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To childhood me, who was terrified of growing up. Yes, times can be tough, and you do not always know what to do, but sometimes life is pretty damn amazing, especially surrounded by people who love you.
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The Backhand of an Imaginary Vengeful God
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Kade





The rich always tip best when I smile. They slip a twenty, sometimes even a benjamin, into my pocket when their partners aren’t looking. I’ll give them a playful wink even if some aren’t carrying what I’m interested in. Tonight, though, tips may be sparse because my boss has proclaimed me the babysitter. 

“You’ve waited tables before, haven’t you?” I ask the newbie, Noah or something.

“I have not,” he replies.

Why Steven would get the help of someone without experience is beyond me. He handed me a toddler in need of potty training on one of our busiest nights this year. A very last minute corporate meeting happened in the hotel’s ballroom. Now our attached restaurant is serving a sea of snobs without prior notice. I don’t need this dude messing with my bag on a potentially very green evening.

“There’s not much to learn, Noah.”

“Nolen.”

“Right.” I grab a nearby menu to offer him. “Take their order, check in on them, act friendly, and don’t fear a little flirtation. It’s good for you and your wallet. Good luck.” I slap his shoulder prior to pushing him towards the floor.

“That’s it?” Nolen asks, glancing over his shoulder. “Steven said you’re the best server here, but that’s all the advice you’re going to give?”

“Yep. With your looks, you don’t have to do much. Give them a smile and they’ll eat you up.”

Nolen’s symmetrical dark brows furrow. Even mildly irritated, he remains easy on the eyes. Tall, broad shoulders, slicked back black hair, warm white skin, and a faint horizontal scar on his left cheek; Nolen has mastered the tall, dark, and handsome trope. If I didn’t have to babysit him, I would be pleased to have such a looker on the team.

“Is that what you do? Smile and let your looks do the work,” Nolen asks.

“No. Sometimes I wink too.” I give him one of those winks, flustering him enough to reveal the faintest blush, then leave him to his fate.

If Steven honestly expects me, a man scraping by to survive in this economy, to babysit the new guy, then he is sorely mistaken. I know why he’s doing this, getting all uppity, because tonight is my last night. He’s getting revenge for losing his best server, but like hell I’d stay here.

This isn’t the job I hoped for after putting myself through college. Everyone went to school starry-eyed, expecting hard work and education to grant them prosperity. A lie told to us from youth; reality would hit us after we graduated. Every company wanted a worker with experience, but was never willing to give experience. We worked hard, but never hard enough and never the right work. Then we have to accept we spent thousands of dollars and years of our life at an institute that thrives off promising silly wishes to children.

I never hated this job, but it has always been a far cry from a good life. I did what I could on the side; snatching freelance work designing business cards and family reunion t-shirts for years. The companies never cared, wouldn’t even look my way until a very dumb stroke of luck.

Walking towards the kitchen to hand in my orders, I catch Nolen outside the doors, flipping through the bills in his hand. Then he raises his eyes to meet mine.

“Looks like they’re tipping you well tonight,” I say,

“They are, thanks to your advice. They do like when I smile.” Nolen doesn’t smile at me, though. He smirks. “I see now why you’re number one here. This really isn’t that hard.”

“What—hey!” I glare at Nolen’s retreating figure, heat simmering beneath my cheeks. I have been the best server here for three years. If he thinks getting early tips means he’s better, I’ll prove how much of a fool he is. In the kitchen, I rid myself of the stupid bowtie meant to be a part of our uniform. Margaret, a server two years younger than me with curls of brown hair, giggles beside me. I undo the top two buttons of my shirt. Showing a little extra skin always earns more tips. I’d let the old bitties cop a feel if they tipped me well enough for it.

“What are you up to?” Marge asks. She balances a tray on one tawny brown arm.

“Proving to the newbie that I can pull double—no, triple what he can make in a night,” I answer.

“Is that really something to start a competition over?”

“Considering that he implied I’m only number one here because the job is easy, absolutely.” I grab a tray to fill with food. “I will smite him like the righteous hand of an imaginary vengeful god.”

Pursing her lips, Marge leaves, possibly to avoid my murderous wrath. A wrath that leads me back onto the floor, where Nolen tends to customers. He pays me no mind until he catches an elderly couple leaving me a hefty tip. When I slip the money into my apron, I ensure to show off the growing cash. Though Nolen maintains a calm facade, his right eyebrow twitches.

The evening becomes one of wit and charm, competing to see who can make the most. Nolen is by no means a chatter-box. His answers are swift and to the point. Though he dazzles customers with quick compliments, followed by an alluring smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. In all honesty, I’d be dazzled too under different circumstances. He has the type of looks that’d make me approach with less than proper thoughts in mind. However, there’s no time to admire the guy when I have a point to make.

I’m the opposite with customers, offering friendly chatter to those who want it. After years of working here, I recognize those open to conversation and those who want to be left relatively alone. Making customers laugh or swoon over my words results in a hefty chunk of change in my apron that Nolen and I show off in a not-so-subtle manner. He’ll stand by the kitchen doors counting through tips while I smack him in the face with mine. He bristles afterwards as if he’s appalled to have money on his skin. Can’t say I relate.

Not everyone enjoys our competition, though. The cook warns both of us we’ll have a hot skillet shoved in an unpleasant place if we dare beckon him to work faster again. I make a point not to argue with those skilled in using knives and scolding skillets. As the night goes on, a large group sits in Nolen’s section. He waltzes into the kitchen. That big of a group is more likely to leave a tip that may put a dent in what I’ve gathered so far.

“Don’t act smug. The night’s still young. I’m going to run you into the ground and you can let me know if there really is a hell deep below like my Granny always said,” I say when balancing trays on my arms, and Granny never said that because I never saw my grandparents, but he doesn’t need to know that.

Nolen snorts. “Saying that proves how nervous you are. If the new guy can keep up with you on his first night, it’s rather telling, don’t you think?”

He gathers drinks on a tray to balance on one arm and appetizers on the other. I’m tempted to remind him he shouldn’t try that when he has never served before, but I rather watch him humiliate myself.

“Keep acting cocky and you’re going to find yourself in some serious trouble.” I grin at his exaggerated eye roll, then brush past him to return to the floor. My grin intensifies when I hear the inevitable crash. Wasting food and making a mess shouldn’t bring me this much glee. However, I can’t deny the warm tingling sensation in my gut upon seeing Nolen standing at the center of everyone’s attention. The trays he poorly attempted to balance on his arms lay scattered on the floor; shattered glasses around him and clumped food on his shoes. Nolen catches my attention across the room. The bridge of his nose wrinkles with a snarl like a growling dog.

Not so easy, is it?

Steven comes running out from the commotion. I return to work, still eager to earn as much as I can to further rub Nolen’s nose in it. He loses more time in cleaning up, although it’s strange that’s all that happened. Our manager isn’t the friendliest of men. I thought Nolen would get sent home, but he continued serving for the rest of the evening with a wee less bravado than we began with.

“Read ‘em and weep!” I declare at the end of the night.

Nolen and I stand at a counter in the kitchens with our tips sprawled out. I didn’t make triple what he did, although I got very close.

“Congratulations,” he says, keeping annoyance out of his voice but not his twitching eyebrow.

“What was it you said earlier?” I lean over to adjust his bowtie. The heat of his glare intensifies when I pretend to dust off his shoulders. “It makes sense that I’m number one because the job isn’t that hard? And yet here we are; me winning and you embarrassing yourself.”

Without missing a beat, he demands, “Best two out of three.”

I laugh. “What?”

“You have the advantage here. I’ve never served before, so best two out of three.”

The adult in me says this is childish. The child in me says fuck that, this is fun.

“Okay, what do you propose?” I grab the cash from the counter to slip into my wallet.

“We will do something to my advantage next. Do you run?”

“No. You see, my idea of fun and strenuous activities lies elsewhere.” I smile at his exaggerated eye roll. Maybe he doesn’t agree? Pity. I wouldn’t mind us partaking in said fun and strenuous activities.

“We’ll meet at Greensbury Park tomorrow in the parking lot at seven pm for a run. Should take twenty minutes,” he says. The mention of tomorrow makes my palms sweat.

“Alright,” I agree, confused when he presents his hands as one would when making a business deal. Snorting, I grasp his hand, that is more callous than expected.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says, then pivots on his heel to head for the exit.

What a weird guy, says the guy who agreed to two more competitions. I’d say I’ve got too much time on my hands, but I need this distraction. My phone has buzzed consistently tonight. I’ve avoided the messages because I focused on beating Nolen. The challenge was oddly relieving.

Just then, the kitchen doors open. Marge enters, pushing the mop bucket. I have to finish cleaning up the kitchen, which I thought Nolen would help with, but apparently he was only here to help with serving. Lucky bastard.

“How did the competition go?” Marge asks.

“I won, as expected.” I show her my tips, that result in an approving nod. “But he challenged me to a run tomorrow since I had the advantage here.”

