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      Chapter 1



Belle





    

    
      “Son of a bitch.”

I held down the power button on my phone until it made an indent in my finger, but it was no use. The stupid thing was dead.

“Why didn’t I bring my friggen portable charger?” I mumbled.

I glanced over my shoulder at the fancy Federal Hill restaurant I’d just escaped from and heaved a big sigh. It looked like I was going to have to go back in and borrow someone’s phone.

Tonight had been Ryder’s college graduation dinner. He’d been dating my old roommate for years and was more like a brother now. An annoying, pain in the ass brother who bothered me any chance he got. Which was further proof he was like family. And Bailey was a lot more than my old roommate; she was also my best friend and sister from another mister.

They’d been together for a bunch of years now, and he’d surprised us all by proposing. Obviously, Bailey said yes, and it was all very sweet, but there was only so much of that crap I could take before my stomach started rolling.

Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for them. Immensely happy. So happy I could have thrown up. And that’s exactly what would have happened if I’d had to endure much longer of their lovey dovey shit. Thankfully, the graduate’s brother, Remy, treated us to this upscale meal, but you don’t upchuck a fifty dollar steak, no matter who buys it. It’s just bad form.

With another sigh, I hung my head and mentally prepared myself to go back in there. I’d already lied once and told them the Uber had arrived and I had to leave right away. Now I’d have to lie again and tell them he cancelled or something, right before my phone died.  


Oh, what a tangled web.

“Belle? Is everything okay?”

I turned to find Remy tucking a cell phone into the pocket of his slacks. Even though he’d lived upstairs from me for the past four years, our paths hadn’t crossed much. Sure, we had the occasional dinner together when Bailey and Ryder forced us all into the same room, but that was the extent of our relationship.

I shrugged. “Yeah, I’m fine. My phone just died, and I was trying to catch an Uber home.”

Remy smiled, his brown eyes kinder than I remembered. “I just called one. Why don’t we ride together?”

Gratitude flooded my system. “Really? You don’t mind?”

He rolled his eyes. “Belle, we’re goin’ to the same place.”

I released a deep breath as my escape from the Bailey-Ryder love fest loomed in front of me. “That would be great, Remy. Thanks.”

He waved dismissively before shoving his hand into one of his front pockets. We stood there awkwardly for a second, the fact that we’d never really had a conversation of our own glaringly obvious. 

Finally, he tipped his head toward the restaurant. “You wanna wait inside?”

“Fuck, no.” My answer fell from my lips before I could stop it.

A surprised chuckle burst out of him. “Don’t hold back or anything.”

I gave him a sheepish smile and tried to explain myself better. “I just can’t take any more of that mushy shit. It’s making me itch.”

Remy frowned. “You’re not happy for them?”

I waved both hands in front of me. “No, no, no. That’s not it. I’m super happy for them. I love Bailey like a sister, and I know Ryder’s going to treat her like a queen for the rest of their lives.”

I’d certainly threatened him with bodily harm often enough to know he’d treat her well or face the Isabelle Garcia wrath. At that point, he knew better.

Remy’s frown deepened. “Then what’s the problem?”

I sighed and tried again. “They’re just so… ugh.” Remy laughed, and I was glad because I really wasn’t trying to offend him or his brother. But I rushed to elaborate, anyway. “They’re great, but when they’re together, they’re like sickeningly cute. There’s only so much I can stomach in a day.”

Remy laughed harder. “Try living with them.”

I cringed. I couldn’t help it. 

In the beginning, the couple split their time between the two apartments, but eventually, for whatever reason, they’d pretty much permanently moved in upstairs. 

Maybe it was the retching sounds I made whenever I caught them making out.

Which was often.

Maybe it was all the fights me and Ryder got into. They were the type of good-natured squabbles that happened between siblings who loved to antagonize each other, but even I could admit they were excessive.

Whatever the reason, they’d settled upstairs with Remy and I saw that much less of Bailey. It was hard at first, but I made peace with losing a piece of my best friend. That part of her heart wasn’t meant for me—it was Ryder’s all along.

I looked up and noticed while I’d been lost in thought, Remy had been studying me. 

“What?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I just didn’t think you’d had enough to drink to need to Uber home.”

I laughed. “Believe me, I had enough. Especially since I wasn’t the one paying the bar tab.”

Remy’s lips twitched to the side, his eyes bright with humor.

“But I Ubered here, so I’d have to Uber home regardless,” I went on.

“So, your plan was to run up the bill you weren’t paying,” he said with a smile.

I tipped my head back and laughed loudly. “No, that wasn’t my plan, that was just a lucky break,” I said between chuckles.

Remy took a couple steps closer. “Then why Uber?”

“I Uber everywhere.”

“Don’t you have a license?”

“Technically.”

“But no car?”

I huffed out a breath. “Remy, have you noticed a car of mine parked behind our house?”

He shot me a crooked grin. “I’ll admit, I haven’t paid much attention.”

I rolled my eyes. “Clearly.”

He took another step closer. “But I’m paying attention now.”

He smelled like expensive cologne and my heart rate picked up as I breathed him in. Now I knew I’d had too much to drink.

“I Uber everywhere because I prefer not to drive. I could buy a car if I wanted, but it’s better if I don’t.”

He tilted his head to the side. “It’s better if you don’t drive? Better for who?”

I gestured to the busy street full of cars we were standing next to. “All of civilization really.”

He laughed, the sound deep and rich and doing funny shit to my stomach. I really needed to get home and sleep this off because Remy MacAlister was looking sexier by the second and I really couldn’t go there.

He took another step closer, and I could feel the heat of his body. “It’s better for all of civilization if you don’t drive? Why’s that?”

I looked up into his chocolate brown gaze and lost the conversation for a second. Had his eyes always been so warm? So enticing? Damn, I needed a bottle of water and my bed stat.

I shook it off and did my best to put some much-needed breathing room between us without making it too obvious. The last thing I needed was for him to realize how much he was affecting me.

It was the wine. It had to be.

I cleared my throat and looked up at him again, willing myself to keep my cool. “I’m an awful driver,” I blurted. 

Remy’s brows twitched, his smile creeping back across his face. “You can’t be that bad.”

“No, really. I am. I’ve been in so many accidents I’ve been blackballed by every insurance company in Rhode Island.” I shrugged. “It’s better for everyone in the city of Providence if I just Uber.”

He shook his head, his smile wide. “You’re somethin’ else.”

I shrugged and looked away as a white Honda pulled up in front of us. Remy pulled his phone back out and checked the car’s plates before nodding toward me. “This is us.”

