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  “Friendship is the only cement that will ever hold the world together.”

-Woodrow T. Wilson
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“Shit,” I mutter to myself as I cruise down the freeway gripping the steering wheel like it might just fly off the column at any second.

No. Maybe getting fired is a good thing…a blessing in disguise. 

First off, I should’ve never been working at the bar. I could have been using my expensive interior design degree to fulfill my life goals instead of working as a bartender at a crap hole dive in the heart of Wildhaven, New York a few miles from where I attended university. But I only worked there because I hadn’t been hired at any firms. I’ve lost count of how many I’ve applied to but getting my foot in the door has proved more difficult that I’d hoped.

Everybody seems to know somebody.

Everybody but me, that is.

Now, it seems I can’t even hold down a job bartending. Can I help it that I can’t keep my mouth shut when I see a man disrespecting a woman? A girl’s gotta say something when she sees an injustice happening in real time. Because if not me, then who will?

According to Gary, my former boss—and professional chauvinistic pig—that sort of mentality doesn’t sell drinks. Women behind a bar should only fill orders and look pretty. How was I supposed to know that the last guy I loudly called out was a potential investor for a second bar location?

Dumbass. Both of them.

I take the next exit. Only a few more miles until I get home to Luca. My pounding heart settles slightly at the thought of my boyfriend.

We met my freshman year in college. He was a senior and I was naive. Luca swept me off my feet with all his gorgeous dark Latino features and his worldly knowledge. What he knew about politics and history was astounding to me. He was everything—older, intellectual, not like most of the guys I dated in high school. He had goals and plans.

Luca found what he wanted in me, too—a woman who had spunk and a great eye for design. He’s always said that our opposite natures added a bit of spice to his stable existence.

And I have to agree. We’ve always been a good balance for each other. Seven years later and we’re still together, sharing an older but completely modernized one-bedroom city walkup that I decorated on a shoestring bartender budget.

Almost forgetting my awful night, a smile pulls at the corners of my lips. Last month I happened upon a receipt for a large sum, paid in cash, from a local jeweler, in his suit pocket as I was hanging it up. It wasn’t my birthday. It wasn’t an anniversary. All I can guess is that he’s planning to propose…and soon. I get giddy at the thought of it.

At least I have something better to focus on while I search for another means of a paycheck. Luca has a solid job so cash flow won’t be an issue for a while, but that’s not a permanent solution.

I loosen my grip on the steering wheel and straighten my back. Yes. None of this is as bad as I thought. Instead of working double shifts I’ll be able to take a minute to breathe—maybe even put out some resumes to a few architectural firms and commercial industries. Maybe I’ll even go ahead and pull out the lonely business outfits languishing at the back of my closet that I scraped together to buy. It might be nice to see myself in fitted skirts and tops instead of jeans and oversized hoodies for a change—let the world know there’s an actual female under all this denim and cotton.

Soon, I spot our building and pull into our assigned space near the entrance.

Feeling lighter I take the stairs up to unit 405. I step into the apartment at a quarter past ten and find Luca sitting on the couch with some dumb Western playing on the TV.

Quickly, he places his phone on the side table and raises his brows. “Uh…why are you home?”

The shock on Luca’s face isn’t a surprise to me. I should’ve been out until 3 a.m. “Hi. I know, I know, you weren’t expecting me, but surprise.” I smile and wave my hands with wide open jazz fingers, like I’m presenting him with the outstanding gift of my presence. I flit my attention to the Western again. “We can binge watch Bonanza or whatever you’ve got going there.”

Luca doesn’t say anything.

I scoff. “Old man Gary fired me.”

His face goes from shock to sullen dismay. Luca leans forward, elbows on his knees and runs his hands over his face.

What the hell? 

Getting fired sucks, but I never expected this kind of reaction. My hands fall to my sides with an audible slap to my thighs and I sigh. “Come on. It’s not that bad. No one died.”

Confused, I watch the curve of Luca’s Adam’s Apple bob as he swallows and clicks off the show with the remote.

Maybe someone did die. 

I walk from the closed front door and lower myself next to him on the couch. “What’s going on?’ I reach for his hand but he draws it back. “Did something happen?” My thoughts race. “Did my mom call? Oh hell, is she coming to visit?” I keep it light, but as the words fall from my lips my heart catches in a vise-like grip.

Please don’t let my mother be coming to visit. Nothing on earth could be worse.

Finally he speaks. “Kate, I think we need to put the brakes on our relationship.”

So I lied. There is something worse. My mind jumps back to my recent find. What about the jewelry receipt? My heart picks up.

“Excuse me?” are the best words I can manage.

“I just think we’re moving too fast.”

I blink two times in utter shock.

“We need to—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa—hold up.” I’m up and off the couch, pacing. Out of frustration I rip the elastic band from my hair and finger through my long brown hair before twisting it back up into a messy bun. “Too fast?”

“Yes, I think—”

“Seven years. How fucking long would it take to be going too slow?”

His jaw loosens and his mouth drops open preparing to respond.

I point at him. “No, don’t answer that. It was rhetorical.” I stand there in the middle of the living room, trying to control my words. “What the freaking hell?”

Okay, so I’m not very skilled at control. I admit this.

He lets out a long, audible sigh. “I thought maybe we could take a few steps back. Just to see where we’re headed.”

“A few steps back? Okay, umm, like how far? You want me to sleep on the couch or something?”

He turns his gaze to the floor.

“Oh, further, all right. How far?”

Luca purses his lips before he speaks. “I think it would be best if you moved out.” He pauses as if to weigh the possible consequences if he continues. He knows me too well.

And he’s probably right to take stock since I’m already searching for something in the room I don’t care about to throw at him. But I like everything in the room since I had carefully chosen each piece. “When?”

“I know you just got fired but as soon as possible would be beneficial.”

Is he being flippant or serious? I really can’t tell.

I shake my head trying to loosen the thoughts flying like drunken circus monkeys in my head. “Beneficial? To whom? You? Because I have no place else to go.”

Still, Luca remains like stone on the couch. “I think we should take some time to see other people.”

Other people? My mind twists with his words and the thought of the receipt I found in Luca’s pocket a month ago. Was Luca already seeing other people? “Who is she? Did you buy that jewelry for her? I found the receipt.”

His dark eyes go wide and for a second I think he’s going to stand, but he doesn’t. “This is for the best, Kate.”

“Who are you fucking, Luca? What’s her name? Are you moving her into this precious palace of yours?”

He drops his attention to the floor. He won’t even look at me!

To add to the moment’s drama, I throw my arms up and turn in a slow circle with my head tossed back like I’m drinking in the 1200 square feet of space for the first time.

“I was in the middle of texting you,” he says sheepishly as he grabs his cell from the side table and glances at the screen.

He’s sleeping with someone else and is too much of a coward to come right out with the admission!

Unable to stop myself, laughter exits in rolling giggles. I wave my hand and bend over holding my stomach. “Wait…oh my…. You were texting me to break off a seven-year relationship so you can see someone else? And right after I got fired? Nice.” The speed at which I move from holding my thighs and catching my breath to grab his phone from his hand rivals The Flash’s superpowers. If I weren’t so pissed I’d be impressed with myself.

“Hey,” he yells as I snatch it from him.

But in my rage, I’m too quick…and too impulsive. I thrust open the living room window to the darkened night and shove my arm through the opening.

“Don’t do—” he starts and finally stands.

“Oops.” I plant myself by the window, arm outstretched with my fingers splayed open in the air and let the phone plummet to the sidewalk below. “Guess you don’t have to bother ever texting me again.”

“You’re being a child.” Luca crosses his arms over his chest, somehow keeping his calm.

My eyes narrow and I purse my lips. “I’m being a child? You’re the one who was breaking up with me over text because you’re cheating on me! Do I know her?”

“No, you don’t know her.” He lets out an exasperated sigh. “And this is not how I wanted us to have this conversation. You’re right. I should’ve been upfront that this is just not working anymore.” Luca pauses. “Listen, you don’t have to leave tonight. Stay. Get your things together. I’ll go downstairs and crash with Ted and Julia.”

I scoff. “Ha! So gallant of you. So perfectly amicable, chivalrous, noble. Screw you.” Leaving it at that, I storm past him, out the door, and down the four flights of stairs to the street, mumbling to myself the entire way like a crazy person.

“I’ll show you unreasonable. Get my damned things together. Let’s take a step back.” I stop where his phone is shattered into a million pieces on the cement, and out of spite, jump all over them with my fists clenched, growling like a Tasmanian devil through gritted teeth.

Real mature, Kate.

I glance up to the window where Luca is hanging his head out. “Kate.”

Ugh. Why does he have to be so damn calm all the time?

Flaunting my current level of maturity, I give him the finger and race to my car before the tears threatening in the corners of my eyes make their way out.

As I sit in my car, I think about how things have been different. It’s been weeks since we had sex. I thought it was just because we were busy…because we are…but I should’ve known something was up when Luca was asleep every night after my shift. He was getting it somewhere else. This only makes my anger flair up again, suppressing the tears for a moment.

The engine to my tiny Volkswagen sputters and complains as it fires up. But I slam the gas pedal to the floor, my little bug protesting with a jerk, and pull out of the space onto the street.

To say I’m having a bad day is an understatement. At some point between waking up happy and thinking I was set for life I passed the threshold of disaster. Now, I’m jobless and homeless. Don’t forget freshly dumped.

And all my stuff is still in Luca’s damn apartment.

I rip my phone from my pocket and hover my finger over Lyla’s name.

I shake my head. She doesn’t have the space in her studio for anything long or short term. I’d be sleeping on the floor. Not that I’d be sleeping at all in my current state of mind. I’ll call her later. Right now I need a stiff drink and a place to vent.

I speed dial the one person I know I can count on.

“Hey, Freckles.” The deep sound of my oldest friend’s voice reverberating from my cell phone breaks me.

“Brody. He. It’s. Through text,” I sob unintelligibly.

“Are you driving? I hear the engine.”

“Yes.” I barely get the word out.

“Please, pull over right now.” His voice is filled with concern. “You shouldn’t be on the road.”

Somehow heeding his advice, I guide my piece of crap tiny car to the shoulder of the highway despite my tear blurred eyes. The metal frame shakes with the sound of rumbling tires crunching over rocks.

“What’s going on? Where are you?” Brody’s voice is level and steady, but concern peppers his tone. He’s my rock. “I’ve got you on my locator app. You’re on the 81. Where are you headed?”

I sniffle and wipe my dripping nose on a crumpled up coffee napkin from the floor next to the messenger bag I brought to work. “Can I come stay with you?”

There’s no pause. “Any time. I’m always here.”

“Can you uncork some wine? No wait, I need rum.” I sniff.

“I’ll have it on ice in half an hour. Are you sure you’ll be okay to get here? I can drive to you.”

I gulp down the lump in my throat. “I’ll be fine now.”

“You call right away if there’re any problems.”

“Okay. See you soon.” I click off the phone and toss it on the seat next to me.

This is why I love Brody. From the moment I met the cute blond boy in elementary school he always took care of me. When Tommy Nolan cut my ponytail off in the fourth grade, Brody bought me a baseball hat to wear until my hair grew out.

He also beat the snot out of Tommy Nolan.

In junior high, Brody always defended my off-brand jeans and invited me to tag along to all the popular kid’s parties with him. Freshman year in high school he took me to the Homecoming dance because I didn’t have a date— even though he could have had his pick of almost any girl in our class.

Then when his parents suddenly died in an accident at the end of our junior year, I took care of him. Brody lived with his older brother, Adam, but he climbed in my bedroom window every night because he couldn’t sleep. Brody stayed with me until my mother pulled in from her night shift at the bottling plant. It’s not like Mom would have killed him for sneaking over though… I think she always like Brody better than she liked me anyway. I reminded her too much of my dad.

Nothing ever happened on those nights together, we just held each other since we both needed the connection.

Brody Taylor is my longest lasting, best ever friend. Which is why we came up with the rules.

Rule #1: Never have sex with your best friend.

Rule #2: Always refer to rule #1.

They’re good rules. Important rules. Because neither of us can bear taking the chance that we’d ever lose each other by doing something stupid like sleeping together.
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Katie’s Volkswagen headlights appear at the end of my street—ten minutes earlier than she should’ve arrived.

Shit, she drives like Mario Andretti…too fast. She’s going to end up with a million speeding tickets, or worse yet an accident. I shiver and shake my head in disapproval of her reckless driving while waiting on the doorstep of my house.

Finally, she stops the car in my driveway, and I rush out to meet her. Before I get a word in edgewise, her small body is in my arms, shaking as if she were stuck in a snowstorm without a coat. The feel of her skin on mine is as natural as breathing.

“Hey there, Speed Racer,” I whisper into her ear and rub her arms. “You may want to take note of those signs that say ‘speed limit’. Not a suggestion.”

Instead of laughing at my joke she lets out a sob. I hold her out at arm’s length to look her over and make sure there are no physical injuries.

“What happened?”

She shakes her head and bats her brown eyes at me. “Do you have that rum ready?”

“Of course. I had the bottle out as soon as I hung up with you.” I take her hand in mine and lead her into the house through the foyer, past the kitchen, and over to the open expanse of windows so we can sit and look over the infinity pool. I know it relaxes her.

Katie flops down, dropping her messenger bag to the floor, before she stretches out on my extra-large sectional and glances around. “I love the mid-century style of this place,” she mutters under her breath as her head flops back and her dark hair falls like a chestnut colored waterfall over the back of the sectional’s arm. A heavy sigh comes out and fills the quiet space of the sitting room. “How could I have been so wrong?”

Cubes of ice clink in a crystal tumbler as dark hued alcohol fills the glass to the top of three of my fingers. “What were you wrong about?”

“Luca for one, life in general for another.”

“What did that prick do?” I grab the double pour of rum off the counter and for good measure bring the bottle.

My love for Katie is as long as the day, but I need to guard my emotions. I can’t be swept away by her when she’s like this. She needs a friend, nothing more.

I hand her the glass and place the bottle on the side table. “Okay, why don’t we start at the shallow end of the pool first. Life is maybe a bit too deep for this hour of the night, or morning,” I correct, checking my cell for the time…still night.

She takes a deep swallow of the rum before she starts. “Luca is sleeping with another woman.”

“What?” I demand. “Who?”

She shrugs. “I wish I knew. He kicked me out too—said we need to take a step back,” she mocks in her Luca is so stupid voice.

“How far back?”

Her brown eyes go wide. “That’s exactly what I said.”

Of course it was. I know you, Katie Evans.

“What a bastard.” I sit next to her. “You want me to kick his ass?” I’m half joking and half not.

Katie wiggles her toes under my thigh and snuggles down further into the cushions that are piled behind her, while nursing her rum. Her button nose twitches and the adorable freckles on her face dance in the dim lights of the room. “No, but he could have told me on a better night than when I just got fired.”

My brows raise in surprise. “You got fired?”

She rolls her eyes. “The owner is just a jerk. Hates women. Like really thinks we all just exist to serve him. He doesn’t care if customers are pigs to women, either.”

“So how do you know he’s fucking someone else?”

“My boss Gary?”

“What? No, Luca.”

Her head drops back and she blows out a sigh of frustration, places her drink on the side table, pulls a pillow from behind her, and hugs it to her stomach. Typical Kate Evans security move.

“He told me. Ugh, Luca and I have been together for so long, maybe I just stopped paying attention to his needs. Maybe I suck as a girlfriend.”

“Oh, hey now, no. That’s not possible.” I rub her calf. “Don’t you dare sink into self-blame. This is his choice. We’ve been together longer and you’ve never stopped paying attention to us.”

She shrugs and picks at the piping on the corner of the pillow. “But why was his choice to shove me out of his life, with no warning? I’m so stupid. I thought the asshole was going to ask me to marry him soon. I thought he had a ring and everything.” Her hands fly in the air and fall back to her thighs with a smack, before she buries her face in the center of the overstuffed pillow.

Why would Luca cheat? Scenarios twist through my head, but first things first. I need to get her through this.

She plucks the glass from beside her and downs the rum. Eyebrows raised she holds the empty glass out to me.

I ignore her nonverbal request for more booze. “This is what we’re going to do—first, we are not going to get plastered.”

She scowls, and thrusts the glass at me further.

I pull it away, holding it close to my chest, and give her my best authoritative glare. “No. Not tonight.”

“Fine.” She pouts, melting my heart strings. But she never was a big drinker.

“Second, you’re going to stay here for as long as you need.”

Katie’s mouth drops open to protest.

“Nope. I insist. What kind of best friend would I be if I sent you out into this cruel world? Besides, this house is big enough for all of us.”

She shoots me an inquisitive look. “All of us? Do you have a girlfriend?”

Is that concern, jealousy, or just teasing I hear in her tone?

“Adam moved back in last week. So, there’s plenty of room.”

“Ugh…that asshole,” she moans. “Worse than a girlfriend.”

“Yes, yes. My brother is an asshole. I won’t argue you there.”

She stretches out her form, backward over the arm of the chair, using her feet as an anchor and leverage. She arches her back, raising her perfect tits in the air, not too big, not too small—not that I’m looking—and gazes out of the room to the foyer. “Is he here?”

I clench my jaw. There’s a love/hate relationship between Adam and Katie and that might be challenging while she’s here. “No, he’s out. Probably won’t be back until the morning. So, it’s settled. There’s room and you need a place.”

A weak smile drifts across her tired expression as she peers out the window to the night sky. “Why do you always take such good care of me?”

I sigh. “Katie you know this has never been a one way street. After my parent’s died you were there for me every damn day for a year. I honestly don’t know if I would have made it through that time without you.”

“Adam was there,” she admits.

“Adam had his own shit to deal with. Don’t downplay how strong you were for me then. Let me be your rock for a while again.”

Katie gives me a weak smile and glances around. “I do love this house, so staying might not be a bad idea.”

I open my hand and wait for her to take it. “Come on, let’s get you settled for the night. Get some sleep and in the morning we’ll figure it out together, when things are more clear.”

She takes my hand and I can feel the beat of her heart through her palm and fingers. I squeeze and she squeezes me back. The sudden memory of a game we played as kids rolls through my mind… One squeeze. Two. Mimic. Repeat.

I think we did it just to remind each other that we were still there.

From the living room I lead her upstairs to the open double doors of the guest suite. It’s hers. Designed just for her when she and Luca visit. Guess it will be all hers now. “There’s fresh towels in the linen closet and toiletries in the bathroom, if you want to shower.” My hand rests on the door handle.

Katie turns to me, her dark eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Thanks,” she whispers.

“Anything for you, Freckles.” Her cheek is warm and petal soft when I kiss it before leaving her alone, closing the door behind me.

Not wanting to leave I lean on the closed doors. The hard wood between us muffles the sound, but I can still hear her crying. It breaks my heart. I straighten and clench my fists together. What a piece of shit. I’d like to drive my fist right into Luca’s jaw. How could he do this to her? No explanation, no warning.

What an asshole.

Back in the living room, I grab the rum bottle and pour a generous serving into Katie’s glass. The smooth flavor of alcohol hits the back of my throat.

Maybe I could get plastered.

No. I need to stay collected for her. I place the crystal tumbler into the stainless steel sink of the wet bar. The cold of the metal on my curled grip seeps up my arms and mingles with the warmth of the rum. I can talk with some of my contacts this week, see if any of them are looking for an interior designer or even an intern. She deserves to have more. She needs to use her degree, get out on her own, as an individual and not Luca’s sidekick.

Truly I think he was holding her back. He never really appreciated her talents.

Her messenger bag still waits on the floor where she dropped it. “Holy shit.” I lift it, stunned by the weight; the thing weighs a ton. “What’s in here, bricks?” It’s not even that big.

I head back to her room and tap out a quick rhythm on the bedroom door, but it brings back no answer. I dip the handle down and ease the door open. “Katie? I have your—”

Light spills from the hall revealing her petite frame curled up on the bed, her dark locks fanned out over the pillow—she’s asleep in one of my old t-shirts I keep in the room for her. The worn and tattered edge is up over the curve of her hip and the line of her thigh and ass catches my eye. My cock twitches.

This is no time for thoughts like that about my best friend and I know it. Plus, we have rules. I should leave.

But I can see that the bathroom floor is covered with used towels and the shower door’s wide open. “Typical.” I set her bag down on the chaise lounge in the corner before I clean up. The wet, plush material dampens my bare arm while I walk from the bathroom toward the doors.

“Brody?” she whispers.

My body freezes mid-step. “Yeah?” I croak as if I’ve been caught red-handed.

“Can you stay? Just lay with me until I fall asleep, please? Like we used to.”

I’d do anything for you. Those nights we laid together in each other’s arms before her mom got home from work were the only thing I had to look forward to after my parents died.

“Yep, right here.” I let the towels drop to the floor and the mattress sinks with the weight of my body as I climb in. Katie turns in toward me and lays her head to my propped up chest. Her freshly washed hair smells like vanilla and lavender and my brain spins from the intoxicating scent. The soft movement of displaced air as I fling the comforter over us from the opposite side of the bed sends the perfume deep into my senses. Soon she’s drawing patterns with her fingertips over my sternum through the material of my shirt and my skin prickles under her touch.

“Remember when we were kids?” Her voice is filled with a syrupy sweet sleepiness.

My smile turns up my cheeks in the darkness of the room. “Umm, yeah I think I recall it,” I tease.

“And in the fourth grade, Tommy Nolan cut my ponytail off?”

I laugh quietly. “Mmm hmm. You looked like a little Dutch boy.”

The light sting of her hand slapping my chest is harmless. “Yeah, but you were there for me.”

“I never really cared for that kid. He was a dick.”

“You’re a good friend, the best.” She yawns.

“You make it easy, Freckles.” Katie is as natural to me as oxygen.

“Can you do that to Luca…what you did to Tommy Nolan?”

I smirk. “Oh…now you changed your mind?”

Her cheek rubs against me as she adjusts to a closer, warmer and more comfortable position. “Not really, but then let’s go back to those days, before bad stuff happened.”

I know she’s talking about my parents dying in that horrible accident. She was always there to get me through that. She’s still there for me on my bad days, too.

I stroke her hair. “I wish it were possible.” If only it were.

In not more than a few seconds her breathing regulates, and I’d love to stay, but instead, I slip out from under her arm and cover her back up with the comforter.

I gaze down at her incredible face. “What am I going to do with you, Freckles?”

She doesn’t stir and I gather the wet towels from the floor over my arm before leaving the room and drop them off in the laundry.

Back in my own room, I’m fully aware that the chances of me sleeping tonight are next to none.
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I blink my eyes open from my groggy state to my phone buzzing on the side table.

Luca’s stupid smiling face stares at me as the phone vibrates. Did he run right out to the wireless store to buy a new phone and transfer the number after I left?

“Why didn’t you just text me, asshole?” I mutter as the phone continues its dance on the table.

“What?” I pick up the call, annoyed that he has the audacity to even talk to me, let alone wake me up.

“Where are you?”

I scoff as I scramble out of bed and head down the hallway to the kitchen. My olfactory nerve alerts me to the nectar of the coffee gods and I’m in dire need of caffeine. “Why do you care? You wanted me out. I’m out. Go call your new girlfriend.”

“You’re at Brody’s.” It wasn’t a question.

Luca can’t see me, but the look on my face has got to be a smug one. “What if I am?”

“Figures. He’s always around, isn’t he?”

Stunned, I say, “Some men know how to do that. Stay around.” If he wasn’t going to play fair, how could I be expected to?

“I’m sure he was ready with open arms. Probably already degraded me all over his social media accounts.”

Um… Luca is the one sleeping around. Not me.

“He’s not like that, and you know it.”

He pauses for a second and I consider hanging up on him. “Listen, you didn’t take anything. Don’t you want your belongings?”

Just when I didn’t think the man could stun me anymore than he did last night. “Are you being serious? What would you like me to do, rent a magic moving van and take it all away within the hour? Do I even get a minute to process?”

The phone goes quiet.

“Luca?”

“I was giving you a minute.”

I growl in frustration. What an ass. I enter the kitchen to find Brody standing against the edge of the counter, sipping from a steaming cup of what I know must be green tea. He hates coffee. It’s the only thing that pretty much ever makes me question our friendship.

“Is she moving in today?” I ask Luca.

Again, the phone goes quiet.

I swing my bare feet over the floorboards as I sit at the kitchen counter, and wait for his answer.

“Kate—”

I say nothing.

Brody lifts his eyebrows and tilts his head to indicate he has coffee ready for me. I mouth please and thank you in silent exaggeration, before he slides me over a steaming mug filled to the brim.

“Are you still there?” Luca asks.

“I was giving you a minute to tell me the whole truth.”

Luca sighs heavily on the other end. “I can pack a few of—”

“No,” I snap a bit too loud and too sudden. Brody pops up from the counter edge. “Don’t touch my things. I’ll make arrangements.”

“I don’t want Brody—”

“Goodbye, Luca.” I cut him off and end the call. My coffee can’t wait. Bringing the cup to my nose, I inhale the rich aroma of the fresh ground beans. Brody must have run to the store early, because he rarely has coffee in the house unless he knows I’m coming.

“Katie—”

I hold my hand up to stop him from finishing his thought. I just need two minutes to be fully absorbed in the caffeinated glory of my morning nutrients. When I set the mug back to the surface of the marble countertop, I look up to his waiting eyes and wink. “Good morning.”

The smile that quirks at the corners of his lips is delightful. Brody’s blond hair is slightly mussed, but cute all the same. He’s a breath of fresh air and honestly? I’m glad for a little bed head. It means Brody and I can be real around each other.

“Good morning. Is that all right?” He means my coffee and not my conversation with Luca. “I’m no barista.”

“It’s heaven. For someone who never drinks this pleasure in life, you make an awesome cup.”

That winning smile graces his lips again. “You’re going through a rough patch. You should have some creature comforts.” He grimaces and gives me a familiar sideways glance that tells me he knows what’s up, but doesn’t want to step on my toes. “Do you want some help getting some of your stuff back at the apartment? Not that I was really listening to your very private conversation.” He lifts a brow.

I was being a little too loud for a houseguest.

Brody is sweet, but he’s doing enough. I need to do a better job of not imploding his life too. “I’m fine, but thanks. I’m sure you have work or something I’m keeping you from.” I’d love the support, but I need to be an adult, and I’ve already decided to call Lyla to help me out. There’s no way I’m going back to that apartment to look at Luca’s lying face.

Brody’s mouth droops with disappointment and he turns to grab an apple from the refrigerator.

Did he want to confront Luca, be my knight in cropped hair and nice fitting jeans? I discreetly check out his ass, admiring it. It baffles me why a woman hasn’t snatched him up like a prize in her pocket yet. He’s perfect.

“If you change your mind, I’ll be in my office.” Tea and apple in hand, he leans against my shoulder and pecks my cheek. “You may want to put some real clothes on.” His bright green eyes travel over my bare legs. “Adam will be down anytime, I’m sure.”

I groan. I’m comfortable with Brody, comfortable enough to walk around in panties and a tee with my hair a ragged mess. Adam is an entirely different being. “Yep, let me let this cup up to reach my blood stream and I’ll do that.” He nods and walks down the hallway to his home office, but before he gets far, I say, “Brody?”

He stops at the office doors and turns. His feet are bare, and his gray button up shirt half tucked. “Yeah?”

“Thank you, again.”

He smiles and winks, before he disappears behind the decorative cherry doors.

Where would I be without you, Brody Taylor?

Sadly, the bottom of my mug has appeared. Time for one more cup. I pour it and sip pure delight from the rim as I tap out Lyla’s number and walk back to my room.

“Hey, Kate.” Her words are muffled. She’s most likely devouring a donut and some ghastly, fast food coffee.

“Hi. Are you headed to work or class?” I quietly close my door.

She gulps before she answers. “Early class and then off for the afternoon. What’s up?”

I ease to the edge of my bed, watching the ripples and swirls inside my cup. The guilt of being dependent seems overwhelming. “I’m at Brody’s.”

“Really? It’s mid-week. Playing hooky and getting some so-so nookie with Luca?” She pauses. “No, don’t tell me; I don’t want that vision in my head.”

Normally I’d laugh at her dumb jokes. Not today.

Apparently, Lyla senses my mood. “Kate, did something happen? No one died, right?” Her tone has gone from carefree to dead serious.

“No, it’s not like that. Everyone’s alive.” But my vocal cords quiver and give me away. The next thirty minutes contain me spilling tears and my guts to her. “So I came here and now I need some clothes and personal stuff.”

“Hmm, I knew Luca was an asshole. Every time we were together I just got an icky feeling.”

“Icky? Is that technically the legal term for it?” I try to be light with Lyla. She goes from level conversations to detailed interrogations in ten seconds flat. It’s the soon-to-be lawyer in her.

“For now it is. I’ll go over to the apartment after class, pack some things, and head over to Brody’s. Is Adam there?”

I’m taken aback for a split second. Since when does Lyla ask about Adam and how does she know he moved in last week? “Umm, he’s around. I mean I haven’t exactly seen him yet, but Brody says he’s here.”

“Interesting.”

Why would she use a word like “interesting”? The man lives here.

“I’ll be there late this afternoon.” Lyla interrupts my thoughts.

“I owe you.”

“Buy me pizza and donuts. We’ll have a night of it.”

I smile. It’s perfect. My two best friends staying with me to help get me out of this situation. I love them dearly. “Noted. See you soon.”

