
        
            
                
            
        

    
A. Briar

Obsession Within





  
    First published by Independently Published 2022

  

  Copyright © 2022 by A. Briar


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    A. Briar asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  To every Parker out there…







  
    
      “In an attempt to fix him, she broke herself.”


    

    
      —Daniel Saint Black


    

  





  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgement
        
      

    
      	
        Trigger Warning
        
      

    
      	
        Playlist
        
      

    
      	
        1. Parker
        
      

    
      	
        2. Hudson
        
      

    
      	
        3. The Internship
        
      

    
      	
        4. Heathcliff
        
      

    
      	
        5. I’m Sorry
        
      

    
      	
        6. My First Time
        
      

    
      	
        7. The Body
        
      

    
      	
        8. Eric
        
      

    
      	
        9. Lily
        
      

    
      	
        10. What Took You So Long?
        
      

    
      	
        11. His Need For Control
        
      

    
      	
        12. I Hope You Get Help
        
      

    
      	
        13. Who Are You?
        
      

    
      	
        14. Athens
        
      

    
      	
        15. Losing It
        
      

    
      	
        16. I Want To Ask You Something
        
      

    
      	
        17. St. Patrick’s Day
        
      

    
      	
        18. The Blood
        
      

    
      	
        19. Nightmare
        
      

    
      	
        20. I Just Don’t Care Anymore
        
      

    
      	
        21. I Don’t Matter To Him
        
      

    
      	
        22. Old Times Sake
        
      

    
      	
        23. Is He Hot?
        
      

    
      	
        24. I Still Want Him
        
      

    
      	
        25. Memory
        
      

    
      	
        26. Pictures
        
      

    
      	
        27. Angels And Devils Rager
        
      

    
      	
        28. Do I Really Want To Know?
        
      

    
      	
        29. SURPRISE!
        
      

    
      	
        30. I Need To Speak To You
        
      

    
      	
        31. Why Do You Lie So Much?
        
      

    
      	
        32. But First, Can I Fuck You?
        
      

    
      	
        33. Don’t Make Promises You Can’t Keep
        
      

    
      	
        34. Sex Demon
        
      

    
      	
        35. Fuck With My Head
        
      

    
      	
        36. Dr. Vera Callahan
        
      

    
      	
        37. I think Two Can Play At This Game
        
      

    
      	
        38. High On Him
        
      

    
      	
        39. He Can’t Really Love You
        
      

    
      	
        40. I Missed You
        
      

    
      	
        41. I Hate You
        
      

    
      	
        42. Get The Fuck Out
        
      

    
      	
        43. Graduation Party
        
      

    
      	
        44. Wax Play
        
      

    
      	
        45. How Can I Change
        
      

    
      	
        46. I Was Him And He Was Me
        
      

    
      	
        47. The Townhouse
        
      

    
      	
        48. He’s Not Coming Back
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgement



Writing and finally getting to publish your work out into the big world is scary. I wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t for the constant support from my friends and family as well as the amazing Booktok and Bookstagram community I’ve found. I’d love to thank my sisters, Juwi, Nafi, and Jo. You guys deserve an award for me babbling about books all day.

A special thank you to Harleigh Beck, Jordan Giles, Lily June, Kylie Gopal, Camille Haynes, and V. Domino for being there for me. You guys are amazing and I’m glad to have you as friends.







  Trigger Warning



Obsession Within is darker than the first book. While I was still careful about book one, I let my characters run free in this book.

This book contains explicit content including, but not limited to:

• Murder graphically described

• Stalking

• Severe child abuse

• Drug/Alcohol abuse

• Dub/Con

• Multiple mentions of ASPD

• Violence

• Graphic sex scenes

• Breath play/ orgasm denial

• Suicide of a pregnant woman

• Depression

• Anxiety Attacks

• Manipulation

• Cheating

This should cover pretty much most of it. Remember my Morally Grey hero suffers from a personality disorder called ASPD and he would rank on the levels of Sociopathy. I ask you to be warned before reading as his character could cause trauma for victims. This book was purely written for my enjoyment. Happy reading!
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PARKER




My alarm is blaring from my phone. It’s only a few minutes past five a.m., but I’ve been up for hours.

It’s been a week since everything happened. Taking a deep breath, I try to encourage myself that I can face the day ahead. That I can find some corner of happiness to crawl into.

Breaking up sucks. But the way Hudson—I don’t even want to think of his name. Not yet. Every time an image of him pops into my head, I see red. But it’s not only anger, it’s everything in between that I never thought I could feel. It’s like every minute of waking, there’s a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach. I miss him and I shouldn’t.

The way we broke up feels worse somehow. It feels worse than it felt with Ryan. Maybe it’s because Ryan was just an asshole and Hudson was a psycho. The very same psycho that knew every inch of me and everything about me. Besides, Ryan and I never had sex. I had sex with Hudson. So it wasn’t just my emotions involved. It was abrupt. As if someone had pulled the rug from underneath my feet and said, “You’ve been played Parker!”—as I fell back, knocking the air out of my lungs, not realizing the momentum at which I fell. We moved way too fast and I should have expected to be this hurt at the rate we going. How could I help it though? He was everywhere, involved in everything I did for these past few weeks. It was like going on an incredible roller coaster ride, experiencing the highs and lows, only to feel upset once it came to a stop.

Something inside me feels different; miserable and distant. Like I’m never going to be the same person again. I’m not being dramatic, because I don’t have a dramatic bone in my body. I truly don’t want to get out of bed and do anything. I want to do the unhealthy thing and cry myself to sleep while thinking of him because let’s face it, I can’t forget about him. No matter how hard I try.

My mind is not yet ready to analyze anything, so all I’ve been doing is burying myself into the last few pages of The Picture Of Dorian Gray, before starting Wuthering Heights.

I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been slacking with my work and it wasn’t until my English Professor, Mr. Tillman mentioned that my grades are falling and that I need to focus on my reading list before the end of the Spring semester.

I have a lot of things to do today. There’s the internship interview at Gulliver Books that I need to go to and then I have my creative writing classes in the afternoon, before helping Lex with her lines from a play later on.

But first, I need to head over to the Vibe & Bliss yoga studio. I seriously need to get back into my routine if I want to feel normal again.

“Good morning.” Lex pops her dark redhead through the ajar door.

Every month, Lex changes her hair color. And she’s been obsessing over elves recently, so her hair is cut a little roughly, kinda pixie-like, making her look cute and hot at the same time. I wish I could be as spontaneous as her, but my parents would probably disown me even though I’m old enough.

“Morning,” I tell her as I push the covers off me, before taking another deep breath.

“How many of those deep breaths have you taken?” she asks, folding her arms over her chest as she leans against the door frame.

“I lost count.”

“Well, listen up, bitch. I want you to do whatever you have to and then bring back the old Parker, ‘Kay? Otherwise, I’m going to have to go on a rampage searching for an egotistical ass with saggy balls to murder.” Her eyes are narrow. She means business and her threat is not to be taken lightly.

I can’t help but chuckle. “I’m fine, Lex. But I won’t stop you from going on that rampage.”

After I came back from my parent’s holiday home in Mastic Beach, I’d come back to Manhattan to find Lex waiting in our apartment from her awesome Spring Break weekend with her new beau, Kyle.

I didn’t tell her what happened back in Hampton Bays, but she knows enough from my mother’s frantic call when she couldn’t get through to me that night.

And now she’s put on her best friend protective shield over, watching that I don’t sink into depression or start eating an excessive amount of calories—not that I will. She’s awesome like that.

“I am ordering Chinese tonight. You can bring the wine. Sounds good?”

“Sounds good to me,” I tell her as I quickly make my bed and run my hands over the powder blue covers a few times to remove any of the creases.

“Love you,” she says, lingering in the doorway.

I know she’s keeping a close eye on me and even though all I really want right now is space, I don’t tell Lex anything because I know she’s coming from a good place. I’d do the same if she was in my place.

“Love you too.”

When she leaves the apartment, I feel like getting back into bed, because I don’t have any enthusiasm to do anything else, but I force myself to have a quick wash, before I pull on my favorite pair of stretchy black tights and a matching crop top.

I sling my satchel over my shoulders and then leave the apartment building.

It’s a warm, Spring day and it’s busier than usual, people rushing to work, yellow cabs being hailed down. Babies are crying, businessmen and women yell into their AirPods and police cars along with ambulances are rushing to some unfortunate soul out there. I love the city so much and I wouldn’t exchange it for anything. 

The early morning sun is smiling down on me as I move down the concrete sidewalk. I keep on expecting to see him show up and when I don’t see any sign of his tall frame and dark, lethal green eyes, my heart starts to ache again. Like something is missing. I desperately wish to stop this gnawing shitty feeling inside the pit of my stomach, but I can’t and I don’t know why.

“You’re in love,” a woman’s voice says through my one earphone and I realize it’s just a healthy lifestyle podcast I was listening to last night on Spotify. In love with a crazy person, I added.

I inhale deeply and head down the few blocks to Vibe & Bliss. Hopefully, I’ll be too occupied by the end of the day to even think about him.

Neela Raj our yoga instructor is probably set on killing me along with the other victims today by stretching our bodies until we can’t stretch anymore.

I’m expecting hardcore. I need something to destroy my core. But today Neela gives us a break and decides to do calming poses to help with everyday stress, which is exactly what I don’t need. Or at least I think so.

So we start with the child’s pose, stretching our arms out ahead of us, whilst keeping our legs tucked under our butts.

Neela then shows us the extended puppy pose, the standing tree pose, and the triangle pose before she ends the session with a hero pose, where we have to be on our knees with our feet flat against the floor and our arms on our thighs.

We stay in this position for five minutes straight until Neela finally dismisses the class.

I don’t realize how relaxed I feel until I head to the locker room and have a hot shower, exfoliating my skin with a sticky honey scrub. The hot water rushes over my body and I breathe in the steam rising from the showers around me.

When I’m done, I lather my body with my strawberry-scented lotion and then change into a pair of skinny black suit pants and a silky white blouse.

I stare at myself in the mirror as I do an elegant chignon with a few strands of my dark blonde hair loose at the front. My eyes drift further down and then I see it. A reminder that the medallion he gave me is still around my neck. I haven’t taken it off yet and I don’t know if I will. My fingers trace the delicate gold medallion sitting around my collarbone.

Without pondering much on it, I quickly apply a matte nude shade of lipstick and do my cat eyeliner, before I leave Vibe & Bliss, feeling like a million bucks. As you should, babe, Lex would have added if she was here.

Anyway, I have more important things to do today. Like, keep my nerves down about my internship interview.

So before I can grab a cab to go to Gulliver Books, I stop at the nearest Starbucks to get my caffeine fix of hazelnut frap with almond milk before facing the day ahead. It can only get better from here on.
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HUDSON




She has long olive legs, exposing enough to get my imagination flowing as I watch her flaunt her ass in that tight pencil skirt.

She’s blonde and smells really good. She’s the kind of woman that takes really good care of herself. Once in a while, she’ll probably buy herself an expensive bottle of Dior and pamper herself at a five-Star spa. That’s the kind of woman she is.

I sit across from her in a chair and analyze her. She looks older, maybe mid-thirties, but she knows she looks good otherwise she wouldn’t be wearing such a tight, white shirt, running her tongue over her red-coated lips. My type, except, I’m not interested in her one bit. Other than fucking her of course.

I learned very early on that adults are very sexually oriented creatures. They crave intimacy. Even Vivienne sitting in front of me. My new psychologist as per my mother’s fucking wishes after she and my brother, Matt, had a court order forcing me into therapy. They think they can force me to do shit like this because we have that kind of money.

It doesn’t count anyway. I know it won’t last, but for the entertainment factor, I am truly enthusiastic. I wonder how long it would take me to have her writhing in pleasure on that desk of hers.

Sex. I use it all the time to get what I crave: Power. There’s nothing more satisfying than knowing you control someone’s emotions and body. Once I have control, I give and take what I want from a relationship. My mother and Matt think they know all about me and how fucked I am in the head, but they don’t know just how much.

I can do this all day every day until I get bored. But then I remind myself that Parker is the one that got away. I never affect her enough for her to walk away from me like that. I need her back. She’s the challenge I’ve been looking for. It drives me insane knowing that I can’t just have her. I like the chase, it’s what pushes me to get more power and more control.

It’s like a game of chess, you always have to have your moves and strategies prepared. Life is a monopoly board; you either gain or lose and I never lose. Not in my world at least. I hit forward all the time and come out on top. Always.

Deep down, I know there is something that I feel for Parker. It isn’t affection or love. Love is something I know I will never be capable of. I’m way beyond that stage. Perhaps it’s the admiration of her strong will, the safety she offers, and her beauty. Perhaps it’s an obsession. I’ve tasted the effects of obsession before and I know what it can do to me when I don’t have what I want. It makes me sick to know that she left. She’s mine. She belongs to me. 

But it will never be love. It surprises me when people throw the word around and actually mean it. I have only ever had to use the word in times of desperation. To me, love is the language of sex and nothing more. It’s of giving and receiving.

But I don’t want to think of that right now. What I’m more interested in is getting Vivienne naked. I always try to test myself, to see how good I really am. Whether it’s getting a normal girl at a rager naked or even my psychologist.

She’s been asking me unnecessary questions for the past hour with that pretty mouth of hers that I could put to better use. I know that my session is over and she knows too, but she can’t seem to end it. She doesn’t want it to end. 

I watch as she subtly lifts her head. She has a slender neck and big tits waiting to be freed from that tight shirt of hers.

Vivienne looks at me with those baby blue eyes and I know I have her. Her mouth parts subtly. This is my opportunity.

So I stand up and she stops talking about how psychotherapy can be helpful—a load of fucking bullshit—as I walk towards her.

“Is the door locked?” I ask her as I pull my watch off and place it on her desk with a thud.

“I—I…yes, why?” she stutters.

“Stop pretending that I’m here for you to miraculously make me a better fucking person when what you actually want is for me to fuck you,” I tell her. “Be honest with me and I will listen to whatever you have to say after that.”

Vivienne can barely speak, probably in shock that I’m so blunt. I walk towards her chair and then I get down on my knees in front of her pushing her pencil skirt up her silky thighs.

“You should be spanked for dressing so provocatively,” I say, watching as she sinks back into her seat when I kiss her inner thighs. I push her legs apart with my hands, exposing her lacy black underwear. I bet she’s already soaking wet. My cocks being aching for the past hour.

“This can’t get out,” Vivienne says. “I’ll lose my job.”

“I know,” I whisper before I pull her underwear aside and see her already wet, pink pussy, waiting for me.

I lean in, pressing my mouth against her clit, watching as a sigh escapes her bee-stung lips. It’s all too fucking easy.

It’s like a learning experience for me. What she likes and what she doesn’t like. I have it all stored in my head for future reference.

When I run my tongue along her clit, she arches her back, moans louder, and grabs my hair, pulling me closer as if she couldn’t possibly get enough of my tongue inside of her. She likes that and she wants more, so I ease my tongue into her again, licking, sucking, nibbling, and torturing her to the best of my abilities.

Without wasting any time and before she can come in my mouth, I stand up and grab her by her slender waist, before taking her over to her desk. My dick is rock hard and throbbing, eager to be inside of her.

I shove the papers off the desk and push Vivienne back against the cool wooden surface, before positioning her thighs on either side of me.

And then I pull out my throbbing cock from my unbuttoned jeans, roll the condom on and proceed to fuck her. Loud moans escape her rosy lips as I thrust hard inside of her in a steady back and forth rhythm and I have to lean over several times to cover her mouth with my palm as I go deeper into her pussy. So deep that my balls are practically slapping against her. She reaches us and grabs my tie while moaning and I can’t help but grin.

My other hand slips inside of her shirt as I search for her tits and then I pinch her nipples as I move harder inside of her.

I can feel her coming beneath me as I watch her eyes roll into the back of her head while her body trembles uncontrollably.

There’s something so powerful about watching them lose control as I take over and continue to fuck. I’m the Alpha fucking male. Vivienne grabs my shirt, knotting her fingers and grabbing me closer.

I come a minute after her, pure ecstasy filling my body as I hover above her, both of us breathing raggedly.

And then I pull my cock out of her and grab a bunch of tissues from the box of her desk, before wiping my hands and mouth and discarding them along with the condom in the bin near the desk.

“Thanks for the session,” I tell her as I button my jeans and put my watch back on. I run a hand through my hair. “We’re done here.”

I need a line of cocaine right now and possibly a hard drink. Maybe whiskey or scotch.

Vivienne looks a little flustered as she adjusts her clothes. “Um, yeah. I was wondering if you’d like to meet this Friday. Can I give you my phone number in case you need to ever talk?”

I smile at her because I know that I have her. “Yeah.”

Vivienne hands me her card with her business and personal number.

I take it and then draw my gaze up at her. “Try and contact me or my family again and I’ll fucking ruin your career. Just because I fucked you, it doesn’t mean I want to see you again.”

Her mouth hangs open as I leave her office. As I said, I never lose. But I am amused at the fact that my mother’s and Matt’s plan has ceased to work. Well at least in the way they thought it would help me.
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PARKER




I sit in the cool leather chair, fidgeting with my pants as Rose Hall talks to someone by the door.

She’s a tall graceful woman, with a glorious mane of shiny, dark brown hair that’s pinned up and flawlessly pale skin. I decide that she’s in her late thirties, although I’m not too sure because she has enviably natural beauty.

Rose ends her conversation, before closing the door and walking back to her chair that’s across from me. A dark wooden table sits in between us but does nothing to ease the tension in my throat. My palms suddenly feel sweaty. That only happens when I’m really nervous.

“Thank you for coming in today, Parker,” Rose says, her face lights up as she smiles. “I took the time to look over your cover letter and I was thoroughly impressed with the potential qualities you could offer at Gulliver Books. However, we do love to establish a personal relationship with all our employees, so tell me, what do you look forward to if you are accepted for our yearly Spring Internship?”

I take a deep breath and smile as confidently as I can because I know I can do this. I spent the last few days preparing myself for this moment. Post break up too, I add. With hundreds of used tissues scattering my bed as I searched for the perfect outfit before I climbed back into my bed to wallow in depression.

“I look forward to working with a team in the different areas of publishing. Every book that is published is the result of hard work and I would very much enjoy going through the entire process.” My voice is steady. I got this.

Rose smiles, looking pleased with my answer. “What kind of a future do you see for yourself, Parker?”

“I see myself working in a publishing house like this, reading thousands of manuscripts a month, reviewing books for blogs,” I say, as I straighten my shoulders.

“Have good posture. You want them to take you seriously, not to look at you as if you’re a fool,” my father’s words enter my mind. Except he wasn’t prepping me for a job back then, just to sit with pretentious assholes all night at dinner parties.

“Books have always been my passion. Writing them and reading them. There’s so much gold in those pages,” I continue. “I would love the opportunity to find new talent and help them succeed in their writing career. There are many possibilities out there, but I’m extremely attached to the world of literature. There’s nothing more satisfying than being a part of that process.”

“Those are very wise words from a young woman such as yourself,” Rose says. “Which is why I would like to invite you to join our paid internship program starting this Friday.”

For a moment, I am almost lost for words because I thought I’d have to really make myself desperate for this interview.

“Oh, thank you so much, Mrs. Hall,” I say, wiping my hands on my pants, as I reach over and shake her hand. “I really hope I can be of help here at Gulliver Books.”

“I am confident that you will be.” Rose smiles. “And we’re glad to have you on the team. If we are happy about your progress by the end of our Spring Internship, you will be offered a permanent place in this publishing house if that is something that interests you.”

“Thank you so much. This is great. I can’t wait to begin,” I tell her.

I leave Gulliver Books feeling better than I did this morning. I should phone my dad and tell him that one of those applications came through, so I hail a cab and when I finally get one, someone bumps my shoulder and I look back up to see a dirty blonde-haired guy.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he apologizes in a deep, low voice. “I guess we both saw the same cab, but you can have it.”

His eyes are striking gunmetal blue, he has a long aquiline kind of nose and wears wire-rimmed glasses, looking like he just stepped out of a completely different era in his black t-shirt, dark suede coat, and dark jeans that covered his tall length. He also looks way older than me. Late twenties? Perhaps even older than Hudson.

I’d feel bad if I had to take the cab so instead, I say, “Or we can both take the cab?”

His wide lips curl into a friendly smile. “That could also work.”

We both get into the cab and I can’t help but notice his shoulder pressing against mine the entire time.

“Thank you for being courteous,” he says. “Most people aren’t that nice.”

“It only seemed fair.” I give him a side glance and he smiles. “And most people aren’t considerate.”

“I’m Eric.” He holds out his hand and I reach out to shake it. His skin is warm.

“Parker.”

“It was wonderful to make your acquaintance,” he says, before turning to the cab driver and leaning over. “You can stop there.” Eric points to the side of a dingy street corner and before I know it, he’s out of the cab, disappearing into the alcove of darkness through an alleyway.

I feel stunned for a few minutes as the cab driver continues in the direction of Kensington College, wondering what the hell just happened.
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PARKER




“Heathcliff,” Professor Tillman says as he stands by his ancient podium with a copy of Wuthering Heights open before him. “Today, we’ll be taking on Heathcliff who’s a little more of a darker character than our dear Dorian Gray.”

I pull out my notebook and pencil to make notes on anything that piques my interest.

“Brontë did the impossible when she wrote Wuthering Heights. She made Heathcliff both the villain and romantic interest,” Professor Tillman says. “What I find extraordinary is that over the years Heathcliff’s character has been labeled a Sociopath or a vicious Psychopath. Back in the Victorian Era, there was no proper definition of what a Sociopath and Psychopath were.”

The room is in silence as Tillman walks around thinking silently to himself as he slips his hands into his pockets.

“People adore Heathcliff. They empathize with his character but find him vile at the same time. He has been depicted as abusive, sadistic, and almost Satanic.”

There’s laughter and murmuring around the classroom and he smiles. “Not Satanic like devil-worshiping. Several times throughout the novel, Heathcliff has been described as being dark which attributes to his devilish, cruel nature. Even his wife Isabella”— Tillman glances into his book—” in Chapter 11 believed him to be ‘The black villain, a lying fiend, a monster and not a human being!’ Even as a baby he is described as being The Imp of the Devil or better yet just devilish.” Tillman taps the tip of his pencil against the book. “There is almost a demonic relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff. Such a powerful love, yet so dark and cruel. Possessive. Everything dark you can think of, this book captures it perfectly.”

Heathcliff. I can’t help but feel pain and love for his character. I can feel his suffering deep in my chest.

Professor Tillman turns to the class. “Can anyone tell me what kind of hero Heathcliff is exactly?”

The class is silent, so I decide to lift my hand and Professor Tillman smiles widely almost pleased that someone has been reading their work.

“Yes, Miss Kelleher.”

“Heathcliff belongs to the Byronic Hero category,” I say.

“Excellent! Can you tell us why?”

I clear my throat before answering and try to ignore the fact that everyone’s eyes are on me. “Because a Byronic hero was described as dark, brooding and is usually ostracized from society which fits Heathcliff’s character.”

“Precisely. Good work Miss Kelleher.” Tillman turns back to the class. “One of the biggest questions that my past students always asked me was whether Heathcliff was villain or victim.”

“And I always tell them the same thing,” Tillman says. “No one is born a villain. They are made into one. In his case, Heathcliff is frequently ill-treated, when Hindley becomes master of the Earnshaw house.”

“How can Heathcliff be portrayed as a romantic hero when he wanted revenge on Catherine too?” a blonde-haired girl from the front row asks. “He was sadistic and cruel. Nothing about him was romantic.”

“Good question. That is the tragedy of Heathcliff, because of Catherine’s rejection and his suffering at the hands of Hindley and Edgar Linton, Heathcliff leaves Wuthering Heights and returns a changed man. He is prosperous and exactly the kind of man Catherine would want. But Heathcliff’s character is driven by two important things: revenge and his desire for Catherine, who he cannot yet have because his need for revenge and control is greater,” Tillman explains. “Catherine was in love with Heathcliff, but from overhearing her conversation with Nelly Dean about how she can’t possibly marry Heathcliff because he is of a lower class and lacks social ethics, Heathcliff leaves and returns the man Cathy always wanted, but now can’t have.”

“As Miss Kelleher said.” He points out to me. “Heathcliff is a Byronic hero. He is a romantic hero with darker character traits. He is driven by revenge and his obsession with Catherine Earnshaw. We can sympathize with his past and the way he became.”

The class silently takes notes while I find myself feeling oddly attracted to Heathcliff’s dark character.

“Does anyone else have any questions?” Professor Tillman asks as he looks at his watch.

There are a few murmurs and no exact answer so he goes over to his desk and starts packing his black case.

“We can wrap up this class then. I hope you all take the time to read deeper into the story and we’ll pick up from there next time,” he says and everyone starts rushing out of the classroom as if they can hardly stand being in it any longer.

I leave class too, my mind haunted by the darkness and cruelty of Heathcliff and his insensitive attitude towards everyone including Catherine. It almost reminds me of Hudson.

It’s the first thing I think about as I read further into Heathcliff’s character. Cold, withdrawn, and driven. It’s all too familiar. But what could be Hudson’s reason for being so callous? I know he had a hard childhood. I don’t know any more than that.

Heathcliff is simply a character in a book written a long time ago, Hudson on the other hand, is real.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t see where I’m going and walk right into someone.

When I look up I see Blake standing there. I hadn’t seen this asshole ever since that night in Ryder’s bar, yet here he is outside my literature class.

“Parker.” The surprise in his voice is as evident as the fading blue-purple bruise on his jaw. “I—I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for how things turned out.”

“What exactly are you sorry for? Lacing my drink with full knowledge that I could have overdosed?” I can’t suppress the bitterness in my voice.

“I thought you were being nice, you’re so lucky that I didn’t go to the cops.”

He drops his gaze, appearing disgusted with himself. “I wasn’t going to do anything. I just wanted to have fun.”

“Trying to make your actions seem like good intentions just makes you more of an asshole,” I say, as I walk away from him.

It’s only 5 p.m. and I still have an extra hour before I have to leave to have dinner with Lex, so I head over to the Library and find my little spot vacant.

Memories of Hudson fingering me on this very seat enters my mind and I try to ignore them, but I can’t.

I can’t understand why I can’t just ignore the thought of him. When I left him, I felt he was vile and heartless and I still think that. There is something not wholly right with him and even though he’s not here, I still find it hard to ignore his face in my mind. It just shows how much he affected me in so many aspects.

I told him I didn’t love him when I did. I told him I didn’t want him when I did. He hurt me and there is no excuse for that. I wish moving on was as simple as reading books or going to sleep and waking up.

But it isn’t. And I can’t stop thinking of him. As I settle down on my seat to read more of Wuthering Heights, my phone pings and I see one new text. 

I switch on my screen and it’s as if he can read my mind. It’s him. I thought he’d just give up and leave me alone. He’s been texting me all week.

Can we meet? For coffee maybe? I want to talk to you…—H

A tired sigh escapes my lips and I press on his text for a long. The options come up and I struggle to move my fingers across the screen as I press delete. I can’t go. I just don’t have it in me.
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I grab a bottle of red wine from Food Co. before I get a cab and it’s exactly 6:20 p.m. when I reach the apartment.

The evening air is cool on my skin as I climb out of the cab, gathering all my books and my bag along with the wine.

It’s been a long day and I just want to eat dinner, have a hot shower and crawl into my warm bed after, possibly reading more of Wuthering Heights, so I walk into the building and take the elevator up. I’m glad he didn’t text me again. I should have blocked his number but I couldn’t. It’s fucking weak of me, I know. Lex will bitch slap me if she only knew how stupid I’m being.

When I reach my floor, the elevator doors slide open and that’s when I look up and see him standing right outside the apartment door. I fucking clutch the books and wine tightly to my chest, because I almost drop everything. Hudson.

At first, I almost start to think I might be seeing things, but it’s him. He’s there. It’s not a dream and it’s certainly not a freaking illusion playing tricks on me.

His inky black hair is messy, roughly cut, and a little shorter than when I last saw him. He’s wearing a black t-shirt with the first few buttons open and exposing the smooth protruding lump of his Adams Apple, and a pair of dark jeans.

I suddenly feel like I can’t breathe anymore. The last time I saw him, he was threatening me and grabbing my hand. Yet, there he is standing outside the apartment as if he had all the right in the world.

“What are you doing here?” My voice sounds so small and distant.

He steps forward and then he seems to think better of it and pauses. “I know things ended badly between us and I wanted—needed to see you again, okay?”

“If I wanted to see you, I would have replied to your text. No means no and you should respect that,” I tell him as I walk towards him. 

“You should just leave,” I say thinly.

I’m right outside the apartment door now and he’s standing a few inches away from me, staring at me for an oddly long time. Those haunting green eyes search mine. A part of me doesn’t want me to go and it’s like he knows, because he lingers there, watching me for a few silent seconds.

“Parker, I’m sorry,” he whispers, and then without any forewarning, he leans in and kisses me. What the fuck?

It’s an abrupt, hungry kiss as his fingers slide around my neck with his thumb running along the middle of my throat and he brings my face closer, his hot tongue seeking mine.

But the kiss only lasts for a few seconds because the apartment door opens and we quickly break apart. My face is burning with heat.

Lex is standing there with her hands on her hips, a judgmental frown in between her brows, with a guy who I can only assume to be Kyle, lingering in the background.

I’ve only seen the guy twice and his face isn’t a memorable one, but he should be a nice guy because he makes Lex happy, which is what is ultimately important to me as her best friend.

“You brought a date?” Her question is directed at me, yet she keeps her eyes fixed on Hudson. “You must be Hudson. I’m Lex. It’s good to finally meet you.”

I know Lex well enough to know that she wants to stab Hudson. In the eye. With a fork. A very sharp one.

“You must be the best friend,” Hudson says.

We all stand there in awkward silence until Kyle steps forward and clears his throat. “Well, I guess we should go in and eat now.”

I have no choice but to let Hudson in and he follows behind silently. Lex and I leave both of the guys in the living room as we head into the kitchen where Lex has a whole brown bag full of Chinese food that smells heavenly.

“I thought it was just us tonight,” I tell her as I grab four glasses from the cupboard.

“Well, I changed my mind and decided to invite Kyle. I didn’t know you were bringing Hudson,” she mutters. “I thought you two broke up, but I literally caught you two lip lock.”

“We did and I didn’t bring him. He was outside the apartment door when I came.” I lean against the counter-top and hang my head. “As for the kiss, he forced himself on me.”

“What are you going to do?” Lex asks.

I shrug, worrying my bottom lip with my teeth. “I don’t know.”

Lex and I go back into the living room where Hudson and Kyle and engaged in a deep conversation about some tech project that Kyle is working on.

Hudson and I take the table and chairs while Lex and Kyle take the couch before we all dig into the food.

I barely eat, curiously watching Hudson as he talks away behaving as if he knows Lex and Kyle for years. He’s so different and I feel confused about him yet again. He’s talking, laughing which is so bizarre to watch and Lex and Kyle both seem thrilled by him and what he has to say.

Lex who is so hard to please is actually blushing when Hudson asks her about her plans for acting.

Even I can’t deny his strange allure. He’s like a bright, raging fire and we’re the moths, deeply engrossed in his blazing flames. Fuck.

His smooth voice is almost like a glassy surface with a slightly husky edge and his easy confidence makes everyone want a part of him, yet it feels so unattainable at the same time.

“So, you have no plans to take over your family’s amazing empire?” Kyle smiles and shakes his head. “I would do anything to be rolling in billions.”

Hudson shrugs. “I don’t have any attachment to money. Sure it’s cool to have, but it’s not something that interests me.”

“What interests you?” Lex asks.

“Many things.” Hudson’s gaze meets mine and I swallow my noodles without managing to choke.

As the conversation easily shifts from one topic to another, Lex and Kyle both start to get up simultaneously like we can’t see what they’re doing and excuse themselves, before leaving the living room.

There’s a long moment of silence until I wake up from my chair and take some of the leftovers to the kitchen.

Hudson follows behind silently as I put the food away into the fridge and when I turn around, he’s standing close. My face is met with his chest and broad shoulder. Too close. Side note, I hate being this fucking short because I have to look up into his intimidating eyes. I breathe in his warm, spicy cologne that makes my legs feel slightly numb.

“I am sorry for the way things ended during Spring Break and I really want to see you again,” he says, reaching over and circling my wrist with his long, warm fingers.

Just a simple touch sends my heart racing a million miles as I stare up into his green eyes.

I remember Stella’s words and the weird phone call I got after about how I am just another victim of his. But I decide not to bring those two things up because some part of me doesn’t want to accept them.

“I don’t think we should get back together.”

His green eyes search mine. “I refuse to believe that we can’t work things out.”

“I don’t think you really want to be with me,” I tell him, my voice is steady.

“I love you. I told you I love you. I don’t know what else to tell you,” he says. His words and voice are so sincere, that I almost start to think that the whole ordeal at Spring Break was in my head.

“If you love me then you wouldn’t have acted like a maniac last week, telling me that you’ll never let me leave and literally hurting me when you grabbed my hand.” My voice cracks and I feel the tension in my chest grow. “That’s not how you treat someone if you love them.”

There’s a twitch in his jaw and his eyes are dark and unreadable, but he just pulls me closer, pressing his body against mine as he embraces me. “I’m sorry, okay? It won’t happen again. I was high and drunk and I just got angry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m going to get my shit together and be a better person. I’m sorry that I put you through that.”

I let myself sink into him, against his firm chest, allowing my heart to cave in again. I feel so stupid, yet better at the same time that I can hold him again. My mind eases from the day as a stray tear escapes my eye. And I know that I love him too and that some part of me just won’t let get of him. My fingers knot in the soft material of his t-shirt as I let myself cry and Hudson runs his fingers against my hair. I love him.
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The first time I ever had sex was with a hooker. Her name was Sam. A birthday present from my dad. I was only seventeen at the time and she must have been in her thirties.

Dark hair, narrow eyes. She was slender with rose-brown skin, marred with a myriad of scars—grotesque and angry scars, some more prominent than others and each with their own horrid tale, from her more demanding group of clients.

I was bewildered by her and the kind of cruel torture she endured just to get a quick dollar. But it wasn’t so simple. A part of her started to crave the pain until she became addicted.

So I continued to keep in contact with Sam, learning from her, because I wanted to know how to inflict pain too and make people beg for it.

My father had corrupted me long before I even had the chance to save myself. Sometimes, I feel as if we are on the same side of a coin. Almost the same person. We both crave power and control.

