[image: ]







Copyright © 2017 L.T. Marshall

New edition copyright © 2020 L.T. Marshall

Published by Pict Publishing

ISBN: 9798681358510

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

Cover copyright © Pict Publishing/L.T. Marshall

Front cover image copyright © Adobe/Okrasiuk

Back cover image copyright © Adobe/Korionov










The Carrero Series

Jake & Emma

The Carrero Effect ~ The Promotion

The Carrero Influence ~ Redefining Rules

The Carrero Solution ~ Starting Over

Arrick & Sophie

The Carrero Heart ~ Beginning

The Carrero Heart ~ The Journey

The Carrero Heart ~ Happy Ever Afters

Bonus Books

Jake’s View

Arrick’s View

Other books by L.T. Marshall

Just Rose





For Team Carrero.
You kept me going when I wanted to give up. xx



Chapter 1

“Here.” I pass Jenny the sketches we have been working on across the table, and the pretty brunette leans in to pour over them with curious soft brown eyes. Tall and slender and a little shy in her mannerisms, Jenny is my classmate and fast becoming one of my closest friends. Next to Christian, both of whom I met on day one of orientation. Something just clicked with the three of us straight off. I have something real with these two, and despite myself, they have both wormed their way under my self-defense system over the last few weeks until I needed them around me to function.

Christian is standing five feet away and draping some wild bohemian fabric on a tailor’s dummy to no avail. All tall and immaculately groomed in his “preppy boy” outfit today. Blonde floppy hair and gray-eyed, a grin aimed at his two best girls. We are tucked in the corner of the busy sewing room while the hustle and bustle of the other students around us float this way and the commanding voice of today’s lecturer. They have split everyone into groups of three this week to work on designs. Our first assessment of simple tailoring skills is fast approaching.

“I think if we go with this one, it’s pretty much a circle skirt and easy bodice, simple enough for us to draft ourselves, and we could make it edgier if we are clever with it.” Jenny slides back one of the drawings, tapping a pink floral idea I have been mulling over, based loosely on a trending dress I have seen everywhere for a new season release.

We’ve been in class for a few weeks, and it’s been almost three months since I walked out on Arrick and booked myself into a hotel. Two weeks later, Jake found me a cute two-bed apartment within walking distance, and school started days later. Everything was swift in his capable hands, as I assumed it would be. I’ve concentrated on my studies, getting my apartment how I like it, and going home every four weeks to see my family. It’s been hard, far worse than even I could envision a life without him, but I’m doing it; day by day, I’m still breathing, fighting, and not falling to a watery end like I thought I would.

I can live an Arry-free life.

For the most part, I can push down the empty ache that I know is him, focus on work and blank the need to bring his name up in my cell every day. I deleted all our pictures on my phone, so I don’t have the memories of his smile, those hazel eyes, or that gorgeous face. He made me hate him for a moment … then I shut down the parts of my soul that he’s entwined with and blocked him out. It’s better this way.

Arrick has been a missing chasm in my life, but it seems both of us concluded that we shouldn’t contact one another. A real wall of silence at last, and even Jake avoids mentioning him when I see him at our fortnightly lunch date. He knows how I feel, how much I don’t want to know how he’s getting on and how angry I still am that he could throw me away like I never meant a thing to him. I never really knew him if this was how he could treat me after everything I was supposed to mean to him. He told me I was a part of him, yet he let me go as if I meant nothing.

It hurts a lot more than I thought it would, considering he told me that life sucked without me, and yet here we are, three months of no Arry … no calls, no texts, and no chance encounters, despite living close to one another. I guess I haven’t tried to reach out to him either, but then why would I? He made it clear that night that she was his future. There was no way around that I couldn’t be, and I’m learning how to live with a broken heart that will eventually disappear.

He seems to plan his trips home when he knows I won’t be in the Hamptons, so I guess he relies on Jake for that, seeing as I fly home with him once a month. To date, I haven’t run into him in passing in the city either. Not that it’s a surprise. I’ve kept my head down and left the party animal in me behind, and apart from the occasional party, Arrick never used to travel in the same circles as me. His fight career and Carrero Corp means he will never randomly roam the city or any women’s fashion stores. I’m just focusing on the future I want for myself and finally feel more in control of some aspects of my life.

I’m doing it … growing up all by myself.

I go home at the end of the day and spend time with my new-found two best friends, watching movies or working in my custom-made sewing room, where I find so much joy nowadays. Eating, breathing, and living the life of a fashion student and compiling an impressive array of mock-up designs hanging on clothes rails, despite the early days of my student life.

I’m excelling and seem to have a natural talent for this. The opportunities to attend catwalk shows, new releases, and sneak peek of next season's designs completely overtake my life. Enough to cope with the constant black hole of ache that happens when Arrick is a missing part. I won’t let this affect me.

“Lemme see,” Christian moves over the table to nosey at our group project. We’ve been challenged to come up with a summer item of clothing to fit the current trend of loose, floaty, feminine, and floral. With me being the one who loves to sketch designs all day long, I’m the appointed designer on this one.

Christian leans in close, smelling a little too sandalwood good, as he always does, and surrounds us in a fog of scent. I squint at his comical expression as he regards the papers.

“Lift the hem by a few inches, and we have a winner.” He smirks cheekily; despite his aversion to sex with the fairer species, he has a thing for female legs on show. I’m borderline sure it’s a fetish and does not fit at all with his love for men’s abs and what’s between their thighs.

“We’re going with classy and fifties-inspired.” Jenny nudges him in the ribs as he leans over her, making it awkward for her to sit straight. Jenny is the quiet one of our trio, shy and softly spoken, while Christian is the flamboyant drama queen. The one who eye rolls and huffs, much like he does now.

“Whatev’s. Far too conservative if you ask me!” He goes back to trying to wrap his fabric around the dummy, and we leave him to sulk, giggling at his grumpy stamping and glares cast our way. He likes to think he knows best, but his strengths are edgy, bold design, nitty-gritty, and daring. Jenny is classier and more stylish, while I seem to have a bit of a mix and a keen eye for trends.

“You guys still coming for lunch today, my treat?” I glance at Jenny across the table, reminding them of the celebratory plan. I finally finished my apartment and felt like it was worth celebrating over. My first steps toward real adulthood. No more boxes or half-furnished rooms and mess, no more bare walls and feeling like it’s a temporary home. It’s finished, decorated, and adorned with all my little touches. And it only took me two and a half months of abusing my two besties to help me get it that way.

We have come so far in such a brief time. My parents visited a week ago and made me feel like I’ve finally found my place in life. Now I’ve regained their trust, love, and things are looking up. Leila hates that I have moved here permanently, but she is warming to it, and my frequent trips home mean she can forgive me for it. She refuses to come to the city to see me though. Apparently, leaving this life behind to marry Daniel means she has an aversion to ever leaving home.

“Oh, shit, Sophs, is that today? I can’t, it’s Mark’s birthday, and I promised him I would meet him at lunch.” Jenny’s big eyes and wobbling lip dismiss any urge to be mad at her. Her boyfriend works crazy shifts, and she barely sees him. I know they have been having a rough time together lately. Well, truth be told, she never seems happy when it comes to him. I can’t be mad for her wanting to see him on his birthday, over my nothing lunch.

“It’s okay, as long as Chris doesn’t bail too.” I lift my brow at him as he wiggles his very muscular pert butt our way, laughing at his weirdness.

“I wouldn’t bail on my queen.” Christian blows me a kiss, and I can’t help but think, not for the first time, how unfair it is that a guy as perfectly formed and handsome as him is gay. When he isn’t being overly camp and emphasizing it, then he pulls off a straight guy all day long, and he is always immaculately dressed. I sigh at the unfairness of life, having found a man I get on with almost as much as “him, whom I will no longer name,” only it’s typical that he is out of bounds.

“Well, I fancy somewhere more upmarket; on me.” I smile his way, and he shrugs in return. I want to throw on the dress I brought with me, flick out my hair now that I’m back to rocking blonde, and have a sophisticated lunch with my new favorite beau. So not in the mood for fast food or our usual deli today.

Second favorite beau, even if the first one no longer deserves the title.

“I think I know the perfect place. It only opened a month ago, and no reservation is required.” Christian beams at me with that dazzling, all too white, cosmetically enhanced grin, looking a little Calvin Klein model with the way he’s leaning in.

“Sure. I trust you as long as it’s not sushi! I do not like raw fish.” I frown and mock throw up with fingers down my throat in his general direction. Jenny giggles at me with an adoring expression that makes her seem cutely juvenile.

“Ewww, no … I prefer meat to fish! I can swallow that all day long, bitches.” Christian sasses with a dirty wink, and Jenny and I eye roll and grimace at his filthy joke. Sometimes Christian is shameless and likes to shock.

My kind of friend.