I need to let Brody know she’s coming. It’s his house and I probably should’ve checked with him. I glance down at my coffee—but first I also want to finish the last of the delicious cup.

A few minutes later wearing a pair of socks I found in a drawer, my hand is poised to knock at the office door and I can hear Brody talking inside. “I like the sounds of that, Max. We should plan to get together next week. Dinner, okay, sure. We’ll be in touch.” His voice sounds so professional.

My fingertips tap out a soft beat on the wooden surface. “Brody? It’s Kate.”

Of course it’s me. Like he wouldn’t know… I sound nothing like Adam.

“Come in.”

The door opens and I have to double fist my fresh, and third, mug of coffee because of what I see. Here I was picturing Brody on a headset, pacing, maybe tapping away at his laptop, but instead he’s stretched out on the expensive leather sofa, bare feet up on the arm, and his shirt wide open, exposing the lines of his abdomen and chest. When did all that goodness take place? Does he have a gym in the garage? And why the hell is his shirt unbuttoned anyway?

“Umm, am I interrupting?” My eyes rove over his muscles a little too long for the friend zone.

He sits up and partially buttons his shirt. “No, no, not at all. Come in, sit down. What can I help you with?”

I’ve got to turn away. My face feels hotter than the steam coming up out of my cup. I feign studying his bookshelves and various framed photographs—anywhere but at his body on display like a sexy all you can eat buffet. “Nothing. I umm…”

Seriously, Kate. Settle down. It’s just been a while since you’ve had sex. This is Brody.

But now he’s standing and his hands rest on my shoulders and a shiver zips up my spine. Holy mother of all, when did his hands get so big and strong? I’m delusional, emotionally delusional, that’s it.

I bring my attention away from his half-nakedness to his face, but in that matter of seconds somehow his jawline became a lot more sculpted than I remember it. Geez.

“You okay? Your shoulders are tense.”

My giggle seems phony. “Yeah, well, I think break ups do that to some people.”

My breath picks up as he, likely completely innocently, rubs my upper arms. But my wet sex doesn’t care about his intentions, all they remember is his Magic Mike six pack. If he continues I’m going to need an ice bath.

Remember the rules.

I clear my throat. “Lyla is going to stop by with some of my things later, after her class. Is that okay?” I move out of his grasp and chug some coffee. “She’ll probably stick around to visit.”

He threads his hand through his unkempt hair. Why doesn’t he button up his shirt more? I can still see his ripped pecs. Of course I haven’t managed much beyond adding a pair of socks to my morning outfit yet. My eyes move to the door to check if I left it wide open.

“That’s a good idea but you don’t have to ask my permission. Plus, you and Lyla should have some girl time. It might help you figure things out.”

“I thought we’d get a pizza and all three of us can hang — like old times.” I want him to know he’s included. How could he not be?

He grins and suddenly I feel very self-conscious standing there in my scrunched up cabin socks and his 1990’s vintage grunge band t-shirt.

“Sure,” he says. “I’d like that.”

“I should get dressed. I’ll let you get back to work.” I place my free hand on the doorknob to escape and go change my now drenched underwear. Where’s my vibrator when I need it so badly?

“Katie?”

I can’t look back at him. “Hmm?” There’s a photograph of the Taylor family hanging by the door—Brody, Adam, and their parents, before they died. Seeing that cools the heat in my core.

“It’s going to all work out, you know? I promise you.”

My words are locked in the lump in my throat since I’ve said phrases along those lines to him before. I visualize the scene of the past like images in the photos.

The door clicks shut before he can see the first tear drop fall. Confusing emotions hit me from every direction. I’ve been evicted from a seven-year relationship, and I’m ready to screw my half-naked best friend. Is this what rebounding is like? It’s been less than twenty-four hours. Maybe I’m having a breakdown.

You’re not this girl, Kate Evans.

Back in my room I run a bath with a little lavender shower gel poured in—not an ice one since I need to relax. I step into the warm water and sigh as I lower myself. “Pull it together.”

Visions of the past swim behind my eyelids every time I close my eyes. There’s Brody, young and lanky. Always in need of a few pounds, but handsome nonetheless. He’s always had amazing green eyes and a sexy smile.

How old were we? Seventeen?

After I step into the tub and sink down, the tepid water of the bath reminds me of the water at the lake. I can feel it. With my eyes closed again I can place myself there.

We’re swimming. 

The smell of the bubble bath cancels out the memory of the air that day. I squeeze my eyes tighter and hold my breath, sinking below the foam and the surface of the water.

We’re holding hands. 

“It’s getting late.”

“Let’s not go home.” 

“Let’s stay here forever.”

“It’s going to get better. I promise.”

We could have had sex that day. Maybe we should’ve since we both wanted it. But instead we made the stupid rules.

My eyes sting and my lungs burn with the need for air as my wet hair obstructs my vision in long dark streaks. When I emerge from beneath the sudsy water someone knocks on the bedroom door. “Brody?”

There’s no answer.

“Is someone there?” My pounding heart nearly explodes out of my chest and I grab my waiting towel and drape it around my dripping skin. Pools of bath water gather on the floor, and the audible snap of the bedroom door sounds louder than a gun firing. “Hello?”

I unlock the bathroom door and peek out. One of the double doors to the bedroom is cracked open. Someone was in here. “Brody, is that you?”

My hair drips down my bare shoulders and my fingers white-knuckle the plush material wrapped around me. I peek around the corner of the doorjamb down the left side of the hall past Brody’s room to the stairs. No one is there. I turn to the right and nearly scream. “What the—”

Adam stands, fully amused with himself, a massive smile stretching his lips. He’s an inch or two taller than his brother, same blond hair, but he wears it a tad longer than my best friend’s shorter cut.

“Nice look, Evans. You planning to parade around here like that all day? Mind you, I’m not objecting.”

A growl rises from my throat. “You asshole. You scared the hell out of me. Quit lurking like a common stalker.”

His hand goes over his heart. “Oh come on, Evans. Is that any way to talk to your host?”

My eyes narrow into menacing slits. “You’re not my host. Your brother is.”

He smirks in his usual cocky manner and shrugs. “Mi casa too.” Adam turns and heads down the hallway. “If you need anything…” He stops and gives me a flirtatious wink.

I roll my eyes. Adam is harmless but he really can be a piece of shit sometimes. He only does this to tease Brody and me about our friendship. He’s just jealous.

He bows his head slightly. “And I didn’t know it was you in the bathroom. I didn’t even know you were here. I should’ve though with the coffee brewing in the kitchen.”

Before I get out a word he turns and struts off.
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“Hello? Anyone home? I could use some help here.” Lyla struggles through the foyer with various bags and her wild, dark curls have somehow half escaped the messy bun piled on the top of her head.

I rush to her and relieve her of some of the weight. “You’re a lifesaver. How did it go? Was Luca there? What did he say? Did you get my laptop? My portfolio?”

My vibrator?—I don’t actually say that part out loud.

“What did he say?”

“Geesh, Kate, who’s the lawyer here, me or you?” My gorgeous, bronze skin friend drops the remaining bags by the side of the couch.

“Technically, neither of us, yet,” I joke and then kiss her cheek.

She looks around the room, catching her breath. “Where is everyone?”

I cock my head at her. “Everyone?”

“Yeah, Brody and Adam?”

“Brody’s finishing up some contracts in his office and who the hell knows where Adam is. Why would we care?” I narrow my eyes at her.

Lyla’s brown eyes lose any expression.

Ah, game face. Something’s up.

“Contracts? Does Brody want any advice?” She ducks her head to look down the hallway and up the stairs.

“I think he has already done that through his business lawyers.”

She shrugs. “His choice. I don’t know why he doesn’t ask me, free advice and all.”

“Thanks for getting the stuff. Now tell me what happened. Did Luca tell you anything?” I pull my friend down onto the couch so she can spill every detail.

“Ya know, maybe you should look at this situation as a blessing or a sign or something. Who cares what Luca’s reason is? The facts are, he’s fucking another woman, he asked you to leave, he’s selfish, immature, and well…let’s face it…he lacks a certain ‘giving’ flair from everything you have ever told me. What are you truly missing out on?”

“Lyla.” My cheeks heat with embarrassment. She doesn’t need to be so forthcoming.

“Tell me I’m wrong.” She purses her lips.

I can’t, because she’s not. If I’m being honest with myself, Luca needs some work, but maybe we both do. My lips flutter with an exasperated breath of air and I flop back against the cushions. “So he didn’t say anything about the woman?”

“He said that he’d be talking to you.”

I groan. “What does that mean? He can’t keep my belongings. Can he? I decorated most of that place with tips from the bar.”

“Well no, and technically you still live there and can come and go as you’d like. Unless he gets a restraining order—”

“Wait, what? Why would he get—”

Lyla squeezes my hand. “Kate, he’s not. Relax. I was simply saying that he has no reason to keep you from the apartment and getting your things, if that’s what you want to do. Is it?”

I hold a pillow to my face and scream into its fluffy middle.

Brody dashes out from his office, panic etched in the lines of his face. “What’s wrong? What happened?” His eyes are wide and wild.

Lyla swivels and leans over the back of the couch, fluttering her lashes and her fingers, playfully. “Hey, Brodes. How’s life treatin’ you?”

He swivels his attention from me to Lyla, a bit crazed. Both she and I laugh.

“Sorry,” I say. “I was just having a moment.”

He combs his hair with his fingers and rolls his eyes, before turning back to the office in a huff.

“I’m sorry,” I call after him. “Pizza will be here in twenty.”

His hand waves us both off and the office door clicks shut behind him.

“Oops.” I mouth, still giggling with Lyla like we’re school girls again.

“Someone say pizza?” Adam’s sudden appearance causes me to jump. “Hey there, Cavallara.” He tips his chin up toward Lyla.

“Taylor.” She grins and repeats the gesture.

I watch this odd exchange with great interest. Not so much out of the normal, but something about it feels weird. “I ordered pizza. We were going to hang. The three of us, tonight.” I hope he takes the hint.

“Sounds like a night for teenagers. You gonna have chips and grape soda too? Maybe sneak a couple of airplane bottles of vodka and watch vampires fall in love?” His sarcasm is thick.

Adam was a senior when we were all freshman in high school. We never hung out together as a group back then.

“Why don’t you join us and find out? I know how much you adore a good love story,” Lyla pipes in.

I shoot daggers at her with my eyes.

“What?” She shrugs. “Just being neighborly.”

Adam waves us off. “Nah, I don’t want to interrupt your night of high school style debauchery. Call me when dinner gets here. Better be sausage and pepperoni.”

Relief at his declining fills me.

“What in the hell was that about, Lyla?” I say under my breath after he leaves.

She shrugs. “Nothing. I thought it would be nice. We did all grow up together. It’s not like Adam is the older brother now. We’re all adults, equals.”

I shake my head. “Whatever. Tonight I just want to forget everything. Just be with the people I trust the most.”

The doorbell rings.

“Pizza,” I say and race for the door.

“Better be donuts and beer too,” calls Lyla after me as I pay the delivery guy.

Not so long after, with plates, napkins, and two six packs of beer sitting on the tiles around the pool—but sadly for Lyla, no donuts, Brody and Lyla perch on the edge with their feet in the water. My hands are full with slices for everyone from the box. “Here ya go.”

“Anyone care if I join?” Adam is back—bare chested and in board shorts.

Lyla chokes on her beer.

“Plenty of pizza, bro,” offers Brody.

I’m suddenly no longer hungry and instead tip back my bottle, preferring the sense-dulling alcohol to conversing with Adam. Was he watching us from upstairs, feeling left out? I shouldn’t have such animosity for Brody’s brother. I think it’s an offshoot from Luca or jealousy. He and Adam always seemed to get along well so I should try harder to be civil.

“Help yourself, Adam. Beers are still cold,” I add in. It’s a half-assed effort. “But we’re out of grape soda.”

Lyla chuckles and Brody raises a brow at me since he has no idea what I’m talking about.

He grabs a slice and pops the top off a long necked, amber bottle. “No one’s swimming?”

“I don’t have a suit,” I say.

Adam raises his brows. “What’s your excuse, Cavallara?”

“I don’t carry an extra, usually.” She smirks.

Adam scoffs. “Never stopped you before.”

“Seriously?” she asks. “Are you going to ever let that go? I was in elementary school. I had on panties and a training bra.”

Adam smiles and takes a bite of his slice. “What’s changed?”

Lyla kicks her feet in the depth of the pool, swinging her leg out to the side and splashes him.

I study the two of them. So this is happening? My best friend is flirting with my other best friend’s older brother? When had this developed? Is this new? Lyla and I are going to have to have a serious talk.

“So you and Luca are done, huh?” Adam asks.

Brody glares at his brother. “Adam.” He gives me an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth to him. He has a serious problem understanding ‘don’t say anything’.”

“What? It’s the elephant in the pool,” counters Adam.

“It’s okay, Brody.” I reassure him with a smile and place my hand over his. “I don’t know what’s happening with Luca and me, really.”

Adam gives me a sympathetic smirk. “I know my little brother already said you can stay here. I just want you to know I’m with him on that.”

“Thanks.”

Adam jumps up and grabs four more beers. “Best way to soothe your troubles is to drown them and recoup in the morning. Tonight we drink!”

I wasn’t going to argue that fact. It sounded like the perfect idea.

After Lyla and I borrow t-shirts from the guys and Brody changes into swim trunks, we tried to outdo each other with cannonballs and chicken fights in the pool. We play a quick game of Marco Polo and dance to seriously awful music from our junior high—and Adam’s high school days. By the end of our third six pack we’re all strewn out on the pool furniture playing drunken Never Have I Ever.

“Your turn, Ly.”

She gives it some thought. “Never have I ever cheated on an exam.”

No one lifts their drink, but Adam.

“Figures.” I laugh.

Brody goes. “Never have I ever eaten more than three donuts in one sitting.”

We all explode with laughter and point at Lyla as she tips her beer back.

“Lyla, I don’t know how you do it and still stay so fit,” admits Brody.

“Genetics,” she boasts and strikes a pose.

“And ten miles on the treadmill every morning,” I add, with a wink.

“Secret spiller,” she accuses. “Your turn, Kate.”

“I suck at this game,” I whine.

“Come on, Freckles. You can do this.” Brody gives my bare thigh a reassuring squeeze.

“Okay, fine.” I take a deep breath and let my words ramble out as fast as I can. “Never have I ever broken up with my loser boyfriend and moved in with my best friend. Cheers.” I down the last half of my beer as everyone else groans.

“That’s not fair. Brody and Adam don’t have boyfriends,” complains Lyla.

“How do you know?” I challenge.

“Hey now.” Adam gets defensive. “But, yeah…my preference is girl parts all the way.”

“To each his own,” I tease.

“What about you, Brody?” asks Lyla. Suddenly I’m extremely interested in hearing his answer.

“Ha, my baby bro likes them blond, busty, and not too bright,” interjects Adam.

Brody rolls his eyes and falls back on the chaise chair. “Fuck off, Adam.”

Nailed it on the head.

I can’t recall a time after high school that I ever met one of his girlfriends who didn’t look like Adam’s description—nothing like me.

“Whose turn is it?” I desperately want to get off the topic.

“Mine, mine, I got one.” Adam jumps up from his seat and swings his arms out, sloshing his beer over the neck of the bottle. He points at us all, eyeing us up and down. “Truth time. Never have I ever…made out with someone who’s sitting right here in our midst.”

No one moves.

“I’m done with this game. I’m going to bed.” Brody gets up and walks into the house.

“Lyla? Kate?” Adam watches us, like the Cheshire Cat.

I narrow my eyes at him. The fun is over.

“Well, I’ll be the only honest one here.” He chugs the rest of his beer.

“Nice, Taylor.” Lyla shoves her bottle into his chest and struts by leaving him alone by the pool and joins me in walking to the kitchen. “That went south, fast. Why’d Brody go?”

I know why, but I’m not saying. He heads toward his room and out of view, obviously done with his brother’s antics as well. I turn and glare at Lyla. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

She gives me a look of confusion. “What? Tell you what?”

“That you made out with Adam? When? Like when we were kids?”

Lyla stays silent.

“Ly, my life is falling apart. Adam certainly didn’t make out with his brother, and unless I was in a coma, he sure as hell didn’t make out with me. I need to know my best friend trusts me enough to confide in me and I can trust her with everything. Let’s not keep stuff from one another.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth I feel like a hypocrite.

“Why didn’t you drink?” she calls me out. I knew she would.

“You know why?” I eek out.

Her features go soft. “I’m sorry. Adam obviously doesn’t know that you and Brody almost—” She trails off. “Or he’s a complete ass.”

“I vote ass.”

Lyla wraps her arms around me and embraces me. “I love you, Kate. I’m here for you.”

“Thanks.” I know I should feel awful right now. Maybe it’s the beer, but I’m not as upset as I thought I would be.” I hug her back. “Are you staying?”

“It’s that or an Uber.”

Without telling the guys, we both head to my room. Laying with Lyla in the king sized bed reminds me of all the nights we spent together as teenagers talking about our dreams, goals, and boys. “Ly?”

“Yeah?” Her voice is tipsy and tired.

“No secrets.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“When did you kiss Adam?”

She doesn’t speak for a moment.“Three months ago.”

My heart drops into my stomach. Was she going to tell me? What would have possessed her to do that, it’s Adam for crying out loud? “Why?”

Lyla rolls over to face me. “I don’t know. We were both in the same place at the same time, single, and it felt right. I can’t explain it.”

I sigh. “Okay. And that was it, nothing more?”

Lyla scoffs. “Kate, are you asking me if we did it?”

I laugh. She’s acting like we’re in ninth grade again. “Did you?”

“Kate, go to sleep.”

“Oh my…you did. You totally did it with Adam Taylor.” I’m wide awake now and fully embodying my fifteen-year-old self. “How was he? No, don’t tell me I don’t want to know. Ewww,” I drawl out and fall back against the pillows.

Lyla chuckles.

“Ly?”

“Yeah?”

I stare up at the ceiling. “Why aren’t you with him then?”

She sighs. “I don’t think either one of the Taylor brothers can ever truly be ‘with’ someone. Trauma and loss can do that to people, I guess. It was what it was. Good night, Kate.”

My heart hurts for her, because I know how she feels, but sometimes it’s not about me. I turn and curl into my friend and spoon her from behind. “Night, Ly.”
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The ceiling of my bedroom is a giant screen for the moonlight outside my windows. It mocks me as I lay  awake. With all those beers in my system, I should be sleeping like a milk fed toddler. I shift on my suddenly scratchy sheets, or is that feeling my emotional nerve endings twisting in confusion?

Adam tipped his beer. I saw him. Did he kiss Katie?

I throw the covers off, swing my legs to the ground and stand. My toes dig in the full shag pile of the carpet as I pace along the length of my bed. Adam is most likely passed out somewhere. I should have it out with him in the morning. In the office. We have work and I need sleep.

Shit. Who am I fooling? Nothing is going to get done until I talk to him and I’m not going to sleep until I clear this up, and if I don’t sleep, definitely no work will be accomplished.

Ah hell.

I open my door to the dark hall. Katie’s door is closed and no one is in the living room, or the kitchen. A glint off the window glass of the French doors shows me Adam is still by the pool.

With two bottles of chilled water, I make my way out there and toss one to him as I approach—a peace offering before I might have to rip him a new one. “Catch.”

Adam’s reflexes are spot on and he snags the bottle of water, twists the top, and downs the liquid in one fluid motion. “Thanks, asshole. Why are you still up?”

“Usual insomnia.”

My brother gives me a concerned look. “You take anything?”

I shake my head. “Nah. Not when I’ve been drinking. What about you? Why are you still out here, sitting in the dark?”

He shrugs and we both sit there in silence for several minutes. It’s killing me. We’re close. He and I are all we have. Talking shouldn’t be this difficult. “Hey, Adam?”

He’s got his half empty bottle of water resting on his abdomen while he reclines in a chaise with his eyes glazed over. “Yeah?”

“Did you kiss Kate?”

His sudden laughter stabs at me like tiny daggers of betrayal in my chest.

“If you did, it’s totally fine. I mean if she and I weren’t best friends and all—and she hadn’t been dating Luca all those years—I’d probably have asked her out.”

“Damn. Oh wow, okay.” Adam stands and scratches his head, making a mop of his already messed up hair.

“What? Wait, where are you going? Did you or didn’t you?” I stand and follow him, trying my best not to snatch his arm up and spin him around and make him admit his shit to my face.

“Brody, go to bed.” He steps inside the house, me hot on his heels.

“Damn it, just tell me,” I demand, trying to keep my voice down as we enter the living room. If he makes it to the stairs, my chance to know will be gone. “Adam, come on. Don’t fuck with me about this.”

He stops and turns to face me right at the foot of the stairs, giving me an incredulous look. “Really?”

“Is that a denial?”

“Goddammit, do I really need to spell it out for you?” His voice is raised.

“I have to know. Did you kiss Kate?”

He ignores me and takes a step up. My fingers wrap around his bicep.

Adam stops. “You don’t want to go there.”

“You obviously fucking did. That’s why you can’t tell me. How could you? You know what my and Katie’s friendship means. All these years. She was here for—”

Adam spins around on me, dropping his feet back to my level. “I kissed Lyla.”

“Lyla?”

“Yeah, Lyla. Not Kate. I’d never do that to you.”

I step back, stunned. “What do you mean?”

His features soften. “The only person you’re fooling here is yourself. You two are like an old married couple without the sex.”

Shit. I scoff. I need to drop the subject. “Why did you… When did you… With Lyla? Are you seeing her? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Adam sits down on the steps and runs his hands through his hair while his head dips low. “It was supposed to be a one night thing. We were at the same firm’s conference. It just felt, oh hell, I don’t know. It was nothing. We’re just fooling around. It’s Lyla. She’s hot. Now you know. Good night, Brody.”

My brother stands and heads upstairs. About halfway up he turns back to me. “Now go jack off to a photo of Kate like you do every other night.”

Unwelcome heat rakes up my neck. “Fucker” is all I barely get out. But he’s probably right in his crappy advice. I need some kind of release.

He smiles and goes the rest of the way up into his room, and I mope, making my way over to the couch.

Knowing the truth about Lyla should make me be able to sleep, but it doesn’t help in the slightest. In fact, I’m more awake now than I was before I went outside to confront him.

Adam drank. Lyla didn’t. Did she not want Katie to know? Did she think Katie might be jealous? That would mean she must have confided in Lyla that she has an interest in Adam. Or maybe my brother is protecting me and simply said it was Lyla because it was easier.

The cushions and pillows of the couch catch me as I fall back into them in frustration. All of her bags are still in a pile on the floor. Poor Katie. I’m being dumb. Of course she’s not interested in Adam. She just left Luca, and not by her own choice. I’m an idiot, and obviously had too much to drink. For shit’s sake she thought she was going to marry that guy.

The sound of creaking doors opening and closing catches my attention. Maybe Adam is still up. I really should go up there and apologize. I never should’ve entertained the thought of him kissing my best friend. She follows our rules. And those rules probably apply to both me and Adam. But, those rules were put in place because of our kissing out at the lake. “Damn it.”

I stand and carry the bags upstairs to leave by her door. I shoulder three of them and add the last two bags, one in each hand. The steps take some maneuvering. Two thirds of the way up I see long dark hair wafting out from her doorway, just before it disappears into the darkness of Adam’s bedroom and the door eases shut, with a click of the handle. I’d rub my eyes, but my hands are full. “Katie?”

There’s an audible snap of a lock connecting to the lock plate to Adam’s room. Did that just happen? Or did I imagine it? At Katie’s door I place my hand onto the handle after I release her bags to the hallway floor.

Please be in bed.

I crack the door open and strain to see if she’s there. But it’s too dark to tell. A sound comes from Adam’s room. A shuffling. A groan. I close the door and duck into my own room, defeated.

* * *

Blurry eyed and exhausted, I roll out of bed the next morning not having slept at all. I check the clock. 7:00 A.M.. I couldn’t shut my mind off all night. Did I really see Katie go into Adam’s room? Maybe I was imagining things. I am sleep deprived and we did drink. It was probably me hallucinating after the whole confrontation.

Neither Adam nor Katie are awake yet when I start the grinder for the coffee. I zone out to the rhythm of the percolator.

“Morning, Brody.” Katie’s voice jumps me out of my stupor. I didn’t even hear her come downstairs. She’s fully showered and dressed in skinny jeans and a fitted long sleeve shirt…sexy.

Ugh. Stop noticing.

“Morning. Coffee?”

“Like you have to ask.” She grins and grabs a mug from the cupboard. “You look like you could use some, too. You didn’t sleep?”

I smooth back my messy hair and yawn.

“That answers my question.” She goes to the refrigerator and pulls out the ingredients for a smoothie. I smile because she knows me well and feels comfortable enough to make herself at home. “I’ll make you something to give you a bit of energy, but you’re going to have to get some sleep. Is this because of me?” She loads all the fruits and liquid into the blender.

“What? No. Why would you think that?”

The blender whirs and she stares at me with confusion. “I just meant, because I’m disrupting your normal routine.” The full glass of thick green liquid is between us as she waits for me to take it.

I reach for and gulp a big drink. Sweet, with a small amount of bitterness.

“That looks good. Is there enough for me?” asks Adam. He appears from around the corner in his running gear. How does he have energy to run already? Wait, they’re both up and motivated?

Katie hands him a second glass with a silly smile and a slight blush to her cheek. “You were up and out early, hmmm? Need to work off some bottled-up energy?”

What the hell is she talking about?

Adam downs the entire contents of the glass and hands it back to her empty. Did he just give her a wink? “I’m going to take a shower. I have a few places to hit this afternoon.”

“Can I join?” Katie asks with enthusiasm. “I don’t have much gas left in my car.”

What’s going on?

“Sure, it’s a date.” Adam dashes by me. “Hey bro, let’s get those papers ready after I get out of the shower. Kate and I can drop them to the bank and set up the new account.”

Date?

My brother runs upstairs with the zealousness of a love struck fool. Katie watches him too, the corners of her mouth turned up and a knowing twinkle in her eye.

“What’s happening here?” My voice sounds old and scratchy. The smoothie churns in wild waves in the pit of my stomach, like a green-eyed monster.

Katie leans in over the counter, a devilishly sly grin on her mouth. “I have a secret.”

I’m going to be sick.

“Last night, your brother…”

Don’t say it.

“Slept with…”

I’m going to—

“Lyla.”

What?

“Excuse me?” I say. “He screwed Lyla?”

Katie nods indicating I should be quiet. “Last night. She slept over and left early this morning. Work. I’m going to have lunch with her later after I apply for a few jobs.”

Suddenly every muscle in my body turns to mush and exhaustion. All I want to do is lay down and sleep. “Wow.”

“I know. Who would have thought?”

Certainly not me.
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“Ready to go, Evans?” Adam stands at the door showered, shaved, and looking like the centerfold of a GQ magazine. The Taylor brothers sure do clean up nice.

“Yeah. Let me say goodbye to Brody and see if he wants me to bring him back anything.”

“He’s in the office. I’ll meet you out front in the car.”

I twist my hair up into a ponytail when I walk through the open door to Brody’s office. “Adam and I are on our way—”

My best friend is sound asleep on the office couch. A file folder is open on his chest. Poor thing is exhausted. I know he has sleep issues and me being here hasn’t helped, I’m sure, even if he won’t admit it. He’s a creature of habit and I’m definitely disrupting that.

Gingerly I take the file from his hands and close the folder. I place it on the coffee table by his phone and I pull down the knitted blanket from the back of the couch to cover him up. He doesn’t move.

Are you breathing?

I lower my hand to his mouth and nose and the damp warmth of his breath tickles my skin. I smile. I’ll call him later and ask what he wants me to bring back to eat—better to let him sleep for now.

Outside I get into the passenger side of Adam’s car. “Your brother is asleep. I’ll call him after I get to the restaurant.”

“Oh?” Adam asks.

My heart does a flip flop. “What? Should I have woken him up?”

“Oh no, let him sleep. Lord knows he doesn’t get enough. Especially when there’s a big project going on. That kid needs to learn how to let go and relax. But you won’t be able to call him.”

“Why?” I ask.

“No reason.”

I wait for more of the answer that doesn’t come. “And why is that?” I feel like I’m playing a bad version of the television game show, What’s Adam Getting At?

I’ll take Useless Adam Explanations for $100, Alex.

“Brody turns off his phone when he’s in the coding process for a new app.”

I nod like I have a clue. “Okay, makes sense. I’ll just bring back something I think he’ll enjoy.”

“Who are you having lunch with? Not Luca, right? You need to give that guy the old heave ho, the cold shoulder, Evans. Let him know what he lost.”

What did he lose? Does Luca even care? 

“Be like Brody for a while,” he continues.

I turn to face Adam, what does he mean ‘Be like Brody’? “Is he dating someone?”

Adam’s laughter fills the cabin of the car. “I don’t think he dates in the same sense of the word as someone like you.”

Every word out of Adam’s mouth only serves to confuse me more.

I’d like to use a lifeline here. Can I phone a friend?

“Can you stop being so cryptic?”

He arches his eyebrow. “Why so interested in my brother’s love life?”

“I…I’m not,” I stutter.

He smirks and turns his eyes back to the road.

“You brought it up. You said ‘Be like Brody’. I can’t do that if I don’t know what the hell you mean. Why do you always have to be so difficult?” I sigh and fold my arms over my chest.