My father uses his name, money, and influence to get him into high places. It’s just the way the world works. And I use sex. I use my masculinity. I play, catch, let go and then play again.

From Sam, I learned how to use my sexual prowess to gain countless women. Trophies in my head. One after the other. My bed was never empty and it was one hell of an ego trip. The chase thrills me. It’s the only real thing I can feel. The rush in my veins when I know I have a huge influence on someone.

I can’t be romantic. I don’t know how to be. Matt was always lucky even

when he got a big break and left for boarding school. He had other influences. I was the one left behind.

As my childhood went on, I took note of how my father treated my mother. It wasn’t affection, it was more like possession. It made me realize that love isn’t real and that people casually threw the word around not fully grasping the idea of what it truly meant. I never fucking felt butterflies or my heart soaring. And suddenly the word love sounded like an illusion.

Things are simple for me. A kiss is a kiss, a blow job is a means for my stimulation. When I have sex, I feel powerful. I feel whole, but not for long because after I come, I’m back in this mediocre existence.

We’re at a family dinner. Matt and Taylor are busy discussing their plans for getting married early next year. It’s typical Matt. Even his choice of a partner is just okay because he’s okay with achieving a mediocre life.

Taylor is a blonde—a bit of a dumb bitch if you ask me—with a fake tan and a spray of dark freckles across her nose. If you had to really study her like how I am, you’d see her whole life story. Teenage cheerleader, she studied a few beauty courses and now she’s ready to put a ring on it and trap my brother into a marriage that probably won’t last.

Or maybe it will and Matt will be forever tied down, forced to live a double life where he resorts to cheating. Or maybe I’m giving him too much credit with the cheating as a last resort. My brother can be compared to a loyal golden retriever. He loves playing by the rules.

I know I sound like a real heartless bastard, but it’s the way life works. You either break down or suck it up and come out as the Apex predator.

People always have an idea of the kind of life they want to achieve when they’re young, but they somehow still manage to fuck it up. Not me though.

I’ve been successfully watching them for an hour now as I drink my beer. They’re so close it almost makes me want to ask them if they’re okay? Matt can’t stop touching her and she can’t stop blushing.

It’s bizarre. I try to think of myself being so close with Parker and I can’t.

But now I’ll have to learn. I need to remind myself from time to time that they are only doing what they are wired to do.

Matt turns to me suddenly and I lift my beer to my mouth, taking a quick swig, averting my gaze to my mom prepping the wooden table for lunch.

“Hey, I wanted to talk to you about work,” he says, leaning over, clearly wanting to talk privately.

Thankfully, Taylor has enough brain cells, because she smiles, taking this as her cue to leave. Once she’s out of earshot, Matt turns to me.

“I got a phone call the other day,” Matt says.

“And?” Sometimes he can take forever to get to the fucking point.

“It was about you,” he says.

Now I am curious. I sit up straight and place my elbows on the wooden table before me.

“What about me?”

“She claimed she knew you and that you did something horrible a long time ago to her,” he tells me.

“Jesus, Matt that’s not a lot of fucking details,” I snap. “What else did she say?”

“Just that she’s watching you closely. Nothing else.” My brother watches me closely. “Why the fuck would she call me? You know if something like this gets out, dad will fucking flip.”

He can have as many fucking flips as he wants, I think.

My heart starts to pound in my ears and I feel weird. I’ve done a lot of bad things in my past including just sleeping around.

But who the fuck is watching me and what do they know? I can’t pinpoint what exactly could have been so bad for someone to want to keep an eye on me. It could be anyone.

Fuck.

Taylor returns and I wake up from my seat and walk away from Matt and Taylor’s annoying fucking laughter that I’ve endured long enough. I can’t think properly with their bullshit filling my ears.

As I stand against the rail of the deck and look out into the woods, memories of her come rushing back. That was one of the worst things I can remember. Lily. I might have had a role in damaging her in terms of love. But nothing else.

I remember the first time I got sent a picture of Lily after she was found in her bed all alone. Dry blood staining her arms. Her eyes were lifeless. I remember that bright look she once had in them. Life. She was full of life. Parker reminds me of her sometimes.

She was studious and beautiful too. Different like Parker. Yet, it never worked out. She could not even begin to understand me, refused to in fact.

I was to pretend that I was another man so that she could live her fantasy life with me pleasing her every whim and wish. It became exhausting. Not being allowed to be me.

Suddenly, I felt as if she were the puppeteer and I the puppet. She forced me to dinner parties and to be around people I had no interest in. It was exhausting for me. The thrill had disappeared and even though a part of me didn’t want to let go as yet, I had to end things. It was for the best.

And then I was sent the picture a week later as someone’s sick reminder for something that had happened a long time ago. They had no proof. 

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

I take a deep breath. I have to think. Someone is trying to play a game with me. One that I have a feeling, I’m not going to like.
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Jack Danvers. A cheap contractor living in Downtown Manhattan. His name had been pinned to my wall for over a year. The same amount of time that I’d spent watching his every move—well almost every.

He was an ignorant fuck, unaware that I’d been keeping tabs on him ever since the police department placed him as a person of interest.

But they’d managed to fuck that up and let him go due to insufficient physical evidence, yet they had CCTV footage to show that he was following my sister for at least half an hour until footage cut off. I wasn’t going to let him go. Instead, I watched him closely, even casually bumping into him as he picked flowers—daffodils to be specific—for his wife, Meredith, and a box of chocolates for his daughter, Dani, who was about the same age Cass would have been.

I was waiting for him to slip up. To give me the opportunity I needed to finally end him. I wasn’t a bad person and I didn’t just set out to stalk people, but if I did, I was going to wait for them to give me a reason to fuck their lives over. I could take everything away and leave them crawling and begging for me to give it back. That’s the kind of pleasure I sought.

It took a year, but Jack slipped up. I found him cheating on his wife for a month with a seventeen-year-old girl online. Obviously, he’d been catfishing her. No one in their right state of mind would plan to meet up so that they could fuck a fat, perverted fucker like him. I’d hacked his browser history—which wasn’t that hard to do if you were like me and spent a lot of time watching other people. Most of the time it felt as if I were the spectator and the rest of the world, the audience.

He’d spent a lot of his income on a girl he’d met on Instagram, while his wife thought he was busy gambling and paying off debts. Jack also liked to watch an unhealthy amount of abusive underage porn in incognito mode on a Dark Web site that he’d been anonymously using. The porn was specific; Young girls in rape situations being strangled and fucked. Just like Cass. It made my skin crawl.

But the cheating part is not where Jack slipped up. I found him on an exclusive serial killer site on the Dark Web gloating about how he’d raped and killed a “sixteen-year-old rich bitch” over a year ago and now he was looking to do it again.

It felt almost too easy then, calling him up as the owner of a developing building in Billionaires Row looking for a good contractor for the right price. I was on the top floor of the building, dressed in black, blending into the night and surrounded by dust and concrete.

“Chris?” I recognized the sound pitch of his voice instantly because I’d been listening to it for a fucking year.

“You came!” I turned around and faced him. Jack Danvers. A forty-two-year-old, tipping on the edge of obesity, dick-headed cunt. I took a deep breath and felt the smile forming on my lips as he squinted at me. But I flashed my torchlight on, not wanting him to be in the dark about my facial features. I watched as the color drained from his cheeks. It was almost as if I could feel his blood run cold as he recognized me. He knew what was coming to him.

Jack pointed a finger at me. “Y-you’re not…”

He stammered on his words and stumbled as he stepped backward on a pile of rubble.

“Yeah, sorry about that minor detail. I’m not Chris. It was a lie,” I said, taking a step toward him. I was in no rush. I wanted to see him fall and run in fear. “But, I bet you’re good at that, aren’t you, Jack? Lying?”

I shone the torchlight on his face just in time to see a trickle of sweat run down the side of his face. His black beady eyes were fixed on me.

“Look, man. I didn’t do anything to your sister,” he said.

I shook my head as I glanced down at the sledgehammer on the ground, so I bent down and lifted it, dragging it with me as I looked back up at Jack.

“Hmm, the “rich bitch” you mean? I don’t want to know about what you did or didn’t do, you stupid cunt. But what I do know is that you love fucking young girls before murdering them, don’t you?”

I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to keep it cool before I finally let the animal in me take over. The need to beat the fuck out of him had me teetering on the edge of insanity.

“How do you know that?” Jack’s voice was barely audible.

“I know a lot of things,” I said, moving my arm back and hurling the torch in Jack’s direction so fast that he doesn’t have time to dodge the hit.

It hit him right in the head, a loud crack breaking the hollow silence of the building.

“FUCK!” He fell over, pressing both palms against his forehead, and my lips lifted in satisfaction at the sight of dark blood running down his pale forehead.

“Don’t worry,” I said, as I approached him.”You won’t leave here alive.”

“Please.” Jack raised his hands. “It was a mistake. I didn’t mean to fucking kill her.”

At his admission, I felt my anger spill over the edge as I lifted the sledgehammer and took a swing at his head.

Jack screamed, falling back as the hammer connected with his head. The crack echoed in the building around us and warm blood sprayed across my hands.

My body was gripped with rage. My hands shook as the sweat dripped down my top lip. I stood over Jack, breathing heavily, watching as the blood coursed down the side of his face. The metallic scent of blood invaded my senses. I was no longer in control of anything. My anger and my emotions belonged to the other part of me now. The dark side. The one I tried to hide.

“Any last wishes?” I asked, as I raised the sledgehammer and brought it down on his right knee this time. The sound of his bones being crushed sent a thrilling rush of excitement through me.

Jack’s face twisted as a blood-curdling scream left his throat. Such a big man brought down so fast.

I left the sledgehammer down and climbed over him, wrapping my hands around his neck.

“How does it feel now?!” I barked. “Being so helpless!”

Jack made gurgling sounds as the blood rose to the rim of his lips.

Tears blurred my vision and the veins on my hands strained as I gripped his neck. “I’m giving you a chance to speak, but you’re being very fucking rude, Jack!”

The blood trailed down the side of his face. “Come on Jack!” I shouted.

I moved off his torso and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, ignoring the grunts he made.

He was fucking heavy, but it didn’t bother me, because I was completely driven now. I dragged him with both my hands, moving toward the edge of the building.

As if he knew what I was doing, he reached out to grab my leg and I glanced down at him for a split second. He was unrecognizable now, with blood smeared across his face and the side of his head dented from the force of the sledgehammer when I hit him. His one eye was shut closed.

I pushed him over the edge, watching as he plummeted to the ground. The sound of his body making an impact with the concrete sent a shudder through me. Jack was motionless. A breath I’d been holding left my lips. He was gone. I dragged the sledgehammer and took out my phone as I climbed down the flight of stairs. It rang and then went straight to my brother’s voicemail. Once I got into my car, I tried his number again, resting my forehead against the steering wheel, my breathing ragged.

“Hudson?” Matt sounded like he just woke up. “You haven’t called in ages. What’s up?”

“I did something,” I whispered as my shoulder caved in, my breath shuddering.

“What did you do?” Concern laced his voice now. “Tell me and I’ll help you fix it.”

“You know the guy that was found as a suspect for killing Cass?” I closed my teeth over my knuckles as I waited for him to respond.

“Yeah,” Matt said. “What about that?”

I stayed silent for a second, breathing heavily. My heartbeat pounded in my ears. “Hudson?”

“I killed him. His body is in billionaires row,” I said in a rush. “I’m afraid that his fall injuries will be inconclusive with the ones I gave him before I pushed him off the building.”

“JESUS-FUCKING-CHRIST!” Matt swore.

I could hear him shuffling in the background. “What did you do? You don’t even know that he was guilty. Fuck!”

“He admitted it.”

I wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel. My body was drained from energy. I didn’t really care about going back to cover up anything. The building was over nine hundred feet high. Maybe Jack’s injuries would match those I gave him. I called Matt purely out of instinct because if anything did come to bite me in the ass, I wanted someone else to know.

“Stay there,” Matt said. “I’m coming now.”

“I can’t.” I turned the key in the ignition. “I can’t stay.”

“Hudson—” I cut the call and headed straight to Saylor Towers. No one lingered in the foyer as I quickly made my way up to the penthouse.

Once I was in the penthouse, I pulled my clothes off and headed straight into the bathroom. The scalding hot water cascaded over my body as I scrubbed my skin. The pinkish color of blood pooled at my feet, before disappearing down the drain. Everything hurt now as my thoughts exited my mind.

I stood in front of the mirror a few minutes later as the hot water ran in the shower. My bruised palms clenched the sink as I drew my gaze up to meet my reflection in the mirror and what stood there was a shell of myself. My hair was disheveled, my mouth pulled into a thin line, and my dark eyes were empty, calm, and cool once again.
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It’s Thursday afternoon, it’s raining and I’m at the Anthology Film Archives because they’re showing a range of black and white movies including a 1939 version of Wuthering Heights.

Icy sheets of rain pelt across the streets, soaking the black tar as a silver-blue cloud of fog rises around me when I rush across the road to the brown bricked building.

My skin is cold and wet as I head into the theater, wrapping my coat around my body.

I get a ticket and head into the screening room with only a handful of other people and take a seat right in the front row.

The lights dim and the movie starts shortly as I settle back into my seat, pulled into the world of black and white.

It’s amazing and I can feel my gut ache with emotion, trying to capture the strange relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine. I figured if I couldn’t get enough of the book, I had to see a screening of it too. The entire room is filled with overwhelming silence right till the very end of the movie.

The haunting love between Heath and Cathy weighs heavy on my chest. Their relationship almost feels too real that it makes me numb with familiarity although it’s a work of fiction. It’s silly and I shouldn’t be comparing my relationship to a classic, but there’s a darkness in Hudson that reminds me of Wuthering Heights—and Heathcliff to be specific.

I leave the theater feeling unsettled. The rain isn’t going to give up now, so I linger in the dark undercover of the building, hoping to get a cab as quickly as possible when I turn and see him standing a few feet away from me.

His face is so familiar. I rack my brain to place a name on him and when he turns his head completely in my direction I remember it. Eric. The guy that shared the cab with me on the morning of my internship.

At first, he frowns when he sees me, a look of bewilderment clutches his expression until his face settles with recognition and he walks over to where I am standing.

His skin is pale from the cold air and his eyes are a brilliant blue. “Hello, there. How on earth did you and I both happen to be at the same place, same time in a city of more than eighteen million people?”

I shrug, my face heating up. “I have no idea. You’re Eric, right?”

He smiles and nods. “Yes, and you’re Parker. Perhaps fate wanted us to meet again.”

Now it’s my turn to smile. “I don’t believe in fate.”

He quirks a dark eyebrow. “What do you believe in then?”

“Coincidences,” I say, as I take in a rush of cold air. Cold weather in New York sucks. “When you left the cab the other day, I have to say, it was quite mysterious, the way you disappeared through that darkened alley. Almost like Bruce Wayne, before returning in the bat suit.”

“Oh no. I’m not as charming though.” He laughs—it’s an eerie musical sound—and it sends a shiver down my spine. “I’m afraid you’ve discovered my hideout.”

“What hideout?” I ask, sounding a little too inquisitive. Almost reminds me of my landlady.

He leans in closer, a small smile tugging at his full lips. “Would you like to see it?”

The words in my mouth disappear and I look up at him not sure if he’s joking or serious, so I playfully ask, “So, you lure random girls into going with you to this dark, mysterious hideout? Are you a serial killer?”

Eric doesn’t laugh but does smile after a few moments of silence. “I’m not. But since you think it’s dark and mysterious, I’d love for you to see the place and from there you can make your deductions of me.”

“It’s a Thursday afternoon…” I trail off.

Eric shakes his head. “I barely know you and there are already excuses. I swear to God. I won’t harm you. I share the apartment with a roommate. You’ll be quite safe.”

More silence ensues and Eric walks backward slowly, his long black coat around his broad shoulders.

My phone pings and when I glance at the screen I see one new message from Hudson.

Dinner at my place? I miss you —H

And then I look up at Eric again and he holds his hands up as another strike of thunder and lighting whips across the sky, electrifying the air.

“Are you coming along then?”

I put my phone away, my curiosity getting the better of me as I follow Eric and we head down the street together.

Steam rises from the streets as the cold rain travels through our clothes, running in rivulets down our fingers.

We don’t get a cab as we rush along the pavement with crowds of other people. The flash of car lights whizzes past us as the storm continues to grow and ominous pregnant clouds converge overhead.

I recognize the grey brick building ahead and follow Eric through the side of the building into a dank alleyway. My nose scrunches as I notice a small rat fleeing behind the metal green dumpster.

Eric leads me to a dark metal door and opens it, standing aside to let me in. I cast a glance at him and take a deep breath before hesitantly stepping into the building.

It’s dull and dingy inside with the musty smell of a place that hasn’t been used in a long time.

There’s a long flight of twisting stairs leading upstairs with old flowery wallpaper walls surrounding us. Faint sounds of a violin and piano being played come from the top.

“What is this place?” I breathe as Eric wanders ahead of me.

“You should see it for yourself,” he says, in a low voice.

Somehow, Eric doesn’t come off as a creep, so I follow behind him. Lex would be throttling me right now if she knew what I was doing. There are all my safety lessons from Kindergarten flying right out of the window. The dark wooden stairs creak unsteadily as we finally reach the top floor.

There’s less light here and the classical music is coming from the dark oak door in front of us.

I curiously stand back as Eric unlocks the door with a set of keys, before pushing it open and walking in through the entrance.

“It’s cold and I’m sure you don’t want to freeze to death standing out there,” he says, as he pushes his dark, wet, dirty blonde hair away from his glistening skin.

I step inside and close the door shut behind me. It’s just a studio apartment. I breathe in relief. The place is bathed in warm yellow light and crammed with tall bookshelves that are spilling with numerous books.

There’s barely any space to walk either because there are multiple divans with more books and pages strewn across their surface. The biblichor smell of books fills my nostrils with the nostalgia of sitting in libraries, buried in book after book.

The apartment also holds a particularly clean, cool scent that solely belongs to Eric.

I notice the classic music piece that’s playing on the brown vintage record player.

There’s a bed to my left against a dark grey wall, low to the ground already made up with white sheets and a grey comforter.

The storm persists outside as the dulcet tones of the music fill my ears with its eerie melody.

“This place is amazing,” I whisper, turning around to Eric who’s taking off his coat, before pulling his t-shirt above his head.

I stifle a gasp as I watch him lean by the hearth to get a fire going. The blaze is weak at first until it grows into a raging dance of flames, licking against the sides of the blackened stone hearth.

Eric shifts his shoulders as he adds another piece of wood into the flames and I have no other option but to stare at the intricate curves and dips of his muscled back or the way the stray drops of rain linger on his pale skin.

And then I have to remind myself that this is totally inappropriate and wrong. I shouldn’t be staring. I’m not entirely sure where Hudson and I stand with our relationship, but it still feels wrong to look at another man.

Eric stands up and turns his body towards me, the shadows from the flames play against his skin as he nears me. 

“What’s the piece?” I ask, swallowing hard, as I try to clear the unnecessarily dirty thoughts going through my head. Okay, so he has a really nice body. “Of music, I mean.”

“Charles Widor, Piano Quartet in A Minor,” he says, closing the space between us.

I gulp, stumbling back as my butt came against a desk. “So, what were you doing at the theater?”

I almost want to kick myself for asking such an idiotically general question. You’re so lame, I tell myself.

But Eric doesn’t seem to mind because he just smiles. “Wuthering Heights. When I was teaching my first literature class, I did that book with my students. It’s one of my favorite classics. Catherine and Heathcliff. You can’t get better than that.”

Wait, what?

“You used to teach?” I can’t hide the surprise in my voice. “You said was.”

Eric smirks. “I’m not that old. I’m 28. I did that before I began my writing career.”

“What do you write?” I ask softly.

Eric is up close. I can almost feel his hot breath against my skin. “I can let you read some of my work if you want. It’s mostly erotic romance.”

His eyes flicker to mine with his mouth extremely close and before I even know what’s happening, he leans in and his lips brush gently against mine.
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Flashback…




HUDSON




“I want things to be like this forever,” Lily whispered as she slipped her delicate arms around my neck.

We’d just had the most amazing sex ever. A cool summery breeze drifted in through her room window. I always came in through there and she always left it open for me. That’s the way we’d meet every night for the past two summers and then I’d fuck her for hours on end.

Lily was so innocent, but deep down, she loved the way I kissed her, biting down on her bottom lip, pulling her nipples until they were hard and she was aching for me to be inside of her pussy. I had my hands around her abdomen, as I buried my mouth in her sweet pussy.

Forever. It was a daunting thought. One that I couldn’t wrap my head around. She had always been okay with this arrangement every other day, but not tonight. I’m stupid for not seeing it before.

Sure, I’d been more than a satisfactory partner in bed. But relationships? I couldn’t do that. Besides sex and casual dating, there was nothing else that she could offer me.

I did feel some kind of protection towards her. She had been around in my life for two years. She’d send me love letters in my locker and I always chose to ignore them. I never noticed her when she was in high school, but once summer hit, she came back different during senior year. Her small love letters stopped and one day she just came into the locker room which was thankfully empty and gave me one of the best blowjobs I’d ever had in my life. Our fling started like that. It was casual to me, but for Lily, it developed into more. She wanted more. She fantasized about things I couldn’t possibly offer her; constant love and affection.

“Are you even listening?” She traced my damp chest with her manicured fingernails. She always used the same dusty link nail polish, because she didn’t like change.

“Yeah, sorry. I’m just a little tired,” I said.

“Sometimes it’s like you’re not there,” she whispered.

Lily sat up a little, sprawling her small hands on my chest as she stared into my eyes. She had the most beautiful eyes. They were dark amber with feathers of green and her icy blonde hair was soft and silky.

“You have no idea how amazing you’ve made my summer. It was a good distraction,” she said, her eyes moving along my torso.

I could tell that she wanted to say more but I also didn’t want to hear her next words.

Lily sat up, her long silky strands of blonde hair cascading over her rosy nipples that were hardened from the cool breeze. She wrung her hands. I sensed her uncertainty.

“I was thinking, why don’t you and I leave? There is nothing here for me anymore,” Lily said, in a soft voice. “I won’t have anywhere to go after graduation.”

I stayed silent, unsure of what to say, so I stood up and buttoned my jeans, before pulling my t-shirt over my head.

“I—I understand if it’s too much to ask, but you give me hope for a better tomorrow.” Her voice trembled. She was scared. Scared of losing me, of being stuck here and just being alone all over again. Her stepfather beat her whenever he came home drunk and her mother was a whore sleeping with most of the town. Lily was from money, she didn’t need financial security from me, but she needed an escape and I was that for her. I understood her in a way because we both shared scars from our pasts. I knew in towns like these, everyone turned a blind fucking eye because what happens behind closed doors, stays there.

Lily got off the bed and walked over to where I stood. “Tell me something, Hudson. You’re not saying anything and it’s scaring the fuck out of me.”

I glanced down at her and saw the fear in her large, dark eyes. “What do you want me to say, Lily?” I was fucking selfish and I didn’t even know why. How could I tell her that I just couldn’t do this anymore? She was demanding too much from me and I could feel the shackles around my ankles. I. Couldn’t. Fucking. Do. It. Anymore.

“Tell me you’ll come with me. Tell me yes.”

After everything, Lily was still not prepared to let me go, because she knew that I was the best thing that could have ever happened to her.

She knew her only ticket out of this shithole was me. So she held on and loved me more even when I didn’t love her back. It’s not like she wanted me to love her back. It was more of a desperate need.

“I will come with you,” I said.

It was one last lie, but it didn’t matter anymore. I just wouldn’t see her again. That was just the way it had to be. I needed to sever the ties, cut the connection forever even though it would destroy her and a part of me.

Lily let out a relieved sob and she threw her slender arms around my neck as the light from the moon spilled into the room.

“I love you so much,” she whispered hotly against my neck. “I love you.”
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PARKER




I pull away quickly after Eric’s lips barely touch mine. “I’m sorry, this was unexpected,” I say.

Eric stays still as he stares into my eyes. “I know, I’m sorry. I don’t usually go around kissing strangers, but I’m not sure what came over me. Sorry if that’s strange.”

I let out a nervous laugh. “It’s okay. I didn’t mind.”

Eric raises his eyebrows. “Does that mean I can steal another, but a proper one this time, before you possibly leave and wish you never saw me again?”

I hold my breath as he leans in and his lips gently brush against mine. He kisses me again without any warning. It’s warm and fast as his tongue dives into my mouth seeking the touch mine.

Eric slips his left hand around my neck, before bringing my face closer to his, while his other hand slides underneath my wet t-shirt. His touch is warm against my skin and an unexpected moan leaves my lips.

My phone buzzes in my pocket and this is just not happening. I pull away once again, with my cheeks burning and my breath ragged. “I’m sorry. I really have to go.”

“And you’re going to disappear just like I said.” Eric smiles. “Well, I suppose I’ll run into you again.”

“What if you don’t?”

Eric reaches over to the desk behind me and grabs a pen, before handing it to me. “Well, let’s make sure I’ll see you again. Write your number on my hand. I’ll call you.”

“I don’t think I should,” I say, looking up into his eyes. “It’s not a great idea.”

Eric smiles. “So, here’s the problem. You don’t think you should, but will you?”

“Just as friends,” I tell him as I take the pen and scribble my number across his wrist.

“Just as friends,” Eric agrees. “I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening, Parker.”

“You too,” I say, backing away from him.

Something brushes past my leg and I look down to see a fat ginger cat rubbing its head against my ankle before it falls over on its back to get petted. The cat’s eyes are huge and dark green.

“My roommate,” Eric says.

I choke out a laugh. “This is your roommate?”

“Hey, respect Jane Austen.” Eric reaches over to scratch underneath the thick folds of her chin.

“You named her after a literary great?” I ask.

“Yeah, I find it more charming than just naming your cat some other boring name like Furball that millions of other people will probably name theirs,” Eric explains.

“It’s cute.” I continue to walk backward. “I really hope I can meet Jane Austen again.”

Eric’s eyes quickly find mine. “Which means you’ll have to get permission from her owner first, which also means I’ll get to see you again.”

“Or maybe I’ll just kidnap her,” I tell him with a stupid grin plastered across my face. “Bye.”

I leave his studio apartment and rush down the flight of stairs as my phone buzzes with another message and I don’t have to look at it to know it’s Hudson.

Once I’m outside, I walk close to the building to shelter myself from the rain.

I walk near the pavement and hail a cab. My phone starts buzzing like crazy as I get into the cab, so I pull it out of my pocket to see Hudson calling.

It’s a stupid thing to do but I turn my phone on silent and ignore him. I can’t talk to him right now. Not after I just kissed another guy a few minutes ago. What fuck was I thinking?

“Where are you headed?” The driver asks.

“Saylor Towers Hotel.” I take a deep breath, relaxing my head against the headrest as I try to not feel guilty about that kiss.

What was I thinking? It was stupid. It didn’t make any sense yet it felt good. It felt so good. I fucking messed up.

The storm continues as the cab driver halts outside the tall, imposing Saylor Towers building. I should just tell the driver to take me back to my apartment, but I can’t.

As I get out of the cab and get drenched for the second time around, I look up to see dark ominous clouds looming in the sky above.

A cold shiver runs through me as I rush in through the revolving doors and into the bright light of the foyer.

People that are seated on the couches, probably waiting for their room key, look up at me and glare, because I look like shit and completely out of place.

“Excuse me, Ma’am. Can I help you?” 

A familiar dark-haired woman in a white shift dress with beautiful, rich chocolate skin approaches me.

“Yes, I’m here to see Hudson Saylor-Tyne,” I glance at her silver-plated name tag. Jen is scrawled across its surface.

She’s the one Hudson talked to when he first brought me back to Saylor Towers.

“May I ask why?” She sounds polite enough, but she eyes me as if she can’t possibly understand what I would want to see a guy like Hudson for at this part of the evening. What kind of dumb fucking question is that?

“I’m his girlfriend.” My voice is colder than I intend for it to sound.

“Oh.” Jen’s face reddens with embarrassment. “You must be Parker? I’m so sorry. You can go right up.”

“Thanks,” I say, moving around her as I head towards the glass elevator car.

You’re his girlfriend, but you just kissed another guy.

Once inside I punch the penthouse floor button with my thumb and wait patiently as the elevator zooms up in no time. I barely have time to tell myself that I don’t need to feel guilty about anything. It was just a moment and nothing more. It won’t ever happen again. I know it won’t.

I’m starting to wonder why Eric even kissed me in the first place and why I didn’t stop him when he did it again as the elevator comes to an abrupt stop and the glass doors slide open.

The hallway is silent and at the end, the door to Hudson’s penthouse seems too close. Swallowing hard, I get out of the elevator and make my way to his door.

I knock twice on the cold steel surface and there’s complete silence on the other side.

“Hudson?” I call out. “Can you open the door?”

There’s more silence. I wait patiently for five long minutes until I knock again.

Maybe he left? No. He has to be here or Jen wouldn’t have let me come up here.

So I knock once more. “If you want me to leave then fine, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

My heart pounds steadily as I hope that he opens up and a moment later the panel on the door flashes green and the door opens to Hudson standing in the doorway in just his jeans

His eyes are blood-rimmed as if he hadn’t slept in days and his skin looks oddly pale, not his usual tan.

“What took you fucking so long?” His voice is low, clipped.

Well, shit.
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PARKER




I close the door shut and follow behind Hudson. The penthouse is cold inside and dark. There’s just one lamp on, offering little pale light in the living room.

“I was at the theater,” I tell him as I shrug out of my wet coat.

“I called and you didn’t reply to any of my texts,” he says, as he grabs the bottle of vodka from the table and takes a swig from it.

“I was at the theater,” I repeat.

“That’s what you keep saying,” he mutters. “Anyway, how do you feel about a real reunion, huh?” He leaves the bottle down and walks over to me, grabbing my wrists and pulling me against him.

“Right now?” I dodge his kiss as he leans into me.

“Why not now?”

“Because you’re wasted and I’m tired. I just want to have a quiet evening and dinner with you,” I say, holding him away. “That’s why I came here.”

“A quiet evening? What do I look like, my parents?” he quips. “You know, I’m sorry if I want to be a little fun tonight.”

I am not going to deal with this again. We just keep on moving in circles. It’s Russian Roulette with Hudson twenty-four-seven. He’s like a kid and I can’t keep up with his tantrums.

“Maybe coming here was a bad idea.”

He laughs as he grabs the bottle of vodka, takes a quick swig, and then slams it on the table as he turns to face me again. “If you say so.”

“Why did you come back the other night, literally begging and saying you’re sorry if you were just going to be an asshole all over again?” My voice is thin.

The smile leaves his face and he glances away. A muscle in his jaw twitches. “I’m sorry. I had a few bad days.”

“So when you have a bad day, you don’t start doing that,” I tell him, watching as he sits down on the edge of the couch.

He places his head into his palms and I watch the rise and fall of his back as he breathes in deeply. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing else I can say. I’m sorry if I’m coming off like a horny asshole. Sex is my way of dealing with shit.”

I want to smile, but I force myself not to as I drop my coat to the ground and walk over to Hudson, before getting down on my knees in front of him.

“You look like shit, what’s going on? When last have you eaten?”

“I’m not hungry. I’m just tired and stressed about school.” He rubbed his temples. “And I don’t think there’s anything to eat other than mozzarella cheese in the fridge.”

“Want me to take your mind off things?” I ask softly.

“What do you have in mind?” His eyes darken immediately.

“A lot of things, but first I want to give you a blowjob.”

He settles back and watches as I unbutton his jeans, tugging them down a little, allowing his semi-hard cock to spring free. The feel of his huge length in my hands sends a wave of desire over me.

I have never given a guy a blowjob before, but it couldn’t be that hard. Right? I’ve seen them do in porn before, but I’m pretty sure I have no fucking idea what I’m doing.

“Stroke my cock, baby,” he instructs and I do as told.

Taking a deep breath, I move my palms along his cock, gently massaging him. Fuck, he’s frigging huge. A quick handjob would be a good idea. When I draw my gaze up at Hudson, I catch see him staring at me with such hungry green eyes, that it makes me want to squirm.

“You have to guide me,” I whisper, continuing to run my fingers along his hardening length. “I never did this before.”

“Take my cock into your mouth slowly,” he whispers back. “When you’re used to it, try and take it right to the back of your throat.”

I knew the few basics of sex but nothing could have prepared me for something like this.

I take his cock into my mouth, slowly at first just like Hudson told me. There’s no real taste or weirdness about it. I don’t why I kept on expecting it to taste different from the rest of his body.

My apprehension put aside, I close my lips around his hard cock and take him out of my mouth, before putting him back in again. This time I tilt my head back a little as I take him deeper into my mouth until the tip of his cock is at the back of my throat.

Hudson groans and he reaches over to grab my hair in a tight fist. I moan as I pull his cock out of my mouth and decide to play with him a little.

I let the spit drip from my mouth on his tip, before running my tongue along his length and then I make circular motions around the tip. His grip tightens as I place his cock into my mouth again, grazing my teeth gently along the tender skin.

The tension in my clit grows as I watch him sink into the cushions, his body shaking underneath me as I suck him harder.

“Fuck,” Hudson says, in a hoarse voice. “It feels so fucking good.”

I’m completely turned on at how bothered and how out of control he is when I massage his cock with my hands. Back and forth. 

I put him back into my mouth, sucking in my cheeks as my head moves up and down in a bobbing motion. A small drop of precum falls on my tongue.

“Take off your t-shirt and bra,” he orders me. “I want to come on your tits.”

I pull off my wet clothing and unhook my bra, watching as Hudson takes his cock into his left hand and starts jerking off, before he comes and I feel warmth cover my breasts as he grunts.

“Fuck, Parker.” He grabs the back of my neck and pulls me to him, before crushing my lips with his.

All I can taste is vodka and him on my tongue as he collides his tongue with mine. I inhale his ocean breeze cologne, while I bring him closer with my arms fastened around his hot neck.

Flames of passion ignite my body as he jerks me underneath him and practically yanks off my jeans and drenched panties as I lay back against the cool floor.

He spreads my legs apart and I watch with growing anticipation as he settles his head in between my thighs. Just seeing him gazing over my pussy sends shivers down my spine.

When his tongue makes contact with my clit, a shock of excitement jerks through me. 

“You already so fucking wet for me,” he mumbles, running his middle finger down my pussy, before sliding it in very slowly at first.

My pussy throbs as he starts to move his finger—and then two in and out of me at a steady pace.

“Look at me,” Hudson commands and when I do, I see the dark, carnal lust in his green depths.

His need for control makes me burn with desire as he starts fingering me faster and I can feel myself going over the edge very quickly.