***


I’m trawling my phone messages after we finish eating, my sister reminding me of her anniversary party this coming month. Leila has been married only three years, but this is an annual event that no one misses if they want to remain physically unharmed. Sort of the highlight of everyone’s year and a chance to glam up and get the party groove on. I reply, informing her I’ll be coming with two guests, Jenny and Christian, as they have promised to be my strength at a party I know he will be at. Even the Carreros never miss Leila’s parties, what with the two families being almost family in themselves, and the last thing I need is to rock up alone and come face to face with the dream couple acting like they never knew me at all.


Yeah, that won’t be awkward at all. Or painful in the slightest!

“You done, kitten?” Christian’s smiling my way, throwing down his napkin after settling the bill, despite all my pre-warning that this was on me. He’s a sneaky boy, always diving in with that damn chivalry that I used to love so much about someone else. It irks me right now.

“Hey, I said I was paying!” I protest as I spy the receipt on the plate, but he only grins back devilishly. Christian’s family is much like mine in that I never want for anything. Well off and generous to a fault; we both come from wealthy homes and have more than comfortable allowances to live on.

“I pay for my girls.” He smiles again, but I only eye roll, as Christian constantly implies that Jenny and I are his “women.” However, we all know he has been secretly dating a senior fashion student a couple of years above us, who has not yet come out of the closet. James is his blue-eyed boy with a severe fear of being “outed.”

Christian holds his hand out to me as he slides from the table, impeccably dressed in jeans and a button-down that only emphasizes his toned body. He’s not overly tall for a guy, around five feet ten, but he’s perfectly proportioned and muscular. I take it graciously and let him pull me to his side, keeping our fingers entwined. Christian is a very affectionate soul. He loves nothing more than manhandling Jenny and me constantly and likes to walk everywhere arm in arm, or hand in hand, usually with one of us on each side. He reminds me of Arrick that way, and I’m forever trying to stop making that connection.

“Is my princess ready to go?” He glances down at my chair, checking I have everything as I nod with a huge smile. Christian always makes me feel like smiling. He’s one of those friends who put sunshine in your day just by being there. Always a gentleman and a lot of lovely. When he’s not being an overly dramatic nightmare of a queen, of course.

“I am.” I giggle at him as he tugs me against him to settle my arm in his like an old biddy and links fingers loosely, ready to walk out of the restaurant. He moves the chair aside and guides me towards the door, away from our table and onto the wide walkway that clears up the center.

“Sophie?” A male voice halts me from behind, my body bristling at the familiarity of it. The undeniable tone and hoarse sexiness send my stomach into an instant nosedive, and my nerves immediately tingle. I can barely conceal my reaction, tensing on Christian’s arm as I wince in something similar to pain. I  turn towards the source impulsively, my heart thudding heavily, even though every part of me tells me to walk away.

My heart is pounding like it’s gone into shock as I turn slowly, tense and scared at what I know will hurt worse to see. Months of nothing at all, and the one day he’s been plaguing my head mercilessly, more than any other day, he physically appears.

Arrick Carrero is standing straight as a rod a few feet away, obviously just arriving with two men behind him, all casually dressed, and I recognize one of them as someone he regularly hangs out with. The familiar face casts a friendly smile, a nod of recognition that I return with a half-smile before bringing my focus back to Arry. I don’t know how to react, so I grip Christian’s fingers harder, begging him to help me. He squeezes them back silently. His little show of support.

“Hi.” I breathe weakly, unable to hold the gaze of those perfect hazel eyes in that flawless, clean-shaven face. Not a thing about his appearance has changed, and he’s still as devastating to my soul. He looks like the guy I miss in every little tiny way, and it only hurts me irreversibly that he seems so normal and unaffected by finally seeing me again. There is definite weirdness and uncertainty in how I should act, and I feel like I don’t know him anymore. My heart is playing the rhumba, and my legs go weak as blood courses to my heart in a stupendous fashion. Physically I’m dying. Outwardly I am still and cool like he always was.

Christian lets go of my arm, unhooks his fingers, and slings a supportive arm around my shoulders. He knows who Arrick Carrero is; any hot-blooded admirer of gorgeous men in New York knows who he is, and he knows the backstory between Arrick and me only too well. A night of wine and movies ended up with my sobbing my heart out and confessing the whole sorry story to the two of them at stupid o’clock one Saturday night. They know every detail and decided he should earn the crown of “idiot of the century” for letting me go.

Arrick narrows his eyes a fraction, a slight tension to his jaw as he tries not to run his eyes over the way Christian is draped around me. I see the subtle tells. Not sure how to take it at all. Not sure I should even care if he doesn’t like it. I owe him nothing anymore.

He hurt you, remember. Discarded you like you meant nothing.

“How have you been?” He clears his throat as his two companions wander off further in the direction of their table, leaving him alone with us. It’s wholly awkward, and I resist the urge to fidget, aware of how my heart and soul quiver at his mere presence and alert me to the fact that three months have not changed a lot between us. I still fall to pieces at the sight of him, my heart aching, and the sudden sadness of realizing I still love him hits me in the gut. No matter how often I’ve told myself I’d never need him again, never want to… Here we are.

He looks like him. Flawlessly pulled together, emotionally cool, and stunning as he always was. Hair spiked on top, lighter in color, freshly cut, clean-shaven, while those brown eyes are a lot greener today. Then I guess seeing me would stress him out, especially if he swore to Natasha that he would never have anything to do with me again. He doesn’t go back on his word, ever.

Well, unless it comes to me. I guess promises made to me don’t mean anything when it comes to her.

“I’m good, just getting on, and you know? … I have school.” I answer unsurely, lost for words, my voice noticeably young. Christian seems to sense my unease and leans past, extending a hand. I almost forgot he was draped around me, only seeing Arrick in this place, as though everyone and everything else faded into non-existence.

“Hi, I’m Christian, Sophie’s told me about you being childhood besties, and I have to say I’m an admirer of your fighting skills, Arrick. I see you had another knockout victory two weeks back against Tiger Marse.” Christian lays on the straight guy act super thickly, and I cringe inwardly. I hate when he plays the macho guy, it doesn’t suit him.

Arrick regards his outstretched hand a moment, and I think he might ignore it. He seems strangely torn before shaking it firmly, and a little too firmly, judging by Christian’s tensing body. I note that both have gone into guy mode, voices a tad huskier and mannerisms a little more rugged, like an alpha male tug of war or some nonsense. I don’t get it, but Christian seems to be in the zone with his pretend play and pulls his hand back to his side.

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, Christian.” Arrick goes to say more, but one of his friends calls on him, making him look back with a frown. He turns around with an unreadable expression, and there’s another awkward pause between us as his eyes take me in quickly. His gaze travels over me as though his hands skimmed me instead, and every part of me warms crazily. Standing in my floral dress and dainty flats, completely vulnerable to him. I know I must look different from the last time he saw me. I’ve found a new girly style again, with floaty short dresses and sweet shrugs that are not so severe as the glamour chic that Camilla inspired. My hair is longer and softer in its grown out, stripped back to blonde, light bob style, and my makeup is natural.

“You look good, Sophs. You always were more beautiful as a blonde. I like this on you, the sweet girl look … It’s more you.” His eyes come to rest on my hair, a steady look that translates so much, yet so little, and it only deepens the heavy feeling in my heart to an almost unbearable level.

“Thanks. You too. I mean … you look good.” I blush shyly, looking down at my hands as the emotion in my throat builds up to choke me. The man nearby, the unfamiliar one, calls on Arrick again, and this time Arry signals at him to wait another two minutes with a hand gesture. He turns back to me, all but ignoring Christian’s presence. Christian is being strangely silent for a guy who normally never shuts up.

“I need to go, Sophs; are you going to Leila’s party?” Arrick seems rooted to the spot as if he has no intention of moving, but Christian is quick off the mark, sensing my growing inability to function the longer we stand here. I’m getting quieter and more nervous, unsure how to talk to him as my throat closes on me. My body is starting to tremble subtly, and I’m pretty sure I’m losing the use of my legs. This extreme physical reaction only happens with him, and I hate that he still has this effect on me.

“We sure will be, won’t we, sweetheart? Can’t wait to meet Daniel and, of course, Leila. Her parents have told me she’s the family fireball.” Christian squeezes my shoulders, and I throw him a mild frown. I know what he’s doing, and I’m not sure I like it. Arrick looks away, again his cool unreadable facade back in place, that tiny muscle in his jaw making the slightest of movements. A little Arrick tell that he’s not as unaffected as he likes to pretend. The master of indifference is back and even feeling this estranged from him. I can still sense some of his moods.

“Guess I’ll see you both there then.” Arrick smiles my way tightly, eyes locking briefly, and it’s like a thunderbolt to my heart. That devastating half-smile that can crush souls with a tiny flash, dimples hinting, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He looks somehow deflated. I wonder if life with Natasha is back to what it once was, seeing as this is how he always used to seem with her. I guess the lack of my problematic self means he has everything back under control and boringly normal.

