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I glanced one last time at the text message and rolled my eyes.

Another summons from my mother, another message I was going to ignore.

“You do know that she can see when you read the message, right?”

A grin spreads across my lips, and I shoved the phone in my pocket. “I know. This is the only bit of rebellion that I give in to. I can vividly picture my mother looking like she just ate one of those sour kid candies with her lips pursed as she stares down at her phone.”

Karlton shook his head. “One day, your mother’s head is going to explode, and then you’re going to feel all kinds of guilt.” He was squeezing a stress ball in each hand and sprawled out in one of the chairs in the small reception area.

“Doubtful. That woman is going to live forever to torment me for the rest of my life.” I loved my mother, but she drove me insane. She treated me like I was ten, not twenty-five. “Don’t feel sorry for the woman, Karl. She wants me to come to dinner so she and Dad can harp on me for hours about how I’m wasting my life while I eat dried-out lamb and try not to gouge out my ears with a spoon.”

“You paint such a vivid picture,” he chuckled.

I rolled my eyes and collapsed in the chair behind the front desk. “That is me putting it mildly.”

Vivian Kramer.

Ice Queen.

Mega Bitch.

I could say that because I had lived with the woman for eighteen grueling years and had barely escaped with my sanity intact.

“Do I dare ask the last time you saw your mother dearest?”

One could never forget their last encounter with Vivian. “Last Thursday. I made the mistake going to the grocery store close to their house.” I had been craving Clyde's amazing chicken salad and figured I wasn’t likely to run into anyone I knew just ducking into the store quickly.

I was dead wrong.

“Did you talk to her, or avoid her?”

Karlton knew me all too well. “I tried to slip out of the produce section before she saw me, but the woman has sonar when it comes to finding me. She probably knew I was there before I even stepped foot out of my car.”

“Finish the story. I need to know what Ice Queen had to say. I also need to know what she was wearing.”

I slowly spun around in my chair and smirked. Karlton loved to hear my horror stories and also salivated to know about the outfit she wore while she berated me. “She looked amazing, well, at least her clothes did. I think she must have had Botox earlier because all that moved were her lips.”

“Details. I need details on the clothes,” he whined.

Jesus. Sometimes, Karlton’s uber-gayness went a little over the top.  “They were clothes and cost more than your rent.”

“At least tell me what designer they were.” He pouted and sat forward in his chair, eager for any detail I would give him.

“Chanel.” Even though I hadn’t worn clothes like hers for years, I could still pinpoint brands. “Shoes were Louis Vuitton.”

“Flats, pumps, sandals, or boots?”

I rolled my eyes. “Pumps. Open-toed. Black.”

He clasped his chest and fell back into his chair. “Eyeline Open Toe Pump,” he sighed.

“I see you’ve been memorizing the catalog again.”

“It’s the closest I’ll ever get to a pair. I’ll never understand why you gave up the life. I would put up with a harpy bat if it meant I had unlimited stock of Louis’.” Ha. Karlton could have that life. Fancy clothes and shoes weren’t worth living with Vivian. “Now tell me what she had to say.”

“She looked me up and down, curled her lip, and asked me what I was wearing.”

Karlton laughed. “What were you wearing?”

“Dingy yoga pants and a white tank top.”

“So exactly what you are wearing now.”

“Hey,” I protested. “These are brand new yoga pants. I got a good deal online.” I might have gone a bit overboard on ordering, but I couldn’t pass up free shipping and fifty percent off. While my mother never looked at prices, I was a bargain hunter and rarely paid full price.

Karlton waved his hand at me. “Continue the story.”

“She asked all of her typical questions. When was I going to wake up and come back home? Was I still dirtying my hands at the ‘dreaded’ yoga hole? Had I met a decent man yet to make an honest woman of me? The usual.”

“And I’m sure you answered all of them like the dutiful daughter that you are.”

I was hardly dutiful. I just knew in order to get away from her, I needed to answer her questions and make my escape as quickly as I could. “I gave her the bare minimum. Never, yes, and no.”

