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Description: Sometimes love comes when you least expect it...even

with your roommate.

Don’'t miss the ROOMMATE ROMPS COMPLETE SERIES, which
includes four laugh-out-loud roommates-to-lovers romcoms!

LOATHE THY NEIGHBOR — Hate to Love

River White is the epitome of grumpy, and Dean Evans is as sunny
as they come—emotional support turtle included.

She hates him, and he hates her...but does he really? Or is he only
pretending? Their tension comes to a head when Dean is forced to
move in with River temporarily and these two discover that the line

between like and loathe really is that thin...

LOVE THY NEIGHBOR - Best Friends to Lovers

Caroline Reed and Cooper Bennett are best friends, and thats all
they’ll ever be—no funny business, just besties.

But one slip of a towel later has them rethinking everything they
thought they knew was true...even their friendship.

CRAVE THY NEIGHBOR - Single Mom

When single mother Maya West's apartment building is sold out from
under her, she’s desperate to find a place to stay, even if it means
moving her and her son in with the guy who doesn’t do attachments.
It's just two months. What's the harm in that? So what if Nolan
Brooks is the hottest man she’s ever seen in person...or if he kisses

her like she’s his?

Surely, they can survive their temporary arrangement with their
hearts intact...

TEMPT THY NEIGHBOR - Second Chance Workplace

Holland Evans isn’t one to turn down a challenge, so when former



Page 1

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 6:23 am

RIVER
“1 am afucking hero.”
| sit back with a satisfied grin, admiring my accomplishments.

Green M&M'’ S are superior, and that’s why I’ ve spent the last five minutes separating
al of them from the rest.

My high lasts all of two seconds before | realize I’'m out of things to do as | wait for
my best friend, who is late for our Sunday morning coffee date again.

Blowing out an annoyed huff, | glance at the clock on the wall of the neighborhood' s
favorite diner. It only serves breakfast food and pie, which it's famous for.

Thisis my favorite place in the whole city.
The Gravy Train, an old train depot turned diner tucked in the middle of Harristown,
Colorado. It's a small place, nothing fancy or extravagant inside, and it’s home to not

only the best breakfast around, but also the best pie. And | love pie.

They offer a few flavors a day, and my favorite—cherry—is available three times a
week.

Sundays are cherry pie days.

A shuffle comes from the other end of the long stretch of booth that takes up a



sizeable amount of the back of the restaurant.

Lucy, afellow regular here who also happens to be my apartment building manager,
Isup against the wall at the other end of the long community table where | like to sit.

She’'s wearing a funky patterned poncho—a signature look for her—and her nose is
stuck inside her crossword puzzle book.

I’ ve known her long enough to know that whenever her book is out, she’s not coming
up for air anytime soon.

“Serioudly, River? Again?’ Maya West, my best friend, stares down at me from the
end of the table with a disappointed frown she's perfected over the years.

What did she expect me to do with my time? Sit here and twiddle my thumbs? | had
to keep occupied somehow. She should know me better. I'm not the type to do
something like pick up a newspaper or book for entertainment. Keeping my hands
busy keeps my mind sane.

“What?’ | pop agreen candy into my mouth as she takes a seat.

| wash it down with abig gulp of my now cooled coffee, which isloaded with enough
sugar to put me in acoma.

My pseudo-nephew, Sam, dlides into the chair next to her.

| stick my tongue out at my favorite little rascal, and he returns the gesture.

| turn my attention back to Maya. “ These precious babies don’'t belong with that” —I
snarl my lip at the offending colors—*“trash.”



“They all taste the same,” Maya argues, like she always does.

“Lies!” A few patrons inside scowl at my loud antics, but Sam laughs, which is what
I’m truly aiming for.

Now that he's twelve going on twenty, it’s becoming harder to make him laugh as he
transitions into his grumpy teenage years.

| misswhen all | had to do was cross my eyes at him and he’ d giggle for five minutes
straight.

“You're so strange.” She scoots her chair closer to the table, tossing her long,
chocolate hair behind her shoulder. “It’s no wonder you can’t find someone to date

youl.

Maya doesn’t have a mean bone in her body, so her words aren’t intended to sting,
but they do.

Especially after yet another failed date last night.

My singlehood has been a bit of a daunting subject between us ever since | officially
ended things with my ex.

We' d been together off and on for three years.

Our relationship wasn’t super serious and things had been stalling out for some time,
and one day, | realized | was ready for more, something steady—and my ex wasn't.

He was constantly flopping between jobs...

and other people’' s couches, and I’ m past that stage in my life.



| knew | needed to cut my losses and move on.

| jumped back into the dating scene hard at first, going on a date a week at least. It
didn’t take long for me to realize what | was wanting— stability .

I'm not saying I'm ready for a trip down the aisle, but finding
something...someone...that promises a future eventually would be nice.

After alot of failed dates, | slowed it down. I’ ve only been out with a handful of guys
over the past year, al of them duds.

Maya thinks I’'m being too picky, but | don’t think there's anything wrong with
knowing what you are (and aren’t) willing to compromise on. Is it too much to ask
that | find aguy who isfunny, kind, has a steady job, and is hot?

It's not like | need to find The One, but consistent orgasms that don’t come from my
vibrator and someone to snuggle other than my cat Morris does sound nice, not to
mention doing something other than working and hanging out with Maya and
Sam—though | do love them dearly.

“I’m not strange,” | tell her. “I'm...particular.”

“You can say that again.” She raises a brow, darting her eyes toward the pile of green
M&M’Sin front of me. * Speaking of dating, how’d last night go?’

| slide my eyes Sam’s way, unsure if | want to spill the details of my latest dating
misadventure in front of my godson. I’m sure he’'s not paying much attention, but it
still feels weird considering | continue to see him as a toddler and not an almost
teenager.

Maya notices my hesitation. “Hey, kiddo, go grab us some pie, would you? Cherry



for your aunt River, of course.” She digs around in her purse for far longer than is
reasonable and finally thrusts her debit card into his hand. “And some coffee. You
know what | like.”

He grabs the card. “You should get a wallet, Mom. | don't think it's safe to leave
your card loose in your purse like that.”

“As opposed to leaving it in my wallet where a thief would know whereit is?’

Herolls his eyesin response, and she grins in triumph.

“For the record,” | say as Sam shuffles away, “I’m on his side with that.”

“Says the girl who separates her M&M'’S by color.”

“The green ones are the best!”

“Remind me why we're friends again? We have zero in common.”

“That’ s exactly why—it keeps things interesting. Plus, | was the only person there for
you during your whole pregnant-at-sixteen scandal.”

She snorts out alaugh. “Right. That.”

When | was eight, Maya's family moved in next door, and we became instant best
friends. It didn't matter that we were total opposites and constantly fought over
frivolous stuff like which boy band was better—we were inseparable.

WEe've been friends for twenty years now and have been through it al: high school
drama, teenage pregnancy, marriage, becoming business partners, divorce...you
name it. No matter what life throws at us, we're still thick as ever.



She'sthe sister | never had and always wanted.

“S0, last night?’ Maya purses her perfectly full lips, training her startling gray eyes
on me.

“Right, right.” | tap my chin. “Last night was...interesting . ”

“Good or bad?”’

“Good... ish .

“You' re doing a bang-up job clearing this up for me,” Maya deadpans.

“Well, it started when my date?—"

“Cheddar!” She claps her hands together, grinning like a fool. “Say it. Say his
douchebag frat boy name that he is way too old to still be going by.”

It isaridiculous name. In fact, Cheddar might have been the first guy Mayadidn't try
to convince me to give a shot . | went out with him to prove | wasn't as picky as she
clams.

My mistake.

“It started with Cheddar spilling his drink across the table.”

“What was he drinking?’

“Why isthat important?’

“A drink order says a lot about a person.” Maya waves her hand impatiently. “Let’s



haveit.”

“Frozen strawberry daiquiri.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, | regret telling her.

She's laughing so hard she's not even making a sound as | sit there throwing daggers
her way. | cross my arms over my chest, leaning back in my chair, letting her get it

out.

“Areyou finished yet?” She hasn’'t made a sound other than sucking in air for at least
thirty seconds.

Finally, she expels a breath, wiping at her eyes. “Not only does he still go by Cheddar
, hedrinksthat . | can’t believe you didn’t marry him on the spot.”

“It was truly awkward when | ordered my whiskey neat.”

“Attagirl.”

| move on. “ Anyway , the drink order and spill were something | could get over.
Maybe he was nervous? Who knows? And when he mentioned still living with his
mother? Whatever, the economy and all that. But ...”

“Why do | have afeeling thisis going to be good?”

“But then he said—and | fucking quote—that blackberry pieisthe best kind of pie.”

She clutches her chest. “He said what!”

| nod, puckering my lips. “I had the same reaction. In fact, | texted my mom and



made her call me with an emergency to get out of there.”

Mayarolls her eyes. “Y ou realize I’'m making fun of you, right?’

“What? Y ou know cherry is the best kind of pie!”

“You can't keep pushing every Tom, Dick, and Harry away for these asinine reasons.
You'll never find anyone if you keep this up.”

“First of al, | would never push adick away.”

“River...” Her voiceislaced with frustration, and | get it.

| am kind of picky.

But isit too much to ask for aguy to make me...well, excited?

“Maybe | am a smidge particular, but nobody gets me going, you know? Nobody
makes my heart rate spike or makes me laugh. Not one of them has been the sit-at-
home-and-think-about-him kind of guy. Nobody has made me tingly in all the right
places. Not a single date has— ugh .”

In my peripheral, | watch the bane of my existence saunter through the doors of my
favorite restaurant—which I’ ve been frequenting for eight years now—Iike he owns
the place.

His denim-clad legs stretch on for what seems like miles, and | don’'t even have to
look to know he's wearing at-shirt for some band that hasn’'t played a show in nearly
thirty years. His coa black hair is messy like the wind blew it everywhere, and his
face hasn’t been shaved in three days.



He looks sloppy, like he just rolled out of bed and plucked his clothes from the floor.
But, somehow, he's still ridiculoudly attractive...unfortunately.

“What? What’'s wrong?’ Maya peers behind her to the front door of the diner, where
my eyes have drifted. “Oh. Him.”

“Yeah.” | curl my lipsback indisgust. “ Him.”
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She turns back to me. “I don’t understand your problem with him. He' s super hot.”
“You don't live next door to him.”

Not only does Lucifer himself patronize my favorite place in the whole world, he also
livesin the apartment right. Next. Door.

| see him all the time. At the mailboxes. In the elevator.

Every morning.

It' s exhausting because he' s exhausting.

Like the traitor she is, Maya lifts her hand and waves. He shoots her a grin I’'m sure
he thinks is panty-melting and waves back as he heads to the front counter to place
his order.

| swat it down. “ Stop that!”

“You stop it!” She yanks her hand back. “ There' s nothing wrong with him. He' s?>—"

“ Super hot—yeah, | heard you the first time. He' s a so super annoying.”

“How s0?’

“For starters, he?—"



“Ah, Sam.” My mortal enemy approaches the line. “Nice to seeyou, bro .”

“That!” | practically rise up out of my chair, pointing an accusing finger at him. He
peeks over at the commotion, thick brows squished together at my disruption. “That
right there! He says stuff like that because?—"

“Hey, Dean.” Sam high-fives his old teacher. “How’ s your weekend going?”’
“Because of that. They're Sam and Dean. Like the Winchesters .” | roll my eyes.
“Spareme,” | finish as| settle back down on my ass, watching the two of them chat it
up like old friends.

Which I guess they are. Kind of.

Last year when Maya and her ex were going through their divorce, Dean was there
for Sam in ways only a father figure can be. With him being Sam’s teacher and
seeing him at school, the two grew close, and though it’ s incredibly silly, it makes me
alittle jealous.

And horny.

Which in turn makes me really damn angry.

| hate him. He's an ass. A total jerk. And so not my type. | don't like him. The
attraction isthe lack of a man warming my bed talking and nothing more.

Besides, what I’'m looking for is not Dean. He might have a stable job and appear
steady on his feet, but that doesn’t make up for how much he annoys me.

“You know, I'm starting to think maybe you only say you hate him because you're
secretly crushing on him.”



| bark out a sardonic laugh. “Please. That is so not it.”

“You're saying you don't find him attractive at all?’

11 NO.”

“No you don’'t find him attractive, or no that’s not what you' re saying?’

| shift in my chair. “Of course | find him attractive.”

“Huh. Interesting.”

| tilt my head, pinching my brows together. “What is?’

“Dean turns you on.”

“W-What?!” | sputter, sitting up straight. “He does not! Why would you say that? |
never said that.”

“You didn’t haveto. A best friend knows these things.”

“What the...”

“Oh, honey.” We look down the table toward Lucy, whose nose wasn't as stuck in
her book as | thought. “It’s obvious to me too.”

“Lucy! What the hell 2"
She lifts a shoulder, a smirk teasing her red-painted lips. “I’'m just tellin’ the truth,

dear. Besides, it ain't abad thing. You're not alone in your feelings—Dean makes me
horny too.”



My eyes widen and my cheeks heat.

“Now, now. Don’t you two give me that look. I'm old, but there's still motion in this
ocean, and the ocean is definitely in my panties when that man walks through the
door.”

She dlides her tongue over her lips, and | have never wanted a hole to open up and
swallow me as badly as | do in this moment, and that includes the time | walked
through Wal-Mart with my skirt tucked into my underwear...my thong underwear.
Lucy takesasip of her tea and turns her attention back to her book... alegedly .
Maya dips her head toward mine, leaning close to whisper, “ So that happened.”
“Unfortunately, it did.”

“Look, it’s not abad thing if you have a crush on him.”

“Just because he might —and I’ m putting a lot of emphasis on that word— maybe get
me a little excited in the pants, that doesn't mean it's a crush. | can be physicaly
attracted to someone and still hate their guts.”

“Or you can be lying.”

| groan. “Trust me, it is not a crush, Maya. | don’t even kind of like him. In fact, I've
said many times over the last year that | loathe him.”

“But for no good reason.”

“You're kidding me, right? There are plenty of reasons!”



“Name one.”

Just one? There are so many reasonsto dislike Dean.

He's obnoxious. Always right about everything. Inserts himself into breakfast with
my best friend every single Sunday.

And hisworst offense?

The fact that he lives next door. He' s always playing that awful guitar on his balcony
or blaring his horrid taste in music at all hours of the day. Screaming at the TV about
whatever sport he always seems to be watching.

He' s the worst neighbor ever.

“He wakes up to the same song every damn day.”

“Most people do.”

“But Old Time Rock & Roll repeatedly? It' s?—"

She points afinger at me. “That song isaclassic. You're not allowed to trash-talk it.”

“Classic or not, does he seriously have to blast that song at five thirty in the morning
including weekends?’

“Heworks. That’s more than | can say for half the dudes you go out on dates with.”

13 But_”

“No. No buts . Could he turn the music down? Sure, but you're not allowed to fault



him for making a living, especially when it involves teaching and making kids' lives
better.”

“You're only saying that because he' s all buddy-buddy with your kid.”

“S0?" She shrugs. “Now name something else that isn’t absurd.”

1 Lw.ﬂ

“Aw, come on. Leave Leo out of this.”

| point to Dean, who's still standing in line with Sam because this place is packed on
a Sunday morning. “I can’t leave Leo out of this when he brought him here.”

“Leoisadorable.”

“He' s aturtlel”

13 But_”

“An emotional support turtle!”

“Yes, but?—"

“In adamn restaurant!”

Maya huffs. “Y ou’ re being a spoilsport.”

| glance back at Dean, who is now engaged in conversation with another customer

about said turtle. They’re cooing at him like they would a baby. Leo’s eating up the
attention because he's as bad as his owner.



“He' s only doing it for attention.”

“Maybe the emotional support isn’t for him but for Leo? Did you ever think about
that?’

“Did you ever think that’s the second most ludicrous thing to ever leave your
facehole? Surpassed only by you telling me you can get Lyme disease by eating bad
limes?’

“1 saw it on Facebook!”

“ Stay off Facebook!”

“But the drama...so addicting...” she murmurs. “Stop distracting me. We're talking
about actual, viable reasons for hating him.”

“He... HE's...”

“What? She sits forward, brows raised, waiting for my response. “Attractive?
Funny? Friendly? Good with kids? Has a steady job?’

“He steals my pie!”

Sherolls her eyes again. “He does not.”

“Yes, he does. Intentionally. Every Sunday. It always happens.”

“You're exaggerating.”

“l am not.”



“You sure about that?’

“1 might be overstating it a bit, but you know I’ m right about it happening often.

We either get here too late and he's aready snagged it because it's Sunday and the
good pies always go fast on Sundays with people coming in and out after church
taking them all—which is exactly why | want to meet early”—I give her a pointed
look, and she shrugs sheepishly—*“or he makes some futile excuse to trade whatever
garbage he gets with Sam and your gullible little shithead buys it.”

“One, you can order without me.”

“I can’'t. Then it's not a true breakfast date. That's you running into me when |
already have my face stuffed full of pie.”

Ignoring me, she continues. “Two, there is no need for name-calling. Sam is not
gullible.”

“He's not? Because he believed he could get a fever from disco dancing on a
Saturday night.”

“He did not. Besides, he'sjust trying to be nice to his teacher—something you should
be doing. Dean signed up to coach the football team this year, and your nephew likes

football.”

“Your point? Sam isn't my kid. | don't have to kiss Dean’s ass for the sake of
keeping the peace during the school year.”

“Huh. And here | thought you wanted to kiss Dean’s ass.”

“What' s that about my ass?’
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DEAN
It never fails.

Rain or shine, River White is always a The Gravy Train on Sunday mornings. Even
if her best friend Maya doesn’'t show, River is here, because River loves cherry pie as
much as | do.

Actually, I’ve concluded she likes anything sweet.

She aways seems to be snacking on green M&M'’S, and because we' ve shared the
same elevator on grocery days one too many times, | am aware of the things she buys,
even when | don’'t want to be, like that time she bought a wholesale-sized box of
condoms.

In the year I’ve lived here, | haven’t met another person who annoys me and intrigues
me as much as my neighbor does. One second, she's sweet and smiling. The next,
she' s ready to rip someone' s head off.

Usually that someone is me.

If there’s one thing about River I’'m certain of—other than her love of pie—it's her
hatred of me.

| let my eyes roam over her as she stares at me with alook that says, I'll kill you, then
I’ll help them look for your body.



Full of fire and probably alittle bit of demonic possession, she stands just shy of five
foot five.

Her deep red hair—forged in the pits of hell, I’'m sure—hangs loosely down her back,
just begging to be pulled.

Today she's wearing what |I’ve come to recognize as her “1 had another failed date
and ate a pint of ice cream and half a box of cookies’ attire: joggers and a shirt with
more holesin it than Swiss cheese.
Y et, she's still drop-dead gorgeous.

And that’ s the part that irritates me the most.

No matter how often—and it’s very often—River makes her feelings for me clear,
I’m still undeniably physically attracted to her, even when | don’t want to be.

She’s borderline rude. She's obnoxious. Bossy. And she's the worst neighbor in the
entire fucking world.

| only wish my dick would catch on to all that.

| plop down onto a stool across from my enemy.

“You were saying something about my ass?’ | set my plate down and situate Leo on
the table next to me.

He ducks back into his shell, a little nervous of his surroundings, but he'll pop back
out as soon as he sees there’ s no threat.

For acreature that typically likes to do the solo thing, he’s oddly friendly.



Even more so on Sundays, the day | take him to the park and let him explore.

“Are you shitting me?’

River' s angry mutter cuts through me...and heads south.

Like adways, | ignoreit.

There' s no point in acknowledging it. | don’'t actually like her. It's my dick that likes
her. It also likes when | see a shape in awooden table that resembles a pussy.

It’s nothing but my cock talking.

It's absolutely nothing personal and all just imagery.

“Come on now, River. | don’'t need to hear about your shits. I'm trying to enjoy my
pie.” | stab my slice with my fork, shoving a healthy bite into my mouth.

She stares at me, lips twisted up with rage.

| grin at her around the delicious baked goodness.

Beats me why she despises me like she does, but I'd be lying if | said it wasn't fun to
screw with her and get arise.

She seethes, gritting her teeth. “I hate you.”

“River!”

| swallow, wiping my mouth on my napkin. “It’s fine, Maya. Thisisn't the first time
River's made her feelings for me clear.”



“You can say that again.” Lucy, my building manager who totally loves me, backs
me up without ever glancing away from her crossword book.

To my surprise, River’s cheeks turn a deep red. | didn’t think anything embarrassed
her.

“Ignore my best friend.”

Maya glares at River, who shrugs.

“l said what | said.” She crosses her arms defiantly. “1 hate him.”

“She’sjust mad because | scored the last piece of cherry pie.”

“Scored it? SCORED IT?" She inhales sharply. “Y ou mean you swindled a gullible
kid for it.”

“Hey! I’'m not gullible!”

“Oh, you're not?’ River turns to Sam. “Then tell me what he told you to get you to
switch a cherry dice for a blackberry one.”

“He said he saw one of the servers touch it after she picked her nose. | didn’t think
you'd want to eat booger pie, Aunt River. | did it for you.” He smiles proudly at
himself.

Shit, this kid is too easy. | told him last week that it was illegal to eat cherry pie on
that particular Sunday. He was scared River would get arrested and begged me to eat

it myself.

Fool.



“You didn’t think to question him when he then ordered booger pie for himself?’

| cut in. “I ordered everything at once. | didn’t bring up the boogers until we were on
our way over here with the goods.”

“1 have so many questions...” She narrows her eyes, trying to figure out where thisis
heading.

“Hit me with them. I’'m ateacher—I get asked stupid questions all the time.”

“You said there’ s no such thing as a stupid question.” Sam tilts his head, staring at me
accusingly.

“And | totally meant that for you, Sam. Y ou never ask me stupid questions.”

“Oh crap. My kid isgullible,” Maya whispers, horrified.

| try not to laugh and give River my attention. “Well?’

“ You paid for breakfast?’

“1 always pay for breakfast.”

“You do not! Maya and | rotate. One week it's me, then the next it's her. Always.
We've never not done that. We...”

Her words die, and I’'m sure it’s because she's finally realizing that the mornings I’'m
here, there’ s never acharge on her card.

We might be enemies, but | was raised with manners.



Besides, I'm a little afraad my mom’'s My Kid is Being a Shithead senses would
tingle, and she’d whoop my ass if | weren't doing the gentlemanly thing by paying
for breakfast.

“You... You...”

“Me, me, what?” | mock. “Were you going to say I’'m a kind, sweet, insanely
attractive man? Because | know you weren't about to call me an ass.”

| swipe an M&M from her stash and toss it into my mouth, grinning.

“You ass!”

“No.” | push my finger against the table. “Nope. There are afew rulesin life | abide
by. If someone buys you pie, you absolutely can not call them an ass. Them’s the
rules, River.”

She turns her nose up. “I don't care if you buy me pie. | still hate you.”

“But alittle bit less, right?’

She doesn’'t say anything, but | can seeit in her eyes.

They shift down to Leo, then roll right back in her head.

“Hey, be niceto Leo. He doesn’t deserve your wrath.”

“Seriously? You brought your turtle—I'm sorry, emotional support turtle— to
breakfast. Again. What the hell?’

She can be mean to me all she wants, but Leo? No way. The little fella has been



through the wringer.
“Listen, Ms. Sasshole. Leo isn't my emoctional support turtle. I'm his emotional
support handler. He was injured when he lived with his last owner. I’'m helping nurse
him back to health.”

Her eyes widen with surprise.

Y eah, River, I'm not atotal asshole. Sure, | might blare my music and steal your pie,
but | do have a heart.

She shakes her head. “Y ou’ re making that up.”

| lean into the table. “Am not.”

“Aretoo,” she argues, matching my movements.

| shift another inch.

So does she.

Hazel.

Her eyes are hazel.

| don’t know why I’'m only now noticing—probably because this is the closest I've
ever been to her—but her eyes are the most beautiful combination of gold and green

|’ve ever seen.

Her tongue peeks out and slides across her lips, and | track the movement.



| can’'t look away because fuck me her mouth is so damn kissable, and it's been
entirely too long since I’ ve kissed somebody.

It lasts so long that I'm sitting here contemplating closing the distance between us
like thisisn't River fucking White across from me. Like she doesn’'t hate me. Like |
don’t hate her.

“Am not,” | force myself to say instead.

11 Are_”

“You know, dears, if you wanted your own private space, we could all leave,” Lucy
interrupts.

We jump apart like we' ve been caught doing something we shouldn’t, and Leo darts
back into his shell, startled by the sudden movement.

“Sorry, buddy.” | run my finger down the plastic hut, trying to soothe him.

And myself abit.

River's hot and gets my dick going, but kissing her? Hell would have to freeze over
first.

The attraction is there, but she’s my neighbor who is constantly trying to ruin the best
apartment |’ ve ever had by making complaints and annoying me. | love my place way
too much to start dating my neighbor, let things get al screwed up, and have to
move...again.

| will never, ever kiss River White.



That | can promise.

“I"m going pee.” River shoots off her stool and practically runs to the bathroom.

She’s annoyed with me for buying her breakfast.

Good. Maybe she'll think twice before she glares at me again for breathing too loudly
for her liking.

“If that doesn’t make the guys hot, | don’t know what will.” Maya shakes her head at
her friend’ s retreating back.

“She sure is something else.” | take another bite of my cherry pie, which, sadly, is
almost gone.

Was it alittle petty of me to convince Sam to give me the last slice of cherry? Sure.

Do | regret it? Not one damn bhit.

She's the one who started this war between us, reporting me to Lucy with senseless
noise complaints a week after | moved in instead of coming over and asking me to
turn it down. | was willing to let us have a clean date after the thing with her cat, but
not her, apparently.

Besides, | don’t turn my shit up that loud. There was no need to go to Lucy with that
trivial crap like she’s done four times now.

Luckily, Lucy takes pity on me—I'm ninety-nine percent certain she’'s crushing on
me—and doesn’t take the accusations any further than giving me a not-so-stern
warning.



I’ll stop being petty once River does.

“So, Dean, are you looking forward to summer school starting in a couple weeks?
Areyou excited to start coaching football?’

Nodding, | swallow and take a sip of my coffee. “Very much so, to both. The only
part | like about summer is getting to spend more time with Leo. I’d much rather be
in the classroom.”

[t’ s true, too.

| love teaching. | love the kids and the wild shit they say. | love seeing the
expressions on their faces when something clicksin their mind.
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And coaching? Man, | can’t walit to start.

When the team’ s old assistant coach moved away at the end of the school year, | was
first in line to apply for the spot.

| loved playing football in high school and college.

| knew | was never good enough to go pro, but that didn’t change how much | loved
the game.

I’m looking forward to spreading my love of the sport.
“Sam, you're trying out, right?’

He peeks up from his phone. “I’m not sure,” he mutters, eyes flitting over toward his
mother, the worry in them clear asday. “I, uh, | don’t know if | can.”

| don’t missthe way Maya s smile wavers.
I’ ve seen Maya around on the weekends enough to know she’s been struggling since
her divorce, putting in extra hours at work while still trying to be there for her son,

and I’m sureit’sdraining on her.

Football is a pricey sport to get into, and I’m sure she’s worried about the financial
aspects as much as she is about the time commitment.

“1 told you, we'll make it work,” shetells him.



“But your work schedule...”

“Don’'t worry about my work schedule. Besides, Aunt River can help get you to and
from games and practices. It'll al be fine.” She winks at her son. “Pinky promise,
kiddo.”

Great. Because more River isjust what | need in my life.

Herolls his eyes. “Mom, I’'m too old for pinky promises.”

“Dude, you are never too old for pinky promises. They're a binding contract no
matter your age.”

He shrugs, shoving his face back in his phone and getting lost in whatever is on the
screen.

“Kids.” Maya huffs.

| chuckle. “You' re preaching to the choir.”

“l don't know how you do it. A classroom full of them...” She shakes her head. “I
can barely handle the one | have.”

“To be fair, | get to go home at night and have a kid-free evening where | blast my
music or play my quitar. | get abreak, you don't. That’s the difference.”

“Speaking of your evenings...you know you’ re driving River nuts with that, right?’

| smirk. “Oh, I'm aware.”

She laughs at my lack of remorse. “Why do you insist on torturing my best friend?’



Just then, River comes waltzing out of the bathroom.

I’m unable to stop myself from admiring the way she carries herself with confidence,
even in her hideous joggers and raggedy shirt.

She's virtualy dressed like a hobo and my dick still isn't getting the memo that
there’ s nothing good that can ever come from getting excited about her.

Maya clears her throat, drawing my attention.

| peel my eyes away from River, doing my best to look like | wasn't lusting after her
best friend.

“Because she insists on torturing me.”

She quirks a brow, and | can see the questions forming on her lips.

“You're till here?” River complains, unknowingly saving me from whatever Maya
was about to ask. Thank fuck. She dlides back onto her stool, glaring at me. “I
thought if | took long enough, you' d be gone.”

“Leave without saying goodbye to my favorite nemesis? | don't think so. Besides,
I’m not done with my delicious cherry pie yet. It's so warm, so sticky sweet... so
perfect.”

Her nostrilsflare as | slide a bite into my mouth.

“Mmm,” | moan. “So good.”

“Hate. You.”



“You wish you did.”

“What' s that supposed to mean?’

“Comeon, River. You're obviously fixated on me.”

She curls her lip. “You' re disgusting.”

“Or I'mright.”

She blows out an exasperated breath. “ And on that note, I’'m leaving.”

“What? Why?' Maya sticks her bottom lip out in a pout.

“Aw, so soon?’ | tease.

Her icy eyes land on me as she gathers her things. “Yeah, | want to stop by the shop

before Caroline opens to check up on a few things. We could have had more time

together if someonewasn't late...”

“Blame your nephew.” Maya hitches a thumb toward her son. “It was his fault.”

“It'salways his fault.”

She shrugs. “Guess someone needs to get a better handle on him, then.”

“That’s your job.”

“Ugh, don’'t remind me.” She stands and wraps her arms around River, pressing akiss

to her cheek. “You don’t need to work all the time, River. We're al in this business
together now. Take aday off.”



Not that | give a shit about what River does, because that would imply thinking about
her in any capacity outside of her annoying me, but Maya sright.

River is aways working. It's a miracle she even finds time to complain to the
building manager about me—she’s hardly ever home.

“1 know, | know. It's my baby though. Y ou have your kiddo to take care of, and |
have mine. Besides, | could use some getting out of the apartment and not dwelling
on my horrid love life.”

“I’ll giveyou that, but promise meit’'ll be aquick in and out. Deal?’

“Ded.” River returns the hug. “Love you. I'll call you later.” She ruffles Sam’s
messy hair, which is the exact shade of his mother’s. “Later, kiddo. I’m picking you
up for ice cream tomorrow morning, right?”’

“lce cream in the morning?’

“You're oneto talk.” She drops her eyes to the empty plate in front of me. “Y ou just
ate cherry piefor breakfast.”

“It hasfruitinit...”

“Fine. I'll make sure they throw a couple strawberries on hisice cream.” She tosses a
wink at him like | can’t see her. “ Extra strawberries—Mr. Evans said so0.”

Sam scrunches his nose up. “ Can you not?”

“Bye, Lucy.” River sends her awave.

“Have a good day, love. Your secret’s safe with me.” She winks, and River’s cheeks



heat again as her eyes dart my way.

“What secret?’ | ask.

“It’ s nothing,” Maya says, attempting to cover for her friend.

“Oh, it’s not nothing. It's a disgusting notion that I’ m secretly crushing on you, which
isdamn absurd if you ask me. It’s perfectly clear | hate your guts.”

Lucy thinks River is crushing on me?

Interesting...

“lsn’t that ridiculous?’ Sherolls her eyes. “You? Please. Y ou would be so lucky.”

My lipstwitch at her confidence. She' s so sure of herself.

“1 don’t think lucky isthe word you’ re looking for here.”

“Oh, trust me. It is.”

| snort, pushing back from my stool, stacking the plates together, and balancing them
on top of Leo’s hut.

| nod toward Maya and Sam. “See you guys next week.” | stop shoulder to shoulder
with River and bend until my mouth is hovering at her ear.

“Trust me. It isn't. And don’t worry, your secret crush is safe with me. ”

She cranes her neck to look up at me, her green and brown orbs full of ire.



| smirk. “Later, River.”
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RIVER

“Asinine, asshole jerkface. Trust me. It isn't. Ugh. Whatever. You can shove your
sexy-as-sin smirk right up your?—"

“Um, River? Are you okay?’

| glance up, stopping in my tracks in the doorway of Making Waves, the boutique
I’ ve worked my ass off to make a hit.

“You good, boss?’ Caroline s baby blue eyes are filled with concern as she gives me
asmall smile.

| sigh. “Yeah, I'mfine. It'sjust...”
“Dean again?’ She grins knowingly.
“He' sthe worst.”

“That's what | hear.” She grabs another set of earrings, setting them in the display
case. “Though I’m not sure how someone with avoice like that can be the worst.”

“That is my exact issue— you can hear him from two stories down.”
She laughs, shaking her head. “Yes, but I'm not complaining about it. Cooper doesn’t

complain either. That makes it two against one, not including the rest of the tenants
who stand on their balconies, cheering him on...”



“But you're not right next door to him. It' s different.”

“I'm sure it is,” she murmurs, finishing organizing the first jewelry station and
moving on to the next.

| ignore the way she says it, like there’s more she' s hinting at.

“How did closing go last night?’ | dslide behind the counter, logging on to the
computer to check up on things.

“We had someone come in thirty minutes before close, and she ended up buying five
pieces. Gave us the best day of the month.”

Relief zings through me.

| started Making Waves on my own five years ago.

Despite the way I'm currently dressed, I’ ve always loved clothes and accessories.
Finding the right outfit and shoes can change my whole mood—something | should
have considered when | woke up crabby—and | love helping others find a piece that

makes them feel good too.

When | graduated college with a BA in business management, | knew | wanted to
make those four grueling years worth it by doing something | enjoy.

Starting a company on my own wasn't easy.

At times, it downright sucked. Business was slow, amost nonexistent in the
beginning.



For the first three years, it was just me.

| couldn’'t afford to hire anyone else. I'd have been dead on my feet in the first six
months if it weren't for Maya volunteering all her time to help me keep the fledgling
business alive.

One month, business finally picked up. Then it happened again. And again. The trend
continued to tick upward, and | was so swamped | had to officially hire someone or
I’d have burned myself out completely.

Caroline stumbled through the door looking for a job at just the right time two years
ago. With Maya finally divorcing her asshole ex and needing a job ASAP, | knew
she' d make the perfect addition to the business too.

There was a lot of sweat and tears, but the three of us continued our upward trend in
sales, even expanding to having a mobile shop for pop-up events, and earlier this

year, we dipped our toes into online.

Though there are plenty of days where | feel like it will al be ripped away at a
moment’ s notice, it’'s starting to feel like I'm actually going to make it.

Knowing what our previous best day this month was and exceeding it...

well, it totally makes up for Dean stealing my pie this morning and firmly puts me in
agood mood.

“Good. That’s good.”

