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   I knew sulking in the corner wasn’t going to solve my problems, but I couldn’t help it. Nicholas Matthews, in all his gorgeous glory, was dancing with someone else when he should have been dancing with me.
 
   It was the office Christmas party, and McMillan Marketing of Tempe, Arizona, didn’t go cheap on any aspect of it. From party favors featuring our products of the year to bonus checks, an open bar, and Karaoke, my company knew how to throw an amazing party. I just wished I was there as Nick’s date rather than as Travis’s “date.”
 
   I loved Travis Miller to death, but he was my best friend. I was safe in the knowledge that I wasn’t going to go home that night to a romantic rendezvous, but that Travis would drop me off at my apartment before heading home to his own. 
 
   But I wanted a romantic rendezvous. 
 
   With Nick. 
 
   Since I had a designated driver, and since it was my Christmas party and I had already driven a drunk Travis home after his own office Christmas party, I decided that it wasn’t out of the question to get hammered that night, especially if I had to watch the guy I had been pining after for nearly a year dance with someone who wasn’t me.
 
   As I sat sulking, my eyes followed Nick on the dance floor. He was definitely The One; he just didn’t know it yet. I thought so from the moment that I laid eyes on him, and I had been obsessing over him ever since. 
 
   I was lucky enough to score a job just after graduation at the company that I interned for in college. I was an account consultant at a marketing agency, and I loved it. Nick was a marketing executive, and he joined the crew about three years after I had started there. He had started working for the company the day we had returned from our Christmas vacation, and I will never forget that day. 
 
   I had come in hung over after a week of Christmas celebrations, and I was greeted with an email from my immediate boss, Josie, detailing a team meeting at 9:00 sharp. I glanced at the clock. “Shit,” I muttered when I saw that it was 9:01, so I grabbed my coffee and my iPad and ran to the conference room. 
 
   When I entered the conference room, everyone on my team was already seated and they appeared to be waiting for me. Our team was tight-knit and small; there were six account consultants per team, and one marketing executive over us. “I’m so sorry,” I said, walking over to the only empty seat and setting down my stuff. My face flushed a deep red as I sat, and I kept my head down as I turned my iPad on and opened my Notes app, taking a quick sip of my coffee in the process. 
 
   I felt like an even bigger loser when I remembered Josie’s warning to our team when I had first met her three years earlier: “If you’re going to show up late to a meeting, at least leave your Starbucks at your desk. It’s poor form to show up late when you had time to stop for coffee.”
 
   “Now that we’re all here,” Josie said pointedly, my blush deepening, “I have several announcements to make.” I looked up toward her voice and was mesmerized by the man standing next to her. My mouth fell open as something deep down inside of me clenched just at the sight of him. He was gorgeous, maybe the most attractive man I had ever seen. Suddenly my hangover felt cured as my eyes feasted on the beauty of this man. I felt an awakening down low, and my body buzzed with energy.
 
   He wore a sexy charcoal gray suit with a crisp white shirt and a black tie. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t make out the exact shade of his eyes. They looked somewhere between brown and green; maybe hazel. And I could see myself running my fingers through his sexy, messy black hair styled in the kind of way that made it look like he didn’t care when he probably really spent twenty minutes perfecting his look. His appeal was jarring. I automatically glanced down at his left hand and was pleased to find that his ring finger was devoid of any jewelry. And that’s also when I noticed how sexy his hands were, his long fingers punctuating his strong hands.
 
   I wanted those hands on my body.
 
   I realized that not only was I staring at this god, but I wasn’t paying attention to a word that Josie was saying, so I forced my eyes away from him, wondering who the hell he was and how the hell I was going to get him alone, because I was going to get him alone. I had to know what it would be like to kiss those full, sculpted lips. I wondered what muscles he had hidden underneath his serious business suit. I wondered what made him laugh, what kind of music he liked, which movies he preferred. And then I wondered if love at first sight was a real thing. A picture flashed through my mind of what his naked body might look like, and I realized that I was fantasizing about a man whose name I still didn’t know as I sat in a team meeting at work. 
 
   I forced myself to focus on Josie, but he was still distracting me in my peripheral vision; I did everything I could to understand the words coming out of her mouth. 
 
   “As you all know, McMillan evaluates the staff at each year end in order to maximize potential on every team. It’s a bittersweet day for me as I have loved working with each of you, but I have been promoted and I’ll be moving up a floor.”
 
   I snapped out of it as I realized what she said. I was momentarily saddened to be losing my boss. I loved Josie; she was sharp, tolerant, and an all-around great boss. I knew I could go to her with my ideas, and she would help me tweak them and we would end up with an amazing product. But who knew what I would end up with now?
 
   A round of congratulations was called out from various members of my team seated around the table. Josie smiled and then continued. “With that, I’d like to introduce you to your new boss. This is Nicholas Matthews, and he comes from one of our competitors. He’s highly recommended and he’s going to do a great job with our team. Nick, would you like to say a few words?” she prompted him.
 
   He smiled, and I melted. Holy fuck, this gorgeous man was my new boss? How the hell was I ever going to be able to concentrate on work again? 
 
   And, again, how the hell was I going to get him alone?
 
   “Thanks for the great intro, Josie.” His voice was rich and deep and melodic and warm. I could get lost in that voice, listening to him talk forever. “Josie has told me so much about all of you. She has shown me what’s in the works, and I’m ready to help you all kick our team up to the next level. I’ll be working with each of you individually over the next several weeks both to get a good handle on your projects and just to get to know all of you.” My heart leapt at this announcement. One-on-one time with this guy? Yes, please! He glanced around the room, and his eyes settled on me. I felt a flutter deep in my belly. “My door is always open if you need anything.” I felt like he was talking directly to me. Oh, there was something I needed from this man for sure. But I got the feeling he was talking specifically about work.
 
   Josie interjected, “Can each of you do a quick intro? Maybe just names and how long you’ve been here?” 
 
   She looked at Greg to my left, and he spoke first. “Greg Foster. I’ve been here five years,” he said. 
 
   Everyone looked at me next, and as I spoke, I realized my voice was shaky with nerves. “Julianne Becker. Three years.” Was it just my imagination? Or did Nick wink at me?
 
   I barely listened to the rest of my team – Lucy and Holly, who were two of my best friends, Jake, and Malcolm – as they introduced themselves. 
 
   “That’s it for today,” Josie said. “I’ll be moved up by the end of the day, so if any of you have free time, I’d love some help packing.”
 
   We were dismissed, and I hugged Josie on my way out of the conference room. “Don’t forget to visit us little people,” I said, smiling. 
 
   I returned to my desk feeling rejuvenated and excited about Nick. He was my new immediate boss, and he was the most gorgeous man I had ever seen. It was a great start to the New Year already, and I couldn’t wait to see what the rest of the year held in store for me.
 
   He came by my cubicle about an hour after Josie’s meeting for a personal introduction. I was leafing through some paperwork, having just accomplished the enormous task of responding to emails after a week away from the office, when I felt an electric presence behind me. It was like I sensed him, and then I smelled him, this wonderful, masculine scent. He was wearing woodsy cologne that seriously did things to my libido. 
 
   I pretended like I didn’t know he was there, and then after a moment, he treated me to his beautiful, deep voice.
 
   “Julianne Becker,” he said, like he was reading a name off of a checklist.
 
   I turned slowly. “Nicholas Matthews,” I responded, mirroring his tone. 
 
   “Please, call me Nick,” he said, pulling up a chair to share my desk, which was basically a long counter that could fit four chairs across so I had design space. Nick looked good at my desk. 
 
   “Okay, Nick. How’s your first day going?” I asked, flashing him a winning smile.
 
   He smiled back, as if it was contagious. His teeth were damn perfect, straight and white, and I had the sudden naughty thought of his teeth grazing unseen parts of my body.
 
   “So far, so good,” he said. “I have this feeling it’s about to get better, though.”
 
   Was he flirting with me? On the first day? “Oh?” I asked. “Why’s that?”
 
   He shrugged and then leaned back in his chair and crossed his leg at the knee of his other leg, and then he folded his arms behind his head. He looked so sexy that I wanted to crawl into his lap and kiss him. But I didn’t. We were in an office, after all.
 
   “Josie tells me that you are number one on this team. Is that true?”
 
   Modesty suddenly overtook me. “That’s very kind,” I said. “I don’t know if it’s true. Why don’t you take a look at my portfolio and tell me what you think?”
 
   “I’ve seen some of your work already. Josie showed me the entire team’s most recently completed projects, and I have to say, I was quite impressed with your creative vision.”
 
   “Thank you, Nick. Josie is a great boss who inspires us to work hard. I expect that you’ll do the same?”
 
   “That’s my goal. I hope to be someone you feel comfortable bringing ideas to. You mostly focus on print and social media, right?”
 
   He had done his homework. “Yes. Traditionally we all share responsibilities for branding, graphic design, and PR depending on who is assigned what, but Greg, Lucy, and Holly specialize in digital media, Jake and Malcolm team up on radio, television, and cold-calls, and I am the print and social media expert.”
 
   “Sounds like a well-oiled machine.”
 
   “It is. We each have our own projects, but we truly work as a team. Josie runs team meetings twice a week where we all share our current projects and throw out ideas for tweaks and improvements. I love those meetings because it’s just a mass of creative minds, and I always leave them inspired with innovative ideas.”
 
   “She told me about those, and I think it’s a great idea. I’m considering expanding to more than twice a week, especially since you’re telling me that your teamwork is so vital.”
 
   His eyes focused on mine when he spoke, and it was unnerving. It felt like he was looking into my heart, and if he could see what was written there, I wasn’t sure where this would go. I was developing a serious crush on my boss after knowing him for a little over an hour.
 
   “So tell me about yourself,” Nick said. 
 
   “Well, as you know, I’ve been here at McMillan for three years. I interned here before I was hired on full time, and I love it.”
 
   “It’s not a job interview, Julianne. Tell me about you.”
 
   Shit. I didn’t know where to start. Would it be inappropriate to start by telling him that I thought he was the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on?
 
   “Okay. I live by myself in an apartment and I want a dog, but I’m not home enough to care for one. I love to shop, especially for handbags and shoes, and I like to read and see movies and travel. My best friends are Lucy and Holly and a guy named Travis who doesn’t work here, and I’m close to my parents. I have one older sister, Jamie, and she’s married and has a baby boy. They have a dog who I’ve sort of adopted as my own.”
 
   He smiled at that. “I love dogs, too. What does Jamie have?”
 
   “A Golden Retriever named Charlie.”
 
   “I had a Golden growing up.”
 
   “He’s a great dog.”
 
   There was a short, awkward pause. His eyes met mine and I was momentarily polarized. Damn, but those eyes. They were a bright hazel shade, brownish-greenish and clear and gorgeous.
 
   “Tell me more about you,” I said.
 
   “Well, I work hard, but I play hard, too. I love adventure, and I love the outdoors.” When he said this, for some reason, an image of him wearing just running shorts popped into my head, with no shirt; I imagined a hard body underneath that suit, with cut, toned muscles, and not an ounce of fat anywhere. It was a beautiful sight in my mind, and it was the second time that I had pictured him in various stages of undress since I had met him. 
 
   “What sorts of adventures do you like?”
 
   “Pretty much anything outside, but I regularly mountain climb, hike, ski, boat.”
 
   “Have you been skydiving?”
 
   He nodded. “Twice.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “And?”
 
   “Fuc… Um, freaking unbelievable. I’d love to go again.” 
 
   Did he just censor himself with me? I supposed he was my boss, and it was just his first day. He had to be the professional for now, and I was sure he would loosen up the more we got to know each other.
 
   After Nick’s first day, I started a new daily routine. Every morning, I pulled into the parking lot at work, and the first thing I did was look for his car. When I saw his sexy silver BMW, I felt my heart race just knowing that he was inside the building. Then I would double check my make-up (which I had started wearing a bit more of, and taken more care with my clothes, too, since Nick had started at McMillan) and head to the elevator. 
 
   Our work day started at 9:00, and I was used to pulling into the parking lot at about 8:58; but since Nick had started working there, I tried to arrive before 8:45. Nick was extremely punctual, early most days, and on an average day, he arrived before 8:30. But there were those few lucky days when he got to work a little later than usual, and this presented the rare opportunity for me to ride the elevator up to the seventeenth floor of our office building with him. I knew it was going to be a good day when it started with just Nick and me on the elevator together. And these elevator rides were never awkward; in fact, Nick usually filled the silence by asking me about my current projects or about what I did the night before. I loved these quiet moments with him, and suddenly I loved the incredibly slow elevator that I used to curse when it made me late for work.  
 
   The next part of my daily routine was walking past his office to get my coffee from the office kitchen. In the past, I would just stop at Starbucks every morning, but since I had to pass his office on my way to the kitchen (but not on the way to my cubicle), I decided it was smart to start saving my money and drinking the coffee provided to us free of charge. On a typical morning, I peeked my head into his office and wished him a good morning, especially if I didn’t get my elevator ride with him, but on my really lucky days, he would meet me in the kitchen and we would fill up our mugs together. I would go on with my day until I drank all of my coffee and needed more, usually around 10:30. My caffeine intake had doubled since Nick had started working at McMillan, but he didn’t need to know that. He was usually busy with a client or in a meeting, but on the days he was free, I would pop my head into his office and see how things were going, or I would invent some work question to ask him. I really just wanted to look at him again. I needed my daily fix of Nick, and seeing him sitting behind his desk, all authoritative and professional, turned me on every single day.
 
   Some days, we went to lunch together, usually with other people from my team, but I didn’t care as long as he was there. And then I wrapped up my Nick routine on my way out at 5:00. I always stopped by his office and told him to have a great day, and every day, he said the same thing: “You have a great day, too, Julianne.” And then he smiled his heart-stopping smile at me and I went on home to pine away for what wasn’t mine, trying to come up with some way to overcome the barrier of friendship we were forming so that there could be so much more between us.
 
   Time moved on, but my attraction to him didn’t. My attraction seemed to grow stronger by the day. The more I got to know him, the more I liked him, and the more I could see us together. He always wore these sexy suits and ties, pressed neatly and crisply, and on casual Fridays he occasionally opted for khaki pants and a polo shirt, either a green one that set off his eyes and just made my palms sweat, or a blue one that stretched across his chest, or a black one that made his eyes absolutely light up, or any other color of the rainbow that looked perfect on him.
 
   Every woman that saw him was practically falling over herself to find any reason talk to him, and whenever I had to work with him, my hands shook involuntarily and I got all nervous inside. He was simply gorgeous, and I wanted him in the most carnal way. The more we worked together, the more my feelings for him intensified. I wanted him, but I didn’t know how to get him. I found out that he didn’t have a girlfriend, but I didn’t know if he wanted one. Or if he had any interest at all in me. 
 
   As time went on, Nick and I were assigned to collaborate on different projects. He was my boss, but even so, our relationship slowly morphed into one of those coworker-friend relationships where we would more than occasionally have lunch together and hit up happy hour after our long workdays. And slowly, as I got to know him, I was able to calm down around him, enough even that my hands stopped shaking every time I was showing him a piece of paper or a project at work. We engaged in fun, flirty banter, and I lived for the times when he would flirtatiously tease me and I would do the same back to him. And he even stopped censoring his language in front of me after awhile.
 
   We went out to lunch together quite a bit, but we had never seen each other outside of the work environment with the exception of happy hour, which was always with other work people. As time wore on, I felt our connection growing stronger; he became a close work friend, but the friend factor did not change my lust for him, instead only intensifying it. We talked a lot, never about our love lives, but a lot of our personal lives. I knew a lot about his brother, Josh, and he knew everything about my family. I wished that I could be his girlfriend, that we could move beyond our budding friendship, but at the pace we were moving, I was certain that it would never happen. I realized that I had made a mistake by being his friend. I feared that he would only ever see me as a friend. I was officially stuck in the friend-zone, and I didn’t know how to get out of it. Especially with the man who was my boss.
 
   I still had the hope in my heart that someday our flirty banter would cross the professional line. I couldn’t help but picture him in my bed next to me, over me, under me. Naked. Panting. Wanting.
 
   But I digress. 
 
   There were two major highlights of our flirty banter, which, given that we had known each other for almost a year, were pretty minimal, but they gave me hope.
 
   The first happened at a Friday happy hour. Our entire team went out for drinks after work, and we were having a great time drinking beer and sharing appetizers the Friday before Thanksgiving. I was two drinks into my evening with plans to hang out with Travis and some of his friends later that night, thinking, as always, that if Nick wanted to stay at happy hour longer, I could cancel with Travis. He would understand; he knew how obsessed I was with Nick. 
 
   Holly was seeing a new guy, so she left first to go home to get ready for a date. Greg and Malcolm were both married with kids, so they both went home to their wives. So that left Jake and Lucy, Nick and me, and it was sort of like that. Jake and Lucy had been flirting a lot recently, and they separated themselves from Nick and me, their heads close together in quiet conversation. I wondered at the time if she and Jake had virtually ignored Nick and me in part because Lucy was well aware of my enormous crush on Nick. She was just the kind of girl who would quietly nudge us together without either of us knowing. 
 
   I remember like it was yesterday, even though it had happened a month before the Christmas party. Jake grabbed Lucy’s hand and pulled it to his lips, and she stared up at him, a combination of lust and adoration shining in her eyes. Nick looked at me, eyebrows raised, knowing full well that Lucy was one of my best friends, correctly assuming that I would be in the know regarding their flirtation. I grinned at him, and he glanced over at the two of them and smiled at me. I was in heaven, having a private moment with Nick despite the crowd at the bar and the two people remaining at our table.
 
   He pulled out his phone and texted me:Are they together?
 
   I texted back:Getting there. They are very much in “like.”
 
   He laughed aloud and texted me again:Good for them. What about you?
 
   I glanced up at him. “What about me?” I asked aloud. Jake and Lucy were clearly too enthralled with each other to be aware that we were having a conversation literally right next to them.
 
   “Are you seeing anyone?” he asked. It was the first time he had asked me anything about my love life, and my heart raced as those eyes pinned me to my chair. His hair was perfectly mussed in all sorts of crazy directions, and I wanted to run my fingers through it for about the millionth time since I had first met him.
 
   I shook my head, and he smiled. “Good,” he said simply. He reached for my hand and squeezed it. 
 
   What did that mean? Was I reading into it? Or did he want me the same way I wanted him?
 
   I never did figure it out, but I saved every text conversation we had, and I often looked back at that one in wonder. But how did I make a move?
 
   The second “big event,” as I liked to call it, happened about two weeks before the Christmas party. 
 
   Nick invited me to lunch, which wasn’t necessarily a rare event or out of the ordinary. It was just the two of us, and we walked down to a local deli and ordered sandwiches. Nick treated, which was a little more unusual, and he picked out a quiet table in the corner for us to talk. It was almost romantic as the lunch crowd rushed by us, and we were lost in our own little world for two. Our lunch conversation mostly consisted of work talk, but then Nick brought up the Christmas party.
 
   “So, do you have a date?” he asked, and my heart leapt as I thought that this was it! He was going to ask me out, finally, and it was to the office Christmas party!
 
   “Not yet,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant even though inside I was quaking with excitement.
 
   “Are you planning to go?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I heard the deejay is epic.”
 
   “He is. The parties are always a blast.”
 
   He gazed into my eyes, looking like he was wrestling with a thought, and then he said softly, “Save me a dance.”
 
   I gazed back, and it was suddenly like we were the only two people on earth. The sounds of the deli faded into the background as I was lost in his eyes, and I had the distinct inclination that he was about to lean forward and kiss me. 
 
   And then, suddenly, he broke his gaze from me as he looked at someone who had just entered the deli, and the moment was gone. I turned to see his boss, Tom Davidson, Tom’s secretary, Josie, and a few other people. He brought the conversation back to work, but my mind was still lost in the conversation we had just been having with our eyes, and I wished that Davidson hadn’t walked in so that I could see where Nick had planned on going with that.
 
   And that was it. Those were the two biggest events in our non-romantic history that led me to believe that someday something could happen. Ever the eternal optimist, I felt certain that someday we would be together. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nearly a year after Nick had started working for McMillan, I was at the Christmas party, obsessing over Nick again… or, still. He seemed to get hotter and hotter every single day, and he looked particularly ravishing that evening.
 
   I was disappointed with his choice of Christmas party date – Dana, one of the most obnoxious people in my office. She worked in a different department than me, but she came over to my cubicle all the time to chat. Her catchphrase was, “Do you have any gossip?” I liked hearing the office gossip, but I couldn’t deal with how cruel she could be about our coworkers. One time she made a comment about Lucy’s weight to me, and that was crossing the line. Lucy was one of my best friends, and she was not overweight. After that, I wanted nothing to do with Dana. And now that she was at the party as Nick’s date, I felt even more disgusted with her. 
 
   I couldn’t believe that he actually took Dana to the party. She was pretty enough with her glossy dark hair cut in a sharp A-line and her big, brown doe eyes, and she had a nice enough figure with her athletic legs and toned arms. But she was just so insufferably obnoxious. It made me wonder why he selected Dana as his date when he could’ve gone with anybody. Including me. Especially me. 
 
   So maybe I was a little jealous. 
 
   Alright. I was incredibly jealous.
 
   I got to wondering what Nick’s type was. This was the first time ever that I had seen him with a date. Did he like short girls with dark hair and dark eyes? Because she was my opposite in that respect; I was tall (5’9”) with long, naturally streaky blond hair and blue eyes. If he liked girls like Dana, did I even stand a chance? 
 
   I couldn’t get over his choice of date. Dana? Seriously? I watched as he danced with her, and my jealousy ebbed a bit as I noticed that although she was clinging to him, he wasn’t holding her like he would hold someone he was interested in. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, or maybe it was the hope I held in my heart, but I could swear that he glanced in my direction more than once. 
 
   I sat in my corner table with Travis ever by my side as I pined away for a man that I couldn’t have. Nick was my boss, as Travis so kindly reminded me over and over. And over. And over. Travis didn’t appear to like the fact that I was checking out Nick the entire evening. He tended to be a little overprotective of me. In fact, he told me that Nick seemed like a “douche-waffle” (his phrase), and that I could do better. 
 
   Travis and I went way back. Way, way back, all the way to when Travis moved into the house next door to mine just before kindergarten. Our parents became friends, and Travis had an older sister who was the same age as my sister, so we were forced into playing together. We literally grew up together, and while Lucy and Holly were my best work friends, Travis really was my best friend in the whole world. 
 
   We had tried a relationship once in high school. He had admitted that he had feelings for me, and I suddenly saw him as more than a friend. We had even lost our virginity to each other in the biggest prom night cliché ever. But even though we were together for nearly a year, we both knew that we were better off as friends. It wasn’t a difficult decision to end things “that way,” but I had never regretted that Travis was my first. I had heard so many stories of friends who had horrible first times, but I knew that the first guy I had ever slept with was a solid, good person, not to mention a sensitive and generous lover. And we were proof that people could stay friends even after sleeping together and breaking up. Our breakup had been mutual around the end of the summer before we went off to college, and even so, we had slept together a few times during different drunken college escapades. Nothing serious ever came of it, but I knew that Travis would be in my life forever. We hadn’t slept together since our junior year of college nearly five years earlier, so I knew that that part of our relationship was over and done.
 
   Okay, I admit it. I was a little tipsy at the Christmas party. Four eggnogs with brandy will do that to a girl. I was in that perfect position where I didn’t drink myself sick and I wasn’t so drunk I was making a fool out of myself, but my inhibitions were severely lowered. So after Travis invited me to the dance floor and we ended up next to Dana and Nick during a slow song, I knew that the moment had been presented to me on a silver platter. 
 
   “Switch partners!” I shouted gleefully, and I pulled out of Travis’s arms and pushed Dana away from Nick and into Travis. Nick smiled down at me, and I looked up into those intense hazel eyes, wanting to tear the Armani suit he wore off of his gorgeous body. His eyes were mesmerizing, and I walked into his open arms willingly. 
 
   He pulled me closely into his arms, much closer than he had danced with Dana. It was the first time I had ever been this close to him, and my body responded to his in ways I had never felt before. I felt waves of electricity travel between us, and the length of his body crushed against mine was literally the best feeling I had ever experienced in my life. I was euphoric. This was my every dream come true. His masculine scent overtook my senses and I was totally captivated by him. Suddenly no one else was in the room but us. I didn’t care about Dana, or Travis, or Davidson, or Josie, or anyone else. I savored the feeling of Nick’s arms around me, my heart racing as I dared to glance up into his eyes, hoping that he would see the lust that had to be radiating from my eyes.
 
   “Julianne, you look lovely tonight,” Nick murmured, gazing down at me.
 
   “You look pretty hot yourself,” I said, finally admitting what I had wanted to say since nearly a year earlier, the alcohol loosening my inhibitions enough to be honest. 
 
   Nick smiled. God, his teeth were perfect. I could feel his breath on my cheek, and I swear I felt him tighten his hold on me. I leaned into him, as close as I could get, my nose next to his neck as I breathed him in. He smelled delicious and woodsy and manly and totally intoxicating, and the racing of my heart was a complete contrast to our slow, sensual dance. 
 
   I felt him inhale deeply, and I wondered if he was smelling my hair, taking in my scent like I was taking in his. “Are you having a nice time?” he asked.
 
   I reluctantly pulled back so we could talk. “A great time. McMillan knows how to throw a Christmas bash,” I said.
 
   He moved with grace and ease as we glided on the dance floor. “They certainly do. How does this compare to previous years?”
 
   “This is way better than last year.” Probably because Nick wasn’t there last year. 
 
   To my extreme disappointment, the song ended and a faster one came on. Nick held me for a moment longer than completely necessary, his eyes locked on mine, and I suddenly had the inclination that he wanted to kiss me, the same feeling I had that day in the deli. His eyes were clear, and I could see lust in them, as much lust as my own eyes had to be reflecting back to him. I wanted him to kiss me, so, so badly, but then the fleeting moment passed. His eyes clouded over, and he hugged me quickly before letting me go. 
 
   But the one dance had been enough. I was on a Nick-induced high, and I didn’t want to come down. I spent the remainder of the party in a much better mood, wondering if there was something there between us, wondering if maybe next year would be our year, and finally deciding to make my New Year’s Resolution early: He would be mine. We belonged together; I just knew it.
 
   And then for some God-awful reason, I thought it would be a great idea to sing Karaoke. My contribution was “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” and just thinking about it still makes me turn red. What the hell was I thinking? Okay, maybe I was drunk enough to make a fool out of myself that night. 
 
   McMillan always closed the offices during the week between Christmas and New Year’s. The office Christmas party was the Friday before Christmas that year, and I was a few days into my break. I hadn’t seen Nick since the party, although it wasn’t like I hadn’t had any communication from him; he had texted me on Christmas Eve to wish me a Merry Christmas, and again on Christmas day to say that he had hoped Santa was good to me. It warmed my heart to know that he was thinking about me during these important times. I texted back both times, but I figured he was as busy with his family as I was with mine. My sister always hosted Christmas Eve, and we always spent almost the whole day of Christmas at my parents’ house. I wished that he was there by my side, and I hoped with everything I had inside that it wasn’t just a dream that would never come true. 
 
   I didn’t hear from him for a few days, but he was in every thought I had, and then on December 28, he texted me again:Got any New Year’s plans?
 
   Was he inviting me? I mulled over the best response; I didn’t want him to think that I was a loser who had no plans for the big night, but I wanted to be flexible in case he wanted to ask me out. But who was I kidding? He wasn’t going to ask me out. And besides, I was actually excited about my New Year’s plans.
 
   Finally, I texted back, trying my best to sound casual but still send across the message that I wanted to see him:Just a group of friends hitting up Mahogany. Meet us there if you can! :) 
 
   Mahogany was the hottest bar in Scottsdale, and we had planned to go for awhile. I was super excited about it; Lucy and Holly were going, as were Holly’s boyfriend (Andrew), Jake, who was now officially dating Lucy, and Travis and a few of his friends. I didn’t have anyone special to kiss at midnight like Lucy and Holly did, and Travis had invited a new girl he had been started dating named Brooke, so even my backup was taken. 
 
   Nick’s answer came quickly:I’m heading out with some buddies to bar hop. Mahogany is on our list, so maybe I will see you there.
 
   God, I hoped so. 
 
   I didn’t hear from him the next day or the day after, and then suddenly it was New Year’s Eve. Lucy and Holly came over to my apartment so we could get ready together, and Travis and Brooke showed up a little early so that we could pre-party. I sat in a chair, obsessing over Nick (as usual), nursing a glass of wine while Lucy curled my hair for me. 
 
   “So let’s talk resolutions,” Lucy said, combing out a section of hair to curl as Holly stood next to us, putting the finishing touches on her make-up. 
 
   “I have to drop these ten pounds I’ve gained eating Christmas cookies,” Holly said, and we both laughed. Holly was the thinnest out of all of us. 
 
   “I’ve resolved to find a way to get Nick to notice me. I just have a feeling that this is going to be our year,” I said.
 
   “Won’t it be weird dating our boss?” Lucy asked.
 
   I shrugged. “He’s fucking hot, so I don’t care.”
 
   Both of my friends laughed. “Yeah, he is pretty hot,” Holly said. 
 
   “Thanks,” Andrew, Holly’s boyfriend, said from the doorway.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Holly said, glancing at him in the mirror with a wide smile.
 
   “Are you ladies almost ready?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Like ten more minutes, babe,” Holly said. Ten was a bit of a stretch as I hadn’t even started my make-up and Lucy hadn’t gotten to her own hair, but time in girl-getting-ready time usually translated to about three times whatever we quoted. A glance at the clock on my cell phone told me that we had plenty of time. I was disappointed when I glanced at my phone to see that I didn’t have any new texts from Nick. I wondered for about the millionth time in the past year what he was doing and whether he ever thought about me. Certainly not as much as I thought about him, but the random texts I received from him told me that he thought about me at least once in awhile.
 
   We emerged from the bathroom thirty minutes on the dot later, all three of us feeling gorgeous and sexy. Holly was wearing a hot pink dress that had feathers on the shoulder, and she wore matching feathers in her long, brown hair. Her sparkly purple eye shadow brought out her big brown eyes. Lucy looked adorable in a hunter green dress that matched her eyes. She had straightened her normally wavy, dark hair, and the effect of her A-line cut was sharp against her face. I donned a red sequined dress and matching heels, and my hair flowed past my shoulders in pretty, thick curls thanks to Lucy’s work. 
 
    “All three of you look amazing,” Brooke said, smiling. She was beautiful, too, with black leggings, black boots with killer heels, and a sparkly silver top. 
 
   “Yeah,” Travis said. “Jules, is there someone special you’re trying to impress tonight?”
 
   “Nick,” Lucy, Holly, and Jake, all said in unison. 
 
   I giggled. “Jake, even you know now?”
 
   He nodded. “You can’t expect me to date your best friend and not find out the office gossip.”
 
   “True. Keep your mouth shut though.” 
 
   Jake and I walked into the kitchen together to pour one more round of drinks before we left.
 
   “Jules, everyone knows,” he said.
 
   I stared at him in horror. “Does Nick know?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “I don’t know if he does. But everyone on our team knows, for sure.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Great.”
 
   “Is he coming to Mahogany tonight?” Jake asked.
 
   “Maybe. He texted me a few days ago and asked what I was doing for New Year’s. He said he and some buddies are bar-hopping and maybe he would see me.”
 
   “He texted you?”
 
   I nodded. “Why?”
 
   “He doesn’t text me.”
 
   I looked up at him. “He doesn’t?”
 
   He shook his head. “Maybe he likes you.”
 
   “A girl can dream.”
 
   “Want me to find out?”
 
   I contemplated this. Could Jake be a great ally for me? Perhaps, but I didn’t want anyone to interfere, and especially not someone involved in our work team. I didn’t want things to get awkward. “Kind of. But I think I’ll just keep playing it cool.”
 
   “Jules, if you want something to happen, one of you has got to make a move.”
 
   “I know. I’m working on it.” I smiled at him, and we took the drinks out to my living room.
 
   We all piled into Andrew’s Tahoe after draining the last drops of our beverages. Andrew had generously volunteered to be the designated driver, and we were all appreciative. I planned on getting smashed, so it was nice to know I had someone responsible to drive me home. 
 
   It was 10:00 when we pulled up to Mahogany. Lucy had made a reservation for our party two months before New Year’s Eve. She reserved a table for twenty, and some of Jake’s friends met us there along with two of Travis’s close friends from work. One of them – Danny – was kind of hot, and I had met him a few times before. He didn’t turn my insides to melty caramel like Nick did, but he was cute. He’d be a good candidate for my midnight kiss.
 
   The hostess led us through the crowded bar to rectangular table that was made for ten but somehow had twenty chairs around it. I searched the entire bar for Nick, but, to my disappointment, I didn’t see him anywhere. I was hopeful that he would show up. 
 
   We placed our drink orders, shouting to the waitress over the pumping music. She came back awhile later with our drinks and some party favors. I put on a princess tiara with red sparkles as I drank my delicious champagne punch. We chatted and laughed at our table; soon we ordered a second round, and my group of friends started talking louder and laughing more heartily. The ladies all wanted to dance, so we hit the floor as the guys sat at the table drinking (and, presumably, watching us shaking our booties on the dance floor). I kept my eyes trained on the door just in case Nick walked in. I turned and saw Danny dancing next to us with some random girl from the bar, so there went my last hope for someone to kiss at midnight. I was depressed by the thought, but I was having a good time with my girlfriends, so I decided not to dwell on it. 
 
   Four champagne punches deep and I was feeling a healthy buzz at 11:45. Lucy and I hit the restroom so we could dance the night away after the clock struck twelve, and we stocked back up on libations, this time opting for just plain champagne to toast with at midnight. The moments ticked down quickly, and by the time we returned to the dance floor, it was packed with everyone ready to countdown to a brand new year. I glanced at the door again at 11:58. My view was obstructed by the mass of people, and in my heart, I knew that it was too late for him to show up anyway. I hoped he wasn’t in some bar ready to kiss some random girl. Just picturing that was tremendously depressing. I couldn’t control what he was doing at that moment, but I could control what I did in the new year. I had to do something to get him to notice me in the next year, and my resolution ran through my head again. He and I would find a way to get together in the new year. 
 
   Travis stood next to me, his arm around Brooke’s shoulders, and Lucy and Jake were embracing on my other side. Everyone was smiling, so I pulled my thoughts from my obsession and grinned at Travis, trying to focus on the fun happening all around me rather than the depressing thoughts I was having as I pictured Nick’s arms around some random girl in a bar somewhere in the same general vicinity as me.
 
   The big televisions screens surrounding the bar all showed the ball beginning its descent in New York, and the countdown was at one minute until the New Year. I felt myself getting excited. 
 
   Who cared that I didn’t have anyone to kiss at midnight? The important thing was that this was the end of an old year and the start of a brand new one, and I had several goals in mind for this new year. The most important, of course, being Nick. I would find a way to push past this professional business friendship relationship we had formed. I would find a way to kiss him, hold him, make love to him in this new year. 
 
   It was my resolution, and I was determined to make it happen.
 
   Everyone raised their glasses in the air and counted along, “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six! Five! Four! Three! Two! One! HAPPY NEW YEAR!” I glanced over at Lucy, whose lips were locked to Jake’s, and then Travis, who was kissing Brooke. I smiled, happy for my friends despite my lack of a man to kiss at midnight, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. 
 
   I turned around, and my heart stopped as my eyes met Nick’s. Utter shock hit me as I realized that he was actually here. And he looked fucking sexy in a black suit with a gray shirt under it, open at the collar. He had just a shadow of a beard, making him look rugged and manly, and his hair was mussed perfectly in every direction. I was so dazed that he was standing in front of me that I was rendered momentarily speechless. 
 
   The room suddenly got very quiet around me, and all I could do was stare at him. His eyes never left mine as he brought both of his hands up to cup my cheeks and I was certain at that moment that he was going to kiss me. My heart slammed into my ribs and then my eyes closed automatically as his lips brushed mine just once. Every nerve ending in my body was alight with electricity at our connection. He clutched me close against his chest in a quick embrace. “Happy New Year,” he murmured, his breath tickling close against my ear, sending shivers down my spine. And then, as if it had all been a dream, he was gone. 
 
   I stood rooted to the spot, unsure of whether that had really happened or if I had just imagined it, if I had dreamed it because I wanted it so badly or if all of the champagne had finally caught up with me and I was hallucinating.
 
   It was like the room had been on mute for a moment, and suddenly someone had turned the volume back up to full blast. 
 
   “Happy New Year!” Travis shouted to me, pulling me into a hug and kissing my cheek. I blinked a few times, trying to focus on what was happening around me, still unsure of what had just happened. 
 
   I shook my head to clear it, echoing, “Happy New Year,” to Travis.
 
   Lucy hugged me next, and then Jake and Holly. We all clinked glasses as a group, and I realized that everyone had been so wrapped up in their own New Year’s kisses that no one had witnessed mine. Whether or not it was in my mind or it had really happened, it was my very own New Year’s secret. And that secret, special moment that the two of us had shared had been perfect, even if it had only been in my mind.
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   The next morning, I awoke with a really, really bad champagne hangover. Scratch that. The next afternoon, I awoke with a really, really bad champagne hangover. A glance at the clock told me that it was a little after noon. I had wasted half of the first day of the year already. Not a good start on my resolution to be more productive in this brand new year.
 
   Anytime I drank anything bubby, I awoke with a hangover the next day, but this one was particularly bad. Probably because I had about four more after midnight as we danced the night away at Mahogany. Travis was in my kitchen making coffee when I emerged from my bedroom in search of some ibuprofen and orange juice. 
 
   “Good Morning,” Travis greeted me with a big, enthusiastic hug. 
 
   “Morning,” I mumbled, wondering what the hell he was so happy about. 
 
   “Happy New Year!”
 
   “Who fed you happy pills this morning?”
 
   “Nobody. I’m just in a good mood.”
 
   “Good for you. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I figured you’d need someone to come take care of you. I dropped Brooke off a little while ago and came over here.”
 
   “I feel like shit.”
 
   “So do I. Remind me that I can’t drink champagne anymore.”
 
   “Me too. Now hurry up with that coffee and pipe down.”
 
   He laughed. “I love grumpy Jules,” he said, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “Go lay on the couch and I’ll bring you your hangover cure.”
 
   I managed a small smile. “Love you,” I said, kissing his cheek as I made my way to the couch, unplugging my phone from its charger on the way. 
 
   I laid down and flipped my phone on, prepared to look at everyone’s drunken NYE Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr pictures, but instead I was greeted with a text message from Nick. My heart raced as I clicked the screen to open the text:Happy New Year (again). Sorry I couldn’t stay. You looked beautiful.
 
   Holy fuck. So it hadn’t been a dream. Nick had kissed me at midnight last night. He was my New Year’s kiss. And he thought I was beautiful. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Travis called from the kitchen.
 
   Apparently my “holy fuck” had been aloud.
 
   “Did you see Nick last night?” I asked, sitting up when he brought me my juice and four tablets. I tossed the pills in my mouth and guzzled down the juice.
 
   He shook his head. “No. Did you?”
 
   A slow grin spread across my face. “I did. At midnight.”
 
   Travis’s brow furrowed. “When?”
 
   “There was only one midnight last night, Trav.”
 
   “No shit, Jules. He was at Mahogany?”
 
   I nodded. “All I remember is that we counted down to midnight, and then everyone was locked in their New Years kisses, and someone tapped me on my shoulder, and there he was, behind me, and he kissed me and wished me a Happy New Year, and then he was gone.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything last night?”
 
   “I thought it was my imagination playing drunken tricks on me, but I got this text from him this morning.”
 
   Travis sat next to me and took my phone from me, reading the text. “Huh,” he grunted.
 
   “So what do you think it means?”
 
   He looked at me, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like does he like me?”
 
   “He found you at midnight in a crowded bar on New Year’s Eve to kiss you, and he texted you at—” he glanced at my phone, and then continued, “—four in the morning to tell you that you looked beautiful. You were obviously still on his mind. What do you think it means?”
 
   I leaned back on the couch, satisfied with his answer. I took my phone from Trav’s hands and texted Nick back:  Happy New Year to you, too. Wish you could’ve stayed. You looked hot.
 
   A few seconds later, his reply came:  I wish I could’ve stayed, too. My buddies were at a bar down the street, but I had to see you.
 
   My heart melted. He had to see me? Did he have any idea how my eyes had been trained on that door all night just in case he should happen to walk through it?
 
   I texted back:  I’m glad you did. I really enjoyed my first seconds of this year. A lot.
 
   Me too. A whole lot.
 
   He liked the kiss! God, I wanted him here, now, with me. I wanted to profess my love to him. I wanted to feel him hovering over me, his body hot and hard against mine, his lips on my skin. I was getting ahead of myself, but he was damn near perfect, and he was finally – finally, after a year – showing an interest in me. My dream was coming true. 
 
   What are you doing today?  I finally replied, hoping he would say that he was free and that maybe we could meet up to discuss the kiss… or whatever.
 
   Annual New Year’s Day hangover party at my buddy’s house.
 
   Sounds fun.
 
   Not great. Hangover = no appetite. Plus loud children.
 
   Travis finally spoke up. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m having a texting conversation with Nick.”
 
   “Well I’m bored.”
 
   “Then go home. Go find Brooke. I’m sure she can find something to entertain you.”
 
   “I like her, but I need a Brooke break. Let’s do something today.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know. Brunch?”
 
   “No appetite yet.”
 
   “Champagne brunch?”
 
   “Seriously, Trav?”
 
   “Sure. Rally time. Get back on that horse. What better to cure a hangover than more booze?”
 
   “Let me shower and then I’ll let you know how I feel.”
 
   I texted Nick one more time:Have fun. Can’t wait to see you tomorrow.
 
   After his reply came (I can’t wait, either.), I headed to the shower.
 
   The next morning, I was excited, for possibly the first time ever, to return to work after a break. But I still managed to show up hung over. I blamed Travis for talking me into drinking away our New Year’s Day hangovers. For the record, it wasn’t a good idea.
 
   I spent hours pulling together the perfect outfit for my first day back at work after the magical New Year’s kiss. I didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard, but I wanted to look hot. I wanted to be irresistible to Nick when he walked in and saw me sitting at my cube. I got to work early, despite the hangover, donning jeans and black boots and a low cut, long-sleeve t-shirt. I curled my hair and perfected my make-up. My tried and true juice and four tablets and a steaming shower hangover cure helped me work through the pain, and I was also working on a strong cup of coffee. I opened my email and found one from Nick declaring a team meeting at 9:00 sharp. It was reminiscent of Josie’s email the year before, but I refused to believe that McMillan would move Nick after only a year on our team. It was only 8:45, so I scanned a few other emails and started my daily “To Do” list before grabbing my iPad and coffee cup and heading to the conference room. 
 
   Nick was there by himself, pulling up a PowerPoint when I walked into the room. He glanced up and smiled at me, focusing solely on me as he stopped what he was doing. “Julianne,” he said warmly, my name rolling smoothly off his tongue. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning, Nick,” I said, smiling back at him, loving how my name sounded coming out of his mouth. “How was your party?” I chose my seat carefully, taking the seat across from him that afforded me the best view of him during the meeting. 
 
   “Miserable,” he said. He lowered his voice and smiled his sinfully wicked smile at me. “Your company would have made it more bearable.”
 
   What!?! He hadn’t invited me. Why would he say that to me? 
 
   If that wasn’t flirting, I didn’t know what was. 
 
   “I didn’t get the invitation,” I said. I would have gone if he had asked me. For sure.
 
   Just then, Malcolm entered the room. “Hey, Jules. Morning, boss.”
 
   “Good morning,” Nick and I said in unison. I glanced at Nick, and his eyes locked on mine for just a second. His gaze was burning hot. I could read the intense need in them, and then Jake came in the room, followed closely by Lucy, and the trance was broken when Nick glanced down at his iPad. “Good morning, everyone,” Jake said, and Lucy smiled and waved, taking the open seat next to me. Greg and Holly showed up a moment later, and then the meeting started. Nick was ever the professional, running the meeting like we hadn’t just kissed two nights before, when all I could do was focus on his sculpted lips as he spoke. Good God, he was a fine specimen of a man.
 
   Luckily, the meeting was a recap of our current projects and a few new assignments; it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, and it certainly wasn’t news that Nick was leaving our team. I was grateful for that, although now I had several new projects that I needed to start on right away, including a market analysis report for one of my biggest clients. 
 
   Nick swung by my cube about an hour after our meeting. Seriously, with him strutting around in his sexy suit and tie, how was I supposed to concentrate on work? 
 
   “Hey, Nick,” I smiled flirtatiously.
 
   “How are you, Miss Julianne Becker?” His eyes met mine, and I felt a tingle in my spine. He had no idea what he did to me, yet he stood there, composed as usual.
 
   Melting, I replied, “I’m just fine, and yourself?”
 
   “Great,” he said, running a hand through his hair. Oh, how I longed to do that for him. “Are you okay on the market analysis report? Davidson said we needed to have it done by week’s end.”
 
   I thought fast, and I knew that I only had one option. He had made a move, and I was determined to make one, too. “Well,” I started, nabbing my chance, “I am planning to start it today, but I think I’ll need some help. Do you by chance have some time tonight?”
 
   “Tonight’s kind of tight for me, but I can probably squeeze you in,” he smiled, showcasing his perfect teeth again.
 
   He can squeeze me in anytime he wants, I thought. Instead, I said, “That would be terrific. I could really use your opinion.”
 
   “How’s seven-ish? We could grab a bite to eat after,” he answered.
 
   “Sounds great,” I flashed him another smile.
 
   “You live in that apartment building on 7th street, right?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, apartment 4B,” I replied, not bothering to wonder how he knew where I lived. Although I suppose it was sort of odd that he knew that particular bit of information.
 
   “Alright, then I will see you at seven.”
 
   My palms were sweating again. Holy fuck, he was coming over to my apartment! 
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   It was 6:45 and I was running around my apartment like a chicken with my head cut off. I cleaned up, straightening up my bedroom and putting away all of my stuffed animals, you know, just in case. I wanted to look perfect, so I dashed across my bathroom, putting on my make-up and fixing my hair. I spread my report out on the coffee table in front of my small loveseat so that we would be forced to sit close together. Frantic about what I should wear, I stood in my bra and underwear, staring at my closet. I really need to find time to shop, I thought. I needed some new clothes, pronto.
 
   I didn’t want to wear my black tube top dress because it would seem like I tried too hard, even though I scored every time I wore it. I settled on jeans and a t-shirt. It was very casual, but I knew the t-shirt accentuated my breasts. I was getting very nervous as the clock ticked toward 7:00. I looked in the mirror and rethought my outfit choice just as the buzzer rang, signaling that it was too late to make any changes. I buzzed him up and checked the mirror one last time, deciding ultimately that I looked pretty hot.
 
   I waited by the door for him to knock. I was picturing him walking up the stairs, down the hall, and- knock…knock!
 
   My heart started racing in my chest. Would tonight be the night? Would I get up the nerve to make a move? I waited a few seconds before opening the door because I didn’t want to seem too anxious. 
 
   My heart went from racing to stopping when I opened the door. If this was anything close to Heaven, I was ready to go. He hadn’t changed from work, but he had loosened his tie and undone the first button of his shirt, and his dark hair was a little messier than the style he sported during working hours, like he had run his hands through his hair a million times that day. His hazel eyes looked more green than brown as they flickered lazily up my body. It felt like he was branding me with the heat coming from his eyes. “Hey, Nick, come on in,” I tried to sound casual, but I was nervous and already turned on. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to concentrate on work with him in my personal space. I wanted to throw him down on the floor and make my fantasies a reality. 
 
   He smiled the warm smile that made his eyes light up. “Hey, Julianne,” he said, his sexy voice a low murmur. He walked across my small hallway into my living room and removed his jacket, placing it over the arm of my loveseat. “Nice apartment,” he said, looking around. I smiled, and then he sat. “Do you think that this will take long? We can order in instead of going out for dinner.”
 
   Hmmm, do I want to go out on the town with him or have the home-court advantage? I thought.
 
   “Well, it might take awhile, I’m not really sure. We can just order in,” I took the home-court.
 
   “Sounds great. Chinese?”
 
   “Sure,” I smiled, as he got up to look for my phone.
 
   He located it and asked my preferences, and then he ordered some food and I loved how he took control of the situation. We started working on the project, and I couldn’t help but focus on how good he smelled. It was a delicious mixture of soap, aftershave, and deodorant, with a slight hint of something that was just unique to Nick. He was so hot that I could actually feel heat radiating from his body as I sat close to him on my couch. 
 
   “First we need to look at comps and competition, and then we should compare the research that Davidson’s secretary found. We still need social media data as well as client interviews,” he was saying something important, but all I could comprehend was that he was sitting next to me in my living room. I pointed to something on a data sheet he was looking at and brushed his arm purposely in the process. I felt a jolt of electricity as my arm touched his. All I wanted to do was take him into my arms and be a very naughty girl.
 
   I tried to focus on what he was saying because he really did have a lot of great ideas. As I glanced at the paper that he was holding, I noticed a bulge in his pants out of the corner of my eye. I was suddenly curious about his package. Was he as turned on as I was in that moment? Or was he just that big? I forced myself to refocus on the paperwork in front of us, but with him sitting in my living room, it wasn’t easy.
 
   We took a break from work when the food came. I hoped that he didn’t want to leave right after we were done eating, so I brought our work back up. We had a good plan laid out to be sure that the report would be done by the end of the week, and it also meant that he and I would be working closely together for the rest of the week. I didn’t mind that one little bit. 
 
   I offered him a drink after we had finished our work, and he accepted. “Is a glass of wine okay?” I asked, thinking slyly that if I could get him liquored up, maybe I could take advantage of him.
 
   “Sounds great,” he replied.
 
   I brought two glasses of white wine into the living room and turned on the radio. I tuned into the soft rock station that always played love songs. The mood was absolutely perfect.
 
   “To this market analysis,” I said, laughing and holding up my glass.
 
   He clinked my glass with his. “No,” he replied. “To you. You have a lot of amazing ideas in that gorgeous head of yours,” he said. I blushed as we each took a sip of our wine. 
 
   A million thoughts ran through my head. Should I tell him that I am in love with him? He called me gorgeous! Is this strictly a work relationship? Gorgeous! Does he want me as much as I want him? My palms are sweating! He did, as Travis pointed out, find me on New Year’s Eve. What did that mean? I decided to play it cool and see if he made a move. 
 
   We chatted about safe topics like work while we drank our first glass of wine, and soon I was pouring us each a second. Normally it took three or four glasses before I started to feel tipsy, but with Nick there, I felt drunk already. I don’t know if I was drunk on Nick or if I was just losing my toleration to wine, but I really felt giddy. 
 
   He finished his second glass of wine and set the empty glass down on the table, and then he took my hand in his. I felt a frisson of energy when his hand touched mine. “Shall we finish the dance that was cut short at the Christmas party?” he asked.
 
   I willingly accepted his offer, never dreaming even in my wildest dream that Nicholas Matthews would ask me to dance with him in my apartment. I thought that I was going to be the one making the move on him! My dream was coming true, as was my resolution. 
 
   He pulled me up and into his arms as a slow song talking about secrets played. I felt his hard pectoral muscles against my chest, his washboard stomach against me. I could only imagine what he looked like under that shirt. I so desperately wanted to see, to touch, to kiss. 
 
   I rested my head against his shoulder, breathing him in. I was lost in his wonderful aroma, his woodsy cologne mixed with his Nick scent. I started to feel dizzy, as if the world was slipping out from under my feet. Again I noticed the heat, the sparks flying between us. We were so close that we were almost in a hug. In a way, I wanted to be apart so that I could stare into those eyes again, to read his thoughts, to see if he wanted me as much as I wanted him. 
 
   I had imagined how wonderful it would feel to be so close to him a million times. But in all of those wonderful daydreams that I had about Nick, none of them measured up to how fantastic it actually was. He was so absolutely beautiful, so perfect, so smart and funny and masculine. I felt so comfortable with him that I closed my eyes as we swayed and I imagined how it would feel to be with him, body and soul. Suddenly, he pulled away a little bit. 
 
   I felt sheepish as he looked into my eyes, and I wondered if he could read what I was thinking. What if he didn’t feel the same way at all?
 
   He whispered, “Julianne, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied, feeling like my loud voice belonged to someone else. He pulled me close again. I could feel his warm breath against the top of my head as we danced.
 
   “You are so incredibly beautiful,” he whispered into my hair.
 
   “What?” I asked, my voice cracking like a teenage boy going through puberty, wanting to be sure that I heard him correctly. I pulled back slightly to look him in the eyes.
 
   “You‘re beautiful. I’ve thought so since the first time I saw you in that conference room a year ago,” he said, as he pulled me close once again. The stubble from his five o’clock shadow tickled against my skin as his chin brushed my cheek.
 
   I had no words. I couldn’t handle thinking clearly when he was so close to me and so sexy and saying things like that to me.
 
   “I know that it’s wrong for us to be together because I’m your boss, but Julianne, I just can’t hold back anymore. Being next to you makes it impossible for me to think straight. I can’t hide from this anymore, as much as I try to deny that I have feelings for you,” he said.
 
   For possibly the first time in my life, I was speechless. I couldn’t believe that he was saying the one thing I had longed to hear for a year. 
 
   “Every time I see you walking around the office, I want to take you into my arms, like this, and feel your body against mine,” he whispered, his chin brushing my cheek again. 
 
   Nothing could have prepared me for this moment. I felt a million emotions all at once: nervous, excited, anxious, and overjoyed; but the prevailing feeling was lust. I wanted to express to him the torch that I had been carrying for him since the first day I had laid eyes on him. I wanted someone to pinch me to make sure that this was really happening. And most of all, I wanted him to kiss me.
 
   “I feel the same way about you,” I finally said, gazing boldly into his eyes.
 
   His eyes burned into mine, and everything in the room went away. There was no music, no report, no floor under my feet. Nothing was in that room except for Nick and me. 
 
   He tucked my hair behind my ear and then ran his knuckles against my cheek, his eyes never leaving mine. And then, finally, he lowered his head to mine, slowly, the anticipation absolutely killing me.
 
   He brushed his lips once against mine, much like he had on New Year’s Eve, and desire coursed through my veins as tingles raced up and down my spine. My heart started beating faster and desire pooled hot and low in my belly. I felt dizzy. He broke away for just an instant to look into my eyes, as if to be sure that I wanted this as much as he did. When he saw his feelings returned, when he saw the lust in my eyes, he brought his mouth back to mine, and this time, he really kissed me.
 
   I tightened my arms around his neck as I felt his tongue at the part of my lips and I opened my mouth to his. I ran my fingers through his beautiful hair, just like I had wanted to do since the day I had first met him, finding it soft and silky. His strong, masculine hands gripped my hips as our tongues met, tentatively at first and turning into a sensual and explosive dance. 
 
   We kissed for an eternity, or five seconds, or ten minutes, in that same place, his hands gripping me against him. I had kissed some men in my life, but I had never had a kiss as hot and passionate as Nick’s. 
 
   I could kiss him forever.
 
   His desire for me was evident as his lips claimed mine, his tongue slow and sexy even as it was hot and aggressive. I could feel his arousal against my hip, and I knew that my own panties were moist from his kisses and his touch and his scent. Hell, my panties were moist the second he knocked on my door earlier that evening. I felt a throbbing sensation begin down low, and I suddenly felt desperate for him. 
 
   As much as I wanted him in my bed, I didn’t want to rush into something that could potentially lower his opinion of me. I wanted this to turn into something long-term, and rushing into bed wouldn’t be the smartest option. I was getting way ahead of myself, but he was here with me and kissing me, and I was thrilled beyond words that something was finally happening with us. Yet the logical side of me sparkled through the lust. 
 
   Nick pulled back and pecked my lips once more. He sighed deeply. “We should stop,” he said huskily, lust heavy in his eyes. It was like he could read my mind and wanted exactly the same things as me, and I fell even harder for him in that moment. 
 
   I nodded, and I pecked his lips again.
 
   “I want to see you again, outside of the office,” he said against my lips.
 
   “I would love that,” I said, kissing him again. Our kiss turned hot again, and damn if I had the self control to stop from taking it further. I moaned into him and I felt him grow even harder against me. His tongue moved more aggressively against mine, as if my moan was an invitation to move things further. His hand started moving up my side to my ribcage, and he was literally centimeters away from my breast when just then, of all times, my damn cell phone rang. I didn’t make a move to answer it. Nick broke away from me, muttering a curse, and spotted my cell on the end table next to the loveseat and reached over for it. He handed it to me. I would’ve left it ringing all night, but since he handed it to me, I felt obligated to answer it.
 
   “Hello,” I answered, trying not to sound too annoyed after reading the screen.
 
   “Jules, it’s Trav,” the familiar voice of my best friend rang out. “I need to talk to you. Now. Want to do dinner?”
 
   “I already ate. Maybe tomorrow?” I asked, silently praying that would be okay.
 
   “Well, tonight would be better, even if we don’t eat. I really need to talk to you,” Trav said.
 
   “It can’t wait until tomorrow?” I asked.
 
   “No. I need to see you tonight.”
 
   “Fine,” I sighed, extremely irritated. “When are you coming?”
 
   “Now. Bye,” he said, as we both hung up.
 
   “That was the guy that I was with at the Christmas party. He needs to talk to me. But it’s no big deal. You don’t have to go,” I said with a smile. I added, “And don’t worry. There’s nothing between us. He’s my best friend, nothing more.”
 
   “I’ll stay until he comes, then I’ll leave. I don’t want to impose on you two,” Nick said.
 
   “Not at all. Stay,” I said, kissing him playfully. “Maybe whatever girl crisis he’s having can be solved by both of us.”
 
   “You are a hard girl to say no to,” he replied, pulling me against him in a tight hug. I could have stayed there forever. “Should we clean up our mess?” he asked, pointing his chin toward my coffee table, where our paperwork was strewn all over. The buzzer sounded just as I finished putting the papers in my work bag. I thought I had a little more time, but Trav made it over in record time, so I was quite annoyed when I had to buzz him up.
 
   Nick stood up as I waited by the door. He came over by me and took me in his arms. “I had a great time with you tonight, Julianne. I live out in Fountain Hills, and I’ve got a thirty minute drive ahead of me, so I’m going to take off.”
 
   Damn, I thought. “I had a wonderful time, too.”
 
   He kissed me in that leisurely, sensual way of his again, his tongue dancing slowly against mine, sending tingles from deep in the pit of my stomach through my chest, just as I heard a knock on the door to interrupt us – again.
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning,” I said, disappointed that he was leaving. 
 
   “I’m looking forward to it, Julianne,” he said, brushing my lips one last time with his, and then I opened the door to Travis.
 
   “Trav, this is Nick. He was just helping me with a work project,” I said, as Travis shook Nick’s hand, my past meeting my – hopefully – future. 
 
   “I was just leaving. Nice to meet you, Travis. See you tomorrow, Julianne. Great work on that market analysis,” Nick said. He winked at me, and then he was gone. My hands tingled at the thought of what went on between us that night and what could potentially happen in the future between us. And suddenly I felt a chill in his absence. His warmth was gone, but my best friend was here, needing to talk to me. So I had to focus.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “What was that all about?” Travis asked as I closed the door.
 
   All I had to do was smile and Travis knew.
 
   “Did anything happen here?” he asked casually.
 
   “Not really, but it could have if you hadn’t called when you did,” I replied.
 
   “I’m shocked! You aren’t that kind of girl,” he joked.
 
   “Whatever. What do you want?”
 
   “Well, um, Brooke and I broke up.”
 
   “Oh, Trav, I’m sorry,” I said, hugging him. “Why? What happened?”
 
   “Actually, I dumped her,” he answered.
 
   “What? Why? I thought you liked her.”
 
   “Well, Brooke was awesome, beautiful, sweet and all that, but I just wasn’t into her, and it wasn’t fair for me to stay in a relationship that I wasn’t into. I feel really bad, though. I think that I broke her heart. She didn’t see it coming.” 
 
   His big brown eyes looked so sad as he spoke. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Travis,” I said, taking him into a big hug. 
 
   “It’s okay. I’m kind of into someone else anyway.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” he answered.
 
   “Come on, I’m your best friend. You called me because you wanted to talk. You can tell me anything, Trav,” I said.
 
   “I know I can, Jules,” he said. 
 
   “If you aren’t going to tell me, why did you insist on coming over right in the middle of my date with Nick?” I asked.
 
   “That was a date?”
 
   “Okay, not technically. He came over for work stuff, but I’m pretty sure that was just a cover for both of us.”
 
   “So what happened after the work stuff?”
 
   “He admitted he is into me. There was a lot of kissing and definitely some moaning. It was just getting hot when the phone rang, so thanks for that.”
 
   “You didn’t have to answer.”
 
   “No shit, but Nick handed me the phone. I found that to be very gentlemanly.”
 
   “It’s alright.”
 
   “It’s sexy. So answer my question. Why did you insist on coming over tonight?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just needed to talk to you about Brooke. I feel awful about it.”
 
   “How did you do it?” I asked gently.
 
   “I just went over to her house and I told her that I wasn’t into it anymore. She was so upset. She cried. She called me an asshole and every other name in the book. She thinks I cheated on her and I’m leaving her for someone else.”
 
   “Why in the world would she think that?” 
 
   “I don’t know. She never really trusted me; at least I don’t think she did. I told her it wasn’t about anyone else; that it was about me not feeling right about things. But she didn’t care.”
 
   “How long were you two dating?”
 
   “Not long. Exclusively for a few weeks, maybe.”
 
   “Well better now than later, right?”
 
   He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. She isn’t seeing it that way right now.”
 
   “She’ll be okay. Now tell me about this other girl you like.”
 
   He made a zipping his lip signal, and I giggled. We hung out and cleared some sitcoms off of my DVR while he drank beer and I continued with my wine. Travis slept over on the couch that night, and the next morning I awoke to the sound of the radio.
 
   “Turn the damn radio down,” I yelled groggily.
 
   “Sorry babydoll,” he yelled back. He seemed quite chipper for 7:00 in the morning the day after his big breakup.
 
   I got out of bed and went into the living room. Travis was cooking. 
 
   “Why are you in such a good mood? I thought you were all distraught over your breakup with Brooke,” I started.
 
   “Well you made me feel so much better last night. Hanging out was fun; it’s been so long since we’ve done that, just you and me. I had a good time and I just wanted to thank you for it by making you breakfast,” he replied.
 
   “That was very sweet of you, Trav. Thank you,” I said, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
   He had set my small kitchen table for me and I sat down to a glass of orange juice as I waited for my breakfast to finish cooking.
 
   “So tell me more about Nick,” he said distractedly after he placed my breakfast in front of me and sat down across the table from me with a plate of his own.
 
   “He’s so hot,” I said dreamily as I thought of the previous night again, when his lips were on mine. I wanted it to happen again; the sooner, the better. “I asked him over to help me with a market analysis due Friday – even though I really didn’t need the help. We set a plan for the week so I can finish it by Friday, and then we ate some food and drank some wine and he asked me to dance. He told me that he has feelings for me, and I told him about my crush on him, then he kissed me and we made out for awhile.”
 
   “Good for you. I’m happy that you’re happy,” he smiled warmly at me.
 
   After eating my breakfast, I got into the shower and got ready for work. I wanted to look good that day, since it was the day after Nick and I had revealed our feelings for each other. Travis was still there when I finally was ready to go to work. “You taking the day off work?” I asked, wondering why he was still at my apartment and not at his job.
 
   “No, I don’t have to go in until 11:00 today. Big meeting at 5:00, so I’m heading in late and staying late,” he answered.
 
   Travis worked at a big architecture firm in Phoenix. He often took whatever hours he wanted since his dad owned the company. He worked hard in his own right, but his dad didn’t care when he came in as long as he put in at least eight hours a day. 
 
   “Well that’s a tough job you’ve got. How do I look?” I asked.
 
   “Gorgeous, as you always do, Jules,” he answered.
 
   “Aw Trav, you’re so good to me,” I said. . “I gotta run to work. Are you staying here or leaving?” He had a key to my place, so he knew he was welcome to do whatever he wanted.
 
   “Staying. But I’ll lock up when I leave,” he answered.
 
   “See you later,” I said, heading out the door.
 
   I arrived at work a few minutes early. I was super excited to see Nick again, and he was on his way into the building as I pulled into the parking lot. He was waiting for the elevator as I walked into the building, and he grinned. Something new was in his eyes when he looked at me; it was some combination of lust and something else that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I felt an electric charge pass between us. 
 
   “Hello, Julianne,” his deep, sexy voice spoke.
 
   I loved how he said my name. It made me feel like I was the most important person in the world. It even made my palms sweat.
 
   “Good morning, Nick. How are you this morning?” I smiled back.
 
   “Better than yesterday morning,” he winked at me.
 
   The elevator doors opened and we stepped on, alone. He pressed our button for the seventeenth floor. I had never been so happy for the normally interminable elevator ride up to our floor. I was certainly hoping that he would make some sort of move on me to make my palms sweat all day. And he did not disappoint. 
 
   We stood on opposite sides of the elevator as the doors closed. He glanced at me, a devious grin on his face and a glint in his eyes. The second the doors snapped shut and we were alone on the elevator, he stalked toward me like I was his prey. God, he was sexy. He pressed me against the side of the elevator with his hard body, one arm leaning against the wall above my head and the other grasping my hip. I breathed him in, his woodsy, manly scent making my legs turn to jelly. He gazed into my eyes for a moment, and then his lips took mine and I felt the world slipping away. I snaked my arms around him for support because I didn’t think I’d be able to stand on my own. I felt the length of his body against mine. His tongue entered my mouth, warm and sweet and slow, and my heart raced and my knees shook. His mouth was pure magic on mine as he claimed my mouth with his. I had never kissed anyone like that before. Again I felt the sensation that I never wanted it to end as every nerve on my body stood on high alert. The more he kissed me like that, the more I felt myself falling in deep. I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anybody in my life. 
 
   All too soon, we both felt the jarring of the elevator as it slowed to a stop at our destination. He let go of me and moved back to the other side of the elevator, smiling a devilish smile at me as the elevator stopped and the doors began to open. 
 
   I stood there, shaking, still unsure whether or not my legs would actually support me if I tried to move them, and he looked the picture of composure. He held his hand out, indicating for me to get off of the elevator first. “Julianne, I would like to discuss some projects at lunch. Are you free today?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, that would be wonderful,” I somehow spat out.
 
   I had an awful time trying to concentrate on work. I squirmed at my desk, knowing that he was just down the hall from me. I wanted to kiss him again. I was majorly turned on and needed to do something about that. Soon. All I could think about was our impending lunch date, and I kept wondering if there was some way we could go somewhere to alleviate the building pressure I was feeling down low.
 
   A little before noon, Dana came into my cubicle. “What are you doing for lunch?” she asked in that obnoxious voice of hers.
 
   “Nick and I have some work to do over lunch,” I replied, glad that I didn’t have to invent some excuse as to why I couldn’t invite her. 
 
   “Okay, maybe tomorrow,” she said, walking away.
 
   Not more than five minutes later, Nick showed up at my cube. “Lunch in ten minutes?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Can’t wait,” he whispered, winking at me. I grinned.
 
   He left and I wrapped up some work, checked myself in my compact, fluffed my hair and put on some lipstick, and I was ready.
 
   I walked out to the elevator and there he was, waiting for me. The doors opened and we were about to be the only ones on the elevator. I glanced up at him and met his eyes when I found him gazing down at me. His eyes had that lustful look in them again, and I couldn’t wait for the doors to shut so he would kiss me again. And just as the doors started to close, we heard someone shout, “Wait! Hold the elevator!”
 
   Dana! I knew that voice anywhere. My fantasy of kissing like we had earlier was shattered as she stepped onto the elevator and kissed Nick’s cheek. He rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Julianne, I thought you had work to do at lunch. Where’s your iPad?” she interrogated.
 
   Nick jumped in. “I am helping her on a project. We are discussing the specifics over lunch.”
 
   “Oh,” her presence on the elevator irritated me all over again. 
 
   I tried to change the subject. “Where are you going for lunch, Dana?”
 
   “I’m picking up beef sandwiches for my department,” she whined in that voice.
 
   The elevator stopped on the eleventh floor and then the sixth to pick up additional passengers, and finally the doors opened on the first floor. We all walked out and Dana went her separate way. 
 
   “Alone at last,” Nick murmured. “There is a reason that I wanted to take you to lunch, besides the fact that you are looking beautiful today and I just want to stare at you for an hour.”
 
   Damn if my knees didn’t start shaking all over again. “And what is that reason?” I asked.
 
   “Wait until we get there. I‘ll explain.” 
 
   After we received our food from the waitress, Nick spoke. “Julianne, I really like you. I’d like to take you on a real date.”
 
   “I’d like that,” I smiled. His expression remained serious.
 
   “I feel like we’re at the start of something that has great potential. The thing is,” he paused and glanced at me nervously. “We, uh… we need to be quiet about it if we’re going to start dating.”
 
   It didn’t slide past me that he said that we were starting something, but I got stuck on the part about keeping it a secret. “Why the secret?”
 
   He looked uncomfortable. “Mainly because I am your boss. I signed a policy when I first started at McMillan that basically says that dating anyone on my team or within my department is grounds for termination. If our relationship becomes something serious, we can look at our options. But for now, we can’t tell anyone at work.” 
 
   “That’s a dumb policy.”
 
   “Agreed; but, regardless, if anyone finds out, we could both lose our jobs.”
 
   “What about Dana? You took her to the Christmas party.”
 
   “She’s in a different department.”
 
   I nodded. “True. I get it.” Truthfully it made me sad that we wouldn’t be able to tell anyone, but at the same time, if it meant that we were going to try anyway, I was going to take what I could get. I stared down at my food.
 
   “Listen, Julianne,” he said. He paused, waiting for me to look up into his eyes. “I like you and I want to see where this goes with us. We just need to be quiet about it. Can we talk more about this tonight? Maybe at my place?” he asked.
 
   “Sure,” I replied, taking a bite of my turkey sandwich and feeling a flutter in my stomach at the thought of being alone with him at his place. 
 
   After Nick picked up the tab for our lunch, we headed back to the office. I forced myself to focus on the market analysis; I only had two more days before it was due to Davidson, and I still had a ton of work to do on it. 
 
   We agreed that I would arrive at his house around 7:00. He texted me directions, and it seemed pretty easy to get to his place, even though it was about a half an hour from my apartment. 
 
   In the spirit of supporting our budding relationship and maintaining secrecy, I devised a list of “safe” things we could do where no one would see us. I called Travis with my ideas on my way home from work. “Here’s what I have so far: rent movies, make dinner for each other, go to that little bistro you discovered in Gold Canyon, and go see a movie at the cinemas in Mesa. That’s all I’ve got.”
 
   “What about a trip to your parents’ cabin in Payson?” he asked, referring to my parents’ second home up in the woods.
 
   “Good one! Not right away, though. I don’t want to scare him off.”
 
   “Trust me, it won’t scare him. I think it would be a great opportunity to get to know him.”
 
   “In the most carnal way,” I said wickedly. “Plus, it’s an hour and a half car ride, so plenty of time to talk.”
 
   After we finished the list, it was time for me to get ready. I chose a black skirt and fitted, low cut, hot pink tank and a black jacket.
 
   I just got in my car when my phone rang. The screen read: “Nicholas Matthews.”
 
   “Hey,” I answered. “I’m on my way.”
 
   “You didn’t eat yet, did you?” he asked.
 
   “Actually, no.”
 
   “Great. Did you just leave?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “See you soon, Julianne,” he murmured, his sexy voice sending shivers down my spine.
 
   I kept busy on the drive to his house by singing love songs along with the radio. I had never seen his house, and when I pulled up I had to double-check the address. His house was enormous. It looked spacious enough for a family of fifteen. It must have been five thousand square feet or more. Pillars lined the front of the fairly new, tan colored Santa Fe style house. Windows with green shutters were placed evenly across the front of the two-story house with a giant matching green front door. I put my car in park in front of the four-car garage. How did a single guy afford a place like this? I didn’t know exactly how much he made, but I knew Josie made around $75,000, so I assumed he was somewhere in that ballpark. That certainly couldn’t be a big enough paycheck for a house this nice. 
 
   I walked up to the door and rang the bell. Nick appeared a few seconds later, looking downright mouthwatering in a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt. I had never seen him dressed so casually, and the t-shirt accentuated the muscles rippling underneath it while the jeans hugged his hips and his perfect behind. My knees started to shake just looking at him. I couldn’t wait for the opportunity to actually touch him. “Hey. You look fantastic,” he said, his eyes lazily eying me up and down.
 
   “Thank you,” I said breathlessly. “So do you,” I stared at him, practically panting.
 
   “Come on in,” he said, opening the door. He closed it behind me and pulled me close to him. He smelled like a mix of aftershave and toothpaste. The wonderful aroma made me dizzy with lust. He brushed his lips on mine and held me for a moment.
 
   “Welcome to my house,” he spoke softly.
 
   “It is enormous! What do you need all of this space for?” I inquired.
 
   “Well, I bought the house awhile ago with some funds that I came into. I have two roommates – my brother Josh and our friend Eric are both staying with me. They both are out of town this week, so I’ve got the place to myself.”
 
   “Still, this place is huge for just three guys!” I exclaimed.
 
   “We have people over all the time – lots of guest rooms. Come in. I have a surprise for you,” he said.
 
   He led me into his vast kitchen. Counters lined the walls with an island in the middle and a beautiful stainless steel double oven. French doors opened onto a beautiful patio, and I could see a huge swimming pool from where I stood. His backyard was truly an oasis, and beyond the backyard were gorgeous mountain views. I was totally impressed.
 
   The kitchen smelled wonderful. “I made you dinner,” he smiled almost shyly.
 
   “That’s so sweet! What are we having?” I asked.
 
   “Spaghetti and meatballs. I hope it tastes alright.” His self-deprecation was adorable. 
 
   The kitchen table had candlesticks on it and a single red rose in a vase of water. Next to the rose sat an envelope marked “JULIANNE.” I recognized his handwriting. I looked at it and then at Nick, who was smiling. “Go ahead,” he motioned toward the envelope. 
 
   The card had a picture of a little boy and girl holding hands. I opened it and found Nick’s neat handwriting.
 
    
 
   Julianne,
 
    
 
   I don’t know what to call us, or if there even is an “us” yet. All I               know is that I really like you. I like holding you in my arms. I               like kissing you. I like elevator rides with you. I like looking at               your beautiful smile and your bright eyes and listening to you               laugh. I look forward to what is next for us. 
 
    
 
   Yours, Nick
 
    
 
   I glanced up at him to find him watching me with anxiety on his face. “That is one of the sweetest, most romantic things that anyone has ever done for me,” I said, walking over to him, and taking him in a hug. “Thank you,” I said, pressing my lips against his.
 
   It was that exact moment that something inside of me tingled with excitement. I realized that I felt totally, completely comfortable with this person. We had only been “more than coworkers” for 24 hours, yet I felt like we had been together for 24 years. I wasn’t nervous or anxious like I usually was at the beginning of relationships. I felt sure of myself, confident, and most of all, excited. Maybe it was because we were friends before we started whatever it was we were starting.
 
   He broke apart first, looked into my eyes, and smiled. “I meant every word of it,” he said. “Ready to eat now?” he nervously laughed.
 
   “Ready!” I said, laughing.
 
   We dug in, and I was impressed with his skill in the kitchen. He had made homemade meatballs and sauce, and it was delicious despite his warning that he hoped it was alright. 
 
   After our meal, I told Nick that I had something for him, too. I pulled out the list, which I creatively titled, “Things We Can Do in Secret,” and handed it to him. He read it over, looked up, and smiled. “Not only are you absolutely gorgeous, you’re sweet and thoughtful, too,” he said, coming over to me. He took my hand and led me into his family room. He sat down on the couch and pulled me down on top of him so he cradled me in his arms. He held one arm around my back, and he cupped my face with his other hand. He looked tenderly into my eyes and then brought his lips to mine, kissing me sweetly. 
 
   “I’m sorry about the secrecy thing,” he said.
 
   I suddenly remembered that talking more about what we were starting was the main reason why I was there. Although all I really wanted to do was kiss him. 
 
   “It’s okay. It’s not ideal, but if it’s what we have to do to see where this can go, then I’m okay with it.”
 
   “I want you to be more than ‘okay’ with it.”
 
   “Oh, trust me. I’m more than okay with dating you.”
 
   He smiled. “Is it going to cause any issues for you to keep this a secret from Lucy and Holly?”
 
   I shrugged. “They are two of my best friends, so it’s not going to be easy.”
 
   “If we’re being honest, I’m already finding aspects of this difficult at work.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, suddenly concerned that he regretted making the first move.
 
   “I mean,” he said, kissing me once. “That it’s getting harder and harder for me to keep my hands off of you.”
 
   I kissed him again. “Oh really?”
 
   His mouth found mine. “Yes,” he murmured against my lips. And then his tongue was moving in my mouth again, and I felt everything south of my belly button tighten as he held me in his arms and kissed me in that way that he did. The passion between us started to really heat up when Nick broke from me. “Are you okay with this?” he asked.
 
   I was definitely okay with it. I wanted him so badly. I nodded, and he kissed me again, slowly and sensually. His hands moved into my hair, and I could feel a dull throbbing between my legs as he turned me on in ways I had never felt before. I felt his erection pressing into my bottom, so I knew he was as turned on as I was.
 
   He pulled back and kissed my forehead. “God, Julianne. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way about a woman before.”
 
   I melted into him. I had never felt the way I did with him before. No man had ever ignited the fire in me the way that he did. No man had ever turned me on with just a kiss the way he did.
 
   He kissed me again, and tingles raced up my spine just being so close to him. His lips moved from mine and found my neck. I moaned in ecstasy and I’m pretty sure I said, “Oh God.”
 
   “If we don’t stop now, I’m not going to be able to,” he whispered against my neck.
 
   I didn’t want him to stop. 
 
   I wanted him. Badly. 
 
   But for some reason, I stopped the kiss. I cleared my throat. “I’d love a glass of wine,” I said.
 
   He flashed his gorgeous smile at me. “I could use something, too,” he said. He kissed me once more and then helped me to my feet. We walked hand-in-hand to his kitchen, and he poured us both drinks.
 
   As he poured, I stared down at the counter. I didn’t want him to think that I didn’t want him. Just to be sure that he understood, I said, “I hope you know that I just want to take things slowly. I don’t think you have any idea how much I really, really want to be with you, Nick. I have been attracted to you since the day Josie introduced you as my boss.”
 
   “I’ve wanted you just as long.”
 
   I glanced up at him. “Really?” I was shocked by this revelation. If he wanted me all that time, he sure did a good job of hiding it.
 
   He nodded. “Julianne, you’re gorgeous, sweet, kind. You’re funny and you love dogs and you’re adorable when you’re tipsy. You’re smart and creative and fun to work with and to hang out with. What’s not to want?”
 
   I blushed ferociously. 
 
   He kept talking. “I want to take things slowly, too. I don’t want to fuck things up with you, because you’ve become too important to me to rush into anything. But believe me, it’s painful waiting for you.” He glanced down at the bulge in his pants and I stifled a grin. 
 
   I loved that he knew me well enough to understand me, and I loved that he felt the same way that I did. 
 
   “So, just to clarify, are you okay with the secret thing?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t like the secret thing, but I will do whatever it takes to finally be with you.”
 
   He gazed at me for a moment, and then he spoke. “Do you know that I don’t drink coffee? Or, at least, I didn’t before I started working at McMillan?”
 
   My brows knit together as I looked at him in confusion. Why was he telling me this? 
 
   “I started drinking coffee because I knew you went to the kitchen every morning to get a cup. And going to the kitchen meant that I would have a moment with you, just you, to look at you, to talk with you, just to be with you. But I felt like an idiot going in there without a reason, so I started drinking coffee.”
 
   I gaped at him, unable to believe that my fantasy was actually becoming a reality. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes. Seriously.”
 
   “Well I used to stop at Starbucks every morning before work. But when you started at McMillan, I started drinking the free coffee in the kitchen  because it gave me a chance to have a moment with you.”
 
   He smiled, and I giggled. And then he laughed, a hearty, adorable laugh, and my giggling turned into a laugh, too, the kind of laugh that left my belly aching.
 
   When we both calmed down, he said, “And now I’m fucking addicted to caffeine!” And that set us both off again, until tears were streaming down my face at the giddiness we were both feeling at finally admitting our feelings to one another. 
 
   Nick put in a movie awhile later, and we cuddled on his super comfortable sectional couch. I fell asleep in his arms, my head against his chest, his arms circled around me, about halfway through the movie. He must have fallen asleep, too, because he gently woke me at three in the morning with a question: “Do you want to stay the night or do you want to drive home? You could have a guest room if you aren’t comfortable staying with me.”
 
   “I’d like to stay with you, if it is alright,” I shyly said.
 
   He smiled and led me through the house and up the stairs to a massive master bedroom. His king size bed had a light blue and khaki comforter, but I was so exhausted that I didn’t really notice much else as I entered his room. The dim lighting added a romantic effect, though we were both too sleepy to act upon the romance. He flipped back the covers to reveal light khaki colored sheets and walked to his closet. “What do you like to sleep in?” he asked. 
 
   “A t-shirt, shorts, whatever,” I responded. He returned seconds later with a white t-shirt and boxer shorts, and then pointed to the bathroom door in his room where I could change. I returned a moment later to find him sprawled out on his bed on top of the covers, eyes closed, wearing only boxer shorts. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat as I took in his nearly naked body for the first time. His darkly tanned six pack abs stood out against the lightly colored sheets, and I could make out the sexy cut of his hipbone. It made my mouth water as I stared at it. His broad shoulders looked protective and strong. His body was perfectly toned. His black hair lay prominent against his pillow. He looked like a god lying there like that. Just flawless. 
 
   I stood staring for a moment before I worked up the courage to join him. He opened his eyes as I crossed the room to him, and he reached just above his head to turn off the light as I crawled into bed beside him. He gently guided me to him so that his arms were around me and I lay with my head on his chest. He lifted my head only momentarily to kiss me, then broke from me and said, “Goodnight, baby.”
 
   “Goodnight, Nick.” We fell asleep, and I had the best night’s sleep possibly ever there in his arms.
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   The next morning, Nick woke me with a kiss just before 7:00. We had to be to work by 9:00, and I needed to go home and shower and change for work. I had nothing with me as I hadn’t planned to spend the night. 
 
   “Good morning,” he said with a smile. 
 
   “Morning,” I said, smiling back shyly. He was gorgeous in the morning. He clicked a button and the blinds opened. His eyes lit up brightly against the bright morning light and his khaki sheets. I could stare at him forever, but I had to get up and get home so I could get to work. 
 
   I used his restroom quickly and he went in after me. I changed back into my clothes from the night before and headed downstairs. 
 
   He had brewed some coffee for me, and I gratefully poured a cup into a travel mug I found in one of the cabinets. I was even more pleased when opened the refrigerator to find my favorite creamer: fat free vanilla. I took a sip of the coffee and it was heaven. 
 
   He came up behind me and slid his arms around my waist, kissing my neck. I felt goose bumps form on my legs at his kisses. 
 
   “I figured you’d want some coffee, so I brewed a pot. I hope it tastes okay. I don’t usually make it.”
 
   I grinned and took a sip. “Mmm. Delicious.”
 
   “Do you have to go?” he asked playfully.
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. My boss is a real jerk if I show up late.”
 
   “Sounds like a douche. Maybe you should just stay here with me.”
 
   I giggled. “I’ll see you in less than two hours,” I said. I set my coffee down and turned around, wrapping my arms around his neck. He kissed me.
 
   “You taste like coffee,” he murmured against my lips. 
 
   “You taste like heaven. I have to go,” I said, kissing him again. 
 
   He dragged himself away from me and walked me to the door. We kissed once more by the door, and then I was on my way home. I pulled out my phone to call Travis.
 
   “Hey you,” he answered, sounding groggy. 
 
   “Hey. Did I wake you?”
 
   “I had to get up anyway. How was your night?”
 
   “Amazing,” I said.
 
   “Did you spend the night?”
 
   “I plead the fifth.”
 
   “You can’t. Not with me.”
 
   “Spent the night, but no sex.”
 
   “Lame. Call me when you’ve fucked him. That’ll give us something to talk about.”
 
   “Travis, that’s crude.”
 
   “Did you expect anything less from me?”
 
   “True. Perv.”
 
   “I’m not denying it. So what happened?”
 
   “We made out for awhile and then I sort of stopped it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I don’t want him to think I’m a whore.”
 
   “Jules, you’ve known the guy for a year. He’s not going to think you’re a whore.”
 
   “I know. But this is new, and neither of us wants to fuck it up by rushing into things.”
 
   “Smart.”
 
   “I know. Tell me about you. How are you dealing with the Brooke break-up?
 
   “I went out with Danny last night and met a girl at Mahogany.”
 
   “What was her name?” I asked.
 
   “Mindy. She was kind of an idiot, but she was hot. Great rack. I fucked her,” he spoke vulgarly.
 
   “That’s wonderful, Trav,” I replied sarcastically. 
 
   “It was just a one-night thing. I realize that I shouldn’t have done it. In fact, we didn’t even exchange numbers.”
 
   “She sounds classy.”
 
   “Well, what do you expect from a girl I picked up at a bar?”
 
   “Travis, that’s not like you. What were you thinking?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I am still working through this breakup, and I was drunk. It was a stupid mistake.”
 
   “Well as long as you realize that. Just be careful. You know I love you and just want to see you happy.”
 
   “I know, Jules. You too.”
 
   I arrived home and took a quick shower. I didn’t have much time to kill, so I pulled my wet hair into a bun and threw on some clothes. I wanted to look extra hot for Nick, but I didn’t have enough time to make it happen. 
 
   I pulled into work a minute before 9:00, and Nick’s silver BMW was already in the parking lot. I wasn’t surprised that he was already there, but I still had hoped for a hot morning elevator kiss to get my day started. 
 
   I went for my morning coffee, but to my disappointment, Nick wasn’t in his office.
 
   I settled into working on the market analysis, and I was nearly done with pulling the research together into a document. With any luck, I’d have it done by the end of the day, and then I could spend my Friday working through all of my accounts that had been neglected due to the holidays and the report. 
 
   By lunchtime, I still hadn’t seen Nick. I wanted to walk into his office and pull him by his tie into my arms and kiss the daylights out of him, and I didn’t give a damn whether or not it would be appropriate for the workplace. However, every time I tried to stop by and see him, his door was either closed or it was open but his office was empty. 
 
   I pulled one of the backup frozen meals I kept in the freezer in the kitchen and cooked it. I brought it back to my desk with me and worked through lunch. By 4:30, the analysis was complete and I was satisfied, but I hadn’t seen Nick all day, and it felt like something was missing. I would have been itching to see him before our declaration of feelings, but now that I knew that the feeling was mutual, my obsession for him had only intensified. 
 
   I emailed the report file to Nick, who needed to approve it before it went to Davidson. I printed out two copies of the fifty-page report and smiled, knowing that my hard work had paid off. 
 
   I went to Nick’s office and found his door opened about an inch. I knocked on it and pushed it open, and he was sitting at his desk engrossed in some paperwork. “Yeah,” he called when he heard my knock, not looking up. His jaw was set in strong determination, and something about the way he looked as he sat there in deep concentration set me on fire. He was just too hot for words.
 
   “Um, hey, Nick,” I stammered. He held a finger in the spot where he had finished reading and he finally looked up at me. 
 
   “Hi, Julianne,” he smiled warmly. “Come on in.”
 
   I did, unsure of whether or not to close the door (ultimately leaving it open), and I sat at his desk across from him. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” he asked.
 
   “I finished the market analysis. I need your approval before sending it to Davidson. I also emailed it to you.” I was finding it hard to play the professional when he was sitting there looking at me with those smoldering eyes. 
 
   “Of course. Give me two minutes to finish reading this document, and I’ll be happy to review your work.” 
 
   I nodded, and he flashed me another smile. Clearly he wasn’t having the same difficulties with maintaining professionalism that I was.
 
   He pulled a tab from his drawer and marked the document he was reading with it. Then he took a pencil and circled some words. I wondered what he was doing; if I thought I was busy at work, I couldn’t imagine everything he had to deal with on a daily basis. 
 
   He turned toward his computer for a moment and sent off a quick email. “Do you have a hard copy?” he asked, glancing through his emails.
 
   “Yes, I printed you a copy, and I was hoping that if we had any changes to make, we could open the file I sent you and just make them now.”
 
   “Great idea.” He lowered his voice. “See, Julianne? Gorgeous and smart. Lethal combination.”
 
   I blushed as I handed him his copy. He handed me a pencil so that I could mark any possible changes on my copy, and we began reviewing the report, page by page. 
 
   He had a keen eye for detail, and he noticed two minor errors in the first five pages. They were minimal errors that resulted from Davidson’s secretary’s copy/paste job, but I was highly impressed with his attention to detail and his focus on the report. He was brilliant at what he did. 
 
   He opened the file from his email and made the necessary changes, and then he reattached the file and sent it off to Davidson, giving me accolades in the text of his email for which I was extremely grateful.
 
   He turned in his chair and looked at me over his desk. He steepled his fingers in front of his mouth, drawing my attention to how kissable his lips looked. “So what are your plans for tomorrow since you finished this early?” he asked.
 
   “After work?”
 
   “During work.”
 
   “Oh,” I grunted in disappointment. “I need to touch base with four clients and review all of my accounts that I was working on before the holidays. This report has taken up the majority of my week.”
 
   “That and the new guy you’ve been seeing,” he murmured. “What about after work?”
 
   “I have a happy hour planned with my coworkers, but aside from that, I have no plans, sir.” 
 
   He grinned. “Consider yourself booked.”
 
   I nodded and felt the heat creeping into my cheeks. “Is that all for today, then?” I asked, trying to maintain my professionalism.
 
   “One more thing. Can you close the door?”
 
   I nodded and stood, turning to close the door. He swiftly and quietly moved behind me, and when I turned around, I met with his hard chest. I gasped, not realizing he was right there behind me. He lowered his head and kissed me, dipping his tongue into my mouth. I groaned into him and he tightened his grasp on me as I felt his warm tongue moving slowly against mine. He tasted of sweet candy and lust and he smelled like heaven. 
 
   He pulled back and murmured, “God dammit. I’ve wanted to do that all day. Are you free tonight?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He kissed me again. “What are you doing to me?” he murmured. I just kissed him back. 
 
   “Where have you been all day?” I asked.
 
   “Reading reports, looking at market trends, calling clients, meeting with Davidson. Figuring out how the hell to spend more time with you when work keeps piling up. Great work on that market analysis. I’ve never seen a more thorough report that was put together in such an efficient timeframe.”
 
   “Thanks. I love that part of my job.”
 
   He smiled and kissed the tip of my nose. “Weirdo. Everyone I have ever worked with hates those reports.”
 
   “I always aced my writing classes.”
 
   “I can tell. You’re good at it.”
 
   “Why thank you. Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Matthews.” I brushed my lips against his.
 
   He moaned against me. “I’ll be over at 6:30. I’ll bring dinner.”
 
   “I’ll be looking forward to it.”
 
   I headed back to my cube and cleaned up for the day, and then I headed out, stopping by Nick’s office on the way out. He was on the phone, but he glanced up at me and I waved. He grinned, and I left, feeling warm and fuzzy and ready for our evening together. I had waited long enough. I had to have him. Was tonight the night?
 
   My buzzer rang at 6:28, and I buzzed up Nick. I stood by the door, waiting, wanting, feeling sexy with a new black lace bra and panty set under my jeans and sweater. 
 
   He knocked on my door a minute later, and I opened it and caught my breath. Was this fine specimen of a man really meant for me? Dear Lord, he was looking fine. He had taken off his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his black shirt. He wore his light gray suit jacket and pants, and I couldn’t help but picture him on his bed the night before, lying in nothing but boxer shorts. He held a bag of food in one hand and a bouquet of white lilies in the other. He walked in and handed me the flowers. “For you, beautiful girl,” he said, and I kissed him.
 
   “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that,” I said.
 
   “I know. I wanted to.” 
 
   I grinned and took them to the kitchen to put them in a vase. He set the food down on the table and walked up behind me as I cut the bottoms of the stems into the sink and filled the vase with water. He placed his hands on my hips and nuzzled my neck, and I felt the familiar electric tingles shoot up my spine at having him so close to me. I placed the flowers in the vase and turned around to face him. His lips met mine, and suddenly the food was forgotten as we stood in my kitchen kissing. I slipped my arms around his waist under his jacket, and he pulled me closer into him as he kissed me in that sexy, sensual way he did. If he was this good at kissing, I couldn’t imagine what sort of magical lover he was. Every nerve in my body was on high alert, and I felt his hands moving up and down my back. He reached down to my butt and pulled me flush against his body, and I could feel his arousal against me. A moan grumbled up from his chest, and it was the sexiest sound I had ever heard in my life. I moaned back into him, and I felt my own arousal level increasing to nearly unbearable levels as I tightened my grip around him. 
 
   “You are so fucking sexy,” he murmured against my lips, and I kissed him again, his words igniting even more passion inside of me. If anyone was the sexy one between us, it was definitely him.
 
   I slipped my hands into the upper arms of his jacket, pushing it down so it slid off of his arms and onto the floor behind him. I placed my hands on his hard chest and moved them down, feeling his perfectly cut abdominal muscles beneath his shirt. This man somehow found time to work out, because he was fit, athletic, and in excellent shape. I moaned into him as I had the sudden urge to taste his body, to feel those abs under my tongue. I pulled his shirt out from his pants where he had it tucked in while he continued his assault with his lips on mine, and I slowly started unbuttoning his shirt from the top down as his hands grabbed my ass. I finally reached my goal as I got it open, and I felt his hard, bare chest under my fingers. It was warm and soft on the surface, but hard underneath, like velvety steel. He had a few sparse curls that were soft under my fingers, and I felt my way down his chest to his washboard stomach as his lips found my neck.
 
   “Oh, God,” I yelled out, louder than I had intended. I felt his smile against my skin as he continued kissing my neck. He reached down and found the hem of my sweater, and then he pulled it over my head. He kissed me again, and then he stepped back to look at me as I stood in my bra and jeans, leaning against my kitchen sink. 
 
   “Fuck, Julianne,” he growled, and then he hauled me up in his arms and carried me to my couch, kissing me the entire way.
 
   This was definitely the most seductive I had ever seen him. He wanted me so badly; I could hear the need and the lust in his voice and I could see it in his eyes. And I was definitely ready to take things further with him. He set me down on the couch, and I laid my head on the pillow as he hovered over me, his eyes hooded and flashing. God, he looked good like that. Just the look in his eye was nearly enough to bring me to orgasm. He crushed his lips back on mine, and then he settled in beside me.
 
   He gently moved his hands up my body from my hip to my ribcage and across my belly as I ran my hands up and down his back, through his hair, along his face. He moved achingly slowly up my stomach, and finally, just when I thought I wouldn’t be able to stand it any longer, he reached for my breast. My breath caught in my throat as his finger found my nipple through my bra. Tingles ran up and down my spine and pleasure spiked through me as he played with my nipple. I moaned into him, more aroused than I had ever been in my life. He pulled me up for a moment and removed my bra, holding me close against him. The feel of his bare skin against mine was almost too sizzling for me to handle.
 
   Our hands continued moving all over each other, and his moved down between my legs. He cupped me through my jeans, feeling my dampness, and I ran my hands down his stomach, fingering the waistband of his pants and then grasping his very well-endowed erection in my hand through his pants. My eyes widened as I felt his incredible size for the first time. He groaned, and I moved my hand back up to his stomach.
 
   As he continued to kiss me, he began to unbuckle the belt I was wearing and work the button on my jeans. I had the sudden intruding thought that I was glad that I had worn sexy underwear. I fumbled with his belt as he did this, and once he had mine undone, he went to work on his own belt and pants button. He smoothly removed my jeans, and then I tugged down on his pants and he took them off. 
 
   Nick leaned back and looked at me. “You’re perfect,” he said, and he leaned down to kiss my stomach. His lips worked their way up until he found my breasts, and he found the tip of one nipple with his lips as he worked the other one with his fingers. Pleasure coursed through my body at his touch, and I felt a burn starting in my belly. I felt myself tightening at his touch. Was he going to make me come just from touching my breasts?
 
   He brought his mouth back to mine before we could find out, running his hands along my nearly naked body, making me tremble with passion. And then he slipped his hand down my panties. I arched back and groaned, loudly, as his index finger found my wet spot. 
 
   He hissed through his teeth. “You want it as bad as I do,” he whispered upon finding just how wet I was. 
 
   I gazed into his eyes that were hooded with lust and nodded. 
 
   He pushed one finger inside of me and I moaned as I closed my eyes and arched back. His long fingers were delivering more pleasure to me than I had ever felt in my life as he moved his finger in and out of me. Then he slipped in a second one. I was barely holding on to my sanity, but even in my lust-induced state, I still knew that I wanted to give him pleasure, too. 
 
   I slid my hand down his boxers and a thrill of exhilaration went through my body as I found the tip of his erection and grasped it in my hand. It felt smooth and hard, and I had the sudden urge to feel it inside of me. Another sexy moan grumbled deep from his chest, and it was nearly my undoing. I stroked the sizable length of his thick hardness in my hand while he fingered me, his lips on mine and his tongue in my mouth. I felt the pleasure building, mounting as his pace quickened. At the exact same moment, we were both sent into ecstasy, his loud groans matching my pleasured moans. 
 
   Afterward, we lay tangled in each other, still kissing as we basked in our satisfied state. He pulled away and held me in his arms. I was so content and sated that I was nearly asleep when I heard Nick’s voice. “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   “Mmm,” I stretched. “For more of that, maybe.”
 
   Nick chuckled. 
 
   Reluctantly, we both stood up. He pulled me back into him and kissed me once more. “I’m going to run to the restroom. Our dinner is in the bag, but I’m guessing it’ll need to be reheated.”
 
   I glanced at the clock, and it was already 7:30, so the food had been sitting on the table for an hour while we were lost in the throes of passion and pleasure. 
 
   I put my clothes back on and gathered his clothes, hanging his suit jacket over a chair at the kitchen table and putting his shirt on the counter. He must’ve taken his pants to the bathroom with him. 
 
   I washed him off of my hands and then opened the bag. There was a salad that looked delicious and a Styrofoam container filled with a large slice of lasagna – enough to feed more than two people.
 
   I divided it into four pieces and microwaved two of them, and then I spooned out some salad onto each plate. Nick returned and put his shirt back on. He kissed my neck on his way by me, opening my fridge and pulling out a corked bottle of wine. “Red okay?” he asked. I nodded and he poured us each a glass, and I was struck with the fact that this was all so normal. I was sitting down to dinner with Nicholas Matthews, the hottest man I had ever laid eyes on, after we had been nearly naked in each others’ arms for the past hour. This was heaven.
 
   We chatted about my projects at work through dinner, and he helped me with the dishes when we were done eating. He put on his suit jacket. “I hate to eat and run, but it’s getting late,” he said.
 
   I was sad that he was leaving; I had hoped he would stay the night. He made his way toward the door, and I walked with him. He turned and gazed down at me. He must’ve read my thoughts, because then he cupped my chin in his hand. “Spend the weekend with me.”
 
   “Okay,” I said.
 
   “My place?”
 
   I nodded. “Sure.”
 
   “Come tomorrow night at seven.” He kissed me, opening his mouth to mine, leaving me breathless by the time he broke away.
 
   “I look forward to it,” I said, panting.
 
   He grinned at me, and I nearly dropped my panties again just for his smile. 
 
   “Me, too. See you in the morning, Julianne.” He opened my door and kissed me one last time, and then he was gone.
 
   I locked the door behind him and then sat on my couch, in total awe over the events of the night. 
 
   I had to talk about my night, and the only person I could talk to was Travis since my closest friends worked with me and I had to keep this all a secret from them – which, by the way, was becoming more and more difficult all the time. 
 
   “What’s going on, babydoll?” he answered. 
 
   “Guess who just left?”
 
   “Ummm… the president?”
 
   “You’re a little shit.”
 
   “I know. Nick?”
 
   “Yep.” I grinned into the phone.
 
   “Jesus, Jules, I can actually hear your smile.”
 
   “It was just a really great night.”
 
   “Good for you. What happened?”
 
   “Like do you want specifics?”
 
   “Always. Did you have sex yet?”
 
   “No. But we got really handsy.”
 
   “Didn’t I tell you not to call me until you fucked him?”
 
   I giggled. “Yes, you did. But I was excited and knew I could share with you.”
 
   “Always, babydoll. So what’s next for you two?”
 
   “He asked me to spend the weekend with him.”
 
   “So our shopping date Saturday is off?”
 
   “Shit. I forgot. I’m sorry, Trav. I can cancel or maybe sneak out for awhile. Or we can both meet you.” Travis always made me go shopping with him when he needed new clothes because he had terrible fashion sense.
 
   “Forget it. We can reschedule.”
 
   “What about right after work tomorrow? Or Monday night?”
 
   “Let’s pencil in Monday.”
 
   “So what are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Jerking off.”
 
   “I don’t need to know the details about your relationship with your hand.”
 
   “What? I ordered some new porn.”
 
   I laughed. “Travis, you’re an idiot. But I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.” 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
   I didn’t sleep all night because I was too excited to sleep. I was spending the weekend at Nick’s place. His huge, magical house with just him. I couldn’t imagine that we weren’t going to have sex at some point during the weekend, so I got up extra early to buff, scrub, pluck, and shave all of the essentials. 
 
   I started packing my bag and realized that I needed to ask him if there was anything special I needed to bring. I didn’t know if he had plans to take me out, or if our entire weekend was going to be spent “in.” I packed some lingerie, my jeans and a few t-shirts, a sweatshirt, and a variety of shoes, including flip flops and sneakers. I packed my make-up and toiletry bag, my curling iron and my hair dryer. I decided to ask him at some point during the day if there was anything else I needed.
 
   I headed into work a little early, after spending the better part of the morning primping myself, making myself look luscious in a long-sleeve, low cut black and red dress, and I spotted Nick’s car in the parking lot. He was already there. Damn, I thought, wishing once again for a repeat performance of his magical elevator kiss.
 
   I went for my morning coffee, but Nick’s door was closed. I settled into my cube, logging onto my laptop and opening my email on my iPad. I pulled out the clients I needed to contact and got started on my routine. 
 
   Time passed quickly because I was so busy, and before I knew it, it was noon. I hadn’t seen Nick all day again, and I was itching to see him, to kiss him. I knew he was in the same building as me, even on the same floor as me, and that knowledge was enough to drive me crazy. I received one email from him first thing that morning, a forward from Davidson complimenting our team, specifically Julianne Becker, on the market analysis report. The only thing he had written on the email was “FYI.” I smiled at the compliment, but the email from him was so impersonal. I knew it had to be that way because we were at work and we had to remain appropriate, but I wished it had said something more than just “FYI.” Even a text would’ve been nice.
 
   I glanced into his office on my way to lunch, but it was empty. I wondered where he was. Lucy invited me to lunch, so we met at the elevators and walked down to our favorite deli to order sandwiches. We ate and gossiped. 
 
   “Did you see the invitation for the party in a few weeks?” Lucy asked.
 
   “What party?”
 
   “The launch party for Brick City.” Brick City was one of our major clients who had just rebranded, and they were throwing a major event to unveil their new logos. Launch parties were always fun, and they were even more fun when they were for a restaurant. Brick City was a pizza place that had been opened for a decade, but they decided to expand their locations and their menu, now offering banquet facilities and a much more upscale atmosphere than the pizza place it had traditionally been known as. 
 
   “Yeah. Are you going?”
 
   She nodded. “With Jake.”
 
   “How are you and Jake?” I asked.
 
   She got a faraway, dreamy look in her eye. “So amazing. He’s just so… wonderful.”
 
   “I see how he treats you. You deserve it, Luce.”
 
   “You look like you’re glowing,” she said. “What’s going on with you?”
 
   I wanted to tell her, so badly. She was one of my best friends, and she knew about my crush on him; I was certain that she had been rooting for Nick and me to get together. But he had asked me to keep it a secret. In all honesty, I was closer to her than I was to Holly, and I trusted Lucy with my life. But she would inevitably tell Jake, and that meant that two people on my team at work in addition to Travis would know. Ultimately, I decided to keep quiet. I knew I had to respect Nick’s request of me, but I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep it quiet. I was in love with Nick before he and I had started seeing each other, and now that we had kissed and had become intimate, those feelings had only been confirmed and deepened. I wanted to shout from the roof that I was in love with him, but I couldn’t. 
 
   “I started seeing someone,” I said nonchalantly. 
 
   “Who?” Lucy interrogated. By some ironic stroke of fate, I glanced up to see Nick walking through the door with Davidson and a few other higher ups at McMillan, including Josie. 
 
   His eyes locked on mine for just a second, and I felt the heat pass between us.
 
   Lucy turned around, spotting Nick. He smiled at both of us in an award-winning performance that would surely throw Lucy off the scent. Their group walked by our table. “Ladies,” Nick greeted us. The rest of the group was deep in conversation and either didn’t see us or chose not to acknowledge us. Lucy smiled and said hello and I waved. She turned back to me to continue our conversation, but I couldn’t peel my eyes away from Nick, and similarly, he didn’t stop looking at me. The rest of his group was nearing the counter. He winked at me, and I felt myself blushing as he turned away. God, he looked edible as usual in another suit, this one charcoal with a blue and white striped button down shirt and a solid blue tie. I couldn’t wait to unbutton that shirt and feel those muscles again. Maybe tonight I would finally get to taste them under my tongue. 
 
   “So who?” Lucy repeated.
 
   “Just this guy I met. It’s really new and I am not ready to talk about it yet.”
 
   “Come on, girl. I’m your best friend. You can’t keep secrets from me.”
 
   “I know. But I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder, following my eyes. I had to rein it in, but I couldn’t stop looking at him. 
 
   “Is it Nick?” she winked at me conspiratorially.
 
   I made a face. “I wish.” There, that wasn’t exactly a denial, but it was deserving of an Academy Award. I don’t know how I kept my composure.
 
   “Are you still pining for him?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   Lucy giggled just as her phone buzzed with a text, so she pulled out her phone to check it. I grabbed my phone while she looked at hers, and I fired off a quick text to Nick. 
 
   Keep the suit on.
 
   I wanted to add, “Because I want to peel it off of you,” but I didn’t.
 
   Lucy was still busy with her phone. “It’s a client. Sorry for the disruption. I’ll just be a minute.” She typed out a quick email while I watched Nick. I saw him place his order, and then I saw him reach in his pocket for his phone. He glanced at the screen, and then he glanced at me with that sexy heat back in his eyes. He tapped the buttons on his phone and slipped it back into his pocket, and then Davidson engaged him in conversation.
 
   My phone buzzed a few seconds later. I checked it:Keep the dress on. And those heels. Jesus. You look sexy.
 
   Tingles buzzed up my spine again as I looked forward to the weekend with much anticipation.
 
   I wrote back, knowing that he would feel his phone buzz in his pocket but would be unable to check it until later. And when he did check it, I wanted to drive him crazy.Suits on you are fucking hot. It’ll look even better on the floor.
 
   “Okay, missy. Who are you texting? Is it your guy?” Lucy’s voice brought me out of my fantasies for the weekend.
 
   I shook my head. “Travis.”
 
   “Is your guy Travis?”
 
   “Don’t be silly. We don’t see each other that way.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked.
 
   “I’m positive. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I just got the feeling that Travis was into you as more than a friend on New Year’s.”
 
   My brow furrowed. “Really? But he was there with Brooke. What gave you that impression?”
 
   “No specific reason. Just the way he looked at you.”
 
   “We’re really close, but it’s not like that.”
 
   “I believe you. But I don’t know if he feels that way.”
 
   “I’ll keep my eyes open. But trust me; he doesn’t feel that way about me.”
 
   Nick’s group sat at the open table next to ours. His leg brushed my arm when he sat, but Lucy didn’t notice. The brief bodily contact was enough to make me insane with want for him. 
 
   “So you’re keeping your mouth shut about this new guy, huh?” Lucy asked. Nick had to have heard what she said because he was so close to us. I was dying to glance over at him, but I forced myself to focus on my friend across the table.
 
   I nodded. “My lips are sealed, Luce. Tell me more about you and Jake.”
 
   “Our six month anniversary is coming up. What should I get him?”
 
   “You get gifts for monthly anniversaries?”
 
   She nodded. “It was actually his idea. We don’t do it every month, but he said that six months is half a year. He wants to mark it with something special, so we have a big date planned for Saturday and I just want to get him something that he will always remember.”
 
   “I can think of a few things,” I said slyly, and I swear I heard Nick’s sharp intake of breath, but I held strong and didn’t look over. 
 
   I saw him in my peripheral vision trying to hold a conversation with Josie. Their food was delivered just as we were finishing ours. 
 
   Lucy and I stood to leave, and Lucy waved at Nick’s table. I smiled and followed suit, waving at them, too. “Bye,” I heard Nick murmur, and I felt his eyes on me all the way out the door.
 
   About two hours later, I received a text from Nick.My office. Now.
 
   Commanding Nick was sexy. I walked down to his office, and his door was closed. I knocked.
 
   “Come in,” I heard him yell.
 
   I opened the door, and he was at his desk, papers spread out before him, a master in his kingdom. “Close the door,” he murmured.
 
   He advanced on me and before I knew it, I was in his arms, the one place in the entire world where I wanted to be. His lips crashed against mine, and he kissed me hurriedly, a contrast to the slow, sensual way he usually kissed me. This kiss was filled with need, desperation, desire.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing to me, woman?” he asked, his lips never leaving mine.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” I said against his mouth.
 
   “That text. Your conversation with Lucy. You looking so fucking hot in that dress that I can’t wait to peel it off of you.”
 
   He kissed me aggressively, and as much as I loved his slow, sensual kisses, this was a hot new side to him. He was filled with lust for me, and I was ready to give it all to him.
 
   His hands traveled down my back to my ass, and he pulled me tightly against him. “God, I needed that. I needed to feel you.”
 
   “I’m not complaining.”
 
   “I can’t wait until tonight,” he said. “I have a meeting in two minutes in Josie’s office, but I had to see you.”
 
   “I can’t wait, either,” I whispered close to his ear. I sucked on his earlobe and he moaned.
 
   “Fuck. Now I have to go meet Josie with this giant erection.”
 
   I giggled, and then he gently took my hand and placed it to show me just how hard he was. I moaned into him and closed my eyes. “Maybe tonight I can see what it tastes like,” I murmured as I squeezed him in my hand.
 
   His eyes widened. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. How the hell am I supposed to concentrate on a fucking meeting?”
 
   “Good luck,” I said, grinning. “Don’t let anyone touch that but me.”
 
   I let myself out of his office and returned to my cubicle with a giant smile on my face. Luckily no one saw me, and as I tried to concentrate on my own work for the remainder of the afternoon, I was beginning to understand why McMillan had the dating policy in place.
 
   I realized I forgot to ask Nick about clothes for the weekend during the lust-induced meeting, so I texted him a little before 4:00, with just an hour left in my day.Do I need any specific clothes for this weekend?
 
   I received a text back a few minutes later.Don’t pack any clothes. You won’t need them. :)
 
   I actually laughed out loud, and a second text came through a few seconds later.Kidding. I’m taking you out tomorrow night, so something for that. Otherwise, whatever.
 
   Ok. See you at 7.
 
   I checked his office before I left, but it was empty again. He must have been stuck in meetings for the majority of the day. I headed home, knowing I’d see him in two hours anyway. I finished packing my bag, grabbed a dress and some heels for dinner the next night, and freshened up my make-up and hair. And then suddenly it was 6:25 and time for me to head to Nick’s. 
 
   I called Travis and talked to him the whole way. Lucy’s words were still stuck in my head, but nothing seemed off about Trav. He told me he was thinking about calling Brooke, and I told him to leave the poor girl alone. And then he told me he wished he had Mindy’s number so he had someone to hook up with. He said he and Danny were hitting the bars that night, and I told him to be careful. 
 
   Finally, I pulled into Nick’s driveway, so I had to cut it off with Travis. I parked my car in his driveway and walked up to the door. I rang the bell, excited for a whole weekend alone with Nick.
 
   My “alone” time sentiment was shattered as a very handsome man that I didn’t know answered the door. I smiled. “You must be either Josh or Eric.”
 
   He stuck out his hand for me to shake. “Eric,” he said. “And you must be Julianne? Wow, Nick’s finally gotten something right,” he smiled warmly, looking at me but not in a rude, checking me out kind of way. It made me feel warm inside that he knew who I was. It told me that Nick had been talking about me.
 
   Just then, Nick arrived at the door, still sporting his suit as I requested. He had loosened the tie but left it on, and the jacket was still on, too. “Hands off, dude,” Nick joked, playfully punching Eric in the arm. 
 
   I stepped inside and Nick took me into his arms, pressing his lips firmly against mine. I was surprised that he kissed me in front of Eric. In fact, it marked the first time he had kissed me in front of another person. I suddenly felt the sensation that everything was just as it should be; everything was completely right with the world. We broke apart as Eric began talking.
 
   “I’m heading out. I’ve got a date tonight, and I expect that it will end up at her apartment in Tempe. Have a nice weekend. I plan on being back Sunday at 5:00, and if it’s going to be any sooner, I’ll text,” Eric said to Nick, hauling an overnight bag behind him as he walked toward the door to the garage. “Nice meeting you, Julianne,” he winked at me before stepping out into the garage.
 
   “Where’s your brother?” I asked, hoping that he would be out for the weekend as well.
 
   “He’s in California until Tuesday. We’ve got the place to ourselves, baby.” It was like he could read my mind. He smiled coyly. “What would you like to do?”
 
   I smiled back, just as coyly. “Oh, I can think of a few things,” I said, thinking more specifically, “Make out, get you naked, fool around, sex.”
 
   He pushed me back against the front door, pinning me with his hips, and he pressed his lips to mine. My heart skipped a beat and my knees became shaky as his kiss deepened, back to the slow, sensual kisses I was used to from him. His warm tongue circled around mine and suddenly I could hardly stand how hot for him I was. I slipped my arms around his neck. He tasted of mint and sweet candy and Nick. I wanted to devour him. His hands came up to my face, just like when he kissed me on New Year’s Eve. He was so seductive, so unlike any other man I had ever been with. One hand cupped my cheek while the other moved into my hair, and then the hand on my cheek moved down to my hip. His hands on my body were driving me crazy. 
 
   He pulled back, both of us breathless. I closed my eyes, hoping that he would kiss me like that some more. Instead, he spoke in a husky whisper: “Can I take you upstairs?”
 
   I opened my eyes and found his gaze burning into mine. I nodded. This was, after all, why I had come here for the weekend, and I was more than ready for what he had planned for me. He took my hand, turned, and led me up the stairs to his bedroom. This was the second time I was in his bedroom, but this time I was awake enough to see it all. 
 
   Floor to ceiling windows lined one wall, covered with sliding shutters to keep the light out. The two sets of middle shutters were moved over the two sets of end shutters, revealing a spectacular view of a lake. As I walked closer, I noticed the middle two windows were doors leading out onto a balcony with a gorgeous view of the Superstition Mountains. As I looked, Nick lit candles and the soft smell of vanilla engulfed the room. He stood next to me, taking in the view with me. “Gorgeous,” I said.
 
   “The view? Yeah, it’s nice,” he said.
 
   “I was talking about you,” I said. 
 
   He smiled. “You’re the gorgeous one here,” he said. I grinned and pulled him closer to me by his tie. His arms encircled my waist, and he locked his lips on mine as I felt my heart pounding in my chest. It was beating so loudly that I was sure he could hear it, too. His lips parted, and I felt his tongue meet mine slowly and sensuously. I would never, ever get tired of kissing this man. I slipped his suit jacket off, and he let it fall to the floor behind him, focused on kissing me instead. He smoothly moved me over to the bed, gently backing me up so that my knees hit the mattress and I naturally sat. I scooted back to lie on his pillow, and he laid down beside me, continuing his erotic assault with his tongue against mine. Nick took the initiative as he lowered his head to kiss my neck. As requested, I had left my dress on for him, and he worked his way down to my cleavage. I ran the tips of my fingers up his back and arched into him as he kissed my chest. He looked up at me, and from that angle, he looked devilishly handsome, his eyes dark and hooded.
 
   He kissed his way back up my neck to my shoulder, and I pulled his tie to loosen it for him. He pulled it all the way off and sucked on my earlobe, and then he grabbed both of my wrists in one of his hands and stretched them above my head, skillfully tying them to a bar in his headboard with his tie, his eyes meeting mine as if to ensure that it was okay. It was more than okay. Holy hell, this was hot. I’d never been tied up before, and it made me feel reckless and animalistic. I couldn’t wait to see what this seductive man had in store for me next, and I loved the idea of him taking control over me.
 
   He straddled me and kissed me hard, his kisses becoming desperate and full of desire. He ran his hands down my arms and over my breasts, down my ribs to my belly, where I felt the deepest muscles clenching with need for him. He pushed his hips down, allowing me to feel his full erection against me. He moved his hands back up to my breasts, and he found my nipples through my dress, playing lightly with them through the fabric. His touch was magic. Then he pulled the top of my dress down, grasping my bra in the process so that both of my breasts were exposed. He groaned in appreciation as he wrapped one arm around me to pull me close to him, using his free hand to find my nipple. His long fingers grasped my nipple and tugged, and I arched up into him as I moaned loudly. I wanted to taste his body; I wanted to lick his chest and suck on his nipples, but he was still wearing his shirt and my arms were tied up so I couldn’t take it off of him. His mouth found my nipple and I nearly came when he tugged on it with his teeth. He sucked and rubbed as he grinded his erection into me, and I found myself panting with need for him. I had to know what he felt like inside of me; it was some primal need that I had never felt before with any other man. 
 
   He sat up, still straddling me, and started unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
   “I wanted to do that,” I said, my voice hoarse and laced with lust.
 
   “By all means,” he said, his voice low and sexy. He pulled the tie and freed my wrists, and my hands were on him in a nanosecond, unbuttoning his shirt as fast as I could.
 
   I finally made it to the last button. His shirt hung open, and all I could do was stare at his perfect body. He had the perfect cut of a six-pack, and he had very minimal hair. His chest was broad and tan, and his hips narrowed down so that they almost pointed to his erection, which I still felt hard against me. I touched his stomach and then his chest, finding his nipples between my fingers. He gazed down at me with desire heavy in his eyes, and I was in awe that this was actually happening. I had dreamed of Nick naked, hovering over me, for over a year, and here I was, about to make love with the sexiest man ever to walk the earth. I was the luckiest girl in the world. 
 
   He unbuttoned his cuffs and threw his shirt on the floor, and then he backed off of me so that he was kneeling between my legs. He pulled the hem of my dress up slowly, like he was unwrapping a precious gift. He was so sexy, so hot, and all I wanted was to finally feel him inside of me. And it wasn’t long before I got my wish.
 
   He finally pulled my dress with my bra over my head so I laid against his sheets in just my panties.
 
   “Sexy,” he murmured, gazing up into my eyes as he fingered the waistband of my panties. He leaned down over me, kissing my neck and sending erotic shivers of lust through me. He slid his finger down my panties until he found what he was looking for, and my hips arched involuntarily toward his finger. He sucked in air between his teeth and moaned as he felt how wet I was. He moved his fingers in slow, rhythmic circles against my clitoris. I felt myself starting to clench, and then he slipped a finger inside of me. I cried out in pleasure as I reached down for his hard erection. He slid another finger inside of me as I grasped him through his pants. He groaned as I stroked him in rhythm with his magical fingers.
 
   He withdrew his fingers from me and I moaned in anticipation of what was coming next. He reached over to his nightstand and grabbed a condom, and then he pulled my panties off of me. He stood long enough to drop his pants and his boxer shorts, and he sprung out before me. He was absolute perfection. He was perfectly proportioned; muscular but not bulky, athletic, trim, and fucking hot. And for tonight? He was all mine.
 
   He slipped on the condom swiftly and was beside me a second later. He ran his hands along my body and then leaned over to kiss me. His tongue filled my mouth, his craving and passion evident in his kiss. He shifted so that he was hovering over me, and he broke the kiss to gaze into my eyes. I saw the need and craving in his eyes, surely reflecting the hunger in my own, and then I could feel him between my legs. 
 
   He leaned down to kiss me again, and slowly, he slid his massive erection into me. I felt myself stretch to accommodate his enormous size, and the fullness of him inside of me was pure bliss. A low moan grumbled up from his chest as he paused inside of me, and that sound coming out of him was almost my undoing. He pulled back slowly, almost all the way out, before gliding gently back into my slick wetness. “Oh, God, Julianne,” he whispered, pushing himself as far in as he could. I moaned in utter ecstasy and he paused inside for another moment, and then he circled his hips and slid back, still kissing me in that way that he did. And then he picked up the rhythm as my body became used to his size, and soon we were rocking together, gasping and moaning into each other in pleasure. 
 
   It didn’t take long before my muscles clenched down low and then I spiraled out of control into the most intense orgasm of my life. I felt my nails digging into his back as the pleasure took over every nerve in my body. “Oh, Nick,” I cried out as I came over and over as he continued driving into me. 
 
   As I felt the slow aftershocks start to wind down, he pumped hard into me. “Ah, fuck,” he yelled, and then he collapsed on top of me as he lingered inside of me, neither of us moving, not wanting to break the connection between our bodies. 
 
   Everything about our first time together was absolutely perfect. Our bodies were totally in sync with each other, as if we were soul mates bound to be connected in the most intimate way that two people could be connected. I knew that this was the start of the most important relationship of my life, and making love with Nick only confirmed that for me.
 
   After we both became conscious to the world again after our orgasm-induced highs, Nick kissed me and slowly pulled out of me. He grunted and I groaned at his absence from my body; it felt cold, like something was missing when he wasn’t there anymore. 
 
   He rolled off of me and settled in beside me, pulling me against him so my head was on his chest. “That was…” he whispered and paused. “Fucking incredible,” he finished. 
 
   I grinned sleepily. “It was amazing.”
 
   “It was perfect. You’re perfect.” He kissed my temple. 
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   The next morning, Nick woke me with a kiss a little after 10:00. I could wake up to this every morning, I thought.
 
   We got up and had breakfast: Nick cooked omelets and made some toast.
 
   “Nick, this is really a gourmet meal,” I said, taking a bite of the most delicious ham and cheese omelet I had ever tasted. 
 
   “Anything for my lady.”
 
   “Where did you learn to cook?” I asked.
 
   “My mom had a live-in chef while I was growing up, and he taught me tips and tricks for cooking.”
 
   “That’s one way to learn.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I know this is random, but do you have any peanut butter?”
 
   He frowned. “I’m not sure,” he said, standing up from the table and heading to the pantry.
 
   He glanced around for a minute, and then he returned to the table empty-handed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t.”
 
   “No big deal,” I said, picking up the butter knife for my toast.
 
   “You like peanut butter on your toast?” I nodded and he wrinkled his nose. “That sounds gross.”
 
   “Chunky peanut butter on toast. Try it. You won’t regret it.”
 
   He laughed, and we finished eating. After breakfast, we decided to finish the movie that we both fell asleep through the night before (again – the same movie from the first time I had stayed at his house) when his phone, which was on the coffee table in front of us, signaled a text. I was lying with my head on his chest, and neither one of us was about to move, perfectly content lying there in each other’s arms.
 
   “I’ll get it later,” he said.
 
   It went off again a moment later, another new text. 
 
   He cursed and then I sat up and grabbed the phone from his table, figuring that he could have an important message when we were really just being lazy. I saw who the message was from as I glanced down and handed him the phone: Dana. 
 
   He checked the two texts – both from Dana, and then showed them to me.
 
   Text 1 said,Nicky! Are you free tonight?
 
   Text 2 said,Heading to a club. Want to come?
 
   Damn that Dana! I thought. Instead, I said, “Nicky?” laughing.
 
   “Yeah, that woman calls me that. I really can’t stand how she constantly hits on me. She thinks that because we went to the Christmas party together that we are an item. Did you know that she asked me to that party? I bet you didn’t know that,” he said, sounding annoyed.
 
   “No, I didn’t know that,” I said. “I’m so sorry…Nicky,” I tried to sound serious, but I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped my lips.
 
   He rolled his eyes and then grinned at me, and then I started laughing even harder as I thought about his nickname. 
 
   He laughed with me, and I loved these little moments we had together. I was falling for him, and it was so much more than just a physical pull we had. We laughed together, we talked about things that mattered, we had fun, and yet we could also be serious when we needed to be and we worked well together. This was already working out to be the most unsurpassed relationship of my life.
 
   Eventually he texted Dana back to let her know that he was indeed booked for the evening, and we finished the movie. Nick had a little bit of work to catch up on while I got ready for dinner. I took my time, perfecting my make-up and curling my hair so that it tumbled in sexy, loose waves down my shoulders. I donned the dress that he had told me to pack. When I emerged into his family room, he was on his iPad. He glanced up at me and immediately set the iPad aside. His eyes widened as he took me in, and I smiled. “Wow,” was all he said.
 
   He stood and walked over to me. He was wearing a black suit with no tie, the top button of his white shirt underneath open. I wanted to lick the little patch of neck that stuck out from the top of his shirt.
 
   “Wow, yourself,” I said as he took me in his arms, nuzzling my neck and crushing my body against his.
 
   “That dress,” he murmured. I was glad I had chosen it. I had thought twice about it; it was lower cut and a little tighter than I usually wore, and it was hot pink. But, I thought, apparently it did what I wanted it to since I felt his erection pressing into me. “Mmm, and those heels.” Matching hot pink, five inch stilettos. Apparently he liked those, too. He grinned. “You’re leaving those on when I get you back here after dinner.”
 
   “Deal,” I said, smiling. “And that’ll give you something to look forward to.”
 
   He grinned. “Oh, I was already looking forward to getting you back here after dinner.”
 
   I put on a coat since it was January (even Phoenix gets cold in January), and fifteen minutes later, we pulled up outside a small seafood restaurant. Nick walked around to my side of his BMW to open my door for me, a sweet gesture that didn’t go unnoticed. He helped me out of the car and guided me toward the door, reaching under my coat with his hand on the small of my back. My dress was low cut in the back, and feeling his hand on my bare skin was enough to send the tingles up my spine again. The level of lust I had for this man was unparalleled.
 
   Our hostess sat us at a small table in a quiet corner by the window. There were only two chairs at the square table, and they were next to each other so that we could both look out the window at the gorgeous view of the sun setting behind the mountains.
 
   Nick ordered mahi-mahi and I opted for the salmon, and Nick chose a bottle of white wine from the menu. The sommelier poured a small amount of wine into a glass, and Nick tasted it and nodded curtly at the waiter. His control of the situation was sexy, and a brief flash of me being tied up in his bed ran through my mind. Suddenly I felt dampness between my legs just thinking about Nick and his bed. 
 
   After Nick toasted me (“To my lovely Julianne”), we sipped our wine and chatted while we waited for our food. 
 
   “Usually on a first date with a woman, I don’t know much about the woman,” Nick said. “I like that I already know a lot about you from working with you for the past year.”
 
   “You probably learned more about me from happy hours than from work.”
 
   “You’d be surprised what I have learned about people just from observing them work.”
 
   “Oh? What have you learned about me?”
 
   “Like you chew your bottom lip when you’re concentrating. You tap the eraser of your pencil on your notebook when you’re thinking. You suck on your pen cap when you’re checking your email, and God, that drives me insane. In a good way. You’re organized almost to a fault, you’re the most creative person on the team, and you’re one of the greatest collaborators I’ve ever worked with.”
 
   I blushed. “I suck on my pen caps?”
 
   “Yes.” He laughed, and then he leaned into me and lowered his voice. “And it’s fucking hot, watching those lips wrapped around that cap.”
 
   My blush deepened. When he said things like that… well. Goodness. “So let’s pretend like this is a first date and we don’t know each other very well.”
 
   “Alright. Let’s do it.”
 
   “So, Nicholas, is it? Tell me about yourself.”
 
   “You can call me Nick. I am thirty-two, and I own my own company.”
 
   “You’re thirty-two?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “But you knew I owned my own company?”
 
   “Ha, ha. Obviously you don’t since you work at McMillan with me.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-six.”
 
   “I’ve always liked younger women.”
 
   “Pervert.”
 
   He shrugged and raised his hands in the air, as if to say, “Well, what can I say?”
 
   “So what do you do for a living, Nick?”
 
   “I’m a marketing exec. I’ve worked in marketing for ten years.”
 
   “I also work in marketing.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   I nodded. “I’m an account consultant. I have a sexy boss.”
 
   “Interesting. And have you acted on your feelings for your boss?”
 
   “No. He will never notice me.” I looked down at my place setting. “I’ve had the hugest crush on him for a year, and he doesn’t even know I’m alive.”
 
   “A beautiful girl like you? I bet he noticed you the first time he saw you walk into the conference room late. I bet he saw your cute blush and was immediately enamored with you.”
 
   I looked back up at him, and his gorgeous hazel eyes gazed back at me with genuine sincerity. 
 
   “You think so?”
 
   He nodded. “I’m sure of it. I would venture to guess that he couldn’t take his eyes off of you that entire meeting, and for the first year he worked there, he tried to find a way out of the stupid agreement he signed about not dating people in his department. I would even wager that he invented reasons to see you, to be near you, to accidentally brush his arm against yours to feel your warmth.”
 
   I pondered that. “Did you?”
 
   He gazed into my eyes, warmth and lust and authenticity staring at me for a long, quiet moment. 
 
   “Julianne, it’s only been you since the day I met you.”
 
   My heart started beating erratically in my chest as I felt breathless at his words. For me, it had only been him, too. I told him that.
 
   “We wasted so much time,” he said, running his knuckle down my cheek and then leaning over to kiss the trail his knuckle left, trailing a kiss down to the sensitive flesh behind my ear and setting my skin on fire with his touch. 
 
   “What made you finally act on it?” I murmured.
 
   He leaned back. “Honestly?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Word sort of got back to me that you were interested.”
 
   “Who told?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   He grinned. “Jake.”
 
   “Jake, huh? Well, someday I’ll have to thank Jake.”
 
   Just then, our waiter arrived with our food. Our “first date” conversation continued, though.
 
   “Tell me about your family, Nicholas.”
 
   “Nick.”
 
   “Right. Sorry, Nick.”
 
   “I have a younger brother, Josh, who you have yet to meet. He’s one of my best friends, but he’s not as cool as me. My mother and stepfather live in California. My dad died when I was seven.” 
 
   I touched his hand. “I’m so sorry.” This was something else I didn’t know about him.
 
   “Thank you. I was close to my dad, but I was a little boy. I often wonder what sort of relationship we would have had if he was still alive today.”
 
   He seemed comfortable talking about it, so I asked. “Can I ask how he died?”
 
   “Car accident. We lived in Denver at the time, and it was a winter night. He was coming home from work and his car slid on the ice into oncoming traffic. It was instant.”
 
   “God, how horrible.”
 
   “It was awful. I miss him every day, even though it happened almost twenty-five years ago.”
 
   “Tell me about your mom.”
 
   He paused. “I see my mother about twice a year; Christmas and my birthday. She forces Josh and me to go to California for Christmas every year, and she and her husband come to Phoenix in June for Josh’s and my birthdays.” His tone turned bitter, and I was afraid I had hit on a nerve. “She is very much into appearances. She married a very wealthy man within the year after my dad’s death, and she wasn’t really there for Josh and me when we were grieving. Probably because she was a newlywed. She divorced him and took all of his money and married the guy she’s married to now. Tell me about your family.”
 
   I was glad he ended by asking about my family, because I didn’t know how to respond to his revelations about his own family. I felt blessed that I was as close to my family as I was. “I’m close with my parents. I have an older sister, Jamie. She and her husband, Brandon, have a baby boy, Brady, and another kid on the way. And Brady is the sweetest little boy in the world.”
 
   Nick smiled. “How old is he?”
 
   “Three. Want to see a picture?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, and I pulled out my phone and pulled up a picture of me holding Brady next to the Christmas tree.
 
   “Adorable. The kid’s cute, too.”
 
   I laughed and mock smacked him in the arm.
 
   “They have a dog, too.”
 
   “Is it a Golden named Charlie?”
 
   “You remembered that?”
 
   “What do you mean? This is our first date, remember? Lucky guess.”
 
   I chuckled.
 
   “When is your sister due?”
 
   “Next month. February 4.”
 
   “Boy or girl?”
 
   “They decided to wait to find out. I hate that.”
 
   “Can I tell you a secret?” he leaned in to me conspiratorially. I nodded. “I hate that, too. It’ll be a surprise regardless of when you find out, so why not just know for the convenience of knowing?”
 
   “Right? That’s exactly what I said to Jamie. They waited with Brady, too, and then they had to scramble to find boy stuff after he was born because they got all gender-neutral stuff at her shower.”
 
   He shrugged. “To each his own.”
 
   “Do you want kids?”
 
   “Sure, someday. I always pictured myself in the future with a pretty little lady and two or three little ones.”
 
   “Me too. Except for the lady part,” I giggled.
 
   “The lady parts are my favorite.”
 
   “Pervert.”
 
   “That’s twice you’ve called me that, and on a first date, too. That might be a new record.”
 
   I laughed. “Well, if the shoe fits.”
 
   As we ate, it hit me how perfect we were for each other. Our conversation came easily, and there were no quiet, awkward pauses as I had encountered so many times on dates. We played on each other’s stories and felt very comfortable with one another. Nick paid for our meal and we headed to the car. He started it up and headed in the opposite direction of his house. As he drove, I stared out at the gorgeous mountain views surrounding our car and pondered our conversation. I actually had learned a lot about Nick from our pretend first date scenario. I learned that his dad had passed away when he was seven and that he wasn’t close to his mom. I wondered what sort of long-term effects that had on a little boy. 
 
   We pulled into a wine bar named Vino a few minutes later. He led me inside, and the place had a unique ambiance that made me feel elegant and at home at the same time. A piano played slow melodies, and a few couples were swaying to the music, clinging to one another. Nick led me to the bar, and we each ordered a glass of wine. Then he led me to the dance floor, and I couldn’t help but think that this was just a super classy nightclub; a place for drinking and dancing. We set our wine down on a table nearby, and he pulled me into his arms, his hands hitting that bare spot on my back and driving me crazy with desire for him. 
 
   After a bottle between us at the restaurant and another glass of wine at Vino, I was starting to feel the effects of the alcohol. I held onto Nick as he swayed gently in time to the music. I had never been treated to such a classy date; typically the guys I dated wanted to take me out for beer and hot wings. That was fun, but I was enjoying being romanced. No man had ever put in the effort to make me feel so special and elegant before. Nick treated me right, and it was a welcome change.
 
   We both finished our wine and ordered a second glass, and we alternated between sitting at a table, sipping our wine, and holding each other on the dance floor. The dancing was only serving to heighten the sexual tension between us, so sitting at the table between songs was a good cool down for us both. 
 
   We arrived back at Nick’s house a little after midnight, and he led me up to his bedroom. He lavished me with his attention, kissing me thoroughly and completely as his strong, expert hands worked my body. He made love to me until my body and his were both exhausted and sated. I had never been happier in my life.
 
   I awoke on Sunday morning with a sad feeling. The work week would be starting again in less than twenty-four hours, and that meant that we had to pretend like we weren’t starting the greatest love affair of all time. Going through the motions at work had been tough the week before, and that was before Nick and I had had sex. Now I didn’t know how I was going to be able to fake that I wasn’t in a relationship with him. I was giddy when I was around him, and I knew that I wore my feelings for him on my sleeve. I knew that there was love in my eyes when I looked at him. But that was okay; everyone knew I had a crush on him. The bigger problem was that now I saw the same feelings reflected back at me in his eyes, and no one knew – or could know – about his feelings for me. And even though we hadn’t used the “L” word yet, it was only a matter of time. I think I loved him from the moment I first saw him in the conference room. And by all accounts from him, the feeling was mutual. 
 
   I watched him sleep. He was peaceful, and he looked innocent in his sleep. His hair was a mess, sticking out in every direction, and it was totally sexy. Maybe because I knew it was my fault that it looked like that after my hands had been all over him the night before. He was breathing evenly, and I took my breaths in time with his. I glanced over his head at the alarm clock and saw that it was already almost noon. We had slept half the day away, but, I reminded myself, we had spent the better part of the night and well into the early hours of the morning making love. And what a night it had been.
 
   The sheets were wrapped around his waist, and I glanced down at his shirtless chest. God, he was just amazing. I couldn’t help myself; I had the sudden urge to taste his skin. I shifted down the bed and kissed his chest. I kissed my way down to the top of the sheet, and I saw him stir, still asleep. I peeled the sheet back. He was wearing boxers, and I saw the beginning of an erection starting to form through his shorts. I continued kissing down his stomach and saw that his tight muscles flexed even in his sleep. I licked each muscle in his six pack, and I continued my leisurely journey southward, licking the sexy trail leading from his stomach down past his hips. I kissed his hipbone, jutting out tantalizingly, on my way down, and I saw the outline in his shorts growing harder. I kissed his hardness through his boxers and reached in, stroking him with my hand. I pulled him out further and kneeled between his legs. I had the sudden urge to taste him. 
 
   I started by licking the tip, and I heard him moan. I cupped his balls in my hand as I inserted the head in my mouth and sucked. I sheathed my teeth with my lips and sucked my way down, until I had him as far in my mouth as I could take him. 
 
   “Oh, fuck,” I heard him moan. His soft grunts only spurred me on, and then his hand was in my hair as I bobbed up and down, tasting his most intimate body part. 
 
   “I’m going to come,” he said in warning. I sucked harder and took in as much of him as I could. He grabbed me by the armpit and hauled me up. “I don’t want to come in your mouth. I want to come inside of you.” He pressed his mouth to mine, and I was lost to the world as he pulled my tiny tank top off of me and then ripped my short shorts from my body. He rolled on a condom and then pulled me up on top of him. I eased down onto him, already plenty wet from my morning exploring adventure, and he held me under my ass as he guided me up and down. The feeling of him inside of me was totally right, and it wasn’t long before those delicious muscles deep inside of me started clenching in satisfaction. He pushed up hard into me just as an orgasm ripped through me, and we both yelled out together. 
 
   I collapsed on top of him, and he stayed inside of me for a moment. Then he pulled out slowly, and it immediately felt like something was missing. I wanted him, needed him inside of me. He pulled me up next to him, guiding me to my side so that he could spoon me, and he held me and it was utter bliss. 
 
   “You’re really good at that,” he whispered.
 
   “You are, too. Have you had a lot of practice?” I don’t know why I asked. Morbid curiosity, I guess.
 
   “My fair share. But you’re really top notch.”
 
   “What’s a fair share?”
 
   “You want, like, a number?”
 
   I considered his question. Did I really want to know? And did I want to reciprocate and tell him my number? I turned and looked at him, lying on my stomach with my chin on his chest as I looked up into his eyes. “Do you have a big number?”
 
   “Isn’t it a little early for this conversation?” he asked gently. 
 
   “It’s past noon, so I’d say no.” I wasn’t sure why I was pressing, but suddenly I was curious.
 
   He chuckled. 
 
   “Well?”
 
   “What would you consider a big number?”
 
   “More than fifty.”
 
   “Jesus. It’s not that big.”
 
   “More than thirty.”
 
   “If you say thirty is big, then my number isn’t big.”
 
   “More than twenty?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “More than ten?”
 
   “Okay, maybe big. You?”
 
   “Oh, no, mister. You’re confessing all your dirty little secrets before you get mine.”
 
   “Alright, alright. You are lucky number seventeen.”
 
   “That’s not that bad. Especially for someone as hot as you. You could have any girl you want.”
 
   “The one girl I want is in my bed right now. So I guess you’re right.”
 
   “For just confessing that you’ve slept with sixteen other women, you’re pretty good at smoothing things over. You know that?”
 
   “So I’ve been told. But let me just get one thing clear. Not one of those other women has anything on you.”
 
   “That’s sweet, Nick.”
 
   “It’s true. It’s not just a line. I was a little wild in my early twenties, and to be truthful, seven of those girls were one-night-stands the summer before my senior year of college. But they all pale in comparison to you.”
 
   “Geez, Nick. Seven?”
 
   “Yeah. If I could change that part of my life, I would. But there’s no sense in living with regrets. You can’t change it, so you move on. I know that I was lucky and I could’ve ended up with a disease or whatever, and I am thankful that I escaped from that summer healthy.”
 
   “Why were you so… wild?”
 
   “It’s definitely too early for that story. Let’s save it for a rainy day. Now tell me your number.”
 
   “Guess.”
 
   “One. Just me.”
 
   “Ha. You wish.”
 
   “I do. You know, I haven’t had sex in over a year?”
 
   “I would never have guessed. You’re so good at it that it seems like you just did it yesterday.”
 
   “I did just do it yesterday,” he deadpanned.
 
   I giggled. “You know what I mean. Why haven’t you had sex in a year?”
 
   He took in a deep breath before he responded. “Honestly?” he asked. I nodded. “You,” he whispered.
 
   “Stop it,” I said, giggling.
 
   “I’m serious, Julianne. I told you, it’s only been you since the day I met you. I went on a few dates, but I couldn’t stop comparing other women to you. My heart just wasn’t in it, and I kept waiting to meet someone that would get you off of my mind, but no one ever did.”
 
   “Seriously?” My voice squeaked out higher than I expected.
 
   He grinned and then nodded. “So how many before me?”
 
   “Guess.”
 
   “Two.”
 
   I shook my head. “Three?”
 
   “You’re number five.”
 
   “That’s low.”
 
   “It’s only five fewer than you minus your reckless summer. And you’re so much older than me.”
 
   He laughed. “Good point. Well, except for the age thing.” 
 
   My stomach growled.
 
   “As much as I don’t want to move from this spot,” he said, squeezing my naked bottom, “we need to get breakfast. Or—“ he glanced at the clock. “—lunch.”
 
   I kissed his chest. “Let’s do it.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “Lunch, nerd.”
 
   He laughed and smacked my bottom hard. I yelped, and then we both got up out of bed to face the day.
 
   Nick made sandwiches while I poured us each a glass of water, and then he set our food down and sat across his kitchen table from me. 
 
   “So tell me about your last girlfriend,” I said, curious about the sixteen women before me after our morning talk about numbers.
 
   He paused, swirling his water around his cup. He glanced up at me.
 
   “You first.”
 
   “God, it’s been awhile.”
 
   “For me, too. Start at the beginning and tell me all of it.”
 
   “All of it?”
 
   He nodded. “Sure. We’re getting to know each other, and our past makes us who we are, right?”
 
   I shrugged. “Well, I dated Travis my junior and senior year of high school. We broke up before college, but we still hooked up occasionally after that. During my junior year, I dated a guy named Mike. He was a year older than me, and he was the first guy who showed an interest in me besides Travis. I fell hard for him. We broke up in the fall when he took a job in Chicago when he graduated, and I wasn’t ready to just pick up my life and relocate to somewhere I hadn’t even visited before. Then I kind of dated around my senior year. I met Holly at McMillan, and a few months after I started, she introduced me to a friend of a friend named Tim, and I dated him for a little over a year. He was the last guy I dated seriously before I met you.”
 
   “So that’s three,” Nick said. “Who was the fourth?”
 
   “A guy named Anthony. It’s cheesy, but I met him at a bar, and we dated for about a month shortly after I broke up with Tim. I slept with him and he turned out to be a total douche, so I don’t count him as a serious relationship.”
 
   “So how long ago did you and Tim break up?”
 
   “It’s been, God, about a year and a half now. I liked him a lot, but we were stuck in a rut and we had only been together for a year. I just don’t think either of us saw it going anywhere long term, you know?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “So tell me yours now. I want to know about all sixteen before me.”
 
   He smiled. “It all started with a girl named Jennifer when I was in high school. She was a senior when I was a freshman and she was the first girl I ever slept with. We broke up when she went to college.”
 
   “You dated a senior when you were a freshman?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. I was always tall for my age, and I bulked up in eighth grade. I didn’t look like a freshman.”
 
   “So you’re saying that you were sexy even back then?”
 
   He grinned. “I guess Jen thought I was.”
 
   I giggled.
 
   “So after Jen, my sophomore year, I hooked up with Heather. She was a junior, and we dated until prom. I went with her to prom and broke up with her shortly thereafter.”
 
   “That’s mean!”
 
   “She was a drama queen and I was tired of it. After that was Kim, another drama queen, and I dated her off and on my junior and senior year. She was a year younger than me. We broke up when I went off to college.”
 
   “So you slept with three girls in high school?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, those were just the ones I had relationships with.”
 
   “Jeez!”
 
   He shrugged. “There was only one other girl, the summer before college started. Let’s just say that it was a short-lived relationship.”
 
   “So we’re up to four. You had the seven during your wild summer, plus me. That leaves five.”
 
   “My freshman year of college, I met Sarah at a party. She was funny and cute and so different from the girls I had dated in high school. I dated her for three years, almost all of college.”
 
   “Did you love her?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “She and I had so much fun together, but we fought a lot. She was stubborn, and I was immature, so I would egg her on just to piss her off. It got to the point where it felt like we were fighting more than we were getting along. In the end, I couldn’t remain in a relationship where all I did was fight. It was exhausting, and even though I loved her, I knew that we weren’t right for each other.”
 
   “Very insightful for a college student.”
 
   “As you know, I had a bit of a rough summer before my senior year. That part of the story gets complicated, but suffice it to say, I stayed away from women my senior year of college. I had a broken heart after Sarah. And then I graduated and immediately went back to school for my Master’s. I met Stephanie in my Master’s program, and I dated her for four years.”
 
   “Long term.”
 
   “Yeah. I thought I was going to marry her, until I found her quite literally underneath my boss.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “It wasn’t pretty. I quit my job and broke up with Steph in the same night. That wasn’t a tough decision, but living with the consequences was tough. I had to scramble to find a job, and that’s how I ended up at Glasgow Marketing,” he said, referring to the place he worked before he joined the team at McMillan. “It was a good enough job, and a good competitor for McMillan, but it just didn’t have the size or the sustainability that McMillan has. I think if I wouldn’t have been so rash to quit my job, I could’ve ended up somewhere much better than Glasgow. But I needed a quick fix to my issue of unemployment.”
 
   “This is a fascinating story.”
 
   He grinned. “And I’m not even to the best part. So I took a break from women for a few months. I was hurt by her and the thought of getting back into a relationship terrified me for awhile. After Steph, I got together with a friend a few times, but nothing more ever came from it. Then a girl from Glasgow showed some interest, so we sort of casually dated on and off for maybe two years or so. I told her that I didn’t have time for a relationship because I wanted to focus on building my resume. It was never anything serious with her, but when she found out that I slept with a different girl that I met at a friend’s party, she wasn’t too happy, even though we had agreed that we weren’t exclusive. So our hooking up ended, and then I met Katie through a mutual friend, and I dated her for about a year. She had issues with jealousy. It wasn’t like she would just get kind of jealous when I talked to other girls. She would literally get pissed at me when I would hang out with my brother and Eric. She was awesome at first, but she got more and more possessive of me and my time and I felt like she was turning me into who she wanted me to be rather than just allowing me to be who I am. So I had to end it with her. And then I quit Glasgow shortly thereafter and came to work for McMillan, and then I met you. And I haven’t slept with another woman since the day I laid my eyes on you, and that’s the best part. The happy ending.”
 
   I grinned, feeling closer and closer to this wonderful man with every passing moment as we truly got to know everything about one another. 
 
   All too fast the weekend came to a close. Eric had texted Nick to let him know that he wouldn’t be coming home until the following morning, so we still had time together. But when 8:30 rolled around, it was time to head home. I hadn’t been home since Friday, and I didn’t have anything to wear to work the next day.
 
   We sat on the couch watching a television show, and I stood up at a commercial.
 
   “I need to head home.”
 
   Nick took my hand in his and pulled me down into his lap. “I don’t want you to go,” he complained. “I’ll miss you too much.”
 
   “I don’t want to go. But I’m out of clothes,” I grinned. “You’ve ruined all of my panties.”
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah, we did some damage there.” He kissed me, his lips warm and sexy against mine, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to motivate myself to walk out that door. 
 
   I broke from him breathlessly. “Come with me. You can bring clothes and get ready at my place in the morning. Then we don’t have to be apart.”
 
   “It’s risky, but you’re worth it.”
 
   “No one will ever know,” I promised, and I sealed it with a kiss.
 
   I packed my bag while Nick gathered his stuff and then we headed for my apartment, Nick leading the way in his BMW so I could stare at his back end the whole way.
 
   When we arrived back at my place, Nick graciously carried my bag as well as his smaller overnight bag, laptop case, and iPad. I unlocked my front door and he set everything down, and then somehow I was in his arms with my back pressed against the front door and his mouth was on mine, greedy and wanting and blazing. 
 
   He ripped my long-sleeved t-shirt over my head and I did the same to him. I scratched my nails down his bare, firm chest, and he yelled out in wicked pleasure. 
 
   He fumbled with the button on my jeans, and when he got it, he yanked them down, slipping my shoes off and then my pants. I stood against the front door in my bra and panties.
 
   “Jesus, how’d you get to be so fucking sexy?” he asked, his lips on my neck. 
 
   I shivered with lust at his touch and his words. He kicked off his own shoes and then pulled his jeans off, and he stood in front of me in just his boxers. He fumbled around in his overnight bag and produced a condom, which he put on after losing his boxers. My breath caught in my throat as I took in the glory that was naked Nick. He was ridiculously gorgeous and I was still in awe that this was mine to play with. 
 
   Nick pulled my panties down my legs slowly, a contrast to the sexy way he had attacked me the moment we walked through the door. And then he stood, and he pulled me close to him, lifting me gently off the ground and urging my legs around him.
 
   I wrapped my legs around his waist and he rammed into me, his hands under my bottom as my back was supported by the cold front door. His rhythm was fast as he pushed me higher and higher. I held onto his neck as he buried his head in my chest, and it wasn’t long before I spiraled out of control, squeezing his neck tightly as I came. Nick followed quickly, pumping a few more times as he grunted incoherently, and then he held me close to him as he lingered inside of me, our connection unbroken while we both regained our composure. After a few moments, he pulled out and set me down, and then he hugged me close to him. He kissed my cheek down to my neck and back up to my lips. 
 
   He pulled back and looked into my eyes, and he looked like he was struggling with what he wanted to say. I knew I was feeling strongly about him, and it was written in his eyes that he felt the same. It was just too early to say those words. I knew neither of us wanted to jinx anything by moving our relationship along too quickly, but I also knew that we were both feeling something stronger than a crush. Whatever we were starting had the potential to last forever, and I saw in his eyes that he knew it, too.
 
   We both washed up and got ready for bed. Right before we fell asleep, I asked Nick if he wanted to go up to my parents’ cabin in Payson with me the following weekend. He agreed, and then we both fell asleep, and I dreamed of late nights and sensual touching and scorching kisses.
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   The week dragged by at work; while it was much more enjoyable now that Nick and I shared a secret, I was excited for our weekend trip. We had an hour and a half car ride – plenty of time to bond – and then two uninterrupted days just for each other, and I couldn’t wait. 
 
   We tried our best to stay away from each other in the romantic sense at work, though it was difficult. We went to lunch most days and told our coworkers that we were working together on several projects, which wasn’t entirely a lie. We did collaborate often, but not quite as often as we let on. I avoided Lucy and Holly as much as I could, claiming that I had a lot of work to do. I knew that if I spent too much time with either of them, they would be able to tell that something was different. I was just wondering how long Nick and I would have to keep our relationship a secret, because it wasn’t working for me. I considered talking to Davidson and asking for a transfer to a different department, but it was still early days in our relationship to be making those kinds of monumental changes.
 
   Lucy and Holly must have sensed that something was off with me, but I got lucky in the fact that both of them were in newer relationships themselves, so both were too preoccupied with their new men to really spend much time worrying about me. 
 
   Finally Friday arrived. We planned to go to my apartment after work to drop off my car and then to head right up to Payson from there in his car. The day began as usual, and it wasn’t until a little after 10:00 that I received a phone call from an unhappy client claiming that I hadn’t met a deadline. The last thing I wanted to deal with on a Friday morning was an unhappy client, particularly when they were blaming me for the error. I checked my calendar and saw that I had marked their work due on the following Thursday, and I explained that Richard Cabrillo, the man on the phone. 
 