Just how he wanted it, right?


“Guess you will.” I smile quickly. My face tenses because it’s completely unnatural, and I look down, away from that gaze with a heavy sigh. It’s beyond me how one person can affect every tiny part of you with the smallest of efforts.


“I better go before they kick off and eat the tablecloths.” He motions casually toward his two friends at a nearby table, and I nod, my stomach twisting in two. Hating that he still makes me feel this way and wishing I hadn’t seen him again, but at the same time, wishing I was alone, wishing he hadn’t thought Christian was my boyfriend and he would have given me an old Arrick hug, like the old days to wipe the slate clean. I can’t deny that seeing him has only emphasized how much I miss him and how much I would have him back, even as friends, because this distance is worse than hell. Seeing him only reminds me of how much I still need him, and it hurts more than any pain I ever knew I could feel. I’m torn, knowing we should leave, but my feet don’t want to move. It’s like my brain desperately wants to cling to him in any way it can, even if he did rip my heart out.

God, I am so pathetic.

“I suppose, bye, then,” I answer softly, close to tears. I let Christian tug me away, obviously realizing that I can’t do it myself, throwing a casual wave and smile and acting as he owns me as Arrick watches me go. Throwing me one last look as our eyes connect, and for a mere second, I swear I catch a hint of raw unguarded regret and a subtle sigh. Arrick looks hurt, maybe. His eyes lose focus on me, his brows dip for a moment as he frowns and seems to lose that façade momentarily, a slight sag in his posture, but then it’s gone, and I’m being ushered out of the restaurant by Christian, and into the afternoon sun and fresh zingy air.

“He’s far sexier in person. Damn, I would tap that ass if he played for my field.” Christian cuts into my thoughts of imprinting Arrick’s voice and face to memory, whether I want to or not, placing a hand over his heart dramatically.

“You better cut that out if you’re still trying to convince him I’m your bitch, Chris. You’re looking decidedly camp right now.” I throw him an eyebrow lift, and he smiles cheekily. I don’t know whether I’m scolding him or light-heartedly telling him off. I’m so confused about how I should feel over Arry thinking Christian is my beau. I’m still reeling from the shock of seeing him and not sure how I should feel in general. I need to get away from the restaurant so that I can think.

“You mad at me, princess?” He hauls me into his chest and wraps his arms around my head before planting a kiss on top of it. I struggle free, borderline suffocating and having my face squished into oblivion, aware that we are still in front of the huge windows of the eatery and Arrick can most likely still see us from wherever he is. I try not to make it obvious that I’m untangling myself and pushing him off. Heaving breaths in and rubbing my poor face in the process.

“Why let him think that you and I are together?” I pout, obviously irritated, rubbing the bridge of my nose as he leans in and pins an apologetic kiss on the tip with a wink.

“Because, my love, if that guy has any sense at all, then the green-eyed goddess we call jealousy will be poking his gorgeous pride. I could smell the regret swarming off him in droves when he caught sight of my sexy girl.” Christian catches my hand and twirls me under his arm, almost colliding with people on the sidewalk who are innocently strolling by and setting me off balance. I giggle and shove him playfully in the chest, caught in his arms as he rights me again.

“You are a bad boy!” I chide with a genuine smile, losing my doubts and falling into Christian’s constant good mood. He’s eternally playful, sinfully naughty, and somehow always seems to get away with it.

“Oooh, say it again. I like it when you get all sexy and pretend to be mad. If I were into girls, I would totally do you when you call me that.” Christian leans in and plants a kiss on my cheek, ruffling my hair and smacking my ass as he pushes me ahead to head back to school. It’s only two blocks away, and the mild weather means it’s a pleasant walk. No cab is required when it’s a perfectly calm day like this afternoon. Christian takes my arm in his, his expression dropping to become serious, and he eyes me reflectively.

“How was it, though? Seeing him again after so long?” He squeezes my arm reassuringly.

“Hard. Awful.” I swallow down the weird lump that started with the sound of his voice and grew when I laid eyes on him, heating my belly to insane levels. “Much harder than I thought it would be … I still love him.” I sigh sadly, pushing it back down behind that wall of indifference as hard as I can and almost succeeding. Christian frowns at me, dropping my arm and pulling me close with a consoling squeeze around my back, hugging me in like the best friend he is.

“I know, baby girl. It’s his loss. He should have seen what was right in front of him and grabbed on with both hands because you are worth grabbing onto, Sophie. You will find someone who adores the ground you walk on, and I promise you’ll get over him one day.” Christian nudges my shoulder with his and gives me a sympathetic half-smile. He knows this story well enough to know that I do not like talking about this and that I want to appear always in control and emotionally undamaged.

My mask of strength.

“I’ll hold you to that.” I sigh dejectedly and carry on walking, looking ahead so I don’t have to see him studying my expression. My heart calmed to its previous steady beat, although I can’t dislodge how good he looked from my mind’s eye or how he sounded and smelled. Nothing about him has changed, and there isn’t anything about him that doesn’t get to me on every level, even now.

“So, do I continue to be your sexy man at this thing?” Christian eyes me seriously, but I sigh and shake my head at him in defeat.

“My parents would only be confused; they already met you and know we are incompatible. You told my mom about your man troubles, and I have never lied to him, even if we no longer see each other. I don’t want dishonesty between us.” I turn away from his knowing eyebrow wiggle and that cheeky grin plastered across that handsome face.

“You still have it so bad. You could have had fun with this and tortured him a little.” Christian giggles, but I sigh sadly.

“He chose Natasha; she may even be there, so I don’t see how your acting like my boyfriend will make a difference.” I tuck my chin down to hide that my eyes are misting up with this topic, hating that even after three months, he still gets me upset. That her name still hurts me, like being stabbed in the chest with a dull knife.

“Well, maybe you should ask Joey to go with us, that guy has been mooning over you for weeks, and you won’t even go out for a coffee with him.” Christian stops to face me on the sidewalk abruptly, hauling me to him with a devilish air to his tone. Joey is the guy who lives two doors along my hall, he’s asked me out a dozen times, but I only ever find excuses to turn him down. He seems nice enough, tall and dark-haired with grey-blue eyes. I would have seen no problem dating him months back, but he isn’t Arrick, and my heart is struggling to get past that fact.

“I’m not ready.” I sigh, looking at my feet and admiring my pink flats with cute sequin details to distract my aching heart and wandering mind from tall, handsome Carrero men.

“I don’t think you will ever be ready; you need to give him a chance. Grab a coffee, and keep it casual. You have nothing to lose.” Christian is in bossy mode, eyeing me up with his no-nonsense attitude. He has an idea in his head, and like a dog with a bone, he isn’t about to let it go.

“I don’t know, Chris.” I pull him forward as a group of rowdy boys try to slide by on the sidewalk. One of them eyes Christian up with a double glance and blushes as he moves on.

“Nothing to lose, except maybe your heart.” He winks happily, oblivious to the passing “hotty,” and I eye roll, knowing it’s unlikely anytime soon.

To lose your heart, you need to have gotten it back first so that it can let someone else have it, and mine is still most definitely in the tightly gripped hands of one sandy-haired, hazel-eyed heartbreaker of a Carrero.


Chapter 2

“No, Christian.” I haul out the sexy dress from my case for the third time and throw it back on the bed. He borrowed it from a senior after a runway show they put on days ago, and I am not impressed with his choice of dress for me at my sister’s party.

“He will have his eyes pop out of his head if you wear this.” He smirks, holding up a scrap of cloth and sashaying around my bedroom like a movie star, molding it against him.

“I think most of me will be popping out in this. He’s seen me in various forms of skimpy clothing, and trust me, it does nothing for him. I know him, Chris; this will just make him think I’ve gone back to slumming it with sleazy men and backstreet nightclubs. I don't even care about making an impression on him, so it’s unnecessary.” I swipe the dress from him and throw it away, over the bed this time. Glaring sternly, trying to make him stop interfering.

Ever since he met him, he has not stop tried to goad me into playground tactics and far-flung ideas about Arrick being jealous or heartbroken without me. If any of that were true, he would have contacted me in the last few days, and he hasn’t.

Or in the last three months!

“Of course, you don’t. That’s why you have spent the last two days obsessively trying on dresses and makeup for a seemingly innocent family gathering.” He smirks at me with a knowing brow lift and a sassy twinkle in his eye, and my temper bites.

“Fuck off.” I wave him away as he starts snooping in my case again, infuriatingly. “Don’t you have a boyfriend you should be kissing goodbye right now? Jake has the car picking us up in an hour for the flight home.” I shove him away by the face as he starts messing with my lace lingerie in the open bag. Christian sighs and throws himself on the bed dramatically, adopting the Hollywood pose of a distraught heroine with a palm on his forehead while making loud, weird noises that I’m sure are meant to represent misery.

