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Introduction

Arrick Carrero






Arrick glanced down at his phone
lighting up in the center console of his car and sighed as Sophie's
name flashed on the screen. That air of irritation and anxiety
mingled together and pushed solidly to the surface. He was running
late as it was, which he hated like crazy, but he knew for a fact
that whatever she wanted, he would give in to. Sophie just had a
way of getting under his skin, even when she was being as
infuriating as in the past months, and try as he might, he had no
willpower when it came to her. Hitting his dash connected to his
phone, her voice rang around the car's interior as soon as he
pressed it.

“Arrick … Arry? Are you there?” She
was slurring badly, most likely way too drunk again, and he
couldn’t do anything but sigh and reel in the urge to be mad at
her, picturing her in his mind’s eye and getting stressed. He hated
knowing she was out there in that state; calling him meant she was
probably alone, and those sad acts, so-called friends of hers, had
yet again ditched her. His temper rose internally, his heart rate
rising, and his muscles started to tense.

“Yes, Sophs, I’m here. Where are you this
time?” He knew why she was calling, she needed picking up again,
and as he checked his dash for the time, he cursed
quietly.

Natasha would be waiting for him,
it was another ten minutes to her apartment, and he could guarantee
Sophie would be in the opposite direction, back in the city. Once
again, he would have to choose between his girlfriend and Sophie,
and they all knew he would always go where she needed him without
hesitation.

Lately, he and Natasha had argued
way more about how much time he spent running after Sophie, but he
couldn’t help it. He felt responsible for her. After years of being
the one person she turned to, he cared about her so damned much
that the thought of her being drunk and vulnerable out there
somewhere was making him sweat. Sophie was a weakness, one that he
had never truly understood. Putting it down to years of seeing her
vulnerable and needing to be taken care of and him being a
protective person who cared a little too much about what happened
to her. She was the closest thing he had to a sister, and he always
figured that’s what this was.

“I’m at Randy’s club alone, Arry …
I lost everyone, and I can’t find my bag.” She sounded so young and
vulnerable, sucker-punching him in the gut, winding him around her
little finger effortlessly. All it took was a tearful tone, and he
could picture those huge and soft blue Bambi eyes like a wounded
kitten and that perfectly pouted mouth trembling, ready to cry. He
gritted his teeth as the stab of anxiety hit him hard. Sophie was
young and beautiful, a little too beautiful if he was being honest,
and a prime target for assholes and creeps who tended to seek her
out. She just attracted trouble without even trying.

Randy’s club was a twenty-minute
drive back. If he picked Natasha up first, there would surely be a
catfight in here. Despite the numerous times he had them together,
neither seemed to warm to the other. He also didn’t like the
thought of leaving Sophie in that god-awful place longer than he
had to, and picking Tash up first would do just that. He had no
energy for another ‘Tasha-Sophs’ scene and was already U-turning
his car in the street back to her without hesitation. His hands
already making a choice even when he’d still been mulling it
over.

Natasha would understand. She would
initially moan and get upset, but ultimately, she had to accept
that Sophie would always be a part of his life, and he would never
stop taking care of her. She was his best friend, someone he had
spent six years being a rock for when she had faced reliving the
trauma of her childhood at the hands of an abusive
parent.

Sophie was a part of him, a bond
formed over years of helping her find her feet in her new life in
her new adoptive family’s home and a safe environment. They had
clicked, somewhere between looking at him like she didn’t trust him
and wanting him to fall into a crater, and the first time she
allowed him to buy her a milkshake without acting like she wanted
to punch him in the balls.

“I’m on my way, Sophs. Go back to the club and stay
there until I come to get you.” He sounded pissed, hell, he was
pissed, even if he was trying not to show it. She was getting too
damned frequent with these situations she put herself in, and she
no longer even listened to him or reason anymore. It just made him
sick to his stomach to think how many close calls or dumb
situations she’d gotten herself into that she didn’t call him
for.

Turning nineteen last year had
somehow seemed to flick a switch in her head that she should live
wild and party like Leila, her sister, used to do. It was simpler
when she was just a kid, hanging out and easy to guide, being happy
to chill and watch a movie rather than go out getting drunk and
laid. And that part was something he didn’t allow himself to think
about at all; Sophie and sex were two topics he never wanted to
link in any way, shape, or form, and he sure as hell didn’t want to
meet any of the assholes she dated.

It was much easier when she was a
big-eyed fifteen-year-old who followed him around obediently and
looked up to him for advice, hanging on his every word. He missed
that girl like crazy; he often thought about her and longed for the
days when the two of them used to be able to chill, sofa surf, and
share junk food with that easy, effortless quality time
together.

Natasha wasn’t one for any of that;
she hated most of the stuff that he and Sophie loved, and she
didn’t see what he did in her made things more strained. There was
no common ground between the two women.

He knew he wasn’t around as much
for Sophie as he had been in the past because of it, and lately,
all he did was pick her up from bars and clubs and take her home to
recover when she was a mess. They barely talked about anything at
all when he saw her.

He was too old for this shit now.
He was turning twenty-six in a few months, and the last thing he
needed anymore was all this drama, every week of his life with her.
He missed the Sophie who used to be happy to go out with him, go
away together or hang out doing normal stuff, like jet skiing,
playing Xbox, snowboarding, watching foreign cartoons, and
vegetating or any other pastimes they had shared in the past few
years. He missed the small things before she started dating
assholes and living on the edge of wild. He just missed her -
endlessly.

What he wouldn’t give for a sober
call and that sweet voice on the other end just asking him how his
day was instead of crying for another rescue. He had no clue how
they had even got here.

“Are you mad at me?” Her
crestfallen tone and the start of tears made him instantly guilty,
that ache in his stomach and pang in his chest. Sophie wasn’t much
of a crier unless she thought Arrick was pissed at her, and he
never understood why she fell to pieces when he was mad. She sure
didn’t give a shit if any of her adoptive family got pissed at her,
especially not her sister or Mom, whom she had been closest to. To
his recollection, she didn’t get upset when her friends did, but
then Sophie found keeping friends outside the family hard,
especially with her past and all the demons it held. She didn’t
trust people enough to form real bonds, so he knew how important it
was that he stayed in her life, even when she was behaving like a
train wreck on a path to destruction. Not that he had a choice;
life had a way of feeling empty when he didn’t hear from her for
weeks, and thankfully he had only endured that a couple of
times.

“No,
Mimmo, I’m not
mad, Sophie. Go
inside, stay warm and wait for me.” He tried to soften his tone,
gently soothing her drunken ruffled feathers to coerce her to do as
he wanted. When she was like this, she was an overgrown child he
needed to manage carefully; her internal spitfire was ready to
overreact and bite, even if it only hurt herself.

Sophie was someone who was easily
pushed into the defensive, closing up and lashing out at those who
mattered when trying to protect herself, and being drunk escalated
it tenfold. She had always been that way, and very few had his
skill at knowing how to handle her. Too stubborn to think logically
or realize she was cutting off her nose to spite her face
sometimes.

He upped his speed, putting his new
car through its paces to get to her quicker as the tension in his
body escalated. It was late, almost ten p.m., and the city was
aglow with the usual never-ending illumination of New York as his
sleek steel gray Mercedes slid through the night effortlessly. He
was biting his lip as his eyes roamed the traffic impatiently,
checking his mirrors as he shifted in his seat.

She always made him feel anxious
when she was like this, so many scenarios running through his head
of what could happen to her and his inner body twisting the tango
of uptight anxiety. Sophie was naive at the best of times, but
drunk, she was completely oblivious to danger, considering her
past, and seemed to have a knack for attracting it.

