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To those who have yet to find someone who accepts you just as you are.

To those of you who have found that someone who looks at you and loves everything about you.

You are amazing.
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“Oof.” I walk right into the door that’s just been slammed in my face. The jolt of the impact knocks me back, causing me to lose my grip on the tote box I’m carrying. It crashes down, landing right on my big toe. This is not improving my foul mood. “Ow! That fucking hurt!”

Lifting my head, I look through the glass and glare daggers into the back walking away from me. He’s tapping away on his phone, seemingly oblivious, but I doubt he missed the sounds of me hauling this heavy box right behind him. 

“Asshole.”

It doesn’t escape my notice that the back I’m burning holes into with my eyes is one of the sexiest backs I’ve ever seen. My stomach fluttering just makes me angrier. The form fitting shirt clings to broad shoulders and shows off the muscles that lie underneath.

Rolling my eyes at myself for letting my gaze wander down his back to his ass and then lingering on the tight muscles filling out the gray sweatpants, I force myself to look away. 

The last time I fell for a pretty face and alluring charm, I was made to feel like an inadequate slut. Tears burn, trying to get free. Staring up at the sky, I will them away and steel myself. I trust men as little as I trust myself and my ability to gauge whether they are decent or not.

History shows that I tend to fall for tricks and end up feeling emotionally beaten and bruised when reality sets in. Tilting my head so I can see the back of his head, I fix my expression in a glare. His dark brown hair is short in the back and on the sides, and perfectly styled on top.

I hope you have an ugly face. The thought surprises me, a fleeting glimpse into my foul mood. I’m not normally so petty to wish this on a person, but the smarting in my toe reminds me that he lacks common courtesy, a simple gesture of holding the damn door open. It was hard to miss me stumbling from my shitty SUV carrying a tote almost as big as my entire torso. I think if it was empty that I could crawl inside and close the lid. 

Finally deciding he won’t turn around, I cross my fingers and send a silent wish that he’s just visiting before pulling the glass door open. 

“Thanks for holding the door... Asshole.” I mutter under my breath. I bet if I was wearing booty shorts and a revealing tank top instead of the baggy sweats and t-shirt I threw on this morning, he would not only be holding the door for me, but would also be offering to help me carry my stuff upstairs.

Propping the door open with my foot, I lean down and pick up the tote with a grunt. Struggling to get in the door while holding it open and carrying the box that is now the bane of my existence, I trip and end up dropping it to the floor with a crash. Cringing, I look down and pray nothing broke.

“Stupid fucking shit on a stick.” I know, my cursing is creative, but by this point I’ve surpassed irritated and entered the territory of pissed off. 

My brother was supposed to help me move and, of course, he’s missing in action. It’s his legacy. So, here I am making yet another trip up five flights of stairs to the top floor of my new apartment building.

Sexy laughter draws my attention from willing the box I’ve dropped to fly itself up the stairs. The sound is deep and throaty, causing shivers to run down my spine as I look up into the most stunning pair of blue eyes I’ve ever seen. Damn... So much for ugly. My eyes scan his face and my body betrays my mind, heart beating a little faster.

He. Is. Striking.

His jawline is defined by a very slight scruff and, as weird as this sounds, he has the perfect nose. It’s not too big or too small. I want to bite his full bottom lip.

Wait. No, I don’t.

At this point his whole body is shaking as he laughs at me and I fix my face into a stony glare. This is a look I’ve spent several years perfecting. Typically, I’ve found that jackasses avoid you when you walk around looking like a bitch and I’ve already filled my quota for asshole tolerance.

“Is something funny?” My tone is snide.

“I’m sorry, that was rude. Can I help you carry that?” His smirk drops, his tone repentant, blue gaze intense on mine.

I’m experienced in the masks that men carry to make you think they’re nice. The charade they can play to make you complacent before they strike, causing irreparable damage. He may look friendly, but I know better. “I’m good.” My tone is firm, harsh. 

Unable to resist, I flip him the bird, smirking as shock flits across his face. My automatic defense mechanism is bitch, and I’m fantastic at it, even though it makes me feel a little sick inside. Turning my back to him as I pick up the monstrosity I now need to carry up the stairs, I let my smirk fall and close my eyes. I wish Dax were here, helping like he promised. He helps tone down my attitude and makes me feel a little less insecure.

I promised Kensi that I would let Parkland be a fresh start, but without my buffers I resort to the same tactics I relied on to get through my childhood.

