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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   Ash
 
   A blonde was making eyes at me from across the bar.
 
   As I took a sip of my beer, I glanced at her.
 
   Eh…she was alright.
 
   I returned my beer to the surface then stared at the TV. The Padres were up by one out.
 
   Sage caught the look. “You going to talk to her?” His beer was in front of him, the foam still floating on the surface.
 
   “Nah. Tens or better.”
 
   Sage discreetly glanced at her. “She seems fine to me.”
 
   “Too much flab over the stomach.”
 
   He grinned then shook his head slightly. “You really are a dick, you know that?”
 
   “Like you weren’t thinking the same thing.”
 
   “Actually, I wasn’t. “He glanced at her again. “She has nice legs.”
 
   “I’ve seen better.” I finished my beer then thought about the following day. I had a clinical rotation at the hospital and I wasn’t looking forward to it.
 
   “I don’t understand how you score so many girls.”
 
   “Because I’m a dick to them.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Being a dick gets you pussy?”
 
   “Only easy girls with low self-esteem would put up with a guy like me. That’s how I know who I should bring back to my place. I don’t want a girl who’s actually smart.”
 
   “You’re going to die alone. You know that, right?” He had a smirk on his face.
 
   “That’s the plan.” I clanked my glass against his. “I get to keep all my money to myself and I don’t have to deal with any bullshit.”
 
   “Sounds lonely.”
 
   “Nope. Definitely not.”
 
   Sage looked at his watch. “I should go.”
 
   “I probably should too.”
 
   He pulled the money out of his wallet and dropped it on the table. “You going home alone tonight?”
 
   I looked around the bar. It was pretty much empty. The rest of the girls that hung around were deathly pale and skinny. They didn’t have curves in the right places. A girl needed to have a nice rack to get my attention.
 
   I turned back to the blonde in the corner. “I guess she’s not that bad.”
 
   He laughed. “Last call can change your perspective. I’ll see you around, man.” He clapped my shoulder then walked out.
 
   My gaze was on the blonde. She had thick thighs, and she had mascara in the corner of her eye. If I weren’t horny and there was better talent in this bar, I wouldn’t bother. But right now, I’d take what I could get.
 
   I walked to the bar and stood beside her stool. “You’re out late.”
 
   She gave me a smirk. I could tell she was pleased by my attention. She should be surprised. I was a perfect ten and she was like a….two, maybe? Since no one would witness this hook up, I didn’t care.
 
   I looked at my watch and realized it was getting late. I decided to cut the shit. “I’m in medical school and I have money. You want to fuck?” I really did sound like a dick. Whatever. It usually worked on girls.
 
   “Oooh…so you’re a smarty?”
 
   “Some might say that.” I nodded toward the door. “You want to get out of here?”
 
   “Don’t you want to know my name first?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   She twirled her blonde hair in her fingertips. “I usually prefer it if a guy buys me a drink first…”
 
   The fact I was at all interested in sleeping with her was a compliment in itself. “I’m not going to. I’m walking out that door now. If you want to come, then let’s go. If not, whatever. I’m out of here regardless.”
 
   She tensed at my words, caught off guard by my bluntness.
 
   “Ight. Bye.” I left my beer on the counter then headed to the door. I pulled my keys out while I walked then spun them in my fingers.
 
   “Wait.”
 
   I stopped in my tracks then looked at her.
 
   She finished her beer then grabbed her purse. “I’m coming.”
 
   “Then hurry.” I walked out the door without waiting. I didn’t even hold it open for her.
 
   She trailed behind me then finally caught up to me. “Which car is yours?”
 
   “BMW,” I mumbled. I unlocked it with a press of a thumb then got inside.
 
   She sat in the passenger seat then felt the leather. “You have a really nice car.”
 
   “Yeah.” Like I hadn’t heard that a hundred times… I put the car in drive then headed back to my apartment.
 
    
 
   We came inside, did our thing, and then I was ready for bed.
 
   I pulled on my clothes and didn’t look at her. “Alright. See you later.”
 
   “What?” She sat up then pulled her shirt to her chest. “That’s it?”
 
   “What were you expecting?” I ran my fingers through my hair then left the bedroom.
 
   She chased me down a second later. “Um, how am I supposed to get home?”
 
   “Drive,” I snapped.
 
   “I didn’t drive here, idiot.” Her sassiness started to come out.
 
   “Oh.” I was too busy not caring. “Call a cab.”
 
   Her eyes widened and her mouth gaped open. “You aren’t going to drive me?”
 
   “I’m tired.” I opened my refrigerator and grabbed a water.
 
   “Well, I’m tired too…can I just sleep here.”
 
   “No.” I gave her the death stare. “I don’t do the sleep over thing.”
 
   “And you don’t drive a girl back to her car like a gentleman?”
 
   “I never once said I was a gentleman,” I snapped. “It’s not my fault you were stupid and assumed that.”
 
   Her eyes started to water so she turned away. “Jerk…”
 
   I was too busy not caring to notice her words.
 
   She walked out the door without another word.
 
   I really was an asshole.
 
   But like I said, I didn’t care.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Alaska
 
   I wasn’t looking forward to living in an apartment. I would have to share a washer and dryer with everyone else in the building, and I didn’t like sharing walls with people. But I couldn’t afford my house anymore. If I were going to make my dreams come true, I’d have to make a few sacrifices for it to happen.
 
   After everything was inside, I sat down on the carpet and leaned against the wall. “Thanks for helping me, Payton.”
 
   “Anytime.” My sister leaned against the opposite wall. She looked around the room, inspecting all the empty corners. “It’s a lot smaller than your old place…”
 
   “I’ll make it work.” Having a bad attitude wouldn’t make the situation better.
 
   “You don’t expect me to help you unpack too, right?” She eyed the boxes with dread.
 
   I laughed. “No. But now I wouldn’t ask you even if I wanted your help.”
 
   “Good. Because I have a life.”
 
   “Chasing after every boy you see doesn’t count as having a life.” My sister was two years younger than me and in college. All she cared about was meeting guys.
 
   Typical.
 
   “Just because you already found someone doesn’t mean you should rub it in.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   Jace and I had been together for two years. He was a good guy and I knew we would get married soon. He just had to get down on one knee and propose. When I lost my house and had to move in here, I expected him to ask me to move in with him but he didn’t. I didn’t bring it up because I didn’t want to put pressure on him. He would ask when he was ready to.
 
   “Where is he anyway?”
 
   “He had to work,” I answered.
 
   “He always has to work.”
 
   I shrugged. “He’s a busy guy.”
 
   “But he’s always busy. He didn’t come to your birthday because he had to work.”
 
   “Firefighters can’t just ask for days off like other people can.”
 
   “But it was your birthday.” She gave me a firm look. “Don’t get me started on all the holidays and events he’s missed. He’s hardly around.”
 
   I was beginning to think my sister didn’t like him. “Do you have a problem with Jace?”
 
   “No…I just think he should be a better boyfriend sometimes.”
 
   I’ve had this same argument with multiple people.  “Grown ups have other responsibilities besides hanging out with their girlfriends or boyfriends all day. I can’t count the number of times I missed stuff because I had to work on the weekend.”
 
   “It’s still not as bad.” She finished the rest of her water then tossed the plastic bottle across the carpet.
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You’re already making a mess?”
 
   She shrugged. “What are sisters for?”
 
    
 
   When I knew Jace was off work, I called him.
 
   He didn’t answer. It went straight to voicemail.
 
   Maybe he was still at work? I finished unpacking then hung up the rest of my clothes in the closet. After everything was done, I started to worry. Maybe something happened at work. I decided to call the firehouse.
 
   “Yeah?” a guy answered.
 
   “Is Jace there? This is his girlfriend, Alaska.”
 
   “Oh.” He fumbled with the phone for a moment. “The computer says he clocked out an hour ago.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you.” I hung up. Maybe he left his phone somewhere.
 
   I called again, just to see if he would answer.
 
   “Hey, baby.” He sounded out of breath.
 
   It was nice to hear his voice. “Where have you been?”
 
   “I just got off work.” He still breathed heavily. “How was the move?”
 
   Just got off work? “I called the firehouse and they said you clocked out an hour ago.”
 
   “Yeah, I did. But I had paperwork to do. If we get any overtime, we have to take an extra day off and I can’t afford to lose the hours.”
 
   That made sense. “Oh okay.”
 
   “So, the move?” he repeated.
 
   “It was fine. I don’t have much stuff, actually.” It was kind of sad to think about it.
 
   “You and Payton managed?”
 
   “Yeah. We’re strong and buff.” I had a smile on my face.
 
   “Maybe the strong part. I don’t know about the other one…”
 
   I laughed. “You want to come over?” I missed him all day.
 
   “Uh, I would but I’m pretty tired.”
 
   “Well, I just washed the sheets and the bed is put together. You could sleep here.” I liked having his warm body next to mine during the night.
 
   “Sorry, baby. I’m going to pass. Next time though.”
 
   I tried to hide my disappointment. I didn’t want to be too clingy with him. “Okay.”
 
   “I got to go. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Okay.” I waited for him to say those three little words.
 
   “Bye.” The line went dead.
 
   I took the phone away from my ear and sighed. Lately, I felt like something was off between Jace and I. I didn’t know what it was. Sometimes I felt like he wasn’t as into me as he used to be. When we started dating, he couldn’t stop looking at me. He did everything he could to make me happy. I was his whole world. But lately, I felt like nothing more than just…I don’t know. I just didn’t feel important anymore.
 
   Not knowing what to do with myself, I lay on the couch and watched TV alone.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   Ash
 
    “How was that girl the other night?” Sage dribbled the ball then made the shot.
 
   “What girl?” I asked.
 
   “The blonde one from the bar.” He had a humored look on his face. “The one who had flab on her stomach.”
 
   “Oh yeah.” I totally forgot about her. “She was fine.”
 
   “Just fine?” He dribbled the ball then aimed his shot.
 
   “Yeah. Nothing spectacular. I had her lay on her stomach so I wouldn’t see her face.”
 
   Scotty stared at me incredulously. “Just when I think you can’t get any worse, you do.”
 
   “What?” I stole the ball from Sage and dribbled it between my legs. “At least I’m honest.”
 
   Liam moved to the hoop so he could get the ball when I missed. “I thought I was bad, but you put me to shame.”
 
   “All of us to shame,” Scotty said.
 
   I made the shot and it went straight through the hoop. “I should go for the pros.”
 
   Sage rolled his eyes. “Stay in school.”
 
   Scotty gave me a serious look. “Honestly, how long is this going to go on for? You’re getting older and all the good girls are getting snatched by the minute.”
 
   “I don’t care if all the girls are snatched up. I don’t care if they cheat on their boyfriends.” I blocked Liam and tried to steal the ball away.
 
   “You really should think twice about that,” Liam threatened. “Because if I found Keira in bed with some other guy, he wouldn’t be able to leave because both of his legs would be broken.”
 
   “Which is why I take them to my place.” I grabbed the ball then dribbled to the opposite corner.
 
   Liam stopped chasing me. “How long is this going to go on for? Seriously?”
 
   “You want to die alone?” Scotty asked.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You were just like me six months ago.”
 
   “I don’t deny that,” Scotty said. “But when I settled down it was the best decision I ever made. Plus, you’re older than me.”
 
   “Are we girls right now?” I made the shot.
 
   “I just think you should stop being a dick.” Scotty gave me a firm look.
 
   I met his gaze. “You really shouldn’t talk to your sister’s boyfriend like that.”
 
   “I couldn’t care less.” Scotty stepped back. “And I know Livia wouldn’t either.”
 
   I passed the ball to Sage then stepped back, sick of being grilled.
 
   Scotty stood next to me.
 
   Great. This isn’t over.
 
   “Is there something going on, man?” He kept his voice low. “Because you’ve been worse than usual.”
 
   The anger thudded behind my eyes every second of the day. Sometimes I wanted to rip someone’s throat out, anyone. When I picked up girls and took them back to my place, it was just a means to an end. I needed to release the frustration deep inside me, release the pain. “No.”
 
   Scotty didn’t let up. “I don’t believe you.” He kept staring at me.
 
   “I guess…Livia.” That was all I could say. I acted like my sister was a pain in the ass and I couldn’t stand her, but…I loved her. I loved her a lot. Knowing some jackasses held her down and…did what they did kept me up at night. I hid all of this from Livia, not wanting her to see the hurt on my face. My faith in humanity had been shaken. My belief in men was ruined. There were no good men out there, so why should I be one?
 
   Scotty placed his hand on my back for a moment before he dropped it. “I know it’s hard, but she’s doing really well. She’s let it go and moved on. She’s fine.”
 
   “It’s still shouldn’t have happened. I’m just so angry all the time…”
 
   Scotty said nothing for a while. “I understand. But I don’t think being the biggest dick in San Diego is going to fix your problems.”
 
   “I’m only a dick to the girls who let me get away with it. It’s not my fault they are so pathetic.”
 
   Scotty ignored my words. “Why don’t you go on a date or something? Actually sit down and talk?”
 
   “No.” I stepped away from him, needing space. I never wanted to have a girlfriend—ever. I never wanted to get married. What if I fell in love with someone and…the same thing happened to her? How would I get over that? I love my sister with my whole heart, and every time I think about what happened to her, I die inside. What if it happened to my wife? Or my daughter? I just…I didn’t want to care about anyone. If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t get hurt.
 
   “Maybe he just hasn’t found the right girl yet,” Liam said. “When I found Keira, I literally changed overnight.”
 
   “But he isn’t going to find her if he’s a jackass to every girl he meets,” Scotty said. “All the good girls will steer clear of you.”
 
   “Good,” I said darkly. I stole the ball from Sage then dribbled it to the hoop. After I made my shot I passed it to Liam. “Now can we talk about monster trucks or porn? Because I’m starting to feel like a girl.”
 
    
 
   My patient had a blood clot in her leg. After using blood thinners to remove it, no change had taken place. I feared the clot would move to her lungs or her heart. As a result, she didn’t move around much.
 
   And I was bored to tears.
 
   Why couldn’t I have a more interesting patient? Someone with a complicated medical history? Someone that needed surgery? I wanted to work in the emergency room, unsure what kind of patient would come in by ambulance.
 
   But no, I was assigned this ridiculously boring patient.
 
   I thought doing clinical rotations would be exciting and fun, but when I was stuck with uneventful patients for hours at a time, I couldn’t help but wish I were somewhere else.
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Pateo.” I came in with the chart in hand.
 
   “It’s Patelo,” she corrected.
 
   Whatever.
 
   “It’s really not that hard to remember.” She gave me an agitated look.
 
   I positioned my stethoscope and started to examine her, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “You doctors are all the same.” She shook her head slightly. “You couldn’t care less about my well-being. All you care about is your paycheck.” She sighed. “I need to move to Norway.”
 
   Seriously, why couldn’t they give me a better patient? She had the worst attitude in the world. “What’s in Norway?” It was the best way to change the subject.
 
   “Better healthcare for older people. Free education for students. And it’s less crowded.”
 
   “Then maybe you should leave San Diego if the traffic bothers you so much.”
 
   She gave me a dark look.
 
   I listened for the air in her stomach then moved my stethoscope to her back.
 
   “You look awfully young to be a doctor.”
 
   I got this all the time. “I’m a medical student. I said that already.”
 
   “If you aren’t a real doctor, you should be a little nicer to me.”
 
   “I am nice.” My jaw was clenched.
 
   She lay back against the bed and stared me down.
 
   Mrs. Patelo was an immigrant from Chile. I only knew that because it said it on her chart. She had dark skin and brown hair. Her eyes were mocha brown.
 
   I checked her IV pole then ordered a few medications.
 
   “What are you writing?”
 
   God, she was annoying. “Notes for the nurse.”
 
   She sighed then kept watching me.
 
   “I’ll be back in an hour. Let the nurse know if you need anything.” I hated patient care. I really needed to go into radiology or surgery so I could avoid people. I had a horrible bedside manner, and the patients didn’t warm up to me.
 
   “Why can’t you get me anything?”
 
   I held back my annoyance. “I can. But the nurse is around more often. Just a press of a button and she’ll be here in a second.”
 
   “My nurse is a male.”
 
   Whatever. Same difference if you ask me.
 
   “Can you read to me?”
 
   Read? Did I look like a babysitter? “I’m sorry, Mrs. Patelo. I’m very busy.”
 
   “Just a few pages.” She grabbed a book from her nightstand and handed it to me.
 
   “I have other patients.”
 
   “I thought you were a medical student? Don’t you just have one?” She raised an eyebrow.
 
   How did she know that? She’d been in this very room for months, so she probably knew how everything worked. “I have paperwork.” Actually, I was going to the doctor’s lounge so I could watch TV and play on my phone. If I was going to be here for twelve hours, I needed to pace myself.
 
   She returned the book to her nightstand. “It’s hard being stuck here. The doctors have diagnosed me but they can’t fix me. I don’t have a lot of family to visit me. The TV only gets basic cable…. It would be nice to have someone read to me.”
 
   She wasn’t going to guilt me into anything. “I’ll be back in an hour.” I walked out without turning back. After I handed the chart to the nurse, I headed for the silence of the doctor’s lounge.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Alaska
 
   Payton was dunking her chips into the salsa then shoving them down her throat. She double dipped without blinking an eye. Rick, Jace’s brother, eyed her, the annoyance clear on his face.
 
   My sister was constantly embarrassing me. “Payton, knock it off.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You know, there are probably more germs on your silverware than there are in my mouth?”
 
   “Why do I doubt that?” Jace said quietly.
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him and kept eating.
 
   Jace rested his arm over the back of my chair, but his arm didn’t touch my neck. “How was the game yesterday?” I knew he was speaking to his brother.
 
   “Fine.” He shrugged. “We lost.”
 
   “Shocking,” Jace teased.
 
   “Shut the hell up, pussy.” Rick sipped his soda then looked out the window.
 
   “He’s a firefighter,” I snapped. “It’s impossible for him to be a pussy.”
 
   “You obviously don’t know him very well.” Rick continued to avoid our gaze.
 
   The waitress came over and took our order. She was wearing a black skirt with her white blouse tucked in. Everything was skin-tight. Her breasts were noticeable and curvy. Even I noticed them.
 
   When I glanced at Jace, I caught him making eyes at her. Rick was just as interested.
 
   “I’ll have the burrito supreme,” I said.
 
   “Nachos.” Payton handed the menu over.
 
   “Carnitas.” Rick kept staring at her chest.
 
   We turned to Jace, waiting for him to order.
 
   When he realized all eyes were on him, he snapped out of his moment. “Um, sorry.” He glanced at her chest again then looked down at the menu. “Quesadilla.”
 
   She kept her pen pressed to her paper. “What kind?”
 
   “Uh, chicken.” He handed the menu over then finally looked away.
 
   “Coming right up.” She gathered the menus then walked away.
 
   Payton rolled her eyes. “She wasn’t even that pretty. Get a grip.”
 
   Jace said nothing and neither did Rick.
 
   I was a little hurt he was so infatuated with our waitress, but I guess it was a stupid thing to be upset about. I’d be an idiot to believe he didn’t check out other women.
 
   “It’s one thing to check out other women when you’re alone, but when you’re girlfriend is there?” Payton was clearly annoyed. “Not cool, man.”
 
   “I wasn’t checking her out.” The anger was in his voice.
 
   “Lying just makes it worse.” Payton glared at him.
 
   I didn’t want this to escalate into a fight. “Payton, knock it off.”
 
   She shot me a deadly look. “You’re just going to settle for this?”
 
   “Seriously, knock it off.” My look told her I meant business.
 
   “Fine.” She moped in silence.
 
   The silence stretched until the waitress returned with our food. This time, Jace didn’t look at her once. He kept his eyes glued out the window.
 
   At least he didn’t do it again.
 
   Rick, on the other hand, gawked.
 
   When she was gone, Payton glared at him.
 
   “I’m single,” he snapped. “I can look at whoever I want.”
 
   We ate quietly. Jace rested his elbows on the table and ate like a bear, very typical. I picked at my food but didn’t eat much. The anxiety was pooling in my stomach. Why did I care if he checked out another girl? What was the big deal? It wasn’t like I was immune to the charms of other men.
 
   When we were done, Rick looked at his brother. “You want to get booze from the bar?”
 
   “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.” He threw his napkin down and walked away with his brother.
 
   Payton had that annoyed look on her face.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “He didn’t even ask if you wanted anything. Rude.”
 
   “He probably just wanted to get away from you.” I knew I wanted to.
 
   “If he doesn’t like it when I call him out on his shit, then he shouldn’t do it to begin with.”
 
   My younger sister could be feisty and bossy. But I knew it came from a good place. “All guys check out other girls.”
 
   “You couldn’t see his face. I could.” Her lips were pressed together in a scowl. “It was like he’s never seen a rack before. You put out, right?”
 
   I answered her question with a glare.
 
   “I don’t know about him anymore. I used to like him but…he’s been different.”
 
   “Different?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. He used to be all over you and now he hardly touches you. You guys used to come out all the time, but now you stay home more than not.”
 
   “He works long hours and for days at a time.”
 
   “You used to sneak to the firehouse and fuck his brains out,” she snapped. “What happened to all of that?”
 
   “He doesn’t want to get in trouble. He wants to be the chief someday.”
 
   She sighed in annoyance. “He doesn’t treat you right.”
 
   “You’re blowing this out of proportion.” I kept my voice low so she wouldn’t raise hers.
 
   “No, I’m not. I absolutely hate you and think you’re the most annoying person in the world, but you deserve the best, Alaska.”
 
   “That’s a paradox…”
 
   “I’m serious. I don’t like Jace anymore.”
 
   That might be a problem. “Payton, calm down.”
 
   “You have to admit that your relationship hasn’t been the same for months.”
 
   No, it hadn’t. He was always too tired to come over. He didn’t always answer my phone calls. And when we were together, I felt like his mind was elsewhere.
 
   I glanced at the guys. Rick was leaning close to Jace, talking in a low voice. Jace had one hand in his pocket and seemed bored. But Rick scowled, like something was on his mind.
 
   Payton studied them. “Something isn’t right.”
 
   “I’ll talk to him, okay?”
 
   She bit her lip then looked out the window. “We don’t have a dad, and we pretty much don’t have a mom. This guy isn’t just going to be your family, but mine too. You need someone that’s going to take care of you, someone who is going to respect you. I don’t think it’s Jace.”
 
   I didn’t have a response to that. I glanced back over and saw Jace talking to the waitress. She placed a beer on the counter then gave him a sultry smile. I wasn’t stupid. I knew my boyfriend was hot, and other girls were going to think the same thing. But I didn’t care if girls looked at him or hit on him. I only care what he did.
 
   Jace smiled back then looked down at her chest. They exchanged a few words before she looked away. Once her back was turned, Jace blatantly stared at her ass. When he started to turn back to our table, I quickly averted my gaze and acted like I didn’t catch him.
 
   Obvious disapproval was on my sister’s face.
 
   “I. Don’t. Like. Him.”
 
    
 
   I went to the hospital carrying a plate of tacos and rice. My nana loved home cooked food, and she despised that crap they fed her at the hospital. I was her savior.
 
   Her face lit up the moment I walked inside. “My beautiful granddaughter.” She was always so thrilled to see me. I was just here yesterday, but she acted like it had been an eternity.
 
   “Hey Nana.” I set the food down on the table and rolled it closer to her. “I hope you like tacos.”
 
   “I like anything you make, dear.”
 
   I adjusted her pillows and made sure she was comfortable. “How was your day?”
 
   She opened the plate and began eating. “The same. How was yours?”
 
   “It was okay.” Jace came to my mind.
 
   She eyed me while she took a bite. “It doesn’t sound like it was okay.”
 
   I didn’t have a father growing up, and my mom was never really there. My nana raised me, being the solid figure I needed. She knew when I was hiding something. “I’ve just been having some problems with Jace…”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I shrugged. “I guess I’ve been in denial for a while, but it seems like something is off. Even when we’re together, he seems like he’s somewhere else. His eyes are always hollow. And when we went out to lunch today, he kept checking out the waitress. It was like he couldn’t help himself.” I felt stupid just for saying it out loud. “I know guys check out other girls but this was different…it was like he didn’t even care I was there.”
 
   She finished half her food then covered it with foil. “Maybe he didn’t think you noticed.”
 
   “But how could I not? Payton called him out on it.”
 
   She smiled at the mention of my sister. “Leave it to her to set the record straight.”
 
   She couldn’t keep her mouth shut, that was for sure.
 
   “Call me old-fashioned, but I think a guy should respect his woman by not letting his eyes wander, at least in her presence.”
 
   “You don’t like him either?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” she said quickly. “But I don’t approve of his behavior. If he has an exceptional beauty sitting next to him, why should he care?”
 
   When I was with Jace, I was ignorant to the world around me. I never noticed other men. Even when we weren’t together, I didn’t notice. “Maybe he isn’t in love with me anymore…” I hated to imagine the possibility, but things had been different lately.
 
   “I wouldn’t jump to conclusions,” she said calmly. “The best thing you can do is talk to him and see how he feels. For all you know, maybe you’re dead wrong. Maybe you haven’t been giving him the attention he needs so he’s looking for it elsewhere.”
 
   I guess that was possible. “But I always give him attention.”
 
   She shrugged. “Like I said, talk to him.”
 
   I looked out her open door and saw the nurses at their stations. The constant buzz of my nana’s monitor came into my ear. It was dark outside and visiting hours were almost over. “Is there anything I can get you?”
 
   “Actually…” She turned to her nightstand and grabbed a large book. “Read to me. You have such a beautiful voice.”
 
   I smiled. “Of course.”
 
   She pulled the blanket over her chest and got comfortable. I turned off all the lights except for one so she could relax. Then I started to read.
 
   She stared at my face while I read through each line. Then she closed them, breathing deeply. When I was younger, I had a lisp, so my nana made me read so I could get rid of it. Like she assumed, it worked. But now she still wanted me to read to her. It was a nighttime routine we shared.
 
   An hour later, I heard her familiar snoring. I smiled then put the book down. I was sad my grandmother had been here for so long, but the doctors said she would be okay. I just had to be patient and wait for her to be released.
 
   When visiting hours ended, I kissed her on the forehead then went home. I felt a little better about Jace even though nothing had been solved. But my nana was a natural therapist. She made me feel better even though nothing had changed.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Ash
 
   I had the same patient for the quarter, and I was getting really sick of her. Every time I walked in there, she asked me to read to her.
 
   I was a fucking doctor, not a babysitter.
 
   I checked her vitals when I walked inside. “Hello, Mrs. Pateo.”
 
   “Patelo,” she mumbled.
 
   Whatever. It sounded the same to me. “How are you feeling today?”
 
   “Fine.” She seemed down.
 
   I spotted the empty plate next to her. There were bits of rice and tortilla scattered everywhere. “Is this from the cafeteria?” I asked even though I knew it wasn’t.
 
   She didn’t hide it. “My granddaughter brought it to me.”
 
   “You know you’re on a strict diet. When you’re sedentary, it’s important to eat what I prescribe you.”
 
   “Well, I can only eat horseshit for so long.” She lay her head back on the pillow.
 
   I tried not to laugh at her words. The food in the cafeteria really did taste like shit. “Even so, it’s important you follow my regiment.”
 
   “You aren’t even a real doctor,” she argued.
 
   I held my tongue. “For all intents and purposes, I am.” I pulled the blanket back and examined her leg. There was still some intense swelling going on. I tried to elevate her leg above her chest but that didn’t help much. Then I used my stethoscope to listen to her heart and lungs. Everything sounded the same. “How was your visit with your granddaughter?”
 
   “Good. She’s having boy trouble.” She sighed deeply. “I don’t understand why because she’s so beautiful. I know men kiss the ground she walks on just for a conversation.”
 
   I doubt she was that pretty. Family members tended to have an unrealistic image of each other. “I’m sure she’ll figure it out.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   I finished my examination then dictated my notes on the chart. I ordered an MRI just to take a look at her leg. “Is there anything else you need before I go?”
 
   She better not ask me to read to her.
 
   She picked up the book from the nightstand. “You have a nice voice. I’d like to hear you read.”
 
   God, this was annoying. “No.” I tried to keep my annoyance back. “How about a glass of water?”
 
   She sighed and put the book down. “It sounds like you have more problems than you let on.” She didn’t look at me when she said it.
 
   What the hell did that mean?
 
   “You fear intimacy. You don’t like getting close to anyone.”
 
   Okay…how did she know that? She figured that out just because I didn’t want to read to her? “I’m just busy. I have paperwork and other things to take care of. I’m sure a volunteer would love to read to you.”
 
   “I don’t want a volunteer. I want you.”
 
   Why couldn’t I be assigned to a different patient? Preferably, one who couldn’t speak.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Pateo. I have to go.”
 
   She sighed. “For the last time, it’s Mrs. Patelo. If you keep this up, you’re never going to make it in medicine. You can pass all your exams with flying colors, but if you can’t have compassion for your patients, then you will get nowhere. If all you care about is money, then you should work in the stock market instead of wasting my time and that of others. I want a doctor that actually cares about me and my well-being. My life is in your hands, Dr. James. You should remember that.”
 
   I clutched her chart then walked out, not saying another word.
 
    
 
   “Bad day?” Sage asked when he sat across from me.
 
   As soon as I showered after work, I headed to the Gaslight. I needed a beer and a distraction. “You could say that.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I just have an annoying patient. I want to do something more exciting, but I have a patient with DVT and she’s been in the hospital for a while. We’re waiting for her blood pressure to decrease before considering surgery.”
 
   “DVT…?” He cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “Deep vein thrombosis.”
 
   He shrugged. “Still don’t know what that means.”
 
   “She has a blood clot,” I explained. “Anyway, she’s always bugging me to read to her.” I rolled my eyes. “Fucking annoying.”
 
   Sage looked confused. “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “I don’t have time for that bullshit.”
 
   “You text me all day during clinical and watched the game. And you always tell me how bored you are.”
 
   “Whatever. I still shouldn’t have to read to her.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ve heard of worse things.”
 
   “Then she told me I was a horrible doctor because I didn’t care about her…”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t seem like you do.” He drank his beer then set it back down. “You even told me you’re going into medicine because it’s what your dad wants and you want the money.”
 
   That just irritated me. “I still care about my job and doing it right.”
 
   “If you’re going to be stuck with her for a while, maybe you should just read to her. Wouldn’t that get her off your back?”
 
   “But then she’ll think she can make me do other things. It’s a power struggle…”
 
   “It sounds like an old woman just wants you to read to her.” He smirked at me.
 
   “I’m done talking about this.” I ran my fingers through my hair then looked at the bar. I needed a distraction for tonight.
 
   A busty blonde was standing at the counter chatting with a friend. She was wearing white shorts and a blue tube top. A silver necklace hung around her throat, and the blue eye shadow on her eyes really brought out her skin tone. She was a perfect ten. “I’m fucking her tonight.”
 
   “Who?” Sage asked.
 
   “Busty blue.”
 
   He examined her then turned back to me. “She’s cute.”
 
   “Cute?” I laughed. “She’s fucking hot.”
 
   “She doesn’t have any flab on her stomach?” he teased.
 
   “Not from where I’m sitting.”
 
   “Why don’t you just jerk off?” Sage asked. “It would save you a lot of work.”
 
   “I prefer the real thing.” I watched her for a while, making sure she wasn’t with anybody.
 
   “But don’t you hate wearing a condom?”
 
   “It’s not my favorite thing to do, but I’ve never had pussy without wearing one. I don’t know the difference.”
 
   “It’s amazing.” He sipped his drink. “It’s why I prefer long term relationships.”
 
   “Yuck. No thanks.”
 
   He laughed. “You’re going to die alone, Ash.”
 
   “We all die alone, right?” I pushed my drink away and stood up.
 
   Then a different girl walked in.
 
   Long strands of brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. It was layered, with several different lengths moving when she walked. It was silky and shiny, reminding me of a girl in a Pantene commercial. She pulled her hair over one shoulder, exposing her slender neck and a petite ear. Her side profile showed thin cheeks and a small nose.
 
   A yellow dress hugged her chest and stomach and reached her knees. It highlighted curves that immediately caught my eye. She had voluptuous breasts, but they were proportional to her small size. Her waist curved in, mimicking a perfect hourglass figure.
 