“It brings me great joy to watch you get flustered, Evans.” He chuckles.

I grit my teeth and stare out the window. “Never mind, just forget it. Your advice sucks. I’ll just ask Lyla at lunch.”

“You’re having lunch with Cavallara?”

Hook, line, and sinker. Bingo.

“Maybe.” I shrug.

He scoffs, “Fair enough. If by chance you’re meeting Luca and not Lyla…”

I scowl at him. Why would I lie? “I’m meeting Lyla,” I emphasize.

“Right, but if you weren’t, all I’m saying is keeping your emotions close to the vest isn’t a terrible thing. Don’t allow Luca to know what you’re feeling or what you really want. Walls, Evans. It’s all about walls.”

I’m not sure if Adam is still talking about Brody, or his own theory about relationships. Maybe that’s why he and Lyla never pushed anything further than sex? It’s obvious she’s into him. I’ve known Lyla for a long time; there’s always more than the physical for her. I can only hope that deep down there’s an inkling of that for Adam, otherwise this little tryst they have going is going to make for an awkward company of four. “Oh hey, this is where I get off.”

“That’s what he said.” Adam snickers as he pulls the car to the right and parks.

I roll my eyes. “Gross Adam…just gross.” And I thought Adam and I could be adults and hold a decent conversation. “I’ll catch an Uber back,” I say as I exit the vehicle. “Thank you.”

“Hey, Evans?” He stops me on the side walk and I turn back before I close the car door, thinking he is going to say something meaningful and redeem himself or convey a message for Lyla, like thanks or he’ll call her. “Yeah?”

“Why don’t you bring back Thai. I like yellow curry with chicken. Extra rice.”

I slam the door and spin on my heels walking away from him. Adam honks the horn as he speeds away, waving his hand out the driver’s side window. I shake my head in disgust.

Walls.

* * *

My motivation is high when I walk into the first lobby on my list of firms possibly looking for designers. The place looks promising—very streamline modern. The reception desk gleams in polished granite and brushed pewter. “Welcome to McKenna and Gleason. And who do you have an appointment with today, ma’am?”

My nose crinkles at the title of “ma’am”. The girl at the desk isn’t much younger than me. Why is she referring to me as ma’am? Do I look tired? Maybe I should’ve worn my hair down?

“Ma’am?”

There it is again.

Have I passed my prime opportunities waiting tables, slinging beer, and living with Luca? “Um…yeah…I mean yes.”

She blinks her long fake lashes at me, waiting.

“I mean, no. No I don’t have an appointment, but I was hoping to—”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you past the lobby without a specific appointment. Do you know who you wish to speak with? I can phone up and see what they may have on their schedule for um…” She drags a sculpted nail over a tablet screen. “Oh dear. There are no available slots for potential interviews until next month.”

I cock my head to the side and I’m about to say thank you, but then it strikes me. “Potential interviews? How did you know I was here for an interview? I never said anything.”

Her smile makes me want to gag. “When you have been here as long as I have…”

Seriously? Like a month tops? You’re fresh out of school, obviously.

“You learn how to read people.”

I need to bite my tongue and be professional. “Of course. I understand. I thought perhaps I could leave my resume.”

She pops her hand up over the counter, palm open and waiting for me to drop my information to her. In my messenger bag I’ve several prepared folders to pass out in these cases. She smirks and takes the folder, tossing it on top of a stack in a bin.

“Um.” I lean over the counter and point to my discarded resume. “My card is in there, with all my contact information.”

She glances up at me and blinks. Apparently I’ve been dismissed.

“Okay then, thanks, I guess,” I grumble before heading back the way I came.

The next three places on my list are much like the first and my motivation quickly wanes. This is the exact thing that landed me a former career in bartending. Maybe I don’t have the talent. But hell, I can’t even get past the front door, how would they even know?

Later that afternoon, Lyla waits for me at the restaurant in her designer clothes. She looks stunning—maybe even glowing. Suddenly I’m very envious of my best friend and her life. Who cares if Adam is an occasional bed buddy? Lyla has goals, she has a path, she’s going to make it as a lawyer. I’m a floundering failure.

“Hi. How’s the job hunt going?” Lyla pushes a chair out for me with her foot.

Damn, even her heels are perfect.

I release a sigh of gloom and doom and sit. “It’s not.”

“Oh hey.” Her fingers cover mine on the table top. “You’ve just started. It’s going to happen. You keep pushing your name out there. You’re so talented. Someone is going to take notice.”

I know she’s right. It’s only the first day back at it. “Do you think I settled with Luca?”

She pulls her hand back and rests it in her lap.

Game face has returned.

“I think you played it safe and now it’s time to come out of that zone and go for what you deserve. I know you never saw it, because the ‘love is blind’ thing and all…”

I give her a sour expression.

“Luca should have never been your end goal. Once you acknowledge that, your life is going to open up to what you really should be doing.” Lyla signals for the waiter and orders us a bottle of red wine and individual antipasto salads.

I consider her statement. “Do you know what your end goal is?”

“I do.”

“Does it include Adam Taylor?”

Lyla shifts in her chair and leans back, getting comfortable. The wine arrives and she sips off the rim, nodding to the waiter. “Adam is complicated.”

I chuckle. Adam is the least complicated person I know, except when it comes to relationships. “All those damn walls.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you ever put up walls, like emotional ones. Adam says I should be like Brody and put up walls, especially with Luca.”

A small smile plays on her mouth. “Adam said this?”

“Yeah, on the way into the city this morning.”

Lyla sits up and leans over the table, talking low, like she has intel no one else should overhear. “When it comes to love, the heart has no walls.”

“Are you telling me you love Adam?”

She nearly chokes on a fork full of lettuce and cheese. “No.”

“Then what? Did you hear that bit of wisdom in a fortune cookie factory?”

A conspiratorial grin replaces her look of shock. “Did your mother ever work in a fortune cookie factory?”

“You’re kidding me.” I scoff. “You got that wisdom from my mother?”

She nods and rocks with satisfaction in her chair.

“Why would she tell you that? She’s never offered me any useful insight, beyond ‘sit up straight’ and ‘never cut your hair short, it makes you look like a small boy’.”

“Have you ever asked her?”

My brain hurts and I’ve entered vintage episodes of the Twilight Zone. There’s too much change happening. Luca is gone. I’m living with Adam and Brody. My best friend is having insightful conversations with my mother. Everyone’s living their best life and I can’t even get a lousy appointment to talk with someone higher than an entry level receptionist.

After our lunch and on our way out, I spot a help wanted sign in the restaurant’s window. “Ly, you go on ahead,” I say clutching the two boxes of to-go meals for the guys. “I’ll call you later. I think I left my credit card.” I turn and walk back to the table.

I’m not sure why I don’t want her to know what I’m about to do, but I can’t after our lunch conversation. Lyla waves to me and I wait until she’s in a cab before I walk back to the hostess’s station.

“Excuse me?”

“Yes, Miss,” the young woman says. “How was your meal?”

I smile.

That’s right. I’m only twenty- five, damn it. I have time.

“Wonderful, thank you. I was wondering if you’re still hiring?”
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“Yes, I realize it’s early, Mom. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake Richard, either.” I sit on my bed and pull at a stray thread in the comforter. I’ve been living with Brody and Adam for over three weeks now and my room has acquired the “lived in” look, with clothing and half-empty coffee cups strewn all over. I should clean it. It’s the least I can do.

I clear my throat and continue my conversation with her, as hard as it is to do. “I wanted to call before the banks open here. I was hoping you could give me a small loan, just until I get a job.”

“Are you looking?”

Is she being real? “No, Mother, I’m lazing around working on my tan by the pool.”

She scoffs. “Katherine Evans, if you think that attitude is going to get you a job or a dime from anyone, you’d better take a long look in the mirror and straighten up.”

Where’s my fortune cookie advice?

My body crashes back down into my pillows—still damp from my wet hair. I really need to change the sheets. For a moment I rest my arm over my eyes, already exhausted from this conversation. “Mom, please. I’m sorry. It’s been difficult.”

“Have you talked with Luca?”

“No. Why would I talk with Luca?”

“I just think if you two sat down and talked this through, you could make it work. I mean seven years is a long time.”

“How long did you and Dad stay together?”

“Sixteen years, Kate,” she growls.

“Mmm hmm, and why didn’t you talk it through after he left us and you had to start working two jobs?”

The line goes quiet on the other end.

“The loan? Can you, please? I’ll pay it back as soon as I can.”

“Fine. I’ll talk to Richard and deposit some money into your account today.”

“Thank yo—”

“On one condition.”

Always is.

I wait for her to lay out her terms.

“I want you to consider moving here if you can’t find something in the next month or so.”

My lungs cease to take in air.

“We have a spare room. You could work for Richard, live here rent free, and when you are back on your feet, you can get an apartment. There’s a brand new complex going up close by. The Taylors are not going to keep you as a house guest forever and it’s less expensive to live in Florida than New York.”

“Mom, I don’t want to live in Florida.”

“All I’m asking of you is to consider it. You know what Maya Angelou once said. ‘People will forget what you said, forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel’. Don’t make those boys feel they need to take care of you when you have a family to do it. They’ve been through enough.”

I sigh and pinch at the bridge of my nose.

“I’ll consider it, Mom.” I hang up and let her words sink in. Am I making Brody and Adam uncomfortable? Did they think I was being selfish, ignoring my family when they no longer have one?

An hour later, with my arms and hands laden with way too many coffee mugs—maybe I could charge admission to show off my crazy balancing act—I head downstairs to clean up the kitchen and make a list for groceries. I may not have a job to contribute financially, but I can at least clean the house and lift that burden off the boys. I’ve worked in enough restaurants and bars to whip up decent meals too. Surely they would appreciate home cooked food instead of takeout all the time with their busy work schedules.

While I’m in the middle of slicing tomatoes my phone pings revealing a notification on the home screen. It’s an alert to me that the deposit in my bank account has taken place.

“Thanks, Richard and Mom.”

“Who’s Richard?”

I jump so hard the knife slips from my hand and clatters to the floor at my bare feet. I shove back and right into Brody, trying to miss the impending doom and a trip to the emergency room I can’t afford. His arms go around my waist from behind and he holds me tight against his frame.

A jolt goes through my chest…and it’s not from dropping the knife.

“Whoa. You all right? It didn’t amputate a toe did it?” His muscled chest quivers against my back as he laughs.

Magic Mike memories fly through my head again.

“Sorry. You startled me.”

He doesn’t let go of me and his breath warms my ear. I shiver.

“Are you cold?” Brody releases me and rubs his hands along the length of my arms.

Not cold, nope. Hot. So hot.

“No, no.” I step back and retrieve the knife from the floor, washing it before I continue to slice the tomato. “Where did you come from?” Heat moves up my neck and I hope he doesn’t notice the color change of my skin.

“I was in the office finishing up with a new client. It sounded like a tornado was blowing through here. What are you doing?”

I try to focus on pulling romaine leaves from the stalk—anything but Brody. “I was cleaning up a bit. Making some lunch. Bacon, lettuce, and tomato on ciabatta and some chowder. Did I bother you? Sorry.” It feels like my mouth is word spewing. Why am I so anxious? This is Brody!

“That sounds great. You know you don’t have to do all this. Adam and I have gotten fairly good at fending for ourselves.”

My mother’s words come crashing in around me. “I don’t want to take advantage of you. In fact, I called my mom, and Richard—he’s her boyfriend…almost fiancé.”

“That’s great. Is she happy?”

I smirk. I can’t talk about my mom and her happiness without feeling guilty. “They transferred some money to me today so I can help out some. Offered to put me up at their place, if needed.”

“Katie.” His tone turns sympathetic.

I set a plate with a sandwich and a bowl of soup in front of him. “Here ya go.”

Brody’s hand reaches for mine to stop me and make me listen to him. “When I said you could stay as long as you needed to, I meant it. There are no conditions on that. You don’t need to be our maid, or our personal cook, or pay us.”

I nod but can’t speak. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve a friend like him. I know in my heart of hearts he means what he’s saying. I also know there’s no way I can continue to freeload off him because of that friendship. If I don’t have a job by the end of the month, Florida is going to be in my future.

* * *

Brody and I wrap up our lunch when my cell rings with a number I don’t recognize, but I’ve put so many business cards out it would be foolish for me to ignore it. “Hello?”

“Hello, I’m looking for Katherine Evans,”a male voice asks.

“This is she.”

Brody must take a note from my tone that my caller is not anyone known to me. He hand signals that he’s going to give me privacy and walks back to his office with the last bit of his sandwich. I can’t help but notice his perfect ass. He has on those amazing fitting jeans again.

“Miss Evans?” 

“What? I…umm…sorry, yes.”

“I’ve looked over your resume. Although we don’t have an opening that fits your particular area of talent, I’d like to meet with you and talk about a possible position.”

My heart leaps and I bite my nails trying to contain my excitement. Maybe I won’t have to move to Florida. I can stay here with Brody.

Wow, wake up call.

Until this moment I thought moving to Florida with my mother would be awful because of…well…my mother. The truth of it is, I’d be more upset to be leaving Brody. My head spins with the thought.

“Miss Evans, did you hear me?”

“Yes.” I didn’t.

“Okay, wonderful. Can you meet with me tomorrow?”

“Absolutely.” What am I agreeing to? Who cares, I have a job, possibly, and that changes the whole game.

The gentleman on the other end of the line gives me an address and we set up a time.

“Thank you…Sir.” What was his name? It doesn’t matter. I’ll find out soon enough.

As fast as I could hit “end call” I sprint toward Brody’s office. When at the door, I knock in a rapid succession of taps and burst into the room without waiting. “I’ve got an interview.”

Brody gets up from behind his desk and his face lights up with happiness. He opens his arms and I take three steps and literally jump the last few feet into the embrace. We clutch one another as he turns me in circles of celebration.

“I knew you would, Freckles. You’re amazing.” He pecks my cheek and the only thing that would make this moment more perfect was if he was kissing my mouth.

Stop it, Kate. Rules.

Soon, I wiggle to release from his strong hold.

“I’m so happy for you.” His green eyes sparkle like pirate’s treasure. He’s truly happy for me. Or is it because he knows that I won’t have to leave now too?

“I know you are.”

“When is it?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

His expression waffles from joy to somberness.

“What? Is that bad?”

“No. I was hoping I could drive you, so maybe we could celebrate afterward.”

“I would love that.” I really would, maybe more than the actual interview.

“But I can’t.”

Now I understand why he looked disappointed. “That’s okay. I can drive myself.”

“I have a meeting that can’t be postponed.”

Do I dare to hug him and let him know it’s fine? Why is this so awkward now? My feet won’t move while my body recalls how the rush of my blood felt coursing through me moments ago in his arms.

“How about we celebrate tomorrow night? I’ll find a cheeseball flick, like I don’t know, something silly and we can have a movie night—popcorn, and Twizzlers and Pina Coladas. Just you and me. Sound good?”

His smile is back. Thank goodness. “Sounds perfect.”

It really does.
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I watch the clock on the wall, the one on my laptop screen, and the one on my cell phone. All three indicate it’s about time for Katie to head off to her interview. I’m on a conference call and I really want to be able to wish her luck before she leaves. As I sit my knee suddenly develops a mind of its own and starts bouncing. I can’t wait until later when it’s her and me and we can talk and celebrate. I know she’s feeling the pressure of being jobless and having limited finances and I want to reassure her, again, that she is welcomed. 

Fact of the matter is I don’t want her to leave at all. Having her here every day is something I’ve gotten used to. I look forward to sitting with her while she drinks coffee every morning and watch her be comfortable enough to yell at characters on television and not be embarrassed, or throw her laundry in with mine—when she actually does laundry. The thought of her panties intermingling with the rest of my clothes make my cock twitch.

Damn it, Brody. Not the time to be thinking about your cock…no matter how needy it is.

“Do you think this will work, Mr. Taylor?”

My attention is brought back to the collage of faces in the various squares on my computer.

“Uhh.” I’ve lost the stream of conversation, but the team on the call seemed to be on the same page. “Yes, that all sounds fine, if everyone’s in agreement.”

“Wonderful. We can be launched by this time next month then?”

“Yes,” I say.

Movement sounds outside the office. Was that Adam catcalling? I shut my laptop down as the call ends and race out the door for the living room. I’m going to miss her if I don’t hurry.

“I gotta say, Evans, I’d hire you in a heartbeat.” Adam stands behind the wet bar looking toward the kitchen area.

Katie.

Words exit my mouth even before I’m even fully in the same room as her. “Hey, were you even going to say good—”

Wow.

If I thought my dick was lonely a few minutes ago it was a major understatement.

Katie stands in the kitchen. Her dark brown hair is swept up into some sultry up do that I immediately want to undo and run my hands through it. It’s the kind of hairstyle men imagine women shaking free into flowing locks by the pull of one pin. Her sexy lips are full and dark red —a contrast to her sleek black dress and shoes that make her legs look like they go on for days even if she is only five foot four. Then there’s her tits…I don’t know what to say about them but…

“Stunning.” The word is barely a breath.

Katie turns toward me and her lips arch into the smile of angels. The freckles that usually dance over her nose and cheek bones have been hidden by makeup. Jealousy heats in my chest and suddenly I don’t want anyone else to see her like this. 

“All this for your interview?”

Her face drops. I’ve offended her. “All what?”

“I…I mean you look amazing.”

Too amazing.

“I really want to land this job.”

Adam whistles. “Looking like that you’re definitely going to land something.”

I shoot a hard glare at my brother. “Don’t be a misogynistic asshole, Adam.”

He shrugs and struts over to the sofa, jumps over the back and crosses his legs, then gets comfortable with his hands behind his head.

Katie wrings her hands together.“Is it too much? All the firms seemed to have hired from the modeling pool for front desk personnel. I just thought I’d better be on my game and fit in.”

“How you do or don’t look isn’t your ‘game’ and certainly isn’t the reason they will hire you.” Suddenly I want her to go back to the girl I know, with a ponytail and no makeup. I don’t want some corporate bastard sitting in his office getting his rocks off to images of her, let alone her working for someone like that.

“It can’t hurt though,” offers Adam.

I clench my fists. I want to pummel my dick of a brother.

“You’re so talented, and if these firms can’t see that from your work and your words, maybe they’re not the firm for you. You have plenty of time to choose the right one and this is you interviewing them as much as them interviewing you.” I want her to realize her worth.

Her smile has completely vanished and I’m crushing her motivation. I need to make it right. This is my best friend, she deserves her dream job. “I’m sorry. You look beautiful, Freckles. They’d be a fool not to see you for your talent and your beauty.”

Her chin drops and her cheeks fill with warm color. I move to embrace her, but my arms are awkward, since she might realize my raging hard-on in my pants. I’m also afraid to mess her up—smear her lips or loosen an eyelash. So I end up standing inches from her, still far too close and too silent.

Adam gawks at all this awkwardness from his perfect vantage point. I can almost hear him snickering in his mind. I’m going to hear it later.

Like a clumsy adolescent boy, I pat her bare shoulder. “Good luck. I know you’ll be outstanding.”

“She’s going to be out standing in the street, jobless, if you don’t quit being a fucking uneasy simpleton and let her go,” Adam says.

“Screw you.” My jaw stings with the tight tension I’m holding in it. I take a step back, pick up her portfolio and hand it to her. “We still on for tonight?”

Katie takes her portfolio and gives me a sincere smile. “Of course. Can’t wait.”

“Best of luck,” I whisper, wishing I was going too.

Katie heads toward the foyer and I still stand there like an idiot.

Follow her. Give her a real hug. Hold her, dumbass.

“Evans, don’t forget to show ‘em a little leg,” Adam calls.

 A towel from the bar sails through the air from my hand and hits my brother in the head.

“You’re a bastard.” I smooth my hair back and trying to resist running out after her.

“You are a bastard, Adam.” Katie calls before the door clicks shut.

“Me?” He belly laughs when she’s gone. “You’re the one looking at her like a love struck puppy dog. I’m surprised you didn’t take her out and bury her somewhere in the backyard so you won’t have to share.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I drag my feet into the kitchen.

“Bro, you were practically drooling. God forbid you went with her. You’d have to be muzzled to keep from ripping some dude’s throat out.”

“Shut up.” After I grab a cup from the cabinet, I pour a tall glass of ice water to cool my insides down.

“Just admit it,” my brother calls to me. “Your best friend is one hot woman and she makes you all crazed and bothered. You should just sleep with her and get it over with, before some other guy does real soon.”

I pound the water and slam the glass onto the counter and storm back into the living room. “I’m not joking. Stop talking about her like that.”

“Dude, you’re a walking dick ready to fuck her right now.”

“Adam,” I growl.

“Yeah, I know she’s not your type, but you gotta admit she’s going to have some heads turning today. Here…and here.” He pivots his groin up off the couch, jutting his junk out in thrusting motions. “Someone is gonna offer to tap that—”

I don’t know how, but my knee meets the sofa, my hand goes to my brother’s chest, and the other one pulls back, poised to strike.

His hands go up in defense. “Hey, whoa, relax. I’m kidding. Hold up.”

“I said don’t talk about Kate like that.”

His eyes widen. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Hey come on. I didn’t know you were so serious about her.”

My muscles relax and I drop into a sitting position beside him. “I’m not.”

“Like hell you’re not.”

My eyes narrow at him as I release his shirt and straighten. “We have rules.”

He scoffs. “Rules are made to be broken.”

“She’s my best friend. I can’t. She chose someone like Luca, not me.” I rub at the pounding headache forming at my temples.

Adam sits up and straightens his shirt. “I thought maybe it was a little something along the lust lines.”

I glare at him in warning again.

“Sorry, I am really, but I didn’t know it was this bad. How long do you think you can manage whatever has caught you in its grasp with her living here, in close quarters all the time?”

“How do you manage?”

My brother doesn’t look at me. “Manage living with Evans?”

“No. Fucking Lyla?”

He leans forward, places his elbows on his knees and rubs at the stubble on his neck and chin. “Lyla and I have an understanding. It’s not romantic. What we do together is a means to an end.”

“Think she sees it that way? I’ve known her a lot longer than you.”

“I don’t know.” He waves me away. “But it works for now. Maybe you and Kate should have an understanding too. A non-romantic one.”

I don’t think it will work like that with Katie and me, but he’s right. I am distracted. I need to know if she feels this too. Can we be more than friends? Should we? If she moves somewhere else like Florida with her mom—away from me—it will be ten times worse. That fact I’m absolutely positive of. I’ve been able to fuck plenty of woman without strings attached. But none of them were like her—I made sure of that. I mean, if I was going to go out with someone like her I wanted to be her. Katie—and no romance? Is that what made us stop before, all those years ago? Maybe the rules should be revisited, and altered?

“We almost did, once?” My words are low and I wonder if Adam even heard them. It feels like a thousand pound weight lifting off my chest admitting it to him. “That’s why we made rules.”

His face turns toward me, astonished. “When, like in college?”

“No, before that.”

My brother sits back, no longer being a smartass. Adam is now that older brother who will always be there for his younger brother. Someone who can listen and fully understand the underlying issues. He’s here to listen to me, without judgement.

“It was the summer after the accident.” I pause and take a moment to swallow back hard feelings of grief that I know reside below the surface of both our exteriors. “At the lake. The cabin. We wanted to get away for the day. I don’t know, maybe forget about it all, in some odd way.”

“Where was I?”

“You were so busy dealing with responsibilities beyond your years. Hell, we were all just kids. How could we be expected to act like adults? It was the weekend with the wills, the trust and the lawyers. I couldn’t deal.”

Adam places his hand on my knee and gives it a strong grip. I know he never blames me for spontaneously disappearing during the really difficult times, back then. We both had our ways of managing. “It’s okay. I never held that against you.”

“I know.”

We’re both silent for a long while.

“So,” he finally says.

I glance to him. “So, what?”

“Do the rules still apply?”

I raise my brows in question.

“You two aren’t seventeen anymore…and I know you well enough to know you would have never made a move when she was with Luca. But Luca is not in the picture now.  It might be worth considering throwing out the rules.”

I release a long, slow breath. 

I don’t know.
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The firm of McKenna and Gleason goes by my passenger side window while I search building numbers for the address I have written down. 

Not that I want to have to deal with little Miss Ma’am Pants every morning anyway.

By the time two other firms pass by I start to wonder what I’ve agreed to. The address takes me farther and farther out of the architectural district.

“Well, I can always grab that great antipasto salad afterward,” I mutter. I’m close to the same restaurant Lyla and I had lunch at.

Finally, the numbers start to get close, so I find an available parking space where I don’t have to parallel park. I get out and make my way toward my destination.

“1126… 1124.”

The aroma of freshly baked bread hits the back of my nose and my stomach growls.

Not in this dress, friend.

“1120… 1118. What the…” I stand directly in front of the restaurant I asked about the job the other day.

“Excuse us.” A couple pushes by me hand in hand, giddy with each other’s company. I step aside from the stoop that takes them into the establishment. They enter the glass door and the same hostess that worked the day Lyla and I were here spots me. She waves me in, before taking up menus and seating the couple.

I can’t decide whether to go in or run away in tears.

“Katherine?” It’s the hostess standing in the doorway. “Giorgio is waiting for you.” She holds out her hand. “I’m Anne.”

I reach to shake her hand, but I barely remember taking it or even walking into the building. This interview was for the waitress job and I was too busy checking out Brody’s ass to realize it. The borrowed from Lyla Jimmy Choo heels pinch and my dress is so tight I can only gasp shallow breaths when standing, let alone sitting. Anne leads me back through the standard gloomy  hallway to the stereotypical dark back room. The restaurant scene never changes. The door opens and I try to feel myself inhale.

Am I breathing? 

“Giorgio Bianchi. Katherine Evans,” Anne introduces us and then leaves us be.

“Thank you for coming in, Miss Evans.” Giorgio stands behind his desk with his hand outstretched. He eyes me up and down and then at my portfolio, hanging limp in my fingertips.

The look on my face…not to mention my entirely too fancy outfit must give me away.

“You seem a little…confused.” He withdraws his hand when I still haven’t taken it. “Please, sit.” There’s a chair opposite him.

I lower myself to the hard wood of the chair beneath me then swallow and bring my attention back to the bald, paunchy around the middle man. “I’m sorry. I must have misunderstood.”

“How’s that, Miss Evans?”

“Kate, please.”

Giorgio doesn’t correct himself.

“I was under the impression this was an interview for an interior designer position.”

He nods. “I did see that as your college major on your resume and that you interned not too far from here in. Like I said over the phone, I know this isn’t your forte, Miss Evans.”

“Seems like it is,” I mumble.

“Pardon me?”

“Oh no, nothing. I um, I’ve worked before in food service for a couple of years, waitressing and bartending.”

He smiles. “That’s great. It will be easier to train you.”

“Umm…”

“We’re in need of a dinner server and a late night bartender. I can offer you both positions if you’re available both weekdays and weekends.”

I’m available. That’s not the concern.

“Umm…”

“Are you familiar with Italian dishes?”

I nod.

“Coffee and desserts?”

“I love coffee.” Was that me answering?

What are you doing, Kate?

“And how is your mixology?”

“Umm…”

Giorgio stares at me, waiting for an answer.

I swallow back the stupor of embarrassment at this situation I find myself in. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bianchi.”

“Mixology, the art of making drinks behind the bar? I thought you said you worked as a bartender before.”

I shake my head. “No, I wasn’t asking. I know what mixology is. I’m sorry that I’ve wasted your time. I’m not a waitress or a bartender. I’m an interior designer.” I clutch at my portfolio as if it’s a lifeline.

“In need of a job.” The condescending sound in his tone switches something deep inside of me.

I stand up and shove my hand forward over his desk. “Yes, but not this job. Thank you, Mr. Bianchi.”

His hand holds firm to my fingers. “Think about it, Miss Evans, you could make some hefty tips with your figure and your looks.” His eyes drift over me again and I feel completely naked. I’ve been down this road before at my last job and it won’t end well.

My skin crawls and I yank my hand away. Suddenly my only motivation is to get home and out of these shoes and dress. I tuck my portfolio under my arm and turn away, leaving the door open behind me. Anne watches me storm out the front door and onto the street outside. It’s too bad I won’t be back; they make an awesome salad.

“Where did I park?” I turn in circles having walked several blocks from the restaurant. fuming mad at myself and yet another belittlement toward my gender.

“Kate?” A male voice says.

No. Not happening.

“Kate. Wow. How are you? You look stunning.”

My fingers clench my portfolio, and I take a deep breath and blow it out before turning toward the familiar voice. “Luca.”

He’s sitting by himself outside a little cafe having coffee.

I’d love some but not with him.

“How are you?” he asks again, standing up from the table for two.

I smirk and don’t know what to say. Luca and I haven’t spoken in weeks. And the last time we were in the same space he told me he was cheating on me and I destroyed his phone. I should leave.

He indicates the empty seat. I look from it to him and then to the cup of coffee on the table.

I pinch at the bridge of my nose.

“Please? I need for you to know something,” he says.

“Is it about getting my stuff back?” I tighten my jaw.

“That night went all wrong… Can I buy you a cup?”

I sigh. Why not? Might as well have a free cup of coffee to enjoy while I’m in hell.

Minutes later, my portfolio leans between the table and the wrought iron bars that enclose the outdoor seating area and a steaming cup of coffee waits in front of me to drown my sorrows in. I thought seeing Luca would bring up my anger again, or maybe some other emotion—loss, hate, remorse, but there isn’t any of that. When I take the first sip of the hot brew, I feel relief. It’s weird—not like me. “What brings you into the city, Luca?”