“I already gave him the customary kiss and fuck. He’s off playing straight tonight while he meets his father in the city.” His boyfriend’s double life is a huge sore point in Christian’s and James’s relationship. Christian figures that all parents are as easy as his when announcing one’s sexuality and cannot empathize with anything different.

“Well, go pick up Jenny. She should have been here by now, so we can all have a little chill-out drink before I need to get on a plane with you know who.” Jake sprung it on me less than an hour ago that Arrick and Nathan will join us on the flight home to the Hamptons. Something Arrick rarely did was fly, and I don’t know how to feel about this. Jake’s been at the office sorting issues out, despite taking a break to help Emma with their new baby and is adamant we all go back together tonight as one big happy family.

He is clearly deluded and can’t see past his brother’s ass.

The party is tomorrow night, but that means my family gets to spend some time with me beforehand, and I can properly introduce my two best friends to everyone. Christian met my parents when they came to the city for dinner with me; my mother loved him. Pretty sure she missed all his gay hints until he confessed his boyfriend problems to her and broke her heart for any wedding plans she had brewing in her head.

“The shift dress.” He points out the neatly folded item on my vanity, the dress I haven’t worn since Natasha got red wine stains out of it. It reminds me too much of them both, and it’s sat there for weeks, unsure what to do with it. You don’t just toss Louis Vuitton away, even if ever wearing it again makes me want to cut my heart out with a spoon.

“For the flight.” He winks at me with that irritating-as-shit, know-it-all look that is now becoming the thing I hate most about him.

“You always look super sexy in an understated way, in classic shift dresses, especially with those heels with the ankle straps.” I gaze down at the skinny jeans and tank I was thinking of keeping on for comfort but realize he is on to something. I’ll have to endure Arrick for an hour minimum, and maybe it won’t hurt to look good while flying home and pretending to be over him. He sure as hell didn’t seem that broken up over losing me when we saw him that day in the restaurant.

I chew on my lip thoughtfully, pushing the memories of him away, like I’ve done tens of thousands of times since that day, and ignore the brewing storm inside of me.

Do not let him get to you. He doesn’t deserve your pain.

“You know I’m right. Go get your face on and fluff out your hair while I chase up our girly. Won’t be long, sexy.” Christian slaps my ass as he walks by and leaves in a cloud of designer aftershave that’s too sexy for words. I need to ask him what he wears, as it’s seriously alluring, like a little trail of oomph wherever he goes. It reminds me of Arrick’s scent, but I don’t want to make that connection, shaking the thoughts away again.

I regard the dress on the vanity and frown, knowing I don’t owe it to Arrick to dress up and look pretty, but a part of me wants to. To show him that I’ve gone on with my life without him. I kept my shit together and am doing okay for myself without him.

I don’t need him.

Dressed in jeans and a tee, I look relaxed but also way too casual, and I want to show him that I am more than I was when he rejected me from his life. That I am worth more than what he chose over me. I need to feel like I had a lucky escape, not focus on everything he used to be, everything he was to me.

My apartment around me is my pride and joy and the homeliest comforting space I have ever known. I have real friends around me who care and don’t use me as a means to an end for my money. My family and I are mending bridges, and there is a new-found trust in me because they seem to know this is different and giving me gentle breathing space to find my way. Sticking with school and doing well for myself, excelling at the top of my class. I have everything to be proud of.

These past few weeks, I’ve learned enough of the basics of sewing and designing to kit out my own sewing room and spend all my spare time sewing beautiful simple things and binge-watching tutorials. I enjoy every second of being creative and fashioning things for myself, designing my own wardrobe. An eclectic collection of styles and eras as I have been fully opened to the fashion world and the vast number of talents around me. I have purpose and meaning in my life that was lacking before, and I feel like I am finally on a path to something happier. I have nothing to hide from him.

I move to my wardrobe and decide on a compromise to what Christian thinks I should wear. A floaty summer dress that is modest yet cute and a little short and flirty, paired with sandals and a cardigan. I won’t look overdressed, but feminine and young like I used to. Hair loose in its longer bob and my now trademark natural makeup. I need to show Arrick how much better I am alone and that I don’t need him anymore. How much more settled in my old skin I am.

Half an hour later, I am ready as my duo of sidekicks walk back in. Christian whistles, handsome in chinos, a white shirt, and loafers. Jenny is in a long jersey dress with short sleeves and leggings and looking curvy for once, equally cute with her delicate features and gentle smile.

I love these two to death, and they complete a part of me that would be struggling so much worse if I didn’t have them. They are the only reason I’ve been able to stay strong and not cave, keeping me occupied and being my strength when I waiver. Without them, I would have called him a million times in the past weeks. Within the first month.


“You look really pretty, Sophie.” Jenny beams at me, dragging her weekend case behind her and propping it against the two cases we already put by the door. All ready for the dreaded two days home with him.


“Some Dutch courage for the road?” Christian lifts a bottle of Prosecco from his shoulder bag, smiling as we nod in unison. Loving his forward-thinking and knowing what I need.

I think I should just marry Christian!

***

I’m seated comfortably in Jake’s jet, Jenny beside me, while Christian is sprawled in a seat across the aisle, looking completely at home. Jake is talking to him across a table while we wait on Arrick and Nate, and my nerves are on edge, tapping my foot restlessly while trying so hard not to keep looking at the open door at the far end of the plane. It has only been minutes, but already I’m restless and antsy, barely able to keep myself in check. Having Jenny slap my hands every time I start chewing my nails.

Jake looks my way a couple of times with fatherly smiles, and I smile emptily back. He was a little cagey when we arrived. I think he expected me to pull him up on Arrick’s appearance, and my lack of mentioning it confuses him. I feel sick with nerves and want this to be over with.

Jake has to know everything; Arrick always confides in him, and I tell Emma everything, which pretty much translates to Jake knowing my side of events. I’ve avoided any alone time to chat with him, other than our lunch dates every two weeks, but he tends to ask me about school and my apartment and generally helps me with my bills and stuff I should be doing alone.

He asked me about three weeks after Arrick asked me to leave if I wanted to talk about it or wanted to know what Arrick was doing or saying about all of it. I told him I didn’t, and he has left it alone ever since. Right now, he is entertaining Christian and talking about fast cars, boxing, and even more fast cars. Something they both have a love of, it seems.

I can tell that Chris feels relaxed around him; his flamboyant camp side is clearly on display, and I keep getting weird glances from Jake as though he is trying to assess if I know. He asked me once if Christian and I were close, and I told him I loved him to bits. It never dawned on me that he would read anything into that. It’s one topic I never thought of broaching with him because, well, why would I? Until now.

He is most definitely doing the “I wonder if she knows her boyfriend is gay?” look at me. I smirk, realizing that despite talking about Chris and Jenny, I have never made it clear I wasn’t dating him, and I guess he figured I was. I guess that means Arry thinks I am too, as Jake would probably have mentioned it. However, the restaurant would have been enough to tell him so.

Not that I care.

My head almost snaps up when I hear the tell-tale noise of people boarding the plane. Holding my breath, blood draining from my face as I stare at my exposed knees and wish I could sink into oblivion. My heart lurches, and my stomach knots. I start inhaling slowly to calm all outward reactions to him boarding. Jenny reaches out, taking my hand in hers, and squeezes gently. Reassuringly sweet as always and giving me just what I need. I take another deep breath to calm my outward persona and try to stay unflustered.

“Hey, all.” Nathan is first in one of Arrick’s most regular companions at all Carrero family functions. He has been to many a Huntsberger party too. He grins at everyone, eyes lingering on Jenny a little longer than appropriate, and that little Casanova twinkle tells me he thinks he found his new plaything for the weekend.

I think not! She is far too sweet for the animal in him. He would snap her.

“Hey, asshole.” I scowl my warning and get nothing but that infuriating wink from him, saying, “game on.” I will beat him if he messes with my new female best friend. Jenny has a boyfriend. Okay, maybe she doesn’t seem happy with him, but still. The girl doesn’t need Arrick’s lothario sidekick making moves on her innocent self and messing with her head. Nathan would crush her in so many ways.

He decides he wants to sit opposite us with that and moves to slide in directly in front, moving over towards her side, so he leaves Arry a seat facing me. I freeze. The urge to kick Nate so hard is undeniable, and I panic inwardly. The asshole will be more than aware of what happened with us, and I could honestly choke him. I scowl at him, catching that infuriating smile as he slides into the seat in one fluid movement while throwing Jenny his “Hi, beautiful” smile, which signals he’s in predator mode.

Nate is handsome, I have to hand it to him, and he’s also tall, muscular, and pretty solid. But I also know he’s a commitment-phobe with a constant hard-on, and his bed count is even higher than Jake’s back in his heyday as a man whore! Arrick, at least, used to bed the same bimbo for a couple of weeks before moving on, while Nate is more like a couple of hours. He never backtracks, and he never keeps them around to remember their names.

