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      “Never allow anyone to steal your joy. It doesn’t matter how many times someone says you can't do something. Invest in yourself—even if it’s just writing down what your goals and plans are. Starting small can lead to bigger things.”

       

      —Chiquita Dennie
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      This work of fiction contains strong language and explicit sexual content and is only intended for mature readers. This story may contain unconventional situations, language, and sexual encounters that may offend some readers. If you're looking for sweet, fluffy romance, I would recommend another book. This book is for mature readers (18+).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Character Interview: Ethan West

          

        

      

    

    
      Ladies and gentlemen, we have the major banking billionaire, and potential governor of New York, Ethan West, sitting with us today. We’re discussing his journey in the latest release from author Chiquita Dennie. Welcome to our sixth installment of interviewing our characters. We look forward to many more and love hearing your questions.

      Interviewer: So happy you’ve joined us today. I know you’re a busy man so I’ll get right into the questions so readers can start reading about your journey. How do you feel about your story being told?

      Ethan: First, I want to say thank you to the author and the readers for letting me take up a little time from your day to send in questions. After working things out with Gage, I was advised to reach out to the author about having my story told and what my plans are for the future. Now we have this new release coming.

      Interviewer: How did Nina become attached to your campaign? We’ve seen her in a few shots at your campaign stops.

      Ethan: I met Nina through Gage as business associates in banking and he invited me to his fundraiser many years ago and we had mutual friends with Gage. Nina was kind enough to help me with doing small town halls at her community center.

      Interviewer: What would you say is the good and bad of running for governor?

      Ethan: I can’t spoil anything, but I would say the good is that I get to connect with people I normally wouldn’t see while I’m stuck in a stuffy office. The bad is dealing with corrupt politicians and the media trying to make me out to be something I’m not.

      Interviewer: So, are you saying working with your fellow politicians would be difficult?

      Ethan: I’m saying that for me to get anything done I need to figure out the best way to work with everyone’s ego that represents every constituent in New York.

      Interviewer: I hear you’re getting your cousin to take over West Banking and Investments?

      Ethan: I am, he’s proven himself and I want to make sure no conflicts are brought up with me and my business, so I’ve assigned him to take over as CEO.

      Interviewer: Was it love at first sight?

      Ethan: We’re talking about Maya Armstrong? That woman drove me crazy.

      Interviewer: For readers that want to know if you’ve found love in this story, can you give us a hint?

      Ethan: I’m a bachelor, always have been. I can say some people come into your life for a reason.

      Interviewer: Can you give us more details on your plans for governor, since we can’t get any hints on your love life?

      Ethan: I’m looking to make the government work for all people and not just the people at the top. I want the citizens of New York to vote based on my ideas and not who I’m sleeping with.

      Interviewer: Can you give us one spoiler?

      Ethan: I think I can tell you that Maya is still the same crazy, sassy woman you met in Nina and Gage’s story. She’s met her match with me.

      Interviewer: Tell us your favorite politician besides yourself?

      Ethan: Easy. President Lincoln. He went against party to do what’s best for the country and not for himself.

      Interviewer: I know I speak for all the readers today when I say that we appreciate you for hanging with us today. Readers enjoy and let us know how Ethan fairs in this new release.
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      He never expected to justify himself to anyone, least of all a celebrity talk-show host.

      Ethan West has been in the political race long enough to know how to play the game. Shine a light on your good deeds and keep your playboy ways in the dark. As a man of few words, he doesn’t answer to anyone, instead demands answers from those running against him. When an ex-lover reveals his playboy lifestyle to the press, Ethan accepts an interview with Maya Armstrong, to save his political aspirations.

      Maya Armstrong is known throughout the industry as headstrong, fearless, and independent. When Ethan takes a seat on her couch, she’s determined to hold this billionaire banker turned politician accountable for his actions. The last thing she expected was for the sparks to fly on and off air.

      Find out what happens when two alpha personalities collide. Will this rift end his campaign, or will it be the beginning of something much more lasting, like love?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Maya

          

        

      

    

    
      It all started seven months ago when I met him. It was at Genesis J. Maguire’s fundraiser bachelor auction that our mutual friends, Genesis and Scottie, threw every year to raise money for various charities. I didn’t like his straitlaced, cocky, alpha attitude, and he didn’t like my cocky, alpha, headstrong attitude, so imagine my surprise when we ended up in bed together.