“Did you see the giant bruise Andie has on her face?” The whispers start as soon as I walk in the door.

“My dad says that her dad was passed out drunk outside their house when he drove by this morning.”

I can feel the stares as I keep my gaze on the floor. My cheek hurts, the black and blue bruise a gift from my father. He was ragging on Mom, again, because she didn’t pick up more whiskey for him and I got in his way.

Dax was out, avoiding coming home as usual. He’s been gone for a few days and Dad always gets worse when he’s gone. Especially now that Dax had a growth spurt and is almost the same size.

Reaching my locker, I feel the rage boiling under my skin as the whispers and rumors continue to spread.

“Hey, Andie.” Dustin leans against the locker, smiling at me as I close my locker.

Returning his smile, I look up at him, grimacing when his gaze drops to my cheek.

His hand lifts, freezing when I flinch, before running his thumb over my cheek. “That looks painful. I was just thinking; my parents are out of town and you can come stay with me tonight.”

His tone is suggestive. I know what he wants in exchange for a safe place to sleep. 

Chewing on my lower lip, I ponder going home. It sounds worse. Besides, Dustin is gorgeous and maybe I can use his popularity to my advantage. I’m sick and tired of being fuel for the rumor mill. Dustin is kind of a jerk, but not a scary jerk. I can handle him.

“Yeah. Okay.”

My back screams at me as I hike the tote as high as possible, distracting me from the memory of the night I lost my virginity. After that night, Dustin and I hooked up regularly throughout the ninth grade. I got a safe place to stay, and he got what he wanted. It wasn’t until the start of the tenth grade that I found out he was dating some chick from another school and just using me for what she wouldn’t give him. At least by then my mom had finally left my father.

Blinking back tears, I focus on how excited I am about this year. A new transfer to Parkland University, the campus is a little overwhelming compared to the smaller school I attended in Northern Alberta. Parkland is situated just outside of Jasper National Park. It’s vast and I can’t even remember how many acres Parkland technically owns. They have over twenty five-story apartment buildings, ten buildings with classrooms and a mall of sorts since it is located so far away from civilization. It is a prestigious university and has one of the best school counselling programs in Western Canada. 

Not only is it beautiful and surrounded by hiking trails, but it’s far away from my father and anyone else who knew me throughout junior high and high school.

Taking a deep breath, I turn and adjust the box as I make my way to the stairs, I glance over my shoulder to see those piercing blue eyes watching me. Cocking an eyebrow at him, I flip my long hair over my shoulder and start up the stairs.

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

Shutting the door to my ’69 Camaro, I want to bang my head into a wall. Ava needs me already and I’ve just arrived back at school. Noah has been in the hospital with pneumonia for a few days now and we’re both exhausted from sitting in his room. I just spent the four and a half hour drive from the Stollery Children’s Hospital in Edmonton talking her down and explaining, once again, why I must be at school this week before classes start. Ava doesn’t mean to drag me away from what I need to do, but our parents are in Europe on vacation and she’s understandably stressed out.

Turning away from my car, I see a petite woman unloading a box almost as big as she is. Glancing around, I don’t see anyone helping her but they could be inside. Distractedly, I text Ava that Noah will be fine and to get some rest as I push inside my building, accidentally slamming the door behind me.

I’m at my mailbox flipping through to see if my parents have sent me a postcard when a muttered “asshole” catches my attention, followed by a crash. Spinning around, a shiny halo of light brown hair frames the face of the woman I saw at the vehicle.

Before I can offer to help a soft voice growls, “Stupid fucking shit on a stick.” Unable to contain myself, I bust out laughing at the contradiction of her soft voice and the growl of swears coming out of her. She looks up at me, she’s beautiful even with the glare she’s shooting in my direction.

The bitch look she’s wearing is a work of art. Despite this, my pants are tightening and I leisurely move my eyes over her body. She looks to be almost a foot shorter than my six foot two. Her body is slender and curvy. My eyes linger on her rack appreciatively before lifting back to her eyes, it’s kind of a dick thing to do but I can’t help myself. 

“Is something funny?” Her eyes narrow, her words sharp.

“I’m sorry, that was rude. May I help you carry that?” Ava would kick my ass if she was here to witness what just happened. Locking eyes with the beautiful stony gaze, I hope she lets me help her.