“I’m sorry … Arry?” She started to
sob, and he just felt worse. He hadn’t even yelled at her this
time, so he had no idea why she was crying. He had stopped yelling
at her months ago when he realized it no longer had any effect on
her behavior, and he hated Sophie crying; it made him feel like a
shitty human being when those hurt doe eyes hit him right in the
stomach.

He had seen enough of her tears
over the years in connection to what her sick, perverted father had
done to her, and that’s all he saw now. That vulnerable, broken
face, racked with scars and pain from a childhood that could have
destroyed her. Arrick stiffened as that stab of rage spiked inside
like a fiery hot spear.

Whenever he thought of that
asshole, he wanted to kill him; the fact he could take someone as
innocent and sweet as her and ruthlessly abuse her for years made
him want to rip the guy’s spine out and ram it down his throat. He
was fiercely protective of her, knowing everything he knew, being
there for every therapy appointment, and tearful outpouring when
she needed to talk.

Sophie had let him in in ways that
no one else had been allowed, and the depth of her dark confessions
ripped his soul out repeatedly at the misery she endured. Listening
to it almost ended him, so he had no idea how she ever endured it
and stayed sane. He vowed long ago that he would always protect
her, that he would destroy any guy who dared to ever lay hands on
her against her will again, and it was an oath he would uphold for
an eternity.

Sophie was his warrior! Despite all
of it, she had risen through the memories like an invincible flame
and blossomed despite that asshole. He had never known anyone as
strong as her; pride washed through him at her achievement as he
thought of how much she overcame in a bid to move on. Arrick
inhaled heavily, calming his outward persona as affection for her
reigned supreme.

“Come on, Sophs. Don’t. You know I can’t
handle it when you cry. I’ll be there in twenty minutes or less.
Go, be a good girl and get back in the club for me.” He could make
out the noise of the street around her and the tell-tale shake of
her voice that she was shivering. Frowning again at something else
she was doing to herself with zero care for her own well-being just
angered him crazily. She had probably come out without a jacket
again, wearing something way too short and sparse, and not giving a
crap that it was late in the season and exposure was something that
could kill her.

The girl needed constant
supervision. Her love of current fashion irritated him when trends
were all skimp and skin. Right now, women were wearing less and
less, and he hated
that Sophie followed the trend of leaving little to the
imagination. She was a complete fashion addict; clothes were her
life, even when they were barely scraps of fabric on
her.

She had a body that attracted eyes,
long legs, and a perfect petite frame with curves that even someone
like him couldn’t ignore. She grew up way too fast and seemed to
hit puberty from the moment he met her. No matter how hard he had
tried not to see the changes and ignore how much she was becoming a
head-turner, he had to admit Sophie was irresistible to most men.
He could only imagine how many sleazy perverts had been scoping her
out already.

“Okay … I’ll be at the back, in the
booths lying down.” She sniffed some more, gaining control again,
and he cursed internally, frustration biting hard and stilling him
from snapping. Biting down to curb the urge to yell at her as anger
bristled.

“Don’t lie down near the back. Stay
up front.” He ground out through gritted teeth, fighting to sound
normal and cool. He knew only too well what kind of men preyed on
young girls like her in the shadows at the back of Randy’s club. It
was a place he used to frequent with Jake, his older brother, a
long time ago and had gone downhill in recent years with the
clientele becoming seedier. The crew Sophie hung around with seemed
to favor it, despite Arrick and Jake telling her repeatedly to
steer clear, and it only made him flatten metal to the floor to get
there faster, his pulse quickening. He didn’t care if he got a
ticket; he couldn’t stand the thought of her passing out in a dark
corner of a notorious club for women being assaulted.

“I’m tired. I need to lie down.”
She slurred again, all tears gone, and he could recognize the
club's noise approaching as though she was walking back inside.
Arrick’s panic rose in his throat at her complete lack of any sense
in this, heart hammering and dodging cars on the road as he drove a
little erratically.

“You can sleep in my car, Sophie.
I’m warning you. Stay out near the front where I can find you and
on your feet. I’m almost halfway. Do not lie down!” He was stern,
his tone less controlled and huskier at the thought of anything
happening to her, praying to God she listened tonight. Trying to
keep his temper because he knew she could be a boiling pot of
childishness like this, and the last thing he needed was her
telling him to fuck off and disappearing on him. She had a habit of
up and running when she couldn’t deal with something, which spurred
her to leave home months ago.

Sophie sighed dramatically and was
then obscured by the sudden thumping noise of the music surrounding
her before it was disconnected. The club had an awful signal
inside, and he had just lost her as she returned to the dance
floor.

Shit.

Arrick flinched with the cold pulse
that ran through him, anxiety and fear colliding with every
worst-case scenario in his head. He tried her cell again quickly
but got nothing but her answering machine, cursing out loud this
time.

He would lecture her and shake the
shit out of her when he got there. No doubt he’d have to carry her
out like last weekend, and this time he was sitting her down for a
serious heart-to-heart. He was done with whatever this was. Done
with the drunken calls, putting herself in constant danger, the
argumentative stroppy behavior, and difficult attitude of late. He
understood that her past sometimes meant she was hard to handle. Even at her best, she had always been
hard to handle, but this lately was beyond a joke. His nerves
couldn’t take much more of this, and his relationship with Natasha
was falling to pieces because of it.

Tonight, she was coming home with
him and sobering up to get the third degree. Enough was enough; if
anyone could get through to her and convince her to go home to her
family, then it was him. He had been avoiding this conflict for too
long, and he couldn’t avoid it anymore; that stubborn mindset
hitting him hard that he wasn’t going to keep going through this
anxiety over her safety anymore. The agony.

She had up and left home a few
months before, after a heated fight concerning her drunken
lifestyle; another night he scraped her off a sidewalk and took her
back from the city to the Hamptons. Her family had lost all control
by then, and Arrick had been the only one left she still clung to
in any way. He had been treating her with kid gloves ever since, in
fear she would cut him loose too, and that had been his biggest
mistake. He had listened to Natasha over his gut; he should have
trusted that he had always known how to handle Sophie and not gone
for the soft approach at her bidding. Natasha only knew the bare
facts and nothing more. She only saw Sophie as a broken child and
had convinced him to go against his own reasoning in every way.
Arrick should never have listened. He knew her better than anyone.
She needed his stern side back.

Sophie needed real help and
understanding, someone to reel her in a little before she got
herself into a situation that only ended badly. Arrick knew that
despite Natasha’s feelings on the matter, he was the only person
with a chance to pull his girl back out of whatever this was and
bring back some of the girl he missed crazily. His way.

Sophie and he had a bond like no
other, and even though the past months had seen them changing
towards each other, he knew his girl was still in there somewhere,
and he needed to find her again. For his own sanity, as well as
hers, all of this was slowly killing him. He hated seeing her
messed up and unhappy, and he knew he had to do something before he
lost her too. Despite always calling on him, he felt like he had
been losing her for a long time, which was the root of his stress
for months. The possible stomach ulcer too.

Arrick picked up his cell phone and
scrolled to his most recent calls, hitting Natasha’s name, laying
it back down in the console, eyes glued to the road, frowning. He
hated driving in mid-town traffic past eight p.m.; the hustle and
bustle of people hitting the nightlife always made navigating it a
headache.

“Hey, Darling, are you almost
here?” Natasha had a soft feminine voice that made her sound like a
child most of the time, and he was hit with that pang of guilt at
the fact he was doing this to her again.

“Hey, Tash. Look … I’m sorry, but I need
to cancel our plans tonight. You go and meet everyone and enjoy
dinner. I need to go deal with Sophie.” He waited with paused
breath at the long silence that stretched between them. Zero
response as she took it in, and he could already picture the hurt
expression on her face. Knowing she was taking a moment to choose
her words wisely and consider her reaction.