   “Your calendar is wrong,” was his reply. What a jerk! “I’m looking at the paperwork in front of me, and our contract says that you would have the marketing plan draft to us yesterday. Pull the contract.”
 
   I glanced through my files and found his contract, and sure enough, there it was, in black and white. This was the first time in my life that I had ever missed a deadline. I prided myself on my organization, and I couldn’t believe I messed up the date. I had the project about half-done, and I had put it on my calendar to work on the following week. 
 
   “Mr. Cabrillo, I’m looking at the document now, and it appears that you are correct. Please accept my apologies. I will talk with my supervisor and call you back with our action plan.”
 
   “I need those ASAP.”
 
   “I understand that, sir.”
 
   “I expect that you will offer sufficient discounts for this extreme inconvenience.”
 
   “I will speak with Mr. Matthews and return your call.”
 
   “I’d like to speak with your supervisor directly.”
 
   “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”
 
   “I’m sure it is since you have been useless. Put me in contact with him.”
 
   That “useless” comment hurt. “I will have him call you today.”
 
   He hung up and I cursed under my breath. I gathered all of the information I had for his account and then headed to Nick’s office to explain the situation. 
 
   His door was open, so I walked in. He was on the phone. He glanced up at me and grinned, motioning for me to sit. I did. He finished up the call and turned his full attention to me.
 
   “Julianne Becker.” God, I loved the sound of my name coming out of his mouth. “What can I do for you?”
 
   I fidgeted, knowing that I had bad news to deliver. If he was just my boss and not the guy I was sleeping with and falling for, this conversation would have been so much easier. But now that I had a personal investment in him, it became a whole lot harder to admit that I had made a mistake. 
 
   I glanced up, and his smile faded as he saw the look on my face.
 
   “I missed a deadline for a marketing plan yesterday, and Richard Cabrillo of Dorsett Printing wants my head on a platter.” Apparently blurting the issue out was my game plan.
 
   “Okay, so we’ll damage control and fix it.”
 
   “He wants to speak with my supervisor.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Nick.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Tears filled my eyes. “I had the deadline on my calendar for next Thursday, but I pulled the contract and it shows that the deadline was yesterday. I don’t know what happened.”
 
   “Hey, it’s okay. It was clearly a mistake, and in my experience working with you, such an oversight is unlike you. When can you have it done?” I wondered if he wasn’t reprimanding me because we were dating. If Lucy had done this, would she have gotten in trouble? 
 
   I took a deep breath. “I can get it done by Monday if I work this weekend. But I sort of have plans this weekend.”
 
    “Close the door.”
 
   I got up and shut it per his request, and then, to my mortification, tears started falling. It was the first – but not the last – time that I ever cried in front of Nick. 
 
   Nick stood and rushed to my side, pulling me into his arms. “Baby, it’s alright. We’ll fix this. I need you to clear the rest of your day and just work on this project.”
 
   Then I really started crying. He was being so sweet to me after I fucked up, and it didn’t help that I kept replaying the conversation with Cabrillo in my head, his “useless” comment on repeat in my head.
 
   “Why the tears?” he asked gently, kissing my forehead. He pulled back and wiped away a tear with his thumb.
 
   I took a shaky breath. “Cabrillo called me ‘useless.’”
 
   “What a fucking asshole.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Listen, don’t let that get to you. He was just angry.” He wiped another tear and then he kissed my lips. “Here’s the plan. We will stay here as late as we need to tonight and I’ll help you, and then we’ll work on it this weekend in Payson. I know it isn’t ideal, but we’ll get it done hopefully with minimal consequences.”
 
   “Let’s just postpone our trip.”
 
   Nick shook his head vehemently. “No. I don’t want to postpone it. We’ll get it done and we’ll still have time for each other.”
 
   “Are you sure? I don’t want to ruin our weekend with work.”
 
   “Of course. I am happy to help.”
 
   “Again, Nick, I’m so sorry.”
 
   He nodded. “Do you have Cabrillo’s contact information?”
 
   I handed it over, and then I gave him the full details and ran down our conversation again. I stood to leave when he started dialing his phone, but he motioned for me to stay.
 
   “Good Morning. This is Nick Matthews of McMillan Marketing. I am calling for Richard Cabrillo,” I heard Nick say. “Thank you.” He waited as he had obviously been put on hold. “Mr. Cabrillo, hi, Nick Matthews of McMillan Marketing. My colleague Julianne has informed me of the missed deadline. I can offer you a ten percent discount with a guaranteed plan put together by next Wednesday.”
 
   Wednesday? I thought he had said Monday?
 
   “I’m afraid that’s impossible. The only way I can get that done is by hiring extra staff to complete the project.” He paused as he listened to the complaints from Richard. “I apologize for the mistake. I can assure you that Julianne feels terrible for the oversight, and I guarantee that she will be reprimanded and this infraction will remain in her permanent file. However, I also must tell you that if I hire extra staff to complete the project over a weekend, I won’t be able to offer any discount.”
 
   I understood his game, now. 
 
   “Your choice, Mr. Cabrillo.”
 
   Nick looked so sexy sitting behind his desk, talking business on the phone. He was in control and direct and it was hot. I could sit in that chair and watch him all day long. But apparently I had a ton of work to do before I could start my weekend.
 
   “Fine. I will personally hand-deliver them on Monday. Please accept my apologies on behalf of McMillan.”
 
   Nick hung up the phone and grinned at me.
 
   “Nice work, Matthews,” I grinned. “So not even a discount?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Damn. You’re good at what you do.”
 
   “It’s my job, baby.”
 
   “It’s impressive that you managed to get the deadline moved with no consequences.”
 
   “The key to business is smooth talking.”
 
   “You’re good at it.”
 
   He smiled. “Now go get to work. I’ll bring you lunch a little later and check in on you.”
 
   “Thank you for what you did. You saved my ass today.”
 
   He raised both of his eyebrows at me. “Don’t get us in a situation where I need to do it again.” 
 
   “I promise I won’t.”
 
   Typically the turnaround for a marketing plan at McMillan was about four weeks, but that never meant working full time on any one project. I had completed all of the research for the project already, and I had reviewed the company’s goals and current marketing plan. In my initial meeting with Cabrillo’s team, we had come up with marketing objectives together, and then I had studied the market behavior to include with my report (demographics, trends particular to social media and competition, etc.). I had already drafted several logos for rebranding and I had a team in ads that had come up with several ideas for new slogans. I had planned on using the majority of that Friday to come up with the key strategies related to advertising and social media (including things like flyers, print ads, direct mail ideas, electronic marketing strategies, Google Ad words, and current website management), finishing that Monday and figuring out the budget and a timeframe, and then using Tuesday and Wednesday to finish writing the plan with all of the essential pieces in place. But now that timeline was shot to hell and I had to have it all done by Monday.
 
   I worked my ass off for Nick, as clearly I wasn’t motivated by Cabrillo calling me “useless.” My first goal was to rewrite my timeline. I figured if I chipped away at this one step at a time, it would all get done. I just had to maintain focus. By my calculations, I could finish the advertising and social media and Nick could help me with the budget and timeframe before we left for Payson, and then I could write the final copy of the plan over the weekend. It typically took me about ten hours to finish writing a marketing plan after I had all of the pieces in place, and I still had to finish getting those pieces into place. If I got that done by the end of the day and got started on the final plan, that would mean less time spent on work over the weekend and more time spent on Nick.
 
   Lunchtime came and went, the only sign of it my growling stomach. Nick appeared a little after 1:30 with my favorite sandwich from the deli and a diet Dr. Pepper. I looked up at him in worship, my hero bringing me provisions for survival. 
 
   “How’s it going?” he asked, taking a seat next to me.
 
   I took a huge bite of my sandwich. “Good. Getting a lot done.”
 
   I handed him my “To Do List,” showing him what I had accomplished thus far. He seemed impressed.
 
   “We can easily get this done in a few hours,” he said, pointing to the section I had blocked off for the weekend.
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “Good work, Julianne,” he said, smiling. 
 
   I grinned, loving the way he looked at me with admiration and lust and even perhaps love. 
 
   He had his Friday afternoon meeting with Davidson and the other bigwigs, so I kept working. Before I knew it, it was 5:00, and I had finished all print ideas and was in the midst of electronic marketing when Nick appeared before me. 
 
   “My meeting’s over and I’m here to help. Tell me what to do,” he said, loosening his tie and taking a seat next to me, setting down his iPad on my workspace. 
 
   “How are you with budgets and timeframes?”
 
   “Expert level.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ll email you the file and you can start putting that together.”
 
   “It’s my favorite part of a marketing plan.”
 
   “Seriously?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I loathe that part. I like the creative side.”
 
   “That’s what makes us a good team.”
 
   I smiled and sent the file, and then I kept drafting my ideas for the electronic plan as Nick tapped away at his iPad beside me.
 
   It was nearly 7:00 before I heard my stomach growling.
 
   Nick heard it, too. “Want to order some dinner?” he asked.
 
   “I’m about done with the electronic plan.”
 
   “Fantastic. That was fast.”
 
   “Expert level,” I grinned. 
 
   “Well I’ve got a few finishing touches on the budget, but the timeframe is done. Why don’t we each finish and then we’ll call it a night?”
 
   I nodded, satisfied with that plan. A half an hour later, after I had saved all of the files in two places and emailed them to myself (just in case – you can never have enough copies of your work), we headed down to our cars. 
 
   “I’ve got some leftovers in my fridge. Is that okay for dinner?” I asked.
 
   “That’s fine with me. We can eat and run.”
 
   “See you at my place,” I said, and we both got in our cars. Ten minutes later, we pulled into my parking lot, and I led us both up to my apartment.
 
   I heated some leftover pasta and toasted some bread to go with our meal. We pulled together enough ingredients to create a salad, too, and then we sat down to eat.
 
   “So this isn’t exactly the start to the weekend I was hoping for,” I said.
 
   “I know. But who cares? We’re together, and that’s what really matters.”
 
   “You’re right. Thank you for helping me. I’m sorry again that I missed the deadline.”
 
   “It’s okay, baby. You can stop being sorry now. We’ve got the plan and you got a shitload done today. A few hours tomorrow and we should be finished.”
 
   I smiled in response, wondering how I got so lucky to have this man in my life.
 
   After we ate, Nick grabbed my overnight bag and we headed down to his car. Usually the trip to Payson went quickly because it was so scenic, but it was pitch black at 9:00 at night in the dead of winter. Instead, the trip went quickly because I got to spend alone time with Nick. 
 
   Nick punched the address for the cabin into his GPS and we were off. Once we got onto the highway, Nick said, “Open the glove box.”
 
   I did as instructed.
 
   “There’s a little book in there. See it? It’s called The Book of Questions.”
 
   “Yeah, I see it.”
 
   “Up for a challenge?” he asked, glancing at me.
 
   “Always,” I smiled.
 
   “So when I was young, before my dad died, whenever we went on a road trip, he and my mother would ask each other questions out of that book. And sometimes they would ask my brother and me, too, if they were age-appropriate questions. All you do is open to a random page and ask the question. Then everyone in the car has to answer honestly.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, flipping open the book and clicking on the little light above the rearview mirror so I could see. “Question 200. In conversations, do you tend to listen or talk more?” I turned off the light for our answers, figuring it was distracting to drive through the mountains with the light on in the dark.
 
   “Listen.”
 
   “Yeah, I could see that about you. You’re really good at listening.”
 
   He chuckled. “Thanks. What about you?”
 
   “It depends on the situation.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, if I’m talking to you about a work situation, obviously I’m going to talk more to explain what’s happening.”
 
   “I think the question means in general, not in a specific work situation.”
 
   “I probably talk more. Do you think?”
 
   “If we’re both listeners, no one would ever be talking.”
 
   “True. Okay, ready for another one?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I flipped the book open randomly again and used my cell phone light to read the question. “Question 104. Would you be willing to give up sex for five years if you could have wonderfully sensual and erotic dreams any night you wished?”
 
   “Oh, fuck no. Not after having sex with you. I want to be wide awake and enjoying every second.”
 
   Good thing it was dark; my cheeks turned red.
 
   “Well thank you. That was sweet.”
 
   “If you think about it, it’s actually kind of crude.”
 
   “Yeah, it is. But I’m with you on that one. Hell no, I’m not giving up sex for five years. Not if it means sex with you for five years.”
 
   Shit. I realized after I said it that I was assuming we were serious enough to still be together in five years. I didn’t want to push him into labeling what we had. I didn’t want to be the one to initiate that conversation; it had only been a few weeks, after all.
 
   “Hmm, five years of sex? Sounds good to me.” He grinned at me, and I smiled back, feeling like I dodged a bullet there. “Give me another question,” he said. 
 
   “37. What was your best experience with drugs or alcohol? Your worst experience?” 
 
   “Shit. This just got deep fast.”
 
   “We can skip it,” I said.
 
   “That’s okay. This was my idea. My best experience was with alcohol, not drugs. I’ve had a lot of good times drunk, but one that stands out in particular is this past New Year’s Eve.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat.
 
   “If I hadn’t had three tequila shots, I never would’ve gotten up the nerve to find you at midnight for that kiss. And none of this ever would’ve started.”
 
   “Good answer.” I looked at his profile as he drove, the lights from the dashboard illuminating his face in the dark. 
 
   He smiled. “Truthful.”
 
   “And your worst?”
 
   “I was drugged in college. It sounds stupid, especially because I’m a guy, but I was a freshman and I didn’t know any better. I set my drink down and went to the bathroom, and then I picked it back up and drank it. I don’t remember anything about that night, but I was taken to the hospital. They found a combination of Rohypnol and Ecstasy in my system and with the combination of a shit ton of alcohol along with the drugs, the doctors had to pump my stomach.”
 
   “Geez. That sounds scary.”
 
   “It would have been if I had been conscious for any of it. My friends told me that it was scary for them.”
 
   “How did they know to take you to the hospital?”
 
   “I passed out. I was unresponsive and they got scared.”
 
   “Did you get in trouble for underage drinking?”
 
   He nodded. “I was put on probation for six weeks and had to do community service.”
 
   “Sounds like a rough hangover.”
 
   “It was. I didn’t mind the service part; I think I might have enjoyed it if it wasn’t a punishment. So now I try to do some sort of volunteer work once a month.”
 
   “You do?” I was surprised. And for as much as we talked about having known each other for a year before we got together, it still seemed like I was still learning something new about him every day.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Where do you volunteer?”
 
   “It varies. I’ve volunteered at soup kitchens, retirement homes, the zoo, children’s hospitals.”
 
   “You’re amazing.” I felt a tingle in my heart. I knew in my heart that I was officially in love with this man, and my life would be forever changed because of it.
 
   “Nah. Lots of people volunteer.”
 
   “I think it’s really sweet that you do that.”
 
   “What about your best and worst experiences with alcohol or drugs?”
 
   “Well, I liked your answer about New Year’s Eve. But honestly, I didn’t get smashed until later. I don’t know if I have a ‘best’ experience. Lots of little good ones.”
 
   “Then what’s your most recent one?”
 
   “New Year’s Eve. After you left, I didn’t know if you had really been there or if I had imagined it. But I figured it was time to celebrate either way. So I got drunk on champagne and danced the night away with my best friends, happy that the guy I had had a crush on for a year finally kissed me.”
 
   “Sounds like fun.”
 
   “It was an amazing night. And, by the way, you never did tell me about your New Year’s Eve.”
 
   “I was out with my buddies and they were at West, that bar down the street from Mahogany. I tried all night to convince them to go to Mahogany, but they kept buying rounds of drinks and shots, and it’s sort of man code when I go out with my buddies that we all split a cab home. Since you were at a different bar, and my buddy John was interested in a girl at West, I couldn’t figure out how to get my group to Mahogany. So I excused myself to the restroom a little before midnight, headed over to find you, kissed you, and headed back. I couldn’t risk Lucy, Jake, and Holly seeing me with you, but something just pulled me like a magnet to you. I knew you were at Mahogany and I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I couldn’t stop picturing your lips. I couldn’t let another day pass without kissing you, and I knew everyone else would be locked up in their own New Year’s kisses.”
 
   “Good plan. Except I wanted to kiss you all night.”
 
   “Believe me, I wanted that, too. But I couldn’t risk the people we work with seeing us.”
 
   “Good call. I wouldn’t want either one of us to get fired because of some stupid paper you signed when you first started working for McMillan.”
 
   “Me either. But it’s getting harder and harder to stay away from you at work.”
 
   “Oh good. It’s not just me, then.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s me, too. I can’t keep my hands off of you,” he said, placing his hand on my knee, “and I don’t want to.”
 
   “I don’t want you to,” I said. He took my hand in his and pulled it to his lips, and I sighed in pleasure.
 
   “So your worst experience with drugs or alcohol?” he asked, changing the subject.
 
   “Worst would be all hangovers I’ve ever had when I said I’d never drink again. I’ve never done drugs except I tried pot once. I was really paranoid the whole time and realized it wasn’t a hobby I wanted to take up.”
 
   “Smart girl. I used to smoke pot in college. I was stupid back then.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I wised up. Okay, new question. Last one.”
 
   “43. When were you last in a fight? What caused it and who won?”
 
   “You go first.”
 
   “Um… I got in a fight with my sister at Christmas. It wasn’t anything major, but she’s older and I’m the baby, and I tend to get teased a lot because I’m the youngest. Well she took it too far and it pissed me off.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “Just that I am a spoiled princess. So I told her she was a bratty bitch, and we didn’t talk for an hour. Then my nephew came up and gave me a hug because he could tell I was in a bad mood, and he asked me what was wrong, and then my sister came over and apologized. So technically I won because I didn’t apologize first, but I was about to.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “What’s yours?”
 
   He sighed. “I’m currently in a fight with my mother.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “She made my brother and me go to California for Christmas. It’s a long story, but let’s just say that we aren’t currently speaking, and no one has won the fight yet.”
 
   “What do you mean that she ‘made’ you go visit her?”
 
   “She makes us come to her every year. She doesn’t offer to cover any expenses, but she turns on the waterworks and gives us guilt trips when we tell her we would rather stay in Arizona. She refuses to let us stay in her house, so we have to get a hotel room when we visit her. She has enough money to buy the state of Texas, but she can’t be bothered with her children.”
 
   I covered his hand on my knee with my own hand. “I’m so sorry, Nick. That sounds awful.”
 
   “It is. But I'm used to it. I can handle it because I’m the older brother, but I get protective when she starts badgering Josh about shit. ‘Why aren’t you married? Why don’t you make more money? Why don’t you get a better job?’”
 
   “She says that stuff?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “God, that’s horrible.”
 
   “That’s not even the half of it. The guy she’s married to is verbally abusive to Josh and me, and she does nothing to stop it. Before we left, I told her that this was the last Christmas we would be spending in California. She didn’t take it well, and we haven’t spoken since.”
 
   “It sounds like you needed to stand up to her.”
 
   “I know I did. But it was hard.” 
 
   I squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   He smiled at me. “Thanks, baby.”
 
   “More questions?”
 
   “I think I’m good. Let’s save some for the ride home.”
 
   “Sounds good.” I placed the book back in the glove compartment. 
 
   Nick turned on the radio, and we chatted and sang songs, the mood much lighter for the rest of the trip. We pulled into the driveway of my parents’ cabin just after 10:30. There was snow on the ground, and the air was a cool twenty-four degrees. It was too dark to show the cabin’s outer beauty to Nick until the next morning. I fumbled in the dark with the key, and I opened the front door. The house was freezing. I found the light switch and flicked it on, and the beautiful cabin came to life. I shivered, my teeth chattering as I made my way to the thermostat, which was set at fifty-five degrees. I kicked it up to seventy-two, and Nick came in behind me carrying our bags.
 
   “Wow,” he said, taking in the beauty of the cabin. To his right was the family room area featuring a large, comfortable sectional couch pointed at brick fireplace and stone mantle. To the left was a reading area, complete with bookcases and two leather recliners. The first floor had no televisions. The entire first floor had hardwood floors, and across from the family room was an office complete with Wi-Fi (a convenience put in by my parents after we had stopped using the cabin as a family when we were younger; they did it for potential renters). Across from the reading area was the huge kitchen with granite countertops, a full gourmet cooking range, and a large eating area with a huge, round pine table that seated eight comfortably (ten squeezed in, I remembered from some of our family trips).
 
   I took Nick on the upstairs tour, too, and he hauled the bags up the stairs and around with us. There was a loft area with satellite television and four bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, walk-in closet, and television. The master bedroom, where we finally ended the tour, was something to behold. It was a huge room with a king-sized bed and dark wood furniture, and the bathroom featured ceramic tile countertops and a ceramic tiled shower.
 
   Nick was impressed. “This is much nicer than I pictured when you said your parents had a cabin,” he said, setting our bags down on the dresser.
 
   “Wait until you see it in the daylight. It’s amazing.”
 
   He pulled me into his arms. “You’re amazing. Do you know that?”
 
   I blushed. And then I nodded. “So I’ve been told,” I said, noticing again the exact hazel shade of his eyes.
 
   He chuckled. “Well let me tell you again.” He gazed into my eyes. “You’re beautiful, smart, funny, caring, and so incredibly sexy.” He brushed his lips against mine just once, and then he pulled back and looked at me in wonder. “You’re the first person I’ve ever talked to about my mother.”
 
   My heart broke for him. I wished he had as good a relationship with his mother as I had with mine. “I feel honored that you feel comfortable enough with me to share that part of your life,” I said.
 
   “I don’t know if I’ve ever felt this comfortable with anyone else before.” His voice was low and sexy.
 
   I knew what he meant. I kissed him once, and he pulled me close against him so that I could feel his heart beating against my cheek. It felt perfect there in his arms. We stood in silence for awhile, both lost in thought as we held one another.
 
   “I have a question,” he started, breaking the silence as he pulled back from me. He took a deep breath, anxiety written in his eyes. He still held my body against his, and I was starting to feel the familiar pull to him, the need to have him, to feel his skin against mine.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Are you, um… Are you seeing anyone else?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   He kissed the tip of my nose. “I’m not seeing anybody else, either.”
 
   “So we’re exclusive?” I asked, knowing my tone was more hopeful than it should have been. 
 
   Nick nodded, and then he smiled. My heart fluttered in my chest; my hands were sweating, my knees shaking once again. He wrapped his arms more tightly around me and pulled me close against him, and we were lost to the rest of the world as our kiss turned fierce, his mouth covering mine as his tongue entered my mouth for the familiar erotic dance. 
 
   I felt his hands moving up and down my back and into my hair, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, my hands finding the back of his head and my fingers twining gently in his hair. His tongue moved slowly, sensually against mine, and I knew I was in for a fantastic weekend.
 
   He took his time with me, building the anticipation between us as he gently moved his hands down my body, grazing against all of my most sensitive areas. I would never, ever get tired of feeling his fingers on my body or feeling his lips against mine. I felt tingles racing up my spine and a tightening deep in my belly as I anticipated what was coming next.
 
   Nick backed me slowly to the bed, and then we both fell onto it, our lips never breaking our carnal connection. His hands started their arousing journey under my shirt to my breasts, which he grasped in his hands over my bra. I reached under his shirt, too, and felt his perfectly cut muscles under my hands, that tightening feeling down low intensifying with every passing second in his arms. 
 
   He lifted my shirt over my head and then took care of his own, and he kissed his way across my belly and up my sternum to my chest, up to my neck, and then his lips found mine again. I moaned into him, lost in the pleasure that only he could give me.
 
   I kicked off my shoes as we kissed, and I heard his drop to the floor a second later. And then he reached for the button on my jeans, and he unzipped them. He hovered over me and grasped the top of my jeans, slowly pulling them down and throwing them onto the floor. I lay in just my panties, a deep purple silky pair I chose specifically for Nick. 
 
   He gazed at me lying there, and then his eyes met mine and he grinned wickedly. He kissed his way back down my body to my panties, and he grasped the hem between his teeth. “I like these,” he growled. 
 
   Fuck, he was sexy. And when he did things and said things like that, I could hardly handle the lust I felt for him.
 
    He crawled his way back up to me, hovering over me as he kissed me with his deep, aggressive intensity. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, he reached down to remove his jeans and boxers, and then he motioned for me to lose my panties as he pulled on a condom. A moment later he hovered over me, and I felt him as he settled between my legs. His lips covered mine and then he rammed into me, and I felt complete having him inside of me. I arched up into him, and he groaned in satisfaction as my fingernails trailed down his back. It was just us; nothing else existed outside of our space together. My world was perfect when I was locked in Nick’s embrace, when our bodies became one.
 
   He slid in and out of me as his lips assaulted mine, his heavenly tongue mixing with the sensation of him moving inside of me as his left arm supported his weight next to me and his right hand moved up the length of my naked body. It all became too much for me as he found that magical spot inside of me that sent my body quivering into a loud and intense orgasm, and he pressed up hard into me three times more as he found his own thunderous release.
 
   The next morning, I was up first, the thought of the Cabrillo account on my mind. I wanted to finish the work and have it out of the way so that we could enjoy the rest of the weekend without any obligations hanging over us. 
 
   I put on the coffee and wandered around the first floor of the cabin, reminiscing about all of the fun times I had had at that very place; some with family, some with friends, and even a few with old boyfriends. I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, staring out the window at the Ponderosa Pine trees Payson was famous for. A thick blanket of snow covered the ground, and the ice coating the trees glinted in the morning sun. The beautiful view reminded me of so much from my past.
 
   I recalled the time Travis and I had come up to this very place when we were in college. One of our “Friends with Benefits” weekends, in fact, took place right in this cabin. Since at the time I was too young to feel comfortable sleeping in the master bedroom, we took up residence in one of the guest rooms. It was strange to me that Travis would pop into my mind at that time, but he was familiar. He was friendship; he was home. All this with Nick was so brand new, and I was feeling a mass of emotions that were also brand new to me. I had been in love in the past, but never like this. And I knew for sure that it was love. The way I felt when he held me in his arms, when he kissed me, when he made love to me… it was stronger and more powerful than any connection I had ever had before. It felt like he was my other half, like I wasn’t whole until he was there, too. He was my soul mate; the one person put on this earth specifically for me to find. And now that he was part of my life, even the thought of being without him cut me to the core and brought tears to my eyes. I was in deep, and knowing that he felt the same way made my heart feel safe with him. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Nick’s warm voice pulled me out of my reverie. 
 
   I turned from the window to look at him. He was a gorgeous, mussed vision before me, sleepy and sexy all at once, and I felt the familiar magnetic pull to him as he walked toward me. The truth was that I was thinking about him and how quickly I was falling completely in love with him. But I couldn’t tell him that; I didn’t want to scare him off, but more, I didn’t want to be the one who said it first. I liked following his lead, and I knew that he was in love with me, too, and he would tell me when the time was right. I liked letting him control the tempo of our relationship. Hell, I liked giving him control in general. So I lied. “Work stuff.”
 
   He came up behind me and kissed my neck. I melted. “What kind of work stuff?” he asked, his voice husky in my ear.
 
   “Like the Cabrillo account. I need to finish.”
 
   “Yeah, I know how you feel. I’ve been there. Let’s get it done so we can focus on just the two of us for the rest of the weekend.”
 
   “That sounds perfect.”
 
   He walked to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee in the mug I had left out for him, and I felt suddenly cold without him behind me. 
 
   He chatted while he poured his coffee. “I have to say, I’ve worked my way up the ladder, and McMillan’s one of the best places I’ve ever worked, barring the whole not dating your coworkers rule. I just really feel happy there, like I could be there forever.”
 
   “I like working there, too. The job is fun, and the people I work with are alright.” 
 
   He smirked at me as he took a seat next to me. “It just feels good. Like it will be the last job I’ll ever have. And it gave me you,” he squeezed my hand. 
 
   After our coffee and a steamy shower together, we got to work. By noon, we were both ready for a break, and we assessed what was left and determined that we could get the rest done in an hour or two. It was time for a lunch break. We went into town, and we found a bar and grill where we ordered burgers and beer. We laughed through lunch, always finding new things to talk about, and then we spent the afternoon walking through the boutique shops in town. He held my hand in public and it felt so right after being so secretive at work. He stopped suddenly and pulled me into his arms, kissing me right there on the middle of the sidewalk, and I longed for a normal, public relationship like most people had. But we couldn’t, or it could mean one – or both – of our jobs. And after he had confessed to me that morning just how much he loved working at McMillan, I was more determined than ever to make sure that we both kept our jobs. I just couldn’t imagine not working side-by-side with this gorgeous, creative, intelligent man. 
 
   When the sun started to set and the night’s chill set in, we headed back to the cabin. We spent some time finishing the Cabrillo project, and then we celebrated with some wine we had picked up while we were in town and made sandwiches for dinner. 
 
   “Great work,” he said, holding his glass up for me to clink.
 
   “I had a great partner helping me,” I smiled, taking a sip of the deliciously sweet Moscato.
 
   “We do make a good team. I wonder if Davidson would consider shifting things around a little?” he said, thinking aloud.
 
   “As long as he doesn’t shift you off my team anytime soon, I’m a happy camper.”
 
   “Agreed. Although if I wasn’t your boss anymore, we wouldn’t have to hide our relationship.”
 
   “That would be a huge benefit.”
 
   “Have you told anyone?”
 
   “Not anyone at work. I told my mom and my sister. And Travis.”
 
   “What’s up with that guy, anyway?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean the way he looks at you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean. He’s my best friend, and that’s all. What we had is planted firmly in the past.”
 
   “Is that all for him, too?”
 
   “Yes. Am I sensing jealousy?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it ‘jealousy.’ But I see the way he looks at you, Julianne. It’s the same way I look at you.”
 
   “I think you’re mistaking friendship for something more,” I said, although my conversation with Lucy about this very same topic popped into my mind. 
 
   “Maybe I am. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I trust you when you say that it’s in the past.”
 
   “Good. And you’re my present.”
 
   “And hopefully your future.” He held up his glass and grinned. “To the future.”
 
   “To the future.” I smiled back, clinked his glass with mine, and took another sip.
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   Sundays were becoming my least favorite day of the week because they meant that I was going to have to separate from Nick. Maybe it was unhealthy to spend all my time with a man, but I couldn’t help it, and apparently neither could he. There was no one else who I wanted to spend time with but him, and having to pretend like nothing was going on between us when we were at work was becoming increasingly difficult.
 
   We spent the better part of the morning in bed, making love and holding each other in bliss. We got up and showered, and then we took a long, cold hike on the trails behind the cabin. It was a chilly thirty degrees, so we bundled up, and we held hands through our gloves and talked the entire time. When we returned to the cabin, Nick started a fire in the fireplace and I made us each a cup of hot chocolate to warm up after our outing. We made love in front of the fireplace, and when the sun started to go down behind the mountains, we knew it was time to start our trek back home.
 
   We were both quiet on the ride home, knowing that this would mean a night apart. I had the Sunday Night Blues hardcore, and the thought of a night away from him was depressing. But he had to go home and get a change of clothes for the next day, and I needed to spend some time at home, too. I needed to sort through my mail and clean my apartment and do some laundry. All things that would have been more fun with Nick’s company.
 
   Nick walked me up to my apartment and came in for a few minutes, helping me get settled. He kissed me long and slow with those perfectly chiseled lips before he left. And when he was gone, it felt like a part of me had left with him. 
 
   I called Travis as I pulled the sheets off my bed for the laundry and separated my mounds of clothes that had been long neglected. 
 
   “Hey, babydoll,” he answered, sounding tired.
 
   “What’s new?”
 
   “Not much. I’m still hung over from last night.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “Danny and I went out again. I drunk dialed Brooke and she met us, and we went home together.”
 
   “That’s not healthy.”
 
   “I know. More unhealthy for her than me, though. I think she thinks we’re back on.”
 
   “Is that a bad thing?”
 
   “I’m still hung up on someone else.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me about her yet?”
 
   “Nope. Tell me about your weekend.”
 
   “Guess what?” 
 
   “What, Jules?” he asked.
 
   “He said we’re exclusive,” I bragged.
 
   Travis was silent.
 
   “Hello? Trav, are you still there?”
 
   “Yeah. Uh, congrats, Jules. I’m happy for you.”
 
   He didn’t sound like it. 
 
   “Thanks. Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I'm fine. I'm just not making much progress in my own love life.”
 
   “I’m sorry, buddy. You will soon, I can feel it,” I said, trying to make him feel better. “Listen, I need to call my mom and Jamie, too. Do you want to come over?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Jules. I’m really tired. I think I might just call it an early night.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   “Trav, I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Jules.”
 
   I hung up with him and dialed my parents’ house, wondering the whole time what was wrong with Travis and what I could do to help make it better.
 
   “Guess what, Mom!” I said when my mom answered.
 
   “What, Jules?” she asked.
 
   “You know how I went to the cabin with Nick?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. How did it go?”
 
   “It was perfect! We’re exclusively dating now.”
 
   “Oh honey, that’s fantastic! I’m happy for you. So does this mean you can tell people at work?”
 
   “No, not yet.” I could sense her disappointment. She didn’t think it was right to hide our relationship, no matter how valid we considered the reason.
 
   “Well, tell me more about this Nick character,” she said.
 
   I told her everything, from how sweet and gentle he was with me to how attractive he was. I left out the sexy details, and she strongly expressed her disapproval at hiding our relationship once again, but she understood that it was my life and that I was an adult who was making the decisions that were best for me. 
 
   I called my sister next, and she was happy for me too. She also reminded me that she only had two weeks until her due date, and I was thrilled for her. We talked the longest, and I told her all the gory details about Nick. 
 
   As soon as I hung up with her, a text came through from Nick:This weekend was perfect. I miss you already.
 
   I texted back:I miss you, too. I had a great time this weekend.
 
   What are you wearing?
 
   I laughed.Nothing. All my clothes are in the washing machine.
 
   Wish I was there.
 
   Me too. Wish you were kissing me again. Still. 
 
   Let’s go away together again. Soon.
 
   I would love to.
 
   See you tomorrow.
 
   Can’t wait, I replied.              
 
   What was weird is that I saw him only for a moment in the morning the next day, just long enough to give him the finalized marketing plan for Cabrillo’s team, and he took it to Dorsett Printing himself, hand-delivering the materials. I never saw him again after that. 
 
   Lucy, Holly, and I went to lunch together.
 
   “Where have you been lately?” Lucy complained.
 
   “Me? I’ve been right here,” I said.
 
   “I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”
 
   “I know. I’ve been busy with work stuff. I actually spent the better part of my weekend putting together a marketing plan.”
 
   “Is that why you didn’t text me back?” Holly asked.
 
   Shit. I had been neglecting my friends since I had been spending so much time with Nick. I knew it, but it was hard lying to them, too. I wanted to talk all about how great things were between us, but I couldn’t. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Holly. I was in the zone when I got your text, and I just totally forgot to respond when I was done working.”
 
   “We’re worried about you.” The concern was evident in Lucy’s eyes.
 
   “Everything is fine. No need to worry.”
 
   “You seem fine. But this is the first time we have had lunch with you in two weeks. We haven’t gone out together since New Year’s Eve. Where have you been?” Lucy asked. “Is it the new guy?”
 
   “What new guy?” Holly asked.
 
   “She said she had a new guy, but she wouldn’t tell me about him.”
 
   Shit again. Now Holly knew, and it wouldn’t be long before the two of them put it together. “I’ve just been really busy. I’ve been hanging with Travis a lot, and my sister’s due any day, so I’ve been spending time with my family.”
 
   “You’re lying,” Lucy said.
 
   “No I’m not.”
 
   “You always tuck your hair behind your ear when you’re lying.”
 
   And my hair was definitely tucked. “Alright. It’s a new guy. But my lips are sealed.”
 
   Just then our food arrived, so I was saved when the subject changed to shop talk about our most recent projects and the launch party for Brick City the following Monday night. We gossiped about what we would wear and how much fun we were going to have. While I was excited for the party, I was also a little concerned about how to handle Nick at that party. I knew he would go; he oversaw the entire rebranding, but how would I possibly maintain my cool and not act like a puppy in love around him? These types of parties usually included dancing, and if I saw him dance with anyone besides me, I didn’t know how I would react. I didn’t think it would be pretty, though. I wanted him all to myself. 
 
   When we returned to the office, I had planned to pop my head in Nick’s office just because I needed to see him, needed to feel his gaze on me, but his door was shut. I texted him,Where are you? And then I got back to work.
 
   About an hour later, I got a text back:Just leaving Cabrillo’s. Next, meetings with Davidson all afternoon.
 
   I frowned, hoping everything went okay with Cabrillo. I replied,Hope everything is ok.
 
   It’s fine. I’ll come by after work.
 
   Yes please. Miss you.
 
   Miss you too. Get back to work. :)
 
   After work on Monday, I waited anxiously for Nick to knock on my door. It sucked that I hadn’t seen him at work all day, and after spending the entire weekend with him, I was desperate to see him. Our relationship was new and intense, and I needed to kiss him, to hold his body against mine, to feel his warm skin. I was completely addicted to the way he made me feel. 
 
   I paced my apartment, wearing a pattern in the carpet. Then I flipped absentmindedly through the channels on my television, trying to find something – anything – to keep my mind occupied while I waited, and the wait felt interminable. I wasn’t sure how I was going to survive it. Finally I heard my buzzer a little after six o’clock. I clicked the button and waited by the door, and Nick knocked a minute later. I opened the door to him, and there he stood in his suit, fresh from work, sexy as ever. 
 
   His gaze met mine as I held the door open for him, his eyes clouded and dark and stormy. He came into my apartment and took off his suit jacket, tossing it over a chair haphazardly at my kitchen table, his eyes hot and never leaving mine. Then he pulled at his tie, loosening it, and he charged toward me with urgency. Suddenly I was in his arms as he yanked my body to his, and I felt his need and longing as he crushed his lips to mine, the desperation evident in his kiss. He felt it, too, that torture of being apart from each other. It was one of those fast-paced, hot, aggressive kisses, and I gave back with everything I had in me.
 
   “Fuck, I missed you today,” he said hoarsely, his mouth never leaving mine. I moaned into him as his hands pressed my back into him. 
 
   His mouth wandered down my neck. “I missed you, too,” I half-whispered, half-moaned, my own voice sounding strange to me.
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this anymore,” he said, kissing me again with urgency.
 
   “Do what?” I asked breathlessly.
 
   “Pretend. I can’t pretend anymore.”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   He pulled back from me, both of us breathless. He still held his arms around me. “I want to take you out to dinner, to hold your hand. Like we did in Payson, but here. I hate feeling like we have to hide what we have when all I want to do is kiss you every time I see you at work.”
 
   “Is that why you stayed away today?” I asked.
 
   “Partly,” he admitted. He kissed me once on the lips, and then he let go of me as he pulled off his tie completely and sat at my table. I sat next to him, and he reached for my hand as he sighed. “I was at Cabrillo’s for a long time. He was understandably pissed, but I went through the entire plan with him, and he was very happy with it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “He was a real dick at first, and after I took him through the plan and was sure he was satisfied, I accredited all of the work to you.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Yes, I did. It was all you, Julianne.”
 
   “You helped.”
 
   “Number crunching and logistically. Not with the creative side. And he couldn’t say enough good things about it.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “He said, and I quote, ‘That woman may be scattered and disorganized, but she knows her way around a marketing plan.’” Nick grinned at me. The “scattered and disorganized” part hurt, but at least there was minimal damage. Again I wondered if I would have been reprimanded if I wasn’t sleeping with my boss. “And you know, he’s right. Not about being disorganized, but about knowing how to put together a good plan.”
 
   “Thanks, Nick. That means a lot coming from you.” It did. I admired the work he did. “What else did you do today?”
 
   “Well, when I got back from Cabrillo’s, I had about fifty emails to answer, I had a meeting with Malcolm about his project, I touched base with Holly and Jake on different things, I had four of my own projects to deal with, and then I met with Davidson and Josie and some other people up top, and they handed down several new projects. Davidson wants to talk to me some more tomorrow, and tomorrow I also have to figure out who is getting which assignment, so we’ll probably have an afternoon team meeting. This shitty economy is doing wonders for McMillan. People want fresh ideas to market their businesses, and we’re scoring new clients left and right.”
 
   “Our company has a great reputation.”
 
   “It does. But given the economy, I'm starting to wonder if it would be smarter to jump ship and open up my own company.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve sort of always dreamed of owning my own company, but I know the risks involved and the benefits of working for someone else. I think at this point, it makes more sense to work for someone else than to take that risk. McMillan is a well-known company, and I know I could stay long enough to work my way up.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave our department.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave, either. I love working with you. But if we were in different departments, we wouldn’t have to hide anymore.”
 
   “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “What happened with Davidson today that’s got you thinking like this?”
 
   He lowered his gaze. “Nothing. I just hate hiding what we have.” He glanced back up to meet my eyes. “I’m falling for you, Julianne. And I want the whole world to know that you are mine.”
 
   I leaned toward him, and he pulled me so that I was sitting on his lap. He cradled me in his arms, and I felt safe, protected, loved. He rested his chin on top of my head and murmured, “You know, no matter how shitty my day at work is, I love this. Seeing you erases all of the crap and makes everything good again.” 
 
   He lowered his head and tipped my chin up, finding tears shining in my eyes at his sentiment. One escaped out of the side of my eye, and he quickly kissed it away. And then his mouth found mine, and I could feel the desperation in his kiss. I knew how he felt about me, and I felt the same way about him. I was ready for us to move beyond this phase where we had to hide, and his words tonight told me that he was ready for that, too. But how did we do that without losing our jobs?
 
   Our kiss was interrupted with the buzzing of his cell phone. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Davidson said he would call me tonight with word on a new project. Can you give me five minutes?” 
 
   I nodded and moved to stand, but he pulled me back down. I rested my head on his chest. 
 
   “Tom, hello.” I listened to his heart beating against my cheek while he talked to Davidson. I wasn’t paying attention to what he was saying; it wasn’t my business, and besides, he would clue me in if there was anything I needed to know. The call only lasted a few minutes, and he held me tightly against him the whole time. He kissed my forehead when he was off the phone and sighed. “I have some work I need to do at home,” he said. 
 
   “Okay,” I said, and then I climbed off of his lap. 
 
   He stood, pulling me into his arms, my body flush against his. “Come with me? I can’t even fathom sleeping apart from you again tonight.”
 
   His words, combined with the heat in his eyes, was overwhelming. How could I ever say no to this man? “Let me just get my stuff together and I’ll meet you at your place.”
 
   “Have you eaten?” he asked. I shook my head. “I’ll pick something up.”
 
   He kissed me, long and slow, and then he left. I quickly put together an overnight bag. Sleeping at Nick’s meant an earlier than usual morning since it was a thirty minute drive with no traffic to work from Nick’s place, so I packed my clothes for work for the next morning so that I wouldn’t even need to stop home.
 
   I arrived at his place about an hour later. I rang the bell, and Eric answered. 
 
   “Julianne, it’s great to see you again,” Eric said, smiling. He took my bag from me and set it down by the stairs. “Nick’s just in the kitchen getting your dinner set out.” 
 
   “Great. I’m starved.”
 
   Just then, another good looking man started down the stairs toward us. I presumed it was Nick’s brother, Josh. They shared similar features; Josh had the same sharp jaw line, hazel eyes, and dark hair. They even had the same nose. But that’s where the similarities ended. Josh was bulkier than Nick. He was good looking, but nowhere near as sexy as his brother. 
 
   Nick appeared in the doorway from the kitchen. “Julianne,” he smiled broadly at me, and he walked to me and took me in his arms, planting a firm kiss on my lips. I smelled him as soon as he came near, and the familiar scent was enough to drive my senses wild.
 
   Nick pulled back and slung his arm around my shoulders. “I’d like to introduce you to my brother, Josh. Josh, this is Julianne,” he said when Josh made his way to the foot of the stairs. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Josh,” I said, shaking his hand. 
 
   
  
 

“You, too. I’ve heard so much about you.”
 
   “Good things, I hope.”
 
   “You seem to be making my brother a happy man. Just keep doing whatever you’re doing.” 
 
   I smiled, and I could be mistaken, but I swear Nick blushed. He was never, ever unruffled, and it was adorable. 
 
   “Ready to eat?” Nick asked. I nodded, and he led me to his kitchen, where the table was set with food he had picked up on his way home. I spotted a delicious looking salad with chicken, walnuts, and cranberries.
 
   Eric and Josh headed to the family room, where a basketball game blared from the television, and intermittently I heard them either cheering or yelling.
 
   We dug into our food, famished from a hard day’s work and an even harder time being apart, glad to be back together again. Nick poured me a glass of white wine, and we chatted about the day’s events as he filled me in on more details from his meeting with Cabrillo. He was pretty quiet about his meetings with Davidson, though.
 
   After dinner, Nick led me up to his bedroom. This was usually the time when he made love to me, but instead, he led me into his closet. His closet? I couldn’t help but wonder why he took me in there.
 
   He pointed to a bar that was empty. “This used to have my clothes on it. But you’ve been spending so much time here, I wanted to carve out a space that’s yours – a place to keep some of your things. I know it’s early in our relationship, but I want you to feel at home here.”
 
   “That’s for me?” I wasn’t expecting this. I knew that we were serious about each other, and it was just some space in his closet, but to me, this was one of those huge actions that spoke so much louder than words. 
 
   He nodded. “It’s for you. We’ve been spending most of our weekends together here anyway. I know it’s a pain in the ass to get to work in the mornings from here, but maybe if you have some things that you keep here, it would make it easier for you.”
 
   I flung my arms around his neck. “Thank you, Nick,” I murmured. “This is really, really sweet of you.”
 
   He responded by kissing my neck hungrily, and a few minutes of passionate kissing later, he was hovering over me, seconds from being inside of me. I gazed up into his eyes, finding his eyes calmer and more relaxed than when he had first entered my apartment only a couple of hours earlier. This man was complex and interesting and funny and sexy, and he was all mine. My only wish was that I could share that fact with everyone in the world. 
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   The week passed quickly between the new projects Nick handed out to our team and my steamy nights with my boss. I reciprocated Nick’s closet offer by clearing a space in my own closet, and Nick filled it with some of his suits. I loved just going into my closet when I got home from work, right before he arrived, and looking at his suits in my closet. I loved knowing that there was a little piece of him in my home. And sometimes I breathed in his clothes, feeling his warmth in the familiar scent that was all man and all him. I was giddy with love for this man, and even though we hadn’t yet said those three enormous words aloud, we were both in that place. I had known him for a year before we had gotten together, and in that span of time, I had already fallen for him. Now that I knew him as intimately as I did, those feelings had only deepened. It was just so different with him. Every other relationship I had ever been in seemed pale in comparison to what Nick and I were forming. 
 
   Soon another weekend was upon us. My parents informed me that the cabin was free for the weekend, so we decided to head up to Payson again. 
 
   The drive up there Friday night after work was quiet. Nick seemed distracted, and I asked if he wanted me to read from the Questions book, but he merely grunted in reply. I studied his profile as he drove, and I noticed lines etched around his eyes. He looked drained and worn, more exhausted than I had ever seen him. Something was up with him; something was eating away at him, and it marked the first time in our relationship that he didn’t immediately share with me whatever was on his mind. I hoped that with a little prodding, he would open up. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Nick?” I asked quietly. 
 
   “Sorry. I know I’m distracted. I just have a big work issue on my mind. I’ll snap out of it, I promise.” 
 
   I understood completely, because I knew how busy we both had been at work that week. I had received three new projects, so I couldn’t imagine his work load with sorting projects and helping keep everyone on top of their work while still having additional work handed down from the top. “It’s okay, baby. I know work’s been busy. Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   He shook his head. I had hoped that it was something he could talk to me about, but if he didn’t want to go there, I couldn’t force him. 
 
   And he didn’t make good on his promise that he would snap out of it, either. I distracted myself with the radio, but it wasn’t like the last time we drove up. Nick clearly had something big on his mind, and he wasn’t interested in talking about it; but whatever it was, it was throwing off everything between us. 
 
   When we arrived at the cabin a little after 8:30, I poured us each a glass of wine, hoping that it would loosen him up enough to either talk to me or to make love to me. I felt desperate for his touch, but whatever was distracting his thoughts was taking over our weekend. We went up to the bedroom and sipped our wine in bed, watching a movie on HBO. But the wine had the opposite effect that I had been hoping for, and when the movie was over, Nick was asleep next to me. 
 
   I woke up first the next morning, and I started a fire in the fireplace after I put on the coffee. I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders and sat at the kitchen table, sipping my coffee and staring out into the beautiful snowy, woodsy scene behind the house. The snow glinted in the sunlight on the Ponderosa Pines, and I saw two deer leaping through the trees. I smiled at the playfulness of nature right outside my window, and I felt a wave of optimism that Nick would wake up in a better mood. Surely this romantic setting would help him snap out of his mood. 
 
   But it didn’t. And when he finally came down the stairs two hours after I had gotten up, his mood was even worse than the night before. I had never seen him like this. 
 
   “Good morning,” I said as cheerfully as I could muster, despite feeling my own good mood destroyed by his gloom.
 
   “Morning,” he muttered. He walked up behind me, but he didn’t put his hands on my shoulders like he had the time before when we had been there. I felt cold from his lack of touch, and an involuntary shiver racked my body. I stared up at him as he stared out the window, refusing to meet my eyes. The lines around his eyes had deepened despite his many hours of sleep the night before, and he still looked exhausted. Sexy, still – always sexy; but totally worn out. “I have bad news.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked.
 
   “I need to head back early.”
 
   “How early?”
 
   “This afternoon.”
 
   What the hell? “Why?”
 
   “Work.”
 
   “It’s the weekend, Nick. It’ll be there Monday.”
 
   “It can’t wait. I’m sorry if you don’t understand as a consultant, but as an executive, I don’t always get the luxury of weekends.”
 
   I gasped, almost as if he had hit me. “Wow, Nick. That was uncalled for. What the hell is going on with you?” I spat out. “You’re not acting like yourself.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you thought. I’ll be ready to leave within the hour.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, and I headed upstairs to pack my things, my eyes filling with tears that I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing as I trudged up the steps.
 
   I threw my clothes into my bag, not bothering with a shower. I cleaned out the coffee pot while Nick put out the fire, and we were on the road less than twenty minutes later. 
 
   We were about an hour into our trip back home when Nick pulled over at a rest stop. “Bathroom?” he asked, almost sounding nervous.
 
   I didn’t have to, but he did, so I got out and stretched. He came back and we were on the road again.
 
   “Julianne, we need to talk.”
 
   “About what?” I asked, watching the mile markers as we traveled along.
 
   His eyes didn’t leave the road as he drove. I noticed a song quietly playing on the radio, and dimly in my mind I registered that it was a song that I liked, but something about the situation felt wrong. 
 
   “I need to tell you the truth. My mind hasn’t been on work. It’s been on us.”
 
   My heart dropped into my stomach, which immediately clenched into tight knots, as I feared his next words. I sat in icy silence.
 
   His eyes never left the road as he spoke. “I’m just… I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   I gasped, the wind knocked out of me at his words. I literally felt like I had been punched in the ribs. I couldn’t speak, but he certainly could.
 
   His voice was low and quiet, his mannerisms withdrawn, like he had already pulled fully away from me. He still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m just not in love with you. I can’t let you fall for me when I’ll never feel it back.”
 
   “What?” I breathed, sure I hadn’t heard him right. I mean, we hadn’t actually said the words to each other, but we both knew it was love. Every word that we had spoken to each other over the past several weeks raced through my mind. Every action repeated itself in my mind. I knew he loved me. The way he held me, the way he whispered before we went to sleep, the way he made love to me, the way he pulled me into his arms quietly in his office; these were all expressions of his love. Yet he was sitting here telling me otherwise, and suddenly everything around me was spinning and I felt nauseous, my stomach tying itself up in knots that I couldn’t even begin to think about how to untangle. Everything around me suddenly went quiet, and I felt my face heat up and tears prick behind my eyes. 
 
   I suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe as nausea overtook my body.
 
   “I just don’t see this lasting forever. We’ve got an expiration date, and once I realized that, I knew I had to end things.” His eyes focused on the road. He never once looked at me during the entire exchange. I needed to see his eyes; they would tell me the truth. I needed to know why he had the sudden change of heart.
 
   My entire body hurt as the full devastation of what he was saying to me hit me. “I thought you were falling for me,” I finally spat out.
 
   “The passion that I’m looking for just isn’t there for me,” he said quietly.
 
   His words stung, mostly because I thought that’s what we had. The passion I felt for him far exceeded anything I had ever felt for another man. And I knew in my heart that what he was saying couldn’t possibly be true. It just didn’t add up. He had told me how much passion he had felt for me. And more than words, the way he made love to me proved his passion for me. That couldn’t have been one-sided; it couldn’t have possibly just been me who felt that. Could it have?
 
   We sat in silence for the remainder of the ride home as I concentrated on forcing myself to breathe and holding back my tears, which proved fruitless as they started streaming down my cheeks. I didn’t want him to see the devastation he had left in his wake, but my emotions betrayed me as the tears fell hot and heavy.
 
   I thought that I was going to spend the rest of my life with him; I was excitedly looking toward the future, yet here we were. He had just ended it for reasons that I could not grasp in any way. I was in total and complete shock, completely unsure how exactly this had happened. Yet somehow, it did happen. Somehow, I was alone. Somehow, Nick and I were over. The mere thought of that sent a sharp pain through my heart.
 
   He dropped me off at my apartment, coming in only long enough to grab his suits out of my closet and his toiletries out of my bathroom, and then he left wordlessly, without so much as a goodbye or a hug or even a handshake. Nothing. He didn’t even look me in the eye. And I certainly couldn’t look at him; it would just hurt too much to see the man of my dreams walking out of my life. 
 
   As soon as the door clicked shut behind him, I was alone. Truly alone. The tears unleashed. I began to sob like I had never sobbed before in my life. I stood with my back against the door, the weeping leaving me gasping for breath. I heaved so hard that I ran to the bathroom and vomited, and then I curled on the floor of my bathroom, crying for what felt like an eternity, the tile cool against my cheek. Eventually, the tears stopped, and I was left with gut-wrenching dry heaves. I pulled myself off the floor and climbed into bed, exhausted both emotionally and physically. I cried myself to sleep and dreamed of heartbreak and darkness.
 
   I didn’t sleep well. I awoke on Sunday morning early, before the sun even rose, and my first thought was of Nick. This started the tears again, and I cried in bed for hours. I had never experienced that sort of grief before. It felt like there had been a death, and in a way, there had been. It was the death of the most beautiful relationship of my life, and for reasons that I still didn’t understand. I felt like I should fight for us, but he had told me that he didn’t love me. I couldn’t force him to love me, and I couldn’t force him to stay in a relationship that he didn’t feel was right. And not only that, but I was starting to feel anger. I was angry at Nick for doing it the way he did it, for saying the things he said. There were softer ways to frame things, but he knowingly said the one thing that he knew would tear my heart out. 
 
   I didn’t know if I would ever recover from this devastation. 
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   All of the break-up clichés I had ever spouted to my own friends going through heartbreak returned to me; the pain wouldn’t last forever, someday I would smile again, I would get over him in time. But I didn’t believe any of that for a second. This was the type of thing that a person may never recover from. I truly believed that the day when I would feel better would never, ever come. The pain was too sharp, the grief simply too deep. I was in a dark, dark place, and I wasn’t sure what I could ever do to climb out of it. 
 
   I forced myself out of bed to relieve my bladder, but that was it; that was all I had the energy for. I grabbed my phone and headed back to bed. I checked my messages, hoping against hope that Nick had called or texted or had done something, anything, to show me that he had made a mistake.
 
   I had one voicemail from Travis: “Jules, it’s Trav. I really need to talk to you. Call me ASAP. Bye babydoll.”
 
   My tears began again at hearing his voice. Travis was such a great friend, always there for me through thick and thin. I could always count on him, and just hearing the voice of my best friend set my tears off again. I had certainly had my heart broken before, but never like this, never even close to this. I couldn’t pull myself out of the black fog that was engulfing me, and the depth of my sorrow terrified me. 
 
   I forced myself out of bed for a glass of water. I made a sandwich but threw it out after one bite. I couldn’t eat; the thought of food made me nauseous. I laid on the couch and flipped through the channels mindlessly. I couldn’t focus on anything. Nick was consuming my every thought, and I listlessly wondered when it would stop and if I would ever feel normal again. 
 
   Then some stupid commercial for Valentine’s Day greeting cards came on, and I lost it again. Just when I thought there couldn’t possibly be any more tears left to cry, the gut-wrenching heaves were back. 
 
   I finally decided to call Travis back. Maybe he could shed some light on what happened or help me not to feel so utterly alone.
 
   “Hello,” he answered groggily, as if I had woken him.
 
   I sat silently, tears rolling down my cheeks, unable to choke out words.
 
   “Hello,” he repeated. I let out a sob. “Jules? You there?”
 
   “Yes…” I managed to choke out.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Home,” I gasped out between sobs.
 
   “Jules, stay right where you are. I will be there in ten minutes.”
 
   Less than ten minutes later, I heard a knock at my door. I opened it and fell into Travis’ comforting arms. 
 
   “Jules, what happened?”
 
   My only response was to cry even harder.
 
   “I am not leaving until your tears are dry and I see a smile on your face.”
 
   This only made me cry more because it made me realize how much I had neglected my friendship with Travis since I had been with Nick. He was a good friend, and I loved him for it.
 
   Travis just held me in his strong arms. He let me cry until I had no more in me once again, but it was a temporary reprieve. When the heaves slowed and the shuddering stopped, my head ached as I was finally able to tell Travis the story of the breakup.
 
   “He said that he didn’t love me because he didn’t have passion for me. Whatever that means,” I finished.
 
   “Wow. What a fucking idiot. Man if I ever see that douche, I’ll…”
 
   I interrupted Travis. “It’s not worth your time,” I started. “Travis, you have been there for me and listened to me and didn’t judge me or make me feel like you didn’t care. You are my best friend and I know I haven’t been here for you lately…” I trailed off as tears filled my eyes again. 
 
   Travis just hugged me as he sat on the couch, holding me in his arms, my head on his chest. I heard his steady heart beating, and I was grateful for his strength. He would help me get through this. He would help me see the light again.
 
   “I always know that if I need you, you would be there,” he said. That was all I needed. I reached up and pecked him on his scruffy chin.
 
   “You’re a great friend,” I told him. “God, Trav, I am so sorry. You called and it sounded important. What was it about?” I asked, feeling like a big jerk on top of already feeling like complete shit. 
 
   “It was nothing.”
 
   “Tell me. I need the distraction. I need to try to think about something other than Nick for a minute. Did you find a new woman?” I asked.
 
   “Not exactly,” he answered. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “I’m here for you whenever you need me. I promise. I love you, you know,” I said.
 
   “I know. It was nothing,” he answered. “And I love you, too.”
 
   He stood up and walked into my kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of beer and brought me one, too. “I think we could both use a few of these,” he smiled, taking the cap off of mine and handing it to me. “It’s been a long time since we drank beer, just the two of us.”
 
   “Brings back some great memories,” I said, clinking my bottle against his.
 
   We were both lost in thought for a while as we enjoyed our beers and each other’s company. We both opened a second beer shortly thereafter and popped in a movie. “Let’s play a drinking game, for old time’s sake!” Travis suggested, hoping to take my mind off of things. So we both picked a character in the movie, and every time our character’s name was spoken, we had to take a drink. It didn’t take my mind off of Nick. He was really never very far from my thoughts, no matter what I did.
 
   A few beers and a little buzz after the movie, Travis suggested playing a board game. I had bought a game called Intimate Questions, which was a game where a bunch of questions were thrown into a tray and each player had to answer the questions in all honesty. We figured that since we were so close, we had no secrets and wouldn’t feel uncomfortable answering questions honestly.
 
   I pulled the first question: “Who was your first sexual partner?” I asked Travis.
 
   “You. Come on, you knew that one. This game sucks.”
 
   “Give it a chance. Now you pick one,” I instructed him.
 
   “Alright. What is the dumbest thing you’ve ever done?”
 
   “Nick,” I answered immediately. It wasn’t true. He was the best thing that had ever happened to me. Travis looked at me with concern in his eyes.
 
   “Maybe we shouldn’t play this game anymore. I mean, the point was to get your mind off of that douchebag,” Travis said.
 
   “I’m okay. Promise. And a few more beers and I won’t be thinking about much of anything.” I forced a small smile that I didn’t really feel, but I wanted Travis to feel like he was helping me through my depression. 
 
   “Okay, next question,” I said, pulling another one out of the tray. “What is your deepest, darkest secret?” 
 
   “Um… actually, let’s stop playing this now,” he blushed.
 
   “Nope. Time to confess. No way am I letting you out of this one.”
 
   “I don’t think you want to know,” he said, suddenly serious.
 
   Alarm bells rang in my head. I suddenly felt sick, as if I had too much to drink. It had to be something he hadn’t told me, and he always told me everything, so it had to be serious.
 
   “Trav, what is it?”
 
   “I don’t know, Julianne. This isn’t the right time.”
 
   My head felt fuzzy. Suddenly I wished I hadn’t had that last beer. “Just tell me,” I said, looking at him with concern. I felt like he was going to tell me something important. I thought that he should preface this by saying something like, “I think that all of this beer is impairing my judgment, because I know that I would never tell you this sober.”
 
   Instead, he began, “I feel good telling you this, like everything is going to be okay. I don’t know how to say it, exactly. It has a lot to do with that message I left for you. I was going to tell you this earlier, but you were so upset that I just couldn’t.”
 
   “Travis, you are babbling. Get to the point,” I nervously coaxed him, expecting the worst.
 
   “Alright. I am in love.”
 
   I playfully punched him in the arm. “Travis, that is great. You really had me worried that something was wrong. Who is she?” I asked.
 
   “Well, that’s the hard part. She’s beautiful inside and out, and she consumes my every thought of every day. I have never felt this way about anyone.”
 
   Despite the darkness I felt consuming me, I felt a glimmer of excitement for my best friend. “That’s great, Trav. So what’s the hard part?” I asked.
 
   “The hard part is that I can’t tell her that I love her.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked.
 
   “Because I don’t want to lose her.”
 
   “Trav, any girl would be lucky to have you. You’re a good guy. A real catch.”
 
   “If you really feel that way, then I guess I should tell you who it is,” he said nervously.
 
   “Do I know her? Who is it?”
 
   “It’s you.”
 
   I smacked him on the arm and chuckled, realizing that his joke was the first time I had truly smiled in twenty-four hours. “You jerk, you had me going!”
 
   But he didn’t smile. 
 
   “I’m serious, Jules.”
 
   My laughter faded as I stared at him, unsure if I had misheard what he said. Neither of us spoke for a minute.
 
   “So?” he asked, anxious.
 
   I remained silent, trying to gather my thoughts and say the right thing. My brows knitted together in confusion. First the man I love tells me he doesn’t love me, and then the man I consider my best friend tells me that he is in love with me? Was the world spinning upside-down? Was it a full moon or something? What the hell was going on in my life? 
 
   “So what?” I finally asked.
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   Fuzziness was the dominant thought in my head, and I knew that I was drunk. Regardless, I was shocked by his revelation, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. On the one hand, I loved Travis. I loved him a lot. But I loved him as a friend. I only saw him as a friend. And on the other hand, I was grieving over a loss that I still wasn’t sure how to handle. The pain was simply too fresh. 
 
   “Jules, say something.” The look on his face said it all: He needed an answer from me. 
 
   “Well, before I said that any girl would be lucky to have you. And I meant it. But, Travis, I’m in no position to make any sort of rational decision.”
 
   “I know. And that is why I didn’t want to tell you now. I had a whole speech set up in my head when I left that message. But now I just feel like an idiot,” he babbled.
 
   He looked so anxious and so adorable that I just couldn’t take it. Maybe if I could offer him some sort of comfort, it would make me feel better, too. I leaned over and kissed him quickly, just once. I pulled back and looked up into his big, brown eyes, and suddenly neither one of us had to say anything at all anymore. He lowered his head and his lips met mine in a warm, sweet kiss. 
 
   We broke apart. “Is this okay?” Travis asked.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, though sober me would have said that it was definitely not okay. Sober me would have told me that I was hurting from my break-up with Nick. Sober me would have told me that I needed time, lots of time, because the love of my life, my soul mate, the person put on this earth for me to find, had just shattered my fragile heart beyond repair. 
 
   I know for certain that if I hadn’t had all that beer, it would not have been okay with me at all. But, selfishly, I needed comfort, and Travis was there to provide it. In hindsight, I should have known that I was using him for that comfort, but I couldn’t acknowledge that in the moment. It just felt good to have someone love me as much as Travis did, and it felt good to finally focus on something other than the grief that had consumed me.
 
   He brought his lips back to mine, and while I wasn’t feeling tingles shooting through my spine, his kiss felt good. It was nice, warm, familiar, and, most of all, comforting. Travis’s hand found my waist and he pulled me closer against him. His fingers against the small of my back were soothing. He lifted my shirt over my head and I did the same to him. Soon I was straddling him on my couch, kissing him and caught up in the moment. In my drunken mind, I was kissing Nick again, even though it didn’t feel the same. I could allow myself to dream that it was him, that he was there with me and that it had all been a terrible misunderstanding. 
 
   Travis grabbed my butt and stood up, my legs still wrapped around his body, and he walked me to the bedroom, his lips against mine the whole way. He lay me down on the bed, never breaking our kiss, and began to strip the rest of the clothes first off of me and then off of his own body. Soon we were having sex, just as we had all those years ago. It was comforting, though not sensual or emotional as the act of sex should be. I didn’t feel any of the passion that I felt with Nick, and I knew it even through the buzz of liquor. I felt terrible that I was thinking of nothing but Nick while Travis was inside of me, but with the pain of our break as fresh as it was, I didn’t have a choice. I found myself fantasizing that Travis was Nick and that we were making love, not just having sex. To Travis, perhaps it was making love, but to me, it was sex with someone who wasn’t Nick. He was the only one who I wanted to make love to me. I could tell Travis was building up to his release, so I faked my own for the first time ever in my life, and then he found his. And then I fell asleep or passed out; I’m not sure which.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I awoke when the sun shone through the slats in my blinds on my apartment window. I felt bleary and nauseous, and I had a bad hangover. The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was a picture of Nick and me – a self-portrait that we had taken a few weeks earlier in Payson, the trees glittering in the sun behind us. Our cheeks were red from the cold, but we were both smiling widely. Nick’s arm was around my shoulders, and he was holding the camera away from us with his other arm. He was looking right into the camera, the result jarring in the present as it felt like he was looking at me as I stared at the picture. In the picture, I was looking up at him, pressed closely to his side, pure joy and love in my eyes. It was a gorgeous photograph of a couple very much in love. And then it dawned on me that it wasn’t Nick lying beside me in bed. That’s when the hangover really hit. I couldn’t look at Nick and me so happy in that picture while Travis was keeping my bed warm. I looked over and saw that Travis was still asleep. I opened the drawer of my nightstand and quietly placed the photo face down inside. It felt like putting the picture away should give me some closure, but it didn’t. The ache inside drummed even harder, and combined with the guilt I felt over having sex with Travis the night before, I felt terrible. I felt broken. I felt like I would never feel normal again. My heart completely broken, I quietly cried while the man I slept with the night before slept beside me. I finally got out of bed to shower and get ready for work, and I was hit with the horrid thought that I would have to face Nick that day at the office. 
 
   The steam from the shower normally helped cure my hangovers, but not that morning. I crumbled to the ground, heaving sobs that wouldn’t even produce tears. I was shattered.
 
   I dreaded going to work that morning. Even with Travis apparently back in my life as more than my friend, I was in no way over Nick, and I was anxious about any encounters I might have with him, particularly given that my friends at work would surely notice if we acted differently toward one another. Plus we had our Monday morning team meeting, and as I dried my hair, I remembered that it was also the day of Brick City’s launch party. Great. Just great. It was already adding up to be a terrible day, and now I had to fake that I was my normal, happy and enthusiastic self in front of two of my best friends and the man who broke my heart. 
 
   When I had first received the invitation to the launch party a few weeks earlier, I had been excited about going. Everyone from my team was going, which, unfortunately, included Nick. I tried to think of some way to get out of it, but I realized that even through my anger, I was eager to see Nick. I was disgusted with myself for feeling that way.
 
   I tried to look my best, but the first thing I saw when I went into my closet was the space formerly taken up by Nick’s suits. I broke down again, trying to be quiet with Travis still sleeping in my bed. I wanted to look good, to make Nick see what he was missing out on. I felt like shit, though, and it showed. 
 
   I found a black shirt and black pants, not realizing that I was dressing in dark clothes to match my mood. I covered the bags under my red-rimmed eyes as best I could, and after four ibuprofen tablets and some orange juice, I headed to work. 
 
   When I pulled into the parking lot and saw his car there, my heart thudded heavily in my chest. I couldn’t understand how my feelings for him could still be so powerful even after he had broken my heart the way he had. Yet there it was, that feeling I always got when I saw his car, that giddy, excited feeling of knowing that I would see him soon. I was a fucking idiot for feeling that way, but I simply couldn’t help it. There was nothing I could do to change the way I felt.
 
   I avoided Lucy’s and Holly’s desks on my way to my own, and when I arrived punctually – not a minute early – I found a note on my desk:
 
    
 
   Julianne-
 
   Please see me in my office before our team meeting.
 
   -Nick
 
    
 
   My breath caught in my throat as I made my way to Nick’s office. I knocked hesitantly and the door opened a short moment later.
 
   Nick stood in front of me in a black suit with a dark shirt and a charcoal tie. It didn’t bypass me that he was wearing dark clothes, too. I hoped that he was in mourning just like I was. 
 
   He smelled of aftershave mixed with toothpaste mixed with Nicholas Matthews. My favorite scent in the whole world. And he knew it. Damn him. Damn him for looking so good and smelling so good. His hair was sticking out in different directions in his sexy way. He looked gorgeous, though very tired. In fact, bags that I had never seen before made his eyes look different. His face was pale. It was the first time his eyes met mine head-on since he had shattered my heart. His eyes looked cold and unfamiliar, haunted. Not at all like the loving, warm, gentle eyes that I was used to gazing into. I wasn’t sure what had changed literally overnight, but he clearly wanted nothing to do with me. My palms started to sweat as his cold eyes bored into me.
 
   He looked at me for a moment before he spoke. “Julianne.”
 
   My knees started to shake. That one word coming from his perfect lips was almost my undoing. I felt hot tears prick the back of my eyes, but I couldn’t show him how affected I was. I had to try to keep my cool, at least while I was face to face with him. 
 
   “You okay?” he asked quietly.
 
   “Fine,” I managed to spit out, grabbing hold of the doorframe to support my shaking body. 
 
   “Come in,” he said, waiting for me to enter his office. I did, and then he shut the door and headed to his desk. I sat in a chair facing him as he sat behind his desk. 
 
   He ran his hands through his hair and then steepled his fingers under his chin. He cleared his throat nervously. “The reason I wanted to talk to you is because I need to ensure that what happened between us will not affect our working relationship. We obviously have to work on projects together, attend meetings together, and no one can know that anything is different between us. I know it will be awkward, but we can’t…”
 
   I interrupted, steaming, refusing to allow the tears playing at the corner of my eyes to spill. “Nick, I am a professional. I am so tired of hearing you talk about how no one can know about us. You made it abundantly clear that we are over now, so there’s nothing to hide anymore.” 
 
   I stormed out of his office, shaking, and headed toward the conference room for our Monday morning team meeting. And that’s when what I had done the night before with Travis washed over me. I knew what a huge mistake I had made, and I felt the guilt overtake all of my other emotions. For some reason, the idea struck me that Nick would be hurt if he had found out about Travis and me. I wasn’t sure where that idea came from given what Nick had done to me, but it was there nonetheless, and a tiny part of me almost wanted him to find out. I wanted to hurt him like he had hurt me.
 
   Nick followed me to the conference room. We were the first to arrive. “I’m sorry,” he said in a hushed voice. “I know you are a professional. I just want to be sure that our work relationship will stay the same.”
 
   “Of course it won’t be the same, Nick,” I hissed. I lowered my voice. “You broke my heart. You shattered me. Out of nowhere.”
 
   Just then Lucy and Jake walked in, effectively ending our conversation. I was certain that Lucy could pick up on the tension between us, but I plastered on a smile worthy of an Academy Award and engaged my friend in conversation about her weekend. She was so caught up in chattering about some incredible date that Jake had taken her on that she was oblivious to the horrendous emotions pressing heavily upon me. 
 
   Holly, Malcolm, and Greg walked in a moment later, all three of them carrying Starbucks cups, and our meeting began. Nick led, as usual, but his usual enthusiasm was definitely missing. And he wouldn’t even glance in my direction. 
 
   “Holly, share with the team what you told me last week,” Nick said.
 
   “About the concept for Wreckage?” she asked.
 
   Nick nodded.
 
   “Okay. I have a new client for a brand new bar called Wreckage. They shared their vision with me but I’m kind of at a loss for print ideas. They want newspaper and magazine ads for sure, and they’re considering direct mailing and coupons,” she said.
 
   “What’s the vision?” Malcolm asked.
 
   “It’s a beachy type theme. They have a boat that’s shipwrecked as a mural on one wall. They specialize in frozen drinks like daiquiris and pina coladas,” Holly said. 
 
   “Let’s do some free association. Holly, take this down,” Nick said, taking control and looking damn sexy doing it even though I knew it was wrong to feel that way. “First word is beach.” 
 
   “Sand,” Greg offered first.
 
   Others responded with words like ocean, water, salt, sunshine, lotion, coconut scent, Mexico, and surfing. I remained quiet as other ideas were thrown around until “beach” was exhausted.
 
   “Next word is Wreckage.”
 
   Malcolm started this time. “Car accident. Insurance. Fire. Destruction. Crash. Hurt.”
 
   “Shipwreck. Pirates. Treasure chest. Antiques,” offered Jake.
 
   I finally chimed in with, “Relationships. Exes. Broken hearts.”
 
   Everyone paused for a moment and stared at me, including Nick.
 
   He gazed at me for a long moment before finally breaking the silence. “The next word is bar.”
 
   The meeting continued as usual, and by the end, Holly had some great ideas for her marketing plan for the bar. I bolted as soon as Nick dismissed us, and a few moments later, he showed up at my cubicle. 
 
   I continued my work, ignoring that he was behind me. I logged into my email, but I still felt his presence. 
 
   “Julianne, can we talk?” he asked quietly. 
 
   I didn’t bother turning around. I continued to stare at my email, trying to comprehend the letters and words on the screen in front of me. “I actually have quite a bit of work to catch up on today. Is it about a project?”
 
   “You know what it’s about.”
 
   “I have no interest in discussing anything with you except for work.”
 
   I heard him sigh deeply and then turn and leave. 
 
   A glance at my calendar reminded me once more about the launch party for Brick City that evening. I finally decided that I was going to go, and I was going to suck up my depression and I was going to look good. I was going to make him suffer like I was suffering. Even though he dumped me and told me that he didn’t love me, I had to believe that he was hurting from all of this, too. Thinking that I wasn’t alone in this was the one thing that kept me going.
 
   My cell phone rang a few minutes later. “Travis, hi. How are you this morning?” I answered.
 
   “Well, I am still laying in your bed, but now I am wishing you were still here with me so I could hold you in my arms and then make your wildest dreams a reality,” he replied.
 
   “What time do you have to be at work?” I asked, ignoring his sentiment. I just couldn’t deal with him on top of worrying about Nick constantly.
 
   “Dad said I could have the day off in celebration.”
 
   “Celebration? For what?” I asked.
 
   “For finally landing the one woman that I’ve compared every woman against since I met her. He’s known about my feelings for a long time.”
 
   “That’s sweet,” I said, knowing that it was a mistake, but seeking comfort again after my run-in with Nick. I was weak, and I knew that. But I didn’t have the strength to say no to Travis when I knew that it would make him so happy. 
 
   “All fantasies aside for a second, have you run into him today?” he asked.
 
   “Sure have. There was a note on my desk for a meeting with him this morning. I’ll explain later.”
 
   “Some nerve that guy has. Want me to come kick his ass?” 
 
   “Oh, Trav. I better get to work. Bye.”
 
   “Bye, babydoll,” he replied.
 
   As impossible as it was to concentrate, I managed to get some work done. It was hard being at work; I could not get Nick off of my mind. I wanted to see him, even though it would only hurt me; more than that, I wanted to cut him off. I wanted to tell him how I really felt. His door was closed, so I forced myself to knock confidently, my heart racing, and then I heard, “Yeah?” 
 
   He looked surprised to see me. “I just wanted to make a few things clear. Please do not call me at home. I will see you and speak to you here at work only when necessary. I will be at the launch party for Brick City tonight, and I would appreciate it if you kept your distance.” My voice sounded like someone else’s as I strongly made my case. I turned to leave and started toward the door as tears formed at the corners of my eyes. I had to get out of there before he saw.
 
   “Julianne, I’m sorry,” he whispered. His whisper sounded tortured, and I was glad. I finally felt some vindication that he was suffering, too. I never turned around to look at him after he spoke. I just opened the door and left. 
 
   When I got to my car, I just sat in the driver’s seat for minute. Suddenly, tears were streaming down my face. My heart was completely broken. It was much too soon for me to get involved with anyone, and what happened the night before was a huge mistake. I didn’t want to hurt Travis in the end. He was much too good of a person – of a friend – to do that to.
 
   Once the tears subsided enough for me to drive safely, I started the car. I glanced up at Nick’s office window and I could have sworn that I saw him standing there in his window watching me. But maybe I just dreamed it. I headed home, rehearsing what I would say to Travis. When I arrived and opened my door, I found a dozen red roses on my kitchen table. That made me feel even worse.
 
   “Travis?” I called. No answer. I walked across the apartment to the bedroom. I opened the door, half expecting to find Travis lying there naked, but I didn’t. He was in there, but he was wearing jeans and totally asleep.
 
   “Hey, lazy ass! Wake up!” I said as he slowly opened his eyes. I sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
   “Hey. How was work?” he asked, reaching toward me for a kiss. I turned away, pretending not to notice.
 
   “Fine,” I answered. “Listen, thanks for the flowers. They are beautiful. I need to talk to you about something, though.”
 
   Travis sat up in bed. He pushed back the covers to reveal his tan, muscular body. Fuck, he’s hot, I thought. Am I doing the right thing? It would have been far easier to just invite him to go to the Brick City launch party with me, but it wouldn’t be right.
 
   “What? It sounds serious,” he said.
 
   “Well, Trav,” I started. “I don’t exactly know how to start this, so I guess I will just say it. My heart is broken. I feel like Nick literally took out my heart and smashed it into a million little pieces. And now, I have all of these feelings for you rushing back at me. The thing is, it’s just too soon for me to start something now. I am rebounding, hard. This all just went down the day before, and seeing Nick at work made me realize that I am not at all ready for us yet. The last thing I want to do is hurt you or our friendship. I love you way too much for that.” Tears began forming in my eyes. This was becoming a habit for me.
 
   Travis sat quietly as the tears began to spill down my cheeks. I stared at the floor, waiting for Travis to speak. The moment was awkward as I sat there crying. I could feel his eyes on me, when suddenly I felt him reach over and put his hand on my back. He pulled me a little closer so that my head rested against his shirtless chest. Neither of us spoke for a few minutes as I cried.
 
   I looked up into his eyes only to find tears playing at the corners of his eyes. I felt a pang of love in my chest. Travis spoke first.
 
   “I am not going to lie to you. That is not at all what I was expecting you to say. I understand, but I am disappointed. You are all I ever think about. I can’t eat without thinking about you, I can’t sleep without dreaming of you in my arms. I love you more than anything.” His voice broke on the last line, and he looked like he was holding back tears. 
 
   In all the years I had known him, I had never seen anything move him to tears. I took his head in both of my hands and looked him in the eyes. “I am so scared of getting hurt and of hurting you. But most of all, I am so scared of losing our friendship.”
 
   “Jules, there are no guarantees in love. Just a lot of risk,” he said, taking my hand in his and interlacing his fingers through mine. He looked into my eyes as he had so many times, and all I saw there was love. I realized that these were the same eyes that looked into mine for years, but now I recognized what was in his heart for me.
 
   “Travis, it’s just too soon for me. We need to take it slow.”
 
   With a long sigh, he reluctantly let go of my hand. I got up and Travis followed me as I walked into the kitchen. “Hey, it’s okay,” he said, sensing my feelings. “I’m not afraid of getting hurt because I know that we are meant to be together,” he said confidently as he took me in his arms again. 
 
   I wasn’t sure that I felt the same. 
 
   “I’m going to take off.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I just… I need to get some stuff done at my place.”
 
   “Is that really why you’re leaving?”
 
   “No. I want to give you space.”
 
   “I’m sorry. If we’re going to start something, I want to do it right. And right now, Nick is still on my mind. Just give me some time so I can get over him before we start something. You are my best friend, so please, be my friend.”
 
   “Do you remember when I broke up with Brooke? And I told you it was because of someone else?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Well, that someone else was you. Since high school, Jules. Maybe even before that. And I can’t get you out of my head no matter how hard I try. You are always there.”
 
   “Travis,” I began, not knowing what to say or where I was going with this. “I’m sorry. I just am not ready. This is the worst possible timing.”
 
   I was pretty sure that Travis was upset, but I wasn’t in a position to do anything about it. He stood up and made his way to the door. “I get it. And I’m going to give you the space you need,” he said, opening the door and walking out.
 
   I felt numb and physically unable to move for awhile. I didn’t want to hurt my friend, and I didn’t want to give him false hope, but I hated what this was doing to us. I finally walked over to my window that faced the parking lot. I saw Travis’s car, and I saw him standing against it. He looked back toward the front door of my building. He just stood there for a minute, and then got into his car. He grasped the steering wheel with both hands, then leaned forward and rested his head there. After a few minutes, he drove away. I wished I knew where he was going or what he was thinking, but on the other hand, I understood. He always got exactly what he wanted. He was a great guy; he was nice, attentive, very attractive – what girl wouldn’t want him? 
 
   One that just got her heart broken, I answered my own question.
 
   I stared out the window, lost in thought. I decided not to chase him; he would call when he was ready. 
 
   My phone buzzed with a calendar reminder about that night’s event, so I had to start getting ready.
 
   An hour later, my make-up was as close to perfect as it could be, my ridiculously dark circles under my eyes had been meticulously covered, and my hair was bouncy and curly. I decided on a red dress that was just on the right side of sexy while still maintaining some professionalism, and I picked out my highest high heels that made my legs look sexy as sin. I felt sexy and I knew that Nick loved me in red.
 
   When I arrived at Brick City, everyone except Nick was already there. Lucy and Jake held a table while Holly mingled as Andrew trailed behind. Malcolm and Greg were both there with their wives (Brenda and Maria, respectively), both of whom I had met several times, so I settled into an easy conversation with the two of them. The new logo looked great; Greg had spent a lot of time working with the ads department to come up with something fresh and upscale, and he had certainly reached his goal. The placed looked amazing, and people were having fun, as evidenced by people chatting and dancing and drinking and eating. The owners had decided to create an event for the launch party, complete with a band and dancing, demonstrating how their new banquet facilities would operate. It was an elegant event tastefully done.
 
   My eyes were practically glued to the door for any sign of Nick. I was trying not to be obvious, but I needed to see him. 
 
   It was like the room paused when Nick finally walked through the door. Everything was going on around me as normal, but it felt like I was alone in the room. Everything became suddenly quiet, including the conversation I had been engaging in with Brenda. He looked perfect as he walked into the room, still wearing the same suit from work that day. His hair was messier than usual, and he was scruffier than usual. It was obvious he hadn’t shaved in a few days, and even though I could make out the exhaustion in his eyes, he was still the sexiest man I had ever laid eyes on. He was in control, and the owner of Brick City stood by the door and shook Nick’s hand. They spoke, and I saw Nick’s fleeting glance around the room. When his eyes landed on me, I was certain I saw the heat and lust that I always saw when he looked at me. I thought I saw a flash of relief in his eyes, too. But just as quickly as I saw it, it disappeared as something much, much colder took over. He glanced away from me and back to the man he was speaking to, and I went back to my conversation with Brenda like nothing had happened, even though my heart literally stopped beating for a moment in my chest.
 
   I knew in that moment that I would never, ever get over him. And I didn’t know what to do about that.
 
   I continued my conversation with Brenda until Malcolm came over to claim his wife for dancing. A few minutes later, we were asked to take our seats as dinner was ready to be served. I headed to the restroom first, needing a moment to compose myself. I took a deep breath and stared at myself in the mirror. I didn’t look any different than I had a month earlier, yet I felt different. And I knew I would never be the same. 
 
   When I came back out, I found a placard with my name on it placing me at table 7. I glanced around the room and found table 7, and I was happy to see that it was everyone that I worked with. Except Nick. I didn’t see him anywhere, and I figured he was seated at a more important table with the owners of Brick City and some of the people higher up at McMillan like Davidson and Josie.
 
   I took a seat next to Lucy at the round table, and the seat to my right was vacant. A moment later, Nick appeared at our table and sat in the only empty seat; the one to my right. The moment he sat, I could smell him. The scent was driving my senses crazy, and I felt the slow burn deep in my belly with him next to me. He somehow managed to turn me on by simply sitting next to me, yet I was in so much pain that he caused me. I didn’t know how to act around him, and I couldn’t hide it from Lucy much longer. She knew me too well. She would sense that something was off with me, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain it away.
 
   Our first course arrived, and I focused on my meal. When the main course was delivered, Lucy leaned over to me. “What’s going on with you?” she whispered. I just shook my head, knowing that if I looked to my left, into my best friend’s concerned eyes, I would burst into tears; yet knowing if I looked to my right, at the man who had shattered me only two days before, I would burst into tears. So I stared down at my food in silence. I couldn’t fake my way through friendly conversation. I just wasn’t in the right frame of mind; not with him in such close proximity.
 
   Dinner was interminable. I avoided conversation with Nick at all costs and turned toward Lucy for small talk. But then there was dancing after the meal. I was the only team member present without a date besides Nick. Lucy and Jake headed to the dance floor with Holly and Andrew close behind. Malcolm and Greg followed with their wives. And that left Nick and me alone at the table. 
 
   I felt his eyes on me, but I just stared straight ahead at the dance floor.
 
   “Julianne—” he started, but I interrupted.
 
   “Nick, don’t.” I refused to meet his eyes.
 
   “We should probably dance.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’ll look strange if we don’t. We always dance at these events.”
 
   He was right; in the past, it wouldn’t have been an issue for us to dance together at an event. But I couldn’t even fathom the thought of him holding me against him, of his arms around my body. I couldn’t imagine how fucked my emotions would be after going through something like that. It was all just too excruciating, and I refused to do that to myself.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, and I headed back to the bathroom. 
 
   The bathroom was empty and quiet, a reprieve from the party-like atmosphere just outside the door. I felt tears pricking my eyes and I pulled out my compact and my mascara, trying to fix my make-up as I took deep breaths to keep the tears at bay. I was in no shape to be out in public, let alone in a place where my ex-love was. A part of me wanted it, wanted to dance with him and let him hold me in his arms. I wanted him to breathe me in, to feel me and to smell me and to realize that he made a huge mistake. I wanted to fight for us, but I didn’t know how to do that when he told me that he wasn’t in love with me. I couldn’t force him to feel things that weren’t there for him, even though I still felt like he did, in fact, have those feelings for me. 
 
   The bathroom door opened just as I pulled my lipstick out of my purse to finish freshening up. I was shocked to find that it was Nick standing in the doorway. 
 
   “So beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
   “So broken,” I whispered back, staring at myself in the mirror, refusing to meet his eyes. “What do you want, Nick?” I asked, glad that the bathroom was otherwise unoccupied.
 
   “I just want things to be okay between us.”
 
   “They won’t be. Ever.”
 
   “Please dance with me. One last dance. For us, for old time’s sake.”
 
   I finally looked at him, really looked at him for the first time that evening. He looked as shattered as I felt. I wondered if others could see it, or if just I could see it because we had come to know each other so well. 
 
   I wanted to dance with him. Everything inside of me was drawn to him like a magnet. There was no way I could say no to him again. 
 
   “Fine. Give me a moment,” I said, needing just one more minute on my own to pull myself together. 
 
   I peered at myself one more time. I could do this. I took a deep breath, knowing that I would be back in his arms shortly. I would be back where I belonged. 
 
   I exited the bathroom and found him at the end of the hallway waiting for me. I followed him past our table and to the dance floor. He pulled me into him, and it was like time moved backward, like it was three days earlier and he hadn’t broken up with me in the car on the way home from Payson. I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be there in his arms, and suddenly the black fog that had enveloped me for two days was lifted.
 
   He held me close and I breathed him in as I had done so many times before. I felt the hot tears stinging my eyes, begging for release, but I kept them at bay, holding tightly to Nick as we swayed to the slow music. I wanted to devour him with my lips, to taste him with my tongue. The moment was perfect, and I knew that he felt it, too. It was like there was no one else in the room with us; everything stood still around me when I was there in his arms.
 
   But it wasn’t meant to last.
 
   Deep in my heart, I knew that he had broken up with me, and there was no getting around that.
 
   The song ended, and I turned to Lucy and Jake, who were next to us on the dance floor. “Switch?” I asked, my voice breathless. 
 
   Lucy gave me a strange look. She knew that something was up, but I hoped that she would just let it go. I formulated a plan to make her believe that it was just my crush on Nick, out of control once again. She would never know how much had happened between us; no one had to know now that it was over. 
 
   Jake reluctantly let go of Lucy, and he took me in his arms. We danced a friendly dance, and he distracted me from my thoughts with chitchat as I looked around the dance floor, realizing just how many people were actually in attendance at this event. While I had been suffering on the inside, the party was in full swing, and people were having a great time. I saw Tom Davidson dancing with Josie, and then they switched with the owner of Brick City and his wife. It was a mass of coworkers and clients, all having a good time. 
 
   “Place looks great,” Jake commented, looking around at the soft lighting and the elegant mood of Brick City.
 
   “Greg did a great job,” I said. Greg had really headed up the whole project, although we all had a stake in the final outcome because we all contributed ideas during our team meetings. I recognized some of my own ideas in the rebranding, particularly in the little Twitter birds and Facebook logos on the new menus since I was the social media expert.
 
   “Lucy says she hasn’t seen you in awhile. Everything okay?”
 
   His gentle concern sent tears to my eyes once again, but I had to be strong. I couldn’t cry; not here. So I lied. “Yeah. Everything’s great. I’ve just been busy.”
 
   He looked down at me with friendly affection in his eyes. “She’s worried about you.”
 
   I smiled, fighting the hot prickles behind my eyes. My eyes had to be red from the threat of tears, but if Jake sensed it, he did a good job letting it go. “I know. I’ll talk to her. How are things with you two?” I asked, distracting him from the topic of me.
 
   “Really, really good. She’s the best.” I could see the love shining in his eyes. He was in deep, and I was happy for both of them. Lucy was not only one of my best friends, but she really was a sweet girl deserving of a good guy who was a great catch, and that described Jake well. 
 
   I smiled, relieved for the moment that the tears behind my eyes seemed to have subsided. The song ended, and I headed back to the table to get my purse and car keys. I put in my appearance; I had even danced, for crying out loud. I was ready to just go home, get in a hot bubble bath, and let the tears that had been threatening all night long finally unleash. 
 
   Nick met me back at the table as I picked up my purse. “Can we talk?” he asked in a low voice, glancing around to be sure that no one was in hearing distance. The music was loud enough that even if our voices were at full volume, no one around us would’ve heard. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Let me walk you to your car, at least.”
 
   I looked at him for a long moment. “Why?” I asked finally, the darkness settling back heavy on my shoulders.
 
   “Because, Julianne. I feel like shit for what happened between us. I can’t have it like this. We still have to work together.”
 
   “I guess you should’ve thought of that before you ended things the way you did.”
 
   I picked up my keys and headed to the dance floor to say goodbye to Lucy and Jake, Holly and Andrew, and everyone else. I gave hugs and made my way to the door, never once glancing back at Nick. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he had hurt me. And the moment I was inside my car and had pulled safely onto the road, the tears started. They didn’t stop until long after I had laid my head down to go to sleep two hours later.
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   The next day at work moved slowly. Nick was in and out of meetings most of the day, and when he was away, things were somewhat easier for me. It was incredibly awkward running into him and having to talk to him about clients. I was even considering looking at different companies or changing jobs. I loved working at McMillan, but I couldn’t face him every day. It was impeding my ability to heal. 
 
   I did my best to do all of my work myself, but I needed approval for certain things and that approval had to come from Nick. Instead of going to his office, I emailed him every time I needed approval or had a question. I would leave things with Christine, our team’s administrative assistant, whenever I could. It was just too painful to see him. Just the week before, I would invent reasons to go to his office to talk to him. But now, the more I spoke to him face to face, the more my heart hurt. I stopped going to the kitchen for my coffee and started bringing Starbucks again. And somehow, inexplicably, I still wanted him, even after how he had treated me and even after the pain he had inflicted on me. But now, I couldn’t have him. Damn him. Damn him for hurting me so badly. And for being so sexy, I thought, as I watched him walk from his doorway down the hall toward the kitchen from my cubicle. God, he looked good. He had left his suit jacket in his office, giving me the opportunity to stare at his ass. I remembered feeling his back under my fingers, his muscles moving as he moved over me. The thought itself nearly had me crying again. 
 
   I realized I should’ve stayed home. I was grieving, and I needed some time to work through the pain. But I also knew that staying at home would have meant that I was focusing only on our breakup, so I went to work hoping to find a distraction there. Unfortunately, the one person who was causing me so much pain was too close to allow for me to actually be distracted. 
 
   When I got home from work that night, I realized that I hadn’t heard from Travis since the day before. I called him, but he didn’t pick up. I needed to talk to him about everything. He was always the person I turned to when I needed someone, and I needed a friend. Badly. I couldn’t turn to Holly and Lucy because of who was involved, and my sister was due in a couple of weeks, so I didn’t want to bother her with my problems. I decided to go to Travis’s apartment to talk to him. 
 
   I grabbed a sweater and got in my car. I drove to Travis’s place and knocked on the door. He didn’t answer, so I decided to wait for him there. We were going to figure this out if it took all night. I couldn’t stand being apart from the one person I had always leaned on when I most needed a friend. 
 
   I had been sitting in front of Travis’s apartment building for about an hour when he finally arrived home. He had a bag in his hands but I couldn’t read the name of the store. He hadn’t seen me yet. His apartment building was set up in a way that visitors could get to any of the doors from the outside. He walked up the stairs to his front door and unlocked it. I thought for sure he would have seen me by that point. I got out of my car and yelled his name before his door shut. He turned around and the angry look on his face softened momentarily, only to be covered by the tough mask again.
 
   “What do you want, Julianne?” he yelled back.
 
   I started up the stairs toward him. “I just want to talk to you. I want to be sure that everything is okay,” I responded, as I walked toward the door. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk. I need to think,” he said.
 
   “Trav, I need to know that we are going to be okay.”
 
   “I can’t guarantee that,” he replied.
 
   “Why are you being such a jerk now?” I asked.
 
   He turned around and walked toward me. He stood about three feet from me when he finally spoke. “Well, why don’t you figure it out? I’ve been in love with you for ten years. I finally tell you, you fuck me, and then you yank me around and tell me you aren’t ready. What am I supposed to think?”
 
   “Travis, I thought you understood. I can’t start a relationship with you on a rebound. I need time to heal first. And I need you to understand that.” 
 
   The look on Travis’s face softened once again as tears rushed down my face. He put his arms around me. “Stop. Don’t cry. It just really hurt me when you said that you aren’t ready for us,” he said, wiping the tears from my eyes with his thumbs. He pressed his lips against my forehead, and then he turned and walked toward his apartment. “I just need some time and space. I’m trying to give it to you, so please, give it to me, too.” He shut the door quietly behind him. I stood there, leaning against his door, tears still falling for a moment. Then I turned and walked toward my car. I got in, started it, and drove home.
 
   I walked into my apartment and flicked on the television. I popped a frozen dinner into the microwave, even though I wasn’t really hungry. After a bite of it, I threw the rest in the trash. I couldn’t eat. I was too depressed. The black cloud hanging over me was even thicker with the loss of not just my boyfriend, but also my best friend all in the span of two days. Apparently I was in for a quiet, tearful evening alone with my thoughts. I opened a bottle of wine and sat out on my patio as I stared into darkness, thoughts of Nick engulfing my mind, quiet tears streaming down my face. I was tired of crying, but I couldn’t seem to stop.
 
   I woke up the next morning, a Wednesday, before my alarm clock went off. I felt a dull headache and immediately regretted finishing off the entire bottle of wine the night before. I checked my phone for any possible missed calls or texts, even though I had slept with my volume on and my phone next to my bed, but there was nothing. Nothing from Travis; nothing from Nick. And so began another day of darkness. 
 
   I had hoped that on the fourth day after our breakup, things would be easier. I had hoped that maybe I would start to feel normal again. But I didn’t. I was still in deep mourning over the loss of the best thing that had ever happened to me, and there was nothing I could do to make time move faster or to lessen the heart wrenching pain.
 
   I got ready and left for work. Of course, the only person waiting for the elevator when I entered the building was Nick. I flashed back to the days when I was thrilled that it was just the two of us, and now I debated taking the stairs for a second just to avoid him. The thought crossed my mind too late, though, because he turned when he heard heels clicking across the floor and he spotted me. 
 
   “Morning, Julianne,” he murmured.
 
   My heart skipped a beat. Even though he had devastated me so totally and completely, he was still so sinfully handsome. And he smelled so god damn good. It pissed me off that I still wanted him as much as I did. That I still loved him as much as I did. I didn’t know if I would ever get over him. 
 
   “Morning,” I said brusquely.
 
   We got into the elevator together, just like old times. Only this time he didn’t back me against the wall to passionately kiss me. I awkwardly stared at the numbers as I felt Nick’s gaze on me. I could smell him even from across the elevator, where I stood huddled in the corner. I wanted his touch; I craved his kiss, his warmth. There was something about him, something that totally turned me on and pushed every last one of my buttons, something that told me that we were meant to be together. Something that told me that we were soul mates, put on this earth to find each other. There was no denying it. At that point, Travis and the drama with him was the absolute furthest thing from my mind.
 
   He broke the silence. “You look lovely this morning,” he said, so quietly that I was almost not sure that he really spoke.
 
   My palms were sweating, my knees shaking, but I chose to play it cool. I just glared ahead at the numbers, pretending like I hadn’t heard him. I wanted to say, “If I am so fucking lovely, then why did you break my heart?” but I didn’t. I chose not to say anything at all.
 
   The elevator doors finally opened. I got off first and practically ran to my cube, leaving Nick behind. 
 
   Just before lunchtime, my phone rang. “Julianne,” I answered.
 
   “Hey babydoll!” a familiar voice happily replied.
 
   “Trav! You sound in a better mood.”
 
   “I am. I went out with some guys last night, had some drinks, met some ladies, and I am feeling a lot better.”
 
   My heart caught in my chest. “You ‘met some ladies’?”
 
   “Jules, I was thinking of you the whole time.”
 
   I was silent. Suddenly, I was totally pissed. I had no reason to be because I told him time and again that all I wanted was his friendship. And it was true; all I could take from him at that moment was his friendship, and it was unfair of me to expect him to wait for me until I was in a better place. But it hurt that he could so easily forget about me. Maybe a tiny part of me liked that he wanted me as much as he did. Maybe it made me feel like I wasn’t completely worthless, the way Nick made me feel when he had thrown me away. 
 
   “I was upset, so I went out drinking. And don’t worry, nothing happened. Well, one girl kissed me. But my heart belongs to you.”
 
   I felt stung. I felt like he cheated on me. And in my mixed up fog over dealing with riding the elevator with Nick that morning, my reaction seemed to mean one thing to me: If I felt jealous that Travis was looking at another woman, then obviously I wanted Travis as more than my friend. That had to mean something. Didn’t it? 
 
   Deep down, I think I knew that it was wrong. I think I knew that this could only end one way for Travis and me, and I think I knew that it would cause irreparable damage to the most stable relationship in my life. 
 
   But in that moment, all of those thoughts were pushed down as I had the sudden need for comfort. I needed a hug, I needed to be told that I was beautiful and I needed to feel that someone loved me. Even if it wasn’t Nick. 
 
   “Trav, are you free to meet me for lunch at my place?” I asked.
 
   “Sure. Ten minutes,” he hung up.
 
   I got home in a record six minutes, with just enough time to brush my teeth and fluff my hair. The bell rang and I buzzed up Travis. I opened the door and greeted him. He looked fantastic. He had shaved his scruff, looking cleaner cut than the day before. His hair was gelled and adorable, and I knew that he wanted it to look like he didn’t put any work into it even though he obviously did. He didn’t smell like Nick, but he smelled good. I pulled him in and wrapped my arms around his waist, slamming the door behind him. I looked up into his eyes and raised myself on my tiptoes, bringing my lips to his for a kiss. It didn’t feel right, but I convinced myself that if I kept doing it, eventually it would. We made out for a few moments, until he broke away. 
 
   “What happened to ‘just friends’? What about ‘taking it slow’?” he asked, puzzled at my sudden change of heart.
 
   I was confused, too, and still in a deep, dark place; but I put on a mask that I didn’t even know I owned and sold it like I wasn’t dealing with the biggest heartbreak of my life. “Trav, I’ve been an idiot. When you told me about the girl that kissed you last night, I felt so jealous. I know I have no reason to feel mad, but I was. I felt hurt and betrayed that someone else kissed you. I wanted you to wait for me, but now I realize you can’t wait forever. My heart is still in pieces, but I need you.” Apparently I needed his friendship any way I could get it, even though my broken heart was telling me that I needed him just to be my friend.
 
   He smiled. “Hypocrite,” he laughed, taking me in his arms and kissing me again.
 
   We made some sandwiches for lunch, and after we finished eating and we were saying goodbye, he asked, “So are we officially an item? Or just friends with benefits?”
 
   I smiled at him, trying to mask the fact that the question caught me off guard. I still wasn’t ready for anything more than friendship, but his comfort felt good and reassuring. Deep down a thought ebbed away at me that the reason I was doing this was to get revenge on Nick. Was I? I hoped that wasn’t true. I hoped that the anguish I was feeling wasn’t making me act out of character, that it wasn’t making me use my best friend. I pushed those thoughts down before they made me feel guilty. “Officially? How about an item with benefits?”
 
   He chuckled and kissed me again. He always tasted good, but he tasted like my best friend. He just wasn’t Nick. And someday, I hoped that I could just get used to that and stop making these comparisons between them. It was just too fresh a wound not to for now, though. 
 
   “Thanks for making my dream come true,” he whispered. I kissed him again. 
 
   “I’ve got to get back to work. You can stay if you want,” I said.
 
   “Nah, I’ll go. I have to get to work, too. But let’s do dinner tonight, okay? We’ll celebrate.”
 
   “You got it,” I pecked him one last time and left. I convinced myself that I had made a good decision. Maybe Travis and I could really have something together. Maybe in time I would heal and I would stop feeling the misery and the darkness of my broken heart. Maybe Travis could be the one who mended it whole again. And maybe someday it wouldn’t feel like I was kissing my best friend. Maybe the spark I felt with Nick would come back with someone else, someone like Travis, once I was able to get over him. Maybe the spark could grow between us. Even as the thought entered my mind, I knew that it was impossible to manufacture a spark, but I had to cling to the hope that someday I would get over Nick and feel something more for Travis than friendship. 
 
   I returned to my office building, once again at the same time as Nick. Great, I thought. Nice coincidence. Why was it that every time I made a breakthrough, as miniscule as it was, I was immediately reminded of him? I contemplated taking the stairs again, but I didn’t want to be the girl who changed her entire schedule because of one stupid man. One stupid, incredibly sexy man. One stupid man who still made my heart beat faster, who was still a beacon in the storm even after what he had put me through. Why did he have this effect on me? I wanted to hate him for hurting me, but I physically couldn’t. I was drawn to him, and it brought on another wave of sadness that we couldn’t be together. I still couldn’t comprehend how he possibly didn’t feel that passion for me when my passion for him was so strong. I had never felt that way about any man before him. Sure, I loved Travis; but my love for Travis would never match the love I felt for Nick. And even though I had just left Travis, the second Nick was in front of me, I questioned everything. If I already knew that I would never feel the same way about Travis as I had about Nick, I couldn’t possibly start a relationship with him. Yet somehow I had. 
 
   Nick and I got onto the elevator together. I glared in his general direction, refusing to meet his eyes even though I glanced just once at his lips. God, those lips. I remembered how they felt on my skin, on my neck, against my own lips. In the quick glance I allowed myself, I could see that even he still looked totally sexy, his face was drawn and gaunt, and his eyes looked exceptionally tired and haunted with deep, dark bags under them and deeply ingrained lines. I could feel the tension in that elevator radiating between us. 
 
   Neither of us spoke during the interminable ride, but when the elevator slowed at our floor, Nick spoke just before the doors opened. 
 
   His voice was edgy, hoarse, and soft. “Julianne, can I speak with you in my office?”
 
   Something in his tone told me that this was very serious. I nodded once curtly, unable to find my voice, scared as hell about what he was about to say to me as I followed him off the elevator and to his office. He told Christine not to allow any interruptions as we walked into his office. He shut the door behind me and gestured to a chair facing his desk. He leaned against the edge of his desk so we were facing each other. I felt extremely nervous as my palms began to sweat, and I looked down at the floor instead of at him. As I felt his eyes on me, I could sense his emotional state. He was particularly anxious and nervous – more so than me, even.
 
   He stood silently for a moment. I finally broke my staring contest with the floor and looked up at him, and he was standing there with his eyes shut, the fingers of his left hand massaging his forehead while his right hand was grasping the edge of the desk. He inhaled a deep breath. He opened his eyes to exhale, and his eyes locked on mine. Looking into his eyes again took my breath away.
 
   He ran a nervous hand through his hair. 
 
   “Julianne, I can’t stand this.” He looked so apprehensive, so earnest, and especially so serious. The atmosphere was intense. All I could do was listen. “These past few days have been the worst of my life.”
 
   My heart stopped for a moment. The worst of my life? Did I hear that right?
 
   He looked panicked as he paused for a moment. Then he took another deep breath, rubbed the back of his head, and continued. “I need to explain something.” He paused. I had never seen him look so nervous before. 
 
   “Tom Davidson found out about us.” My heart leapt into my throat as Nick continued. “He talked to me on Friday right before I left for your place. He told me that I either had to break it off with you or lose my job.”
 
   I was utterly speechless.
 
   “Julianne, I love you,” he said. He ran his fingers through his hair again. His nervous movements contrasted with the sudden firm resolve in his voice. I love you, his words resonated in my head. “I love you more than I knew I could love someone. I turned in my resignation today. What you and I have means more to me than some fucking job.”
 
   Thrills shot down my spine, sending chills through my body as I heard those three words out of Nick’s mouth for the very first time. I love you. I couldn’t find my voice. Nick started toward me and pulled me out of my chair, hauling me up into his arms. My heart raced in my chest as the long dormant electric tingles of being in his arms ignited again. In a split second, a million thoughts ran through my head. First I remembered what it was like to kiss him. Oh, those lips. Those amazing, perfect lips. 
 
   “Please take me back. Please forgive me for being so stupid and letting you go.”
 
   My heart jumped at the thought as a shiver ran down the length of my body. I thought of how perfect what we had was. I thought about the feelings, the passion I had, that feeling that he was my soul mate. I knew how much I loved him, and now it was confirmed that he felt the same way about me. I thought about how much I wanted him to kiss me at that very moment. I took in that familiar scent, the scent that intoxicated me, the scent that I was addicted to. I felt his arms encircled about me, and I knew that I was in the place where I was meant to be. I was caught up in him and dizzy with his warmth so close to me.
 
   And then reality set it.
 
   I thought of the pain of the past few days, how Nick not only broke my heart, but smashed it unrecognizably into a million pieces. And then there was my best friend, my new boyfriend of an hour. I didn’t want to hurt him. He was such an important part of my life, and I treasured him dearly. But he didn’t make my palms sweat, not the way that Nick did. He didn’t make my knees shake, and the pure smell of him didn’t send me into other galaxies. My soul wasn’t connected to his in some inexplicable way the way it was to Nick’s. 
 
   Meanwhile, as these thoughts raced through my mind, Nick was holding me. I inhaled deeply his scent. He stared into my eyes, as if he would find some answers deep in there. I stared back into his, a mixture of emotions running through me. Love, hate, ecstasy, pain, joy, sorrow, exhilaration. 
 
   “So?” he anxiously asked, arms tightening around me.
 
   “Huh?” I finally found my voice.
 
   “Take me back.”
 
   I pulled back out of his arms, lost in thought. 
 
   I had only one question. “Nick, if Tom found out about us, why didn’t you just tell me? Why did you have to break my heart?”
 
   He looked down at the floor, shame in his eyes. “I feel like a fucking asshole for what I did to you. I am so sorry.” His gaze landed back on my eyes. He fidgeted with his hair again. “I was so torn. It all happened so quickly; Tom spoke to me about it literally on my way out the door on Friday. I didn’t want to hurt you, but I didn’t want to lose my job, either. I didn’t know what to do, but I had to make a snap decision. I made the wrong decision. The reason I said what I did was so that you would hate me. I wanted you to just think I was a jerk so that you move on with your life and not miss having me in it. I swear I did it for you. I didn’t do it because I was trying to hurt you. I did it so you would move on and forget about me.”
 
   I stared at him, dumbfounded. I believed him; I believed every word of it. But now I had Travis to consider, too. And as much as I wanted Nick to hold me in his arms and never let me go, I needed time to think. I needed to sort out what I was feeling. I still didn’t get why he didn’t just tell me, and I was scared that he would do it again. And I couldn’t believe that he thought that I would ever be able to just forget about him.
 
   Then the words finally came. “Nick, I don’t know what to say. Your first instinct was to choose your job over me, and that hurts. You completely shattered me. So much has happened in these past few days…hours, even…and I’m just not ready for all of this. I honestly don’t have an answer for you.”
 
   His face fell as I spoke. “Julianne, I did all of this for you,” his gorgeous forehead wrinkled as he motioned to the packed boxes by his desk that had gone unnoticed by me until that very moment. “I’m willing to give up the future of my career for a future with you.”
 
   I really wasn’t prepared for that. I felt like someone had knocked the wind out of me. As painful as it was, I couldn’t give in to what I really wanted: Nick. “Nick, you just don’t understand. A lot has changed,” I said.
 
   “Then let’s talk about it. We will work it out.” His gaze was earnest, longing. 
 
   “I don’t know if we can,” I said. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “Julianne, don’t go, not yet,” he said, grabbing my arm, pulling me into his arms and crushing his lips against mine before I had the chance to protest. I didn’t try to resist because I didn’t want to. I melted into him like I had so many times before, my mouth opening to his. I felt safe, loved, and most of all, treasured like I was the most important person in his world. I was back where I belonged.
 
   All of the sudden, I realized that I was doing was wrong. I had a new “boyfriend” to consider.
 
   I pulled back, and Nick looked into my eyes. 
 
   “Wow,” he breathed, echoing my sentiments. “Are you okay?” he asked, concern in his gorgeous eyes.
 
   “Nick, I’m with Travis now,” I blurted out. I regretted saying it as soon as it came out of my mouth.
 
   A look of pain, misery, and then rage flashed across his chiseled face.
 
   He was silent for a moment. He slowly backed away from me, anger still playing across his features. “It was always him, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Nick, you know that is just not true. You’re the one who broke what we had. I have to go. I need some time to think.” I turned and put my hand on the doorknob. I felt Nick’s hand on my arm.
 
   “Please, don’t go. Let’s talk about this. Please.” He was begging me. 
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” I sighed without turning around. I felt angry at Nick’s reaction to the news that Travis and I were together. I was so torn, because all I wanted was to go to him, but I couldn’t.
 
   “Can you please turn around?” he asked softly. I did. “How did this happen?” he asked. The anger on his face had turned to anxiety.
 
   “Well, Nick, after you dropped me off and I spent the rest of Saturday bawling, I called my best friend to help me deal with the pain I was feeling after you broke my heart. I spilled my guts to Trav, and he was trying to make me feel better and we got drunk and he told me that he had been in love with me for years. I told him that I was not ready to jump into something after you shattered my heart into tiny pieces. Then I realized that maybe I should be with him. He loves me, and he wouldn’t hurt me for anything,” I ended bluntly, but I didn’t know how else to explain it. I left out the part that Travis and I had slept together.
 
   Nick looked at me. He looked devastated. I couldn’t bear the sadness in his eyes. I wanted to take him in my arms and make everything better. But I knew that I couldn’t. I couldn’t hurt Travis that way, although it took everything in me to resist.
 
   Nick was still looking at me, as if he really didn’t know what to say. I put my hand back on the doorknob.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Julianne,” he murmured. I glanced up at him, only for a second, before I left.
 
   I walked to my desk and reflected on the past few minutes. The last image of Nick, tears in his eyes, stuck in my mind. He had always been so strong, but this whole nightmare had broken him as much as it had broken me. 
 
   I love you. His words echoed over and over in my mind. I love you. I love you. I love you. The past few minutes felt like a blur, like they were a dream. I couldn’t believe what he had just told me. I couldn’t believe that he was willing to give up his career for me. He loved this job; he loved the people and the clients and the location and the money and everything about it. I remembered when he told me that he felt like this was the last job he would ever have, because he was happy enough that he would want to stay at it forever.
 
   I felt awful. I couldn’t talk to Travis about this, but he was my best friend – the one who I confided everything to. I felt like I had no one, while it seemed in other ways that I had everyone.
 
   I decided to jump into my work that day. The hours dragged on forever. When I got home, I called the one person in the whole world besides Travis who would listen and not judge me – my sister, Jamie.
 
   Her husband, Brandon, answered the phone. “Hey, Brandon, it’s Julianne. Is Jamie there?” I asked.
 
   “Hey Jules, yeah, hang on,” he said, and then he called my sister.
 
   “Hi Jules. What’s up?” she answered.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked.
 
   “Like a freaking submarine. Get this kid out of me,” she said.
 
   “Any day now.”
 
   “Yep. What’s going on?”
 
   “Do you have a few minutes?” I asked.
 
   “Always for you,” she answered.
 
   That’s when I began the whole sordid story. It was really the first time that I had gone through the whole thing out loud, so by the time I was done telling her what was going on, I was in tears. Jamie was listening attentively.
 
   “Jules, it’s okay,” she comforted me when I had finished speaking. “I know you’re confused right now. But let me ask you one thing. And you have to be honest.”
 
   “Go ahead,” I said.
 
   “Well, who makes your heart flutter? Who has the spark that starts the fireworks when you kiss him?” she asked.
 
   One person popped immediately into my head. I sat in silence.
 
   “Well?” she prodded. “I know that you are thinking of one of them now, even if you don’t want to admit it. Just remember that whoever is in your head right now is in your heart as well. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have thought of him first.” Jamie was so sensible sometimes. She always had a simple answer. 
 
   “So, what am I supposed to do?” I asked.
 
   “Well, if you tell me who you are thinking about, maybe I can help you,” she answered. “I wish I wasn’t bigger than a whale, or I would come there and help you sort through all of this.”
 
   “Jamie, I know who it is.” Just then, my call waiting beeped through.
 
   “Hang on, I’ve got another call.”
 
   It was Travis. My heart stopped. “Uh…can I call you back? I’m on the line with Jamie,” I nervously asked.
 
   “Sure, babe,” was his answer. I clicked back to Jamie.
 
   “That was Trav,” I explained.
 
   “So it is it him? Or not, since you came back to me and didn’t stay on with him?”
 
   “Jamie, I just don’t want to hurt him.”
 
   “Hurt who?”
 
   “Travis.”
 
   “Jules, you need to focus on yourself. Maybe it’s okay to be selfish, because you’re giving into the most basic human need to be loved.”
 
   Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. “Thanks, Jamie. You’ve really helped me clarify things.”
 
   “That’s what big sisters are for. Glad I could help.”
 
   “I gotta run, but I will let you know how this all pans out.”
 
   “You better. God, your life is like a soap opera while I’m over here all fat and old and married.”
 
   “You’re beautiful and you know it. I love you.”
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   “Take care of that bun in the oven and give Brady a big kiss for me.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   I ended the call and pulled up the familiar contact. I clicked the call button, and then I heard a sexy, “Hello.”
 
   “I need to talk to you,” I said.
 
   “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
 
   A short while later, my bell rang. I buzzed him up and waited patiently by my door. He knocked and I opened it. 
 
   Standing in front of me was Nick, looking sexier than ever. I felt a tightening sensation low in my belly as my body immediately responded to his proximity. He had on charcoal gray pants and a light gray shirt that I wanted to rip off of him. His collar was open at the neck and he had taken off his tie, but his clothes told me he had come from work. I could see his hard chest muscles through his shirt. He smelled like heaven and looked like a god. My palms were definitely sweating, and I was already feeling moisture in other, lower places.
 
   He stood there, waiting for my cue. I grabbed his shirt by the chest and felt electricity as my hand brushed against his hard chest. I pulled him in and shut the door behind him. I didn’t let go of his shirt, but I brought him within an inch of my face. The heat radiating off of us could have started a fire.
 
   “Tell me again,” I said.
 
   “Tell you what?” he looked confused.
 
   “Tell me again what you told me in your office today,” I searched his eyes as his dizzying scent washed over me. I felt drunk even though I hadn’t had a drop of alcohol. 
 
   Before he began, he kissed my lips just once and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I turned in my letter of resignation today because Davidson found out about us. He told me it was you or my job. I chose you because I love my job, but I am in love with you. And then you left me and it broke my heart all over again. So you better not be fucking with me right now.”
 
   “Say the words again,” I ordered.
 
   Light dawned in his hazel eyes as he realized what words I needed from him. “I love you. Julianne, I love you so much.” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck and looked into his eyes. All I found there was love. His hold on me tightened. I brought my lips to his in a kiss that turned white hot in seconds. In the back of my mind lurked Travis, who had no idea that I was about to break his heart. 
 
   I broke from his lips and he gazed down at me. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered hoarsely. 
 
   “I missed you, too.”
 
   “I ached for you.”
 
   “I have never felt the twisted kind of pain that I have been dealing with for the past four days,” I said.
 
   “God, I’m so sorry, baby. I don’t care if I have to spend the rest of my life apologizing. I will do whatever it takes to make it up to you.”
 
   “You’re back where you’re supposed to be. That’s all that matters.”
 
   He smiled hopefully, looking adorable in front of me. I couldn’t believe that this had actually happened. We were back where we belonged. “Can I spend the night?”
 
   I grinned. “I don’t think you have a choice.” 
 
   His lips found mine again, and I felt his familiar warm tongue against mine, but it was different now. I felt the love and the lust and the desperation and everything I felt before, but there was a new level of reverence from him. I felt worshipped and cherished just from his kiss. I could almost physically feel the pain he went through over the past four days, and it matched my own pain. Everything inside of me tingled with electricity when I was with him. His hands found the hem of my shirt and then quickly undid the button on my pants as I ripped at his shirt and his pants, clothes flying off in every direction. We clawed at each other like animals. I was desperate to have him back inside of me, back where he – and only he – belonged. He stripped me of the rest of my clothes, his lips never leaving mine, his tongue tasting mine with wild abandon. He parted from me only for a second to finish removing his own clothes, and then his mouth crashed to mine once again. He hauled me up in his arms and I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he carried me to the bedroom wrapped around him. He gently laid me on the bed, his lips finding my neck and moving down, biting softly at the swell of my breasts. The perfect feel of him against me again after our breakup was utter bliss. I had felt the pain of missing him more than I thought it was possible to miss one person, but now that we were back together, I truly realized the miserable hell that I had endured when we were apart. 
 
   It was in that moment that I realized how deeply, irrevocably, unapologetically in love I was with Nick. 
 
   He found his way to my entrance. I felt the tip of him against my wet flesh, and just that second of contact was nearly enough to send me into oblivion. He pushed into me and I moaned as I heard a low grumble from Nick. This was absolutely right. My world turned back the right way after being upside-down for a few days. We both grunted as he pushed in and pulled out, our natural rhythm together and our time apart bringing us both close to the edge quickly. I felt so much emotion and passion coming from Nick as he made love to me, like he was trying to pour every ounce of love for me into our bodily connection. Everything inside me quaked for him, and we both came quickly and loudly. He yelled out my name as I groaned in release. 
 
   I threw my arms around him, sated and emotionally spent. I felt tears slipping from my eyes as he lingered inside of me. 
 
   He hugged me hard against him, our bodies still linked. I involuntarily sniffled and he hugged me tighter.
 
   “Baby, what’s wrong?” he murmured, pulling out of me. I was quiet, unable to speak because I was choked up with love for this man.
 
   My tears fell harder now, and he held me close as we lay entwined on the bed. He sat up and cradled me in his arms, kissing away my tears.
 
   “Talk to me,” he whispered, concern evident in his eyes.
 
   I took a shaky breath. “I… I just l-love you s-s-so much,” I managed through my tears.
 
   He held me tighter, kissing my forehead. “God, I was a fucking idiot. I’m so sorry. I love you, baby. I love you so much. I need you. I’m so sorry,” he said. 
 
   He held me and kissed away my tears until I stopped crying, and then we walked back to my entryway and put our clothes back on, smiling at the haphazard random piles of clothing scattered throughout the entry of my apartment.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, pulling me back into his embrace after we were both dressed.
 
   “Yeah. I’ve actually never been more okay than this very second,” I said. 
 
   “What about Travis?” he asked cautiously.
 
   “I need to tell him tonight. You probably shouldn’t be here when I do.”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Give me at least an hour. I’ll call or text when we’re done.” 
 
   “What are you going to tell him?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet,” I answered. “Go. I’ll miss you,” I said, as he kissed me again and then left.
 
   My heart pounded as I picked up the phone and called Travis. There was a knock at my door a predictable ten minutes later. I let him in. He had a bag in his hand, which he set down on my table and led me over to my couch. 
 
   “We need to talk,” I started as he leaned in for a kiss and I pushed him away. 
 
   He looked at me, alarmed. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Trav, you know how much I value you and our friendship. You are one of the most important people in my life. But I can’t do this with you. My heart belongs to Nick.”
 
   His face fell, and the look of sadness that immediately appeared in his eyes broke my heart. “What about what you said earlier?” he asked.
 
   “I said a lot of things earlier. But most importantly, I said that I need some time. I said that I need you to be my friend. Can you just be my friend?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Remember what I said, too. I can’t wait around for you forever.” He stood up and started for the door.
 
   “Travis, wait,” I started. 
 
   “No, Julianne. I’ve waited long enough.” He opened the door and was gone.
 
   I broke his heart, and knowing that broke my heart all over again.
 
   I called Nick on his cell phone. “He’s gone,” I said after he answered.
 
   “That was quick. Are you okay?” he asked, as I watched Travis storm to his car outside my window. 
 
   It was nice to hear someone who was concerned about my feelings. “We’ll talk when you get back,” I answered, knowing that he could hear the tears in my voice.
 
   I hung up the phone and at the same time realized that the bag that Travis had brought was still sitting on my table. I walked closer to it and become conscious to the fact that it was the same bag that he had in his hands earlier that week. I decided to see what was inside.
 
   I pulled out a long rectangular black velvet box. I opened it to find a beautiful diamond necklace. It took my breath away. It was the same necklace that I had shown Travis in the window of a jeweler just before Christmas. I had told him it was my “dream” necklace. I knew the price tag on a piece of jewelry like that, and it was so far out of my price range that I never imagined I would ever be able to actually own a piece of jewelry that extravagant. I felt terrible as I realized the thoughtful man that I was losing. He would do anything for me, anything to make me happy. He would never tear my heart out like Nick had done. And yet, there was nothing that would ever make me want to leave Nick for Travis. 
 
   Just then, my doorbell buzzed, and I was reminded of what I was gaining even through the loss of my best friend. I clicked the button to let Nick up, still holding the necklace in my hands. 
 
   Nick walked in a moment later, pecking me on the lips. “Wow,” he said, noticing the beautiful jewels still in my hand. “Some breakup.”
 
   Tears filled my eyes as I looked down at the necklace and then met Nick’s gaze. “He left this here by mistake. He brought it over for me and was so mad when he left that he forgot it. Nick, I feel terrible. I can’t believe how much I hurt him.”
 
   Nick pulled me in close for a hug. “I know this is hard for you, baby. But there was a reason that you had to do this. For us. You know that, right?”
 
   I nodded, tears spilling onto my cheeks. “Nick, don’t get me wrong. You are the one in my heart. I am in love with you, and I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I just know that in order to be happy myself, I’ve hurt the best friend I ever had. I don’t think things will ever be the same between us, and I don’t know how I'm going to deal with that.”
 
   Nick took the necklace out of my hand and set it down on my kitchen counter. He put his arms around me and pulled me against him, my head against his chest as his chin rested on the top of my head. “Julianne, if he is truly a friend, he will understand why you had to do what you did. He’s not going to come running back tomorrow, but in time, he will come around. I know for a fact that he would want you to be happy. There is no way that he could live without you in his life, even if it isn’t exactly the way that he was hoping for.”
 
   Tears filled my eyes and suddenly I felt completely exhausted from the day’s events. All I wanted to do was sleep in Nick’s arms. 
 
   Nick held me close, and my world felt right there in his arms even though things were falling apart with Travis. I sniffled into his chest, and he hugged me tighter. “Hey, baby,” he whispered. “It’s okay.” He rubbed my back gently, lovingly, as he whispered soothing sentiments. 
 
   We stood in my entryway for what felt like an eternity, but I just didn’t want to leave that place where everything felt right in his arms. “Can we go to sleep?” I finally asked when I couldn’t take the bone-crushing fatigue any longer.
 
   He kissed my forehead. “Of course, baby.” He held my hand as we walked to the bedroom together. We lay down and Nick held me close as we both fell fast asleep.
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   The next morning, I awoke to the smell of bacon. I opened my eyes to see Nick standing over me, a tray in his hand with a plate of pancakes and bacon, orange juice, and a little vase with a single red rose in it. “Good morning,” he said as I opened my eyes.
 
   “So it wasn’t just a dream,” I smiled. He handed me the tray as I sat up in bed. He sat down next to me as I started eating.
 
   He grinned back at me, and his sexy smile reserved just for me set my blood on fire. He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Not a dream,” he said. “I am right here, and I am so excited about what is ahead of us. You and me, baby.”
 
   “You and me,” I echoed, looking into Nick’s eyes that looked more well-rested and less haunted than they had the day before.
 
   He kissed my forehead. “Enjoy your breakfast. I need to run home and change, but I will see you at work a little later. And then I’ve got two weeks to find a new job.”
 
   He kissed me gently, sweetly, once on the lips. He gazed into my eyes and whispered, “I love you, Julianne.” 
 
   My heart skipped a beat as he spoke those words to me again. They were words I would never, ever tire of hearing out his mouth. “I love you, too, Nick.”
 
   He beamed at me and smiled his beautiful smile once more, this time with that same touch of reverence that I had felt from him the night before as he made love to me. He kissed me gently and then walked out of my apartment.
 
   That left me alone with my thoughts. I put the tray of food to the side of me and leaned to the drawer in my nightstand. I took the picture of Nick and me out of it, the one that I had put away after he broke my heart. I saw his devilish handsomeness as he smiled in the picture. I saw myself looking deliriously happy. Suddenly I thought of Travis. It was the first time that I had any sort of extended time alone since I broke Travis’s heart. My emotions were completely conflicting. On the one hand, I was totally, head over heels in love with Nick. But on the other hand, Travis. My best friend, Travis. Is he ever going to talk to me again? Will he hate me forever? I had to call him, at least to see how he was doing.
 
   I called him only to arrive at his voicemail. Now what? I thought. He was obviously ignoring my call on purpose. “You have reached Travis. You know what to do.”
 
   “Trav, it’s me. I had to call to see how you are doing. I’m just… I’m sorry about everything. Call me. I need to hear your voice.”
 
   I hung up, still worried and feeling helpless in a situation that was totally my own fault. I got up to get ready for work, only to find another single red rose in a vase on the kitchen counter. A note attached to it simply read, “You and me.”
 
   I smiled at his sweet gesture. I showered and got ready for work, chose a black skirt and top, left my apartment, and arrived right on schedule. Nick held the elevator doors open for me as I made my way through our building’s entrance. My palms started to sweat as I took in his appearance. Man, what a difference twenty-four hours made. I couldn’t wait to get into the elevator with him. He was a little more dressy than usual, wearing a black suit and really nice shoes with a white shirt and dark gray tie. The dark circles were gone from under his eyes; he looked well-rested and happy. And it was because he was in love. With me. He looked good enough to eat. We were the only two in the elevator, and as soon as the doors closed, Nick backed me into the wall for a hot embrace, as was our ritual before the breakup. The elevator rose to our floor, forcing us apart and leaving me completely breathless and off balance. As we exited, we walked our separate ways panting. For the first time, the thought of Nick actually leaving this job fully hit me. He wasn’t only great to look at, but he was incredibly intelligent and very talented at what he did. I felt the full capacity of what he was actually giving up for me – a job that he really loved at a great company. I thought for a moment that he should be the one to stay and I should resign. But he had already turned in his resignation.
 
   I arrived at my cubicle and shuffled some papers to look busy. I couldn’t concentrate, but this time it wasn’t because of a broken heart. I felt guilty that Nick was the one that had to leave when we were both in it together. Just then, Dana walked by. 
 
   “I heard Nick resigned. Did you hear?” she asked gossipingly.
 
   “Yeah, I heard,” I said.
 
   “Do you know why?” she asked. “I heard it was because he was going to get fired for some fling in his department, is that true?”
 
   “Dana, I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of work to do today.”
 
   “Sorry, sorry. But I gotta say, I will miss staring at that sexy ass all the time!”
 
   She walked away, leaving me more irritated than ever. 
 
   Just my luck, Holly overheard. Suddenly Lucy and Holly appeared in front of me. “We need to talk,” Holly said, hands on her hips. Lucy glared at me.
 
   “Conference room?” I asked, hoping for some privacy for this dreaded conversation.
 
   “Fine,” Holly said. The three of us walked by Nick’s office on our way to the conference room that was right next to his office. He saw us in the hall and followed us in.
 
   “Ladies, we’re not having a team meeting right now.”
 
   “We are aware of that,” Holly said, glaring at him, too.
 
   “What’s this about, then?” he asked. 
 
   It was sweet of him to try to protect me, but I could handle it.
 
   “Why don’t you tell us?” Lucy interjected. I had never seen her act angry toward her boss before. Ever.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.
 
   “We’ve heard the rumors, Nick. What’s going on?” Lucy asked. 
 
   He looked at me as if asking whether or not we should tell them. I nodded almost imperceptibly, and he nodded back at me. Our unspoken message was understood.
 
   “Nick’s leaving McMillan,” I said. “He put in his resignation yesterday.”
 
   Nick walked to me and took me in his arms. Lucy’s jaw nearly hit the floor when he planted a kiss on my lips. Holly gasped. And I grinned.
 
   The kiss was quick – we were, after all, still in an office – but he knew that these were two of my best friends. His eyes never left mine as he held me close to him. “I am completely, utterly, madly in love with this woman. And if McMillan says that I can’t date her because she’s in my department, then I say, ‘Fuck McMillan.’ I’m out.” He kissed my lips once more.
 
   “Holy shit!” Holly exclaimed at the same time Lucy asked, “Why didn’t you tell us?”
 
   I pulled back from Nick to talk to my friends. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell anybody. Nick signed some stupid paperwork that said he couldn’t date anyone under him in his department, so we had to keep it a secret.”
 
   “So he is the ‘new guy’ we talked about like a month ago?” Lucy was staring at Nick, who was gazing at me. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “And you two are in love?” Holly asked.
 
   “So totally and completely, head-over-heels in love,” I said, gazing back at him, just as he said, “Yes.”
 
   “Wow, it’s getting freaking hot in here,” Lucy said. Nick finally broke his gaze from me and smiled at Lucy. 
 
   “Don’t be angry with Julianne for hiding this from you. Our jobs were at stake. We couldn’t risk telling anyone at work.”
 
   “How could we still be mad when you two are obviously in love? I’m just sad that you won’t be our boss anymore,” Lucy said. “But, Jules, really, I couldn’t be happier for you. I know how long you’ve waited for this.”
 
   “It was almost exactly a year I waited. Did either of you see him on New Year’s?”
 
   “What?” they both said in unison.
 
   Nick grinned.
 
   “That was a good plan,” I winked at him.
 
   “I found her at Mahogany on New Year’s Eve. Right at midnight. That was our first kiss.”
 
   At the same time, both Lucy and Holly cooed, “Awww!”
 
   “I never saw you, though,” Lucy said.
 
   “It was midnight. Everyone was busy with their own New Year’s kisses. I had to find Julianne, had to kiss her, and then I had to get back to my buddies down the street at West.”
 
   “And you’ve been together ever since?”
 
   We glanced at each other. “More or less,” I said, completely understating our relationship and the dramatics that we had been through over the past few days. 
 
   “Is this why we haven’t heard from you in nearly a month?” Lucy asked.
 
   ”Yeah. We’ve been… um, busy,” I smiled. Nick smiled, too. Well, more of a smirk, really. 
 
   Holly and Lucy hugged both of us and congratulated us on finally getting together. Our secret was out, and neither of us could be happier about it. 
 
   We all returned to our respective desks and went back to work. The thought of Nick leaving left me feeling very sad. I loved working with him, but I knew how much he loved me because of the very reason that I was sad. Deep down, I still felt a twinge of hurt that he destroyed our relationship the way that he did, but the hideous darkness was over. I was working to replace that hurt with feelings of happiness that we were back together, back where we belonged. It seemed logical that he did what he had to do at the time. He had to make a hasty decision, and while it was the wrong one, he righted it. I felt a rush of love for him at what he was giving up for me. It would take some time to build trust again, but we were soul mates, and we could and would weather any storm that life threw at us.
 
   I had to see him. I got up from my desk and walked to his office, where the door was not quite all the way closed. I heard voices inside, and I didn’t want to interrupt. However, the sheer volume of the voices made me curious. I leaned a bit closer to the door to hear what was going on.
 
   Although muffled, I heard Nick, and he sounded angry, his voice raised. “I’m sorry, Tom. I love her. I refuse to let you fire her to keep me. She is an asset to this company and she deserves to be here.”
 
   “She may be an asset, but you’re the best exec I’ve got, Matthews. I’m not going to let you run out of here for something that’s not going to last,” I heard Tom Davidson say.
 
   I knew they were talking about me. They were both quiet for a moment, and I wondered whether I should stay and listen a little longer. 
 
   Nick finally spoke, his voice much softer. “I am confident that what I have with her is going to last. I’m not throwing that away for a job. I’ve done stupid shit before in relationships, and I refuse to fuck this one up. I almost lost her forever before I realized what I had.” Pangs of love swelled through my heart as I heard Nick stick up for me.
 
   “Nick, this is my final offer. I will pay you twice what you’re making now. Company car, company credit card, the works. I need to keep you here. I don’t want you going to the competition, because that will mean the end of this company. You are that good at your job,” I heard Tom say.
 
   “Really, I appreciate your offer. But I’m sorry. I’m not giving her up. All the money, company cars, and credit cards in the world wouldn’t buy what I have with her. Why can’t you just change the stupid policy?”
 
   I decided to leave then. I didn’t want to get caught eavesdropping, and besides, I had heard all that I needed to hear. I felt, once again, that I should be the one leaving, not Nick. Though I knew it wouldn’t be hard for him to get another job given his talent, I still felt bad that he was leaving this one. Not to mention the fact that our boss basically made me feel like I was disposable.
 
   Just like before, I had nowhere to turn. I obviously couldn’t call Travis, the person that I normally turned to in any situation. I couldn’t talk to Nick, because then he would know that I had been listening. I didn’t want to bother my sister with stupid relationship crap again, not when she was about to deliver a child. She had enough going on. 
 
   I returned to my cubicle to get some work done, and not ten minutes later, my phone rang. “Julianne,” I answered, not bothering to glance at the caller ID. 
 
   “Oh, God, your voice turns me on. I need to see you. Come to my office,” Nick said, hanging up.
 
   My heart skipped a beat as it always did when I spoke to Nick. I practically ran to his office, trying to keep my cool. I walked in and saw him in his suit, looking crisp and handsome. I wanted more than anything to rip his suit off of his body and make love to him. Especially after I had heard what I had. He stuck up for me and he turned down an amazing offer. All for me.
 
   He took my hand and shut the door behind me, locking it. He drew the blinds closed against his windows. He wrapped his arms around me in a tight hug, my head against his chest. He buried his face in my hair, taking in my scent, kissing me sweetly on top of the head. “I want you so fucking bad, Julianne,” he said in a sexy, straggled whisper.
 
   “I want you, too,” I said, lifting my head for one of his intense kisses.
 
   As he kissed me, he backed me over to his desk so that my backside was up against the back of the desk. He leaned over and passionately shoved all of the papers, files, and books on top of his desk onto the floor. God, if that wasn’t the sexiest cliché I had ever lived through. He lifted my rear onto the desk and hiked my skirt up my hips, still steamily kissing me as his fingertips found my thighs. I shivered at his touch, and then he moved his hands to my chest, pausing on each breast for gentle caressing. His hands explored my body as his tongue ran up and down my neck, making me hotter and hotter. I suddenly felt the need to have him inside of me. 
 
   I pushed his coat jacket back and he slid it off in a swift motion. Not bothering with his shirt and tie, I went right for his belt buckle, knocking a porcelain pencil cup over in the process. As it shattered to the floor, we both quietly giggled, and then he brought his lips back to mine and suddenly we weren’t laughing anymore. Finally, I got his belt undone and his pants unbuttoned. I knew that this was going to be a quick one, and his hands moved slowly up my thighs until they found the hem of my panties. I leaned up to kiss him again, feeling a warm, burning emotion down low, deep inside. 
 
   He yanked my panties down and his finger immediately found my wetness. I arched into his hand, wanting more of him, wanting to feel him everywhere on my skin. God, how I missed him.
 
   He pulled his fingers away and wrapped his arms around me, kissing me deeply and intimately. Then he slid himself inside of me. As he pumped inside of me, I could feel myself reaching the point of ecstasy with him. I tried to stifle my moans as his hands were everywhere. His hardness inside of me sent thrills throughout my entire body. “Fuck, baby,” he murmured against my ear, and then he sucked on my lobe. “I’m not going to last,” he said, and his words were my own undoing. I threw my head back as my body convulsed around him, and he pumped hard into me as he found his own release. 
 
   We stayed connected, blissful and quiet for a moment as he held me in his arms. “Jesus, Julianne. I love you,” he breathed. 
 
   His sweet sentiment, mixed with the perfect love that he had given me, was almost too much for me to handle. I kissed him gently, and then he pulled out of me. I felt cold without his presence inside of me. 
 
   We gathered our clothes strewn throughout his office and began dressing. Nick was just about to buckle his belt when there was a knock at the door. “Dammit!” he whispered, fumbling with the buckle as I fixed my hair and tried to look like I hadn’t just been through some of the most pleasurable moments in my life.
 
   I went over to pick up the pieces of the broken pencil cup and try to straighten out some of the papers that had ended up on the floor in our passion as Nick went to answer the door. Standing at the door was Dana.
 
   She looked from him to me and back to him again. “Oh my God, Nicky. It’s her?” she asked, incredulously.
 
   “What’s her?” Nick asked, genuinely confused. 
 
   “You’re leaving because of Julianne?” she asked.
 
   Nick turned the cutest shade of red that I have ever seen, looked sheepishly at me, and said to Dana, “That’s none of your business. Get back to work.”
 
   He shut the door in her face. I laughed out loud, standing up to give him a high-five. “That was awesome,” I smiled.
 
   “She’s so annoying,” he smiled back, coming over to help me pick up the rest of his papers. “I’ll take care of this. You should probably to get back to work.”
 
   “Okay, boss. I do need to get some work done.” I kissed him passionately one last time. “I’ve got a present for you that will help you think about me all day,” I said, as he opened the door for me.
 
   “I will be thinking about you all day anyway, but I love gifts. What is it?” he asked.
 
   I placed my rolled up panties into his hand so that no one could see, and I closed his hand around them. “Check that out when you get a chance.”
 
   I walked back to my cubicle, ready to sit down and get some work done, when the phone rang again. “Julianne,” I answered.
 
   “Why do you do this to me? I’m fucking hard for you all over again,” Nick said in a sexy husky voice.
 
   “Well you are just going to have to wait until later,” I replied, smiling as I hung up the phone. 
 
   The day dragged on as I continued to think about what was going to happen later between Nick and me. I worked through lunch, hoping to get things done early so that I could get home and prepare myself for an evening of romance.
 
   I worked through mounds of projects, some of which had been neglected, especially in the short time that Nick and I had been apart. I had found it extremely difficult to concentrate on work when I knew he was just down the hall from me, and I couldn’t get anything done with him and my heartbreak on my mind. But now I was back, and I found that I had neglected far more than I should have. Replying to emails, starting market research, and setting up appointments kept me busy for the remainder of the day, and before I knew it, the day was over. I gathered my belongings and headed for Nick’s office. He was busily typing away on his laptop. I walked inside and knocked lightly on the doorframe. “Hey, gorgeous,” he greeted me with a smile.
 
   “Hey yourself,” I smiled back. “You leaving soon?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. I’m just working on my resume. I’ll be ready to get out of here in a few minutes. Want me to stop by on my way home?” he winked. 
 
   Knowing full well that his house was in the complete opposite direction of mine, I smiled, “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a half hour. Be ready for some lovin’,” he lowered his voice for the last part.
 
   “Right back at ya,” I smiled, turning to leave. 
 
   As I turned around, I literally walked into Tom. “Uh, sorry,” I managed to spit out, still hurt from hearing his conversation with Nick earlier.
 
   “Julianne, hi,” he awkwardly said. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
   He walked past me into Nick’s office, closing the door behind him. I was so curious that I thought for a minute of staying to listen to the conversation, but I thought better of it and left.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, Nick still hadn’t arrived. It was very unusual for him to be late and not call, but I had an idea of what was keeping him.
 
   I decided to “pretty” myself, putting on some lacy red lingerie and some sexy makeup. Not too much later, there was a knock at my door. I peeped through the peephole – after all, I didn’t want someone other than Nick to see me in my racy outfit – and once I saw him standing there, I opened the door.
 
   “Wow…sorry I’m so late,” he managed, walking into my apartment, taking me into his arms, and slamming the door behind him.
 
   He made love to me, long and sensual and sweet, and when we were both wrung out and sated, we both realized that we were hungry. We ordered a pizza, and still curious, I decided to ask Nick about his conversation with Tom. “So, what did Davidson want?” I inquired.
 
   “I figured you would ask, but I don’t really want to talk about it. He’s just really being an asshole about me leaving,” he answered, his face darkening a bit.
 
   “That’s fine. If you want to talk about it, you can,” I gently said.
 
   “I know, baby. He just keeps trying to convince me to stay, and I’ve made it clear to him that being with you is more important to me than a job.”
 
   My heart swelled with love. “Nick, I’ve been thinking about something a lot today. You should stay. You love your job, and you are so good at it. I don’t want to be the one that ruins that for you. I can look for a new job.”
 
   “No, baby. Absolutely not. You are great at what you do, and you are an asset to the company. You love it there, too, and I refuse to let you leave. You were there first, anyway,” he said stubbornly.
 
   “I don’t care. I just want you to be happy.”
 
   “As long as I can be with you, and hold your hand in public, I am happy,” he said.
 
   I was happy as long as I was with him, too. “It is going to really suck when I don’t get to see you every day,” I said, deciding to sort of back off of the work issue for a while.
 
   “I know it, baby. We’ll figure something out. You can stay at my place for a week, I can stay here a week. Whatever. I’ve got just short of two weeks left at work.”
 
   “Maybe we can plan a daily rendezvous like the one we had today?” I asked slyly.
 
   “I am planning on it,” he laughed. “Listen, how are you doing with the whole Travis thing?” he asked.
 
   The thought of his concern sent a ripple of love for him through me. “I’ve decided that I can’t do anything about it until he is ready, and I’m going to do my best to push it out of my mind until then. And thank you for being so worried. You are adorable.”


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nick had gone home the night before to finish some work he had to do and get a change of clothes for the next day, and it was gloomy not to sleep in his arms. The day started off strangely as a huge thunderstorm hit and I was running late for work as it was. As I pulled into the parking lot at work at twelve minutes after 9:00, I remembered that my umbrella was sitting in my front closet at home. Lightning streaked the sky and thunder boomed as I ran in my dress and heels from my space at the back of the lot to the door. When I walked into the office, a cute (petite) blond woman sitting in the chair in the waiting room up front smiled at me, and Tom Davidson was rounding the corner with a stack of papers in his hands just as I was coming around the corner to go to my desk. He nearly knocked me over, and then he passed by me without so much as a glance as I heard him introduce himself to the lady in the front. Then I heard her say, “Jen Stewart. Nice to meet you, Tom.”
 
   I wondered what she was doing there, and then it hit me. Tom was interviewing people for Nick’s position. My heart deflated at the thought of Nick having a replacement.
 
   When I arrived at my desk, I set down my purse and ran a hand through my wet hair, pulling it up in a messy bun because it was beyond saving. 
 
   Work was hectic, and it was impossible for Nick and me to have a rendezvous that day. He had a lot of loose ends to tie, and I figured that he was going to have to train whoever Tom was going to hire. And I still had a lot of my own work that I had to get to. I settled into some market research for a new project that had been handed down to me a few weeks earlier and hit my groove as the thunder boomed outside the window. 
 
   I decided to stay in the office and work through lunch, not wanting to brave the storm. Nick visited my cubicle around lunchtime, standing behind me as I turned to look up at him. He was looking sexy as hell in a navy blue business suit and a crisp white shirt underneath. I got hot all over at the thought of his hard body beneath his suit. “Quick question. The Anderson account – what market research have you done?”
 
   “I’ve actually been working on it all morning. I’ve got about three-quarters of the analysis done and should have it finished by Monday afternoon. Sooner if you need it.”
 
   “Monday afternoon is fine. Davidson wants preliminary stuff by next Friday, so we’ll have all week to work on the rest of it.” He lowered his voice and asked, “Are we on for tonight?”
 
   I nodded and lowered my voice as well so that no one around us could hear. “I can’t wait to get you out of that suit.”
 
   He leaned down close to me so that his mouth was against my ear. “Well I can’t wait to throw this dress on the floor and taste every centimeter of your body,” he whispered naughtily, straightening up and walking away smoothly. The feel of his breath against my ear sent tingles down my spine and through my body. His words resonated in my mind. I wanted him now, but I had to wait. The agony of knowing I couldn’t have him now made me desperate for him.
 
   I took a deep breath and continued working. The day dragged on, and finally it was time to go. Nick and I left at the same time, and he followed me home. 
 
   As soon as we were both inside my apartment with the door securely shut behind us, he lifted my dress over my head and speedily removed his suit jacket. As he worked on removing his socks and shoes, I took off my bra, panties, and heels, and then fumbled with the buttons on his shirt. Once all of our clothes were out of the way, he leaned me up against the wall and passionately kissed me. His steamy tongue danced around my mouth as I returned his kiss. His hands explored my body, and then he pushed inside of me and made love to me in the hallway. We both reached our peaks in sync, and then Nick led me over to the couch to hold me in his arms.
 
   We spent the weekend together (mostly naked) at my apartment for a change. The more time I spent with him, the more I knew that we were soul mates drawn together like magnets. And every time he made love to me felt like it was better than the last time. Our bodies and our hearts were completely in sync with each other, and I had never experienced anything like it before. I reveled in weekends like this, weekends when we had nothing else to worry about except for pleasing each other. 
 
   All too soon the weekend was over and we were back in the thick of things at work. 
 
   Days at work moved slowly, and the nights went all too fast as I spent them mostly in Nick’s strong arms. Soon the countdown was only a week left before Nick was going to be leaving.
 
   I arrived at work Wednesday morning on time as usual, and that same cute petite woman was sitting in the waiting room. When I walked in, she smiled at me again. This time, she spoke to me. “Hi. I’m Jen Stewart,” she said, standing and shaking my hand.
 
   Looking at her up close, I saw how pretty she was. She had short blond hair and green eyes, with a perfect, creamy complexion. “I’m Julianne Becker.”
 
   “This is my first day here, and it’s nice to see a friendly face,” she awkwardly said.
 
   “Everyone’s really nice here, and I can tell you who to watch out for,” I smiled. And then it hit me. She was taking over for Nick. Sadness shot through me as I realized how close the time was when we wouldn’t see each other every day at work. It also made me sad to think that he would be training this attractive woman one-on-one for the next week. 
 
   Just then, Tom came around the corner. He gave me a cursory glance, and then pretty much ignored me as he walked over to Jen. “Jen, hello. Welcome. Nick will be here in just a few minutes and we can get the training process started. I haven’t told him that I hired someone, but I did tell him that he would have to train his replacement. So I am sure he is expecting you,” Tom said, just as Nick walked through the doorway. 
 
   I figured I should have left by that point, but the look of joy that crossed Jen’s face as she laid eyes on Nick intrigued me. He looked past her and Tom and his eyes found mine. He grinned at me. “Nick, I was just talking about you,” Tom stopped him. “This is Jen. She will be taking over your position when you leave next week, and her training starts today.” 
 
   Nick winked at me and then peeled his eyes from me to introduce himself to Jen. I left, feeling pretty secure in our relationship, and headed to my desk to get my things for our Wednesday morning team meeting.
 
   I was the last to arrive in the conference room, and Nick began the meeting by introducing Jen. “Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to Jen Stewart. She comes to us from Minneapolis, and she’s been in marketing for seven years. She will be taking over the team when I leave next week, and I know you will all be in good hands.”
 
   We all smiled awkwardly at Jen. Everyone on the team was sad to see Nick go, even more so in the fear that he would team up with a competitor and then our company would lose clients because of it. 
 
   “Why don’t you all introduce yourselves?” Nick asked.
 
   We went around the room just like we had when Nick had first arrived, each saying our names and how long we had been with McMillan. I couldn’t believe that this was happening. Nick was really leaving, and it was all because of me. It pained me to know that, but I couldn’t stop him. I was curious to know the answer to the question of why McMillan couldn’t just change their policy, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. 
 
   Nick ran the meeting as usual so that Jen could get an idea of how we worked, and then we were released back to our cubicles to work. My day went by quickly because I was embroiled in the middle of a project, so I was busy researching. Before I knew it, it was time to go home. I was very much looking forward to the evening ahead of me. Nick and I had already planned to have a quiet evening: dinner together at my place and then the rest of the night together in bed. I stretched, realizing that I was stiff since I had been sitting behind my computer for the majority of the day. As I logged off my computer and gathered my purse, I fantasized about Nick giving me a massage to work out my stiff muscles from my hard day of work. I headed to Nick’s office to see how much longer he would be, but his door was closed again.
 
   I could hear muffled voices, but I couldn’t make out who was in there with him. I was a little nervous that his door was closed on his first day training the gorgeous new girl. I stood at the door, unsure of what I should do for a moment, and finally I decided to knock.
 
   It was quiet for about ten seconds, and then Nick opened the door. 
 
   Nothing could have prepared me for what was behind that door. I was absolutely shaken to the core.
 
   Nick was obviously tense, and standing behind him was an extremely fatigued and anxious looking Travis. Travis, who I hadn’t seen since I had broken his heart a week earlier. He looked worse than I had ever seen him. He hadn’t shaved since I had last seen him, and he looked gaunt and depressed. His eyes were rimmed in red and his hair was atrocious and greasy. He really looked like hell. The color drained from my face as I just stared back and forth between the man who was my best friend and the man who was my soul mate. 
 
   Finally, after an interminably awkward silence, Nick spoke. “Travis came here to talk to me.” His voice was uncomfortable.
 
   I finally found my voice. “Hi, Travis,” I said, walking over to him and reaching out for a hug. He pushed me away. 
 
   “Don’t, Julianne. I’m not here for your pity. I came to talk to Nick, not you.”
 
   His words stung. “Travis, I am sorry for hurting you. I want you to be my friend again more than anything,” I said, biting back tears.
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. I’m outta here.” Travis turned and walked out of Nick’s office. I watched him walk out, and then I heard the front door of the office open and slam shut.
 
   I looked at Nick, my eyes wide. He shut his door, and I went to him for an embrace only to have him hold up his hand to stop me.
 
   “He wanted to know if we were back together. I didn’t know what to say, Julianne. I thought you told him.”
 