We had a seven-year relationship. I lived with this man. I could certainly be civil with him since we were friends at one time.

Honestly, I’d rather rip into him.

“Picking up some blueprints,” he answers.

“New project?”

“No, still revamping the Jackson building.”

I puff out a breath of air in recognition of the name. “Long project.”

Luca nods and drinks more of his coffee. It’s nice to have another coffee connoisseur with me again. We did…do have that in common.

He notices I’m staring at him. “What?”

“Nothing. Thank you for the coffee.”

“Thank you for accepting the offer.”

What is this?

I laugh. “Reminds me of how we met. My freshman year, desperate to find a decent cup on campus.”

A smile stretches at Luca’s lips. The same one that got me in trouble the first time we met. “I pegged you for a bubble tea girl who’d wandered into the Roasting Station by accident.”

I grin with the memory.

“I miss you.”

The rim of my cup rests against my lips, frozen in place. “What about your new girlfriend?”

Luca purses his lips for a moment and then speaks. “There is no other woman…there never was.”

My eyes widen and I set my coffee down in front of me. It clicks on the saucer.

“I let you think that so it would be easier for you to leave. I was scared…stupid.”

“So you just let me believe you were sleeping with someone else instead of being honest? I don’t know what to say.”

He eyes the table, avoiding my gaze. “That receipt you found?”

My heart picks up at his words.

“It was a ring for you.” He shakes his head. “Again, I was scared and seeing you here, I’m realizing it all over again. I’m so sorry.”

Furrowed lines pull at my forehead. Is he saying this now because I’m dressed to the nines? Does he think I have a wonderful job and he won’t have to worry if I can afford the rent and groceries?”

“Have you found a new place?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I’m still at Brody’s.” I watch for him to bristle at my answer.

Luca nods.

I don’t know what to think. Maybe he’s telling the truth, but how do I feel about it? I search for my emotions. Honestly? I don’t really miss him. He’s not a part of my end goal anymore. It’s hard to believe how fast I came to that conclusion. Right now I just want to get home to Brody. “Again, I appreciate  the coffee.” I take a sip. “I really need to go.”

As I rise, Luca catches my hand. “Can I call you?”

I absently nod. All I want is the safety and security of my best friend. “Goodbye, Luca.”

By the time I find my car and climb in I’m jittery from the caffeine…

At least I think it’s the caffeine.
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I’ve been watching the clock again all afternoon. My meeting was less than perfect and a few glitches are hitting the prototype app with major delays. I can’t focus. I type in a few generic place holders, reminding myself that I’ll have to update them before running tests again.

“Hello? Brody? Adam?” Katie’s voice calls out and I can suddenly breathe again. I stand and smooth down the wrinkles in my shirt before combing through my mess of hair with my fingers.

“In the office,” I holler back. I don’t want to appear too anxious. I’ll let her come to me with the good news. Of course it’s good news, who wouldn’t hire her? I’ve seen her portfolio a hundred times and she has a real gift. My plan is to surprise her with a bottle of champagne I bought to celebrate with when we settle in for the movie. “Freckles?”

Where is she? 

Maybe she went upstairs to change. I furrow my brow because who wouldn’t want to see her looking so dolled up, again? So this time I stand and duck my head out of the office. “Katie?”

Movement sounds beyond my line of vision.

“Are you there?”

There’s a quiet sob and a sniffle from the foyer, and when I get there Katie leans against the wall, arms crossed like she’s protecting her body. Her shoes are tossed in the middle of the floor and her posture is in a defeated slump.

She didn’t get it. Fuckers.

“Hey, hey there, it’s going to be okay.” I take her in my arms. I should’ve done this earlier, before she left. “There will be other offers. So what if they didn’t hire you this time? It’s their loss.”

Her cheek rests on my shoulder and her tears soak through my shirt. “I did get hired.”

I pull back, completely confused, and study her tear streaked face. “What? that’s great!”

She sobs again.

I curl my finger under her chin and lift her face to wipe away the tears. “But that’s great news. Why are you crying? Did something else happen?” Instantly my head is filled with disturbing thoughts. “Did someone do something to you?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Katie, are you okay? Are you hurt?” My heart pounds with anxiety and I look her over from head to toe for any indication of injury, but she appears physically unharmed.

“They hired me as a waitress, and somehow I lost my portfolio.”

Heavy air escapes my lungs as the adrenaline release makes me feel like a bowl of jelly. I take her into my arms again to comfort her. “It’s okay. You scared me. Shh. The right job will come along. We’ll find your portfolio. Do you still wanna watch a movie?”

I can feel her nodding against my shoulder.

“Good, so do I. Why don’t you go get comfortable, shower, maybe give Lyla a call? I know she’s waiting to hear from you. I’m going to hit the treadmill in a few, shower, and change, and we can meet back here for the movie. Okay?”

I study her face again, wiping away the last of her tears with the pad of my thumb. I’d do anything to make her happy again. I want her to know I care about her, that she’s safe and I’ll always be here.

With her heels in her hand, Katie goes upstairs to recoup. My heart aches for her.

Back in my office, I change into running shorts and a t-shirt, turn off my laptop, plug in my earbuds, and hop on the treadmill. I need to get rid of some pent-up aggression—anger at the way her interview went—and thinking about how upset she is. Plus, I’m knotted up with my unexplained need to be with her beyond our friendship. Maybe Adam’s right and we need to change the rules. We’re adults, capable of having an adult evening that can amount to nothing more than… What? Sex? Is that all I really want from her?

I turn up the speed on the treadmill. Five miles in and I still don’t have answers, but I’m spent and ready for a shower.

You have got to talk with her.

Upstairs, the flowing water stabs like needles on my heated skin and I laugh as the liquid pours over my face. “Oh, excuse me, I was wondering if you wanted to sleep with me?” I sound like a fool. I clear my throat and try again. “Katie, I know we have rules, but I was wondering if maybe we could set them aside, for tonight.” I groan.

So fucking dumb.

But what if she says yes?

The very thought of her agreeing has me turning the hot water all the way to cold. My skin is freezing and textured with goosebumps by the time I get out of the shower and run a hand along my hard shaft. My decision is to keep things as they are, but I’ll leave the ball in Katie’s court. If I ruin our friendship, I could lose her forever and I can’t live with that fact. If she wants to break the rules, I’d agree, but it’s going to be her choice.

After a quick jack off so I don’t have to explain a hard-on during the movie, I don a fresh pair of basketball shorts and an old comfortable V-neck. By the time Katie emerges from upstairs I’m already making popcorn. She’s back to my Freckles in her cotton shirt, fuzzy lounge pants with…

Are those rabbits?

Her hair is tied up in its usual ponytail and all the makeup has been erased from her features. I could stare at her freckles all night. “Feel better?” I hand her a bowl of buttered popcorn.

“Mmm, some.” She’s sitting at the counter popping the white, buttery puffs into her mouth.

“Comedy? It’ll make you feel better.”

“Okay. Can we still have Pina Coladas?”

I pull a pitcher of the slushy coconut flavored drink from the freezer. “Ready and waiting.” With a smile I pour us two glasses and head to the living room with my drink.

On the couch, I scroll through the listings of movies until her eyes light up from the kitchen, and I know that’s the one. It wouldn’t matter what we were watching tonight, as long as I’m watching it with her by my side.

Katie settles onto the sofa with the popcorn, a box of licorice and a glass complete with straw and a cherry. “Where’s Adam?”

I thought he was out with Lyla, but if Katie is asking me I may have assumed wrong. “Not sure.”

She wiggles her toes under the back of my thigh. They feel like ice cubes. “Hey now,” I yelp. “Not fair.”

“I’m cold.” She fakes a pout I can’t resist. Especially not today.

I pull her feet out from under me and rub her pink polished toes in between my palms. Her skin smells fresh and floral. I can feel the heat between my legs begin to rise and I pat her ankles. “Okay that should work.”

Katie wedges her toes under my thigh again. I’m not sure if the chill helps me more or makes the restraint I have to maintain worse. I test the waters by rubbing her calf muscle with one hand as the movie starts. “Just put away today, okay? We’ll start fresh tomorrow.” I sip my drink and set it on the side table.

“Mmm hmm.” She’s got her eyes focused on the television screen and her skin is softer than the plush material of her bunny pajama pants. I follow the underside curve of her calf muscle with my fingertips, trying to appear to be doing it absently as I watch the movie too.

But instead I’m caught up by the full line of her lips as she chews on the end of a length of red licorice. I’m actually jealous of the candy right now. Is she trying to tempt me? Who eats licorice like that? The red twist of sweetness is replaced by the straw in her drink and I’m mesmerized as her tongue swirls to chase the plastic tube and draw it in between her teeth. My cock stiffens despite the earlier jack off.

Goddamn.

I’ve got to refocus. I watch the movie as the two main characters try to put up tall long strips of wet wallpaper. Suddenly, they’re tangled together and falling to the floor where they start to make out.

Lucky Bastards.

Her laughter pulls my attention back. She has got to be able to feel how weighted my stare is. What I wouldn’t give to hear her this happy every day. The glistening dark pools of her eyes land on mine and her smile pulls at the corners of her lips. “I feel so much better.”

At least one of us does.

I give her knee a small squeeze. “Good.”
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Stick to the rules, Kate. Rules.

Why does he have to smell like that? So tempting, so delicious. I just want to lick the line of his throat…all of him really. The popcorn in the bowl on my lap isn’t helping to hide any scent of him. Where’d he get that cologne, Sex Gods ‘R Us? What is it, his natural scent? A Pheromone of Brody. He should market it. No, I don’t want to share.

Pay attention to the movie.

I can’t focus. I pretend to be amused by the antics of the characters, but every time they kiss it drives a spike through my heart. Luca may not be in my end goal game, but I’m fairly certain Brody was always going to be. 

Why did we make rules again?

My day sucked, every aspect of it up until now. That’s been my life. Brody is always making me happy. Who can do that for someone year after year and then have to obey meaningless rules? My peripheral keeps going to the side of his neck and the scruff on his chin. How would that feel against my cheek? Between my thighs?

Oh my, it’s hot in here. 

I take another sip of my cold drink. My fingers slowly place each kernel of popped corn to my lips, like they’re tender pieces of porcelain—taking them in at a snail’s pace one by one and letting the buttery flavor linger on my tongue. It should be a distraction, but it’s not. All I can imagine is putting each of his fingertips in my mouth and the buttery residue mixing with the taste of his skin. It’s killing me.

Thank the stars the credits are rolling. 

But I’m afraid to move since he has got to feel all this repressed vibration coursing through my toes. They wiggle deep beneath his thigh, bare against the flesh at the back of his leg. I can’t control it. Every nerve ending in my body is wide awake and longing for this man beside me. Not the boy I knew, but the man I now know and want so badly. It’s making me insane and my panties are soaked for him.

Put your hand back on me, Brody.

If he touches me before the end of the credit roll, I’ll know he’s feeling it too. Hair and makeup designers scroll by. He’s not moving. Lighting. Nothing. Key Grip. Nada.

Please.

Maybe my bunny pj’s were not the best choice.

Special effects. I could make a move. No, there are rules. If we’re going to break them, we both have to agree. I agree, but he has to as well.

Touch me, damn it.

The film’s locations scroll by and then the copyright. The screen fades to black. I clear my throat and stretch to put the empty popcorn bowl on the coffee table.

“Well, thanks for keeping me company and cheering me up.” Disappointment peppers my tone. “I guess I’ll head up to bed now. It’s been a long day. Will you be going to bed soon?”

Brody in bed, without me…ugh.

I look at him and he’s staring at me. With his sexy bedroom eyes.

My hand fumbles for the remote to click off the television, but I can’t break away from the sight of his gaze on me. Heat spreads over my cheeks and down past the dipping V of my t-shirt. Somehow, his green eyes seem darker than usual and I watch as they drop down to my mouth. “What, do I have butter on my—”

But instead of answering Brody is over the couch like a roadrunner crossing the highway—his lips on mine and tasting like sweet pineapple and coconut.

Yes. Oh yes! The cartoon bunnies didn’t ruin it!

My lungs freeze up with the sudden shock of his proximity and then a shuddering breath escapes my throat. Brody’s kissing me. Really kissing me. I melt from the outside of my mouth to the very center of my body. One of his hands supports his weight on the sofa over my prone frame, the other cups my cheek and slips behind my neck. The thought of his hands on me is a reward I never thought I’d attain. He pulls me upward into his embrace like he’s afraid I might slip away. Never has a kiss ever felt so right. And damn he’s perfected it since high school.

When the embrace breaks I’m breathless. I bite at my bottom lip—not sure if I want to cry because he’s left me or beg for more. “What…what about the rules?” I finally manage to stutter out in a shaking breath of air.

Damn rules.

Brody shakes his head and a lock of his disheveled hair falls onto his forehead. “Can we put them aside, for one night? I want to be with you. I need to be with you tonight.”

I can’t breathe. Are we really doing this? Living with Brody, seeing him every day—it’s been a ticking time bomb. Rules be damned. Both of my hands hold his face and I draw him back to my mouth. I want him, too. I think I always have.

Our tongues dance with one another, invading the other’s space. Greed grows in my core and my kisses intensifies. Thankfully, Brody matches my energy with each lick, each nibble, each moan. It’s a silent song I’d like to hear over and over all night.

“Yes,” I say with enthusiasm. “I want you.”

My body aches with need. Every fiber of me engages in our kissing and the fact that his hard shaft grinding against my clit is about to make me come immediately is driving me wilder by the second.

The rules have been tossed, but how far gone do we want them? Making out is one thing…sex is whole other. I place my hand on his chest. “Brody?”

He groans as he pulls away and immediately it breaks my heart. I don’t want him to be disappointed.

“What if Adam comes home?” I say, breathless.

His body visually rejoices because I haven’t rejected him. “Let’s go upstairs then.”

Is this really happening? How is this happening?

I swallow. “Upstairs?” If we go upstairs there’s no stopping us. The rules won’t be shelved; they will be obliterated. “Are you sure?”

But instead of answering, he kisses me again…my lips, my eyes, the tip of my nose. His mouth finds the side of my neck and he nibbles on the lobe of my ear. The warmth of his breath and his tongue drive me to the brink of insanity and my melting insides have turned to dripping liquid heat.

“I need you. It won’t change anything, not our friendship ever. Just tonight. I promise.”

Wanting to believe his words I tip my head back, allowing him better access to my skin. I don’t want to say no. I want him as bad as he wants me. It’s one time, one night. We’ve been friends forever. We can do this.

“Yes, uhh, yes upstairs,” I pant.

I scramble off the couch in my oversized t-shirt and fuzzy, lounge pants, pulling him to follow me. We’re both breathless from making out, but we sprint up the stairs, hand in hand. When we hit the top landing he pulls to the left, and I pull to the right to my room. Our hold slips and we both stand there drunk on lust and unsure to whose room we should go.

I hold my ground and Brody chuckles. Even his laughter is sexy and makes my body hum with need. He wraps me in his grasp and walks me backward to my bedroom. His lips taste like the sweetest sugary candy I can imagine…and, I had been imagining it for the entire movie. I stretch up on tiptoes so no contact is lost with his amazing mouth. I suck in a breath when the closed double doors hit my back and I’m suddenly pinned between the wood and Brody’s body. Every one of his hard muscles presses against me.

His hand moves to my thigh and draws one leg up around him so he can wedge his form between my legs and connect our sensitive areas. His hard shaft rubs against my belly and I want nothing more than to lose the fabric barrier between us—for him to be inside me and release my ache.

He grinds up against me while I’m immobile against the door. My other leg goes up and he holds my ass, pulls me up, and I lock my ankles around him, behind his waist. My mouth devours him and I gasp for air between the hungry kisses and wanting moans—all while I hold his face like I’m afraid he will disappear.

Don’t disappear.

We need to get inside my room. My hand searches blindly behind me for the door handle and I twist it.

Brody holds me firmly as he stumbles while holding me into the bedroom. His biceps are rock hard as is his length against my apex. He kicks the door shut and walks with me in his arms to my bed. My body bounces when he drops me to the mattress before he strips off his shirt, leaving him bare chested and in his running shorts, his ready cock pressing against the thin fabric. I sit up and drag my nails over the ripples of his pecs and abs. I could snack on every inch of his torso for a very long time.

My fingers leave his skin and reach for the hem of my shirt.

“Wait,” he whispers.

I stop and furrow my brows. Did he change his mind? Hell no… not when we’re already this far.

I need to see what’s inside those shorts!

“Can I?”

He’s asking me if he can undress me? Is this for real? I nod, stunned.

Brody’s hands take mine and he lifts my arms over my head before he kisses me. The cotton of my shirt eases up over my rib cage and the cool air of the room washes over my overheated exposed flesh. His face disappears momentarily as the pink fabric obstructs my view, and then his chest appears before my face. I’m like a child in an ice cream shop and my tongue dares to lick over the line of his sternum.

“You can do that anytime,” Brody moans in my ear and he leans over me and unhooks the clasp of my bra. Thank goodness I went with something a little more lacy than nylon today. But honestly I don’t think he’d care… He didn’t care about the bunny pants.

“Anytime?”

“Why not?” His mouth grazes over my shoulder and I roll my head to the side.

I never knew someone could be this attentive to another person’s body. Would it have always been like this, if we’d never made up those damned rules?

“These have to go too.” He slips his fingers into the elastic of my pants and slides them off me.

The now lonely bunnies end up somewhere on the floor.

“You’re so beautiful.” His greedy eyes roam over my breasts before his warm lips capture a nipple and the tip of his tongue plays a game of chase with the pert nub, sending an electrical thrill through me that has me gasping. He takes his time and laps and tickles each one in turn before laying me back on the bed. His eyes trail over my body and land on my sex, still covered with wet panties.

“I want to taste you.” His tone is low and full of desire. “I want to taste you now—make you feel amazing.”

Luca never wanted to do that. My heart pounds against my rib cage at the thought of Brody’s mouth on me. I barely get out an “mmm-hmm” and he sinks to his knees on the floor and his hands edge down my outer thighs.

“I…I went to the…doctor after Luca…I’m…” I pant gasping for air. “I’m totally clean.”

He gives me a wry grin and descends.

Breathe, Kate. Breathe. 

The scruff of his day old stubble sends my body into a convulsive shiver when he brushes his cheek and mouth against my inner thigh.

“You’re so wet for me,” he says and my panties join my lounge pants not on my body and for the first time in my life I’m totally naked in front of Brody.

I should be embarrassed for my best friend to see me so exposed. I should be seeking the veil of cover, but I’m not.

I’m a wanting body of lusting flesh laid out before him. His tongue moves through my slick folds and before long his mouth finds my clit and my increasing need.

Soon I’m lost in a haze of pleasure and I never wish to return to the boring life I once knew.
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Her hands are in my hair and I’m tasting her excitement like it’s a drug and I’m an addict. Her back arches up off the bed with the first wave of rolling pleasure and I fucking drink in every bit. Never have I wanted to please someone as much as I need to please her at this moment. It’s taking my full restraint not to rush this. If it weren’t Katie, it would be different, but this is her and I want to satisfy her in every way and for as long as possible. I know her, but now I want to learn her every curve.

“Brody…yes.”

My name will never sound more intoxicating from anyone’s mouth ever again and it sends another surge of need to my already throbbing cock. I want to hear her say it more. She moans and pouts when I pull my wet lips away from her pussy and move up alongside her, while she’s still writhing on the bed from the ebbing of pleasure.

“Go back,” she whimpers.

“Shh, it’s not over yet,” I assure her.

The corners of her mouth turn up in a fucking sexy expression and then she bites down on her bottom lip.

Shit. I’m a total goner.

She’s needy, and sure as hell I’m going to give her whatever she wants—what she deserves. I want to watch her squirm and twist with the rush of satisfaction. My mouth finds her erect nipple again and I tease it with my teeth, flicking my tongue against the hard button while my fingers stroke the edge of her pussy.

She moans at my touch and her sounds drive me insane.

“You’re amazing,” I whisper over the curve of her tits before finding her mouth and kissing her. Her sweet tongue darts into my mouth setting my cock on fire.

Why did we wait so long to do this?

My fingers dip and swirl inside and out of her drenched pussy until she’s writhing on top of the now strewn and upheaved bedding. Seemingly starved for attention, her muscles tighten around my fingers and I know she’s about to come in my palm as I work her folds and clit with more intensity. My lips greedily devour hers while she hits her second peak and groans into my mouth. Her body is a mass of quivering nerve endings, and each time I dare to touch her, it reacts with a jolt and a gasp.

Her pleasure only turns me on even more than I already am—if that’s possible.

“Fuck, you’re so perfect,” I growl with each of her body’s responses to my touch.

“Brody, please,” she begs and runs her fingers along the inside of the waistband of my shorts. “I need you inside me.”

Part of me wants to hold back; I want this to last for her, even though my dick is demanding to be inside her, to release into her. Her hands rake in my hair again, dragging my mouth closer.

“Please, I want more. Be with me, Brody.”

“Are you sure?” I warn. “We can’t go back.”

“I’m sure,” she pants and grazes her hand over the small line of curls trailing down to the area I want for my own. “I need you so badly.”

How could I not give her what she needs? My shorts are off and thrown haphazardly on the floor somewhere behind me, and I pull my aching body over hers. I reach into my side table drawer and pull a condom packet out, open and rolled onto my ready cock in about ten seconds flat.

The wetness left by her last orgasm feels hot and damp on my tip for a second and then I’m in her. “Fuck.” The word growls through my teeth before I can stop it. She feels so amazing.

“Yes, please,” she says. “Do that.”

I want to go slow—to let her lead, take the time she desires, but her hands grasp either side of my ass and she draws me down into her ready pussy, hard and fast until I’m fully immersed in her heat.

I’ll stay buried inside her for as long as she will have me. Her flesh fits around my swollen cock like a tight glove. As if oxygen is suddenly in short supply, I inhale deeply and try to think of anything but how she’s making me feel—so fucking good.

She moans with pleasure again as I thrust into her, unable to hold back any longer.

“Oh, Katie,” I gasp as her hips rotate beneath me. Why did we ever make those stupid rules? She was always what I needed, physically…emotionally. Kate Evans is the one woman I was always meant to be with.

Her nails dig into the skin along my back and sweet drenched flesh presses into me while her back lifts off the bed. “Faster.”

If she only knew the restraint it’s taking me not to come right now.

“You feel so good,” she whispers. “Brody.”

I groan. I can’t take much more of the sound of her voice saying my name, telling me the things she wants—her sexy body in my arms and her clenched muscles begging me to pick up the pace.

Her nipples rise and I arc my body to take her them into my mouth one at a time. Before long, her quick breaths tell me she’s moving closer to the edge and I want her to come again before I do. But damn… It’s hard to wait.

“Yes, right there like that.” Her hips grind upward and I thrust deep within her walls. She clings to me with the strength and force of someone falling. “Brody, I’m, oh yes.”

One last thrust and she twitches and spasms. I’m gone and emptying every need, every desire, every fantasy I’ve ever had of us together, into her. I can hear my own voice saying her name, but my mind is somewhere else. Lost in all the “what ifs” and “why did we wait so long”.

As I come Katie strokes my hair and places light kisses on my face. I could hold her like this, breathless and relaxed, in my arms every night for the rest of my life.

Soon after her body curls into me and the familiar pattern that her fingers play on my chest suddenly takes on a new feeling that goes straight from her fingertips to my heart. My fingers enfold hers and I hold her hand to my chest so she can feel the fierce beating rhythm.

“You do that to me, Freckles.”

But her breathing steadies and she has already drifted off to sleep. She doesn’t hear me.

I get rid of the condom while the scent of our night—of us finally connecting and the pleasure it brought—fills my senses. Then the deepest sleep I’ve had in years over takes me.
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“You’re lying!” Lyla squeals from the phone speaker and I hold it slightly away from my ear.

“I’m not.”

“Stop, seriously? Oh my…Kate. How was he?”

I lie on my bed wrapped in a towel, fresh out of the shower. Lyla told me about Adam, so I knew I could confide in her about Brody and what had taken place. A smile stretches my lips from ear to ear, so wide that my cheeks hurt. “Amazing. Like the most amazing sex I’ve ever had. Three times, Ly, three times.”

“Oh, honey,” she croons from the phone speaker. “But you don’t have much to compare with.”

“Hey now,” I retort. “Luca wasn’t that bad.”

Lyla twitters with laughter. “Please. Luca’s definition of foreplay was a pat to your head before he stripped down and hid under the sheets waiting for you. And more than once you told me that you had to use a vibrator after he left the room.”

“Lyla,” I gasp, but then I laugh. “Compared to Brody…um.” I don’t have words.

“Is it wrong that I want to compare notes?”

I chuckle. “Worried you picked the wrong brother?”

“Maybe,” she teases.

My enjoyment subsides and I feel the seriousness of the situation start to swell in the pit of my stomach. “Do you think it was a mistake, Ly?”

“What I do or do not think isn’t important. I’m not the one sleeping with Brody.”

“Slept with,” I correct. “It was one time.”

“And one almost time…at the lake.”

“That was ages ago and we weren’t even adults.”

“Yes, but what if it was always meant to happen and you two simply delayed it? No wonder it was so intense.” She snickers.

I consider her beginning thought, the same twisting line my mind took last night.

She waves her hand vaguely at the air. “Listen, it was a night of much needed screwing if you ask me, for both of you. If it only ever amounts to one night, so be it. You’re still best of friends and adults, I might add. You two are old enough to make this work and still be friends.”

My stomach roils briefly. I hope she’s right since I can’t imagine losing Brody. Over all the years he was always a phone call or drive away if I had a bad day or a fight with Luca. He’s always only wanted me to be happy. So I’d rather take cold showers for the rest of my life or rekindle my love affair with my vibrator than to never have him to confide in or just watch a movie with.

But yeah…movies with Brody. They’ll never be the same.

“Do you want to get—” Lyla’s words are cut off with the sound of a text alert.

“Sorry, Ly. What? Someone is texting me.”

“Do you need to get it?”

But I don’t want to end the conversation with Lyla. Talking about what happened with Brody and what may or not be happening with her and Adam is like being back in college or even high school and gossiping to one another. I’d forgotten how thrilling that can feel. The butterflies are still nose diving in the caverns of my stomach.

“I should. It could be a call back for an interview.”

“You’re right. I’ll stop by after work tonight.” She giggles.

“To see me, right?” I know the answer, but I’m in a good mood today and it’s fun to tease her a bit.

“Of course.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“I am! And if Adam happens to be there too, bonus.”

I laugh again. “Okay. Talk to you then. Love ya.”

“You too.”

I feel exceptionally up, more than I have in a while, and why shouldn’t I? I deserve to be this happy. My fingers drift over my screen to my text messages and my mood sinks.

It’s Luca. Bleh.

Hi. I hope this is okay. I was going to call, but didn’t know your schedule.

There’s a second text and I scroll down to it. It’s a picture of my portfolio.

You left this the other day. I wanted you to know I have it and it’s safe.

I let out a sigh of relief.

Call me?

Call him? I should just text. What if he can hear the difference in my voice? All his jealousies will be confirmed. But why would that matter? I don’t answer to Luca anymore…not that I really ever did.

I press the buttons. No calling. Thanks. When can I get it back?

It will be a while before he gets back to me. Luca has never been one to have immediate back and forth text conversations.

I yelp when my phone rings in my hands. It’s Luca’s number.

Shit… I do not want to talk with him after sleeping with Brody.

Finally, the ringing stops and I wait to see if Luca will leave a voicemail. But vibrations tickle my fingertips and an alert pops up on the screen.

“You have one voicemail,” I read out loud like an idiot. Should I listen to it? The fresh smell of brewed coffee beans answers for me. “It can wait.”

“Morning, Evans.” In the kitchen Adam has the coffee pot in his hand and pours an ample amount of my lifeline into his oversized mug.

“Think you might save me some of that?” I glance from him to the coffee and back again.

“Oh, did you want some?” He stops pouring and takes a long draw off the rim of the mug before refilling it. His green eyes dance with delight as he tortures me.

“You know, legally I could murder you for that.” My evil facade cracks and I let go of a small laugh.

“You’re in a good mood this morning.”

“Yep, I am.”

“Care to share?”

I shrug. I don’t want to disclose anything to Adam; it would be pure fodder for him and he’s hard enough to live with now. Instead I pour myself coffee and keep my eye on the stairs to see if Brody will emerge. “Did you make this?” I ask.

“Nope.”

So Brody is awake and up.

My eyes avert to the hallway that lead to his office. “I’m gonna make a smoothie. Would you like one?” I start to gather the ingredients from the refrigerator.

Adam narrows his eyes with suspicion. “Naw.”

“Oh okay, well some of this fresh produce is gonna go bad soon, I’ll just make Brody one too and use it up.” I hope Adam has no idea when these groceries were purchased. They are, in reality, super fresh.

“Mmm hmm.” Adam smirks and then heads off, back up the stairs. 

I combine my smoothie mixture and the sound of the shower starts just as the blender shuts off.

With my coffee in one hand and a large glass of blended fruits and veggies in the other, I tap on the bottom of the office door with my bare toes. After a moment Brody opens the door, already on his phone. Without a word he gestures that I should come in, but that I should be quiet.

I mouth, “Good morning”, before sitting on the couch to wait.