“You so fucking beautiful,” Hudson whispers hotly, as he shoves his fingers into me one last time, and my body rips apart with longing as I orgasm hard against his fingers, coating him with my come.

“Oh my God,” I whimper, watching as he sits up and licks my juices off both of his fingers. 

“Wanna take a bath?” I ask him, reaching up and massaging my hands into his shoulders.

“Sure,” he whispers and leans in to kiss my neck. “I’ll get us something to eat after we’re done.”

Hudson lifts himself off of me and I sit up watching as he walks over to the panel in the wall and speaks into it. Even his ass is beautiful, I think, with my lips curling up into a smile.

I hear a buzzing sound and I reach over to grab my jeans. It’s my phone and the screen is flashing with an unknown number. That’s the fifth call this week from an unknown caller. I momentarily wonder if it’s that woman again.

A sickening feeling enters my gut as I look up at Hudson and watch as he walks down the hall completely oblivious to the world.
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HUDSON




“You’re always in your own world. What do you think about all the time?” Lily asked.

It was a brilliant summer night and we lay naked on the sailboat, our limbs entangled as the cool salty breeze stung our skin. I often thought of how perfect her body felt against mine. As if the entire world had colluded for us to be soulmates.

She was a perfect being. She had candy-pink lips that were sensual and her skin was a honeyed color that came from her strong Mediterranean genes.

Lily was slender, her breasts weren’t large, but medium-sized with the prettiest rosy nipples I’d ever seen on a woman before. My mom would have appreciated her.

There was a delicateness that she offered which made it so hard for me to break it off. With her, there was no pretense, yet it often annoyed me when she questioned my quiet demeanor.

“Possibilities, priorities, college,” I replied.

“What about us?”

There it was again. Her constant doubt about the future. It was her biggest weakness. I couldn’t understand why she couldn’t just be happy that I was with her here and now. She always demanded more of me and my time. 

She was so consumed by me, that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to be my own person and have my own space soon enough.

“I don’t know,” I whispered. “I didn’t think that deeply.”

Lily sat up, breaking the spell, and I found myself already missing her warmth beside me.

“I mean that I love you and I possibly want to be with you one day,” she whispered, before looking down at me. “I would want to marry you.”

I stared at her for a long minute unsure of what to say because I never thought of that before. Marriage. The desecrator of all that was good in a human being. Relationships were barely an achievable feat, how was marriage going to work for me?

“Hudson?” Her cool fingers found the spot where my heart pumped hard and fast. Fuck.

“I don’t want to discuss this. I have so much work to do,” I said. “Just adding more pressure on me won’t result in a good thing.”

“What do you mean?” Her voice sounded broken, like a child who just lost their favorite toy or pet.

What did I mean? What else could I fucking mean? “I’ll make it easy for you, I just don’t want the pressure anymore. Why can’t we just leave it at this for now? Is dating not enough?”

“Enough? I barely see you anymore, Hudson. You only come to see me when you want to fuck me.” She moves further away from me, her amber eyes glistening with tears.

Oh for fucks sake. I couldn’t handle the crying. It just wasn’t something I could deal with. Not right now

“Things have been nuts. I’m sorry if I can’t spend every single second with you.” My tone is clipped, but I wasn’t sorry.

“Well, I guess that says it all,” Lily says, wrapping her shirt dress around her body as she climbed off the sailboat and walked away from me on the deck.




Two Weeks Later…




Her skin was a sickening pale, her hair untidy and there were clear reddish bags underneath her once vibrant eyes.

We were on the deck. It was another cool summer evening, but this time, there was no chance of us getting naked.

I couldn’t put my finger on how exactly Lily had become so disgustingly unattractive. Maybe it was after our last conversation, I couldn’t be sure. But to let herself wither away so rapidly? She was such a weak human being.

“I think we need to talk,” she whispered as she wiped a stray tear away from her face.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I said blankly as I stared at her.

She fidgeted with her fingers way too much, showing me just how uneasy I made her feel.

“What?” She sounded old, haggard.

“I don’t want to see you anymore, Lily. I don’t love you.” I’d spent these two weeks carefully thinking about this and it just felt like things were coming to an end for me. There was nothing more to hold onto.

Marriage couldn’t fix anything and Lily…she’d never get enough. She’d always want more and I couldn’t extend my heart any longer.

There was far too much to be done and I couldn’t stop my life, just because hers was falling apart.

Looking at Lily now was like ripping a bandaid off. You needed to do it fast and forget about it after. It might hurt a little at first, but the pain quickly subsided for me.

She stared at me, her mouth agape from shock. “But-but you can’t do this to me.”

“I can Lily. I just did.” I walked towards her, watching as the pain settled into her once beautiful features. “I don’t think we are healthy for each other anymore. I’m too busy to babysit you.”

“Hudson…” She breathed hard as if she couldn’t say my name without it physically hurting her heart. “I love you.”

“No, you don’t. You love the idea of me. You love the image I’ve created of myself. Two weeks ago, that wasn’t really me. This is me, Lily,” I said. “You want to live in a utopia that doesn’t exist.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth.”

She reached up and slapped me across my cheekbone. It stung, but not that much. She could do it all night if she wanted. It still wasn’t going to change the way I felt about her now and she couldn’t ignore those words.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked bitterly, her eyes were glassy. “How could you lie to me? How could you do this to me?”

I shook my head. “I did nothing. You did this to yourself. I didn’t ask you to fall in love with me. I made it clear from the beginning that I didn’t have any other intentions than to sleep with you.”

“You fucking disgust me.”

“Goodbye, Lily.” My voice was empty.

She angrily swiped the tears that streamed down her cheeks. “You know one day, you’ll regret ever doing this to me. I hope you get help Hudson because you’re a very sick person.”

I watched as she walked away. The wild wind nipped at my jacket as Lily disappeared. Fuck, if it also didn’t hurt a part of me to let go. But I had to do it. There was no going back from here.
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It’s my first day at Gulliver Books and I’m right on time. I run my palm against the flat surface of my small desk that’s wedged in a cubicle.

In front of me, there are five other rows of people that are now my co-workers until the end of Spring.

I don’t really know any of their names except for, June, the girl across from me. She has gorgeous chestnut brown skin with curls that frame her face and saucer-sized green eyes with a spray of freckles across her button nose.

Since I had expressed my interest in learning every aspect of publishing, Rose decided that I should start with reading manuscripts. I have two manuscripts to work with for today. Each manuscript is thirty pages long, no more, no less.

The first story is a historical romance. I’m into the first six pages of the book when my phone starts buzzing on the desk and I stare down at the screen to an unknown caller ID pop up. Last time, I was with Hudson and I couldn’t answer it, but now I can’t possibly pass up the chance again.

Bending my head forward I answer the call and press the phone to my ear.

“Good girl.” I’m confident that it’s the same woman from the last phone call when I was in Mastic Beach.

I decide to stay silent.

“You’re smart. I was sure that you’d want to know more from our last conversation,” she says.

My heart starts to beat faster. Do I want to know more? I’m not so sure. She could be any random person. Maybe a bitter ex-girlfriend, I think to calm myself the hell down. I mean anyone who dated Hudson would feel bitter or devastated about the breakup. I know I felt like crap.

“Not going to talk? That’s fine, I can do all the talking,” she says. “Do you really know who Hudson is? Well, I’ll tell you. He did a lot of bad things and I really want you to know, only if you’re willing to listen and believe me.”

“Who are you?” I ask in a hushed voice. “I don’t want to know anything.”

I know it’s a crazy thing to say, but did I really want to know what Hudson did? No. And what’s the worst he could have done, anyway? Except be an asshole occasionally.

“I’m simply an onlooker,” she says. “Do you really want to love someone blindly? I thought you were smart, Parker.”

Before I can respond, the line goes cold and I stare at the screen dumbfounded for a few seconds. When I look up, I see June analyzing me. Her round wire-framed reading glass sits on the bridge of her nose.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” Lie, lie, lie, I scold myself.

She shrugs. “Maybe I can’t read people too well, but you look a little pale.”

“I’m fine,” I assure her. “It’s just that this weird unknown caller continues to call me.”

“Do you want me to answer it next time?” She sincerely offers. “Because no one should be harassed, especially by a coward who hides behind a phone screen.”

This makes me smile. “I’d love to take you up on that offer, thanks. But I couldn’t burden you. I’m sure it will stop anyway.” Hopefully, I gulped.

June waves her hand like it’s no big deal. “Please, trust me, I look for a reason to randomly scare the crap out of people. Some people can be total assholes and need to know when to shut the hell up.”

“I will remember that for any future troubles,” I tell her.

My phone buzzes and thankfully it’s just a text from Hudson.

I slide the screen open and go into his chat.

Hey, would you want to go out with me tonight? —H

On a proper date that is, he adds a minute later.

A date? When last did I go on an actual date? Thinking about it, Hudson and I haven’t ever been on an “official” date.

Sure, I text back.

My phone pings again in seconds.

Okay. I’ll pick you up at 9. Wear something casual… —H

I feel slightly excited for a normal date night ahead, so I push the mysterious phone call to the back of my mind. It’s probably nothing.

I can bang my head against the wall to try and figure out the cryptic calls, when all it is, is just some obsessed ex that wants to get a rise out of me.

Fuck her.

Taking a deep breath, I go back to my work and read through each manuscript carefully I’m really enjoying the historical romance book so I forward it to Rose, hoping she’ll see why I chose it.

It’s 6:15 p.m. when I’m finally done with both manuscripts and everyone else around me is already packing up and ready to leave.

I look up from my computer screen to see Rose with her black purse heading toward me.

“Good call on that historical romance,” she says with a wide smile. “I loved it. It’s fresh and different.”

“Thanks,” I tell her. “I felt like the protagonist had a strong voice throughout the first few chapters that I looked over even though the romantic male figure was so cruel.”

Rose nods, looking very pleased. “You have great eyes. That’s exactly what we look for at Gulliver.”

“Ladies, I’m sorry to interrupt but we’re going out for drinks in SoHo, do you two want to join us?” June asks, with two other girls standing behind her.

They’re both beautiful. The honey blonde girl is Vera and the brunette is Amber, but I’m not too sure of their names.

“I’d love to. I need a nice drink after today.” Rose turns to me. “Are you joining us, Parker? It would be nice for you to get acquainted and make more friends. We’d love to properly welcome you into Gulliver Books.”

“I would love to join you guys,” I say sheepishly. “But I am already booked for a date later on.”

Rose smiles. “It’s fine, we can treat you to lunch this weekend if you’re free.”

“Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” June whispers. “I hope the date is worth it.” She winks at me before leaving with the rest of the group.

I pack my bags and head home, feeling eager for the evening ahead.
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Lex is nowhere to be seen when I get home, so I decide to text her now before I forget later on that I won’t be home early.

Going out. Not sure when I’ll be back, I text her and then add, Love you, before pressing send.

I then head into the kitchen and make a mug of steaming coffee before going into my room and spending the next hour reading some poetry and then browsing through class notes on my Macbook.

When I glance at my watch again it’s already twenty minutes past eight and I remember that Hudson is picking me up at 9, so I quickly get into the shower and lather my body down with a soft, moisturizing, honey scrub that leaves me feeling and smelling like heaven.

I pat myself dry and use cookies and cream-scented body butter before spraying a lavender perfume with sweet notes. It’s French and I won’t even try pronouncing it. Lex is always buying new body products that I can’t keep up with her anymore, but I’m glad that I have her because I finally have a reason to smell enticing.

I have the task of choosing something casual to wear while trying not to look like I’m trying too hard. Classy-casual? I scrunch my nose as I push each piece of my clothing aside on the rail.

What am I going to wear?

If I spoke to my mom daily, I feel like I would ask her for advice, especially because fashion is her thing. Speaking of my mom, I pause my search for clothes and quickly grab my phone before heading to Instagram. And there she was active. Active and sharing selfies of a few of her bitch-circle-friends’ daughters, to her Instagram stories.

It’s not that I hate her for being who she is—a wannabe socialite who doesn’t know her age—but I desperately wished that she would have projected those praises on me instead of looking to give it to other girls my age who already drain the world for fucking attention. Rolling my eyes, I throw my phone on my bed and dive right back into my pile of clothes on the floor.

I eventually settle on a pair of light wash denim jeans that are cuffed around the ankles and a sexy but casual black camisole with a cute fringe lining the lowcut neckline. Simple but chic for a date out. My phone buzzes and I check to see Hudson’s name light up on my screen which tells me he’s already outside.

I’m all done, so I lock up the apartment and take the elevator. It shakes a little too much on the way down and I stay very still wondering if it’s going to stall or go completely down like in all those horror movies.

It’s the one thing I hate about the building.

The car finally comes to an abrupt stop and when the doors slide open, I quickly make my way out of there and head outside.

Hudson is waiting beside his Mustang in a pair of dark navy blue jeans with a black AC/DC t-shirt that spreads nicely across his wide chest. 

“Hey,” I say, going over to him.

He reaches out to me and jerks me against him, before slightly lifting me off the ground and kissing me hard. He makes me feel wanted and sexy when he kisses me like this. The taste on his warm tongue is cool cherries as he nibbles on my bottom lip and sucks my tongue into his mouth.

My hands splay across his very firm chest and I can get a hint of a cool vanilla cologne that makes him smell pleasantly delicious. If we weren’t in the streets right now, I’d probably be on top of him already.

His palms squeeze my ass and I squeal as he eases me down and when my feet touch the ground, our lips break apart. I feel slightly dizzy and breathless from the kiss.

“Hey, baby,” he says, before planting a kiss on my forehead.

Is it just me or is he being really nice today? Well, I’m certainly not going to complain. I want things to go smoothly tonight.

He opens the door for me and I get in before he closes the door and paces around to his side.

Hudson closes his door and turns the key in the ignition. The car rumbles to life and as he pulls out onto the streets, Hudson places his left hand on my thigh.

“How was your day?” he asks, picking up speed as we head into the lazy stream of traffic.

“Good. I started work at my internship today,” I tell him. “How was your day?”

He looks over at me and I can’t really tell what he’s thinking, especially when he has that blank expression. “My day was fine. Not very productive, but fine. What internship? You never tell me about that before.”

“What did you do?” I ask. “My dad sent me a few internship recommendations and I got accepted at one of the publishing houses. Gulliver Books, they’re relatively new. I never get to tell you because there was so much that happened in between.”

“That’s nice. I always knew you were a smartass with a very sexy ass. My professor was being a pain in my ass today and then I had to deal with my dad and a bunch of cunt—”

I glance at him and his jaw clenches.

“A bunch of idiot board members,” he adjusts himself. “They can rot in hell for all I care. And I guess we never got the chance to have a proper conversation. Which is why I’m taking you out tonight.”

“What did they do?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I wouldn’t bring in outsiders to run the show and I thought Matt was smarter than that, but I was wrong. I know how business works and my dad knows that Matt is making a mistake, yet he’ll insist on letting the mistake happen, so he can then teach Matt a valuable life lesson.” I catch the undertone of annoyance in his voice, so I place my hand on his shoulder and gently massage it. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Yeah,” he says, reaching over and turning up the volume to the lyrics of Into It, by Chase Atlantic.

“Where are we going?” I ask, settling back into my seat realizing that we’re heading away from Manhattan.

“Athens,” he says.

“Athens?” I ask quizzically.

“There’s a small town called Athens. I used to go there all the time.”

“How far is it?”

He shrugs. “About two hours or one, if I keep this speed.”

“What time will we get back?”

Hudson laughs as he casts a playful glance at me. “Parker. You have to give me some credit. We won’t be getting back early and that’s because we’re not coming back to Manhattan tonight. We’ll be back on Sunday.”

“What?! I didn’t bring any clothes,” I mutter. “We can’t just take a vacation whenever.”

“Says who? What would you have been doing tomorrow, anyway? Reading a book or hanging out with your best friend,” he says. “And the point is to just relax. I’m doing this for you. For us.” Hudson slips his fingers in between mine and rubs his thumb against my knuckles, lightly enough to send little shocks of excitement to the butterflies raging in the pit of my stomach.

“There’s nothing wrong with the things I do,” I point out. “And I still don’t have clothes.”

He turns to me, his eyes giving me a quick once over, before locking his eyes on mine. The look in his eyes is evident. Hunger. “That’s fine, I never really liked you in clothes anyway.”

I swallow hard as I face the road, just imagining what will transpire this weekend.
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My control over her isn’t as strong as it was at the beginning when I first met her. I screwed things up way too fast, but now I’m going to fix them.

Trying for a long-term relationship is exactly the kind of distraction I need. Ever since Matt had told me about the phone call he’d gotten, I couldn’t stop the restless feeling inside me.

Usually, I wouldn’t bother. I don’t have time to worry about empty threats, but this seems different. Personal. Just what I fucking need right now.

This person somehow found a way to contact Matt to get to me. Glancing over at Parker, I wondered if she got a call too. She would have told me about it. Or maybe not. If she did know anything, she wouldn’t have kept it this long.

I try to think of all the people I’ve fucked over in the past, but the list is long and I can’t even remember half of their names.

Well to narrow down the list, Matt said it was a woman. I asked him again to make sure. Could it have been Diana fucking around with me?

She probably has too much coke in her system to think that far. Besides, Diana loves me, she’d never risk hurting me, because losing me means losing everything.

This person wants revenge. What’s life without a little drama? Even though it amuses me to think that someone wants to play a game with me, I can’t take such a risk, thinking they won’t try something stupid.

It’s probably nothing, I assure myself. What’s the worst that could happen?

Parker’s phone starts buzzing and I quickly give her a side glance, watching as she stares at the screen and frowns, before putting her phone back on the dashboard.

My knuckles tighten around the steering wheel. It’s nothing, I tell myself. Get yourself together.

“Who was calling?”

“Huh?” Parker looks up at me, her grey eyes wide, probably wondering why the fuck I’m asking. “It’s nothing important.”

I hear the lie. I know she’s lying and it fucking annoys the hell out of me, but I can’t lose it now even though I want to grab her phone and search through it.

Why would she lie when I’m taking her out and doing everything right for once? More specifically, what is she lying about?

I press down on the accelerator and pick up speed and I can see Parker staring at me through my peripheral vision.

“Slow down. Do you want to kill us?”

“Are we okay?” I ask her, irritation surging through my veins.

“Why wouldn’t we be?”

Because I have trust issues, Parker. If we don’t trust each other, I might lash out. I hate when you fucking lie to me. It just makes you like everyone else in my life.

Clenching my jaw, I try to calm myself. This isn’t me. I don’t lose my cool. “Just wondering,” I say coolly.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” Her gaze bores into me, as she turns her body to face me.

I glance at her again. Fuck, does she know something?

“Like what?” My voice is steady.

She shakes her head. “You just seem tense.”

“I’m fine,” I say. “Just a little tired. Why don’t you take a nap? We still have an hour before we reach Athens.”

“Thanks,” she whispers and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek before turning around in her seat and settling into the black leather.

I wait for about twenty minutes until I hear soft sounds escaping her mouth as she sleeps peacefully.

“Parker?” I call out.

When she doesn’t reply, I know she’s really sleeping, so I carefully reach over and take her phone.

I swipe the screen open and quickly go into her call log to see it empty. There’s not one call. Did she erase it? No one’s call log is ever empty unless she is particular about keeping it that way.

I’m fucking losing it. I’m definitely losing my mind.

Trying to be perfectly still, I reach over and place her phone back on the dashboard exactly where she left it.

Tapping my fingers against the wheel, I think back to that night with Lily when I was high and climbed in through her window thinking I could fuck her one last time. When I woke up again, I woke up to the sight of her laying in bed with her skin all pale. And the blood. It was everywhere. I can still taste the metallic on my tongue.

Fuck, I couldn’t do this now.

I took a deep breath knowing that if I think about it any longer I am going to be sick. My heart pounds in my ears. Fuck. What the fuck is wrong with me?

“Hey.” Parker shifts beside me. “Are we there yet?”

I clear my throat and focus on the road ahead. “Yeah, we’re almost there.”

“Thank you,” she says, sitting up and kissing my shoulder.

“What for?” I ask, shifting uncomfortably.

“For all of this,” she whispers. “Thank you for being amazing. I think I really needed this.”

“You’re welcome.”

We spend the next half hour driving to Athens and I finally make myself believe that maybe Parker isn’t lying about the phone call. Maybe I’m just getting too paranoid. Whoever was trying to fuck with me though will have something else to worry about entirely when I do find them.
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When we reach Athens, Hudson and I are both starving so we head over to The Old Port, a cute restaurant with an Inn that overlooks the Hudson River.

We sit under a tunnel of one of the many willow trees. The leafy vines dance in the wind as we stuff ourselves with as many deliciously salty oysters and crispy calamari as we can while drinking glass after glass of red wine and staring into the distance.

“I love this place,” I finally tell him.

“Me too.” He looks relaxed as he sits back in his chair. His black hair is wild and his eyes are darker in the evening light.

It really feels like a good night and Hudson and I even hold hands like an ordinary couple. Could it be the start of something really amazing and normal? I’m not sure about the normalcy part, but I can certainly hope.

I also can’t stop thinking about the phone call, but I can’t just make any assumptions based on what some woman claims, so I push that to the back of my mind. I know it was her again. She wants me to believe that I’m in danger of becoming a victim. I watch Hudson as he talks about his classes and what he plans on doing after law school. He’s relaxed and almost flawless. But I also notice that there’s something not quite fitting with him. It’s like he’s uncomfortable with himself sometimes, but he’s so good at masking it, that I only see it now.

When we’re done, Hudson excuses himself to book a room for us for the night at the Inn and I can’t help but feel like something is really off with him. I know it’s probably best not to ask him, especially when things seem to be okay between us, so I just leave that niggling thought at the back of my mind.

He returns to the table and we get two drinks—he gets a scotch and mine is a fruity cocktail—before heading towards our room that’s in a little cottage near the river.

“I’m going to fuck you in the river,” he reveals on our walk. “I put a condom on already.”

I glance up at him in surprise to see a wicked look in his dark green eyes and the anticipation travels to my pussy immediately.

The other cottages are bathed in darkness, so we assume that no one else is around and wait till midnight, before heading out to the river.

“It’s so hot out here,” I say, as we walk along the creaky deck together.

The water is inky black and little waves lap against the shore, breathing silently as leaves from the willow trees break away and fall on the deck, joining all the other fallen leaves.

“You’re hot,” Hudson says, pulling his t-shirt over his head, before unbuttoning his jeans and kicking them off.

“You’re so cheesy.” My gaze whispers over the toned muscle of his chest and I reach out to caress his neck before running my fingers down his rock-hard abdomen. 

He narrows his eyes and reaches out for me, sliding his hot hands around my waist and his long fingers gently graze the skin underneath my camisole. “Oh?” His lips lightly brush against mine.

“Yes.”

Hudson raises the camisole and I lift my arms over my head, allowing him to remove it.

I stay still, holding my breath as he continues to drag his fingers lower until he’s unbuttoning my jeans. I step out of the jeans, before pushing them next to his clothes.

“What if someone sees us?” I ask when he reaches for my bra and unhooks it at the back.

“Mm, what if,” Hudson whispers, leaning his head forward so that he can press a soft kiss on my shoulder. “What if they see us? They can’t do shit.”

I swallow hard as he discards my bra to the floor of the deck and then we both remove our shoes and underwear, before jumping into the river.

The water is deliciously cool against our skin as Hudson and I swim further out. When we’re far enough, he pulls me against him and just our bodies being pressed together turns me on as he palms my breasts.

When his lips find my nipples, I find myself moaning in pleasure as he roughly sucks on each one, his tongue moving in circles and driving me crazy. I moan softly when his teeth close around my left nipple as he continues to suck and nibble.

A gasp escapes my lips as he begins thrusting into me and I wrap my legs around him while the water gently laps against us.

He starts thrusting a little harder and I find myself coming against him as I slip my arms around his neck for support, before he comes seconds later.

“It always feels better than the last time,” I whisper against his neck and I hear him chuckle.

“That’s because I love fucking you, Parker.”

I look up into his eyes and see the ever-present lust in those moss-green depths.

We take a jog on our way back to our little cottage with the luck of not being spotted by anyone.

The cottage that we’re in is cute and old with dark wooden furnishings, a king-size bed already made up with light blue sheets, and a comforter.

A flatscreen t.v. is hooked onto the wall in front of the bed and just below is a small bar fridge.

Our skin is dry from the jog except for our hair, so we just strip off once again and climb into bed.

Hudson grabs two beers from the fridge and hands me one, before switching the t.v. on to some cooking show.

We go through the channels looking for something good to watch, but we find sitcom after sitcom, so he lowers the t.v. volume and turns to me instead.

“It was a good day,” he says, reaching out and running his fingers through my hair.

“It was. Thank you for bringing me here.”

“So, listen.” Hudson sits up. “I have an idea. It’s a little crazy, but I want to ask you something, so just hear me out, okay?”

“Okay,” I say slowly, not sure where this is going.

“I think we should move in together. I know it’s too soon and everything, but I feel like it would be good,” he says, watching me closely as his words sink in.

I stare at him for a few seconds not quite sure of what to say, because I’m not sure I heard him right.

“You want us to move in together?”

He nods. “Yes. I really want to live with you.”

“Wait, first of all, where would we move to?”

“The penthouse,” he says as though he thought about all of this through.

“I don’t know,” I say honestly because I really don’t know what else to say.

“If you don’t want to—”

“No, don’t get me wrong, I’d love to. I just want some time to think about this, is that okay?”

“Yeah,” he says, taking my hand in his. “But don’t take too long.”

I press my head against his chest as a rerun of X-Files comes on and spend the rest of the evening thinking about what Hudson said and leaving Lex, before drifting off to sleep.
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It’s the 17th of March, St. Patrick’s Day and the streets of New York are alive with Irish bagpipe music and people dressed in crazy outfits. The parade started at 11:00 a.m. and even though it’s been hours since then, people are still drinking and partying.

Lex and I get a cab and head to the Theta Pi sorority house where a party is being held in the Upper West apartment that we’ve been to several times before. It’s literally next to the Xi Alpha frat house.

I’m wearing a dark green, cropped mesh top with a black bra underneath and high-waisted hippie-styled jeans and Lex is in a short green baseball dress that says I love St. Patty’s Day with dark green lipstick plastered across her lips. She loves going all out for parties.

I check my phone for any texts from Hudson but there are none. Just a new short video on his Instagram story of him chugging from a keg a few hours ago at Theta.

It’s been almost a month since he brought up the idea of me moving in with him and I haven’t yet decided to make any move.

And it’s also been almost a month since no weird phone calls so things are really looking up for us. Hudson and I are closer even though we don’t see a lot of each other because of his crazy class and work schedules, but the sex always makes up for it.

There are times I find myself obsessively checking my phone to see if there are any texts or missed calls from him to find nothing.

Sometimes I’m really disappointed with him and sometimes with myself for becoming too dependent on his affection, but I love him so things will work out. I know it will.

“Look at what I got for us earlier.” Lex reaches into the breast pocket of her dress.

She opens her hand to me and there’s a small white capsule laying in her palm.

“What is that?” I ask as the driver halts outside the apartment.

“Molly,” she whispers as she grabs my hand and places the pill in my hand. “You’ll feel fucking amazing. Try it, babe.”

“I don’t think—”

“No. Don’t think. Just take. It’s not harmful.” Lex leans into me and unscrews her water bottle before handing it to me. “Trust me. We won’t have long until graduation and then all of this comes to an end. Besides, it’s St. Pat’s day, we’re allowed to party for whatever reason.”

I am about to lecture Lex on what “St.Pat’s Day” is actually celebrated for and it’s not all about partying till you’re blackout drunk when I stop myself short and realize that she won’t really give a shit anyway. She’s already intoxicated.

Still unsure, I turn the pill over in my palm. “What will it do to me?”

“It’s Ecstasy babe, so what do you think?” Lex asks, winking at me.

I pop the capsule into my mouth and grab the bottle from her, chugging down a few gulps, before wiping my mouth with the back of my mind.

And then we get out of the cab and head up the concrete stairs and into the apartment with Miles Reece screening at the front door.

I only know Miles because he is one of Ryan’s friends and teammates. He’s medium height, easy on the eyes with sandy blonde hair, a lean physique, and pretty aquamarine eyes.

“Ladies.” Miles gives us a wink before placing bright neon pink Tyvek wristbands on our wrists. “Have a good night.”

“Thanks,” I say and stay back as Lex heads into the party. “How is Ryan doing? I haven’t really had the time to check up on him.”

“He’s doing okay. You should go and see him sometime.” Miles leans against the wall. “I miss seeing you at our games. Where are you hanging out these days?”

“Nowhere in particular actually. I’ve just been busy with classes and my internship. What about you?” I ask.

“I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be on the team. Coach is threatening to kick our asses off the team if we can’t keep our systems sober,” he explains with a small smile. “And law is being a pain in the ass.”

“Sounds tough.” I feel like the conversation is over so I start to walk away. “I’ll see you later Miles. It was good seeing you, though.”

“Hey, Parker,” he calls out.

I turn around and see Miles’ expression is now serious and he’s no longer smiling.

He walks up to me and tilts his head closer before talking to me in a low voice. “I also know you’re dating Hudson Saylor-Tyne. I just want you to be careful, okay?”

My stomach twists immediately as his words sink in. “What do you mean be careful?”

He stares at me for a long minute before shaking his head. “Before he got out of living in the frat, he was…”

Miles trails off almost as if he can’t say the next few words. He looks at me again and I raise my eyebrows.

“He was what?” I feel myself getting impatient.

“With a new girl almost every week. We know he doesn’t date. I mean he’s an old friend, but I just want you to be careful,” he says.

“Thanks for the concern, but that’s really none of your business, Miles,” I snap.

The tone in my voice is hostile and I feel guilty about it, but I don’t want to listen to any of this.

“I know.” He shrugs. “I was just looking out for you, Parker. I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah.”

I take a deep breath and walk into the party. Zombie by The Cranberries is blasting through the air and I’m suddenly feeling really elated when I grab a green solo cup from a table full of drinks and take a huge gulp. I can just taste the sourness of the beer sliding down my throat.

It’s super warm and sticky in the apartment, the atmosphere heavy with flowing beer and weed. Sometimes I fucking hate parties. My eyes wander around the room, searching for Hudson and that’s when I realize someone is sliding an arm around my waist. I swivel around to see Hudson behind me in a white t-shirt and pair of black khakis.

“Hey.” His breath whispers over my lips as he leans in and kisses me. He tastes like sweet grapes, the kind you get in the summer when they’re ripe and bursting with flavor.

Our breaths mix hotly as his hands travel daringly low down my back as if no one else is in the room.

“When did you get here, beautiful?” he asks, breaking away, running his tongue over his bottom lip, and glancing around us.

“A few minutes ago. What were you up to?” I can’t stop myself from asking. Miles’ warning plays in the back of my mind like a broken record player.

Now that the doubt is already there, I know it won’t leave and I’ll always be wondering if he’s being unfaithful. I don’t want another Ryan episode.

What’s in your head? In your head? The hypnotic lyrics fill my ears.

“Nothing much to be honest. I’m bored as fuck,” he says, regarding me curiously. “Why, do you have something in mind?” His fingers encircle my wrists.

I try to search for any signs of guilt in his eyes, but there’s nothing. Just his verdant green eyes with that confident look that lets everyone know he’s the one to envy. He is the one everyone wants to be and he is the one everyone wants to fuck and I see how the other girls watch us—especially how they watch him with their fuck me eyes—and it thrills me to see the jealousy in their sharp glares. He’s with me. He is mine.

“I do,” I whisper and take his hand, leading him up to the surprisingly empty bathroom. The bathrooms are never empty.

I feel really light and I’m bursting with energy and all I know is that I want him to be inside of me right now. I want him to kiss me and hold me and fuck me like there’s no tomorrow.

Once we’re inside the small space, I lock the door and put the key on the counter, before turning around and grabbing Hudson by his t-shirt and pulling him against me. I can feel his heart pounding against my chest. But before we fuck, I need to know that he’s truly mine.

“Are we okay?” I ask, remembering him asking me the very same question on the drive to Athens.

“Is something wrong?” he asks, reaching out and caressing my cheek.

“I swear that we’re good.”

I can’t stop the tears that threaten to spill out as I feel myself about to break down in front of him. “Because sometimes, I hear bad things and I don’t know whether to believe them or believe you.”

Hudson drops his hand as his gaze searches mine. “Parker, what did you hear?”

“That you used to be with a new girl every night and that I should be careful,” I say, angrily wiping the stray tears away. Crap, I hate losing control over my emotions. “Why do I keep hearing that, Hudson? Is it true?”

“Look,” he says, glancing down and then he pauses as if he’s carefully choosing what to say next. “That was in the past. I’m different now. I used to party a lot. That’s not who I am anymore.”

“Promise?” It sounds pretty fucking stupid, but I need to hear him say it for my own validation.

He cups my face in his palm and nods. “I promise, baby. You have nothing to worry about. You’re the only one for me, Parker.”

“Good.”

“Let’s try this again,” he whispers before he leans forward and kisses me once more, and just like that the rush is back.

I know I’m high from the drugs that Lex gave me, but I also know what it’s like to be high on Hudson. It’s that never ending rush through my veins as he touches me, kisses me, and claims me. I belong to him just as much as he belongs to me.
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Hudson’s a little rough as he parts my thighs and unzips my jeans before pulling them down my legs for me.

“I hate jeans,” he mutters as his warm fingers brush my skin. “Especially on you.”

We don’t have much time so we don’t bother with the rest of our clothing. He turns me around so that I’m facing the mirror and he’s right behind me ripping the foil package and slipping it on.

He then moves his hand past the elastic band of my underwear and slides two fingers past my pussy folds and then inside of me. My face is hot, the tears that were there a few minutes ago are now dry and I’m biting my lip as he fingers me hard.

I bite back a gasp as he finds my throbbing nub and works it with his fingers in a fast circular motion, knowing exactly where and how to touch me.

He makes me come fast and I writhe against his hand, lost to pleasure, barely able to catch my breath, but Hudson doesn’t stop there. He shoves my panties aside impatiently and grabs my hair a little too hard in his fist as he enters me from behind with his already hard, throbbing cock.

He grips my hair and lifts my head so that I’m looking up into the mirror and staring right into his dark, unblinking eyes as he thrusts harder, faster, while his other hand is positioned on my lower back, with his fingernails digging really hard into my skin.

“You know, I fucking hate it when you question whether I’m loyal or not,” he mutters against my ear. Those green eyes are fixed on me. “It fucking drives me insane.”