“I’m good.” Her tone is harsh, her eyes narrow and distrusting. She flips me the bird and turns her back on me causing my lips to lift in a smile. This girl has spunk. I like it.

Groaning as she bends over, her jeans accentuate her perfect, round ass and I adjust myself, unable to tear my eyes away. As she stands up, she looks over her shoulder at me before tossing her luscious hair over her shoulder and heading up the stairs.

Guilt floods me as I see her struggle under the weight of the plastic tub she’s carrying and I’m about to offer to help again when my phone vibrates.

Sighing as I see Ava’s face light up my screen, I glance back at the stairs and grunt in frustration. Well, I’ve made a shitty impression on my new neighbor, but the vibrating of my phone is a splash of cold water on my reality.

Sliding my finger across the screen, I answer, “Ava?”

Her sobbing voice pulls my focus to what she’s saying, “He... He... He...” Hiccups break out over the phone.

“Deep breaths and slow down. He who?” My voice is calm and soothing, even though I suspect I know who she’s talking about.

I slowly start walking up the stairs to my apartment. I’m glad to be on the top floor. There are only two units up there and I don’t have to deal with noisy upstairs neighbors. The unit directly across the hall from me has been empty since I started at Parkland a year ago and I’m crossing my fingers that it stays that way. Although... It would be nice to see that gorgeous woman’s face every day.

“Joe called. He said he’s too busy to come sit with Noah if he isn’t discharged. All I wanted was to go to a friend’s house, shower and get some rest. I’m so tired and Noah has been asking for him and he can’t even be there for his son even though he can make time for his newest conquest.” She’s sobbing, her words barely decipherable. 

I curse thinking of the sperm donor that is my nephew’s father. If it wasn’t for the fact that my sister and nephew needed me so much, I would beat the shit out of that asshole.

“Ava, I don’t know why you get your hopes up. When has he ever pulled through for you?” Regretting my words almost as soon as I say them, I murmur something consoling to her.

The only reason he financially contributes is because Mom and Dad took him to court after the asshat had the nerve to ask for a paternity test, destroying my then sixteen-year-old sister’s already shattered heart. He broke up with her when she was about eight months pregnant, wasn’t even at the hospital to watch his son being born. It still took her a year after Noah was born to give up hope on getting back together with the douche and recognize how worthless he truly is.

Ava’s sobs quiet as I step onto the fifth-floor landing. Halting in place, I see the girl from the building entrance inserting her key into the apartment door across from mine. She looks up at me and her eyes widen as I remember to move my feet.

Holding the phone between my ear and shoulder as Ava talks about something, I’m no longer paying attention to anything but the hazel eyes warily watching me. I nod at her with a small smile hoping she will return the gesture. Instead she turns away from me with a frown and drags the plastic tote into her apartment and shuts the door in my face.

Sighing, I remember why it’s probably for the best that I don’t get involved with her when Ava’s raised voice pulls me back to the conversation I was having.
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Slumping against the door, I sigh. He reminds me of Dustin. That charming smile. The blue eyes surrounded by long lashes that make most women jealous. Even the same shade of brown hair. Seeing the similarities, it reminds me of how hurt I was when I realized Dustin was using me.

The smile he gave me was friendly, but I couldn’t bring myself to return it. I know it’s unreasonable to be so standoffish and unapproachable—I don’t handle my trust issues well, especially for a psych major—but every time I try to trust a little, I’m let down.

Banging my head against the door, I wish, not for the first time, that I was a little less damaged. Maybe I would be able to be charming and sweet, instead of berating myself for finding that guy attractive. My heart is still fluttering as I picture the single dimple in his right cheek.

“You know the rule. No assholes. It doesn’t matter how hot they are with their cocky smirks and tempting dimples.” Muttering to myself, I drag the tote to the small galley kitchen centered in my apartment. My hopes that he’s just visiting were crushed when I saw the mail he held in his hand.

Exhaustion floods my body as the past day catches up with me. My father found out what university I was attending in the spring and it had become hell hiding from him. His random texts that he’s changed and got help no longer hold any weight, I’ve heard it before. Somehow, he’d found out I was moving and started blowing up my phone last night. I ended up leaving the dorm at three o’clock in the morning to avoid a confrontation and based off my notifications, he wasn’t happy about that. Maybe it’s time to reinstate the restraining order. Loathe to do that, I decide to ignore him as usual and hope he loses interest.