I followed him over to the car and he held the door open while I slid into the back seat. Once he was in, he confirmed our address with the driver, and we were off.

“Thanks again for this. I didn’t want to admit to the happy couple that I lied about my Uber already being here,” I said.

Remy chuckled and turned to face me, his knee brushing against my leg in the small confines of the back seat. “I’m happy to help.”

I shot him a smile and turned to look out the window. Being so close to him was more difficult than I’d imagined, and I was willing the car to go faster so this trip could end.

“So, with your aversion to romance, I’m assuming there’s no one special in your life?”

I turned to him, a smile tugging at my lips. “Who wants to know?”

He held up his hands in surrender. “Just a curious neighbor.”

I pursed my lips and eyed him for a moment, but I had no reason to not answer. “That would be a fat no.”

He chuckled once. “Why? Are you allergic to love?”

I scoffed. “Allergic to love. Listen to you! No, I’m not allergic to love. It just has no place in my life.”

He nodded slowly, his eyes sad. “So, you’re celibate. That explains a lot.”

I backhanded his shoulder while his laugh filled the car. “No, I’m not celibate, you dick bag. I’m just not into relationships. They’re messy and too involved for me. I have fun when I want and do my own thing the rest of the time.”

“Dick bag?”

I shrugged. “Well, if the shoe fits…”

He laughed again. “So, even though you’ve seen how happy Bailey and Ryder are, that still doesn’t convince you that relationships are worth the hassle and the… messiness?”

“Hell no. Bailey and Ryder are only further proof of why I’m not in a relationship.”

“How’s that?”

I turned to face him, our legs brushing again, but this time I barely noticed. He was getting me all riled up and now I had a point to make. “Relationships like that are all-consuming. All-encompassing. Every decision she makes affects him and vice versa. Neither one of them are their own person anymore. Everything is about the two of them.”

Remy cocked his head to the side. “Isn’t that supposed to be a good thing?”

“Not to be repetitive, but hell no. What happens when, ten years down the road, they’re not together anymore?”

“You don’t think they’ll last that long?”

I shrugged. “Who knows? In ten years, they’ll be completely different people. Maybe they won’t be compatible anymore. Or maybe he gets hit by a bus. Or maybe she falls off a cliff. Either way, one day someone’s gonna lose the other one and where will they be then?”

“Does Bailey spend much time near cliffs?”

I smacked him again. “Focus, Remy!”

He laughed and rubbed where I hit him. I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Men were such babies. I didn’t even hit him that hard.

“That’s a pretty morbid way of looking at things, Belle.”

I shrugged. “You say morbid, I say realistic. One day, something is going to tear them apart, and all this time they’ve spent being a them will be over. Why go through all that when you know you’ll lose them someday?”

“I take back what I said. That wasn’t pretty morbid, that’s morbid as fuck.”

I laughed and shrugged. “It’s true though.”

“You might be right, but some would say the journey’s worth it.”

I opened my mouth to respond when the car slowed to a stop, and I glanced out the window. How had we made a fifteen-minute trip in what felt like only two or three?

We thanked the driver and Remy helped me out. Thankfully, it seemed he’d dropped the conversation we were having in the car. I didn’t mind sharing my point of view on the whole mess, but didn’t like arguing about it. There was nothing anyone could say to change my mind on relationships and he’d just have been wasting his breath.

We walked around the side of the house to the door and Remy opened it for us. I dug in my purse for my keys, mentally preparing myself for one last glass of wine. Even though I’d been looking forward to some water and my bed, our conversation had my engines running and I was too wired to sleep.

Then I remembered.

“Aww, fuck nuts,” I mumbled.

Remy laughed as he held the door open for me. “Fuck nuts?”

I looked up at him and nodded mournfully. “I just remembered I drank all my wine last night.”

He shook his head. “Didn’t get enough at my expense?”

I shrugged. “I thought I had, but you’ve got me all worked up with that relationship conversation and I was hoping to continue my night.” I sighed. “Guess water and bed is what’s on the schedule now.”

Remy was quiet while he watched me search for my keys. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke up. “I’ve got some cold beer upstairs if you’re interested.”

I turned to him with a frown. “Beer?”

He laughed and leaned against the wall in the small foyer.

The small foyer that had never felt smaller.

When did Remy get so big?

I always knew he was tall like his brother, but were his shoulders always so broad? His chest that wide? And since when the hell did he start smelling so good?

“Yeah, beer. I’ve got Blue Moon and some IPAs. They’re good.”

I wrinkled my nose as I weighed my options. “Yeah, but it’s beer.”

He laughed again before grabbing my hand. “Come on, Belle. Broaden your horizons.”

I let him lead me up to his apartment. In the four years he’d lived there I’d only been up those stairs a handful of times to talk to Bailey. But that night, it felt like brand-new territory and my stomach clenched in anticipation.

“Okay, I guess I can give it a try, but I’m not making any promises,” I warned him.

He chuckled again and squeezed my hand. It was warm and big, completely encompassing mine and making me feel all sorts of dainty in the process.

“That’s all I can ask,” he said as he fit his key in the lock and opened the door for us.

He dropped my hand, and it instantly felt cold. Like I’d been wearing gloves outside in the snow and they’d been abruptly ripped off. I fisted my fingers and tried to shake the feeling off.

I didn’t hold hands. 

Not now, not ever.

That was a momentary lapse in judgement that I wouldn’t let happen again.

I must have taken too long because Remy turned to look at me with questions in his deep brown eyes. I mentally shook myself and strode into his apartment.

Unfortunately for me, it seemed like I’d had just enough wine at the restaurant to lose my ability to walk in my four-inch heels. I caught the toe of my shoe on his doorstep and stumbled forward. My arms wind-milled desperately through the air as I tried to regain control before I made a complete ass of myself.

Thankfully, Remy rushed forward and grabbed my arms, steadying me before I could do something really embarrassing. I took a deep breath and looked up to thank him when the words got caught in my throat.

He smiled down at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Be careful, beautiful.”

My heart thundered at his compliment and I knew then I’d made a mistake coming up there. A mistake I was in no hurry to rectify.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



Remy





    

    
      Son of a bitch.

Why did I just call her beautiful?

I mean, it’s not like it wasn’t true. Belle was gorgeous. Stunning. The way her little black dress hugged her curves was enough to drive any straight man out of his mind. 

But I’d intended to keep those thoughts to myself.