“How annoyed did she look?”

“Scale of one to ten, I would have to say fifty.” I learned early on in my life that nothing would ever make Vivian happy. Even if I were to do exactly what she wanted, she would always find something else she didn’t like. When I was sixteen, I had gone above and beyond to try to make her happy; it was the worst year of my life. Trying to act like labels and brands mattered and having staff wait on me hand and foot was not the kind of life I wanted to live.

Vivian and my dad were filthy rich and lived for everyone they knew to know it. They flaunted it and loved the looks they got from people. I stopped calling Vivian “Mom” when I turned eighteen, and she demanded that I call her “Vivian.” My dad was a bit better than Vivian, but he had his moments also that drove me crazy.

“Are you going to dinner?”

I shook my head. “I have at least two more times I can ignore her before I have to go.”

“Got it down to a science,” he chuckled. “Maybe you should get a fake boyfriend to take with you, and then you could get her off your back on that.”

Pfft. I didn’t even know anyone who would want to enter the lion’s den with me. My mother would tear apart any guy I brought. “Are you volunteering?”

Karlton held up his hands. “As much as I would love to see the castle they live in and play in your mother’s closet, I don’t think she would believe for a minute that you and I were knocking boots. Especially if she caught me in her closet trying on her Louis’.”

“My mother would probably love you if she met you. You could be one of her token gay friends. You just wouldn’t pass the boyfriend test.”

Karlton tapped his chin. “Then I guess we need to find you a guy who would pass the test and keep her off of your back.”

“That man does not exist.”

“Oh ye of little faith. You just leave this to Uncle Karlton. I’ll find you just the man that you need.”

I stood up and leaned on the desk. “I think I should be afraid. Maybe lay down some ground rules. I know you think you know my mother from what I have told you, but you really don’t.” Karlton was the person who knew the most about my mother, but I still kept things from him. “He can’t be gay. My mother will know right away.”

“Pfft, I know that. I know a ton of guys who will fit the bill and would be more than willing to spend time with you.” He pulled out his phone and flicked his finger on the screen. “I’ll have to hold a couple of auditions. I think I’ll need a few judges to help me.”

“Judges? What the hell are you planning on doing?” Now I was terrified of what Karlton had planned.

“Don’t worry about it. I just need to make a few calls, and I’ll have a date for you within the week. Then you can head off to your mom’s.”

To say I was doubtful that this was going to work was an understatement. “Do your worst, Karl. You have four weeks before I’ll need to make an appearance.”

He stood and rubbed his hands together. “This is going to be so fun. I need to run to the café and talk with Molly and Sage.”

I figured he was going to rope them into this. “Try not to broadcast it to the whole world that I’m so pathetic that I need you to find me a date.”

He winked at me and slipped out the door.

I glanced at the clock and saw that my only class today was going to start in half an hour. Wednesday’s were my slow days where I only had one class, and I used the time to clean and work on paperwork. Karlton always came over to shoot the shit and tell me all the gossip he had heard at the laundromat. He thrived sitting in the corner of Sudz and eavesdropping on everyone’s conversation.

Now I was more than likely going to be added to the gossip he loved.

Oh well. This wasn’t going to last long. He would find some poor sucker he would trick into coming to Vivian’s, she would chew him up and spit him out, and then I would go back to the usual way of dealing with her.

Rarely.
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“What do you mean you’re all out?”

“I mean exactly what it sounds like. We are out of cookies. You ate them all.”

I shook my head. “That can’t be possible. I only had six.”

Sage rolled her eyes. “It’s totally possible when you also count the six you bought this morning. We only make two dozen a day.”

I leaned against the counter. “Then maybe you should think about upping that number.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell me how to do my job.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m not telling you how to do your job, just giving you a suggestion.”

“Your suggestion blows.” Sage always gave me shit whenever I came into the café, and I had to admit that it was kind of fun to get her riled up.    

