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      I can't believe it really happened. That I landed the man of my dreams against all odds.

      Everything was stacked against me. I wasn't his type; I had known that from the beginning. Peter Burgett probably dates girls who look like supermodels. Maybe he even has dated a few supermodels. He certainly has the money to be in their social circles. The money. The career. The looks. The man has it all.

      And I came from nothing. A fat girl from a poor family with a bad reputation.

      I had moved here to escape all of that. I had shed the weight that kept my self-esteem in the dirt. I had abandoned my family to rid myself of the association with filth and mental illness. I had come here to start anew. To turn my life around.

      The second I realized I had unknowingly moved in across the hall from my high school enemy, I thought that was all over. But I leveraged Caleb Ryan's guilt to get me closer to Peter. And now here we are.

      Peter just left my apartment, knowing I need rest from my massive hangover. I haven't made it back to bed yet, though. I'm still standing in my kitchen, staring at all of the bags of greasy fast food he brought me, not really sure how I feel about the whole situation.

      I was elated when he actually proposed that we start dating exclusively, something that I'm told Peter Burgett does not do. He's a manwhore, from what Caleb says. Will I really be alright putting my heart in his hands?

      McDonalds. Taco Bell. Panda Express. Panera Bread.

      These bags of fast food prove that Peter knows nothing about me. I can't eat any of this. Am not supposed to eat any of this.

      I haven't touched fast food in so long because it's a large part of why I gained so much weight in the past. My mother hated to cook. And there were so many times when it was just easier for my father to grab us dinner from a drive-through after working a sixteen-hour shift.

      As I stare at the bags, I remember all the nights spent sitting on the sofa in the living room between my two sisters, munching away on our delicious McDonalds french fries. Mindlessly consuming while we watched something pointless on television, the trash and squalor piled up around us. When we were done eating, we would go to take our trash to the trashcan in the kitchen, but it was usually full. The empty bags and containers would end up on the kitchen counter with all the rest from the week, adding to the mess.

      It wasn't that we didn't have trash service. My sisters and I were supposed to rotate the chore of taking out the trash. But laziness breeds laziness, and so does bad parenting. They would skip their days, and neither of my parents would say anything about it. When it came to be my turn, there would be so much trash piled up that I'd have to make several trips. Eventually, I just said phoo. Complaining to them didn't get my sisters to do their chores. Telling my parents to reprimand them didn't do it either. Fairness wasn't a word that was known in my house. And eventually, I came to the conclusion that if you can't beat them, join them.

      In hindsight, we all contributed to our horrible living conditions. I was no less guilty than anyone else in the house, except for my mother. We were all less guilty than her. She was a mega-hoarder, constantly bringing things into the house but refusing to get rid of anything. Every time my father got paid she would take us garage sale and thrift store shopping, but not for clothes or anything that we actually needed. She'd buy random junk that we never even used. Like a microwave hard-boiled egg cooker. Or some broken wind chimes that she insisted she could fix. If the price was low, she'd buy it. And then it would end up added to the piles of garbage at home, becoming a part of the collective scenery and filth. A landfill of trash and things forgotten.

      It's odd how looking at a fast food bag can bring back all of that. The memories.

      These days, I try to stay away from fast food unless I'm just so depressed that I don't give a hoot anymore. Kind of like when I ate pizza the other day with Caleb after hearing that Peter didn't care about me.

      But Peter does care about me. He cares about me enough that he asked me to be his girlfriend. Which means that...Was Caleb lying about what Peter had said to him?

      There's a knock on my apartment door. This time, I know it's Caleb having come from the store to bring me something with electrolytes in it. It's been long enough.

      I open the door to him, and he steps past me with a bag in hand, setting it on the kitchen counter before giving pause to look at the myriad of fast food with a puzzled expression.

      He points to the bags. "How long has this been sitting here?"

      I fold my arms over my chest, trying not to glare at him. "Were you lying to me about Peter?"

      He juts his head back. "What do you mean?"

      "About him saying he felt nothing for me."

      Caleb arches a brow. "Why would I lie about that?"

      "I don't know. You tell me." I lean against the counter, staring at him expectantly. Surely, it will dawn on him what I'm getting at, and he'll cave soon.

      "Why are you being so hostile towards me all of a sudden? I just brought you Gatorade." His hand skims over the bag, making it rustle. "And SmartWater, in case you don't like Gatorade. And Pedialyte, because I've heard that it's good for hangovers but I haven't tried it yet."

      The anger in me falters. Why would he lie to me...unless he was just sick of hearing me obsess over Peter? Maybe he just wanted an end to it all.

      "Did Peter really say that he felt nothing for me?" I give him one last chance to confess.

      Caleb stands tall, taking a defensive stance. "Yes, he really said that. Why? Did something happen last night?"

      "A lot happened last night. He didn't tell you?"

      "He just told me that you guys are okay now."

      "More than okay." I hold my head up high, proudly.

      "More than okay?" he parrots.

      "We're a couple now," I announce.

      Caleb's eyes go wide, and his mouth falls agape. "A couple."

      I could not feel more smug about the shock on his face if I tried. "Yes. He came by to bring me food and ask me out."

      "Like ask you out on a date?" The skepticism is plain in his voice, and it makes me scowl.

      "No, idiot. He asked me to be his girlfriend."

      "Girlfriend?" He blinks a few times before staring past me as if he's never heard the word before and is trying to decipher the meaning.

      "Is that so unbelievable?" I push his shoulder to bring him back to me.

      "I...don't know," he hesitates. "For as long as I've known Peter, he's never had a girlfriend."

      "Well, now he does." I huff. "Just be happy for me, okay."

      Caleb shakes whatever he's thinking away before returning his attention to me. "I am happy for you. But I'm also confused."

      "Confused because of what he told you?"

      "Yes. Because of that. So many things he's told me. It just doesn't make sense."

      "Well, it's the reality of the situation, so you better get used to it." I smile.

      "I should let you get some rest." He walks past me abruptly to leave.

      "Alright." I follow him to the door to let him out, feeling odd about the way the conversation ended.

      He disappears without another word, and I return to the kitchen to look at my offerings. Four bags of fast food and three beverages.

      It feels nice to be taken care of. To have an amazing boyfriend and awesome best friend who are willing to make sure I have everything I need.

      Ew. Did I just think of Caleb as my best friend?

      I guess I did. Whether I'd like to admit it to myself or not, he's the only friend I have here in San Antonio. And I certainly can't deny that we're friends any longer. So if he's my only friend, I guess that also means that he's my best friend.
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      Something doesn't add up.

      First Peter said he'd never date anyone from work. Then he said he didn't feel anything for Willow. It doesn't make sense that he'd suddenly change his tune.

      She must have heard him wrong or interpreted what he had said wrong. But then why were all of the fast food bags at Willow's apartment? She would not have lied to me about that. Peter had to have come visit her. But why? Why would he take time off from work to visit her if he didn't care?

      I need to get to the bottom of this before she gets hurt again. I need to find out what Peter's real motives are. Or what he really meant. Or just what the heck is going on, because I'm so confused about this whole situation.

      I text Peter to ask if he wants to go out for drinks after work. Then I spend the entire day thinking about what could have happened last night that made him change his mind. He was so vague when he told me that everything is okay now.

      We meet up at a little hole in the wall close to his work. When I go inside, Peter is already at the bar sipping on a beverage. I pull up the barstool beside him and immediately order a Jack and Coke before launching straight into the question I've been doubting the answer to all day.

      "So, you and Willow?"

      Peter smiles, his eyes falling to his drink. "She told you already?"

      "It's true then?" I quirk an eyebrow, still skeptical.

      "Aye. It's true."

      "So you're a couple?" The word sounds foreign when spoken about him and...anyone.

      He chuckles before jumping off of his stool to put me in a headlock. "Is that so hard to believe, punk?"

      I struggle for a minute, annoyed by his rambunctious behavior, though I know it means he's in a good mood.

      When he finally lets me go, I smooth down my hair and shirt before reclaiming my seat. "It is with everything you've said to me thus far," I reply firmly. "You made me seem like a liar."

      "Oh?" He plays innocent, which just pisses me off more.

      "What happened to not dating anyone from work? Or you not having feelings for Willow?"

      "Oh, that." He acts like he had completely forgotten telling me those things.

      "Yeah. That." I eye him suspiciously.

      "I guess she just grew on me." He picks up his drink, grinning into the distance.

      And that's when it hits me. I know that look, and it's not a look I've ever seen on Peter's face before. He's not lying. He genuinely likes Willow.

      I want to be relieved, but there's a strange feeling in my chest. Almost like my muscles are wound too tight. I can't force myself to believe that this will have a happy ending for them.

      I know Peter well. He's dated girls in the past. Not long or seriously enough to ever call one of them his girlfriend, but he has had some that he's kept around for a few weeks. Those girls always ended up getting hurt when he grew bored of them. What's to say the same won't happen this time around?

      "So you're really doing this?" I press.

      "Yes." He looks at me. "Why? You don't approve?"

      "I'm just worried she's going to get hurt," I mumble.

      "What if I get hurt instead?" His eyes flash. "Aren't you worried about me?"

      "You have to have a heart to have it broken." I smirk before taking a sip of my drink.

      "You're a jerk." He slaps my shoulder with the back of his hand.

      "It takes one to know one." I nod at him.

      "So childish." He shakes his head before downing his drink and hissing from the afterburn of the liquor.

      "Seriously, though, what made you change your mind? It's pretty hard to go from not feeling anything for someone to wanting to be in an exclusive relationship with them. Especially for someone like you."

      "Someone like me?" He huffs. "I oughta." Peter raises his arm like he's going to hit me again. When I cower away, he drops his hand, cursing between his teeth at me with a smile on his face all the while. "I think the tides really turned when we were talking last night."

      "Ah yes. That. Which neither of you has really told me about. What happened, exactly?"

      "If I told you, you wouldn't believe me." He chuckles at the secret memory.

      "Tell me anyway."

      He twirls his glass in his hand. "She kind of went off on me when I got there. It was...super dramatic."

      "I'm not sure if I'm surprised or not," I confess, thinking about Willow's temper.

      "She hit me." He glances up at me to see my reaction.

      "She hit you?" I parrot.

      "More than once."

      "Like punched you?" I gesture with my fist.

      "Slapped me." His head bobbles.

      "She must have been really pissed." My eyes widen for effect.

      "Oh, very much so." He laughs before settling. "But she said a lot of things that really made me think. Things that touched my heart. And even after dropping her off, I couldn't stop thinking about her. Heck, I didn't even really sleep last night because I was thinking about her so much.

      "She's a funny girl. Smart, caring, athletic."

      I huff internally at the athletic part. If he only knew what I had to go through to get her there. I practically built his girlfriend for him.

      "So you asked her out," I say.

      "Yeah. I figured I might as well give this dating thing a go." He inhales deeply. "While I had thought I wanted to stay single forever, I've come to realize that truly good and compatible people don't come around very often. I enjoy spending time with Willow. And it's not in the shallow way that I enjoy spending time with most girls. Willow makes me laugh. She makes me smile. She makes me happy."

      I can hear the sincerity in his voice. He's speaking from his heart. And I can't continue to deny that this may actually be different.

      "Well, I'm happy for you guys then." I finish the rest of my drink, trying to process how I really feel about all of this.

      If I said I wasn't slightly jealous, I'd be lying. More than that, though, I'm not really looking forward to having to hear all of their relationship details. While Peter is a private guy, Willow will no doubt gush about everything they do together. And I'll be on the receiving end.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "We need to go shopping again."

      It's the first thing Willow says to me when I open the door to her the following day.

      "What?" I scratch the back of my head.

      She barges right in, pushing past Max to stand in the middle of my living room. "Now that I'm dating Peter, I need to dress appropriately for him."

      "Appropriately for him?" What's that supposed to mean?

      "Yes." She nods. "I still don't trust myself to pick out the clothes that he'll like, so I'm taking you with me."

      "This isn't going to become a normal thing, is it?" my voice is clipped with annoyance.

      Willow sulks slightly. "Please, Caleb. I promise this will be the last time. I just want to be perfect for him."

      "I'm pretty sure he likes you just the way you are. If he didn't, he wouldn't be dating you." I shift my weight.

      She presses her palms together, silently begging. All I can do is roll my eyes and give in, knowing that she'll get mad at me if I say no.

      This shopping trip is a lot less fun than the last one. We head to the thrift store, which I have nothing against. I just don't have as much pep in my step as I did the first go round when we were doing whatever we could to make Peter attracted to her.

      This time, I simply follow Willow around with a shopping cart. When she pulls something off of the rack, I give it a yes or no answer. Then when we head to the dressing room, I give her my opinion again.

      To be honest, I don't even know what Peter likes anymore—what he'd want to see his girlfriend wearing. Because he's never had a girlfriend since I've known him. I haven't gotten to see what his girlfriends typically wear. Having said that, I can only imagine that as long as whatever Willow picks fits her properly, it should be fine.

      "You don't seem very into this." She notices on about the sixth outfit. "Are you tired or something?"

      "Yeah. That's it." I yawn for effect.

      "I hope he likes all of this." She goes back to assessing her haul.

      "I think it will be fine." I look at the mix of blouses and skirts, things that she picked out mostly for work as if every day is going to be a date with him.

      "I hope so," she sighs. "Now that Peter and I are a couple, I need to look perfect all the time."

      No one can look perfect all the time. I think it but don't say it. Far be it from me to disrupt her perfect little fantasy world. Fantasies don't last forever, though.
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      Going to work on Monday is strange. It feels more like a date than a job. I don't think that's normal. I'm pretty sure that's not how I'm supposed to feel, but I'm just so excited to see Peter.

      I haven't seen him since he dropped the food off at my place on Friday, and that just seems like too long for people who are newly dating. He didn't text me the following day to check on me. I haven't had any contact with him since Friday, and I miss him horribly.

      My face lights up as I see him standing outside of the building talking to his business partner when I arrive. As I step out of my car, I realize that I'm not sure how to act. Even though we're officially a couple, I'm not sure if he wants it to be blatantly obvious at work.

      No. I know Peter well enough to realize that he's a professional person when at work. So I should be professional about things as well. Perhaps pretend that we're not dating, though it will be hard not to look at him longingly throughout the day knowing that he's finally mine. That eventually, things will get intimate between us. That I'll feel his lips on my lips and his body against my body and his...Oh my. I blush just thinking about it. Thinking about unwrapping him, seeing every inch of his naked flesh. Touching his hot, throbbing...

      “Good morning, Miss Stroop.” Peter smiles at me.

      I can't hide the heat that's reached my face. No doubt I'm blushing a deep shade of pink.

      “Good morning,” I mutter as I duck past him into the building.

      I can feel his eyes following me. My heartbeat slams in my chest as I think about what an idiot I am. He finally asked me out, and I can't even face him. Hopefully, this isn't how it will always be between us. I need to get my trash together—to learn how to function like a normal human being when I'm around him. Otherwise, this isn't going to work.

      “Welcome back,” Becky tells me as I take my seat.

      “Thanks.” I practically ignore her as I turn on my computer monitor, still thinking about Peter dreamily. He looked so handsome in a double-breasted vest. Everything he wears is sexy, but I bet he'll be even sexier sans clothing.

      “You missed a lot while you were gone,” she informs me.

      “Was there an update to our work procedures?” I face her finally, trying to get my mind out of the gutter.

      “No. But I heard there's been an update to Peter's relationship status.” She beams at me.

      The butterflies in my stomach flutter around from the news. Is Peter really so invested in me that he let the cat out of the bag already? Just thinking about it makes me love him even more.

      “Wow,” I say, because I don't know what else to say; I'm so shocked.

      “I know. Word has it, it's one of his employees.” She bounces in her seat.

      It's strange to see her so happy for me. Maybe she's not as big of a jerk as I thought.

      “I wonder who it is?” I muse playfully.

      Becky sighs contentedly. “I never knew that so much could change from one night of drinking. That a girl could get everything she wanted and more.”

      “I know, right?” I giggle, thinking about how slapping Peter had magically made him want to date me.

      “Dating him is going to be amazing. He's so wealthy. I can't wait to see all of the places that he takes me.”

      “Wait. What?” The mood of the conversation immediately shifts as I realize she's not talking about me.

      She draws her hand up to her mouth, pretending like what she just said slipped. “Oops. No one is supposed to know. But I figured it would be okay to tell you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I knit my brow, confused.

      “You know that night that Peter and I went out together?”

      “Yeah,” I reply hesitantly.

      “Well.” She leans in to whisper to me. “I confessed my love to him.”

      I narrow my eyes. “And?”

      “And now we're a couple,” she chirps.

      “Except for,” I make a circle with my finger in the air, “you can't be dating him, because I am.”

      “What?” Now she's the one who looks shocked.

      “Yeah. He asked me out on Friday. I wasn't sick. I was hungover. That's why he wasn't at work. He was bringing me food.” I spell everything out for her.

      Becky blinks at me a few times before bursting out into laughter. I cross my arms over my chest and wait for her to finish. “What? Oh, you're serious?”

      “As a heart attack.” I nod.

      I'm not about to let her get under my skin or make me believe the trash she's spewing. I'm already aware that she's delusional. Her telling me that she went out on a date with Caleb when he said otherwise proves that.

      As if on queue, Peter walks up to us.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks me.

      “Better now that I've had the weekend to recover. Thanks.” I smile at him before shooting a cutting glance at Becky. “And thanks for bringing me food on Friday.”

      “Did I get you something you liked? I wasn't sure.”

      “Yeah. It was all good,” I lie.

      In truth, I just drank the soup that he brought me from Panera Bread and ended up giving the rest of the food to Caleb, who ended up feeding a lot of it to Max. I don't have the heart to tell Peter that, though. And I know that Caleb won't tell him either.

      “Good. I'm glad you feel better,” he says before walking off.

      I turn to Becky with a forced smile. “You need to give up on him. He's mine, and I'm not about to let him go.”

      She gasps at my boldness, and we don't speak for the rest of the day, which is just fine by me.

      At lunch time, I start heading out to my car. Normally, I eat lunch by myself, not wanting to be bothered by anyone. Peter's voice stops me, though.

      “Miss Stroop.”

      I turn to see him jogging to catch up to me.

      “Peter. I mean, Mister Burgett,” I quickly correct myself.

      He looks around to see if anyone is listening. “It's fine. Hey, I was wondering if you'd like to go out to the movies tonight.”

      My heart skips a beat as I realize he's asking me on a date. A real date. Not playing sports. Not hanging out at a bar with Caleb. This is going to be an actual date.

      “Yes. Yes, I'd love to.” My face lights up, and I clap my hands together two seconds before realizing I look a bit too overzealous.

      Peter laughs at me, which makes me feel less silly. Seeing him smile at anything I do fills me with warmth. He's so handsome when he smiles. I want to make him smile all the time. Every day. For the rest of his life.

      “Awesome.” He chuckles a final time before glancing out into the parking lot. “Would you like to go to lunch?”

      “Are you sure it's okay?” Now I'm the one looking around. “I wasn't sure if you wanted it to get out that we're dating.”

      “People talk here,” he acknowledges. “I'm sure half of the building already knows.”

      I frown slightly. “Actually, I think half of the building probably thinks you're dating Becky.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “Because that's what she's telling people.”

      He snorts. “I don't know about that girl.”

      My voice grows small as I subtly probe him for more information, “She said she told you that she loves you.”

      Amusement fills his expression. “She was drunk. I didn't think she actually meant it.”

      “She probably didn't mean it.” I hug myself, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “What exactly happened between you two that night?”

      “Absolutely nothing that you need to concern yourself with.” There's a sternness to his voice that says I shouldn't question him further. I can't help it, though.

      “So there's nothing...”

      “Going on between us?” he finishes my sentence. “No. Absolutely nothing. Now are you hungry or not? We only get thirty minutes for lunch because I'm a jerk boss, and time's ticking.”

      I nod, only feeling a little better. “Yeah. Let's go.”
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      I can't believe it. It just...does not compute.

      Why would he want someone like her when he can have someone like me? Willow is pretty in that girl next door sort of way. But she's boring. There's no spice to her, and a guy like Peter Burgett needs spice in his life.

      I confessed my love to Peter, and while I honestly hadn't meant it, I did feel like there was something between us. Something more than boss and employee. I could see the potential for so much more. I refuse to believe that was all in my imagination.

      I need to get down to the bottom of this, so I wait until close to the end of the day before I go to Peter's office, putting on my sweetest face as I knock on the door. He looks up from his computer like a deer in the headlights, his lips slightly parted, his expression adorable. He always looks either sexy or adorable. Mostly sexy, though. It's the way he carries himself. The suits that he wears. The authoritative voice that he uses when he speaks to his employees. He exudes confidence and wealth and sex appeal. Always looking perfect. Always acting perfect.

      It's the rare times that he falters—the cracks in his perfect demeanor—when you can see something softer about him.

      “Miss Palomo. Is there something I can do for you?” He takes his hands away from his keyboard and clasps them together on top of his desk, giving me his full attention.

      I duck into his office, looking back out into the workroom. “Can I close the door? What I have to ask you is of a personal nature.”

      He nods, and I close the door, wanting to keep our conversation private. Once the door is shut, I drop the demure act and let my natural confidence take its place. I stroll up to his desk like a cat on the prowl, one long leg in front of the other. I know he's looking at them in his peripheral vision. Men can't help but look, even when they pretend that they're not. And the shorts that I'm wearing are sooo short.

      “What is this about?” He leans back in his plush office chair.

      “It's about us.” I stop at his desk and trace a circle with my fingertip on top of it.

      “Us?” he parrots the word as if it's foreign to him.

      “You. And me,” I enunciate.

      “I must say I don't understand.” He plays the oblivious card.

      “There's a rumor going around that you and a certain someone in the office are having relations.” I round his desk, moving some paperwork aside to sit on the edge only a foot away from him.

      He pushes his chair back, putting distance between us. “Miss Palomo—”

      “Becky,” I correct him.

      “Becky.” He smiles, but there's discomfort in his expression. “This is highly unprofessional.”

      “You know, I've always wanted to have sex on a desk like this.” I strum my fingertips over the top of his desk before looking at him. “It's always been one of my biggest fantasies.”

      “I'm dating someone else,” he says abruptly, causing me to instantly frown.

      I huff. So it is true. He really wants that...

      “Well, I was just coming to tell you that I want the rumor about us snuffed out.” I fall into recovery mode.

      “If there is any rumor about us, I wasn't the one who started it.” He narrows his eyes at me.

      I gasp, feigning innocence. “Do you really think I would tell anyone what happened between us?”

      “Nothing happened between us.” He pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “Exactly. And it's going to stay that way.” I hop off of his desk, sauntering back to the door so he can get a good look at what he's missing out on.

      I expect him to say something else to me, but he doesn't. As I take my leave, I can't help but feel dejected. It seems like all of the men who chase after me have nothing going for them. They're either poor losers or bad boys who are the love em' and leave em' type. Sure, losers and bad boys make good bed mates from time to time, but they're not long-term guys. With looks like mine, you'd think I'd be able to get whoever I want. That's not always the case, though. Like every girl, I want someone good and stable. I'm not in any hurry to settle down, but when I see a prize stallion walk by, I don't hesitate to try to take the reigns. That obviously doesn't always work, as this situation proves.

      After returning to my desk, I stare at Willow in my peripheral vision, wondering what she has that I don't. It's not looks, and it's not personality. So what? I just can't figure it out.

      As soon as work is over, I go home and eat before changing to head to the gym. A good workout should make me feel better, plus I'll get to gawk at all of the beefcakes and maybe score one for the night. Story of my life. Fanboys and one-night stands. The guys who like me that I won't sleep with end up added to my guy harem. The others are here today, gone tomorrow.

      I climb onto the treadmill and prepare to burn out all of my negative energy. There are a few hotties at the gym today, and as usual, all eyes are on me. I dress the part of innocent sex kitten in my super short gym shorts and a tight tank top. Everything pink.

      I'm not in the mood to prowl tonight. If one of the attractive guys is brave enough to come up and talk to me, I'll take him for a spin. If not, I'll go home alone. It's no big loss, really.

      About five minutes into my run, I see Caleb come through the front door. He's wearing a muscle shirt that shows off his toned shoulders and bulging biceps. I feel something inside of me churn as I gaze upon his handsome face. That man's jawline goes on for days. And his Adam's apple is deliciously defined and suckable.

      Maybe I'm friskier than I thought. Or maybe the air just changed when he walked into the gym—filled with an invisible pheromone that has my hormones on the fritz.

      It was horrible of me to kick him to the curb the other day to pursue Peter. He didn't seem attainable though, so Peter became my new target. I thought he'd be more easily achievable, but I guess I was wrong.

      Caleb sees me and gives me a half-hearted wave before heading to the men's locker room only to emerge a few minutes later and immediately hit the weights. I do my best to pretend he's not there, to focus on some of the viable options wandering around. But my eyes keep going back to him.

      Finally, I can't resist the attraction any longer, so I power down the treadmill and walk over to him, mentally preparing myself for another rejection. He's loading the bench press up with weights, and I can tell that he's trying his best to ignore my approach.

      “Is that for you or a client?” I nod to the bench.

      “Me.” He doesn't even stop what he's doing to face me. “I don't have any clients tonight, and I got bored sitting at home.”

      “So this is what you do when you're bored?” I giggle. “Come here to work on being the ultimate beefcake?”

      “I'm far from the ultimate beefcake.” He gives me a sardonic look.

      “You're bigger than most of the guys here.” I glance around the gym.

      “I like to stay fit,” he replies absentmindedly.

      “Well, you succeed.” I sit on the bench so that he can't ignore me, then lie down and grip the bar. It's so heavy I couldn't even hope to be able to lift it. In fact, I'm pretty sure that the weights he has it on now weigh more than I do. “Wow. You're really strong.”

      “It comes with practice.” He stands over me with his hands on his hips as if he's just waiting for me to get up. I don't.

      “I've thought about incorporating some weight training into my exercise routine, but I'm worried I'll get too muscular.”

      He smirks before glancing away. “That's a common concern of women, but it shouldn't be.”

      “Why not?” I wring my hand around the barbel before using it to help me sit up. I already know his answer, but I'll use the conversation to spend more time with him. Men like it when you talk about their interests, and working out is obviously at the top of his.

      “Because you don't produce enough testosterone to get big.”

      “So then what would be the point?” I continue to play stupid.

      “Just to tone up a bit.” He looks down at me.

      “Oh. So like, to get a six pack? I already have the beginnings of one.” I lift up my shirt so he can see my stomach.

      He inhales, and the mood shifts slightly. I can tell that he finds me attractive. I just don't understand why he won't act on it.

      “Would you be interested in training me?” I stand, leaving little distance between us.

      Caleb averts his gaze. I can feel the nervousness radiating from him. I expect him to take a step back, but he doesn't. “I don't work for free.”

      I pout. “But I thought we were friends.”

      His shoulders slump, and I can tell that the good guy in him is slowly surrendering. “I'll tell you what. Show me that you're serious, and I'll think about it. Come here three times a week and hit up the thirty-minute circuit over there. Load the machines with about half of the max weight you think you can handle. If you're consistent for a month, I'll take you on for free.”

      “It sounds like you're already taking me on for free.” I smile at him.

      He tilts his head to the side in silent admittance. “This is just advice. Basic stuff. I won't be by your side to help you or check your form.”

      “Ah. I get it.” I nod. “So, three times a week. Thirty minutes a day.”

      “Yup.” Caleb sidesteps me to sit on the bench. “And do me the favor of trying to get Willow to come with you. I figure she'll eventually ask me to train her, too. I'd rather kill two birds with one stone if I'm going to do this for free.”

      I frown internally, wondering why he's even bringing her up. Maybe I'm misreading it, but I see something in his eyes change when he speaks her name. His voice seems to soften, too.

      Still, I keep my halfhearted enthusiasm at full beam, knowing that guys like him like happy girls.

      “Of course.” I grin at him a final time, my eyes watching the muscles in his arms bulge as he grabs the bar and lifts it for his first rep, my mind instantly going to all of the naughty things I'd like to do to his sinfully delicious body.
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      I try to concentrate on my workout, but I can still see Becky out of my peripheral vision...and she's watching me. Her eyes barely leave me as I move from machine to machine. It's obvious that asking me to be her personal trainer was just a ploy to get closer to me.

      Oh well. If I'm lucky, she won't stick to the routine I gave her. If I'm even luckier, she will stick to it and start bringing Willow along. Now that Willow is dating Peter, I imagine she'll be looking for ways to make sure that he'll want to stay with her, and that includes keeping fit. All of that cardio she does will keep her skinny, but she needs to be building muscle, too.

      I sigh to myself, wondering why I care anymore. She probably doesn't even want my help now that she has Peter.

      I finish my workout, take a quick shower, and head home in a blah mood. I open the door, and Max rushes out to greet me. His tail is wagging, and he's wearing his big dumb dog-grin, but the apartment feels oddly empty. For the first time in a long time, I feel alone.

      I sit on the sofa, but I can't even motivate myself to turn on the television. There's an irrational depression taking over me, something I'm not accustomed to. I think I know what it might be from, but I try my best to ignore it.

      There's a knock on the door, rousing me from my thoughts. I go to answer it only to find Willow on the other side looking stressed out.

      “What's wrong?” I ask, instantly going into concerned mode.

      “Do you have water?”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Water. You know, the thing that comes out of the faucet.” She makes a knob turning motion with her hand in annoyance before pushing past me to enter the kitchen and turn on the faucet. When she sees water trickle out, her entire body seems to relax. “Oh thank goodness.”

      “Your apartment doesn't have water?” I put the pieces together.

      “No. And I need to take a shower before my date with Peter tonight. No one is going to repair it in time, so I'm going to shower over here. I'll be right back.” She skirts past me to leave again.

      My mouth falls agape. She didn't even ask me. Didn't care if I had somewhere to be.

      Once the shock wears off, I shake my head and smirk. That's just the way she is. Such a strange and selfish girl. I've never met anyone like her in all my life.

      I pace my apartment while I wait for her to return, obsessing over her rudeness, images of her taking off her clothing in my bathroom flashing through my mind. I don't know why I'm thinking about it, but my focus is slowly steering towards a different direction. My offense at her rudeness fades away, and all I see are the images. All I can think about is the fact that in a few minutes, she'll be completely naked in my bathroom.

      I grip my head with both hands and squat down to be eye-level with Max, trying to distract myself. He immediately walks up to me and starts licking my face. “What is wrong with me, boy?”

      Willow knocks on my apartment door again before barging in. Her hands are full of all of the things she needs for her shower. Soap, shampoo, conditioner, a robe. I see no clothes in her hands. I think about complaining or saying something snarky, but then I decide to keep my dang mouth shut.

      “Thanks,” she tells me before hurriedly rushing into the bathroom.

      The thoughts return. There's no distraction that can possibly drown them out.

      I stay on the sofa with Max lapping at my fingers, and I stare at the bathroom door as I hear the shower turn on. I know that she's taking off her clothing. When there's a change in the sound of the water, I know she's completely naked.

      “What the heck is wrong with me?” I tear my hand through my hair.

      I know what's wrong, though. It's not just that Willow is in my bathroom naked. It's the compounded feelings of my loneliness and trying to cope with the fact that two of my closest friends are now dating and I'm left on the outside. My apartment feels lonely because I am alone. And I'm only feeling this way because I'm slowly slipping free from being repulsed by the idea of getting into another relationship.

      Maybe there's an iota of me that's even jealous. Peter didn't even have to try to find the perfect girl. She fell right into his lap.

      I tried hard with Taylor, and all I got was hurt. Nothing I did was ever enough.

      But I know that I'm worth something now. Someone out there will love me for me. Willow did once...

      That thought lingers with a bitter twinge of pain. At one time I was her love object, and I didn't even see it. I didn't take the time to see what a wonderful person she was. Dang, do I ever regret it now. But that's karma, I suppose.

