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[image: ]




Chloe

I GOT ARRESTED!

And it wasn’t the first time, either. This is the third time this has happened.

I had absolutely no intention of ending the night in a police station, but here I am. Just like the other times, completely by accident.

Okay, fine, I knew the party was illegal, I was using a fake ID and drinking alcohol, and technically, I’m not supposed to touch the stuff for another eight months, but fuck, what were the odds the cops would actually show up to check the place out?

They must have better things to do!

I never imagined anyone would report the party, or that the officers would bother checking everyone’s ID. And now, here I am, sitting on an uncomfortable chair and staring at the ceiling of a police station.

It could be worse, I could be in a cell!

Better to look on the bright side, I guess, because this is rough. My dad is going to kill me when he finds out, and fuck, he’s on the other side of the world. I sigh, look around, and see a few other irresponsible kids got detained too, but I don’t know any of them.

Fuck, I don’t even have my phone; it’s in Madson’s bag. My best friend didn’t get detained because she’s twenty-one, so they let her go.

I am completely screwed!

This would be a great time for the world to end, or for a zombie to break into this station and bite me. I wouldn’t even try to run; I’d volunteer. Anything to avoid hearing Philip Santini’s lecture.

The door to the captain’s office opens and an officer appears. His expression is closed off and not the least bit friendly.

“Chloe Santini.”

He shouts my name. I guess pretending I’m not here and ignoring him isn’t a great idea, so I raise my arm.

“That’s me.”

“Inside.”

I leave the chair and walk toward the office, my steps slow. The officer raises his eyebrows. Damn it, I’m not even going to be able to buy time.

I hurry my pace and the officer steps aside so I can cross the threshold. I enter the room and the captain is behind the desk. He has brown hair, a mustache, and some expression lines on his face; he must be around fifty. Not that his age matters!

“Chloe Santini.”

My name leaves his mouth.

“Yes.”

I smile, a weak, pathetic smile. He remains serious, as if he’d eaten something he didn’t like.

“Sit down.”

He gestures for me to take the chair in front of him. I approach, pull it back, and sit.

“How old are you, Chloe?”

That question is a trap! I swallow dryly and take a few seconds to answer.

“Twenty, sir.”

Better not to lie. He nods and narrows his eyes.

“Then why were you carrying an ID that said you were twenty-two?”

Fuck, it’s like I’m suddenly a little girl in the principal’s office for getting into a fight. I spent a lot of time in the principal’s office!

“It was a fake document.”

I confess and shrink into the chair. I just want to disappear right now. Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak would be really useful at this moment.

“Falsifying a government document is a crime. Did you know that?”

What do I say? Fuck. Every possible answer seems terrible. My armpits are sweating and my hands are ice cold. I’m not getting out of this one, and I’m going to end up sleeping in a cell.

“If I said no, would you believe me?”

As soon as the words leave my lips, I know they were awful, but fuck, what was I supposed to say? I keep forcing a smile, pretending everything is fine and under control.

Nothing is under control!

“No.”

That was the answer I expected from him. What do I say? I can’t think of anything. My mind is chaos. Maybe it’s the alcohol, or maybe I’m panicking, or it’s a mix of both.

“You know, I’m young, these things happen...” Once again, I choose a terrible approach. “You were young once, you know what I’m talking about, right?”

The captain leans toward me and I pull back as far as I can, which isn’t much. All I can do is press my back against the chair and tilt my head back.

“Are you suggesting I falsified an ID when I was young?”

The way he says it makes it sound like a terrible suggestion.

“No,” I reply quickly. “I’m sure you would never do something like that.”

He doesn’t seem the least bit satisfied with my answer. He leans back in his chair, lowers his head, and checks some papers. I can see a photo of me and my details right beside it, but shit, is that...? My criminal record? I think so.

I keep staring while his eyes are fixed on the papers. Come on, the other two times were for good reasons. I was fighting for animal rights, participating in protests against abuse. The first time, they arrested us thinking we were troublemakers—totally unfair—and the second time, I cursed out a cop, but fuck, he abused the authority of his position.

This is the first time I’ve actually committed a crime!

“You can make a phone call.” He looks at me again and gestures to the phone beside me. “Your father won’t mind paying your bail yet again.”

Fuck, how do I explain that my dad is on the other side of the world?

“Look, I’m twenty years old. I’m responsible for myself.”

The captain nods.

“Great. You owe us fifteen hundred dollars. How are you going to pay? We accept bank transfers.”

He looks at me as if he knows I can’t pay. He’s wrong, but at the same time, he’s right.

“Well, my friend has my phone.”

Once again, I force a smile.

“Call your friend.”

Again, he gestures with his head toward the phone. Fuck!

“I don’t know her number.” I lean toward him and widen my smile. “You could let me go and I’ll come back with the money. I promise I’ll return. I’m trustworthy.”

He laughs, but it’s not a friendly laugh.

“That’s not happening, Miss Chloe Santini. Call someone who can solve your problem.”

He’s doing this on purpose, I’m sure of it!

“What happens if I don’t pay the bail?”

I let the smile drop from my face and sigh. Being nice didn’t work. If I cry, will he be more lenient?

“I’ll be forced to hold you.”

Me, in jail! How bad could that be? Cells don’t seem like a nice place, but I’ve never been in one. Maybe it’s not so bad. My God, am I actually considering this?

Madson will come for me. She definitely hasn’t come yet because she’s probably dealing with her asshole parents. I just need to spend the rest of the night in jail. The possibility sends a shiver down my spine, but what’s my option?

My dad is already not too happy with my recent actions, and I promised I’d behave while he and Mom are traveling. But on my first night alone, I end up at the police station.

Sleeping in a cell seems a lot better than having to admit I failed so soon. But what if my parents call and Madson answers? What if she calls my parents?

I sigh and look at the phone. I have no alternatives. I’m going to have to call my dad. I do the math quickly; it’s 5 p.m. in Japan. Not a horrible time.

I pick up the phone. It’s one of those old ones, with the handset attached by a cord to a square base, the number keys on the base itself. My God, what happened to technology? Did this place stop in time?

I press the keys; I have to press hard. So different from my phone’s touchscreen. I bring the phone to my ear and my heart races. I hate disappointing my parents. I shouldn’t have left the house. Tears well up in my eyes, but I refuse to cry.

I hope my dad accepts the call. Fuck, he’s on the other side of the planet and I’m calling from an unknown number.

“Hey.”

He answers, to my luck, or my misfortune.