“Breathe, River. You look like you're carrying the weight of the world on your
shoulders. We're doing good— better than good. Y ou can relax alittle, you know.”



| throw a glance her way over the top of the computer screen. “You sound like
Mwaﬂ

“Don’t tell her | said this, because she’' d never stop gabbing about it, but she' sright.”

| grab my phone and hold it up. “Can you repeat that? | need to get it on record for
blackmail later.”

“I’ll take it to my grave, thank you.” She pushes my hand away. “But I’'m serious,

boss.

“1 heard you,” | mutter. “That’s a cute top. One of yours?’ | ask to distract her, and
because it is a cute top.

In fact, her whole ouitfit is pretty. Her long legs look amazing in a pair of simple
skinny jeans that are fringed at the bottom, leading to a pair of plain white shoes. The
real star of the show is her oversized pattern-blocked top that hangs off one of her
shoulders. It’strendy and fun.

She looks so put together, unlike me.

Whatever. It was along, rough night, and not in the way | wanted it to be.

I’m almost starting to think Maya might be onto something about me being picky...
Caroline's cheeks redden at the subject change. She reveadled her secret talent for
designing clothes about six months ago. I’ ve been begging her to make a few pieces

for the shop, but she's painfully shy about it. Well, that and everything else it seems.

Though her bashfulness has improved since she moved here, there are still some
things she' stight-lipped about, her design abilities being one of them.



The only person I've seen her flourish around is her childhood best friend and
roommate, Cooper.

Sheinsiststhey’re just friends, but | swear there’ s something brewing between them.

| have never seen two people so in tune with one another before, but | guess the same
could be said about Maya and me, and | can confirm there’ s nothing brewing between
us.

It's just my romance-deprived mind trying to find something that isn’t there.

She tucks away one of the tendrils hanging free from the long dark blonde hair that’s
piled in amessy bun on the top of her head. “Itis.”

“It would?>—"

“Look lovely in the front window?” She smirks. “I know, and | love you for saying
that. I’m just not ready.”

| laugh. “Am | that predictable?’

“Yes, just like | know you're about to say When you are ready, you know I’'m here.
Like you always do.”

11 B ut_”

“River...”

“Okay, okay.” | hold my hands up. “1 won’t say anything else.”

“Good. Now, what are you doing here?’ Caroline checks the watch on her wrist, then



pushes off the counter, heading toward the front door. “Today is your day off.”

“Just checking in on things.” | don’t mention to her that | was aso here earlier this
morning working on inventory when | was unable to sleep and going mad inside my
apartment.

“Do you not trust me?”

“Of course | trust you. | ?—"

“Did some big order come up?’

“No. |?—"

“Did you need to comein?’

“WEell, no. But?—"

“Then go home, River.” She flips the open sign on and straightens a mannequin’s
blouse before making her way back over to the counter.

“There’' s no reason for you to be here. Y ou're here so much I’'m starting to think you
have a cot in the back office.

| mean, you do look like you might have slept here... ”

| let out along, tired groan, rubbing at my eyes. “Gee, thanks.”

“Was your Cheeseman date so bad you couldn’t sleep?’

“His name was Cheddar , Caroline. Cheddar! Of course the date was that bad.”



“Sorry.” She winces. “Maybe you should take a break. All these failed dates are
wearing you out. | mean...” She darts her eyesto my ouitfit.

| sigh defeatedly. “Y ou might be right.”

She pulls her phone from her pocket, holding it out to me. “Can you repeat that?
Gonnaneed it for blackmail later.”

| roll my eyes. “Remind me again why | hired you?’

“Because | was the only person desperate for the paltry salary you were offering?
Which reminds me...you are paying me to be here today, not yourself. So...”

| lift abrow. “Y our subtlety needs work.”

“Oh, | wasn't trying to be subtle, River. You need a break from this place. Take at
least one night off. It won't kill you.”

“How do you know? It could. I’ ve never tried, and I’ m still alive. Why risk it now?”’

“ That isthe exact problem—you’ ve never tried. Everything is fine here. Go home.”

| groan. “All right. I'll leave.”

“And go home, where you'll stay the entire night,” she instructs. When | open my
mouth, she shakes her head and points a finger at me. “Nope. | don’t want to hear it.

No calling either.”

| smash my lips together, nodding, accepting my fate. | grab my purse, rounding the
counter.



“Home and no calling,” | promise.

“Good.” She grabs me by the shoulders, ushering me toward the shop door. “Take a
bath or something. Y ou need to relax.”

Oh, man. A bath. Water so hot | can barely stand it. Candles and a good book. That
sounds like heaven... “ A bath does sound good.”

“Have awhiskey in there. Or cake. Eating cake in the bathtub always makes me feel
better.”

“Cakeinthetub?But pie...”

“Then get pie. Do it. Trust me.”

“Whatever you say.” | wrap my arms around her, squeezing her tight. “ Thank you,
Caroline. |1 don't know what I'd do without you sometimes. I’'m so happy you said
yesto the paltry salary.”

She laughs, hugging me back. “Me too. Now go home.”

“1 thought | was the boss around here...”

“Not today. I'll call you tomorrow.” She practically shoves me out the door, clicking
the lock shut behind me.

“Y ou better remember to unlock that!”

Sherolls her eyes, waving me off.

| take a deep breath and turn toward my apartment building, which is five blocks



away.
Home. A nice bath. A glass of whiskey.
They’re all calling my name.

First stop, pie.

“Morris! Get down from there!”

Meow.

“Yes”

Meow.

“1 am your treat-giver. Y ou better listen to me, mister.”

Meow.

“Dammit, Morris! You're going to fall in and go nuts and ruin this whole experience
for me.”

Thisis what my life has come to—arguing with my cat while | take a bath, slice of
piein hand.

The little shit finally hops down, only to jump onto the toilet and into his favorite spot
in the apartment: the bathroom sink.

He meows again.



“Good. I’'m glad you found your spot. Now let me relax in peace. Swear, | am never
having kids,” | mutter. “If acat isthis demanding, hard pass on children.”

| scoot down in the tub, careful to keep my pie safely above water.

When | was first looking at apartments, number one on my must-haves list was a big
bathtub. It might seem like atrivial requirement, but nothing beats a good soak when
the demons living in my uterus try to murder me once a month.

Or when | need to unwind.

Like today.

| stab at my slice of Dutch apple from The Gravy Train, my second favorite thing
they serve. | moan when the flavor hits my tongue and sink lower into the tub, the hot
water already working its magic on the tension that’ s beginning to feel permanent.
Maya and Caroline are right—I do work too much. Just this week, | put in over fifty
hours at Making Waves. It's not the first time I've done it this month either.
Overloading on work is aflaw of mine, atactic | use to avoid everything else | don’t

want to think about.

Thisiswhy I’ve officially reached a new low by eating pie and drinking whiskey in
the damn tub at two in the afternoon.

I’ m overworked and undersexed.

| could have fixed that sex thing last night with my date, but there was no way | was
letting him take me home.

Cheddar. Ugh. Such a laughable name. | shouldn’t have tried to prove Maya wrong



and go on the date to spite her because he was awful —and not just because of his
(lack of) tastein pie.

I’ ve never met amore boring person in my entire life.

| thought maybe he’d have a good story about his obtuse nickname, but it was
nothing more than him refusing to eat any kind of cheese other than cheddar and his
college roommates picking on him for it.

That was the grand story he took fifteen minutes to tell me as we waited for our table
because he made the reservation for later than we agreed upon. His reasoning was,

“Y ou know...because women.”

His misogynistic remark coupled with him being more boring than watching paint dry
let me know right then | wasn’t going on another date with him.

That was when | texted my mom to get me out of there.

| barely even waited until we were at a table—the one he spilled his frozen drink all
over.

Ugh.

Okay, so maybe | do make rash decisions to ditch on these dates, but at least | am
aware of what | will and won't settle for.

| take another bite of apple pie, trying to make myself feel better about my inability to
find anormal guy to date.

Maybe | should just give up.



| have good friends. My businessis thriving. I'm happy with where I’m at most days.
There’' s no reason to rock the boat. .. but man do | wish someone would rock my boat.

“Stop whining about your pitiful sex life, River. You're supposed to be relaxing, not
bitching and moaning. Thisisatime of calm, of peace. Chill. Re?—"

“STILL LIKE THAT OLD TIME ROCK "N’ ROLL!”

“Oh, sweet Jesus!”

| jump, and my precious slice of apple pie goes flying.

And lands right in my bathwater.

“Are you serious?” | scream, glaring at the wall that's vibrating from the awful
music thumping in the apartment next to mine.

Dean...again!

This is the same thing that happened last time | took a bath—he ruined it like he ruins
everything else good in my life. | bet I'd be ten times more relaxed if | didn’t have
him as a neighbor.

I’m over it. Completely fed up.

| shove up out of the tub, water sloshing over the sides, but | don’t care,

I’ m pissed.

Furious.



Abso-fucking-lutely done with Dean Evans.
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DEAN
“Do you want to hear what shit your mother istrying to pull now?”’

“l need a damn beer for this,” | mumble as | push my key into the slot and unlock my
apartment door.

| don’'t care that it's only two in the afternoon; the tone in my little sister’s voice
reeks of exasperation, and | know I’m about to hear some shit.

“Tell me when you'reready.” | hear her take a gulp out of what | can only assume is
an afternoon wine because | know my sister.

“It’'s sad we' re both aready drinking this early.”
“Hey! I’'m at brunch. It’s okay to day-drink if you call it brunch.”
“Istwo in the afternoon still brunch?’

“If it allows me to day-drink mimosas, then yes.” | picture her smirking victorioudly.
“Areyou ready for thisyet?’

“Let me get Leo back in his terrarium first.” | balance the phone between my ear and
shoulder as | set him down on the countertop, popping the latches on his on-the-go

hut. “We just got back from the park.”

“Aw, how ismy little buddy?’



“He's Leo—alittle shithead.”

“How can aturtle be a shithead?”

“Trust me on this, Holland.” | pick him up and settle him in his home. “He's
mischievous as hell.”

“You don’'t sound eccentric at all, Dean.”

“Well, shit. | feel so much better hearing that from you.”

“1 am not eccentric.”

“You do have like four cats...” | make my way to the kitchen, using my elbow to turn
on the water. | use the same elbow to pump soap into my hands and wash up like I'm
getting ready for surgery. Ain't no salmonella going to get me.

“They’re foster cats, you...you...butthole!”

“The fifth graders | teach have better comebacks than that.”

“That’ s because they’re all young and hip. I’'m old and not hip.”

| laugh, turning off the water and grabbing the dishtowel hanging off the edge of the
sink to dry my hands. “Nobody says hip anymore, Holland.”

“Which proves my point.”

“You're younger than me.”

“By fifteen months! That doesn’t count.”



“It counts, little sis.” | grab the phone with my hand again and stretch out the kink
forming in my neck. | peel open the fridge and pluck out a beer.

“Are those bottles | hear clinking?’

“Those are my brunch beers, yes.” | hold the bottle up to the opener | have sticking to
the fridge.

“And this is a brunch beer bottle opening.” | pop the top and instantly take a hefty
swig.

Leaning my back against the counter, | cross one leg over the other.

“All right, kiddo, let’s hear it. What did your mom do now?”

“Do you remember Brett Johnson from high school ?’

“That guy who found a way to bring up his stepmom in every conversation and it
started becoming way too creepy? Unfortunately, yes.”

“Beyond creepy. | just got done having my weekly face-to-face with Mom, and guess
who she set me up with?”’

“Gross. Why?’

“Because she hates me, that’ swhy.”

“Mom doesn’t hate you. It sjust obvious I’ m her favorite.”

My sister laughs lightly, but | know that bit of knowledge hurts because it hurts me
too.



Our parents didn’t get the whole “you’ re not supposed to pick favorites’” memo.

I’'m Mom’ s favorite, and Holland is definitely Dad's.

We picked up on it early and settled into the reality, promising each other to never let
it come between us.

Unlike alot of siblings, Holland and | get along like two peasin a pod.

We didn’t have a choice but to lean on each other growing up in our house.

It always felt like our parents were more divorced than they were married.

It was awkward to navigate, and their favoritism didn’t do anything to help ease the
tensions.

Still, we never let them affect our sibling relationship. Aside from my childhood
friend Nolan—and | guess L eo, though I’ d never tell her that—she’' s my best friend.

“Are you going to go out with him?”’

“Do | have achoice?’” She groans. “Y ou know your mother will guilt meinto it either
way. At least she didn’t set me up with Sutton Barnes,” she grumbles.

Even though we've been doing it for years, | still grin when she cals Mom my
mother.

“Unless...” Holland' s taking the conversation exactly where | thought she would.

“Ah, so that's why you called—to get me to convince Mom to let you out of this
date.”



“ And because you're my favorite brother.”

“Uh-huh.” | take another long pull from my beer.

“Please, Dean? Pretty, pretty please? | don’t want to go on this date because I'm like
ninety-nine percent certain this guy is boning his stepmom. Why Mom would set me

up with him is beyond me.”

“Hello, his last name is Johnson. You know his bank account is large, and Mom’s
kind of...well...”

“Materialistic? Always looking for a way to climb the socia ladder even if it means
putting her children in harm’sway? A monster?’

“Holland...”

“What? Y ou know I’m not wrong, Dean.”

The sad part is, she'sright. Our parents aren’t awful people. They’re just...misguided
by money.

When | was thirteen, we hit the jackpot.

My dad won the actual lottery, and he took the payout of about one hundred and fifty
million.

A lot of money to almost anyone, but it was especially alot of money to us, a family
of four living meager paycheck to meager paycheck.

We didn't live in The Heights—the neighborhood that seemed to sprout nothing but
criminals—like Nolan did, but we were right on the line.



The money came at just the right time, and Dad was smart with his winnings. He set
aside enough for college for both me and Holland, then invested the rest into a
business idea he had been cooking up for years.

It worked, and in the first year, he made back twice as much as what he had invested.

Before we knew it, we were moving and starting school in the rich part of town.

“1 mean, yeah, you're kind of right,” | agree. “Except for the monster part. Mom’ s not
out to get you. She'sjust?>—"

“ Sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong? Like in my dating life?’

| chuckle. “Yes, that. If it makes you feel any better, she does it to me too.”

“And look how that turned out for you!”

She means my last relationship, which ended in disaster and me moving to a different
city.

Holland clears her throat. “Sorry. | shouldn't have said that. But...does this mean
you'll help me get out of it?’

Do | want my sister dating some dude who's clearly hung up on his stepmom? No.
Am | going to bend over backward to get her out of this date? Also no.
But I'll talk to our mom and try to get her to budge. Holland has enough on her plate

with our father ruling her life. She doesn’t need to add my mother’s meddling to the
mix.



“I’ll seewhat | can do. You could always just not go, you know.”

“And disappoint your mother again? Since she's still pissed at me after our last
blowout, | don't think so.”

“1 can’t imagine being on Mom'’ s bad side is any worse than being on Dad’ s shitlist.”
Which is exactly where | am and have been for the last...well, forever, it feels like.

“1 wouldn’t know—I’ve never been there.”

“Must be nice” | push off the counter and drop my empty beer bottle into the
recycling bin. “Speaking of Dad...when are you going to ask him about the
promotion?”’

“Um...never. He'll never go for it.”

“You never know. Doesn't hurt to try. Besides, it’d be nice. Y ou could move out here
and get away from that town, Holland. It’s no good. Sucks you in, chews you up, and
spits you out al wrong.”

“You know when you say things like that, you imply our parents are no good, right?’
“Mom is meddling in your dating life when you’ re nearly thirty.”

“Dean...” Her tone tellsmeto drop it.

It's the same old fight we' ve been having for years now.

| was smart enough to get away while | still could, but not Holland.



My dad has her under his control because she feels indebted to him for some reason.

It'swhy she still livesin that asshole-infested community and why she’s still working
as his secretary, even though she deserves a better position at the company.

Since | don’'t feel like arguing today, | redirect the conversation. “When's your date?’

“Friday night.”

“Look, I'll call Mom tonight and seeif | can start sweet-talking her into canceling it.”

She squeals loudly into the phone. “ Thank you, thank you, thank you. Y ou' re the best
big brother agirl could ask for.”

“Remember that next time | need something.”

“Please, you know | always have your back, Deanie Weenie,” she teases.

| groan at the use of the nickname | hate.

“ Now you're pushing your luck.”

“You're just mad because you don’t have a nickname to torture me with.”

True. “Whatever. Look, I’'m gonna go. Need to shower. I'm all gross from being at
the park, and | need to make some lunch. The pie | had this morning just isn’t cutting
it.”

“Piefor breakfast again?’

“Says the girl drinking orange juice and champagne.”



“Mimosas are totally a breakfast food! Pieisn’t.”

“Then why does The Gravy Train sell it at breakfast?’ | retort.

“First of all, that name is utterly ridiculous, and you know it. Second...you went to
the diner for breakfast, didn’t you? Please tell me you did not torture your neighbor

again.”

| grin. “I didn’t torture my neighbor again.”

“Liar! You should be niceto her, Dean. She's a sweet gal.”

“How do you know? Y ou’ ve never met her.”

“She’s lived next door to you and your antics for the last year and still hasn't
murdered you. That’s a huge indication that she's way too nice.”

| try not to roll my eyes over the fact that yet another person—my own sister, no
less—istaking River’'s side.

Did they ever stop to think that | torture River because she’'s mean to me for no damn
reason?

Sure, I’'m probably way too old to be acting this juvenile, but she brings it out in me.
River's wound too tight. She needs to learn to relax and stop taking everything so
seriously. She'swearing herself down and taking it out on everyone el se.

“I"ll take that into consideration next time I’ m cooking up some revenge.”

Holland doesn’t bother hiding her tired sigh. “Y ou’ re something else, big brother.”



“Don’t | know it, little sister. Love you, kiddo.”
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“Love you too...Deanie Weenie!”

The line goes dead.

Brat.

After aquick rinse in the shower, I'm back in the kitchen pulling out the fixings for a
hearty grilled turkey, bacon, and cheese sandwich. | grab the skillet from the cabinet
beside the stove and crank the heat. | need this baby to warm up pronto. | am
famished.

“Counter robot!” | command my smart device. “Play my Morning Music playlist.”
Bob Seger’s Old Time Rock I'll give her that.

River pushes past me likeit’s no obstacle at all, sprinting into my apartment.
“Whereisit?

“Sonof a...” | chase after her.

“Where' syour ster—FIRE! Fire! Fire! Fire!”

“What?’" | barely stop myself from crashing into her when the smell hits me. “Shit!
Firel”

| grab the spray hose connected to the sink and aim for the fire.



“No! Don't! Water?—"

| spray.

And everything goesto hell in a handbasket.

Flames lick over the stove, across the towel that’s disintegrating into nothing, and up
thewall. It feelslike it happensin less than two seconds.

“You idiot!” River pulls on me to get back. “Water and grease do not play well
together!”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before?’

“1 tried! Why don’t you know that?’

“Stop arguing and go call nine-one-one!”

She races from the apartment, and | head for the couch, jerking a blanket from the
back, throwing it over thefire.

It seemsto work...for a moment.

Then the flames burst through the material. We need to get out of here immediately.
“We need to go now !” River shrieks as she comes barreling back in, echoing my
thoughts. She yanks on me, trying to pull me out of the apartment. “Come on! Move

it!”

“Wait! | need to grab Leo.”



“ Oh my gosh! HURRY UP!”

| move like lightning, scooping Leo out of his terrarium and back into his on-the-go
hut. “ Sorry you’ re back in here, buddy. Just trying to save your life.”

“Will you quit talking to your turtle and move it already? | really don’t want to diein
here with you .”

“Why are you still here?’ | fire back at her. “That concerned about my safety?’

“Because I’'m agood person.”

“Doubt that.” | fasten the lid. “Done. Let's go.” | hold my hand out to her, and she
scoffs at it.

“Please. | am not holding your hand, Dean.”

| ignore her and grab her hand anyway, pulling her from the apartment and away
from the still growing fire.

11 Wait! ”

We stop, and River reaches for the fire alarm, yanking it down.

She grinsup at me. “I’ve dways wanted to do that.”

She tightens her grip on me, and | can already hear the sirens outside as| try to ignore
the way | like how her hand feelsin mine.
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RIVER

“The good news is whoever threw the blanket on the flames helped contain the fire
and it didn’t spread past the apartment.”

| let out a heavy breath. Seeing as I’'m his next-door neighbor and the most likely to
sustain damage, I’ m relieved by the firefighter’ s words.

“Hal” Dean points to me like he's the smartest man alive, feeling extra proud of
himself for helping contain the fire he started.

“But whoever threw water on the grease wasn't too bright and could have burned the
entire building down.”

| don’'t even bother trying to hide my smirk as Dean cowers into himself, full of
embarrassment.

Good. Moron.

Who doesn’'t know that the one thing you definitely do not do is throw water on a
grease fire?

And to think he' s teaching our youths...

Though, if | am being one hundred percent fair...l didn’t know this until | also threw
water on agrease fire and amost burned my own house down.



Suppose Dean and | now have something in common.

Technicaly, two things: grease fires and pie.

But I'm not giving him the satisfaction of ever admitting my mistake out loud.

Dean looks to the firefighter. “What’ s the bad news?’

“Y ou burned your apartment.”

“Fully aware.” His teeth gnash together, jaw tight with frustration. “I meant?>—"
“Isthat aturtle?’ the firefighter interrupts, pointing to Leo, who is sitting between us
in his hut at the back of the ambulance. “Were there any other pets inside the
apartment?’

“Just Leo here.”

“You named your turtle Leo?’ The man huffs. “How original.”

“Thank you!” | toss my hands up. “That’swhat | said!”

“He' s actually named after Tolstoy.”

“Uh-huh. I’'m sure that’s what you were going for and you didn’'t just come up with
that after you named your turtle after the Ninja Turtle and people made fun of you for
it.”

“1 don’t have to answer to you, especially when you’re dressed like a baked potato.”
Dean’s eyes drift down my body.



| don’t get the same chills | got when he raked that gaze over my towel-clad body
earlier. The hair on my arms doesn’t stand on end, and my whole being doesn’t tingle
with something | haven't felt in areally long time.

No. Now, I’'m mortified.

| look ridiculous.

Liketheidiot | am, so wrapped up in my anger at Dean, | ran next door to yell at him
in nothing but my towel.

By thetimel’d realized it, it was too late to turn back. He was opening the door, and |
am not one to back down from a challenge—no matter how ridiculously dressed | am.

Then the fire happened, and the last thing on my mind was putting on clothes. | just
wanted out of the burning building because the last person | want to die next to is him
Now I'm standing at the back of the ambulance wrapped in some spacesuit-like
blanket looking like afool while our neighbors glare at us for ruining their day.

I’'m glad Caroline is at work and isn’'t around to witness this—though I'm sure
Cooper, who is trying his damnedest to hold back a smirk, will relay the debacle in
compl ete detail.

| give him awave, and hetips his head to the side.

Y ou okay? he mouths, like the gentleman heis.

| shoot him athumbs-up and he grins, accepting my answer.



Like I can feel his eyes on me, | glance up at Dean, who's staring down at me with a
look | can’'t quite decipher.

“What?’

Ignoring me, he turns back to the firefighter. “What’ s the damage?’

“Your apartment is burned.” The firefighter laughs when Dean’s face twists with
frustration. “I’'m just screwing with you, kid. Sometimes you have to find a way to
laugh on atough job like this.”

He doesn’'t respond, just stares at the first responder with unamused eyes.

The guy clears his throat. “Well, like | said, the fire was semi-contained, so much of
the damage is to the kitchen. However, because of the open concept of the apartment,
my men are reporting that part of the living room was damaged as well.”
“Leo’sterrarium?’

“Your wannabe Ninja Turtle’ s house isintact.”

Dean lets out a relieved breath, one I’m certain he's been holding since we ran from
the building. | can’'t imagine Leo’s setup is cheap, and since my mother was a

teacher, | am more than aware of how little he makes.

“I'm happy to hear that. I'm glad Leo's okay.” Lucy makes everyone jump by
appearing out of thin air like she frequently does.

“Aw, crap. Lucy, | am so sorry. | didn’t...I wasn't thinking. River came barging over
to my apartment under the guise of another noise complaint when I’'m certain she was
just lonely and needed company but was too afraid to ask. |?7—"



“Youass!” | yell at him, trying hard not to smack him upside his head.

He just smirks down at me, and | shrink into myself.

I’m sure me showing up in a towel didn’'t help at al, but that is so not what | was
doing there.

Dean ruined yet another day of mine—first by stealing my pie, then by getting me all
riled up and stressed when I’'m already stressed. Next he had to go and ruin my bath.
The one thing | had going for me today, he screws up.

Thiswhole thing is hisfault, and | refuse to take any of the blame for it.

Nope. Not going to happen.

Ever.

Lucy pats Dean’s shoulder. “Don’'t sweat it, dear. I'm just glad everyone is okay, the
damage was contained, and the apartment below you was empty. We'll let insurance
take care of everything.” The corners of her lips tip down. “I am sorry about you
having to find new living arrangements.”

“Is the apartment not habitable at all?’

“It is. However, as building manager, | can’'t have you staying there, for insurance
purposes. I’ m sure you understand.”

Dean’sfacefalls, all the color vanishing in aflash.

His shoulders slump as the reality of everything startsto set in.



“I’ll hold the apartment for you once things get back in tiptop shape,” Lucy tells him.

“Oh, hell. Fucking hell. Where am | going to live? There’'sno way |I’d ever go back to
my parents’, and my best friend’s place is way too small for the two of us and Leo.”
His eyes widen with fear. “Leo! Ah, crap, crap, crap. | could go to a hotel but...oh,
hell. Shit. | am completely screwed. | 2—"

“Dean,” Lucy says in that soothing voice of hers as he gulpsin air. “We'll figure it
out. Just take a breath. Relax.”

“Relax? | can't relax, Lucy! | just ailmost burned down your entire building!”

“Oh, dear...” She steers him a few feet away, talking softly, trying to get him to cool
off.

The firefighter whistles. “1’ve been in this business long enough to know insurance
can move slow as all heck. It could be a rough couple of months for him.”

Months? Dean could be out of aplaceto live for that long? And Leo too?

Shit. That makes me feel bad for Leo.

And | guess Dean too.

But only by defaullt.

“Damn. Tough break for him.” The gentleman shakes his head, then turns to me,
hitching his thumb toward his crew. “I’ll send one of my men over to finish up taking

your statements. You just let me know if you need anything else.”

“Thanks,” | murmur, shooting him a quick smile, then diverting my gaze back to the



scenein front of me.

It's hard to take my eyes off Dean.

He towers over Lucy, his head in his hands as she speaks to him in hushed tones.

He's more upset than I've ever seen him before—and that includes the time his
football team lost the big game...or whatever it was he cried about for aweek.

I’m sure everything coming up in the next few months is running through his head on
a loop, including summer school, which he's scheduled to start teaching in a couple
weeks.

A nagging feeling starts at the base of my spine and slides up my neck.

Crap.

Maybe | do feel bad for him, and not just because he's Leo’ s handler.

| like little Leo, not that I'd ever admit it, and | don’t want Dean to have to give him
up just so he can have a place to stay. That’s not fair to either of them.

| do have a spare room...

No! That’'s ludicrous.

| can not have Dean staying with me. There is absolutely zero good that can come of
it. We'll kill each other.

There’sno way we' d surviveit.



But Leo...

“He can stay with me!”

They swivel their heads my way, and | slap my hand over my mouth as my words
register in my own ears.

What the fuck did | just say?

Dean lifts that one brow he always lifts, cocking his head to the side. | hate that brow.
“What was that?’

“Y ou can stay with me.”

No! Stop talking, River!

“What?’

| groan, pulling my spacesuit tighter around me, suddenly feeling more exposed than
when all | had covering my body was the world’ s tiniest towel.

“Do not make me say it again, you ass.”

“No, | don’'t think | heard you. | ?—"

“Unless your head's filled with as much smoke as your apartment iS’—L ucy sasses,
making him cringe—“you heard her perfectly fine, dear.” She moves toward me,
clapping her hands together with a smile on her lips that | decidedly do not like. “

That isawonderful idea, River.”

“You cannot be serious.” Dean comes up beside her. “There’'s no way you're



serious.”

“ am.”

Holy shit.

| am serious.

I’m willing to let Dean stay with me.

It'sjust amonth or two, right? I’'m sure | can keep from murdering him for that long.

“Are you Punking me? Ashton? Ashton Kutcher? Y ou can come out now!”

| purse my lips. “Yes, because | brought Ashton Kutcher here to screw with you and
not to screw him myself. In your dreams, idiot.”

“That would be in your dreams.”

| huff, and Lucy laughs.

“Oh, yes.” She smashes her lips together, trying to hold in a grin. “This is going to
work out perfectly.”

“l want a contract.” | point at her. “Like a good one. A legit one. Something that’s
going to keep that menace from freeloading off me for the rest of his days.”

“There are so many things wrong with that statement. The first one is that you
actually think I’m the menace.”

“You're the one who plays music way too loud! That's exactly what got you into this



mess:

“No, what got me into this mess was you waltzing over to my apartment looking sexy
in nothing but a freaking towel.”

“Did you just call me sexy 7’
“You were wearing atowel, River. A. Towel! I'm aman—I'd think Lucy was sexy in
a towel!” Dean winces. “I mean, no offense, Lucy. It's just...you're as old as my

grandmother...”

“None taken.” She waves her hand. “But just so you know, | look damn sexy in a
towel.”

She waggles her brows, and Dean’ s eyes grow to twice their usual size.
“1-1...” Heflounders, trying to find the right words to say. “I...umm...”

Lucy ignores Dean being...well, Dean.

“You can have your contract, River. | will start working on it tonight and get
everything sguared away tomorrow morning. What needs to happen now is everyone
getting back to their apartments and getting on with their day. Y ou two need to rest.
You've had along day, and agood night’srest is certainly in order.

" She smiles dlyly. “It may be afew people’s last chance at that. ”

| groan.

“Why do | absolutely hate the way that sounds?’



“Because, dear, I'm likely right. Now, let me get everything wrapped up with those
nice firefighters and we'll al be back inside before we know it. Be right back.”

Lucy scurries away, leaving me and Dean alone.

Which | guess | should get used to because apparently he’s going to be living with me
now.

Why did | say he could stay with me? Why couldn’t | just keep my big mouth shut?
Damn Leo for making me feel bad.

| glare at the turtle, who looks not so happy about being back in his hut.

“Don’'t give him evil eyes. He didn’t do anything to you.”

“Because he' s aturtle, not a person.”

“He has plenty of personality, which is more than | can say for you.” He sneers at me.

“I am full of personality—and sparkling personality at that. I'm a fucking ray of
sunshine.”

“Oh, | highly doubt that.”

“Is that how you're choosing to talk to me? The person who is kind enough to allow
you to live in her apartment when you have a history of arson?’

Dean works his jaw back and forth. He wants to say something snarky, but he bites
his tongue.

Smart man.



The first responders release everyone else back to their apartments. Most of our
neighbors give us sad smiles as they shuffle back inside, but a few of them send
daggers our way.

“Itwasall him.” | point at Dean. “Direct your fury at this guy.”

Dean smacks my finger away. “ Stop that. We' ve been over this. you distracted me
with?—"

“My towel—yeah, I’ ve heard. You know, you keep bringing that up. It's amost as if
you have alittle crush on me or something.”

He scoffs. “I already told you, I’d find anyone attractive in atowel.”

“Whatever you need to tell yourself to help you sleep in the room across from me at
night. Speaking of that...” | push myself up from the ambulance, facing him. “This
whole you-moving-in thing is completely temporary.”

“That was my understanding too.”

“It’sjust until your place gets fixed or you find other accommodations.”

He narrows his eyes. “Yeah, | got that.”

“And there will berules.”

He exhales. “1 figured as much.”

“Good. | just want to make myself clear.”

“You'reclear.”



| turn on my heel and start to head back into the building—then something hits me.

Dean said | was sexy.

A line needs to be drawn ASAP.

| turn back to him, and he looks at me with curious eyes.

“Yes, River?’ Up goes the brow.

“You can't try to sleep with me.”

He drops his jaw, stunned by what |’ ve said.

Then, he bursts into laughter.

And not just any sort of laughter.

No. It'sthe loud kind, the type that draws every eye in a hundred-foot radius.

That’ s exactly what' s happening— everyone is looking over at us as he doubles over.

“Seriously?’ | scowl, waiting for him to get himself together.

When he finally comes up for air, he's swiping at his eyes like he's brushing back
tears.

“Oh, man. Thank you for that. | needed a good laugh. It's been a long day.” Dean
pushes up from the ambulance, grabbing Leo’'s hut. He stalks toward me with
confidence. “Don’t worry, River, I'm not going to have an issue resisting you.”



“Not even in”—I drop the spacesuit—"this?’

Dean’s eyes darken the moment the blanket hits the ground, his jaw clenching tightly
as his nostrilsflare.

Hetries, I'll give him that.

But he can’t fight it.

Slowly, his eyes drift down my body, and just like earlier, | can feel his gaze stroking
al over me.

Except thistime, it's more .

It'salmost like I’ m wearing nothing.

Like he can see dl of me.

Even the parts | hide.

| regret tossing the blanket aside for only a moment.

Then power washes through me, and for once during the little game of back-and-forth
we' ve been playing over the last year, I’m the one in control.

Dean is always the one to get the last word in. He's always the one to walk away,
leaving me feeling flustered and annoyed.

Not today.

No, | won’'t give him the satisfaction



| lift my chin, not backing down. “Looks like that might not be the case after al,
Dean.”

| spin on my heel, leaving him standing there staring after me.

And | know heis.

Because his stareisjust as hot as the fire he set.
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DEAN
I’ ve been living with River for all of five minutes and | already want to move oui.

Not just because she's the reincarnation of Lucifer, of which I’m ninety-nine percent
certain, especialy after that stunt she pulled outside.

Or because I’'m her sworn enemy for some reason unknown to me.

It's none of those things.

It's the damn cat.

The one who's been sitting perched on the couch, hissing at me for the last few
minutes. The same one who's snuck out of River’s apartment no less than ten times

over the past year and found his way inside of mine, trying to get to Leo.

When | attempt to pick him up and take him home, he goes on the defense like I'm
the one invading his space.

“Morris, be nice.” River sets one of my suitcases near the couch, reaching over and
scratching between his ears. “Once he gets to know you, he'll mellow out.” She
pauses, shooting a glance my way. “Well, maybe not. It isyou , after al.”

“Isthat any way to treat aguest?’ | roll my other suitcase next to the first.

The firefighter was right about the fire damage: it was mostly contained to the



kitchen, only asmall spot in the living area burned.
The biggest killer was the smoke damage. It's evident throughout the entire
apartment. I’'m not a big fan of keeping doors closed—makes me feel all boxed

In—so it spread fast and far.

I’m certain I’'m going to have to wash al the clothes | tossed into suitcases at |least
twice just to get the stench out.

A fire. A damn grease fire at that.

| could have burned the entire building down today.

| could have hurt myself. Or Leo.

River.

Fuck, | am such a moron.

| glance around my new living space. Aside from a few color changes like different
flooring and cabinetry, it’'s the exact unit | have—had—just flipped.