   A golden necklace hung around her throat, and the pendant was an hourglass. It was small and classy. It contrasted against her dark skin. I couldn’t tell what ethnicity she was. She was too dark to be white, but she was too light to be black. She had to be from South America or the Dominican Republic, something exotic.
 
   Her legs stretched on for days, and her ass looked amazing in the dress she wore. Nude pumps covered her feet, but I could see her toe nails. They were purple. My eyes drifted to her hands, looking for a wedding band. There was nothing on her finger.
 
   Bingo.
 
   Stunned, I drifted back down into my seat. The other girl was forgotten.
 
   Sage looked at me. “Out of your league, man.”
 
   “What? You’ve never said that to me before.”
 
   Sage eyed her then turned back to me. “Because she’s the hottest girl that’s ever stepped foot in here.” He looked around at all the guys. “And every other guy here is your competitor.”
 
   “And they’ll lose,” I snapped.
 
   “Whatever, man. A girl like that already has a man, or she’s sick of getting hit on. Either way, you’re going to get rejected.”
 
   “We’ll see about that…” I wanted to be inside her tonight. I’d fuck her brains out and make her ask for more.
 
   “I hope you aren’t going to use your usual material for this one, because I guarantee it won’t work.”
 
   I pulled out my wallet. “A hundred bucks says I nail her tonight.”
 
   He smiled. “I’m broke, but you’re still on.”
 
   “Deal.” I stood up then slipped the wallet back into my back pocket.
 
   She was talking to a girlfriend at a table then she headed to the bar to get her drink. I noticed her friend had dark skin too. They must be related. They looked too similar. But the other girl wasn’t nearly as attractive.
 
   I sauntered to the bar then stood beside her, waiting for the bartender to turn his attention on me. I took advantage of our closeness and inhaled her scent. She smelled like lavender. Then I looked at her reflection in the mirror on the wall. She had full lips that were ruby red. She barely wore any make up, choosing to be natural.
 
   That made her a million times more attractive.
 
   She had eyes the size of almonds, and her mouth was stretched into a beautiful smile.
 
   Fuck, she was perfect.
 
   The bartender placed a bottled beer in front of her.
 
   Hmm…girls usually ordered from the tap or a fruity drink. “Hi.” I turned my body to face her and plastered a smile on my lips.
 
   She stilled like she wasn’t sure I was talking to her. Then she fixed her gaze on me. Her shoulders were back and she had a nice posture. She kept her back straight and held herself with an elegance that I hadn’t seen in a long time. “Hi.” She gave me a breathtaking smile, one that actually made my heart race.
 
   Fuck. She was hot. “I’m Ash.” I extended my hand to shake hers.
 
   “Alaska.”
 
   Alaska? Like the state? “I’ve never heard that name before.”
 
   She shrugged. “My parents wanted to make sure I had a unique name. And I’ve never heard the name Ash before.”
 
   “It’s short for Ashley.” Shit, why did I just tell her that? I never told a single soul. Only Livia knew my birth name.
 
   She nodded slowly. “Are you British?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Oh. Well, that’s an interesting name.”
 
   She actually had the grace not to make fun of me. “Yeah…” Okay, now what? How did I get this girl on my sheets? “I’m in medical school.” I blurted that out of nowhere, but I was nervous. How did you talk to a supermodel?
 
   “That’s nice.” She made an awkward face like she didn’t know what to say.
 
   “So I’m good-looking and smart.” Wasn’t that redundant?
 
   The beautiful smile on her face started to fade. Her openness and friendliness started to disappear. Suspicion and distrust started to take hold of her frame. She tensed, making her shoulders stressed. “Nice to know.” The humor in her voice was gone.
 
   “My family is very wealthy.” What the fuck was wrong with me? God, I had the worst game in the world.
 
   “Congratulations on all the cash.” Now disdain was heavy in her words.
 
   I was losing her. Shit, how do I backtrack? “You look hot in that dress.” I just needed to shut my mouth and walk away.
 
   She didn’t accept the compliment. She grabbed her beer. “Have a good night.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she was still being nice to me. “Wait.” I grabbed her arm and steadied her.
 
   The look she gave me made my heart rate spike. “Let. Go.” The warning was in her eyes and her body. She was small and petite, but I could tell she was a girl I shouldn’t mess with. I had a feeling she could throw a good punch. When I didn’t let go, her body tensed. “Now.”
 
   I loosened my hold on her wrist. “Sorry, I’m usually better at this sort of thing. Honestly.”
 
   “Then go practice on someone else.” She turned away.
 
   “Wait.” I refrained from touching her this time.
 
   She turned around and looked at me, the irritation obvious.
 
   Uh…last chance. Fuck. What do I say? “You want to hook up at my place?” Someone needed to take me out back and just shoot me in the head. I had no confidence when I said it and I was flustered. I didn’t even say it in the right way. Panicked, I was blurting whatever came to my mind. I had horrible moves with this girl, and I successfully made her despise me.
 
   She didn’t react to my words. “No, thank you.”
 
   “Can I get your phone number then?”
 
   The fire burned in her eyes. “I have something better. You want my advice?”
 
   Huh?
 
   “In the beginning of our conversation, you were real. You listened to me and responded. When the lines started coming out, I wanted to get the hell away from you as fast as possible. Next time you hit on a girl, just be yourself. Cut this bogus crap.” She turned around and headed to her table, joining her friend in the booth. Her friend looked at me then snickered, clearly overhearing our conversation.
 
   I totally struck out.
 
   Depressed, I walked back to the table and sat across from Sage.
 
   Sage tried not to laugh. He smirked and stared at me.
 
   At least he didn’t kick me when I was down. I pulled out my wallet and tossed the hundred-dollar bill at him. “Congratulations.”
 
   He pocketed it. “Thank you.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Alaska
 
   The photo shoot was going well.
 
   The groom-to-be dipped her down then kissed her, smiling while he did it. She giggled then looked up at him with warmth in her eyes. I snapped a few shots, using my special lens. It captured close shots without running the clarity.
 
   When he picked her up again, she kept laughing, nervous. Then he cupped her face and kissed her. Her laughter ceased immediately and she melted into him. I almost forgot to take the picture because I was so entranced by them.
 
   I’d done a lot of these shoots, but never before had I taken a picture of a couple more in love. He stared at her like she was the only thing in the world. Their affection was natural and spontaneous. I didn’t need to direct them or show them how to move. They did everything on their own.
 
   Jace and I were nothing like that.
 
   We used to be affectionate all the time. He couldn’t keep his hands off me, and his lips caressed my body obsessively. He wanted to be in the bedroom all the time, making love to me until I screamed his name.
 
   Now he cared more about baseball games and hitting the bars with his friends. He was always too tired from work to do anything. He was attracted to other women more than he was to me.
 
   Was I doing something wrong? Had I gained weight? Maybe I wasn’t fulfilling his needs? I wasn’t sure.
 
   Realizing I was getting distracted, I finished their photoshoot and got more pictures than I’d ever need.
 
   “You guys are cute,” I said with a smile.
 
   The bride smiled. “No, my fiancé makes us cute.”
 
   He rubbed his nose against hers. “I just think we’re adorable together.”
 
   I would be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous.
 
   We packed up everything and parted ways. “I’ll have these ready for you in a week.”
 
   “Awesome.” The groom shook my hand. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “Of course.” I hugged the bride then got into my beat up Ford. It was made in 1980 and didn’t have an AC. But it was my grandfather’s and I could never get rid of it. They didn’t make them like this anymore. I rolled down the window and took advantage of the San Diego breeze.
 
   When I got home, I got to work on the picture. I had all the equipment I needed to enhance and edit each one. I used Photoshop but I tried to limit the number of alterations on people. While I wanted them to look good, I didn’t want them to be so altered that it wasn’t believable. Besides, every person I’d ever photographed was beautiful. I didn’t need to do anything.
 
   I had an interview with a gallery tomorrow. I wanted to sell some of my photographs in an established and respected gallery. While I loved doing freelance photography, I wanted to be respected as a real artist. And I took pictures of things besides people. Actually, it was my favorite type of photography.
 
   My phone rang and I saw Jace’s name on the screen.
 
   I was nervous to talk to him, and not in a good way. Things were different now. I couldn’t put my thumb on it, but our relationship had changed in a negative way. I didn’t want to sit down and talk about it, but I didn’t know what else to do at this point. I answered it. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, baby. Sorry it took so long to get back to you.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I’m used to it anyway.
 
   “Something wrong? You sound down.”
 
   He finally noticed. “Can we get coffee or something?” I preferred to have this conversation in a public place. If we broke up, which I had a feeling we would, I didn’t want to kick him out of my apartment or leave his house.
 
   “Coffee?”
 
   We never got coffee so I understood why he thought it was odd. “Just somewhere we can talk.”
 
   He was quiet for a while. “Is this because of lunch the other day?”
 
   I didn’t want to have this conversation over the phone. “Can we just meet somewhere?”
 
   “I’ll just come to your apartment.”
 
   I sighed. “Fine.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
   I hung up without saying goodbye. I guess I didn’t realize how mad I was until now. I got back to work and tried not to think about it.
 
   A few minutes later, he knocked on my door.
 
   The anxiety pooled in my stomach. I took a deep breath before I walked to the door and opened it.
 
   The concern was in his eyes. He studied my face, examining my lips and eyes. “Hey.”
 
   “Hi…”
 
   The tension was obvious to both of us.
 
   He came inside and shut the door behind him. “Alaska, what’s going on?” He kept his arms by his sides but he still seemed threatening. He was jittery, uncomfortable. I could hear the fear in his voice. If he was so scared I was going to dump him, then why didn’t he act happier to be with me?
 
   “Let’s sit down.”
 
   He sighed and clenched his fists before he did as I asked.
 
   I stared at my kitchen while I felt his heated gaze on me.
 
   “Alaska?”
 
   “I just feel like our relationship isn’t the same anymore. You don’t look at me the way you used to. You’re always too tired after work to see me. You don’t touch me anymore. When we first got together, you couldn’t keep your hands off me, and now I’m lucky if you hold my hand. We used to have sex nonstop and now it seems like you aren’t interested in it anymore. And when we went to lunch the other day…you seemed more attracted to our waitress than you’ve ever been to me…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. The moisture built up in my eyes but I blinked them away. I tried not to be emotional around anyone. “If you aren’t happy anymore, I understand. If it’s time to call it quits, I accept that. But I don’t want to waste my time anymore. If you want to break up, then let’s do it. If our relationship is dead, it’s time we both walked away before we start to resent each other.”
 
   He stared at me, his face unreadable. He took several minutes to process what I said. I didn’t think he would say anything at all because time stretched for so long. “I don’t want to break up.”
 
   I wasn’t expecting him to say that.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been a shitty boyfriend to you. I let work and life weigh me down. It’s not you, Alaska. It’s me. I’m sorry I hurt you and made you question everything.”
 
   I finally looked at him. “You still want to be with me?”
 
   He grabbed my hand. “Of course I do. I guess I get caught up at work. When you see the things I’ve seen…sometimes it’s hard not to think about them.”
 
   I couldn’t even begin to imagine. “Yeah…”
 
   He scooted closer to me on the couch. “I’ll be better from now on.”
 
   That was all I needed to hear. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Later that night, I walked with him to his car.
 
   “You didn’t need to walk me.” He held my hand while we stood in front of his car.
 
   “I don’t mind. I prefer being outside anyway.”
 
   “I’ve noticed.” He smiled slightly then kissed my forehead. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He gave me a warm kiss before he dropped my hand and got into his car. I waited for him to drive away and head down the road. I stood outside for an extra minute, relishing the cool breeze.
 
   I expected to be single by the end of tonight, but surprisingly, he wanted to make it work. He said he would be different, be my boyfriend again. And so far, he kept his word. This is what I wanted, and I’m glad I said something to him. Perhaps if I had communicated better from the beginning, none of this would have happened. Maybe all of this was my fault.
 
   A car pulled into the space beside mine. It was a white BMW, and it looked cleaner than a sterile surgery room. The engine was so quiet it was almost unnoticeable.
 
   I decided to go back inside so I wouldn’t have to make small talk with one of my new neighbors. I headed up the stairs then turned to my apartment. I heard footsteps behind me, close behind me.
 
   When I reached my door, I turned around.
 
   The guy from the bar was staring at me, his eyes wide. He was standing in front of the apartment across from me, wearing light blue scrubs. His keys were in his hand.
 
   I was so surprised to see him I didn’t know what to say. What are the odds of this happening? Judging the surprise on his face, he didn’t know what to say either. I felt bad for him. It was pretty clear he preferred meaningless sex instead of passionate relationships. He cared more about the expensive car he drove and the amount in his bank account instead of things that mattered, like friendship, love, and respect. It was a lot to gather from someone I only spoke to for five minutes, but as a photographer, I could read people pretty well. Body language and keen subjects gave me all the information I needed to know.
 
   He kept staring at me, like he wasn’t sure if I was real.
 
   Should I say hi? He was going to be my neighbor so I may as well get along with him. “Good night.”
 
   Speechless, he watched me walk into my apartment. I had a feeling he was still there long after I shut the door.
 
    
 
   I was nervous for my interview. I arrived at the gallery with my portfolio. In order to shake off the nerves I felt, I examined the art for sale. Getting lost in someone else’s world was a great way to feel calm.
 
   I found a line of paintings on the wall. They were bright and beautiful. Each one featured a woman. She was wearing a sun hat with a yellow dress. She was in different places, sitting in a tire swing, walking a dog on the beach. And there was another that particularly caught my interest. The woman was wrapped in the arms of her lover. The sheets were smothered around them, covering their private areas. His chest was to her back and his face was nuzzled in her neck. The woman looked peaceful, safe. The detail of every aspect of the painting was phenomenal. I felt everything the painter wanted me to feel.
 
   “Do you like it?” Rydell asked.
 
   I was caught off guard by his presence. I didn’t even notice his approach. “It’s…wonderful.”
 
   “It’s one of my favorites too.”
 
   I needed to have it. “How much?”
 
   He walked to the painting and checked the price tag. “Seven-hundred.”
 
   Way out of my price range. “Oh.”
 
   “This artist is very famous here in San Diego. But her work is worth every penny.”
 
   “It really is.” I couldn’t stop staring at it.
 
   A young woman appeared beside me. “You like it?”
 
   I had no idea who she was. “It’s fantastic.”
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled and a blush overcame her cheeks.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.
 
   Rydell cleared his throat. “This is Livia, the artist.”
 
   I turned back to her, surprised. She was so young but so talented. “You’re amazing,” I blurted.
 
   “Thank you again.”
 
   And she was humble. “But I can’t take all the credit. My boyfriend inspired this piece.”
 
   “You two love each other very much,” I blurted.
 
   She studied my face. “Are you an artist?”
 
   I held up my portfolio. “A photographer. I’m hoping to sell my work in this gallery.”
 
   “Can I see?” she asked excitedly.
 
   “Sure.” I handed it over.
 
   Rydell came beside her and they looked at it together.
 
   They said nothing while they examined each piece. Rydell rubbed his chin while he looked over her shoulder. Livia didn’t blink every time she looked at a picture. Her eyes roamed to every corner.
 
   Now I was really nervous.
 
   “These are amazing,” Livia said. “They remind me of my own pieces.”
 
   Wow. That was a compliment.
 
   “I’m an awe too,” Rydell added. “I think it’s safe to say we’d love to feature your work here.”
 
   What? Seriously? “Really?” I couldn’t hide my surprise.
 
   “Yes.” Rydell smiled at me. “I don’t accept new artists very often, but I want these. I know people will buy them.”
 
   My cheeks were starting to turn red.
 
   Livia smiled at me. “Welcome to the family.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Ash
 
   I knew I had a new neighbor, but I had no idea it was her.
 
   The hottest girl in the damn world.
 
   I made such an idiot out of myself last time we spoke. She probably loathed me and thought I was a creep that had no game. Now I had to see her every day. I might run into her on Sundays when I went outside to grab the paper. We might check our mail at the same time.
 
   I was doomed.
 
   I had my clinical shift in the afternoon, so I decided to do my laundry in the morning. I usually got too distracted during the day, and a week would pass without getting it done. But I was out of gym clothes and underwear, so something needed to be cleaned.
 
   I went down to the laundry room then opened the washer. There were delicates inside—woman’s delicates. A lacy black bra and a few thongs were inside. They were dry and abandoned. I looked around and realized no one was around. Perhaps they forgot their things?
 
   I shrugged then pulled everything out, putting it off to the side. I wrapped my hand in a towel so I wouldn’t have to touch anything directly.
 
   Gross.
 
   Then I threw my stuff inside.
 
   “Excuse me?” A beautiful voice reached my ears. It made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. Without turning around, I knew who it was. Only one woman could sound like that. My body had become entranced to her presence and appearance. Even if I were blindfolded, I would know it was she. The smell of lavender was heavy.
 
   I turned around. “Hey there.” Hey there? God, I sounded like a douchebag.
 
   She didn’t look happy. “You can’t wait your turn?”
 
   Huh? “Sorry?”
 
   “My clothes.  You just decided to move them and do your laundry instead? Sorry, doc. Other people have places to be too. Maybe we don’t save lives, but we’re still important.”
 
   I was pretty sure she hated me. “I…I didn’t know they were yours.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips. “Regardless of who they belong to, you were still rude.”
 
   “I didn’t know if the owner was coming back.”
 
   She held up her laundry soap. “I just ran back to pick up this. I was gone less than a minute.”
 
   Her attitude was starting to get on my nerves. “I’m sorry. I did what any other person would do.”
 
   “Not me.” She walked over to a different machine and put her laundry soap on it. “I would have just used the other machine.”
 
   “It’s out of order,” I snapped.
 
   “No, it isn’t,” she hissed. She threw her clothes inside then started it. “See?”
 
   It wasn’t working last time I was down here. “I didn’t know, geez.”
 
   “Looks like someone cheated on their MCAT…”
 
   I had a very short fuse and it was hard for me to hold my tongue. I said whatever came to mind and didn’t hold back. And I couldn’t keep my attitude in check with her. “Are you on your period or something?”
 
   She turned to me, her eyes wide. “I just don’t like jerks.”
 
   “Jerks? When was I ever a jerk to you?” I clenched my fist while I stared her down.
 
   She started to mimic me. “Oh, I’m in medical school. Look in my wallet and see how much money I have. Oh, look at my flashy car. Okay, now that you’ve seen my resume, can we cut the shit and fuck at my place?” She rolled her eyes. “Despicable.”
 
   Okay, I did come off bad. “I politely asked if you wanted to hook up. So what? People do that.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   I had to admit I was disappointed. “Maybe you wouldn’t be such a bitch if you got laid once in a while.”
 
   She flashed me a look of hatred.
 
   Damn, why did I say that? “I take it back.” I said it before she could open her mouth and reciprocate. “I’m sorry.” I held up my hand. “Sorry.”
 
   She growled then moved to the chair in the corner, taking out her laptop. She didn’t look at me again.
 
   After I stared at her for a moment, I threw my stuff in the washer and started it.
 
   Then it became awkward. She stared at her laptop and ignored me. I stood in the corner and played with my phone. When I got tired of standing, I sat in a chair, a foot between us. Curious to see what she was going, I peeked at her screen.
 
   I expected her to be on Facebook or looking at her own selfies but she wasn’t. She using Photoshop to crop and enhance an image of the foothills. A silhouette was in the background, a woman’s silhouette. “Did you take that?” I blurted.
 
   She flashed me that same look of annoyance. “Maybe you should mind your own business.”
 
   “I was just curious, geez. It’s not like you work for the government.”
 
   “How do you know I don’t?” she challenged.
 
   “Then I really want to know what that picture is for.”
 
   She turned her gaze back to the screen.
 
   “If that is a picture taken by you, you are very talented.” Maybe a compliment would douse the heat between us.
 
   She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “Thank you.” There was no venom.
 
   Phew. We made some progress. “When did you move in?”
 
   “About a week ago.” She changed the color of the background slightly, and cropped a rock in the distance.
 
   “You like it so far?”
 
   “I did until I realized you were my neighbor.”
 
   I smirked. “Well, I’m a nice guy. I’ll get your paper for you when you are on vacation and I’m pretty quiet.”
 
   “No roommates?” she asked.
 
   “I’m alone.” I wanted to make sure she knew that. “Are you alone?” Say yes.
 
   “I don’t have any roommates.”
 
   “Cool.” Cool? “So, what do you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m a photographer.” She saved the image then exited out of the program.
 
   I wasn’t expecting that. “Oh.”
 
   “Oh?” She eyed me. “Why are you surprised?”
 
   “I just assumed you would be the subject of the picture, not the person behind the lens.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow. “What?”
 
   “I thought you were a model or something.”
 
   She chuckled. “No, definitely not.”
 
   Why was that funny? “How long have you been doing it?”
 
   “For a few years. I do free lance stuff but I’m trying to get better gigs.”
 
   “Judging that picture, I’m sure you’ll go far.” I wasn’t feeding her a line.
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   I wanted our conversation to keep going. “My sister is an artist.”
 
   “Really?” She seemed interested. “What does she do? Paint? Sculpt?”
 
   “She’s a painter. And she’s very good.”
 
   “I guess you’re the analytical one of the family.”
 
   I shrugged. “She’s way smarter than I am. She just applies it in a different way.”
 
   She looked at me again. “You’re fond of her?”
 
   “I hate her but I love her. You wouldn’t understand my meaning unless you had a sibling.”
 
   “I do. I have a younger sister.”
 
   That must have been her friend at the bar. “Then you do.” I leaned back in the chair and crossed my foot at my knee.
 
   “A little too well.” She laughed lightly.
 
   Silence ensued again. Talking to her was nice. Most of the time I was annoyed with girls. They talked too much and said things I didn’t care about. I had to pretend I was listening most of the time. But Alaska seemed cool.
 
   She was wearing yoga pants and a yellow t-shirt. Her legs looked nice but I hadn’t gotten a look at her ass yet. I’m sure it looked fucking wonderful. Being near her made me think dirty thoughts. I wanted to pin her to my bed and pound her pussy hard and fast. I was a good-looking guy. She must be attracted to me too. “The laundry is going to take awhile…”
 
   She didn’t pick up on my hint.
 
   “We could go to my place and pass the time…”
 
   She looked me straight in the eye. “Doing what?”
 
   I had a feeling she already knew. I sat up and leaned toward her, giving her my best smolder. “Whatever you want, baby.”
 
   She cringed. “You’re gross.”
 
   What…?
 
   “Why do you do that?
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “We were having a great conversation and then you tried to have sex with me. I made it pretty clear I’m not a one-night stand kind of girl. And you ask in such a sleazy way. I’m sure you get girls to do it all the time, but call me old-fashioned or call me classy, but that’s not how I roll.”
 
   She should have just slapped me in the face. It would have hurt less.
 
   She rolled her eyes then turned her attention back to her computer.
 
   That blew up in my face. I stayed silent while I waited for my laundry. She didn’t try to make conversation and neither did I. My pride was wounded and now I was in a bad mood. I could score any girl that I wanted, but then when a really spectacular girl came along, I couldn’t have her. It wasn’t fair.
 
   When her laundry was finally done, she pulled it out of the dryer, giving me a gorgeous view of her ass.
 
   I shoved my fist in my mouth because it looked so nice.
 
   She folded her laundry, keeping her back to me.
 
   I let myself fantasize about her. Her legs were thin and toned, and she had a tiny waist. Her shoulders were slim and her hair reached down her back.
 
   When she finished, she didn’t turn around. “Are you done staring at my ass?”
 
   Fuck, how did she know that?
 
   I looked up and noticed the mirror on the wall. The angle was perfect for her to see my face on the other side of the room.
 
   Just shoot me.
 
   She grabbed her basket and walked out.
 
   Yeah…she hated me.
 
    
 
   It was another night at the hospital. It wouldn’t be so bad if I were getting paid. Doing this for free wasn’t exactly fulfilling. I checked my patient’s lab work before I walked inside. Her blood thinners weren’t helping. Heparin didn’t work and her D-dimer was still through the roof.
 
   Surgery was looking like a greater possibility.
 
   I avoided such drastic measures as much as possible. No matter how simple a procedure was, it was still surgery, and the side effects were usually worse than the procedure itself. She could get an infection or worse. In terms of medicine, I was a conservative. I always postponed serious decisions as long as possible, hoping something else would come up.
 
   I walked inside and began my work.
 
   She didn’t look happy to see me. She glanced at me then ignored me.
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Patelo.” I said it right this time.
 
   Her eyes turned to me. “Wow. You finally remembered.”
 
   I smiled. “Or did you prefer the other name?”
 
   “What do you think?” she challenged.
 
   I got to work and took care of my patient. When I sat on my stool at the foot of the bed, I checked the swelling of her leg. It was still greater than I wanted it to be. In my line of sight, I noticed the book on her nightstand. It was untouched.
 
   I pulled her gown back down and made my notes. Then I stood up. “Is there anything you need before I leave?”
 
   Here it comes.
 
   She stared at the soap opera on the TV. The volume wasn’t working so she was watching the subtitles. “No.”
 
   No? She wasn’t going to bug me?
 
   “Bye, Dr. James.”
 
   Okay. That was too easy.
 
   She seemed down today. “Mrs. Patelo, is there something on your mind?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m stuck in the hospital. That’s about it.”
 
   I flipped through her chart quickly. “Where’s Mr. Patelo?”
 
   “He died a few years ago.” She said it without sadness, just calm acceptance.
 
   “Oh. Your children?”
 
   She was quiet for a while. “I don’t have any children.”
 
   “I thought you said you have a granddaughter?”
 
   “I do. Actually, I have two. But their parents are worthless and horrible people. I want nothing to do with them, and they better not come near my grandbabies.” She said it calmly, without any rage.
 
   I didn’t realize she was so lonely. I sat back down on the stool. Silence stretched for a while as I sat beside her. The pity rose in my heart, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.
 
   Then I grabbed the book on her nightstand. “Can I read to you?”
 
   For the first time, she smiled at me. “I would love that.”
 
   I examined the cover. “Harry Potter?”
 
   “It’s one of my favorite books.”
 
   “I’ve never read it.”
 
   “Now you will.”
 
   I smiled then opened the book. Then I began to read.
 
   She stared at my face while I read through the pages. The reading level was low, so it was easy to get through. I felt awkward at first but it became more natural as time went by.
 
   When I got a page from my supervising physician, I shut the book. “I have to go.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you for reading to me, Dr. James.”
 
   I smiled. “No problem.”
 
   She kept staring at me. “I don’t believe the façade you put on. You act like you don’t care about anyone but yourself but I know it isn’t true. Deep down inside, you’re a sweetheart.”
 
   This woman was more observant than I gave her credit for. “Don’t tell anyone.” I gave her a wink.
 
   “Why don’t you want anyone to know?” Her voice became serious.
 
   I shrugged, not responding.
 
   “Come on. You can tell me, dear.”
 
   I didn’t know this lady very well, but I felt strangely comfortable around her. She was honest and blunt but she was also gentle and loving, very maternal. Plus, she didn’t know who I was, and after her visit was over, I’d never see her again. “I guess I don’t want anyone to like me.”
 
   She examined my face, watching every time I blinked and every time I breathed. “Why?”
 
   “Because if they like me, they’ll get close to me.”
 
   “And what’s bad about that?”
 
   “Because if you care about someone, they can hurt you.” It was something I knew too well. “If you’re never close with anyone, you’ll be safe.”
 
   “Who hurt you?”
 
   Why was I telling this lady this? “My sister…something horrible happened to her. I was always withdrawn before but now I want everyone to stay away from me. My heart has already been broken. I couldn’t bare it if it broke again.”
 
   She processed my words for a moment. “Your sister passed away?”
 
   “No. Worse.”
 
   “What?” she asked gently.
 
   I hated saying the words. It made me sick. My sister was happy with Scotty. She didn’t seem haunted by her past, but it still killed me inside. I should have protected her. I was at that party. If I wasn’t busy being a jackass, I could have protected her. But I didn’t. “She was raped.”
 
   Sadness came into her eyes. Then she reached out and grabbed my hand. “I’m so sorry, dear.” She seemed genuine. Her eyes squinted and her lip quivered.
 
   “Thanks…I love her a lot. And I feel responsible for not protecting her.”
 
   “Sometimes things are out of our control.”
 
   I regretted a lot of things afterwards. I was a dick to her, constantly putting her down for becoming so reclusive to the world. Instead of helping her get back on her feet, I pushed her down. Even if I didn’t know why she was behaving that way, I should have been more sensitive. “She’s better now but…it still gets under my skin. I have nightmares about it.”
 
   She rubbed my knuckles. “Your pain will pass in time.”
 
   I had a feeling it wouldn’t.
 
   My pager went off again. “Sorry, I have to go.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “Until our next meeting.”
 
   “Yeah…”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Alaska
 
   When I got a call from Livia, I didn’t know what to expect. All she said was she wanted to meet me. She didn’t explain why. What could a renowned artist have to say to me? We dealt with different mediums, but she was still a much better artist than I was. She captured images from her mind, not from reality. And that was an accomplishment in itself.
 
   She walked into the coffee shop, wearing a purple sundress. I knew it was she the moment she stepped through the door. All the guys turned their heads, looking at her legs. Even I was looking.
 
   She came to my table and greeted me. “Thanks for coming.”
 
   “Thanks for inviting me.” I expected to shake hands, but she hugged me instead. I was surprised by her warmness. Artists tended to be cold and withdrawn.
 
   She sat across from me. “So, how’s it going?”
 
   “Great. I’m just trying to pick out my favorite pieces to put in the gallery.”
 
   “That could take a while,” she said with a laugh. “I actually wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   I hoped this wouldn’t be bad news.
 
   “I know this is a little weird, but I was inspired by your pictures.”
 
   Okay…
 
   “What if you took a picture and then I painted it? We could sell the photograph and the painting side by side. People would see an artist’s interpretation of reality, and they could have two opinions of the same idea.”
 
   It was very unorthodox.
 
   “I thought it would be cool to do for a showcase, not forever. It could be a collaboration of two artists, something that hardly ever happens. I ran the idea by Rydell and he liked it. He’s always looking for new ways to attract new people to his gallery.”
 
   It was an idea I never would have conceived in a million years, but that didn’t make it a bad one. “I think we should do it.”
 
   She smiled. “Really? That would be so much fun.”
 
   “It would be an art project.”
 
   ‘Then let’s do it.” She clapped her hands excitedly. “I don’t know where you live but I have a house and there’s a lot of room there. We could work on it there. Unless you preferred your place, of course?”
 
   “No, that sounds great,” I said immediately. “I live in an apartment so space is definitely limited.”
 
   “Cool. Do you want to come over tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “By the way, I live with my boyfriend so he’ll be hovering around somewhere.”
 
   “I assumed he would be there based on your painting.”
 
   She blushed. “Well, I’m glad you don’t have a problem with it.”
 
   Not at all, other than jealousy.
 
   “Then I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
    
 
   Jace picked me up at eight. “Are you ready?” he asked.
 
   “It wouldn’t matter if I wasn’t. I’m starving.” I grabbed my purse then stepped out the door.
 
   He chuckled. “Then let’s go.”
 
   Since we were outside my door, I grabbed the front of his shirt and kissed him. I hoped my perverted neighbor would see it and lay off.
 
   “What was that for?” he whispered.
 
   “Just because.” I slapped his ass then walked away.
 
   We drove to our favorite Italian place then walked through the entrance. We went here pretty often, at least twice a month. It was where we had our first date, so it held a special place in our hearts.
 
   “Reservations?” the host asked Jace.
 
   “Yes, for two.”
 
   The host looked at the list.
 
   Jace suddenly had a pale look on his face. He didn’t react overtly, but I noticed his eyes were wider. “Actually, nevermind. Thank you anyway.”
 
   Huh?
 
   The host looked just as confused as I did. “Sir, we have a table ready for you.”
 
   “I’m actually not feeling well.” He grabbed my hand and practically dragged me out of the restaurant. Once we were outside, he let my hand go.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked immediately.
 