This wasn’t the first time I’d noticed Belle. I’d been checking her out for years, but I’d been careful to keep that shit under wraps. I didn’t need the complication of a woman in my life, and I definitely didn’t need to get involved with someone I practically lived with. All of that added up to me keeping my eyes off her curves and my dick in my pants.

So, what changed tonight?

I’d seen her standing in front of the restaurant looking like she needed someone to save her, and I hadn’t been able to stop myself. Maybe Ryder was right, and I had a hero complex. Maybe I’d decided to stop keeping my distance from the beautiful woman that lived downstairs from me. Or maybe I was just jealous of all the happiness my brother had found and was looking for some of my own.

Whatever the case, I’d given her a ride home and then invited her up to my apartment. Despite my reservations and my desire to keep her at arms’ length, she’d fallen right into them and I was having trouble pulling away. With her warm little body beneath my hands, I knew exactly how I wanted the night to end, consequences be damned.

Belle was still looking up at me, her honey-colored eyes wide and her white teeth biting down on her full bottom lip. Finally, she laughed, the sound breathy, and pulled away. I instantly missed the contact.

“Sorry. I think it’s time to admit I’ve had too much to be walking in these shoes.”

She reached out for my arm again and I watched her kick off her black high heels. It was then I noticed she wasn’t wearing stockings, and the golden hue of her legs was her natural skin color. I swallowed roughly as my eyes trailed down to her bare feet. I wasn’t usually a guy who gave a shit about that kind of thing, but there was something about her red painted toenails that was making my dick twitch.

She pulled away, and I did my best to hold still. To not reach for her. To not pull her back against me.

I cleared my throat. “How about that beer?”

She wrinkled her nose and my lips twitched with a smile.

“I’m still not sure about this beer shit,” she said.

I laughed, I couldn’t help it. She was so real and honest. I’d noticed these things before but had never spent this much time alone with her. She was like a smart-mouthed breath of fresh air.

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her farther into my apartment. I knew I should have kept my hands to myself, but that didn’t seem to matter tonight.

“Listen, I think you’ll like Blue Moon. I even have oranges.”

She looked up at me, questions clear in her light brown eyes. “Oranges?”

I nodded once and sat her down at a chair in the kitchen. “Everyone knows you have to have an orange slice with a Blue Moon.”

She rolled her eyes as she settled her small frame on the seat. “Well, excuse me.”

I grabbed a cutting board, knife, and an orange off the counter. “I’ll let it go this once.”

She laughed, the sound higher pitched than her normal voice, but musical in a way. “I appreciate your leniency, Remy.”

Damn.

There was something about the way she said my name that made me want to ask her to say it again. I shook my head and sliced up the orange. When I was done, I pulled a cold glass out of the freezer and rubbed a slice of the fruit along the rim before settling it on the edge.

“You’re really pulling out all the stops here, aren’t you?” she asked from behind me.

I shrugged as I pulled a bottle of Blue Moon out of the fridge and poured it carefully into the glass. “If I’m going to make you try my favorite beer, I’m going to make sure I do it right.”

She laughed again, this time softer than before.

When her glass was full, I brought it over to where she was seated, setting it before her with a flourish. She laughed once more, and I knew it was a sound I could become addicted to. 

I shook my head to rid myself of that thought. I had no business thinking things like that. Not about Belle. Not about anyone. I had too much on my plate as it was. There was no room for a woman. Especially not one like Belle.

I watched as her dainty hands wrapped around the frosted glass. She looked up at me with a smile. “Are you gonna watch the whole time?”

I nodded. “Of course. I need to see the moment you realize I was right.”

She pressed her lips together like she was fighting off a smile. When she broke eye contact, I was glad she did because I didn’t think I could have done it. She lifted the glass to her full lips, her pink tongue darting out once and almost completely undoing me. Finally, she took her first sip and set the glass back down.

I waited and waited, but she was silent as she stared into the foamy glass of beer. “Well?”

She looked up at me, her brows furrowed. “It’s sweet.”

I nodded, my lips pulling into a smile. “I know, right? I told you it was delicious.”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say delicious.”

“You might as well have.”

She scoffed. “Listen, pal, it’s no pinot grigio, but I suppose it’ll have to do for tonight.”

I shook my head and turned back toward the fridge. “That didn’t sound anything like a thank you.”

She laughed again and my heart thumped in my chest.

“I suppose thanks are in order. After all, you’re the one responsible for how drunk I’m getting tonight.”

I grabbed another bottle from the fridge and popped the top off before taking a swig. “Not too drunk I hope.”

The double meaning was there, but would she pick up on it?

She raised a single brow as she took another long sip of her beer. “No. I’m not that drunk. Just drunk enough, actually.”

My heart beat harder at that information. This night wasn’t ending with either of us going to bed alone and I wanted to make sure she was sober enough to make that decision. Apparently, she was, and my dick hardened at the thought.

I raised my beer toward her. “To just being drunk enough.”

She laughed and held up her glass. “I’ll drink to that.” 

She took another long swig, and I watched her as I drank some of my own.

“How come you’re not using a fancy glass and a garnish?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Real men don’t need fruit in their beer.”

Her eyes widened comically, and I knew if I was standing closer that she’d have slapped me again. She really was pretty feisty. Why was that so appealing?

“Real men don’t need fruit? Then why’d you have the orange here to begin with?”

Ah, she had me there.

I shrugged and took the seat next to hers, my leg brushing against her bare knee. “It’s for when I bring home beautiful women and get them to drink my beer.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line again and, this time, I knew it was to suppress another smile. “Do you bring home a lot of beautiful women, Remy?”

I took another long sip of my beer before answering her. “You’d probably know if I did.”

She nodded as she took a drink of her own. “Yeah, I guess I would. There aren’t many secrets when you live on top of someone else.”

My dick twitched at her choice of words, but I told him to settle down. 

“Not really. Except of course what an awful driver you are.”

She rolled her pretty eyes before taking another sip. “I wish I hadn’t told you that.”

“Why? Because I’ll use it against you now?”

“Exactly.”

I laughed as I watched her drain her glass. When she was done, I hopped up and grabbed her another beer. She eyed it speculatively as I poured it into her glass.

“Are you trying to get me drunk, Remy?”

I shook my head. “I thought you were already drunk.”

She chuckled as she took another sip. “Not that drunk.”

I smiled wide as I finished my beer. “That’s right. Not that drunk.”

I grabbed myself another and walked back over to the table with my hand stretched out to her. “Let’s go sit in the living room. I’ve had enough of uncomfortable chairs for the night.”

She took my hand and let me lead her into the next room.

“The restaurant’s chairs really were uncomfortable, weren’t they? My ass was hurting all night, but I thought it had to just be me.”