      The water stops, and my focus returns to the bathroom. The door opens, and she steps out in just a bathrobe. My heart sticks in my chest, and when it starts beating again, it's deafening. I feel like I'm holding my breath, all of the blood in my body draining down South. I stare at her stupidly, at the tousled wetness of her hair, at her smooth, pale, flawless skin without makeup on. At this moment, she doesn't even know I exist, toweling her hair off without so much as a glance in my direction. But at this moment, she's all that exists for me.

      Willow looks at me finally, freezing in place. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head, trying to come back to reality.

      “Thanks for letting me use your shower. I've got to go change.” She walks towards the front door.

      “You're seriously going out in just a robe?” I stand to follow her.

      “It's just across the hallway.” She gives me a sardonic look before shoving the towel against my chest and stepping out.

      I wait until she's safely in her apartment before closing the door. I pull the towel away from my chest and stare at it, thinking about how she rubbed it all over her body. Silently, I curse myself for being such a pervert, but I can't resist the urge to draw the towel up to my nose and inhale her scent. It's fresh and clean and floral.

      In fact, my entire apartment smells like her body wash. It's a good smell—a feminine smell. Almost like an aphrodisiac to me.

      I look down at Max, but my eyes are instantly diverted to the massive erection pressing against my sweatpants. I almost double over to hide it in embarrassment, but it's way too late for that.

      “Holy idiot, I hope she didn't see that.” I curse my stupid body for having a mind of its own.

      The guilt is fleeting. I find myself drawn to the bathroom, to the strong scent of heat and femininity. When I step inside, I see that Willow accidentally left her body wash in her haste.

      Briefly, I consider taking it back to her, but she seemed to be in a hurry, and I don't want to distract her. It's not that important, I decide. I can get it to her later. Either that, or she'll eventually come back for it.

      I pick the bottle up from the built in shower shelf and pop open the top, giving it a good whiff. The scent intoxicates me, and my brain immediately associates it with naked girl in my shower.

      Max is standing next to me, looking up at me in confusion. As soon as I notice him, I set the bottle back down and try to shake my perverted thoughts away. I need to get away from her scent.

      “Is this what it's like for you, boy?” I talk to Max, trying to distract myself again as I go to open the balcony door...then every window in my apartment. “I can't be thinking about this.”

      But I can't stop thinking about it. I can't stop thinking about her.

      Idiot all, she's dating my best friend. I have to stop thinking about her.

      “I think I need to get laid, boy,” I tell Max as I sit on the sofa.

      Suddenly, Becky isn't looking so bad.
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      What is it with guys and action movies? I suppose this is what I get for letting Peter pick the movie. Not that it matters. I'm not really watching it anyway.

      He looks too perfect in a vest and tie. My heart still flutters at the thought that he dressed up for our date, even though we just went to the movies. To think that I have such a handsome, successful boyfriend.

      As soon as we found our seats, Peter put the armrest up between us so that he could be closer to me. I want to be close to him, too. Oh so close.

      We're almost an hour into the movie, and I couldn't even tell you what's going on. All I can think about is how my dreams have finally come true, and that this is the start of an entirely new life for me. If things go well, Peter and I will eventually get married, and I'll have my happily ever after. The thought is so exciting it's almost too much to bear.

      “Are you alright?” Peter catches me looking at him for the umpteenth time.

      “Mhm.” I nod and turn away, still staring out of my peripheral vision.

      My eyes keep dropping to his lips, and I wonder if I'll be kissing them later. The thought of kissing him...it does so much to me. So many unspeakably naughty things.

      Peter scoots closer, and he does the classic stretch which turns into him putting his arm around my shoulder. I lean into him, feeling the warmth of his body. My pulse races just from being by his side.

      The movie is over way too soon, and when we start to walk out of the theater, he takes my hand. A blush spreads across my cheeks from the affection. I honestly never in a million years thought he'd be like this.

      Caleb painted him as a cruel, heartless jerk. But Peter's nothing like that. There's not even a shred of the man he is at work when we're alone together. He's so human and real and...just amazing. Simply amazing.

      “Did you like the movie?” he asks as we walk toward his car.

      “Mhm.” I nod. “I can't believe that guy killed his son.” It's the only thing I remember. The only part I briefly paid attention to.

      “That was a twist, wasn't it?” His eyes widen.

      My goodness, he has to be the most gorgeous man who has ever walked the face of this planet. And he's mine. All mine.

      “Yeah, it was a twist.” Like us actually ending up together. Everything seems so surreal, but it has to be because this is new to me.

      “Well, it's kind of late.” Peter glances up at the stars. “I suppose we should go home.”

      My heart shoots up to my throat as I catch the implication of his words. Home. Home doesn't mean home. Home means sex.

      My palms instantly begin to sweat, and a million different things race through my mind at once. In the forefront is Caleb telling me that Peter is a player. If we have sex now, will he get bored with me and kick me to the curb? I don't want that. Besides, we just started dating, so it would be irrational to jump into bed this quickly.

      But will he think I'm a prude if I say no? I don't want to turn him off by making him think that I don't want him. Because that's certainly not the case. I do want him. I want him inside of me so badly. But I just can't risk losing him.

      I try not to let my emotions reach my face as I torture myself over what to say. It feels like a no-win situation. I don't know what the right answer is, so I need to think with my heart, not my head.

      I don't want to rush things. This is the first relationship I've ever been in that I've really cared about nurturing, and for that reason, I need to be true to myself.

      “I think it's a little bit early for that,” I hesitantly mutter, fearing his reaction.

      “Oh.” He seems surprised. “Well, we both have work in the morning. But if you want, I suppose we could go get coffee at Jim's or something.”

      I'm confused, wondering if I read him wrong. “You meant dropping me off at my apartment, right?”

      “What did you think I meant?” He quirks his head back.

      Now I feel like an idiot. “I thought...” I shake my head. “Never mind. Yeah, coffee would be great.”

      Conversation at the diner is sparse and a bit awkward. Peter mostly talks about the movie, and I listen. We don't linger for long, and when he asks me if I'm ready to go home, I agree and don't question him about it. He drops me off in front of my apartment, not even offering me a goodnight kiss. I'm amazed at how much of a gentleman he is. Again, completely different from how Caleb described him to be.

      By the time I'm in the elevator heading up to the third floor, I'm swooning. I can't remember the last time a first date went so well. Peter is everything I ever wanted and more. I just can't get over it.

      I walk in a dreamlike state towards my apartment and put the key in the lock. The door behind me opens, but I don't turn around. It's almost like Caleb's not even there.

      “Hey,” he calls my name to get my attention. It's not until he puts his hand on my shoulder that I acknowledge him, a stupid grin plastered across my face. He looks mildly disturbed. “Well, I guess I don't need to ask how the date went.”

      “Oh, Caleb.” It's all I can say before he holds a bottle up in front of my face.

      “I brought you your body wash. You left it at my place earlier.”

      I take it from him, and he immediately pivots to go back into his apartment.

      “Wait.” I reach out to him, needing someone to gush to. I have to tell him everything. Everything about how perfect the date was—about how perfect Peter is.

      “What?” He casts a glance over his shoulder.

      “Don't you want to come over? I have so much to tell you.” I sigh to myself as memories of the night flood my brain like a pleasant montage.

      “Not really.” His response is clipped.

      Suddenly, I realize that something is wrong.

      “Are you alright?” my tone softens in concern.

      “Peachy. Just tired is all.” His shoulders slump.

      “It won't take long.” I give him a hopeful look.

      Caleb turns to me. “Listen, I'm glad you had a good night. I just...can't right now.”

      I stand there speechless as he disappears back into his apartment. He's acting strange. Grumpy. I wonder if something happened at the gym today, but it's obvious he doesn't want to talk about it.

      I'm a bit disappointed that I have no one to tell my adventures to. I could call my sisters, but they wouldn't really understand. They don't know Peter, so they can't fully share in my joy. Not in the way I would like them to, at least.

      I like that Peter and Caleb and I have a connection, that I can talk to Caleb about anything and he'll understand because he helped our relationship come together—to blossom into what it is. And I'll be eternally grateful. I want to share all of my happiness with him—to show him that it was totally worth it. That all of his hard work paid off.

      I decide to try him again the next day, heading over as soon as I get off from work in the hopes that he'll be home. I knock on the door, and he peeks out, looking past me as if he expects someone else to be around.

      “Hey there, neighbor. I was wondering if you'd like to play a game of chess,” I say in my most cheerful voice.

      “Chess,” he parrots. The heaviness from last night is still lingering. I can see it in his slightly furrowed brow and the darkness of his eyes.

      “You're not busy, are you? Got a lady friend in there?” I tease, glancing past him.

      He closes the door against his body so that I can't see. “No. No lady friend.”

      “Then spend time with me. I miss you.” I pout.

      “You just saw me yesterday.”

      “It's not the same. Stop being a grump. Besides, hanging out with me will probably make you feel better.” I make a silly face at him, and he finally smiles. “See. Only a few moments in my presence and you're already in a better mood.”

      He shakes his head at me before opening the door. “Fine. One game.”

      “One game,” I do my best mocking Caleb impression as I step past him.

      His apartment is dirtier than normal. There's a canister of protein powder on his kitchen counter and pans on the stove. It seems like he's let the place go these past few days.

      Caleb goes to retrieve the chess board from his bedroom and meets me in the living room where I help him set the game up. The entire time, I wait for him to ask me about my date, but he doesn't.

      As usual, he plays offensively, and it doesn't take me long to put him in checkmate. He curses under his breath and shakes his head. This is the first time I've ever seen him get frustrated so quickly, and it's a bit worrisome. Something definitely isn't right with him.

      “What's wrong?” I ask in my most serious voice.

      “I can't beat you.” He gestures at the board in annoyance.

      “It doesn't seem like you're really even trying,” I mumble.

      “Give me some pointers. I taught you how to play tennis. Now you teach me how to be a better chess player.”

      I blink at him a few times. Teaching people has never been my forte.

      My eyes scan across the board, and I try to come up with something useful, but I really don't know what to tell him besides what I already have. “You just need to watch the entire board. Anticipate the player's next move before they even make it. Carefully analyze what you're going to do and think about the consequences of your actions before you take them.”

      He cocks his head to the side, giving me a sarcastic look. “Do you think I don't already do that?”

      I inhale deeply, trying to think of something better to tell him, but I've got nothing. “All I can tell you then is to practice. Just like practicing sports will eventually make me better at them, practicing chess will eventually make you better at it.”

      “Speaking of which.” He starts setting up for the next game, even though he said we were only going to play one. “Are you letting yourself go now that you finally landed Peter?”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” My head juts back in offense.

      “I haven't seen you at the gym, and your car is always parked out front after work, so I assume you haven't been going to the batting cages either.”

      “Are you stalking me?” I tease him.

      “I'm making an observation,” he snaps.

      I lean away from him slightly. “Are you okay? You're acting kind of weird.”

      He sighs, drawing his hand up to his face for a moment. “I'm fine. I'm sorry.”

      “It's alright," I say, though I'm a bit hurt that he won't just spit out what's wrong. Whatever it is, it must be deeply personal to him.

      “Seriously, though, have you decided to stop working out?” Caleb glances up at me.

      “Of course not. I've just been...busy lately.” It's no excuse. He's right. I totally have been slacking.

      “Becky asked me if I would be her personal trainer. She can't afford to pay me.” He makes another thoughtless move, one that will cost him the game. “I told her that if she sticks to this mini-routine I gave her, I'll train her for free.”

      “Is that good?” I stare at my pieces, wondering if I should play poorly to extend the game. I don't want him pitching a fit if I beat him within a few moves again.

      “I was thinking that if you started going to the gym with her, I could train you both at the same time...for free.”

      “Ha!” I lean back.

      Caleb gives me a puzzled look.

      “Do you really think I'm going to hang out with that witch? She already tried to steal my boyfriend, and we've barely started dating.”

      He chews his bottom lip, suddenly seeming distant.

      “Seriously. What's wrong with you?” I slap his knee to get his attention.

      “You're going to beat me again.” His eyes lock on my queen and follow it all the way back to his knight that's blocking the path to where his king is trapped with no protection.

      “See. You're already getting better.” I smile at him. “You caught my next move, albeit a bit late.”

      “I'm always late...to everything,” he says, and I get the feeling that he's not talking about the chess game.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Congratulations!”

      It's the first thing that Becky says to me when I sit beside her at work the next day.

      “For what?” I glance at her suspiciously.

      “Peter confirmed that you're dating, so I believe you now.” She bobs her head like a stupid doll.

      “Thanks?” I reply hesitantly.

      “You shouldn't get too comfortable with him, though.” She gives me a deceptively sweet smile.

      “And why is that?” I swivel my chair to face her, showing her that I'm not going to take any of her trash today.

      “Because it's not going to last.” She plays the part of the innocent concerned friend.

      “And how would you know that?” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Because he's too good for you.”

      I inhale deeply to steady myself...because I just want to strangle her to death right now. Then an idea pops into my head. “You know, I could tell Caleb not to be your personal trainer.”

      “He told you about that?” She perks up, seemingly happy about the threat.

      “Yeah. He told me.” I glower at her. “He told me we should start going to the gym together, too.”

      She sulks in her chair a bit. “I was supposed to tell you about that. I'm sorry I didn't.”

      “I have a feeling you're not really sorry.”

      “Miss Stroop, can I see you in my office?” Peter comes out of left field, a grin plastered across his face.

      Normally, I would think I was in trouble. But his expression tells me that's not the case.

      I give Becky my best fake smile as I follow my boyfriend back to his office. As soon as we're inside, he closes the door and turns to me.

      “What's this about?” I ask, confused about why he'd want to see me so early in the morning.

      “I was thinking we could go out on another date tonight.” He rocks on his heels.

      I beam from the invitation. “I would love that.”

      Peter holds out his palm, suddenly looking concerned. “It's not too soon to ask, is it? I don't want to smother you.”

      “No. Of course not.” There's no way he could ever smother me. I'm so elated that he couldn't wait to ask me. It must mean he really likes me.

      “I was thinking we could play tennis.”

      “No!” the word comes out of my mouth before I can ever stop it.

      “No?” He quirks his head back. “But I thought you liked tennis.”

      Uh oh. Recovery mode.

      “I do like tennis.” It's a half-truth. I like playing tennis with Caleb. Not so much with Peter. I doubt he'll take it any easier on me now that we're dating, and since I've been out of the gym for a while, I'm not sure I can handle the intense cardio of trying to keep up with him. “But I really need to get some swinging practice in for the baseball team. How about we go to the batting cages instead.”

      “Oh. That sounds fun, too.” He nods.

      Good. Something where I won't have to exert myself so much and it won't feel like a competition.

      After work, I run home to get changed before Peter comes to pick me up and we head to the batting cages. I can't decide if I like him better dressed down or dressed up. He's handsome both ways, and I could just stare at him longingly for hours.

      I had forgotten about our different skill levels until we actually walk inside of the complex and have to pick which cage to bat in. By the grace of God, all of the fast pitching cages are taken, so we're forced to pick one more at my speed. I smile at my good fortune as Peter allows me to go first, pushing a token into the slot before stepping outside of the cage.

      I'm halfway through my first round of balls when I hear an annoyingly familiar voice that makes the hair on the back of my neck prickle. It completely disrupts my focus, and I miss almost every ball before the machine runs out.

      “Well I'll be.” Becky saunters up to Peter, stopping just a foot short of him. Close. Too close. “I guess the rumors are really true.”

      I fly out of the cage to stand by Peter's side the second the last ball is pitched to me. Peter seems uncomfortable, looking at everything but Becky.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. Seriously, what are the odds? I feel like she's stalking us.

      “My brother plays baseball, so I'm here with my family.” She glances back at a cage across the complex. “I saw you guys, so I thought I'd come hang out.”

      You're not welcome here. I seethe beneath my skin.

      “Shouldn't you be spending time with your family.” Peter saves me from saying something, though he's being much more subtle and nice than I would have been.

      Becky rocks on her heels, entwining her fingers together in front of her. I want to punch the pouty look right off of her face. “They're boring and I never get to bat because it's all about my brother.”

      “I see,” Peter replies coldly, as if to silently say that's not his problem.

      “I was wondering if I could play with you guys.” She finally comes out with it, totally unabashed by the fact that she's ruining our date.

      I suck in a deep breath, screaming on the inside. I turn my gaze to Peter, but he seems indifferent. It's obvious he's leaving the ball in my court on this one.

      What do I do? Do I play the petty jerk and tell her to go away? What would Peter think if I did that? Or should I show him that I'm the better person and let her stay? I only want him to think the best of me.

      “Sure,” I reply between clenched teeth, hating my decision even as the word slips from my mouth.

      “Oh, awesome. Thanks.” She perks up as if she hadn't expected me to say yes. Heck, I hadn't either. “I'm a little rusty. Could you help me with my form, Peter?” She takes a step to the side to be closer to him, and my temper instantly flares.

      Oh hell no. This is not happening. I'm going to have to take care of this, and there's only one way I know how to do it diplomatically.
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      Willow: Come to the batting cages. I need you here right now. I don't care if you have a client. Tell them it's urgent.

      I give my phone a queer look before hitting the call button and bringing it up to my ear. Luckily for Willow, I'm not working. That means I can spring to the rescue faster for whatever she needs.

      My heart races as I imagine the worst. Did she get hurt? What happened?

      “Hello.” She answers in a hushed voice, and I can hear background noise all around her.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Come. Here. Now.” Each word is filled with anger.

      “Tell me why first.” I lean back against the sofa, realizing that this probably has nothing to do with bodily harm and more to do with some emotional drama.

      “I'm at the batting cages with Peter, and Becky showed up.” The disdain is clear in her tone.

      “So? What do you want me to do about it?”

      “She's all over Peter. I need you to come...distract her.”

      “Distract her,” I huff. “This sounds like a you problem.”

      “Please, Caleb. She's ruining our date. I would owe you big time.”

      “Alright. But you really do owe me for this. I won't forget it.” I sigh in defeat.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I promise I'll pay you back somehow.”

      “Yeah. You will.” She hangs up on me before I even finish speaking, and I scowl at my phone, wondering why in the heck I'm being such a push over.

      I don't owe her anything, yet I still find myself climbing into my truck and rushing to the batting cages. The second I step into the complex, I have to take a moment to laugh. Becky is up to bat. Peter is standing against the cage saying something to her, and Willow is a few steps behind, her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes burning into the back of Becky's head.

      “That is one unhappy girl,” I mutter to myself before approaching them. “Hey guys.”

      “Caleb.” Peter sounds surprised. Apparently, Willow didn't relay the message that I was coming.

      “Caleb!” Becky abandons the pitching machine to come greet me, even though it's still shooting out balls. It's kind of nice to see how happy she is to see me. At least, she looks more appreciative of my presence than Willow is.

      “What are you doing here?” Peter asks.

      “I thought I'd get some practice in before Thursday,” I do my best at lying.

      What a coincidence that all four of us would end up at the same place tonight.

      “Hey look. Another cage opened up.” Willow points to a cage that has just been abandoned. “You two should go over there.” She grabs both Becky and I by the arm and practically shoves us in the direction of the empty cage.

      “Uh, sure.” I take her queue and glance at Becky before we head to the other cage. That was so awkward.

      Becky scowls. “Well, that was rude.”

      “Eh. That's just the way she is.” I look back at Willow, not very pleased with the situation either.

      “Not that I don't want to spend time with you.” Her anger quickly drops and concern that she offended me takes its place.

      “They just started dating. She probably wants alone time with him,” I inform her as I open the cage door for her.

      “I get that, but that's no reason why we can't all still be friends.” She huffs. “I hate people like that, the kind who abandon their friends just because they started dating someone.”

      I hate it, too, but that's not what's going on here. “It happens sometimes.”

      “Well, it's nasty.” She picks up a bat and steps up to the plate.

      “I'm guessing that asking her if she wants to go to the gym with you didn't go so well.” I screw my face, already knowing the answer.

      “I don't think she wants anything to do with me.” She swings at the first ball and misses.

      “Just give her some time. She'll come around.” I lean against the cage. My gaze keeps drifting over to Peter and Willow. Willow looks a lot happier now that I've taken Becky off of her hands.

      “Maybe you should talk to her for me. Tell her that I want to be her friend,” Becky suggests.

      “She doesn't listen to me either.” I sigh.

      “Then I guess we're both the odd people out.” She smiles back at me, hitting the next ball.

      “I guess.” I scrub my hand across my face.

      “I feel so lonely seeing them together like that. It reminds me of what I don't have in my life, you know.”

      “Yeah. I get that.” I watch Willow beam with pride every time Peter gives her praise for hitting a ball.

      “Dang. It looks like my family is leaving.” Becky walks up and opens the cage door. I barely even noticed she'd finished her round of balls. “Sorry I couldn't hang out longer.” She frowns.

      “It's fine. I guess I'll just go annoy them.”

      “One of us has to annoy them, right?” She giggles and gives my chest a gentle slap with the back of her hand.

      I can't help but think that when she's being honest she's not a horrible person.

      “Take care, Becky.” I wave at her as she heads back to her family, throwing a peace sign over her shoulder.

      She's going to be a handful someday for whoever can manage to tame her.

      While part of me knows I should stay by myself and allow Willow and Peter to enjoy their date, another part of me doesn't give a idiot about what they want. Willow dragged me here just to use me. She can suffer my presence. Maybe if I ruin their date, she'll know not to call me next time—that she'd just be trading one problem for another.

      “Man. You should have run over and grabbed the 80mph cage when Becky's family left,” Peter tells me, his gaze stuck on the cage that's now being taken over by a group of teenagers.

      “I didn't think about it.” I glance back at it, completely jaded.

      Willow finishes her round of balls and leaves the cage to join us. “Do you want to go next?” she asks Peter.

      “Nah. I'm thinking that maybe we should go for drinks instead. It's too packed here tonight.”

      He's not wrong. It's insanely busy.

      “Well, I guess I'll head out, too.” I internally sigh. I just left the cage that Becky and I were in, and a couple has already taken it over. And like Peter, I feel like the one that he and Willow are sharing is too slow for me. There's no point in staying here.

      “You should come with us,” Willow suggests.

      I avoid the urge to quirk my head back. Seriously? She just called me here to be a distraction for Becky so that the two of them could be alone. Why would she want me to go have drinks with them?

      I take a step back. “Nah. I don't want to be a third wheel.”

      Peter slaps me on the shoulder. “Come on, man. Don't be a pussy.”

      “A pussy, huh?” I snort. “Well, if that's what you'll think of me, then I suppose I can come hang out for a little while.”

      We leave the batting cages and head to a nearby bar. After ordering drinks, Peter looks over at one of the pool tables in the corner of the room and asks if we want to play. When Willow sheepishly admits that she doesn't know how to play, he seems delighted by the chance to teach her.

      It feels strange standing on the sidelines while he explains the rules. Not quite right. I remember teaching her how to play tennis, and tendrils of jealousy snake through me. The only thing keeping me from being completely miserable is the fact that Willow keeps trying to make sure I'm engaged with them. Any second that Peter isn't showing her something, she's by my side.

      “Now that I know how to play, I'm going to smoke you like I do in chess.” She elbows me in the side.

      “That's some beginner's confidence you've got there.” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

      “It's a game of strategy, so I have to be better at it than you are.” She sticks her tongue out at me.

      I smirk at how she sees things. Most novice pool players would only be focusing on getting their balls in the pockets. She's already planning her defensive game. It's rather impressive.

      Not surprisingly, though, she can't shoot a ball straight to save her life. Her stance is all off. And when Peter steps up behind her, putting his arms around her to guide her into the correct position, I feel my heart sink and my blood start to boil.

      There's a moment happening between them. I can see all the signs. Willow intakes a shallow breath. Her eyes grow hooded as she loses all concentration and glances back at him. Peter presses his body a bit too closely, practically enveloping her. His expression reminds me of that of a predator, but there's a softness behind it that I haven't seen when he was with other girls. Genuine affection, perhaps.

      Whatever the case, I feel like I'm standing outside of a building, peering in through the window at something I shouldn't be seeing. It's an incredibly intimate moment that I don't want to bear witness to...because it's painful to me. It makes me want to come between them—to tear him off of her because this isn't right. She shouldn't be looking at him like that. Shouldn't even be with him.

      And for the first time I think something that makes me understand the uncomfortable vice grip around my heart.

      She should be with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Willow

        

      

    
    
      My heart is pounding, and I can't breathe. It's like some magical movie moment you only see in romances. Peter's face is so close. He smells amazing, and I can feel his body. His hands are on top of mine.

      There's nothing particularly intimate about what's going on, but it feels so sensual that I can barely stand it.

      “You do it like this,” he tells me in his deep sexy voice.

      My fingers tremble as he uses my hands to make the shot. The ball goes straight. Peter lets me go and steps away. The moment is over, and my panties are wet.

      Everything disappeared around us in that moment. There was no pool table. No bar. No Caleb. It was just...us.

      I wonder if this is what sex with him is going to be like. I wonder if the entire world will fade away. Goodness, I hope so. Because this is the best thing I've felt in my life, and most people would think nothing of it. People who have had dozens of flirtations and sexual encounters. To me, it was everything.

      But then the moment is ruined by a request that flips my mood on its head. Peter picks up his pool cue and goes to take his shot. He doesn't even look at me as he says, “I want to see a picture of what you looked like before you lost all the weight.”

      My horror reaches my face. I instantly glance at Caleb before the word, “No,” shoots from my mouth.

      “Why not?” Peter chuckles. Even his handsome visage can't quell the unpleasant knots in my chest.

      “Because.”

      “Do you have a picture of her?” Peter takes his shot and then turns to Caleb.

      “No.” Caleb shakes his head. He seems distant—disconnected from us.

      “That's too bad. I would have liked to see. You'll have to show me someday,” Peter says, and then thankfully the subject is dropped, though he dredges it up again once we're in his car heading back to my apartment.

      “Am I ever going to see what you used to look like?” he asks.

      “No.” I fold my arms over my chest protectively. Just thinking about the girl I used to be fills me with disgust. If Peter had met her instead of me, we wouldn't be together right now.

      “I don't know why you're so ashamed of it.”

      “Have you ever been fat, Peter?” I practically snap at him.

      “No.” He doesn't seem the least bit fazed by my agitation.

      “Then you wouldn't understand.” I sigh, leaning against the door.

      “What's there to understand? Who you were then made you who you are now. That can't be a bad thing.”

      “But I don't want you to be disgusted by who I was then,” I mutter. “It might make you like who I am now less.”

      “I highly doubt that.” He pulls into the parking lot of my apartment complex.

      “I was morbidly obese. Just remembering my life back then hurts me.” Depression takes over me as I remember sitting in my room hating myself as a teenager. There were so many times I just wanted to die because I didn't think I was worth anything.

      He puts the car into park and turns to me. “Hey.”

      “What?” I stay pressed against the door.

      “Look at me.”

      I glance over at him, though I'm still frowning.

      “I don't care what you looked like back then. I don't care who you were back then. I mean, I do care.” He tilts his head to the side. “At least, I'm curious about it.

      “I want to know everything about you. That's part of dating someone. Learning the good, the bad, and the ugly. And I want you to know everything about me, too.”

      “Well, what there is to know about you and what there is to know about me are two completely different things. I imagine you grew up in privilege. You've probably always been attractive. You likely never had to struggle for anything in your life...wealth, acceptance.”

      I want to slap my hand over my mouth at how horrible that all sounded. I'm being an assuming jerk, and I don't even know how to stop it. My nastiness is a defense mechanism.

      I expect him to get angry, but he doesn't. He just simply nods and says, “That's true.”

      We sit in silence for several moments before he speaks again. “Come here. I want to tell you a secret.”

      I look over at him, and he motions for me to come closer. When I finally move away from the door, he continues to motion until I'm practically leaning over the console. I'm not sure why he feels the need to whisper to me when we're in a car, but whatever.

      He leans in close, his hot breath caressing my cheek. “I don't care who you were in the past. I like you just the way you are.”

      The coldness in my heart melts. I feel his lips touch my cheek, and I know that no man has ever been more perfect for me.

      I close my eyes and soak in the moment. I'm lost in a dreamlike state until his lips leave my cheek and he sits back in his seat.

      “You know, it's really nice to date someone who has so many similar interests,” Peter says.

      “Mhm,” I agree absentmindedly, my head still foggy from the innocent kiss.

      “I'm having a 4th of July party this weekend. From my balcony, you can see all of the fireworks going off around the city. It's a splendid view,” he tells me proudly.

      “I bet it is.”

      “I want you to come, of course.”

      “I'll be there.”

      “I was thinking of inviting a few people from work,” his voice stiffens and dread assaults me.

      “Not Becky, right?” I turn to him in alarm.

      He chuckles. “No. Not Becky.”

      I huff, sinking down a bit. “I don't know what's wrong with that girl.”

      “She's something else.” Peter grins.

      “She has no shame,” I mumble.

      “I think she just...enjoys variety.”

      “She's a cock hound,” I say what I know he was really thinking.

      “A cock hound?” He guffaws, and I blush in embarrassment.

      “Well that's what she is. She wanted you. She wanted Caleb. I don't think she cares, really.”

      “I'm not so sure about that. Everyone has a preference.” He tilts his head to the side.

      And her preference seems to lean towards handsome men. Not that I'm one to talk. But at least I wasn't just trying to sleep with Caleb and Peter. I genuinely wanted a relationship with them. I don't feel that Becky's intentions are the same, especially with her being so flighty.

      “I don't like her,” I confess, though it's obvious he already knows that.

      “Well, you don't have to worry. She's not going to be there,” he reassures me.

      “Good.” I relax a bit. “Are you going to invite Caleb?”

      “Of course. What's a party without the meathead.”

      I giggle at the insult.

      “I'm glad we're all friends,” I say with a sigh, thinking about how perfect my life has become.

      “Me, too.” He smiles.

      “I hope we stay that way for a long time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The week marches on.

      It doesn't seem like Caleb is on board with making my great dream of all of us staying friends forever come true. While I don't put in as much effort to see him as I used to, whenever we do cross paths, the conversation is brief and he seems sullen. I'm done trying to force him to tell me what's wrong, figuring that he'll come out with it on his own eventually if he wants me to know.

      For the most part, though, I don't even think about him. I'm too busy with Peter. Every day after work, we hang out in his car and talk for hours. Our co-workers know what's going on with us now, and that makes me feel a lot more secure that he's serious about our relationship.

      On Friday afternoon, I go with him to the liquor store to replenish his alcohol stores for the party. While I don't typically buy liquor, I consider Smirnoff and Jose Quervo to be the good brands. After a few minutes in the store, I'm convinced that Peter shops by price tag only. He picks out bottles I've never heard of before, and nothing under $100.

      “You have interesting taste,” I comment as he asks one of the store clerks to get him a bottle of Asombroso out of a glass case.

      “Have you ever tasted good tequila?” He glances at me, and I can't help but feel like he's judging me.

      Of course, I've never tasted a thousand dollar bottle of tequila. But apparently I'm going to tomorrow.

      “It all tastes the same to me.” I shrug. “I seriously can't even tell the difference between well tequila and the good stuff.”

      He draws his hand up to his chest and gasps. “You're hurting my heart, Willow. Hurting my heart.”

      I roll my eyes. Oh the woes of the rich.

      “I'm just playing.” Peter wrinkles his nose at me. “Really, I just buy this trash to be pretentious. I mean, I like a good tequila as much as the next guy, but I wouldn't drop mad money on a bottle unless I'm trying to impress people.”

      “Why does it matter if you impress people?” I pick up a cheaper bottle and read the label. Most of the labels even look the same to me. 100% agave. Silver. Gold. Whatever. It all burns going down.

      “People hold me to a certain standard,” he tells me, though it seems that saying it makes him uncomfortable. “They know what I do for a living. They expect that I live a certain way.”

      “So, lavish everything.” I nod, more to myself than him.

      “Yes. Don't get me wrong. I enjoy living this way. But it can be a pain in the rear sometimes.”

      “I can't even imagine.” I can't. The thought of having the money that he does—enough to piss away on a thousand dollar bottle of tequila—is unfathomable. There's no doubt in my mind that I'll never amass as much wealth. But I suppose I don't have to if I'm dating someone rich.