   He kept walking to the parking lot. “I just don’t feel well…”
 
   That was random. Jace never got sick and he never complained about pain. It must be serious. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” he said quickly. He got my door opened and waited for me to sit down. He looked over his shoulder, like he was searching for someone, and then turned back to me. “Come on, baby.”
 
   Why was he acting so weird? I did as he asked and sat down.
 
   He got into the driver’s seat then pulled out of the parking lot, heading back to my apartment.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?”
 
   “No.” He kept glancing in the rearview mirror.
 
   “What is it? Is it your stomach?”
 
   “It’s…yeah, that’s it.”
 
   “We can get some saltines and soda at the store.”
 
   “No, I’m good.” He headed back to my apartment then parked the car. “I hate to bail but I think I’m going to head home.”
 
   All of this happened so suddenly. “Is there something I can do?”
 
   “No. I’ll be fine.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “But I should probably get home.”
 
   “Okay. Well…call me if you need anything.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I got out of the car then watched him drive away. Once he was out of my line of sight, I processed what just happened. He was so jumpy and skittish. I’d never seen him act that way before.
 
   Then the familiar white BMW pulled up.
 
   I rolled my eyes, knowing exactly whom it belonged to.
 
   He got out of the car and locked it. He was wearing his scrubs so I knew he just got off work. “Why are you standing outside like that?”
 
   “Because it’s a free country,” I snapped.
 
   “Ooh. What a good comeback.” The sarcasm was heavy in his voice. “We live in a nice neighborhood, but you really shouldn’t stand in the dark alone. That’s just some friendly advice.”
 
   “You’ve never been friendly to me.”
 
   He stood on the sidewalk, staring at me.
 
   “What?” What was he looking at?
 
   “I’m waiting so I can walk you to your door.”
 
   “I can walk myself.”
 
   “I realize that…but I’m trying to be a gentleman.”
 
   “You couldn’t be one if you tried,” I snapped.
 
   “Geez, are you this hostile to everyone?”
 
   “Just to people I don’t like.”
 
   “Hitler was nicer to people he didn’t like.” He stared me down.
 
   “You’re comparing me to Hitler? Seriously?”
 
   “The similarities are striking…”
 
   I turned away and headed to my stairs. “You’re such a jerk.”
 
   “No, I’m not. You just have unrealistic expectations of people.”
 
   “I really don’t,” I said sadly. I got my key in the door. “Good night, Ashley.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” His voice filled with anger.
 
   “It’s your name, right?”
 
   “It’s Ash,” he said firmly. “And that’s how I liked to be referred.”
 
   “Then why did you tell me your real name?” I questioned.
 
   “I don’t know…I just did.”
 
   “Ashley, it is.”
 
   He growled at me.
 
   “Well, goodnight.” I walked inside then slammed the door in his face before he could get another word in.
 
   Once I was alone, I thought about Jace’s peculiar behavior. When he was sick, I usually stayed with him and made him soup. But now he wanted nothing to do with me. Maybe he had food poisoning…I wasn’t sure.
 
   I lay on the couch and stared at the ceiling. My thoughts started to drift, and I eventually fell asleep.
 
    
 
   “You’re such a fucking dick!”
 
   My eyes flashed open at the sound of a woman’s voice.
 
   “You think I care?” I recognized Ash’s voice. “You came over here to fuck and that’s what we did. Now leave.”
 
   I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. It was midnight.
 
   “I never should have called you.” The woman was clearly upset.
 
   “You say that now…”
 
   I walked to my front door and looked through the peephole. An attractive blonde girl was slipping her heels on. Ash stood in front of the door, only wearing his boxers. His chest and legs were bare.
 
   “Go fuck yourself, Ash.” She stormed off.
 
   “Why should I when I have whores like you crawling all over me?”
 
   She threw her shoe at him then kept walking.
 
   Not sure what I was thinking, I opened the door and scowled at him.
 
   His eyes locked to mine. His chest was hard and defined, and his legs were thick like trees. His brown hair was tasseled, like a woman had been running her fingers through it. There was no shame in his eyes. “Can I help you?” The annoyance was in his voice.
 
   “Pig.” I turned around and walked back inside my apartment.
 
   “Don’t judge my life. You know nothing about me.”
 
   “I know what I need to know.” I slammed the door and went back to bed.
 
    
 
   I used the GPS on my phone to find the house. It was a three-bedroom house in a quiet neighborhood. A truck was in the driveway, and so was a small car. This was the place. I killed the engine then walked to the front door.
 
   After I knocked, a man answered. I recognized him from the painting. He had brown hair and green eyes, and he was over six-feet tall. “Hey.” He extended his hand to shake mine. “You must be Alaska.”
 
   I shook his. “It’s nice to meet you. Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”
 
   “Scotty.” He opened the door wider and let me step inside. “Livia is excited for you guys to work together. She hasn’t stopped talking about it.”
 
   “I’m excited too.”
 
   He led me into the living room, where an easel stood and a table sat covered in newspapers. I set myself down and opened my case.
 
   Livia came down the hallway. “Hey, you’re here!”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   We hugged each other before Livia set up her stand. “What do you think we should work on?”
 
   Scotty came to her then kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll be in the bedroom.”
 
   “You don’t have to run and hide just because we’re working,” she argued.
 
   He smirked at her then rubbed his nose against hers. “I don’t mind. I just want to stay out of your hair.”
 
   The deep love was in both of their eyes. It shined bright and was unmistakable. I hated to admit it, but I was extremely jealous. Even though Jace and I had talked, things weren’t back to normal. He didn’t look at me the way Scotty looked at her.
 
   He walked away and disappeared into the bedroom.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Livia said as a blush filled her cheeks.
 
   “Don’t be. You guys are so cute.”
 
   “We are.” She smiled and let a sigh escape her lips.
 
   My jealousy grew.
 
   She flipped through my book and selected a picture. “This is amazing.”
 
   It was a picture of my sister lying in stalks of grass. She wore a purple dress with matching mascara. I liked photographing her because she was so beautiful. I never told her that because I didn’t want it to go to her head, but she really was. My nana said it all the time.
 
   “Who is this?” she asked.
 
   “My sister.”
 
   “I see the resemblance.”
 
   It was hard not to.
 
   She set up her easel and began to paint. I directed her so she would stay true to the piece. Sometimes she would make the picture darker than necessary, or forget to add shadow. But we worked well together.
 
   Hours later, we were both covered in paint.
 
   “Is this fantastic or what?” Livia asked.
 
   It looked so similar to my photograph that it was frightening. “You’re the best at what you do.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.
 
   She smiled. “Thank you. But you’re the true artist here. You can capture something in real life and make something ordinary extraordinary.”
 
   “We could do this all day,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “That doesn’t sound bad. I like compliments.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Scotty came back out, wearing running shorts and a t-shirt. “How’d it go?”
 
   “Babe, come here,” Livia said excitedly.
 
   He came to her side, his shoulder touching hers. “Wow. That’s impressive.”
 
   “We make a good team,” I said.
 
   “You’re going to do well at this showcase.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   “Thanks.” Her cheeks blushed.
 
   “I’m going to play ball with the guys.” He walked away and grabbed the basketball from the floor.
 
   “Alright. Give them my love.”
 
   “I will. But I have a feeling a few of them wouldn’t want it.” He winked at her then walked out.
 
   “How long have you been living together?” I asked.
 
   “A few months.”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “It’s great,” she said. “It’s nice being with him all the time. Besides, I’m here all the time anyway. It just makes more sense to move my stuff.”
 
   I wish Jace and I were that way.
 
   She moved the painting toward the back door so it would dry. “Now we’ll do one more and we’ll be ready for your debut.”
 
   “I’m nervous,” I admitted.
 
   “Don’t be. You’re an amazing photographer.” She stared at me for a moment then her eyes widened.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “You’re a photographer!”
 
   Was I missing something?
 
   “My best friends are getting married and they are looking for someone. Are you interested?”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “But my schedule is pretty packed. It depends on when their wedding is.”
 
   “I’ll set up a time for you guys to meet,” she said. “And I’ll ask when their big day is. They’re a bit indecisive about it.”
 
   “Cool. I look forward to it.”
 
    
 
   Nana took a bite of the tortellini I brought her. “If photography doesn’t work out, you can always be a cook.”
 
   That was a huge compliment from my grandmother. “Thanks.”
 
   She finished it then put it aside. “For lunch, we had tuna sandwiches with pickles…why would you put pickles on a sandwich that already has pickles in it?”
 
   I tried not to laugh. “Maybe you should take over the cafeteria.”
 
   “Nah. I’d put a lot of people out of a job.”
 
   “Cocky, much?” I said with a chuckle.
 
   “The Patelo women know how to cook—that is something that can’t be denied.”
 
   I smirked while I listened to her.
 
   “So, how did your conversation with Jace go?”
 
   “Well. Really well. He apologized and said he would be better.”
 
   “Then why do you sound sad?”
 
   I couldn’t hide anything from this woman. “We went out to dinner the other night and he just…acted weird.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “He was about toask for our reservations when he said he needed to leave. He pulled me out of there and said he wasn’t feeling well.”
 
   She stared at the opposite wall, lost in thought. “Did he go to the hospital?”
 
   “No. He didn’t really say what was wrong. He dropped me off and went home.”
 
   She fell quiet again. “Maybe he saw someone he didn’t want to see.”
 
   “Like who?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “An enemy, an old girlfriend…”
 
   He did have a lot of old girlfriends, or old flings would be a better way to describe it. “I guess that makes sense. Maybe he just didn’t want to make me uncomfortable.”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “I can’t think of anything else.”
 
   My grandma handed the Harry Potter book to me. I picked it up and noticed we were in a different place than last time. “Who’s been reading to you?”
 
   “One of the medical students. I’m his patient a few times a week.”
 
   “That was nice of him. I’m sure he’s busy.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s a sweetheart.” She leaned back and waited for me to read.
 
   I found the page and began the story. Like always, after reading for half an hour, my nana fell asleep. I sat with her until visiting hours, and then I went home, wishing she would come with me.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   Ash
 
   My parents were having dinner at their house, and I couldn’t think of an excuse to get out of it. I preferred to stay at home and look out my peephole, waiting for my beautiful neighbor to do her laundry so I could sneak a conversation in.
 
   She loathed me and, and a part of me loathed her too. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Even when she snapped at me and treated me like I was a four-year old little boy, I was still obsessed with her. I’d never seen a more beautiful woman in my life. So naturally, I was hooked.
 
   I wanted to sleep with her. I still felt that way. Call me a pervert or a jackass, but that’s what I wanted from her. She was exotic and sexy. She had full lips I wanted to part with my mouth. I wanted a night of passionate sex with her. My body was attracted to her, needing her. Anytime I was near her, my cock was hard.
 
   Why couldn’t I want an easy slutty girl? That would make my life a lot easier.
 
   And then she had to move next door to me. Really? Right next door? I hated my luck. If I never saw her again after that night at the bar, forgetting about her would be easier. Now it was impossible.
 
   I arrived at the house at the same time as my sister and Scotty.
 
   “Hey.” Livia smiled when she spotted me.
 
   “Hey, brat.” Every time I looked at her, I thought about what happened to her. I didn’t think less of her. I still loved her with my whole heart. But I hated myself for not preventing it. We’d always been close. I should have been there and I’d never forgive myself for not rescuing her. But around her, I put on a fake face and pretended my heart hadn’t been shattered.
 
   Scotty carried a bottle of wine. “I brought this just in case…”
 
   I laughed. “You’re going to need it. My parents are boring, snooty and—”
 
   “You’re here!” My mom opened the door and smiled.
 
   “Wonderful,” I finished awkwardly.
 
   Livia elbowed me in the gut then walked forward. “Hi, Mom.”
 
   My mom hugged her. “Hello, dear. You look nice.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   My mom rushed to me and gave me a big hug. She practically crushed me. “My boy.”
 
   I patted her back. “Hey, Mom.”
 
   When she pulled away and looked at Scotty, I wasn’t sure what to expect. “It’s nice to see you.” She pulled Scotty in for a hug and embraced him.
 
   Phew. That went well.
 
   After my dad hugged Livia, he came to me. “How’s my son?”
 
   “Good. How about you, Pops?”
 
   “Better now.” He hugged me then clapped me on the shoulder. “You’re looking fit.”
 
   “Scotty and I play basketball pretty often.”
 
   My dad shook Scotty’s hand. “It’s nice to see you.”
 
   “You too, sir.” Scotty held out the wine. “It’s not vintage, but it’s pretty good.”
 
   My dad took it. “Thank you. My wife loves wine.”
 
   And I love alcohol.
 
   We walked inside then gathered around the table. I ate out a lot because I was busy and lazy, so it was nice to have a home cooked meal, especially one where I didn’t have to do the dishes.
 
   My mom passed the bread around. “So, what’s going on with you guys?”
 
   “I have an art show this weekend,” Livia said.
 
   “You always have art shows,” I mumbled.
 
   “Because I need to make a living,” she snapped.
 
   “What time?” my mom asked excitedly. “Your father and I will be there.”
 
   Wow. They were really making an effort.
 
   “At one.” Livia smiled. I could tell she was thrilled about the support of my parents.
 
   “We’ll be there,” my dad said.
 
   “Are you coming, Ash?” Livia looked at me.
 
   She really needed to ask that? “I’m always there, Liv.”
 
   She nodded then took a bite of her chicken.
 
   My dad looked at Scotty. “So, how’s street fighting…or whatever you do?”
 
   Street fighting? I tried not to laugh.
 
   “Well,” he said. “I made it to the championship this year. Ironically, my opponent is one of my closest friends.”
 
   “That’s going to be such a good fight,” I blurted.
 
   “You make a living doing this?” my dad asked.
 
   Of course, my dad cared about the income.
 
   “I do.” Scotty was humble and kept his income to himself.
 
   But I wasn’t humble. “He makes twenty grand for every match he wins.”
 
   Livia shot me a glare.
 
   I didn’t care. I kept eating.
 
   “Wow…that’s impressive.” My dad had new eyes for Scotty. “Where can I sign up?”
 
   Everyone laughed.
 
   “Son, how’s school?” my dad asked.
 
   He wanted me to be a surgeon like him. I was the only child that followed in their footsteps. Now the attention had increased by tenfold. “It’s good. I have a boring patient for my clinical rotation, but it’s okay.”
 
   “They’ll give you more advanced cases as you go along.” My dad gave me a reassuring nod.
 
   My mom gave me a smirk. “So…any girls you’re interested in from school?”
 
   I didn’t mix business with pleasure. Since I saw my classmates everyday, I didn’t fool around with them. It would get too messy. A few showed their interest in me but I always brushed them off. “No, not really.”
 
   My mom was disappointed by that response. “There’s got to be somebody…”
 
   Just a girl across the way in my apartment building I was dying to fuck. “Too busy with school.” That was always a good excuse.
 
   “But you’re getting older, Ash.” She said it like it was a threat.
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell my parents I’d be a terminal bachelor and there wouldn’t be any grandkids from me. “I’ll find someone. Don’t worry.”
 
   “He will.” Livia gave me a meaningful look.
 
   Yeah…never going to happen.
 
   My dad turned his gaze on Livia. “I went by your house yesterday but it was empty. The property manager said it was for rent again. Did you move?”
 
   Oh no. My parents didn’t know she was living with Scotty. I had a feeling this would end badly. I grabbed the wine and filled my glass to the brim.
 
   “Yeah,” she said calmly. “I found a new place.”
 
   “Where?” my mom asked.
 
   Livia held her ground but she was starting to falter.
 
   Scotty took the lead. “She lives with me.”
 
   Both of my parents stilled.
 
   I could tell they didn’t like that very much.
 
   “You live together…?” My mom looked horrified. “And you aren’t married?”
 
   My parents really needed to get with the times.
 
   “Yeah,” Livia said plainly. “And we love it.”
 
   I drank half my wine then waited for the explosion.
 
   “But you aren’t married.” My dad said it like my mom didn’t say those exact same words.
 
   “No, we aren’t,” Scotty said. “But we love each other and we’re together all the time anyway.”
 
   “That’s no excuse to jump the gun.” My mom struggled to keep her voice down.
 
   “Mom, calm down.” Livia held back her irritation.
 
   “Calm down?” my mom asked incredulously. “How do you expect me to calm down? You obviously aren’t a virgin anymore.”
 
   I covered my face because this was getting too awkward. I just wanted to crawl under the table.
 
   “No, I’m not,” Livia said simply. “I’m a grown adult and I make my own decisions. I do what I want.”
 
   “This is unacceptable.” My dad abandoned his food.
 
   I felt obligated to chime in. “Who cares? They love each other and they are happy together. I’m obviously not a virgin but neither one of you care. Why do I get away with it because I’m a boy, but if Livia has sex she’s a whore? It’s totally sexist.”
 
   Livia smiled at me.
 
   “Mom, I’ve had over a hundred sexual partners.”
 
   She turned white in the face.
 
   “You heard me. I’ve never been in a serious relationship because I love sex too much.” Maybe I drank too much wine…
 
   Scotty tried not to laugh.
 
   “So, don’t be so hard on Livia.” I patted Scotty’s shoulder. “I know he plans to marry her anyway. So just let it go.”
 
   Both of my parents were speechless. Livia kept her eyes glued to her plate, but a smirk was on her lips. Scotty held his fork in his hand but he didn’t touch his food. I had successfully made the night even more uncomfortable.
 
   Whoops.
 
   After dinner was finished, we grabbed our stuff and headed to the door. We usually watched a movie together, but it was pretty clear that everyone was too awkward to pretend like everything was peachy.
 
   With a quick wave, Livia and Scotty walked out and headed to his truck.
 
   When I tried to dash out the door, my mom grabbed my arm. “Wait a second.”
 
   Damn…
 
   I turned to her, trying to hide my annoyance.
 
   “Is what you said true…?” She cringed while she said it, begging me to say otherwise.
 
   “I’m almost thirty and I’ve never been in a serious relationship. What did you think?” I hated to be a smartass but it was my natural response.
 
   “But…a hundred girls?” My mom looked like she might vomit.
 
   I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. “It was an exaggeration.” Actually, it was an underestimation. But I wouldn’t tell her that.
 
   She gripped her chest and sighed in relief.
 
   “But you need to back off Livia. She’s a grown woman that makes her own decisions. Don’t give her crap for living with Scotty. He’s a good guy. I promise.”
 
   She took a deep breath and put her hands on her hips. “I know…she’s just my baby, you know?”
 
   “I get that. But she’s an adult. It’s unfair of you to treat me differently just because I’m a boy.”
 
   My mom didn’t have an argument against that. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   Oh no. I successfully diverted the unwanted attention away from my sister, but now I was taking the heat. “I guess…”
 
   “Why haven’t you settled down?” The plea was in her eyes. “You’re such a good-looking boy, and you’re too smart for your own good. Women must want you on a daily basis.”
 
   They did. There was no question of that.
 
   “Why are you still alone?”
 
   I didn’t want to break my mom’s heart and tell her I’d be a terminal bachelor. It really shouldn’t matter because it was my life, but I wanted to please her. “I just haven’t found the right girl yet. I’m picky.” I was picky about the size of their waist and their chest.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief. “You’ll find her eventually. She’s out there.”
 
   “I’m sure she is.” Not.
 
   She was in a better mood. “I’ll see you at the art show, honey.”
 
   “Okay.” I hugged her goodbye. “It means a lot to Livia that you’re going.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I rubbed her back gently before I walked out the door. “Good night.”
 
   “Night.”
 
    
 
   On the drive home, I made a call.
 
   “Hey.” She said it in a bored voice, pretending she didn’t care.
 
   “You want to come over?”
 
   “And do what?” Shelly was playing hard to get.
 
   “What do you think?” I snapped.
 
   “You can’t just call me and expect me to come over at the last minute.”
 
   “Fine. Have fun with your vibrator. Bye.” I was about to press end before she changed her mind.
 
   “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” The self-loathing was heavy in her voice.
 
   I loved girls with low self-esteem. “See you soon.” I hung up and drove home. When I parked into my spot, I spotted Shelly’s bug a few rows away. Man, she really wanted to get nailed. She must have flown here.
 
   I got out of my car then spotted Alaska by the mailbox. She was pulling ads and junk mail out. It was ten o’clock at night. She really thought now was the best time to check the mail? “Are you a vampire?” I demanded when I walked up to her.
 
   “What?” She stopped what she was doing and glared at me.
 
   “You’re always out at night—by yourself. Knock it off.”
 
   She slammed the door to her mailbox. “What I do is none of your business.”
 
   “Just go inside. You can’t check it in the morning?”
 
   She glared at me. “You’re really annoying.”
 
   “Like you aren’t,” I hissed.
 
   “Then why do you care? Get off my case, Ashley.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Say that again and I’ll—”
 
   “What?” She mocked me. “Go tryout for the softball team? Play with your Barbies?” She smirked when she saw the fire in my eyes.
 
   “What kind of name is Alaska? Your parents have a thing for Sarah Palin?”
 
   “Did your parents wish you were a girl?”
 
   Man, I wanted to slap her sometimes. “Fine. Get mugged or raped. Like I give a damn.”
 
   “I don’t want you to give a damn,” she snapped back.
 
   “Um…Ash?” Shelly stood a few feet behind me.
 
   I looked over my shoulder, annoyed. “What?”
 
   “Are we going to do this or what?” The attitude was in her voice.
 
   Alaska gave me a look of pure loathing. “Go have fun with your fuck buddy.” She locked the mailbox then stormed to her apartment.
 
   I watched her go, making sure she got inside without any problems.
 
   Shelly kept watching me. “What was that about…?”
 
   I saw the light in Alaska’s living room turn on. Her silhouette moved behind the curtain. I could still see her curves as she walked across the room, still sorting through the mail. I finally turned back to Shelly. “Nothing. Just my annoying neighbor.”
 
   “For being annoying, you sure seem to care about her.”
 
   Now I glared at her. “How about we don’t talk until we’re done?”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest and started to brood. “God, you’re such a dick.”
 
   “But as long as I make you come what does it matter?” I walked into my apartment then led her inside. Once the door was shut, I threw Shelly on the bed and released all the frustration I felt. Alaska drove me crazy. I hated her, loathed her, but I couldn’t get her out of my mind. She was everywhere, in my thoughts and in my fantasies. Without meaning to, Shelly changed and morphed into a different version of Alaska. It was low, even for me, but I couldn’t shake it. I fucked her, coming inside her and wishing she were someone else.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I got ready for school. I didn’t have a rotation at the hospital, so I got to wear jeans and a light jacket. It was nice not preparing for a twelve-hour shift. I finished my coffee while I looked over my notes. I had an exam in anatomy today. It seemed like I had an exam everyday. My brain was stuffed with so much information that it leaked out in bits and pieces.
 
   I left my mug on the counter then walked out, my bag over one shoulder. Anytime I stepped outside, I subconsciously hoped I’d run into Alaska. It made no sense. I had no chance with her, and every time we spoke, we argued. But I was still drawn to her.
 
   I reached my car then heard the loud sound of an engine turning over. I glanced over and saw Alaska in front of her truck, the hood popped open with grease on her hands. She was digging inside, trying to fix whatever the problem was.
 
   “Seriously?” she spat at the truck. “Today you do this to me? Of all days?” She gripped the sides of the engine then stared down, trying to solve the puzzle. “Dang, I’m going to be late.”
 
   I should just drive away. I had an exam that I couldn’t miss, and that was more important than helping her with her car. I would lose a week rotation at the hospital as a consequence. And I needed all the experience I could get.
 
   But I couldn’t leave her.
 
   I sighed then walked to her. “What’s it doing?”
 
   She flinched when she realized I was next to her. “Geez, you scared the crap out of me.”
 
   “But when I come out of nowhere at night, you don’t blink an eye?” I couldn’t hide my annoyance. She was ignorant to the world around her, particularly danger. I wished she would look after herself better. The last thing I wanted was for something to happen to her…like what happened to my sister.
 
   She clenched her jaw and didn’t look at me. “I’m not in the mood for your bullshit.”
 
   “Neither am I.” I reached inside then opened her oil tank.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Helping you,” I snapped. I took out the oil drum and realized it was empty. “When was the last time you changed your oil?”
 
   “I don’t know…what does it matter?”
 
   Girls… “Because you’re completely out of it. Driving a car without oil is like running a marathon without water. It could kill you.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s what it is?”
 
   “Absolutely.” I closed the cap then looked at her truck. It was old, ancient. “You should just scrap this piece of junk and get a reliable car.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No? This thing has to be thirty years old.”
 
   “And they don’t make them like this anymore.”
 
   Arguing with her was giving me a headache. “Whatever. I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “Well, I don’t need your help.”
 
   “I think you do.” I closed her hood then wiped my hands on my jeans. “Can your parents come get you to get oil?”
 
   She looked uncomfortable. “Uh, no.”
 
   “How about your sister?”
 
   “She’s in class.” She stared at her truck while she thought. “I have a photo shoot and I’m going to be late. I really need the money for rent.” She sighed. “Why does stuff like this always happen to me?” It seemed like she was talking to herself more than she was talking to me.
 
   I knew I was going to regret this. “Take my car to work and I’ll take care of your truck.”
 
   She looked at me like I just pulled a snake out of my throat. “What?”
 
   “Take my car, do your thing, and I’ll get your truck the right oil. She’ll be back to normal by the time you return.”
 
   “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”
 
   Yes. Somewhere very important. “No.”
 
   For the first time, she gave me a soft look. “Why are you helping me?”
 
   “Because despite what you think, I can be a gentleman.”
 
   She didn’t have a response to that.
 
   I pulled out my keys and handed them to her. “Now hurry.”
 
   “You’re going to let me drive your expensive car?”
 
   “It’s just a car.”
 
   She held the keys in her hand then shifted her weight back and forth.
 
   “It’s fine, really.”
 
   She got her supplies out of the passenger door then came back to me. “Thanks…”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She stared at me awkwardly, like she wanted to say something else. “I guess I’ll see you when I get back.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She walked to my car then got inside. A moment later, she drove away.
 
   I called the one person who would come to my aid without blinking an eye.
 
   She answered immediately. “It’s way too early to be drinking, Ash.”
 
   I smirked. “What are you doing right now?”
 
   “Having breakfast with the man I’m living with but not married to.”
 
   I laughed at her jab toward my parents. “I need a favor.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I need you to pick me up and take me to get oil.”
 
   “You ran out of oil?” she asked incredulously. “If you’re going to drive a hundred-thousand dollar car you should take care of it.”
 
   “It’s not for me, brat. I’m helping a friend.” I felt awkward saying the word ‘friend’.
 
   “I’ll be there in a second.”
 
   “Thanks.” I hung up and waited for my sister to arrive.
 
    
 
   She pulled up in front of the building and I got inside. “Don’t you have an exam today?”
 
   She actually listened to me? “Yeah.”
 
   “And you’re missing it?”
 
   “My friend needed help.”
 
   She studied me for a moment. “You’re the most selfish person I know. Who would you sacrifice an exam for besides me?”
 
   I hated being put on the spot. “Just drive.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”
 
   We headed to the auto parts store and I got the bottle I needed. I paid for it then we headed back. Once we were back at the apartment, I popped the hood open and added the oil.
 
   Livia studied the old truck. “You’re ditching an exam to help a guy?”
 
   “It’s for a girl. She had to get to work.”
 
   Livia examined the parking lot. “Ash, where’s your car?”
 
   “She took it.”
 
   Her eyes were bigger than I’d ever seen them. “You don’t even let me drive your car.”
 
   I put the cap back on then shut the hood. “Well, she needed it.”
 
   “Normally, you would tell people to walk.”
 
   I kept my gaze averted.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   I wiped my hands on my jeans. “What?”
 
   “Who’s this girl?”
 
   “She’s my neighbor. I already told you that.”
 
   Livia gave me a look I’d never seen before. “I think she’s a lot more than just your neighbor...”
 
   “Go analyze someone else.” I shut the hood then headed to the front door.
 
   “You must be hooked on her if you would do all of this for her.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me back.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Are you in love with her?”
 
   “No,” I snapped. “She’s just some girl.”
 
   “Cut the bullshit, Ash. You went over the moon for her. The only person you would ever do that for is me. Now she must be pretty damn special.”
 
   “Leave me alone, brat.”
 
   “You don’t actually expect me to do that, right?”
 
   I smirked. “At least right now. I might be able to make it to finish some of the exam.”
 
   She shook her head slightly. “Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks.” I shut the door then left the parking lot. The stereo didn’t work, the AC was shot, and it was a stick shift.
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   When I came home that evening, my car was back in its original spot. I checked the doors and made sure she didn’t dent anything. After I made sure there wasn’t a single scratch, I walked up the stairs and to her door. Then I knocked.
 
   She answered the door a second later, the usual hostility that adorned her face absent. “Hey…”
 
   “Hi.” I handed her keys back to her. “Your truck is as good as new. Well, as new as a beat up pickup can be.”
 
   She took them then a small smile stretched her face. She hadn’t given me one since the day we met. “Thank you. It just needed oil?”
 
   “Yeah. You should get it changed every three thousand miles. You can probably last until five thousand, but I wouldn’t recommend it due to the age of your vehicle.”
 
   “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   “Your dad never told you that?”
 
   “Uh, no. I don’t have a dad.”
 
   She doesn’t have a dad? “Oh…did he pass away?”
 
   “No. He left when I was born.” She acted like she was discussing the weather.
 
   “Oh…I’m sorry.” What did you say to something like that?
 
   “It’s okay. I did just fine without him.”
 
   “Yes, you did,” I blurted.
 
   She gave me a slight smirk then returned my keys to me. “Thanks for letting me borrow your car. It was a smooth ride.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I drove ten miles under the speed limit the entire time.”
 
   I chuckled. “I appreciate it.”
 
   “You like Crimson Kings?”
 
   How did she know that? “Yeah…”
 
   “I listened to the CD in your car,” she explained. “I like them too.”
 
   “Oh.” We actually had something in common.
 
   She played with her hands for a moment, fidgeting. “I really appreciate the way you helped me today. Honestly, I had no one else to call…” The sadness was heavy in her voice. “And if I didn’t get to that shoot in time, I would have been behind on my rent.”
 
   I felt warm inside. I never helped anyone else beside myself, and I never expected it to feel good. “No problem. I didn’t mind.”
 
   “Perhaps I misjudged you…” She looked at me with new eyes.
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I said honestly.
 
   Her eyes softened with humor.
 
   “But I’m more complicated than I appear.”
 
   “I’m starting to realize that.”
 
   “So…since I helped you out, maybe you could help me out.” I nodded toward my apartment and winked at her.
 
   Her smile dropped.
 
   “Kidding.”
 
   She relaxed then laughed. “With the promiscuous lifestyle you have, I wouldn’t have been surprised.”
 
   I didn’t have a response to that. I was a manwhore and I wouldn’t deny it.
 
   “I made you something as a thank you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She stepped inside then returned with a dish. “Chicken tamales. I’m not good at many things, but I can cook.”
 
   I took it with both hands. The plate was still warm. “Thank you.”
 
   “Now you can feed your guests when they come over.” She had a smirk on her face.
 
   Talking about all the girls at my apartment made me feel like shit. I couldn’t explain why.
 
   “Well, thank you for everything. If there’s anything I can do for you, let me know.”
 
   “These tamales are more than enough.”
 
   “I hope you like them.”
 
   I stepped away and headed to my apartment. “Good night, Alaska.”
 
   “Good night, Ash.”
 
   I turned around when she didn’t use my real name. “Thanks.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.” She gave me one last smile before she shut the door.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   Alaska
 
   Jace invited me over for dinner. I thought it was sweet that he wanted to cook for me, but when I arrived I realized he ordered in.
 
   “Orange chicken?” he asked.
 
   I didn’t understand how he had such a good body when he ate garbage all the time. “Sure.”
 
   He handed me the plate then took his own into the living room. He sat on the couch and faced the TV. A game was on.
 
   This isn’t exactly what I had in mind for a date. We hadn’t spent a lot of time together, and I didn’t want to eat on the couch while watching sports. I didn’t want much, just a quiet conversation and some attention.
 
   “How’s your truck?” he asked.
 
   “It runs fine now.”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there.”
 
   “It’s okay. I knew you were at work.” It would be ridiculous for me to expect him to be there every time I needed help. He had other responsibilities.
 
   “Your neighbor helped you?”
 