“Dad, it’s me.”

“Chloe, sweetheart, why are you calling from an unknown number? Did something happen?”

He sounds worried and I sigh.

“Something happened.”

I confess and feel horrible, the worst daughter in the universe. My parents don’t deserve this kind of grief.

“What? Are you okay?”

His voice is full of concern.

“I’m fine.” I swallow dryly, and the next words leave my mouth with a bitter taste. “But I’m at a police station.”

“Chloe, what are you doing at a police station?”

“I was at an unlicensed party and I was using a fake ID.”

Fuck, it hurts to say the words like that, especially when I imagine the expression on my dad’s face. He must be devastated.

“Chloe, it’s been less than twenty-four hours since we left you alone.”

The concern is still in his voice, but now there’s also frustration and disappointment. I lean forward and rest my arms on the desk.

“I’m sorry, Daddy.” My voice cracks. “I just need you to make a transfer for my bail amount. I ended up leaving my phone with Madson.”

“I’ll call someone to go to the station.”

I grimace.

“Dad, you don’t need to. I just need you to make the transfer.”

I hear my dad laugh, but it’s not a funny laugh; it’s ironic. I’ve hurt him again!

“And how are you going to leave?”

It’s a question I don’t have an answer for. I hadn’t gotten to that part of the plan. I’d probably pray for a taxi to drive by and pay the driver when I got home, or, in the worst-case scenario, have to walk, which would be really hard since my boots aren’t the most comfortable in the world.

“Someone will pick you up.”

My dad leaves no room for argument, and I don’t have one anyway. He’d hate both of my options. I have no arguments and no defense.

“Okay, Dad. I really am sorry.”

“I’m sorry too, Chloe.” The tone of his voice makes me swallow dryly, utterly ashamed. “We’ll come back to Boston as soon as possible.”

“Dad...”

“It’s okay, sweetheart.” He interrupts me before I can say anything. “Your mother and I love you.”

It’s like a punch to my stomach.

“I love you guys, and you don’t need to come back. You spent years planning this trip...”

“We’ll talk more later, sweetheart. I’m going to hang up to call one of my friends.”

Philip Santini interrupts me once more and ends the call. I pull the phone away from my hand and place it back on its base.

“Someone is coming to get me and will pay the bail.”

I inform the captain, who points to the door.

“You can wait in that room.”

The same room I was in before. I nod, stand up, and go back to the room. I take the same chair, cross my arms in front of my body, and sigh.

Shit!

I rest my head against the wall and stare at the ceiling again. Once more, I’ve disappointed my parents. And there are no justifications that absolve me of the guilt. I was irresponsible. So irresponsible.

I’m not usually like this, but I needed some time. I needed to think, or better yet, I needed not to think.

Everything went wrong!

And now I need to fix this shit and convince my parents they don’t need to interrupt their trip.

My thoughts are chaos. The alcohol has completely abandoned me, and the guilt is eating me alive.

I pull my head away from the wall when someone enters the room. I turn and come face to face with a tall guy. Is he six-foot-something? His arms are huge. There’s a blond scruffy beard on his face. He’s wearing a white shirt and a baseball cap. Who wears a cap at three in the morning?

I continue my inspection. There are some expression lines on his face, which indicates he must be an older guy, at least thirty-five. But fuck, he’s hot. Really hot!

He’s so captivating that when his blue eyes meet mine, a shiver runs through my body. He looks at me with a distinctly unfriendly expression, and then I recognize him.

He’s Andrew Briant, former hockey player and my dad’s best friend.
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CHAPTER 2
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Andrew

FUCK, I COULDN’T SAY no to Phillip, and now I’m at a police station at three in the morning. Philip and I have been friends for over thirty years; if he calls me in the middle of the night desperate because his daughter got arrested, I’m leaving my house to keep the girl from spending the night in a cell.

It’s not like I was sleeping, anyway. I was doing something much better. At least, we’d already finished, but we were gearing up for round two, which is a shame, because I had to send the blonde home.

The officer at the front desk greets me. I explain why I’m here, he asks for my ID, and his eyes bug out when he reads my name. He doesn’t comment, though, tries to act like he doesn’t recognize me, then tells me what I need to do and gestures toward a door. I should head that way—it’s a waiting room before the detective’s office, where the minor offenders wait for their sentences and punishments.

I thank him for the info and head toward the room. I walk through the door and find myself in a space with black plastic chairs and a water cooler. My gaze sweeps the place and lands on a girl.

She has dark brown hair and eyes, her lips are well-defined—not too full, not too thin—her nose is upturned and delicate, her face is a sharp oval shape, her eyes are almond-shaped and hold a mysterious glint. How can anyone be that perfect? She looks like a doll.

My eyes travel down her body. She’s wearing a black dress that hugs every curve. The neckline highlights her breasts—they’re small, but not tiny; they’d fit perfectly in my hands. I continue my inspection: she’s wearing knee-high boots with high heels.

It’s a fucking vision. Not even the blonde I was with is that pretty, and that woman looked like a Victoria’s Secret model. I stare at her again and frown. How old is she? Twenty? Eighteen?

I should be ashamed of myself for looking at a girl who could be my daughter...

Who could be Philip’s daughter.

Fuck, this is Philip’s daughter. Fuck! My brain short-circuits. What did I expect? A little girl? A child couldn’t get arrested. I don’t know what I expected, but it sure as hell wasn’t this.

I’ve never met the girl. What’s her name again? Lowen? Clover? Willow? After I moved to Montreal, I rarely came back to Boston, and when I did, I always met Philip at bars with the rest of our friends, or for lunches—never family gatherings, because Philip might be a family man, but I’m not.

And the idiot isn’t on social media. How was I supposed to know this is his daughter?

Fuck!

Stunned, I quickly look away. I don’t exchange a single word with her and head for the detective’s office. I should never have looked at Philip’s daughter like that. He’ll never know about my mistake, or I’m a dead man.

I may never have met his family, but I know how much his wife and daughter mean to him. That’s why I’m here!

I enter the detective’s office. The guy is sitting behind his desk, eyes on some documents, then he looks up as soon as he notices me and stares.

“You here for the girl?”

“That’s right.”

I agree. He signals for me to take the chair in front of him, and I do.

“She’s a legal adult, so you just need to pay the bail.”

“Okay.”

I take out my phone. The detective gives me the account details for the transfer, and while I’m tapping on my banking app, I feel his eyes on me.

“It’s paid.”