Natasha always remained composed
and liked to see everything from everyone’s perspective before
flying off the handle. She was the picture of mature and refined,
outwardly calm like him, and he guessed it’s why they got on so
well. The complete opposite of Sophie, and usually why Sophie was
the one to start major rows with her, pushing her buttons and
making her snap, despite it going against Natasha’s
nature.

“Again?” She inhaled desperately,
with no real anger in her even tone, only disappointment. He took a
long slow breath, exhaling even more slowly, knowing that this
wasn’t fair on her; it never was. Yet glad she was taking it well,
despite bailing when he was supposed to be there already. Natasha
had put up with so much in the past eighteen months that was
causally related to Sophie.

“She’s a mess and alone at Randy’s
bar. I can’t leave her there, and I think it’s best if she comes
back to my apartment tonight for a real talk. I can’t keep ignoring
this.” He hated the second stretch of silence, knowing Natasha was
seriously upset with him, but the anxiety concerning Sophie's
vulnerability out there far outweighed anything else.

“What good does talking do? She has
been getting worse over the last year, and in the last couple of
months, she has had you run after her almost three nights a week,
every week.” Natasha’s voice wobbled when she finally responded,
and he knew the tears had started. He felt like shit for letting
her down, but in this, he had made up his mind. He could see his friends and her
another night when Sophie was safely back where she belonged and
nowhere near any danger.

“I haven’t actually sat her down
alone in a long time and just tried … I need to do this my way. I’m
worried about her, Tash, and I
can’t just let her go on living like this.” The visual of Sophie
crossed his mind, and that same rise of anxiety that he was still
stuck in traffic and not there yet. He could only picture her big
tear-stained blue eyes and terrified face, and he tapped his hand
impatiently.

“Fine! You know you’ll do whatever
you want anyway regarding her. Good luck, I guess. If you think it
will make a difference, try, but we can’t keep on like this. I
can’t keep on like this.” Natasha sniffed softly, with no real
anger; picturing her wiping her eyes, he frowned hard at the cab in
front, willing it to move with more aggressive steering wheel
tapping.

She was pissed at him, disappointed
in ruining their night, but he knew she would get over it quickly.
Deep down, Natasha was compassionate, and in the end, she always
agreed that he couldn’t leave Sophie to her own devices. Anytime
the two women argued, it had always been Sophie who sparked the
girl-on-girl feud, and despite it all, Natasha just wanted to like
her and get along for all their sakes. Natasha was a sweetheart; he
knew she didn’t deserve this. She didn’t deserve the hard time
Sophie always gave her.

“I know, and that’s partly why I
need to do this. I’m sorry. I’ll call you tomorrow. Have a good
night with Nate and the guys; wish Lydia a happy birthday for me.”
Arrick growled at the Cab driver in the guy’s mirror, urging him to
move now the lights had changed and getting hostile as hell,
rapping his fingers loudly. He heard her sigh, resigned to the fact
that he wasn’t coming and not the kind of girl to have a go when at
the heart of this was Arrick’s caring side, his loyalty to his
friend. She couldn’t be angry at that, even if it did interfere
with them.

“I love you, Arrick,” Natasha added hesitantly,
that tender affection she said often, and it tugged at his guilt,
his chest aching a little, knowing she hated being mad at him, and
this was her way of saying she understood.

“You too, Tash. Now go. Tell me how it went
tomorrow. I’ll hopefully get through to her and have something
positive to tell you.” He glared harder at the car in front and
resisted the urge to hit his horn. His feet were ready to ram the
gas.

“Goodbye, honey,” she breathed gently,
lingering.

“Bye, Tash,” he answered
distractedly.

He hung up before she did, getting
seriously pissed with the yellow car now, weaving in and out and
making it impossible to pass. If it weren’t for this asshole, he
would have been there minutes ago and already scooping her up and
out of harm’s way. He slammed his horn angrily and sighed with
relief when the car pulled into the side to let him
pass.

Thank fuck!


Chapter 1

Sophie
Huntsberger






I drag myself heavily through the
crowded club once more, everything moving and tipping like I’m at
sea, disorientated and foggy, although I’m less drunk than I was.
My phone is still glued to my ear, even though I seem to have lost
Arrick and hear nothing but silence. Pulling my cell down to look
at the blank screen, I realize my battery has died, and I sigh in
complete deflation. Fed up with how my life is turning out lately,
nothing seems to go right anymore.

Taking a long deep breath to try to
center myself into sobriety, my body sagging, drying my face
halfheartedly with the back of my hand now that my tears have once
again subsided, and my heart has resorted to numb emptiness. I
don’t even care if my makeup is smeared or cried off. Arrick has
seen me worse so many times.

I let my cell drop in my hand
beside my body and hold it loosely, too disconnected to feel
anything but heavy fatigue from stupidly sobbing, swaying from
being under the influence, and bumping into things clumsily. I’m
empty and done, completely over my night and not caring that it
isn’t even late enough to be bailing.

“Hey, sexy … wanna dance?” Some husky male
voice assaults my senses as I fight my way through the heaving,
dancing crowd, which is more like a sea of tar, shrugging by
without a response and hoping he leaves me alone. He taps my
shoulder as though I haven’t heard him, and the rise of hairs and
goosebumps runs across my skin in automatic response. That internal
rearing ache in my stomach that happens anytime a guy touches me. I
long ago identified it as repulsion. I shrug it off and keep going,
eyes forward, not reacting in any way, body simmering with that
restless, cranky energy that seems to plague me of late.

My steps are labored and off
balance, and I know that even if I take off my heels, I won’t be
able to keep walking around before face-planting the floor.
Everything is surreal and yet shittily familiar. Everything aches.
My legs are like rubber, my feet are burning and sore in my new
Jimmy Choos, and now I’m irritated and nauseous beyond belief. It’s
fair to say my mood has seen better days, and I cannot be assed
with this shit anymore.

A hot iron-gripped hand catches my
upper arm, startling me and halting my progression through sweaty
bodies, biting into my naked flesh and pulling me back ungracefully
so that I almost go over my heels. My heart jumps at the
action.

“Hey, I was asking you a question!”
He yells right into my ear to be heard above the thrum of noise as
he catches up and puts himself right against my ass, heat hitting
me, accompanied by that familiar rising panic from deep within. The
inner psycho is bristling up to take on another sleazy asshole who
thinks he has a right to touch me. I inwardly recoil at the
unwanted contact.

Annoyed at the nerve of the creep
and outraged at my near trip, I flash an angry glare his way over
my shoulder and yank myself free. I respond aggressively as rage
spikes inside me like a hot fiery spear. That inner fury, which
always bubbles below the surface drunk and has been ingrained since
childhood, sparks up to take on the world. Shoving him hard in the
chest with the flat of my palm, putting every ounce of strength
into it, and almost knocking myself off balance too. I want him to
go away and leave me alone, shaking my hand to remove the sensation
of his hot clammy body when I manage to gain the space I
need.

He disappears into the crowd with
the force of my assault, and I move fast, knowing better than to
stick around for him to come back, trying to get out of sight
before he gets back to his original spot. My heart races a little
as adrenaline flows, and my sense tells me to duck and weave faster
to the safety of the dark back wall of the club.

Men in this club are known for
being aggressive and perverted at the best of times, and I’ve been
groped on more than one occasion to know it’s true. One weekend had
seen too close a call with one hot-tempered asshole who wouldn’t
take no for an answer. Arrick had shown up just in time and broken
his nose when he had refused to back down. Arry, my pro boxing
hero.

“Leave me alone!” I yell back as an
afterthought, almost coherently, to the general direction he’s
fallen back; my slurring voice non-existent under the thumping
house music and intent on just finding a quiet place to get off my
tired legs to hide. I’m exhausted.