      Afterward, he started to come around more because of his growing friendship with Nina and Gage. Gage was Nina’s husband, and the father of her twins. I loved their relationship. They started off rocky at first, but now I looked at them as the perfect couple—even if they didn’t think they were. One day, I wanted to get married and have kids, too—if I could find a guy who had a job, didn’t live with his mom, and wouldn’t cheat on me, but who would spoil me rotten and give me sex at least three times a day.

      That man definitely wasn’t him. Even though I decided to try not to come across as uptight any more for the sake of his friendship with Nina and Gage, a few times, I could admit that I was pissed he didn’t remember me from the one night we’d spent together. Even though my attitude was always sex and no love, for a grown man not to remember having the best sex of his life with Maya Armstrong was a bruise to my ego.

      So here I was sitting in a car creeping outside his place of business to see if he was dating someone. The media kept him in the press and blogs with multiple women every other day and a part of me wanted to turn into the crazy girlfriend, but I shouldn’t be jealous right? He and Nina ended up becoming friends and coming around more. I chuckled to myself sitting in the car with my binoculars scoping out the scene.

      “Did you bring the barbecue Pringles this time?” Scottie remarked, looking through the clear bag holding our snacks.

      I nodded at the second bag I had in the back. “Where did you tell Genesis you were going tonight?” I asked, checking the time on my watch.

      For the past few weeks, he’d been working late at the office until nine at night. He was still helping his friend in the primary stage of his campaign, and the first focus group he’d pulled together ended two hours ago. Yeah, that was right; I was following Ethan “Billionaire Banker” West, of the super-wealthy, upper-crust West family, who had their names on all the financial buildings and hotels in New York. He was a trust-fund baby, but he made his billions from investments and bonds, opening a chain of banks named after his family. By the time he turned twenty-eight, he was a billionaire, and now at thirty-two, he’d thrown his name in the ring to run as an Independent candidate for the next governor of New York.

      I turned to look at Scottie as she giggled in the driver’s seat. I peeked over her shoulder and noticed she was texting. She showed me her text exchange and I shook my head laughing.

      “He told me to bring him some food if we’re not out too late on our ‘Mission Impossible’ task,” Scottie said, laughing, showing the text from Genesis.

      I shook my head at them. “What made you pursue things with Genesis?” I asked, curious. “I mean, Ethan’s a very wealthy and high-profile man, just like Gage and Nina. I don’t know if I should continue with my ‘Mission-Impossible’ task, as Genesis would call it,” I said cautiously, sighing.

      “He didn’t give up.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Genesis. Even when I tried to push him away, he didn’t give up on our relationship, just like Nina and Gage. You know what happened with them, and the conflict with his family. He continued to fight for her, and Nina realized that she loved him more than the mistake he made. Same with Genesis and me. You have to ask yourself, is he worth the ride or not?” Scottie replied, pointing to the office building in front of us.

      A knock on my window startled us both. A pizza delivery guy stood at my window. The weird thing is that neither of us ordered food, but my stomach was grumbling. I looked at her and she shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly. I rolled the window down to see what he wanted.

      “Yes?” I asked, nervously looking around the parking lot.

      He pulled the pizza out of the heating case and tried to pass it to me. I tried to turn it away and he insisted.

      “This is for you, ma’am,” the delivery guy said.

      Scottie started to pull money out of her purse. “What are you doing?” I questioned.

      “Paying for the pizza. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      “Sir, we didn’t order this. I think you have the wrong person,” I told him.

      He looked at the receipt and looked back up at me right as the front door of the office opened and he appeared, talking on his cell phone, and winking right at me. I thought all this time he didn’t know I was out here, but maybe we weren’t as discreet as I thought.