   Nick looked hurt and upset, and suddenly my heart started beating so loudly that I could hear it in my ears. I felt a rush of anxiety as fear gripped my heart.
 
   “Julianne, he also told me what happened between you two when we broke up.” He paused.
 
   Shit. This was bad. 
 
   “I knew that you had gotten together, but I never expected to hear that you slept with him.” I stared at him, not sure what to do and truly horrified at the situation unfolding before me. “It hurts that you didn’t tell me. It really hurts.”
 
   My heart stopped for a minute. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping everything would disappear when I reopened them. But it didn’t. “Nick, I am so sorry for not telling you. I wasn’t trying to hide it, but I didn’t want to hurt you. It just never came up and I didn’t think you would even want to know.”
 
   “God dammit, Julianne,” he hissed. My heart thumped loudly in my chest as I waited for his next words. I feared that this was the end of the most beautiful thing that had ever happened to me. The end of what I thought was the beginning. My stomach clenched tightly and I felt nauseous. 
 
   “I am giving up my career for you, and you didn’t even have the decency to tell me that you fucked him when we were broken up.” My eyes met his gaze. I saw anger and pain and, most of all, hurt. 
 
   “Nick, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to say.” I didn’t know what to do. 
 
   “I just need some time to think about this,” he finally said. 
 
   I wanted to fight for him, to fight for us. But the look in his eyes told me that he needed space. I just didn’t know if that meant temporarily or permanently. My stomach clenched even tighter. The thought of going home and not having him meet me there brought tears to my eyes; the thought of not sleeping next to him shattered me. “I understand,” I said, turning blindly to exit his office as the tears began brimming over my eyelids and onto my cheeks.
 
   I walked out of the office and to my car. I sat for a moment and let the tears flow. I composed myself, and then I started my car and drove home. Once again, I felt so alone. I was about to call my sister when I realized that she didn’t need my sorrow right now. She was days away from delivering her second child. She had enough going on. I didn’t know where to turn, and I suddenly felt like I had no one. 
 
   When I got home, I crawled into bed. I couldn’t face food; I couldn’t focus on television or Facebook or whatever. I just laid in bed, crying, trying to sleep to get away from the pain engulfing me, the grief that I thought I had permanently eliminated from my life. I feared that the short window of horrendous pain I had felt when Nick and I had broken up was back. The thick, black fog was creeping in on me again, and I was scared that I had fucked up the very best thing that had ever happened in my life. I spent the night tossing and turning restlessly.
 
   I finally got out of bed about an hour before my alarm clock was set to go off, and I began the long process of a shower, breakfast, and getting ready. I arrived at work early, my heart beating wildly in my chest as I pulled into my space. I was so nervous about seeing Nick, wondering what he would say. I didn’t see his car in the parking lot yet, to my dismay.
 
   I took the elevator up and walked into the office. I saw Nick’s door slightly ajar, and the light was on. As I passed by, I saw Jen. 
 
   “Good morning,” she said sweetly. It made me sick to know that Nick would be spending the day training her. She was so adorable and charming. 
 
   “Hi,” I said, plastering on a fake smile and walking past Nick’s office to my desk. 
 
   The day moved slowly, and by lunchtime, I still hadn’t seen Nick. I decided to run out a grab a sandwich, hoping that I would run into him in the hallway or somewhere. I didn’t see him as I left, and when I walked by his office, the door was shut. Damn, I thought. I couldn’t stand being apart from him, and I had to see him. I had to know his level of anger at me. I had to know if we could make it past this. 
 
   I walked to the deli just down the street from the office building, thinking a walk would do me some good. I marched into the shop and walked to the line, ready to order my sandwich and get back to the office. I looked around the little eating area while I was waiting in line, and to my surprise, I saw Nick and Jen. They were deep in conversation, and he didn’t even see me. Tears began to form in the corner of my eyes as I realized what I was missing out on from my stupid mistake. I hoped that it was a blip in the road of our relationship. I couldn’t handle the thought that things could permanently be over between the two of us, especially after I really had lost him for those few days, after I really had thought it was over. In my heart, I knew that Nick just needed time to heal from the hurt of what I had done, what I had left out of our conversations. He knew how much I loved him, and that had to be enough. I couldn’t let myself think about it any other way. If it turned out that it truly was the end; well, I couldn’t think that way. I’d cross that bridge when I got to it. 
 
   I ordered my sandwich and paid, and I couldn’t avoid walking by their table to exit the restaurant, as hard as I tried. I didn’t look at them as I walked by, but I could feel Nick’s eyes burning into me as I passed them. I was practically running to get outside.
 
   I returned to the office in record time, and I ate about three bites of my sandwich at my desk before I realized that I couldn’t eat. The day dragged on as I wished that Nick would come by my desk to talk to me, even if it was just about work stuff. He never did.
 
   I spent the night at home, crying and feeling lonelier than I ever had before. This was even worse than before, when I thought that it was over. This was a crazy limbo, a weird place where we weren’t broken up but we weren’t together. When I thought it was truly over, that was painful, but at least I knew it was over. This strange place we were in left me feeling desperate for him. Why wasn’t he calling? What was he thinking? I had a million thoughts running through my head but no answers and nowhere to turn.
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   My phone rang shortly after I had finally fallen asleep. My first thought was that it was Nick. In my groggy state, I glanced at the clock. It was 3:42 AM. My heart raced as I glanced at my caller ID. It wasn’t Nick. It was my mom.
 
   “Mom?” I croaked.
 
   “Julianne! Jamie is going into labor.”
 
   “She is?” I asked, confused at being woken from my deep slumber.
 
   “We’re on our way to the hospital. Jamie and Brandon are already there.”
 
   “Who is watching Brady?”
 
   “Brandon took him with. He’s here now, but Dad’s going to stay with him and Charlie at their house after she has the baby.”
 
   “I’ll be there in less than an hour,” I said, pulling myself out of bed as I hung up the phone. I yawned and stretched. I was so happy for my sister, even though my own personal life was in shambles. I was barely hanging on by a thread, wondering if Nick and I were over or if he just needed some time. 
 
   I took a quick shower and threw my hair into a bun, and then I grabbed an energy drink that I had in my fridge to try to caffeinate myself before I headed to the hospital. It was about a thirty minute drive from my place, and it gave me plenty of time to plan my next move. I had to let Nick know I wasn’t coming in later that same day since I was going to be with my family, but I didn’t know if I should do that via email or text. I planned it all out in my head, weighing the pros and cons of each. He always had his phone on him, so if I texted him, he would almost have to reply. And if I emailed him, he would reply because he was a professional (even though an email was easier to file away without replying). In the end, I decided to do both. 
 
   I arrived at the hospital and prepared myself to shoot off a quick text to Nick. As I sat there staring at my phone, I realized how much I wanted to say to him. But I didn’t have time. I needed to get inside, to be there with my family for the joyous occasion. I had to put aside my sorrow and grief and anxiety and put my family first. So instead of telling him how much I missed him and needed him, I took the direct route.Won’t be in today. Jamie is in labor.
 
   I pulled open my work email on my phone and emailed him the same message:
 
    
 
   Nick,
 
    
 
   My sister is in labor, so I will be taking the day off to be with               my family. I will email HR to let them know, too.
 
    
 
   Thanks,
 
   Julianne Becker
 
   Account Consultant
 
   McMillan Marketing
 
    
 
   I sent it and realized how incredibly impersonal both messages had been, but I couldn’t deal with that right then. I powered down my phone and headed in to find the maternity wing.
 
   My parents were in the waiting room with my nephew, who was asleep on my dad’s lap. 
 
   “Julianne!” my mom practically yelled when she saw me. She ran to me and hugged me, and my dad winked and smiled. 
 
   We didn’t live far from each other, but I had been so busy of late between my nights and weekends with Nick (and/or Travis) and my busy days at work that I hadn’t seen my family since Christmas, and here it was the first week of February already.
 
   “How’s she doing?” I asked, hugging my mom hard. I had missed her.
 
   “Great! She’s seven centimeters and they’re administering the epidural now,” my mom said. 
 
   “Won’t be long then,” I said.
 
   She shook her head, eyes glistening with excitement. She didn’t look bad for just before 5:00 in the morning.
 
   “So what can I do?” I asked, knowing it was a waiting game but excited to be there nonetheless.
 
   “You can distract me for awhile by telling me what’s been going on with you lately,” she smiled, taking my hand and leading me to a chair not far from my dad. I squeezed his hand as I walked by him, trying to be quiet so I wouldn’t wake Brady. 
 
   “Well, not much.”
 
   “I haven’t seen you since Christmas. Something’s been keeping you busy. What about this boy you’ve been taking to the cabin?”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Oh, no, Julianne. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Don’t make me cry, mom. Nothing’s wrong. We’re sort of… in limbo at the moment.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “Looks like we’ve got time.”
 
   I filled her in on the basics, leaving out the physical parts. It was tough reliving some of our history as I told my mom about Nick breaking up with me and Travis picking up the pieces, Nick telling me what happened at work and me taking him back, Nick finding out about Travis. “And that’s about it. I haven’t spoken to him since Wednesday when I found Travis in his office. He said he needed space, and he’s been busy training Jen, my new boss, and I’ve only seen him in passing. Mom, I’m so scared that I messed things up with him. I’m so scared that we won’t be able to fix things. And what about Travis? He hates me right now.” Tears filled my eyes as I talked through the entire story and realized the depth of my loss. 
 
   “Honey, I’m sure things will be fine. What’s meant to be—”
 
   
  
 

I cut her off, finishing the old phrase she had said to me through all of my childhood and adolescent dramas: “—will be. I know. And I know it’s meant to be. So I’m trying to wait it out and be patient.”
 
   “So he’s your boss?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I guess I didn’t realize that. I knew you worked together. What does he look like?”
 
   “Oh, mom. He’s gorgeous.” I was gushing, but I didn’t care. “He’s tall, maybe 6’3”, and has dark hair that’s always kind of messy but not messy like he didn’t bother; messy like he spent an hour making it look perfect. He’s got these amazing hazel eyes that sometimes look brown and sometimes look green but always look bright and warm. And he looks after himself. He’s in great shape. Actually, I have a photo on my phone,” I said, pulling my phone out and realizing that it was powered down since I was in a hospital. I told her I’d show her later.
 
   “And you’re in love with him?”
 
   I glanced at my mom. “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   She nodded. “I could see it on your face the second you walked in here,” she said.
 
   “And I’m miserable in this in between place we’re at right now. I can’t take it.”
 
   “He’ll call, baby girl. Just give him the time he needs. If I’ve learned anything about love after being married to your father for thirty-one years, it’s that time heals everything.”
 
   I squeezed my mom’s hand. “Thanks, mom. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. And I can’t wait to meet him.”
 
   I smiled sadly. “I hope you get to.”
 
   Just then, Brandon came running down the hall. My mom and I stood, and he hugged me. “Hey, Jules. We’re getting close. Pam, Jules, if you want to, you can come back.”
 
   My sister didn’t want anybody – even Brandon – in the room when she delivered Brady, and it had been a source of jokes since he had been born. She promised us we could be there on the second baby, and we teased her about it constantly. But my mom and I had a secret pact that the birth would be just her and Brandon’s moment. We headed back with him, and I saw my sister. She looked bloated and exhausted, and her normally shiny, silky blond hair was stringy and greasy, but she was absolutely glowing.
 
   “They said the doctor’s coming in a few minutes for delivery,” she panted, chewing on an ice chip. “Want to stay?” 
 
   My mom grinned. “Honey, this is yours and Brandon’s time. We’ll be right in the waiting room, waiting for you.”
 
   I smiled and kissed my sister’s forehead. “We love you. Take care of that bun in there and we’ll see you soon.”
 
   A nurse came in and a doctor was right behind her, so my mom and I headed back to the waiting room. 
 
   “So girl or boy?” I asked my mom.
 
   “I’m thinking girl.”
 
   “Me, too. Did they ever decide on names?”
 
   “Yes, but they wouldn’t tell me.”
 
   “I tried to get it out of her, too, when they had it narrowed down to their top three.”
 
   My mom giggled. “You and your sister are so different.”
 
   “Yeah. For one, she can hold onto a man.” I sighed.
 
   “Stop it, Julianne. I just mean that you wouldn’t be able to keep it a secret from me.”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   We chatted excitedly about the new arrival, and even though I was lost in the moment, I couldn’t get Nick off my mind. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Brandon came running back out, a huge smile on his face. He was glowing, too. “Come meet your newest family member.” My dad handed the still-sleeping Brady off to Brandon. 
 
   We walked into Jamie’s room to find her cradling a baby wrapped in a pink blanket. She smiled up at us, totally spent. “Meet your new granddaughter, Hadley Rose,” she said, radiance exuding from her as she handed the baby to my mom.
 
   My mom started crying, of course, as she kissed Jamie’s forehead and held the baby. 
 
   “I love the name,” I raved.
 
   “It was between Hadley and Mila. When she came out, she looked like a Hadley,” Brandon said excitedly.
 
   “She’s gorgeous,” my mom said. “She has your nose, Jamie.” My dad looked at the baby, quiet as usual but happy for the new addition. The only thing missing from this beautiful family scene was the man in my own life.
 
   My mom handed my new niece over to me, and I held her and stared at her quietly sleeping. She was so tiny. I held Brady when he was just a few minutes old, too, but I didn’t remember him being quite as small. 
 
   “She’s adorable,” I said. “How much does she weigh?”
 
   “Seven pounds, two ounces,” Brandon proudly announced.
 
   “She’s perfect.” I couldn’t stop staring at her, a tangible being that was the result of the love between my sister and brother-in-law. I wanted one. I wanted a relationship where I was with a person who would love me for the rest of my life. I wanted to feel that love that would never end. I wanted to create a life out of that love. And I knew that Nick was the person I was meant to do that with; I just needed him to realize it. My mother’s words from earlier came back to me: “Give him the time he needs.” I had to do that, but I needed to see him. It had been two days since we had last spoken, and I could no longer stand being away from him. I couldn’t take the confusion and the unknown for one second longer. I had to see him, or at least hear his voice.
 
   I handed my brand new niece back to my sister with tears in my eyes. “I’m so happy for you two,” I said, my voice breaking as the tears started. And this started my sister, and then my mom again, and the three of us cried together. 
 
   The nurse came in insisting that Jamie needed her rest, as did Hadley, so my mom and I left for the cafeteria while my dad took Brady back to Jamie and Brandon’s house. It was a little after 11:00 by then, and I was famished. I also realized that Nick must have received my text and email by that point, so once we were down in the cafeteria and had gotten our food, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and powered it back on. I had one new text, and my heart raced as I opened it and saw that it was from Nick. The time stamp read 5:12 AM, so he must have responded just after he had received my text. My mind raced as I immediately hoped it was some declaration of love, or at least some indication that we would talk soon, but when the text finally loaded, I was disappointed to find that it was as impersonal as my own text had been:Congrats. 
 
   That was it? Two days of silence and that’s all I got? And now I had a weekend ahead of me so I wouldn’t even get to attempt to see him at work the next day. 
 
   I checked my email next, and there was a reply from Nick. My heart raced once again, even though I knew that he wouldn’t send anything personal over work email.
 
    
 
   Julianne,
 
    
 
   Thanks for the email. I hope all goes well with your sister. 
 
    
 
   Don’t worry about HR; I will forward your email. Congratulations on being an aunt (again).
 
    
 
   Nicholas Matthews 
 
   Marketing Executive
 
   McMillan Marketing
 
    
 
   The email was time stamped at 9:42, and I knew he always got to work before 9:00. It made me wonder how long he stared at my email before replying, how long he had taken to compose his impersonal message. Or maybe he hadn’t given it a second thought because he was too busy with perky Jen. Ugh. 
 
   I thought about texting Travis to let him know that Jamie had delivered the baby, but I was just so mad at him. I blamed him for the situation I was in, even though it was irrational and silly. It was my own fault, but it felt good to blame someone else. 
 
   Ultimately Travis was family and he deserved to know. So finally I texted him:Jamie had the baby. It’s a girl – Hadley Rose.
 
    I thought about adding how much I missed him, because I did. Even though I was so angry with him for what he had done, ultimately he was my best friend, and I missed that friendship. But whatever bond we shared was broken at the moment, and as mad as I was at him, he had to be just as hurt with how I had handled everything.
 
   I just wanted things to be back the way they had been, before Nick and I had broken up and before Travis’s untimely declaration of love. Everything had been perfect back then, and now… now I was here, in this miserable state, pretending like everything was fine in front of my family when I felt so completely broken inside.
 
   My mom broke into my thoughts as I chewed thoughtfully on a turkey sandwich. “Julianne, your sister and the baby are going to be sleeping for awhile. Don’t feel obligated to stay here if you, you know, have work to do or something.”
 
   I glanced up at my mom, not sure if she was trying to get rid of me or if she wanted me to go talk to Nick. She answered the question in my eyes before I even had to ask it.
 
   “Go get him, sweetheart.”
 
   I smiled as tears filled my eyes. “I love you, mom,” I said, standing as I took my sandwich in one hand and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   I munched on my sandwich as I drove. My mom told me to go get him, and regardless of what happened next, I had to at least talk to him. I had to see him. I had to know what he was thinking, because this silence was driving me insane. 
 
   Forty-five agonizing minutes later, I turned off the highway and was within a mile of the office. My heart started beating loudly in my chest. This was it. I felt more and more nervous the closer the car got to the building, my heart pounding louder and louder. I pulled into my usual spot in the McMillan lot. Nick’s BMW shined in one of the first spots, a telltale sign that he had arrived early that morning. Probably because my text had awakened him nearly two hours earlier than his usual time.
 
   I glanced in my car mirror and realized that I looked like hell. My hair was thrown up messily; I was wearing a sweatshirt and jeans; and my make-up was seriously lacking. This was not the best outfit to pronounce my love to Nick, yet there I was, ready to do just that. I freshened up my make-up with what I carried in my purse and decided it would have to be good enough. 
 
   As I walked into the building, I found Nick standing by the elevator as he waited for it to arrive, a manila envelope in his hands. I thought about all of the times that he had randomly been waiting by the elevator so that just the two of us could ride up to our floor together. Our timing was perfect once again, a sure sign that we were meant to be.
 
   He looked like my own version of heaven standing there, facing the elevator doors. He didn’t see me yet, and I took a deep breath as I looked at his backside. 
 
   I needed this to work.
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I wondered what he would say, or if he would even say anything at all, or what I should say. I had spent the majority of my car ride pondering how I would handle this and exactly what I would say to the point that I even had an entire speech planned out. But the second I saw him, my mind went blank and my mouth went dry and my hands got sweaty. As I approached, he turned around. He looked at me, heat radiating from his sexy eyes. He looked surprised to see me. “Julianne.”
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    “Hi,” I replied, cautiously. He was so strikingly handsome and sexy that I could hardly stand not jumping into his arms.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Is your sister okay?”
 
   The elevator doors opened, and he motioned for me to get on first. The doors slid closed and we stood alone on the elevator. 
 
   “My sister’s fine. She had the baby this morning, and she’s resting now.”
 
   “A girl like you thought? Or a boy?”
 
   “Girl. Hadley Rose.”
 
   “That’s beautiful.”
 
   “A fitting name for a beautiful baby.”
 
   I was enjoying our conversation; hell, I was enjoying just being in the same vicinity as him, but I hadn’t come here for small talk. 
 
   The elevator doors opened and my heart raced. I didn’t know how to start or what to say; I just knew that something needed to be said.
 
   “Can we talk in your office for a minute?” I asked. 
 
   He nodded and I followed him into his office. He shut the door behind us. 
 
   “Listen, Julianne,” he began before I even had the chance to go first. He walked to me and took my hand in his. “I don’t know why you’re here and it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I need to talk to you. I have done a lot of thinking over the past two days. As much as what I found out hurts me, I love you so much. I know how deeply I hurt you by ending things the way I did. That is something that I can never make up to you. I know that you ran to your best friend for comfort in your time of hurt and pain. I wish that you would have told me, but I just want to move on from this. Spending time apart from you has shown me that I can’t live without you. I want to spend every single day showing you how much I love you.”
 
   Relief washed over me. I kissed Nick on the mouth, long and hard, and he pulled me tightly against the length of his body, his hand on the small of my back, as tears began to gently glide down my cheeks. “I thought that you were going to tell me that it’s over. I’m so sorry, Nick. I know that not telling you was wrong, and I feel terrible about it. But nothing is worse than being apart from you. This limbo we’ve been in for two days has been making me crazy. I love you more than I ever thought I could love someone, and I can’t be apart from you any longer.”
 
   “Sleeping without you in my arms for the last two nights and spending time away from you told me a lot about my feelings for you. I need you, Julianne. I don’t care about what happened when we were apart. I just care about what happens from here. I love you,” he said, burying his head into my hair and holding me close. “I don’t want to spend another night without you.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   He kissed me again, and suddenly my world turned back around, right side up, and everything clicked back into place. This was where I was meant to be; in Nick’s arms, holding him as he held me tightly. 
 
   “I’m so glad you came in today,” he murmured into my hair.
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “I planned to talk to you this morning, to tell you how miserable I was without you. But then I got that text from you and I couldn’t interrupt your time with your family.”
 
   A knock at the door interrupted our reconciliation; it was Jen, ready for more training, and even the cute perky blond spending time with my man couldn’t ruin my good mood. 
 
   I was blissful as I made my way to my desk, knowing I had some work I needed to tend to as long as I was there. As I worked, I thought about how quickly Nick’s time at McMillan was coming to an end. He only had a few days left. He would be training Jen again that day, and I didn’t like that one bit, but I had to deal with it. My phone rang around the time I normally ate lunch, and I saw that it was Nick. “Lunch?” he asked.
 
   “I ate at the hospital, but I’ll come with you. I’ll swing by your office in five minutes,” I said.
 
   I did, and who was there flirting wildly with Nick but Jen. “Jen’s coming, too,” he said. 
 
   Great, I thought. At least this way I could monitor her behavior around Nick. We went to lunch and I really realized how much I had to change my impression of Jen. She was great. She was nice, and she was hilarious. I recognized the fact that she would be my new boss, and even though I preferred Nick, I guessed it wouldn’t be so bad.
 
   As we were walking back to the office, Jen cautiously asked, “I don’t mean to step on any toes, but are the two of you the item that got me this job?”
 
   “Yep,” Nick smiled, squeezing my hand.
 
   “You two are perfect together,” she smiled warmly.
 
   I blushed, and Nick joked, “Aren’t we?”
 
   Later that afternoon, I headed back to the hospital to visit my sister and the baby again, and I stayed for a few hours. My mom was still there, and she was holding baby Hadley when I walked into Jamie’s room. 
 
   I got home a little before 7:00, and Nick met me there right at seven. I let him in and he pulled me to him. The spark was back, and that feeling of utter perfection in his arms was there as he kissed me before he even greeted me.
 
   He broke our kiss and said, “I’ve got a surprise for you.”
 
   I kissed him again. “What is it?” I murmured.
 
   “Put on something dressy and I’ll show you,” he smiled mysteriously. “And pack a bag for the weekend. I need to head home tonight.”
 
   I wasn’t about to pass that one up after the ups and downs of the past week, even though I was completely exhausted after getting up before 4:00 in the morning and the emotional day I had. 
 
   I went to my closet as instructed and chose a black and gray dress and black stilettos. I freshened my makeup and curled my hair and I was good to go. When I came out of my room, Nick was sitting on the couch, waiting patiently for me. In a way, I didn’t want to know what his surprise was. I would have preferred to rip his clothes off and have wild sex right there. 
 
   “You look stunning,” he breathed, standing up to take me in his arms. He lightly pecked me on the lips and took my hand, bringing it to his lips. 
 
   “Maybe we should just stay in,” he murmured, his eyes dark and gleaming. 
 
   I grinned. “You’re sexy when you want me, do you know that?”
 
   “Then I must be sexy all the time, because I always want you.”
 
   “Good line, Nicholas.”
 
   “Not a line, Julianne. Just the truth.” He winked and then led me to my door.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.
 
   “You’ll see,” he said secretively.
 
   He led me down to his car and opened the passenger door for me. He got in the driver’s seat and began driving. We were headed away from town, and the whole time in my head I was trying to guess where we were going. Suddenly, Nick pulled off on the side of the road. I looked out the window, trying to figure out why he would pull off and stop in a random place off the side of the road. Then he got out of the car and led me across the street to a deserted private lake where I saw a small table with a white linen tablecloth, two chairs, and a cart filled with food and drinks, the mountains serving as a gorgeous backdrop. When we arrived at the table, Nick pulled out a chair for me and motioned for me to sit. I did, and then he popped open a bottle of champagne that had been chilling over ice and poured it into two champagne flutes that were sitting on the table. Raising his glass to me, Nick said, “To us.”
 
   I raised mine and repeated the toast as we both took a sip. The cool, sweet bubbles moved smoothly down my throat. Then Nick placed a plate filled with steak and salmon in front of me and produced a second plate from the cart for himself. 
 
   “Nick, this is amazing. How did you arrange all of this?” I asked.
 
   “I have my ways,” he smiled secretively, taking a bite of steak.
 
   We ate our meal, music softly playing from an iPod hidden somewhere nearby, and then Nick pulled out a chocolate cake with strawberries off of the cart. He cut us each a piece of cake and then topped off our champagne. This man was smooth and really, really sexy. 
 
   When we were done eating, Nick took my hand and helped me up. He twirled me and took me in his arms, dancing with me to the slow, soft music. He leaned in close for a magical kiss, pulling back only once to say, “I love you, Julianne. I don’t ever want to be apart from you again.”
 
   “I love you too, Nick,” I murmured against his lips. “I missed you so, so much.”
 
   He pulled me tighter to him, and suddenly I couldn’t wait to get him home and out of that suit. I wanted him; I wanted to express my love to him. 
 
   He led me back to his car, and we drove toward his house. 
 
   “Thank you for a perfect, amazing night,” I said, looking over at him, his face lit by the dials in the dashboard. 
 
   He glanced over at me. “It was my pleasure. I love surprising you.”
 
   “You make me feel so special.”
 
   “You are special, Julianne.”
 
   “I know it was only two days, but I missed you so much,” I said, tears forming in my eyes at the thought of being away from him.
 
   “I missed you, too. More than you can imagine.”
 
   “What did you do for those two days?”
 
   “Well, the first night, I stayed late at work trying to tie up loose ends. Then I job searched all night. Work kept me pretty distracted, but you were always there on my mind. Then last night, Josh and I talked for hours about what I was doing. It was just past midnight when I realized that I needed to see you, that I had to talk to you and tell you how much I couldn’t stand to be away from you. But it was late, so I had planned to do it at work. I couldn’t wait to get into work to see you, to talk to you. And then I got that text, and I figured you’d be busy with family stuff, so I just decided to hold off. I was going to come over after work so we could talk. What did you do?”
 
   “Cried. I was terrified that I ruined the best thing that has ever happened to me.”
 
   He took my hand and brought it up to his lips. “We made it. We’re too strong to let anything break us.”
 
   He pulled into his driveway and parked in the garage. He came over to my door and opened it for me, taking my hand in his. He led me up the stairs directly to his bedroom, his hand never leaving mine. And then he made love to me, slow and gentle, and I felt more intimately connected to this man than I had ever felt with anyone ever before him. 
 
   The next morning, I awoke to the obnoxious sound of a cell phone ringing. I looked at the clock: 7:38 a.m. Who the hell would be calling this early on a Saturday morning? I wondered. Then I realized in my sleepy state that it wasn’t even my phone. I shook Nick, who was sleeping peacefully. “Nick, your phone’s ringing,” I said. 
 
   “Shit!” he exclaimed, jumping out of bed and running to his dresser, where his cell phone continued to ring. 
 
   “Hello, this is Nick Matthews,” he answered breathlessly. I was a bit confused since I was still half asleep, and I was also wondering what the hell was going on.
 
   I sat up, realized I was naked, and covered myself with the sheet. I watched him, standing naked, talking on his phone. He radiated sexiness when his face crinkled as he spoke. “Yes, this afternoon at two will be perfect,” he said. “Thank you so much, Mr. Brennan. I will see you then.”
 
   He flipped his phone shut and rolled his eyes. “I am so sorry, Julianne. I totally forgot that this guy was going to call me this morning.”
 
   “It’s okay. What was it about?” I asked.
 
   “It’s about a job. It’s in Mesa, about twenty minutes from here. It’s actually an interview, sort of. I met with a guy from his office last week, and now the head boss wants to take me to lunch to do an informal interview.”
 
   “Wow, that’s great!” I exclaimed, happy that he got an interview, and knowing that Mesa was closer to his house, which would make his commute easier on him. 
 
   “It shouldn’t take too long, if you want to do dinner tonight,” he said, crawling back into bed with me. “We can just do something casual.”
 
   “Sound good,” I murmured as he snuggled against me and we fell back asleep.
 
   Later that morning, we enjoyed each other’s company as we watched a made-for-TV movie, and all too soon, it was time for Nick to get ready for his interview. I showered as he read over some notes that he had regarding the company, and I put on some sweats while he dressed in an expensive suit. I was waiting for him on the couch in his family room when he walked in, looking just marvelous. 
 
   “Wow,” I breathed. “Can you skip the interview so I can rip that off of you?” I joked.
 
   “Don’t tease me or I’ll have to carry a book in front of my crotch to hide what you do to me,” he laughed, kissing me before heading for the door.
 
   “Good luck!” I said.
 
   “I’ll be back in a few hours. Be good.”
 
   I headed back to the hospital to visit my sister while he was at his interview. She was doing great, as was the baby, and my parents had gone home for awhile. I decided to hold off on telling Jamie the whole sordid story for another day. I did, however, text my mom to let her know that everything was okay between Nick and me. 
 
   I headed back to Nick’s place and got there a little before he did. 
 
   “How did it go?” I asked, seeing excitement on his beautiful face when he walked back in just before 5:30.
 
   “Really, really well. He offered me the job!” he exclaimed, his face lighting up as he told me his happy news.
 
   I smiled, kissing him in celebration. “Tell me about it!”
 
   “Okay! So, it’s BKG Marketing,” he started, naming our company’s number one competitor. “Alex Brennan offered me a lot more money than I am making now. He looked over my portfolio and said that it was the most impressive work he had ever seen. And that’s not even the best part,” he paused as I looked at him in anticipation. “I’ve got my own secretary and my own marketing team! And he said that he is in the process of putting the team together, and he is optimistic that it will be ready when I start…a week from this Tuesday!”
 
   I hugged him tightly. “Congratulations! That is incredible. I am so happy for you!” I said, feeling true delight in his excitement. “So I take it you accepted the job?”
 
   “Hell yeah I did! Like I said, a lot more money! More than triple what I am making now!” he excitedly twirled me around in his arms. “Plus I get a week off between jobs, which is awesome, too!”
 
   I knew that he was currently making a decent salary; I guessed he made somewhere in the $75,000 range per year, and his salary would be tripling? I was shocked that BKG could afford that kind of salary. 
 
   “I’m so excited that I can’t wait to celebrate. Me and you, tonight, dinner at Le Bordeaux,” he said, referring to the most expensive restaurant in a fifty-mile radius. I was super excited, since I had never eaten at Le Bordeaux; I had only heard about it.
 
   That meant that I needed to change out of my sweats. Nick called the restaurant for reservations and ran to the bathroom to fix his hair as I changed into the same outfit I had worn the night before. I pulled my hair back into an elegant updo, put on a little more makeup, and I was ready for the evening. I walked out of the bedroom, satisfied with how I looked, and down the stairs to find Nick sitting in one of his leather recliners, talking on his cell phone again. He glanced at me as I walked into the room, and then did a double take and outright stared at me. Without taking his eyes off of me, he said into the phone, “Uh, Josh, I’ve got to go. Bye,” and he hung up. Standing up, he walked over to me, took my hand, and twirled me around. “You look absolutely stunning. How did I get so lucky?” he asked, placing a gentle kiss on my forehead, and then my lips, and then my neck. I squealed as he kissed my neck, sending chills down my legs. I pulled his face to mine and kissed him passionately.
 
   He pulled away. “Our reservation is in thirty minutes, and we’ve got a bit of a drive from here to get there,” he said. “As much as I want to stay here and kiss you all night, we’ve got to go if we are going to make it.” His voice was hoarse and sexy. 
 
   I reluctantly agreed, and we were on our way. Nick opened the passenger door of his BMW for me and then got in the drivers’ side. 
 
   We arrived at the restaurant exactly on time for our reservation, and he held my hand as we walked in together. He was so handsome, and he made me feel special just standing by my side.
 
   “Matthews,” he said, as the hostess asked for our reservation. She smiled flirtatiously at Nick, as many women did upon meeting him, and then took us to our table. We weaved through the filled restaurant and arrived at our own table. It was a private table, a circular booth in a cozy corner. The walls were all lined with windows, and the window by our booth looked out upon the mountains. It was all very romantic. 
 
   We chose an expensive champagne to celebrate, and we ordered our entrees – me with the beef wellington, him with the bacon wrapped filet – and we spoke of jobs past, present, and future, as we waited for our food.
 
   “What was your first job?” he asked me.
 
   I thought back. “Babysitting, I guess. My first real job was at a department store in the mall. What about you?” I asked.
 
   “Well, my stepdad owned his own company and had a lot of money, but my mom wanted to instill in me the value of a dollar. They insisted that I start working at a young age, and around thirteen I did some work for them. Apart from that, my first job was at a Target. I worked with all my friends from school and we had a blast,” he said, smiling at the memory.
 
   Our food arrived, and we hungrily dug in. It was absolutely scrumptious, by far the best meal that I had ever eaten, and our wait staff was incredibly attentive. My champagne glass was never less than half full. For dessert, I ordered cheesecake, and Nick ordered a triple chocolate layer cake. The whole experience was phenomenal. 
 
   We headed back to Nick’s place after dinner, and he took me into his arms in the kitchen and kissed me. It was the most romantic kiss that I had ever experienced. It was gentle but fiery, lusty but loving. My heart raced as I was lost in him. Nothing went through my mind except him. His familiar scent, my favorite aroma, mixed with his kiss and his touch, made me feel dizzy with delight as his warm lips encompassed mine. I couldn’t believe how perfect everything had turned out for us. He had a new job all lined up, we were back together, and life was good. We kissed that way for what seemed like mere seconds when Nick gently broke from me and looked at me a bit anxiously. 
 
   “I love you so much,” he started. “We’ve been through a lot together in a really short period of time. We’ve moved our relationship along at lightning speed, and it’s been incredible.”
 
   I noticed that he sounded nervous, and it was making me nervous, too. I wasn’t sure where he was going with this, but alarm bells started to go off in my head. Did he want to slow things down? Did he think we were moving too quickly? I know that I didn’t feel that way; I felt like things were perfect. But then why did he say that we were moving quickly? “Nick, it’s been great for me, too,” I interrupted. 
 
   A smile played at his lips, and lowered his head to gently kiss me. This time when he broke, he tensely said, “I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   I became panicky as he continued. “It’s going to be tough when we don’t get to see each other every day at work. So I got to thinking of solutions for that. I need you Julianne. I need to see you, to be with you, every day, to hold you in my arms every night. Our brief time apart showed me that. I am so in love with you. So, I want you to move in with me.”
 
   I felt like I didn’t even need to think about my answer. “Of course. Yes! I would love to move in with you!” I kissed him firmly on the lips. Tears of joy and excitement began to run down my face as I realized how serious our relationship was, even though so much had happened so quickly.
 
   I was shocked and relieved. I didn’t know where he was going with the way he began the conversation, but I was thrilled with the outcome. I had never lived with a guy before – except Travis, for a few weeks in college – but never romantically. I was positively euphoric at the idea of living with Nick.
 
   He broke from me first, beaming. “I can’t wait. When can you move in?” he asked.
 
   I grinned from ear to ear, utter joy permeating every fiber of my being. “My lease on my apartment is up at the end of next month, so it’s good timing. I have to give notice thirty days in advance, but I can start moving anytime.” 
 
   He picked me up and twirled me around excitedly. He put me back on the ground and kissed me. “I can’t wait. You are going to love living with me,” he smiled. 
 
   I knew I would. Everything was going to be perfect. He was so sexy and so perfect and so all mine. I was thrilled that things were going to work. My broken heart was back in one piece again.


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When we woke up the next morning, the reality of what was going to happen actually set in. I was moving in with Nick. I looked over at him, still asleep, resting peacefully against the pillow, and I couldn’t help the smile that formed on my lips. I thought about how I was going to wake up next to him every single morning. I watched him breath evenly in and out as I thought about our future together, fantasizing about being with him forever. I rested my head back down on my pillow. I heard Nick take a deep breath and then stretch out. He was awake.
 
   “Good morning,” I smiled as he opened his eyes to take in the day. 
 
   A sleepy grin spread across his face. “I had a dream last night. About you.”
 
   “What was I wearing?” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “It wasn’t like that. It was about work.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, not hiding my disappointment.
 
   “No, baby, it was a good dream. It was about my new job. But you were there with me. You were on my team, and our relationship didn’t matter. It was perfect,” he said, reveling in his dream.
 
   “That’s sweet. Too bad it would never work,” I said, a little wistful once again that he was leaving McMillan. 
 
   “Why couldn’t it work?” 
 
   “Well, because if they have a dating policy like McMillan, we wouldn’t be able to work together.”
 
   “But what if they don’t?” he asked, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. “What if I told Brennan about our situation, and I also told him what an asset you would be to the company?” He rolled over so that he was on his side, arm propped up on his elbow.
 
   “He’ll just think you’re getting me a job cause I’m your girlfriend. I can deal with where I am for now,” I said, thinking back to Tom Davidson’s conversation with Nick – a conversation I wasn’t supposed to know about, but one that hurt me, not to mention my self-confidence at work, nonetheless.
 
   “Seriously, Julianne. If you are even a little interested, this company pays well, and it’s closer to home. I mean our home, here, since you’re moving in,” he put his arm around my waist and kissed me on the cheek.
 
   “I want to keep working with you, but isn’t that a lot of time together?” I asked. “A lot of couples have a hard time adjusting to moving in together, but we would be working together, too. We would literally be together all the time. Would you be okay with that?”
 
   “Oh yeah, baby. I would be okay with that,” he smiled, leaning toward me and pressing his erection into the side of my leg. “Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I would love that, Nick, but I don’t want it to create issues for us.”
 
   “It won’t. You’ve got so many great ideas in that gorgeous head, and I don’t want you working for the competition. I want you on my side, with my company. Don’t you think we’d get into more arguments about work if we were at competing companies?” he argued. He was damn convincing. This was sounding better and better.
 
   “Don’t get too worked up about it until we’re sure that it is even a possibility. Like I said, if you have to sign an agreement like the one you signed for McMillan, us working together won’t even be an option.”
 
   “We’re putting together a team; that much I know. You will come highly recommended, both from Davidson and from me,” he said.
 
   I looked over at him. “From Davidson?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. He knows how good you are.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I pried, not wanting to let on that I knew what Davidson really said about me.
 
   He nodded. “Breakfast?” he asked, changing the subject.
 
   I decided not to call him on it, but the whole idea of Davidson thinking I was a good worker was stuck on my mind. I knew what he said about me, that I was basically disposable in favor of Nick, but I was eavesdropping when I heard that. I decided to wait it out to see what happened on Nick’s last two days of work. Maybe I would catch another conversation that I could call him on.
 
   “Breakfast sounds great,” I said. “You cooking?”
 
   “I was just going to ask you that,” he chuckled, kissing me on the forehead.
 
   I headed home later that afternoon to start packing my stuff to get ready to move in with Nick. He had things to do in order to get ready for his new job while closing out his old one. Plus he had to make room in his house – and closet – for me.
 
   When I got home, my answering machine said that I had two new messages. That’s weird, I thought, since usually people just called my cell phone. I checked my cell, and I had no missed calls.
 
   The first message was from Tom Davidson. He wanted to speak with me first thing in the morning. That one made me a little nervous. But it was the second one that shook me to the core.
 
   “Hey, it’s me,” Travis’s voice began. His tone sounded exhausted and something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I heard more than sadness, almost like defeat. “Um… So I hate how we left things. I don’t want you to be mad at me for talking to Nick, but he deserved to know what happened. Anyway. So, the real reason I called is to let you know I’m going to live with my friend Dan for awhile in San Diego. I just need something different. I have to get away from all of this… uh… this shit. So… well, anyway. Later.” I heard the click of his phone and my answering machine beeped, letting me know it was the end of the message.
 
   San Diego? A million thoughts ran through my head. Ultimately, he was leaving because of me. I couldn’t stand that I was the one uprooting him, making him feel like he had to change his whole life. He had lived in Arizona his entire life, and now he was leaving because of me. 
 
   I had to talk to him. At the very least, I had to make peace with him, maybe try to convince him to stay. Maybe even return the beautiful diamond necklace to him. I grabbed my car keys and headed over to his apartment.
 
   A few minutes later, I found a parking space outside of Travis’s apartment. I didn’t see his car in the lot, but I knocked on his door anyway. There was no response. I stood there for a moment, and then his neighbor walked by, heading to his own door with his keys in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other. I knew that he and his neighbor were friendly with each other, so I hoped that maybe he had some information. “Looking for Travis?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, have you seen him?”
 
   “Sure did. He packed up the U-Haul and pulled out about two hours ago. He’s on his way to California.”
 
   “He’s gone?” I whispered.
 
   He nodded. “Sounded like it was because of some girl. He’s been down the past few days; sounded like he just needed a change. A fresh start. I think this will be good for him. Anyway,” he opened the door to his apartment. “See you,” he said, and closed the door.
 
   “Bye,” I breathed as I walked back to my car, my heart broken all over again, not because I was in love with Travis, but because my best friend just walked out of my life and didn’t even have the heart to say goodbye. I got into my car and shut the door. I didn’t know where to turn or what to do. I picked up my phone to call Travis, hoping I could at least talk to him and try to convince him to come back. 
 
   His phone rang four times and went to voice mail. I hung up without leaving a message.
 
   I called Nick. He picked up right away. “Hey sexy. Miss me already?” he answered.
 
   I started crying. I couldn’t help myself. I couldn’t form words; just sobs came out. I hated that Travis and I weren’t talking. It felt like he was no longer part of my life when he had been my best friend for just about my entire life. And now he just… wasn’t. And I couldn’t handle that; not with the roller coaster of emotions I had been through in the month leading up to that moment.
 
   “Baby, what’s wrong?” Concern was evident in his voice.
 
   I sucked in a deep breath. “Travis moved to San Diego,” I managed.
 
   Nick was silent for a minute.
 
   I continued to cry while he remained quiet. Finally I calmed down enough to speak: “Say something.” 
 
   “What do you want me to say? I wish I could say I am sorry about it, but baby, he’s caused us nothing but problems.”
 
   “Nick, he’s my best friend.”
 
   “I know, baby. But things change. I’m sorry you’re upset, but—“
 
   I cut him off.
 
   “You’re sorry I’m upset? Things change?” I was practically yelling into my phone. I was so frustrated that I couldn’t get an ounce of sympathy out of Nick. I was hurt that Travis would just pick up and move, and I called Nick for a shoulder to cry on, not to hear that “things change.” 
 
   “I have to go,” I said, cutting off the call. I didn’t need this from Nick.
 
   I turned the key and started the engine of my car. I took another deep breath, angrier than hell at both Travis and Nick. I was angry at Travis for running away like a coward, and I was angry at Nick for not being sympathetic to the loss of my best friend. I craned my neck to be sure there weren’t any cars and I backed out of my space. I put the car into drive and drove to the exit of the parking lot.
 
   As I was making a left turn out of the lot, something caught the corner of my eye. I turned to look, heard a screeching noise and then a crunching sound, and then everything went black.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Something was beeping. I didn’t know what it was; it just kept beeping. Why wouldn’t it stop? It was driving me crazy. I opened my eyes to see what the hell that noise was. 
 
   “She’s awake,” I heard my mom’s voice. Mom? What the hell is she doing here?
 
   The whiteness of wherever I was seemed to be blinding. I blinked a few times before everything came into focus. Even in focus, everything was slightly out of focus, and my head was absolutely pounding.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked, finally seeing my mom. My voice was a hoarse whisper, and I was totally confused.
 
   “Sweetie, you’re in the hospital. Everything is going to be fine,” she soothed me. 
 
   In the hospital?
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “You were in an accident. You got a little banged up, but you’re going to be okay,” my dad came into view as he spoke. He looked relieved. “I’ll go get the nurse.”
 
   The pounding in my head was getting worse. I brought my hand to my head to rub my temples, only to notice that there was gauze wrapped around my head and a cast on my left wrist.
 
   “How long have I been here?” I asked.
 
   “Just overnight. The doctor said you had a pretty bad hit to the head, so they gave you some medication to help you sleep,” my mom answered.
 
   “Does Nick know?”
 
   “Honey, we didn’t know how to get a hold of him or Travis, so I assume neither of them know. We thought about calling your office to let them know, but we didn’t have the number there, either,” she told me. “I guess giving your parents your vital numbers doesn’t seem so dorky now, does it?” 
 
   “I’ll make you a list when I get out of here.”
 
   Then it all came back. Travis leaving for San Diego, my call to Nick, who offered me zero sympathy, and feeling so upset that I wasn’t paying attention to the road as I was driving.
 
   “What about my cell?” I asked. “All my numbers are in it.”
 
   “It was wrecked in the crash. It flew out the window and broke,” she said.
 
   “How did they find you?”
 
   “An old insurance card in the glove compartment had dad’s name and phone number. The last name matched to your driver’s license, so they called us.”
 
   “God, Nick must think I hate him.”
 
   “Speaking of Nick, when are you going to introduce us to him?” she smiled at me. It was her patented distraction technique, but it worked. 
 
   “As soon as I get out of here,” I mumbled.
 
   The nurse came in. “Let me take her vitals and we’ll get the doctor in here. If he gives the all clear, you might be able to go home tonight. But you’ll have to take it slow for awhile. You broke your wrist in the accident, and you hit your head pretty hard. We stitched up your arm, but you’ll heal. And you’ll have a cool scar,” she smiled as she took my blood pressure. Just what I wanted: a cool scar. 
 
   After the doctor came in and gave me the all clear and some instructions for taking care of myself, I was released. I felt shaky and dizzy, but I was ready to be home. More than that, I was ready to see Nick. The doctor told me to stay home from work for at least a week, and he even gave me a note. My parents wanted me to stay with them, but all I wanted was just to go home. They drove me to my apartment, informing me on the way that my car was totaled. I told them that Nick would stay with me and take care of me. That’s when my mom asked me again when they were going to meet him, and I decided that night would be the night.
 
   I walked into my apartment. It looked the same as I had left it: in bad need of some vacuuming. My mom immediately started cleaning while my dad helped me settle into my couch. He brought the phone and some orange juice over to me. He also informed me that I had eight new messages. I decided to listen to them later just in case there was any risqué business on there from Nick. 
 
   I dialed Nick’s cell number. He answered on the first ring: “Julianne? Are you okay?”
 
   “I was in an accident. I’m okay.”
 
   “Oh my God, baby. It’s so good to hear your voice.”
 
   “Can you come over? And do you mind meeting my parents?” I rambled.
 
   “I’ve been so worried. Julianne, I love you. I love you so, so much. I’m so sorry about what I said about Travis.”
 
   “There’ll be plenty of time for you to apologize later,” I smiled into the phone. “And I love you too. Bring clothes and stuff because you’re in charge of me for a few days,” I instructed.
 
   “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   My head was feeling better, but it was likely because of the painkillers that the doctor prescribed. They made me feel drunk. My parents ordered a pizza and waited on me hand and foot as we waited for Nick to arrive. They asked me a million questions about him and I fessed up that we were planning to live together. Their immediate reaction was to look at each other and then frown at me; but ultimately they knew that I was an adult, and they said that if he made me happy, they were happy for me. Soon enough, there was a knock at the door. My dad opened it and introduced himself to Nick, who made his way in with an overnight bag and a beautiful bouquet of flowers. He set his bag down, shook hands with my dad and hugged my mom, then came to me. He set the flowers on my coffee table and kissed my forehead. Just seeing him immediately made me feel better, even more so when he was so close to me and overwhelming me with his presence and that wonderful scent.
 
   “I was so worried about you,” he said, kneeling on the floor in front of me. I glanced at the flowers; they were gorgeous. His hazel eyes looked into my baby blues and searched mine to make sure that I was really okay. When he found that I was, he kissed me again, this time on the mouth, and then he held me close for a moment. Eventually he looked up at my parents.
 
   “I wish we were meeting under better circumstances, but it is great to finally meet you,” he said warmly.
 
   “Julianne tells us that she is moving in with you,” my dad blurted out.
 
   “Yes, sir. We want to be apart as little as possible. I live half an hour way from here, so it just seemed to make sense for us.”
 
   “That happened awfully fast,” my mom chimed in. I was mortified.
 
   “Well, Mrs. Becker, you have a beautiful, talented, and intelligent daughter. How could I not fall for her?” he smiled. Damn, he was smooth. And sexy.
 
   “Call me Pam, please. And you can call the Mr. over there Ron.”
 
   “Thank you, Pam,” he said. Just then there was another knock at the door: the pizza.
 
   Nick got up and headed to the door. “Please, allow me,” he said, pulling out his wallet to treat. 
 
   My mom flashed me a smile of approval; so did my dad. It was going well and I could tell that they already loved him. Who wouldn’t? He was sexy and smart, and apparently he was treating for dinner.
 
   My parents and Nick got plates and napkins and fumbled around my small kitchen to get dinner together. Nick brought me a plate of all of the best crusty pieces.
 
   As we were eating, Nick brought up Travis. “Julianne, Travis should know that you were in an accident. I can call him for you if you don’t feel up to it.”
 
   After our last conversation about Travis, I felt a swell of love for Nick over offering to call Travis for me. “Thanks, Nick. That’s really sweet. But I need to call him myself.”
 
   My parents glanced at each other, amused. They knew that Travis and I had an on-again, off-again type of relationship, and they knew the depth of our friendship. They had to think highly of Nick for offering to call Travis for me given our past.
 
   “Hey, what happened at work today? I had a message that Tom wanted to meet with me this morning,” I remembered.
 
   “Davidson wanted to talk to you about the Anderson account. I took care of it because you weren’t in. I don’t want to get into this now, but Julianne, please consider coming to work for me. He’s a jerk. You deserve better.”
 
   My parents glanced at one another again. “Nick, are you leaving the company?” my dad asked.
 
   “Yes, sir. Tom Davidson is my boss, and he found out that your daughter and I were dating. He said it was Julianne or my job, so in the end, I chose Julianne. She is more important to me than some job,” he explained.
 
   My dad remained silent, pride beaming across his face. My mom already knew since I had told her when we were waiting for Jamie to deliver Hadley. 
 
   I could tell that they loved him, and knowing that he chose me over his career sealed the deal.
 
   “And I got a job offer on Saturday for a competing company. I accepted the offer, and we’re currently putting a team together. I want Julianne on my team.”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea, especially if this Tom guy is a jerk,” my dad said.
 
   “Can I join the conversation?” I asked. “I’m worried about working with Nick because if it was such a big deal with Tom, why won’t it be at this new place?”
 
   “Good news, babe. I talked to Brennan today, and he is fine with it. He knows couples who work together who are more creative because of their compatibility. Plenty of couples work together and make their relationships work,” Nick countered. “Plus there will be a huge raise for you. And it’s closer to your new home,” he smiled.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” was all I could say.
 
   “Well you better think fast. I’ve got to get the team together this week, and I’ve only got two spots left,” he contended. “Plus you’ve got to get your two weeks in if you’re going to leave.”
 
   “It sounds like a great offer,” my dad said. My mom nodded. They were all very convincing.
 
   “Alright, already. I accept,” I smiled as Nick got up to hug me tightly.
 
   “Baby, it’s gonna be great. I just know it,” he said, kissing me as my parents looked on. He sat back down to his pizza and then said to my parents, “Do you want to stay at my place while Julianne heals? I’ve got more room than her apartment here, and I know that you two don’t live too far away, but you’re welcome to stay with us for awhile so you can be close to her.”
 
   “That’s really sweet,” my mom smiled. She stood up and walked over to Nick, and she placed a gentle kiss on his cheek. “You are a wonderful young man. Julianne is a very lucky girl to have found you,” she beamed at me, and I couldn’t help but giggle.
 
   My dad chimed in. “We appreciate the offer, but we don’t want to impose on you. But we would like to come by and visit with Julianne while she gets better.”
 
   “Of course. Whatever is easiest for the two of you. But please know that it wouldn’t be an imposition at all,” Nick said.
 
   God, I loved him. 
 
   Once we were finished eating, Nick scooped me up in his arms, carried me to my bedroom, and gently placed me on the bed while my parents straightened up the kitchen and family room. 
 
   “Where are your overnight bags?” he began. I pointed him in the right direction. He packed clothes, underwear (wiggling his eyebrows as he fumbled around my panties), and my toiletries for me as I lay on the bed. He brought my pillow, my favorite stuffed animal, and my bags to his car. I glanced over on my nightstand and saw my favorite picture of Nick and me – the one I had placed face down in a drawer after he had broken my heart. It was back out, and our smiles were priceless. I grabbed it to bring it with me, and he came back up a minute later to carry me down to the car.
 
   “Nick, I can walk. I’m fine,” I whined, knowing full well that he was going to carry me no matter what I said (and that I would prefer being in his arms anyway). 
 
   “I’m going to take care of you forever, Julianne. I love you,” he said, placing a tender kiss on my forehead.
 
   “I love you, too,” I said, still in awe that I had this beautiful man was all mine.
 
   He carried me down to the car, my parents in tow, and then we said goodbye. They had to go visit Jamie, and Nick gave them directions to his place so that they could visit me the next day. 
 
   On the way over to Nick’s house, I finally felt ready to call Travis. For one, I needed to know how he was doing, and for two, I wanted to tell him about the accident. “Can I borrow your cell since mine was smashed beyond repair in the accident?” 
 
   “Sure. Who you calling?” he asked, handing me his phone.
 
   “Trav. Is his number in here?” I asked.
 
   “Should be,” he answered.
 
   I found “Travis Miller” in his contact list and clicked the call button. It rang twice, and then Trav’s familiar voice answered, his tone both hurt and angry: “Are you calling to tell me about how you’ve won?” 
 
   “It’s Julianne.”
 
   “Oh. Hi.”
 
   “What do you mean that he’s won?” I asked.
 
   He sighed. “Julianne, if I knew that this was you, I never would have answered.”
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “Shitty.”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   “I thought about calling you,” he said. “But I didn’t.”
 
   “My cell phone was wrecked in the accident I got into in your apartment complex lot yesterday,” I blurted out.
 
   Silence greeted me.
 
   “Travis?”
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice strained.
 
   “I will be. Broken wrist, concussion, nasty cuts on my head and arm. But I’ve got plenty of painkillers, so I’ll be okay.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Julianne. Feel better,” he said weakly.
 
   “Travis, I’m so sorry about what happened between us,” I started.
 
   “I’m sorry about your accident. I can’t go beyond that with you right now.”
 
   “Please listen to me. I have—”
 
   He cut me off. “I can’t do this. I’ve got to go. Get well soon.”
 
   Even though he had hung up the phone, I held it to my ear until I heard the call end. I slowly lowered it as tears formed in the corners of my eyes. 
 
   “He hates me,” I said to Nick, the tears spilling over onto my cheeks.
 
   “He could never hate you. He’s just hurting,” Nick responded, taking my hand in his. He gently rubbed the back of my hand with his thumb.
 
   “Is this hard for you?” I asked, sniffling.
 
   “It’s hard for me that you’re in pain,” he responded, dodging the question I was really asking.
 
    “I mean with me and Travis.”
 
   “I know what you meant. It’s killing me that you want to talk to someone who you slept with when you and I were broken up. But I made my bed, and it’s my only option to lie in it. What you have with Travis, the friendship, I mean, is special, and I refuse to be the one who stands in the way of that. I know who you’re coming home to, and that’s all that matters to me. But I mean it when I say that it’s hard for me that you’re in pain. Physically or emotionally, I don’t want you to hurt. I want to do all I can to protect you.”
 
   I nodded my head as the tears continued to freefall.
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Julianne,” he tried to comfort me, placing his hand on my knee.
 
   “I know,” I sniffled, looking out the window so that he couldn’t see the tears still falling.
 
   When we arrived at Nick’s place, he carried me to his family room couch, where Eric and Josh were seated in the leather recliners. They both stood up when we entered the room. Nick gently placed me down on the couch as Josh made his way over to me. He knelt on the floor and gave me a hug. “Are you okay?” he asked, genuinely concerned. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay.” 
 
   “Hey, Julianne,” Eric smiled. “You gave us a real scare.”
 
   I smiled feebly. “Sorry.” 
 
   Nick carried my belongings to his bedroom while I sat with Eric and Josh.  
 
   “What happened, Jules?” Eric asked.
 
   “I’m not really sure,” I said. “I was turning out of a parking lot, and the next thing I remember, I was waking up in the hospital. Now I have no phone and no car.”
 
   “That sucks, dude. Let us know what we can do to help,” Eric said.
 
   “You’re really sweet. I think I’d just like to close my eyes. These painkillers are making me so tired,” I said.
 
   “We’ll leave so you can get some rest,” Josh got up.
 
   “No, no. I’ll go up to Nick’s room and lay down there,” I said, leaning forward to stand up and falling backward with dizziness from the pain meds.
 
   “Oh no you don’t!” Josh said sternly, running over to my side. “Don’t overdo it. Let me take you up,” he said, scooping me into his arms much the same way Nick had. I felt a similar thrill of excitement that I did when I was close to Nick. I loved having all of these hot guys fawning over me even though it was because I had been in a terrible accident.
 
   Josh deposited me on Nick’s bed, and Nick sat with me for awhile. He drew a bubble bath for me, and then he helped me up to go to the bathroom. He sat with me while I soaked in the tub (which felt like heaven), and then he stood with me as I brushed my teeth and removed my contact lenses. I was grateful that he was such a wonderful caretaker. Then I fell back into Nick’s bed and fell fast asleep. 
 
   At some point, Nick crept out of the room, because when I woke up a few hours later, it was dark in the room and I was alone. I slept away the majority of that day and the next, trying to gain my strength back. My parents came by to visit for awhile and sat downstairs while I was sleeping. When I woke up for a few minutes, I idly wondered how their conversation was going, how much my parents were embarrassing me without me even there to defend myself. I knew that Nick had made an incredible impression, and my parents were in love with him. They loved that he was taking care of me, that he was providing for me, and that he cared so much about what I wanted and what I needed. And they didn’t even seem concerned that I was moving in with him, or that I was sleeping in his bed with him. I was old enough to make my own decisions, but I was still their little girl. 
 
    I hated missing out on Nick and my parents getting to know each other, and I also hated missing out on work. I loved what I did for a living, most of the time, and Nick’s time at McMillan was almost up. In fact, through my haze of painkillers and sleep, I wondered if the day I spent sleeping was his last day at work. And not only was it possible that I missed out on that, but I couldn’t even give Davidson my two weeks until I returned to work. 
 
   I lay in bed awake for quite some time, when suddenly I really had to pee. I opened my eyes to look at the clock: it was 7:15 in the evening and it had just started getting dark outside. I sat up – too quickly, I think, because I felt really dizzy. I put my head back down against the soft pillows of Nick’s bed, wondering when I would ever feel normal again. Everyone warned me that I would need to take it slow, but I didn’t think that just sitting up in bed would take so much out of me. I tried again, slowly this time. I gingerly swung my legs over the side of the bed, and using the nightstand for support, I stood up and shuffled my way slowly to the bathroom. I made it without keeling over, even though my head was swimming. I peed, brushed my teeth, and washed my face, and then I returned to the bed and lay back down. I couldn’t believe how much one short trip to the bathroom had taken out of me. I snuggled under the covers and closed my eyes, trying to fall back asleep, but I needed something. Nick gave me his house phone to call his cell phone if I needed anything, and suddenly I needed him. 
 
   I dialed his number, and he answered on the first ring, “Hey, baby. You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I just miss you.”
 
   “I’ll be right up. Do you need anything?”
 
   “Just you.”
 
   He hung up and a minute later he was walking into my room, a glass of ice water in his hand. He looked sexy as hell in a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt.
 
   “What are you guys doing down there?” I asked when he came in, flipping the blanket back so he could sit next to me. He closed the door behind him.
 
   He set the glass down on the nightstand and sat on the side of the bed next to me. “We were just watching the news.”
 
   “Anything interesting in the world?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “How’s it going with my parents?”
 
   “Great. Your sister was released Monday morning from the hospital.”
 
   “How’s she doing? And the baby?”
 
   “Everybody’s fine. And I love your parents. They are wonderful people.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And they raised a wonderful daughter.”
 
   I smiled.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   “I’m okay. I got up to pee and felt dizzy. But I just needed you.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” he asked, kicking off his shoes and getting under the covers next to me. He spooned me. “I need you, too,” he whispered into my hair.
 
   I turned toward him, gently pressing my lips to his for a quick kiss. He pulled my body close to his, resting his hand on my hip. He brought his lips to mine and kissed me, gently at first, but becoming more intense very quickly. 
 
    His hand that was resting on my hip moved to my back as he pressed my body into his. His other hand tangled in my hair, and the kiss turned hot. He stopped suddenly. “Is this okay?” he whispered worriedly.
 
   I was suddenly so hot for him that I couldn’t imagine not having sex with him at that moment. I nodded, pressing my lips to his again. I took my good hand and ran it along his back, inside the top of his jeans. My wrist in the cast rested gently on the pillow by my head. I lifted his shirt up with my good hand so that I could touch his sexy, chiseled abs. He pulled off his shirt and then turned me so that I was on my back, and he hovered over me, kissing me and touching me. He lifted my t-shirt over my head and kissed me between my breasts, and then he left a trail of kisses down my stomach while he touched me gently, as if I would break. He pulled my shorts and panties off of me in one smooth motion so that I was lying naked on his bed. I tugged on his waistband, and he took the hint that I wanted him out of his clothes, too. We kissed naked for awhile as my desire for him burned hotter and hotter. Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, he slipped himself inside of me, and he made gentle love to me. 
 
   When we were both satisfied, he turned me so my back was to him. He held my body close against his. “I love you, Julianne,” he whispered hoarsely. 
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   I turned and saw soft tears coming silently from his eyes. I brushed the tears away wordlessly. I kissed his cheek and hugged him as tightly as I could. We sat in silence for several moments, and then he spoke.
 
   “I was worried when you weren’t answering my calls, when you didn’t show up for work. A million thoughts went through my head. What if I never saw you again? What if… I couldn’t think that way. I was just relieved when you called.” He stopped for a moment, emotional. “It just made me realize how much I love you and how much I can’t live without you,” he whispered.
 
   Tears stung my eyes at his emotion for me. I kissed him again, overcome at his words and the love I felt emanating from him. “Nick, you don’t have to live without me. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   He nodded. “You have become so important to me in my life in such a short period of time. I just want you to know that.”
 
   “I know, baby,” I said, gently touching his face with my fingertips. “I feel the exact same way.”
 
   He cupped my chin and kissed me, the kind of kiss that left me breathless and wanting more. And right then, my stomach killed the moment by growling super loudly. We both giggled. “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I am,” I said.
 
   “Do you want me to bring you food?”
 
   “I think I’d like to get out of bed for awhile and stretch my legs.”
 
   “Well you just had them stretched out in the air,” he teased.
 
   I giggled and swatted his arm. “Shut up and carry me downstairs,” I mock commanded him. After putting his clothes back on, he helped me back into mine and carried me down the stairs.
 
   “Hey, look who’s up,” my dad said as both my parents, Eric, and Josh turned their attention from the television to me. 
 
   “How are you feeling, honey?” my mom asked, and Eric muted the television.
 
   I wanted to say that after the hot sex with Nick, I was feeling much better. Instead, I said, “A little better. Still kind of dizzy, though.”
 
   “Well let’s get you some food. I’ve got some lasagna in the freezer; does that sound good to everyone?” Nick asked. 
 
   Everyone agreed that lasagna sounded fantastic, and he got busy on getting the food in the oven. He made me a snack of cheese and crackers while we waited for dinner, and an hour later, we were all seated at the kitchen table enjoying a gourmet selection of salad, breadsticks, and lasagna. Nick was quite the host, and everyone was sharing a bottle of wine (except me – no alcohol with the damn painkillers). 
 
   We laughed through the whole meal at Nick’s stories from when he waited tables at Chili’s, and then he served cookies for dessert. I observed my parents and how they acted around Nick and his roommates, and it was clear to me that they had grown close to Nick very quickly. They loved him, and that made me happy. I was just sad that I was missing out on the time they were spending together as I slept and worked toward recovery, but the bond that was growing between my boyfriend and my parents was worth it.
 
   We played some poker after dinner and then the exhaustion hit me. I said goodbye to my parents; they left, and then Nick helped me up the stairs to bed, and I fell fast asleep. When I woke up the next morning, I felt loads better. Nick was sleeping quietly next to me, and a glance at the clock told me that it was 7:30. I got up and crept toward the bathroom, and the dizziness was mostly gone. Now my wrist just hurt.
 
   I took a shower and brushed my teeth and felt my strength slowly coming back. I wrapped my bathrobe around my body and decided to lay back down in bed, but when I went back into the bedroom, Nick was gone. I must’ve awakened him when I was in the shower. I pulled out some clothes and got dressed in comfy sweatpants and a t-shirt. I blow dried my hair and put on some make-up. Ultimately I decided I didn’t look too bad, and I was thrilled to finally be feeling better. 
 
   I made my way downstairs to find Nick just putting on the coffee. We were the only two in the kitchen, and he smiled when he saw me and pulled me close against him. Every nerve in my body awakened in his presence, and I felt the slow burn that I always felt when he was near. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   “A lot better.” 
 
   “Good.” He kissed the top of my head. “You look better. In fact, you look pretty sexy in that tight shirt,” he said, eyeing my body and grabbing my butt. He kissed me gently, and I felt myself melting into him. And just when we were about to take it upstairs, we heard someone clear his throat behind us. We reluctantly pulled apart to see Eric standing there awkwardly. 
 
   “Good morning,” he said, heading to the pantry and pulling out some cereal.
 
   “Morning,” Nick and I said in unison.
 
   “Listen, I’m glad it’s just the three of us. I wanted to talk to you two about something,” Eric said.
 
   “Shoot,” Nick said.
 
   “Well I was just thinking. Julianne, you’re good for Nick. I hope you know that. I want you two to be happy, and you probably don’t want extra people around while you start your life together. So I just wanted to let you know that I am planning to move out by the end of the month.”
 
   “Eric, you don’t have to do that,” I said. I enjoyed having Nick’s friend and brother around, and I never even thought about how my moving in would affect that. I didn’t want it to; this was their home, too. 
 
   “I know. But it’s time.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Nick asked.
 
   “Absolutely. Nick, thank you for letting me stay here with you for so long. It’s been fun, and I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”
 
   Nick nodded. “You bet, man. I’ll miss you around here.”
 
   Eric laughed. “Yeah, who’s going to do all of the grilling?”
 
   Nick joined Eric in laughter, but I just felt bad. I didn’t want Eric to feel like he had to move out because of me. I said as much. “Eric, I hope you aren’t moving out because I’m moving in.”
 
   “It’s not because of you, Julianne. I swear. It’s just good timing for me.”
 
   I nodded, but I still felt bad. 
 
   Josh came down a few minutes later, looking rumpled with a very pretty woman trailing behind him (completely unrumpled), who I later found out was named Tessa and had an on-again/off-again relationship with Josh. Nick took the lead as he, Eric, and Josh made pancakes, eggs, bacon, and toast.
 
   Nick said that he had a plan for the day if I was up for it, but we couldn’t go for a few hours as he had to go into work since it was his last official day at McMillan. Since I was feeling much better, I decided to accompany Nick on his last day despite his protests that I wasn’t strong enough yet to return to work.
 
   We headed to work together; he was dressed up, as usual, in a sexy business suit and tie, and I was still in sweats because I didn’t have many options from the overnight bag Nick had packed for me.
 
   I figured that I would have about a million tasks to accomplish when I went in, and sure enough, I had sixty-seven new emails when I logged into my account. But I also had several “Get Well Soon” cards on my desk, a few boxes of candy, and a balloon bouquet telling me to get well. Holly and Lucy bounded into my cubicle as soon as they saw me. 
 
   Holly hugged me gingerly. “Jesus Christ, Jules, you scared the hell out of all of us.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry I haven’t called. My phone was destroyed in the accident and I lost all of my numbers.”
 
   “How do you feel?” Lucy asked, hugging me, too.
 
   “A lot better. My wrist hurts like hell, but overall I’m much better.”
 
   “Nick filled us in. He said you hit your head pretty hard, too. Does it hurt?” Holly asked.
 
   “The painkillers help. I had a pretty serious concussion, but I’m fine now.”
 
   “Don’t worry about work stuff. We’ve got you covered,” Lucy said.
 
   “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “We want to. You’ve had a crazy month, and we love you and want to help you.” Lucy’s green eyes were bright with sincerity.
 
   “I miss you both, too. I’m sorry I’ve been so out of touch.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Jules. We are here for you. No matter what,” Holly said.
 
   “I have something to tell you both.”
 
   They glanced at each other. “What?” Lucy asked.
 
   “I haven’t put in my notice yet, but I’m leaving McMillan. I’m going to BKG with Nick.”
 
   Lucy smiled. “I’m not shocked. Congrats, girl.”
 
   “We’ll miss you, Jules,” Holly said.
 
   “I’ll miss you, too. But just because I’m leaving doesn’t mean that our friendship has to end.”
 
   “Agreed. We just won’t see each other every day anymore,” Lucy said. 
 
   “This is like the end of an era,” Holly said.
 
   We hugged, and they let me get back to my email. I couldn’t focus, though; the painkillers were affecting my ability to clearly think, and I wasn’t supposed to be working for at least a week, anyway, per doctor’s orders. 
 
   I laid my head down on my desk for just a second since the room was suddenly spinning, and I felt a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “You okay, baby?” Nick asked.
 
   I picked my head up and nodded. “Yeah. The screen was swimming so I was just taking a break.”
 
   He ran a knuckle gently down my cheek. “Dammit. I knew coming here was going to be too much for you. Come on, I’ll take you home.”
 
   “Nick, I’m fine. Really. It’s not necessary to take me home.”
 
   “Jen has taken over my office, but why don’t you sit in the comfy chairs in the conference room for awhile?”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Really, Nick? Your ‘surprise’ going away party.” Anytime anyone left McMillan, we had a party in their honor, so it was no surprise that some of the crew were getting a party together for Nick. And these parties always took place in the conference room.
 
   Nick rolled his eyes. “I forgot. I just have a few loose ends to tie, and after the party we can head out.” 
 
   “You know the only reason I wanted to come in today was so that I wouldn’t miss the party.”
 
   He smiled. “Thanks, baby. Love you,” he said, kissing my forehead. Jake popped his head into my cube just as Nick’s lips were pressed to my head.
 
   “Hey, you two,” Jake said. 
 
   “Hey man,” Nick said, slapping him on the back. 
 
   “Nick, we’re going to miss you around here.”
 
   “Thanks, Jake. I’ll miss this place, too. It’s been a hell of a year.”
 
   “I’ll say,” Jake said, winking at me. 
 
   “Apparently I have you to thank for this happening,” I smiled at Jake, motioning between Nick and myself. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I mean Nick told me that you told him I was interested. And if you hadn’t done that, we might never have gotten together. So thank you.”
 
   He grinned. “So it’s my fault he’s leaving, then?”
 
   Nick nodded. “I guess it is. Thanks a lot, dude.”
 
   The three of us laughed, and Jake went back to work and Nick headed up a few floors to start wrapping things up with Human Resources and the big bosses.
 
   Lucy came by to entertain me since I couldn’t even look at the computer screen, and she told me how well things had been progressing between her and Jake. Apparently they had made plans to move in together; she was tied into a lease for three more months, and he still had six months to go, but they spent nearly all of their time together at her apartment anyway. She seemed very much in love, and I was so happy for her and Jake. And when Jake came by again to check on me, I could see the love in his eyes for my friend. 
 
   An hour later, we were in the conference room, “surprising” Nick with his going away party. There was cake and chips and balloons and lots of well-wishes. Everyone stared at us as we held hands in front of everybody, people really seeing us together for the first time in a lot of cases. The attention was a bit overwhelming, particularly in my already groggy state.
 
   Before I knew it, the party was over and I was helping clean up. Nick was finishing some details with Jen, and then he grabbed my hand. “Come with me,” he said, mischief in his eyes.
 
   I followed him to the elevator, and we got on alone. The doors closed and he hit a button for a floor higher than ours, and then suddenly my back was against the wall as his lips found mine and his body crushed against me. I wrapped my good arm around him and kissed him back, feeling the familiar butterflies doing somersaults in my belly. God, I loved him. Everything about him was perfection.
 
   He backed away as the elevator slowed, and then the doors opened. He held his hand out, signaling that I should go first.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I asked.
 
   He leaned in close to my ear and whispered, “I’m accompanying you to Davidson’s office so we can give your notice.”
 
   “What?” I squealed and stopped dead in my tracks. I wasn’t ready for this. I was, for crying out loud, in sweats, and I had nothing prepared to say.
 
   “Babe, it’s like a bandage. You need to just rip it off. I’ll be by your side the whole time.”
 
   “Fuck, Nick. Thanks for the blindside.” Suddenly I felt dizzy again, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of the medicine, the concussion, or the nerves that I was about to quit my job.
 
   He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward Davidson’s office, and then we were there and Nick was knocking on the door and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop him. This was for the best; I was there and I needed to get it done anyway, but I was just not at all prepared in that moment.
 
   Davidson’s door opened a moment later, and he looked surprised to see me standing behind Nick.
 
   ”Tom, can we have just a moment of your time?” Nick asked smoothly. He was so sexy when he was in his business mode.
 
   “Sure,” he said, motioning us in the room. “Have a seat.”
 
   We did, and he sat behind his desk and crossed his arms.
 
   “Julianne, it’s good to see you back. I heard about your accident.”
 
   I nodded, and Davidson got to the point. “What’s this about?”
 
   “Sir, Julianne has something she wanted to say.”
 
   I glared at Nick. “Mr. Davidson, I am here to give my two week’s notice.”
 
   Davidson didn’t look at all surprised. “Poaching my best creative consultants, Matthews?”
 
   “Sorry,” Nick shrugged, not looking at all apologetic. “BKG doesn’t have a ludicrous relationship clause in their contracts.”
 
   “I see. Well, Miss Becker, we will be sorry to see you go. We are prepared to fight to keep you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Davidson, but I just don’t see what you can do that will keep me here. I want to keep working with Nick.”
 
   “I tried to keep him, too, but BKG is cutthroat. What if I offered you, say, thirty percent more than you’re making now?”
 
   Nick spoke before I could. “She’ll be making more than that on my team.”
 
   Davidson nodded. “Well then my hands are tied. That’s all I can offer. Best of luck to you both.” He turned back to the work on his desk as if to signal the end of our conversation. 
 
   Nick and I stood to leave and he placed his hand on the small of my back to guide me to the door. Davidson never glanced up from his paperwork. Nick was already through the door and I was almost through when Davidson spoke again. “Julianne, your two weeks will begin when you return full time from your accident.”
 
   “Tom, don’t be ridiculous,” Nick defended me, turning back to Davidson.
 
   Tom looked up at Nick. “It’s business. I need her to close out her accounts and finish her current projects.”
 
   “You know she can’t be back full time yet.” He leaned on the desk on two fists.
 
   “I don’t give a fuck, Nick. You can have her when she’s finished out her commitments here.”
 
   “Nick, it’s okay,” I said, pulling on his arm so we could leave. 
 
   “No, it’s not okay. Tom, don’t be a dick.”
 
   “Excuse me, Mr. Matthews?”
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “You’re some big shot now that you’re at BKG?”
 
   “Tom, don’t make this personal.”
 
   “You made it personal when you decided to sleep with one of your consultants.”
 
   “Nick, let’s just go,” I said.
 
   His eyes never left Davidson’s. “You made it personal, Tom. You made it personal when you talked to me about my relationship with Julianne in the first place.”
 
   “You knew what you were getting into. You signed the contract and you voided it when you fucked her.”
 
   “I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m going to fucking bury you.”
 
   Nick turned and followed me out of the office and to the elevator. That little conversation was sure going to make for a fun two weeks when I returned to work. 
 
   “What was that about?” I asked when the elevator doors closed.
 
   He shook his head, his eyes flashing with anger. “Nothing,” he muttered.
 
   He didn’t crush me to the wall with his body, and his lips didn’t find mine as we made our way back down to our floor. “Hey,” I said just before we arrived. He turned and looked at me. “I love you, baby. I don’t care about him. He’s nothing.”
 
   He caressed his knuckles gently across my cheek, a look of adoration in his eyes. “I love you, too.” 
 
   The doors opened and we were back on our floor. I sat at my cubicle and gathered as much work as I could for the week I would be at home, and Nick said his goodbyes and brought his last box out to his car and then came to escort me down. When he saw my box of work, he looked at me pointedly. “Can you carry that down for me?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “No.”
 
   “Nick, my wrist. I can’t carry it.”
 
   “You’re not working from home. Davidson made it clear that you had to finish out your two weeks, and this will all be here when you return.”
 
   “But—” I protested, but he cut me off.
 
   “But nothing. You need to stay home and focus on healing. Work will wait.”
 
   We headed down to the car together, hand-in-hand. Nick kissed me in the elevator one last time, a steamy one for me to remember when I had to return to work. 
 
   And that was it. Nick was officially no longer my coworker – for the next couple of weeks, at least.
 
   When we returned to Nick’s place a little before 1:00, Nick unloaded the car while I took a nap. Going to work had wiped me out; I was exhausted and needed the rest. When I woke nearly three hours later, Nick said that my parents were back and he was ready to execute the plan he had for the rest of the day. 
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   My parents and I piled into Nick’s car with him as he chauffeured us to an unidentified location. 
 
   The unidentified location turned out to be the Verizon store, and Nick told me to pick out any phone I wanted to replace my old one. He got me a data plan and unlimited texting and added me to his cellular plan. I was stunned at his generosity in helping me to get back on track. He took my parents and me out to dinner at a nice Mexican restaurant, and we ate fajitas and tortilla chips and celebrated Nick’s last day at McMillan. Everything was wonderful as we laughed and chatted about our days together at McMillan, but when we left the restaurant, nothing could have possibly prepared me for our next stop. 
 
   When he pulled into the BMW car dealership, I immediately assumed that he had some work he needed done on his car. Then I thought that maybe he was taking me to help me look at a car to replace my totaled one, even though a BMW wasn’t in my budget. But when he asked the salesman about the safety features and asked if I could test drive it, I started to get the feeling that Nick was serious about me buying a BMW. And when he told the salesman that it was “the one” as he started filling out the paperwork in my name, I was completely convinced that he was totally insane. He was buying me a car to replace my totaled one. 
 
   “Nick, don’t be ridiculous. I can’t accept a car from you.”
 
   “Why not?” He actually had the audacity to look offended.
 
   “Because it’s a car, Nick,” I enunciated my words slowly. “It’s too much.”
 
   “Julianne, nothing is too much for you. I want you driving a safe car, and this car is one of the safest luxury vehicles on the road. Now what color do you want?”
 
   My parents (once again) just sat there beaming at Nick. He was taking care of their little girl in a way that no one else ever had, and they were completely and totally in love with him. I also knew that later, my mom and I would dissect every move that Nick made, and she would tell me how much they approved of him for me.
 
   A few hours later, I drove my new car to my new home with my new cell phone charging on the way. I lost the car battle, but as I cruised down the road in my brand new black BMW, it didn’t feel like much of a loss.
 
   We arrived back at Nick’s place, and we headed to the kitchen so everyone could have a glass of wine (except me… damn painkillers). “You seem to be doing much better, Julianne, so we’re going to head out,” my mom said, finishing her glass of wine.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
   She nodded and then hugged Nick. “Nick, we both know our daughter is in great hands with you here to care for her. Thank you for all you’ve done, and thank you for allowing us to visit so much.” Tears filled her eyes, and he hugged her again. 
 
   “Pam, it has been my pleasure. You don’t need to thank me.” He winked at me and I rolled my eyes. He was so smooth with my parents, and it was clear that they both adored him. 
 
   My dad shook his hand. “Nick, let’s just say that I approve. And I don’t take things like that lightly.”
 
   Nick smiled. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”
 
   “I appreciate all you’ve done for our Jules.”
 
   Nick nodded. “I love your daughter very much, Ron.”
 
   “We can both see that.” Jeez. Even my dad was getting emotional. 
 
   We walked them out to their car and waved as they pulled away, and then Nick took my hand and led me back inside.
 
   “So now what?” I asked. 
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Are you up for it?”
 
   “The nap helped. And, you know, the BMW and the cell phone and the way you handled my parents. Are you up for it?”
 
   He grinned. “I’m always up for it. So all I need to do to get you into bed is buy you a car?”
 
   “I mean I’m not saying you can buy my love, but, yeah, buying me a car will probably bode well for your chances of having sex tonight.”
 
   “Lead the way, Julianne.”
 
   I loved the way my name sounded coming out of his mouth. He guided me through the house with his hand on my back, and I melted into him the way I had so many times before. We walked up to his bedroom that was now ours, and I couldn’t wait until I was well enough to go home and get my stuff so I could really feel like I was living in this beautiful home. 
 
   He led me to the bed and helped me sit, and then he slowly, gently undressed me. First he removed my shoes, and then he kissed me sweetly; then my socks, followed by another kiss. My pants, kiss, my shirt, kiss. And then he helped me out of my panties and my bra, and I laid naked on his bed as he caressed me and kissed me everywhere delicately and tenderly. I reached up with my uninjured wrist to pull him closer to me, and he pulled my hand to his lips and kissed it sweetly. And then he held my hand in place above my head as he continued his slow seduction.
 
   I was desperate for him. I felt the slow burn down low in my belly, the need for him building inside of me. His lips found my breast as he sucked, and I arched into him, moaning loudly in pleasure. His mouth worked its way down my body, down, down, down. He kissed the inside of my thigh, and just when I thought he was going to lick inside of me, he worked his way back up and kissed my lips. And then he hovered over me for a moment before he slipped inside of me, and suddenly everything was completely, totally right in my world with him moving gently inside of me. 
 
   I woke up the next morning to a loud noise that I couldn’t place. It was kind of like a big bang, but it just happened once. Then I heard it again. It sounded like it was right outside the bedroom door.
 
   I stood up, still a little wobbly but overall even better than the day before, and I threw on some clothes and brushed my hair. Then I opened the door to see what was going on. 
 
   Nick stood just outside the door. He grinned at me, sweaty in a dark gray t-shirt and black running shorts. “Good morning, baby.”
 
   He looked sexy. “Good morning,” I murmured, and that’s when I noticed that there were several large boxes just outside the door. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Open the box,” he said mischievously.
 
   I did as instructed, and the box was filled with shoes. 
 
   “Shoes?” I asked.
 
   “Look closer.”
 
   I did. “My shoes?” 
 
   “Yep,” he said proudly. I was confused.
 
   “Why do you have my shoes?”
 
   “I went to your apartment this morning. I thought you might want more than just the three outfits I packed for you when we left your place after the accident, and as I was looking through your closet, I realized I had no idea what you wanted. So I went to Home Depot, bought some boxes and tape, and I just brought everything.”
 
   “Seriously?” I squealed. 
 
   He nodded. “You did agree to move in here with me, right?”
 
   “I did!”
 
   “Then we’re going to need to get all your stuff here anyway. I just figured I’d speed up the process.”
 
   I hugged him hard. “I love you. So much.”
 
   “I love you, too, baby,” he said, kissing me. 
 
   I took a quick shower while Nick cleared some space in his dresser and in his closet for my things. He moved the stuff he wore least often to one of the guest room closets to clear out space for me. Really, his closet was enormous and had plenty of room for all of our things, but he was particular about the spacing of his suits on the racks: “Three inches between each hanger!”
 
   I giggled as I rolled my eyes at him, and he smirked at me. “The joys of sharing a closet,” I said. 
 
   I sat on the floor as Nick unpacked my shoes and I decided in what order I wanted to line them up on “my side” of the closet. He really was amazing; he never judged any of my belongings (even my fuzzy puppy dog slippers), and he cheerfully placed each pair of shoes wherever I told him to. 
 
   After shoes, he found a box of t-shirts, and we followed the same procedure as shoes as Nick unpacked my stuff and I sat on the floor and directed. It was a perfect arrangement to get my stuff unpacked while I rested per the doctor’s orders. And it didn’t hurt that I got to stare at Nick while he worked. Good Lord he was sexy. He took off his shirt after the shoes were unpacked, and I nearly convulsed on the spot. I loved watching the muscles move under his skin as he worked.
 
   We went downstairs for a breakfast break after the t-shirts, and Nick made me eggs and toast as I sat at the table sipping my coffee. “Sorry you have to do this on your day off,” I said. “I know you don’t get many of them.”
 
   He glanced up from the pan at me. “Are you kidding me?” he asked, incredulous. “There is nothing I’d rather be doing than taking care of you.”
 
   He flipped my eggs onto a plate and added the toast, and then he brought me a jar of chunky peanut butter. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I said, smiling at his thoughtfulness. I couldn’t believe he remembered how I liked my toast. 
 
   “You know, Julianne, I had this goddamn jar of peanut butter sitting in my pantry, staring at me, after we broke up. I bought it right after you told me how you liked it on your toast. I got home from work one night after we had broken up and headed to the pantry to find something to put together for dinner, and I saw the jar in there. That night I ate toast with peanut butter for dinner. And you’re absolutely right, it’s delicious.”
 
   “I wouldn’t steer you wrong. Not when it comes to food.”
 
   He chuckled. “That’s when I knew that I couldn’t live without you.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow at him. “Seriously? Because of peanut butter?”
 
   He nodded. “Seriously. I sat and stared at that fucking jar of peanut butter for two hours, and I realized that you were more important to me than my job. I knew it from the beginning, but the fact that I had this… this reminder of you… just staring me in the face; well, it told me that I was a fucking idiot for letting you go. And I knew right then that I had to win you back.”
 
   Tears filled my eyes. 
 
   “No, baby,” he said, brushing my cheek with his thumb. “Don’t cry. We’re back together now. Everything’s as it should be.”
 
   I unscrewed the cap of the peanut butter and saw that it was mostly full, with just enough missing from the top to prove that he had, in fact, tried my tasty treat. It was just one of those things that made my heart flutter.
 
   After breakfast, we returned to the bedroom to continue unpacking my boxes. We finished just before lunchtime, and Nick wanted to go back to my place and get more stuff (and stop somewhere for lunch). 
 
   I hopped in the car with him and we headed for my apartment. We sang at the top of our lungs to Taylor Swift while we drove, and fifteen minutes into the ride, Nick’s phone rang. It was his new boss at BKG, Alex Brennan. Nick turned down the radio to take the call. “Mr. Brennan, how are you today?”
 
   I hummed quietly along with the music and logged onto Facebook on my phone while he talked. My ears perked up when I heard him say, “For how long?” as I wondered what that was all about.
 
   He sighed and I listened to his end of the conversation. “Yeah, I can, but I’d prefer to wait a week or so… No, I just have some things I need to take care of… I understand. Okay. See you then.”
 
   He ended the call and sighed again. “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “I have to go to New York for some training, and Brennan wants me to meet the owners of BKG.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “We leave Sunday night.”
 
   “How long will you be gone?”
 
   Nick slowed to a stop at a red light. He looked over at me. “Just for the week. We’ll get back in late Friday night. Baby, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why are you sorry?”
 
   “Because. I asked you to move in with me, and then you got in this accident, and I just want to be here, to be with you, to take care of you.” He ran his knuckles against my cheek.
 
   “I know, Nick,” I said, leaning into his hand. “And you’ve done a wonderful job. I was thinking I’d be fine to return to work on Monday, anyway, and since I’ve got to finish out my whole two weeks, the sooner I get back, the sooner I can get the hell out of there so I can move to BKG.”
 
   “You can’t even use your hand,” he said, pointing to the cast that wound around my thumb and up my arm.
 
   “Good thing I’m right-handed,” I replied.
 
   “Julianne, you can’t go back Monday. The doctor said you needed to wait.”
 
   “He said a week, and Monday is a week since I woke up in the hospital. I’m fine, Nick. I could go back today.”
 
   “You tried yesterday and you weren’t ready for it.”
 
   “But all of the good sleep and great sex has really helped.”
 
   “You’re not going to listen to me, are you?”
 
   “Psh. Nope. You’ll be out of town, so what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “I have to keep myself entertained while you’re out of town. Work seems like a better idea than having an affair.”
 
   He laughed. “You’re too much sometimes.”
 
   “I know. Love you, sweetie.”
 
   “I love you, too,” he said, putting the car in park in my apartment complex parking lot. 
 
   I saw how much Nick had already packed for me when I entered my apartment. I watered my plants and threw out the rotting veggies in my vegetable drawer while Nick moved boxes and packed as much as he could into his BMW. This round took care of the rest of my clothes as well as my bedding, rugs, and bath towels. We didn’t really need my old, worn towels given that Nick had brand new, high-quality products, but I had to clear everything out of the apartment by the end of the next month anyway. 
 
   We headed back to his place with the load, and Nick did the majority of the work since I was limited with my cast. I was ready to get it off; it was a hindrance to moving out of my apartment, and it was starting to get itchy and bulky and just plain annoying. But I had to wait a few more weeks before my wrist would be healed.
 
   We made a plan for my furniture; Nick had a friend who had a truck, so we would use that to move the remaining stuff out of my apartment, most likely the weekend after he returned from New York. We had plenty of time, though. 
 
   Before I knew it, it was Friday night and Nick said he had planned something special for me. The last time he had planned something special over a weekend, he had taken me to a very romantic dinner after he had gotten the job at BKG and then he had asked me to move in with him.
 
   “Are you still taking your painkillers?” he asked me.
 
   I shook my head. I really was trying to get off of them, and I was dying for a glass of wine. 
 
   He grinned. “Put on something nice and pack an overnight bag.”
 
   I wondered where he was taking me, and I was excited for the distraction after sleeping so much of the previous week away while I healed. 
 
   I took my time getting ready, partially because of the cast and partially because I wanted to look sexy for my man. My wrist was still sore, especially without the aid of painkillers, but I did my best with curling my hair and applying my make-up. Again, it helped that I wasn’t left-handed. 
 
   I searched my closet for a dress suitable for Nick’s surprise, and I settled on a short black dress that had a sparkly silver beaded jewel top. I paired it with sparkly silver pumps that glittered in the light, and I found the perfect complement of tiny diamond stud earrings that my parents had given me for my high school graduation gift and a simple rhinestone bracelet. I checked my reflection in the mirror and with my long hair curled and my make-up perfected, I was ready to go.
 
   I headed down the stairs and into the kitchen, where I found my handsome man waiting for me. He was pouring us each a glass of wine when I appeared in the doorway. I couldn’t help but pause and stare at him. How did I get so damn lucky? He was gorgeous in a black suit jacket and gray shirt unbuttoned at the collar. His dark hair was perfectly mussed, and he focused on his task of pouring wine into two wine glasses, his lips pressed together in concentration. He glanced up mid-pour and then stopped, placing the bottle on the counter. Lust gleamed in his eye as he headed toward me. I held my cast behind my back so as not to ruin the effect of my outfit, and between his rugged good looks and the effort I had put into my appearance, we made a gorgeous couple.
 
   “How is it that every time we get ready to go out, all I want to do is stay in with you?” he whispered close to my ear, his breath tickling me. 
 
   I giggled.
 
   “You are gorgeous,” he said, pulling back and motioning for me to turn around. “Perfection.” He kissed my neck under my ear, sending tremors of delight up and down my skin. 
 
   “You look very handsome,” I said.
 
   “No match for your beauty.”
 
   I blushed all the way to my toes. 
 
   “Sorry, you distracted me there. Glass of wine before we leave?”
 
   “Please.” 
 
   He handed me a glass and held his up in a toast. “To tonight,” he said simply. I clinked his glass and then took a sip. It was, of course, delicious, the perfect complement to the delectable man standing before me. 
 
   He leaned in and kissed me. “How did I get so lucky?” he asked.
 
   “I was just wondering that myself.” 
 
   He grinned and we both took a sip of our wine. I couldn’t wait to see what he had in store for me.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long, because soon we finished our drinks and he led me out to his car. 
 
   We drove for forty minutes, and I wondered the whole time where he was taking me. He pulled off the highway and we drove on toward our mystery location, listening to the radio and chatting the whole way. 
 
   He pulled into a long driveway, and I saw a Four Seasons sign before me. When we got closer, I saw that it said, “Four Seasons Resort Scottsdale at Troon North.”
 
   The valet opened my door for me and Nick got out and said something to the valet on his side. He came around to my side of the car and offered me his arm as we walked inside the lobby. He led me to a restaurant called Talavera, and we were immediately seated outside on the patio. It was a little before 5:00, and the sun was bright in the sky, but I could see that it was preparing itself for a gorgeous sunset.
 
   Our waiter appeared and brought Nick a glass of wine. He took a sip and nodded, and then the waiter poured me a glass as well. Nick toasted me. “To my lovely Julianne. I love you, and I want to spend every second of my life showing you how much.”
 
   I clinked his glass and took a sip. It was, quite possibly, the most fantastic wine I had ever tasted in my life. “Nick, that was really sweet,” I said. “And so is the wine.”
 
   Nick flashed me his grin, the special one he reserved just for when I was being cheeky with him, and the waiter appeared a moment later. “Sir, your lobster and corn bisque will be out momentarily.”
 
   Nick nodded, but his attention never left me. “I pre-ordered our meal. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have a clue what to order at a place this fancy.”
 
   He chuckled. “I think you’ll be happy with what I’ve ordered.”
 
   “The bisque sounds delightful.”
 
   “This is fancier than we’re used to, isn’t it?”
 
   I nodded. “Why so fancy?”
 
   “I just wanted to treat you to something really special.”
 
   “You’re succeeding.”
 
   Our bisque arrived, and it was perfect, as was the main course (a New York Strip for him and a Filet for me) and dessert, a ridiculously decadent peanut butter and jelly chocolate cake. 
 
   After dinner, we took a walk through the mountains on paved sidewalks. The path was clear, but all around us were desert plants: all sorts of saguaro cacti, barrel cacti, and prickly pears, and ocotillo trees and Palo Verdes. I was still wearing my heels, but I loved how they looked on me so I didn’t care that we were hiking the sidewalks; the sun was just starting its descent into the mountains before us, and the view around us was so gorgeous that I didn’t even have a chance to focus on my feet. We stopped to watch the beauty of nature as the sun dipped behind the mountains and we were left with the light reflecting on the few wispy clouds in the sky. There were brilliant golds, deep pinks, and glowing oranges that I couldn’t even put into words. It was simply the most stunning scenery I had ever had the pleasure to witness. And with this attractive man by my side, I couldn’t have asked for anything more breathtaking.
 
   He pulled me into his arms and kissed me gently, just once. 
 
   “Do you remember our first date?” he asked, pulling back but holding his hands flat against my back. I loved when he did that; it made me feel safe and warm and protected and loved. 
 
   I nodded. “How could I forget?”
 
   “Do you remember what I told you?”
 
   “You told me a lot of things. For one, you told me that you owned your own company, which turned out to be a total lie.”
 
   He chuckled and winked at me. “I did say that, didn’t I?”
 
   I smiled. “You also said that perhaps you found reasons to be near me at work, as I recall.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s true. But there’s something else.”
 
   I looked at him, puzzled. 
 
   “I said that it’s only been you since the day I met you. And you told me that it had only been me for you, too.”
 
   “It’s true,” I whispered.
 
   Our eyes met, and all I could see was love reflected back at me. “For me, too. And it was then that I realized how much time we had wasted, Julianne. I had loved you for a year, but I never did anything about it. When I finally mustered the courage to be with you, I almost lost you forever first because of my own foolishness and then because of my jealousy and a third time because of your accident. And now that we’re together, now that we’ve come through all of that, I know that I could never live without you. Life wouldn’t be worth living without you in it.”
 
   Tears pricked behind my eyes at his words. “I could never live without you, either,” I whispered, trying desperately to hold back the sudden wave of emotion I felt for this man. 
 
   His lips curved into a smile, and he placed another gentle kiss on my lips. He pulled back and gazed into my eyes, and then he brushed his knuckles against my cheek ever so softly, and I leaned into his hand, closing my eyes to his touch. I only opened my eyes when my cheek felt cold because his hand was gone, and he was down on his knee. 
 
   My heart sped up to an alarming rate as our eyes met and what he was doing finally dawned on me. 
 
   He took my hand in his, carefully and gently since he was taking my left hand, the one with the cast on my wrist. His eyes burned into mine. He spoke, and I was too stunned to do anything but listen. “It will always be only you. Everything in my life was insignificant until I met you, and now you are all that matters. No relationship I’ve ever had in my life can even come close to comparing to what I feel for you. You are my reason for living, for breathing, for being. And I will spend every day for the rest of my life trying to be good enough for you if you’ll let me. I want to be your husband. I want to call you my wife. Julianne, marry me.”
 
   I couldn’t think. The world was spinning around me. Did I hear him correctly? He was still down on his knee, awaiting his answer, and apparently I had, in fact, heard him correctly. And I felt exactly the same way that he did. Every relationship I had ever been in flashed through my mind in a second, and I knew that I would never, could never love like I loved with Nick. Everything before him had been totally insignificant, and I knew in my heart that this was the most important relationship in my life. This was my forever.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”
 
   He stood, grinning, and pulled me into him. He kissed me hungrily, his mouth opening to mine, claiming me and everything I had inside of me. This was the last man I would ever kiss for the rest of my life. And I couldn’t be happier about it.
 
   He reached into his pocket and pulled out a box. He flipped it open, his eyes never leaving mine, and my eyes nearly popped out of my head at the size of the diamond he held out before me. It had to be at least three carats, and it was an Asscher cut with smaller round diamonds surrounding the big diamond and making their way down the band. It was the most gorgeous ring I had ever seen, and it sparkled brilliantly in the little light that was left in our day. 
 
   He pulled the ring from where it nestled in its box and he slid it onto my finger. I held out my hand and stared at it for a moment. “Oh my God, Nick. This is spectacular.”
 
   “You deserve it. You deserve the world, baby. And I’m going to give it to you.”
 
   “I love you. So much.”
 
   “I love you, too, Julianne. And I can’t wait to begin forever with you.”
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   They say hindsight is 20/20. And, unfortunately, they are right.
 
   In hindsight, it wasn’t great timing for me to tell Julianne Becker that I had loved her for most of my life given the fact that the love of her life had just dumped her. 
 
   Waiting might’ve been the smarter move.
 
   But I hadn’t waited. I’d had a few too many beers, and it gave me enough liquid courage to tell her how I really felt. And, apparently, she’d had a few too many beers, too, because she gave into something that sober Jules would’ve been smart enough to stop. 
 
   I was a goddamn idiot to think that it would work out, but my drunken mind tricked me into thinking that she would feel the same. I had loved her forever, and she had been sending me signals all night.
 
   Turns out what I misinterpreted as “signals” was really just one friend leaning on another friend. 
 
   Sleeping together had been an obvious mistake, but I didn’t realize it right away. No, I awoke the next morning thinking that we were actually going to be together. I celebrated. I took the day off work and hung out at her apartment, lost in bliss as I took in the familiar surroundings that looked different through the eyes of a man whose love was returned. I was so blinded by that love I had for her that I couldn’t see the truth staring me in the face. She loved Nick. She would never love me, at least not the way I loved her. 
 
   She might not have made the best decisions, but with that stupid hindsight thing, I hadn’t, either. Looking back, I can see that pursuing a woman who wasn’t available was pretty fucking stupid. The outcome was tragic and painful, and I fully blamed Jules for using me, but I was starting to see that it may have been a little bit my fault, too.  
 
   I had made other bad choices, like going out to the bar with Dan when he was visiting from San Diego and using it to make Jules jealous. But I was hurt, and I acted foolishly out of pain. I knew her well enough to predict how she would feel when I told her that I’d messed around with a girl at the bar. She was hurting, and I had used that to make her jealous. 
 
   Deep down, I think I knew that my chances were slim. Once I had her, I had to use whatever ammunition I could to keep her. But it all backfired when the douche bag decided that he wanted her back. 
 
   That was the one thing that I had zero ammo against. She was obsessed with him and in love with him, and no matter how much she loved me and cared about me, I was no match for him in the quest for her heart.
 
   And so I had to get out.
 
   The one good decision I made was moving to San Diego. After that night when Jules called things off with me and took back Douche Bag Nick (as I liked to refer to him in my mind), I was broken. I liked to think of myself as a guy’s guy, a manly man… but what she did had killed a part of me and left me feeling empty and alone. 
 
   I needed to get away, and San Diego was apparently my answer.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A little over a week earlier, the words “Julianne Becker” and her beautiful face lit up my cell phone screen. I still couldn’t believe it had happened. After years of being in love with her, I finally gathered the courage to tell her how I felt, and I was met with the outcome I had been hoping for. Jules and I were officially an item. 
 
   “Hey,” I answered my phone, smiling to hear from her as I finished folding a load of laundry that had been long neglected.
 
   “I need to see you.” Her voice was strained, probably because she needed me on top of her.
 
   “Be right over.” I grabbed the bag containing the necklace I had purchased for her, wanting to give it to her to mark the official beginning of the change in our relationship. She had pointed it out just before Christmas, and its class and elegance reminded me a lot of the woman who would wear it. 
 
   It had been expensive, draining the better part of one of my savings accounts, but somehow I had been blessed with a shrewd mind for finances and I had been saving for years. In fact, I was hoping to design and build a house sometime in the near future with all I had saved, and the thought that Jules and I could do that together excited me. 
 
   Maybe I was getting ahead of myself in thinking like that, but Jules and I had known each other for a lifetime. We didn’t need to go through the stupid early stages of a relationship because we already had. 
 
   I took the steps from my apartment to my parking lot two at a time and pulled into Jules’s parking lot a few minutes later. I took a deep breath, still not believing that this had happened. 
 
   We were back together.
 
   I had spent a very long time praying for this moment, and here it was.
 
   Someone was walking out of her building as I walked up, and she held the door open for me. I felt her eyes on me, giving me an appreciative once-over, but I ignored it. Women seemed to find my dark hair and brown eyes irresistible, as evidenced by the many women who had fallen at my feet offering me a night of excitement. But tonight, I was here for Jules, and I didn’t have eyes for anybody else. I hadn’t, really, for the better part of fifteen years.
 
   I knocked on her door, and she opened it. She was a vision of beauty in front of me, her long hair flowing like strands of silk down her back. I thought back to the night I had made love to her and that hair whipped around as she moved wildly beneath me. I was hoping for a chance to see that again that very night. I assumed that’s why she called me over, and I knew my little gift would seal that deal, even though that hadn’t been my motivation in purchasing it. 
 
   I set the bag down on the table and pulled her hand into mine. We walked over to the couch, and I leaned in for a kiss only to be pushed away. 
 
   “We need to talk,” she said.
 
   Shit. That was never something a guy wanted to hear.
 
   Hadn’t we done plenty of talking over the past several days?
 
   “What’s the matter?” A frisson of panic pierced my stomach at the look in her eyes.
 
   “Trav, you know how much I value you and our friendship. You are one of the most important people in my life. But I can’t do this with you. My heart belongs to Nick.” Her words were blunt, but she tried to mask them with a gentle tone.
 
   It didn’t work.
 
   Her words felt like a slap across the face. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   Earlier that very day, she had said she wanted me, and now she was telling me that she didn’t. 
 
   I was monumentally confused. I wasn’t hurt or angry or upset yet; no, that would come later. 
 
   Was she fucking with me? She couldn’t be serious. A person couldn’t just change her mind that quickly.
 
   Could she?
 
   “What about what you said earlier?” I asked, trying to find some way out of the situation that I suddenly found myself in. 
 
   “I said a lot of things earlier.” True, she had. But the only thing I could remember at that moment was that she said we were more than friends. 
 
   “But most importantly, I said that I need some time. I said that I need you to be my friend. Can you just be my friend?” she asked.
 
   I couldn’t. I knew for sure that after I had told her I loved her and she had slept with me, our relationship had changed and it would never be the same again. 
 
   It wasn’t like when we were in college and we’d fallen into bed together. Back then, I’d kept my real feelings to myself. But now she knew what I really felt for her, and I couldn’t just go back to being friends. Not after I’d made love to her. Not after I’d held her in my arms and not after she knew my real feelings.
 
   I was in love with her, had been for as long as I could remember, and I knew that her ending it would shatter me. I wouldn’t be able to look at her the same way with the understanding that she knew the truth about my feelings and didn’t return them. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, knowing the truth in my heart. I kept it together in front of her. I don’t know how, but I did. “Remember what I said, too. I can’t wait around for you forever.” 
 
   It wasn’t true; I would wait forever. But I had to say something that would hurt her in that moment.
 
   I had waited a very long time for her, and why I chose the moment she had been dumped to tell her, I’ll never quite understand. If she could’ve given me an ounce of hope that we could salvage things between us, maybe I wouldn’t have felt the need to strike back. But she didn’t. Her tone was sad, but her eyes were explicit. There was no mistaking that it was over between us. She was going back to Nick, and I was going to end up alone.
 
   I stood up, needing to get out of there before I lost it in front of her. I wasn’t being much of a man, but this woman had broken me one too many times. 
 
   “Travis, wait.” She tried to get me to stop, but I couldn’t. I was on a mission for the door. I felt unfamiliar tears pricking behind my eyes, and I was positive that I was going to start crying. 
 
   Fuck that. 
 
   I took a deep breath and didn’t allow the heat behind my eyes to form into tears. “No, Julianne,” I finally said, using her full name instead of my nickname for her. “I’ve waited long enough.” I opened the door and practically ran to the parking lot, needing to get away from her and from the words that I still couldn’t believe. 
 
   Somehow she had taken my heart and smashed it beyond recognition. 
 
   And through the pile of shit that I now had to deal with, a thought occurred to me: Had she and Nick already gotten back together? She had said that her heart belonged to Nick; was it because she had somehow patched things up with him?
 
   If she had, she would’ve called him, and he would be on his way over. 
 
   I knew her as well as she knew me. 
 
   I walked over to a dark corner of the parking lot and sat on the curb. I don’t know why I felt the need to torture myself, but I had to know. 
 
   And my suspicion was confirmed as I sat there in the back of the parking lot after she had broken things off with me and I saw Nick’s classy Beemer pull into a spot a few minutes later. I saw him rush out of his car toward the building, and I saw him disappear inside a moment later. 
 
   Presumably he was running over to comfort her, to kiss her, to fuck her. He was there, replacing me. He got to be with her, while I got to live with the torment of getting so close and totally missing the boat. 
 
   I headed to my car and got in. Each motion was mechanical and automatic. I turned the key in the ignition and drove home. I arrived, dropped my keys and wallet on my kitchen counter, and crawled into bed. 
 
   And then, I did something I hadn’t done since my uncle had died six years earlier. 
 
   I cried.
 
    
 
   Sleep had always been my friend. A good friend. Maybe even a best friend. Our relationship was one of give and take; sleep gave to me and I took it freely. I could sleep through an earthquake (in fact, I had once). I could sleep through construction. I could sleep through a woman leaving my bed to save me from an awkward goodbye. 
 
   But it turns out that I couldn’t sleep through a broken heart. 
 
   I tossed and turned all night, unable to greet my friend, unable to give into the only thing that would help me forget about the hell I was in.
 
   I finally caught an hour or two just after dawn, the jarring sound of my cell phone ringing waking me up far too early. I opened my eyes, and they burned in the daylight. I hadn’t thought to close the blinds in my despair the night before, and sunlight streamed into my bedroom, attacking my swollen eyes with a vengeance.
 
   I glanced at my phone and saw her name and her familiar face lighting up my screen: “Julianne Becker.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   Of all the goddamn things to wake up to after losing an entire night’s sleep over her. 
 
   I didn’t have it in me to talk to her. I knew that she felt bad about what she did, but I wasn’t in a place where I could even hear her voice at that moment. I needed some time apart from her, time to figure things out. I was done living my life for her. That anger that I hadn’t felt when she had first told me she didn’t want to be with me was starting to rear its ugly head. 
 
   I was ready to just be selfish for awhile, and that meant not answering the phone.  
 
   I sent the call to voicemail after a few rings. She would know I purposely hadn’t answered, and maybe that would upset her. But I didn’t give a fuck if it upset her. No; that’s not true. I wanted it to upset her. I wanted her to hurt inside as much as I was hurting. But she had Nick to take care of her; she had someone to lean on, while I was left alone in the dust. She left a voicemail, which, to torture myself further, I listened to immediately. “Trav, it’s me. I had to call to see how you are doing. I’m just… I’m sorry about everything. Call me. I need to hear your voice.”
 
   Too bad for her that I couldn’t alleviate that need for her. 
 
   My phone buzzed again, this time with a text from my buddy Dan:San Diego women are fucking ridiculous.
 
   Women everywhere were fucking ridiculous. 
 
   Good ridiculous?  Or bad?  I texted back.
 
   Spectacular. When you coming out?
 
   I thought about it. Daniel Larson and I went all the way back to grad school. We had a ton of classes together, and through study sessions and bitching about professors, he had become my best friend. He also, incidentally, made a great wingman when I needed it, and I always provided him the same service. 
 
   Dan’s lifelong dream had been to live near a beach, so after we finished our degrees, he moved to San Diego. My dad didn’t want him to be competition for his company – he was that good at design – so my dad poached Dan from another company to help start a subsidiary in San Diego. Dan visited often because he still had family in Arizona and my dad held various trainings and meetings at the headquarter offices in Phoenix. 
 
   A plan formed in my head. 
 
   What if I moved there? I texted.
 
   Dan’s reply came in the form of a phone call. “Seriously? D and T back together? We would tear this fucking town up, dude.”
 
   I wanted to laugh, but I was too depressed. “Yeah. Seriously.” Certainly he could sense the depression in my tone. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Shit went down with Jules.”
 
   I knew he’d understand. He had been my friend for a long time, and he knew about that part of my life. He was the only person outside of my family who knew every detail about my love for Julianne. Well, as much detail as guys share with each other about their emotions. 
 
   “Sorry, dude.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Want to talk about it?”
 
   No. I didn’t do that touchy-feely shit. “Thanks but no thanks.”
 
   He laughed. “Gotcha.”
 
   And then I started talking. That was our thing. We could never admit to wanting to talk about something, but he was a good enough friend to listen.
 
   “I finally told Julianne how I felt, some shit went down, and in the end, she wrote me off for another guy. It’s officially over. I don’t even think I can be her friend anymore.”
 
   “Maybe you’re better off without her.”
 
   “Doubt it.”
 
   “What made you finally tell her?” he asked.
 
   “I was drunk, she was single. Seemed like a good idea at the time.”
 
   “But it wasn’t.”
 
   “It wasn’t,” I confirmed.
 
   “So now what?”
 
   “Maybe San Diego?”
 
   “My roommate moved out last month. I’ve got room if you need somewhere to stay.”
 
   “I may take you up on that.”
 
   I went into work to get my mind off of shit, but it didn’t work. At least the fucking waterworks were over, and I was thankful for that. I threw myself into a new project and stayed late working on it. I was working on a hotel design. I preferred clean, sleek lines, and I was sketching out the building by hand first. A lot of architects went right to the computer, but I liked seeing my ideas on paper first. Once I was happy with the basic design, I moved over to the computer and fired up autoCAD for my 3D design. 
 
   When I said I stayed late, I meant later than I’d ever stayed before in my career. It was a little after midnight when I got home, and I crashed, my friend sleep coming for a brief visit but not staying as long as usual. I may have gotten a good three hours that night. 
 
   Friday was more of the same. I was in robot mode, trying everything I could to just put her out of my mind and focus on work. 
 
   My work phone rang a little before lunchtime. “Travis Miller,” I answered automatically. 
 
   “T, it’s dad. Are you free for lunch?”
 
   My dad had nearly retired, but he did occasionally do business on the golf course, and he still came in to check on his staff a few times a week. It wasn’t rare for him to take me out to lunch, but I wasn’t in a good frame of mind for sitting around shooting the shit.
 
   “I’m in the middle of a project, Pops.”
 
   “I’m not taking no for an answer.”
 
   “Why’d you bother asking, then?” I grumbled.
 
   He laughed. “Meet me in twenty minutes.”
 
   “The usual?” The usual was Denny’s. My mom hated Denny’s, so anytime my dad and I went out by ourselves, we hit up our favorite place. It didn’t hurt that it was a four minute walk from my office, either. 
 
   “Yeah. See ya in twenty, kid.”
 
   I walked into the restaurant crowded with a lunch rush, my dad already having claimed a table. I spotted him and slid into the booth across from him. 
 
   “Hey, Pops.”
 
   “Hey, kid.” He glanced up from the menu at me, and he held his gaze on me for a moment, studying me. “You okay?” The concern in his voice was evident, affection written across his features.
 
   “Yeah. Why?”
 
   “You look tired.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   I blew out a frustrated breath and looked down at the menu. It was a charade for us both; we both always ordered the exact same meal when we went to Denny’s: a Grand Slam with scrambled eggs, bacon, hash browns, and pancakes, but looking at the menu gave me somewhere to look besides my dad’s prying eyes. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a no. But I will also take it that you don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   I drummed my fingers on the table, a nervous habit that I had picked up from the very man sitting across from me. “Thanks.”
 
   The waitress came by, saving me from a conversation I didn’t want to have. It was hard enough dealing with it on my own, but Jules was like family to my family. Despite my anger, I still inexplicably felt the need to keep her reputation untarnished in the Miller household. And telling my dad that she had slept with me and then dumped me would certainly tarnish her squeaky-clean image.
 
   We ordered our usual, but I opted for a glass of orange juice instead of my usual coffee. I was already wired up on caffeine from a fitful night’s sleep and any more would’ve just made my hands shaky. Try designing a hotel with shaky hands; it’s not easy. But, unfortunately, any tiny deviation in my usual meal at Denny’s caught my dad’s concern. 
 
   “Orange juice?” he asked after the waitress turned around. I studied her ass as she bounced away. She was cute. Maybe early forties – a little old for me, but I’d been with a handful of cougars. They were usually pretty wild in bed, but I wasn’t ready for sex. I couldn’t think about anyone except Jules as it was; I wasn’t sure what would happen if I got a woman in my bed. I’d probably break down in tears or some stupid shit. 
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t sleep well last night and I’m already wired on caffeine.”
 
   “Understood. Mind if I ask why you didn’t sleep well?”
 
   “Yeah, I mind. But I have a feeling you’re not letting me out of it.”
 
   “Smart kid.”
 
   “Jules and I are over.”
 
   A flicker of shock passed across his face, but he masked it well. “Didn’t that just start?”
 
   I nodded. “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, it didn’t end well and I already miss her like crazy.”
 
   “I’m sorry, kid.”
 
   I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Thanks. Can we, uh, talk about something else?”
 
   “Sure thing. This actually may work out better than I first thought.”
 
   I glanced up at him. “What might?”
 
   “I have some openings in San Diego. I haven’t told anybody this yet, but things are about to explode down there. We’ve got new structures left and right, lots of redesign and some new builds. A lot of retail, some hotels, and a multi-tainment center. I was going to ask your opinion on a few different projects, and I had planned on using Dan as a key in hiring some new people, but what if you two worked together?”
 
   “Like via Skype?”
 
   “No. Like via the same office.”
 
   “You want me to move to San Diego?”
 
   “The thought just occurred to me. I know you’ve always wanted to stay here for a lot of different reasons, but what if one of those reasons just gave you the motivation to spread your wings a little?”
 
   “Huh,” was all I could muster. This was too weird. 
 
   “Think about it this weekend. The hours will be a little firmer than the freedom I’ve given you here, but you’ll also have a little independence from your father.”
 
   I stared at him, thinking how weirdly coincidental it was that I had literally just spoken to Dan about this same possibility. 
 
   “I’ll need to know by Monday.”
 
   “I can give you my answer now.”
 
   The waitress dropped off our drinks, and my dad poured two creamers into his coffee, stirred it, and took a sip before looking me in the eye. “Well?”
 
   “I’m in.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded. “Sign me up. I need to get the hell out of this town for awhile.”
 
   “Your mother is going to kill me.”
 
   I shrugged. “She’ll be okay.”
 
    
 
   Sometimes it’s best to just start over.
 
   That was the guiding thought that led me to click “Check Out” on the U-Haul website, confirming my rental of a fourteen foot truck that I would pick up the following Saturday.
 
   I randomly told Dan that I was thinking about moving to San Diego, and then my dad told me about an opportunity for a job there? Sounded meant to be to me. The stars aligned or some sappy shit like that. The “why” didn’t matter; what did matter was that I was ready just to be there.
 
   My next move was to hit up Home Depot for boxes and packing tape. I would be starting my new job in San Diego in a couple of weeks, so I didn’t have much time to kill. 
 
   I was listening to a CD that Jules had made for me as I packed up my kitchen. Ironic, I know. It had all of her favorite songs from 2007 on it. 
 
   I had already packed my iPod docking station and all of my CDs (yes, I still had CDs), so I was forced to listen to the only CD that I could find, the one that was already in the CD player of my under-the-counter stereo in my kitchen that I hadn’t disassembled yet. Emerson Hart belted out, “I Wish the Best for You.”
 
   I liked Emerson’s sentiment, but I wasn’t sure I shared it. 
 
   Maroon 5’s “Makes Me Wonder” came on next, and the lyric, “And it really makes me wonder if I ever gave a fuck about you” hit a little too close to home for my comfort. I thought about that from her perspective. Did she ever give a fuck about me? Or had she used me to get the comfort she needed?
 
   With a friendship that went back as far as ours did, I had to believe that she cared about me and that she was just confused. I knew I had hit her with my confession of feelings at a low point for her, but I had hoped that she would be so overcome with the realization that she loved me, too, that she would just forget about what’s-his-name. 
 
   Turns out that didn’t happen.
 
   I pulled my plates off of a shelf and separated them with packing paper, wondering why I was torturing myself even more with this CD. 
 
   The next song was Justin Timberlake’s “What Goes Around Comes Around.” I chuckled to myself, the first sign of laughter I had felt in days. It would serve both of them right. I wasn’t malicious, but I was hurting. 
 
   And the CD was like a goddamn soundtrack of my life. They kept coming: Avril Lavigne’s “Keep Holding On” (no thanks… done with that shit), Hinder’s “Lips of an Angel” (Jules did have some amazing lips), Kelly Clarkson’s “Never Again” (damn right, Kelly), and finally, Nickelback’s “Rockstar.” 
 
   Okay, the last one didn’t have any significance to my situation with Jules, but I wanted to be a rockstar, too. Who didn’t?
 
   The irony wasn’t lost on me, and I finally decided to turn the damn CD off. It’d be easier packing in fucking silence than listening to all of the songs that reminded me of her. The whole point of this exercise in packing and moving was to get her off of my mind, anyway. It was time for a fresh start and something new, and getting the hell out of Arizona seemed like my only option. After the long history I shared with Jules, there were just too many reminders around me of what broke my heart and of what I could never have.
 
   My phone rang, and I picked it up when I saw who it was. “Hey, Mom.”
 
   “Dad filled me in. How are you doing, T?” 
 
   I wondered briefly what exactly my dad had told her. I had confided in him certain details about my sex life, in particular that Jules and I had slept together. My mom, not so much. She was too… motherly to share those details with. I assumed he just shared the details about Jules and me breaking it off and the whole moving to San Diego thing. “I’m okay,” I answered, scrubbing my hand down my face. I hated lying to my mom, but I didn’t want her to worry.
 
   “It’s not like her.”
 
   “No, it’s not. But she was hurting. She did what she thought was right.” I realized that I was defending her. I was defending her decision to fuck me and then dump me to go back to Nick. What kind of idiot was I?
 
   “I guess. I’m just so sorry.”
 
   “Thanks, mom.”
 
   “So you’re really moving?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. I just need to get away.” That damn lump was back in my throat.
 
   “How long will you be gone?”
 
   “I don’t know. We’ll see how San Diego works out for me. Maybe a few weeks or a month, or maybe a year. Years. I don’t know.”
 
   “I’ll miss you.”
 
   “I know, Mom. I’ll miss you, too.”
 
   “Call me every day.”
 
   I chuckled. “We’ll see.”
 
   “Then text me every day.”
 
   “You’re such a mom.”
 
   “Yes, I am. Your mom. And I love you and just want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “I will be. Thanks for calling. I love you.”
 
   “Love you, Travie.”
 
   I fucking hated the name “Travie,” but she was my mom. She was the only person in the world allowed to use that nickname. 
 
   I hung up with my mom and finished packing my kitchen, leaving out a few random items for last-minute supplies. I headed to bed, still completely crushed by Julianne’s betrayal, but feeling the tiniest spark of hope knowing that I was moving to San Diego, a place that would provide me with a fresh start.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I packed all weekend. I had lived in the same apartment since I had graduated from college nearly four years earlier, and for a dude, I was amazed at the amount of shit I had accumulated. 
 
   Saturday night found me at my favorite bar with two of my best friends from work, Bill and Mike. I can’t exactly judge how good looking guys are, but we must not have been ugly based on the female attention we were receiving. 
 
   Mike drove, knowing I needed a night out without worrying about driving, and the guys picked me up from my apartment a little after nine. I wanted to go somewhere where we could play pool, so we headed to the place closest to my apartment.
 
   The problem was that Saturday was Karaoke night.
 
   Kill. Me. Now.
 
   My buddies and I always bet money on our pool games, and I was one shot away from taking a hundred bucks from Bill when some chick got on the microphone and screeched Leona Lewis’s “Bleeding Love,” totally fucking up my shot and setting Bill up perfectly. Ultimately he won, so I sat there with not only a broken heart, but a hundred fewer dollars in my pocket. Plus the bleeding ears and the cringe on my face as I listened to the song.
 
   I was on my fourth whiskey and coke when a cute redhead came over to make conversation. I was a beer drinker. Almost exclusively. But on occasion, I partook in whiskey, usually just the nights I wanted to get real fucked up. I was succeeding, and then the redhead showed up while I was sitting on a barstool as Mike and Bill played pool.
 
   “Hi. I’m Shannon.”
 
   “Hi Shannon. I’m Travis.” 
 
   “You’re cute.”
 
   “You look smoking hot in those little pants.”
 
   She did. She was wearing some tight black stretchy things, and I could make out the exact shape of her tight little ass. She wasn’t hard to look at, but I realized that something was suddenly getting hard as my erection strained against my pants. It felt good that Travis Junior, or “TJ,” as I liked to call him, was awake again after being on lockdown for a few days. 
 
   Julianne Becker was suddenly the furthest thing from my mind.
 
   Okay, that’s not entirely true. The fact that my mind actually told me that Julianne was far from my mind was proof that she wasn’t. 
 
   Bill was trying to catch my eye to make sure I was okay, but I was too focused on Shannon to realize it. 
 
   Shannon leaned forward and kissed me. It was very forward of her, and it was also very weird. She wasn’t Jules, but she was drunk and I was, too. I grasped her hips and pulled her closer to me, so she was standing between my legs as I sat on the barstool. 
 
   My aggressiveness took her by surprise, and I used her gasp as my entrance into her mouth. I kissed her long and hard, my tongue exploring every curve of her mouth. I felt her softening into me, and her hands curled around my neck as she did things with her tongue that were probably illegal in at least seven states. She sucked on my lip, and I imagined her sucking on other parts of my body. Suddenly we were making out like two teenagers who snuck out of the house for some alone time. Only we weren’t teenagers, and we most certainly weren’t alone in the middle of the bar. 
 
   It hadn’t been long since my last random bar kiss, but suddenly an image of Jules entered my mind. Whenever I pictured someone in my mind, I always saw the same picture of that person. The image of Jules that was burned in my mind was from nearly eight years earlier. It was the day after our senior prom, and she was in a black bikini as we went tubing down the Salt River. The wind was in her hair, and she was grinning with a lighthearted, happy smile. I loved that image of her in my mind, and that’s what popped into my mind as I kissed someone else.
 
   She was never, ever far from my thoughts.
 
   I moaned, thinking of Julianne, but Shannon mistook it for passion, and her hands started working wildly all over me. 
 
   I knew it would be a total dick move to let her do what she wanted to me, but I was four drinks in and brokenhearted, so I didn’t have the proper mindset not to be a douche bag.
 
   She took my hand and pulled me up from my stool. I grinned as she led me back toward the bathroom. 
 
   “Not in here,” I murmured. 
 
   “No?” she asked.
 
   “Bathrooms aren’t very classy,” I said. I’m not saying it never happened in a bathroom, but there had to be somewhere cleaner and classier to have a quick grope.
 
   I let her lead me outside and around a corner. There was a doorway there, quiet and private and hidden from view. She kissed me and then shimmied down my body slowly. She got down on her knees and pulled TJ out, and then her lips wrapped around me she proceeded to give me the best head I’d had in a long time. Despite the abandoned pleasure of getting head in an alley, I couldn’t help but think she’d done this before. 
 
   It was quick and clean, and she swallowed it down with gusto. I briefly thought that I’d like that to happen again, but my heart wasn’t anywhere near it, and besides, I was moving to San Diego. 
 
   I zipped up and we returned to the pool tables. I bought her a drink along with my fifth. It was the least I could do after what she had done for me. We kissed a little more, and then we parted ways.
 
   I doubted I would remember her name in the morning.
 
   And I didn’t. I remembered very little of that night, actually. Mike informed me that I had consumed a total of seven whiskey and cokes, and he said I talked the whole way home about what I had dubbed my “Blow Job in the Alley.”
 
   I passed out when I got home and woke up a few hours later. I made it to the toilet in time to puke my guts out, and then I passed out again, this time on the bathroom floor. When I woke up again on Sunday morning, I realized how disgusting my bathroom floor was. And then I vowed that I was never drinking again. Ever.
 
   I was what my ex-girlfriend Brooke would call a “hot mess.” Sunday morning through afternoon was awful. I was more hung over than I’d been in years, and I felt guilty and a little embarrassed about my BJ in the A and not even exchanging numbers with the girl who did it. My actions were shameful, and I knew it. 
 
   The few minutes of pleasure the night before hadn’t been worth the self-disgust I felt that morning. 
 
   It was time to start turning things around, and I knew that San Diego would allow me to do just that. 
 
   I’d wallow in self-pity and douche-baggery for the next week, and then I’d pick my ass up off the floor and start fresh in California. I had to believe that it would work, because what I had done the night before wasn’t working for me. I was not that guy who went into alleys for random blow jobs. The best I could do would be to learn from the mistake I had made and not make that same mistake again.  
 
   I made a vow to myself: I was going to turn over a new leaf. No more random hook-ups, because they weren’t helping me get over Jules. It was immature and foolish, and I knew I just needed some time. 
 
   No matter how good it felt in the moment, the aftermath just wasn’t worth it.
 
   Maybe this was a sign that I was growing up. 
 
    
 
   Sunday night, my sister called me. She was married with two kids, both boys, and my nephews were the greatest kids known to man. I didn’t want my own anytime soon, but I loved hanging out with them and being Uncle Travis.
 
   “Hey, Lizzy.”
 
   “Hey Travie.” Oh yeah, my sister called me that, too. But only when I called her “Lizzy” first. She hated “Lizzy” as much as I hated “Travie.”
 
   “How are my awesome nephews?”
 
   “Parker has an ear infection, which is a delight. Jackson has endless energy. They weren’t playing well today.”
 
   “You sound tired.”
 
   “You sound like you want a punch in the gut next time I see you.” 
 
   We hadn’t always gotten along so well. In fact, when we were kids, we constantly fought. I’d pull her stupid pigtails and she’d push me. I’d call her mean names, and she always managed to retaliate with something even meaner. She was older than me, and hence bigger than me, so when we were little, before I grew muscles and started working out, she could take me on. We’d leave each other bruised and battered, and my parents would get pissed at us and tell us to stop, but we wouldn’t. 
 
   We still ribbed each other, and she could still be the ultimate bitch, but she always looked out for her baby brother, and for that, I was grateful. Now that she was a mother, she was different. She had become a mama bear, and she looked out for me like she did for her own kids sometimes. It was overbearing and annoying, but I got where she was coming from and I appreciated my sister. Even if she irritated the fuck out of me.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “Just kidding. I am tired. Really tired.”
 
   “Go to bed.”
 
   She ignored me. “I just talked to Mom. Are you okay?”
 
   God, the last thing I needed was my older sister’s sympathy. The bigger problem was that her best friend was Jules’s older sister, Jamie. Thank God Jamie was days away from delivering her second kid, or I’m sure Liz would’ve had additional sisterly details to share with me. Details I didn’t want to know about.  
 
   “I'm dealing.”
 
   “You’re dealing by running away. Is that smart?”
 
   “Fuck smart. I thought I was being smart, and it got me here.”
 
   “Oh, Trav. I’m sorry you’re hurting. I talked to Jamie.”
 
   Fuck. I had spoken too soon.
 
   She was waiting for me to respond. “And what did Jamie have to say?” I didn’t want to know, but I knew my sister wanted me to know. 
 
   “She said Jules was torn up over what to do. She didn’t want to hurt you.” Her voice was soft and soothing, and I had the sudden image of her rocking one of my nephews on her lap while she talked to me. 
 
   “Well, mission not accomplished.”
 
   “Think about it from her shoes.”
 
   “Are you serious right now?”
 
   “Travis, she loved two men. She was torn, and she did what she had to do. There had to be one winner in that situation.”
 
   “And one loser. You’re not helping me feel better.”
 
   “I think there was more than one loser.”
 
   “Can I get back to what I was doing now?”
 
   “I’m not done talking.”
 
   I sighed, frustrated, as I drummed my fingers on the countertop in front of me. I figured she wasn’t done, but I wasn’t in the mood for this conversation. I was pretty sure I’d never be in the mood for this conversation. “Fine. Finish up. I’ve got shit to do.”
 
   “She may be back with Nick, but you can’t just leave your life here behind.”
 
   “Watch me.”
 
   “What about the boys?”
 
   She was hitting where she knew it would hurt me. “Liz, it’s manipulative of you to try to get me to stay by using your children.”
 
   “I’m not using them. I’m thinking about how much they’re going to miss you.”
 
   “I’ll visit. They’ll visit. They’ll love the beach.”
 
   “Is there any way I can talk you out of this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I love you.” She never said that to me. We didn’t have that kind of relationship. We were more into sparring and joking than into hugs and declarations of love.
 
   “Thanks, Liz. I love you, too.” And in that moment, I felt a swell of love for my family and the unwavering, unconditional support they showed me.
 
   “Talk to her before you leave.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Just think about it.”
 
   “I will think about it. For you. And the boys.”
 
   “Get back to whatever you were doing.”
 
   “Thanks for your condescending bossiness.”
 
   “Thanks for being my douche bag little brother.”
 
   I chuckled as I ended the call, one thought sticking in my mind from our conversation. 
 
   My sister had told me to talk to Jules before I left. I didn’t think I could face her. Seeing her silky blonde hair and her bright blue eyes and her perfect body and knowing that I could never have her would kill me. I needed to somehow get the hell out of town without seeing her again.
 
   But there was one person who I did want to talk to before I left.
 
    
 
   I checked my personal email before work the next morning, and I had a new email from my sister:
 
    
 
   Travis,
 
   I’m here for you if you need me, and I’m sorry for what you’re going through. 
 
   I saw the attached picture on the someecards.com website and thought of you. 
 
   Have a great day little bro,
 
   Liz
 
    
 
   I opened the attachment and found a sketch of a doctor talking to a patient with the quote, “Seems like you have a case of being a little bitch. I’m prescribing you a heavy dose of man the fuck up.”
 
   What a bitch. 
 
   But it did get a laugh out of me. It felt good to start the day with a laugh instead of with the gut-wrenching hole in my chest that used to be my heart. That was dramatic, but it was also accurate.
 
   I scrolled through the someecards.com website and found a good one to reply to her with: “You should stop worrying about your weight and start worrying about your boring personality.”
 
   I poured myself into my projects at work. My plan was to finish out the week and do as much as I could before handing shit off to my colleagues, and then I’d pack up the U-Haul over the weekend and head out to San Diego sometime Sunday afternoon. 
 
   My days were fairly routine. Throw myself into work, stay late, go home, pack a box or two, try to get some sleep, toss and turn and maybe fall asleep the hour or two before my alarm clock was set to go off, and then get up and repeat.
 
   Wednesday started a little differently. Despite Sunday’s vow that I would never drink again, I partook in a few beverages on Tuesday night, thinking that maybe it would help me sleep. It hadn’t, but I did manage to fall asleep at 5:30 in the morning and sleep through my alarm that went off at 7:15. When I opened my eyes, it was 9:03. I was supposed to be at work at 8:30. 
 
   Fuuuuuuuuuck.
 
   I hopped out of bed and skipped the shower, running some water through my hair and brushing my teeth. I looked like shit and I knew it. But I had looked like shit for the past week, and it wouldn’t get better until I got away. There were too many reminders of Jules everywhere I went. I passed the neighborhood where we grew up on my way to the office. I passed her office on my way to work. I knew she was in there; I saw her car in the parking lot, and I felt angry. It wasn’t healthy to surround myself with the very things that were making me miserable. 
 
   You know how one minor event can ruin the whole day? That happened at lunch on Wednesday. 
 
   I kept shit in the fridge in the break room to make sandwiches when I didn’t have the time (or the energy) to go out to lunch. I pulled out two pieces of bread, found my ham and cheese, and grabbed a knife out of the drawer. I opened the fridge again to get the mayo out, and it wasn’t there. 
 
   The place where I kept my mayonnaise was empty.
 
   Fucking. Empty.
 
   I glanced around the fridge, thinking that somebody moved it on accident.
 
   But there was no mayo anywhere in that fridge.
 
   In the back of my mind, I knew it was just mayonnaise, but it was enough to push me over the fucking edge.
 
   “What the mother fuck?” I muttered.
 
   Casey, our smoking hot receptionist, had snuck up behind me. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I jumped at her voice. “My fucking mayo. That’s what’s wrong.”
 
   She stared at me in confusion. I was a professional (most of the time) at work, and I think it shocked her that I dropped an F bomb in the break room.
 
   “What about the mayo, Travis?”
 
   “It’s gone.”
 
   She looked nervous, like she didn’t know what my next move would be. “Want me to go out and get you some?”
 
   “No, Casey. I want it to be in the refrigerator where I left it.”
 
   “I’m sorry it’s not there. Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No. But there’s something I can do.”
 
   I abandoned my sandwich without mayo, leaving it on the counter. I had enough messes going on in my life, and today I was going to clean up one of those messes.
 
   Since I got in late, I felt bad leaving early, but I did it anyway. I finished a major project I had been working on with renewed energy, knowing that I was going to set one thing in my life straight. 
 
   I was starving as fuck, having skipped lunch and returned to my office after the mayo incident. If I couldn’t have a sandwich with some goddamn mayo, I didn’t want to eat.
 
   I got in my car at 4:45 and headed over to the building that housed the McMillan office. I silently prayed that I wouldn’t run into her, but I wouldn’t blame God if he didn’t want to answer my prayers. I hadn’t exactly been a good boy lately.
 
   I walked through the front to the elevators and pressed the button for the seventeenth floor. I glanced at myself in the mirrored doors as they closed. Jesus. I really looked like shit. My beard had filled in because I’d been too lazy to shave it, and my eyes were red from a week’s lack of sleep. I missed my good friend sleep, but I wasn’t sure how to mend that friendship, either. Hot mess, just like Brooke said.
 
   My heart started beating wildly in my chest with the knowledge that she was in the same space as me, but I wouldn’t let myself think about her. I had a mission to accomplish. 
 
   The receptionist up front greeted me, and my mind registered that she was hot, but I couldn’t focus on that. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Nick Matthews.”
 
   “Your name?”
 
   “Travis Miller.”
 
   She pressed a few buttons on her phone and said, “Travis Miller here to see you.” She listened to his response, and then she looked at me. “Take a seat. He’ll be right out.”
 
   I sat for exactly three minutes, drumming my fingers nervously on the arm of the chair, and then he appeared before me. We were quite the contrast; he was composed and cool where I was wildly abandoned and totally agitated. 
 
   “Travis,” Nick said. 
 
   I glared up at him.
 
   “Come on back.”
 
   I followed him to his office. He shut the door behind us.
 
   “Take a seat,” he offered.
 
   “No thanks,” I said. “This won’t take long.”
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Are you two back together?” I knew the answer, but I needed him to confirm it for me.
 
   He looked uncomfortable for a moment, but then he nodded. “Yes.” I appreciated his honesty.
 
   “Did she tell you everything?” I glanced around his office, not really seeing much of anything, nervous for what I was about to do. I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to talk to him, but I did. And I wanted him to know everything that had happened between Jules and me. I had a nagging suspicion that she had left out some of the details, and I felt like the fairest thing to do would be to make sure he knew everything before he went any further with her.
 
   Maybe it was my way of exacting revenge. In hindsight, I’m positive that’s what it was, but at the time, it was me striking out to hurt her because she had hurt me. 
 
   It was self-preservation. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Did Jules tell you what happened between us after you dumped her?”
 
   “She told me that you had gotten together.”
 
   “Did she tell you I fucked her?”
 
   He looked like I had punched him. His shoulders visibly tensed, and a sudden anxiety worked its way over his face. 
 
   Composed and cool no longer, he stared at me. 
 
   Clearly she had left out that little detail. 
 
   “What did you just say?” His voice was sharp as he ran a hand through his hair. He looked pretty fucking pissed. In fact, he looked like he wanted to kick my ass. And you know what? I kind of wanted him to try. I kind of wanted to fuck up that pretty face of his.
 
   “I fucked Julianne. When you broke her heart, she turned to me. And I know her well enough to know that she would’ve avoided that detail to protect your feelings.”
 
   There was a knock at the door while he processed my words. He continued staring at me, his gaze hateful and intense, and then he opened the door.
 
   My prayer had been denied. 
 
   There stood Julianne in all of her gorgeous glory. My body immediately responded to her presence. 
 
   She was it for me. And I wasn’t sure how I would ever get over this tragic turn of events.
 
   Her face paled as she looked first at loverboy and then at me.
 
   “Travis came here to talk to me,” he said to her by way of explanation. 
 
   “Hi, Travis,” she said, coming toward me to hug me. I backed out of her reach. Fuck that. If I let her touch me, if I touched her, I would never recover. I had to get out of there.
 
   “Don’t, Julianne. I’m not here for your pity. I came to talk to Nick, not you.” I wanted it to feel good to strike out at her, but it didn’t. It just hurt my heart even more. 
 
   When she heard me call her “Julianne” instead of “Jules,” she knew I was serious. 
 
   Tears filled her eyes, but I refused to give into my need to comfort a crying woman, most of all when it was Jules. “Travis, I am sorry for hurting you. I want you to be my friend again more than anything.”
 
   Her friend. I would never be anything more than her friend, and in that moment, I knew that to be an incontrovertible truth. 
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. I’m outta here.” 
 
   I had said my piece to Nick, and I was done. I headed toward the reception area and then opened the door and let it slam shut behind me. I got in my car and went straight home. I was starving after my little mayo fit at lunch. I stared into my refrigerator and realized that I had very little left. Only the staples, really; the things I always kept in my fridge: a gallon of milk, some American cheese, Dr. Pepper, and beer. I munched on a slice of cheese as I poured a bowl of Cap’n Crunch. I ate my cereal quickly and then cracked open a can of beer. I had fifteen cans and four bottles left in my fridge, and I wasn’t going to pack beer for my move to San Diego. So I got started on finishing what was left in my fridge. I had four days to clean the place out, and I suddenly wondered if nineteen beers would be enough to get me through the next four days.
 
   I drained the can in about ten seconds and headed to the shower. I felt greasy and dirty after missing my shower that morning, but as I scrubbed soap all over my body, I realized I felt dirty because of what I’d done to Julianne. I may have just fucked things up for her, and as much as I had been hurting, deep down I knew that revenge wouldn’t make me feel any better. I scrubbed and scrubbed, but that grimy feeling just wouldn’t go away.
 
   After my shower, I shaved the hair that had been growing on my face for a week. I looked in the mirror for a minute. I looked better, but my lack of sleep had taken its toll on my eyes. They were bloodshot and had dark bags under them. I needed sleep, but the only sleep I’d managed to get over the past week was either in the early hours of the morning or because I’d passed out. And drunken sleep wasn’t good sleep. 
 
   I pulled on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and found my flip flops. I took a walk to the pharmacy around the corner from my building to stock up on some sleep aids. I was willing to try anything at that point.
 
   I roamed the aisle for a minute, checking out my options. I was just comparing the merits of ZzzQuil versus Advil PM when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around.
 
   “Brooke.” My ex. The girl I had dumped for a shot with Julianne. 
 
   I gave her a quick hug, pulling back before I sent the wrong signal.
 
   “Hey, Trav.” She was wearing short shorts and a sweatshirt, and she looked beautiful. 
 
   “You look gorgeous,” I said. 
 
   “You look… like shit. A hot mess.” Her sad eyes had a touch of vindication in them.
 
   “Thanks for the honesty,” I said dryly, feeling a little insulted considering I’d just cleaned myself up.
 
   “What’s been going on?”
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t ask questions you don’t really want the answers to.”
 
   She pursed her lips. Those luscious lips. I thought back to exactly what she could do with those lips, and my main man TJ twitched back to life again. “Are you back together with her?” she asked, distracting me from those thoughts. It wouldn’t do anybody any good anyway.
 
   I almost repeated my advice about asking questions, but I figured she’d get some sort of pleasure out of my honest response. “No.”
 
   “Good.” She gestured to the products in my hands. “Losing sleep over it?”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “I’ve got a cure for that.” 
 
   I knew what kind of cure she could give me.
 
   I almost gave in. 
 
   Almost. 
 
   But then I thought back to the girl at the bar whose name I couldn’t remember, and I knew I’d only feel worse if I hooked up with Brooke. I couldn’t lead her on anymore. I’d already hooked up with her once since we’d broken up, and giving into the obvious sexual connection we shared wouldn’t be productive. She was a nice girl who deserved to be treated better than I would be able to treat her at the moment. 
 
   I smiled at her, but I knew the smile didn’t reach my eyes. I wasn’t in a place yet where I could genuinely smile at someone. 
 
   “I’m moving to San Diego,” I said.
 
   A flash of disappointment crossed her face, but she covered it well. I had a feeling she was hoping we’d find our way back to each other, but my moving to a different state threw a wrench in those plans.
 
   “When?” she finally asked.
 
   “This weekend.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know why.” She shrugged, and I was certain that some part of her was glad that I was hurting after the way I’d ended things with her. “I’m sorry about what happened with us,” I said, and I meant it. 
 
   “Oh.” That was all she could manage, and she seemed surprised at my apology.
 
   “Really, Brooke.” I set the sleep aids back on the shelf and pulled her into my arms. I pressed my hands against her back. She felt good, familiar, and she smelled great.
 
   “Are we really doing this here? In the middle of Walgreens?” she asked. Tears filled her eyes.
 
   “It looks like we are.” I kissed her forehead. “I’ll miss you.”
 
   “I already miss you.” She leaned up and planted a brief kiss on my lips. 
 
   “I know.” I did. We had a lot of fun together, but I had to end it with her when things started heading into serious territory. I knew I couldn’t go there when someone else was in my heart. And now that heart was shattered, and it would be a long time before I was in a place where I could even consider giving it to someone else. If ever. 
 
   “Want to grab a drink?” she finally asked.
 
   “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?” she challenged.
 
   “Because I know where it’ll end up. And I don’t think that’s something that would be healthy for either of us.” I felt a sense of redemption for being so strong after the way I’d treated the random BJ in the A girl from the bar. It was unusual for me to turn down any opportunity that could lead to sex, but I knew that it would be a horrible mistake for Brook and me to go there again.
 
   She nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   I smiled sadly at her and picked up the Advil PM again. 
 
   “Keep in touch, Trav.”
 
   “You too, B. Take care.”
 
   I headed to the register without looking back and paid for my sleep aids, and then I made a beeline for my apartment before I changed my mind.
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   Thursday morning was a little better because the Advil PM had done its job. It was the first good night’s sleep I’d had in over a week, and I awoke feeling refreshed after nine full hours. 
 
   My good friend sleep was back, and I had missed the fuck out of it.
 
   I got out of bed and poured a bowl of cereal, opting for a can of Dr. Pepper with my breakfast because I didn’t have time to make coffee. My phone buzzed with a text from my mom: R U coming for dinner Saturday?
 
   My parents held a standing Saturday dinner at their house. They held it early so my sister and I could still go out and live our lives, but if we were in town and didn’t have plans, we were invited every week for dinner. Usually we went swimming in my parents’ enormous pool (heated in the winter), even more so since Liz had the boys. She had taken them for swimming lessons, and at three and five, they had both become little fish. Their favorite activity was to jump from the deck onto their uncle in the water. I usually left bruised and exhausted but smiling from an afternoon with my family. 
 
   I texted her back.  That’s the plan.
 
   It was my last Saturday in Arizona before the big move, and I needed to say goodbye to my family. That was going to be the toughest part about moving to a different state. 
 
   I dragged myself through work, feeling like the hot mess that Brooke had dubbed me. While I was more awake and less shaky than I had been in a week, I also had the ability to think a bit more clearly, and I didn’t really care for the thinking material that provided me. I tried to forget about it and focus on my work, but Jules was always there, lurking in the back of my mind. 
 
   I was stuck on the “why” phase of my broken heart, which I hoped meant I was getting closer to moving on. Why had she chosen Nick over me? Why wasn’t I good enough for her? Why was I in love with someone who didn’t want me back?
 
   Friday was more of the same, but it was my last day at the office before the big move. That meant talking to a lot of colleagues and passing off my projects. I would have new things to accomplish in San Diego, and I couldn’t take my Arizona projects with me to California. 
 
   The secretaries pulled together a big lunch in my honor. It cheered me up some, especially because they ordered pizza from my favorite place. They gave me a case of beer and a Starbucks gift card, and they had taken a group picture and signed a card for me. It was very nice, but I hated being the center of attention. It just wasn’t my style; I was more laid back and behind the scenes. 
 
   I had left my phone in my office during the lunch, and when I returned, I checked to see if I had any messages.
 
   I had one. From Julianne. Jamie had the baby. It’s a girl – Hadley Rose.
 
   And it all came crashing back over me.
 
   I needed a fucking drink.
 
   I was happy for the Beckers. They were family to my family, and I was excited for a baby girl in my extended family after all of the boys. She would be a spoiled little princess. 
 
   But, unfortunately, I wouldn’t be the one spoiling her. 
 
   The thought depressed me, and I couldn’t summon up the strength to reply to Jules’s text. 
 
   I’d hold out for Liz to tell me, and then I’d send my congrats through her. I still wasn’t in a place where I was ready to deal with Julianne.
 
   My day came to a close, and I spent most of my time after lunch packing up my office. I had accumulated quite the number of books on architecture and design over the years that looked pretty cool on my office bookshelves. Mike and Bill helped me get the books down to my Chevy Silverado, and then I grabbed my portfolio of designs and saved my files to a flash drive. And then I was out.
 
   Mike and Bill had also volunteered to help me pack up my apartment onto the U-Haul, but, more importantly, they had volunteered to take me out to get me fucked up two more times while they still had me in Arizona. 
 
   So Friday night found us on the prowl. Or, more accurately, my buddies were on the prowl while they worked to get me drunk enough to forget. 
 
   And they succeeded.
 
   We headed to Mahogany, the same place I had gone for New Year’s Eve a little over a month earlier. While the place immediately reminded me of Jules, I had to admit that it was an awesome bar with a great vibe. The bar was, obviously, made from mahogany, and that’s where Bill, Mike, and I had settled in on three barstools with me in the middle. 
 
   “Barkeep!” Mike yelled obnoxiously over the dance music that pumped from the sound system. The male bartender looked over at him and then proceeded to totally ignore him. Bill pulled out a twenty and waved it around, and the bartender made his way over. 
 
   “What’re you having?” he asked.
 
   “Three shots of Jaeger,” Bill said. 
 
   The bartender looked at him. “You’re gonna need more than twenty bucks for three shots.”
 
   Bill glanced over at us, and then he took his wallet out to provide more money while the bartender poured our drinks.
 
   He passed the drinks across the bar to us. “Twenty-four,” he said to Bill.
 
   “Fuck,” Bill said. He looked at me. “Eight bucks for a shot?”
 
   I shrugged while he paid, and then the three of us toasted. “To getting fucked up,” Mike said, and we cheered and threw back the Jaeger.
 
   A hundred bucks later, the three of us were feeling good and drunk when three ladies walked up to the bar to order their drinks. I checked each of them out from behind since their backs were to us, and after they placed their orders, they turned their attention to my friends and me. Each one of them focused on one of us, as if they had some sort of pre-arranged deal. It wasn’t my first time playing that particular game, and I somehow found myself incredibly drawn to the hottest one, the one whose attention was on me.
 
   I gasped for breath as I gazed down the length of her petite, tight body and briefly thought that she could easily help me get over Jules. I frowned at the random thought. 
 
   She had dark hair and dark eyes, and she was short – a full foot shorter than me at least, if not more. She was Jules’s exact opposite in almost every way. Jules was tall with flowing blond hair and beautiful blue eyes while this woman was short with dark hair cut in a blunt style that fell just above her shoulders and dark, exotic eyes that I could get lost in. 
 
   In fact, I think I was already lost in them. 
 
   “Hey, tiger,” she opened.
 
   It was an interesting opener, but I was a few shots of Jaeger into my night and she was sexy, so I didn’t give a fuck. But even in my alcohol-induced haze, I knew I couldn’t take this gorgeous girl anywhere past that night. 
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” I said, grinning at her, still trying to catch my breath as I wondered what the hell had just hit me.
 
   “Want to dance?” she asked.
 
   I didn’t. I wasn’t much of a dancer, but I would have done just about anything to get close to her. It was like some magnet drew me to her, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her. But, paradoxically, just looking at her made me feel like I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   She was the opposite of everything I usually went for, but I had a sudden image of her naked body writhing under mine as my name escaped her lips on a moan.
 
   So I nodded, and she took my hand and pulled me to the dance floor. A sexy, sultry Justin Timberlake song came on, and I found myself grinding against this woman, more turned on than I had been in a long time. She could move. She was a great dancer, and she made me feel like I was a great dancer, too, even though I seriously lacked any semblance of rhythm. Except, of course, after I had a few drinks in me. Then I was a fucking rockstar on the dance floor. She thrashed around wildly to the music in a sexy way that revved up my man TJ, and I couldn’t help but visualize once again what sex with her would be like. The way she moved against me told me that it would be spectacular.
 
   I put my hands on her hips, my signature move that somehow made women melt apart at the seams for me, and she looked up longingly into my eyes. The look on her face said it all: She wanted me to take her home and fuck her senseless. 
 
   And I wanted to do just that.
 
   That whole vow of turning over a new leaf was suddenly shot to hell.
 
   I hadn’t yet laid eyes on this woman when I’d made that vow, anyway. 
 
   How the hell did this keep happening? I wasn’t complaining; I loved women, and I loved sex. But I wasn’t in a good place for random hookups. Or maybe I was. Maybe I was denying myself something I deserved and it was time to just give into it.
 
   She tilted her head back, and I planted a wet kiss on her mouth. I pulled back quickly, shocked at the spark I felt when our lips had met, and I kept dancing as she laced her fingers through mine on her hips. She grinned up at me, and I found that I really enjoyed just looking down at her gorgeous face. 
 
   I leaned down close to her ear, and I caught a whiff of her scent. She smelled like a citrus picnic on a summer day. I wanted to spread out a blanket and make myself comfortable.
 
   “I’m moving out of Arizona in two days,” I said. 
 
   Her grin widened when I pulled back, and she reached up and curled her hand around my neck, pulling me down so her lips feathered against my ear.
 
   “Perfect. I’m looking for something without strings anyway.”
 
   Jesus. 
 
   Christ.
 
   Did she really just say that? She wanted it as much as I did. 
 
   She had given me permission to ravish her for just one night.
 
   This was the perfect woman.
 