   “Yeah. He saved the day.”
 
   “Cool.” He ate his chow mien while he watched the TV.
 
   I picked at mine, not wanting to eat it. I hated Chinese food but he never remembered. I told him that at least ten times but he either never listened to begin with, or he just didn’t remember. I hated wasting food so I ate it anyway and didn’t complain.
 
   “How’s work?” I asked.
 
   He leaned forward and watched the TV. “Come on, Sandoval.” He clapped his hands and kept his eyes glued to the screen.
 
   This was getting annoying pretty quickly. I leaned back in the sofa and stayed quiet, letting him watch the game. I took out my phone and played Angry Birds a few times. I didn’t hate sports but I didn’t like watching them all the time either.
 
   When it finally ended, he finished his beer. “Good game, huh?”
 
   “Yeah.” I was practically falling asleep. “How’s work?”
 
   “Fine. Nothing too interesting.”
 
   His responses were always short. I couldn’t get anything out of him if I tried. “How’s your scrapbooking going?”
 
   Scrapbooking? “You mean my photography?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I hid my annoyance. “Good. Actually, I have a showcase this weekend.” My excitement grew. “I applied to sell my paintings in this prestigious gallery and they accepted me. My debut is tomorrow night.”
 
   “Cool.” He nodded his head. “Awesome.”
 
   He didn’t seem that impressed. “It’s at seven, so can you pick me up at six?”
 
   He stilled. “Baby, I have to work tomorrow night.”
 
   “What? You just worked your rotation this week.”
 
   He fidgeted with his beer. “I’m covering for a friend. If I had known about your show, I would have said no.”
 
   “Can you get someone else to do it?” I hated to be clingy but this was really important to me. I wanted him to be there.
 
   “It’s too late now. Sorry.”
 
   I sighed, letting the frustration out.
 
   “I’m sorry…I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   I was overreacting. He was a firefighter and had a lot more responsibilities than coming to my art show. People’s lives depended on him. He was an adult and had other obligations. I couldn’t be the center of his world all the time. “No, it’s okay. I understand.”
 
   He relaxed. “I’m sure you’ll do great.”
 
   “Yeah…” Jace had never paid attention to my work. I actually couldn’t recall a piece he’d ever seen.
 
   He left his beer on the coffee table then walked into the bathroom. I was glad he left me alone so I could compose myself. I was being a brat about the whole situation. It bummed me out that he couldn’t always be around, but I knew that when I started dating him. He would work for days at a time and have to stay at the firehouse. I needed to be mature and respect that.
 
   His phone made a noise and the screen lit up. He had a text message.
 
   The message was blocked, but it said the name of the sender.
 
   Sarah.
 
   Who’s Sarah? He didn’t have a sister, and I was certain he didn’t have a friend name Sarah…the paranoia started to sink in. I stared at the phone, wondering if I should take a peek.
 
   No. I wasn’t that kind of girl.
 
   I either trusted him or I didn’t. It was probably someone from work trying to switch shifts or something. I pulled out my phone and played Angry Birds, trying to distract my mind. Jace and I were having problems, but he would never cheat on me. He was a good guy and respected me.
 
   He came out of the bathroom then ignored his phone. He changed the channel and started watching TV. I looked up at him, disappointed that his eyes were glued to the screen again.
 
   Was there something wrong with me? Was I boring? Did all relationships turn out this way? Stale and old? Was it just me? Why didn’t we make out on the couch like we used to? Why was the fire between us barely in embers? Was it my fault?
 
   I pondered these questions endlessly while we both watched TV, sitting in different corners with our hands in our laps.
 
    
 
   My nana’s face lit up when I walked into the room. “You never come on Saturdays.”
 
   “I know. But I wanted to bring my showcase to you since you can’t come.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “Thank you, dear. I’m so sorry I can’t be there.”
 
   “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “At least Jace will be there.”
 
   I felt the weight on my heart.
 
   Nana caught the look. “Is he not going?”
 
   “He has to work,” I said sadly.
 
   “It seems like that’s all he ever does.” Bitterness hung in her voice.
 
   “I know…but his job is important. He saves lives.”
 
   “And he should live his own life too.”
 
   I didn’t want to make my grandmother upset. “It’s okay. I’m not mad.”
 
   “But you’re sad.”
 
   “He can’t be there for everything.”
 
   “It just seems like he’s never around for anything.”
 
   I opened my bag and handed her the Tupperware. “French toast.”
 
   Her eyes sparkled. “That sounds delicious.”
 
   Food was always a good way to change the subject. I opened my portfolio and handed her the pictures. “These are the ones I’m selling.”
 
   She put on her glasses before she looked at them. She pulled the pictures closer to her face then further way. Silence stretched for minutes. I wasn’t sure if she liked them or hated them.
 
   “These are…magnificent, dear.”
 
   My heart fluttered. “Thanks.”
 
   She examined the one of Payton. “Your sister is such a beautiful girl—both of you are.”
 
   My grandmother said that almost every day. “Yeah, she is.”
 
   “She’s so photogenic too.” Her eyes clouded in adoration. “I have no doubt you’ll be a hit at this showcase.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “I know I’m right.” She handed the photos back to me. “Anything new?”
 
   “Grandpa’s truck almost croaked on me.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I was stupid and I forgot to change the oil.” I rolled my eyes. “Luckily, my neighbor took care of it so I could get to work. He even let me drive his BMW.”
 
   “Wow. He sounds like a gentleman. There aren’t too many around anymore.”
 
   I shrugged. “He has his moments…”
 
   She smirked. “And what does he do in his other moments?”
 
   “He’s just…promiscuous. He prefers one-night stands instead of real relationships.”
 
   “That’s what’s hot right now.” She opened her Tupperware and started to eat.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. There are times when he’s really sweet and real…but then it disappears and he puts this act on. When we first met, he was interesting and fun. And then he turned sleazy and tried to get me into bed. It’s almost like he forces himself to do it…I can’t explain it.”
 
   “Sounds like he’s afraid to be himself.”
 
   “I don’t see why. He’s really smart, cute, and rich.”
 
   “The most successful people tend to be the most insecure.” She finished every bite then set the plastic aside.
 
   “You really don’t know someone until you get past the surface and see what’s deep down inside. This man didn’t have to help you but he did. I think that speaks louder than what he does in his personal life. Don’t judge before you really know him.”
 
   “I wasn’t judging…”
 
   “It seemed like it.”
 
   “I just…I don’t know.” I didn’t want to talk about Ash anymore. I grabbed the book at her bed side. “Shall we continue?”
 
   “Please.” She leaned back and listened to me.
 
   I read for half an hour before my throat started to run dry. “I should go. I still need to get ready.”
 
   “Break a leg, kid.” She grabbed my face and kissed my cheek. “Make sure you tell me how it goes.”
 
   “I’ll give you every detail.”
 
   “Payton is going, right?”
 
   “Definitely. She wants to see how much her image is worth.” I rolled my eyes. “You know her.”
 
   She laughed. “I do.”
 
   “Bye, Nana.”
 
   “Bye, dear.”
 
   I walked out then headed to the elevator. The hospital was much calmer on the weekend. People weren’t visiting their loved ones as often. Instead, they were enjoying the beautiful weather. I hit the button and waited for the doors to open.
 
   When the door finally opened, I felt my heart move into my throat.
 
   Ash was staring back at me, a wrapped gift under his arm. He was wearing jeans and a dark green t-shirt. It brought out his artic blue eyes. I never noticed their color before. There was faint stubble on his chin like he hadn’t shaved in a few days. I noticed details about him that I never paid attention to before.
 
   He stepped out and kept staring at me. “Are you following me?” The humor was in his eyes.
 
   “I was here first, so technically, you’re following me.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “Why aren’t you wearing your scrubs?”
 
   “Oh.” He quickly glanced at himself. “I don’t have rotations this week. But I wanted to stop by and see my patient. I brought her a gift to cheer her up.”
 
   My eyes softened. I never expected him to take time out of his day just to bring his patient a gift. That was…really sweet. Maybe I didn’t know Ash at all. Maybe I judged him too quickly. “Why don’t you have rotations?”
 
   He shifted his weight and averted his gaze. “We usually take a break during exams.”
 
   “Oh.” I examined the small package. “What did you get for your patient?”
 
   He held it up. “A kindle. She loves to read so I thought this would be good for her. I got her an Amazon gift card too so she cqn download as many books as she wants. I have a feeling she reads the same thing over and over again.” A smile stretched his lips.
 
   Was this the same guy I first met? He was thoughtful and sweet…a direct contradiction to what he normally was. He brought girls back to his apartment then kicked them out without even a kiss on the cheek. He was a jerk and used women. But then he could be thoughtful. “That was really nice of you.”
 
   He shrugged. “I do what I can. Sometimes medicine can only go so far.”
 
   “Yeah…” I looked into his eyes, seeing the color of the ocean.
 
   “And why are you here?”
 
   “I was visiting my nana.”
 
   “Oh.” Sadness came into his eyes. “I hope she’s okay.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said quickly. “She’ll be fine. It’s nothing too serious.”
 
   He didn’t ask for details. “I’m glad to hear it.”
 
   “Well, I should probably go.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, suddenly feeling nervous.
 
   “Me too.” He stepped around me. “Wait. How’s your truck?”
 
   “It’s running good. I haven’t had any problems.”
 
   “Good. But I really think you should upgrade.”
 
   “Never. I’ll drive that thing until I can’t afford to fix it.”
 
   “Why are you so attached to this truck?” he asked. He stared at my face, his eyes lingering on mine. He used to check out my ass and chest whenever he looked at me, but he stopped doing that. Now he always looked at my face, his eyes never wandering.
 
   “It was my grandfather’s.”
 
   He nodded slowly. “So it has sentimental value to you?”
 
   “It was his first vehicle when he came to the United States from Chile. I can never get rid of it.”
 
   “You’re Chilean?” He seemed interested.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He kept staring into my eyes. “Well, I’m glad we could save your truck before anything permanent happened.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes two of us.”
 
   He stepped away. “I guess I’ll see you later, then.”
 
   “Yeah.” I needed to head home and get ready, but I was distracted talking to Ash. “I’ll see you around.”
 
   He headed down the hallway as I stepped inside the elevator. When I waited for the doors to close, I stared at his back, noticing the muscles of his shoulders and arms. I’d never noticed them before.
 
   When the doors were closed, the image was burned into my mind.
 
    
 
   I wore an olive green dress because I thought highlighted my skin tone. I tried to wear brighter colors because of my dark skin. It really brought out my eyes even though they were brown. My hair was curled and I pulled it over one shoulder. The bracelet my grandfather got me was on one wrist. After I deemed myself worthy enough to be seen in front of other people, I left my apartment and drove to the gallery.
 
   I was nervous and I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t need to make a speech or even acknowledge I was an artist at all. I could pretend to be a spectator just hanging in the back. But I guess I feared no one would like my work. Just because no one knew the photographs belonged to me didn’t mean I wouldn’t be insulted if they criticized them.
 
   When I arrived at the building, I stayed in the truck for a moment, trying to gather my bearings. I wished Jace were there. He didn’t care about my photography and would probably be bored the whole time, but it was better than being alone.
 
   I finally got out and walked inside with as much grace as I could muster. It was crowded with people. Waiters carried trays of champagne and wine. People mingled near the walls, examining a sculpture or painting. Classical music played overhead.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, so I moved through the gallery and examined other pieces. It was probably a good thing that I didn’t have money otherwise I would buy a lot of artwork. I didn’t even have enough space on my walls to include everything.
 
   I spotted Livia standing in front of a painting. It wasn’t hers, but she looked inspired while she stared at it.
 
   “I like your dress.” I came beside her.
 
   She smiled when she looked at me. “Oh my god, you look beautiful.”
 
   I felt my cheeks redden. “Thanks.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around me and embraced me. “Don’t be nervous. I can tell you are.”
 
   “It’s my first time.”
 
   Scotty appeared and handed her a glass. “Champagne, babe?”
 
   “Thanks.” She sipped it while she grinned at him.
 
   Scotty smiled at me. “You look nice.”
 
   “Thanks.” Her boyfriend was so polite.
 
   “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked.
 
   His question just made me depressed. I was here—alone. My boyfriend never pampered me the way Scotty pampered her. I never received a look like he gave her in my life. “No, thank you.”
 
   “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”
 
   “It’s really okay.”
 
   An older couple approached them.
 
   “There are some beautiful pieces in here.” She held herself like a Stepford wife.
 
   “There are,” Livia said. “Mom, this is my friend Alaska. She’s a photographer.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you.” She shook my hand.
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   Then she introduced her father.
 
   I shook his hand. “Your daughter is very talented.”
 
   “So I hear,” he said.
 
   “Let’s keep looking.” Her mother linked her arm with her husband’s and trailed away.
 
   Now I was really jealous. Her boyfriend and her parents were here. “You have a lovely family.”
 
   “Except my brother.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a classic jerk.”
 
   “Then he must not be here.”
 
   “No, he always comes,” she said immediately. “I just call him a jerk because I hate him. But I love him. It’s complicated…”
 
   Apparently.
 
   “There he is.” She waved him over. “I want you to meet my friend.”
 
   My heart plummeted into my stomach when I saw the face of the man I saw every day. He lived just across the way from me. We’d butted heads as often as we got along. I just saw him a few hours ago and now I saw him again.
 
   Ash stared me down, not reacting. His eyes lingered on my hair and face, taking me in. I couldn’t read his reaction. His eyes guarded his thoughts.
 
   Livia didn’t notice. “Ash, this is my friend Alaska.”
 
   In a trance, I stuck out my hand to shake his.
 
   He took it but his grip was weak.
 
   It was the first time we’d ever touched each other. I was surprised by how smooth his skin was. It was warm, inviting. His eyes never left my face, taking me in. Neither one of us spoke. We didn’t even shake hands. Instead, he held my hand, feeling my fingers.
 
   Livia glanced back and forth between us. “Do you know each other…?”
 
   Ash didn’t look at her. “Yeah…she’s a friend.”
 
   Since I always considered him a nuisance, I never thought of him as anything more than a mere pain. “I’m his neighbor.” I thought that was a better explanation.
 
   Livia’s eyes widened and her mouth was slightly open. “You’re neighbors…?”
 
   “Yeah.” Why was that surprising?
 
   “Like, you live next door to him?” she asked.
 
   Ash shot her a glare.
 
   “Yeah…” Why was this so hard for her to understand?
 
   “And you drive an old beat up truck?” Her voice grew more excited. She was about to hop on her toes and squeal.
 
   “How did you know that?” I asked.
 
   “Ignore my sister,” Ash snapped. “She’s just being annoying.”
 
   “I was the one who took Ash to get the oil.” She clapped her hands excitedly.
 
   Ash turned red in the face.
 
   “It’s a small world after all…” I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   Livia grabbed Scotty’s hand. “There’s a painting I want to show you.” She yanked him away, practically spilling her champagne.
 
   When they were gone, Ash dropped his hand and put it in his pocket. “How do you know my sister?”
 
   “We’re doing a showcase together.”
 
   He nodded. “I guess that isn’t surprising.” He scratched the back of his neck then returned his hand to his pocket. His eyes took me in for a long moment. “You look lovely tonight.”
 
   Lovely? I didn’t think he was capable of saying that word. Hot or sexy sounded more suitable to his vocabulary. “Thank you.”
 
   “The green color really compliments your skin.”
 
   Another sweet compliment. “Thank you.”
 
   He kept staring at me. Finally, he tore his gaze away. He stared at the painting next to us.
 
   He was wearing a black suit with a gray tie. It fit his chest perfectly, and the pants made his legs look slim. His shirt was cuffed at the wrists and he wore a Rolex. He looked like a million bucks. His blue eyes glowed in the dim lighting of the gallery, and his chin was free of hair. He must have just shaved. His hair was short and styled, making him look like an executive or stockbroker. “You look handsome.” I said it without thinking twice about it.
 
   He turned back to me, his eyes a little softer than before. “Thank you.”
 
   Silence stretched for a minute. He stared at me and I stared back at him.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   The tension was killing me. “Did your patient like your gift?”
 
   It took him a moment to process what I said. “She didn’t know what it was at first, but once I explained it to her, she was very excited. And she’s also excited about all the games.”
 
   I smiled. “Sounds like you made her day.”
 
   “I think I made it a little better. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   “What did she do for you?” I asked.
 
   He rubbed his chin then returned his hand to his pocket. “She made me a better doctor. She taught me to be more compassionate. And she taught me not to be scared of getting close to other people. Loss is a part of life. And it’s better to get close enough to the fire to burned than to never feel the warmth at all.”
 
   This was the side of him that I loved. When he was real and open, he was interesting and true. His soul was beautiful and he was a joy to be around. His words echoed in my mind long after he said them. “You’re a beautiful person.” I wasn’t thinking before I spoke. He was being vulnerable with me so I decided to do it back. “I like this side of you. I want to see him more often.”
 
   Ash continued to stare at me, but his reaction was hidden. I felt my heartbeat in my chest, and it quickened the longer he looked at me. His eyes were no longer guarded and I could see whom he was underneath, but just a sliver. There was more to his depths than shallow water.
 
   I waited for him to respond but he never did. He stared at me and I stared back at him, getting lost in his eyes. Everyone moved around us, but I felt isolated from the room. Classes clanked together and people spoke in quiet conversation, but I felt like Ash and I were having a conversation of our own. I just couldn’t understand it.
 
   “There you are.” Payton touched my arm. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
 
   It took me a moment to break the trance. “Hey.” I looked at her purple dress. “You look nice.”
 
   She looked me up and down. “And you look hot.”
 
   I chuckled. My sister was always so blunt. “Thanks.”
 
   She turned to Ash. “Ooh…who’s this?”
 
   “My…” Should I say neighbor? Friend?
 
   “Friend,” Ash finished for me. He shook my sister’s hand. “Ash. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Payton.” She batted her eyelashes at him. Then she turned back to me. “Let’s head to the stage. They are about to have the bidding.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a second.”
 
   She drifted away.
 
   Ash was staring at me again.
 
   I fidgeted in place. “I think you and I got off on the wrong foot…”
 
   “No, we didn’t.” His voice was quiet. “I was a jerk to you. Your initial impression of me was dead on. All I wanted was to sleep with you.”
 
   His honesty caught me off guard. “Is that what you still want?”
 
   “No…I’d like a friendship as well.”
 
   As well?
 
   “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think you were the most beautiful, most desirable woman I’d ever seen. The moment I saw you, I wanted you. I’d like to say I’m a perfect gentleman with only pure thoughts, but I’m not. However, I do respect you and I would never do anything to make you uncomfortable. If all I’ll ever get from you is friendship, I’ll settle for that.”
 
   I was the most desirable woman he’d ever seen? No one had ever said anything like that to me before. I was lucky if I could get Jace to look at me the way he gawked at our waitress. He sat on the other side of the couch from me, acting like I wasn’t even there. He never held my hand anymore. He never stared at me the way Ash did. I didn’t feel beautiful with him, and I certainly didn’t feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.
 
   “I’m sorry if my words made you uncomfortable. But you asked me a question and I answered it. I may be a jerk, but I’m an honest one. I’ll tell you exactly what I’m thinking and I won’t shy away from the truth. Some people find it refreshing. Others despise me for it. I’m not sure which one you are…”
 
   “I’m not sure either…”
 
   He stared at me for a few seconds. “Either way, I’d like it if we could be friends. While arguing with you is fun, I’d prefer a normal conversation once in a while.” The humor was in his eyes.
 
   “I’d like that too.”
 
   He extended his hand to shake mine. “Friends?”
 
   I smiled then shook it. “Friends.”
 
   He dropped his hand then walked with me to the stage where the auction was being held. He stood beside his sister while I joined mine.
 
   “He’s cute,” she whispered in my ear.
 
   “He’s my neighbor,” I whispered back.
 
   “Seriously? I’m officially your new roommate.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   Rydell quieted the crowd. “We did something a little different this time. Two of my most accomplished artists teamed up together and created a different form of art. One represents reality, while another represents wishful thinking. Each photograph and painting will be auctioned off separately.” He cleared his throat then began with the first painting. “The Purple Meadow. The auction is now open.”
 
   Hands shot in the air, and people immediately made their bids.
 
   “Five-hundred.”
 
   “A thousand.”
 
   “Two thousand.”
 
   Holy shit.
 
   I eyed Livia, seeing the shock on her face. Scotty was staring at her, a smirk on his lips. Her mother gripped her shoulder, clenching her hands in excitement. Pride was on her father’s face. Ash grabbed her hand and held it within his own.
 
   “Going once…going twice…sold to the lady in red.”
 
   Applause broke out.
 
   Livia’s mother kissed her on the cheek. “You’re blessed with such talent, dear.”
 
   My heart hurt just from watching them. They were such a close family. They surrounded her, showering her with love and adoration. They were a unit, a team. She was loved by everyone, showered with affection.
 
   I didn’t have parents because neither one of them wanted me.
 
   “Our next piece is The Never Ending Sky. The auction is officially open.”
 
   Just like last time, people bid like crazy.
 
   “Fifteen-hundred.”
 
   “Twenty-five hundred.”
 
   “Three-thousand.”
 
   “Going once….going twice…sold.”
 
   Livia was practically smothered by her family. Scotty gave her a kiss on the neck, something intimate but subtle. Then he stared at her, the pride beaming in his eyes.
 
   My boyfriend didn’t even show up. I sat beside him on the couch, completely ignored.
 
   “Now the photographs.” Rydell revealed them. “Let the auction begin.”
 
   “Eight-hundred.”
 
   “A thousand.”
 
   “Fifteen hundred.”
 
   I wasn’t listening. I suddenly felt alone. I was grateful my sister was here, but she was all I had. My grandmother was sick, I had no idea where my father was because he took off when I was just a year old, my mom was an alcoholic, and my boyfriend was…not really there.
 
   “I can’t believe how much people are bidding on your photo.” Payton clapped her hands in excitement.
 
   Huh? I wasn’t even paying attention.
 
   “Sold to the lady in the back. Now for the next piece, The Purple Meadow.”
 
   The bidding started again.
 
   This should have been a meaningful moment in my life, something to mark the time and effort I put into getting here. I should be happy, but I wasn’t. I was depressed. I was alone. I was…hollow. I tried not to be jealous of Livia but how could I not be? She actually had a family.
 
   When I felt the heat behind my eyes, I knew the tears were about to fall.
 
   Damn.
 
   I crept away from my sister so she wouldn’t notice my departure. I didn’t stay to hear the winning bid. I didn’t care. Everyone was huddled to the stage so it was easy for me to sneak out the front entrance.
 
   Once I was outside, I inhaled the cool air. My lungs finally relaxed, and my body decreased in temperature. But I couldn’t combat the deep loss in my heart. I couldn’t deny how broken I was. Why couldn’t I have a family like everyone else? Why didn’t my parents love me? Why did Jace have to let me down all the time? Did he even care about me?
 
   I moved to the bricks on the side of the gallery, close to the parking lot. I was hidden from view. No one would come here unless they already knew where I was. Unable to hold back the tears, they fell.
 
   I hated crying. It was a waste of time. But sometimes it couldn’t be helped. I tried to stay strong and act like I didn’t care, but deep down inside, I was shattered into a million pieces. I tried to convince myself that I was better off without my parents anyway, but it was just wishful thinking.
 
   The breeze moved through my hair and calmed me slightly, but the tears dripped from my eyes. I didn’t heave or sob. They just dropped down my cheek. My breathing was even, fighting the urge.
 
   A shadow was cast over me and I realized I wasn’t alone. I didn’t look because I didn’t want to expose my face to the person.
 
   The shadow came close until it was right next to me. Then they sat beside me on the bricks. They were wearing a suit. I didn’t look, but I could see the slacks and the dress shoes.
 
   It was Ash.
 
   He sat beside me and didn’t say anything. He didn’t look at me either.
 
   I controlled my breathing and tried to blink my tears away. I held my breath for a moment so the tears would stop altogether. I didn’t want anyone to see me cry. It was one of the things I was insecure about.
 
   “Tell me.” That was all he said. He stared straight ahead, not looking at me.
 
   I was grateful he didn’t. I didn’t want him to. “I’m jealous of Livia.”
 
   “Why?” His voice was even, calm.
 
   “Because she has everything.” I hated to be a jealous person. I didn’t realize I was one until now. It’s not that she didn’t deserve to be happy. She did. She was a very sweet girl. But why were we different? Why did she have that but I didn’t?
 
   Ash remained quiet, waiting for me to elaborate.
 
   “She has parents who love her. They came down just to support her. Her father stared at her with pride. Her mother hugged her fondly. Her brother held her hand because he loved her. And her boyfriend…he looked at her like she was his whole world.”
 
   His hand slowly moved to my thigh. Then his fingers slid between mine, interlocking them. It was slow and gradual, and when our hands finally locked together, I felt a little better. He dragged my hand back to his thigh and held it steady.
 
   “My parents never wanted me. My mom abused my sister and I. She always hated us. My dad took off because he never wanted to see us again. I’ve never spoken to him. I don’t even know the sound of his voice.” The tears stopped falling but I still felt like a hollow shell. “My grandma is in the hospital. She’s a good person and doesn’t deserve to be sick. I know she hates herself for not being here.”
 
   “But your sister came.” His voice came out as a whisper.
 
   “I love my sister very much and I’m grateful she’s always there to support me…I just wish I had more. I wished she had more.”
 
   His fingers slowly caressed mine.
 
   “And Jace never looks at me that way. I’ve never felt loved the way Scotty loves her. I’ve never felt beautiful. I’ve never felt important. He always has to work, and I understand that but…he’s never around. And when he is around…he’s not.”
 
   “Jace?”
 
   “My boyfriend.”
 
   His hand stilled. A minute passed without movement. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.”
 
   “We’ve been together for a few years… Of all people, he should understand how important this is to me. But he doesn’t care. When I asked him if he even wanted to be with me anymore, he said yes. But he still acts the same…I don’t understand.”
 
   Ash stayed quiet but he didn’t pull his hand away from mine. “What does he do for a living?”
 
   “He’s a firefighter. So I understand why he misses so many things. I guess I get tired of it.”
 
   “I don’t see why that’s relevant. If you were my girlfriend, I’d make sure I was there for everything. There’s nothing I wouldn’t miss just to be with you.”
 
   Those were just empty words.
 
   “If he hurts you this much, you shouldn’t be with him anymore. A man should make his girlfriend feel like the most beautiful woman in the room every single day. He should shower her with affection and love. She should never question his loyalty and devotion. He should be the rock of the relationship, the solution to every problem, the crutch to every injury. He shouldn’t be the reason why a gorgeous woman is crying on a slab of bricks on one of the most important nights of her life.” His voice was quiet but it contained his rage.
 
   “How would you know? You’ve never been in a relationship before.” It was irrelevant and I wasn’t sure why I said it. I was just upset.
 
   “No, I haven’t. But it’s because I haven’t found a girl I’d be willing to commit to in that way. My hesitance of a relationship doesn’t make me a worse boyfriend. It makes me a better one because I actually care. Believe me, if you were mine this wouldn’t be happening right now. I’d be everything your parents never gave you. I would stand by your side and worship you every day. And I would make sure you felt beautiful every night in my bed.”
 
   I finally looked at him, unsure what to expect.
 
   He looked back at me, the pain in his eyes. “When you’re in pain, I’m in pain.” That was all he said.
 
   “You hardly know me…”
 
   His hand squeezed mine. “But you’re my friend. And I care about my friends.”
 
   Giving into my weakness, I rested my head on his shoulder. It was nice to be comforted by someone, especially someone I never expected to care. Ash continued to hold my hand, never loosening his grip.
 
   People started to head to their cars and drive away. We were hidden by the brick wall, unseen in the darkness. Neither one of us moved and it didn’t seem like we intended to.
 
   My phone lit up with a text message.
 
   Where the hell are you? It was my sister.
 
   I’m with a friend. I’ll catch up with you later.
 
   Are you okay?
 
   Yeah. I will be.
 
   I returned my phone to my clutch.
 
   “I don’t mind staying out here all night, but maybe we should head home.” His lips were close to my ear.
 
   “Yeah. I’m starting to get cold.” I sat up and fixed my make up.
 
   Ash took off his jacket and placed it over my shoulders.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that…”
 
   “With you, I’m always a gentleman.” He grabbed my hand and walked me to my car. “Will you be okay to drive?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Okay.” He opened the door for me. “You leave it unlocked?”
 
   “Who’s going to steal it?” I finally smiled.
 
   He chuckled. “Good point.” He took my hand and helped me get inside. Then he shut the door. “I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
   I fidgeted with my keys for a moment before I started the engine. Then I drove home, letting the silence echo in my mind. The warmth from Ash’s hand still clung to mine. It seemed to be forever burned into my skin.
 
   When I got home, Ash was already there. He was leaning against his BMW, looking clean in his suit.
 
   I got out and he walked with me up the stairs.
 
   “Do you want to come to my place?”
 
   I gave him a suspicious look.
 
   “I can make hot cocoa.”
 
   “Hot cocoa?” That was random.
 
   “My mom used to make it every time I had a bad day.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s a tradition I’ve held onto.”
 
   The offer moved me. “Sure.”
 
   He unlocked the door and we walked inside.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to expect before I walked in. I guess I expected it to be dark and messy. There would be condoms everywhere and Playboy magazines. But it was nothing like that.
 
   Brown leather couches sat in the living room. A red rug was on the floor and a cherry wood table was in the center. Pictures of his family decorated the counter. And there was a painting on the wall.
 
   It was a young boy and girl walking hand in hand. They were on the beach, their backs to the viewer. The boy was taller and older. He carried a toy bucket and shovel. The girl wore a sundress with a hat. I recognized the brushstroke immediately. “Livia?”
 
   He nodded. “She painted that for me.”
 
   My heart melted just from looking at it.
 
   “We used to be close when we were little. Actually, we’re closer now. Whenever our parents would fight, I would take her to the beach so she wouldn’t have to listen to them yell. I always thought I was being discreet about it, but she figured it out…at least I think that’s what this painting means.”
 
   I couldn’t stop looking at it. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “My sister is very talented.”
 
   I turned to him. “You’re very fond of her.”
 
   He shrugged. “I love her. Sometimes.”
 
   I smirked at him. “You love her. All the time.”
 
   “You caught me.” He patted the sofa. “Sit down and I’ll get that hot cocoa for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He disappeared into the kitchen then reappeared with a steaming mug. “I hope you like marshmallows.”
 
   “I never have hot chocolate without them.” I took a sip. “It’s good.”
 
   “I used real cocoa. Well, my mom used real cocoa. I just copy her. I always assumed I would make them for my kids so I stole her recipe.”
 
   “Kids? You want to have kids?”
 
   He suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I just meant if I did…”
 
   That’s not what he said but I wouldn’t push him on it.
 
   He stared at me from his side of the couch.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “You keep staring at me.”
 
   “What else should I stare at?”
 
   I guess I was used to Jace staring at the TV. I didn’t answer him and I kept drinking my warm beverage.
 
   “Just in case you didn’t know, you did really well tonight. You sold your first photo for fifteen hundred, and The Purple Meadow sold for three thousand.”
 
   I almost dropped the mug. “People actually paid that much money?”
 
   He nodded. “Why wouldn’t they? You’re very good at what you do.”
 
   “Wow…I could pay rent for the rest of the year with that.”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe you should treat yourself instead. Buy a new dress or something.”
 
   “No, I need a new lens for my camera. My old one is pretty scratched up.”
 
   “I’m sure that stuff can be expensive.”
 
   “It is. But I’m sure your medical stuff is too.”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess.”
 
   I crossed my legs and held the mug in my hands. “Why did you decide to go to medical school?”
 
   “Well, my father is a surgeon. He had tremendous influence when it came to my life ambitions.”
 
   “And that’s the only reason?”
 
   “No. I wanted to be rich. I wanted to have a respectable title. I wanted to make my dad proud.”
 
   “But you don’t want to help people?” How could he leave that out?
 
   “That wasn’t a driving factor until recently.”
 
   He really did tell the truth, bluntly and with no regrets. I used to think he was a jerk but at least I always knew what he was thinking. Jace would say one thing then do the exact opposite. It made me wonder if he was lying.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” he asked.
 