“Hey.” Says Jenny, blushing furiously as she tries not to react to the overly male hormones sweeping her way and gets a wink from him in return. Jake and Christian nod his way with guy smiles, oblivious to Nate’s schmoozing, and everyone goes back to silently awaiting the last passenger. There’s definite uneasiness in the air, and I’m not sure if it’s just me or if everyone seems to be holding their breath while we await the man of the moment. I guess maybe it’s true, everyone in here knows the story between us, and they probably think it’s going to be awkward or seriously explosive. I’m counting on neither. I aim to be mature, act like I don’t give a shit, and ignore him to the best of my capabilities.

Arrick hesitates when he boards a minute later, eyes immediately meeting mine. Almost as soon as he ducks in the door, it’s like some mysterious force that makes us both look at one another and then away as quickly. I’m a completely weak idiot, incapable of not looking when I should have kept my head down. My chest almost explodes with the effort of keeping my heart in place, and my hands start to tremble involuntarily. My face tingles with the creep of heat, and breathing that is instantly a little difficult.

He moves down the aisle towards us as I keep my eyes on the book in my lap that I brought for this exact reason, pick it up, and start to thumb the pages in a bid to appear nonchalant about his arrival. I feel like the whole plane is suddenly buzzing with tension, and my sixth sense tells me all eyes are on me.

Arrick stops between the two sets of seats, his body heat and heavenly scent too close to be comfortable. We’re on his left, Jake and Christian on his right, giving him limited seating options. Leaning in to give Jake a man half-hug, shake thing, seeing it as an excuse, he slides in beside his brother across the aisle, facing Christian instead of opposite me.

Thank God.

He sits diagonally across from me instead of directly facing me. My heart flutters a little, although my nerves are in chaos like I’ve run a marathon with how lightheaded I am. I keep concentrating on outward calm, nonchalant expression, and if needs must, the odd impassive gaze if he speaks to me. I let out a tiny sigh of relief, letting out the breath I wasn’t aware I had started holding. Knowing it will be less traumatic if I don’t have to dodge those sexy hazel eyes or stop myself from starting at that flawless square jawline every time I look up. Or occasionally brush one another under the table, seeing as he has long legs, and this is not an overly huge space.

“Hey everyone, I’m Arrick … Arry.” He nods towards Jenny; I catch it from the corner of my eye, feel her move as she leans out, and I guess he’s offered her a handshake, the gentleman he always is. He greets Christian too, but I keep my eyes glued to the book to ignore him.

“Hey, Sophs.” His voice hits me in the gut. I know his eyes are on me this time, and the familiar way he says my name hurts me more than I expected. I glance up quickly so as not to draw attention to us and give him a quick half-smile. That soft look and eyes trained on mine make me lose all resolve to be cold and distant, fumbling with my book in my lap.

“Hey.” It comes out a little too breathily, completely shaken as heat creeps up my face even further, looking away fast so as not to let him know how much I fucking suck at hating him.

I want to keep hating him so badly, keep being so crazy mad at him.

Almost gasping at how awful it is on my heart when his eyes meet dead on like that. Today they are greener than brown, and he’s looking at me like he wants to say something. Despite myself, I glance up at him again, catching his eyes locked on me once more before they flicker to Chris across from him and then look away. I scold myself, shake myself internally and tell myself I need to get a grip on this and stop being so pathetic when it comes to him. I pick up my book, open the pages and stuff my nose inside, trying to get engrossed and read this trip away.

Breathe, count to ten … Read and ignore. Repeat.

“Seatbelt, Sophs.” Arrick’s soft tone cuts straight through my guise, and I look up to see everyone belting up. His eyes are on me as he does the same, hurting with the force of a tidal wave and reminding me how many times he would lean over and put mine on. Like a weird habit or impulse from years of doing them for me when I was younger. I always had trouble getting them to latch, so he always did it and never stopped. I guess he’s feeling it too, being in the same space and not doing it for me for the first time since I met him. I guess this will be the first flight, road trip, or whatever we haven’t sat side by side while occupying the same space.

I pull on my lap belt, with a tight half-smile his way, and try not to let the tingles creeping up from inside hit my face and show him that he still gets to me on every level. I struggle with the stupid thing, trying to get it to clip before Jenny leans over and does it instead. I avoid his eyes, knowing fine well he’s watching, and feel like a dumb kid all over again. This is his fault. If he had ever left me to do this alone, I might have learned by now.

So much for being so mature and having my shit together. Who can’t latch goddamn safety belts?

Me, that’s fucking who!

As soon as the plane starts up for take-off and maneuvering on the runway, I go back to my book in a bid to zone them all out and act like I really couldn’t give a rat’s ass if the entire reason for three months of sheer hell is sitting three feet away from me, looking like my dreams. I don’t want to be here anymore. I’m suffocating because he’s here. I’ll never do this again. I would rather get a four-hour sweaty coach trip than this hell.

Nathan’s already pulled Jenny into a conversation about some movie they both watched recently, and I can hear Jake and Christian talking across the aisle about something mundane. Chris has gone back into “man” mode and seems to be trying to act like he isn’t probably drooling over the two hot Carrero brothers and making like a straight boyfriend. I feel Arrick’s eyes on me every so often. Even without looking, I know it’s him. No one else has ever made my skin prickle the way he does, and I want him to stop. I don’t even know why. Maybe it’s the hair, reverting to clothes I used to wear long ago. Either way, he needs to leave me alone and look elsewhere. I flick the page and absorb myself in the words on the page before me in a bid to get into the story and zone out the audience.

***

“You never told me that, baby girl?” Christian’s voice floats my way as Jenny nudges me gently and nods across the aisle. After all, I had finally gotten into my book and blanked them all out as I was pulled into a magical world of Vampires and Werewolves fighting over human girls. I look up bewildered, catching Arrick glancing my way with that infuriating unreadable expression and yet softness to his face that I haven’t seen in a long time. He almost looks a little bit happy, making me feel shittier.

“What?” I look at Christian, leaning with elbows on his table casually and pondering me with an open expression. Everyone seems to be looking at me. Which only makes me feel more antsy and confused.

What did I miss?

“That you were some sort of adrenaline junkie adventurer who used to do things like base jump and snowboard with Arry here. He says he even taught you some self-defense moves when he was training. You’re like a little stealth ninja. Now I can only picture some sort of blonde wonder woman in very tight ski suits. Woof, Woof.” He winks suggestively, and I tense, hoping to God he realizes the Carrero brothers are not people you can make any sexual or lewd remarks in front of when it comes to me. I know what he’s like, and they will tear his head off if he says anything a little less safe. I throw him a wary look to warn him to be careful with what he says.

“We just used to hang out; if he did something, I wanted to try it too, that’s all.” I answer flatly, eyes on Christian in my serious “leave it alone” look. I turn back to the novel I’m reading, hoping to become more oblivious. My hair is used as a veil to hide behind, especially as I’m pale and nervous, and thoughts of Jake ripping Christian’s spine out flit through my mind.

“Sophs was always fearless. She saw everything I did as a challenge and always kept up with me.” Arrick sits back in his seat, adjusting his jeans as he does so, inadvertently drawing my eyes to his crotch. I blush wildly and glance away, turning a page quickly, gulping down the stupid reaction I’m still having to him. Chastising myself that I even did that. I looked there and saw that he packs something worth looking at. Luckily, he doesn’t seem to notice.

Stupid girl!

“Pretty amazing for a girl as dainty as her to not only try but handle everything I threw at her.” He finishes, sounding somewhat proud, and I glance up, catching the half-smile at me, eyes more hazel again. He seems lost in memory. A little moment of reminiscence between us that yanks harder at the pain in my chest, and I can’t stay locked his way. I don’t even know what to say to that. It’s like he’s trying to make things okay between us, probably trying to make the atmosphere less tense. He has no clue how far down the road to no longer liking him I am, and nothing can ever come of trying to be friends again. He ruined all of it, and I have no desire to forgive him.

“My little hellcat! Could I love you more?” Christian sighs with big, adoring eyes that only makes me genuinely smile back at him, lifting my mood slightly. He has a way of making me feel lighter, even without meaning to, and right now, I need it.

I catch Arrick out of the corner of my eye, shifting in his seat, slightly frowning with that infamous Carrero glare that almost mirrors Jake's normal frown. It’s in Christian’s direction. Then he looks away out of the window and seems to be trying to bring back his usual unreadable expression. It’s obvious he doesn’t like Christian’s affection for me, playing it “straight” and implying I am his girl. It gives me a little tug of power inside. A sense of justice that he knows a tiny ounce of what it feels like to be on the jealous side, watching someone you have feelings for choose someone else and be happy with them.

Christian is maybe onto something with this game of illusion. Fuck you, Arry!