Should be a relatively easy adjustment. That’'s good, because | could use something
easy considering | just set my apartment on fire and all.

Shit. | can’t believe River of all people took mein.

My sister’s place was a bust, considering she’s still living back in Assholetown.

Nolan's place is way too small, and sketchy. The dude should move to a better
neighborhood.



And there’s no way in hell I’ll be going to my parents with this. My dad would eat
this mishap up like it’ s bacon, and my old man fucking loves bacon.

A hotel would have been my only other option, and it would have been an expensive
one.

When River offered up her place, | almost said no.

I’d pony up that money just to spite her kindness.

But then the thought of picking up my life and moving into a complete unknown for
an indefinite number of weeks when | have so much on my plate coming up...

And, well, here|l am.

Fucking hell. | scrub a hand through my hair, pulling at the ends alittle too hard. But,
shit, I mean, how dumb am | to let myself get into this mess? With my luck, thisis
going to take months to fix. It's going to completely throw off Leo’'s schedule, my
schedule. It s?—

“Hey.” River's voice interrupts my panic. “Everything will be fine. Lucy was
right—nobody was hurt, and that’s the most important thing. Apartments and things
are replaceable. People and pets aren’'t. Just focus on that and everything else will fall
into place.”

Her words are soft. Calming even, like she can read the anxiety flowing through my
mind. It’s the sweetest her tone has ever been toward me.

“Uh, thanks.” | lift a hand, squeezing the back of my neck. It's strange being on the
receiving end of niceness from River.



Yet...it's comforting.

“You're welcome.” She clears her throat, then points toward the console resting
against thewall.

“You can put Leo over hereif that works for you. You'll be staying in my office, and
there’ s no spot for atank in there.

I’ll go in and rearrange it tomorrow so there’s room for more than just an air mattress.

You'll haveto sleep on the couch for tonight. ”

“1 don’t mind the couch. Some nights | pass out on mine anyway. I’ m just thankful to
have a place to stay.”

And it’ strue.

Evenif it iswith River.

She nods and begins pulling knickknacks off the console, moving them to the
bookshelf taking up the other wall. “I don’t have much food here and | was planning

on piefor dinner, so we'll need to grocery shop too.”

“l can pay for those. It can be part of my rent for staying here. Which, again, |
appreciate.”

Another short nod. “And I'll need to stop by the hardware store sometime to get you
akey. Mayahas my only spare.”

She moves on quickly again, like she doesn’t want me to acknowledge her niceness at
all.



| just don’'t get why.

“What’ s your angle?’

She halts her movements, peeking up at me through the messy red hair that’s barely
staying in the clip she has it thrown up in. “ Excuse me?’

“l said, what’'s your angle? Why are you letting me stay here and then acting all
whatever about it when | keep trying to thank you?’

Her brows go up afraction. “Is that what you’ re doing?’

1 Y%.H

“It doesn’t seem that way.”

“Doesn’'t it?”

Another fraction.

| clench my jaw. “Thank you, River. Thank you for allowing me to stay here. I’'m not
sure how I’ [l ever repay you.”

One hand on her hip, she taps her finger to her chin. “Gee, | wonder how you could
repay me. Other than rent—because | fully expect that.” She snaps her fingers. “I got
it! How about you stop stealing my pie.”

| narrow my eyes. “No.”

“Looks like someone’ s going to be homeless, then.”



“Do you really think I'm buying that the whole reason you're alowing me to stay
hereisso | stop ‘stealing’ your pie?’

“The fact that you just put stealing in air quotes...” She shakes her head, her anger
palpable. “ Stop questioning my motives.”

“So you' re admitting you have motives?’

“What? No.”

“Then what isthis?’

She growls, tossing her head back in frustration. “Why are you overanalyzing it?
Can't you just be grateful 7’

“That’swhat | wastrying to do, and you were being dismissive.”

“Because you're acting weird.” She shoves past me and to the bookshelf, setting yet
another figurine on it.

Geez, how many of these things does she have?

“Weird how?”

“| don’t know...nice.”

“I’m aways nice to you. | buy you pie.”

She slams the statue down, pushing past me again, grabbing two more and walking

them back to the shelf. “You buy me pie because you feel guilty for taking mine.
That’ s not being nice—that’ s covering your own ass.”



She has me there...

“Okay, so there might be some truth to that. But, still. | consider you afriend, River.”
She snorts. “Maybe not afriend, but at |east an acquaintance.”

After placing the last two collectibles on the shelf where she wants them, she turns to
me.

Her plump mouth is drawn into a thin line. Even though she looks serious, | can’t
help but let my eyes wander.

I’ ve checked River out plenty in the past.

I’d be afool not to acknowledge how attractive sheis.

But after seeing her in that towel, it'slike | can’t take my eyes away from her.

She's ditched her scrap of near nothing and exchanged it for a pair of navy leggings
and an oversized shirt. Her hair is the same mess it was, and she's still not wearing a
stitch of makeup. She spent her afternoon trying to put out a literal fire | set and
yet...shelooksincredible.

She takes two steps toward me, and | drag my eyes from her body to her hazel stare.
“You'reapainin my ass. Loud and obnoxious.

The world’ sworst neighbor.” | open my mouth, but she points at me.

“You just tried to burn the apartment building down, so don’t even try to refute that.

" | nod. “We' ve established that | hate you.



We are not friends. We' re neighbors, and right now, we' re roommates.

That's it . Nothing else. So don’t go getting any notions in your head that I’m going
to fall for your charms and we'll end up buds anytime soon. You do your thing, I'll
do mine.”

| want to argue.

Mostly for the sake of arguing.

But she's right. The easiest way for us to navigate this without butting heads every
five minutes isto just stick to our respective corners.

“Got it?’

| give her anod. “Understood.”

“Good.” She turns on her heel and makes her way to the front door. Slides her shoes
on. “Let’ s hit the store.”

“1 thought you said we' re supposed to do our own thing.”
She grits her teeth, not liking my smartass comment. “All this excitement for the day
has made me hungry.” She pulls open the door. “And you ruined my pie, so you owe

me dinner. Let’sgo.”

My stomach growls at the mention of food, and | realize | am starving because |
never did get to eat that damn sandwich.

| grab Leo’s hut. “At least let me pick the place.”



She tosses me alook. “It’s cute that you think that’s how this works.”

“Anyone ever tell you you're alittle short to be this sassy?’

“Just shut up and feed me before | get hangry.”

“Thisisyou normally ? Man, it’s going to be a blast living with you, then.”

She grumbles something | can’t quite make out, but whatever it is, it doesn’t sound as
grumpy as | expect.

| get the feeling River isn't going to hate having me as a roommate as much as she
thinks she will.

“Do you mind if we stop in at the pet store for a minute? | need to grab a few things
for Leo'sterrarium.”

One of the perks of the apartment building we live in isthe location. It’'s a primo spot
right in the heart of the city. Nearly everything important is within walking distance,
and if it’s not, you can bike. If you're feeling frisky, you can drive.

After (naturally) stopping by The Gravy Train for dinner—it's just down the
block—we opted to wak to the store since we weren't doing hefty grocery
shopping...or so | thought.

I’m carrying three bags—one on each shoulder and one in my hand—and River has
one.

She bought no less than three pints of ice cream, not to mention at least four different
kinds of cheese crackers.



I’m beginning to think she doesn’t spend much time at home and doesn’t eat there
often either, which would make sense because the woman is always working. It's a
miracle she ever found the time to complain about me when she was hardly home.

“Did you just ask if | was cool with going into the pet store? Where | get to play with
the animals?’

“I'll take that asayes.”

“ Big yes. Just don’t tell Morris| got excited about it.”

“Won’'t he smell it on you?’

“Yes, but I'll just tell him it’s your fault.”

“And he'll...believe that?’

“Yeah.” She shrugs. “He’'sasgullible as Sam is.”

| chuckle...and only kind of worry for her sanity. “Sam’sagood kid.”

“He' sthe best kid. Like ever.”

“You're biased.”

“I’'m alowed to be biased. He's been part of my life for nearly half of it.” She cocks
her head. “What? Y our eyes just widened.”

“It’s nothing. | just never considered how old Sam isin relation to how old Maya is.
I’m assuming we' re around the same age, so...”



“You're just now putting together that Maya had a teenage pregnancy.” She nods.
“She getsthat ook alot.”

“1 didn’t mean anything by it. Truly.”

“Oddly enough, | believe that,” she mutters, hefting the reusable bag—the one she
made me buy because it was cute and | owed her —higher.

“Do you need help with your one bag?’

Sheignores me. “I’m twenty-eight. Is that how old you are?’

“Yep. Asof last month.”

“What? | didn’t know it was your birthday last month!”

“How would you? We' re not friends, not acquaintances. Just neighbors, remember?’

Her brows dlide together, not liking how | throw her words back in her face.
“Whatever. It s nothing personal. | just like birthdays.”

“I'll file that info away in my Things | Now Know About My Neighbor Who Hates
Me folder for future non-interactions.”

| get ascowl for that one.

| stop in front of the pet store doors and turn to River. “Look, there are a lot of cute
fluffy thingsin here.”

“Like...gerbils? And bunnies? And guinea pigs?’ She gasps. “Oh my gosh, where do
guinea pigs even live in the wild? I've literaly never thought of that until this very



moment. Where do gerbilslive? What even isagerbil ?’

She's talking a mile a minute and | already regret asking her if we can stop, but |
need things for Leo’s terrarium. | hope River doesn't mind me taking over her
bathroom tonight to scrub out his tank and get it cleaned so | can start replacing

things.

“We have frozen stuff,” | remind her. “Like that pint of ice cream you stole right out
of my hands.”

Shelifts a shoulder. “ Should have put it in your bag faster.”

She'slucky it was only my third-favorite flavor; otherwise I’ d have made a scene.

“But | understand. | won't take too much time playing with all the adorable little
creatures.”

“Why do | not believe you at all?’
“Because I'm likely lying.” She breezes past me, pulling the door open. She glances
back over her shoulder, loose tendrils of her red hair blowing in the breeze. “Come

on. | don’t want my ice cream to melt.”

What the hell have | gotten myself into?
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RIVER
A crime scene isimminent.

Dean has been living in my apartment for all of two days, and | am close to kicking
his sorry ass to the curb. Or just skipping right to murdering him.

| slam the refrigerator closed and turn to him, glaring.

He sets his fork down beside his nearly empty breakfast plate and rubs his tired eyes.
“What now?’

“Y ou know what.”

He rakes his fingers through hisinky hair. “Look, | slept like ass last night, so if you
could just get on with whatever accusation it is you have thistime, I’ d appreciateit.”

“And I’ d appreciate if you stopped using all of my creamer.”

It's not the first thing of mine he's used either.

When | woke up yesterday, he was digging into my eggs. Sure, they’re only eggs, but
we' d just gone to the grocery store the night before and argued over how the grocery

system would work.

It took ten minutes of practically screaming at one another in the chip aisle, but we
managed to agree that he would buy his own groceries—and only his own—and we'd



divide the fridge evenly.

Apparently, his version of evenly and mine were two different things.

Even though the shop is closed on Mondays, | fled to the boutique so | could avoid
him.

Turns out, him eating my eggs was only the first of many offenses to come.

Like leaving his sweaty, smelly socks sitting inside his shoes after the gym. | had to
light two candles just to get the stink out of the living room.

Then there's his constant bickering with Morris, who Dean clearly hates. (It's fine.
Thefeeling is mutual .)

And the biggest complaint of all: | can’t just walk in the door and pop my bra off.

My back is starting to hurt, and these bad boys need to be free. He's screwing with
my ability to come home and relax at night.

WEell, to be fair, he’'s always done that.

But thisisworse.

“l didn’t use your creamer, River.”

| nod toward his mug, which contains coffee that is far from straight black. “Then
what’sin your cup?’

“Coffee.”



“Coffeeand ...”

“Sunshine.

“Dean.”

“It smilk.”

| sniff. “You expect meto believe that when my creamer is obviously empty?’

“1’m not the only person in this apartment. Did you stop to think you might have used
the last of your creamer?’

“No. I'd know.”

“If that were the case, you' d remember when we were at the grocery store two days
ago and you stood in front of the creamer for five minutes picking one out and then
putting it back because you still had plenty at home .”

He says it so confidently | amost believe him.

“You amost had me, but | distinctly remember putting it in my bag.”

“Then you took it out when we went down the ice cream aisle because if you ran out
of creamer, you'd just stop by The Gravy Train.” He sighs again. “Trust me, | did not
steal your shit.”

“l don’t believe you.”

He pushes up from the chair and grabs his plate, taking it to the sink. “That’s too
damn bad, because it’ s the truth.”



| cross my arms, leaning against the counter, watching him.
He rolls the sleeves of his dress shirt in away that makes his forearms pop, especially
when he reaches for the sponge. He lightly scrubs his plate, then pops it into the
dishwasher before moving on to the other dishesin the sink.

“You don’'t need to do that. That’s my mess—I can clean it up.”

He ignores me and continues to pre-wash all the dishes like the dishwasher wasn’'t
invented to do that exact job.

Whatever. If he wants to double-wash everything, he can waste histime.

His bottom lip is tucked between his teeth as he concentrates on what he' s doing.

The smell of something that most definitely is not dish soap washes over me.

It's Dean.

Cinnamon and cedarwood.

The spice comes from that damn gum he's always chewing, and the woodsy scent
must be from his cologne.

| find myself wanting to lean into him, to get better acquainted with the fragrance,
because I’ ve never smelled a combination so enticing before.

He makes a noise, and | realize I'm just standing here watching and sniffing him like
acreep.

What the hell am | doing? Why am | still standing here? Just walk away, River...



Except for some reason, | don't.

“S0, any plansfor the day?’ | ask.

“I"'m heading to school today to start getting my classroom ready for classes next
week. It was on my agenda before the fire.”

“You teach English, right?’
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“Sam said it was his favorite class last year. Surprising, because that kid hates
reading.”

A smile curves over Dean's lips. “I like hearing that. Sam’'s a good student. He
always asked such...interesting questions about the reading assignments. Came at
them from an unexpected angle a lot of times. Surprised me, something that’s harder
to do the longer | teach.”

“Have you been teaching long?’

“About four years now. | worked at my father’s company straight out of high school
for a while, but it wasn't what | wanted to do. | quit, enrolled in school, and have
been teaching since.”

“Doyou likeit?

“I love it. Don't get me wrong, it has its bad days, but every job does.” He shrugs.
“Can’t imagine myself doing much else.”

| can understand that. It's how | feel about Making Waves.



“Why’d you sleep like shit last night?’

Another sigh as he peeks over at me. “Why are you asking so many questions?’
“Because I’'m my most curious in the mornings.” | give him a sarcastic smile.

He's right; | am asking a lot of questions, and I’'m not sure why. I’'m feeling
unusually chatty—but maybe I'm always this chatty and | just don’t know it because

there’ s never anyone else here.

| should stop while I'm ahead. | don’t want to get comfortable having someone here
to talk to. More than that, | don’t want Dean getting too comfortable here.

Hefinaly answers me. “I never truly fell into a deep sleep.”

“1 didn’t keep you up, did |’

Thick brows go up, a teasing smirk on his lips. “Do you mean the first, second, or
third time you came into the office?’

| flew in at eleven PM, just fifteen minutes after Dean had retired for the night, and
flipped the light right on.

| didn’t even think about him being in there. It was completely out of habit.

He jumped off his air mattress wearing only a pair of gray boxer briefs that left
nothing to the imagination.

| averted my eyes as quickly as | could, but not before getting a look at what he had
to offer.



There was a moment when | questioned why | hated him again.

Then, he spoke.

“Fucking hell. | thought you were agremlin. Then | got agood look at you.”

“And?’

“Gremlins are cuter.”

| flipped him off, grabbed the notebook | was after, and left without turning the light
off.

| could hear him cursing as | scurried back to my room.

The other times | went in there weren’'t even out of spite. | genuinely needed things. It
was just a bonus that it interrupted his sleep.

But seeing him this morning... Guilt sits heavy in my stomach, especialy since | can
relate to how unrested he' s feeling.

I’ ve suffered from insomniafor several years now. If I’'m being honest, | can pinpoint
it back to when | started my business. It’'s the daily stress of knowing this could all
crumble at any second, knowing there are two other employees banking on my
business working.

These thoughts literally keep me up at night.

Silly with the shop doing as well as it is, but also valid because, hey, it's doing well.
In my experience, that meansit’'s al going to come crashing down at any moment.



It was at Maya sinsistence that | finally saw my doctor about it last year. Though I'm
not generally one for taking medication, | knew if | wanted to be successful, | needed
to sleep more than three interrupted hours a night.

| hate taking it, hate being dependent on it—or on anything, for that matter. So, | do
everything else | can to avoid it. Yoga, meditation, cutting back on screen time,
anything other than giving up my work that helps reduce stress.

For the most part, it works. I’ m not taking my medication nearly as often now.

Dean is still staring at me expectantly, so | just shrug. “I'm not used to having
someone in there, and | needed to check on afew things.”

He lifts that damn brow again, not buying it, even though it’ s true.

| did struggle last night knowing he was in the other room, but only because I'm
honestly not used to having someone else in my apartment.

It has nothing to do with the fact that the someone is Dean.

He' s nobody to me. Just my neighbor from hell.

“I"ll bring my work laptop home tonight so | don’t bug you again.”

“Thank you.” He starts scrubbing another dish. “Do you aways work so late at
night?’

| shrug. “ Sometimes. Usually when | can’t sleep, or if anew idea hits me.”

“Is your boutique that busy?”’



His words put me on edge.

| don’t like them. They’ re condescending. Like my livelihood doesn’'t matter as much
as his precious sleep.

Like my shop isajoke to him.

| push off the counter, bustling out of the kitchen and down the hallway to my
bedroom to finish getting ready for work.

Maybeif | distract myself, I won't kill him.

Not killing him would probably be best.

| think.

Sliding onto the stool at my vanity, | begin finagling my hair into place. | pull it up
into aneat bun, but | don't like the look. Too severe.

| try amessy one, and it’stoo...well, messy.

| yank the hairband out, hating everything | try.

My outfit catches my eye in the mirror, and | hate that too.

No. Stop it. You're just letting Dean get to you. You love this outfit. It's your
favorite. It shim . That's all.

| close my eyes and take a deep, calming breath.

If Dean’s going to be living here, | need to add more yogato my routine to help keep



me from exploding.

| can’t keep letting him get to me. Heisn't worth the frustration.

He doesn’'t matter.

“River.”

| peel my eyes open, surprised to find Dean standing in my doorway. He's leaning
against the jamb, arms crossed. That damn dress shirt is pulled taut against his chest.

Why does he look so good init?

“1 have adistinct feeling you took my words the wrong way.”

“Did 17

He nods. “Yes. | didn’t mean anything by it. | just meant...well, I’'m not entirely sure.
| guess| just didn't realize your little boutique was so...time-consuming.”

| huff, pushing to my feet.

If | don’t leave now, | am seriously going to maim him.

He puts his arm up, blocking me from passing by.

“Let methrough.”

“1 didn’t mean anything by that either.”

| glare up at him. “Then what do you mean, Dean?’



“l don’t know. I’'m not certain what I’m trying to say, and frankly, I’'m worried that
no matter what | say, it's going to offend you.”

“You're probably right.”

“Can | get that in writing?’

“Dean.”

“Fine. Let me start over, then?’ He clears his throat. “It's sad you stay up so late
working on your business, but | don’t mean that in a bad way. | mean it like...l wish
you were able to delegate more so you didn’'t have to sacrifice sleep...or interrupt

mine.”

| knew there would be selfish reasons for his words. | open my mouth, but he beats
me to the punch.

“But | also understand not wanting to hand over your baby to someone else. On the
flip side of that, it's a huge accomplishment that your shop is doing so well. You

should be proud. | am.”

It's on the tip of my tongue to tell him to bite me and force my way past. | don’t need
his validation.

It'slikely sad that my first instinct is to not believe him.

It'salso likely childish of me.

But, hey, Dean brings out that side of me.

| nod athanks, because deep down | think there’s some sincerity to his words beyond



him wanting uninterrupted sleep, and then | try to leave.

He doesn’t let me.

| grit my teeth. “What?’

“Are we good?’

| roll my shoulders back and look up at him.

There’ s no way he misses the hitch in my breath.

His vibrant Kelly green eyes nearly knock me on my ass.

He looks genuinely worried that he' s offended me.

He's never looked at me like this before, and that’s saying something because he's
offended me multiple times over the months he' s been my neighbor.

Thistime feelsdifferent.

Like he cares.

About me.

For me.

My breaths begin to come in sharper, and if he notices, he doesn't give any
indication.

“River, are we good?’



My eyes drift to his mouth...to his perfectly sculpted lips...

| bet they feel the way they look. Soft.

| wonder if he kisses the way he carries himself. With confidence.

| want to be kissed with confidence again.

All it would take is for me to push up onto my toes and | could test my theories...

No! Stop letting him affect you. He's still Dean.

“Areyou just kissing ass because I’m providing you with housing?’

“Are you going to continually throw that in my face?’
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He sighs, and | relent.

He' s right. | do keep bringing it up, but | don’t want him to forget he's a guest here
and, at any moment, | can take this away from him.

I’m the one on top thistime.

| guess | could back off abit... “No.”

“Good.” He nods once. “No, I'm not just saying it to kiss ass. | meant it.”

“Well, thank you. | guess.”



Hislipstip up at the corners. “Y ou’ re welcome. | guess.”

| roll my eyes. “Can | go now? | need to get to work.”

Slowly, he drops his arm, finally allowing me to pass.

| do, giving him awide berth.

| need space. Apparently being close to him makes me realize ridiculous things like
how good he smells. Or worse...how | wouldn’t push him away if he tried to kiss me.

“Hey, River?’

| peer over my shoulder.

“I like your hair down.”

| don’t respond.

Instead, | continue through the apartment, scooping my long waves into a ponytail
and twisting my hair tie around them.

Dean chuckles as | make my way out the door.
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DEAN
“Cheers! Here'sto International Childfree Day!”
“Isthat athing?’

“It is, though it’s not technically for another month.” Nolan, my best friend, tips his
beer back.

“Why are we celebrating it today, then?’

“Because kid-free is the way to be, and | needed an excuse to indulge in some beer
with my best friend.”

“I"ll drink to that.” | clink my bottle to his.
“I"ve drunk to less.”
| laugh. “True.”

He wipes at his mouth with the back of his hand. “All right, so, let me get this
straight: you' re living with your neighbor.”

1] Y$.”

“Who is hot as hell.”



“She's...okay.”

“Bullshit. I’ ve seen her—she’ s hot.”

“Ah, you’' ve seen her, but have you talked to her for along period? It definitely docks
hotness points.”

“Hot ishot.” Herolls his eyes. “But what you're really trying to sit here and tell meis
that living with your sexy neighbor is going to be the death of you because she
annoysyou 7’
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He shakes his head. “If anything, it's going to kill your sex life.” He laughs to
himself. “Just kidding...it's aready dead.”

“Fuck you very much, Nolan.” | flip him the bird and lift my beer bottle to my lips,
taking a swig.

| hate that he’ s not wrong.

My sex lifeisajoke. | don't remember the last time | went on a date that ended with
me between two warm thighs instead of at home with my cock in my right hand.

It's been along time. Too fucking long if you ask me.
The last girl | went out with spent the entire evening staring at her phone, and then
she had the audacity to be offended when | suggested | take her home instead of back

to my place.

Could | have taken her to my apartment and likely enjoyed a round or two in the



sheets? There’' s no doubt about that.

But, shit, | like at least alittle bit of decent conversation beforehand.

I’m not rushing to fall in love or anything, and I'm not saying I’m some heroic dude
who hasn't ever taken a girl home just for sex; I'm just bored with the dating scene.
There hasn’t been a single girl I’ ve gone out with who I’ ve given a second thought to
since...shit, | don’t even know how long.

Nolan laughs. “Now, now, Mr. Evans, that’s not very teacherly of you.”

“Please.” | set my bottle back in front of me, wrapping my fingers around it, picking
at the blue and red label. “Everyone has these buttoned-up versions of teachers in
their heads, but we're just as fucked up as the rest of em. We're simply better at
hiding it.”

“That’sright. Don’t want to startle the kiddos. Little twerps.”

| chuckle. “One of these days, man, you're going to get knocked on your ass and end
up with about ten of the little shits running around.”

He scoffs. “Please. | know better than to get roped into that. That's eighteen years of
responsibility.” He curls hislips, disgusted by the idea. “No thanks.”

“Right, Mr. Commitment-phobe. | forgot.”

“At least | know what | do and don’t want.”

Ouch. “I don't think that’s anything to brag about when you' re always running after
the honeymoon phase is over.”



“That'swhat | call self-preservation.”

“It's called being awimp.”

He doesn’t acknowledge that, just tilts his beer back and finishesit off.

Because he knows I’ m right.

I’ve known Nolan since | was five. We met at the bus stop for the same shitty school
and bonded over neither of us having one of those sweet Power Ranger lunchboxes
that were al the rage. All we had were brown paper sacks that were hardly bursting at

the seams with nutritious treats.

Each day we'd meet up, and I’d swap my turkey and cheese for his peanut butter and
jelly. He hated peanut butter, but it was all his dad could afford.

It never mattered to Nolan that my family won the lottery and we got out of that
shithole.

He was still Nolan, and | was still Dean. That was that.

We've been close since we met. It's fair to say | know Nolan well, better than
anyone.

It's how | know he's a runner and doesn’'t do commitment, which has everything to
do with his mom bailing on his family when he was five. He's been a ball of
bitterness and discontent ever since. In any relationship he's ever had, he's aways
left before he can be left.

I’m serious about him meeting some girl who'll knock him on his ass. It’s going to
happen, and | can’t wait to be there to witnessiit.



“So, what’s this chick doing now? Besides being an absolute angel by letting your
dumb ass live there after you nearly burned your apartment building down.”

| clench my jaw at the reminder, still pissed at myself—hence me sitting at the bar for
happy hour, something | rarely do.

Like he could read my mind and knew | needed to blow off some steam, Nolan called
me up and asked if | wanted to grab a beer. | jumped on the opportunity fast.

“She’s accused me of stealing or using her things every day I’ ve lived there.”
“You've only been there for five days.”

“1 know.” | laugh, but there’s no humor to it because | don’t find any of this funny.
It's exhausting. “ The first day, she was mad because | ate her eggs or some shit. The
second, she was pissed because | apparently used all her creamer.”

“Did you?’

“Yes.” He chuckles. “The third and fourth day she was in a huff because | told her
she shouldn’t keep letting her dishes pile up in the sink. She hasn’'t spoken to me
since.”

“1f you hate her that much, it soundslike the ideal situation, then.”

“Oh, it'd be great, exactly what | want—except she still hasn’'t given me a key to the
apartment.”

Despite my asking her every day, she still hasn’t given me akey.

This means if | want to leave the apartment, | have to wait for her to get home so |



can get back in.

It'swhy | was on board for beers with Nolan.

| had to be at the school today to help inventory the football equipment, and there was
no way |I’d be out late enough to warrant waiting around for River to come home.

| thought about stealing her keys and making a copy myself, but she keeps them in
her room, and it felt wrong sneaking in there for them.

| do respect some of her boundaries.

“How do you still not have a key?’

| shrug. “No damn clue, man. I'm of the belief that it gives her some sort of high
lording it over my head that she hasthe final say in when | come and go.”

“Given everything you' ve told me about all your tiffs with her, that wouldn’t surprise
me. Still can’t believe | haven’'t met her more than in passing yet.”

“You should come over one night next week for a baseball game. You can meet her
then.”

“Two things.” He holds afinger up. “One, baseball is boring as fuck, and you know |
hate it.” Another finger goes up. “Two, I'm in, but | do want to go on the record
saying | don't think it's exactly good practice to invite strangers over to the place
you' re crashing at temporarily.”

“One,” | counter, “baseball is boring, but pizza and beer are not, and sports are an
excuse for that. Two, | need awitness. | have afeeling either she or her cat is going to
murder me.”



“I’d never get in the way of a good murdering, especially when the asshole deserves
it.”

“So, you'rein?’

“To watch your roommate-slash-enemy annihilate you?’ He grins. “Fuck yeah.”
Nolan pushes his empty bottle away, shaking his head when the bartender motions
toward it, asking if he wants another.

“Please. I’'m not worried about River.” | scoff, finishing off my beer.

“From what I’ ve heard, you should be.”

“| can deal with her.”

“She seems feisty. Fun.”

“She's...something.”

Nolan tilts his head. “Y ou said that in afunny way.”

| draw my brows up. “What? | did not.”

He eyes me, curious. Then, a slow smile curves over his lips. “Oh, fuck. Why didn’t
you tell me?’

“Tell you what?’ | reach for the empty beer bottle, needing something to distract
myself with, uncomfortable under his scrutiny. He's staring at me too hard and too

long.

“That you have athing for this chick.”



| bark out a laugh, motioning to the bartender for another drink; I’m going to need
one if | have to sit here and listen to Nolan’s crap. “Please. | do not have a thing for
her, whatever the fuck that’ s supposed to mean.”

“It means she gets your dick and your other parts going.” He leans in close and
whispers, “Y ou know, like feelings and shit.”

“Whatever, man.” | grab the beer the bartender silently slides my way and take a
hefty swig. | wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Is River hot? Y eah, sure.
I’m not blind. She's the kind of girl I’d normally go for, but it's not a thing . The
attraction is purely physical.”

“Then you don't mind if | ask her out?’

“You don't even know her.”

He grins, and | know he caught that my answer wasn’t a flat-out no right off the bat.
It should have been. We both know that.

“Hasn’t stopped me before. | don’t know alot of the girls| go out with.”

True. Nolan's not exactly the get-to-know-you type.

And whatever. | don’t judge. It's not like I’ ve never wined and dined for some pussy
and then left before the awkward Do you want to grab breakfast?

The thought of him doing that to River...it makes my gut feel all weird. Wrong.

“1f you don’'t have athing for her, then she’s fair game, right?’

11 NO.H



The word tumbles from my lips on impulse, but that doesn’t make it any less true.

If anything, it makesit all that much more honest.

| don’t want to date River, but | don’t want Nolan to date her either.

And | can’'t figure out why.

He laughs, then rises off his stool. “ That’swhat | thought.”

“Where are you going? What do you mean that’ s what you thought?’

“I'm heading out.” He reaches into his back pocket, pulling his wallet free and
waving toward the bartender. “1’ ve been up since the ass-crack of dawn. Not all of us
get the summer off.”

“Check?’ The single word is the second time I’ ve heard the bartender speak since |
walked in here, and it's my favorite part about this bar. Nobody asks any questions or
tries to therapize you. Y ou can get adrink and be |eft alone.

Nolan nods, handing over his card, and the guy saunters off to take care of histab.

“What did you mean that’ s what you thought?’ | ask again when we' re alone.

“Come on, man. Though I’'m not sure why it’s always the go-to when speaking about
level of intelligence, it’s not rocket science. You like her, and not just physically.”

“No, | don't.”

“You do,” the bartender says, diding Nolan's receipt across the counter before
turning and leaving again.



“What the...” | glare at his retreating back, then shake my head. “He’ swrong.”

“He s not wrong.” He signs the check and slides it back across the bar.

“And I’'m not either. You do like her. You just won't admit it to yourself for some
reason.

Maybe it's because you're staying there now and you don’t want to rock the boat,
which is smart, but you can’t tell me you haven’t thought about River before. ”

11 ”

“Not just when you' re jacking your dick. I'm sure you do that plenty, you dirty dog.”

Guilty as charged there.

It took every ounce of willpower | had not to wrap my hand around my cock that first
night | wasthere.

Every time | closed my eyes, al | could see was her in that tiny fucking towel, bent
over so | could see everything she has to offer.

The only thing that stopped me was knowing River was lying in bed across the hall
and would hear me.

“I mean in arelationship kind of way.”

He' swrong.

| do not think of arelationship when it comes to River.



She loathes me, and we could never be anything more.

| bet the sex would be explosive though...

Nolan sighs, plucking some cash from his wallet and tossing it down onto the
counter.

He dlips his credit card back in. “Look, dude, | have listened to you lament the state
of your love life since things went to shit with your ex and you got back into the
dating scene, going on about how no woman has challenged you, made you feel
excited for more than just bedroom activities—though why you’'re looking for that
shit is beyond me.

Hey, whatever floats your boat.” He shakes his head.

“Anyway, al I’'m saying is, River challenges you, and there’ s no denying it.

If you're not already entertaining the idea of a relationship with her—something |
highly fucking doubt—maybe you should. ”

He's right. The biggest hindrance in my dating life has been that | haven't felt
challenged or at ease with anyone. It's all the same shit, different date. The same
unexciting variation of dinner, movie, bed. Rinse and fucking repeat.

It's not fun anymore. There’'s no chase. No excitement.

So, | guess | can see Nolan's point about River.

She is fun, and she does challenge me—mostly to not commit a crime, but it's a
challenge nonetheless.



But still...she' sRiver.

He claps me on the shoulder, giving me asmall smile. “I’ll call you later, man.”

| nod, and he takes off.

I’m left sitting here thinking about all the ways River could be right for me...maybe
in more ways than just the bedroom.
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RIVER
“Hey, Maya, it’s River. Your boss and best friend.
" | add that part just so she doesn’t hate me for bothering her again.

“l sent you a text about this, but I'm calling too, because, well, you know me—I'm
neurotic and obsessive.

The meeting with the photographer got pushed tomorrow because she has to take her
kid to the doctor. It's at ten now, not nine. | 2—"

My words die as the bedroom door is pushed open and Dean walks over the
threshold.

He' sdrenched in sweat.

Every inch of hislight blue workout shirt is clinging to him like a second skin.

| know Dean works out, not just because he's been living here five days now and he
always leaves the house at the same time each night to hit the gym, but because it’s

obvious even through those button-up shirts and band tees he always wears.

What | wasn't expecting was to be able to count his abs—all six of the
mouthwatering things.

He pulls his wireless headphones from his ears, the muscles in his arms jumping with



the action. He's still breathing hard like he just ran all the way here from the gym. To
be honest, | wouldn’t put it past him. He seems like the show-off type.

A pair of gym shorts are riding low on his hips and?—

Wow. Yes. That is definitely the outline of his dick.

He clears his throat, and | snap my eyes to his and away from this gift he's
unknowingly given me.

His dark brows are lifted, a playful smile strung across his mouth.

Busted.

“Like what you see, River?’

Hiswords are teasing, fun.

But his eyes? The way they’re burning with intensity?

They say something else entirely.

| pretend he's not staring a me like he wishes there weren't so much distance
between us and pull the phone from my ear, mashing the red button on the screen.

| make a mental note to explain the voicemail to Maya later and turn my nose up at
Dean, forcing my attention back to the computer in front of me like | wasn't just

ogling him like I’ ve never ogled before.

“1"ve seen better,” | say ascoolly as| can muster.



| hear the waver in my own voice.

| likewhat | see.

| like what | see way more than | should.

“Sure you have. One of all those hot dates you’ ve had?’

| hold back my sigh. Sometimes | forget he's had a front-row seat to my various
dating mishaps. Living next door, I’'m sure he's seen all the times I've come home
alone and all the mornings I’ ve crawled out of bed looking like a hot mess, trying to

pick up my wounded heart/ego.