“Where is Molly?” 

“She’s going to give you the same answer I just did. Right now, all we have are the frozen dough pucks in the freezer.”

I smirked and could already taste the gooey goodness in my mouth. “Then fire up the oven and throw some pucks of deliciousness in there.” Problem solved. I could totally wait ten minutes if it meant that I was going to get fresh out of the oven cookies.

Sage rolled her eyes and walked away from the counter. “Molly,” she called. “I’m not dealing with this dumbass anymore. I can’t handle it.”

Molly walked out of the storage closet with a smile on her lips. “How many times have I told you that you can’t come at the end of the day expecting cookies?

“I guess one more time.”

She rolled her eyes. “I can give you some to bake at home if you want.”

“I can’t remember the last time I turned on my oven.” Cooking was not something I did. Ever.

“That’s the only way you are going to get any cookies today. We close in five minutes.”

I sighed and rubbed my stomach. “Bag up a dozen. I’ll see if my oven works.”

“The fact that you don’t even know if your oven works scares me. Do you actually eat out all of the time?” Sage asked.

I shook my head. “No. You don’t need an oven to make a peanut butter sandwich. Plus, I’m the king of microwaving shit.” It was amazing the things you could throw in the microwave, and they tasted halfway decent.

Molly visibly shivered. “I’m going to have to make you care packages of food. I’m seriously worried about your well-being.” She moved to the freezer and looked over at me. “You won’t burn down your house if you turn on the oven, will you?”

I shrugged and held up my hands. “Honestly, it’s probably a fifty/fifty chance. I’m willing to risk it, though.”

Sage grabbed a bag from under the counter and walked over to Molly. “If he burns down his house, there’s a chance he won’t be in tomorrow. I like those odds.” She held open the bag. “Fill it up,” she ordered.

Molly dropped a tray full of cookie pucks into the bag, and my stomach growled. This was going to be fucking amazing if I didn’t manage to burn them all. “They’re cheaper since I’m doing all of the work, right?”

Molly and Sage both turned toward me, their jaws dropped. “You’re an ass,” they said in unison.

I shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt to ask.” I was going to assume that the answer was no.

Sage put a knot at the end of the bag and slung it over her shoulder. “You give ninja hotties a bad name.”

“And you put a lot of pressure on us hotties. We can’t be amazing all of the time.”

She set the bag in front of me. “You’re just a ninja now. I’m taking away your hottie title. That’ll be twenty bucks.”

I grabbed the bag and sprinted to the front door. “You take away my hottie title, I’m taking the cookies. Charge it to the Powerhouse tab.”

“What?” Sage squawked. “That isn’t even a thing.”

“Then make it a thing,” I called. Karlton walked through the door as I opened it, and he beelined towards the front counter. Hopefully he could help distract Molly and Sage. The door swung shut behind me, and I jogged over to my car parked on the side of the building. I had told Kellan that I would be back after grabbing some goodies from the café, but with me stealing a dozen cookies, I had to make a quick getaway.

Sage was standing outside, flipping me the bird, while making a rather unladylike gesture of thrusting her hips, and telling me to suck it as I drove by the café.

I rolled down the window and hollered, “Classy!” I coasted out of the parking lot. Sage’s yelling faded as I rolled up the window and chuckled.

Getting her riled was one of the highlights of my day. She was so easy to piss off.

Ten minutes later, as I pulled into my apartment lot, my phone rang, and I instantly knew who was calling.

“I’ll pay her in the morning,” I said into the phone without looking at the caller ID.

“You’ll pay me because Sage about had a coronary when she stomped into Powerhouse five minutes ago,” Kellan replied.

“Huh, I’m surprised it took her that long to come bitch to you.”

“She called before she came over.”

I pulled into my spot and shifted the car into park. “I hope you didn’t pay her twenty bucks. She tried to tell me that was how much I owed her. Bullshit, man. Ain’t no way I’m paying that much for cookies.”