      “That gentleman right there wearing the suit told me to give this to you and to say, ‘see you tomorrow night’,” the delivery guy said as he quoted the words from his notepad as a large lump formed in my throat.
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        * * *

      

      Five months earlier

      

      Once Nina introduced me to Scottie and Diya, we became close friends. Scottie was the one I called on when I desired to do something unorthodox, or I called for advice, since she had online blog and radio show the Scottie’s Hour. Seeing the things that she had to answer made me question other people’s mindsets on dating; you’d never catch Maya Armstrong going overboard to get a guy’s attention! Nina was the mom of the group; she would talk you out of whatever you were thinking of doing. Diya was a mixture of them both; you could call her to bail you out of jail, but she’d give you a lecture about why you ended up in jail on the car ride home. Nicole was Nina’s sister, and the youngest in our group. She was still finding herself. She’d stopped working at the community center and started working at a sex shop, and on the weekends, she could be seen as DJ Nic at a club in Brooklyn. She was into techno music now, wearing a short bob wig and dating different guys.

      I tended to call Scottie more than Nina because Nina had a lot on her plate with being married, having three kids, and working at the community center. It was flourishing, now that they got the funding situation fixed. Gage was home with the twins and Tailynn this morning. He was still on contract with the Raptors, and, after winning the World Series, things got even crazier for him. He was taking on more TV opportunities and movies. As I got older, I admired their relationship more and more every day. I was proud of my friend for not giving up on love.

      I, on the other hand, didn’t believe in the happily-ever-after. I dated strictly for my own pleasure; the only things men were good for were taking me on trips and giving me mind-blowing orgasms.

      Was my heart closed off to love? Yep. Did a guy break my heart? Yep. I learned two definite things in life; you’re born, and then you die. The in-between was a matter of how you wanted to spend your moments and with whom. So, the second I walked in on my boyfriend having sex with another woman, I cut off opening my heart to anyone. He apologized and thought buying me things would make up for his cheating, but I stood strong and cut him off. His excuse was that I was too hard and emotionally unavailable. It made me question everything about myself, and I ended up realizing that I was projecting my parents’ situation onto all the relationships in my life.

      Plus, I was building my career. Did I work a lot? Hell yeah. I was trying to make it in the entertainment industry as a TV host personality. That business was hard and being nice and letting people walk all over you wouldn’t cut it if you wanted to become the next in-demand host. Spotlight with Maya was on basic cable, on Channel 10, the FBX network. I’d started out with a blog called Spotlight with Maya and moved into TV after the FBX president’s daughter found my blog and posts on celebrity news and gossip. On top of that, I was really into social media; I had five-hundred thousand followers, and brands wanted me to post their products and fashion styles, so I proposed turning my blog into a TV show, and now I was a local celebrity.

      I was on my way to hang out with the girls at the gym. When I got there, Scottie and Nicole were on the elliptical machines. I went off to work on my legs. Staying toned and healthy was my goal, since I was on TV and in the public eye.

      Nina picked up the towel off the elliptical machine, wiping the sweat off. “I need to lose another ten pounds, and then I’ll be ready for the fundraiser this year. Scottie, is Genesis doing another Bachelor and Bachelorette theme?” Nina asked, changing the timer to low for cooldown.

      Scottie was nodding her head.

      “How are the twins doing?” I questioned. I loved those babies. Spoiling them was my passion, even if I had to fight Nina to do it. Nina hated it when I spoiled Tailynn with a girls’ day and she came back constantly talking about buying Gucci or Fenty beauty.

      “Kids are good. Even with all the crap you buy them that they’re not old enough to play with. I think it’s too late for Tailynn; she can’t be saved. Gage said we should ground her for the next twenty years because she’s turning into another you.” Nina cackled as I glared at her.

      “Genesis said the same thing about Celine,” Scottie commented, stepping off the machine and taking a sip of water. “Whatever you’re doing to the girls, they’re becoming more and more into fashion and makeup. The other day, Celine said, ‘you’re very last year’.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Shocked wasn’t the word. And she walked away, FaceTiming with Tailynn. Genesis sat there, laughing at me—until I threw a pillow at him.”

      I wiped the sweat off my brow. I raised my water bottle to my lips, remembering how hardhearted I’d been toward relationships, and how I didn’t really give men a chance when it came to commitment. I grew up with a father who focused his life on pleasing my mother, only to have her cheat on him with a co-worker, and he still forgave her. To this day, I had a weird bond with her because out of that relationship came a child, so we were raised together. Kasey Hughes, a twenty-six-year-old librarian. Over time, we became close, and we had our moments because she barely got along with our mom. The woman was straight selfish. The problem was that I took after her in looks. I was five-five and a curvy one-hundred and forty-five pounds, with sharp cheekbones, full lips, and smooth, chestnut-brown skin. I took after her in personality, too—except I did care about people, unlike her.