   “A lot, actually. Thank you.”
 
   “I’m glad I could help. I can’t say I’ve ever felt the way you do, but I have felt excruciating, heartbreaking pain. We have that in common.”
 
   What pain did he refer to? “May I ask what?”
 
   He ran his fingers through his hair before he returned his hand to his lap. “It involves someone else’s secret, so unfortunately, I can’t share it with you.”
 
   Someone else’s secret? What are the odds that I know them? “Is it someone I know?”
 
   He nodded but didn’t speak.
 
   The only mutual friend we had in common was his sister. “Livia?”
 
   “Yeah.” His voice was weak.
 
   I wondered what happened… I wasn’t going to pry into her business, but I was concerned. “I hope everything worked out okay.”
 
   His eyes darkened. “She’s better now. But I’ll never be better.” His eyes moved away from mine and looked out the window.
 
   The despair in his voice broke my heart. I’d never seen him so dark and desolate. “I’m here if you need anything.”
 
   He turned back to me. “Thanks…”
 
   Silence stretched between us. I sipped my mug and felt the marshmallows melt in my mouth. It was much better than the cheap packaged kind. I might have to steal the recipe from him, but not so I could make it for my kids, just so I could make it for myself. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “You can ask me anything, Alaska.” His voice was quiet.
 
   “Why do you have so many one-night stands?”
 
   He averted his gaze again. I wasn’t sure if it was out of shame or because he just didn’t want to look at me. “I don’t want intimacy and I don’t want to be close to anyone. I just want to release my frustration and drive.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He still wouldn’t look at me. “When you’re close to someone, they can hurt you.”
 
   That was not a response I expected. I assumed he would say something gross, like he was trying to bed as many girls as possible until he settled down for marriage. “Has someone hurt you before?” I couldn’t picture him in a relationship.
 
   “Not in the way you’re thinking. But someone very close to me was…hurt. And I couldn’t bare it if something happened to my wife or child. It’s just easier this way…”
 
   I didn’t know what to say… Whatever happened to his sister really shook him up. Every time I saw her, she was happy and beaming. She was full of life and joy. It was hard to imagine her ever going through a dark time. But whatever happened was something Ash never forgot about. It was clear he wasn’t the asshole he always projected, and the depth of his pool was so deep I couldn’t see the bottom. “You’re nothing like I first thought.”
 
   He kept staring at the window. It was like he hadn’t heard me.
 
   I grabbed his hand with mine and caressed his knuckles. The skin was burning hot and soft. His fingertips were dry, probably from constantly washing them. I left my mug on the coffee table and scooted closer to him. Then I rested my head on his shoulder.
 
   His head leaned against mine and he played with my fingers. Neither one of us spoke, just staring out the window together. Sitting close to him made me feel unnaturally comfortable. I inhaled his scent and listened to his steady breathing. Before I could control myself, my eyes became heavy and closed. And I fell asleep.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Ash
 
   I downed my second beer while I watched the game on the screen. The Padres were playing the Giants but it was a boring game. It was nine to zero and the Giants were winning. I wasn’t even sure why I was watching it.
 
   Sage rested his arm over the back of the booth while he looked at me. “Everything okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” I sighed and leaned back.
 
   “You seem…down.”
 
   “I’m fine.” I clenched my jaw in irritation.
 
   “Alright. I’ll back off.” He glanced around the bar, taking in the talent.
 
   I wasn’t sure why I was in such a bad mood. Alaska slept at my place a few nights ago. Her head rested on my shoulder and she breathed quietly beside me. I sat still and listened to her, feeling her chest rise and fall. Her fingers eventually loosened around mine and she hooked her arm around my waist, snuggling with me like a teddy bear.
 
   My heart surged into overdrive for hours. Then I couldn’t keep my eyes open for a minute longer. I lay my head on hers and fell asleep.
 
   It was the first time I’d ever slept with a girl.
 
   I wasn’t even sure what happened. I chased after her because I knew something was wrong, but I wasn’t prepared for the sight of her tears. Seeing the pain in her eyes broke my heart. It was exactly what I wanted to avoid, to care enough about someone to feel what they feel. But it happened.
 
   My mind became weak and I held her hand, wanting to take care of her. I didn’t want her to be upset. I wanted her to be happy. I wanted her to smile. But then she broke my heart.
 
   She has a boyfriend.
 
   And he sounded like a fucking asshole.
 
   I practically stalked her through my peephole and not once did I see some guy come over. A delivery man never brought flowers. He never showed up to fix her car or give her a ride when she needed it. He wasn’t at that damn art show. I never met the guy but I already hated him.
 
   I was so confused.
 
   “Blonde at the bar is making eyes at you.” Sage nodded to the left.
 
   I turned and spotted the busty blonde who was eye-fucking the shit out of me. She probably knew about my performance through reputation, and my defined physique was obvious through my clothes. I had brains and money. What more could a girl ask for? I turned back to Sage and drank my beer.
 
   “Are you going to talk to her?”
 
   I shrugged. “Eh.”
 
   “Eh?” He stared at me like I just told him I signed up for clown school.
 
   “She’s alright…”
 
   “Um…that girl isn’t a perfect ten. She’s like a twenty.”
 
   “Why don’t you talk to her then?”
 
   “I don’t like slutty girls. I need someone with more depth.”
 
   I wasn’t listening to him. I felt the girl bore her stare into my skin. I drank my beer then wallowed in my misery.
 
   When I smelled the scent of strawberries, I knew I had company. I turned and saw the blonde standing beside me, her hands on her hips and her chest up.
 
   “Hey.” She gave me a white smile.
 
   “Hi…” I turned away and looked at the TV.
 
   Sage raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You’re Ash, right?”
 
   “What gave me away?” I sounded bored.
 
   “I’ve heard a lot of things about you—great things.” Her smile never dropped.
 
   “Yeah?” Just go away.
 
   “Why don’t we go somewhere quiet where we can talk?”
 
   Uh…
 
   Sage glared at me and mouthed, ‘what the hell are you doing?’
 
   I just wasn’t in the mood. I didn’t want to go back to my empty apartment and fuck some random girl. The idea left a bad taste in my mouth. “I’ll pass.”
 
   She flinched like I slapped her. “You’ll pass?”
 
   “I’m not feeling well tonight.”
 
   “Maybe you need another beer.”
 
   I was losing my patience. “Just leave me alone, alright?” I glared at her then waved her away with my hand. “Go throw yourself at some guy who actually wants you.”
 
   If she had a drink, she’d throw it in my face. “Fuck off, Ash.” She stormed away then headed back to the bar.
 
   Sage reached across the table and pressed his palm to my forehead. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   I pushed his arm away. “Don’t touch me.”
 
   Sage dropped back into his seat, his eyes wide. “I’ve never seen you turn down sex—ever.”
 
   “Well, I did. Get over it.”
 
   “Is there something going on that you aren’t telling me about? Because I feel like I’m talking to a completely different person.”
 
   I threw my cash on the table. “I have to go.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   I never left without finishing a beer, but I abandoned my glass and headed out. I just wanted to be alone, to not be analyzed and ridiculed. I didn’t even find that girl attractive. She was busty and thin, but she was hollow and stupid. I didn’t even want to look at her.
 
   When I came home, I sat in my car for a while, feeling the sadness creep in.
 
   What was wrong with me?
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair then leaned back in my chair. My head was spinning and I felt like I was falling. My life hadn’t been the same since that art show. Alaska’s scent was permanently lodged into my nose. The scent of lavender was heavy. Even when she wasn’t around, I smelled it.
 
   What the fuck was wrong with me?
 
   “Where do you want to have dinner?” a man said.
 
   I sat up and looked out my window. A man was walking down the stairs, holding hands with a woman in a gray dress. When they came closer, I realized who it was.
 
   “Anything but Chinese.” It was Alaska. She held his hand while she walked beside him.
 
   “You don’t like Chinese?” he asked. He wore a short sleeve shirt, and his entire arm was marked with a tattoo. It had black lines that snaked all the way to his forearm. He had short hair like he shaved it, and his eyes were a menacing green. He was filled out and packed with muscle.
 
   “No, as I’ve said on numerous occasions.” The annoyance was in her voice, but she kept it hidden. But I recognized it.
 
   “How about Mexican?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I felt sick to my stomach watching them walked together. His hand was wound tight around hers.
 
   Suddenly, he stopped before they reached his car. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be at your art show.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Judging the sadness in her tone, it wasn’t okay.
 
   He hooked his arm around her waist and kissed her. It was brief and passionless. His lips pressed against hers softly before he pulled away.
 
   And I wanted to throw up.
 
   He led her back to the car then got into the driver’s seat. He didn’t even open her door for her.
 
   Fucking asshole.
 
   Then they drove away. When their headlights disappeared, I knew they were gone.
 
   I stayed in the car, unsure what to do with myself. Pain like I’ve never known radiated through my body. My heart squeezed like a fist was clenched around it. My lungs couldn’t expand to their full potential. Nausea pooled into my stomach. I felt like shit, worse than I’d felt in a long time.
 
   What was happening to me?
 
   Wanting to get rid of this feeling, I started the engine the headed back to the bar. I couldn’t feel this way. I didn’t want this to happen. I didn’t want to get hurt. I tried not to think about Alaska, think about her with him. I tried not to remember the way she slept in my arms. I tried to forget the way she held my hand when she cried. I tried not to think about how beautiful she looked at the art sow. I tried to ignore her compassion, her selflessness, her smile, and her beautiful heart.
 
   When I walked inside the bar, Sage raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Seriously, do I need to call someone?” he asked.
 
   I headed to the busty blonde. “You still want to do this?”
 
   She smirked at me. “Looks like someone had a change of heart.”
 
   “Are we doing this or what?”
 
   She grabbed her purse then leaned close to me. “Lead the way.”
 
    
 
   I felt like shit for the rest of the week. That one-night stand was the worst I ever had. It was awkward and uncomfortable. Every time I looked down at her, I saw Alaska. My mind played tricks on me, and I pretended I was with her instead of the annoying blonde. After she left, I felt even worse.
 
   I avoided Alaska whenever possible. I stayed in my apartment and studied, not going out or doing anything. I did my laundry at my parents’ house so we wouldn’t cross paths. I just couldn’t look at her knowing she belonged to someone else. It made me sick.
 
   Why is this happening to me?
 
   A knock on the door made me flinch. Who was it?
 
   I sighed then looked through the peephole. It was Alaska.
 
   No.
 
   My car was in the parking lot so she knew I was home. Why did she have to be my neighbor? I opened the door but didn’t speak.
 
   Her eyes took me in. “Is everything okay?”
 
   Did I make it that obvious? “Yeah…I was just taking a nap.” I couldn’t think of another excuse.
 
   “Oh. Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “It’s fine. What’s up?” I couldn’t even look at her the same. My eyes drifted to her lips, noticing how pink they were. Her cheekbones were prominent, and her large eyes glowed by their own light.
 
   “I hate to bother you but…my truck won’t start.” The shame drifted over her face.
 
   “Maybe you should upgrade like I recommended.”
 
   “I know.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t get rid of it. It means too much.”
 
   Honestly, the fact that she didn’t mind driving a piece of shit made me more attracted to her. She wasn’t superficial or shallow—like me. “Let’s take a look.” I shut the door behind me and walked with her.
 
   “Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you. I’m sure you’re busy.”
 
   “I’m never too busy for you.”
 
   Her eyes softened when she looked at me.
 
   Why the hell did I just say that?
 
   I popped her hood then examined it. Then I went to the truck and tried to start it. The engine wouldn’t even turn over. “Your battery is dead.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “You must have left your lights on. The nice thing about having a newer car is they have precautions against that.” It was a subtle jab.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I had a shoot yesterday and I was in a hurry. I must have forgot.”
 
   I walked to my car then pulled the spark plugs out of the truck. “It’s okay. I’ll jump start your car.” After I plugged everything in and started my engine, I charged her battery for a few moments. Then I killed my engine then stowed everything in the truck.
 
   “Can I turn it off?” she asked.
 
   “No, let it run for a few minutes. It’ll charge your battery.”
 
   “On it’s own?” She seemed surprise.
 
   “Yeah. The engine will take care of it.”
 
   “Cool.” She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at her old truck.
 
   “Your boyfriend was unavailable?” The resentment was heavy in my voice. I couldn’t deny how much I hated him. I despised him. My words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them.
 
   She didn’t pick up on it. “He’s at work.”
 
   “Shocking…” I needed to hold my tongue.
 
   She turned to me. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   She turned off her engine then grabbed the keys. “I’ll make sure I turn off the lights this time.”
 
   “Good thinking.”
 
   We walked back up the stairs and to our apartments.
 
   “Are you doing anything right now?” she asked.
 
   I stilled. “No.”
 
   “I made lunch. Are you hungry?”
 
   Yes. But I should say no. It was hard for me to be around her. Really hard. “Sure.” No! Why did I just say that?
 
   “Great.” She walked inside and I followed her.
 
   Her apartment was half a living room, and half a studio. Pictures littered the tables in messy piles. Her camera and different lens’s were across the table. Photos hung from strings from the ceiling. I stared at them for a moment, examining each one.
 
   “Excuse the mess,” she said. “But I thrive in clutter.”
 
   “I’m not judging you.”
 
   “Your apartment is so clean and organized. I feel like a slob compared to you.”
 
   I shrugged. “In my neuroscience course I learned that people who are messy are more creative.”
 
   “I never knew that.”
 
   “It explains why my sister is a pig.” I laughed lightly.
 
   “I feel a little better then.” She walked into the kitchen and opened the oven.
 
   When she was distracted, I examined her pictures. Most of them were of her sister. They had the same eyes and the same face structure. But there was no doubt Alaska was the more beautiful one.
 
   There was one of Alaska. It was a candid shot, one that was taken without her knowledge. She was sitting on the beach with her knees pulled to her chest. Her hair blew in the breeze, and a small line of sunblock was on her nose. I couldn’t stop staring at it. I’d never seen anything more beautiful in my life.
 
   “I hate that picture.”
 
   I flinched when I realized she was next to me. “Why?”
 
   “I just don’t like taking pictures. I’m not photogenic like my sister. She’s a natural.”
 
   “You look beautiful.” The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them.
 
   “Jace always makes fun of me for that one. He says I look sad.”
 
   “Were you sad?”
 
   “No…I was just lost in thought.”
 
   Her boyfriend sounded like a dick. “Your sister should be taking pictures of you, not the other way around.” I really needed to shut my mouth.
 
   “You’re sweet.” She sauntered to the table. “But I know my sister is the pretty one.”
 
   She couldn’t be more wrong. I turned to her coffee table and saw picture frames. One caught my attention. Her boyfriend had his arm around her, and they were both smiling at the camera. He was a good-looking guy, but I hated looking at him.
 
   “I hope you like tortellini.”
 
   I came to the table and sat across from her. “It looks good.”
 
   She ate with grace and kept her back straight.
 
   I took a bite then marveled at the taste. “This is good.”
 
   “I made it from scratch.”
 
   “Where did you learn to cook?”
 
   “My nana. She used to be a chef before she retired.”
 
   “If I keep living next door to you, I’m going to get fat.”
 
   She smirked. “I feel bad for my kids. They’re going to be little fatties.”
 
   When I imagined her having kids with her boyfriend I wanted to hurl.
 
   “Everything okay, Ash?”
 
   “Yeah.” It was hard to hide my emotions from her. “What did you do last night?” I already knew what she did but I tried to make conversation.
 
   “Jace and I went out to dinner.” The sadness was in her voice.
 
   “It doesn’t sound like you had a good time.”
 
   She picked at her food but didn’t eat it. “We haven’t been the same in a long time. Sometimes I get frustrated because I don’t know how to fix it.”
 
   “Relationships shouldn’t be this difficult. He either treats you right or he doesn’t. And it’s pretty clear he doesn’t.”
 
   She eyed me from across the table. “I guess I’m holding on to what we used to be.”
 
   “Then you should let go.” I really wanted her to dump him. I knew I didn’t have a chance with her, but I preferred it if she was with a good guy, someone that made her happy and did everything possible just to make her smile.
 
   She dropped the subject and finished her lunch. “I couldn’t eat another bite…” she rested her hand on her stomach.
 
   “Where do you hide it?” I gave her a light smile.
 
   She snickered. “I usually jog in the mornings. If I didn’t, I’d be obese.”
 
   I doubted that for some reason. I picked up our dishes then carried them to the sink. Then I started to wash them.
 
   “You don’t have to do that.” She grabbed the dish, our hands touching.
 
   My breath hitched as soon as I felt her warm skin.
 
   “You’re my guest. And you helped me.”
 
   I released the dish and stepped away, wanting space to be between us. “Thank you for lunch.”
 
   ‘Thanks for being a wonderful neighbor.”
 
   “Yeah…” I needed to get out of here.  “Well, I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Okay.” She walked with me to the door then she opened it. “Ash?”
 
   I stepped out then turned around. “Hmm?”
 
   “Is everything okay? You seem a little…down.”
 
   Dying inside was a better way to describe it. “I’m just tired.” I never lied before. I was used to blurting out the truth no matter how insensitive it was. But I couldn’t tell her the truth.
 
   Because I didn’t even know what the truth was.
 
    
 
   I walked into Mrs. Patelo’s room with her chart in hand.
 
   She smiled the second she saw me. “You’re back.”
 
   “Yep, back to my clinical rotation.” I sat in the stool and looked over her blood work. “How are you liking your kindle?”
 
   “It’s wonderful. I love it.”
 
   “Good. Find any new books?”
 
   “I found this new book called Fifty Shades of Grey. Have you heard of it?”
 
   I smirked, feeling my face tint. “I’ve heard a few things…”
 
   “Well, it’s on the bestsellers list so I thought I’d give it a try.”
 
   She’s in for a treat. “At least you aren’t reading Harry Potter again.”
 
   “I will again. But I thought I’d look for something new.”
 
   I flipped through her papers and made a few notes.
 
   “Why couldn’t you be my physician last week?” she asked.
 
   “I missed my exam so I was removed from patient care hours until I took it.”
 
   “Oh.” She adjusted her pillow and sat up. “Why did you miss your exam? Were you under the weather?”
 
   “No. My friend’s truck wouldn’t start and she was in a hurry. I let her drive my car while I changed her oil.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed while she stared at me. She pressed her lips together while she thought for a long time. “That was nice of you.”
 
   I shrugged. “She didn’t have anyone else.”
 
   “What kind of truck does she have?”
 
   “Some piece of crap that’s at least thirty years old.” I laughed just thinking about it.
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   She pressed her lips together again. “Nothing.”
 
   I didn’t press her on it.
 
   “You seem down lately.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   Alaska came into my mind. “I’ve just been stressed…”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Nothing worth mentioning.” I grabbed my stethoscope and positioned it to my ears.
 
   “Is Dr. James having girl problems?” she pressed.
 
   I smirked. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Just a hunch.”
 
   I didn’t see the harm in telling her. I had no one else to tell. If I mentioned it to my sister, she would beg me to marry Alaska. “My new neighbor has been turning my life upside down, basically. I just wanted to sleep with her when I first met her, but now…I don’t know.”
 
   She stared at me while she waited for me to continue.
 
   “She’s just really cool. She’s passionate and compassionate. She loves her artwork and she’s talented at her craft. She’s drop-dead gorgeous and she’s totally ignorant to it. She drives a beat up truck because she doesn’t care about expensive things. She’s soft and friendly, but if you cross her she won’t let you get away with it.”
 
   “It sounds like you don’t just like her…” A smirk was on her lips.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I felt. “I went to her art show, but during the bidding she disappeared. When I followed her outside, she was sitting in the dark crying to herself…” I hated thinking about it. “I’m not an emotional guy and I don’t care about other people, but when I saw her my heart broke.”
 
   Mrs. Patelo sat up. “Why was she crying?”
 
   “She just feels alone. She doesn’t have parents who want her, and her piece of shit boyfriend wasn’t there.” I got angry from thinking about it.
 
   “You don’t like him?”
 
   “Fuck no.” I shouldn’t curse in front of her, but it just came out. “He doesn’t deserve her. He doesn’t treat her right. I don’t know how he landed her, but if I were him, I’d be busting my ass to keep her around.”
 
   A slight smile stretched her lips. “Does she know how you feel?”
 
   “No…I’m not going to tell her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She has a boyfriend. And she made it clear she wasn’t interested in me. I’ll settle as her friend because that’s all I’m going to get…”
 
   “Shouldn’t you just see what happens?” she suggested.
 
   “I already know what would happen.” I set the chart aside and began my examination.
 
   “Dr. James is in love.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “And in denial,” she teased.
 
   I knew I was fond of her, but I couldn’t fall in love. That was a line I would never cross. If I fell too deep, I would drown. I was barely keeping my head above water was it was.
 
    
 
   Scotty and Liam sat across from me in the booth.
 
   Scotty sipped his drink while he stared at me. “So…where did you disappear to the other night?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” My mind was elsewhere.
 
   “At the art show. When Livia and I looked around you were gone…and so was Alaska.” The meaning of his words was clear.
 
   “She had to step outside so I joined her.” That was all I was willing to share.
 
   “Alaska is a cool girl. I like her.”
 
   “Good for you,” I snapped.
 
   Liam drank his beer and stayed out of the conversation.
 
   “So, how’s her truck running?” Scotty asked.
 
   I was going to snap his neck. “Fine.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Liam asked.
 
   “Ash, the biggest jackass in the world, missed an exam just to help his neighbor…Alaska.” Scotty gave me a knowing look.
 
   “Wow.” Liam understood the significance.
 
   “I helped her. Big deal.” I was getting sick of this.
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” Scotty said. “But for you, it is.”
 
   I rubbed the area between my eyes. “Let’s talk about something else.”
 
   “Why?” Scotty asked.
 
   “Because I’m sick of talking about her.”
 
   “Why don’t you ask her out?” Scotty asked.
 
   “She has a boyfriend.” I just wanted this conversation to end.
 
   Scotty nodded his head and had a knowing look in his eyes. “Now it makes sense…”
 
   “What makes sense?” I was practically growling.
 
   “Why you haven’t gone for her.”
 
   “I don’t like her,” I snapped.
 
   “Right…” He sipped his beer.
 
   “Just drop it. I mean it.”
 
   Liam smirked. “You’re awfully defensive.”
 
   “I’m getting another beer.” Mine was half full but I needed a break from these guys. I headed to the counter and ordered another bottle. I was tired of people asking me about her. She was just a girl. She wasn’t special. She didn’t mean anything to me…
 
   The bartender finally slipped me the bottle and I downed half of it in a single gulp. I turned around and surveyed the bar. People were gathered around tables and pressed against the walls. The music was loud, but I preferred that so I couldn’t hear my own thoughts.
 
   “Are you drunk enough?” a man said a few seats away from me.
 
   “You know you don’t need to get me drunk to take me how you like.” The girl giggled at the end of her sentence.
 
   I glanced over, wondering why this couple wasn’t keeping their voices down.
 
   A man ran his fingers through her hair then tucked it behind her ear. “You look beautiful tonight, Sarah.”
 
   She smirked, a redness coming to her cheeks. “You already have me…you don’t need to butter me up.”
 
   I wanted to gag. I looked away and kept drinking my beer.
 
   “You ready to head to my place?” he pressed.
 
   “You fuck me all the time. Why are you in such a hurry now?” She drank her beer and let him press her into the bar.
 
   He used his size to pin her. Then he placed both arms on either side of her, caging her in. A tattoo marked his entire left arm. It wound around his forearm and reached his wrist.
 
   My blood pounded in my ears.
 
   The girl turned slightly, trying to get out of his grasp. “You’re bossy.”
 
   He dropped his left hand and turned, facing my direction.
 
   I recognized his face. He had the hazel eyes from the picture. His hair was so short, he was practically bald. His arms were thick like trees. He had a darkness in his eyes, a threat.
 
   It was definitely Jace.
 
   Alaska was sitting at home, organizing her pictures and filing them. She would cook dinner for herself and eat alone. Sometimes when I walked by, I heard music from her apartment. She was lost in her artistic zone, but alone nonetheless.
 
   And this fucker was out pounding pussy? He missed her art show, didn’t open the door for her, didn’t help her with her car, and worked all the time, and now he was cheating on her?
 
   I saw red.
 
   Fucking red.
 
   I slammed my bottle onto the counter, making it break in half.
 
   Everyone stilled around me, wondering what was happening.
 
   I marched to himthen slammed the rest of the bottle directly onto his head. “You fucking asshole.”
 
   The girl gasped then got out of the way.
 
   Jace fell to the floor, cowering. Blood dripped from his skull, but he was still conscious. He looked up at me, the anger in his eyes. “What the fuck?” He climbed to his feet, ready to kill me.
 
   I punched him in the face before he could get a hit in. “You have the perfect woman sitting at home waiting for you, but you’re here with this tramp? What the hell is wrong with you? How could you do this to her?”
 
   Confusion came into his eyes.
 
   “She’s the most amazing girl in the world. God, you’re such a fucking idiot.”
 
   Blood dripped from his mouth. He landed a punch on my face, but I hit him back. We were the same size, but I had the rage coursing through my veins. “I’m going to kill you for hurting her.” I punched him again then hit him in the stomach.
 
   His whore sobbed. “Stop! Leave him alone.”
 
   I was grabbed from behind and yanked back. “Calm the fuck down.” Scotty’s voice was in my ear.
 
   “You want to get arrested?” Liam had one arm around me and he was dragging me away.
 
   I tried to get away. I wanted to bury this fucker in the ground then spit on his corpse.
 
   They pulled me out of the bar and into the parking lot.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” Scotty looked at me like I was crazy. “You slammed a fucking bottle into his skull.”
 
   “He’s cheating on Alaska.” I shook just from thinking about it. “He’s fucking pussy behind her back. Fucker.”
 
   Liam finally let me go. “You still shouldn’t go ape-shit on him.”
 
   “Leave me the fuck alone.“ I was still so angry that I was seeing red.
 
   Scotty glanced over his shoulder. “You should get out of here. I’m sure someone called the cops.”
 
   “Too bad it wasn’t because a homicide just happened,” I said bitterly.
 
   “Seriously, go.” Scotty pushed me toward my car. “Now.”
 
   “Fine.” I pulled my keys out then got inside.
 
   The other two got into their trucks and drove away. Now that the adrenaline had passed, I realized I had to tell Alaska what I saw. I wasn’t looking forward to this. I hated the guy and wanted her to break up with him anyway, but I didn’t want him to cheat on her. I didn’t want him to hurt her… I left the parking lot and drove back to my apartment, the stress weighing on my heart.
 
    
 
   When I reached her door, my heart was beating a million miles an hour. I swallowed the lump in my throat, hating myself for what I was about to do. When I first saw Alaska in that bar, I was obsessed with her. I’d never seen a more beautiful woman in my life. She deserved the perfect guy, someone that worshipped the ground below her feet. But she was with a piece of shit.
 
   I held my fist to the door then finally knocked.
 
   Music played from her apartment. I knew she was working while her stereo relaxed her. I imagined a lost strand of hair falling from her ear while she leaned over, focused on her work. Why was Jace out with another girl when he could be here with her? I don’t understand it. She was perfect, flawless. She was the coolest person I knew. She had the whole package. She had a heart of gold, the body of a supermodel, and she was fun.
 
   She opened the door, wearing yoga pants and a t-shirt. “Hey. What’s up?” Her hair was pulled back and she didn’t wear any make up. But she looked gorgeous.
 
   I didn’t want to do this. “Hey…”
 
   She studied my face, seeing the pain in my eyes. “Is everything okay?”
 
   No. “Can I come in?”
 
   “Sure…” She stepped aside and let me enter her apartment. Then she turned off the stereo and gave me her full attention. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t know how to say this…”
 
   She came closer to me, eyeing me. “Ash, you’re shaking.” Her hands moved to my arms, trying to still them. As soon as she touched me, I felt the burn in my heart. Her hands were cold compared to the warmth of my body, but I liked the sensation. Jace could touch her whenever he wanted but he didn’t care. He got to have sex with her whenever he wanted, but he preferred someone else.
 
   Fucking lunatic.
 
   “Ash?” The concern was in her eyes.
 
   “I went out tonight and saw Jace.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Where? He’s working.”
 
   That fucking liar. “No, he wasn’t. I saw him at the Gaslight.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m positive.” I felt the anger seep out. “He wasn’t alone, Alaska.”
 
   Her eyes dilated slightly and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “What do you mean?”
 
   “He was with a girl. They were kissing and touching. And I overheard them talk. They’ve been sleeping together for a while.” I hated myself for telling her this. Why did it have to be me? I didn’t want to tell her, to break her heart.
 
   She dropped her hands and stepped back. Her breathing had increased. “But he wouldn’t do that…”
 
   “I wish I was wrong, Alaska. But I’m not.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest. “There must be some sort of mistake.”
 
   “There wasn’t,” I said firmly. “I beat the shit out of him until I was dragged out. I got a good look at his face and his tattoo. And he responded to his name. It was he. There is no doubt.”
 
   Alaska stared at the ground, breathing hard.
 
   “I know this is hard for you…I understand. But I’m not making this up.”
 
   She grabbed her cell phone and made a call.
 
   “Alaska, I saw him.”
 
   “I’m calling the firehouse to see if he’s there.”
 
   “He won’t be.”
 
   She stayed on the line until someone answered. “Hi. Is Jace there? He’s supposed to be working tonight. Yeah, I’ll hold.” She stared at me while she waited for him to pick up.
 
   I didn’t want to see her reaction when she realized he lied to her.
 
   “Hello?” Her voice picked up slightly. “Jace?”
 
   What?
 
   “You’re at work?” The surprise was in her voice. “Have you been there the whole time?”
 
   What the fuck was going on?
 
   “I was just wondering…” Her voice became weak. “I’m sorry for bothering you. Bye.” She hung up. “He’s been at work the whole time.”
 
   What the fuck? “Does he have a twin?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then it was him. I know what I saw. I know who I punched.”
 
   She shrugged. “He’s been at the firehouse.”
 
   When I laid out the geography of San Diego in my mind, I realized the firehouse was less than a mile away. “Fucking pussy…”
 
   She stared at me, unsure what to say.
 
   “He ran to the firehouse immediately afterwards because he knew you would call.” I gripped my skull and breathed through the rage. “Fucking asshole.”
 
   She gripped the phone and remained quiet.
 
   “Alaska, you have to believe me. This guy is playing you. I wouldn’t lie to you.”
 
   She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and didn’t look at me.
 
   “Alaska.” I came closer to her, gripping her arms. “He doesn’t care about you. He’s lying to you every day and sneaking around behind your back. That’s why he’s never around. He has a full-time job and another girlfriend. Why don’t you believe me?”
 
   She continued to grip the phone. “Maybe you’re just doing this in the hope that we’ll break up…so you can sleep with me.”
 
   That was a slap in the face. I stepped back, wounded. My hands dropped to my sides and I felt empty, broken. My heart was beating hard but I wasn’t getting enough blood. “Alaska, I care about you. You’re my friend and you mean a lot to me. I don’t just want to sleep with you. There’s so much more…”
 
   She still wouldn’t look at me. “You’ve never liked him.”
 
   “Because he hurt you!” My eyes were about to fall out of my head. “You’re every guy’s fantasy. You should be with a man that makes you smile, that gives you the damn world. If you don’t want to be with me, fine. Whatever. I don’t care. But be with someone that actually deserves you, not this creep.”
 
   She finally looked at me, her body tensing.
 
   “Did the last month never happen?” Was this really happening? “I thought we were friends? I thought we trusted each other? I told you things I never admitted to anyone else. How could you possibly think I would ever manipulate you like that? You’re suspicious of me because I was honest with you from the beginning. Yeah, I wanted to sleep with you. Who cares? But you aren’t suspicious of him? The guy who’s never around? The guy who has to work all the time? It’s like you don’t even know me.”
 
   She turned away from me, her arms across her chest. “Ash, you should go.”
 
   Was this really happening? “You’re going to stay with him?”
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   Now I remembered why I didn’t care about other people. Because all they did was hurt you.
 
   “Fine. Waste your time with him. Settle for less than what you deserve. It’s not my problem.” I left her apartment then barricaded myself in mine. I was so angry, so livid, that I couldn’t think straight.
 