“Wow.” She whistles. “Men and their competitions. You should just pull out your cocks and measure them to get this over with quickly.”

“I actually wouldn’t mind that, and I hope things wouldn’t end so quickly.” I grin at her expression of disgust. “What? He was hot. It’s his personality that needs some work, but there’s no need for personality when sex is involved.”

“Ugh, you’re ridiculous,” she groans. “And I don’t want to hear that when you need to throw your entire personality away and buy whatever is on sale because it’s better than what you have.”

I playfully kick the back of her thigh.

“Speaking of better than what you have, are you ready for your big day tomorrow?” She asks while rummaging in the cupboard where she stores the mop.

“I’ve been ready. I’ve been waiting tables and scraping by long enough. If this new job somehow doesn’t work out, I’m taking it as a sign from the universe that I chose the wrong career path.”

“Kade.” She laughs, hopping on the counter I just cleaned. She grins at my glare and slips off, allowing me to wipe away her ass imprint. “You got an amazing job at the Ackley Corporation. That is already proof that you have chosen the right career path.”

“Maybe, but somehow that makes me more nervous. They own, like, a third of the food products in every grocery store. Not to mention they have their toes dipped in this very hotel. They supply most of the food. Hell, they probably own it too.”

“Yep, and you.” She taps my nose. “Got in.”

“Out of sheer dumb luck,” I remind her, tossing my cleaning rag into the sink. “The only reason I got a chance is because of that stupid Manny’s Munchies competition that you read about on the back of a cereal box. I happened to design something suitable for a kid’s cereal compared to others who probably designed a hundred products more than me.”

She tilts her head. “It’s not like you to be this worked up about something, especially considering you already got the job.”

“Yeah, well, when you’re twenty-nine buried in college debt and no prospects, that overwhelming confidence becomes a wee bit fragile. New job or not, I can lose it with one screw up.”

Among a few other current issues. I haven’t had the best month and the struggles are weighing on me.

“Hey.” Marge grabs my shoulders, forcing me to meet her firm gaze. “You are the most stubborn bastard I know and I say that with the utmost love. That stubborn nature, even the one you showed tonight, is going to make sure you keep this job. Whatever they throw at you, you’ll make it work.”

She sways us side to side, smiling until I smile, too. “Thanks, Marge.”

“No problem. Now, can you finish up? I wanna go home.” She hops towards the door, stopping to stare at something on the counter behind me. “Don’t forget your tips.”

“I have my tips.”

“Then whose are those?” She points at the counter.

“Shit. That’s Nolen’s.” I grab the cash, then follow Marge out. She locks up the kitchen and the restaurant.

“You said you’re meeting with him tomorrow, right?” She asks as we walk through the hotel lobby towards the exit. “Give it to him then.”

I slip the cash into my back pocket. “Yeah, I’ll let Steven know too, in case Nolen calls in to ask about it.”

Marge and I make it to the bus station in time for her to catch the bus. I sit on the bench, waiting for mine, when my phone buzzes. I’ve ignored the messages all night, but that’s harder to do when my mind is clear, when there’s nothing and no one here to distract me. Even when I know it’s a bad idea, I grab my phone.

Alex: Come on, babe. Don’t be like this. I’m sorry. I miss you. Can’t we talk?

Grinding my teeth, I click on his name. My finger hovers over the block button as it has done many times before, but then another message pops up.

Alex: Please. I love you. I love you so much. It won’t happen again. I was stupid and I’m sorry. Don’t ignore me.

My chest aches with a familiar pain that I must be addicted to because I don’t block him. I shove my phone back in my pocket when the bus arrives. I don’t have time to be thinking about him right now. Tomorrow is important. Life changing, even, and that’s what I need now more than ever; an event to change the shit trajectory of my life for good.
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Leg Cramps & CEO’s Don’t Go Together
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Kade





Ackley Corporation stands as the tallest building in the city. A mighty skyscraper casting a long shadow across the tired morning workers. The nerves of yesterday have vanished, replaced by an overwhelming sensation of excitement. This is it. I’ve got a job with fucking healthcare. Who saw that coming? I’m making more than double what I made as a waiter. Maybe I’ll be able to move out of the closet that is my apartment to a semi-decent place.  

Adjusting the lanyard around my neck, I head for the front doors. Workers pile through the pristine white lobby decorated by modern architecture and a surprising amount of greenery. At the back of the lobby are a few sets of elevators that I find myself crammed into and loving every second. I step out on the seventh floor, the Design Department, which luckily has an enormous sign on a wall of clouded glass directly outside of the elevators. A couple of workers brush by me to enter the double doors to the right. I put on a charming smile and follow them, eager for this new beginning.

Inside, desks line the windows, setting front to front. There’s a person on either side of the desk, focused on their computer screen or drawing pads. Designs of bestsellers line the walls either as motivation or a giant fuck you to those whose designs corporate passed up. Guess it depends on how one looks at it. While the furniture matches the modern aesthetic of the lobby, the lighting does not. Lights along the walls pass off colors of blue, green, purple, and pink. At the far end of the department are a pair of double doors that hang wide open, and a woman stands over the desk within, overlooking papers until she raises her gaze.

I recognize her as Ji-ho Park, one of the women who interviewed me, and an inspiration of mine. Her black hair is cut into a stylish bob that tickles the base of her cool beige neck. Her killer heels clack across the office floor. Seriously, she could cut someone with those, and look fabulous while doing so. I’ve followed a lot of her work since high school. Now here I am, her underling. Life might actually be good after all.

“Good morning, Kade,” she says, offering her hand for me to shake. “We’re so happy to have you joining the team.”

“Me too. I’m actually a big fan. I watched a few of your tutorials online to get me through college,” I explain, feeling accomplished when she releases an embarrassed giggle.

“Oh wow, you’ve actually seen those. I was so nervous recording them. I haven’t looked at those videos in ages.”

“That’s shocking. You appeared completely in your element.”

Ji-ho waves off my compliments, though she grins ear to ear, then she gestures towards the wall of windows. “Come along. We’ve got your desk ready right over here.”

But before we make it there, the department doors open.

“Mr. Ackley,” Ji-ho says around a beaming smile I doubt I could replicate even with my years of customer service experience. This isn’t a customer or a hot stranger at a bar; Mr. Ackley must be the CEO. However, when I face him, he isn’t the sixty to seventy-year-old man I was expecting.

“I’m so happy you’re visiting. This is Kade Sullivan. He won the Manny Munchies competition a few months ago.” Ji-ho gestures to me as one might when initially introducing someone, but I’ve already met Mr. Ackley. Last night, in fact.

“Mr. Sullivan,” Nolen says. He’s nothing like the new server, and everything like my powerful boss in a fitted suit that makes him far more attractive than he has any right to be. There’s an aura of strength and respect from those who stare in awe, myself currently included.

An equally ridiculously attractive blonde man stands behind Nolen. He wears a luxurious suit that probably costs more than my monthly salary. The man clicks sporadically through his phone with a single finger that’s inhuman in speed. Under his other arm, he clutches a stuffed briefcase. This is likely Nolen’s secretary, though he could work as a runway model with cheekbones as sharp as those and flawless white skin.

My attention returns to Nolen’s wry grin. The guy who dropped a bunch of food on himself last night has a damn secretary. He runs this company, and I smacked him in the face with a wad of cash. Did not see that coming.

Nolen offers his hand to shake, just like last night. “Your design worked wonders for our sales. It’s why I came down, in fact. I wished to meet our new designer that I hope will give us future work as well as the previous one.”

I take his hand, forcing an amicable smile. If he’s going to act like nothing happened, so will I. “Thank you. It’s a privilege to meet you. I’ve always hoped to work somewhere as prestigious as Ackley Corporation. I’ll be sure to double those sales in the future.”

Nolen’s eyebrow twitches. Maybe that wasn’t the best phrase to use, although I can’t deny that I kind of enjoy the annoyed response.

“Mr. Ackley actually picked your design prior to anyone else,” Ji-ho adds, oblivious to the tension. “He notified me immediately of its potential. We had many discussions that led to your hiring.”

Meaning Nolen is likely the biggest reason that I am here, and we’re having a childish race this evening. Here Marge told me that my horoscope promised a good day, at least that’s all I gathered from her gibberish and thus further proves that her horoscope nonsense is shit because this is a disaster.

“Thank you again. I promise not to let you down,” I say, hoping that Nolen hasn’t already been let down and I’ll find myself let go by the end of the day.

“Mr. Ackley,” the man behind Nolen calls. “We should get going or we’ll be late for your meeting.”

“Right. Thanks, Louis.” Nolen nods towards me. “I look forward to seeing your future work, Mr. Sullivan. If you’ll excuse me.”

Nolen and his secretary leave the way they came. The entire room releases a breath in freakish unison. I didn’t realize how quiet the office had become until the constant clicking of keyboards echoed throughout the room. Laughing, Ji-ho guides me to my potential Desk-For-A-Day.