His body radiates with a raw and primal strength as he fucks me hard almost as if he’s driven with rage and I find myself turned on by his sudden onslaught of anger.

“Apologize.” His breath feels like light feathers against my skin.

He brings his lips against my neck, our gazes still locked and his fist still twisted with my golden locks. It fucking turns me on to see the primal look in his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, my throat raw and vision blurry. My thoughts are spinning and my body is burning up. His big cock slides in and out of my pussy and I moan as every thrust goes further, almost taking me over the edge.

“I fucking own every inch of you, Parker. Does this make you feel like you are mine? Is it enough? Cause I certainly fuck you like your mine,” he says, through gritted teeth.

An unexpected scream of pleasure tears from my lips as I come hard, my pussy contracting and throbbing with incessant need as he continues to fill me with his hard cock from behind, while his wild masculine scent invades my senses. He’s in me, clutching me in his suffocating, hulking embrace.

I lose myself in the moment, barely able to stand as he lets go of my hair and runs his hot fingers down my spine.

A low, husky moan escapes Hudson as he breaths hotly against my ear, before whispering, “Fuck, Parker,” into my ear when he comes seconds later.

Breathing hard, Hudson is the first to break away. I stare at myself in the mirror and wipe a stray tear under my left eye. We both silently grab tissues from the box near the sink and clean ourselves up before discarding the tissues into the toilet and flushing them down.

I turn around to watch Hudson as he adjusts his t-shirt and I catch a glimpse of two black bands around his left bicep.

The top one is thick and the bottom is thin and I can’t stop myself from reaching out and running my finger against the ink.

“You got a new tattoo.”

“Yeah,” he says, looking down at where my fingers are on his arm. “Got it last week.”

“Does it have a meaning or is it just random?” I ask.

“Random. I told you I just enjoy the feeling of getting a tattoo.”

“That’s cool.”

“Yeah.” He stares down at me. “Look, I have to go, but I’ll see you later on?”

“Oh.” I try to hide my disappointment by trying to sound like I don’t care that he just wants to run off now right after we had sex. I’m not going to be the clingy girlfriend. “Are you busy?”

He slips his hands into his pockets. “Kinda, I’m meeting with some old friends. Are you going to stay around?”

“Probably not. I have classes tomorrow and then work,” I say glumly.

“Is there any way I can convince you to stay for an hour and then maybe we could leave?” He loops his index finger through my jeans belt loop and pulls me closer.

The lyrics: In your head, in your head

Zombie, zombie, zombie-ie-ie

What’s in your head, in your head

Zombie, zombie, zombie-ie-ie, is still pounding through the air making me feel like I’m at a foggy rave, and Hudson and I are doing something almost illicit, but so good at the same time. He feels illicit, like drugs coursing through my veins.

I stare too deeply into his dark eyes because I almost feel a chill running down my spine staring at how green they are. He’s too handsome. Sometimes, it feels like a cruel joke to be able to breathe in the same space as him.

“I’m afraid not. I really have to wake up early.”

“Well, I’ll see you whenever we’re both free. Love you.” He kisses me one last time and then leaves a small peck on my nose before exiting the bathroom and disappearing back into the surge of the party.

I want him to come back and beg me to spend time with him instead, but he doesn’t even cast a glance at me.

Feeling a little sore from our session, I leave to find Lex and find her dancing next to a guy, clearly flirting as she runs her hands along his sweaty abdomen.

I won’t remind her that she’s still supposedly dating “Kyle”, because she should be able to tell right from wrong on her own and I don’t really feel like bursting her happy party bubble, so I leave the Theta sorority apartment and grab a cab home.

Our street is virtually empty when I get home and the night is cool on my skin. It feels clean and breathable, better than being stuck in the frat apartment stuffed to the max with students.

I take the rickety elevator ride up pretty quickly, eager to jump right into bed, but when I reach our floor and head towards our apartment, I can see something is off with our door.

It’s not locked like it was when we left and it’s hitting against the doorframe by some force of energy. Probably wind, but I know we closed the apartment door before we left. Immediately, my skin grows cold with goosebumps. Something’s very wrong. I push the door open with my foot and stare straight into the darkness of our apartment.

“If anyone’s in there, you’d better show yourself before the cops get here,” I say loudly.

There’s nothing but silence and the howling wind. Switching on the torch on my phone, I shine the light into the entrance and can see nothing moving. A gust of wind blows in and a chill crosses my spine.

“Hello?”

“Is everything alright, dear?”

I turn around to see Mrs. Burns, our old neighbor, and landlady peeking her head around the corner of her door.

“Hey, Mrs. Burns, I just got home and the door was open. Did you see or hear anything?”

“I don’t think so, Parker. I thought you girls were in tonight,” she says. “I did hear some loud sounds when I came from my round of bingo with Brenda down the hall, but I thought it was you girls. Should I call the police?”

“I think that would be a good idea, thanks,” I say and she quickly shuffles back into her apartment building to make the call.

Meanwhile, I take a deep breath and go into the apartment. When I near the light switch, I turn on the lights and find the curtains fluttering wildly even though the living room windows aren’t open.

I quickly check Lex’s room but it’s quiet and undisturbed so I head over to my bedroom and push the door open and that’s when I scream. My pale walls are covered in dark red, my windows are open and the cold wind is blowing in. Its blood.

The blood is painted in wide letters spelling out LIAR and my bed is stained with thick drops of it.

“Jesus Christ.”

My heart almost jumps out of my chest as I turn to see Mrs. Burns behind me, covering her mouth with her hand.

[image: Image]
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“So, you are certain that you locked the door before you left for this party?” Officer Dawson asks again as he inspects my room.

It’s a little past midnight and Lex is in the living room freaking out and I think like I’m going to be really sick. I think the effects of the molly are starting to wear off and I’m not feeling so hot.

“Yeah, I definitely locked it. I always check before we leave,” I tell him.

Officer Dawson doesn’t look too convinced as he glances back at me, a frown settling in between his thick eyebrows, and his mustache twitches as if it has a life of its own. “Did you and your friend back there partake in drugs or alcohol for recreational use?”

Of course, blame it on the drugs.

My first thought is to lie and I do, but Officer Dawson offers an unbelieving glare. “So y’all didn’t have anything at all?”

“We might have had a beer or two,” I say quietly. “But that was at the party, not before.”

“You don’t think we did this, right?” Lex walks in behind me.

“This is not blood. It doesn’t have the same consistency as blood. It’s just red paint and it was probably a prank,” Officer Dawson says. “Do you guys know of anyone that might have done this? We could serve them with a warning so that they won’t try something like this again.”

“We don’t engage with a very big circle of friends, so no,” I tell him.

He nods and looks around the room once more before exhaling. “Well, there’s nothing more I can do if I don’t have any more to go on.”

The only thing I can think of is the phone calls, but that can’t be related to this, right? I stopped receiving those calls for almost a month now.

Besides, I doubt he’d believe that just after we told him we had beers at the party.

“What about fingerprints and lab testing?” Lex asks.

Officer Dawson gives her a long, hard stare. “This is not Law & Order or Hawaii Five-O. If anything else comes up and I doubt that, you can call the local police precinct and there’ll be an officer to help. Have a good night.”

“Thanks for nothing,” Lex mutters as she slams the door shut after he leaves. “Hawaii Five-O my ass. What the hell does he think of himself?”

“He’s just doing his job,” I tell her as I stare at the wall.

“Yup, and he’s also laughing at us right now.” She exhales noisily. “He’s not so hot anyway.”

I glance at Lex and she looks at me, the tension in the air is thick. Her blue eyes are swimming with worry. “Maybe it’s a prank?” She sounds too hopeful, but I’m grateful for her.

“Maybe,” I say.

Her eyes are filled with fear and I’m pretty sure I look just as terrified because I certainly feel the tingling inside of me.

“Well, we’re having a sleepover in my room,” Lex says. “There’s no way I’m letting you sleep in this fucking room.”

She has a shower and then I take one after, feeling sick to my stomach about the fact that there’s nothing else in the apartment that has been touched. Just my room. What the hell does that mean? Someone was in my room. In my room.

I try to conjure up an image of a person sick enough in the head to break into our apartment and get into my room, before deciding to paint that shit all over my room wall.

The hot water burns my skin as it cascades down my back and when I get out of the shower, I quickly kneel over the toilet and empty all my stomach’s contents.

My stomach lurches again and I want to throw up, the bile rises in my mouth, burning the back of my throat, but there’s nothing left to throw up. Fuck. I feel horrible.

I dry myself down, brush my teeth and then pull on a faded grey t-shirt with INXS printed in black across the chest area, that I’d taken from Hudson when I stayed a night at the penthouse.

It feels warm and comfortably soft, with his lingering spicy, masculine

smell that makes me feel safe as if he is around me.

I close my room door shut, before heading into Lex’s room and we lock the door before getting into the bed.

“Do you think we’ll be okay?” I ask Lex as I snuggle up next to her.

“If anyone ever tries to harm you, I will cut their nuts off,” she jokes, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

I chuckle. “What if it’s a woman?”

“Well, I seriously doubt it, but you know, she can kiss her vag goodbye too.”

“I love you,” I whisper as she switches the side lamp off.

“I love you too, babe,” she whispers back and kisses my forehead.

I stay awake for hours even though I have classes and work later that morning. Lex snores beside me, but I’m glad for it even though I’d normally die and run out of the room.

My eyes feel heavy and my body is tired from the day. I find myself going in and out of sleep throughout the early hours of the morning having a nightmare of a man breaking in and then him morphing into Hudson with blood all over his hands telling me that he’s sorry and that he never meant for it to go this far and then me falling and sobbing so hard for some reason. My chest hurt as if something bad had happened. Things get really blurry after that.

Lex leaves early and doesn’t try waking me up even though I am already awake.

The alarm finally goes off and I find myself laying in bed with a sheen of sweat covering my body and the t-shirt soaked as weak, grey light streams in.

My heart pounds loudly in my ears and my eyes feel the burn from loss of sleep.

I pick up my phone and head into my chat with Hudson. I need to sleep, but I’m not going to sleep in here. Not alone.

Can I come over? I type in the message box and press send.

My mouth is dry and I’m reaching for my bottle of water when my phone pings with one new text.

Sure. Everything alright? —H

I don’t have the energy to explain everything to him, so I just type:

See you soon.
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When Parker shows up outside my door that morning, I don’t know what to expect, so I open up for her, she looks disheveled and runs straight into my arms, knocking me a few steps back.

Immediately, I know that some part of her really trusts me and feels safe enough to want to show up in such a vulnerable state in front of me.

So today, I’m not the manipulator, cheater, or liar “Hudson”, but caring and attentive “Hudson”.

It’s really awkward for me to react when I don’t know how to in such situations, but over the years I’ve picked up a technique or two here and there.

For instance, my grandmother died when I was ten and Matt was eleven. I didn’t understand what the big fuss was about when it was time to put my grandmother in the ground.

Everyone started wailing as if they’d rather it be them than her in that hard, cold coffin. Even Matt was inconsolable and I remember that day very clearly because I watched as my mother patted his back gently and comforted him with her sweet motherly words.

The patting of the back was her way of showing him she understood his pain. It was something that I couldn’t even simply begin to grasp the meaning of until I reached my early twenties.

They all said my lack of empathy back then was “delayed grief” and that I was in “shock”, but to this day, I have not shed one tear for that woman.

It isn’t that she was a heartless bitch and often chose to spend time with Matt instead of me, but because I genuinely felt nothing.

I place my hand on Parker’s back and slowly rub, just like my mom did to Matt all those years ago.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I’m tired. I never sleep all night,” she says. “Someone broke into the apartment.”

“What?” I’m genuinely surprised by this piece of information. “What exactly happened?”

Parker pulls away and wipes the stray tears away from under her eyes, before pushing her golden locks away from her face.

“After the party, I came home and found the door unlocked and my room had red paint across the walls,” she explains. “I thought it was blood, so I called the cops.”

“What did they do?”

She shrugs as she closes the door behind her and walks into the apartment, before taking off her anorak jacket and leaving it on the silver coat stand.

“They can’t do much,” she says sarcastically. “What freaks me out is that it was just my room.”

“That’s fucked up. Do you have anyone in mind that would have done that?”

Parker looks like she’s about to tell me something, but she quickly closes her mouth and shakes her head, avoiding my eyes.

“I have no idea. It just creeped me out, besides I just need to crash here for the day,” she says. “Lex left and I couldn’t sleep in there on my own.”

“Of course, you can sleep here,” I tell her slowly.

I know I’ll only make myself more irritated if I continue to wonder why Parker would rather keep things to herself when she came to me for comfort.

Parker wants me to sit with her so I do. I give her the time of day. We sit in my bed, and talk for hours about work and school, before moving back into the living room and sitting in front of the electric fireplace.

We’ve already had half a bottle of red wine and it’s early evening when we make love in front of the flames on a blanket that I spread across the floor.

Our clothes fall off effortlessly and there’s only warmth that radiates between us as we settle on the floor. Parker was flat on the floor and me on top and in control of her.

The sex is slow and amazing as I fill her each time, going deeper and getting turned on by how extremely tight and wet she is. She’s always ready for me.

I make her come first watching as she trembles in pleasure, arching her back. Every inch of her body is available to me. And then I come, feeling warm as I find my release while gripping her sweaty, narrow hips and thrusting slowly inside of her.

Ecstasy fills my head and I momentarily close my eyes, before leaning over her and kissing her neck.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I whisper against her earlobe as I roll off of her.

“Ditto,” she murmurs as she traces my chest with her fingers.

“You know you haven’t yet decided to move in with me,” I say, staring up at the high ceiling. “Is it so unbearable to spend more than a few hours with me?”

“It’s not that,” she says. “You know there are other things to think about.”

“Like what?” I can’t understand how moving in can be so detrimental to her life.

I am a strong believer in the fact that people like to make life harder than it actually is. If you want to have sex, then have sex. If you want to disappear, then disappear. Who the fuck cares? The only rules you have to tolerate are the ones you set for yourself.

Parker should look at this as a major upgrade from that apartment building she stays in. I know she likes it and it’s clear she hates the idea of drowning in wealth, but I’m offering her better. I’m giving her a space to grow and develop.

“Don’t tell me this is about your best friend,” I say, a hint of sarcasm settling in my tone. “Don’t you value what’s best for you?”

Parker stills beside me. “That’s not a very nice thing to say and it’s not just about her.”

“Then what?” Now I am very curious.

“Us,” she whispers.

“Oh, fuck, Parker,” I curse. “What about us?”

She sits up and moves away from me, her hair falling past her bare shoulders. “I don’t know. I’d like to give in and move here with you, but I don’t think it’s ideal right now. It’s too soon.”

I laugh and shake my head, my patience wearing off. She’s starting to annoy the fuck out of me.

“What’s not ideal? You either want to be with me or not. And how can it be too soon? I practically know everything about you.” It really is that simple. Why is she so blind?

“Why does it always turn into an argument?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because you want the drama.” I know I sound like a dick right now, but I don’t give a fuck. Some part of me is really pleased to see Parker flinch.

“This is why. You never have anything nice to say,” she mutters, as she pulls on her clothes. “I’m so sorry for bringing drama into life, but you won’t have to deal with it again.”

Parker grabs my key card, opens the door, and flings the card in my face before slamming the door shut.

Laying back against the blanket, I close my eyes and take in a deep breath. I try to make myself care, but I can’t. I just don’t care anymore.

Getting up, I head to the shower and stand under the water for half an hour, savoring the burn. I really need a line, so I get out of the shower, and change into a clean pair of jeans and a black t-shirt before leaving for the frat house. I’d rather just spend the rest of the afternoon getting high as fuck. As for Parker, she can do whatever the fuck she likes, it doesn’t bother me. I’m not ready to deal with this kind of shit that comes with relationships.
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“How long have you had irregular periods for?” Dr. Stephen Wetherden asks as I sit down on the edge of the bed and adjust my shirt.

“For a while. I miss a month and even more sometimes,” I tell him.

I haven’t been to an Ob-Gyn since 12th grade because I always keep myself in good health. My last cycle was so bad that the cramps in my lower back were unbelievable.

It just ended a few days ago after a month of not having any period at all and I know it couldn’t have been pregnancy because Hudson and I are safe all the time.

“So from what we’ve seen, you have some discoloration to your normal skin color and you’ve picked up weight,” Dr. Wetherden says. “Blood clots and heavy flows aren’t a good thing, especially when having irregular periods and lower back pains and you’re only Twenty, right?”

I nod, gripping my knees not liking the sound of this at all. I’ve been so busy with classes and work—and balancing Hudson—that I haven’t been watching my health.

“Will it go away?” I ask, my throat dry.

Dr. Wetherden scratches his forehead as he looks into his book. “No, we’ve concluded that you have several troubling symptoms of PCOS. Polycystic Ovary Syndrome.”

“What?” My voice sounds and feels scratchy at the back of my throat. “What is that?”

“Don’t worry, it’s more common than you think,” he says as if that’s going to make everything better. “It occurs when you’re slightly overweight or have diabetes. But several other factors also play a role. It could be that a relative of yours had PCOS and you are now a result of that.”

“I don’t understand. Is it treatable?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “No, but there are several ways to combat it and to stay on top of your health. I’ll have to prescribe birth control pills for you so that your menstrual cycle will return regularly as well as some pain killers.”

“How will the syndrome affect me?”

“It’s the most common cause of infertility. You might still be able to have children, but it’s mainly about how to keep your hormones in balance because right now they’re completely off track,” he explains.

Children. I feel like I’ve just been hit with the worst kind of news ever. Who wouldn’t want to have kids? My plan involves graduating and getting a permanent job and possibly marriage, but this just makes me feel sick to my stomach. I’m too young to be dealing with this kind of shit.

“I’ll dive into a few other questions and then I’ll prescribe those birth control pills for you,” he says.

“Okay.”

Dr. Wetherden straightens his shoulders and looks at me directly. His dark grey eyes study mine. “This might be hard to hear, but we often have a lot of women coming here with abusive relationship-related issues. During your examination, we noted several bruises in very intimate areas of your body, so I am going to ask you now. Are you in any harm or feel like your relationship is becoming harmful in any way? Because I doubt you caused any of those bruises yourself, Parker.”

I am silent for a minute, not really sure of how to answer that question. “I’m not being abused,” I say.

Dr. Wetherden hangs his head before massaging his temples with his palm. “Look, I know you might be a little scared, maybe even angry, but we are only looking out for your safety. Hundreds of women come in here every month and we make it our mission to combat abuse because we’ve seen increased growth, especially since the rise and fall of the economy. People are just getting depressed and lashing out.”

“You’re mistaken.” My voice is a little shaky. “I am not in an abusive relationship. I wouldn’t let myself get into that kind of relationship.”

“Okay,” Dr. Wetherden says. “What about your sexual life? That could be the only other reason for the bruising if not abuse?”

“I’ve only started having sex this year.” My face grows hot at my confession. “And sometimes it’s just rougher than usual.”

Dr. Wetherden nods. “I’m assuming you have one partner?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you feel comfortable when he engages in rough intercourse?” he asks.

I swallow hard. “I guess.”

“Well, that’s not really being truthful about whether you actually enjoy it, Parker. If you are uncomfortable and do not appreciate being handled roughly, you should talk to your partner about this. Communication is key. Remember you only have one body, treat it with care.”

I doubt that conversation would ever happen, seeing that Hudson and I are headed for a cliff. He hasn’t called me in over a week, but I don’t care. It’s not like I’ll stop living if he decides to be an asshole.

Dr. Wetherden prescribes the birth control pills for me and I leave his office.

It’s hot out as I step out on Lexington Avenue, so I grab an icy Strawberry Acai from a Starbucks and then walk around for half an hour before I take the 3:15 p.m. Academy bus ride that’s headed to Prince’s Bay in Staten Island.

My visit home is overdue and I can’t keep ignoring my mother’s numerous texts and calls insisting that I need to come back. Maybe a break from Manhattan is exactly what I need right now.

I check my Instagram as I settle at the back of the bus. It’s always better at the back because there’s less chance of me getting any unwanted smells.

Sometimes, I really hate public transport. I seriously need to get a car.

My Instagram is blowing up with various posts. Some from the Xi Alpha frat page and I scroll through the posts when I see a recent one of Hudson laying back against a couch, his green eyes glowing brightly from the flash, his black shirt open, and his arm around a thin blonde.

I find the very same picture on his story with the caption: Good Times across the photo.

The blonde is pretty. Not outwardly pretty, but certainly nice enough for Hudson to be around her. She’s thinner than me and her large boobs in the stringy black bikini top she’s wearing don’t sag one bit. So he’s into boob jobs.

I click on the tag and head into her profile. Her username is Jules_69_ and her account is private. There’s just a link in her bio to an OnlyFans account.

Feeling sick to my stomach, I stuff my phone into my bag and close my eyes, the tears burning the back of my lids as I take in a deep breath. I want to cry so badly. My heart hurts so badly.

That’s when I realize that I don’t matter to him. Not as much as he matters to me.
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I loosen the tie around my neck as I take a seat on the deck of Capri. It’s stinging hot out and the restaurant is fucking expensive for shit when the air-conditioning doesn’t even work.

But Diana loves Italian and Capri is one of the best in Manhattan, so it’s all I can do. We’re having a lunch date, Diana and I. It’s been a month since I’ve seen her because we always do this.

It’s always goodbye and then hello with Diana. I don’t know if there’ll ever come a day when I do have to break all ties for good. Some part of me would feel relieved and the other lost.

Even though I don’t love her, I feel compelled by her. She’s always been there. Besides the sex, Diana is like a friend. She sees me for who I am and doesn’t say anything. I don’t feel judged around her, so I rarely have to wear that pretentious mask that I give a fuck about what really matters and what doesn’t.

I glance at my watch. It’s already 2:37 p.m. and she’s late. She likes to keep me waiting, thinking I like the chase, so I amuse myself and allow her to believe that she holds so much importance in my life.

Unlike Parker who just thinks she can ignore me. It’s been a week and she hasn’t texted me yet. I swipe my phone screen open and go into Instagram. It’s one of the few places I can stalk her.

Parker’s page comes up with a new post. She’s in a black bikini, her skin golden and dripping wet and she’s looking a little meatier as she sits on the edge of a pool. It makes my blood flow and angry at the same time that she’s having fun and not bothered about me.

I might fling my phone at a wall, so I switch my phone off and leave it on the table harder than I intend. Fuck her. Fuck everyone.

The waiter comes around and I order a bottle of Masseto wine. Almost $800 for a bottle of wine. Hopefully, it’s good.

When the waiter leaves, I see Diana walking out onto the deck. Her icy blonde hair is cut to her shoulders, looking neat and sharp as ever. She’s wearing a tight, spaghetti-strap black dress with the curve of her perfect tits spilling out obviously to show me what I’m missing out on.

I scan her hands and sure enough, her ring is missing from her finger. Poor Michael.

“Hey, lover,” Diana says, seductively.

I stand up and subtly brush my palm against her waist, before kissing her on her cheek. “Hey, you.”

“I’ve never been here,” Diana says, as she takes a seat across from me. “Is it new?”

“I think so. I found it on Google,” I tell her. “It had good ratings and I know you love Italian.”

“You’re so sweet.” Diana reaches over and laces her fingers with mine. “How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

Her blue eyes study me. “Why did you want to meet? Why are you being so nice?”

“I just wanted to talk.”

“What do you want?” She narrows her eyes.

I run my thumb over her knuckles.

“So, a while back, Matt tells me there’s a woman calls him and says she has something on me. You know, like a blackmail sort of thing.”

Diana’s dark blonde brows knit together in confusion. “What does that have to do with me? It’s not my fault you piss everyone off at some point in your life, H.”

I stare at her and she stares right back until her gaze finally breaks away. “Do you actually think I’d do that to you, Hudson?”

“Okay, maybe I’m not such an important target but I told you a while back that I’m with someone new and someone broke into her apartment last week,” I say, watching her carefully.

I can see the look of disgust forming on Diana’s face as she pulls her hand away from mine. “Why the fuck would I do that? I don’t even know her.”

“I really don’t know, Diana. You were my first guess.”

We’re both silent as the waiter appears again and opens the bottle of wine, before pouring it into two chilled flutes.

When he leaves, Diana turns to me. “I can’t believe you sometimes. But I don’t know why I bother. You’re so cold and uncaring. You only care about what will hurt you,” she says bitterly.

“Do you think I just got those ideas from the top of my head that you’d try to fuck me over because you’re jealous?”

“Jealous?” She chokes out a laugh. “Are you listening to yourself? Why would I be jealous of that bitch?”

“Come on, let’s stop lying to each other. It’s not like you haven’t done this before, Diana.”

“That was when I thought you and I were an endgame, but things changed and I’m married now.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Then why did you come here if you’re so in love with Michael?”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

“Don’t be a bitch.”

She smirks as she lifts the red wine to her lips and swallows all of it in one go. “Enough of this bullshit, wanna get out of here? My townhouse isn’t that from here.”

“I can’t,” I say, glancing at my watch. “I have to get back to the library and work on a brief.”

“Look, why don’t you leave your college classes and girl troubles aside and spend the evening with me?” Diana slides her pale hand over mine. “I want you to fuck me, Hudson. At least before I leave on Monday. Just spend the weekend with me. We can go out to the movies and have dinner. For old times sake.”

“Old times, huh?” I circle her wrist and pay the bill before we head to Diana’s townhouse.

It starts to rain, so we grab a cab and when we reach the townhouse, we quickly jog up the concrete steps, the rain soaking our clothes.

We barely make it in, as our clothes fall to the floor and soon I’m inside of Diana, groaning as I fuck her over and over again on the white furry carpet in the living room. On the table. On the couch. I fuck her everywhere.

But when I come, I’m not coming for Diana. It’s Parker that fills my thoughts and it drives me crazy that she’s not beneath me. Her dark grey eyes, her long golden locks, her narrow waist. Parker beneath me and me inside of her.

Diana moves off of me and we listen to the steady hum of the rain outside before we fuck again. This time, I block Parker from my thoughts and stare up into Diana’s eyes as she rides me.

“Diana…” Her name escapes my lips.
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It’s Sunday and we’re having a family barbecue. Almost everyone is here; my mom and dad are relaxing under the trees, my aunt Paula is busy setting up the fruit punch, and my nineteen-year-old twin cousins Gina and Delilah are on either side of me as we dip our legs into the cold, glistening pool water.

You can’t really tell the difference between the twins unless you spot the birthmark. Gina has a large red blot on her shoulder and Delilah doesn’t.

I try to imagine what it would be like to have two of me. How would she be? Better, skinny, prettier, the daughter everyone wants? And if she hypothetically had to exist, live in Manhattan, and meet Hudson, how would that work out? Would he like her better than me? Because I feel like I’m doing something wrong.

Right now it seems like he’d like anyone other than me. Even that bitch he was taking a picture with. Jules_69_.

“What’s your dating life like back in Manhattan?”Gina asks as she bumps shoulders with me.

“It’s okay. I’m not really dating anyway though,” I tell her. “I don’t have time for love-life complications.”

“Damn right,” Delilah says, as she stands up and heads towards the punch bowl that sits on the plastic folding table.

“How’s your dating life?” I ask, knowing that she’ll go on and on about some guy she met during the break.

“There’s this guy I met during Spring Break. Parker, you should have seen him. Henry. He was so gorg. Anyway, I told him long-distance just isn’t for me.”

“Omg, and then?” I ask, trying to sound more interested than I actually am.

I’m so tired of listening about love and sex and other people’s “almost flings”, especially when I am not doing so fantastic in that particular department.

I thought being here would make me feel better, but as usual, I’m stuck with other people while my parents are glued to their phones.

My mom barely said more than a few sentences:

“I can’t believe you came—I need to show you what Sandra’s daughter wore last night because I took pictures of her-I need to tell you about that dinner last week.”

I really don’t give a fuck about what Sandra’s daughter wore, to be honest, and I don’t care to know who Sandra is.

So that conversation lasts for about two minutes before I take my peach cocktail and head in the opposite direction.

My dad asks about school and work, but that’s just about it. He just kept on telling me about how every decision I make is vital, before shutting off again. Some kind of parentals I have.

Gina is telling me about how she almost lost her V-card to “Henry” when I see Delilah running towards us.

“Parker, someone is calling. I think his name is Eric?” Delilah says, handing me my phone.

“Who’s Eric?” Gina asks, suspiciously narrowing her eyes at me.

Eric. The guy I had a secret kiss with and then ignored me for about a month. Why is he calling now?

I take the phone from Delilah and swing my legs out of the pool, before disappearing down the grassy hill.

Holding the phone to my ear, I take a deep breath. “Hi?”

“Oh, hello,” Eric’s familiar voice fills the other end of the line. “Parker, how are you?”

“I’m good. A month later, I’m good.” I bite my tongue as I go underneath the shade of a tree. “How are you, Eric?”

The freshly cut grass sticks underneath my wet feet. I go over to the swing and take a seat on the wooden plank. It’s too hot from the sun and it burns my butt a little.

“I’m good,” he says. It sounds like he’s in the city because I can hear the rush of cabs and horns blaring on his end of the line. The usual New York chaos.

“Look, I’m really sorry about not calling. There is no excuse. I was just so busy and I had applied to several universities for a temporary position,” he says. “While trying to work on this book I’m doing. I’m not going to lie, it’s really not easy finding my way in New York.”

I immediately feel bad about his situation. “I’m so sorry. I should have understood. I know what it’s like being in your position.”

“You really don’t need to apologize. I would be confused and angry too if I had been you,” Eric says. “But let me make it up to you. You can come over to my apartment studio tomorrow evening if you aren’t otherwise engaged? I’d take you out for a proper date, but I’m swamped with work.”

I almost fall over as I swing forth, literally dying at the way he’s speaking to me. If there’s one thing I can’t resist, it’s a man who speaks like they’re from a historical romance. Otherwise, engaged? Writer? Professor? Dollar bid and I am sold.

“I will be there.” I can barely get the words out properly. “I’ll come.”

Eric chuckles on his end and I can just imagine him right now, running a hand through his hair. His dark coat wrapped around him like he just stepped out of a Jane Austen novel and his beautiful writer fingers. The feel of his lips—God, I am suddenly feeling really hot all over. And it’s definitely not just the sun.

“That’s great, then. I will await your presence, Miss.” His voice is dark and promising.

“Yes, Sir,” I say as I end the call.

I feel better already as I stare at my phone, smiling like an idiot. A date with Eric. Usually, I would decline, worry about what Hudson would do, worry about what kind of person I’m becoming, but I just really don’t care.

If there’s anything that I truly deserve, it’s being around people that make me happy and do not doubt my sanity and my every move.

For once, I hope I’m not being too optimistic. I just want to finish the year on a good note.

Ryan cheating on me, Ryan falling from that building, Hudson and his drama shit, the phone calls, and my ob-gyn telling me about how my hormones are imbalanced and the possibility of my infertility. It’s been a long-ass time I’ve just gotten a break and with the end of the semester coming up really fast along with graduation, my future is looking very uncertain.

“So, you lying harlot. Are you going to tell us who Eric is?” Delilah and Gina walk down the hill and sit on the grass in front of me, waiting for me to spill it all. They’re always fishing for hot gossip.

“Is he hot?” Gina asks.

More than hot, I think as I smile and Delilah groans. “Come on, tell us!”

I do tell them. But I don’t tell them about the age gap and that he’s a professor. I know they both can’t keep their mouths shut especially around my mother and I really didn’t want her prying into my love life. Even my non-existent love life.

Delilah and Gina have these pasted expressions of pure amazement in their glazed eyes as I spin the story of how Eric and I got the same cab and our kiss. I give them vague details because I feel like this thing with Eric is so hot and secretive. It’s best kept that way.

It got me wondering if he’ll kiss me again tomorrow evening and some part of me really hopes he does.
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It’s Monday evening and I’m outside Eric’s apartment building.

Steam rises from the streets as the rain soaks through my hair and coat.

I told Lex I’d be out tonight and there are still no texts or calls from Hudson. But it’s not like I care. I saw a video of him at some nightclub earlier this evening. But no sign of “Jules_69_“. I guess everything in his life is just temporary.

Not like I care. He can hang out with whoever he wants. I should have just listened to Miles that night, instead of thinking I know better.

I open the door on the side of the building and go inside. It’s warm and dark. There’s just one light at the top where Eric’s door is.

Clutching my bag, I climb the stairs as quickly as I can and when I reach the top, I can get faint hints of something delicious in the air and there’s a classical music piece playing in the background.

I don’t hesitate as I knock on the door. There’s a little shuffling and the door swings open.

Eric stands there, looking gorgeous as ever in a thin grey sweater and dark jeans. He looks even sexier as he holds up his hand and places it against the doorframe. There’s a thick silver band around his index and middle finger and I just thank God that he’s not my professor.

I wouldn’t be able to be in the same classroom with him for too long, but it also makes me feel envious at the same time that he looks so gorgeous in a room full of young girls my age.

“You made it,” he says, holding out his hand.

“I was looking forward to it,” I tell him as I place my hand in his and he leads me into his studio apartment.

The entire room is filled with a warm yellow light that’s soft and cozy making me feel at home.

“What’s the piece?” I ask, gesturing to the record player as I shrug off my coat and place it on a coat stand.

“Lilacs by Sergei Rachmaninoff. It’s inspiring for me when I’m working,” he says, letting go of my hand and heading into the cute kitchen.

I notice all the small details, like how his dirty blonde hair is a little longer, going past the tips of his ears, how he does everything neatly and with precision, as he uses a white cloth to get a clear glass dish from the oven.

“It sounds beautiful,” I tell him as I lean against the small Island where there are two barstools. “And you cook.”

Eric chuckles as he places the dish in the middle of the granite Island. “You sound so surprised. Is the bar set that low for guys?”

“Well, it depends on how this evening plays out,” I say, peeking into the dish.

“This looks amazing, what is it?”

“The pressure is on.” Eric grabs a spatula and moves the tomatoes around. “Roasted tomatoes and brie with balsamic and basil.”

“Sounds fancy.”

“It does, doesn’t it? But I saw my mum making it a million times so now it’s like one of the few things I can make well,” he explains as he turns and grabs two white plates from a glass cabinet, before setting them down on the Island. “There you go and I swear it tastes way better than it looks.”

“You’re kidding. It looks great.” I take a seat on the barstool as Eric grabs two wine glasses and a bottle of Rosé from the Island, before sitting across from me.

The conversation goes smoothly as he talks to me about college classes and my internship at Gulliver Books, which ends a week after graduation.

