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Also By Madeline Woulfie

I never wanted to go to this wedding.

Scratch that—I’d rather have done almost anything else. Dentist. Jury duty. Sitting through one of Dad’s hour-long lectures on responsible credit card usage. Anything but this. 

But thanks to my best friend, the world’s most persistent meddler, I was now wedged into the passenger seat of a very clean, very leather-scented SUV, riding shotgun with the last man I should be trapped with for two days straight.

Ethan.

My dad’s best friend. Capital T Trouble. Tall, broad-shouldered, tan-forever-like-he-lives-in-a-commercial trouble. And also the man I once walked in on half-naked. Half-naked and wet, to be exact. 

I still remember how both of us froze when that happened. I didn’t know he was in the bathroom, and I was too busy scrolling through Tiktok to knock on the door. I just barged in absentmindedly and there he was. 

Towel slung low. Muscles all glistening. I still wasn’t entirely convinced that scene hadn’t been ripped out of a late-night romance movie and deeply ingrained itself into my memory. But no, it had been real. Way too real. 

And I, the idiot that I am, told my best friend about it. Who then, in a move of such casual evil, I almost admired it, signed me up as Ethan’s co-pilot to this cursed out-of-state wedding. 

I don’t know how that witch managed to do so, but she convinced dad this was a good idea. I couldn’t tell dad that I didn’t want to ride with his friend because I had seen his junk, so I folded. 

The moment I saw him waiting for me in his car, the flashbacks of that incident kept returning to me. The grab for the towel (quick for him, slow motion for me), the jiggle of his flaccid cock, the old yet very well maintained body of his. It was all so much to handle. 

Now he drove like this was a normal road trip and not a ticking time bomb. One hand on the wheel, sunglasses hiding his eyes, window down just enough to let the breeze tousle his already-too-perfect hair. 

Me? I was sitting stiff as a board. Because even breathing too loudly felt like a confession. Neither of us brought that moment up. 

That was until I decided to rip off the bandage so that the towel between us doesn’t stay there for long. Even if, for me to remove that towel I had to be the one in it. 

“So...” I said, because silence was making me think dangerous thoughts. “Is this your first cross-state road trip with a hormonal time bomb in the passenger seat, or...?”

He didn’t even flinch. Just gave a soft chuckle. “You’ve always been dramatic.”

Ugh. That voice. Calm. Deep. Like black coffee and secrets I wasn’t supposed to know. Things I wasn't supposed to see, and yet, I kinda liked it. 

I crossed my legs too fast and accidentally kicked the glove box. Smooth. My whole body was one tight spring of awkwardness. 

“I’m not dramatic. I just—this car is small. And hot. And tight.”

His mouth twitched. Not a smile. A twitch. Like he knew exactly what I didn’t mean to say and was very, very amused by it.

“I can turn the AC up if you’re warm.” I shook my head. That’s not what I wanted. I wanted my brain to shut up and stop whispering you’ve seen him almost naked every time he reached for the gearshift. And you want more.

“Fine. I’m fine,” I muttered, hugging my knees like a self-soothing toddler. “Totally fine. This is fine.”

We passed a sign: Next Rest Stop: 17 Miles.

Seventeen miles until I could get out and breathe. Seventeen miles of pretending his arm brushing mine didn’t feel like a spark. Seventeen miles of trying not to imagine what it would be like if he wasn’t Dad’s best friend, or as my friend calls him, Dad’s hot friend. 

If I wasn’t off-limits. If we weren’t stuck between rules and memories and a backseat big enough for bad ideas.

I glanced sideways. Ethan stared straight ahead. Unbothered. Untouched. And somehow, that made the fire worse.

The road stretched on like some endless dare. The kind where you say, I can totally handle this, and then the universe laughs and hands you Ethan in a T-shirt tight enough to show muscles and a half-smile that could undo zippers by accident. Add to that, a face and voice that can combine enough charm to drop the most lightweight of panties. 

We’d fallen into this strange rhythm. Drive. Pause. Pretend like everything was casual. Gas station pit stop, cheap coffee, gummy bears, an oddly deep debate about whether sunflower seeds counted as real food. And under all of it—this quiet, slow-burning heat that spread all over my body, especially the lower half. Like we were skating just close enough to the flame to feel it but not quite burn.