I wish Arry were here already
helping me out to his car, so I can lie down and sleep. The thought
of him coming for me is all that is keeping me sane right now;
alcohol and tears are never a good mix. I’m disheveled, out of
place, and vulnerable. I’m not sure if I should even tell him why
I’m upset this time, why I have been crying.

Arrick hates my friends, not that I
can’t see why, as they’re all pretty pathetic and just the crowd I
fell into when I came here.

I can’t ever seem to form real
friendships with people, no matter how hard I try, and I know it’s
because I don’t ever let them past my outer wall. It’s the same
with men I date. I hide who I am behind that mask of a party girl
and reckless persona and attract the wrong kind. Arrick hates the
men I date almost as much as I hate his girlfriend Natasha, and
another sob story about how hard done to I am by one of them again
will just annoy him. I can’t say I blame him; it annoys me too,
that I’ve become this pathetic doormat that men wipe their feet on,
and I let them.

My stomach churns like a washing
machine, and my throat aches, painfully parched. I sobbed for an
hour before even calling him this time, letting the hazy flurry of
booze clear a little so I didn’t slur as much on the phone to him,
and it’s left me feeling raw and unsteady.

I have no idea where my so-called
friends are, and the last time I saw my handbag, it was in the
hands of that slimy prick Terry. I left him to hold it for me when
I’d gone to dance. Terry is the guy I’ve been dating, on and off,
most recently, nothing serious. Just looking for that guy who may
be different this time, maybe care more than the last.

Now very much off, due to the fact
I ventured to the bathroom and walked right in on him, snorting
coke from that whore Dionne’s naked breasts while banging her up
against a vanity. At first, disbelief made me stand in open-mouthed
silence before shock and outrage hit me. Reacting like a crazy
jealous bitch, I yanked him off her and reined a flurry of slaps
and abuse at his upper shoulders and head, blinded by overwhelming
black rage as my heart twisted itself into a contortion of
pain.

They both scrambled for discarded
clothes and belongings before scurrying off like cowardly assholes,
and I only realized my bag was with him after I slumped down on a
closed toilet and cried my eyes out. Completely betrayed by two
people I should have been able to trust, with more heartache to add
to my ever-growing memory album. I sobbed until this numbness took
effect and wiped me out. Although I’m still feeling fragile, I’m
mostly just empty.

Dionne played the role of girly
best friend for weeks. Looking back, I now see that she was milking
me for anything she could get, a never-ending stream of money on
‘tick’ with promises to pay it back. My clothes, my shoes, and now
my man. Luckily, my cell was in the back pocket of my denim skirt.
A habit Arry drilled into me from an early age. Always keep my cell
phone on me if I ever need him … no matter what. My lifeline to my
boy.

My other friends seem to have
vanished as quickly. As soon as I stumbled out of the ladies’ room,
tear-stained and lightheaded to find them, I realized I’d been
abandoned. We all came here to get drunk before our main event, a
huge party in some upscale bar across Manhattan, and my time in the
bathroom was long enough to get ditched. Again.

This isn’t the first time they have
all gone on to the next place and left me to it. None of them cares
about me. They only care that I pay my share, or more, of the booze
and don’t cause drama. No one bothers even looking for me, which is
why I always call Arry to come to find me. He’s the only person I
ever really count on. He never lets me down.

Whenever I feel this way, he’s all
I want, all I need to feel better. That hero coming to rescue me
and take care of me for a while, that guy who never abandons me,
even if he is pissed at me for calling. It’s stopped me from
falling off the edge of the cliff I’m dangerously walking along
many times. My haven of calm, my island in a storm, and I miss him
so much since our lives started to take different paths.

I’m so tired of this scene, the
endless, backstabbing, shallow assholes that befriend me and don’t
give an actual shit, and generally tired of life. Tired of being
the one left wandering alone and relying on Arry to come to find me
when I need him and knowing that I’m only pushing him away every
time I do. Tired of the way my friends are only around for the
party but never the aftermath, and even then, only around as long
as my allowance doesn’t run out. Tired of being used and discarded
by men when they move on to someone else, as though I’m worth no
more than a cheap night out when I am no longer a lure for them.
I’m just sick of everything, sick of the life I’ve made for myself,
and I don’t know how to get out of it anymore. I feel spent inside
and tired, to the point that I know it’s no longer alcohol-related.
I’m not happy living this way, and chasing this life to make myself
happy doesn’t work out at all.

I manage to push and claw my way
through the last crowded expanse to the empty back seats of the
club, into the darkest and quieter shadows, despite Arry telling me
never to venture back here alone. Into the depths, I’m so consumed
with needing to sit down and put my head on something to stop it
from spinning. I need to sit and breathe before he gets
here.

The tears that dried on my cheeks
have made my skin tight and sore, and my heart is bruised, but it
will still beat to fight another day. Neither Terry nor Dionne
means that much to me in the grand scheme of things. This isn’t the
first cheating asshole I dated, and the constant nagging to have
sex with him won’t be missed any more than he will. I held him off
for a month, and I guess not giving him what he wanted is why he
found it in someone else.

Story of my life.

Sex is not an option for me, not
now, not ever. Sex is something I doubt I will ever have the urge
to share with some random asshole I hook up with. Especially when
all they do is pressure me and paw me, even when I tell them I’m
not ready. I’ve no idea if I ever will be, and therein lies the
problem.

What man will want a girl who
doesn’t ever want to have sex with him?

Years of being abused by my father
until I ran away from home at fourteen made sure that it’s only
repulsion when a male gets his hands anywhere near my body. My skin
crawls with what feels like fire ants running all over me. My
stomach turns at the mere thought of hands or body parts down there
touching mine. I can handle kissing and minor upper-body petting
when drunk if I force myself. If I have to endure it for whatever
guy I’m seeing, anything below the waist sends me into a panicking
mess of fear and fire, igniting that bitch side who lashes out and
becomes violent.

I don’t suffer from the flashbacks
or memories anymore, rarely anyway. I dealt with those demons a
long while back with Arry’s help. I know how to control letting
that sick fuck back in my head and learned not to let those scars
control me. But touch down there ignites some deep-frozen fear that
impulsively sends me into a defensive rage. I know it’s partly
because I trust no one to go down there. So afraid of the
memories.

What hope is there for any sort of
relationship with that as the outcome?

I’ve dated so many men in the last
months that to an outsider, I’m just a slut who switches men, like
her underwear, jumping from one handsome guy to another. On the
surface, I can flirt, kiss,
and dance sexily with any guy. I’ve become amazing
at behaving like a mentally normal person who can function in the
real world regarding sex.

The truth is they all soon drop off
my radar when they realize the feisty girl about town, Sophie, does
not put out. Ever.

I look the part, blonde and
blue-eyed with a slim curvy body and a dress sense that’s sexual
because I’m obsessed with clothes and shoes. I love to be daring
and bold and use my body to showcase the season’s sexy trends. I
don’t have any body issues anymore, any lack of self-esteem or
confidence concerning my appearance. Therapy made sure of that, the
best my family could get me, and the support from my family, Emma
and Arry. I have no vulgar thoughts when I see how I have grown
into a woman’s figure, and I can pull off outward confidence like
any girl.

I have no problem attracting men of
all sorts, but I want one decent guy, someone like him:

My Arry.

Someone to take care of me and
understand that sex isn’t everything between us. That without it,
I’m still worthwhile. Someone to see beyond the outer shell and
treat me like I matter. Someone who doesn’t see a meal ticket or a
quick fuck, or who isn’t abhorred by the past and all the dirty
little things that asshole did to me.

I sigh heavily, head overcrowded
with thoughts and feelings, and I know I’m just running my mind
ragged, pushing myself into anxiety, making myself depressed and
more exhausted. I lean back and rest my head against the padded
seat; the thumping noise and smoky atmosphere grate on me, even
this drunk. I want to go home, for Arrick to find me soon and take
me anywhere but here.