And the food can’t be any more perfect than it already is. The brie cheese melts in my mouth and the heirloom cherry tomatoes are juicy and slightly sweet as I dip a piece of crusty bread into it.

A bottle of Rosé later and I get up to help Eric with the dishes, which he insists on doing.

“So, are you going to still be around in New York after graduation?” He turns around and grabs a white cloth to dry his palms off.

“Maybe,” I say. “That depends too.”

I lean against the island and Eric steps closer to me. “Depends on what?”

“If I have something to stay around for.”

I hold my breath as his gunmetal blue eyes burn into mine. A smirk crosses his lips. Not playful, but dark and dangerous.

He moves in and grabs me by my waist, lightly crushing his body into mine as he pushes me up against the cold granite island.

“Well, I’m hoping I can change your mind,” he whispers as he brushes his lips against mine.

He pulls the strings from my dress free and moves his lips lower along my neck, his teeth grazing along my skin as his long fingers explore my skin.

What the fuck am I doing?

My head feels light and my face is warm. Don’t think about him. I don’t stop Eric as he unclasps my bra. I don’t stop him as he closes his mouth over my nipple, his tongue licking and exploring my skin. My body trembles slightly at his every touch. His teeth tug at each of my nipples enticing a moan out of me.

Moonlight pours into the room we move over to his bed, our lips still connected.

Eric peels off my underwear before pulling his sweater over his head. My gaze travel along the tanned curves of his lean body and I take a deep breath as he settles his head in between my legs.

I shut off my thoughts as his tongue finds me and a soft moan escapes my lips as I slip my fingers into his soft hair, pulling him closer. Those lips of his drive me crazy as he licks and sucks my clit. Both his hands grip my thighs and my body trembles as I come and before I can bring myself to come to my senses, Eric rips a condom open and pulls it on.

He strokes my cheek with his index finger, his eyes searching mine. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

I nod silently and he kisses me when he gently eases his large cock inside of me. My breath leaves my lips as I wrap my legs around him and we make love.

It’s slow, warm, and amazing as we kiss each other. I trace my fingers along his back and hold him as we come together. A paroxysm of pleasure vibrates through my body as I hold him close. Our breathing is ragged and our bodies are slick with sweat.

We lay on our backs in silence, either of us unsure of what else to say. We barely know each other, but somehow it feels good right now. Eric keeps his arm around me as I finally fall asleep and I thought I’d banished him from my thoughts, but Hudson is there waiting for me in my dreams too and I can’t help but think this is a mistake.

Because I still want him.
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I’m in the library with papers strewn across my Macbook as I press my temples before looking over the case brief again.

All my notes seemed to be in order seconds ago until I started analyzing them again for the tenth time. It’s a simple case. Plaintiff accuses Defendant of breaking into her apartment, going against the restraining order. I want to laugh because it can’t be any more ironic than the things I’ve done in the past. The defendant is stupid. He went so far as to get caught. He must have been really desperate. But if he was smart, he could have used anything and everything against the plaintiff. Everyone has secrets, you just need to store them and know when to use them and how to use them.

Pushing my papers away, I lift my phone and check through my messages and call logs, but everything is empty. I miss Parker. I really want to talk to her right now, but I know she’s also really angry at me. My whole idea to get her to move in with me collapsed, because I was my usual dick self.

So, I need to send my apologies and start over. Lifting my phone, I open up our text messages and type up a new message.

Hey, you. How are you? We haven’t talked in a while…I want to apologize for everything, but I was confused by you, Parker. I thought you loved me. I wanted us to move in together because I thought graduation is coming up and maybe you and I could finally just be a normal couple doing normal things—

I need to convince her that I’m also not the cheater she thinks I am, but that I’m helplessly in love with her and her only.

—I don’t love anyone else. I only love you. Yes, I used to party a lot before and fuck around, but that isn’t who I am anymore. I don’t want to move on in this relationship with you doubting me every second and with you constantly blaming me because of some idiotic rumor. I’m not a perfect human being, but I really do love you, Parker —

I stare at the screen and exhale deeply. It can’t be done like this. She needs to believe it. She needs to see that I’m really sorry. She’s a sucker for big gestures.

Pressing delete, I watch as the words disappear from the screen before I place my head down on the desk. Just for a few seconds, I find myself dozing off.

I‘m pulled into that memory. It’s a warm summer evening and I’m climbing the ladder on the side of the house. I’m going to Lily’s room.

Things ended bitterly between us, but tonight, I’m going to apologize and be with her one last time.

Her window is open, so I swing my legs over the side and quietly get into her room.

“Hudson?” Lily’s voice is soft in the darkness.

“I’m here,” I whisper.

I can hear her smiling as she speaks. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me.”

I pull my t-shirt over my head and move over to her bed and sure enough, she’s lying there. The shape of her naked body is outlined by the moonlight.

We make love that night. It’s slow and silent as we consume each other, becoming one with each thrust.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers as she kisses my neck.

“For what?” I ask.

Lily doesn’t say anything else as we both come together in one final orgasm.

I roll off of her and sleep on my back, my eyes close for what seems like hours.

Somewhere during the night, I feel her lips on my cock and I’m hard again. She runs her tongue against the tip and I come again in her mouth.

“I love you so much,” she whispers as she traces my chest with her soft fingers. “But you ruined me, Hudson.”

I don’t say anything. There isn’t anything that I can think of saying to her, because I know it’s true.

When I wake up, I can hear the birds chirping even though it’s still dark outside and there is something warm and wet against my chest.

My eyes snap open as a sharp metallic smell hits my nostrils and I jolt up in bed to find Lily beside me in a white nightgown, her pale arms stained with red.

There’s blood everywhere. My chest, my hands, my legs. I get off the bed immediately and stand back. The panic sits at the back of my throat as I gather my clothes. A blood paper falls to the floor and I grab it. Lily’s handwriting is scrawled across the creamy surface and it’s blotted with red circles.

I love you. Some part of me always will. But I know you never felt the same way. I’m pregnant Hudson. I wanted to tell you a few nights ago but I couldn’t. I’m only a month…I didn’t know you would show up tonight, but I hoped you did come. Maybe to torture me one last time. If I don’t do this now, I know I’ll never stop obsessing over you. It’s become like an addiction and you’re all I can think of now. I love you…I’m sorry for holding you back… —Lily

“Lily?” I call her name once and when she doesn’t respond I know that she’s never going to respond again. She’s gone.

She’s gone, a voice in my head repeats. She’s gone, she’s gone, she’s gone.

I suddenly wake up to find myself back in the library and my heart pounds loudly in my ears like a wild drumbeat.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

It’s too suffocating to sit in here and I can still smell the tangy stench of the blood, so I gather my books and Macbook and stuff it into my backpack, before leaving the library.

Thankfully it’s hot out, so I pull on my shades as I leave Kensington gates and take a subway ride to Lexington Avenue.

When I reach Lexington, I take a cool walk down the crowded sidewalk and even buy a hotdog with chili. Food somehow always makes me feel better. I can eat and think better.

As I take a bite, my phone starts to buzz like crazy in my jeans pocket. I take it out and stare at the screen as it blows up with messages from Diana.

And then her caller ID pops up on the screen, so I swallow the piece of hotdog in my mouth and answer the call.

“Hey, Diana, what’s up?” I really don’t have time for her trivial needs right now.

“What’s up? I need to see you right now!” She’s screaming on her end of the line.

“D, what’s wrong?”

“Hudson,” she says in an icy tone. “I need to fucking see you right now. Meet me at the hotel.”

The call goes dead and I stare at the screen in confusion, no longer hungry as I hail a cab and head towards our usual meeting place, Skyline Hotel.
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Diana flings a large brown envelope at my feet the minute I step into the hotel room.

Her large blue eyes are full of tears and she’s fully clothed today in an oversized black sweater and jeans.

“What the hell is going on?” I ask reaching down for the envelope and clutching it tightly in my fist, before staring at Diana for an explanation.

“Why don’t you look inside!” She paces back and forth, biting her thumb’s fingernail.

As I rip open the flap, I find several pictures inside the envelope. More like enlarged shots of Diana naked. Shots of Diana and I fucking, of Diana and I in this very room together.

“What is this?” I ask holding the pictures up.

She did this. It won’t be a big deal if it isn’t Diana in the middle of a huge scandal. It’s like dealing with a child when it comes to Diana. She loves the attention, especially when I give it to her. I know she loves it, which is why I entertain her and she entertains me in return.

But this is taking it too far. I draw the line when it comes to evidence like this.

“What does it look like?” She stares at me, unblinking, almost as if she’s about to lose it. “It’s us fucking, Hudson. You and I in caught in broad daylight.”

I let out an incredulous laugh and shake my head before throwing the pictures down on the wooden table and sitting down at the edge of the bed.

“Right. Now we’re being stalked?” I ask, playing along with her story.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” She grabs the picture and holds it in her fist before hitting me hard against my chest. “You think I did this?!”

“Jesus, Diana.” I try to grab her wrists, but she pushes me away and drops the pictures to the floor.

“What am I going to do?” she asks herself as she sits on the floor, staring out at the evening Manhattan skyline, her shoulders shaking as she cries.

“Diana, are you okay?” I stand above her and press her shoulders.

She’s silent for a few minutes, so I kneel behind her and place my lips against her neck. Her lavender scent fills my senses as I take a deep breath.

“Diana,” I say carefully. “Are you okay?”

“Can you stop being a robot for one fucking second and actually listen to me?” Her voice is shaky and far away, her words hit me hard.

It takes me back to the time she said I wasn’t normal and that I needed help. Now I am responding the way I’ve seen Matt respond to Taylor and the way other couples do when there’s an upsetting situation, yet Diana is still judging me as if the way I am is my fault.

“Are you expecting me to believe that someone is out to get you, right after I told you someone was doing weird shit to me?” I ask.

Diana stands up and grabs her bag from the bed, before drying underneath her eyes with a piece of tissue.

“It’s fine,” she says. “You only used me when you needed to. I know you don’t even fucking care about me. I’m married.” She grabs the pictures. “I can’t let this fucking ruin me.”

“Then go back to your husband and stop looking for an excuse every Goddamn time you’re in New York to let me fuck you, Diana,” I hiss. “I don’t need to fuck you. You got it wrong. It’s the other way around. I’m really tired of your dramatic games. You don’t always have to be the main character. Why don’t you go back to Seattle and be a housewife?”

The tears are running down her face and no matter how many times she tries to wipe them away, they continue to fall. I know she’s breaking inside. I can see it, but I don’t feel anything. No guilt. No sorrow. She’s just added weight off my shoulders.

“So that’s what you really think.” It’s not a question so I don’t answer.

She should know how I am. Deep down she knows and yet she still lets me exploit her because some part of her loves it. Some fucked up part of her wants me to hurt her and I love hurting her. I love watching her cry and watching her heart shatter in front of me.

It turns me on to see the pain in her beautiful blue eyes. That’s the fucked up part of me. Pain always brings out the real person.

“That’s what I really think, Diana,” I tell her honestly.

She stalks over to me and reaches up but I grab her wrist and back her up against the cool wall.

“Leave me alone,” she snarls. “I fucking hate you.”

“You’re so easy to read, Diana,” I whisper.

She tries to get out of my hold, but I’m stronger than her. “Stop calling me by my name.”

“Diana, Diana, Diana. You have issues and you need to deal with them. I can help you if you want.”

“Stay the fuck away from me.” Her eyes glitter with fresh tears.

“Do you know how horrible you look, right now? Are you abusing again?” I ask. “Maybe that’s why you’re making up all these scenarios. Maybe you’re fucking with me. Do you know what I’ll do to you if I fucking find out that you’re behind all of this?”

Her face twists with pain and she looks down, the tears dripping down her nose and then her dark red lips.

“What is wrong with you?” she asks, her voice trembling.

“Hmm, I don’t know. I’m not normal remember?” I cock my head to the side. “Maybe if I ask you all these normal questions, maybe you’ll think I’m more human.”

Diana frowns before looking up into my eyes. “I’ve moved on from you, H. You’re not my only reason for living anymore.”

This piece of news surprises me and immediately the anger surfaces. Diana with someone new. Diana with someone other than me.

“Who is he?” I ask flatly, my left hand slides around her neck and I find my fingers tightening.

“No one you’d know,” she tells me my exact words when she asked about Parker.

“Try me,” I say.

Diana shakes her head and smiles. “He’s really good in bed too. You know, he loves taking his time when we’re together. And his emotions are beyond amazing. It’s not all a pretense like when I’m with you.”

I grab her shoulders and she flinches. “You’re lying. The drugs really messed with your head.”

“Am I lying, Hudson? Maybe you’re lying to yourself because you don’t want to believe what I have to say.” She seductively runs her tongue over her bottom lip. “You don’t want to believe that you’re not the important person in my life anymore.”

“You’re just another slut to me, Diana. You don’t have any worth.” My fingers dig into her arms and I can barely keep myself from exploding.

Diana cries out and I let go, before stalking over to the large mirror and punching it. The glass cracks and I punch the mirror again and again until there’s blood flowing and it’s smeared across the cold, shattered surface.

“Don’t call me when you have a fucking problem again!” I leave slam the door as I leave the room.

I need to calm down. My thoughts are going crazy again and I want to go back and teach Diana a good fucking lesson about messing with me, but I just keep walking until I leave the hotel and ignore the wide stares from people as the blood courses down my fingers.
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Alpha Xi is holding yet another Rager. It’s an Angels And Devils themed rager, so Lex and I aren’t passing up the opportunity to finally wear those hot outfits we’d ordered online months back.

I’m wearing a white lace bodysuit that’s covered with white fur and a halo crown attached to the top of my head. The not so innocent Angel. Lex wears a kinky black leather dress and holds a black whip at her side for that dominatrix effect. She even has a black wig and dark make-up for full effect. Of course, she wants to be a devil. I swear to God I feel sorry for whoever becomes her victim tonight.

Before we came to the party, we had three shots of vodka so that I could settle my thoughts and stop focusing on whether Hudson will be here tonight. I know he’ll be here, but if I can avoid him, I’ll try. And then thoughts of Eric come rushing in. Eric who I slept with a week ago and hasn’t called me back as yet. But he’s probably busy. At least that’s what I tell myself.

The rager is already going strong the second we walk in with Life After Salem by Lil Nas X blasting over the system and the room is bathed in darkness as the black and white strobe lights flash wildly.

“What do you want to drink?” Lex asks as we maneuver our way through the sweaty throngs of people

“Water,” I tell her as I grab onto her arm for support.

“Water?” Lex laughs. “No way, we didn’t come here so you could have water. Weren’t you the one that said you’re in the party mood?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But—”

“Yes!” Lex pulls away. “So I’ll get you something.”

I watch as she heads towards the kitchen before I start looking around. Before coming, I had prepped myself, but it seems like I’d forgotten because I want to see him.

Turning around, I scan the crowd and that’s when I spot him. His black hair is wild, untamed. Seriously, it’s hard to miss his magnificence in the sea of regular students. He’s wearing a black, diaphanous shirt that’s left open, exposing the toned muscle of his abdomen, and black jeans that ride low to finish the look. He’s a devil tonight. Even if he wasn’t dressed up, he’d still look dark, devilish.

Gathering whatever courage I have, I walk over to him with my heart pounding loudly in my ears.

Hudson looks at me as I approach him and thankfully he’s standing alone. The white strobe lights flash across his face for a split second and his green eyes are bright, and crazy and I’m left feeling like I always do. It’s as if he’s staring right through me and can see what I’m feeling, what I desire, and who I want.

“I didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” he says flatly as I stand beside him.

Hudson turns to face me because that’s how he likes things to be. He needs to be face to face and analyze the situation.

“I just wanted to party tonight,” I say and watch as he lifts the bottle of vodka to his lips. God, he’s beautiful.

My eyes scan his flawless skin, almost as smooth as marble, and the sharp cut of his jawline. I reach out and take the vodka bottle from him. He watches as I take a sip and then I wince as the vodka slides down my throat.

“Look,” he reaches out and grips my shoulder, “I’d love to chat, but I feel like things aren’t going to get better between us and I don’t want drama tonight. Okay?”

I’m taken aback by his words for a moment. Does he have someone new? Usually, he’s always looking for an opportunity to fuck me, so why is he being so cold all of a sudden?

“What did I do?”

“It’s not just you, it’s me too,” he says, dropping his hand from my shoulder.

“Are you kidding me?”

He shrugs and looks away as he takes the bottle from me and takes another swig from the bottle. “Unfortunately, no, I’m not.”

Panic rises in my throat and I step closer to him. “So we’re just going to leave it at that?”

But isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? To be away from him? The voice in my head screams.

He nods, his adam’s apple bobbing up and down steadily. “Pretty much.”

“Pretty much? So then you just used me right? You just needed someone to help you jerk off and you decided it was me until you didn’t want me anymore?” My voice rises and I don’t even realize it. “You just wanted me to be your temporary whore and now you’re done, right Hudson? That’s how it fucking works with you. You use and abuse and then you discard.”

He shoots a deathly glare at me, before grabbing my hand and pulling me aside. “Don’t tell me that fucking bullshit. I really don’t want to hear it, Parker. I’m just done with you and with everything. I wanted to share a part of my life with you when I asked you to move in with me, but you were too busy doubting me. Anyway, my exams are coming up and I really can’t focus on you and everything else.”

A thickness fills my throat and I can feel the tears burning at the back of my eyes. This can’t be happening.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt out immediately because this is blowing out of proportion way too quickly. I can’t lose him. The thought of that makes my heart twist with agony. “I’m sorry, okay?”

Hudson stares at me but stays silent as I take his hand in mine. “I’m sorry for doubting you and adding to your stress. I was confused about us and about moving in, but it was both of our faults. It’s not just me. You can’t say that.”

“Don’t ever fucking tell me that I used you again. We fuck and we both do it willingly.” His voice is icy. “Say it again and we’re done for good and then you’ll never see me again.”

My stomach knots and I feel the bile rising, the need to throw up grows as his words sink in, but I blink away the tears. I won’t cry. I won’t. I won’t.

“Why are you being so mean right now?” My voice cracks.

Hudson shakes his head, a muscle in his jaw ticks. “You can’t always make everything about you. I’m not being mean, Parker. I’m telling you I don’t deal with bullshit like this.”

“I’m sorry,” I grab his hand and he looks down at our entwined fingers.

“So let’s do something else then,” I step closer to him.

I want to feel something other than feeling pathetic right now so I lean into Hudson and whisper against his ear, “I want to get high.”

His eyebrows lift in surprise. “Really? Do you want something specific?”

“What do you suggest?” I ask.

Hudson gives me a quick once over before taking my hand and leading me through the sway of the crowd until we reach a dark wooden table that’s empty.

I watch as he leans over the desk and pulls out a small packet of white powder from his jeans pocket before he opens it up and pours a small amount onto the surface of the desk.

He takes out his MasterCard from his wallet before prepping the powder into two thin lines.

“I’ve never taken cocaine before,” I tell him as he takes out a five dollar bill and rolls it up.

“I do it all the time. Once it wears off, you’ll want another hit, but it’s not addictive right away,” he explains as he leans forward and inhales the first line from the desk.

Hudson rubs his nose with the back of his hand before handing me the rolled bill.

“It’ll take one to three minutes before you start to feel the effects. You’ll feel great,” he says as he comes behind me and he takes my hair in his hands as I bend forward.

His cock is hard behind me and that’s all I can think of as I snort the cocaine through my right nostril.

Hudson leaves my hair down and I turn around, tilting my head back as the cocaine burns the back of my nose, before dripping down my nasal cavity. It feels like shit. I hope it’s worth it.

“Come, let’s dance.” Hudson leads me towards the crowd and I hold my breath as he grabs my ass.

“I thought you don’t dance,” I whisper as we cling to each other.

His dazzling green eyes stare right into mine and he smiles. “I’ll make an exception because you like dancing.”

We spend what feels like an eternity, touching, moving against each other, our bodies pressed against one another as Lil Nas X’s lyrics fill my ears—Get yourself an Adderall

Then throw me up against the wall

And kick me when I have to crawl…

Ooh, I love it when you show no love at all—And we get lost in the moment, everything is hazy, happiness and energy are bursting through me and I want Hudson so badly.

I kiss him and our tongues meet in a battle as they flick against each other. He tastes sweet and I want more, I need more.

Hudson takes me upstairs later that night with my heart racing unnaturally fast against my chest and my skin burns as I take off my clothes in one of the bedrooms.

He fucks me hard that night with me on my knees and him taking control as he holds my body to his, our breaths ragged as he thrusts harder and harder inside of me, with his fingers digging into my thighs.

As he pounds me from behind, his cock growing thicker as he fills me each time, he wraps both his palms around my neck and presses hard so that I can barely breathe.

“You love it when I fuck you like this, don’t you?” He releases a low growl. “You love being owned. You’re so needy, Parker.”

I find myself coming hard. My palms grip the fluffy carpet beneath us as he continues thrusting deep inside of me until he comes too, filling me with his come.

When we’re done, I excuse myself and find myself on the adjoining bathroom floor, clutching my knees to my chest as I let myself break down. Hot tears stream down my face. I want to let go of the scream that’s growing inside me. There’s a growing vortex of anger and pain that tugs at my heart because I know that I’m ruining my life and it’s too late to stop now. My body trembles violently. I asked for this. This weakness for him is my fault. And it’s too fucking late.

There’s a tap at the door and my breath hitches as I clamp my palm over my mouth to suppress my sobbing.

“Do you want me to take you home?” Hudson asks.

I leave my hand down and release a deep breath. “I’ll go home with Lex.”

There’s a long pause and then, “Okay.”

I move towards the door on my knees and listen as he walks away and then the bedroom door slams shut. I fall back against the wall and bury my face in my palms again. The only thought running through my head is how I fucked up. We’re both a mess—our relationship is a mess and I can’t walk away from it. I just can’t.
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PARKER




It’s raining again. April sucks in The Big Apple. I open my umbrella as I walk with the throngs of other New Yorkers, all of them ready to face the dark, raging clouds above as they converge over the city before loud claps of thunder break loose.

I glance up at the sky as fat, cold drops of rain slide against my cheeks, dampening my mood even more.

It’s 4 p.m. just after I leave Gulliver Books. June was desperate to get me to come with her to SoHo for drinks at a new nightclub, but I had to turn her down because I got a text from Ryan. He wants to meet at a cafe and I would have backed out, but he insists that it’s urgent.

Blowing out a deep breath, a cloud of mist forms in front of my face as I glance at the location that Ryan sent me in our texts. Just as I round the block, I see the small cafe come into view with a wooden board just above its door. Vintage Manhattan Grind is printed across the moldy surface.

I cross the street and before I can step into the cafe, I peek inside the cafe. It’s warm and cozy, like a writer’s den. Of course, Ryan will choose a place like this. He knows what I like.

Pushing the door open, my nose is assaulted with strong coffee and freshly baked pastries, along with the lingering undertone of something burning. A warm yellow light spills over the cafe as I close the door behind me.

The cafe is rustic, with dark stained wooden decor and vintage oil lamps positioned on the wall along with a bookcase at one end, reminding me of a cafe in the darkened streets of London.

It’s not that busy so I glance around and spot Ryan’s blonde head at one of the wooden booths, his fingers interlaced.

As I approach him, he looks up and a wide smile pulls at his lips. “Hey, I didn’t think you’d come.”

“I didn’t either.” I slide into the seat across from him.

The last time I saw him, he was in a hospital bed, barely clinging to life. The only remnants of his fall now are his crooked nose and a fading bruise on his jawline.

“How are you?” he asks. “Miles told me he saw you on St. Patrick’s day.”

Great, he’s keeping tabs on me again. It feels weird sitting here and talking to him. We’d dated for six months and never really gotten to that emotional stage, so now it feels like we were playing boyfriend and girlfriend for six months and there never was going to be more to that story.

I clear my throat and nod. “Yeah, we ran into each other. I’m good, though. What about you? What’s going on?”

He shrugs nonchalantly. “I’m okay. I’m going to sit out this semester and reapply again next year. I decided to pursue business like my original plan.”

“That’s great to hear. How is your leg doing?” I ask.

“It’s okay. It’s healing slowly, but at least it’s healing,” he says.

I nod again, uncertain of what else to say. “You said you had something urgent to discuss with me?”

“Oh, yeah!” He sits up straighter as if he’s just remembering why he asked to meet me. “I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while, but I never really got the chance. You know with me falling off that rooftop. I swear, that night always seems to give me jitters.”

“You know everyone thought that it was a suicide attempt right?” I ask slowly.

Ryan cocks his head and laughs, before scratching the back of his head. “I dunno, was it? Everyone seemed to want to make excuses for me. But the weird thing is, I never actually said anything about that night. It always plays in the back of my mind, you know? Perhaps, fate decided to give me another shot.”

He’s rambling and not making sense and the way he’s staring at me sends a chill down my spine. It’s like he’s trying to read me. His blue eyes scan me up and down as a curious frown settles in between his thick eyebrows.

“What happened that night, Ryan? You want me to ask you that, right? What was it that drove you over the edge? I felt guilty thinking it was our breakup so please enlighten me,” I say.

Ryan laughs again, relaxing back in his seat. “Our breakup? No offense but I’d never jump off a building because you broke up with me, but anyway, let’s not dwell on the past. Let’s talk about you and your new love life. How is that going?”

“Really?” I snap. “You called me here to ask me about that?”

“Calm down.” The smile falls right off his face. “I’m worried about you. I mean you left me so damn fast, that I’m wondering, what you’ll do when you find out who your boyfriend really is.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” The anger inside me is growing fast and broken nose or not, I’m going to punch him or press my boot into his foot.

Ryan raises his eyebrows. “I mean from what I researched, you’re probably mentally unstable right now, but I wouldn’t know, because you’re hiding it very well. Don’t you feel drained yet, or are you still convincing yourself that you’re in love and experiencing normal couple issues?”

What the fuck is he talking about?

Unable to keep my anger from erupting, I get up from the table and make my way towards the door, but Ryan follows me outside as fast as he can and grabs my arm.

“Get the hell away from me. You’re psychotic, you know that?” I try to pull my arm away, but his grip is strong.

“Who knows, you seem to like that type,” Ryan says, as he pulls out a small brown envelope from inside his jeans pocket and hands it to me. “I know your boyfriend is rich and amazing, but I loved you once Parker, and I swore that I was not going to go down without a fight. But now I really don’t give a shit about you. I just want you to hurt a little for treating me like shit and not giving me a chance to be a good guy.”

“What is this?” I ask as he presses the envelope into my palm.

“Why don’t you find out for yourself?” He let go of my arm and walks away, disappearing into the crowds.

I walk home as the rain continues to fall relentlessly. When I reach the apartment, everything is in darkness. I check Lex’s room and sure enough, she’s there tucked in bed with her purple lava lamp on and bathing the room in its warm glow.

Taking the envelope, I drop down onto the couch, my throat thick and my fingers trembling, not from the cold or the rain, but from Ryan’s words:

“I’m wondering, what you’ll do when you find out who your boyfriend really is.”

So I ask myself, do I really want to know?
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HUDSON

We’re having a family dinner at my parent’s house in Scarsdale for their 22nd Anniversary.

Matt and Taylor are together in the living room, cuddled up on the couch across from me like they’re waiting for someone to hand them a fucking Oscar Award for the best act of the year.

“So how’s law school treating you, H?” Taylor asks, batting her fake eyelashes at me. “I heard it’s tough.”

She calls me “H” as if she knows me for years. I also see the way she stares at me when Matt isn’t looking or for example that one trip to the Grand Canyon where we went hiking, Taylor mistakenly flashed me and her excuse was that she never “see” me. Her tits weren’t that memorable anyway. And the way she subtly touches my thigh or hugs me for longer than five seconds. It’s clearly more than inappropriate. Besides, even if she was the last person on this planet, I wouldn’t fuck her. Not unless I was desperate.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “It’s really tough.”

“I always wondered how you never followed in Matt’s footsteps, you know? With your dad’s flourishing company and everything,” Taylor says.

Which is exactly why you’re here, gold digger, I silently think.

I stare at her for a long moment, trying to figure out how Matt can sit and listen to her all evening. I would never be able to put myself through that kind of torture.

Ordinarily, I’d tell her that I would not follow in Matt’s footsteps because Matt has simple plans for life and I don’t settle for simple.

“I guess I’m an overachiever,” I tell Taylor instead, before getting up from the couch and leaving the living room.

It’s beyond me why Taylor has to be here for every family celebration or holiday. Unless she’s really hellbent on marrying Matt and dreaming of making tabloid headlines as the next Mrs. Saylor-Tyne.

As I step into the kitchen, I can hear Winter by Antonio Vivaldi playing in the background. My mother is busy preparing some Italian pasta dish with clams, which is a rare sight because she never cooks. She rarely cooked when we were kids.

She always listens to Vivaldi when she’s thinking about something deeply.

I take a seat at the barstool and grab a

breadstick from a bowl on the wooden countertop and watch as my mother curiously stares at her tablet screen, trying so hard to get the dish right, just like the chef from the YouTube channel.

“I don’t think I made the sauce correctly,” she says, wringing her hands. “It looks so simple in the video.”

“Let me taste it and I’ll tell you what I think,” I tell her as I bite one end of the breadstick.

“What if it tastes horrible?” She scoops some of the creamy sauce into a soup spoon.

“Let me be the judge of that.” I take the spoon from her to taste the sauce.

“And?” She’s holding her hips impatient for my answer.

It’s creamy and smooth. And pretty good actually.

“It tastes good, Mom. I swear. All it’s missing is a little salt,” I tell her.

She narrows her eyes at me. “I think you’re lying. You’re just trying to make me feel better, right?”

I sit back in my chair and shrug. “I said I swear.”

She smiles as she moves back to the stove and then to the fridge to grab freshly cut lettuce leaves and olives.

“How are things with school? How’s that pretty girl you brought to the steakhouse?” she asks.

My phone buzzes in my jeans pocket, so I reach for it. “School’s okay. I got my Bar exam coming up for finals but that’s okay. I’m not too stressed and Parker is okay. We’re okay.”

“So you’re still with her? I must say I’m surprised, they usually last a week,” she says.

I glance up at her. “Not always.”

“I think she’s a keeper.”

I want to roll my eyes, but my phone buzzes again and I stare at the screen. I’m not sure if she’s a keeper, but she’s pretty entertaining in bed. There are two new text messages from an unknown number.

“She’s pretty, smart, and ambitious…”

I zone out of my mother’s conversation as I slide my finger across the screen and head into the chat.

The first text reads SURPRISE!

And the second is a video. I lower my media volume and press play on the video and immediately, I regret opening it.

It’s taken from a building across the Skyline Hotel and the lens zooms right into the figure on the rooftop.

Blonde hair, rosy lips, my heart is beating loudly in my ears and my face and hands suddenly feel unnaturally hot as I watch her, and then a masked figure appears behind her, before shoving her off the building.

The camera moves as her body falls. It looks so weird and fast and when she hits the ground, I flinch.

Diana.

“Hey, are you listening to me? What’s wrong?” My mother reaches over and ruffles my hair.

“I have to go.” My throat is suddenly dry and I can feel the sweat dripping down the back of my neck.

She frowns. “What do you mean? We’re going to eat dinner now.”

I stand up and grab my car keys from the countertop along with my jacket before leaving the kitchen.

“Hudson, what’s going on?” My mother follows behind.

Matt comes out of the living room with his cellphone in his hand. “Did you guys see that article of that woman jumping to her death in Manhattan?”

“Where’s everyone going?” Matt calls out when he realizes no one is listening to him.

I want to fucking punch him because right now my head is swimming with rage and panic, but I just keep walking.

“Hudson,” my mother says. “It’s so late, where are you going?”

“I need to meet my professor, something came up.” I give her the first lie at the top of my head.

“At this part of the night?” She doesn’t believe me. I can hear the dismay in her voice, but I can’t deal with that now.

“Yeah, he always works late nights.” I turn toward my mother before I can leave through the front door. “I’m sorry, okay? I’ll make it up to you.”

Her eyes search mine. “Did something happen?”

How will I explain that someone is trying to fuck with me and my mind? How will I explain that I’m involved in such fucked up shit? She thinks I sit on a throne, so it’s best to leave it that way.

“No,” I say and kiss her cheek before leaving.

A storm hums in the sky as I drive toward Manhattan and my phone pings with a new text from Parker.

We need to speak —P

I let out a deep breath. Not right now, I think.

I’m not sure what I’m feeling and my brain can’t quite name or analyze the emotion I’m feeling but I know I haven’t felt like this before. Usually, there’s nothing.

It’s like a sick internal pain. And I can’t stop thinking of her over and over again. I never listen to her.

Diana.
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I stare at the pictures in my hands that came with the documents. There’s a pretty blonde in the pictures. Ryan probably took them, I’m not sure why, but it’s probably to prove that Hudson isn’t any better than him.

In most of the photos, the blonde is alone and in others, she’s with him. Kissing him, holding his hand and I see him looking at her the same way he looks at me: passionately, lustfully. It makes my stomach turn to think that he can be so close to another woman.

I had texted him and called him, but there was still no reply. Even if I do meet him, I don’t know what exactly to say.

“Oh hey! I got documents on your mental health…”

Or:

“Oh hey! I got pictures of you and a woman kissing. Who is she? Your other girlfriend?”

As I wallow in my thoughts, Lex emerges from her room looking like a character from the walking dead. Her purple hair is sticking up and there are dark circles around her eyes.

I gather the pictures and documents and shove them back into the folder as Lex walks into the living room.

“Don’t say it,” she mutters, plopping down next to me. “Okay say it.”

I smile and I ruffle her hair. “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

She nods and throws her head back. “I need to.”

“You look like shit,” I whisper, and she groans.

“Do I really?”

“Yep. I’m afraid so, Lex.” I wake up from the couch and head toward the kitchen. “But I know what you need.”

I open the fridge door and grab a Blue Lemonade flavored probiotic shot from Pressed Juicery.

Lex is hugging a cushion tightly to her chest when I go back into the living room.

“There you go.” I hand her the probiotic shot.

Lex wrinkles her nose. “Parker no. You know I don’t drink that stuff.”

“You have to. You’ll feel much better. You need to get all that alcohol out of your system and you need to hydrate with water and eat something. I need to go to the store, so I’ll make some of those Korean souffle pancakes for you,” I tell her.

She takes the probiotic from me, unscrews the lid, and takes a tentative sip. “It’s not that bad.” Her frown relaxes as she takes another sip.

“I’ll be right back, okay?” I kiss her forehead. “Go have a shower or something.”