“If you wouldn’t be an ass to her, then she wouldn’t charge you an arm and a leg for cookies.”

“Dude, a week ago, she charged my debit card fifteen dollars for three cookies.” When I checked my account that night, I had to think back and count how many cookies I ate. Molly’s cookies were good, but they weren’t that good.

Kellan laughed. “You probably deserved it. She’s charging you for having to deal with you.”

“You’re supposed to be on my side with this shit, Kel. Not your girlfriend's side.”

“Molly warms my bed at night, not you.”

I pushed open my door and slid out of the car. “Damn power of the pussy, man. You and Tate are both goners.”

“Just make sure you pay me back tomorrow and try not to torment Sage so much anymore.”

I heaved out an annoyed breath. “I see I’m on my own with this. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to figure out how to turn on my oven and bake.”

“Hold up, hold up. You’re baking?”

“Ask Molly. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I shoved the phone in my pocket and reached into the car to grab the bag of cookies.

I could totally bake cookies. How hard could it possibly be?

***********
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“I talked to Molly and Sage.”

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and pressed the phone to my ear. “Who is this?” I grunted.

“Karlton, your fairy godmother. Oh, and I’ve also thought about what I want my payment to be for hooking you up with Mr. Perfect,” he chattered.

I threw my arm over my face and collapsed back into my pillow. “I don’t even know what time it is, and my brain is barely registering what you are talking about.”

“It’s eight fifteen, and you need to wake up. We have things to do.”

“You are supposed to be doing all of the work. I’m just supposed to tell you when and where to send him.” It was way too early to be dealing with Karlton. I normally needed four cups of coffee and peace and quiet to wake up fully. 

“Don’t you want to know what I want in return for doing this for you?” he asked coyly.

He probably wanted me to name my first born after him. Karlton or Karlette. “Karlette is not happening.”

He scoffed. “This is way more than naming your firstborn after me. Matchmake Pump.”

“Now you’re speaking gibberish.”

“Louis’, baby. This is going to cost you a pair of Matchmake Pumps. I figured the name was only fitting for what I’m doing,” he replied smugly.

“I’m not buying you a pair of thousand-dollar shoes for doing something that I didn’t ask you to do.” Buying expensive shoes was never something that excited me the way it did my mother or Karlton. I was more into comfort than style.

“That’s good since they’re only eight hundred and some change,” he bragged as if he had found the deal of the century.

“I’m ignoring your request.” He was crazy. Did he know how many pairs of yoga pants I could buy for eight hundred dollars? “I think we need to go over the difference between wants and needs with you.”

“Whatever. Just meet me at Sudz at ten. There are some things we need to go over, and then we need to go shopping.”

Ugh. Shopping was one of the things I hated. Vivian always dragged me along whenever she felt the need to clean out her closet and fill it with the latest fashions. Sitting in fitting rooms for hours on end while she tried on everything in the store was how I spent a good chunk of my childhood. “I’ll be there at ten, but I’ll skip out on the shopping.” I shuddered at the thought of even trying on a pair of pants. Buy online was the ideal way to shop for me.

“It’s not an option,” he sang. He disconnected the call before I could protest anymore, and I dropped the phone on the bed.

“Fairy godmother Karlton,” I sighed.

What could we possibly need to go shopping for, and more importantly, what else did he have to tell me about? 

This idea of his was ballooning into something I wasn’t sure I wanted.

**********
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“There’s the cookie bandit.”

Molly was sitting in Kellan’s lap behind the front desk of Powerhouse with a smirk on her face.

I pointed a finger at her as I walked by. “You charge an outrageous amount for your cookies.”

“Only if your name is Dante,” she giggled.

“How did it go last night with the oven, Betty Crocker?” Kellan asked.

I dropped my duffel bag next to the mat and collapsed into one of the folding chairs that the parents sat in. “I turned on the oven, and then I realized I don’t have anything to cook on.” You could imagine my disappointment when I opened all of my cupboards searching for anything to put the damn cookies on, only to come up empty-handed.”