I close my eyes to block it all
out, stay sitting up so I’m less of an obvious target, and start
counting the minutes until he gets here.

I am so done with this scene, this
life, and its never-ending bullshit.

All I do is party, drink, and have
fun, if I can even call it that anymore! It’s been losing its
sparkle for weeks. After the first burst of independence wore off,
and sitting here for the millionth time alone,
tear-stained and
exhausted, I wonder why I ever hungered after this.

Why I thought shallow friends and
meaningless relationships were worth more than genuine love from my
family? The emptiness inside me, which pushed me down this path, is
still very much there, growing wider by the month and sucking me
inwards like a black hole with no way out. You can’t drink away the
sense of emptiness that plagues me. God knows I have tried. There
is no curing this with a wild lifestyle anymore.

I dropped out of school because I
didn’t see any point in it. None of what I was learning interested
me, and I sat drawing clothes and coloring in doodles of shoes in
every lesson. My head was on getting out and going to max my credit
card on whatever hit the boutiques that week, daydreaming over the
outfit I wanted to try out when I got home. Besides spending money
on clothes, the only thing that brought me joy was matching outfits
for new looks and searching out shoes and accessories that made it
all pop. Fashion is everything to me. I adore every aspect of it
and love nothing more than customizing things with my style and
teaching myself to sew in my spare time. It’s one of the few
genuine joys I seem to have.

I broached the subject of fashion
school only once; my parents dismissed it as frivolous and
pointless and told me that I have the brains to do so much more. As
much as I love them, and I do, it crushes me in a way that they
dismiss something I have a passion for. Even though I have never
sought their approval with very much of anything, it made me rip up
the brochures I collected concerning fashion schools in the city. I
threw them away with the trash and threw away any thoughts of doing
anything about it, lashing out in my effortlessly juvenile
way.

“Hey, sexy, can I keep you warm?” A
slurring male tone pours over me hotly as the stench of alcohol
breath runs down my cheek. Repulsion and mistrust stir within.
Opening one eye, I catch an up close and personal view of a guy in
his late twenties leaning in invasively. His hand rests on my naked
thigh, just below my vintage-styled denim skirt. My skin crawls
immediately with that burn of an alien touch that is completely
unwanted. I impulsively shove his fingers away, pulling my knees
together as that abdomen lurching reaction hits hard, and shift to
the side away from him, outraged at both the fact he dares to touch
me and that he might ruin my skirt with his grubby meat
hands.

“No! My boyfriend is on his way to
get me, and he’ll be pissed if you’re annoying me.” I lie expertly;
it isn’t the first time I’ve told men that Arry is my boyfriend.
For the most part, it works, and
when he shows up, he plays the role effortlessly, always
intervening no matter what he walks into, and takes me away from it
all. He has that scary look of a guy who will beat you to within an
inch of your life, gorgeous enough to be plausible as my lover,
despite the fact I know he keeps his right hook for the training
ring normally and is a pussycat outside of it most of the time. He
doesn’t ever brawl in bars or jump to violence if he can help it.
He’s too controlled for that crap. Even as a professional MMA
fighter.

“Who’s annoying you? I want to keep
you cozy.” He slides down next to me, pushing against my side
intrusively, my body cringing, and hooks his arm around the back of
the seat over my head to angle in on me. The stench of stale sweat
mixed with cheap aftershave and booze hits me in the face and makes
me gag.

I hold my breath and tilt my head
away from him to get some space and avoid the proximity, nerves
creeping up and my body rigid. Everything inside of me flashing
into instant red alert mode and poised to attack should I need to
do so.

He isn’t that bad looking, maybe if
I’d met him on the dance floor, I’d like him, but he has the air of
a pushy guy who doesn’t take no for an answer very often. That
usual pit of nausea hits deep down, and I cross my legs
protectively. Used to sleazy men trying it on in the past couple of
years, aggravated that they always seek me out, no matter how hard
I try to avoid exactly this. My skin prickles uneasily, and that
automatic tightening up of my limbs as I move into defensive fight
or flight mode.

“Go away; I’m not looking to get
cozy with anyone except him.” I lift my phone, shaking it as though
to demonstrate I’ve called him, and this time keep it in my hand in
case I need to smack him in the face with it. I’m sobering up fast
as adrenaline speeds up my heart rate, becoming more aware because
I’m completely uptight. I try to edge further away, but the booth
ends at a low wall beside me, so I cannot get any more distance
between us. He is all but hemming me in behind the tiny circular
table. My temper starts to rise with the claustrophobia, the slow
build of nervous anticipation that something will escalate, and all
my little bells start going off crazily.

“I saw you here earlier. It didn’t
look like you had a problem dancing up close to some guy who later
left with a little brunette. Pretty sure your boyfriend would love
to know about that … Or you could open up and give me a few minutes
of your time to keep quiet.” He taps my knee suggestively and
indicates I open my legs with a finger gesture, sneering smugly as
I turn to meet his face in utter disbelief. My heart lurches and
plummets, knowing I can’t control the rage that builds inside me
rapidly, my hands growing clammy as my breath hitches. One thing I
can always count on is that inner impulsive temper of mine to make
a grand entrance whenever she sees fit.

“FUCK OFF! You perverted fuck. You
think you can blackmail me into screwing you?” I’m on my feet in a
flash, action overtaking my brain, like always with me. Banging my
ass on the table in my instability, but I manage to get out from
behind it, so I’m standing in front of him. I know my butt will
probably be left with a bruise, it’s throbbing from the impact, but
I don’t care. Anger overtakes me with a fierce heat of sheer rage,
and my eyes sting with unconcealed fury as I try to kill him with a
death glare.

The guy slides up, towering over me
with an even wider smile that makes me want to claw his eyes out,
his rancid breath hitting me in the face hard, and I recoil a
little. I stifle my instant gag reflex. He’s got a gangly build,
dark hair with darker eyes, and the aura of slimeball oozing from
every pore. His attractiveness is gone now he is facing me down
like I’m some dirty little tramp. Rage and fear mingle to create
one confusing ball of tension that affects every part of my soul,
yet I know I won’t back down. I’m crazily stupid in this way and
couldn’t back down if my life depended on it.

Even when my sperm donor beat me
to a pulp for fighting back and trying to stop him, I still did it;
I still stood up to the asshole.

“I won’t tell him you were kissing
some other guy if you let me fuck you over that table. It’s pretty
secluded back here. Hell, it’ll be our little secret.” He tries to
run a grubby finger between my exposed breasts in my clingy top,
sucking in his bottom lip grotesquely. Nausea rises in my throat,
burning with the sudden surge of it, the urge to punch him in his.
I grimace, screwing up my face in sheer repulsion, hunching my
shoulders forward, so my skin is inched out of the contact, and he
barely grazes me. It still has the same effect of a full-on grope
and makes me want to scrape my own skin off with a dull blade and
burn it.

My rage and disgust tumble freely
from every pore of my body, so sick to death with everything,
including shit like this. That bubbling inner Sophie that I try so
hard to control jumps out and slaps the bastard hard in the face
with a stinging hit that reverberates down my arm; my skin burns
with the sheer force of the contact. The impact sends him reeling
off to one side, shocked and caught off guard, but he doesn’t fall.
My eyes are glued to what I have just done.

My chest heaves with the ferocity
of it, and then the sudden pang of absolute fear that I just made a
stupid, impulsive mistake and notch this up to a code red. My body
caught in a wave of icy coldness, sweeping over every limb and
calming my jets. I know I pretty much just triggered a violent
reaction in a guy who clearly has no issue with victimizing
women.