“Sophie is easy to love when she’s not being a class-A brat.” Jake cuts in, sits back in his seat casually and looks very much like a guy that is comfy in his own skin. He’s been unusually quiet for the last part of the conversation and seems to be observing. I wonder what that quick brain is summarizing, knowing he is definitely in paternal mode and not cheeky brother. Normally he and Arrick are like twins in a laid-back, casual way, but sitting beside one another, only highlights how unrelaxed and stiff Arrick is on this flight. He’s tense, sitting straighter than he normally does, and a lot more reserved in his brother’s company than normal.

“Thanks, “Uncle” Jake,” I smirk, knowing how much he hates when I call him that, almost as much as he hates me calling him dad. I get a perverse pleasure in always winding him up, as much as he does to me.

“I am way too sexy and young to be your uncle, Sophabelle. I can still throw you off my plane, you know? Even while being in mid-air.” Jake winks my way, and I roll my eyes with a sigh while Jenny giggles beside me. Nate is also unusually quiet. Now the lull in the conversation has happened on the long flight; he is watching my girl unusually intensely and probably planning his seduction if I know him.

Since meeting the Carrero men, Jenny has been giggling and blushing a lot, although a heck of a lot more since Nate sat down. She isn’t immune to them the way I am and has fallen victim to that old Carrero charm and good genes like every other female in New York. Sadly, also to that wolf-like skill, Nate has of entrapping innocent souls. I try not to glare at him.

“Pretty sure that constitutes as child abuse.” Arrick cuts in and looks pointedly at me with an icier tone to his voice, clearly still sulking over Christian’s adoration of me. He’s trying to be his normal jokey self, but I can see through it, although subtle. I can see his jaw tense as his eyes grow greener and lack warmth. The tone alone is devoid of his usual humor, and despite the urge to bite and tell him to go fuck himself, I sigh sweetly. He’s taken on the cool and distant Arrick look, lost in his thoughts and effortlessly locked away emotionally. Reminding me that he will forever only see a kid.

“Thanks, asshole.” I grit back at him, trying to act normal and not let him get to me on any level, with the skills of a trained actress and the completely controlled mannerisms of a girl who feels nothing anymore. It wasn’t unknown for him to goad me into a Carrero brother argument and them torturing me as teammates in the past. I know the drill. I play along for the sake of appearances. I know he is just trying to lash back because he’s one dumbass who sulks over my ability to move on, and I will not let it piss me off.

“To us, Sophs, you will always be that big-eyed kid who needs big brothers to take care of her.” Jake winks at me now, all of his irresistible charms wrapped up in a Hollywood-perfect smile, effortlessly at ease with knowing he is hot. That devilish air of Jake, a man with a plan, and I wonder what he is up to. He seems oblivious to his brother’s mood and not at all interested in appeasing or scolding him.

My eyes lift and meet Arrick’s first, my brain concluding that this would always be the problem where he is concerned. His head was torn between protector and brother, who planted me firmly behind platonic boundaries long ago and vowed to keep me safe. He will always struggle to separate that damaged little kid who cried into his chest many times over the dark memories and nightmares with the woman I have become. He couldn’t cross boundaries and let me grow up, so instead, he abandoned me.

Arrick regards me for a moment with a thoughtful expression before turning to look out of the window, almost oblivious to those around us. I wonder if he is pondering the same thing I am, thinking about why it was such a dick move to leave me heartbroken and alone.

I wonder why his girlfriend isn’t here on this flight. She’s been to every other party in the past two years, and it isn’t like him not to have her clinging to his side at family functions.


Not that I care.



“Sophie is still a big-eyed kid. That’s what we love about her, though. She’s a woman child, all vulnerable and innocent, yet fiery and passionate. The perfect girl!” Christian is dramatically eyeing me up, all wide-eyed adoration and sultry looks that only make him seem hopelessly in love with me, and I curb the urge to roll my eyes at him. He’s laying it on a little thick, and even Jenny’s looking at him like he has something wrong with him. I sigh and throw her the “Christian is at it again” face, she raises a brow, and we exhale slowly, in perfect unison.


“I don’t know. I think she’s pretty independent. I see a strong woman with youthful charm but more than capable. She is definitely a grown-up.” Jenny cuts in. Ever loyal to me, her new-found best friend, and patting my hand maternally with a soft smile. Sometimes she is the only sanity between these two, especially when Christian is off on this new tangent of “let’s make Arry jealous!”

“I think you should all find a new topic and leave Sophie alone!” I cut in with a sigh, eyeing Christian warily with my best “drop it” look. Jake smiles my way with an infuriatingly knowing expression and lounges back casually in his seat. Arrick is slumped down beside him in the same pose, yet he isn’t giving off the same casual vibe as Jake, and I want to go back to reading until we land and get away from him. This right here is a unique type of uneasy torture.

I’m uptight, antsy and anxious, and overly aware of him, like my senses are on high alert, and the last thing I need is a juvenile anxiety attack that he would no doubt swoop in to try and calm because he is the one of the few who knows how to.

Knowing him as I do, I can tell he’s agitated, despite his calm demeanor and poker face. Arrick has always been the master of coolness and indifference to even the most observant eye, and it took a long time to pick up on his tiny tells. The subtle jaw tense, the slight flex of a muscle, or the deadpan calm of his face, given away by the increase of green in his eyes. The little flicker of that muscle in his cheekbone or the slight dip to his brow. A million almost unnoticeable quirks that all show different emotions.

Arrick, unlike Jake, is always so hard to read and never seems to erupt in the way his brother does or wear his inner thoughts on his face in a readable way, but I know him better. Jake has his equal share of a poker face when he wants or needs it. God knows he uses it in business, but with close loved ones, he wears his heart on his sleeve for all to see. Arrick does not. Arrick is pissed, sulking, and I do not care one iota.

You made your bed. Now lie in it.

“Well, as we are heading for landing, maybe we should all get ourselves together?” Jake is back in bossy mode, nodding at the magazines strewn on the tables, and the open laptop in front of Nathan, who has been engrossed in something he is doing. The array of cups and discarded junk wrappers littered among us. Evidently, Dad is telling the kids to tidy up his prized plane. We all make a move to do as we are told before buckling up for the descent.


Chapter 3

I unload my clothes from my bag into my wardrobe, alone in my bedroom, while Jenny and Christian are shown to guest rooms downstairs after a less stressful drive from the airport. Jake had two cars waiting for us upon landing. Thankfully, Arrick went with his brother and Nate in the other vehicle and left us three to head to my parents” home in peace. My head and heart are still reeling with the after-effects of being so near him for that journey. I feel drained, uptight, and antsy, like I am all out of whack and can’t get my act together. I need some cooling-off time to breathe and accept the fact that, YES, that asshole still fucks me up whether I like it or not.

Whether he deserves it to or not!

After being welcomed home by my mom and dad, I'm taking some time out, getting my head together after seeing him again. I must admit, I need this more than I thought I would. Being around him still hurts more than it should. Part of me aches for how we used to be and hates the distance between us now, despite everything.

I hate how much I still miss him, even after months of not seeing him. Time has not eased the severity of my pain or longing. It’s not getting any easier. If anything, the depth of how much I miss him has only worsened the longer it’s been. I hoped this would eventually get better, not worse, and seeing him was torture.

I hate that I am this pathetic, despite the pep talks, the late-night tears until I fall asleep, and the willingness to hate him. I can’t. He did too much for me in my past that lingers too close to my heart.

He took me under his wing and introduced me to his friends and lifestyle. He sheltered me from everyone and let me use him as a human shield whenever I needed one. He lifted my mood when I couldn’t get out of bed and brought me movies and hugs when I was sick. Even when he left for trips or college, he never broke contact. He always came home, and I was always the first person he came to see. Always with some gift from his absence, a trinket, a keepsake, or one of the ten million stuffed unicorns I own.

Then in one fell swoop, he became someone I didn’t know, who threw all that in my face and turned his back on me. I don’t get how he could have turned out to be the best thing in my life, to the absolute worst, in one change of feelings. I never thought he would be the one to deliver the blow to my heart that could completely ruin me. I should have learned a long time ago that, in the end, everyone you let in ultimately hurts you. The only person you can rely on is yourself.

I finish hanging up my clothes and wander to my en-suite to run a bath. I need to unwind before dinner with my family, Jenny and Christian. Leila wants to meet my besties before her party, and I don’t want to face anyone until I can carry on this ruse that Arry and I are how we have always been, with all of them. No one knows or suspects anything, and I hope it won’t be obvious that we no longer talk at the party.

It will break my parents” hearts to know I have lost the one person in my life who held me together for years. I don’t want to tell them, don’t want them to hate him or feel sorry for me. I want everyone to assume that life is normal, fine, and rosy, and it’s so much easier never to bring him up when they come to the city. They all assume we are still hanging out.

I want to pamper and beautify myself for my grand entrance at my sister’s party tomorrow, show everyone how far I have come in such a brief time, and act like everything is alright.