At the mention of her ass, I couldn’t help but take a peek. I made sure to keep it short though. Who knew what would happen if I got caught checking out a woman like Belle? She’d probably have my nuts for breakfast.

“Who’s the fuckwit who picked that restaurant?”

I laughed loudly, the sound filling the quiet apartment. I couldn’t help myself. “You know damn well it was me.”

She turned around with wide, innocent eyes that I didn’t believe for a second.

“Was it? Huh. I guess you should do your research better next time you take us to an expensive restaurant. Make sure the chairs don’t give your guests’ asses permanent damage.”

I laughed again and, this time, it felt like the humor loosened something in my chest. Something that had been wound tightly that was slowly untangling. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it had to do with Belle and I also knew I liked it. A lot.

“You have my apologies. I’ll try to do better next time.”

She took a seat on the couch and crossed her long, golden legs. “You do that.”

I would have laughed again, but all the air fled my lungs the second I got another look at her legs and bare feet. What was this woman doing to me?

I took a seat next to her and leaned back. Today had been long, but it was something I was used to by now. I’d worked in the office that morning before meeting Ryder and Bailey at the graduation ceremony. I felt guilty that I hadn’t made time to visit Gramps, but his nurse should have stopped by and he’d assured me he’d be all right.

Actually, he’d more or less told me to stop babying him and take care of what I needed to. The old man was stubborn as hell, but that was where I’d gotten it from, and I was even worse than he was.

Taking care of him and Ryder was my job, and I took it very seriously. They were the only family I had left, and I was determined to make sure I did everything I could for them.

“Hey, where’d you go?”

I turned to see Belle watching me and I sighed. “Sorry, I was just thinking about what a long ass day this was.”

She turned on the couch, so she was facing me. “You mean the graduation?”

I shrugged and took a long sip of my beer. “Nah, that was the easy part. I also had to put in a few hours at work before then and I’ve been pretty much nonstop since seven this morning.”

She nodded slowly, her teeth digging into her bottom lip again. “You must be tired then. I should probably go.”

I sat up quickly, the movement startling her. “No!” I cleared my throat and tried again. Tried to get back that cool confidence I’d had just a few minutes ago before she threatened to leave and end this night for good. “No, you don’t have to go.” I held up my half-full beer. “I’ll be finishing this one and probably one of his brothers whether you’re here or not. You might as well keep me company.”

She smiled softly and settled back onto the black leather couch. “Okay, but just until I finish my beer.”

I’d have preferred more time with her, but I’d take what I could get. I had a feeling that this night with Belle was a one-time thing. Once she walked out that door, all this would be over, and I wasn’t ready for that yet.

I took another swig of my beer as I watched her drink hers. My mind spun with ways to keep her a little longer and I was coming up empty. What could I say that would entice her to stay? What could I do that would keep her here longer?

Then it hit me.

I could argue with her.

I settled my beer on my thigh and raised a brow at Belle. “Are you ready to admit you’re a beer drinker now?”

She scoffed. “Not even close.”

“I just saw you licking your lips.”

“They were dry.”

“They look fine to me.”

She raised a brow in my direction, and I knew she’d picked up on the double meaning of my words.

Good.

“Just admit you like beer now.”

She rolled her eyes and drained the rest of the contents of her glass. “I’ll admit that I can tolerate this beer, but that’s all you’re getting from me, MacAlister.”

I grinned. “I think you more than tolerated it.”

She shook her head. “Keep dreaming.”

“I will.”

There was an edge to those words too, and I knew it hadn’t escaped her notice. She slowly set her glass on the coffee table and rose to her feet.

“I should probably get going. I don’t want to have to explain to Bailey and your big-mouthed brother what I’m doing here.”

I stood too, noticing her head only reached my pecs. For some reason, she’d always seemed taller to me. Larger than life. It must have had more to do with her personality than her stature because she was actually pretty tiny.

“They’re not coming home tonight.”

She looked up at me, her light eyes clear. “Why not?”

I shrugged. “Ryder booked a suite downtown. Said he wanted to bone his fiancée in private.”

She rolled her eyes so hard her eyelashes fluttered. “What a pig.”

I laughed because she wasn’t wrong. My brother was a pig who also happened to have a heart of gold. I knew that was the only reason he still had Bailey by his side. Like her old roommate, that girl was a pistol and didn’t take much crap from anybody. But my focus wasn’t on Bailey. My sole attention was on the little spitfire in front of me and what I could say to make her stay.

“Have one more beer with me.” I tried to keep my tone light and not at all like this was a demand. This needed to be her decision.

She twisted her pursed lips to the side as she eyed me. Finally, she sighed. “I guess I could drink another one of your beers.”

My chest loosened further knowing I’d have at least a few more minutes with her. Now I had to figure out how to make them count. And how to get her to give me the rest of her night.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3



Belle





    

    
      “Let me get you another one,” Remy said as he stood up.

I grabbed his arm to stop him. “I can get it. I’ve got legs.”

He cleared his throat loudly and shook his head. “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” He paused for a moment before going on. “Just sit still and I’ll grab it for you.”

I settled back onto the soft couch and watched Remy disappear from the room. Honestly, I wasn’t really used to being taken care of. Most men I hung around were all too happy to let me jump up and serve them, not the other way around. Was this just a characteristic of Remy’s? Or was there more to it?

I wasn’t naïve. I knew where this night would likely end up, but I was still debating whether or not that was a good idea. 

One of my rules was to always make sure the men I got involved with understood what was happening between us up front. No mysteries, no delusions.

I didn’t do relationships. Ever. If a guy wasn’t okay with that, then I wasn’t taking him to bed. It was as simple as that. And even though my ball-busting younger brother liked to call me a heartbreaker, I really didn’t leave a trail of men behind me. Anyone I spent my time with knew this all before we got involved.

I didn’t even do second dates because I didn’t need anyone getting the wrong idea. I wasn’t going to be their girl. I wasn’t going to date them. I was nothing more than a night of fun and that was the way I liked it.

Could Remy live with that?

He’d already had to sit through my why relationships are bullshit speech, so he couldn’t say he wasn’t warned. But we did live in the same building. Would this be pushing the casual thing too far? Would we be able to go back to the friendly acquaintances we were before? Was I willing to take that chance?

Remy walked back into the room with two bottles of beer and I took the time to study him. He was still wearing his crisp button-down shirt and dark pants, looking like he just stepped out of the boardroom, which was nothing new for him. I’d never seen him dressed anything less than impeccably.