   I sat on the couch and stared out the window, wondering where everything went wrong. I never cared about anyone and I had no problem staying that way. But then Alaska walked into my life, a blazing inferno full of light and heat. She came too close to me, and as hard as I tried to stay away, she burned me. 


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Alaska
 
   I couldn’t imagine Jace betraying me like that. It didn’t make any sense. I even asked him if it was time we went our separate ways and he said it wasn’t. He wanted to stay in the relationship, to be a better boyfriend.
 
   So why would he cheat?
 
   I didn’t think Ash was a liar. He probably saw a guy that looked similar to Jace. Ash had never seen him in real life, so how did he know what he looked like? And the fact Jace was at work like he said he would be contradicted everything Ash said.
 
   I stood in front of Jace’s door, carrying a platter of tamales. I knew he hate unhealthy all day at work, so I wanted him to have a home-cooked meal.
 
   He answered the door wearing a baseball cap and jeans. “Hey, baby.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   He kissed me on the cheek and let me come inside.
 
   “Smells good,” he said.
 
   “Thanks. I always use my nana’s recipes.”
 
   “Good for me.” He took it into the kitchen then set it on the counter. “How was your day?”
 
   “Good.” I kept thinking about what Ash said to me. “You’re probably wondering why I called you at the firehouse the other night.”
 
   He said nothing, just watching me.
 
   “A friend claimed he saw you with someone else at a bar.” I shook my head slightly. “Obviously, he was wrong.”
 
   “Very wrong. I’m a one woman kind of guy.” He gave me a smile then opened his refrigerator. “Beer?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He twisted the cap off then handed it to me. “So, you called the fire house to see if I was really at work?”
 
   “Yeah…I just wanted to prove him wrong.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   I eyed his cap. He never wore hats. “Why are you wearing a hat?”
 
   He adjusted it slightly. “My hair didn’t turn out right.”
 
   He barely had any hair… I decided to let it go. I’ve had too many meltdowns about my hair and clothes to say I hadn’t acted the same way. “What did you want to do tonight?”
 
   “Actually, the playoffs are on…I was hoping to watch it.”
 
   Oh…I was hoping for something more romantic. “Okay.”
 
   “Is that cool?” He cringed while he waited for my reaction.
 
   “Yeah, it’s fine.” I tried to hide my disappointment.
 
   “Cool.” He moved to the couch and turned on the TV. As soon as the game was on, he got into it.
 
   I stayed on my side of the couch and eventually fell asleep. I dozed off for a while then woke up at the last inning. Still bored, I played with my phone and tried to entertain myself. Jace was a fan of almost every sport, so he usually wanted to sit in front of the TV all year round.
 
   When the game was finally over, he clapped. “Shane owes me fifty bucks.”
 
   “Wow…big spender,” I teased.
 
   He turned off the TV. “Ready for bed?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’m just going to head to the bathroom first.” He walked away and shut the door.
 
   Just like last time, his phone lit up. And I saw the same name.
 
   Sarah.
 
   The paranoid set into my bones. My natural instinct was to grab it and read the message. But what kind of girl would that make me? If I didn’t trust him, then I shouldn’t be in the relationship. I wouldn’t violate his privacy like that. He would never do it to me.
 
   He returned a moment later. “Let’s get to bed. I’m exhausted.”
 
   Oh…I assumed we wouldn’t be sleeping. I hid my displeasure then walked into the bedroom.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t seen Ash in a week. He was never in the laundry room, and I never crossed paths with him. It was like he disappeared.
 
   I felt guilty for what I said to him. He was a good guy and I found it hard to believe he was trying to manipulate me. Perhaps he really did see someone that looked identical to Jace. It could happen…
 
   I hated to admit it, but I missed him. Ash was initially some creep that just wanted to get between my legs, but he grew into something more. He was a friend that made me laugh. He was someone I opened up to. I usually hid my emotions from everyone, even my sister. But I didn’t hesitate when it came to Ash. He was a different person than he projected. Underneath all his layers, he was sweet and kind.
 
   Which made me feel worse about the whole thing.
 
   I had an engagement shoot at Pacific Beach. I packed everything and placed it on the passenger seat. I was already running late because my hair just wouldn’t cooperate, so I sprinted to the driver’s seat and hopped in. But when I turned the key, the engine wouldn’t start.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   What the hell was wrong with it now? I just changed the oil, and the battery was charged. I checked the light switch and realized it was on.
 
   Fuck. I left them on when I came home last night.
 
   Damn it.
 
   Shit, what do I do?
 
   I pulled out my phone and called Jace. It went straight to voicemail. He wasn’t at work so where was he?
 
   I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I called my sister instead. She didn’t answer either.
 
   Why did I have the worst luck in the world?
 
   I eyed Ash’s apartment then rejected the idea. I couldn’t ask him for help. We weren’t speaking to one another and I felt guilty for asking him for anything. I knew I pissed him off last week.
 
   I just needed to get someone to jump my engine. I got out and popped the hood. Hopefully, somebody would come home and help me. And hopefully, they had jumper cables stashed into their car. That was my only hope.
 
   But I was running late. Actually, I already was late.
 
   Shit.
 
   I heard footsteps behind me, and I rejoiced at the possibility of help. But when I turned around, it was Ash. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. His bag was over one shoulder and his stethoscope hung out.
 
   Disappointed, I turned back around and ignored him.
 
   “Need some help?” He stood beside me.
 
   “No, I’m okay.”
 
   He didn’t move. “I can jump your car.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. I’m sure you have somewhere to be.” And I doubt he wanted to help me.
 
   “Jace is working?” The anger was clear in his voice.
 
   “He didn’t answer.”
 
   “Hmm…I wonder what he could possibly be doing?” The sarcasm dripped.
 
   “You should probably get to class.” That was my nice way of getting rid of him. I didn’t want to be yelled at during an emergency.
 
   He peeked into my passenger door. “You have a shoot?”
 
   “I’m already late.” I sighed. Maybe I should just get a new car.
 
   He dropped his things on the ground then grabbed the cables from his car.
 
   “You don’t have to help me…”
 
   “I’m perfectly aware of that.” The annoyance was in his voice. He hooked everything up then started his engine. Then he tried to start mine. The engine wouldn’t even turn. That wasn’t even a clicking sound.
 
   That couldn’t be good.
 
   He hopped out. “Your battery is dead. You need a new one.”
 
   Why is this happening right now? Why couldn’t this happen when I was headed to the grocery store or out for drinks? “Fuck.” I never cursed, only when I was really upset.
 
   Ash studied my face for a moment. Then he looked at his stuff on the ground. He took a deep breath then looked back at me. “Take my car. I’ll take care of your truck.”
 
   He couldn’t be serious. “Ash, it’s okay. You must have class.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.”
 
   I couldn’t look at him because I felt so ashamed. “Why are you helping me?”
 
   He grabbed my stuff from the passenger seat then threw it inside his car. “Because no matter what happens, you’re still my friend. And I always have your back.” He tossed his keys at me. “Now go.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. “Ash…”
 
   “You’re wasting time.”
 
   “Thank you.” I didn’t look at him when I said it. I got into his BMW and drove away.
 
    
 
   When I returned, my truck was exactly where I left it. I grabbed my things and walked to his door. The couple I was shooting was understanding about my lateness. I was lucky they were so nice about it. I wasn’t exactly cheap so it was inappropriate to waste their time.
 
   I got to his door and knocked. I don’t know what I would have done if Ash hadn’t helped me. I would have been stranded until someone could come to my rescue. It’d been hours since I called Jace and he still hadn’t called me back. What was he doing?
 
   Ash opened the door, his eyes guarded. He didn’t speak.
 
   “I didn’t scratch your car.”
 
   “I never assumed you did.”
 
   I handed the keys back to him. “Thanks for letting me borrow it…”
 
   “Sure.” He handed my keys over. “I got a new battery and now it’s as good as new—just don’t leave your lights on.”
 
   “How much was it?” I opened my purse and snaked my hand inside.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” he said immediately. “Now we’re square.”
 
   “What have I ever done for you…?”
 
   “You cooked for me several times.”
 
   “Because you helped me,” I argued.
 
   “Just don’t worry about it,” he said quickly. He grabbed his bag then walked out. “I need to run. I’ll see you around…” He didn’t look back at me as he walked away. It was like we weren’t even friends anymore. The trust was gone between us. He was always still and uncomfortable when he was around me.
 
   And I didn’t like that at all.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Ash
 
   I sat on the couch and drank my beer while I watched the game.
 
   “I thought you had clinical today?” Livia sat beside me.
 
   Scotty was in the kitchen, finishing dinner.
 
   “I don’t have it this week.” Because I blew off my exam to help Alaska—again.
 
   Livia studied my face. “Or you missed another exam?”
 
   If painting didn’t work out, she could be a detective. “I may have…”
 
   “Why did you miss two?” The concern was in her voice. “You can’t afford to miss any more patient care.”
 
   I didn’t want to admit it. “I just missed it, okay?”
 
   “Did Alaska have anything to do with this?”
 
   Damn it. “She needed a new battery and she needed to get to work. Scotty picked me up and helped me out.”
 
   Livia stared at me like she’d never seen me before. “Ash…”
 
   “Don’t give me shit about it. I couldn’t leave her there without help.”
 
   “No…that’s not what I was going to say.” Her eyes softened. “You’re so in love with this girl.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” I jumped to my feet and headed to the refrigerator. I needed another beer—right now.
 
   Scotty leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you in denial about this?”
 
   “I admit I’m fond of her but I don’t love her,” I barked.
 
   “You smashed her boyfriend’s skull with a beer bottle.” Scotty gave me a firm look. “Dude, you snapped. I’ve never seen you that angry before.”
 
   “He did what?” Livia raised her voice.
 
   I guess Scotty never told her. “I caught Alaska’s boyfriend cheating on her. I guess I just…lost it.”
 
   Livia covered her face. “Did you tell her?”
 
   I felt the anger come back. “She didn’t believe me.”
 
   “How could she not believe you?” Scotty asked incredulously. “You saw everything.”
 
   “He said he was working, so she called the firehouse to check. That smart fucker got there before she called and acted like he’d been there the whole time.”
 
   “Seriously?” Scotty asked. “So, she’s still with him?”
 
   “Unfortunately.” I downed half my beer, wanting to pass out.
 
   “That poor girl.” Livia shook her head. “She deserves someone better than that.”
 
   “I know she does.” I felt the depression sink in. “She’s the most amazing girl I’ve ever met. Not only is she beautiful, but she’s just…really cool. I don’t understand how he can be out with another woman when she’s waiting at home for him. How can she not be good enough for him?”
 
   Livia gave me a look I’d never seen before. “She’s the one, Ash.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “None of this girl gossip shit. She’s just a friend and I care about her.”
 
   “The most amazing girl in the world?” Scotty stared me down. “Those are your words, not mine.”
 
   “You sacrificed two exams just to help her get to work. No offense, but your schoolwork is a lot more important than her photo shoots, which means you lied to her and never told her you were sacrificing your schoolwork for her. I have no doubt she would never let you go through with it. Therefore, you lied to her because you were determined to help her, no matter the cost. And you’ve never done that for anyone before, not even me.” Livia kept staring at me, proving her point. “Ash, she isn’t just a friend.”
 
   I stepped away, needing my space. “She doesn’t feel the same way so it doesn’t matter.”
 
   “How do you now unless you ask?” My sister followed me.
 
   “She has a boyfriend and she refuses to believe he’s cheating on her.” I clenched my jaw. “It’s pretty clear she doesn’t have feelings for me.”
 
   “Maybe she’s in denial just like you are.”
 
   “No, I already hit on her once and she rejected me, coldly. She wants nothing more than my friendship, if that. I was stupid for ever getting close to her, for ever letting her in as much as I did. Because now it just hurts.” I walked out without looking back. My beer was still in my hand. I didn’t want to look at my sister or at Scotty. I just wanted to leave—to get out.
 
    
 
   Sage met me at the bar. Of all my friends, he was the least annoying. He could be quiet when I asked, and he didn’t sick his nose in my personal life as much as my sister and Scotty.
 
   Sage watched the game. “If the Padres don’t make it to the playoffs, I’m going to be pissed.”
 
   “How much did you bet?”
 
   “Two-hundred.”
 
   “I hope you win—so you can buy me a beer afterwards.”
 
   “Nah, I’d rather take a girl on a date.”
 
   Sage was different than I was. He was looking for the right woman, not just someone to hit his sheets for the night. But that made him picky, and he was hard to impress.
 
   “How’s it going with Alaska?” he asked.
 
   “She’s just a friend,” I blurted.
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is she seeing anyone?”
 
   I glared at him. “She has a boyfriend. And even if she didn’t, she’s off limits.”
 
   He smirked. “I thought you said she’s just a friend?”
 
   “You aren’t good enough for her.”
 
   He shook his head slightly. “You’re in—”
 
   “If you finish that sentence I’ll break my bottle over your head.”
 
   He closed his mouth and watched the game again.
 
   Smart decision.
 
   “Can I say something? It’s not directly about her.”
 
   “Why not? You’re going to say something anyway.”
 
   “You really went psycho on her boyfriend? Because I’ve been hearing rumors…”
 
   “He’s a piece of shit and he deserved it.” I felt no remorse for what I did.
 
   “If he pressed charges, wouldn’t you have been kicked out of school?”
 
   Medical school was different than traditional college. The standards were harder and they had strict rules about that type of thing. As physicians, we were held to a higher standard. Even a speeding ticket could cost my medical license. “I suppose…”
 
   “And you risked that for her?”
 
   “And she didn’t leave the fucker.” I hated thinking about it. My brain was about to explode.
 
   “She must really be something…” He sipped his beer again and dropped the subject.
 
   I didn’t go back to the Gaslight because it was too soon. I didn’t want to be spotted and questioned. I decided to lay low. There were plenty of things to do in Pacific Beach and La Jolla, and more bars than I could count.
 
   “So…are you doing okay?” he asked. “In general?”
 
   “I’ve been better.”
 
   “Maybe you should move.”
 
   I smirked. “I’ve considered it. My lease isn’t up for a few months though.”
 
   “I’m sure Scotty and Livia wouldn’t mind letting you live with them temporarily.”
 
   I cringed. “And share a wall with my sister? No thanks.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   I ordered another beer and tried to fight the pounding headache behind my eyes. People were crowded in the bar and the music was loud. I couldn’t hear the game on the TV but I could see it.
 
   A group of guys walked in, all wearing San Diego Firefighter t-shirts.
 
   I smelled trouble.
 
   I glanced to the left and noticed Jace. And he wasn’t alone. That same blonde was on his arm. There was a noticeable scar along the side of his head, the mark I left on him. He probably wouldn’t press charges because he would have to admit I attacked him, and if he was at the firehouse the whole time, his cover to Alaska would be blown. I guess that was in my favor.
 
   The fact he was with all his coworkers made me sick. None of them knew Alaska? She called and checked in on him a few times. They just covered for him? They let her believe his lies? If I were a cheater, my sister would be the first one to rat me out.
 
   “What?” Sage caught my look.
 
   “That’s her boyfriend.” I nodded in their direction.
 
   He cast a discreet glance. “Which one?”
 
   “The one with the blonde.”
 
   He looked back at me. “You’re sure?”
 
   “You see the scar on his head?”
 
   “Should we leave…?”
 
   “I’m not scared of him.”
 
   He eyed him hesitantly. “Me neither but…he’s with a dozen firefighters.”
 
   “Still don’t care.” I drank my beer.
 
   “You aren’t mad that he’s still cheating on her?”
 
   “Of course, I’m mad. But I already told Alaska and she didn’t believe me.”
 
   He pulled out his phone. “Um…in case you haven’t noticed, technology has changed in the past few years.”
 
   It didn’t cross my mind. I pulled out my phone and turned on the camera.
 
   “Just record it and send it to her. She won’t be able to deny that.”
 
   I leaned back and stood the camera up against my glass. “I’d like to see her try.”
 
   Sage and I drank our beers while the asshole smothered the blonde in kisses. His hand gripped her ass a few times, and he sucked her neck while he pushed her into the bar. Watching it made me sick. I wished I were doing that with Alaska, kissing her and holding her. I fantasized about her so many times, wished it was her I was fucking and not the random girl under me. I would never get to be with her, but at least this fucker wouldn’t either.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Alaska
 
   I sat on the couch and watched TV. I didn’t feel like going out or doing anything. Jace was at work so I had nothing to do with anyone. The more I thought about Jace, the more confused I became. Should relationships be this much work? He was the only serious boyfriend I ever had so I didn’t have anything to compare it to. We used to be so happy and in love. Lately, I’ve felt like his desire for me has dwindled. Sometimes I feel like he doesn’t even want to be around me.
 
   What happened? What went wrong? Maybe I was holding onto the relationship because of what we used to be. I already talked to him and told him my concerns. He said he would be better but he wasn’t. Perhaps I should just end the relationship while we were still friendly with one another. If I waited too long, it could cause more pain and resentment. I didn’t want to hurt Jace. I really care about him.
 
   A knock on my door shattered my thoughts. The knock was light, almost hesitant. Even though I was wearing my lazy clothes, I decided to answer the door anyway. I didn’t care if I looked hideous.
 
   I looked through the peephole and spotted Ash on the other side. What did he want? I felt a sudden surge of joy when I realized he was outside my apartment. Maybe he and I could be friends again, be what we once were. I’d grown fond of him over the months.
 
   I answered the door. “Hey. Car trouble?”
 
   He didn’t laugh. He didn’t smile. He didn’t seem amused at all.
 
   “Okay…is everything alright?”
 
   “No, I’ll make this quick.” He took out his phone then hit the screen a few times. “Is Jace working tonight?” His voice was as cold as ice.
 
   What was going on? “Yeah. Why?”
 
   “I just sent you something. Look at it.”
 
   My heart moved into my throat. “Why?”
 
   “Just do it.” He waited for me to grab my phone.
 
   I pulled it out of my pocket then checked my messages. “You sent me a video?”
 
   “Watch it.”
 
   I suddenly felt scared. “Ash, what’s going on?”
 
   “You’ll see.” His eyes looked lifeless, dull.
 
   This whole situation was making me uneasy.
 
   “For what its worth, I feel like shit.” His eyes looked empty and dead. His lips were pressed tight together, and his body was tense.
 
   My thumb shook before I hit the play button.
 
   There was the counter to the bar and a group of guys were standing by it, but the person in focus was Jace. He was wearing a firefighter t-shirt just like the rest of the guys, and his tattoo was visible. His arm was around the waist of a blonde woman. And he was kissing her…
 
   Ash kept staring at me, keeping his silence.
 
   Jace gripped her back while he held her close to him. Then he moved her against the bar, closing her in. He kissed her passionately, like he was a sailor who’d been on leave for months. He cupped her face while he did it. Then he pulled away, rubbing his nose against hers. She smiled, loving the way he was relishing her. The video went on for minutes, the same thing happening repeatedly. It was clear he didn’t just meet the girl. He’d known her for a while.
 
   I wasn’t sure what hurt more. The fact he was cheating on me, or the fact he never kissed me the way he kissed this girl. He used to be affectionate with me, never keeping his hands off me. But that passion died months ago. Now he was doing it with her, actually looking at her. The game was on in the background but he didn’t look at it once.
 
   I lowered the phone, breathing hard. I couldn’t think. It was so much to take in. He lied to me. He’d been lying to me for a long time. He wasn’t in love with me. He didn’t even respect me. When I asked if we should just call it quits, he said he wanted to work on our relationship. Why would he say that then string me along like this?
 
   Along with the pain was embarrassment. Jace didn’t even try to be discreet about it. All the guys he worked with knew about it. When I called they covered for him, seeing me as the stupid girlfriend Jace didn’t really care about. I thought about the text messages he would get on his phone, always from the same girl.
 
   Sarah.
 
   Was my entire relationship a lie? Did he ever care about me? Did he ever love me? It would have hurt if he left me for another girl, but I would have accepted it and let him walk away. If he wanted to be with her, I wouldn’t have fought for him. But to lie to me…for so long…made me sick. When he was with me, he was with her. Those lips had tasted someone just a day before he tasted me. When we were in his bed, Sarah was in that bed right after me. Maybe even before.
 
   God, this hurt.
 
   While the pain was evident, the numb was stronger. My body couldn’t handle the betrayal, at least not at once. In order to survive, my mind numbed me, protecting me. My entire life had been filled with men who could never speak the truth. They bailed and left me to fend for myself. First it was my father and now it was Jace. He couldn’t just respect me and tell me the truth? That there was someone else? How long was he going to drag this out? Until he got caught?
 
   “Alaska…?” Ash’s voice was gentle. “I didn’t want to show that to you. I hate the look on your face…it kills me.”
 
   I forgot he was there even though I was looking directly at him. I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to regain my composure. I already cried in front of Ash and I didn’t want to do it again. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you the first time…”
 
   “Don’t do that,” he said immediately. “Don’t apologize.”
 
   I was in so much pain that I didn’t know what to do with myself. “I feel so stupid…”
 
   He stared at me, the heartbreak in his eyes.
 
   “I…I need to go.” I stepped back inside my apartment.
 
   Ash stepped close to me. “I’m here if you need anything. I can just sit with you if that would help.”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do for me. I just want to be alone.”
 
   He stepped back. “Okay.” The struggle was in his eyes. I could tell he wanted to hold me, to do something.
 
   “Thanks for letting me know…and I’m sorry I made such a stupid accusation toward you.”
 
   “It’s water under the bridge.”
 
   “Good night.”
 
   He stepped back and sighed. “Good night, Alaska.”
 
   I shut the door then went into my bedroom. I crawled under the covers and tried to hide from any form of light. I just wanted to disappear, to stop feeling. I didn’t want to exist. I just wanted to fall.
 
    
 
   It was stupid to cry over a guy, the dumbest thing in the world. He cheated on me, used me, and lied to my face. He wasn’t worth my tears and heartbreak. I said that over and over again, but I could never stop my own tears.
 
   I cried every day for a week.
 
   I lay in bed and hardly moved. I canceled all my appointments and said I had a medical emergency. I shut out the world and tried to disappear.
 
   I didn’t leave the apartment. I had enough water to get by, and I never had an appetite. The pain was too much, and it gripped me by the throat. I kept going over our relationship in my head, trying to figure out where it went wrong. If he wanted to be with someone else, I wouldn’t have been so distraught. Sometimes things happened. We weren’t married, so it was okay if he met someone he preferred over me. But to have a relationship with her, to sleep with her, and to carry on while he pretended everything was okay was…unacceptable. How could he do this to me? Did he have absolutely no respect for me?
 
   The agony would turn into rage. But then it would simmer back to despair. My emotions were like a roller coaster. They had their ups and downs. Jace called me a few times but I never answered. I didn’t listen to his messages either. I wasn’t ready to talk to him. I wanted to face him with a strong front. I refused to let him see how much he hurt me. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.
 
   A few people came to my door and knocked but I never answered it. I had a strong feeling it was Jace. He never showed enough care to make me think he’d ever check on me, but perhaps the guilt was getting to him. Maybe he was paranoid that I wasn’t calling him back because I knew something. I didn’t care. The guilt could eat him alive.
 
   My phone lit up with a text message. I’ve been ignoring them lately, but I decided to read it.
 
   Check your front doorstep. It was Ash.
 
   I forced myself to get out of bed and open the door.
 
   On my doorstep was a plate covered in foil, and a gift bag. I took everything inside and examined it. The plate was a dinner of chicken and rice and vegetables. And there was a note.
 
    
 
   You haven’t left your apartment once so I thought you might be hungry. I’m not as good of a cook as you, but I tried.
 
    
 
   I smiled for the first time in a week then opened the gift bag. Inside was a high-resolution lens, the one I’d been saving for. And there was another note.
 
    
 
   For when you’re feeling better.
 
    
 
   I smiled again, realizing how thoughtful he was. He was nothing like the man I originally thought. He was actually incredibly sweet and wonderful. Maybe he was a manwhore too, but there were other beautiful things about him.
 
   I pulled out my phone and texted him. Thanks for everything. It was nice to smile for once.
 
   You’ll smile again. I promise.
 
   I put my phone down, and for the first time in a week, I actually ate something.
 
    
 
   As the next week went by, my sister started to worry.
 
   I haven’t seen you in a while. Lunch?
 
   I didn’t want to tell her what happened. I just wanted to be alone. I’m busy. Maybe next week.
 
   Alright, but you’re buying because you’re a hotshot artist.
 
   I rolled my eyes. Sure.
 
   I still didn’t leave my apartment. I was running low on clothes and groceries but I refused to go outside. I wasn’t ready to face the music yet.
 
   Jace started to blow up my phone.
 
   Why haven’t you called me?
 
   Are you okay?
 
   What’s going on?
 
   I ignored him, letting him simmer. I had nothing to say to him anyway.
 
   Ash texted me. Check your doorstep.
 
   Did he leave me another gift? I opened the front door and saw the pile of groceries. And there was a note.
 
    
 
   I was worried you might eat your own hair.
 
    
 
   I smiled then carried everything inside. Ash was the only person who knew what was going on in my life, and I was grateful he didn’t smother me. He kept his distance and let me deal with the heartbreak on my own.
 
   I texted him. Thank you. I don’t think I’d look good bald.
 
   You could pull it off. And you’re welcome.
 
   I returned to my solitude and worked on pictures I already had. When I spotted pictures of Jace, I tore them up and tossed them in the garbage. It was unnecessary to rip up every picture of an ex-boyfriend since no relationship ended well, but the fact he cheated on me made me doubt everything between us. I didn’t want his face in my apartment. I didn’t want anything that reminded me of him.
 
   Slowly, I started to gather his things and pack them in a box. Whenever I faced him, I didn’t want him to have a reason to come back. I wanted that to be the last time I ever saw him outside my front door.
 
   A few days later, I got a text from Ash.
 
   Open your front door.
 
   I smiled, wondering what it would be this time, and stepped outside.
 
   A mug was sitting on the ground—with hot cocoa.
 
   I smiled when I grabbed it, feeling my heart ache a little less. Then I walked inside and sat on the couch, feeling the warm mug in my hands.
 
   I pulled out my phone. It has extra marshmallows.
 
   I thought you needed it.
 
   Ash had been my guardian angel for the past few weeks. I never saw him but he was always there. Thank you. And thank you for giving me space.
 
   You’re welcome. I know you better than you realize.
 
   I lay on the couch and sipped the hot cocoa until it was gone. Thinking about Ash made me feel better. It was nice to think about something else other than Jace having sex with that blonde while I stayed home on a Friday night. The bitterness flooded my veins every time.
 
   A fist pounded on my door. “Alaska? Open this door.”
 
   It was Jace. It looked like his patience had disappeared.
 
   “I’m not leaving until you talk to me. You haven’t returned my calls and I’m worried.”
 
   I checked my appearance in the mirror and changed my clothes. I didn’t want him to see all the weight I lost or my hollow cheeks. I dabbed some make up on my face so I wouldn’t look so lifeless. He wouldn’t see my suffering. He wouldn’t see my pain. Because he didn’t deserve to.
 
   After I took a deep breath, I answered the door.
 
   His eyes widened. He obviously didn’t expect me to open the door. “Baby?”
 
   Baby? I hated hearing that. “It’s Alaska.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “What’s going on? Why have you been ignoring me?”
 
   Just looking at him made me boil. I wanted to slap him hard across the face. I wanted to knee him in the groin. I even wanted to rip his eyes out. But I did none of those things. “What I’ve been doing is none of your business.”
 
   The confusion covered his face. “What’s going on with you?”
 
   I grabbed his box of belongings then shoved it into his arms. “Don’t come back, Jace.”
 
   He eyed everything inside then looked back at me. “Why are you giving me this?”
 
   “Because I’m done with you. Don’t bother me. Don’t call me. And don’t even look at me.”
 
   He dropped the box on the ground. “Why are you mad at me? What did I do?”
 
   I tried not to laugh. “Jace, just go.”
 
   “No, what the hell did I do?”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. “How’s Sarah?”
 
   His face quickly became pale.
 
   I waited for him to stay something. He didn’t.
 
   “That’s why, Jace.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”
 
   “Seriously? You aren’t going to come clean? Even now? You’re an even bigger coward than I thought.”
 
   “I have a friend named Sarah, but I don’t see why that’s relevant.”
 
   I wanted to scream in frustration. I couldn’t believe I was with this loser for so long. Even worse, I couldn’t believe this loser played me for so long. “If you come clean to me about everything you’ve been doing, we can have a full-length conversation. But if you’re going to keep hiding it, then just go.”
 
   “I don’t have anything to hide.”
 
   God, I hated him. I pulled out my phone and sent him the message. “Watch the video.”
 
   He didn’t pull his phone out.
 
   “I said watch it, Jace.”
 
   He didn’t make a move.
 
   “It shows you and Sarah getting hot and heavy at the bar.” I tried not to get emotional about this. It hurt me like hell but I couldn’t let him know that. I refused to let it happen. “I don’t even care, Jace. I’m just ticked you lied to me for as long as you did. I’m ticked that you didn’t let this relationship die when I brought it up. I never would have known how much of an ass you were and I wouldn’t hate you as much as I do. But that wasn’t the route you took. Now take your shit and get away from me.”
 
   He breathed hard, unsure what to do.
 
   “Jace, we’re done. You can try to lie your way out of it but nothing you say is going to change anything. Get your stuff and get out of my life forever.”
 
   He picked up the box again.
 
   “All you had to do was break up with me. That’s it.” I shook my head slightly. “Tell Sarah I feel sorry for her. Because you’ll do exactly what you did to me to her. Maybe not now, but maybe in a few months or a year. It’ll happen. And she may not be as nice as I am.”
 
   He stepped back, holding the box in his hands.
 
   I held onto my last bit of reserve, not letting me break down in front of him.
 
   “Alaska—”
 
   “Leave.” Ash’s voice came from behind him. It was low and deadly. Even I flinched. “Or I will make you.”
 
   Jace turned around and spotted him.
 
   They stared at each other for a long moment.
 
   Ash stepped toward him and Jace stepped back. “Remember me?”
 
   Jace said nothing. Then he headed to the stairs.
 
   Ash stayed on his tail, threatening him silently.
 
   When Jace was at the end of the stairs, Ash returned. The anger was gone, and only sympathy remained behind.
 
   Now I was barely holding on by a thread.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head slightly. “No. I’m not okay.” I walked back inside as the tears flooded my eyes. I hid them from Ash, from everyone.
 
   Then I shut the door.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Ash
 
   The pain on my heart was suffocating me. I couldn’t concentrate in school and I couldn’t function. All I was thinking about was Alaska. She’d been cooped up in her apartment for almost a month, hardly leaving. She was suffering because of that dickhead, and it made me suffer too.
 
   Why did he do that to her? Why? If you can’t commit to someone, don’t be in a relationship. It’s that simple. I’d been doing it my whole life. No one got hurt, and there were no strings attached. It was fair to all parties involved.
 
   So why did he do that to her? And she wasn’t just any girl. She was stunning, warm, smart, and lively. Her spirit lit up every room. Her smile made my knees go weak. Her body was smokin’. She was absolutely perfect.
 
   But yet, he preferred that blonde? A girl whose face looked like everyone else’s? Someone who was plain? Someone who didn’t care that the guy she was fucking had a girlfriend? There was no way in hell she didn’t know. Jace didn’t strike me as an intellectual. He wouldn’t be able to juggle two girlfriends and a full-time job.
 
   Alaska was exotic and unique. Just the color of her skin left my mouth dry. It was flawless and tan, glowing by its own radiance. There was a sheen to it when she was under the sun. Her eyes were brown, but they were light and bright. She had a petite frame but had womanly curves in all the right places.
 
   Why the fuck would he cheat on her?
 
   If she were mine, she’d never cry. She’d never know pain.
 
   But she wasn’t.
 
   I watched her apartment and made sure Jace didn’t come back. And I brought her food whenever I thought she might be hungry. She still hadn’t come out, not even to check her mail. I waited for her to leave so I could talk to her, engage her in conversation. I was worried about her. But I was grateful she held her ground when Jace came by. She hid her pain and acted like she was perfectly fine. I was proud of her.
 