    
 
   Saturday morning found me hung over in bed once again, which really sucked because I had to pick up the U-Haul and pack up my entire apartment before my 4:00 dinner at my parents’ house. I forced one eye open and tried to focus on my clock. It was 9:41, and for a split second, I had to think about how I got home. And then the movement in the bed next to me forced me to think about what had happened once I had gotten home.
 
   I remembered Mike and Bill calling me a cab and throwing me in it. The gorgeous woman I’d been dancing with got in behind me, and we made out the entire cab ride. Her hand found my erection, which she rubbed through my jeans in the cab. I thought I was going to come in the car, but I barely managed to hold off. 
 
    My hands were equally exploratory as I fondled her perfect breasts, and then I slid my hand up the short skirt she was wearing and found just how ready she was to be with me. 
 
   I didn’t want to get her off in the back of a cab; I had some class left, so I kept my fingers to myself and just kept kissing her until we got to my apartment. I paid the driver and the two of us stumbled up my steps, our lips mostly connected for the entire walk, and then I fumbled with my keys as she stood between me and my door, her hands on my ass as I shoved in my key to unlock my door. The way she couldn’t keep her hands off of me was sexy in a purely physical, animal way. 
 
   We didn’t make it to my bedroom. She did a little strip show for me in the entryway, and I ripped my shirt over my head while I kicked off my shoes. 
 
   She eyed me hungrily, gazing at my chest as her eyes moved appreciatively down to my abs and then settled on the bulge in my pants.
 
   It wasn’t the first time a woman had looked at me like that. I enjoyed exercising and working out, running in particular, and I tried to eat healthy most of the time (except for my addictions to cheese, Dr. Pepper, and beer). I knew that my body showed off the hard work I put into it, and I welcomed the looks of admiration that woman threw my way. But something about getting that look from this woman sent a rocket of lust right through me, landing squarely in my groin. I had never wanted anything as much as I wanted her in that moment.
 
   She approached me confidently, a smile grazing those beautiful lips and lust glazing her exotic eyes. 
 
   Her fingertips ran over my chest and down my abs to the trail of hair that led downward, and then she unbuttoned my jeans, looking up at me through lowered lashes. She looked like a fucking animal, and I couldn’t wait to feel her from the inside. 
 
   She knelt down to take my jeans off, and then she reached into my boxer briefs to find my dick. Five Jaeger shots will do things to a man’s ability to perform, but I was hard as hell for this woman. She stroked me up and down, and I kissed her again. Her little strip show had eliminated most of her clothing. Her top and bra were gone, as were her panties, but she stood before me in her skirt and her black high heels. 
 
   She looked like every man’s wicked fantasy come true.
 
   And she was mine to feast upon.
 
   I backed away long enough to take my black boxer briefs off, and I stood in my entryway naked. We stared each other down, and I realized that I didn’t even know this woman’s name. 
 
   And then I attacked.  
 
   My mouth crashed to hers in a vigorous collision of lips and tongues. I don’t think I’d ever kissed a woman like that before. It was aggressive and fucking hot, and I never wanted it to stop. However, I was ready for something else to start… but I had to get a condom from my bedroom first.
 
   “Condom,” I muttered against her lips.
 
   “Pill,” she muttered back.
 
   “Is this okay?” I asked, her lips still attached to mine. We were both a few drinks in, but we were both sober enough to know what we were doing. I still had to ask the question, though. It wasn’t every day I shoved TJ into a woman I didn’t know without protection, after all. 
 
   She moaned a yes and deepened the kiss, and then I put my hands under her ass and lifted her up, plunging myself into her warm wetness as she threw her arms around my neck. 
 
   I felt her body stretch to accommodate me as she screamed in pleasure at our first contact. Good God, she was wild and I fucking loved it. 
 
   The feeling of skin to skin contact with this magnificent woman was out of this world. 
 
   She squeezed me tightly inside of her, and she threw her head back, her hands still curled around my neck as she moaned these little feral sounds in her throat that aroused the hell out of me. I had the perfect view of her gorgeous breasts. They were spectacular, bouncing around as I guided her up and down my length. I felt myself getting close; I was a fairly skilled lover, and I had been blessed with the ability to go all night on occasion, but this wild woman turned me on in ways I had never experienced before.
 
   All too soon, I lost it. I jetted hotly into her, and she leaned forward into me so her breasts pressed up against my chest, her head on my shoulder as she lost control, too, crying out as she tightened like a fucking glove around me and came along with me. 
 
   We stood in my entryway, still connected, and then I sank to the floor with her still clinging to my body as I stayed inside of her. It was warm and fantastic buried in there, and I didn’t want to leave. Ever.
 
   She gripped my shoulders with her hands and then lifted herself off of me. She settled into my lap and I cradled her in my arms. 
 
   I got the sudden feeling that I didn’t want to say goodbye to her.
 
   She stood up after a few minutes. She was still wearing her skirt and heels, looking utterly fantastic in my apartment. “Bathroom?” she asked as she kicked off her heels.
 
   “End of the hallway. Door’s open.”
 
   She nodded and then headed off down the hall. 
 
   I stood up and picked up my jeans, pulling them on. It wasn’t fair for her to be wearing bottoms while I sprawled naked across my apartment. 
 
   I headed into the kitchen and got two glasses of ice water, feeling myself sobering. I was fucking sweating from our little four minute encounter, and I needed some fuel. I wanted to do that again. 
 
   And when she returned, she had also lost the skirt. She stood in my family room wearing nothing but a smile. 
 
   “Water?” I asked, my voice husky and low and foreign to my own ears.
 
   “Please,” she said, equally huskily. 
 
   I walked it over to her, and seeing that perfectly tight little body naked in my family room standing before me was enough for TJ to twitch back to life. 
 
   This was new. I don’t think I’d ever recharged in less than an hour.
 
   But there he was, ready for round two.
 
   She sipped her water slowly, and I found even that to be sensual. Everything about her was sinful.
 
   She set her glass on the counter and turned toward me. 
 
   “You up for round two?” I asked. 
 
   She glanced down toward my dick. “Are you?” There was surprise in her eyes when she made out the outline, and I puffed with sudden pride.
 
   “It would appear so.”
 
   “Then lose the jeans and take me long and slow on your bed.”
 
   Did I mention that this was the perfect woman?
 
   After my recollection of the evening, I realized that it wasn’t so much a bad hangover as it was dehydration. We had a long and slow session where I took the top, and that lasted well over an hour, and then we both passed out until I was woken up a few hours later when I felt her hot mouth taking me all the way to the back of her throat. I returned the favor, worshipping the most delicious mouth-watering essence I had ever tasted, and then we both passed out again. I woke up the next time, and I wanted to be inside of her again, so I gently pulled her on top of me and she rode me sleepily with her fingers laced through mine until we both climaxed together for a fourth time.
 
    It had been an unforgettable night with a woman who already told me she didn’t want any strings attached.
 
   I thought of Jules for the first time since the night before, when I had first started dancing with this woman and made the comparison between the two. I realized that in the past ten hours, Jules hadn’t entered my mind once. And I had this woman to thank for that. This woman whose name I still didn’t know. 
 
   Half of me felt so utterly confused at what I was feeling, while the other half of me knew that it was exactly right. 
 
   I got up to alleviate myself in the restroom, and then I headed to the kitchen to put on the coffee. I slammed a Gatorade to try to rehydrate myself, and sleeping beauty was still in my bed when I returned, just waking up. She was naked, tangled in my white sheets, and she looked fucking adorable all sleepy and mussed from our night together. 
 
   “Hey, you,” she murmured. 
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” I said, not knowing what else to call her, feeling foolish that I didn’t know something as important as her name after the intimacy we’d shared but unsure how to ask after so much time had passed.
 
   “Come here,” she demanded softly, and I obliged, setting my cup of coffee down on my bedside table first and then taking off my basketball shorts. I pulled her into me, my arm under her head as she cuddled into my shoulder and threw her arm around my waist. Somehow her small body molded perfectly to mine. I lazily drew circles on her lower back with my thumb, idly thinking that my most favorite part of a woman’s body were the little dimples on her back right above her ass. And the woman sharing my bed had the singular most perfect back and ass I had ever seen in my life.
 
   “Mm. That feels like heaven,” she said, so I kept doing it. 
 
   She looked up at me, and I recognized that same look from the night before. She wanted it.
 
   “Again?” I asked, exhausted from our physical night together.
 
   “If you’re up for it.”
 
   I pushed my erection into her hip. “What do you think?” I grinned at her. She pressed a kiss to my chest, and in that moment I knew I had to find a way to hold onto her.
 
   Moving lightning fast, I scooped her up and then threw her down, pinning her to the bed beneath me. I grabbed both of her hands in mine and held them above her head, and then I licked my way down her neck to her breast. I suckled for a moment, savoring the pretty pink tip in my mouth, and then I kissed my way back up to her mouth. She kissed back, that same abandon evident in her, inhibitions apparently checked at the door. 
 
   I don’t think I had ever been so hard for a woman in my entire life. It was painful, and I needed to alleviate the pressure by being inside of her warmth. 
 
    So I did.
 
   I let go of her hands, and they were immediately on me, one tangled in my hair and the other pulling my ass toward her. I let my erection lay heavy against her entrance for a moment as I kissed her, the soft moans escaping her mouth spurring me on. I gazed down into her dark eyes and saw lust. And something else. 
 
   Something that told me that she was into me as more than a no strings attached type thing. 
 
   I don’t read into things, but I know what I saw. And then I guided myself inside of her, and I had the sudden inclination that I was home. I was where I was supposed to be. 
 
   I sank my teeth into her shoulder and she screamed out. Our morning sex was even better than the night before, her nails scratching down my back, pleasure edged with the slightest bit of pain as I rammed up into her. 
 
   Maybe it was because I was sober, or maybe it was because I had developed an attraction to this woman that was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Whatever the case, taking her in my bed that morning was by far the best sex I ever had in my entire life. It was slow and sensual and long and tender. And something about it meant saying goodbye. It meant saying goodbye to Arizona, perhaps, and to the horrific pain I’d gone through with Jules, but more than that, it meant saying goodbye to this incredible woman whose name I still didn’t know.
 
   After we both came hard into each other, we stayed in bed for a few minutes, neither of us wanting to end our time together. I had to get to the U-Haul place; my pickup time was 11:00, but I didn’t want her to leave.
 
   That was a definite first.
 
   I’d never spent the night with a woman that I picked up at a bar. 
 
   I know that seems odd given my colorful history, but any time I had taken a woman home, I made sure she left before morning. I drove her home or I invented an excuse or I packed her up in a cab. And if I had gone to her place, I did the same. 
 
   The phrase “one night stand” had the word “night” in it for a purpose. 
 
   Most of the time, I didn’t want to see the woman the next morning. It may have been a douche bag thing for me to admit, but usually the women didn’t look as good to me in the light of day.
 
   But something about this woman had me holding on. 
 
   And she looked even more gorgeous in the light of day than she had the night before in my drunken fog.
 
   “Shower with me,” I said, my voice low and gruff, and she nodded. I carried her to the bathroom much like we’d fucked the first time, her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms curled around my body, my hands firm under her beautiful ass, and we took a steamy shower where she lathered soap all over my body and I did the same to her. I massaged shampoo into her scalp, and she whimpered like she did right before she came. I was fucking hard again for her, not quite sure how that was happening, but she was different than any girl I’d ever been with. I was obsessed with the way she made me feel. I was obsessed with her warmth wrapped around me as I was inside of her. I was obsessed with the little moans that escaped her, with the way she held me against her, with her exotic eyes and her enticing body and pretty much everything about her.
 
   And clearly the feeling was mutual, because before I knew it, she was down on her knees in the shower getting me off with her mouth for the second time in less than twelve hours.
 
   Did I mention that this woman was perfect?
 
   I took care of her, making sure our orgasms were evenly matched where in the past I hadn’t really cared if I was evenly matched with a woman I had met at a bar. And then we washed again and stepped out of the shower. I wrapped her up in a fluffy towel, and she found my bathrobe, cuddling into it as she wrapped a towel around her hair. I shaved, brushed my teeth, and threw some gel into my hair, and when I emerged from the bathroom, I found her on my bed. I pulled on a pair of shorts and checked the clock. I needed to get a move on to make it to the U-Haul place by 11:00.
 
   “You know how I told you I’m moving?” I started the conversation, realizing that I knew nothing about this woman. We really hadn’t spent much time talking.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I have to pick up the moving truck by 11:00. Stay here, and I’ll be back in half an hour.”
 
   “I need to get going.”
 
   I can’t explain the depth of my disappointment hearing those words out of her mouth. 
 
   “No, you don’t,” I said, walking over to the bed and covering her body with mine.
 
   She smiled, and I was lost in the depths of those eyes. “Yeah, I do. I’m actually in town visiting a friend, and she’s got to be wondering where I am.”
 
   I nuzzled her neck and bit softly. She moaned. “So text your friend and let her know you’ll be back later this afternoon.”
 
   “No can do, Tiger.”
 
   “Tiger?” I leaned back to study her, my body still poised over hers. 
 
   “Yeah. Seems fitting. You’re ferocious and wild and at the same time playful and adorable.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat in my chest at her words. “I could say the same about you, Gorgeous.”
 
   Her eyes lit up at my compliment.
 
   Good God, how the hell was I ever going to let her go?
 
   She leaned into me for a kiss and then she pressed her hands against my chest. “If we start this again, I’ll never get out of here. And you’ll be late picking up your truck.”
 
   “Fuck the truck,” I said, leaning into her for another one of her kisses.
 
   She laughed beneath me.
 
   “We both need to go.” Her voice was firm, but I could sense her hesitation. She didn’t want to leave as much as I didn’t want her to go. 
 
   “Can I see you again tonight?” I murmured against her lips.
 
   She froze beneath me. “I… um, I…” I kept kissing her neck while she tried unsuccessfully to form a coherent thought. Her hands met my chest again. She was trying to be strong, but she was having a hard time. A real hard time. 
 
   “I don’t know if that would be a good idea. You’re moving, you’ve got stuff going on, and I told you last night, I’m not looking to start anything.”
 
   I pulled back, disappointed with her answer. I sat on the edge of the bed, and she sat up and laced arms around my waist from behind.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Her voice was soft as she cuddled her face into my back. She kissed the spot between my shoulder blades as she held me.
 
   “Don’t be sorry.”
 
   “But I am. I really like you.”
 
   “I really like you, too.”
 
   “This has been… amazing. Really. Outrageous. Cathartic in some ways.”
 
   It was like everything she said echoed my thoughts. “I agree. Spectacular.”
 
   “I’ll get dressed so you can go get your truck.”
 
   “Stay. Please.”
 
   “I can’t. But thanks for the offer.”
 
   I just looked at her blankly. I didn’t want her to go, but I didn’t know what to do to get her to stay.
 
   She stood up and started putting on her clothes from the night before. “I feel stupid asking this, but where are we?”
 
   “Tempe.” I gave her the cross streets and she typed it into her phone, presumably into a text to her friend. 
 
   “Is there a Starbucks around here?” she asked. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I’ll just hang there until my friend can pick me up.” She put on her shirt, and I was sad to see her fully clothed after the hours of naked we had spent together. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I will take you wherever you need to go.”
 
   “You’ve got packing to do. I'm not here to interrupt your life.” 
 
   “It’s not an interruption. I want to spend more time with you.”
 
   She glanced at me with sadness in her beautiful brown eyes. “I do, too. And that’s why I have to go.” She looked more than sad. She looked miserable. 
 
   And I felt it hit me. 
 
   The hours I had spent with her had been cathartic for me, too. The pain and sadness that Jules had caused were being replaced by the pain and sadness of having to part from this woman. And at that moment, the pain from leaving this woman behind felt so much stronger than leaving Jules behind.
 
   I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to move on from her. 
 
   I don’t know how it happened, but she had clawed her way into my soul in the twelve hours I’d known her.
 
   She walked to my door, and like a stupid puppy dog, I followed her.
 
   “Thank you, Tiger. You’ve done more for me than you’ll ever know.” She leaned into me for a hug, and I wrapped myself around her, crushing her body to mine. I loved how she stood a foot shorter than me. Her petite frame fit perfectly against me, and all I could think about in that moment was what it had felt like to fuck her. 
 
   The most perfect feeling I’d ever experienced. 
 
   She tensed up in my arms, and when she tilted her head back, she gazed into my eyes.
 
   “Tell me your name,” I begged.
 
   “I like that you call me ‘Gorgeous.’”
 
   “And I like that you call me ‘Tiger.’ But I want to know who you are.”
 
   “Names mean strings, Tiger. Attachment.”
 
   “Then maybe we’ve got strings.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something, and my lips automatically crashed down to hers. Her body remained tense at first, but then she melted into me, and I knew that this was our way of saying goodbye.
 
   The most perfect kiss of either of our lives ended, and she looked up at me one last time. Those eyes would be burned into my memory for the rest of my life. I saw tears fill them, and before she had a chance to let them spill over, she kissed my cheek one last time and then turned, opened my door, and walked out of my life.
 
   I stood in my entryway for a moment, gathering my wits about me as I stared at the closed door that she had disappeared through. 
 
   I wanted to run after her.
 
   I wanted to stop her.
 
   I wanted to tell her that I believed in love at first sight, as ridiculously cliché and foolish and absolutely stupid as that sounded. 
 
   But I didn’t. I couldn’t. She had made it clear that she didn’t want that with her words, even though I didn’t believe that she had any conviction at all behind those words. 
 
   I most certainly couldn’t set myself up for another heartbreak, and I couldn’t afford to hang around in self-pity. So I pushed it to the back of my mind, burying it and bottling it even though all I wanted to do was curl up in my bed and smell the citrus scent that she had left behind.
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   A little over an hour later, I was back at my apartment. Mike and Bill had met me at the U-Haul pickup location, and then we headed back to my apartment to load the truck. I was grateful for their help. We planned on packing from noon until 3:30, and then I had to head over to my parents’ place for dinner. Then I’d meet up again with my buddies for the last night we’d have together as three amigos out on the town, and I knew I’d miss my friends.
 
   But not as much as I already missed the mystery woman.
 
   I was glad for the distraction of picking up the truck. I’d been pathetic for long enough, wallowing over Jules and her betrayal for the past week and a half. My sister was right. It was time to man the fuck up, and the woman from the night before was the ticket to that. She made me realize that there was so much more out there than Julianne Becker.
 
   And in that moment, I knew what I really felt. Julianne had been such a fixture in my life for so long that I had turned her into a woman on a pedestal. Whether she deserved to be up there or not remained to be seen, but my night with Gorgeous had me believing that there was something more out there for me. Don’t get me wrong; I was still hurt over how Julianne had handled things between us, and I still was far from being over her and what she had put me through. But I saw an opening in the darkness. If it was the light from an oncoming train, so be it; but I had to believe that it was the hope I needed that I could end up happy.
 
    “So how was your night with that sexy little thing you brought home?” Bill asked as I stacked boxes on a handcart that he’d be taking down to the truck. Mike was in my guest bedroom taking my shelves down off the wall. 
 
   I glanced up at him and raised my eyebrows.
 
   “That good?” he teased.
 
   “Jesus Christ. I’m pretty sure she’s the most perfect woman who ever existed.”
 
   It was his turn to raise his eyebrows. “Damn.”
 
   “And I don’t even know her fucking name.”
 
   He whistled. “Seriously?”
 
   “It’s fucking crazy, but I can’t get her out of my head.”
 
   “You seem different this morning. Maybe better than you’ve been.” I knew what he was getting at; he didn’t have to say that I’d been a giant pussy since the stuff with Jules went down because I already knew. He continued, “I assumed it was because of the move, but you think it’s because of her?”
 
   I nodded. “She made me see that maybe Julianne isn’t the end of the line for me.”
 
   “Good for you, dude.”
 
   “Yeah. Good,” I muttered sarcastically.
 
   “What’s with the cynicism?”
 
   “I didn’t get her name or her number. All I know about her is she’s the most fucking fantastic girl I’ve ever laid eyes on. Or that I’ve ever laid. Period.”
 
   “So track her down.”
 
   “Did you forget that I’m moving to San Diego tomorrow?”
 
   “So what? If you want her, find her.”
 
   “She didn’t want strings.”
 
   He shot me a confused look.
 
   “No strings attached,” I clarified.
 
   “Ah. Sounds like the victim of a broken heart.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why we were so well-suited to one another last night.”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “Did you happen to get her friend’s number?”
 
   Bill shook his head as I placed the last box on top of the handcart so he could take it down. “No. We danced for a bit and then parted ways.”
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   “Let’s hit Mahogany tonight. Maybe you’ll run into her again.”
 
   “Okay,” I agreed, and then I went into the guest room to help Mike with the shelves while Bill headed down to the truck.
 
   I would be sleeping on the floor that night because everything else was packed tightly on the truck. My couch, my bed, my dresser. Boxes, furniture, artwork, clothes. DVDs, video games, books. It was all on the truck, everything except my swim trunks, flip flops, clothes for that night and the next day, my toiletries, and the cheese, beer, and Dr. Pepper that was left in my fridge. 
 
   I was ready to move to San Diego.
 
   Except San Diego was further away from her. Not “her” as in Julianne. “Her” as in Gorgeous, the woman who whirled into my life with a dance and left me with the conflicting feelings of hope versus being completely shattered.
 
   When we had moved my bed, we found a sparkly silver earring under the pillow. 
 
   I recognized it as hers.
 
   It was like a little souvenir of my night with her, and that earring flooded me with strange emotions that I wasn’t used to. Why hadn’t I gotten her name? Why hadn’t I figured out some way to get her number? 
 
   We packed quickly, and Mike and Bill left around 3:00. We made plans to meet back at my place at 9:30, and then we’d cab it over to Mahogany. 
 
   I headed to my parents’ house, excited as always to see my nephews and glad for the distraction my family would surely provide.
 
   My parents’ house was huge; my dad had essentially built a design empire with his company, Miller Designs, and he loved to spoil my mom with the dividends. They had seven thousand square feet to themselves with plenty of fancy upgrades, but the best part of their entire house was their backyard. It looked out over the mountains, and they had an enormous pool complete with waterfalls and rocks surrounded by palm trees. It was the perfect oasis for relaxation, and I always felt like I was on vacation in their backyard. It was one of my favorite places in the world. 
 
   As I made my way around the side of the house, through the side gate and to the backyard, I found my three- and five-year-old nephews wearing floaties and jumping from the ledge into the deep end of the water. My sister lounged in the shallow end on one of the built-in seating areas in the pool while my brother-in-law, Wes, caught the boys as they jumped in. My dad was starting the grill, and my mom was in the kitchen making potato salad.
 
   “Uncle Travis!” Jackson – the five-year-old – yelled when he saw me. I threw my towel and my t-shirt on a nearby lounge chair as he came running over to me, hugging my leg and soaking me in the process, making me glad I wore my swim trunks over instead of something nicer.
 
   The air temperature was a chilly seventy-two in early February, but my parents’ pool was heated. I dove into the deep end, sending a deluge of water over Wes and Parker, and then Jackson jumped in behind me.
 
   I laughed at my nephew whose main goal became splashing Uncle Trav.
 
   “Hey Trav,” my sister said from the shallow end. 
 
   “What’s up, Lizzy?”
 
   “Just missing my baby brother.”
 
   “I liked your e-card.”
 
   “I hated yours.”
 
   I chuckled and lifted Parker above my shoulders. He squealed as I prepared to throw him into the water, and then I let him fly.
 
   He came back up. “Again!” he yelled, so I did what he wanted, and then his brother swam up so I could throw him in, too. These boys knew how to give me a workout. 
 
   Parker climbed up on my shoulders. I headed over toward Wes, who had Jackson up on his shoulders, and we played an intense round of chicken in the water.
 
   My mom emerged from the house a few minutes later. “Hey, T,” she yelled to me. 
 
   “Hey, Ma,” I yelled back.
 
   “We need to talk,” she said.
 
   Those words were ominous, and it just was not something a man ever wanted to hear from his mother.
 
   My sister shot me a look that said, “Better you than me.”
 
   “I’ll be back, boys,” I said.
 
   “Wait!” Jackson yelled. “Throw us in first.”
 
   I swam over to the side of the pool and lifted myself out gracefully, and the boys rolled themselves out in their best imitation of me. I threw them each back into the water from the side as they giggled in that way only little kids can, and then I grabbed my towel and headed over to my mom.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked, rubbing the towel through my hair to dry it.
 
   “Are you okay, T?”
 
   I glanced over at her and then wrapped the towel around my waist and sat in a cushy chair. “Been better. Been worse,” I answered honestly. Shit, I’d been better the night before when I’d started dancing with Gorgeous, and I’d been worse when she had first left my place that morning. And neither of those events had anything to do with what my mom was asking me. 
 
   I was on a goddamn roller coaster.
 
   “Pam is upset,” she blurted, referring to her best friend who also happened to be Julianne’s mother.
 
   “God, not this. Please. Anything but this.” 
 
   “She said Jules texted you about Jamie and the baby and you didn’t answer her.”
 
   “Are you seriously asking me about my texting habits?”
 
   “No. I’m seriously telling you that I don’t want you to act like a child. Our families have been friends for years.”
 
   I was silent for a moment, trying to find the best tact to answer her. I was done defending Julianne to my family; that was for sure. Now that I’d backed away from the situation for a minute, now that I’d been with someone else, someone who made my heart beat faster in my chest, someone who allowed me to see past my hurt and anger, I realized an awful lot about the situation that I’d been blinded to because of the pain that Julianne had caused me. “Do you realize what she did to me, Mom?”
 
   “I know the basics. You really hurt her when you went to talk to Nick.”
 
   “Why are you defending her? Shouldn’t you be on my side?”
 
   “T, I taught you to be the bigger man, not to rub your misery in someone else’s face.”
 
   “She had it coming, mother.”
 
   “You didn’t need to be the one to tell him. What happened between you and Julianne was between you two. It was up to her to tell him the details.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t want to discuss this with you.”
 
   “You need to see her before you leave town.”
 
   “No, I don’t. She’s the reason I’m leaving. And she doesn’t deserve that closure.”
 
   She sighed. “I was afraid of that. She really hurt you, didn’t she?” She said it like a statement, not a question.
 
   “Why don’t you ask Pam?” I said icily.
 
   “Don’t take that tone with me.”
 
   I sighed in frustration. “Sorry.”
 
   “Have you thought about the closure that you might need?” she asked.
 
   “I’m good, Mom.”
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   “Yeah, I am. I’m going to San Diego, I’m starting over, and I’m going to be fine.”
 
   She looked at me with a mixture of pity and sympathy, and it nearly killed me to see that look on her face.
 
   “Mom, stop. Please.”
 
   She blinked and the look was gone. “Okay. I love you, T.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “Go play with your nephews. Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.”
 
   I grinned and headed back to the boys, glad to be done with that conversation but at the same time grateful for the loving and supportive family I had been born into.
 
   My dad grilled steaks, and we had potato salad, broccoli and cheese casserole, and Caesar salad to go with it. It was a fantastic meal capped off with a homemade cheesecake my sister had brought, and I was in heaven. I was really going to miss these Saturday dinners, but more, I was going to miss the time with my family. I vowed to drive into town once in awhile to spend time with them. It was only a six hour drive, and it would be well worth it.
 
   “We’re going to head to the hospital to see Jamie and meet Hadley. Want to come?” my sister asked me while Wes took care of changing the kids out of their swimsuits and into clothes after dessert. We were standing at the kitchen sink doing the dishes after dinner while my parents relaxed out on the patio. It was our deal; they provided us a meal, and we picked up after it. It was only fair.
 
   My sister scrubbed while I either placed the dishes in the dishwasher or hand dried them.
 
   I shook my head. “No, thanks.”
 
   “You sure?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve got plans tonight. But send my best to Jamie and Brandon. Text me pictures. I’m just not ready to deal with the Beckers at the moment.”
 
   She nodded. “You’re okay, though?”
 
   “Yeah. I had a good night last night.”
 
   She glanced up at me. “New girl?”
 
   “Don’t be nosy. It’s not becoming.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Ew. Not with my sister.”
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “No.”
 
   She splashed some dishwater at me.
 
   “I hate you,” I said.
 
   “I hate you more.”
 
   This was more like it, the normal banter between my sister and me.
 
   “I met a girl last night. We had some fun. There’s not much else to tell.”
 
   “Trav, this is huge.”
 
   “This is why I didn’t want to tell you. It’s not huge. It’s not some big deal. It was a one-night thing.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “Because you seem more content today. I haven’t seen you like this since…” She paused, thinking. She handed me another dish. “God, maybe since high school when you and Jules were actually dating.”
 
   Funny that I seemed more content to both my sister and to Bill when the pain on the inside of letting go of the woman from the night before stabbed at me in a consistent dull ache.
 
   “I didn’t even get her name.”
 
   “God, you are the mother of all douche bags.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.”
 
   “You had sex with a girl whose name you didn’t know? Sounds like it was ‘like that’ to me.”
 
   “A, I don’t want to be discussing my sex life with my sister. And B, you weren’t there.”
 
   “Thank God for that.”
 
   “It was…” I didn’t know how to define what had happened between us. “It was good. It helped me see beyond Jules.”
 
   “That’s a start.”
 
   “Yeah, it is. And I wanted to see her again, but I’m leaving for San Diego tomorrow. What good would it do?”
 
   “Maybe a lot of good, Trav.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe.” The best I could hope for was that she’d be at Mahogany that night.
 
   We finished the dishes and my family left after a tearful goodbye. I had to promise my mother (again) that I’d text her every day if I couldn’t call. I hugged my nephews tightly, nearly tearing up a bit at saying goodbye to them. Wes and I hugged man-style, pounding each other on the back, and my sister kissed my cheek. And then my dad came in for a hug, and I almost lost it. Despite the fact that he was my boss, he was also a great friend to me, and I knew I was going to miss our random lunches at Denny’s and our man-to-man talks.
 
   I still had a few hours to kill before my last big night out on the town, and I needed to burn some energy.
 
   I jumped back into the water and swam laps. I sliced my arms powerfully through the water, kicking along until my lungs burned and my arms felt like jelly. It was the best workout I’d had in awhile besides all of the sex the night before, and I idly wondered as I drove home what had given me that burst of energy. Usually after marathon nights of sex, I was wiped the next day or two, but something about my night with the mystery woman had renewed and energized many aspects of my life.
 
   When I got home, I took a long, hot shower, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman I’d showered with in that very spot that very morning. I thought about her hands on my body, the way her eyes looked up at me as she was down on her knees before me, the way she kissed me. 
 
   I was devastated by the loss. 
 
   I clung to the hope that she’d be at Mahogany that night, but deep down I knew she wouldn’t be. She didn’t want something with strings, yet I felt them tied inextricably around my heart. No matter how hard she’d fight me, if we were to see each other again, there was no way we’d be able to deny that there was more to it than sex. And so, because of our conversation and the way she had left my place earlier that day, I had a feeling she wouldn’t put herself in a place where she had the potential of running into me.
 
   But I still had hope.
 
    We arrived at Mahogany a little after 10:00, having finished the beer in my fridge before we left so I didn’t have to take it to California. I quickly scanned the room when we entered, but I didn’t see her. While I would never forget any tiny detail about her beautiful face, I had no recollection of what her friends looked like, so trying to track her down through them was a dead end. Mike and Bill remembered what they looked like, and Bill had filled Mike in on the details of my night, but they didn’t see her friends there, either.
 
   We settled into a table in a corner and the waitress kept the beers coming. I was subdued for my last night in town. I thought I’d be in the mood to party it up, go out with a bang, but I felt like I’d rather be anywhere else than the bar where I had met the woman I’d never see again. The same bar where Jules had first kissed Nick and the same bar where I’d kissed Brooke at midnight only a little over a month earlier. So much had changed in that time, and more changes were imminent as I thought about the truck parked outside my apartment building with all of my belongings on it. 
 
   My buddies sensed my change in mood. I had become introspective, and they knew the emotional toll the thing with Jules had had on me; now I had this new woman to try to get over piled on top of the shit stack that my love life had become.
 
   While on one hand I would be forever grateful that this woman had helped me see beyond my pain from the Jules situation, on the other hand, I had to face the facts. She disappeared from my life as quickly as she had come into it, and I had no way of tracking her down. Not a name, not a phone number. Not a friend. Nothing except a goddamn earring.
 
   So I would move to San Diego as planned and start over. Only now I needed that fresh beginning more than ever.
 
   “You having fun, man?” Bill asked when I drained my third beer.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Is it because of the girl from last night?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You want to leave?”
 
   “Nah. Let’s have some fun. It’s my last night here.”
 
   “You’ve had a lot going on, bud. It’s okay to take a break.”
 
   “I don’t need a break. But I do need another beer.”
 
   Bill called the waitress over.
 
   We called it a fairly early night so I could get going at a decent time the next day. I could tell Bill and Mike were disappointed that our night didn’t end up being a blow-out, but my heart just wasn’t in it. My heart was too busy being broken. By two different women. 
 
   I was so fucking done with women.
 
   Except that was a total lie.
 
   Sunday morning found me turning in my apartment keys and hitching my Silverado to the back of the truck so I could pull it along behind me as I drove to California. I slipped the earring that Gorgeous had left behind into my pocket, holding onto the one remnant from our night together. I walked across the street to Starbucks and grabbed a coffee and some food to sustain me for my car trip. I glanced around the place when I walked in, wondering where she had sat the day before as grief overwhelmed me at the loss of that perfect woman. I was leaving behind Arizona, which meant that I was leaving behind the mystery woman. 
 
   After Starbucks, I headed to Walgreens to stock up on Twizzlers and Dr. Pepper – my favorite road trip goodies. I couldn’t get her off of my mind, but it was about time to head out.
 
   A glance at the clock told me it was noon, so I texted Dan to let him know I was on my way, and then I thought briefly about Julianne. I had to let Jules know I was leaving. Despite everything that had gone down, I still felt an allegiance to the woman who had held my heart for as long as I could remember. The chance encounter with Gorgeous had left me feeling more sad than anything else, but I was finally able to accept the truth about the other woman who had broken my heart. Jules didn’t want me the way I had always wanted her. And I was okay with that. Now that I had tasted what else could be out there for me, it was time to find a way to move on from Julianne. It hurt like hell, and it would take some time, but I could see that I was going to be okay.
 
   The problem was that I wasn’t sure if I would be able to move on from the mystery woman. 
 
   I didn’t want to actually talk to Jules, so I didn’t call her cell. I took my mother’s words to heart, and she was partially right. I felt bad that Jules was hurt when I went and told Nick about us, and I had to let her know that I felt bad about that before I left town. I called her landline at her apartment, taking the chance she wouldn’t be home. For once, my prayer was answered. 
 
   “You’ve reached Julianne. Please leave a message at the beep. Thanks!”
 
   “Hey, it’s me. Um… So I hate how we left things. I don’t want you to be mad at me for talking to Nick, but he deserved to know what happened. Anyway. So, the real reason I called is to let you know I’m going to live with my friend Dan for awhile in San Diego. I just need something different. I have to get away from all of this… uh… this shit. So… well, anyway. Later.”
 
   I should’ve thought it through before I left the message, because I knew I rambled. But it was good enough. It was done, and now I was free to start the truck that would lead me to my new life.
 
   A couple of hours into my solo road trip, my phone rang. I had been lost in thought about Gorgeous, wondering how I was supposed to move on from here. I glanced at the screen and saw that it was Jules, but I didn’t want to discuss it. I had nothing more to say to her, and I didn’t want to hear her try to convince me that I was making the wrong decision by moving. I didn’t want to hear her apologies. I just wanted to move on in peace.
 
   I sent it to voicemail.
 
   I had a bad feeling about it, but I was moving to San Diego for a fresh start. Talking to Jules on the way seemed like a foolish way to hold onto the past when I was ready to start my new life.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot to Dan’s apartment a little after 6:00. After being alone with my thoughts for the past six hours, I had arrived at several conclusions during the long, lonely ride.
 
   I was ready to be selfish for awhile. I loved women and sex too much to write them off, and Dan had already told me how many lovely ladies the town of San Diego had to offer, so I was ready to just have some fun. Maybe Gorgeous had the right idea: No Strings Attached. After the drama of her combined with the drama that Jules brought into my life, I wasn’t ready for anything serious. I was ready to hit the new town as the new and improved Travis Matthew Miller.
 
   I hopped down from the driver’s seat to the street and stretched my back. I could see the beach from where I stood in the parking lot, and I immediately knew I had made the right decision. 
 
   I glanced around. I had visited Dan before, so I knew what I was getting myself into, but seeing the beach from my spot in the parking lot confirmed it.
 
   I felt a surge of something between excitement and expectation rumble through me.
 
   I grabbed my overnight bag containing my clothes and toiletries, and I headed toward the open building and walked up to Dan’s fourth floor apartment. I knocked on the door, and he opened it a minute later. “Hey buddy!” he greeted me, giving me one of his signature guy hugs, hitting my back twice.
 
   “Hey, man,” I said, setting my bag down inside the door.
 
   “Welcome to your new home.”
 
   I grinned. “Good to be here.”
 
   “You want to unpack the truck or grab dinner first?”
 
   “I don’t think it’ll take long to unpack the truck. Let’s start there and then grab dinner after.”
 
   My apartment in Arizona had been fully furnished, so I had a lot of shit that I was bringing to Dan’s place. I lucked out in that the roommate that had moved out a month earlier had taken a lot of furniture with him, so there actually was space for my stuff. 
 
   Dan’s job at my dad’s firm in San Diego must have paid well, because his apartment was fucking incredible. He must’ve been doing better than I thought he was.
 
   The apartment had three bedrooms; two were master suites complete with walk-in closets and full bathrooms, and the third was a guest room. There was a third full bathroom in the hallway, and the apartment featured a huge kitchen, a dining room, a family room, a laundry room, and an office. The décor was modern and the place was spacious. It was pretty nice digs for two dudes.
 
   A little over two hours later, the truck was unpacked and ready to be returned the following day. My dad had wanted to me to start working right away, but I told him I needed a couple of days to adjust to my new life in California, so I would be starting on Wednesday, and Dan had taken Monday off to show me around town and help me return the truck.
 
   The thing I loved the most about my new apartment in San Diego was the location. It was walking distance to the beach, and there was a fantastic little bar right on the way. That fantastic little bar was where Dan took me to dinner.
 
   The bar was called Skips, and it was one of those dive bars that’s perfect for playing pool with buddies. Sexy women somehow poured into the place even though I imagined it as the type of place that had a thick layer of smoke rising above the crowd before smoking was banned in public places in California. My guess was because of its proximity to the beach. 
 
   They served bar food, but it was good bar food: Juicy burgers, spicy hot wings, and crispy potato skins. And ice cold beer.
 
   I ordered my first beer as a California resident, and the waitress, a cute blonde girl with a great ass, winked at me when she set it down. I grinned at her, and things were already looking up.
 
   Not that I’d forgotten about the woman from Friday night. She was still in the forefront my mind despite my pact to myself that I was bottling and burying my feelings for her. 
 
   That time alone in the truck had forced me into the realization that it was one of those surreal nights that I would always treasure. Unfortunately for me, it couldn’t be anything more. The thought of that still shattered me, but it just wasn’t meant to be. And I needed, as my sister so lovingly told me, to man the fuck up.
 
   Dan and I split varying levels of hot wings; I opted for medium while he chose hot, and the hot were fucking HOT. I felt beads of sweat forming on my forehead as I gulped down buckets of ranch dressing trying to alleviate the burn. 
 
   After we ate, we sat around shooting the shit and drinking beer.
 
   “Talk to me about the scene,” I said.
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “Take a look around,” he ordered. I did. “What do you see?”
 
   “I see pool tables. You game?”
 
   He laughed. He knew I’d kick his ass every time.
 
   “Maybe later. What else do you see?”
 
   “I see a lot of sexy blonde women.”
 
   “Welcome to California,” he said, raising his bottle in a toast.
 
   I chuckled and tapped my bottle to his.
 
   “Did you talk to her before you left?” he asked out of the blue.
 
   I shook my head, knowing he meant Jules. “No. I left her a message letting her know I was moving, but I didn’t want to talk to her.”
 
   “You seem to be holding up okay.”
 
   “You know something? I am. But it’s not because of Jules.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “I met a girl on Friday.”
 
   He arched an eyebrow. “And?”
 
   It’s funny how guys talk about sex. We share dirty summaries, at least Dan and I always had, but when a girl walked into the picture and I actually cared about her? I didn’t want to share one damn thing about my night with Gorgeous. Maybe because feelings were suddenly involved. But since I would never see her again, and he wouldn’t go away until I told him something, I did what guys do. “I fucked her.”
 
   “And?” he repeated.
 
   “And it was… good.” I glanced down at the table and played with the rings my bottle had left on the table.
 
   “Good?”
 
   I sighed. “Yeah. Real good.”
 
   “Just once?”
 
   “If I’m being honest, I fucked her four times and she gave me head twice between Friday night and Saturday morning.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “That’s not typical for me.”
 
   “Thank God. I was starting to question the idea of having someone with your stamina sleeping across the hall from me.”
 
   I laughed, and we both focused on our bottles for a moment. I finished mine and then started playing with the label. 
 
   “So what’s next?” he finally asked.
 
   “What’s next is I find some California woman to keep me warm at night.”
 
   “What about the four by two girl?”
 
   I chuckled at his nickname for her. “The four by two girl is history.”
 
   “How do you let someone like that go?”
 
   “Not by choice,” I said dryly.
 
   “So what happened, then?”
 
   The waitress walked up and we ordered another round. 
 
   “She wanted a no strings attached deal,” I said after the waitress walked away. “We were both drunk when we established that there would be no strings. We didn’t exchange numbers. Or names, for that matter.”
 
   “You are my hero.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   “I once dated a girl for three years and I got a total of two blow jobs from her. You got two in one night and you let her walk out your door?”
 
   “I’ll repeat, it wasn’t my choice. I tried to get her to stay.”
 
   “So I take it she somehow helped you move past the Julianne thing?”
 
   “Kind of.” I glanced over at the television and watched one play of the basketball game that was on before I continued. “I’m still hooked on Jules. I think I will be for the rest of my life. You don’t get over your first… everything, you know?” Dan nodded, and I kept talking. I was usually a man of fewer words, but something about being in a new place with an old friend was comforting. I wanted to get it all out, and I wanted to hear what my closest buddy had to say about it. 
 
   The waitress delivered our beers.
 
   “So how are you really doing with all of this?” he asked.
 
   “I had a shit ton of time to think about that on the way here, and I have to chalk up what happened with the four by two to a really hot night and a really good time. And I have to let Jules go. I have to let her be happy with that douche bag, but I also think that means I have to cut her out of my life.”
 
   “Can you do that?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I can try to move past it someday, but it doesn’t mean I will just forgive and forget.”
 
   “You sound scorned and bitter.”
 
   I chuckled. “I am.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll ever be friends with her again?”
 
   “I don’t know the answer to that, either. All I know is that I’m here in California and I’m ready to forget about Jules and that bullshit for awhile.”
 
   “Good for you. And I know just the person who can make you forget.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Hooking me up with someone already?”
 
   “Not exactly. I was thinking about Willow.”
 
   “Who’s Willow?”
 
   “My favorite dancer at the strip club.”
 
   I grinned. “I like the way you think.”
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   Monday morning greeted me with my first California hangover. I was stiff from sleeping on a couch; we hadn’t put my bed together before we had gone out to dinner, and we were too wasted when we got home to bother with it, so I passed out on the couch that we had placed in the office.
 
   I sat up and stretched, thinking back to the night before. It had been fun; after a few drinks at the bar by my new place, we called a cab and headed to the strip club. Dan was right; Willow was enough to make a person forget his problems for awhile, but I woke up with that same sense of disgust I always got after visiting a strip club. 
 
   It’s funny how a person can say something, and at the time you think it’s dumb, but later on it comes back to haunt you. That’s what ruined strip clubs for me. My mom had once said that I should never go to a strip club “because that’s somebody’s baby up there gyrating on stage,” and now every time I watch a topless woman dancing in front of me on a stage, her words come back to haunt me. 
 
   Thanks for that, mom.
 
   But what kind of friend would I be if I hadn’t gone with Dan after he suggested it?
 
   I grabbed my cell phone only to find I had slept until almost noon. We must’ve gotten in later than I thought. 
 
   I headed toward my bedroom, and I found the mound of boxes that were waiting to be unpacked. Just what I wanted to do when I had a headache and my mouth felt like I had been chewing on cotton all night.
 
   I slipped out of the clothes I’d worn to the bar (and subsequently passed out in the night before) to take my shower, emptying the contents of my pockets onto the dresser. 
 
   And amid the assortment of receipts and dollar bills, out slipped the mystery woman’s earring.
 
   I held it in my hand for a moment and turned it over. It was silver and simple and it glittered in the light. I set it on my dresser on a sigh, wishing I knew her name for about the millionth time since our night together.
 
   I felt a little better after my shower, and then I headed out to the kitchen. Dan was just pouring a cup of coffee, and he looked like he just woke up, too.
 
   “Fun times last night,” he said.
 
   I nodded. “I need coffee.”
 
   He handed me an empty cup. “And Aspirin,” he said.
 
   “Ibuprofen, preferably.”
 
   “Pussy.”
 
   “Aspirin upsets my stomach.”
 
   Dan chuckled. “We’re not kids anymore, are we?”
 
   “Nights like last night make me feel fucking ancient.”
 
   “Because the stripper was eight years younger than you?”
 
   “God, now I feel like a dirty old man.”
 
   “Don’t. It was fun.”
 
   My head cleared a little with my first sip of coffee. I glanced at the clock again: 12:17. “Fuck.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I had to return the truck by noon. I will now be charged for another day.”
 
   Dan laughed. “Well that sucks.”
 
   “Penance for getting drunk and going to the strip club.”
 
   We headed for the U-Haul return center, Dan in his Mercedes and me in the truck, and after we returned the truck, Dan drove us to one of his favorite restaurants near the pier. We had fish tacos and cervezas for lunch as we sat out on a patio and enjoyed the sunshine and scenery. I could get used to this life. Too bad I had to start work in two days.
 
   When we returned to the apartment, Dan helped me put my bed together, and then I did some laundry and unpacked a few boxes. We ordered pizza for dinner, and I was just heading into my bedroom to unpack a few more boxes when my cell phone started ringing.
 
   I glanced at the screen: Nick Matthews. Jules had given me his number when they first started dating in the event of an emergency. Why the fuck was this bastard calling me?
 
   The hurt and anger over what Jules had done to me came rushing back at me.
 
   “Are you calling to tell me about how you’ve won?” I answered.
 
   There was a pause, and then, “It’s Julianne.”
 
   I felt like an idiot. “Oh. Hi.”
 
   “What do you mean that he’s won?” she asked.
 
   I still wasn’t ready to talk to her. Her voice was enough to slice through the tiny progress I had made in moving on from her, and hearing her on the other end of the phone just brought everything back to the surface. “Julianne, if I knew that this was you, I never would have answered.” Maybe I wanted her to hurt, too.
 
   “How are you?” she asked.
 
   “Shitty.” My answer was automatic, but not entirely true. I was actually doing better since I had moved to California. Better, really, since Friday night and my encounter with the gorgeous woman from Mahogany.
 
   You know how something amazing happens and the next day it’s all you can think about, and you’re still thinking about it the day after that, but then it starts to fade to a memory and soon you’ve forgotten that it had ever even happened?
 
   My night with Gorgeous was not like that. My memories about my wild Friday night hadn’t diminished at all. It was as real as if it had happened ten seconds earlier.
 
   Yet I had Jules on the phone, and I wanted to put her through the same hell she had put me through. I wanted her to feel pain.
 
   “I can tell,” she said.
 
   “I thought about calling you. But I didn’t.” Low blow, but I didn’t care.
 
   “My cell phone was wrecked in the accident I got into in your apartment complex lot yesterday.”
 
   My heart stopped for a moment as concern for the woman I had loved for half of my life flooded through me.
 
   Now I just felt like an asshole for the things I’d said. I couldn’t be there to take care of her, not that she’d want me to anyway, and she had gotten into an accident in my apartment complex parking lot. I suddenly felt totally responsible for her accident, even though the rational side of me knew that there was no way I could be at fault. I hadn’t even been in the same state as her.
 
   “Travis?” she prompted.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, suddenly so in love with her that it hurt. 
 
   “I will be. Broken wrist, concussion, nasty cuts on my head and arm. But I’ve got plenty of painkillers, so I’ll be okay.”
 
   There are times in life when a person cares so deeply about another person that we take on their pain as our own. In that moment, I felt her pain. Physical from her accident and mental from what had happened between us.
 
   I felt weak from our conversation. I had built up some strength in being away from her, but her voice telling me that she was hurting tore me apart. Destroyed me. “I’m sorry, Julianne. Feel better.”
 
   “Travis, I’m so sorry about what happened between us.”
 
   In that moment, I couldn’t take any more. If I had to listen to her beg for forgiveness, I knew that any hope I had left that I’d be able to get past what she’d done would be forever gone. I was too weak when it came to her. I couldn’t allow her to deteriorate me further. “I’m sorry about your accident. I can’t go beyond that with you right now.”
 
   “Please listen to me,” she begged. “I have—”
 
   I had enough. Her voice was pulling me back into that dark place where I’d resided in the week after she had dumped me for Nick, and I couldn’t go back there. Not after what had happened with the mystery woman. I had to focus on the hope that I’d taken from our one night together. 
 
   I cut Julianne off. “I can’t do this. I’ve got to go. Get well soon.”
 
   I hung up the phone and realized that my hands were shaking. I hadn’t moved from the hallway where I stood when I had first answered the call, and it took a great effort to place one foot in front of the other to walk into my room. 
 
   “Were you talking to me?” Dan poked his head in my room a minute later.
 
   “No. Sorry, had a phone call.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” I lied.
 
   “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   “It was Julianne.”
 
   “Oh. What did she say?”
 
   “She got into a car accident yesterday.”
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   “Will be.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t want to get into it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “She started apologizing. She wanted to talk about things.”
 
   “And you didn’t?” he surmised.
 
   “Correct. Still don’t.”
 
   “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “No. I’m not. This Julianne thing has fucked with my head. I was doing fine until she called.”
 
   “You’ll get back there, man.”
 
   “That girl from Friday got me past it, and now I don’t have her. I don’t have Jules. I don’t have anything.”
 
   “You’ve got California, bud. At your fingertips.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Thanks, man. I know I’m being a fucking pussy with all of this girl talk.”
 
   “Don’t. We’re in this together now, and I’ve got your back.”
 
   Dan headed to bed a little while after that since he had to get up for work the next day, and I fucked around in my room for awhile with my boxes, ultimately working on setting up all of the components for my television. 
 
   I needed some fresh air, and a walk sounded nice.
 
   I headed to Skips since it was close and they had beer. I still had a dull headache from my hangover, but nothing helped cure those better than a good rally. 
 
   I took a seat at the bar so I could watch ESPN on the big screens. I was never really one for sitting in a bar by myself, but for some reason, Skips felt good.
 
   The waitress from the night before sidled up next to me and took a seat at the bar.
 
   “Hey, handsome,” she said in her sultry voice. She wasn’t wearing her Skips t-shirt, so I took it she was off the clock.
 
   “Hey, yourself,” I said.
 
   “I was hoping you’d be back.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve seen your friend in here, but you’re new.”
 
   I nodded. “Just moved here yesterday.”
 
   “Well, welcome. I’d love to initiate you to this town.”
 
   “I would love to be initiated.”
 
   She grinned, and she was really pretty. She had green eyes that lit up with her smile, and her blonde hair looked natural and hung in a long, straight curtain down past her shoulders. She was wearing a white tank top and jeans shorts, and the ensemble was doing things for me. I thought about spilling my beer on her shirt just to see what she had hidden underneath that white top, but I restrained myself.
 
   I finished my first beer and she called over the bartender to get me a second, ordering herself one, too.
 
   “I’m Travis.” 
 
   “Tracy,” she said. “Do you live close by?”
 
   I nodded. “Right up the street. You?”
 
   She nodded, too. “The apartments just north of here.”
 
   I smiled at her. “Me, too.”
 
   “Well isn’t that lucky?”
 
   “It could turn out to be.”
 
   “You play pool?” she asked.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “I’ve got a deal for you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “You beat me, I pay for your drinks. I beat you, I take you home to my apartment.”
 
   “Sounds like a win-win for me.”
 
   She leaned in close to me, and I could smell the flowery scent of her perfume. “Oh, it will be. Trust me.”
 
   Damn. My night was turning around.
 
   After the painful conversation with Julianne, Tracy was a much-needed distraction.
 
   We headed to the pool tables, each with a fresh drink in hand, and she racked the balls. 
 
   “Ladies first,” I said when she looked up at me as if to decide who was going to break.
 
   She pocketed two solids on her first shot, and I had to admit I was already impressed. She sank another two and then it was my turn. 
 
   I pointed with my stick to the pocket I was aiming for, and I knocked in three before scratching by sinking the cue ball.
 
   She easily dropped in another two, so she had one left plus the eight ball. 
 
   I had a lot riding on this. Drinks paid for by this fine young lady or a trip back to her apartment.
 
   I was really enjoying San Diego so far, even though both my conversation with Jules and my night with the mystery woman were still on my mind.
 
   She missed her last solid, and I caught up quickly. We each had one left, and then I made a fatal error and put her last solid right into the pocket.
 
   She easily sailed the eight ball into the corner pocket she had pointed to, winning the game. 
 
   She skipped over to me and threw her arms around my neck, planting a noisy kiss on my lips.
 
   Did I mention how much I was enjoying San Diego so far?
 
   I threw a few bills on the bar and she grabbed my hand and led me out. We walked up the street to her apartment. Mine was on the fourth floor on the west side of the building, facing the beach. Hers was on the second floor on the east side in a different building. 
 
   In the back of my mind, I thought it probably wasn’t a good idea to hook up with the first girl I met in San Diego. Especially because she worked at my new hangout and lived in the same complex as me. 
 
   But those thoughts were blown to hell when she slammed the door shut behind us and threw her arms around my neck again. I gripped her hips in my hands and lowered my head to hers, and our lips met. 
 
   She was a good kisser, and she was cute and fun and flirty, but she didn’t have the wild, exotic edge I had experienced only days before. I couldn’t help the comparison that crept into my mind. She didn’t have what I was looking for, but she was warm and willing. 
 
   “Trace, is that you?” I heard another woman’s voice yell into the hallway.
 
   “Yeah,” she yelled back, her lips still glued to mine.
 
   I heard footsteps approaching, and then the same voice said, “Oh, sorry.”
 
   I broke apart from Tracy and glanced up. Dark hair met my gaze as the woman looked down at the floor to give us privacy, and my heart quickened in my chest at the sight of her dark hair. It was cut in the exact style as the gorgeous woman’s hair. When she looked up, my heart rate returned to normal. 
 
   It was odd that a woman who held such a minimal resemblance to my mystery woman should have such a profound effect on me. I chalked it up to the beer and figured I’d be fine come morning. 
 
   “Sorry, didn’t know you brought a guest home.”
 
   “This is Travis. Travis, this is Kim, my roommate.”
 
   “Hey, Kim,” I said, trying to abate the awkwardness of the situation by pulling my hands from Tracy’s hips and reaching out to shake one of Kim’s. 
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Kim was pretty, too, but even from this distance I could see that she had self-esteem issues. She didn’t carry any air of confidence about her, and she seemed shy and reserved. Confidence was a huge turn-on, maybe even more so than actual looks.
 
   “Did you need something, Kim?”
 
   “It can wait until morning.”
 
   “Travis, do you mind giving me a minute?” Tracy turned her attention back to me.
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “You can go hang in my bedroom. Second door on the right.”
 
   I obeyed her command and walked to her bedroom. It was very girly. Almost sickeningly so. She had a hot pink comforter and pictures of princesses adorned the walls. I vaguely wondered how old she was, because this room looked like it belonged to a twelve-year-old, not to a seductive waitress who picked up patrons from her bar.
 
   I sat on her purple desk chair and waited for her to come back, trying not to feel like a dirty old man for the second time that day.
 
   I glanced around the room and saw lots of pictures. Collages of group photos where Tracy was puckering her lips like a duck were on just about every spare surface of the room. I never understood that pose on women. They thought they looked hot when in actuality they looked pretty stupid. 
 
   I pulled out my phone for something to do while I waited. I had a text from Bill asking how my trip was, and one from my mom reminding me that I hadn’t made contact yet that day. I texted her back right away and let her know that I returned the U-Haul and was getting settled in. A second text from my mom informed me of Julianne’s accident, and I wrote her back and let her know that I already knew about it. I also had a text from my sister, just checking in and letting me know my nephews couldn’t stop talking about how much fun they had at my parents’ pool over the weekend.
 
   Ten minutes later, Tracy walked in. She was carrying two bottles of beer, and I immediately liked her more for bringing me alcohol.
 
   She pressed the bottle into my hand, and I gulped most of it down with one long swig.
 
   She moved to straddle my lap, but, unfortunately for us both, the moment was ruined. I cooled down when her roommate had interrupted us, and her princess bedroom was enough to bring me from midnight back to six.
 
   “I need to get going, Tracy.”
 
   She puffed out her bottom lip and pouted at me. Fucking pouted. Like a two year old in her Disney princess bedroom. The whole scenario was just… weird.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.” That was a flat out lie, but she didn’t need to know.
 
   “Why really?”
 
   “I’m just getting over a breakup. I can’t get back into something.”
 
   “I don’t want anything other than a fun night.”
 
   “Then I have to be honest with you. I can’t do that with Fiona from Shrek staring down at me.”
 
   She giggled, and it was endearing. “Not the first time I’ve heard that one. My daddy pays for my apartment. He decorated like this on purpose so I’d be too embarrassed to bring boys over.”
 
   “Didn’t work?”
 
   She took the beer bottle from my hand and then set hers down, too. 
 
   “Most guys get past it when they see these.” She lifted that white tank top over her head and released her glorious breasts from her push-up bra, and suddenly I didn’t give a shit about Fiona’s judging eyes.
 
   My body responded to hers, and I was back at midnight. She moved to straddle me again, and this time, I let her. Her fingers dove into my hair, tangling around and tugging lightly as one of my hands found her hips and the other found her breast. Our mouths met in the middle, and she moaned into me as she gyrated on my hard dick. She sucked on my bottom lip and then nibbled gently. I groaned at the feeling, and then she pulled my shirt off over my head. The feeling of her bare chest against mine was fantastic, and I leaned down to take one of her pink nipples in my mouth. She screamed out, and I was momentarily reminded that she had a roommate, but if she didn’t care, then I didn’t, either. It wasn’t my roommate that I’d have to get up and face in the morning after a very loud sexual encounter.
 
   I stood up with her wrapped around me and deposited her on the bed. Taking the top, I hovered over her, still kissing her as one arm supported my weight and the other moved to graze her skin. 
 
   “So, Tracy. How far do you want to take this?” I murmured against her neck.
 
   “Oh God. I want you, Travis,” she managed, her voice hoarse. 
 
   I flipped her over and took the bottom, pulling her on top of me. She arched back and bounced her breasts around, and then she pumped up and down over me a few times. She looked good from that angle, but, then, what woman didn’t look good when she was half naked and straddling me?
 
   A flash of the mystery woman’s face passed through my mind, and I froze for a second. But then Tracy pulled me up so I was in a sitting position. She took my head in her hands and kissed me good and hard, like she was kissing away the memory of Gorgeous, and then she shimmied down me and traced the outline of my erection through my jeans. 
 
   But Tracy’s kiss couldn’t eliminate my memory of the woman I’d never see again. 
 
   It also didn’t eliminate Jules from my mind as an image of her face flashed through my mind, too. 
 
   What was I doing here? I was hooking up with the first woman I met in San Diego, and I wasn’t in a place where that was a smart idea. I was lost, shattered over two different women for two very different reasons, yet I was in a third woman’s bed. 
 
   Let me rephrase that: I was in a third woman’s pink princess bed.
 
   And then Tracy undid the button of my jeans and reached in, and all coherent thought left my brain for a moment as I went for her shorts while she worked me over. She backed out of reach, stroking me with the absolute perfect amount of pressure. 
 
   This wasn’t her first rodeo.
 
   She increased her speed and then slowed it down, and everything she did brought me closer to the edge. I went flying over it into oblivion a few minutes later, and then she sat up and took off her shorts. She was wearing a black thong, and I slapped her ass cheek. Hard. It was there and peachy and waiting for me.
 
   She yelped and then took off her thong, and she settled into the bed next to me. I leaned up over her and kissed her, trying to keep it slow and tender. I believed in equality, and I wanted to get her off, too. But I was just so damn tired, and now that I was done, I was freaked out by the animated princesses staring down at me again, not to mention the warring images of Jules versus the mystery woman that wouldn’t stop floating through my mind.
 
   I knew that kissing Tracy slowly would speed along the process of getting her off as it had proven to have a high success rate in the past. As I worked to pleasure her, I wondered if the two of us would get together again. It was convenient for both of us, and if we had chemistry, I couldn’t see much wrong with the occasional hook-up.
 
   Except for the fact that I knew that I would never feel the depth of feelings for her that I had for the other two women on my mind. 
 
   I was momentarily distracted by the green princess on the wall behind Tracy. If this was going to happen again, it would have to be at my place.
 
   I drove my fingers in and out, setting a rhythm, and her breathing quickened as she got closer to the edge. I pulled my fingers out and rubbed her magic button, and when I leaned down and ever so softly bit her nipple, she cried out in pleasure and then fell apart beneath me, squeezing my hand between her legs as she came fiercely.
 
   She grinned at me, and I smiled back, collapsing back on her pillows. 
 
   “Well. That was fun,” she said.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “We’ll have to do it again. Soon,” she murmured, and then she kissed my forehead and stood up. She washed up in the bathroom, and I stood up and pulled on my jeans and my t-shirt. I was just putting my shoes back on when she emerged.
 
   “You don’t have to go,” she said.
 
   But I did. I wasn’t one to hang around after a hookup, and if this was going to happen again, I had to set the precedent. 
 
   Besides, Fiona would never agree to a coed sleepover.
 
   “Yeah, I do.” I pulled her into me and kissed her by way of apology, and then we exchanged numbers.
 
   I almost said, “Next time, we do this at my place,” but I stopped myself. I didn’t really want some entanglement, especially not with a girl who worked at the bar I was going to be frequenting and who lived in my apartment complex. It was easier to take off when I was the one doing the leaving. Besides, I reasoned, she had told me that she just wanted a night of fun. And fun had certainly been had. So I left it at that and walked the short distance to my apartment.
 
   On Tuesday afternoon, I was unpacking more of my boxes when lunchtime rolled around. I thought about going to Skips. What if Tracy was working? Would she take it as an indication that I wanted something more? I didn’t, but I did have a hankering for a cheeseburger, and Skips was the closest. I took it as a good sign that she hadn’t texted me yet; that meant that she wouldn’t be a clinger, and hopefully she had meant what she said the night before: “I don’t want anything other than a fun night.”
 
   I covered the short distance to Skips in a few minutes.
 
   Four women sat at the table by the door, and it took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the dark bar after being out in the bright sun. I pulled off my sunglasses. Some men rested sunglasses on top of their heads; I didn’t, because I didn’t want to mess up my hair. Some guys put their sunglasses in the neck at the back of their shirts; I didn’t, because I thought that looked douchey. So I stuck my aviators in the v-neck of my t-shirt as I threw on my confident swagger walk and headed to the bar, pretty sure that I could feel the eyes of the four ladies by the door on my ass.
 
   I sat in the same seat I had been in the night before and remembered when Tracy had walked up to me. It had been a fun night, but I knew it would never amount to anything more than just a string of fun nights with her. And I was cool with that, as long as she was. The bartender came over to take my order. He looked more like a bouncer than a bartender. “Hey dude, you’re back again?”
 
   I smiled. “Closest place to my new digs.”
 
   “Welcome. I’m Max.”
 
   “Travis.”
 
   “You go home with Trace last night?”
 
   I nodded, a little weary to be discussing this with him.
 
   “She’s a sweet girl.”
 
   “Yeah.” I wasn’t sure where he was going with this conversation. 
 
   Lucky for me, he dropped it. “What can I get for you?” 
 
   I placed my order and watched the basketball and golf highlights on ESPN while I waited for my burger, and a text from my dad buzzed through. Hey pal. Thinking about you. 
 
   I smiled at my dad’s text. He was the poised patriarch of my family, typically devoid of emotional outbursts, but I knew he was concerned about me. 
 
   Hey Pops. Thanks. Doing well so far. Excited about work tomorrow.
 
   Good. You will have your hands full.
 
   For some reason, an image of Tracy’s breast filling my hand the night before popped inappropriately into my mind at that moment. And then it was immediately replaced by an image of Gorgeous and her perfect breasts filling my hands. I realized later that one person didn’t pop into my mind in that moment: Julianne Becker. I felt the progress of baby steps.
 
   Ready for it. Thanks for everything.
 
   You bet, kid. Take care of yourself and text your mother. She’s worried about you and driving me crazy.
 
   I chuckled as the bartender set down my burger. “Enjoy,” he said.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After lunch, I decided to take a walk on the beach. I hadn’t been there yet despite the fact that I’d been living in San Diego for over thirty-six hours. I paused on my way out the door to send a smile in the direction of the four ladies who still sat in their booth, and I heard a squeal erupt from their table when as the door slammed shut behind me. I grinned as I stepped out into the sun and pulled my aviators from the v-neck of my shirt and threw them on, feeling pretty damn good about myself.
 
   I could smell the salt in the air as I strolled down the sidewalk on the five minute walk to the beach from Skips. The sidewalks were surprisingly crowded for a Tuesday afternoon in early February, particularly because it was much too cold out to get in the water with the air temperature at a brisk fifty-nine degrees.
 
   I took my shoes and socks off when I got to the sand and rolled my jeans up a bit. I was wearing just a t-shirt with my jeans, and I found it was chilly near the water. A breeze blew by and I felt the cold slice through me. 
 
   I found a rock big enough to sit on, and I dropped my shoes in the sand next to me as I took a seat. I felt relaxed and content and really, really glad I had moved to San Diego.
 
   I was excited to start my job the next day, knowing it would allow me to focus on something other than the relationships I managed to keep fucking up in my life.
 
   I thought of Gorgeous first. My nickname for her was certainly fitting, but more than that, she had wanted me as much as I had wanted her. It started out so innocently, but that’s not how it ended up. Just thinking about her, about those sexy dimples in her lower back just above her ass, was enough for TJ to twitch in my pants. I still wanted her, painfully so, but I had to face the truth: She was not a viable option for me. 
 
   Next I thought of Tracy. She was a nice girl and we’d had some fun, but I couldn’t form something with her beyond that. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that our hook up had probably been a mistake. It might make for an easy friends with benefits type relationship, but I had to clearly mark the line for us. I couldn’t allow her to fall in deeper than friendship because I just wasn’t in the place for it. 
 
   And finally, I thought about Jules. I wondered what she was doing on this Tuesday afternoon. She was probably at work, or maybe not because of her accident. She may have been at home, or maybe at Nick’s place. I still didn’t know why he got to be with her when I didn’t, and I vaguely wondered how much damage I had done to their relationship after my talk with Nick. The look on his face told me that she hadn’t told him what had happened between us, and I suddenly felt bad for being the one to tell him. The way I had treated Jules hadn’t been right. I had acted on impulse rather than on logic, and I knew that was something that I needed to work on. But in the moment of anger, it felt like the right thing to do. That didn’t justify it, and I felt like crap about it, but I couldn’t change it now anyway. 
 
   But at the same time, I felt like I was suddenly thriving without her in my life. Loving her had always just been a part of me. It was a piece of who I was. And now that I had cut her out of my life, I realized how toxic the way I had lived my life around her had been. I had never allowed myself to get fully involved with someone else because I had always just assumed that I would end up with Jules. And that was no way to live. Even though it hurt my head and my heart to think about it, cutting her out for the time being was probably the best thing for me. I missed her like crazy, but I had to move on from her, and the only way to do that was to be away from her. I hated it because I needed her friendship as much as I had wanted something more than that, but I had other people in my life who could help me pick up the pieces Jules had left behind.
 
   I was feeling grateful once again for my family as a text buzzed through from my sister. It was a picture text from the someecards.com website. That was kind of her thing. This one said: “My condolences on losing your balls.”
 
   I replied without a picture this time. What the fuck?
 
   Her reply came quick: Heard you took the easy road and left J a message.
 
   It’s not your business.
 
   Her sister is my best friend. Our families are friends. Of course it’s my business. You need to talk to her.
 
   Butt the fuck out of this.
 
   No.
 
   I Google-imaged “some ecards” and scrolled until I found what I was looking for. “You make me wish I had more middle fingers.” I texted it off to her and then dropped my phone in my shoe. I didn’t want to deal with my sister and her nosiness when I had finally felt a breakthrough, however small it was.
 
   I gazed out at the water, content once again, but a troubling feeling emerged in the back of my mind that my sister was right. 
 
   Dan liked to cook, so when he got home, he made a salad and a chicken dish for us. We talked about the office and the people I’d meet the next day. I left out the details about Tracy and our hook-up in her pink princess bedroom, knowing that I’d gone on enough about my sex life in the past few days with Dan.  
 
   I was actually excited to start my job and meet some new people. Dan had created a pretty good network of friends, and I knew the importance of forming good relationships with colleagues. I didn’t want to be the guy whose dad owned the company, even though it would be hard to ignore that my last name was the title of the company (Miller Designs, Inc.). I wanted to be a guy who worked hard and earned my right to be there, and I was ready to start working my way up.
 
   The next day, I settled in behind my desk in my new office, thinking about what had led me into the career that I loved so much and that was so much a part of who I was.  
 
   I never wanted to be an architect. My dad never made me feel like I had to be one, even though he owned a very successful business that remained headquartered in Arizona with additional branches in other states. I loved my dad greatly, but I didn’t want to be him. I wanted to make my own way in the world. 
 
   I wanted to be a baseball player. My parents never wanted to ruin my dreams for me, but I finally realized on my own that it was an unrealistic goal. So then I determined that I wanted to do something with sports. Agent, physical therapist, sports columnist, announcer, anything related to sports. 
 
   Just to explain the depth of my love for Julianne Becker, it’s because of her that I became an architect.
 
   It was while we were dating, at the very beginning of the summer after we had graduated from high school but before we had broken up. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what I wanted to study in college, but I knew I wanted to attend Arizona State University, mainly because Jules was going there. We were sitting on a bench at the park behind our houses, her long, slender legs thrown over mine, our fingers linked as I drew little circles with my thumb on the back of her hand. We were eighteen and in love and on top of the world. 
 
   “Did you decide what you’re majoring in?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Tell me your interests again. Besides sports.”
 
   I sighed in that way only a teenager can sigh. “We’ve been through this a million times.”
 
   “One more. For me?” Her beautiful blues stared up at me, and of course I would do anything she asked me to do.
 
   “I like you.”
 
   She huffed with exaggeration, her impatience adorable. “You can’t major in me.”
 
   I kissed the tip of her nose.
 
   “Alright,” I conceded. “I like drawing.”
 
   “And your sketches are amazing.”
 
   “Thanks. I like being creative.”
 
   “I think you know what you want to do. You just don’t want to admit it to yourself.”
 
   Sometimes she knew me better than I knew myself. And sometimes I needed her to call me out.
 
   “And what is that?” I pressed.
 
   “An architect, Trav. You love buildings, you love design. You look at the structure of a restaurant before you look at the specials. You’re precise and imaginative and smart. You see the little details that no one else notices. You’ve got it in your blood, sweetheart.”
 
   I sighed wearily. 
 
   “I don’t know why you’ve got this big complex that you’re going to become your dad.” Her voice was soft, like she understood where I was coming from even if she didn’t agree with it.
 
   “I just want to prove that I can make it on my own. My parents have done everything for me my entire life. I want to go out and become my own man.”
 
   “You’ve always been so deep. So much deeper than our friends. All anyone our age seems to care about is where the next party is, where they can get alcohol for the weekend, whose bed they can use to have sex. But you’re worried about your future. And I love that about you.”
 
   “I love you, Jules.” It wasn’t the first time I had said it to her. We’d been saying it as friends for twelve years, and a few weeks after we had started dating, I told her that I loved her as more than my friend. She had said it back to me, and I truly believed that we would make it forever. 
 
   I was a naïve teenager who really believed that high school sweethearts could last forever.
 
   “I know you do,” she said, brushing her fingers through my hair. “I love you, too. Travis, you become what you want to become. Don’t worry about your dad or your mom or me or what anyone else thinks. You’ll make your way with hard work. Besides, you’d make a super hot architect.”
 
   I chuckled, and that sealed it. If she thought I’d be hot as an architect, then I’d become a damn architect. She was right, of course. It was what I had wanted all along, but it had taken her to make me see that. My father’s success was his own, and I’d find a way to work my way up the chain.
 
   And I did. I studied architecture at ASU and then went on to get my Master’s Degree. I applied at several firms in town, but times were tough, and getting a job was difficult for someone fresh out of school. I applied at my dad’s company, but I wasn’t hired by my dad. In fact, I lied on my application and wrote a different last name. I used “Becker” – Jules’s last name – and applied at one of the smaller branches in Tucson. I was offered the position because my portfolio spoke for itself. I had real talent, according to the branch manager, and they wanted me. And then they had to call my references, and that’s when I had to confess what I’d done to my dad. It hadn’t been an easy conversation, but he’d understood my motivations in wanting to make a name for myself in my own right. 
 
   He was proud of me, and he immediately took me from the Tucson branch and moved me into the Phoenix headquarters. I was okay with the transfer because moving to Tucson meant I’d be an hour and a half away from Jules. Despite the fact that we’d been broken up, gotten briefly back together, and had “casually” slept together several times, I still held out hope that we’d eventually end up together, and I didn’t want to move that far away from her. 
 
   And here I was, now in San Diego, because another transfer had been approved by my dad. 
 
   I was oddly feeling that same gut-wrenching sadness when I thought I’d be moving away from Jules to accept the job in Tucson all those years earlier, but I wasn’t sure what the exact cause of the sadness was. It wasn’t all Jules; at least I didn’t think it was. But I couldn’t put my finger on what, exactly, was making me feel so… off. 
 
   I set up my office in the morning, and at lunch, Dan took me around to introduce me to everyone. I met the secretary for the designers on my floor, Heather, and a few of the other designers I’d be working with. Dan spoke highly of Craig, a man’s man who was a hell of a lot of fun to go out with on the weekends, and Spencer, a nice dude who was recently single and ready to hit the town. 
 
   The weekend was shaping up to be a lot of fun. 
 
   I also met Melissa and Brendon, more designers and colleagues on our floor who Dan appreciated as coworkers but who went home at the end of the day to their spouses, hence making them poor candidates for our Friday nights prowling San Diego for sexy ladies. 
 
   The day passed in a flash between organizing my office, meeting everyone, and sorting through my new projects. I set up calendar reminders and figured out when I’d be doing what for the next couple of weeks, and then I headed home. I felt oddly more grown up; maybe it was because I was in a new place at an office where I wasn’t going to run into my father every day, but it suddenly felt like I was an adult. I’d always be a kid at heart, but I felt the responsibility of being on my own for maybe the first time in my life, and I actually liked it. A lot.
 
   Friday came quickly, and I found myself in the shower getting ready for my Friday night on the town. I didn’t bother with shaving since more than one woman had told me how sexy I looked with a bit of stubble on my jaw. I carefully gelled my hair, working hard to achieve the “I don’t really care” look. I grabbed my favorite “going out to the nice bars” charcoal pants and a black button down shirt. I rolled the sleeves up to my elbows and then I met my buddy in the family room for some pre-bar drinks, thinking briefly about the missed call I’d spotted on my phone the day before.
 
   Nick Matthews had called me. 
 
   I had missed his call because I’d been in the middle of a conversation with Spencer, and Nick hadn’t left a voicemail. I found it odd that he’d call me, and I couldn’t imagine why other than trying to convince me to forgive Julianne. But that sure as hell wasn’t going to happen. Not anytime soon, anyway. And I just couldn’t summon the strength to call him back. If it was important enough, he’d call back. I just wanted the two of them to leave me alone so I could focus on my new life in San Diego. 
 
   “Spencer can’t make it,” Dan said, pulling me out of my thoughts. He grabbed a couple of bottles of beer out of the fridge for us while I settled back into one of Dan’s leather recliners.
 
   “So just you, me, and Craig?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. Craig’s on his way over.”
 
   “What happened to Spencer?”
 
   “He’s meeting with his ex.” Dan handed me a beer and then settled into the couch. 
 
   “Uh oh.”
 
   “He made it sound like it would be a good thing. Like he made a mistake breaking up with her in the first place.”
 
   “Well, best of luck to him, then,” I said, holding my beer up in an imitation of a toast.
 
   “So what are you looking for tonight?”
 
   I shrugged. “Just want to have a good time.”
 
   “With someone blonde or someone brunette?”
 
   “You know, I’ve gotten screwed by both hair colors in recent weeks, but I had a hell of a good time with a redhead in a dark alley.”
 
   He chuckled. “Red it is, then.”
 
   A knock at the door signaled Craig’s arrival, so the three of us drank for awhile and then called a cab to take us to the bars. We were heading to the Gaslamp Quarter, whatever that meant. 
 
   I soon found that it meant a sort of downtown area with bars and a fun vibe but also with a ton of tourists. Dan informed me that the ladies visiting San Diego on vacation were his favorite brand of women because they would eventually go home. He was the type of guy who was determined to remain a bachelor for as long as possible, and I suddenly found him to be a great influence on me. 
 
   Enough with the beating myself up shit. Enough with the vows. It was time to have some fun.
 
   Craig voted for Hooters, but Dan and I wanted to scout the ladies, so we hit up The Tipsy Crow, Dan’s favorite bar, instead. The bar featured three levels, but the bottom one was where it was at. We stocked up on drinks and found a table with three stools, and then we just chilled as we listened to the live band and started the fun process of getting drunk.
 
   I caught the eye of quite a few ladies, and quite a few ladies caught my eye, too. I had always pegged tall, statuesque blondes as my “type,” but I think that had something to do with Jules. Now that I was trying to move on from her, I found myself more attracted to the brunettes in the crowd. Especially the ones who looked like Gorgeous. Short and thin with nice breasts, sexy curves, and a perfect ass. That was my new “type.”
 
   I watched the people on the dance floor as I sipped my beer, and then one girl whose eye I had caught earlier walked over to me. She looked titillating in a low cut white shirt that accentuated her breasts and jeans tucked into black boots with spiked heels. 
 
   “Hey,” she yelled over the music and grinned at me with luscious lips. She had long, silky dark hair, and my mind immediately wondered what it would look like if she was whipping it around while she gyrated on top of me. TJ jerked suddenly to life at the imagery. 
 
   “Hey,” I grinned back, knowing Dan and Craig were in my peripherals watching me.
 
   “I’m Kelly.”
 
   “Travis.”
 
   “Are you from here?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. “Moved here Monday.”
 
   “I’m visiting from Chicago.” Score. This was exactly what Dan had been talking about: tourists.
 
   “How long you here?” I asked.
 
   “This is our last night.”
 
   “Back to the windy city tomorrow?”
 
   She nodded, and then she looked at me nervously. “My friends dared me to come talk to you.”
 
   I thought about that for a moment. She was cute. I’d had an unusually large volume of random hook-ups of late, but, I justified to myself, I had no reason not to add one more to the list. There wasn’t anybody waiting at home for me, so I figured there was no harm in having some fun.
 
   I placed my hand on Kelly’s hip and guided her so that she stood closer to me, between my legs. Then I leaned in close to her, and she smelled good. Sexy, like warm vanilla. “Did they dare you to do anything else?” I asked, my breath close against her ear. 
 
   I saw her tremble, and I acknowledged that my words had had their intended effect.
 
   She looked up at me with big, mischievous brown eyes. “Maybe.”
 
   I leaned in again. “Are they watching?”
 
   She nodded, so I lowered my head to hers to give her friends a show. I brushed my lips against hers, and I felt my own heart rate speeding up. Even if I didn’t know anything about this girl, I still always got revved up by the thought of what could happen.
 
   Her hands moved to my neck and she opened her mouth to deepen the kiss. I hadn’t planned on that; really, I had just planned a quick kiss for the benefit of her friends, but the longer we kissed, the more I realized that I liked kissing her. She tasted like rum and coke and it was hot. 
 
   I broke away first, aware of the fact that I had two buddies sitting at the table with me. I gave Kelly a long, lazy once-over, and then I threw back the rest of my beer. She grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet, dragging me to the dance floor. 
 
   The band was playing something upbeat. Kelly threw her arms around me, and I pulled her in close as we found a good rhythm together. We intermittently kissed as we danced, and I was suddenly very into this girl.
 
   “You want to go for a walk?” I asked her, hoping it would lead to more.
 
   She nodded. 
 
   I didn’t know where the fuck I was going since it was my first time in that part of San Diego, but we walked for a few minutes and found a bench. We weren’t close enough to walk to the beach, but the air was salty with a cool chill. Kelly shivered and I put my arm around her, pulling her in close. She rested her head on my shoulder. 
 
   “So, Travis, tell me more about you.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “What do you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m an architect.”
 
   For some reason, the effect of telling women what I did for a living tended to be an aphrodisiac. I still couldn’t figure out why. 
 
   “What have you designed?” she asked.
 
   “Buildings.” It was my signature line, and she laughed. “It’s actually a lot more project management than design most of the time.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “There are two sides to being an architect: the construction side and the design side. I start by planning and designing something, and I have to take into consideration building codes, zoning laws, the context of the building, stuff like that. Then I have to oversee the construction of the building. What do you do?”
 
   “I’m a nurse.” I pictured her in every teenaged boy’s fantasy of a short, tight, white nurse’s uniform. In my mind, it didn’t look bad on her.
 
   “What are you doing in San Diego?” I asked.
 
   “I’m here for a friend’s bachelorette party.”
 
   “You’re heading home on a Saturday?”
 
   “Hotels aren’t cheap on the weekends.”
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “We got in Wednesday night.”
 
   “Have you had fun?”
 
   She paused and turned so she was looking up at me. “I’m having more fun now,” she said suggestively.
 
   I grinned. “I’m having fun now, too.”
 
   She tilted her head back and my mouth collided with hers. Her hands curled into my hair, and a moan escaped her lips when I pulled her tighter against me.
 
   I pulled away from her lips to kiss my way down her neck, and she whispered, “Want to go to my hotel?”
 
   I bit her neck softly and then slowly moved back. I looked at her, and she gazed back at me with lust written all over her face.
 
   “You sure you want to do that?” I murmured.
 
   She thought for a moment, and then she nodded. “Yeah. I’m sure.”
 
   She grabbed my hand in hers like she had when she led me to the dance floor just an hour earlier. We walked a few blocks before we arrived at the Hilton San Diego, and she pulled out her key card as we took the elevator to the top floor. We headed down the hall to her room, and she opened the door for me. I entered the suite, a nice room for a bunch of girls who came for a bachelorette party. She placed the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the doorknob and bolted the door behind her. 
 
   And then she jumped me.
 
   Like, literally. 
 
   She threw her arms around my neck and wrapped her legs around my waist as her lips found mine. I staggered back a bit at the force of a woman jumping on me, and I couldn’t help but think of my mystery woman and her gracefulness. 
 
   Kelly nuzzled my neck and kissed her way up, and while she did that, I glanced around the room and brought her to the nearest bed. I threw her down on it and was on top of her a second later. She writhed under me, arching up and rubbing against me while she kissed me. Her sweet scent combined with the touching and the kissing and the rubbing was driving my senses wild. I reached up under her shirt and found her breast, and I cupped a perfect handful. She groaned softly, and I found her nipple through her bra, tweaking it between my thumb and forefinger. She reached for the buttons on my shirt, and she unbuttoned each one with slow leisure, making me even hotter for her.
 
   Once she got my shirt open, she trailed her fingertips across my pecs and down my abs. She grinned up at me, clearly enjoying the view. I pulled my shirt the rest of the way off and threw it on the floor next to us, and then I pulled her forward and lifted her shirt over her head. She wore a lacy skin colored bra under her white shirt, and the view from my position wasn’t bad at all. I snapped her bra off with one hand and helped her out of it. She lay in just her jeans. I kissed her lips and moved my way down her neck, over her throat, and down to her chest. I took one of her nipples in my mouth while my fingers found the other one, and she arched restlessly under me. I knew she wanted more, and I was fully prepared to give it to her.
 
   Her fingers moved down to my belt buckle. She struggled, so I stood up and took care of it myself, kicking off my shoes and removing my pants. Then I sat on the edge of the bed next to her, and I looked at her sinfully seductive boots. I pulled the zipper down on one side slowly, the sound of the zipper cutting the silence in the room. I followed the path of the zipper with my tongue, and Kelly moaned loudly beneath me. I took off the first boot and then did the same zipper move with the second one. She undid the button on her jeans and I gripped them at the top, pulling them down her legs slowly.
 
   She lay on the bed in front of me in a lacy pair of tan panties, and she looked primed and ready for me. As I glanced down at good old TJ, I knew I was primed and ready for her, too. 
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   Saturday afternoon found me brooding on my new favorite rock on the beach. I was in a bad mood, and I just felt like being alone for awhile. So when I got up, I threw on a t-shirt, a pair of shorts, and my running shoes, grabbed my iPod, and went for a run while Dan presumably slept in. 
 
   I ran a little over five miles and ended up on the beach for my cool down. I took off my shoes and socks and walked along the sand, and then I found myself perched on my new favorite rock.
 
   The run had done nothing for my mood. I stared out at the water as I thought about the night before. 
 
   I knew why I was in a bad mood.
 
   It looked like things were going to happen for Kelly and me, and then… I don’t know. They didn’t. 
 
   After I had taken her jeans off, as she lay in front of me, ready to take things all the way, I looked down at her. She was very pretty, and she looked sweet and innocent from my angle. And then something in my head told me that fucking her wasn’t a good idea. The whole situation suddenly felt very wrong. This girl was in town visiting, going back home the next day, so it should’ve been a free pass for me. But as I looked down at her, I realized two things. 1) She wasn’t Jules. 2) She wasn’t Gorgeous. I mean, she was beautiful, gorgeous in her own right, but she wasn’t that woman who I couldn’t get out of my mind from a week earlier. And sleeping with Kelly wouldn’t change either of those things. 
 
   So I got out of there. It wasn’t easy; Kelly was a bit of a clinger, and she couldn’t understand why I was leaving. I pretended like my phone had vibrated with a text and she was drunk enough to believe that she just hadn’t heard it. Even though, really, if I was hooking up with a girl and had the intention of sleeping with her, I never would’ve stopped to check a text. I just wasn’t that kind of guy. I preferred to focus on the woman in front of me.
 
   “Shit,” I muttered, hoping my acting was good enough to pull it off. “I need to get back to my buddies.”
 
   She made a whiney noise, and at that moment, I knew I had made the right decision. She stood up, walking around the room in nothing but her panties (making me question my decision all over again), and then she sat on the bed next to me with her phone in her hand, presumably texting her friends as I put my clothes back on. 
 
   I was a bit regretful that I didn’t just go with it, but I knew someday I would look back on that moment and realize that I did the right thing. Even though all it left me with in the present was a horrible blue ache just south of TJ. 
 
   She looked up at me with the hurt of rejection. I gazed at her, wondering again why I chose this moment and this situation to take a stand. I lightly trailed my fingertips down her cheek, trying to erase that look on her face. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Kel. You’re beautiful, and I want this. I just… can’t.”
 
   The hurt dissolved, and she smiled a tiny smile at me. “Will you take me back to the bar?”
 
   I nodded, and then I figured that there was no harm in kissing her one more time. 
 
   I found Dan and Craig still sitting at the same table where I had left them, and after I made sure Kelly made it back to her friends, I told them we needed to get out of there. Both slammed the rest of their beers and then we headed down the street to a different bar, where we drank for a long time while I tried to numb my thoughts so I could just forget about everything – about the woman from the week before whose name I would never know, about Julianne Becker, about Kelly, even about Tracy. The list was becoming lengthy, and I knew I had to rein it in. 
 
   A night with the guys without the complication of women sounded kind of fantastic.
 
   After waking up with a pretty strong headache from all of the beer I had consumed, I stayed in bed for awhile. My thoughts were keeping me awake, though, and so I finally decided to get up and go for a run.
 
   My phone buzzed with a text as I sat on my rock. I looked down, and it was from Dan. Where are you?
 
   I wrote back: Beach. Twenty minutes later, he found me.
 
   “What’s going on with you, dude?” he asked, standing next to me.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   I stared off into the water. “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Nope. Got close and then pulled the plug.”
 
   “Why?”
 
    “Just didn’t feel right.”
 
   “I get that. Want to head out again tonight?”
 
   I thought about it, and I was tired. I was hung over and cranky. I shook my head.
 
   “Dude, you’ve got to shake off whatever’s bugging you.”
 
   I sighed. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Is it Jules?” he asked, his voice lower, like it would soften the blow of hearing her name if he asked me quietly. It didn’t.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “It’s that fucking girl from last weekend.”
 
   “Four by two?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She really got to you.”
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah. She did.”
 
   “What was it about her? Besides the sex, I mean.”
 
   “I’m not really sure. Maybe it’s just that she helped me see past Jules, but I think there was more to it than that. I just had a connection to her. And now it’s gone and I have no way to get it back.”
 
   “Are you making it into something it’s not because you’ll never see her again?” Again, he spoke softly, and again, it did nothing to soften the blow.
 
   “No,” I shook my head. “I can’t get her out of my fucking head, and I know I didn’t imagine what went on between us.”
 
   “Have you exhausted every avenue trying to find her?”
 
   “What can I do? It was a random girl I met in a bar.”
 
   “Talk to the bartender. Maybe she paid with a card or something.”
 
   “They wouldn’t just give me that information.”
 
   “You don’t know unless you ask. You’ve got to do something. I’ve known you a long time, and I’ve never seen you like this.”
 
   “It’s just that whole thing thrown on top of the Jules thing. You know?”
 
   Dan nodded. “Let me take you to lunch. A burger and a beer and maybe some pool will cheer you up.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” I stood up, ready to just hang with my buddy for awhile. 
 
   “Skips?”
 
   I froze, thinking of Tracy.
 
   “What?” he asked, sensing my pause.
 
   “Yeah, we might need to avoid Skips for awhile.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I sort of… hooked up… with Tracy.”
 
   “The sexy blonde waitress?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I’ve been trying to get a shot at her for a year, and you come in for a week and make it happen?”
 
   “I was actually here about twenty-four hours when I made that happen.”
 
   “Jesus. And you didn’t bother to tell your best friend?”
 
   I laughed as I pulled my socks and shoes back on. “It wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   We walked in the direction of Skips since it was on the way back to our place anyway.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You want details?”
 
   “Sex?”
 
   I shook my head. “Some other stuff, but not sex.”
 
   “Is it going to happen again?”
 
   I shrugged. “Sounded like we both want casual, so maybe.”
 
   “I vote Skips for lunch. I want to see you in action.”
 
   “Her bedroom was all pink. Like a little girl’s room.”
 
   “Creepy.”
 
   “Yeah. Fiona from Shrek was judging me the entire time. I felt like I was being rated on my performance by animated princesses.”
 
   Dan roared with laughter.
 
   We found Tracy working when we walked into Skips. We were lucky enough to be seated in her section even though the place was crowded and there were at least four other waitresses working. 
 
   “Hey boys. What can I get ya?” She grinned at me like we shared a secret, and Dan watched the two of us. I held back because I didn’t want to send out signals that I was free that night. I felt like I just needed a night off.
 
   We placed our orders and she came by with a coke for me and a beer for Dan. 
 
   “What are you boys up to tonight?” she asked, brows raised, looking sexy as hell in jeans and a Skips logo t-shirt that she’d cut to create a deep v-neck that showed off her amazing tits.
 
   I saw Dan open his mouth to talk, but unsure of his motives, I cut him off. “Not sure yet.”
 
   “I get off at eight if you’re free.” She winked at me and then left to take care of her other tables. 
 
   “What do you think about that?” Dan grinned at me. “She gets off at eight. That means you can get off by nine.”
 
   I chuckled. “Nine? More like 8:05.”
 
   Dan laughed.
 
   “I think I’m in for some pool and an early night,” I said. “Or just chilling at home.”
 
   “Alright, dude. Whatever you want.”
 
   We chatted about work through the rest of lunch, and I was glad for the change of subject. I wasn’t much for expressing my emotions, and the past couple of weeks had taken their toll.
 
   We did end up at Skips that night, and Tracy was there for awhile. She backed off when she saw me hanging with my buddy, and Dan and I called it a semi-early night. 
 
   Dan and I hung out in our home office with the Playstation for the majority of the next day, and on Sunday evening, I got a phone call from Julianne. I didn’t feel ready to talk to her still. I was really worried that I’d fall back into familiar patterns if we spoke, and I felt like I needed to find a girl who I could really move on with before I’d be ready to handle Jules. Maybe it seemed stupid, but I felt like if I had the right girl, I could focus on my feelings for her rather than on digging up shit from the past. I just needed some more time. 
 
   Jules didn’t leave a message, and my phone was unusually quiet the rest of the night. I sent my daily text to my mom to let her know I was still alive and doing okay, and then I decided on a walk on the beach by myself. 
 
   I found the same rock that had become my favorite brooding place, and I stared out into the water as the sun was swallowed up. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but the sun was down. I had been sitting there with my thoughts for awhile when I felt a presence behind me, like someone was looking at me. I turned around, and Tracy stood there watching me.
 
   “Hey, handsome.”
 
   “Hey, Trace.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Thinking.”
 
   “Care to share?”
 
    I shook my head. “Thanks, but no thanks.”
 
   “Some little filly break your heart?” she asked, quoting one of my all-time favorite movies, Dumb and Dumber.
 
   I laughed. “You’re a pretty cool chick. You know that?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, perching next to me on my rock. “I know.”
 
   We sat for awhile and just stared out at the water, and it felt nice. She seemed to be acting like we were nothing more than just friends, and I appreciated that, because in that moment, I kind of needed a friend. An impartial friend who didn’t know Julianne, who didn’t know about my mystery woman, and who really didn’t know me. 
 
   “Julianne Becker,” I finally said. 
 
   She glanced over at me.
 
   “The filly who broke my heart.”
 
   She put her arm around my shoulders, and I found myself spilling my guts to this woman I barely knew. I told her everything, from the moment I had first fallen for Jules, to our high school prom, to our occasional college hook-ups, to her crush on Nick, to the night after he had dumped her and I had declared my feelings, to her ultimately choosing him over me, and even to the night I had shared with Gorgeous. I told Tracy about the fact that the mystery woman had helped me see that there could be life beyond Jules. She sat quietly, taking it all in.
 
   When I finished spewing every little detail about my love life to this girl I barely knew, she was quiet as she processed.
 
   “Have you tried to find her?” she finally asked.
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know how.”
 
   “Travis, I don’t know you that well, but clearly you’re hung up on this mystery girl. Either get her out of your system and face facts that you’ll never see her again, or make some effort to find her. But don’t sit on a rock fighting yourself over what could be. That won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right. I just don’t have any idea how to find her.”
 
   “Then move on.”
 
   “You make it sound so easy.”
 
   “It won’t be easy. But you can’t keep going like this.”
 
   Her arm was still around my shoulder, and I slipped my arm around her waist, leaning my head on top of hers. “Thanks, Tracy.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   I pulled back to look at her. “Yes, you did. You listened. You’re a good friend.”
 
   “With benefits?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows. 
 
   I laughed. “You wish.”
 
   “Yeah, you don’t seem like you’re available for that. But keep my number in case you get over this. You never know.” She grinned, and I wasn’t sure if she was serious or fucking with me. 
 
   “That night was fun, Trace. A little pleasure between friends never hurt anybody.”
 
   “You need time, Trav.”
 
   I nodded, because she was right. I didn’t want to admit it because the pleasure of instant gratification had TJ rearing his head down low, but I wasn’t in a position to give Tracy any part of me besides friendship.
 
   She grabbed my hand and we walked back to our apartment complex. I walked her to her door, and she gave me a hug, resting her head on my chest. “You’ll be okay, Travis. I’ll be here if you need me. Or at Skips.”
 
   I kissed the top of her head. “Thanks.”
 
   She pulled back and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “You bet, friend.”
 
   I grinned and then I left, grateful for my newest friend and feeling a little better now that I had gotten all of that shit that had been piling on me off of my chest. 
 
   I headed to bed early since I had to get to work bright and early the next day. 
 
   I found out when I got to work on Monday morning that I had a lot of studying to do. Phoenix had design laws and codes in one language, and San Diego’s language was completely different and all new to me. Dan popped by my office a little after 10:00 to check in on me.
 
   “You doing okay in here?” he asked as I poured over a book on San Diego zoning laws. 
 
   I glanced up and nodded.
 
   “Construction wrapped on Sunset Cliffs Boutique Hotel, and they’re holding an unveiling promotional event on Friday night. Dinner, drinks, the whole nine yards. Everyone from the office is going and dates are invited.” 
 
   My phone started buzzing on my desk. I glanced at it and saw that Julianne was calling me again, but I ignored it in favor of my conversation with Dan. 
 
   “Thanks.” I had seen the email earlier that morning, but I deleted it, thinking I probably wouldn’t go. 
 
   “Do you think you’ll go?”
 
   “Is it one of those events I’m expected to attend?” I asked. Typically I hated those types of events. I liked design, not networking. It was all part of the job, but I just wasn’t born a salesman, and I had a hard time faking my way through events like that.
 
   Dan nodded.
 
   “Then I’ll be there. Are you bringing a date?”
 
   “Probably. I’ve hooked up with this girl Melanie a few times. I’ll probably bring her. Let me know if you want me to find you a date.”
 
   “Melanie?”
 
   “Yeah.” He smiled, and it seemed like maybe he viewed her as more than an occasional hook-up. 
 
   “Why haven’t I met her yet?”
 
   “You’ve only been here a week, dude.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s not serious.”
 
   “Sure,” I taunted.
 
   He gave me a dirty look and flipped me the bird, and then he left as I laughed.
 
   I pondered for all of thirty seconds who I could possibly bring as my date, and apart from the blind date offered by Dan, I could only think of one person I knew that I could possibly bring: Tracy. I didn’t want to give her the wrong impression of me and the intentions I had, but I also knew I’d have fun with her, just like I had the night we hooked up. She knew where I was, and she understood. 
 
   I pulled her up on my phone’s contact list and clicked her number before I lost my nerve.
 
   “Travis?” she answered, sounding groggy. I supposed that made sense given the fact that she worked in a bar. She had probably been out late the night before, but it was after 10:00 in the morning.
 
   “Hey, Tracy.”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Question for you.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I have a work thing on Friday night. Want to be my date?”
 
   She paused and then sighed. “Is it gonna be a bunch of stiff suits or is it gonna be fun?”
 
   “Probably suits, but I know I’ll have fun with you.”
 
    “I have to check my work schedule, but if I’m free, I’m in. I’ll text you a little later, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Thanks for the invitation.”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   Spencer came into my office a few minutes later, just when I had gotten back into studying. “How’s it going?” he asked, taking a seat in the chair across from my desk.
 
   “Good. Just learning all this new shit that is so different from Phoenix.”
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it. Let me know where I can help.”
 
   I had been making a list of questions, and I rattled them off. He knew the answer to every one of them. He had worked in San Diego for his entire seven year career, so he knew codes and laws like the back of his hand. 
 
   We talked through one of my projects, and I showed him my preliminary sketches. I found Spencer to be an extremely valuable asset, and he invited me to his office to show me the projects he had been working on. We compared notes, and I gave him some ideas while he took my feedback into consideration. He was the kind of nice guy who was willing to drop anything to help someone out, and I appreciated the fact that he would have to stay late to catch up on his own work because he was helping the new guy. But he didn’t seem to care.
 
   The week passed by quickly, and I found myself turning to Spencer to help me with work related questions and issues. Dan was too much of a buddy, and he was tied up with a huge project that had a looming due date. In fact, he had been spending late nights at the office, and I found myself alone most nights in the apartment, catching up on sports or playing video games by myself. It was a quiet existence, but it was also much needed after the double heartbreak that I had endured. 
 
   I spent a lot of time thinking about Julianne and even more time thinking about Gorgeous. Those dark eyes swimming with tears when she had left my apartment that morning haunted me. Her beautiful face wouldn’t get out of my mind. It was still as clear as if I had just seen her the day before. It was strange how I would walk down the street to Skips and swear I saw her. Or the scent of citrus would fill my nostrils and I would swear I could smell her. I missed her, and as I weighed the heartbreaks and compared my feelings for each woman, I found that I missed Jules’s friendship more than I missed the sex, or her lips, or her scent. 
 
   Julianne called me every day, always at different times as if she was trying to catch me at a good time, but I just wasn’t ready to talk to her. Even though I missed her friendship, I was still royally pissed at the way she had used me. I was concerned about her health after her accident, but my sister had sent me a text reassuring me that Jules was fine, and she had her family and Nick to care for her. It wasn’t like there was anything I could do from San Diego anyway.
 
   When I thought about the mystery woman, I couldn’t help but feel pain at the loss of what was almost. Of what could have been. I suddenly understood the song “Almost Lover” from the band A Fine Frenzy, another of the songs on Jules’s “Greatest Hits of 2007” CD, which, oddly, I couldn’t get enough of. “I cannot wake up in the morning without you on my mind, So you’re gone and I’m haunted and I bet you are just fine. Did I make it that easy to walk right in and out of my life?” 
 
   It was true. I would wake up and think of her brown eyes. I would fall asleep thinking of her silky brunette hair. I would dream of the night we had shared, the one moment in time where we belonged to each other. 
 
   I had to get over this obsession. I had to move on. I had to “man the fuck up.” I just didn’t know how. I didn’t know how to move beyond what had become my obsession.
 
   It turned out Tracy was free for the hotel unveiling, and I hoped that my night of fun with her would be the answer to moving on, because fixating on something I could never have wasn’t working for me. 
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   As I pulled on my suit jacket on Friday evening, I knew that we were going to have a great time. It was, however, nights like this when I missed Julianne the most. I wasn’t born with the gift of fashion sense, and Jules would always come by or talk me through my clothes over the phone before I had a dressy work event. I did my best, settling on a black suit with a white shirt and a gray tie. I hated my dress shoes; they hurt my feet, but I didn’t have a choice. 
 
   And I really didn’t want to go to this event. I was still in a bit of a mood over my lady troubles (combined with the fact that I hadn’t had sex since… well, since Gorgeous, which I was becoming more and more convinced had just been a dream), and I just didn’t see how I was going to be a fun time. But I knew I had to brush off everything that was bothering me so that I could at least treat my date to a good time. And when I thought of my date, I felt a little better. Tracy had become a trusted friend who knew where I stood. She knew that we wouldn’t actually start something. I wasn’t in any sort of position to get into a relationship, not when I couldn’t get my mystery woman out of my head. Or Jules, for that matter. 
 
   I walked over to Tracy’s place to pick her up. When she opened the door, I was surprised at how good she looked. She always looked hot at work in her jeans and t-shirt combinations, but something about her in a purple dress with her hair tumbling down her shoulders in pretty curls awakened TJ. 
 
   She gasped when she saw me, and her eyes glazed over with lust.
 
   “Looking good, Trav,” she said, opening the door to let me in. 
 
   “You’re not looking too bad yourself,” I grinned, pulling her into a hug as I got a whiff of her perfume. She smelled like honey and I wanted a taste.
 
   She smiled up at me and then kissed me once on the lips, and I suddenly had a much better attitude about the evening ahead. Maybe we could work out the friends with benefits thing after all, even though I knew that wouldn’t be the smartest decision.
 
   I held my elbow out to her and we made the short walk to my place, where I poured us each a glass of wine to start our evening. Compared to downing beer at Skips, drinking wine with Tracy while I wore a suit and she impressed in a dress felt pretty high class.
 
   Dan had gone to pick up Melanie, and the four of us planned to arrive together. I hoped that Tracy got along with Melanie; Tracy seemed pretty laid back, the kind of person who got along with anyone. 
 
   They arrived a few minutes later, and Melanie was a knock-out. She wore a black dress that accentuated her lovely, large breasts and thin waist, and her dark hair was long and straight and shiny while her bright blue eyes stood out in her pretty face. 
 
   She was straight up hot. 
 
   “Where have you been hiding her?” I joked to Dan after introductions had been made. Tracy elbowed me in the ribs as if to remind me that she was my date for the evening. 
 
   We each had a glass of wine, and then we piled into Dan’s Mercedes convertible and headed off.
 
   Half an hour later, we pulled up to Sunset Cliffs Boutique Hotel. It sat right on the beach and afforded its guests privacy, intimacy, and luxury, and one of the greatest parts about it was that different divisions of my company had completed the entire project, from building design to construction to interior design. I gazed at the building’s structural beauty, and as much as I preferred structure to decoration, I had to admit that the interior designers had done an excellent job with the inside. The event was being held in the main lobby despite the fact that the hotel boasted a reception hall, and I immediately saw why the owners wanted to promote in the lobby. 
 
   Everything about the hotel screamed lavish luxury, from the ornate crystal chandeliers, to the expensive artwork, down to the white laced with brown and gold marble flooring, and all of that was just first impressions from the lobby. There was a bar on one side of the lobby with an elegant seating area, and on the other side of the lobby stood the elaborate reception desk. The entire place was decorated in lush browns and rich shades of gold, and clearly the designers had chosen only high-end materials. 
 
   There were already a lot of people milling around the lobby. Apparently not only everyone from my own company had been invited, but it seemed like half of San Diego had been, too. 
 
   A band set up in one corner played slow jazz music, and the atmosphere was plush and even romantic.
 
   Dan claimed a table over by the bar while Tracy came with me to get the first round of drinks. Dan sat facing out, and when Tracy and I returned, I took the seat facing in. I enjoyed people watching, but Dan had gotten there first, so I was forced to watch the bar all night; in a way, though, I had really won, because ESPN was on the TV behind the bar, and there was a basketball game on. 
 
   Craig came by and squeezed a chair in between Melanie and me, and we chatted for a few minutes. The table was hardly big enough for four people, and it was awkward trying to talk to Craig while my date sat on my other side, not knowing anybody except for me and – sort of – Dan. 
 
   Dan and Melanie switched seats after awhile so that she could talk to Tracy and Dan could join in on the conversation between Craig and me. 
 
   “Is Spencer coming?” Dan asked Craig.
 
   Craig nodded. “He and Lindsay got back together, so he’s bringing her.”
 
   “What’s the story there?” Dan asked.
 
   “I’m not sure why they broke up. I just know she had gone out of town for a few days, and when she got back, they talked it out and decided to make a go of it.”
 
   Dan shrugged. “Good for them. I always really liked Lindsay.”
 
   “Me too. She’s fucking hot and sweet as hell. What’s not to like?”
 
   “Spencer’s a lucky guy.”
 
   I sort of tuned them out; I hardly knew Spencer and didn’t really care about his love life, and these two guys were gossiping like women. 
 
   “Oh shit!” I yelled a little louder than intended when the Phoenix Suns turned over the ball. I wasn’t a huge basketball fan, but I had to cheer for my home team.
 
   “What?” Dan asked, looking at me.
 
   “Sorry. Basketball.” I pointed to the screen, and Dan grinned. 
 
   Craig excused himself while Dan and Melanie went to grab round two.
 
   “You doing okay?” I asked Tracy.  
 
   “Yeah. Mel’s really sweet.”
 
   “I’m not ignoring you, am I?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “I figured I wouldn’t know anybody anyway, so I mentally prepared myself for that. But Mel’s in the same boat as me.”
 
   “You’re a good date.”
 
   “You’re a hot date.”
 
   I grinned, and I saw her melt a little.
 
   “This place is really nice. Your company did this?”
 
   I told her a little about the various parts of my company that had contributed to the place, and then Dan and Melanie returned with our wine. 
 
   We drank for a bit, and when our second glasses were empty, I invited Tracy to dance with me in an effort to be a good date. She gladly obliged, and we made our way to the dance floor, a little make-shift area in front of the band over by the reception desk. 
 
   I pulled Tracy into me, and it felt natural as we glided around the floor together between the other couples. The floor became more crowded the more people drank, and I found that I enjoyed holding Tracy in my arms. She was beautiful, and she was fun, and she knew that this wouldn’t be anything more than a casual date with a friend who needed nothing more than companionship. 
 
   It was really the perfect night, just exactly what I had needed to try to put the mystery woman and my troubles with Jules out of my mind.
 
   And then, out of nowhere, someone bumped into my shoulder as I danced with Tracy. I turned around automatically, ready to give the offender a dirty look, and I found myself opposite a familiar face. 
 
   A gorgeous, familiar face. 
 
   A face that took my breath away as if someone had punched me in the stomach. 
 
   “Sorry—” she started, and she cut herself off as her eyes met mine.
 
   I felt my entire body tense when my eyes met hers.
 
   My breath caught in my throat and I felt a little woozy as I gazed down into her eyes.
 
   The absolute shock in her wide eyes was as evident as the astonishment in my own, surely, and she gasped as she looked up at me.
 
   “Gorgeous,” I murmured at the same times she whispered, “Tiger.”
 
   A million thoughts ran through my head in the span of a split second, but I knew that wherever the evening headed, I had to find a way to get her alone and to tell this woman the feelings that I had for her. Because in that moment that I came face to face with her again, I knew my memory hadn’t made her into some goddess that she could never live up to. She truly was a goddess, this mystery woman whose name I didn’t know, and I knew that the untamable and extreme feelings I had been having over the past two weeks since I had met her were confirmed. 
 
   Julianne Becker was now just a woman in my past.
 
   This woman before me, Gorgeous, was the woman in my present. And, with any luck, my future.
 
   I didn’t know if it was “love,” because I had always felt like love was something that grew between two people. Surely you had to know someone’s name before you could claim to love her. 
 
   But something about my connection to her was different. Something about her told me that my feelings ran deep. It wasn’t just lust, although TJ certainly was telling me in a very painful way that he felt it. 
 
   The problem was that I was dancing with my date while she danced with hers. And hers just happened to be my colleague-turned-mentor, Spencer.
 
   He spoke, breaking the trance that held my eyes to hers. “Hey, Travis. This is my girlfriend, Lindsay.”
 
   Girlfriend? 
 
   Lindsay?
 
   Lindsay. 
 
   I finally had my answer. It was a beautiful name to fit this perfect creature standing in front of me.
 
   I held my hand out. “Nice to meet you, Lindsay,” I said evenly, my calm voice a total contrast to the rush of emotions that I felt. 
 
   She took my hand in hers and I was transported back to my apartment, back to the wild, incredible night we’d shared. Her hand was cool against my skin, and I remembered those hands pressing across my back as I drilled into her. I remembered those hands running down my chest, down to my abs, and… dear God, what she could do with those hands.
 
   “You too, Travis,” she said, my name rolling off of her tongue for the first time like butter dissolving in a hot fry pan. 
 
   I saw it in her eyes, too. 
 
   She wanted me as much as I wanted her.
 
   Whatever bizarre, miraculous coincidence had brought us together didn’t matter. 
 
   What mattered was how I was going to get her back. 
 
   “This is my date, Tracy,” I said, finally remembering that there was a woman standing behind me. “Trace, this is my colleague Spencer. And his girlfriend Lindsay.” I emphasized the word “girlfriend” as I shot her a look. 
 
   She looked back at me, confusion in her eyes. I had purposely called Tracy my “date” so as to give the impression that it wasn’t serious. I needed to find a way to get Lindsay alone, and pronto. 
 
   We had some things to sort out.
 
   “Anyone up for drinks?” I asked, figuring that walking to the bar would at least get Spencer’s hands off of her. 
 
   We walked over to our table, where we found Dan and Melanie sitting. They got up to go dance when we arrived, and I volunteered to get the next round while everyone else sat. “What does everyone want?” I asked.
 
   “Same,” Tracy said, lifting her empty glass of wine. 
 
   “Bud Light,” Spencer said. It figured he’d order Bud over my preference, Miller. Pussy.
 
   “I’ll come with you. I’m not sure what I want,” Lindsay said, that same look of shock still evident on her face. I idly wondered if she was still talking about her drink. “Excuse me,” she said to Spencer, and he held onto her hand for a second longer than absolutely necessary, as if he didn’t want to let her go. Maybe somewhere deep inside he had a feeling that he wasn’t just letting her go to get a drink, but I was certain that he didn’t have any knowledge of our night together.
 
   I felt a low growl form in my throat as I watched his hand in hers, but I managed to swallow it down. He was touching her when it should have been me touching her.
 
   How the fuck did this happen? How was she here? I was monumentally confused, but at the same time, I didn’t care about the hows of it. All that mattered was that it was.
 
   I walked ahead of her to the bar, not sure what to say or how to react. On the one hand, I couldn’t believe that she had a fucking boyfriend. Had they been together when she and I had been? Did she love him? Was it serious? 
 
   On the other hand, I couldn’t believe that she was really here, in the flesh. All the times I had pictured her in my mind flashed before my eyes, the times when I thought I saw her or caught her scent on a breeze. These things hadn’t diminished one little bit in the two weeks since I had met her; my memories of her and our night together were as vivid as if they had happened only seconds before. 
 
   But she had a boyfriend. A good guy who had become my friend, too. 
 
   I got to the bar first, and she stood next to me, fidgeting in her beautiful silver dress. 
 
   “Tiger,” she breathed softly as the bartender got to work on our order. 
 
   “Gorgeous,” I whispered. I wanted to reach out to her. My heart was racing in her presence. I wanted to pull her in close to me, to run my fingertips down her cheek, to feel her skin under my hands. To kiss her. But she was here with someone else.
 
   “Can we talk?” she asked.
 
   “Please.” I was furious about the boyfriend bit, but one look into her beautiful brown eyes erased any reservations I had. 
 
   “Not here.”
 
   “No?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I need to, um, clarify some things.”
 
   “Get rid of Spencer.”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” I said, gazing down at her. I lowered my voice to a husky murmur. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you for one second since our night together.”
 
   She looked up at me, tears filling her eyes. “It appears we’ve suddenly got some strings.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. We do,” I muttered.
 
   The bartender handed over our drinks, which happened to be complimentary, and I dropped a ten dollar bill into his tip jar. He nodded at me in thanks, and Lindsay took her drink and Spencer’s in her delicate, perfect hands as I grabbed mine and Tracy’s. 
 
   “Wait,” she said, as I turned to leave. “Meet me in room 204 in twenty minutes.”
 
   “What?” I asked. I heard her, but I didn’t know what she was getting at.
 
   “It’s a vacant room. Just trust me.”
 
   How did she know that and I didn’t? “Twenty minutes?”
 
   She nodded, and we headed back to the table. 
 
   It was the goddamn longest and slowest twenty minutes of my life. 
 
   I had to concentrate on sipping my wine so I didn’t just throw it all back in one gulp. Then I had to concentrate on not staring at Lindsay while she sat next to me. I was fully aware of her presence and still in total shock that she was really, actually sitting at the same table as me. I felt the magnetism between us, as strong as that first night. Her leg brushed against mine in the small quarters, and TJ screamed with pain against my zipper. I thought for a moment that he was going to claw his way out and make an appearance. 
 
   Finally, finally she excused herself to the restroom. I glanced at Tracy, knowing it was wrong on so many levels to go do what I wanted – needed – to go do, and then I excused myself as well. 
 
   I headed toward the restrooms and then cut off to the hallway with the hotel rooms. I found the elevator and got on it, and my gorgeous mystery woman slipped in next to me. I stared at her as she pressed the button for the second floor, and the doors closed. The two of us were alone, the music and noise from the party a distant memory in the silence that engulfed the elevator. We stared at each other, both of us unable to rip our eyes off of the other and equally unable to move or speak. The elevator skidded to a stop on the second floor, and we stepped out. She took my hand and led me to room 204. She pulled a keycard out of her purse and slipped it into the slot, and then she pulled the handle. The door opened.
 
   “How did you know about this room?” I asked her as I walked in behind her. My voice sounded low and gravelly. 
 
   She closed the door and bolted it behind me. “Let’s not get into that. We don’t have much time, and I don’t want to waste a second.”
 
   I glanced around the hotel room that Sunset Cliffs would rent out to potential guests. I wondered where her key to the room had come from. It was a beautiful room, posh and luxurious like the rest of the place, but the only beautiful thing I could focus on was the woman standing in front of me. 
 
   She moved into me, clasping her arms around my neck. I groaned, not believing that this was really happening, and I tightened my arms around her waist. 
 
   “I missed you,” I whispered.
 
   “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” Her face came to a rest against my racing heart.
 
   “I didn’t, either. And it was hell.”
 
   “Tiger,” she murmured, pulling back to look me in the eyes. She ran her fingertips across my cheek, as if she needed to touch me to assure that I was real. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”
 
   My lips found the top of her head. I breathed in her scent, that citrus picnic on a summer day scent that she had mastered. I wanted to taste every inch of her.
 
   I leaned in to kiss her, but her palms found my chest.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to soften the rejection. 
 
   It didn’t work. 
 
   “I… I can’t,” she said, pulling fully away from me.
 
   Panic set in. “Why not?” I asked through a clenched jaw.
 
   “Because my boyfriend and your girlfriend are downstairs.”
 
   “For one, she’s not my girlfriend.”
 
   A flash of relief passed across her features. It wasn’t fair for her to look at me like that and tell me in the same breath that I couldn’t kiss her.
 
   I had to know. “Were you with him when we…?”
 
   She shook her head. “We were broken up.” She wouldn’t look me in the eye.
 
   I gazed at the floor, because it hurt too much to look at her beauty. “Why are you back together?”
 
   “Because of you.”
 
   My head snapped up. “What?”
 
   She gazed at me, her eyes heated. “Tiger, that night with you was… out of this world.” Her voice was soft and delicate and everything inside of me screamed at me to pull her back into my arms and never let go. She broke her gaze and walked over to the window, staring out at the beach. “And when I got home, my heart was broken. Not because of Spencer. Because of you.”
 
   “I broke your heart?”
 
   “Yes,” she said simply. She turned around and looked at me again. “I held what we shared that night in my heart, and the second I left your place, I knew I had made a mistake. I knew that I should’ve gotten your name or your number. I went to Starbucks, and I sat there drinking my coffee and contemplating everything.”
 
   She paused, and I gazed at her, silently urging her to continue. 
 
   “I thought about going back to your place, but you had said you were moving, and I was serious about the no strings attached thing. I couldn’t get into a relationship because Spencer and I had just broken up and you were moving and it just wasn’t the right time. You never told me where you were moving, but never for a second did I think you’d end up in San Diego, not out of all of the places on earth where you could’ve gone.”
 
   “But I did.”
 
   “But you did.”
 
   “Get to the part about getting back together with Spencer.”
 
   She glanced nervously at the clock. “We need to get back.”
 
   “Then hurry.”
 
   “When I got back from my trip to Phoenix, I had to face reality. I was shattered. I wanted you, but I couldn’t have you.”
 
   “Yes, Gorgeous. Yes, you could have had me. You can still have me. All I’ve wanted since that night was to find you again. I just didn’t know how.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “Spencer called me and said he wanted to talk. He begged me to go back to him. He was familiar and comfortable, and I was so broken that I agreed to give it another try. He comforted me and made me feel better, even if he isn’t what I really want. What I really need.”
 
   I noticed she had stated the last part of her confession in the present tense. That was enough of a window to give me hope. She still wanted me, and I for damn sure still wanted her.
 
   I walked over to her and took her in my arms again, and she melted into me. I knew that what she had told me took a lot out of her; hell, it took a lot out of me.
 
   Unfortunately, it didn’t change the fact that she was with Spencer. 
 
   “We need to get back,” she murmured again behind the threat of tears.
 
   “I know.” I clutched her body tighter against mine. “Just tell me one thing.”
 
   She pulled back enough to look up at me.
 
   “Tell me that I’ll see you again.”
 
   She glanced away for only a moment, and then my lips crashed down on hers before she knew what hit her. I had to taste her again. I couldn’t possibly let another second go by without kissing her. 
 
   She froze at first, and then she melted into me like she had that day at my place in Arizona before she had left. Her mouth opened to mine, and my hands gripped her hips closer to me. She thrust her hands into my hair and a soft moan escaped her, and I was ready to throw her down on the bed and bury myself deep inside of her. I had to feel her again. She was as necessary to me as oxygen. 
 
   My lips moved from her mouth down her neck to her shoulder where I bit her skin tenderly. She moaned again. She kissed my forehead and then I dragged my lips back to hers.
 
   She backed away from me, her lips swollen and her cheeks flushed, and her beauty in that moment was an absolute work of art. 
 
   I couldn’t get enough of her.
 
   “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, you will see me again.”
 
   “You look so fucking beautiful right now that it hurts.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes. She swiped them away and then took a deep breath. 
 
   I pulled out my phone and snapped her picture. I wanted to remember how she looked in that moment for the rest of my life. And then I stood next to her and snapped another one of the two of us together, a self-portrait. Seeing the two of us together would be my hope and my way of getting through the days ahead of living without her despite knowing how close she was to me. 
 
   “You’re not leaving here without giving me your number this time,” I said.
 
   She rattled off some numbers and I programmed it into my phone. “Text that picture to me,” she said, her voice breathless. 
 
   I pulled her into me one more time and pressed a kiss to her lips. “You go first,” I said, my husky voice sounding foreign to my own ears. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.” I needed a minute to catch my breath after my encounter with her. 
 
   She popped into the bathroom and came out a few seconds later with fresh lipstick. Her cheeks were still flushed, but I figured the elevator ride down would give her a moment to compose herself. 
 
   She gazed at me for a minute, and then she unbolted the door. “Bye, Tiger.”
 
   “Bye, Gorgeous.”
 
   She grinned at me and then she left.
 
   I stood in the room in a daze, totally disbelieving what had just happened. 
 
   Gorgeous was back in my life. 
 
   And this time, I was going to find a way to hold onto her.
 
   I hit the bathroom of room 204 and checked myself in the mirror. My mouth was swollen and my cheeks were flushed just as hers had been. 
 
   Good God, she was a shock to my system. The feelings I had for her were unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my life. 
 
   Having seen her again made me realize that the depth of my feelings for her was so completely different from what I had felt for Julianne. Jules had been the object of my love for as long as I could remember, and I spent most of my life pining away for her only to find out that my feelings were unrequited. I wondered now whether it had simply been a lifelong crush and not the deep feelings of love I thought it had been, because what I felt for Lindsay was so incredibly different. The clarity that I had after experiencing these brand new feelings showed me that I had been blinded by Julianne for so long that I had been unable to see any other prospect around me. I briefly wondered how many opportunities I’d missed because I’d been so stupidly hung up on the wrong woman. 
 
   But none of it mattered now, because I wasn’t missing my opportunity with Lindsay. I couldn’t, not when I felt as strongly for her as I did. I pledged to myself and to her that I would be relentless in my pursuit of her. We would end up together simply because we were meant to.
 
   I ran the cold water and splashed a little on my face, and I used the towel sitting on the counter to dry off. My normal coloring returned, and I headed back to my table where my date sat waiting for me. 
 
   “You okay?” Tracy asked, concern on her pretty face as she sat alone. I wondered where Lindsay had gone.
 
   “Yeah. I’m good. Sorry I took so long. I ran into a client who wouldn’t stop talking,” I lied. I glanced around, trying to find Lindsay, but I didn’t see her. Maybe she was out breaking up with the jackass who ordered Bud Light.
 
   “It’s alright. Just missed you.” She smiled.
 
    “Want to dance some more?” I asked, not touching her comment about missing me with a ten-foot pole. I felt bad, but I hadn’t thought about her for even a second when I was up in that room with Lindsay.
 
   “I told Dan I’d hold the table while he and Mel danced.”
 
   “Want another drink, then?” 
 
   “Are you trying to get away from me?”
 
   “Not at all,” I lied again. 
 
   “I saw the way you two looked at each other. Neither one of you went to the bathroom.” 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, she seems as hot for you as you are for her.”
 
   I met Tracy’s eyes, and I knew that it would be okay to tell her. I was just worried someone around us would overhear, and I didn’t want to risk that. Not at an office event. 
 
   “Travis, it’s okay to talk to me. This thing between you and me? Just friends. Not even with benefits, because you’re not available for it. And after seeing the way you looked at her, I am even more convinced that you aren’t. Available, I mean.”
 
   I blew out a deep breath. I glanced around us, and no one was in hearing distance. I gazed at Tracy, who looked lovely sitting in front of me, and I knew she was right. 
 
   “I think I’m in love with her.”
 
   She nodded. “I thought so.”
 
   “Is it that obvious?”
 
   “Trav, we were dancing when she bumped into you. I was still holding onto you when you looked at her. I’ve never had a man tense up in my arms like that before.”
 
   I smiled ruefully. “That was her.”
 
   “Her?”
 
   “The mystery woman. From the bar. From that night I told you about.”
 
   Understanding dawned in her eyes as she gasped. “Holy fuck,” she murmured.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “What are the chances?”
 
   “One in a million.”
 
   “At least.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Trace. For ditching you for a minute there.”
 
   “Don’t be. Go get her.”
 
   “She’s with Spencer.” My friend, my colleague, and the guy who had helped me out countless times since I had started at the Miller Designs San Diego branch.
 
   “She wants to be with you.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I saw it,” she said simply. “I saw the way she looked at you, and I saw the way she looked at Spencer. You win. I just pray for the day when some guy will sweep me off my feet and look at me the way you look at her.”
 
   “Let’s dance, Trace.”
 
   She grinned and held her hand out, and I stood up and took her hand in mine.
 
   I had the sudden sensation that everything was going to work out, and I was glad that I had made a new friend in Tracy. She seemed to have all the answers, and I was grateful for her understanding. 
 
   I just wished I knew where the hell Lindsay and Spencer had run off to. I hoped it was for her to break things off with him so that she could be with me, but my gut told me there was more to it.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day happened to be Valentine’s Day, so I started my day by texting the newest contact in my phone as I lay in bed thinking about her.Wishing you a very Happy Valentine’s Day, Gorgeous. I attached the self-portrait I had taken of the two of us the night before. 
 
   My phone buzzed thirty seconds later with a text. You too, Tiger. Been thinking about you. You look hot in that pic. 
 
   How did she manage to make me grin with a text? 
 
   When can I see you?  I had to know. It had to be soon. My preference would be that very second. 
 
   Not sure. Working on some things. Rough night last night.
 
   What the hell did that mean? Did she end things with Spencer? I didn’t want to ask, because what if she didn’t? What if she was there with him, in his bed, texting me while he was asleep next to her?
 
   You okay? I asked.
 
   She didn’t text back right away, and I stared at my phone, willing it to buzz. I almost pressed the call button so I could talk to her, and then a text came through.Will be.
 
   That got my curiosity going. Let me know if I can do anything.
 
   I’ll call you later.
 
   I’ll be waiting. 
 
   I didn’t have any plans in particular that day, so I didn’t mind waiting for her. Just knowing that she was going to call was enough to help me through the day that I believed Hallmark created to send all men to the doghouse when we didn’t get the exact right gift. Which reminded me… I needed to get a gift. Two, actually.
 
   I Googled Valentine’s Day gifts. The standard answers came up first: flowers, chocolates, jewelry. I wanted to thank Tracy for being a friend when I needed one, and I wanted to get something special for Lindsay. I was the worst shopper in the world, though, so I didn’t have the first clue where to start.
 
   I went for a run, pushing myself to go two more miles than usual, using the quiet time to think about the task ahead of me. I took a shower before I headed off in search of the perfect gifts. 
 
   I settled on a bouquet of white roses for Tracy. They were the perfect mixture of friendship and thank you.
 
   I headed to Hallmark to find two cards – one that screamed “Friends!” and one that said “I want to fuck your brains out.” The place was packed with men last minute shopping, so I had to dart around everyone to find what I wanted. I found a good one for Tracy easily, a funny one for a friend, but I was still looking for the right one for Lindsay. 
 
   And then I saw it. 
 
   It was simple and perfect. So perfect that I almost felt like I had designed it myself. The front had two baby tigers cuddling. The inside simply said, “Will you be my Valentine? Rawr.”
 
   I thought long and hard about what to get her. This would set the precedent, and a good friend had once told me that you didn’t want your first gift to a woman to be too extravagant or she’d always be thinking you’d one-up yourself and get better gifts each time. And as I thought about it, I realized that I knew absolutely nothing about her. I didn’t know what she did for a living, I didn’t know who her family was, I didn’t know where she lived, and I didn’t know what she liked.
 
   All I really knew about her was that we had some sort of elemental connection that was totally spectacular and addictive, and I couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
   And then inspiration struck me. 
 
   I headed to the toy store, where I found a plush stuffed Tiger, and then I headed to the jewelry store, where I found the perfect silver heart-shaped locket with a single diamond in the center of the heart. I emailed the self-portrait I had taken the night before to myself from my phone, and then I went to Walgreens and sized it so it would fit into the locket. I waited while it was developed, and then I headed home. For being a guy that didn’t know how to shop, I was pretty proud of my trip.
 
   I signed the card to Tracy first.
 
    
 
   Tracy,
 
   Thanks for being there for me. You’re my first new friend in San Diego, and I’ll be forever grateful for your words and for just being you. Happy Valentine’s Day. 
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   Then I signed the card to Lindsay.
 
    
 
   Gorgeous,
 
   Fate stepped in to bring us back to each other. I couldn’t stop thinking about you after I met you, and now I know it was because we are meant for each other. 
 
   You’ll always be Gorgeous to me, and I’ll always remember the most perfect image of you tangled in my sheets when you woke up that morning. I hope to see that image again. Soon.  
 
   I look forward to whatever fate has in store for us. He’s been good to us so far, and I am so grateful that I found you not once, but twice.
 
   Happy Valentine’s Day. 
 
   Yours,
 
   Tiger 
 
    
 
   I couldn’t seem to get the locket together. The picture wouldn’t just slide in like it was supposed to. I felt like a giant with huge, clumsy fingers, so I dropped the locket in my pocket with the picture and headed over to Tracy’s to deliver her flowers.
 
   She threw the door open when she presumably looked through her peephole and saw a mass of flowers. 
 
   I lowered them so she could see who stood behind them.
 
   “Travis, you shouldn’t have. Really.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure,” I said, handing them to her and kissing her cheek. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
 
   She smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do. Sorry about the whole just friends, no benefits thing,” I teased.
 
   “Yeah. I had to take care of myself last night.”
 
   Okay. That was hot. But then again, any image of a girl touching herself was hot. “What do you think I did when I got home?”
 
   “Damn. Had I known…”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “Still wouldn’t have happened,” she said. 
 
   “Correct.”
 
   She giggled. “You’re really hung up on that Lindsay girl, huh?”
 
   I nodded. “Actually, I could use your help with something.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows at me and I pulled the locket and picture out of my pocket.
 
   “I feel like a goddamn giant trying to put this fucking thing together.”
 
   “Give it to me.” She slid the picture in effortlessly and snapped the locket shut. Then she opened it again and gazed at the picture. “This is the most adorable picture I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?”
 
   “You’re a beautiful couple, actually. If I didn’t know your story, I’d look at that picture and see two people very much in love.”
 
   I hugged her. “Trace, you’ve been a lifesaver. Thanks for everything.”
 
   “Thanks for the flowers.”
 
   I kissed her once more on the cheek and then I left so I could get back and wrap my gift. 
 
   I put the locket around the tiger’s neck, and then I found a box to place it in. I wrapped my gift in the red paper I’d picked up on my shopping excursion. She said she was going to call me, and I had to find a way to see her so I could give her the present. I felt nervous and anxious and excited all at once. 
 
   I finally did get a text just after lunchtime, but it wasn’t from Lindsay. It was from Dan.   Spending Valentine’s Day at Melanie’s. Text if you need me. See you tomorrow.
 
   And that’s when I realized that he had no idea what had happened the night before. I had to tell him eventually, and eventually Spencer would know that Lindsay had broken up with him to be with me. Well, once she actually did break up with him. 
 
   But I couldn’t worry about any of that. I had to focus on what was in front of me. 
 
   It was a little after 5:00 when my phone rang. The picture I had taken of her flashed on my screen, and I smiled at my phone.
 
   “Hey, Gorgeous,” I answered, my voice low and husky. 
 
   “Tiger,” she breathed.
 
   “I need to see you.” I don’t think I’d needed anything more in my entire life than to see her again. Even breathing seemed less important than seeing her.
 
   “I need to see you, too,” she whispered.
 
   “Tonight,” I demanded.
 
   “I need an excuse to ditch my boyfriend on Valentine’s Day.”
 
   “Break up with him.”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “More than you realize,” I muttered, thinking of the friendship I had formed with Spencer since I’d started my job in San Diego.
 
   “Where are you?” she asked.
 
   “My place.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “Yeah. My roommate works with us, too, but he’s out until tomorrow.”
 
   “Text me your address. I’ll figure something out and I’ll be over before six.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see you.”
 
   “Soon, Tiger.”
 
   She hung up and I texted her my address as instructed. I brushed my teeth for good measure and paced my apartment as I glanced at the clock approximately every twenty seconds. 
 
   I needed a drink. Preferably a strong one. 
 
   I found some whiskey in the panty and poured myself a few ounces. I resumed my pacing, but now I had a tumbler of alcohol to try to calm my nerves. It wasn’t really working. 
 
   At 5:57, there was a knock at my door. My heart sped up as I ran to the door to open it, and there she was. 
 
   Her beauty took my breath away. 
 
   She stood in front of me in a simple pair of khaki shorts and a sweatshirt. Her sweatshirt hung off her shoulder, and the slice of bare skin spoke directly to TJ. He was awake once again in her presence, trying to escape my pants in an effort to touch her.
 
   Everything about her was gorgeous elegance, and I couldn’t stop staring. 
 
   Apparently I had the same effect on her, because she stood in the doorway staring back at me with those big, exotic brown eyes. 
 
   “Come in,” I eventually found my voice, holding the door open. She brushed past me, dropping her purse by the door, and TJ strained even harder. Jesus, what she did to me. I shut the door behind me and watched her as she walked over to the family room. She looked around for a moment. 
 
   “Nice place,” she said, her voice sounding as nervous as I felt.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You like the area?”
 
   “You didn’t come here for small talk.”
 
   “No,” she pursed her lips. “I didn’t.”
 
   “You look beautiful.” She looked down at her sweatshirt doubtfully, and then she looked back up at me. She shook her head, and I saw tears fill her eyes from where I stood. Unable to take not touching her any longer, I rushed across the room and crushed her body to mine, my lips assaulting hers in that way that I couldn’t control. She stilled, and then she gave into me. Her tongue found mine first, and she sucked and licked and bit and everything she did only built on the desire I already felt for her. She thrust her hands into my hair, and one of my hands found her hip while the other trailed down her arm and then behind her, inching up under her sweatshirt to feel the bare skin of her lower back. Fuck, those dimples. That perfect ass. 
 
   I just wanted to touch her and feel her skin against mine. 
 
   She moaned, and then she pulled back. 
 
   “I can’t keep doing this.” She was breathless.
 
   “Doing what?” I asked, chest heaving. At least we had the same effect on one another.
 
   “I’m still with Spencer.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “And you came to tell me what that’s all about.”
 
   She took both of my hands in hers. “Travis, I have to tell you something.”
 
   Panic spiraled through me. It was the first time she’d ever called me “Travis” apart from when Spencer had introduced us. 
 
   She glanced up and our eyes locked.
 
   “Spencer proposed to me last night.”
 
   I felt my blood run cold as my jaw clenched. I dropped her hands, and suddenly all I could see was red everywhere. I stared at her in some mixture of alarm and hurt and humiliation. 
 
   “Don’t,” she whispered, grabbing my hands in hers again. “Don’t you dare pull away from me.”
 
   “What was your answer?” I asked through my clenched jaw. I could feel the vein in my neck pulsing. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d reacted so violently on the inside.  
 
   “My answer was no. Obviously. How could I say yes to him when all I’ve thought about since I left your apartment is you?”
 
   I relaxed at her words. “Why are you still with him?”
 
   “I can’t just dump him and move on to the next guy, Tiger. I’m trying to be delicate.”
 
   I pulled her into me. “Tell me everything.”
 
   “After I came back down from our, um, hotel room meeting, he found me walking back to the table. He said he had a surprise for me, and he led me out to the back patio of the hotel. Then he said some things and he asked me to marry him.” I tightened my grasp on her, and she rested her cheek on my chest, right over my heart. 
 
   While I had been inside dancing with Tracy, she had been outside with Spencer talking about marriage. Was that why she had the key? Had he somehow prearranged a room that he could take her to after she accepted his proposal? 
 
   It was all wrong.
 
   “I said that I wasn’t ready. Tiger, I said some really mean things to him. I told him that I thought his proposal was a desperate plea to keep me. It wasn't from a place of love, it was from a place of possession. He wanted everyone to know that I was his, but once you came into my life, I wasn't his anymore. I was yours. I am yours.”
 
   I kissed the top of her head, my arms tightening around her. 
 
   “And then I ran.”
 
   “You ran?”
 
   She nodded. “I wanted you to call me. I wanted you to hold me. But I couldn’t go back into the party, not once I found out that you and Spencer knew one another. I had to get out of there. So I caught a cab and headed home. I was stupid to think that he wouldn’t follow me. We live together for Christ’s sake. He got home and we talked for awhile. I told him I wasn’t ready for that kind of step, and I started trying to plant seeds of doubt about my future with him.”
 
   “Can I ask you something?” I said, leading her over to the couch. I sat, and she settled in next to me, throwing her legs over my lap as she leaned against the armrest. I stroked her legs absentmindedly while we continued our conversation. They were soft and smooth and perfect. I gazed at her, and she looked so comfortable there on the couch. I wanted to hold her like that forever. I wanted to stare at her beauty forever. 
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Why did you and Spencer break up in the first place?”
 
   “I was at a point where I needed him to choose me. He didn’t, and I couldn’t take it anymore.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You know what a good guy he is. He always puts everybody else first, before himself. And that’s one of the things I love… um, loved about him. But there came a time when he started putting everyone else first, before me, too. He had chosen his job time and again over me. I didn’t care when he wanted to spend time with his friends or his family, but when it came down to it, I was always second place to everyone and everything else in his life. I just wanted to be first for once.” She paused and cleared her throat. “I was fed up already, and then one night I had a work function that he promised he would attend, and he never showed. I found out it was because he had stayed late at work helping someone else on a project that wasn’t even his own. He couldn’t put me first, and I couldn’t remain in a relationship where I wasn’t a priority.”
 
   I thought about that, and I thought how fucking stupid Spencer was. If this girl was mine, she would come first. Always. I wanted to tell her that, but I didn’t want to interrupt her story. I squeezed her knee and she jerked under me. Apparently I’d found a ticklish spot, but this wasn’t the time to focus on that.
 
   “I was so angry, but more than that, I was hurt. I broke up with him that night. He begged me to stay, but I couldn’t. I wanted to get away from him for a few days, so I headed off to Arizona to visit my best friend from college. And that’s where I met you.”
 
   She paused and looked over at me. Something sexy glazed her eyes, and I wanted to touch so much more than her legs. But I couldn’t do that, not while she was involved with another man. 
 
   “That was the night that I knew my life would be forever changed. I was a little drunk when we started dancing, but by the time we got back to your place, I knew what I was doing. I had never wanted anybody like I wanted you. Sex with you… my God, sex with you is the most erotic, romantic, fantastic thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. No man can hold a candle to your talent.”
 
   I grinned and squeezed her knee, and her body jerked again. “You weren’t so bad yourself.”
 
   She smiled, but it was weak. “When I got back home, Spencer was waiting for me. He told me how much he had missed me, and he was all apologies and telling me how he was going to change. But you know something? I was the one who had changed. In that one night we had spent together, everything changed. I realized what I needed in a relationship, and deep down I knew it wasn’t Spence, but I was weak. I was destroyed over you. And Spence was familiar. He was comfortable in a time when I just needed some comfort. So I agreed to try it again. It took a lot of convincing on his part, and we had just gotten back together when you walked back into my life.”
 
   I understood where she was coming from. She was torn, and I had to compare it once again to my own situation. Where Julianne hadn’t thought twice about breaking my heart to find her own happiness, Lindsay had. She was denying herself what she really wanted, maybe what she really needed, so that she could let Spencer down easily. 
 
   And in that moment, thinking about my own recent history and realizing the sacrifice Lindsay was making, I knew for sure that I was in love with her. 
 
   I would wait for her. Because waiting would be worth it.
 
   “So what’s your next move?” I asked.
 
   “I’m just trying to handle everything with care. I need time. Can you give me time?”
 
   I nodded. “I would wait forever for you.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes, and I pulled her over to me so that she was sitting on my lap and I cradled her in my arms. One tear escaped, and then more followed in its wake until tears were tumbling down her cheeks. 
 
   “Baby, don’t cry,” I comforted her, kissing her tears away and smoothing her hair back from her face. My heart broke for her sadness, but I knew that eventually we were going to be together, and that was enough for me to hold onto. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were rimmed in red and her lips were soft and plump, and all I could think was that even when she was crying, she was still the most gorgeous woman I’d ever laid eyes on.  
 
   I held her in my arms until her tears subsided. 
 
   She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’m just… I’m such a mess right now. I don’t want to waste what little precious time we have together with crying. And we can’t even…”
 
   “Stop,” I said. “You’re not a mess. You’re beautiful. And we will. We’ll get there.” As much as it pained me that I couldn’t take her to my bed and fuck those tears right out of her system until there was a smile on her face, I was happy just to be holding her. I was still in utter shock that she was back in my life. I gazed down at her.
 
   “That look in your eyes…” she said. 
 
   I knew what she was talking about. There was no way I could possibly conceal the need I had for her, the depth of my desire, the level of my feelings. 
 
   “It’s the same way you’re looking at me,” I murmured, placing a tender kiss on her forehead and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.
 
   “Tiger,” she whispered.
 
   I crushed her against my chest, and her arms curled closely around my neck. 
 
   “I know you’d always put me first,” she said so softly that I almost didn’t catch it. But I did, and she was right. She knew it without me having to say anything at all. 
 
   “Of course I would,” I whispered into her hair, breathing in her citrus scent deeply. “I already do.”
 
   “I know you do.” She leaned up and pressed a kiss against my neck. TJ hadn’t calmed down since she had walked in the door, and that sweet, gentle kiss was almost enough to alleviate him. She had me so worked up that just the feel of her lips on my skin nearly made me spiral into an intense orgasm. 
 
   I didn’t want to ever let her go, but I couldn’t hold her in my arms and not touch her. My desire for her was too strong.
 
   “I have something for you.” My voice was husky.
 
   She pulled back from me, a smile playing at her lips. “Oh?”
 
   I patted her bottom, and she stood. I grabbed her hand and led her to the kitchen, where my wrapped gift sat on the counter. I handed her the box with the card on top. 
 
   “Wait,” she said. She walked to the door, and I panicked for a second that she was going to walk out of it. Instead, she picked up her purse. “I brought something for you, too.”
 
   She pulled a gift from her bag. There was a card sealed in an envelope on top of it. 
 
   “Cards first?” she asked, her face lit with a pretty smile.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Same time?”
 
   I nodded again. 
 
   We both took the cards and ripped them open. We pulled them out of the envelopes together, and when we each got a look at the picture on the front, our eyes met. Laughter danced in her brown eyes.
 
   It was the same card.
 
   We had bought each other the exact same card.
 
   A giggle escaped her lips, and I chuckled. After the emotional conversation we’d just had on the couch, this felt good. Therapeutic. Invigorating. Our giggles turned to howling laughter, the gut-wrenching kind that left your abs hurting for two days. Tears streamed down her face, and I found myself wiping my own eyes, too. She doubled over, trying to catch her breath between her laughing, and I snorted at one point, only spurring our laughter on even more. 
 
   When we calmed down enough to actually open the cards and read each other’s messages, I found perfect penmanship inside the one addressed to me. It almost looked like a font. 
 
    
 
   Tiger,
 
   Rawr is right. I will never forget that night with you, and I long for the time when we can recreate the magic that was our one night together. I need some time, but I also need you to know that the time you give me now is a means to an end that will finish with me in your arms. I don’t even know how to categorize what I’m feeling right now, but this thing between us is powerful and right. I thank my lucky stars every single day that I found you not once, but twice, and once I’m available, I’m never letting you go. Thank you for giving me every single thing that I need and for being everything I want.
 
   -G 
 
    
 
   She finished reading the same time I did, and I saw tears shining in her eyes again. I pulled her by her hips until our bodies were as close as they could be, and I leaned my head down and took her lips with mine. I knew it was wrong to kiss a woman who had a boyfriend, but I wouldn’t allow it to go further than kissing, and she wouldn’t, either. She had class, and so did I. 
 
   Our cards had been the same, and the messages we’d each written inside had been nearly the same, too. 
 
   I loved her more and more every second. 
 
   I pulled back first because if I didn’t, I’d have a hard time stopping. 
 
   “Open your gift,” I said, trying to catch my breath from just being in the same vicinity as her. 
 
   “You, too,” she said.
 
   We ripped the wrapping paper off our packages together, and I found myself staring at a black and silver picture frame holding the photo I had snapped of the two of us. The same photo that was in the locket she was about to open. 
 
   I knew without a shadow of a doubt that we were two halves of the same soul. 
 
   “Aww,” she crooned when she saw the stuffed animal. She hadn’t seen the necklace yet.
 
   “For you to sleep with until you can sleep with your real Tiger.”
 
   “I love it,” she grinned. She hugged it to her chest, and suddenly I was jealous of the stuffed animal. 
 
   She pulled it back and looked again, and that’s when she noticed the locket. “Oh,” she breathed, fingering the heart. “Oh, Travis, this is beautiful.”
 
   She took it off of the tiger and handed the tiger to me, and then she opened the locket and saw the picture inside. Her eyes met mine. “My God,” she said. “We really are meant to be together.”
 
   I grinned, and I set the tiger on the counter. “Let me,” I said, and she handed me the necklace and then held her hair up so I could clasp it for her. My lips found her neck, and she leaned back into me and moaned softly as I kissed and licked the sweet skin of her neck. She tasted like the creamy filling inside of an Oreo and she smelled like a summer day. God, I couldn’t get enough of her.
 
   She exhaled and walked out of my reach. “I have to go.”
 
   I nodded. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “I don’t think I’d have been able to stay away.”
 
   “Where does he think you are?”
 
   “Told him I had to go shopping for a present. It wasn’t a lie.”
 
   “I bet he never suspected it wasn’t for him.”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “When can I see you again?”
 
   “Soon. I promise.”
 
   “Gorgeous, I still don’t feel like I know anything about you.”
 
   “Shh,” she commanded. “We’ll have time for that.”
 
   “Can I text you? Does he check your phone?”
 
   “Please text me. I don’t think I’ll be able to handle not hearing from you. He won’t check my phone.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay.” 
 
   She walked into my arms, squeezing me tightly. My heart broke knowing she was leaving, but I had to let her go. I held her against me, memorizing the feel of her body against mine, and then she pressed a soft kiss to my lips. She turned and left.
 
   The second the door shut behind her, I found my phone and fired off a text. I miss you already.
 
   There was a knock at my door ten seconds later. I opened it.
 
   “God, I miss you already, too,” she said, and then she flew into my arms, her lips crashing violently to mine. 
 
   I would never, ever get enough of this woman. 
 
   We kissed in my doorway for a minute, our hands everywhere, and then she turned and left. For real this time. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of my night was an odd mixture of feelings for me. I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts, so I headed over to Skips. I claimed my usual stool, finding Max behind the bar. He nodded a hello. Tracy was working, and she brought me a Miller Lite before I even had the chance to order one. 
 
   The place was relatively empty for a Saturday evening, but then, I figured, most guys weren’t going to bring their Valentine’s dates to a bar like Skips. 
 
   “You talk to her?” Tracy asked, poised next to me to appear as if she was taking my order as I sat at the bar. 
 
   I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And it’s going to work out. Eventually.”
 
   “She still with him?”
 
   I nodded. “He proposed to her last night.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “I know. She said no.”
 
   “Why didn’t she break things off with him?”
 
   “It’s complicated, but it boils down to her trying to be gentle with him.”
 
   Tracy shrugged. “Why?”
 
   “Because she doesn’t want to hurt him. And I understand that after what I went through.”
 
   She nodded. She understood where I was coming from. “Can I get you anything to eat?”
 
   I placed my order and she left to put it in and take care of some other tables, and then she poured herself a diet coke and sat on a barstool next to me.
 
   “So what happened?” she asked, her eyes narrowed at me.
 
   I took a sip of beer. “Nothing like that.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. She’s still with Spencer, and we both respect him.”
 
   “Good for you. That’s some strong-ass willpower.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” 
 
   “Explain to me again why she’s with him?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “Always is. But this is life, not a Facebook status. Spill.”
 
   I chuckled and drummed my fingers on the bar. “The short version is that they broke up before she went to Phoenix. She and I hooked up, she came back from the trip heartbroken and found comfort in the ex who was begging for her to come back to him. And then a few days later she runs into me. She doesn’t want to break his heart, so she’s letting him down slowly. And,” I paused, emphasizing my next words, “I can appreciate what she’s doing.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I had my heart broken in a goddamn love triangle. Jules ultimately did what she had to do, and it was maybe the right move for her. It was strong and passionate and she took a stand, but she didn’t think about the fallout from that. Lindsay, on the other hand, understands what it’ll be like for him. She can’t just dump him two days after they got back together.”
 
   “Isn’t staying with him only giving him hope?”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe. But she’s trying to get him to see that they aren’t right for each other. She keeps telling me she just needs time, that she doesn’t want to hurt him.”
 
   “Playing games doesn’t work, Trav. Tell her to get it over with.”
 
   “She’s made up her mind. I can’t stop her, and I don’t want to. I think she’s doing the right thing.”
 
   We both heard the sound of a bell from the kitchen. “Hold that thought,” she said, and she headed to the kitchen to get food to deliver to one of her tables.
 
   A group of men came in to play pool, so Tracy was fairly occupied after that. I hung out for awhile and had a couple of beers, watching my favorite sports network and shooting the shit with Max since it was a fairly slow night. I decided to head home after awhile, so I paid my bill and kissed Tracy on the cheek as she walked by me on my way out. 
 
   I found being home alone on Valentine’s Day to be a terrible idea. First I had loved Julianne with my whole heart, and she was now with another man. And now I loved Lindsay with my whole heart, and she was with another man when she should’ve been with me. I thought about Tracy’s words, that by staying with Spencer, Lindsay would only be giving him hope, and then I had the awful thought that she was with him at that moment, in his arms, maybe in his bed. 
 
   I couldn’t think like that. It wasn’t healthy and it probably wasn’t true. 
 
   But just to be sure, I sent her a text. I miss you.
 
   I waited for a reply that didn’t come for twenty minutes. Enough time for her and Spencer to finish their sexual encounter. I convinced myself that I was being stupid.
 
   I miss you, too. This night is hell.
 
   What are you doing?
 
   S took me to dinner. Now I’m faking a headache.
 
   That helped alleviate my fears a little. Come over here.
 
   You know I can’t. 
 
   I did know that, but I suddenly wasn’t sure why. Tracy’s words replayed in my head: “Tell her to get it over with.”
 
   Was she right? I didn’t want to fuck things up with Lindsay, but I also didn’t want to give her the time she claimed she needed. I didn’t want her to need time. I wanted her to end things with Spencer immediately, even though it contradicted everything I’d thought earlier about how she was handling things. I wanted her to be next to me; no, I needed her to be next to me. 
 
   I wasn’t sure when she had become such an important part of my life, but she had.
 
   And the moment I had the thought that I wanted her to leave Spencer for me was the moment I truly understood Julianne’s motivations. She hadn’t meant to hurt me, even though that had been the end result. I still wasn’t past what she had done. I was still hurt by being jerked around and dumped by my best friend. I would’ve thought she’d have more class than to fuck and then abruptly end things with someone who had been such a big part of her life for so long. 
 
   But I got it. Now that I had Lindsay in my life, I knew what it felt like when you felt so deeply for someone that you couldn’t breathe without that person. And while I’d always thought that was what I felt for Jules, I realized that I’d been breathing just fine since I had cut her out of my life. 
 
   But ever since the morning Lindsay had left my apartment in Arizona, I’d had a damn hard time breathing. 
 
   I typed out a text and stared at it for a full minute before I sent it. 
 
   I was ready to battle for her.
 
   I needed her to know where I stood because I needed to breathe again. 
 
   My heart raced as I pressed the send button. Get it over with, G. End it with him. Be with me.
 