“You little …” He jumps to his
feet, a hand rising aggressively as a storm rages in his eyes,
scowling furiously, and I can tell I’m about to be slapped back
with pissed male aggression that will render me useless. His face
is twisted in seething hatred, moving fast, and I’m suddenly
powerless to do anything, paralyzed in what feels like a time
pause. It’s like my body is too stunned to react, and even though I
see it coming, I freeze. Bracing for impact and knowing I cannot
get out of this. I have no idea what the hell is wrong with me, and
it’s like I see it all happening in slow motion.

His hand is blocked with lightning
speed by a muscular black-sleeved arm, appearing in front of my
face in such an instant that I’m still recoiling in slow reaction.
The tall, muscular body of a leather-jacketed male slides between
us fully, shielding me behind him, and my whole inner self sweeps
coolly with utmost relief.

Arrick’s aftershave surrounds me
like a sudden familiar haven, a solid shield of pure muscle and a
beacon in the dark. That wave of cold turns to tingles and internal
shakes of sheer relief, my body instantly slumping and falling
forwards to lean into him. The adrenaline turns me into a mess of
jellified uselessness.

“I swear if you don’t turn around
and walk off right now, you’ll be taking all meals from a tube,
Dickhead.” Arrick snarls in that husky Carrero tone of the most
perfect male voice I’ve ever known.

My boy! Like familiar soothing
music that makes you whole. Bristling with aggression and dwarfing
the other man with his sheer build of alpha intimidation in all his
glory.

Arrick is hitting the six-foot-one
mark, maybe more nowadays, and his build has gotten wider and
stronger since he matured and started professional fighting. He’s a
vision of physical perfection that goes so well with the face of
male gorgeousness I could never find a fault in. Arrick has always
been the poster boy for my idea of the perfect man. I don’t see
flaws or faults in any single tiny inch of him.

I creep and twist my fingers into
the back of his leather jacket, sighing with relief and letting
every ounce of emotion seep away into silence with the calming
presence he always is. Curling the hem in my palms and leaning
softly against his back to breathe deeply. Resting my cheek against
him, the warm, soft leather and body heat that is as welcome as his
smell seeps into me and calms me down, relaxing me fully. Secure in
the protective shield he always is, and I use him to keep myself
upright since my legs have started shaking. I know I’m safe; I can
stop caring about everything, stop fending for myself, and let him
take the lead like he always does.

“Your girlfriend’s a whore!” The
other man spits back. I snap up my chin and glare through Arrick’s
body, even though he can’t see me behind him, and I don’t want him
to. Arry tenses at the insult, willing himself not to react, to
keep his cool. Without seeing his face, I know he’ll be a picture
of complete effortless intimidation. He’s a master of composure,
and right now, despite all his fight cylinders firing fully, he is
in control.

“Yet, she knocked you back! Says it
all, buddy!” Arrick
leans away from me, and I know it’s to glare into the guy’s face
and threaten him, all icy cool composure sweeping off him in
droves. One thing he mastered young in life was how to assert
authority and dominate when he needs to, and it never fails him. He
has that same Carrero aggression as his father and brother but
rarely has to go beyond a threat. A look is usually enough. He has
an icy manner and silent scariness.

The other man slides off, tripping
over the edge of the seat before running like a scared rabbit.
Arrick watches him disappear into the smoky atmosphere, deathly
still for a moment as that tremor of nerves surges through me. I
know I’m probably about to get the third degree, which makes my
stomach ache.

He turns towards me slowly,
catching my hand behind him and pulling it, so I’m drawn to face
him, that mask of indifference firmly in place and eyes zoning in
on mine intensely. Even though it’s dark, I know those hazel eyes
will have more than a few specks of green sparkling in the depths.
They become obvious and intense when he’s pissed. My stomach
flickers again, nerves making me uneasy. My lip finds its way
between my teeth nervously as the hammering of my heart returns.
His eyes go to the childish gesture, and he knits his brows in
irritation.

“What was that?” He frowns at me,
anger well hidden beneath that cool and calm exterior in which he
excels, but I catch that tight tone under the silky deep depths of
that smooth voice. Arrick never lets much out publicly. He’s a guy
who hates drama and making a scene, hates being overly emotional,
and has only gotten much worse since dating Natasha. The queen of
proper and prude, she’s practically an emotional cripple, publicly
anyway.

“A creep wanting sex.” I shrug
nonchalantly, trying to pass it off and not hint at how terrified
or angry I was seconds before. I still have this inability to let
anyone see me as vulnerable and incapable in any way, even him
sometimes, well lately. Good old Sophie’s self-defense system at
its finest.

“Sophs, this shit is getting old.”
Arrick tugs me with him by the hand, turning away without waiting
for more of a response, and that sinking ache hits me again. His
manner is all hostile, even if he seems fine to the untrained eye.
He’s mad at me. Entangling fingers snugly with mine to secure me to
him. Despite the nerves inside of me, I still get that warm tug of
euphoria I always get with his touch, that familiar coming home as
he leads the way towards the dance floor to exit this
shithole.

I can only follow mutely as we are
again enveloped by the worst of the body-thumping noise around us
when we near the source of it, making my heart thump in time to the
beat and worsening nausea that’s still lingering. I force myself to
take long, deep, and even breaths to control it. My head is
starting to ache now the alcohol level in my blood has dwindled,
even more with that tense little scene. Nothing helps sober you up
like a nice little bit of nasty drama before bed.

It’s obvious he’s pissed and not
his normal soothing self with calming words and tissues at the
ready. I stare at his strong shoulders as we move through the
crowd, him powerfully parting a path for us, and I follow, feeling
young and stupid. He knows how to bring it out when I’ve clearly
misbehaved. The vibes coming off him in droves that he’s as fed up
with this whole scene as I am.

My lip trembles with a new wave of
emotion, my eyes stinging, and I force it back down into the heavy
ache in my chest, like a ball of weight, threatening to collapse my
heart and lungs. Too tired to even fight it anymore.

When we get
outside into the night air, my legs seem to jellify, fresh air
bringing back some swirling head mess I thought I was losing. As he
lets me go to walk ahead to the car, I stumble into the back of him
clumsily. Catching my heel on an uneven paving stone, I have zero
ability to avoid it. My stomach jolts and my heart lurches with the
sudden trip. Grabbing his arm and the back of his jacket to stop
myself from eating dirt by face-palming the sidewalk. Arrick
catches me, turning as I go down as though sensing it, under my
elbow with his fast reflexes before pulling me forward and into his
arm. He wraps it around my back and waist snugly, lifting me
against him like I weigh no more than a child.

His familiar body against mine
brings a sense of security, a stark contrast to every male on the
planet, but never him. Arry is one of the few men who get to touch
me without conditions, without reaction. Something even my adopted
brothers don’t have full permission to do, and my dad is only
slightly better. Arry never brings on any of the uneasiness or
recoiling anxiety from within. From almost day one so many years
ago, he has been the only person who didn’t make me feel like they
were invading my space or triggering the panic button. His touch
brings only reassurance.

I mastered the sea of emotions when
it comes to my male family members touching me, and I often hide my
reactions to cuddles and affectionate touches not to upset them.
None of them know how I am deep down with affections that should be
normal. It makes me feel ashamed and broken, so I try to ignore it,
knowing that I should be able to accept a loving hug or a kiss on
the cheek without a sense of deep mistrust and a heavy aching thud
in my gut. But with Arrick, I have nothing to hide at all. My
complete trust in him means we could share a bed half-dressed and
know he would never do anything about it. No fear, repulsion, or
discomfort in his touch at all. It’s one of the reasons I’ve cried
on his shoulder for years when I need support or real
hugs.