His facial hair was trimmed neatly, framing his strong jawline and pink lips. He had a thick head of dark hair that looked just long enough for me to run my fingers through. Overall, he was exactly my type, and I knew resisting him was going to be tough. Especially when he kept looking at me with those dark brown eyes I wanted to get lost in.

But Isabelle Garcia didn’t get lost in any man and I needed to remember that.

This might have been a risky decision, hooking up with someone so close to home, but the longer I spent in his apartment with his manly cologne filling the heated space between us, the less likely it was that I’d be going home anytime soon. And I wasn’t complaining.

Remy poured one of the bottles of beer into my glass and handed it to me. I thanked him before taking a sip of the cool, bubbly liquid. It really was pretty friggen good, but I wouldn’t let him know that.

“So, what is it that you do that had you working early on a Saturday morning?”

Remy sat back on the couch with a sigh and took a sip of his beer before answering. “I’m the chief financial officer for a life insurance company in Providence. The work never ends, really.”

I frowned as I thought over his words. “Chief financial officer? Isn’t that kind of a big deal?”

Remy shrugged. “I guess.”

I worked to put the pieces together, but something wasn’t adding up. Finally, I asked, “Then what the hell are you doing living here?”

There was nothing wrong with where we lived, but it certainly wasn’t the nicest place in Providence. Bailey and I had chosen it for its cheap rent at a time when both of our careers were new and our finances a bit up in the air. I’d assumed Remy and Ryder had been in the same situation, but apparently not.

Remy took another sip of beer before turning toward me on the couch, his knee brushing against my hip.

When had he gotten so close?

“I guess I could be living somewhere fancier, but it’s not necessary. I don’t need much, and this place is good enough for me. Besides, I didn’t want to put Ryder in a situation where he was struggling to make rent every month. It just doesn’t matter that much to me where I live.”

I turned his words over in my head for a moment before speaking again. “So, you moved to a mediocre apartment when you could be living in a penthouse downtown all for your brother?”

He shrugged, looking uncomfortable for the first time that night. “I guess.”

I sat back in my seat and twirled the glass in my hands back and forth while I thought about that. I’d already known Remy was a decent guy, but I guess I didn’t know him well enough to know just how great he was. 

Being the CFO of a company was no joke. He had to be making plenty of money and yet he chose to live in an old ass house just so his brother wouldn’t struggle to pay his half of the rent. That was the kind of decency I just didn’t see too frequently anymore.

“That’s really pretty great of you,” I said, breaking the silence between us.

He shrugged again and took another sip of his beer. “He’d do it for me too. That’s what family’s for.”

A man who valued his family. Another novelty in the dating scene I was a part of.

I wanted to ask a dozen other questions, get to know this side of him more, but he interrupted me with one of his own.

“And what do you do for a living?”

I almost pressed it. Almost insisted on moving the conversation back to him and his life but I realized that wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t need to know more about him. I didn’t need more reasons to like him. All I wanted was one night. Knowing about how great of a guy he was and how well he treated his family was all extra shit I didn’t need crowding my brain.

Thankful for the topic change, I answered, “I’m an assistant director at an art gallery downtown.”

His eyebrows rose as his dark eyes raked my body. “An art gallery? I never would have guessed.”

I snorted and took another sip of my beer. “Think I’m not cultured enough to work in an art gallery?”

There was no edge to my voice and Remy noticed because his smile widened. “Never even crossed my mind, Belle.”

“Good. ‘Cause I’m cultured as fuck.”

He laughed, and the sound filled the room. “I have no doubt. I just never pictured the colorful and robust Belle Garcia working in a stuffy art gallery.”

“My gallery is anything but stuffy.”

He raised an unimpressed brow. “Every art gallery I’ve ever been in has been stuffy.”

“And how many art galleries have you been in, hotshot?”

His lips twitched with a smile. “Maybe one or two.”

I scoffed. “Two galleries is hardly a fair assessment, MacAlister.”

He grinned and shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to change my mind then.”

A challenge? 

Hell, yes.

“You’re on.” I took a sip of my beer and added, “In fact, there’s a new show opening next month. Come to that and see for yourself that my gallery isn’t stuffy.”

His smile widened as he nodded. “I’ll be there.”

My stomach flipped at his words and I wondered what I’d just done.

Did I just invite him on a date?

No.

I’d just invited him to a show at my gallery. I invited dozens of people and Remy was no different. It didn’t matter that even now I could feel the excitement building inside me. It didn’t matter that his wide grin made my heart pound in a stupid way. None of that mattered because I didn’t do dates and I didn’t do relationships. Not now, not ever.

Despite my reservations, I had too many questions bubbling up inside me about Remy to not voice them. What would it hurt to learn a little more about him?

A tiny voice in my head whispered, famous last words.

“How old are you?”

Remy’s eyes widened. “Aren’t you never supposed to ask a lady her age?”

I snorted. “Perhaps, but you’re no lady.”

He leaned back on the sofa, one arm balancing on the back, putting it inches from my head. “Ah, that’s right. I guess there’s no harm in telling you I’m thirty-four then.”

I frowned. “What insurance company do you work for?”

His brows furrowed a little like he didn’t know where my questions were leading, but he answered anyway. “Ocean State Insurance Company.”

My frown deepened. “That’s one of the big ones.”

He just shrugged.

I rotated further on the couch so I could get a better look at him. “So, you’re telling me at thirty-four, you’re the CFO of one of the biggest companies in the state?”

He shrugged again, looking more uncomfortable than ever. “I guess.”

“That’s pretty impressive, MacAlister.”

And for some reason, also attractive. Not that he needed any help in that department.

He chuckled and took a long sip of his beer before shrugging. “What can I say? I’ve always been good with numbers. I interned with Ocean State while I was in college and they hired me after graduation. It took a little while, but I climbed the ladder until I landed this position.”

He made it sound so easy. Like college interns became high-ranking members of their companies every day. He also wasn’t bragging about it and, in fact, probably wouldn’t have mentioned any of this if I hadn’t pried. It was rare for me to meet a man who didn’t strut around like a damn peacock over every little accolade he’d ever received. 

Which just made him even more attractive.

I took a sip of my beer and licked my lips. “Always been good with numbers?” 

He nodded.

“Huh. I thought I saw a bit of nerd in you.”

He laughed loudly, and I smiled as I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down in his throat. He really did have a nice laugh.

“You’ve got me. I was always the kid too busy studying to get into trouble growing up. Even had the thick glasses to prove it. Thankfully, that all payed off though.”