“Email the receipt to the station.”

Again, I do as he asks, and he keeps watching me. He must have figured out who I am. The baseball cap wasn’t enough to hide me.

“Okay.”

I put my phone away and look at him.

“You’re Andrew Briant?” I force a smile and nod. Instantly, a gleam appears in his eyes and he looks at me like I’m some fucking hero. “Hope you can bring us the Stanley Cup again.”

I smile.

“That’s the goal.”

The detective looks around, making sure we’re alone, then grins.

“Could I get an autograph?”

He couldn’t help himself!

“Sure.”

He hands me a piece of paper and a pen.

“Don’t know if I’ll get another chance to meet you.”

“Hope not. Not in a police station, anyway.”

I smile as I scrawl my name on the paper.

“Here you go.”

I hand it back. The detective stares at my name, a gleam in his eyes.

“Thanks.” He composes himself, tucks the paper away, and stands up. “I’ll call the girl in to sign some paperwork.”

I stay where I am. He goes to the door, opens it, and calls for the girl.

“Chloe Santini.”

Chloe. That’s her name. Part of me hopes it’s a different girl who walks through that door, one less attractive. I keep my position and don’t look back.

The girl sits beside me. A sweet, intense perfume surrounds me. I turn and come face-to-face with the same girl from the waiting room. Fuck!

She’s looking straight ahead, and once again, we don’t exchange a word. The detective finishes the process and she signs some documents. She was arrested for being at an illegal party, consuming alcohol, and possessing a fake ID.

Who hasn’t?

“You’re free to go, Chloe. And behave yourself, girl.”

Chloe nods and stands up. I do the same and shake the detective’s hand.

“Good luck, Coach.”

I nod. It’s still weird hearing people call me Coach, but that’s my new title.

Chloe doesn’t say goodbye to the detective and heads for the door. I give the detective a wave and follow the girl. Better not lose sight of her—I promised Philip I’d keep an eye on her for the rest of the night.

She keeps walking toward the exit and is right in front of me. I try to avoid it, but I can’t help it—my gaze travels down her body again. Fuck!

She’s the daughter of one of my best friends.

The phrase echoes in my mind, but I can’t tear my eyes away from her ass and her legs. The damn dress barely covers her ass, and Christ, I can see a good portion of her toned thighs.

I just booked my ticket to hell!

She walks through the exit door. I hurry and catch up to her.

“You’re coming with me.”

She stops and looks back, staring at me with those dark eyes.

“You’re taking me home?”

“Actually, you’re coming with me to my place.”

She turns to face me, a frown appearing on her forehead.

“What?”

She doesn’t seem too pleased.

“Your dad is worried about you and asked me to keep an eye on you tonight.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m twenty years old. I can take care of myself.”

I shrug.

“Not my problem. What I know is your dad called and asked me to look after his little girl for a night. He’s my friend, and I’m honoring the request.”

Little girl. Philip used exactly those words. Maybe that’s why I wasn’t expecting this damn woman, but an actual little girl. Chloe doesn’t look helpless in the slightest.

“My dad is overreacting. I could have handled this myself. He didn’t need to drag anyone else into it.”

She crosses her arms over her chest, and her breasts push against the fabric. Damn!

“Look, I don’t doubt that. But I’m just doing what your dad asked. The man is in fucking Japan. You’ll worry him even more if you refuse to come with me.”

I grimace and run a hand through my hair. She’s already getting on my nerves!

My argument must have convinced her, because she sighs and drops her arms to her sides.

“Okay.”

Thank God! I’m not great with drama.

“Come on.”

I take a step forward and head toward the parking lot. She follows me, and I lead her to my pickup truck. I take the driver’s seat, and she sits beside me.

I have the terrible idea to glance over, and fuck, the dress has ridden up even higher. Someone should be banned from wearing an outfit like that. I quickly raise my eyes before the girl gets scared of me. I would never touch her, even if she asked.

“Does your dad let you leave the house dressed like that?”

She narrows her eyes and wrinkles her nose.

“My dad doesn’t control what I wear.”

I grimace, looking straight ahead as I buckle my seatbelt.

“He should.”

I mutter.

“You got daughters?”

She asks, not hiding the sarcasm in her voice.

“No.”

“Thank God.”

I don’t need to look at her to know she’s smiling. Petulant brat.

“Put your seatbelt on.”

I order and drive to my apartment. I’m driving with a fucking brat beside me. This is definitely not how I planned to spend the rest of my night.

We don’t exchange another word and continue in silence. Sometimes I glance over to make sure she hasn’t fallen asleep, and the girl is just staring out the window at the night.

I pull into the garage, park in my spot, and we get out. I walk ahead and she follows. We get in the elevator. I lean against the wall by the panel; she leans opposite me and stares with curiosity.

“Why did my dad call you?”

I raise my eyebrows.

“What do you mean?”

“My dad has other friends—” She widens her eyes and shakes her head. “No offense, I know you and Daddy are friends, but he has other friends who know me. One of them is my godfather. So why you?”

Should I be offended? Maybe, but her reasoning makes sense.

“Your godfather didn’t answer, and the others aren’t in town. For your bad luck, I was the only one left.” I smile. “And I know your dad’s friends. They’re my friends, too.”

I need to concentrate to keep my eyes on her face, where it’s safe. Or partially safe.

“Sorry my dad interrupted your sleep.”

I have to hold back a laugh. I wasn’t sleeping, but of course I’m not going to tell a girl that. She doesn’t need to know I was fucking.

Is she a virgin?

Fuck, where did that thought come from?

“It’s fine.” I recompose myself. “Your dad and I have been friends a long time. We might not be that close because I lived in Montreal, but he’s still one of my best friends.”

I explain, and she nods.

“Thank you.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

The elevator stops, the doors open, and I step out. Chloe does the same and follows me.

“Welcome. Make yourself at home.”

We’re in my living room. The place is huge, and the glass wall offers a stunning view of the city. Chloe looks around as I drop my keys on the console table.

“You’ll be in the guest room.”

I say after a few minutes.

“Okay.”

She turns to face me, and I signal for her to follow. I lead her down the hall and stop in front of the door.

“There are clean towels and a sealed pack with a toothbrush in the bathroom. In the closet, you’ll find blankets, sheets, and pillows, besides the ones already on the bed.”

She nods, and I take a step to head to my room, but stop when I remember something.

“Do you need something to sleep in?”

I can’t help it—my gaze travels down her body again. Damn dress!