   I waited for a reply, but one didn’t come. 
 
   Being alone was making me miserable. Not that I would’ve shared my pain with anyone, my roommate included, but I still felt like having someone else there would’ve at least been a distraction. Dan and I could’ve headed to Skips to play pool, or we could’ve played video games. Anything would have been better than spending the evening by myself. 
 
   The waiting was pure hell, and knowing that Lindsay was in her own hell only made me feel worse. 
 
   I headed to the kitchen and cracked open another beer, draining it in about ten seconds flat, and then I grabbed another one to drink at a more reasonable pace. 
 
   I sat on the couch and flicked on the television, but I couldn’t focus on anything. Basketball was suddenly boring as I thought of Lindsay’s perfect lips. I stared blankly at the screen, thinking of her and what she was doing at that very moment. I had never been so consumed by a woman before in my life, and the depth of what I felt for her scared the hell out of me. Shit, I couldn’t think of a single time in history when I’d favored merely thinking about a woman over watching a basketball game. 
 
   I considered a run, but I was several beers into the evening, and I’d already gone for one earlier that day. I thought about calling my family, but it was Valentine’s Day. They’d all be out. My dad would take my mom to the same Italian restaurant they’d gone to every year for Valentine’s Day, birthdays, and anniversaries. Liz and Wes would hire a babysitter so that they could have a date night away from the kids. I wondered what Bill and Mike were up to, but I felt stupid calling them to check in and say hi on a Saturday night when I was in a new town. They’d think I was a loser who hadn’t made any friends. I thought about calling Craig, but we weren’t close enough yet for me to dial him up without Dan there as a buffer. So I stared blankly at the television, feeling lonely as I pondered how much I missed Lindsay. 
 
   There was a knock at my door just as I finished my beer. I glanced at the clock; it wouldn’t be Tracy because she was still at work. Maybe Dan forgot his keys?
 
   I headed over to the door and threw it open. 
 
   I was stunned to find Lindsay standing in front of me in black sweatpants and that same sweatshirt that hung off of her shoulder. She was, as ever, absolutely gorgeous.
 
   “Hey,” I said softly, pulling her into my arms when I saw her tear-stained face. I kicked the door shut behind her.
 
   “Hey,” she whispered into my chest, dropping her purse by the door. I held her while she cried, stroking her hair and rubbing her back as sobs racked her flawless body. 
 
   I didn’t say a word for fear that I would speak and find that she was just a dream. I just held her against me.
 
   A deep breath made her body shudder beneath me, and then she spoke. “I did it,” she said.
 
   “You did what?” I asked, totally confused.
 
   She pulled back and wiped her eyes, and then she looked up into my eyes. Hers were a mixture of sadness and optimism. “I ended it. With Spencer. Once and for all.”
 
   Hope permeated my blood. “You… you did?” I was shocked.
 
   She nodded, and then she wrapped her arms around me, clasping her hands behind my back. “I couldn’t stay away from you for another second.”
 
   I was literally shocked for a moment. “I thought… I thought you needed time.” 
 
   “I thought I did, too. But I suffered through dinner, and then he wanted to get intimate, and I couldn’t take it another second.”
 
   “So you faked a headache?”
 
   She nodded. “And then I got your text, and it destroyed me.”
 
   “I didn’t mean for it to hurt you.”
 
   “The thought of holding back from you while I was with someone else… it tore at me. It clawed at me. I know it’s only been one day, but I literally couldn’t be away from you any longer.”
 
   My lips hurtled down to hers, and this time, she didn’t freeze. She opened her mouth to mine, and our tongues clashed violently together, all of the need and the craving and the lust pouring into our connection. My arms tightened around her, and I felt her breasts crushed to my chest. Her hands tightened around me, and TJ woke from his slumber as he tried his best to push past the restraint of my jeans to find his way to where he belonged: inside the woman whose mouth was pressed to mine. 
 
   She jumped up onto me so her legs were wrapped around my waist, and I held her under her perfect ass with one hand and around her waist with the other as her hands tangled into my hair, her lips never leaving mine. I suddenly had the feeling that everything was right in my world.
 
   We stood in my entryway kissing for an eternity. 
 
   I wanted to kiss her for the rest of my life.
 
   With her body wrapped around mine and our lips still connected, I started making my way toward my bedroom. I kissed my way down her neck, stumbling over the shoes I had left laying out as I blindly made our way to my bedroom. I tossed her onto my bed and tumbled down on top of her. 
 
   She lifted my shirt over my head and then scratched her nails down my back. Fuck, that was hot. 
 
   I tore her sweatshirt off over her head and fumbled with her bra, anxious and excited and ready for this moment all at the same time. I got her bra off (feeling like whoever invented those fucking clasps had to have been a woman), and she pulled me down on top of her so that her beautiful breasts were pressed against my bare chest. Somehow my erection became even harder, stiff as steel, and I needed to be inside of her like I needed to take my next breath. 
 
   Her hand grasped me through my jeans, and she moaned loudly when she felt how hard she made me. 
 
   “That’s what you do to me,” I murmured. I groaned into her and kissed her neck as her hand moved up and down. 
 
   “I want you to fuck me until I scream.”
 
   Good fucking gracious, I nearly came at her words.
 
   “Your wish is my command,” I grinned, and I took off my jeans and boxer briefs in one smooth motion as she shimmied out of her sweatpants and panties, throwing them on the floor beside her until she was wearing only the locket I’d given her.
 
   She lay back on my bed, and I took in her sheer perfection for one moment. And then I moved over her, hovering for a moment, my dick hard at the juncture between her legs as I supported myself with my arms on either side of her, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. 
 
   She gazed up at me, and I was filled with love for this woman beneath me, love so much stronger than I had ever felt before in my life. I slowly eased my way into her body, and her eyes became heavy at our contact as she threw her head back in utter pleasure. Seeing her face like that, with her eyes half-closed and her lips parted and a sheen of bliss infusing her cheeks, and feeling her body from the inside as her hands tightened on my body, her nails digging into my skin, was nearly my undoing. 
 
   I pulled back, almost all the way out, before driving back into her. She moaned as she took me to the hilt, and I stayed there for a moment, loving the feeling of being inside of her again. I circled, and then I eased back and surged forward again. And then her hands found my ass, and she dug her nails into me, urging me to move faster. 
 
   And faster I moved.
 
   I slammed into her, fast and hard, with long, deep, driving strokes. She squeezed around me, her muscles contracting and pulling me in, like her body was made for mine. 
 
   Her moans became louder, and those sounds escaping her lips sent shots of desire through my system. “Tiger,” she moaned, and the sweet and sexy nickname she had given me drove me closer to ecstasy.
 
   I flipped over, never breaking our bodily connection, so that she was riding on top of me. I loved the view of her breasts moving in time with my deep drives into her body, and her fingers found my chest as she dug her nails into me. 
 
   “I’m close,” she murmured, and then she threw her head back and groaned loudly, riding on top of me as I panted and groaned beneath her.
 
   My hands found her breasts, and I tugged at her nipples. “Me, too,” I said. I pumped up hard into her, and she screamed. 
 
   Mission accomplished.
 
   I felt my body tense up and then my release came just as hers did. “Oh fuck,” I groaned as I erupted into her, and she screamed out again, yelling “Tiger” over and over as she collapsed down onto my chest.
 
   Making love to her was even better than I had remembered. The feel of her body on both the inside and the outside was sublime, otherworldly. 
 
   I stroked her back absentmindedly as we both came down from our orgasm-induced highs, our bodies still connected as I remained hard inside of her.
 
   I was overcome with emotion for this woman. I had never known the feelings that I associated with her even though I spent half of my life believing that I knew what love was. This was something new and different and addictive, and I would never have enough of her.
 
   Eventually I lifted her just slightly to pull out, and she groaned and then settled back into her position on my chest sleepily as her legs tangled with mine. 
 
   “Can I get you anything?” I asked, tightening my grasp around her.
 
   “No,” she mumbled, and then her breathing evened out and I knew she was asleep. I gazed down at her lying on top of me, her hair spread out over part of my chest and my arm, her face just over my heart as she cuddled into me. 
 
   “I think I love you,” I whispered.
 
   We slept like that for the entire night. I hadn’t even realized that I had fallen asleep until the room was brightly lit by the morning sunshine. Lindsay was still wrapped around me, sleeping soundly. I didn’t want to wake her, but I had to get up and use the restroom. The two beers I drank before she had shown up on my doorstep were ready to make their exit.
 
   I gently untangled myself from her and went to take care of business, glancing at the clock on my way out of the room. It was only 7:30, and I didn’t have anywhere to be that day. I just wanted to hold Lindsay in my arms for the entire day. I headed to the kitchen after the bathroom and gulped down a glass of water, and then I headed back to the bedroom. She was still sleeping, and I slipped into bed next to her, wrapping my arms around her so I was spooning her, and I fell back into a blissful sleep. 
 
   She woke up about two hours later. “Jesus,” she said, scrubbing her eyes as she looked up at the clock. “I never sleep this late.”
 
   “Workouts like the one we had last night will do that to you.”
 
   She grinned. 
 
   “You want to talk?” I asked, needing to know the details of what went down between her and Spencer.
 
   She sighed. “Yeah. But not here. This bed is our sanctuary. Okay? Only you and me in here.”
 
   I smiled at her, loving her sentiment. “You are the most perfect woman who ever walked this planet.”
 
   We got up and she went to the bathroom to wash up while I put on the coffee. We met back on the couch, and she settled into the same position that we had been in just the day before. God, that seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
   She held up the earring. Her earring.
 
   “This is mine,” she said.
 
   I gazed over at her, and then I nodded. “It was all I had left of you.”
 
   “I thought I’d lost it forever,” she whispered. Her eyes were glittering with unshed tears.
 
   I wasn’t sure if she was still talking about the earring.
 
   “It’s yours, now,” I murmured, and I wasn’t sure that I was still talking about the earring, either.
 
   Her legs were draped over my lap, and I imagined our future together. I could see the two of us sitting on a couch in our own home together, just talking after a long day of work, her legs in my lap as I absently stroked them, feeling her soft skin. And just as I pictured that in my mind, I realized that I didn’t even know what she did for a living. I knew very little about her besides how strong my feelings had become. 
 
   “Talk to me about what happened before you came here last night,” I said, figuring that was probably the best place to start considering we hadn’t done much talking the night before. 
 
   She sighed. “Well you know the basics. When you texted me and told me to end it with him, I knew you were right. I couldn’t pretend with him because it would only end up hurting him more in the long run.”
 
   “What did you say to him?”
 
   “We were watching television. A commercial came on, and I turned to Spencer, and I just blurted, ‘I don’t think I can do this anymore.’ And he said, ‘Do what anymore?’ and I said, ‘Us.’ The look on his face… God, it was horrible, but I kept going. I told him that I had ended things the first time for a reason, and while things had been a little better in terms of me being a priority, I realized in our time apart that we would be better off as friends.”
 
   “How did he react?”
 
   “He said I was wrong, and he asked me what he could do to make things better. And I said that there wasn’t anything because for me, it was over. I told him that I was going to stay with a friend so that we could sort our feelings out apart from each other.”
 
   “Stay here.” It was the perfect solution; I could spend unlimited time with her when we weren’t at work.
 
   She smiled. “Thank you, Tiger. I appreciate the offer, really. But I have a friend who I’ll stay with.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll stay with me.”
 
   She looked at me for a long moment. “Travis, we barely know each other.” Her voice was quiet, as if she was trying to let me down gently.
 
   I shrugged. “I know enough to know that I don’t want to be apart from you.”
 
   “From two nights of fantastic sex?”
 
   “No. From two nights of fantastic sex and the conversations we’ve had, and these… I don’t know, these… feelings… I’ve developed for you. From the way you make me feel whenever you’re in the same room as me.” I grabbed her legs and yanked so she ended up on my lap. I laced my arms around her waist. “From the way you kiss me.” I kissed her lips gently, just once. “From the way your fingers grab my hair when you get really hot for me.” I kissed her again. “From the way you’re thoughtful and caring and sexy as hell.” My lips found hers, but this time neither of us let go.
 
   The coffee pot beeped, signaling the freshly brewed pot. I reluctantly broke from Lindsay to get us each a cup. “How do you take it?” I asked from the kitchen as she lounged on the couch. 
 
   “Cream and sugar. Flavored cream if you’ve got it.”
 
   “Hazelnut okay?”
 
   “My favorite.”
 
   “See, we’re learning stuff about each other already. We take our coffee the same way. Add it to the list of common interests.”
 
   She giggled. 
 
   “Do you want anything to eat?” I asked, stirring the cream into the two cups.
 
   “Not yet. My stomach needs coffee first.”
 
   I grinned as I made my way into the family room and handed her a mug. “Another mark for the common interest column.”
 
   I sat back down and we resumed our couch position. The perfect part of it was that I got to touch her sexy legs while looking at her beautiful face. It was a win-win for me.
 
   “I have a stupid game I want to play,” she said, shyness blooming in her cheeks.
 
   “Oh?” I asked, sipping my coffee.
 
   “It’s a game I learned in college for when you’re getting to know somebody.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The ABCs of Getting to Know You. We trade back and forth with each letter, and we have to say something we want to know about the other person. Like if I started with A, I would say, ‘Age,’ and then we’d both have to say our ages.”
 
   “Sounds interesting. What’s the consequence if something comes up I don’t want to answer?”
 
   She gave me a look. “In the interest of not holding back from each other, I’m hoping we won’t have to use our Plead the Fifth card.”
 
   “So what’s that?”
 
   “You can opt out of a question, but you have to do a dare of my choosing.”
 
   “So you’re saying you’re going to answer every single one of my questions?”
 
   “Sure. I don’t have anything to hide. Why, do you?”
 
   I grinned. “Let’s play the game and we’ll see.”
 
   She giggled again, and I fell a little more in love with her. “Okay. I’ll go first. Age?”
 
   “Twenty-six. I’ll be twenty-seven in March,” I answered.
 
   “Twenty-four. I’ll be twenty-five in March.”
 
   “So I ask the B?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Birthday?” I asked, since it was the first thing that came to mind after “age.”
 
   “March 12.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” I said. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “March 12 is my birthday, too.”
 
   “Shut up. You’re lying.”
 
   I stood up and walked to my bedroom, returning with my wallet. I pulled out my license and handed it to her. 
 
   “Geez,” she said, gazing at the proof. “The weird coincidences continue.”
 
   “Common interest column?” I asked, and she nodded, grinning at me.
 
   “Career?” she asked.
 
   “I’m an architect.”
 
   “Sexy. What have you designed?”
 
   “Buildings,” I deadpanned, and she laughed as she mock hit me in the shoulder. That stupid line worked every time. “What about you?”
 
   “I’m an event planner.”
 
   “I could see you doing that. What have you planned?”
 
   “Events.” She giggled, mimicking my answer.
 
   I laughed with her. 
 
   “I’m actually a junior planner. I’m basically an assistant, but I’ve worked on weddings, anniversaries, birthday parties, office Christmas parties… you name it.”
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “Most of the time. Not when we have Bridezillas.”
 
   “Bridezilla?”
 
   “A bride who is a total bitch.”
 
   I chuckled. “Okay, more about careers later. Onto D. Dogs or cats?” I secretly hoped she would answer this one correctly.
 
   “Dogs, obviously.”
 
   I grinned. “Thank God. If you said ‘cats,’ I was going to have to seriously rethink things with you.”
 
   “Cats are a deal breaker?”
 
   “For any other woman, yes, they would be. But I suppose I could learn to live with it for you.”
 
   Our back and forth banter had us both laughing as we got to know one another. “So I assume dogs for you, too, then?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. “Definitely.”
 
   “E for education?” she asked.
 
   “I have a Bachelor’s and a Master’s in Architecture from Arizona State University.”
 
   “My Bachelor’s is in Business Marketing from SDSU, and I started taking classes toward my MBA last year, but I’m only taking one or two online classes per semester. Classes are kicking my ass with a full time job.”
 
   “I went right after my Bachelor’s, so I wasn’t working yet.”
 
   “That would’ve been the smarter thing to do. I went to work for a year and a half before I decided I wanted to go back to school.”
 
   “Why an MBA?”
 
   “I want to open my own business someday.”
 
   “Ambitious. I like that.”
 
   “Give me your best F,” she said with a smile.
 
   “First time?”
 
   She sighed. “Oh geez, this just got real.”
 
   “I’d prefer if you just told me your first time was with me at my apartment in Arizona.”
 
   “Okay. My first time was with you at your apartment in Arizona.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   She giggled. “Truth?” I nodded. “My first time was my freshman year in college. I was with this guy, Jordan, who I thought I loved but in the end didn’t, and he would ask me about fifteen times a day if I wanted to have sex, and finally he just wore me down and I gave in.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like a great experience.”
 
   “It wasn’t. It was over in about thirty seconds and he left me hanging.”
 
   “Douche bag.” I couldn’t imagine someone treating this stunning woman in front of me that way. I knew that I would always, always take care of her needs, sexual or otherwise.
 
   “You don’t know the half of it. Tell me about your first.”
 
   I thought about Jules for the first time since Lindsay had knocked on my door the night before. “My first time was with my high school girlfriend, Julianne. We lived next door to each other since Kindergarten. Our families were very close. Still are, actually. We have sisters the same age who are best friends, my mom and her mom are best friends, and my dad and her dad golf together. I loved her for as long as I can remember. We dated in high school and slept together on our prom night.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Cliché.”
 
   I grinned. “Totally.”
 
   “So do you still hold a candle for this Julianne chick?”
 
   “The only candle I’m holding at the moment is yours.”
 
   “Good answer. But you loved her from Kindergarten through high school? How did it end?”
 
   “Isn’t that an H question?” I teased.
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me.
 
   “Okay, okay. But in your own words, ‘oh geez, this just got real.’”
 
   She reached over and took my hand in hers, and I wondered what had signaled to her to do that. Did I wear my heartbreak for Jules on my face? I didn’t feel heartbroken when I was with Lindsay, but that didn’t mean the hurt wasn’t still there.
 
    “We broke up just before we went to college. We called it mutual, but I didn’t want to end things. She did. She wanted to have the freedom in college to experience new things and not be tied down to someone she had grown up with.”
 
   Her thumb rubbed tiny, soothing circles on the back of my hand. “How long had you been together?”
 
   I rubbed the back of my neck with my other hand. “Like a year, year and a half maybe.” 
 
   “So was that the end?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. We slept together a few times during college, but for her it was just as friends. My feelings for her never went away.”
 
   “You really loved her.” 
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I did.”
 
   “Do you still?”
 
   I gazed at Lindsay, her eyes clouded with alarm as she waited for my answer. 
 
   Did I still love Jules? 
 
   That was the question of the month.
 
   “Truth?” I asked, mimicking her question from earlier. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Lindsay,” I started, using her actual name instead of her nickname, “I thought that Julianne was the love of my life. I was still very much in love with her. And then few weeks ago, I finally decided to confess how I’d been feeling for years.”
 
   “She didn’t know?”
 
   “No, she didn’t. We had been nothing more than best friends for years. I had finally made this decision that I had to tell her how I really felt. She was single, although she had a mad crush on her boss, and I had been dating this girl, Brooke. I broke things off with Brooke to make my big confession to Jules. And at that exact moment, she started dating Nick, her boss, so I couldn’t tell her how I felt, not when she was in this brand new relationship. But then he broke up with her and Jules was a total mess and she called me and I went to comfort her. We got a little drunk and I thought it would be a good idea to tell her how I felt.”
 
   “Oh shit,” she whispered, her hand tightening over mine.
 
   I pressed my lips together, and then I took a deep breath to finish the hard part. “So she slept with me, and long story short, she got back together with Nick and left me out in the cold.”
 
   “Oh, Tiger,” was all Lindsay said. I couldn’t believe this woman. She was sympathizing with me over the loss of the woman I had loved for most of my life. Any other girl would’ve been insane with jealousy, but not Lindsay. I was amazed. “Is that what made you decide to move here?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “So that night with me. Was it just a rebound fuck?”
 
   I couldn’t believe she would ever think that.
 
   “God, Lindsay,” I said, pulling her to me until she was on my lap. I held her close against me, clutching her body to mine. Her face cuddled into my chest and I rested my chin on the top of her head. “No. At first, maybe I just wanted to forget. But when I woke up with you in my bed the next morning, I knew that it was so much more than that. I realized that I hadn’t thought of her once the entire time you were with me. You were this beacon of hope that I would eventually be able to get past what Jules had done to me.”
 
   She held her right hand out in front of her and I laced my fingers through the back of hers as I kissed the top of her head. I spoke again, my voice a whisper. “And when you walked out that door and I had no way of getting back in touch with you, I felt more shattered and destroyed than I had over what Jules had done.”
 
   She turned her head and looked up at me. “Really?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. “Yes. Really.”
 
   She looked into my eyes for a moment as if to really search for my genuine feelings, and she must have seen what she needed to. She leaned up and her lips found mine, and then somehow she was straddling me, her hands on my face and tangled in my hair as I wrapped my arms around her, crushing her body to mine. I needed to be inside of her again. I needed to feel the intimacy that we had together, especially now that we had started sharing more of ourselves with each other. 
 
   Apparently she needed it, too, because she ripped my t-shirt over my head and fumbled with the button on my shorts. I pulled her shirt off over her head, too, and grasped her breasts in my hands. It was the perfect handful. I felt her nipples tightening against my palms, and TJ hardened immediately for her. 
 
   She stood up and dropped her khaki shorts to the ground with her panties, and then she leaned down and pulled my shorts off. She took the top of me again and lowered herself down onto my waiting erection. Her mouth was on mine, hot and aggressive, and my hands were everywhere on her as she held onto my shoulders to steady herself. The inside of her body squeezed me gloriously as she moved slowly up and down. The measured way she fucked me was a contrast to the vicious way her mouth attacked mine, and all of the sensations combined together made me absolutely lose my fucking mind. 
 
   I had slept with my fair share of women, but not one of them made me feel anything like Lindsay did. Not one of them made me crazy with lust and desire, filled me with so much emotion, or managed to somehow cut directly to my heart the way she did.
 
   The sexy little moans that escaped her lips spurred me on, and I drove up harder into her, setting a faster rhythm and settling my hands under her ass as she took me on the couch. As I plunged into her, I had the sensation that this would be the last woman I would ever have sex with, because she was it for me. She was the ultimate lover, the ultimate beauty, the ultimate woman for me.
 
   And that thought was my undoing. I quickened my thrusts and my groans became loud and feral, and she screamed out in pleasure as I lost control the same moment she did. She tightened like a fist around me, wringing every last drop out of me as she threw her arms around my neck and trembled into me, and I held onto her just as snugly as I shuddered into her. 
 
   We took a playful shower together and settled back onto the couch. She looked adorable, sitting without any make-up on as her hair air-dried, wearing one of my t-shirts and a pair of basketball shorts that were far too big for her petite frame. I leaned into her, kissing her cheek and breathing in her scent. Somehow she still smelled like citrus even after she had showered with my bath products. 
 
   “You, Gorgeous, are looking fantastic at the moment.”
 
   She covered her face. “Shut up,” she said, her cheeks turning pink.
 
   I pulled her hands away. “Don’t hide from me,” I said gently. “I’m serious, Lindsay. You’re beautiful.”
 
   “I thought you were teasing me because I’m not wearing any make-up.”
 
   “I think you’re just as gorgeous without it.”
 
   “You are one incredible, sexy, delicious man,” she said.
 
   “Thanks.” Now it was my turn to flush. “So what letter did we leave off on?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   “G, but can we save the rest of that game for later?” she asked.
 
   “Of course. Getting to know too much about me?” I teased.
 
   “Never,” she whispered fiercely, her eyes burning into mine. “But I need to get home.”
 
   “Home?” I was nervous that she would go home and see Spencer. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   Spencer. The guy I worked with. 
 
   “For clothes.”
 
   “What about Spencer?”
 
   “He’ll be there. We live together. But I need to get my shit together and get out of there.”
 
   “And you’re going to stay here?” I suggested, my tone hopeful.
 
   “I want to, Travis, but you just moved here yourself. And you said your roommate works with you and Spence, too. Won’t that be a little weird?”
 
   She had a point. And as much as I wanted to spend every waking hour of the day with this woman, we were still in the very early stages of whatever we were starting.
 
   “Okay,” I backed down. “But you’re welcome to spend the night. Every night.”
 
   She grinned. “Let me get settled in with my friend and we’ll work it out.”
 
   “Where does this friend of yours live?” I asked. 
 
   “A few miles from here, actually. I’ve been staying with her on and off through this whole breaking up and getting back together with Spence thing.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “My college roommate and my best friend. Her name’s Pen. Well, it’s Penelope, sometimes Penny, but I call her Pen.”
 
   “Does she plan events, too?”
 
   She laughed. “No. She’s a journalist, actually. She has a really popular blog and she writes a column for a local paper.”
 
   “Shit. Are we going to end up in her writings?”
 
   She shrugged. “Probably. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been in there.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “I have to get going, but first I need to ask you a question.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “Have you spoken to Julianne since you moved out here?”
 
   “Once. Briefly,” I said, surprised at her question considering she could’ve asked me anything in the world.
 
   “Tiger, you won’t be over her and available for me until you talk to her. You have to make things right.”
 
   I didn’t want to talk to Jules. “That’s not true, Gorgeous.”
 
   “Yes, it is. Think about it. You have loved her for almost your entire life, your families are tied together, and I know that meeting me opened up a different part of you, but you need to mend that relationship with her before you can fully give yourself to someone else. She will always be a part of your life, even if it’s just as a friend—”
 
   I interrupted her. “It will only ever be as a friend, if that. Forever, Lindsay.” My resolve was firm.
 
   “Tiger, you’re still bitter over what happened. I hear it in your voice when you talk about her. I see it in your eyes. And you can’t live with that blackness in your heart. You need to talk to her to get past what happened, and then you and I can move forward.”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. I missed Jules, mostly our friendship, and I was scared that talking to her would open me back up to the world of pain that I’d worked so hard to get away from. I hated what happened between us, but I had been worried when she called me and told me that she had been in an accident. If nothing else, I could call her and check on her, just to make sure she was okay. 
 
   And those were the thoughts that convinced me that Lindsay was right. 
 
   Dammit.
 
   She was right and I hated it.
 
   She slipped back into her clothes from the night before and I walked with her to my door. I didn’t want to say goodbye.
 
   “If nothing else, Tiger, call her for me. So I can have every piece of you and your heart.”
 
   “You have it,” I said, backing her against the door and trapping her with my hips.
 
   “You know what I mean,” she said breathlessly, and then my lips slid over hers and the only coherent thought in my mind was how much I had already fallen for this woman.
 
   She broke our kiss. “I’ll miss you,” she whispered, both palms resting on my chest as we panted for breath.
 
   “I’ll miss you more,” I murmured, gripping her hips. 
 
   She moaned delicately. “I really have to go.”
 
    “Do you need help moving?”
 
   “Yes, but it would be a little difficult to explain to Spencer how I know you.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer. I may need help unpacking at Pen’s. I’ll call or text you and let you know.”
 
   “Dinner tonight?” I asked.
 
   She nodded and kissed me once more. I released my hold on her and she grabbed her purse. “See you later, Tiger,” she grinned, and then she was out the door.
 
   I headed to the kitchen first to get a second cup of coffee and then to my bedroom. I made my bed, smelling her citrusy scent everywhere I walked, picturing her in my sheets once again.
 
   Things were finally looking up for me.
 
   Somehow the woman of my dreams had reappeared after I thought I’d never see her again, and I was excited about what the future might hold for us. 
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   I picked up my phone and sat on the edge of my bed, and I then I remembered Lindsay’s words. My bed was for us, it was our sanctuary, and I suddenly felt strange sitting on it with my phone in my hand. I moved over to the little desk I had in my room and sat on the chair there instead. I flipped through my contacts.
 
   I pulled up Julianne’s number and stared at it. 
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to click it. 
 
   I called my mom instead. “Hey T!” she answered.
 
   “Hi, Mom.”
 
   “I thought you were going to call me every day, young man,” she scolded me.
 
   “I’ve texted you every day, haven’t I?”
 
   “It’s not enough. I miss my baby boy.”
 
   “I miss you, too, Mom. Come visit.”
 
   “Dad’s got some business in San Diego he wants to get to, so we’ll come visit. Soon. How’s it going out there?”
 
   “I love it here. I’ve made some new friends already,” I said, thinking about Tracy. 
 
   “That’s great! Have you met any nice girls?”
 
   How did I explain Lindsay to my mother? Our relationship had been fraught with sex and desire and lust, and we were just now getting to know one another.
 
   “Yes. I’ve met several,” I said, thinking about the various women I had indeed met since I had moved to San Diego. 
 
   “Good for you, T. Want to tell you mom about any of them?”
 
   “No I do not.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “How’s everyone?” I asked, referring to the rest of my family and changing the subject.
 
   “Parker’s got another ear infection. Everyone’s fine otherwise.”
 
   “I’m going to call Liz next,” I said. 
 
   “Have you thought about calling Julianne?” she asked softly.
 
   “I’ve thought about it.”
 
   “But you haven’t called?”
 
   “No. I’m trying to convince myself to do it tonight.”
 
   “You should.”
 
   “I know I should. I just don’t want to.”
 
   “When you’re ready, Travie.”
 
   “I love you, Mom.”
 
   “Love you, too. Call me again soon.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   I called my sister next, but it went to voicemail. With two small boys, I never knew whether or not I’d catch her. And then I pulled up Julianne’s contact again. I had almost worked up the nerve to click it when I heard the front door open. 
 
   Saved by my roommate.
 
   “You home, Travis?” I heard Dan yell from the front hallway.
 
   “Yeah,” I called out, and then I met him in the kitchen. “Have a good night?”
 
   Dan grinned and then opened the refrigerator and peered in. “Mel is fucking ridiculously awesome.”
 
   “Good for you, man. Is it serious?”
 
   “Nah. Maybe a little more after spending the weekend with her, but we’re keeping things casual for now.” He pulled out some ham and cheese to put together a sandwich.
 
   “Both of you?”
 
   He nodded. “Want a sandwich?” he asked.
 
   I saw the mayo in the door of the fridge just as he took it out. “Sure.”
 
   “Sorry for ditching you last night.”
 
   “Dude, man code says that if there’s a chance for sex, it’s not ditching. Especially on Valentine’s Day.”
 
   He laughed as I got the bread so we could fix our lunch. 
 
   “So what did you do last night?” he asked, grabbing a knife out of the drawer.
 
    “I chilled at Skips for awhile. Then I came home.”
 
   “With a girl?” he asked, glancing over at me.
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Because you seem… I don’t know. Happier than you were on Friday.”
 
   How did I respond to that? With honesty, telling him everything about Lindsay? We had been friends for a long time, and I knew his loyalty would be to me, not Spencer. But this would put us all in an awkward position. 
 
   I ultimately decided to tell him because he was my best friend. But more than that, I really just wanted to talk about her.
 
   “I actually have a pretty intense story about that.”
 
   We finished making the sandwiches and brought them on plates to the kitchen table.
 
   “So?” he asked, taking a bite of his food.
 
   “So Friday at the hotel, Tracy and I were dancing.”
 
   “Did you hook up with Tracy again?” he interrupted.
 
   “No. We were dancing and someone bumped into me. I turned around, and I was face to face with someone I never thought I’d see again. Dude, it was the four by two mystery woman.”
 
   “What?” he asked, dropping his sandwich onto his plate as his jaw fell open. 
 
   “No joke. I was shocked.”
 
   “No kidding. What was she doing there?”
 
   “Turns out she’s Spencer’s girlfriend. The one he broke up with and recently got back together with?”
 
   “Lindsay?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Dan whistled. “Shit, man. How’s that for a coincidence?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “We found a private place to meet. She told me how much she had missed me. But she pushed me away and said she was back with Spencer. She said she needed some time but that she would see me again. And I made damn sure that we exchanged numbers this time.”
 
   Dan picked up his sandwich for another bite as I continued my saga.
 
   “So she came by here yesterday morning and dropped a bomb. Spencer proposed at the party.”
 
   “Jesus,” Dan said.
 
   “She said no. We talked, and she told me she wanted to let him down gently, which, after everything that happened with me and Jules, I could appreciate.”
 
   “Kind of weird how you’re the other guy this time around.”
 
   “Yeah.” I took a sip of Dr. Pepper, and then I continued. “I feel like shit for Spencer, but there’s just this… thing… between Lindsay and me. We’re just pulled together, and neither of us can ignore it.”
 
   “Sucks for Spence, but it sounds like you two belong together.”
 
    “So last night he took her out to a Valentine’s dinner, and later I texted her, and she just sort of snapped inside. Then there’s a knock at the door kind of late last night. I open it, and she’s standing there all crying and telling me she broke up with Spencer.”
 
   “Holy fuck, dude.”
 
   “So we didn’t really talk much last night,” I said, skirting the details, “but we did a little this morning.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I’m taking her to dinner tonight. She’s moving out of Spencer’s place right now.”
 
   “Does she need help?”
 
   “I asked her that, too, and she wasn’t sure how to explain to Spence how she and I knew each other.”
 
   “Good point. So what happened last night?”
 
   I laughed. “Good try. I’m keeping that one to myself.”
 
   “Just tell me my precious couch was safe.”
 
   “Safe last night. This morning may be a different story.”
 
   “You sick son of a bitch,” he laughed.
 
   I toyed with the tab on top of my soda can for a second. “When she left, she told me to call Jules.”
 
   “You two got into that?” he asked.
 
   “It was part of our ‘Getting to Know You’ chat.”
 
   Dan glanced up from his plate. “Did you call her?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Are you going to?”
 
   I sighed. “Lindsay told me she sensed bitterness in my tone when I talked about what happened. She said that I won’t be able to fully give myself to her until I mend things with Jules.”
 
   “Is she right?”
 
   I took a long sip of Dr. Pepper before I answered. “Unfortunately, I think she is. I need to be free of everything in the past before I can move onto my future with Lindsay.”
 
   Dan grinned at me. “So there’s going to be a future with Lindsay?”
 
   “If I have anything to say about it, yes.”
 
   He paused as he took another bite of his sandwich. “Does she need somewhere to stay?”
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but she’s going to stay with a friend.”
 
   “I know what she’s done for you. She brought my friend back to me, for one.”
 
   I smiled. He was right. I felt alive again.
 
   We finished eating and cleaned up, and then I decided to go for a run. I hadn’t been keeping up with my regular workout schedule since I’d moved to San Diego, and I needed to get back on track. I had been on a good schedule running a minimum of five miles a day, but then the Julianne thing happened and somehow my schedule was thrown completely off. Now it seemed like I was running whenever I could fit it in.
 
   I pulled on my running shorts and a shirt, laced up my shoes, and found my running playlist. And then I headed to the beach. Running in sand always sucked, but it provided an unparalleled workout.
 
   I ran for six miles and cooled down with a long walk. Running had always been a good time to think things through, and I felt more prepared to call Jules.
 
   I headed home, and, finding the apartment empty, I hit the shower. 
 
   I settled into my desk chair and pulled up the contact info for Jules. 
 
   I reminded myself that I was doing this for Lindsay. 
 
   And then I clicked the call button.
 
   The phone rang three times, and then she answered. “Trav?” she said, her voice full of hope.
 
   “Hey,” I said softly.
 
   “Hey, you.”
 
   “How are you?” I asked.
 
   “I’m… I’m really good, Trav. How are you?” Her voice was warm and familiar, and I felt a little lighter just hearing that she was doing well. Maybe this wouldn’t be as hard as I had thought. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   “How’s San Diego?
 
   “It’s… it’s actually pretty damn amazing.”
 
   “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Are you recovered from your accident?”
 
   “Mostly. My wrist is still in a cast.”
 
   “Does it hurt?”
 
   “Yes. But it gets a little better every day.”
 
   “Congratulations on your new niece. How’s Jamie?” I asked, trying to stick to safe subjects.
 
   “Thanks. She’s doing great. And the baby is just perfect.”
 
   “Good.” Suddenly things got awkward. I didn’t know what else to say, but I had done my part. I had called Jules, I had taken the first step toward mending our broken friendship, and Lindsay and I could move forward now. “Well, I just wanted to say hi.”
 
   “Trav, wait. I am so sorry for what happened between us.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath, not really ready for this part of the conversation. It still hurt, but not as bad as I thought it would. “I can’t say it didn’t hurt, Julianne.”
 
   “I treated you horribly, and I know I can’t take it back, but for what it’s worth, I’m so, so sorry that you ended up hurt in all of it.”
 
   “There were gentler ways of letting someone down,” I said.
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “Are you happy, at least?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you did what you had to do, I guess.” I didn’t know what else to say. Now that I had Lindsay in my life, I understood the idea of feeling so pulled toward a person that nothing else mattered except being together. I didn’t understand why Jules jerked me around and ultimately just cut me out in that process; she could’ve handled things differently, but she hadn’t, and there was nothing she could do to change that now.
 
   “I miss you, Travis. I miss our friendship.”
 
   “I do, too. But I can’t guarantee that things will ever be like they were. You killed a little part of me with what you did.”
 
   I heard tears in her voice. “I need your friendship. I miss you so much that it hurts, Trav.”
 
   “Maybe someday. But I need time to get past what you did.”
 
   She was quiet, but I heard some sniffling. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “I have something else to tell you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Um,” she started, sounding nervous. 
 
   And then she dropped the proverbial bomb.
 
   “Nick and I are getting married.”
 
   I’m not sure if the phone fell out of my hand or if I threw it, but I knew the call ended with those words. 
 
   Julianne was engaged? To the douche bag she destroyed me over?
 
   I was vaguely aware that my phone was ringing, but I was in shock over her confession. 
 
   I couldn’t believe she was getting married. 
 
   That truly confirmed the end for us. My newfound feelings for Lindsay had overtaken the hope that someday Julianne and I would end up together, but for some reason, the news filled me with a grief as if someone had died. The way she’d used me when she’d been upset over Nick played over in my mind. 
 
   I felt frustration, hurt, pain, sadness, and mostly anger, and I wasn’t sure why. I thought I was over her; I thought I had finally gotten to a place where I could move past what she had done and move on with someone new, but now the rage I felt burned through my veins. 
 
   I should have felt happy for her. My best friend was getting married to the man she loved.
 
   But my heart wasn’t big enough to allow me to feel that way.
 
   My phone was still ringing, but I couldn’t register the sound in my head. I was just too angry. So I left my phone ringing on the floor. I couldn’t even look at the screen and see Julianne’s face as she tried to reach me. 
 
   I headed back to the beach. It had become my refuge in the short time I’d lived in San Diego, and it was the only place I could think to go, the only place that would get me away from the words that she had spoken to me.
 
   I found the place that had quite literally become my rock, and I perched on top of it. The beach was relatively empty just as it had been since I had moved there, most likely because it was too cold for an actual day at the beach. Random couples and families passed by me, some individuals walked closer to the water, and through it all, I sat on my rock, staring blankly out at the water, feeling hurt and depressed and still full of this blinding rage that I didn’t know how to handle. 
 
   I was lost. 
 
   I had dedicated my affection solely to Julianne for so long that I didn’t know how to make myself fall out of love with her. Even though I’d formed something much deeper with someone else, I couldn’t get past the pain of knowing that the first woman I had ever loved would never be with me.
 
   I stopped thinking after some point, the emotions no less violent and brutal despite the emptiness enveloping my mind.
 
   I have no idea how long I sat out on that rock, but the sun went down and I found myself staring into darkness. And once it was dark, I no longer felt the need to censor myself. 
 
   For the second time in the last month, tears formed in my eyes and spilled down my face.
 
   I felt like the biggest goddamn wimp in the world as I sat on my rock crying. To a man like me, the only possible reason for tears was a death. 
 
   But, I realized, something had died inside of me.
 
   It was something that I could never get back, and now I had to learn how to live with that. I was vaguely aware that I already knew the answer, that the answer was lying within my grasp, but I was too angry to allow the thought to fully form in my mind. I didn’t know who I was angrier with: Jules for doing what she had done, or myself for allowing it to happen. 
 
   After I pulled myself together, I headed home. I was absolutely grateful that Dan was out, and I grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels from the liquor shelf in the pantry and headed to my bedroom to drown it all out. 
 
   Half a bottle later, I passed out, and Monday morning I awoke with one of the worst hangovers I had ever experienced in my entire life.
 
   My head throbbed as my stomach churned. I hit the shower, which really didn’t make me feel any better. I tripped over my phone on the way out of my bedroom, and I picked it up. I still wasn’t ready to look at it to see how many missed calls I had from Julianne. 
 
   A cup of coffee didn’t really help, either, but I had to get to work.
 
   I had a new list of projects and responsibilities when I arrived at work, but I was all out of focus. The Julianne thing had hit me hard, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. The way I had dealt with it the night before certainly hadn’t worked for me.
 
   I knew that I had to handle the situation. A shitty night’s sleep told me that I had overreacted, and I realized it as I sat at my desk, pounding my third cup of coffee of the morning. I realized that brooding on a rock for hours on end was just another example of my stupid, impulsive temper getting the best of me. 
 
   Dan came into my office a little after 10:00. “Dude, your girl came by last night. Where were you?”
 
   I glanced up at him. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   In my overreaction to Julianne’s news, I had completely blown off Lindsay.
 
   And suddenly I knew that she was the answer.
 
   I had allowed my temper to overtake every other emotion, and I had blown off the answer to my problem. 
 
   She was the one beacon in the dark, the one who could fix my heart. 
 
   And I had stood her up. 
 
   I had basically forgotten about her for the night while I wallowed in my misery. 
 
   She could’ve helped me through it. I know she would have. But I failed to remember that we had made a dinner date, and I disregarded her and her feelings without even having the decency to think about her.
 
   I was a fucking idiot. And now I had to figure out how to solve an even bigger problem.
 
   “You look like hell,” he said.
 
   “Julianne is engaged,” I said flatly.
 
   “Oh. Fuck, man. I’m sorry.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “You want to talk about it?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I am a goddamn idiot who needs to get my shit together and I stood up Lindsay last night.”
 
   “Let me know what I can do to help.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ve got to sort this out myself.”
 
   He left and I started by looking up a florist. But then I remembered that I didn’t know where Lindsay lived, so I couldn’t even send her flowers. I had her cell phone number, but I didn’t know how to figure out her address from that. And I didn’t know her last name or her friend Pen’s last name or where she worked. My only hope was to call her and hope she would listen.
 
   I finally looked at my phone.
 
   The damage was worse than I thought it would be. 


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I had eight missed calls from Julianne, two from my sister, four from my mother, and two from Lindsay. I checked the times on Lindsay’s calls: one was at 4:30, and the other one was at 7:00. 
 
   I also had a total of ten texts. 
 
   Julianne had sent me four of them: 
 
   1.        Please talk to me. 
 
   2.       Pick up your phone, please. 
 
   3.       I’m so sorry, Trav. 
 
   4.      I need to talk to you. 
 
    
 
   I had two from my sister: 
 
   1.        Call me ASAP.
 
   2.       If you’re going to ignore me, at least call J.
 
    
 
   One from my mom: T, we’re all worried. Call one of us.
 
    
 
   And three from Lindsay: 
 
   1.        What time and where for dinner? 
 
   2.       Where are you? 
 
    
 
   The third one from Lindsay was the one that killed me. It was sent just after 11:00 the night before: Thanks for the two nights, but I can’t get into another relationship where I’m not on your list of priorities. Don’t bother calling me again.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   How the hell was I going to get myself out of this mess?
 
   I did the one thing she said not to do: I called her. It went to voicemail after one ring, which showed me that she had seen my call and purposely ignored it. 
 
   “Hey, it’s Travis. I am so, so sorry. I just… call me. I need to talk to you. You have to let me explain.”
 
   I sent her a text next in case she deleted my voicemail. I am so sorry. Please hear me out. 
 
   I waited for a response, but one never came. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   My only way of getting in touch with her was shot to hell if she planned on ignoring me. 
 
   My phone started ringing, and I saw that it was Julianne again. I didn’t want to talk to her, but it wasn’t because she was engaged to Nick.
 
   It was because she wasn’t Lindsay.
 
   The only woman I wanted to talk to was Lindsay.
 
   My phone rang again a little while later, and it was my sister. Her phone calls and texts told me that she was aware that I knew about Jules, and it wasn’t a topic I wanted to broach with my sister at the moment. I ignored the call but texted her. I’m at work. I’ll call you soon. I’m fine.
 
   I texted my mom, too, just to alleviate her concerns. I’m fine, mom. Don’t want to talk about it. Will call soon.
 
   I hoped that she knew that “soon” meant next week, because I really didn’t want to deal with the lengthy conversations I would spend convincing everyone that Julianne getting married wasn’t an issue for me. Because it was an issue for me, but Lindsay was my top priority.
 
   I texted Dan. I need a favor.
 
   He appeared in my office doorway sixty seconds later. “What can I do?”
 
   “Can you find out Lindsay’s last name for me? Or, ideally, an address or where she works? Anything that could help me find her?”
 
   “Sure, man. Do you know anything other than her name?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not that would help me locate her. She’s an event planner. Well, a junior event planner. And she’s going to SDSU for her Master’s Degree.”
 
   “I’ll check around and get back to you by the end of the day.”
 
   “Thanks, dude.”
 
   “You got it. You up for lunch?”
 
   “I haven’t gotten shit done this morning and should probably work through lunch.”
 
   “Want me to bring you something?”
 
   “That would be fantastic if you don’t mind.” I reached in my pocket for my wallet.
 
   “I got it,” he said.
 
   “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know.” He left, and I felt a little better knowing I had a good friend on my side.
 
   I dove into work. It was a helpful distraction once I got going on a project, ultimately giving up my studying and just looking up the laws as I went. It was easier that way, and I knew I’d learn more through hands-on experience rather than reading a bunch of technical jargon.
 
   Dan came by a little after 1:00 with a beef burrito and a Dr. Pepper. I asked him a few questions about codes for a building project I had been given, and he helped me out before returning to his own projects.
 
   I checked my calendar and realized I had an appointment at 4:00. The week before, Spencer had offered to let me shadow him to a client meeting so I could see how things worked in San Diego. At the time, I had been grateful. At the time, I hadn’t known about his relationship with Lindsay. In fact, I hadn’t even known Lindsay’s name. 
 
   But now I did. And that was going to make my job shadowing a bit awkward, at least for me.
 
   Although I had to wonder whether things were really that different. I wasn’t with Lindsay any more than he was. Hell, for all I knew, she went running back to him again.
 
   I pulled out my phone and sent a text to Lindsay. G is for Greatest night of my life: You.
 
   She had to see how sorry I was and give me another chance. She had to let me explain; she couldn’t stay mad forever. Could she? What if I had been in an accident and that was why I hadn’t answered my phone? She didn’t know the facts, and ignoring me was a bit unfair. 
 
   I glanced at the clock. I had time for one more text before I had to get going. H is for Hell. My own personal hell is you not answering me.
 
   I walked the short distance to Spencer’s office and I felt my phone buzz in my pocket just as I walked through his doorway. He looked as bad as I felt, but, then, losing Lindsay would do that to a guy. I understood how he felt even if I couldn’t tell him that. 
 
   I pulled my phone out of my pocket and glanced at it.
 
   The text was from Lindsay, and my heart started racing. I is for Ignore. As in, I’m ignoring you. Leave me alone.
 
   Her words cut deep, but I had to put on a show for Spencer’s sake. “You ready?” I asked. 
 
   He looked up at me. “For what?”
 
   “Client meeting at 4:00? I’m shadowing you?”
 
   “Oh!” he exclaimed. “Right. Give me thirty seconds.” He started gathering papers and supplies for the meeting.
 
   “You okay, man?” I asked. It’s what a friend would’ve done, and I felt bad for Spencer that he had to be the one hurt in the end. He was a decent dude, and he deserved a happy ending.
 
   But so did I, and at the rate things were going, it wasn’t looking good. But there was not a chance in hell that I was going to give up trying.
 
   “No, I’m not,” he said.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “My girlfriend and I broke up.” His voice was listless, and his usual energy was depleted.
 
   “I’m sorry, man.” I was, but not because of who it was. It was never easy to break up with anybody, and I felt for him. “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “You’ve done enough,” he said.
 
   Huh?
 
   Did he know about Lindsay and me?
 
   I looked at him strangely. 
 
   “Reminding me about the meeting.”
 
    Phew.
 
   We headed out and drove separately because the meeting was scheduled for an hour and we could each head home afterward. I followed behind Spencer and thought about what a mess I had managed to get myself into between Lindsay not talking to me and Spencer being hurt. Not to mention the fact that I still had to find a way to deal with the whole Julianne being engaged issue. But that seemed like a minor concern compared to the much bigger things I had going on around me in San Diego. 
 
   I briefly wondered if Tracy would like Spencer. Maybe I could help him get over Lindsay by introducing him to someone new. And maybe he wouldn’t think I was such a colossal asshole once he saw how good the two of us were together.
 
   If Lindsay and I actually ended up back together.
 
   I wasn’t going to allow myself to think like that. Somehow I had managed to fuck up all of the best relationships I’d ever had with women, and I knew deep down that the one with Lindsay was the most important one of my life. I refused to see it go the way of Jules or Brooke. I had to see it through, and I would fight to get her back. Relentlessly. 
 
   We arrived at our destination, and the client meeting started out disastrously. Spencer was obviously off his game, and he had left some important documentation and samples in his office. Luckily he had some of it on his iPad, so that helped considerably, but I found myself digging him out of more than one problematic situation. I knew my way around architecture, and I was able to salvage things before the client pulled completely from our company. 
 
   The clients left, and Spencer and I hung around for a few minutes. 
 
   “Thanks for saving me,” he said on a deep sigh.
 
   “No problem, man.” I wanted to be done with the awkwardness of hanging around with the ex-boyfriend of the woman I needed to see more than anything, but my ingrained courtesy won out. “You want to grab a drink or something?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “Sure.”
 
   “I know a great place by my apartment if you’re interested,” I said, thinking of the possible introduction of him and Tracy. 
 
   I gave him directions and we headed to Skips.
 
   I headed to my usual seat at the bar, and Max handed me a Miller Lite before I even had to order one. “What’re you having?” he asked Spencer.
 
   “Bud Light.”
 
   I inwardly rolled my eyes, but I was doing this for him. And for Lindsay. I hoped that she would respect the fact that I had taken care of Spencer when he needed someone, and if that was the way back into her good graces, then so be it.
 
   Max placed the beer in front of Spencer, and we sat in silence for a few minutes, each sipping our beer for something to do to avoid the discomfort. I didn’t see Tracy, and when Max walked by, he told me she had the night off.
 
   “So do you want to talk about it?” I finally asked.
 
   Spencer stared down into his beer. At least I didn’t have to make eye contact with him while he told me all about Lindsay. “Not much to talk about. We broke up a little while ago, made a go of it, and she ended things. On fucking Valentine’s Day.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Spencer.” I meant it. I was sorry for the part I played in it even though he didn’t know what that was. Yet.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Curiosity got the best of me. “What happened?”
 
   He still didn’t look up from his beer. “We went out for a nice dinner, and we got back and she wasn’t feeling well. We watched some television and she was on her phone. And then she said she said she couldn’t be with me anymore.” He paused and sighed before continuing. “We had recently broken up and just got back together, and she said that our time apart had shown her that we shouldn’t be together.”
 
   I took a long drink, not sure what I should say. It was difficult acting like a caring friend when I already knew the story from a different perspective. “So how did you react when she said that?”
 
   “I tried to convince her that I had changed, that the reason we broke up in the first place was no longer a concern, but she didn’t want to hear it. And that made me feel like there was someone else, you know?”
 
   I froze, but he was oblivious as he stared into his beer.
 
   “Then she said she was going to stay with a friend, and I assume she went to her friend Penny’s place.”
 
   “Where’s that?” I asked, hating myself in the moment for being weak and using Spencer to get information about her. 
 
   “Like two miles from here.” 
 
   He pointed to the north, and my internal GPS zeroed in a little closer on my target.
 
   “So what next?” I asked, trying to get off the dangerous path I had started down.
 
   He shrugged. “I move on, I guess. I just don’t know how to do that. I had planned on marrying her.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, last night I found out that the woman I have loved for most of my life is engaged to another man.”
 
   He glanced over at me and smiled wryly. “Sorry, man. Looks like we both have girl troubles.”
 
   I nodded. “I’m sure we’re not alone, either. Look around you. More men in here tonight than ladies. That should tell you something.”
 
   “None of us are oblivious to their charms, I guess.”
 
   “Nope. But when one catches you, it’s awfully hard to let go.”
 
   He clinked his bottle to mine. “True story.”
 
   I filled him in on the story about Nick and Julianne, hoping that he could see that he wasn’t alone in his heartbreak. Even though I felt my own heart splintering for a completely different reason. One that he would certainly be able to commiserate with much better than the Julianne story.
 
   I treated for our one round of beer, and then we each headed home. Spencer thanked me for listening, and I felt like the biggest douche bag that ever walked the earth for what I had done to him. I hadn’t considered that there could be someone else on that first night with Lindsay, and what were the fucking chances that the dude would end up being my colleague and a truly good guy? 
 
   Just my luck.
 
   When I got home, Dan was relaxed in a leather recliner in the family room watching ESPN. I rummaged in the fridge and found two bottles of Miller Lite. I brought one for Dan.
 
   “Got something for you,” Dan said when I sat on the couch. I took a long drink.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Her last name, her home address, and her work information including address, email, and phone number.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I knew you were with Spencer, so I didn’t want to text you the details, but I can send them now.”
 
   “Please. How did you find them?”
 
   “Heather.” He clicked some buttons on the screen of his phone.
 
   “What did you say to her?” 
 
   “I said that I needed Spencer’s ex-girlfriend’s information. She found it and didn’t ask questions.”
 
   “She is the best damn secretary that ever walked the earth.”
 
   “Take care of her on Secretary’s Day.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure they renamed that to Administrative Assistant’s Day.”
 
   “Whatever. Get the woman some fucking flowers, dude.”
 
   I laughed, and then the text came through with Lindsay’s information. 
 
   Lindsay Rhodes. The woman had gone from “Gorgeous” to “Lindsay Rhodes.”
 
   I grinned up at Dan. “Thanks for this, man. Really. I owe you one.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “I told you. I got your back.”
 
   I headed to my bedroom to execute the next part of my plan. But first, I texted her again. Please don’t ignore me. I miss you. 
 
   I was confident that I was going to get her back. I felt a rumbling of anxiety, but I pushed it down. Thinking negatively wouldn’t be productive, and I had to focus on getting her back. I was going to chip away at this. I was going to be relentless, and I was going to win her back. It might take some time, but I wouldn’t give up on her.
 
   I couldn’t give up. We were meant for each other, and I didn’t have a choice. I was drawn to her in ways I didn’t understand, so I had to believe that it would work out for us. 
 
   I started by looking up Lindsay’s work information. She worked for JDH Events in San Diego. I hoped she’d be in her office all day, and I found that the office hours were 9:00-5:00.
 
   I located the closest florist, and I pulled open a Word document to start drafting my plan. Once I had it all together three hours later, I was happy with what I had done. Dan had poked his head in my room midway through, asking if I needed dinner. I did, but I was focused, so he went off somewhere to procure food while I kept working.
 
   I reread my list and then typed it into the website for the florist. 
 
   I had never in my life been good at expressing my feelings, but something about doing this for Lindsay helped me say what I was feeling. Maybe it was her. Maybe I had never been good at expressing myself because I hadn’t found the right girl.
 
   I set up deliveries for every hour. From nine to five, I’d send them to her work, and at eight in the morning, when the florist opened, and at night from six until eight, when the florist closed, I would send them to her residence. 
 
   The notes attached to each delivery would have a different letter of the alphabet, beginning with J, where we had left off in our Getting to Know You Game. The florist’s hours gave me thirteen deliveries on the hour, but I still had seventeen letters to go. So W, X, Y, and Z would have to be done differently. Or maybe the next day. I hadn’t figured out that part of my plan yet.
 
   I went to bed hopeful that my plan would work. If nothing else, she’d be forced to think about me at least once per hour. I imagined her receiving the deliveries, hoping she’d keep them and not toss them in the trash.
 
   I tossed and turned all night, not sleeping well without her beside me.
 
   And somehow, the thought of Julianne marrying Nick never crossed my mind as I worked toward mending the mess I had made out of whatever Lindsay and I were starting. 
 
   The first bouquet, which was a dozen pink tulips, was scheduled for eight in the morning. The note accompanying the flowers would read, “J is for JOKE. I’m starting light. Why was the math book sad? Because it had too many problems. I miss you, G. Please give me another chance. –T”
 
   I received a text message from the florist just after 8:00 saying that the flowers had been delivered. I hoped she laughed at the corny joke. It certainly made me laugh every time I told it.
 
   I waited patiently by my phone for some reaction from her, but, to my disappointment, nothing came through.
 
   The 9:00 confirmation came through just after I settled into my desk with a fresh cup of coffee. I was feeling good, like this was going to work. The note that she just received at work along with a balloon bouquet said, “K is for KICK Myself Moment: Being so wrapped in my own selfishness that I stood you up. Please forgive me. –T”
 
   And the 10:00 confirmation came through in the middle of a conference call that I was on. That one confirmed that six white and pink stargazer lilies had been delivered with the note that said, “L is for LISTEN. I need you to listen to my explanation. I can only hope that after you do, you’ll excuse my behavior. –T”
 
   I was still on the same call when the confirmation came through at 11:00 that six pink roses had been delivered. “M is for MISERY. I am miserable without you. It’s also for MISS YOU. Come back to me. –T”
 
   My day was passing quickly, and it was nearly time for lunch. I headed to Dan’s office to see if he wanted to go somewhere.
 
   “How’s the big plan working?” he asked.
 
   “Not sure,” I shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything from her yet, but I keep getting delivery confirmations. Ready for lunch?”
 
   He nodded, and we set off to a local burger joint. Just after noon, the next delivery confirmation came for box of chocolates and card that said, “N is for NEEDS. I need you, Lindsay. I don’t think you understand how much I’m suffering without you. –T”
 
   And not two minutes later, another text came through. I glanced at the screen, and it was from Lindsay. This is both overwhelming and embarrassing. How many more?
 
   “Breakthrough,” I said to Dan, showing him the text. Then I replied: All the way to Z, baby. Or until you talk to me.
 
   Her reply made me laugh out loud. It’s worth the embarrassment to see the ridiculous amounts of money you must be spending. 
 
   You’re worth it. I hope it’s convincing you to give me another chance.
 
   She didn’t reply. 
 
   “What are you going to do when the florist closes?”
 
   I shrugged. “Got any ideas?”
 
   We brainstormed over lunch, and I came up with the next part of my plan.
 
   I was back at work when the 1:00 delivery was confirmed. Another half dozen stargazer lilies with a note that read, “O is for OPTIMISTIC. I am optimistic that you will call me soon. Will you? –T”
 
   I had a meeting to go into at 1:30, but I brought my phone just in case she decided to call. I would drop whatever I was doing just to hear her voice. My meeting was for a complex housing multiple entertainment venues (a “multi-tainment” center) that our firm was working on. Dan was the lead on the project, and he had delegated some portions out to other people; I was one of those people, in addition to Spencer, Craig, Melissa, and Brendon, and I had to present a few sketch ideas at this meeting that would place the buildings in context. In other words, I had to design some spaces and explain why they were appropriate for the people who would be using them. I had spent the better part of the morning prepping for it between checking my phone for the delivery confirmations, and I had a good handle on my basic designs. I was excited to present my ideas at my first group meeting in San Diego. 
 
    At 2:00, the next delivery was confirmed as I sat in my meeting. This time I sent a bouquet with red, pink, and white roses, lilies, and Gerbera daisies. The message in this one was important, and I wanted her to see that with a bigger bouquet. The note said, “P is for PRIORITY. You will always be my top priority. I know I didn’t act like that on Sunday, but I need you to hear me out. I know priorities have been an issue for you in the past, but I promise that they won’t be in the future. Not if you give me the chance to let me explain. –T”
 
   I thought that the note about priorities might have an effect on her, but I didn’t get a response. I had to be wearing her down, though. I had to believe that my plan was working.
 
   I was still in my meeting when the next confirmation came through. Spencer was walking us through some zoning laws for the complex as I thought about the note attached to the half dozen white roses that Lindsay had just received. “Q is for QUOTE,” my 3:00 note said. “My favorite television show is Seinfeld, and George once said something to a woman that sums up how I feel when I look at you: ‘You’re extremely attractive, you’re gorgeous. I’m looking at you. I can’t even remember my name.’ Give me the chance to forget my own name again. –T”
 
   At 4:00, I was back in my office when I received the next delivery text. I was on a call with my dad, actually, discussing some details about a project I’d handed off when I left Arizona. This one accompanied six white calla lilies. “R is for REGRET. My biggest regret is how I treated you. I know you’re upset with me, but I need to tell you what happened. And if you still haven’t called me, I might have to reveal it in one of these notes. Hope you aren’t throwing these away. –T”
 
   I wasn’t exactly sure of her schedule, but I acted on the assumption that she’d head for home after work. So I had the last delivery to her work come a little before 5:00 just to be sure she got them before she left. The last work delivery was a single balloon that said “I’m Sorry” along with a note that read, “S is for SORRY. I don’t know if I’ve ever been this sorry before in my life. Please give me a chance, G. –T”
 
   I made a few stops on my way home, and I got home a little after six, right when the T confirmation came through. “T is obviously for TIGER. You once told me that I’m ferocious and wild while at the same time playful and adorable. I need you to give me the chance to show you those sides of me again. –T” The note accompanied a different stuffed tiger that I had found on the florist’s website. 
 
   I had a few hours to kill, and Dan had gone over to Melanie’s for dinner. I threw in a frozen pizza and fired up my laptop.
 
   I checked my email first, and buried in between the usual junk was a new email from Julianne sent a little before noon that same day.
 
   The subject said, “Please Read Me.”
 
   I stared at it for a long time before I acted, my mouse hovering over the delete button.
 
   As much as hearing that Julianne was marrying some other guy hurt me, after my day focused on getting Lindsay back, I realized that it didn’t matter anymore what Julianne Becker did.
 
   I hadn’t forgiven her for treating me the way she had, but it was at least a step in that direction. 
 
   Besides, it would be pretty hypocritical of me to ignore Julianne’s pleas for forgiveness when I was trying to do the very same thing with Lindsay. 
 
   And that thought stabbed at me long enough to force me to open her email.
 
    
 
   Travis,
 
   I can’t express to you how sorry I am for what I did. Not having you in my life is killing me. It’s a pain that I know I deserve and that I brought on myself, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less. You know that you’re my best friend in the world, and I can’t survive without you. I know it’s selfish of me to ask this, but can you please find a way to forgive me? Or, if you can’t forgive me, can you tell me how we get past this? 
 
   I was selfish, and I openly admit that I made a mistake. I hate myself for what I did to you. I know that I used you at a time when we were both vulnerable, but at the time it didn’t seem like that was what I was doing. I didn’t feel like I was using you. You were comfort. You were familiar, and that was what I needed. At the time, I acted out of my blinding pain instead of out of the love that you know I have for you and the respect I have for our friendship. 
 
   I decided to send you an email because it forces you to listen to my side of the story and it allows me to get out everything that I need to say. I know that the words in this email won’t change what I did, but if you’ve read this far, then maybe there’s a chance for us to recover our friendship. 
 
   I love you. I’m so sorry that it’s not in the way you need me to, but I hope you can see that our friendship is strong enough to overcome my stupidity. You will always be my first love, and you will always be my best friend. You will always be my rock, my strength, and my friend. I hope that I can be the same to you, because no matter what life brings us next, you will always hold that place in my heart.
 
   I don’t deserve a second chance, but I hope you’ll give me one anyway. 
 
   Love,
 
   Jules
 
    
 
   I thought about her email for awhile before responding. I heard the buzzer going off in the kitchen, signaling to me that my pizza was ready. I took it out of the oven and cut it, and then I took a plate with me and headed back to my laptop.
 
   I reread the email for about the tenth time, and I realized that I wasn’t angry anymore. 
 
   Lindsay had some effect on me. I knew that it was strong, but I hadn’t realized how powerful it actually was until it finally dawned on me that I was over Julianne. 
 
   I think I was over Julianne the moment Lindsay appeared in my life. The first time. 
 
   And I was going to win her back. No matter the cost; whatever it took. I was going to end up with Lindsay. 
 
   My reaction to Julianne’s news had been one of shock. I reacted with my emotions rather than my logic, and I knew that was something I was going to work on. I had to work on it. I wouldn’t let my temper cost me the most important person in my life.
 
   My phone buzzed with my 7:00 delivery just as I finished rereading Julianne’s email for the twelfth time. The 7:00 delivery of roses to Lindsay’s house said, “U is for UNWORTHY. I am unworthy of you, and I am fully aware of that. Give me another chance anyway. –T”
 
    
 
   I typed out a reply to Jules and reread it twice before I sent it.
 
    
 
   Julianne,
 
   Thank you for the heartfelt apology. I don’t doubt your sincerity. What you did killed a part of me, but you should know that I’m doing okay. I’m not angry anymore. Your friendship has meant everything to me for the better part of twenty years, and while I might need some more time to get over what you did, I know that I can’t cut you out of my life completely. 
 
   You should also know that this change of heart has come at the suggestion of someone I met. It’s a long story, but she made me see that I couldn’t move on with her until I fixed things with you. That’s what prompted my call the other day, and your news shocked me. I didn’t react well, and I apologize for going into hiding for a couple of days. Someday I hope I can be happy for you. It’s a strange realization that you and I aren’t going to end up together, but I’ve figured out that there’s actually someone else I’m meant to end up with. 
 
   I wish you the best, and I’ll be in touch when I’m ready.
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   I stared at the email for awhile, knowing that my sentiments were true. It was just one of those times when I wasn’t sure if I was ready to reveal to Julianne that I was over her. I had spent so much time loving her that it felt strange that I had actually fallen for someone else.
 
   My 8:00 delivery text came through, the very last delivery the florist would be making, and I knew that I didn’t have much time to kill to get the rest of my plan into action. The last delivery was another dozen red roses with the note, “V is for VITAL. I don’t know when it happened, or how, but I know that you are a vital part of me now. Please call me. –T”
 
   I hit the send button on my reply to Jules, and there was a knock at my apartment door less than a minute later. 
 
   Thinking it might be Lindsay, I jumped up to answer it. 
 
   And I was utterly shocked at who stood on the other side of my door.
 
   Julianne Becker, looking as beautiful as ever, wearing a cast on her left hand, stared back at me with anxiety and worry in her eyes. 
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   “Jules,” I whispered.
 
   “Oh, Trav,” she said, throwing her arms around my neck.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, pulling her into a hug that was as natural as breathing.
 
   She pulled back, and her cheeks were wet with tears. “I had to see you. I had to know that we’re going to be okay.”
 
    “I just emailed you…” I trailed off, knowing that it was impossible that she could’ve gotten to my apartment after reading my email that quickly from Tempe, Arizona. Or Fountain Hills, where Nick’s place was, or wherever the hell she was living now. I stepped out of our hug and held my hand out for her to come on into my place.
 
   “You did?” she asked. “You saw mine?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “What did yours say?”
 
   It took me less than a split second to decide what I had to do. I wasn’t going to let Julianne ruin my life again. I was going to continue with my plan. It was my turn to be selfish; whatever Julianne had to say, whatever the reason she had come to see me, it could wait. It would wait. Because I was going to go get my girl.
 
   “Jules, I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this right now.”
 
   “But I came all this way…” Her hands were shaking with nervousness, and it was then that I noticed she held in her hand the necklace I’d given her as a gift the night she’d dumped me for Nick. 
 
   “I know you did. And I don’t mean to sound like a dick, but maybe you shouldn’t have. You’ve got your thing going on in Arizona, and I’ve got mine here in California.”
 
   “You’re really okay?”
 
   “Sort of. I have… um, plans for the night. I have to leave in less than an hour.”
 
   “Oh, okay. I don’t want to keep you.” She stared down at the floor. “Here,” she said, lifting her gaze and holding the necklace out to me.
 
   “I gave that to you. It’s yours.”
 
   She just looked at me, completely speechless.
 
   “Do you have somewhere to stay?” I asked, my good manners winning out over my conflicting feelings.
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “We’ve got a guest room.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to impose.”
 
   “Yes, you do. You wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t expect me to offer.”
 
   “You know me well.”
 
   “BFFs for life, right?” My voice took on a sarcastic edge that she chose to ignore.
 
   A small smile graced her pretty lips. “I hope so, Trav.”
 
   “Read your email,” I said, pointing to the couch so she could have a seat after her six hour drive to see me. “Make yourself at home. I’m sorry I can’t stay to talk. I have to go change.”
 
   I headed down the hall to my bedroom and walked into my closet. I stared at my clothes for a full three minutes before I realized that Julianne being here could actually serve an important purpose.
 
   “Jules?” I yelled down the hall.
 
   “Yeah?” she yelled back.
 
   “I need your help with something.”
 
   She followed the sound of my voice, and she appeared in the doorway of my closet. She looked at me curiously, and she looked like my best friend. Not the girl who I had loved with all my heart for half my life, but the girl who would always be there for me.
 
   “What can I do?”
 
   “I need a suit. Nice shirt and tie combo. Shoes, the whole deal.”
 
   “I’m on it.” She flipped through my hangers and pulled out my black suit, handing it to me. “Can I ask what this is for?”
 
   “Did you read your email?”
 
   Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. She turned away from me and back to my clothes. “Yes.”
 
   “It’s the girl that I referenced in my email. I sort of… fucked things up royally, and I’ve been spending my entire day trying to make it right. I’m ending the day with a pretty bold move.”
 
   “What’s the bold move?” she asked, handing me a white button down shirt. 
 
   She glanced through my ties and fingered a red one, and then a black one, and then some patterned ones. 
 
   “I’m sending a limo to her place to pick her up and bring her to me. I’ll be waiting at a classy wine bar.”
 
   She glanced up at me from my ties. “Sounds nice, Trav.”
 
   “I was hoping for better than ‘nice.’”
 
   “Sounds romantic. I don’t know what you want me to say. This is weird.”
 
   “What’s weird?” I asked, yanking my t-shirt over my head and pulling on the white shirt Jules had handed me.
 
   “Giving you advice about another woman.”
 
   “It never was weird before.” 
 
   “Before?” She handed me a blue tie, but it just didn’t seem right to me. I opted to skip the tie. 
 
   “Before I told you how I felt.”
 
   She froze for a minute. “Can we get back there?” she finally asked, hope evident in her voice.
 
   “I’d like to reiterate my email.”
 
   “The part about you getting in touch with me when you are ready?” she asked softly.
 
   “No, Jules,” I murmured. “The part about me moving on. The part about me having found the woman I’m meant to be with. And I need to go salvage that. I’m sorry I can’t stay and talk to you about us, but if you’re the friend that I need, you’ll understand.”
 
   She nodded. “I understand, Trav. Go get her.”
 
   I hugged her briefly and she left so I could finish getting ready. 
 
   I got a text from Dan’s friend who drove a limo. His name was Jorge, but tonight he was playing the part of Xavier because I didn’t have another X.
 
   I received a text that the limo had arrived at her place. When “Xavier” arrived, he delivered a note to her that said, “W is for WHAT I REALLY FEEL. I need to tell you that in person, Lindsay. Put on a dress and meet me. I won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   I really owed Dan one. 
 
   He was in the limo, too, to convince her to meet me in case she said no. And later, he told me about her reaction and their limo ride together. 
 
   Lindsay had opened the door and rolled her eyes when she saw Jorge standing there with a note. She read it and shook her head. Dan watched from the limo, and she closed the door in Jorge’s face. Dan approached the door and knocked, and Lindsay opened the door again. She had been surprised to see Dan there, and he talked her into following the directions in the note. He told me that he stood in her entryway until she came back twenty minutes later looking beautiful in a black sequined dress. Dan texted me when they were leaving Lindsay’s place.
 
   They rode in the limo together to the bar. Dan told her that I wanted him to tell her the name of the limo driver. Lindsay had asked what it was, and Dan had said, “X is for Xavier, the man taking you to Travis.” It was a scripted line, and according to Dan, he had delivered it perfectly. 
 
   When they arrived at the wine bar, Dan waited until Lindsay had seen the neon sign displaying the title of the bar. And then, just as the limo pulled out in front, Dan said, “Y is for YORK Wine Bar.”
 
   I had left my apartment just after I had gotten the text from Dan that they were getting ready to leave Lindsay’s. I headed straight for York, and I waited at the bar for her. I ordered us each a glass of champagne, because I knew that there would be celebrating after she decided to take me back. I listened to the slow tune on the piano; it wasn’t overwhelmingly loud, but it was loud enough to encourage a few couples to hit the small dance floor.
 
   I never, not even for a second, thought that she wouldn’t show. 
 
   My only option was to be confident, because if I wasn’t, if I let negative thoughts invade for even a second, I’d be screwed. I’d get too nervous and I wouldn’t be able to do what I needed to do, which was to get her back.
 
   Dan texted me when they were about five minutes away, and the second the text came through, I became a nervous wreck. I downed my glass of champagne in one gulp, and then I started in on the one I had ordered for her. I ordered another glass so there’d be one waiting for her when she arrived.
 
   The champagne did little to calm my nerves. The place wasn’t very crowded; it was a Tuesday night, after all, so I figured that she’d easily spot me the moment she walked in the door, where my eyes were trained as I anxiously awaited her arrival. 
 
   I saw her walk in the door and glance around nervously. Her eyes met mine from the doorway, and my rampant nerves suddenly settled at the sight of her. 
 
   I stood and locked eyes with her, and she made her way toward me.
 
   When she arrived, I went in for a hug, but she held me off. I leaned in and kissed her cheek anyway, and there was the familiar citrus scent. I felt transported to a picnic in a field on a warm summer day just by smelling her. I saw her chest heave on a sigh.
 
   She took a seat on the stool next to the one I had vacated when she walked in. I sat, too, and I handed her the glass of champagne. 
 
   “Travis,” she began. My name rolling off of her tongue was glorious. “I only came to tell you to stop. Today was completely over the top. My kitchen looks like a flower shop.”
 
   I grinned. She was angry, but damn, she was beautiful. 
 
   And she had kept the flowers.
 
   “I feel like you coming here has to mean more than just telling me to stop,” I said.
 
   “Your card said that you wouldn’t take no for an answer. I have to be honest; I didn’t want to see you.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked. I was maintaining my confidence on the outside, but I was totally panicked on the inside. 
 
   How was it possible that all of my hard work that day didn’t even make a dent?
 
   “Because I knew that seeing you would only confuse me.” Her voice was soft, meant only for me to hear. If that.
 
   I leaned in closer to her. “And does it confuse you?”
 
   She blinked and closed her eyes for a moment as she inhaled, and then she opened her eyes and swallowed hard. “Your fucking scent confuses me. Everything about you confuses me.”
 
   “The feeling’s mutual.”
 
   “Why are you going to all of this trouble?” She took a sip of her champagne, and then she set the glass back on the bar and stared at it.
 
   “Lindsay. Gorgeous. I think I need to explain my W card.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that I said I needed to tell you in person what I really feel.”
 
   She glanced over at me, her eyes narrowed. “And?”
 
   “And I have never been good at expressing myself. But with you, everything has just felt so right from the very start. What I’m feeling… it’s out of this world, Lindsay.” I leaned in close to her again, so my breath was warm against her ear. “It’s unreal. It’s crazy and wild and uncontrollable. It’s too soon and too much and too overwhelming.”
 
   She leaned back cautiously, away from me, and looked me in the eyes. “What happened on Sunday?”
 
   I gazed at her, and she looked away. “I called Julianne like you told me to. We talked. I realized a lot about what I felt for you. And then she told me that she had gotten engaged.”
 
   She sucked in a sharp breath, and I pulled her chin so she had to look in my eyes.
 
   “I was upset. I went to the beach to clear my head and got lost in thought. I was a selfish asshole who was too wrapped up in my own rage to think about anything else. I drank myself into oblivion and woke up the next day feeling like shit. And then I saw the messages from you and realized just how stupid I was.”
 
   She pulled away from me, yanking her chin out of my grasp. My explanation wasn’t working. I had to do something, and fast.
 
   “When I saw your texts, I was so afraid that it was over between us. But I realized that it could never be over between us. I know that you are it for me. You were the one that I was destined to find not once, but twice. And Julianne, I realized, means nothing to me anymore. She will always be my friend, but my feelings for you are so… different from the feelings I had for her. Stronger.” 
 
   I knew my tone was pleading by that point, but I didn’t care. She had to know the whole story. And I also realized that I had essentially told her I loved her without saying the words. I told her that my feelings for her were stronger than the feelings I had for the woman I had loved for most of my life. That had to mean something to her. I wasn’t ready to say the actual words yet, and she wasn’t ready to hear them yet, but we were both there. Well, I was. I wasn’t sure about her anymore.
 
   She was quiet as she took another sip of her champagne.
 
   “Say something, Lindsay. Please.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I’m not a jealous person, Travis. But you have to hear what you just said to me.”
 
   “What?” I was confused. I had just basically confessed that I loved her. Didn’t she hear that?
 
   “You said that you stood me up because you were upset about another woman.”
 
   “Did you miss the rest of what I said, though?”
 
   She shook her head. “I heard it all. But the bottom line is that you put your own feelings ahead of mine. The right thing to do would’ve been to call me. To lean on me. But instead, you handled it on your own, and that’s part of what broke up my last relationship. I can’t get back into something like that again.”
 
   She stood up to leave, but I stopped her by standing and grabbing her arms, hauling her into me. “Dance with me,” I murmured. “One dance. Don’t leave me yet.”
 
   She sighed wearily as she looked everywhere but at me. “Fine,” she muttered. “It’s not like I can leave anyway since I didn’t drive here.”
 
   I grabbed her hand in mine and led her to the dance floor. A lazy tune played on the piano, and I pulled her into my arms. She wrapped her arms around me, too, and it felt like a goodbye.
 
   Panic iced my veins.
 
   I didn’t know what else to do.
 
   I held her in my arms, my confidence shot. All I wanted was to hold her this way forever. We just belonged together; she was short and petite and beautiful, and I towered over her, but we were a perfect fit. I held her against me a little tighter, and she rested her cheek against my heart, which was beating erratically so close to her. I leaned down and kissed the top of her head, and she cuddled into me.
 
   “This was why I didn’t want to come,” she murmured.
 
   “Why?” I whispered, placing my fingers under her chin and forcing her to look at me again.
 
   “Because I lose control when I'm around you,” she said, gazing into my eyes as tears filled hers. “I can’t think straight, and I can’t resist you.”
 
   I looked intently back into her eyes. One tear escaped, and I wiped it away with my thumb. I leaned my head down, resting my forehead against hers. 
 
   “I can’t resist you, either,” I said. My lips brushed against her nose, and then she leaned back, allowing me access to her lips. My mouth crashed down over hers, and that’s when I knew that we were going to be okay.
 
   She moaned into me, and I was ready to rip her dress off of her body, but we were in a public place in the middle of a dance floor. I forced myself to pull back first before things went too far. She sighed, this time in happiness, and she snuggled a little closer to me.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I whispered into her hair. “I promise it’ll never happen again. You will always come first. Always.”
 
   She looked up at me, and then she smiled. The smile reassured me that I hadn’t misread the situation. She had forgiven me, and we were going to be okay. 
 
   “So what’s the Z?” she asked.
 
   “No Z. Z means the end. This is just the beginning for us.”
 
   She leaned up to kiss me. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” she murmured against my lips.
 
   “Deal,” I grinned. I took care of the tab and texted Dan, who was still waiting in the limo just in case things went wrong and Lindsay needed a ride home. 
 
   He met me at the entrance to the bar and took my car keys so he could head home in my car and Lindsay and I could enjoy a romantic limo ride back to my place. 
 
   I got into the back and pressed the button for the privacy glass, and as soon as it was up all the way, Lindsay was straddling my lap, her legs on either side of mine as she cradled my face in her hands.
 
   “I missed you,” she whispered.
 
   “I missed you more,” I said. 
 
   Her lips found mine, and this time, we didn’t have to stop. 
 
   I arched my hips up into her, and she moaned when she felt how hard I was for her. Her hands found my chest, and I wrapped myself around her, knowing that this time I would be careful with her. This time, I wouldn’t make some stupid mistake that could cost me the most important relationship of my life.
 
   I slid my hands up her thighs, under her dress, up to her hips. She moaned as I gripped her to me, and I was glad I’d given Jorge twenty extra bucks to take the long way home. 
 
   I was vaguely aware that we had about fifteen minutes until we’d be back at my place.
 
   That would be plenty of time for me.
 
   It had been far too long since I’d held Lindsay in my arms.
 
   I found the edge of her panties and slipped my finger inside, slowly feeling my way to her core as her tongue slid against mine. She arched back when I plunged two fingers into her, throwing her head back as she yelled out, not caring that we were in the back of a limo. When we were together, neither one of us had any inhibitions at all.
 
   She grasped my erection through my pants, and she pumped in time to the rhythm my fingers set. I knew we were running out of time, but I suddenly had to be inside of her. I had to know that everything was okay between us, and her giving that to me was a confirmation that we were back on track. 
 
   I pulled my fingers out of her and I went for my belt buckle. She helped me, and then she unzipped my fly and unbuttoned my pants. She reached in, and I fell out, hot and heavy across her elegant hands. She licked her lips as her eyes met mine, and the little flick of her tongue was so fucking sexy that I nearly lost my mind.
 
   She aimed my head at her entrance and pulled her panties aside, and then she lowered herself down onto me. We both stilled at my entry, and I felt her tighten around me as she took me all the way inside of her.
 
   I was back where I belonged.
 
   She grasped my shoulders for balance and then she moved up before pushing back down. She was taking her time, and it was driving me fucking insane. I wanted it hard and fast because we were almost back to my apartment. I needed the release before we got back. I was getting close, and I knew that she was, too, but she took her time, slowly lifting before thrusting back downward, pausing as she felt me fill her, and then lifting back up to repeat her rhythm. 
 
   “Travis,” she said on a moan. “You feel so fucking good inside of me.”
 
   I loved it when she talked dirty.
 
   I was so into what we were doing that I nearly didn’t notice that the car had rolled to a stop just outside the doors of my building. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   That was the fastest damn limo ride of my life. 
 
   “We’re back,” I murmured, kissing her lips softly before helping her to the seat next to me. She smoothed the bottom of her dress as I pulled my rock hard dick glistening with remnants of my time inside of her back into my pants and fixed my belt, and I could see even in the darkness that her cheeks were flushed. 
 
   She looked fantastically fuckable in that moment.
 
   “You ready?” I asked, and she nodded. I got out of the limo first and held my hand out to help Lindsay out, too. 
 
   My groin ached as I thanked Jorge for his help, and Lindsay started laughing. 
 
   “So your name’s not Xavier?” she asked him.
 
   He chuckled. “No. But this guy gave me twenty bucks to say it was.”
 
   Lindsay threw her head back and laughed, and I chuckled, too. “X is a really hard letter,” I defended myself.
 
   I had texted Dan earlier to let him know that Jules was staying in our guest room, and Jules was aware that I was going to be coming back with Lindsay. She had volunteered to lock herself in the guest room so as not to cause any more problems. It helped to know that everyone was on my side, rooting for me and helping in any way they could to get Lindsay back in my arms where she belonged.
 
   We headed up to my apartment, hand-in-hand, walked through the door, and headed straight to my bedroom to finish what we had started in the back of the cab. 
 
   Thank God we didn’t run into my roommate, or worse, Julianne.
 
   It took about three seconds flat from the time my bedroom door closed to when I had Lindsay naked on the bed, panting underneath me. Since we had both warmed up in the limo, it didn’t take long before she was yelling out my name in ecstasy as I pumped up hard into her, finding my own release inside of her.
 
   I collapsed across her chest and she held me against her, stroking my back softly. We must have stayed in that position for an hour before Lindsay finally spoke, her voice soft.
 
   “I don’t have any clothes for tomorrow, and I don’t really want to do the morning walk of shame in my sequined dress. Any chance you’ll take me home?”
 
   “Whatever you want, Gorgeous,” I murmured, kissing the side of her breast that was closest to my face. I was disappointed; I had hoped she would stay the night in my arms.
 
   “You can help me with some boxes, too,” she said.
 
   “You want me to stay with you?” I asked, finally summoning the strength to pick up my head and look her in the eyes.
 
   “Of course, Tiger. I don’t want to spend another night apart from you. My place tonight?” 
 
   I leaned up and kissed her. “I don’t want to spend another night apart from you, either.”
 
   I forced myself to unwrap my body from hers, and I packed a small overnight bag with everything I would need to get ready in the morning, and then we headed to her place in my truck.
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   I knew her address by heart since I’d had to input it for all of the deliveries I’d scheduled, but I realized I knew nothing about where she lived. It turned out that she lived in a condo that overlooked the beach. Her friend Pen owned the place – well, technically, Pen’s parents did – and Lindsay was staying there rent-free for the time being. 
 
   It was a beautiful, modern condo, and I wondered what the hell Pen’s parents did that allowed them to afford such a luxury. I gazed at the structure for a moment while Lindsay opened the front door. It appeared to be well-built, perfect for the beach view it afforded its residents. Lindsay led me in, and I glanced around the inside of the place. It was as well-built as the outside, and I suddenly had the inclination that I wanted to live there. Too bad it was Pen’s place.
 
   A beautiful, curvy redhead with bright blue eyes and wild hair sauntered down the wooden staircase toward the door. 
 
   “Hey, Pen,” Lindsay said, walking over to a small table in the hallway that had a smattering of mail on it. “This is Travis.” She flipped through a few envelopes and advertisements. 
 
   When Pen got to the bottom of the stairs, I shook her hand. “The infamous Travis,” she greeted me with a smile and I immediately liked her.
 
   “Hi,” I said, suddenly feeling like I was being scrutinized by the best friend… because I was.
 
   “He’s cute, Linds,” Pen said. I think I blushed. “And he sent you all those flowers…”
 
   “Hands off, sister,” she said, picking up a magazine from the bottom of the pile of mail and glancing up at us. “He’s mine.”
 
   “She’s right,” I confirmed. “Sorry, Pen, but I’m taken by that gorgeous girl over there.” I jerked my thumb toward Lindsay. 
 
   Pen giggled, a warm, throaty sound that made me think she could be a singer in one of those lounges where the singer lays on top of the piano. She had the body for it, too. 
 
   “Fine. I’ll try my luck elsewhere. Know any good looking guys?”
 
   “Not that are single,” I replied.
 
   “Didn’t say they had to be.” She giggled again, and this time, I laughed with her.
 
   “Stop flirting,” Lindsay commanded as she sidled up next to me, wrapping her arm around my waist. “Want a tour of the place?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, thinking that the only room I really needed a tour of was Lindsay’s bedroom as I slung my arm over her shoulder.
 
   I didn’t know what it was about her, but when I was around her, I was one horny fucker. 
 
   Literally.
 
   I was burning with need for her, and I wasn’t sure where the powerful pull was coming from, but I couldn’t seem to keep my hands off of her. 
 
   Whatever was magnetizing me to her was all-encompassing, and I was certain that nothing could ever keep me from her.
 
   She led me through the place quickly. It featured a family room and a huge, gourmet kitchen on the first floor (with dozens of flowers on the granite countertops, I noticed with a smile), along with a home office and huge wraparound deck that looked out over the beach. 
 
   The upstairs had a master bedroom that was Pen’s room and two other bedrooms that both had their own bathrooms, enormous walk-in closets, and balconies overlooking the beach. The house was as perfect as if I had designed it myself.
 
   Lindsay led me into her room, and I noticed the Valentine’s Day tiger on her bed, which I found pretty significant considering when she had left her house earlier that night, she hadn’t even been talking to me. The fact that she had slept with it the night before even though she had been furious with me meant a lot to me. And, apparently, to TJ, who was eager to get out of my pants and into her.
 
   As I held Lindsay’s body close against mine on her balcony listening to the waves roll in and out off the shore, I knew that this house was perfection. And I also knew that we were going to make a lot of great memories there, the first of which was about to begin. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I whispered, looking down at the top of her head as it rested against my chest.
 
   “Yeah, I love it here,” she murmured.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about the scenery.”
 
   “You’re a smooth talker.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. I’m just stating a fact. You got your nickname for a very specific reason.”
 
   “So did you, Tiger.”
 
   “I once told you that the nickname you gave me could apply to you, too. Remember?”
 
   She nodded and pulled back to look up at me. I lowered my head and pressed my lips to hers. 
 
   “God, Lindsay,” I whispered, tightening my arms around her body. 
 
   “I know,” she murmured back.
 
   “You’re just… fucking spectacular.”
 
   I felt her smile against me, and she kissed my neck.
 
   “You’re pretty fucking spectacular yourself.”
 
   “Thank you for giving me a second chance.” My voice was soft and uncertain as I briefly, for maybe the very first time, thought about how differently the outcome could have been if she had decided not to go with “Xavier.” I don’t know what made me so confident that she would show, but I hadn’t allowed myself to think about the alternative. It was too scary and too painful to even consider. 
 
   “Well, for the record, you didn’t give me much of a choice.”
 
   I grinned. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
   She looked up at me for a moment. Then she laid her head back against my chest and started talking, and once she started, the words tumbled out.   
 
   “Travis, I didn't want to see you today because I knew that as soon as I did, I would give in to whatever you asked. Based on what I know about my feelings for you, I know that you could hurt me really badly. I am so scared of that. I knew that the moment I laid eyes on you tonight, I wouldn’t be able to resist you. That's why I didn’t respond to your flowers or your messages. It was because I'm so fucking afraid of what you could do to me.” 
 
   I squeezed her more tightly against me. “Jesus, Lindsay. I’m so sorry about what a jerk I was.”
 
   She tightened her arms around me, too. “You weren’t a jerk. You made a mistake.”
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   She did, and I dropped my head to plant a kiss on her lips. 
 
   I murmured quietly against her lips. “I’m so, so sorry about Sunday night.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “No, it isn’t.”
 
   “Okay. It isn’t. You hurt me when you ignored my calls and my texts and I can’t be in a relationship where I’m going to get hurt like that.”
 
   “And you won’t be. I won’t do it again. I'm falling for you faster than I realized I could fall for someone.” I brushed her lips with mine, and then I pulled back and gazed down at her. “I don't know how to deal with these feelings because they are so unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I’m at a loss here. I loved someone else for so long and then you came in and it was like I just snapped my fingers and my feelings for her were gone. It was like I opened my eyes to what it could really be like, and it’s so much better with you.”
 
   “Oh, Tiger,” she whispered. She took a deep breath, and then she brushed her lips against my chin. “God, what you do to me.”
 
   “If it’s anything like what you do to me, I get it.”
 
   We headed to bed, both totally exhausted from the long day. We lay cuddling together, our heads on our own pillows, facing each other with one arm under our pillows and the other draped across each other’s waist. 
 
   “Do you want to continue with our alphabet getting to know you game?” I asked. 
 
   “Why don’t we just talk?” she said.
 
   “Tell me about you, then.”
 
   “Well, as you know, I’m twenty-four. My name is Lindsay Rachelle Rhodes.”
 
   “Rachelle?”
 
   “It’s a family name. My mom’s great-aunt. My mom always loved the name.” I nodded, and she continued. “I am a junior event planner and someday I want to start my own business.”
 
   “I know that stuff.”
 
   “Tell me about you.”
 
   “Okay. I’m Travis Matthew Miller. I’m twenty-six. I’m an architect. Now you go.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “What else do you want to know?”
 
   “Tell me about your family.”
 
   “I have two older brothers and a sister. I’m the youngest. My parents got divorced when I was five. I have three nieces and two nephews, all my sister’s kids. Neither of my brothers is married, but one is in a relationship. The other one is… kind of a douche.”
 
   I chuckled. “Names?”
 
   “My mom is Lorraine, and my parents wanted to have girls with L names. My sister is Laura, and she’s married to Steven. They didn’t do theme names. Her girls are Mackenzie, Olivia, and Sophia. The boys are Logan and Ethan.”
 
   “Brothers?”
 
   “My dad’s name is Henry, so my brothers got H names: Harrison and Hunter. Harrison has been dating Katie for three years, and Hunter’s the douche.”
 
   “You know I’ll never remember any of this.”
 
   “Obviously.” She grinned.
 
   “Why is Hunter a douche?”
 
   “He’s a good looking guy and he knows it. He uses his charm against women.”
 
   I nodded. “I take it he used it against the wrong woman?”
 
   “Yes. My roommate-slash-best friend Pen.”
 
   “Ah. How long did they date?”
 
   “They didn’t ‘date,’ per se. They had sex a few times and she thought it was going somewhere but he didn’t.”
 
   “Too bad. Pen seems like a catch.”
 
   “She is. She’s amazing.”
 
   “Where do your parents and siblings live?”
 
   “I’m from here originally. I grew up in Point Loma, and my mom still lives in the house where she raised us. I don’t talk to my dad. My sister is in Oceanside, Harrison is in Carlsbad, and Hunter lives about five miles from here.”
 
   “What happened with your dad?”
 
   “He left my mom with four young kids. He’s been largely absent in my life.” 
 
   Hearing this made me sad, especially given the amazing family I had been blessed into. It made me want to take care of her. “Did your mom ever remarry?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. My siblings and I all call him ‘Dad’ because he’s been around for fifteen years, but he can be hard to handle sometimes.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He’s just very quick to point out flaws in others but can’t see his own. He can be nasty and vicious.”
 
   I knew people like that, but none that I kept as a permanent part of my life, opting instead to surround myself with more positive influences. “Anything else about your family?” I asked, not sure how else to respond to that revelation and wondering what effects that sort of environment had on her. 
 
   “Just that I’m basically the world’s best aunt.”
 
   “That’s cool. I’m basically the world’s best uncle, so just another item for our common interests list.”
 
   She giggled. “Tell me about your family. Who are the nieces or nephews who are blessed with the world’s best uncle?”
 
   “Nephews. Parker and Jackson, three and five, and they belong to my older sister, Liz. My parents, Kathy and Jack, are awesome people still happily married after I have no idea how many years. I’m very close to my family.”
 
   “Why did you become an architect?”
 
   “My dad is an architect, and oddly, that made me never want to pursue it. I wanted to do my own thing and I didn’t want to be him. But when it came time to choose a career path, design was where my passion was. And now I couldn’t imagine any other career, except, obviously, a professional baseball player, but apparently that wasn’t in the cards for me.”
 
   She laughed. “You’d look hot in those tight little pants, though.”
 
   I grinned.
 
   “So what made you come to San Diego?”
 
   “You know the basics with Jules. I had spoken with Dan about moving here, and later that same day I went to lunch with my dad and he told me about some openings at our San Diego office. It seemed meant to be.”
 
   As I gazed at the woman lying next to me, I knew for sure that everything that had happened had been because of fate. It had all been meant to be.
 
   “And the more I look back on what happened between me and Jules, the more I realize that I have to accept my responsibility for my part in that. I went for something that clearly could never have been mine, and it was stupid timing on my part. But I don’t regret anything that happened because look where I am now. I’m in your bed, with you, holding you, and this is exactly where I am meant to be.”
 
   “Tiger,” she murmured. “That’s really sweet.”
 
   I brushed her lips with mine. 
 
   “Tell me more,” she said.
 
   “About me?” I asked. She nodded. 
 
   “I feel like in general I’m a pretty logical and rational guy, but I can have a little bit of a temper. I can be impulsive. I can be immature and stubborn sometimes. I tend to be pretty bad at expressing what I’m feeling. And when I want something that’s really important to me, I won’t stop until I get it.”
 
   “Well,” Lindsay said, “you certainly demonstrated that last part to me today.”
 
   “Gorgeous, I will keep demonstrating that to you forever,” I whispered, tightening my arm around her and pulling her closer to me. 
 
   “You have never been bad at expressing what you feel to me.”
 
   “It’s because you changed me. You changed my thoughts and my feelings and everything about me. You became this beacon of hope even when I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. I had been focused on Jules for so long that I didn’t even know that there could be something else out there, and when I met you, everything changed. And now I know that it will never be the same again.”
 
   “Everything changed for me, too,” she said.
 
   “Whatever this is that we are starting is something worth fighting for. You will always be my top priority. I will never, ever risk hurting you again. After I spoke with Jules, I went into this sort of rage that sent me into a tailspin and I couldn’t even think straight for a minute, but as soon as the smoke cleared, I needed you. You were the answer to everything, and in the short amount of time I have known you, you have become so fucking important to me.”
 
   “Travis,” she started as she circled her fingertip around my nipple. “I feel exactly the same. I was lost after Spencer and I broke up. When I met you, you changed me, too. I’ve never experienced such powerful, intense feelings before. Even with Spencer. I mean, I loved him and things were good, but I never felt like I couldn’t live without him. That’s how I know that things are different with you. Just the thought of living without you terrifies me. I haven’t known you that long, but the way you make me feel is so... unexpected. Different. Amazing. I don’t know how suddenly you became this important to my life, but you have. And the fact is that I don’t want to be without you. Ever.”
 
   “You will never have to be. Ever. I’m not going anywhere. You’re the only woman for me.” I kissed her again, and then we cuddled together in silence for awhile. Before we fell asleep, I said, “I believe G is your question.”
 
   “Greatest achievement,” she said sleepily. 
 
   “That’s easy. Getting you back today.”
 
   She looked up at me, and her big brown eyes were swimming with tears. I brushed one stray one away. 
 
   “Truth, Gorgeous. Getting you back means the world to me, and I’m never going to let you go. Don’t you let me fuck this up.”
 
   “I won’t. And don’t you let me fuck this up, either.”
 
   “I won’t. We’re in it together.”
 
   “To the end.”
 
   I kissed her forehead. “To the end.”
 
   With those words, we both drifted into sleep. 
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   The next morning, I awoke with a smile on my face and an erection in my boxers after holding Lindsay in my arms the entire night. She was like a personal heater next to me, but I didn’t care. The heat was worth being so close to her. I glanced at the clock and saw that we had plenty of time before we had to get to work, and the erection wasn’t going to go away on its own. 
 
   I was spooning Lindsay, her back to my front, and I started by running my fingertips along her body, starting at her thigh, moving up along her hipbone, around to her flat stomach, and up her tank top, finding my way between her breasts and then gently cupping one. Her nipple immediately hardened against my palm, and I squeezed the peak between my fingers. She moaned softly, halfway between awake and asleep, and I nuzzled her neck before dragging my tongue across her skin. Her skin was sweet and soft under my tongue, and I couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
   I would never get enough of her.
 
   “Good morning,” she murmured, responsive to my touch as ever.
 
   “Morning,” I whispered.
 
   “I have to get to work a little early today,” she said, effectively ruining my plans for a morning romp. 
 
   After a quick but delicious shower with Lindsay, we both got ready together in her bathroom and then headed off to work. It felt like such a normal, everyday couple activity. We kissed goodbye in her driveway as we headed our separate ways, and she never left my mind the entire day. Not when I got in and had three new clients to call. Not when I took a lunch break with Dan. Not when Spencer came in my office to confide in me how much he missed his ex. Not when I finished my preliminary drawings for the multi-tainment center and fired up the autoCAD program to create the digital versions of my sketches. And not even when I went home and found Julianne lounging on my couch. Lindsay was always there, always on my mind.
 
   “Uh, hey, Jules,” I said to Julianne when I walked in the door. To be honest, after everything that had gone down with Lindsay, I’d sort of forgotten that Julianne was visiting. I walked over to the counter and set my iPad down. 
 
   She stood up and walked over toward me. 
 
   “How long you staying?” I asked bluntly. I hadn’t asked her to visit, and I wasn’t trying to be a dick, but I had things to do. I had come to San Diego to get away from her, and I felt like I was doing well on my own. Having her in my apartment just felt… regressive. 
 
   “I was actually just waiting for you to get home so I could say goodbye. I’m going to head out, Trav.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for visiting.”
 
   This was awkward. I didn’t really know what to say to her. 
 
   “Can we talk for a minute before I go?”
 
   I sighed, scrubbing my hand down my cheek. “About what?”
 
   “Do you want to sit?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m fine standing.”
 
   “Are we okay, Trav?”
 
   “Seriously, Julianne?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can’t be that dense. No, we are not okay. Someday, maybe. But you used me and dropped me in the same breath. That’s going to take me awhile to get over.”
 
   “But you have moved on.”
 
   “Yeah, I have. And I’m over you.”
 
   She flinched.
 
   “I’m sorry if it hurts to hear that, but I’m over whatever feelings I had for you. You can’t have it both ways, Jules. You chose Nick, and I’m done waiting in the wings for you.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes, and I immediately felt like a jackass. I should’ve been the bigger person and just shut my damn mouth, but that wasn’t the road I took. 
 
   She didn’t speak, so I continued softly. “Jules, I’ve found someone who makes me happy.” 
 
   “Does she treat you right?”
 
   I nodded. “She’s just… She’s gorgeous. She’s spectacular. She’s everything I didn’t even know I was looking for and everything I never knew I needed.”
 
   She pushed a tear away impatiently. “Good, Trav. You deserve the best.”
 
   “Thanks.” I brushed a tear away from her other cheek, and in that one simple gesture, it was confirmed: Whatever I had felt for Julianne was over. The years of loving her from afar flashed through my mind, and compared to whatever was brewing inside of me for Lindsay, it had really been nothing more than a schoolyard crush. It was lust and admiration and friendship that I thought could turn into something more, but that’s all it was. And I was in a place where I could eventually take Julianne back as my friend. She had been a rock for me for a long time, just as I had been for her. I knew that someday after we both healed, we would be able to pick up the pieces of our broken friendship. “You do, too, Jules. I hope Nick is that for you.”
 
   Her tears started falling harder.
 
   “Why are you crying?” I asked.
 
   “Nick is… God, he’s everything you just described. He’s everything to me. But right now, he’s not very happy with me.”
 
   “Fix it, then. You gave up a lot to be with him. He better be worth it.”
 
   She paused, glancing down at the floor. “He didn’t…” she trailed off, and then she looked up at me guiltily. “He’s not too happy with me that I came out here to see you.”
 
   “But you came anyway.”
 
   She nodded, averting her eyes from mine. “But I came anyway.”
 
   “Why is he mad?”
 
   “Because of what I kept from him about what happened with you after he broke up with me. And because now I have to postpone starting my new job another day.”
 
   “How bad is it?” I asked, knowing that she was referring to the fact that she hadn’t told him we had slept together. When I had gone to talk to him, I hadn’t really thought about the repercussions that my telling him would have had. I had just been so angry at the time. 
 
   She shrugged, sweeping another tear away. I noticed her (ridiculously enormous) engagement ring when she lifted her hand to brush her tears away.
 
   “That bad?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, and then she took a deep breath. “Yeah. Bad. But not so bad we can’t overcome it.”
 
   She looked so miserably sad that I couldn’t help but try to comfort her. No matter what had happened between us, this was still Julianne. This was the girl who I had grown up with. This was the girl who I had loved, or thought I loved, for a very, very long time. And my natural instinct as a human being was to comfort someone who was crying. I pulled her into me, and it felt like I was hugging an old friend. 
 
   As I held her in my arms, I realized that I didn’t feel any of the old incredible jolts of electricity I felt before. Even TJ was unusually tame. 
 
   “Babydoll,” I whispered my term of endearment to her as I rubbed her back. I had called her that since high school. It had initially started as a joke that eventually just stuck. “It’ll be okay. You two will work it out.”
 
   The front door opened. I pulled away from Jules and turned around. I was face to face with my roommate, who had just entered, and standing behind him was Lindsay. They were both smiling, as if the two of them had just shared a joke, but the smile faded from Lindsay’s face quickly as she took in the scene in front of her. She looked from Jules back to me, and I saw a rage pass over her gorgeous face. And then she turned on one heel and walked out the door. 
 
   “Shit,” I muttered, heading for the door.
 
   “Trav, I have to go,” Julianne sniffled behind me.
 
   Those words felt like she was making me choose between her and Lindsay, and there was absolutely no contest.
 
   “Then fucking go, Jules,” I growled. 
 
   I was not going to allow her to ruin this for me. 
 
   I raced out the door toward Lindsay. She was almost to her car when I caught up to her. I grabbed her elbow and she spun around. “You said not to let you fuck this up. I am not letting you walk away from me.”
 
   “What the fuck did I just walk in on?” she hissed. She was furious.
 
   “A friend comforting another friend.”
 
   “Looked a little cozier than that,” she spat at me.
 
   “It wasn’t.” I kept my voice calm and flat to prove that I was being truthful.
 
   “How am I supposed to trust you?”
 
   Ouch. That was a low blow, and it hurt. “I don’t even know what to say. You’re misreading what you saw.”
 
   “So you didn’t have your arms around some beautiful blonde woman in there?”
 
   I crushed her body to mine. “Listen to me. She was upset because she and her fiancé are fighting. I didn’t even know that Jules was coming to visit me. She just showed up yesterday on my doorstep.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “That’s Julianne?”
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Yes,” I said calmly, still trying to prove my innocence through my tone. “That’s Julianne.”
 
   “Was she here yesterday when we— when you and me—”
 
   “Yes. She was here last night. She made herself scarce because I told her that I needed to find you and get you back.”
 
   For someone who seemed like she wasn’t the jealous type based on earlier conversations we’d had, she sure seemed bat-shit crazy jealous at the moment. 
 
   “Why the mother fuck were you hugging her?” she asked, her voice still that scary hiss.
 
   “I already told you. She and Nick are fighting. Nick’s apparently angry that she came to visit me, but she couldn’t stand that I wasn’t returning her calls, so she figured the only way to get me to talk to her was to show up on my doorstep.”    
 
   “That must have thrown a little wrench in your plans for me yesterday. Did you fuck her before you came looking for me last night?”
 
   “Jesus, Lindsay.” The fact that she even had to ask me that question after all we’d been through cut through my heart like a knife. She was obviously furious with me, and I didn’t know how to fix it. “No. No, I did not fuck Julianne last night or this morning or in the last goddamn week. The last time I was with her was before I even met you. The first time. That night in Arizona. And you know what? I haven’t fucked anybody else since that night with you.” 
 
   Hand jobs didn’t technically count as sex, right?
 
   I saw her relenting. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “That she was here?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I was so focused on getting you to talk to me that I kind of forgot she was here.”
 
   “So you’re in love with this girl for the last who the fuck knows how many years and suddenly you flip a switch and you’re on the Lindsay train? I’m not buying the shit you’re selling, Travis.” 
 
   I did the only thing I could think of. I crashed my lips down on hers and kissed her until we were both panting.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lindsay,” I mumbled against her lips. I pulled back. “God, it feels like all I do is apologize. But I will apologize to you forever if that’s what it takes for you to trust me.”
 
   “I need you to prove to me that you are trustworthy. I don’t know you well enough yet.”
 
   “I’ll do anything,” I said.
 
   “You can start by being honest with me now.”
 
   “I am being honest with you.” 
 
   She gazed up into my eyes. “I don’t want to fight with you. I had a shitty day at work and I came over to see you and walked in only to find you wrapped around another woman. Travis, I’m not by nature a jealous person, but I wanted to kick that bitch’s ass when I walked in on that shit.”
 
   “Not necessary. It didn’t look good, and I get that. But all I have thought about for the last twenty-four hours is you. Shit, all I’ve thought about since I met you is you.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “Not her. I didn’t even remember that she was here.”
 
   She looked up at me. “I think I need a break. I need a night away from you to get my head on straight.”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “Absolutely not.”
 
   “You confuse me, Travis. I am all over the place. I can’t think clearly when we’re together. I feel like I just give in to every little thing you ask me for because you’ve somehow gained this control over me.”
 
   TJ twitched to life at her words. I loved every second of having control over her, but what she didn’t know was how much control she had over me, too. So I told her.
 
   “Listen to me, Rhodes. It’s the exact same way for me. I lose all sense when you’re near me. Just the smell of you is enough to drive a man insane. I have never felt this way before, and as much as I love the power you hold over me, it terrifies the hell out of me.” 
 
   She gazed up at me, unrelenting. 
 
   “Tell me what I can do to make this better.”
 
   She shrugged and looked away. “Nothing.”
 
   “Don’t fucking lie to me,” I hissed.
 
   Her eyes met mine again with a touch of surprise at my tone. “I am not lying.” She was indignant.
 
   I nodded. “Yes, you are. You looked away before you said ‘nothing.’”
 
   “Fine. You can’t do anything. It’s something I have to figure out. I like letting you take control over me. I like feeling confused if it’s because you’re jumbling my thoughts. I like just being with you. And apparently my jealous tiger comes out when I see you hugging other girls, so cut that shit out.”
 
   “Done. What else?”
 
   She thought for a moment, and I interrupted her thinking. Something she’d said had cut me the deepest, and I needed to clarify it. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   She nodded curiously.
 
   “When you asked how you’re supposed to trust me, did you mean that? Or was it your anger talking?”
 
   “Maybe both. I don’t know that much about you, Travis. We’re in the early stages of getting to know one another, and it takes me a long time to build trust.”
 
   “I get that. But please don’t say that you don’t trust me, because that hurts. If I haven’t earned your trust after we’ve gotten to know each other better, then we have a problem. Is there anything else I can do to make this better?”
 
   “Get the blonde out of here and then take me to your bed and fuck me.”
 
   Jesus.
 
    “Deal.” I lifted her off the ground so that she was cradled in my arms. I felt like a beast of a man holding my petite woman in my arms. I carried her all the way to my apartment, and Jules was standing near the doorway with her overnight bag slung over her shoulder. Her brows rose when she saw us. She looked surprised that I was walking in the door with Lindsay curled around me.
 
   “Julianne, this is Lindsay. Lindsay, meet Julianne.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Lindsay said, one hand wrapped around my neck as she stuck the other one out. Jules shook it.
 
   “You, too,” she echoed. “Bye, Trav. I’m heading out.”
 
   “Bye. Safe travels.”
 
   I glanced over at Dan, and he nodded at me. I walked through the apartment with Lindsay in my arms, figuring Dan would take care of seeing Julianne out. I had bigger fish to fry at that moment, and I was fairly certain that the woman wrapped around me wouldn’t appreciate my goodbye hug with Jules after what she’d walked in on a few minutes earlier.
 
   Close call. Julianne had nearly ruined a very important piece of the puzzle that my life had become, but I wouldn’t let her. Nothing would ruin what I was starting with Lindsay. Together, we were much too strong and powerful to be broken. 
 
   And that was my guiding thought as I stripped her out of her clothes and threw her on the bed. She writhed under me and I let out a low growl, looking at her beautiful body ready for me to feast on.
 
   I ripped my clothes off except for my boxers and threw them on the floor, climbing up the bed and hovering over her as my lips found hers and my tongue twisted against hers in a wicked show of passion. I saw fireworks exploding before my eyes as she took over every one of my senses. 
 
   This was going to be fast and hard, and I was trying to savor every second of her body under mine. 
 
   The feel of her was pure bliss, and the smell of her was that same citrusy smell like I just been in the summer sun on a picnic. I gazed down at her, really seeing her full, perfect beauty as I could hear her gentle moans beneath me, turning me on in ways I never knew I could be turned on. 
 
   I lavished attention to her breasts, and my hand slowly trailed down her belly, down further to her core. She bowed up toward me as I thrust a finger inside, and her hand found my erection through my boxers, stroking me in the same rhythm that I was using to pump in and out of her. As usual, I knew that I wasn’t going to last very long with her. She just did it for me. She nearly made me come just from a simple look, never mind when she actually touched me. 
 
   “You’re so fucking wet,” I hissed in her ear, kissing her neck and gently biting her earlobe. 
 
   “For you,” she gasped. My mouth on hers was almost violent as I kissed her unrelentingly, taking everything I could as I gave her everything I had, making sure that she knew that she was the only woman in my life.
 
   Her feet found the top of my boxers, and she slowly dragged them down my legs and off of me using only her feet. That was the goddamn sexiest thing I had ever experienced. I growled low in my throat as I dragged my lips from hers and moved down her neck, her throat, and back up again. Her tongue slid against mine, licking as aggressively into my mouth as mine was into hers. 
 
   I stood up to remove my boxers, and she gazed at me with lust the entire time.
 
   “You like what you see?” I teased once I was fully naked.
 
   “Oh yeah,” she breathed. “I could stare you all day.”
 
   The feeling was mutual, but my body’s response was instinctive. 
 
   I yanked her up from the bed, pulling her up into my arms. She wrapped her legs around me, and then I impaled her with my hardness. 
 
   I pushed into her and her head rolled back. Seeing her like that almost made me lose it. I pressed all the way in to the hilt, and then I pulled back, almost all the way out. She cried out with a sexy kitten moan, and then I pushed forward again, this time lingering inside of her, never wanting to leave that perfect place as I felt her walls gripping me to her. 
 
   She cried out as I grunted, both of us panting. She balanced herself by placing her hands on my shoulders as my hands found her ass, lifting her up and down as I moved in and out of her, her breasts bouncing flawlessly in front of my face. 
 
   The visual of her body moving as I drove in and out of her and the sounds escaping her lips as she built toward her climax was my undoing. 
 
   I tried to focus on baseball. That was my go-to to try to last longer. But with Lindsay, my old tried and true tricks to hold off my orgasm just didn’t work. 
 
   “Fuck, Lindsay,” I roared.
 
   “Wait,” she cried. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.” 
 
   I couldn’t hold on any longer. I detonated up into her just as her body contracted around mine. She depleted every last drop I had in me, sapping my energy as she consumed every part of my being.
 
   I collapsed on the bed, still buried deep inside of her as her head came to a rest on my chest. I clutched her against me. She grunted softly as I slowly pulled out, and we lay like that for minutes or hours or days; I wasn’t sure, but what I did know was that I would never get enough of this woman. 
 
   After we had both come down from our orgasm-induced highs, it was just about dinnertime. I invited Dan, but he had plans with Mel, so it was just Lindsay and me. “We don’t have much in the house. Want to go out to eat?” I asked, surveying the pantry and fridge.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “Just something close. Whatever’s easy. I need to run home and get some work done tonight.”
 
   “Skips? It’s a bar just down the street. Pretty good food, and very cold beer.”
 
   She grinned. “Perfect.”
 
   We walked down to Skips and picked out a booth, sitting across from each other. Tracy walked over to the table. “Hey, you.” She grinned at me.
 
   Lindsay glanced up at her, another spark of jealousy marring her beautiful eyes.
 
   “What are you drinking?” Tracy asked Lindsay first. She ordered a Miller Lite. My kind of girl. “And the usual for you, T?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Be right back.”
 
   Lindsay glared at me over her menu.
 
   “What?” I asked, wondering what I had possibly done to be in trouble again.
 
   “She was your date at the Sunset Cliffs event.” Her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Yeah. Because I didn’t know anybody else in San Diego. She has become a good friend.”
 
   “You seem to be friends with a lot of girls.”
 
   I sighed. I didn’t like the jealous side of her that was suddenly showing itself, but I had to accept it as part of the rest of her perfect package.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Is there anything between you?” she asked.
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. “There was the potential for something once. We had a sort of hook up one night. But that was it.”
 
   “What is a sort of hook up?”
 
   “Why don’t you just look at the menu and figure out what you want to eat?” I didn’t like where this conversation was heading.
 
   “You said you hadn’t been with anybody since me.”
 
   “Correction. I said I hadn’t fucked anybody since you. And that is the truth.”
 
   “So what happened between you two then?”
 
   “We fooled around right after I moved here. But that was it. We agreed that neither of us wanted anything more.”
 
   “So are you telling me you aren’t ready for a relationship?”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “I’m telling you that I didn’t want to be in a relationship with Tracy. With you, I am most definitely ready.”
 
   “Why didn’t you want more with her?” she pressed.
 
   I was starting to get frustrated with this conversation.
 
   Tracy dropped off our drinks. “You kids know what you want to order?” she asked.
 
   “I do. Lindsay?”
 
   “I’ll just have whatever Travis orders,” she said.
 
   I looked up at her in surprise. She always seemed so sure of everything she wanted, yet in this instance, she was handing the control over to me right after our conversation about control. She constantly confused the shit out of me.
 
   “Two of the usual,” I said. 
 
   Tracy nodded, took our menus, and headed back to put in our order.
 
   Lindsay gazed at me for a moment. “So tell me why you didn’t want more with her.”
 
   I sighed. She was actually going to make me do this.
 
   I laid it all out on the table. “After my night with you, I was a mess. I was heartbroken over Jules, and then you came into my life and disappeared, shattering me in a totally different way. I leaned on a few different people during that time. Tracy was one of them. I couldn’t start a relationship with someone after you had broken me by walking out of my life.”
 
   “So there’s nothing between you two?”
 
   I shook my head. “In fact, I told her all about you. She knows how I feel, and she knows that I'm not available to her as more than a friend.”
 
   Apparently I had said the right thing, because her foot found my leg and traveled up my shin. She reached across the table and took my hand in hers, and her eyes softened.
 
   “I wasn’t innocent in that time between our first and second meeting, either.”
 
   I really didn’t want to hear this part. “We can’t change the past. I’d just as soon not hear about it.”
 
   “I want to be honest with you.”
 
   I gazed into her eyes. “Are you sure?”
 
   She nodded. “I need to. I need you to know what happened in the time between our night in Arizona and that night at Sunset Cliffs.”
 
   “Go for it,” I said between clenched teeth. My jaw ached as I ground my teeth together, bracing for the confessions that I didn’t want to hear. I drummed my fingers nervously on the table.
 
   “I didn’t sleep with Spencer.”
 
   I blew out a breath of relief.
 
   “I was too miserable over you. That night… God, Travis. That first night with you was unlike anything I had ever experienced. I had this fundamental connection to you that I just couldn’t get over. I saw you everywhere. I felt like I had lost something precious that I would never get back. And during that time, Spencer tried, and like you did with Tracy, we fooled around a little when we got back together. But I couldn’t bring myself to have sex with him.”
 
   “Good,” I whispered. “If we’re being completely honest, I should tell you that there was one other girl that I almost hooked up with. She was a random girl who was on vacation. I met her at some bar in Gaslamp. She took me back to her hotel room, but I stopped it before anything more than kissing and a little groping happened.”
 
   She took a sharp breath. “Thanks for the honesty.”
 
   “Thanks for not going bat-shit crazy jealous on me again.”
 
   She giggled. “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Don’t be. It’s kind of hot to see how much you want me all for yourself.”
 
   “When should we tell Spencer?” she asked.
 
   “He needs some time, Gorgeous. He’s not doing well.”
 
   Sadness passed across her face. “He’s a good guy. I shouldn’t have gotten back together with him. It gave him hope when I knew there was no hope for us.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter now. You can’t change it. He’ll be okay.”
 
   “Is it weird seeing him at work?”
 
   I nodded, taking a long drink of my beer.
 
   We were both quiet for a minute, and then Tracy broke our silence by delivering our food: cheeseburgers with a side of fries.
 
   “Thanks, Trace,” I said. She asked if we wanted a second round, and we both nodded. 
 
   Lindsay looked over at me, her eyebrows raised, once we were alone. “Cheeseburger?”
 
   I grinned. “They’re pretty spectacular.”
 
   “I believe you used that word to describe me once.” 
 
   “Take a bite. You’ll see.”
 
   She squeezed mustard on her burger and squirted ketchup on her plate for her fries. And then she picked up the burger and took a bite. As she did, she closed her eyes and moaned.
 
   I instantly had the need to readjust my crotch. “Jesus, Lindsay. You even make eating a sensual experience.”
 
   She giggled, her eyes glittering with a smile behind them.
 
   We finished our dinner and our beer, and I paid the bill before we walked back to my place, hand-in-hand. Something about clasping her hand in mine made me feel so protective over her. I had never felt the need to protect the women I had dated in the past; I always just assumed they’d take care of themselves. But something about her screamed to me that she needed me to care for her, to love her, to protect her. Forever. Maybe it was because of our connection to each other. Maybe it was because she was so petite. Maybe it was because her dad had left her when she was just a small child. Maybe it was because of what she had been through with Spencer because of me. But whatever the case, I wanted to take care of her. I wanted to put her needs above mine and to show her how much she meant to me. 
 
   We got back to the parking lot and she stopped at her car. “I need to go home for awhile.”
 
   “You’re not driving.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Travis, I’m fine.”
 
   “You had two beers. It’s not safe. I’ll take you home.”
 
   “You had two beers, too,” she protested. “Besides, I need my car.”
 
   “Then I’ll drive your car and you can bring me back here in the morning.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s just go.”
 
   “Can we run upstairs so I can grab a few things? I have some work I can do, too.”
 
   She followed me up and I grabbed my iPad and packed a quick overnight bag. Before we left my bedroom, I pulled her close to me. “Hey,” I whispered.
 
   She looked up into my eyes.
 
   “Thanks for taking me back,” I murmured, leaning down to press my lips against her forehead. 
 
   “I told you, Tiger. I couldn’t stay away.” She ran her tongue along her bottom lip, and that little peek of her tongue made me almost immediately rock hard. 
 
   “You came into my life like a hurricane and a volcano and an earthquake all at once, and I fucking love it.”
 
   She leaned up and pressed a kiss to my lips. “Good. Because I’m going to continue shaking things up for you.”
 
   “I hope so,” I murmured against her lips. And then I couldn’t help myself. I parted her lips with my tongue, and my tongue slid hotly against hers, our mouths colliding together with passion and craving. Her hands found their way under the back of my shirt, and I moaned into her when I felt her nails scraping down my back. 
 
   I once heard the urban legend that men think about sex every seven seconds. Maybe it’s true, and maybe it’s not. But since I met Lindsay, I blew that story out of the water. I couldn’t ever stop thinking about sex with Lindsay. 
 
   I ran my fingers lightly down her arms and back up, finding her neck beneath my palm as my other arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her tightly against me. Her warmth sent a shiver of lust straight through me, and I wanted her again like I hadn’t just had sex with her before dinner. 
 
   “We have to stop this,” she pulled away first.
 
   She looked up at me, her cheeks flushed and eyes hazy with lust and lips swollen from my aggressive kisses. 
 
   “Stop what?” I asked, my voice husky.
 
   “Every time I get you alone, I want to have sex with you.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with that,” I grinned.
 
   She smiled back at me. “No, but I don’t want our relationship to be based only on sex.”
 
   “It’s not. I’ve had relationships like that, and whatever this is,” I said, motioning between the two of us, “I can say with confidence that there’s a lot more here than just sex.”
 
   “What if you came over tonight and we both got our work done and then we just talked?”
 
   “No sex?”
 
   She shook her head. “No sex. We talk, we can kiss and cuddle, but that,” she pointed to my erection, “stays in your pants.”
 
   “Was I bad?” I asked, making a pouting face.
 
   She laughed. “No. You’re a very good boy,” she said, reaching up to pat the top of my head. “My good boy.”
 
   “I want to be your bad boy.”
 
   “You’re silly.” She kissed me sweetly. “Take me home.”
 
   “You got it, Gorgeous. But don’t think for a second that I’m not going to make a pass at you tonight.”
 
   I drove her car to her place, and when pulled into her driveway, I noticed a figure sitting on her front stoop, his elbows resting on his knees and his head bowed downward.
 
   Shit.
 
   It was Spencer.
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    “Fuck,” Lindsay cursed under her breath.
 
   “Want me to stay in the car?” I asked.
 
   She looked at me with fear in her eyes.
 
   “You make the call, Lindsay.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “You can’t sit here swearing all night.”
 
   “Dammit. I know. Just come with me.”
 
   I moved to get out of the car, but she stopped me with a hand on my arm.
 
   “Wait.”
 
   I turned back to look at her.
 
   “Give me a minute with him.”
 
   “Whatever you need, babe.”
 
   She got out of the car and headed toward the steps. Spencer stood, and he made to hug her, but she held up her hand. I could see that they were talking, but I had no idea what they were saying. And I was dying there in the car.
 
   Here was this great guy who I worked with who was suffering because his girlfriend – the girl he proposed to, who he wanted to marry – dumped him. And now he was about to find out that she was with another guy… a guy he knew. A guy he had confided in over beer not very long ago. 
 
   Their conversation was becoming heated, and I felt my protective nature fly to the surface. I wanted to go out there and stand up for her. I didn’t want her to have to handle this on her own. 
 
   But I stayed put, because she had asked me to. 
 
   She gestured toward the car. I saw a lot of hand gesturing, but I had no idea what any of it meant. If I had to guess, I’d say that they were both angry. 
 
   I couldn’t take it any longer. 
 
   I got out of the car and walked over to them, but Lindsay hadn’t heard me approaching over the heated conversation she was having with Spencer. 
 
   “How can you possibly have moved on so quickly?” I heard Spencer ask. 
 
   Clearly she didn’t know that I was directly behind her, because I don’t think she was ready for me to hear what she said to him in response. 
 
    “Because I fell in love, Spence,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Travis?” he asked in confusion, finally looking up and recognizing me.
 
   “How do you know about Travis?” she asked, and then she whirled around to see where he was looking, coming face to face with my chest.
 
   It was dark, but I could still see that her cheeks were flushed with her confession. And my heart was soaring. 
 
   She fell in love. With me. I placed my hands on her arms and gazed down into her eyes. They sparkled in the porch light and the light of the moon. 
 
   I didn’t say a word. I wasn’t sure if she knew I had heard or not, and I couldn’t profess my own love to her in front of her ex-boyfriend. I just gazed down into her eyes, hoping the expression in my eyes told her that her sentiments were returned.
 
   Spencer coughed behind her, breaking the spell between us. “I hate to break up this love fest, but I have a question.”
 
   Her eyes didn’t leave mine for a moment, and I knew my gaze back at her was filled with the same emotions that were looking at me. 
 
   She loved me.
 
   And I knew that without a doubt that I loved her, too. 
 
   The only way that I could have “flipped the switch” off of Jules and moved on so quickly was because of love.
 
   The one thing that helped me move on from what I thought was the worst heartbreak of my life was love.
 
   And I had never experienced any of the feelings I’d felt for Lindsay before in my life. This only told me that it was love, pure and simple. Whatever outside forces threatened to tear us apart, we would survive. We’d fight it out, we’d fight with each other, and we’d fight for us, but no matter what, we would end up together. Forever.
 
   All of those thoughts ran through my head in a split second. She turned around to address Spencer and the question he had.
 
   He spoke sharply. “What the fuck?”
 
   “What?” Lindsay asked. I put my hands on her shoulders, feeling that strong new need to protect her.
 
   “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   “I’m with Travis,” Lindsay blurted.
 
   “I thought we were friends,” he spat at me. His face was an expression of fury as he looked from Lindsay to me, the vein in his forehead getting bigger the angrier he became. 
 
   “We are friends, man,” I said.
 
   “Then why are you with my girl?” 
 
   “I’m not your girl, Spence,” Lindsay said. 
 
   I glanced at her. “The two of us being together has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “Help me understand what’s going on,” he hissed through a clenched jaw.
 
   “It’s a long story.” Lindsay leaned back into my chest, and I felt her warmth as I smelled her hair.
 
   “I’ve got time.”
 
   “We met in Arizona when I went to visit Sydney,” she started. “I went to a bar with Syd and her friend and I met Travis there.”
 
   She glanced back at me, and I nodded at her to keep going. 
 
   “We didn’t exchange numbers, and I assumed I would never see him again. Then I came back home and you and I talked, and we decided to try things again.”
 
   She was being gentle with his feelings. I loved her even more in that moment for protecting him. 
 
   “And then Travis and I bumped into each other at Sunset Cliffs. Literally. I had assumed I’d never see him again, but there he was, dancing with his date, and we bumped shoulders on the dance floor. Like it was meant to be.”
 
   It had been meant to be, and now that I looked back on it, I saw in hindsight that “meant to be” was the only way to describe what had been forming between the two of us. From finding each other twice to our shared birthday to buying each other the same Valentine’s Day card, it was clear that our lives were meant to intersect. 
 
   She was my other half.
 
   “Meant to be?” Spencer echoed. “But, Linds, what about us?”
 
   It felt weird being the guy who won for once. I wanted it to feel good, but it just didn’t. I felt like shit for being a part of hurting a good guy like Spencer. But the fact of the matter was that if Lindsay and I were going to be together, it didn’t matter when or how it happened. Spencer would be hurt no matter when Lindsay found someone new. 
 
   So now what? I wondered how we could get Spencer to leave so we could move on with our night. I wasn’t trying to be a dick, but I didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t need to, though, because Lindsay stepped up and handled it.
 
   She stepped away from me and walked toward Spencer. She took his hand in hers. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “You will always have a piece of my heart. But it’s over between us.”
 
   He looked dejected. He glared at me, and then he walked toward his car, got into it, and pulled away. 
 
   Lindsay walked back over to me and snuggled into my waiting embrace.
 
   “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that, Lindsay,” I whispered into her hair.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded against me, but she didn’t speak.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I felt her body shaking with tears under my arms. I stroked her back as she cried, not knowing how to provide the comfort that she needed and wishing I could be everything that would make it better.
 
   “Hey,” I whispered. She looked up at me, her pretty face still beautiful even tear-stained. I brushed my lips across hers, and hers were plush and soft. As I gazed down at her, I realized how much I wanted to tell her that I loved her, too. 
 
   But the time wasn’t right. It had to be about us, not about making her feel better because she was upset over Spencer.
 
   “Let’s go inside,” I said finally. 
 
   She nodded, and she unlocked the front door. We made our way inside, Lindsay flipping on light switches as we went. Pen obviously wasn’t home, and I found a note from her on the kitchen counter as Lindsay ran up to her bedroom to get her laptop. Pen’s note said that she had a date and was hoping it would be good enough to end up at his place for the night.
 
   I sat at the kitchen table and waited for her, pulling out my iPad and checking my work email first. I had several I needed to answer, but I switched accounts and checked my personal email second. I had new emails from my mom, my sister, and Julianne.
 
   I read my mom’s email first.
 
    
 
   T-
 
   Missing you lots. Check in and tell me you’re doing okay. Heard J visited. How did that go?
 
   Love ya,
 
   Mom
 
    
 
   I wrote her back that I was doing fine and would call her soon and fill her in. 
 
    
 
   My sister’s email was a check-in, too, and it ended with a picture from rottenecards.com: “I want you to know that whatever problems you’re having, I’m here to ‘like’ it on Facebook.”
 
   I searched the site for a minute and found a good reply to my sister: “On days when I get really sad and depressed, I just remember that I’m not you… then I get happy again.”
 
   Lindsay came back down before I had a chance to open Julianne’s email, but I noticed the time stamp was about ten minutes earlier. I handed Lindsay Pen’s note. 
 
   “That’s Pen for you,” she said, pressing her lips together as she sat at the table. She looked tired and sad.
 
   “You okay, Gorgeous?” I asked.
 
   “Please stop asking me that.” She opened her laptop and waited while it turned on. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   She glanced up at me. “Don’t be. I’m the one who should be sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being a bitch.”
 
   “You’re not a bitch, Lindsay.”
 
   “What I just said to Spencer? That was kind of bitchy. And then telling you to stop asking if I’m okay when all you’re doing is caring for me? That was kind of bitchy.”
 
   “Neither were bitchy. He was going to find out about us eventually, and it was going to hurt no matter when it happened.”
 
   “I know.” She sighed. “But it’s just so soon. We just broke up Saturday, Travis. It’s only been four days.”
 
   “What you and I have started before that, though.”
 
   “Yeah, but as far as he’s concerned, I got back together with him and dumped him all in the span of a few days only to end up with another man who he befriended at work.”
 
   I nodded, thinking about how awkward this was going to make things at work. “It’ll take time, but he’ll be okay.” There really wasn’t anything else I could say to make her feel any better.
 
   She clicked around on her laptop for a few quiet moments. 
 
   “What are you working on?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
 
   “I’ve got a bunch of stuff to catch up on tonight. For one, I’m taking a class right now and I’ve got homework due tomorrow at midnight. And then at work, we just landed a corporate event at the end of August and I’m researching caterers for my boss right now.”
 
   “The joys of being a student and junior event planner,” I teased.
 
   “More like office servant at the moment,” she retorted.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I have become the office research assistant. It feels like that’s all I do lately.”
 
   “Don’t you have a list of preferred caterers?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, but this is a very picky client, so I get to find the perfect caterer that suits her needs. Apparently none on our list are good enough.”
 
   “Dealing with clients like that must suck. Are you sure you want to open your own business someday?”
 
   “Yep. I’ll hire an office bitch like myself to do all the hard labor.” She giggled and started tapping keys on her laptop, so I shut up and let her work. 
 
   I clicked on the email from Julianne. It felt strange reading it in front of Lindsay, but I needed to know what it said.
 
    
 
   Travis,
 
   I’m at a rest stop writing this on my phone. You seemed really happy when I left, and I couldn’t be happier for you. At the same time, I can’t stop thinking about how miserable I am without you in my life. Something you said really hit home for me. You said that you are over me and that I can’t have it both ways. It hurts to know that you moved on so quickly, even though you’re right. I can’t have it both ways. I can’t have both you and Nick. I love Nick. He’s my Prince Charming and he’s everything to me. But you have been the person I could lean on for as long as I can remember, and not having that in my life is leaving me confused and lonely and scared. I don’t know what to do, and it’s killing me inside. I’m not asking for a second chance, because I know you’re with somebody else now. But I am asking you to just talk to me. You’re the one who always helps me get my shit together, and I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I love you and I didn’t know how much until you left me behind.
 
   Julianne
 
    
 
   I sighed, and it must have been loud and frustrated, because Lindsay looked up at me. “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyebrows knitted together. She was even more adorable when she was concerned.
 
   I froze for a second. Was this something she needed to know? She was dealing with enough crap right now. She didn’t need me to pile on top of it with Julianne drama, especially not after her Spencer drama.
 
   “Yeah. I’m good.”
 
   She looked back down at her screen in concentration. I watched her for a minute. She was as gorgeous as ever, and watching her work was fascinating. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and her eyebrows remained knitted together as her eyes moved rapidly across the screen. She clicked the mouse quickly with her right hand as her left hand supported her chin. 
 
   I couldn’t write Julianne back now, anyway, because she was in the car driving home. I didn’t want to text her, either, because I knew she’d check it if she saw it was me, and I didn’t want to distract her while she was driving. So there wasn’t really anything I could do for the moment.
 
   I clicked away from my personal email and opened up my work email, ready to sink into the replies I had postponed. 
 
   An hour later, Lindsay got up and stretched. “You need anything?” she asked.
 
   “Got any beer?”
 
   She nodded and walked over to the fridge. “Bottle of Miller Lite okay?” 
 
   “You really are the perfect woman.” I grinned at her, and she smiled as she brought two beers back to the table.
 
   “You’re not too bad yourself,” she said, walking up behind me and kissing my neck. Jesus. That little kiss sent a shiver down my back right to my groin.
 
   But she had already told me that tonight wasn’t going to be about sex.
 
   God dammit.
 
   “If you don’t want me to fuck you on this kitchen table in the next ten seconds, I suggest you stop,” I warned. 
 
   She giggled against me, and the rumble from her laughter sent another shiver through me.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, backing away, holding her hands up in mock surrender as the sides of her mouth curled up in a smile.
 
   I gulped down my beer, worshipping the feeling of the cool liquid sliding down my throat after the heat I felt from her body. 
 
   I was crabby when I woke up the next morning. I’m guessing it was from having a brutally hard erection from that moment at the kitchen table right through the moment I awoke with her in my arms wearing only her flimsy tank top and silky panties. 
 
   I thought back to the night before and how I’d had to fight against myself. I understood her wish to have a night together that wasn’t all about sex. In fact, I appreciated it. I didn’t want this to be just about sex, either. We were both coming off of break-ups, and this couldn’t be some rebound thing that was purely about sex for either of us. Whatever we were starting was something serious and I saw the possibility of it lasting forever. I totally got where she was coming from with wanting a night free from sex.
 
   But I didn’t necessarily appreciate that the night she chose for our non-sex night was the same night I heard her confess that she had fallen in love with me.
 
   I thought back to those words as I pressed my lips to her temple. She stirred in my arms, but she wasn’t awake yet. I gazed down at her. All women were different, and all women had some attributes about them that made them special, but few looked as good as Lindsay did without make-up fresh from a night of sleep. 
 
   She had fallen in love with me. And I had with her, too. I wasn’t sure when it happened, but I was sure that it did happen. 
 
   “I love you,” I whispered to her sleeping form. I wanted to tell her, but I was scared. Not because I didn’t think she’d say it back; I knew she loved me. She had said so to Spencer. 
 
   What scared me was the depth of feelings I had for someone I hardly knew.
 
   She had become everything to me in just a few short weeks. We were still getting to know each other, and I found that she had issues with jealousy that weren’t readily apparent. She had some rough parts to her childhood and possible issues with her father. She was fragile and fresh from a breakup. But all of that just made me love her even more. As I stared down at her, I felt an overwhelming wave of emotion for Lindsay pass through every fiber of my being. 
 
   This woman had danced into my life and shook everything up, turned my life on its head, and I couldn’t think of a time when I had been happier. She made me rethink things that I had thought I’d known for nearly my entire life. She made me want to put someone else before myself. 
 
   And out of respect for her and her night of no sex, I chose not to alleviate my raging hard-on that morning, either. I wanted her perhaps more than I had ever wanted anything, but I needed to prove to her and to myself that I was going to put her needs and wishes above my own. She had become my top priority in the short time I had known her, and this was how I was going to show her that. This was my small way of professing my love to her, because even though I wanted to say the words, even though I felt it with everything inside of me, I just wasn’t ready. 
 
   However, when her eyes fluttered open, she grinned her perfect smile at me and climbed on top of me, clearly satisfied with our evening of abstinence and ready for it that morning.
 
   I am sure I’ve mentioned this before, but have I told you lately that this was the perfect woman?
 
   She knew my every need and attended to it, starting by lavishing my mouth with gentle, caressing kisses. 
 
   “What happened to your no sex thing?” I murmured against her mouth.
 
   “You complaining?” she mumbled against me.
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   “That was last night,” she said as her lips moved from my mouth down my chin, down my neck, and down to my chest. “This is a brand new day,” she said, the tip of her tongue flicking my nipple and sending a rocket of painful desire right to my already hard erection.
 
   I surrendered control to Lindsay, and I was treated to a passionate morning wake-up call. 
 
   As we lay together in post-orgasmic bliss, I replayed the night before in my mind, loving every moment we spent together.
 
   After she had finished her big assignment, she had found me lying across her sofa watching ESPN and catching up on sports. I had long finished the emails I needed to send, and I didn’t want to interrupt her while she was so deep in concentration. When she walked into the room, I sat up and turned off the television. If there was one thing I learned from my mom and my sister, it was that all attention needed to be on the woman when she walked into the room. Everything else could wait.
 
   “Finished,” she said, grinning as she collapsed on the couch next to me.
 
   “Good work,” I said, squeezing her thigh under my palm.
 
   “Thanks. Ready for bed?” she asked.
 
   We both got ready for bed, and then I found my side of the bed and she snuggled into me. She was on her side, one arm thrown over my waist and the other propped under her head, her leg thrown over mine, and I was on my back, one arm underneath her and wrapped around her shoulder, and the other stretched behind my head. 
 
   “H. It’s your turn,” she said.
 
   “I have two H questions.”
 
   “Go for it.”
 
   “Height?”
 
   She giggled. “I’m five feet three inches tall.”
 
   “I’m six-four.”
 
   “I knew you were tall; I just didn’t realize you were that tall.”
 
   “You fit perfectly into me. It’s like our bodies were made for each other.”
 
   She grinned. “What’s your other H?”
 
   “Hobbies?”
 
   “Reading, walking on the beach. Girly things like shopping for handbags and shoes. You?”
 
   “Sex with you. That’s my favorite hobby.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’ve got a one-track mind.”
 
   “No arguments here.” I grinned wickedly at her, and she smiled back, looking like she was about ready to give in.
 
   “Stop it,” she advised. “I’m working hard to be strong.”
 
   “Baby, let’s not deny ourselves what we both really want.”
 
   She leaned over and kissed me. “One night. We can do this. Tell me your other hobbies.”
 
   “Aside from sex with you?”
 
   She nodded and giggled.
 
   “Sports. I dig anything sports-related. And, I guess I would say my other hobbies have a lot to do with my career. Sketching, traveling, checking out buildings, that kind of thing. Seeing new things.”
 
   “I also love to travel. Where’s somewhere cool you have been?”
 
   “I went to London when I was in college.”
 
   “Ooh, I bet there were lots of cool old buildings there.”
 
   “Yep,” I confirmed. “Tons of them. And my research has shown me I’d love to go to Barcelona someday, or to Rome, or to Paris or Beijing or Athens. All amazing cities with incredible architecture.”
 
   “I’ve never been out of the country, with the exception of Tijuana, Mexico.”
 
   “Go to Barcelona with me.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Okay, then Rome? Paris?”
 
   She giggled. “I don’t even have a passport.”
 
   “Then let’s get you one.”
 
   “You make it sound so easy.”
 
   “Gorgeous, it is easy. We’ve got the rest of our lives together to see the world.”
 
   “Okay,” she giggled. “Let’s start with Paris.”
 
   “Deal.” Maybe she was kidding, but I wasn’t. I started thinking about a trip to Paris with the sexy woman lying next to me. Nothing would make me happier than bringing her to a city known for its romance.
 
   Someday we would do it.
 
   “I,” she said. “Instruments? Do you play any?”
 
   “Not well. I think I learned to play the recorder in eighth grade music class like every other kid in America. I took a handful of guitar lessons, but I never really learned how to play. You?”
 
   “I play the piano, and I love to sing.”
 
   “You sing?” She constantly surprised me. I loved listening to her talk, but I had no idea that she sang. I wondered what her voice sounded like. “Sing something for me.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Come on,” I goaded.
 
   “I need music. Tomorrow maybe.”
 
   “Okay. Tomorrow. But I’m not letting you off the hook.”
 
   “Do J, and then let’s go to sleep,” she said.
 
   “J was for joke, and I gave you my best one.”
 
   “The math problem one?”
 
   I grinned. “Did it make you laugh?”
 
   “If I’m being honest, yes, it did. I was so angry at you, but you still managed to make me laugh.”
 
   “Good. It always makes me laugh.”
 
   “I have one that always makes me laugh, too,” she said. 
 
   “Let’s hear it.”
 
   “It’s dirty,” she warned.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “What do you get when you cross a penis and a potato?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “A dictator.” She giggled as she said the punch line.
 
   I laughed along with her. “That’s pretty good.”
 
   “Your turn.”
 
   “I used my best one on you already.”
 
   “Give me another one. A dirty one.” Her eyes glinted wickedly.
 
   “What goes in hard and rigid, but comes out soft and squishy?”
 
   She shrugged and blushed a little at the raunchiness.
 
   “Bubblegum. What were you thinking?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “Get your mind out of the gutter, pervert. And for the record, I probably do want to know.”
 
   She giggled and swatted my arm playfully. “Ready for sleep?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I’m ready to have sex with you, though,” I smiled hopefully.
 
   “Goodnight, Tiger,” she said, kissing my lips gently and ignoring my request.  
 
   I thought it would take me forever to fall asleep and I figured I’d have a hard time staying asleep, but I found that with Lindsay in my arms, every night was the greatest night’s sleep.
 
   So as I lay post-orgasm with every inch of Lindsay’s body covered by mine, I thought about Paris. I wanted to take her to Paris. It seemed strange to be making such huge plans so early on in our relationship, but I thought how fun it would be to travel with her. And then I was struck with the thought that maybe we could take a shorter trip somewhere closer to home. An idea formed in my head, and suddenly I was very excited.
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   I finally summoned the strength to get up, and I took a quick shower. While Lindsay showered, I brewed a pot of coffee and poured us some cereal I found in the pantry. After she was done getting ready, looking incredible in a black dress, I had served her up my gourmet cereal and then she dropped me at my apartment so I could get my car, eat some cheese (which I was going to have to start stocking in Lindsay’s fridge, along with Dr. Pepper), and get to work. 
 
   It was Thursday morning, which meant I had a meeting with the other designers on my floor for the multi-tainment center. That also meant I’d have to face Spencer. I dreaded going to work, but the sooner we got this over with, the better. It was out in the open now, so I didn’t feel the need to hide anything, and as bad as I felt, I knew that Spencer finding out had to happen. The way it happened sucked, but it was done.
 
   I tracked Dan down in his office before the meeting to fill him in on what happened, but he wasn’t there. I was the first arrival to the conference room, and slowly everyone trickled in; Melissa came in first, followed by Brendon and Dan. But still no sign of Spencer. Craig sauntered in, and then Dan started the meeting by saying, “Has anyone seen Spencer this morning?”
 
   Dan glanced over at me, and my eyes widened. Shit. I needed tell him what had happened; surely Dan could check on Spencer to make sure everything was okay.
 
   Just then, the door to the conference room opened and Spencer walked in. I expected him to look like shit, but he looked totally normal. He took the last open seat and Dan started the meeting. 
 
   Spencer managed to cause some huge problems during the meeting. Typically we all looked to him as the authority in retail zoning laws and codes, and that day, he shot down every idea I put out there during the meeting, citing some law or twisting the language to make it so that my idea wouldn’t work. I was getting more and more frustrated as the meeting progressed, but there was nothing I could do short of punching him in the face. Dan took the lead and made all final decisions, but it was strange to find myself arguing over petty issues that should have had easy solutions.
 
   My cell phone buzzed with a text. I glanced at my phone and saw that it was from Lindsay. We were fairly casual at our meetings, and everyone was always on their phones, so I opened the text. K for Kink. What kind of kinky sex is your favorite?
 
   Jesus.
 
   I choked on my own tongue, coughing as if I was going to hack up a lung. 
 
   “You okay, man?” Dan asked.
 
   I nodded and grabbed my coffee and took a big gulp to stop the coughing, finding that it was still scalding hot and burning the shit out of my tongue.
 
   Lindsay and I were going to have to have a chat about texting etiquette during the work day. 
 
   I replied: I refuse to answer that while I’m at work in a meeting with your ex.
 
   Fine. K For Kids. How many do you want?
 
   That question was more manageable, although it still involved the thought of banging Lindsay. 3 someday. A long, long, long way away.
 
   Mark it in the common interests column.
 
   Really? You want 3?
 
   If it’s with you, I could probably manage more. I can’t even stand the thought of how cute our kids would be with your adorable nose and brown eyes and perfect smile.
 
   I felt my face getting hot. I was in the middle of a goddamn meeting, my face reddening at her words. What this woman did to me. Those perfect teeth cost my parents a shitload of money, I replied.
 
   She replied with a smiley face. :) Worth every penny. See you later.
 
   She was adorable. She knew just the right way to leave me wanting more every single time. I wished our texting conversation could have lasted the rest of the afternoon, but I had work to do, and texting Lindsay with her ex staring me down from across the table was straight up awkward.
 
   After the meeting, I checked my email and remembered that I never replied to Jules. Just when I pulled open her email on my computer, Dan walked into my office, completely distracting me. 
 
   “What’s going on with Spencer?” he asked me.
 
   “Shut the door,” I said. The last thing I needed was everyone at the office gossiping about what had gone down. 
 
   He shut the door and then took a seat in one of the two chairs across from me and looked at me expectantly.
 
   “When Lindsay and I pulled up to her place last night, Spencer was sitting there on her porch waiting for her.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “Yeah. I was driving her car, so I couldn’t exactly just drop her off and head out. She told him everything.”
 
   “Everything?”
 
   “She told him things she hasn’t told me yet.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t think she realized I was standing behind her, but she told him that she had fallen in love with me.”
 
   His eyebrows rose. 
 
   I pressed my lips into a thin line, drumming my fingers on the desk.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And what?” I asked, confused.
 
   “And are you in love with her?”
 
   I looked down at some papers spread on my desk for a few seconds, shuffling them around, and then I looked back up at Dan. I rubbed my forehead with my fingertips and sighed. “Yes. Completely.”
 
   “Good for you, man. Sucks for Spence, but he’ll be okay.”
 
   “Will he be?” 
 
   He shrugged. “He just found out last night?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “He just needs some time. Have you told her?”
 
   “That I love her?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “No, not yet,” I admitted. “I’m waiting for the right moment.”
 
   “Another question, but this one’s roommate to roommate.”
 
   I glanced up at him, brows up.
 
   “What was with Julianne visiting?”
 
   “Fuck, I don’t even know. Listen to this email from her.” I read him the email that sat open on my computer.
 
   “So what does she want?”
 
   “Hell if I know. The one thing I do know is that her fiancé is furious with her for coming to see me, but she did it anyway. And then this fucking email, telling me how confused she is and how she doesn’t know what to do. I’ll tell you what she needs to do. She needs to just go back to her corner, lick her wounds, and be happy with Nick. It’s over with us because I’ve moved on. And I realized in moving on that what I have with Lindsay is so much deeper than what I ever felt for Jules.”
 
   “Did you tell her that?”
 
   “Jules or Lindsay?”
 
   “Either.”
 
   I shrugged. “Lindsay knows how I feel about her. I don’t know what to say to Jules without sounding like a complete dick.”
 
   “Let’s talk about it over lunch. You ready?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, and we headed out to eat.
 
   At lunch, Dan had helped me figure out what to say to Julianne. He was a good friend, listening to me constantly bitch like a pussy about my love life. I had always known he was a good guy, but moving to San Diego had shown me just how much I valued his friendship. 
 
   When I returned to my office from lunch, I headed for my desk chair so I could reply to Julianne’s email. I always pushed my chair in when I left my office; I was meticulous about keeping my office neat and tidy, but my chair was pointed sideways, like someone had been sitting in it and got up quickly to leave. My brows knit together in confusion as I tried to recall whether or not I’d pushed my chair in, but I figured I’d left in a hurry and just forgot.
 
   I sat in my chair and looked at my computer, prepared to reply to the email. I noticed that my computer hadn’t gone into sleep mode, even though I’d been at lunch for nearly an hour. I thought that was strange, but when I looked at my screen, I was met with an unsettling feeling. I had left with that email from Julianne on the screen, but now my personal email was closed. What the fuck? Had someone read my personal email? Who had been in my office?
 
   My phone buzzed with a text. It was from Lindsay.
 
   I can’t stay on this roller coaster with you anymore. Your decision is clear. It was fun while it lasted.
 
   What the hell had happened when I was out to lunch? I was beyond confused.
 
   What are you talking about? I texted back.              
 
   If you two are so in love, why are you bothering with me?
 
   I repeat: What are you talking about?
 
   I saw the email. Jealous Lindsay was back with a vengeance. Fuck. And apparently she had seen Julianne’s email to me. But when? Was she the one who had been in my office? 
 
   I sent another text. Two questions: 1. Why are you getting mad over an email someone else sent to me? and 2. Why were you reading my email?
 
   I dialed her number. I didn’t want to do this over text message. She ignored my call, so I fired off another text. Please talk to me. I’m not letting you fuck this up.
 
   I dialed her number again, refusing to give up. She ignored it again.
 
   Lindsay. PICK UP. Now I was getting frustrated and a little panicked. 
 
   I dialed once more, and she ignored it for a third time.
 
   I sighed deeply in utter aggravation. As much as I loved this woman, she drove me fucking insane at the exact same time.
 
   I needed to write Julianne back, but I didn’t have the energy when I had to worry about fixing things with Lindsay yet again.
 
   This was just another sign showing exactly how deep I was in with her. In any other relationship in my past, aside from Jules, I never, ever would’ve worked this hard for a woman. But Lindsay was worth it. She was my future, and as irritated as I was that she wasn’t picking up and she wasn’t talking to me, I had every confidence that we would make it past this, too. It was just an email from Julianne. I couldn’t control what she sent me any more than I could control the weather. 
 
   But I also couldn’t fix things when Lindsay wasn’t talking to me.
 
   I texted her one more time: Why are you getting so mad over Julianne’s email?
 
   I reread it; it wasn’t really anything that bad. Jules missed me, and it seemed to me like she was turning to her friend. I supposed there were some undertones in there that indicated that she missed me as more than her friend, but it also talked about Nick and how happy she was with him. Why would Lindsay be angry over that?
 
   She didn’t text me back, and I got back to work. I headed home at my usual time and solidified my plans for this weekend. It was a fairly sweeping romantic gesture, and I just hoped that it would work out the way I had planned it. 
 
   But first, I had to figure out what the hell she was so mad about.
 
   I texted her again. I’m coming over.
 
   Her reply was almost instantaneous: Don’t bother. 
 
   Why not? What is going on with you?
 
   Your fucking email, Travis.
 
   I still don’t understand why you’re so upset over an email.
 