Lex heads to the bathroom and I grab my bag before leaving the apartment building. The sky is dark and even though the storm has subsided, a lingering smell of deathly rain hangs in the air.

It’s only 8:47 p.m. and Food Co is still open, so I grab a shopping cart and dump in all the essentials like bread, a carton of milk, and some eggs along with a few bottles of iced coffee and those instant packs of popcorn you just leave in the microwave for a few minutes.

My headphones are on with U2’s Hold Me, Thrill Me, Kiss Me, Kill Me blasting into my ears as I head into the next aisle.

Just as I’m looking at tampons I notice someone from the corner of my eye. It’s a hooded figure. And the figure seems to be male from his physical structure.

I can see him moving closer, so I grab a box of tampons and move further down the aisle.

Now and then I turn back to see the man walking behind me, pushing his cart slowly, but I shrug it off.

He’s just another patron, a little weird, but there’s nothing more to it, right?

I move into the next aisle and turn the volume of my music down as I grab a pack of pasta shells from the shelf. Maybe I could make Mac ‘n Cheese the way my Grandmother used to during my weekend trips to L.A.

I turn around to see the man standing right behind me. So I move down the aisle with my cart, pushing it faster than usual and when I turn back I see him break into a small jog.

I leave the rest of the shopping and quickly cash up at the till, before leaving the store.

“Still with him?” His voice is low behind me.

I turn around and see the man still walking behind me.

“What the hell do you want? Do you know you can get arrested for harassment?” I snap.

He shrugs as he looks at the ground. “I’m not harassing you. I just want to get closer to him. You clearly don’t know what he’s all about yet, do you?”

“What do you want?” My voice is thick with anger.

The man turns away from me as one of the security guards comes out of the store.

“I won’t hesitate to call security guards or police next time,” I tell him and he quickly disappears into the night.

The cab driver makes a quick stop at my apartment building so that I can drop the groceries off and I promise Lex that I’ll be back soon. I leave again, grabbing that envelope with me, and head to Saylor Towers.

I don’t care if he’s not talking to me. I’m going to get an answer one way or the other tonight.

Jen approaches me as soon as I step into the bright lobby of Saylor Towers, clutching the pale envelope to my chest as if my life depended on it.

“Sorry, but Mr. Saylor-Tyne’s isn’t receiving any guests right now,” she says warmly.

“Not even his girlfriend?” I ask coldly.

Jen smiles. “I’m afraid not.”

“Okay, well. Would you let him know I came by?”

“Of course, sweetie,” she says.

I give a hard look.

“Okay. I will let him know as soon as he comes down. Enjoy your evening.”

I force a smile and watch as Jen walks away. The glass elevator is a few meters away and I can make it.

Tonight, I am setting things straight between us and not even Jen can stop this.

I walk slowly towards the elevator, no one seems to be paying any attention to me and when I’m close enough, I run into the open elevator and quickly press the top floor button leading to the penthouse.

The elevator zooms up and the glass doors open as soon as I’m on Hudson’s floor.

I walk towards his door, my heart beating hard against my chest, my mouth dry and my chest aching for some reason.

“Hudson.” I knock on his door. “Can you open up?”

There’s silence, so I knock again.

“Hudson?”

I press my ear to the cool surface of the door and I can’t hear anything on the other side.

“I know you’re there. I need to speak to you and I’m not going until you come out here.” My voice trembles as I speak.

He can lock himself up in there, but I’m not going to go anywhere. Not until I know what the fuck is going on.
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I lay back against the couch, the cocaine dripping down my throat causing a slight burn, but I’m used to it now.

I replay her on top of that building over and over again. Who pushed her? Why was the video sent to me? Obviously, someone hates me and this is their not very subtle message to me.

But who? I rack my brain and nothing comes to mind. Diana, Diana, Diana.

She must have been scared.

I thought she was making the photos up. I thought she was lying. I essentially fucked up again like always.

When did this turn into a game of cat and mouse? I fuck, cheat, lie, manipulate the hell out of everyone, occasionally lose my temper and take risks because I like it. I crave the rush. It’s who I am. But what I don’t like is someone fucking with my life.

My brain is working in slow motion and it feels like it’s going to crash any moment.

Suddenly, there’s a knock on the door. I specifically told Jen not to allow anyone up here. I’m not going to answer the door.

“Hudson.” It’s Parker. “Can you open up?”

Nope.

I stay silent. I really don’t want to answer. She’ll come in here, I’ll probably say something dumb and hurt her, and I probably won’t care unless I need to fuck her. I don’t know if it’s worth it anymore, but at the same time, I want to have a girlfriend, I want to be normal. It’s just that things have a way of getting messed up when it comes to me.

“Hudson.”

I close my eyes shut. Go away, Parker.

I always wonder why they put up with me, why they never give up, why they keep trying when I’m clearly a lost cause. And I warn them. I show them I’m not good and that I can’t be stable, but they still come back. It doesn’t matter if they’re raging with anger or begging me to sleep with them, they always come back.

Especially when Parker is angry at me, it really turns me on because I know she’ll make me mad and I’ll want to fuck her at that moment, promise her the world because I know she wants to be mine exclusively, fuck her again and again.

Our anger turns into rough, furious sex. I can imagine her grey eyes hot with tears, her teeth clamped over her bottom lip as I torture her pussy in all the right ways, whether it’s eating her out or filling her with my hardened cock and making her come. And me coming inside of her. The cycle repeats itself.

“I know you’re there.” Her voice wavers, and she pauses. “I need to speak to you and I’m not going until you come out here.”

She’s upset. I can hear it in her voice and it sounds like a problem that I’ll have to do explaining for. Am I ready for that? No, I’m too fucked up. I’m high and thinking of fucking her. I’m not in the mood to have a discussion.

Talking gets us nowhere. We talk and we go back to square one. It’s not my fault she thinks too much into things.

Getting up, I go over to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator. My throat is slightly dry and my temples are throbbing from exhaustion, so I gulp down half the bottle.

I have to work on my brief, study and do my homework on the best firms in New York City that I can apply to after graduation.

So, I have two options: One, I can let Parker in and we can have a long drawn-out conversation about what I’ve done this time. No doubt I’m the accused in this case.

Or, option two, I can ignore her, go to sleep, and hope to God she goes away before I have to leave in the morning for class.

Option one could mean sex if I play the conversation right. And option two could mean a bigger headache because I ignored her which leads to a bigger wedge between us.

Honest to fuck, I don’t know what I want anymore, so I just drain the rest of the water from the bottle and leave it on the countertop before making my way back to the couch.

I sit and wait for an hour and then two. Naturally, I can wait all night even if she decides to camp out there and I won’t feel a single bit of guilt.

But I have a sudden change of heart and open the door to find Parker sleeping up with her back against the wall and her hands tightened around a large brown envelope that appears slightly crumpled from a lot of opening and closing.

Hmm, this really can’t be good, I think as I quietly stand above her. This is going to be very confrontational. I should just go back in. Or maybe I can try and take it out of her hands and check what’s inside to assess the damage.

I reach over and take the edges of the envelope and pull, but Parker’s eyes snap open and those wild grey eyes are bloodshot and staring right back at me, challenging me. She’s been crying too. Great. Just fucking great.

She pulls the envelope back and stands up, wobbling as she does and I reach out to steady her, but she pulls away like she can’t stand me touching her.

“Did your conscience actually feel bad and then you decided to open up?” she asks, a lingering tone of anger in her voice. “Oh wait, do you even have a conscience to start with?”

The throbbing in my temples return. This is going to be a very long night and I don’t even know what I’ve done this time.

“I’m sorry. I was asleep,” I say.

“So you just woke up, opened the door, and decided to grab this from me?” She holds up the envelope.

“No.”

“Why do you lie so much?” Her voice rises.

“Parker, not now. Please.”

She presses her palm against my chest and pushes me back into the apartment, before slamming the door shut behind her.

“No, now is a very good time,” she says, turning to me.
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Hudson walks over to the couch and sits down, before rubbing his temples. There are dark circles under his eyes and he seems wary about something because he continues to shift uncomfortably.

“I was at Food Co. and a guy kept following me,” I tell him as I walk over to the glass window and stare at the beautiful skyline ahead. Like a sea of stars flickering in the night.

“And?” He sounds impatient.

“He asked me if I was still with you and I was surprised. Why would a stranger do that?”

I’m not expecting him to answer, I’m just airing out my thoughts, but he stands up and starts to pace.

“And?”

I turn around to face him. “Someone called me the night I left you during Spring Break. That’s when all of this started. You’re standing there and looking at me as if I have an idiot sign plastered across my forehead, but none of this is normal. Is it normal for you? That someone is possibly watching me? You? Us?”

“What did he look like?” he asks blankly.

“I don’t know!” I snap. “He had a hood on, dressed up like some psycho.”

“Well, how do you expect me to do anything if you can’t describe him?” he asks in a curt tone.

“Right, it’s my fault that some woman was calling me and telling me weird shit about you!” I can’t keep the anger inside of me anymore. “It’s my fault a weird guy followed me in the store. It’s not bad enough that I had to see this!” I hold up the envelope, the tears threatening to break free.

His mouth sets into a hard line and he runs a hand through his hair. “What is that?”

“You want to know? You should really get an award for this one!” I hiss as I rip open the flap of the envelope and throw the photos at him.

I keep the psychological evaluation report away because I don’t feel like it’s something to be discussed right now.

Hudson bends down to pick the photos up and immediately his expression falls when he scans them. “Where did you get these?”

I sit down on the couch and instead of answering his question, I ask, “Who is she?”

Hudson comes over to where I am and stands above me, gripping the photos in his fist. “Where did you get these?”

“Who is she?” I repeat, staring defiantly into his dark, green eyes.

“Parker, where the fuck did you get these?”

“Hudson, who the fuck is she?” I can play this game as long as he wants.

He leans into me and grabs my arms. “She’s dead!” He shouts, his anger vibrating between us as his hands start to shake. “She’s fucking dead. We were together a while ago. Way before you.”

“I don’t believe anything you say, Hudson. I don’t know what to believe,” I tell him as the tears roll down my cheeks.

He loosens his hold on my arms and presses his forehead against mine. “Then I can’t convince you any other way,” he whispers. “For fucks sake. I’m not doing anything behind your back, Parker. I swear.”

I shake my head. “I think we had enough of this drama, don’t you? Maybe we’re not meant to be together, Hudson.”

“Don’t say that. Don’t leave me,” he says, slipping his large hands around my shoulders. “Please, don’t do this to me.”

“I’m hurting myself by staying,” I tell him, and the bile rises in my throat.

“But I can always make you feel better, baby. I love you, Parker. You’re so fucking beautiful and smart,” he says cupping my face and lifting my head so that we’re eye to eye.

“Don’t do this.” I press my hands against his chest to push him away, but he won’t budge.

There are tears in his eyes. “Don’t leave. I’ll make this better. I promise.”

“Are you always going to say that?” I ask. “What do you want?”

“I don’t know,” he says quietly, his eyes searching mine. “But I’ve had a shitty day. Can you please not make it worse?”

He buries his face into my lap, clutching my hands around the back of his neck.

“I just want answers, because everything about you is confusing.”

“Look, I don’t know the woman, but it sounds like an ex. I have had some bad choices in girlfriends before, okay? I’ve had some try to extort me for money, cheat on me, post nudes of me on porn sites,” he says in a rush. “I have a closet with skeletons inside, but everyone does. You’re not perfect and neither am I.”

He sounds sincere. So against my better judgment, I nod and wipe my eyes dry.

He sits up and takes my hands into his before he brushes his lips against my knuckles.

“I just want to date the normal way,” I tell him. “Can we do that?”

“Yes.” He smiles as he kisses my forehead. “But first, can I fuck you? You make me fucking hard when you get angry at me.”

Stunned by his sudden confession, I open my mouth to reply but he’s already moving in and kissing me. His hot tongue slides into my mouth as he searches for mine.

“Birth control?” he simply asks me in between kisses and our desperate need to get naked.

“Yeah,” I whisper, unable to say anything else.

Our clothes fall off quickly and he fucks me there on the couch, plunging deep inside of me and making me come before we move to the bathroom.

The water cascades over us as Hudson pins me to the cool tiles of the shower, his dick moving deeper and deeper as his lips explore my mouth and my neck and then my hard nipples.

That devilish tongue of his torturing each bud as his teeth close around them. He knows how to touch me, how to please me.

“Ah.” A soft moan escapes my lips and I slip my arms around his neck for support. “Make me come again.”

Hudson seems pleased at this request because he starts to move his hips faster against mine and he uses his thumb to rub my clit in a quick circular motion.

“Oh!—” I come hard, my body trembling as passion washes over me and thankfully he holds me close as he comes seconds later, filling me with his hot come.

“Fuck,” he mutters as we stand under the warm cascading water. “I love you.”

I press my face into his chest. “I love you too.”
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Hudson is asleep with his back facing me. I trace the endless, cool curves of muscle and dips and in certain places, I can feel long scars.

Sitting up, I bring my head closer and use the spill of the moon’s light from the glass window to see if there are any marks, but there’s nothing really visible.

I touch his back again, trying to find more and I do find more scars along the side of his ribcage, another on his shoulder, and my fingers graze the nape of his neck, where there is another scar hidden by his inky black hair.

He suddenly shifts and I quickly drop my hand. His light breathing stops and I know he’s awake.

“Are you okay?” I ask softly.

Silence.

“Hudson?”

He’s silent for a beat of a moment. “You know something weird? No one’s ever asked me that before.”

I kiss his shoulder and move up closer to him. “Well, I’m asking now and I’ll always ask you.”

Hudson is silent again and my heart starts to beat faster. “Hudson, are you okay?”

He exhales. “I don’t know. Sometimes, it feels like it’s empty inside and I always wonder what it would feel like to feel more than that.”

“Empty?” I ask and at the back of my mind, thoughts of his psychological evaluation play.

Dr. Vera Callahan noted a conspicuous lack of empathy. I still don’t understand any of it and I’m afraid of what it means.

“Empty,” he murmurs.

“I love you, okay?” I tell him as I lift my head and kiss the nape of his neck.

“Why?” Hudson suddenly asks. “Why do you love me? What is there to love?”

“I love you because you’re a good person, you’re a smart, gorgeous man,” I whisper. “I also think you deserve to be loved.”

“I do?” His voice sounds lost in the darkness of the room and my heart aches with even more love for him.

I slip my arm around him and press my fingertips against his chest where his heart is beating fast.

“You do.”

“But cruel people like me don’t deserve it,” he says.

“You’re not cruel.”

He chuckles, turning around so that he’s on his back now and my hand is still on his firm chest. His heart is thrumming steadily. Thud-thud-thud.

“That has to be the worst lie ever.”

“Everyone has a bad side,” I tell him. “But just because you sometimes lose your patience and get angry, that doesn’t give me an excuse to hate you or call you cruel.”

“You’re really something else then,” he says, looking down at me. “Because I’ve been told otherwise in past.”

Even in the darkness, I can see his beautiful, green cat-like eyes staring right at me.

“Like what?” I ask.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he says.

“Well, that’s the past and now I’m here.” My hand moves lower along his naked torso. “I’ll always love you.”

“Parker, I have an early class, please do not turn me on,” he pleads. “I won’t be able to think straight for the next few hours.”

I grab hold of his cock and it’s already hard, so I sit up and climb on top of him, my thighs straddling either side of him.

“Are you saying no?” I ask taking both his hands in mine and placing them on either side of my hips.

“Are you questioning me?” he asks, suddenly grabbing both of my hands and restraining them behind my back as he sits up.

His green eyes burn into mine as I feel his cock slide inside me. Our chests are pressed together and he starts he move inside of me. Gently at first, until he starts going faster.

Our eyes are in a fixed, hot gaze as his cock fills me with satisfying thrust. Deeper, harder. Fuck, yes. My clit contracts and a scream escapes my lips.

“Hudson,” I whimper as I fall against him.

He releases my hands and moves me off of him, before getting up from the bed.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” he says with his back facing me.

“What do you mean?” I ask, my eyebrows knitting in confusion.

“You won’t always love me. It’s not a possibility.”

“Then you’re underestimating me,” I challenge.

“You’re in love now. One day you’ll grow to hate me. Just give it time.”

“Why do you have to say things like that?”

Am I making progress in this situation? Because sometimes, it really feels like I’m not. How long can anyone wager in a losing battle?

“I don’t know. Because I know it’s true, so I’ll save you from any hope and pain,” he says.

I gather the sheet around me, the frustration is starting to build up inside of me again.

“So, are we always going to go backward?”

“I’m afraid so.”

I sigh tiredly. “Hudson, what is wrong with you?”

He turns around. “Exactly! What is wrong with me?! There it is? That question will always be there!”

“You’re driving me to the point where I’m going to ask you that because I can’t figure it out.”

“Stop,” he says. “I don’t want to discuss this anymore. It’s making my head pain.”

He stands silent for a moment until he starts pulling on his clothes. He tugs his black t-shirt over his head and then his jeans before pulling on his shoes.

“What are you doing?”

“You wanna do something fun? Let’s go up to the rooftop?” He grabs my clothes and throws them at me. “Come on. Get dressed.”

I stare at him hard, tears burning at the back of my eyes. “It’s almost 2 a.m., Hudson. I’m tired.”

“And I’m not. Don’t be boring, Parker. We’re young. Let’s go,” he says, his green eyes dancing with excitement.

I take a deep breath before pulling my t-shirt over my head. He watches me as I slip my jeans and shoes on.

Hudson leads the way as we walk through the penthouse. The other end of the house is just as bare and cold.

We finally reach a door at the end of the hallway and beyond that is a spiral of stairs leading further up.

I walk silently behind him, wondering why the hell I’m doing this to myself. He’s acting like a child. Maybe I can help him? Is that even a possibility? There’s something very wrong with Hudson and he needs help.

I need to email Dr. Vera Callahan later on during the day. She knows more about Hudson than I do. Maybe she can help me.

Hudson pushes the door at the top open and we step out into the cold at

2 a.m. with immediate goosebumps spreading across my arms.

He takes my hand and we walk across the Helipad. New York City is alive around us with its glittering silver and yellow light.

As we reach the edge of the tower, I look over and almost scream, but I manage to stop myself.

The wind stings my face as I look at the streets below and the air seems to leave my lungs. It only occurs to me how high we really are now that we’re on the rooftop.

“Isn’t it terrific?” Hudson asks and I look at him to see him staring below with actual curiosity plastered across his face. “I come up here a lot.”

“Why?” I ask.

“It makes me feel invincible,” he says, turning to me and smiling.

There’s a strange glint in his eyes. “When my father used to tell me to kill myself, I’d come up and I’d think about it. The fall, the rush. It would feel great. But I couldn’t do it. Some part of me was always a coward.”

I’m in shock at his words, so much so that I can’t even find the right words to speak.

“And do you know what he’d tell me when I couldn’t jump right off this building and just die?” He comes closer, his arms slip around me as he brings his lips close to my ear. “You’re so pathetic, you can’t even kill yourself.”

Hudson starts to tremble and my heart is heavy with pain as I let the tears fall freely down his t-shirt.

“I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” he whispers.

“I’m sorry,” I choke out. “I’m sorry that you had to go through that.”

We stand like that for what seems like an eternity before we finally sit down on the concrete surface of the helipad.

We hold hands and watch as the sun rises on the horizon. I make a final note to email Dr. Vera Callahan later that day as I glance at Hudson.

I ask him more questions about his childhood, but he stares blankly ahead. He won’t talk about it again.
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I’m sitting on the edge of the couch, waiting for Hudson when I get a text from Lex.

Mad at you! Are you with Hudson? I guess so anyway…I have to tell you something when you get back…kinda got fired from my job… —Lex

I sigh as I leave her chat. Three days a week, Lex works at a restaurant called Mags’ Burgers in Hell’s Kitchen. If you want cholesterol in a burger, that’s the place to be.

This is not good at all. Lex pays for half of the rent and my paycheck from Gulliver Books won’t be enough for food and rent. I pay for the other half of the rent along with all our essentials. Talk about an early morning headache while surviving with barely four hours of sleep.

My phone buzzes again, but it’s not Lex. This time it’s Eric and immediate panic fills me. My heart starts throbbing faster as I go into his message. Shit, I totally forgot about him. I totally forgot about sleeping with him.

I’m in trouble.

Hey, I was wondering if we could go out for a date? I’d like to see you again

—Eric

I quickly type in a response.

Hi, Eric. I’d love to, really I would, but I can’t. I have a boyfriend. I—we shouldn’t have started this in the first place. I’m really sorry. I can’t see you again.

I wait for a reply but there’s nothing that comes through. Crap. Blowing out my cheeks, I delete the chat. Seeing him was a mistake in the first place. I should have used a better judgment.

“Who are you texting for so long?”

My head snaps up and I see Hudson walking into the kitchen, his eyes trained on me as he grabs a bottle of water from the fridge.

My brain fumbles for a second.

“Lex,” I say quickly. “She lost her job which is just great since we share our apartment rent.”

“I can help you pay if you want,” he says, as he walks around the island and comes towards me.

He’s wearing an army green parka jacket with a dark, navy blue t-shirt that stretches nicely across his chest and tan, cuffed chinos.

His black hair is damp from his shower. A stray drop of water runs down his neck and I find myself swallowing hard. He’s really so gorgeous, especially this early in the morning.

I remember our talk last night. After he told me that little piece of fucked up shit his dad used to tell him, he closed up again.

“No,” I tell him. “I’ll just talk to her about it later on.”

“Or,” he says, sitting down next to me and lowering his head towards mine as his lips dip in for a deliciously warm kiss. “You could move in here,” he finishes off as he breaks away.

“Shall we get married too?” I playfully ask.

His cool green eyes regard me. “That’s not such a bad idea. But then we’ll never leave this place until I get my fill of you.”

I hold my breath as he leans in closer. “Until I fuck you in every possible inch of this penthouse.”

“Sex demon!” I scold and Hudson grabs me by the waist, pulling me down until I’m underneath his grasp in seconds, his warm spicy cologne fills my nostrils.

He settles himself in between my legs and a gasp escapes my lips at our close proximity.

“Sex demon, huh? Call me more names and I will get you naked again, Parker,” he promises as his hands travel to my lower back, the tips of his fingers grazing the skin at the edge of my t-shirt.

My body is tingling all over again. “You will, huh?”

“Definitely.” He suddenly sits up and checks his watch. “But later. Can your fingers keep you busy until this evening?”

“My fingers…” I trail off not quite understanding him.

He smiles as he reaches into his jacket pocket. “You’re still in virgin mode, I guess. Finger yourself when you think of me fucking you.”

“Hudson!” I playfully smack his arm. “You’re inappropriate.”

“Very. But you love it and I am a sex demon after all.” He hands me a key card. “I have a spare one just for you, slave.”

“Thanks. Why do I get a key card and why am I called slave?” I ask, taking the card from him.

“If I’m a sex demon, then you’re my sex slave, I suppose. I like this idea a lot. And you get a key card so that if you ever want to come here, you can just come in without having to deal with Jen,” he says.

“Oh.” I make a face. “I feel like she’s strict. Last night she really didn’t want me to see you, so I snuck past her.”

“She can be an uptight bitch, because she’s my father’s employee, but don’t let her be a bitch to you.” Hudson stands up. “I’ll have a word with her.”

“Don’t,” I quickly say. “She’ll probably hate me more.”

Hudson laughs as he leans into me again. “If she does then she can go fuck herself. Anyway, do you want something for breakfast before I leave? I also have a spare menu from the hotel. You can order from the panel and they’ll bring it up.”

“Why are you being nice?” I ask, slipping my arms around his waist.

It feels so good to just hold him sometimes and press my head against his chest and feel the beat of his heart, with his heat radiating around me.

“Am I? I’m just doing these normal boyfriend tasks,” he says, sitting up. “I have to go. I can’t be late.”

“What do you want to do tonight?” I ask, watching as he gets up and moves over to the door.

He pulls out his phone and starts texting. “I don’t know.” He sounds distracted, with his eyes trained on the screen.

“Hudson?”

He looks up at me. “You can cook and we can watch something unless you want to go out. It’s totally up to you.”

“How about we do option one unless you find something else fun to do?” I suggest.

He nods as he unlocks the door with his keycard. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll message you if I find anything.”

“I love you.” My heart swells each time I say it.

“I love you too,” he says and then he’s gone.

I lay back against the couch, grinning like an ass and checking my phone for something really delicious to make.

And then realize that I’ll be late for my class, so I leave Saylor Towers and grab a spiced pumpkin latte from Starbucks, before heading towards my apartment for a quick change of clothes.
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My morning class is over before I know it. It’s nothing that I don’t already know. I’ve been studying this shit for three years straight.

I leave Kensington early because I need to get more cocaine, so I take the subway to Lexington Avenue where I walk around for several minutes in no particular direction until I see Danny.

I don’t know him by any other name, but he deals for all of us, frat boys. He’s a weird-looking, lanky dude with serious emo vibes, not that I care. Each to their own.

Danny walks up to me. We stand side by side. He quickly hands me the coke in a packet, which I stuff into my jacket pocket and I hand him a thick wad of cash before we part ways.

I wish life was as simple as getting coke on the streets. But that wouldn’t be any fun.

My phone buzzes as I walk across the street to a hotdog food truck. While the girl prepares mine with chili, I take my phone out of my pants pocket and see Dr. Vivienne’s name pop up on the screen notifying me that today is another scheduled appointment and I can’t afford to miss anymore.

I couldn’t go anymore. Sure, getting head from a willing participant was nice of her, but she knew her career would be jeopardized if she pushed me any further. Besides, I don’t have time for any more “extracurricular” activities.

And I can’t always have Parker jumping down my throat every time she suspects something. So no more shit for me until I find out how she got those pictures and who the hell is trying to harm me.

I pay for my hot dog and take a huge bite before making my way down into the subway.

It’s busy, so it’s not my favorite place to be in, especially not when I have to look over my shoulder every five seconds. God help the cunt that’s trying desperately to fuck with my head.

I discard the brown wrapper in a recycling container once I’m done with my hotdog and take the next train towards Billionaires Row where I’m meeting with Matt and my father to check out a new building for a future Saylor Towers Hotel.

When I reach Billionaires Row, I leave the subway and walk the rest of the way towards the row of towering, cast-iron skyscrapers. I remember this place like it was just yesterday. Not only because I frequent it with Matt for business, but because of Jack. I remember crushing his bones with the sledgehammer.

The sun beats down on the back of my neck mercilessly as I trek along the pavement. Fuck, it’s hot.

I pull off my jacket as I check the location Matt sent me half an hour ago.

Longview Hotel.

Narrowing my eyes, I look up at the hotel in front of me and gratefully see Longview Hotel lettered in just against the side of the building. A silver, glass tower of simplicity.

“Hudson.”

I glance towards the revolving doors to see Matt walking towards me in his crisp suit, his eyes shaded by sunglasses.

“Hi,” I say. “Is this the place?”

“Yeah, we’re getting it at a good price if we do accept it as it is,” Matt explains.

“How much?”

“There’s going to be renovations per floor and the figure has come to about 20 million a floor,” he says.

“So, it’s going to be around one billion, three hundred and eighty million.”

“That’s a lot,” I tell Matt. “Is it worth it?”

He nods. “Definitely is. The owner is an old Turkish man. He’s really cool. Don’t tell dad, but I want to work on this one with you.”

“You know it’s not really my place. I’m just here because I’m only a shareholder,” I say. “And I don’t want more of a reason to see dad often.”

Matt runs a hand through his hair, before taking off his sunglasses. “You won’t see dad. I mean, this gig will just be on you and me. Come on, don’t you want to be part of this company? I just want to help you out here bro.”

My jaw tightens. “Well, I really don’t want the help.”

Matt shakes his head and chuckles. “You don’t have to be difficult. But I’ll get you to work with me one way or the other.”

I force a smile. “Well, good luck then. Where’s dad anyway?”

Matt shrugs. “He didn’t come. I might have told him that this meeting is tomorrow.”

“Mr. Saylor-Tyne.” Matt and I both look up to see an elderly man walking toward us.

“Mr. Çelen,” Matt says, briefly glancing at me. “This is my brother, Hudson.”

I shake hands with Mr. Çelen. “It’s good to meet you, Sir.”

He nods and smiles. “It’s good to meet you too.”

Mr. Çelen takes out a folded paper from the inside of his suit jacket.

“I think you both better sign this, then. I believe this is a good deal.”

Matt slaps his palm against my back and I smile as I take the paper from Mr. Çelen.

My brother is right. This might be a good idea. I know my father will be fuming when he finds out that Matt and I are doing business behind his back.

“Sağol,” Matt says, nodding at Mr. Çelen.

“Sağol,” I say and nod, following Matt’s lead.

What does that even mean? Matt and I head into the cool building with the old man, before signing some formality papers that now make us sole owners of the Longview building.

“I’ll invite you both and your family to join us early next year to view some potential sites in Istanbul. We’re trying to attract more tourists,” Mr. Çelen says. “It would be a great opportunity to expand Saylor Towers.”

“We’d appreciate that very much,” Matt says and we all shake hands once again before Mr. Çelen leaves.

“Why don’t you come out with us tonight? Maybe we can have dinner all together,” Matt says. “Are you still with Parker?”

I nod silently.

“So you’ll come?”

“Not with mom and dad,” I tell him and he smiles.

“Not with them. Just you, Parker, Taylor, and I. Does that sound good?”

“I’ll probably be busy.” The lie comes out quick.

I really don’t want to be stuck in the same room as Taylor, even if it’s just for a few hours. That’s like telling me to lie across train tracks with a train coming at high speed.

Matt looks at me like he always does. Like how I suppose a big brother would look at his younger brother. Narrow green eyes, lips pressed into a thin line. He’s going to insist until I say yes.

“If not for you, then bring Parker. I’m sure she’d like that,” Matt says. “She’s a good girl. I’m glad she’s still around.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask bluntly.

Matt pats my shoulder. “Nothing. I’m just glad. We’re meeting at The Velvet Lounge. Did you come here in your car or do you want me to drop you off?”

“Yeah, you can take me home. I took the subway today.”

“No problem.” Matt reaches into his pocket and hands me a bunch of keys.

“This is access to the hotel. For all the entry rooms,” he says. “You and I both have these, don’t tell Dad.”

This moment reminds me of what it used to be like when Matt and I used to play hide and seek so that our father couldn’t find us. It was our secret game. He’d hold my hand, and hug me close when dad started screaming in his drunken rage.

He’d help me a lot of the time until he began to chicken out and leave me prey to that asshole. Matt let go of my hand then. He let me get a beating.

I roll my eyes. “Like I will. You really forget how I am sometimes.”

Matt tries to smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He knows he let me down. He knows he made mistakes and that time can’t go back and change all the damage.

“By the way, what does Sağol mean?” I ask as we head out of the building.

Matt laughs this time and it’s a real laugh. “It means thank you in Turkish. The G is sort of silent. So it’s like saying Saol.”

“Sağol,” I repeat. “Cool.”
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I’m sitting on a bench just outside of the campus library, searching Google for Dr. Vera Callahan.

As I scroll further down the page, I come across a blog with the author’s initials as Vera. C. Support Group And Help Centre.

What are the chances of it being the same person? Very likely, I think, as I reach the bottom of the webpage where there’s a number and email address.

I press down on my screen and copy the number, before coming out of Chrome and heading into my keypad where I save the number to my contacts.

Calling her will be better than emailing because I’m not even sure how I’d word the email, to begin with.

I can’t just say:

Hi, I got some information about a patient of yours that you diagnosed a few years ago. His name is Hudson Saylor-Tyne. He is highly likely to suffer from some form of psychopathy. Could you explain that to me?

Yeah, that would not get me a reply. She would probably block me from ever reaching her emails again.

The info I have on Hudson is confidential. I shouldn’t know about it, have access to it, hell I don’t even know how Ryan managed to get his hands on it.

Taking a deep breath, I press the call button and hold my phone to my ear, my throat growing thick with anticipation. Am I ready for this? The question presents itself again. Hudson is not alright. He needs help. And I need to know if I can help him. The only way to go forward is if I find out who he truly is. But some part of me really doesn’t want to know at the same time.

I want it to be a fantasy. I want it to go back to the first night I saw him at that first rager of the year. He looked so hot, so confident, just like any other normal senior. I want it to be normal again. But that’s not going to happen.

There are too many loose ends. Too many secrets. Too many lies. Too many arguments that get us nowhere.

Who knows how long I until things finally erupt into total chaos?

The call is answered on the fourth ring. “Hello?”

It’s a woman’s voice on the other end of the line and it sounds sweet and kind.

“Hi, is this Dr. Vera Callahan?” My heart is throbbing in my throat.

“Yes, it is. May I ask who I am speaking to?”

“Parker,” I barely utter. “Parker Kelleher.”

“How may I help you, Parker?”

My boyfriend has psychological issues. Should I leave him? Is he crazy? Will he hurt me?

“I’m not sure if this is a conversation that I can have over the phone, but it’s regarding a patient you diagnosed a few years ago,” I explain.

Vera is silent for a moment and I think she’s going to hang up on me, but thankfully she doesn’t. “May I ask which patient this is?”

I take another deep breath as I run a hand through my hair and massage my temples. “Hudson Saylor-Tyne.”

“Hudson Saylor-Tyne…” she drifts off. I can hear shuffling in the background as if she’s rummaging through papers.

“Yes, I tried to treat him a while ago. Until he eventually stopped coming,” Vera says. “I might not be a lot of help to you, but tomorrow I’ll be free at home where I also hold a lot of my sessions. Do you want the address?”

“Yes,” I say almost too quickly. “Thank you.”

She gives me the address to her home in Talmadge Hill, New Canaan, before ending the call.

I then search up the train ride to New Canaan and it’s one and a half hours away from Manhattan. It’s far, but it’s fine. I’ve already started this and there’s no going back now.

My phone suddenly rings and Hudson’s caller ID pops up and my heart skips a beat. Not from joy, but more from the shock that he’s calling, just after my call with Vera. It’s like he has some sixth sense.

Or maybe it’s just a coincidence.

I answer his call. “Hey.” My voice is a little shaky. I’m really not good at doing things behind his back, but I have to know what I’m doing.

“Hey, how are you?” he asks.

Fine, I might have done something dumb—or maybe not—but fine.

“I’m good, just a little tired. What about you?” I pull my bag over my shoulder and stand up as other students pass me and enter the library.

“I’m fine. Remember you said we could do option one tonight if I didn’t find something else?”

“Yeah,” I say, walking down the stairs.

“Can I pick you up later? Matt—you remember my brother, right? Anyway, he wants to meet at The Velvet Lounge,” Hudson says. “Do you want to come?”