      Still, my parents, Michael and Hazel Armstrong, demanded that we all have Sunday dinner every week together—which meant I needed to prepare myself to try to be the perfect daughter.

      “What was the question that pertained to you getting schooled?” Nina inquired.

      “She was talking about the lip gloss colors, and I said my clear lip gloss—that I’ve had for seven months now, mind you—was cute, and she looked at me, shaking her head,” Scottie said, impersonating Celine.

      All three of us burst into laughter as she pretended to hold up a phone and nonchalantly walk off.

      “Leave my babies alone and tell Gage and Genesis not to hate the fabulousness that I bring to my nieces’ lives,” I remarked, putting a hand on my hip, and rolling my eyes with a grin.

      “Now they’re your nieces, but when we ask you to babysit, we never hear from you,” Scottie teased, tilting her head, and folding her arms across her chest.

      The three of us stood silently, and then burst into laughter when a guy walked into the room, looking at all  three of us and licking his lips. They both shouted, “Married!” and I bent over in laughter, clapping my hands together.

      Nina and Scottie and I walked over to the front facing mirrors of the private VIP room, stretching to prepare before lifting weights. “Is Kasey going to your moms for Sunday dinner?” Nina asked, folding her arms behind her head, stretching.

      I tightened my ponytail. “Last time I talked with her she wasn’t. But who knows? She stays in her romance books. You can’t get her out for nothing.”

      “I wanted to formally invite you ladies to the upcoming fundraiser that Genesis’s company is throwing. Maya, maybe you should invite Kasey to come with you,” Scottie murmured, standing up from tying her shoes.

      “Scottie, I was going to ask you about your friend, Ethan. I’ve heard some rumors he’s running for governor of New York?” I remarked, changing the subject from my family.

      “I heard those rumors, too; he didn’t tell me anything about it when we talked the other day,” Nina stated, dropping the dumbbell onto the mat.

      “I want an interview with him. Not like the one I did with Gage. No offense, Nina.”

      “Yeah. I remember that. How is your show doing?” Nina asked, irritated at the episode I did with Gage a year ago.

      I planted my hands on the floor in a downward dog, stretching my left leg, and then my right leg before doing push-ups. “The ratings aren’t the greatest, not like they used to be. But I trust that my audience is loyal and will stick with me.”

      “I can talk with him and see; I can’t promise, though. He’s extremely busy, and if his campaign kicks off, I doubt he could ignore a sit-down with you, since you’re popular and have the ear of the young people,” Scottie admitted.

      “Thanks friend,” I commented.

      “Can we go? I’m tired and hungry. I need a bath and wine,” I complained, rolling the yoga mat up.

      “We can head to my house. I know Gage is going crazy with the kids, probably,” Nina said.
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      I was waiting in front of one of my branch manager’s desks at the Manhattan office, looking over the numbers for a loan that Richard approved. The client wasn’t returning his calls. He sat, wiping the sweat off his face.

      “Richard, I don’t care what he says; I have the contract he signed in front of me. I propose you do your job and make sure he understands that Ethan West doesn’t play by someone else’s rules.”

      “Sir, I understand, but he recently closed his offices and left the state.”

      With a furrowed brow, I asked, “And how is that my problem? I’ve repeatedly told you that no loans should be approved out of this branch without my sign-off. That was after your last screw-up with the Walters Shipping Company that cost me one-point-two million dollars.”

      A knock at the door interrupted us, and Hannah, my ex-girlfriend, walked inside. “Ethan, they told me I’d find you here.” She greeted me with a relieved smile. “How are you?”

      “Hannah. I don’t have time for this, I’m in the middle of a meeting.” I was shocked and annoyed to see her.

      I hadn’t seen her in over two years. She was too obsessed with wanting to be married and have kids, but her selfishness, narcissistic attitude, and jealousy drove me to end things. Hannah had everyone thinking we’d be married with kids and I hadn’t even been with her a year. My parents loved her because they’re friends with her parents. Knowing I was ending things, she tried to fake a pregnancy to get me to stay. Then the nail in the coffin was her sleeping with one of her clients, some B-list movie star her company represented.