“Yeah, that sounds great, Max. I’ll call you later this week.” Brody ends the call and comes over, dropping down on the couch beside me, grabbing his drink and taking a large swallow. “Morning. Thanks.”

That’s it? We had mind blowing sex last night, the best sex I’ve ever had by far and all I get is “morning, thanks”? Maybe it was just a one night and done. He had to get it out of his system. My cheery mood begins to dwindle as my phone vibrates from my pocket.

Brody eyes me. “Do you need to get that?”

“It can wait.” I don’t want to get the phone. I want Brody to kiss me, hold me, reassure me that we’re in a good place and not a weird one. “You were up and working early.”

“I had a few things I needed to resolve after yesterday.”

Is he talking about work or is he talking about us and our night together? “Oh. Okay. Am I interrupting?”

“No, of course not.” He’s up and pacing around his desk, almost fidgeting. Am I making him uncomfortable? He shoots me an awkward smile and smooths back his tousled hair. “Are you out on interviews today?”

“Um, no. But hopefully I’ll get a call.”

He tips his chin to my phone. “Maybe that was one.”

Why is he pushing this? Is he regretting what we did? Does he think me being here now is a bad idea? The thoughts swirl in my mind as I pull my phone from my pocket and glance at the screen. My stomach drops even further. It’s Luca again.

Brody raises a brow at me with anticipation.

“Nope, just my mother.”

Why lie, Kate?

“Are you considering Florida?”

He does want me out.

“Umm…” My mood and stomach drop through the floor. “I don’t know.”

Do you want me to be?

Brody tightens his jaw, like he wants to tell me something but is debating how it will sound. “Okay.”

Okay? That’s it?

Coffee still in hand, I stand and head out of the office before the tears can fall from frustration and a stomach twisted up with confusion. I shouldn’t have slept with him. “Lyla is coming by later. Have a good rest of your morning.” My hand rests on the doorknob.

“Katie?”

I stop, but stay facing the door. “Yeah?”

He’s probably not more than a foot behind me and warmth comes off his body. The feeling is like a comforting blanket and I desperately want to snuggle into it.

“Thank you for the drink…”

My heart breaks and I twist the handle to leave.

But Brody places his hand onto my shoulder and gently turns me around. He bites his upper lip as if he’s not sure what to say.“Thanks for last night.”
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“You just texted me.” Luca’s voice murmurs something else unintelligible over my voicemail, while I tuck away in my room looking through another listing of potential firms. I’ve been in here all day… Maybe to work, maybe to avoid Brody. But it’s not like he’s come up to see me either. “When you get this, give me a call back. I’m free later this afternoon or tomorrow if you want to meet up. Maybe we could have a late lunch. Call me.”

I delete the message and switch over to my text screen. How about dinner? I’ll make reservations at your favorite seafood place. Text me.

Since when is Luca so attentive? Maybe he’s turned over a new leaf. Then again, maybe he’s realizing what a good thing he kicked to the curb. I do need to get my portfolio back and the Sailing Dragon does have outstanding coconut shrimp. And I’m going to have to meet with Luca sooner or later since I need to get the rest of my belongings—might as well get the ball rolling.

In the middle of texting him back, my mother’s photo pops up on my screen and my phone rings.

“Hello, Mom.”

“Kate, is everything all right?” Her voice is frantic.

“Um, yes.” I drawl out.

“Really?”

“Yes, Mom. What would make you think it wasn’t?” Did she have some motherly sixth sense that was pinging in her brain that I’d slept with the guy I’d been in love with since high school?

“Well, it’s been days.”

Befuddled, I say, “Since…”

“Kate, Richard and I sent you a loan days ago and I haven’t heard hide nor hair from you since you asked for our help. I thought maybe you were under duress and our conversation was just a ploy so some deranged kidnapper wouldn’t expose his sinister plan.”

Is she really this melodramatic?

“Kate?”

“You’re kidding me, right?”

“Katherine Evans, it’s not a laughing matter. Do you not watch the news?” My mother’s voice is octaves more shrill than her normal tone.

I take a deep breath. “First off, I’m fine and not tied up in anyone’s basement. Secondly, you don’t ‘hear’ hide nor hair, you physically look at it.”

“You’re being smart with me? I thought you were in trouble, otherwise I know I raised a daughter that would have called to say ‘thank you, Mom, thank you for caring about me’.”

My head falls back and I groan in frustration. “Thank you, Mom. Please convey my appreciation to Richard, too.”

“You can tell him yourself. He’s right here.”

“No, Mom, I—”

“Hi Kate, it’s Richard.”

I internally curse my mother, but lay on the saccharine tone. “Hello, Richard. How are you?”

“Oh, I’m good. Living the dream. Sunshine every day and my own citrus trees. Who could ask for more?”

“That’s great. Thanks for the loan. I’ll get it back to you as soon as I get a new job here.” I lean against the wall and roll my eyes.

“You know, my friend Eddie has a little shop that sells used art. He’s got two brick and mortar places now. He’s been looking for someone to manage one for him. You’re into art, right?”

I chew on my bottom lip to the point of nearly bruising it. “Not exactly. I’m an interior designer.”

“Yeah, I think that’s art.”

I’m not going to argue with him. “Yes, it’s a very creative career.”

“So what do you say?”

My head whirls like I’m on a spin and puke ride in the amusement park. “What do I say about what?”

“Moving to Florida?”

“Oh, umm… Listen, I have another call coming in… Could be an interview… thanks again and say goodbye to my mother for me. Bye.” I tap mercilessly on my screen to end the call.

Unbelievable.

My screen flips back to text and I accidentally send my half-typed message to Luca before I meant to. “Damn it.”

“What happened?” a female voice asks.

I scream and whip my attention to the sound.

But it’s just Lyla standing in the doorway to my bedroom. “Sorry. Brody let me in.”

I place my free hand to my heart and try to steady its frightened rhythm. I moan and fall back on my bed, dropping my phone off the other side onto the floor.

Lyla climbs up beside me. “You okay?”

I sigh. “My life is so jumbled up. How did it go from even status quo to bedlam?”

“Bit dramatic, don’t you think?” Lyla stretches out alongside me.

Must be hereditary. Ugh…now I’m turning into my mother too.

“My mom has me on a guilt trip. She’s convinced Richard I’m ready to move to Florida and work with his buddy Eddie in the ‘used art’ business. I can’t land a job in the field I paid thousands of dollars for a degree in. A restaurant owner basically offered me a position to flaunt my goodies for tips. Luca dumped me, pretended to be sleeping with someone else, and now is holding my belongings hostage so I’ll have dinner with him, and Brody and I slept together and now it’s all awkward and weird feeling.”

“Okay, maybe it is on the edge of bedlam,” she concedes. “Let’s not look at everything as a whole here. Too overwhelming. Let’s just put aside your mother and Richard since Florida is not a factor yet. When did you talk to Luca? He didn’t sleep with another woman?”

I whine. “No. He only said that to ‘make it easier for me to leave’.”

She shakes her head. “Wow… I don’t know if that makes Luca more or less of a shit. Does Brody know about Florida?”

“He asked about it, but I’m afraid to tell him outright now after we…you know.”

“Kate, you and Brody had sex—great sex—not ‘you know’, and he’s still your best friend.

“We broke the rules, Ly.”

“You broke them for one night, and who cares about these silly rules, you two were seventeen. You’re functioning adults now, who are still each other’s safety net. If you think Luca is trying to get you back and you don’t want to, you should be able to confide in Brody. You don’t want to go back with Luca, right?”

I hesitate.

“Kate?”

A door closes from outside the room. Either Adam or Brody has come upstairs.

I lower my voice. “No, I don’t think so. I’m actually feeling like I may be headed in the right direction and I think Brody is a part of that.”

“Do you think he might feel the same?” Lyla takes my hand.

“If you had asked me last night when he had his face in my—you know—I would have said absolutely. Now I’m not as sure.”

She rolls her eyes. “Talk to him.”

My arms go around her. “I will. I know I have to.”

“Good.” She claps her hands together. “Now let’s go get drinks!”

Thirty minutes later, with my hair twisted up off my shoulders, a pair of deck shoes on my feet, jeans and an oversized hoodie on, Lyla and I head down the stairs arm in arm. She looks like a jet setter in BDG clothes and I look like I’m still a freshman at university living out of the laundry basket. It’s our usual mix and match compilation.

“Where are you two off to, wet t-shirt contest?” Adam is lounging on the couch.

“You wish,” I snipe back at him.

“If you enter both sets as one entry, you might take honorable mention.”

I flip him my middle finger, but Lyla scowls. “He’s just jealous, Ly, because we have plans and he’s dateless, yet again tonight.”

Adam chuckles. “Hardly.” He glances at his watch. “Picking her up at nine.”

Damn. I was too fast on the draw. Insert foot into mouth.

Lyla goes from put off to sullen. Why would he say that? Why would he purposely try to make her feel bad?

Walls. Adam is putting up walls for Lyla. 

I place my arm around her and lead her out through the foyer and to my car outside. “Don’t let him get to you. He’s just being a jerk. The guy hasn’t been out in weeks.”

“No, it’s fine. He probably does have a date. He hasn’t talked to me in weeks either. It’s okay. It’s not like we’re exclusive or anything. Whatever.”

My heart hurts for her, because her expression gives away that it matters, even if her words say differently. I hug her tightly, and say,“Come on, I’m calling an Uber. Let’s drink our woes away. Tomorrow is another day.”
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“Did I just hear someone leave?”

Adam slumps on the couch looking like someone stole his last beer. “Yeah.”

“Lyla?”

“And Kate.”

“Oh. Do you know where they were headed?”

“What, am I their gatekeeper now? Fuck, Brody, can’t you just call and ask? Grow a pair.”

Without asking him more questions I leave and head to my room. What’s got him in a foul mood? I’m the one who’s unsettled. I was hoping to catch Katie after Lyla left since we need to have a conversation about what’s going on. I could swear I heard the two of them discussing Luca and him being her safety net. I thought we were beyond that now. But we barely spoke all day.

It was one night.

I give a heavy sigh. She has years of history with him and they do have a household together. Maybe whoever he was fucking was just a fling…not that it would make it any better. Hell, seven years does not simply vanish in one night because we kissed.

You did way more than kiss.

We did and it hurts to think she would choose Luca again. I thought there was more to last night. I thought she felt it too. Maybe it was just rebound sex for her. If so, I was glad it was me and not someone else. My chest suddenly compresses like someone’s stepping on it. Am I making a mistake? I should step back and let her do her own thing. I want her to be happy.

What about you?

Maybe they’re meeting Luca now. I could locate her.

Before I can stop myself I pull out my phone and launch the locator app. Katie’s floating head moves down the highway into Wildhaven. “Where are you headed?”

My chest burns with the temptation to change, get in my car, and drive after her.

That wouldn’t be stalker like at all.

I scowl. I could go out for some household items, and if by chance my path takes me to where she is, I could simply stop in and say hello. That would be normal. I justify my action even as I’m throwing on a pair of jeans and a fresh shirt. On the screen, Katie’s image now hovers over the Edgewood Club. It’s not that far away from a branch of our usual market. I could easily swing by.

You’re being insane.

It’s crushing me to think she may be out meeting Luca. He never let on directly to me, but Katie had inferred it several times that he was not one of my bigger fans. I suppose I’m starting to understand that feeling. But, he let her go… something I would never do. It’s his loss, so why care what he thinks of me, and if I just happen to show up to prove to her that I care?

I exit my room.

“Where are you going?” Adam calls from the kitchen as I walk toward the foyer.

“Nowhere.”

“Really, because if you didn’t know it, someone has put your shoes on and your keys in your hand.” He nods his head toward my clenched fist. “Tracking them down?”

“No. Who? What? I don’t know—”

“You’re a bad liar, Bro.” Adam stuffs the remainder of a sandwich into his mouth. “I’ll ride along.”

I scowl. I never should’ve even looked to see where she was…not something a friend should do.

“I’ve got nothing else going on, besides it will give us time to talk about what’s happening with the biz.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” I gulp with nervous tension.

He eyes me. “Well…I need to go to the store and you should come too. We’re out of strawberries,” he scoffs. “So many damn smoothies.”

I tighten my jaw. What does he think he knows? Better to play it dumb than try to guess what he’s getting at. “What do you mean? What’s happening?”

“This new account. You’ve been a little tight lipped about it. Is everything going smoothly?”

I relent and wave him to the front door, and outside we get into my car. “Few glitches, nothing I can’t remedy.” So he doesn’t suspect anything about last night?

“My brother, the wonder whiz kid. Just keep me posted so I can get the new figures adjusted.”

Why is he talking work, like we haven’t been a well-oiled machine together for the last two years? He’s off. He’s not riding along with me to discuss deadlines and coding. He’s just as interested in what Katie and Lyla are up to as I am. I can’t confront him, because then I’d be admitting I’m as smitten as he is, but I’m not going to deny him either. Both Adam and I are cautious when it comes to the heart.

I want to glance at my app and see if she’s still at the Edgewood. If I do, Adam is sure to see and say something. “Thought I’d try the new market on seventh. That okay with you?”

Adam stares out the window at all the bars and restaurants passing by. “Yeah, great, any place you want.” He’s looking for Lyla. I know he is, because I’m looking for Katie.

I swing my car into the lot and get out. Adam sits in the passenger seat for a little too long and finally swings open his door.

“Can you get that produce? I’m gonna grab a drink.”

“Where?” What’s he going to do walk into every club and bar on the block?

He shrugs.

“Seriously? You make me drive you to the store and now you don’t even want to go in?” I tip my chin to the entrance.

“You’re a better shopper than me.” He smirks and shuffles off down the sidewalk.

Once he’s out of sight, I lean on the hood of my car, fighting not to remove my phone from my pocket.

Don’t do it.

Leaving the phone tucked away, I slam the side of the fender of my car with my fist. “Goddammit.”

A woman pushing a shopping cart out of the store steers away from me with her groceries.

“Sorry,” I apologize to her.

She doesn’t respond. She probably thinks I’m a lunatic.

I go inside and grab a package of strawberries. When I’m back in the car I tap out a message to Adam. “I’m done. Don’t need a drink. Want me to wait or will you Uber home?”

Several minutes pass and I pace around my car until my phone pings.

Go on home. I’ll catch a ride, the text reads.

“Great.” I clamor back in behind the steering wheel and rev the engine. “Hope you’re enjoying yourself.”

Adam is bound to make it to the Edgewood, since it’s around the corner, if he’s looking for Lyla, but then again, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe my brother is playing his usual game and is simply “out”. But I have zero say in what Adam does or doesn’t do.

Same goes for Katie.

* * *

Hours later while I lie awake in my bed, the front door opens and closes. Muffled female laughter drifts up the stairs. Is that Katie or Lyla? After a few moments, a door closes on the second floor. The temptation to look is too strong, and within seconds I’m up and my hand is on my doorknob when the front door opens and closes again, followed by footsteps coming up the stairs.

I feel like a child who is about to get caught spying and I turn back to get into my bed. A second door closes—Adam’s. At least I know they’re all home safe now.

My bedside clock reads well after 1 AM. I make a mental note to talk to Katie in the morning. I can’t go through another night like this.
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The pounding in my head has me squinting my eyelids tight before I’ve even opened them. “Ugh, such a bad idea,” I whisper to no one.

Why did we drink so much? I wonder how Lyla is feeling this morning? I drag my body out of bed and into the bathroom for aspirin and I chase it with a tall glass of sink water. My reflection has me groaning again. I look like a wreck—tangled hair sticking up all over the place and purple darkening under my eyes.

This is not the kind of bed head to be walking around even here with.

What happened? I struggle to remember. Oh right, Brody didn’t text or call. As the night progressed I was further and further convinced we were just a one night stand. By our third round, Lyla and I came to the conclusion that the Taylor brothers weren’t ever going to be serious about either of us. We danced with strangers, we accepted drinks, and then we both left, together. Lyla grabbed an Uber home after she dropped me here. So not a full on disaster, just a full on hangover.

“Ahh…coffee.”

The glorious aroma wafts up the stairway. He’s still making me coffee, that has to mean something.

I swing my door open at the same time as Adam’s. In an instant I duck back into my room and lean flat against the wall. That is not Adam. A woman slinks by my door and down the stairs as I peek out. Her feet are bare and her heels are in her hand. She’s dressed in a form fitted mini dress, blond hair a mess.

How could Adam? What about Lyla? I shake my head. No, she knew it was like this…they were not a couple. So why does it feel like there’s a vise around my heart? I’m crushed for my friend—exclusive or not. It was bad enough he told her about the date, but to bring the girl back here? What if Lyla had stayed over? Was he that cruel? Would Adam go to that length to push her away?

My head hurts too much for this. I sneak back out and lean over the railing to see that the blond has entered the foyer. The front door opens and after a moment a car starts outside. She’s gone. Did Brody even know?

And would he do something like that?

I shake my head in denial as I hit the bottom of the stairs. “No. No way.” There isn’t anything greater that I want to believe.

It was bad enough when I thought Luca had slept with someone else.

“Who are you talking to?” Brody exits his office, as I make my way into the kitchen.

I grimace and point to my head. “Shh. Not so loud.”

“Good time last night?”

I nod and pour myself some coffee. “I guess so.”

“Just you and Lyla?”

“Mmm hmm.” Without looking at him, I head into the living room and flop onto the couch. It’s easier than trying to sit upright at the counter.

“Where’d you go?”

“The Edgewood.”

“Was that Lyla leaving?”

So he doesn’t know.

I’m not sure why, but that fact makes me feel better. Do I tell him yes or call out Adam?

“Umm, yeah she’s headed home. Massive hangover.” I swallow back a gulp of hot coffee and it burns my throat all the way down. Why did I lie? Brody knows his brother; he knows how he operates. Maybe I’m doing it to protect Lyla. But if Brody thinks it was her he won’t slip up in front of her and expose Adam. Yeah, that’s justifiable.

“She could have stayed and recouped here. Seems like you found a good party last night.”

“At the time it was fun.”

“No doubt.” Brody clangs around in the kitchen making breakfast. Is he trying to be so loud? “What are your plans today? Any?”

Wow, hello mom?

“No, not really. I have a few more leads to check out and then a meeting later,” I say vaguely.

“Oh? An interview meeting?” He blends a smoothie and I think my head is going to explode.

“Uhh, no not so much. I’m getting back my portfolio.”

“That’s great, someone found it then?”

“Mmm, yeah.” I should tell him that Luca wasn’t cheating on me.

“Maybe it will be a blessing in disguise. A lead or something.”

Doubt it.

Brody leans against the counter, drinking his breakfast, giving me an odd expression. “You look rough, Freckles.”

“I know. I think I’m going to go soak in a tub and then take a nap.”

Brody walks over and sits on the sofa beside me and my mind fills with the memory of the other night, right here on this couch. The juxtaposition is almost comical, almost. I wish I wasn’t feeling like a wet mop.

“Are we okay?” The sincerity in his voice rips at my insides.

I glance away. I can’t look at him. I wish everything was normal again. I’m desperately afraid of losing my best friend right now.

“We’re good. Promise.” I turn back to him and try to pull off a reassuring smile. “I’m just a mess right now. I think I’m done with rum for a while though.”

He chuckles. “Might not be a bad idea. Can I bring anything up to you?”

Okay, things aren’t fully decimated between us. “I’d love more of your fabulous coffee. If you don’t mind.”

“Anything for you. You know that.”

Still?

“Thanks.” I lean in and go to kiss him. Brody turns his head and hugs me instead.

So we’re back to the friend zone?

“I’m going to go start my bath water.”

On my way into my room, Adam emerges from the bathroom, looking as bad as I do. I want to confront him. “Rough night?”

He scowls at me.

“Guess so.” I can smell the stale beer coming off his skin and he breezes by me. What did I do to ruin his morning? It’s not like I was pouring alcohol down his throat. He may be able to treat Lyla like a second rate friend, or Miss Walk of Shame, but I wasn’t going to stand for it. I’ve had enough of that from the opposite sex lately.

I turn to him before he walks down the stairs. “Sometimes people should really consider who their actions are going to effect.”

“Fuck off, Evans.”

I’d roll my eyes, but it hurts too much. I don’t have the energy to fight with him right now. Instead I walk into my room and slam the door behind me, thinking it will cause him some discomfort, forgetting it will cause me the same.

Damn.

* * *

The fingers of steam from the bath soothe my head and the hot water relaxes my muscles as I drift in and out of sleep in the slant back tub of caressing bubbles. I can’t stop myself from thinking of Brody and how he made me feel. His hands. His mouth. His fingers. His… I groan again, but not in pain.

I lower my hands into the water and graze over my clit. The touch sends a zing of electricity through me. My mind and body long for what we did…have sex. There I said it. And that sex felt right…really right. Why can’t people have all that and still be best friends? Luca and I had none of that. We were a shadow couple of that one night, for seven years. I can’t believe I was going to settle.

My eyes shut and thoughts of Luca are gone in a flash. There’s Brody smiling at me. I touch myself again as I lay there in the hot water and bubbles. “Mmm.”

“Feeling better?”

I yelp and sit up with a big splash of water and my arms gather up around my naked torso. “Brody?”

“I thought you’d like some toast with your coffee.” He has a tray in his hands and a daisy lays beside the small plate of toast. “I’m sorry.”

Why?

I blink away my startling fright. “It’s okay, I just was just…zoning there for a brief minute.”

“A lot to think about?”

“Yeah.”

More than you know.

“Okay, well enjoy the toast and coffee. Can I get you anything else before I get to work?” He slides the vanity chair up beside the bathtub, sets the tray down on the seat, and looks down on me with an expression I can’t read. “Do you want to do something tonight, when you get back?”

Yes. Yes, please.

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Okay, me too.”

My heart picks up the pace and I feel a lot better. “Brody?”

He has my soapy, bubble decorated fingers in his. “Can you grab my phone?” I want to talk to Lyla now. Make sure she’s survived too.

Brody walk’s back into my room. I can hear him moving around and then nothing. Did I lose my phone last night? “It should be on the nightstand.”

I should tell him about Luca.

“So… after my terrible interview, I saw Luca.”

Nothing.

I sit up in the water and try to see out the door without getting up fully from the bubbles. “Did you find it?”

I’m about to lift from the water when he reappears, so I lower back down and he hands me the phone. “Thank you. Did you hear what I said?”

He nods. “Good… You two probably should talk.”

Before I get anything else out Brody turns and leaves. I glance at the screen and Luca’s name is flashing all over my notifications. Brody must have seen them. My soaring heart sinks. What did I ever do in a past life to have me making such hefty payments in this one?

Streaks and droplets of bath water coat my phone while I wait for Lyla to pick up.

“Hey?” She sounds like hell.

“Ly? You okay?”

“Uhh…why did we drink like that? Don’t ever let me do that again.”

I scoff. “Only if you make the same promise.”

“I swear it.” I adore her for looking out for me. Which is why I’m making a decision, the right one.

“Ly, we should talk.”
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“Look who’s risen from the dead. You and Cavallara do it up last night?”

I scowl at Adam as I enter the living room. “No more so than you and your bar bunny.” I tilt my head and give him a look that full conveys I know.

Adam narrows his eyes for a second before he speaks. “Goose and gander, sweetheart.” He tips back a seltzer water and turns his attention back to some mindless program on the television.

I shake my head. “Lyla doesn’t have another gander but you. Where’s Brody?”

Adam’s jaw visibly tenses before he speaks.“Why can’t you two ever find one another like normal people with phones?”

I glare at him. “Forget it. I’ll find him on my own.”

“There ya go, be an adult.”

“Asshole,” I murmur under my breath as I make my way to Brody’s office.

The door is cracked open and he has his back to me while he talks on his phone. “Max, I’m on it. No, no, we can work this out. Just give me a second chance here.”

Pangs of guilt and compassion swirl in my stomach. Brody is having a difficult time with this client. I’ve heard him talk to Max a few times now and I hope it all works out. I can’t help but think it’s me that’s setting him off his game since is seems like both he and Adam are having a bit of a go with me and Lyla around. Maybe I should reconsider Florida, for a while, until everything settles. I know Lyla was upset. She’d probably welcome a mental and emotional break from all of this too.

Brody pivots and his eyes land on me standing behind the crack in the door. “One minute, Max.” He cradles the cell phone close to his chest and walks over to the door, opening it slightly so that we can see each other between it. His fingers curl around the door’s edge and holds it in place. This gesture unsettles me, like he doesn’t want me to come into the office.

“I was just leaving to get my portfolio. Luca has it.” I point toward the foyer, as if he wouldn’t know what direction I needed to exit in.

He furrows his brow, but nods.

“Okay, um, do you still want to do something later?” I can’t hide the uncertainty in my question since his entire demeanor seems rattled and melancholy.

I watch as Brody’s face distorts, then he silently mouths that he’ll call me and the door closes and clicks in place before I can say anything more. I pray his mood is reflective of his call and not because of me.

I’m so tired of roller coasters.

Back in the living room Adam is on the couch watching a rerun of a show that probably ended it’s last episode twenty years ago. “You find him?” Without looking my way he changes the channel with the remote.

I can’t even answer Adam. With my keys in one hand and my phone in the other I escape from the house.

* * *

That evening the facade of the Sailing Dragon boasts a giant serpent with a golden head and a boat for a body—not something I would ever pitch to a client for this place. It’s a good thing their food doesn’t reflect their cheesy decor.

Luca waits in our usual booth, my portfolio propped up beside him. When he sees me he gets up out of his seat and wraps me in his arms, planting a kiss on my cheek.

It takes everything in me to wipe it off like it’s a sloppy smooch from an over-perfumed auntie.

“Hi, Kate. Thanks for coming. You look…” He stops and glances over my jeans and tank top, complete with ponytail and classic Vans. Luca forces a smile. “Nice, you look nice, like you.”

Who else would I look like?

I grab my portfolio and bring it over to my side of the booth before sitting down, placing my keys and phone on the table.

Luca sits. “Drink?”

“No, no thank you.” My insides churn with the memory of rum so I sip on my glass of water. “Thanks for bringing this back to me.”

“No problem. I know you’d be lost and frantic without it.”

I nod. Of course he would know this. He’d drilled the importance of keeping track of things in me for seven years. Always admonishing me for leaving my items around wherever I dropped them. Brody never does that. I miss not having any anxiety around him.

A waitress comes to our table with a tray of food and starts to set it in front of us. “Oh, I’m sorry. We haven’t ordered yet. You have the wrong—”

Luca’s hand presses down on mine…his usual signal for me to stop talking. “I ordered for us both. I know what your favorites are.” He turns to the waitress. “Sorry about that. Thank you.”

I study the plate of garlic sautéed shrimp and press my lips together. Luca can’t even remember that I like the coconut shrimp, not the butter slathered version. I slide my hand back into my lap from underneath his. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Shush me? Like I’m a child and you have to take control of the situation before I say something wrong?”

“Kate, I didn’t…” He stops and fidgets in his seat. “I’m sorry.”

I’ve been hearing that a lot today. He picks up his fork and starts to push his food around on his plate. Why can’t he eat like a normal person?

For shit’s sake, Luca just pick it up and eat it!

Agitation prickles my chest. I shouldn’t have come. I should be back home helping Brody or checking on Lyla.

“How’s the living conditions?”

My back presses into the soft vinyl of the booth seat back. I’m not hungry. “It’s a little…” What’s the word I want to use? “Close. It’s a little close.”

I can tell by Luca’s pinched expression he isn’t quite sure how to respond.

“How has your living situation been? Figuring out where you’re headed yet?” There’s a bit of sarcasm on the edge of my tone.

Luca calmly sets his fork down on the side of his plate. “I’m getting there.”

I lift my eyebrows. “Really?”

“Kate, I know I don’t deserve your patience here.”

I can’t help but chuckle out loud. Luca sighs and tosses his napkin from his lap to the table top. No way I’m making this easy on him. He needs to explain it to me. He owes me that much.

“I got scared.”

I stare at him.

“We’ve been together for a long time, you from the start of college, me right out of it. Neither one of us really knew anything else.”

I rest my chin on my curved fingers, waiting for him to go on.

“How could we be sure of what we wanted?”

I nod before I even realize I’m doing it. He’s right. How could we know?

“I know this is a lot to ask. But could you give me another chance? Give us another chance?”

Are you kidding me? Nothing like piling on more. Thanks, universe.

My phone vibrates on the table. Luca watches as I pick it up, leaving his plea floating in the space between us. It’s a text from Brody. Raincheck, up late working on some issues.

Issues? Work or us?

I shove my phone down on the seat beside me. My day has gone from sucky to worse than sucky.

“Who was that?”

“Brody,” I admit.

The corner of Luca’s eye twitches. “Do you think we can have one dinner without him being involved?” he grumbles.

“Excuse me?” What is with men and attitude today?

“Nothing. How’s your shrimp?”

I push the plate away from me. “Not as coconutty as I remembered it.” The familiar leather handle of my portfolio meets my hand. “I think I’m going to call it an evening. Thank you for dinner and for getting this back to me.”

I slide from the booth with keys and portfolio in hand when Luca gets up and awkwardly tries to approach me. “Kate, please consider what I’ve said. Your stuff is all still as it was, at home, our home. Just consider it.”

Seems like considering is all I’m doing lately. Time to make some decisions.

“Good night, Luca.”
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The clock reads two in the morning by the time I close down my laptop and go upstairs to shower and try to get a few hours of sleep. The weight of guilt I feel for giving Katie the cold shoulder is heavy on my heart. Am I upset with her for talking with Luca? Are they getting back together?