“No. I can sleep in nothing.”

I can sleep in nothing. The phrase echoes in my mind. Christ!

“Okay.” I force myself to speak and keep my eyes locked on her face. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

She replies. I turn and head to my room.

I force my mind to forget the girl. No matter how hot she is, she’s my best friend’s daughter.

Fuck!
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Chloe

I WALK INTO THE BEDROOM and look around. Everything is very gray and black. Very masculine, just like the living room—who has a black sofa? And the size of that television; I bet he spends hours watching hockey games.

I head for the door I think leads to the bathroom, and I’m right. I stare at my reflection in the mirror and grimace. I look awful, and that mountain of a man saw me like this.

All my dad’s friends are normal. They’re not ugly, but they have that dad-next-door look. But this guy? He looks like a goddamn god.

I can’t look at him and associate him with my dad, or with his forty-something friends. Not that he seems younger, or my age—he seems older—but there’s something about him...

Something that makes me absolutely sure I’d sleep with him.

I shake my head and shove that fucking thought away. He’s one of my dad’s friends. I should call him Uncle and see him as a father figure.

I grimace! He’s not my uncle, and there’s no chance in hell I’m seeing him as a father figure.

Unlike Dad’s other friends, I’ve never seen him before. We have no connection, never have.

I sigh and focus on looking for towels and a toothbrush. I find them in the cabinet under the sink, so I take off my clothes and boots, twist my hair into a bun, and head for the shower.

I need a shower to wash off this makeup and the smell of alcohol soaked into my clothes. Some idiot spilled beer on me.

I didn’t stay under the water long. I dried off, wrapped a towel around myself, and went back to the bedroom. I stare at the bed and make a face.

I only said I’d sleep naked to provoke him, but there’s really no way to sleep in this dress. It’s tight, it’ll be uncomfortable, and it reeks of beer.

Since I wasn’t wearing underwear or a bra anyway, I’ll have to sleep with nothing on. I turn off the main light, leaving only the bedside lamp on, drop the towel to the floor, then dash for the mattress, pull the covers up, and slide underneath.

I don’t know why I dashed. It’s not like he’s going to materialize out of thin air. But what if he did? What would it matter? I curve my lips into a smile. Maybe I’d put on a little show and convince him how good it would feel if he touched me.

I bring my hand to my mouth to stifle a laugh that would echo through the room. He doesn’t need to hear that; he’d definitely think I’m crazy. I guess I’m still a little drunk!

I get a grip, turn off the light, and close my eyes. My mind is on high alert and I can’t sleep.

How can my dad have a friend this good-looking? That kind of thing should be illegal. In fact, a man like that shouldn’t be allowed to just wander around the world.

It’s dangerous. If I were driving and saw him on the street, I’d crash the fucking car.

I can picture the scene and press my lips together to keep from laughing. Has anyone ever crashed their car like that? I don’t know if it would be tragic or hilarious.

Probably tragic!

I stop daydreaming, but the image of Andrew Briant stays in my mind. I know very little about him. Damn it, I don’t have my fucking phone to do a search.

I run through the information I have, all of it from my dad. When? No idea, but I know I heard it at some point in my life, probably while he was talking about his childhood.

Andrew is part of my dad’s childhood friends. His brother is in the group, too. He’s the youngest, if I remember right, by three years—so he’s thirty-eight. Unlike the others who took more traditional paths, he moved to Canada, went to college abroad, and played hockey. He did all that before I was even born.

He’s the only one still single and living a libertine life, according to my dad. Andrew retired a while ago and is back now to coach the Boston team.

I know my dad saw him whenever he was in town, but it wasn’t often. Mom and I were never with him. I’d never met him before. I don’t follow hockey and had no reason to follow him on social media.

I might have seen news about him a few times. He’s mentioned a lot in the tabloids, mostly for his flings, but I never paid much attention to the articles. After all, he was just some older guy and my dad’s childhood friend. Why would it be interesting to follow him or read gossip about him?

I vaguely knew what he looked like, but I’d never realized just how handsome he was. I should have paid more attention! I really wish I had my phone to google him.

I could find pictures of him shirtless or playing hockey. I’ve never watched a game, never found hockey players sexy. But right now, they’ve become very attractive. Or rather, ex-players have become sexy.

Once again, I have to control myself to keep from laughing.

Fuck, I can’t get him out of my mind. I must still be drunk, or maybe it’s because I’ve never seen anyone that good-looking in person. I don’t even like older men, not that much. He’s eighteen years older!

My max was what? Four years?

And I know he looked at me. I saw the way he stared, how his gaze traveled over my body before quickly looking away. Andrew avoided me, but I noticed, and just remembering it sends a shiver down my spine.

He has the kind of face that looks like he knows how to make a girl scream.

Jesus Christ! Forget it, Chloe! I need to forget. He’s one of my dad’s best friends. I can’t think of him that way. It’s completely wrong and insane.

I force my mind to think of random things until my eyes grow heavy, my thoughts turn to fog, and I fall asleep.

[image: ]

THE BRIGHTNESS WAKES me. I open my eyes, look around, and realize I’m not in my room. The events of last night flood my mind and I grimace, which sends a pain shooting through my head.

Great. I’m hungover.

Hungover from the booze and from the shame. I got arrested and had to be saved by one of my dad’s best friends. And I almost tried to flirt with him. No, I did sleep naked.

What was I thinking? I wasn’t.

At least I wasn’t so drunk I barged into his room. That would have been terrible. Imagine him telling my dad?

“Philip, your daughter’s a pervert. She tried to grab me.”

God, that would be awful. I stare at the ceiling and a groan escapes my lips. I feel horrible, like garbage. My mouth is dry, my head is pounding, and it’s like a truck ran over me.

This is why I don’t drink often. I’m a wreck the next day.

I need to get out of here, go home to see my girl. Cherie must be missing me, poor thing. She was alone all night. I won’t judge her if she rejects me.

I sit up and the whole room spins. I close my eyes and my stomach churns. I’m never drinking again. Last night was the last time.

As soon as the world stops spinning, I open my eyes and go to the bathroom. I wash my face, brush my teeth, and pick up the dress I left in a heap on the floor.

I’ll leave the boots behind and go barefoot, but I have no choice but to put the dress back on. I grimace as I pull it on.

I adjust the fabric on my body and run my fingers to the zipper at the side. I pull it up, but suddenly it stops. What the fuck!