He guides me to the car silently,
in a controlled manner, his face deadpan. I can sense the distance
between us like a crater, even though he’s molded to my side. My
nerves are gnawing at me, my mood wary, skin tingling with
apprehension that something is off and different this time. I know
that lately, we
haven’t exactly been getting on. For months now, there’s been a
coolness between us, but right now, beside him, I can almost taste
that something has changed in how he’s being.

Maybe he has just had
enough.

Uncertainty sends my already
fragile stomach into a washer-like frenzy, hating that being in
tune with him means I am so sensitive to exactly this kind of
thing.

His car has been deposited on the
sidewalk neatly, all four gleaming wheels on the concrete, of a
sleek gray Mercedes he bought only weeks ago to replace his
electric blue sports car. Arrick is growing up, leaving behind that
young fast life, and settling down, and I don’t know how to feel
about it. He’s changing, has been for a while, and I guess it’s one
of the reasons we are not as close as we once were. He’s growing
up, and I’m too far behind him.

We move to the car, where an
exceptionally large black-coated bouncer is leaning against it
casually, with a beaming smile as he sees us approach.

“Arrick, my main man!” He grins and
fist bumps him as we close the gap, still holding me firmly,
heating up my body despite the chill around us and my lack of a
jacket. I smile weakly at the man, knowing the game I have to play
when with him. He is sociable with everyone, has time for most
people, and he likes those around him to have manners to suit. He’s
fast becoming a celebrity on his own terms, not just another Prince
of Carrero and following in his brother’s footsteps as the face of
the company. His fight titles are making him known on his own, and
his skills and wins make a name that means something more to
him.

“Thanks, Bro.” Arrick smiles, handing him a
hundred-dollar bill so quickly I almost miss it; a smooth operator
in all things related to schmoozing and gaining associates. He
pulls me forward so he can guide and ease me into the door that
another bouncer opens for us with a half-smile and nods towards
him. All I have is the heaviness of fatigue, dizzy with it, just
aching to sit down and have some peace. My head is banging, and
that nausea swirling around makes me hot and stuffy. I fall into
the cool seat of his car interior with sheer relief, so glad to be
back on my ass, and relax into the molded curves with a sigh. The
urge to slide my shoes off is insane, but I have zero energy to
unbuckle them.

“Anytime. See you at Saturday’s
fight, man.” The male ducks and dives, throwing a couple of mock
air punches with a smile, trying hard to impress Arry and getting
all jocular and best buddy. I resist the urge to eye roll, now
nestled in my seat away from his caring hands, and slide down the
leather to try to calm the side-to-side waves going on around me.
“My money is already on you,
Bruv’. Tornado Carrero is a sure thing! I saw you
at your last, and you were on top form. That right hook is
deadly.”

“Thanks.” Arrick smiles at him,
giving the man some sort of bromance arm hug, then leans into a
shoulder bump before heading around the car. Very street ghetto,
and I suppress the urge to giggle at how many layers to him there
are. Businessman when he needs to be, and the company requires him,
then casual lad about town when he’s with me, or street thug when
faced with adoring fight fans. He slides in his side as the second
bouncer leans into the frame of my still-open door expectantly,
waiting for Arry to get seated.

“I’ll catch you at the gym
tomorrow, Kendall.” Arrick nods at him, leaning forward over me so
his hand rests innocently on my naked inner thigh to take his
weight. He strains forward to see the towering figure whose head is
still too high from his viewpoint.

“Looking forward to it, mate, been
practicing my uppercut since last time. Hope you see improvement in
my form.” The bouncer nods goodbye, and my door is shut with a
wave. Arrick leans back and removes his hand, leaving me with a
sensation of warm softness there. He leans in close to me, catches
my seatbelt over my right shoulder, pulls it across me with eyes on
the task, and buckles me in. Not that I’m incapable, but this is
just one of the many things he has always done when looking after
me. I watch his face closely, so close I can almost touch him. Eyes
downwards, watching what he is doing and still with that
emotionless expression. He smells like he always does; a mix of
him, his unique Arry smell, and his favorite spicy aftershave. I
catch hints of his body spray, but it all mingles together to make
one alluring scent that is only ever him. It’s a heady
mix.

He moves back into his seat and
buckles his belt, strong shoulders and arms moving under fitted
tailoring alluringly, saying nothing when he gets the engine fired
up and back into traffic carefully. I glance his way, aware that
nothing about his mood has changed. He’s simmering, looks tense,
and is way too calm, despite how normal he was with those security
men. That can only mean he’s really angry with me, and I don’t need
this right now.

He brings out this gnawing tension
inside my stomach, that fragile emotion welling up inside, and I
know it won’t let up as long as he’s pissed at me. Arrick’s poker
face is one of the most infuriating things about him, even when
framed with that sexily cropped sandy-colored hair and those
gorgeous brown eyes. The deadpan nature of that face when he wants
to avoid drama and argument. Even knowing him as I do, it still
leaves me sometimes guessing at his ability to close down
communication and deliberately shut people out. Something he never
used to do to me at all, but I think things changed.

He’s been getting colder over time,
not just towards me, but in general. The warmth and fun of Arrick
of old have been lacking increasingly in the past months, even
before I started partying harder and moved to the city permanently.
I guess he is getting more like his dad; he has that cool and
distant personality and crazily aloof way of dealing with stuff
from time to time. I love Giovanni like a second or third dad, I
really do, and he seems to have a soft spot for me, but it’s still
infuriating as hell that they share this trait.

His girlfriend doesn’t exactly help
curb it, either. Natasha is a profoundly serious girl with little
to no sense of humor, that same outwardly aloof way of dealing with
life, and always aware of how people view her. I feel like she is
just rubbing off on him too much and making him become someone
else. It’s always ‘looking to the future … planning … being super
serious and devoid of personality’ with her, like she is sapping
the parts of him out that I love the most.

There has been a growing distance;
I guess it’s partly why recent calls to him have been more
frequent. I feel like I’m losing him and barely holding on with my
fingertips, and a gentle breeze is all it’ll take for the
connection to be severed. I know, in part, it’s why I have spent
more time going out lately, dating, partying, and trying to find
another him, anything to fill that void. All it has made me do is
cry for him anytime reality hits me, and I want to go home. The
horrible truth is that you can never replace someone you care about
this much. No one ever measures up. He isn’t at home anymore. He's
here in this infernal city… with her.

That churning fog of sadness
threatens to strangle me as tears bite in the back of my eyes, and
I glance his way again, filled with complete heartbreak. That small
jaw tensing catches my eye, and my heart sinks.

“You’re annoyed?” I whisper his
way, watching his handsome profile, longing to see him react any
other way now we’re alone. I focus on his short straight nose,
straightened and smoothed out after a complicated break a couple of
years back, resulting in surgery, and has taken away his father’s
hook nose. It still intrigues me that one minor change can greatly
enhance a face. I’ve always thought him one of the most beautiful
boys I ever laid eyes on, even before his nose job, even as a
fourteen-year-old kid seeing a guy who could have been a threat.
But now he is almost flawless, maybe even perfect.

He has a face that’s just too easy
to stare at. He has the same square masculine bone structure as his
handsome older brother, yet with lighter hair and darker eyes, so
they look completely different in some ways, so alike in others.
Arrick has a softer face: a less bad boy and younger Romeo or boy
next door hotty.

He remains silent, watching the
traffic and checking his mirrors as he gets us back into the lane
and up to speed. He’s a confident driver, second nature, like
breathing, and he’s dealt with New York traffic since he first
passed his test years ago. Like everything he does in life, it’s
with ease and control and makes me wish he still helped my life
feel this way. I could sure use someone else taking control lately
and fixing the mess I exist in.