My phone dings again and I groan, lose interest my ass. I’m going to have to change my number AGAIN. Blocking his number never accomplishes anything, he just uses one of his scummy friend’s phone. Flipping it over from where it lays face down on my small kitchen table, I’m both relieved and irritated to see it’s my brother, Dax.





Dax: I’m sorry I bailed, Nugget.






Rolling my eyes at the nickname, I send him an angry face. My older brother is notoriously unreliable, yet I can’t help but get my hopes up whenever he promises to come through. I love him dearly, but the constant disappointment is hard to take. 

The men in my life have always been sorely lacking and I have no tolerance for it. Dax manages to weasel his way in because at his core he’s a good guy, he just makes some sketchy decisions.




Dax: Something came up that I had to deal with. I’m okay, but I need to lay low for a while.

Me: What kind of trouble are you in now? You PROMISED you were going to change things and try harder to clean up your life. What is it? Drugs? Another “clean up” job?

Dax: It’s nothing like that. I’m keeping my promise... I will explain when I get there in a couple days. I’ve enrolled in your school... Roomie.

Me: Seriously? You’re attending university? Parkland University? Who did you bribe to get in?

Dax: Be nice and don’t sound so surprised, you’re not the only one with brains in this family. I applied as soon as I knew you did. I gotta go. See you Wednesday.

Me: Sure... Love you.

Dax: Ye of little faith, I’m going to prove to you that I’m trying. Promise.





I feel my hopes lifting again and shove them down. There is nothing that I want to believe more... that Dax will show up here two days from now and be ready to commit to something other than riding his motorcycle and finding women to warm his bed. And the women are drawn to him, like a moth to a flame. Bad boys, most girls’ weakness. Despite my doubt that he will come through, I ready the second bedroom for him before going to unload the rest of my belongings.
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Flipping my phone absentmindedly as I channel surf, I try not to look at the door each time I hear my new neighbor coming and going. She’s going to be a distraction and now that the excitement of having an attractive neighbor has worn off, I find myself disgruntled at how one interaction, a fairly hostile interaction, has me aroused and intrigued.

Turning the volume up so I can no longer hear her, I finally settle on a Top Gear marathon. This show is the greatest car show ever and soon I’m immersed in laughing at the guys as they create their very own RV’s. Classic.

I wonder if the neighbor likes Top Gear.

Fuck. No, no I don’t.

Although, there is no harm in being neighborly. I mean we’re going to live across the hall from each other for at least three years. Hopefully she thaws a little. It would be nice not to be subjected to a withering glare each time I see her.

A makeshift RV falling over a cliff draws my eyes back to the TV. Laughing, I enjoy the rest of the episode. As the credits roll, I look at my gym bag by the door. I really should get off my ass and go to the gym. Glancing back at the screen, I recline. Just one more episode.
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Grabbing my gym bag off my bedroom floor, I slip into my sneakers and back out of my apartment. Closing the door and locking it, I back up and smack into a warm, hard body. Startled, I jump away and smash my knee into the doorway.

“Mother fucker.” It slips out. I can’t help it, I swear like a sailor and the fact that I just ran straight into the person who has been occupying my brain, much to my irritation, along with the smarting in my knee makes this moment the icing on the shittastic cake.

It’s not fair to him, we’ve hardly spoken and I already dislike him. If the day hadn’t been so long and I hadn’t already been disappointed by Dax I might be a little more forgiving, but as it is he’s become the target of my frustration. 

When did I become such a bitch? Oh yeah, years of abuse from my dead-beat dad, the man who is supposed to be my safety net. Mental, emotional, and physical abuse. It all culminated in the moment he held a knife to my hip and a hand at my throat when my mom threatened to leave with us.

Resentment at her for using us as a threat instead of just packing up and going fills me. Being used as a tool between my parents, yeah that’s a wonderful way to raise a child. Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom and the older I get the more I realize she wasn’t in an emotional space to know what she was doing is wrong, but I’m still not fully over it.

“Are you all right?” My body shudders in pleasure at the sound of his deep voice. I didn’t really pay attention to it earlier, but now that he’s speaking in my ear I’m forced to admit he has a sexy timbre that would make most women melt. Fuck. My. Life. Figures I would be sexually aroused for the first time in forever by some random stranger who pisses me off.

“I’m fine, thanks.” My attempt at a sarcastic, bitchy tone is ruined by how breathy my voice is. Argh! I just want to hit something, good thing I’m about to find the gym. This bad mood needs a release and lifting some weights is the best way to do it.