“You could have used tin foil,” Molly suggested.

“I have never bought tin foil in my life,” I confessed.

Molly’s jaw dropped. “I’m seriously concerned for your well-being. How have you never baked or bought tin foil? You’ve never baked a pizza before?”

“Why bake them when you can just order them? Most pizza places are open ‘til eleven, so I’m good to go when it comes to that.” The delivery guy and I were on a first name basis.

“So, what are you going to do with the cookies you stole yesterday?” she asked.

“I plan on buying one of those pan thingies after class tonight.” I had also eaten three of the cookies raw. You couldn’t beat raw cookie dough.

“You mean a cookie sheet?” Molly asked slowly. “Have you ever even been down the baking supply aisle in a store?”

No. Not at all, but I had shocked Molly enough for the day.

“Of course, who hasn’t? That’s where they sell microwaves, right?”

She eyed me warily. “You scare me.” She hopped off of Kellan’s lap, pressed a quick kiss to his lips, and walked around the desk. “I gotta get back. Sage has off today, so you’re safe to come and get cookies later,” she noted with a smirk.

My stomach growled at the thought of warm cookies. “Let me get changed, and then I’ll be over.”

“You really need to stop encouraging him, Cookie,” Kellan chuckled.

“I can’t turn away good money. Ever since you guys started coming to the café, my sales have tripled for baked goods.” She threw a wink at Kellan and pushed open the door.

Kellan and I laughed. That wasn’t hard to believe.

“See you later,” Molly called as the door shut behind her.

Kellan spun around in his chair and folded his arms over his head. “You’re early.”

“I figured you would be here. I could use you as a punching bag for an hour or so.”

“Pretty sure we’ve got four brand new punching bags on the side there that you can use instead of my head.”

A grin spreads across my lips. “Using your head is much more fun.” A moving target was harder to hit than a stationary one, so it was more of a challenge.

“You see the flyer for the Amex Open?”

“You mean the one you stuck in my bag and on the windshield of my car?” I didn’t know exactly what Kellan was trying to get across by shoving them in my face.

“Roman is competing.”

“Yeah,” I drawled.

Kellan dropped his feet to the floor and stopped spinning. “And I think it would be good if he takes one of us with him.”

I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest. “I see. So, since you and Tate are being dragged around by your balls, that leaves me to go with him to Lansing.”

Kellan shrugged and nodded. “It seems most logical for you to go. Besides, since you’ve been training pretty hard, I figured you could compete too.”

“The Amex is in less than two months. I should have been training a hell of a lot harder if I’m going to compete.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, if you think you can’t go hard enough to compete, then you can be there to cheer on Roman.”

“I’m not some fucking cheerleader,” I snarled.

Kellan stood up. “Then I guess you better put your sparring gear on instead of a fucking skirt, sally.”

I stood up and snatched my duffel bag from the ground. “Now I’m really going to beat the shit out of you.”

“Bring it, fucker,” Kellan taunted.

I slung my bag over my shoulder and strutted into the bathroom.

I was going to fuck him up.
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Chapter 4


Kennedy
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“Get in the car, or I will get one of those ninja hotties to pick you up and put you in the car.”

I scoffed and ducked into Karlton’s car. “You know, that really wasn’t a threatening threat, right? By the time it would have taken you to run over to Powerhouse, I could have been in my own car back to my house.”

He shifted the car into drive and pulled out of the parking lot. “I see you drank an extra cup of sass this morning.”

“If you mean coffee, then yes.” Functioning before nine o’clock with no coffee was not physically possible for me. Especially during the weekends when I had sunrise classes. It was a miracle Friday through Sunday when I managed to stay awake during meditation.

“Since you ignored my summons to be to the laundromat at ten, you’re going to have to get the condensed version of what I’ve been up to the past eighteen hours.”