Did you really come out and ask her?

No. Okay, so I’m a jerk. I should check on her and see how things went with her evening. In reality I’d just like to hold her tonight and make certain something is going right before this day comes to a close. Before I head into my room, my fingers hover over the handle of her bedroom door.

“She’s not here.” Adam suddenly is standing in his doorway with a bowl of cereal in his hands.

“She’s not?”

“I’ve been up all night. Kate hasn’t come back yet.”

I should’ve been more attentive and come right out and told her how I feel. I second guessed our rules. This is why we put them in place because the awkward difficulty between us was never an issue before. As much as I should regret what we did, because of how it feels now, I can’t. I’ll never regret holding her, feeling her breathe beneath me. Tasting her hunger and memorizing her form in my hands. It was basically the best night of my life; I’d do it again and again, with no remorse. But she must not feel the same.

“You gonna stand there all night and wait?” Adam interrupts my tortured thoughts.

No, but I’m certainly not going to sleep.

“Is there any of that cereal left?”

My brother lifts his spoon in gesture, to indicate there is. “No fruit though. I ate all the strawberries.”

I shake my head as I walk back downstairs with Adam trailing behind me and change the subject. “Where’d you end up last night?”

“The Edgewood Club.”

I nearly trip over my own feet. He was there with Katie and Lyla. Do I let on that I know they were there? Why didn’t they all come in together? “Fun night?”

Adam tosses his bowl in the sink and grabs a fresh one for me and pours in some wheat flakes and some milk from the fridge. “Honestly, I don’t recall much after the sixth or seventh beer.”

I furrow my forehead. “Guess I’m the one that lucked out on the lack of hangover this morning.”

“Yeah.” He slides the bowl of cereal and a spoon over to me across the counter.

“Thanks.” I take it and wait for him to be more forthcoming with his words.

But he crosses his arms and leans against the double doors of the refrigerator.

I take in a mouthful of cereal.“By the way Katie looked, I was surprised Lyla left as early as she did.”

Adam’s face goes from his normal tan to blanched white. “Lyla was here?”

“You must have been really plastered.” Did he not see them at the Edgewood? I heard Lyla go out this morning when I was in the office.

After he puts the milk away, Adam shuffles around in a circle, not moving anywhere and runs both his hands through his hair, before his stance returns to the support of the doors.

“Might want to consider slowing down for a while.” It feels like I’m missing something.

Adam scrubs at his face, groans, and pushes off the refrigerator. “I’m going to bed. You?”

I lift my spoon with another bite to my mouth. “After this.” Why is no one opening up around here anymore? It’s got to stop. There is far too much history between us all. Someone has to start, guess I can step up to the plate.

I pull my phone from my pocket and my fingers sail over the keyboard in a message to Katie. 

I’m sorry for all the awkwardness. When you get in, let’s talk. I have some things I’d like to say face to face.

The strum of my fingertips on the counter while I wait for her response is steady and lulls me into a trance. Why isn’t she answering, it’s almost two thirty? 

Please let me know you’re safe and okay.

Nothing.

By three I begin to worry since she always texts or calls back. Was she getting  her portfolio from Luca?

As if it has a mind of its own, the pad of my thumb scrolls through my apps. We installed the locator app together, for a variety of reasons. One being safety. I think this merits a safety call. She’s not answering and it’s so late. I hit the open app button. Katie’s face floats around for a bit and then becomes stationary. I blink at the screen. “That’s not right.”

The screen goes dark and I refresh the app. Her smile appears and the circle with her picture settles again. Exactly where it was the first time. “Damn it. Luca’s.”

They’re getting back together? Was her portfolio ever lost? I take in a settling breath. Okay, let’s look at this a minute. She’s safe. She’s an adult. Her stuff is there. 

Upstairs and back in my room, I open the drawer to my nightstand and pull out a bottle. An audible pop comes from the medication top snapping off in my hands. I’m not going to sleep without some help. I dry swallow down two pills, lie back down, and curse at the ceiling.

* * *

A solid knocking on my door rouses me into a foggy haze. “Katie?” My vocal cords are raspy and desert dry.

“Bro, it’s way after noon. You all right?” Adam’s voice is behind my door.

I feel like I’ve been plowed over by a truck. “Yeah.” I should get up and make coffee. Did he say it was the afternoon?

Check on Katie.

Right, she wasn’t home.

Luca’s.

The sex was all a distraction. I was stupid to think it was anything more. Let it be. I rub my fingers over my pounding temples and drag my exhausted mind and body from bed. This is why I don’t rely on the medication to sleep since it’s too hard to function the next day.

Still in lounge pants and a tee, I stagger downstairs. I grab a protein bar from the kitchen and down it on the couch when the front door opens.

Katie walks in, freshly showered and dressed. It irks me that she so easily floats between one home and this one. Her portfolio is tucked under one arm. She did misplace it. Guilt settles in my stomach for thinking she lied to me.

“Hey, guys.” Her tone is light and airy. I suppose reconnecting with your boyfriend of seven years can have that effect.

I lift my head to look down the length of my body and over my toes at her. “Where were you?”

This stops her in her tracks and eyes me. “Well, Mom, if you have to know. I was at Lyla’s.” But then she smiles. She’s trying to make a joke.

I move to sit up and watch her as she fixes herself something to drink. If she stayed at Lyla’s how does she have on a fresh pair of jeans? I try to recall what she was wearing when she left. “I called and texted you. I was worried.”

Her features twist. Is that because she knows I’ve caught her. “I lost my phone. I had Ly tell—”

At Luca’s?

“When?” I cut her off.

“What? Why?”

“When did you lose your phone? Before or after you picked up your portfolio from Luca?”

The corners of her mouth move in anxious little spasms. “I guess while I was getting it.”

“So you collected it, dropped your cell, and then simply thought ‘oh well, I’ll just go stay with Lyla’?”

“Brody, what’s going on?”

I pop from the couch, stupid jealous like I’ve never been before. “You tell me, ‘cause I sure as hell don’t know.”

She tips her head and holds my stare.

I break first, turning to the glass windows and pace the length of them. “You know I get it, I really do.”

“You get what, exactly?” Her tone is suddenly hard and snippy. She’s not joking anymore.

“I get that there’s a sense of security with Luca. I mean you can have that here too, but whatever. You go where you’re most comfortable, and if he’s who you choose then I’m not going to fight it. What I don’t get is why you’d lie about it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Bro—”

“Stop it,” I snap.

Katie steps back.

“Just admit it, so we can move forward, so I can move forward.” Why can’t she just come to me and hold me? I want to be her security.

“I don’t know what you think you know, but—”

My feet have me across the room and she flinches when I take up her hand in mine. It crushes my spirit that she’d be frightened by me. But, she’s not, she’s startled. She yanks her hand from my grasp, yet she stands her ground and even takes a step closer. The fresh scent of her soap and perfume overwhelms me.

Like someone pulled a plug, my energy drains through my veins. “If you want to be with him again, I’m not going to stop you. I guess I only hoped you’d make a decision for you and not because it’s easier to go back to what you’ve grown used to.”

“Oh my… just say what you’re saying. Because I can’t do this anymore. I can’t play games…we’ve been friends too long for this. And this shit is why we made the rules in the first place.”

“Really, because it seems like you’re playing both sides here. Best of both worlds. I saw the texts. You were with Luca last night.”

“I… I tried to talk with you about Luc…you spied on me? I wasn’t with—”

I glare at her, daring her to finish that lie.

“Not in the sense you’re inferring.”

“So you were with him?”

Her shoulders slump. I’m angry with her, but every fiber in my body wants to take her up and reassure her it’s okay. “I told you I was meeting him to get my portfolio. That’s it.”

“How’d he come in possession of your portfolio? Fate?”

My words are coming out all wrong.

She scowls. “Jealous?”

Hell yes!

“No, but I never expected my best friend to bold face lie to me.”

“Brody…”

I steel my emotions.

“I ran into him after that awful interview so we had coffee and I forgot my portfolio. You are well aware that I wasn’t exactly in a good state of mind that day. And he didn’t cheat on me. He lied about that.”

Luca didn’t cheat? And did you sleep with me because you weren’t in a good state of mind? “And your phone?”

Her brows knit. “I told you I lost it. My mind hasn’t exactly been in the best place lately.”

Does she mean about us, too?

“While getting your portfolio from Luca? Convenient.”

Her hands go up in the air and fly back down in frustration and defeat. “Think what you want. I’m done. Just done with all of it. Florida sounds perfect! Asshole.”

She storms out of the living room and up the stairs, shoving by Adam as she passes him.

“What was all that about?” He glances from her slammed door back to me.

“Nothing, forget it.”

“Dude, she’s seriously pissed.”

My mouth falls open. Is he going to side with her? Of course. He hasn’t been too honest himself. My anger adverts to my brother. “You seem to have the avenue in with her. Go console her if you’re so worried.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You, Adam. You’ve been slinking around here in a funk for weeks. You lie about Lyla. You shut me out, the one person you have left to confide in.”

“Whoa.” He holds up his hands chest high and palms out. “I don’t know what’s happening here, but you’re obviously upset. Talk to me.”

I fall onto the couch with my head in my hands. “It’s all falling apart. Us, work, me, and Katie.”

“You slept with her.” He wasn’t asking.

“Yeah, and now she’s back with Luca and lying about it.”

Adam sits next to me and lays his arms around my shoulder. “Did she say that?”

“Are you not listening? I said she lied. She said she was at Lyla’s last night.”

“She was.”

My head pops up and I stare into my brother’s face. “What?”

“She didn’t lie. I just got off the phone with Lyla. We’re working some stuff out. She said Kate was there all night…talking about you.”

“What?”

The doorbell chimes. Adam gets up to answer it and returns with a somber face and a cell phone in his hand. He lays it on the coffee table. It’s Katie’s. “How? Who was that?”

“Courier.”

There’s a note attached. “You forgot this before you left the restaurant. Luca.” I tip my head toward my brother. “How do you explain this?”

“What did Katie say?”

Her words come back to me. She wasn’t lying. “I need a shower.”
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My hot face is stained with streaking mascara. 

Why does life always have to be so complicated? Brody and I are both so stubborn sometimes. Is that because we know each other too well? Luca and I never fought like this, but then again Luca never took the time to know me like Brody does.

Hell, Luca can’t even remember coconut shrimp. Not in seven years, did he ever bother to know my favorite movies, my favorite color. He definitely has no clue about how awkwardly shy I was in middle school and how Brody sat with me every day at lunch and left me stupid motivational stickers in my locker. He always cared—always.

So why am I angry with him? Why am I talking about leaving him? And, why the hell am I bothering with Luca? Brody’s right, I’ve got to let go and be myself for me. What do I want?

I want Brody Taylor.

He’s amazing. He’s everything. As cliché as it is, Brody Taylor completes me. He’s more than my best friend, he’s the best half of our whole. I’ve got to tell him. I’ve got to apologize. I’ve got to stay.

Am I too late?

I don’t bother to wait for an answer after I knock on his bedroom door. “Brody, I—”

He’s not in his room and the sound of the water running meets my ears. His bathroom is filled with steam and there’s his naked body through the fogged glass shower doors.

Tell him. Tell him you’re a fool and you’re sorry. He’s showering. Do I dare? 

Inside the bathroom the steam covered sliding glass door of the shower slides open and I step inside the moist heated space. Nude. Brody’s back is to me—his sexy ass I’ve been admiring way more than I should these days waits not a foot in front of me. My hands wrap around the slick skin of his waist from behind and he jumps.

My cheek rests on his back while I hold him from behind. “I’m sorry. I was wrong. Please forgive me.”

He glances at me over his shoulder, eyes wide as he entwines his fingers in mine then holds my hand to his heart. He lifts it to his mouth to kiss the water droplets off my curved knuckles.

“I was wrong too. I shouldn’t have gotten upset. Your life choices are yours, and if Luca is a part of them, I have to accept that. You’d do the same in my shoes.”

“But I want you in my choices.”

His breath hitches as my lips trail over his shoulder blade, kissing the wet skin. The hot water runs over my lips mingling with the taste of his body. “I want you. I’ve never wanted anyone more.”

He shivers as I slowly turn him toward me.

“I want to make you feel as good as you make me feel.” My hand slides down the taut muscles of his stomach. Thankfully, his body responds to my touch and I glance downward. “Let me take care of you this time.”

Brody’s head falls back and he groans when my fingers encircle his girth. The mixture of the hot water flowing over us and the sensation of bare skin on bare skin is a scene I’ve had in my dreams, but I never knew it was Brody’s skin I was picturing against mine all these years.

“You don’t—”

“Shh, I know I don’t. I want to, please.”

His body turns in my arms and the water soaks us from head to toe. I can’t believe I’m naked in a shower with Brody Taylor—and about to do some the things I’ve fantasized about with him. Acts I’ve never done in a shower with a man. I want him to know I want all of him, only him.

“I ran to the doctor the other day too…after we had sex. I’m clean, too,” he says.

I gasp that he did that for me and the thought makes me even more turned on than I already am.

My fingers stroke over the slippery surface of his hard flesh. Like precious treasure, he cups my face and kisses me. I’ll never tire of the way Brody’s mouth fits mine and the fire his kisses ignite inside my core.

How can my blood feel hotter than the water in this shower?

His green eyes lock to mine while he still holds my face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have ever doubted you.”

“It’s forgotten. Let’s just be with one another.” My body glides down the front of him until my knees hit the surface of the slate shower tiles. His cock that gave me so much pleasure the last time looms in front of my mouth.

“Katie?” His hands move to stop me.

“Please, I want this. I want you. In every way.”

He moans and his hands drop away as I take his tip into my mouth. The taste of his pre-cum is incredible. I’ve been missing out on something so sensual all these years, and I take my time to revel in the experience. Shower intimacy may be my new favorite situation, as long it’s with Brody.

His fingers tangle into my long, wet locks, and he holds either side of my head in his gentle grip while my body rocks on my knees in the shower jets. Soon, his full length is between my lips, and my tongue dances over him. I take him in as far back in my mouth as I dare. From over my head, he growls and the sound of the animalistic tone drives me to increase my intensity, until my jaw and sex aches.

We could finish this way and I would be happy and satisfied, but Brody takes my shoulders and lifts me up.

My eyes search the sea green of his. “Did I do something wrong?”

I’m pulled into his chest. “Uh…no, you’re doing everything right, too right. I don’t want it to end.

I grin like a proud deviant and slip back downward.

“No. I want you to enjoy this too.”

I giggle. “I am, very much.”

Brody laughs. “I can tell.” His strength brings me up and against him with a sudden smack of wet skin and his mouth is on mine in those delicious deep kisses.

My upper arms relish in the force of his strength as he grips my biceps, holding me tight. My insides are begging to feel him be the unbridled male he needs to be. I know how we were together the last time—Brody was gentle and attentive. Undoubtedly, he’d never hurt me or take advantage of me, but I’m yearning for the adult fantasies I’ve had to come true. The ones I’ve pictured for years and never had satisfied.

My sex longs for him and I bite down on his lip mid kiss. His expression is shocked and then lust filled. Exciting me that much more, his next kiss is demanding and I match the intensity.

“That’s it,” I snarl in a raspy tone. “Don’t be gentle this time.”

His astonished arousal rumbles through him. “Are you sure?”

“Brody Taylor, don’t make me repeat it.”

His entire frame shudders and I meet his mouth again. Deliciously, my tongue trails a line over his lips through the drizzle of shower water. “I forgot to tell you the last time, but I have an IUD.” My voice comes out as a whisper at first, but as my need grows, I dig my nails into his back and order, “Fuck me. Do it now.”

His breath is gravelly and suddenly my body jerks as he spins me around to face the wall. My stomach rolls and a rush of excitement vibrates through my core. In my heat, I trust Brody to push as far as we’re both comfortable with and I know he’ll stop if I say so.

With his hand on my shoulder, he presses me forward while his other hand guides his swollen shaft between my legs into my slick and more than ready opening. Luckily, I’m just tall enough that we can make it work. I gasp as he pounds inside me.

“Yes,” I moan and apparently my words assure him he can move forward.

“Put your palms on the wall.” His tone is low…sexy.

Happy to obey, I raise my hands and splay my fingers as my palms flatten to the shower wall tile while my cheek rests between them. Brody’s hands are on my shoulders and my back arches and I push my ass back into him as he picks a steady and quick rhythm.

I pant with the movement and the surge of heat as he thrusts deep inside me. With need, I whimper when he eases out, only to heighten my pleasure with the next jolt. His fingers dig into my collarbone and his moans come in guttural grunts. Every movement, every sound, every minute of intensity is better than the next.

“Are you coming?” he whispers into my ear and not a second later the heat inside my sex explodes like a million stars.

“Yes, yes,” I pant as the muscles inside me tighten around his shaft like they never want to let go.

I greedily clench and flex the muscles inside my walls as he growls out his own climax.

“Fuck yes, you’re so good, so fucking good.” His release sends a crashing tidal wave through my body and I pivot forward and back on the length of him, causing him to wobble and quiver so much that he has to hold the wall to keep from falling.

When we have collected our strength I’m in his arms again, holding him, kissing along the hollow at the base of his throat. “I had no idea,” I sigh.

“That sex in a shower was possible?” His sexy lips quirk up into a smile.

I’d laugh but my energy is subdued. “No. That it could be this good.”

Brody chuckles as the still hot water continues drenching our bodies. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should,” I admit.

For what feels like forever, we stand there holding one another in the spray of the water until it runs cold. 

“Do you want to get out now?” he asks.

“Not if it means I can’t be next to you.”

This brings a sweet smile from him. “You can be next to me anytime you need to, Freckles.”
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After the shower, dressed in boxers and a t-shirt, I plop down on the edge of my bed, still astounded at my loss for any sensibility. But what guy can resist a fuck in the shower by a beautiful woman who obviously wants it so badly?

Honestly, I would have never guessed Katie to be so decisive, she truly is amazing. Maybe we can actually make our new relationship work. If that’s what she wants. It seems like it is. I know Luca is still around and yeah she and I had a moment of misunderstanding.

Try full on blow up, Brody.

Couples fight. Some more intensely than others, but hell, the make-up sex is worth it.

We’re both passionate, stubborn, and competitive. And I can deal, if it means we can come back together like that every time. I hate making her upset though and despise seeing her cry. I can’t be jealous. She had a relationship for seven years with Luca. Hell, her belongings are still in the apartment. She has to talk to him. Sometimes I’m a real idiot.

But we aren’t a couple. Not yet.

A light tapping sounds at my door.

“Yeah?” I say.

“Can I come in?” Katie asks.

I did tell her she could come to me anytime she needed. My heart pounds. Maybe she’s having second thoughts and is changing her mind. Is she ready to tell me what an asshole I am…again? I’d deserve it if she did.

“Of course you can. Is anything wrong?”

Tread lightly.

Her sexy hair falls around her face as she shakes her head. “No.”

I glance up at her from my resting position to where she’s standing by the side of my bed. She’s bare legged and in another one of my old t-shirts—no makeup, her hair still damp from the shower. My cock twitches at the sight, ready for another round. Katie is a real girl, no need to put on the flimsy lingerie and stain her lips; she’s a natural beauty to me.

Her bottom lip pouts and it takes everything in me not to ask if she wants to screw again.

“Is there room for me? After last night I need a nap.”

She would never have to ask twice. I draw back the sheets and comforter and slide under, giving her room beside me. Her warm body snuggles in at my side. It feels as natural to me as breathing. We’re meant to be like this. My arms snakes around her and she rests her cheek to my chest.

“I’m sorry.” Her words breathe over my chest in warmth and sincerity. “You’re not an asshole. I know you were are only trying to protect me.”

Her hair feels like strands of pure silk in my fingertips as I caress the lengths along her throat and shoulder. My lips place a soft kiss to the top of her head. “I am, but I know you have to make your own choices. Are we okay?”

Really I’m asking something much deeper. I want to know where we stand. I think I know, but I can’t assume.

Just ask her. Tell her how you feel.

My throat closes up. Why is it so easy for me to state my opinion, but so hard for me to express my true emotions? I know why. It’s one reason I never get close to anyone anymore.

Because you’re afraid. You’re afraid you’ll lose her too. Like you lost Mom and Dad.

I silently scoff at my twisting turning internal train of thought. I know I have issues with getting close, admitting I care, but Katie knows I do. If I say it out loud, that’s the danger zone. Losing people you love…there’s no greater pain. It’s not something I’m willing to risk openly. Not yet.

She knows. She understands, at least I hope she does.

Her fingertips draw her usual lazy circles on my skin. It’s a familiar feeling I’m starting to think I can’t live without anymore. I tilt my head to the side so I can see her closed eyes. She’s the most beautiful woman I know. I can’t resist and I trace down her forehead, over the bridge of her nose and past her lips.

Katie crinkles her nose and gives me a sleepy smile before puckering her soft mouth and kissing my fingertip. “Have a good nap.”

Okay…no fucking. But I like this too. And honestly, the sleep I got last night was not all that restful either. “You too, Freckles.”

Sleeping with Katie in my bed, her warm body by my side is better than any medication I could take for my insomnia. My dreams infuse with the scent of her hair and her skin. My breathing matches hers and each time she turns I move with her, molding to her slumbering form, our bodies subconsciously connected.

* * *

The diffused light of sunrise through my bedroom blinds wakes me. We slept the day and night through and she’s still in my arms. She stayed. I can’t contain my joy and I don’t want to leave the bed until the muted vibrations from a text interrupts my peace.

I don’t want to work today. I’d much rather take Katie out for a real date. Just her and me, together. Out of this house, away from our phones, away from the stress of clients and looking for a job.

Oh damn, looking for a job.

The thought triggers me into action. Trying my best not to wake her I fumble for my cell phone. I had a plan, but he fight with Katie made it totally slip my brain. And now, after making up and her spending the night with me, it’s come crashing back in full force. I’m going to help her get a job. I know she can find one on her own, but what are friends and a long list of contacts for if they can’t suggest leads or pull a few favors? Selfishly, I know that if this works, she’ll stay. Sure, maybe not here in the house, though I hope she’ll consider it, but at least in New York and hopefully near Wildhaven.

Cell in hand, I briefly scroll through my various messages. “Max.” I sigh.

I remain still enough not to disturb Katie but I want to send out texts before she wakes up. I also want to burrow deep down under the blankets and sleep with her until she wakes up on her own. My fingers tap out a rapid paragraph and I hit send without a second glance. I’ll check back with Max later, after we’re up and motivated, and I can explain everything properly. Maybe, if I’m fortunate enough, Katie and I can replay the shower scene.

My thumb flicks down the side switch to turn off any alerts since I’m treasuring this morning like a lottery winner treasures an uncashed winning ticket. Cling on to it tight and know what it’s worth. I plan to hold her tight enough that no one will steal my best friend.
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My body elongates in a full length stretch beside Brody. His frame feels perfect next to me and I swivel around to gaze on him while he sleeps. The stress of everything going on has really taken a toll on both of us and I’m actually surprised he’s still in bed after how long we slept. I thought I saw him texting earlier and imagined he got up, like usual to make my coffee and start his work day. I must have dreamt it.

Even so, I inhale the air to see if he’s possibly stealthy enough to have started the brew and come back to bed. Nope, no aroma of God sent goodness. Just the essence of Brody.

I’ll take it.

I shrug in my haziness. I could get used to his smell of fresh air and late summer harvests.

My bare leg rubs up against and over his. I love that they’re long, muscular, and fuzzy soft. My intention when I came in yesterday was to talk to him more, not nap and then end up sleeping the entire night through. But the torridity of his body under the covers so close to mine and the security of his embrace was a sedative I couldn’t deny. All my resolve to tell him what I was feeling, what I was thinking, and the truth of what this is slipped away with me into a drowsy repose of contentment. The same sense is overtaking me now. I angle into the crook of his arm and lay my cheek to his chest. It amazes me how perfectly I fit right here, in his arms and I close my eyes to savor it.

The subtle movements of Brody’s body stir me awake. When did I fall asleep again? I feel like I’ve been holding my breath for days, no weeks. My lungs fill with the air of the bedroom and I slowly exhale, feeling the relief and security.

We’re good. Everything is good.

When my mind is fully awake I realize I’ve made a decision when it comes to Brody, and our relationship. I need to tell him, now, but his body is so warm. In a near trance I stare at the curve of his mouth and the tip of his nose. He’s one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen, and he wants me. It brings a long sigh from the depth of my psyche and I doze off again.

When I wake, I can’t still feel him beside me. “Brody?” My voice sounds hushed and sleep filled to my own ears. He isn’t responding. When I gaze up at him, he’s sitting there at the end of the bed, tapping away like the workaholic I know he can be. My insides twist. His face is wracked with concern. I’d do anything to whisk that emotion and trouble away from him.

“Is everything alright?” Concern wells in me for Adam, or Lyla.

He gives me a weak smile,stands and kisses the top of my head. “Yeah.” He swallows hard. “I just need to fix this.”

Fix this? Fix what?

I furrow my brow, afraid to ask what this is. I want to hold him and tell him that I’m ready to follow through on us. I’m ready to go beyond our friendship for something bigger. I want to tell him I want to stay, here, with him and find out together, because I truly feel this could be more.

“Stay there. Sleep. I’ll be right back.”

Sleep? How can I sleep now? Without him? Where’s he going? I watch him exit his bedroom and his feet pad down the stairs. Is he making coffee?

“Mmm, finally,” I moan as the smell takes over my senses. My worry is easily set aside. I love that he makes me coffee every morning before my feet hit the floor. That I could definitely get used to. His phone flashes, discarded on top of the strewn and tangled sheets.

“Brody, your phone…”

He’s out of earshot. Maybe he went to his office. I hope this isn’t an emergency and everything is okay with the company. I pick up his phone to bring it down to him, and the screen lights up with several more text message notifications, all from Max. As I stare at the screen, the air in my lungs leaves me.

Next to Max’s name is not the photo of some stuffy corporate man in a three-piece suit and wire rimmed glasses. It’s a photo of a woman, although older, a very attractive woman nonetheless.

I roll my eyes. “Never assume, I guess. Right? Men aren’t always the contract.”

I head out of the bedroom and down the stairs with his phone when I miss a step and slip at the same time as I fumble for his phone to save it from dropping and shattering on the hardwood floor below. If anyone were seeing this, I’m sure it would place on World’s Funniest Videos or at least Tik Tok. My ass rides down the edge of each step with a resounding thump, and my hands play a juggling act with Brody’s cell phone. I hit the bottom step with a thud. “Ouch.”

I rub my hip and stretch for the phone across the floor. “Please don’t be broken, please.” When I have it safely back in my fingers I can see his messages have opened up in the momentous rescue process.

The conversation between Brody and Max is displayed in front of my eyes. I read the first line and am hit with such force I feel like I slam into a wall.

I’ve given you a second chance already.

Maxine, please. I can’t lose you.

What about Kate?

She doesn’t know. I’m not ready to tell her yet. But yes it was a major mistake. I need to see you today.

Fine. 8 AM in my office.

A droplet of tears falls on the screen and blurs out the words. I didn’t realize I was even crying. What is this? What are these messages? I thought Max was a client. These texts read like she’s much more. Was Brody hiding her from me, pretending she was a client? He said he wasn’t seeing anyone.

Confused, I sit in the middle of the floor unable to catch a lungful of air. How could he? I don’t even know my best friend anymore.

I slap my hand over my mouth and try to stifle the pain as I sob all the way up the stairs, tossing his phone the middle of his bed before going to my room. I twist the lock on my bedroom door and start throwing clothes and shoes haphazardly into my bag. I can’t stay here. I can’t be with Brody. He doesn’t want me…not at least for more than a booty call. I’m a “major mistake” in his life. And he told her about us. What, when I was sleeping? He was texting. My stomach roils.

There’s a knock on my door and the handle jiggles. “Katie?” It’s Brody.

I dash to the bathroom and turn on the shower full blast to drown him out.

I can’t lose you. His texted words to Max flutter like a dying butterfly in my stomach, mocking me. My empty stomach lurches. Well, he doesn’t have to lose her. He’s made his choice, I’m making mine. Both hands press over my mouth, into my cheeks to quiet my crying.

Don’t let him hear your pain, Kate.

“You in there? Listen, I have to go out for a while. I’ll be back later.”

He’s leaving me to go to her. I inhale a shuddering gasp of air, shut my eyes tight, and sink to the floor. What am I going to do? What little is left in the pit of my stomach empties into the toilet. Sitting on the bathroom tile, I feel like I’m repeating a bad dream that has evolved into a hideous nightmare. First Luca, now Brody. What’s wrong with me?

After Brody leaves, I shove my packed bags into the back seat of my car and pull from the driveway and head down the highway to Lyla’s. I should have gone there first. I should have never gone to Brody’s after Luca’s. I’m done with men. Tonight I’ll call my mother and Richard and tell them I’ll be driving down this weekend, after they send me a second loan, and take them up on their offer. I’ll live with them and work with Richard’s friend. This truth has me breaking into tears once again. What choice do I have left?

* * *

Lyla meets me at her front door of her studio that’s about the size of my bedroom at Brody’s. Another fact that has me crying once more.

Her arms go around me, tight. “Shh, it’s okay. We’ll get through it.”

I wish I could believe her. She brings me into the tiny studio and I slump against the wall trying to explain it all to her.