   You’re really fucking dense. 
 
   What the fuck was she talking about?
 
   I dialed her number, and she ignored my call. But she did text me: I really don’t want to talk to you. Give it up and leave me the hell alone.
 
   There was no way in hell I was going to leave her alone.
 
   I got in my car and drove over to her place. Her car was in the driveway, so I walked up to the door and knocked.
 
   Pen answered, looking sultry in a low cut black shirt and jeans. “She’s not interested, Travis,” Pen greeted me rather loudly, most likely for Lindsay’s benefit.
 
   “I don’t even know what I did wrong,” I said. I had moved from slightly panicked to very panicked, insane with frustration, with an overwhelming fear that Lindsay was really, really angry. I didn’t know why or what to do to fix it. I was really at a loss.
 
   “She’s right. You’re really fucking dense,” Pen said, quoting the text Lindsay had just sent me. 
 
   I was bewildered. “Will you just tell me what the fuck I did wrong?”
 
   “The email.”
 
   “The one from Julianne?”
 
   “No. The one to Julianne.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You copied Lindsay on the email you sent to Julianne.”
 
   What? “I didn’t send an email to Julianne.”
 
   “Yes, you did. You sent it to Julianne and BCCed Lindsay’s Gmail address.”
 
   It suddenly clicked in my brain. 
 
   I didn’t have Lindsay’s Gmail address. I had her work email, not her personal email.
 
   My office chair and my closed email flashed through my mind.
 
   Someone had been in my office and had sent an email from my account to Julianne, copying Lindsay on it.
 
   There was only one person I could think of who would be in a place to do something that devious, but it was a person I never, ever would’ve expected that behavior from.
 
   Spencer.
 
   “No I fucking didn’t,” I growled. Then I raised my voice, yelling past Pen. “Lindsay, I know you’re home. Talk to me.”
 
   “She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Pen informed me. She was a good bodyguard, but this was fucked up. 
 
   I yelled even louder. “I didn’t send that fucking email!”
 
   My phone buzzed with a text, and hoping it was Lindsay, I checked it. It was from Julianne.
 
   We need to talk. Your email… I just don’t even know where we go from here. I don’t know how to choose between you and Nick.
 
   What the fuck had Spencer written in that email?
 
   And that’s when I realized that the smart phone in my hand could answer my question. 
 
   I checked my sent mail, and sure enough, there was a reply to Julianne that I hadn’t written.
 
    
 
   Dear Julianne,
 
   Maybe you should just come back. Maybe I made a mistake letting you go, and maybe I made a mistake coming to San Diego. You’ll always be in my heart. I love you and I will help you get your shit together, but it has to be with me. Leave Nick. We can make a life together in San Diego. Come back to me. Choose me and our history. Choose our friendship, if nothing else. I will never leave you behind again.
 
   Love,
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   A slew of curse words formed in my brain. 
 
   What a fucking mess of epic proportions.
 
   I had to sort this out with Lindsay first, and then I had to let Jules know that the email hadn’t been from me. She was sitting somewhere with confusion in her heart when her answer was as clear as mine. I wasn’t available for her to choose. 
 
   “Lindsay,” I yelled. “I didn’t send that email.”
 
   Pen looked at me with pity. 
 
   “Will you tell her to come down here?”
 
   She shook her head. “She wants nothing to do with you right now.”
 
   “Why the hell would I BCC her on an email to Julianne?”
 
   “Her conclusion was so that she would know just exactly how you felt.”
 
   “Spencer. That son of a bitch had to have been the one who sent it.”
 
   “Nice try, Travis. A, he would never do that, and B, how would he even get your personal email information?”
 
   “I had an email from Jules open on my computer. I went to lunch, and when I came back, someone had been in my office.” I was becoming desperate. My confidence was shaken, and that was pretty rare for me. I took both of Pen’s arms in my hands. “Please, Pen. Please believe me. You have to believe me, and I need you to help me fix this.” I didn’t even realize that I was actually shaking poor Pen. I was becoming hysterical, and it was totally out of character for me. I needed to see Lindsay, to explain what had happened so the two of us could get back on track. 
 
   Pen rolled her eyes and backed away from me. “Jesus. Fine. Go see her. But don’t you fucking dare tell her that I let you get past me.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I owe you one,” I said, leaping up the stairs two at a time to get to her.
 
   I pushed open her door to find her lying on her bed, her face buried in her pillow.
 
   I rushed immediately to her side, sitting next to her on the bed and smoothing her hair as her back shook from the sobs that racked her body.
 
   “I didn’t send that email,” I whispered.
 
   “I don’t want to see you,” she said. Her voice was muffled as she spoke into her pillow over her tears.
 
   “I don’t care. I’m not leaving.”
 
   “Then I’ll go,” she said, rolling away from me and escaping to her bathroom before I could stop her.
 
   Fuck. This was bad.
 
   I stood and made my way to the door, trying the knob first but finding it locked. I pounded on the door.
 
   “Open the goddamn door,” I yelled, pounding away on the solid door that wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Go. Away.”
 
   “No.” My voice was firm and adamant. “Talk to me.”
 
   I was met with silence.
 
   “Fine. I’ll talk; you listen.”
 
   More silence.
 
   “Lindsay, I did not send that goddamn email. Why would I be so stupid as to copy you on an email to her if I was really professing my love?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I told Dan about the email from her. I didn’t know how to reply without sounding like a dick. I wanted to tell her that I am with you now and that she needs to move on. I know she loves me, but she only loves me as a friend. She’s in love with her fiancé. She’s confused because she’s going through some changes in her life, and she misses her best friend. We’ve always leaned on each other for everything, and now we don’t have that because she broke our friendship.”
 
   Silence.
 
   I kept talking, hoping to God that she was listening to me. “Dan and I went to lunch, and we talked about how I could reply. When I got back to my office, I could tell someone had been in there. My chair wasn’t where I left it and my email was closed. I know I left it open. And I know how stupid that was. Lindsay, think about it. I don’t even have your email address. I have your work email from the company website, but you never gave me your personal email. How the hell would I have been able to copy you on it?”
 
   More silence, but I felt like that was a pretty strong argument. 
 
   I leaned my forehead against the door. “Please come out and talk to me.” My strong, confident voice had turned pleading. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   I sat on her bed, my elbows on my knees, my hands clasped, my head bent low. I wasn’t sure how long she planned on staying locked in the bathroom, but I would be there when she came out.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I heard a voice from the bathroom doorway whisper. My head jerked up, and there stood Lindsay looking all remorseful and adorably sexy.
 
    I strode over to her, pulling her against me, clutching her tightly in my arms. I dropped a quick kiss on her mouth and pulled her into a hug, leaning my head down toward hers. “First,” I murmured close to her ear, “don’t you shut me out. Ever.”
 
   “I won’t,” she whispered, her arms tightening around me.
 
   “Second, pick up your fucking phone when I call you. Don’t ignore me. Ever.” My voice was controlled and authoritative, and it was unlike me to be so domineering. But she brought out new things in me, and not all of them were good, apparently. Kind of like her with the jealousy thing.
 
   “Okay,” she whispered. This meek Lindsay was so unlike the strong, independent firecracker who I was used to challenging me and driving me up the wall. 
 
   “Third, I don’t give a fuck what that email said, Lindsay. Listen to me when I say this: I am with you now, and nothing else matters. Nothing. Got it?”
 
   “Got it,” she whispered into me, and then she tilted her head back and I assaulted her mouth with mine, bruising her lips with a rough, passionate kiss. She gasped into me and I took the opening to shove my tongue into her mouth, and her tongue met mine back with the same passion and desire. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she mumbled against my mouth.
 
   I pulled back from her mouth, still holding her closely in my arms. 
 
   Her eyes were swimming with tears. “I just got so fucking jealous when I saw that email. Even before I read it, just seeing her name… I don’t know what it is, but when it comes to that girl, I see green. I get so absolutely crazy with jealousy, and I have never, ever been like this before.” 
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” I whispered, rocking her against me. I understood, because she brought out new tendencies in me, too. “You have nothing to be jealous about.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” she said. “Regardless of what the email to her said,” I started to interrupt her to reclaim my innocence, but she held her hand up, forcing me to pause. “And regardless of who wrote it, she sent you an email first. She said she loves you, Travis.”
 
   “She loves me as a friend. It doesn’t matter, anyway. You know my history with her, and after everything you and I have been through, Lindsay, I know that I will only ever love her as a friend. Period.”
 
   Tear escaped her eyes, and I kissed them away. 
 
   “I know you have a past,” she said, “and I do, too. I know that I have to deal with that. I’m sorry I’m so crazy right now.”
 
   “It makes me feel good to know that you want me all to yourself.”
 
   “I’m not the only crazy one, you know.”
 
   I grinned at her. “Yeah, I guess you make me a little nuts.”
 
   “Don’t ever order me around like that again,” she said.
 
   “Don’t ever push me to,” I countered.
 
   We gazed at each other in a stand-off for a moment, and then she blinked and looked away. She dragged her eyes back to mine, and then she leaned up and pressed a quick kiss to my chin.
 
   “In the interest of full disclosure,” I said, “you should know that she texted me when she got that email and I haven’t responded to her yet.”
 
   Lindsay rolled her eyes. “What did her text say?”
 
   “That she needs to talk to me and she doesn’t know how to choose between me and her fiancé.”
 
   “What the fuck, Travis?”
 
   I sighed. “Don’t get all angry again. I already told you, I can’t fucking control what she writes to me.”
 
   “How do you feel about her?”
 
   “We’ve been over this,” I growled.
 
   “Go over it again,” she said icily.
 
   “She’s my past. I swear to God, everything I ever felt for her is over. Done.” I leaned in and kissed her lightly. “You’re it for me, Lindsay.”
 
   She looked up into my eyes as if she was trying to gauge how sincere I was. The authenticity must’ve been confirmed in my eyes, because she abruptly jumped onto me, her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms flung around my neck as her lips collided with mine. My hands moved under her ass, and she was still wearing the black dress she had worn to work that day, so my fingers slid against the bare skin on the back of her thighs up to her silky panties.
 
   “God, Travis,” she moaned against my mouth.
 
   I grunted an incoherent response, my need to be inside of her increasing to catastrophic proportions. Maybe it was because that’s how our relationship first started, but I felt like it was one of our best ways of communicating. I wanted to show her what I really felt for her, and being buried deep inside of her was one of the best ways I knew how to do that.
 
   I dragged my lips from her mouth and down her neck, nipping at her soft skin as I worked my way down. I buried my face in her lovely cleavage, and she tipped her head and arched her back, giving me better access. A row of buttons held the dress together in the front, and I grabbed the top of her dress in my teeth and pulled, unfastening the top two buttons. I kissed around her breasts still covered by her bra, finding her nipple through the fabric and sucking until there was a taut peak poking through the material. 
 
   I reached under her and grasped her panties, literally ripping them from her body and tossing them on the floor. She moaned as her breathing increased with anticipation. I walked us toward the wall until her back was up against it, and then I used the wall to help prop her up as I sunk two fingers into her moist folds. She cried out, spurring on my own lust, and her fingernails dug into my back. Even through my shirt, her nails scratched my skin. It was fucking hot.
 
   I pulled my fingers from her and reached under her legs to work my belt. Once I unbuckled it, I hastily undid the button and then dropped my pants and boxers. I rammed up into her a second later, the feeling inside of her utter perfection. She was everything I had ever needed, every answer to every question I ever had.
 
   I loved her. Pure and simple.
 
   I took my time with her, ramming up hard into her and lingering inside on each drive.
 
   “Say it again,” she murmured, her head lolling back against the wall as I held steady inside of her.
 
   “Say what?” I grunted.
 
   “I’m it for you.”
 
   I pulled back and rammed up, enunciating each word on its own separate thrust. “You’re. It. For. Me.”
 
   I felt her tighten against me with each thrust, and she threw her head forward, burying it in the crook between my neck and my shoulder, kissing my neck as the last word sent her over the edge. Her body convulsed and tightened around me as her climax shattered through her, her nails clenched firmly into my back, and the motions of her orgasm sent me into my own. I jerked inside of her as I found my thunderous release, my body shuddering in pleasure.
 
   I remained inside of her as my climax abated, carrying her over to the bed and collapsing on top of her. I pulled out of her slowly, wishing I could stay buried inside of her warmth for the rest of my life. She wriggled under me, and I scooted to her side, pulling her body close against mine. 
 
   I wanted to say it. The moment felt right, just having made love to her, just having confessed to her that she was the one for me, but it would shoot my sweeping romantic gesture to hell. So I held my tongue.
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    “That was incredible,” I breathed instead of telling her how hard I had fallen for her.
 
   “Every time with you is incredible,” she mumbled.
 
   I kissed her neck and took a little bite of her shoulder. She moaned. “God, everything you do turns me on. How do you do that?”
 
   I grinned. “It’s my specialty.”
 
   “I hate to think about how many have come before me that have made you such an expert,” she said, and something in her voice told me that this was something she had been chewing on in her mind for quite some time. 
 
   “Not that many,” I said lightly. “It’s only that good because it’s me and you.”
 
   “Really?” she asked hopefully, turning to face me, bending her arm, and propping her head up on her hand.
 
   “Really. Lindsay, you are the absolute best I have ever experienced. Really top notch.”
 
   She blushed. “You’re pretty good yourself,” she said.
 
   “The best?” I arched one eyebrow at her, and she giggled.
 
   “Definitely top five.” She winked at me.
 
   I grinned. “Top one?”
 
   “Absolutely,” she whispered, leaning in to kiss me. “Have you eaten?” she asked against my lips.
 
   “Weird subject change,” I said, pulling back, “but, no, I haven’t.”
 
   “Get dressed,” she ordered. 
 
   We both got up reluctantly. I put my clothes back on, and she pulled on a t-shirt and short shorts, and then she took my hand and led me to the kitchen. She made me dinner – pancakes and eggs, my favorite – and I sat at the table and watched as she pranced around the kitchen. 
 
   I offered to help, but she told me I’d just get in her way. Far be it from me to interrupt a lady in the kitchen.
 
   She placed a plate of hot food in front of me and sat in the empty chair next to me. I squeezed her knee and she jerked and squealed.
 
   “Where’s Pen?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “She told me earlier that she might be going out.”
 
   “You didn’t want to go?” I cut my pancakes in my usual crisscross fashion. 
 
   “She invited me, but I was too mad to go anywhere. I wanted to sit in my room and sulk all night.”
 
   “Sorry for ruining your plans,” I grinned playfully.
 
   “I’ll let it slide. Thank you for fighting for us.”
 
   I looked up from my plate, gazing into her eyes. “Lindsay, I will fight for you until the end of time.”
 
   Her eyes became tender as she gazed back at me.
 
   “We made each other a promise,” I said. “I won’t let you fuck this up, and you can’t let me, either.”
 
   “Seems like we’re both trying pretty hard to fuck it up, though.”
 
   I nodded. “True story. Let’s stop that shit.”
 
   “Deal. Your move on L, by the way.”
 
   I thought about it, and then I asked, “Longest relationship?”
 
   “Well, I dated Spencer for about six months. Before him, I was in a fairly serious relationship with Jeremy. We dated about two and a half years. I guess he’s my longest.”
 
   “Why did you break up?”
 
   “We argued about everything. It just got old. What’s yours?”
 
   “I guess it would have to be Julianne, although we only actually dated for about a year and a half. Even when we ended things, though, it was never really over. It didn’t really end until right before I met you.”
 
   She chewed on a pancake thoughtfully. “Are you really sure it’s over?”
 
   “Yes. I am positive.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Because when I saw her show up on my doorstep on Tuesday, I felt nothing. All I could think about was that I wasn’t going to let her stand in my way of getting to you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   I nodded. “I don’t know how many different ways I can reassure you. I don’t know how else to prove it to you.”
 
   “I believe you,” she mumbled.
 
   “Really?” I echoed her.
 
   She looked down at her pancakes, and then her eyes met mine. “Yes. I believe you, and I’m going to drop the Julianne thing. Or, at least I’m going to work really hard to drop it.”
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured.
 
   “Like I said earlier, I know you have a past, and what happened before me doesn’t matter. The one thing that I am having a hard time getting past is your reaction to her engagement. You shut me out. You ignored me and forgot about me, and that really hurt.”
 
   “I didn’t forget about you.” I reached over and ran my knuckles down her cheek. “I reacted immaturely, and I can’t apologize enough. But I did not forget about you.”
 
   “It’s over, and we’re going to put it behind us and move on. These last few days, you’ve proven to me that I am your top priority, and you know that’s the big issue for me.”
 
   “You will always be my top priority. Always.”
 
   We finished eating and I did the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen so she could read a chapter out of her textbook for her class. I met her up in her bedroom when I was done. She was nestled in her desk chair, her knees bent and feet perched on the edge of her chair, her book in her lap. She was wearing glasses that I’d never seen her wearing before. She looked intelligent and sexy and adorable all at once.
 
   “I didn’t know you wore glasses.”
 
   She glanced up at me. “I wear contacts that I usually just sleep in. But I prefer my glasses when I’m reading.”
 
   “Learning new things all the time, and that one wasn’t even from the ABC game.” I walked over to her and massaged her shoulders. She rotated her neck and moaned under my touch. 
 
   “That feels amazing,” she whimpered.
 
   “Are you almost done?” I asked.
 
   She flipped through her book. “Three more pages,” she said. 
 
   “You finish. I’ll go hang downstairs.”
 
   “Thanks, Tiger,” she said. I kissed her forehead and left her to it.
 
   She found me watching ESPN when she returned. I wasn’t really watching it; I had it on, but I was lost in thought. I wanted to be with her when I replied to Jules. I didn’t want any secrets from her, and I wanted her to know that she came first and that she could trust me.
 
   “Good reading?” I asked. 
 
   “Fascinating. Nothing like Human Resources to put you right to sleep.”
 
   “Is that the class you’re taking?”
 
   She nodded. “All I can picture is Toby from The Office.”
 
   I chuckled and motioned her to come over. She cuddled into my arms on the couch.
 
   “ESPN?” she asked.
 
   “It’s pretty much all I ever watch besides reruns of Seinfeld. I do catch the occasional rerun of The Office, too.”
 
   “We’ll have to broaden your horizons.”
 
   “What do you watch?”
 
   “The Bachelor.”
 
   “Good luck getting me hooked on a reality show.”
 
   She giggled. “Oh, I’ll get you hooked. Pen tried out for Bachelor  one time.”
 
   “I don’t know her well, but from what I do know, that doesn’t surprise me.”
 
   “She’s a riot. She’s wild, but we always have so much fun together.”
 
   “She was fiercely protective of you when I came by earlier.” I thought back to Pen barring me from the door.
 
   “She’s a good friend. I’d do the same for her.”
 
   “Do you want to go meet up with her?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “What time is it?” 
 
   I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and showed her the time: 9:30.
 
   “Still fairly early,” she said.
 
   “It might do us some good to get out of the house for awhile. How does a drink or two sound?”
 
   “Let’s do it.”
 
   “Before we go, I need you to help me with something,” I said.
 
   She glanced over at me with her eyebrows raised.
 
   “Can I borrow your laptop?” 
 
   She nodded and went upstairs, coming back with her laptop in her arms a moment later. She handed it to me.
 
   I opened it and pulled up my Gmail account, and then I clicked on Julianne’s email.
 
   “I haven’t written Julianne back yet. I want you to type it for me.”
 
   She looked at me, her eyebrows arched, as I handed her the laptop.
 
   “I’ll dictate and you type,” I said. 
 
   “So I’m your dictator?” she giggled.
 
   “Yes. You’re my penis crossed with a potato,” I deadpanned.
 
   Her giggle turned into a loud laugh, and I couldn’t help but laugh along with her. Her joke really was stupid, but I could see why it made her laugh every time she told it. 
 
   When our ridiculous laughter wound down, I started “dictating” my email. 
 
   “Dear Julianne,” I started. She typed quickly, and I was amazed by her typing speed. I spoke at a normal pace, and she kept up with me. “First, let me explain something. I did not send that first reply. Please disregard it. Someone trying to sabotage what I have with Lindsay sent that to you, and it almost worked.”
 
   She turned to face me. “It didn’t almost work.”
 
   “You locked yourself in the bathroom.”
 
   “True. I was pretty angry. Okay, continue.”
 
   “Alright. New paragraph.” She clicked the enter key. “Thank you for your email. I need you to understand that I am in a new relationship with someone who has become everything to me. I am sorry that you are confused and feeling scared, but I can’t be there for you to pick up the pieces. You are wearing a ring on your left hand from the man of your dreams. Go home to him, love him, enjoy him. Turn to him when you’re feeling lonely. Because I’ve turned to someone in my own loneliness, and she provided me comfort, hope, and happiness.”
 
   Lindsay glanced up from the screen at me, tears shining in her eyes.
 
   “It’s the truth,” I whispered.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Keep typing: She’s the answer to every question I’ve ever had. She is my light and my hope.” I wanted to tell Julianne that I loved Lindsay, but I hadn’t even told Lindsay that yet. And through an email to another woman wasn’t the way. 
 
   “I meant what I said when I told you that I had moved on. You will always be an important part of my life—” 
 
   She paused in her typing. She turned to me. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Please, let me finish.”
 
   She nodded and turned back to the screen, so I continued talking. “—because of the history we share and because our families are close. But please understand this: It will take time before I’m ready to build our friendship back to what it once was. Thank you for everything you’ve given me. As much as it hurt, what happened between us prompted me to move to San Diego, and it set off a chain of events that led me to where I am now. I have no regrets. Regrets are a waste of time, anyway. I’m happier than I’ve ever been, and I hope that knowledge will help you to stop beating yourself up over what happened. Please give me time to gain some firm ground with Lindsay, because she needs to know that she’s my top priority. Maybe once that has happened, someday down the line, you and I could give our friendship another try. Travis”
 
   “Send it?” she asked. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   She clicked the button. “Done. You should probably text her back, too.”
 
   “Shit, I forgot about her text. Do you think I should call her to clarify what happened?”
 
   “Up to you, Tiger. Thanks for what you said about me.”
 
   “It’s all true, baby.”
 
   “I like the part about being the answer to your questions. And the part about regrets.”
 
   “Everything happens for a reason, I think. Everything happened so I would end up right here, right now.” I leaned over and kissed her cheek. Yet again, I felt the urge to say the words. I LOVE YOU! I yelled inside my head. But my mouth wasn’t ready yet.
 
   “Do you have plans this weekend?” I asked her. 
 
   She shook her head. “Well, I tentatively told Pen I’d go out with a group of her work friends tomorrow night, but if you’ve got something you want to do, I’d rather cancel. I always feel like a third wheel with Pen’s friends.”
 
   “Are you sure? I don’t want to step on your plans.”
 
   “I’m sure. We can tell her tonight. What are you thinking?”
 
   My eyes twinkled mischievously. “I’m taking you somewhere.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Out of town. It’s a surprise. But be ready for fun and excitement.”
 
   Her eyes glittered back at me. “I love surprises. I can’t wait! When do we leave?”
 
   “How’s after work tomorrow?”
 
   She grinned. “What should I pack?”
 
   “One dressy outfit, but otherwise, whatever casual stuff you would pack for a quick trip out of town.”
 
   “Swimsuit?”
 
   I thought about it. It would be too cold to swim outside in late February, but there might be a hot tub opportunity. And everyone knows that hot tubs lead to sex, so I wasn’t going to shoot down that particular opportunity. “Sure.”
 
   “You’re being mysterious.”
 
   I grinned and grabbed her knee right in her ticklish spot. She squealed as she swatted my hand away, making my smile widen even more.
 
   I grabbed my cell phone as she cuddled in beside me and pulled up Julianne’s contact information. I stared at it for a moment, trying to decide if I should call or just take the easy way out and send a text. 
 
   I pressed the call button, opting for the in-person choice, my heart speeding up in my chest – not because I was going to talk to Julianne, but because I was a little anxious as to what might greet me when she answered. Her text had been clear; she couldn’t decide between her fiancé and me. I hoped she had meant that she couldn’t choose between the historical friendship we’d shared and the new love she had in her life, but what if she meant that she wanted to be with me? That she couldn’t choose between Nick and me? I thought she’d already made that decision, and now there was no turning back, because as much as it had been everything I’d ever wanted just a few weeks earlier, my priorities had completely changed the moment Lindsay stepped into my life.
 
   It rang six times before sending me to voicemail. I glanced over at Lindsay nervously. “Hey, Jules. I got your text, and you need to know that the email you received earlier today wasn’t from me. It was a set-up to try to break up Lindsay and me. I got your text, and I need you to know that there isn’t a choice to be made. Be happy with your fiancé and stop thinking about me. I sent you an email that says more, but please just give me some time to prove to Lindsay that you aren’t going to come between us. Okay?” I didn’t know how to end the call. We always ended by telling each other we loved each other. She had meant as a friend, and I had meant as more than friends, but regardless, we always said it. And now I wasn’t going to. Not because I didn’t still love Jules, because I did. I would always, always love her. But I wasn’t in love with her anymore. Not like I once was. Not since the second I had met Lindsay. “Anyway… bye.” I hung up, but that call showed me quite a bit about what I really felt.
 
   She kissed my cheek. “Thank you.”
 
   “Ready to go out for a drink?” I asked, changing the subject and not even acknowledging her thanks. She didn’t need to thank me for standing up and fighting for her. It was what I was born to do.
 
   Lindsay headed upstairs to change her clothes, and she reappeared in jeans and a sexy, tight, white t-shirt a few minutes later. My mouth watered just looking at her. “You look… gorgeous,” I grinned.
 
   “Is that where that nickname came from?” she asked on a smile. 
 
   We got into her car with me at the wheel. “Where are we headed?”
 
   “Gaslamp,” she said, and I started heading that way.
 
   We found a parking spot not far from the bar and headed in. Lindsay immediately found Pen and her group of friends, which wasn’t hard given her fiery red hair and even fierier personality lighting up the bar. 
 
   “Hey, Lindsay and Travis surfaced from the bedroom long enough to join us!” she shouted upon seeing us. Lindsay rolled her eyes and gave her a hug.
 
   “Everyone, this is Travis. Travis, everyone,” Lindsay said.
 
   Her group of friends consisted of three women (including her and Pen) and two guys. I was introduced to the other woman in their group, Abby, who dated Nathan, one of the guys. The other guy was Cole, and the longing way he looked at my woman told me he had feelings for her. I was immediately on guard, but I didn’t want to ruin Lindsay’s night with my jealousy after we had just gotten back on good terms after the email fiasco.
 
   Lindsay requested a vodka and seven-up, so I headed to the bar to get our drink orders. As I made my way back with my Miller Lite and her drink, I found a man that I didn’t recognize wrapped around her. Every insecurity I had came rushing to the surface as suddenly I understood the raging jealousy that poured out of her when she caught me wrapped in a hug with Julianne the day before.
 
   I set our drinks down on the table, and I saw her trying to push the guy off of her, but he held on in his tight bear hug.
 
   My temper got the best of me.
 
   “Dude, get your fucking hands off of her,” I said, my voice a threatening hiss.
 
   Pen looked at me with something between respect and horror on her face, only spurring me on.
 
   The guy didn’t move. Lindsay’s back was to me, and I pushed the guy’s shoulder away from her. His eyes met mine, and he had the nerve to grin at me.
 
   “I said get off of her,” I repeated, my voice hard and loud.
 
   “Dude, chill,” the guy said to me, and Lindsay looked at me and rolled her eyes.
 
   I got up in his face. Who the hell was this guy to tell me to chill? “Don’t fucking tell me to chill when you’re all over my girl.”
 
   “I wasn’t all over her,” he said calmly, his face a mocking smirk. “And your girl?” he asked, glancing over at Lindsay as his lips curled into a smile. “You marking your territory? Want to piss on my leg?”
 
   I raised my brows at him and then pulled my arm back to punch the shit out of this guy’s face. Lindsay reacted quickly, holding me back. 
 
   “Travis, don’t.” Her voice broke through the rage I felt burning in my veins. 
 
   “Who the fuck does this guy think he is?” I asked, my face hot as I geared up to fight for what was mine. Literally.
 
   “He’s my brother.”
 
   “What?” My face swung to Lindsay’s. 
 
    “Hunter, I’d like you to meet Travis, the guy I’ve been seeing. Travis, my brother Hunter.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   Great first impression.
 
   Hunter grinned at me, and something about him was leering and scummy. I vaguely remembered having a conversation about her family and Lindsay mentioning that one of her brothers was a douche. I knew immediately that this was the one. 
 
   “Sorry, man,” I said, holding my hand out to shake his.
 
   “This one’s a little possessive, sis,” Hunter said to Lindsay, looking at my hand for a moment as if contemplating whether or not to shake it. He did, eventually.
 
   “It’s mutual,” she said, winking at me.
 
   I wasn’t yet down from the adrenaline rush of the anger, so I couldn’t wink back playfully. 
 
   Seeing another man wrapped around Lindsay, regardless of the circumstance, awakened a new feeling in me that left me absolutely certain that there would never be another woman for me. Ever. I would never feel as strongly for anybody else, never feel the need to protect or love or cherish or adore like I did with her.
 
   I took a deep breath and downed the entire contents of my bottle, stalking back to the bar for a second. Lindsay followed behind me, but I didn’t realize it until I felt the length of her body up against my back. 
 
   “You okay, Tiger?” she asked quietly. 
 
   I took another breath. “Yeah. I just need a minute.”
 
   “That was ferocious.”
 
   “Part of the tiger in me, I guess,” I said. 
 
   She grinned. “You really wanted to kick his ass.”
 
   “I wanted to fuck his face up beyond recognition,” I admitted.
 
   “He’s the douche brother.”
 
   “I figured.” The bartender brought me my next bottle and I paid him.
 
   “Good first impression with my family.” 
 
   “That was my immediate thought, too.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she said, turning to head back to the table.
 
   I grabbed her arm to stop her. “I would only worry if I upset you.”
 
   She kissed my lips lightly. “You didn’t. I can only imagine what it looked like. But regardless of whether it’s my brother or some other guy, you have nothing to worry about. I’m yours.”
 
   “Mine,” I reiterated fiercely.   
 
   We headed back to the table only to find Pen wrapped around Hunter, his lips on hers. Lindsay looked over at me with wide eyes.
 
   “Shit,” she muttered. “Not this again.”
 
   And that was when I remembered her telling me why her brother was a douche. 
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, but I can’t leave Pen.”
 
   I nodded, understanding her need to take care of her friend even though I was ready to get the hell out of there. 
 
   After we finished our drinks, we headed to the bar for another round. Lindsay ordered a double, saying, “If I have to see my brother hanging himself all over my best friend, I’m going to need some alcohol to get through it.”
 
   I stopped after my third since I had to drive, but Lindsay kept going. We grabbed a table and sat while we watched Pen and Hunter on the dance floor. 
 
    “M for music,” she said once we were settled into our table. I sipped a glass of water while she worked on her fourth drink.
 
   “I like pretty much everything. Rock, country, whatever.” 
 
   “I pegged you for a techno dance music guy,” she teased. 
 
   “Right. That’s probably the one I like least. Or screamo.”
 
   “What the hell is screamo?”
 
   “I don’t know. I heard it being described at work one day. Sounds miserable. What do you like?”
 
   “My music library is very eclectic, but my preference is top forty, dance, and rock.”
 
   “I had you pegged for a country girl.”
 
   “The only country I like is the top forty stuff. Like Taylor Swift.”
 
   “What’s your favorite band?”
 
   “Maroon 5. Yours?”
 
   “I don’t really have a top favorite. I like eighties and nineties rock. Guns N’ Roses, maybe? I’ve been listening to a mix of songs from 2007 lately in my car, too.”
 
   “Do you like Maroon 5?”
 
   “Who doesn’t? The lead singer is dreamy.”
 
   She giggled. 
 
   “This music talk reminds me. You said you sing and you promised me a song today.”
 
   “Too loud in here. Tomorrow, maybe.”
 
   I sighed dramatically, and she giggled. “N for night. Night or day? Preference?” I asked.
 
   “Night, definitely. I like being up in the morning, but I hate getting out of bed. I get pretty grumpy.”
 
   “You never seem grumpy when you wake up next to me.”
 
   “That because you’re usually about to get inside of me. That tends to make me smile in the morning.”
 
   I grinned. “Good answer.”
 
   “Truth. You? Night or day?”
 
   “Night. I also hate getting out of bed. Especially when I am sleeping with you in my arms.”
 
   “Which, by the way, has sort of become a nightly thing for us pretty quickly.”
 
   “You’re right. And I am not really seeing an end in sight for that.”
 
   “Me, either. I love sleeping in your arms,” she said, reaching across the table and grabbing my hand. “You’re so comfy.” 
 
   “So are you,” I murmured.
 
   She invited me to the dance floor, and she started grinding on me immediately. 
 
   I wasn’t drunk enough to find grinding in public appropriate, but clearly Lindsay was. She was adorable as she pressed her lips to mine, grabbing my hands and pulling them to her hips. I knew she loved when I gripped her petite hips in my big hands, a feeling I also loved. 
 
   Lindsay was drunker than she’d ever been with me. In the past, the presence of a drunk girl typically meant guaranteed sex to me; but tonight, all my only concern was making sure Lindsay was okay. I wanted to take care of her, and if she wanted to get drunk and out of control, I’d be there to keep her safe. 
 
   Pen and Hunter were within spitting distance. It was awkward dancing next to my girlfriend’s brother, especially given the way they were dancing. They were way past grinding; it was erotic and dirty, a prelude to what was a slam dunk for Hunter. Poor Pen.
 
   We headed back to the table after a few dances. Lindsay was thirsty and I was sweating.
 
   Finally, when Lindsay was just finishing her sixth drink (not that I was keeping count), Pen came up to our table. “We’re heading out,” she declared, her arm planted firmly around Hunter’s waist.
 
   “Where are you heading out to?” Lindsay asked, her words slow and slurred.
 
   “Our place.”
 
   Lindsay rolled her eyes.
 
   Pen glanced at Hunter, whose eyes were definitely glazed from drinking too much. The two of them obviously weren’t driving anywhere. “Need a ride?” I asked.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” Pen looked at the two of us.
 
   We were waiting for you, I wanted to say. Instead, I nodded.
 
   “Sure,” she agreed, and the four of us made our way out to Lindsay’s Volkswagen Jetta. 
 
   I drove three very drunk people home, and then I paused in the kitchen to grab a few bottles of water before I helped Lindsay up to her bedroom. “Helped” is a nice way of saying that I carried her and deposited her on the bed. 
 
   I handed her a bottle of water, and she drank a few sips before laying back into her pillows. She passed out almost immediately. I grabbed a warm washcloth from the bathroom and gently washed her make-up from her sleeping face. Then I pulled her out of her clothes, lifting her long enough to help her into a t-shirt so that she’d sleep more comfortably. 
 
   I drained a bottle of water myself, and not wanting to disturb my drunken girlfriend, I drifted to sleep next to her, keeping my hands to myself and thinking about how much I wanted to hold her in my arms. 
 
   Just after I had fallen asleep, I was jolted awake by a loud scream. I sat up in bed, looking around the dark room but not seeing a thing. Lindsay was snoring softly next to me. I’d never heard her snore before, so it must’ve been the effect of the alcohol. 
 
   I heard the scream again, and in my sleepy haze, it took me a moment to place the sound. It was Pen and Hunter having what sounded like one hell of a wild time.
 
   I sighed deeply and tried to go back to sleep, but the loud screams followed by some thumping noises prevented my slumber. And then Lindsay shifted in bed. She made some strange noise somewhere between a moan and a retch, and then she bolted from the bed and I heard her empty the contents of her stomach. Four times.
 
   I got up to check on her after the first time, but she shooed me away.
 
   After the second time, I heard her quiet sniffles, and it broke my heart. I entered the bathroom to find her on her knees by the toilet, heaving and retching. My immediate response was to make sure she was okay.
 
   Normally seeing someone throwing up made me feel like gagging, too, but something about seeing the woman I love so miserably sick made me want to care for her. I fisted her hair into a ponytail in my hand, holding her hair back in a cliché, as I rubbed her back while she threw up again. 
 
   Her voice was hoarse as tears silently streamed down her cheeks. I brushed them away with my thumb. “Remind me never to drink vodka again. Ever.”
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” I murmured over and over as I did what I could to try comfort her. There wasn’t much I could do; she just had to get it out.
 
   After the fourth time, I stood and got her bottle of water, which she took and gratefully gulped down.
 
   “Can I get you anything?” I asked, and she shook her head.
 
   “Advil,” she requested on second thought.
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Kitchen cabinet by the stove.”
 
   I headed downstairs to find the cure-all, hearing the sex noises emanating from Pen’s room at an even louder volume. 
 
   I really, really wished we had stayed at my place in that moment.
 
   From now on, we would be. And Lindsay wouldn’t be drinking vodka again. Ever. 
 
   Friday morning was a little chaotic after my night of listening to Pen and Hunter doing it through most of the night mixed with Lindsay’s retching episode just after we’d gone to sleep. Both Lindsay and I slept through our alarm clocks, which meant no morning cup of coffee and no morning sex before work. The combination of the two missing elements of our morning along with the severe lack of sleep left me feeling extremely cranky. Lindsay was more hung over than I’d ever seen her, and that on top of a shitty night’s sleep left her feeling as crabby as me.
 
   I suddenly saw that my sweeping romantic gesture for the weekend was in jeopardy. 
 
   We said our goodbyes and I had to stop home to change my clothes for work. I had rushed over to Lindsay’s place to make things right the day before so fast that I hadn’t thought ahead to bring clothes with me. 
 
   I glanced at the clock in my car as I pulled into my parking lot. If I rushed, I’d only be about ten minutes late to work, but that meant I still wouldn’t have time to get my coffee. So I rushed, glancing in my fridge for at least a soda to get some caffeine rolling through my system only to find, to my extreme dismay, that we were out of Dr. Pepper.
 
   Mother fucker.
 
   Once I arrived at work, I headed to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee only to find the coffee pot empty and the last canister of coffee beans empty and sitting on top of the garbage can. 
 
   Great.
 
   I sat at my desk, tired and starting to form a headache from my lack of caffeine, checking through my emails and my calendar for the day. I didn’t have any meetings until 10:00, so I had a short window of time to go get the coffee that I was becoming desperate for. 
 
   I made my way toward the front door of the office only to be stopped when Spencer cut in front of me.
 
   This day just kept getting worse.
 
   His smug face told me that he thought his ridiculous email plan had worked. I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of knowing that it nearly had. His little prank almost cost me Lindsay and probably did some permanent damage to my relationship with Julianne, who, I suddenly remembered, I still hadn’t spoken to. 
 
   “We need to talk,” he said. 
 
   “About what?” I sighed. I didn’t want to do this when I was fully competently-minded, but without any of the addictive caffeine running through my veins, I was truly running on empty and not prepared to discuss Lindsay with her ex.
 
   He ignored me and turned to walk to his office. I followed him on another sigh and shut the door behind me, rubbing the back of my neck. She was worth it, I kept reminding myself.
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   He sat at his desk and I sat across from him. I felt like I was in the principal’s office and I’d misbehaved, but I was fucking furious with this guy after the stunt he pulled the day before.
 
   He opened his mouth to start talking, but I interrupted him. “Read any interesting emails lately?”
 
   He masked the flash of surprise well, but I had seen it nonetheless. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t fucking play dumb with me, Spencer. I know it was you.”
 
   “What was me?”
 
   So he was going to play this game.
 
   “You went into my office, read my personal email, and responded, BCCing Lindsay.”
 
   He stared at me, but I knew the truth.
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
   If that’s how he wanted to play it, I couldn’t summon the energy to pull it out of him. What was done was done, and there was no going back to change that now. 
 
   So I decided to cut to the chase instead. “What is it that you’d like to say to me?”
 
   “I just need to know the truth,” he said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You and Lindsay.”
 
   “She told you the truth.” Why the fuck was he confronting me with this?
 
   “I want to hear it from you.”
 
   “Don’t do this to yourself, Spencer.”
 
   “I keep going over it in my mind and I can’t figure it out.”
 
   “Figure what out?”
 
   “Why she would choose you over me.”
 
   Ouch. How was I supposed to respond to that? “That’s a question for her.”
 
   “What’s your opinion?”
 
   That I’m a better lover? That she has stronger feelings for me? That she is in love with me? None of those things were things he wanted to hear, and it wouldn’t make it better for him anyway. 
 
   Instead, I shrugged. “She can’t help what she feels.”
 
   “But you and me, we were friends, Travis. That’s what I don’t get. How could you come in here and use me for my expertise and allow me to mentor you and then fuck my girlfriend?”
 
   “It wasn’t like that. When we first got together, she wasn’t with you and I hadn’t met you. We both wanted something with no strings attached, and we didn’t even know each other’s names.”
 
   “Like that’s supposed to make it better?”
 
   “We both assumed it would just be that one night.”
 
   “But it wasn’t.”
 
   “It was. Until we bumped into each other at the Sunset Cliffs event. I never thought I’d see her again. She never thought she’d see me again. But I hadn’t stopped thinking about her from the moment she left my apartment.”
 
   “She stopped thinking about you long enough to get back together with me.”
 
   I wanted to let that comment slide. He said it to hurt me, and he didn’t know the truth that she’d told me. I believed her when she said that she hadn’t slept with him after she had met me. I had to believe her, because if I didn’t, I would have a hard time bearing the pain of thinking about her with another man. It sent my jealousy into a burning rage, and I had to keep a lid on that. Especially in front of Spencer.
 
   What’s that saying about the road to hell being paved with good intentions?
 
   Yeah, I had good intentions to keep a lid on it. But my morning without coffee and sex had led me in a different direction. I didn’t mean to be an asshole, but it sort of just came out.
 
   “You weren’t really back together though, were you?”
 
   His eyes narrowed.
 
   “Yeah, Spencer. She told me that the two of you didn’t sleep together. So you can stop trying to make me think that you did.”
 
   “Oh she did, did she? Did she tell you what we did do?”
 
   “She told me everything.”
 
   “So she told you that she wrapped her lips around my—”
 
   I cut him off. “Stop.” I stood up and placed my palms on his desk. “I’m not listening to this bullshit from you.”
 
   He stood, too, and mirrored my stance. “It’s not bullshit. You should ask her. Does she do that for you?” His voice was sinister.
 
   I thought Spencer was supposed to be the nice guy.
 
   Who knew that he could be such a fucking jackass when he wanted to be? They say that heartbreak will do crazy things to a person, but Spencer’s personality had completely changed overnight. 
 
   It made me fear what losing Lindsay could do to me.
 
   I glared at him. “You really don’t want the answer to that question, do you?” I asked harshly.
 
   He leveled his gaze at me and we both stood in tense silence for a moment. He had lost, and I really shouldn’t have been rubbing that in. But I wanted to wipe that smug look right off of his stupid face in that moment.
 
   I broke the silence. “She does. And it’s the most amazing fucking thing I have ever felt in my life.”
 
   His eyes widened with shock. 
 
   With that, I left his office and headed out the door to finally get the coffee that I needed. I realized my hands were shaking as I pressed the button for the elevator, and I took a few deep breaths to calm down after that encounter with Spencer.
 
   I wasn’t a fighter. It just wasn’t my style. But when it came to Lindsay, I wanted to beat the fucking hell out of anybody who got in my way, and that included Spencer. I wanted to go back into his office and kick his ass into next week. Suddenly I felt the need for a beer or some scotch, not coffee.
 
   I dialed Lindsay once I was in the car.
 
   “Hey, Tiger,” she answered, her voice tired.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked, wanting to tend to her first before I got into the real reason I had called.
 
   “Shitty, but I just took some Advil and downed some coffee, so I’m doing a little better.”
 
   “Spencer just cornered me,” I said without preamble.
 
   “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, baby. What did he say?”
 
   “Well, for starters, he let me know that you used your mouth to pleasure him when you got back together.”
 
   “Shit,” she murmured. “Travis—”
 
   I interrupted her. “Don’t.” I didn’t want to hear any more about that particular nugget. “He is playing dumb to the email thing.”
 
   “It had to have been him.” Her voice sounded miserable.
 
   “We both know that. He was a total dick and I wanted to punch his smug little face.”
 
   “You didn’t, did you?” 
 
   “Would you care if I did?”
 
   “Travis, of course I would care. I dated the guy for six months. He asked me to marry him. I don’t love him that way anymore, but I don’t want to see him hurt.”
 
   I sighed as I pulled into a gas station. “I have to go.”
 
   “Are we okay?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Tiger, don’t do this.”
 
   “Don’t do what?”
 
   “Don’t pull back from me. I will not let you fuck this up.” She repeated our pledge to each other.
 
   “I have to go,” I repeated. I felt like shit. I didn’t want her to care about Spencer. I knew it was irrational, but I couldn’t help the way I felt. He had suddenly become a speck of shit in my life, and I wanted her to feel nothing for him. But if she didn’t want him hurt, that meant she cared. And knowing she cared, knowing what they did – regardless of the fact that it had happened when I wasn’t in the picture, when we had both assumed we’d never see each other again – was overwhelming my rational thoughts.
 
   She was quiet on the other end.
 
   “Bye,” I said, and I ended the call as I headed in to finally get my morning fuel. 
 
   I wasn’t sure why I did that. It wasn’t her fault that Spencer had suddenly become a big old douche bag, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on her. But I had, and I didn’t know how to fix it. I wanted her to know that Spencer was going to be a sore spot for me, just like Julianne was for her. 
 
   Fuck the fact that we both had pasts; I didn’t want to be understanding, and the more I thought about it, the madder I became. I understood her human nature not to want to see people hurt, but she said she didn’t love him that way anymore. She never said she didn’t love him at all anymore. This seemed like something we needed to talk more about, and we had a four and a half hour car ride in front of us that would give us plenty of time to explore the situation. 
 
   I chose the largest sized cup and sighed in utter frustration as I filled my cup with flavored cream and then poured the coffee on top of it. I chose a dark roast, hoping for more caffeine.
 
   “You okay?” a woman’s voice asked. 
 
   I turned to look at the voice and found myself staring at a stunning beauty before me dressed in a spectacularly low cut dress. She was the type of woman that men stopped and stared at when she was walking down the street. Suddenly “Maneater” by Hall and Oates started playing through my mind.
 
   “Doing great, thanks,” I said, flashing her my signature smile that typically had women dropping their panties for me. 
 
   “You live around here?” she flicked her silky brunette hair behind her shoulder.
 
   “I work a few blocks away. You?” I put the coffee pot back on its burner.
 
   “I live just around the corner.” Her voice became husky. “I’d love to show you.”
 
   Good Lord.
 
   I wanted to see more than just where she lived.
 
   But reality set in, and even though things were on shaky ground, someone else in my life came first.
 
   “Love to, but it would probably piss off my girlfriend.” It was the first time I had referred to her as my “girlfriend” to another person, and it felt good as it rolled off my tongue.
 
   She smiled wickedly at me. “She doesn’t have to know.”
 
   I pressed my lips together, the corners of my mouth curling up in a smile. “Sorry, baby. I’m not that guy. You have a nice day.”
 
   I headed to the register and paid for my coffee, mentally patting myself on the back for a job well done, and then got in my car and drove back toward the office. 
 
   My day moved slowly. The coffee didn’t help my crankiness. I wasn’t sure if anything could, especially with the visual of Lindsay on her knees before Spencer running through my brain. 
 
   Dan came by at noon to see if I wanted to go to lunch, but I was brooding and I knew that I wouldn’t be good company, so I declined. And I sure as hell made certain that all of my email programs were closed before I popped down to Subway and took a sandwich to go, opting to eat at my desk with my office door closed.
 
   I had a lot to do to get ready for a presentation that would take place at the end of the next week, and given that I would be out of town for the majority of the weekend, the extra time over lunch was needed. 
 
   I heard my phone buzz with a text just after I finished my lunch. It was from Lindsay. Are we still on for this weekend?
 
   I knew I had been short with her, but I never imagined she’d think our plans were in jeopardy. 
 
   Of course we’re still on. I’ll pick you up around 5:30.
 
   K. Are you still angry?
 
   I softened. I wasangry, but not at her. I had to learn to direct my anger at the right people rather than taking it out on her.Not with you. We’ll have plenty of time to talk.
 
   Finally 5:00 rolled around, and I ran out of the office right on time, careful to avoid Spencer’s office as I didn’t want another interaction with him before my big weekend with Lindsay.
 
   I stopped home and packed my bag quickly, hoping I wasn’t forgetting anything. I printed my reservation confirmation, changed into shorts and a t-shirt, and then I headed over to Lindsay’s place.
 
   I rang the bell and Lindsay answered it, a vision of gorgeousness standing before me. She was wearing a pink and black dress that stretched perfectly against her curves, and I ached to rip it off of her as my body reacted to first the visual image of her standing there and then her scent as her delicious citrus aroma wafted to my nose.
 
   She looked much, much better than she had that morning. In fact, she looked perfect. I would never have guessed that she was surviving on little sleep after throwing up from too much drinking the night before.
 
   She eyed me warily, as if gauging my mood.
 
   “God, I missed you today,” I murmured, pushing my way past her door into her entryway and yanking her body to mine. Her fingers thrust into my hair as she pulled my head down to meet hers. My forehead rested against hers for a moment, my eyes closed as I breathed in her familiar, comforting, sensual scent. 
 
   “I missed you, too,” she whispered. She tilted her chin up so her lips met mine, and I shoved my tongue past her lips. She moaned into me as her tongue met mine in a fast tango. This was my way of letting her know that we were going to be okay. Maybe we still had some talking to do and things to figure out, but together we would make it through.
 
   I pulled my lips away from hers reluctantly and leaned my forehead back against hers again. “We’ll never make it to our destination if we keep this up.”
 
   “Screw the destination.” Her voice was a low, husky murmur. “Kiss me like that again.” 
 
   I obliged, but only for a minute. “Let’s go, Gorgeous,” I finally said against her lips. “We’ll have plenty of time for that once we get there.”
 
   “Where is ‘there,’ exactly?”
 
   “You’ll see,” I grinned mischievously. “Are you sure you want to wear that hot dress? We’ve got a bit of a drive ahead of us.”
 
   “How far are we talking?”
 
   “Somewhere between three and six hours,” I said, not wanting to give too much away.
 
   “I’ll change. Give me two minutes.”
 
   “Can I watch?” I asked brazenly.
 
   “No.”
 
   I pouted, and she laughed as she pulled out of my embrace.
 
   “Travis, you know you won’t be able to keep your hands off of me, and then we’ll never get out of here,” she said as I watched her ascend the stairs.
 
   In all honesty, she was absolutely right.
 
   I grabbed her overnight bag and hauled it out to the car while I waited for her to change. We had decided to take her Jetta since it got better gas mileage than my truck, and a few minutes later, she came down in shorts and that one sexy sweatshirt that hung off of her shoulder. I wanted to take a bite out of that delicate slice of skin. Had she any idea the effect she had on me?
 
   This thing between us had started out as lust, and the lust was definitely still a huge part of our relationship, but it most certainly went much deeper than that now. 
 
   I couldn’t wait to get her to our destination, and then I couldn’t wait to get her naked.
 
   I ushered her into the car, and she plugged in my iPhone and started playing the songs at random. We stopped at a gas station to fill up and to pop inside for drinks and snacks. I opted for some Gatorade, thinking ahead to the hydration I would surely need during a weekend away with Lindsay, and she opted for Twizzlers and Combos. I found it funny that she chose Twizzlers, my go-to road trip snack.
 
   We got stuck in a little bit of traffic heading out of San Diego, and I lazily held the steering wheel with one hand as we chatted and she handed me Combos. “Where’d we leave off in our ABC game?” I asked, glancing over at the love of my life as she popped a Combo in her mouth. 
 
   She chewed for a moment, and then she said, “I think we’re on O, and I think it’s my turn.”
 
   “You up for it?”
 
   “Sure. Let me think of an O.”
 
   I flipped through some songs while I waited and settled on a Maroon 5 song since that was her favorite band. 
 
   “Open to new things?” she asked after awhile.
 
   “Are you really asking the guy who just moved from Tempe, Arizona, to San Diego, California, if he’s open to new things?”
 
   “Good point. Okay, how about Obsessive? What do you obsess over?”
 
   “You.”
 
   She turned toward me. “Really?”
 
   I glanced over at her again. My eyes returned to the road, and I realized just how true it was. Since the moment I had first met her, I don’t think I’d stopped thinking about Lindsay for more than five seconds with the exception of when Julianne told me she had gotten engaged. Something about this woman had taken over both my heart and my mind in the short time I had known her, and there was no turning back. My heart was hopelessly entwined with hers, and now that she was in my life, I was certain that she would be forever. We could both work as hard as we wanted to fuck things up, but I knew that no matter what happened between us and no matter what outside forces came together to tear us apart, I would love her with every fiber of my being for the rest of my life.
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   “Tiger,” she whispered.
 
   I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. 
 
   “I obsess over you, too,” she said, her voice soft. 
 
   I risked another quick glance over at her, and I placed my right hand on her thigh as my left hand rested on the wheel. She drew a pattern on the back of my hand with her nail, soothing me and somehow making me fall even harder for her.
 
   We were both quiet, lost in thought for a moment, and then I broke the comfortable silence. “P is for Pet Peeve.”
 
   “I have about a million.”
 
   “Give me your top three.”
 
   “Know-it-alls. People who always have to one-up you. People who talk with their mouths full of food. Want me to go on?”
 
   I chuckled. “No, that’s good.”
 
   “What’s yours?”
 
   “When people forget that they don’t own the world and have little to no regard for those around them.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like when someone thinks it’s okay to play with your feelings or to use you. Or when you go to an R-rated movie and people walk in with a stroller. Just general ignorance.”
 
   “I hate that, too. Add it to my list of pet peeves and also to our list of common interests.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “Q. How about a question you want to ask me?”
 
   “That could get interesting. And you have to answer honestly?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I have to think about that one.”
 
   “I know mine for you.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked curiously.
 
   “How many women… um, have you been with?”
 
   “Any question in the world and that’s the one you’re asking?” I asked dryly.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I thought about it. I really didn’t keep count. It seemed like a juvenile thing to do to count my conquests. In most recent memory, there was Lindsay, obviously, and Julianne and Brooke. There was a girl I slept with that I picked up at the bar just after I broke up with Brooke named Mindy… I think… and a few before Brooke and I started dating.
 
   “I don’t really keep count.”
 
   She turned to me and her jaw dropped open. “That many?”
 
   “Not that many. I just don’t keep track.”
 
   “Can you estimate?”
 
   This was making me uncomfortable. I liked to think of myself as a good guy, and I wanted Lindsay to think of me that way, too, but I’d had my share of fun. Being single and pining after the same woman for half of my life had led me to many meaningless relationships that were based on sex and little else. But things were different with Lindsay, and I needed her to understand that.
 
   “Yes, I can estimate. Somewhere between fifteen and twenty women. Maybe more, maybe less.”
 
   “That’s not that bad.”
 
   “Good. You?”
 
   “Is that your question?”
 
   “Sure. Now you’ve got me wondering.”
 
   “Four.”
 
   “Four?”
 
   “Yes. Four.”
 
   “Including me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Lindsay,” I started, squeezing her thigh under my palm, “it doesn’t matter if you were with four or forty. And it doesn’t matter if I was with five or twenty-five. What matters is that I'm with you now. I’m happier than I’ve ever been, and I don’t want any other women in my bed. And I don’t want to think about any other man in your bed.”
 
   “Slick answer, buddy.”
 
   “Truth.”
 
   She took my hand from her thigh and pressed tiny kisses to my fingertips, sending a jolt right to my groin. 
 
   But this entire conversation led me back to the brooding I had been doing earlier. 
 
   It reminded me that she had, in fact, been with other men, and one of those men happened to be my colleague. My colleague who was rubbing his relationship with her in my face because of the way things had ended for them. Or maybe because of the way things had started for the two of us. Whatever the case, he had openly admitted to me today that the two of them had been intimate, even if they hadn’t slept together, in that time between the first and second time I had met Lindsay, and just the thought of that drove me insane with jealousy.
 
   Just another example of Hurricane Lindsay whirling into my life and causing chaos. I loved the chaos, but I hated the image of her and Spencer. 
 
   I heard one of my all-time favorite songs start playing: “Patience” by Guns N’ Roses. As I listened to the familiar lyrics, all I could think about was how much I needed a heavy dose of the very thing Axl was singing about. And then he sang, “You and I’ve got what it takes to make it,” and I knew that he was right. He was talking about us. 
 
   She sighed in frustration.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “You. Stop brooding.”
 
   “I’m not brooding.” It was a lie. 
 
   “Yes, you are. Stop thinking about what Spencer said. We can’t change it, so we move on.”
 
   How was it possible that she already knew me as well as she did? 
 
   “We’re on R, and it’s your turn,” she said, changing the subject.
 
   “Reckless. A time you were reckless.”
 
   “I hooked up with this guy I picked up at a bar once when I was visiting a friend in Arizona.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “What? I can’t believe it!”
 
   “Seriously, Tiger. That’s not who I am. That was a first.”
 
   “And a last,” I murmured.
 
   I saw her studying my face in my peripherals, but I didn’t take my eyes off of the road.
 
   “Is that normal for you?” she asked.
 
   I shrugged. “It wasn’t a first.”
 
   “But it was a last,” she echoed my thoughts. Good. I liked it when she was possessive of me.
 
   “What about you? A time you were reckless?”
 
   “In high school, my friends and I thought it would be a good idea to drag race down a side street in our neighborhood.”
 
   “Was it a good idea?”
 
   “It was about the stupidest thing I’d ever done,” I said, barring the thought of my confession of love to Julianne the day after she’d had her heart broken. “There were kids playing on the side of the road who could’ve been seriously injured, but when you’re seventeen and stupid, you don’t think about those things. We got lucky that no one got hurt, but my car got up to eighty-five miles per hour and someone called the cops. They couldn’t pin anything on us because they weren’t there clocking our speed, but I was grounded for a very long time. I was lucky that being grounded was the worst of my consequences.”
 
   “Lucky for the kids playing, too.”
 
   I nodded. “It took awhile before I realized how stupid and dangerous that was.”
 
   “S for scared. What scares you?”
 
   The thought of losing her scared me more than anything. Fucking things up irreparably with her scared me. “Snakes,” I said instead. There’d be plenty of time for my honest answer later.
 
   “Spiders and lightning.”
 
   “Lightning?”
 
   She nodded. “Struck a tree in my front yard when I was a kid and it smashed through my bedroom window when I was asleep.”
 
   “Ah. That would probably make me scared of it, too.” I reached over and grabbed her hand, bringing it to my lips. “Don’t worry, Rhodes. You’ve got me to protect you now.”
 
   “And I will take you up on that.”
 
   “T for TV show?”
 
   “Bachelor. You already knew that.”
 
   “Lame.”
 
   “What’s yours, big shot?”
 
   “Seinfeld. You already knew that, too.”
 
   “That was a lovely quote on the flowers, by the way.”
 
   “I’m smooth, baby. I’ve got all the moves.”
 
   She giggled. “U for underwear. What do you have on right now?”
 
   “Commando.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   I chuckled. “Black boxers, I think. You?”
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
 
   “Tell me,” I begged.
 
   She relented. “A red thong.”
 
   “Jesus,” I muttered, wishing I wasn’t driving so I could take a look. Or cop a feel.
 
   “Your turn.”
 
   “V?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I tried to think of a good V. “Values?”
 
   “Like what do I value? Or like my morals?”
 
   “What do you value?”
 
   “It’s cliché, but I value family. Friends. Loved ones.”
 
   “It’s not cliché. I’m the same. I value time with my family, especially now that I live here. I miss them a lot.”
 
   “Go visit them, then.”
 
   “It’s not that simple. My family is inextricably tied to Julianne’s, and I need to prove to you that I’m done with her.”
 
   “Then bring me with.”
 
   I pondered that thought. I’d love to introduce her to my family, but I hadn’t even really spoken to my mom or to Liz about the whole Julianne engagement fiasco. They probably assumed I was off brooding about Jules and just didn’t want to talk about it. They had been leaving me alone, thinking that I just needed some time to process everything. In fact, as I recalled, I had told them both that I would get in touch with them soon, and I hadn’t. They had no idea that I was dating someone new, and the more I thought about that, the more I realized how strange that was. Lindsay had quickly become the most important person in my life – my number one priority – and I’d been spending so much time either with her or thinking about her that I had neglected to inform my family of this new priority of mine.
 
   “I’d love to introduce you to my family.”
 
   “Is that where we’re going?” 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Damn. I was hoping to meet them.”
 
   “Sorry, baby. Soon, I think.”
 
   “I want you to meet mine, too.”
 
   “Are you sure? After what happened with your brother?”
 
   “Of course. When we get back, let’s do it.”
 
   “Whenever you’re ready,” I said.
 
   “W for favorite way to have sex.”
 
   “Way to have sex…” I trailed off as I thought about it. Pretty much every position with Lindsay was fucking incredible. “I can’t pick one. I love all the ways with you.”
 
   She giggled.
 
   “If you had to choose. Like this is the only position you can ever have sex in for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Let’s discuss the merits of our most common positions, shall we?” I was loving the direction of this conversation despite the fact that my erection was straining painfully against my zipper, causing a deep ache down low that only Lindsay could alleviate.
 
   She giggled.
 
   “So we have missionary, which is always a favorite,” I began. “The feel of your body beneath mine, warm and soft and slick… well, let’s just say that for such a traditional position, you make it pretty damn spicy with those little kitten moans that come out of your mouth when I’m driving into you.”
 
   She gasped at my description.
 
   “Next there’s the ever popular standing position when you wrap your legs around me. I think that one might be my favorite.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because those gorgeous tits of yours bounce in my face and I fucking love it.”
 
   She turned slowly to look at me, her eyes wide, her breathing increasing. I glanced over at her, taking in her flushed cheeks even in the darkness of the night as we traveled. She was panting. I chuckled, returning my eyes to the road, and I idly thought that the early stages of a relationship were my absolute favorite. That feeling of never being able to get enough of the person you were with was like nothing else. Constantly pawing at each other, wanting each other, needing each other. And I couldn’t ever imagine a time when I wouldn’t feel that pull to Lindsay. 
 
   “I am so fucking hot for you right now,” she murmured.
 
   “What are you going to do about it?” I challenged.
 
   “This,” she said, leaning over toward my side of the car. 
 
   Her hand found my harder-than-titanium erection, and she grasped me through my shorts. “Oh, God,” I moaned, leaning my head back and working hard to focus my attention on the dark road in front of me. 
 
   She worked my belt and then the button of my shorts slowly, and then I heard the scraping noise as she pulled down my zipper. 
 
   She reached into my boxers, and the feel of her soft, cool skin against the hot hardness of my erection nearly made me lose it on the spot. She moaned as she felt how hard I was for her.
 
   “Just talking about sex with you did that to me,” I said. She gazed up at me while I drove.
 
   She used both hands to work me, starting slowly at the base and heating me up with short pumps. And then she unclipped her seatbelt and leaned across the armrest between us. She held me at the root and flicked her tongue over the tip teasingly. I jerked upward in my seat, wanting her hot mouth all over me.
 
   This was not safe.
 
   But I wasn’t about to stop her.
 
   She ran her tongue all the way down my length and then back up, and then she took me in her mouth. I arched up as I felt the back of her throat. 
 
   It was the most amazing fucking feeling I had ever experienced. 
 
   She slowly moved her head, sucking and licking, sheathing her teeth and treating me to the most fantastic head of my life.
 
   The moment I thought of the term “road head” while she was giving it to me, I lost control. I kept my eyes open and focused on the road as I exploded fiercely to the back of her throat, groaning ferociously. I felt her swallow around me, and she kept me in her mouth until my body stopped shuddering. Fuck, even that was hot, and I was nearly ready to go again.
 
   She lapped me clean and then tucked me back into my shorts, fixing my belt for me before returning to her side of the car and fastening her seatbelt.
 
   “That,” I breathed, “is going to get you a nice reward later.”
 
   She grinned, wiping the side of her mouth with her finger. “I look forward to it,” she said huskily.
 
   Most. Perfect. Woman. Ever.
 
   She was quiet while I came down from my orgasmic high. I gulped down my Gatorade, needing the hydration after that performance. 
 
   “So what’s your favorite way to have sex, then?” I asked.
 
   “Same as you. I love when you’re holding me under my butt and my body is cocooned around yours.”
 
   I took her hand in mine. “I love that, too,” I said sincerely. The way we made love to each other wasn’t just about having a hot, steamy session with her gorgeous body bouncing onto mine. When we were standing and she was wrapped around me, I wanted to crawl inside of her. I loved the feeling of her wrapped around me just as much as I loved wrapping myself around her. There was nothing between us or around us; it was just us, our bodies, our mouths, and our love.
 
   I grasped her knee, and then I slid my hand up her thigh slowly. When I met the juncture between her legs, her breath caught on a moan. 
 
   “Unbutton your shorts,” I ordered softly. 
 
   She complied. 
 
   “Zipper,” I murmured, and I heard her lower the zipper. 
 
   “Take your shorts off. And your panties.”
 
   A Third Eye Blind song came on my iPod, a sultry song called “I Want You.” It was ironic given how much I wanted the woman sitting next to me.
 
   She slipped her shorts down her legs with her panties in one sweep, her breath hitching when my finger trailed up the inside of her thigh and into her moisture. She pressed back into her seat and threw her head back, moaning loudly as I pushed one finger into her. I thrust my finger in and out, pressing up inside her walls and then slipping my finger out to massage her everywhere. Her moans became louder as she built closer and closer to her release, and I shoved two fingers in, holding them still while my thumb worked the outside. Her legs clamped together as she screamed out in pleasure, shattering around my hand. Her body quivered with satisfaction for several long minutes as she came down from her high. I pulled my hand from her lap and she gazed at me adoringly. I glanced over at her as I put one finger glistening with her essence into my mouth, tasting her on my tongue. 
 
   “Mmm,” I said in pure ecstasy, and she nearly convulsed again in her seat next to me.
 
   “Good Lord, you are so damn hot,” she murmured.
 
   “You’re not too shabby yourself,” I smiled.
 
   We sat in comfortable silence for awhile, both of us lost in the tranquil afterglow of our activities as we listened to the quiet music coming from the speakers. 
 
   Lindsay broke the silence with a contented sigh. “You’re up on X.” 
 
   “Figures that I’d get all the shitty letters.”
 
   She giggled.
 
   “X-Rays? Ever had any?”
 
   She nodded. “I broke my ankle in the seventh grade.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.”
 
   I glanced over at her. She was gorgeous even in the dark, her face illuminated by the dials on the radio. “Tell me,” I goaded.
 
   “I jumped off some stairs and landed funny. I fractured my ankle on the growth plate.”
 
   I chuckled. “I broke my arm in ninth grade.”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “I was trying to prove to Julianne that boys can do cartwheels.”
 
   Lindsay broke up with laughter, causing me to laugh right along with her.
 
   “Did you prove it?”
 
   “She won that particular bet.”
 
   My statement caused even more laughter until tears were streaming down her face. It wasn’t as funny to me as I remembered the pain of landing on my arm mid-cartwheel, but it was still pretty amusing looking back on it.
 
   “Y?” I asked once her laughter slowed.
 
   “Why what?” 
 
   “No, the letter Y.”
 
   This sent her into another fit of giggles, and I smiled adoringly at her. “Yogurt flavor?” she finally asked once she caught her breath.
 
   “Lame question.”
 
   “Answer it,” she giggled.
 
   “Peach.”
 
   “Blueberry.”
 
   “We’re finally to Z,” I said.
 
   “I liked your Z last time,” she spoke quietly.
 
   I took her hand in mine. “It’s still true, baby. This thing between us is just beginning.”
 
   “What is this thing between us?” Part of this weekend was me trying to establish that between us, and her asking me that question completely threw me off guard. I had it planned out, but now I had to go with it.
 
   “Like a label?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I suppose I think of you as my girlfriend.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Do you?” I asked, suddenly feeling uncharacteristically insecure.
 
   “I’ve thought of you as my boyfriend since that first night together.”
 
   “Even when you were with him?” I asked, referring to Spencer.
 
   “I felt more for you after that one night than I did in the six months I was with Spencer,” she replied, her voice full of legitimacy.
 
   “Good,” I echoed her sentiment. “So it’s official, then.”
 
   “I guess it is,” she smiled. “Z, baby. Lay it on me.”
 
   “You can be any zoo animal. What would you be?”
 
   “You go first.”
 
   “Tiger,” I answered immediately, just as she said, “You can’t say ‘Tiger.’”
 
   I chuckled. “Panther.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Still ferocious and wild, but also sleek and fast. You?”
 
   “Queen of the jungle.”
 
   “Lion?”
 
   She nodded. “Hell yeah. Everyone would bow to me.”
 
   “I do that anyway.”
 
   “Oh, you do not. You’re always in control.”
 
   “Not true, woman. You bring me to my knees.”
 
   “I like when you’re on your knees,” she said.
 
   “Oh, I like when you’re on your knees, too,” I grinned.
 
   She smacked me on my arm playfully, and I was overwhelmed once again with emotion for her. She had somehow become everything to me in the short time I had known her. She was as necessary as breathing, and even the thought of my life without her killed me.
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   A little over five hours after we had left Lindsay’s place, the lights of the Strip came into view and we were nearly at our destination. Lindsay had figured it out about an hour into our trip, but I hadn’t confirmed or denied where we were headed. 
 
   I pulled into valet parking at the Paris Hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada, and Lindsay squealed with delight.
 
   I put the car in park and turned to Lindsay. “You don’t have a passport, and I wanted to take you to Paris… so here we are.”
 
   She giggled, an adorable sound bubbling up from her excitement. “This is perfect, Travis. I love it!”
 
   I grinned. “Let’s go check in.”
 
   The valet attendant grabbed our bags out of the trunk and handed me a valet ticket. I took the bags from him, too, and then we headed to the check-in desk. The Paris Hotel was a replica of Paris, France, and it was a pretty epic hotel. I booked us a suite, and I carried our bags as Lindsay walked next to me, clasping my hand in hers as she took in the sights around her.  
 
   We walked into the posh lobby, taking in the crystal chandeliers and French décor. I headed toward check-in, and we walked right up to the desk without having to wait.
 
   “Your ID and a credit card, sir,” the woman behind the desk requested in a French accent. Even their workers were authentic. I handed them over and glanced at her nametag: Marguerite. 
 
   “The Calais Suite?” she asked, and I nodded. “Are you on your honeymoon?” she asked.
 
   Lindsay and I looked at each other and her cheeks flushed.
 
   “No. Someday, maybe,” I grinned, holding Lindsay’s gaze.
 
   “You look very much in love,” she said back to us in her thickly accented voice. 
 
   We are, I wanted to say. But I didn’t. I needed to say it to her before I admitted it to someone else, no matter how true it was.
 
   She handed me back my credit card and license and showed us a map that would lead us to our suite on the twenty-seventh floor.
 
   We found the bank of elevators to take us to our room. We stepped on, and we were the only two on the elevator. The moment the doors snapped shut, Lindsay was all over me. Her mouth slid over mine hotly. 
 
   “This is amazing,” she murmured around my lips. 
 
   “You’re amazing,” I said, holding her bag in one hand and gripping her hip with my other hand as my tongue dipped into her mouth. She moaned into me, and I knew that we would violently attack each other the second we made our way into our room. 
 
   But I had something I needed to tell her, and tonight was going to be the night. So, unfortunately, for now I had to hold her off. I had to get to my location by 12:30. 
 
   Once the elevator doors opened, I slid my phone out of my pocket to check the time. It was just after 11:20, so we only had an hour.
 
   We found our room and I set our bags down so we could take a look around. The Calais Suite boasted a beautiful master bedroom with a king-size bed, a separate seating area, and two bathrooms. It was, in my personal opinion, a little flashy and definitely over the top with its French decorations, but it also managed to set the romantic mood. It really felt like we were in Paris.
 
   We both stood looking at the bed, and then Lindsay walked casually over to me. She wrapped her arms around my waist as her cheek came to a rest on my chest right over my heart. It was racing as it always did when Lindsay was near me.
 
   She sighed happily. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   I buried my nose in her hair, taking in that delicious citrus scent, and then I kissed the top of her head. She leaned back to look up into my eyes, and hers were full of lust. For me.
 
   I leaned down to press my lips to hers, and she took the initiative, thrusting her tongue into my mouth. I gave back demandingly, wanting every little part of her, wanting to be buried inside of her in the place that made me the happiest in the entire world.
 
   I pulled back on a groan, panting. I gazed down at Lindsay’s beautiful face. She really was absolutely perfect, and I loved looking at her face in the midst of our most intimate moments. The smooth skin of her cheeks glowed with color, her lips looked plump and swollen from attacking mine, and her eyes were glazed with passion and lust for me. She was stunning, even when she was in her casual clothes and had just spent the last five hours in the car. Her chest heaved as she panted, too. It wasn’t just me that was so affected by our kisses.
 
   “I have a surprise for you,” I said. 
 
   She looked at me with curiosity. “More surprises?” she asked. “Taking me to Paris wasn’t enough?”
 
   “Nothing will ever be enough for you, Gorgeous.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed a deeper red, and she smiled at me with joy. I crushed her against me in a hug, and then I reluctantly let her go, suddenly nervous for my sweeping romantic gesture. I took her hand in mine and pulled her toward the door, because I knew that if I stayed in there a second longer, I wouldn’t be strong enough to stop myself from taking her to the bed, and then my plans would be postponed yet another day.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” she asked, her eyes lit with curiosity and excitement as we walked down the hall toward the elevators.
 
   The beginning of my plan was to go for a stroll in front of the Bellagio Hotel so that we could watch the fountains that made the hotel famous. I had been to Vegas many times before, and the fountains were something I always enjoyed with their display of water, light, and sound. I had always had this little picture in my mind of bringing the woman I loved on a walk in front of the fountains, holding her hand, and taking in the beauty and grandeur together. Of course, historically, my mind always pictured Julianne in those moments, but being here with Lindsay seemed like a new beginning for me. It was better than I had pictured it in my mind, because my feelings for Lindsay ran so much deeper than I ever thought I would feel. And this moment marked the start of the night that I would finally confess to her how much I loved her.
 
   “I was thinking a walk in front of the Bellagio. The fountains go off at 11:45. And then I’ve got one more surprise.”
 
   “Perfect,” she murmured as she pressed the button for the elevator. 
 
   Once we were out on the Strip, I was amazed at the sheer number of people surrounding me. We just needed to head across the street, but that was a feat in itself as we walked through a maze of people to the crosswalk. It was nearly 11:45 by the time we made our way to the fountains, and the sidewalks were packed with people. We couldn’t get a close enough spot to lean on the handrail, but then we heard the first strains of the music and saw the first burst of water illuminated by light against the dark night sky and it didn’t matter. I put my arm around Lindsay’s shoulders once we found a suitable spot to stand, and she snuggled closely into my side, wrapping one arm around my waist. 
 
   The moment was perfect.
 
   The show was spectacular, and all too soon, it was over. People started moving along, and we lingered for a moment, finally getting a spot against the handrail. We leaned against it and stared at the gargantuan hotel reflected in the calm waters before us, mesmerized by the lights and the sounds and the magnificence that is Las Vegas.
 
   Next to us, a few people huddled around a man and a woman, and the man was talking to the woman. The scenario caught Lindsay’s attention, too, and then we saw the man get down on his knee. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I saw him pull out a ring box and then slip a ring onto the woman’s finger. I heard her yell, “Yes!” and then the man stood and pulled the woman into his arms. I could see the love they had for each other reflected in their eyes, and it was a beautiful moment. 
 
   The people surrounding them started clapping. Lindsay and I joined in. She looked up at me, grinning, her eyes shining. “Aww,” she murmured, and I kissed her temple, thinking that someday it would be us getting engaged. 
 
   One of the people in the group pulled out a bottle of champagne and some plastic cups, and they passed the bottle around. The bride-to-be was glowing, and the groom-to-be looked relieved. It was a beautiful moment that I was honored to have witnessed even though I didn’t know these people.
 
   I grabbed Lindsay’s hand and pulled her along with me. “We’ve got one more stop,” I said. 
 
   We headed back to our hotel and walked into the casino entrance. I pulled her along with me until I found what I was looking for, and she squealed when she saw my intentions: I was taking her to the top of the Eiffel Tower. 
 
   We found the elevators that would take us up, and I was pleased to find that there was no line to get to the top. From the reviews I had read, I was a little concerned that the top would be cramped and we’d have little room to explore, but it looked like we would have plenty of space. There were a few other people in the elevator with us, and I pulled Lindsay close into me as we traveled up fifty stories. Once we arrived, we had 360 degree panoramic views of the Las Vegas Strip. The twinkling lights and the people and the hotels all added up to an unbelievably impressive view. I clasped Lindsay’s hand to mine as we walked around. There weren’t too many other people up there, so it almost felt like our own private attraction. 
 
   “The fountains are going again,” she said, and we made our way to the side of the Eiffel Tower that faced the Bellagio so that we could watch another show, this time from above. The change in perspective made it fresh and exciting all over again.
 
   She wrapped herself around my waist, and I held her close in my arms, resting my cheek on top of her head while we watched the fountains, completely overcome with love for her as waves of feelings rolled through my body.
 
   She leaned back and tilted her head toward mine. I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers gently and tenderly, trying to pour everything I felt for her into our kiss.
 
   She moaned into me, and I knew it was time.
 
   “Gorgeous,” I whispered against her lips. My voice was anxious as I felt suddenly terrified to tell her. The only other woman I had ever said the words to besides my mom and my sister was Julianne, and we all know how that turned out. But I knew my heart was safe with Lindsay. I knew that she would hold onto me and protect me just as I would her.
 
   She pulled back and looked at me, lust in her eyes. 
 
   “I don’t know when or how this happened, but it did. You have become the most important person in my life in just a few short weeks, and I can’t even imagine my life without you.” I pressed a kiss to her lips. “Lindsay, I love you.”
 
   As I said it, I realized that love wasn’t even a strong enough word to articulate what I really felt for her.
 
   Her expressive eyes gazed up at me, the lust in them mingling with love. I recognized it there, and I wanted to look at it forever.
 
   “I love you, too,” she said, and those words settled every nervous, anxious feeling inside of me as I was overtaken with the depth of feelings I had for her.
 
   My mouth found hers, and it didn’t matter that there were people around us in the small space. All that mattered was that we had finally said the words to each other. 
 
   “I more than love you,” I said softly against her lips. “I need you. I crave you. I adore you.” I punctuated each sentence with a kiss.
 
   “I more than love you, too,” she breathed, kissing me again. “You captivate me so completely. I’ve never felt this strongly about anything or anybody before in my life.”
 
   “I haven’t either,” I said, leaning my forehead against hers. “And I know I never will. I’ve already told you, Lindsay. You’re it for me.”
 
   “You’re it for me, too,” she said.
 
   And in that moment, I knew with certainty that someday I would ask Lindsay to be my wife. It was new and fresh and exciting, and maybe someday the luster would wear off of our brand-new, shiny relationship, but I knew without a doubt that my feelings for her would never, ever diminish. From the moment I had met her, my feelings had somehow only grown stronger and stronger by the second. Every day, it seemed, she did something that made me love her even more. My heart was bursting with love for this woman, and I was beyond happy that I had finally been able to tell her what I really felt.
 
   As I pulled Lindsay closer into my arms, I was perfectly content. Despite everything I had been through over the past several weeks, I realized that I ended up exactly where I was supposed to be.
 
   Everything was perfect.
 
   Well, nearly everything was perfect.
 
   There was just that one troubling thought at the back of my mind: What had Jules meant by her text, and when would I find out?
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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   So much has happened over the past year that it’s hard to wrap my brain around it all. But as I stand in the bridal suite at the church, ready to walk down the aisle to my very own Prince Charming, I know that fate stepped in. Everything happens for a reason, including all of the events in my life that brought me to this day.  
 
   A year ago, I wouldn’t have seen this happening. Despite my best laid plans and my overly confident nature, I never would have guessed that this man would become my husband. Yet here we are.
 
   My mom and I are alone for the moment, my bridal attendants having gone off in search of the photographer. 
 
   I fidget. I’m anxious to walk down the aisle. I’m not nervous to spend the rest of my life with him, but I am nervous to get up in front of all of the guests who are arriving to see us declare our love to one another. 
 
   Most of all, I’m excited to see him.
 
   My mom adjusts my veil. “Don’t be nervous, sweet girl,” she says. Tears fill her eyes as she looks at her baby girl about to walk down the aisle. “He’s a wonderful man, and he’s lucky to have you.”
 
   “Mom! Stop,” I warn her as tears threaten behind my own eyes. 
 
   My matron of honor and my bridesmaids enter the room. 
 
   “Jules, you look beautiful,” my sister says. 
 
   His sister walks over to me and pulls me into a hug. “I’m so happy that you’re officially going to be my sister,” she says. 
 
   “Me, too,” I whisper, hugging her back. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I stood with my fist raised, about to knock on the door. My heart and my head were both filled with questions, and I was ready to finally have some answers.
 
   I pulled my fist back down for a moment and took a deep breath, staring at the door. Then I glanced down at the jewelry I held in my hands. The necklace he’d given me mere weeks earlier.
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d been to Dan’s San Diego apartment. Travis and I had visited before, so I knew that if Travis was home, he’d be behind the very door I was about to knock on. 
 
   I thought back to that morning, when I’d told Nick I wanted to go to San Diego to see how my best friend was dealing with the news that Nick and I had gotten engaged. 
 
   Nick wasn’t happy with me when I told him I was planning to visit Travis. In fact, he didn’t talk to me before I left. My mom had always told me never to leave the house mad, and you would think I would have learned that after my accident; in the blink of an eye, things could change, and it was scary to think that I was going on a six hour road trip without so much as a goodbye from my fiancé.
 
   He left for work Tuesday morning, and I had, too. 
 
   I had to see Travis. 
 
   I had to make sure he was okay.
 
   He had been my best friend for twenty-one years. You don’t just stop being friends after that long. 
 
   Even after what I had done.
 
   When I looked back on what happened between Travis and me, I hated what I had done.
 
   Let’s be honest. On the one hand, I wasn’t fully to blame. Travis picked a shitty moment to tell me how he really felt, and I was vulnerable and drunk and gave into something I never should have. I had acted immaturely and foolishly, but I had a connection with Nicholas Matthews that was unlike anything I’d ever felt. 
 
   He was the one for me, and once he told me the truth about why he had broken my heart, there was no possible way for me to stay away.
 
   “He still isn’t answering my calls,” I said, running a comb through my wet hair after my shower, annoyed that I was still wearing a cast from the accident I’d gotten into at Travis’s apartment just two weeks earlier. 
 
   “He just needs some time to get used to the idea,” Nick said, glancing at me in the mirror as he smeared shaving cream on his face.
 
   “What if he’s done something stupid?” 
 
   Anxiety gripped me. The last time I had seen Travis, he was heartbroken over what I had done. I called him because I knew I had to tell him about Nick and me, but I never expected for him to just shut me out for two days. 
 
   “Like what?”
 
   A million nasty scenarios had made their way through my mind in the thirty-six hours since Travis and I had spoken. I knew he wouldn’t do anything extreme, but it didn’t stop the thoughts from invading my mind anyway. 
 
   I shrugged, not wanting to put a voice to my fears. 
 
   “Julianne, he’s fine. Trust me.” His voice was strained, like he was frustrated with this entire conversation. 
 
   I wanted to trust him, but my gut told me I needed to see Travis. I watched him clear a line of shaving cream with his razor as I picked up my makeup bag. I powdered my face, and then I looked back over at Nick. He was just finishing his shaving. 
 
   “I’m thinking about going to San Diego,” I blurted, flipping through my makeup bag to locate my mascara.
 
   “Seriously?” His voice took on a definite tone of frustration as he wiped off the excess cream with a towel. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “This weekend?”
 
   I paused with my mascara halfway to my eyes and glanced over at him. “No. Today. After work.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Then how come I am?”
 
   He set his towel on the counter and stared at me for a long moment. I acted like everything was perfectly normal while I continued applying my makeup, even though it clearly wasn’t. 
 
   “Julianne, I don’t think you should go.” His voice was firm, but it wasn’t convincing enough to get me to stay.
 
   I would do anything for Nick. I loved him and I had agreed to marry him. 
 
   But I was lost without Travis in my life. That stupid old cliché about not knowing what you have until it’s gone made complete sense to me now. I hadn’t realized how important Travis was in my life until he was no longer in it, and I was desperate to get our friendship back. He had always been the first person I turned to, no matter what; and it was just weird not having him in my life to celebrate my engagement to Nick. Something was missing, and it was the piece of my heart that left with Travis when he moved to San Diego. 
 
   I hadn’t heard from Travis since Sunday night, after I’d told him that Nick and I were engaged. He wasn’t picking up my calls, and he wasn’t answering my emails. 
 
   I was frantic with worry and I didn’t know how else to get him to talk to me. He wasn’t answering his mom’s calls or his sister’s calls. Sure, they’d told me that he texted and said he was fine, but he didn’t text me. Showing up on his doorstep was a pretty bold move, but, then, I’d had several bold moves over the past several months, and I hated living without Travis in my life.
 
   I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t respond. 
 
   He continued, “You’re starting a new job next week. If you take a day to go to San Diego now, that’s going to set you back at both McMillan and BKG.”
 
   I shrugged. I had already thought of that. To me, my job wasn’t as important to me as making sure that my best friend was okay. Clearly, though, Nick thought the job took top priority.
 
   That’s how it had seemed since he’d started at BKG, anyway. 
 
   “It’s not like you’re even going to notice I’m gone,” I huffed, finally putting voice to the ridiculous internal monologue that had been plaguing my mind since Nick had started at the new company. I was, quite frankly, already tired of the long hours he was putting in. I felt like I’d hardly seen him since we’d gotten engaged. He’d been in New York for training for almost an entire week. He arrived home late Friday night, and then he spent most of the day Saturday – which happened to be Valentine’s Day – working. He stopped long enough to take me out to a nice dinner and to kiss every inch of my body, and then he spent Sunday prepping for his first official day at BKG. He’d been at work until 9:00 the night before, and I didn’t see an end to his ridiculous working hours in sight.  
 
   “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Nothing,” I muttered. 
 
   “You know that starting a new job requires extra time.”
 
   “I’ve hardly seen you since we got engaged.”
 
   He sighed in frustration. “I’m fucking doing this for us.”
 
   I was trying to see things from his perspective, but I couldn’t really understand why he felt like putting in twelve hours a day was for us.
 
   I set my makeup down on the counter and turned to Nick, who was nearly finished with his morning routine. His hair was perfect, he was freshly shaven, and he smelled clean and seductive with that sexy woodsy aftershave he used. He stood in front of me in just a pair of charcoal grey pants, and I couldn’t help but stare at his perfectly chiseled body. Just looking at him was enough to distract me from my thoughts. It was enough to take my breath away.  
 
   I straight up loved everything about the man standing in front of me. 
 
   But I wanted it all. 
 
   I wanted Nick as my lover, my prince, my husband.
 
   And I wanted Travis as my rock, my strength, my best friend.
 
   Travis had made it clear that in choosing Nick, I had made my decision.
 
   And Nick’s next words made it clear that if I chose Travis, I had made my decision: “If you go to San Diego, don’t expect me to be waiting around when you get home.”
 
   “Nick, this is just something that I have to do. I need you to understand that.”
 
   He stared at me, his eyes hard and unforgiving. “I think it’s the stupidest idea I’ve heard all month, and I’ve heard a lot of stupid shit this month.” He walked past me and out of the bathroom, refusing to meet my eyes. I followed him to his closet quietly, and I watched him pull on a white shirt and button it from the bottom up. Then he flipped through his ties a little more forcefully than normal, ultimately choosing a red and black one that he nearly ripped off of the rack. 
 
   “What’s going to happen if I go?” I asked. I knew it was stupid and I knew that it could put my relationship with Nick in jeopardy, but I was absolutely torn. Something in my heart told me that I needed to go. I’d deal with the fallout later.
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked, knotting his tie aggressively. 
 
   “With us,” I whispered.
 
   He finished tying his tie and turned to me before he answered, gazing at me with irritation. I wanted him to take me in his arms and tell me that it was all going to be okay. I wanted him to hold me and tell me that he’d come with me to San Diego. But he didn’t. “Julianne, I love you. I will always love you. I would do anything for you; you know that. I’ve proven that. I have tried to understand why you feel the need to see the man who ran away from you because you fucked him and then left him, but I’m having a real hard time coming up with any conceivable reason.”
 
   “It’s because—” 
 
   He cut me off by holding up his hand. “I know you miss his friendship. Baby, I’ve tried to be understanding about this whole Travis thing, but I can only take so much. You’re engaged to me now, and you made your decision. Deal with it and give the guy some time.”
 
   “I know you’re right, but I just have to do this.”
 
   “How’d you go from thinking about it to deciding to go in the span of the last ten minutes?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel this weight pressing down on me, and the only way I can get out from under it is to make sure he’s okay.”
 
   “At the expense of making sure we are okay?”
 
   “No. I would never put us in jeopardy.”
 
   “Then don’t go.”
 
   “That’s not an option.”
 
   “Then I guess I will see you when you get back.”
 
   With that, Nick exited the closet, bypassed breakfast in the kitchen, and headed out to his car.
 
   I hated the way we left things. I hated going on a road trip with Nick mad at me, especially thinking about my recent car accident. Life could change in the blink of an eye, as evidenced by the cast I was still wearing on my wrist, and I knew it was wrong to leave the house without a goodbye. I knew it was wrong to leave on bad terms. But it was too late to change it. 
 
   I emailed Travis at lunch, not mentioning that I was planning to visit. In my head, I convinced myself that if he responded before I left, I’d take that as a sign that I shouldn’t go. If he didn’t respond, then that was a sign that I should go.
 
   I had no response at 2:00, so I faked a doctor’s appointment and headed out to my car. I was in my last week at McMillan, and I’d pretty much closed out everything I needed to do. Now it was just a waiting game, a stupid punishment from Davidson to finish out my two weeks of work before I could officially be done and move over to BKG Marketing with Nick as my boss. I was excited for the move, even though I felt bad that I’d have to start a day later because of my impulsive trip to San Diego. 
 
   The six hour drive from Phoenix to San Diego gave me a lot of quiet thinking time, and as I stood poised to knock on Travis’s door, I suddenly wondered if I had made the wrong decision. 
 
   By “wrong decision,” I didn’t mean that I’d made the wrong decision in coming to San Diego. 
 
   By “wrong decision,” I meant whether I’d made the wrong decision in letting Travis go so easily. 
 
   I hadn’t looked at Travis in “that way” since I was in high school. Even calling it “that way” sounded high school-ish. We’d broken up mutually just before we started college, but my six hours alone in the car helped me to realize that maybe it wasn’t as mutual as I’d always thought. He’d confessed his real feelings to me only a few weeks earlier, and the more I thought about pieces of our shared history, the more I realized that he’d loved me all along; I’d just been blind to it. How different would things have turned out if I’d chosen to be with him? What if I’d never acted on my feelings for Nick? Would Travis and I be together now? 
 
   I had to believe that I was meant to be with Nick. The feelings I had for him were unlike any that I’d experienced in my life. 
 
   But what if it was an overabundance of lust that made me feel that way? What if I needed Travis and his friendship more?
 
   I had always pegged myself as a strong, independent woman. But these men in my life were making me act like a spineless, dramatic adolescent who couldn’t make a fucking decision. 
 
   I knew my answer was Nick, and not just because he was the easy answer. If anything, he was the harder answer. He meant saying goodbye to my past, a past that I adored and cherished. He meant cutting people out of my life who I’d loved since I was five years old. But he also meant a safe and secure future full of happiness and love and the most fantastic sex of my life. 
 
   I raised my hand again, and this time I knocked before I lost my nerve. My heart started racing, and suddenly I was nervous. My hands were shaking and my mouth was dry. What the hell was I doing?
 
   I looked at the necklace I held in my hand again, the one that Travis had given me that night when he’d come over and I’d broken his heart by telling him that my heart belonged to Nick. He deserved to have the necklace back. It was the least I could do. 
 
   The door opened, and there stood Travis.
 
   He looked handsome, but more than that, he looked familiar. He looked like home. He looked like the best friend who had been missing from my life for nearly the past month. 
 
   “Jules,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh, Trav,” I said, flying into his arms.  
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me in a hug. My racing heart hadn’t slowed at the feel of his arms around me, and it was strange to have these unfamiliar feelings for Travis. Tears started rolling down my cheeks as I hugged him against me. 
 
   Once again, I felt the pull of confusion in my heart. While I knew Nick was the fairy tale ending, something about being in Travis’s familiar arms was warm and comforting. 
 
   I pulled back to look at him. “I had to see you. I had to know that we’re going to be okay.”
 
   “I just emailed you,” he said, and I wondered immediately how he had responded to me. My email to him talked about second chances, and I wondered briefly what kind of second chance I was really there for. I couldn’t – wouldn’t – ever cheat on Nick, but uncertainty rattled my brain.
 
   “You did? You saw mine?”
 
   He stepped back from me, and I felt cold without his bodily contact. He nodded.
 
   “What did yours say?” I asked. 
 
   He stared at me for a moment, almost like he couldn’t believe I was standing in his family room. And then he said the words that cut right to my heart. “Jules, I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this right now.”
 
   “But I came all this way,” I said, shocked that he’d so easily brush me off. He’d always given me his full attention. Always. And I’d just driven six hours to be with him, to check on him and to make sure he was doing okay. 
 
   I suddenly felt like a fool. For so many different reasons. 
 
   I’d risked my relationship with Nick to make sure that Travis was okay, and as I looked at the man in front of me, I knew without a doubt that he was okay. He looked really, really good. He was thriving in San Diego. Without me. 
 
    “I know you did. And I don’t mean to sound like a dick, but maybe you shouldn’t have. You’ve got your thing going on in Arizona, and I’ve got mine here in California.”
 
   I gazed at him, surprised that the man in front of me was doing as well as he was. “You’re really okay?” I asked. 
 
   “Sort of. I have… um, plans for the night. I have to leave in less than an hour.”
 
   Oh.
 
   So I drove six hours to see him, and he had plans. 
 
   I couldn’t meet his eyes, so I stared down at the floor. “Oh, okay. I don’t want to keep you.” I paused, and then I looked up at him. “Here,” I said, holding the necklace out.
 
   He shook his head as his eyes met mine. “I gave that to you. It’s yours.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that. In fact, I was a little worried that if I spoke, I’d start crying.
 
   “Do you have somewhere to stay?” he asked. 
 
   I didn’t. I hadn’t thought that far ahead; we’d always had such an open relationship that I just figured I’d stay with him. I shook my head.
 
   “We’ve got a guest room,” he said.
 
   “No, I don’t want to impose,” I said halfheartedly. 
 
   “Yes, you do. You wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t expect me to offer.”
 
   “You know me well.”
 
   He smiled, but I could tell it wasn’t sincere. “BFFs for life, right?” 
 
   I smiled back, but mine was sincere. “I hope so, Trav.”
 
   “Read your email.” He gestured over to the couch. “Make yourself at home. I’m sorry I can’t stay to talk. I have to go change.”
 
   He walked down the hall and I took a seat on his couch. I took out my phone, and the first thing I did was text Nick. I’d been texting him periodically throughout the day, but I hadn’t heard a word from him since he’d left the house earlier that morning. 
 
   I’m safe in San Diego. I’m sorry, Nick. I love you. 
 
   Then I pulled open my email and located the one from Travis. It had just been sent a few minutes earlier. 
 
    
 
   Julianne,
 
   Thank you for the heartfelt apology. I don’t doubt your sincerity. What you did killed a part of me, but you should know that I’m doing okay. I’m not angry anymore. Your friendship has meant everything to me for the better part of twenty years, and while I might need some more time to get over what you did, I know that I can’t cut you out of my life completely. 
 
   You should also know that this change of heart has come at the suggestion of someone I met. It’s a long story, but she made me see that I couldn’t move on with her until I fixed things with you. That’s what prompted my call the other day, and your news shocked me. I didn’t react well, and I apologize for going into hiding for a couple of days. Someday I hope I can be happy for you. It’s a strange realization that you and I aren’t going to end up together, but I’ve figured out that there’s actually someone else I’m meant to end up with. 
 
   I wish you the best, and I’ll be in touch when I’m ready.
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   As I finished reading the email, I realized exactly how right Nick had been. Travis just needed time, and I ignored Nick and followed my instinct, which clearly had been wrong. 
 
   He’d met someone.
 
   Someone who he’d bonded with enough to tell the story of us. 
 
   Travis didn’t need me in his life anymore. 
 
   I felt my heart splinter in two. On the one hand, my heart was so full with Nick there. But on the other hand, my heart was breaking because the one person I’d spent so much of my life depending on no longer depended on me. 
 
   I was a fool, and I knew it. But the hardest part of it all was going to be admitting that I’d messed everything up. I wasn’t sure if Nick was even talking to me or where I stood with him. 
 
    “Jules!” I heard Travis’s voice, and it pulled me out of my jumbled thoughts. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I need your help with something.” 
 
   I made my way down the hall toward his voice, and I found Travis in his closet. It was reminiscent of that morning when I’d watched Nick looking through his clothes. I just watched him for a moment with curiosity.
 
   “What can I do?” I finally asked. 
 
   Our eyes met, and I found that something had changed in his. He was looking at me like I was his little sister. I saw none of the heat and passion and lust that I’d grown accustomed to seeing there but hadn’t recognized for what it was. “I need a suit,” he said. “Nice shirt and tie combo. Shoes, the whole deal.”
 
   “I’m on it,” I said, looking through his clothes. It’s funny how easy it was to slip back into the role of best friend. I couldn’t think of a time in our shared history when I hadn’t picked out his clothes for him for all of his major life events. Even if I hadn’t been there to physically help him, I’d talked him through more than one outfit over the phone. “Can I ask what this is for?”
 
   “Did you read your email?”
 
   I felt my face heating. “Yes.” I didn’t look up from his clothes because I didn’t want him to know how embarrassed I was that I’d made this journey to San Diego when I clearly shouldn’t have.
 
   “It’s the girl that I referenced in my email. I sort of… fucked things up royally, and I’ve been spending my entire day trying to make it right. I’m ending the day with a pretty bold move.”
 
   “What’s the bold move?” I asked, pulling a white button down shirt off of the hanger and handing it to him. I flipped through his ties, pausing for a moment on a red one that reminded me of the one Nick had chosen that morning. 
 
   God, I was an idiot.
 
    “I’m sending a limo to her place to pick her up and bring her to me. I’ll be waiting at a classy wine bar.” 
 
   I glanced up at him, and I was surprised to find that he looked anxious. “Sounds nice, Trav.”
 
   “I was hoping for better than ‘nice,’” he said wryly.
 
   It felt strange listening to his bold move for another woman after all we’d been through recently. He told me that he loved me just a few weeks earlier, and now he was going after some other girl while all I felt was confused. “Sounds romantic. I don’t know what you want me to say. This is weird.”
 
   “What’s weird?” he asked, and then he pulled his t-shirt over his head to change into the white button down shirt I’d handed him. I stole a glance at his body, and I was briefly transported to the night he’d made love to me, the night when I’d been heartbroken over Nick and couldn’t focus on the amazing man in front of me. I felt a stab of regret in my gut for the way I’d treated him. He really was just an all around good guy. And his toned and athletic body wasn’t hard to look at. 
 
   I felt a little breathless as I answered his question. “Giving you advice about another woman.”
 
   “It never was weird before.” 
 
   “Before?” I asked, handing him a blue tie. 
 
   He took the tie and gazed at it for a second, and then he spoke without looking up. “Before I told you how I felt.” He placed the tie on his dresser as I froze at his words. 
 
   “Can we get back there?” I asked hopefully. I needed Travis in my life any way I could get him.
 
   “I’d like to reiterate my email,” he said.
 
   “The part about you getting in touch with me when you are ready?” I asked.
 
   “No, Jules,” he said. “The part about me moving on. The part about me having found the woman I’m meant to be with. And I need to go salvage that. I’m sorry I can’t stay and talk to you about us, but if you’re the friend that I need, you’ll understand.”
 
   I nodded. It hurt, but it was a pain I deserved. “I understand, Trav. Go get her.”
 
   He pulled me into a quick hug, and then I headed back to the couch to let him get ready for his big night.
 
   On his way out the door, he pointed out the guest room to me, and then he left. I flipped through the television channels for a short time. I couldn’t focus on television, though. My life was falling apart around me, and I wanted to just zone out for the night, but my mind wouldn’t let me do that – especially not in the place where I could smell Travis everywhere I went. 
 
   I wandered around the apartment and into the kitchen, glancing around at the familiar items that I knew belonged to Travis. I pulled a cup out of the cabinet and fixed myself a glass of ice water, and then I went down to my car and grabbed my overnight bag. I went back into Trav’s apartment and found the room that would be mine for the night. I wanted things to work out for Travis. I owed him that much after the hell I’d put him through, and I didn’t know how long he’d be out. So once I got my bag, I decided to just settle into the guest room for the night.
 
   Exhaustion hit me pretty quickly, so I washed up for bed and then crawled under the covers, wishing that I knew what the hell I was doing in San Diego and hoping that I’d be able to salvage what I’d done to my relationship with my fiancé. 
 
   I checked my texts and was disappointed to find that Nick was still ignoring me. I sent him one more text, hoping for the best. 
 
   I love you. You were right; I shouldn’t have come. I’ll be back tomorrow night and I am praying that you will forgive me for being so stupid. 
 
   I waited a few minutes, hopeful for a reply. I’d admitted my stupidity, so now the ball was in his court. He could choose to forgive me and we could move forward, or… 
 
   I couldn’t let myself think of the “or.” I stood to lose far too much with that “or,” and I wasn’t going to allow that to happen.
 
   I woke up from a fitful sleep a little over an hour later. I glanced at my phone, disappointed to see that there still wasn’t a reply from Nick, and then I heard the noise again that had woken me. I sat up in bed, trying to identify the noise, and then it clicked in my head. I couldn’t make out the exact sounds, but the thumping noise and the intermittent moaning spoke volumes.
 
   Someone was most definitely having sex in the apartment, and from the sound of it, it was coming from the room where I’d helped Travis pick out his outfit earlier that evening. 
 
   Travis had clearly fixed his issues with this new woman, and while I wanted to feel happy for him, sadness and jealousy engulfed me as I listened to him have sex through the wall. 
 
   I didn’t want to feel sad. I didn’t want to feel jealous of a girl I still hadn’t met. I wanted to just be happy with Nick. I wanted everything to be the way it was before Nick had broken it off with me and I’d made the biggest mistake of my life by using my best friend for comfort. Everything had been so easy back then; Nick and I were blissfully happy even though we’d had to keep our relationship a secret, and Travis was still my friend who was nothing more than my friend. I was ignorant to his real feelings for me, and that old saying about ignorance being bliss fully applied. 
 
   And now I had all of these conflicting feelings cluttering my mind when I knew what my answer should be. I had to listen to Travis getting lucky through a wall when the dark, disturbing thought that it should have been me entered my mind.
 
   I sat in the darkness of the guest room feeling waves of guilt pour through me. 
 
   In that moment, a part of me felt like I was cheating on Nick. It was so, so wrong to even allow the thought into my mind when I was engaged to marry another man that maybe I should have given Travis a chance.  
 
   But there it was.
 
   I lay in the dark, staring up at the ceiling as if some answer would be written there when I didn’t even know what my question was.
 
   The next morning, I ran into Dan in the kitchen while I poured myself a cup of coffee. I hadn’t slept at all after I’d heard Travis and his new girl, and I was exhausted and emotional. I heard the two of them leave about an hour after I had first woken up, but just because they were gone didn’t mean I was able to sleep. 
 
   I tried calling Nick again sometime after I heard them leave, but he didn’t answer. 
 
   I needed to talk to him. I needed to hear his voice, because I knew that his voice would be enough to confirm that he was the right choice. But not hearing from him, being by myself while I listened to Travis with another woman, it was all too much for me to handle. I spent most of the night crying, knowing I deserved every bit of misery that I felt.
 
   If I wasn’t me and if I was an outsider looking in, I would have easily been able to say that I belonged with Nick. We were perfect together, and I knew that I was creating the drama we were facing, but I didn’t know how to make my sudden feelings for Travis just go away – even though he was able to make his supposed lifelong feelings of love for me just disappear with the snap of his fingers.
 
   I’d been scared that karma was going to come bite me in the ass after the way I’d treated Travis, and here it was. I thought karma would take Nick away from me, though. I never thought that karma would force me to be the one to fuck everything up so badly. 
 
   “Julianne,” Dan said in surprise when he saw me pouring a cup of coffee. He headed toward me and gave me an awkward hug.
 
   “Hey, Danny,” I smiled. 
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked, pulling a cup down from the cabinet. I knew he really wanted to ask what the hell I was doing standing in his kitchen. 
 
   “Trav wasn’t answering my calls, so I decided just to come visit.”
 
   Dan nodded like it made perfect sense, but hearing it out of my mouth confirmed what a stupid idea it had been in the first place. He focused on pouring cream into his cup and then coffee on top of his cream.  
 
   “I’m going to head out later this afternoon,” I said. “I was hoping to get the chance to talk to Travis when he gets home from work.”
 
   “He usually gets off around five,” Dan said, raising his cup to his lips and taking a sip. 
 
   “Thanks. Do you mind if I hang around here?” I asked.
 
   “Of course not. Make yourself at home. In fact…” he trailed off and opened a drawer. After fumbling through the drawer for a minute, he handed me a key. “If you need to go anywhere, now you can get back in.” He smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but notice how attractive he was, too. I was surrounded by sexy men, but I definitely had my hands full at the moment.
 
   “Thanks, Dan. I appreciate it.”
 
   He headed off to take a shower and get ready for work, and I sat at the kitchen table and pulled my phone out again. Still no new texts and no new calls. I checked my email, hoping that maybe Nick had wanted to say more to me than he could in a text; but, of course, nothing. 
 
   I texted him again. Please don’t shut me out. I can’t stand not hearing from you.
 
   I waited for him to reply, but nothing came through. 
 
   Dan left for work and I wandered around the apartment alone for awhile. I found myself standing in the doorway to Travis’s bedroom. The sheets were a tangled mess, and while I didn’t know what his new woman looked like, I couldn’t help but picture him and her doing whatever it was they were doing the night before. I took a deep, shuddering breath, and all that did was bring Travis’s scent closer to me. I closed my eyes and tried to picture Nick’s face, but all I could see was Travis. I knew I needed to get out of his space, but I couldn’t. Something drew me there. It was creepy and strange, but I couldn’t help myself. 
 
   I walked into the room, my legs moving on their own. 
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I can’t think of a single time in my life when I’d been more pissed at a woman. Julianne’s little San Diego stunt was ludicrous. I could come up with not one conceivable reason why it would be acceptable for her to go, yet she did.
 
   I stayed at work late, getting all of her texts but replying to none, and as I sat in traffic on my way to work the morning after she left, another one came through, this one asking me not to shut her out. 
 
   She was the one shutting me out.
 
   I listened to the fucking Matchbox Twenty CD she’d left in my car. It was the band’s first CD, and I liked it, but every song reminded me of her in some way. I knew I should just turn it off, but I was drawn to the familiar songs. It was the fifth track, “Girl Like That,” that I kept replaying over and over, the lyrics in the refrain settling in my brain: “You got to think with a girl like that any love at all is better than nothing.”
 
   I couldn’t get that simple line out of my head, because it totally applied to what was happening in my life. I didn’t have Julianne’s full heart; I’d known that since Travis had approached me to let me know that he’d had the pleasure of fucking my fiancée while we’d been apart. But it was my own stupidity that led to that night between the two of them, so I had to deal with the consequences of my actions. Any love from Julianne was better than nothing, but a man could only take so much before he snapped. 
 
   And I was just about at my breaking point. 
 
   I was perhaps more stressed than I’d ever been in my life. Moving jobs meant a promotion and a lot more money, but it also came with a lot more responsibility. As Peter Parker’s grandfather said, “With great power comes great responsibility.” Yeah, I just quoted Spiderman. Actually, that quote originated far before Spiderman, but I digress.
 
   My new job meant a position of authority at BKG, which I loved. I thrived on being a leader, but the new position also meant longer hours and a shit ton more work. Apparently that was already affecting my relationship with the woman I planned to marry. I knew I’d been busy, but I hadn’t realized how alone Julianne felt. But, then again, I wasn’t a fucking mind-reader, and I expected my fiancée to communicate with me, not to run off to San Diego to mend a relationship with a man who had essentially run away from his problems. Blaming her decision to go on my work habits was a low blow considering she hadn’t even bothered telling me in the first place that she resented how much I’d been working. 
 
   The bigger problem was that I was just starting this new position. It was going to get worse before it was going to get better, but I wasn’t going to communicate that with her over a text message. I missed her the second I walked out the door that morning, but she needed to know what sort of jeopardy she was placing our relationship in before she left. Apparently she hadn’t cared, though, because she went anyway. 
 
   The track on the CD switched to number six, “Back to Good.” It was a great song, but the sentiment ate away at me. How could Julianne and I get back to good? How could I get us back on track? 
 
   I had to do something, and it had to be big. I had to make Julianne see that the only man who should be in her heart was me. I’d pined away for her for a year before I’d done anything about it, and then I’d almost lost her. I knew what it was like to lose her, and I wasn’t ever going to put myself through that hell again. I’d wait for her, because I knew that there was no other woman I’d ever love like I loved her. I knew I’d forgive her the moment I saw her again, and that damn line from song number five ran through my head again. Having only a part of Julianne was better than nothing, so I’d take what I could get.
 
   I decided to call her. Maybe it was stupid, and maybe I should have just waited until she was back home, but I needed to hear her voice. I missed her.
 
   I dialed her number while I sat at a stoplight and then I clicked the call button. 
 
   It rang six times and went to voicemail. 
 
   You have got to be fucking kidding me.
 
   Just when I thought I turned a corner, I ran into another goddamn wall. 
 
   I couldn’t take it anymore.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I recognized all of Travis’s furniture, but it was all in a new place. It was strange seeing it in San Diego. I guess a part of me figured he’d never move away. Maybe it was because I always imagined he’d live close to me because of our friendship and because of the ties between our families. Little did I know that he’d move at the first sign of trouble. 
 
   I gazed at the top of his dresser, where I found a new framed picture. I stared at the couple in the picture. Travis looked familiar and handsome and happy, and the girl he was with was absolutely beautiful. I didn’t know her, and I knew everyone in Travis’s life. 
 
   Well, I used to. This had to be the new girl. 
 
   She looked just as happy as he did, and as I studied the photo, I saw something in Travis’s eyes that I’d never seen before. I couldn’t place my finger on what, exactly, but the more I stared at the photo, the more I knew that he was in love with her.
 
   He had told me that he loved me, that it had always been me. His words replayed in my mind: “You are all I ever think about. I can’t eat without thinking about you, I can’t sleep without dreaming of you in my arms. I love you more than anything.” 
 
   But when I looked at him in that picture, I was certain that it wasn’t me anymore for him, and from the looks of it, it probably would never be me again. 
 
   I sank to the floor with the picture still in my hands, staring at it and what I’d thrown away so easily without a second thought.
 
   When Travis came home, I was sitting on the couch with a book. My bag was packed and waiting by the door. I wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted to say to him, but I had come all this way and I wasn’t going to leave without sitting down to a proper conversation. I had to make sure that he was okay, that we were okay, before I headed back home. And then I had to get things back on track with Nick. 
 
   I’d spent the majority of my day thinking about Travis and Nick. I didn’t think it was possible to love two different men so completely, but I did. My love for each man was complex and very, very different. My love for Travis focused on friendship and history, strength and familiarity. For all intents and purposes, my love for Nick was new, but it represented my future. It was love and lust and forever. 
 
   And that was my answer.
 
   I needed Travis in my life, but it couldn’t be at the expense of Nick. I would find a balance; I would find a way to have both men in my life, but my new challenge was going to be how to get Nick to understand that Travis wasn’t competition for him. My ultimate ideal dream would be for Nick and Travis to get along and to form a friendship of their own. 
 
   But I knew that dream would only ever be a dream. 
 
   After Travis had revealed our tryst to Nick, I knew that Nick would never feel comfortable with Travis and me having a friendship. But I had to find a way to help him get past that and to know that he was the one for me.
 
   “Uh, hey, Jules,” Travis said when he spotted me on the couch. I stood and walked toward him while he set his stuff down on the kitchen counter.
 
   “How long you staying?” he asked. 
 
   I was hurt by his blunt tone, but I wasn’t going to let that distract me from the conversation we needed to have. “I was actually just waiting for you to get home so I could say goodbye. I’m going to head out, Trav.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for visiting,” he said. He seemed relieved that I was leaving. 
 
   “Can we talk for a minute before I go?
 
   “About what?” he asked. 
 
   “Do you want to sit?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m fine standing.”
 
   “Are we okay, Trav?” I blurted.
 
   “Seriously, Julianne?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can’t be that dense. No, we are not okay. Someday, maybe. But you used me and dropped me in the same breath. That’s going to take me awhile to get over.”
 
   I didn’t understand him. He said he was over me and that he’d moved on, so I didn’t understand why we couldn’t get our friendship back. “But you have moved on.”
 
   “Yeah, I have. And I’m over you.”
 
   Again, his tone was what hurt the most. I didn’t respond, but I felt like he punched me in the gut with those words. 
 
   “I’m sorry if it hurts to hear that, but I’m over whatever feelings I had for you. You can’t have it both ways, Jules. You chose Nick, and I’m done waiting in the wings for you.”
 
   I felt hot tears prick behind my eyes. He was right, and I knew that. I chose Nick, and that hadn’t changed. But Nick was pissed at me; I hadn’t spoken to him since I’d left our house the morning before. I saw a missed call from him earlier that day, so at least he’d attempted to make contact. I hadn’t heard my phone ringing because it had been in the guest room on vibrate when I’d been in Travis’s bedroom staring at the picture of him and Lindsay as I acted like the world’s biggest stalker. I’d tried calling him back, but he didn’t pick up. 
 
   I couldn’t talk. I knew responding to him would only make me cry because it hurt to know that someone who had supposedly loved me for a lifetime was suddenly “over me.” It hurt to know that Nick was pissed at me. Everything just plain hurt. 
 
   I rubbed at the ache in my chest. 
 
   “Jules, I’ve found someone who makes me happy.” His voice was soft. 
 
   “Does she treat you right?” I asked, my voice wavering on the verge of tears. 
 
   He nodded. “She’s just… She’s gorgeous. She’s spectacular. She’s everything I didn’t even know I was looking for and everything I never knew I needed.”
 
   “Good, Trav. You deserve the best.”
 
   “Thanks.” He leaned toward me and brushed away another tear that had escaped. “You do, too, Jules. I hope Nick is that for you.”
 
   He was that for me, but he was currently very angry at me, and I was already at a loss as to how to get our relationship back on track. 
 
   “Why are you crying?”
 
   Why was I crying? “Nick is… God, he’s everything you just described. He’s everything to me. But right now, he’s not very happy with me.”
 
   “Fix it, then. You gave up a lot to be with him. He better be worth it.”
 
   I stared at the floor as I tried to form my thoughts. “He didn’t…” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it. I glanced up at Travis. “He’s not too happy with me that I came out here to see you.”
 
   “But you came anyway.”
 
   I nodded. “But I came anyway.”
 
   “Why is he mad?”
 
   “Because of what I kept from him about what happened with you after he broke up with me. And because now I have to postpone starting my new job another day.”
 
   “How bad is it?” 
 
   I shrugged, wiping away another tear.
 
   “That bad?” he asked.
 
   I nodded and pulled in a shuddering breath. God, I had acted so fucking stupid, and now I had to go home and face the music. I had to own up to what I did and beg for Nick’s forgiveness. “Yeah. Bad. But not so bad we can’t overcome it.” I wasn’t sure if I believed my own words, but I had to say them. I had to at least put on a show in front of Travis. I had to allow him his own slice of happiness, and I’d figure the rest out on my six hour drive home. The thought that I was letting him go pressed heavily upon me, and I felt my tears coming harder. I had a hard road ahead of me, but Nick was the reward at the end, and I’d do whatever it would take to get us back on track. 
 
   Travis pulled me into him, and I felt my heart jolt a little at his proximity. “Babydoll,” he whispered, comforting me. “It’ll be okay. You two will work it out.”
 
   I heard the door open. Travis whipped around, face to face with Dan and Trav’s new girl, who I recognized from the picture. I saw her glance at me and back at Travis, and she didn’t look happy. She turned and bolted.
 
   “Shit,” Travis said, moving to go after her.
 
   I didn’t want to stop him from talking to her, but I needed to go. It was already after five, and I had a long ride ahead of me. “Trav,” I sniffled, “I have to go.”
 
   “Then fucking go, Jules,” he said, his voice rough and unfamiliar to my ears, and then he ran out the door. 
 
   I stood rooted to the spot for a moment. Dan looked at my tear-stained face and then back at the open doorway Travis had just walked through. He glanced back to me. “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
   I shook my head, unable to speak once again. Poor Dan looked so awkwardly uncomfortable. Clearly he had no idea if he should give me a hug and comfort me or if he should run out the door.
 
   “Can I get you anything?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head again. “Thanks, Dan,” I said. I took a shuddering breath and then went to the kitchen to get a glass of water while Dan headed to his room to set down his briefcase. 
 
   I finished my water and put the glass in the dishwasher, and then Dan joined me in the kitchen. 
 
   “I guess I should get going,” I said, feeling like shit since I didn’t get to finish my chat with Travis. Clearly he was occupied with other tasks, so I figured I should just go. Like he’d said in his email, he’d get in touch with me when he was ready. 
 
   I headed to the door and grabbed my overnight bag, and then the door opened. Travis was holding his new woman in his arms, and her arms were wrapped around him. My eyebrows shot up, I’m sure, as I took in the scene before me. Clearly she was staking her claim, and Travis was letting her. Both of them wanted me to know that she was the woman in his life now. 
 
   Travis said, “Julianne, this is Lindsay. Lindsay, meet Julianne.” 
 
   Lindsay stuck a hand out for me to shake. “Nice to meet you,” she said. I shook her hand.
 
   “You, too. Bye, Trav. I’m heading out.”
 
   “Bye,” he said. “Safe travels.” 
 
   And that was it. They went back toward Travis’s bedroom, presumably to make up, and I smiled awkwardly at Dan. He took my bag, walked me to my car, gave me a quick hug, and I was on my way. 
 
   I tried calling Nick, but he didn’t answer. I left a voicemail. “Hey, Nick. I’m heading home and I just wanted you to know that I’ll be on the road for the next few hours. I love you and I can’t wait to see you.”
 
   I turned the radio nearly on full blast to try to distract myself from my own thoughts, and I drove on toward home. 
 
   The first hour passed quickly, but when I was on the long stretch of highway between California and Arizona, the music stopped distracting me and I was left with a headache on top of my heartache. I truly was happy for Travis that he had found someone who made him happy, because I had, too. Assuming I hadn’t completely ruined my relationship with Nick, that is. 
 
   I knew I had a lot of growing up to do. I’d acted impulsively and immaturely, but I was ready to step up and act like an adult should act. My first order of business would be to get Nick to talk to me again, and as I thought about how to do that, the errant thought that Travis could give me advice entered my head.
 
   It was so ingrained in my mind to lean on him when I needed support that he was still the first person I thought to turn to when I had a crisis. 
 
   All that thought served to do was remind me how royally I had screwed everything up. 
 
   I wanted to talk to Travis; I’d driven all that way, and I hadn’t had the chance to say what I needed to say. I saw a sign for a rest stop a few miles ahead, so I pulled off and sat in the parking lot, staring at my phone for a minute. 
 
   And then I opened my email and started typing.
 
    
 
   Travis,
 
   I’m at a rest stop writing this on my phone. You seemed really happy when I left, and I couldn’t be happier for you. At the same time, I can’t stop thinking about how miserable I am without you in my life. Something you said really hit home for me. You said that you are over me and that I can’t have it both ways. It hurts to know that you moved on so quickly, even though you’re right. I can’t have it both ways. I can’t have both you and Nick. I love Nick. He’s my Prince Charming and he’s everything to me. But you have been the person I could lean on for as long as I can remember, and not having that in my life is leaving me confused and lonely and scared. I don’t know what to do, and it’s killing me inside. I’m not asking for a second chance, because I know you’re with somebody else now. But I am asking you to just talk to me. You’re the one who always helps me get my shit together, and I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I love you and I didn’t know how much until you left me behind.
 
   Julianne
 
    
 
   I stared at it, rereading it several times to make sure I had the exact right tone. I wanted to express my friendship without making it sound like I was pining away for him. I wasn’t pining away for him, not in the sense that I thought I might have been for a minute. I was pining away for our friendship. I needed to recover that so that I could feel whole again. 
 
   I clicked the send button, and then I put my car in drive and continued, feeling better that I’d finally expressed the things I had wanted to say in person. 
 
   Travis would always hold a special place in my heart and in my life, no matter what; but Nick was the man I had chosen to spend forever with. He was the man I was going to spend the rest of my life loving, creating a home with, raising a family with. I wanted Travis by my side through all of that, too, but he would only ever hold the role of a friend. He would be an uncle to my kids, a friend to my husband, a rock for me; but he would never play the role of my soul mate. Nicholas Matthews was the only man who had been born to play that role.
 
   When I turned onto the street where the house I now shared with Nick was located, my heart started beating fast in my chest. I knew that I had a challenge in front of me, but I wasn’t sure how bad it was going to be. 
 
   I was kind of a mess.
 
   I spent the majority of my car trip crying, trying to figure out what the hell was making me so damn sad. I was happy that Travis had found someone. Lindsay seemed like a good fit for him in the five seconds I’d spent with her. Travis lit up in a new way. He had an air about him that I had never seen in all of the years I had known him, and a tiny part of me had a hard time admitting to even myself that I was jealous. I had been the center of Travis’s world for as long as I could remember, and I wasn’t sure how not to be. I had to let him go. I had to let him be happy. But it was hard when I depended on his friendship and his love. And I hadn’t realized how much I depended on him until he wasn’t in my life anymore.
 
   Nick and Travis fulfilled two very different roles in my life. I needed them both. I needed Nick to fill the space in my heart that had been empty up until I had met him. And I needed Travis to fill the space in my heart reserved for the person who had gone through so many of life’s most difficult challenges with me. 
 
   And I should have been fine with both of them in my life. Nick should have filled his reserved place while Travis filled his. The two should easily have been able to coexist in my heart.
 
   But, unfortunately, they couldn’t, and nothing made that clearer than my conversation with Nick when I walked in the door.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
    
 
   Nick sat on the couch with his iPad in his hands, the television on low volume. It was about 11:30 at night, and he was still working. He barely glanced up at me when I walked in.
 
   “Hi,” I said tentatively, my voice quiet.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   Nick sighed. He didn’t stop what he was doing right away, and I was a little offended by that. I silently berated myself for feeling that way after I was the one who had left.
 
   He finished what he was doing and closed his iPad case. “What would you like to talk about?”
 
   “Can I have a hug?” I asked. I sounded desperate, and I hated myself in that moment. I used to be such a strong woman, but clearly the men in my life combined with the decisions I’d made had created this new, weaker version of myself. 
 
   He stood up and walked toward me, and as I gazed at him, I knew in my heart that he was the one for me. There was just something about our connection that I knew I would never have with another man. 
 
   He wrapped his arms around me, and I breathed him in, my nose buried against his neck. He smelled like the man I loved, that woodsy sandalwood of his cologne immediately reminding me of what it felt like to have him hovering over me naked. 
 
   “I’m so, so sorry. I was a stupid fool to go,” I whispered.
 
   “You need to make a decision,” he said. His voice was hard and cold. 
 
   I tried to pull back, to look him in his beautiful hazel eyes while he spoke to me, but he tightened his grip on me. It scared me that he didn’t want me to see what was in his eyes as he spoke. 
 
   “Choose, Julianne, but choose carefully. I know you love him, and I know how he feels about you. But you need to decide if you want his friendship or the life that I am offering you.”
 
   “What are you asking me to do?” I asked.
 
   “I’m asking you to decide if you want me in your life or if you want Travis in your life. You can’t have both.” His voice was flat and detached.
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
   So after all we’d been through, the secrets, the break-ups, the makeups, the discoveries… we were back to square one. We were back to that limbo zone where one of us had to make a decision that would affect the rest of both of our lives.
 
   There was only one right answer, and I knew what it was.
 
   I had, after all, slept with Travis during the short time Nick and I had been broken up, and worse, I had kept that information from Nick after we’d gotten back together.  
 
   In that moment, a million questions attacked my mind. Could I live without Travis’s friendship? Could I live without Nick in my life? Which would be the lesser of two evils?
 
   I wanted to live my life with both of them in it, but Nick’s ultimatum didn’t give me much of a choice.
 
   I pulled out of his embrace, and this time he let me. 
 
   Silently, I turned and walked out of the room, gathered my bag, and headed up the stairs.
 
   I was an emotional wreck. I was devastated by Nick’s words. I knew it was coming, but somehow in the moment I felt completely unprepared. 
 
   I was so devastated, in fact, that I was beyond tears. I sat in a heap on the floor of the closet where I’d deposited my overnight bag. 
 
   While I truly didn’t know how to move on without Travis in my life, I knew that I couldn’t possibly live without Nick in my life. I couldn’t breathe without him. I needed him and I needed his love. And while I hated him for forcing me to choose, I knew it was only fair to make the choice and start proving to Nick that he was the only man for me.
 
   I crawled into bed and tried to go to sleep. It was well after midnight, and I had to get up bright and early for work the next morning. But trying to sleep was futile. 
 
   I heard Nick come in and head to the bathroom to get ready for bed. Then I felt the bed dip as he got under the covers. I waited to feel his loving arms around me, for him to kiss my neck like he did every night and to hold me all night long.
 
   But I never felt any of that.
 
   He faced away from me and I heard his breathing even out a few minutes later. He was asleep. We were barely speaking to each other, but at least we were in the same bed. I stared up at the ceiling as I listened to Nick sleep, wondering how I could ever cut Travis out of my life, yet knowing that I had to do it anyway.
 
   And then the email from Travis came. 
 
   It was the day after I had returned from San Diego. I only had three days left with McMillan, and I was wrapping up my work for the day when I logged into my personal email to get a file I had emailed to myself a few days earlier. I saw that there was a new email from Travis. I scanned it through once, and then I paused and took my time rereading it to make sure I hadn’t misinterpreted the words I was reading.
 
    
 
   Dear Julianne,
 
   Maybe you should just come back. Maybe I made a mistake letting you go, and maybe I made a mistake coming to San Diego. You’ll always be in my heart. I love you and I will help you get your shit together, but it has to be with me. Leave Nick. We can make a life together in San Diego. Come back to me. Choose me and our history. Choose our friendship, if nothing else. I will never leave you behind again.
 
   Love,
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   What?
 
   Just… What? 
 
   I was at a complete loss. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   I read it one more time. 
 
   What happened to Lindsay?
 
   He wanted me to “choose our friendship”?
 
   Both men were asking me to choose, but both men were asking for very different reasons.
 
   At home, I had Nick telling me to make a choice. He didn’t try to sway me one way or the other; he just told me I had to decide. He gave me an ultimatum instead of supporting my needs.
 
   And then I had Travis telling me I had to make a choice. He was definitely trying to sway me. He wanted to be with me. He wanted to show me how much he loved me. 
 
   I never once considered making a life with Travis in San Diego; but the line “Choose our friendship, if nothing else,” tore directly at my heart. How could I leave him behind when he had been such an important friend to me? 
 
   I truly didn’t know how to decide between the two of them. How did I choose between my past and my present, and how would it all affect my future?
 
   I’d made my decision the night before, and when I made the decision to cut Travis out, I’d done it because I was so in love with Nick that I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
 
   But as I read Travis’s email, I felt pulled back to him and our history together. I didn’t love him in the all-consuming, blazing way that I loved Nick, and I knew I never would; but surely a love like that would fade over time as the lust gave way to real life. Wouldn’t it?
 
   I read Travis’s email one more time, and my emotions drove me to send him a text. While I knew my answer in my heart, my mind was pulling me in two different directions. And I wanted to start making decisions based on logic rather than emotion. 
 
   I didn’t want to be with Travis in the same way he wanted me, but after Nick’s ultimatum, I had to wonder if our relationship was all that stable. If he was asking me to make this decision without his support, what would our future look like? And as I sat there pondering what to do, I thought about how Travis was the one person I’d always turned to. I was so confused; I had already made my decision, but Travis’s email changed everything for me. If I had the chance to communicate with him, to talk it out, maybe he could help me figure out who to choose. I knew Nick would resent me turning to Travis, but I had to know where Travis really stood. And then I had to make my final decision between my past and my future.
 
   I texted Travis. We need to talk. Your email… I just don’t even know where we go from here. I don’t know how to choose between you and Nick.
 
   I waited for a response, but one never came. I reviewed my calendar for what I’d need to work on the next day, and as I looked at the dates on the calendar in front of me, a feeling of unease settled over me. 
 
   That couldn’t be right.
 
   I looked at the calendar again, trying to figure it out. 
 
   When had I had my last period?
 
   I had an app on my phone that told me the projected start date, so I pulled my phone out with nervous fingers.
 
   I clicked the app, and when it loaded, it informed me that my period was five days late.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Fucking shit.
 
   I was on a regular schedule. So how the fuck did this happen? How was it possible that I hadn’t noticed how late I was?
 
   And then the worst possible thought hit me. I had slept with two different men in the past month with no protection other than the pill. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   I tried to convince myself that it was just stress. I’d been in a car accident, I’d lost my best friend, I’d gotten engaged. These were all major life events. Surely it was just the stress.
 
   But as I thought about my accident, I realized that I had, in fact, missed a pill or two.
 
   But surely that couldn’t mean I was pregnant. Could it?
 
   At least if I missed the pill after my accident, it had to be Nick’s. I’d slept with Travis well before my accident. 
 
   What if I was pregnant? 
 
   And what if it wasn’t Nick’s? 
 
   Lucy walked by my cubicle as I stared at my phone. “You’re looking pretty hard at that thing,” she teased.
 
   I glanced up at her. I couldn’t imagine the expression on my face.
 
   “Oh my God, Jules, what’s wrong?”
 
   My eyes widened, and I couldn’t speak. I slid the phone toward her so she could see what I was studying. She glanced at my phone, and it took her a moment to realize what she was looking at.
 
   “Oh, fuck,” she whispered. 
 
   My sentiments exactly. 
 
   “It’s probably just stress,” she said. I didn’t answer. I leaned my arms on my desk and lowered my head down into them. Lucy patted my back. 
 
   “Wait here. I’ll be right back,” she said.
 
   As if I could move from the spot I was suddenly rooted to. How the fuck was I going to break this little nugget to Nick? He was already furious with me; imagine me telling him that I was pregnant with a child that may or may not be his. He was going to love that one. 
 
   I kept my head cradled in my arms, and I was certain that I was pregnant. It definitely would explain the emotional roller coaster I found myself on over the past few days. 
 
   How did I go from the girl who had an innocent crush on her boss and made excuses to walk by his office to the girl who was unsure of who the father of her unborn child was?
 
   Lucy returned a short while later, and she had a bag in her hands. “Come with me,” she said, taking my hand in hers. 
 
   She pulled me from my chair and I walked behind her, my motions automatic and mechanical, and she led me to the bathroom.
 
   She fumbled around inside the plastic bag, and then she handed me a stick. “Pee on it,” she said.
 
   A pregnancy test.
 
   I was not ready for this. I’d had less than an hour to even get used to the possibility. I looked at her with wide eyes, scared completely shitless.
 
   “Do it,” she said, her voice more forceful. 
 
   “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
   I went into the stall and did what I was supposed to, and then I came out with my stick. Lucy pointed to the counter where she’d laid a paper towel. 
 
   “Five minutes,” Lucy said. She set a timer on her phone. “Put it there, face down, so you’re not tempted to look.”
 
   I did as instructed, thinking about what a good friend she was. There was no way I would have been able to handle this on my own.
 
   “How did things go in San Diego?” she asked softly, trying to distract me from the ticking time bomb on the counter. 
 
   I shrugged and sighed. “Not great. I didn’t get the chance to say what I needed to say.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I looked in the mirror and fluffed my hair. “He was chasing after some other girl.”
 
   Lucy hoisted herself up so she was sitting on the counter. “And how did that make you feel?”
 
   “I don’t even know, Luce. I’m so confused about everything.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m happy for him that he found someone.”
 
   “But it hurts that it’s not you?”
 
   Tears sprung to my eyes once again. If I had a dollar for every time I’d cried over the past month, I would be one rich lady. “It’s not even that it’s not me. I went all that way to see him, to talk to him and make sure he was okay. I put my relationship with Nick in jeopardy to make sure my friend was okay, and he completely blew me off.”
 
   “How did Nick react to you going?”
 
   I glanced down at the timer on her phone. It had only been one minute. “He’s barely speaking to me, and last night he issued this ultimatum. I have to choose between my friendship with Travis and my future with Nick.”
 
   “Don’t look at the time,” she demanded. 
 
   A small smile formed on my lips, and it felt good to be able to smile in the midst of this dramatic situation. “Sorry,” I said.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know. I love Nick. I love him so much, and I can’t imagine my life without him. I don’t want to. But I don’t know how to erase Travis from my life. I don’t think I can do that.”
 
   She nodded sympathetically. “You’ve got other friends, Jules.”
 
   “I know I do. Like you. And I love you. But Travis and I have been friends for our entire lives. I depend on him. He’s like family. You don’t just turn your back on family.”
 
   “Do you resent Nick for making you choose?”
 
   “Totally. And it scares me that he will only be happy if I cut Travis out of my life.”
 
   She paused and glanced at the time, refusing to show it to me. “Do you think he’s insecure?”
 
   “That has to be it. Why else would he tell me I have to end my friendship with Trav?”
 
   “Let me put it this way: Would you feel comfortable if Nick was best friends with an ex? If he ran to comfort someone he’d slept with? Recently?”
 
   I sighed. I knew that question was coming, and I knew I was being a complete hypocrite. “No.”
 
   “Then you can’t blame him. Maybe once you and Nick are married, he’ll be more comfortable with you and Travis being friends.”
 
   “Maybe. But if he’s insecure now, if he’s issuing ultimatums now, is that a good base for a marriage?”
 
   “That’s something only you can answer.”
 
   She was right, and I knew that. I glanced at myself in the mirror again, and my mind drifted back to the whole reason we were in there. What if I was pregnant? As I stared at myself in the mirror, I didn’t look any different. I didn’t look pregnant. Didn’t pregnant women have a glow about them? I wasn’t glowing. I just looked tired. 
 
   I appreciated my friend trying to get my mind off of the test, but it wasn’t working. “Lucy, what am I going to do if it’s positive?”
 
   “You’re going to deal with it. You’ll have me to help get you through it.”
 
   “What if it isn’t Nick’s?” I whispered, finally voicing the fear that had gripped me for the past hour. 
 
   He’d end things with me for sure if I was pregnant with Travis’s baby, and an icy depression gripped my heart at the thought. I had known my answer all along, but the real threat of my relationship ending with Nick sent a current of terror through my spine.
 
   I couldn’t imagine a life without him. 
 
   I remembered the all-consuming desolation I’d lived through when we had broken up for a few days. I couldn’t go through that again. Now that I had Nick back in my life, I knew that I would never survive losing him again.
 
   “What if it is?” she countered.  
 
   Lucy’s phone beeped, indicating that the five minutes had passed. My wide eyes met hers, and then I scrambled for the stick with a racing heart.
 
   One pink line meant not pregnant; two pink lines meant pregnant. The directions were printed right there on the stick. 
 
   As I flipped it over, I saw only one pink line. I wanted to feel a rush of relief, but instead, I just felt a whole lot of doubt.
 
   “It’s a false negative,” I said, waving the stick in the air.
 
   “Or maybe it’s a real negative,” she said.
 
   “I need to make an appointment with my doctor. I won’t believe it until a medical professional tells me that I’m not pregnant.”
 
   She sighed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Jules.”
 
   “I’m not,” I said, a little offended. I just wanted a second opinion. 
 
   When I walked into the home I shared with Nick later that night, Nick obviously wasn’t there yet. I wasn’t surprised; I figured he’d stay late at work. Whether it was an avoidance technique or if he legitimately had work to do remained to be seen, but I decided to let myself believe that he wasn’t avoiding me. 
 
   I sent him a text asking if he’d be home for dinner.
 
   His reply came a half an hour later. I’m leaving in thirty minutes. If you can hold off eating, I’ll bring something home. 
 
   That gave me at least an hour to kill, and it also gave me hope that we had a chance to get our relationship back on track. It was baby steps, but I’d take it. I unpacked my bag and started a load of laundry, and then I called my doctor to book an appointment, ultimately leaving a voicemail. 
 
   When Nick arrived, he had Chinese food. I was checking my email on my iPad at the kitchen table, wondering if Travis had sent another one after my text earlier. When Nick walked in, I immediately turned off my iPad. He walked right by me and unpacked the bag onto the kitchen counter. I stood from the table and headed to the cabinets while he brought the food to the table. 
 
   He’d ordered my favorite – chicken and broccoli with fried rice – and something sort of snapped inside of me as I realized how much I didn’t deserve the wonderful man in front of me. Sure, he’d made mistakes; but my mistakes had been much, much worse, and I needed to make up for those. If cutting Travis out of my life was what Nick needed from me, then that would be my only option. 
 
   “Can we talk?” I asked as I pulled some plates out of a cabinet.
 
   He nodded, and I brought the plates, forks, and serving spoons to the table while he got us each a drink. He grabbed a bottle of beer for himself. “What do you want to drink?” he asked.
 
   I wanted a glass of wine, but if there was even the slightest possibility I might be pregnant, I didn’t want to risk it. “Water’s fine,” I replied. 
 
   Nick raised his eyebrows. I drank wine with dinner just about every night, so he was obviously wondering why I didn’t want the usual. I pretended not to notice. 
 
   He sat across from me, and we both scooped food onto our plates. Suddenly I wasn’t hungry. 
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” he asked. 
 
   I realized that he hadn’t kissed me or hugged me or made any sort of bodily contact with me since he’d arrived, and the thought left me feeling cold and bereft. I wondered if I should tell him about what was on my mind, about my bathroom time with Lucy. I couldn’t get a good gauge on his mood, and in the grand scheme of things, we were still getting to know each other and learning how to live with one another. 
 
   “Julianne?” he prompted. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, realizing how lost in thought I’d been. “I want to talk about us.”
 
   “Did you make your decision?” he asked, stabbing at a piece of broccoli.
 
   I nodded. “For the record, I think it’s complete bullshit that you’re forcing me to make this decision alone.”
 
   “Well, for the record, I think it’s complete bullshit that you went to San Diego.”
 
   “I don’t want to fight anymore. Nick, I choose you. Obviously.”
 
   Nick set down his fork and stared at me for a moment. I stared back, and I felt the heat pass between us. He stood, and I watched him as he walked around the table until he stood behind me. He swept my hair off of my right shoulder and away from my neck, and he leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on the curve there. I felt his stubble tickle my skin, and that one simple motion threw my desire for him into overdrive. 
 
   His breath whispered against my ear. “I’m sorry for making you choose, but thank you for choosing me.”
 
   He straightened and returned to his side of the table while I shuddered into a quivering mess. 
 
   He picked up his fork and resumed eating, and I couldn’t figure out how the hell to focus on food when all I could focus on was the throbbing ache between my legs. 
 
   After we finished eating, Nick brought me the dishes while I rinsed them in the sink. 
 
   “Can I use your iPad to check tomorrow’s weather?” he asked.
 
   I nodded as I set my water glass in the dishwasher.
 
   It was less than ten seconds later when I heard Nick. 
 
   “What the fuck is this?” he growled. I glanced up from the sink and looked over at him. I am pretty sure I saw steam coming out of his ears from his anger. That sexy muscle in his jaw was working overtime as his mouth was clenched tightly shut. There may have been a vein popping out of his forehead from the vicious glare that was directed squarely at me. 
 
   “What’s what?” I asked, totally confused as I dried my hands on the towel and walked over to see what had his hackles up.
 
   “This email from Travis.” His voice was icy. He had asked to borrow my iPad and I had consented, never once thinking he’d open my email and see the one Travis had sent me earlier that day.
 
   “Why are you in my email?” I asked, my own voice just as icy. 
 
   “It was on here when I turned your iPad on.”
 
   Shit. I’d never seen him so angry.
 
   “Nick, I—”
 
   He cut me off. “God dammit, Julianne. I cannot keep having this same fucking fight with you.”
 
   He tossed my iPad on the table and stood up. 
 
   Nick and I had been through a rocky road to get where we were, and we had finally had a breakthrough. I knew that as soon as we had finished cleaning up the kitchen, we were going to head upstairs to finish making up. At least that had been my plan.
 
   “Then let’s not fight,” I suggested. 
 
   He breathed a loud, frustrated sigh. “I thought we were done with secrets.” The anger was gone, and it was replaced with something much, much scarier.
 
   “I wasn’t keeping a secret from you.”
 
   “You know where I stand on this, Julianne. You went to see him against my wishes. That not only pissed me off, but it also means you need to put in more time at McMillan, which means you can’t start at BKG on time.” His voice gradually got louder as he spoke. “You didn’t consider anything else when you took off to see him. It was a selfish move and it was stupid, and then I find this fucking email?” 
 
   “You think things would’ve been better if I had shown the email to you?”
 
   “No,” he glared at me. “I don’t. But it wouldn’t have felt like such a huge betrayal.”
 
   “It’s not a betrayal, Nick. It’s an email. I can’t control what he emails to me.”
 
   “Did you fuck him again while you were there?”
 
   I lifted my hand to slap him across the face. I don’t know why it was my natural instinct, but it was. I couldn’t believe that he would say that to me. It hurt that he would even think that of me. I was dedicated to our relationship, and Nick knew that my love for him was passionate and profound and instinctive and better than any other love I’d ever experienced in my life – including my love for Travis. So his question was painful to hear, and I wanted to strike back; so I tried to, with my hand. But he caught my arm before I had the chance to execute my slap.
 
   “I can’t believe you would ask me that.” My voice sounded cold even to my own ears.
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry.” His voice was eerily quiet, a complete contrast to how loud his voice had just been. As if fate stepped in to make our fight even worse, my phone started ringing at that exact moment. It was on the table next to where Nick stood, and he glanced at the screen. “It’s your fucking boyfriend. Why don’t you answer it and tell him that you choose him? Because I’m done with this bullshit.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, my voice even despite the fact that I was terrified of how far he was willing to take this. 
 
   “I’m not, Julianne. I will not share your heart with another man, and if you can’t give it to only me, then we don’t have anything.” His eyes burned into mine. He was furious.
 
   I didn’t blame him for being mad. If another woman had sent him an email declaring her love, I would have felt the same anger he was feeling. And if I knew that he’d slept with that same woman in the time we had been apart, I would have been furious. But he had told me that he knew how important Travis was in my life. And he had told me that he could live with it but that he couldn’t live without me.
 
   “You can’t be serious. After everything we have been through, you’d just throw it away because of a stupid email?”
 
   “No,” he shook his head, muttering. “You would be the one throwing it away.”
 
   With that, he walked out of the room. I didn’t have the energy to chase him because, frankly, I was also tired of the same fight. So, instead, I collapsed in the kitchen chair and stared blankly into space, wondering how the hell I was going to fix this mess.
 
   I contemplated my next move for awhile. I finished washing the dishes, trying to focus on just one task at a time because if I took a step back and analyzed my situation, I knew I had only myself to blame. And that was a very difficult thing to admit.
 
   I wondered how different things would have been if I’d been honest with Nick up front and told him that I had slept with Travis when we had been broken up. I was the kind of person who didn’t live with regrets because I believed that it was important to learn from mistakes and move forward. 
 
   Even though I couldn’t change it, I definitely regretted that one night of sex with Travis, and, maybe even more, the way I had treated him afterward.
 
   I thought back to two specific conversations I’d had with Nick. While we were in a place where he demanded honesty from me, he still had some big secrets in his past that I knew nothing about. For one, I wanted to know what happened during his crazy summer in college. He’d made a reference to it once upon a time, but he never elaborated; all I knew was that he had slept with seven random women over one summer. And I didn’t know much about his relationship with his mother, either. All I knew was that he was not speaking to her. I wanted to meet her. She was, after all, going to be my mother-in-law, and although I would support whatever Nick wanted, I felt like I deserved to know who she was. 
 
   On the other hand, as I looked back over my relationship with Nick, I realized that I had never fought for him. He had broken up with me, and I had accepted it because I didn’t want to be the pathetic girl going after something I could never have. He told me he needed space from me when he found out about what I’d done with Travis, and I’d given it to him. And even in that instance, when I had actually tried to fight to get him back, he was the one who had started the conversation that eventually mended our broken relationship.
 
   Well this time I was going to fight for him. I was going to fight for the man I loved, because I didn’t see any other choice. The thought of a life without Travis’s friendship was painful and depressing; but just the mere thought of ending things with Nick tore me apart, and I knew what it was like to live without him because of the short time we had been broken up. I never wanted to feel that kind of soul-crushing, dark pain again.
 
   The best I could hope for was that someday Nick would understand our friendship and I’d find my way back to Trav. If my friendship with Travis was something that Nick couldn’t live with, then I’d have to find a way to deal with it, because there was no way I could end things with Nick.
 
   I still had the little pregnancy scare thing in the back of my mind, and I finally realized that it wouldn’t be smart to confront Nick with that information. Once I had a firm positive or a firm negative from a doctor, then I would tell him. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him until then.
 
   And even as I had that thought, I realized that it was just one more secret between the two of us.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
    
 
   He was in the home office when I found him, tapping away aggressively on his keyboard. 
 
   “Nick?” I asked from the doorway. My own voice sounded meek, and I hated that sound. It wasn’t me.
 
   He didn’t look up from his screen. “What?”
 
   Shit. He was really mad at me.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?” he asked absently, still typing away.
 
   “You know for what.”
 
   He finally looked up at me. “I want to hear you say it.”
 
   I frowned. “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about the email.”
 
   “Baby, I need you to trust in what we have. I need you to realize that I love you but I won’t share you with Travis. Not after what you two did.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   He nodded. “I know you hate it. I’m just trying to put us first.”
 
   I wanted to tell him about my inner turmoil. I knew that damn test told me I wasn’t pregnant, but I still didn’t believe it. 
 
   But I couldn’t make myself form the words. Instead, I walked into his office and stood on the opposite side of his desk from him. “Nick, you know I choose you. I can’t live without you. I love you, and I can’t wait to become your wife.”
 
   He gazed at me for a long moment, and then the corners of his mouth tipped up into a small smile. “My wife,” he repeated. 
 
   He stood up from his chair, the leather squeaking as he rose. He walked over to the door and shut it. Eric and Josh, Nick’s roommates, were around somewhere, both getting ready to move out by the end of the month, and clearly Nick wanted privacy. With me.
 
   After he shut the door, he stalked over to me. “My wife,” he whispered again, taking me in his arms.
 
   “Let’s not fight,” I pleaded.
 
   “Let’s never fight again,” he murmured.
 
   “Deal,” I said, and I pressed my lips to his. The familiar buzz zipped through my spine as his mouth took mine aggressively. I loved the way his tongue moved sensually against mine, and the slow burn in my belly made its way down as desire overtook every sensation in my body and every thought in my mind. 
 
   God, I had missed him. I had missed this intimacy, this connection with him. 
 
   His electric fingertips danced across my skin slowly, leaving a burning tingle in their wake. He found the hem of my shirt and lifted it over my head, tossing it on the floor next to us and then removing his own before his lips crashed back down over mine. He unsnapped my bra with one hand as the other hand pressed into the small of my back. The feeling of his fingertips across my skin was utter perfection.  
 
   He was truly an expert at seduction, and he was mine. 
 
   Forever.
 
   He pulled at the button on my jeans, and then I worked his belt. We each stripped out of our pants, and before long, we were naked and panting.
 
   He led me behind his desk, back to his chair. He sat, and then he helped me lower down onto him. We both moaned as his body entered mine, holding still for a moment as we quietly enjoyed the feel of one another. He grunted and grabbed my hips, working me up and down, increasing our speed and rhythm together. 
 
   “You feel so fucking perfect,” he muttered, pressing up into me and hitting that perfect spot that had my body screaming for release. 
 
   His mouth found my nipple, and the slight tug sent me spiraling over the edge. 
 
   “Fuck,” he roared as I tightened around him and he lost control into me.
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder, savoring our connection while we both shuddered from the aftershocks of such an intense few moments together. 
 
   “Maybe we should fight more,” he whispered.
 
   I pulled back and looked at him with a frown. “What?”
 
   “If makeup sex with you is going to be like that, I’ll fight with you every fucking day.”
 
   I grinned and kissed him. “No more fights. But lots of good sex. Deal?”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   I went downstairs to get my phone and plug it in for the night, and I saw that I had a new voicemail. When I saw that it was from Travis, my heart started beating faster. 
 
   “Hey, Jules.” His voice was warm and familiar and a little nervous. “I got your text, and you need to know that the email you received earlier today wasn’t from me. It was a set-up to try to break up Lindsay and me. I got your text, and I need you to know that there isn’t a choice to be made. Be happy with your fiancé and stop thinking about me. I sent you an email that says more, but please just give me some time to prove to Lindsay that you aren’t going to come between us. Okay? Anyway… bye.”
 
   Well that was certainly an interesting turn of events.
 
   I felt momentarily floored that the email that had turned everything upside down for me had actually not even been from Travis.
 
   So all of this turmoil of who to choose was not really turmoil at all. It had all been because of someone else.
 
   And what was this about proving to Lindsay that I wasn’t going to come between their relationship? Did Travis think I would ruin his new relationship? I was happy for him, albeit a little wounded that he could so easily move on from me when he had supposedly loved me his entire life. But it didn’t matter, because I was happy with Nick. I wanted to be with Nick for the rest of my life. And I wanted Travis to find someone who he could be happy with for the rest of his life, too. 
 
   I wanted to share the voicemail with Nick because I didn’t want to keep more secrets. But then I thought about the text I’d sent and Travis’s reference to it, and I knew that it would just make Nick even angrier. So I deleted the voicemail and then I deleted my text from earlier just in case. That way, no one would misunderstand what I’d meant. I wanted to read the email from Travis, but, more importantly, I wanted to go upstairs to find my fiancé. I wanted to tell him about the voicemail and the text even if I couldn’t show them to him. I wanted him to know that he came first.
 
   And I also wanted to know what secrets he was keeping from me.
 
   But tonight wasn’t the night for that. I really just wanted to make sure things were okay between Nick and me.
 
   He was in the bedroom, fresh from the shower and picking out his clothes for the next day.
 
   “You’re so organized,” I commented when I found him in the closet looking through his ties. I leaned against the doorframe. 
 
   “Have to be,” he answered. He glanced up at me. 
 
   I wanted to tease him. I wanted to call him Type A or OCD or anal. But after our fight, I didn’t think teasing him was the best avenue to take. “Smart move.”
 
   “You ready for work tomorrow?”
 
   I shrugged. “I have a few things to wrap up before the end of the week. And I have to go in Monday.”
 
    “You know I’m still mad at you for taking a day off.”
 
   “Yes. I am fully aware of that. And in the spirit of full disclosure, I just wanted to let you know that Travis left me a voicemail earlier.”
 
   “Oh?” he asked, returning his attention to his ties and avoiding my gaze.
 
   “He said that he didn’t send that email.”
 
   His attention turned back to me. “He didn’t?”
 
   I shook my head. “Apparently it was from someone trying to break up Travis and his new girlfriend.”
 
   The corners of Nick’s mouth tipped up. “Interesting.”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   “So our fight was for naught?”
 
   “Nick, I could have told you that before. You have nothing to worry about.” I stepped into the closet and wrapped my arms around him. “You never have to worry about my heart. It’s yours. Only yours. Forever.”
 
   His arms laced around me, too, and he breathed in deeply. “And mine belongs only to you. Forever.”
 
   “I know.” I rested my cheek on his chest and I heard his heartbeat quicken as I breathed in his scent, too. It was manly and sexy and all Nick. “Your heart is racing.”
 
   “Always does around you.”
 
   I pulled back and looked up at him. “That’s a beautiful thing to say.”
 
   “It’s true. My heart speeds up just when I think of you. Only you.”
 