      She slid in closer and ran a hand up my chest, tapping the bridge of my nose. Hannah was the type that couldn’t understand that no meant no. She’s a publicist for a magazine.

      Richard cleared his throat. “Uhm, Ethan, I have a meeting with Hannah.”

      “Meeting about what?”

      “I’m having some of my clients move their banking to your branch. I know how you do business and I still have my money here, so I thought this would be a good reconnection.”

      “Richard, leave.”

      “But I…”

      I glared at him. This was not the time for him to question me. Slipping my hands in my pockets, I stood in front of her as she tried to sexily reach up and kiss me on the cheek. I took a step back, blocking her kiss.

      “You look intense, Ethan, maybe you need me to help you relax.”

      “What I need is for you to leave me the hell alone. Remove your money from my bank and forget you ever met me.”

      She walked over and sat on the top of the desk, crossing her leg.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Yeah, no. I apologize for how things went between us, but you made me behave that way with your long work hours and fooling around on me.”

      “I never cheated on you, and if I recall, we had an open relationship—something that you wanted. The rule was to not be with anyone you work with or any of the other person’s family members. But you let me think you were pregnant when I told you I didn’t want kids, and you went behind my back to manipulate my parents.”

      Richard knocked on the door and poked his head back inside.

      “Richard, remove Hannah’s account from this branch and see that she no longer has access to any of my branches. Get the word out to all managers.”

      “You can’t do that!” she squealed.

      “Sir, don’t you think that’s a little drastic?” Richard responded, walking inside as Hannah got off my desk.

      “Are you sleeping with Hannah? If you are, I recommend you stop and get tested.”

      “Ethan!”

      “Do what I say, Richard. Get my money back and close her account. That Lawrence deal was your mishandling, and it cost me more money with this college fraud scheme. If you don’t want to lose your job, you better have good news for me within the next twenty-four hours.” I walked out, ignoring Hannah, who was still screaming my name.

      Getting inside of the limo, I checked my phone for any messages. Just a message from Genesis to meet him at his office.

      “Walter, can you head over to Genesis Holdings Inc.?”

      “Yes, sir.” He turned around at fifth and Manhattan, heading to the Upper East Side. Thirty minutes later, he pulled up to the front door of Genesis’s office, and I opened the door before he could.

      I didn’t need a badge to get upstairs because everyone knew Genesis and I went back a few years. I hopped on the elevator toward his private office as the doors opened to his assistant, on the phone, waving for me to go inside.

      I tapped on the door.

      “Ethan West, how are you?” Genesis stood up from his desk, reaching out to shake my hand.

      “Something must really be on fire for you to text me during the middle of the day to come meet you as soon as possible.”

      His smile was without humor. “I have a source that tells me that your ex, Hannah, is up to something that could potentially harm your campaign if you decide to run.” He motioned for me to sit down.

      “Hannah isn’t stupid.”

      “I’d like to believe you, but if you’re planning on running for governor, then you need to find out what she wants and give it to her.”

      “She wants to get back together and that’s not happening.”

      “I can understand, but are you serious about being the next governor of New York?”

      “I can tell you that I’m leaning closer to having an answer, just wrapping things up with the company. Richard made some bad deals and now it has my name in potentially bad press articles.”

      “They say bad press can be good press. Do you need help?”

      “I have it under control right now. Hannah, I’m not really worried about her.”

      “Okay, if you think so.”

      “Who’s the source?”

      “If I tell you, it won’t be a source anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I was sitting at home, eating breakfast that Athena cooked for me. Athena had worked as my housekeeper for the past five years. At sixty-seven, she still liked to hang out with her friends and gamble—even though if you let her tell it, she was not a day over thirty-five. She didn’t clean, hated doing windows, and gave me attitude when I came home late at night sometimes. Anyone would probably wonder why I kept her around. But she was like a second mother to me—one who held me accountable and told me when I was doing wrong. I tried to tell her to let me spoil her and not to do so much because of her bad leg, but she refused to relax.

      I started to open the paper when my phone rang. My mother’s name was on the screen.