      “This looks like a dildo,” I mention when the store clerk hands the bottle over to Peter.

      The clerk's mouth drops open.

      Peter guffaws.

      And I feel mildly embarrassed for being unable to keep that comment in. At least, Peter doesn't seem to mind my free speech.

      “You'll spend the night tomorrow night?” he asks as he drops me off in front of my apartment.

      “Spend the night?” My cheeks flame as I immediately picture us entwined together in his bed.

      “Yeah. There's going to be a lot of drinking, and I don't want you to drive home messed up.”

      As soon as I read the concern in his voice, I know we're not thinking on the same wavelength.

      My goodness, am I some kind of pervert? He's the man, and yet it's my mind that went straight to sex.

      “Oh. Of course.” I avert my gaze, feeling shameful for my lecherous thoughts.

      “Good. And one more thing.” Peter reaches across me to open the glove compartment. “I got you this.” He pulls out a small black box, and my chest tightens as he hands it to me.

      My fingers trace the top of the box. I'm so shocked by the gift that I can barely form words. “You didn't have to.”

      “I know I didn't have to. I wanted to.” He smiles. “Open it.”

      My heart is in my throat as I lift the lid from the box. This is the first gift that any man has ever given me, and that makes it even more special. As soon as the lid is removed, I gasp at what's inside. It's a silver pendant with five diamonds down the center.

      “Do you like it?” he asks, his eyes fixed on my expression.

      “Mhm.” I nod, hating myself for being so emotionally shaken that I can't express my full gratitude.

      “Here. Allow me.” He takes the box from me to pull the necklace out of it and then unfastens the latch. I move my hair out of the way so that he can place it around my neck. “You probably can't tell because of the design, but it's supposed to be a willow leaf. When I saw it in the store, it reminded me of you, so I decided to buy it.”

      Knowing that he thinks about me even when I'm not around makes the butterflies in my stomach take flight. I don't know how I ever got so lucky. He's absolutely perfect. Handsome and smart and wealthy and thoughtful.

      “I don't know what to say.” I wrap my hand around the pendant, holding it to my chest.

      “I'll accept a thank you.” Peter smirks.

      “Thank you. Yes, thank you.” My fingers strum over the jewels, which I'm almost certain are real diamonds. “It's more than I deserve.”

      He cups my chin, turning my face towards him. “Don't ever say that, Willow. You deserve everything good in the world. You're worth so much more than you give yourself credit for.”

      Tears come to my eyes unbidden. I'm drowning in a sea of happiness. I just can't contain it all.

      But I'm embarrassed by my reaction. Too embarrassed to let him see that he's making me fall completely apart, so I whisper another soft thank you before climbing out of his car and quickly walking away. I don't even look back, because if I look back, he'll see that I'm crying and will probably think he did something wrong. I don't want him to think that, and I can't explain myself. Not without turning into a blubbering mess.

      Hot tears burn a trail down my cheeks as I reach the elevator, my hand still clutching onto the necklace as if I'm scared it will fall off if I don't hold onto it. I'm squeezing it so tightly that I can feel the stones digging into my palm and the smoothness of what's supposed to be the leaf. A willow leaf. He bought this because it made him think of me. I just can't get over it.

      As soon as I get inside my apartment, I sit on the sofa and simply stare blankly at the television. Everything feels so surreal. Every intimate moment with Peter is magical. And the firework show will probably happen tomorrow night. And by firework show, I'm not talking about the gunpowder kind.

      He wants me to stay the night with him, and even though he didn't make it sound like anything sexual...

      I let the necklace go to stroke it some more. Maybe that's why he gave it to me. Maybe it was to warm me up for what will happen tomorrow night. If I feel closer to him, I'll be more likely to sleep with him.

      He didn't need to buy me a necklace to make me want to sleep with him. I've been dreaming about it since the first time I laid eyes on him. But now the thought of it actually happening—and knowing when it's going to happen—scares me a little.

      I've never been with a man before. It's a secret I don't tell anyone. And I'm afraid that I'll disappoint him. No doubt, he's slept with countless women. I'm sure a lot of them have been skilled. Will he like me less if I'm a bumbling idiot? Should I tell him beforehand that I'm a virgin? A lot of guys like that. Heck, maybe it will make him want me even more. I don't know. All I know is that sleeping with him is going to make me feel all kinds of vulnerable.

      Am I really ready for that? He's slowly been winning me over. Each day with him makes us feel closer. But once we have sex, he'll have my heart on lock-down. And what's worse is that he'll have the power to shatter me completely.
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      Jesus third wheel. Why did I even bother coming? I've only been at Peter's party for ten minutes and I'm already miserable. Willow is clinging to his side, laughing at all of his stupid jokes as we stand in a circle with his friends. I don't know any of these people. All I know is that it's a sausagefest up in this place. There's only one other female besides Willow, and she's paired up with one of the guys.

      I'm not sure why that matters to me. I didn't come here to hook up. But some company would be nice.

      This is what they mean when they say you can be in a room full of people and still be alone.

      I quickly tire of their banter and grab a beer before stepping out onto the balcony to get away from it all. I can't stand to listen to their happiness when I'm so depressed. Maybe I'll drink myself into a stupor tonight. Or maybe I'll just leave early and go to bed. Probably the latter of the two. While I really want to get drunk, doing it here doesn't exactly sound appealing.

      “It's a nice night,” a feminine voice says beside me.

      I glance over to see Nancy, the other guy's girlfriend, leaning against the balcony next to me peering out across the city skyline. Her hair is the dark kind of red that can only come from a bottle. She has it pulled back into a tight ponytail. Her beady brown eyes are squinting.

      “You're not happy,” she comments.

      “Is it that obvious?” I tip back my beer and take a sip.

      She smirks at me. “There's a tint of green to you.”

      “A tint of green?” I glance at her.

      “Jealousy.” Her voice has an eerie tone to it.

      “Jealousy,” I huff. “No.”

      She turns, pressing her back against the balcony to look through the glass door leading inside. It's closed, so no one can hear our conversation. Even if they could, their own joyous voices would drown it out. “They won't be together forever.”

      “Few couples are together forever.” I take another drink of my beer, wishing she would just go away.

      “But you don't care about other couples. Do you?” Nancy looks me up and down. There's something about her that makes me uncomfortable, but I can't quite place it.

      “Do you not like her?”

      “On the contrary. I think she's a lovely girl. Perhaps even too good for him.” Her gaze fixes on Willow. “She has a gentle aura.”

      “Oh, so you're one of those.” I roll my eyes.

      “I know things.” She takes a step closer to me. “A lot of things. Usually before others know them.”

      I'm calling trash, but I don't want to be rude and say it directly to her face.

      “I can tell that I'm getting on your nerves.” She pushes herself away from the balcony, and I sigh internally in relief that I'm about to be blessedly alone again. “Mark my words.” Nancy points at me. “You'll betray him before the night is through.”

      She disappears back inside, leaving me with a knot in my chest as I try to dissect her meaning. I only give it a few moments thought before I shake my head, brushing it away. I don't know what the heck she was trying to do, but whatever it was, it's not going to work. She seems like the type that likes to start trouble. Hopefully, she'll stay leashed to her boyfriend for the rest of the night. I don't want to have to deal with anymore bizarre conversations like that.

      Just to prove her wrong—and because I'm having a horrible time—I decide to leave early. I down the rest of my beer, throw it in the outdoor garbage bin, and then head inside to say my farewells.

      The mood has shifted. No one is laughing and smiling anymore. Willow has a frown plastered on her face, and Peter is taking long strides towards the front of the loft.

      “What happened?” I ask as I flank Willow's side.

      “Someone broke into Advanced Data Solutions. Peter had to go meet with his business partner at the building. He doesn't want everyone else to have to leave, so he left me in charge of the party.” She folds her arms over her chest. Obviously, the idea of Peter leaving her in charge makes her uncomfortable.

      “Oh man. That sucks.” I tear my fingers through my hair, feeling sympathy for my friend. His business is his baby. I know he must be going out of his mind from stress right now.

      Willow leans against me to whisper, “I don't know these people. I don't know what I'm supposed to do.”

      I smile softly down at her, wanting to take some of her tension away. “Don't worry. I'll help you get through this.”

      She clutches onto my arm, and I feel a strange tingling sensation from her touch. It's not sexual, but something else. “Thank you, Caleb. You're a lifesaver.”

      “I'll always be your hero,” I mutter halfheartedly before looking up at the people around us. “Who wants to take shots?”

      There's a collective cheer.

      Willow follows me to the kitchen and watches me rummage through the cabinets for Peter's shot glasses.

      “You know where everything is. I'm kind of jealous,” she mumbles softly.

      “It's just because I've been here a lot, and Peter isn't always the best host.” I count out the shot glasses before looking to the bottles of liquor that Peter has lined up.

      “He's being a good host tonight.” She smiles.

      Yeah, that's why he left, I think bitterly, even though Peter had a valid reason to go. Maybe I should think more critically of the fact that he left his girlfriend in charge—someone who isn't very familiar with his loft. Now that was a toe move. It would have been smarter to have me handle things, but I suppose he was just trying to make Willow feel important.

      “You think everything he does is amazing.” My annoyance makes it to my voice. I'm trying not to be in a sour mood, but I just can't help it when I have to listen to her dote on every stupid little thing Peter does.

      “That's because he's good at a lot of things.” She leans against the kitchen counter to watch me.

      “A lot of people are good at a lot of things.”

      “Not like Peter, though.” She sighs dreamily.

      Whatever. I just want him to come back so that I can leave.

      I pick up a phallic shaped bottle of tequila and start pouring shots. Hopefully, these people will all entertain themselves once they're drunk. I'm not much in the mood for conversation, but I'll do my part so that Willow doesn't have to bear the burden of hosting on her own. I'm going to need a little extra to get through this, though.

      I hand Willow one of the shot glasses, and she gives it a queer look as I lift my own in cheers. “Aren't we going to wait and toast with everyone else?”

      “No.” I toss my shot back, not bothering to wait for her. There's very little burn as the liquid slides down the back of my throat. Peter definitely knows how to pick out the good stuff.

      When Willow doesn't follow my lead, I gesture for her to take the shot. “This is just for us, to get rid of the nervousness. We'll take shots with everyone else, too.”

      She wrinkles her nose at the alcohol. “I don't want to get drunk without Peter here.”

      I roll my eyes, sucking in an exasperated breath. “Who knows how long it will be before he returns. Do you want to be a stressed out mess the entire time? Trust me, he'd want you to have fun.”

      Willow doesn't look certain. She's not smiling as she tips the shot back and then gags after it goes down. I can't help but laugh.

      “What?” she snaps at me.

      I hold my hands up in surrender. “Nothing.”

      “Yeah, that's what I thought.” She huffs.

      I refill both of our shot glasses before I have Willow help me carry all of them to the rest of the guests. We stand in a circle, toasting Peter for being nice enough to let us party at his place. Nancy's eyes stay fixed on me all the while, giving me a creepy look that makes my skin crawl.

      Once we're done taking shots, I tell everyone that they're welcome to whatever they want in the kitchen, then I disengage from the group to go do the loner thing outside again. My desire to help Willow is coming and going in waves. Really, there's not much to hosting a party. And maybe I should let her handle it so she can see how much of a jerk Peter was for leaving her in charge. Man, these bitter emotions aren't fun at all.

      I avoid conversation as much as possible, standing out on the balcony lost in my thoughts. The city smells dirty...like tar and gasoline. It's still too early for aerial fireworks, but I can hear people popping off M80s in the distance. The scent of gunpowder would be more pleasant, but I doubt that it will carry on the wind this high up.

      I can't even count the minutes or hours I spend standing on the balcony all alone. My thoughts are everywhere and nowhere at the same time. For the most part, I'm just numb to everything going on around me. I'm simply existing here because I'm trapped. Even though I don't want to deal with these people, I don't have it in me to leave Willow alone with them.

      The fact that she hasn't come outside to check on me or hang out stings a bit. It's a reminder that I'm forgotten. An outsider to her world. I wonder if this is how she felt when we were in high school. If I had the gift of foresight, I would have paid more attention to her back then. If I had, though, would she have turned into the woman she is today. Probably not.

      I finish the beer I've been nursing for the past...Heaven knows how long...and go back inside to get another. Most everyone is chilling out in the living room. Willow is nowhere to be seen. Probably in the bathroom.

      When I round the corner to the kitchen, I find her there with one of the guys. He has her backed up into the corner. He's rubbing her arms and she's cringing away from him, looking like a scared animal.

      Anger shoots through me, and I immediately jump into action, grabbing him by the shoulder and pulling him away from her. His eyes fill with fear—the classic look when someone is caught doing something wrong. He lifts his palms to me and takes a few steps back.

      “What in the heck are you doing?” I seethe at him.

      “Whoa, bro. I was just trying to get to know Willow here better.”

      I step in front of Willow to separate them. “I'm sure Peter would be thrilled to know you were hitting on his girlfriend.”

      “Dude...” His voice is full of offense but his expression is pure guilt. Instead of fueling the confrontation, he shakes his head and walks away. Smart move. I wouldn't hesitate to lay him flat if I thought he had molested Willow in any way.

      As soon as he's gone, I turn to her, looking her over. It's obvious that she's upset. “Are you alright?”

      “I'm fine.” She nods but avoids my gaze.

      I grasp her face in both of my hands, forcing her to look at me. “Did he touch you inappropriately? I swear to heaven if he did...”

      The way she's looking at me makes my heart stop beating. Almost as soon as I see it, she brushes my hands away. “I can't believe that guy.”

      I sigh, thankful that she's alright but also trying to decipher what I saw in her eyes. “Peter needs to be careful who he leaves you alone with.”

      “It was like he didn't even care that I'm Peter's girlfriend.” Willow folds her arms over her chest.

      “Well, did he tell them that you're his girlfriend?” I cock an eyebrow. “He might have thought you were fair game.”

      “I don't know.” She shakes her head, frowning.

      I wouldn't be surprised if he hadn't. Commitment is so foreign to Peter that he probably doesn't even understand what relationship etiquette is.

      “I'm just glad he's gone. Thank you for saving me, Caleb.” She wraps her arms around my bicep and nuzzles against my side. Warmth swirls through me—pride that I could protect her.

      “I won't leave your side for the rest of the night,” I promise, affectionately brushing her bangs to the side.

      When she looks up at me, I see something behind her eyes again. I avert my gaze to keep from feeling more than I should. This has to all be because of the alcohol. I'm misreading her. I have to be.

      “Caleb,” she says my name softly.

      “Hm?” I keep my eyes forward.

      “Could you...not tell Peter about what happened? I don't want any drama started because of me.”

      I scowl, glancing down at her finally. I can't believe that she wants to keep this a secret from him. “If you were my girlfriend, I would want to know if my friends were hitting on you.”

      “I know.” She shifts uncomfortably. “But our relationship is still so new. Please, Caleb. I'm begging you.” She tugs at my arm like a small child, and I relent.

      “Fine.” I blow out an exasperated breath, angry at myself for being so weak.

      She's so scared of losing him. It won't kill me to keep my mouth shut.

      “Caleb.”

      Every time she says my name in that soft voice, it sends a shiver down my spine and desire to other places. Idiot. I should probably get away from her.

      “What?” I ask, sounding just as tortured as I feel.

      “I'm bored.” She tugs on my arm again, more incessantly this time until I'm looking at her.

      “What do you want me to do about it?”

      “Entertain me.” She gives me the stupidest wide grin, and I can't help but smile.

      “Well what do you want me to do?”

      “What is there to do...besides drink?” She wrinkles her nose at the bottles of alcohol on the kitchen counter.

      I think for a minute before an idea comes to me. “Peter has some board games in his bedroom.”

      Her eyes light up with excitement. “Oh. Really? What all does he have?”

      “Lots of stuff. He collected it all as a kid, but he doesn't play them.”

      “Well that's a waste.” She frowns for half a second. “Let's go see what he has.”

      I quirk my head to the side. “I'm not so sure he would want us going in his room when he's not here.”

      “Well, I'm more sure that he wouldn't want his girlfriend to be bored at his party,” she insists.

      “That may be true.” I chuckle at her logic.

      “Lead the way. If you're too chicken to go in, I'll do it.” She pulls me out of the kitchen as if she doesn't understand the meaning of lead the way.

      I take her to Peter's bedroom and open the door, planting my feet on the outside as I point. “They're in his closet.”

      “Alright.” She nods, looking determined. “Mission: Extract Board Game begins.”

      Willow takes a deep breath before making a beeline for the closet. I don't think her eyes even wander around. Maybe it's not the first time she's been in his room. That disturbs me, but I try not to think about it.

      I stand watch outside, feeling nervous, though I don't know why. It's not like we're doing anything bad.

      A few moments later, Willow returns with a box. I give it a queer look before my eyes reach her face.

      “Twister. Really, Willow?”

      “I haven't played for so long.” She crouches slightly as if she's pleading with me.

      “Fine.” I roll my eyes. “Let's see if anyone else wants to play.”

      Everyone in the living room is engaged in conversation. When Willow timidly asks them if they'd like to join us for a game, half of the people ignore her, the other half decline. Her shoulders slump and she frowns.

      “These people are boring,” she whispers to me.

      “Well, you gave it your best try.” I pat her on the shoulder.

      “We're still playing.” She grabs me by the wrist and drags me away from everyone. “Where's a good place to do this?”

      I screw my face, wondering how this is going to look to everyone else. “Willow, I don't think this is a good idea.”

      “Peter has a guest bedroom, doesn't he?” She ignores me.

      “Yeah...” I reply hesitantly.

      “Let's play in there.” She starts off towards the only other room in the house that could possibly be the guest bedroom.

      Against my better judgment, I follow her. As soon as she steps inside, she opens the box and starts setting up the game.

      Everything in me is telling me that this is inappropriate, though there's a devious part of my conscious brain that's trying to convince me it's just a game. Before I even know what I'm doing, my hand is on the red dot. My foot is on the yellow dot. I'm spinning the wheel while we're contorting out bodies and sweating and laughing at the awkward positions we're both ending up in.

      It's the most fun I've had all night, and I'm not sure if it's because I'm actually engaged in an activity or because I'm spending time with Willow. Whatever the case, I'm a lot happier than I was standing outside on the balcony alone.

      The game stays pretty innocent until the third round. For some crazy reason, Willow has decided to do some weird crab walk position that you'd only see in commercials. I'm on top of her. She's staring up at me, grinning like a loon. We're laughing at how stupid we both are. I reach over to spin the dial, lose my balance, and we both come crashing down.

      Willow's body cushions my fall, and though she lets out an oomph from my weight, it quickly transforms into an uncontrollable giggle. I roll a little to the side so that I'm not crushing her anymore. The alcohol has gone straight to my head because I can't stop chuckling either. We both laugh until we have no breath left. And then she opens her eyes, our eyes lock, and all of the air is sucked out of the room. All of the humor. There's nothing else but us looking at one another.

      That thing that was behind her eyes earlier is there again. And I know what it is now, because it's in my eyes, too. Desire. Need.

      My heart is drumming in my chest. Her breathing is ragged.

      I could try to kiss her. She's waiting for me to kiss her. At least, I think she is.

      But we've had alcohol. She's not in her right mind.

      This is wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

      Peter is my friend. I can't allow what Nancy said to come true. Heck, she might be in the other room right now grinning...already knowing what's about to happen.

      No. I won't let some trash prediction decide my fate. I won't betray my best friend.

      It takes everything I have in me—it might even be one of the hardest things I've ever done—but I break the moment by rolling away. And I hate myself for it.

      “We should go to the kitchen and get something to eat. I'm hungry,” I lie. I have no appetite. Not for food, at least. All I want is her. To taste her lips. To feel her body against mine. To own her heart.

      Holy idiot, she's made me a broken man. I don't know whether I'm coming or going anymore. All I know is that this is torture. I have so many regrets with her that I can't even count them all. And now I'm miserable again. Worse than I was standing on the balcony.

      “Yeah. Food is a good idea,” she says softly, and then she stands to follow me into the kitchen.

      It's not food that I want, though. It's alcohol. Mass quantities of alcohol to make all of these feelings go away.

      I pull out bowls of snacks for Willow to munch on, then I pour myself a shot and throw it back.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Hey! Don't you be drinking without me.” She grabs the bottle of tequila from the counter, pours herself a shot, and immediately gulps it down.

      “You can't keep up with me tonight, sweetheart.” I take the bottle before she can cap it and refill my glass.

      “Watch me. If you're drinking, then I'm drinking, too.” She pulls it away to match me the second I set it down.

      I smirk at her bravado. I want to ask her what she's drinking for, but that would lead us into a dangerous conversation. If she wants to be an idiot and try to keep up with me, that's on her.

      Drinking becomes more like a competition than something to do to drown out my pain. I know that I'm being completely irresponsible, but I don't even care anymore.

      About four shots in, the alcohol hits Willow like a ton of bricks. Her eyes get glassy and she starts to sway from side to side. When she loses her balance and almost falls, I know that it's time to put her to bed.

      I help her back to the guest bedroom, since I refuse to put her in Peter's room. Who knows what would happen if he came home and found her passed out in his bed. Nothing that I want to happen, that's for sure.

      By the time I lie her down and put a wastebasket beside the bed, Willow is already asleep. Guilt assaults me for allowing her to drink so much. I was supposed to protect her. Instead, I let my own emotions get the best of me. I was selfish.

      I frown at my lack of self-control as I sit on the side of the bed staring at her. She looks so peaceful right now, but I know she's going to have one heck of a hangover tomorrow. I probably will, too.

      Oh well. It's not often I get this wasted.

      I know that I should go check on everyone else, but I just can't leave Willow's side. Every moment alone with her is precious to me. It's kind of nice to see her like this, quiet and vulnerable.

      Vulnerable.

      She'd never even know if I kissed her.

      Would it be a betrayal if she didn't know? Of course it would be. I would be betraying both of them. But Willow wouldn't be betraying Peter. If I kissed her, they would still be fine. She wouldn't feel any remorse from it.

      My eyes fixate on her lips. They look so soft. I remember the way she was gazing into my eyes after we had fallen together during the game of Twister. There was so much heat there. I should have kissed her then. I'm pretty sure she wouldn't have pushed me away.

      But that time has passed. Now all I have is this. I might not get another opportunity.

      Who knows how long it will be before Peter breaks up with her. I've never seen him act like this with a girl before. Maybe they'll even get married someday. Willow will have her happily ever after, and I'll still be...

      No. None of that matters right now. The only thing of importance is this single moment—the fact that I might never get another chance to do this. We're alone. She's asleep. No one gets hurt.

      I chew my bottom lip for a moment before I allow insanity to take over. I've always been the good guy—the selfless guy. But tonight...Tonight I'm going to be selfish.

      I lean down ever so slowly, my eyes taking in every feature of Willow's beautiful face. My pulse quickens as I get closer to her lips. I've never felt this way with any other girl. A kiss has just been a kiss. Sure, there's been the first kiss excitement in the past...but not like this. Maybe it's because what I'm doing is so forbidden. Maybe because my feelings for her are so strong.

      I don't know what it is. All I do know is that when my lips touch hers, a part of me dies inside knowing that I can't have her. It's the chastest kiss I've ever given someone, but also the most intimate at the same time.

      I close my eyes. Feel my lips molding on top of hers. Wish that she would wake up and kiss me back...yet at the same time, I'm oddly fine that she doesn't.

      And then my phone rings.

      I jerk back, pulling it from my pocket to check the caller ID. Peter's name flashes across the screen, and guilt hits me like a punch straight to the gut.

      Incredible.

      “Hello.” I hold the phone up to my ear.

      There's no response. The call drops almost the second I answer. He must have pocket dialed me. What a coincidence. It's like the universe is trying to cockblock me.

      I look down at Willow a final time before standing to leave. I need to reintegrate with the other guests so that they don't think anything is going on.

      I take long strides out of the bedroom. The first person I see when I reach the living room is Nancy. She's got a wolfish grin plastered across her face as if she knows exactly what just happened. I glare at her, though she doesn't deserve my hatred.

      I did this. It had nothing to do with her.

      Duty takes a backseat. Harass these people. I just need to get some air.

      I walk past everyone back out onto the balcony. The place of my misery.

      There are fireworks going off across the city now. I wish Willow could see it. I wish we were standing here together. That's how it should be.

      “Hey,” a masculine voice says behind me.

      I turn to see Peter, and my guilt doubles.

      “Hey. When did you get back?”

      “Just now.” He leans against the railing next to me to watch the fireworks. “Where's Willow?”

      “She drank too much. She's passed out in the guest bedroom.” I nod back towards the guest bedroom.

      “Sorry I got back so late. There was a lot of trash to deal with.” He tears his fingers through his hair, and I can see the lingering stress on his face. “Thanks for taking care of things here.”

      “Yeah. No problem,” I mutter before pushing myself away from the balcony. I need to get the heck out of here. Just being here is starting to drive me crazy. “I'm going to take off. I was just waiting around for you to get back.”

      “Oh. Alright.” He seems a bit startled but not disappointed that I'm leaving. He doesn't need me here anyway when he has so many other people to entertain.

      “Have a good rest of your night.” I pat him on the shoulder before heading back through the loft to leave. I don't even say goodbye to anyone else. All that matters is getting out of here and sleeping off everything that happened tonight.
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      I can't believe what I'm seeing. This is not what I had thought I'd come home to.

      Naturally, after going through something as traumatic as the breaking in of my company, all I wanted was to come home and be comforted by my girlfriend. One of the reasons why I like Willow so much is because she's such a nurturing person. I had imagined throwing back shots with my best friend and talking and laughing with everyone else at the party until I temporarily forgot all of my woes.

      Instead, I got this.

      As soon as I walked through the door, I looked around for Willow. When one of my friends told me that she was in the guest bedroom, I didn't think anything of it. Caleb wasn't around, so I figured he had left. Idiot, even if people would have told me they were in the guest bedroom together, I wouldn't have thought anything of it. Caleb isn't that type of guy. He would never go after someone else's girlfriend.

      At least, that's what I had thought until I saw him kissing my girlfriend.

      When I rounded the corner, the sight before me stopped me dead in my tracks. There Willow was, passed out on the bed...and Caleb was leaning over her.

      It takes me a moment to realize what's happening, but as soon as I do, all of the color drains from my face.

      I could barge in and cause a scene. I could kick his rear, but I don't really understand the circumstances. So I take the more honorable approach. I detour to the bathroom and call him from my phone. Doing that will break him from the kiss and hopefully fill him with enough guilt to make him leave. I know the guy pretty well. He's not a heartless mongrel.

      My plan works. Within seconds, Caleb has left the guest bedroom and made his way to the balcony. I follow him there to see what his reaction will be to my presence. It's obvious that he's shaken. Shaken...and wasted.

      It's incredibly rare that I've seen Caleb this drunk. His eyes are glassy. He's swaying slightly.

      Despite the pain in my chest from his betrayal, I decide to forgive him. He never would have done this if he were sober. But I also can't dismiss the fact that he has feelings for my girlfriend. Well, probably has feelings. Who knows what was going through his head when he was kissing her? Maybe it's just been a while and...Oh hell, I don't know.

      He leaves in haste shortly after I approach him, and I go on to entertain my party guests for the rest of the night, though the memory of that kiss haunts me. Willow never would have allowed it. She's not to blame for this. All I can do is pretend that it didn't happen and hope that things return to normal once the party is over and everyone sobers up.

      I kick everyone out at around 2 AM. Then I retire to my bedroom, leaving Willow to rest in the guest bedroom. I had thought to move her into my bed, but I don't want to disturb her.

      The night is sleepless. Though I try not to put much thought into it, I'm still questioning why Caleb kissed Willow. They are awfully close, but I've never gotten the impression that he has any interest in her. It's a mystery to me, and it will remain that way because I refuse to bring it up to him. Maybe he would deny it. Maybe he wouldn't even remember it. I just don't want to bother with the confrontation.

      Since I can't sleep, I get up early to make Willow some hangover soup. Considering that Caleb thought to put a wastebasket next to her, I can only assume that she tied one on, too.

      “Caleb.” I hear her call out at 7 AM.

      It stings that she's in my house, yet she's calling for him. Does she even remember where she is?

      “Caleb. Where are you?”

      I stare down at the soup. Every time she says his name, it's like a stab to my heart. Maybe this is what it feels like to truly like someone. It's certainly...different.

      “Caleb. I need some water. I think I'm dying.”

      I chuckle at that last part.

      I pour Willow a glass of water before heading to the guest bedroom. She's propped up on one elbow, her hair a mess, her eyes slits from sleepiness. The second she sees me, she gasps and pulls the covers up over her head.

      “I brought you water.” I set the glass on the bedside table.

      “Oh my goodness, I look horrible. You shouldn't have to see me like this.”

      “It's fine.” I try to peel the covers off of her. “It's not like I've never seen you hungover before.”

      She hides her face behind her hands once I've finally unveiled her. “Don't look.”

      “You look fine.” I pick the glass of water up and offer it to her.

      She takes it with both hands and gulps the entire contents of the glass down before handing it back to me. “Thank you.”

      “Would you like some more?”

      “Yes, please.” She nods.

      When I return with the second glass of water, Willow is sitting on the side of the bed, though she still looks every bit as miserable as she did before.

      “I feel like my head is going to explode.”

      When I offer her the water this time, she waves it away.

      “Did Caleb stay the night?” she asks.

      The fact that she's still inquiring about him makes me uncomfortable. Shouldn't she be more concerned about me and what happened to my business?

      “No. He took off shortly after I got back last night,” I inform her.

      Willow looks up at me finally, her eyes full of sympathy. “What happened at Advanced Data Solutions? Is everything okay?”

      “Thankfully, the vandals didn't do much structural damage. Harris is going to work on getting more computers in there so that everyone can get back to work on Tuesday. There's not much that can be done today, but tomorrow I'll have to work all day to make sure that everything is up and running. We're going to hire an overnight guard so that hopefully this trash doesn't happen again.”

      “That's probably a good idea.” She reaches over to grab the glass of water, though she sips it more gingerly this time.

      “How much did you drink last night?” I think about the empty bottle of Asombroso.

      “Too much.” Willow holds her head. “I'm mad at Caleb.”

      “Why? What did he do?” Alarm fills me.

      “He shouldn't have driven home drunk. The idiot could have gotten himself killed.” She scowls. “I need to text him to make sure he's alright.”

      Willow glances around for her purse. I put it in my bedroom for safe keeping once I got home and found it on the kitchen counter. I refuse to go retrieve it just so she can text Caleb.

      “Your purse is in my bedroom,” I tell her when I see her trying to get up.

      She pauses, sitting back down and slumping over. “Oh,” Willow groans. “Moving hurts. I'll text him later.”

      “You should rest.” I stroke her hair gently.

      “Yeah. I feel like I could sleep for days.” Willow lays back down, shimmying under the covers.

      I stand to take my leave. “Whenever you're ready to get up, I made you some hangover soup.”

      “Hangover soup?” she parrots.

      “It's an Indian recipe that one of my friends taught me. It really does help.”

      She smiles at me. “You're such a good boyfriend. I'm so lucky to have you.” Willow wiggles happily, taking some of my worries away.

      I have to remember that she was asleep when Caleb kissed her. She doesn't even know it happened, and I'm not about to tell her. Still, I can't help but get the feeling that there's more going on between them than meets the eyes.

      At first, I liked that they were close. Now I'm not so sure it's a good thing.

      No sooner than Willow is able to get up, she asks me for her phone so that she can text Caleb. When he doesn't respond after several minutes, she calls him. Her overbearing concern doesn't make me feel any better about their close friendship.

      “He's not answering.” She frowns.

      “Maybe he's at work.”

      I fix her a bowl of soup and sit with her at the dining room table while she eats. The level of jealousy I'm feeling isn't something I'm accustomed to. Usually, if a girl purposely tries to make me feel jealous, I just move on to the next. Girls are a dime a dozen for me. But I don't think that Willow is doing this on purpose. And I definitely feel more affection for her than I have for other girls who have pulled similar trash in the past. It's a conundrum, but it's eating me alive, and I need to do something about it so I don't go insane.