“Don’t worry. Mr. Ackley doesn’t visit us often. He looks intimidating, but do not hesitate to speak to him or ask questions. He loves helping, and it’s a good sign that he’s paying attention to you,” she says, still oblivious to my plight.

“This first week I would like you to shadow Imani.” She nods at the girl whose desk is connected to mine. Imani smiles nervously. She pushes a pair of squared glasses up her round brown nose. “I like for everyone to take things slow in the beginning and become comfortable, so don’t worry about showing off right out of the gate. I’ve got some work to attend to, so if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask Imani.”

“Thank you, Ms. Park.”

“Please, call me Ji-ho.” She pats my arm. “We only use formalities when Mr. Ackley is around.”

She heads to her office while I pull my chair next to Imani. She’s a sweet girl who easily explains how office life works. Much of the programs they use are the same or similar to what I have on my computer, albeit much faster since my personal computer isn’t exactly state-of-the art. I can’t imagine it will take me long to get accustomed to being here. If Nolen lets me stay.

When lunch comes around, I sit alone in the onsite cafeteria glaring at my phone, although I’m the one who googled Nolen Ackley. He really is the damn CEO, having taken over two years ago when his father retired. Here I was hoping he had some other position at the company, although that wouldn’t spare me. Seriously, the guy I taunted last night is my CEO. The guy I’m racing tonight is my CEO. Whoever is the showrunner of this series needs to get their act together. I’ve put up with enough shit. Isn’t it about time I earn a peaceful life?

The rest of the day, I’m waiting for the inevitable email announcing that I’ve been fired or demoted to a janitorial position. That likely pays better than being a waiter, but that’s beside the point. I won’t take getting fired lying down. I’ve finally got my foot in the door and I’m a good worker. I can’t lose this opportunity.

Hours pass in slow agony. Work ends. I head home, keeping an eye out for a certain blonde I’m avoiding, change clothes, then it’s seven o’clock. 

I’m surprised to find Nolen stretching in the grass by the parking lot of Greensbury Park. Part of me thought he wouldn’t show. He doesn’t look like the CEO here, wearing a pair of basketball shorts and a dark tank top that holds his muscles in all the right ways. Maybe he plans to fire me after the race as a giant fuck you, but I won’t let that happen. I can’t let it happen. This is the opportunity of a lifetime. I have a chance for things to change for the better after stumbling through the dirt time and time again. We have to talk. Now.

“Hey,” I call, approaching him. “I worked my ass off to get myself through college. I practically killed myself waiting tables and doing freelance work to barely scrape by. This is the best opportunity I’ve ever gotten and, frankly, I deserve it. I’m a good worker, a hard worker, and I clearly know what I’m doing. It’d be wrong to fire me over something as petty as this.”

I’m breathing heavily by the end, having raised my voice more than I meant to, but this means a lot to me. Nolen likely doesn’t understand; the son of the obscenely rich man who created Ackley Corporation. Opportunities appeared without Nolen ever having to wish for them. Those like me grasped at whatever dangled our way, starving for a chance to be more than what we are.

A few people stare when they walk by. Nolen glances at them, then at me. “Who said anything about firing you?”

“Oh, uh,” I shift my weight from one foot to the other. “All things considered, I found that to be a perfectly viable option.”

“I suppose I can see where you’re coming from. However, that is not something you need to worry about. Our competition started outside of work and will continue outside of work, regardless of the outcome. However,” he walks around me like a hawk eying prey, a taunting grin set against his handsome features. “If this was merely an attempt to find an excuse to forfeit, I will accept your loss graciously.”

“I said nothing about forfeiting,” I growl.

“Good. I was hoping you wouldn’t bore me. This track leads around the park,” he explains, tapping his foot on the cement path. “We run the track once and meet back up here.”

“Alright.” I step beside him.

“Aren’t you going to stretch?” he asks.

“No, let’s do this.”

“You’ll regret it.”

“Are you the one trying to back out now?”

Nolen puts a foot forward, so do I. He meets my gaze, eyes narrowed. Mine mirrors his, bubbling tension growing, waiting to explode.

“Go!” He shouts, and we burst into a run.

Yeah, this wasn’t a good idea. I should have stretched. Regardless of my aching legs, I push myself to run at full speed. An unfortunate jogger shrieks when she doesn’t hear us calling. I almost clip her shoulder and glare at Nolen for not giving me room to maneuver. He doesn’t care, pushing his legs harder to get ahead of me. Pushing through the pain, I race ahead of him, grinning until he catches up. He smirks devilishly in my peripheral vision. Oh, how I want to flip him off, but my body is too busy focusing on running for my fingers to function.

“You’re breathing pretty hard over there,” he says, not nearly as winded as I am. “Getting tired already?”

“I’m keeping up, aren’t I?”

“Because I’m letting you.”

“You sure like to talk big. Why don’t you back it up for once?” I bite my tongue when he races ahead of me. My trembling thighs refuse to grant me the speed I need to catch up. No doubt to piss me off further, Nolen jogs in place, allowing me to catch up only to run ahead again.

“Damn it,” I hiss under my breath, glaring after his amazing—ass—figure that disappeared around the corner. Regardless of how far ahead he is, I’m finishing this race even if my legs snap off and I crawl the rest of the way.

Luckily for my pride, I reach the end on my legs, although rather wobbly and on the verge of a terrible cramp. Nolen waits by a bench, practically challenging me to take a seat. He breathes a little heavier than earlier, though it pales compared to my long heaves. I walk up to the very spot we started to declare the race officially finished and avoid even looking at the bench that is beckoning me to take a rest. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

“That’s one win for you and one for me,” he states proudly. I’d be thinking about how he looks pretty good with his hair ruffled and sweat trickling down his chiseled jaw, but I’m too preoccupied with handling my breathing. And that’d be totally inappropriate.

“Since we… since we chose to run because you had the upper hand here.” I rest my hands on my hips, taking a final breath to compose myself. “The last game should be one neither of us is good at. This will be difficult to choose as I excel at a great deal of things.”

“Running definitely isn’t one of them.”

“My stamina keeps up where it really counts.” I smirk until I catch Nolen’s dark gaze, thus reminding me who I’m speaking to. Grabbing the water bottle attached to my hip, I chug the rest of the beverage and declare, “I suck at video games. What about you?”

“Absolutely horrendous.”

“Really? Tell me more. I like hearing you admit your weaknesses out loud.”

Nolen rolls his eyes and checks his watch. Who wears watches anymore?

“I don’t have time for more shenanigans,” he claims.

“Says the man who began the shenanigans.”

He ignores me. “There must be an arcade somewhere nearby. Will that work?”

“Sounds good enough to me, but do you run this spot regularly?”

“A few times a week when I’m able. Why? Do you want to get beaten again so badly?”

I step closer, getting in his face to declare, “Give me a month and I’ll outrun you.”

“A whole month?” He gazes at me, that same challenge in his dark eyes that I discover aren’t so dark around his pupils. There’s a soft brown, almost caramel in color.

“Realistically, maybe two weeks, but I thought I’d humor you.”

Nolen chuckles, the first genuine sign of joy he has ever given. It’s a deep sound that rumbles in the back of his throat. “Then I guess I’ll humor you by pretending to be intimidated.”

His phone buzzes in his back pocket. “We can decide where to compete later. I have to take this.”

He answers the phone and walks away without another word. It isn’t until he’s pulling his fancy car out of the lot that I realize, a.) I’ve set myself up to regularly run because I’m a stubborn dumb ass b.) I still didn’t give him his money c.) I never learned why he was working as a server and d.) I don’t have a way to contact him.

Wouldn’t it be weird to send the CEO an email about meeting up at an arcade to see who sucks less at games? Whatever, at least I know I’m not out of a job, and now that he’s gone, I can fall on the bench. Fuck, I really should have stretched.
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Brotherly Headaches Followed By Engagement Pains
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Pulling out of the parking lot, I connect my phone to the dashboard. Louis, a close friend from college and my personal secretary, speaks over the line. He sounds far more irritated than when he speaks publicly. He’d never dare sound anything other than apathetic at work. If people heard him outside of work, they’d think he had been possessed. 

“Mason had another fucking meeting with a handful of douchebag higher ups. I vote for you to fire them,” Louis says.

“Mason is always having another meeting with anyone he can get his grubby hands on. I’d have to fire at least half of our staff,” I argue, feeling a Mason specific headache coming on. They’re sudden and painful that no medication can battle. “Why are you calling to inform me about this particular venture? We could talk later when we meet up.”

“Best if we don’t talk about this in public because one of those douchebags was actually a bloodsucking board member; Kenneth Wrentley.”

My stomach drops. “Why would Kenneth be speaking with him?”

“That is the million dollar question. Actually, it’s a billion dollar question if Mason gets the board members on his side. Apparently, Kenneth’s daughter being engaged to you doesn’t prevent him from being a backstabbing bitch.”

“Apparently.” My jaw aches for more reasons than one; Mason’s endless battles, Kenneth’s possible betrayal, and the mention of my engagement. “Don’t tell Sadie about this.”