He laughs drily. “Please tell me it wasn't that guy wearing the Hawaiian shirt. That's
going to sting.”

Ah, yes. Hawaiian shirt guy.

Thefirst date we went on was to the bowling alley.

| dismissed his outfit because | thought he was being quirky.

He cracked a couple jokes and the evening wasn't a complete disaster, so | said yesto
asecond date.

This was back when | was just getting into the dating scene again and was till
optimistic.

Silly me.

| let him pick me up for the second date, and imagine my surprise when | opened my



door to see he was wearing another Hawaiian shirt.

Now, | love clothes. | love fashion and being able to use an outfit to express yourself,
but there are afew places| draw theline.

Hawaiian shirts are one of them.

Of course, because that was just my luck, Dean had to step out of the elevator as we
were getting on. He had alot to say the next morning at the diner.

That was the last time | let aguy pick me up from my apartment; | didn’t need Dean’s
commentary about my dating life. I’d seen plenty of women coming and going from
his place over the last year and never once made any unsolicited comments about his

choices.

“As amatter of fact, it was—and he had aleg up on you too. There was an eight-pack
hiding beneath those stunning shirts.”

His eyes spark. “All | just heard was that you counted my abs.”

| sureas hdll did. “It was a shot in the dark.”

“Shot in the dark, my ass,” he mutters, moving toward his pile of things.

He drops to his haunches and starts rummaging around, looking for a change of
clothes. “What are you doing in here?’

“Working.”

“I'm glad you came in here when | was gone and not asleep like you've done al
week. Big improvement there.”



| wince. “Oops. I'll bring my?>—"

“Work laptop home—yeah, I’ ve heard that before.”

“I’m sorry, are you being grumpy with me?’

He pauses his movements, then sighs. “Maybe a little. It's not you.” He stands,

turning toward me. “Wdll, it is...but not completely.” Another sigh, his shoulders

slumping on the exhale. “It’ sjust been along week.”

He looks worn out. Run down. Like he’ s running on his last leg.

“1 promise to bring my laptop home.”

“I"m sure you will.”

“I’ll text Maya and make sure she reminds me.”

He grunts and sits on the edge of his air mattress.

| can’t imagine that’s lending any hands in the sleeping department. Dean’s way too
big to be sleeping on that thing, and | know it’s not comfortable.

We tried to rescue his bed from his apartment, but it smelled too much like smoke to
us. We weren't sure if that was just the smell burned into our nostrils or if it was
toast, but we weren't taking the chance.

“What are you working on this late? The shop closed hours ago.”

| click through my email one last time, making sure | haven't missed anything.
“Photographer.”



“Y ou have a photographer?’

| nod. “We sell items online, started it at the beginning of the year. It's still just us
three managing the shop and now the online sales, so it’salot of extrawork to keep it
running efficiently, but it will help keep business steady when tourist season is

down.”

A lot of work and a lot of added stress. It's why | run in here at night to check on
things. Why I’'m forever going in early and why I’'m always the last to leave. We're a
small shop, but our online presence is growing every day and the internet is
demanding as hell.

“Do Caroline and Maya know you're staying up late and taking on the brunt of the
work?’

There' s something in his voice that almost sounds like concern.

His worry is sweet—something | never thought I’d say when referring to Dean—but
it’s not needed.

At the end of the day, Making Waves is mine, and since I’'m not at the point of
comfortably hiring more employees or paying the ones | aready have more, it's only
fair for it to fall on my shoulders.

“Yes.

“ And what do they have to say about it?’

“Not much.”

“S0, what, they just think you’re that good at running a well-oiled machine from the



shop and not killing yourself at night?”’

“No. They know | work from home sometimes.”

“Do they know how often?’

| sigh. “What difference does it make to you how much time | spend working?’

“Because it wears you out and makes you overworked and you start acting extra
assy.

| lift my brows. “Did you just call me an ass?’

“ Assy , but yes.”

My lips twitch, amused. “WEell then.”

He doesn’'t look sorry, and | like that he doesn’t ook sorry. That he sticks to his guns.
That he’s not afraid to call me on my shit when I’'m being a brat, which is probably
often.

“Just calling it like | seeit.” He lifts his shoulders. “1’ve known you for a year now
and, in that time, you've grown more and more irritable. Maybe it's time for a
vacation.”

| narrow my eyes at him. “Did you ever stop to think that the reason is you?’

“No. I'm afucking angel.”

“If you mean in the sense that Lucifer was once an angel, you have that right.”



He snorts, diving back into his bag of belongings. “Hilarious coming from you, Little
Miss Call the Landlord because my music is too loud instead of just, | don't know,
knocking on my door like anormal neighbor would.”

“What? |’ ve never called Lucy on you.”

He peeks at me over his shoulder, his eyesin narrowed dlits. “Puh- lease . Don't try to
act al innocent now.”

“I"'m serious, Dean. | have never called Lucy on you. I’ve wanted to a lot but never
could bring myself to do it. Other than banging on your wall, that afternoon of the fire
was the first time | acted on your obnoxiousness.”

He stares at me, thick brows lifted.

They slowly drop back down as the realization that I’ m not lying hits him.

Does he think I'm that petty? That I’d snitch to our building manager over his music
being too loud?

Have | wanted to complain to Lucy about his loud music and generally insufferable
behavior? Hell yes. Every damn day.

But it wasn’'t me.

“Then who did?’

“Not sure, but I'd love to meet them and shake their hand. Y our music taste sucks.”

“You can't say that if you don’'t like music.” Shaking his head, he pushes to his feet
again, stretches his arms back over his head, and strips his shirt off in one swift



movement.

My jaw dropsjust as easily as his clothes dlid off.

He's standing not ten feet away from me without a shirt on and oh my sweet baby
Jesus.

If 1 thought his body was impressive when it was covered, | was wrong. Dean’s back
is nothing but corded muscles, the lines defined and sexy.

Since when do | find backs sexy?

As if he knows him being shirtless is doing a number on me, he chuckles. “1 can feel
you staring, River.”

I’m sorry, do you own amirror? Of course I’m staring!

| gulp and give myself a good shake, turning my attention back to my computer.

Don’'t look, don’t look, don’t |ook.

“Weird, because | definitely wasn't staring.”

Another laugh. “Just admit you find me tempting.”

| wrinkle my nose and push to my feet, grabbing my notebook. “The only thing you
tempt me to do is commit murder. |?—"

He turns around, and for the second time tonight, he leaves me speechless.

I’m not usually one to salivate over a man with a chiseled chest but... good gravy .



| can still see the beads of sweat running down the contours of his well-defined abs,
the muscles jumping as my eyes rake over his body like he can fee my stare
caressing him.



Page 13

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 6:23 am

It's clearly been way too long since I’ ve seen a guy shirtless because my lady bits are
tingling like they’ ve never tingled before. Fuck, even my nipples are hard, for crying
out loud!

“I’m sorry, were you saying something, River?’

Like they're hooked up to his voice, they tighten even more, and | clutch my
notebook like it's my lifeline, covering the evidence. Big mistake because the friction

is apparently just what | need, and | nearly let out a moan.

Holy hell am | sex-deprived, getting turned on by a fucking notebook. Has nothing to
do with ashirtless Dean, of course.

He steps closer, and | don’'t back up, holding my ground.
| shove my shoulders back. “Just that | hate you.”

“Really?’ He takes another step. And another. He's so close | can smell the cinnamon
from his gum.

Every inch of my body is on edge because all | can think about is how he's too close
but too far away at the same time.

He takes one last step, then dips his head toward mine. He' s not touching me, but if |
weren’'t holding my breath, my notebook would be bumping against his chest.

“Hate me so much you'’ re hiding your hardened nipples behind a notebook?”’



The whoosh of breath leaves me in aloud groan, and | flee from the room, careful not
to brush up against him.

“Something wrong, roomie?’ he calls out, amusement clear in his voice. “Did
something pop up that you want to talk about?’

“You leave my nipples out of this!”

His laughter echoes through the apartment as | slam my bedroom door closed.
Asshole.

| can’t sleep.

I’ ve spent the past hour tossing and turning, and it’s entirely Dean’ s fault.

It didn’t take long for him to hit the shower after | scurried off to my room. The entire
time he was in there, al | could think about was how he was stark naked with nothing
but afew feet of drywall between us.

How good the water must look running over his back...his abs.

His cock.

| should have been more embarrassed than | was when he caught me staring at his
dick. Should have turned beet red.

But hiseyes...

For a quick moment, like the tiniest fraction of a second, | considered closing the
distance like his eyes were begging me to do.



But | didn't.

Now I'm tucked safely away in my room where | won’'t be tempted to do something
foolish like kiss Dean Evans.

And he's in his room, where I'm sure he's just so damn pleased with himself for
getting me all worked up and making my nipples hard.

They still are.

Hell, my entire body is awake because every time | close my eyes, | see Dean without
ashirt. Or the outline of his dick.

Ugh. | seriously need to get laid. Thisis getting ridiculous if I’m actually lying here
thinking about Dean of all people.

Maybe a quick rendezvous with my favorite toy will help take the edge off...

| reach into my nightstand and grab my clit vibrator. Switch it on. Set it to the lowest
(and quietest) setting, slide my panties to the side.

| am that needy. So keyed up | nearly burst before it even makes contact with my
center.

| spread my legs and tilt my hips up, guiding the toy over my bud, which is pulsing
with need.

My eyesfall closed and all | seeisafamiliar pair of green eyes.

| pop my eyes back open, pulling the toy from my body, because What the hell ?



It's one thing to masturbate, but it’s another to think of Dean while | do it.

What he doesn’t know won't hurt...

| close my eyes, bring my toy back to my clit...and god help me, | think of Dean.

His green eyes. That perfect smirk. His midnight black hair, his incessant five o’ clock
shadow, the slight dimplein his chin.

| conjure the image of him from only an hour ago, standing shirtless in front of me. |
picture him stalking toward me, his hard, taut body pressing against mine as he cups
my face. His thumb strokes gently over my cheek as he leans down to kissme and...

| come.

Hard.

| gasp for air, coming down from the high, my heart racing dangeroudly fast.

“Take that, Dean.” | dide the toy out from under the blankets. “I don’t need the real

you.

“You say something?’

“FUCK!” | yelp.

And my vibrator goes flying across the room as my armsflail.

Thump.

It smacks loudly against the wall...and leaves a nice | was just caught masturbating



and | panicked and flung my vibrator across the room- sized hole in the wall.
“Mother...”

“Uh, everything okay in there?’ Dean calls through the door.

“OH MY GOSH! GO AWAY!”

“Geez, okay,” he says. “I heard talking and thought you said my name. Sorry.”

His footsteps echo down the hall as | lie there, holding my breath, completely
mortified. | place my hand over my chest, trying to calm my breathing. If | thought
my heart rate was up during my orgasm...

What in the hell just happened?

After afew minutes of trying to relax, | push myself up to a sitting position, combing
back my hair. | smack my lips together, my mouth dry.

| drag myself out of bed and pick up my poor vibrator.

“Sorry about that, buddy,” | whisper, tucking it back into my bedside table.

| quietly pull my bedroom door open. Before | step into the hallway, | peek around
the doorframe and to my |eft.

Dean’ s door is closed, and hislight is off.

Good.

| sneak down the hall and into the kitchen. As quietly as| can, | get myself a glass of



water and chug it. | fill another and settle my back against the counter, trying to get
myself to relax.

I’m even more keyed up now than | was before my stellar orgasm.

Of course Dean would ruin my afterglow. That's just his style, just the thing he'd
manage to pull off, the ass.

Out of the corner of my eye, | spot my yoga mat rolled up and resting against the
couch.

Yes! That's exactly what | need. Y oga always helps me cool off.

| tiptoe back to my room, grab my phone and earbuds, and then pad back out to the
living room.

| unroll my mat and get everything situated before firing up my favorite yogi app.

Before | hit play, | sit till, listening closely to see if | woke Dean up with al my
moving about.

Nothing.

He must be asl eep.

| take afew gentle breaths and hit play on my go-to routine.

It doesn’t take long until I'm lost in the moves, completely zeroed in on my favorite
instructor’ s soothing tone.

When the video ends, | continue through my cooldown poses, determined to get out



the last of thejitters| feel.

A ticklein my spine draws me out of my trance.

I”’m not alone.

Dean’ s watching me.

His smoldering stare is boring into me. | don’t have to be looking at him to know that
thelook in his eyesisthe same one | saw earlier in his bedroom.

He' s enjoying the view.

And I’'m enjoying the way his eyes are caressing me, following every move | make as
| bend, placing my palms flat against the floor.

Even with my headphonesin, | can hear Dean’ s sharp intake, my ass fully on display.

I’m wearing nothing but a pair of black boyshorts and a pale pink camisole, my
standard bedtime attire.

| push to my full height, then bend again, this time walking my hands out and shoving
my butt out even more.

“Fuck,” he mutters, the desire in his voice thick.

| can’'t even laugh.

| feel it too, the untapped tension in the room.

I’ m starting to sweat, and not from my exercise.



The flames of his stare lick against my skin, and | realize now that screwing with him
was a mistake.

| don’t feel relaxed. | am anything but relaxed.

Inhale, exhale.

| draw in three deep breaths, stretch out again without the intention of making Dean
crazy, and then push to my full height.

| don’t acknowledge him as | roll my yoga mat back up and tuck it away.

Pulling one earbud from my ear, | turn toward my audience.

He doesn’'t look away. Doesn’t shrink under my attention.

He's staring at me unabashedly, a glass of water in his hands, the moonlight from the
open window and the terrarium casting just enough light for me to see him sitting at
theisland in the dark kitchen.

| can’'t see his eyes, but | can still feel them.

Feeling brave, | stalk toward him, not stopping until I’'m nearly between his spread
legs.

| dlip the glass from his hands and take a long, hard pull from it, emptying it before
setting it down on the counter.

He just watches, not saying aword as | stand there.

All that can be heard is our uneven breathing.



| don't know how many minutes go by, but my nipples are back to standing at
attention and my pussy is back to feeling like | haven’t given it attention in days.

I’m beginning to grow uncomfortable under his deep stare, and not in a creeper vibe
sort of way. More of an I’m about to do something | regret kind of way.

“Like what you see?” | smart off, needing to regain some semblance of balance
because what in the hell are we doing?

We can’t be playing gameslike this.

| can’t be masturbating because Dean got me all hot and bothered.

He can’t be staring at me like he wants to strip me bare.

“Yes,” he answers.

Without a care in the world, he adjusts his obviously hard cock inside those gray
sweats I’ m starting to hate.

“Yeah?

A challenging brow goes up.

“Well, that’ s too bad.”

Though | want to run, | turn away from him slowly, sauntering down the hall as
nonchalantly as| can.

“Fucking hell,” he grumbles as | close my door.



Fucking hell isright.
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DEAN
“What the hell are you staring at?’

The fluff of white fur bores his bright blue, hate-filled gaze into me from the other
end of the couch where I’ ve been planted all day.

Morris does not like me one bit. He made that clear last night when | got up to use the
bathroom and he swatted at me as | made my way down the hall. I’'m now sporting
two slashes across the top of my left foot that | know will sting later when | put my
shoes on for my nightly visit to the gym.

With an annoyed meow , the little shithead picks himself up and saunters off down
the hallway, leaving me to enjoy bumming around without being watched.

| look over at Leo, and | swear herolls hiseyes at Morris.

“Same, dude. Same.” | reach over, running my finger along the glass of his terrarium.
Helooksastired as| fedl.

It's not often | take days to just lounge around. I'm not an overly busy man by any
means, but | always tend to find something to do to fill my time, like signing up for
summer school or my volunteer work with the local animal shelter where | got Leo.

Sitting still isn't my thing.

But today, | needed it.



It's been a long week, and I've been in constant go mode dealing with insurance,
Lucy—who | swear is an angel—and the aftermath of nearly burning my own place
down.

Shit, I've been so busy | forgot to tell my parents about the fire and received a nice
phone call from my mother this morning that consisted of awhole lot of swearing and
promises of | brought you into this world, Dean Evans, and | can take you out.

| can thank Holland' s big mouth for spilling those beans.

After that horrid wake-up call, | decided a day of doing nothing sounded perfectly
acceptable. Especially since | didn’'t sleep for shit last night.

| couldn’t stop thinking about River...or how she looked bent over. How she looked
practically standing between my legs with nipples as hard as rocks.

| had to fight so fucking hard to not reach out and touch her.

Just like I've had to fight hard today to talk myself out of stroking my cock to the
image of her assin theair.

| should be ashamed of myself for conjuring it up so many times, but | refuse. Not
when she looked as good as she did.

Stop thinking about it, Dean. It's abad ideato go there.
| focus my attention back on the guitar in my hands, plucking at the strings. I’m not
the best guitarist thereisand | don’t play often, but it's a good distraction when I'm

trying to relax.

Keys dlip into the lock on the front door, and Morris races back into the living room,



perching by the door just as River pushesit open.

“Hi, baby.” She coos at him like he isn’t the devil in disguise, trading the purse in her
hands for him, swooping the cat up and cuddling him close. | can hear his purring all
the way from the couch as she scratches under his ears, peppering him with kisses.
Like she can feel my gaze, she turns her eyesto me.

“Oh. Hi.”

Her voice might be flat, but there’'s something different in the way she’s looking at
me. | can’t quite put my finger on what I’ m seeing.

“How was your day?’ | ask.

She scrunches her face up. “Can you not?’

“Can | not what? Be civil?”

“Be domestic. It'sweird.”

“Right.” 1 nod. “My bad. I’ll skip the pleasantries next time and just rip ass as soon as
you walk through the door.”

Her eyes widen. “Y ou’ ve been farting on my couch?’

| don’t even dignify that with aresponse.

Instead, | push up from my spot of comfort and set my guitar to the side. | pick up my
water glass and make my way into the kitchen to deposit it in the sink.



She sighs. “Sorry. That probably wasn't an appropriate response.”

Now I’m the one with wide eyes as | turn to her. “Did you just...apologize? To me 7’
She wantsto roll her eyes. It's al over her face. Somehow, she refrains, settling for a
poorly repressed sigh as she sets Morris down on the floor. He meows at her, then
prances off, heading to his bed beside the TV stand.

River dlides her shoes off, then pads farther into the apartment. “Don’t get too
excited. | also apologized to the potted plant | ran into in the hallway. You're not
special.” She dlips onto the stool at the counter. “Might want to pay attention.”

| pinch my brows together. “Huh?’

She nods toward the glass that’s under the water spigot on the fridge just as it begins
to overflow onto my hand.

“Shit!” | yank it away, and it’s afoolish thing to do. Water sloshes everywhere.

| take one step, and my least favorite thing in the world happens. | step in
water...with my socks on.

“Son of abitch!”

River giggles.

Actually giggles.

| whip my head toward her. I’ ve never heard a sound like that come out of her before.

If she'slaughing when I'm around, it's at me, and it can mostly be classified as more



of asarcastic snort than anything else.

“Y ou sounded like Dean.”

“l am Dean.”

This time she does roll her eyes. “Not you Dean. Winchester. The one | actually
like.”

“You know, me and that Dean have a lot in common. It's weird you don’'t like me

too.

“1I"m sorry, have you seen Jensen Ackles without a shirt on?”’

“Have you seen me without a shirt on?’

She purses her lips. “You know | have.”

“And?’

She swallows thickly, the action visible even from here, and wigglesin her seat.

She clears her throat and waves her hand, trying to appear unaffected. “Not
impressed.”

“That's not what your nipples said.” | lift my leg, pulling my wet sock off my foot,
then remove the other. | ball them up and shove them into my pocket.

If I werein my own place, I’ d toss them on the floor.

| have afeeling that wouldn’t go over too well with River.



“There was adraft.”

“In abedroom with all the windows closed?’

“Yes,” she says. Then she points across the kitchen. “Second drawer, next to the
stove.”

“What?’

She huffs. “Hand towels. Second drawer down, next to the stove. You're going to
need them to clean your mess up. | don’t have paper towels.”

“Did you forget to buy some?’

“No. | just don’t use them at home. Reuse, reduce, recycle and al that. | try to do my
part where | can, and paper towels seem pointless when there are perfectly good
washabl e cloth napkins and towels that can be used.”

“That’s...surprising.”

“What is?’

“You being all hipster and whatnot.”

“If being all hipster means giving a shit about the environment, then yeah, | guess |

am a‘hipster.”” She uses air quotes around the word. “Do you need assistance?’
“Are you going to keep talking like that all night?’

“Like what?’



“Just throwing out these random questions like I’'m supposed to know what the hell
you'’ re yammering on about.”

“I’'m referring to your mess. Do you need help cleaning it up? It's taking you long
enoughtodoit.”

| shake my head, moving toward the drawer she pointed out, and clean up my mess.

River rises from her stool, moving into the kitchen, stepping around me and having
the audacity to side-eye me like I’m the one in her way.

Finished cleaning, | stand to my full height, tossing the towel onto the counter next to
me. | lean my back against the granite and cross my arms over my chest, watching as
she scuttles around, peeking in all the cabinets and shuffling things around before
slamming them closed.

“Are you hangry or something? Need a snack? Y ou sound extra grumpy today.”

“Yes, actually.” She pulls the door of the fridge/freezer open, and it takes all of five
seconds before she angrily bangs it closed too. “I’m starving , and there’s nothing to
eat in this apartment.”

“Didn’t we just go grocery shopping?’

“Y es, but nothing sounds good.”

Truth is, I'm aso starving, and now that we're bringing up food, my stomach is
starting to rumble. | did this same routine three times today before | settled on eating

a couple spoonfuls of peanut butter straight from the jar that was clearly marked
with...well, not my name.



But I’'m not telling her that.

“Let’sgo out.”

She crinkles her nose. “Like...together? In...public?’

| pin her with anarrowed stare. “Y es.”

“Where people can see us?’

“River...” | pinch the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger.

“Fine, fine,” she relents. “We can go to The Gravy Train. People already know us
there, so it won't be weird if we're seen together.”

“You're acting like I’m some sort of leper.”

“You said it, not me.”

| shove away from the counter, brushing past her. “I’ll go get dressed.”

“Y ou mean you'’ re not going to wear such an orgasm-inducing outfit out and about?’

| spin back around. “Y ou know what? Y eah, | think | will. | mean, you go to the diner
looking like shit on alog all the time. Why can’t |7

She works her jaw back and forth at my lie.

River might not always be dressed up, but she certainly never looks like shit, even
when she’ strying to.



“Whatever.” She breezes past me, making her way to the front door. “Just don’t stand
too close to me.”

“Oh, I’'m standing close—super close. | might even hold your hand just so everyone
knows we' re together.”

“Please.” She dlips her shoes back on as | stalk toward her, swiping my wallet and
phone from the coffee table and stuffing them into my pocket. “Like they’d believe
that. We hate each other. Everyone knowsit.”

“Good point. You're not very subtle about your distaste for me.”

“Can you blame me?’ she shoots back, grabbing her purse as | pull open the front
door and wave her through. “You first. | have the key.”

“Which | still need a copy of,” | remind her as | head into the hal. I've asked her
every morning and night since | moved in and she' s yet to get me a copy.

“So you' ve said about ten times. It’s on my to-do list.”

“Where? At the very bottom?”’

Her grintellsme I’ m right.

Before she can pull the door shut all the way, | reach into my pocket, grab the ball of
wet socks, and chuck them into the apartment.

“Dean!”

“What?’ | say innocently. “I’ll pick *em up when we get back. | wasn't going to go to
The Gravy Train with wet socks in my pocket.”



“But you'll bring your turtle there?’

“He’ s my emotional support turtle!”
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“Sure heis.” She turns the lock and | trail behind her toward the elevator, loving the
way her ass looks in the skintight jeans she's rocking. “And Michael B. Jordan
proposed to me today.”

“That poor, poor bastard.”

She smacks at my stomach. “I hope Morris steals your socks and hides them where
you'll never find them.”

“And | hope Michael B. Jordan did propose—it’d be nice for someone to finally take
you off my hands.”

“That implies you have some sort of hold on me, and | can assure you that couldn’t
be further from the truth.”

“Couldn’t it though?’ | smirk as we wait for the elevator. “Y ou seem pretty obsessed
with me.”

“You wish.”

The elevator arrives and the doors open to show another building resident tucked
inside, standing at the back corner.

| don’'t remember the woman's name—something with a T—but she smiles at us
warmly as we step into the car and stand opposite her.

Therideis quiet as we make our way down ten floors.



When the car hits the lobby, she grins at us brightly as she steps out of the elevator. “I
always knew you two would get together eventually.”

“What the fuck...” | whisper once she’s out of earshot.

“For once, | agree with you,” River says. She wrinkles her nose as we make our way
off the elevator. “Do people, like, think we're...dating?’ She shivers, pushing
through the building’s main doors. “Ew.”

| prickle at her reaction.

She hates me, | get it, but to imply that dating me would be gross grates on me for
some reason.

“Ouch.”

“Don’t act like that hurt your feelings. Y ou know us dating would be awful.”

13 Eh.”

“I’m sorry, are you implying us dating wouldn’t be a disaster?’

“1t could be good. Especially for your reputation.”

She chortles. “Please. If anything, it would be quite the opposite.”

“What was it you said to me before?’ | scratch my chin. “Ah, that’s right—whatever
you need to tell yourself to help you sleep in the room across from me at night.”

She lifts her eyes skyward.



“Careful,” | tell her. “You keep rolling your eyes like that and they’ll get stuck that
way.”
She does it again, with extraflair thistime.

| chuckle, grabbing hold of the door to The Gravy Train and pulling it open for her.
She doesn’t move away as my fingers brush against the small of her back to guide her

into the restaurant.

We file into the line, and there are at least five people ahead of us. River isn’'t happy
about it.

“1 swear, if someone takes the last piece of cherry pie, I'm going to be big mad .

" She's standing there with her arms crossed over her chest, tapping her foot against
the old, worn black and white checkered tile.

She looks ticked off, and it’ s adorable how bothered she’s getting.

“Like the biggest kind of mad a person can get. Flipping tables and everything.”

“You take your pie seriously when you're hungry.”

“| take my pie serioudsly al the time.” She side-eyes me as we step forward.
“Something you should remember the next time you want to try to steal it.”

“Isit stealing if it’s given to me?”’

“Considering you trick a poor, unsuspecting child into ‘giving’ it to you, yes—that’s
stealing.”



| laugh. “Man, that kid is gullible. Maya should work on that.”

A proud smile curves River’slips. “She's agood mom.”

“Sheis.” | nod. “I see alot of parents come through my classroom who aren’t. Makes
me realize that even when | thought | had it bad as akid, it could have been worse.”

“Where are you from originally?’

“Not too far away. About an hour and a half south.”

“Why’ d you move up here?’

| turn to her, surprised. “I’m sorry, are you trying to get to know me or something?’
“Not redly. I’'m just trying to distract myself from the hunger that’s ripping through
my stomach so | don’t skip this ridiculous line and start stealing treats right off the
counter.”

“There are three people in front of us now. Thelineisn't that ridiculous.”

She shrugs, and we move up again.

“Now two.”

She growls, and | laugh.

Pushing to her toes, she bobs side to side, trying to see what’s going on in front of

her, her patience wearing thin as the old couple at the counter—who I’'m fairly certain
were around when the dinosaurs were—move slowly.



Her legs look long encased in her skinny jeans, and | know it's an optical illusion
because she barely comes up to my shoulders on agood day.

The mustard and black polka dot shirt she's wearing rides up at her movements,
giving me a peek at her skin.

And now all | can think about islast night.

How good she looked in the moonlight doing whatever fucking pose she was doing.
She could have been down there making shit up completely and | wouldn’'t have
known. I’ d have watched her all night if | could.

Thelast of the linein front of us disappears and we step up to the register.

The woman behind the counter blinks twice, clearly surprised to see us.

“River. Dean. You're here...together?’ She phrases it as a question, her curious eyes
darting between us.

“Yep.” | smile at her. “Just grabbing some dinner, Darlene.”

“Together?’

| try to hide my laugh, but it's difficult, especialy when | can feel the annoyance
coming off River in waves.

“Yes. Together. May | please have a coffee and a dlice of cherry first, then a Don’t
Go Bacon My Heart.”

“I’m sorry, River, but you just missed the last of the cherry.”



Her hazel eyesfill with fury.

Uh-oh.

“What?’

The word is clipped, and even Darlene takes a step back.

“T-Terribly sorry, dear. We sold out just afew minutes ago.”

“But it’s Saturday night! Y ou always have cherry pie on Saturday nights. Everyone's
so ecstatic for pecan day that the cherry dlips under the radar.” River's eyes fall to
dits. “It was that dinosaur man, wasn't it?’

Darlene doesn’t answer, but the thick swallow is telling enough.

“1 knew it!” River explodes. “That’sit. I'm going after him.”

She takes two steps before I'm wrapping my arm around her waist, holding her in
place.

“What are you going to do? Go steal adlice of pie from an old man?’

“Yes!” She squirmsin my grasp, trying to free herself to go do just that.

The saddest part is, | believe her.

She’s desperate at this point.

“You cannot steal pie from customers, River, especially not the old ones. That man is
easily in hisnineties. For all you know, this could be hislast piece of pie ever.”



“1t could be mine too!” Shetriesto run again, and | grip her tighter.

Big mistake.

The friction she's causing is making my already lonely cock weep with the little
attention it’s receiving. If she doesn’t stop, it’'s going to be obvious that I’m enjoying
having her rubbing against me way too much.

Knowing River, | doubt I’ d skate through that embarrassment unscathed.

| drop my lipsto her ear. “Remember what your little yoga show did to me last night?
| didn’t even touch you, and you did that to me. Do you want to be writhing against
me right now?”’

Like |l knew it would, it works, and she stops fighting me.

| relax my hold on her but don’t fully let her go, not trusting her one bit.

Her cheeks are red as she straightens, smoothing down her shirt. “You can let me go
now, Dean.”

| don't.

“Can | trust you?’ | say, my lips alittle too closeto her ear.

11 Y%.”

“Do you promise not to chase after a poor, helpless old man and behave?’

Shegrunts. “Yes.”



“Okay.” Slowly, | release my hold on her and take a step back, letting out a relieved
breath because | could really use the space.

If she noticed anything rubbing against her, she keeps it to herself, not saying
anything as she adjusts her clothes and sorts herself out.

“Now, go get us atable while | finish ordering.”

“Fine, but only becauseif | leave, you'll have to pay for my dinner.”

She takes off in the direction of where the old man went and | grab her wrist, tugging
her back toward me.

| shake my head as she peeks up at me innocently.

“The other way,” | tell her.

She pouts and doesn’t like it but does what | tell her, sashaying off to find us a seat on
the other side of the diner.

When she’s out of earshot, | turn my attention back to the register.

“Sorry about that, Darlene.”

She's sporting alopsided grin, shaking her head at me.

“What?’ | ask.

“Oh, boy. You haveit bad for her.”

| pull my brows together and decide to ignore her preposterous comment. “I’ll take a



coffeeand aCouldn't If | Fried.”

She sniggers. “Of course that’s what you want.”

“What?’

“It just makes sense considering River ordered the?—"

“Don’'t Go Bacon My Heart,” | finish. “Okay, | got it, but you're reading too much
into it. | always order the Couldn’t If | Fried.”

“ And she always orders the bacon.”

She does?

Whatever. So what if we always order meals with ludicrously cutesy names that
sound like they go together? Doesn’t mean a damn thing.

“Listen, if 1 dlip you an extraten, can you tell that guy who ordered the cherry pie it
fell on the floor and sneak it over to my table?’

That goofy grin that hasn’t left her face grows. “For River? Or for you?’

“Darlene...”

She laughs. “Make it twenty and you got yourself adeal, sugar.”

| pay for our meals—plus the extra bribe—and make my way over to the table River
grabbed us.

She's dtting there fuming, shooting daggers across the diner at the old man,



practically staring aholein his back.

“Leave him be, River.”

“He stole my pie, Dean, and you always steal my pie. People are always stealing my
damn pie and it’ s totally not cool.”

“You could try getting here earlier, you know. Then maybe you'd have a chance at
getting your precious pie.”

“You say that like I’m the only one of uswho likes pie.

" She gasps, eyes wide. “Holy shit. | swear if you're just buying up al the pie
because you know | like it and you don’t even truly love it and adore it like it's meant
to be loved and adored, I’ m going to murder you.

No, first I'll kick you out of my apartment, and then I’ll murder you. ”

“Well, that’ s doubly awful of you.”

“And true.”

She picks her fork up off the table, holding it toward me in what she thinks is a
threatening manner, but I'm certain this is what being threatened by a grumpy,

hungry toddler islike.

“Relax, turbo,” | say, snatching the fork away from her. “I truly love and adore the
piein just the way it's meant to be loved and adored.”

She lets out arelieved breath, sitting back into the booth. “ Good. Because I'd hate to
have to murder you.”



“Developing a soft spot for me, huh?’

“No. | just don’'t want to get blood all over my shoes. They’ re my favorite.”

| laugh. “Fair enough.”

“Here are those coffees.” Darlene sets a cup in front of each of us. “And | found this
for you, River.”

She winks at her as she slides over a plate with a single piece of cherry pie on it, then
scurries away.

River's entire face lights up, and something in my chest shifts. | don’'t know what
exactly. All I know is that was the best twenty bucks I’ ve spent all week.

She moves faster than I’ ve ever seen her, snatching her fork back and stabbing into
the pie, shoving abite far larger than she can handle into her mouth.

She moans, and there goes my dick jumping to attention again.

| shift in my seat, attempting to adjust my aching cock without making what 1I'm
doing too obvious.

| don't think I've ever seen her this happy before, and that includes the time she
thought she saw Hugh Jackman walk by the diner.

She even smiles at me.

And | find myself smiling back.

“Thisisthe best thing to happen to me all week.”



“What? Having dinner with me?’

Her smile wanes but doesn’t disappear. “If having dinner with you means free pie,
then yes. Though | do wonder how Darlene managed to scrounge this up...”

Her words trail off as shetilts her head, studying me.

“What?’ | fidget under her inspection.

“Did you have something to do with this?’

“What? No.” But my voice sounds too high even to my own ears. | clear my throat.
“Of course not.”

“Developing a soft spot for me, Dean?’ she asks with a smirk, tossing my words back
a me.

Maybe.

| roll my eyes. “Just shut up and eat your pie, River.”

She does, and she doesn’t stop grinning at me the entire time.

That odd feeling in my chest lingers.
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RIVER
“Did you know you' re out of eggs?’

| narrow my eyes at Dean as he walks into the living room, shoving a forkful of food
into his gob. “Why are you counting my eggs?’

A shit-eating grin stretches across his mouth, and I’ m annoyed by how good he looks
even though he has a piece of egg stuck to his lip. “Because | don’t want you to
starve. | remember two nights ago when you tried to maim an old man for stealing
your pie quite well, and I’d like to avoid arepeat.”

Okay, so maybe | was alittle temperamental the other night.
But it was entirely Dean’ s fault.

He was the one who got me so worked up | couldn’t not take care of myself, which of
course led to mayhem and alate-night workoui.