      “Caleb is a good guy,” I start, not really sure how to segue into what I want to say without sounding like a jerk.

      “He is.” Willow nods. “He always makes sure I'm taken care of.”

      Like last night? I have to fight every muscle in my face not to roll my eyes.

      “I think I'd like to spend less time with him and more time with you.” Wow, if that wasn't vague, I don't know what is.

      She looks up at me, obviously confused. “Huh?”

      I swallow hard, my gaze sweeping over the table as I search for words. “I think that when we go out on dates together, it should just be the two of us.”

      “Oh. Well, that makes sense.” She continues eating, not fazed by my suggestion at all.

      I'm glad. Because I have a feeling that the more I can keep them apart, the happier the two of us will be.
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      The kiss is the first thing I think about when I open my eyes the next morning. It plays through my mind in slow motion with all of the regret I feel. Stupid alcohol. I never would have done that had I been sober. I wouldn't have been brave enough to do it.

      Now I just feel like some desperate creeper.

      My phone buzzes, and I pick it up off of my nightstand. It's a text from Willow asking if I got home alright. I set my phone back down and throw my arm over my face as I let out an exasperated sigh. I can't be bothered to text her back right now. How am I even going to face her again after what I did? Not that anyone knows. But I know. That's bad enough.

      A few minutes later, my phone rings. Willow's name flashes across the called ID. For a split second, I worry that something might be wrong. But then I remember she's with Peter. And the text is a precursor to what the conversation will be if I answer the phone. That and her probably gushing about how wonderful Peter is...which I just can't handle right now.

      I allow the call to go to voicemail and just lie there in my misery. The longer I stay in bed, the more I think about the kiss and why I did it. The entire night with Willow at my side plays through my brain over and over again. Saving her from that jerk in the kitchen. The excitement on her face when she brought out the game of Twister from Peter's room. Surely, she knew things would get awkward if we played. Or maybe she didn't. There's a childlike innocence about her that's endearing. She's not tainted like most people. But that will probably change after a month with Peter.

      The thought of him changing her irrationally angers me. But there's nothing I can do about it. She chose to be with him. She wants this. I wish she wanted...

      Idiot. I tear my hand through my hair. I cannot lie here all day and mope and think about what could have been.

      Using all of my energy, I drag my lazy rear out of bed, walk Max and then go to the gym. Working out will distract me, plus it will help me burn through my hangover faster, not that I have much of one. I was admittedly drunk when I left Peter's loft last night, but thanks to my fast metabolism, I feel mostly okay now.

      As soon as I walk inside the gym, I see Becky working out in the thirty-minute circuit area like I told her to. I can't help but grin, a bit surprised she's actually taking this seriously. She smiles at me when our eyes meet, but she doesn't leave the circuit to talk to me until her workout is done.

      “Hey,” she chirps when she finds me at the pull-up bar.

      “Hey.” I do my last rep before dropping down.

      “Man, you're strong. I haven't done a pull-up since high school. I doubt I have the muscle to do them anymore.” She stares at the bar.

      “Why don't you give it a try?” I step aside, gesturing to the equipment.

      Her lips dip into a pout and she crosses her arms over her chest. “You're going to make fun of me if I can't do one.”

      “I wouldn't dream of it.” I chuckle.

      “You promise?” Becky hops, slowly giving in.

      “I promise.” I move back so that she can get around me.

      “Oh. Alright. If it will make you happy.” She stomps her feet like she doesn't want to do it, but she still reaches up to grip the bar. “I'm probably too sore to do it now.”

      “I have faith in you.” I watch her make a halfhearted effort. Right before she's about to give up, I place my hands on her waist and lift her up. She gasps and giggles, looking back down at me. “See. I told you you could do it.”

      “I guess I can when you help me.” She spins around in my arms once I set her down.

      Our eyes meet, and I expect to feel something from it, but I don't. She's just another pretty girl in a sea of all the ones who have wanted my attention before.

      “Caleb Ryan,” a shrill female voice says behind me. It makes me cringe and the hair on the back of my neck prickle. I turn to see Willow standing there with her arms crossed over her chest. I feel like I've been caught doing something wrong...but I'm not doing anything wrong. I'm single. I have just as much of a right to flirt as the next single guy. “Why haven't you been answering your phone?”

      “I've been busy.” I take a defensive stance, standing in front of Becky. It's none of her business what I've been doing.

      Her hard demeanor softens, and concern takes over her expression. “I've been worried sick about you. You can't do this trash to me. You left Peter's house drunk last night. I didn't know if you were dead in a ditch somewhere.”

      Guilt assaults my chest...and something else. Thinking that I mean that much to her. It fills me with unpleasant forbidden yearnings.

      I try to shake my sorrow away, but it's coming over me like a raincloud. “I'm fine. I was fine.”

      “How am I supposed to know that when you don't answer your phone?”

      “You shouldn't worry about me.”

      “Yeah. Well, I do.” Willow places her hands on her hips.

      “Did you come to workout?” Becky finally speaks. She sounds unnaturally happy for someone standing face to face with their enemy.

      Willow looks her up and down with disdain and huffs.

      “You should come do the circuit with me.” Becky points back to the circuit. “I just finished it, but I could go again if you want.”

      “I just came to talk to him.” Willow nods to me. “Speaking of which, come outside. I need some advice.”

      Before I have time to object, she grabs my hand and drags me out of the gym. I cast an apologetic look back at Becky who is standing there dumbstruck. I swear, Willow is like a whirlwind wherever she goes.

      As soon as we're outside, Willow folds her arms over her chest, looking nervous. “I think Peter is going to want to take things to the next level soon.”

      Just hearing her say it makes my gut twist.

      “I don't want to know what happens with you guys behind closed doors.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to banish all of the horrid mental images going through my head right now.

      “I mean, it's the natural progression of things.” She ignores me. “I've already spent the night at his house. I was too drunk for us to do anything, but since I've spent the night once, he's going to want me to spend the night again. It can only be a matter of time.”

      “Don't care.” I pretend to plug my ears.

      “Caleb.” She hops like a spoiled child to get my attention. “I don't know what I'm doing. I don't want to screw up or embarrass myself. In case you haven't figured it out yet,” she takes a step closer to whisper to me, “I'm a virgin.”

      I think my heart stops beating. A new protectiveness takes over me, but I'm not sure if it's because I care about her as a friend or because I want to be her first.

      “What? Do you want to practice or something?” I throw the suggestion into the wind like I'm annoyed, but it's a completely serious question.

      “No, I don't want to practice with you.” She seems appalled. “I just...don't know what to do is all. I'm nervous.” She shrinks back a little.

      I'm feeling so many unpleasant things. I came here to escape thoughts of her, and yet here she is. Is there nowhere that I can find peace?

      Whatever the case, I can't do this right now. I can't think of her being with him, especially with this new tidbit of information. I can't remember the longing looks we gave each other last night and imagine her in bed with another man. It's too painful.

      “Read trash on the internet. This isn't my problem,” I bark at her before heading back inside to the locker room. She can't follow me in there.
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      The Caleb thing continues to eat at me, especially when Willow told me that she was going to hunt him down as soon as she left my place. I know she wants to make sure he's alright, but still. Her tenacity is a bit alarming.

      I've never felt more insecure than I do right now. Caleb is one of my closest friends, so I doubt he'd try to steal my girlfriend. Still... The memory of their kiss lingers in my mind. Was it just a fluke of drunkness or does he actually have feelings for her? Not knowing the answer bothers me, but I won't mess up our friendship by asking him. That would make things awkward between us.

      Instead, I need to focus on securing Willow's heart. I need to make sure that she sees no one else but me. And to do that, I need to be the best boyfriend I can be.

      I think I've done alright so far. I didn't try to molest her when she was drunk. I made sure she had water first thing in the morning. I even cooked for her. That's far more than I would have done for anyone else. But I keep feeling like it's not enough. After seeing Caleb kiss my girlfriend—after being made to feel that my friend is now a threat—it's not enough.

      I decide to play the romantic card and get Willow flowers. It's too late for any of the floral boutiques to be open, so I end up having to go to the grocery store instead. I scowl at their selection. Nothing seems good enough for my girl. I need to get her something that will completely blow her away, and everything here is average at best.

      Displeased, I hunt down a sales associate to find a florist for me and custom make a bouquet. If I had my choice, I'd make sure that there were willow leaves woven into it, but that will take a special order from somewhere far better than this.

      I have the florist arrange a mix of spring flowers in the largest vase they sell. It takes her a good hour to put together my order, and when she presents me with the final product, I'm still not impressed. It will have to do, though.

      I take the flowers and climb into my car to head to Willow's apartment. The entire way there, all I can think about is her smile and the sound of her laughter. It's scary that I'm falling so hard so quickly, but that must be the case or else I wouldn't be going this crazy over her. She makes me feel possessive and affectionate and so many things I'm not used to feeling.

      I wear a grin as I take the elevator up to the third floor, thinking about how surprised Willow is going to be when she sees me standing there with the flowers. Hopefully, she's home. If not, she's probably next door at Caleb's.

      The thought makes me scowl. It reminds me of the kiss. It makes me imagine less pleasant things they could be doing together.

      But Willow isn't like that. She wouldn't cheat on me. I have no doubt about that.

      I knock on the door and wait. Within minutes, it swings open and Willow's face lights up like the fireworks from my balcony last night. Just seeing her reaction makes this totally worth it.

      She gasps, drawing her hands up to her chest.

      “Hi.” I peek around the bouquet at her.

      “Hi.”

      “I know it's late. I'm not going to come in. I just wanted to bring you these.” I hand the flowers over, trying to ensure that she knows my intentions are pure.

      I want to savor every sweet moment that leads up to the time that we have sex. For the first time ever, she's someone I want to take things slow with. That alone should tell me how special she is to me. Normally, it would be a personal challenge to see how quickly I can get a girl into bed.

      Willow takes the flowers and sets them on her kitchen island before returning to me.

      The elevator dings, and I glance over in my peripheral vision just in time to see Caleb step out. Our eyes don't connect. He must think I didn't see him, because he immediately backtracks, his head barely poking out from around the corner to watch us.

      There's no reason why he wouldn't just keep going straight to his apartment.

      Except there is a reason. And in that moment, it's crystal clear to me.

      He likes Willow.

      It's not that he doesn't want to interrupt us. He wants to see what's going to happen between us.

      Well, if he wants a show, I'll give him one. More than that, I'll stake my claim.

      “Thank you for the flowers. They're beautiful.” Willow blushes up at me.

      “They don't hold a candle to you.” I caress her cheek gently.

      “You're just saying that.” She casts her eyes downward, obviously not that great with compliments. It's adorable and endearing.

      It's now or never. I need Caleb to see this.

      I grab Willow and pull her towards me. She lets out a soft gasp, gazing up into my eyes. I lean in, pressing my lips against hers, and she melts in my arms.

      The kiss is full of all the passion I feel inside. I part her lips with my tongue and seek entry, my hands sliding around her waist to draw her closer. She's warm and wanton, her palms resting against my chest, her mouth reciprocating.

      We kiss until we're breathless and my toe is painfully stiff. I don't even bother checking to see if Caleb saw the kiss. I know he did. He doesn't matter anymore anyway. All that matters is her. Being with her. Being inside of her.

      I wait for permission. I want her to invite me in—need her to invite me in.

      She doesn't, though. Awkwardly, she glances down the hall towards the elevator as if she knows that Caleb is there.

      “What?” I ask, pretending to be oblivious.

      Willow returns her attention to me. “Wow. That was just...wow.”

      I chuckle. “I'm glad you approve.”

      “Of course I do.” She traces the pad of her index finger across her lips as if it was the only kiss I'll ever give her. The way she seems to be savoring it is uniquely Willow. She's definitely a diamond in a sea of rhinestones.

      I glance into her apartment, trying to subtly give her the hint. She's stunned into silence, though, still lingering on the kiss.

      After a few moments, she thanks me for the flowers and takes a step back into her apartment. “That was very sweet of you. I guess we should both get to bed soon.”

      Invite me in. Please.

      “I guess so.” I don't let my disappointment reach my face, already knowing that my silent plea will go unanswered. “I'll let you get to bed, then.”

      The elevator dings, and I know that Caleb has stepped back inside. He's retreating either downstairs or upstairs to hide like a coward. No matter. He saw what I needed him to see. He's got the point now. She's mine, and I'm not about to let her go. But in case that wasn't enough...
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      Why does it hurt so badly?

      I'm leaning against the wall on the fourth floor, waiting for Peter to leave. All I can think about is that kiss. He held her so tightly...and she reciprocated.

      Every minute detail is painfully burned into my brain. Their closed eyes. The intensity with which Peter kissed her. The way the muscles in Willow's face relaxed when the shock began to wear off.

      At least, he didn't go inside with her. Because if she had invited him in, I'm sure that they would have...

      My phone rings, and I glance at the screen to see Peter's name flash across it. I draw the phone up to my ear, my lack of enthusiasm making it to my voice. “Hello.”

      “Hey. I'm in the neighborhood. Meet me down the street at the bar, punk.” He sounds unnaturally peppy. Of course, he does. He's one step closer to hitting all of the bases with Willow.

      I groan. “I just got over my hangover. Alcohol is the last thing I want.”

      “Then drink water. I want to talk to you about some things.”

      “Can't we talk over the phone?” I shift my weight, just wanting to go home and sleep my misery away.

      “Stop being a little jerk. I'll expect you at The Fox and The Hound in ten,” he says and then hangs up on me.

      “Jerk,” I curse at the phone, not wanting to go but knowing that I'll drag myself anyway.

      That's one thing that both he and Willow have in common. They don't take no for an answer.

      I drive down the street to the bar and find Peter already waiting for me at a booth inside. He has a beer curled in his hand. For a moment, I wonder how he could possibly want to drink. But then I remember that he didn't get to drink much last night because of what happened at Advanced Data Solutions.

      “I hate you right now,” I tell him as I flag down a waitress to bring me some water.

      “I'm not surprised.” He glances up at me from his beer. All of the happiness in his voice from earlier is gone.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I slump back against the booth, trying to show him that I'm not in the mood for an all-nighter.

      “Do you like Willow?”

      The question comes out of left field and it causes my heart to freeze in my chest. My mouth falls agape, but no words come out. He's staring at me so intently, waiting for my answer.

      When I don't speak for several seconds, he continues, “Your expression says it all.” He looks down at his beer and starts peeling the label off of it.

      I avert my gaze, disappointed in myself for not being quick-witted enough to come up with a lie on the spot.

      “You know, I saw you last night,” he tells me.

      “Saw me?” I furrow my brow in confusion.

      “In the bedroom.” He tilts his head to the side as if he doesn't want to say it.

      “I was taking care of her.” Dang, I can't force myself to look at him right now. That was only a half-truth.

      “With your mouth,” he adds.

      I cringe internally, feeling so much guilt that I fear I might die from it.

      “I saw you kiss my girlfriend,” he says as if the last part didn't make that perfectly clear.

      “Fine,” I sigh, “I like her.”

      “Why now?” He narrows his gaze but he doesn't look angry. “Why not until after we got together? I mean, did you like her before?”

      “I don't know. I don't think so.” I tear my hand through my hair.

      He leans back and nods to himself. “Ah. So that's what it is?”

      “What?” I look at him finally.

      “You just want her because she's with me now. That's all that this is.”

      That's not what it is. But if he's willing to lie to himself for me, I'll take it.

      “I'm going to be completely honest with you.” Peter picks up his beer and takes a sip. “When I first told Willow that I wanted to date her, I thought I'd get sick of her pretty quickly. You know how I am.”

      Just hearing him say it makes the hair on the back of my neck bristle. That he would knowingly use and discard such a beautiful soul. But I had known that when they had gotten together—had figured that's what would probably happen.

      “But the more time I've spent with her,” he continues, “the more I'm beginning to feel. I can honestly say that I've never felt this much for a girl so quickly. It scares me a little. The thought of losing her...” his voice trails off for a moment before he locks his gaze with mine. “I'm not going to lose her. So whatever you're feeling, you need to get over it.”

      I hold my hand up to him, annoyed by the conversation. “I get it. She's your girlfriend—”

      “And you're my friend,” he cuts me off. “You're both very important to me. I don't want to lose either of you over this.”

      “I understand.” I nod. “I don't want our friendship to get messed up over this either.”

      “Good. Then we both agree.” He smiles. “No more kissing my girlfriend.”
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* * *

      That went way better than I could have imagined. Peter handled the situation with tact. I'm not sure I would have done the same if the roles had been reversed. I'd like to think that I would have, but I have a tendency to get hot-headed sometimes.

      Whatever the case, the cat is out of the bag now. Spending time with Peter and Willow together is going to be awkward from here on out, so I'd rather not do it. While I don't want my friendship with Willow to end, I'm starting to think it's just better to let it go. It's a bit ironic that she was the one who didn't want to be friends with me originally. She wanted nothing more than to be rid of me, and all I wanted was for her to forgive me and let me back into her life. Now here I am, ready to walk away from it all.

      My conscience feels a bit clearer as I return to my apartment. My misdeed has been forgiven. Now all I have to do is keep my distance from them, and everything should be fine.

      Only a second after I open the door to my apartment, the door to Willow's unit opens behind me. All of my energy evaporates as I realize I'll have to face her.

      “Caleb,” she says my name with more excitement than I can handle. I know she wants to talk about the kiss.

      “Get back, Max.” I try to force him back with my foot.

      “Caleb.”

      I can hear the padding of Willow's footsteps as she walks across the hall to me.

      “Willow, I'm tired.” I turn to her finally.

      The smile she was wearing fades. “And in a bad mood, apparently.”

      “It's been a long day.” I shut the door so that I don't have to fight with Max anymore and lean against it to show my exhaustion.

      “It's been a long day for me, too. I'm still hungover even.” She gives me a look that suggests I'm being thoughtless. I'm not. If anything, getting away from her as quickly as possible is the most thoughtful thing I can do right now.

      “Then you should go to bed.” I listen to Max whining at the door. It's grating on my nerves like his claws are grating against the wood.

      “But I have so much to tell you.” Excitement takes over her expression again.

      “I can't, Willow.” I hold my palm up to stop her mouth from erupting into details about the kiss.

      “What's your problem?” She sinks back slightly. “You've been so moody lately.”

      “I've just been busy.” I sigh.

      “With what? You never want to talk to me anymore. You don't seem to want to hang out.” She taps her foot for a moment before her eyes get a mischievous gleam to them. “Wait... Are you seeing someone?”

      Perfect. Whatever. I'll run with it.

      “Yeah. And she's super jealous. She doesn't like me hanging out with other girls, so we're not going to be able to hang out anymore.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      Willow wrinkles her nose. “That's awfully possessive. It must drive her nuts that you have female clients.”

      “Bonkers.” I toss my gaze to the ceiling for emphasis.

      Instead of being disappointed with this tidbit of news, Willow seems really happy for me. “Tell me all about her. Where did you meet her? What does she look like? Why didn't you bring her to Peter's party?” she bombards me with questions.

      My mouth falls agape as I search for answers. Man, I'm really not good at this lying trash. Or maybe I'm just brain dead today. I can't really tell anymore.

      “That's none of your business.” I fold my arms over my chest.

      She huffs at me. “Fine. Geez. I told you everything that went on with Peter. I don't know why you're being so secretive.”

      “Some people like talking about all of their trash; some people don't.” I give her the cold shoulder.

      “Well.” Willow takes a step back, retreating towards her apartment. “I hope she makes you happy.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” I open the door and push my way past Max to get inside.

      The last I see of Willow is her frowning, looking dejected. I feel bad because I know I hurt her feelings again, but this is for the best for all of us. Hopefully she'll understand someday.
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      I can't stop thinking about the kiss.

      Peter is standing in front of us at work on Tuesday talking about what happened with the vandalization and how it will affect our work, and all I can focus on are his lips. They were so soft pressed against mine...and so full of passion.

      A blush comes to my cheeks as I reminisce about the minty taste of his breath—the way his tongue felt on top of mine. His strong hands held me so tightly. I could feel his... Just the thought that he became aroused during the kiss makes me giddy.

      Becky shows up about ten minutes late. She's dragging rear, and for once she doesn't look happy at all.

      “Are you alright?” I ask against my better judgment.

      “I'm fine.” She glances up at Peter, then back at me. “You're lucky you have someone.”

      I have no idea where that came from, but I don't pry further. A bit later in the day, she tells me that I should start coming to the gym to workout with her.

      “I'd really like to start over and try to be friends,” she tells me. “Besides, if we can both show that we're dedicated, Caleb will take us on as clients for free.” There's a lilt to her voice when she says his name.

      I know it's evil, but I can't resist the urge to kick her when she's down. Not long ago, she would have done the same to me just to be a jerk.

      “You might want to re-evaluate your deal with him,” I say absentmindedly. “He has a girlfriend now.”

      That shuts her up, and we spend the rest of the day in blessed silence.

      After work, Peter takes me out to dinner. I praise him for how quickly he and Harris were able to put Advanced Data Solutions back together. Most of the computers and furniture are brand new, and I know it all had to cost a fortune. Production was slow because they're still working out the kinks with the network, but we got through the day thanks to Peter's brilliant leadership.

      Once we've finished eating, Peter drives us through a Starbucks and then we head to the park to sit and watch the children play. It makes me think of our future together, how things could be. And then I wonder if my kids will play with Caleb's kids someday. Will our friendship even survive this new relationship of his?

      “Did Caleb tell you he got a girlfriend?” I ask, curious if I'm the last to know about this.

      The shock on Peter's face says it all. “No. He didn't tell me that.”

      “Good. I'd be kind of pissed at him if you knew before I did,” I confess.

      “Why would that piss you off?” He grins.

      I screw my face, wondering if it's a jealousy thing. “Because I've known him longer. It wouldn't make sense for him to tell you first.”

      Peter's smile fades and he hesitates before speaking again. “Does it bother you that he has a girlfriend?”

      The question catches me off guard. I hadn't really put any thought into it until now. “It doesn't bother me that he has a girlfriend. It bothers me that this girl is so possessive over him. It sounds like she doesn't want us hanging out anymore.”

      “Possessiveness can be a good thing.” Peter gazes out into the distance.

      “That's a bit overbearing though.” I wrinkle my nose.

      “Maybe she has the right idea.” He looks over at me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don't want you hanging out with other guys either.”

      He's using his business voice, so I know that he's serious.

      My stomach twists as I realize that includes Caleb. I'm not sure if I'm happy that Peter wants me all to himself or if that makes me sad. I'm still closer to Caleb in a lot of ways. But if Caleb's girlfriend doesn't want us hanging out together and neither does my boyfriend, then what can I really say about it other than, “Oh. Alright.”

      Peter faces me. He's gazing at me so intently that it's making my palms sweat. I feel like he's expecting an argument, but I'm not about to go against his wishes.

      “I need to tell you something, but I'm afraid it will scare you off,” he says.

      Oh shoot. This can't possibly be good. Now my entire body is starting to sweat.

      “Alright,” I reply hesitantly, waiting for the bomb to drop.

      “I know that we haven't been dating for very long, but I can't control what I'm feeling, and I need to say what's in my heart.”

      “Alright,” I say again, having no idea where this is going.

      “Willow Stroop, I love you.”

      “What?” My mouth drops open and my eyes double in size.

      Peter's serious expression breaks into a smile.

      I feel like a jolt of electricity was sent straight to my heart. It stopped beating for a moment, and now it's pounding out of control. The amount of warmth I'm feeling inside is almost unbearable, and I know it's made its way to my cheeks to settle into a blush.

      “You love me?” I ask because I still can't believe he said it first. I was one hundred percent sure I'd be the first one to say it.

      He refocuses on the children, still wearing that charming grin. “I think it's time to take our relationship a step further, don't you think?” Peter glances at me out of the corner of his eye.

      I gulp hard, having a pretty good idea of what he means. An alarm goes off inside of my head, a thread of suspicion that he just said he loved me to get me into bed. I can't believe that, though, if we're going to make this relationship work. He had to have meant it.

      “Mhm.” I nod, unable to form words. My mouth is dry—my brain blank.

      “Good. Then shall we go back to my place.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I always thought my first time would be magical like in the movies. As I lie naked under the sheets in Peter's bed with a new soreness between my legs, all I can do is wonder if I did the right thing. He was gentle and kind and affectionate. In fact, he was absolutely perfect. I'm the one who was off.

      I glance over at him sleeping soundly beside me. He's every bit as sexy naked as I imagined he'd be. I should feel like the luckiest woman alive to be with a man like him. No. I am the luckiest woman alive.

      I don't know how I could have possibly expected more from the intimate moments we shared together. But I just couldn't focus. There was so much happening so fast. Losing my best friend. Peter's new possessiveness. His love confession. And now this. I haven't really had time to process it all.

      I can only assume he wants me to stay the night since he passed out, but I don't have any clothes here for work tomorrow, so I roll out of bed, get dressed, and gently shake his arm to wake him before I let myself out.

      He yawns to life as if he's just had a full night's sleep. “What's wrong?”

      “I'm going to go,” I whisper.

      “Why?” He glances over at the clock on his bedside table.

      “I don't have clothes here.”

      “Alright.” He drops his head back down on the pillow and rubs his eyes. “Give me a minute and I'll get up and take you home.”

      “Don't worry about it. I'll just get an Uber.” I dig in my purse for my phone.

      He looks up at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. You go back to sleep.” I bend to give him a chaste kiss on the lips before heading for the door.

      “Text me when you get home so that I'll know you made it there safely.”

      “Alright.” I nod to him before leaving.

      Everything feels surreal as I sit in the passenger seat and stare out the window while the city passes by me. Fast. Everything is going so fast. I can barely emotionally keep up.

      I'm not unhappy, though. More just surprised by how I'm feeling. Or how I'm not feeling.

      As soon as I get to my apartment complex, habit makes me want to go straight to Caleb's place. I've just had the most amazing afternoon. There's no one I would rather share the details with.

      But as I stop in front of the door to Caleb's apartment, I know better than to knock. His harsh words play back in my mind. It was like he didn't even care that this girl he had just started dating would put an end to our friendship. I want to think critically of him, but Peter basically did the same thing. Is this what real relationships are like?

      “You wouldn't even tell me you had a girlfriend, so you don't need to know about my hot time with Peter.” I huff at his apartment door before turning around and entering my unit.

      Still, there's a pain in my heart from thinking that a friendship that we both worked so hard to build could be destroyed in as quickly as one day...and not by either of us.

      Oh well. It's a small price to pay to be happy for the rest of my life with Peter. I should focus on my relationship, because that's my future. Caleb will just have to return to my past...where he belongs.
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* * *

      The following weekend, Peter takes me to a private art exhibit. He's dressed to the nines in a navy pinstripe suit, and I'm his underwhelming arm candy in a white blouse and black floral skirt. Most of the other women around us are donning gowns fit for the Oscars. I feel like Where's Waldo. Which one doesn't belong?

      We stroll arm in arm and Peter stops in front of every painting to give his assessment and ask my opinion. I don't have much to say about each piece. Some are masterfully done while others look like they could have been whipped out in an hour with a few haphazard strokes of paint on a canvas. While I like looking at art, it's never really been my thing. Not to the degree that these people are soaking it all in.

      The faces around me look deep in thought as they marvel at each painting and sculpture as if they're the most fascinating things on the face of the planet. To be honest, if it weren't for having Peter by my side, I would be bored to tears.

      “It's crazy to think of how many hours are put into all of this,” he says in wonder.

      “Yeah.” I nod, thinking again about how some of these paintings look like a five year old would have done a better job. I'm out of my element, though, so the best thing I can do is nod and agree.

      “See that man over there.” Peter points to a tall older gentleman. “Do you recognize him?”

      I shake my head, embarrassed that I don't recognize him, because he's obviously someone important.

      “That's the mayor,” he whispers to me.

      Oh goodness. Do I ever look like an idiot now? I don't even know the mayor of the city I live in.

      “And her.” Peter redirects his attention to a woman in a stunning red dress. “She's a newscaster for Channel 5. And that guy—”

      “Lots of famous people. I get it,” I say before I can stop myself.

      I know it's not intentional—Peter is just trying to wow me—but hearing about all of the wealthy and important people around us is making me feel inferior and even more uncomfortable. In truth, I don't know why I'm even here. This place is not me at all.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Peter asks finally, probably taking notice of my closed up body language. Any time I'm not holding his hand, I have my arms wrapped around myself as if to shield me from all of this unfamiliar splendor.

      “Yes.” I smile.

      Why did I just lie? I'm not enjoying this at all. But I don't want to make him feel bad or want to leave. This is a private event. Lord only knows how much he paid to get us in. I dare not rob him of the experience just because I'm uncomfortable.

      Peter takes in a deep breath. “These are the kinds of things I want to do with you. I want to share all of the finest things in life with you, and it starts right here.”

      “I'd like that.” Wouldn't I? Isn't this what I've always wanted?

      I clawed my way out of the trenches to be with this man who basks in wealth and luxury. If I truly want to be with him, then I need to be able to adapt to his world—a world that I've only ever seen in movies until now. A world that I always thought I wanted to be a part of to spite my nasty, poor childhood.

      “Are you hungry? I made us a reservation at a restaurant I've been dying to take you to.” He beams at me with excitement.

      Hungry. Yes. That will get us out of here faster, and I won't have to feel so much guilt for wanting to go. We've already been here for over an hour anyway. We've seen it all. There's nothing left to do but stand around and people watch.

      “Food would be good.” I nod, just happy to be leaving.

      Peter drives us to a restaurant downtown. It's a lot smaller inside than I thought it would be, and the patrons seem just as pretentious as the people at the art gallery. All of their noses are turned up as they speak. Well, not literally, but it sure feels like it. I can tell that I'm still among the wealthy—that once again, I don't belong.

      I don't even get to look at the menu. That alone irks me. Peter tells the waitress something in French before she disappears and returns a few minutes later with a bottle of champagne.

      “You're going to love this,” Peter tells me as the waitress fills our champagne flutes.

      I smile at him politely before taking a sip. The liquid inside feels like bubbly acid. There's a bitterness to the champagne that seems to suck all of the moisture out of my mouth.

      “It's good.” Another lie. He was gazing at me too expectantly to say otherwise.

      The first course comes on a special plate that looks like a perfect upside down sunny side up egg. The actual food on the plate looks like it came out of an Easy Bake Oven, the portion is so small. What's worse is I have no idea what it is. It looks like a gray cream sauce. Could be a soup. Could be something special beneath.

      The waitress explains the dish to us in words so big and French that I don't understand half of what she's saying. It's not until she walks away that I dare to ask Peter, “So what is it?”

      He chuckles at me, which makes me feel kind of stupid. “It's a deconstructed oysters rockefeller. Instead of serving it on a shell, they put it on top of a truffle.”

      A truffle? Oh goodness, no wonder the people around us look like they wipe their rears with wads of cash. If this is just the appetizer...

      It was just the appetizer. One of many. In the span of nearly four hours, course after course is brought to our table. All of them are tiny. By the time we're three in, I don't think I'll ever get full. On course number ten, I'm wishing they'd just end.

      The food is amazing—the best dining experience of my life—but I quickly become tired of having to ask Peter to recite what the waitress tells us about each course in English, so eventually I stop and it becomes a mystery game of what am I putting in my mouth.

      Out of a total of fifteen courses, there's only one I don't enjoy. And when a waitress hears me telling Peter that I'm not fond of it, they promptly bring me something else. This restaurant definitely gets five stars for service.

      “I should go to the bathroom before we leave,” Peter tells me as he places his napkin on top of the table to stand.

      No sooner than he disappears into the restroom does the waitress bring the bill. I decide that I should pay it, since he's paid for all of our other dates up to this point. It would be a nice surprise for him and the least I can do.

      I pull my credit card out of my wallet and pick up the booklet to see what this delicious meal of tiny courses is going to cost me. When my eyes scan across the total, I gasp so loudly that half of the restaurant turns to look at me.

      “Six hundred dollars,” I mouth the amount but don't actually speak it. “That's ridiculous.”