I rolled my eyes and snapped on my seat belt. One needed to be on their game when driving with Karlton and get buckled quickly. I was risking my life by not buckling before he pulled out of the parking lot.  “I’m. So. Excited.” Driving with Karlton was a once in a lifetime experience. I say once in a lifetime because each time you drove with him, your life flashed before your eyes.

“So, I talked to Sage and Molly. It was only for like a minute, but they both agreed to be my wing women.”

“Did they know what they agreed to?”

He glanced at me and smirked. “Mostly. I mentioned I was tasked with finding you a man that your mom would approve of.”

“I have a question.”

“You may ask, but I don’t have to give you an answer.”

“Why are we going shopping?”

Karlton flipped on his blinker and took a right turn on two wheels. At least, it felt like it was on two wheels. “Because in order for your mother to get off your back, we also need to change how you look.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?” he squawked.

“I mean no. I’m not changing who I am, Karlton. I tried to fit into my mother’s mold my whole life, and it never worked. Focus on finding me a man to fool my mother with.”

“Then what in the hell are we going to do at the mall?”

I sighed and propped my feet up on the dash. “We can still go to the mall. I can check out the yoga pants and sneakers.”

“You said you just bought yoga pants the other day.”

I turned my head and gave him a stern look. “Are you trying to tell me that I have enough yoga pants?”

He held up his hands, and the car veered to the right. My hand shot out and grabbed the steering wheel, trying to save us from hitting the car in the other lane. Karlton turned in his seat to look at me. “I would never tell you that you have enough clothes,” he said sincerely. “Cross my heart.”

“Good, great,” I grimaced. “Now, do you think you can put your hands back on the wheel?” With me leaning across the center console trying to keep the car between the lines, I’m sure anyone behind us thought I was giving Karlton a blow job.

“Kennedy, I really think that we should at least try to get you a sensible pantsuit to wear the next time you go to your mom’s.” He completely ignored my request and put his arm over the back of my seat. “A good pantsuit can take you places.”

“What? Are you insane?” Pantsuits were not more important than having two hands on the wheel. Ever. “Yes, yes. I’ll buy two if it makes you put your damn hands back on the wheel.”

Karlton grinned smugly and put both hands firmly on the wheel, but his head was still turned toward me. “You are so easy,” he muttered.

I sat back in my seat and sighed. “If by easy you mean I value my life, then yes, I am easy.” He finally turned his eyes back to the road, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

My fingers gripped the armrest on the door, and I closed my eyes. He took another corner, and the car jumped as he hit the curb. “How do you still have a license?” I grimaced.

“How I persuade officers to see things my way is not what we need to concentrate on right now. I need to know what your type is. I’m assuming you have more requirements than standing and breathing.”

“I don’t have a type.” At least, I didn’t think that I did. In my small dating experience, I had always been with guys different from the last. Tall, short, muscular, a little round in the middle, and whatever in between. “Standing and breathing is a good place to start.”

Karlton sighed and veered into the mall parking lot. “Well, I guess I’m the one who is going to have standards in all of this.”

I had standards. I just didn’t think Karlton’s plan was really going to sprout out the man of my dreams. “I thought this was just supposed to be a decoy guy to get my mom off of my back? Now you are talking like we’re on a man hunt to drag one down the aisle.”

He pulled into a parking spot and slammed the car into park. It was really a miracle that his car even started after the way he drove it. “There ain’t no reason why we can’t kill two birds with one stone.”

I tilted my head and squinted. “Huh?”

Karlton shook his head and grabbed his man purse out of the back seat. “Why can’t he be a decoy to your mom and keep you warm at night? The best of both worlds, honey.”

I threw open my door and slammed it shut behind me. “Well, why don’t we focus on the decoy world and leave the happily ever after world in the rearview mirror, okay?”

He hitched his man purse over his shoulder and strutted around the front of the car over to me. “Honey, I think there is one thing you and I need to get straight.” He put his arm around my shoulders and propelled us toward the front entrance. “You need a man. And not some guy you can bowl over and step on.”