Taking a deep cleansing breath, I turn to face him. His eyes, his smile, they make me feel like I’ve just taken a punch to the gut. It makes me hate him. 

It’s a wonder I’ve ever had a boyfriend. My first reaction to most men is to dislike them, distrust them. I mean, my father set that up, followed by my experience with Dustin. I don’t want to feel like this. It leads to vulnerability. If I really think about it, every guy I’ve let myself care about has let me down. If I’ve learned anything about men, it’s that they destroy everything in their path to get what they want. Don’t get me wrong, there are plenty of decent guys out there, they’ve just eluded me.

Okay, that’s not true. I’m sure I’ve met plenty of decent men, I just don’t give them a chance and I’ve yet to meet a guy who isn’t intimidated by my delightful personality.

The only exceptions are my step-father, Norman, and my best friend Kensi’s brother, Trenton. They give me faith in the other gender. There were decent guys throughout high school, but I covered up the pain I felt over the scars my father left me by perfecting my bitch face and keeping them at arm’s length.

A throat clearing makes me aware that I’m just staring at him now. This is awkward. Freezing my face into one of indifference, erasing any vulnerability that may have shown, I nod and turn to head down the stairs. Look at me, I’m being cordial. When he steps in alongside me I barely resist groaning out loud, but I hold it in.

I’d like to say I’m not always so bitchy towards the opposite sex, but that would be a lie. It’s a defense mechanism. I’m working on it and I make a conscious effort to stay in stride with him instead of speeding up like I want to. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him glance at me and open his mouth before looking forward again without saying anything. 

Guilt floods me, I may have perfected the exterior, but it physically hurts me to be mean to people, even assholes who slam doors in my face and don’t even apologize for it.

As a child, I was open, trusting, and friendly. I used to give people the benefit of the doubt and forgive freely. My family felt perfect, until I saw my father hit my mother for the first time. I was six. I was nine the first time he hit me. After that, I slowly quit trusting. I closed myself off and shut down.

My hand grips my hip where the only physical scar my father ever gave me sits. Shaking my head to clear that thought, I also push the guilt away. I don’t know him, I don’t owe him anything. 

You could try to be a little less closed off. That little voice that constantly eats at me for my stony exterior sounds in my head. Somewhere inside is the sweet side of me that once existed, I just locked her up and threw away the key. Yet she still speaks out, the little voice that scolds me for placing fifty percent of the population in the same category, deserved or not.

He clears his throat again before speaking in a low tone. Almost like he’s talking to a scared animal. “I’m Lucas Jensen.”

Sighing, my sense of common courtesy wins out. “Andie Burke.”

Before he can continue an attempt at pointless chit chat, I push open the front door and pointedly hold it open for him. If he picks up on my silent meaning he doesn’t show it. Scanning the campus that sprawls before me, I bite my lip and decide that getting to the gym quickly is more important than not asking for help.

“Do you know where the gym is?” I crane my neck to look up at him. How did I not notice how tall he is before this? He towers over me and I squeeze my arms around my waist, trying to shield myself from the fear that floods my senses. My heart beats a little faster, the sense that he could hurt me if he wanted to clouding my mind. He’s about the same height as my father. He’s also built, his biceps bulging out of his t-shirt.

My back slams into the wall, Dad’s face red and puffy from anger.

“Where were you last night?” His breath smells like liquor, the whites of his eyes are bloodshot, and I’m pretty sure he hasn’t showered in days.

“A friend’s house,” I whisper, trying to avoid direct eye contact. 

He zones in on me, moving into my personal space. It takes everything in me not to gag over his stench. Despite his lack of self-care, he’s still bulky with muscles and towers over me imposingly.

Stepping back from him apprehensively, I hate that I’m so intimidated. Big men frighten me and my need to steel myself further is a force I’m struggling to contain. Just because they have a similar build doesn’t mean they have the same tendencies. I repeat this in my brain until the strain I feel in my body eases a bit.

“That’s where I was headed, it’s this way.” For the first time I notice the gym bag in his hand. He starts walking toward the western section of buildings, situated on the highest point of campus. I slowly start to follow him not sure why I’m trusting him. I tell myself it’s to get to the gym quicker but that little voice whispers that I’m lying to myself.
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Slowing my pace so Andie can keep stride with me, I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. Emotions flicker across her face. I can practically see thought bubbles above her head. Her bitch face is impressive and while most people would believe that’s who she is, my gut tells me it’s a front she’s built up.