Dean's eyes roaming over me during my impromptu yoga session had me more
awake than ever, and | didn’t fall asleep until nearly sunrise. When | finally peeled
myself out of bed the next morning and saw the hole my toy left in the wall, | knew |
couldn’t face Dean.

| hightailed it to Making Waves even though it was my day off, skipping breakfast so
| didn’t have to risk an unwanted run-in with my roomie. My entire day was off-kilter
after that.



Like | said, completely hisfault.

“1 highly doubt you’ re concerned about my eating habits.” | hold my coffee up to my
lips and blow on the hot liquid.

It doesn’'t take a genius to know he's been sneaking my eggs and nearly all the other
food in the fridge and pantry that’s labeled mine. It's like the rules we carefully drew
mean absolutely nothing to him.

He beams at me as he plops down onto the other end of the couch. It's that same
damn smile he' s been giving me since he moved in, like he knows having him hereis
killing me.

Anditis.

Mentally...physically.

I’'m wound tight. Tighter than usual, that's for damn sure. Having him around is
stressing me out. Relaxation is a thing of the past. And | don’t just mean the “chilling
with no pants on” or “letting my titties fly free” kind—that’s a whole different level
of leisure.

| mean just sitting on my own couch and watching crappy television.

Or walking into my own kitchen and eating a pint of ice cream without feeling his
judgment bore into me.

Even simply existing in my own space and not feeling on edge or like a guest in my
own apartment.

Don’t even get me started on the way he regularly pads around this place like he is



now, dressed in those panty-dropping gray sweats and a plain white t-shirt like he's
some sex god.

| hate every moment of it.

Especidly at night when | lie in bed thinking about the fact that Dean Fucking Evans
islying across the hall...and how good it might feel to cross the threshold of hisroom
and curl into bed next to him. To let him touch me with his hands the way he did with
his eyes.

To kiss him.

“Thank you for the inventory,” | tell him. “I’ll mark that down for the next time we
do our grocery shopping...and you'll take note of the carefully crafted plan we laid

”

out.

| give him a short smile, letting him know I’'m not taking any more of his shit,
including him stealing my food.

He laughs.

He has the fucking audacity to laugh .

“You mean writing our names on our crap like we're in kindergarten or something?
Come on, River. It's not a big deal if we use each other’s things. | know you use
some of my stuff.”

“1 don’t use anything of yours.”

He raises his brows, and | work overtime to not let my shoulders drop.



Shit. He knows.

To befair, it'shisfault | use histhings. He just smells so damn good . Like so good |
want to bathe in his scent...

So, | do.

| might have started using his bodywash in the shower.

But can | really be blamed? That cedar scent flowing over me...damn. It amost
makes me feel not so single and lonely when | useit.

Sad, but true.

“l don't,” | repeat, maintaining my composure.

He gives me alook like he doesn’t believe me but dropsit anyway.

“S0,” he starts, pushing his food around and mixing it up. “What’s on your agenda
today?’

Luckily, since Dean has lived here, I've been distracted by work. I’ve made sure to
leave early each day and stay late each night just to avoid extra time with him.

Rude? Yes.

Necessary so | don’t commit murder? Also yes.

I’m sure | could conjure something up and sneak off to the shop, but | could use a day
away.



| love Making Waves—it's my baby—but even | need a breather every so often, and
this week has been extra hard. | could use a break.

Besides, | have a feeling after showing up to the shop yesterday when | wasn’'t
supposed to be there, if Caroline and Maya found out | did it again...well, let's just
say facing their wrath isn’t on my list of things | want to do anytime soon.

“For the first time in along time, not a damn thing. Do you work?’

He shakes his head. “ Summer school doesn’t start until next week.”

“ Anything to take care of with the apartment?’

“ Stalemate with insurance.”

“You'll be home today, then?’

Henods. “Yep.”

“Oh.”

He takes a bite of whatever it is of mine he's eating, chews, and swallows. “Do you
want me to get out of your hair after breakfast so you can have the place to yourself?’

And there he goes making me like him just alittle bit more again.

Would it make my life easier if | didn’t have him hanging around all the time and was
able to truly relax in my own house? Y es.

But am | going to kick him out for the day when he's already going through all the
shit he' s going through? No.



He might be the world’ s most obnoxious person, but I'm not cruel.

He stretches his legs out, placing his feet on the coffee table. | reach over and smack
at them, but he disregards me, leaving them where they are.

Morris, who's hiding under the table, snakes his paw out and swats at him, backing
me up.

“Son of a...” Dean yanks his feet down, taking the not-so-subtle hint.

He glowers at Morris as he climbs into my lap, curling into aball and purring.

“Why would you ask that?’

“Just that | had a lazy-fest the other day myself. | bet you could use one too.”
“Areyou saying I’m wound tight?’

“Given that you were up doing yoga at midnight the other night, yes.” He peeks over
at me with a coy smile. “Unless you weren't up because you're stressed and it was
something else entirely.”

Not coy. Sinister.

For a split second, | forgot Dean is the devil in disguise.

“l don't do well with sitting still,” | tell him. “ That's why | was up doing yoga.”
Partia lie. “It had nothing to do with anything else.”

“I"m not good about sitting still either. It's why | sign up for summer school every
year and spend so many hours at the shelter.”



“Shelter?”’

He jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Where | got this shithead.”

Leo, who's lazing away on a bed of rocks, lifts his head, and | swear he makes direct
eye contact with me like he knows we' re talking about him.

“Y ou weren't kidding about him being your emotional support turtle?’

“I’m his emotional support handler. And, no. Why would | lie about that?’

“Becauseit’ sweird.”

“Because he' s aturtle?”’

“Yes.” | take another careful sip of my coffee. “It wouldn’'t be as weird if it was like,
| don’t know, a cat or something.”

“Nah.” Dean shakes his head. “| hate cats.”

“Hey!” | point to my lap. “Morris can hear you!”

“l said what | said, Morris.”

Meow.

“Pretty sure that means Feeling’s mutual in cat.”

He chuckles. *Y ou're probably right.”

“What made you get an emotional support turtle?” Dean opens his mouth to correct



me, and | roll my eyes. “Y ou know what | mean.”
“I wish | had a good story, but | was just walking by the shelter not long after |
moved here and saw a sign that said Volunteers Needed . | didn't know anyone in

town yet and still had time before school started, so | figured why not?

| had nothing better to do.” His tone is casual, but the way he glances over at Leo
with asmile on hislipstells adifferent story.

“About aweek into volunteering, this little guy was brought in. He was wild captured
and taken care of for a couple of years before he was accidentally run over by one of
those big Power Wheels cars. His shell was badly cracked, and the family didn’t want
to fix him, so they surrendered him to the shelter.

Luckily, he was able to be patched back up, but it can take a long time for a shell to
heal.

| felt awful for him. He' saturtle, you know?

Not some fluffy cat or chubby little puppy.

Nobody was going to give him the time of day.

So, | took him home. He' s been with me since. ”

He puts his hand up to the terrarium and Leo makes his way over to the glass, tapping
his head against where Dean’s palm is like they’ ve done it amillion times before.

My heart melts.

He pulls his hand away, putting his attention back on his plate. “Anyway, I’'m not



able to go as often during the school year because I’'m so busy, but | try to dedicate at
least two days a week to the shelter during the summer.”

He might talk like he only walked into the shelter because he was bored, but it’s clear
he has a soft spot in his heart for broken things.

He looks over at me, chewing the last of his food. “What?’ he asks, swallowing.
“Why are you looking at me like that?’

“Nothing.” | shake my head. “It’ s nothing.”

Only it’s not.

I’m starting to think Dean might not be as bad as | once thought.

Still annoying? Yes.

But maybe there’'s more to him than | thought...and that could be dangerous.

“You never answered me,” he says.

“What did you ask?’

“Do you want me to make myself scarce in the apartment today?’

11 NO.H

“Cool. Want to go do something fun with me, then? Something to help blow off
steam and maybe help you relax?’

“Sure.”



Wait...what?

Why did | say that? And why do | mean it?

“You'rekidding.”

| stare up at the red, barn-style building I’ve driven by many times but haven’t ever
been inside.

11 N Ope."

“ Thisiswhat you had in mind?’

“Yep.” He pulls the door open. “Come on.”

“Are you serious?’

“Dead.”

“Aren’'t we alittle too old for this?’
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“Are we too old to have fun? No. Now, come on.”
“Why the hell not?’

With a shrug, | breeze past him into what is aptly named The Skate Barn, a roller
rink.

The first thing | notice is the smell— old . It's not entirely unpleasant, but it smells
dated for sure. The second is the décor. There are old concert posters, flyers, and
tickets stapled to the walls. It’ s cluttered, but in an artsy sort of way.

To my surprise, the place isn’t completely dead. There are about ten people out on the
floor flying around the rink, and a few stragglers in the middie moving more slowly.
There' s soft music playing through the speakers and a couple kids running amuck in
the small game room.

“Thisplaceis...”
“Awesome!” Dean claps his hands together. “Oh, man. | haven’'t been in one of these
in forever . I've seen it on my drive over the past year I’ ve lived here but haven’'t had

the chance to come check it out yet.”

“I’ve never been in either. | don't think I've even set foot in one of these since | was
like five.”

“Really? We had one in my hometown. Throughout middle school, it was aways
packed on a Friday night. The hottest place to go, that’s for sure.”



“| take it you're agreat skater, then?’

He shrugs. “I can manage. Y ou?’

It's going to be embarrassing as hell and | am not looking forward to it. “I’ll manage

too.

“Good. Let’'s go grab some skates.”

Dean places his hand on the small of my back, and my skin hums just like it did the
other night when he made the same move.

It'ssilly. It'snot like | haven't had guys do it to me before.

But Dean’ stouch...it’s different.

Firm, yet gentle. Like he's touching me because he wants to keep me safe and close
and because he can’'t help himself.

| likeit.

Dean requests skates in our sizes, then we make our way over to an empty bench and
swap our shoes for the four-wheeled style.

He' s laced up first, while | struggle.

“Need help?’ he asks, towering above me with his hands on his hips.

| glower up a him, shoving my hair out of my face. “I’'m not a child. | can tie my
own skates.”



“Areyou sure? Because at thisrate, we'll be here all day.”

“Y ou can go out without me.”

He gives me alook that says he believes otherwise.

Then, he drops to his knees, and | hold still as he curls his hand around my calf.

If 1 thought having his hand on my lower back was making my skin vibrate before, |
was wrong.

This? It'snext level.

It's not like thisis the first time Dean’ s touched me. He had me plastered against him
in the diner just two nights ago, but | was too focused on food to pay attention to
what it felt like to be in hisarms.

If the way it feels to have his hand on my leg isany indication, | missed out big-time.
Slowly, like he can feel the difference too, he drags his hand down my calf, lifting my
leg until my skate is resting against his giant thigh. His fingers move swiftly as he
gets my laces straightened out.

“You should tie your hair up so it’s not flying around in your face out there.”

“I thought you liked my hair down?’

He peeks up at me, brow lifted. “ Since when do you care about what | like?’

| don’'t answer him.



Instead, | do what he tells me, wrapping my long hair into a bun and securing it
messily on top of my head.

He sets my now laced feet back on the floor, then hops onto his with ease, like he was
born wearing a pair of skates or something.

He reaches his hand out to me. “Y ou ready?’

“As1’ll ever be.”

| let him pull me up. | truly haven’t been on skates in a long time, probably since |
was about eight or so.

That time, Maya and | both decided it would be fun to try to climb the pine tree near
our house in them...

then proceeded to fall and scare the living shit out of our parents and ourselves.

We threw our skates in the Dumpster the very next morning.

“Come on.” He starts to lead us toward the floor. “I know you said it’s been a long
time since you’' ve been on these, so when we get out there, | can help guide you if
you need it. I [|?—"

Hejerksto astop and | run right into him.

Those comedians who do the exaggerated fall with their arms flailing and their feet
swishing back and forth like they can't find traction until they smack into the ground?

Y eah, that’s me right now.



My legs fly out from under me and | land straight on my ass.

Dean topples over right along with me.

“Shit!” he shouts as he goes down.

The air is driven from my lungs as he lands on top of me, all ten billion pounds of
muscles pressing against me.

He scrambles up, pushing himself off me until he’'s hovering like he’s about to do a
push-up or some shit. “Shit! Crap! Shit! Are you okay?’

| groan, and he peers down with concerned eyes.

“Are you okay?’

13 Y %’?’

It's a question because quite frankly, everything hurts.

Heleansin so close | can see at least three different shades of green in his eyes.

“Please tell me you didn’t hit your head.”

“lI didn't.” He exhales, relieved. “But I'm pretty sure my tailbone is nonexistent at
this point.”

He laughs, closing his eyes and dropping his forehead to mine. “I can work with a
broken butt, but not a concussion.”

| stop breathing again.



| stop moving.

I’ m pretty sure time stops too, because | couldn’t tell you how long goes by aswe lie
here, Dean on top of me and me trying not to breathe, like I’'m a corpsein a TV show
and the camerais zoomed in on my face.

He sinks lower. | swear | can feel hislips ghosting against mine.

And | swear | want to feel more.

“River?’

“Yeah?’

He swallows. Once. Twice.

“l...uh...1?—"

“Well, thisis an interesting turn of events.”

We whip our heads toward the voice coming from above.

“Hey, Lucy,” Dean drawls out casually.

Our building manager stands over us, her bright purple-painted lips stretching from
ear to ear, hands on her hips.

Dean rolls off me, sitting beside me, drawing his knees up. | push up to sitting, my
tailbone seriously aching with the movements.

“How are you?’



Lucy tucks her lips together at Dean’s ridiculous attempt to act like she didn’'t just
catch us almost kissing.

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

Dean Evans just amost kissed me!

And | amost let him.

“What are you kids doing here?’ she asks.

“Skating.”

“On the floor? Horizontally?’

Dean’ s face turns as deep red as my hair.

Lucy laughs. “I’'m only teasing, but | am glad to see it’s finally happened. | always
knew you two would get together.”

What is it with people saying that?

Furrowing my brow, | glance at Dean, and he appears to be just as confused as | am.

He clears histhroat. “What are you doing here?’

“Just getting some practicein.”

“Practice?’

Lucy nods. “Roller derby.”



His brows shoot into his hairline. “ Y ou play roller derby?’

“Used to. | was a badass, too. Lawless is what they called me, because | was awful
about following the rules.” She shrugs. “Now, | ref. | get to bust the balls now.”

I’m sure the Lawless nickname also had a lot to do with the fact that she resembles
Xenawith her long black hair and blunt bangs.

“That’s still pretty badass, especialy for...” Hiswords trail off, eyes growing wide as
he realizes what he was about to say and how he's completely helplessto talk himself
out of it.

| might be enjoying watching him squirm under Lucy’ s scrutiny just a bit too much.

“Someone my age?’ she provides for him, tilting her head. “Just how old do you
think | am, Dean?’

He swallows loudly. “I just meant...uh...l meant...”

She chuckles. “I’'m only kidding. I’'m aware I’'m no spring chicken. Doesn’'t mean |
can’'t have fun, right?’

She winks, and | wonder if she somehow overheard our earlier conversation outside
because it sounds almost exactly like what Dean said to me.

“Right,” he agrees quietly.

I’ ve seen Dean be alot of things before, but never embarrassed like he is now, staring
straight down at his lap and not making eye contact with our building manager.

Lucy gives me another wink and gestures toward the rink. “See you kids out there,



yeah?’

She skates off like she was born on wheels, but neither of us make a move to follow
her.

“She's totally going to jack my rent up after that comment,” Dean says, staring after
her.

“Nah, Lucy is way too nice. Proof: you're still living in the building when you're
clearly being reported consistently. That reminds me...why do you think I’m the one
reporting you?”’

“Because you live next door and | probably annoy you the most.”

“That islikely one hundred percent accurate, but alas, it’s truly not me.”

“Why not?’

| peek over at him, and he' s watching me with intense eyes. “I’m not sure.”

I’ ve wanted to report Dean for the last several months, but every time | pick up my
laptop to log into the system and file a complaint, | never submit the form. I've
written up at least ten over the last year. All of them end up in the trash.

| don’t know what stops me.

“Isit that soft spot you’ re devel oping for me?”’

Soft spot? For him? He wishes. There’'s no way | have anything that resembles a soft

spot for him. He's the most obnoxious man on the planet. If aliens invaded Earth and
we had to send a sacrifice with them to save humankind, I’d personally escort Dean



onto their ship.

Then why haven’t you reported him? And the better question...why were you going
to let him kiss you?

“Trust me, there' s no soft spot.”

“Right.” He chuckles, shaking his head. He pushes up to his feet with ease, then
extends a hand my way. “Come on. Let’s go see how bad we suck at this.”
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DEAN
“Y ou have got to be fucking kidding me...”

| growl, tapping my head against the door and gripping the handle until my knuckles
are turning white.

L ocked out again.

| wish I'd have stopped in at the hardware store with her in tow and forced her to
make me a key the day we went to the roller rink, but the only thing that was running
through my mind was that | almost kissed her.

| almost kissed River, and if Lucy hadn’t interrupted us, | would have.

Hell, even aimost aweek later, I'd probably still be kissing her.

Long. Hard. In all the ways I’ ve thought about when I’m unable to sleep at night and
unwilling to tug my cock with her in the room across the hall.

Right now, | don’t want to kiss her. I’'m too damn annoyed by her.
| bang on the door. “Dammit, River! Let mein!”
An older woman from across the hall steps out of her apartment, her face pinched

with disapproval. She's given me similar looks before, and now that | know it’s not
River, I'd bet good money she's the one complaining to Lucy about me.



| give her atight smile.

“It's a sex-game thing.”

She gasps, clutching her chest and hurrying faster down the hall in an effort to get
away from me.

| don’t feel sorry for scaring her. I’ m too fucking frustrated.

| need akey to this apartment, and that changes... now .

| beat on the door yet again. “River! Open up, dammit!”

13 WOW_”

| whirl around, startled by the sound.

River’'s standing about three doors down, right across from the elevator. She's leaned
against the wall, arms crossed, watching me with araised brow.

“Telling old ladies we're playing sex games and cussing at me. And here | thought
you were a gentleman, Dean.”

| scoff. “Y ou entertained no such notion.” She shrugs. “Now come open the door.”
“You're not technically wrong.” She shoves off the wall, making her way toward me
with the world’s slowest gait—probably because she fell no less than ten times while

roller skating.

With the same snail’ s pace, she pulls her keys from her pocket and dlips the correct
one into the lock, twisting them both and pushing the door open, motioning for me to



go first.

“1 might be an asshole sometimes, but ladies always go first.”

She grumbles something | can’t make out and pushes past me. | follow her inside.

“What's your damage?’ She tosses her purse onto the table next to the door, then
kicks off her shoes.

| barely hold my sigh in. She's standing in the middle of the entryway with me
practically pressed up against the door, demanding answers like I’'m the asshole in
this situation.

“You're kidding, right?’ Her pursed lips tell me she's not, and this time | do let my
sigh out. “I don’'t have akey, River. Still. I’ ve been staying here for awhile now and |
have no way to come and go as | please.”

“I"ve been busy. | haven't had the chance to get to the store and get you your own
copy.”

“For two weeks?”

“For two weeks?' She mocks me like she's twelve. “Yes. In case you haven't
realized, | run abusiness.”

“Oh, trust me—the repeated interrupted nights of sleep make me aware of just how
busy with work you are.”

Though she promised to bring her laptop home from work, she keeps “forgetting.” At
this point, I’m certain she's getting off on making me miserable.



She doesn’'t look the least bit apologetic, and | know 1I'm not going to get anywhere
with this.

“Can you please just get me akey? | truly don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

11 ”

“If not for me,” | cut her off, “then at least do it for Leo. He needs care and
attention.”

Her gaze drifts toward the terrarium set up on the console and the adorable creature
lounging inside.

With a huff, she rolls her eyes back my way. “I'll make it a priority—I’ll go first
thing in the morning. Why are you coming and going on a Sunday anyway?’

“1 was at the shelter earlier, then | met up with afriend. | do have alife, you know.”
“Y ou have friends?’

“Why isthat surprising?’

“Because | can’t imagine someone being friends with you willingly.”

| push off the door, closing the distance between us. “I have plenty of friends, River.”
“Sounds exactly like something a person with no friends would say. | wouldn’'t be
surprised if you left the apartment every day to Sit at the park by yourself just to make

it look like your lifeisn't sad.”

“That’s real rich coming from you. Y ou forget, we' ve been neighbors for ayear now.



I’ ve seen you come home alone many nights over the months.”

She tips her nose up. “I have standards.”

“Or maybe it’'s because you can't get a guy to take you home.”

She inhales a sharp breath, my words stinging. Her chest heaves, and she's close
enough that | can feel her breasts ghost against my body. I’d be afucking liar if | said
my dick didn’t jump at the amost contact.

Shit. Even when she'son my last damn nerve, like right now, | want to kiss her.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

[t'sall I've been able to think abouit.

It's on my mind first thing in the morning when she's in the kitchen making her
coffee and whistling that same annoying tune she always does.

When she glowers at me for waking up and existing.

When she comes home from work looking stressed and tired.

At night when I’m lying on that shitty air mattress praying for sleep.

| think about it all. The. Damn. Time.

It's slowly killing me. This whole week has been torture.

The worst part? It doesn’'t seem like it's affected River at all.



| need to know if it has.

Her lips curl back in asnarl. “Ass.”

“Ouch. I’'m so wounded by your super-smart insult.”

“Dick.”

“Yep, | have one, baby.”

She glances pointedly at my crotch. “Could have fooled me.”

| clench my teeth together. “That was cold, but | guess | shouldn’'t have expected
anything less from the Ice Queen herself.”

“I’m only cold toward you.”

“Says the girl who obviously spends more time curled up on her couch alone rather
than out with friends.”

“Areyou implying that | don’t have any friends because I'm cold?’

“Youimplied | didn’t first.”

“Because I've met youl”

“And I’ve met you .”

She sniffs haughtily, spinning away from me and putting distance between us.

| let out aquiet relieved breath, hoping she doesn’t hear it.



“I have plenty of friends, thank you very much.” She moves into the kitchen,
reaching into the cabinet beside the fridge and pulling down a glass. “I just prefer to
spend my nights by myself.”

“You sure had that excuse locked and loaded, didn’t you? I'm just saying, you should
get out more. Take up ahobby. Y our social calendar is undoubtedly not full.”

I’ve hit anerve. | can seeit in her jaw, the way it tics.

“| have hobbies.”

“Like?’

“Avoiding you.”

“Good luck with that since we' re living together now.”

“And at that reminder, | need afucking drink.” She groans, muttering something, but
the only word | can make out clearly isregret .

She bends, getting into the cabinet under the toaster. A bottle of whiskey settles
heavily on the counter, and she pops the top off, pouring two fingers' worth of booze
into her glass.

Without hesitation, she tosses the alcohol back, then pours a refill.

She holds her finger up, tosses back the second drink.

“Ah.” She smacks her lips together. “Much better. Maybe now | can deal with you.



Now, what did you want to insult me with next?’

“You're drinking your whiskey wrong. It's meant to be savored, not guzzled like a
cheap shot.”

With aroll of her eyes, she pours another drink...and slings it back.

Her gaze drops to the bottle and she shrugs. “Y ou know what? Fuck it.” She grabs the
bottle and glass, padding down the hall. “I’m taking a bath. If I drown, I'm haunting
your ass!”

The bathroom door slams closed, and | can’'t help but laugh.

Nolan was right.

River does challenge me like no one else ever has...especially my sanity.

Which is probably why | find myself stalking toward her like a maniac.

She doesn’t react when | push the door open, almost like she was expecting me to
follow her. Her whiskey is sitting on the counter, and she's bent over the tub in

nothing but her t-shirt and underwear, messing with the water.

Her assisin the air, and it brings back all the memories of her yoga session, which
I’ ve conjured up way too many times for it to be considered healthy.

Being close to her al the time...it's getting in my head. Making me notice things
about her. Forcing me to see her when she’s not so damn strung out all the time.

It's making me like her. Making me want to be around her, and not just to annoy her.



“Are those turtles on your ass?’

1 Y%.H

| narrow my eyes. “| thought you hated turtles.”

“Why would you assume that?’

“Because you hate Leo and always make fun of him.”

“Correction.” She reaches over and turns the water back off. “I hate you and make
fun of you. Now can you go? You're ruining my bath.”

When she spins around, | waste no time crowding her against the sink, caging her in.

Her body presses tightly to mine, and everything inside my brain short-circuits when
| feel her breasts.

She's soft and fits against me like that’ s where she’ s meant to be.

“W-What are you doing, Dean?’ Her tongue peeks out, tracing her plump lips that
look so, so good.

| lean toward her, wanting to taste them. Needing to taste them.

“What am | doing?’

Shit. What am | doing?

Why do | have thisridiculous desire to touch her? To taste her?



It's River! This makes no sense.

And yet, here| am...staring down at her lips, which all too often spew words of hate.

But none of that matters in this moment.

| need to kiss her.

“I’'m going to kiss you.” Her breath hitches, and | look into her eyes. “Can | kiss
you?’

Her head moves almost imperceptibly.

Then, | fucking kiss River White.

And she kisses me back.

Hard.

Her arms go around my neck, her fingers crashing through my already messy hair. |
paw at her like a drug fiend who's afraid of never getting another hit, running my
hands up and down her sides, over her ass. All over her. Too fucking scared | won't

get to touch her again.

My cock grows impossibly hard, and there’s no way she doesn’t feel it pressing
against her. | take a chance and rock into her. She gasps.

| doit again.

Another gasp.



Without warning, she yanks away, and we're both gasping for air like we just
finished a marathon we were ill-prepared for.

“What... What the... |... We...”

Then our mouths are fused together again.

| don’t know who reaches for who first. Don’t know whose arms go around who first.
Don’t know how I’m ever going to pretend | don’t know what her lips fed like.

| am so completely fucked.

| slow my mouth, turning our frenzied kiss into something calmer until our lips aren’t
moving at all. | close my eyes, resting my forehead against hers.

“I...fuck,” | mutter.

She chuckles. “I agree.”

Opening my eyes, | pull back, looking at her. “What was that?’

“I don’t know. Y ou’re the one who accosted me.”

“You're the one who didn’t push me away.”

“You're the one who liked it...though | guess| did too.” She swallows. “Why?’

| grin. “Have you seen me shirtless?’

She doesn’t laugh. Her hazel eyesjust burn into me.



| can practicaly see her thoughts running through her head. They’re the same ones
charging through mine.

Why did | kiss her? What does it mean? What do we do now?
| don’t know. | don’t know. And | don’t fucking know.

All | know isthat | want to do it again.

“Why’d you do that, Dean?’

“Because | couldn’t not do it.”

“1t can’t mean anything. | hate you.”

“1 don’t want it to mean anything because | hate you too.

Then, we're kissing again.
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RIVER
“You're early! Did hell freeze over?” Maya clutches her chest dramatically as | walk

into Making Waves. She glides toward me, grabbing the tray of coffees from my
hand. “Oh, wait—never mind. Y ou're always early.”

“Ha. Funny.” If only | had something to throw at the smartass. “But | don’'t see how
my punctuality is a bad thing.”

“It’s a bad thing when you virtually live at work.” Caroline reaches over the counter,
plucks a coffee from the tray, and takes a sip of the piping hot liquid, staring at me
over the rim with accusing eyes.

“Oh, I’'m sorry, did you not want help with inventory today?’

She grimaces, wiping the small trace of lip gloss from the lid of her cup. “I hate
inventory.”

“That’'s what | thought.” | set the bag of turnovers I’'m holding on the counter,
grabbing my own coffee. “I brought breakfast.”

“Blessyou. | am starving . | left my protein bar at home by accident.”
Maya, who doesn’t typically eat sugar in the mornings, snatches the bag away,

ripping it open and taking a huge bite from the first treat she can get her hands on.
“Blech. Blueberry.” She shoves it back inside and reaches for something else.



113 M Wa— ”

“What? Y ou know | hate blueberry.” | can barely understand her as she talks with her
mouth full, pulling another turnover from the bag. “Hal | see the strawberry coming
out of this. Dibs!”

She bitesinto it, moaning as she chews, and swallows the treat | wanted for myself.

Finding her manners again, she retrieves a napkin from the tray and wipes her mouth.
“1 know you’ re a complete workaholic, but why are you here half an hour early?’

“1 was up early. Couldn’t sleep.”

Maya frowns, hopping up onto the counter, sitting cross-legged. She knows | hate it,
but | don’t say anything today. “Did you try your medication? | know you only like to
take it for emergencies, but maybe thisis one?’

“I"m not at that point yet.”

“How much sleep did you get last night?’

“ About three hours.”

“Oh, you'reright then. Definitely not at the point of medication. How could you be? |
mean, you got three whole hours of sleep. No need for more.” Caroline sips on her
coffee like she’ s that damn Kermit meme and it’ s “none of her business.”

| glare at her. “Y ou are so not helpful today.”

She laughs, not scared of me. “You know I'm just giving you crap—though | am
worried.” Her lips pull down at the corners. “Do you need a break from the store?’



“No way! No. It's nothing like that. My lack of sleep actually wasn’'t my insomnia at
al.”

Maya's eyes widen. “Did you and Dean bang?’

“What? No!”

My heart races at the suggestion because all | can think about isthekiss.

I’m not sure who stopped kissing who first, but Dean didn’t say a word as he left the
bathroom. He retreated to his room, and | climbed into the tub with my whiskey and

didn’t come out for nearly two hours. It was amiracle | wasn’t hungover afterward.

| was too scared to come out and face him because kissing Dean Evans was the best
kiss of my life.

| want to do it again. And again.

Immediately. Forever.

Her shoulders deflate. “ Oh. Boo. What' s going on then?’

Shit. Think of something, River. Think of something pronto!

“My back, from skating last week. I'm still sore.”

She raises her brows. “ Still ?”

“Yes. | fell no lessthan ten times. Not like I’ll heal overnight.”

“Areyou sure that’sit?’



No. “Of course.”

“1 still can’t believe you went out on a date with Dean.”

| sigh a Caroline' s statement. “It wasn't a date.”

“Oh, it totally was. A lame date, too. You didn’'t even kiss.” | whip my head toward
Maya, snatching the breakfast | bought from her hands. “Hey! Give that back!” She
scrambles for the turnover.

“No. Turnovers are for people who aren’t assholes.”

She pouts. “You're just annoyed I’ m right.”

| laugh derisively. “Please. Y ou couldn’t be more wrong.”

“So you did kiss?’

11 NO! ”

That’s not a complete lie. We didn’t kiss during roller skating.

We waited an entire week, an exceptionally long week where we pretended nothing
happened. Dancing around each other in the apartment even more than we aready
had been. Bickering and arguing and picking at each other even more than usual.
Until finally, Dean made his move.

My lips are still tingling.

“You two should kiss. Or something. Y ou’ ve been crushing on him long enough.”



“Caroline!”

Her baby blues widen as she feigns innocence though she's far from it. “What? |
didn’t realize it was a secret.”

“Wait—she confessed she has a crush to you?’ Maya asks Caroline. “I tried getting
her to and she wouldn’t budge.”

“No confession, but | mean, come on’—Caroline gestures toward me—"it's
obvious.”

“1 didn’t confess because there is nothing to confess. | do not have a crush.”

“Sure you don't.” Maya shrugs. “Just like | don’t have a crush on Henry Cavill and
haven’'t masturbated to him at least three times this week.”

Caroline gasps. “It's Wednesday, you horndog!”

Mayawinks at her, and they both bust out into giggles.

“You two are starting to wear me out just as much as Dean does.” | take another big
gulp of my coffee, needing it to deal with them.

“For someone who doesn’'t have a crush, you sure do talk about him alot.”
Maya looks damn proud of herself for saying that, until she seesthe look on my face.
“He hasn’'t even been living there that long. What's he up to now?’ she asks. “Oh,

man. You haven't killed him already, have you? Is that what’s stressing you out?
Body disposal? Y ou know | listen to those true crime podcasts—I can help with that.”



“First of al, thank you. I’'m happy to know if | were to ever pick up the pastime of
murder, you’ d have my back.

" She beams at me. “It’ s not one specific thing with Dean.

It's everything . He's noisy. He eats my eggs and uses my creamer.

He smells like”— heaven —“the gym. And his biggest flaw of all? He exists.”

Caroline tucks her lips together, her eyes flitting to Maya, who is also fighting a
smile. They’ re looking at each other like they share a secret, and | want in on it.

“What?’

They don’'t answer.

“Seriously? Why are you two smiling at each other like that?’

Maya hops off the counter. “Look, I’m only going to say this once, and I’m going to
say it from a safe distance because you're tired and more likely to throw something at
me.

" She blows out a dramatic breath. “You sound like one of those kids on the
playground who pulls pigtails or says the kid they’re crushing on is gross or has

cooties.

You might keep refuting it, but you need to take a good hard look at why you're
pushing so hard for usto believe you. It’'s okay to like Dean, River.”

“Ugh. 17—



| snap my mouth shut as she lifts her perfectly shaped brows.

“We're not going to judge you. In fact, it might be good for you. Maybe you can
finaly get laid.” She wags her brows. “Or, you know, focus on something other than
work.”

| drag my gaze to Caroline, who's nodding and staring at me just like Mayaiis.

They think | have acrush. Think I’'m just burying it. Denying it.

They’ re wrong.

| don't like Dean.

His damn music and guitar playing keeps me up. He steals my pie. He has an
emotional support turtle, for Pete's sake.

Sure, he's smart and can be funny when he’s not busy driving me insane. And, yeah,
he has a stable career, and let’s not forget how undeniably attractive he is...or that
these are all things I’ m looking for in arelationship.

But he'sDean .

We have nothing in common other than our love of pie.

We'd never work.

Plus, | hate him.

| can’'t like him...right?



It doesn’t matter that | like the way his eyes caress me. Doesn’'t matter that when he
touches me, even just awhisper of contact, | feel it everywhere.

And it really doesn’t matter that when he kissed me, it felt like everything I’ ve been
missing was suddenly found.

He's Dean . | can’'t be putting silly thoughts like that in my head about my new
roommate, especially when it’s him.

Pushing my chest out, | raise my chin.

“You'rewrong. | do not have a crush.”

The words sound weak even to my own ears.

Oh hell.

They could have a point after all.

| have a crush on Dean.

I’m not good at not working. It’sjust not in my blood.

But tonight, | didn’t bat a lash when the clock struck seven and | clicked the sign to
Closed.

For the first time in | don’'t even know how long, I’m riding the elevator up to my
floor at seven thirty.

| don’'t want to be at work. | want to be at home.



I”’m trying not to analyze what that could possibly mean as | step out of the car.

| pause when | see Dean standing in the hallway.

The last time he was standing out here, it ended in akiss.

Isit wrong to hope that will happen again?

We haven't talked about the kiss from three nights ago. We're not actively avoiding
one another, but neither of us has made a move to talk...or kiss again. We're just co-
existing. It feels like some sort of barrier has been broken down, but we're both too
afraid to truly crossit.

Slowly, I make my way toward him.

He' s leaning against the wall opposite his apartment, arms crossed over his chest, not
paying any attention to me.