I force it, but nothing happens. Shit! I slide it back down and pull up again. It stops halfway again. I hate these damn zippers! Once more, I repeat the process, applying more force, but it’s useless.

I can’t leave it open. If I don’t close it, my breasts and a good part of my body will be on display.

“Come on, go up. Just go up.”

Like a crazy person, I talk to the zipper and keep trying, until suddenly it all gives way and part of the zipper comes off in my fingers. The damn thing broke. I don’t believe it!

“Oh no, this cannot be happening.”

It is happening! I try to fix it, but I can’t. It’s beyond repair. How am I going to leave? How am I going to get out of this room? Can I cry? That would probably be too dramatic, so I just press my forehead against the wall and take a deep breath.

The day is off to a fantastic start!

I can’t stay here forever, so I leave the bathroom, take off the damn dress, and wrap a bedsheet around myself. What’s the plan? Well, I don’t have one.

I leave the bedroom and hear some noises. Is Andrew awake, or is it a staff member? What if it’s staff? Shit, shit, a thousand times shit!

What did I do in a past life? Deny food to a pregnant woman? Insult a little old lady? I must have done something really terrible to be paying for it like this in this life. How can my luck be worse than a bug’s?

I have no alternative and follow the sounds. What if Andrew isn’t single anymore? What if my dad was wrong? Or what if it’s recent? Imagine if his girlfriend finds me like this? I’d definitely get my ass kicked, and I’m not in the mood for someone pulling my hair and digging their nails into me.

Getting into a fight would be horrible, especially dressed only in a bedsheet. I’d lose whatever dignity I have left.

I arrive in a kitchen. Andrew has his back to me, facing a stove. He’s cooking, and he’s not wearing a shirt. I can see his back, and fuck, he works out. He must work out like crazy.

“Good morning.”

My voice comes out shaky. He turns toward me when he hears me. I get a quick glimpse of his defined abdomen, but I lift my eyes, staring at his face. Yet all I can think is that I need another look at his chest.

Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look... Damn it, I look. My God, how many abs does he have? And how is he so big? Would he be able to cover me completely?

Fuck! It’s so much better than any photo I could have found on Google.

“Why are you wrapped in a bedsheet?”

He asks me, and I look back at his face.

“There was an accident.”

He raises his eyebrows while crossing his arms over his chest. I struggle to keep my eyes on his. I don’t want to see his muscles.

“What kind of accident?”

“The zipper on my dress broke, and I have nothing else to wear.”

I force a smile, and he nods.

“You can put on one of my T-shirts until we go get your things.”

What is he talking about?

“What do you mean, get my things?”

He uncrosses his arms and runs a hand through his hair.

“I spoke with your father, and I’ve committed to looking after you while he and your mother are traveling. Which means you’re going to stay here with me until they get back from Japan.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Andrew

I LEAVE THE GIRL IN the guest room and head to my own, running my hands through my hair as that damn phrase echoes in my mind.

No, I can sleep without anything.

I try hard not to think of the girl with no clothes on. Fuck, come on, I’m not a teenager, I don’t need to fall for the antics of a girl who, until recently, was a teenager herself. She’s drunk and has no filter!

My thoughts don’t obey me and I imagine her without that damn dress. Christ! What must her curves be like? And her breasts, would they really fit in my hands?

I enter my room and shake my head from side to side. I’m thirty-eight years old, I have control over my hormones, I’m not a boy anymore.

She’s my best friend’s daughter, she’s completely off-limits, no matter how beautiful she is.

I repeat this in my mind nonstop and grab the phone from my pocket, dial Philip, bring the device to my ear, and he answers quickly, probably waiting for my call.

“Andrew.”

He sighs as if afraid of what I’m about to say.

“Everything’s fine,” I reassure him. “All under control.”

Or not, because your daughter is gorgeous, how did I never know that?

“Really?”

The relief is clear in his voice.

“Yes, I paid the bail and she’s at my house, safe in the guest room.”

“Andrew, thank you, and I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bother you, but I couldn’t handle this from Japan.”

I take off my sneakers and sit on the edge of the bed while listening to Philip.

“You don’t need to thank me, we’re friends, and that’s what friends are for.”

I joke, and he laughs.

“I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

He confesses, sounding not at all thrilled, no trace of laughter left in his voice.

“Weren’t you going to spend a month traveling around Asia?”

I grimace.

“I was, but we can’t leave Chloe alone, fuck, she managed to get arrested on her first day alone.”

I lean forward, rest my elbows on my knees, and stare at the floor.

“It wasn’t as bad as it sounds, Philip, just a stupid thing that happens when you’re young.”

My God, I sound like an old man talking.

“I’d like to believe that, but—” He pauses, and I just keep the phone pressed to my ear. “Chloe is a great girl, but she has a magnet for trouble, and besides, she’s a little lost.”

He sighs.

“She thinks she can handle herself, but she can’t.”

I don’t know if the girl is truly irresponsible or if Phillip is just being overprotective.

“You planned this trip for a long time.”

Even though we haven’t seen each other much in recent years, we’ve always stayed in touch, and Philip has been talking about this trip forever. It’s a trip with some of our friends, and a trip with his wife, a sort of belated honeymoon they never had because they were parents too young.

“I know, but our daughter needs us. Another time, we’ll go.”

I know I’ve only exchanged a few words with the girl, she was drunk, and that Philip has known her forever, but still, I think he should give his daughter another chance.

An idea crosses my mind. It’s a terrible one, but what won’t we do for our friends, right?

“I can keep an eye on her.”

I offer, because I’m a fucking good friend.

“How do you mean?”

It’s clear from his tone that he’s interested in my proposal.

“Chloe can stay here at my place until you and Sophia get back. I’ll keep an eye on her, and if anything happens, I can step in.”

Am I really offering to do this!? Maybe I’m going crazy.

“Thank you, Andrew, but I don’t know...” He sighs, and I can hear his footsteps; he must be pacing. “You live alone, you’re not used to sharing your space with anyone, it’ll be uncomfortable, and Chloe isn’t the calmest person in the universe.”

It’s obvious he wants to accept the offer, but he’s hesitant. I understand his concerns, but the girl can’t be that terrible. We’re talking about someone who’s twenty, not ten.

“I won’t die from sharing my space with someone for a month, Philip.” He falls silent. “It’s just an offer. I made it because I really don’t mind. You’re my friend, and it won’t be a problem, but I understand if you’re not comfortable with it either.”

“Thank you, Andrew.” He sounds relieved. “I’ll accept your offer.”