      Throughout my life, my parents, Lucy and Henry West, had tried their best to control me. We came from money, and what people didn’t know was that at one point, my family almost went broke—until I helped bail them out. My father had a problem with bad investments and gambling. Throughout my life, he was either up or down with his money. That money came from his grandfather, and he built our family wealth—until the stock market crash in 2008.

      I was smart enough to keep my trust fund from my grandfather, invest it, and make it work for me. I took my inheritance, invested it in bonds, stocks, and offshore investments, and worked it to the point of becoming a millionaire. “Ethan West, what the hell is going on!” my mother, Lucy, screamed over the phone. I opened the paper, sipping my coffee as Athena went to place my plate of food on the table.

      “Oh, my,” Athena said, dropping the plate on the floor instead.

      “What are you talking about, Mom?”

      “Have you not seen the newspapers? Talk to your son, Henry, because I cannot deal with this.”

      “When did you get engaged, son?”

      I spit the coffee I had just taken a sip of out at his statement. “I’m not engaged.”

      Now, at thirty-two, I was a billionaire. I had branches all over the country, and I could say my reputation of being bossy and arrogant was, to an extent, true. But the only way to get to the top was to make sure my business flourished. I had people depending on me—not only my family, but employees around the world. And now, I was focused on my next goal: potentially becoming the next governor of New York. There was certainly no time in my life for a long-term relationship, especially not one that involved me getting engaged.

      “Are you reading the paper?”  he asked.

      My phone started beeping that I had another call.

      “I am.”

      “Turn to the Entertainment section.”

      I placed the phone down on the table so I could flip through the sections. I found the front page showcasing a large photo of Hannah and I holding hands with a quote saying we were in love.

      “I’m going to kill her.”

      “Son, you’re not thinking clearly. This is a good thing; it just wasn’t done the right way. Your poor mother is over here crying because you left her out of the loop.”

      “I’m not engaged.”

      “You should be, and you should have kids by now, Ethan. You’re 32 years old.”

      “I’ll call you back.”

      “No, you will not. I’m calling Hannah to set up a lunch date for our families to meet.”

      “Lucy, do you hear yourself? There is no wedding.”

      “Ethan, I am your mother and you will not speak to me that way. Hannah apologized for her mistakes so it’s time to forgive and move on. Henry, do you hear this?”

      “The girl is crazy!” I spat, jumping up out of my seat and taking the other paper out of Athena’s hands and tossing it into the trash. “Listen I have to go and take care of some things. I’ll call you later,” I said, hanging up not waiting for them to answer.

      “I told you she was a crazy nut.”

      “Athena, please don’t start.”

      She stood and took my new plate of breakfast along with hers and tossed the food away. I’d lost my appetite.

      “What? I advised you a long time ago to let that girl go. She’s bad news and you listened to your mother and she ain’t right in the head either.”

      “Athena.”

      “What? Hannah is the last person you should go back to dating. Shit, all those nights I heard her screaming when y’all were having sex.  Sounded like a damn banshee.”

      “Woman, are you eavesdropping on me?”

      “Boy, don’t flatter yourself with that little pickle you got. It’s called overcompensating because she wants the money. Now get out there and fix this mess. I can’t stand having all those paparazzi hanging around in the bushes,” she said, cupping my chin and smiling.

      “I know you’re right. I already have Richard’s fuck up to deal with and now Hannah’s psycho ass.”

      Athena walked off shaking her head yelling over her shoulder. “Fire him.”

      I stalked toward my bedroom. I dropped my phone on my bed and changed my clothes. I buttoned up my jacket, grabbed my keys off the dresser, and left out toward my car. I wasn’t taking a driver today. Walter had a family and I wasn’t planning on being long.

      Leaving my gated home, I drove off toward the highway and headed to Hannah’s place.

      Forty minutes later, I pulled up to her home at Dame Tower and left my keys with the valet. Not waiting for the elevator, I walked up the stairs and knocked on her door. I heard giggling on the other side. I clenched my fists, knowing she was probably plotting right now, after that fake story. Hannah was determined to draw me back in, but I refused. She could play all the games she wanted. It was only making her look crazy.

      “Ethan, what a pleasant surprise.” Hannah held the door closed keeping me from looking inside.

      “Have you lost your mind?” I pushed my way inside, looking around at clothes and lingerie on the couch and floor.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Engaged?”
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