He' s ditched his tie for summer school, but I’'m surprised to see he's still wearing his
work attire since | finally had a key made for him yesterday. Surely he hasn’t lost it
already.

Then again, if he had it, I’d missthis view.

He looks good...too damn good.

The evening sunlight is filtering in at the end of the hall, and it’s casting a soft glow
that makes it look like he's in one of those cologne commercials that are overly

sexual and make zero sense.

Gorgeous. Poster-worthy.



| take another step toward him—then freeze when | hear it.

A giggle.

It's coming from inside his apartment.

A girl with dark hair bends under the caution tape that’s been put up.

Dean smiles at her. “Enjoy yourself?’

“Immensely.”

He shakes his head. “Y ou’re never going to stop teasing me, are you?”’

“Not a chance.”

“Shit.”
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She laughs again, shoving at him playfully. She looks vaguely familiar, and | think
it'sone of the girls Dean’ s had over in the past.

She's gorgeous. Absolutely stunning. Tall and slender. She looks like she could be in
one of those perfume commercials too.

I’m reminded why something between Dean and me could never work—he's a grade-
A dick.

He's either screwing around behind this chick’s back, or he's leading me on.
| won't stand for either.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s go grab something to eat. Then we can go for round

two.

They turn toward me, and | duck behind the nearest thing | can find—the potted plant
| apologize to almost weekly because I’ m always running into it.

“River?’
Shit. Busted.
| peek out from around the fern. “Oh. Hi. Didn’'t see you there.”

Dean’s eyes are wide. He' s surprised to see me. “Y ou’re home early.”



Y ep. Sorry to ruin your date with my presence. I’m just the girl you kissed senseless
the other night. No big deal.

| clear my throat. “Yep.” I’'m here to see you. “Just got done with work early for a
change.”

My eyesflit to the pretty girl, and | give her the brightest smile | can scrounge up.
She returnsiit, looking between me and Dean with curious eyes.

“1, uh, I’ ve been meaning to introduce you to someone. Thisis?—"

“Actually, | haveto be...Morris. | need to take care of Morris.”

Dean’ s brows scrunch together. “He’ sfine. | just checked on him.”

“It's a cat mom thing. You wouldn’t get it.” | brush past him and his date. | slip my
key into the doorknob and twist, then turn back to the duo. “Don’t worry—I won’t

wait up.”

| race inside my apartment as fast as | can, slamming the door closed and collapsing
back onit.

What in the hell? Who does he think he is? Why would he be so nonchalant about it?
Why wouldn’t he tell me he was seeing someone before he kissed me?

My mind is spinning, and | take in afew deep breaths, trying to calm myself, but it's
hard.

I’m fuming. So damn angry I’ m vibrating.



Wait...no.

That’ s the door.

Dean shoves into the apartment, moving me like | weigh nothing, and to him |
probably do.

The door slams back closed with my weight on it, and all | can think is this must be
awkward for hislady friend out in the hall.

He towers over me, hands on his hips, his usually bright green eyes at least two
shades darker.

“What the hell wasthat?’ Hisvoiceislow, near awhisper.

“What was what?’
“River...”
“Dean...” | mock his deep tone.

Then his big arms are boxing me in, my back ramrod straight against the door. He's
close. So close | can almost taste the cinnamon on his breath.

“Just talk to me, River. Don't skirt around what’ s bothering you.”

| meet his strong stare. “1’m not happy with you.”

“That much | gathered. Want to tell me why?’

“You kissed me. Y ou kissed me and now today you’ re with some other girl. You tell



me to talk to you, but you failed to talk to me when you didn’t mention to me that
you'’ re seeing someone.”

“1 fucking swear...” he mutters, closing his eyes. When he peels them open, they’re
darker. “If you would have taken two seconds to meet her, you'd know the girl
standing out in the hallway isn't someone I'm seeing and hiding from you. She’s my
little sister.”

His...sister?

Oh no. | do remember him mentioning having a sister before, but | didn’t pay much
attention to any details about her other than that she still livesin their hometown.

“I ...Oh.”

Shit. | just acted like ajealous moron over his sister. His sister!

What the hell did that kiss do to me?

“Yeah. Oh.”

“I...didn"t know.”

“1 got that. I’'m just trying really hard not to be offended by the fact that you think |
walk around kissing people when I'm in an alleged relationship.”

“1 didn’t know,” | say again, thistime quieter.
“That’s not who | am.” He dlides closer, fitting himself against me. | can feel him

growing hard, and that ache that’s been building inside of me since he moved in has
me on edge. “| kiss with a purpose.”



“Then why haven’t you kissed me again?’

“Because you haven't asked.”

My chest is heaving. I’'m begging for air and begging for him to get closer all at once.

| need Dean to kiss me again.

“Dean?’

He drives his hips forward, and | gasp.

“Yeah?’

“Kissmeagain.”

He laughs, and it’ s dark, his devilish side coming out to play. “No.”

| groan, bouncing my head off the door twice. “Why not?’

He dips his head, his lips trailing over the soft skin of my neck. Up, up, up until
they’re at my ear.

| want to lean into the tantalizing touch, but | resist.

I’ ve embarrassed myself enough tonight.

“If 1 kiss you again, River,” he whispers, those damn lips brushing against me with
every syllable, “I won't stop.”

“Isthat such a bad thing?’



“It is when | want to make you wait. And when | have plans.” He pulls away from
me, his eyes pained at the thought of walking away without akiss.

“Right. Your sister. That girl in the hallway.”

My cheeks redden, and it's not only because Dean just had me pressed against the
door with his obviously hard cock rubbing up on me.

He chuckles at my embarrassment. “If it makes you feel any better, she's aware you
thought we were dating and not only will she make fun of me for it, she'll hit me with
about ten thousand questions on why you’ d react the way you did.”

“And what will you tell her?’

“That you kissed me, and now you want to kiss me again and turn it into a whole
thing like sex and whatnot.” He waves his hand aboui.

“1 never said anything about sex! And you kissed me!”

“1 plead temporary insanity.”

“And this?’ | point between us. “Just now?’

“You're awitch. You used magic on me. A seduction spell.”

“They’ll stone meto death.”

“Then it was nice knowing you.”

| snort. “Glad to know you still hate me.”



“Doyou?’

“Do | what?’

“Do you still hate me?’

|...don’'t know.

The Dean who's my roommate seems different than the Dean who steals my pie.
Different than the one who blasts loud, awful music. He even infuriates me on a

different level now—sexually.

He's still plenty obnoxious in his own right, but I'm beginning to believe | might
have misudged him before.

And it’s not just because his kisses make mefedl like I’'m on firein all the best ways.

It' s deeper than that.

“I’m not sure. Do you still hate me?”’

One side of his lips curves up, and he looks to the floor, rubbing at the back of his
head. “I don’t think | ever did.”

My heart flutters.

Wait—nope.

That’ s the damn door again.

“Dude! Deanie Weenie! Did you get lost in there?’ His sister bangs on the door. “Are



we still doing dinner? I’ m starving and have been craving The Gravy Train.”

“Deanie Weenie?’ | lift abrow hisway.

Face pale, he gulps. “Pretend you didn’t hear that.”

“Oh, no. | want details.”

| turn on my heel and pull open the front door. His sister stumbles back slightly but
quickly composes herself.

She grins at me, her big white smile aimost blinding. “Y ou must be the neighbor I’ve
heard so much about.”

“Huh.” | peek over at Dean. “Have you been talking about me, Deanie Weenie 7

The death stare he gives his sister almost makes me break out in hives. He looms over
both of us, hands on his hips, stance menacing.

His anger smmersin hiseyes. “I’'m going to murder you.”

She waves his threat off. “Please. Then who will deal with your father for you?’ She
turnsto me. “I’'m Holland.”

“River.”

“1’m sure you’ re wondering where Dean got his nickname.”

| bob my head. “Very much so.”

“Holland, don’t you dare.”



| turn to him, patting his chest. “Hush.”

“When he was a kid, he loved to be naked. He' d strip down to nothing whenever and
wherever he could, then start flapping his weenie in the wind like that helicopter
move.

" She wiggles her hipslike I’ ve seen guys do before.

“He' d shout, Deanie's Weenie, Deanie' s Weenie!

" She shrugs. “Naturally, it stuck...and so did the nightmares.”

Dean swears and pinches the bridge of hisnose. “I regret inviting you to dinner.”
“Good thing you didn’t invite me.”

“That’ s right—you just texted me and showed up.”

“1 wanted to see the damage you did to your apartment in person.” She shakes her
head and grins my way. “Can you believe thisidiot? Threw water on agrease fire.”

“Oh, | can believe it—I witnessed it.”

“I’m so sorry. | thought our parents raised him better than that. Paid for that fancy
private school and college and everything. Still so dense.”

“Okay,” Dean says, playfully shoving his sister toward the door. “You're done. Out
you go. We're leaving.”

“Aw, so soon?’ She shoots me another smile, fighting against him. “It was great to
finally meet you. | love the items you sell at your shop. We'll have to chat longer



next time.”

She knows about my shop?

“Thiswill be the only time you two ever meet if | have anything to say about it.”

Dean pushes her out the door, closing it in her face as she laughs.

He holds the door closed with one arm and peers down at me.

“Ignore everything she just said. She's not well.”

“1 think she’s perfectly fine.”

“You'rejust confused right now.”

“You're right. | did just ask you of al people to kiss me... again . Clearly, my
judgment cannot be trusted.”

“1 take mild offense to that.” He clears his throat, eyes growing serious. “We, uh, we
should probably talk about...whatever is happening, huh?’

He looks as nervous as | feel because what in the hell is happening? What are we
doing?

“That might be agood idea.”

“When | get back from dinner? Wait up for me?’

| nod.



He shoots me that smirk that’s starting to grow on me, then walks out the door, not
taking his eyes off me the whole time.

And my heart flutters again.
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DEAN

“You two kissed.”

| glare at my annoying little sister. “ Shut up, Holland.”

“Is that a confirmation?’

“That’s a shut up and mind your own business.”

“That’stotally ayes.”

We make our way down the hall to the elevator and press the button for the car.

“You know, | aways thought you might have a thing for her.” She bumps her
shoulder into mine.

| grunt, and she laughs.
“It’ s not what you think,” | say.
“ S0 something is going on between you two?”

Is there? We kissed and it felt amazing, but I’m not entirely sure what it means...or if
it means anything at all.

It"d be absurd to think there could be something between us...wouldn’t it?



It's River we're talking about. We've been enemies since the moment | moved my
first box into my apartment and Morris got out, snuck into my place, and clawed up
my couch. There hasn’t been a moment after when she hasn’'t hated me.

How could something between us actually work?

“I’m not sure,” | tell Holland.

“Do you want there to be?’

“I'm...not sure.” She nods like she understands, though there's no way she does
because | don’t understand. “1 think | like her, but we've not always been on the best
of terms.”

“1 hear hate sex is good.”

| glance down at her. “I thought we agreed we' d never discuss our sex lives.”

“l said | heard , not that | was speaking from experience. But now that you mention
it...”

| shake my head, covering my ears. “No. Nope. Don’'t even think about it.”

Sherolls her eyes. “But you did kiss her though, right?’

Irritated, | toss my head back. “Y es, we kissed.”

“Hal | knew it!”

“It was just once.”



Lie

It was more than once. Hell, it was a full-blown make-out session.

It was more than akiss, but it hasn’t happened since then.

Not for lack of wanting, but because | don’t know how she'd react if | gave in to the
urges | have when it comesto her. | don’'t know what River wants out of this. | don't
know what | want out of this.

| just know | want to touch her again.

| want to taste her again.

And soon.

“Ew. You're totally thinking about kissing her right now, aren’t you?”’

Yes. “No.”

“Liar.”

“Shut up, Holland.”

She laughs, and | know it’s going to be along night.

My jaw drops when | push open the door to River’s apartment.

Ass.

That's exactly what's on display. River’s bent and twisted in some pose | couldn’t tell



you the name of if my life depended on it.

She’'s wearing nothing but a camisole top and a pair of that underwear that 1ooks like
boxer briefs for ladies.

A man could get used to coming hometo a sight like this.

“You're home,” she says as she maneuvers herself into an upright position. “I thought
you'’ d be out much later.”

“1 thought so too. My sister talks a lot,” | tell her, closing the front door and toeing
off my shoes. Morris runs over and starts to sniff at them. He'll likely run off with
one of them before the night is over just to spite me. “Duty called though. Holland
had to bail early.”

And by duty, | mean our father and some asinine request that could have waited until
morning.

But | don’t want to think about my asshole father.

| want to focus on what’ sright in front of me.

River.

More specifically, River in her panties, assin the air.

“Doing some yoga?’

She nods. “Had some...tension to work through.”

“l see.” | saunter into the apartment, taking a seat at one of the stools at the kitchen



iIsland. “Well, don’t let me stop you. Please, continue.” | don’t even bother hiding my
smirk.

Neither does River.

No, she bends again, sticking her ass out just for me.

| physically bite my knuckles to keep from reaching out to her.

And | want to reach out. Bad.

| want to run my fingers over her curves. Want to feel the weight of her under my
hands. | want to see if she’sasflexiblein bed as |’ m guessing sheis.

My cock gets hard just thinking about it.

| spread my legs, adjusting myself.

“Perv,” she says.

“Tease,” | counter.

She's not wrong. | am being a perv right now—-but | don’t see her running away or
making any attempts to hide herself.

No, she's not doing any of that.

River likes my eyes on her just as much as | like watching.

She finishes her session, and | don’'t dare move from the stool the entire time, though
it's hard to hold back.



When she’ s done, she pads into the kitchen for a glass of water.

| watch the entire time she does that too.

“How was your dinner?’ she asks, eyeing me over the rim of her glass.

“Isthat really what you want to talk about right now?’

“No.” With a sigh, she sets the glass in the sink and rests her hands on the counter
behind her. “Why’d you kiss me, Dean?”’

“1 already told you why.”

“Not really. You said you did it because you couldn’t not kiss me. That’'s not a real

answer.

“lsn’tit?

“No. It'sacop-out. You amost kissed me at the roller rink too, didn’t you?”’

| nod. “If Lucy hadn’t interrupted us, | would have.”

“Why?’

| push off of my stool and stalk around the island until I'm standing opposite her,
mirroring her position. “For the same reason as when | finally did kiss you.”

1 Wh_”

| shake my head, and her mouth stops moving.



“Stop asking why, River. | don’'t know why. I’'m not one to dance around crap. If |
had an answer beyond what | already gave you, 1'd tell you. Can’'t we just let this
happen how it’s happening and stop questioning it?’

“Can we? Because | don't know about you, but it freaks me out. Does it not weird
you out that suddenly we want to jump each other’s bones when we' ve been at each
other’ sthroats for the last year?’

“1t definitely interests me that you want to jump my bones.”

“Dean...” she grumbles.

| laugh. “I"'m kidding. Kind of. But, also, isit really al that surprising?

| mean, we're living together now. We' re seeing more of each other, in close quarters
and with close contact.

Last | checked, we're two single adults who have been single for quite some time.

We're under stress and likely undersexed.

It wouldn’t be completely insane for us to take advantage of the situation we're in
and relieve some of that tension. ”

She chews on her bottom lip, mulling my words over as she stares at the floor in the
space between us.

| don’t believe what I'm saying is far from the truth. It'swhat | came up with during
dinner with Holland. She was yammering on about something to do with work, and |
didn’t have any interest in paying attention.



My thoughts drifted to River almost immediately.

I’m not wrong. We are spending more time together, seeing each other in a whole
new light. There’'s bound to be a discovery of new desirability.

Besides, if we're truly being honest with ourselves, there’ s aways been some level of
attraction between us.

What' s that saying? Love and hate are two sides of the same coin?

If there's one thing that’s become clear to me since living with River, it'sthat | don’'t
hate her.

Not at all.

“Do you think I'm wrong?’ | ask her.

“No. That seems like afair assessment of our situation.”

“| agree.”

“And you kissing me is, what? Relieving tension? Is that what you want to do? Be
make-out buddies?’

| laugh.

Kiss her?

Oh, kissing isjust the beginning of what | want to do to her.

| want to see what makes her scream. What makes her toes curl. What causes her to



beg and plead. | want to see her climb to the highest peaks and fall back down over
and over again. Want to see how she looks at her most vulnerable.

| want to do awhole lot more than just relieve tension with a quickie.

“l want to fuck you, River.” Her throat bobs at my candidness, and | take a step
forward. “It won't just be a one-off thing, because I'm kind of greedy like that.”
Another step. “I want to take my time. Learn your body. Your quirks. Your
weaknesses. | want to learn you .”

Her breaths are coming in sharper, chest heaving with... anticipation ?

She likes the sound of this as much as| do.

“Are you proposing friends with benefits?’

| pull my lips up. “Did you just call us friends?” Reaching out, | brush my fingers
along the skin that’s peeking out between her shirt and underwear. Her skin pebbles
at the light touch. “Told you you' re getting a soft spot for me.”

“And | thought we agreed you’ ve gone temporarily insane.”

| must have, haven't |? Here | am suggesting to the girl who hates me that we start
some sort of sexual arrangement while she’s allowing me to live in her apartment.

She laughs, probably thinking the same thing.

“No labels then,” she says. “No pressure. It just iswhat it is.”

“Just athing we' re doing, not making a big deal out of it.”



“Right. And no butt stuff. No slegping around with other people either.”

“We can circle back around to that butt-stuff conversation later.” She grins, shaking
her head. “ And when my apartment isready...?’

“This is done. No attachments. We go back to being neighbors. No making it
awkward. We'rejust relieving tensionis all.”

| nod. “Agreed. S0, is this your way of saying you want to do this? | need a clear
answer on thisone, River.”

She blows out a deep breath, then closes the distance between us. | wrap my arm
around her waist, and she sighs when | pull her close, like she's been waiting all night

to feel me again.

“I’'m either completely desperate or just as insane as you...” She tilts her head back,
looking up at me. “Yes, |?—"

| kiss her.

She moans and kisses me back with just as much force.

Is it crazy to say I’ve missed this? Missed her mouth on mine. Missed the way her
body feels under my hands. The sounds she makes. Her eagerness.

Her.

Y eah, buddy, that’s pretty damn crazy.

Ah, fuck it. I like alittle crazy.



| sweep my hands down her curves, slide them under her ass, and pull her up,
spinning her to set her on top of the island.

“What are you doing?’ she asks, breaking the connection between our mouths.

“Trying to kiss you. Stop talking.”

“No.” She pushes on me and | step back, heeding her request and giving her space.
She laughs, then grabs my shirt, pulling me back to her. “Not no . Just not in here

no.
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“What? Why not? Do you know how many times I’ ve thought about you laid out on
this very counter?”’

Her hazel eyes surge with craving. “Because I'm pretty sure | can feel Leo staring at
usandit'sweird.”

| glance at him over her shoulder, and she' sright. He is staring at us.
“You trying to cockblock me, little man? | thought we were tighter than that.”

River giggles, and | realize then that | could listen to that sound for the rest of my
days and not get tired of it.

“Take me to your bedroom.”

“My bedroom? Y ou want to fuck on an air mattress?’

She scrunches her face up. “Good point. Let’s go to my room.”
She doesn’t have to tell me twice.

| swoop her into my arms, and she locks her legs around my waist as | take long
strides down the hallway, not wasting any time.

She lets out little sounds every time my dick brushes against her, and | can’t fucking
wait to hear what she sounds like when I’'m inside her.



“Might want to close the door,” she says when | reach her room.

| lift abrow in question but follow her instruction.

“Morris,” she explains. “He'll probably try to attack you if he sees you on top of me.”
“Oh, you just assume I’'m going to be on top, huh?’ | drop her onto the edge of the
bed unceremoniously. Towering over her, | stare down as she blinks up a me with

amused eyes. “If you think I’'m doing all the work, you' re nuts.”

With aroll of her eyes, she hooks a finger into the belt loop on my pants and drags
me closer, pushes the belt through the buckle.

As she worksto undo it, | quickly undo the buttons of my dress shirt.

I’m flinging the material across the room when her fingers find my zipper, and the
sound isloud as she drags it down the track.

She works my pants down my thighs, and if possible, | swear | get harder when she
rolls her tongue over her lips as she sees my dick straining against my boxer briefs.

“What are you doing, River?” My voice is rough and scratchy, and | have to work to
get the words out.

“Sucking your cock.”

“1 was kidding.”

She peeks up at me with heavy eyes. “I’m not.”

Her fingernails scrape lightly over my thighs as she drags my briefs down and frees



my erection.

She wastes no time before touching me, wrapping her hand around my dick and
giving me alight stroke.

| can definitely tell it’s been too long because that one touch feels way too good.

She leans closer and brings her mouth to me, flattening her tongue and stroking it
along the underside of my cock.

| might die.

“Fucking hell,” | mutter.

Her eyesflit to mine. “Will you hold my hair?’

| almost come just from her request alone.

| slide my hand into her hair, wrapping the long red locks around my fist and pulling
them up.

“Tighter,” shetells me, and my dick jumps.

Fuck. “Are you trying to embarrass me and make me come way too fucking soon?’

She doesn’t answer.

She can't.

Her lips are too busy being fitted around my straining cock.



“Son of a...” | grip her hair tighter.

With atorturous pace, she slides her mouth over me, and | watch as | disappear inch
by inch.

She holds my stare as she begins to work me over with just her mouth, sucking and
using her tongue to torture me as | help guide her in arhythm that | love. With every

stroke, she takes me deeper, and with every stroke, | get closer and closer to the edge.

She scrapes her fingernails along my thighs, and the bite of pain makes me curse in
the best way.

She giggles and does it again.

| had it right before—River is definitely awitch.

When she tries to drag her mouth off me, | tighten my grip, and her eyes widen with
excitement.

| Slowly drive her back down my length until I'm completely seated inside her mouth.

She moans around me as | hold her there for afew beats, and | know if | keep this up,
| will without a doubt blow my load straight down her throat.

[t's too soon for that.

| rock my hips a few times, then loosen my grip. She eases up, popping off me with
labored breaths.

“Y ou good?’



She nods, eyes glassy with desire. “Do it again.”

| laugh and shake my head. “Not thistime.”

| release the red locks from my grasp and reach for her, pulling her onto her feet.

She’s not wearing much, but | want her to be wearing less.

| grab the hem of her shirt and she raises her arms, helping me work it off her. | let it
fall to the floor.

| peel the rest of my clothes off, then stand back to look at her. There's a soft glow
from the moonlight coming in through the window across the room, and it hits her at
all theright angles.

River’'s aways beautiful.

But River standing topless in nothing but a pair of panties, her deep red mane a mess
from my hands, a flush on her skin and alook in her eyes that says Fuck me, please ?

It's awhole new ook for her.

“Y ou're gorgeous.”

Her flush deepens.

| step into her, cupping her tits with my hands, running my thumbs over the hardened
buds. | trail one hand down her stomach and straight into her panties.



| don’t stop until my fingers find their way between her folds, and my god is she wet.

“Did my cock in your throat do this?’

A whimper.

A nod.

“Good.”

| dlip my fingers into her, and her breath hitches as she drops her head to my
shoulder.

“Oh hell. | knew you were the devil.”

| laugh and thrust my fingers deeper. | use my thumb to stroke her clit as | slide my
other hand around the back of her neck and bring her lipsto mine.

| kiss her, using my tongue in sync with the strokes of my fingers. She rocks into my
hand, moaning and pulling at me, wanting more.

She wrenches her lips from mine. “Dean.”

It's all she says, and | know she’s ready.

| pull my hand from her body. “ Get on the bed.”

“What position?’

11 Y%."



She laughs. “I’m serious.”

“Soam |,” | say, grabbing her waist and guiding her backward. “I want you in all of
them.”

Her eyes darken as we fall onto the bed, and | drop my mouth to hers.

Without warning, | flip her over, putting her assin the air just where | likeit.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ ve wanted to put you in this exact position?’ | say,
running my hands over her, squeezing. “ Always teasing me with that yoga shit.”

| give her alight smack, testing.

She moans.

| doit again.

“Tak about teasing,” she says, pushing her ass out farther. “Just fuck me already.”

“| want to taste you.”

“Later. Please. ”

| give her another smack. “Protection?’

“Nightstand. Top drawer.”

“Don’t move.”

| roll off the bed to grab the condom. As I'm dliding it on, she begins to push her



panties down, and | brush her hand away.

“No.” | climb back into my position. “Mine.”

“Ugh.” She groans, wiggling her hips. “Would you hurry up at least?’

My lips at her ear, | say, “Do you really want to be bossing me around right now?
Because | could drag this out al night.”

“Do you really want to try to threaten me right now? Because | could walk away from
this and take care of myself with one of my many vibrators. Y our call.”

| swat her ass again and peel her panties off.

“That’ swhat | thought,” she says smugly. “Now, fuck me already.”

| give my cock a couple tugs, then line myself up with her core, pushing into her heat.

“Oh shit...” | hiss as she begins to grip me. It has been way too long since I’ ve felt
anything this good. “ Fuck.”

“That’swhat I’'m trying to do.”

Thwack!

She whimpers at the smack to her ass, and | slide in slowly, watching as she stretches
around my dick like it was made for her.

Gripping her hip with one hand, | move the other up her body to twist that hair of
hers|’m really starting to love around my fist, and | hit home.



| swear | see stars.

She feels so fucking good. Better than | imagined. | know I’'m going to have a hard
time following the rules of no getting attached because | could definitely get attached
to thisfeeling.

She criesout, and | slam into her again.

We find arhythm as | drive into her, our skin smacking together, our breaths growing
heavier and heavier. It doesn’t take long until we' re both teetering close to release.

“River?’

| slow my pace and lean down, capturing her mouth with mine, making short, quick
thrusts.

“I'm close,” she murmurs, answering my unvoiced question through the kisses.

“Thank fuck.” | rest my forehead against her temple, pushing into her again. “Touch
yourself. Get there with me.”

She reaches a hand between her legs and plays with her clit, and | love that she's not
afraid to doit.

“So close,” she whispers. “More.”

| thrust into her without restraint, and she cries out as her orgasm takes over, her
pussy clenching around me, begging me to follow her over the edge.

| quicken my pace, and it’ s less than a minute before I’ m following her to bliss.



She collapses onto the mattress, and | fall on top of her, dropping my head between
her shoulders.

Our breaths are loud and harsh. We gasp for air, for any sort of reprieve.

“Well, that happened.” She breaks the silence first.

| laugh, rolling off her and flopping onto my back, one arm under my head as | work
to settle my breathing. “Y eah, it did.”

We go silent, and the reality of what just transpired startsto set in.

As does the panic.

What in the hell are we thinking? We can’'t do this! You don't just go back to normal
after striking up a casual sex-only relationship with your neighbor/temporary

roommate.

You're a dumbass, Dean. Complete and utter fucking moron. There’'s no way thisis
going to end well.

Sherollsto her side, facing me.

“Hey, Dean?’

“Hmm?’ | say, turning my head toward her.

“Want to go get some pie?’

And just like that, | know we' re going to be okay.
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RIVER
A soft melody pulls me from my peaceful slumber.

The song is familiar, and it reverberates around my head like it's coming from
somewhere close.

Like* right next to me” kind of close.

Though I'm not ready to wake up yet, | drag my eyes open and peer around.
Green. So much green.

Like my favorite chocolate candies. It makes me want M&M’ S bad.

My stomach growls at the thought of food.

The bed shakes with laughter, and the music stops.

“Someone’ s hungry,” Dean says, peering down at me, his guitar in his hands.

“If someone hadn’'t kept me up all night and had fed me properly, my stomach
wouldn’t be growling.”

“Hey, you're the one who insisted on only pie and then another round.”

“And you’ re the one who woke me up in the middle of the night for the next.”



He doesn’t look the least bit sorry, and honestly, for once I’'m not the least bit upset
by my lack of sleep. Even though I’m sore in all the best ways possible, | fed like a
million bucks. Worn out yet satiated...and maybe alittle hungry for more.

He lifts a shoulder, grinning down at me. “Told you | was sex-deprived. Just trying to
make up for all the months | went without.”

“Right.” | pull myself up to a sitting position, resting my back against the headboard.
“I"m sure.”

My shuffling around pulls at the blanket, and it falls dangerously low, drawing my
eyes to his very obvious erection.

Unlike me, who threw my panties and camisole back on after my shower, Dean slept
naked last night. | learned he's only been sleeping in boxer briefs because of me.

“Why does it sound like you don’'t believe me that it's been months since I’ ve slept
with someone?’

“Did you forget we' re neighbors?’

13 N 0?7

“1’ve seen the girls come in and out of your apartment over the last year. I'm aware
you'’ re not hurting for entertainment.”

His black brows lift. “Been spying on me, River?’

“Please. | have so many better things to do with my time.”

“Uh-huh. Like stay at home on your couch with your cookies and ice cream?”’



“Oh my gosh. Y ou saw me with a bag of snacksin the elevator onetime.”

“Onetime aweek .”

| flip him off. He laughs.

Then reaches to the nightstand, grabbing his cell phone and plunking it into my lap.
“Call your optometrist.”

“What?’

He nods toward the phone, moving his fingers back to the guitar strings, plucking at
them mindlessly. “Y our eye doctor—give them acall.”

“Why?’

“Because clearly, you need your eyes checked.”

| roll said eyes, tossing his phone back onto the bedside table. “Please. Do not try to
sit here and tell me I’ m seeing things.”

“Oh, I’'m not telling you you’ re seeing things. Just saying you're not paying attention
to what’s right in front of you. ‘All those girls you’'ve been seeing? It's the same
girl.”

| crinkle my nose, shaking my head. “No, it's not.”

“l can assureyou, it is.”

My eyes widen. “Y ou’re going to tell me that’ s your sister again, aren’t you?”’



His lips curve into a smile. “ She colors her hair often—the one rebellious streak she
has. I’'m flattered you think I’'m such a catch that | can score all the ladies all the
time.” He pats his bare chest. “ Gives me the warm and fuzzies.”

“Ugh.” | swat at him, but he hides behind his guitar. “ Shut up. I'm going back to bed.
| already can’t deal with you today.”

| shimmy down the mattress, grabbing the blankets and pulling them up to my chin.

He laughs, and his fingers brush against the guitar strings.

That soft melody from before fills the room, and my eyes grow heavy quickly. It's so
soothing, | might actually fall back asleep.

Then, | hear it.

It's soft. Quiet.

Beautiful.

I’ve complained about Dean’s impromptu concerts on his balcony before, but
truthfully, | love them.

| don’t know how many nights I’ve sat in my living room with the windows open,
listening to him play.

He doesn’t sing often, but when he does, | stop whatever I’m doing and listen.

His voice isn't perfect. It's not like he has a crazy, untapped talent he’'s been hiding
and will one day become some mega-superstar.



But it’s good enough that it draws you in, makes you pay attention.

The chords fade and so does his voice, and | roll back over, peeking up at him.

“What song was that?’

“ Night Moves by Bob Seger. One of my favorites. It’s about fucking.”

He winks at me, and | blush.

He continues to pluck the strings, and an ache begins to form between my thighs as |
remember how hisfingersfelt on me...in me...last night.

I’ve never had sex three times in one night. Hell, |1 can't remember a time | had it
more than once before. Other guys I’ ve been with have always been a one-and-done
kind of thing, and most of the time they didn’t even careif | got off.

Not Dean.

He was attentive. Very attentive.

| felt adored. Sexy. In capable hands. He made me feel like he'd never get enough of
me.

| already know if I'm not careful, | could get used to feeling like that.

When | push back up to a sitting position, he turnsto me.

“Can | ask you something?’ he says.

“In aminute.”



| grab his guitar from his hands and set it on the floor next to the bed. | replace it with
me.

| slip onto his lap and his hands automatically find my hips, fitting me against him
like | belong there.

“What are you doing?’

“Kissing you.”

| drop my lipsto hisand do just that.

He kisses me back, quickly taking control of the situation and sweeping his tongue
along my lips. | open for him, letting him explore my mouth as | rock my hips against

him, trying to find the friction I’m craving so much.

He chuckles, pulling away and smirking up at me. “Got ataste and now you can’'t get
enough of me, huh?’

Moment ruined.

| roll my eyes and try to wiggle away, but he holds me in place.

“I’'mteasing, I’'mteasing. Don't go. | like the feeling of you up here. You feel good.”

“Well, you ruined it, so"—I throw my hands in the air, then cross them over my
chest—*might as well ask me what you were going to ask me.”

He nods toward the other side of the room. “What’ s with the hole in the wall?”

| feel the color drain from my face.



Shit. My clit vibrator hole.

“Uh...”

Think of something. Think of something!

“The apartment came like that.”

He tucks his lips together, trying not to laugh at that. “It came with a hole in the wall,
huh?’

“Yep. It's decorative. Y ours didn’t come with that?’

Why the hell are you doubling down on this?!

“That’'s what you' re going with?’

“Going with?’ | push my chest out. “It’ s the truth.”

“Uh-huh. It has nothing to do with the night you were in here masturbating and
chucked something at the door when | scared you.”

My mouth drops open.

He chuckles and reaches out with two fingers, pushing it closed.

“How did you know that?!”

Another laugh. “Well, | wasn't sure, but | am now.”

| glower at him. “ Thisiswhy | hate you.”



“Noit'snot.”

“How did you come to the conclusion that | was masturbating?’

“You definitely said my name when | walked by your room. Y ou slung something at
the door, and it was obvious you were startled, which means you were doing
something naughty . | just put two and two together and assumed you were in there
flicking your bean and thinking about me.”

“Okay, first, absolutely nobody calls it that. It is not called a bean, and you certainly
do not flick it. Do not ever flick my clit.” | jam my finger into his chest with every
word. “And second, do you really think | was masturbating to you and said your
name when | came?’

“Absolutely.”

He saysit so confidently. He's so damn sure.

It's annoying how cocky heis.

And so fucking hot.

Ugh!

“Y ou are absolutely delusional, you know that?”’

“Tell metheflaw in my logic.”

“1 did not say your name at completion!”

“But you were masturbating?’ He smirks like he just won a fucking prize.



| groan, tossing my head back.

The movement has my hips shifting and Dean grunting at the contact with his dick.

| do it again. Another grunt.

And again.

He jerks me to him, crashing his hands into my hair and pulling my lips back to hisin
arough kiss. | don’t stop moving my hips, and he doesn’t stop kissing me until we're
panting and needing more.

He wrenches his mouth away. “Do you still have it?’

| have no idea what he's talking about, and honestly, | don’t even want to hear him
talk right now. | just want to keep kissing him. | try to pull him back to me, but he
resists.

| growl, frustrated. “Do | still have what?’

“Whatever you threw at the wall—your vibrator or dildo or whatever it was.”
Thistimeit's me who pulls back.

He' s staring up at me, his eyes dark with need. “Do you?”

“Yes

“Go get it.”

Hisfaceis hard. Serious.



Holy crap. He means that.

| lean to the side, and he holds on to me as | reach into the bottom drawer of my
bedside table and pull my toy free.

“That...does not look like | thought it would.”

“What? You thought | was just in here riding on a big dong, pretending it was
yours?”’

“If that were the case, you would have been sorely disappointed when you saw the
real thing and realized what you’ d been missing out on this whole time.”

| shake my head. “ So sure of yourself.”