Louis actually laughs, then goes quiet when he realizes; “Oh shit, you’re serious. Why not? A few words from her and Kenneth is likely to treat Mason like the shit stain that he is.”

“And imagine the drama that would start. Sadie shouldn’t know, for the safety of all our sanities, and if her father wants to support Mason’s laughable claims that I’m undeserving of my position because of archaic rules, then let him.”

“Whatever, Boss, but don’t be surprised if she learns about this on her own and remember that I’m always right because I warned you.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Sadie may learn the truth. She may not. I can hope she steers clear of my nonsensical family drama, and maybe Kenneth will come to his senses. I’ll hope he has a conscience to know that throwing me from my position will affect his daughter, too. Then again, maybe that’s what Kenneth wants, to throw us both off our game so he can toss her to another pawn for a new venture to fuck over. I wouldn’t put it past him. I wouldn’t put it past any of our parents. Regardless of our parents’ questionable ethics, I can’t imagine what Kenneth wants to talk to Mason about. He has never been on the fence about my position, although that likely always had to do with how close Sadie and I have been since high school.

“Do you know what Mason discussed with them?” I ask, tapping my finger against the wheel.

“I’m afraid my spying skills are not leveled up to that caliber. I heard of the meeting, but there was no one there that we know to overhear their discussions. If I had to guess, Mason’s probably kissing the unwashed asses of a few department managers. In exchange for them to cause trouble for you, of course. They were very displeased with their lackluster raise last year.”

“What have they done to deserve a raise at all? We can’t run a company where half the money goes to paying a bunch of vexatious old jerks incapable of distinguishing the difference between our own products.”

Louis chuckles. “You won’t hear me arguing. However, if enough of the company sides with Mason, the board members may actually find an excuse, or make one up, to boot your ass. Even your father can’t save you if that happens.”

“If the company exiles me to raise Mason up, then what happens after is on them.”

“Do you think Mason could do it, run the company?”

“Of course. He has the skills, but he is…”

“A shit stain?”

“He lacks a lot of social skills, and that is a lot coming from me, so I imagine the staff turn over rate will double, if not triple.” I pull into the parking lot at the restaurant where an evening meeting is being held. “Are any of those higher ups going to be at the meeting today?”

“Yes, three of them.” Louis lists off their names before we hang up. I grab my phone, hesitating to step out of the car. An ache has formed at the back of my neck, reaching into my skull like a frigid hand, refusing to give a moment of reprieve. I’ve never understood this frivolous infighting, especially as a kid. I never imagined my stepmother would hate me so fervently. That she would fill her nine-year-old son’s head with ridiculous tales about his evil older brother stealing everything from him. While I never expected that hatred to change, a part of me hoped Mason would cease this incessant battling. That maybe one day we could be friends, brothers even.

Our parents always pitted Mason and me against each other. They always reminded us of who did better at what. I wasn’t welcome in that home, and I knew that. If I didn’t serve my purpose, and serve it well, I may not have a home anymore, so I worked and worked to prove myself. Mason fell behind, enough for our parents to hound him about it. Regardless, the bastard has a holier than thou complex, believing that he still deserved to be CEO more than me for stupid reasons. That’s why Father announced publicly that I would take over years ago.

My stepmother and Mason have never changed his mind. All the gods ever written about could demand our father to change his mind, and he’d tell them no as fiercely as anyone else. I suppose that is where we both get our stubborn nature from, which many of our business partners compliment, though I find it to cause more trouble than it’s worth. Particularly between us.

Stepping out of the car, I meet with Louis in the parking lot. We head in for a meeting that’s more than likely going to turn into a gossip fest, and yet, they’ll complain about their wives gossiping with friends over lunch as if it’s any different. Mason’s at the meeting, sitting next to a few well-known advocates for him. He smiles like our father, charming to those who don’t know better, conniving for those who do. His eyes scan over me, then Louis, who would give him the finger if we were alone. Here, Louis merely offers a cordial smile that mirrors my own.

I take my spot across from Mason, feigning interest when he says, “Glad you could make it, Nolen. It has been a few weeks since we’ve had a company meeting. I worried Louis wasn’t handling your scheduling very well.”

“If you are questioning my capabilities, then do so honestly, Mr. Ackley. Don’t fear that you may offend me. I am open to constructive criticism,” Louis speaks with a calm tone that would make any believe he was sincere.

“I would never imply such a thing, Louis,” Mason replies, smiling until the bridge of his nose wrinkles. “Everyone knows that our CEO’s secretary is the most capable there has ever been.”

Louis returns the fake and cheery smile. “Thank you, Sir.”

“I apologize for not being here as often as I would hope, Mason. I’ve been busy acquiring the Garden View hotel chain, which needs a bit of TLC, but I see it as becoming a great addition,” I reply, noting the twitch in Mason’s fingers grasping his glass.

My brother maintains a calm facade as others speak around us concerning the hotels that he was adamant we avoid. Should they do well, that will make me look better for pushing towards them and him worse for refusing. This constant game of cat and mouse is exhausting. I wish we didn’t play it, but the fire in Mason’s eyes tells me he’ll always be aiming for my throat until the day we die. I’d stop, but I know he won’t. He has always been nipping at my heels, forcing me to run and run and run, and I’m so tired.

What makes things worse is that Mason’s exceedingly good at his job. Money is his business and much of what I do works because Mason knows how to play the game. Not that I’d ever admit that to him. He’d twist my words, using them as an excuse to give the board that he’s better fit to be CEO, or something equally ridiculous. Often, I regret recommending him for the position when Father was adamant he manage another department, but then he exceeds expectations and I’m annoyed that he’s so good at it.

“And how is the acquisition of Garden View doing, Mr. Ackley?” someone asks, pulling me into a conversation.

As I speak, my gaze drifts across the table in search of Kenneth. He sits at the end speaking to our COO. I divert my attention back to whom I’m speaking with because approaching Kenneth about his meeting with Mason would be a bad idea. He has the right to speak to our CFO, and I don’t need Mason feeling triumphant for putting me on edge.

A waiter approaches me when the conversation dulls to ask, “Are you ready to order, Sir?”

“Ah, right.” I grab my phone to check my texts. Though my phone never buzzed, I read over the messages, anyway. Sadie never replied earlier when I offered to cook dinner after the meeting. We could talk about our days like we used to, but there is still no answer. I don’t know if she’s working or resting. I don’t want to risk bothering her, so I slip my phone into my pocket.

Forcing a smile, I nod. “Yes, I’m ready to order.”

Mason smirks, no doubt suspecting why I hesitated. Knowing him, he’s hopeful about an end to my engagement so he can try to get his hands on her. I wouldn’t put such a low move past him. His mother certainly already tried. Over the years, she often “accidentally” ran into Sadie and her father from time to time with Mason in tow.

As expected, the meeting consists mostly of useless chatter with some business in between. These have always been more about maintaining a relationship, sucking up to others to keep them on your side. I hate them, so when the meeting ends, I’m more than eager to return home.

Stepping into the house, I’m surprised to find Sadie walking down the steps into the foyer. She must have been at work, maybe came over for a brief nap because my house is closer. We lived together through most of college, but once work got busy, we took to our own places to save on commute times. Now she’s leaving again. Sadie adjusts a pair of simple silver hoops, wearing a white suit with a glistening silver top beneath.

“Oh, welcome home,” she says, reaching the bottom step. Her normally pale cheeks are tinted pink from rushing around. “You’re early tonight.”

“I had a meeting outside of the office. Did you not receive my messages?” I ask, slipping out of my shoes.

Sadie pulls out her phone and frowns. “Sorry. I totally saw this earlier and got caught up.”

My stomach has stopped dropping after the many failed attempts at having dinner together.

“You know I’m the last person you need to apologize to concerning being busy at work,” I say.

“I could make you dinner to make up for it?” She suggests, sounding very skeptical. I approach her, resting my hands on her waist. She slips her arms around my neck.

“The last time you tried cooking, I’m fairly certain you created a nuclear reactive specimen.”

Laughing, Sadie leans up for a quick kiss. She releases me, moving towards the door. While slipping on her heels, she says, “True, but it’s the thought that counts, right? Anyway, it’s good you’re here. I wanted to have a quick chat. Mom doesn’t think we should have a fall wedding. She says it’s too unpredictable. We may end up having a background of dead trees.”

“If that’s true, we can have a Halloween style wedding by acquiring a few ghosts and ghouls to hang in the trees.”

“Then send a last-minute email that everyone has to wear black or come in costume?”

“That would be very memorable.” I watch her double check her appearance in the mirror, then gently guide Sadie towards an important question. “What does your dad think about a fall wedding?”

“He said he doesn’t care when we have it, so long as I’m happy. In short, he doesn’t care as long as the wedding looks good to his colleagues.”

Yeah, typical.

“So you’ve spoken with him recently? Him and your mom haven’t come over for dinner in a while.”