We exchange a few more words. I promise to let him know if anything happens, Philip thanks me again, and we end the call. I keep staring at the floor. It can’t be that hard, can it? Chloe’s not a child.

I stand up, change clothes, pulling on just a pair of sweatpants, and face my bed. It’s a mess, a mess that the blonde and I made. Fuck, I could be having sex right now, but I’m not!

I straighten it up a bit, turn off the lights by voice command, and flop onto my mattress. I close my eyes and try not to think that there’s a girl in the room next door, a girl who will be spending a few days in my house.

It’ll be fine. It’s just a month. A month goes by too fast!
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NORMALLY, I WAKE UP and go for a run, but not this time, because I need to talk to the girl, tell her what her father and I decided.

I hope she hasn’t left. The probability is low because she doesn’t have her phone, but still, I leave my room and go to the door next door, push it open slightly, and peek inside. I use just a crack, and once I’m sure she’s sleeping, I pull back.

It would be terrible to lose the girl after telling Philip I’d keep an eye on her.

I head to the kitchen and decide to make something for breakfast, even though it’s almost lunchtime. I don’t usually wake up this late, but after the turbulent night, I needed the sleep.

I make coffee, prepare eggs, and am cooking bacon when I hear footsteps.

“Good morning.”

Her voice echoes through the kitchen, a little hoarse and shaky. I turn toward her and, fuck, she’s wrapped in a sheet. What the hell is this? I avoid looking at her body and keep my eyes on her face.

My gaze meets hers, but not for long, because her eyes travel down to my abdomen. Her eyes light up as if she likes what she’s seeing.

Fuck!

“Why are you wrapped in a sheet?”

I ask, ignoring her gaze and forcing myself not to stare at her body. Chloe looks back at my face and seems a bit nervous.

“There was an accident.”

I cross my arms over my chest and raise my eyebrows. What is she talking about? She couldn’t have gotten into trouble while sleeping.

“What kind of accident?”

“The zipper on my dress broke, and I have nothing else to wear.”

She forces a smile, and I nod. That’s not so bad.

“You can put on one of my t-shirts until we go get your things.”

She furrows her brow.

“What do you mean, get my things?”

Time for Chloe to find out we’ll be sharing the same space for the next few days.

“I talked to your father, and I promised to look after you while he and your mother are traveling. Meaning, you’ll stay here with me until they get back from Japan.”

“What?” She smiles, but it’s a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

She shakes her head from side to side.

“I am serious.” The expression on her face is utterly dramatic. “It’s not that bad.”

I grimace.

“Not that bad?”

She sounds incredulous and suddenly raises her hands to gesture, and fuck, the sheet falls to her feet. Her breasts are on full display. They’re perfect, firm and natural, slightly taut, moving with her breath.

“Holy shit.”

I shout and close my eyes. I stared for a few seconds, but it was like it happened in slow motion, and now the image echoes in my mind. How am I going to forget this?

The smell of burnt bacon spreads through the kitchen. Damn it, I was cooking. I turn around, open my eyes, turn off the stove, and toss the pan into the sink. I’m on autopilot while images I should forget continue to torment me.

“Goddamn it.”

I mutter.

“Sorry,” she whispers. “I forgot I was holding the damn sheet.”

It’s clear from her tone that she’s embarrassed.

“I’ve already put it back on.”

She confesses as I swallow hard.

“I’ll get you something to wear.”

I turn, trying not to look at her, and leave the kitchen. My fingers run through my hair as I head to my bedroom. They really are the perfect size!

I shake my head as if that’s enough to erase the image from my mind. Fuck, they’re just nipples, how many have I seen in my life? Many, countless, there’s nothing special about it. Absolutely normal.

I just need to find someone who wants my mouth on their breasts, someone much older and who isn’t the daughter of one of my best friends.

Ah, fuck!

Why do I sound like a pervert? I’m not an idiot, not completely, at least, but I’m starting to doubt my own character.

I huff irritably, enter the room, and grab one of my t-shirts from the closet—one of my hockey jerseys. I didn’t use them to play, but they have my name and number. They’re bigger, so they’ll cover her ass and most of her legs.

As soon as I cross the threshold and step into the hallway, I find her waiting for me. I hand her the shirt, she thanks me, and goes into the guest room.

I head back to the kitchen, and this time, I’m careful not to let the bacon burn, which isn’t too hard because there’s no girl wearing a damn sheet to distract me.

I’m placing the bacon on a plate when Chloe returns to the kitchen. I look at her, and fuck, it would have been better to leave her in the sheet. She’s wearing my shirt. Why did I think it was a good idea to have her parading around with my name and number on her?

Terrible idea!

I avoid looking at her and swallow hard. I try to force myself to think about the idiots I’m training, sweaty, running around the skating rink. Nothing attractive.

I set the bacon on the table, along with eggs, toast, juice, and coffee. I gesture for Chloe to sit. She approaches and takes one of the chairs. I also sit at the table, facing the girl. We eat in silence. I keep avoiding looking in her direction, but sometimes it’s uncontrollable, and she’s just eating toast with jam.

“You don’t want bacon?”

I ask, and she makes a face. It’s not possible that she doesn’t like bacon. Who doesn’t like bacon?

“I’m a vegetarian.”

I wasn’t expecting that answer.

“Okay, and what can you eat?”

Damn it, I’m not prepared to share my house with a vegetarian. We’ll need to go to the store.

“I don’t eat any meat. I drink milk and eat eggs, but only organic eggs.”

I furrow my brow and look at the plate with the eggs.

“I don’t know if my eggs are organic.” I raise my eyes to her face, and fuck, she’s trying not to laugh, and her cheeks are red. “Fuck, I wasn’t talking about those eggs.”

I make the situation even worse.

“I know.” She fans her face with her hand. “Sorry, it was stronger than me.”

She keeps laughing, and I don’t know how to react. Am I back in fifth grade!? I shake my head and go back to eating. As soon as I finish, I stand up and go to clean the kitchen.

I can feel her gaze on me and try to ignore her. I pretend she’s not here, even though she is. I’m not successful; it’s impossible not to notice her.

“Have you ever caused a car accident?”

She asks me suddenly. I lean against the kitchen counter and raise my eyebrows. Why the hell does she want to know if I’ve ever caused an accident?

“No, I’m an excellent driver.”

I answer her even though I don’t understand the reason for the question. She smiles, a teasing smile. I don’t understand a fucking thing.