Though he' s not wrong...

He looks down at the toy, a bit of amystified look on hisface. “How do you use it?’

“It'saclit vibrator. You just...well, you put it on your clit and let it do its thing.”

“Doit.”

| pinch my brows together. “Huh?’

“Doit. Useit. | want to watch.”

“Areyou serious?’

“Yes. | told you | want to learn you. Should | not be serious?’



“I mean...” | chew on my lip, then shrug. “It’sjust that in my experience, guys aren’t
very receptive to toys in the bedroom. Makes them feel inadequate.”

“Morons,” Dean says. “That’s such a bullshit way of saying it makes them jealous or
that they don’t want to learn. They should want their partner happy, and if it takes a
toy, it takes atoy. Not saying they shouldn’t also work at it but, | mean, fuck. It’s sex,
not rocket science.”

| laugh.

| love how adamant he is about this, how he's not intimidated and just wants to make
me happy.
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Loveit so much | can’'t help but press my lipsto his.

He kisses me back hungrily, devouring my mouth like it’s the last time we'll ever
Kiss.

His grip tightens, hands trailing over my hips and to my ass. His palms squeeze me
hard enough that it teeters along that painful-pleasure line.

My clit brushes over his hard dick, and if we do this much longer, I'll be coming
from dry-humping alone.

Like he can read my mind, he pulls back, dropping his forehead to mine.

“1’ve been imagining you in here with this thing aimost nightly...

and oftentimes in the shower. Hell, | can't even tell you the number of times the
images have popped up when I'm doing something ridiculous like the dishes or
something.

I’d love to see if my fantasy matches the reality.

" Another squeeze. “If you’'re game, of course. ”

| don't know if I'm just that horny or if the thought of masturbating in front of him
turns me on, but...

| roll off him, vibrator still in hand, and lie next to him.



| feel his eyes on me as | get comfortable, into the same position | would assume if |
were doing this without an audience.

An audience... The thought of Dean watching me masturbate should probably scare
me, make me nervous. But it doesn't.

| know how it feelsto have his eyes on me when | do my yoga.

Him watching me masturbate? I’ m getting wet just thinking about it.

| spread my legs and pull my panties to the side.

“You do it with your pantieson?’ | nod, and he gulps. “Holy fuck that’s hot.”

| chuckle. “It’slazy.”

“No, River,” he says, tossing the blanket completely off the bed and grabbing his
cock. “It means you were so damn worked up you couldn’t even bother taking your
panties off. | promise you, that’s hot as fuck.”

When he saysit like that...

| turn the toy on, and he chuckles.

“What?’

“Nothing.” He shakes his head. “Just now | know what the buzzing | heard was.”

My cheeks redden and | switch it back off, covering my face with my hands.

He pulls them back down. “No, no. Don’t be embarrassed.”



“How can | not be?Y ou heard me masturbating!”

“Have you heard me take a shower before?’

“Yes?

“Then you’ ve heard me doing it too.” He leans down and kisses me softly. “Now,” he
says, lips still resting on mine, “teach me what your body likes, River.”

He takes my hands and guides them back between my legs. Except thistime, it's him
who pulls my panties to the side.

His throat bobs up and down when he looks at my pussy, and I've never felt so
exposed and so fucking enthralled at the same time before.

The way he'slooking at me like I’'m some sort of gift...it"'s exhilarating.

He brushes his thumb over my clit and grins at me when | sigh.

“Touch yourself. Show me.”

| turn the toy back on and guide it into place.

He doesn’t move his hand, keeping my panties pushed to the side. Right away, all my
senses light up and | gasp, loving the feel of his hands on me in combination with the
toy.

Dean’s lips part, watching the vibrator work its magic on my nerve endings. Slowly,

he begins to stroke his cock, and | realize | could watch him do it every day for the
rest of my life and never grow bored.



His eyes never leave me as | work the toy over my most sensitive area, my hips
moving in time with the undulations. His tongue darts out to wet his drying lips, but
his strokes never grow more hurried. He's genuinely enjoying watching me, and this
moment is all about me.

On any given day, thistoy can get me where | need to be in under five minutes.

Right now, it takes less than three.

| slam my eyes closed as my orgasm races through me, and | push my hips off the
bed, chasing the high for as long as possible.

When all the aftershocks are gone, | switch the toy off and peel my eyes back open.

He's still holding my panties to the side. Still looking at my pussy. Still unwilling to
take his eyes off me.

He' s sweating, panting like he' s the one who just came.

| lick my lips and swallow, trying to catch my breath.

“You good?’

Hefinally looks at me.

Hunger.

It'sall | seein Dean’s eyes.

“There’'s avery, very tiny part of me that wants to be offended you came so fast and
so hard, but holy fucking shit .” He fits himself between my legs, caging my head in



with his arms, dropping his mouth to mine. “That was the hottest thing | have ever
witnessed, and | want to do it again.”

“Now?’

He shakes his head. “No.”

He dlides down my body, shouldering his way between my legs. He pulls my
underwear to the side, then gives me that devilish smirk I’m starting to love.

“l want aturn.”

He disappears between my legs, and | fall into paradise.

| try to ignore the knowledge that thiswill al eventually disappear.

“1 thought we were friends.”

| drag my eyes from the documents in front of me, looking at my best friend. She's
leaning over the front counter of Making Waves, mindlessly drawing circles on the
countertop.

“We are?’

“Y eah? Then why didn’t you tell me you and Dean had sex?’

“W-What?’' | sputter. “How did you know?’

“1 didn’t, but now | do.” She beams, clapping her hands together and bouncing up and
down. “Oh my gosh . | knew this day would come!”



| huff. “Y ou suck, you know that?’

“'m aware.”

“How did you know?”’

She lifts a dender shoulder. “A best friend just knows these things. Plus, you have
that | just got fucked glow about you. Man, | miss that glow.”

She sighs longingly, and I'm sure she's thinking about the recent crumbling of her
marriage to Sam’s dad.

She shakes her head. “But never mind that. | have so many questions. When did it
happen? How did it happen? Are you guys dating now? When are you getting
married?’

“ Settle down, you freak.”

“l can’t!” She squeals. “I’'m just so excited for you. Finaly! ” More clapping. “I’ve
waited so long for you two to wake up and realize you have feelings for each other.”

“Feelings? Oh, no. There are no feelings.”

She stops bouncing and pins me with those startling gray eyes of hers. “Are you
serioudly still denying it?”

“No, because there' s nothing to deny. | do not have feelings for Dean.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?’

“You.” When she doesn’t stop staring like she's going to come over the counter at



me, | stack the financial documents | was combing through, slip them back into their

rightful folder, and toss it onto the counter. | rest my head on one hand. “What do you

want to know?’

She mirrors my position. “You’ re not dating?’

13 NO.”

“But you are sleeping together?’

11 Y%.”

“How many times have you had sex?’

“Four...and a half.”

She gasps, excitement in her eyes. “When?’

“1t started two nights ago.”

“And?’

| know what she’ s asking even without her saying it.

| do everything to hold back my sigh as | think about the way Dean isin bed.

He' s attentive. Demanding, yet gentle. Rough in al the right ways.

“It'sincredible.”

“You lucky dog.” She pouts. “The only reason I’m not jealous is because I’ ve sworn



off dick.”

“Because of the dick you were married to.”

“Precisely.” She nods, pushing away from the counter. “How’d it happen?”’

“Well...” | draw out. “He kissed me on Sunday. We didn’t really discuss it at first,
but the tension was there, you know? It just all sort of came to a head and...” |

motion with my hand. “Here we are.”

“So, if you're not dating but you're sleeping together, you're...what? Friends with
benefits?’

“We're not labeling it. It's just something fun to pass the time and relieve some
stress.”

Shetilts her head, pursing her lips, studying me. “Hmm.”

Uh-oh. | know that hmm .

That hmm means she has something to say but doesn’t want to say it.

“What?’

“It'sjust...” she starts, and | called that right. That’s how she always starts the hmm
s. “Do you think that’s a good idea?’

“Which part?’

“All of it. Aren't you worried it'll get all...confusing? Worried you'll fall for him?”’



Mefall for Dean? Hal

“No.” | shake my head. “We're adults. We can keep it casual.”

Another head tilt.

“What.” Thistime it doesn’t come out as a question. I’ m starting to get annoyed.
“Doyou like him?’

“I mean, | let him see me naked, so | have to like him on some level, right?’

She frowns at my answer. “Y ou know what | mean, River.”

“Do | have a tiny—and | mean tiny —crush on Dean? Yes. Am | going to do
anything about it? No. It's not going to go anywhere. He'll be moving out once his
apartment is done and we' Il go back to being neighbors. Thisis just temporary. We're

on the same page with this.”

“He’s your neighbor. It's not like him moving out would be a long-distance
relationship.”

“Ah,” | say. “That’s just it—he lives next door, so if things go south with us, I’ [l have
to continue living next to him or move, and | love my apartment.

I’d much rather take my chances of it being a smidge awkward knowing we' ve seen
each other naked than feelings getting involved and us having to navigate that. Y ou
know what | mean?’

She heaves a sigh. “Yeah, | can understand that. It's just...be careful, you know? |
don’t want you getting hurt.”



“I'mabiggirl, Maya. I'll be fine.”

| hope.
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DEAN

“You could have at least told me you were inviting someone over. | would have, |
don’t know, put a damn braon.”

“Don’t look at her tits.” | point to my best friend, who is still standing in the doorway,
asix-pack of beer in one hand. “River, meet Nolan. Come on in, man.”

He sticks his free hand out. “We' ve briefly met before, but it’s nice to officially meet
you. Sorry he’sanidiot and didn’t tell you | was coming over.”

Shaking his hand, she glares at me.

| shrug. “What? | wanted someone el se to watch the game with for a change.”

“| wasn't that bad.”

“Weren't you though?”’

| can tell she wants to argue, but she knows I’ m right.

Just two nights ago she came home to find me on the couch watching a game. She
didn’t even change out of her work clothes, just flopped down on the couch, ate no

less than ten wings, and forced me to explain the entire sport to her.

I’ll never tell her this, but it was my favorite game I’ ve ever watched.



“I'll just go work in my office or something. | have a couple things | can take care of
while you stare at other guys' butts.”

“1 just want to go on record saying | will not be staring at other guys' butts. | don’t
even like baseball,” Nolan says.

“So you'd be looking at the butts if they weren't attached to the players?’ she teases
him.

His eyes widen, panicked.

“Leave him alone, River,” | tell her. “Go work.”

“I’'m going, I’'m going—hbut only because | do have a lot of work to do and not
because I'm letting you boss me around. | just don't want to be around you

anymore.”

“What'd | tell you about your shortness and that sass of yours? There's too little of
you and too much of it.”

She scowls. “I hate you.”

1 Liar.”

Spinning on her heel, she turnsto Nolan. “I won’t tell anyone you watch for the buitts.
| know that’swhy | endure it.”

He laughs. “I appreciate that.”

She turns her angry eyes on me once more before stomping off down the hall.



| can’'t wipe the goofy smile off my face as| watch her sashay away.

When she disappears into her room, | turn to Nolan, and he raises his brow.

“What?’ | say, grabbing the six-pack from his hand.

“Nothing. | like her, man. She’sfeisty.”

“If by feisty you mean annoying, then yes.” | motion for him to follow me into the
apartment. “First pitch was already thrown. | put the wings in the oven to warm *em
up. I'll pop thesein the fridge.”

| take off for the kitchen and Nolan heads for the living room.

“’Sup, shithead?’ | hear him say to Leo.

He made so much fun of me for taking the little guy home at first, but he's grown
attached to him like | have.

| slide all but two beersinto the fridge and check on the wings. I’'m on my way to the
living room when River’s bedroom door opens. | stop in my tracks when she walks
out.

Arching asingle brow, she lifts her shirt, flashing me her tits.

She drops her top, blows me a kiss, and hurries into the office like nothing happened.

| fight to not drop the beers, scoop her into my arms, and show her there are
consequences for acting like that.

Fucking tease.



Morris barrels past me and into the room, running straight to Nolan as he takes a seat
on the couch.

To my surprise, Morris jumps right into Nolan’'s lap, curling into a ball like he
belongs there.

“Cats love me,” he explains with a shrug, running his hand through the cat’s white
fluff. He looks around the apartment. “l can see why you agreed to stay here. This
place is way nicer than yours.” Nolan grabs the beer | hand him and cracks the top
open. “ Thanks, man.”

| settle down at the other end of the couch, popping open my own drink. “It’s the
exact same apartment, just flipped.”

“Yeah, but thisoneis... homier . You didn’t have a single picture hanging up in your
place and hardly any furniture. It felt...cold. Boring.” He takes a drink of his beer,
turning his attention to the game onthe TV.

He has a point.

| never noticed how lonely my apartment felt until | started staying with River.

It was the small things, like those silly knickknacks shaped like s' mores she has on
the shelves, or the many throw pillows she has piled up on the couch.

Even the lone piece of art she has hanging above the TV is enough to make it feel
more like a home and not just someplace to crash.

| didn’t realize how empty my life was before...and | don’t just mean in the literal
sense.



Living with River this past month has been absolutely fucking exhausting at times.
She’s moody thanks to her insomnia, she’s opinionated, and there' s a certain way she
likes things done, which is hard to get a handle on sometimes.

But then there are al the moments in between.

She's funny. Whip-smart. One of the hardest-working people I've ever met. She's
caring and dedicated to the people in her life. And as much as she frustrates me, she
intrigues me.

For thefirst timein along time, I’'m not looking to fill my life with activities.

I’m good with just existing in this space with her.

| don’t bother trying to stick around and talk with other teachers at summer school,
and | no longer find myself scrolling my phone at the gym long after my workout
session isover.

| just want to race home and be with her.

It scares me, considering our arrangement and how temporary it is.

But it also makes me wonder how it would be if we gave this thing between us a real
shot...

| relax into the couch and try not to think too much about things | shouldn’t be
thinking about. | take along pull of my beer.

“S0, when did you start sleeping together?”

Beer bubbles back up, dribbling out of my mouth and down my chin.



| wipe the mess with the back of my hand, and Nolan laughs.

“What the fuck, dude?’

“Sorry, not sorry.” He shrugs. “So, when did it start up?”’

| glance toward the hall, making sure River is still tucked safely inside the bedroom
where she can’'t hear our conversation.

“What makes you think we're sleeping together?’ | ask when I'm sure the coast is
clear. | keep my voice low though, just in case.

He gives me a Don't bullshit me look. “For one, you're happier. That means one of
two things: your sports-ball team is kicking some serious ass, or you’ re getting your
dick sucked frequently.”

“Jesus, Nolan.”

“Just Nolan isfine,” he says.

| shake my head at him, and he lifts a questioning brow.

| roll my eyes. “About two weeks ago.” | take another drink of my beer. “But it’s just

Sex.

He grins, feeling damn proud of himself, I’'m sure. “I fucking knew it.”

“You didn’t know shit.”

“Did too. You usualy talk my ear off about this broad, but suddenly you were all
clammed up. I’ve known you a long damn time, Dean. When you're not vocal about



what you' re doing, it means you know you shouldn’t be doing it.”

“1 shouldn’t be sleeping with her?’

“No, man, you definitely should—you two have danced around it long enough. It's
that friends-with-benefits, just-sex bullshit you're feeding each other that you know
you shouldn’t be doing.”

“Dude, I'm telling you, it’s just?—"

“Sex. Oh, | heard you. | just don’'t believe you.”

“Why the fuck not?’

“Because it’s never just sex for you.”

“1’ve had casual sex before,” | argue.

“Sure, but not with anyone you actually give a shit about. There's a big difference
between the two.”

Fuck. He has a point.
I’m so tired of him having points.
I’ve known River for a year now. In that time, we've been neighbors, enemies,

roommates, and now lovers. It’'s like once the lines started to blur on what we were,
we gave up and jumped in full force.



What we're doing is dumb, there’ s no denying that.

But not doing it doesn’t feel right either.

Because as much as | don’t want to, | like River.

Her.

Not just her body or the way she feels falling apart around me.

Though | don’t want to think about it too much or admit it, I’'m going to have a hard
time walking away from this when it’ s time to go our separate ways.

Nolan grins. “You like her, don’'t you?’

“I wouldn'’t be sleeping with her if | didn’t.”

“You know what | mean.”

| groan, tossing my head back and running a hand through my hair, frustrated with
myself.

It'saway to relieve tension and that’ sit. Nothing more.

That'sall itis. All it's supposed to be.

So why do | feel myself beginning to want more with her? | haven’t been interested
in a relationship with anyone in a long time. Why the fuck do | suddenly feel like it

might not be a crazy ideawith River, of all people?

| swear I’ m going crazy.



“Does she know?’ Nolan asks.

He can tell | like her. He doesn’t have to hear me say it to know.

“No. I'm like ninety-five percent sure she still hates my guts. Thisis all just sex for

her.

He laughs lightly, turning back to the TV. “Trust me, she doesn’'t hate you. She
wishes she did, but she doesn’t.”

Fuck meif | don’t hope he' sright.

“Do you always have to hog the bed?’

“Last | checked, it's my bed—I can hog it all | want.” She shoves at me, trying to
force me out, but I’'m too heavy. “Why are you even still in here?’

“Because my bed is an air mattress, that’s why.”

And because you sleep better when I’'m in here.

I’ve stayed in River’ s bed ailmost every night since we started sleeping together.

Mostly because we're always fucking or fooling around, but also because it’s become
increasingly obvious that she sleeps better when I’ m here.

Thefew nights| didn’t stay over, | woke up to her on the air mattress beside me.

“That’s your own fault,” she says, still shoving and getting nowhere.

Accepting defeat with a huff, she abandons her mission. She reaches over to the



nightstand on her side, grabbing her laptop and pulling it over into her lap.

The glow from the screen illuminates her face, and she looks so fucking cute when
she’ s concentrating.

A wrinkle forms between her brows and she twists her bottom lip in her fingers. Her
long red locks are piled in a messy bun on top of her head, and she's wearing her
standard bedtime attire of a camisole and panties.

| keep trying to convince her to try sleeping naked like me, but she won't budge on it.
“Working thislate?’ | ask.

“The grind never stops.” She taps the keyboard a few times. “Our online store is
doing really well, and I’'m getting more items added to the website to meet demands.
Plus, I've been a little distracted lately and I’ ve fallen behind. Or at least my version
of behind.”

“You're very passionate about your work.”

She peeks down at me, and it’s clear she’s going on the defense.

| hold my hands up. “I don’t mean any offense by that. Truly. Your work ethic is
inspiring. A little worrisome that you don’t take more time to shut off and step away,
but still inspiring.”

Her eyes spark with surprise and something else | can’t quite decipher.

“Thank you,” she murmurs. “That’s...well, | like hearing that from you.”

From you.



| don’t know why those two words hit differently, but they do.

They fedl...intimate.

That feeling from before, the one that made my chest feel al weird...it's back.

“You're welcome.” | clear my throat, rubbing at the spot. “Have you aways been
such awaorkaholic?’

She twists her lips up, thinking.
“No,” she decides. “Believe it or not, | actually used to be fun. | guess | just buried
my loneliness in work and it stuck. The business has been booming, and I’'m hitting

goals| aways dreamed of.” She shrugs. “So | just never let up.”

| want to ask if she's still feeling lonely, or if she's behind on work because she's no
longer hiding behind it. | want to know if that’s my doing or something else.

But that feels too much like crossing aline.

“l can relate. What's that saying? Find something you love and never work a day in
your life?’

“That saying is horseshit.” | laugh at her brashness. “Just because it comes from a
place of love and passion doesn’'t mean it doesn’t take hard work.”

“True. I’'m passionate about teaching, but it’s exhausting as hell.”

“Why’d you go into it exactly? Y ou worked for your dad before you got your degree,
right? What went wrong there?’



| wince, not afan of explaining this part of my life to people. “ So. Funny story.”
“People are never about to tell afunny story when they say that.”

“True.” | roll onto my back, putting my hands under my head. | don’t miss the way
her eyes trail down my body when the blanket slips down to my hips. “My parents
won the lottery and my dad started a business with the winnings.”

“Like legit won the lottery?’

“Yep.

“So you're loaded?’

| laugh. “How much do you think teachers get paid?’

“But your parents...”

“ They have money. Holland makes good cash working for my father, but since |
ditched the family business and all, I’'m on my own.”

“They cut you of f?’

“There wasn't anything to cut off. We grew up scraping by, and when they struck
gold, my parents were adamant that aside from a good education, if we didn’t help
keep the wealth flowing, we were on our own.”

“That seems...”

“A little ass-backward considering they got everything handed to them? Yeah.” |
shrug. “But it's fine. I’'m not into the whole glitz-and-glam lifestyle they’ ve adopted.



I’m more into the low-key thing.”

“Ah, spoken like a true broke man.”

| chuckle. “And you? How was your home life?’

“Nothing exciting. Parents are still together. No real drama. Picket fence and al that
crap.” Sheliftsashoulder.

“1 grew up about thirty minutes away. | went off to college for a while, and when |
moved back, | knew | wanted to live in the city.” She gestures around the room.

“S0, here | am. Nothing to write home about.”

“l don’t think that’'s true,” | say quietly. “There’'s a lot to write about when it comes
to you.”

Her lips pull at the corners, and if it weren't for the laptop light, I’d miss the grin.

| close my eyes, listening to her fingers clack against the keyboard.

“What about you?’ she asks when | think she’s completely focused on other things.

“What about me?’

“Do you ever hide in your work? Ever fedl lonely?’

| didn’t. Not until this. Not until | realized what | might be missing.

“Not anymore,” | say.



She nods once but doesn’'t look at me.

| fall asleep trying not to overthink the idea that tonight is the first time I've slept in
here without the preface of sex...and what that might mean.
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RIVER

“1 swear, if | missthe cherry pie because of you, I’m going to be?—"

“What?’ Dean cuts me off. “Big mad?’ | shoot daggers at him when he throws my
words back at me, but he ignores me. “ You were the one who insisted on getting
dirty again after our showers.”

“That was one hundred percent your fault.”

“I’m sorry, did | make you suck my cock?’

| blush at his crassness.

| simply couldn’t help myself. He stepped out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel,
the water tracking down his abs.

| just wanted to see whereit landed is all.

Sue me.

“What the hell!” | smack at him, peeking around the sidewalk as we speed-walk
toward the diner to make Sunday breakfast, making sure nobody heard us. “Y ou can’t

just say something like that, especially in public.”

“Or what?’



“Or...or...I'll snuff you!”

“Snuff me?’ He pulls open the door to The Gravy Train. “What are you, a mobster?”’

“Guess you won't know until you know,” | say, slipping past him and into the diner.

He doesn’t look the least bit scared.

We step into the line that’s already formed at the ordering counter, and | don’t miss
the way Dean doesn’'t remove his hand from the small of my back.

“Serioudly, Dean, if they’re out of cherry pie...”

He moves toward me, cutting off my words as he pushes his body against mine.
Warmth seeps into me, and beads of sweat begin to form on my neck.

| want to sweep my hair into a bun to help cool down, but | can’t. Dean’s hands are
on my hips, squeezing me in a teasing manner. The five o' clock shadow he's always
sporting tickles my face as he bends down, bringing his lipsto my ear.

“If they’re out of cherry, I'll makeit up to you.”

“Makeit up to me?’

| feel him nod. “I’ll let you suck my cock again.”

| clench my thighs.

WEe' ve been slegping together for three weeks now, and I’'m still not used to the dirty
words that fall from hislips.



I’m not sure I’ ll ever get used to them...or over them.

“Stopit!” | hiss.

His grip tightens on me, pulling my body flush with his.

There' s no mistaking what I’ m feeling.

He' s getting hard.

In the middle of the diner.

Right out in the open.

| take a deep breath and try to step away, but he doesn’t let me.

“Don’'t even think about moving.”

| don't.

“Then stop teasing.”

“Fine, but only because your best friend and her kid just walked in.” He waves to
Maya, beaming at her. “Hey, guys.”

“You're running late today,” she comments, eyeing us, not missing how close we're
standing. “Hope they still have cherry piefor you.”

“1 hope they don't,” Dean says, and | fall into a coughing fit, picking up on his double
entendre.



| elbow him in the stomach, and he grunts, rubbing at the spot | hit, finally shifting
away from me.

| welcome the space and miss hiswarmth all at the same time.

| gather my long hair into my hand, picking it up off my neck and wrapping it into a
messy bun.

“Hey, Sam,” | say to my nephew.

He grunts, not looking up from the phone in his hands.

Mayarolls her eyes. “Pre-teens.”

“Choir,” Dean tells her, pointing to himself.

She shakes her head. “ Still don’t know how you do it.”

“Lots and lots of whiskey and pie.” He nods toward our usual table. “Why don’t you
two go grab our spot? Sam and | can manage this. Right, Sam?”’

Another eloguent grunt from him.

“Don’t forget my cherry,” | say to Dean over my shoulder as Maya and | head to the
table.

“Oh, yeah. I'll get right on that.”

Hewinksat me, and | grin.

“Please tell me that wasn’'t some kind of sex code,” she says as we grab our favorite



seats.

“It wasn’t.”

“Liar.”

| giggle, and she smiles at me.

“You know, as much as I’'m alittle wary of your laissez-faire attitude about this thing
you two are doing, | love seeing you smile so much. It's been a long time since
you'’ ve been happy.”

“1’ve a\ways been happy.”

She shakes her head. “Not this kind of happy. It's...different.”

It feels different.

| feel different.

“I’ve just been getting more sleep,” | tell her, whichisn't alie.

| have been sleeping well. My insomniaisn’t gone, because that’s not how insomnia
works, but having Dean there at night helps calm my worries and ease my mind. He

gives me something to focus on other than my racing thoughts.

More than that, for the first time in along time, | don’t want to focus just on work
and hide behind it.

| want to live in the moment...with him.



“Even with your sex schedule?’ sheteases. “Lucky bitch.”

We laugh, giggling like fools, drawing the attention of a few other customers,
including Dean.

When he lifts a brow, | wave him off, and he shrugs, turning back to Sam. They’'re
talking and carrying on like old friends, and | love how he's able to draw Sam out of
his shell. How he talks to him and relates to him on alevel nobody else seems to.
“It's Dean, you know,” Maya says.

| know it is.

She doesn’'t have to tell me that.

He makes me laugh as much as he drives me crazy. Makes my body vibrate in all the
right ways just as much as he does the wrong ones.

How can you loathe someone so much and still feel this good because of them?

Maybe you don’'t loathe him at all...

| silence that voice that keeps popping up in my head.

| have to hate him.

If | don't, | just might have to admit that maybe...just maybe...l never hated him at
all.

And we promised no pressure, no plans for the future. This is just to relieve the
tension.



“Good news.” Dean sets two plates on the table. “1 was able to score some pie.”

“Bad news,” Sam adds. “It’s not cherry.”

“Did you seriously enlist my child to deliver the bad news to take the heat off you?”
Maya glares at Dean accusingly.

1 Y%.H

| snicker at his answer as he slides into the seat next to me, his arm brushing against
mine.

“Sorry about that cherry pie, River.”

Heat cregps up my cheeks, and | dare a peek over at him.

He gives me awolfish grin, bouncing his brows up and down.

| snap my attention back to my pie, shoving aforkful of gooey deliciousness into my
mouth in order to refrain from leaning over and kissing him.

“Okay, wow.” Mayawags her finger between the two of us. “I like you two together.
Thisdynamicis...wow.”

“Dean is your boyfriend, Aunt River?’

| pause mid-bite. Maya's eyes widen, her mouth dropping open as she realizes what
shejust did.

Sorry , she mouths.



| rack my brain, trying to figure out how to answer this.

“Yep,” Dean says. “That cool 7’

Sam grins, nodding. “Totaly.”

They go on talking like nothing happened. Like my heart isn’'t hammering in my
chest. Likeit’s not going to explode over one word.

Yep.

Hesaid it so easily. So camly.

So sure.

And it felt so...right.

Why did it feel so right?

Maya's foot brushes against my shin. | look up at her, and she tips her head, silently
asking if I'm okay.

| shrug.

Because | don't know if | am okay.

And | don’'t know how to handle that.

Maya s cell starts vibrating in her purse and she digs around, trying to find it.



| take the opportunity to slip away.

“I"ll be right back,” | mutter, pushing up from the stool and rushing to the bathroom
without looking back at the table.

| lean against the door and inhale several deep breaths.

I’m overwhelmed. Confused. Excited.

Disappointed.

Not in Dean’ s answer, but because it wasn’t real.

Why am | disappointed it wasn’t real ? What the hell is happening?

There’' s a knock on the door.

“Occupied!” | call.
“No shit. Open up.”
It's Dean.

And for thefirst timein weeks, | don’t want to see him.

11 NO.H

“River, | will bust this door down. | can do it and you know it. Let mein.”

With a defeated sigh, | flip the lock.



He pushes the door open, slipping inside and putting the lock back in place.

He turns to me, his eyes sharp and worried. “Is everything okay? You just kind of
disappeared out there.”

“Yeah. Everything'sgood,” | lie.

He narrows his eyes. “1 don’t believe you.”

“Well,” | say, plastering on a saucy smile, “that’s too bad. But now that | have you
aone...”

| grab the collar of his shirt, dragging him down for akiss, silencing all the questions
and doubt running through my mind.

His big hands go to my hips instantly, and he pulls me tightly against him. He's
already getting hard, and | almost have to wonder if the man is always walking
around half-cocked.

He walks me backward until | bump into the sink. With little effort, he picks me up
and sets me on the counter, stepping between my legs. The skirt I'm wearing is
scrunched around my waist, and | can feel the cool air hit my already heated core.
There' s no half-cocked about it.

Dean’s hard.

His erection brushes against my pussy, and | moan.

Hands dlide up my neck and into my hair, pulling the messy bun free. He twines his
fingers through the wavy red locks, playing with the strands like they’re his guitar



strings.

He pulls his mouth away, panting, and presses his forehead against mine.

“You'rekilling me.”

“Same.”

“We shouldn’t be doing this here.”

“We shouldn’t,” | agree. “But...”

“But...”

His lips find mine again, and we're lost in another heated kiss, mouths moving
together in a passionate storm.

Someone knocks on the door, and we ignore it, completely lost in one another.

| don’t know who comes up for air first, but we're both gasping for it.

13 M wa.”

“What?' he asks, confused.

“Maya—she’ s out there waiting for us.”

He shakes his head. “ She left. That was her ex-husband calling—family emergency
with his mother or something.”

“Oh.”



His eyes turn two shades darker. “ Oh .”

Like we can read the other’ s mind, we move at the same time.

He works to unbuckle his jeans and | shove my panties down my legs.

He crushes his mouth to mine and dlips his hand between my legs, diding a finger
inside me. Then two.

Next he's yanking me to the edge of the counter and sinking into me with one deep
thrust.

He swallows my moans with his mouth, slamming into me over and over.

Fucking me hard. Fast .

Until I’'m no longer scared or worried.

Until | stop thinking about the fact that | don’t hate Dean Evans.

And | start to fall.
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DEAN

“1 cannot believe you brought your damn turtle to aroller derby game.”

“l can't believe you can't believe it.” | set Leo’s on-the-go hut on the chair next to
mine. “He' s been looking lonely lately. With al the rain we' ve been having, | haven't
had the chance to get him to the park. He needs some action.”

“1 thought turtles were loners.”

“Some are, but since he grew up with people, he's pretty used to them and doesn’t
spook too easily. He's more curious than anything.” | tap the hut with my knuckle,
and he bumps his nose against it. “Plus, look how cute heis. Do you really think | can
leave him in histerrarium all the time?’

“You're so strange,” she mutters.

“You like my strange.”

“That’ s about the only thing | like about you.”

“Oh, | have it on good authority that’s not true.” | put my lips to her ear, and she
shivers at the contact. “You like my abs. My mouth. My co?—"

She covers said mouth with her hand, and | laugh, pulling it away.

“Cooking skills,” | finish.



“First of al, cooking and you know what don't even have the same vowel
sound—you'’ re reaching. Second, | know better than anyone your cooking skills are
trash.” Her red hair bounces as she shakes her head.

“Too soon, River. Too soon.”

| was worried last week at The Gravy Train that something had shifted between us,
but everything fell back into place when we walked out of the bathroom.

Something was bothering her when she went in though, and I’d bet money it was me
telling Sam we're dating. Thing is, | was backed into a corner and had to cover with
something. River’s mood shifted the moment | said | was her boyfriend.

I’m not sure if she was upset that | said it, or if she wanted it to be true.

Either answer has me sweating.

My insurance agent called this morning to let me know my apartment will be finished
next week, about two weeks sooner than expected. On one hand, I’m glad to be done
with this fire fiasco so soon. But 1I'd be lying if | said | wasn’t bummed my time with

River is being cut short.

Looks like the clock on this game we're playing is winding down, and we' re nearing
the final buzzer.

The craziest part? | want to keep playing.

| just have no idea which team River’s on.

“l have literally zero idea about this sport,” she says, flipping through the program.
“You're going to have to explain it.”



“Your guessisgoing to be asgood asmine. I'm aroller derby virgin.”

“Don’'t worry,” Caroline says in front of us. “I’ll have Cooper explain it to you when
he gets back with snacks. He lovesit.”

“Coop is here? Thank fuck. Thought | was going to have to endure spending another
night alone with River.”

13 Hw!”

“I’'m kidding, I’'m kidding.” I throw my arm around her shoulders, but she shoves me
off.

“Don’t touch me,” she says.

“Uh-huh. Just remember that later when you’ re begging me to do just the opposite.”

A giggle comes from behind usand | peek at who'slistening in.

It's the woman from the elevator, the one who said she aways knew we'd get
together. | still can’t remember her name.

“Such a cute couple.” She grins. “When did you two start dating?”’

“Uh...” | scratch at my stubble.

It's one thing to tell atwelve-year-old we're dating for the sake of not explaining the
term FWB, but it’s another to use the same lie with someone else.

That starts to make the lie awhole lot morereal.



“A little over amonth ago now,” River answers.

| raise abrow at her, and she shrugs with agrin.

About ten people around us, most from our building and a few from the diner,
mumble and grumble. Someone sitting three seats down whoops with delight.

“Pay up, suckers!”

Caroline spins around in her chair, scowling at us. “You two just cost me fifty
bucks.”

Money starts changing hands, everyone forking it over to the little old lady sitting at
the end. It's Mailbox Betty, a nickname earned for aways sitting around the
mailboxes snooping on packages and eavesdropping on conversations. Everyone in
the building knows she' s the gossip queen.

“1 told you all!” She collects the cash coming her way. “I had a hunch.”

“A hunch? You're just a nosy old bat!” someone shouts from two rows to the left
behind us.

“Uh, what the hell is going on?’ River asks, looking around the crowd. “ Caroline?’

She winces, her cartoon-like blue eyes filled with terror and remorse. “Funny
story...”

| snicker, remembering what River said about that phrase.

“There was sort of a...pool going on,” Caroline continues. “In the building and at the
diner.”



“A pool?’

“Like a giant betting pool,” | say. | sit back, crossing my arms with an amused grin.
“Y ou dicks have been betting on our relationship status, haven't you?’

Several of them bob their heads up and down.

| laugh.

Of course they would.