Sadie gives me a quiet and knowing stare. “Do you want them to come over?”

“Not really, no.”

“And that’s why they haven’t been over.” She digs through her purse, mouthing to herself that she has everything she needs, then adds, “I can only handle so much of my mom too, especially recently. Dad has been busy, but I talked to him earlier.”

“Really? What about?”

Sadie shrugs. “Work and stuff. Why?”

“No reason. Just asking to make sure you aren’t focusing too much on work. It’s important to take breaks.” I feel bad for lying, but it’s better not to tell Sadie anything when I don’t know the full truth. Louis and I could be overreacting from years of Mason’s tiring attempts to throw me to the dogs. Kenneth may have met with Mason for legitimate work reasons, even if that is an incredibly naïve thought. And Sadie isn’t the best at keeping secrets with gossip worthy material.

“Don’t tell me about taking breaks when you are as much of a workaholic as I am,” Sadie lectures, poking me in the chest with a pointed nail. “Please learn to take your own advice. I’m still shocked you made time to propose to me.”

Fourteen years, if we aren’t counting the few breaks we took. In truth, I didn’t mean to ask her out. There was a guy I liked in my senior year of high school, a guy I was going to pretend I didn’t care about because I liked girls, too. It’d be easier to pretend I only liked girls, but this guy had my heart wrapped so tightly around his finger that I took a chance. I wrote a letter, prepared to hand my heart to him when some guys in class got their hands on it. They laughed over how cheesy a love letter was, oblivious to my horror. Luckily, I didn’t write the guy’s name. In a panic, I spared myself by claiming the note was for Sadie, who I didn’t know was nearby, and heard it.

I didn’t think she liked me as more than a friend. I didn’t like her as more than a friend, but after we started dating, I liked her. A lot. We made each other laugh. We complained about our parents’ heavy expectations. We understood each other without having to say much. Our relationship was a happy accident. For many years, we had that spark seen in movies. We were passionate and deeply invested in each other. Maybe a little too much, considering the pregnancy scare in our sophomore year of college. But lately things have been different. We make plans that always fall through. I call or text and she doesn’t answer. When we’re together, we’re exhausted, and something just isn’t right. The people we were aren’t who we are now, and I don’t know what to do.

“I’ve got a few meetings of my own to attend, thanks to a couple of assistants who said the wrong thing to the wrong model,” Sadie grumbles. She presses another kiss to my cheek and heads for the door. “I’m going to stay at my place tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner?”

“Yeah, tomorrow.”

She walks out the door with me muttering a quiet ‘love you’ that feels more obligatory than ever. I tell myself it’s because we’re busy. Things will fire up again as the wedding grows closer. I continue to pretend like the spark hasn’t been dead for years and we’re going through the motions because why fix something that isn’t broken? Why risk our parents bothering us to get into uncomfortable relationships when this one works? We’re not as passionate as we once were, but we work. In a family like ours, that’s all that really matters.
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“Nolen is the CEO of Ackley Corporation.” 

Marge coughs over the line. “Nolen, as in the guy you had a childish competition with?”

“Yep.” I stand over the stove, mindlessly scrambling eggs. My muscles ache from the unexpected run yesterday.

“Why was he serving that night?” she asks.

“No idea. Maybe it’s like that TV show where the owner goes undercover and mingles with the common folk?”

“Maybe. So, you figured out who he was because you saw him at work yesterday, right?”

“Yep, and after work.”

“What happened?”

“I thought I would immediately get fired, but apparently, our competitions are fine. We are going to continue them, which sounds even crazier when I say it out loud.”

Lifting the skillet, I scrape the scrambled eggs onto my plate that normally isn’t so bare. I’ve been cooking since I was a kid and completely in charge of my family’s meals by the time I was twelve. I had to be if I wanted to eat and prevent any unpleasant interactions with my father. This morning, I’m exhausted and sore, though. Scrambled eggs and toast it is; simple, but still the breakfast of champions.

“Okay, so this isn’t a total train wreck—oh gosh, Millie, use a fork,” Marge huffs. I chuckle at hearing her lecture Millie about using her fingers to eat peanut butter pancakes. Marge returns a second later. “Do you think it’s a good idea to continue the competitions even if he said it’s okay? He is the CEO of your lavish new job.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like it has anything to do with work.” I lean against the kitchen counter, eating my food from there. “I don’t know. We had a race yesterday, and it was kinda nice.”

“Nice, how?”

“Nice, like, it helps me stop thinking about Al—” I bite my lip too late.

“Alex,” she finishes for me, a hint of irritation in her voice that would be much more if Millie weren’t nearby. “Did he show up at your place?”

“No. He messaged me, that’s all.”

“I thought you blocked him.”

“I was going to, but I didn’t.”

“Yeah, obviously.” She sounds as exhausted as I feel, which I give her credit for. A single mom of a five-year-old should be far more tired than me, but she holds herself better than I ever could. “He’s no good for you, Kade. You’ve been on again, off again with Alex for two years. He isn’t worth this trouble.”

Yeah, that’s what I keep telling myself, but I run back the moment I see those baby blues. Even when Alex does something foolish, something that I know is wrong, I forgive him. I want to keep what we have, and yet I don’t want to go further, like crossing the next line will be the end. Of what? I’m not so sure. It’s a constant back and forth, a battle. If Marge actually knew what he did this time, I imagine she’d have blocked his number for me, or went to his place and threatened him with a crowbar, which is exactly why I didn’t tell her.

I don’t need other people’s pity. I don’t need them to watch out for me. There isn’t anyone better to help me than myself.

“I know he’s trouble. I didn’t reply and I don’t plan to,” I finally say, although I’ve made plans before that have fallen through, particularly with Alex.

“Good. You can do so much better and you need a break right now.”

“Yeah, I do. Anyway, I’ve got to finish getting ready for work and it should be about time for Millie to go to school. Tell her I said hi and that it’s totally okay to eat peanut butter pancakes with her fingers.”

Marge laughs. “And that is why you’re a bad influence. Talk to you later.”

“Yeah, bye.” I hang up, only to stare at my phone screen. There’s a red notification telling me about another message from Alex. My finger hovers over the message, but then I slip the phone into my back pocket. After eating breakfast, I finish getting ready for work and grab Nolen’s tip money. The bus ride takes almost forty minutes, though I hope to lessen that when my lease runs up. Once I get this new paycheck accompanied by the savings I have, I’ll be able to afford a new place closer to work. Hopefully.

It still feels crazy to walk up to Ackley Tower for work. Workers shuffle by yawning or drinking their coffee. Others may not have ever liked the idea of a regular nine to five, but I’ve always craved the stability. I don’t mind blending into the crowd moving towards the office doors, though that’s when I notice Nolen approaching from the parking garage. His deep brown gaze catches me, causing a strange and unexplained spark, the bright moment of lightning streaking across cloudy skies.

Nolen walks towards the doors, continuously glancing at me. I walk a little faster, catching up to him, although we’re at least six people across apart. Nolen carries the power-walking speed of a busy man. I don’t have the same reputation to uphold, though. I run for the doors, grinning when I grasp the handle before he does. I scurry to the elevators, grinning all the while. A crowd of people waits there. The elevator arrives, but it’s too stuffed for me to step in, so I wait for the next one. This is soon to be my normal morning routine, although I’m uncertain if Nolen will always be involved. I feel when he arrives, this looming presence behind me I chance peeking at.

Our eyes meet, his narrowed and mine probably sparkling with unrivaled glee. Then the elevator doors open. The natural hustle and bustle results in Nolen and me standing side by side. Our backs press against the elevator railing. Like this, I notice that he’s about an inch or two taller than me. I suddenly have the urge to purchase heels to match him. A pair of silhouettes caught my attention online last night.

As if he can read my mind, Nolen gives me a slow once over. Under different circumstances, the attention would have excited me, made the blood run hot in my veins, would have made me approach him at a bar asking for an unforgettable evening. But then the bastard ruins the moment by showing an impish grin. He noticed the height difference, so I guess this makes up for him losing the race to the front doors.

“Are you planning to run this evening?” he whispers, momentarily startling me.

“Yeah. Hopefully, you’ll skip so I can beat you faster.”

“Don’t you mean please skip because that is the only way you will win?”

“No, I said what I said. Maybe you should make an ear appointment to check that hearing of yours.”

“Only if you see a neurologist to have your head examined.”

I roll my eyes so hard it’s a miracle they don’t slip into the back of my skull. He makes me want to keep the money for myself, but what can I say? I’m an honorable guy even when annoyed.

Reaching into my pocket, I grab the cash to knock against his hand. Nolen raises a curious brow. “What’s that?”

“The tips you made from the other night,” I reply, leaning a little closer to ask, “Why were you serving, anyway?”

Nolen still hasn’t taken the money. The elevator dings and a few people step off.

“We recently obtained that hotel chain. I wanted to see how things were running first hand without causing too much of a ruckus,” he answers, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Keep the money. You need it more than I do.”