***

“So, you’re not dating either of them, then?” Leila looks pointedly at Christian across the table, waving her fork with that crazy, narrowed gaze. Christian smiles sassily, perched between Jenny and me at my parent's dinner table, and shrugs. As dinner begins with the first bout of sisterly interrogation, everyone looks his way. We have barely had time to get our starter down our necks, and she is on his ass. Completely predictable Leila.

“I know. I am a total demon, right? Two beautiful and classy women on my arm, and neither one floats my boat. Wrong sex, sweetie.” Christian raises an eyebrow and then dives into his soup, smiling like the cat that got the cream, and Leila turns her attention to Jenny, looking a little unimpressed. Until she met him face to face, I think she harbored hopes he was husband material for her problematic kid sister.

“Okay … so then, your boyfriend is … ?” Leila is trying to suss out from our conversations how everyone fits together and being blatantly rude about it. Looking at Jenny as though she better answer or the offensive fork she’s waving around may be jammed in her eye.

“Mark. We have been dating for almost two years. He doesn’t go to school with us. He is a chef and works in a hotel kitchen.” Jenny blushes, hating that all eyes are on her now and getting increasingly uncomfortable. She squirms in her seat, drops her chin to hide behind her bangs, and concentrates on pushing her soup around with her spoon. I throw her a supportive smile, squeeze her shoulder and rub it a little as if to say, “ignore my psycho sister.”

This is just Leila being Leila.

“And you?” Leila is back on me, unsurprisingly. I knew she was only working her way to me as mom told her to stop singling me out when she arrived. She has been wheedling her way towards me again from that moment.


“Yes, Leelou?” I throw her that “what now” look that she adores … Not.


I am in no way intimated by Miss. Bossy Pants and her need to demand Intel at the slightest drop of a hat. I only saw her two weeks ago. Nothing much has happened in such a short space of time to be interested in.

“I’ll beat you if you use that name again. Still no man? Still not dating? What about that cute guy that Mom said lives down the hall?” She blinks at me seriously, thinking she is somehow commanding an action just by bringing it up. I don’t even know why they are so obsessed with me settling down with a guy. From what I have seen, they are a lot more hassle than they are worth.

“Mom, really? You told Leila there was a cute guy? What are you? Twelve?” I throw my gaze at her accusingly, and she giggles innocently. My mom, who may be old as the hills now, can sometimes be incredibly girlish and juvenile. Joey is young enough to be her son, yet that didn’t stop her from checking him out.

Ewww.

“He was very cute for a young man, and he held the door for us when we arrived. Lovely boy said he was your neighbor.” My mom smiles sweetly, and I catch my dad rolling his eyes in a teen girl way. Luckily for her, he knows my mom is a shameless man admirer and would never do anything other than ogle. Faultlessly loyal, and she does adore my father to death.

“Pretty sure you probably interrogated him, much like she’s doing now. It was probably Joey and, no, not dating him and don’t want to.” I pout, going back to dunking my bread roll in my starter and stuffing my face with all the ladylike manners of an ape. Ignoring the inquisitive sisterly eyes is my best plan.

“Sadly!” Christian sighs and gives me that “you are a completely hopeless child” look he has perfected from watching the little mermaid one too many times. I know he thinks it’s cute, and Sebastian the crab is currently his obsession, but it’s plain weird.

“Get your panda eyes off me. You date him if you like him so much.” I throw my napkin at him, and my father gives me the “behave” look. Christian throws it back with a challenging grin. Not phased at all by my dad’s attempts at being the head of the table.

“So, Sophie, how’s school?” Daniel cuts in, being the man of the moment and saving our family from ourselves, like he always does. He puts a hand on Leila’s shoulder and squeezes her, which I know is Daniel talk for “lay easy on her for tonight.” He’s the only human in existence who can sometimes control that rabid beast.

Leila has been circling aggressively since I got here. I don’t know what’s with her. I hope to God she’s not pregnant again, but all the signs are there. Irrational moods, weird sporadic tears, aggressive behavior, and questioning, like she belongs in the Gestapo. If I see her eat anything with cream, I will buy her the damn test myself. She hates cream, milk, dairy, and anything like that, yet she lives on it pregnant. Biggest neon sign ever, and I eye up her plate with serious doubt. Nothing creamy on show.

If there is a God above, please do not let her fall pregnant while I am nearby.

It’s not that I wouldn’t like my sister to have more kids. It’s just Leila is awful when pregnant, and to be fair, as a mother, she is kind of terrifying. Unlike Emma, with her earth momma vibe and gentle nature, Leila is a hot mess who runs her twins to school in her pajamas and hair rollers. She drinks way too much wine when her kids drive her insane, and as both boys have ADHD and are the most hyper kids known to man, I can hardly blame her.

She loves the convenience of microwaves and had to hire a cook to ensure they had a decent diet, yet she loves to fuel them on anything that shuts them up. Even if that’s daily soda and chips when Daniel isn’t looking. Pregnant, she hates everyone, and everything, breathes fire and makes everyone suffer along with her. I don’t get how Daniel survives at all.

“Good. I love it and feel like I have found my calling in life.” I smile gently at him. I love Daniel. For a guy who used to be one lady-killing party boy with serious sex addiction, he was the best thing that ever happened to my sister, and he adores her. He is the calm to her wild, the serene to her crazy, and he knows how to handle her.

“She’s amazing. You should see the portfolio she is building. I think we have the next big thing on our hands.” Jenny beams: far more comfortable talking about others than herself, and she smiles with pride at me. She reminds me of that girl next door stereotype in movies, who always turn out to be the cute girl who gets the hot man at the end.

“I think both of you are equally talented. We work well, the three of us. Different strengths, different characters, and we merge to make one amazing team.” I laugh when Christian fans himself a little dramatically. Jenny laughing along with me and nudging him playfully.

“But I, of course, bring all the pizazz.” He beams at us, fluttering those annoyingly dark long lashes and looking all coquettish.

“True!” Both Jenny and I say in unison and then giggle. I catch Daniel eyeing me warily; I can almost sense that little mind working away behind brown eyes. I give him an intense, narrowed look and get that Daniel Hunter special smile. The “I know what’s going on” cheeky glint that Leila usually hates him for.

“I would love it more if you had a nice fella to come home to every night. Is Arry still keeping an eye on you? The city isn’t safe for single girls anymore, Sophs.” Leila carries on, digging into another round of bread with relish, and I seriously revisit the pregnancy thing. She isn’t normally a big eater. I catch Daniel frowning her way too and wonder if he thinks the same thing as she demolishes her third bread roll.

“I don’t need Arrick to take care of me anymore. Pretty sure he has enough women to be taking care of nowadays.” I snap a little too hastily, the interrogating eyes on me, and curse myself at my lack of control. I need to learn not to react whenever he is the subject.

“Meaning?” Leila is full boar staring at me now. Most of the quiet chit-chat around us falls away as everyone listens in with interest. The sudden silence is the moment of bated breath where they all sit, astonished that I am no longer the puppy dog trailing Arrick Carrero.

“He has a life and a woman. We don’t see each other much now. We’re both so busy.” I lie expertly. Deflecting flawlessly with a raised brow and an air of nonchalance.

“But she has us. I live nearby, and Jenny is three blocks further out, and we’re never away from her side.” Christian cuts in. Savior that I adore and knowing how to sidetrack the interrogator faultlessly.

“It’s not like him not to be around as much? Have you two fought?” Leila has her eyes on me, homed in, and scrutinizing me. Almost like that little bloodhound side to her paranoid personality is suddenly sniffing something out, I steady my breath to appear unaffected.

“No. Can we stop talking about him, please? I’m sure I can have a life that doesn’t revolve around him, and it had to happen one day … you know, growing up, moving on. I can’t live in his shadow forever.” I keep my voice deadpan, and my nerves steady and concentrate on carefully funneling soup into my mouth. Precision perfect.

“Arrick’s a busy man, babes. I’m sure he is still looking out for her in every way like he always did.” Daniel cuts in, throwing me an unreadable look. He clearly knows full well that Arrick is no longer in my life. Jake is his best friend, and that makes Arry one too. His choice not to tell my sister, however, baffles me. But then I guess he is just looking out for me, knowing fine well she would demand I return home without my eternal guardian. Like little Sophie is incapable of surviving without his ever-looming presence to ensure I don’t mess it all up.

Figures!

“We just saw him last week. Complete, sweetheart.” Christian smiles softly, deviously vague and curbing more suspicion.

“Right. And he has that girlfriend, Natasha, to be caring for too. It’s not down to him to be solely responsible for our girl. She’s got to learn to do it solo.” My dad cuts in, and I tense, anger bubbling at the mention of her while Leila is riling my nerves. Suddenly ultra-touchy with this subject when I know the source of my heartache is less than a hundred feet away at his parent’s house tonight. This is why I have avoided family dinners, where everyone gets to come together to focus on me.