      I set the bill down facing Peter's side of the table and clasp my hand over my mouth, hoping no one saw the curse word on my lips. I get a few disapproving glances before the people around us go back to their own dining experience. I don't know any of these people and I already can't stand them. Why couldn't we have gone somewhere normal—someplace that I could afford.

      I shove my card back into my wallet before Peter has a chance to emerge from the bathroom. If I pay for this meal, I'll be in the negative for the rest of the month.

      Peter returns to our table and picks up the bill, looking it over like it's nothing before he hands the booklet with his credit card to the waitress.

      “Did you enjoy the food?” he asks as we wait for her to bring back the receipt.

      “It was fabulous.” That was not a lie. Best meal I've ever had, though I'm not sure it was worth the guilt I'm feeling. I realize I've been a crabby jerk all night, but at least I was able to hold it all in. Peter would never be able to tell that all of this made me extremely uncomfortable. And I suppose that's all that matters.

      “Are you ready to go?” Peter tucks his wallet into his pocket.

      “Mhm.” I nod before standing to follow him out of the restaurant.

      We walk hand in hand back to his car. He's all grins, but I'm still in shell shock from the price of the meal.

      “Would you like to go back to my place?” He gives my hand a gentle squeeze to get my attention.

      “Sure.” I smile at him.

      What other choice do I have? This is the only way I can really pay him back.

      I hate myself for thinking it. I know it's not true. He doesn't expect me to sleep with him just because he dropped mad money on me tonight. At least, I hope he doesn't expect it.

      Besides, it's not like I don't want to. I do want to. I want to feel closer to him...because right now, I just feel disconnected. At the very least, having sex will create the oxytocin release that we need for enhanced bonding.

      Goodness! Am I really thinking about sex so scientifically right now? What is wrong with me?

      We get back to Peter's loft, and I sit on the sofa while he fetches us each a glass of water. I pull out my phone and scroll through to Caleb's number. I bet he's not taking his girlfriend to fancy events and dinners. They're probably going on normal dates. Dates where you don't have to get all dressed up and walk around stiffly. Places where you can laugh and have fun without worrying about what other people think of you. I bet they're eating normal portion sizes of food that don't cost a fortune. I should feel sorry for his girlfriend for not being able to experience these types of things with him.

      Just to be a jerk, I start to type out a text message to him about everything that Peter and I did tonight. Knowing that he can't afford to take his girlfriend to something so fancy will probably make Caleb feel insufficient. He deserves it. He's a jerk for abandoning me.

      But then I realize that he doesn't deserve to feel insufficient. Because he's not insufficient. He's one of the best guys I've ever known. He might not have all of the money in the world, but he has a heart of gold.

      Even though I type it out, I can't force myself to send the text. The only reason I even wrote it is because I miss him. I want to send it so he'll be forced to think about me.

      It's wrong. He's in a relationship and so am I. If I'm truly his friend, I should just leave it alone.

      “Who are you texting?” Peter's voice comes out of left field, startling me.

      I click the button to dim my phone so that he can't see. “It was my sister. She was having some guy trouble and needed advice.”

      “Oh.” He sits beside me and offers me a glass of water. When I don't move to take it, he sets it on the coffee table. “You can finish your text.”

      “It's not that important. She can wait.” I shake my head, sighing contentedly at the fact that I'm finally somewhere that I can be comfortable.

      These are the moments I prefer with Peter, when we're alone and there's no one else in the world but the two of us. Gazing into his eyes, I can forget about everything that I didn't like about tonight. I think about his smile and his excitement from exposing me to new experiences. I should be cherishing all of these things. He's bringing me into his world because he truly cares about me. No. Because he loves me.
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* * *

      The next morning, Peter takes me out to breakfast and then drops me off in front of my apartment complex. I take the elevator up, thinking about how I feel a lot better than I did last night. The sex definitely helped to clear my head a bit. It still wasn't movie quality, but I felt the connection to him that I needed. I blush as I remember the way Peter pressed my palms into the bed as he writhed on top of me. His gorgeous brown eyes were hooded as I gazed up into them. There was some magic there.

      The elevator door opens onto my floor, and I hear a bark that's distinctly Max. All thoughts of Peter disappear as I rush out of the elevator to see Caleb unlocking his apartment.

      My heart pounds fiercely in my chest as I realize this is one of the very few opportunities I have to get his attention. Instead of calling his name and flailing, I do the one thing that I know will force him to speak to me. I crouch down and call Max's name.

      The huskey's ears perk up. He turns to me with a trash-eating doggy grin. And then he lunges, effectively tearing the leash out of Caleb's hand to get to me.

      “Max!” Caleb calls to him before letting out a loud groan.

      I stand before Max can get to me, reaching down to rub his ears. He makes an adorable whining sound, and I can't help but bend over and give him a hug.

      “You shouldn't have done that. You know how excitable he is,” Caleb chastises me.

      “Well, you already took him to the bathroom, so at least you don't have to worry about him piddling in the hall.” I pet Max and tell him what a good boy he is.

      “He doesn't piddle,” Caleb insists, folding his arms over his chest.

      “Is piddle not a manly enough word?” I say teasingly before straightening myself.

      Caleb looks me up and down. “Judging by how dressed up you are, you must have just come from having a date with Peter.”

      I glance at his sweatpants and T-shirt. “And judging by how dressed up you are, you must have been a lazy bum today.”

      “It's a rare day off for me.” He yawns.

      I grasp at my chest. “Be still my beating heart. Caleb Ryan has a day off. Hell must have frozen over.” I drop my gaze to the floor before tapping the cement with my foot. “Nope. All appears normal.”

      “Is he everything you wanted him to be?” There's an odd cynicism in his voice. He doesn't look happy to see me at all, but I don't care. I refuse to allow his jerk of a girlfriend or Peter to keep us from at least being civil to one another.

      I stick my nose up, deciding to go with my texting plan from last night. “He took me to a private art exhibit and then to this super fancy restaurant on the River Walk.”

      Caleb's expression seems to wilt a little. “I bet you loved all of that.”

      “Actually, I felt totally out of place.” My shoulders slump as I confess the truth. At least, I can be honest with Caleb. “You and Becky used to tell me that Peter was out of my league. I never really felt it until last night.”

      “Peter likes trash like that.” Caleb gestures. “It's all part of his rich persona. Better you than me.”

      “I don't know if I'll ever get used to it.” I finally stop petting Max. He dutifully returns to Caleb's side now that he's gotten some lovin'.

      “Well, you'll just have to...because this is probably what it's always going to be like dating Peter Burgett.
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      “When were you going to tell me you got a girlfriend, jerk?” Becky slaps my chest with the back of her hand. Judging by the frown on her face, she's genuinely not happy about the news.

      We've been spending a lot of time together this past week. She comes to the gym religiously, and I've even started working out with her when I have free time. It seems like we're slowly developing a real friendship, but it's definitely not replacing what Willow and I had.

      I want to tell her the truth. Keeping a lie this big is a bit annoying, but I don't trust that she won't blab to Willow. From what I've heard, they make it a point to get under each other's skin. I'll never understand the cattiness of some women.

      “You don't need to know everything about my personal life.” I can't even look at her as I speak.

      “That's a pretty big deal. Don't you think she's going to get mad that we hang out together like this?” She tosses herself down on the arm curl machine. Her ponytail bounces, making her appear small and childish.

      “This is where I work. It's not like she can complain that I come here.” I sigh.

      “But you spend so much time here. It seems like you're always here. She must feel a bit neglected.”

      She's not lying. I've been spending an increasingly large amount of time at the gym lately. It seems like all I do these days are eat, workout, sleep, and walk Max. But most of my time is spent in the gym. The only real benefit is that I've been picking up more clients this way. More clients equals more money. Maybe someday I can aspire to treating a girl the way Peter does, not that I think it would make them like me any more.

      “If you were my boyfriend, I'd be working you out in another way.” Becky winks at me.

      “Is that so?” I chuckle.

      “That's so.” She nods decidedly.

      I lean against the machine as I watch her do a set. It will only be a little while longer before I'll have to live up to my part of the bargain by taking her on as a free client. At this point, I don't really mind it. She's entertaining, and she keeps my mind off of less pleasant things.

      “So what does she look like?” Becky pries.

      “She's pretty.” I try to stay vague.

      “I figured that much.” She rolls her eyes. “You're not a very descriptive guy, are you?”

      “I like to keep my private life private.” I grin at her.

      Becky frowns. “I'm admittedly jealous.”

      Awkward. I rub the back of my neck. “I'm sorry. I don't know how to make you less jealous.”

      “It seems like everyone is dating but me. I'm tired of being alone.” Her gaze falls to the floor.

      “Then why don't you date one of those guys that follow you around?”

      “I tend to attract losers.” She huffs.

      “Well, your throw trash at the wall to see what sticks method definitely isn't going to attract any winners,” I tell her honestly.

      “What?” Her mouth falls agape as she looks at me.

      I inhale a deep breath. “You flit from guy to guy. You don't give anyone a chance to really get to know you. When you think that a guy isn't interested or that someone better has come along, you move on to the next guy. It's not a very attractive quality.”

      “Oh.” She sulks. “Yeah. I don't know why I do that.”

      “Well, you should stop. You're never going to land a good guy that way. Because as soon as a good guy sees you flit to someone else, you've lost him.”

      “Is that how I lost you?” She locks her gaze with mine, and I feel all kinds of uncomfortable.

      “I wasn't ready to date when we met. That's how you lost me.” It's the best I can come up with.

      “But when you were ready to date...you never considered me?” There's a flash of hope in her expression. I hate to crush it, but I have to be honest.

      “Your flitting really turned me off,” I admit.

      “Oh.” She glances away. “Well, that sucks. Looks like I just keep trash up.”

      Guilt assaults me, though I don't know why.

      “Hey,” I say to get her attention. “You're a beautiful girl. And if you let people actually get to know the real you, you'd have guys lining up for miles. Good guys.”

      “Really?” She perks up a bit.

      “Really.” I nod.

      “But that doesn't solve my loneliness now.” Her eyes soften a bit. “I think I'm ready to date now, too. To seriously date someone.”

      “Well, whenever you find that person, I'll be here to support you.” I smile at her.

      “Thanks, Caleb. You're a real gem. Your girlfriend is a lucky girl,” she tells me sincerely.

      Except that my girlfriend isn't a lucky girl—because she doesn't even exist.
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* * *

      A few days later, Willow knocks on my apartment door. Apparently, she doesn't understand the concept of we can't hang out anymore, because she seems to be refusing to leave me alone. When I open the door, I can see she's wearing another post-date dress. Thankfully, the idea of her dating my friend doesn't hurt as much as it once did, probably because I've been keeping my distance.

      They say that time heals all wounds. This one is healing slowly, but it is healing.

      “Have another fancy date?” I lean against the door frame.

      She screws her face. “Yeah. He took me to a charity event. I swear those people all walk around with sticks up their rears. I felt like I couldn't speak, and I was under dressed as always.” She glances down at the peach dress she's wearing. It's pretty, but definitely not something most girls would pick to wear to a charity event.

      “Don't you have Google?” I quirk an eyebrow.

      She glares at me. “I have Google. I just don't have the money to buy a nice dress.”

      “I thought you shop at thrift stores.” I narrow my eyes at her.

      “They were wiped out.” She sighs.

      “All of them? There are at least five around here.”

      “Oh.” Willow looks surprised for a moment. “I only know of two.”

      “Google.” I point to her. “You should have looked it up on Maps on your phone.”

      “I didn't have time.” She hops like a child throwing a mini-tantrum. “I procrastinated until the last minute. Okay?”

      “Ah. The truth finally comes out.” I smirk at her.

      “Oh, shut it.” She huffs at me.

      “So what did you come here for anyway?” I get to the point, realizing that our playful banter is making me feel things again.

      She exhales, looking distant for a moment. “Peter wants to play tennis with me this weekend. He always kicks my rear, and I haven't been practicing. I was wondering if you'd like to play a game with me.”

      I hum, shaking my head. “No can do. The girlfriend wouldn't approve.”

      “Really, Caleb?” Willow cocks her head to the side.

      “Really.”

      “Are we really going to keep doing this?”

      “Keep doing what?”

      “Trying to kill our friendship because our stupid significant others don't want us hanging out anymore. It's not like we have to tell them about it.” She shifts her weight, crossing her arms over her chest.

      I hadn't known that Peter told her he didn't want us hanging out. That kind of surprises me. It must mean he thinks of me as more of a threat than he let on.

      “So are you saying that we should become liars?” I give her a disapproving look.

      Willow sulks, her arms dropping to her sides. “Yes. No. I don't know. All I do know is that I don't want our friendship to die because of this.

      “It's one game of tennis, Caleb. I'm not asking you to hang out with me all the time.”

      She's pleading, and I kind of like that. Because unlike all of the times before, this doesn't feel like it's about Peter. Not really.

      “Are you saying that you miss me?” I tease her.

      “Will that make you play with me?” She quirks her head back.

      “Maybe.” I kick at some dirt on the floor, glancing up at her. I'm so obviously flirting, but I can't seem to stop myself.

      “Please don't make me say it.” She plays stubborn.

      “I could just go to bed.” I yawn for effect. “It's been a long day.”

      “Fine!” Willow stomps her foot. “I miss you, alright.”

      “I'll go get my racket. Get changed, and I'll meet you downstairs in fifteen.”

      She beams at me, giving me thanks before turning to go back into her apartment to change.

      We meet down at the court, and I'm surprised that she hasn't forgotten much of what I taught her. It doesn't take long before she's back into the swing of things. Being down here with her reminds me of old times. Times before Peter came between us. Times when it was just her and I and there were no feelings involved. Less complicated times.

      I have to find my way back there somehow if we're going to keep this friendship together.

      “Do you play tennis with your girlfriend?” she asks.

      “Sometimes,” I lie.

      “I never see the two of you down here.” She swings at my serve and misses, cursing under her breath as the ball whizzes past her.

      “We play at her complex.” I nod in a random direction.

      “Man, I bet the two of you have lots of fun together. I'm honestly not looking forward to playing with Peter. He plays so aggressively.”

      “Why do you do things with him that you don't enjoy? I don't really understand it.” I serve the next ball, and she hits it back to me.

      “Our relationship is so new. I want to do everything with him, you know.” She places her hands on her knees, panting for half a second before running to hit my return.

      “But what about what you like to do?” I try to emphasize that. Because right now I'm seeing a pattern. Their entire relationship revolves around Peter.

      “I like being with Peter,” she replies. I'm starting to doubt that's the truth, though, because if it was, she wouldn't complain about their dates so much.
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      “You should really start coming to the gym and working out with me.”

      It's the first thing that Becky says when she plants her rear next to me the following morning. She looks chipper and perfect as normal, with her big doe eyes and her hair pulled back into a high ponytail that makes her seem deceptively innocent.

      I sneer at her. “I can get my workout done outside of the gym.”

      “By that, you mean on your back,” she giggles.

      My mouth falls agape from her boldness, and it takes me a moment to recover. “That's not what I mean at all! I was playing tennis last night with Caleb,” I tell her, hoping that throwing the Caleb part in there will sting.

      The light fades from her eyes a bit, but it's barely noticeable. “Does his girlfriend know that you two hang out together?”

      “What does it matter?” I turn my computer monitor on.

      Becky tilts her head to the side in thought. “I just imagine that she'd get jealous if she knew that another girl was hanging out with him.”

      “Our friendship is too strong to allow significant others to tear it apart,” I inform her, hoping that it's true.

      She reaches over, startling me. It takes me a moment to realize she's going for the necklace that Peter gave me. Becky practically pulls me to her by it so that she can get a better look.

      “Wow. That's so pretty. Did Peter give it to you?”

      I brush her hand away, grasping the necklace protectively. “Yes.”

      “That's an expensive piece.” Her eyes stay fixed on the necklace.

      I bet it is. I strum the necklace with my fingertips. “I wish I could afford to repay him.”

      “I'm sure you repay him in other ways.” She turns to her computer finally.

      “But I want to really repay him,” I confess, wondering why I'm starting to open up to her. Maybe because for once it doesn't seem like she's trying to steal my boyfriend.

      “That's how girls repay guys for such things.” She glances over at me. “Didn't you know?”

      “That doesn't really seem right.” I frown.

      “Listen.” Becky turns to me again. “When a guy really likes a girl, he'll buy her nice things. It's not just for you. It makes him feel like he's being a good boyfriend. The fact that Peter got you something so nice must mean that he really likes you. You should just accept the gift and be happy about it.”

      “But that feels so unbalanced.” I wrinkle my nose. “I can barely afford to pay rent and keep myself fed. There's no way I can buy him nice things.”

      She pinches the bridge of her nose for a moment. “It's not your job to buy him things. Man, you're clueless about dating.”

      I huff, though I'm not sure I can disagree.

      “Does he make you happy?”

      The question comes out of left field.

      “Huh?” I look up at Becky.

      “Does he make you happy?” she repeats the question more slowly. “Because at the end of the day, that's what a relationship is really about. It's not about gifts. It's about how the two of you feel about each other.”

      “Of course he makes me happy,” I reply almost defensively.

      “Then don't worry about paying him back with monetary things. Pay him back with your company by being the best you that you can be around him.”

      Peter steps into the room and announces that we should all get to work. The chatter in the room dies, and I simply stare at Becky for several more seconds, thinking that maybe she's not such a jerk after all.
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* * *

      To pay Caleb back for tennis practice, I decide to cook for him. I make a batch of chili when I get home from work, but for some reason it just isn't coming out right. The spices are off, and I can't figure out what it's missing.

      I stomp my foot as I stand over the pot, quickly becoming upset. The recipe I found online was not particularly difficult. Cooking chili isn't rocket science. And while I shouldn't really care how it turns out as long as I feed him, there's a competitiveness in me that wants my chili to be at least as good as his was.

      Finally, after nearly breaking into tears, I give up. Shuffling over, I knock on the door to Caleb's apartment.

      He pokes his head out, his expression filling with concern as he sees my frown. “What's wrong?”

      “I made you dinner.” I fold my arms over my chest grumpily.

      “You made me dinner,” he parrots as if I didn't speak English.

      “Yes. Come eat.” I nod back towards my apartment.

      He follows a few minutes later, taking a hesitant step inside. “It smells good.”

      Of course, he would say that. He's too nice to tell the truth. It smells like a spice rack exploded inside my kitchen.

      “Taste this and tell me what it needs.” I offer him a spoonful of chili.

      He gives me a queer look before opening his mouth so that I can spoon-feed him. His eyebrows furrow after he chews a few times and swallows.

      “Here.” He nudges past me to start rummaging through my spice cabinet.

      I barely have time to see what he grabs. He opens up two different bottles, pouring in a generous amount of each before smothering the pot with salt.

      My mouth falls open and I rush forward. “That's too much salt!”

      He lifts the salt bottle out of my reach, looking at me intensely. “Trust me.”

      “I trust that you've ruined it.” I huff, taking a step back.

      He stirs the pot and then dips the spoon in, turning to me with his hand under it. “Now try it.”

      I quirk my head back, feeling weird about him spoon-feeding me before I realize that I just did the same thing to him a few seconds ago. Only now did I notice that my actions were a bit too friendly.

      I open my mouth and let him feed me. The chili now tastes perfect. How did he do that?

      “I hate you,” I tell him when I'm done chewing.

      His lips spread into a wide grin. “Good, isn't it?”

      “That's magic.” I push him out of the way and grab the spoon from him to take another bite. “How did you know what to add?”

      “I used to help my mom cook when I was little.” He picks up a bowl from the kitchen island and hands it to me. “What's this all about anyway?”

      “I wanted to repay you for playing tennis with me yesterday,” I tell him before getting the idea that I should cook for Peter.

      “Well, I appreciate it.” Caleb fills his bowl and goes to sit on my sofa.

      “Do you think that Peter would like something like this?” I glance down at the chili.

      “Maybe. But if you're going to cook for him, you're going to have to bring all of your own ingredients. Peter's kitchen is like a barren wasteland. He eats out 99% of the time.”

      I already knew that. I'm surprised that Peter had enough ingredients to make me soup the other day. Maybe he even had to go out to the store to buy them.

      “So when are you going to play tennis with him?” Caleb asks.

      “Later tonight.” I take my bowl and go sit next to him.

      “So you come home and make dinner for me then go play with him?” He arches an eyebrow at me. “You are one strange girl.”

      “Is there something weird about that?” I screw my face.

      Caleb reaches over, and I feel his fingertips brush my cheek. My heart stops beating from his touch. I look at him, and I feel something that I haven't felt in a very long time—not since we were in high school together.

      And then his fingers leave me, and it's over.

      “There was a piece of hair in your mouth,” he tells me before standing to take his bowl to the sink. He must have inhaled the chili when I wasn't watching.

      I feel frozen in place. My heart starts beating again, but there's discomfort churning in the pit of my stomach.

      “Thanks for the food. I'll let myself out.” Caleb waves to me without even turning before he leaves.

      Sense finally returns to me, though I'm still trying to process what just happened. It was nothing outlandishly strange. We just spoon-fed each other. He brushed a strand of hair away from my face.

      But his touch. It's lingering with me. And the more I realize what I'm feeling, the more I hate myself for it.

      An hour and a half later, I'm on the tennis court with Peter. He's whooping my rear like it's nobody's business, but he's smiling and laughing, so at least I know he's having a good time.

      “You've improved,” he tells me cheerfully as he serves a ball that I can't possibly hope to return without breaking my wrist.

      I run for it anyway, and my stomach gurgles angrily from indigestion. When I couldn't figure out what the chili was missing, I went a bit heavy with the chili powder. For as much as I want to blame my oncoming illness on Caleb, this is my fault.

      Still, I try to push through for as long as I can. I run. I pant. I sweat. I miss balls. I push myself to the very limit of what I can physically handle, but then the discomfort gets to be too much, and I have to call it quits.

      “I'm sorry.” I sulk. “I'm not feeling too well.”

      “What's wrong?” Peter jogs up beside me.

      “I had chili with Caleb tonight, and I think I put too much chili powder in it,” I confess.

      The second that I say Caleb's name, I know I've goofed. Peter's expression immediately shifts to what I can only assume is jealousy.

      “You put too much chili powder in it,” his voice trails off for a moment. “You ate together tonight? You should have told me. We could have gone out to dinner so you didn't have to eat with him.”

      “I needed to repay him for something, so I cooked for him.” Holy awkward. I feel like I'm digging my grave even deeper, but I need to make our eating together seem justified.

      “Repay him for what?” he asks boldly.

      I don't want to tell him that I needed a refresher course in tennis, so I lie. “He helped me move some furniture.”

      “You should have called me. I could have helped you.”

      “I'm sorry.” I shrink slightly. “I thought I could move it myself. I just got so frustrated that it seemed easier to go next door and ask for his help instead of bothering you.”

      “Willow.” Peter grabs my hand. “I'm your boyfriend. It would be no bother at all. You're supposed to call me when you need things.”

      “I'll remember that,” I reply timidly.

      “How's your stomach?” He gently rubs my tummy. It gurgles angrily in response and he chuckles. “Let's go to the store and get you some medicine to take care of that.”
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* * *

      To say I feel bad for Peter finding out that I cooked for Caleb is the understatement of the year. Now, cooking for him is out of the question. He got so jealous when I told him. I don't want to remind him by doing the same thing for him that I did for Caleb.

      I need to do something that will only be for him. So I decide to go to the adult video store and buy some lingerie. My guilt is so strong that I don't even wait until the next day. I head straight there as soon as Peter and I wrap up our evening, even though it's quickly approaching midnight and I need to get up early for work the next day. Buying the lingerie now will alleviate some of my guilt, because I'll know I'm taking steps to mend things between us.

      My heart beats fiercely as I pull into the dimly lit parking lot. I've never been in one of these stores before, and as I kill the engine, I think that maybe it's an experience that I should save to have with Peter. Maybe I should just leave and go to Victoria's Secret tomorrow. But Victoria's Secret is so expensive. I would go to Walmart instead, but I know they won't have anything as sexy as what I'm looking for. And if there are two things I won't buy at thrift stores, they're shoes and intimates.

      I have to do this, I decide as I stare up at the neon sign and try to gather my courage to go inside.

      I push open the door, expecting to see a plethora of sleazy men. The store is completely empty of customers, though I shouldn't be surprised considering that I was one of only three cars in the parking lot. The other two must belong to employees.

      I'm greeted at the door and asked for my ID before I'm allowed to enter dildo and porn land. My mouth falls agape as I take it all in. One side of the store looks like a smutty Blockbusters. The other has rows of shelves with sex toys. The lingerie is against the walls, but that's not the first place I go.

      I take my time browsing, feeling much more comfortable since I'm the only person in the store. Some of the dildos and toys have to be for novelty, because there's no way I can picture people using them. There are plastic cocks bigger around than a soda can and close to two feet long. That just looks painful.

      Finally, when I'm done wandering around, I go take a look at the lingerie, frowning at how all of the models are perfect with their tiny waists and big belly. I glance down at my chest, thinking about how my boobs practically disappeared when I lost weight. I feel so self-conscious naked with all of my loose skin that I haven't even let Peter keep the light on during sex yet. Wearing lingerie was supposed to make me feel braver, but with all of the sheer fabrics, it would only be a minor improvement over him seeing me naked.

      My mood tanks as I search through the different pieces for something suitable. Sexy but not too revealing. Something made for a girl like me who has lost a considerable amount of weight.

      Despite the nearly endless selection, I can't find anything I like. I try to picture myself in each outfit, and all I see are my flaws. The cellulite on my thighs. The droopy skin on my stomach. My bat wings.

      There's no way I would look sexy in any of this.

      My mind goes to an even darker place as I wonder why in hell Peter is even with me. He could have any girl he wants. Girls with perfect bodies like Becky. Girls who could afford to pay back his generosity. There's nothing special about me. When I'm with him, I feel happy but also useless. So useless and out of place and...unworthy. He deserves better.

      I sigh, taking one last lingering look at all of the lingerie before deciding to surrender and go to Walmart. I'll be able to find something less revealing there and more in my price range. These things are for sexy women, and I am not a sexy woman. I'm a broke woman with a frumpy body. I'm a Walmart girl dating a Gucci guy. How is this ever going to work out?

      My face is set in a frown as I shuffle out of the store, my purse clutched tightly to my chest. Depression has washed over me like a wave, drowning me as it pulls me out to sea. I probably shouldn't even bother stopping by Walmart tonight. I know that I'm in one of those moods where nothing will please me.

      I get to my car and pull my keys out of my purse. Strong arms grip around me, and a hand clasps over my mouth.

      My eyes go wide and I drop my keys as I panic. There's a moment of confusion before I realize what's happening. I'm being pulled back into a vehicle.

      I struggle with everything in me, flailing and trying to scream. If there's more than one person, I can't tell. Whoever has me loses their balance. I'm halfway into the van, and my only comfort is that my feet are still touching the cement.

      I grab the hand against my mouth and pull it closer, biting into the fingers. I bite so hard that blood fills my mouth. I don't care. The man holding me screams and lets me go. I use the moment of freedom to swing my elbow back into his face, miraculously hitting him right in the eye. He clutches his face, cursing between his teeth.

      I turn to see that it's only one man. I commit his features to memory before realizing that this is probably my only chance to escape. I scoop my purse up from the pavement before running at full speed back to the store.

      Thankfully, the man doesn't follow. Instead, he gets into his vehicle and peels out of the parking lot.

      “Call the police,” I yell to the store clerk, my heart pounding in my chest so rapidly that I worry I might have a heart attack. “A man just tried to abduct me.”

      The clerk moves too slowly, so I pull out my phone. It's not 911 that I dial, though. My fingers instinctively move to Caleb's name. By the time he picks up the phone, I'm a sobbing mess, leaning against the counter to keep standing.

      “Caleb. I need you,” is all that I can manage to get out. “Come quick. I need you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Caleb

        

      

    
    
      I'm going to kill him. I don't care who this guy is or where he's gone, I'm going to track him down and murder him.

      In between helping Willow with the police, I've been on my phone trying to find out as much information as I can with the license plate number that the store caught on camera. This guy better hope that the police find him before I do.

      Willow seems to have a photographic memory. She gives the cops every minute detail about her assailant and the vehicle he was driving. Everything from the color of his eyes to what his visible tattoos were and a detailed description of his van and all of its cosmetic flaws. No wonder she remembers everything about our childhood.

      We're at the station for a good hour before she's finally free to go. Her expression is dead—definitely that of someone who has just suffered a major trauma. I can only imagine the what ifs going through her head. She was lucky to escape.

      “What were you thinking going to a place like that by yourself this late at night? You should have had Peter with you,” I lay into her.

      “I wanted to surprise him,” she tells me meekly.

      “Well, this is definitely going to surprise him.”

      She clutches onto my arm, looking small and defenseless. “Follow me home.”

      I soften instantly. “Are you alright to drive?”

      “I'll be fine. I just...don't want to be alone tonight.”

      We go back to my place. The whole way there, I wonder why she called me instead of Peter. It doesn't really matter as long as she's safe.

      “Do you have any alcohol?” she asks as soon as we're inside.

      “Are you sure that drinking is a good idea? You have work in the morning.” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

      “I'm not going in. I need a day to recover. Need to forget.”

      The glassiness of her eyes is concerning, but I honestly don't know the best way to help her cope with this, so I'm willing to do whatever it takes to make her feel better. “What do you want me to make you?”

      “Do you have tequila?” She leans against the kitchen island, absentmindedly petting Max. He's being unusually relaxed, which must mean he senses that something is wrong.

      I nod.

      “Shots. I want shots.”

      I inhale deeply, thinking that drinking straight liquor is probably a horrible idea, but I don't argue. Instead, I take out two shot glasses and the bottle and pour us each a shot. She throws hers back, hisses, and then slams her glass down onto the table, pushing it towards me to fill it again.

      “Do you think that's such a good idea?” I ask.

      “Another.” She ignores me.

      I refill her glass. She downs the second shot, this time with me in sync. Then she grabs both of our glasses and the bottle and heads to the sofa, using my coffee table to fill the glasses again before sitting down. As soon as my rear hits the sofa, she curls against my side.

      “Hold me for a while. Please.” Willow rests her head on my shoulder.

      I already feel warm from the alcohol. Everything that's going on is so...not ordinary. I just go with it, wrapping my arm around her.

      She presses her face against my chest, moaning softly, and I wonder if she can hear how rapidly my heart is beating. “This is the safest I've felt all night.”

      “You're safe with me.” I mean it. I would destroy the world if it would keep her from harm.

      Idiot, I hate what I'm feeling right now. This strong need to protect her, yet at the same time I'm helpless. It's not my job to protect her—to be here for her like this. It's Peter's job. So why am I here? Why am I the one she ran to?

      As if to help break my focus, Willow pushes away from me to grab the shot glasses from the table. She hands me one, looking morose before she raises her glass to me. “To relationships.”

      “To relationships,” I parrot, because what the heck else am I supposed to say to that.

      We drink again, and the liquor seers a path down the back of my throat. At this pace, we're both going to get wasted pretty quickly. It looks like I'm not going to be working tomorrow either, I think with an inward sigh.

      “Tell me about your girlfriend.” Willow refills our glasses. I want to tell her to stop, but I can't force myself to do it.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What's she like?”

      Thankfully, she leaves the glasses on the coffee table.

      I don't really know what to say, but I know I have to lie. And since I can't think of something off the top of my head, I pretend. I pretend that Willow is my girlfriend—that I'm talking about her.

      “She's pretty great.” I nod to myself, wanting to be brief so that I don't put too much thought into it.

      “What makes her so great?” Willow sits back against the sofa. It seems like she's done wanting to cuddle with me, perhaps because she realizes it's not good for either of our 'relationships.'

      “She's not just my girlfriend. She's like...my best friend. I enjoy hanging out with her. Every moment we're together, I'm happy.”

      “You're so lucky,” she breaths out.

      Lucky?