“What!” River explodes, shooting up from her chair. “You guys have seriously been
betting on us?’ More nods. “That is messed up on so many levels.” She turns her

heated gaze on Caroline. “And you knew? Participated 7’

She has the decency to look ashamed. “The winning pot could pay an entire month’s
rent.”

“You are so fired!” River says.

Caroline' sjaw drops, and | shake my head. “No you're not.”

“Shut up, Dean. She istoo.” She motions toward the other gamblers. “And hal The
jokeison al of you because we aren’t dating. We're just friends with benefits.”

Several people exchange glances, al looking at each other to see if anyone had that
piece of information.

Then one by one, they all fall into fits of laughter.

“Oh, honey,” Mailbox Betty says, swiping at her eyes. “What you two are is not



friends with benefits. You're dating.”

“No we're not!” River argues back. “We are definitely not dating.”

| bristle at the hardness in her voice. Like she can’'t even fathom someone suggesting
such a thing in a serious capacity. Like dating me would be the worst thing in the

world.

Guess now | don’'t have to worry—she clearly doesn’'t feel the same as | do about
keeping this going.

That peculiar achereturns, and | rub at my chest, trying to get it to go away.

Several people give us a sad smile at River’s continued insistence. A few people put
their heads together, whispering and pointing.

Okay then...

A pair of skates skid into my peripheral as Lucy skates to a stop in front of us. She
removes her mouthguard, her hands going to her hips.

“Who won?’ she asks.

“Lucy!” River admonishes. “Y ou too?’

Our building manager grins. “Who do you think organized it?’

| laugh, and it gains River’ s attention.

“Please do not tell me you're in on it too. Tell me this is not some version of She's
All That or something where the hot guy gets the dorky chick to sleep with him all



for abet.”

“First, I'm so happy to hear you think I'm hot. Second, no, I’'m not in on this. I’m just
as surprised as you.” | glance around the group. “And flattered you all care about my
sex life so much.”

A few of them snicker.

River drops back down into her chair. “ Assholes. The whole lot of them.”

“Just some harmless fun,” Lucy says, tapping her skate against River's foot. “We
don’t mean anything by it, dear, though | am glad you two finally got together.”

“But we?—"

“Oh, just giveit arest and accept it already, River,” Caroline pipes up.

I’ m surprised because she' s typically so shy and quiet.

“You'’ re sleeping together and living together.

Y ou do everything together, include annoy the rest of us with your will they, won't
they schtick.

Just call it what it is: you' re dating.”

“For the record, I’'m with her,” Lucy says. She looks at me. “Heard the good news
about your apartment. Y ou excited to get back in there?’

River freezes next to me.



Fuck.

| plaster on afalse smilefor Lucy. “Yep. | can’'t wait.”

She nods, grinning back at me, but her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Good.
That's...good. Well, | better get to reffing. The game is about to start. | appreciate
you coming out to see thisold lady skate in a bunch of circles.”

She taps River’s foot again, drawing her attention.

“You're not alone in your feelings.”

With awink, she glides off to the center of the rink.

“What was that?’ | ask.

River shrugs, staring after Lucy, face twisted in confusion. “1 have no clue.”

“Huh.”

“Hey, guys,” Cooper says, diding in between the seats. “What'd | miss?’

Caroline hitches her thumb over her shoulder. “Y ou owe Mailbox Betty fifty bucks.”

We've barely said ten sentences to each other since Lucy dropped the news that my
apartment is almost done.

On one hand, I'm glad River’'s quiet about it. | don’'t have to hear if she's excited or
not that I’'m leaving

And on the other, it makes me absolutely fucking insane .



“You were going to tell me, right?’ She rolls over to face me, peering up at me with
round eyes. “ About your apartment. Y ou were going to tell me before you left?’

“No. | wasjust going to pack my shit and leave.”

Her jaw drops, and | laugh.

“Yes, River. Of course | was going to tell you. Why wouldn’t |7’

“It would be...l don’'t know.” She lifts a shoulder. “ Awkward? We said we wanted to
avoid that.”

We said alot of things, like no attachments.

| fucked that one up royally.

I’ve grown way too comfortable over here in the past month. Going back to my
apartment is going to be hard, probably harder than | thought.

It's not going to be harder than moving past this thing we're doing and pretending
nothing happened.

But if that’swhat River wants...

| lift my hand to her shoulder and drag my fingertips down her arm in slow, sweet
strokes. Her skin pebbles under my touch, and | can see her nipples do too. “We did
say that, but | guess I’ d hope you know me better by now. After...everything.”

“Everything,” she repeats quietly.

I’ve been with River for over a month now, seen parts of her | only dreamed of



seeing.

But this moment?

It's the most naked we' ve been.

Lying in the quiet room, nothing between us but a sheet.

“When?’

It'swhispered, so low | amost don’t hear it.

“Next week,” | tell her.

She exhales slowly, then nods.

Leaning forward, she lays her lips against mine. Not kissing me, just resting them
there as she pushes me onto my back. She swings her leg over my hip, straddling me.

My cock brushes against the heat between her legs, and the desire | always seem to
have for her swellsto life.

“Then we better make it count, Dean.”

And we do.



Page 28

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 6:23 am

RIVER

| did something today | haven’t done in the entire five years I’ve owned Making
Waves.

| called in sick.

Caroline was understanding, and | despised the pity in her voice. | almost got dressed
and went in to work just to spite her because of it.

Instead, I’ ve been planted on the couch all day watching crap TV shows | don't give
a shit about.

It's been almost one week since Dean left and since I’ ve seen him, even though he
still lives next door.

| was a complete coward on the morning of his move. | ran off to work early to avoid
the inevitable awkwardness and made sure to get home extra late when | knew he'd

be long gone.

Now, after aweek without a glimpse of him, the regret is sinking in like a stone. Has
my stomach all twisted up in knots.

Knuckles rap against my door, and my heart flutters with anticipation.

Dean.



“River.” Maya s voice floats through the door.

Not Dean.

Great. Caroline must have told her | didn't comein.

| know | need to answer, or she'll stand out there all day, and | don’'t need to risk her
running into Dean.

With reluctance, | peel myself off the couch, trying to ignore the missing terrarium as
| pass the console, and pull open the front door.

Her eyes rake over me as she assesses my state with afrown.

I’'m aware I'm wearing my standard “breakup outfit”—my joggers and my t-shirt
with a bunch of holesin it—even though we didn’t technically break up.

We were never together, so how could we?

“1 told you.”

| sigh, walking away from the door as she follows meinside.

“1 don’'t want to hear your | told you so stuff, Maya. | love you like a sister, but | will
slap you.”

“Eh, | could take you. | have before.”

“1t was one fight, and you were pregnant. | couldn’t hit you!”

“Awinisawin.” Shelaughs. “I brought pie. It's not cherry, but it is Dutch apple.”



“Just set it on the counter. I’'m not hungry.”

She disappears into the kitchen, then comes back and takes a seat on the edge of the
couch where I’ ve curled back up.

“You look awful.”

“Gee, thanks. | really needed a kick when I’'m aready down.” She tries to push my
hair out of my face, and | swat her hand away. “ Stop it. I'm fine.”

“You don't look fine. You look heartbroken.”

“That’ll happen when you get your heart broken.”

She purses her lips. “How can you be heartbroken if you weren’t dating?”’

| don’t say anything.

A gy smile slides across her face.

“Youlovehim. You'rein lovewith him.”

“Mein love with Dean? Please. —OUCH!”

She whacks me hard on the ass .

“What the hell, Maya?’ | cry out, rubbing my already aching butt cheek.

“Does that hurt?’ | nod. “Good. Now get off it and go tell your idiotic neighbor
you'rein love with him.”



Her words sound crazy.

But in my heart, no matter how much I try to deny it, | know they’re true.

Asmuch as| don’'t want to be, I’'m in love with Dean Evans.

For all the reasons | shouldn’t bein love with him, | have ten more why | should.

He annoys me, but he makes me laugh just as much. We argue too much, but he
challenges me. We hardly have anything in common, but | always have fun with him.
| want to be around him as much as | don’'t. He' skind, he's smart. Driven and funny.

And he' s somehow managed to completely capture my heart.

| rub at where she hit me. “You just smacked my ass—likely left a damn welt—all
for ajoke?

“No. Your assjust happened to be there, and it’ s pretty damn smackable.”

She winks, and a smile slips through my anger.

| shake my head. “Y ou bitch.”

“You'll live...but only if you get up and talk to him.”

“Maya, | love you—I really do—but | can’t just waltz over there and be like, Hey, |
loveyou.”

“ And why the hell not?’

“Because he doesn't feel the same way,” | mutter, looking anywhere but at her.



“What makes you say that?’

| wave a hand around my sad, lonely apartment. “He didn’t stay. That's my first
indication.”

“Did you ask him to stay?”

Wséll...no.

But | knew he wouldn’t. He had no reason to. We agreed. Once his apartment was
done, we were done.

Him staying would mean we got attached.

We weren't supposed to get attached.

Tell that to my heart.

“You didn’t, so you don’t actually know if he would have.” She laughs sardonically.
“You two... | swear...” She pinches the bridge of her nose. “Dean loves you. I'd bet
you an entire year’s worth of cherry pie from The Gravy Train that man is head over
heels for you.”

In what world does she think Dean isin love with me?

We've been at each other’s throat since the day he moved in. Morris snuck out and
into his apartment. He was such a dick when he brought him home.

We haven't gotten along for a single day after that. There is absolutely no way he's
secretly in love with me.



| move my head in the negative. “No way.”

“Yesway. Everyone seesit but you two for some reason. Me, Caroline, Lucy...we all
do. Everyone but you.”

“Tell me, what do you see that | don’'t?’

“For starters, there are your asinine reasons for loathing him. They’re obvious cover-
upsfor lust.”

113 Thw_ﬂ

She holds her hand up. “Then there's the way that no matter what, no matter how
many insults you throw at him or how many times you scowl at him, you still have
his sole focus in aroom.

" She grins. “I remember one time it was pouring rain outside. You were getting
soaked, trying to walk as fast as your little legs would carry you to the diner, but it
just wasn't fast enough. ”

“Sam came out with an umbrellafor me.”

She smiles. “That was al Dean. He saw you coming and knew you'd refuse any help
from him, so he shoved an umbrellain Sam’s hands and sent him out to rescue you.”

That was...Dean?

| remember that day. | was so thankful | bought Sam ice cream every day for a week
straight. The little twerp.

“And let’s not forget all the times he’ s bought you pie.”



“Stolen my pie, you mean.”
“And bought it too. | picked up early on that he was paying for it and just let it
happen. | wanted to smack him every time he got you all worked up over stealing

your pie and you'd yell at him, but he’ d never confess what he’ d been doing.

" She rolls her eyes. “Then there are al the times he's come to the shop for gifts for
his mom and sister. ”

“Dean shops at the boutique?’

“Oh yeah.” She chuckles. “Often, actually. Christmas, birthdays, anniversary gifts.
He' s dropped a good amount of cash in there.”

“| haven't once seen him in there.”

“Because he knows you’'d kick him out. He always makes sure to shop when you're
not there.”

[...1 can't believe dl this.

What else is Dean behind? And what does it all mean?

Nothing. Because he's not here now.

“I’'m telling you, River, he'sin love with you...though I’m not even sure he realizes
it either.”

She’ swrong.

Just because he does things for me, that doesn’t mean he loves me. It just means he's



nice, and maybe a bit of a masochist.

“Look,” Maya says, pushing up to her feet. “I just wanted to come check on you and
bring you pie. | need to get back to work. My boss is kind of a hard-ass, and | don’t
want to get in trouble.”

She frownswhen | don’t even smile at her joke.

With a sigh, she pats me on the shoulder and makes her way to the door.

When | hear the knob twist, | peek over at her.

“Tell him, River.”

Then, she’ s gone.

| lie here for another half hour before surging to my feet and hitting the shower.

| need a distraction.

Something to keep my mind off this feeling. Need to bury myself in work, right back
to the hilt, just like before when | didn’t have the chance to sit around worrying about

my lovelife.

Anything to keep me from thinking about Dean.
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DEAN
| hateit here.
| glance around my empty apartment with a heavy feeling in my gut.

| don’t dislike it just because I'm practically starting from nothing and there' s nothing
inside.

It's everything else that’ s wrong.

Nothing is where it should be. The layout is flipped and there’s not a single thing in
here that feelsright .

It's funny...l used to love my apartment. It was my favorite place in the world. A
space that was all my own. Something just for me.

Now when | look around, | notice al the things that are missing.

Starting with her .

| sigh, scrubbing my hand through my hair and tugging on the ends in frustration. |
am bored out of my fucking mind. The loneliness | haven't felt in the last month is

kicking in.

| could call up Nolan and see if he wants to get a beer, but not even that sounds
appealing. All he'll do the entire time is look at me with those | told you so eyes he's



had trained my way since | moved out, and I’ d rather not be reminded of what a mess
this has become.

Leo’s shell knocks against the glass of histerrarium, and | roll my head to the side to
find him staring at me. He looks just as pitiful as me.

“1 know, buddy. | miss her too.”

How hasit only been one week when it feels like ayear?

| want to see her.

| need to see her.

| want to know why she wasn’t there the morning | moved out. Why | woke up to a
cold bed and haven't seen her since. Why she’'s been hiding in her apartment
avoiding me when that doesn’t sound anything like the promises we made.

| want to know why she didn’t ask meto stay.

Why the hell did | want to stay?

| have to stop thinking about this. Have to stop thinking about her.

We said we'd go back to the way things were before. It was just sex, just relieving
some tension.

No attachments.

| need to un attach myself from her.



| push myself up off the couch.

If she wants things to be normal between us, then back to normal they’ll be.

Today is Sunday, and | should be at The Gravy Train getting some cherry pie.

It's exactly where | intend to be.

All week |I've felt like abit of acircus sideshow.

Any time | run into someone else in the building, they stare or give me a sad smile,
and any time I’ve walked into The Gravy Train, the same thing happens.

Like now.

| guess the news of me moving back into my apartment and River and | no longer
spending time together has traveled fast through the busybodies.

| step inlineto order my breakfast, Leo tucked safely to my side.

Usually when | bring him here, there are people clambering to see him.

Not today.

It'slike I’m some sort of pariah and | don’t understand why.

| peer around the old diner, and almost everyone who makes eye contact with me
quickly looks away.

All right then. Weird.



Then, | see her.

And suddenly | don’t see anything else.

She's by herself. A cup of coffee and bag of M&M’S | know she's spent too much
time separating sit in front of her.

Her red hair, the sight of which makes my fingerstingle as | vividly recall the feeling
of having it wrapped around my fist, is pulled into a tidy bun, a few tendrils hanging

down around her face.

Her plain white shirt stands out against the brightness of her hair and her burnt orange
shorts.

Her legs are crossed, the top one swinging back and forth with impatience as she
waits on Maya and Sam.

Her fingers are busy pushing around the chocolate candies, and it’'s the sole focus of
her concentration, so it takes her a while to notice my longing stare burning through
her—but | know the second she does.

Goose bumps form across her skin, and she turns her head my way.

Even from across the diner, the hitch in her breath when our eyes collide is obvious.

| want to swallow that breath with my own because fuck | have missed her lips.

She sits up straighter on her stool, pushing her shoulders back and averting her gaze.

| smirk, moving forward in the line.



| guess that’s where we' re going with this.

“Hey, Darlene,” | say with asmile when | reach the front counter.

She doesn’t return my pleasantries. Instead, she sighs. “What'll it be, Dean?’

Okay...

“Just adlice of cherry and a coffee, please.”

“We're out of cherry.”

“Out?’ | dide my gaze to the pie station, which obviously contains two full cherry
pies. | point at them. “There’'s some right there.”

“Likel sad, we're out,” sheingists.

Ah. | see.

She’s mad at me for what happened with River, even though nothing happened with
her.

“Can | get the apple then?’

“Out.”

“Pumpkin?’

“It's summer, kid. Y ou know that’s seasonal.”

“What about blackberry?’



“You'rein luck—we just so happen to have some.”

Of course. Because that’s River’s least favorite kind.

| reach into my wallet to pay and peek over at her.

She’ swatching me with a satisfied grin on her face.

Brat.

“Darlene, did I, um, do something to upset you?’

Her eyesflit River'sway. “No.”

| sigh. “You know we didn’t break up, right? We weren't dating. She was just letting
me stay there. That's al.”

Darlene pins me with a stare. “1 wasn't born yesterday, Dean.

| know you two had athing and | know you left and moved back into your apartment.

" She points toward River. “I also know that girl hasn't been in here with a smile
since and missed cherry pie day all last week.

" A shake of her head. “If you're going to go with the ‘just roommates bit, might
want to make it more believable. ”

With that, she scurries off to grab my order.

I’m left standing there surprised.



River hasn’t been in since | moved out?

That’s...interesting.

And damn surprising.

Maybe my moving out had more effect on her than | thought.

“Thanks,” | say to Darlene when she slides the pie and coffee across the counter. |
toss her abig tip in her jar, just to make her feel bad for taking River’'s “side.”

She grunts again, and | grab my dlice, balancing my plate on Leo’s hut with ease,
something I’ ve perfected over the last year.

| make my way over to River’stable. Slip onto the stool across from her. Not to be an
ass and screw with her, but because | always sit here on Sundays. Besides, it's a

community table. | can sit where | please.

Lucy, who | didn't even notice before, is sitting in her usual corner. She snickers
when | plop down, and | toss her awink.

“Hey, Lucy.”

Another laugh. “Dean.”

| pull my plate off Leo’s hut and work to get us situated.

“River,” | say to her, reaching for agreen M&M.

She dlides them all away before | grab hold of one. “Ass.”



She’s not calling me one. She'susing it as my name.

My lipstwitch. “No Maya and Sam today?’

“Nope.”

“How have you been?’

“Doing great,” she snaps. “I’ll be even better here soon.”

“That s0?’

“Yep. |[—oh goodie! Here they are!”

She holds her hands out for the two full pies being thrust her way.

“Thanks, Darlene,” she says. “You're the best.”

“Anything for you, dear.” She smiles sweetly at her, then shoots daggers my way
before returning to her spot behind the counter.

River sets her pies on the table and pops the lid open on one of them. She grabs the
fork | didn’t even notice she had and stabs into it.

Right in the middle.

“That isjust wrong on so many levels.” | shake my head.

She ignores me as she shoves a forkful of warm cherry pie into her mouth, moaning
dramatically around the utensil.



The sound goes straight to my cock, and it twitches with excitement.

Then she drags her tongue slowly over the silverware, making sure to get every last
crumb off of it, and | have to spread my legs, needing the room in my jeans.

| swallow thickly, trying to get a hold of myself.

She gives me a mischievous smirk.

She fucking knows what she’ s doing to me.

It's been just over aweek since | was inside her, and that’s far too damn long for me,
especially with her torturing melike sheis.

“ Wow. | think they might have put extralove in these today. Thisis amazing!”

Another bite. Another fucking moan.

| get it. It's payback. For all those times | “stole” her pie, even though | always
technically bought her some.

But there's something else to it that feels...vindictive, especially because we're in
public and I can’'t do anything about it.

It's like she’s mad at me for leaving when she’ s the one who never asked meto stay.

Part of me wishes we were anywhere else right now so | could talk to her about it.

Another part of me knows being alone with River is only going to lead to one thing,
and it’ s definitely not part of our “back to being neighbors” plan.



No attachments. Just neighbors.

Last | checked, most neighbors don’t tongue-fuck afork right in front of you.

Game on, River.
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RIVER

“Hold it!”

| know that voice.

| smash the Close Door elevator button over and over.
It's no use.

Dean’s arm dides between the doors at the last minute, and he shoves them apart,
wiggling inside.

“Hey, man”—he shakes his wet hair out—"| said hold it?>—"
His lips part when he seesit’s me, surprised.

He recovers quickly, histongue darting out to wet hislips.

| try to forget how good his tongue feels wetting other places.

“You.” His eyes fall to dlits as he hitches the soggy grocery sack he's holding up
higher. “Y ou pressed Close Door , didn’t you?’

“Guilty.” | grin. No sensein trying to deny it.

“It’ sraining sideways out there.”



| shrug, and he turns toward the front of the elevator with an annoyed huff as the car
begins its ascent.

Water droplets plop, plop, plop onto the floor.

Unable to help myself, | steal aglance at him out of the corner of my eye.

Even soaking wet, he looks good.

His black hair is a mess, that ever-present stubble along his jawline still there. Those
long, muscular legs of his are clad in a pair of jeans that hug his ass way too well.
He's sporting a Metallica t-shirt that’s just wet enough and tight enough to give the
Imagination something to cling to.

Only | don’'t have to use my imagination.

| know exactly what’ s under that shirt.

Know how much he likes it when | pepper kisses down his stomach. How much it
makes him squirm and curse when | run my tongue over the muscles he's worked so
hard to build. And how it realy drives him wild when | drag my fingernails across his
skin when I’m on my knees for him.

His jaw twitches, and | know he's aware of me looking at him.

All of him.

Including the bulge that’ s steadily growing with each passing floor.

Is he thinking about it too?



You can hear the claps of thunder even inside the elevator, and I’'m thankful they
cover my stuttered breaths.

“How’s Morris?’ he asks, breaking the tension.

| know he’s not truly asking about my cat. He abhors Morris.

“Better than he's ever been,” | lie.

He grunts.

The power in the building surges and the elevator grinds to a sudden stop. | lose my
balance, falling right into Dean, who drops his groceriesin an effort to catch me.

It goes dark.

“Shit,” he mutters, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me against him.

The power surges again, and we're rocked the other way.

My back is against the wall, one of Dean’s arms around me, the other pressed against
the ceiling above our heads.

The lights flicker back to life, and the elevator continues its ascent, but this time
much, much slower.

We don’'t move, and we barely breathe.
His fingers flex on my waist as he drops his head, his lips finding a spot on my

exposed shoulder. One soft kiss. Then another. And a third. All in aline, tracing up
my neck while his fingers go the opposite direction.



He plays with the hem of my short cotton shorts, dipping his fingers dangerously
close to places he's not supposed to be touching as he continues to kiss up my neck.
There’s no way he doesn’t feel me clench my thighs together. No way he doesn’t feel
the heat coming from between them.

Hislips are at my ear when the car dings, announcing its arrival on our floor.

His fingers dig into my thighs, and he curls his other hand into a fist that he taps
against the wall once. Twice. Like he's fighting with himself.

Cold sweeps over me when he pulls away, peering down at me with glassy, lust-filled
eyes.

“There,” he says quietly, voice hoarse like he' s the one dying. “Now we' re both wet.”

He grabs his things and disappears.

The doors close, and | take my first real breath in far too long.

If you'd have told me over a month ago |I'd be back here in my tub sipping on
whiskey and eating pie, I’ d have laughed.

But that’ s exactly what I'm doing.

| cut off aforkful of cherry pie and take a bite.

Imagine my surprise when it does nothing to satiate the hunger inside of me.

It's completely Dean’ s faullt.

His anticsin the elevator still have me out of whack hours later .



As soon as | regained my composure and made it into my apartment, | knew | needed
to do something to take the edge off. | tried meditation. Yoga. Even tried
masturbating, but it just wasn’t the same as what Dean had done to me.

Nothing worked.

It doesn’t help that | was so exhausted this morning when my alarm went off that |
called in sick. That’ s twice in two weeks.

| blame Dean for that too.

It's hard to see him. To be around him. I’'m trying to go on as we planned, like
nothing happened. No making it awkward.

But the truth is, it’s pure torture to have to see him.

The most maddening part of it all is that this suffering was mostly my idea. Sure,
Dean was the one to suggest we relieve the building tension, but did | have to be so
damn adamant about rules? Why did | ever think we could go back to the way things
used to be after all was said and done?

| knew.

Knew there was a chance I'd fall for Dean. Even if it was minuscule at first, it was
there.

Y et, | agreed to our arrangement.

| wanted ataste that bad.

Now | have to live with the consequences of falling for him.



Why the hell did | ever think this was a good idea?

Because Mayais right—you never hated him.

| didn't.

| don't.

But | wish | truly hated him. It would make al thisawhole lot easier.

| abandon my pie and set the to-go container on the ledge, sinking lower into the
bubbles, relishing the warmth of the water. | alow my eyes to fall shut, and those
damn green orbs haunt me again.

They were there last night too. And the night before. And the one before that.

They’re always there, staring at me in the otherwise dark void.

Dean’s eyes.

Bright, beautiful, and inviting.

| miss them. Miss his warmth. His laugh. That smirk. Even him stealing al my
groceries and fighting with Morris.

| misshim.

“STILL LIKE THAT OLD TIME ROCK "N’ ROLL!”

| yelp, jumping at the sudden sound. Water sloshes all over the bathroom, and I'm
instantly annoyed.



| did not miss that.

“Dean!” | shout at the noise, even though he can’'t hear me.

| push up out of the tub, yank my towel from the rack, and stomp through the
apartment.

Not today, Dean Evans. Not today.

| dry off quickly and this time have enough sense to at least wrap my robe around my
form before swinging open my front door and going right over to his. | pound on the
wood so hard | can hear stuff in my apartment rattle.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

“Dean!” | holler again. “Turn it down!”

A few seconds go by...and the volume increases.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” | growl, slapping the door again. “Dean Evans!
Open this door right now or | swear | will?—"

| stumble as the door is jerked open but recover quickly, jutting my chin out as he
towers over me with playful eyes.

He leans against the doorjamb, crossing his arms. The muscles jump and pulse, and |
try not to pay attention to them as| give him a scornful 1ook.

“River. What brings you by?’
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DEAN

There is something seriously wrong with me.

| knew touching her in the elevator was a bad idea.
But | knew not touching her was equally bad.

It took every ounce of strength | could muster to walk away, to just let her be. I've
never had to fight myself so hard before.

River wants to go back to the way things were. She's been harping on it since |
moved in.

If that’s what she wants, I'll do it for her.
| twist the knob on my stereo, and the music fills the room.

| have no doubt it’s too loud. In fact, I'm willing to bet she'll be pounding on my
door in three...

Two...
One...

BANG! BANG! BANG!



| smile.

See? Something iswrong with me.

| can’t help it though. | miss her. Want and will use any excuse to be around her.
Even if it means she’sjust coming over hereto yell, at least I’ [| get to see her again.

With slow steps, | make my way down the hall, letting her ssmmer out there before
yanking it open.

She stumbles back but catches herself quickly. She pokes her chin out, pushing her
tits up and meeting me head-on.

| smirk down at her, noting that this time she was at least smart enough to throw on a
robe before traipsing over here.

“River. What brings you by?’

“Are we really going to have arepeat of this again? Last | checked, it didn’'t end too
well for you.”

Damn. | am never going to live that fire down, am I?

Never mind that.

| tip my head. “But it turned out well for you, didn’t it?’

She knows exactly what I'm referring to—all the nights | spent in her bed, all the
nights I made her scream and helped her find relief.

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, so what? | just love still living next door to you, especially



now that you can torture me in the same ways you did before.”

“Is that what I’'m doing?’ | lean down, too close because | can smell the flowery
scent of bubble bath. “Torturing you?’

“Yes!” Shethrows her handsinto the air, and | barely hold back my laugh.

She looks ridiculous right now. Hair haphazardly held together by a clip. Bright pink
fuzzy robe wrapped around her. Bare feet and not a stitch of makeup on.

God, | want her.

“Don’'t pretend you don’t know what you're doing, Dean. That stunt in the elevator
wasn't cool.”

“Just like it wasn’'t cool for you to practicaly tongue-fuck that fork at the diner
yesterday. If you want to play silly games, | can play them too.”

With a growl, she shoves at my chest, pushing me into my apartment.

| chuckle darkly. “What? Giving in so soon?’

1 No! ”

She slams the door closed, chasing me farther inside.

“What are you doing, Dean? You're driving me insane! We were supposed to go
back to normal, not torture each other more.”

| work my jaw back and forth, the frustration bubbling up as she reminds me of the
rules yet again.



“Right, therules.” | snort. “Fuck the rules.”

She jams an angry finger my way. “Y ou agreed to them, Dean. You said it too. When
your apartment was done, we were done. That was that.”

“That was before | knew you were going to completely fucking own me!”

She stumbles back at my loud words.

My chest deflates, like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders, and it’s suddenly
obvious to me what was happening all along.

| was faling for her.

Oh shit.

| love her.

| am in love with River White.

I’ ve been in love with her, probably longer than | care to admit. I’ ve never hated her.
I’ ve just met her ire pound for pound because it was fun to mess with her.

I’ ve always admired her, always looked forward to seeing her.

[t's never been hate. We' ve never been enemies.

We'rejust idiots who can’t see what’ s right in front of us.

“W-What?" She gapes up at me with wide eyes.



| exhale lowly and take a step toward her. Then another.

She gulps when we're standing just six inches apart.

“You own me, River.”

“I... No. | don't.”

| nod. “You do. You fucking do and it drives me mad that you do.”

She peers up at me, eyes full of surprise and worry and confusion and so many of the
same things I’ m feeling.

“l don’'t know when it happened—maybe it's always been the case—but it’'s true.
You're smart and funny. You challenge me every fucking second of every day,
always keeping me on my toes. And you' re drop-dead fucking gorgeous on top of it.”

She scoffs. “Yes, so hot right now.”

“Even right now, because you' re so authentically you. Unapologetic about who you
are and what you want.”

“Please. | can hardly decide what | want for dinner most nights.”

“Stop trying to talk me out of it.”

She darts her tongue out, wetting her lips. Her eyes flit off to the side, looking
anywhere but at me. “That’s not what it was supposed to be,” she says quietly.

| nod. “I know. But it justiswhat it is.”



Her breaths are coming in sharper. “No labels.”

Another step. “I know.”

“No pressure.”

Another, and we're so close | can see the swirls of color in her eyes. “1 know.”

“No attachments, Dean.”

| slide my finger under her chin and tilt her face up. Her bottom lip is captured
between her teeth, and her eyes are full of so many emotions.

| give her alazy grin. “Oops.”

“You left,” shewhispers, dropping her forehead to my chin.

| press akissto the top of her head. “Y ou didn’t ask me to stay.”

“| wanted to. | was scared. Therules...”

“Fuck therules,” | repeat.

Then | cup her face and claim her mouth.

| kiss her slowly. Softly.

| tell her | love her without using the words.

WEe're both gasping for air when | finally pull my lips from hers.



“Thisisabad idea.”

“Absolutely awful,” | agree.

“We're neighbors. What if this doesn’'t work out? Then what happens? We aready
failed at trying to make things not be awkward and go back to the way they were
before. How are we going to navigate after something real ?’

“I think what we had was redl.”

“I’m being serious.”

“Soam |, but if you want an answer for it, how about this: if things go south between
us, you can move.”

She growls. “Dean...”

| laugh. “I"'m kidding. Kind of.” I lick my dry lips. “I doubt we'll have to worry about
it not working out.”

“Why do you say that?”’

“Because we survived living together once when you truly hated me. We'll survive
again.”

She chews on her bottom lip, thinking it over.

Finally, she nods. “Okay.”

“Okay?’ | ask quietly, lightly brushing my mouth over hers.



“Okay, but | have to tell you something first.”

“What?’

“1 broke them too...therules. | got attached.”

| laugh. “No shit.”

“1 don’t hate you, Dean.”

“I know, River.” | sigh against her lips. “I don’t hate you either.”
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EPILOGUE

RIVER

“Dean! Serioudly!” | bang on hisfront door. “I am so over this!”
The music flips off, and he swings the door open, shirtless.

In nothing but atowel.

“What!”

| lift a brow at him, scrolling my eyes over his impeccable body. “You better not
answer your door like that all the time.”

“Andif | do?’

“Then your girlfriend is going to be big mad .”

Herolls his eyes. “At least be big mad in here.”

He pulls me inside, letting the door slam closed behind him.

He crowds me up against the closest wall, his lips dropping to my neck. The stubble
on his chin brushes against my skin, and it pebbles at the contact.

| can already feel his dick hardening.



WEe' ve been officially dating for three months now, and a simple touch from him still
sets my body on fire.

It's hard to think there was atime when | ever hated him.

He still annoys me to no end, but it just means things will always be interesting
between us. He still steals my pie, but he still buys it too. And for al the times he's
the worst neighbor ever, he makes up for it by being the best boyfriend ever.

| can’t remember atime when | was happier.

“What are you banging on my door for anyway?’ he mumbles against me.

“Y our music was too loud.”

“That would be your cat’s fault.”

“Morris? What did he do?’

He looks down at me, brows drawn tight. “Little shithead found his way inside my
apartment. He snuck all the way to the bathroom and knocked my speaker off the
counter. | had to improvise for my after-gym shower.”

“Remind me to thank him.”

“He ruined my speaker—my expensive speaker. We aren’t thanking him. Thisislike
the third thing he's knocked off my counters in the last few months. That doesn’'t
even include all the times he's snuck over here before to terrorize me.” He gapes.

“Do you have him trained to torture me, River?’

| laugh. “No, but that’s not a bad idea.”



He shakes his head. “This is exactly why | have Leo. He's quiet, doesn’'t smart back
to me, and doesn’t ruin my shit. | vote we trade Morrisin for another turtle.”

| gasp. “No way!”

“Worth a shot.” He shrugs. “You know...there is a way for us to avoid your cat
sneaking over to my apartment.”

“You learn to close your door and I'll learn to close mine?’

He grins down at me. “Or | movein.”

“With...me?”’

He nods slowly, eyes tentative.

Nervous.

This moment is one of the few times I’ ve seen Dean be vulnerable and not his usua
cocky self.

“You want to move in with me?’ | repeat.

“Yes. Unless you' d rather move in with me.”

“Are you serious?’

1 Y%.H

Dean wants to live together. That’s huge.

But truth be told, I’ ve been thinking about it for some time.



After we officially got together, we decided we'd live apart. We didn’'t want to put
any extra pressure on our relationship, and all the reasons we had for doing it made
sense at the time.

Now, | can’t seem to think of a single reason for us not to live together.

He shrugs. “Why not? | mean, is the suggestion all that surprising? Last | checked,
we' re dating now. Have been for a while. It wouldn’t be completely insane for us to
take that next step.” He brushes his lips against mine. “Besides, think of all the ways
we could use our extratime together.”

A dlow grin pulls at my lips when he uses a variation of the same speech he gave
when he proposed our just sex arrangement. “Did you really just use that same speech
on me again?’

“Depends. Did it work again?’

“Do you not remember what happened last time | fell for it?”

“Quite clearly. And | don’'t know about you, but I’ m pretty happy with the results.”

“l am too.”

His grin widens. “So, what do you say? Want to give the roommates thing a shot
agan?’

“Hmm...” | tap my chin. “I guessit’s not the worst ideayou’ ve ever had.”

“Gonnaneed aclear answer on thisone, River.”

| laugh. “Yes, |?—"



Just like the first time we dove headfirst into a crazy agreement, he kisses me.

Just like the first time, my heart goes wild.

And it'ssafeto say | don’'t hate Dean Evans at all.

Thank you for reading LOATHE THY NEIGHBOR !

| hope you enjoyed River, Dean, and al their pie-related shenanigans.

LOVE THY NEIGHBOR (Caroline & Cooper) is up next!