“Nice girl … never really seen the connection, though. She’s a bit … I don’t know … bland. A bit quiet and tame for our Arry.” My mom is frowning my way as if she expects me to have some input, and I frown hard back at her.

“Lame more like,” Leila mutters, and for once, I find myself smiling at her impulsively. I always knew she was lukewarm to the other girl, but she has never openly insulted her before.

“Leila!” My mother scolds, giving her a stern maternal look of displeasure.

“She’s a very sweet young lady and seems like a genuine homely person. She is always very polite and well-mannered.” She adds with a gentler tone that doesn’t seem all that genuine, and I wonder how long I have been oblivious to my family’s distinct lack of affection for the girl Arrick has been bringing home for two years.

When did this happen?

“Again, lame. I can understand someone like Rylanne hooking up with Natasha. I mean, he is all for a 1950”s housewife who wants to stay home barefoot and pregnant. That’s why he is dating Brie but never a Carrero. Definitely not Arrick!” Leila’s stuffing her face with more bread and throws me an odd look that gets a flat response. I won’t be goaded into a reaction that betrays anything. My friends have fallen silent and eating to deflect attention, and my face is flaming. Hoping they all drop this topic soon. As interested as I am to hear they don’t all adore her, I am not relishing his name being passed around or his relationship analyzed when all I want to do is forget him.

“Arrick likes her, so I guess it’s none of our business!” I point out steadily. I catch Daniel frowning at me for a moment before he clears his throat and looks away, it’s an odd moment, but I let it slide. Not sure what to make of it.

“True. Everyone gets to make their own choices in life. Even if they are the wrong ones.” Daniel cuts in, sighing heavily and sitting back casually. He rubs his flat stomach, stretches, seemingly bored with how this conversation is going and finishes with his starter. He has always been completely comfortable at my family table. Leila throws him a sarcastic look, reminding him of all his wrong choices in their past, and he hits her with an award-winning smile and swoops in to kiss her on the mouth. A quick, chaste peck that makes her soften visually.

Still weak for him then. Kinda cute, yet also gross.

“Talking of which, where are the rest of them? Surely everyone is coming to the party tomorrow?” I look at my mom and then Leila, wondering why my brothers get to escape this unbearable dinner tonight. Family tradition dictates we all have to be here on the eve of Leila’s smash-up, and I could have used the numbers to avoid this strained topic.

“They are all arriving at different points throughout the day tomorrow. Life Sophs, kids, jobs … everyone will be here for the party.” My dad frowns, motioning for the housekeeper to remove plates for the next course. I watch Leila almost wrestle the bread plate from her angrily.

“Except the kids … I told you, Mom. No kids this year. I plan to get completely bladdered, dance up a storm, and have a kid-free night, and no children will be ruining our buzz.” Leila growls at the housekeeper, who puts the bread plate back on the table like a feral beast protecting her babies.

“My sweet maternal little wife.” Daniel rolls his eyes, but my mom smiles patiently, used to the diva in her and her not-so-maternal demands.

“Yes, Leila, we all know. I made sure to inform all guests that this is a child-free affair. We have a kid’s get-together for everyone on Sunday afternoon.” My mom tries to smooth her ruffled feathers with a warm tone and gentle smile.

“Should have made that Monday, Mom. Hangovers can be an all-day thing when you’re an alcoholic like Leelou.” I smirk her way and catch the evil glare.

“Shut up, or I’ll impale you with my breadknife.” She sounds deadly serious and holds up a rather long and sharp implement that she has swiped from the bread plate in the center. Daniel leans in smoothly and removes it from her fingers, handing it off to the passing housekeeper with a grateful smile. Leila glares at him coldly.

“I agree, though. Hangovers and family fun days do not mix. Leila is like a beast the day after a party.” Daniel concedes, giving my sister an eyebrow wiggle that breaks that icy look to a softer, almost grudged smile, and my mom sighs heavily.

“Sunday is the only day they will all be staying until. People have lives, for goodness” sake, and I want to see all my babies and grandbabies in one place before you all leave again.” She seems close to tears, deflated at her ruined plans.

“I don’t have kids, and I will be on a flight home Sunday afternoon, Mom.” I shrug unapologetically. I do not want to be around for that little get-together with a hangover. Screaming kids and arguing family is my idea of a hangover nightmare, and I could never subject Christian and Jenny to that mess.

“I don’t know why I bother sometimes. I really don’t.” My mom huffs and sighs as my dad pats her hand sympathetically. Giving her a tender smile that seems to perk her up.

“I plan on staying in bed till Monday.” Leila ruins it with that little exclamation, in diva mode, with a spoiled brat tone.

“I’ll bring the kids. Don’t worry about it. We have Christmas coming in a few months, and you know that’s a week-long family get-together.” Daniel is trying to be the savior again, my poor momma gripping on with her fingertips to her dream reunion.

“Because that’s something to look forward to.” I roll my eyes sarcastically and then laugh when Leila throws her bread at me and sends my mom into scolding overdrive.


Chapter 4

The Huntsberger house is transformed, and the huge adjoining dining room and family room have been emptied through the day and are now styled. With floral arrangements and seating, which pours out into the gardens from the wall of veranda doors. It looks like a huge function room in any classy hotel.

Leila has always insisted on using “home” for her parties. I think it’s a little sentimentality and that this place signifies safety and happy memories for her. It also means strictly no paparazzi for any of the more well-known guests, and we can monitor who gets to come in and let everyone relax to have an enjoyable time.

Food is being laid out in the adjoining TV room, music is blaring from the sound system outside, and a huge marquee housing a bar and extended lounging area is set up. I can see a wooden floor for dancing inside and here. They have gone big and bold for this one, the place is bursting with friends and family galore, and even though it’s early in the evening, the house is crowded.

I work my way out through the room from the hall. Christian and Jenny are mingling, welcomed with open arms into the Huntsberger family last night over dinner and drinks, and feeling at home already. Jenny is in intimate conversation with Nathan in one corner, looking decidedly cozy together and uninterested in milling guests. Christian is in an adoring group of Carrero women, nieces, and cousins galore, all fanning for his attention, so I leave them both to it. They both seem happy with their current situations, and I am still trying to find myself a level of sanity to get through tonight.

I make a beeline for the outside area, pushing among friendly faces that stop me to hug and smile, commenting on how much I have grown and changed of late. The same old repeated affections, and I smile and persevere. Pushing between two burly Carrero men with trademark dark hair, wide shoulders, and those green eyes. I manage to squeeze out the other side, only just, with effort, looking back apologetically and walking straight into the hard-muscular back of another male in a tux with an “ooft.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was …” I trail off as Arrick turns my way with his hazel frown and devastating smile, temporarily catching my breath in my throat. I immediately hit that zombie-like state of “I do not know how to behave” and do that awkward little eye avoidance flustered thing. Jake leans in past him and grins at me. My heart decides now is a great time to flutter crazily while my stomach churns into knots, and my palms are instantly sweaty.

“Still as graceful as ever, Sophs.” Jake winks, and Arrick hands me a glass of champagne with a half-smile as though everything is completely normal and not at all weird. I accept it carefully so as not to touch his fingers and try to appear relaxed, despite the conga of nerves running through me. Arrick seems more chilled tonight, and a slight haziness to the green in his eyes suggests these two have already been drinking the bar dry before the party got into full swing. I turn the glass, raise it with a quick smile and sip it gratefully, suddenly overcome with awkwardness and unable to stand his eyes on me.

“Just looking for Leila.” I raise a brow and look around, straining on tiptoes to see over the hordes of super-tall people and avoid looking directly at him. His presence has me all edgy and light-headed, and even though I have the urge to run away, I stand my ground to prove I am over this. Arrick raises his chin and looks around too.

“She’s over there, wrapped around Daniel, and already looks pretty smashed.” He raises his glass, pointing with it into the crowd of tuxedoes and sparkly dresses. One thing my family knows how to do is party in grand fashion. I try to follow his direction, turning my head, but I am not tall enough to get any real view of her, even in strappy heels. I’m aware that if I stretch too much, my sparkly silver short dress will hitch a little too high. It’s not fitted, more of a floaty style, so it will be risky. I sink back onto my shoes, defeated, and turn back to them with a sigh.

“What’s new for Leeloo?” Jake smirks, looking up and over the people around them, tall enough to view her from his standing point and see what I cannot. I try to stretch some more in a second attempt to see and fail miserably, cursing my height for the first time in my life.

“Guess I will wait till she finds me then.” I smile their way and catch that tiny eyebrow flicker and a slight frown from Arrick, almost fleeting as his eyes meet mine and then disconnect. I turn back and catch Jake hauling at his bow tie around his neck as though it’s strangling the life out of him and pause, glass midway to my mouth, waiting to see if he dares to pull it off.

“Leave it alone.” I reach out and slap his elbow, throwing him a scolding look, knowing fine and well what he’s doing. You can almost set your watch by how long it takes Jake to discard any form of a tie at an event.
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