I swallowed harshly. “You wear glasses?”

Suddenly images of the finely dressed Remy in a pair of studious-looking glasses filled my head. Pair that with his broad chest and what looked like thick arms under his Oxford and I was practically salivating.

He chuckled. “Yeah. I wear contacts now.”

“I’d like to see these glasses,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I could stop them.

He turned wide, surprised eyes toward me. “Really?”

I swallowed again and looked down at my half-full beer. I really needed to cool it. With a shrug, I said, “Yeah. I think you’d look good with glasses.”

Which was the understatement of the night.

“Huh. Maybe I’ll have to break them out for you someday.”

I snuck a peek at him, thankful he was focused on his beer and not me. He was looking better by the second and suddenly, alarm bells were going off in my head.

What was I doing here?

Was I really thinking about sleeping with my neighbor?

I didn’t like messy, and this sounded like it’d end up looking like a toddler with a bowl of spaghetti. Messy didn’t even begin to describe it.

I chugged the rest of my beer and stood up, knowing I needed to end this night before I did something I couldn’t take back.

“I think I’m gonna go,” I announced.

Remy scooted to the edge of the couch, a frown on his face. “Everything okay?”

I nodded one too many times, having to rein in my bobbling head before I looked stupider than I already did. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just have an early morning tomorrow.”

“On a Sunday?”

“Church,” I blurted. Thankfully, the wince was internal.

His frown deepened. “Church?”

“Um. Yeah. I have church in the morning. Can’t be late.”

He squinted up at me and it took all my willpower to stay still and not fidget under his gaze. Finally, he shrugged. “That’s something else I didn’t know about you.”

Yeah, me neither.

“Well, I’m full of surprises. I’ll just go put my glass in the sink and get out of your hair.”

Without waiting for a reply, I hightailed it out of the living room and into the kitchen. Once there, I took my first real breath in a while and tried to calm the erratic beating of my heart, but it was so torn.

Part of me really wanted to stay. Like really, really wanted to stay. Remy had been so great all night and I couldn’t deny there was this attraction between us that I wanted to explore.

But on the other hand, I didn’t shit where I ate, and sleeping with the dude who lived upstairs was doing exactly that.

It seemed like I really didn’t have a choice and I hated that.

I made my way over to the sink and rinsed my glass before setting it in the basin. I almost picked up the sponge and began washing it, but that would have just prolonged my time here. As the minutes ticked down, my will to leave ran thinner and thinner.

There was a creak in the floorboards behind me, and I knew Remy was in the room too. I took a deep breath and spun around to find him just a few feet away. He was much closer than I’d expected, and it stole my breath, stopping my heart for a second.

He stepped closer, bringing his intoxicating scent and the heat of his big body with him. Reaching around me, he set his bottle on the counter but didn’t immediately move away. I struggled to take in even breaths while I wondered what the hell he was doing.

Finally, he sighed. “Listen, Belle, I really don’t do shit like this. I don’t have a playbook or a set of moves like I’m sure you’re used to. All I know is I really don’t want you to leave right now.”

My heart pounded so hard in my chest I was afraid I’d crack a rib. Not able to stop myself, I tipped my head back and met his eyes. Without my permission, the truth spilled from my lips. “I don’t want to leave either.”

His dark brown eyes widened for a split second before determination lit them from within. He closed the remaining inches separating us, his big hand reaching up to cup the back of my head. I held my breath as he leaned in close, the heat of his body scorching me. “Then stay,” he whispered.

And that was all it took. I was spending the night with Remy MacAlister, consequences be damned.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4



Belle





    

    
      Time seemed to stand still as Remy’s face moved closer to mine. I closed my eyes and willed my heart to slow but it was pounding in my throat at that point, and I knew there was no stopping it. Even over the roar of my pulse, I could hear the small intake of breath Remy took before his lips met mine.

In that instant, I knew no matter what happened, I was exactly where I was supposed to be. All the doubts and reservations I’d had took flight as his warm mouth covered mine.

His lips were tentative and I felt the hesitancy in the way he touched me. Like I was fragile. Like I’d break if he pulled too hard or held on too tight.

But I wasn’t fragile. Not at all and I wasn’t into taking things slow.

I reached up on my tiptoes and pressed my lips harder against his. He gasped softly before his other hand gripped my hip and his lips opened with mine. All hesitancy was gone as he explored my mouth, his tasting like oranges and hops. I reached up to wrap my arms around his neck as he pulled me even closer, until the bulge in his pants pressed against me and I had to hold back a moan.

My fingers wove through the silky strands of his dark hair, tugging when he bit my bottom lip and sucked it into his mouth. The hand he had at the back of my head slid down my body until he reached my waist. With one quick move, he lifted me onto the countertop and fit his hips between my spread legs.

Now I was at a better angle, I took advantage and deepened the kiss further. His hands squeezed my hips and dragged me closer before wandering around my body. One went up my back, scorching the bare skin exposed by my dress, while the other moved lower, cupping my ass and bringing me even tighter against him.

He pulled away from my mouth to run his lips down my neck, nipping and licking as he went.

“You taste so fucking good,” he murmured against my skin, sending a shiver racing down my spine.

Like he had a map drawn for him, his lips found the sensitive spot on my neck and he sucked hard, causing me to gasp loudly and grip his hair tighter. He grunted and pressed his hips into me again, harder than before and in the exact right place to make me moan.

He nibbled up my neck until he reached my ear. “That feel good?”

I nodded quickly, words failing me at the moment. He chuckled and pressed into me even harder. I gripped his hair and dragged his lips back to mine. This kiss was more frantic as he pressed against me over and over. Without my permission, my hips met his, increasing the pressure against my clit and driving me higher than I thought I could get with my clothes still on.

He lifted my dress until it was above my waist, leaving me sitting on his kitchen counter in nothing more than a skimpy pair of underwear. The surface was cold against my ass, but I barely noticed.

“We need to stop or I’m going to fuck you right here,” he murmured against my lips.

“I don’t care where we are.”

He chuckled as my mouth sought his again in a bruising kiss. His big hands slid underneath my ass and, in one tug, he lifted me off the counter and into his arms.

“What are you doing?” I gasped.

His mouth found that spot on my neck again and my head fell backward to allow him better access. “I’m taking you to bed,” he rumbled against my skin.

I wrapped my legs around his hips as he walked us through his apartment, expertly navigating around the miscellaneous furniture while his lips played a torturous symphony down my neck and across my heaving chest. 

He readjusted me in his arms and reached out to open what I assumed was his bedroom door. The air was cooler in here and it sent another shiver racing down my spine.