I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Karlton hadn’t closed his door. It was a miracle the man didn’t get his car stolen. At least a handful of times, I had discovered his car door open when I wandered over to the laundromat. “Fine by me, but you might want to close your door. We’re not at the strip mall anymore.”

He dropped his arm from my shoulders and jogged back to the car while mumbling under his breath about automatic doors and how he wasn’t made for the door-closing life. “I’ve just decided we are going to find you a rich decoy to be your happily ever after and then you can adopt me and I can live in the pool house in the back of your grand mansion in the Keys.” He threaded his arm through mine and resumed pulling me toward the mall. “We will need to stock up on sunscreen because I have a rather delicate disposition, in case you haven’t noticed. One can never put too much sunscreen on.”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a rather vivid imagination?” I had lived the rich life; I wasn’t interested in going back, even if it meant Karlton would live in my pool house. “I think you’ve watched way too many movies that made pool houses seem way cooler than they actually are.”

He scoffed. “Puh-leez. Everyone knows the friend of the richie always lives in the pool house until he finds his own money pony to ride off into the sunset with.”

“You are talking a language I don’t understand. Richie? Money pony?” Karlton either hit his head this morning or had gotten into some wacky shit.

He inhaled deeply as we walked through the front doors into the food court. “Lord have mercy, we are going to have to make a detour over to China King before we leave.” He cupped his hand to his ear and leaned towards the left. “I can hear those yummy little crab rangoons calling my name.” 

Karlton had definitely gotten into some wacky shit. “Yoga pants, and then China King.”

“Oh no,” he sassed. “You promised me a pantsuit. If I remember correctly, I’m pretty sure you promised two.”

I rolled my eyes and let him lead me through the mall. If only my self-preservation instincts weren’t so strong, I could have let him kill me on the drive over and wouldn’t be on my way for pantsuit-related torture right now.

The large letters of Macy’s came into view, and I could feel Karlton’s excitement rolling off of him. “Lord have mercy, this is going to be so much fun.” He clapped his hands together like a happy seal and skipped ahead of me.

I didn’t want to be a Debbie Downer and burst his bubble, but he was going to have to wrestle me into that pantsuit.

Kennedy Kramer and pantsuits were not going to happen. Especially not to please my mother.

“Jeans and a nice shirt, Karlton,” I called. I was totally reneging on my promise. If it came down to it, I could always take the bus or call an Uber to take me home.

He spun around on his heel and pointed at me. Lord have mercy, this man was a drama queen. “Pantsuit and that’s it!” he demanded.

“I’m not eighty years old, Karlton. Who the hell wears a pantsuit anymore?”

“The outfit I’m picturing is something you would never catch your grandma wearing,” he smirked.

He waltzed into the store, and I meekly followed behind him.

Now, I was scared.
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Chapter 5


Dante
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“You’re going to compete.”

“Who?”

“You.”

I grabbed my gloves off the floor and shoved them in my bag. “I’m not ready to fight.”

Kellan laughed. “Bullshit. You could kick the ass of any of those guys on the circuit.”

“He couldn’t beat me,” Roman called. He was sprawled out on his back, his arms straight in the air, spinning his bo.

Tate walked out of the bathroom and grabbed his kamas off the chair by the mats. “Maybe if he competed in weapons, but I’m pretty sure he’d wipe the mat with you, Roman.”

“That’s bullshit. I could totally beat him if I trained for it. I was damn good when I was an underbelt.” 

“Dude, that was over ten years ago,” Kellan laughed.

Roman scoffed. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t help it that I was amazing with my bo and focused on that. Hell, if I would have focused on sparring, then Dante would have always been second.”

Tate grabbed his duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. “You wouldn’t have even been in the same bracket as him, dumbass. He’s more than ten years older than you.”

Kellan sat in the chair behind the front desk and grabbed a notepad. “Hey, be easy on Roman. You know he was never good at math.”

“Pfft. He wasn’t good at math, but that didn’t keep him from getting a damn ‘A’ in the class.” Tate shook his head
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