   Unable to take her silence any longer, I knocked on her door. There was movement inside then the sound of gentle footsteps. I knew she was looking at me through the peephole, making sure I wasn’t that jackass.
 
   She opened the door. “Hi.” Surprise was on her face.
 
   When I looked at her body, I was disappointed. She lost weight, more than she should. I guess all my food drop-offs didn’t help. “Hi.”
 
   She leaned against the door, balancing on one foot.
 
   “I just wanted to check on you. I haven’t seen you in a while. Actually, no one has seen you in a while…”
 
   She sighed. “I know…I guess I’m not handling this very well. But I do feel better than I did three weeks ago.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.”
 
   “Thanks for checking on me.” She stood up straight and started to close the door.
 
   “Would you like to come over for dinner?” I blurted.
 
   “Umm…” I could tell she wanted to crawl back into her hole.
 
   “Come on. You need to leave that apartment, Alaska. It’s been long enough.”
 
   She debated her options internally before she nodded. “You’re right. I can’t hide forever.”
 
   “Good. I hope you like Italian.”
 
   “I love Italian.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   We walked to my apartment then headed inside. I made sure it was spotless before I invited her over. I never cleaned before a girl visited. I didn’t give a damn what they thought. But I cared about Alaska’s opinion.
 
   I pulled out the chair for her at the table. “Have a seat.”
 
   “Thanks.” She slid inside then sat still.
 
   I walked into the kitchen and fetched the food. I made spaghetti and French bread—the limit to my culinary talents.
 
   “It smells good,” she said when I placed the food in front of her.
 
   “I hope it tastes the same.” I sat across from her and put my napkin in my lap.
 
   She rested her elbow on the table while she ate. I could tell she was still off her game. The depression still throbbed in her eyes, and her slow breathing told me how exhausted she was. Every moment she made was tiresome. She was weak and thin. Now I hated the fucker even more.
 
   “It’s good,” she said quietly.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I didn’t press her for a conversation. Just getting her out of her apartment was progress.
 
   “Have you tried out you new lens?” I asked.
 
   “No, not yet. But I will. How’s school?”
 
   “Good. Nothing too interesting has happened.”
 
   She chuckled. “Nothing interesting? You’re in medical school. It has to be interesting.”
 
   I shrugged. “There are a lot of politics in medicine. Take the fun out of it sometimes.”
 
   She finished half of her plate before she abandoned it.
 
   “Dessert?” I teased.
 
   “I’m so full.” She waved her hand like she couldn’t eat another bite.
 
   “I can tell.” I cleared the plates and left them in the sink. When I returned, she was sitting on the couch, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. She was probably cold. She was used to lying around in her sweats cuddled under a blanket all day. I grabbed a blanket my mom got me then wrapped it around her.
 
   She sighed once the warmth enveloped her. “Thank you.”
 
   “Yeah.” I leaned over the back of the couch and looked at her. “So…how about some hot cocoa?”
 
   “I’d love some.”
 
   “Coming right up.” I walked back into the kitchen and prepared two hot mugs. Then I placed them on the coffee table in front of the TV. She immediately sipped hers, loving the warmth. Livia was the same way. Even in the summer, she was cold.
 
   I stay on my side of the couch and watched her. Even though she was going through a hard time, she still looked beautiful. Only a gorgeous woman could pull that off.
 
   “So…how are you doing?” I needed to address it sometime.
 
   She shrugged. “I’m okay. I guess I’ve been struggling with a few things…”
 
   I held my silence, hoping she would elaborate on her own.
 
   “It’s hard for me to understand why he did what he did. Just a few weeks before we broke up, I told him I felt differently about our relationship, that he wasn’t really invested anymore and we should probably go our separate ways. Obviously, he was cheating on me then. Why didn’t he just call it quits? Instead, he told me he wanted to work on our relationship. I don’t understand…”
 
   “Perhaps he liked having you as a safety if it didn’t work out with this new girl.”
 
   She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. “It makes me sick to imagine someone being that selfish…and disgusting. Toward the end of our relationship, he never made me feel beautiful. He never kissed me with passion or made me feel like I was the one woman he couldn’t live without. But when I saw that video…he did kiss her that way. It looked like he was in love.”
 
   I thought the same thing.
 
   “So, I guess that hurt more. Why couldn’t he be happy with me? Why did he want someone else? Did I do something?”
 
   “No.” My voice sliced through the air. “Don’t blame yourself.”
 
   “I wasn’t,” she said immediately. “I’m just trying to understand it. I’d craved that type of intimacy and affection but he never gave it to me. Then he gave it to someone else…I would be okay with it if he just dumped me but he didn’t.”
 
   “Because he’s a fucking asshole.” I hated to curse in front of her, but I really hated Jace. I wanted him to die.
 
   She leaned back on the couch and pulled her blankets closer. “It’s not even about the reality of a failed relationship. It’s the fact he disrespected me so much. Underneath the romance was a friendship. He completely tarnished that and pretty much proved it didn’t matter to him. How could you hurt someone you claim to care about? He stabbed me in the back.”
 
   “He’s a loser anyway.”
 
   “I guess I’m taking it harder than I should for other reasons…”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m slowly starting to realize that men aren’t good, people aren’t good, and you should never expect them to be. Because they will eat your heart out the moment you fall asleep.”
 
   What?
 
   “I’m tired of the way people take advantage of me. Jace walked all over me, preying on my trusting nature and understanding. He had no problem pissing all over it. He didn’t blink an eye over it. He slept with me then slept with her, constantly going back and forth. Who does that?”
 
   I didn’t have an answer.
 
   “If he had just told me how he felt, I would have stepped aside and understood. Sometimes things happen. You meet someone unexpectedly and sparks fly. But why wouldn’t he just tell me? I was his best friend…”
 
   I hated seeing how heartbroken she was. It shook the foundation of who she was as a person. “Don’t let him tear you down. He was just one guy. There are hundreds of good ones out there.”
 
   “I have yet to meet one,” she said bitterly.
 
   I didn’t agree with that. “Scotty is a really good guy.”
 
   She softened slightly. “He is. And he loves your sister so much.”
 
   “Not all men are pigs.”
 
   “Just ninety-nine percent.” She played with a strand of hair. “You know…when we first met I judged you. I thought you were a jerk for the way you carried out your personal life. You picked up random girls that you didn’t give a damn about, had your fun, and then sent them on their way.”
 
   I didn’t want to discuss my personal life.
 
   “You never lied to them. You told them from the beginning what they were getting out of it. You’ve never had a girlfriend because you knew you couldn’t be a boyfriend. Now when I think about it, your view of sex and relationships is perfect.”
 
   Perfect?
 
   “Why do we bother being in relationships? It just makes both people worse people. They hurt each other and betray one another. All it does is rip them apart. Ash, you were right from the beginning. It’s a waste of time to get close to someone. You love your friends and your family with everything you’re worth, so you don’t need much else.”
 
   It was the first time someone agreed with my promiscuous lifestyle, but it was also the first time I questioned it. “It’s not all it’s cut out to be…”
 
   “How so?” She stared out the window.
 
   “Well…you have sex with people but there’s no intimacy. You feel hollow and used. They don’t hold you after sex or get to know you. There’s such a lack of communication that it’s hard to believe you’re really with another person.” Doubts had been swirling in my head lately. Ever since Alaska found out what Jace did, I hadn’t slept with anyone. I never had the urge and I never went to the bars. I just stayed home, worrying about her. “It’s really not all that fulfilling.”
 
   “But you never get hurt. People can’t let you down because you don’t let them. No one ever gets close enough to nick you. You’re far away from the fire so you never get burned.”
 
   “But I also never get warm.” I stared at her while I said it.
 
   “It just makes me question everything…”
 
   I knew she was hurting right now so it was natural to feel dead inside. But I hoped this didn’t rearrange everything she believed in. I hoped she didn’t just start sleeping around, becoming like every other girl I met in La Jolla. Because she was too good for that, too classy. She deserved to be worshipped by a guy, not used. “I think Jace just wasn’t the right guy. You’ll find someone that makes you believe in love again. And this time, he won’t let you down.”
 
   She kept staring out the window, lost in thought.
 
   And I stared at her, wanting to know what those thoughts were.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Alaska
 
   Over the next few weeks, I was still pretty reclusive. I didn’t want to do anything. Even photography didn’t catch my attention. I worked with old photos I already had and tried to make them better, but I didn’t take my camera out. Right now, I couldn’t find anything beautiful in the world.
 
   I hadn’t told my sister the truth and I knew I needed to confess. She didn’t like Jace anyway so she would probably be thrilled we were broken up. But she might go bat-shit crazy when I told her what he did. Even though she was my younger sister, she was protective of me. I was the same way with her.
 
   I finally met her for lunch at a taco shop. After she stuffed everything into her mouth then downed all her soda like she’d just spent a month in the desert, she started talking. “What’s new with you?”
 
   That was my opening. “Nothing.”
 
   “Any new pictures?”
 
   “No…I’ve just been working on older stuff.”
 
   “So, do you know any more about the guy from the art show?” She had a twinkle in her eye.
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “Ash—I think that’s his name.”
 
   “My neighbor?”
 
   “Yeah.” Her eyes lit up. “Have you seen him grab the paper in his boxers?”
 
   My face reddened. “You sound like a teenager sometimes.”
 
   “What? He’s hot.”
 
   I never really thought about him in that way, but I couldn’t deny that he was a good-looking guy.
 
   “Is he single?”
 
   “He’s no good for you,” I said immediately.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “He’s not the kind of guy who looks for a relationship.”
 
   “Who said I was looking for a relationship?” She smirked.
 
   I hit her arm. “Don’t be gross.”
 
   “He seemed like a nice guy.”
 
   “He is.” I recalled all the sweet things he did for me. “He’s actually a really good guy, one of the best people I know.”
 
   She studied my face. “You have a crush on your neighbor?”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   “Then why are you smiling like that?”
 
   “He’s just helped me get through a tough time…I’ll never forget his kindness.”
 
   “Tough time? What’s going on?”
 
   Now I needed to come clean. My pleasant mood disappeared. “Jace and I broke up over a month ago.”
 
   “Yes!” She clapped her hands in excitement.
 
   I gave her a glare.
 
   “I mean…” She rested her hand on mine. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m getting there.”
 
   “I’m glad you finally dumped him. I hate to say it but he wasn’t in love with you anymore. His eyes were always wandering and he never paid attention to you. If you told me he was cheating on you, I wouldn’t be surprised.” She laughed at her own comment then sucked down the rest of her soda.
 
   Now I felt awkward.
 
   She caught the look. “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” I picked at my rice but didn’t eat it.
 
   The sadness filled her eyes. She looked at me like she lost the whole world. The remorse and pain shined bright, and she took a deep breath, steadying her emotions. When she looked at me like that, it made me want to cry. I stayed strong and pretended she hadn’t wounded me. “Alaska, I’m so sorry…” She squeezed my hand and sighed. “I’m such a bitch. I’m sorry. I didn’t know…”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said quietly.
 
   Flustered, she ran her fingers through her hair. “How did this happen?”
 
   “Ash caught him. They got into a fight then he came home and told me what happened. Like an idiot, I didn’t believe him and stayed with Jace. But then Ash caught him again and recorded everything…I couldn’t deny the evidence.”
 
   She rested her face in her hands, the shock evident. “That piece of shit.”
 
   “I stayed in my apartment for almost an entire month. Ash made me food and brought me groceries. Then he brought me little surprises every now and then. He really helped me a lot…”
 
   “He sounds like a great guy.”
 
   “He is.”
 
   “What happened with Jace?”
 
   “I ignored his calls for a few weeks until he came to my apartment and tried to break down the door. I returned his belongings then told him to never bother me again. Of course he denied everything, but that just pissed me off even more.”
 
   “Did you cry?”
 
   “No. I acted like I didn’t give a damn.”
 
   “Good…I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   She stared at me, pity in her eyes.
 
   “I feel like I wasted so much time… If he had just broken up with me when he wasn’t happy anymore everything would have been different. I wouldn’t consider the relationship a waste of time. I would remember what he had and think of it in a fondly way. But now…I hate him. I hate myself for saying that but it’s how I feel. I hate him.”
 
   “I hate him too. If I ever see him, I’ll kick him in the nuts.”
 
   “Don’t bother. He isn’t worth your time.”
 
   “Didn’t Ash get a few hits in?”
 
   “Apparently, he slammed his skull with a beer bottle…”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Hot damn, we have a WWF wrestler on our hands.”
 
   I chuckled. “He can get worked up sometimes.”
 
   “This guy has gone over the moon and back for you.”
 
   “No, he’s just a nice guy.”
 
   She snickered. “I think he’s got the hotts for you.”
 
   “When we first met, he hit on me at a bar and asked if I wanted to head back to his place.”
 
   “And you said no?” She looked at me like I was crazy.
 
   “That’s not my style and you know it,” I said. “Instead, we’ve become friends. But he said he wouldn’t mind it if we were fuck buddies too.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you…?”
 
   “Because he’s my friend.”
 
   “Look, you were in a relationship for two years and that ended in flames. You’ve only been with Jace since I can remember. It’s time to live it up, you know what I mean?”
 
   “We’ve only been broken up for a month and a half and you want me to start dating?”
 
   “Who said anything about dating? Just go out and have fun. Sleep around. Make out with a random stranger. Just relax.”
 
   She was always the party animal, not me. But I was at a point in my life where I doubted the purpose of relationships. They seemed to be important during times of financial hardships for women, and when the population needed to grow. But now…what purpose did they serve? People just ended up hurting each other anyway. One out of every two marriages ended in divorce.
 
   “Come on. Go out with me and just let loose. You’re so hot, Alaska. The guys will be giving you the deed to their house just for a date. Believe me. They do it to me all the time.” She winked.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that. I was still in my moping around the house phase. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Nope. It’s happening. Deal with it.”
 
   There was no arguing when it came to my sister.
 
    
 
   I’d been single for two months. Two months had come and gone and I was still upset. I didn’t miss Jace. The longer we were apart, the more I realized how wrong our relationship was. He didn’t treat me with any respect whatsoever. While I loathed him, I also doubted myself.
 
   Was there something wrong with me? Scotty was in love with Livia. Why couldn’t Jace be in love with me? Was I lacking in some area? Was I not pretty enough? Did I suck in bed? What did I do to deserve this betrayal?
 
   I hated to admit it, but the break up with Jace took a toll on my confidence. I shouldn’t let it affect me but it did. How could he treat me like scum unless I really was scum?
 
   My sister was dragging me out tonight and I was supposed to meet her at the bar in fifteen minutes but I still stood in front of the mirror, trying to figure out what to wear. I decided on a gold dress because it highlighted my skin tone. Gold bangles were on my wrist and I wore black pumps.
 
   But I stuck out like a sore thumb. I was used to wearing my sweatpants all day long. I couldn’t remember the last time I actually tried not to look hideous. The dress was slightly loose around my stomach from the weight I lost during my depression. It was an accidental side effect. I didn’t mean to lose any weight. My chest was already flat as it was.
 
   When I decided that dwelling on my imperfections would just make me later, I grabbed my clutch and stepped out my door.
 
   Ash was outside his door, taking out the garbage. He froze when he saw me. His eyes quickly took me in, starting from my toes and to my face. His eyes were wide like orbs. “You look…where are you going?” He cleared his throat.
 
   I stepped closer to him, feeling wobbly on my heels. “I look ridiculous, huh?” I looked liked a girl that was trying too hard. Loser was written all over my forehead.
 
   “No…” He shook his head. “Definitely not.”
 
   I gripped my clutch as I felt my calves and ass burn from standing in the heels.
 
   “You look…gorgeous.”
 
   “Really?” I looked down at myself again.
 
   “Yeah. A million bucks.”
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   “So, where are you off too?” He left the garbage by the door and came closer to me.
 
   “My sister wants to go out...” I released a sigh while I said it. “She says I shouldn’t stay cooped up forever. And I need to loosen up and not let that asshole ruin my life.”
 
   “I agree. But be careful.”
 
   “I will. I’ll probably stay huddled in a corner while my sister takes to the dance floor.”
 
   He smirked. “Will you be drinking?”
 
   “A little bit to take the edge off.”
 
   “Well, I’m staying in tonight so if you need a ride, just text me.”
 
   “Thanks.” He was always a good friend to me.
 
   “Have a good time.”
 
   “Thanks.” I turned away.
 
   “Alaska?”
 
   “Hmm?” I glanced at him over my shoulder.
 
   “You look damn fine.” He winked at me.
 
   I blushed. “Thanks…” Then I headed down the stairs to my truck.
 
    
 
   “That’s all you’re going to drink?” Payton pushed the glass closer to me.
 
   “I’m not a horse.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “What happened to loosening up?”
 
   “Is loosening up synonymous with being wasted?”
 
   She shrugged. “I think so.”
 
   Now it was my turn to roll my eyes.
 
   She looked across the bar. “Oooh…look at those two guys.”
 
   I followed her direction. They were cute but I didn’t feel anything. “They’re fine.”
 
   “Fine? No, they are hot. Look at those arms. We should talk to them.”
 
   “Uh…I’m good.”
 
   She glared at me. “If you’re just going to sit here and talk to me, then you aren’t even out. We could have done this at home.”
 
   “How about we take baby steps?”
 
   “Are you not over Jace?”
 
   I was definitely over Jace. “Of course, I am.”
 
   ‘Then pick up a new guy.”
 
   For some reason, Ash’s face came into my mind. There was no reason for it, and I couldn’t explain why I reacted that way. “I’m just not ready for that…”
 
   “I didn’t say marry the guy. Just have fun.”
 
   “I don’t know how to have fun…”
 
   “Then I’m going to teach you.”
 
   “How about we just head home and watch TV in our pajamas?”
 
   She gave me the darkest scowl I’d ever seen. “I’m not even going to respond to that.”
 
   Maybe I should have just stayed in tonight. Ash could have made me hot cocoa and had a quiet conversation with me. Wait. That was exactly why Jace betrayed me. I was boring and unremarkable.
 
   Payton waved at the two guys.
 
   “What are you doing?” I hissed. I grabbed her arm and yanked it down.
 
   “Here they come.” She gave them a wide grin then sat beside me.
 
   My heart was beating at a million miles an hour.
 
   One of the guys had blonde hair and blue eyes. His arms were thick like he carried trees for a living, and the other guy was a brunette. They were both six feet tall and easy on the eyes. They whispered to one another while they walked, probably deciding who gets whom.
 
   I was not ready for this…
 
   The brunette moved to me. I guess I was his pick. “Hey.” He pulled his sunglasses over his eyes. “I need to protect my eyes from the sun.” He held his hands out like I was a burning ball of fusion.
 
   “Huh?” I didn’t get it.
 
   He pulled his glasses off. “Your dress. It’s gold.”
 
   “Oh.” Duh. “I get it…” God, I was awkward.
 
   Payton immediately started chatting with the blonde. I knew he was into her because he was leaning close to her, hanging on every word she said.
 
   “I know you’re going to think this is a line, and I don’t really care, but you’re seriously one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. When you guys waved us over, I almost didn’t believe it.”
 
   Most beautiful woman? Yeah, it was a line. But I wasn’t going to be a jerk about it. “Thanks…”
 
   He stared at me hard. “So, what do you do?”
 
   “I’m a photographer.” I guess meeting someone new wasn’t that bad. He seemed nice.
 
   “Cool. What do you photograph?”
 
   “People and places. I do weddings and portraits.”
 
   “Even cooler.” He sat in the stool beside me then scooted it closer to me. The music was loud so conversations were difficult. Or maybe he just wanted to be closer to me. I wasn’t sure. “So, you got a boyfriend?”
 
   My body stiffened at the question. “No.”
 
   “That’s the answer I was hoping to hear.”
 
   I turned to Payton to see if she was just as uncomfortable as I was. Her and the blonde guy were making out like the world was about to end.
 
   He caught my look. “Looks like they’re paired off for the night.”
 
   Damn.
 
   “I’m Kyle, by the way.” He leaned closer to me like he might kiss me.
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Alaska.”
 
   “Alaska? That’s a very cool name.”
 
   Did he know any other word besides cool? “Thanks…”
 
   He stared at me hard for a moment, his eyes lingering on my lips and my eyes.
 
   I knew what was coming.
 
   He leaned in, going for the kill.
 
   My heart kicked into overdrive. I wasn’t ready for this. I couldn’t make out with a stranger at a bar. It would lead to other things I couldn’t handle. His cologne moved into my nose and my head started to spin. The music was loud, thumping in my ears, but I could still hear my sister’s sighs of pleasure while she practically dry-humped her date.
 
   I pulled away and almost tripped over my chair. “Sorry…I can’t.”
 
   Confusion flooded his face. He watched me like I was a bomb about to go off.
 
   I stormed away from the table, heading for the entrance. I had to push around people just to get through. It was dark and light was limited. The smell of marijuana came into my nose. It felt more like a club than a bar.
 
   I headed past the bar when I spotted someone I recognized. Jace’s tattoo was visible under the dim lights. He stood at the bar while Sarah sat in a stool, her legs open. He stood between them, his face pressed close to hers. With one hand on her ass, he kissed her. Then he pulled away and said something, making them both laugh. Then he kissed her again.
 
   It’d been two months but the sight still bothered me. It wasn’t the fact he was with someone else, the fact he didn’t love me. But it was the fact I wasn’t good enough. Sarah squeezed her knees around his waist and let him grope her openly. She wasn’t shy about what she wanted. Her low-cut shirt showed her obvious cleavage, and Jace stared at it every few seconds, not being discreet about it. She was outgoing, slutty, and lively. No wonder he preferred her over me. I preferred staying at home, hiding from the world. I wanted a quiet conversation over music. I wanted a relationship based on trust and friendship. I never dived head first into anything.
 
   I thought I was living my life the right way, but I clearly wasn’t. My parents didn’t want me and neither did Jace. I needed to change my life, be different. I needed to be fun and outgoing. I wanted to lose myself and be like my sister. I didn’t want to be in pain anymore. I wanted to be reckless without any consequence.
 
   I turned back around and marched to the table.
 
   Kyle was sitting in the same spot, looking bored. Payton and Blondie were still going at it, hard and heavy. I’m sure they’d leave in a minute or two, shacking up at someone’s apartment.
 
   I came back to him then stopped in front of him.
 
   He looked at me, the confusion back.
 
   Okay…now what?
 
   He stared at me, waiting for something to happen.
 
   I took a deep breath then cupped his face. Then I kissed him.
 
    
 
   I was drunk off my ass. I had too many glasses to count and my head was starting to spin. I was sitting on Kyle’s lap with my arms hooked around his neck. His erection rubbed against me every time he moved. The alcohol lowered my inhibitions, making me crazier than I’d ever been. We kissed with aggression, sucking each other’s mouths while our tongues rubbed together.
 
   He suddenly pulled away. “You want to get out of here?”
 
   Do it, Alaska. Come on. “Yeah.”
 
   “Awesome.” He finished his beer then grabbed me by the hand. He led me out of the bar. My sister and her date were already gone. Now it was just me and Kyle.
 
   Kyle steered me to the left, but I wanted to go to the right. I wanted to make sure Jace got a glimpse of me. Feeling brave, I put Kyle’s hand on my ass and made him squeeze it.
 
   He smirked. “You’re my kindof woman.”
 
   We marched past Jace and I hoped he saw me leave with some random guy. I didn’t need him. I was doing just fine without him.
 
   We got into his Jeep.
 
   “I have a roommate,” he said. “Your place?”
 
   “Sure. I live alone.”
 
   “Sweet.”
 
   I gave him the address.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m going home with the hottest chick in that bar.” He said it with pride.
 
   “You already got me. You don’t need to feed me lines anymore.”
 
   He gripped my thigh. “It wasn’t a line, baby.”
 
   My mind was sluggish and my movements were slow. I stared out the window while he drove to my apartment. If I were sober, I’d be scared to death. I would think this wasn’t a good idea. But tonight, alcohol was numbing me.
 
   He parked outside then walked with me up the stairs. When we reached the landing, he groped me and kissed me. His erection rubbed against my hip, telling me exactly what he wanted.
 
   We hit the door and he pressed me into it, gripping my thigh while he shoved his tongue into my mouth. I dropped my clutch so I couldn’t get my keys out.
 
   “I want to fuck you so bad,” he said into my ear.
 
   No one had ever said that to me before. I wasn’t sure I liked it. “Are you going to keep kissing me or make good on your word?”
 
   He smirked then grabbed my clutch from the ground, shoving it into my arms. “Get the door open.” The intensity was in his eyes.
 
   When I moved to turn around, he was yanked off of me.
 
   “Get away from her.” Ash gripped him by the throat then shoved him hard to the ground.
 
   “What the fuck?” Kyle cringed when he looked up. “I thought you said you didn’t have a boyfriend?”
 
   “I don’t.” I looked at Ash, unsure what was happening. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Ash kept staring at Kyle, the rage on his face. “Leave. Now.”
 
   “Mind your own business, asshole.”
 
   Ash kicked him hard in the side then punched him in the face. “Go or I’ll break your ribs.”
 
   Kyle slowly got to his feet, gripping his side. “Shit…” He headed down the stairs, trying not to fall.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” I marched to Ash, feeling the anger.
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” He gave me the same look of fury. “You’re picking up guys at bars and fucking them at your apartment? You’re obviously drunk and don’t know what the hell you’re doing.”
 
   “I know perfectly well what I’m doing. It’s my decision to make and I can do what I want.”
 
   “Not on my watch.” He clenched his fists while he stared me down. “You’re too good for this.”
 
   I shoved him hard in the chest, feeling the emotion break the surface. “If I’m too good then why did Jace treat me like shit? Why did my parents leave? I’m not valuable. I’m just like everyone else. And if I want to get drunk and screw some guy I will.”
 
   “No.” That was all he said.
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “What? Are you just mad it isn’t you?”
 
   His eyes narrowed.
 
   “You want to fuck me, don’t you? That’s what you said. You just wanted to get in and get out then move on. Right?”
 
   His body tensed and his shoulders straightened.
 
   “So, come on. Let’s do it. It really doesn’t make a difference if it’s him or you.” I shoved him so hard he slammed into his door. Then I pressed myself against him and kissed him.
 
   Ash’s lips were unresponsive. He remained immobile while I gave him my best moves. He breathed hard, trying to fight it. Then he reciprocated. He kissed me hard, crushing his mouth against mine, and his hands dug into my hair. The longing and desire leaked from his skin and into mine. He was a much better kisser than Kyle. It wasn’t sloppy and wet. It was purposeful and sexy. He sucked my bottom lip then breathed into my mouth.
 
   “Fuck, you’re good at that.” I gripped his face and kissed him harder.
 
   He reached behind him then got the door open. We practically fell into the apartment, but he supported both of us with his strength. He was over a foot taller than me so I had to stand on my tiptoes to reach his lips. After he slammed the door closed, he scooped me up and pulled my legs around his waist. He held me against the door while he kissed me.
 
   I wasn’t nervous. All I knew was that I wanted him, wanting to feel his lips all over my body. I wanted to feel him inside me, stretching me. I didn’t suck in bed. I could prove that I didn’t.
 
   He moved me down the hall and into his bedroom. Then he sat me down and moved on top of me. My legs squeezed his waist, holding him to me. His sheets felt soft underneath me, and my head rested on the pillow. His lips worshipped mine. His tongue made my spine shiver.
 
   I grabbed the hem of his shirt then pulled it up.
 
   He abruptly broke our kiss then grabbed my hand, steadying me. The desire faded from his eyes and he breathed hard, but a change had occurred. Then he pulled away. “I can’t do this…”
 
   I sat up. “Why?”
 
   “It’s wrong.” That was all he said. He didn’t look at me again.
 
   “What? You can sleep with any other girl but you can’t sleep with me?”
 
   “You aren’t just any other girl,” he snapped.
 
   I yanked down the strands of my dress then pulled it off. Other than my underwear, I was naked. “Come on. This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”
 
   Ash wouldn’t look at me.
 
   “Why am I not good enough for you?” I felt the tears form under my eyes.
 
   “No.” His voice was quiet. “It’s the other way around, Alaska.”
 
   I gripped his arm and tried to pull him to me. He wouldn’t budge. “What’s stopping you?”
 
   “You’re drunk.”
 
   “So? All the girls you fuck are usually drunk.”
 
   “You’re different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You just are,” he snapped. He yanked his arm away. “The next morning, they regret what they did. They let me use them, and that hurts them, wounds them. I don’t want you to feel that way.”
 
   “I don’t care, Ashe.”
 
   “Well, I do. I don’t want you to regret me. That’s not how I want this to go. If you ever want to sleep with me, I don’t want it to be like this. I want you to look at me and feel something for me. I want you to be sober. I want it to mean something.”
 
   Where was all this coming from?
 
   He stood up, still not looking at me. “I know you’re going through a hard time, but fucking random guys isn’t going to solve your problem. I know Jace hurt you, but don’t change who you are because of it. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, on the inside as well as the outside. You’re the kind of woman I dream about.  You’re perfect in every way. I enjoy your silence as well as your company. I love the fact you care more about quality than quantity. I love the fact that you’re devastatingly beautiful but you’re completely ignorant to it. You’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever known, and I will not let you ruin that for one stupid asshole.”
 
   I sat still, unsure what to say.
 
   “I’m sleeping on the couch.” He walked out, still not looking at me, and then shut the door.
 
   I wanted to chase after him, to continue the conversation, but I felt dizzy and uncoordinated. His bed was so comfy and I didn’t want to get up. Vertigo took me and I couldn’t think straight. I lay back on his pillow then felt the sleep descend. Within seconds, I passed out on Ash’s bed. 


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Ash
 
   I’d been watching her apartment through my peephole on and off all night. I had to know she got home safely. If she didn’t return by one in the morning, I was going to call her.
 
   When she showed up with some asshole, sucking his face off, I wasn’t pleased. He didn’t give a shit about her. He just wanted to get between her legs and come hard. He wouldn’t call her again. She would just give him something to brag about. She would regret it the next morning, and it would only make her feel worse with every passing day.
 
   So I got rid of him.
 
   But I didn’t expect the next part. She kissed me, slamming me into the door. The instant our lips touched, my breath was pulled out of my lungs. The alcohol was heavy on her breath, but I still loved her taste. I’d wanted to kiss her since the moment I set eyes on her and I was too weak to resist her. I’d fantasized about her, imagined how good it would feel to kiss her.
 
   Even drunk, she met every expectation.
 
   I carried her into my bed, feeling my desire come forth. I’d wanted to get between her legs since our first conversation. I wanted her to moan and scream under me, feeling the same level of pleasure. I wanted to rock her world and make her come hard just before I released.
 
   But then I stopped.
 
   I saved her from an asshole that wanted to use her, and I was about to do the same thing. Alaska had become my friend when I didn’t expect it, and she became something more on the way. As much as I tried to deny my feelings, I knew she was very special to me. I’d sacrifice anything for her. She didn’t even need to ask.
 
   So I couldn’t go through with it. It was damn hard to say no, but I did. The last thing I wanted was to be a regret. I didn’t want to sacrifice the relationship we’d built over the last four months. It wasn’t worth a night of drunken sex. I wanted her, really wanted her, but on different terms.
 
   I couldn’t count the number of drunken girls I picked up at a bar and took advantage of. I fucked them without remorse then never thought about them again. I got off, so I couldn’t care less what happened to them.
 
   But I would never do that with Alaska…because I cared about her.
 
   I slept on the couch but didn’t get much sleep. I kept thinking about the kiss we shared. My body had never been lit up like that. She made me pant and moan with just a simple kiss. It took a lot more to get me hot, but with her, it didn’t require much.
 
   When she stripped off her dress, it took all my restraint not to look. I’d imagined what her naked body looked like countless times. She was all curves and valleys. I wanted to run my tongue alone every groove. I wanted my face to be between her legs, tasting her.
 
   But I stayed strong and looked the other way.
 
   She never would have shed her clothes in front of me if she weren’t drunk. It was wrong to take advantage of her disability. But that didn’t make it easy.
 
   I woke up early and made a pot of coffee. Then I started studying, knowing she wouldn’t wake up for hours. I kept her in my bed so I could keep an eye on her. I didn’t want her to sneak off and do something stupid.
 
   When it was noon, my bedroom door finally opened.
 