Living with a younger sister has given me insight into preparing myself for the female emotions and I’ve seen almost all of them in her eyes since I met her. Still, I get the feeling she hates me, or at least wants to hate me and I can’t figure out why. Normally I’m turned off from women who put on the bitch front, but the glimpse of vulnerability in her face has sucked me in.

I’m a fucking fool. There is no way I can allow my dick to do my thinking for me. It’s not just your dick dude, she’s intrigued you because there’s something different about her. I physically shake my head to clear that thought. Maybe I can thaw her enough to be friends. Silently laughing at myself, I look at her full on and grin when she looks away from me. Andie is not the sort of girl you can ignore, she’s certainly not friend zone material and she spells trouble for me.

I’ve always liked trouble.

We reach the top of the hill that houses the building with the gym and I automatically halt to look at the forest and Rocky Mountains to the west. This is why I chose this school. I love the mountains and being a short drive away from the ski hills is a huge bonus. The air is fresh and crisp, despite the end of August heat. Crystal clear blue-sky spans endlessly over the treetops.

Andie clears her throat and shuffles her feet. It’s almost as though standing here with me makes her feel awkward, and I haven’t failed to notice the three or so feet of distance she maintains between us. Looking at her, she lifts her gaze from her feet to meet mine before moving it to look at the view I was just admiring. 

“Ummm, so how long have you been a student here?” The question feels forced, her voice soft and raspy, like it’s simply her need to be polite or to fill the silence that’s making her ask it.

“This is the start of my second year. I have four more to go after this one.” I wait for her to speak, tell me what year she’s in, but she remains silent, focusing on the mountains before us. “You?” I prompt. 

“I’m also in my second year of six. I transferred from a small college up north.” Andie falls silent and I don’t think I’m going to get any more details. Baby steps. For whatever reason she has built a stone wall around herself, complete with a moat and hungry alligators.

Instead of pushing like I want to, I start walking towards the gym. What is it about her that makes me want to know more? I’m not proud to say that in high school I was kind of a jerk with girls. I had a revolving door of girlfriends, at least until Ava had Noah.

After I saw the damage Joe did to Ava, impregnating her and ending things before the baby was born, I changed my tune. I realized that I wasn’t much better. I’m a lot more selective in who I spend my time with and ensure we’re both on the same page on what we expect from each other.

I haven’t had a serious girlfriend in over a year, dating casually here and there, but I don’t want to commit the time a relationship needs and I’m kind of over casual. 

Reaching the door to the gym, I hold it open for her. A confused look crosses her face and I don’t understand why she’s so surprised at the gesture.

Pointing her in the direction of the women’s change room, I watch her walk away. Hips swaying, perfect ass filling those jeans. Unable to tear my eyes away, I ponder the likelihood of her warming up at all.
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Sweat pours down my chest and back as I complete my final set of squats. I’m about ready to finish my full body workout with a quick run on the treadmill when I catch sight of Lucas. Why does he have to be so damn confusing? Since running into him in the hall he has been courteous and friendly. My mind cannot comprehend my initial impression and the one I’m getting now.

Does it matter? Am I finally going to let someone of the opposite gender into my life and give them a real chance? Watching him out of the corner of my eye, I contemplate the questions rolling around in my head. It’s always easy to know what you should do, it’s harder to put it into practice when you’ve been burned so many times, the scars may not be physical but they’re there.

He’s bench pressing an impressive amount of weight, his arms bulging and his body glistening with sweat. Lucas has this ability to make sweating look sexy. He finishes the set and starts to rack the weights. As he is finishing racking the weights another attractive man walks up to him and strikes a conversation. They clearly know each other as they smack each other’s arms and do the typical bro hug. Lucas’ laugh rings out through the empty gym and goose bumps break out over my skin.

His laugh sends a spiral of shivers down my spine and, for the second time today, I’m physically aroused by him. What’s this guy doing to me? I can usually turn off any physical reaction, I just need to remember all the things that have happened to me. I can’t seem to stay in that place when I’m around him.

Wiping off the treadmill with the provided sanitary wipes, I pause when I see them both look my way. His friend is a couple of inches shorter than Lucas and has an impressive tan. His hair is a little longer on the sides and has a natural wave. It’s shiny and looks really soft.