His comment stumps me. Although it’s the truth, his nonchalant attitude about money stings. I’ve always worked hard to earn a living. I don’t need gifts or charity, and I sure as hell won’t accept money from a stranger who doesn’t understand the value of it because they were born with a silver spoon in their mouth.

Shoving the cash into his jacket pocket, I hiss, “Take it. I don’t need your fucking pity money.”

The elevator doors open on my floor and I stomp towards the office.

“Good morning, Kade,” Imani says from behind her desk. She holds a steaming cup of coffee covered in soot sprites.

“Good morning. Where did you get the cute mug from?” I ask, offering a charming smile. I don’t need to bring any negativity into the office. I’m here to shadow Imani for the week and I will do that. If Nolen doesn’t fire me over cursing at him. I’m really walking on eggshells here.

“Happened to stumble over it online. Have you seen Spirited Away?” she asks.

“Is anyone allowed to be interested in the arts without having a Studio Ghibli obsession at least once in their life?”

Imani laughs. Before she can respond, a white guy possibly around my age, waltzes over to her desk. He leans over the computer, looking right at me when he asks, “What was Mr. Ackley talking to you about?”

“Thomas,” Imani sighs. “You haven’t even introduced yourself yet, but you come over here asking that.”

“Hi, I’m Thomas.” He grabs my hand to halfheartedly shake. “So what were you and Mr. Ackley talking about?”

“Were you in the elevator with us?” I ask.

Nodding eagerly so his black curls dance over his thick eyebrows, Thomas says, “Yeah, I saw the two of you whispering to each other. He even came down yesterday to greet you himself. Was he giving you a special project?”

“So what if he was?” I grin at Thomas when his jaw drops, then laugh. “Sorry to disappoint, but it was nothing special. I offered some basic pleasantries, hoping to suck up to him, of course.”

“I wish I had that kind of confidence. Whenever he or his brother are around, I freeze up.”

“He has a brother?” I didn’t read too much about Nolen yesterday. Once I read the basics about him becoming the CEO, I forgot about anything else, more worried about my job than more information.

“Yeah, Mason Ackley. He’s two or three years younger,” Imani mumbles like she doesn’t wish to speak of him.

“And the previous CEO’s legitimate son,” Thomas adds.

Imani taps his arm in warning. “That’s such a silly way of saying it, and you shouldn't talk about that. If Mason heard, he’d probably fire you.”

“Legitimate son?” I repeat.

Thomas, proving he is the gossiper of the office, leans in to explain, “Mason is the son of the previous CEO’s wife, but Nolen was born to a sex worker. At least that’s what the rumors say. She died in a car accident when he was, like, thirteen or something, I think.”

Thomas glances at Imani as if she would know. She pretends not to hear our conversation, focusing on her computer screen. He waves her off and continues the story. “No one knew about Nolen until his dad took him in because he had nowhere else to go. Everyone expected Mason would take over the company, but Nolen was some crazy sort of prodigy that got his dad’s attention. They announced him as the successor when he was in his early twenties. It was a big deal around here, or so I heard.”

“Can we not talk about this?” Imani asks, continuing to examine the office as if she thinks one of the brothers may overhear and condemn us to a fiery demise.

“Okay, okay.” Thomas holds his hands up in defeat, although he spins to my side. “If you ever want to know more, I sit over there.” He points at a desk across the room, then shuffles away.

“Don’t take too much of what he says as facts,” Imani says once he’s gone. “Thomas likes to talk, so I also suggest you never tell him anything that you aren’t comfortable with the entire company knowing.”

I laugh. “Thanks for the warning.”
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If Knees Spoke, They’d Curse You
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Kade





Nolen doesn’t come to the park that night. I don’t see him the following day either, though I ran into his secretary in the elevator. Louis isn’t a talker. He’s a texter, hyper-focused on his phone. He doesn’t mention what happened with Nolen, so that’s good. 

Sighing, I head to Greensbury Park, berating myself for my life choices. Damn my stubborn nature. Who did I even get it from? Neither of my parents were ever dedicated to anything, albeit my dad wasn’t around long enough to truly test that theory. When I look at my siblings, my sister and I are bullheaded, while Jonathan is merely Jonathan. There aren’t enough words in any language to describe that screwup.

My feet come to an abrupt halt when I arrive at the park. Nolen’s actually here. I didn’t expect him to show up after missing two nights. His appearance reminds me of the awkward elevator incident. He doesn’t notice me initially, stretching muscular arms high above his head. I stare at the thin gleam of sweat on his biceps far longer than I should, then he looks my way. 

“Decided to show up today. Are you getting anxious that I’ll beat you sooner than predicted?” I ask while stretching.

“That is not a worry that I have,” he admits in his usual haughty tone, but then that tone softens. He glances at me, at the ground, then at me again. “I would like to apologize for what I said the other day.”

I almost lose my balance while stretching my leg. I barely catch myself on a nearby bench, staring incredulously at the man. An apology is the last thing I expected, perhaps a mild reprimanding or even a request for me to apologize to him, which I would no doubt argue against because I’m like that. We’d argue, and I’d either lose my job or agree to another wild competition. Perhaps one that may end with my permanent demise.

“It was inappropriate of me to say you needed the money,” he adds, staring me dead in the eye as if he expects me to grade him based on the decency of his apology.

“Okay. Sorry for cursing at you?” I ask more than state, making him chuckle.

“I believe it was warranted.”

“But still inappropriate.”

“Debatable, though I imagine that isn’t unusual for you.”

That is a statement I choose not to agree with, at least not out loud. The last thing we need to discuss is the abhorrent number of times I’ve been told by teachers that I was being inappropriate in class for doodling dicks on my classmates’ papers or flirting with the really hot, and equally shy, quarterback. A poor decision on my part.

After finishing up my stretching, I ask, “Are we doing this or what?”

Nolen takes his place on the path, waiting for me to join. When I do, we look at one another, fire and determination in our eyes. That’s the spark, a kindling in my stomach that grows and grows. The inferno rages through my veins. On Nolen’s mark, we set off into a run as haphazard as the first. Somehow, today is easier. Running on my own yesterday felt a little like pulling teeth; now, I smile through the pain and push my legs to move even as Nolen disappears ahead. That smile also disappears when I turn the corner of the path. My foot catches on a fist sized rock. Falling forward, I narrowly catch myself. I scowl at the asphalt embedded among the bleeding cuts on my knees. My hands are a little red too.

“Damn.” I pick the larger pieces of dirt out of the wound, then continue at a light jog that my knee doesn’t appreciate. If the appendage could speak, I bet it’d spew a string of colorful and imaginative curse words, maybe even a spell.

The path takes longer for me to finish this time. Nolen looks ready to tease me, but then he notices my knee.

“This doesn’t count towards our game,” I say, preventing him from speaking. “We agreed that we’d choose an activity we’re both bad at.”

“Alright, but let’s discuss that after we’ve dealt with your injury.” He gestures over his shoulder towards his vehicle. “I’ve got bandages in my car.”

“How very serial killer of you. I don’t need any of that. There’s probably a pharmacy nearby.”

“Why wait when we can take care of it now?” He argues, already heading for his car.

Huffing, I take a seat on the nearby bench. Nolen returns a second later. When he does, I hold out my hands for the small first aid kit, but he kneels and opens the box. While I’ve had plenty of men on their knees, this is not a situation I want to be in with Nolen.

Okay, that is a partial lie. If he weren’t my boss, then yes, this would be spectacular.

“I can do this,” I say, hissing when he dabs some of the blood off. “Seriously, I’m not a child.”

“It’s easier if I take care of it. I can see the injury better,” he counters, then reaches for disinfectant and a cleaning pad. Even if I hate being helped over trivial matters, I sit silently as he carefully tends to the cut. Nolen has a gentle touch. His fingers ghost over my skin that warms from the attention. The heat of competition shifts to something more carnal and tickles the base of my gut. He slips his hand around the back of my leg, fingers splayed, making my muscles tense and mind imagine a far more intimate scenario. If he notices, he overlooks it to continue his nursing duties. Then he finishes up by putting a band aid over the wound.

“Show me your hands too,” he demands, offering an impish grin. “You didn’t hide them well.”

“They don’t need anything.”

“The smallest cuts could end up being the most dangerous.”

“Damn, you sound like my mother.”

“She must be a wise woman.”

“She’s not,” I grunt, hating bringing her up even as a joke, then reluctantly show my hands. Nolen makes no further comment as he examines the red marks. He dabs disinfectant on the wound and offers a bandaid for the deeper cut on my left hand. At least he let me put that on myself.

“Thanks,” I grumble.

“Thank you for letting me help when I know you absolutely hated it. Shouldn’t be surprised that you’re a little drama king,” he teases while packing up his kit.

“I’m actually a huge drama king, but I’ve toned myself down in your presence.”

“That isn’t surprising, either.” He stands up. “So, where will we be going to continue our game?”

“Joey’s World. It’s an arcade about ten minutes from here,” I reply, having searched the other night for nearby arcades.