He wasted no time as he stalked through the door, kicking it closed behind us. He strode confidently through the room, only stopping to lower me to his mattress. Crawling up next to me, his lips found mine again as his hand stroked the skin of my leg from knee to thigh.

“Are you wet for me, beautiful?”

My breath caught in my chest at his question, but I nodded. “Yes,” I whispered.

His hand trailed higher up my leg until he reached my apex. Slowly, he pulled aside my damp panties and ran a single finger down the length of my slit.

“Mmm, I see,” he said, his voice deeper than I’d ever heard it.

I panted as I waited for more. Waited for him to touch me deeper, to take away the ache in my core I’d felt since the Uber ride home.

“Remy, please,” I finally said when it seemed he was in no hurry to do anything more.

He moved closer to me until his lips and warm breath were at my ear again. “What do you want? Tell me and I’ll do it.”

My heart thundered in my chest as I felt the power he was giving me run wild through my veins. “I want you to touch me.”

“I am touching you.”

“No. More. Deeper,” I panted.

Without hesitation, he slid one thick finger all the way inside me, making my legs quiver and the breath catch in my throat.

“Like that?”

I nodded quickly. “Yes. Please. More.”

He chuckled and withdrew his finger, only to add a second and plunge them back inside me. My back arched with the intrusion, a moan spilling from my lips.

“You’re so warm, Belle. And wet. I can’t wait to feel you on my cock.”

Another moan shot out of me, this one louder than before.

His fingers pumped steadily in and out as my belly knotted with pleasure. With his other hand, he pinched and rolled my puckered nipples, the dual sensations driving me even higher.

I was on the cusp of an intense orgasm when he pulled his hand away and sat up. I opened my eyes and frowned. “What are you doing?”

He smirked and shook his head. “It’s time to get you out of that dress.”

You wouldn’t hear me complaining. 

He reached for my hands and tugged until I was sitting upright in the middle of his bed. His lips kissed across my chest as his fingers found my zipper and slid it down its track. The straps of my dress fell from my shoulders as he worked to unhook my bra before tossing it across the room.

He pulled away then and climbed off the bed. With his heated gaze on me, he slowly unbuttoned his shirt and slid it off his broad shoulders. Underneath, he wore a plain white t-shirt that he yanked over his head, leaving his chest bare for my hungry eyes.

My presumption had been correct. Remy was built like a fucking god. His arms were toned, and his chest was wide, chiseled with muscles that must have taken serious dedication to maintain. 

Along one arm he had an intricate three-quarter sleeve of tattoos that I’d never seen before. They stopped well above his wrist which was why I’d never noticed them. I wanted to take the time to study the beautiful colors and imagery woven around his strong arm, but that would have to wait. My hungry eyes were eating him up inch by inch, and the mystery of his tattoos was taking a backseat to my libido.

As he reached for his belt, I rose to my knees so I could shimmy out of my dress and panties. I kicked them to the bottom of the bed and laid back down so I could enjoy the show. He slowly unbuttoned his pants and slid them down his hips, revealing a dark pair of boxer shorts tented with his arousal. 

My mouth watered as I sat up again. “Can I?”

One corner of his mouth curled with a smile. “You can do anything you want, beautiful.”

I reached out and tucked my fingers in the waistband of his boxers before slowly tugging them down his hips and over his impressive erection. When they were out of my way, I met his eyes briefly, finding them just as hungry as I felt. With my bottom lip between my teeth, I wrapped one hand around his hard length.

He was hot to the touch and so smooth. Like silk-wrapped steel. I squeezed tighter, and he hissed softly above me. Feeling bolder I wrapped my other hand around him and dragged them both up and down his length. 

“Belle,” he said, his voice sounding strangled.

I met his eyes again and found them squeezed tightly shut. 

“If you don’t stop, this isn’t going to last long.”

“But you feel so good.”

He opened his eyes and smirked at me before pushing gently on my shoulders until I was flat on the bed again. “I can make you feel even better.”

The butterflies in my stomach took flight at his promise, the anticipation zipping through my veins. He reached into his nightstand drawer, withdrawing a foil-wrapped package. Using his teeth, he ripped it open before sheathing himself. I watched as his big hand gripped his even bigger dick and had to squeeze my legs together to relieve some of the pressure.

He tossed the wrapper aside and got on all fours before crawling across the bed toward me. Reaching out, he wrapped both hands around my thighs and spread my legs wide. His eyes fastened onto me and I would have felt embarrassed if I hadn’t seen the hunger in his gaze.

His dark eyes roamed up the length of my body until they reached my face. “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Belle.”

In that instant, I’d never felt more wanted. More adored. More appreciated. I felt my insides bloom like a flower as I preened under his heavy gaze. My back arched, and my legs tensed as I waited for what came next.

He crawled closer until his hips were snug between my thighs and his dick was pressed against my center. His hands landed on either side of my head while he continued to rub himself against me. His lips met mine, and I pulled his head closer, kissing him hard.

We stayed like that for a while, our lips and tongues dueling while he pressed himself against me over and over. It felt amazing, but it wasn’t enough. Nothing would be until I had all of him.

“Remy, please,” I panted

He kissed along my jawline and down my neck. “What do you want, beautiful?”

“You.”

He sucked at that patch of skin on my neck again and my back arched, my pebbled nipples rubbing against the coarse hair on his chest.

“You have me. All you have to do is tell me what you want.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to get my brain to function properly. I wasn’t used to this. To being asked what I wanted. To being in control. I kinda liked it.

“I want you inside me,” I finally said.

He nipped the sensitive skin of my neck once before sitting up, his dark gaze roving over my naked body. It felt like he was touching me. Like his eyes could caress my skin. Trailing from my face, to my heaving chest, to the place I needed him so badly.

He gripped his dick in one hand and my thigh in the other before pressing forward. I felt the tip push against me and held my breath. My eyes squeezed closed again at the sensation.

“Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes to find his heavy gaze fixed on me.

“I wanna see you as I take you.”

My stomach hollowed as his deep voice rumbled against my overheated skin. I did as he asked, holding his gaze as he pressed forward again, rewarding me for my efforts. 

I felt his thick length stretch my insides and fill me in a way that felt familiar and completely new at the same time. He pushed and pushed, slowly entering me as his eyes held mine. His jaw was clenched, the muscles in his shoulders tensed as he bottomed out inside me.

“Holy shit, Belle.”

Holy shit indeed.

He felt much bigger than he looked, and my heart hammered in my chest as I got used to his girth. Finally, when I’d almost had to resort to begging again, he started to move.