“That sounds good,” I tell him. “What time should I be ready?”

“Around 9—ish.”

“Yes, sir.”

I imagine him smiling on his end of the line, his dark green eyes narrow and his lips slightly parted. Yeah, that’s enough to get me all hot again.

“Wear something convenient,” he says.

“Like what?” I ask.

“Hmm, I don’t know. Be creative. Wear a dress, lose the panties,” he instructs in a husky voice. “I want to be able to finger you till you come uncontrollably, Parker.”

When Hudson talks dirty to me, my breath hitches, my body heats up, and my pussy spasms in reaction to his words. If he continues to talk, I bet he could make me come right now.

“I-I…” I stammer, unsure of what to say.

“You will,” he finishes of me. “And I’ll be waiting until then.”

“You’re impossible.” I hold my phone close to my ear for fear that someone might hear Hudson as I leave campus grounds through the wrought iron gates and walk down the sidewalk.

“You’re the one that called me a sex demon and then I claimed you as my slave,” he says in a low voice. “I’m hard right now just by thinking of you tonight.”

I’m pretty sure I’m blushing because I can feel the heat rush into my cheeks as I hold my hand out to hail a cab.

“Then wait for tonight,” I tell him, before ending the call.

I smile, and my heart twists with sadness as a cab stops beside me. Why can’t it just be like this?
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I’m wearing a white underwire slip dress with my long blonde hair falling in soft waves past my shoulders.

Hudson will like this, I think as I check my outfit in the mirror that stands against the wall.

Tonight I want to be a little wild, so I choose to wear some makeup. I add a blush-colored lipstick that makes my lips look extra soft and pink, along with some highlighter to my nose bridge and tip.

My grey eyes already stand out, so I use my eyeliner pen and do a foxy eyeliner look to enhance them, before adding pale pink glitter gel to my cheekbones.

“You’re looking gorgeous,” Lex says and I glance at her in the mirror’s reflection as she pokes her head around my bedroom door.

“Thank you,” I say standing up straight as I run my fingers through my hair. “Are you staying in? I thought you were going out.”

“I didn’t feel like going out. I think I’ve over-partied myself,” she says, pressing her head against the doorframe.

I turn around to face Lex and I can see the bags underneath her eyes and the hopelessness in her baby blues. I know she’s worried about our current situation with the rent.

I’ve already paid half of it, but we’re still going to be short and nothing is going to just get better overnight. The thought of not being roommates anymore scares me.

Even though that was the plan for after graduation, it just sucks that it’s going to be earlier than we thought.

“I can stay in with you and we can watch a movie or something,” I suggest.

Lex gives me her best “Are you serious?” look before rolling her eyes. “And ruin your chance of getting some tonight?

I wish I could tell Lex that I wasn’t completely happy and that I am basically forcing things to be okay, but I won’t, because I’d rather focus on someone else’s problems right now.

Besides, even if I had to explain my relationship with Hudson, I would not know where to begin and where to end, all while trying to prevent Lex from committing First Degree Murder.

“Are you sure?”

Lex stares at me with a deadpan look. “Yes, mom. Now go please so I can masturbate to Sam Claflin.”

“Oh my God!” I shriek. “I did not ask for those kinds of details!”

Lex grins proudly. “Well, it will get you to stop asking me if I’m sure.”

My phone buzzes and I check to see Hudson’s caller ID pop up on my screen. My hopefulness for things to get better between us fills me with a new kind of determination. I’ll try to be careful with every single decision I make from now on.

“I’ll see you later,” I tell Lex, kissing her cheek as I grab my bag.

“Love ya. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” She playfully winks at me and I shake my head as I leave the apartment.

When I step out of the building, Hudson is there, casually leaning against his Mustang.

The car’s shiny black surface looks dark and daring like its owner. And God damn, my mouth falls open as my gaze whispers along the length of Hudson’s tall frame.

He’s wearing a crisp white oxford shirt, with quite a few buttons open and exposing the smooth skin across his wide chest. A sliver of his medallion can be seen as it hangs lightly around his chest and his dark jeans perfectly suit his long legs.

Hudson walks up to me. The evening light enhances his velvet green eyes as he gives me a fierce once over that makes my heart skip a beat twice. Immediately my pussy clenches with desire.

His inky black hair is damp and tousled and when he leans in, I can get a hint of a heavenly scented shower gel.

I hadn’t even noticed before, but since he’s standing so close, I can see faint stubble across his sculpted jawline and it makes him look a million more times sexier and dangerous.

“We should just skip the whole club thing,” he whispers as he moves his warm palm against my cheek. “I want to fuck you so badly and in so many ways.”

I swallow hard as I stare into his dark gaze. “We can wait till later. Patience”

“Parker, you know I’m the least patient person, don’t torture me. I need to be inside of you and then I promise, I’ll stop complaining.”

I press my hands against his chest, with my heart pounding hard as I lean up towards him on my tiptoes before kissing the edge of his mouth.

“No,” I whisper, pulling away and walking towards his car.

I get into the passenger side and wait patiently as Hudson walks around and gets into the driver’s seat.

“Did you really just tell me no?” he asks.

I’m about to reply but Hudson slides his hand around my throat and kisses me before I can even anticipate what’s going on.

His palm slips around the back of my neck as his lips move against mine with determination.

I find myself moaning as his tongue slips into my mouth before his teeth graze my bottom lip.

If we don’t stop now, I doubt we’ll be going anywhere for the rest of the night.

My fingers get lost in his damp hair as I press myself into him. Hudson breaks away and we’re both panting hard.

“You’ll be sorry that you turned me down,” he says with a wicked smile forming on his lips.

“Is that a threat?” I ask, playfully ruffling his hair. “What’s the worst you could do?”

He looks at me, no longer smiling. His dark green eyes filled with a lustful promise. “You have no idea.”

I reach over and place my hand against the apparent bulge hidden by his jeans. “I think two can play at this game.”

He grabs my hand and laughs as he laces his fingers with mine. “I don’t know. I mean I know myself pretty well and I know you too, Parker. I’ll destroy you in every way possible.”

I narrow my eyes and sigh as he turns the key. The Mustang rumbles to life and Hudson gives me a devilish smirk as he pulls out onto the busy street as we head into the heart of Manhattan.
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When we arrive at The Velvet Lounge, the place is not what I anticipated it to be.

Because we’re meeting Matt, I assumed a restaurant or small bar or something along those lines, but The Velvet Lounge turns out to be a really cool nightclub in Manhattan’s upper east.

It’s shrouded in a purple glow when we enter after getting crown ink stamps on our wrists and Hudson flashes his ID to the bouncers.

The expansive dancefloor is filled with young couples dancing intimately and a glass bartop with elegantly-dressed bartenders throwing bottles of tequila in the air, whilst a fire dancer dressed in a leotard suit balances his fiery hula hoops to entertain a crowd near the bar.

It’s gorgeous, but the thing that catches my eye the most is an enormous mirror covering a dark, purple wall ahead of us.

“What do you think?” Hudson presses his lips against the side of my neck.

“It’s pretty cool,” I tell him.

“It’s up for sale on the market,” he says, slipping his arm around my waist as we walk down three steps and head right into the dancefloor. “Maybe I’d buy it.”

“I thought your family only invested in hotels?”

“Sure, they do. But this would be my own thing. It could be ours,” Hudson says over the beat of the music.

“What about you applying to firms after graduation?” I ask.

Hudson chuckles. “Are you always going to have an itinerary for the rest of your life or are you going to let go and do whatever you want?”

“I don’t have an itinerary,” I say. “I just like having things done in a certain way. Besides, what would you do with a nightclub anyway?”

“Lots,” he says. “You have no idea how strong the party game is in Manhattan. It would be fun.”

“You should do it if you want to,” I tell him.

Hudson leads me over to a section where there are private booths with richly colored maroon seats.

Matt is there with his arm casually around the shoulder of a blonde-haired girl who can’t be any older than me, sitting at the booth Hudson and I head towards them.

“Hey!” Matt waves his hand at us as we arrive at the table and slide into the leather seat across from them. “I almost thought you guys weren’t coming.”

“We almost didn’t,” Hudson says, placing his hand on my thigh.

Matt’s eyes dart from Hudson to me and then back. “Why not?”

“Just got caught up,” Hudson says massaging my thigh, moving his fingers up and down in a teasing way.

I look at him, but he simply smiles ahead at Matt. He’s teasing me, so I take a deep breath and try to ignore the fact that he’s touching me. I can do this. I can resist him.

“Parker, this is Taylor, my fiancé, and Taylor this is Parker, Hudson’s girlfriend,” Matt introduces us.

Taylor smiles at me warmly and holds out her hand, so I shake it and smile back.

“It’s good to meet you, Parker,” she says. “Now we all know who’s keeping Hudson away so much these days.”

She laughs and a shrill, glassy sound accompanies it. An awkward moment of silence pursues and Taylor’s cheeks grow pink as she quickly lifts her drink and takes a sip from the straw.

“It’s good to meet you too,” I say. “And it’s really good to see you again, Matt.”

“I’m sorry to have to mention this,” Matt starts as he takes a sip from his drink. “But I thought you were gone for good after Hampton Bays.”

“What happened in Hampton Bays?” Taylor asks.

I quickly glance at Hudson but he’s looking away, appearing bored and uninterested in the conversation already.

“Nothing important,” I tell her. “Just Spring Break drama, but nothing that could keep me away from Hudson.”

“How did you two meet?” Taylor places her elbows on the dark, wooden table.

“At a rager,” Hudson and I say in unison and I look at him again to find him watching me too.

His eyes are dark and I almost forget about his hand on my thigh until he starts moving his fingers higher.

“That’s so cool.” Taylor breathes. “I can’t remember when last I went to a rager.”

“Honey, I don’t think you ever went to one,” Matt says with a small smile tugging at his lips. “You were such a bookworm back then.”

She laughs again. “Oh, yeah. I can’t possibly imagine wasting hours like a zombie at a rager when I could be studying instead.”

Hudson’s fingers brush against my clit and even through the lacy material of my panties, my blood starts rushing faster and I place both my elbows on the table.

“I kind of disagree with that Taylor,” I say, desperately trying to ignore the aching in between my legs.

“Why?” she asks.

He pushes my panty aside and my face grows hot as Matt and Taylor stare at me.

“Because!” I blurt out. “I think you can have fun and study and still be intellectual. It makes no difference to me and I’ve been doing it for two semesters.”

“So wet,” Hudson whispers as kisses my cheek and I wish he was wrong but I can feel the wetness grow as he continues to rub his fingers against the entrance of my pussy.

“That’s exactly what I say,” Matt says. “What do you guys want to drink? I’m buying, so get whatever.”

“Scotch for me and vodka and coke for Parker?” Hudson removes his hand from my underwear. “You can order that, but first we really want to dance.”

Matt’s dark eyebrows knit with confusion and he’s desperately trying not to laugh, but he can’t stop the smile from forming. “Dance? Hudson, I’d pay a million bucks if that was true.”

“What can I say? I’ve been feeling different lately.” He nudges me and I get out of the booth as we leave the booth and head into the thick crowd swaying on the dancefloor once again.

Hudson holds my hand as he leads me to the far end of the room, near the large mirror on the wall.

When I turn to him, he reaches into his pocket and retrieves his car keys and a packet of white powder. Cocaine.

“Do you want a key bump? It’ll feel good. Besides, I can’t sit with Matt and Taylor if I’m not high.”

“Okay.” I nod and he opens the packet carefully, taking out a little of the powder on the tip of his car key.

Hudson holds the key to my nose and I inhale the powder. The back of my nose stings immediately and I blink twice, watching as he takes out more of the cocaine and lifts it to his nose, before inhaling it.

“I didn’t forget about giving you a punishment,” he says as he places the keys and cocaine back into his pocket.

“What are you going to do?” I step closer to him and Hudson reaches out, closing his hands around my arms, before turning me around so that his chest is pressed against my back.

“So many things. But first, I’ll make you come here, now,” he murmurs against my ear.

“There are too many people,” I say, trying to get out of his grasp, but he holds me tightly, his hands working as handcuffs.

“Are you scared?” His voice is taunting. “I never took you for the type that gets scared.”

“I’m not.” I stare at him in the mirror in front of us and he’s staring right back at me, a wicked smile pulling at his lips.

“I want you to watch me finger you,” he instructs. “It’ll improve the orgasm.”

I swallowed hard as my eyes follow his right hand in the mirror, trailing down my arm, lifting the edge of my dress and then he brushes the skin across my abdomen with his warm fingers.

My breath hitches and I gaze up at him, those dark green eyes are fixed on me.

Hudson slips his hand past the lacy material of my panties and I gasp as his fingers make contact with the wet folds in between my legs.

“I always get my way,” Hudson whispers, pushing my hair aside, his warm lips tenderly kissing the side of my neck. “There’s no point in denying me.”

“You’re spoiled and think no one can say no to you,” I retort, even though my heart is beating fast against my chest.

“You can’t say no.”

I pull away this time and swivel around to face him. “No. You can’t have me.”

Hudson takes two wide strides and seizes me in his embrace, before pushing me against the cool surface of the mirror.

“I don’t think so.” He gets down before me and my eyes dart up to see the crowd dancing, the purple lights flashing wildly. No one’s paying attention, but it’s still a risk.

“Hudson, no.”

He smirks as he spreads my legs apart with his hands and then he pulls my

panties down my thighs, which I step out of before he stuffs them into his pocket.

“Perv,” I tell him and his grin grows.

“I know.”

Hudson lifts his mouth to my pussy and my body immediately shudders at the sudden contact.

His tongue darts inside of me and I bite down my bottom lip to stop myself from moaning.

“You taste so good,” he says, in between torturous licks.

I bury my hands in his thick hair, gripping the soft tufts in my fists, bringing his mouth closer to me.

When I’m with him, it’s like I’m a whole new person. I want to be wild and I want to take risks no matter what. And if anyone sees us now, I won’t care, because I want him to make me come and lose my senses. I’m so high on him right now.

Drawing me out of my lost thoughts, Hudson’s tongue continues to assault my clit, teasing and sucking, exploring.

I rest my right leg around his shoulder because my legs aren’t strong enough to stand any longer.

He slides a finger and then two inside of my pussy and fingers me, working skillfully as he dives deep into my pool of wetness.

I come unexpectedly, my body trembling uncontrollably to the point that I close my eyes shut.

“Oh my God,” I whisper breathlessly as Hudson stands up and places his palms around my waist to keep me standing up straight.

“I’ll be right back,” he says leaving my hand and disappearing into the crowd.

The air around me is insanely hot, mixed with the smell of sweet perfume and people’s sweat from dancing for hours. Or is it just me?

I pat my face down with my palms hoping that I still look alright, and straighten my dress as I head back to the booth where Matt and Taylor are.

Without my underwear on. Can this get any more awkward?








  
  39

  
  
  He Can’t Really Love You

  
  




PARKER




I’m standing outside Dr. Vera Callahan’s white Victorian-styled home.

It resembles a dollhouse with its wraparound porch, grey-shingled roof, dark green door, and a tower room that juts out of the second floor of the house.

I took a 3 p.m. train ride to Connecticut as soon as I got off from work.

Being in New Canaan is like a breath of fresh air. The town is small and cute, similar to those in movies with little cafes at every corner and antique stores with families everywhere. Sometimes it feels good to be away from the rush of the city.

Besides, the air is fresher without the constant stench of car fumes and greasy food takeouts on every avenue. There aren’t any police cars or ambulance vans rushing around here. Just the lull of nature.

I tuck my hair on both sides, inhale deeply, and press the doorbell. A few moments pass before the door is opened and an elderly man dressed in a tuxedo with white gloves stands there.

He’s smiling even though he doesn’t even know me and it momentarily reminds me of my grandpa and how he’d always be smiling whenever I’d head to L.A. to be with him and grandma.

I have a soft side when it comes to the elderly. Besides, who can’t help but like being around adorable old people? They were certainly better than people my age.

“How can I help you, young lady?” he asks slowly.

“I came to see Dr. Vera Callahan. My name is Parker. She invited me here today,” I tell him.

“Oh, yes. I remember her telling me about you coming. I suppose I forgot,” he murmurs. “I’m Ms. Callahan’s butler, Charles.”

He holds out a wrinkly hand and I shake it. “I’m pleased to meet you, Charles.”

“The pleasure is all mine. Let me take you to Ms. Callahan.” He steps aside and lets me into the house.

The foyer’s ceiling is the first impressive thing I notice when I walk into the house. It’s with a smooth creamy surface and darker wooden panellings that have intricate carvings of flowers and vines. It’s beautiful.

In the middle of the ceiling is an impressive crystal chandelier directly above a dark wooden table with a vase of pretty flowers.

Even though the house is probably over a hundred years old, it feels like things stopped in time from the Victorian Era and nothing has changed.

I follow Charles as he leads me across the foyer to the double glass doors and pushes them open.

“She’s in the garden,” he says as he steps aside and lets me through.

I go out into the garden to find the grass freshly manicured and different rows of rose trees trimmed to perfection.

Just ahead there’s a wooden deck in the middle of the garden with a dark-haired woman sitting in a chair with a book.

As I approach her, she twists her head in my direction and I’m immediately stunned by the youth on her face even though her website states that she’s forty-nine years old.

Her hair is kept in a pin-straight long bob, not one strand out of place and when she smiles, it touches her blue almond-shaped eyes. She’s very elegant in her pale blue wrap dress.

“Hello, you must be Parker.” She reaches out and shakes my hand lightly.

“Yes, thank you so much for meeting with me Dr. Callahan,” I say as I take a seat across from her.

“You can call me Vera and I have to say I mostly agreed out of intrigue,” she explains. “It’s very rare that I get to hear from my patients directly or indirectly. Especially in Hudson’s case.”

I pull out the letter from my jeans pocket. His psychological evaluation. The surface is crinkled from all the hours I’ve spent opening the letter, trying to make sense of everything.

“I received this from someone and I don’t think they had any good intentions by giving it to me.” I hand her the letter.

Vera’s eyes scan the letter promptly before she folds it, and places it in the middle of the table. “They really didn’t have any good intention, but first I want to know who you are to Hudson.”

“He’s my boyfriend,” I say.

It feels weird discussing him like this with someone I don’t even know, but she knows him. Possibly better than I do.

Vera takes in a deep breath and gives me a small smile. “Do you want anything to drink?”

“No, thank you.”

“Okay.” She sits up straighter and stares me straight in the eye. “I can’t discuss anything much with you because I did evaluate him and he was my patient, so I would be breaking a code of conduct if I had to discuss his issues.”

“I won’t take up much of your time, all I want is some kind of explanation. I have no idea what I’m involved in,” I say, lifting the letter. “This partly explains why he acts the way he does.”

“I believe Hudson suffers from some form of psychopathy as he was ranked highly likely to be a high-functioning sociopath,” Vera says plainly. “It’s unfortunate that you have become involved with him.”

My heart stops beating for a second and I can feel my chest closing in on me. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not his fault that he is the way he is. And I can’t go into details about his past. But it is difficult and almost impossible to maintain a healthy relationship with someone with his diagnosis.”

“Is there any way to help him?” My voice is small, my throat is dry.

I need that glass of water now.

Vera smiles at me, but it’s a sad, sympathetic smile. “Parker, how serious is your relationship with him?”

“I love him.”

“Look, I know you came to me for answers, I can’t give you anything else. All I can say is,” Vera looks at the paper in front of us, “is that you are going to endure suffering if you choose to stay.”

“Is there no medication or therapy?” My heart has regained its beat, but it pounds away in my ears. This isn’t what I wanted to hear.

“There have been attempts. It’s untreatable and they rarely complete therapy unless they’re forced to,” she says. “I suggest you get a therapist in Manhattan. I’ll give you a few recommendations of past colleagues.”

“For Hudson?”

Vera looks up at me. “For you.”

“What exactly is wrong with a Sociopath?” I ask.

Vera Callahan’s next words chill me to the bone.

“They’re almost incapable of emotion. Meaning he can’t really love you, at least not the way he’s telling you, Parker. Staying with them can be very dangerous, especially for your mental health. He’s going to be extreme, and impulsive, he’s going to make you experience things you’ve never experienced with any other human being. Be careful. You always have to be careful.”
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“You’re doing it again,” June says snapping me out of my daydream.

“What?”

“Spacing out. Is the manuscript that boring?” Her round-frame reading glasses sit on the bridge of her nose and she momentarily reminds me of a short old lady with spunk.

“No, it’s good. It’s about werewolves,” I mumble.

She scrunches her nose. “Oh no. Let me guess, is the main guy an Alpha named Xavier with an eight pack, smooth ass, and dominance issues?”

I smile sheepishly. “You guessed right.”

“I gave those a chance, but never again.” She shivers as if from a bad experience. “I don’t know why these authors think it’s okay to allow abuse because it’s a freaking werewolf novel. I swear to God, I hope we get the opportunity to read work only solicited through agents in the future.”

“That would mean less junk, although it’ll be tough for the other great authors out there,” I say, closing my MacBook shut.

I yawn. I feel really tired, especially since I’m pulling in extra hours since Lex still hasn’t found a job. It’s getting slightly ridiculous, considering, I have classes to attend and this is just an internship.

“It’s a tough world,” June tells me as she finishes the last few bites of her spicy hard shell taco that we had gotten for lunch at a Taco Bell a block away from Gulliver Books.

I couldn’t agree more. It’s been about three days since I’ve been to Dr. Vera Callahan and since I’ve last seen Hudson. Something inside of me cracked and there’s only a matter of time before it shatters.

With regards to what Vera had told me, I exist in limbo with Hudson. I’m not sure what to do or what to feel and her last few words cut into me each time, melting with my dark thoughts.

He can’t really love you. He can’t really love me. He’s a sociopath. He can’t feel any emotions. It’s not his fault. It’s a game. I’m a game. Is everything a lie? What am I going to do?

What I do feel is that I’m slowly losing my sanity. Am I that easy, that delusional? I knew there was something wrong, but I just didn’t want to accept it before.

Too fucking late now. I mean you’re falling in love with him each time he fucks you and breaths hotly into your ear as he comes inside of you that he “loves you”. You believe him every single Goddamn time he swears he’s not fucking anyone else. He doesn’t LOVE YOU, Parker. I think it’s time to pull the rug from under your feet! Inhale the burn of reality. You allowed this to happen. You’re pathetic because you just want attention. You never got it from mommy and daddy, so now you want Hudson and it doesn’t even matter if he’s slowly destroying you.

“Parker?”

I glance up at June, my head swimming with a new headache as I turn off my thoughts.

“I’m sorry. I just didn’t sleep enough last night,” I say.

June grins. “So, who’s keeping you up at night?”

“Jane Eyre. It’s for class,” I lie. I read the book ahead of time. The real reason is that I’m waiting for Hudson to call.

He hasn’t called me all these days. He always calls. I stare at my phone at 3 a.m. watching him post status after status on Instagram at various parties in Manhattan. What is up with him?

And then I did the unthinkable and started searching up real-life relationship stories with sociopaths and the results weren’t in my favor.

I prayed for different answers, yet the bitter truth stared me in the face. Narcissistic, good in bed, pathological liar, manipulative. Cheater. Charming.

And then I got sick and puked all my dinner in the toilet, my stomach tightening as I clutched the toilet seat so tightly that my knuckles turned white. I choked expecting more to come out, but there was nothing more. Just tears and frustration.

“So there’s no guy? I think you’re trying to hide him. Is he a hottie?” June pries and I usually don’t mind, but if it’s about Hudson, I don’t want to talk about it.

“I don’t want to talk about my dating life right now, J,” I say in the nicest way possible so that I don’t sound like a total bitch right now.

Her face goes pink. “Oh no. I’m sorry. Sometimes, I don’t know how to keep within the boundary and I talk unnecessarily.”

“No, don’t apologize. It’s just that love is not really my favorite subject right now.”

“Which is why you’re coming out with us tonight. You say no every Friday, but tonight you’re coming to SoHo with us,” June promises with a mischievous wink.

Maybe you can put up Instagram stories too and make him jealous for not calling. It’s probably not worth it, but it’ll be fun.

“I will think about it,” I tell June, taking a celery stick from the container in the middle of our table.

“Oh, you are coming. Forget about going home. You’re going to have fun. The girls and I get together and do a clothes swap. I’m sure we can find something for you,” June says. “Besides, you can’t be sad on a Friday night.”

I smile. “I’m not sad.”

She shakes her head. “You’re a really bad liar, Parker. Clearly, you look like you’ve been through hell. But I’m here for you, okay baby?”

“Thank you for being there.”

“Always, now there’s this new kind of nightclub opening tonight in Soho. It’s a rooftop club,” June says.

My phone buzzes on my desk twice and then my screen lights up and two new texts pop up from Hudson.

My heart jumps at the sight of his name. After everything, my body still reacts to him. I slide my finger across the screen and head into our chat.

Hey —H

I missed you xx —H

A third text comes through and I can feel the tears burning at the back of my eyes. Fuck.

I love you and I can’t wait to be inside of you. Meet me tonight? I’ll make it worth your while, sexy (: —H

I switch the phone screen up and instead listen to June. It’s best if things are this way. I’m not going to message him back. I’m not going to see him tonight.
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I check my phone again. It’s been five hours but Parker hasn’t texted me back. That’s odd. I usually don’t wait so long for a response.

I go into Instagram to see if there’s anything of interest there and her story comes up first on the row of stories.

So I go into it and see several stories. The first one was posted fifty-four minutes ago and it’s of her, in a thin silver dress that barely covers her ass. What the fuck is she trying to do? Why is she not answering my texts?

Because she’s busy bitching around, playing hard to get obviously. God, she fucking annoys me. I thought—I thought she was different.

I go into our chat on Instagram and call her three times, before trying to video call her. There’s nothing. She’s just not picking up.

Fine. She wants to be difficult? Fine. Fuck her.

I grab a beer and pace around the silent penthouse before emptying two more bottles and taking a line of cocaine.

And then I try calling her again, but she doesn’t pick up. There’s just the fucking annoying ringing tone. Anger surges through me and I fling my phone across the room. The sound of it hitting the floor and the glass cracking, makes me feel good, but not good enough. I want to hurt someone. I can feel the hot pressure building up inside of me.

I grab my keys to the Mustang and take the elevator where Jen approaches me as soon as I step out into the hotel’s foyer.

“Mr. Saylor-Tyne, would you like anything this evening?” she asks in her chirpy voice.

Honestly, I don’t get why people are so happy all the time. I can’t understand it or even begin to imagine how they feel. When they smile and laugh or glow, they genuinely mean it. Unlike how I have to fake it every fucking second. There’s nothing to be chirpy about.

“No,” I say thinly as I brush past her.

No, Jen, I certainly don’t want

any-fucking-thing from you.

She must look confused right now because I’ve never spoken to her like that ever since she began working here. It’s always nice Hudson, reasonable Hudson, kind Hudson. Unfortunately, tonight it’s vacant Hudson with anger fueling my quick steps as I reach the revolving doors.

The valet has my car out front and I climb in, shoving the keys into the ignition and starting the engine.

As the car roars to life, I rummage around the console for my other phone and when I find it, I pull out onto the road. Hopefully, I won’t break this one too.

I try calling her once more. She doesn’t pick up. This time it takes me straight to voicemail.

“Hi, this is Parker, leave a message.”

“Why are you being so fucking infuriating? Are you busy sleeping with some other guy right now? I bet you are. Answer my calls!” I shout.

I go into my tracking app and add Parker’s phone number into the search box before pressing the search icon.

The map loads and sure enough Parker’s phone signal is pinging off in SoHo. She’s seven minutes away from where I am, at a club called Wild Vixen.

I know where that is. It’s one of New York’s most notorious spots for bitches.

When I reach the club, I flash my ID at bouncers and they stamp my hand before I take the staircase down into the nightclub.

It’s dark and illuminated with pale green strobe lights. Music pulses through the air and my eyes are searching the sea of sticky bodies dancing.

I see her. She’s near the bar and she’s smiling and talking to a dark-haired guy who’s standing close to her. Too fucking close for my liking. His right hand is on the bar, but I can see it moving closer toward Parker. Fuck that. I already know I’m going to break every bone in his body as I move in their direction.

I push through the crowds of people, a few of them swearing behind me as I shove them out of the way.

Parker suddenly looks in my direction as I approach them, her grey eyes grow large as fear crosses her face.

“So, what do you say about that second drink, huh? Or maybe one at my place?” The guy is asking Parker as I grab him by the collar of his shirt.

He swings around, startled by me, and doesn’t anticipate anything until I punch him in the nose. Pain travels through my knuckles as I punch him again, catching him in the jaw this time.

“Hudson, what the hell is wrong with you?!” Parker screams as she grabs my arms, but I push her off.

She made me mad. She asked for this to fucking happen.

Hot anger surges through my veins as the guy attempts to take a swing at me.

“How about you and I get a fucking drink, huh?” My eyes search the bar top and I grab the open tequila bottle, before holding the guy down and shoving the bottle into his mouth.

He chokes and people start gathering around us, but I continue to watch as he struggles for air, the tequila spilling from the corners of his mouth.

“What is wrong with you?” Parker tugs at my t-shirt and I glance at her for a split second, her grey eyes full of tears.

“You better get out of my club before I call the cops!” A man shouts, from somewhere behind the bar.

I throw the tequila bottle down and grab Parker’s arm as I drag her out of the nightclub.

She doesn’t protest, attempt to strike me, or cry as we reach the Mustang. I open the door for her and she silently gets inside and when I get in beside her, she’s staring straight ahead.

For the first time, I’m confused by her emotion. I can’t tell what she’s thinking.

“We need to end this,” she says after a moment.

I sit back in my seat and start the car up, before pulling out onto the road.

Instead of answering her, I just drive to nowhere in particular.

“I hate you,” she whispers. “I hate you, Hudson.
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I stare at Hudson as he continues to drive faster, pressing down on the accelerator, his bloodied knuckles tight around the wheel.

“Stop it!” I yell, but Hudson doesn’t even flinch. “You’re a fucking maniac, you know that?”

“What were you doing there?” he asks.

“How did you know where I was?” I counter. “What are you tracking me now?”

He laughs as if I’ve said something hilarious. “Oh, please don’t flatter yourself.”

“You’re crazy. You can’t treat someone like a possession!”

He suddenly stops the car dead in the middle of the dark street. It looks like a quiet neighborhood.

“What did I do this time? Because you were ignoring me, dressed up like

a—” He runs his hands around the wheel.

“Like a what?” I ask, tears blurring my vision. “Like a whore?”

He turned to me, his jaw clenched. “I don’t know. Do you feel like one?”

I nod, staring out of my car window. “So how should I feel every time you lie or do that to me?”

“You’re so fucking clueless and paranoid that you’re too busy making up shit!” His voice is thick with anger.

“You do lie! Ever since I’ve met you I’ve become miserable. This is like a game to you!” I scream, and all my anger and energy is bursting through me.

All the things I want to say are sitting at the back of my throat. “I don’t know who you are, Hudson. But I do know that there’s something very wrong and that it won’t ever work out.”

“If I’m such a fucking horrible, miserable person, get the fuck out right now. It’s not like I’m dying to be with you anyway, Parker,” he says, getting out of the car and walking over to my side.

He opens the doors and takes my arm, before pulling me towards him. “I don’t think I need to—to explain myself to you any longer. Get out of my life. I’m sick of you and this relationship!”

The words are lodged in my throat and tears fall without warning as I watch him get back into the car and drive away.

It’s like I can’t breathe anymore. His words stab me in the heart each time I replay them over and over in my head. I can’t even begin to understand how it escalated so fast. He really is heartless like in all those posts I’ve read of women in relationships with people like him.

I try to gather myself together as I call an Uber after finding the street name and then I go straight back to the apartment.

As soon as I walk in through the door, Lex is there on my bed waiting for me with a fresh white linen towel, clean pajamas, and cup of noodles.

I texted her on the way home and told her everything, so I just fall into her arms and cry my heart out as she rubs my back soothingly.

“He’s a dick and he didn’t deserve you, babe,” she says. “I swear to God, I want to murder him and bury his body in some rotting pile of shit.”

“I know he has issues, but that doesn’t give him the right to treat me or anyone else like that.”

“He’s such a sociopath,” Lex whispers with bitterness lacing her voice.

If only she knew how true that was.

“You know, I dated this one guy and he was such an asshole throughout our relationship,” she tells me.

I try to listen to Lex, but I zone out of the conversation, replaying his words over and over again. It just won’t stop.

It’s not like I’m dying to be with you, Parker. Don’t flatter yourself. Do you feel like one? You’re so fucking clueless and paranoid.

“You should have a bath. And maybe we can watch something after,” Lex says, after telling me about, Rob, one of her exes.

The thing with Rob is that he didn’t manipulate, lie, cheat, half murder random strangers and call his ex a whore.

Hell, Ryan never did any of those things even though we ended badly. He cheated and that was it.

I leave Lex and take my phone as I head into the bathroom, where I run a quick bath with a Rosehip essential oil.

There are multiple texts from June. She probably saw the whole scene at the club. I just can’t face her or her texts right now. It’s so fucking embarrassing.

I block Hudson on Instagram and Facebook, before blocking his number and taking it off my phone.

His pictures are still in my gallery and I slowly go through them. How could he do this to me?

My heart swells with pain, yet desire still travels through me as I go through more of his pictures. I’m so fucking stupid. What is wrong with me? I close my eyes and touch myself, my fingers sliding against my wet clit.

He’s touching me, running his long fingers down my slick folds and I gasp as he pushes two fingers inside of me, always with his middle and index. In and out. Slowly and then faster. His thumb works the nub as he finger fucks me and I cry out as I come.

My body jolts with immediate pain and pleasure as images of Hudson fill my mind.

When I open my eyes, I’m all alone in the tub and all that remains of him is the trembling sensation that his memory brings.

I close my eyes and let the tears fall.

This coming week is graduation. Maybe it will be good to head to Staten Island with my parents for a while. Even with their awful company, I’ll find some peace in it. I can’t even remember when last I talked to either of them.

And I’ll probably keep myself busy with packing since Lex and I have to part ways. She’s moving into Kyle’s townhouse which is rent-free because he inherited it from his late grandmother.

“Parker, do you want to watch Bates Motel? We were supposed to watch it and I thought we could do this before graduation,” Lex says, on the other side of the bathroom door.

I don’t want to. All I want to do is climb into my bed and close my eyes and hope I wake up only to realize that it was all just a nightmare.

“Sure,” I say, as I climb out of the tub and wrap the linen towel around my body.