      “Isn't that how it is with you and Peter? He makes you happy, too.” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

      She snorts. “It's not like I thought it would be, to be honest.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Willow hesitates, gathering her thoughts. “When I'm with him I'm happy. But I'm not happy at the same time. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really.” I chuckle.

      “I think I fell in love with the idea of him,” she confesses. “He was—he is—everything I thought I wanted. He's wealthy and attractive and athletic. But I can't keep up with him.” Willow tears her fingers through her hair, mussing it up.

      “What do you mean you can't keep up with him?” I turn to face her.

      “I just mean...” Her gaze falls to the floor. “It's just so many little things. He's perfect at everything he does. When we play tennis he smokes me. And he buys me things that I can't repay him for and takes me to fancy dinners that I would never be able to afford. I'm so far out of my league, I don't even know how to cope with it anymore.”

      “Do you really need to cope with it?” I ask, not really seeing the problem. This is what she had wanted, after all.

      “It just all makes me feel so inadequate. So unworthy.” The stress is plain in her voice.

      “Listen.” I take her hands to grab her attention. “You are not unworthy. Do you hear me. Not unworthy.

      “You are a great catch. He's lucky to have you.”

      “He is?” She stares at me. There's a different glassiness to her eyes now, and I'm not sure if it's because of the alcohol or something else.

      “Of course he is. How many women would try to change their entire life just to be with someone? How many women would go out of their way to make sure that someone they weren't even dating was going to be okay when they got ill?

      “You learned to play sports for this guy. You changed your appearance. You altered your life. You do so many things that make you uncomfortable just so that he'll be happy. If you ask me, you've done more for him than he could ever do for you.”

      She continues to stare at me. “When you put it that way, I suppose I have.”

      I can't stand the way she's looking at me. It makes me want to touch her. Makes me want to kiss her and show her what she means to me. I'm not sure what she means to Peter. But right now, she's everything to me—my entire world sitting only a few inches away.

      I take her face in my hands and move closer. She gasps, but she doesn't pull away.

      “You're worthy, Willow Stroop. You're funny and passionate and beautiful. And you deserve to be loved by a man who appreciates the real you.”

      I'm fighting the hardest internal debate of my life. Kiss her. Don't kiss. The moment is right. I want to go for it, but I also don't want to betray my friend again.

      A tear rolls down Willow's cheek. Her bottom lip trembles.

      Phoo. I just can't stop myself.

      The second I tilt my head to kiss her, she leans back, pulling out of my grasp. Thankfully, everything happened in sync, so I can pretend it didn't happen.

      “I'm drunk,” she tells me, patting Max on the head before standing. “I should go home.”

      My chest feels hollow from her words. It's not a rejection. She didn't see my intentions to reject me. But it still feels like one.

      The night has taken a strange turn. I don't know what I'm doing anymore. I walk Willow to the door and make sure she gets home safely, staring at her longingly as she disappears inside her apartment.
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      Butterflies in my stomach; they were there last night in Caleb's apartment. I had wanted him to kiss me so badly. The things that he had said to me—the way he looked at me so intensely, like he had meant every word—it had my heart and my head reeling. Everything I felt for him in high school came back in those moments and was amplified tenfold. It must have been the alcohol.

      Thankfully, I was so physically and emotionally exhausted that I was able to pass out once I came home without dwelling on it too much. Now that I'm awake, though...Shouldn't I be thinking about what happened at the sex store—almost getting raped. That was the most traumatic experience of my entire life. Yet here I am thinking about Caleb instead.

      What is wrong with me?

      He has a girlfriend. I have a boyfriend. And even if we were both single, it would never happen. I'm sure he doesn't think of me like that. I'm sure he was just being nice.

      I really need to focus on making sure that our friendship can work. With that in mind, I go over to his place to offer to take him out to breakfast.

      “Are you working today?” I ask as soon as he opens the door to me. Thankfully, the butterflies from last night are gone. I had half expected to feel them when I laid eyes on him this morning. But there's nothing.

      “I'm not hungover, so yeah.”

      “Aw.” I sulk.

      “Why? What's up?”

      “I was going to take you out to breakfast to pay you back for rescuing me last night.” I rock on my heels.

      “I didn't rescue you, but I also won't turn down free breakfast.” He smiles.

      The mood feels tense between us as we sit across from each other at the diner down the road. I know that it was all because of the alcohol, but things got a bit awkward last night. I need to smooth them over by showing more interest in his relationship.

      “Can I see a picture of your girlfriend?” Why did I just ask that? If she's prettier than me, it's going to kill me inside.

      Caleb's jaw clenches as he stares down at his phone.

      “What's wrong?” I ask, wondering why he's hesitating.

      “You don't need to see her.” He glances away.

      “Why not?”

      Caleb chuckles at me, propping his elbows up on the table. “You sure are nosy.”

      “I'm just curious is all.” I take offense to his comment. “Is it weird to want to know about the girl that my best friend is dating?”

      “I suppose not. But I'd rather keep things private.”

      “Why? You don't want me to ever meet her?” I'm not sure how I would feel about meeting her, but I'd like to think that Caleb is comfortable enough with me to introduce us.

      “Is it necessary for you to meet her?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “I just want to see what type of woman could stand to be with you,” I tease him.

      “The type of woman that doesn't like dating douchy rich guys,” he retorts playfully.

      “Hey. I would rather date someone rich than someone broke.” I fold my arms over my chest. “I bet you take her out to Wendy's for dinner.”

      “I do. And she loves it. I let her get all of the dollar burgers she can eat.” He smirks.

      “Oh, how spoiled she must feel.” I roll my eyes at him. “Seriously, though, you've told me almost nothing about her. Is she younger? Older? What does she do for a living?”

      “None of your business.” He looks up at the ceiling as if trying to ignore me.

      “Does she even exist?” I narrow my eyes at him. He's being so vague that it's making me suspicious.

      “Of course she does.” He quirks his head back. “Don't you hear us at night when we're?”

      That shuts me up. The thought of Caleb with any random woman stings.

      “Well, if she's not dating you because of money, I hope she's not just using you for sex.” I try to keep the mood light despite what I'm feeling inside. If we're going to preserve our friendship, these are conversations that I'm going to have to get used to having with him.

      “Ha! Like it actually works that way.”

      My smile fades as I lose the battle to my sinking mood. “I just don't want to see you get hurt.”

      “Have I said anything to indicate that I'm going to get hurt?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Still.”

      “Then don't worry about it. My relationship is none of your concern.”

      But it is, though. Because next to Peter, Caleb is the most important person to me in this entire city.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Have you ever seen Caleb's girlfriend at the gym with him before?” I ask Becky the next day at work. She's been to the gym far more than I have lately, and I know that Caleb spends copious amounts of time there. It would make sense that his girlfriend would come to visit him.

      “No." She shakes her head. "Why?”

      “I'm just curious.”

      “Is she pretty?”

      “I don't know,” I reply hesitantly.

      “What do you mean you don't know? Haven't you met her before?” Becky gives me a queer look.

      “I haven't.” It's almost embarrassing to say. I claim to be close to Caleb, yet I've never met his girlfriend.

      “That's kind of odd,” she admits.

      “Has he ever talked to you about her before?”

      “No.”

      “It is odd.” I furrow my brow. “His Facebook status is still set to single, too.”

      Becky laughs.

      “What?” I knit my brow at her.

      “You sound like a stalker.” She grins.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You like him, don't you?”

      “I do not!” My mouth falls open.

      “Then why do you care so much about his girlfriend?” It's obvious she doesn't believe me.

      “Because he's my closest friend. You'd figure he'd introduce me to her.” I screw my face.

      “Well, he would definitely introduce her to you before me. And I haven't seen her at the gym.” She opens the data entry program to start work for the day.

      “Don't you think that's weird, though? He spends so much time at the gym. Surely, she would have come in at some point.”

      “It's not like I'm there all the time. Speaking of which, you should come with me today. If you're so keen on spying on Caleb, maybe she'll be there.”

      “Maybe I will go.” Maybe I'll get lucky and his mystery woman will show up.

      My hatred towards Becky seems to slowly be waning. That coupled with my curiosity prompts me to meet her at the gym after work. Caleb isn't there, and I'm only mildly disappointed about it. In truth, I need to get back on a regular workout routine. Since dating Peter, I haven't put much time into improving my physical fitness.

      “It's kind of sad that Caleb isn't here,” Becky says as she leads me to the thirty-minute circuit course. “He may have a girlfriend, but he still makes for some nice eye candy.”

      I grunt in reply. It's not like I can agree with her. I'm dating Peter.

      She shows me what Caleb taught her and then we get started. It's nice having someone to workout with. It definitely motivates me.

      “You wouldn't be looking for a roommate by any chance, would you?” Becky asks me towards the end of our workout.

      “No. Why?”

      “Because I want to get out of the apartment I'm in now. My current roommate keeps stealing my clothes and cosmetics. I've about had it with her.” She climbs onto the back extension machine for her final set of reps.

      “That sucks.” I frown. “Can't you just lock your stuff away?”

      “We share a one bedroom apartment. It's dorm style. She's on one side of the room. I'm on the other. We split closet space. It's not like I can lock her out of my half of the closet.” Becky changes the weight setting on the machine before grabbing the bar and pulling back.

      “Doubly sucky.” I don't know what else to tell her.

      “You live in a one bedroom, too. Right?”

      “Yeah.” I wait for the light to turn green before I start doing my last round of cardio step ups.

      “What size is your bed? We could probably have a similar set up.”

      “That's assuming I'll let you move in with me.” I glance back at her.

      “Just think of how much fun it would be.” She grunts as she finishes her set and lets go of the bar. “Two young girls living together. We could be like sisters.”

      “I have sisters. More than I need.” I think about my siblings back home.

      “Well then, think about the money you'll save.” She wipes the sweat off of the back of her neck with a towel.

      That's a more appealing thought. I could definitely use the extra money now that I'm dating Peter. When I was single, it didn't really matter because all I had to worry about was paying rent, buying gas for my car, and putting food in my belly. Now...

      My hand brushes the necklace that Peter gave me. I still need to pay him back for so many things.

      The light turns red, and I sigh in relief that our workout is finally over. Lifting weights is challenging but rewarding. I think I like it.

      “Thanks for showing me all of that,” I tell Becky as we go to grab our bottles of water before heading to the locker room.

      “No problem. Now, you just need to be consistent with it. It won't do any good to do it once and stop. You should start coming here with me regularly if you can find time around dating Peter.”

      It's not a bad idea. She is starting to become a lot more pleasant, but that might just be because she needs something from me.
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      “Let me take you out to dinner tonight,” I tell Willow as I walk her out to her car after work. It's been a few days since we last went out on a date, and I miss her terribly.

      “Alright. What time?” She smiles softly as I entwine our hands.

      I stop to redirect her to my vehicle. “How about right now?”

      She stalls, looking slightly flustered. “I can't right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I told Becky I'd meet her at the gym after work.” She shrinks as she tells me as if she's afraid I'll get mad.

      All I can do is grin. “So the two of you are getting along now, huh?”

      “I suppose we are.” She shifts her weight.

      “Alright. How about after you finish up at the gym?” I gaze out into the parking lot, hoping to not be rejected a second time. It's not like Willow to say no to anything I ask, but I can appreciate that she wants to focus on her fitness a bit.

      “That sounds good.”

      “Excellent. Just text me when you're done.” I lean in to give her a chaste kiss on the lips.

      “I will.” She nods before continuing on to her car.

      Well, that didn't quite go as planned. Now I'm going to have a few hours to kill.

      I decide to call Caleb and ask if he wants to go out for drinks. Surprisingly, he has the time to meet me. I honestly expected him to be busy with clients. Either way, I probably still would have headed to the bar. It's nice to have someone to go with, though.

      We meet down the street. He's about thirty minutes late because he's wrapping things up with a client, so I down a drink before he has a chance to get there. He walks into the bar looking like he just finished working out himself.

      “What are you sweating so hard for, punk? You look like you just ran a marathon.”

      We do our bro shake before he pulls up the bar stool beside me.

      “I think this particular client pays me to watch me workout.”

      “What do you mean?” I raise an eyebrow towards him.

      “She's an erotica author. Mid-thirties. Not in bad shape. When I first started training her, she told me to tell her what to do, then she told me that I should workout, too.”

      “That's kind of odd.” I quirk my head back.

      He holds his hands up. “I don't question it as long as I get paid.”

      “Maybe she wants to pay you for some other kind of training.” I nudge his shoulder.

      “Pfft. As if I'd sleep with a client. I like my job. I don't want trash to get awkward.

      “I'm not like you, banging the people I work with,” he shoots back at me.

      “Hey.” I point at him. “It's okay to bang her if I'm dating her.”

      “Sure, sure. There were many before her, though.” He waves towards my past.

      “All behind me now. Willow is the only one for me.” I smile, thinking about her soft skin and sexy curves. I'm one lucky man.

      “Speaking of which, how are you handling things?” he asks me before tapping the bar to get the bartender's attention. It's not particularly busy, but for some reason the service sucks this afternoon.

      “Handling what?” I take a sip of my beer. Seeing Caleb without a beverage reminds me of how thirsty I am.

      “The thing with Willow. You know, her assault.” He looks at me as if I'm insensitive for not picking up on what he was talking about right away. My mouth falls open as I try to process what he just said. Then he jerks his head back, his disapproving gaze turning to surprise. “She didn't tell you.”

      “Assault? What are you talking about?” I shake my head, my heart pumping faster, my blood starting to boil as I realize there's someone in the world I need to kill.

      “Gah. That girl.” Caleb looks away from me and curses. “I can't believe she didn't tell you.”

      “She didn't tell me, so now you're going to tell me,” I say firmly.

      For a moment, I worry that he's going to say that it's better if I talk to her about it, but then he blessedly relents. “She went to the adult video store the other night and some guy tried to pull her into a van.”

      I'm so shocked that I'm speechless. Why didn't she tell me this?

      “How do you know about this?” I ask him, knowing that it sounds like I'm accusing him of lying. The fact that she told him and not me hurts, though.

      “Because she called me when it happened. I met her at the crime scene and then went with her to the police station. She was really shaken up but otherwise fine. She fought the guy off. A tough girl, that one.” Caleb gets his drink from the bartender and takes a few long gulps.

      There's a hollowness in my chest. I'm feeling so many unpleasant things that I can't even look at Caleb. Not only did Willow hide this from me, but she went to him when it happened instead of me. What am I supposed to think about that?

      “I need to go.” I motion to the bartender to close me out.

      “Hey.” Caleb places his hand on my arm to get my attention. “Don't be too angry at her. Okay? It was a traumatic experience. Maybe she just wasn't ready to tell you about it yet.”

      “I won't.” I stare at his hand, wanting to cut it off.

      The fact that she didn't tell me doesn't bother me half as much as the fact that she thought to call him first. There's so much wrong with this situation.

      I leave the bar and wait in my car like a lunatic for Willow to text me. When she does, I drive to her apartment and sit in the parking lot. The minutes tick by like hours as I wait for her to come down. Finally, she arrives.

      I stare straight through the windshield, trying to still the anger and pain inside of me. “Why didn't you tell me?”

      “Tell you what?” Her expression is full of confusion.

      I turn to her finally, my tone serious. “About the assault.”

      Realization hits her, and she sinks back against the seat as the weight of her guilt bears down on her. “Caleb told you.”

      It's not a question. She knows. Because apparently, he's the only person she told.

      I grunt and nod. “You hid this from me for days. Pretended that everything was okay. You basically lied to me. Why?”

      Willow chews her bottom lip, but it doesn't take her long to respond. “I didn't want to worry you. You're so busy and you've been through so much lately with your business being vandalized. You didn't need to have to worry about my trash, too. Besides, I was fine. I promise that if he would have...” her voice trails off. “If he would have raped me,” she struggles to say the word, “I wouldn't have hesitated to tell you.”

      I soften slightly, internally cursing myself for getting so mad at her. She always puts others before herself. I've known this since the beginning. But this...this is too much.

      “Willow.” I slide my hand on top of hers. She glances down at it before her eyes meet mine. “I love you. Nothing is more important to me than your safety and happiness. You can't keep putting yourself second to me like this.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Is that why you called Caleb instead of me?” I want it to be the answer. I already know it is, but I have to ask anyway.

      “Yes,” she replies, and I'm instantly filled with a sense of relief, though I'm still not happy about it.

      “Promise me.” I squeeze her hand so that she'll know I'm serious. “Promise me that if—God forbid—anything like this happens again, you'll call me first. I'm your boyfriend. It's my job to worry about you and take care of you and be there when you need me.”

      Willow smiles, though it doesn't reach her eyes. “I will.”

      “That must have been so horrible for you.” I lean back, finally feeling my body relax a little. “Did they catch the guy?”

      She shakes her head. “Not yet.”

      “Soon then. Hopefully, soon.” I struggle to think of something supportive to say. I wasn't there when all of this happened, so I want to make up for it now. “I want you to let me know when they catch him. I'll come down to the police station with you when you identify him.”

      “Alright.”

      “That idiot better be glad that there's going to be glass and a dozen cops between us or else I'd beat him so bloody he'd never think of touching another woman again.” My anger flares as I imagine what he could have done to her.

      “Calm down.” She wraps her hand around my arm, and when I look at her, she's smiling. Not that distant smile that she was wearing a moment ago, but a genuine smile. The smile that I'm used to seeing when she's happy to be with me. And right then, I know that everything is going to be okay.
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      I can't see Willow anymore. I know that now. Peter's reaction...the fact that Willow didn't tell him about the assault.

      I have to put myself in Peter's shoes. How would I feel if my girlfriend went to another man to console her? Not good at all. And if that man was my friend, I'd feel betrayed.

      I know that Willow wants nothing more than to have us both in her life, but that's not how this works. Not when I have feelings for her and when...she doesn't know how she's supposed to act in a relationship. I'll be the martyr and save them both by just walking away, not because I want to but because it's the right thing to do.

      I decide to avoid Willow like the plague. That's easier said than done when she's all chummy with me, though. She beats on my door every night, it seems. I peer at her through the peephole and then walk away. But I can't elude her forever.

      A few days later, she catches me as I'm coming off of the elevator. I scowl as she blocks the door to my apartment, placing her hands on her hips.

      “What's your problem? You haven't been answering my texts.”

      I haven't, and it's been killing me. Especially when she asks me if I'm mad at her or if she did something wrong.

      “I can't hang out with you anymore,” I tell her plainly before trying to get around her.

      She presses her back against the door lock to stop me. “We're going to talk about this whether you like it or not. Is this about your girlfriend? Is she being a cunty jerk again?”

      My jaw falls open at her boldness for saying something like that. “You don't even know anything about her.”

      “Well, I know that if she's threatening to break up with you over us hanging out then she's no good for you.” Willow folds her arms over her chest.

      “How is that not good for me? That's natural, Willow. It's natural for people in a relationship not to want to share their partner with someone of the opposite sex, even as friends. You've been taking up too much of my time,” I keep my tone as cold as possible.

      Willow sinks back, but she doesn't step away from the door. “I'm sorry. I thought it was a mutual thing. I mean, I can't hang out with Peter either when I'm with you, but I'm willing to make that sacrifice for the sake of our friendship.”

      “Well, I'm not. My girlfriend doesn't like you. She doesn't want me hanging out with you anymore, and I'm going to respect her wishes.” I stand firm.

      Willow snarls up at me. “Bother your girlfriend.”

      “Yeah. I probably will later if you'll get away from my door.” I glare at her.

      Her mouth drops and she huffs. I see a trace of pain behind her expression, but her voice remains calm. “Is this really what you want, Caleb?”

      “Yes. It's really what I want.” I can't even look at her as I speak. “If having her in my life means that I can't have you in my life anymore, then that's what I want.”

      The hallway is so silent that you could hear a pin drop. Willow's eyes go glassy. It's the same look she had after the assault. It's like something inside of her has died or gone dormant. She's not even looking at me anymore but through me. She lets out a shaky breath before finally stepping out of the way and returning to her apartment. She doesn't even turn back to me before going inside.

      The tension of the moment fades, and I feel physically ill from the horrible thing I just said to her. I made it seem like she means nothing to me. But I did what I did because I want her to be happy—because I want Peter to be happy. I did what I did because they're both my friends and I care about them greatly.

      I nudge Max aside with my shoe as I enter my apartment. Then I go straight to the sofa to lie down. I would kill for my imaginary girlfriend to be real right now—to not have to live this lie. But more than that, to have some type of comfort.

      I'm alone with my regrets. Max licks at my hand, but it does little to make me feel better. All I keep thinking is that I shouldn't have said that. I stew over my actions for what feels like a full hour before my guilt gets the better of me and I decide to go next door to apologize. I don't know what I'm going to say, but I have to make things right.

      Idiot my life. I need to move or something so that I can get out of this messed up situation. Living next door to the girl I've fallen in love with while she dates my best friend—it's torture. At least, if I move away, I'll have an excuse not to see her anymore. There won't be so much tension.

      I sigh deeply as I bang on the door to Willow's apartment, expecting her to rush to open it. I stand there for several minutes. There are no footsteps. No sign that she's inside.

      I lean against the door, wondering what the heck I'm going to do—what in the heck I'm doing. I need to stick to my resolve. I did the right thing. It's better that she thinks I'm serious about us not hanging out anymore.

      The soft sound of sobbing grabs my attention. I know it's Willow. I've heard her cry before.

      I follow the sound to the balcony, knowing that I'm going to charge down the stairs, take her into my arms, and do whatever it takes to fix this. Curse the consequences. Dang logic. I need to make this better.

      My heart races as I take long strides to the stairs. But when I look over the balcony, what I see below stops me dead in my tracks. Willow is in the parking lot. Peter is holding her. She's sobbing uncontrollably into his arms.

      It feels like my heart has been ripped out of my chest and tossed three stories below to explode on the pavement. Because I know that this is the way things need to be. I can't be a part of their world anymore. Willow needs to forget about me.
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      She won't tell me why she's crying, but I'm not even sure I care. The fact that she called me to help her get through this instead of Caleb is all that matters. It feels selfish, but getting the text that said she needed me made me happy.

      “Cry as much as you want,” I tell Willow as I stroke her hair.

      Her warm body is pressed against me. She's shivering and shaking, the sobs wrecking her small frame. The tears are falling non-stop. Something really bad must have happened for her to be this affected by it. Maybe it's suppressed emotions from the assault. Whatever the case, I'm here for her.

      I glance up at the balcony and catch a glimpse of Caleb standing there. The second he sees me, he walks away. It bothers me that he's still tailing my girlfriend, but I can talk to him about it later. He needs to stay away from her—needs to know that this is my job. Not his.

      I wait until Willow has gotten herself together before I offer to take her for coffee. She nods, looking to the balcony as if she somehow knows that Caleb was there only moments ago. Then she wraps her arm around my waist and allows me to lead her to my car. She stays quiet all the way to the coffee house.

      “Would you like something to eat?” I look at the sweets counter. “Some sugar might make you feel better.”

      “I'm not hungry.” She shakes her head slowly.

      We sit at a small table. Willow's hands are circling her coffee, but she's not drinking it. She's just staring at the tabletop, seemingly lost in thought.

      “I'm ready to listen when you're ready to tell me what has you so upset.”

      Her eyes meet mine as if she's coming out of a dream. She looks at me but doesn't speak.

      “Does this have something to do with the assault?” I press.

      “Yeah. That's it,” she mumbles, looking away again.

      “Well, I'm glad you called me instead of Caleb.” I scoot my chair closer to her and take her hand in mine.

      She seems to tense at the sound of his name. “I'll never call him for anything again.”

      “Good. That's what I like to hear. I want you to rely on me for everything.”

      My words don't seem to bring her any comfort. I wonder if this is what she was like right after the assault. The shell of a person. The girl I know and love is miles away right now.

      “Hey. Let's get out of here.” I nod towards the entrance.

      She doesn't reply. She simply stands and follows me out of the coffee shop.

      I drive her back to her apartment and we sit in the parking lot. The car is full of nothing but silence. I don't know what to do to make her feel better, and it's driving me crazy.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” I ask finally.

      “No.” She offers me a weak smile. “You've done enough. Everything you're supposed to do.”

      “I would do whatever it takes to make you feel better. If you want, we can go to the movies or just chill up in your apartment.” I glance up.

      “I think I'll be fine now.” Willow unbuckles her seat belt. “Come to think of it, I'm not really even sure why I was crying in the first place.”

      “You've been through a lot lately. It's understandable.” I look her over, hoping that she's really okay.

      “And you've been amazing through it all.” She slides her hand on top of mine and entwines our fingers together before squeezing. “I really don't deserve you.”

      “I think I'm the one who doesn't deserve you.” I dip slightly to catch her gaze. “I just want you to know that you're everything to me, Willow. Please don't ever forget it.”
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      I'm not okay. For days and days, I'm not okay.

      I want to say that this is like when I heard Caleb talking about me with Alvin Miller in high school, but it's nothing like that. Back then, I admired Caleb from afar. He spoke a few words to me now and then, but we were never close.

      This time...

      Sometimes it feels like I can't breathe it hurts so badly. I catch myself listening for him at night, wondering if the footsteps padding down the hall belong to his feet. Every time I hear a dog bark downstairs, I go to my balcony to see if it's him and Max. I even came out of my apartment once to greet him, but he basically told me to piss off and then disappeared inside.

      I don't understand why he's being so cold. All I know is that if I ever meet his girlfriend, I might claw her eyes out. What a groin, breaking up a friendship like that. But I suppose I should be mad at him, too, for letting some jerk get such a tight grasp on his balls.

      I've been going to the gym with Becky religiously. Working out has shot up to the very top of my list of priorities, but it's not because I care about my fitness so much as that I want to see Caleb. As soon as he figured out what times we're there, he stopped going casually and only started showing up when he had a client so that he didn't have to interact with us.

      Becky complains about his distance, but she doesn't feel it like I do. Her friendship has been the only thing that's comforted me in place of losing Caleb. I never thought I would say that in regards to her. That she would ever be important to me.

      “Willow,” she tries to grab my attention.

      I'm doing step ups right now. Caleb is in the gym with a rather attractive female client, and my head is permanently fixed to the side as I watch them. I spend a lot of time fantasizing about things that I shouldn't. What I felt when Caleb and I looked at each other in his apartment after my assault. His romantic words. The way he touched my face. How badly I wanted him to kiss me.

      “Willow,” Becky repeats my name a bit more loudly.

      “Hm?” I break my intense staring and glance over at her on the bicep curl machine.

      She climbs off of the machine and walks over to me even though the light hasn't changed yet. She grips my arm to stop me from stepping and leans in to whisper to me, “You can't keep staring at him like that. People are starting to notice.”

      “Notice what?” I huff. “And I want him to see me staring. I want him to know that I'm watching him.” Because I want him to know that I'm hurting without him in my life.

      She lets out a small laugh, her gaze dropping to the floor for a moment.

      “What?” I glare at her, though my anger is completely misdirected.

      “It's obvious.” She grins.

      “What is?”

      She bites her bottom lip for a moment as if she's worried that what she's going to say next will offend me. “You're in love with him.”

      “What?” My mouth falls agape.

      Becky holds her hands up to stop the fit of word vomit that wants to come from my mouth. “Think about it. You've been obsessing about him for days. Every time he comes into the gym, all you do is stare at him. And you're not even looking at him with contempt.

      “I can see the sadness in your eyes. The longing.”

      “I miss my friend,” I insist.

      “You miss him so much that you've been putting off dates with Peter just to come here. You haven't even spoken about Peter in days. You sit at work looking broken. Every time you talk about Caleb's girlfriend, I can hear the jealousy in your voice.”

      “I'm not jealous.” I fold my arms over my chest. I'm not? Am I?

      Becky takes a deep breath. “I know what it looks like when a girl is in love with someone. I'm telling you, you are in love with that man.” She nods towards Caleb.

      “Whatever.” I wave her away and continue on to the shoulder press machine.

      For as much as I want to discredit what she said, one of her points sticks out to me the most. She's right about the fact that I keep putting off Peter just to go to the gym. Any time he's asked me if we could do something right after work, I've come back with a firm no. I tell him that's my time to work on my fitness. That's my time to hang out with Becky.

      But that's trash and I know it. The real reason I've been going to the gym religiously is because I've become obsessed with my need to be closer to Caleb in some way.

      I loathe knowing that's the truth, but it is...and I can't change it. My relationship with Peter is suffering because of my need to have Caleb in my life. It's not fair to Peter, but I feel powerless against my own compulsions. All I can do is hope that this is a phase that will eventually pass. Or that Caleb and his girlfriend will break up. Obviously, that would be the ideal situation.

      He leaves the gym before us, and my mood dips when he's gone, but at least I'm able to better focus on my workout. The fact that he didn't even look in my general direction the entire time he was here hurts.

      After our workout, Becky and I walk out to our cars. We parked side by side, and she faces me for our standard goodbye for the evening.

      “I really think you should forget about him, Willow,” she tells me.

      “That's kind of hard when he lives right next door,” I mutter.

      “That's not what I mean.” She shakes her head. “You tried so hard to get with Peter. You have a wonderful man in your life now. You don't want to ruin that because you're obsessing over someone else.”

      She's right. I can't let this ruin the relationship that I fought so hard to build. There's no point to it anyway, especially when Caleb has his own relationship to attend to.

      “Maybe we should start going to another gym for a while.” Becky shifts her weight. “Our membership covers several gyms in the city.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “This one is the closest to both of us. I'll be fine. I just need to get over this.” To get over him.
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      Jealousy is an evil beast, but I need to be supportive of Willow. She told me the whole story about how she and Peter ended up together. I have to admire a woman who would go that far out of her way to be with a man. I would never put even a fraction as much effort into getting someone. All it's ever taken for me was a flip of my hair and a bat of my eyelashes. Maybe a few suggestive words, at best.

      Well, usually that's all it takes. Obviously, I was rejected by Peter. And Caleb, to some extent. It seems that guys like them go after the good girls. And I'm not a good girl. Not in the same sense that Willow is. I'm not wholesome or naive, though I play a good game of pretending to be naive.

      It's admittedly odd watching someone who only seems worthy of McDonalds struggling to choose between steak and caviar. I'm not sure if Caleb's interest in Willow is mutual, but it's obvious that not having him in her life is tearing her apart. I now know the whole story between them, too. It was inevitable that she would fall for him again. He's quite the catch, though on a completely different level from Peter. Both men would make favorable partners.

      I want to help her try to save her relationship, because I can see it spiraling downward with her obsession with Caleb. Peter doesn't look at her the same way. His face always seems filled with concern when he sees her sulking. It's obvious that he knows something is wrong but probably can't figure out what. I'm not sure how open Willow is with him about the whole Caleb situation.

      I try to remind her every chance that I get about how lucky she is to have Peter as her boyfriend. He's every girl's dream. The fact that she can't see it anymore... I don't really understand it.

      If I can do something about this, she'll be more likely to let me move in with her, and that's my end goal. I befriended her for Caleb, though I don't really regret it. Now that we've gotten over being nasty to one another, I'm seeing her as someone I can get along with. We'll never be best friends, but I think she's a pretty honest person, and that's what I need in a roommate.

      This is all a game of helpful manipulation. If I can do Willow a solid, she'll feel obligated to pay me back. We both win.

      I convince her to skip out on the gym one day and go out on a date with Peter, telling her that she really needs to refocus her attention on the relationship if she wants it to survive. Then I take the opportunity to corner Caleb at the gym. Even without Willow there, he tries to avoid me, but I'm tenacious. It's one of my better qualities. I may not always get what I want, but I will press until I at least get a final answer.

      Caleb finishes up with his client, goes to the locker room, and then takes long strides out of the building. I jog to catch up to him, clutching onto his arm to make him stop. He looks down at me with alarm before his expression settles into recognition.

      “Hey,” he greets me halfheartedly.

      “Don't worry. Willow isn't with me.” I slow down my pace as he continues towards his truck.

      “Why would that make me worry?” He sounds completely disinterested.

      “I know what's going on with you two. Everything that's going on with you two.”

      “There's nothing going on with us.” Caleb keeps his eyes forward as if trying to ignore me.