“Not for being a bad driver, but for being too handsome...” Did she really just say that? “I keep imagining, a woman driving normally, suddenly looks to the side and you’re walking on the sidewalk, so she loses control of the steering and hits the car in front of her.”

She doesn’t blush, just keeps smiling. I open and close my mouth. I can’t even think straight anymore. God!

“Are you always like this?”

“Like what?” No filter.

She shrugs.

“Maybe.”

Chloe says it as if it’s simple. She just said I’m handsome and distracting. My ego thanks her, but I’m starting to get worried.

Keeping an eye on her isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.
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CHAPTER 5
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Chloe

HE STARES AT ME LIKE I’m crazy. It’s not the first time someone’s looked at me that way. It used to hurt, but not anymore. I can’t stop being who I am just to please people.

“Is that why you get into trouble?”

He sounds genuinely curious.

“Sometimes. Sometimes it’s just bad luck—being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” I get up and collect the dishes I used from the table. “I’d never been to an illegal party before. First time, and I ended up in a police station.”

I give him an example.

“Your father doesn’t believe you can take care of yourself. And you’re twenty.”

I sigh. This is a touchy subject. I walk over to the sink, stand beside him, and start washing what I dirtied.

“Yeah, part of him can’t handle my choices, and the other part is just being overprotective of his only daughter.”

My dad might not understand me, but I try my hardest to understand him. I won’t treat him the same way he treats me. This isn’t a war.

“Which choices of yours can’t he handle?”

“My dad wanted me to follow in his and my mom’s footsteps. They’re both lawyers. But I hate the field, so I chose to stay in Boston and study Art with a focus in illustration, because it’s what I love. He thinks I’m irresponsible and reckless, but I’m just fighting for what I believe in.”

I finish washing the dishes and turn around, leaning against the counter like Andrew.

“Philip was always too traditional.” Andrew smiles as if remembering something. “He told me I was making a mistake dropping everything to go play hockey in another country.”

That is so my dad!

“It wasn’t a mistake.”

He nods.

“No. It was the best decision of my life.”

I tilt my head slightly to the side and smile.

“I hope I’ve made the right choices, too.” I straighten my head and look up again. “But if I haven’t, I’ll start over. The important thing is not to carry regrets.”

He stares at me.

“That’s a mature way to look at it.”

I shrug and smile victoriously.

“I am mature. I’m just misunderstood.”

“Your father wanted to go back to Boston because of what happened last night.”

I make a face.

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I’m fucking twenty, not ten.” I roll my eyes. “What happened yesterday won’t happen again.”

He shrugs.

“Philip was determined. So I offered to stay with you. He agreed.”

I sigh.

“I guess I should thank you, huh?”

“You can thank me by staying out of trouble.”

I wave a dismissive hand.

“I stay out of trouble. Trouble just doesn’t stay away from me.”

He smiles while shaking his head. The smile on his face makes him even more handsome. I swallow dryly, look away from his eyes, and stare at the wall in front of me.

“And keep the filter.”

He’s saying that because of my question. I look back at him and smile.

“You shouldn’t be shocked that I said you’re handsome.” Once again, he looks at me like I’m insane. “It’s no big deal. It’s just the truth, just like I know I’m pretty and it’s normal for you to think I’m pretty.”

He stares at me, surprised and speechless. This part—leaving him speechless—is fun.

“I think you’re pretty?”

I nod while crossing my arms over my chest.

“I saw the way you looked at me.”

He shakes his head in denial.

“You’re my best friend’s daughter.”

“And that doesn’t make you my dad, or my relative. If we wanted to fuck, there’d be no problem.”

“We are not going to fuck.”

His eyes widen and he answers instantly.

“We are not.”

I agree with him. We’re not fucking. But if we wanted to, we could. There’d be no problem at all. Andrew keeps trying not to look at my body, and I get it. I look really fucking hot in his goddamn shirt. Maybe I should set my sights on a hockey player.

“You came to Boston to coach a hockey team, right?”

A wrinkle appears on his forehead, but he nods.

“Yes.”

“You could introduce me to one of your players.” Again, he stares at me, speechless. “I look really hot in your shirt. I think I need to date a player so he can show me off with his name and number.”

The expression on his face turns serious and he shakes his head from side to side.

“That’s not happening. They’re idiots. Be content with wearing my shirt.”

He doesn’t look content at all.

“I can’t just go around parading in your shirt. I’m sure there must be one who’s decent...”

I can’t continue because he interrupts me.

“My God, Chloe, shut up.”

I sigh, a fake sigh.

“Okay, no hockey player.”

He looks straight ahead, tilts his head back, and stares at the ceiling as if trying to calm himself.

“Let’s go get your things.”

“Okay, but first, can you lend me your phone?”

“Sure. I’ll get it.”

He leaves the kitchen without looking at me. I’m left alone and look around. The kitchen is very well-equipped. The cabinets are black and the appliances are stainless steel. Everything screams rich man. Plus, it’s all very big. Just like Andrew.

I curl my lips into a smile when I realize he’d probably be speechless if I said he was big. But fuck, he is. I’m tiny next to him.

I sit on the counter and swing my legs while I wait. Andrew doesn’t take long to return, and he hands me his unlocked phone.

“I’ll go change, and then we can go.”

I just nod as I dial my number. He leaves the kitchen again and I bring the phone to my ear. Mads answers on the second ring.

“Hey, Mads.”

“Oh my God, where are you, Chloe?” She sounds hysterical. “I called the police station and they said you’d already been released. I called your house and they said you weren’t there. I didn’t want to talk to your parents, so I’ve been calling every hospital looking for you.”

I smile as I hop off the counter.

“My dad asked one of his friends to bail me out. I spent the night with him.”

“You fucked your dad’s friend?”

My laugh echoes through the kitchen, and it takes me a few seconds to recover and answer her.

“No. But I wouldn’t have minded.”

“Are you still drunk?”

“No.”

“And since when did you become a geriatric specialist, wanting to give an old guy a ride?”

I smile mischievously.

“We’re not talking about just any old guy.”

“No?”

“No. Look up Andrew Briant.”

After a few seconds, I hear her shriek.

“Holy shit, that hottie is your dad’s friend? He’s the personification of Apollo.” She laughs loudly. “I didn’t even know dads could have hot friends... Oh my God, if you’re not going to fuck him, I will.”

“I’m not going to fuck him. He’s one of my dad’s best friends. And if I can’t, you can’t either.”

Neither of us is being serious.

“That’s unfair.”