“Alright.” Nolen takes a drink. I totally don’t stare at the sweat rolling down his neck. “I have a couple of appointments over the next few days. How does Monday sound? We’ll meet there at seven instead of here.”

Today’s Wednesday so I have four days to practice.

“Neither of us are allowed to practice, to make things as fair as possible,” he adds, as if he can freakishly read my thoughts. Perhaps he can and this is the start to my personal damsel in distress route with Superman masquerading as a CEO.

“Fine.” I hold my hands up in defeat. “No practicing. I’ll see you later.”

“Why don’t you let me give you a ride?” Nolen suggests.

“No thanks. The wound isn’t that bad.”

Nolen hesitates, donning a quiet expression. When his eyes darken like that, he’s impossible to read. He could be angry, sorrowful, or even happy, and no one would be the wiser.

“Fine,” he says, nodding. “Have a pleasant night, Kade.”

“You too.” I head towards the city streets, glancing back once to spot Nolen getting into his vehicle that I’m only mildly jealous of. It’d be nice to have a car, but traffic is a bitch and I’m a broke bitch, so a car is off the table.

I can’t believe I had Nolen tending to my knee. I don’t like when others do things for me. In general, I hate not being able to do things for myself. It’s why I researched how to change a tire, fix the plumbing, anything and everything I could long before I moved out. If you want something done, you gotta do it yourself; that’s a motto I agree with. Others don’t need to waste their time and I don’t want to feel like I owe them anything. It’s awkward and unnecessary.

Sitting on the bus, we pass the street I’m fairly certain Joey’s World is on. To think that next week I’ll be at the arcade trying to beat my boss at some childish games, but admittedly, this game of ours is a lot of fun. It has taken my mind off Alex, work, the possibility of moving, and the call from my mom this morning that I’ve yet to respond to. One never knows what she wants; sometimes it’s truly to check in. Others, there’s a reason that leaves me rolling my eyes or wanting to tear out my hair. Nolen’s a great distraction from a past I wish to avoid.

Speaking of distractions, I need one now as I’ve returned home to discover one thing I’m trying to escape standing outside my door; Alex. He clenches and unclenches the handle of a takeout bag from a nearby Mediterranean restaurant we’re obsessed with. After a long day of work, we’d order food and cuddle on the couch to watch bad reality TV. Though Alex has always been more of a cuddler than I have. Sometimes he jokes that it’s because I had little attention as a kid and I laugh off the accusation while contemplating if he’s actually spot on.

My gaze shifts to the stairs, contemplating a swift escape. My gut tells me to run, sometimes so randomly in Alex’s presence that I feel bad. However, escape is thrown out the window when Alex looks towards me. He spins on his heel to face me, blue eyes as vibrant as ever, wide and comforting. They’re always what convinces me to take him back, the pure emotion one can see so clearly within them. As if they’re nothing more than a mirror reflecting his thoughts back at you.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, putting on a brave face. I fiddle with my keys, hesitating to open my door in case he tries to follow me inside.

“What happened to your knee? And your hands?” He asks, brows furrowed.

“I tripped on the way home. Why are you here?”

Alex holds up the bag. “I brought food.”

“You’re a cocky bastard if you think I’d actually let you in to eat.”

“No, Kade, that’s not,” he sighs and opens the beg, letting me look in to see one meal. “I got food for you as a stupid excuse to see you.”

I hate myself for thinking that it’s sweet, that he’s always good at appeasing my frustrations.

“Very stupid,” I agree, leaning against the door. We stand in silence for a long moment. Alex never meets my gaze. “Have you forgotten our fight?”

“Of course not,” he mumbles. “Unlike you, I take our time together seriously.”

“Are you fucking serious? You want to see me so you can start another fight from bullshit accusations? What makes you think saying shit like that and bringing a fucking bag of food is going to change anything?”

“I don’t think that it will, but I need to start somewhere.”

“A start to what? Making up so you can shove me into a few more walls? Next time, you might succeed in bashing my head open.”

Alex shrinks under my intense glare.

“I’m sorry, Kade,” he repeats the phrase he said back then, over and over when I cradled my throbbing head. A moment where my mind stopped functioning as he grabbed my shoulders and slammed me against a wall a few times, shouting all the while. Shouting over something dumb again; the repeated conversation about moving in together, the constant back and forth between us that bubbled over. He couldn’t comprehend why we wouldn’t live together. The constant questions of whether I loved him. If I did, then why couldn’t we live together? Why didn’t I ever say it? Then having to see his upset expression when I couldn’t answer. When I couldn’t reply that I love him because I don’t know if I do. Sometimes, Alex scares me. His love scares me, too, but maybe I’m a coward and it’s all my fault that we ever fight.

“I shouldn’t have done that. I swear it will never happen again,” he adds, reaching for me.

I brush his hand away. Silence envelopes us. A brutal mistress, unforgiving and relentless in her torture. The ringing in my ears like a dreadful gong and waiting for one to speak, to potentially make things much worse.

“Most of the time, I don’t know what we are or what you want because I want us,” Alex whispers. “I want you, but then you stop messaging me. When I bring up moving in together or I tell you that I love you, you build up the same walls you had when we first met and I don’t know what to do.”

“Because I keep telling you I’m not ready for that,” I counter, hesitating to say more when someone steps out of the elevator. They walk past us, disappearing into their apartment down the hall. Once out of sight, I add, “I’m not ready to live together and I’m not ready to say that, neither of which means that I don’t care. Of course I fucking care. It just means that I’m not ready and I need you to understand that. Do you understand, Alex?”

He nods, now twisting the handle of the bag around his fingers. “Does that mean we aren’t actually done?”

“I don’t know,” I admit, crossing my arms. “I don’t know what I want right now because I’m still mad at you.”

“I’m so sorry, Kade.”

I grab the bag, pretending not to notice his relieved smile. “Thanks for the food, but you should go. I’m tired and I have work tomorrow.”

“The new job at Ackley Corporation?”

I nod, refusing to smile when he adds, “And you dared to think that you wouldn’t get the job. I told you they’d be idiots not to hire you. Congratulations.”

“Whatever. Stop trying to suck up to me.”

“Is it sucking up if it’s true?”

I bite back a chuckle, then I push him towards the elevator. “Go.”

“Goodnight, Kade,” he says, walking backwards. I wave goodbye, heading inside before he reaches the elevator.

Walking into the kitchen, I open the bag to pull out my favorite order. The meal makes me think of us walking over to get our food hand in hand, returning to my place to watch movies, and usually end the evening with sex. I stand at the kitchen counter, staring into the living room, imagining us on the couch, and I feel like an idiot for not accepting Alex’s unending affections.

Is there something wrong with me? Am I a complete idiot?

I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.
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Opinionated Coffee Drinkers, Can’t Relate
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Nolen





I often spend work days between meetings and endless scrolling. The continuous staring at a computer screen results in a not-so-unusual headache. Email after email. Problem after problem, most of which could be solved by those requesting help. Reminding me that many have their positions because of their connections with my father. I wish to be rid of them, but now isn’t the time to make enemies. I can’t risk my position, otherwise this won’t be my position any longer, and I can’t imagine doing anything different. 

My attention drifts to my phone buzzing on the desk; there’s a message from Sadie. She rarely texts me during the day, so I’m curious.

Sadie: My mother has searched for wedding venue options. She thinks we should get some planning done now, otherwise our busy schedules will result in us never making any choices. Can’t argue with that, so here are ten options. We can chat when we’re together to see which both of us prefer.

A series of links follows the message. Sadie and I agreed next year would be better for our wedding. Winter instead of fall, so there’s ample time to prepare and to appease her mother. The more I look through the venues, the worse my headache becomes, but three venues garner my attention.

Nolen: Do you have time to talk tonight? I can work in dinner and maybe a movie?

Sadie: I wish I could, but I’ve got a meeting tonight. Rain check?

Nolen: Sure. Let me know.

Our schedules don’t always line up. We’re both busy. I tell myself that a lot, have told myself that endlessly in the last couple of years. It used to hurt when we couldn’t meet up. Now, it feels normal not to see her every day. I do miss her, and I wonder if she misses me too, but if I ask, will that make her feel bad? I don’t know.

I set aside my phone. Sadie and I will talk later. Right now, I need a walk and a coffee break. Louis doesn’t question me when I step out of the office and past his desk, though that may be due to his focus being on his phone. That isn’t unusual. His frown, however, is.

“Louis,” I call, tapping his desk.

He raises his gaze, setting aside his phone quickly. “Sorry, do you need something?”

“No, I was checking on you.”

“How sweet.” His tone says otherwise.

I nod towards his phone. “Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no. My brother was venting about an upcoming test. You know how irritating it can be to receive thirty messages in a row with questionable punctuation and random capitalization.”

“Yeah, though in my case those texts only ever come from you.”