He withdrew as far as possible before surging back inside me, slamming his hips against me and making my eyes roll back. He gripped my other thigh and lifted my legs in the air as he pulled out and thrust forward again.

“Keep your eyes open, Belle. I wanna see you.”

It was a struggle, but I did as he asked. There was already sweat dotting his forehead as he kept up a steady rhythm.

“You feel so good. So wet for me,” he grunted as he picked up speed.

I moaned loudly, words beyond me at that point. How he was still stringing them together enough to make my belly clench I wasn’t sure, but I loved it. Every dirty word that fell from his lips drove me higher.

His hands slid from my thighs to my waist and he pulled me closer until I was partially on his lap. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held on as his tempo increased even more. His grip was almost painful but somehow not tight enough. Needing something to hold on to, I wrapped my hands around his forearms, feeling the strength in his flexed muscles, my fingernails digging into him when the pleasure reached an all-time high.

“Remy,” I moaned.

“Are you close?”

I nodded quickly as my orgasm galloped toward me like a herd of mustangs. Wild and free and so overwhelming, I wasn’t sure I’d make it through.

Remy grabbed one of my thighs and slung it over his shoulder as he leaned over me again. His lips found my nipples, and he licked and sucked before finally biting down, and that was all it took.

My head slammed into the mattress as my fingernails dug into his arms and I clenched around him. He continued to pump into me, his pace picking up again, dragging out my orgasm. When I thought I couldn’t take anymore, that I’d actually come apart at the seams from the pleasure, he stilled above me. His hands squeezed so tight as he groaned, the sound low and sexy and almost enough to push me over the edge again.

His fingers flexed where they held my thighs as he twitched inside me. Finally, he released a big breath and fell forward. His lips pressed against mine in a kiss so sweet and sated it curled my toes. 

When he pulled back, he pushed a lock of hair off my sweaty forehead and tucked it behind my ear. “That was amazing, Belle.”

My lips curled into a grin and I did something I never did. I reached up and pulled his face back to mine, kissing him again until I forgot all my reasons for not doing things like this. For not prolonging the intimacy after sex. For not just smashing and dashing as I liked to call it.

But in that dark room, I let myself break one of my rules. I let the glow of a good orgasm eclipse my reasonings and drown out those voices in my head. I let myself fall asleep in the arms of a man for the first time in years. And in that instant, I didn’t regret it one bit.

    

  

    
      Chapter 5



Remy





    

    
      I woke up slowly, the weak sunlight barely peeking through my blinds. Taking a deep breath, I pulled her vanilla scent into my lungs, and my lips curled with a smile. Scenes from the night before played like a movie behind my closed eyelids.

The sex had been phenomenal. Maybe the best I’d ever had. She’d been so receptive to me. So responsive to my touch and everything I’d done to her. Which had been a lot, but it hadn’t even scraped the surface.

Even now, my dick twitched with hopeful thoughts of having her again. Maybe I could get another taste before she left. Maybe I’d get to taste her everywhere this time.

I rolled over, reaching for the beautiful brunette I’d fallen asleep holding, but my hands hit only cold sheets. Cracking an eye open, I scanned the bed, and then the room, but Belle wasn’t there. I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and took another look around, but it was still as empty.

Could she be in the bathroom?

I crawled out of bed and trudged through my room and over to our shared bathroom, but it was dark like the rest of my apartment. That was when I finally had to admit she was gone. And that she’d left without saying a word.

I walked back into my room and grabbed my phone to check the time. It wasn’t even six yet and there was no way she needed to be up that early for church. And besides, with how cold the sheets were on her side, she’d probably been gone for a while.

The question was: why?

Thoughts of our conversation in the Uber the night before flashed through my mind as I took a heavy seat on the edge of my bed. She’d gone on and on about her distaste for relationships, but I hadn’t imagined she was this flighty. That she’d sneak out in the middle of the night just to avoid intimacy.

I shook my head and flopped back on the bed. 

It wasn’t like I was going to wake up and ask her to marry me for fuck’s sake. The most I would have asked for was one more taste. One more stolen moment before we both went back to our lives. Was that too much to ask?

Apparently for Belle Garcia, it was.

I crawled up to my pillows and laid down, hoping I could go back to sleep, but my mind wouldn’t rest. It spun with thoughts of Belle and our night together. I couldn’t get her out of my head, convincing myself that if I’d just been able to have her one more time, this wouldn’t be a problem for me. That I would have been able to let her go and move on if she’d just stayed a couple more hours.

A little voice in my head called bullshit, but I stifled it.

Finally, after a half hour of tossing and turning I realized I wasn’t going to get any more sleep and I should just get up and get on with my day. No matter how shitty it looked.

I threw on a pair of gym shorts and a tank top and grabbed my keys. If I couldn’t work off this energy inside the beguiling woman I couldn’t stop thinking about, I’d hit up the next best thing.

I hopped in my car and took off for my office building. They had a state-of-the-art gym on the ground floor, and I took advantage of it as often as I could. As soon as I got there, I got on the treadmill and cranked it up, hoping I could outrun the thoughts I couldn’t seem to get out of my head.

When that didn’t work, I took to the punching bag. Maybe I could beat the ideas out of me.

Things like knocking on Belle’s door and demanding an answer for why she took off.

Or convincing Bailey to give me her number so I could get in touch with her.

Or slipping a note under her door with my number with a plea for her to call me.

Each idea got more pathetic and ridiculous, making me glad I was on the opposite side of the city. I needed to work this out. Run this off or punch it out of my system before I got within a hundred yards of her again.

If she’d already run, and I hadn’t even done anything, I bet she’d look a lot like an Olympic sprinter if I were to try to push for anything more.

I needed to accept the fact that what we’d had was a one-time thing. One night was all I’d get with Belle and I needed to be happy with that and let the rest go. She wasn’t for me. 

What would I want with a girl like Belle, anyway?

One with a mouth so foul she put sailors to shame. One so allergic to relationships she had a whole philosophy about the institution. One so argumentative she could pick a fight in an empty house.

No. I didn’t need a complication like Belle in my life. I had too much going on as it was. Between work, watching out for Ryder and taking care of Gramps, I had enough on my plate without chasing down some flakey woman. It was probably a good thing she left early and saved me from making a mistake.

As I punched the bag harder and faster, I willed myself to believe all that.

A couple hours later, I finally stumbled out of the gym and into the showers. My legs shook as I adjusted the water temperature. I stepped into the shower and let the hot water wash away the sweat, hoping it
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