“Arrick?” I glance his way again,
hating his ignorance, the silence making it almost unbearable to
continue being so quiet. I lean over to let my fingertips trail
down his arm, over his black jacket meekly, as the tiny eruptions
of anxiety playoff inside me like fiery tingles. Trying to attract
his attention and knowing he won’t ignore physical
touch.

I see that tiny tensing of his jaw
deepen, muscle twitching under his cheekbone, and I know for
certain he is more than just a little mad with me. He’s in
closed-off, livid-as-hell mode. My stomach sinks again, breathing
slowly to push back the effects of the night’s drinking and the new
waves of hurt that are directly connected to him.

“Leave it alone, Sophs. I’m not in the mood.” He
sighs, shifting in his seat to pull his arm away from me, resting
his hand on top of the wheel instead to show we’re not doing the
touchy thing right now. He doesn’t even look my way, just that
frown he does to show he wants me to leave him be, and he stares
straight ahead. I bite my lower lip anxiously, pushing down the
knot of apprehension.

“I don’t like it when you’re mad at
me.” I sniff back the threatening downpour, pleased to hear I’ve
lost more of my slur, and my voice sounds pretty normal. My throat
starts to burn with the effort of holding back the floodgates,
chewing on my lip more severely to keep it all down inside. He
hates when I cry, and I hate letting him see me cry.

Arrick frowns harder. Even from the
side, I can see his brows dipping, his eyes darken almost
instantly, even in the semi-darkness of the car, and I know from
memory the green will have taken over more of the brown. The
windows to his moods, sometimes they are the only tell-tale
sign.

“Then stop acting like some spoiled
brat in self-destruct mode,
Sophs. This isn’t you. He gestures down my body
frostily. The short denim skirt that barely covers anything much
when I am sitting this way and the low-cut strappy top that is
completely open at the back. I get that he doesn’t like this outfit
or any I have ever worn like it, but these were rare finds. I spent
hours in line to get this skirt at the recent Dior release, even if
it’s barely a scrap of fabric.

“This is the current trend, this
top was a steal from a little unknown designer making waves in the
fashion world, and someone I think is going to be a hot topic next
season. You wait and see, and I don’t see you telling your
girlfriends to cover up when they walk around half dressed,” I
snap, pushing myself lower in the seat so I can prop my knees on
his dash in a stroppy pose, letting my feet dangle to ease the ache
from being on them all evening. I shimmy myself to get my skirt
lower on my hips to cover the flesh I am flashing and catch him
glaring my way. That look pushes my anger buttons; the look he
loves to throw at me when he thinks I’m being childish is all he
seems to be offering right now.

“You’re worth more than this.” He
states quietly, indicating to make a turn, and checks his mirrors.
All emotion reeled back in beneath that deadpan demeanor once more,
like a well-oiled machine, sliding it back down, despite the moment
of weakness in his cool armor. I hate that he has become this way
with me. The Arry I knew and loved never needed to keep himself
under that perfect check. He would yell if he needed to, smile way
more than I have seen him do in a while, and frown at me with every
little annoying thing I did. This right here is one of the reasons
I hate HER so
much. She makes him this way. To me, it just signals that he isn’t
happy, he’s not himself anymore, and that maybe she is all wrong
for him. So poised and cool always. She calls it being mature; I
call it being emotionally crippled!

“Am I? Really?” I burst out
suddenly, anger breaking in my throat. I wriggle myself awkwardly
in the smooth leather upholstery back into an upright position as
my full rage and sadness collide in the middle of my chest from his
criticism. Frustrated with how he’s being, emotions bubbling from
the last few hours of my life, and general hostility at everything.
Of all people, I can never take anything negative from Arry. It
devastates me. My raging hot temper flashes up to stick its nose
in, whether I want it to or not.

“Because where I am, it looks a
hell of a lot like no one gives an actual shit about what I am
worth anymore.” I cross my arms churlishly, tears slipping down my
cheeks and a full-on pity party hitting home as my voice croaks.
Thinking about dickheads who cheat and the so-called friends they
fuck. Best friends who treat you like minor annoyances, insult your
fashions sense, and seem only intent on dropping you home to get
away from any real conversation.

I lose control of that inner wave
that I have been trying to hold in, becoming completely drunk and
dramatic, and it starts pouring down my face hurting way more when
it’s let loose. I screw my face up to try and gain control of that
stinging pain that consumes my chest and throat. Feeling stupid for
even getting this upset so easily. Over nothing! A fucking wardrobe
criticism!

Arrick grits his teeth, glares in
his mirror, and swerves the car over to the side of the road,
curbing a sidewalk and slamming to a halt dramatically, especially
for him of late. He turns to me suddenly, so angrily that it makes
me jump in fright. It’s so unexpected. I scramble down in my seat,
recoiling in mild shock at his sudden outburst, winded into silent
submission.

“What the fuck, Sophie? Really? No one gives a
shit?” He yells at me, eyes blazing with rage under furrowed brows,
looking like he wants to choke me. It comes so completely out of
nowhere that I’m too stunned to respond. “So, me, your family,
Jake, and Emma? None of us gives a shit, right?” He unclips his
belt aggressively. I try to turn away, tears back to stinging my
eyes as pain, which was momentarily muted, hits me even harder. My
heart is beating a little too painfully as the atmosphere clouds
the car between us. “If I didn’t give a shit, then tell me why I
drop everything in my life the second you need me, huh? Why your
family has been trying to get you home for weeks after you walked
out on them and never gave up trying to contact you? Why Leila,
your sister, has been crying nonstop over how wild and reckless you
fucking are nowadays, despite the fact she went through a phase of
being as bad? No one knows what the hell is going on with you
anymore, Sophie. No
one can get through to you, not even me, and you have the nerve to
pull this bullshit right here? Grow the fuck up!” He barks and
slumps back, one hand hitting his wheel hard, so I flinch and stay
put as he stares out of the windscreen to let himself simmer,
breathing hard with the exertion of shouting all that in my
face.

I know he will try to reel his
temper back in fast. He hates being this way with anyone,
especially me. That in itself pisses him off … that I have pushed
him to yell at me like this, to be this angry, even if I deserve
it.

I don’t know how to respond; I
never do when he snaps, which is rarer than rain in the desert.
It’s like that inner child in me gets scolded, and it hurts more
than I can ever explain when it’s him that does it. He’s the only
one who pulls this from me.

My heart bursts with raw agony, and
tears trickle down my face involuntarily. I feel stupid and
immature as my lip trembles, and I want to be anywhere but near him
anymore. Reeling back as though I have been slapped and doing what
I do best.

Running.

“I need air. I’ll walk home.” I
manage to whimper out through muffled sniffs, heart well and truly
bruised. Not waiting for a response, I unclip my belt and slide out
quickly. Arrick moves to catch me across the center console, but
I’m quicker. Dodging his outstretched grasp and leaving his door
open, I move fast along the grassy edging to the road.

I’m an expert in heels on all
terrain, so don’t even blink at the soft surface or how it
threatens to upend my stupidly high shoes. I tuck my head down,
determined to walk.

Arrick catches up to me quickly,
easy strides for someone with legs like his. I don’t hear him
approach and inhale sharply at the sudden warmth of hands on me as
he catches me by the waist from behind and pulls me back to a halt.
He spins me gently so I have no choice but to turn, and he tugs me
against him so my crossed arms sit against his abdomen. His body, a
formidable wall of muscle, becomes a firm cushion to lean against.
I try to turn my face away to hide the tears streaming down my
cheeks, to hide that part of me that acts like a stupid kid who has
had a telling-off and doesn’t want to see him.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
They aren't
kids anymore
and hearts
are about to
get bruised.





OEBPS/tmp_0c35d32d858d0d0e5eff5bb8dac8651f_D95UO__html_45b5ee05.png
Aviick & Sophie

L. T.Marshall