Mads continues her theatrics, and I shrug, even though she can’t see me.

“Life’s unfair, Madson.”

I bet she’s making a face.

“My dad freaked out because of last night.” I sigh and change the subject. “He wanted to cut the trip short, but Andrew promised to look after me until they got back and convinced him to continue the trip.”

I can’t help myself, and the word ‘look after’ leaves my lips with disdain. I don’t need a babysitter.

“What do you mean he promised to look after you?”

“I’m going to stay with Andrew, here at his house, until my parents get back.”

“You and that hottie?”

Her voice is full of mischief, and I smile.

“Yes. And don’t get any ideas. Nothing’s going to happen.” Mads just smiles. “I need to get my phone from you.”

I hop off the counter.

“I’m grounded.” Her voice changes and becomes sad. I hate what Mads’s parents do to her. “I didn’t get arrested, but I was only released when my dad showed up to get me, because I was in the car.”

I make a face.

“I’m sorry. It was a terrible idea to go to that party.”

“And it was my idea. Sorry I dragged you into that mess.”

She sounds regretful.

“Hey, it’s okay. It’s better to be bailed out by Andrew than to be grounded at home.”

I try to reassure her, because I know she’s feeling guilty.

“You’ve got a point there.” She laughs again, though her voice is still tinged with melancholy. “I’m forbidden from seeing you, but you can swing by my house and I’ll have Gertie give you the phone.”

A groan escapes my lips.

“Oh my God, your parents hate me.”

“They hate everyone. Don’t feel special.”

We both laugh, because there’s not much else to do.

“I’ll ask Andrew to drive by.”

“Okay, call me when you’re close. Gertie will come down with the phone and wait for you at the front desk.”

“Take care, Mads.”

She sighs.

“I will. I always do.”

We say goodbye and I end the call. I leave the kitchen and find Andrew in the living room. He’s standing, staring out the window at the city, and turns toward me as soon as I enter the room.

“Ready?”

I nod, but he stays where he is and looks at my feet.

“You’re going barefoot?”

“I’m not putting those boots back on.” I scrunch up my face. “They’re extremely uncomfortable.”

“You shouldn’t wear them if they hurt you.”

“They’re pretty.”

It’s a terrible argument, but it’s the truth. Andrew makes a face and points down the hall.

“I’ll get you a pair of flip-flops.”

He heads toward the bedroom and is back quickly with a pair. He hands them to me. I put them on, and fuck, they’re almost two of my feet long.

“I already have scuba gear.” I raise my eyebrows. “I could use flippers.”

He rolls his eyes while I smile. My comebacks are the best.

“Let’s go.”

He walks toward the exit and I follow him. We head to the elevator, and like the night before, I position myself in front of him. I let my gaze travel down his body. He’s wearing jeans, a black t-shirt, sneakers—nothing special, but on him, it’s wow.

Does everything on him look wow? I’m starting to think so.

I look back at his face, but I can’t really see it because he’s wearing a baseball cap.

“You wear a cap so no one recognizes you?” He agrees with a nod. “It doesn’t work, you know.”

He huffs, annoyed.

“Keep the filter, remember?”

I shrug.

“I didn’t promise anything.”

He shakes his head and ignores me. The elevator doors open and we head to his car. He takes his place, and I sit beside him.

“I’ve never been to Philip’s house. I need the address.”

I recite my address, but first explain that we need to pick up my phone from my friend’s house. Andrew just nods, and we both stay silent as he drives out of the garage.

“No music?”

The silence bothers me. Andrew doesn’t answer, he simply turns on the radio to some random station.

“You don’t have a playlist?”

Again, he says nothing, just slides his finger across the screen attached to the car’s dashboard and connects his phone to the system.

“Better?”

He finally says something, and I smile.

“Much better.”

Elvis Presley starts playing, and I can’t control my laughter.

“What now?”

“Your music taste gives away your age.”

“Let me guess, you like Taylor? That goth something Ellie, those guys who used to have a band, that bland skinny guy...”

“You’re not talking about Shawn Mendes, are you?”

I interrupt him.

“That’s the one.”

“He’s not skinny.”

“He’s a boring skinny guy.”

“Oh my God, I don’t even have words to describe my disappointment in you. I swore you wouldn’t be an old fogey.”

I’m being dramatic.

“Sorry to inform you, but I am an old fogey.”

He laughs. A victorious smile. I don’t even try not to laugh, because it’s impossible. And as soon as we stop laughing, we fall silent again, but it’s not so bad because now there’s music. Old music? Yes, but it’s music, and I actually kind of like it.

Andrew takes me to Mads’s building. As promised, her housekeeper is at the front desk. She hands me my phone, and we head to my house.

I live in a good neighborhood, though not as luxurious as Mads’s gated community. It’s still a great place. Andrew parks in front of my house and we get out.

I walk to the entrance and knock on the door. Millie opens it. What would we be without Millie? Nothing. She’s the best housekeeper in the country.

“I was worried about you, girl.”

She scolds me as I hug her.

“I’m fine, Millie.”

I walk inside. Millie greets Andrew, and the three of us head to the hall. Then my ball of fur comes running and jumps on me. I hug her.

“Hey, girl. I hope you didn’t miss me too much.” Cherrie licks my face and I smile. “You did, didn’t you? But don’t worry, I’m taking you with me.”

“What do you mean you’re taking her with you?”

Andrew asks, so I look back.

“This is Cherrie, and she’s coming with me to your house.”
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CHAPTER 6
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Andrew

SHE CANNOT BE SERIOUS!

“There’s no room for a dog in my apartment.”

Chloe rolls her eyes as the dog lowers its paws and sits.

“Of course there is, that place is huge.”

“It’s not huge, not for a dog that size.”

I gesture toward the dog, who has its eyes fixed on me as if it’s judging me.

“Don’t listen to what he’s saying, Cherrie, it’s nothing personal.”

“Of course it’s personal. Can’t you leave her here?”

Chloe stares at me as if I’ve suggested she abandon the dog—or rather, the bitch.

“Of course not, she needs me, don’t you, Cherrie?”

Cherrie looks back at her with her tongue hanging out, and Chloe smiles.

“We can leave her at a kennel. I’ll pay.”

I suggest it, and Chloe shakes her head.

“That’s not up for negotiation, kiddo. Cherrie is coming with us.”

For a second, it’s like my brain short-circuits. What did she just call me?

“Kiddo?”

“Would you prefer ‘old man’?”
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