“Have you talked to him?” she asks.

I lift my head from her shoulder. “No. I don’t ever want to talk to him again, Lyla. I don’t understand why he would do such a thing.”

“They’re complicated. The Taylors are, but all men are, in general.”

“Bullshit.”

Lyla eyes widen at my stubborn outburst. “Kate, I can’t believe Brody would do this. We know him. It’s not in his nature.”

“Except he did,” I snap. “It was all there in black and white on his screen. He thinks I was a mistake. And right after we slept together yesterday.”

Her eyes widen.“Wait, you slept with Brody again?”

I nod as I melt down onto Lyla’s worn and weathered futon, and pull an old quilt up around my curled up form. Lyla brings me a box of tissues and a glass of water.

“I really thought he was the one, Ly. How can someone be so sweet, so right, and then turn out to be so wrong?”

“Didn’t you say the same about Luca?”

“Except he was never sweet.” I’m being flippant. “Maybe it’s me. I’m wrong.”

Lyla sits beside me and tucks a stray strand of hair back behind my ear. Her look is one of honest sympathy. “You can stay here. I’ll talk to my landlord, explain the situation. He owes me, I helped him get out of a traffic ticket last month.”

“Thanks.” I know she means it, but I can’t live on her futon forever. I’m going to have to call my mother and that has the tears flowing nonstop.

“Do you want me to get a hold of Adam and see if he can make any sense of it? I know he and Brody confide a lot in one another.”

“Don’t you dare, Lyla. I’m done with the Taylors for at least a few days. I need some time to think without Brody confusing everything.” I search for my phone and find it in my bag. Their numbers come up in my contacts and I block them both with stabbing fury from my index finger. I can unblock him later. But not today. “Not a word, Lyla.”

* * *

The last thing I remember is Lyla on the couch with me, holding me next to her, not saying anything.

I must have fallen asleep. My eyes feel puffy and sore when I open them to the small dark, studio. “Ly?”

No answer.

Out of habit I lift my phone to see if there are any text messages. My finger scrolls over the few I have. None from Brody.

You blocked him, dummy.

“Right.” Fresh tears sting at the rims of my eyes. Did I cry this much over Luca? I don’t recall. Speaking of Luca, there’s a message from him.

If you got your phone and are reading this, I’d like to try again. Meet me for brunch Friday? 

Galileo’s?

Why not? I’m going to need to get the rest of my stuff packed up and shipped to my mother’s. I agree to meet him, better to get this done now. It’s been long enough. I use my thumb to scroll down to Lyla’s name.

Let me know when you’re awake, reads her last text.

I tap out. Awake.

Seconds pass and my phone rings. “Hey.”

“Hi, sweetie, you doing okay?”

My lip quivers. “No, not really.”

“Aww, honey. I’m sorry I had to go to work, but I should be back later. We’ll order in Pho and watch old black and whites, just the two of us. No men.”

I grimace. “Okay.” All my will for anything to be excited about is gone.

“Listen, if anyone knocks, it’s just my landlord, Joe. Don’t bother getting up since I haven’t had a moment to talk to him yet.”

My stomach drops.“I’m putting you out. I’m sorry. I’m a disaster. I’ll be off your couch this weekend. I’m going to my mother’s.”

“Really? I guess a visit might be helpful.” She sounds positive.

“No, not a visit, Lyla. I think I’m going to take her up on her and Richard’s offer.”

“Oh hey. Wait, let’s not rush this.” I can picture her pacing around her office, donut in hand. “Take some time. All you need. You don’t have—”

“I know, Ly, I don’t have to rush. I appreciate what you’re saying and thank you. But, I think I just need to rip off the band aide and start my life over. I’m gonna meet Luca in the morning and make arrangements for my belongings.”

“Kate, just hold off. Please, one more week? And if it still sucks I’ll drive down to your mother’s with you. I have to go now, but don’t do anything in haste. Just stay.”

I disconnect the call and curl back up in the dark on the futon. I pull the quilt up over my head to shut out any sight of reality. For now, all I want to do is drift away to any dream world, any place that’s not here.
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A heavy sigh escapes from my lungs and my body finally feels light and energized when I make my way from the driveway into the house, as the sun sets. My errands took longer than I anticipated. The door opens to a dark house.

“Freckles, you here?”

No answer. It’s odd. She hasn’t returned any of my texts and all my calls went straight to voicemail on my way home. I’m not going to worry since I don’t want a repeat of our fight. Of course we could make up. My cock twitches a bit with the memory of the shower and I hope we can enjoy that experience again.

“Katie?”

She’s not in the kitchen or anywhere downstairs. I’m up the stairs, my energy is so high I’m not even affected when I reach the top, having sprinted up them two steps at a time. I duck my head into her bedroom. She’s cleaned up and the bed is made.

She slept in yours.

“Mmm, yes she did.” There’s another experience I want to repeat over and over. Katie is my natural remedy for restful sleep when she’s beside me. I may even start heading to bed earlier just to have more time with her there. I wonder if she got a call for an interview. I could look on the app. I know it was wrong before, and in actuality I’m a little gun shy to pull it up and look at it again.

“Adam?” I walk to his room and knock on the door “Hey, you home?”

No answer. Maybe they’re together. My brain whirls. I can locate Adam on the app. That wouldn’t be intrusive. I scroll over the screen and open it and the floating head of my brother shows me Adam is at the market. Katie could very well be there with him. She did want to start making meals around here. The thought of her cooking in a kitchen she’s comfortable in and the three of us here enjoying the meal has me feeling content. It’s something I’ve daydreamed about. Satisfied that’s most likely the case, I head down to my office to work.

By the time I hear the front door open and bags unloading in the kitchen it’s completely dark outside. I switch on the light in the living room. Adam stacks items in the cabinets and the refrigerator with no light but the luminescence from the inside of the side by side appliance. “Hey there, Brody. You’ve been absent today.”

“Yeah, a lot of clean up and damage control to deal with.”

“Oh? Anything I can help with?”

It makes me proud to be Adam’s brother when we work together. He’s a master of finance. “No. I think I managed to get it all straightened around.”

“Where’s Kate?” he asks.

I stop in my tracks. “What do you mean ‘Where’s Kate?’ She’s with you.”

My brother mocks me by looking under his arms and turning around in a circle like he’s a dog chasing his tail. “Nope. I don’t think so.” He pats his back pockets and shrugs.

Worry heats my chest. “When did you see her last?”

“Yesterday.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No, I don’t think so.” He looks up to the ceiling, pretending to be searching through his memory.

Why is he being such a bastard? 

“Nope, not since yesterday.” His mood has changed significantly for the better. I’d hazard a guess, but my focus isn’t on the extracurricular of my brother right now.

My heart is ready to cross the starting line into panic mode. I run back to the office and grab my cell phone off the desk, flipping the switch to turn notifications back on. Nothing.

Adam follows and looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. I feel like I have. “Do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

I hand Adam my phone. “Open Locator and type in Freckles.”

“Are your fingers suddenly defective? Work injury, all that coding?”

“Just do it.” I’m too anxious to see where her head appears on the screen.

“Fine, geesh.” He takes his ever-loving sweet time.

“What does it say?” My fingers tap out an anxious beat on the countertop.

“F…R…”

Could he be any slower?

“Adam.”

He glances over the top of my phone and arches his eyebrows. “You want help or not? I still don’t know why you can’t do this.”

“Freckles…please. Tell me where her head is floating.”

“You know that’s a little morbid. You should consider making it another type of avatar. Maybe a star or initials. What about animals, animals are funny. Evans could be a—”

“Goddammit, Adam.”

“Okay, okay.” He doesn’t say anything more.

“Well?”

“I’m waiting.”

“For what?”

“For her decapitated head to surface.”

I swipe the phone from his palm. “What do you mean?” I tap on the screen and reset the app.

“See, it’s not me. Your app is crashing.”

“It’s not crashing. She’s not on there.”

“That’s what I said.”

I sink down into one of the bar stools at the counter. “Why isn’t she there?”

“’Cause it’s a crappy app?”

“You’re not helping.”

“Why don’t you just call her?”

I can’t believe him. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that already?”

“I don’t know. You kids these days haven’t been very knowledgeable when it comes to each other’s whereabouts. Always sayin’ ‘Adam, where’s so and so’ and ‘Adam, have you seen…?’ I should be an app. The Adam Knows All app.”

I let him ramble behind me as I pace along the length of the couch. “I don’t understand. The app has been up and running for years, there aren’t any glitches or bugs. It’s a simple code. She should be there.”

“So you’ve set that up to find anyone, whenever you want?” Adam peers over my shoulder at the screen while I refresh it again.

“Yeah, I only have you and Katie. She has it too, to locate me and Lyla.”

“Why don’t I have it?” He sounds hurt.

I gawk at him, in disbelief. “You do!.”

“So you always know where I am? I don’t think I’m cool with that, bro.”

“Why, are you out robbing banks or something?”

Adam smirks. “No, but it’s kind of an invasion of privacy. What if I don’t want you to see where I am?”

“It’s only an invasion of privacy if the person doesn’t know it and, besides, you have to accept the app on both ends…and you did. That’s how it works, and even if you accept it, you can always block it later.”

Adam stops and I literally pace into his back. “Um, there’s your answer, bro. She blocked you.”

No, she wouldn’t do that. Last night, we talked. We cleared the air. We showered.

I reboot the app again. He’s right. I’m blocked from locating Katie. Why would she do that? Is she still upset with me for locating her phone at Luca’s or is she keeping me from seeing that she’s there? Is that why she isn’t picking up or texting me back? All my lightheartedness has turned to cement in my chest.

“Where are you going?” Adam calls after me. “I don’t know how to use the app.” Adam’s sarcasm is lost on me right now.

Upstairs, I open my bedroom door and drop my phone to the bed. A slip of paper wafts up off the sheets and I fumble with it, trying to catch it before it settles to the floor, under the bed. Suddenly, I’m on my hands and knees looking at some very familiar handwriting.

Brody,

I’m not going to be your mistake. 

Kate

The back of my bed supports my body as I sit up on the floor. “What do you mean? A mistake?”

And in seconds I’m on my feet with the short note still in my hand running down the hall. Katie’s room isn’t cleaned. It’s empty. She packed everything and left. I barrel down the stairs, past a stunned and bewildered Adam and out the front door. Her car is gone. I didn’t even notice earlier; I was so excited to get home to her.

Back inside, the door clicks closed behind me and I stand like a ghost in the foyer. 

Adam appears from the kitchen. “You okay?’

“She’s gone.”

“I think we established that already.”

“No, I mean she’s left. Packed all her stuff and left.”

My brother’s face contorts with concern. “Why would she up and leave without any word?’

I walk by him, and hand him the note. He scans it as I sit on the couch in shock.

“Mistake? I don’t get it.”

I shake my head and dig my keys from my pocket. “Neither do I.”

“Where would she go?”

I can only think of two places. Luca’s or her mother’s. I stand an make my way to the door.

“Where are you going?” Adam follows me outside to my car.

“I have to find her.”

“What are you going to do, drive all over New York looking through your window. It’s dark.”

“I don’t care. I’m not going to lose my best friend.”

My brother has his hand on the passenger side door. “Okay. I’m going with you. Where to first?”

“Luca’s.”

* * *

We head down the interstate and my head is a jumbled mess of thoughts. At Luca’s place I tear from the car and search for her vehicle.

It’s not there.

Back in the driver’s seat, I slam my fists against the steering wheel. “She’s not here.”

“I see that,” Adam states the obvious.

 Should I wait? I can sit here and maybe she’ll drive in. I glance at my dash clock. No, if she was coming she’d be here by now. “I think she may be heading to Florida.”

“Florida?” Adam asks.

The engine revs and I speed back onto the highway.

Adam gawks at me, his face glowing in the lights from the dash. “We’re not driving to Florida.”

I give him a stern look and up the speed of the car another ten miles per hour.

“Wait. You’re not thinking clearly. She’s not going to be there yet, even if that’s where she was headed. You can’t catch her since she’s likely hours ahead of us.”

“Then what do you suggest? With your amazing fucking track record with women you must have awesome sage advice.” I know my words are sharp and biting. This is not his fault. Despite that, my foot presses harder on the gas pedal.

“Pull over.” His knuckles are white and grasping the dashboard, bracing himself against the excessive speed paired with my agitated state.

“What? No.”

“I’m not playing here. You shouldn’t be driving. This is how accidents happen.” His hand is over mine on the steering wheel. I know he’s trying to convey a deeper message. He’s right; we both have first-hand experience of what can take place when you drive in an altered emotional state.

Gritting my teeth together, I turn the wheels toward the shoulder, and the car throws crushed stones out from the tires as I brake and finally stop the vehicle off the highway.

“I’m sorry. I know.” My head collapses down on my hands on the wheel. “I know.” The thought of losing Adam because of my rash actions breaks me and my chest heaves with remorse. Our parents would still be here if it wasn’t for someone’s unchecked reckless emotions. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

He unbuckles and embraces me. “It’s going to be okay, brother. I promise.”

“I don’t know what to do. What do I do?”

Adam pulls from me and in seconds the light from his cell phone illuminates his features. He’s dialing.

“If she’s blocked me, what makes you think she hasn’t blocked you too?”

“I’m not calling her.”

I wait for whomever he’s calling to answer.

“Hey, Cavallara.”
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According to Adam, after his phone conversation with Lyla, Katie is at her studio apartment. I don’t know why I never considered it. I suppose because I knew she wasn’t really permitted extended housing for guests. There was some relief in knowing she was safe, but I still had no answers to why she left and what “mistake” I was making, or she believed I was making.

It’s the most difficult choice, but I let Adam’s advice sink in to go home for the night. Giving Katie some space to sort through whatever confusion she’s dealing with. Of course sleep isn’t as friendly to me as it had been the night before and I’m nearly in a zombie state, but I let her be for as long as I can. But all I want to do is talk to her, and assure her that the only mistake I could make when it came to her is not having her in my bed…in my life.

* * *

Around 9 a.m., Lyla cracks opens the door to her small studio and I peer over her petite stature, over her dark hair and into her apartment to visually locate Katie.

“She’s not here.” Lyla’s body blocks my path to see for myself, but unless she’s in the bathroom the entire studio isn’t equipped with a space to hide.

How many more times can my heart sink until it doesn’t come back up again? “Where is she?”

Lyla drops her eyes and looks at her running shoes. “I promised her I wouldn’t say.”

“Please. I need to see her.”

“Brody, I can’t.”

I’m in the small entry way of her place. Begging her. “How long have we all been friends, Lyla?”

Her bottom lip lightens from the pressure of her teeth biting down on it.

“I know you know where she is. At least tell me, is she still in the state?”

Lyla nods.

“She hasn’t gone to Florida?”

Lyla shakes her head this time.

“She’s here in town?”

Lyla shakes her head again. The game is working, but it’s daunting. I know in her mind this method is her not betraying Katie and I’m gleaning answers, somewhat.

“The city? She’s in Wildhaven?”

Nod.

“An interview?” That I can live with. If she had an interview that would mean she would be here longer, and not in another state.

Lyla twists her head on her neck.

“Breakfast?” My guesses are narrowing.

She shrugs and looks at her wrist like she’s wearing a watch.

Are we really playing charades here?

“Just tell me.” This is becoming overly frustrating.

She takes a big gulp of air. Was she holding her breath?

Hell, Lyla, are we five?

I take her hands in mine. “I don’t know what she told you and I don’t care. And if she isn’t happy being here with me, I won’t stop her, but I have to hear it from Katie. And she needs to hear what I have to say in return, so please, if you care for us the way I know you do, you’ll tell me where I can find her.”

Lyla sighs.“She’s at Galileo’s.” I know that was difficult for her to reveal. “And you should go after her.”

My lips hit her cheek in a thankful kiss and I enfold her in my arms giving her a gentle hug while we stand in the entryway at the top of the stairs. “Thanks, Lyla. Thank you.” I release her and turn.

“But, Brody—”

I can’t hear the rest of her words on the way to my car. Moments later I drive toward the city to find Katie and tell her everything. No secrets, no rules. She has to know how I feel.

It seems like getting there takes a shitting year.

Galileo’s has an expansive outside seating area, with decorative tables and ornate chairs. There are tall umbrellas over the preset tables, fresh self-serve coffee stations, and if I know Katie like I think I do, that’s where she will be. My feet can’t get me to her fast enough. I scan for her dark ponytail, and when I spot it, I’m hit with a falling anvil of defeat. She’s sitting at an outside table, with Luca.

Maybe that’s what Lyla was trying to tell me.

I should walk away—turn around, get in my car, and go back home. But, apparently I’m a glutton for punishment. Like a common stalker I edge my body between a tall shrub and what could be an outside air conditioning unit. It’s loud motor hums and crackles complaining with age and being unmaintained for years. Around me are discarded take-out boxes on the ground and empty soda bottles.

You’ve totally lost your mind.

I’m close enough to see Luca and Katie and still be hidden from their view, but not truly close enough to hear them talking with the grinding of the air conditioning unit. Her back is to me and Luca looks like a cat that just swallowed the world.

As I watch, the waitress brings them out fluted glasses of bubbling drinks on a tray. The server’s face lights up as she sets the tall stemmed glasses on the table with a knowing flair. Champagne? Why are they celebrating? Is Luca bragging about another conquered contract? My apparently newfound animosity for the man is thick. 

Katie lifts her glass to take a drink, but Luca reaches out and stops her. Why must he always be so controlling? It’s taking every bit of my willpower to not show myself and call him out. I grip a branch of the shrub and it bends under my resentment, until it snaps. No one takes note over the deafening whir of the aged mechanics in the metal box behind me.

At least he’s not the one stalking her.

I pinch at the bridge of my nose. How did I fall this low?

“Hey man, you gonna stand there all day?” An older guy with a market bag in his hands is standing on the sidewalk behind me.

I wave him off.

“That’s my spot,” he complains. “Ten to two thirty, it’s mine.’

I’m missing the scene. “Listen, if I pay you will you let me stand here a little longer. I promise I’ll be gone soon.”

“You mean like rent?”

“Yeah.” I reach into my pocket. “I’ll rent this space from you for the next half hour.” I hand him a twenty and two fives and the man leaves. By the time I have Katie and Luca back in my sight, Luca reaches into his jacket pocket. He’s got something in his hand.

What is that? Did he buy her jewelry?

He hasn’t got a clue when it comes to Katie. I don’t believe he ever has. Is he trying to win her back with expensive gifts, because that’s never going to work. She isn’t materialistic like that. She’s going to want for you two to sit at the park and figure out the shapes of clouds. You don’t have a clue, Luca.

The box opens and Katie’s hands lift upward to cover her mouth and a second later Luca is down on one knee. 

You have got to be fucking kidding me. My body tenses.

One, Luca is making a fool of himself. Two, she has to feel like every eye in the place is on her and I know she hates that. Three, I’m livid that he would even attempt to pull this ploy off to get her back. I wait for her to laugh or slap him or get up and leave.

But I must have entered the twilight zone as I watch Katie allow him to put the ring on her finger. Did she say yes? Someone off to the side starts clapping. I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t even fathom that she’d say yes. But that’s what appears to have occurred. My body goes completely numb. What happened from the time of us falling asleep in each other’s arms to her realization, although be it one hundred percent wrong, that she would be my mistake? Crushed, I don’t know what to do and step out from my hiding place.

“Hey, you got fifteen minutes left.” The man calls out from the corner of the street, but I’m already heading to my car—deflated, defeated, and short of breath.

Katie is my best friend. I want us to be more. I tried. I really did. As much as this hurts, I know I have to let her go if I ever hope to have a chance of keeping an inkling of what we used to have. Is that even possible? I’m starting to doubt it. She’s made up her mind—made her choice, and it’s not me.

Back in the front seat of my car, the envelope I was going to give to her lays on my passenger side seat. “At least I can do this for you, Freckles.”

Halfway home I pull into a courier company. I drop the envelope with specific instructions and then make my way into the liquor store three store fronts down.

“Time to see how much it takes me to forget about loving you.” I scoff because I’m not fooling myself. Forgetting about Katie Evans is as easy as building the Eiffel Tower, full scale, in match sticks. Impossible.

With a bag of bottles in the backseat, I steer my car north. I’ll call Adam when I get to my destination. Or he can track me, if he ever figures out how to use the app I installed for him a long time ago. Despite his many flaws, he’s been a great brother. We’ve been through a lot. I’ll always be there for him, just like he’s always been there for me. It’s Friday, so I have the entire weekend to drop out of reality and figure out what comes next.
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Someone celebrates a birthday three tables over from Luca and me at Galileo’s. The clapping and singing takes me off guard and I’m caught staring at a massive diamond sparkling on my ring finger.

How did that happen?

I waver from the gaudy ring, to the joyous people, to Luca down on his knee. It’s all so surreal. Laughter starts to bubble up from my throat and spill out of my mouth until I cackle so hard that tears stream down my cheeks. “This isn’t happening.”

“Kate, I want you to marry me.”

This is a dream—not real, and I’m sleeping on Lyla’s futon. There’s no way possible this is taking place. Why can’t I wake up? And it hits me that this is real and I’m mortified. “Luca, please get up.”

“I’m telling you we should get married.”

“I hear you.” The ring, as extravagant as it is, slips off my finger and I hold it out to him. “Put it back in the box.”

Luca stays on his knees. “Kate, people are looking at us. Please.”

“Maybe you should have thought about that before you pulled this insane stunt. Sit down.”

Luca succumbs to the heavy eyes that are focused on us, and in order to save face he stands and folds my fingers down around the ring, hiding it in my closed palm. He gives polite nods to everyone who is still engaged in our awkward situation.

“You said you thought we were on our way to marriage.” He leans in close now trying to be quiet so the attention of others adverts from us.

If I had said yes, would he be acting the same way? I know the answer. He’s always good with positive attention, anything that reflects well on him. That’s not me. I’m not a positive to his demeanor, his status, his outlook on what his life should be. If I were, he wouldn’t be embarrassed when my behavior wasn’t up to his expectations.

“That was a different girl. I’m not her anymore. You kicked her out, because you were ‘scared’. You needed to ‘take a step back’. Remember that?”

He sniggers and falls back in his seat and the old Luca flashes over his features. I knew he hadn’t traveled far. “You’re gone for a while and all of a sudden you’re a changed woman?”

What a hypocrite. He wants me to believe he’s a changed man. 

I give this some thought. “You know what? You’re right, I didn’t change to a new woman over the last weeks. I lost the real me over the last seven years. I don’t want to marry a man who is scared of losing control with me. I want a man who is going to enjoy letting go, being crazy, being loud in public spaces.” I stand and turn in a circle by the table with my head back and my arms outstretched and I yell into the sky. “Loud, Luca.”

He straightens in his seat, remaining completely calm. “Kate.”

“What? I’m right here, say what you want. You can’t even do that. See, I need a relationship where we can speak our minds, open and honestly, and do what we dream of, together.”

“Like your precious best friend does?”

I swallow back all the sorrow, all the rage, all the regret and uncertainty. I know Luca means to hurt me by saying this, and it’s not him that’s hurting me. It’s my actions with Brody and the loss those actions brought me to. Luca will never know what true loss feels like.

“I don’t know,” I finally admit. “What I do know, is what I want…won’t ever be you.”

I drop the ring into his glass of champagne. “Thank you, but my answer is no.”

“Kate, don’t do this. Don’t make a scene and walk away from me. Sit back down,” he hisses through clenched teeth, somehow keeping his composure and making it appear that we’re perfectly fine and not having an all-ending moment.

There he is in full view. Luca Harris. How did I ever allow myself to get blinded by this man? “A scene, really? Hmm.” My fingers wrap around the stem of my champagne flute and lift it off the table and Luca’s eyes go as big as saucers.

I make a faux attempt to toss its contents all over him, but at the last moment I stop so the liquid only sloshes up the inside surface of the glass. I tip it back to my lips and drink half the contents, careful to keep the ring at the bottom.

No sense wasting excellent champagne.

“Do me a favor. Lose my number. I’ll be by to pick up the rest of my belongings and I’d like you gone from the apartment when I do it.”

“Kate?”

Without answering him I strut out of the restaurant with my head held high. My heart may still be shattered over Brody, and Lord knows that it’s going to take a long, long time to heal, but I’m on the right track now, and Luca Harris is no longer a part of it.

It’s time for Katherine Evans to stand on her own two feet. Everything is going to be fine. I promise.

Lyla’s not home when I get back to her studio. It would be nice to have her here to talk to, but if I’m going to be self-reliant, now’s as good time as any to start. I can see that she’s been on the treadmill and there’s a half empty box of donut holes on the breakfast bar that separates the kitchen from the living space of the studio. Her desktop computer is on.

I stuff a donut hole into my mouth, starving from not waiting to have brunch, and surf through the web to look for a reputable moving company. I’ll go to Luca’s and pack, but then I’ll have the movers take the boxes and furniture to Florida. Pangs of missing Brody strum across my heart. I know he’d go with me, if I asked.

On your own, Kate.

I exhale a calming breath while my cell rings across the distance of the states.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Kate. How are you, darling? Richard,” she calls off in the background of the call. “It’s Kate, come listen.”

Ugh.

“Mom, you don’t have to have Richard listen in.”

“Hi there, kiddo. How are you?” Richard’s jovial voice comes over the line and I can envision the two of them standing ear to ear with the cell phone wedged between them. Really, I guess the guy is more like a dad than my deadbeat bio one was anyway.

“I’ve been better, but I think I’m going to be okay.”

“Well that’s the attitude. How’s Bro—”

Knock, Knock. The sound comes from Lyla’s front door. “Mom, Richard, I’m sorry I’ll call you back. Someone’s here.”

The rapping echoes into the studio again, more demanding. I wonder if it’s Joe the landlord. Did Lyla talk to him yet? I can’t open the door if she hasn’t. I lean over her kitchen sink, with my disconnected phone in my hand, struggling to see who it is. There’s a male figure with a baseball hat on. Blond hair sticks out slightly from beneath it. I can’t see the logo, but the color reminds me of a hat I once wore in high school. I gasp.

Brody.

I drop my whole body down behind the kitchen counter and crouch down near the floor as the knocking hits for the third time. How does he know I’m here? Lyla… I’m not ready. I can’t talk to him yet. Maybe after I’m settled in Florida, with a lot of miles between us.

“Hello? Anyone in? I have a delivery.”

Delivery? It’s not Brody.

My fretting heart goes from erratic beats to disappointed thumps and I remain on the floor. What if it’s a scam? No one is here, I’m alone. The fact hits me hard, causing my anxiety to go off like a bomb. I should’ve kept Richard and Mom on the line. What should I do? I clear my throat and try to sound like a man yelling. “Leave it by the door, dude.”

Dude?

Several minutes pass before I feel my breathing steady. Even though I feel foolish, I’m still wary and like a fool crawl across the floor of the kitchen to the small entryway at the front door. I lean down on my arms and try to peer under the crack to see if there are any feet standing outside. Something is obstructing the light that filters beneath the kick plate so I get up and look out the peephole. The head in the baseball hat is gone.

With the chain still on the door, I crack it open. There’s a manila envelope leaning on the doorstep. It drops to the welcome mat when I open the door enough to grab it, pulling it in quick before closing the door.

Scrawled across the face of the envelope are my name and the words “C/O Lyla Cavallara” at her address. That’s odd. No one knows I’m here. I feel a pang of guilt for assuming Lyla told Brody. I my pop head out the door and scan down the small hallway past the landing. Maybe the delivery guy is still lingering and can tell me who this is from.

Or you could open it.

Back inside, I secure the chain and the lock on the door and rip the yellow delivery envelope open and a business sized envelope falls out at my feet. The return address in the corner reads Keeler and Powell Architectural Firm. Did I send anything to this company? I can’t recall stopping in they’re building, but there were so many and they all flow together in one scattered memory.

A crisp tri-folded, single page, typed letter is inside the second envelope.

Dear Miss Evans,

On behalf of Keeler and Powell Architectural Firm, we would like to invite you to interview for an available position with our company. Please arrive by 8:00 a.m., Monday.

I have to blink and reread the first glorious sentence again. The rest of the letter continues with the date and the address of the firm. It’s right here in the city. The letter closes with, “Sincerely, Keeler and Powell.”

What should I do? I’m about to move to Florida. Hell, I’m almost in the process of booking a moving company. I suppose I can stay with Lyla a little while longer and see if it pans out. Maybe, if I land it, my mother would loan me enough for the first month’s rent on my own apartment here. Suddenly my heart soars. I won’t have to move away.

I should tell Brody.

He’s my go-to in cases like this. As much as I long to call him and tell him, that’s not going to happen. Fate wrings my heart into twisted knots. Brody is the first person I tell everything, good or bad, and it hurts to think this may not be the case anymore. A hot tear slides down over my cheek. I wipe it away.

“No time for this, Kate. You have an interview to prepare for. Time to be the adult you were meant to be.”
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Over the rest of the weekend I buckle down at Lyla’s. I revamp my portfolio, rewrite my resume packet, and rummage through Ly’s closet for the perfect, respectable outfit. When Monday morning arrives, I’m as ready as I can be for the appointment.

“You look fabulous. Very modern, yet exquisitely professional.” Lyla munches a plain donut slathered with peanut butter on the top. I think she’s convinced herself that it’s toast.

“Thanks, and thank you for helping me out. I’d hug you, but I don’t want to have my first impression be the scent of a bakery.”