   The next morning, I checked my email as soon as I got to work. In my lust-induced haze the night before, I had forgotten that Travis had told me he had sent me an email. I finally got around to reading it. 
 
    
 
   Dear Julianne,
 
    
 
   First, let me explain something. I did not send that first reply. Please disregard it. Someone trying to sabotage what I have with Lindsay sent that to you, and it almost worked.
 
    
 
   Thank you for your email. I need you to understand that I am in a new relationship with someone who has become everything to me. I am sorry that you are confused and feeling scared, but I can’t be there for you to pick up the pieces. You are wearing a ring on your left hand from the man of your dreams. Go home to him, love him, enjoy him. Turn to him when you’re feeling lonely. Because I’ve turned to someone in my own loneliness, and she provided me comfort, hope, and happiness. She’s the answer to every question I’ve ever had. She is my light and my hope. I meant what I said when I told you that I had moved on. You will always be an important part of my life because of the history we share and because our families are close. But please understand this: It will take time before I’m ready to build our friendship back to what it once was. Thank you for everything you’ve given me. As much as it hurt, what happened between us prompted me to move to San Diego, and it set off a chain of events that led me to where I am now. I have no regrets. Regrets are a waste of time, anyway. I’m happier than I’ve ever been, and I hope that knowledge will help you to stop beating yourself up over what happened. Please give me time to gain some firm ground with Lindsay, because she needs to know that she’s my top priority. Maybe once that has happened, someday down the line, you and I could give our friendship another try. 
 
    
 
   Travis
 
    
 
   Yet another interesting twist in my relationship with Travis. So I guess I didn’t have a choice to make, and I was glad. I had already chosen Nick, anyway, but this email from Travis gave me an out. I didn’t need to explain to him that I couldn’t be his friend anymore because the email said that he couldn’t be my friend right now anyway. And I still believed that someday we’d get back what we once had, back before he’d declared his feelings of love and we had just been the best of friends.
 
   People say that you can’t have a platonic relationship with someone of the opposite sex, and maybe that was true. I never thought it was, but then this whole crazy thing had happened. I wondered not for the first time how I could have been so blinded to the fact that Travis had serious feelings for me. 
 
   Lucy stopped by my desk for a chat.
 
   “How are things with you and Jake?” I asked, trying to distract her before she could ask about me. My distraction technique was an epic fail.
 
   “Perfect. How did things go with Nick?”
 
   “Really good, actually.”
 
   “Did you tell him about the stick?” 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Is that a secret you should really be keeping from the man you’re going to marry?”
 
   I shrugged. She was right, but it was hard to have my friend calling me out on it. 
 
   She looked at me with concern. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
   It felt good to talk to a girlfriend. Most of my relationship with Nick had been hidden from my best friends because we worked together, and I’d been through some of the hardest moments of my life with nowhere to turn. But now that Nick was working for BKG and our relationship was out in the open, I didn’t have to keep these huge secrets from my friends anymore. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m doing alright.”
 
   Davidson walked by my cubicle. “Lunch?” she asked.
 
   I nodded, and I got back to work after the serious glare I received from him. Davidson was not happy that Nick went to work for a competing company, and he had said some very harsh words to both of us. In my opinion, he’d been extremely unprofessional, and I briefly considered taking my accounts with me to BKG. But I had signed a contract, and it was illegal and immoral to do that even though Davidson certainly deserved it.
 
   It was just Lucy and me for lunch, and once our food arrived, the gossip began.
 
   “So tell me more about San Diego.”
 
   “He is with this new girl, and when I went to see him, he was chasing after her. I’ve never seen Travis chase after anything or anyone in my life.”
 
   “Except you.”
 
   I shook my head. “Even me. He never chased me. He told me once how he felt, and then it was me going back and forth. He doesn’t chase, Luce.”
 
   “So she’s something special?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Did you meet her?”
 
   “Briefly. She walked in and saw Trav and me hugging. He was comforting me after I told him how Nick and I were fighting because I went to San Diego. But I had to know what he was thinking. He hung up on me after I’d told him we were engaged, and he wouldn’t answer my calls or my texts. I was worried. Anyway so she walked in on us hugging and bolted, and Trav ran after her. When he came back, he was carrying her in his arms.”
 
   “Like over the threshold?”
 
   “Exactly. It was totally awkward and he introduced her and she shook my hand while he held her.”
 
   “Weird.”
 
   “She seemed possessive. Jealous.”
 
   “In her defense, she was meeting the girl Travis has loved for his entire life.”
 
   Lucy had a point. Lindsay had every right to be possessive and jealous when she saw me standing in Travis’s apartment, his arms around me. She couldn’t have known that he was just comforting me, and I couldn’t imagine what it looked like. 
 
   Lucy broke into my thoughts. “He seemed happy?” 
 
   “Totally.”
 
   “Then good for him.”
 
   “That’s how I felt, too. But I just feel so…” I glanced around the restaurant. “I don’t know. I feel lost without Travis in my life.”
 
   She put her hand over mine. “I told you, you’ve got other friends, Jules. Like me.”
 
   “I know. And I love you.” I squeezed her hand.
 
   “Love you back.”
 
   “He’s just always been there, you know? Like family, but sometimes even closer. You know how you sometimes want to keep certain things from your family?” 
 
   “Like my sex life?” We both giggled.
 
   “Exactly. But I never kept anything from Travis, and I miss having him to lean on.”
 
   “I get that. Good friends are hard to come by.”
 
   I nodded. “Thanks, Lucy.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being one of those good friends that’s hard to come by.”
 
   The next day was Friday, and it should have been my last day at McMillan. But because I’d taken off Wednesday due to my trip to San Diego, my last day was going to be Monday. 
 
   And Tom Davidson made sure I knew I was expected at work on Monday.
 
   I couldn’t quite figure out why he was being such a jerk about everything, but I assumed it had to do with the fact that it was my relationship with Nick that cost him not just his best executive in Nick, but one of his best creative consultants in me, too. 
 
   Our weekend was largely spent making up after our fighting, and I didn’t mind spending the majority of the weekend in bed with my fiancé.
 
   I finished out my last day at McMillan on Monday with a going away party at lunch time and a fond farewell from most of my friends. Davidson didn’t bother coming down to say his goodbyes, and Dana, a girl from a different department who lusted after Nick, glared at me through the entire gathering. While I knew I was going to miss Lucy and Holly and my teammates, I was not going to miss Dana or her drama.
 
   After work on Monday, I finally went to get the bulky cast removed that I’d been wearing since my accident in the parking lot of Travis’s former apartment complex.
 
   I was thrilled and ready to start my new job the next day.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   It could’ve gone either way, really, but I had been confident that Lindsay felt the same way about me as I felt about her. And even though Julianne had popped into my brain the moment Lindsay and I were embracing after we’d declared our love to each other on the top of the Eiffel Tower the previous Friday, I still knew that it was Lindsay in my heart, not Julianne.
 
   It was Monday and I was back at work after our quick weekend in Vegas. I glanced at Julianne’s text one last time before deleting it. 
 
   We need to talk. Your email… I just don’t even know where we go from here. I don’t know how to choose between you and Nick.
 
   The last thing I needed was Lindsay’s jealousy spiraling out of control, although I was pretty sure having her draft the email while I told her what I wanted it to say helped her feel a little more secure in what we had. 
 
   I had to assume Julianne meant that she didn’t know how to choose between her future with Nick and her past with me. If she ever had wanted me the way I had always wanted her, we’d be together right now. I’d never have moved to San Diego. I’d never have gone to Mahogany that night, and I’d never have met Lindsay.
 
   Lindsay, the woman who in a few short weeks completely turned my life around. The woman who turned me from a heartbroken mess into a man very much in love.
 
   It’s amazing what sex can do for the mind, but Lindsay truly had some magical powers. She managed to mend me whole again while simultaneously giving me the one thing I’d never had before in a relationship: unconditional love worth fighting for. 
 
   Dan stood in my doorway. I’d spent the night at Lindsay’s and hadn’t seen my roommate in a few days.
 
   “Good weekend?” he asked. 
 
   I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. “Possibly the best weekend of my life.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows and then glanced at his watch. “Dammit. I have a lunch meeting. Glad things are going well.”
 
   “How’s Mel?”
 
   He shrugged. “Still hot as hell, man.”
 
   I chuckled. 
 
   “You coming home tonight?”
 
   I nodded. “I’m out of clothes, so I’ll have to stop by at some point.”
 
   “I’ll make sure I’m not naked on the couch with Mel, then.”
 
   “It’s fine if she wants to be naked, Dan.”
 
   It was his turn to chuckle, and then he turned and headed to his lunch meeting.
 
   I pulled out my phone and texted Lindsay.
 
   New alphabet game. Quotes. Today I’m quoting a song title: “All I Wanna Do is Make Love to You” by Heart.
 
   I thought it was romantic. Apparently Lindsay did not.
 
   Her reply came as I was heading to my car at lunch. WTF? 
 
   Jesus. What had I done now? This girl was so much trouble, but she was so completely worth it. Why did you just WTF me?
 
   Have you ever listened to the words of that song?
 
   I played it on my way to lunch. Okay, so apparently it was about a one night stand. 
 
   I laughed as I listened to the analogy of this woman getting knocked up and planting a seed in a garden, and then I texted her back once I reached Subway.
 
   Well the song title still applies, but I’m not ready to plant any seeds in you just yet.
 
   “Best Day of My Life” by American Authors. Friday in Vegas with you.
 
   I smiled at my phone like an idiot in love.
 
   Right. Because I was an idiot in love.
 
   There was only room for one woman in my heart, and Lindsay had claimed that space with her feistiness and her gorgeousness and her hot legs and her beautiful mind. 
 
   As much as I had held Julianne on a pedestal for the majority of my life, it was funny how quickly the right woman came along and knocked her clean off that pedestal, claiming that space for her own. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   Finally Tuesday arrived. It was my very first day at BKG, a place where Nick would once again be my boss, but we wouldn’t have to keep our relationship a secret. It was a place where I would meet new people and hopefully make some new friends. 
 
   I wore a black dress and black heels, and when I walked into the kitchen on Tuesday, I was met with a wolf whistle from Nick.
 
   I grinned.
 
   “You better change that dress, baby,” he said as he grinned at me.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you look too fucking hot. I’m not going to get any work done if I have to look at you in that.”
 
   I giggled and smacked his arm. “Stop it.”
 
   He pulled me into his arms and kissed me. “Wear whatever you want to wear. Do you want to drive in together?”
 
   I shrugged. I did, but I also didn’t want him to feel like he had to leave when I was ready or that I had to leave when he was ready, especially given the fact that he’d been staying so late. “Let’s drive separately.”
 
   A wounded expression flashed quickly across his face, but he hid it well. “What about the environment?” he joked, trying to lighten the situation. 
 
   “You’re still my boss, and I don’t want it to be weird for you.”
 
   “It won’t be. I don’t think you realize how excited I am that you’re starting at BKG with me.”
 
   “I’m excited, too.”
 
   “You know what this means, don’t you?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows in question.
 
   “If things go well, maybe someday we can work together to open up our own company.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time he’d mentioned opening his own company someday. He was sharp and intelligent, and I had every faith in him that he could make it happen if he wanted to. And with the two of us working toward the same goal, it was sure to become a reality.
 
   I kissed him again and then went to the fridge to pour myself some orange juice. “I hope that happens someday.”
 
   “It will, baby. Not to change the subject, but have you given any more thought to setting our wedding date?”
 
   I shrugged. “Soon-ish?”
 
   “Let’s pick a date.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Sure. Why not?”
 
   “Because I need to get to work?”
 
   “It’ll take two minutes.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and opened up the calendar. “So we’re at the end of February now. What do you think about end of July?”
 
   “Nick, that gives me five months to plan a wedding. That’s not going to work.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You’re such a guy sometimes.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “That means you have no concept of what planning a wedding takes.”
 
   “Oh?” He looked annoyed by my comment. “Have you ever planned a wedding?”
 
   “I helped plan my sister’s wedding. And it took her a year to get it all together.”
 
   “What if I told you I’d hire us a wedding planner?”
 
   “That would be fantastic, Nick, but don’t waste your money.”
 
   He pulled me into his arms again. “About that,” he said. “I have plenty, and it won’t be a waste.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” I started, “and in the spirit of not keeping secrets, how is it exactly that you have so much money?”
 
   Something flashed across his face that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that I know about how much you were making at McMillan. I know you got a healthy raise to move to BKG, but you owned this house long before all of that. If I’m marrying you, don’t you think I should know the source of your income?”
 
   He glanced away from me. “What do you mean ‘If’ you’re marrying me?”
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   I glanced at the clock on the oven. “I’ve got time.”
 
   “No, you don’t. We need to get to work.”
 
   “Then let’s carpool. You can tell me on the way.”
 
   He sighed and pulled out of our hug. “Oh, now you want to ride together?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “Why all the secrecy, Nick?”
 
   “It’s not secrecy. It’s just a long story.”
 
   “I’m dropping it for now, but you’re telling me someday. Soon.”
 
   “Deal. So back to the date. End of July?”
 
   “Nick, I need more time.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Why the rush?”
 
   “It’s not a rush. A rush would be next week. I just want you to be my wife.”
 
   “And I can’t wait to be your wife,” I said. “I just want our day to be perfect.”
 
   “It will be. If you’re there and I’m there, it will be perfect.”
 
   I sighed. “Fine. But you’re helping me plan this thing every step of the way.”
 
   “There’s nothing I’d love more.”
 
   “See you at the office, boss,” I said in my best breathless voice as I purposely dropped my keys on the floor and then bent over to pick them up, giving him a front row view of my cleavage.
 
   “Jesus,” he breathed, and I grabbed my keys and headed out the door with a grin on my face.
 
   The building that housed BKG in Mesa was smaller than the McMillan building in Tempe, but it was modern and classy from the outside with lots of glass providing the tenants with plenty of windows overlooking the mountains. McMillan rented only three floors of the building we used to work in, while the entire eight story structure before me housed BKG’s offices. Where McMillan gave offices only to executives, BKG had offices for each consultant… which meant that for the first time in my career, I was getting my own office.
 
   Nick and I pulled in at the same time, and we walked into the building together. He informed me that our offices were on the eighth floor, so we got onto the elevator and he pressed the button. I flashed back to our time together at McMillan when we would board the elevator together and he would knock my socks off with some sort of electric kiss. But today, I was nervous for my first day at my new job, and as the doors closed, I leaned against the wall, fidgeting as the elevator started its ascent toward the top floor. 
 
   “Stop squirming,” he warned. 
 
   I shot him a dirty look.  
 
   “Are you nervous?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Let me calm you down, baby.” He grinned and stalked toward me. I stood rooted to the spot, and he pinned me to the wall with his hips. God, I loved it when he did that. I could feel his hardness for me pressed against my belly, and the nerves abated as I wrapped my arms around my fiancé’s neck and his lips crashed violently to mine. 
 
   He knew exactly what I needed.
 
   His tongue danced against mine in a slow tango, and suddenly work was the furthest thing from my mind as I got caught up in our sensual, private moment. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed working with him until I was lucky enough to get an elevator ride alone with him.
 
   The elevator slowed and Nick moved back to his corner while I took a deep breath and tried to compose myself. But how do you pocket that much lust?
 
   Nick led me off of the elevator and first introduced me to our receptionist. 
 
   “This is Darlene. She is amazing and will get you whatever you need.” He grinned at her, and she looked at my fiancé like he was a god, but that was something I had started to get used to. He was not difficult to look at, and it wasn’t the first time I’d seen ladies trip over themselves for a better view. “Darlene, this is Julianne. She is on my team and today is her first day. And she happens to be my fiancée.”
 
   I saw a flash of disappointment cross her face, and I beamed with sudden pride on the inside. Yep, this sexy man was taken. By me. 
 
   I shook Darlene’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” I smiled warmly, and even through her disappointment that Nick was taken, she still managed a warm smile back. She seemed like someone who I wanted on my side. 
 
   Nick showed me to my office, and I was amazed at my new setup. I had a beautiful desk, a laptop and iPad, and floor to ceiling windows. I had a circular table in the space in front of my desk where I could design or meet with clients or hold small meetings with colleagues. It was gorgeous, and it was all mine. 
 
   “Holy shit, Nick.”
 
   “I know. Nice, right?”
 
   I grinned. “McMillan who?”
 
   He grinned back. “You think this is nice? Wait until you see my office.”
 
   I giggled. “This is amazing.”
 
   Just then a good looking man popped his head in my office. He was no match for Nick in my eyes, but he was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. His dark eyes gave off an air of mystery, and he had the most chiseled cheekbones I’d ever seen in my life. His black hair was cut short on the sides but longer on top and was neat but casual. I had to catch my breath for a second in the presence of two good looking men in my office.
 
   “Cash,” Nick said. “This is Julianne. Today’s her first day, and she’s on our team.”
 
   “Julianne. A beautiful name for a beautiful lady,” he grinned, grasping my hand in his. My heart skipped a beat at his smile, and I felt immediately guilty for that in the presence of the man I was going to marry. 
 
   I pushed it out of my mind as I shook his hand and then dropped it quickly. “Nice to meet you, Cash.”
 
   “Cash knows that we’re engaged,” Nick said, almost as if he was reiterating to Cash that I was taken.
 
   If that was true, why the hell was he being so boldly flirtatious in front of Nick?
 
   “We’re just getting to know the expertise of each member of the team, and we’ll be meeting later today to sort out some projects and discuss how this team is going to work,” Nick said to both of us. 
 
   “Sounds great, boss. Would you like me to take Julianne around to introduce her to the rest of the team?” Cash asked. 
 
   Shit, I hoped Nick declined that offer. I liked having Nick introduce me, and besides, I didn’t know this Cash guy well enough. He made me feel uncomfortable, and I wasn’t sure yet if it was because he had been so openly flirtatious or if it was because I liked it.
 
   “That would be great. I need to get my notes together for today’s meeting anyway. Julianne, enjoy your day and I’ll see you at noon in my office for our meeting. We’ll have a working lunch today.” Nick left my office and headed presumably toward his own.
 
   I set my purse in the empty bottom drawer of my desk and glanced around my new office. I had a bookcase all to myself. I was used to a cubicle, so it would take me some time to get used to all of this space.
 
   “Come,” Cash said, motioning for me to join him. 
 
   I was suddenly nervous. I didn’t like his commanding presence and I didn’t like him telling me what to do.
 
   Cash walked out of the office ahead of me and turned to the right. He glanced into the office next to mine. “This is my office,” he said. Fantastic… right next door.
 
   We continued down the hall, and he poked his head into another office. 
 
   The next office belonged to Kaylee, and then I was introduced to Christine, Jace, Autumn, and Derrick.
 
   The last office he took me into was Bree’s.
 
   “Hey, Bree. This is Julianne.”
 
   I was met with a woman who matched Cash in the looks department. She was tall, thin, and gorgeous, with flowing brunette hair curled into perfect waves and big brown eyes that looked shrewd and insightful. She looked more like a model than a marketing consultant. 
 
   I had the impression that you basically had to be good looking to be hired with this company after meeting the rest of my team.
 
   She wore killer black heels that must’ve been at least four inches high and a red and black dress that accentuated her beautiful figure. I wondered if I was attractive enough to work in this place with people who looked like these two did. 
 
   “Ah, the infamous Julianne.” I felt an immediate distaste in my mouth for her. Something about the way she hissed my name and used a word like “infamous” along with it made me immediately dislike her.
 
   “Infamous?” I asked, not one to take an insult lying down.
 
   “Yes. Nick has told us all so much about you.”
 
   “Good things, I hope.”
 
   “But of course,” she said, her big eyes glaring in my general direction. What the fuck? I didn’t even know this person, and she was already acting like this. Probably just another woman who was after my fiancé, but he was coming home to me. And it would do Bree well to remember that. 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said, hoping that Cash would take the cue to move on. He did.
 
   Cash walked me into Nick’s office last, which was all the way at the end of the hallway, furthest from my own office. I wondered if Nick had done that on purpose or if it had just worked out that way, and I hated the fact that his office was right next to Bree’s. 
 
   Nick’s office took up the entire end of the hall; he had two corners and wraparound windows. It was pretty freaking incredible. His desk was made of granite and wood, and built in bookcases lined the one wall that wasn’t made of windows. There was a huge conference table with ten chairs around it standing in front of that incredible desk, and I presumed that was where we would hold our team meetings, even though Cash had shown me a different conference room on the tour.
 
   I was floored by how extravagant the facilities were.
 
   And what floored me even more was seeing how stunning Nick looked behind that sexy desk. He was deep in concentration as he tapped away at his iPad, and I couldn’t help but stop and stare at him. 
 
   How in the world did I get so lucky? I was going to marry this man. I was going to have children with him someday. I was going to spend the rest of my life loving him. 
 
   He glanced up and caught me staring, and even after everything we had been through together, I blushed like a girl with a crush. Was it so wrong to have a serious crush on the man you were going to marry? And in that moment, I really felt like whatever stupid tension and arguments we had been working through would pass. I knew that no matter what, we’d end up happy together. Our love had already proven to be strong enough to overcome so many obstacles, and I knew that together we’d fight whatever else life threw at us.
 
   I wish I could say that I loved BKG after my first day, but I couldn’t. I loved the job, and I loved my office. And I loved my boss. Literally. But I wasn’t too keen on my coworkers. I wasn’t sure that I fit in with them. They were all high class, and I was an average girl who liked to go home and put on sweatpants after a hard day at work. I imagined them sitting around in their designer clothes after work, sipping expensive wine out of crystal goblets while I chugged it directly from a bottle with a screw cap. 
 
   And the worst part of it all was that Nick fit right in with them. He fit in with their good looks, their expensive tastes, their outfits. They had inside jokes and had already bonded, and I felt like the outsider. Maybe it was because I started a day later than I was supposed to. Or maybe it was because I was engaged to marry the boss and they thought that was why I had been hired. Whatever the case, I didn’t get the warm fuzzies from these people, despite Cash’s best efforts to show me around. Even he rubbed me the wrong way as he flirted with me throughout our day together. I felt uncomfortable, and I missed McMillan already. I missed working with Lucy and Holly, girls who had become my best friends. I couldn’t ever see myself chatting with Bree, Autumn, Christine, or Kaylee like I did with Lucy and Holly. I couldn’t imagine throwing out ideas in team meetings with Jace, Derrick, and Cash the way I had with my team at McMillan. I was seriously intimidated by these people, and it was already stifling my creativity.
 
   Bree was sitting at the table directly next to Nick when I arrived. Nick was at the head of the table, and I didn’t want to be the girl who had to sit by her man even though I longed for that brush of his knee against mine. I took a seat a few chairs away from Nick, and he gave me a funny look. And then I briefly wondered if Bree’s knee would be brushing his instead of mine. I hated her. I didn’t know her, and I knew it was irrational, but I fucking hated her.
 
   Our working lunch meant Nick ordered in for all of us. We had our pick of soups, salads, and sandwiches, but with these supermodel types, I felt like I couldn’t stuff myself like I wanted to. I hoped the boss would get to take the leftovers home so we’d have a delicious dinner, but at lunch, I opted for a salad.
 
   Nick ran the meeting, munching on a sandwich as we shared ideas for some upcoming campaigns and we each discussed our strengths. Of course Cash chose social media, which had been my niche at McMillan. I had absolutely zero desire to work closely with him after how uncomfortable he’d made me feel throughout the day. 
 
   “That’s also Julianne’s field,” Nick said, winking at me. I blushed, which only served to mortify me further.
 
   “That’s where most of my experience lies,” I clarified. “But put me wherever you need me. If Cash wants social media, that’s fine with me.”
 
   “No reason we can’t both do it,” Cash said. “I’d love to work with you on new ideas.”
 
   I nodded my consent, hating the idea but not sure how else to respond.
 
   “I don’t necessarily want any of you focusing on just one piece of the puzzle, but it helps to know where your strengths lie,” Nick said, and I felt a rush of relief.
 
   The day ended with an invitation from Nick for happy hour. I didn’t want to go; I’d had enough of these people throughout my day, but I didn’t want to piss off my boss/fiancé. I was, once again, starting to see the value in McMillan’s strict “No Dating” policy. I loved working with Nick. He was an amazing boss, and he was creative and intelligent and sexy. But since he was my boss, I wasn’t comfortable discussing my coworkers or my uneasiness. Normally I talked about those kinds of things with whoever I was dating, but it felt strange bringing it up when the man in my life was also my superior at work.
 
   So I found myself at a bar after my first day on the job with most of the members of my new team, minus Jace, Christine, and Kaylee. Cash informed me that every Tuesday was group happy hour. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that; I didn’t want to commit to hanging out with these people after work every week, but I wanted to try to form some sort of bond with them since I’d have to work with them on a daily basis. And if Nick would be there, I was in. I already had my concerns about Nick and Bree after our lunch meeting, and any time I could keep an eye on him in her presence was fine by me.
 
   It was jealous and possessive, but I didn’t give one tiny little fuck. He was mine, and I was going to make sure that Bree knew that.
 
   Bree, Autumn, Derrick, and Cash were already drinking red wine when Nick and I arrived – separately – so we could each drive our own cars home. It was at that moment that I’d wished I hadn’t taken a stand that morning. It would’ve been nice to have a designated driver after the day I’d had. 
 
   Of course, the seat next to Bree was open. She patted the seat while making eye contact with my fiancé, so he obediently sat. I was sandwiched across the table from him between Autumn and Cash – not my first choice in seating arrangements, and I knew that whole theory of always sitting in the same seat when you entered a room. My fear was that every week, Nick would end up next to Bree and I would end up next to Cash. I wasn’t comfortable with either of those seating arrangements. 
 
   I knew I was being irrational; Nick was committed to me and our relationship. Deep down, I knew that he didn’t have eyes for anyone else, but Bree was gorgeous. Rubbing her beauty in his face wasn’t necessary. He didn’t need the temptation. 
 
   I preferred white wine to red, but peer pressure made me order red just to help me fit in and feel like one of the group. Nick ordered a beer, and I loved him a little more in that moment for just being himself even when I couldn’t. 
 
   “So, Julianne,” Cash said casually. “When are you getting married?”
 
   “Possibly the end of July,” I replied automatically. I thought back to our somewhat contentious conversation that morning, when Nick had pushed for setting a date. I glanced across the table at Nick, who was laughing at something Bree was saying, and I suddenly wondered what had made me want to wait. I wanted to marry him now. Today. This very minute. I was so crazy in love with him, and after all of the trials and tribulations we had been through to get to this place, we deserved our very own happy ending. I wasn’t going to let anything stand in our way. Not Travis. Not myself. Not Nick. And certainly not some bitch from work who was currently making my man laugh.
 
   “Soon, then,” Cash was saying as I pondered my relationship and came to some pretty big realizations about how stupid I had been acting. 
 
   I loved him. 
 
   Plain and simple. 
 
   I wanted to be with him and only him forever, and while the road to get there had been paved with heartache and hurt, we had made it past all of that. It was time to move on, to get over the past, and to start planning our wedding and our future together.
 
   I took a sip of my wine as Cash said, “So what are the chances of getting you into my bed before you’ve got a wedding band on that finger?”
 
   Wine sprayed out of my mouth and all over the table as the wineglass fell out of my hand, bounced off of my dress, and shattered to the floor. My first thought was Thank God I wore black.
 
   What an incredibly inappropriate question to ask a colleague engaged to the boss.
 
   Cash grinned as I sat momentarily shocked. It felt like time stood still for a second as everyone reacted to my clumsiness, no one else having heard what Cash had just said to me and assuming that I was just a total klutz. 
 
   “Are you okay, Julianne?” I heard Nick ask from across the table. I lifted my head and met his eyes, and I glanced over at Bree, only to find a smirk on her stupid beautiful face.
 
   “I’m fine,” I muttered.
 
   I stood up, totally flustered and feeling like even more of a fool in the presence of all of these supermodel coworkers of mine, and I gathered the shattered pieces of glass as a waitress came over to help me. She handed me a rag so I could soak up the liquid from my dress as she cleaned the floor. Another waitress brought me a new glass of wine, which clearly I needed now with my shaky hands and complete mortification. And once the mess had been cleaned and the excitement had died down and everyone returned to their happy hour conversations, Cash’s question reappeared in my mind as he gazed at me with a grin.
 
   “So?” he asked.
 
   I took a deep breath and spoke quietly. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response, Cash.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’m engaged to the man of my dreams. I won’t do anything to jeopardize what I have with him.” I realized that I should’ve qualified that statement by saying that I wouldn’t do anything else to jeopardize what I had with Nick, but Cash didn’t need to know our recent history of fighting. My resolve was firm, even though Cash’s dark, mysterious eyes stared at me with an air of lust. He was smoking hot, and it was a compliment to me that he wanted me in his bed, even though the way he had gone about propositioning me was rude and offensive.
 
   His grin widened. “Gotcha,” he said.
 
   I looked at him in confusion.
 
   “I was just pulling your chain.”
 
   “What?” My ego deflated a bit.
 
   “To be perfectly honest, I’d rather bed your fiancé than you.”
 
   “What?” I repeated like an idiot. That comment didn’t just deflate my ego. It poked a massive hole in it and completely collapsed it.
 
   “Julianne, I’m not into women.”
 
   I stared at him in utter shock. “You’re gay?” I never would’ve guessed that turn of events. It was a sad day for womankind that this fine specimen was off the market.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Then why did you just invite me to your bed?” I whispered harshly.
 
   “I’m in a book club,” he said matter-of-factly, as if that should explain everything.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “We’ve been reading these erotic novels with intense men who say things like that to these women who just swoon over them. I wanted to see what would happen if I said something like that.”
 
   I giggled, at once offended and finding the situation completely hilarious. “I have to say, it’s not the best method for getting a woman to sleep with you. Have you done this before?”
 
   He laughed and nodded. “Bree accepted my invitation.”
 
   “That doesn’t shock me,” I muttered.
 
   “What?” 
 
   He hadn’t heard my comment, which was probably for the best.
 
   “Nothing. So how many women have you invited to your bed?”
 
   He shrugged. “A few. You are the first to shatter a wine glass.”
 
   “My bad.”
 
   He laughed loudly as I giggled, and I suddenly felt more comfortable with Cash since I knew a little more about him. It gave me a glimmer of hope that working at BKG wouldn’t be so bad; at least I had one ally now. I glanced up at Nick, who stopped mid-sentence as his eyes met mine. 
 
   I smiled at him, and he resumed his conversation with Bree, his eyes not leaving mine for a moment. I wondered if Nick knew Cash was gay and if that was why he hadn’t cared earlier when Cash had been overly flirtatious. It all suddenly made sense. 
 
   As our happy hour group paid our bills and gathered up our things to head home, Nick informed me that he had to head back to the office to wrap up some things and to prepare for the next day. I wanted to kiss him goodbye, but it didn’t feel right in front of our coworkers. I left feeling a void from our lack of contact. 
 
   I watched basketball with Josh until Nick walked in the door a little after 8:00. “Sorry I’m so late,” he said as he pulled me into his arms. 
 
   He pressed a gentle kiss to my lips, not wanting to get too intimate in front of his brother, but even that sweet, gentle connection fired up everything inside of me. Every time he touched me was like the first time; shocking and electric and sexy.
 
   “I missed you,” he murmured close to my ear, and I absolutely melted. It was almost a little ridiculous what this man could do to me. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I loved everything about kissing Julianne, but I especially loved the way she always smelled like fresh peaches. It was her shampoo, and maybe I should turn in my man card for admitting this, but sometimes when I was in the shower, I would open the bottle and breathe in the scent of the woman I was going to marry. 
 
   I loved her so much that it was sometimes painful. I didn’t want her to hurt, and that’s why I issued what she referred to as “The Ultimatum.” I knew that having Travis in her life was toxic to our relationship. I wasn’t trying to be a dick about it, but I was so damn tired of the same fight. She was obsessed with getting Travis back into her life, and I understood the need for friendship. Hell, I had some great friends in my own life that I knew I couldn’t live without.
 
   But I hadn’t fucked any of them.
 
   And that was the deal breaker for me. At first I committed to being able to deal with it. I wanted Julianne in my life, so I would find a way to get past the fact that she’d slept with Travis when we had been apart, and I’d find a way to get past the fact that she’d kept that from me. 
 
   But it turns out that it was harder to deal with than I thought it would be. Or, rather, I could deal with it, but I couldn’t deal with her obsession over it. 
 
   When she’d left for San Diego against my wishes, something had changed between us. I wasn’t the type of guy who ordered my women around; it just wasn’t my style. I liked control in a relationship, but I was just as willing to surrender control to my partner when necessary. It was in that moment when Julianne left for San Diego that I wished I was less of a Prince Charming and more of an aggressive man who could command my woman to follow my orders with one precisely-executed look. Julianne was too strong to fall under my dominating looks, and her strength was one of the things I loved most about her. But going to San Diego to chase after her past put her future in jeopardy. Not only did it set her behind a day at work, but it seriously pissed me off. 
 
   I was doing my best to put that behind me, starting with getting her to commit to a wedding date. I wanted to marry her the second I proposed to her; shit, I think I’d wanted to marry her the very moment I’d laid eyes on her, and once that ring was on her finger and we’d stated our vows in front of our friends and family, she’d be mine and only mine forever. But until that moment, until things were absolutely official in the eyes of God and the law, I’d have to compete with Travis for her heart. 
 
   It was the fight of my life, and it would be worth it in the end, but I wasn’t sure exactly how to do it. I had never had to fight so hard for a woman, but the love that I had for her was beyond compare. 
 
   So the night I got home late, Julianne’s first day at BKG, I wanted to discuss our wedding date. We’d briefly discussed it that morning, but she’d dodged the issue. This time we were picking a date.
 
   “Can we talk?” I asked, noticing my brother in the room for the first time. Julianne just… distracted me. No matter what I was doing, when she was in the room, I saw nothing else. At times, this proved difficult at work.
 
   “Of course,” she said, lacing her arms around me for a quick hug.  
 
   I kissed her forehead and then took her hand in mine to lead her up the stairs to our bedroom. I opened my iPad and pulled up my calendar.
 
    “We spoke briefly this morning about setting a date. Let’s do it.”
 
   She laughed, and it was a tinkling sound that was music to my ears. “Funny you should bring that up,” she said.
 
   I glanced at her curiously.
 
   “Because I wanted to talk to you about setting a date tonight, too.”
 
   I grinned, and I saw her eyes widen as they always did when I grinned at her. I loved the reaction she had to the way I looked at her, and I knew that I reacted in much the same way when she smiled at me. She was simply the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on, and I couldn’t wait for the day when we would profess our love for each other in front of the world.
 
   “I was thinking,” she said, and she paused while my heart slowed for a moment. If she started in with that “waiting” shit again, I was going to lose it. The sooner she became my wife, the better. I wasn’t trying to rush things, but I wasn’t getting any younger. I knew that she was the woman meant for me, so why postpone the inevitable? I was ready to commit my life to hers. 
 
   “I was thinking,” she began again, “that we should do this soon.”
 
   My brows knit together in confusion. “Soon?” I echoed.
 
   She nodded. “Nick, I love you with all of my heart. The sooner I can be your wife, the better. I don’t know why I was dodging the date earlier. I just had this realization that I want to be Mrs. Nicholas Matthews as soon as possible.”
 
   I grabbed her and pulled her into my lap as my lips slid over hers. “Nothing would make me happier,” I murmured against her lips. Her fingers wrapped around my neck as her tongue found mine, and we were lost to the world for a good hour.
 
   When we resurfaced, Julianne resumed the wedding talk. “I was looking at my calendar earlier, and if we keep it semi-small, I think we can pull it together in a month.”
 
   “A month?” I asked. 
 
   A month until I committed myself to just one woman for the rest of my life?
 
   I briefly thought about the one thing all men think about before getting married: Julianne would be the last woman I’d fuck for the rest of my life.
 
   And you know what? I was happy with that thought.
 
   I’d never been with a woman like Julianne before in my life, and the thought of only being with her for the rest of my life made me smile. Well, it made me smile in addition to making me hard.
 
   Hell, I’d only thought about her anyway since the day I’d met her, so I’d already spent over a year with only her, although we’d only started sleeping together about a month and a half earlier. I’d loved her for almost a full year before I’d done anything about it, and I still kicked myself knowing that we could have been together that whole time. The only thing that had stopped me was my job. If I so much as looked at her the wrong way, Davidson would’ve had my ass. 
 
   I knew the secret behind the strict no-dating clause at McMillan, but it wasn’t something I’d shared with anyone. It was a personal matter for Tom Davidson, my direct boss, and it wasn’t my news to share. He was related to the owners of the company, and apparently he’d put in too many hours, leaving an unhappy, lonely wife at home. She turned to a colleague at her own office in her loneliness and ended up leaving Davidson for her coworker. So Davidson created the no-dating clause and took every colleague relationship personally, as if it was an attack on him to rub in his face what his wife had done to him. His reaction when he found out about Julianne and me was bullshit, and he’d turned me against him completely with the things he’d said about the woman I loved. He was desperate to hang onto me, and I understood his motivations. He was worried that he’d lose clients, and I’d only been gone a few weeks and I’d already had several clients from McMillan transfer over to me at BKG. I didn’t blame him for being bitter, but after the way he’d treated Julianne after her accident, I had a pretty big grudge against him.
 
   “Yes. A month. I was thinking April 4.”
 
   “April 4? Four-four?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “You do know that four is my lucky number, don’t you?”
 
   She grinned. “Why do you think I chose it?”
 
   “I love the idea, Julianne, but I think we need more time to plan.”
 
   She nodded. “You’re right. So July?”
 
   “I like July.”
 
   “It’ll be hotter than hell.”
 
   “True. Were you thinking indoor or outdoor?”
 
   “If it’s in July, indoor for sure.”
 
   “Where do you want to have the wedding?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   I thought about it for less than a second. I had plenty of space, and it would be easy to plan a fantastic event if we were holding it right in our own home. I had plenty of resources to make it happen on short notice. “Perfect,” I nodded, realizing how much I liked the idea of getting married in the home we shared.
 
   I glanced through the calendar and checked the Saturdays in July. “Eleventh, eighteenth, or twenty-fifth?”
 
   “What about August first?” she asked, looking over my shoulder at the dates.
 
   “I like August.”
 
   “It’ll still be hotter than hell.”
 
   “You’ll be hotter than hell in a wedding dress.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Cheesy line, my friend.”
 
   I grinned and leaned over for a kiss.
 
   “Can I ask you one more thing that came up this morning?” she asked.
 
   “Sure,” I said, glad that we’d picked a date and ready to move along to the next step in planning our day together.
 
   “Where did your money come from?”
 
   I hated talking about it, but I knew I’d dodged the issue enough. I had to tell her. I’d made something up about it being a long story, but it really wasn’t. Where it had come from was actually simple, but the issues surrounding it brought up a lot of painful memories for me. 
 
   “My dad,” I finally said.
 
   Her eyes lowered and she looked mortified that she’d pressed the issue. “Nick, I’m so sorry I asked.”
 
   “Don’t be. There’s more to it, but suffice it to say that I had a trust fund set up for me. I was able to access that fund after I turned twenty-one.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “Don’t thank me. You’re going to be my wife, and I want to be honest with you.” I was glad to reveal one of the secrets of my past to her, but I knew what she was going to ask next. And I was right.
 
   “Then do you want to fill me in on your wild summer? Or your relationship with your mother?”
 
   I chuckled and glanced out the window. “Didn’t I say that was a story for a rainy day? Doesn’t look like rain tonight, baby.”
 
   She giggled, and she dropped it. Thank God. Even though she was going to be my wife in just a few months, I just didn’t want to talk about the shit that went on that summer with anyone, my future wife included.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I was suddenly overwhelmed with wedding planning. Perhaps trying to plan a wedding in just over five months was over-shooting my organizational abilities just a tad, especially given that I’d also just started a new job. 
 
   Good thing my boss was understanding.
 
   I called my mom after Nick and I had decided on our date and told her. 
 
   “That’s not enough time!” she exclaimed at first.
 
   Shit, of course she was right. But we were going to make it happen. 
 
   And then she asked me, “Are you pregnant?” 
 
   I hadn’t realized that would be the first question on everyone’s mind. Getting married in under six months obviously meant a shotgun wedding. 
 
   “Mother!” I exclaimed. “No, I am not pregnant!”
 
   “Then why the rush, honey?”
 
   “No rush. We’re just ready. I don’t want to wait to be his wife, and he doesn’t want to wait to be my husband.”
 
   “I get that, but these things take time to plan.”
 
   “Nick said he’d hire a planner to do the majority of the work.”
 
   “That’s nice of him, but it’s a waste of money. You know I’ve dreamed of helping you plan your wedding since you were a little girl. I never dreamed of helping your wedding planner plan your wedding.”
 
   I sighed. As much as I wanted to say that it wasn’t about her, it absolutely was. Weddings were about families and friends, not just the bride and groom, and I fully knew that. But, selfishly maybe, I didn’t want to wait.
 
   “I know, Mom. And you’ll still have a big hand in helping me plan. Want to go dress shopping this weekend?”
 
   “Yes. Have you called your sister yet?”
 
   “She’s next on my list.”
 
   “She’s not going to take your date well.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Two kids at home and now being your matron of honor?”
 
   “True. But I never said she was going to be my matron of honor.”
 
   “Isn’t she?”
 
   “Of course. But I don’t like that it’s just assumed.”
 
   “Sorry. Call her and let’s plan on Saturday at noon for dresses?”
 
   “Perfect. See you then.”
 
   I called Jamie next, and my mother was right.
 
   “What do you mean August first?” she yelled.
 
   “I mean August first.”
 
   “Are you pregnant?”
 
   “No!” I yelled indignantly. 
 
   “I won’t have dropped my baby weight by then, Jules. I don’t want to look fat in all of your pictures. You’re putting a lot of pressure on me.”
 
   When the hell did this become about everyone else? 
 
   “Sorry. We’ll get black bridesmaid dresses.”
 
   “Screw you.”
 
   “Stop it. Will you be my matron of honor?”
 
   “Of course. I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that since you got engaged. When do I get to meet him?”
 
   I hadn’t even realized my sister hadn’t met the man I was planning to marry yet. “When are you free?”
 
   “Tonight. Tomorrow. Every day except I have two kids that I have to tote with me.”
 
   “That reminds me, are you available for wedding dress shopping Saturday afternoon?”
 
   She sighed. “Of course, Jules.”
 
   “Sorry for the late notice. Love you.”
 
   “Love you back.”
 
   “Can we come visit tomorrow night?” I asked. “I’ll bring Nick and I want to see my niece and nephew.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll make you dinner.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Have Brandon order in.”
 
   She giggled, and I laughed along with her.
 
   The next day at work was much like the first, except now I kind of liked Cash. He broke the ice between us and I saw him as a friend. No one would ever replace Travis as my best friend, but I thought about how easy it would be to have a friendship with Cash, a gay man who I would never have romantic feelings for. After the whole catastrophe that my friendship with Travis had become, I was glad to be friends with a guy who I wouldn’t be tempted to sleep with. Not that Cash wasn’t damn hot, but he and I weren’t playing in the same league. 
 
   Nick had agreed to meet my sister that night, and we planned to leave right from the office because it was closer to my sister’s place than our house was. So we had driven to work together that morning, and as I made my way to Nick’s office at 5:58, I heard Bree’s familiar tinkling laughter coming from just inside the doorway. 
 
   I drew in a frustrated breath that I blew out slowly, forcing myself to count to ten before entering the office. I had learned that technique for controlling anger from a guidance counselor’s presentation in high school. 
 
   It was a bunch of bullshit.
 
   After I’d fully let out my breath, I was still angry.
 
   Working hours were over at 5:00, yet this bitch was still here, flirting with my man.  I was not having it.
 
   I burst into his office only to find Bree standing directly behind Nick, leaning over him to look at something on his computer screen. Her breasts were nearly pressed up against his shoulder, a smile adorning her perfectly beautiful face. I wanted to slap that smile right off of her, even more so when I saw that he was smiling, too. I gasped when I saw how close she was to him, wondering what the hell they were looking at, and they both looked up at the sound I made. 
 
   Nick’s smile quickly faded as he must have realized what I just walked in on, but Bree’s smile widened further. I went from wanting to slap her to wanting to knock her teeth in. I’d never felt so violent in my life.
 
   “You almost ready?” I asked through gritted teeth, trying unsuccessfully not to look like the jealous, possessive bride-to-be.
 
   “Hey, Julianne,” Nick smiled tentatively up at me. “We were just checking out some of our competition for a potential future project.” He clicked the mouse a few times, and Bree finally backed the fuck up. 
 
   I pressed my lips together consciously so I wouldn’t say what I really wanted to. 
 
   I continued to keep my mouth shut even when we were in the car together.
 
   “You okay, baby?” Nick asked.
 
   I realized I was staring out the window, lost in thought, and we were nearly at my sister’s place. I didn’t want to fight with him, especially not when he was about to meet my sister for the first time.
 
   “Yeah. I’m okay.”
 
   “Did you have a good day today?”
 
   “It was fine.”
 
   “You’re quiet,” he murmured.
 
   “Because I don’t want to fight.”
 
   His hand found my leg. “What’s there to fight about?” 
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Talk to me, Julianne.” His voice was soft and soothing, and a wave of emotion traveled the length of my spine. 
 
   I sighed. “I didn’t particularly care for walking into your office and seeing Bree’s breasts pressed against your shoulder.” It was blunt, but it was the truth.
 
   He sighed in frustration and removed his hand, leaving me with a cold and empty feeling where his hand had been.
 
   Neither of us spoke for a moment, and then we were pulling into Jamie’s driveway. I didn’t want my fiancé to meet my sister when there was tension between us. I wanted things to be normal again. I just didn’t know how to make it normal.
 
   Just when it felt like we turned a corner, it was like we ran into another wall.
 
   I grabbed the door handle, and then I felt Nick’s hand on my arm. I turned to look at him. His striking hazel eyes lit up as the last remaining sunlight of our day made its way behind the mountains, and his attractiveness in that moment was jarring. Sometimes I looked at him and found him so sexy that it knocked me on my ass, and this was one of those moments. 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” he said.
 
   I nodded. “Of course.” I turned in my seat, and his fingers linked with mine.
 
   “Why did you change your mind about moving up our wedding date?”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have a moment before we were going to walk into my sister’s house so Nick could finally meet her.
 
   “Because I want to marry you. Like yesterday.”
 
   “Why, Julianne?” His voice was a soft whisper. 
 
   “Because I love you.”
 
   “Why else?”
 
   I sighed.
 
   His answer was his own frustrated sigh.
 
   “What?” I asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of my tone. 
 
   “I just want to make sure we’re doing this for the right reasons.”
 
   “Nothing about why I want to marry you is wrong.”
 
   “I just don’t want to rush it if we’re doing it to stake a claim on each other.” 
 
   I thought about that for a moment. Maybe he wanted to tie me down to alleviate his fears that I was going to leave him for Travis – which I would never do – as much as I wanted to tie him down to alleviate my own fears that he was going to fall under Bree’s spell or any one of the hundreds of other women that would likely be knocking down his door if he was single. 
 
   Even though I knew in my heart that neither of those things would ever happen, he was absolutely right. Getting married to possess each other was wrong. Getting married because we were deeply in love and wanted to commit our lives to each other was right. And I knew that was my true motivation in marrying him. 
 
    “You still want to marry me, don’t you?” I hated that I sounded like I was pleading. 
 
   “I can’t think of anything I want more in this world than to marry you. I love you. I want you to be my wife. I want our wedding to be everything you dreamed it would be, and I don’t want anything else to be the focus of our day except our love for each other.”
 
   “I love you, too. And that’s all I want, too.”
 
   “Then let’s give ourselves a couple more months to plan.”
 
   “So not August?”
 
   He shook his head, and I felt conflicting feelings of relief and sadness. 
 
   “Let’s check the calendar later,” I said.
 
   He smiled and leaned over the seat for a kiss.
 
   All stupid drama aside, I just wanted to marry the man of my dreams. It had nothing to do with Bree or Travis or anybody else. This was the man I was meant to spend the rest of my life with, and I could not wait for that to begin.
 
   Besides, I thought to myself, just because he had a ring on his finger didn’t necessarily mean a girl like Bree wouldn’t still offer herself up on a silver platter.
 
   The really odd thing about all of those revelations was that we still ended up apart.
 
   It took awhile, but the wedge that had started dividing us eventually broke us, and I wasn’t sure how we were going to find our way back to each other. 
 
   We were fine at my sister’s house. In fact, Nick really bonded with Brandon while Jamie and I fussed over the baby. I saw our future together, the four of us having dinner while our little ones played together.
 
   Even that night when we got home, everything was mostly back to normal. 
 
   It wasn’t until the night of our surprise engagement party that the wedge that had started forming between us turned into an irrecoverable gulf. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   Dinner with Jamie was fun. Julianne’s sister was hilarious, and her brother-in-law, Brandon, was a good guy. He was the type of guy I could hang out with, make small talk with, watch sports with; and he seemed happy to have another man joining the family. We talked sports, in particular baseball since spring training would be starting soon, while the girls talked all things wedding. I met Brady, Julianne’s nephew, just before Brandon took Brady in for bedtime, and Jamie took us into her brand new baby girl’s room to show us the beautiful, sleeping Hadley. 
 
   I’d never really thought about having a family. I figured it would happen someday, but I never thought far enough into the future to really consider the possibility of children. But now that I’d met the woman I wanted to share my life with, I imagined for the first time what my house would be like with a wife and some kids running around. I thought about Julianne and what she would look like pregnant someday with my baby. And I liked those images. A lot. 
 
   Julianne told her sister that we were pushing our wedding date back, and I saw the secret look of panic that passed from sister to sister. But I knew that we had made the right decision. I understood Julianne’s frustration with Bree. Bree had been overly flirtatious with me since the day I’d met her, but a ring on my finger wouldn’t change that. She was harmless, though, and I didn’t feel right about setting a wedding date so soon when I had a feeling that the main reason Julianne had been so flexible in moving up the date was because of Bree and her “breasts pressed against my shoulder.”
 
   To be honest, I hadn’t even noticed. I was engrossed in my work and establishing my name at a new company; and besides, I didn’t have eyes for anybody except my fiancée. I knew Bree was a beautiful woman, but I really didn’t see her as anything more than a coworker. I wasn’t attracted to her, not like I was to Julianne. She didn’t set my blood on fire. She didn’t distract me from everything or make me feel anxiety and excitement in the same breath the way Julianne did. I didn’t feel her presence when she was near, and my body didn’t respond to something as simple as her scent. And I most certainly didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with Bree. 
 
   I just needed Julianne to understand that.
 
   She was worried about something that was completely insignificant. 
 
   The ride home was less tense than the drive to Jamie’s. Julianne’s mood was considerably lighter after a couple of glasses of wine with dinner and an evening with her sister, and I wondered if she felt a little relief that we were pushing the wedding date back. 
 
   I was secure enough to know that any relief she might have felt had nothing to do with me or her feelings about me and everything to do with planning a wedding in five months. She needed time, and I understood that. 
 
   I just couldn’t wait for her to be my wife. Not because I wanted to tie her down. Not because of some outside force, and certainly not because of Travis. 
 
   It was because she was everything I had ever looked for in a woman. 
 
   And since I loved her as much as I did, I knew I needed to solve the biggest issue in our relationship: Travis Miller. I just wasn’t sure how to go about doing that.
 
   “Did you have fun?” Julianne asked tentatively as we drove toward home.
 
   I glanced over at her, her face beautiful even lit by the dashboard dials. I squeezed her thigh under my hand. “I had a great time. Your sister is fantastic. It clearly runs in the Becker family.”
 
   Julianne smiled. “Thanks, Nick. That’s a sweet thing to say.”
 
   “And Brandon is a good guy.”
 
   “You two seemed to get pretty heated about baseball.”
 
   “The guy’s a fucking Dodgers fan. What do you expect?”
 
   She giggled. She knew how much I hated the Dodgers.
 
   We were both quiet for a moment, and then I spoke again. “So have you thought about wedding party at all?”
 
    She nodded. “Of course. I’ve thought about it since I went to my aunt’s wedding when I was five.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I want my sister to be my matron of honor. I already asked her.”
 
   “I want my brother to be my best man.” It was something I’d known since I’d first started toying with the idea of getting married, which, honestly, I never thought I’d do. I thought I’d be a perpetual bachelor. And then I started working at McMillan, and the moment my eyes found Julianne’s in that conference room on my first day, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that my single life was over even though it took a year for me to do anything about it. 
 
   “I figured. Do you have any other family you would like to include?”
 
   “Josh is the only person I consider my family.” 
 
   “Are you going to ask Eric, too?”
 
   “Depends.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “How many bridesmaids do you want?”
 
   She glanced over at me and shrugged. “I guess I figured I’d ask Lucy and Holly. And I always thought—” she stopped midsentence.
 
   “Thought what?”
 
   “I always thought Travis would stand up in my wedding.” Her voice was a whisper, but I could sense the pain laced in her words. 
 
   She may have talked a big game about not being in love with the guy, but I didn’t totally buy it. 
 
   I didn’t want to share her heart with anyone, least of all the guy who thought it would be a good idea to come into my office to tell me that he had fucked the woman I planned on marrying when we had been briefly apart. But I had no other option. The only other option was ending things with her, and I was certain that ending it wasn’t something I would ever be able to do. 
 
   The three times we had been apart added up to a total of seven days of my life that I had lived without her in them since we had first revealed our true feelings for one another, but they were seven days of hellish torture that I never wanted to experience again. 
 
   I was a fucking walking contradiction. While I hated the idea of sharing her heart with someone else, on the other hand, I didn’t have a choice. I had to commit to taking her as she was and loving her with everything inside of me, because the alternative was impossible. 
 
   I’d learned through a lot of hard work and some tough experiences how to be disciplined in my life, and this was just another time where I’d have to exercise that discipline.  
 
   “If that’s what you want, Julianne, then that’s what you’ll have.”
 
   I felt her eyes studying my face, but I didn’t look over at her. For one, I was driving, but I didn’t want her to see the hurt that would certainly be in my own eyes at the thought that she wanted someone she’d slept with to stand up in our wedding.
 
   “No,” she whispered. “He doesn’t want anything to do with me.”
 
   I thought about that. From what I’d pieced together from our various conversations, Travis had met someone. Apparently he’d moved on from Julianne, but I didn’t buy it. You don’t just get over a girl like Julianne. You don’t just move on from the person you loved your entire life, but I had to give the guy credit for trying.
 
   “Baby, you know where I stand on this issue. I’m not going to get into another argument about him. I want our wedding day to be everything you ever dreamed it would be, and if that means including Travis in it, then that’s what we’ll do.”
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   “I know you do.” I pulled her hand up to my lips and kissed her fingertips. “And I love you.”
 
   “So when do you want to do this?” she asked, moving onto safer subjects.
 
   “October 3.”
 
   “October 3?”
 
   “I checked my calendar when you and Jamie were checking on Hadley. It’s a Saturday, and it gives you just over seven months to plan.”
 
   “October 3. I love it.”
 
   “As much as August?”
 
   “More.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   I glanced over at her, and she was grinning. She looked like a beautiful bride-to-be, glowing and gorgeous and all mine.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   Nick really was nothing short of a Prince Charming. How the hell did I get so lucky? I knew for sure that I didn’t deserve him. He was willing to put aside his personal feelings to make me happy, and to me, that was the true sign of the forever kind of love. 
 
   That’s one of the things that showed me how stupid I’d been acting. 
 
   While he was willing to do anything to make me happy on our wedding day – including allowing someone I’d had sex with to stand up as part of our wedding party – I was being indecisive, or worse, I was making decisions that directly struck a nerve with him. 
 
   Work was basically awful all week. Aside from Nick, Cash was the only one who I even remotely liked or felt like I could connect to. Working with people like them made for a miserable environment. I had no one to bounce ideas off of; I felt intimidated during our team meetings, and my creativity was severely being stifled. I missed Lucy and Holly and the rest of my team at McMillan, and I wanted to go back there. I wanted Nick to be my boss at our little company again. Things were great back then, even when we had to hide what was developing between us, but I guess if the trade-off for going public with our relationship meant that we had to quit McMillan, it was worth it. 
 
   Friday slowly crept up on us, and Nick and I had already decided that we were going to spend the night at home, organizing wedding stuff. It had been his idea, actually. He wanted to help me get organized, so I invited my mom and my sister over and we spent the night setting up a plan and figuring out where to even start planning a wedding. My mother was ecstatic that we were waiting longer, and my sister thanked me about a million times for giving her more time to lose her baby weight. 
 
   While we flipped through magazines looking at dresses, my mom told me she had a surprise for Nick and me the next night. She said that we needed to dress up and meet at my parents’ house at 5:30. I hadn’t a clue what she had in store for us, but I was excited. I thought maybe she and my dad wanted to take Nick and me out to dinner to formally congratulate us and welcome Nick to the family. I knew they were ecstatic that Nick and I were getting married; they loved him dearly after the way he’d taken care of me after my accident, and they could see how much he loved their little girl. 
 
   So, as instructed, I pulled on a fancy white, sparkly dress, and Nick dressed in a suit. I was in our shared master bathroom, putting the finishing touches on my makeup when he strolled in. I dropped my mascara wand on the counter when I saw him. I saw him every day dressed for work, but something about seeing him dressed up for an evening out with my family and knowing that he did this for me was just plain sexy. He chose my favorite suit – a charcoal gray one with a white shirt underneath. He skipped the tie, opting to leave the top button of his shirt undone, and the little patch of neck that stuck out where he normally tied his tie was enough to send a tingle of lust through my body. I wanted him, and I wanted him now… but, unfortunately, we were running late as it was, so we had to get going.  
 
   “You look hot,” I said, picking up my mascara wand and wiping off the counter where I dropped it. 
 
   “You’re looking pretty damn fine yourself,” he said as he came up behind me and positioned himself so the length of his body warmed the back of mine. That tingle of lust turned into a full-blown quiver, and then his lips found my neck and I was done for. 
 
   I shivered at his touch, goose bumps making their way down both of my legs. I wanted him to take me right there on the bathroom counter. I leaned back into his touch, a quiet moan escaping my lips, and I felt his grin against my neck. 
 
   “We need to get going,” he whispered. 
 
   “Dammit,” I murmured, and he chuckled. 
 
   “To be continued?” His eyes met mine in the mirror and he smirked. 
 
   I turned around and faced him, and his hands found my cheeks. His rough thumbs traced down my face, and his eyes burned into mine. All I saw there was heated lust.
 
   I leaned up and pressed my lips to his. “Definitely,” I whispered. 
 
   I felt a bit off balance from our lust-induced scene in the bathroom, and as we pulled into my parents’ driveway, I realized I still hadn’t cooled down. I was hot for my man, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through dinner without ripping off his clothes.
 
   As he pulled in the driveway and cut the ignition, I admitted, “I am still so fucking hot for you.”
 
   He turned slowly to look at me. “Feeling’s mutual, baby.” He grinned, and damn if that didn’t make my panties even a little wetter. 
 
   “What if…” he trailed off, but he definitely had my interest. “What if we played a little game tonight?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like when I say some predetermined key word, that means we’re meeting in some predetermined place for a few minutes of private time.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘private time’?”
 
   “I mean I’m going to find a way to get inside of that hot body of yours.”
 
   I felt my face heat up. He didn’t pull out the dirty talk too often, but when he did, his words always hit their intended mark. 
 
   “What’s this predetermined word?” I asked, my voice breathless as I thought about this little game of his. 
 
   “Well, it would have to be something appropriate to say in front of your family…”
 
   “How about ‘McMillan’?”
 
   “That might come up in casual conversation, and then you won’t get my secret message.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “What about ‘margarita’?”
 
   “Okay. I’m drinking wine tonight, so ‘margarita’ works for me.”
 
   “Wait for me to say it. I’ll try to scout out a location before I say our key word.”
 
   I was suddenly really excited for the possibilities of the evening ahead.
 
   We got out of the car, and Nick guided me up the sidewalk to my parents’ front door. His hand found the small of my back, and I leaned into it. I loved the feeling of his hands on me anywhere, but somehow especially there. His big hand was warm and made me feel absolutely cherished.
 
   I rang the doorbell, and my parents’ Jack Russell Terrier, Max, started barking. My mom appeared at the door a moment later, and, holding Max back so he didn’t jump on me in my white dress, she greeted us. She was dressed up, too, and my dad walked up behind her a moment later, dressed in a suit and tie. 
 
   “You two look nice,” I said, hugging my mom while Nick shook my dad’s hand.
 
   We switched, and my mom greeted Nick with a kiss on the cheek while I hugged my dad.
 
   “You two look nice, too,” my mom said, smiling at me. It was no secret that she nursed a little crush on my fiancé, but, then, who didn’t? He was as charming as he was gorgeous.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” I asked.
 
   My mom’s eyes gleamed mischievously. “You’ll see. Glass of wine?”
 
   Nick and I both nodded, and I looked over at my handsome fiancé, wanting so badly for him to say “Margarita” so we could head up to my childhood bedroom and he could alleviate the throbbing ache between my legs.
 
   After our glass of wine, the four of us piled into my dad’s Ford Explorer, and we were off. Ten minutes later, we were pulling into the driveway of the Millers’ house.
 
   A ripple of some unknown emotion traveled through my spine. Pulling into the driveway of Travis’s parents’ house felt strange with Nick seated next to me. My entire history with Travis flashed through my mind, my memories centering most specifically on the times we’d been intimate and landing on an image of his lips. I felt immediately guilty at the thought and banished it from my mind. 
 
   “What are we doing here?” I asked.
 
   “I told Kathy we’d stop by so she can see your engagement ring and meet Nick,” my mom explained. “Then we’ll head out to dinner.”
 
   It seemed strange to me, but whatever. Parents did strange things sometimes.
 
   “She told us to meet them in the backyard,” my mom said, so we walked around the side of the house and through the gate to the backyard. They’d put in some adorable tiki torches, and the fire lit up the walkway down the side of their enormous house to the backyard. I was always in awe of their house, but tonight their yard looked extra special. Italian lights created a soft glow in the early dusk, almost like they had decorated it for a party. 
 
   And then I heard the large group of people gathered there yell, “Surprise!”
 
   It took a moment for me to comprehend what was going on, and then I recognized almost every person gathered before me. 
 
   I saw Jamie and Brandon and their two kids first. Then I saw Lucy and Jake, Holly and Andrew, Greg and Maria, Malcolm and Brenda. Aunts, uncles, and cousins. Josh and Tessa, Eric and his date. Travis’s parents and his sister, Liz, and her husband, Wes, and their kids were there. I saw the people from my new work, including Cash and Bree, who stood next to each other. Cash was smiling, and Bree had an evil gleam in her eye that left me feeling a little tense. There had to be fifty or more people gathered in the Millers’ backyard, all there for Nick and me.
 
   And, finally, in the very back of the gathering, I saw Travis and Lindsay, the girl I’d seen him with in his San Diego apartment. 
 
   My heart skipped a beat when my eyes met his. He looked especially handsome, a term I’d never really associated with him. He had always been easy on the eyes, but in the past, he’d always looked like my friend Travis. Tonight, though, something was different. He looked happier than I’d ever seen him, and maybe that’s what I found so attractive. Or maybe it was because I knew that I could no longer have him, at least not in the way that he’d always wanted me. Everyone knows that you always want what you can’t have, right? Not that I wanted Travis, really, but maybe somewhere deep down inside, I had always known how he really felt about me, and maybe it always comforted me to know how much he loved me. 
 
   Now it just felt like he’d replaced that love for me with love for someone else. 
 
   And as I saw his eyes break from mine to look at her, I knew that whatever feelings he’d harbored for me were over and done. The love in his eyes for her was palpable even from where I stood, and while the knowledge that he was over me hit me with a deep ache, I knew that the man whose hand was laced through mine would make it all better. It wasn’t even a contest between them; only Nick would forever hold my heart, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t miss my friendship with Travis like crazy.
 
   I turned, stunned, and looked at Nick. “Did you know about this?” I whispered through the smile plastered on my face. 
 
   The yells of “Surprise” died down and everyone in front of us started clapping. I heard someone start clinking a glass, the universal signal for the bride and groom to kiss at a wedding reception. Nick’s hazel eyes glittered in the light of the torches that were everywhere, and he smiled his devastatingly beautiful smile at me. He nodded, and then he leaned in and kissed me.
 
   Even in the midst of our family and friends, the people most important in the world to us, every coherent thought left my mind when his lips found mine. It was a sweet kiss, a kiss appropriate in front of parents, yet it was a kiss that stoked the already blazing inferno in my veins.  
 
   Nick cut off our kiss before it got overly heated, but it didn’t matter. I leaned in and whispered, “Margarita,” into his ear, and he just looked at me and grinned while our audience went wild with cheering at our hot kiss.
 
   He leaned down close to me, and I felt his breath tickle my ear. “Surprise, baby. Happy engagement party. Wait for the key word. Soon.”
 
   And then we were attacked with hugs from loved ones and bids of congratulations and questions about wedding details. “When’s the big day?” “Where are you going to register?” “Have you thought about reception locations?” “Are you getting married in a church?” “Band or DJ?” “Where’s the honeymoon?” “Which designers do you like?” “Cake flavors?” “What about flowers? Don’t get lilies. They stink by the end of the day.” It was endless. Details I hadn’t even thought about were suddenly thrust to the forefront of my mind, and I was a bit overwhelmed. I’d been expecting a quiet night with my fiancé and my parents, not a full-blown party in our honor.
 
   My mom hugged me. “I hope it’s okay that it’s here at the Millers’ house. I know after what happened that it might be weird for you, but they have such a beautiful backyard, and Kathy offered, and how could I say no? We were going to do it at our house, but there’s so much more room here, and it’s like a second home anyway—” 
 
   She was rambling, so I cut her off with a hug and a smile. “Mom, it’s fine. It’s perfect. Thank you.”
 
   Someone shoved a wine glass in my hand, and Nick was hauled off by his brother to the open bar set up in the corner of the yard. I had a feeling that this was much like our wedding reception would be; I’d always heard that the bride and groom never really spent any time together at their own reception, and we were already split apart two minutes into our party when all I wanted was to hear a damn “Margarita” out of his mouth.
 
   After mingling for a few minutes, my wine glass was empty, so I walked over to the bar, where I found Nick talking with my sister and Brandon. “What are you drinking?” I asked with a smile.
 
   “Margarita,” my sister said.
 
   I glanced at Nick, and I saw the corners of his mouth turn up with a secret smile. I smirked back at him.
 
   “A margarita sounds fantastic,” I said, looking pointedly at my handsome fiancé, “but I started with wine, so I’ll stick to that.”
 
   “Wine sounds good for now,” Nick said with a grin. “Maybe you can switch later.”
 
   “Switch to what?” I goaded, wanting him to say the word more than I’d ever wanted to hear any other word out of his mouth.
 
   “Whatever you want, baby,” he chuckled, leaning in to kiss my cheek.
 
   “Tease,” I whispered close to his ear, and then the bartender handed me my drink and Lucy walked up and dragged me to the dance floor. 
 
   A little while later, I was chatting about wedding cakes, more specifically the merits of cream-cheese frosting versus buttercream, with Travis’s mother and sister when Lindsay walked up. 
 
   “Lindsay,” Kathy said, affection for Travis’s new girlfriend clear in her eyes. Suddenly a little jealous, I wondered how long they’d known each other. “Have you and Julianne met?” she asked.
 
   Lindsay nodded. “Briefly, in San Diego. Nice to see you again, Julianne.”
 
   “You, too,” I murmured, struck with how pretty she was up close. She was my exact opposite, but she and Travis made a striking couple. And then I wondered where exactly Travis had disappeared off to.
 
   “Do you mind if I steal Julianne away for a few minutes?” Lindsay asked Kathy and Liz. They both shook their heads, and Lindsay motioned for me to come with her.
 
   I followed her inside the house where we’d have some privacy. The party was in full effect outside. I glanced around and saw people mingling, others dancing on the make-shift dance floor, and a bunch of people enjoying the open bar.
 
   I looked up and met her eyes once we were both inside and the door was closed behind us. 
 
   “Congratulations on your engagement,” she said pointedly.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I can see how happy you and Nick are together.”
 
   “And I can see how happy you make Travis.”
 
   “He makes me happy, too.”
 
   “He’s an amazing guy.”
 
   “I know he is.”
 
   “Are you in love with him?” I don’t know what made me blurt that out, but I suddenly had to know where she stood. 
 
   “Are you?”
 
   I sighed. “I’m in love with Nick.”
 
   “Travis isn’t your business anymore, Julianne.” Her voice had a hard edge to it.
 
   “He will always be a part of my life. He will always be my business.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I am more in love with him than I can even explain.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “I’m glad. Treat him right.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “What did you want to talk to me about?” It was blunt, but there was a party in my honor going on outside, and she was taking me away from it.
 
   She took a deep breath, as if she was trying to control herself. “I know that your engagement party isn’t the place for the real conversation I want to have with you. So I’ll put on my nice girl panties. I know what Travis means to you. He will always have a place in his heart for you. I don’t like it, but I love him enough to trust him with it.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her, wanting to know what the “real” conversation she wanted to have was. More than likely, she wanted to hit me. 
 
   The feeling was mutual.
 
   “I’m happy for both of you, then,” I said, not really meaning it. On the one hand, I was happy that Travis had found someone, even if she was a little spitfire that was making me feel uncomfortable at my own party. On the other hand, it was difficult seeing the living proof that Travis had moved on from me. My feelings were so conflicting and confusing. Something about my past with Travis had my heart holding onto him. I’d heard about people who never really got over their first love; but most of those people didn’t stay in touch with their first love. Most of those people weren’t family friends who went back over twenty years. 
 
   How do you just erase something so permanent from your life? 
 
   “I also wanted to let you know that the fact we’re here this weekend is a total coincidence,” Lindsay continued, breaking into my thoughts.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Travis surprised his family by bringing me here this weekend. He wanted to introduce me to his parents and his sister, and it was sort of a last-minute thing. We didn’t know that his mom was holding an engagement party for you.”
 
   That struck me by surprise, and I had to control my expression so the momentary flash of disappointment didn’t show. I thought Travis had made the effort for me, and maybe it was selfish of me to feel that way, but it hurt that he was only at my engagement party because of some twist of fate. 
 
   I was being foolish and immature. I needed to get over it and, as Travis so eloquently told me in his voicemail, be happy with my fiancé and stop thinking about him. I wasn’t even sure why I was thinking about Travis. It was silly, and that thought was confirmed when Nick walked through the door, interrupting my private conversation with Lindsay. 
 
   I looked at him gratefully. I wasn’t particularly enjoying my one-on-one time with the love of Travis’s life, even though I really did wish the best for Travis and I hoped that someday this wouldn’t all be so weird. 
 
   But I couldn’t focus on any of that. All that I could focus on was Nick. I had a burn radiating through my body that started the moment I saw him in his suit earlier that evening, and the man who had just walked in the door was the only one who could alleviate the fire inside of me.
 
   “Nick, have you met Lindsay?” I said.
 
   He shook his head. “Nick Matthews,” he said, extending his hand to shake hers.
 
   “Lindsay Rhodes.”
 
   “Travis’s Lindsay, I presume?” he said, the deep timber of his voice humming through my body. 
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” He smiled his panty-dropping smile at her, and I swear I saw a blush stain her cheeks as I realized that although he was way too much of a gentleman to ever admit it, Nick had to be ecstatic to meet the woman who took Travis’s attention off of me. 
 
   “And you.”
 
   “Do you mind if I speak with Julianne?” he asked, effectively dismissing her.
 
   “Not at all,” she smiled at Nick, threw one last glance of disgust in my direction, and left.
 
   “What was that all about?” he asked after the door clicked shut behind her.
 
   “She just wanted to speak with me privately to let me know that she and Travis are doing well.”
 
   “Good.” We both knew there was more to it than his simple response, but I appreciated that he didn’t delve into it. 
 
   “Is it time for margaritas?” I asked hopefully.
 
   Nick grinned that sinfully wicked smile at me, and I am pretty sure my panties melted right off of me. “Margaritas?”
 
   There it was. Finally. The key word. The secret word. The word that meant he was going to find a place to take me and have his way with me. 
 
   Thank God.
 
   I grinned back at him. “With the party in full effect outside?”
 
   “Guess we’ll have to make it a quick one.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’ve never been here before. Where’s a good private place?”
 
   No one had been in the house all night. When the Millers had first landscaped their backyard, they installed a restroom outside so that people using the pool could change. It was a convenience that extended to parties such as this one. There was no reason for us to be interrupted, but we were standing in the kitchen with its floor to ceiling windows looking out over the yard. I took his hand in mine and pulled him around the corner to the Millers’ front hall. 
 
   It was dark and deserted and quiet and private, and the moment we were out of view of the windows, Nick’s lips found my neck as his hands slid up my thighs and under my dress to cup my ass. I groaned into him and arched my body to his, feeling his straining erection hardening against my belly. 
 
   His lips slid across mine, his tongue parting my lips and entering my mouth in an erotic dance. Something about the way he kissed me always set me on fire, but with my already heightened state of arousal, I nearly let go into oblivion just from the way his mouth felt. He moaned when my hand found just how hard he was for me, and I cupped him in my hand as his hand came around the front and slid into my panties until he found just how wet I was for him. 
 
   “Fuck, baby,” he murmured, and he pulled his hand away and quickly undid his belt and pants, lowering them just enough to get the job done. 
 
   He put his hands back under my ass and hoisted me up. I wrapped my legs around him, and he pushed my panties to the side before thrusting powerfully into me. 
 
   I mumbled incoherently as the fire in my veins finally felt some sense of relief at the friction he created as he moved me up and down. My body was lifted higher and higher, tensing up and working toward a titanic release. We grunted into each other, and we were both nearly there when we heard the patio door open and close. There was a noise in the kitchen, maybe a refrigerator opening and closing, indicating that someone was in there. Nick stilled inside of me, the lust in our eyes our only expression of the wildly erotic moment in the hallway. I felt him throbbing inside of me, and I had no way to indicate to him that I was about to splinter into an intense, loud orgasm. I knew that there was no way I could be silent. Maybe it was the exhibitionism of it all, and maybe it was because I had wanted this all night long; but whatever the case, it wasn’t far off, and we were trying to be discreet with someone in the kitchen right next to us.
 
   But that feeling of him inside of me, neither of us moving except for him pulsating as my body gripped him to me, was enough to send me over the edge.
 
   Thank God the door opened again and then closed, and it was silent in the kitchen just as my release hit me. I yelled out, physically unable to keep quiet just as I felt his warmth spread inside of me. A sexy roar grumbled up from his chest as he finished, and then we both stood panting in the hallway as we came down from our mutual orgasms. He stood buried inside of me, leaning his now sweaty forehead to mine. “God, I love you,” he whispered, and then his mouth found mine again and I was lost to the world for another moment with Nick. 
 
   This was how I knew that it would only ever be him for the rest of my life. Nothing in my life before him had ever come close to the emotions I felt in this simple, natural, carnal connection. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   I had been uncomfortable from the second I stepped foot into my parents’ house and saw the preparations underway for an engagement party. I knew immediately what was going on, and I regretted not calling first with our surprise visit. 
 
   But we were already there, and leaving now would just make me look like a coward. It would show Lindsay that I wasn’t secure enough in what we had, and nothing could be further from the truth.
 
   In fact, I was already confident that Lindsay was the woman I was meant to spend the rest of my life with. 
 
   So we stayed.
 
   We even helped.
 
   And I could see Lindsay becoming more and more uncomfortable as the afternoon turned to evening and we prepared for the party. 
 
   My parents loved Lindsay right away, and they could easily see how right we were for one another. They could see how we worked well together and played off of each other’s strengths. And they could see the spark back in their only son’s eye as I gazed over at the girl who had captured more than just my attention. 
 
   My parents were awesome, but they had a thing about allowing their adult children to sleep in the same bedroom as a significant other when we weren’t married. So after we arrived and I made the introductions, I showed Lindsay to the guest room that I was planning to join her in for the majority of the night anyway. 
 
   She pulled me into her arms, and I wrapped myself around her. I loved how she was so short and compact and fit so perfectly into my arms.
 
   “I’ll miss you tonight, Tiger,” she said.
 
   I grinned and leaned down to press my lips to hers. 
 
   “No you won’t,” I said against her mouth.
 
   She pulled back and looked up at me.
 
   “Like I’m going to sleep down the hall from you when I can hold this sexy body in my arms all night?”
 
   She smiled up at me, filling me with that feeling like everything was going to be okay even though we were going to have to face Julianne that night. 
 
   Lindsay was feisty, but I didn’t think she’d confront Jules at her own engagement party. After the way she’d shown up at my apartment in San Diego and our nearly catastrophic end before we had really gotten started, I knew that Lindsay was ready to kick Julianne’s teeth in. 
 
   And I didn’t blame her. 
 
   Jules had been acting impulsively ever since she started dating Nick, really, but if she wanted to marry the guy and he wanted to marry her, that was their prerogative. I wasn’t going to be an obstacle in their way because I had moved on. Whether or not the two of them had done the same remained to be seen. 
 
   “I like it when you say sweet shit like that to me.”
 
   I laughed and pushed my now forming erection into her hips. “I like it when your tongue is in my mouth.” I bent again and pressed my lips to hers.
 
   “I like it when your hands are on my hips.” 
 
   I trailed my hands from her back down to her hips, and then I moved my lips against her ear and whispered, “I like it when your hands are on my cock.”
 
   She smacked me in the arm with a giggle, but I wasn’t joking. “Trav, not in your parents’ house.”
 
   “What are we, seventeen? It’s happening, Gorgeous. Better get used to the idea now.”
 
   I saw her cheeks turn pink. “You’re crazy.”
 
   “Crazy in love.”
 
   “And cheesy.”
 
   “Cheesy in love.”
 
   She laughed. The laughing was getting me where I wanted to be, which was buried deep inside of her. 
 
   “Trav, we just got here. I can’t just strip down and let you fuck me. Your parents are literally right underneath us. They’ll hear.”
 
   “I can be quiet.” I knew what would get her to change her mind, so I pulled her hips against me as I ran my tongue from behind her ear down her neck and into the soft v-neck of her shirt before kissing my way up her throat back to her lips. 
 
   She moaned softly, and I felt her defenses weakening. She wanted it as much as I did, and it wouldn’t be long before she gave into it.
 
   My tongue collided and twisted with hers as my fingers trailed from her hips up to her ribs and landed on her breasts. Another soft moan escaped her, and that one sweet sound was my ticket in.
 
   I trailed a hand down from her breast, past her perfect abdomen, down to her jeans. I touched her body exactly as I knew she liked it, and then I pulled back from her mouth, my hands still on her body.
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at me, and hers were dark with lust.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, and my mouth crashed back down to hers with the silent nod of approval. I was in.
 
   I dropped my jeans as she stripped out of hers, and then I urged her legs around my waist, our favorite position to fuck in. I leaned her back against the wall and lowered her petite frame down onto the very ready and waiting TJ (or Travis Junior, as I referred to him in my mind). 
 
   She was still wearing her shirt; one of my favorite parts of this position was watching her tits bounce in my face, but I didn’t care. Just being with her was all I needed. I wanted to reassure her that she was the only woman I loved.
 
   I drove into her warmth, already well aware that this was the last woman I would ever fuck. Something about her filled a piece of me that had been empty until I’d met her, and as I thrust up into her and watched as she started to come apart, I felt my own imminent release. Her body gripped me tightly and pulsed around me as her orgasm ripped through her, pushing me into my own explosion. 
 
   I pressed my body into hers up against the wall, her arms tight around my shoulders as I buried my face in her neck, both of us coming down from our highs.
 
   I blew out a satisfied breath, and she giggled.
 
   “What?” I asked, our bodies still connected.
 
   “I can’t believe you talked me into doing that five minutes after we got to your parents’ house.”
 
   I chuckled and lifted her off of me, setting her down. We both sat on the bed for a minute to regain our breath and our composure.
 
   “After the way you were teasing me the entire six hour car ride here, you know you had it coming.”
 
   “Teasing?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her.
 
   “Talking about blow jobs and then claiming it was too bright out for road head?”
 
   She giggled.
 
   “Let’s get one thing straight, Gorgeous.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “When we leave Sunday, I guarantee that at least an hour of our car ride will be in complete darkness.”
 
   Her laugh was like music to me. “Deal.”
 
   We got dressed and headed back downstairs to help where we could.
 
   I felt confident that things were fine between us, and then I saw Lindsay pull Julianne into the house during the party.
 
   I had no idea what the two women said to one another, but my curiosity was definitely piqued. 
 
   And then I spotted Nick Matthews, captain of the douches, drinking a beer with his brother. I knew at some point during the night, I’d need to talk to him. I just wasn’t sure when, and I had no idea what the fuck I was going to say to him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I was pretty impressed with myself for keeping the engagement party a secret. When Pam had first contacted me about it, I was hesitant about the location. I didn’t like the idea of immersing Julianne in her past, especially not so soon after she had been with Travis and the way things had ended between them. But Pam assured me that it would be fine; she told me the Millers had an incredible house and that Mrs. Miller had offered to hold the party there. Since they were family friends to the family I’d be marrying into, I had to suck it up and get over it. 
 
   I was concerned with the idea from the start, but how do you turn down the offer of an engagement party?
 
   When my eyes found Travis in the crowd of people, it took every ounce of self control I had not to cause a scene. My first thought was what nerve this guy had. First he came to my office to tell me he’d slept with Julianne, and now he had the balls to show up at our engagement party? 
 
   I didn’t care that the party was being held at his parents’ house. He had no right to be there, yet he was. 
 
   His attendance ignited my anxiety. I finally made Julianne see what an obstacle he’d been for us, and here he was, right back in front of us.
 
   I glanced back at my fiancée. I needed to be inside of her from the moment I saw her in her little white dress. She was always beautiful, but something about her choosing a white dress to wear, not knowing that it was for an engagement party, spoke to something deep inside of me. I thought about her being my wife and what that meant. While I’d come from a fairly fucked up family that she still didn’t know much about, to me, marriage was once and forever. Divorce would never be an option, and after seeing Julianne’s parents and meeting her sister and Brandon, I knew that she felt the same. She came from a family so different from mine, and suddenly it was something I wanted to be a part of. 
 
   I wanted to raise children who would always know that their parents loved them, and I wanted to bring children into the world with a woman who wouldn’t desert them when they needed her. Despite any mistakes she had made in our short history together, I knew that Julianne would make a wonderful mother; that had never once come into question, and that was something very important to me. 
 
   I at least owed Julianne the chance to meet my mother, but I wasn’t ready for it. Not yet. Not when the shit that went down at Christmas was still so fresh, and not after the argument we’d gotten into. I still hadn’t spoken to my mother because breaking the silence would mean I would have to be the one to reach out. I was fucking tired of being the one to reach out. She was the mother, not me. This one was on her.
 
   So when I saw Julianne in that white dress and all of that ran through my mind, I knew that there was no way I’d be able to wait until I got her home to bury myself inside of her. As we stood connected in the hallway after our fiery moment together, all I could think about was how much I loved her. I didn’t care that she’d made mistakes, because I’d made some, too. 
 
   Part of loving everything about another person was accepting them, mistakes and all, and forgiving them for those mistakes. 
 
   And so I had.
 
   Or, at least I thought I had.
 
   I was trying to get over the fact that she’d gone to visit Travis against my wishes. I felt more settled after I took her in the hallway. Something about that contact with her always relaxed me. I felt restless until I covered her body with mine. 
 
   So after we took a moment to cool down and she led me to the restroom where we could both clean up a bit, we headed back outside, hand-in-hand, to mingle with our guests. I’d hoped to have some time to make the rounds with my fiancée, but the moment we walked back out through the doors, she was pulled into a conversation with some woman I didn’t recognize while I was pulled in another direction to talk to Bree.
 
   It was risky inviting people from our new team in terms of how Julianne would see it, but I wanted her to see that she had nothing to worry about. I wanted everyone to know that I was committed to my relationship with her, so I thought it was important to invite the people we worked with. 
 
   “Nick, you are looking simply edible tonight,” Bree’s voice rasped at me. I inwardly rolled my eyes. Did this shit actually work on men? Because it wasn’t working on me. She wasn’t Julianne, and I would never see her as anything more than a colleague. 
 
   “You’re lovely yourself. Thanks for coming,” I said, trying to maintain some semblance of professionalism as her hand found my arm. The look in her eyes told me that she wanted me. The thought of what I just did to Julianne in the hallway flickered through my mind, and suddenly I was raring to go again. Goddamn, that was a hot minute in the hallway. 
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it,” she said, grinning her widest smile at me. I glanced around the party, wondering who I could pawn her off on without insulting her. The only person in the vicinity who could handle her was Cash, but he was off dancing. 
 
   “Listen, I’m going to make the rounds. I’ll see you, okay?” I was trying to be polite, but she wasn’t removing her hand from my arm. She ran her hand up and squeezed my bicep, and her eyes widened when she felt the hardness of it. 
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” she murmured. 
 
   Great.
 
   I headed toward the bar again, and I was stopped, this time by a man I didn’t recognize. “Are you having a good time?” he asked with a smile. He acted like I should know him, and I wondered if he was a relative of Julianne’s. An uncle, maybe?
 
   “Yes, sir. This is a wonderful party.”
 
   “I hate to talk shop in the middle of a party, but I have a business proposition for you.”
 
   Who the hell was this guy? “Oh?” I asked, always ready to talk shop, even at a party in my own honor. 
 
   “You recently moved companies, correct?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I’m over at BKG Marketing now.”
 
   He nodded, encouraging me to continue. 
 
   “It’s only been a few weeks, but I’m very happy so far.” It wasn’t entirely true. I could sense that Julianne missed McMillan, and I was kind of in the same boat. There was so much about BKG that was fantastic and upscale and just so much better than McMillan, but it didn’t have that same feeling of familiarity. Of family. I always felt at home with McMillan, but I didn’t get that sense yet with my new company. I figured it was just being in a new place. I’d get over it. 
 
   “Did Davidson finally chase you out of McMillan?”
 
   I gave the man a curious look.
 
   “I know him and I’m not a fan. Listen, Nick, have you ever thought about going into business for yourself?”
 
   Again I wondered who this man was, and I wasn’t sure how much to divulge. The Davidson comment was interesting for sure, but I didn’t want to admit my personal ambitions to someone I didn’t know. What if he was someone from BKG that I was supposed to know? I carefully crafted my answer. “I can’t think of many successful businessmen who haven’t considered that possibility at some point.”
 
   He smiled at me. “Good answer, Mr. Matthews.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” I said. At this point, it was just awkward to even ask his name since he knew me by both first and last name. 
 
   “All of my business cards are in my car, but I’ll grab one and track you down before the end of the night. I’d like you to contact my office and set up an appointment for a little venture I’m considering.”
 
   I nodded, curious. “Sounds great. I’ve got some time midweek if that works for you.”
 
   “Perfect. I’m looking forward to it,” he said, shaking my hand and heading off. I followed him with my eyes for a moment, and then my brother and Eric bumped into me with a fresh beer and I was distracted from my thoughts about who the hell he was. 
 
   “So, when’s the bachelor party?” Josh asked with a grin. 
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t need one.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up. I’m either taking you to the strip club or hiring a stripper to come to us.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Not interested.”
 
   “Fucking liar. Every man is interested.”
 
   “You know, I used to think that too. Until I met Julianne.”
 
   “So you don’t think she’ll have some wild bachelorette party with cocks hanging out everywhere?”
 
   I tried to picture that, but I couldn’t imagine it. I shook my head, laughing with my brother at his total irreverence, and then he glanced behind my shoulder and immediately sobered. 
 
   I turned my head and followed his line of sight, and my own laughter immediately ceased as Travis Miller stood in front of me.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   He really looked like he wanted to kick my ass.
 
   The last time I’d spoken to the guy, it had been when I went to his office to let him know just exactly what had transpired between his fiancée and me. 
 
   I got it. If some guy came in proclaiming that he had slept with Lindsay, I’d be ready to pound him into the ground, even if it was before she and I had gotten together. So I didn’t really blame Nick for wanting to do the same to me. But the only way we’d ever get past this bullshit was if one of us made the first move. 
 
   And I had enough pride to be the one to step up to the plate first.
 
   Maybe my internal motivation was to show this douche canoe up. If I let him come to me first, he’d be the bigger man. 
 
   I wasn’t about to let him be the bigger man. 
 
   We all knew I was the… you know… bigger man. I could just tell in the way Jules’s eyes widened when we’d messed around. She’d seen me many times before, but it had been awhile. I could just tell that I was more endowed than her fiancé. But that was beside the point.
 
   Or was it?
 
   “Congratulations, Nick.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. “Thanks.”
 
   “Hell of a party.”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   Apparently he was a man of few words. To me, this was at odds with what Julianne liked in a man, but it didn’t really matter what I thought anymore. 
 
   “You just come in for the weekend?” he finally asked, at least attempting conversation.
 
   “Coincidental. We came so I could introduce Lindsay to my family as a surprise. It happened to be the same weekend as your party. For obvious reasons, no one in my family told me there was a party going on.”
 
   “Are the reasons really that obvious?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not anymore. They didn’t know about Lindsay.”
 
   “And that’s going well?” He was hedging and I knew it. He wanted information. He wanted to know that I wasn’t going to be a threat anymore. But it wouldn’t matter. I knew how it felt to share Julianne’s heart with another man, and I knew from the look on her face all night long that I still held real estate there. 
 
   As I glanced across the yard and saw Lindsay, though, I was certain that I no longer felt those same emotions for Julianne. 
 
   “That’s going well, yes.” I nodded to emphasize my words. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Dude, I know Jules and I have a history, but it’s over with us.”
 
   I looked across the yard at Julianne, and Nick’s eyes followed my line of sight.
 
   “I hope you mean that.”
 
   “I do. She belongs with you.”
 
   He looked over at me and managed a smile. “Yeah, she does.”
 
   “I wish you both the best. Really.”
 
   “I appreciate that.”
 
   “Take care of her, man.”
 
   He pressed his lips together. “I will.”
 
   And just at that moment, the woman of the hour approached us. I hadn’t spoken to her since she left my place in San Diego, and I found myself a little nervous for this confrontation. I glanced around for Lindsay, wanting to feel her next to me so that she could witness this exchange, too.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   My aunt had caught up with me, and she was the type of person who didn’t leave enough room in the conversation for anyone to jump in and end it. So I was trapped by my Aunt Maggie, my dad’s sister, talking about very specific flowers that I absolutely “have to have” in my bouquet, while I eyed Nick from across the yard. He was standing over by the bar with his brother, and I saw Nick throw his head back, laughing at whatever his brother had just said. His carefree laughter made me feel a little lighter after the heavy couple of weeks we’d been through. I returned my gaze to my aunt to make her feel like I was paying attention to what she was saying, but she lost me somewhere between boutonniere and stephanotis. 
 
   When I glanced back at Nick, he wasn’t smiling anymore, and Travis stood opposite him. 
 
   Aunt Maggie paused to take a breath, and I nabbed my chance. “I better go mingle. Thanks for the chat, Aunt Maggie,” I said, plastering on a fake smile. She leaned in and kissed my cheek, and then I bolted as politely as I could. 
 
   I navigated a path toward Nick, but I was stopped on the way, this time by Holly and Andrew. “We’re going to take off. Congratulations again,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “I’m so happy for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Hol. I couldn’t be happier.” I wished I’d had the time to sit and chat with Lucy and Holly about my new job, but the party had somehow passed in a flash before my eyes and guests were already starting to call it a night. Not everyone, though, I noticed as I looked toward the packed dance floor. 
 
   I gave Andrew a quick hug, and he congratulated me again as well, and then they turned to leave. I took a few more steps toward Nick only to be pulled in another direction, this time by Travis’s mom. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming out in frustration. I just wanted to get to him. Each time I glanced his direction, his eyes were fixed on Travis, and I needed to go run interference before my past and my future collided with fists. 
 
   “Julianne, have you two decided where you’re getting married?”
 
   “We briefly talked about holding it at Nick’s – I mean, our house, but we haven’t made any firm plans yet.”
 
   “You know you’re always welcome here,” she said.
 
   “Thanks, Kathy. That’s really sweet,” I said, knowing that it would never work for us to get married there but appreciating her kindness. Frankly, I was shocked that Nick had agreed to an engagement party at the Miller house. Maybe it was one tiny step in the right direction. “And thank you for hosting the party tonight. It’s really very kind of you, and it’s been such a wonderful night.”
 
   Kathy leaned in for a hug. “You don’t have to thank me. You’re family, Julianne. No matter what.” 
 
   Her words hung heavy in the air between us, indicating to me that she knew everything that had gone down between her son and me. She knew the hell I’d put him through; she knew I broke his heart. 
 
   And just at that moment, Travis’s eyes found mine across the yard. I still hadn’t spoken to him. But when his eyes found mine, my heart skipped a beat for a second time that night. And just behind him, Nick’s eyes found mine, too. I wondered if my eyes betrayed the riotous emotions lancing through me as Travis and Nick both stared me down. 
 
   Travis turned back around to say something to Nick, and that was the moment that I finally figured out my emotions. I was nervous to see Travis. I was nervous for him to confront me, especially after the way things had gone down when I left his apartment in San Diego. He had written me off for another woman, and he had never written me off before. He always had put me first in his life, no matter what. 
 
   And now I wasn’t the first woman in his life anymore. 
 
   I didn’t necessarily want him for myself, but I didn’t want anybody else to have him, either.
 
   I knew the second the thought entered my mind that it was selfish and cruel. But it was honest, and sometimes our deepest revelations are the hardest to admit.
 
   I hugged Kathy, and then I started my trek toward Nick. I finally reached him, slipping my arm around his waist. His body was tense as he roughly threw an arm around my shoulders and gathered me close to his side. He turned toward me, pressing his lips to my temple as if to claim me, and then he took a deep breath into my hair, as if breathing me in would calm his obviously frayed nerves. 
 
   “Hi, Travis,” I said tentatively, wondering what the hell the two of them had just been discussing.
 
   “Hey, Jules,” he said, a small smile gracing his lips. 
 
   So it was back to “Jules.” I always knew he was serious when he called me “Julianne,” because he almost always called me either “Jules” or “babydoll.” 
 
   I wanted to hug him; he was, first and foremost, one of the best friends I’d ever had in my life despite the tumultuous drama of the past few weeks. But Nick had me pinned to his side, and I didn’t think the bodily contact between Travis and me – even in the form of an innocent hug – would do any of us any good. 
 
   “How are you?” I asked softly. Nick’s arm tightened around my shoulder.
 
   “Really, really good,” he said, his tone matching mine. 
 
   I smiled tightly, and we just looked at each other for a minute. “Good,” I finally said. 
 
   “Congratulations on your engagement,” he said. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t say that the last time I saw you.”
 
   He was right; he hadn’t. But then again, I’d dropped in unannounced right in the midst of him trying to win back Lindsay’s affections, which he clearly had succeeded in doing as indicated by their attendance at the party. 
 
   “Thanks, Trav.”
 
   “So when’s the big day?” he asked. 
 
   This was awkward.
 
   “We just decided on October 3,” I said. I wanted to add how much I wanted him to be part of our day, but I wasn’t sure if we would ever be in that place again. I wasn’t sure if Nick would ever trust me to be just friends with Travis. 
 
   That was the first time I had even considered that Nick might’ve lost trust in me because of my selfish, immature actions. These two men both loved me, albeit in two very different ways. I wanted to say something that would fix it all, but I was at a complete loss. 
 
   And then Lindsay walked up, snaking her arm around Travis, and he glanced down at her with reverence. The love in his eyes for her nearly brought tears to my own eyes. He had once looked at me like that, but I had been blind to it. 
 
   Maybe I was just hormonal, or maybe it was the wedding planning just getting to me, but seeing them up close told me that this was exactly as it was supposed to be. 
 
   I looked up at Nick, and his features had softened somewhat. Clearly he saw the love pass between Travis and Lindsay, too, because something changed in his expression. Something told me that this was all going to work out. We were all going to be okay. 
 
   Eventually. 
 
   So what happened between that moment the four of us shared and a few hours later when I found myself in a crumpled puddle of desperate misery on the floor?
 
   Two words: Nick’s mother.
 
   I was torn away from my brief conversation with Travis and Lindsay when my mom called me over to talk to some of her friends who were getting ready to leave. I wanted to stay with Nick. As ridiculous as the way he pulled me into his side to stake his claim on me was, I had to admit that I loved being close to him.
 
   I had missed him when he was in New York, and again when I went to San Diego. I missed the closeness we shared. I missed everything about him, from the way he smelled to the way he looked at me to the way he kissed me. I felt closer to him after our brief encounter in the Millers’ entryway, and I wanted him to hold onto me for a few minutes longer. 
 
   Looking back on that moment, perhaps something inside of me knew that something horrendous was about to happen. I resented my mother for pulling me away from Nick to talk to someone else, but it was a party being held in my honor. I had to respect the people who had come to see me, and so I was forced to be polite and leave his side. 
 
   After I hugged my mother’s friends, I turned back to return to Nick’s side, but he was no longer standing where I’d left him. I scanned the crowd for him, but I didn’t see him. I glanced through the people on the dance floor. I spotted Cash and Bree dancing, and I was glad that wherever Nick was, he wasn’t with her.
 
   Once again I was pulled in ten different directions, and a half an hour later when I finally spotted Nick, he was deep in conversation with someone who I’d never seen before. 
 
   I was suddenly very curious as to who she was, because even from the distance where I stood, I could see a coldness radiating from his eyes. The only time I could ever recall seeing him that cold was when he’d broken up with me to keep his job at McMillan. But that had all been an act; the way he was looking at this woman looked serious. 
 
   I made my way closer to him, and his eyes never left the woman he was speaking to. All I could see of her was the back of her platinum blonde hair that was short and perfectly coiffed. The closer I got, the more I could see the absolute revulsion in Nick’s eyes. Behind him stood his brother, and I spotted the same look radiating from him. 
 
   I finally made it to his side, and he never once looked my direction. I laced my arm around his waist, but the affection was not returned. His eyes were hard on the woman in front of him. 
 
   When he spoke, his voice was cold. “Julianne, meet my mother.”
 
   My breath momentarily left my body as I recalled the snippets he’d told me about her. He’d never given specifics, but as I stared at the woman in front of me, I could see Nick’s hazel eyes, straight nose, and perfect cheekbones. Her gaze was not that of a loving mother, but more like a woman on a mission. 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said, sticking my hand out to shake hers.
 
   She glanced at me and then returned her gaze to her son.
 
   It was like they were in a standoff and no one else existed. 
 
   I lowered my hand and then stood there awkwardly for a moment. 
 
   Finally, Nick spoke. “Mother, I’d like you to acknowledge my fiancée.”
 
   “Of course,” she said smoothly. She turned to me, and I saw the same coldness in her eyes that was reflected in Nick’s. 
 
   “Julianne, how lovely to meet you,” she said. She didn’t extend her hand in introduction.
 
   “You, too, Mrs. Matthews.”
 
   She stared at me as I immediately realized my faux pas. 
 
   “Mrs. Prestbury,” she corrected me. 
 
   “Call her Eleanor,” Nick said. 
 
   Eleanor glared at her son and I suddenly felt caught in the middle. Where the hell was my mother to drag me away when I really needed her?
 
   He grabbed her by the elbow. “Excuse us,” he said to me, and then he led her away. I met Josh’s eyes. He looked completely horrified, and he excused himself to join Nick and his mother. 
 
   I stood rooted to the spot for a moment, wondering what the hell had just happened and how the hell Nick’s mother had shown up to ruin our night. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I hadn’t invited her, but I had an inclination who did. 
 
   Fucking traitorous brother. 
 
   I led my mother out of the yard because I didn’t want to make a scene in front of Julianne and her family or our friends. We stood in the driveway in a showdown of epic proportions.
 
   I hadn’t spoken to her since Christmas. I’d finally said some of the things I had needed to say to her for a very long time. It had been difficult, but I had my brother to lean on, and he knew better than anyone the hell we’d endured growing up under my mother’s roof. Or, rather, the roofs of the men she married. 
 
   I didn’t hate her until I had found out what she’d done to my father, and I didn’t find out what she’d done to my father until I received the money on my twenty-first birthday. 
 
   It was coincidental, really, that I found out about her affair around the same time I got my hands on the money, but the combination of turning twenty-one, finding out that I had a trust fund that would allow me to live comfortably for the rest of my life, and discovering that my mother was a complete and utter fraud set off a series of events that would change the course of my life. 
 
   And it wasn’t until I met Julianne that I realized what course I was on. I wanted a wife who would be faithful to me and only me for the rest of our lives. I wanted a family, children who my wife and I would love and raise together. Children who would feel valued and adored always. Family would always come first in my life. 
 
   And that was why I was having such a hard time with the thought of Julianne and Travis being friends. I was fighting internally with myself. Could I deal with a friendship between Julianne and the man she’d run to for comfort when I had hurt her? 
 
   I wasn’t sure that I could. 
 
   I couldn’t live with the fear that Julianne would go back to him. 
 
   And the moment I saw my mother standing in front of me at the engagement party, I knew that I had demons from my past that I needed to get under control before I married Julianne. 
 
   For one, I had to either mend things with my mother or permanently erase her from my life. But neither of those options would be easy. 
 
   I knew I idealized my childhood until that fateful day that my father died in a terrible car accident, but finding out that my mother had cheated on him made me idealize my father, too. I was only seven years old when I lost him, but every memory I have of him is good. 
 
   I remember him throwing a baseball with Josh and me in the backyard. 
 
   I remember him helping me piece together a zebra puzzle. 
 
   I remember him keeping all of his change in a bag, and my brother and I got to reach our tiny hands in the bag every Friday night and keep whatever we could hold.  
 
   I remembered snippets of holidays; Christmas morning and ripping the paper off of a brand new toy or Easter morning and tearing open Easter baskets or Halloween and trick-or-treating. 
 
   But one thing I can’t remember is any affection between my parents. I can’t remember a time when I saw my dad squeeze my mom’s hand lovingly. I can’t remember a time when I saw them steal a kiss away from the kids. I can’t remember a time when I caught them glancing at each other across a room. 
 
   Those were the things I wanted in my marriage, and I knew I’d have them with Julianne. I knew that we would have a perfect future together, and I wasn’t going to let my mother – or Travis, for that matter – ruin that for me. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded.
 
   “Is that any way to talk to your mother?”
 
   “Where is Walt?” I asked snidely.
 
   “Walter is at the hotel.”
 
   “So you came here by yourself?”
 
   “How could I possibly miss my eldest son’s engagement extravaganza?”
 
   “How did you even know about this?”
 
   “Your brother told me you were getting married.”
 
   “So you demanded the details and decided it would be a good idea to crash the party?”
 
   “Nicholas, stop it right now. I came to mend fences with you.”
 
   “Too little, too late.”
 
   Josh caught up with us to find me bickering with our mother in the driveway. “Mother, what are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
   So far, I hadn’t really found the answer to that question myself. 
 
   She sighed. “I can’t believe that you didn’t bother to tell your own mother that you were getting married.” 
 
   “The last time I spoke to you, we didn’t exactly end things on good terms.”
 
   “I remember,” she huffed.
 
   “Besides, you don’t exactly take the institution of marriage seriously.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “Do I really need to explain it?” I muttered. “Just leave. Please. Don’t ruin this for me.”
 
   “I am not here to ruin anything. I just wanted to celebrate with you.”
 
   “You weren’t invited.”
 
   “I didn’t know I needed an invitation to my own son’s engagement party.”
 
   “Well you do. Especially when you’ve been absent for the majority of your son’s life.” I glanced at Josh. “Correction. For the majority of both of your sons’ lives.”
 
   With that, I turned and headed back into my party. 
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   Lucy spotted me standing by myself and dragged me to the dance floor just as I recognized the opening notes of Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.” When the song was coming to an end, I saw Nick walk back in. He made a beeline for the bar, where I saw him toss back a beer and order another one. One hand grasped the cup tightly while the other was balled into a fist. He looked royally pissed. 
 
   I hugged Lucy and headed over to Nick. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just have fun.”
 
   That wasn’t exactly the answer I was looking for, and all it served to do was infuriate me.  
 
    “Nick, talk to me. Tell me what the fuck she’s doing here and why you’re so twisted up over it.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   I was really tired of getting brushed off.
 
   “Nick, are you okay?”
 
   He gazed at me for a moment, and then he downed the rest of his beer and slammed it down on the bar. The bartender handed him another one.
 
   I tried again. “Talk to me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He walked away from me.
 
   Fucking. Walked. Away.
 
   I wasn’t going to chase after him. I was trying to be an adult, but walking away from someone in the middle of a conversation was both childish and immature. Clearly he didn’t want to talk about his mother. Clearly her being there struck a nerve. But if he couldn’t talk about those issues with the woman he was going to marry, what the hell sort of basis for a marriage were we forming?
 
   Travis appeared at the bar next to me a moment later. “You okay?” he asked softly. 
 
   I nodded, not speaking for fear that the tears that were starting to gather behind my eyes would betray me. 
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked, obviously having witnessed the altercation between Nick and me. 
 
   This time, I shook my head. No, I wasn’t okay. I missed Travis. I was furious with Nick. I was worried about my relationships, including both my friendship with Travis and my future marriage to Nick. 
 
   “I want to hug you, but I don’t think that either of our significant others would appreciate it.”
 
   I smiled a tiny smile at Trav. “I don’t think they would, either.”
 
   “I miss you, Jules.”
 
   “I miss you, too, Trav.”
 
   He smiled at me, and I knew he meant that he missed our friendship. But I wasn’t sure what I meant anymore. I’d never known Travis to let me down, not once in our long history together. And Nick seemed to be letting me down at every turn, starting with breaking my heart by choosing McMillan and ending with this latest development where he thought it was okay to walk away from me. I got it; he was upset. He didn’t want to talk about it. But to ignore me and then walk away? 
 
   I wasn’t innocent in it – I knew I’d let him down plenty of times recently, too, but I was tired of it. It certainly was no way to enter into a lifelong commitment to somebody. 
 
   Nick stayed busy chatting with guests, so we never got another moment alone to discuss what had happened. After the party, my parents drove us back to their house, oblivious to the tension in the backseat. My mom chattered on about what a lovely party it had been, and I just made agreeable noises as she spoke, not really listening to a word she was saying. 
 
   We said our goodbyes, and finally the two of us were in the car headed home. I had no idea exactly what I wanted him to say, but I wanted him to fix this. 
 
   He was quiet and brooding as I stared out the windshield, neither of us speaking, tension thick between us in the front seat of Nick’s BMW.  
 
   We sat in silence for the entire ride. When Nick pulled into the garage and cut the engine, he finally spoke. His voice was eerily quiet as he stared straight ahead. “Maybe we just need a break.”
 
   I turned to look at his profile, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “What?” I asked, sure I hadn’t heard him correctly. 
 
   He sighed wearily, and then he finally looked in my direction. His eyes met mine, and I could see a cloud of anger, hurt, and fear.
 
   “I said that maybe we need a break. All we’ve done lately is fight.” His voice was still quiet, but now it had a raspy edge to it, as if he was trying to hold back his emotions. 
 
   “Or maybe you just need to fucking talk to me.” I could see that he was angry, and I knew it had to do with his mother. I knew it wasn’t about me, yet I was the one he was taking it out on. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   That was it. I snapped. I was emotional, angry, and just so fucking tired of him not talking to me. I yelled at him, “Stop being such a stubborn son of a bitch.”
 
   “You got that right,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “My mother is awful. She showed up unannounced and unwelcomed, and she’s already fucking things up between you and me.”
 
   “No, Nick. She’s not fucking things up between us. You are.”
 
   I stormed out of the car and into the house, through the kitchen, and up the stairs to the closet. I quickly changed into sweats, pulled down my overnight bag, grabbed a few items of clothes, and made my way to the bathroom to pack my toiletries. Nick appeared in the bedroom doorway as I heaved my bag onto my shoulder.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice now sounding tired. 
 
   I glared at him. “Leaving. You want a break? You got a fucking break.” I pushed my way past him and fled down the stairs to the kitchen, grabbed my car keys, and headed out the door without looking back. 
 
   I just needed to get away from him and the tension and the lack of communication.
 
   I thought about calling my sister as I pulled out of the driveway, but I realized if I spoke, I’d start crying. So instead, I let my anger stew as I took a left out of the neighborhood. 
 
   I blasted the radio to distract my thoughts from the fact that I’d just walked out on my fiancé, but no amount of loud music could take away the searing, blinding pain in my heart. 
 
    What the hell had I just done? And how the hell were we ever going to get past this?
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   God mother fucking dammit. 
 
   When I said we needed a break, I didn’t mean that she should just walk out of the house. I meant a break from all of the goddamn fighting we’d been doing. Even a break from work. Maybe a quick weekend away together would do us a world of good. We both needed to get our shit together, and I wanted to do that with Julianne by my side. I never imagined she’d walk out, and seeing her do that reminded me of my mother and all of the times she’d walked out on Josh and me when we needed her. It was the fear of someone walking out on me that crippled me from stopping her.
 
   I banished that thought the moment it entered my mind. Nothing about Julianne reminded me of my mother. 
 
   I knew that allowing my mother back into my life would fuck up the most precious thing I had, and I was right. The moment Julianne and my mother met, I knew that things would never be the same. But I never imagined their meeting would so monumentally fuck everything up. 
 
   I needed to tell Julianne about my past, but it was difficult. It reminded me of the death of my father, being neglected by my mother, money, lies, and deceit. It dredged up old shit from the past, but it was a conversation that I needed to have. It made me into the man I was now, so it was important for Julianne to know. I just wasn’t ready yet, and I needed Julianne to understand that. Instead, she took it as a personal attack and left me. 
 
   She’d either go to Jamie’s or Lucy’s, I was sure. She’d be okay. But I hated how we left things. I hated that she was so angry at me, and I hated that she left believing that I wanted time apart from her.
 
   But goddamn she was beautiful when she was angry.
 
   Eric and Josh were out, so I was home alone. I grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and drank it at the kitchen table, thinking about the past few hours and how everything had blown up so quickly. 
 
   One thing I knew for sure was that Julianne and I would get back on track. We would make it through this. I just needed to be honest with her and give her the thing that she needed most – the same thing that would be the hardest for me to talk about. 
 
   I wondered what the best tack would be to tell her about the things I still didn’t accept about my family. 
 
   I texted Julianne before I headed up to bed.  I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that I wanted us to take a break. I just want a break from the fighting. I want you to come home.
 
   I had hope that she would listen to me even through her anger when I pressed send, and then that hope was shattered when I heard the familiar jingle of her text tone from her phone where it sat on the kitchen counter. 
 
   She had forgotten her phone, and I had no way of getting in touch with her while she was away. 
 
   I slept like shit without her in my bed next to me. I wasn’t a worrier, but I spent the entire night staring up at the ceiling, hoping she was okay, hoping that we would be okay. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   “You okay?” I asked Lindsay later that night after the last of the party-goers had left and my parents’ yard was back to normal. 
 
   We were relaxing on the couch in my favorite position, leaning on opposite arms with Lindsay’s legs in my lap. I stroked their softness as we talked.
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I’m okay.”
 
   “What did you two talk about?”
 
   “About how I wanted to kick her perfect teeth in.”
 
   “God, you’re fucking hot when you’re jealous.”
 
   She giggled. “They seem happy. Do you think she has moved on?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. I’ve moved on. I’m with you, and I love you, and I don’t want to be with anybody but you.”
 
   “Same.”
 
   “Good. So now what?”
 
   She was quiet for a moment, watching my hands as I stroked a pattern on her shin. “Do your parents hate me?”
 
   “They love you.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Do you need a worm?”
 
   Her warm but very confused eyes met mine. “Huh?”
 
   “Some bait. You’re fishing awfully hard for a compliment over there.”
 
   She smacked my legs that were comfortably nestled beside her. 
 
   “My mom told me when you went to talk to Julianne. She said that she and my dad think you’re sweet and pretty.”
 
   “Pretty?”
 
   “Gorgeous,” I clarified.
 
   She grinned.
 
   “And she said that they can see how happy you make me.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life, Lindsay,” I said truthfully.
 
   She smiled and I crawled to her side of the couch. I hovered over her, and her face became serious as I gazed down into those beautiful eyes that suddenly meant everything to me. And as I gently lowered my head so our mouths connected, I was confident that this was the last woman I would ever kiss. 
 
   She gently pushed on my chest, and I pulled back and looked at her. “What?”
 
   “Travis, your parents are right upstairs.”
 
   “So?” I asked, pushing my hips down toward hers. I was horny and used to getting it whenever I wanted it.
 
   “So let’s cool it down and watch a movie or something.”
 
   “A movie?” I asked, not masking my disappointment. “Wait. Like porn?”
 
   She raised her eyebrows at me and I reluctantly moved to my side of the couch. The doorbell rang.
 
   I looked toward the door, figuring someone who’d attended the party forgot something they needed. “I’ll get that. You make the popcorn.”
 
   “Deal. Where is it?”
 
   “Pantry.”
 
   I headed toward the front door and was not really all that shocked at who stood on the other side of it.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   LINDSAY RHODES
 
    
 
   Seriously?
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I laid in bed pondering. I knew that we would get past this bump in the road; I just didn’t exactly know how. 
 
   And then my memory betrayed me with what I had done the night before, and the feelings of guilt started to consume me. Eat away at me. Devour me whole. 
 
   In my blinding rage, my car had led me to the Millers’ house.
 
   My first thought had been to go to my sister’s house, but it was like my car was driving itself. I knew it was a bad idea the moment I pulled into his driveway, but I found myself automatically getting out of the car, grabbing my bag, and walking to the door to ring the bell.
 
   Travis opened the door a moment later, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. I felt a tingle spear through me as I took him in. He looked devilishly good standing there in front of me. 
 
   “Jules,” he said. “Did you forget something?”
 
   I shook my head, and he glanced down at my bag.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
   The dam broke as tears rushed from my eyes.
 
   “Jesus, Jules,” he said, pulling me inside and wrapping his arms around me. I immediately noticed the warmth from his bare skin against me. His hug was comforting, and he smelled… divine. 
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to get my tears under control, and I backed away from him, trying to get my feelings under control, too. 
 
   “We got into a stupid fight. I need somewhere to stay.”
 
   “Stay here. Of course,” he said.
 
   “Trav?” Lindsay called from the kitchen. “Butter or no butter?”
 
   “Butter’s fine,” he called back to her. He looked back at me. “We were just about to start a movie.”
 
   “I don’t want to interrupt your night,” I said, realizing what a stupid idea it had been to come here as I wiped away more tears.
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   I heard Lindsay’s voice before she appeared in the doorway. “Who was at the door?”
 
   She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw me standing there. 
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked. At least she had a shirt on. 
 
   I felt immediately guilty for ogling her man a moment earlier. I shook my head in response to her question. “We got in a stupid fight. I didn’t know where else to go.”
 
   I knew this wrench was putting their relationship to the test, but I couldn’t help it. I needed my best friend, and I needed Lindsay to understand that. 
 
   “Do you mind giving us a few minutes?” Travis said to Lindsay. 
 
   She shook her head. “Of course not,” she said, and Travis pulled her in close and planted a kiss on her lips. It was like he was reassuring her in front of me that she came first, and I didn’t particularly like the feeling I had inside when I witnessed that. 
 
   “Go up to my room,” Travis said to me. “I’ll be up in a few minutes.”
 
   “Thanks, Trav,” I whispered.
 
   He nodded, still holding Lindsay against him as I ascended the stairs. I heard their voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying as I walked down the familiar hallway and entered the second door on the right. His room was familiar to me even though it wasn’t the house we’d grown up in next door to each other. I’d been to the Millers’ house enough times to feel at home, and the room I was in both looked and smelled like Trav. 
 
   I set my bag down and sat on the floor, leaning my back against the foot of the bed. It felt too personal to sit on the bed after all we’d been through. 
 
   I rummaged through my purse for a minute for my phone to see if Nick had tried to call me, to see if he had tried to apologize or if he had begged me to come home. I emptied the contents of my purse completely, inspecting every little pocket, until I realized that it was on the kitchen counter at home. I could not believe I had forgotten my phone. I never forgot my phone. Ever. But in my haste to get out of the house, I had indeed forgotten it. 
 
   I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose, squeezing my eyes tightly. I was done crying. 
 
   Travis finally came up to his room. I noticed gratefully that he had put on a shirt. I had never realized what a distraction Travis without a shirt actually was. He sat wordlessly next to me, leaning against the foot of the bed and stretching out his legs before him, mirroring my position. 
 
   “So what happened, Jules?” he asked. 
 
   I stared straight ahead, but I could feel his eyes on my profile. “It’s stupid.”
 
   “Fights usually are, babydoll, but you came here to talk, so talk.”
 
   He had a point. 
 
   I drew my knees up and hugged them while I spoke, staring at the floor in front of me. “Nick’s mom showed up to the party tonight. Nick won’t talk to me and let me in on that part of his life, and I got sick of him blowing me off. Then we got home and he said we needed a break, so I’m giving him one.”
 
   He put his arm around my shoulders. “Are you sure he wants a break from you?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” All I could think about was how good it felt to have the one man who had never let me down next to me.
 
   I looked over at him. His eyes held concern for me. He had always put me first and made me feel like I mattered. 
 
   And in that moment, that was all I could focus on.
 
   I leaned my head toward his, desperately seeking some of the comfort I knew he could provide me. I knew that he wouldn’t let me down. I knew that he would be there for me and that I would feel better just having him close to me. Historically, I’d always run to him. This was my habit. He was my comfort. My lips moved toward his, and my eyes automatically closed as I inched my way closer to him.
 
    I felt his hands on my shoulders, halting my progress. “Whoa, Jules. I—” He cut himself off, and then he started again as my eyes flew open. “I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”
 
   Oh, shit. What had I just been about to do? 
 
   Did I really just attempt to kiss another man on the night of my engagement party?
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   Pain. Anger. Sadness. Hurt. 
 
   That’s what was wrong with me. 
 
   I’d been looking for comfort, and old habits apparently die hard. 
 
   “Oh my God, Travis. I’m… shit. I’m so sorry,” I stammered.
 
   “I want to be here for you, but I can’t be here like that. I am with Lindsay now.”
 
   “I know. I wasn’t thinking. Fuck. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Stop apologizing. Forget it happened.”
 
   His hands were still on my shoulders. I backed away from his grasp and stood, pacing the room. 
 
   “I’m just so confused. I don’t know where I stand with Nick. I don’t know where I stand with you. Everything is so fucked up and I don’t know what to do.” My voice got louder as I spoke until I was nearly yelling frantically. 
 
   He stayed where he was, watching me. The concern in his eyes had turned to alarm, like he didn’t know what my next move would be. His voice was calm and soothing when he spoke. “You and Nick will work past this. And you and I will be fine. Everything just takes time, Jules. You have to be patient.”
 
   “I don’t want to be patient! I just want things to be the way they were before. I hate my new job, I hate Nick half the time, I hate what’s going on with you and me. I can’t stand any of this anymore!” Now I really was yelling. 
 
   He stood up and took both of my arms in his hands at the elbows. He shook me gently. “Calm the fuck down.”
 
   I took a deep breath. He was right, and me having a mental breakdown in his bedroom wasn’t going to help anything. I was a sane, rational person, and it was time to start acting like it.
 
   “Sorry. You’re right. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I already said it once. Stop apologizing. Tell me what I can do.”
 
   I collapsed on the bed, looking up at the ceiling. “I’ve kept you from Lindsay long enough. Go be with her. Celebrate what you have.”
 
   “And worry about you up here driving yourself insane the whole time? No thanks.”
 
   “I’ll be okay,” I sniffled. I squeezed my eyes shut again, trying to keep the tears at bay. It worked for the moment. I threw one arm over my eyes.
 
   “Can we talk about something that’s been bothering me?” he asked, the bed dipping next to me as he sat.
 
   “Sure,” I said, not moving. 
 
   “What did you mean by your text?”
 
   I sighed. “What text?”
 
   He was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was low. “The one where you said you didn’t know how to choose between Nick and me.”
 
   I moved my arm and opened my eyes to look at Travis.
 
   “What do you mean, what did I mean?” I asked stupidly. 
 
   “Are you still seriously considering something more with me?”
 
   I sat up. “I don’t know anymore, Trav,” I said honestly. “When I sent that text, I meant that I didn’t know how to pick between my past with you and my future with Nick. I love you so much, but I love you in a way that is so different from how I love Nick. And then I got that email from you that said that I didn’t have a choice to make, and it hurt to know how fast you moved on from me. Every time I think I make a decision, you’re always there in my mind, fucking with my head and making me question everything.”
 
   He thought about that for a moment, and then he took my hand in his. “It wasn’t fast, and it wasn’t easy. Getting over you was the hardest thing I’ve ever been through. The only thing that could possibly have helped me through that was finding the one person I’m meant to be with.”
 
   “And that’s Lindsay?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. “Yes. That’s Lindsay.”
 
   The pain lanced through me like a knife twisting in my gut, but it was matched with a feeling of joy for my friend. It was strange at once being so disappointed at what could have been and so happy for him, and those paradoxical feelings only told me that I loved him enough to let him be happy with Lindsay. I had already arrived at that conclusion several times, and it was what I kept coming back to. 
 
   Suddenly I felt like I had cheated on Nick. I hadn’t, but thinking how I had almost kissed Travis left me feeling guilty. Just the thought that I had wanted to kiss him left me with guilt. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. “I think I am.”
 
   “You want to talk some more?”
 
   “No. I’m good.”
 
   “Do you want to stay here tonight?”
 
   “Yeah. I think I need a night away, if that’s okay.”
 
   “Of course. Sleep in here. Lindsay and I will take the guest room.”
 
   I was grateful to my friend, and for the very first time since I had slept with Travis after my break-up with Nick, I was certain that we were going to be okay. We were going to get back to the place we had once been. Maybe things would never be exactly the same, but we both had new people in our lives who depended on us and who we could depend upon in return. 
 
   “Want to join us for a movie?” he asked.
 
   I kind of wanted to just for the distraction, but I shook my head. I wanted Travis and Lindsay to have their time together. “No, thanks. I’m really tired.”
 
   He stood and pulled me up with him, and he hugged me one last time. 
 
   “Thank you, Travis,” I whispered.
 
   “Anything for you, Jules,” he said, tucking some hair behind my ear. He kissed my forehead and left me alone. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   Lindsay was still in my arms when I woke up the next morning, and while my parents may have had something to say about that, I didn’t care. I was a grown man, and frankly I was over their conservative rules. 
 
   Besides, someone else had spent the night in my bed. 
 
   How fucking awkward was that?
 
   When her lips started moving in toward mine, I knew it was all wrong. I knew I didn’t want to kiss her even though there had been countless nights I’d dreamt about that very thing.
 
   When I was in my bedroom talking with Jules, all I could think about was that she wasn’t Lindsay. All I could think about was how I hadn’t even known what real love was until the moment I realized I was in love with Lindsay. 
 
   I knew Jules was acting out of desperation. It wasn’t about her and me and starting fresh. It was about the fact that she was hurting and it was a habit for her to turn to me for comfort. Maybe it was even about her striking out to piss off her fiancé, but I couldn’t give her the type of comfort she was seeking. What I had with Lindsay was serious, and now that I had the opportunity to see her interact with my family, I realized how serious it was.
 
   She was part of my family now. I watched her with my nephews, and Parker and Jackson loved her. I could see the joy in her eyes as she played with the kids, and I knew that someday she would be the best mother on the planet. And I wanted to be by her side, allowing her to shape me into the kind of father I’d always dreamed of being. 
 
   The house was still when I woke, Lindsay breathing deeply next to me. I rolled over, careful not to disturb my sleeping beauty, and walked down the hall. I glanced out the front window and saw Julianne pulling away, and an odd weightless feeling took over my senses. 
 
   Relief.
 
   She was gone. 
 
   I bypassed my bedroom, thinking back to the night before when I’d accidentally confessed to Lindsay that Jules had nearly kissed me.
 
   I had just joined her back on the couch to watch the movie, and I could tell she wasn’t hitting the Play button until I explained everything.
 
   Fucking women.
 
   “What the hell does she want?” Lindsay whispered.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “She and Nick are fighting.”
 
   “Should I go talk to her?”
 
   I laughed. Loudly.
 
   “Uh, no. I don’t think so.”
 
   She narrowed her gaze at me. “You don’t have to be mean about it.”
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I just don’t think that would be a great idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Didn’t you just tell me you wanted to kick her teeth in?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Well after the way she just tried to kiss me, I don’t think—”
 
   “What?” she screeched.
 
   Oops.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I wasn’t thinking. It just slipped out of my mouth.
 
   She stood up from her seat on the couch and started pacing.
 
   It was funny that she had nicknamed me “Tiger,” because she was walking back and forth in front of me like a damn caged tiger herself. 
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   I shrugged, trying to play it off.
 
   “Seriously? She really tried to kiss you?”
 
   “Lower your voice.”
 
   “No! She came over to your house to kiss you while your girlfriend is sitting on the couch waiting for you? That’s fucking horseshit, Travis!”
 
   “Dude.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Lower your fucking voice. You were the one worried about my parents catching us kissing, but you don’t care about swearing and throwing a fit?”
 
   She glared at me and then pointed at me. “Outside. Now.”
 
   I followed her out, rolling my eyes at her back. 
 
   Before she had a chance to start yelling at me again, I spoke first. “Can we not do this?”
 
   “Travis, you just told me that your ex who you loved up until about a minute ago tried to kiss you and you want me to just let that slide?”
 
   “Yes?” I said it like a hopeful question.
 
   No such luck. She exhaled a very noisy and frustrated breath.
 
   “Lindsay, listen to me when I say this. I fucking love you. I pushed her away because the only woman I want to kiss is this crazy jealous woman standing in front of me.”
 
   I saw her start to soften. 
 
   “I’m yours. Only yours. Okay?”
 
   She softened further, and then she sighed. Loudly. A small smile eventually turned up her lips.
 
   “Only mine?”
 
   I nodded and took a step closer to her. “I know this just started, but I’m pretty sure I’m yours forever.”
 
   “And you pushed her away?”
 
   “I will push every single woman on earth away to get to you, Gorgeous.”
 
   “I love you, Tiger,” she whispered.
 
   “Right back at you,” I smiled, and then my mouth found hers and I managed to find a way to convince her that fighting wasn’t the answer… but fucking just might be.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I snuggled under Travis’s blankets, finding that it smelled like him. It was comforting and familiar, and even though I missed Nick and was anxious about how we were going to get our relationship back on track, I suddenly felt like everything was going to work out. 
 
   I slept well there in Travis’s bed, and when I woke, I had those awful feelings of guilt. I spent the night in another man’s bed, a man who Nick would be furious that I ran to after our fight. 
 
   A man who I attempted to kiss the night before. 
 
   And then, amidst the pile of guilt that I felt burying me, I remembered that I had consumed several glasses of wine the night before, and I still didn’t fully believe in the accuracy of the negative reading on the test Lucy had forced me to take. All that memory did was fuel my guilt until I felt like I was suffocating under its weight.
 
   I took a deep breath, holding the air in my chest for a moment before letting it out. That helped somewhat, but I knew I had to go home and face Nick. I knew I had to deal with what I had done, and I knew that I couldn’t keep these secrets from him anymore. How could I ask him to be honest with me when I wasn’t being honest with him? I had to tell him about the pregnancy scare, and I had to tell him about the attempted kiss. 
 
   I dreaded telling him about both of those things, and I had no idea how to do it, but I had to. 
 
   I threw my stuff in my bag. A glance at the clock told me that it was still early, and I hoped that everyone would still be asleep so I could just sneak out. For once, I got my wish, and I left quietly, figuring I’d text Travis later to thank him for being the friend I needed. 
 
   When I arrived home, Nick’s car wasn’t in the garage, and the house was empty. 
 
   I located my phone on the counter. I had two new texts, and both were from Nick. 
 
   The first one was sent the night before, just after I’d left. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that I wanted us to take a break. I just want a break from the fighting. I want you to come home.
 
   The second one was from this morning, about a half an hour earlier. I’m heading into work. Please call me as soon as you get this. We need to talk. I love you. 
 
   My heart warmed with his sentiment. I loved him, too, and I knew that with a little communication and a lot of work, we’d find our way out of this mess.  
 
   I didn’t want to have this conversation over the phone, so I grabbed my keys and drove toward the office. 
 
   As soon as I exited the elevator for our floor, I heard two voices in the quiet office. One was definitely female, and the other was obviously Nick. 
 
   I heard a loud, feminine laugh that made my blood boil. 
 
   Fucking Bree.
 
   I stalked my way down the hallway and wasn’t at all surprised at what I saw when I arrived at Nick’s office doorway. Nick was sitting at his desk with a smile on his face as he looked at his computer, and Bree was standing behind him again, bending down with her breasts nearly pressed against his shoulder. Could she get any closer to him? Seriously? Didn’t she just attend our engagement party the night before? This woman had zero respect for the fact that Nick was in a relationship. It may have been a rocky relationship at the moment, but that was none of her damn business.
 
   They both looked up at me at the same moment, and Nick’s smile faded quickly. Not shockingly, Bree’s didn’t; in fact, her smile widened a bit. 
 
   “Julianne,” Nick whispered as his eyes met mine. I saw a flash of fear in his eyes, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he’d been caught alone with Bree or if it was because I was standing there and we had issues to resolve.
 
   I pressed my lips together into a forced, tight smile as I raised my eyebrows at the scene before me.
 
   “Bree, would you please excuse us?” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. 
 
   “Of course,” she rasped, and she shimmied her way out of the office, breezing past me without so much as a glance. 
 
   Nick stood, still gazing at me, and I hadn’t moved from the doorway. As I stared back at him, I felt the guilt hit me again. What had I been thinking? 
 
   Why had my instinct been to run to Travis?
 
   He was wearing just a red t-shirt and jeans, and I couldn’t help my mouth watering as I gazed back. He really was just so devastatingly handsome whether he was wearing a formal suit and tie or casual clothes, but beyond his good looks, I knew that he had a good heart, a heart that swelled for me. He’d proven that more than once; he quit his job for me, he took care of me when I needed him to, he bought me a fucking car, he charmed my parents. 
 
   Maybe I didn’t deserve him, but I was going to fight like hell to keep him.
 
   “Come in, baby,” he said, his voice low.
 
   I walked into the office and shut the door behind me as he came around his desk. He met me midway across his office and pulled me into his arms. 
 
   I felt like I was exactly where I belonged. My heart raced and my breathing became shallow as he held me close against him. He buried his face in my neck, and I felt tears brimming in my eyes. How had things between us become so monumentally fucked up? This moment – Nick holding me in his arms, his lips finding the skin of my throat – was how things were supposed to be. This told me how we both felt about each other, because I could feel the love he had for me pouring out of him just in a simple embrace.
 
   He took a deep breath and then pulled back. He placed one brief kiss on my lips. Brief as it was, it still sent butterflies racing through my system.
 
   He gazed at me. As our eyes met, something in the air changed and electricity crackled. 
 
   “Where did you go?” he asked. 
 
   I started to open my mouth to answer, but I was silenced when his lips crashed down over mine. And that’s when all coherent thought left for a moment. The guilt was gone, the fears were gone, the indecision and stupidity and foolishness of all of our fights were gone. It was just Nick and me wrapped in each other.
 
   His tongue found mine and I moaned, having forgotten in all of our angst over the past few days how magical his kisses were. It was slow, his tongue exploring every crevice of my mouth as I gave right back. 
 
   I felt him backing us up until my ass hit the conference table behind me. He lifted me up onto it and then stood between my legs, so I wrapped my legs around him, drawing him as close to me as I could, our mouths never breaking contact. His kiss transformed from slow and sensual to aggressive and erotic.
 
   His hand moved the length of my torso until he cupped my neck. His strong hand against my soft skin was perfection. 
 
   He groaned into me, clearly needing this close connection as much as I did, and then he pulled back only long enough to pull my shirt over my head. I pulled his shirt off and ran my fingers down his chest, down his perfectly chiseled abdominal muscles, and settled on that perfect slice of hipbone as his lust-filled eyes met mine. 
 
   His hunger for me was apparent as his mouth came down over mine once again, his lips assaulting mine as his hands moved up my back and snapped off my bra. He tore it from my body and then manhandled my breasts like he hadn’t been with me for weeks or months. 
 
   This Nick was aggressive and hot, and equal parts of me wanted him to hurry up and get inside of me while I never wanted it to end. 
 
   He pulled me close against him so my chest was crushed to his, and then his fingers wandered south, down my chest to my stomach, finally settling between my legs. I needed to get rid of the clothes separating our bodies. I needed the connection I shared with him. After our night apart, I needed to prove to him that he was the only man for me. 
 
   His fingers felt their way up until he undid the button on my jeans, and then he slid his hand down my panties until he found the spot he had been searching for. His breath hissed between his teeth as he pushed one finger into me, and I arched back and moaned as we both felt how wet I was for him. 
 
   My hand found his dick outside of his jeans, ready and waiting for me, and I rubbed my hand up and down in time to the rhythm he set inside of me.
 
   “Jesus, Julianne,” he moaned, and then he pulled back from me to remove my jeans and panties at once from my body. 
 
   He knelt on the floor between my legs. I spread them wide enough to accommodate him, and I felt his warm breath inching its way along my thigh as he placed open mouth kisses and dragged his tongue along. When he met the juncture between my thighs, I tossed my legs over his shoulders. He swiped his tongue through my wet center just once, and it was enough to send a shockwave of desire coursing through my torso. 
 
   I threw my head back and planted my hands behind me to support my weight as I basked in the pleasure he was delivering. His tongue moved slowly, and I was reminded just how good he was at pleasuring me with his mouth. He found my entrance and teased me with his tongue as it moved in and out, in and out, ever so slowly. 
 
   He brought me right to the edge of ecstasy and then he pulled back, brushing a gentle kiss to the inside of my thigh. He pressed his finger into me and his tongue found my clit. He sucked and licked, and the combination had my entire body tensing for what was going to be a very intense orgasm.
 
   “God, I need to be inside of you,” he said. He pulled back suddenly and stood, lowering his jeans and boxers just enough, and then his mouth found mine again as he plunged into me. 
 
   “Oh God,” I yelled out, feeling the perfect fullness of Nick driving into me over and over. 
 
   A low growl grumbled up from his chest as he pumped in and out, and then his hands found my breasts as he cupped them. The combination of his mouth, his hands, his body, and just Nick was enough to propel me into oblivion.
 
   I yelled out incoherently as I flew headfirst into a shattering orgasm just as I felt him thrust up and let go. His groans matched my moans as we both hit our peak intensely, and then he held me close as we both shuddered and came down from the intensity we shared together. 
 
   He stayed buried inside of me, my face in his neck and my arms clasped fiercely around his neck. 
 
   “I love you so much,” he murmured into me. With the connection we shared and the loving sentiment coming from him, I was overwhelmed with emotions. 
 
   He slipped out of me and kissed me once more, slowly and sensually again, coming full circle after our aggressive office sex. 
 
   He pulled back from me and handed me my clothes and then he fastened his jeans and found his shirt. 
 
   I had missed the closeness we’d just shared, but I knew that it was time to talk. I was just so afraid that the beautiful moments we just had would be the last of our relationship together once I opened up and told him where I’d gone the night before, and, more importantly, what I’d almost done. 
 
   We both got dressed, and then he motioned for me to sit in one of the chairs that faced his desk, and he sat in the other one. We faced each other at an angle, our chairs pulled close together.
 
   “We need to talk,” he said quietly.
 
   “I know. But I prefer what we just did.”
 
   He chuckled. “Me, too.”
 
   We were both quiet for a moment, and my heart started racing as I realized it was time to tell him everything.
 
   “Julianne—” he started at the exact same time that I said, “Last night—”
 
   We both stopped. 
 
   “You first,” I said, suddenly wanting to prolong the inevitable. 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   He sighed. “I know you’re angry with me because I keep putting off telling you things that you want to know. I want to give you what you need, but I need you to understand that it’s difficult.”
 
   “I get that, Nick. I just want you to let me in.”
 
   “I have let you in, baby. No one knows me like you do.”
 
   “I love you,” I said. I wanted to encourage him. I wanted him to know that I was his cheerleader and I always would be.
 
   “I know. And that’s why I’m willing to tell you things about my family that I have never told anyone else.”
 
   Suddenly, for about the millionth time in recent memory, I felt like a complete idiot. 
 
   I was all out of sorts. Clearly I was on a freaking emotional roller coaster, and I wasn’t dealing with any of the constant issues that were arising in my life in any sort of appropriate way. The only thing I could think to attribute it to was the fact that I had fallen so hard so fast for one man while the other man in my life was suddenly gone. 
 
   Normally I faced issues head-on. Normally I reacted maturely, with a calm, rational head. But somehow everything I had done in the past few weeks was totally out of character. I was being immature, reacting impulsively to every situation, and behaving like a child. 
 
   As Nick prepared to tell me about the hardships he’d endured in his past, I realized that this wasn’t just about Nick. It wasn’t about him not letting me in or brushing me off. It was about his past with his family; it was about other people and apparently a history that he didn’t want to share with anybody. I was being incredibly selfish, and it wasn’t fair of me to force that information out of him when he wasn’t ready to talk. 
 
   “Nick, stop,” I said just as he opened his mouth to continue talking. “Please don’t talk just because I am forcing you to. I want you to tell me those difficult things when you’re ready to tell me, not because I am being a stubborn brat about it.”
 
   He pulled my hand to him, and then he brushed his lips across my knuckles. “You’re not being a stubborn brat. I appreciate your need to know.”
 
   “Let me go first,” I blurted.
 
   “Okay,” he said, drawing the word out. “What do you want to say?”
 
   “I want to tell you where I went last night.”
 
   He still clasped my hand in his, his lips brushing casually across the back of my hand. “Where did you go last night?” he asked quietly. 
 
   I sighed. “The Millers’ house.”
 
   He froze. “You ran to Travis?” he asked, his voice thick and hard. He dropped my hand and his eyes glazed over with anger.
 
   Shit, if that’s how he reacted to the news that I went to the Miller house, I was not looking forward to my next confession. 
 
   I nodded. “I was just so mad. It was automatically where my car went.”
 
   “That’s fucking bullshit and you know it.”
 
   “I don’t want to fight about it, Nick. I can’t change it.”
 
   “Why is your instinct always to run to him?”
 
   “Same reason it’s your instinct to run to fucking work,” I shot back, thinking more specifically that he ran to work where Bree happened to be on a Saturday morning. 
 
   This bickering was getting us nowhere.
 
   “There’s more,” I said.
 
   He leveled his gaze at me. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how to say it. To tell him that I attempted to kiss Travis sounded so stupid, but it was my own mistake, and in the interest of honesty, I knew I couldn’t avoid it. 
 
   “We almost kissed.”
 
   His elbows rested on the arms of his chair, and he folded his hands in front of his mouth, his two pointer fingers in the air, grazing against his lips. His gaze never left my face, but his eyes remained detached.
 
   “Who initiated it?” he finally asked, and as I stared back at him, I knew he knew the answer.
 
   “Does it matter?” I asked warily, averting my eyes from his.
 
   “It sure the fuck does.”
 
   I felt his gaze pinning me to my chair, so I finally met his eyes. My cheeks flushed as I spoke, and my voice started getting louder and louder. “I did. Alright? I fucking did. I was pissed off at you and I wanted someone to comfort me. I wanted someone who has never let me down.”
 
   “That’s a little idealistic, don’t you think?”
 
   “No, I don’t. I can’t think of a single time Travis has let me down in my entire life.”
 
   “Oh really?” he asked sarcastically, a sneer flashing across his features. “That’s interesting, because I think it was a pretty big letdown for him to fuck you when you were at your lowest point. I think it was a pretty big letdown to confess his lifelong love to you when you were fucking heartbroken. I think it was a pretty big letdown when he fucking moved to San Diego to get away from you, or when he wouldn’t pick up his fucking phone because he was too selfish to be happy for you when you got engaged to another man. But maybe I’m wrong.”
 
   Every example he gave was like a knife stabbing into my gut, but he was right. 
 
   He was one hundred percent right. 
 
   I had spent the last several weeks idealizing my entire history with Travis simply because I could no longer have him. I thought back to the night he’d confessed his love to me. I had been heartbroken over Nick, and I knew that my feelings for Travis were extraordinary and profound, but they didn’t transcend the lifelong friendship we had shared. 
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t defend Travis anymore or the friendship we shared because Nick was correct. I just hoped that my realization hadn’t come too late.
 
   “You’re right,” I finally said. 
 
   He sighed. “I know I am. And I’ve already told you once, Julianne. I can’t keep having this same fight.”
 
   “Then let’s not fight.”
 
   “Baby, we’re engaged to be married. You have already said that you choose me. If you are really committed to making this work, we can’t keep fighting over Travis.”
 
   It was the same conversation I felt like we had already had ten times, but there it was again. My choice was clear, and I had promised Nick that I would dedicate my life to his. So I had to promise myself that I would stop running to Travis. I needed to run to Nick instead. 
 
   “Can we just start over from scratch?” I asked.
 
   He was quiet for a moment, looking everywhere but at me, and then he finally met my eyes. “No, baby, we can’t. We’ve come too far. Starting over means erasing the good stuff, too, and I refuse to do that.”
 
   “So the good outweighs the bad?”
 
   A small smile graced his perfect lips. He nodded. “The bad has been pretty rough, but I fully believe that what we have is strong enough to get through it.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”
 
   “Are you willing to fight for us?”
 
   “More than I’ve ever wanted to fight for anything before.”
 
   He pulled my hand back into his and brushed his lips across my knuckles again. The feel of his lips sent a flutter through my heart. “Me, too. Let’s stop fighting with each other and focus on fighting for us.”
 
   “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Julianne, I have spent so much time thinking about you and Travis since that day he came into my office to tell me what had happened. I hate what happened, but I’ve already told you that it was my own fault. I am trying to get past it, but having you run to his arms every time something happens just isn’t working for me. I need you to run to me. I need you to need me.”
 
   I stood and crawled into his lap, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and pressing my lips to his neck. I breathed him in. “Nick, I do need you.”
 
   “Then start showing me that,” he said, lacing his arms around me to hold me against him. He pressed his lips to my temple, and we both quietly enjoyed the feel of each other for a moment. 
 
   “On that note, I have more to tell you,” I said, anxiety rushing through my veins.
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “About Travis?”
 
   “Potentially.”
 
   He stiffened in my arms.
 
   “My period is late.”
 
   I heard his sharp intake of breath, but otherwise he didn’t move. I felt the tension in the air. 
 
   “How late?” he finally asked, his voice strained. Neither of us had moved, and I wished I had pulled back so that I could see his face and look into his eyes. Instead, my head rested in the crook of his neck, and his head rested against mine. 
 
   “Ten days or so.”
 
   “Have you been to see your doctor?” 
 
   “No. Lucy made me take a test.”
 
   “Lucy knows?”
 
   I nodded against him.
 
   “What did the test say?”
 
   “Negative.”
 
   I felt him stiffen again, and I wasn’t sure if it was from relief or disappointment.
 
   “Probably just stress. If you want to make sure, I’ll go with you to the doctor.” Something in his tone told me that he wouldn’t care whose it was. Something told me that he’d be there to hold my hand through it all no matter what. And in that moment, I fell a little more in love with the man I planned to marry. 
 
   “I’m scared, Nick.”
 
   “About what, baby?” His voice was soothing, and I wasn’t exactly sure what changed. Maybe just the potential about what could be the future for us. 
 
   “That I’m knocked up with somebody else’s baby when I’m sitting here talking about fighting for us. And the worst part is that I have no one to blame but myself.”
 
   “For one thing, if you’re pregnant, it doesn’t matter who it belongs to. I will be with you the whole way through. And second, not one of us is innocent, Julianne. I did something stupid, Travis reacted foolishly, and you did what you did. Whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”
 
   My heart swelled as I finally pulled back and looked at the wonderful man who held me in his arms. I pressed my lips to his. “Thank you,” I mumbled against his mouth. 
 
   He pressed a hand gently to my belly in reply and kissed me hungrily. He finally pulled back. “You took a test and it was negative. But if there’s a little one in here, all I can do is pray that it’s mine. I already know I’m spending forever with you. I already know that we’re going to have kids together someday. Maybe this is just a jumpstart on our future.”
 
   I knew I shouldn’t have been based on our history together, but I was shocked by the love he showed for me. I couldn’t believe that he’d be willing to overlook my serious indiscretion just because he loved me so much and wanted to make a life with me. 
 
   I had almost decided not to tell him at all until I was certain one way or the other, but it felt like a giant weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Just knowing that he would be here to support me no matter which way this turned out was enough for me. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered. “Let’s go home and spend the day making up for lost time.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday morning found us back at the office. We had spent the rest of the weekend, as Nick so eloquently put it, making up for lost time, and Monday morning greeted me with horrendous cramps and a terrible headache. 
 
   Turns out I wasn’t pregnant after all.
 
   I was relieved. As much as I wanted children someday, I always pictured being pregnant with my husband by my side, and while I now knew that Nick would be by my side no matter what, I never pictured being pregnant with another man’s child while a different man stood beside me.
 
   But it was more than just that. As much as I had wanted Travis to be a part of my life forever, I was focusing on Nick and making things right between us. Everything else would fall into place. And even though we’d spent a good chunk of the weekend making things right, he still hadn’t confessed the secrets of his past. 
 
   When I had stopped him and told him that I would wait, I didn’t think he’d actually make me wait. 
 
   Nick wanted to start the week with a Monday morning team meeting to touch base for our projects for the week, so we were sitting in his office at our meeting as I sipped from a hot cup of coffee at the same time Nick lifted his own cup of coffee in the air in a mock toast to me before lifting the cup to his lips. Our eyes met and he winked at me. I grinned as I thought about two private jokes we shared. 
 
   First was the fact that Nick’s paperwork and iPad were spread out over the table where my naked ass had rested just two days earlier when I’d met him in his office. Now that I thought about it, I was certain that Bree had to have heard us in there. As embarrassing as sex sounds through the walls could be, I sincerely hoped that she had heard us. It had been hot and passionate, the kind of sex where we devoured one another simply because we couldn’t keep our hands off of each other. I wanted her to know that he was happy and he was taken, and what drove that message home more than hearing Nick fuck his fiancée through the office walls?
 
   The second private joke was the coffee we were both drinking. I thought back to all of the times we had met in the kitchen at McMillan to share a quick coffee break. I hadn’t known that Nick didn’t even drink coffee and that he was only doing it so that he could have a moment alone with me. And now it was my fault that he was addicted to caffeine.   
 
   I was sitting next to Nick, who was at the head of the table. Bree, of course, sat on his other side, and when his knee accidentally brushed mine, I wondered if his other knee was accidentally brushing hers. The thought irritated me, but I was also within the first day of my period, so I hoped I was overreacting due to being extra emotional. 
 
   But then again, this was Bree we were talking about. I watched as she not-so-accidentally touched Nick whenever she could; a light hold on the arm or a brush of his shoulder or a press of her fingers against his hand. I watched as she flipped her hair over her shoulder and gazed at him with lust. 
 
   I was in a fight for my man kind of mood, but I also knew that I had to maintain professionalism. 
 
   We each went around the table and discussed our current projects and shared ideas and comments. Cash went first, and each member of the team went around the table. Cash was next to Bree, so Bree would be last. Kaylee, Christine, Jace, Derrick, and Autumn all spoke, and then it was my turn. 
 
   I had just finished discussing the social networking ideas I had for a marketing plan due by the end of the week when Bree interjected with a snide remark. “Aren’t those ideas a little outdated?”
 
   Of course the stupid bitch would try to make me look bad in front of Nick. But I had an ace in the hole this time.
 
   “Nick and I didn’t think so when we came up with the plan together this weekend at home,” I said with sugary sweetness as I shot a huge, fake smile her way. “Did we?” I asked, touching Nick’s arm in my best imitation of Bree.
 
   She glared at me from across the table as Nick eyed me warily. He knew I was staking my claim, but I didn’t care. I was more concerned that she knew I was staking my claim.
 
   “No. In fact, the Pinterest ideas were Julianne’s, but the Twitter hash tags were all mine,” he confirmed. “Which part did you think was outdated, Bree?” he asked, turning his attention to her. His knee found mine beneath the table, and neither of us moved. I knew that was his silent way of calming me down and making sure I knew that I had nothing to worry about. 
 
   “Nothing,” she mumbled. “It’s fine.”
 
   “Alright,” he said. “Bree you’re up.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed and then she launched into an explanation of her biggest project that had a looming due date. When she wrapped up her discussion, she ended with, “Nick, I could really use your expertise on the final plan. Would you have some time today or tomorrow to go over it with me?”
 
   Nick flipped through his calendar on his iPad. “I’m booked through Thursday,” he said. She started to open her mouth to protest, but he interrupted her. “Kaylee and Derrick can help you. Email the finished draft to me forty-eight hours before it’s due and I’ll send you feedback when I can.”
 
   He exuded power and confidence in that moment, and I melted a little in my seat as I looked over at him putting Bree in her place as he sat there in his gorgeous black suit, white shirt, and gray, black, and white tie. She deflated back into her chair. Nick assigned a few new projects, teaming me up with Cash on one of them, and then we headed off to our own offices to work. 
 
   I was starting to see the huge advantages to the cubicles at McMillan. Anytime I wanted to talk to a coworker at the BKG office, I felt like I was invading their territory. At McMillan, it was easy to just yell across the cubes or walk a few feet over to see my colleagues. But here, I had to physically walk out of my office and into someone else’s. It felt so impersonal, and it was making it even harder for me to forge those important relationships with my coworkers. 
 
   Even lunch was different. Nick tended to work through lunch, and often he had lunch meetings with high placed executives. I missed our nearly daily trips to the deli down the street. 
 
   I knew I needed to stop living in the past, especially after the discussion we’d had just two days earlier about how I’d idealized everything. But it wasn’t as easy as it sounded to put it all behind me.
 
   I got home a little after six, and Nick had warned me that he had a late meeting. I decided to wait for him to do dinner, and I was glad I had. A text came around 7:15:  I want to take you out to dinner tonight. Reservations at 8:00 okay?
 
   A date night sounded kind of perfect. I texted back,  Perfect. Where should I meet you and what should I wear?
 
   His text back was quick:  Don’t wear anything.
 
   I giggled aloud at his text, and then another one came through.  I’ll pick you up on my way. Wear something dressy. 
 
   I felt bloated and miserable, but I popped some Advil and threw on a green dress and matching heels. I found a black sweater that didn’t look horrible with my ensemble, and then I fixed my hair and touched up my makeup. Nick walked in just as I came down the stairs.
 
   He paused and gazed at me for a moment. “I’m the luckiest man in the world,” he murmured, and then he stalked toward me and took me in his arms. “You look beautiful.”
 
   I pressed my lips to his. “You’re looking pretty good yourself,” I said.
 
   “Ready to go?” he asked, his mouth poised just above mine.
 
   “I suppose,” I said, suddenly breathless. 
 
   We arrived at a French steakhouse, and I opted to start with the French Onion Soup, as did he. We sipped champagne and chatted about work. Nick told me about his late meeting, and I listened with the ear of the fiancée rather than as a colleague. 
 
   Our beef wellington entrees arrived, and that’s when Nick finally changed the subject.
 
   “I want to talk about something aside from work,” he started casually as he cut into his food, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, curious about the sudden subject change.
 
   “I’m ready to tell you about my past.”
 
   I dropped my fork in surprise, and it clattered loudly to my plate. “Oops,” I blushed, and he glanced up at me nervously. 
 
   It seemed odd to me that he had chosen the middle of a loud restaurant to confess something that was clearly so hard for him to talk about. Maybe the idea of being alone in a crowd helped spur on his declaration. Whatever the reason, I was just glad that he’d finally decided to open up.
 
   “You told me that you would be willing to cut Travis out of your life for me, and that was a huge sacrifice on your part. It made me realize that if you’re going to give me what I need, I need to give you what you need, too.”
 
   I suddenly lost my appetite, but he remained calm and composed as he spoke. 
 
   “I know you have questions, and I want to answer them. But I’m only prepared to answer one of your questions tonight. So which is it? The history with my mother, or the summer of seven?”
 