   I waited for her to walk down the hallway and appear. When she didn’t make a move, I wondered what she was waiting for.
 
   Then her small feet hit the hard wood floor lightly, coming closer to me. She finally rounded the corner, her dress back on. It was wrinkly and there was a faint beer stain on the front. She didn’t wear her heels, and her hair was a mess. Her makeup was smeared across her face. She had raccoon eyes.
 
   But somehow, inexplicably, she looked beautiful—like always.
 
   I stared at her, waiting for her to speak first.
 
   She rubbed her head as she approached the other side of the table. “I have a migraine…”
 
   She was lucky that was all she had. “Sit down. I’ll get you some Aspirin.” I stood up then pulled a chair out for her.
 
   She eyed it hesitantly before she sat down, pulling her dress down so her thighs wouldn’t be exposed.
 
   I disappeared into the kitchen and fetched everything for her. I made French toast and eggs, and brewed a pot of coffee. And I poured her a glass of orange juice. When I set it before her, she looked like she might faint.
 
   “This looks so good…”
 
   “Then eat it before it gets cold.” I sat back down and returned to studying.
 
   She ate quietly, moving like a sloth. She downed her juice then finished off her coffee. Her plate was spotless by the time she was through. She kept her eyes averted and she remained quiet.
 
   She rubbed her temples then slouched over the table.
 
   “It’ll go away. Give it time.”
 
   “Thank you for breakfast,” she whispered.
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   She still didn’t look at me. It was like she was embarrassed to.
 
   “Do you remember what happened last night?” Maybe she didn’t.
 
   “Yes…” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry for my behavior.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   She covered her face sighed. “I guess I just wanted to prove something.”
 
   “To who?”
 
   “I don’t know…myself. I saw Jace at the bar with that girl. I was going to walk away from Kyle but I just got so upset…I made a hasty decision, wanting to make myself feel better.”
 
   “You don’t need to prove anything, Alaska. When a woman doesn’t mind being alone, that’s how you know she’s strong. If you don’t want to go out and sleep with strangers, don’t. That’s not you.”
 
   “But why can’t it be…? Look at you. You’re happy with your life.”
 
   I was happy? “Alaska, I’m miserable.”
 
   “You are?” She finally shifted her eyes to me.
 
   “Yeah.” I swallowed the lump in my throat while I looked at her.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Should I tell her the truth? That I had feelings for her…in a way I never felt before? But she was so fragile. And I didn’t want to put too much pressure on her. Now wasn’t the time. “I’m tired of having meaningless sex. I never get close enough to the fire to be burned, but I’m so far away that I freeze. I want to be warm, even if I have to risk the sting of the flames.”
 
   “Then why don’t you stop?”
 
   She obviously didn’t pay as much attention to me as I did to her. “I haven’t slept with anyone in over two months—almost three.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She looked at me with new eyes. “What does this mean? You’re going to start dating?”
 
   There’s only one girl I’d like to date. “I’m not sure.”
 
   She rested her chin on her hand. “I feel so stupid now…”
 
   “Why?” What did that mean?
 
   “I just…I was being an idiot. I’m so glad you were there, Ash. I would have gone through with it then loathed myself later.”
 
   I was glad she saw it that way. “What are friends for?”
 
   She focused her gaze on me. Her brown eyes were hypnotic, blinding. “Thank you for being there for me…you’ve been so sweet to me for the past few months. I really appreciate it. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
 
   Feeling brave, I grabbed her hand on the table. “You’re welcome. I really care about you, Alaska. I want you to be happy.”
 
   She nodded. “I need to stop moping around and let Jace get to me. I need to move on.”
 
   “But in a better way this time,” I teased.
 
   She chuckled. “Yeah…definitely.”
 
   I didn’t pull my hand away. I didn’t want this connection to end, to sever this feeling. “Have you tried out your new lens?”
 
   “No, not yet.” She sighed. “I need to get back to work.”
 
   “Let’s head to the beach and give it a try.”
 
   “Today?”
 
   I had homework to do, but it didn’t seem important anymore. “Yeah.”
 
   “That sounds like fun.”
 
   “Get ready and we’ll go.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I walked her to the front door then waited for her to walk out.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Hmm?” I stared down at her, having a strong urge to hold her.
 
   “I’m sorry that I kissed you…threw myself at you.”
 
   I didn’t mind. I enjoyed every second of it. “It’s not a big deal, Alaska.”
 
   “Okay…I just don’t want you to feel awkward around me.”
 
   “I don’t.” I want to kiss you again.
 
   “And…thanks for not sleeping with me.”
 
   That went straight to my heart. I was glad I didn’t give into my desire at the moment. I held back, knowing it was wrong. I wanted to have her, but in a much different way. “Yeah…”
 
   She cupped my face then pressed her lips to my cheek.
 
   My heart burned at the touch. It was so spontaneous, so intimate. It was the only kiss I’d ever received from someone who carried so much weight. Feeling her lips to my skin made my spine shiver. It was a moment I’d never forget.
 
   “Thanks for everything.” Then she turned around and walked into her apartment.
 
   I stood there, still processing the kiss that swept me off my feet.
 
    
 
   We headed to Pacific Beach then stood under the pier.
 
   “It’s overcast,” I said. “Will you get any good shots?”
 
   “Actually, overcast weather is the best for lighting.”
 
   I never knew that.
 
   She walked further along the sand until she found a seashell along the shore. She stared at it for a long time before she picked it up and moved it a few times. She positioned it on the side then turned it again. When she was finally satisfied, she stood back and held the camera at different angles. I didn’t realize photography took so much time. Then she snapped a few shots.
 
   “Wow. This lens is awesome.”
 
   I was glad she liked it. It certainly wasn’t cheap.
 
   She came to me then showed me the image. The seashell was crystal clear. The colors were breathtaking and I could see every detail.
 
   “Wow…I can even see the grains of sand along the bottom.”
 
   “This will be perfect for my close up shots.” She walked away, finding something else to photograph.
 
   I didn’t care for photography, and watching her snap pictures all afternoon wasn’t my definition of fun, but I was happy just to be with her. The wind blew through her dark brown hair and pulled it back. She wore jean shorts and a white top with a red jacket. Even when she put no effort into her appearance, she looked amazing.
 
   It was the first time I thought a woman was beautiful. Sexy and hot didn’t suit her. She was so much more to that. Her appearance was highlighted by her intelligence and grace. Everything about her fascinated me. Without sex, I was usually bored, but she kept my mind occupied. I enjoyed talking to her, listening to her speak so passionately about her artwork. She was like a friend that I wanted to have as a lover…but both at the same time.
 
   She came back to me, smiling. “Can I take a picture of you?”
 
   I smirked. “Nah. Don’t waste your film.”
 
   “But you’re so beautiful, Ash.”
 
   “Beautiful?” She said that to me once before.
 
   “Fine. Handsome, sexy, smoldering, delicious…whatever you want.”
 
   “None of those fit.”
 
   “Then what do you prefer?”
 
   I rubbed my chin. “Sexy beast.”
 
   She laughed. “Okay. Can I take a picture of you since you’re such a sexy beast?”
 
   “How about I take a picture of you instead?” I snatched the camera then stepped away.
 
   “No! I take horrible pictures.”
 
   I held the camera up and took a few shots of her.
 
   “Ash, knock it off.”
 
   “Dance for me, darling.” I turned the camera and took a few more shots.
 
   She smiled then chased after me.
 
   I got a few of her running after me until I tripped and fell backwards. I held the camera out so I wouldn’t damage it. She tripped at my feet then fell forward. I set the camera down then caught her before she slammed into my chest. Then I lowered her gently.
 
   Her face was closer to mine and her knee was between my legs. The playful mood suddenly evaporated. The tension settled, making us both uncomfortable. I looked into her eyes, seeing the reflection of the shops and buildings behind me. My hand yearned to grip her around the waist and anchor her to me, and my lips were burning for hers. As much as I wanted to make a move, I didn’t. But judging the way she looked at me, she wanted to as well. I hadn’t stopped thinking about our last kiss since it ended.
 
   “You guys are so cute.” An older woman grabbed the camera from the sand. “Would you like a picture?”
 
   I didn’t respond and neither did Alaska. We were both breathing hard, feeling the attraction between us. I wondered if she wanted me as much as I wanted her. Was she just as affected by that kiss as I was? Or was she just drunk and out of her mind? Did I mean anything to her?
 
   The woman snapped a few pictures of us. We didn’t smile or move. We were both too caught off guard. A random lady just barged in our moment and decided to take a picture…it was a little weird.
 
   “Such a beautiful couple.” She set the camera down then joined her husband a few feet away.
 
   Alaska crawled off of me then grabbed her camera. She cleared her throat and averted her gaze. “I think I have enough pictures today.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   Side by side, we walked back to my car. She stared at the ocean while we moved across the sand. And I stared at her, wishing I knew what she was thinking.
 
    
 
   “You’re in a weird mood.” Livia sat across from me at the table and Scotty sat beside her. They invited me over for dinner, but I quickly realized they just wanted to interrogate me.
 
   “I’m always in a weird mood.” I ate my bread and kept my eyes on my plate.
 
   “So, is Alaska still cooped up in her apartment?” Livia asked sadly. “That poor girl. I thought about stopping by but I don’t want to intrude.”
 
   “She’s better now. We went to the beach the other day and took pictures with her new lens.” I finished the asparagus on my plate. Scotty was a much better cook than my sister. I had to admit it.
 
   “Good,” Scotty said. “She finally came out of her shell.”
 
   “Yeah…” I thought about her drunken night.
 
   Livia stared at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “She…had an incident the other night. She picked up a random guy at the bar and took him back to her place.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem like she would do that…” Livia looked concerned.
 
   “She’s not. She was just depressed. I strangled him and threw him down the stairs.”
 
   Scotty eyed me hesitantly. “You’ve become more violent since you met this girl…”
 
   That was the truth.
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “She…threw herself at me instead.” I remembered the kiss. I wished I could relive it.
 
   “You slept with her?” Livia gripped her knife like she might stab me with it.
 
   “No, of course not.” I eyed the knife just in case she shanked me with it.
 
   Scotty grabbed the knife and put it down. “Let’s not get carried away here…”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to stab my brother.”
 
   “And I didn’t think your brother would smash a beer bottle on some guy’s head, but he did.” Scotty scooped the mash potatoes into his mouth.
 
   “We didn’t have sex,” I explained. “But we kissed.”
 
   “How was it?” Scotty winked at me.
 
   “Amazing…” There were no other words to describe it. “It was hard to stop.”
 
   “Maybe you should stop sleeping around then.” Livia gave me a pointed stare.
 
   “I haven’t slept with anyone in almost three months.” I pushed the food around my plate.
 
   Livia dropped her silverware on the table and covered her mouth.
 
   At least she didn’t throw it at me.
 
   “Oh my god…”
 
   She stared at me like I just morphed into a gorilla. “You’re so in love with her, Ash.”
 
   Scotty shook his head. “Don’t even try to deny it this time.”
 
   I took a deep breath then released the air from my lungs. I’d been confused since the moment I met her, and the two months where she hid herself away in her apartment made me more confused. But now I didn’t have any doubt about my feelings. I knew what I felt. It was undeniable and true. I used to be scared of it, trying to pretend it wasn’t real, but it was. “I’m not.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Alaska
 
   I stared at the picture I printed out.
 
   Ash was leaning back on his elbows in the sand, and I was leaning over him. A strand of hair was loose from my ear. He stared at my lips while I stared at his eyes. It was one of the best pictures I’d ever seen. It was a candid moment. If I were an unbiased spectator, I would say we were two people in love.
 
   Were we?
 
   I’d known Ash for four months, and in that amount of time he proved he wasn’t exactly what he seemed. While he was blunt and ruthless, he was selfless and caring. He slept with random women and went to medical school just for the cash, but he was always such a wonderful friend to me even when I didn’t deserve it. When I struggled through my break up, he was always there. If he really were a jerk, could he do that? And he didn’t sleep with me. He had the opportunity and he didn’t take it. He said he didn’t want our first time to be that way.
 
   So how did he want it to be?
 
   I hadn’t stopped thinking about the kiss since we had it. Kissing Kyle was fun. There was nothing spectacular about it. It was similar to kissing Jace. There were no fireworks or anything like that, but I always thought that description was overrated.
 
   But when I kissed Ash…it was the Fourth of July.
 
   His kisses were purposeful and timed perfectly. He used his tongue just the right amount, not flooding my mouth with saliva. His lips actually felt mine and didn’t just slide pass them. His hands were just as involved in the embrace. He gripped my hips and crushed me to his body like I couldn’t get close enough. Ever since that moment, I thought about him in a different way. I paid attention to the muscles of his shoulders and chest. His eyes were a pale blue, reminding me of shallow waters in the Caribbean. His jaw was rugged and sharp. I noticed the day he shaved and the days he didn’t. I noticed everything about him.
 
   Did that mean anything?
 
   I guess I never felt anything for him because my first impression of him was so horrid. Plus, I had a boyfriend. But now that I was at a point where I was able to be attracted to other men, I started to notice Ash in a new light.
 
   But I wasn’t ready for another relationship. Honestly, I didn’t know if I would ever want one again. There were too many lies and too much heartbreak. No one should experience what I went through. He didn’t just break my heart. He made me question my worth and the value of everyone in the world. Would I ever really recover from that?
 
   A knock on my door shattered my thoughts. I put the picture down then looked through the peephole. Ash was standing on the other side. My heart fluttered at the sight of his face. Warmth spread through my body and my fingers tingled. My breathing increased.
 
   What was wrong with me?
 
   I answered the door then felt my knees go weak. He was wearing dark jeans and a gray t-shirt. The color brought out his eyes more. His chest was hard and defined. The shirt was loose around his stomach. I remembered the night he kicked out his fuck buddy wearing nothing but his boxers. I didn’t appreciate the sight at the time, but now I appreciated the memory.
 
   “Hey.” He put his hands in his pockets.
 
   “Hi…” I was tongue-tied when I was around him.
 
   “Are you doing anything?”
 
   “No,” I blurted. “Why?” Could he tell how nervous I was?
 
   “I’m going to grab a bite. Would you like to join me?”
 
   “For dinner?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We never hung out and did things together. Going to the beach to play with my camera was the first time. Was it going to be a regular thing? “Sure.”
 
   He nodded. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Just let me grab my purse.” I turned away and headed to my kitchen. It was sitting on the counter where I left it. Then I returned to him. “I’m ready.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We got into his car then drove to the main street.
 
   “What would you like?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t care. Anything is fine.”
 
   “Anything but Chinese, right?” He stared straight ahead and gripped the steering wheel.
 
   How did he know that? “Sorry?”
 
   “You don’t like Chinese food. Isn’t that true?”
 
   “But how do you know that?”
 
   He shrugged. “I heard you say it.”
 
   I couldn’t remember saying that to him, but he actually remembered hearing it. Jace never remembered…
 
   “How about Italian? You can’t go wrong with that, right?”
 
   “No, you can’t.”
 
   He parked the car then came around and opened the door for me. I wasn’t expecting him to do that. I grabbed my purse then stepped out, hearing the door shut behind me. He walked beside me then opened the door for me again.
 
   Jace never did stuff like that.
 
   “Table for two.” Ash kept his back perfectly straight.
 
   I glanced at him, realizing just how tall he was. He was filled out, having muscles in his arms and his legs. His chest was noticeable through his shirt…and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.
 
   We were led to the table. Again, Ash did something I didn’t expect. He pulled out my chair for me before he sat in his own.
 
   He really could be a gentleman.
 
   I sat down across from him, feeling my heart move into my throat.
 
   He handed a menu to me before he picked up his own. Then he looked through the selections.
 
   I held my menu but I kept staring at him. Even his forearms were defined. His veins were noticeable and tight against his skin. He barely had any hair on his arms, and it disappeared at his elbow. His hands were large, and they were dry and callused.
 
   My eyes trailed up and I noticed how broad his shoulders were. He sat up straight with perfect posture. His blue eyes scanned the menu, never leaving the print on the page.
 
   God, I needed to stop staring.
 
   Like he could hear me, his eyes flickered to me. “What?”
 
   Shit, he caught me staring at him. “Do you work out?” Someone put a bullet in my head and put me out of my misery. Of all things to say, why did I have to say that? It was pretty obvious what I was thinking about.
 
   He didn’t gloat. “I do Cross Fit.”
 
   “You do?” When did he have time for that?
 
   “I usually go after class.”
 
   “I heard that’s really challenging.”
 
   “But that’s why I like it. It helps my form so I retain it when I’m on my feet all day at the hospital.”
 
   That made sense. “That’s cool.”
 
   “Speaking of the hospital, how’s your grandmother?”
 
   I hadn’t visited her in a long time. Payton took up the mantle because I couldn’t. I asked her not to mention my break up with Jace so she wouldn’t worry about me. I just couldn’t face her. It was impossible to lie to her and say I was fine when I really wasn’t. “She’s doing okay.” She’d been in the hospital for a long time, but the doctors were at a stalemate. Due to her heart condition, they were hesitant to operate, but the clot wasn’t dissolving on it’s own. I didn’t mention this to Ash because I didn’t want to bum him out.
 
   He didn’t press me for further information. “If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He put his menu down. “What are you getting?”
 
   I hadn’t even looked at the selections. “Tortellini.” It was the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “I’m getting the eggplant parmesan.”
 
   “That sounds good.”
 
   The waitress arrived and took our order. Ash took the lead and ordered for the both of us.
 
   “You really are a gentleman,” I blurted.
 
   He smirked. “Only to women I respect.”
 
   He said that to me once before. I forgot about it until now.
 
   “I tried to be a role model for Livia so she would find a boyfriend who treated her the same way. My dad used to work all the time so he wasn’t around very often. And I think it worked because Scotty treats her just the way I want him to.”
 
   I felt my heart melt at his words. “That’s really sweet.”
 
   He shrugged. “I love my sister.” He pointed a finger at me. “But don’t tell her I said that.”
 
   I zipped my lips. “Your secret is safe with me.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I was still curious to know what happened to his sister. He mentioned something horrific. But he said he didn’t feel comfortable sharing her secret so I didn’t ask him again.
 
   “I like it when you do your hair like that.” He stared into my face, not hesitating.
 
   Absentmindedly, I felt my hair. It was in a braid over one shoulder. I hated ponytails because it gave me a headache, so this was a good way to keep it out of my face without putting stress on my scalp. “Thanks. I usually do it when I’m too lazy to doll myself up.”
 
   “You look equally beautiful either way.”
 
   I couldn’t believe this was the same guy who blatantly asked me for sex four months ago. He was a different person. He wasn’t sleeping around, he was sweet to me, and he didn’t argue with me anymore. He took care of me when no one else did. He always had my best interest at heart. “You’re my best friend.” I didn’t think before I spoke. It just came out.
 
   His eyes softened slightly but he became guarded once again. “You’re my best friend too.”
 
   I played with my hair, feeling nervous. When he looked at me with those gorgeous eyes, I was paralyzed. I couldn’t think and I couldn’t move.
 
   “You changed my life.” His voice was low, almost at a whisper. “I was a very different man when we met. But after I met you, everything changed. I realized I didn’t want to be what I used to be. I didn’t want to be scared anymore. I didn’t want to be a coward.”
 
   Scared of what?
 
   The waitress approached then placed our dishes in front of us. The moment was ruined and the silence descended.
 
   “Parmesan cheese?” the waitress asked. She leaned over, her cleavage exposed. She had blonde hair and blue eyes. Her hair was a curtain of silk, and she smelled like a Victoria’s Secret catalog. I glanced at Ash, wondering if he was gawking at her chest.
 
   He was staring straight at me, never removing his gaze. “No, thank you.”
 
   “No, thank you,” I added.
 
   She walked away.
 
   Ash didn’t look at her. It didn’t seem like he cared. I wasn’t sure why that meant so much to me. Ash didn’t owe me anything, and even if he did, there was nothing wrong with looking. But it went straight to my heart anyway. For the first time, I felt like the most beautiful woman in the room.
 
   And that scared me.
 
   Ash ate with perfect etiquette and kept his elbows off the table. He never left a mark around his lips or dropped a crumb.
 
   I picked at my food, too nervous to feel a real appetite.
 
   When our meal was finished, the beautiful waitress returned with the tab.
 
   Ash handed the cash to her without looking at her. “I don’t need change.”
 
   ‘Thank you, sir.” She gave him a flirty stare before she sauntered away.
 
   Ash didn’t check out her ass as she left.
 
   “Are you finished?” he asked politely.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you ready to go?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   When he stood up, he pulled my chair out for me.
 
   It would take me a while to get used to his politeness.
 
   We reached his car, and he opened the door for me like before. Then he shut it behind me.
 
   Was this a date?
 
   He got in beside me then started the engine. “You can pick the music if you like.”
 
   I checked his CD’s and put in Crimson Kings.
 
   He smirked slightly. “Excellent choice.”
 
   The short drive was spent in silence. I glanced to his hands, wondering where they were. He rested one on his armrest and the other gripped the wheel. I tried to think of something to say but nothing came to my mind. Besides, the quiet was nice.
 
   We arrived at the apartment then ascended the stairs. My purse was tucked tightly under my arm. I felt nervous even though I wasn’t sure why. Ash walked me to my door then stood across from me.
 
   “Thank you for dinner.” I didn’t bother trying to pay because I already knew he wouldn’t let me.
 
   “You’re more than welcome.”
 
   Silence stretched between us. We never used to be awkward with each other, but now that’s all we were. I felt the tension in the air, the sexual excitement. Any time he looked at me, I looked down, afraid to face my own feelings. He excited me, made me think things I shouldn’t. I waited for him to walk away but he didn’t.
 
   He inched closer to me, a whisper away. “Alaska, I really like you.”
 
   The chills ran down my body.
 
   “Actually, I more than like you.” He stared into my eyes while he said it. “I know I didn’t make the best first impression. I was disrespectful and rude. But I’m not like that anymore. Ever since I met you, I’ve slowly started to change. I’ve tried blocking people out since I can remember, but I was even worse after my sister’s incident. All my walls were up and I refused to let anyone in. But you snuck past every defense and went straight to my heart.”
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat.
 
   “I didn’t like Jace because he didn’t treat you right. He was blind to what was right in front of him. But not only did I hate him because he didn’t work his ass off just to make you smile, but because I wanted you to myself. Whenever you were with him, all I felt was pain. I thought sleeping around would make me feel better but it didn’t. It just made me feel worse.
 
   “When I saw him with someone else, I snapped. I slammed a broken beer bottle on his head and almost killed him. I was pulled back so I wouldn’t end his life then and there. Knowing I found a reason to end your relationship with him gave me no satisfaction. I was livid that he would take you for granted. You didn’t deserve that kind of pain.
 
   “And when I found the proof to make you leave him, I hated myself. I didn’t want to show it to you. I didn’t want you to see it. When you’re in pain, I’m in pain. If I could rewrite history, I would make Jace be the boyfriend you wanted just so you could be happy, even if that meant I couldn’t have you myself. Never in my life have I had selfless thoughts, but with you, you’re always first.
 
   “The moment he was gone from your life, I stopped hooking up. I knew you needed time to recover, and I knew there was no guarantee that you might feel something for me when you were ready to, but I couldn’t stand the idea of being with someone else when I felt this strongly about you. I don’t want any other girl in my bed. I just want you.
 
   “When I saw you come home with that guy, I snapped again. Not only did I not want you to be with someone besides me, but I didn’t want you to make a mistake you would regret. The fact you feel like you need to change because of Jace breaks my heart, because you’re damn perfect the way you are. Maybe he doesn’t see every good piece of you, but I do. I see everything, Alaska. You’re the first girl who’s ever made me jealous, to make me take a harder look at myself, and the first one to make me take a risk. I’m so scared of getting burned again, but I can’t stand in the cold a moment longer when I feel your warmth every day.
 
   “When I kissed you, it just solidified my feelings even more. I’ve never felt that explosive energy before. My lips burned long after you were gone. My body yearned for you. I fantasized about that moment a million times but I never imagined how wonderful it would be. It felt right, Alaska. It felt like you were the only girl I’d ever kissed. When I took you to my bed, believe me, I didn’t want to stop. But I wanted it to happen when I meant more to you. The last thing I ever wanted to be was someone you would regret, someone you wouldn’t trust to protect you.”
 
   My breathing increased as I processed his words. I knew there was something between us, but I didn’t expect those beautiful words. Ash and I butted heads from the beginning but so much had changed. I couldn’t recall when it happened, but the night he held my hand outside the galley is when it all began. Jace was in my life so I was immune to the feeling, but it was always there.
 
   Ash watched my reaction. “I don’t just want to be your friend. I want to be something more. I can’t pretend that I don’t think about you every second of the day. I can’t pretend that I’m not dying to hold you. I can’t pretend that I wouldn’t sacrifice everything just to make you smile. I can’t pretend that I don’t care because I do. More than I ever thought possible.”
 
   I stood still, hearing his words echo in my mind. I didn’t expect such a heartfelt conversation to happen on my doorstep. But it did. “Honestly, I never expected you to say any of that.”
 
   “I didn’t either,” he whispered.
 
   “I…I feel something for you too.” I didn’t see the point in denying it. “Knowing you were there for me when I needed someone made me realize how different you were. Every conversation we’d had only revealed how much of a mask you put on. I’ve always known you were a sweet guy despite the façade you project. I don’t know when my feelings started, but they are there.”
 
   His hands moved around my waist, resting on my hips. He never touched me that way before. The gesture was foreign but comfortable at the same time.
 
   “And when we kissed…I felt something.”
 
   He moved closer to me, his hips almost touching mine.
 
   The closeness between us felt right. No one except Jace had touched me this way, But I felt like Ash had done it a thousand times. His hips pressed into my skin with just the right amount of pressure, making me feel alive but safe at the same time.
 
   But I couldn’t deny the scars on my heart. I couldn’t lie and say trust came easy for me. Jace hurt me more than I cared to admit, and it made me question everything, even people I loved. We’d only been broken up for two months. That wasn’t long enough for me to move on. And I wasn’t sure if I even wanted a relationship again. “But I don’t think I can give you what you’re asking of me…”I closed my eyes as I said it, feeling horrible for rejecting him.
 
   He moved his fingers under my chin then lifted my face, making my eyes open. “Why?”
 
   “Jace…” I didn’t need more words to explain it.
 
   “I’m nothing like him. I’ll always tell you the truth even if you don’t want to hear it. I’ll never hurt you or lie to you. I’ve never been in a relationship because no woman has ever captured my heart the way you do. You’re the only one, Alaska. I don’t want anyone else but you. Don’t be scared.”
 
   “I just can’t do it…I’m not ready for a relationship. I’m not ready to give myself away yet. I’m not ready to trust someone implicitly. It’s just too hard right now. I don’t have a heart because Jace burned everything he left behind…”
 
   “Don’t say that.” His voice was gentle. “Don’t let him win, Alaska.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be fair to you. You’d only get a part of me when you deserve the whole thing.”
 
   “I’m okay with that. I will protect and love whatever you give me. In time, I’ll make it grow.”
 
   “You’re such a great guy, Ash. You deserve to be with someone who can do this the right way.”
 
   “That would solve my problem if there was someone else. But there isn’t. I would much rather struggle in a relationship with a woman with a broken heart than be lonely with a line of girls and meaningless sex. Alaska, please.”
 
   “Please don’t make me hurt you…”
 
   “We can take it slow. I’m not asking for a marriage.”
 
   “But I care about you…”
 
   His eyes softened when he looked at me.
 
   “And I can never hurt someone I respect so much. You deserve to be treated right. I could never forgive myself if I hurt you the way Jace hurt me. You don’t deserve to be with someone who is only going to give half her effort because that’s all she has to give. I don’t ever want you to wish I would give you what you need. I don’t want you to regret. I don’t want you to feel hurt…”
 
   “In case you didn’t know, all relationships result in pain. They are hard work, they are tiring, and they are risky. But people keep doing it over and over again because of all the joy they feel. I’m willing to get my heart broken for those moments of happiness. But I’m only willing to do that with you.”
 
   His sweet words were killing me. “Ash, I said no. And that’s my final answer.”
 
   The pain was in his eyes. “What if—”
 
   “I said no.” I was on the verge of tears. I turned around and got my key in the door. “I’m sorry it has to be this way. But I’m not ready and I don’t know when I’ll ever be. Don’t waste your time waiting for me.”
 
   He didn’t argue. He didn’t fight.
 
   I walked inside without looking back then shut the door in his face.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Ash
 
   Fuck, that hurt.
 
   It was the first time I put my heart on the line, and it blew up in my face. If she said she didn’t feel the same way, I would have accepted that and walked away. But the fact she did but wouldn’t take the plunge with me hurt more.
 
   I already hated Jace but now I wished he would just die and burn in hell. He completely destroyed Alaska. She was so trusting and forgiving, but that piece of her was gone. One asshole ruined it for everyone else. I was determined to get it back, but how did I do that when she wouldn’t let me?
 
   I kept to myself for the following week. Alaska was probably avoiding me, but I was avoiding her so we never crossed paths. I took out my garbage late at night so I wouldn’t run into her, and I did my laundry at my parents’ house to prevent an accidental encounter.
 
   I was tending to my wounded heart in solitude. I focused on my studies and tried not to think about her. The worst part of this situation was the loss of a friend. Now we weren’t even speaking to each other and I had a feeling we never would. She would avoid me because she didn’t want to hurt me, and I would avoid her so I could act like I wasn’t hurting.
 
   I went to the bar and met the guys and Livia. I just needed to get out. Having her apartment just a few feet away from me wasn’t helping. I had to stop myself from looking at her through my peephole, just to catch a glimpse of her.
 
   “So, did you tell her?” Livia asked.
 
   Scotty’s arm was over the back of her chair, and his hand rested gently on her neck. They were always affectionate with each other. Sometimes it made me want to gag.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What did she say?” Livia leaned forward, the curiosity about to make her explode.
 
   I felt the depression hit all over again. “She said she didn’t want to be in a relationship again, that Jace hurt her so much that she can’t trust me.” I downed the rest of my beer then waved down the waitress for another.
 
   “Damn it.” Livia slammed her fist against the table.
 
   Sage eyed her. “Livia really wants this to happen…”
 
   “We all do,” Scotty said.
 
   “But it’s not going to,” I said sadly.
 
   “No.” Livia hit her fist against the table again. “You love this girl, don’t you?”
 
   “Unfortunately…”
 
   “Then you can’t just give up. Fight for her, Ash.” She had that crazed look in her eye.
 
   “She said no.” I sipped my beer. “I can’t just change her mind.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Prove to her that she can trust you. Make her believe in relationships again.” Her voice was so loud she was practically yelling.
 
   “Baby, calm down.” Scotty rubbed the back of her neck.
 
   “And how do I do that?” I asked.
 
   “Just be her friend. Keep doing what you were doing. She’ll get close to you and feel safe. Then, bam, she’s yours.” Scotty drank his beer.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “It’s what Scotty and I did.” Livia wasn’t going to let this go. “I told him I couldn’t be in a relationship so we were friends instead. When I was so madly in love with him, I couldn’t stay away. And I trusted him.”
 
   “She won’t even talk to me…” Why did I have to open my big mouth?
 
   “Then make it up to her,” Livia said. “Tell her you want a friendship and you’ll back off. Then make her realize she can’t live without you.”
 
   “You make it sound so easily,” I said miserably.
 
   “She already admitted she has feelings for you,” Livia said. “Now prey on that vulnerability and take advantage of it.”
 
   “You act like I’m trying to hunt her down,” I argued.
 
   “You pretty much are,” she said. “Now do it, Ash. Don’t give up. Who knows if you’ll ever feel this way again.”
 
   I wouldn’t.
 
   “Don’t let up. Fight.” My sister kept staring at me, waiting for me to agree with her. “Think of it this way. If you give up, there’s no hope. But if you never give up, then there’s always hope.”
 
   I needed Alaska more than I let on. She was my whole world. Everything revolved around her. Her safety and happiness was my purpose. I adored her like an artist adored his painting. I loved her like soul mates stretched across time. I needed her like life needed water. When I thought about going back to my previous lifestyle, I wanted to hurl. I couldn’t do that again. “Okay. I’ll fight.”
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