Lyla laughs and dramatically rips another bite off her donut. “I’d hire you if you did.” She winks as she chews.

I can’t help but smile at my friend. “I’m going to duck out early and grab some coffee for the interview. Do you think that’s over the top? Too much of a suck up?”

She shakes her head. “Not at all. I’d love it if someone brought me, well not coffee so much, but donuts would suffice, when I had a meeting with them.” She gives me a warm smile. “Good luck. You’ve got this one in the bag.”

“Love ya, Ly.”

* * *

When I reach the address, I park in the building’s garage. I smooth down my skirt and straighten out the matching blazer, then I take my portfolio and information folder in one hand and a carrier of cups of coffee in the other. The aroma of the brew made my eyes water on the drive. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to drink a cup again and not have this twinge of sorrow squeeze my emotions.

Inside, a young girl’s eyes lift to me from behind the reception desk in the lobby. I prepare myself for her snobby demeanor. “Good morning. Welcome to Keeler and Powell. I’m Marie. Oh wow, don’t you look so nice. I love that lip color.”

I’m thrown by the vast difference of attitude. “Thank you. Um…I’m not sure which person I have the interview with, Keeler or Powell or someone else. The correspondence didn’t state.” I hand her a copy of the letter. “I’m Katherine Evans. I have an eight o’clock appointment.”

“Oh yes, Kate.” Her smile is wide and I wonder if we have met before. How does she know about me?

“Mrs. Powell is expecting you.”

Mrs.?

A woman. Again I’m bowled over with the contrast of the firm compared to the several others I’ve been to and shoved aside from.

“I’ll take you up. Follow me, please. By the way, I’m Marie.”

I nod because she already introduced herself to me, but her energy is infectious.

“You’re going to love it here. I do. Mrs. Keeler and Mrs. Powell are just amazing.” Her sincere face drops. “I mean of course they are, but they’re tough too. I’ve seen them go head to head with the competition and come out victorious and still looking like fashion icons. Right now Mrs. Keeler is away…”

But I’ve stopped listening. Marie is obviously highly enamored with her employers and she is a great front desk figure. Who wouldn’t feel welcomed when walking into the firm? She’s like fresh air, lollipops, and a faithful hound all wrapped up in a cute eager-to-please package. The elevator stops on the top floor of the building.

“Here, Marie.” I hand her a cup of coffee. “Thank you and I hope I get the chance to meet you again.”

“Oh I know you will.” She’s still talking when the elevator doors slides closed and the lift descends back downward to the lobby.

I’ve been placed in a second reception area of sorts. The decor is soft, but modern. It boasts industrial colors, but has the delicate edge of femininity in the furniture and accessory decor. I adore the design. Strong yet approachable. “Miss Evans?”

A second woman, clad in a dress that reminds me of days long gone by; her waist is so tiny and her hips, if any, are hidden beneath the flair of her skirt. It’s evident she has an affinity for fashion.

“Good morning. I’m Bethany.” Her well-manicured hand extends out to me. “Mrs. Powell is ready to see you.”

“Thank you.” I pause by her desk and drop off a cup of coffee.

She knocks on the steel gray metal door of a corner office. Opening it before she even has a response, she announces my presence. “Mrs. Powell, Katherine Evans has arrived.”

A tall woman, dressed in glossy black stilettos, a crisp white silk shirt, and a vivid, wildly printed skirt that hugs her slender frame, walks with poise and confidence from behind her desk. Her platinum and silver hair coiffed to perfection. The only word that comes to mind while I awkwardly gawk at her is…

Elegant aaaand familiar, but from where?

“A pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Evans.”

“Thank you. Please call me Kate.”

“Okay, Kate.” She eyes the tray with the two remaining coffees. “Is this for me?”

I stumble over my words and my feet. If it were possible to fall in love at first sight, I would be in love with this firm. I already envision my name on one of these doors, or hell just a plaque on a desk somewhere in the building. I know without a doubt, I want to be a part of Keeler and Powell. “Yes, of course, please help yourself.”

Her fingers are adorned in some tasteful jewelry and a diamond ring that would rival any of Elizabeth Taylor’s. My heart skips a beat. Brody’s mother used to say that Elizabeth had nothing on her when it came to men. She’d won the grand prize when she married Brody’s dad.

Brody would be just like that. The perfect match…for someone.

“Good morning.” Mrs. Powell offers me a seat on a nearby settee. “Now tell me all about Kate Evans. I never take second hand information to be completely true, I like to hear it directly from the talent’s mouth.” Her long legs cross at the ankle and she leans back into the comfort of some throw pillows sipping on her coffee, giving me her full attention.

The following forty minutes are all about me. I can hear myself revealing more details then anyone needs, but it’s a floodgate that I open and now can’t seem to shut off. I hear all the words I knew I’d have to speak one day in just this type of interview. As I go on, I can’t help but feel more and more like I know this woman. Am I that comfortable here? Is it possible that the cards have lined up for me and this is that feeling of knowing it? That this is meant to be?

When I’m done, Mrs. Powell smiles before she speaks.“Well. I must say I am impressed. I was having my doubts before I met you, but I think you’re a perfect fit for Keeler and Powell. I’d like to get you on one of our newest projects. The building has just finished the construction phase and we’d like to get it designed and ready to be occupied before the holidays. Do you think you’d be up for it?”

Did she just hire me on the spot? My head carousels.

“Of course you’d have to live near the city. If you already have a place that’s fine, if not, the company can set you up with a nice executive suite, close to the firm. You’ll have a budget account, access to a car, and a stipend for meetings and such.” Mrs. Powell is at her desk sorting through forms and files, creating a stack of what I can only assume is necessary employment information for me.

I can’t stop myself, I have to ask her. “Excuse me, Mrs. Powell, have we met before?”

Her bright blue eyes lift from the various paperwork. “No, dear.”

I squint at her. “I feel like I know you.”

“Fate? Some people are destined to click. When it’s right you know it and you’ll fight to always have it.” She gives me a very knowing smile. “That’s why Viv and I are the strongest up and coming firm in the Wildhaven area right now, with our sights set nationally.”

A national firm and this is the ground floor?

I feel like I’ve struck gold. “Viv?”

An expression of more than business association floats over Mrs. Powell’s face. She stands and comes out from behind the large desk and leans on the front of the piece with her arms crossed. “Yes, Viviana Keeler. She’s been my best friend and life-partner for the better part of forty years.” She pushes off the desk and pulls down a photo from a shelf. “This is Viv and me when we first opened our first business.”

The two younger women are wrapped in one another’s arms looking like they can take on the world as long as they’re together. I can feel my eyes begin to glisten with unshed tears. Brody and I had that, once. The rings flash before my face and she’s holding her hand out again to shake mine. “Welcome to K and P, Kate.”

I shake her hand with vigor and awe. “Thank you so much, Mrs. Powell. You’ll never regret this.”

She grins. “I never regret a decision when it’s the right one and please call me Maxine.”

“Maxine?” 

“Yes, Max for short. We’re not formal with names around here. It makes people feel like they’re part of the family.”

My heart skips a beat and flashes of cell phone screens and text messages are popping through my brain like a slideshow. “Maxine Powell?”

“Kate, are you okay? You look pale. Come, sit down.”

“I’m so confused.”

Max places her hand on my knee, while we sit back on the settee. “How so, dear?”

It’s her. It’s Brody’s Max. How?

“I do know you.”

“I don’t see how—”

“You’re Brody Taylor’s…friend.” I nearly choke on the word. But, how can that be. Maxine Powell is… Well, she has a partner.

“Well, yes I am his friend, but more so his client. I hired Brody to develop apps for all our new construction projects. I need a way for us all to stay connected that’s not on the side of social media. Too many competitors hacking my ideas. He’s a very talented young man. I think he’s going to have an amazing future doing what he does.”

I’m nodding. I know he will too. “Did he set this meeting up?”

“No. He talked about you, for sure. He told me how talented you were and showed me some of your work. I know Brody and I have had some issues, but it’s a learning process. He was so worried I wouldn’t consider you if he lost his contract. He didn’t want me to approach you until he remedied everything. He fixed every mistake.”

Mistake. It’s not me. I’m not a mistake.

“I gave him multiple chances. Really it was just to motivate him. I know he can do this. Sometimes people just need the right kind of push. I must say, though, he’s quite smitten with you so I hope that won’t become an obstacle. I have no issues with colleagues getting involved, it worked for me.” She winks and stands back up.

“Max?”

She turns back to me.

“I can’t work for you as a favor to Brody. We’re not—”

“Kate,” Her face grows serious. “I don’t do favors. Favors demand payback. I hired you because when I see talent I use it to my advantage, and I aim to be the best. I hired you because I know you’ll help make K and P the best. I’d be a fool to let you go to another company. That’s competition.”

My heart pounds like it’s trying to escape my chest.

I was wrong, so wrong. I need to call Brody. Now.

“Thank you so much, Max. I won’t let you down.”

Her eyes twinkle. “Oh you will, but that’s how we learn and get better together. I’ll be there to help our relationship get through it, I promise.”
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The door to Adam and Brody’s house swings open but I stop in my forward motion and back out, closing it again and ringing the bell instead. This isn’t my house. I have to stop treating it like it is. My pointed toe of my pumps taps on the top step, waiting impatiently.

Adam dressed in running tights and a hoodie, opens the door and stands there with a question on his face. “Evans, what the hell? Get in here. You don’t have to ring the bell like a stranger, geesh.”

“I appreciate that.” I walk past him into the foyer and my heart pounds out a fierce rhythm. Brody’s probably in his office. I’m so close. I can’t wait to tell him how sorry I am and be in his arms again. This time I’m never going to leave. What did Max say? “We learn and get better together”? I want that with Brody forever, to learn and get better. “Is he in his office?”

“No.”

“Upstairs?”

He makes a stupid buzzer noise and sits on the couch in the living room. How does Lyla like this loser? “Nope.”

I sigh in exasperation. It’s frustrating, but comforting, like being home, to deal with Adam’s aloof attitude and sarcasm. But he’s the brother I never had. I see that now. It’s as if everything in my life is lifting from the fog. “Help me out here. I called him and he’s not answering.”

He crosses his arms over his chest.“Mmm, how’s that feel?”

“I deserve that.” I surrender.

Adam glances back over the couch at me. “You crushed him pretty hard, Evans.”

“I did?” My surprise and defensiveness are high. “How did I do that?” It was his text messages that instigated this.

No, it was your assumption.

I recant my negative tone. “It was a misunderstanding, that’s all. I need to apologize to him. Do you know where he is?”

“I do, but what’s Luca going to think?”

“Luca?” He doesn’t even factor in anymore. “Adam, please. I have to fix this.”

“Fine. Brody is at the lake.”

The lake.

“His phone is on do not disturb. It always is there,” Adam calls to me as I race to my car without even saying goodbye.

Two hours later, the overheated engine to my car dies down and I’m parked in the grassy driveway of the Taylor family cabin. I sit inside drinking in the moment since I haven’t been here since…college and Luca. It feels like I never left this place…like being on a long vacation and coming back to the comfort and familiarity of home. Even the air smells like peaceful happiness as I open my door.

The patches of grass feel like lush carpeting under my bare feet as I take my blazer off and leave it in the car with my shoes. As I approach, I can see that the gardens are at peak foliage and the decking around the cabin looks like it has been power washed and stained. Do Adam and Brody hire a keeper for the summer or are they up here often enough to do the work themselves? I’ve been living with them and never bothered to ask. I’ve been self-absorbed, and not just over the past few weeks. I have so much to apologize for.

“Brody?” I call as I enter the cabin, searching through the few downstairs rooms. “Are you sleeping?” There are a few empty bottles of alcohol sitting on the counter. He could be in the loft passed out, by the looks of the bender he was on. “Brody?”

I climb up the stairs to the loft. The bed is a mess, but no Brody. The high expanse of windows at the peak of the cabin roof looks out to the lake. Flights of stairs lead from the back deck down to the dock at the water’s level and a splash catches my peripheral vision. Someone is swimming back across the lake from the opposite side.

Thanking God I took off my heels, I race down the loft stairs in a flash. My feet lead me down the wooden steps of the deck and all the way down the winding flights that line the embankment to the lake. Brody’s bare back and arms glisten in the sunlight as he freestyle strokes to the end of the dock. Lake water rolls off him and his biceps flex as he emerges, and hoists himself up to sit on the deck and wraps a towel around his shoulders. I’m mesmerized. It feels like time has reversed. He’s so sexy.

His face turns and looks up to me standing on the opposite end of the dock. He doesn’t say a word. But even from here, his eyes look weary, red-rimmed, and dejected. I want to run to him. I want to ease all his worry and sorrow—hold his face in my hands and kiss his grief away. Promise him that I will always be here for us, no matter what. Even if he decides I’m not anything more than his friend, I’ll accept it because I only want him to be happy again.

“I got a job,” I call.

He keeps staring at me, not speaking and the distance of the dock separating us.

I take a step forward. “I start a week from today.”

He blinks.

I take another shaky step. “It’s in the city.”

No words.

I bite my lip and take another step. “With Max.”

He still isn’t speaking and I gain more steps.

“I know. She told me.” He finally says but is like a frozen statue sitting there until I stand beside him on the end of the dock.

“I was wrong. So wrong. I know what you did for me. You’re always doing things for me. Always looking out for me. I’m sorry I ever doubted you, that I ever thought we could be a mistake. I don’t want to lose us, Brody. I love us.” Tears roll down my cheeks like a flood.

His wet arms wrap around my legs as his face presses to my lower thigh and the water from the lake soaks the hem of my skirt. His wet form shakes and trembles—hot tears fall against my skin. “I thought you were a dream.”

I bend to run my fingers through his hair, comforting him. “I’m so sorry.” My lips tremble as I apologize again. “I’ve known you for so long that I never should have thought you were anything else than the same person I’ve always known.”

He closes his eyes in relief. “And I should’ve done the same for you. We we’re both wrong.”

“Everything’s going to be okay.”

Déjà vu.

No, this is a memory. Eight years ago we were right here. He was holding me, tearing up like this. This is the moment the rules were put into place.

I don’t realize it until I feel the breeze off the lake on my wet legs but Brody has pulled away from me gazes out over the lake. “What about Luca?”

Why is everyone bringing that douchebag up?

“What about him?”

“How’s he going to deal with you and I being friends again?”

Friends? Is that what we’ll be? You agreed, Kate. Anything Brody wants.

“Luca Harris has nothing to say about who I’m friends with.”

“But he’s going to be your husband. I think it may factor in.”

I choke back a mixture of shock and awe. “What? Who told you that?”

Brody furrows his brow.“I saw you. I saw him put the engagement ring on your finger and ask you to marry him.”

I laugh. “Ask me? He practically demanded it.”

“So it’s true then?”

My body drops down on the dock to sit beside him and I tuck my skirt underneath me and take his hand in mine. “New rule.”

Brody rolls his eyes and turns away from me. “No more rules.”

“No, listen, please.” I ease his face back toward me, holding his chin in my cupped palm. “New rule: Best friends never assume, we ask and we listen.”

His mouth puckers and it takes all my strength not to kiss him. He nods.

“Are you ready to listen?”

His green eyes stay locked to mine. 

“I’m not marrying Luca. I don’t know how or where you were to hear or witness that train wreck, but if you were there and you had stayed long enough, you would have seen me say a definitive no. I don’t want Luca.” Here I go. “I only want you. I always have.”

No time passes and Brody’s hands are on the sides of my face and my entire being is rejoicing as he kisses me. “I’m…” His lips find mine. “So…” And again. “Sorry.”

I kiss him with all the fervor of my long-checked emotions. “I always want you. Forever. I’ve assumed so much. Never again. Never ever again.”

“It’s always been you. You’re the only one that fills my heart.”

I drown in his mouth and the truth behind his kiss permeates me. His face pulls back and I lean forward to chase his lips. Gently, his hands hold my face and his eyes are wet with tears as he looks into mine. “We’re here.”

I clear my throat. “Yes, we are.”

“No, I mean we’re here, Freckles. At the lake.”

I narrow my eyes. “Uh huh.” What’s he getting at?

“I’ve been waiting for this moment, hoping for it, dreaming it.”

I yelp when he releases me and hops off the dock back into the lake. “Brody, what are you doing?”

“I want to do this right this time.”

“What?”

“Us.”

I shake my head as what he’s saying begins to dawn on me. “I’m fully dressed.”

His lips twist into a sly grin. “Easily remedied.”

“No, I—”

“Get in the lake, Kate.” He slaps the surface of the water and it splashes up on my legs and skirt.

“It’s the middle of the day. People will see.”

“Freckles, if you don’t get in this lake right now, I’ll swim across it again. Took me an hour.”

“An hour?”

He gives me a deviant look and turns to swim away.

“Brody?”

He doesn’t stop or look back. I groan. He’s fast and if I don’t move soon…

Moments later, my blouse and skirt lay in a heap on the dock. The hot deck boards burn on the soles of my feet and I run to make a lengthy leap into the lake.

No more holding back.
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My best friend is in my arms. Finally. I’m holding her, kissing her, and touching her bra covered breasts while we tread water. Maybe that’s what I’ve been doing for the last eight years, treading water. Waiting for her to be back here, with me, where we left the best parts of us to never grow up and never grow apart.

Her mouth is warmer than the sun and tepid water on my skin. With longing, she kisses my lips, my eyes, my chin, my neck and a vibrating need and excitement amplify between us. My plan wasn’t to drown us out here in the middle of the lake, but if we don’t get back to land soon, it’s going to be inevitable. My body has already used up most of its energy to swim the width of the lake and back and I’m not going to flutter kick anywhere if we keep this pace. “This is how it started,  but this time I don’t want it to end.”

“Me either, Brody.” Her words are breath laced and my name coming from the shallow of her mouth makes me quiver.

“Come on.” I pull her hand and start to swim back toward the dock.

“Where are we going?”

“This way.”

Katie follows me to the side of our old rowboat. “You still have this old thing?”

“Yep. Hop in.”

She gives me a questionable look.

I take her face in between my fingertips and kiss her with all the passion I have for her. My hand goes to the swell of her ass to help her climb up into the belly of the boat, before I pull myself up and in behind her. “This is the place I always imagined we’d go.”

Her eyebrows raise. “A rowboat?”

I chuckle. “We were seventeen…and I never claimed to be that creative. Did you think we’d use a bedroom?”

Katie smiles and shrugs. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

She nods. “I think you and I have suppressed our fantasies long enough.” Her eyes dart up the shore line on both sides and then she slides out of her wet bra and panties, slipping down on the plentiful bedding of bench cushions on the bottom of the boat. Her hands reach for me like she’s Neo in the Matrix challenging the Agents.

Well. I’m up for the challenge.

I take in her entire nude body in the sunlight. Her tits are the perfect size for my hands, my mouth… Her pussy and the thin strip of dark curls bring my cock to attention inside my shorts. And then her face, don’t even get me started on that. She’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. She spreads her legs for me and within seconds my body is down against her naked skin. I grasp her bare hips, using the hold as a delay to my starving need to have her, as I kiss her deeply. “Do you remember what we said?”

She looks at me and nods. “We were holding hands.”

“Like this.” I intertwine my fingers through hers and stroke the back of her thumb with the pad of mine, giving it a squeeze.

She squeezes back, once twice, repeat. “Mm hmm. And you said—”

“It’s getting late.”

Katie giggles and looks up at the cloudless, sun-filled summer sky.

I cough to bring her attention back. “It’s getting late, Freckles.”

Something flips in her and her dark eyes become dreamy and sultry. “Let’s not go home,” she whispers and her mouth finds mine.

My free hand can’t strip off my board shorts fast enough. The electricity that flows between us when my full arousal meets her wanting wetness is unmistakable. “Let’s stay here forever.”

“Make love to me,” she whispers.

“You’re assuming that I wasn’t making love to you every other time we were together,” I answer. “I was…I always was.”

The moan of pleasure trailing her words has me close to coming immediately as I thrust deep inside her. I could stay here like this forever. Her fingers dig into my back and shoulder blades as she crests over her first rolling climax. It takes all my efforts not to join her.

I hold Katie, kissing her, letting my hands reacquaint themselves with her lines and curves, once more. It feels like it’s been eons since I’ve held her. The ebb and flow of her pleasure subsides and she focuses back on my face. “It’s going to get even better.”

I smile. “I can’t imagine it ever getting better than this.”

A smoldering mist is heavy in her eyes. “I promise.”

She wriggles from under me and our bodies twist, rocking the small boat from side to side on the water as we exchange positions. Any inhibition she may have had before she jumped in the lake or climbed in this boat with me is gone. Her thighs are at either side of mine and her glorious tits salute the afternoon sun.

Katie’s hands go under the length of her ponytail and she pulls the elastic band from her tresses letting them fall in damp waves, shaking the locks free. My hands cup the swell of her tits and she angles her center over my cock.

“This is how it should be, how it always should have been.” Her insides grasp me and draw me back into her walls as she rides me. I’m lost in every fantasy, every dream and longing I ever had of us together from that day here on the lake.

“Oh, Katie. You’re so beautiful, so perfect.” I can’t distract myself. Her body is taking every ounce of me, physically and emotionally. “Never let this end.”

Her hips pivot and swivel over my length.

“I’m close, too close,” I plead to her. I mean it. I don’t want this intensity to end. My words only serve to drive her forward and soon the entire boat is rocking with us. Waves are undulating beneath the wood of the boat and splashing against its sides and the pilings of the dock.

“Yes, be with me. Now, now.”

I take my cue and pull her down to me in the boat while we both sail off together into our mutual orgasms. Our bodies tremble and quiver against one another while the sun beats down on our naked bodies. It could burn me to ash and I’d go a happy man.

Somehow our love making closes the gap of time and space when two horny, lonely teenagers were somehow wise beyond their years and sat together and made the rule that each should not have sex with their best friend.

If we had gone through with it that fateful day, I have no idea if we would have actually made it to this place with a lifetime together in front of us.

Sometimes I’m thankful for stupid rules.

But it’s a good thing we don’t need them anymore.

* * *

That evening we lay in the cabin loft together, holding one another, dozing in and out of relaxed sleep. Each time I wake to feel her snuggling into my side, exactly where I’ve always wanted her to be. The white sheers at the window drift in lazy flowing waves from the movement of the evening air outside the cabin.

Katie stirs in her light sleep. Her naked body is barely covered by the filmy sheet on the bed and our clothes are still strewn somewhere down below on a dock and in the boat. Being with Katie is beyond what I ever imagined it could be. To get a better view of her, I prop up on my elbow and watch her sleep. My finger dares to trace the line from her forehead, over the tip of her nose, past her lips, and down the line of her neck to the valley between her naked tits. “I love you.”

Her eyes flutter open and brim with tears.

I thought she was asleep, but I don’t regret saying the words and I’m happy that she heard them.

“Are you sure?” Her words are soft, nearly silent.

“I’ve always been sure of it since the fourth grade.”

Her arms are around my neck and she kisses my mouth. Her salty tears are heaven on my lips.

“Say it again,” she says.

“I love you, Katie Evans.”

“I love you too, Brody Taylor. I always have, always.”

This time, our love making is sweet, gentle, and drenched in our feelings for one another. I nibble on her collarbone and earlobe as she rolls me over and strokes my hair while she kisses me. I repeat her name, she moans mine.

Our bodies are connected. Our hearts are connected. Our lives are connected.

After we’re done, we lay there in each other’s arms, catching our breaths for the second time today.

“Brody?”

“Mmm?”

“What about Keeler and Powell?”

“They can have your talent, I get everything else,” I joke.

The flat of her hand slaps my bare chest.

“Okay…I want your talent, too. My office needs a bit more style.”

Then she goes back to drawing lazy circles with her fingers on my chest. “They’re offering to set me up in a suite to live in, while I work for them.”

I move her body back, far enough away from me, so she can see my face. “Live in? Why? Is that what you want?”

She bites her lip.

“You don’t want me to assume.”

“No, but I can’t assume either. I can’t stay with Lyla. Her landlord won’t—”

My mouth interrupts her with a halting kiss. “You have a home. With me and Adam, for as long as he lives there.”

“I can’t take advantage of you and your brother like that. It’s your house, and his…bought with your inheritance money from your parents.”

“You really don’t know, do you?”

“What?”

“I bought that house because of you. Adam is my brother, but one day he’ll have his own place. I didn’t always want to admit it to myself but every detail of that house was built with you in mind. It has has always been your home, our home. Please say you’ll move in and stay?” Her tears still flow and I wipe them away, warm and wet across her cheek. “Will you?”

A smile overtakes her eyes. “Yes.”
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The spot in the bed is empty beside me when I wake up to the familiar smell of fresh brewed coffee, and for a fleeting moment I’m lost because Brody is not there with me under the covers. The opened curtains show off the late winter snow melting on the panes of glass. Soon spring will be here again. It was a long winter, but having the warmth and love of my best friend next to me every night when I go to sleep and every morning when I wake could dissipate any foul weather. Being with Brody is like walking on air during the day and running in the sultry passionate heat of summer at night. We can’t get enough of one another. I suppose we’re still making up for all those lost years.

“Good morning, Freckles.” Brody’s back with a cup of coffee. “Feeling good?”

“I always feel good waking up with you…” I take the hot mug and sip the nectar. “And with coffee in my bloodstream.”

He climbs back into bed, snuggling up beside me and kisses my cheek. “Let’s stay in bed today.”

I laugh. “You say that every morning.”

“Because I never want to leave you.”

I know the feeling since I never want to be far from him either. I love Brody, I adore being with him in every way. I also adore my job at K and P. Maxine has become a great friend, confidant, and role model for me.

Brody’s newest apps are amazing, so much so that several other companies want to contract with him, but Maxine isn’t ready to let him outsource yet. She insists he has to go with her nationwide for every new construction she does. It hasn’t been beyond her to lure him by reminding him that I’ll be there as well. But I don’t think she means anything by it.

“How could I ever refuse then” is his go-to answer for her. Overall our relationship with Keeler and Powell has been a positive one. Although, my relationship with Adam hasn’t improved much. I think he will always have that big brother mentality with me, but I’ve come to accept it because I know he loves Brody and will always want the best for him. I’m a part of that.

Lyla is still working toward her degree. I smile thinking about her because as busy as she is, I know she still harbors feelings for Adam. Perhaps one day.

Come to find out he never slept with that blond woman. He almost did, but ended up leaving her to sleep off the alcohol for the night in his room while he stayed on the couch. He’s apparently not quite the jerk I thought he might be. I shrug and snuggle back down between the sheets. “Five more minutes.”

“I’ll take it.” Brody pulls me in close to him by my waist and his fingers have me squirming and wiggling against his body. He grabs the edge of the sheet and throws it over us both, hiding us from the world and kisses the tip of my nose. “I love you, Katie Evans.”

I giggle and kiss his lips with a return peck. “I love you too, Brody Taylor.”

He bites his lip nervously and the expression takes my elated heart with it. “What’s wrong?” I steel myself for bad news. “Ugh, did my mother call?” The words somehow feel familiar. “Are they coming here?”

His lips form a straight line.

I groan. “We just saw them over the holidays.”

He shakes his head. “No, we probably won’t have a visit from them until the end of summer.”

In my head this sounds odd. How can he assume that? “Why summer?”

Brody ducks out from beneath the sheet. I think he’s changed his mind about sharing our fleeting time before I have to get up and get ready for work. “What are you doing?”

Moments later, he slides back down into our makeshift tent, his phone in his hands. “Will you take a look at this?”

I take his phone. “What is it, a new app?”

“Yeah, I just finished it. That button right there.” He points to the screen.

I focus on the phone and tap the button. “Is it for Max?”

“Just watch it. It’s simple but I think you’ll like it.”

“Okay.”

He lies beside me while the screen changes to an animation of an opening story book. There’s soft music playing as the pages flip revealing photographs. There’s Brody and Adam as kids. Me and Brody in fifth grade. My hair is nearly shoulder length by then. I chuckle.

Words appear. We’ve been together since we were kids.

I nod and tears well in the corners of my eyes.

Pictures of us at the lake slide by and then there’s Lyla and all us of home from college for the holidays.

More words scroll by. We’ve always been stronger together.

So true.

Pictures of my mother and Richard swap in, and then photos of Brody and Adam’s parents fade in and out. Tears roll down my cheeks.

We’ve all been family, the app reads.

Several shots of Brody and I laughing and goofing off with one another show.

I mouth the words as they slip into the frame. And we always will be.

A big “If” fills the screen and I can barely see it through my moisture blurred eyes. I wipe the tears away on the back of my hand and sniffle. Then the app switches from the single word to a recent photograph of Brody. It’s a picture of him under sheets, these sheets in this bed, our bed, holding out a small black velvet jeweler’s box. My mouth drops open and I turn from the app to Brody. He’s there holding a ring box in his hands beside me.

The lid flips open revealing the most gorgeous—and simple—diamond ring I’ve ever seen. “If…you’ll marry me.”

How could I ever say no?







* * *




Thank you so much for reading Kate and Brody’s love story! If you want to meet a new Wildhaven couple then try Throw Me a Bone for an enemies to lovers romance.




I’d also greatly appreciate it if you would take the time to leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads.




And if you want to keep up with my upcoming releases, get sneak peeks and enter romance themed giveaways sign up for my newsletter at my website: http://www.JeniLeighRomance.com.




XOXO,




Jeni Leigh

.
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