Taking a deep breath, I head for the change room, avoiding looking their way as I pass. After I get back to my locker, I realize I forgot my water bottle in the treadmill and turn to head back, I’m still inside the door when I hear Lucas’ friend talking to him.

“So, man, that’s a hot chick you have living across from you. Easy access. You going to tap that?” Lucas laughs at what his friend is saying. Those words cause my lungs to feel like they’re being crushed as anger fills me. Fucking disgusting. Turning on my heel, I grab my bag from the bench and brush past them, making eye contact with them both as I storm to get my water bottle and slam the door on my way out. 

True colors always show.

Practically running back to the apartment, the burn of angry tears has me blinking rapidly. No! I made a promise to myself. I will not cry for another man, especially not some random asshole.
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Cringing as the door slams behind a stormy faced Andie, I turn to Dean. “Shit. You ass, she must’ve heard what you said. Ah hell, and then I laughed. I feel like such a jackass.” Guilt surges through me and the urge to chase after her is strong. Resisting, I look at Dean’s shocked stare.

“What does it matter, you know I was kidding, that’s not how you roll. Besides, since when do you care what chicks think?” His voice is curious, his eyes flicking towards the windows.

“I don’t know, man. She’s different. I can’t explain it. She also lives across the hall. You saw her bitch face, let me know when your balls decide to come out from hiding.” I attempt to joke.

“Ha, it was impressive. I’ve been on the receiving end of more than my fair share and I would say she holds the crown.” Dean laughs, falling silent as he eyes me before smacking me on the back. “Oh man! You’ve got it bad!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. She’s just my neighbor, and seeing as I will be running into her I need to make this right.”

“Whatever, dude. Deny it all you want. Just maybe put on a cup before you knock on her door, save the boys some pain.” He bumps my fist and heads to the change room.

Twenty minutes later I’m standing outside Andie’s door. What am I doing? Rubbing my palms on my jeans, I shake them out and then knock. I can hear shuffling inside the apartment, but the door never opens. Knocking again, I wait for a few more minutes before turning around and going inside my place.

Running my hands through my hair, I hang my head. Women are so damn complicated. Fuck, why do I even care?

Jumping as Taylor Swift blasts into the silence of my living room, I look around curiously. It doesn’t take me long to realize it’s my phone. Damn it Ava! Taylor Swift? Picking it up, I quickly swipe the screen.

“Is Noah okay?” Worry floods me, I’ve lost count of how many times Ava has called me since I left the city this morning.

“He’s out of the hospital. He’s improved significantly over the day and they said he should be back to normal soon. I just need to listen to his cough, make sure the fluid doesn’t come back.” The happiness in Ava’s voice carries over the phone. Sinking down onto my couch, I sigh in relief. Noah means the world to me, and while she is young Ava is a good mom, but it’s hard on her raising him on her own.

“I’m glad. Thanks for the Taylor Swift ringtone by the way. Nice. I’m changing my password.” Ava giggles over the phone and I relax at the cheerfulness in her voice. She hands the phone to Noah and hearing his little voice reminds me of one of the reasons I’m not looking for anything serious.

Hanging up, I think about Ava and Noah. They’re my priority. What a reality check, I don’t need to get involved with any complications and that woman across the hall screams complicated. Hot damn did she ever look good in her yoga shorts and tank top though. I found it hard to concentrate on my own workout with her in the room. Andie has a killer body and it was difficult to hide the erection I was sporting for a good chunk of my workout. Thankfully we were the only two in the gym until Dean showed up.

Stripping down, I start the shower and picture Andie. Her form is perfect and her muscles are feminine yet defined. Steam fills my bathroom as I step under the hot water. Thinking about Andie is a bad idea, my cock hardens just at the thought of her sweating during her workout.

My mind shifts to what it would be like to have her beneath me, sweat glistening over her entire body and moaning my name as I push into her. She’s so small, she would be so tight and wet, gripping my cock in her walls as I thrust into her. 

Fully erect and aching, I run my hand from the base of my dick to the tip, teasing it and then sliding it back down. Tilting my head back against the wall, I pick up speed, picturing Andie in my mind. I erupt, panting and sorely unsatisfied. That woman has even ruined jacking off for me, all I want is to slide into her and at this point she can’t even stand to look at me. Despite entering the shower with a strong resolve, it’s disturbingly easy to forget why it’s for the best to just keep my distance.
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