   I chuckled at his reference to his wild summer. I thought back to the day we’d confessed our “numbers” to each other. I hadn’t been all that surprised to learn that he’d slept with sixteen women before me. He was gorgeous and could literally have any woman he wanted. But he’d told me that seven of those girls were one-night-stands the summer before his senior year of college. I’d asked for more information, but he’d refused to share at the time. So was I more curious about what had led to a string of one-night stands that took place over one wild summer? Or was I more curious about his relationship with his mother?
 
   “Whichever you feel like sharing, Nick,” I finally answered, taking a big gulp of my champagne. 
 
   He thought for a moment. “Neither, really. They’re kind of entwined, so I’ll start with the summer of seven, I suppose.”
 
   I wondered if his wild summer may have been a reaction to something his mother had done. Turns out I wasn’t wrong. 
 
   “So, as you know,” he began, cutting another piece of his beef while I poked around at my potatoes, “I inherited some money when I turned twenty-one. More than an irresponsible twenty-one-year-old should probably have. I was immature and reacted foolishly to things my mother had done.”
 
   He lifted his fork to his mouth, and I couldn’t help but watch the way his lips parted. He was wickedly, sinfully, beautifully sexy, and I felt a wave of love filter through my veins for him. I didn’t know exactly what his mother had done, but he had grown into the intelligent, charming, and handsome man sitting before me. Whatever secrets he held in his past really didn’t matter because they shaped who he had become, and I had fallen in love with him exactly as he was.
 
   When he finished chewing his meat and swallowed, he continued talking. “For one thing, she tried to get her hands on my money. As you are well aware, I view my mother as a gold digger, and part of it stems from her trying to take something that simply didn’t belong to her. She also tried to take Josh’s money.”
 
   I wish I could say I was shocked by that revelation, but I just wasn’t. Based on the few snippets he had shared about his mother, I wasn’t shocked at all. But I had to wonder, what kind of person tried to take money that belonged to her sons – money that they were entitled to because her husband had died in a tragic accident? 
 
   “The trust fund that had been set up for me had grown quite a bit. My dad died when I was seven, so the insurance funds that went into my account had fourteen years to mature.” He paused and played with his mashed potatoes. I finally took a bite of my food, not sure how to react to the statement that he had a lot of money. I already knew that part of it, but I didn’t want to interject with meaningless chatter when he was finally telling me the things I’d been begging for. 
 
   “I found out other things about my mother that summer, and I reacted by acting out. I drank a lot. I started smoking pot, and my buddy got me into selling it, too. I got into fights, and I got my ass handed to me on more than one occasion. I started gambling since I was of legal age, so I hit up casinos and blew through some of my trust fund at the blackjack tables. And when none of that made me feel any better, I turned to women to fill the void.”
 
   He paused to take a sip of his champagne. “I take it that didn’t work?” I asked, trying to picture the disciplined, cultured man before me getting high, getting into a bar fight, and then heading home with some random girl. I just couldn’t imagine him acting out on all of those vices. 
 
   He shook his head, and I took another bite of potatoes.
 
   “No, it didn’t. I tried filling the void with seven different women, but not one of them made me feel any better. Neither did the pot or the alcohol or the gambling.”
 
   “Would you change any of it?” I asked. 
 
   “You know how I feel about regrets.”
 
   “You can’t change it, so you move on,” I recited the phrase he’d said to me on more than one occasion. 
 
   He nodded. “It took my brother to help me learn from it, but eventually he showed me that wasting money was dumb. I learned that using women who I had zero connection to wasn’t worth my time. I learned that it was better to wait for someone I cared about than to sleep around. I stopped smoking and cleaned myself up. I went onto my Master’s degree right after college and paid for it all myself because I didn’t want to owe my mother anything. And for sure I have no regrets about that.”
 
   “Did your mom get any of your money?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “No. But Josh and I had to hire lawyers to keep her away from it.”
 
   “God,” I breathed. I was so close with my parents, and I just couldn’t imagine a time when they would let money come first before our relationship. 
 
   I wanted to know more about his mother, but he’d given me a lot more than I’d expected when we had started dinner. 
 
   “So that’s the story behind the summer of seven. I didn’t want to talk about it because it’s hard to admit the reasons behind my actions. I acted out stupidly because of the way my mother treated my brother and me, and one of the most important lessons I took from that summer – aside from how closely it bonded my brother and me – was that I couldn’t blame other people for the way I acted. Yes, what my mother did was terrible, but I used that as an excuse. I learned that I had to own up to my own mistakes.”
 
   A light dawned in my mind. “That was why you took me back even after Travis told you what he and I had done while we had been apart.”
 
   He nodded. “I knew that it was my own fault. I drove you into another man’s arms by breaking things off the way I did. If I had just been honest with you from the start, you never would have had a reason to run to him.”
 
   That may have been true, but in the spirit of owning up to our own mistakes, I had to interject. “I reacted selfishly. I was so hurt by what you had done, and then Trav was there telling me how much he loved me. I turned to him for comfort, and all I could think about was you. I know we’re not supposed to live with regrets, but I wish I could take that night back. I wish I had never been with him, because it only gave him false hope that ripped our friendship apart and caused problems between you and me. And it didn’t make me feel any better.”
 
   “Neither of us is innocent. I hope we can just put it behind us.”
 
   “Working on it,” I said. 
 
   The waiter came by to check on us, effectively interrupting our conversation. I was lost in thought about Nick’s confessions. Nothing about what he had told me was all that bad; I already knew that his mom was a money-grubber, and I knew that he’d smoked in college. Even so, I could see that he looked a little lighter after we had talked about some of his past. Maybe talking to me would be better for him than he thought. Maybe it would help him unload some of the heavy burden that he had carried around his entire life.
 
   I felt a closer, more intimate connection to him after our talk. And when work ended the next day and I arrived at the bar for our weekly happy hour, I didn’t even care that Bree was already there, waving Nick over and motioning for him to sit in the empty seat next to her. We had decided to carpool to work that morning, so we walked in together. Nick threw his arm around my shoulders as we walked up to the table. There was another chair open on Bree’s other side, and I hated her just a little more as I realized she had purposely sat in the middle of two open chairs just so Nick and I wouldn’t be able to sit together. It was an adolescent and immature move on her part, and what Nick said next made me positively swoon.
 
   “Would you mind moving down a chair so I can sit by my fiancée?” he asked Bree. 
 
   I smirked at Bree, who had the grace to look a little embarrassed, and Nick took the seat furthest from her so that I would be seated next to her. While my level of hate grew for her, so did my level of love for my fiancé.
 
   She turned her back on me and spent the majority of our time at the bar talking to Derrick. I chatted with Nick and Cash, who sat across the table from us, and I found this second happy hour to be much more enjoyable than the week before. Cash regaled us with the story of how I shattered my wine glass at our last happy hour. Given all of the drama that Nick and I had been through over the past week, I’d never gotten around to telling him the story of what really happened. He laughed as Cash embellished the details, and it felt good to drink a glass of (white) wine and laugh along with someone who had become my only friend at work aside from Nick.
 
   I saw Bree turn and glare at Cash out of the corner of my eye. He rolled his eyes and continued his tale, and then he launched into a story about his latest conquest, an apparently hot guy named Johnny.
 
   “Really?” Nick chuckled. “Johnny and Cash?”
 
   “Yes. At our wedding, our first dance will be to ‘Ring of Fire,’” Cash deadpanned. 
 
   “Just don’t bend over at Folsom Prison. You might get the Blues,” Nick said, quoting another Johnny Cash song title.
 
   “A gay man bending over in a prison? Definitely not the blues,” Cash retorted, and I almost snorted on my wine from laughing so hard.
 
   On our way home, Nick brought up a subject that I was sure had already been closed. “Have you spoken to Travis?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Is he still in town?”
 
   I shrugged. “I have no idea. I would venture to guess he’s not. He and Lindsay both have jobs in San Diego, so I’m sure they just came in for the weekend.”
 
   “If he’s still here, and if you want to talk to him and clear the air, just go tonight and just be done with it.”
 
   I glanced over at him. “Has this been on your mind?” I asked.
 
   His eyes didn’t leave the road. “I feel like things are better between us, but I don’t want you hurting, baby. I know it’s hard for you to give up something so important to you, and I just want to make sure you’re okay with it. I want you to have the closure you need.”
 
   I rested my hand over his on my leg. “Thanks, Nick,” I murmured. I briefly wondered if he was still considering my request to allow Travis to stand up in our wedding. I highly doubted it.
 
   I pulled out my phone and texted Travis. Are you still in town?
 
   His reply was nearly immediate. Nope. Back in CA. Why?
 
   Just wanted to talk. It can wait.
 
   We’re thinking about coming back in a few weeks for Parker’s birthday. I’ll text you. Everything okay?
 
   I smiled. Everything was okay. 
 
   Yes. Thanks for listening the other night, and I’m sorry again for being an idiot. Nick and I are better than ever.
 
   One last text came through from Travis:  Don’t worry about it. I’ll text you when we are in town.
 
   I thought about the “we” in his text. He was part of a “we” now with Lindsay. He and I would never be a “we” again. And looking at my handsome fiancé in the driver’s seat, I realized that I was okay with that.
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   The meeting I had scheduled the next afternoon was with the man who I didn’t recognize from the engagement party. It had been in the forefront of my mind for the past three days, ever since I had made the appointment to meet with him. 
 
   He had approached me again, later in the evening, after the fiasco with my mother, and handed me his business card, telling me to call his secretary to schedule an appointment. I thanked him and shoved it in my pocket, and I didn’t look at it again until later that night, after Julianne had left and I was alone and brooding. I emptied my pockets before changing out of my pants, and I saw the card in there. Suddenly curious as to who the man was, I had looked at the card and saw the name Jack Miller. I assumed he had some relationship to Travis, but I still didn’t know what the relationship was until I read the business on the card: Miller Designs. Turns out Jack Miller was Travis’s father – the man who owned Miller Designs. 
 
   I couldn’t possibly imagine what he wanted with me, but he had piqued my curiosity. 
 
   I was about ten minutes early for my meeting. As I sat waiting in the reception area, I could feel the receptionist’s eyes on me. I refused to glance up from the portfolio I’d brought with me; I was engaged to the world’s most beautiful woman and didn’t have eyes for anybody else.
 
   Jack came into the reception area to greet me, and I stood and shook his hand. He was a friendly looking guy, but I could also sense that he was cutthroat when he needed to be. You just didn’t get to be as successful as he was by being nice. 
 
   He led me back to his office and motioned for me to take a seat. 
 
   “So, Mr. Matthews, I’ll get right down to business. Julianne is like another daughter to me. I trust you’ll take care of her?”
 
   That’s why he invited me here? To give me fatherly advice regarding his pseudo daughter? “Of course, sir. I love her and am committed to making her happy for the rest of her life.”
 
   “That’s what I wanted to hear. I don’t get involved in the affairs of my children, but I do take care of them. And if you’re marrying a girl that’s like a daughter to me, that means you’ll be part of my extended family, too.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Jack,” he said.
 
   I nodded, suddenly feeling nervous about where he was going with this. 
 
   “Do you recall me asking you how you felt about starting your own company?”
 
   I nodded. In fact, I had recalled the conversation several times since it had happened.
 
   “I’ve heard rumors that BKG is starting to suffer financially. Do you know anything about that?”
 
   “I don’t,” I said, but that wasn’t entirely true. I’d heard some rumors, too, but I figured they were just that: rumors. I hadn’t heard anything concrete from any sources that mattered, so I went on with business as usual. It was too daunting a thought that I’d made a mistake in switching over to BKG and bringing Julianne with me. Financially, we’d be fine; but it wasn’t always just about finances. Our careers contributed to our livelihood, and the thought that we could both lose our jobs was unsettling. 
 
   He watched me as if assessing my honesty. I had to force myself not to fidget uncomfortably under his scrutiny. Finally, he nodded ever so slightly, and then he continued, completely changing the subject. “Miller Designs needs a makeover.” His one sentence was abrupt. 
 
   “I’m sorry?” I said, not sure I’d heard him correctly.
 
   He was calm and cool as he spoke, and I admired his tenacity and his professionalism. I’d worked with far too many young men who didn’t have the professionalism part down yet, and I hated to see them shooting the shit or shuffling papers or acting immaturely. I knew I was dealing with a genuine expert here, and I was instantly more attentive to what he was saying simply because of his poised and confident demeanor. 
 
   “I haven’t told this to anyone aside from my wife yet, but I’m retiring before the end of the year. I want to make sure Miller Designs has a facelift before I go. We need all new marketing and new branding, but I don’t want to get involved with a company rumored to be going under. I want to work with you, Mr. Matthews, and I want Julianne involved in this because she knows a lot about this company already. She knows my style. And not only that, but she knows a lot about the man I’m planning to promote when I leave. Do you see where I’m going with this?”
 
   I nodded as everything clicked into place. He wanted me to head up marketing at his company by rebranding and giving the company a new look, but he didn’t want to hire me through BKG. He wanted Julianne involved because he was going to ask his son to take over the company, and Julianne knew Travis almost as well as Travis knew himself. 
 
   He continued. “I want you to realize that this won’t be a one-and-done. I need a marketing team for various projects that I have, but I want to start with the branding make-over. I want a consultant that I can go to with fresh ideas, and I’ve seen your work, Matthews. It’s impressive. It’s original and creative, and the consultants I’ve worked with in the past are becoming tired and outdated. Essentially I’m asking you to leave BKG, start your own company, and allow me to hire you as a full-time consultant.”
 
   This was the opportunity of a lifetime. It was the chance to open a business of my own, something that had been my lifelong dream. Miller Designs was a big fish. Bigger than a big fish. A fucking whale. 
 
   This opportunity could launch my career in a new direction that was guaranteed to be successful. This could get my own company off the ground and move me into direct competition with companies like BKG and McMillan.
 
   But it threw a huge wrench in my personal life.
 
   He wasn’t doing this for me. He couldn’t; certainly not after the way Julianne had chosen me over his son. He was doing this because he loved Julianne like a daughter and because he wanted to ensure that she was taken care of, particularly if BKG was rumored to be going under. And apparently he had seen my work and was confident that I was good enough to run a successful business on my own.
 
   I just sat there, stupidly silent as I considered his offer. It was an amazing offer, but I had literally just convinced Julianne that as a team, we were better off with Travis out of our lives. This would be me bringing him directly back in and giving Julianne an opening to see him and work alongside him on a daily basis.
 
   Before I had a chance to form a thought coherent enough to voice, Jack spoke again. “I’ll remind you that I haven’t told anyone about this yet, my son included. I’d like to give you a week or so to consider my offer. I’ve drawn up a draft of a contract that is certainly negotiable. Read it over and set up an appointment with me for mid-next week.” He slid a manila envelope across the desk and stood up.
 
   I stood, too, and he made his way around the desk. I shook his hand. “Thank you for the offer. You have certainly given me a lot to think about,” I said.
 
   “I hope you’ll take it seriously,” he said, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve heard nothing but spectacular things about your professionalism and your work, and I know that both you and my son can cast aside any personal differences you have so that the two of you can work together.”
 
   That line almost sold me on it, but I had more than just myself to consider. I’d just started working at a company that had given me a massive raise, an opulent office, and an incredible opportunity. According to Jack Miller, BKG was in financial trouble. But aside from that, I also had Julianne to consider. I couldn’t begin to imagine how she would deal with this or how it would affect our relationship. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I sensed Nick pulling away from me, and I wasn’t sure how to get him back. 
 
   Just when everything seemed to be back on track between the two of us, I found myself at home alone while he worked late on Wednesday night. I wasn’t sure if he was immersing himself in work to get away from me or if it was because he actually had that much work to do. Whatever the case, I missed him and I missed the progress we had made. 
 
   He had texted me to let me know to go ahead with dinner without him. I knew he had some meeting to go to toward the end of the day, but I wasn’t sure who it was with or what it was all about. I tended not to ask work related questions since we worked together, but I was definitely curious. All I knew was that he didn’t get home until after 10:00, and he wasn’t in a chatting mood when he arrived. He showered and went right to bed while I sat there and wondered where I had gone wrong and wishing for the warmth and intimacy we’d finally gotten back.
 
   I hung my hopes on the weekend. I hoped that it would just be time spent together since that had been seriously lacking. 
 
   I hardly saw him at work on Thursday, and he put in another late night, arriving home a little before 9:30. 
 
   Eric and Josh were both out, presumably with their women, so I was sitting in our family room reading a book when he walked in. I held my finger on the page I was reading and closed my book.  
 
   “Hey,” I smiled, trying to paste on a genuine look of support. “How was work today?” I asked.
 
   He smiled. “Fine.” He planted a kiss on my forehead.
 
   “Good,” I said, tilting my head back for a kiss on my lips. He leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to my lips, pulling back, but I was quicker than him, ditching my book next to me on the couch and wrapping my hand around the back of his head, opening my lips to his. He groaned into me, and I knew that he had missed our connection as much as I had.
 
   He pulled away.
 
   What. The. Fuck?
 
   “I have to get some things ready for tomorrow,” he said. He managed an apologetic look aimed in my direction.
 
   “Why do you keep pulling away from me?” I finally voiced the question that had been in my mind for the past two days.
 
   “I’m not, baby. I’m just really busy with work.”
 
   He averted his eyes as he spoke, so I had a feeling he wasn’t telling me the whole truth. I had a feeling that he was either keeping something from me or he was lying to me, but after the fragile pieces of our relationship had just been glued back together, I wasn’t ready to push the issue.
 
   “Okay,” I said, not bothering to hide the hurt in my tone. 
 
   “Okay?” he asked.
 
   I sighed. “No. It’s not okay.” 
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you want me to say.”
 
   “I want you to tell me what’s been keeping you at work so late the past two nights.”
 
   It was his turn to sigh. “It’s just a bunch of different things that I can’t talk about.”
 
   “Even with me?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m sorry, baby.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, picking my book back up and turning my attention away from him.
 
   “Don’t be like that,” he said, his voice a warning.
 
   “Like what, Nick? You won’t talk to me, you’re pulling away from me just after we got things back on track. I don’t know what to think anymore.”
 
   He was quiet, studying me. “I’m sorry,” he finally whispered. “I’m just dealing with a lot of shit at work right now, and I wish I could share it with you, but I can’t. Not yet.”
 
   I nodded. “Well then come talk to me when you’re ready. I will apparently be right here waiting,” I said, not looking up from my book that I was now pretending to read.
 
   I felt his presence standing there for a long moment, but I refused to look up.
 
   I read a few pages, and when I finally did look up, he was gone. 
 
   Nick had forewarned me that he’d be putting in another late night the next night, so I decided a girls’ night was in order. I didn’t want to sit at home wondering when Nick would grace me with his presence. 
 
   On a whim, I called up my sister. 
 
   “Want to get away from those gorgeous babies for a night and hang with the girls?” I asked.
 
   “Fuck yes. I need some vodka and women and dancing.”
 
   “And I’m sure Brandon won’t be complaining when his drunk wife stumbles home.” 
 
   Jamie laughed, and I was glad for something to finally look forward to. 
 
   I texted Lucy next. Girls’ night tomorrow?
 
   Her reply came quickly. I’m in, but what about Nick? You two doing okay?
 
   I thought about that. Were we okay? I thought we were. I thought we had worked past our issues, and then he started burying himself in work. It felt like avoidance.
 
   I think so. He’s been distant the past few days.
 
   My phone rang a moment later. “Hey, Lucy,” I said after reading the screen.
 
   “Distant?” 
 
   “Working late, that kind of thing.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “Jules, have you stopped in all of this chaos to think about what he must be going through?”
 
   “Of course I think about him.”
 
   “I’m not sure you do.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   Wasn’t Lucy my friend? Wasn’t she supposed to be on my side?
 
   “It just means that you blame Nick the moment things get complicated.”
 
   I felt suddenly defensive. “That’s kind of harsh, Lucy. And I don’t do that.” 
 
   “Yes, you do.” Her voice was gentle, like she was trying to soothe me. “It’s a relationship, Jules. It takes work from both sides.”
 
    “I know that.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   I didn’t want to talk about this with Lucy. I didn’t like the feeling of being called out on something that an outsider didn’t understand.
 
   But the more I thought about it after we’d arranged our plans for the next night, the more I realized how right she had been. And while at first I felt like she was jumping onto Nick’s side, she had a point.
 
   Was I the reason he was working late all the time? 
 
   Was I blaming him when I was the one who was to blame?
 
   Maybe he’d made the first mistake, but I’d made mistake after mistake after that.
 
   Heading to San Diego against his wishes. Running to Travis time and again. Getting mad when he wouldn’t talk to me about his family at our engagement party. Not understanding when he had to work late because he was just starting a new job. 
 
   For someone who claimed to love Nick with all of her heart, I sure wasn’t acting like a girl in love. And it had taken one of my best friends to point that out to me. 
 
   I had declared that I was going to focus on Nick and me, and while I’d managed to cut out Travis, I hadn’t done a very good job in really dedicating myself to making Nick happy. I was selfishly more concerned with how I was being treated than anything else, and it was time to start putting others first.
 
   The next night, Lucy, Holly, Jamie and I grabbed a cab to one of my favorite bars, the place where it all started for Nick and me: Mahogany. We had spent hours primping and preening, ultimately ending up with fancy sparkly dresses and tall heels and sexy hair. I had donned a rather short turquoise dress that was so tight I was going to have to be cut out of it, but my girls assured me that I looked hot. I happened to own a pair of sparkly heels that matched the shade of the dress to perfection, and the combo made me feel beautiful. 
 
   As soon as we entered Mahogany, I knew we looked good as I saw the attention of several males turn in our direction. It felt like one of those slow motion moments in a movie when time slows down, our hair blowing perfectly in the breeze as we entered through the doorway. 
 
   The place was packed, but I didn’t care. I was there to have a great time with my girls, not for new male attention. I was having a hard enough time with the one man in my life; well, the two if you counted Travis. I didn’t need more to complicate things even further.
 
   We managed to find a couple vacating a table, so we grabbed it before the vultures descended on it. I held the table with Jamie while Lucy and Holly headed to the bar to get the first round. 
 
   “Where’s that delicious man of yours tonight?” Jamie asked, yelling over the music and glancing around us at the crowd. 
 
   I yelled back, “Working.”
 
   “On a Friday?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She shrugged and pressed her lips together. I didn’t say it, but I completely agreed with her sentiment.
 
   Girls’ night meant the requisite Appletinis, and Lucy brought one for me while Holly handed Jamie hers. I giggled as I watched my sister take a sip and then close her eyes in ecstasy as she swallowed it down. 
 
   “Oh sweet apple martinis, how I have missed you,” she declared, staring into the gorgeous green liquid. 
 
    The first drink slid down smoothly, as did the second, and somehow the four of us found ourselves on the dance floor, shimmying together and giggling. I saw an attractive man with dark hair slide behind Holly, grabbing her hips and grinding behind her. She turned and shooed him away, content to dance with the ladies, not to mention the fact that she had a boyfriend waiting at home with whom she had become pretty serious. 
 
   Lucy dragged me to the restroom a short while later while Jamie and Holly continued dancing. 
 
   “I feel like we haven’t talked in forever,” she said as we waited in the lengthy line for our turn. 
 
   “We haven’t. I’ve been swamped with the new job and planning a wedding. I miss you, Luce,” I said.
 
   She threw her arms around me and pulled me in for a tight hug, and that’s when I knew we were both pretty drunk.
 
   “I miss you too, Jules.” I understood the drunken slurring since I was currently speaking the same language, but it came out more like, “I mish you toooooo, Julez.”
 
   “Work’s not the same without you. How’s fancy BKG?”
 
   “I hate it,” I said. “I miss McMillan and you and Holls.”
 
   “I miss lunches. At least I’ve still got Jake.”
 
   “How is Jake?” I asked.
 
   Lucy blushed. I could see it even through the haze of Appletinis.
 
   “He’s great,” she gushed. 
 
   “I’m happy for you.” 
 
   It was our turn for the stalls, so our gush-fest ended there. I had always known Lucy liked Jake, but it seemed like the two of them had truly fallen for each other. It felt wonderful to be surrounded by so much love, and I couldn’t help but think of my own situation. Nick and I were very much in love. It was pure and true and real. But I had to wonder if it was enough.
 
   The bickering and fighting and time away from each other weren’t getting better despite our best attempts to fix things. When we had to hide our relationship because he was my boss at McMillan, all I wanted was for things to change so that we could shout to the whole world about our love. But now that I had that reality, I missed the good old days when we loved each other in secret and that was simply enough for us. 
 
   That whole grass is greener cliché certainly rang true for me.  
 
   Lucy and I headed to the bar for our next round, and then we found Jamie and Holly on the dance floor. I saw a couple of guys dancing close to them, but I was too drunk to care. We were having a good time, we knew how to say no to unwanted attention, and we were all headed home to men that we loved and who loved us back. It felt good, and I banished the bad thoughts from my mind. Nick and I were strong enough. I was convinced that we were going to make it through this rough patch, and as I danced with my friends and giggled and drank, my thoughts focused in on how I could seduce my man the moment I got home.
 
   I felt a pair of arms slip around my waist, and my first thought was that some men had an awful lot of nerve. I hated fighting off male attention. I didn’t want to be mean, and it made me feel rude to deny someone something as simple as a dance. I looked at Jamie to roll my eyes before turning around, and her face was lit with a huge smile. 
 
   It was at that exact moment that I felt a pair of lips on my neck, and I immediately knew who it was from the feel of his mouth on my skin and from the manly scent that wafted to my nose. 
 
   “Jesus Christ. That dress,” I heard his voice rasp in my ear as his hands trailed down and landed on my hips.
 
   I grinned, not knowing how he was here or why and not caring. I knew this was supposed to be a girls’ night out, but I had missed him. He’d been at the office late all week. I’d hardly seen him. We’d had nothing but arguments; I was ready to give the shit up and just have a good time with my sexy man. 
 
   And those lips moving up my neck to the little spot behind my ear told me that we were in for a very good night together. I felt his tongue dart out of his mouth, sending chills down my legs. I finally turned so that we were standing with our arms wrapped around one another. 
 
   He leaned in so his forehead rested against mine, and even though there was a loud dance song playing in the background, we swayed to the music as if it was a slow song playing just for us. This single moment was reminiscent of our New Year’s kiss. It was the moment when he found me in the crowd, when I hadn’t expected him to show even though I had wished for it with everything inside of me. This moment reminded me of why we were so good together. We’d been through some twists and turns, but ultimately, when Nick held me in his arms, my world was perfect. We would figure the rest out later.
 
   “I missed you,” he murmured, running his nose along the length of mine and pressing a gentle kiss to my lips. I tasted a hint of whiskey on him and briefly wondered how many drinks he’d had before he’d come to meet me. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was there. 
 
   “I missed you, too,” I said, and I felt his arms tighten around my waist as his head settled into the crook of my neck. I was overwhelmed with emotion for him as we stood in an embrace in the middle of a crowded dance floor. Now that he was back in my arms where he belonged, I realized how much I had missed his touch. 
 
   The need inside of me pooled together until it ached between my legs. I wasn’t sure if it was the Appletinis talking or if it was because this luscious hunk of a man hadn’t been inside of me in far too long, but I had a need that craved instant gratification. I glanced around us for a suitable location. I’d never done it in a bathroom at a bar before, but there was always that option. His hand slid up from where it rested behind my back to grip the back of my head, and then his mouth crashed down to mine. His tongue moved expertly against mine, stoking the already flaming desire inside of me. The ache turned into a throbbing ball of fiery need, and I was lost to the rest of the world. My girls no longer existed; Mahogany no longer existed; the dance floor no longer existed; it was just Nick and me locked in each other in this one moment. 
 
   He pulled back, panting. “Jesus,” he muttered. He took my hand and I glanced back at my friends. They were busy dancing and seemed oblivious to the raging lust passing between Nick and me. 
 
   He led me through the bar and out the front doors. There was a cab waiting at the curb, and Nick gestured for me to get in.
 
   His eyes were glazed with lust and I felt my breath catch in my throat as I took in his appearance. It wasn’t the first time that just looking at him completely staggered me. He was flushed from the kissing or maybe from the liquor he’d had before he found me, and he was wearing a suit. He looked like he’d come right from work, and his thick, dark hair was messy. His hazel eyes glowed at me with desire and I wondered for about the millionth time since he’d first kissed me in the very bar we’d just exited why he had chosen me. He could have literally any woman he wanted. He was amazing, sexy, and intelligent. 
 
   Yet he chose me.
 
   He wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.
 
   And I had been a fucking idiot for pushing him away and doing things to make him angry with me when all I should have been doing was finding ways to pull him closer.
 
   “Get in, baby,” he said, and I realized that I was staring at him while he was waiting for me to get into the cab. 
 
   I grinned and complied, and he slid in next to me. 
 
   “Where to?” the driver asked.
 
   “Phoenician,” he said, naming one of the most luxurious and beautiful resorts Scottsdale had to offer.
 
   I glanced over at him with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “The Phoenician?” I asked.
 
   He nodded once. “I’m spoiling my girl for the night.”
 
   I was ready to rip off his clothes and fuck him in the back of the cab. I slid my hand up his thigh, my fingertips brushing against his erection. I glanced up at him through lowered lashes, and I saw him close his eyes and take in a sharp breath. I was glad that I seemed to have the same effect on him that he had on me. 
 
   He grabbed my hand, halting me from what I really wanted, and he kissed each of my fingertips slowly. I leaned back in my seat and sighed as I felt his lips on me, thinking about what other magical things he could do with those lips. He pulled one of my fingers slowly into his mouth, and I felt his tongue dart against it. That little motion sent a flicker of desire coursing through me, and just like when he kissed me for the very first time on New Year’s Eve, he set every nerve ending in my body on fire. The desire he made me feel had only grown stronger over time, and I knew that it would never, ever fade.
 
   Ten long minutes later, the cab pulled up to the front entrance of the elegant and lavish Phoenician Resort. Nick threw a few bills to the driver and jumped out of the backseat. He grabbed my hand and helped me out, and then he led me through the lobby to a bank of elevators. He pressed the button for the third floor, and all I could do was stand there and stare at him. I remembered all the times we’d shared sexy elevator rides, and there had been quite a few, but I knew that if he made a move toward me, we’d never make it to our room. So I stayed pinned to my corner, watching him watch me as our eyes started the foreplay so we wouldn’t need to waste time with it once we got to our room. 
 
   The elevator opened and he took my hand once again, and even in my semi-drunken state, I felt the electricity that his skin on mine always produced.
 
   We arrived at room 318 and he opened the door. I didn’t bother to ask how he already had a keycard to the room because I didn’t really care. All I cared about was getting him naked and inside of me as quickly as possible.
 
   He tossed the keycard on the dresser and led me through the room and out to the balcony. It was a private balcony that overlooked the mountains. It was a cool and clear night in a romantic setting. The city lights were behind us, but the moon lit the mountains and cast shadows on the desert landscape. 
 
   He stood in front of me, and I reached out for him. He took my hand in his and pulled it to his lips. “Can we talk for a minute?” he asked. There was an earnestness and an anxiety in his voice that immediately got my attention.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I need to apologize to you,” he started.
 
   A ripple of fear ran down my spine. Why was he apologizing? What the hell did he have to apologize for? And why did he take me to a fancy resort to do it?
 
   “For what?” I finally asked.
 
   “I know I’ve been working a lot, and I’m sorry about that.” The moon lit his eyes, and I could see the sincerity there. I wanted to pull him into my arms and kiss him senseless, but I could tell that he wasn’t done talking.
 
   “There’s a lot going on right now that I can’t talk about because of my position,” he continued.
 
   “I understand, Nick. You don’t have to apologize.” I appreciated his words, and I really did understand that there were certain things that he couldn’t tell me because he was my boss. I wasn’t going to press where work issues were concerned, because I knew he’d fill me in on what I needed to know when I needed to know it. 
 
   “There’s more,” he said, and then he let out a deep sigh. I could sense his nervousness to tell me whatever was coming next. “I was sitting at my desk tonight thinking about you. Us. I was… I am overwhelmed with love for you, Julianne. I work better when I’m with you. You spark my creativity. You inspire my imagination. I’ve never felt this drawn to somebody, this connected to somebody. I was thinking about how stupid I was to be spending my Friday night at work when I have a beautiful woman who has had far too little of my attention lately.”
 
   “Nick,” I started, leaning forward to kiss him. 
 
   He stopped me abruptly. “Julianne, let me finish.”
 
   I felt like he’d slapped me. Maybe that was dramatic, but his abruptness startled me. I backed away like a hurt puppy, but his hand still held mine. He wasn’t letting me get away.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “Something happened tonight, and I can’t go another second without telling you.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked, scared for what the answer might be.
 
   “Bree kissed me.”
 
   I pulled my hand out of his. “What?” I screeched.
 
   He took my hand back in his and pulled me against him. I was no match for his strength, but I struggled against him anyway. 
 
   “Baby, stop. Just listen to me.”
 
   “Fuck off,” I yelled, still struggling against him. I knew I was yelling on the balcony of a posh, elegant hotel, but I didn’t care.
 
   He backed me up until my back was against the wall. I was pinned between his hips and the hard stucco of the outside wall, and I couldn’t move. His face was inches from mine as his eyes found my own and his lips hovered over mine. “I didn’t kiss her back,” he said, enunciating each word carefully. “I stopped it immediately.”
 
   The only thing I had left was my words since I couldn’t match his strength to fight back. “I don’t give a fuck, Nick. You allowed her to think that it was okay to make that move.”
 
   His eyes looked pained as he took in my harsh words, but he didn’t have a good defense for that. He knew I was right.
 
   “I’m having her transferred off of our team on Monday.”
 
   I felt a little better knowing that, but it didn’t make up for the fact that it had happened. Another woman had kissed my fiancé. His lips had felt those of another woman. After a few Appletinis, that was the thought that stuck with me, and that sent me into a fit of rage and jealousy.
 
   “While you’re at it, have me transferred off, too.”
 
   “You don’t mean that,” he said dismissively. Okay, maybe not dismissively, but that’s how I took it in my semi-drunken haze that had gone from horny and tipsy to an irritating headache in the span of a few minutes.
 
   “Let me go,” I said, still trying to fight futilely against his strength. 
 
   “No. You’re not going anywhere until you hear what I have to say.”
 
   I sighed in resignation. Fighting back was just making me tired and making my headache worse.
 
   “When she kissed me, the only thought in my mind was you. My first thought was how it must have felt for you when you kissed Travis. He was someone you trusted to be careful with your feelings, and I don’t know how it went down that night, but I know what the outcome was.”
 
   Tears filled my eyes as he reminded me that he wasn’t the only one who had made mistakes. Sure, he made the first mistake when he broke up with me, but I had messed things up between us, too. While his actions broke my heart, he ultimately came back to me and mended it whole again. He brushed a stray tear away with his thumb, and he left his hand against my cheek. I leaned into it and closed my eyes. No matter what, the feel of his skin on mine was comforting. 
 
   “I pushed her away literally the second her lips touched mine. As soon as I knew what she was doing, I knew that I wanted no part of it. Julianne, you are the only woman for me. You always will be, despite how hard you’re working against us half the time. I am going to fight for you because every day since our New Year’s kiss, I have fallen deeper and deeper in love with you. I know I will continue to fall in love with a different part of you every single day for the rest of my life.”
 
   Good Lord, how did he do that? How did he know the perfect words to say to prove to me how much love he held for me in his heart? How could I stay mad at him after that? He was the perfect man, and he didn’t need to do anything to attract attention from women. Of course Bree tried to kiss him. Who wouldn’t want to take that chance? In the end, I couldn’t really blame her for trying. I knew what I had in him, and after his speech, I was more convinced than ever that I needed to focus on the two of us. I needed to stop fighting against us and start fighting for us.
 
   His lips were still just inches away from mine, so I finally gave into what I’d really wanted all night. I couldn’t be mad at him for someone else’s actions. She was clearly a slutty bitch who went after men who were in relationships, and she wasn’t worth the time or the energy it was going to take to hate her. 
 
   I leaned into him. His hand was still cupping my cheek, and my eyes closed automatically as my face inched closer to his, and then our lips met and everything else faded away into insignificance. His mouth opened to mine as it had so many times before, still producing epic butterflies that flitted through my core. 
 
   Our tongues clashed together aggressively. After our near fight and the lust induced by the alcohol, we just needed to be with each other. The moment our mouths met, his arms came around me so I was no longer pinned against the wall. One of my arms snaked around his back while my other hand wandered down until it found his solid erection, and I knew that he wanted me just as much as I wanted him. I cupped him in my hand and he groaned into me. He released his hold on me completely and pulled back away from me.
 
   “Are we okay?” he asked.
 
   “Better than okay,” I panted, and then his lips were back on mine and we weren’t talking anymore. One of his hands tangled in my hair while the other trailed down my arm and then cupped my breast. It was at that moment that I was most grateful for our private balcony. His lips moved from my lips down to my neck and into my cleavage, and I arched back to give him better access. I loved the feel of those perfectly sculpted lips anywhere on my body. His fingertips grasped the short hem of my dress. 
 
   “Jesus,” he groaned, reaching up under the skirt of my dress to find that I wasn’t wearing any panties. In my defense, I couldn’t risk the panty lines on such a tight dress.
 
   He knelt down between my legs and pushed my dress up to my hips. I felt exposed as the cool night air hit the hottest part of my body. He urged one of my legs up and over his shoulder, and then he trailed kisses along the inside of my thigh and upward. I threw my head back and closed my eyes as I felt his tongue move against the sensitive nerves of my clit and down. His tongue entered me, and then he ran the pad of his tongue back up as his fingers trailed the same path his tongue had made. I moaned loudly in the quiet night as his mouth focused on me. The roughness of his tongue mixed with the perfect thrusts of his fingers sent me into a shattering orgasm that had me gripping his hair in my hands. He kissed my sensitive skin sweetly once the shuddering had stopped, and then he stood and pulled me into his arms.
 
   His forehead rested against mine. “You are so sexy,” he whispered and then he scooped me up into his arms and carried me back inside the balcony doors. He tossed me on the bed and I watched with lust as he undressed. First he removed his suit jacket and calmly placed it over a chair. Next came his tie, which he’d already loosened, and then he unbuttoned his cuffs and the buttons on his shirt. I gasped as I always did as I took in his perfect physique. He took off his shoes and socks and undid his belt buckle, and then he unbuttoned his pants and lowered them in one swoop with his boxer briefs. He stood naked in front of me, his eyes on mine the whole time, and then he made his way over to the bed. 
 
   My mouth watered as I took him in, and it was time for me to return the favor. I shimmied down to the edge of the bed, and I motioned for him to come closer to me. I wrapped one fist around his length, and then I took him into my mouth. He leaned his head back as I sucked and delivered the same kind of pleasure to him that he’d given me outside only moments before. 
 
   His groans spurred me on, and I moved my hand in time with my mouth. He pulled his hips back suddenly and then pushed my shoulders gently so that I was lying on the bed. 
 
   He climbed up over me, and I waited for the moment of connection that I’d been craving for days. 
 
   He lifted me gently and unzipped my dress, and then he pulled it up and over my head, setting it neatly on the nightstand next to us. He reared up over me again, and as he looked down into my eyes, I saw my future. I saw happiness and children and love and romance for the rest of my life. And when his body finally connected with mine as he entered me, I knew that I was exactly where I was supposed to be. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I felt the need to tell her about Bree. 
 
   Maybe because deep down I felt guilty. She was right; I hadn’t done anything to stop Bree, so I essentially had invited that attention from her. 
 
   Maybe it was because I was already hiding so goddamn much from Julianne that I just couldn’t hold another secret. Between my family history, BKG going under, and Jack Miller’s offer, I felt like I was living a double life.
 
   Maybe it was because I still hated that she had fucked Travis when we’d been apart and I found out from Travis instead of from her. I would hate it if Bree went straight to Julianne before I had the chance to, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong.
 
   I had been sitting in my office, finishing up my work for the night. I needed to head home to pack an overnight bag for the two of us, and then I was going to drop my car at the Phoenician and cab it back to Mahogany. I had the whole night planned out. And then Bree stepped into my office.
 
   I still wasn’t attracted to her, but she had this nasty little habit of walking right up behind me. Julianne was right; Bree liked to press her breasts against my shoulder. I pretended not to notice because we truly were working together on several projects and I’d naively thought she’d get the hint if I ignored her advances. Of course, tonight was the night I was planning on saying something to her, but she’d mistaken my hesitation for something it wasn’t. She’d knelt beside me on the floor, and as I turned away from the computer screen to look at her to ask her to stop, she assumed I was turning away to give my full attention to her. I still can’t figure out how she mistook that signal, but suddenly she pushed her lips to mine, and I backed up in my chair immediately. 
 
   “Bree,” I had said, “I’m marrying Julianne. I’m sorry, but this,” I motioned between us, “is not going to happen. Ever.”
 
   She had looked wounded, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was getting home, getting our overnight stuff, and finding Julianne. 
 
   I had already planned a night away with her before any of the Bree stuff happened. I knew that we needed a night away together, and as soon as Julianne told me she was going to Mahogany, I felt compelled to recreate some of the magic that had originally brought us together. 
 
   But as I drove my cock in and out of my fiancée, none of it mattered. Bree faded away. Work faded away. My family issues faded away. 
 
   All that mattered was the two of us in that moment. The only thing I could think of was how Julianne had become everything to me, and I wasn’t ever going to let her go. 
 
   With that thought, I lost control just as she tightened around me. I shuddered and groaned out her beautiful name as she drained every last drop from me. 
 
   I collapsed over her, my cheek against her breast as my body stayed connected to hers. Pulling out meant disconnecting from the intimacy, and I didn’t want to do that. Maybe it was overly sentimental, but I loved the feeling of being inside of her. I loved when she held me against her body, her fingers playing sweetly and innocently in my hair after the wicked and abandoned moments we had just shared. 
 
   I knew it was time to stop hiding so much shit from her, but I didn’t even know where to begin at that point. 
 
   The room was quiet around us after our moans had filled the air only moments before. I sighed contentedly, relishing the contact with this wonderful woman beneath me, and then, reluctantly, I pulled out. I kissed the side of her breast and then settled in beside her, holding her back against my front as she curled into my arms. 
 
   I thought about all of the secrets I’d been keeping, most notably the one about Jack Miller. I wanted to start my own business, and all I could think about was how I wanted Julianne to be my partner in that. I didn’t want Bree or anybody else coming between us anymore. I only wanted to hire people who I trusted wholeheartedly. I didn’t want coworkers who came highly recommended because of nepotism, like Bree. She was Alex Brennan’s niece, and he had insisted that I gave her a place on my team despite my reluctance. 
 
   I finally broke the silence in the room. “We need to talk,” I whispered.
 
   “I know,” she whispered back. “Can I go first?”
 
   I wondered what it was that she wanted to talk about, and I suddenly felt a ripple of fear shoot through me. I wasn’t sure why; I was normally a confident, self-assured man, but something about the way we had just made love almost made me feel like she was starting her goodbye.
 
   But I wasn’t going to allow it.
 
   “Of course,” I said, my voice automatically guarded.
 
   She didn’t turn to look at me, and that same ripple of fear shot through me again as I felt my heart rate pick up.
 
   “I love you, Nick. I love you so, so much,” she started, fingering my hands that had suddenly tightened around her. 
 
   “I love you, too, baby,” I murmured.
 
   “Our time apart lately has shown me something important.”
 
   Fuck. I wanted to interrupt her. I wanted to yell. I was certain that she was going to tell me that our time apart showed her that she didn’t need me, and the thought alone crushed my heart into dust. 
 
   Where were these insecure thoughts coming from? It wasn’t like me, but I knew I’d done wrong by her. I’d kept far too many secrets from the woman I was going to marry, and all of that shit was finally catching up with me.
 
   But I didn’t voice any of my fears. Instead, I let her speak.
 
   “It has shown me how much I love you. How much I need you. I miss the days when it was just you and me at McMillan and falling in love with you was all that mattered. Ever since that stupid night when you broke up with me, it seems like at every turn there’s another obstacle in our path, but I’m done letting stupid shit come between us, Nick.”
 
   Thank God.
 
   I felt all of the fear leave my body, and then I kissed her behind her ear. She turned in my arms to look up at me, and I saw tears brimming in her eyes. My eyes were drawn to her beautiful lips, and I leaned down toward them. My lips hovered over hers. “I’m done, too, baby. You and me until the end.”
 
   “Until the end,” she echoed, and then my lips whispered across hers. She pulled my head down to plant her mouth more firmly against mine, and then I felt her tongue sweep through my mouth. 
 
   God, I loved this woman. Nothing would ever change that.
 
   She pulled back first. “What did you want to talk about?” she asked. 
 
   She was facing me, her head resting on my bicep as she cuddled into my chest. I pressed my lips to her forehead.
 
   “I don’t even know where to begin,” I started. She leaned back and looked up at me, alarm written in her eyes.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” I said, pulling her back into the comfortable place she’d been resting in only seconds before. “There’s just been a lot happening, and I don’t want to keep things from you anymore.”
 
   “Why the change of heart?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I muttered, and then I sighed. “I just don’t want secrets between us.”
 
   “Is this because of Bree?” she asked, her voice quiet.
 
   Was it? That was a great question. Maybe it was. Maybe if I’d let Julianne in on everything from the start, she’d have been there at the office with me that night and Bree never would’ve kissed me. Or maybe not. 
 
   I shrugged. “Does it matter?”
 
   She was quiet.
 
   “What do you want to hear first?” I asked.
 
   “What are my options?”
 
   “My mother or BKG.”
 
   “Whatever you want to tell me,” she whispered.
 
   “I’ll start with my mother, then,” I said. I took a deep breath and realized that it was a shaky, shuddering breath. I didn’t fully understand why this was so hard for me to talk about, but it was.
 
   “You know a lot about her already,” I started. “But what you don’t know is what she did that was completely unforgivable.”
 
   I paused, figuring out how exactly to frame what I was about to say. And then I just blurted it out. “When I was very young, shortly after my brother was born, my mother had an affair.”
 
   Julianne’s hand came up to my face, and she absently stroked my cheek. “Oh, Nick. I’m so sorry.”
 
   I turned on my back. It was too hard to tell this story while someone was staring at me, so I looked up at the ceiling before I continued talking. Her head rested on my shoulder, and my arm wrapped around her. She absently touched my chest, drawing circles with her fingers while I spoke. “The details are fuzzy. I was only four at the time, and I honestly don’t remember. I just remember spending a lot of time with my father. I didn’t find out about any of this until about ten years ago.”
 
   “Why ten years ago?”
 
   “The affair produced a child. My half sister showed up on my doorstep on her eighteenth birthday.”
 
   “What?” she asked, shock evident in her voice.
 
   “I’d been shocked, too, when I met her. Apparently my mother had lived two lives my entire life, and everything felt like a total lie.”
 
   “Where’s your sister now?”
 
   “One, I don’t consider her my sister. And two, I have no idea.”
 
   I felt her gazing up at me, her eyes burning me, but I refused to look away from my spot on the ceiling. I didn’t want someone to try to convince me to give family a chance. Maybe that’s what made this so difficult to talk about. I didn’t want anything to do with my half sister. As far as I was concerned, she didn’t exist. Josh was my only sibling, and he felt the same way. 
 
   “Aren’t you curious?” she asked.
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not. My mother slept with another man behind my dad’s back. She got pregnant with another man’s child, had the baby, and managed to keep two completely separate families when we were children. And then my dad died, and my mom wasn’t there for us. Maybe we reminded her of our dad too much. But to me, that was total bullshit. She’d cheated on him and had a kid with another man while he was still alive.”
 
   I’d never told anybody that story, and oddly, the crushing weight of the family drama I’d carried with me since the day Alexa had shown up on my doorstep seemed a little lighter.
 
   “What happened when you met your sister?” she asked, her finger smoothing over my eyebrow in a repeated motion. I wasn’t sure if it was to get me to turn to look at her or if she just felt the need to touch me, but it was somehow comforting. I continued staring up at the ceiling, not sure what sort of emotional dam would break if I had to look someone in the eyes while I shared the rest of my story. 
 
   “She tracked me down and knocked on my door one day. She told me she was my sister. For some reason, my mother had told her about Josh and me, but she hadn’t told Josh and me about Alexa. So she introduced herself, told me how close she was with dear old Mom, and told me she wanted to build a relationship with me. I was still young. I figured anybody who came into my life unexpectedly came in because they wanted something from me. In this case, I figured she, like my mother, was after my trust fund.”
 
   “So you blew her off?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. Completely. But she didn’t give up. It wasn’t until I confronted my mother with the information that she finally stopped.”
 
   “What did your mom say?”
 
   “She tried to deny it at first, but eventually she broke down and told me.”
 
   Her fingers stopped playing with my eyebrow and came to a rest on my chest, right over my heart. “So then what happened? Did you ever give your sister a chance?”
 
   “I don’t consider her my sister.”
 
   She sighed. “You should.”
 
   This was why I hadn’t wanted to tell anybody. I didn’t need someone else’s opinion on how to run my life, especially when it came to my family drama. But Julianne came first in my life now, and I needed to make sure that she knew that. If she had a good reason why she felt that way, I had to at least hear her out, even if I didn’t agree with what she had to say. “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s not her fault that your mom made a mistake. I don’t know what I’d do without my sister, Nick.” Her voice was quiet and trembled a little at the end of her sentence. 
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do without Josh, either. And that’s enough for me.”
 
   She was quiet for a few moments, taking in what I’d said. And then she asked a question that I hadn’t expected. “Would it be okay if I met her?”
 
   I finally broke my staring contest with the ceiling. I sat up and leaned against the headboard, my arms no longer around Julianne. She sat up and faced me.
 
   “Why?” I finally asked.
 
   “Because she’s going to be my family, too. She’s going to be my half sister-in-law.”
 
   “‘In-law’ the operative phrase. She’s only my half sister because of my mother’s mistake, and the three times I’ve seen Alexa, all I could think about was how my mother betrayed my father.”
 
   “Don’t you think it’s kind of sad that you look at one of your siblings as a mistake? How would you feel if it was reversed? If you wanted to build a relationship with your sister but she just brushed you off?”
 
   I shrugged. I never did think that it was sad, but maybe she had a point. I’d spent the last ten years punishing Alexa for something that wasn’t her fault, and I never even gave her a chance. Josh had tried to convince me at one point that we should get to know her, but I was firm in my resolve, and I made sure Josh had seen things my way. Maybe that stubborn streak in me was doing more damage than I thought.
 
   “Just think about it. For me.” 
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I said, because I would do anything for Julianne, which I was about to prove when I made my next big confession.  
 
   “That’s all I’m asking.”
 
   “Ready for information overload part two?” I asked, needing to change the subject from my family.
 
   “BKG?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What’s going on? Is this about why you’ve been working so late?”
 
   “Sort of.” I stood up and pulled her up with me. We stood naked together as she wrapped her arms around me. I motioned to the overnight bags I had dropped off earlier. “Let’s put on some clothes and sit outside and enjoy the night.”
 
   She groaned. “Do we have to stop being naked?” she asked as her hands palmed against my shoulder blades and she buried her face in my chest.
 
   “Not if you don’t want to,” I whispered, but somehow telling my fiancée that we were both about to lose our jobs seemed like news that should be delivered while we were wearing clothes. I traced the path of her spine and she shuddered beneath me. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   Naked Nick was definitely a beautiful thing to behold. 
 
   I loved that he was finally opening up. Telling me about his family secrets while there was nothing between us, not even the barrier of clothes, made the confession even more intimate and sincere. 
 
   So I didn’t want to put clothes back on; I didn’t want anything between us. I wanted him to cradle me in his arms while he told me everything that he’d been holding back. But the look in his eyes set my nerves on edge. He was about to confess something serious about the company we both worked for, and that was scaring the hell out of me. 
 
   I broke from our embrace and found sweats in my overnight bag. We went out onto our balcony together, and we stared out into the darkness lit only by the pale moonlight. We each took a seat on a patio chair, and Nick scooted closer to me and linked his fingers through mine. It was strange to have this conversation in the dark, in a place where I couldn’t look into his eyes to see what he was thinking or feeling as he spoke, and that was the thought that stuck with me and sent a ripple of fear through me that ultimately clutched icily at my heart.
 
   We sat in silence for a moment, and then I heard him take in a deep breath. He exhaled slowly, and then he spoke. 
 
   “BKG is filing bankruptcy next week.”
 
   His voice was calm, and my reaction was anything but.
 
   “What?” I screeched into the quiet, dark night.
 
   His hand tightened on mine. “BKG is going under. I’ve been hearing rumors for the past two weeks, but I didn’t want to scare you. I confronted Brennan about it, and he confirmed that the company is struggling.”
 
   “So what does that mean?”
 
   “Basically they’re doing it so that another company can’t come in and buy off the parts. It’s protection more than anything else.”
 
   “Are our jobs safe?” For about the millionth time, I wished I’d never left McMillan.
 
   “I don’t know for sure, but it’s not looking good.”
 
   He dragged me from McMillan with promises of a great new job that I actually kind of hated, and now he didn’t even know if I was still going to have a job? I knew it was irrational to blame him, but I fully blamed him anyway. “What the fuck, Nick?”
 
    He let go of my hand and leaned forward with his elbow on his knees, clasping his hands together in front of him. 
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I don’t know what else to say.”
 
   We were both going to lose our jobs. On the one hand, I knew he had his trust fund. We’d be okay financially, at least for awhile. But what about the fact that I would be jobless?
 
   Even in my anger, I could tell that there was more. He was holding something else back from me, and I wanted to know what it was. I needed to know. “What else are you hiding?” I asked.
 
   He glanced over at me, and I couldn’t help but notice how handsome he looked. It was really just his silhouette in the night, but somehow even when I was fearful that I was losing my job, just seeing him sitting next to me made everything okay.
 
   “I got an offer to start up my own company. I’ve been trying to figure out what the smartest decision would be, and I finally realized that I can’t make that decision alone. I need you, Julianne. I need you to help me figure out what to do.”
 
   Despite the catastrophic news he’d just delivered, he needed me as much as I needed him. Even though he’d waited, he had still come to me.
 
   “How do you get an offer to start your own company? Isn’t that something you just do?” I asked. 
 
   “Do you remember that meeting I went to on Wednesday?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding. 
 
   “The man I met with told me that he wants me to rebrand his company. It’s a big company with a lot of different divisions, and he wants me to eventually take over his marketing if everything goes well with the rebranding. He said my ideas are fresh and he wants me personally, but he doesn’t want BKG involved. He wants to hire me as a private consultant.”
 
   “Holy shit, Nick! That’s huge!” I knew he dreamed of owning his own company someday. I knew how thrilled he had to be at this news. And in my excitement, a selfish thought reared its ugly head: Why hadn’t he told me this sooner?
 
   He nodded. “I know. It’s a fucking whale, Julianne. It would easily launch my own company.”
 
   “So what’s stopping you?”
 
   “Before the news about BKG going under was confirmed, BKG was sort of stopping me. I just started there; I just brought you over. I can’t just leave. But the bankruptcy thing clears up that obstacle.”
 
   “Are you going to do it?”
 
   “There’s a little more to it. For one, I want to bring you with me.”
 
   “I’m in, Nick. Say no more. I would love to continue working with you.”
 
   “I want to start this company together. Co-owners. Partners in life forever, both in marriage and in business.”
 
   “I would love that,” I said. 
 
   “This whole idea was contingent on you anyway,” he added.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean the person who spoke with me said he wants you and me to work together on the rebranding.”
 
   “Who asked for me?” 
 
   He paused, and I could tell he was thinking about whether or not to tell me. And, finally, he did. “Jack Miller.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath. Jack Miller had personally requested me? Travis’s dad had been like a second father to me since I was a child, but I also knew that he was aware of what I had done to his son. I’d broken his heart, and that wasn’t okay. So I had to wonder why he was doing this and why he wanted to help Nick and me. 
 
   “Why would Jack Miller want me?” I asked.
 
   “He said you know the company well.”
 
   “So it’s the Millers. Is that why it’s been hard for you to make a decision?” I deduced.
 
   He shook his head. “There’s more to it.”
 
   What the hell else could there be? 
 
   “I know your families are close, but you have to promise me that this stays between us,” he said, his voice suddenly serious.
 
   I leaned over and took his hand in mine. “I promise.”
 
   He squeezed my hand and then leaned back in his chair. He took a deep breath. “Jack said you know the company well, but you also know the man who Jack will be promoting to his position when he retires before the end of the year.”
 
   “Travis,” I whispered, gazing out into the darkness.
 
   “Hence my dilemma. Take the chance of a lifetime to start my own company with guaranteed success, but throw my fiancée directly at her temptation? Or stick it out with BKG and hope for the best? I just don’t fucking know what to do, Julianne, and I need you to help me make that decision.”
 
   A million thoughts ran through my head, but the one thought that stuck was Nick calling Travis my “temptation.” Perhaps he had been that for me at one point, but Nick had to know that Travis no longer was a threat to us. I was still completely at a loss as to how to get him to understand that, though. 
 
   We didn’t solve any of the world’s problems that night. In fact, we went to bed. I was exhausted after my night at the bar followed by hot sex with Nick, and I didn’t know what to tell him. So I chickened out. “Can I sleep on it?” I had asked, knowing it was the coward’s way out but not knowing how else to respond. 
 
   I could tell he was disappointed that I had cut off our conversation at the pass, but I didn’t know what to do. He was absolutely right; this was going to be a tough decision. I was a professional and I loved the idea of starting a business with Nick, but throwing Travis and me together after everything that had happened just didn’t seem like the best idea, particularly in the spirit of me taking into account others’ feelings. 
 
   My heart told me that was why Jack had done it. First and foremost, he was a great father, and he wanted his children to be happy. He knew that Travis needed my friendship just as much as I needed his, and maybe Jack knew something that we couldn’t see because we were too close to the situation and we couldn’t see the forest for the trees. Now that Travis was happy with Lindsay and I was engaged to marry another man, maybe Jack had the right idea in allowing us to sort out our personal lives by forcing us together in our business lives. Something deep inside was thrilled at the chance to work with Travis. We’d never crossed paths in our careers, but I knew that he was excellent at what he did. I loved the Miller family, and the chance to work closely with the business that Jack had built was an exciting prospect. But I had Nick to consider. 
 
   I was filled with questions. Would Nick be able to handle seeing Travis and me together on a daily basis? Or would he live in a constant state of suspicion and jealousy? Did Travis even know this was happening? 
 
   And how did Lindsay figure into all of it?
 
   I had done a good job avoiding thinking about her and her feelings. But if she and Travis were serious, would she be able to handle Travis working alongside me? 
 
   I slept on it, but I didn’t have any answers the next morning. If anything, more questions had formed in my head overnight. 
 
   Nick woke me in the very best way. I felt his tongue tracing the shell of my ear, and then I felt the rough stubble on his chin as his tongue trailed down from my ear to my neck and down to my chest. He lavished my breasts with attention, sucking softly on one nipple while he rolled my other one between his fingertips. I moaned into his touch, loving the feel of him against me and never wanting it to stop.
 
   As my eyes fluttered open, the first sight of my day was Nick hovering over me. His hazel eyes glowed in the morning light. Everything about this view was perfection, from those sleepy eyes to his beautifully messy hair to his rough and sexy stubble. Poised over me, I could see the flexed muscles in his perfectly chiseled abdomen, and I traced his muscles with my fingertips, ultimately landing on that ridiculously sexy cut of hipbone that stood out just above the waistline of his shorts. He groaned, and then he pressed his hips down against me and I could feel how ready he was for me. He thrust his hips against me once more, and it was enough to wake the slutty beast inside of me. All I could think about was the fact that there were too many clothes separating our bodies.
 
   He nuzzled between my breasts, and I arched up into his magical touch. I gazed at him, running my fingers through his hair. I remembered how I’d imagined what that would feel like for a year before we had gotten together, and the silky strands against my fingertips felt even better than I had imagined. I loved him with everything inside of me, and waking up next to him after the honest night we’d shared together only strengthened my love for him, only made me all the more confident that we were destined to end up happily married for the rest of our lives together. 
 
   His mouth found mine, hot and hard, and he continued those magical thrusts that were starting to cause an aching pain south of my belly. I wanted him inside of me, and I wasn’t below begging.
 
   He kissed his way down my body, from my breasts down my sternum to my belly. His tongue dipped into my belly button, and then he continued his journey southward. His stubble whispered against my skin as he moved, sending desire coursing through my veins. He moved down, lifting my legs up so my feet were flat on the bed and my knees were bent. He pushed my legs apart and crawled between them, and then he kissed the inside of my thigh softly. He pushed one finger inside of me, and then he gazed up at me. I looked down at him through heavily lidded eyes as I moaned at his entry, and then he pulled his finger out. His eyes were locked on mine when his tongue ran the length of the finger that had just been inside of me, and that one erotic moment nearly sent me over the edge. 
 
   My body began to throb with need for him, and just when I was about to beg him to get inside of me, he started kissing his way back up my body. He stopped only long enough to remove his shorts, and then he crawled back up the bed. Usually before he thrust into me, he hovered over me for a moment, but today, he wanted it as much as I did. He plunged powerfully into me, and he felt so good that I literally screamed out in pleasure. I braced myself for the onslaught of his passion, and he delivered mind-blowing thrusts that edged me quickly toward my climax.
 
   As we basked in the afterglow of yet another incredible orgasm together, I couldn’t help but think that even though I’d never felt closer to Nick after he finally confided in me the night before, we still had a lot of issues to work through and one huge problem that had only one foreseeable solution. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I knew sex wasn’t going to solve the issue at hand, but it was definitely going a long way to help me forget my problems. Something about the sweet taste of Julianne Becker just did that to me. But once we crawled out from under the covers and were sitting on the patio enjoying coffee in our luxurious hotel bathrobes, I knew we couldn’t put it off any longer.
 
   “Have you thought any more about our talk last night?” I hedged cautiously.
 
   Her beautiful blue eyes met mine. Something about Julianne in the morning was a sight to behold. Her hair was big and messy from sleeping, and her skin was perfect and glowing in the sunlight after our morning activities. 
 
   She took a sip of her coffee before answering. “Yes. It’s all I’ve thought about. Well, apart from all of the naked time.”
 
   I laughed. She really did manage to break the tension I was feeling without even trying. “And?” I finally asked.
 
   She shrugged. “And I don’t have any answers. I asked you if I could sleep on it thinking that I would have a clearer mind in the morning. No such luck. Instead I need ibuprofen to battle this Appletini headache I’ve got going.”
 
   I set my coffee on the patio table and disappeared inside, returning a moment later with four tablets for my fiancée. 
 
   She grinned up at me. “Always thinking,” she said, taking the pills and swallowing them down with a big gulp of orange juice.
 
   “I didn’t know what condition I’d find you in at Mahogany.” I sat down and took another sip of my coffee.
 
   She giggled. “My reputation precedes me.”
 
   “Can we talk about it?” I asked.
 
   “My reputation?”
 
   I shot her a look. 
 
   “Sorry,” she said softly.
 
   “I just don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Is Travis the only thing stopping you?” she asked.
 
   I nodded, wincing at his name rolling off of her lips. I think I hid it well, though. “The thought of you and him working together is what’s stopping me. It’s hard to stomach.”
 
   “You can’t let what happened rule our lives, Nick.”
 
   I nodded. “I know. I’m trying not to.”
 
   “I know you are. But you have to think about your long term goals.”
 
   “My long term goals and my personal life have never intersected like this before.”
 
   “So we deal with it. We’ll be okay, Nick. We’ve been through a lot, and we’ve made it this far.” Her eyes met mine, and her hand found my arm. Giving my arm a light squeeze, she said, “I wouldn’t have said yes to you if my heart was somewhere else.”
 
   How was it possible that I was horny again after the night and subsequent morning we’d just had? I couldn’t be sure, but that squeeze on my arm combined with her words did the trick. 
 
   “I love you, Julianne.”
 
   “I love you, too,” she said. “And I want you to be happy. I want you to be fulfilled and proud of your work and I want to be by your side, both at work and at home. No matter what, Nick. If BKG is going under, we have to make the smartest decision. And maybe that means striking out on our own and taking Jack up on his offer.”
 
   I gazed at her for a long moment. She was absolutely right, and I knew it. I’d known it inside ever since the moment Jack Miller had propositioned me. I think all along I’d just needed the confirmation from Julianne that this was really going to work. I needed to hear from those gorgeous lips that we were going to be okay regardless of what decision I made. I didn’t like the fact that it involved Travis, but I had to put my personal feelings aside for the future of our careers. 
 
   And now that she’d given me the green light, the anxiety dissipated as I looked toward the future with renewed hope. 
 
   I stood and pulled her up with me. I rested my chin on the top of her head and stared out over the mountains in the distance, filled with satisfaction and feeling like everything was right in my world.
 
   It was later that week when I met with Jack Miller to give him my final decision. 
 
   “Mr. Matthews, nice to see you again,” he greeted me, and then he motioned for me to sit in the same chair I had sat in the first time I’d been in his office. 
 
   He sat across from me, and he was as poised as the last time while I felt nervous as fuck. I wasn’t sure why I was nervous, exactly; I was, after all, here to tell Jack that I wanted to accept his deal. His offer was more than generous, and after Julianne and I had spoken, I’d finally taken the contract out of the manila folder he’d passed across the desk to me. I had been shocked at his bottom line offer, and I briefly wondered if my decision would’ve been easier had I read that contract first. But, honestly, I don’t think it would have mattered. Julianne’s approval and agreement to this new venture came first.
 
   “Good to see you, too,” I said.
 
   “So have you come to a decision?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I wholeheartedly accept your offer.” I passed the envelope containing the signed contract across the desk. I took a deep breath as his hand grabbed one side and I let go. 
 
   His face broke out into a grin. “That’s spectacular news,” he said.
 
   “Thank you. I’m eager to begin this next phase in my career and I am confident about the direction I plan to take Miller Designs.”
 
   “I have every confidence in you as well.”
 
   “Thank you. That means a lot from a respected professional like you.”
 
   “Do you have a vision yet for the facelift?”
 
   “I have several ideas,” I said, and I pulled out my portfolio with rough sketches for the rebranding of Miller Designs. 
 
   We worked out a rough schedule, and he was enthusiastic about all of my ideas. He wanted Travis to make the final decision, though, and he informed me that he’d be traveling to San Diego to meet with him, to discuss the future of Miller Designs, and to present the ideas of the rebranding. And at some point, he’d tell him about my new role with Miller Designs as well as how Julianne figured into all of it. 
 
   Our meeting lasted about an hour, and then I had to head back to BKG, where I was scheduled to have a meeting with my boss. I could only imagine what the meeting was regarding, but I knew it wasn’t going to be good news. I no longer cared, though. My future was laid out before me. The perfect woman was going to marry me, I was going to start my own company, and I had everything ahead of me. I couldn’t be more excited about it.
 
   The only potential obstacle in my way was my eventual new colleague, Travis Miller.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   I wiped my hands nervously on my jeans, not sure why I was so panicked. I had planned every last detail, and I knew I had a homerun. I knew she was going to say “Yes.” We’d talked about our future. I loved her, and she loved me. 
 
   But it was still some scary shit to ask the girl you loved to move from everything she knew in order to start a life in a different state. 
 
   She’d grown up in California. She had friends and family there. She had set down roots. She had the beach and the bars and her job. She’d be moving to the desert for one thing: Me. 
 
   And I hoped to God that I was enough for her. 
 
   We’d spent the last month together. Things may have started out with a little jealousy and a lot of drama, but we immediately found our place together, and our life was better than ever. 
 
   I knew that Lindsay was my forever.
 
   And it really wasn’t just the blow jobs or the spectacular sex. I could talk to her about anything. I cared what she did at work each day. The way her gorgeous brown eyes met mine across the dinner table, and the way her tongue darted out to wet her lips, and the way she held my hand in her smaller one. These were all things I loved about her, but in growing together, I’d grown to love her heart and her soul. We had more in common than I’d first realized, and I knew that her dream was to marry me and have three children. It was a dream we shared, and she’d already picked out a boy name and a girl name. 
 
   It was fast, for sure.
 
   But it was right.
 
   And our shared birthday – March 12 – seemed like the best day that I could think of to ask her to move with me. 
 
   To be honest, I’d started planning the proposal the moment I knew that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. It was the moment I told her that I loved her. Her eyes met mine in that way only she had, the lust evident as she stared at me. I told her that I more than loved her, and she responded in the same way. And as I held her against my body, I knew that she was the last woman I’d ever say those words to. I’d found the woman I was meant to spend my life with after I’d pined away for another woman for the better part of my life, and everything had fallen into place exactly where it was supposed to. 
 
   I was a grand gestures kind of guy, and so I wanted the proposal to be perfect. And I couldn’t think of a more perfect time to ask her than when we moved to Arizona together. I imagined it a thousand times: We’d buy a house, and when we closed on it, we’d stand in our kitchen later that night, and I’d get down on my knee. We’d obviously fuck on the counter after that, and then we would smile every day, each time we passed the place where I’d gotten down on my knee to ask for her hand in marriage and she said, “Yes.”
 
   And I’d secretly smile at the thought of the sex we had afterward. 
 
   And hopefully the blow job. 
 
   So I was waiting on my girl at Skips, my favorite bar down the street from the apartment I shared with Dan. Tracy, a girl I had briefly hooked up with and then who had become one of my best friends, was working, but it was a busy Thursday night. I held a table while I waited on Lindsay, scrolling through my Facebook feed to make it appear like I wasn’t a total loser sitting at a table alone. I’d just come across a picture of Julianne Becker and Nick Matthews when Lindsay walked up to the table.
 
   “Hey, birthday boy,” she said, kissing my cheek before sitting across from me. I quickly turned off my phone and directed my full attention on the beauty across the table. 
 
   “Hi, birthday girl. How was your day?” I asked as she picked up the Miller Light I’d ordered for her and held it in the air. I picked up my own beer and touched it to her glass. 
 
   “Shitty.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. 
 
   She took a long drink and then wiped some foam off her upper lip, sucking briefly on her fingertips. I fucking loved it when she did shit like that, those little times when she was totally sexy without even trying. I shifted in my seat at my sudden erection. 
 
   “Fucking Darlene,” she said, naming one of the owners of JDH Events and her direct boss.
 
   “What did Darlene do now?” I asked, genuinely interested. I thought back to the women I had dated in the past. It always felt like they droned on about meaningless shit and I tuned out about thirty seconds into their whining.
 
   She rolled her eyes, and I took it as a good sign that she was pissed at her boss. That would give me the edge when I asked her to move with me to a new state. On her birthday.
 
   Fuck.
 
   What the fuck was I thinking?
 
   “Just making me the office bitch again.”
 
   “So are you ready to quit yet?” I asked nervously.
 
   “Trav, what am I going to do? Just quit and not have a job? I can’t do that, not while I’m still taking classes.”
 
   “I have a question for you,” I said just as Tracy walked up to our table. Lindsay glanced at me with curiosity, and then she turned her attention to Tracy.
 
   “Any specials tonight?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Fish and chips,” Tracy said. 
 
   Lindsay scrunched her face in disgust. “I’ll take the usual.”
 
   Tracy looked at me with an eyebrow raised, and I nodded. She winked and walked away. Placing my order was that easy at Skips, and I was going to miss that place almost as much as I was going to miss Tracy.
 
   “Your question?” Lindsay asked. 
 
   I fidgeted nervously, wiping my sweaty hands on my jeans again. “So I got some news today,” I said. I paused.
 
   “Trav, spit it out. You’re making me nervous.”
 
   “My dad is retiring at the end of the year. He wants me to take over Miller Designs.”
 
   “Oh my God! What a great birthday present!”
 
   I smiled. Just one look at the delight emanating from her gorgeous eyes helped me to feel better. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “It is. But there’s more.”
 
   She looked at me expectantly.
 
   “He wants me to run it from the Phoenix headquarters.”
 
   The light in her eyes disappeared as some other emotion replaced it. 
 
   Fear, maybe. 
 
   “So you’re moving to Phoenix?” she asked. 
 
   “No, Gorgeous. We are moving to Phoenix.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. No, Travis. I can’t just pick up my life and move to Phoenix. My job, school, my family… it’s all here.”
 
   “I realize that, Lindsay. And I’ve got answers for all of that.”
 
   “You’ve got answers?” she asked, her voice taking on a snide edge.
 
   “Well, I just mean that I’ve thought it all through. I’ve got solutions for everything.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes.
 
   What the fuck? She wasn’t even giving me a chance, and this was going much worse than I feared it might. 
 
   Not only that, but I hadn’t even told her how Julianne figured into all of it yet.
 
   Deep down I had been more concerned about how she was going to react to that news than I had been about the idea of moving with me. 
 
   “Don’t roll your eyes. You haven’t even heard me out yet.”
 
   “Trav, I don’t need to. We are not moving to Arizona.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say, so I threw out my trump card. The best I could do was hope that she would agree. “I am, Lindsay. I don’t have a choice.”
 
   She crossed her arms and stared me down. 
 
   She was straight up scary when she looked at me like that. “Then you’re going alone.”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   “Won’t you even listen to my proposition?”
 
   She sighed as if it was some big inconvenience. “Fine. Go.”
 
   “First, school. You’re almost done, and you’re taking online classes. So finish your online classes. You don’t even need to go to campus. You can do that from anywhere.”
 
   She raised one eyebrow, and I took that as my green light to continue talking.
 
   “Second, job. You hate your job. Come work for me.”
 
   She looked at me in shock. “What?”
 
   “I’ll hire you. I need an event coordinator.”
 
   “Miller Designs doesn’t already have an event coordinator?”
 
   “I’ll fire her. I will do anything to get you to come with me.”
 
   “You can’t just fire someone,” she said, but the anger in her eyes was starting to soften. She always softened when it came to me, and that was one of the many ways that I knew she loved me as much as I loved her.
 
   “We will figure it out. I know you want to own your own business, but I might be able to get you started and help you build your clientele. Or I could contract you on the side.”
 
   She nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “Third, family. There’s nothing I can do about your family being here, but you’ve already gotten close to my family. Can’t we just give this a try?”
 
   She sighed again. “I don’t know, Trav. I’ve lived here my entire life. I’m not ready to just pick up and move to a new state.”
 
   “But you’ll stay in a job you hate and have a long distance relationship with me?”
 
   She looked down at the table, and with that small movement, my heart nearly stopped beating in my chest. 
 
   Something told me that if she didn’t come with me, that didn’t mean we’d be in a long-distance relationship.
 
   Something told me it would be over for us. 
 
   And nothing scared me more than the thought of losing Lindsay. Not after how far we’d come. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
    
 
   LINDSAY RHODES
 
    
 
   I stared down at the table. I couldn’t meet his warm brown eyes staring at me with all of that hope and optimism when I knew in my heart that I could never leave San Diego. It wasn’t just because I had grown up here; no, I was tied to this place for some inexplicable reason. It was my family, and it was the beach and the sunshine and the ocean. It was the salt in the sea air and the memories from my childhood. It was the familiarity and comfort of home.
 
   I knew I was confrontational. I knew I was jealous. I knew I was quick to jump to conclusions. But all of these attributes didn’t change the fact that the man I loved with my whole heart was threatening to tear me from the only constant in my life.
 
   One of the things I really didn’t understand was why he couldn’t run the company from the San Diego office. He sprang this on me with no warning, and I was kind of pissed. He seemed to have all of the answers, but one thing he’d never be able to answer was my only question. How the hell could I ever leave?
 
   He would be worth it; I knew that much. I was young, but I knew that he was potentially my forever. But how could I leave the only thing I’d ever known for that risk? And worse yet, how could I stay and try to have a relationship with someone who lived six hours away from me? I practically lived with Travis; we spent nearly every night at his apartment. I hadn’t seen Penny in two weeks. I had a space in his closet and two drawers in his bathroom. Dan had become one of my closest friends. Even Tracy had become a close friend, once I got past the jealousy of the fact that Travis’s fingers had been inside of her. 
 
   Okay, so maybe I wasn’t quite over that one yet. 
 
   My point is that I was in a relationship with a man who I loved, and I couldn’t imagine being apart from him. 
 
   I didn’t want to be apart from him.
 
   But he was making me choose between him and the only life I’d ever known. 
 
   I loved him enough that I wouldn’t make him choose between me and his job. So I had to figure out whether I should listen to every instinct telling me to stay in San Diego or if I should head to Phoenix with the man I loved. 
 
   And as I stared at that spot on the table, I knew I could never leave San Diego just as much as I could never leave Travis. 
 
   I didn’t know why suddenly I had to choose, but I hated it. I hated every single part of it. My heart was screaming Travis, but my brain was screaming San Diego. 
 
   And, unfortunately, I was raised to follow my logic. 
 
   The threat of constantly worrying about Travis when he was six hours away would tear us apart. And knowing that the former love of Travis’s entire life was minutes away from him would be a constant threat to my unreasonable jealousy. 
 
   Especially after he’d confessed to me the fact that Julianne had tried to kiss him that night she’d slept over after the engagement party. 
 
   “I just… I don’t know.”
 
   He stared at me for a long moment. I hated when he did that. I felt scrutinized, like I was under a microscope, which I was. 
 
   I deserved to feel that way. 
 
   “What are you saying?” he asked, a waver in his normally strong voice.
 
   “Travis, I don’t think I could do a long distance relationship.” My voice was quiet but firm. 
 
   Fear flashed through his eyes, and suddenly I felt like a total bitch. I wasn’t giving him a choice and I wasn’t giving him any slack. I was basically telling him that he had to choose San Diego if he wanted to be with me. Maybe it wasn’t fair, but maybe it also wasn’t fair of him to ask me to leave San Diego in the first place. 
 
   He stared down at the table and sighed heavily. He finally looked up at me with determined eyes. “I don’t know what to say, but I will fight for us. I’m not going to give up.”
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   It was a little over two months after Nick signed Jack’s contract that Travis popped into town for a few days. The only reason I knew he was in town was because Nick had scheduled a meeting with him.
 
   Oh to be a fly on the wall during that meeting. 
 
   A lot had transpired during those two months, not the least of which was the fact that I’d lost my job. My fiancé was wrapping things up at BKG as he finished out his last week after resigning. So while he went off to work each day, I stayed home and researched everything we needed to start our own business. We had gone back and forth on a title for our company, ultimately landing on the clean and simple NJM Marketing. Nick designed a logo and I read through the paperwork. Josh and Eric moved out, and we moved a new desk into the home office, facing it toward Nick’s desk so that we could work together. 
 
   I was putting Nick first for maybe the first time in our relationship together, and things between us were better than ever. I thought often of Lucy’s words to me that had seemed harsh at the time: “You blame Nick the moment things get complicated.”
 
   She had been right, and while it was difficult to hear, once I stopped blaming Nick and started blaming myself, our relationship moved forward instead of backward. 
 
   So even though I’d been fired from my job at BKG, the first job I was ever fired from, I was keeping plenty busy trying to launch a new business in addition to planning a wedding that was just over five months away. The major details were hammered out, thankfully, and we knew where and when we were tying the knot, at least. 
 
   We’d decided on the Phoenician. That place represented a new start for Nick and me. It represented a time when we’d both decided that our future was more important to us than the events that had shadowed our past. We were moving forward, and we couldn’t think of a better venue to celebrate our lifetime commitment to one another than a place that held such special meaning to us both. 
 
   Deep down, I held the blackness of anxiety in my heart. I was scared that Nick was never going to get over the fact that I’d had that one night with Travis. Maybe because it was so much more than one night. We had a history together that Nick could never take away. While he never needed to compete with that history, it was still something that he couldn’t change. And I knew that the perfectionist in my fiancé was itching to erase the past so that we could move forward. But we couldn’t undo what had been done, just like Nick couldn’t undo the lifelong friendship that Travis and I had.
 
   I did what Nick had requested of me. I had cut off all contact with Travis. While we’d certainly had our ups and downs over the years, Travis had always been there for me. He always knew how to make me smile when I was hurting. He knew how to be serious when I needed a shoulder to cry on. People who have been friends for that long can just read each other, and Travis had the uncanny ability to just know what I needed. Nick was becoming that person for me, too, but it was different with Nick. On some level, we were still getting to know each other; but Travis was the one person in this world who knew me the best. 
 
   The more I thought about that, though, the more I realized that maybe we didn’t know each other as well as I had thought. He’d kept his true feelings for me hidden, locked away in secret, for the better part of our friendship. It seemed as though everyone around us knew about his feelings for me, and I was oblivious to them. What kind of friendship was that? Had it all been a huge lie?
 
   Those conflicting thoughts plagued me through my promise to my fiancé that I would cut off contact with my best friend. I couldn’t talk to Trav to answer the questions I held, but it was better for my future marriage to keep my distance from him.
 
   I had just finished planning a huge surprise for Nick’s upcoming birthday and was lost in bridal paperwork at my desk when Nick walked in after his meeting with Travis. I was reviewing contracts for two different florists, trying to decide which one to sign, when I heard a deep sigh from the doorway. 
 
   “How was your meeting?” I asked, afraid to look up and see the expression on his face. Based on the deep sigh from the doorway, I assumed he’d either be completely frustrated, irritable, or angry.
 
   “It went better than I expected, actually.”
 
    “Oh?” I asked, finally looking up at him. A smile tugged at his lips. 
 
   “I have something to tell you.” He walked further into the office, perching on the end of my desk. He was still in his suit from work, and he looked utterly delicious. I still couldn’t get over the fact that this sexy man was all mine.
 
   “Does this have something to do with your meeting?” I asked, leaning back in my chair and stretching my back that was stiff from poring over paperwork for the past two hours.
 
   “It has everything to do with my meeting.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Travis proposed to Lindsay.”
 
   My heart faltered for a moment. I did my best to mask the emotion that shot through me at his words because it wasn’t fair for the man I was marrying to see the first feeling I had at his words as it flashed across my features.
 
   But that first feeling I had was most definitely not a positive one.
 
   I wanted to be happy for Travis, but knowing that he had moved on so completely and totally from me, that he was happy while I was missing him so much, just plain hurt.
 
   I knew it shouldn’t hurt. I’d found my own happiness with Nick. I was the one who had moved on first. I had made my choice, and it was Nick. 
 
   So why did pain stab me in my heart? Why did my stomach suddenly feel nauseous? Why did my head suddenly hurt?
 
   I cleared my throat. “And she accepted?”
 
   Nick nodded. “Are you okay?”
 
   I looked down at the desk, feeling tears brimming in my eyes that I didn’t want to shed in front of Nick. I needed to cry this one out on my own. I looked up at the ceiling, trying to ward off the tears, but it didn’t work. 
 
   The tears that were threatening suddenly spilled down my cheeks.
 
   Nick stood and came over to me, kneeling on the ground beside my chair. He brushed away my tears as they started falling harder.
 
   “I know this is hard for you, baby. It’s hard for me, too.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I’m crying,” I managed through my tears.
 
   “Don’t be sorry.”
 
   “But I don’t want you to see me like this.” My voice was whiney and foreign to my ears as I spoke through tears that were starting to fall harder.
 
   “I’m marrying you, Julianne. I chose you and you chose me. We’re partners in life and in business. Forever. Don’t ever hide what you’re feeling from me. We need to be honest with each other, and if this is hurting you, I’m here to make it better.”
 
   The tears morphed into full-blown sobs at his words. I was well aware that I didn’t deserve Nick. I’d done some pretty stupid things in our time together, yet he loved me, accepted me, understood me. He still wanted to marry me even after all of that.
 
   He pulled me up out of my chair and held me while I got out the emotions that I’d been harboring for awhile. Once I started to calm down a little, he pulled back and motioned for me to sit back down. 
 
   I took in a shuddering breath, and he sat on the desk in front of me. 
 
   “Feel better?” he asked.
 
   “Not really,” I smiled sadly, wiping my eyes one last time. “I think it’s more that he wasn’t the one who told me. You know?”
 
   Nick pressed his lips together. “I know. But to some degree, that’s my fault.”
 
   “Your fault? Why?”
 
   “Because I asked you to cut off contact with him, and I know that he was just respecting that.”
 
   “Did he tell you that?”
 
   “Not in so many words.”
 
   “Will you tell me how the conversation went?”
 
   “Are you sure you want to know?”
 
   “I have been imagining every single thing that the two of you could have said to each other since you told me you were meeting with him.”
 
   Nick nodded. “I went to the Miller offices and we went into a conference room because Travis doesn’t have an office there yet. We shook hands, I asked him how he was, and he just kind of blurted it out.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “He said he was fantastic and that he asked Lindsay to marry him.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “Honestly, Julianne, I felt relieved, and I’m sure it showed. It told me that this waffling would finally be over.”
 
   “Waffling?”
 
   “I can’t go through life worrying that at any moment you might leave me for another man. I love you, baby, and I’m willing to fight tooth and nail for you, but I can’t compete with the history you share when we are just starting our history together.”
 
   “We’re starting our future together,” I corrected him. “And it’s not a competition. I’m not waffling. I can’t wait to be your wife.” 
 
   “I can’t wait for that, either.” 
 
   “What else did you two talk about?”
 
   “We talked mostly about how this is going to work once I’m done at BKG. And I’ll be honest, baby. We talked a lot about you.”
 
   “About me?”
 
   He nodded. “Can I tell you something that might sting a little?”
 
   I nodded, bracing myself.
 
   “After that meeting, I am more secure that you and I won’t be disturbed by him anymore. He has moved on, and I know that it hurts for you to hear that, but he’s happy. He’s getting married and he’s starting a new position. And I need to apologize to you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For asking you not to talk to someone who was a huge part of your life for so long. You wouldn’t have ever gotten together with him if I hadn’t done what I did, and that’s a consequence that I need to live with. I won’t be the man who dictates who you can or can’t see.”
 
   “I know you’re trying to be kind, but that sounds really condescending, Nick.”
 
   He looked genuinely confused. “What does?”
 
   “The fact that you had this sudden realization today of all days.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean it’s a little strange to me that you had this epiphany that you’re not going to dictate who I can be friends with on the exact same day that you found out he’s getting married. The timing is a little coincidental.”
 
   “I’m not going to pretend like it’s a coincidence. But the result’s the same either way. He’s going to be back in our lives when we’re working side by side with him on a daily basis, and the sooner I become okay with that, the easier this whole transition is going to be.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time I thought that Jack had done it all on purpose. He wanted Travis and me to be friends again. When families went back as long as ours did, it was difficult on everyone when two members of those families were estranged. And part of me wondered whether Jack had always planned to put Travis in charge of his company or if he decided it when he saw that it would be one way to mend a broken friendship. Jack Miller didn’t seem like the type of businessman to make decisions based on emotions like that, but I knew how much he loved his children.
 
   I wanted to be mad, but Nick had a point. “So what did you say about me?”
 
   “I asked him point blank if he was going to be okay working with you every day.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “He said he would be. And I believed him. We talked about his vision for rebranding, and we talked about your role in that. We set up another meeting for tomorrow, but we want you to be there this time.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay. Did you talk about telling me his news?”
 
   “Yes. I told him that I was going to tell you.”
 
   “Is it okay with you if I call him?”
 
   “You do whatever you need to do, baby. I’m going to go downstairs and get some work done. Let’s eat dinner in an hour.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   He turned to go. 
 
   “Nick?”
 
   He turned back around toward me. “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   He smiled. “I love you, too, Julianne.”
 
   I smiled back and blew him a kiss, and he caught it and held it against his heart before he left the room.
 
   I picked up my phone, which had been sitting on the desk next to me, and pulled up Trav’s contact information. I stared at it for a moment before pressing it. 
 
   I glanced at the picture of Nick and me on my desk. It was one of the first pictures we had taken together, and that poor photo had been through a lot in its rather short life span. I remembered waking up the morning after Travis and I had slept together and seeing Nick and me so happy in that picture. I remembered needing to put it away because Nick had shattered my heart, and then I remembered pulling it back out when he came back to me. 
 
   My heart had been mended, but there were still tiny cracks in it. It was still healing. I knew that Nick was my forever and that I was his. I knew now that we would always be honest with one another. But it was Travis who’d been there for me when my world was falling apart, and that was something that I never forgot. Sure, he took advantage of the situation when he revealed his feelings to me after I told him about the break-up with Nick, but he did it because he felt confident that I would feel the same way. He somehow thought that his confession would be the thing to mend my heart. How could he have known that he would never have been able to mend it when Nick was the only one who could?
 
   “Hey, Jules.” His voice was warm and soft and familiar. 
 
   “I hear congratulations are in order.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “December 5.”
 
   “This year?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “When did you propose?”
 
   “A little over a week ago.”
 
   I couldn’t believe I was just hearing about it now, but, then, I’d sort of been in my own little wedding planning world for the past couple of weeks. And I distinctly remembered missing a call from my mom and never calling her back, and another one from my sister. So, basically, it was my own fault.
 
   “I wanted to be the one to tell you, Jules. But I didn’t want to do it over the phone.”
 
   Once I thought about it, I realized that it was kind of cowardly for him to let Nick be the one to tell me. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t. 
 
   “So I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “I have missed you, too, Trav. So many big life changes for us both. It’s just weird to go through this stuff without you.”
 
   “I’ve always been here. And I always will be.”
 
   I knew he would be, but not the way he always had been. He couldn’t be. He couldn’t put me first in his life anymore, not when there was another woman who he was going to marry. “I know,” I eventually said, because I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   There was an awkward pause, and then he said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   We said goodbye and hung up, and I stared at my phone for a moment, lost in thought about how short our conversation had been after months of no contact. 
 
   Travis could tell me over the phone that he would always be there for me, but that conversation proved to me that it just wasn’t true. Our friendship had never once held awkward silences or moments where we didn’t know what to say to each other. But our friendship was different now, and as much as I knew that I needed to admit that, I just didn’t want to. I wanted to go back in time, six months earlier, and completely change the decisions I had made. 
 
   Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. I had to live with the mistakes I’d made, the mistakes we’d all made, because I didn’t have another choice. 
 
   I picked a florist at random and scanned the contract, emailing it off, and then I joined my fiancé downstairs.
 
   I heated up some homemade soup I had made earlier in the week and paired it with crusty bread for dinner. Once we were seated, I decided to drop a tiny bomb of my own on Nick.
 
   “I made some plans for your birthday. Can you keep next weekend clear?”
 
   He glanced up at me. “What kind of plans?”
 
   “It’s a surprise. But I’m taking you out of town.”
 
   He raised both eyebrows. “The lady has made plans. Are you driving?”
 
   “Well if I let you drive, I’ll have to tell you where we’re going.”
 
   “Is it a long ride or a short one?”
 
   “You’re not getting any details out of me.”
 
   “I just need to know how many sedatives to take before we go.”
 
   “Very funny.” I glared over at him. He chuckled, thinking he was pretty cute insulting my driving.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   I was ready to have my best friend back in my life. 
 
   As I sat in the conference room waiting for Julianne and Nick to show up, I couldn’t help but think how differently things could have turned out. 
 
   It all went back to one night about a month earlier.
 
   Things had been going fine for us. It was actually Spencer of all people who made Lindsay realize how short life was. 
 
   Lindsay’s ex worked in the same office as me, and meetings had been tense to say the least since he had discovered that I was the new man in Lindsay’s life.  
 
   I’d been traveling back and forth between Phoenix and San Diego as I started making the transition from architect to the CEO and acting president of a major company. I had a lot to learn, but I was well-versed in the company as well as my father’s style of business, so I picked concepts up quickly. 
 
   I didn’t tell Julianne when I was in town out of respect for Lindsay. I didn’t want Lindsay to think for even one second that she had any type of competition, and it was a night when I was away and we were talking on the phone that she revealed some things to me that showed me that she was ready to make the move.
 
   That conversation changed everything for us.
 
   “I saw Spencer today.” Her voice was flat, and I suddenly understood her irrational jealousy a little better.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He texted me a few days ago to let me know he found some of my things.”
 
   “So you went to pick them up? Without me?”
 
   “I didn’t feel like witnessing Spencer’s beat down.”
 
   “Good try, Gorgeous.”
 
   “How do you always know?”
 
   “That you’re lying?”
 
   “That I’m leaving something out.”
 
   “It’s the only time you compliment my strength.”
 
   She giggled, and then she sighed.
 
   “So how did it go?” I pressed.
 
   She was quiet.
 
   “Lindsay?”
 
   “Trav, he was a mess,” she said, her voice quiet and laced with pain.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Has he been that bad at work?”
 
   I chose my words carefully. “He’s okay at work because he’s focused on work.”
 
   “But at home…” she trailed off, and I thought I heard her sniffle.
 
   “Yeah. At home he doesn’t have the same distractions work provides.”
 
   “I think he might have a problem with alcohol,” she blurted, followed by a definite sniffle.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He was drunk, which didn’t seem out of the ordinary, but when I went to throw something away, I saw four empty bottles of whiskey in the trash. And there were a whole bunch of new bottles lined up on his kitchen counter.”
 
   “I haven’t noticed anything like that at work, but I haven’t seen much of him. I’ll get Dan on it.”
 
   “I would appreciate that. Trav?”
 
   “Yeah, babe?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   I smiled into the phone. “I love you, too.”
 
   “Seeing him like that made me realize something.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Life’s too short to waste time.”
 
   “I could have told you that.”
 
   “You did tell me that. But it made me realize how much I love you and how much I want to be with you.”
 
   I hated being away from her. I wanted to hold her in my arms and slip my fingers under her shirt to feel the smooth, soft skin of her back. But she was six hours away. I didn’t know what to say, and just when I opened my mouth to speak, she continued.
 
   “Wherever that may be.”
 
   “Wherever?” I asked sharply. We’d done a fairly good job of avoiding the subject of my impending move. I wasn’t officially moving for three more weeks, and the thought of moving without her was scaring the shit out of me. But I wasn’t going to press it. I was going to let her decide when she was ready. My strategy had been to just love her the only way I knew how to, and if it was meant to be for us, it would be enough.
 
   Apparently it had been enough. 
 
   “Wherever,” she repeated.
 
   “Does that mean what I think it means?” I asked.
 
   She laughed. “Yes. I’m moving with you.”
 
   “Holy shit, Lindsay!”
 
   “I know! Oh wait. Fuck.”
 
   My heart stopped at those words. “What?” What the fuck was wrong?
 
   “I need to start packing!” she laughed.
 
   As I sat in the conference room shortly thereafter, the move complete and Lindsay my bride-to-be, I couldn’t help the erection forming in my pants as the end of that phone conversation made its way back into my mind.
 
   We had celebrated with some really hot phone sex, and as I stroked myself while I listened to her moans through the phone, I could not wait to be home to celebrate with her in person.
 
   And all that served to do was remind me of the night we got engaged. While the phone sex had been hot and the celebratory “We’re Moving to Phoenix” sex had been amazing, nothing even came close to the night we got engaged.
 
   It was our first official night in our new house, and it was just like I’d pictured it. 
 
   My parents had kicked in our down payment, so things happened quickly. My dad called it a perk of the job, but I knew it was to help us set down roots close to them as we started new careers and a new life together. 
 
   The house was four thousand square feet of fucking sweetness, and the kitchen had enough granite countertops to throw Lindsay across it, lick every inch of her skin, and stand and fuck her while she sat on the countertop. 
 
   And sure enough, every single time I passed the place where we’d done it right after she accepted my proposal, I smiled at the memory. 
 
   I was ripped from my thoughts as my dad popped by the conference room to let me know that Nick and Julianne were in the lobby. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I’ll admit that I was nervous for the meeting with Travis the next day. I took my time to curl my hair. I put on my yellow dress that made me feel bright and cheery. I needed all of the positivity I could get. 
 
   We had to go after five o’clock since Nick was still working at BKG, so I met him in the parking lot at Miller Designs.
 
   I spotted Jack’s car right away, and then I saw Travis’s Silverado. Nick wasn’t there yet. I glanced at the clock, and I was five minutes early. I sat in my car and waited rather than face the Miller men alone. 
 
   Nick arrived exactly on time, and we headed into the building together. He held my hand possessively, and something about that irritated me. Everyone knew I belonged to him. I brushed away my irritation, drawing in a calming breath and reminding myself that he had every right to feel insecure despite his proclamations that he was fine with everything. 
 
   We checked in and then sat, waiting for Jack and Travis to meet us in the lobby. I spotted him the moment he walked through the doors. His face broke out into a grin when he spotted us. I stood, and Nick grabbed my hand again. I saw Trav’s eyes flick to our joined hands. 
 
   “Hey, Jules,” he said, leaning in for a hug and a friendly kiss on the cheek. Nick shook his hand, and then he turned and led us to a conference room for our meeting.
 
   Nick pulled out his iPad, ready for business, and meanwhile I couldn’t stop staring at Trav. He looked different. 
 
   He looked happy.
 
   He looked like a man who was in love, whose love was returned.
 
   He had this internal light that I’d never seen in him before.
 
   In other words, he looked good. 
 
   He was still the Travis I’d known my entire life, but he belonged to someone else now. And as I sat in the meeting trying to focus on business, designs, and logos, that was all I could focus on. I needed to be happy for Travis. If I was the friend I wanted to be, and if I valued the friendship I claimed that we shared for all of those years, then I needed to let go of the past and support Travis in his future.
 
   Just as I would expect him to. 
 
   In a fantasy world where our friendship was the only history we shared.
 
   I sighed at the direction of my thoughts, and both men turned to look at me. “What?”
 
   “Are we boring you?” Travis asked, only serving to make me feel like a petulant, reprimanded child. 
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered, trying to focus on our meeting. 
 
   Nick showed Travis the logos we’d designed together, and Travis loved them. I knew he would because I knew his style – sleek and modern with a touch of intrigue. We just needed Jack’s final approval, and then we’d get started on the actual rebranding, working with the other departments and outside companies to replace the older logos wherever they were currently being used. 
 
   I was distracted, and I knew it. 
 
   I somehow managed to get through that meeting. Judging from the way the men were acting, apparently I was the only one who sensed the total awkwardness in the room. I had to get over that, or we were never going to be able to successfully work together. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   Julianne was obviously uncomfortable, but something about the knowledge that Travis was engaged set me completely at ease. I knew for sure now that his feelings for Julianne were in the past; I wasn’t sure the same could be said for the woman I was planning to marry.
 
   I glanced at her at one point during our meeting and saw her eyes glued to Travis. He and I were running the meeting, and suddenly I wondered if it had been a mistake to bring her. She had to get used to working with him; going through this rebranding was one thing, but I had planned on her being the central marketing contact for Miller Designs while I focused my attention on gaining new clients. As we sat in that meeting, I wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to handle that. I wasn’t sure that she was over what had happened between them.
 
   I wasn’t sure whether or not she was in love with him.
 
   And it was that last part that alarmed me the most. I could deal with their history. I could handle the fact that they’d had sex. I could get past a lot of things, but I couldn’t compete with love. Either she loved me more or she loved him more, and frankly I was tired of trying to figure it out. 
 
   And that was why the news of Travis and Lindsay’s impending nuptials was the best news I’d heard in a long time. 
 
   He would always hold a piece of her heart; I got that. I understood that. I could live with that. But if he held a bigger piece than I did, we had a problem. 
 
   I didn’t think we had a problem until I was sitting in that meeting, watching the look on her face as she gazed at Travis. I wondered what she was thinking, what she was feeling.
 
   She caught me looking at her, and she smiled. That provided some measure of comfort, but I wasn’t used to feeling insecure with the woman in my life. Sure, I’d been cheated on and I’d had some rough times in my past, but typically the women were the ones who chased after me – not the other way around. As that thought struck me, I wondered if that was why I loved Julianne so much. She hadn’t come easily into my life (or my bed). I’d never had to work so hard at a relationship, and I wondered if that was part of what made her so important to me. Maybe I just never wanted to work so hard at a relationship. 
 
   I thought about the trip she was taking me on the following weekend. I didn’t know where we were going, and it didn’t matter. The point was that she was taking me. We’d work through this, just like we’d worked through so much in the past six months. 
 
   She was worth it. 
 
   The following weekend, I heaved the cooler into the backseat of my car. It was filled with beer and water – the only two things we really needed for a road trip. 
 
   Julianne was driving my car. My baby. I beamed with pride as my eyes roved over the perfect exterior. Not a damn scratch, and now I was letting her drive it. To say I was nervous for our impending trip was an understatement. 
 
   It felt strange to sit in the passenger seat of my own car, especially with the maniac I was marrying in the driver’s seat. Julianne’s dad had volunteered to wax her car over the weekend, and we weren’t about to turn down that offer; so that meant taking my car.
 
   We drove north, hitting the I-17 and continuing for over an hour. I had some ideas where she might be taking me, and when the mountains started turning to the famous red rocks, I had a feeling we were headed to Sedona, Arizona. Two hours after we left, we pulled into a hotel parking lot, and my hunch was confirmed. 
 
   “Sedona?” I grinned over at her. Her long, blonde hair shined in the sunlight streaming through the window, and it was one of those moments when my breath caught in my throat at her beauty. Her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, but I knew the blue of her irises would be sparkling back at me. She was perfect, and she didn’t even know it. 
 
   I was hit with an immediate need to be inside of her. I’d slept with my share of women in my life, but not one even came close to comparing to how I felt when I was inside of Julianne Becker. And that was what told me that she was the woman for me. I think I’d sensed it from the moment we had met, but things just got in our way for awhile. I was committed now to ensuring that nothing else got in our way. 
 
   We checked in and headed up to our room. I unloaded the cooler and opened a beer, handing it wordlessly to Julianne before opening another one for myself. Our patio had a loveseat on it, so we sat together on the patio and stared out at our view for awhile, enjoying the peace and tranquility of a weekend retreat in the mountains as Julianne rested her head against my chest and I held her close in my arms. 
 
   “So what’s the plan?” I asked.
 
   “Relaxation, beer, wine, food, hiking… and maybe a few surprises.”
 
   “What about sex?”
 
   She smiled wickedly over at me. “What about it?”
 
   “Want to have some?”
 
   “Like now?”
 
   I nodded, sending her a hopeful smile. 
 
   “Oh fuck yeah.”
 
   I grinned and stood, pulling her up with me. She gazed up into my eyes, and I felt the love that I had for her burning inside of me. Out on our patio and even in our room, it was just the two of us, and those were the moments when I was assured that we were perfect together. 
 
   My mouth found hers, and I felt her tongue cross into my mouth and twist with my own. Her hands scratched their way up my back, something that always managed to make me even harder than I already was. 
 
   I backed her into our room, our mouths never disconnecting. We walked until the back of her knees hit the bed, and then I laid her down gently and took the top. Something about having this gorgeous woman under me as I took control over her nearly made me lose control.
 
   She moaned throatily, causing my dick to tighten painfully. I liked taking things slowly with her, cherishing her body and showing her how much I loved her, but this day was different. We had all weekend to take things slow. Right now, I didn’t want slow.
 
   I stood and pulled my shirt over my head and then kicked my shoes off. She stared up at me, her eyes flicking to my abdomen and then to my obliques. She sighed, and then her eyes met mine while I lowered my shorts and boxers. Then I went to work on her clothes.
 
   Once she was naked, I took a brief moment to admire what was lying on the bed. Every part of her was perfect, and she was going to be mine for the rest of our lives together. 
 
   I kissed my way up her body, stopping to lick and suck a few places, and then I kissed her lips as I sunk into her. 
 
   She laced her hands behind my neck and her legs around my waist, and then I started pounding away. She rocked beneath me as she met my thrusts, the combined motion of our sex causing the headboard to bang loudly against the wall.
 
   Her moans turned to yells of passion, and I was getting close fast. I pushed into her harder and faster, her fingers digging into the flesh at my shoulders.
 
   I yelled out her name and some curse words as I came powerfully into her at the same moment that she detonated beneath me, her body constricting tightly.
 
   I pulled out and collapsed beside her, our beers forgotten on the patio as we clutched at each other for several quiet moments.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   I kissed the forehead of my quietly sleeping and still blissfully naked fiancé. I was getting hungry, and it was almost time for his dinner surprise. 
 
   His eyes fluttered open, and then he stretched with a groan. 
 
   “Fuck, I’m sore after that one,” he said, his voice sleepy and scratchy. 
 
   I grinned. “Me, too.”
 
   He focused in on me. “You look beautiful. How long have I been out?”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, glancing down at the dress I had changed into. “A little over an hour. I didn’t want to wake you.”
 
   “Do we have plans?”
 
   I nodded. “Reservations in about thirty minutes.”
 
   “How dressy are we talking?”
 
   “Match me.”
 
   “I could never match your beauty, baby.”
 
   I grinned and melted a little at his cheesy line.
 
   He got up to get dressed while I touched up my makeup, and then he appeared by my side. He was wearing charcoal gray dress pants and a black button down shirt, and he looked positively delectable. His hazel eyes glowed against his dark shirt, and I was inclined to skip our reservations and just have him for dinner.
 
   But there were people waiting for us. 
 
   I had a surprise, and I was pretty nervous about it. I wasn’t sure if he was going to like it or if he was going to hate it, but with our upcoming wedding, I needed to do something. 
 
   So I’d arranged this for him. 
 
   The only problem was that he might not see it that way. 
 
   He swept my hair off of my neck and then kissed the skin there, and I shivered at his touch. And then we headed down to the car. I let him drive this time, directing him to the restaurant where people were waiting for our arrival. 
 
   We walked in, and I told the hostess we had reservations. She found my name. “The rest of your party is already here,” she said, and I glanced nervously over at Nick, who looked surprised. “Right this way.”
 
   Nick pulled at my hand as I followed her. “The rest of our party?”
 
   I just smiled anxiously at him, hoping he couldn’t sense my fear.
 
   I saw Josh first. He looked uncomfortable as he looked up at me. 
 
   And then I saw everyone else: Eleanor, a man to her right who I assumed was Walt, and the girl who I’d recently been exchanging emails with on a near daily basis: Nick’s half sister, Alexa. 
 
   I smiled at everyone at the table, and then I looked over at Nick. As his eyes registered the people before him, I saw first shock and then anger cross his perfect features.
 
   His hand tightened painfully over mine, and in that single movement, I knew that I had made a mistake. 
 
   I had truly done this for him. I was trying to put him first. I thought about how close I was to my own family, and I wanted that for Nick.
 
   But clearly it was not something Nick wanted.
 
   His eyes locked with Josh’s, and I saw an unspoken fight pass between the brothers. 
 
   “Happy birthday, Nicholas,” his mother said, not bothering to get up and hug the son she hadn’t seen since our engagement party. Alexa stood. I’d imagined this moment about a million times since she had first reached out to me. She was pretty; she had Nick’s hazel eyes and dark hair.
 
   “Julianne, it’s so great to finally meet you,” she said, pulling me into a hug that forced me to let go of Nick’s hand.
 
   “You, too,” I whispered.
 
   She headed toward Nick to give him a hug, too, but he denied the motion, instead turning to me with an intense fury radiating off of him.
 
   “Can we talk outside for a moment?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   I nodded. “Excuse us,” I said to our guests.
 
   He stormed outside, the fury only gaining in power.
 
   “What the fuck is this, Julianne?” At least he’d waited until we were alone outside to start yelling at me.
 
   “It’s your birthday dinner.” My voice was soft and even. I was barely holding it together as I feared his anger. I’d seen him angry, but I’d never seen him like this. 
 
   “My birthday dinner. My birthday dinner? If it was my fucking birthday dinner, it would be just you and me in there. Maybe Josh. And instead you invited my mother? Fucking Walt? Alexa? I told you I wanted nothing to do with any of them.”
 
   “I know, Nick. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why am I sorry?”
 
   “You’re sorry because I’m mad. Why did you do this?”
 
   “I just want to fix things.”
 
   “This isn’t fucking fixable! You have no idea the shit that woman has put me through!”
 
   His voice was getting louder and louder. People were walking toward their cars out of the restaurant, their heads turning at the volume of his voice. It was embarrassing, but it was my own fault. Clearly, in this case, I’d pushed too hard.
 
   Josh appeared behind us. “Dude, calm the fuck down.”
 
   “Were you in on this shit?” Nick asked his brother.
 
   “Yes. I’m with her on this,” he answered, jamming a thumb in my direction.
 
   “You want me to forgive our mother?”
 
   “No. I don’t forgive her, and I don’t expect you to. But do you really want to live a life with grudges?”
 
   “Nick, you don’t want that blackness in your heart,” I interjected. “You don’t have to forgive her. What she did to you two is unforgivable. But you can’t hold that against Alexa.”
 
   He shot me a look that would have sent me to my grave if looks could kill.
 
   “Alexa means nothing to me.”
 
   “I understand that. But she reached out to me, Nick.”
 
   “How?” he challenged.
 
   “Our engagement announcement in the paper. She saw my name and looked me up. She found me through BKG a few months ago.”
 
   “You’ve been keeping this from me for months?”
 
   Josh backed away to give us a private moment for a lover’s quarrel. “She asked me to keep it quiet.”
 
   “So your allegiance is to her now.”
 
   “No, Nick. You come first. Always. But I knew that you’d never agree to meet them, to talk to them. To think about salvaging any sort of relationship with any of them. I also knew that your mother came to visit every year on your birthday, so I intervened. Josh helped me.” I motioned toward Josh, desperate to bring someone else into this conversation that was so clearly going completely wrong. 
 
   “Dude, you’re getting married in a few months,” Josh said. “The least you can do is let your fiancée meet your family. Get to know them. Even if it’s completely fucked up, and even if you don’t want a relationship with them, you owe her that.”
 
   “It’s my family. It’s my decision. I want nothing to do with any of them. And I can’t believe you fucking did this to me.” His voice was shaking with rage.
 
   “Julianne, can you give us a minute?” Josh asked me. I nodded and headed back into the restaurant. I stalked right up to the bar, ordered a shot of tequila, threw it back, left a ten dollar bill, and went to our table of guests.
 
   The tequila significantly calmed my nerves, but I still had a raging fiancé outside. I sat down, and Alexa gave me a look of sympathy that nearly made me cry. 
 
   “Is he okay?” she asked.
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “I’m so sorry. This was all my idea, and clearly it was a bad one.” 
 
   “Don’t be sorry, Alexa.”
 
   “Call me Lex.”
 
   I smiled sadly, because I knew that Lex could become a good friend of mine. Instead, she’d be relegated to holding the place of a relative of my future husband.
 
   Nick and Josh appeared, and Nick took his place beside me. I could still sense the tension emitting from every pore of his body. He picked up the menu and didn’t look at anybody. 
 
   The waitress came and asked what we wanted to drink, and he ordered a double whiskey on the rocks. He never drank like that, and something told me I’d be taking care of him later that evening. 
 
   I certainly was no longer expecting a repeat performance of that afternoon. 
 
   Tense silence descended on our table until the waitress returned with our drinks, and then we placed our food order.
 
   After she left, the silence resumed. The wait for our meal felt endless, but finally our food was served. I looked around at everyone’s plates, and everyone seemed pleased with what they had ordered. I wasn’t sure if I’d made a good choice with the restaurant I had chosen, but Yelp had been helpful. 
 
   These were the kinds of pointless thoughts I was having while I waited for someone – anyone – to talk at the table. We all swirled our glasses, took random sips of our drinks, cut our food slowly. 
 
   Finally, it was Josh who broke the silence with a longer speech than I’d ever heard from him. His speech came just as I was finishing up my meal. 
 
   “I can’t stand this bullshit. Someone has to say something, and apparently it’s going to be me. Julianne,” he turned to me, “thank you for setting this up. Thank you for bringing us together. I know it isn’t turning out like you planned, but it’s because my brother is too fucking stubborn for his own good. Mother, Walt, I know you planned to come to Phoenix to see us for our birthdays, so thank you for making the trip here instead. And Alexa, I know I personally have never given you a chance. What happened is in the past, and I’d like to start over with you. I’ve never had a sister. Wait… that’s not right. I suppose I’ve always had a sister, but I never gave her a chance. So I’d like to start now.”
 
   I stared at Josh with gratitude. He had broken the silence when I didn’t know what the fuck else to say. 
 
   “Thanks, Josh,” Lex whispered. “I’d love that.”
 
   Eleanor just sat there with that same air of indifference and disdain, a condescending smirk crossing her plastic features.
 
   Clearly I’d been completely wrong about her. I thought she cared about her children. I thought she’d want a reconciliation with her boys, that she’d enjoy seeing her boys start a relationship with her daughter. But the look on her face was clear. She didn’t give a shit about her kids. Nick had been right, but it had taken that one look from her smug face for me to realize it. As I had been planning this party, I felt like I was doing the right thing, but now I knew that inviting her had been a mistake. 
 
   I still held out hope that he’d be able to form some sort of relationship with Lex, though. There was always that chance, and then maybe my efforts wouldn’t have been wasted. 
 
   The check arrived, and I paid for everyone’s meals. It was the least I could do after everyone made the trip to see Nick at my request. 
 
   We all stood to leave, the silence never broken. It wasn’t until we were out in the parking lot that Nick finally spoke. “Thank you all for coming. I’m sorry I’ve been an asshole.”
 
   “Nick, it’s fine,” I interrupted him. “It’s my fault.”
 
   He turned to me, eyes flashing. “Let me do this.”
 
   I backed off.
 
   “Mother, what you did to Josh and me after Dad died was bullshit. There’s not much you can do now to make up for it, not that you’ve ever cared to try. Ball’s in your court.”
 
   He turned toward his half sister. “Alexa, I’m sorry. Josh said something earlier that struck a chord, and I’ve been replaying it in my mind all night. What happened isn’t your fault. We’ve got half of the same blood running through our veins.”
 
   I saw tears fill Lex’s eyes. She obviously wanted to have a relationship with her brothers so badly. It had taken a long time to get there, but the door had finally been opened. 
 
   He reached out to hug his sister, and then Josh lined up behind him for his own hug.
 
   Tears were spilling down her cheeks after she had hugged both of them, and I felt relieved that at least something positive had come from this dinner. I relaxed for the first time that evening, feeling happy that he had finally seen how stubborn he was being where his sister was concerned and that his anger had dissipated somewhat.
 
   His mother handed him an envelope, as did Lex, and then Josh said he’d see us back in Phoenix. And then we were on our own. 
 
   We got in the car to head back to the hotel, and there was an icy silence coming from Nick.
 
   “Thank you for giving Lex a chance.”
 
   “I didn’t do it for you.”
 
   His words stung.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you.”
 
   “You should be.”
 
   More hurtful words.
 
   “Nick, I was just—”  
 
   He cut me off sharply. “I don’t want to discuss this with you.” 
 
   I sat quietly, afraid to poke the beast for the rest of the ride back to the hotel. He parked the car and we got out together, heading toward our room. Once I was in the room, though, he turned around and walked back out the door. 
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked.
 
   “Out,” he answered over his shoulder. “You stay here.”
 
   “You’re just leaving?” I hated my pleading voice, but he wouldn’t just leave me in Sedona. Would he?
 
   “I need to get away from you.” I watched him walk down the hallway until he disappeared from my sight. 
 
   Fuck. This was bad. I was two hours from home and left alone in a hotel where I was supposed to be celebrating Nick’s birthday weekend with him. 
 
   I grabbed my cell phone and room key and then headed down to the lobby bar, where I ordered a glass of wine and settled into a quiet corner table that had a couch on one side and two big, leather chairs on the other side. I settled into one of the leather chairs that faced the wall so that no one could see me. I was on the verge of tears at any possible second, but I couldn’t sit in our hotel room and stare at the bed where Nick had just made love to me mere hours before.
 
   How did we even get back to this place?
 
   He was pissed at me. I had just been trying to help, and maybe someday he’d see it that way; but tonight clearly was not that night. 
 
   I glanced at my phone, wondering if I should call him or text him. He’d specifically said he wanted to get away from me, so that probably ruled out calls or texts. I pulled up the latest email I’d gotten from Lex on my phone. She’d sent me her phone number, so I dialed that.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Hi Lex. It’s Julianne.”
 
   “Hey, you. What’s up?”
 
   I started crying. God, I was a mess once again.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nick left and I don’t know where he went,” I managed to choke out through my tears. 
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Hotel.”
 
   “Text me your hotel info. I’ll be right there.”
 
   I did what she requested, moved to the couch so she’d be able to see me, and ten minutes later, I saw her walk through the doors of the hotel and spot me in the lobby bar. 
 
   She sat down next to me on the couch, lacing an arm around my shoulders when she saw the tears brimming in my eyes again. 
 
   “He’ll come back,” she whispered. I knew he would, but I hated that he was mad at me for trying to fix something that wasn’t mine to fix. I had good intentions; I was only trying to help since this was going to be my family, too.
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. How strange was it that Alexa, the girl I’d only really met a couple of hours earlier, was the one comforting me while Nick was off doing God knows what?
 
   She went to the bar and came back with two glasses of wine, one for each of us. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, chugging what was left in my first glass. 
 
   “Is he always this stubborn?” she asked, and the thought crossed my mind how odd it was that she had met him long before I had, but she literally knew nothing about him. 
 
   “Yeah, he can be,” I smiled ruefully. 
 
   “How long have you been together?”
 
   “Officially? About six months. But we fought it for a good year before we got together.”
 
   “Even though he was angry, I could tell how much he loves you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He kept glancing over at you when you weren’t looking. I could see it in his eyes. He’d do anything for you. I want a love like that someday.”
 
   “It just feels like all we ever do is fight. I try to do something to help him, and he just gets mad at me.”
 
   “He doesn’t see it as you helping him right now. I know that was your intention; we all know that. But all he sees is the woman he loves trying to push him into a relationship with people he isn’t interested in forming relationships with.”
 
   “I like what he said to you.”
 
   She smiled. “So do I. And Josh, too. I really feel for the first time like I might have a chance to get to know my brothers.”
 
   “I know I already said this in our emails, but it’s not your fault. What happened with your mom, I mean.”
 
   She shrugged. “It’s never been my fault, but I get why Josh and Nick resent me. It was hard growing up knowing that I had two brothers out there who didn’t want anything to do with me.”
 
   I filled her in on more about Nick and Josh, and she managed to help alleviate some of my worry. 
 
   I was on my second glass of wine with Alexa when he stumbled into the lobby. Josh was with him, his arm slung around his brother’s shoulders to hold him upright. 
 
   From the way he was walking, it was clear that Nick was very drunk. Drunker than I’d ever seen him. 
 
   Josh spotted us in the corner of the lobby. We both stood and rushed over to help him with Nick. “Where’s your room?” he asked.
 
   “This way,” I said, and the four of us headed toward the bank of elevators. 
 
   Josh helped Nick, who was mumbling incoherently, onto the elevator once the doors opened for us. He leaned Nick against the back wall of the elevator, and even standing still was causing him to sway. He was going to have one hell of a hangover in the morning. 
 
   We finally arrived at our room, and Josh helped Nick into bed, fully clothed. I took his shoes off and let him pass out to sleep it off. Luckily I’d booked a suite with a bedroom separated from the living area with double French doors, so Alexa, Josh, and I gathered in the living area to talk.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, sitting on the couch, taking off my heels and rubbing my aching arches. 
 
   “He called me and said to meet him at a bar just down the road. I met him, and he was already a few drinks in. I couldn’t slow him down, but I did eventually get the bartender to kick us out, so I drove him back.”
 
   “I’ll go with you to get his car,” Lex said to Josh.
 
   I looked at her gratefully. “Thank you.”
 
   “He’s more hurt than pissed, and he doesn’t know how to express that. So he drank.”
 
   “You warned me. I should’ve listened.”
 
   “Actually, I think you did the right thing, Jules. I don’t think it was bad that he had to face our mother. And I don’t think it’s bad that we got Lex out of the deal. This is something that has needed to happen for a lot of years, but we were all just too complacent with the way things were to do anything about it. It took you to push us all together, to show us that the bond of family is important. It’s just going to take my hardheaded brother a little bit of time to appreciate that.”
 
   “Thank you, Josh,” I said, grateful for my future brother-in-law and his words of wisdom.
 
   We talked for awhile longer, and then Josh and Alexa went to pick up Nick’s car from the bar while I watched him sleep. He was snoring, which was a rarity for him; but at least he was breathing.
 
   I felt terrible. While Josh’s words had comforted me, knowing that Nick was in the shape he was in because of me left me ridden with guilt. Ultimately it was his own stupid reaction, but it was his own stupid reaction to something I had created. 
 
   I sat with him until Josh returned with Nick’s car keys. Then I crawled in bed beside Nick, but I wasn’t tired. I pulled up Facebook on my phone for something to do to kill time until I felt more tired, and I scrolled until I came across something that caught my eye.
 
   Travis Miller was tagged in Lindsay Rhodes’s photo. 
 
   I gazed at the series of three pictures starring Travis and Lindsay. Picture one was a self-portrait of the two of them. Picture two was a self-portrait of the two of them kissing. And picture three was a close-up of Lindsay’s engagement ring with the two of them kissing in the background.
 
   “We’re getting married!” the caption read. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat. I studied each picture in turn, zooming in on the two of them. They looked ecstatic. They looked like the perfect couple.
 
   They looked right together.
 
   I studied her ring last. It was a platinum band with a simple but enormous princess cut diamond. It was gorgeous, and it looked beautiful on her slender fingers.
 
   I glanced down at my own engagement ring, and the single emotion that was dominating my heart was happiness.
 
   Finally.
 
   I was finally past all of the jealousy, the hurt, the pain, the confusion. I was finally just happy for my friend and the joy that he clearly now had in his life because of his future wife. 
 
   Nick groaned next to me, and then he threw the covers off of himself and stood up. I watched him walk into the wall and then curse. “Where the fuck is the bathroom?” he mumbled, and I flicked on the light and then stood and helped him to it. 
 
   He emerged and settled back into bed, resuming his snoring almost immediately. 
 
   I did my best to try to go to sleep, but my mind just wouldn’t shut off. 
 
   I tossed and turned throughout the night, and in the early hours of the morning when the sun was just starting to peek through the drapes, I had finally drifted into a light sleep when I heard Nick leap out of bed, run to the restroom, and proceed to empty the contents of his stomach. 
 
   At least he’d feel better with the alcohol out of his system.
 
   He joined me back in bed after I heard him brush his teeth. He was (unsuccessfully) trying to be quiet. 
 
   “Feel better?” I asked softly after he settled back in. I was facing away from him. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   I left him alone, knowing how embarrassing it felt to throw up from drinking too much.
 
   “Julianne?” His voice was hoarse. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.”
 
   I felt tears brimming in my eyes at his sweet sentiment. I turned to face him and kissed his forehead. “I’m sorry, too.”
 
   “We’ll talk more later, okay?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   His breathing evened out quickly again, and I knew he’d fallen back asleep. Lucky him, since now I was wide awake once more. 
 
   It was almost noon before he finally woke up. I had started my day by going for a hike in the mountains that were walking distance from our hotel, and then I cleaned up and headed out to the patio with a book and the breakfast and coffee I’d grabbed from a little stand in the lobby.
 
   He sat in the chair next to me and sighed, running his hands through his hair. His eyes were covered with sunglasses, and even through those, he looked a little rough.
 
   “Good morning,” I said softly. 
 
   He glanced over at me and grunted.
 
   I handed him what was left of my coffee wordlessly.
 
   “Nick, I—”
 
   He cut me off. “Don’t,” he said sharply.
 
   I shut my mouth. He was certainly in a mood.
 
   He took a sip of my coffee, and then he set the cup down. He looked a little green.
 
   “Julianne, you can’t just walk around trying to fix people’s lives.”
 
   What the fuck happened to the sweet Nick who had woken in the middle of the night and apologized?
 
   “I wasn’t.”
 
   “Yes, you were.”
 
   “Fine. I was.”
 
   “Thank you for admitting it.”
 
   “These people are going to be my family, too. And that means something to me.”
 
   “I know it does. It means something to me, too. But what I need is for you to be on my side.”
 
   “I’m always on your side, Nick,” I said softly.
 
   “I love you for trying, baby, but some things are beyond repair.”
 
   I nodded. He was right, and I knew that. But I was also right. He was going to give Lex a chance, and that had to mean something in the grand scheme of things.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked, changing the subject. 
 
   “Like shit rolled over by a dump truck.”
 
   “Why did you get so out of control last night?”
 
   “Seriously, Julianne? A goddamn lecture? Now?”
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered. I hated feeling shut down like that.
 
   So much for our romantic weekend getaway. We had the rest of the day and then we’d have to leave the following morning, and with him in the mood he was in, I wasn’t feeling very optimistic for a fun day.
 
   I headed inside. I didn’t need him yelling at me; if he was angry, well, then he could sit and stew in his anger. I wasn’t about to sit around and take whatever the fuck he felt like dishing out at me. 
 
   I grabbed his car keys off of the dresser, ready to take the car to the shops downtown and just walk around for a few hours. Getting away from Nick didn’t sound like a bad idea. 
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked.
 
   “Out.”
 
   “Don’t be like that.”
 
   “Don’t be like what, Nick? Don’t be mad that you’re fucking yelling at me like I’m a child? I get it. You’re mad. I’m sorry. Now get the fuck over yourself.”
 
   I grabbed my purse and strode through the room to the door, but I wasn’t fast enough. 
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked, grabbing my arm just as I arrived at the doorway. His voice was venomous. 
 
   “You heard me,” I hissed, not turning around. 
 
   He pulled my arm so I was forced to face him. He moved in closer, and I backed up until my backside hit the door. 
 
   His hips pressed to mine, and despite the worst hangover I’d ever seen him with, I could feel how hot he was for me. Maybe the arguing did it for him. 
 
   “You’re not going anywhere, Julianne.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “We came here together for the weekend. We’re going to hammer this shit out, I’m going to drink some coffee, and then we’re going to go do whatever the fuck else you have planned unless it involves anyone related to me by blood.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. A giggle escaped my lips at his words.
 
   He was so angry, but the deep circles under his eyes and his green flesh on his face and his horrid morning hair made it difficult for me to take him seriously. And his declaration about our day just seemed funny while he had his erection pressed against me. He was trying so hard to be serious because he was angry, but he was failing miserably. 
 
   “Why the fuck are you laughing?” he asked. I felt horrible because he was so clearly mad at me, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. 
 
   I took a deep breath, managing to contain myself. He backed up and eyed me wearily. 
 
   “I can’t take this tension between us. I’m sorry for what I did. I was trying to surprise you. I was hoping it would be a good thing. Clearly it was a bad idea, and I know that now. I won’t keep secrets like that from you ever again. I promise. I don’t know what else you want me to say. I'm sorry you went out and got raging drunk, but I can’t change the fact that you’re hung over today. Sleep it off. I’ll get you coffee and I’ll take care of you, but I will not let you abuse me with hurtful words just because you feel like shit.”
 
   He nodded. “That’s fair. I’m sorry I was mean to you.”
 
   “Apology accepted. Are we done fighting?”
 
   He thought for a moment, and then he nodded. “Just don’t laugh at me when I’m pissed at you.”
 
   “I’ll work on it. Now are you going to man up and go shopping with me, or are you going to sleep off whatever you drank last night?”
 
   “Sleep off. But I couldn’t let you leave mad. Every time you leave me mad, bad things happen. I don’t want bad things to happen to us again, Julianne. Despite the stunt you pulled last night, I love you more than I ever thought I could love someone. I acted out last night and drank too much. I’m sorry for acting like a child. I’m sorry I ruined our trip after you ruined our trip.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow and narrowed my eyes at him.
 
   He held up both hands in surrender. “Sorry. Cheap shot.”
 
   “Damn right it was.”
 
   “I apologize.”
 
   “Accepted again.”
 
   “So we’re even. We each did something stupid, and we each apologized for it. Moving on?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I’ll be going back to bed. Bring me a present.”
 
   “You’re such a child sometimes.”
 
   “You love me.”
 
   I smiled. “I do. So much.”
 
   I left and headed out for some souvenir shopping. I found that shopping on my own was pretty lonely, and as I was flipping through a stack of white t-shirts that proclaimed SEDONA on the front, I felt someone tap my shoulder. I turned around and found myself face to face with Lex.
 
   I smiled as I greeted her.
 
   “Where’s Nick?” she asked.
 
   “Sleeping it off.”
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   I nodded. “He will be. He’s a little rough today.”
 
   “He was a little rough last night.”
 
   I giggled. “We fought it out and I decided that shopping sounded like more fun than watching him sleep off his hangover.”
 
   “I don’t blame you. Have you been out long?”
 
   “An hour or so.”
 
   “You could have called me,” she said almost shyly.
 
   I smiled. “That’s really sweet of you.”
 
   “Have you eaten lunch?”
 
   “I haven’t.”
 
   “Neither have I.”
 
   “Where’s your mom and dad?”
 
   “Stepdad,” she corrected. I mumbled an apology. “They’re just outside. We were headed to lunch when I spotted you in here. Want to come to lunch with us? Or would you prefer just going with me?”
 
   “I don’t want to impose.”
 
   “I insist.”
 
   I nodded, put the t-shirt back in the stack, and exited the souvenir shop with my soon to be half-sister-in-law.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I had gotten that drunk. There were parts of my night that I just don’t remember, and I am pretty sure the last time I blacked out was back when I was in college. 
 
   Fucking Julianne thinking she could fix everything. I loved her, but she didn’t know what it was like growing up with Eleanor as my mother. She didn’t know what it was like feeling abandoned when I was a child and finding out later that I had an illegitimate sister. 
 
   My family wasn’t like hers. We didn’t celebrate Christmas with cookie baking and tree decorating.  Not when those things could be done by hired help. 
 
   Okay, maybe those traditions were part of my life before my father died, but after that, Josh and I were just two kids left alone. 
 
   It was my reality, but it was my past. 
 
   My future would be different, and someday I would hold my own children with my arms extended toward the Christmas tree so they could place the angel. Someday I’d sit on the couch watching football while my wife baked cookies with our daughter.
 
   These were the small things I envisioned for my future starting the moment I had first spotted Julianne across the conference room from me at McMillan Marketing. She had immediately become the woman who played the role of my wife when I thought about the future. 
 
   I rolled over and pried open my eyes. The hotel room clock read 3:47. I wondered where Julianne was, and then I realized that I shouldn’t have rolled over. I still felt like shit. But, then, a half gallon of whiskey will do that to a guy. 
 
   It was stupid, but for some reason, that was where I’d turned the night before. Josh didn’t try to stop me, mostly because he knew he couldn’t. But it wasn’t me. Drinking like that was a thing of my past, and I regretted it. Especially as I lay in bed feeling like the room was spinning around me. 
 
   I should’ve sucked up my anger and my nausea and just gone with her. She planned this trip for me, and it would do me a world of good to remember that. 
 
   But the road to hell is paved with good intentions. 
 
   Her good intentions set us on a collision course that I, for one, didn’t want to be on. I couldn’t live with secrets, and while her intent had been to surprise me, using my family as part of that surprise was unacceptable. She should have known better based on the few details I’d divulged about my mother. I thought she knew me well enough to understand that I didn’t want them in my life.
 
   And now Josh had somehow convinced me to give Alexa a chance. What the fuck was that about? Why was he suddenly on their side? It had always been the two of us against the world, and now that was falling apart. 
 
   I once felt like I could count on my brother and on Julianne, but one single event was making me question both of them and their allegiance. 
 
   It had to be the hangover that was making me so dramatic. 
 
   I wasn’t sure where all of this anger was coming from, but the more my head cleared, the more I realized how misplaced my anger was. 
 
   I forced myself out of bed and took a long, hot shower. There were definite pieces of the night before that were just… missing. I remembered being pissed off at Julianne, knowing my anger was misguided at the woman I loved when the woman I was really mad at was my mother. I remembered getting into my car and driving until I found a bar and then texting my brother the name of the place to meet me. And then I remember a lot of whiskey. I ordered two shots of Jack to start, and then Josh showed up and I kept taking shots. When the bartender told me he wouldn’t serve me any more shots, I ordered a glass of whiskey and drank it back like a shot.
 
   “Why are you so angry?” my brother had asked me.
 
   And the rest is a blur of small moments. Riding in Josh’s car. Getting sick in some bushes somewhere. 
 
   Missing Julianne.
 
   It always fucking came back to that for me. Even when I was a drunken idiot, I still knew where my heart belonged. And as I stood under the steaming stream of water in a hotel shower, I knew that I needed to get past my anger at her because ultimately she was more important to me than the grudge I held against my mother. And if she wanted to form a relationship with my family? Well, they’d be her family, too, soon enough. I needed to get past my shit and allow her to feel comfortable as a part of my family. 
 
   I heard a knock on the bathroom door. It was either housekeeping or my fiancée, and I was hoping that if it was housekeeping, at least it would be a sexy woman.
 
   Just kidding.
 
   My heart only belonged to Julianne, and I knew that even through my hung over haze that was slowly evaporating in the shower’s steam.
 
   “Yeah?” I called out.
 
   “It’s me,” I heard her yell. “Just wanted to let you know I’m back.”
 
   “Come join me,” I yelled back.
 
   I felt the rush of cold air as she opened the door. The shower was encased in glass, and her eyes met mine. Even through the steam, I could see how beautiful she looked. She was glowing, a youthful energy surrounding her that I was always drawn to. 
 
   “You feeling better?” she asked, worry written in her eyes.
 
   I nodded. “I’d feel even better if you were in here with me.”
 
   She laughed her musical laugh, and I felt all of the blood in my body rushing to my groin. 
 
   “Nice line. I’ll let you finish and then we can decide what we want to do for the night, okay?”
 
   I was done, so I shut off the water. “How was shopping?”
 
   “Good,” she said. I could tell she was dodging the issue, but I wasn’t really in the mood to press. “You seem like you’re in a better mood.”
 
   “I am,” I said, feeling a lot better after my shower. I shook out a towel and scrubbed it through my hair and then dried off.
 
   “Did you sleep?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Did you eat?”
 
   I shook my head. “I felt like shit until this shower.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Want me to go grab you something while you get dressed?”
 
   “Can we talk for a minute?”
 
   Her lighthearted demeanor turned serious in an instant. “Sure,” she said cautiously. “What’s up?”
 
   I wrapped the towel around my waist. 
 
   I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I was a dick. I’m sorry I got so drunk.” The words rushed out.
 
   She took a few steps closer to me, and then she gingerly cupped my cheek. “Don’t apologize. I’m the one who is sorry, Nick.”
 
   “I love you,” I whispered, leaning into her hand.
 
   She pressed her lips to mine, and I pulled her close against me. “I love you, too,” she said as I buried my face in her hair that always smelled like peaches.
 
   She leaned back and inspected my face. “You okay?” she asked, wrinkling her brow.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. I just realized how stupid I’ve been. It’s not easy for me to admit that, but I fucked up. I know you had good intentions, baby. And I reacted poorly.”
 
   “You had every right to be mad.”
 
   I nodded. “Let’s just get past it.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “What did you do today?” I asked, and she grabbed her brush out of her overnight bag and started brushing her hair as we talked.
 
   “I went shopping,” she said, skirting my question.
 
   “And?”
 
   She sighed. “I ran into Lex.”
 
   “Alexa?”
 
   She nodded. “She invited me to lunch. I went. It was her and me and your mom and stepdad.”
 
   Anger boiled inside of me at that confession, but I held it inside.
 
   We had just made up. I just fixed things. I realized that Julianne was more important to me than holding grudges was. 
 
   But that was before I knew she betrayed me by going to lunch with my family. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   His eyes took on an icy glare at my confession.  
 
   “Nick, before you get angry with me, can you just listen to me for a minute?” I set my brush down on the counter, and he leaned against the wall. 
 
   He blew out a breath. 
 
   I couldn’t help but think how good he looked in just a towel.
 
   “I get why you hold a grudge against your mother. She doesn’t deserve your forgiveness, especially if she refuses to try to make amends. But Lex is different. I barely know her, but she’s been a good friend to me already. She’s trying, Nick. Just give her one tiny little chance. For me. And I promise I’ll drop the thing with your mom.”
 
   His eyes narrowed in my direction. “What happened?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What happened at lunch?” He turned toward the mirror and started messing with his hair. From experience, I knew that this could take awhile. 
 
   I sighed, wishing I just hadn’t said anything at all. 
 
   I thought back to my meal shared with his family only an hour earlier.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “You are absolutely right about your mother,” I said.
 
   Nick rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it.”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   He nodded. “What do you want to do tonight?”
 
   “What do you think about meeting up with just Josh and Lex?”
 
   He sighed. “You’re going to keep pushing her on me until I give in, aren’t you?”
 
   I grinned, trying to lighten the sudden heavy mood in the steamy bathroom. “You know me well.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “I know you well, too, you know.” I moved in a little closer behind him and planted a soft kiss on his back between his shoulder blades.
 
   My eyes met his in the mirror, and I caught the wicked gleam in his eye. “Oh?”
 
   “They’re downstairs waiting for us.” I smacked his ass and turned to leave the bathroom.
 
   He grabbed my arm, and it was reminiscent of earlier that afternoon before I’d left for my solo shopping trip. 
 
   Except this time, he wasn’t angry with me. His features had softened, and while I still sensed some level of frustration that I was starting to bond with his family without him or his permission, I knew that we were past the bout of anger that had plagued him since the night before. 
 
   He yanked on my arm and I fell into him. He caught me and his lips collided with mine, and I knew that everything was going to be okay between us. 
 
   And I felt that way all evening. Our night out was actually fun. Nick wasn’t drinking, claiming a headache (although his brother tried to convince him that more alcohol would most definitely cure that headache). Josh, Lex, and I nursed our own drinks, not wanting to overdo it after the night before. 
 
   We walked from the bar up the street to a restaurant. And that was when we ran into the one person I never expected to run into.
 
   He lived in California, for God’s sake. What were the fucking chances?
 
   Yet there he stood next to the hostess, putting in his name for a table. 
 
   Travis Miller.
 
   He turned just as I spotted him, and his eyes met mine. I saw shock pass across his features, and then he looked past me. My eyes followed his, and I saw Lindsay standing by herself. Her eyes met Travis’s, and then she glanced away and happened to look directly at me. Her eyes widened. I felt Nick’s hand grip mine a little tighter. Almost painfully so. 
 
   “What are the goddamn chances?” I heard Nick mutter behind me.
 
   I turned and looked up at him. 
 
   “Should I make it a table for six?” Travis asked, laughter in his eyes. 
 
   Nick shrugged. “What the hell? Go for it.”
 
   Josh and Lex looked lost. I saw Nick mouth Travis’s name to Josh. Recognition dawned in Josh’s eyes, and I wasn’t sure how exactly to fill Lex in on the history between all of us.
 
   Travis joined us, shaking Nick’s hand and essentially ignoring me in the process. Nick introduced Travis to his brother and half sister, and I can’t pretend like it didn’t hurt as Trav ignored me and then took his rightful place next to Lindsay.
 
   She gripped his hand almost as hard as Nick gripped mine. Almost. 
 
   We stood awkwardly in the entryway, and then the hostess led us to our table. 
 
   If I thought it was awkward when we stood waiting briefly for our table, I had no idea what was in store for us as we sat and stared at our menus. 
 
   Josh cleared his throat. He wasn’t invested in the situation like we were. “So, Travis, Nick tells me you’re taking over the family business at the end of the year?”
 
   They talked business and I made eyes across the table at my new friend Lex, who I would later explain the whole story to as she listened with an impartial and friendly ear.
 
   But even through the awkwardness that was our meal, I realized for the first time that this was okay. We were moving toward our reconciliation one baby step at a time, and we were all going to be okay. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
    
 
   NICK MATTHEWS
 
    
 
   It was about a month after my epic failure of a birthday dinner that I was in a meeting with Travis Miller and I realized that I no longer hated him. 
 
   I no longer resented him.
 
   In fact, I was starting to view him as a friend, which felt really odd considering all that had transpired.
 
   But I had to admit that the guy was decent. He was intelligent and good at his job. He was sharp and had great instincts when it came to both business and design. His father had made a solid decision in putting him in charge of the company, and I found myself admiring and respecting his work. 
 
   He had called a meeting with his father, some other business associates, and me so that we could design packages that included architecture and design needs as well as marketing needs. He’d asked me if I could meet him for coffee an hour before the meeting, and I figured he wanted to go over some preliminary plans we’d discussed over email. 
 
   So I was shocked when I arrived and he explained that it wasn’t about business at all. “It’s personal,” he told me as I joined him at a table where he was already enjoying a cup of coffee.
 
   I didn’t say anything, instead allowing him to say whatever he needed to say.
 
    “I intend to work for the rest of my career at Miller Designs.” He said it like a declaration. Like I should be impressed or something. 
 
   I wanted to say that I fully expected that considering that he was the president of the company, but I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “Matthews, you’re one of the best marketing executives I’ve ever seen. I hope you’ll be there with me.”
 
   I was surprised at that. I figured the guy still resented me because I’d taken Julianne from him. “I appreciate the compliment and I hope to create a lot of successful campaigns for Miller Designs.”
 
   “Despite our personal history, I think we’re adult enough to put the past to rest, don’t you?”
 
   I thought about that. I was secure in my relationship with Julianne, and all I wanted was for her to be happy. And I really couldn’t think of anything that would make her happier than Travis and me forming a friendship. 
 
   I blew out a breath. “I agree,” I finally said.
 
   Travis held out his hand, and I shook it, sealing the deal. 
 
   Our conversation moved past the personal stuff to a preview of our meeting, and as I watched my new boss and friend lead the meeting an hour later, I was confident that the storm was over. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
    
 
   TRAVIS MILLER
 
    
 
   I’d had the talk I had promised myself I would have with Nick Matthews, so now I just needed my fiancée and Julianne to hash things out. 
 
   It was my idea to host dinner at our house. I needed some way to mend everything back together, and what better way than serving appetizers off of the very counter where I had been sitting when Lindsay had sucked my dick just the night before?
 
   Lindsay and I could share secret smiles all night over jalapeno poppers or whatever the fuck she was making and I could picture her head bobbing up and down over my dick as my hand held her hair.
 
   Fuck, I was getting hard just thinking about it. 
 
   The doorbell rang and Tiger, the yellow Labrador puppy I’d given to Lindsay as an out of the blue gift, barked and ran to the door. (She had named him.)
 
   I felt so domesticated. We were hosting a dinner party with friends. We had a dog. We were in love. She had a ring on her finger. We were getting married. I had one hell of a lucky break getting the job I had. And we worked together. She was in charge of event planning at Miller Designs, and we drove in together every morning. Julianne and Nick had their own space in our offices, but we didn’t cross paths too often. 
 
   But I knew that it was up to me to make everything run smoothly, and trying to befriend Jules and Nick as a couple seemed like a smart idea. 
 
   I missed having Jules in my life, and the only way that I’d get her back would be if Lindsay could be there to help mend that friendship and see that Jules and I would never be more than friends. 
 
   Lindsay had spent three days on Pinterest preparing for our dinner party, and she had decided on a bunch of different appetizers including petite lasagna rolls, mini BLTs, and cucumber boats. She made some peach wine punch and we were good to go. Well, after we had spent the day cleaning. I was exhausted before our guests even arrived from yard work, mopping, and dusting. What the fuck had this woman done to me?
 
   I picked up Tiger and opened the front door, and Jules pretty much ignored me as her eyes popped out of her head at the adorable puppy in my arms. I passed him over and shook Nick’s hand.
 
   “You had to have a puppy, didn’t you?” Nick asked with a smile. “Now she’s going to make me get her one.”
 
   “Sorry, dude.” I laughed.
 
   Lindsay appeared behind me, wiping her hands on a towel, and smiled at Jules holding Tiger. “Isn’t he the cutest thing ever?” Lindsay gushed.
 
   “Oh, stop,” I said.
 
   “I was talking about Tiger, not you,” she said, elbowing me in the ribs. 
 
   The four of us had a great laugh at that, and it seemed like that was the start of a great friendship between four people who were so unlikely to ever be friends.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE BECKER
 
    
 
   The third day of October is upon us in an epic flurry of white tulle.
 
   So much has happened over the past year that it’s hard to wrap my brain around it all. But as I stand in the bridal suite at the church, ready to walk down the aisle to my very own Prince Charming, I know that fate stepped in. Everything happens for a reason, including all of the events in my life that brought me to this day. 
 
   A year ago, I wouldn’t have seen this happening. Despite my best laid plans and my overly confident nature, I never would have guessed that this man would become my husband. Yet here we are.
 
   My mom and I are alone for the moment, my bridal attendants having gone off in search of the photographer. 
 
   I fidget. I’m anxious to walk down the aisle. I’m not nervous to spend the rest of my life with him, but I am nervous to get up in front of all of the guests who are arriving to see us declare our love to one another. 
 
   Most of all, I’m excited to see him.
 
   My mom adjusts my veil. “Don’t be nervous, sweet girl,” she says. Tears fill her eyes as she looks at her baby girl about to walk down the aisle. “He’s a wonderful man, and he’s lucky to have you.”
 
   “Mom! Stop,” I warn her as tears threaten behind my own eyes. 
 
   My matron of honor and my bridesmaids enter the room. 
 
   “Jules, you look beautiful,” my sister says. 
 
   His sister walks over to me and pulls me into a hug. “I’m so happy that you’re officially going to be my sister,” she says. 
 
   “Me, too,” I whisper, hugging her back. 
 
   Lex and I have grown close in the few short months that we’ve known one another. She and Nick have grown close, too. She has tried to mend the relationship between Nick and his mother, but it’s been a difficult road. At least Eleanor is here today. And I’ll never tell Nick how much effort I had to put in to ignore her suggestions for our wedding day. Wives have to have some secrets, right?
 
   “You look beautiful, Julianne,” Lucy breathes next to me, and tears fill my eyes once again. I just never imagined that I would actually feel this happy on my wedding day. 
 
   “Stop with the sappiness. You’re just gonna make everyone cry, Luce,” Holly smiles, bringing some much needed levity to the bridal suite.
 
   “Nick’s a lucky man,” my dad pipes up from the corner, and I grin widely.
 
   “I’m a lucky woman,” I say, and my mother nods. 
 
   It’s time to get ready to walk down the aisle. Holly and Eric line up first, just like we rehearsed the night before.
 
   Then Lucy stands beside Jake, now her fiancé. 
 
   Lex takes her place beside Travis, and finally, Jamie and Josh, my matron of honor and Nick’s best man, line up directly in front of my father and me.  
 
   I have a quick moment of clarity as I hear the strains of music start playing. It’s the song we chose for our bridal party to walk down the aisle to.
 
   Travis steps out of line and grabs me by the elbow. “Can I have just one minute?” he asks me.
 
   I nod. “Of course, Trav.”
 
   He pulls me a short distance away so we can have a moment of privacy.
 
   “Jules, you look like the most beautiful bride in the world today.”
 
   I swipe at a tear that spills down my cheek, unable to speak as our entire history together flashes through my memory.
 
   “I’m so happy for you. You’ve found a man who loves you as much as you love him, and that’s all anybody really wants out of life, right?”
 
   I nod, my heart swelling. He kisses my cheek, my familiar best friend’s words washing over me and finally convincing me that we have all moved on from the painful events of the past. 
 
   When Nick told me he wanted Travis to stand up in our wedding, I was floored. When Travis agreed, I was stunned. 
 
   But nothing compares to actually having him here with me on my wedding day. 
 
   There was a short time where I thought we’d never be able to have the easy friendship we’d always shared, but we have all grown up a lot in the few short months since Sedona.
 
   Everything is back to how it always had been. 
 
   I am lucky enough to have my cake and eat it too, so to speak. 
 
   “Thanks for being here, Trav.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He smiles at me, brushes a tear away with his thumb, and takes his place back in line. He turns once more toward me, mouths, “Love you,” and then he and Lex take their turn walking down the aisle. 
 
   Soon it’s just my dad and me. “I love you, Julianne,” he says, his eyes cloudy with unshed tears. I’ve never seen my dad cry before. Even at Jamie’s wedding. 
 
   “Love you, Daddy,” I say, and he glances away before emotion overwhelms him.
 
   I glance around me, glad we’d ultimately decided on a church wedding followed by a reception at our house. 
 
   The doors to the church open and everyone in the church stands, obstructing my view of my very soon-to-be husband. My dad leads me up the aisle, and I’m grateful for his strength as tears stream down my face just walking toward my future. 
 
   I finally see him standing at the altar. Our eyes meet, and I see a smile break out across his handsome face. He looks calm and composed while suddenly I'm a nervous wreck.
 
   “We are gathered here today…” the priest begins, but I’ve tuned him out because I’m staring at Nick, unable to fathom that someone that gorgeous is pledging his love to me for the rest of eternity. 
 
   I hear my dad say, “Her mother and I do,” but I don’t even know what the question was because my eyes are glued to Nick’s. Everything about this moment is exactly right, exactly how it should be, and exactly how I dreamed it would be. 
 
   And I can’t wait for our future together to begin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   JULIANNE – FIVE YEARS LATER
 
    
 
   He’s the first person I see when I walk into the restaurant. 
 
   “Hey, Jules,” he smiles, and I smile back and take my seat next to him. He drapes his arm casually across the back of my chair as I pick up a menu and glance through it.
 
   “Hey, Trav.” 
 
   He leans in and kisses my cheek. 
 
   “Where is everyone?” I ask.
 
   “On their way, I assume.”
 
   “How was your day?”
 
   “Fine.” He pauses, and I sense that it wasn’t really fine at all. I glance over at him, and I see the man I know so well. I raise an eyebrow at him. “It’s tough being the one in charge sometimes.” His voice is soft.
 
   I nod and place my hand on his arm. “I know it is. But you’re so good at it.”
 
   His eyes meet mine, and I can see the sadness in his. “I had to fire someone today.”
 
   “Oh, Trav. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Thanks. It was awful. She cried.”
 
   “She?”
 
   “Jasmine from Events.”
 
   I nod in understanding. I met her a few times, and I immediately know why he had to fire her. If she wasn’t wearing inappropriately short skirts, she was messing something up, and that just wasn’t okay when Miller Designs was planning events of the kind of caliber that we now cater to. 
 
   “Auntie Julie!” I hear, and then a small child is racing into my lap. 
 
   With her blonde hair and blue eyes, Hadley is my sister’s little mini-me, and I love her to pieces. “Hadders!” I smile as I squeeze her to me.
 
   “When is baby Auntie Julie coming out?” she asks, rubbing my stomach.
 
   “Soon, I hope,” I smile.
 
   Travis looks over at me. “We all hope soon,” he smiles.
 
   I roll my eyes. He – among others – has had to listen to me bitch about swollen ankles for the past eight months, and I’m sure he’s ready for it to end.
 
   “Hey, Jules,” Jamie says, holding hands with Brady as Brandon pulls out some chairs for their adorable family of four. She winks at Travis. “Hey, you.”
 
   I feel hands over my eyes, and then I hear a voice next to me. “Guess who!”
 
   “Lex?” I guess from the sound of her voice.
 
   “You always know,” she pouts, and she takes a seat across from me.
 
   More people pile into the restaurant: Holly and Andrew, still dating. Lucy and Jake, married with one baby and another on the way. 
 
   Soon our table is full except for three vacant seats.
 
   “Did I beat them here?” I hear a voice behind me. 
 
   I turn and grin at the girl who I once mistakenly misjudged, the girl whose ultimate forgiveness allowed all of us to move on, the girl who was married to my best friend and who had become one of my own best friends, too.
 
   “Hey, Lindsay,” I smile. She’s holding the beautiful six-month-old Travis Junior – better known as TJ, a nickname given to him by his mother – in her arms, and Travis stands and kisses Lindsay and then his baby. I can physically see the love he has for his family as he gazes first at his wife and then at his child, and it warms my heart to know how everything has a way of working out the way it’s supposed to. 
 
   I think about how differently this all could have turned out. Travis and I could have ended up together, which would have been a complete and utter mistake. Instead, Travis found Lindsay and fell in love with her, the same kind of forever love that I share with my husband of nearly five years. The man of the hour.
 
   I look around at the faces glowing around the table and can’t help but feel the love. Everyone has gathered here to celebrate Nick’s birthday, and I know that he will love this surprise party much more than the little family get together I had planned several years before. 
 
   I spot Josh first, my brother-in-law who is like a brother to me. I know that Nick is behind him, and my heart skips a beat just knowing that he’s in the same room as me even after all of these years. 
 
   Our love has grown exponentially in the five years we have been together, and the baby boy growing inside of me is living proof of that. 
 
   “Surprise!” We all yell when we spot him, and a grin spreads across his handsome face. Five years older, and maybe five years sexier. I realize every single day how blessed I am. I have a job that I love where I get to work side by side with my husband and our best friends, Travis and Lindsay. I have a loving husband and a baby on the way. I have a tight circle of friends and family who would do anything for me. 
 
   Nick winks at me, and I melt, transported back to the day I first met him in the conference room at McMillan Marketing and marveling at all that has changed for us through the years.
 
   Through the pain and the secrets and the misunderstandings, life always seems to align just as it should, and it is no different with us.
 
   I am where I am meant to be, with the man who was made for me, and I know that this is just exactly as it should be.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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