I brush the knots out of my hair and stare at myself for the first time in a long time in the mirror.

There’s no makeup on my face, so I can now see the dark circles, red-ringed grey eyes, and hollow, pale face staring right back at me.

I look horrible and I feel just as horrible inside. It’s been weeks since I’ve been to any yoga class too, almost like everything I was interested in before, is no longer a priority.

Before him, life wasn’t complicated. I was a smart woman with goals. How did I let things get like this? My life revolved around him and what he did and what he wanted.

Taking a deep breath, I leave the bathroom and change into the pajamas, before heading to the living room.

Lex and I eat cup noodles, but I abandon mine halfway through because I feel like I’ll puke. Instead, I stare ahead at the TV like an empty zombie as I try to forget.








  
  43

  
  
  Graduation Party

  
  




PARKER




It’s been three days since graduation and I’m at my parents’ house where they’re holding a small graduation party for me.

I was told it was going to be small, but the doorbell just keeps on ringing and suddenly more guests show up. But I’m not even annoyed that my parents splashed a few thousand dollars on me tonight for an ideal grad party.

I’m glad that they’re being themselves, spoiling guests with exquisite canapes and pretty drinks as they show off their well-deserved lifestyle.

My mother insisted on me wearing an Atelier Versace Spring Collection 2021 dress and honestly, I can’t feel any more beautiful and delicate than I do in this pale blue dress with a high slit and jewel-encrusted corset. Beautiful on the outside and empty on the inside.

“Can you believe college is over?” Lex asks me and I barely get time to reply before she’s off in the direction of a waiter holding a tray of boozy drinks.

The doorbell rings and I can see my parents are too engaged in their conversation, so I paste on my best smile across my face and go to open the door.

I almost drop my glass of wine when I see Hudson, his mother, Victoria, and his father standing there. I feel my smile disappear immediately.

What the fuck?

After a week of mental anguish, crying, and relieving the pain, this bastard dares to stand in my doorway in a fucking black suit, holding a bouquet of dark red roses as if nothing happened between us.

Like he didn’t just leave me in the middle of the road.

“Hi.” The words sound icy leaving my mouth.

“Congratulations, Parker.” Victoria steps forward and kisses my cheek. “Your mother called and insisted that we come for your party. We’re so proud of you.”

Hudson’s father steps forward and kisses my cheek too. “Congratulations. It’s good to see you again, Parker.”

His dark, unsettling green eyes are fixed on mine as he smiles. A shiver runs down my spine as he grazes his palm against my shoulder before he leaves and follows his wife inside.

I just don’t like that man. There’s something weird about him and it unnerves me.

“Hey,” Hudson says, holding the flowers out to me.

I don’t take them. Instead, I fold my arms across my chest. “I appreciate your parents coming here, but you shouldn’t have come.”

And then I leave him standing in the doorway as I head back into the party. My glass of wine is finished, so I go in search of another in the kitchen where there are various wine bottles open.

I grab a bottle of red wine and pour some into a clean wine glass before taking a sip of the slightly sweet, tart liquid.

“Parker.”

I almost choke as I hear his voice. Hudson walks into the kitchen, leaving the red roses down on the granite countertop.

“Please just listen to me.”

“If you don’t get away from me, I’ll scream.” The threat in my voice is real.

He’s driven me to the point where I just don’t want to listen to him anymore. Because I’m afraid that I’ll just fall back into his world and I’ll never end this stupid cycle of going back and forth.

“Are you crazy? Can you please stop acting like this?” He takes a step forward and I slam my glass down on the countertop.

“Am I crazy? Hmm, I don’t know. But I’ll do anything for you to get away from me. Do you want to take that chance?”

He nods, his green eyes piercing right through me. “If that’s what you want.”

“Oh, trust me, if I could erase your face from my memory I would,” I say. “I’m done being your mat so you can stop walking all over me and my feelings.”

“Please let me explain—” he begins, but I cut him off.

“I don’t want to listen to the excuse

this time.”

I watch as he leaves the kitchen, before letting out a deep breath while grasping the edge of the cold counter.

I’m in my safe zone. He’s at my house. He can’t just do wrong and then decide to apologize when he realizes he messed up.

I am not his toy. I have rights and he can’t keep on abusing them because he has issues.

Dr. Callahan said it herself, he doesn’t love me. Not the way I love him. It’s the fact that I still love him that tears my heart apart inside.

He told me he loved me a hundred times before while kissing me, fucking me, and even while we lay in bed together.

Imagine being with someone and you don’t even know who they really are? Because truthfully, I don’t know the real Hudson.

Vera called me once since our meeting and wished me the best, hoping that I “make the right decision”.

This is for the best, I tell myself as I head back into the living room.

My skin is prickled with goosebumps as I scan the room for him, but he’s nowhere to be seen. It’s for the best, I remind myself. I can’t keep putting my heart on the chopping block for him.

Only his parents are visible, drinking wine and talking to my parents who are completely unaware of anything.

Maybe he really left. If he did, then he did both of us a huge fucking favor.

I continue to mingle with my parents for another hour and when Hudson’s face doesn’t show up again, I leave the party and head upstairs to my bedroom. My feet are killing me from walking around in heels all evening and I can feel the effects of an oncoming headache.

My skin is sticky and I can hardly wait to scrub off all the make-up from my face, so I run a bath as I head into the adjoining bathroom.

“Parker, please don’t scream.”

A hand clamps over my mouth and I feel him come up behind me.

“I just want to talk. I don’t want to lie or give you any bullshit story, please just talk to me,” he whispers against my ear, his hot breath tickling my skin.

I stop struggling in his tight grip and Hudson lets go before I turn around to face him.
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“You’ve been in my room for an hour because you want to talk?” I ask as I move towards the door. “Seems ridiculous to me because you don’t know how to talk Hudson.”

“I locked it,” Hudson says, holding up the large brass key for my room door, before shoving it into his pocket.

“Can you please open the door? I’m not very comfortable with this.”

He stares at me blankly, standing completely still. “I can’t do that, Parker. You’ll leave without giving me a chance.”

“A chance?” I shake my head and laugh. Is he serious? “Hudson you don’t deserve anything. Do you remember our last conversation or was that all in my head? You know because I’m fucking delusional.”

He takes a step closer and I watch his every move closely. “I know, I fucked up. I was high and angry because you blew me off to be there in that nightclub. You should have known better.”

“How did you even know I was there? You said I was so fucking clueless and paranoid that I was making shit up.” My voice wavers as I remember his exact words.

“I made a mistake. I didn’t know what I was saying.” He takes another step closer, his eyes searching mine. “Please give me a chance, Parker. You know I want to put things in the past and that I love you.”

“You don’t love me!” I cried out. “Stop lying to me and making me believe in things that aren’t true! You’re tiring me mentally Hudson.”

“I do love you.” He grabs my hand and I pull away, but his grip is strong and my confidence shrinks as he towers over me, his green eyes hotly fixed on mine. “I know I messed up and you don’t believe me, but I do love you.”

“You told me to get the fuck out of the car. It was in the middle of the night, Hudson. You didn’t care about me enough to leave me stranded in the middle of the street. If you do it once, you’ll do it again,” I say, trying to shove him off.

His hands move upwards so that he’s now clutching my shoulders. “I don’t know why I did it. Please don’t leave me, Parker. I—I’ll try to fix this, okay?”

I stare into his wild green eyes, the words evaporating in my mouth.

“Parker, I know that you love me too. Can’t you feel the energy between us? When I touch you, when we’re together, can’t you feel that we’re meant to be together?” His hot breath is on my lips. “When I’m inside of you.”

I shake my head, my mind is swimming with confusion. “Please don’t do this to me. You can have anyone you want. Just leave me alone.”

“I want you and if I can’t be with you, I swear to you that I will jump off that building,” he whispers, his eyes glistening with tears. “I’ll fulfill my dad’s promise because I’m just a fucking coward. But I love you, Parker.”

“Why would you do that?” A sudden pang of guilt hits my chest.

“Because I always fuck things up,” he whispers. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

“That doesn’t mean you need to hurt yourself,” I tell him. “You need to heal yourself or see someone Hudson. Like a professional psychologist. Or we’re just going to keep on going in circles.”

He nods and cups my face in his hands. “I promise. I’ll see someone.”

I glance down, relief washing over me. “I need to bath and sleep. I’m tired. Can I text you later?”

“Let me make it up to you.” His lips brush the corner of my mouth.

“I think a break would be good and then I’ll see you again when I come back to Manhattan.” I press my palms against his chest.

I can feel the warmth radiating from within him and I momentarily close my eyes as his spicy masculine scent invades my senses.

“I know,” he whispers, moving his left hand along the slit of my dress.

His fingers make contact with my skin and immediately my pulse quickens. Hudson moves his lips along my neck and my lips part at the contact.

“But I don’t want to wait. Let me make it up to you, Parker,” he murmurs as he lightly nibbles my earlobe. “I want to taste you.”

His words send shivers down my spine and I sigh as I slump into his arms, his warm lips kissing each spot of my throat tenderly.

“We shouldn’t,” I say even though my body is still reacting to his kisses and his skillful touch. “Sex isn’t going to fix everything for us, Hudson.”

“Are you sure about that?” He grabs me by my waist and moves me towards the bed.

Hudson pushes me back onto the mattress, before taking off his black dinner suit jacket and then I watch as he carefully removes his matching black tie, with his poisonous green eyes trained on me.

“Trust me, okay?” He leans over me and before I can anticipate what he’s doing, Hudson takes my hands and binds my wrists with his tie above my head.

“Dominant?” I wonder aloud and he smiles as he kisses my cheek.

“I have my kinks and I love it when you have no control at all.” His lips linger on mine.

A tingle spreads through me as Hudson grips the zipper of my dress and pulls it down, before tugging my dress and slipping it off my body.

His hot gaze sweeps over me as he drops my dress to the floor and my clit clenches when he places both his palms on my thighs, spreading my legs apart.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” he says as he grips the edges of my white lace panties and moves them down my legs.

I can feel the hot, wetness in between my legs grow. My heart pounds as Hudson discards my underwear and bra before climbing over me.

With my hands bound, I feel so completely exposed and he can see all of me thoroughly.

He stares at me thoughtfully for a few seconds, his dark brows bunched in concentration.

“Would you happen to have a candle anywhere around your room?” he asks, standing up and removing his black watch, before placing it on the side table.

“A candle?” I ask. “Check in the drawer of that old desk. There could be one.”

I watch as he moves towards the desk and rummages through the drawer until he successfully retrieves a long white candle along with an old box of long matchsticks.

“What are you going to do with that?” I ask when he strikes the match against the box and lights the wick.

He switches my room light off, so that we’re in total darkness, before climbing above me once again, both his legs on either side of me.

“Did you ever touch candle wax for fun?” he asks, watching the orange flame as it danced back and forth.

I nod silently.

“Wax play,” he says. “I’ve done it before. It intensifies the sensation when you’re turned on. I won’t hurt you, do you want to try it?”

I swallow hard. “Yeah.”

“Red is our safety word. If you want me to stop, you have to say red,” he explains. “If you don’t like it, I’ll stop altogether.”

“Okay.” My voice is barely audible. There’s a mixture of pleasure and fear of having wax on my skin.

“Relax,” Hudson whispers as he moves the candle above my shoulder.

“I’m holding it this high so that when it touches your skin, it won’t burn as much as it usually would.”

I watch as he tilts the candle and a drop of wax falls. Then second it touches my skin, a soft burning sensation travels through my body and disappears in almost seconds. It feels strangely sexy.

“How did that feel?” Hudson’s green eyes study me. His face looks even more beautiful now, illuminated by candlelight.

“Good,” I tell him. “I want more.”

He smiles, pleased at this request, so he brings the candle over my stomach and tilts it slightly as more wax drips down this time.

An unexpected moan escapes my throat as the wax dribbles down my abdomen, sending waves of pleasure straight to my pussy.

“Or how about here.” Hudson drips more wax on my thigh and I close my eyes as I arch my back.

“Do you like it?” He asks placing more drops and I cry out as desire ripples through my body.

“It feels so good,” I whisper.

My clit throbs as I’m blinded by desire and my breathing has stopped altogether.

“Look at me,” he whispers. “I want you to watch me make you come, Parker.”

I open my eyes and watch as he pours wax on the wooden surface of the side table before placing the candle on it and then he moves lower, grabbing both my thighs as he settles in between my legs.

The prolonged anticipation is almost unbearable as he peppers warm kisses along my inner thigh.

“Please,” I whimper, burying my hands in his thick black hair.

Hudson grips my thighs and goes all in, my eyes roll back and my wrists strain against his tie as I press my pussy against his mouth and his devilish tongue slides inside of me.
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Parker rolls off me just after an amazing round of sex. The rush of the orgasm is still thrumming in my veins. Fucking her is the best thing ever and I don’t think I’m going to stop anytime soon.

“Thank you,” she whispers after a long beat of silence.

“What for?” I ask as she rests her chin on my chest and runs her fingers across my abdomen.

“For always pleasuring me,” she says.

Well, I was lucky that I swooped in and got the chance to take your virginity before anyone else, I silently thought.

That dick ex of hers, Ryan, would never have made Parker come as many times as I have.

That’s one of the advantages of being me. I know that I’m good in bed. I know that I can eat pussy well and I know Parker loves it when I suck her clit carefully and dive deeply inside of her with my tongue. And then I use two fingers—always the middle and index—to finger her until she’s squirting all over the place.

That’s when she grabs my hair tightly in her fists and then comes just for me.

“You please me too,” I tell and it’s true.

I love how she gives me head. She always deep throats and circles that tongue of hers around my cock.

We have good chemistry. But, there is something about Parker that’s proving to be a big fucking problem.

See, when I sourced her out, it was for the chase and the thrill. I saw that vulnerability of hers that first night I saw her at that rager. She was in tears and that gave me easy access to her and the fact that she’s fucking hot is a plus.

I know that I essentially fuck up every relationship that I’m in but along the way, I need to have someone by my side because it really does get lonely. Especially now that Diana was gone, my loneliness was tenfold. When I told Parker, I don’t want to be alone anymore, I was telling her the truth.

It was lonely growing up in my family. Matt and my sister Cass were never there and my mom was busy “seeing” her therapist. And yes, by seeing I meant fucking. There was absolutely no filter when it came to my parents.

I was eight and my mom had just come back after her midnight session with Dr. Cameron. My father slapped her and then all I could hear were the earsplitting screams coming from their bedroom as Tom and Jerry played on the television set in front of me.

When my father was done forcing himself on her, he’d walk into the living room where I was, his white shirt disheveled and blood dripping from a scratch across his face.

He’d glare at me with those narrow green eyes, the same eyes I have and I’d look away.

That was the very first time, I had thought of murdering him. I know it’s absurd to think of an eight-year-old plotting murder, but the anger was there then. And it’s ever-present now.

Later that evening, I found my mom sitting on the floor in the bathroom. I couldn’t comfort her, because I didn’t know how to. If Matt was there he could’ve helped her feel better, but when she saw me, she started crying and I didn’t like it, because I didn’t understand it.

She held me close and I stayed with her that night. I suppose looking back at it now, she just took comfort in the fact that she could hold me close. I didn’t have to understand love to understand that.

Besides, why do people make a big deal out of love? It’s just a word that could be said by anyone for any reason. I bet there are millions of normal people out there that use the word for some kind of benefit.

The way I view it is like a transaction. I give and she takes. She gives and I take. Things are better this way.

I may not love the people I date, but I value the benefits of a relationship because I’m a human being too. Which is what most psychiatrists don’t get. I’m not a fucking lab rat with no emotion and zero conscience. I know things, I just don’t feel like the rules apply to me.

And I’m definitely not going to turn into Patrick Bateman from American Psycho overnight with a lust for murdering random people. Well, on occasion, I can’t be responsible for my anger.

Parker wants me to change. Like all of them do. I hate looking into her eyes and seeing the judgment. She thinks I’m psychotic and crazy for being possessive. It’s just the way I am.

I can’t stop the urge to raise my fist and I suppose that is something I inherited from my bastard of a father. Or maybe it’s just me.

How can I change? I can’t change for someone even though Parker is an exceptionally amazing woman. She’s fun and smart, but she doesn’t understand me and how I work.

If the bullshit from my past had never resurfaced, things would have been easier.

I try to blend in and achieve normal things normal people have. A job, a car, a home to come to at night, and someone that loves me and wants to be around me.

Parker could provide all of the benefits I need if she’d just stop trying to change me. I accept her the way she is. It’s just me. I want to be me. I might not laugh at people’s attempts at lame jokes or force myself to like strangers, but I’m never going to change. I can feel it. There’s no hope for someone like me.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks, kissing my neck.

“Just thinking about work and you and I,” I tell her.

“I never get to be there and tell you that I’m proud of you for accomplishing Law School.” She sits up a little and stares into my eyes.

I can see how hard she’s trying to figure me out and she never will, not unless I tell her anything and that is not likely to happen.

“Thanks. I’m glad it’s over though.”

“I think we should move in,” she says after a while.

“I can hear a but,” I say.

This is great news. I’ve been trying forever to get her to move in, but this comes with a deal.

“But I want you to try to go for sessions.” She bites her bottom lip and watches me, waiting for me to say something.

“Parker—”

“I just want to help you because I love you. I don’t hate you, Hudson. I want us to have a chance,” she says.

I take a deep breath and smile at her.

“Sure. I’ll try.”

We spend the rest of the night talking about when we get back to Manhattan and it isn’t long before Parker falls asleep against me.

I watch her for a long while trying to figure out why she doesn’t give up on me. Everyone leaves at some point, but not her.
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I’m in a nightmare again. I’m choking on my own blood. That sharp, metallic liquid fills my mouth until I can’t breathe.

The bastard’s taken it too far this time. When I open my eyes I’m in the ER, bright fluorescent lights burning my eyes until they begin to water.

Fuck, my head hurts a lot, but I can hear my mother explaining to the doctor that I had tripped down the staircase. She’s lying for dad like she always does. I was shoved down the staircase by him.

Some part of me wishes that today is the day, that I get to die. To end this neverending cycle. I can’t do this anymore.

But when I wake up gasping for air, my heart thumping in my throat, I’m next to Parker’s naked body and we’re in the Penthouse at Saylor Towers back in Manhattan. And I’m fucking alive.

The clock only reads 3:46 a.m. but I can’t go back to sleep, not yet so I nudge Parker’s arm and she turns to me and I ask her to have sex.

It takes longer for me to come when she’s on top and that’s exactly what I need right now. I want the slow build-up so that I can forget the nightmare.

She gives me a few long strokes to get me hard, before placing my dick inside of her and I grab her hips as she throws her head back and moves up and down. It’s slow and fucking sexy and I can feel her getting wetter each time she comes back down on my dick.

The only sound that fills my ears is our heavy breathing and the sound of our bodies connecting with each thrust.

“Hudson,” Parker sobs as she comes and I come seconds later as I thrust one last time inside of her, filling her deeply as she falls over and kisses me deeply.

We lay together, the scent of our sex and her Red Door perfume filling my senses.

“Are you okay?” Parker asks finally after a minute of silence.

“Yes,” I reply in a monotonous voice.

I take a shower soon after and lock the door so that she doesn’t follow me in like she usually does so that we can go for another round.

The hot water travels down my back as I place my palms against the cool tile.

This might make me sound like an asshole and I’d love nothing more than to have her on her knees in front of me, but I can’t think straight right now with her around.

Instead, I focus on us moving in together today. Parker and I both decided that we could live in a townhouse in Manhattan and not in the Penthouse because it would suit both of us now that college is over.

I brought up the idea of a townhouse, knowing she’d agree because Parker is the type of girl who would like to lead a peaceful life knowing things are going to be okay.

So I showed her the place I’d found online a few days ago. The truth is, I’d found it around a month ago and bought the townhouse for twenty million from a young couple who had recently built the place and were now getting a divorce. It was a pretty good deal.

And I knew that I would somehow convince Parker to move in eventually, all I was waiting for was time. And that time has come.

I hear the door handle and I know it’s Parker. I turn off the faucet and head back into the room to find Parker sitting on the edge of the bed in just my faded grey t-shirt.

She’s watching me as I get dressed, biting her lip as she ponders on whether to ask me if I’m okay again because she can’t tell what’s wrong with me and why I’m being weird.

And if she does ask I might answer her coldly or just not answer her at all. She’s all around me and yes, I don’t want to be deserted, but right now I just don’t want her anywhere near me.

Sometimes, I try to understand why I am the way I am. I can read people’s emotions like it’s a case summary and I can mimic them but not actually feel them.

I try to remember if I was always this unloving, cruel, cold-hearted, and empty. Did that swirling void inside me suck up everything I could feel before?

My mother once told me that I was a happy child and unfortunately, I can’t remember that because the beatings came as I grew older, so I can’t even remember me being a fucking happy and ecstatic kid.

I remember my father’s fist though. Rough and always cut on the knuckles and his belt. The cruel look of anger on his face as he spat out obscenities at me, while I wondered, “Why?”

Sure, there are a lot of fucked up parents out there that hit their kids for having behavioral issues. But I can’t remember ever giving my dad a reason to beat me. He just did it because he hated me. Or so I assumed. He never touched Matt, so that made it easier to think he hated me.

The entire thing fascinated me for a while. I’d stare at my face in the mirror when my busted eye would finally heal and I’d see a younger version of my dad in the reflection.

I was him and he was me. Very often in my teens, I saw a lot of him in myself and I wondered for a moment if I was becoming him or if I was born this way. Always destined to be this way.

The only thing I do remember is feeling the depression eating me on the inside. It came and went. And sometimes when it came, it made me feel low and I hated myself to the point where I believed that I was a vile monster.

I’d be in the darkness for days, crying, drinking till I was sure I’d kill myself, taking lines of cocaine and fucking random girls till the lines of reality and dreams blurred. And then it disappears and I’m back to being determined and superficial.

And then there were days when Diana would tell me that I’m broken and that I needed to be fixed. Could I be fixed? I don’t know. I’m not some fucking piece of machinery, so how could I ever be fixed or be normal?

Parker doesn’t ask me anything as I pull my jeans on. Instead, she silently takes her towel and heads into the bathroom. When I hear the water, I grab the Mustang keys and leave the room.

I need a few hours to breathe before I could come back and face her again. Things just got good between us and I wasn’t going to mess it up right now.
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The townhouse is on the Upper East Side of Manhattan just a few blocks away from Central Park. The six-story building’s facade is made from Indiana Limestone.

I’ve spent enough time with my dad and his architectural magazines and notebooks to know a good house when I see one, but this is far too extravagant. Especially if it was just going to be Hudson and me. This place is for a family with lots of kids.

The interior is composed of walnut floors, marble countertops, crystal chandeliers, and fireplaces in almost every room of the house. There’s even a fully built roof deck with an enormous garden and hot tub. Seven bedrooms and eight bathrooms. It feels a little much.

“Don’t you like it?” Hudson is leaning against the wall as I stare at the spiral staircase ahead of us.

It has a beautifully crafted black, iron-cast filigree banister and goes all the way up.

“I love it,” I tell him as I run my hand along the cold banister. “But what are we going to do with all this space?”

“Have sex in every room,” he says playfully and I make a face, but he just grins. “I have a healthy sexual appetite.”

“If you had to be the personification of one of the deadly sins, you’d surely be lust,” I tell him.

“You say that as if it’s a bad thing. According to physicians, there’s no limit on the amount of sex you can have.”

“If you have a lot of sex for the right reasons, then I suppose it’s okay,” I say.

Hudson looks away and taps the banister, completely changing the subject as he continues to ask, “So, do you like it?”

“I said I love it.”

“Good.” He bends down and lifts the box at his feet, before going upstairs and I watch him until he’s gone.

He woke me up early this morning to have sex and then he completely shut off after that and I can’t understand what went wrong.

He’s not outwardly angry at me either. He just seems to be silently lost in his own world and doesn’t seem to want me around much.

I can engage in an argumentative battle with him until he tells me what’s wrong or I can ignore his tantrum and wait for him to come around.

I’ll choose the latter because working with him is like working with a child. You have to have the patience and thankfully I do.

Besides, all fighting does is drive a wide wedge between us, so even if he’s going to be difficult, I’m determined to make it work and help him.

He doesn’t love you, at least not the way he’s telling you. Dr. Callahan’s words come into my mind again like a reminder.

I’m risking my self-worth and heart, but I want to try with Hudson. Whatever toxicity he’d experienced when he was small, made a lasting effect on him. I need to speak to a therapist and somehow get Hudson to one.

According to the other blog posts, it’s extremely difficult to get people with ASPD to talk or even get within a few feet of a therapist.

But I’m still willing to try and help him. There’s no way that there can’t be any help at all. Technology and science are developing so rapidly, so it can’t be an impossibility.

“Hudson.” I walk up the stairs, peeking into each room already fitted with beds and clean blankets.

I find him in the main room right at the top, going through the box he’d carried up here.

He’s leaning against the king-sized bed, flipping through stacks of papers.

“Are you busy?” I come up behind him and place my hands around his broad shoulders.

“Not really,” he mumbles, his eyebrows knit together as he stares at the papers. “Why? Is something wrong?”

“Are you in a good mood?” I ask.

I see a small smirk appear on his face. “Hmm, it depends, Parker.”

“Do you want to have a little double date thing tonight? I think it could be cool if you and I could cook together and invite Matt and Taylor or Lex and Kyle. Or both,” I say carefully.

Hudson places the papers back into the box. “I really don’t want to see Matt and Taylor today, but if you want, you can invite Lex and Kyle. This is your home too.”

“Really? Thank you! I love you!” I kiss the side of his neck and Hudson quickly turns around and grabs my arms before pinning me down beneath him, his body crushing mine into the soft quilts.

“Oh, but after,” he says, leaning in and placing soft, warm kisses along my jaw. “After they leave, I’m going to have so much fun with you. I can’t wait to torture you.”

His knee is wedged in between my legs and he knows exactly what he’s doing as he presses it further up until he’s applying slight pressure to my pussy.

“And if I say no?” I challenge and Hudson raises his eyebrows.

“No? Then it’ll be three spanks for the wench!” He says dramatically rolling me over onto my stomach and gripping my hands behind my back.

“Hudson! You wouldn’t dare. My parents haven’t ever spanked me!” I yell as I laugh into the pillow. “Let me go.”

“Never? Well, I guess there’s a first for everything then,” he says in a sardonic tone.

I shut my eyes, thinking that he’s just joking until his palm really connects with my ass and there’s a stinging tingle that travels through me.

“Ah!” It actually feels good.

“Will you say no again?” He runs his fingers lightly across my butt and it feels so ticklish, yet so good as desire floods my veins.

He slaps my ass again, twice. “Will you say no?”

“Okay, I give up. I won’t,” I quickly say, chuckling as he lets go of my hands.

“Good,” he says kissing me on the lips and sliding his large palms around my waist.

Why can’t it be like this all the time? I silently wondered as we broke apart.

“Do you want to make Chinese or Mexican?” he asks as he stands up and adjusts his black t-shirt.

“Mexican,” I tell him.

“Okay. I’ll be right back. I’ll go and do some shopping. You can look around if you want,” he says, reaching for his wallet from inside the box, before leaving.

I reach into my jeans pocket and drop back against the bed as I text Lex about our plans for tonight.
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We’re at the Edge in Hudson Yards. It’s the tallest roof deck in the Western Hemisphere, suspended 100 stories in the air with a glass floor and angled glass walls looking out over Manhattan’s glorious skyscrapers.

Hudson has his arm around me as we savor the taste of the crisp, cool champagne in our glass flutes and watch the sunset colors melt into each other.

There are wide strokes of orange and pink painted across the sky with tiny white veins of clouds in between. It’s beyond beautiful and there’s even a slight breeze carrying mild tones of vanilla.

“Isn’t it cool up here?” Hudson asks as we stand against the glass wall, staring below. Everything is so insignificant from up here.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe, pressing my palm against the cool glass. “I can’t believe a place like this actually exists.”

“Maybe, we can find more places like this,” Hudson tells me. “I love traveling and exploring.”

The thought of us going on more dates in the future with the possibility of a hopefully normal relationship gave me butterflies.

It’s the best feeling in the world, standing up here with Hudson’s arms around me. Things can be good.

Things will be good, I think as I turn around to wrap my arms around Hudson, but as I do, I immediately want to swallow my last thought, because I see a familiar face come into view. Eric is there standing a few feet away from Hudson and me and before I can quickly turn back to the glass wall, he turns his head and his eyes shift directly to me.

“Parker? Is that you?” He walks over to us and I feel like melting into the glass floor beneath us.

Hudson stiffens beside me and turns around to see Eric standing right behind him.

“Don’t you remember me? Or was that like just a one-time thing and then you forgot all about me?” Eric asks. “I got your text but that was pretty cold of you, Parker.”

His tone is weird, almost cruel and mocking as he looks from Hudson to me and then back, his gaze lingering on Hudson a little longer.

What the hell is he doing? This is not how he is.

“I’m sorry, but who the fuck are you?” Hudson asks stepping forward, squaring his shoulders and towering over Eric.

I grab his hand and curl my fingers around his wrist to keep him from doing anything stupid.

“Just a friend,” Eric says coolly.

“How do you know, Parker?” Hudson asks.

Eric’s blue eyes flicker to mine for a split second before he looks at Hudson and smiles. “Oh, it was more of a coincidence, but I know you too, Hudson.”

“What?” I look up at Hudson, whose face is blank. He also doesn’t know what the hell is going on.

“Do you remember my sister, Hudson? Her name was Lily,” Eric says.

Hudson doesn’t reply. He looks like he wants to murder Eric instead of talking.

Eric turns to me and reaches into his coat to get something. “They said she killed herself, but I know it wasn’t that. Lily told me everything. But I made Diana cry and beg too after I started making her call Parker and then your brother.”

“Diana?” I look at Hudson. That was the name of his ex…

“I shoved her off that building,” Eric says to Hudson as he hands me a picture of a girl with icy blonde hair, naked in a bed with blood across her arms and on the bedsheets.

“It was a reminder. I took it when I found her,” Eric’s voice is shaky and his left eye twitches. He looks crazy.

I look away and feel the bile rising in my throat as Hudson suddenly starts walking away from where Eric and I are standing.

He drops his wine glass and it shatters against the floor. Everyone looks at him gasping and whispering in shock and I start after him but Eric grabs my hand.

There’s anger present in his dark eyes as he digs his fingers into my wrist, his voice is cold as he speaks.

“I’m not done. I won’t leave it like this. He’s a fucking monster and he won’t tell anyone what he did unless I do.”

I pulled my hand back. “You bumping into me that morning was all just an act? Sleeping me? What was that? I genuinely took you as a friend.”

Eric walks backward. “I’m sorry. Not everyone is who they say they are, Parker. I’ve been watching and waiting far too long. I’m going to make him pay and if you stick around, I’ll make you pay too.”

I watch as Eric leaves before I make my way down and by the time I reach the bottom of the building, there’s no sign of Hudson anywhere.

With trembling hands, I pull out my phone and call his number three times only for it to go to direct voicemail.

So I call Matt instead as I flag down a cab to our townhouse.

“Hey,” Matt answers in the third ring. “Long time no see, Parker. What’s up?

“Do you know where Hudson is?” I ask in a shaky voice.

“No.” I can hear the confusion in Matt’s voice. “Why?”

“I don’t know where he is.”

“What do you mean?”

I explain to him the entire situation and after a silent beat, Matt curses on his end of the line.

“Look, I don’t know what to tell you, Parker. I’m really sorry you got mixed up in all of this. I’ll try and look for him. He’ll probably come back, okay?” Matt sounds really reassuring, so I end the call and wait patiently as the cab stops outside of the townhouse.

I unlock the door with my set of keys and rush inside. “Hudson?!”

Silence and total darkness answer me. He’s not here, I think. Fuck, where are you, Hudson?

I stay up for hours, probably sending over a hundred calls until sleep finally pulls at my eyes.

Holding a pillow close to my chest, I sleep for what seems like an hour when I hear birds chirping and my breathing is the only noise filling the empty void.

Tears blur my vision as I read one new text from Matt.

I don’t know where he is —M

I press call on his number and it goes straight to voicemail again.

He’s not coming back.
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He hasn’t called, texted, or even come back to the townhouse for over a month.

He just disappeared into thin air, leaving without any explanation as to where he was going.

I call Matt all the time and it’s always the same answer every single time. Hudson doesn’t call or talk to him either.

Is this truly the end? If it is then I’m not staying in this townhouse and waiting for him any longer.

I pack my last suitcase into the cab and get it, staring at the empty townhouse that was supposed to be our new start. Maybe my new start was never going to be with Hudson. But wherever he is, I hope he finds the help he needs.

* * *




HUDSON




Some rock song blasts loud as I get lost in the crowd at some random bar in downtown L.A.

It’s a good change for me. I feel like I can breathe in a new city without being plagued by my past or present.

I use a new number because I left the old me back in New York. I’m not sure what I’m doing in L.A., but I’ll continue to do it for as long as I can.

Some part of me misses having Parker around. But she’s better off without me. For now.

I’ve had an obsession within me for a while about getting the perfect partner because even I’m delusional to myself, and while I believed it was her, I suppose I was wrong. My obsession with her will never go away, but from a distance, I can control it. We just never clicked together like we were supposed to.

I take a swig of my beer as a brunette comes up behind me. She’s pretty, with brown curls, and amber eyes, not my type, but it’s not like I care anyway.

I spend the night with Elodie. She’s not the brightest, but sex with her is amazing.

So as long as I’m in L.A., I’ll be sure to keep Elodie around a little longer. She gives me her number before she slips out of my hotel room and I watch as a new dawn rises.
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Psychological Evaluation

Date of Assessment: April 12th, 2016
n Saylor-Tyne

Hudson Saylor-Tyne is a 19-year-old caucasian male w
has been forced to receive a psycho]oglca] evaluation by
e order of The Court of Law in regards to the existence
urlack of psychopathic traits.
During a brief overview in the case of Hudson
Saylor-Tyne, we recorded a range of unusua] features
displayed such as a conspicuous lack of empathy,
disregarding or violating the rights of others, and socially
irresponsible behavior.
Most significantly in Hudson's clinical evaluation of his
antisocial and psychopathic characlensucs, we recurded
high levels of egocentrism and attention-seeking
characteristics, interpersonal superiority, depressive
sympmms excessive self-esteem, verbal and physlcal
ell as highly intellect

conclusion, one might find that many of Hudson's traits
are emblematic of individuals who are highly
psychopathic.

—Vera S. Ca
Psychology, New York University.
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