Louis glances around the office. Seeing no one else is here, he raises two middle fingers that make me laugh. I don’t push him, knowing full well that Louis will dance around the subject even more. He’s the type that, when backed into a corner, he’ll rip his way through the wall to escape. Whatever’s going on, he’ll tell me when he’s ready.

Gesturing towards the door, I say, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

That’s when he gives me the signature eye roll. The first few years Louis worked with me, he struggled to understand why I wanted to get my own beverages or snacks. Sometimes he’d have something prepared for me. While I appreciated the notion, I prefer having an excuse to leave my office for something other than another headache.

Besides, Louis went above and beyond in unnecessary ways when he started. Likely as a thank you for getting him a job that has helped send his brothers to college, both out of state, and little sister in a prestigious private academy. I never wanted him to feel like he owed me. He got this job because he’s good at it, but maybe that is something that’ll never change.

Anyway, it’s nice to take a little stroll to the coffee machines on the floor below. I shouldn’t be surprised to see Kade standing at the counter in the break room. Three others are there munching on snacks. Some employees stay to chat with me, others pack their belongings and excuse themselves. These are the latter. I give them smiles, understanding that not everyone feels comfortable speaking to the CEO, which I entirely understand. I had to live with the previous one and he was a handful. That noise brings Kade’s attention to me. He glances left to right, then left again, curiosity clear in his hazel eyes.

“Hello,” he says, returning his attention to the coffee finishing up the latest pot.

“Hello.” I walk up beside him, watching him pour a glass. “How’s your knee?”

“Infected with puss, thanks to your terrible nursing technique. I’ve ruined my sheets and require new ones.”

“I won’t accept any of that without proof.”

“Worth a shot. My knee is fine, thanks.” Kade chuckles. I can never decipher if his laughter is authentic, if he’s putting on a show for what he likely thinks to be his childish boss, or if it’s genuine. His eyes don’t always give him away, either. Though I find myself enchanted by them, nonetheless.

Steam rises from his mug. He rests his hands around it, fingers tapping the sides. I feel his attention on me as I get a mug for myself, not surprised when he finally asks, “Why are you getting coffee from here?”

“Where else would I get it?” I counter, reaching for the creamer in the fridge.

“Your office or your floor. Why are you down here among the commoners?” He takes a sip of his coffee that he put nothing in.

I grimace, having finished putting in creamer and now moved to sugar. “You drink your coffee black?”

“Obviously. Why do you look both surprised and disgusted?”

“Because that’s vile and you don’t seem the type.”

“I don’t want to hear that from you,” Kade argues, staring at the fourth teaspoon of sugar I’ve dumped in my drink. “I never imagined you would put that much sugar in your coffee.”

“Am I not allowed to like sweet things?”

“You’re allowed, but it doesn’t suit your image.”

“And what image is that?”

“You’re not much of a reader, are you?” He draws his eyes over me, slowly. “You’re a textbook moody male lead with heavy toxic and possessive tendencies. You’d be called a villain, but that’s only because it’s the bad boy trope with a new title. You’re definitely morally gray with a relatively impressive fashion sense, a handful of sass in your back pocket, and definitely some unresolved trauma.”

That is so specific that I can’t think of more to say than, “Thanks?”

“That’s an appropriate response.” Kade takes another sip of the steaming coffee. I do the same. He smirks over the rim of the mug. “I normally get scolded by everyone and their mother for drinking coffee straight out of the pot. Is this also what you usually do, or are you trying to impress me, Mr. Ackley?”

“Why would I ever try to impress you, Mr. Sullivan? The point of coffee is that it’s hot.”

“What about iced coffee?”

“Equally vile as black coffee.” I take another drink that Kade mirrors. I don’t know what it is about his expression, but it makes me drink faster. He copies me. Soon, we’re chugging the sweltering coffee like our lives depend on it.

Kade slams his mug down. He smiles the kind of smile that would make a person question his intentions. He could have something beautiful in mind or something horrendous. The sparkle in his eye says the same, set between two striking possibilities that most would take their chance against to be with someone like Kade. To have his undivided attention on them, a charming demeanor that makes them feel on top of the world.

The break room door suddenly opens, separating me from my thoughts. A welcome reprieve and necessary. A few workers step in, offering bright hellos and another gives an awkward wave. Kade retreats to wash out his mug in the sink before saying a quick goodbye. My gaze strays to his figure sauntering towards the door. I’d call him odd if I wasn’t the one who initiated these challenges. Something about Kade made me do it. The confidence in his eyes, the almost nonchalant way that he moves, like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I don’t know, but it keeps happening, the challenges, and I fear the day when they’ll stop.

For now, though, they continue.

Our next challenge happens the following day when I take lunch in the company cafeteria. I spot a familiar head of chestnut brown hair across the room set over mischievous hazel eyes. Kade sits a table over, next to two co-workers. He takes swift notice of me too, glancing at my tray, then his. We’ve ordered the same meal. When he picks up his fork, so do I.

“Nolen, what are you doing?” Louis asks, setting aside his phone to watch me shovel a massive portion of chicken salad in my mouth.

“Eating,” I say between chewing. Behind Louis, Kade struggles to maintain a conversation with his friends while also attempting to challenge me. I smirk, making Kade’s eyes narrow before he takes another bite that’s too big. He almost spits the food back onto his plate, waving his hands dismissively at the concern of his friends.

“Why are you eating like a disgusting troll?” Louis points to me finishing my chicken salad after a few more abnormally large bites.

“How do you know how a troll eats?”

“Because I’m looking at one.”

I snort. “This chicken salad is incredible. Have I ever told you that?”

“Most people would savor something they like, not fucking inhale it.”

Yeah, well, most people aren’t competing with the disgruntled employee across the room. The one that doesn’t actually look disgruntled as he maintains a well-kept poker face, but I know beneath the apathy that he’s seething to have lost this round.

“I was more eager than I thought,” I haphazardly explain, rising and insisting that Louis take his time finishing his meal.

After grabbing my tray, I leave by walking past Kade’s table. His friends give me smiles he doesn’t mirror. He shoves the last bit of the salad into his mouth, chewing cutely. This shouldn’t be so entertaining to me. I’m thirty-two years old and this is childish, but even those thoughts can’t remove the smile from my face. I glance back into the cafeteria, my gaze lingering on Kade. He laughs among his friends, hiding his smile behind his hand like it embarrasses him. How unfortunate. He has a nice smile.

Clearing my throat, I hurry out of the cafeteria. As I head back up to my office, I grab my phone and tell Sadie what three wedding venues caught my eye. She hasn’t contacted me about setting up a new time for dinner. There’s no telling when, or if, she will. Might as well pick something now to placate her mother. Hopefully, Sadie has chosen one of the same so we can agree on this expeditiously. Our parents have always been pushy about marriage, wanting to use their children as pawns in their corporate ventures. We aren’t foolish enough to be unaware. They’ll be at our throats unless we show that we’re putting work in for the wedding, something for them to boast about to anyone unfortunate enough to hear them.

While I’m on my phone, I double check that I have a reminder for Monday. Arcade at seven, where I definitely don’t mention Kade. One never knows what Mason may get his hands on. In our youth, he snuck into my room all the time and Father wouldn’t put a lock on my door no matter how much I asked. Now, I lock my bedroom door every day, even if I feel silly for it.

Seeing the arcade plan among all the boring others puts a hop in my step, or it would if I weren’t at work. I wonder what games they have, what we’ll play. I haven’t been to an arcade in many, many years. Not since my mother died.

I push open my office doors, perplexed to find Mason sitting something on my desk. A note, I think, but my eyes stray over every piece of the room, expecting there to be changes, something missing.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Delivering this,” Mason replies, holding up the sticky note. Approaching me, he hands over the note instead. “Father wants to make sure that you don’t forget our family dinner next week.”

“I will be there, as promised. You could have called or emailed.”

“I could have.”

But he wanted a chance to snoop in my office while Louis and I weren’t here, as if he thinks he’ll somehow find what he needs to stab me in the back. There is a pair of scissors and a letter opener on my desk, though Mason is more the metaphorical stabbing type, always has been. Our father, my stepmother, they were rough enough. Mason merely added to my anxiety, keeping me looking over my shoulder for most of my life.

“Do not come into my office without permission again,” I say, walking around him to take a seat. I scan the desk and open the drawers, feigning to search for something when I’m ensuring he disturbed nothing.

“Why so paranoid?” he challenges. “Do you have something you don’t want me to see?”

“I have quite a few things that are above your paygrade.”

He offers a fake smile. “You’re irritating.”

“I learned it from you. One of the few things you are better than me at.”

That makes Mason grind his teeth so hard that my jaw aches for him. Sighing, I add, “Stop purposefully trying to start trouble with me, especially next week. The last thing any of us want is another famous lecture from Father.”

“Ah yes, because those lectures are always my fault. I apologize, Your Majesty, for causing an unwanted disturbance in your otherwise perfect life.”

“Apology accepted. Now go away.”

Mason opens his mouth to say more, then reconsiders. Releasing a guttural growl, he pivots on his heel and surges out the door.
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