      “That whole thing with her dating Peter has messed up your friendship, hasn't it?” I want to get down to the bottom of this. Willow told me that it's Caleb's girlfriend that's messing things up between them, but I've got a hunch that's not the case.

      “There's nothing wrong with our friendship.” He stops next to his truck and digs his keys out of his pocket.

      I'm not sure why he's lying to me.

      “Is that why you avoid her?” I ask.

      He inhales deeply. “You wouldn't understand.”

      “Then make me understand. Because right now I see a girl who is hurting because she's lost her best friend. And though you say you have a girlfriend, no one has ever seen her. I don't know if I even buy that she's real.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Listen.” He shifts his weight. “My personal business is none of your concern.”

      “Well, you're supposed to start training us soon like you promised. That is of my concern. And if this weird tension between you two continues, I'm worried you're going to back out on us.” I tap my foot on the pavement.

      “I am going to back out on you,” he tells me boldly, “because Willow and I need to stay out of each other's lives.”

      “Is it because you can't stand to see her with him?”

      His head quirks back, but I see something in his eyes that gives me my answer.

      I nod. “I get it now. You don't have to say anything more.” I turn away from Caleb to walk to my car.

      “Wait,” he calls to me. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don't worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

      I huff, frowning. Amazing. Amazing. I can't even get a date with a good guy. And that girl gets them all.
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      I'm sitting across from Peter at a fancy restaurant staring at his handsome face, and I feel nothing. All I can think about is how I'd rather be at the gym. I wonder if Caleb is there—wonder if he'll actually talk to Becky now that I'm not around. She'll tell me tomorrow at work, and if the answer is yes, I'm going to be so hurt.

      Knowing that this is more important to me than enjoying the evening with my boyfriend makes me question my dedication to this relationship. Normally, being with Peter would make me feel better. I'd be able to focus on how happy I am just to be around him. But right now, everything feels wrong.

      “I swear, I love you more and more every day,” he tells me.

      The candle on the table between us illuminates his face. He's smiling a brilliant smile. His eyes are full of excitement from being with me. And I just feel dead inside.

      “You're sweet,” is all I can manage to say in response.

      “I'm so happy you took the day off from the gym to hang out with me like this. I was beginning to worry you were getting an unhealthy obsession,” he jokes.

      His words momentarily spike discomfort in my chest. I think that he means an obsession with Caleb only seconds before I realize he means an obsession with working out.

      I force out a laugh. “I just don't want to get fat again.”

      “There shouldn't be any worry about that with how much you've been working out lately.” He unwraps his silverware and places his napkin across his lap. “Maybe tomorrow you could take another day off, and we could go to the movies together.”

      “I can't.” I shake my head quickly. He looks surprised by my instant rejection, so I try to smooth things over by telling him, “I'm a creature of habit. If I get too far off track, I'll stop going to the gym entirely. It happened when we first started dating, and it took me forever to go back. I don't want that to happen again.”

      “That's understandable.” He smiles. “To be honest, I've been slacking on playing sports since we started dating. It's good to have our own time.”

      “Yeah.” I nod in agreement.

      “But I do love my time spent with you. I feel selfish, like I want to take all of your time.”

      It does feel like we spend a lot of time together, though not so much since I've been in my depression. Things are just...strange right now. And I'm honestly not sure they'll ever be what they were before because my emotions are all over the place.

      “Since you don't want to go out right after work tomorrow, would you like to go to the movies after dinner?” Peter asks, looking hopeful.

      “No thanks. I'm kind of tired.” I stare at my food, my appetite non-existent.

      “Oh.” The disappointment is plain in his voice. “Some other time then.”

      Conversation is sparse as we finish our meal. I don't feel like talking. I haven't felt like doing anything ever since things blew up between Caleb and me.

      Peter drops me off in front of my apartment building after dinner, and I take the elevator up. Caleb's truck wasn't in the parking lot, which means he must still be at the gym. Again, I wonder if he spoke to Becky.

      I trudge down the hallway to my apartment, glancing at the unit across from mine. I feel drawn to it. Caleb isn't inside, but just the thought of being close to things that he owns gives me comfort.

      I don't enter my apartment. Instead, I walk next door and press my back against it, sliding down until I'm sitting. I lightly knock on the door with my knuckles until I hear Max bark.

      “Hey Max,” I say, and he barks again. Caleb must have him kenneled. Otherwise, he'd be scratching at the door frantically. “Oh Max, my life is so messed right now,” I speak to him through the door. “I'm dating the most amazing man on the face of the planet, yet I don't feel anything for him anymore. Peter says all the right things. Does all the right things. When he tells me he loves me, I believe him. He's everything I've ever wanted. But if that's true...then why do I feel this way? Why am I uncomfortable when we're together? Why do I feel like it's wrong?”

      Max doesn't respond. Maybe he doesn't sense me. Or perhaps he knows I'm not coming to let him out. There's just...silence. Even that hurts, for some reason. Like even Caleb's dog is rejecting me.

      The elevator dings and I turn to look at it just in time to see Caleb step out. My heart freezes in my chest, and he pauses as he sees me sitting up against the door to his apartment. I pull myself to my feet, knowing that I must look like a lunatic or a stalker.

      Caleb drops his gaze to the floor and continues towards me. I know I should retreat to my apartment, but I just can't force myself to move.

      He stops in front of me, his tone as cold as ice. “What's wrong?”

      My mouth feels incredibly dry. There are so many things I want to say to him. “Nothing.”

      He nods and shoves his key in the door. I watch him, motionless—helpless. In a few seconds, he'll be gone, and I'll be alone again. I'm going crazy on the inside just being this close to him. I don't want him to disappear.

      Caleb opens the door, and I reach out to grab his forearm. He looks at my hand before his gaze moves up to my face. When our eyes meet, I completely fall apart.

      “Tell me what I can do to fix this,” I say. My voice is shaky, and tears are already coming to my eyes.

      “There's nothing to fix,” he tells me softly.

      “Caleb. I can't do this anymore. I can't... Why won't you talk to me? What did I do so wrong that you're acting like this towards me?”

      “I told you why we can't talk anymore.” He averts his gaze as if I'm annoying him.

      “I'm sorry about what I said about your girlfriend. Just...let me meet her. I'll make her like me. I'll do whatever it takes.” I beg. The tears are falling now. I can't stop them.

      Caleb looks at me finally. I see something inside of him crack. Where there was only iciness before, there's now concern. “Willow...I—”

      “Please, Caleb.” I tug on his arm. “Don't turn me away. I want you in my life. No. I need you in my life.”

      His jaw clenches and his eyes fall to the doorknob before he asks, “Would you like to come in?”

      “Yes.” I laugh because I'm so happy I can barely contain it. “Yes, I would like to come in.”

      He opens the door for me, and I rush inside as if I'm afraid he'll change his mind. I immediately go to Max and let him out, wrapping my arms around the fluffy dog's neck because I'm just so elated to be back inside of Caleb's world. Nothing has ever made me so illogically happy before.

      “I walked him a little while ago, so he should be good for another hour or two,” Caleb tells me, standing over me. “Would you like a drink? We could play chess or something.”

      “Chess would be fabulous.” I don't care what we do as long as I get to spend time with him.

      Caleb hands me a beer, and then I help him set up the chess board. We sit across from each other, and I smile at his concentrating expression. I purposely fumble my moves, wanting to boost his confidence and make him enjoy playing with me more by allowing him to win. I know what it's like to lose all the time. I've experienced it with Peter when we play tennis, and it's not fun.

      “You're throwing the games,” he tells me as we start our third game, furrowing his brow.

      “No, I'm not,” I lie. “You're legit beating me.”

      “I'm not.” He insists. “You would never move so carelessly.” Caleb gestures to a pawn that I just put in position for his knight to take.

      “Does it really matter?” I ask. “All I care about is that we're together.”

      He looks up at me, and I see a flash of sadness in his eyes, though it quickly fades. “How are things with Peter?”

      I suck in a breath, not wanting to talk about it. Things couldn't be rolling downhill any faster if I gave them a good shove. He doesn't need to know that, though.

      “They're good,” I lie again.

      “I'm happy for you.” Caleb nods. “It looks like all of our hard work paid off.”

      “I suppose it did.” I make another careless move. Truthfully, I'm not paying much attention to the game.

      “I've never seen Peter care about someone the way he does you,” he confesses. “To be honest, when the two of you first got together, I didn't think it would last.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, jerk,” I tease.

      “But he's incredibly smitten with you.” Caleb takes a sip of his beer. “I wouldn't be surprised if he asked you to marry him.”

      Those words make my heart stop beating. Not because they make me happy, but because they fill me with dread. Marriage is all I've ever wanted, but at that moment I realize that I don't want to marry Peter. And that's more telling than anything that's happened so far.

      “My debt will be paid off to you soon,” he continues. “I'll finally be free from my guilt.”

      I stare at Caleb, wondering if that's what he really thinks. I don't even care about our deal anymore. I don't care...about Peter. I mean, I care about him. As a person. But...Holy garbage, I don't even know what I'm thinking anymore.

      That night, I dream about Caleb. All night long, I'm tormented by thoughts of his girlfriend stealing him away from me forever. We'll be somewhere having a good time together, then she'll show up and he'll have to leave. My heart aches from the thought of it.

      I go to work the next morning dragging rear, though I feel like I should have more pep in my step since Caleb and I actually hung out for once.

      “How did your date with Peter go last night?” Becky asks.

      “It was okay,” I reply half-heartedly.

      “Just okay?” She wiggles, grinning to catch my gaze. She probably thinks we had sex—that everything was amazing.

      “Yeah, just okay.”

      “Guess who I saw at the gym last night?” Becky straightens herself.

      Now she has my attention. “Caleb actually talked to you?”

      “He did.” She nods.

      “And?” I turn to face her.

      “And...” Becky draws out the word, “he just went on and on about how wonderful his girlfriend is.” She frowns, and I frown with her.

      “Oh.” Disappointment is plain in my voice.

      “He seems quite smitten with her.”

      “Well, that's good,” I grumble.

      “So you should be smitten with your mancakes, too,” Becky whispers as Peter steps into the room.

      I look at him, but my face doesn't brighten. I should be smitten with him, but I'm not. All I can think about is how Caleb has replaced me completely.
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      I can't stay here anymore. That's as clear as day to me now. And for as much as it pains me to have to pack all my trash and move, I know it would hurt a lot more if I stuck around and we continued to play these games.

      At least if I move, Willow won't have easy access to me. I highly doubt I'll come home to find her leaning against my apartment door. Why was she there anyway?

      The memory of her sitting there looking sullen is branded into my mind. Had she been waiting for me just to beg me to reconsider my position on our friendship? That's the only legitimate reason I can think of. But still, to wait for me when she wasn't sure when I'd be coming home.

      It was an odd thing to see stepping out of the elevator, and it made me feel things that stirred discomfort within me—that maybe she wants to be with me. Maybe her being there meant something more than just wanting to salvage our friendship.

      I can't take this anymore. I can't handle seeing her almost every day. It's going to eventually drive me insane, and for that reason, I need to leave.

      First I'll move out of the apartment. Then I'll transfer to another gym. Eventually, she'll forget about me and live her happily ever after with Peter. Maybe I'll even stop hanging out with him. Who knows? All I do know is that my life has completely imploded ever since this strained love triangle formed, and I want to get back to some semblance of normalcy.

      I give the apartment complex my 30-day notice. By next month, I won't have to deal with this trash anymore. I'll move somewhere else, and then I'll move on with my life.

      I go back upstairs to sit and watch television for a while. I don't have another appointment until later on tonight, so I can relax for now. Max hangs out with me on the sofa, and I pet him lazily. I'm half asleep when he jumps off of the couch and starts barking.

      “Max, be quiet,” I chastise him.

      He's standing at the balcony door, wanting out. I yell at him two more times before I realize he's going to win this one. His incessant scratching and whining are making me cranky.

      Begrudgingly, I walk to the door to let him out. Before I have a chance to turn the knob, I notice someone sitting near the pool staring up at the building. It takes a second before I realize that it's Willow.

      I know she can't see me through the blinds, but I still take a step to the side to try and hide behind the wall. Is she looking at my apartment? I take another peek just to be sure. Maybe she's just gazing into space, but it certainly looks like her eyes are fixed on my balcony.

      Why? Why is she down there? She only ever sits down there when she's upset.

      Part of me wants to go and console her, but I know better. I'm going to be moving soon. There's no reason to deepen her pain of losing me by bringing us closer just to let her go again.

      Last night was a moment of weakness. When I saw her crying, I couldn't turn her away. All I wanted was to make it better...and to spend time with her. I wanted that time with her—those precious moments when she was my friend again. When I could pretend that things weren't so complicated.

      That's over now, though. It's all about to be over. So it's better if I continue to keep my distance, for all of our sakes.
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      I start going out on dates with Peter again to try and keep our relationship afloat, though things aren't quite the same. Or rather, I'm not quite the same. He's as happy to be around me as usual, but I'm not feeling much for him these days, and I don't know if it's because of the thing going on with Caleb or because I'm awakening to my true feelings for him.

      Since Caleb reneged on taking Becky and me on as clients, she's not so dedicated to our routine at the gym anymore. That works out fine for me since I'm not going to the gym with her every day now.

      When I finally do get a free afternoon, she suggests going out for drinks instead. It sounds lovely because I honestly just want to forget about my life for a while. It's become repetitive and dull and passionless. Even when Peter and I have sex, I just lie there and wonder when it's going to be over. I feel guilty about my lack of connection to him, but I can't control what I feel. I kind of just go through the motions.

      “Let's have a bottle of red,” Becky tells the bartender as we slide into a booth.

      “I'm surprised you wanted to come drinking,” I say.

      “It's been a while.” She wrinkles her nose. “I've spent a good part of the past month restructuring my life. I used to go out with my guy harem all the time, but fighting off guys you're not interested in gets exhausting. I needed a break from it, so I haven't really been drinking.”

      I can't say I know the feeling, but right now I'm kind of glad that I don't. Having to deal with any more guys than the two in my life right now sounds highly unappealing. Pretty girl problems. I don't have those.

      “It sounds annoying,” I reply finally.

      “It's flattering sometimes, but also overwhelming.” She shifts her weight. “How are things with Peter?”

      “They're alright.” I nod.

      “You guys seem to be going out a lot more lately,” she notes.

      “We're back into the dating swing of things,” I admit.

      “And Caleb?”

      Just hearing his name hurts. “We don't really talk anymore.”

      “That's too bad.” Her eyes momentarily drop to the tabletop.

      “It's his loss.” I watch the bartender fill our glasses.

      “Yeah.” She doesn't sound convinced. “You still don't seem happy, though. Generally, I mean.”

      “I don't?” I'm surprised she picked up on it.

      “This is going to sound horrible, but when I found out that you were dating Peter, I wondered what the two of you had in common. It's hard to keep a relationship together when you don't share interests.”

      “We both like staying fit,” I start. “We both like eating out. And we both like drinking coffee.”

      Becky shifts her weight. “Maybe you have more in common than I thought. But I've noticed that your eyes don't light up anymore whenever he walks into the room.”

      I've noticed, too. Nothing about being with him excites me anymore, even though he's a wonderful man.

      “I'd think that you're just past the honeymoon phase of the relationship, but it's way too early for that.” She picks up her glass of wine and chugs half of it. There's nothing demure about her drinking. She doesn't pretend to be perfect around me anymore, and that's something I like. It makes me feel like we're becoming true friends.

      “I remember the honeymoon phase,” I say with a soft smile. The time when my heart beat rapidly every time I laid eyes on Peter—when all I could do was fantasize about the two of us together. I wonder what changed in such a short amount of time.

      “Maybe you aren't really ready for someone like him.” Becky quirks her head to the side. “Or perhaps you thought he was your type, but he really isn't. Just because you're physically attracted to a guy doesn't mean you'll be compatible with him. It's kind of funny how that works. I've dated some of the stupidest hotties on the face of the planet.”

      “Peter isn't stupid,” I quickly cut her off.

      “I'm not saying he is.” She swirls what's left of the wine in her glass. “Of course, he's not. I'm just saying that something could be off between the two of you. Usually, when things go downhill this quickly, it's the beginning of the end.

      “You'll only make things worse by hanging onto him. Nothing can hurt your heart more than trying to pretend like everything is okay when it's not. Everyone around you sees your silent suffering.”

      “I'm not silently suffering.” I narrow my eyes at her. “Not about that, at least.”

      “Then what?” she asks.

      I want to say that I'm still suffering over the Caleb thing, but that's not entirely accurate. At least, it doesn't explain why I'm so disconnected from Peter. In truth, the disconnect has always been there from day one. I was just able to ignore it because I was so happy about getting what I wanted. Now that I have Peter, I've come to realize the blunder I've made—everything I've done to make the relationship happen. I've tried to force myself to be someone I'm not—someone that he'll like. I've become an imposter. It's rare that we do anything together that I actually enjoy. And by pretending I like things that I don't, I've backed myself into a corner. I continue to pretend because I'm afraid that he'll stop liking me. But in truth, I'm just making myself miserable.

      “Personal things,” I tell her finally. She doesn't need to know what I'm thinking, though I'm pretty sure she's already figured it out.

      One bottle of wine turns into two turns into three. She regales me with tales of her sexual exploits. Some of them are so lewd that they make me blush. I knew she was a crazy girl, but I never knew she'd go so far as to have sex with someone on the rooftop of a building overlooking the city...or to give a blowjob in a Macy's dressing room. I only wish I had half of her adventurous nature.

      Things begin to blur, and we quickly become too drunk to drive, so I tell her I'm going to order an Uber.

      “I'm coming with you.” She clutches onto my arm as we walk out of the bar together.

      “Whadya mean? Didn't you get own Uber?” I glance down at the two of her next to me.

      “I wanna see yer place.” Becky hiccups.

      “You can see it some ther time.” I scowl at her.

      “Just lemme come ova. I can't werk ma phone right now anywa.”

      “Fine.” I groan.

      Not surprisingly, she ends up passing out almost the second I show her my bedroom. Her eyes land on my bed, and she takes a flying leap onto the middle of it before immediately starting to snore. I push her over as best I can and crawl into bed beside her. Thankfully, the alcohol knocks me out, too.

      When I finally open my eyes, the light cutting through the blinds is almost blinding. My head spins as I cover my eyes with my arm to shield them from the sun. Becky is still sleeping like a corpse next to me.

      I check the time on my phone and gasp before shaking her to wake her up. “Get up. We're both late for work.”

      Peter has texted me half a dozen times. I shoot him a quick text back explaining what happened and telling him we'll be there soon. Hopefully, he doesn't get mad at us.

      Becky groans to life, blinking up at me. “What?”

      “Get up. We have to get to work,” I tell her as I quickly change my clothes. I don't have anything that she hasn't seen before, so I'm not the least bit bashful about being nude around her. Besides, I'm used to other females seeing me naked because of my sisters.

      “I'm not going anywhere.” She grabs one of my pillows and covers her face with it.

      “Yes, you are,” I insist. “You can't stay here.”

      “Just a little while longer,” Becky pouts. It may have worked on all the guys she's bedded, but it's definitely not going to work on me.

      “Get up. I'm ordering an Uber so we can go pick up our cars.” I have no sympathy for her.

      “Some friend you are.” She tears the pillow away from her face, but she's not angry. Still in that babyish mood where she's trying to get her way.

      “I'm a friend who is barely making her rent, so unlike you who shares a place with someone else, I have to go to work,” I inform her.

      “That will change if you let me move in with you,” she segues into her offer.

      Right about now, it sounds like a good idea. I'd like nothing more than to tell Peter I'm not coming to work and pass back out. I can't afford to miss any more work right now, though.

      “Get up, or I'll sit on you,” I threaten since she's not moving fast enough.

      It works, though she still slugs along, and I have to continue to motivate her to leave until we're out the door. I sigh when the Uber drops us off at the bar and we part ways—me going to work and her heading back to her apartment. Here's to the start of another miserable day.

      If having to go to work wasn't bad enough, it gets worse when Peter tells me he wants to talk after work. When I ask him if it can wait, he tells me that it's important. I spend the day with a ball of dread in my stomach, wondering what he wants to discuss.

      After work, we climb into his car. He drives us through Starbucks for coffee and then we sit in his car in the parking lot. The fact that we're not going in somewhere definitely means he wants to keep the conversation private. The fact that he won't look at me tells me this has to be bad. And while I feel uncomfortable about the pending discussion, I don't have any anxiety over the possibility of us breaking up...and that bothers me.

      “You've been distant lately,” he begins finally.

      I don't really know what to say. Nothing that comes out of my mouth won't hurt him. That is what I'm scared of the most—hurting him like I've been hurt by others in the past.

      Peter looks down at his coffee cup. “I've noticed it for a while and have been hoping it would change.”

      I bite my bottom lip, searching for words.

      “Whatever this is, I promise you it's something we can fix,” he tells me, glancing in my direction. “Talk to me, Willow.”

      I take a deep breath before speaking. “I'm not sure that it's going to change.”

      “Why not? Tell me what's wrong.” Peter twists in his seat to face me.

      I hesitate, hating myself for what I'm about to say. “Before I knew you...really knew you, I think I was infatuated with the idea of you. You're wealthy and successful and smart and powerful. I haven't known many men like you in my life. And I thought that if I dated you—if we eventually got married—I'd never have to worry about the trash in my life that has made me miserable up to this point. I thought that I could finally hold my head up to everyone who used to look down on me.

      “It's a nasty way to look at dating—to want to date someone better than me so that they could elevate me instead of working hard on my own to be respected. But for some reason, I've held onto that old school mentality that the most important thing for a woman to do is to find a respected, successful man and get married. I feel like I've used you.”

      Peter lets out a small laugh, but he doesn't sound offended. In fact, he smirks. I furrow my brow in confusion at his amusement over what I just said.

      “I'm not exactly sure I would call myself respectable,” he confesses. “Not until I met you, at least.

      “If I'm being completely honest, I only started dating you because I thought it would be interesting. You're also different from the girls I'm used to being with—in a different way. You're funny and determined and so full of life.

      “But I initially thought I'd grow sick of you. That you'd just be another passing fancy,” he pauses, drawing his tongue across his bottom lip. “That didn't happen. Somehow, someway, you made me fall in love with you. You're so charming and quirky. Life is an adventure when I'm by your side. I miss you when you're not around. I want to share all of the experiences that life has to offer with you. But that definitely wasn't so in the beginning.”

      It doesn't hurt half as badly to hear him say those things as I know it should. That only confirms my resolve.

      Peter reaches across to take my hand. It feels awkward. I stare down at our joined hands. Then my eyes meet his.

      “We got together for all of the wrong reasons,” he continues. “But I'm glad that it happened, and I wouldn't want it any other way.”

      My heart breaks for him. He looks so happy. But this isn't how I envisioned this conversation going.

      I pull my hand away. “I'm sorry, Peter, but I don't think we should see each other anymore.”

      That's when the shock sets in. Peter's eyes grow large. His mouth falls open. He reminds me of a deer in the headlights. He never saw the collision coming.

      “What?”

      “I can't be with you anymore.” I shake my head.

      “Why?” He furrows his brow, and I can see pain etched all over his face. Then his expression stills. “Is this about Caleb?”

      “No.” I drop my eyes to my lap. My hand feels unnaturally cold without Peter's. It's the feeling of severing.

      “You like him...don't you?” his tone grows serious again.

      I'm not going to lie to him anymore, so I say nothing. I just sit there, drowning in the unpleasantness of the conversation.

      He sucks in a deep breath. “I kind of had a feeling you might. The two of you spent so much time together. I was afraid this might happen.” He pauses for a moment before speaking again. “He has a girlfriend, Willow.” When I don't respond, he continues, “Things are like this for a reason. You're not supposed to be with him. You're supposed to be with me. And I refuse to lose you to him.”

      The determination in his voice demands my attention. I stare at him, completely confused.

      “I decline your request to end our relationship,” he tells me in his best business voice.

      Now I'm the one with my jaw dropped. Can he even do that?

      “We're going to work through this. We came together for a reason, and I'm not about to let you go.

      “I won't lose you. Not to him. Not to anyone,” he insists.

      “Peter,” I say his name...because I don't know what else to say. I've never been in a situation like this before. Most guys would just accept the breakup and move on. But there's a look in his eyes that says he won't be denied.

      I'm not sure if I'm drawn by the romanticism of the moment or dismayed because he's refusing my rejection. Whatever the case, I don't argue. I just sit there and let the moment pass, hoping that he's right—hoping that somehow we can work our way through this and be happy together again.
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      I drove Willow back to her car as soon as we finished our coffees because I was terrified that she'd change her mind. By the time I got home, I felt better. At the end of the day, she didn't leave me. I was able to keep her by my side.

      It was a sleepless night spent pouring over every memory of our relationship. I smiled as I thought about so many things. When I accidentally squirted water on the front of her shirt. The way she tried so hard to keep up with me during tennis. The magic of our first kiss.

      I love everything about her. Girls have come and gone in my life, but no one has ever stuck with me the way that she has. I've never met anyone who I couldn't stop thinking about. It seems like every waking moment since we started dating, I've been focused on doing everything that I can to make Willow happy. I honestly don't know where I went wrong.

      Whatever the case, I have to make it right again.

      The next morning at work, I make it a point to cross paths with her as much as possible. I shadow her data entry more than necessary just because I want to be close to her. She barely looks at me, and there's a sickness in my chest knowing that this is going to be a process. But even worse, not really knowing where to start.

      “We should start going on more dates,” I tell her after work. “I think we should go on one right now.”

      She seems to cringe away from the idea. “Peter, I'm not really in the mood right now.”

      “Please, Willow.” I face her and take her hands in mine. “Just a few minutes in my car. It would really mean a lot to me.”

      She forces a smile and follows me. All the way to my vehicle, I'm internally panicking. It feels like I'm trying to paddle up a raging river. One wrong move and my canoe will topple over and I'll drown. I can't allow that to happen.

      We sit in my car, and I feel the urge to drive away with her. To kidnap her to somewhere that will make her smile—that will make her happy to be with me again.

      “Where do you want to go?” I ask, pressing the button for the ignition. “We can go out to eat or a movie. Whatever you want. Tonight is all about you.”

      She gives me a pained look. “Peter, don't.”

      “Don't what?” I pretend to be oblivious to the fact that I'm acting irrationally desperate.

      Willow sinks into the seat a little. “I spent all night thinking about this.”

      “I did, too.”

      “Let me finish.” She holds out her hand to stop me. I don't want her to stop me because I fear that I know what's coming next.

      “Fine,” I relent, bracing myself for the worst.

      “I thought about it last night, and I really can't be with you anymore. There's no way we're going to be able to make this work. I'm sorry.” Her expression is full of empathy.

      It feels like my heart has dropped to my feet and been stomped on. I don't want to accept what she's saying. This feels no different than last night. I refuse to give up.

      “We can make this work,” I insist.

      “No, we can't.”

      “It's because you love him." I nod. "Of course, you do.” I tear my hands through my hair. “Why wouldn't you? He's a great guy. You've spent lots of time together. It's only natural you'd eventually develop feelings for him. But you can't be with him now, so what's the point?”

      She doesn't speak, so I continue, trying to calm myself a bit. “You know, I never thought I'd want to get married. Not for a long time at least. I wanted to go through life being a player for as long as possible. But then you walked into my life, and it was like...a hurricane. You completely destroyed everything I thought I knew about myself—everything I thought I wanted.

      “Now when I wake up in the morning, all I see is you. All I want is to be by your side.

      “When I look into your eyes, I see what could be. I can see our unborn children. I can see us living in a house together with one of those stupid white picket fences...or whatever you might want.” I shake my head, trying to alleviate some of the pain coursing through me. My hands are starting to tremble, and I can feel tears searing my eyes. I don't cry. Ever. So I know this is the real trash. My heart is being broken for the first time. And Dang does it ever hurt. “Please tell me there's a way to fix this. Please tell me it's not really over.” I look at her, and I can't even pretend to be composed anymore because I'm completely falling apart.

      She stares forward, her face emotionless. “I'm sorry, Peter.” Then she digs through her purse and hands me a box. I know what's inside. She wasn't wearing the necklace I gave her today. I had hoped she had just forgotten it at home. But that's obviously not the case.

      When I don't reach out to take the box, she sets it on the dashboard. Then she opens the door and climbs out of my car.

      I'm shell-shocked. I can't move. Can't breathe. I just want to die.

      The best thing I've ever had in my entire life just walked away from me, and I can't get her back.
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      Going to work the next day is awkward. Thankfully, it's the last day before we start telecommuting. I didn't plan my timing on breaking up with Peter, but it couldn't have worked out better.

      “Are you excited about the graduation party tonight?” Becky asks me.

      I'm not. It would be obvious if she knew that I broke up with Peter. I haven't told her yet, though. I haven't really felt like talking about it because I'm still processing my feelings.

      “I don't think I'm going to go.” I shift in my seat uncomfortably.

      “You should go,” Peter's voice comes out of left field. “It will be the last time that we're all together.”

      I turn to face him, feeling my heart clench in my chest. Even though I'm the one who dumped him, it still hurts. I cried about it all last night. That's why there are bags under my eyes today. It feels like I'm slowly losing everyone in my life that I care about.

      Caleb is still ignoring me. I just broke up with Peter. Tomorrow I'll start telecommuting, so I won't even be seeing Becky anymore regularly. It's going to be a very lonely life.

      “She'll go. I'll make sure she's there.” Becky clutches onto my arm and smiles up at Peter.

      “I'll look forward to seeing you both there then,” he tells us before walking off.

      “Don't you two be sneaking off at the party to make out,” she teases me, slapping my shoulder.

      All I can do is let out a tense laugh. There will definitely be no making out. Hopefully, I won't have to talk to him at all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As if knowing I'll weasel my way out of going to the party otherwise, Peter sends out an email saying that it's mandatory. I groan as I read through it. How can a party possibly be fun if it's mandatory? That sounds more like work.

      He and Harris reserve a party hall in a hotel for it. I'm thankful that it's not at Peter's place. That would make it even more awkward than it already is.

      I pick Becky up, and we drive to the venue. I still can't force myself to tell her what happened, maybe because I'm afraid she'll pounce on Peter the second she knows we're not together anymore. I'm not sure why that would bother me. Maybe the wound is just too fresh. Whatever the case, I don't want that to happen.

      As soon as we walk through the double doors, she grabs my wrist and makes a beeline for Peter. “There's your mancakes.”

      I plant my heels into the carpet, but she's surprisingly strong for her small stature. Peter and I exchange civil greetings, and then we all stand there just staring at each other.

      “What's wrong with you two?” Becky looks at us.

      Peter's jaw is clenched. It doesn't appear he's going to disclose our newly updated status. I don't want to embarrass him at the party by announcing we broke up, so I stay quiet, too.

      “Oh, I get it. You guys are sad because you're not going to be seeing each other every day anymore. Don't worry. I'm sure you'll still spend plenty of time together.” Becky waggles her eyebrows.

      If only she knew.

      Peter picks up a glass from the table. It's full to the brim with an amber liquid. He tosses it back, then heads to the bar for a refill. It's an open bar, and it looks like he's taking advantage of it more than the employees.

      I don't feel like drinking. I don't even feel like being here.

      “Are you guys okay?” Becky asks once Peter is out of earshot.

      “Mhm.” I nod, watching Peter as he throws back another glassful of liquor.

      Becky walks off to mingle with some of our co-workers, and I become the paint on the walls. My gaze is mostly fixed on Peter, who is drinking himself into a stupor. I want to tell him to slow down, but it's not my business anymore. Not until he gets so drunk that he trips and nearly tears down the hors d'oeuvr table to keep standing.

      That's when both Becky and I jump into action, realizing that he's had enough and it would probably be best for him to leave. We flank his sides, helping him out of the building.

      “I'll order him an Uber,” I tell her.

      She quirks her head back. “Order him an Uber? What kind of girlfriend are you? Drive him home.”

      I'm filled with a mix of panic and guilt. Wanting to keep up appearances, I submit to defeat and end up driving Peter back to his place and helping him upstairs into bed.