I caught him looking at me once through the reflection in the window. He didn’t flinch when our eyes met. He just held the stare for a breath longer than necessary and then went back to watching the road like nothing happened. And that—that—made me even more off-balance. He might as well have spiked every drink I drank, including water. 

I didn’t know what we were doing. What I was doing.

At the next rest stop, I stood outside the SUV, stretching like I hadn’t moved in hours. My shirt lifted just a bit, breeze catching skin, and I didn’t mean to look back at him—but I did. And he was watching.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t look away. 

He just looked.

And that did things to me I wasn’t ready to name.

By the time I got back in the car, my pulse was doing gymnastics. My legs crossed, uncrossed. My hand hovered near the AC dial just to give it something to do. Ethan leaned back in, buckled up, and asked if I wanted to pick the music this time.

Sure. Music. Distraction. Normalcy.

But the second our fingers brushed over the phone, my breath hitched.

I swear he felt it too. His thumb lingered. Just barely. Just enough to make my throat tighten and my chest ache in the best, worst way.

And still—we said nothing.

The car rolled forward, tires humming, sun sinking lower. My body leaned toward the window, but my thoughts? They leaned straight toward him.

Because no matter how many miles we drove, the distance between us wasn’t getting any safer. But just when I thought it’ll pass, that this wasn’t going to go any further, that this whole situation was under control, it all blew up in my face. 

I knew it. I knew the day wouldn’t let me off easy.

One bed. One damn bed.

The clerk might as well have winked when she said it. Ethan just nodded like he’d expected it all along, like fate was some smug little thing pulling puppet strings, and we were just characters in a slow-burn romance novel where the plot twist involved uncomfortable proximity and barely-contained desire.

“I’ll take the floor,” he said, already noble.

I rolled my eyes and tossed my bag onto the mattress. “You’re not sleeping on the floor. That’s just—no. You’ll hurt your back and then you’ll complain and I’ll feel guilty and this will all get even weirder.”

He gave me that look again. The one that said he was amused but trying very hard not to be. “Weirder than now?”

“Infinitely.”

We danced around each other, moving through the small space like planets with clashing orbits. Toothbrushes clicked, the holder was so tiny, I had to repeatedly stop our toothbrushes from kissing each other. I thought to put one of them upside down, but then the position seemed... 

Anyway, I decided to put them back to back, it's still a bit weird but more or less manageable. Good thing neither of us used brushes with tongue cleaners at the back. 

Luggage unzipped. Clothes rustled in that way that made my skin itch with awareness. I didn’t look when he peeled off his shirt. I didn’t. Okay, maybe I peeked. But only for a second. FINE! 8 seconds, but that’s all. 

Then he disappeared into the bathroom, trimmer in hand.

I should have let it go. I wanted to let it go. But curiosity and impulse have always been terrible roommates in my brain. My body and brain were playing tug of war to see how far it will take for me to barge in on him again, even if this time I only wanted to see him shave. To watch his naked jawline. 

The buzz of the trimmer made me pause repeatedly on my way, but each pause was shorter than the last. From seconds to milliseconds. I crept toward the door. Just one look, I told myself.

I peeked.

And immediately regretted it. Or maybe I didn’t. I don’t even know anymore.

Because he wasn’t trimming his beard.

And he was hard.

Memory slapped me like a summer storm—unexpected, wet, and all-consuming. That day I walked in on him. That very specific way his body reacted to being alone, and then, suddenly stared at as if in an exhibition. 

That curve of muscle. That towel. That cock, only this time, it was not even remotely flaccid. 

That wasn’t the only difference. This time I was different. I wasn’t a bystander to an accident. Now I’d walked in on purpose.

Once I was done ogling all over his body in quick succession, I looked up and his eyes met mine. I did what any sane person would do. I bolted.

Back into bed, covers yanked to my chin, cheeks blazing. My whole body was lit up—nerves, skin, heartbeat. All of it humming like I’d swallowed a live wire.

I pretended to scroll on my phone. I definitely wasn’t looking at the door. I definitely wasn’t wondering if he knew I’d seen. I definitely wasn’t imagining his skin under those dim yellow motel lights, or
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