      As I undress him and pull the blanket up to his chin, I remember all the good times we've had together. The way I used to fawn over him. How it felt when he'd walk into the room. Now I feel nothing but regret for having wanted him for all the wrong reasons. I was a stupid, naive girl dreaming about a fairytale that I didn't understand the price of.

      Oh well. It's over now. After tonight, I won't have to see him again.

      I brush a few strands of hair away from his forehand and stand to leave. Before I've even taken a step away, I feel a strong hand grip my wrist.

      I turn to see Peter staring at me. He seemed to be asleep only moments ago, but now he's wide awake. His eyes are glassy, but his expression is dead serious.

      “Don't go.”

      “I can't stay.”

      He sits up, his head hung low, but he won't let go of my arm. “Tell me what I have to do to fix this. I'll do anything you ask. Give you anything you want. Tell me what it will take to make you love me.”

      “The heart doesn't work that way,” I reply hesitantly, feeling an aching in my chest, though it's more for him than for me.

      “Then tell me what it is that makes you want him more than me.”

      Something twists inside of me as Caleb's face flashes across my mind. “Let's not do this.”

      Peter looks up at me desperately. “I need to know so that I can be better for you.”

      “You should go to sleep.” I caress his cheek, trying to comfort him.

      The first tear falls from the corner of his eye, and I feel my heart fall with it. He's in so much pain, and nothing that I could do to take it away would be honest.

      “I've never loved someone before. Not the way that I love you,” he tells me. “I don't know if I can handle losing you. I don't want to live without you.”

      I crouch down so that at I'm eye level with him. “Listen to me. You're going to be fine. I know that it hurts right now, but eventually, you'll find someone better than me.”

      “There is no one better for me than you.” He squeezes my hand.

      “There will be. I promise.” I stand again.

      “It hurts so badly.” Peter breaks out into sobs. “I can't do this. I can't. Please, Willow. Please, don't leave me.”

      I don't even know what to do anymore. The best thing for him right now is to get some rest.

      “Hey. You need to sleep. I'll lie with you until you go to sleep,” I say before crawling into bed beside him.

      Thankfully, he lays down, too. I pull him into my arms and stroke his hair and hum to him. His crying dies down, sleepiness takes over, and then he passes out.

      I sigh as I look at him, feeling my guilt like a lead weight. I never even knew I was capable of hurting someone to this level. It makes me feel helpless and evil. It makes me feel like I led him on somehow. But I didn't lead him on. There was a time when I cared for him greatly. A time when my world revolved around him. What happened between us, I never could have predicted. I'm relatively inexperienced with dating. I didn't know then what I really needed. Now I do.

      I carefully lay Peter's head on his pillow and crawl off of the bed before going to the guest bedroom. I'm way too tired to drive home, and I don't want to leave because I can't lock the front door without a key.

      I curl up on top of the bed fully clothed and pass out, waking the next morning to the feeling of being gently shook and the sound of Peter saying my name. I blink up at him. He's dressed in a suit, and for a moment I think we're late for work. That makes me shoot up into a sitting position, though only seconds later I realize it's the weekend.

      “Are you alright?” He sits on the side of the bed, looking concerned.

      I rub the sleep from my eyes. “I'm fine. The question should be, are you alright?”

      “I'm fine. I metabolize alcohol fairly quickly. I just have a smidgeon of a headache.” He massages his temples.

      “Well,” I swing my legs over the side of the bed, “I guess I'll get out of your hair.”

      “You took care of me last night,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “Mhm.” I nod.

      “When you do things like that, it makes me think that you still care about me. That there's hope that we'll get back together.” He looks at me, but the hope he's speaking about doesn't reach his eyes.

      I drop my gaze to the comforter. “I'd like to think that you know by now that's not going to happen.”

      Peter clips his bottom lip between his teeth. “I still don't understand why you're not willing to try. I mean, Caleb has a girlfriend. And besides, he doesn't have feelings for you.”

      His words are like a knife to my heart. But the throbbing soon fades. “This isn't just about Caleb,” I tell him softly, finally ready to disclose the truth to him. “I'm afraid you've been dating an imposter.”

      “An imposter?” He quirks his head back.

      “I'm not the girl you thought I was.”

      “What do you mean?” His expression is pure confusion.

      “In truth, I'm not really myself when I'm around you. I'm the version of me that I think you want me to be.” I pause, trying to think of a better way to explain it. “I didn't really play tennis before I met you. Like...ever.”

      His eyes widen in surprise. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” I wrinkle my nose. “I'd never played baseball either. I don't really like sports. I just learned how to play them because Caleb told me you liked them, and I thought that if we shared common interests, it would help me to get close to you.

      “Dating you was like living in a different world. While I loved being with you, a lot of the things we did together made me uncomfortable because they just weren't me. And while we were dating, I tried so hard to be someone else that I lost myself.

      “The larger part of why I don't want to be with you anymore is because I know that I was wrong. Not only did I pursue you for all of the wrong reasons, but I changed who I was just to be with you. I gave you a false image of me because I wanted you to like me so badly. And I made myself miserable by forcing myself to be someone I wasn't.”

      He's smiling, and I'm not sure if I should be happy about that or not. I had honestly expected him to be pissed. I basically just told him that our entire relationship was a lie.

      “You have to be one of the most fascinating people I've ever met.” His eyes scan my face. “You are selfless to a fault. You'll make a great mother someday.”

      “Huh?” My mouth drops open for a fraction of a second. Where did that comment come from?

      “I wish you would have told me all of this from the beginning—been real with me from the beginning.” He glances down at his hands before looking at me again. “I want to know the real you.”

      Wow. This is really not going how I thought it would.

      “I don't even know the real me anymore. I need to get back to who that person is, and I can't do it while I'm dating you,” I confess. I've been confused about so many things since Peter and I got together. I need some time to focus on myself for a while.

      “Alright. Then how about this,” he tells me. “You take as much time as you need to rediscover yourself, and when you're ready, I'll be waiting for you.”

      His expression is warm and genuine, and the fact that he doesn't hate me now makes me think that he's a better man than I ever gave him credit for. Some woman is going to be very lucky to have him someday, but it won't be me.

      I don't want to argue with him, but I also don't want to give him false hope. It's a nasty thing to do, but it will be a lot easier to break the connection with him now that we don't work in the same office anymore. I'll slowly fade away, and he'll realize that there's no going back.
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* * *

      I return home with a heavy heart, wondering why doing the right thing feels so wrong. Not so much wrong as that it has my emotions in a downslide. These past few days have been hard for me, even though I'm not the one getting the trash end of the stick.

      Oh well. All things pass with time. In a few weeks, the pain will ease, and this will become a distant memory. Not having to see Peter every day should help.

      I keep my gaze on the floor as I come off of the elevator, taking slow thoughtful steps towards my apartment. If not for the sound of a door opening down the hall, I never would have looked up and seen Caleb. He tells Max to get away from the door before he picks up an armful of unfolded boxes propped up against the wall. Seeing the boxes spikes my heart with alarm, and I quicken my pace to get to him before he can disappear inside.

      “Hey,” I call to him.

      He pauses, glancing up at me, looking annoyed.

      “What are those for?” I nod towards the boxes.

      “I'm moving,” he informs me plainly.

      The spike pins my heart to the floor. Moving? No. He can't be. I don't want that.

      “Why?” I try not to let the hurt reach my voice.

      “The gym transferred me to another location. It will save me money on my commute to live closer.” He readjusts his grip on the boxes to keep them from sliding out of his grasp.

      “Oh.” I sulk.

      Caleb continues into his apartment, but I grab the door before he has a chance to shut it on me. “Well, can we hang out one more time before you leave?”

      He leans the boxes against his kitchen island before returning to me. It's obvious that my request makes him uncomfortable, and I'm scared he's going to tell me no. I'll understand if he does, though I won't like it. His girlfriend is a groin, but I know he'll do whatever it takes to keep her happy. Considering that I don't mean much to him anymore, he might not think it worth the fight.

      “Yeah,” he says finally. “We should go ice skating.”

      “Ice skating?” I quirk my head back at the strange suggestion. “I've never been ice skating before.”

      “Yes, you have, though you didn't actually skate.” His eyes meet mine. “Remember the class field trip in high school. We came here to San Antonio and did the touristy thing. Then they took us ice skating.

      “I remember you sat in the bleachers while everyone else skated. You looked really sad...like you wanted to skate. But you didn't. You just sat there alone.”

      The aching in my chest doubles at the fact that he remembers that. I was so insignificant to him back then. I didn't think he even noticed me. For him to remember that...even though it was a painful time for me—it means so much.

      “I did want to skate back then,” I admit. “But I was afraid that the other kids would make fun of me. I could hear the jokes they would say before they even said them. Probably something like Shamu on ice.”

      “Well, they wouldn't be able to make those jokes now.” He smiles at me, looking me up and down.

      “No. They wouldn't.” I grin, thinking about how far I've come.

      “How about next weekend?”

      “That sounds good.”

      “Alright. Well, I should get back in there before Max decides that those boxes are chew toys. He's a stupid mutt sometimes.” Caleb shakes his head at Max.

      “Alright. I'll see you next weekend then.” I close the door and head back to my apartment.

      My emotions are in a swirl, but at the very pinnacle is sadness. I've barely made it inside before I burst into sobs. Now it really does feel like I'm losing everyone.
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* * *

      The week passes like molasses, slow and sticky with boredom. Peter texts me, but I don't respond. Even when he asks if he's done something wrong, even when he begs, I continue to ghost him. There's no better way to get my point across than to not say anything at all. I'm not completely heartless, though. Each text causes me pain because I know I'm hurting him. The urge to respond is definitely there, but I know better.

      By Wednesday, he starts slowing down. On Friday, he doesn't text at all. And with the deafening silence of my phone, I've never felt more alone.

      The only thing I have to look forward to is my ice skating date with Caleb. Then after that...nothing. There's absolutely nothing to look forward to anymore.

      Saturday night comes, and I spend more time getting ready than I ever have before. Not that it's actually a date, but I want to look my best so that Caleb remembers me—so that maybe he'll think about what he's losing.

      I change my outfit three times before settling on a yellow blouse and a floral skirt. It's not exactly skating rink appropriate, so I make sure that I wear shorts underneath it just in case I fall and my skirt comes up. I curl my hair and spend a good hour doing my makeup to perfection. And when I show up on Caleb's doorstep, I know I've done a good job because he just stares at me for several seconds before he finally speaks. Yeah, I'll make him remember me tonight.

      We climb into his truck and drive to the rink. The second I put the ice skates on, I start questioning whether this was a good idea. I don't want to make a jerk of myself.

      “It was probably smart to stay on the bleachers,” I tell Caleb as I stand, my legs wobbling in the skates.

      “Oh stop. It's really not that hard.” He holds my hand to steady me.

      We make our way onto the ice, and my confidence falters even more as my feet begin to slide without me even trying. I keep an ironclad grip on the railing. Caleb skates around me like a pro, stopping in front of me so that we're facing each other and he's skating backward. Show off.

      He extends his hand to me, and I look at it. Then my eyes crawl up his arm to his face. His smile is magical, and I think about how much I longed to see him looking at me like this back in high school. All of the fantasies I had of him as a teenager come rushing back. And now we're here—together. He's the closest person to me right now. It's all that I ever wanted. And I just know it's all that I'll ever yearn for for the rest of my life.

      I slide my hand into his, and he leads me gently. These past several months, he's been my everything. My best friend. My psychologist. My trainer. My hero. He's been there for me every time I've needed him.

      As I follow his lead, I can't take my eyes off of him. The ice and the rink and everyone around us disappears as I think about the time I tripped after we played tennis. When our bodies were so close. Did I feel something then? Maybe I had, and I hadn't even noticed it. I was so focused on trying to hate him back then.

      But when we played Twister together at Peter's and our bodies collided, that I felt. I knew then that my feelings for him were starting to come back, but I tried so hard to ignore them because things were still fresh and new with Peter.

      I was a idiot. Too blinded by my own selfish desires to see that what I actually needed in my life was right in front of me. I took Caleb for granted, and now I'm eating my mistakes. Now he's with someone else. My chance to be with him has passed. According to Peter, it was never there. But I'll always wonder what could have been.

      I suppose I'll never know now. Surely, once Caleb moves, I'll be getting the same treatment from him that I'm giving to Peter. He'll want me to forget about him. So I need to cherish tonight because it's the last night I'll probably ever get to spend in his presence.

      Just thinking about losing Caleb is making me want to cry. Thankfully, ice skating isn't as difficult as I thought it would be. After two laps around the rink holding Caleb's hand, I feel confident enough to go on my own. My technique is still choppy, but I don't need him anymore.

      I let go of his hand and start skating on my own, thinking of it as an analogy for letting him go. Things are going to be difficult without him for a while. The pain from that will eclipse what I've felt from breaking up with Peter. Or maybe it will just add to it. I don't know anymore. I don't even care right now.

      Caleb zips past me, skating with the best of them. He completes three laps for every one lap that I do. I'm so lost in thought that I'm barely paying attention anymore.

      A little kid falls in front of me, and I turn my skates to try to avoid a collision. I manage to swoop around her, but the second I do, I lose my balance. I reach out for the railing in a panic, but it's too far away. I'm going to fall.

      I hear the ice cutting behind me, and my hands fall on hard flesh. I slam into a body, and the body slams back against the railing. Strong arms wrap around me, keeping me standing. My heart is pounding.

      I look up into Caleb's eyes, and my breath comes out in a shudder. He's looking at me so intensely. His pulse is racing against my skin...not for the same reason that mine is, I'm sure. The thought of losing him—that I'll never share a moment like this with him again—my heart breaks.

      I want to stay pressed up against him forever. I never want him to let me go. But he has to let me go.

      Please, don't let me go.

      I can't handle it anymore. The emotions are too much to bare.

      A tear rolls down my cheek.

      “What's wrong?” Caleb scans my face with concern.

      All logic leaves me. If I'm going to lose him anyway, then what does it matter if I piss him off now.

      I take his face in my hands. I close my eyes and go up on tiptoe, and I press my lips against his.

      It's forbidden and wrong, and he's probably going to push me away. And that's okay. I don't care if he hates me. I don't care if he publicly humiliates me for this. I need this kiss. Just one. Just to taste his lips once.

      I expect him to reject me. I expect my heart to be shattered into a million irreparable pieces. But then I feel his grip tighten on me. His mouth moves on top of mine, soft and full of affection.

      It's a short kiss. He does pull away first, which hurts. I knew it was coming, though.

      “What about Peter?” he asks.

      “I broke up with him last week,” I confess, searching his face for signs of anger. He looks more worried than anything else, like he's just committed some sin. “What about your girlfriend?”

      “There was never a girlfriend.” He smirks, averting his gaze. “I just made her up because I didn't want to get between you and Peter.”

      I let out a short laugh. Now tears are streaming down my face for a different reason. I don't have time to process my feelings, though, because I feel Caleb's fingers fist into the hair at the nape of my neck. His mouth is on top of mine again. He's kissing me with so much passion that I'm drowning in it. My body fills with electricity as my fingertips press against his hard chest. It's like nothing I've ever felt before. Completeness on a level that I never thought possible. I'm amazed and aroused and just...so in love.

      The ground shifts beneath us. For a moment, I think it's just my elation from the kiss making me dizzy. But then a familiar panic catches hold of me only seconds before both Caleb and I end up toppling over onto the ice. I'm not sure which one of us lost our balance, but we both go down together...and we're both so stupidly giddy that all we can do is laugh and look at each other and laugh some more.

      There has never been a happier moment in all of my life.
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* * *

      I'm gripping onto Caleb's headboard. My body is covered in sweat. No doubt, this is the best workout of my entire life. And by best, I mean the most pleasurable.

      The only thing that could have made it better would have been if Caleb had kenneled Max before we started. Almost the second we stepped into his apartment, we were tearing at each other's clothing. We couldn't make it to the bedroom fast enough. Caleb couldn't put on the condom fast enough. He couldn't be inside of me fast enough.

      The consequences, an unwelcome threesome with Max trying to lick my face while Caleb is me. He seems pretty relentless about wanting to participate.

      “Max, go away!” I push at him as he slobbers all over me while Caleb takes me from behind.

      “Do you want me to kennel him?” Caleb asks.

      “No. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop.” I push my hips back to swallow more of him into me, and he groans.

      I tolerate Max, simply because I know this won't be the last time I have Caleb like this. Whether he likes it or not, he's mine now. All mine. I would kill any jerk that tried to come between us.

      “Idiot. Your pussy is so sweet,” Caleb curses as he pushes into me for the home stretch.

      I close my eyes, and my toes curl as the friction of his hard quickly sends me over the edge. He's nothing like Peter was. Knowing their personalities, you'd think they'd be the opposite in bed—that Peter would be the type that goes hard and Caleb would be more prone to love making. That hasn't been the case.

      There was no restraint when Caleb took me. He practically ripped my panties off and barely warmed me up before he forced his way inside. Just the sensation of being handled so roughly made me come the second he penetrated my groin. And he didn't give me time to recover from it. He was on me in all the best of ways. His mouth. His hands. That amazing cock of his.

      Just this one time with him has been ten times better than the half a dozen times I was with Peter. Thinking that this is what I have to look forward to for the foreseeable future is going to turn me into a nymphomaniac. I sure hope he likes sex a lot, because I plan on riding him hard every chance I can get.

      “Caleb,” I whimper his name as he grips my hips so hard that it hurts and bangs into me until I feel his body still and his toe pulse. Dang is his name like honey on my lips. Nothing has ever tasted sweeter.

      He blows out a shaky breath and kisses my back, pressing into me a final time before pulling out and going to the bathroom to dispose of the condom.

      I flip onto my back and watch him in all of his naked glory. My pussy is pleasantly sore. I probably shouldn't want to go again, but I just can't get enough of him. As soon as he reloads, I'm putting him on his back and riding him like I'm going to break him. I could do this all night long.

      “Are you alright?” he asks as he returns to me, climbing onto the bed to pull me into his arms.

      “I've never been better,” I muse, resting my head against his chest.

      Caleb strokes my hair and places a sweet kiss on my forehead and then my lips before leaning back against the headboard. I open my eyes and smile contentedly only a second before catching a glimpse of Max in my peripheral vision with the condom hanging out of his mouth.

      “Max!” I yell, shooting up off of the bed.

      “What's wrong?” Caleb jumps.

      “He's got the condom. He must have dug it out of the trash.”

      We're both on our feet in an instant.

      “Max, drop it!” Caleb yells.

      Max's eyes fill with fear, and he runs from us. Caleb tries to catch him, but he dives between his legs and then makes a break for the bedroom, wiggling under the bed.

      “Get it from him,” Caleb tells me as he lifts the mattress.

      Max is hunkered down under the bed, but I see no condom.

      “Gross.” I wrinkle my nose. “I think he swallowed it.”

      “Oh, idiots sake.” Caleb drops the mattress. Seconds later, he's on his phone Googling what to do.

      “I think he'll be fine. Just watch his stools to make sure it comes out,” I tell him.

      “Yeah. That's pretty much what this says.” He holds his phone up to me before shaking his head. “Dog.”

      I laugh, because what else can anyone really do in that situation. “Well, this will be an interesting story to remember.”

      “Yeah. Your traumatic first time with me.” Caleb rolls his eyes before grabbing my hand and leading me over to the sofa to sit on his lap.

      I rest my head on his shoulder, grinning like a loon.

      “Well, incredible. Had I known this was going to happen, I wouldn't have told the apartment I was moving out.”

      I don't even think before suggesting, “Move in with me.”

      “Move in with you?” He quirks his head back to look at me.

      “Yeah.” I straighten myself. “I was going to let Becky move in, but I'd rather have you as a roommate. Especially since...” I tap my fingertips together bashfully.

      “Do you really think you can stand me?” He smirks. “You know, I have a lot of habits that would probably get on your nerves. Like I make protein shakes with a blender pretty early in the morning. And sometimes I get lazy and accidentally leave bowls out for a day or two. And of course, there's Max. He barks and destroys things.” Caleb nods to the chewed up baseboards around his kitchen island.

      “Shush.” I place my finger over his lips. “I don't care. I'll take all of your bad habits and your condom eating dog, because they're all a part of you. And I love you, Caleb Ryan. I love you more than you could ever know.”

      “That's funny,” he snorts. “Not long ago, you hated my guts.”

      “Shut it. Let's pretend that didn't happen,” I giggle.

      But it did happen. And if it hadn't happened, then this never would have happened, so I suppose it wasn't really a bad thing.

      “Alright. I'll move in with you,” he tells me, making my heart soar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Two Years Later

      

    
    
      We don't own a house. We don't go to lavish art exhibits. Caleb only takes me to expensive dinners for special occasions, and he lets me order for myself. He doesn't spoil me with gifts and jewelry unless you count my one karat diamond wedding ring.

      We both work full-time, though I've switched jobs because having any kind of connection to Peter was awkward for me, especially since he and Caleb have maintained a friendship. Most of our afternoons are spent walking Max, watching TV, playing chess, working out together, or playing the occasional game of tennis.

      And I couldn't be happier.

      Caleb is my best friend, the man of my dreams, and soon he'll be the father of my child.

      We live a simple life, and not once have I regretted my decision to have him move in with me. Even if things aren't perfect sometimes, I have everything I need.

      The best thing about being with Caleb, aside from the amazing sex, of course, is that I don't have to hide who I am. I don't have to pretend to be someone I'm not just to keep him by my side. Our relationship was honest from day one. He knows my past, my present, and he will be my future.

      Being with him, I've been able to accept where I came from. And it's made me realize that, in the grand scheme of things, it doesn't really matter where you came from—what your background is. It's where you're going that counts.
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      Ah, unrequited love.

      Unrequited love is trash.

      Maybe my love for Bobby Calhoun wasn't unrequited, but it was sure taking a long time for something to come of it. Years. Four of them, to be exact.

      In defense of our lack of a relationship, he had been with someone else for the vast majority of those four years. Only a month after we'd met, he hooked up with Christine Lane, a girl he'd met on the internet that lived a state away in Louisiana. I should have worked him harder during that month, but when you first meet someone, there's a whole lot of fumbling around, getting to know each other and acting like a shy idiot—especially when said person was as hot as Bobby was.

      I swooned as I thought about him. Long black hair, always flat ironed into straight perfection. Not many guys could get away with having long hair, but Bobby rocked it. I remembered the first time he let me touch it. He had come over to watch movies and was lying on my parents' sectional. I was sitting next to him, paying more attention to him than the movie that was playing. We were watching Grease, which neither of us had ever seen before. Supposedly a classic. I can't tell you half of what happened in the movie because I was so busy being distracted by the delicious boy by my side.

      This was the second time he'd come over alone. The first time, I'd invited some of our classmates to my house to study. None of them showed up but him. I was so secretly happy that day. The day that I realized he was more than just good looks.

      We were compatible. Anyone could see it. We liked the same movies and music. We both disliked sports. I owned the same owl lamp that he had bought his best friend for Christmas the year before. I was convinced that we were a perfect match. All he had to do was make a move.

      Or I did.

      Touching his hair wasn't good enough. I was so nervous when I asked if I could do it, though. I had touched him before. Secretly purposefully. Brushing lint off of the front of his shirt. Lingering in his embrace the few times he hugged me to say goodbye. Oh yes, my hands were getting as familiar with his body as they possibly could.

      And then my fingers were in his hair. I tried not to look like a complete stalker lunatic as I stared down at him in wonder at how silky the strands were. His hair was so soft. So fine. So perfect. I could have pet him all night. But that would have been weird, and I was already worried he thought I was weird.

      For that entire month before he hooked up with Christine, I thought something was there between us. He gave me looks in class and when he saw me in the hallways at school. Looks of interest. Looks beyond friendship.

      He came over to my house. Alone. That had to mean something. I mean, what guy would go over to a girl's house to watch a cheesy old 70's movie unless they were interested in her. Right?

      And then there were our friends, who thought we would be perfect together. They tried to put the bug in his ear. I even let it slip to his best friend that I liked him and wanted to date him. Nothing ever came of it, though.

      I can't help but think that I should have tried harder somehow. But I didn't. And a month after meeting Bobby and spending my time daydreaming about what it would be like to be his girlfriend, he hooked up with someone else.

      Not just someone else, but someone he had never even met in person before. Someone who lived a whole state away. Someone he didn't even meet until they were two years into their relationship. I wanted to pull my hair out at the thought that he'd rather date a girl he couldn't physically be with over someone who was right in front of him—a girl who adored him.

      That's the way the cards fell, though. He dated Christine, staying ever faithful to her, living in a fantasy world where they'd one day be together. While it was secretly infuriating, it did give me a glimpse into what kind of a boyfriend he would be. The perfect one. He talked about Christine all the time like she just went to a different school instead of living hundreds of miles away. They sent each other text messages throughout the day. He had to speak to her on the phone or via Skype at least once a night. He even sacrificed a lot of fun weekends to stay home and keep her company. Sometimes, it was downright pathetic.

      For an entire year, I waited on the sidelines. Surely, online relationships didn't last for very long. I'd been in a few myself, the longest one having a three-month duration. I mean, how else do you date when you're stuck at your parents' house, are too young to drive, and aren't getting approached by guys in real life.

      The relationship between Bobby and Christine would crumble whenever he got lonely enough. It had to. He was a teenage boy with raging hormones. The urge to be with a girl intimately would eventually usurp his intangible romance.

      It didn't, though.

      I scowled at my hamburger while we were sitting with our friends at lunch one day, listening to him talk about playing League of Legends with Christine. We had just started our Sophomore year of high school. They'd officially been together for a year and a few months. He was talking to our friends, not me. Or maybe just to anyone who would listen. I was listening, though you never would have known by how blank my stare was. I was listening to the love in his voice. The excitement that was there—every bit as strong as when the two of them had first gotten together. He wasn't growing tired of her at all. If anything, each day he seemed more in love.

      It was then that I decided to shelve my feelings for Bobby. I couldn't go through high school a dateless loser. I couldn't keep pining after someone who was already happily coupled up.

      Yes, I shelved my feelings. But just because you shelve something doesn't mean it goes away. I loved him. Part of me knew I always would. But I had to move on with my life.

      So I dated. Dated guys that I didn't care about. Dated guys that I thought I cared about but didn't. No matter who I was with, I always had one eye on Bobby and his relationship. If he was jealous whenever I got with someone, it didn't show at all. That hurt me more than I liked, but I tried not to let him see it.

      We were friends. And though we weren't as close as we had been the first month we met, we still hung out regularly. With our friends, of course. There was no just me and him after Christine.

      As fate would have it, there eventually was trouble in paradise with their relationship. It could not have come at a worse time—a time when I was in a relationship with one of the sweetest boys I'd ever met. Darryl Hoover wasn't the best-looking guy at our school, but what he lacked in looks, he made up for in heart. He wrote me love poems, brought me flowers, and was the perfect gentleman.

      File under: guys I thought I cared about.

      It was the end of junior year, and we were three months into our relationship when the bomb dropped that Bobby and Christine had split. My stomach twisted with nauseating desperation. This was, by far, the best relationship I had ever been in. For the first time ever, I was genuinely happy with a guy, but that all went to trash when I got the news about Bobby. I rushed to his side for support, playing the part of the dutiful friend. The kind of support I wanted to give him was more than platonic, though.

      Bobby wasn't stable, but he wasn't a wreck either. If anything, he was just frustrated. I had thought he'd want to cry on my shoulder, to use me to fill the void that spending time with Christine had left. I think I forced myself on him. Not sexually, but my presence. I wanted to be around him...and he wanted something else. Things that had been denied him for three years. Carnal needs that teenage boys get.

      The more I pressed to be with him, the more he pushed me away. He spent the vast majority of the month with new friends he had met at another school. I grew distant with my own boyfriend, always in the pursuit of Bobby.

      If there was one thing that Darryl was beside sweet, it was perceptive. He saw what was going on. Noticed the distance. Heard the pain in my voice every time I spoke of Bobby. Heard the longing.

      Despite the fact that Bobby didn't seem to want me around at all, I conjured up a story in my mind that he couldn't be around me yet because he loved me and was afraid to move on so quickly. I wanted to go to him and tell him that he didn't need to push me away. That I loved him and always had and would be there for him in whatever way he needed. As time passed and he slipped further away, the need to be with him grew. Darryl was willing to weather the storm, but the ship of our relationship was already sinking, and I was ready to jump off onto the Bobby lifeboat.

      I conjured up the nerve to spill my feelings to Bobby. He needed to know that I was in love with him. Years of watching him with someone else hadn't changed that. If anything, I loved him more because I knew he was dedicated.

      I threw caution and logic to the wind and broke up with Darryl. The guy was torn apart. It was the nastiest breakup I'd ever had. He cried. Tried to reason with me. Practically held me hostage explaining why we were perfect together. I left him anyway.

      That same night, I showed up on Bobby's doorstep ready to tell him everything. He wasn't home, though. His mother said that he had gone out for the night. I was disappointed, but there was always tomorrow.

      I spent the night with an aching in my chest. An aching because I had just dumped the best guy I had ever dated—someone who had never deserved to be hurt by me. An aching because my thoughts and feelings about Bobby were eating me up on the inside. I was like a water balloon filled too full. My emotions were overwhelming me. One small prick and I could explode, completely fall apart—be destroyed.

      That prick came the next day, but not how I thought it would. Bobby was in class bragging to our friends about how he'd banged one of the chicks from his new group. The unabashed way he talked about it in front of me told me that he didn't consider my feelings at all. Part of me wanted to think he was just away his pain. He could have used me for that, though. I would have slept with him. Willingly. Happily.

      A week later, he was back with Christine.

      I could have crawled back to Darryl, but I didn't. Who was I kidding? He deserved better than me. I had dumped him for a guy who hadn't even given me a second thought.

      Depression weighed heavily on me. Heck, I'd even say that I hated Bobby for a time. I thought he had led me on. That was trash, though. In truth, I had chased him around like a lovesick puppy. He had been as friendly as he always had been. Maybe slightly distant, but not cruel. But most importantly, he had been platonic.

      There were no looks exchanged between us like there had been the first month we'd known each other. No level of interest outside of friendship. I was like the paint on the walls. Normal. Boring. Always there. Nothing new.

      He had broken me.

      For a while, I thought it was a permanent break. I thought that knowing he had been with someone else—someone who wasn't me—was enough to make me swear off of caring about him. My feelings dwindled to a low simmer. There seemed to be a fissure in our friendship, mostly on my side, and that helped too.

      Eventually, things returned to normal. The sting of not being his first choice for a rebound went away as I observed him from afar like I used to. There was the charming way that he smiled. The lilt in his voice when he said certain phrases. The way that he opened his arms wide every time he came in for a hug. Yes, there were definitely still things about him that I liked. Things about him that I desired. And idiot my life, those feelings came back. Maybe they weren't as crazy obsessive as they had been before, but they were definitely still there.

      I convinced myself that I could make peace with his relationship with Christine. That we could just be friends. Friends. Friends. Friends. Yeah, friends. That sounded good. I could deal with that.

      But towards the end of senior year, Bobby and Christine broke up again. And this time it looked to be permanent. And the flame of desire rose to the ceiling and scorched my good senses.

      I wasn't going to make the same mistake twice, though. No siree. I didn't desperately try to get close to Bobby. I didn't smother him with texts and phone calls, checking up on him daily to make sure he was alright. I let him do his own thing. I was just there. There if he needed me. And like with the last breakup, he didn't need me. Not really.

      We stayed friends. Friends was good. Friends was better than not friends. We talked and hung out from time to time...and when I found out where he was going to college, I kind of sort of begged my parents to let me go to the same school. I kind of sort of got them to agree. And I kind of sort of decided to follow Bobby to a different city, because dang it all to perdition, I was convinced that there was still something between us—that there could still be something between us.

      Without our friends around, we would need each other. He would need me. And that meant we would get closer. And if we got closer, he might see what he'd been missing out on all of those years.

      Our new life together was about to begin.

      

      
        Like what you've read so far? You can get the rest here: Bully
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