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ENEMIES WITH MY BESTIE'S BROTHER
After the best hook-up of my life with my best friend’s brother, I still can’t get him out of my mind. A year later, he’s now living next door and my new boss… 
I didn’t expect anything to come from our one-night stand.
But, I didn’t expect the jerk to sneak out without even a goodbye. 
I’ve been able to dodge him for a year, but forgetting him is impossible.
Now he’s living next door and he’s unavoidable.
My best friend cajoles him into hiring me to decorate his new apartment, so now he’s my new boss. 
Seeing his cocky grin, perfect lips, and chiseled jawline everyday makes me want to kiss him and smack him at the same time. 
The surprise kiss he gives me tells me he wants me just as bad,
But he’s hurt me before and anything between us can only lead to heartbreak.
Will we be able to find forgiveness and get over our own insecurities to make our relationship work?
Enemies with by Bestie’s Brother is a full-length enemies-to-lovers, best friend’s brother, off-limits, mistaken identity, billionaire boss romance from the San Francisco Billionaire Series. Each book can be read as a standalone and comes with a satisfying happily ever after. No cheating or cliffhangers.
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Chapter One

Prologue - Grayson


There’s something bittersweet about watching your baby sister get married to your best friend, especially when you know that you’re nowhere near ready to settle down, despite being several years older than her.  
I sigh and grab a flute of champagne from the passing tray, looking around at the wedding reception. Most of the couples in the room are in the middle of the dance floor, swaying in each other’s arms beneath a crystal chandelier. 
Penny’s dress swirls out around her as she smiles up at Parker. They look like they couldn’t be more in love with each other. 
As happy for them as I am, I can’t help but feel a bit of jealousy. 
I don’t have time to find someone to love right now, but if I did, I would want her to look at me the way Penny looks at Parker. It’s like she’s falling in love for the first time. 
I sip my champagne and make my way around the outer perimeter of the room, sticking to the shadows. My brothers are all dancing with some of the bridal party. The only ones who aren’t dancing are the maid of honor, Whitney, and me. 
Whitney looks at me, her blonde hair falling in soft tendrils that frame her pretty face. Her blue eyes are shining, and she raises an eyebrow. 
She and I have never gotten along well, although she’s been Penny’s friend for years. There’s something about her that makes it hard for me to be around her for long periods of time without wanting to pull my hair out. 
Although, that could be due to the fact that she challenges me in a way that very few other people do. 
It’s attractive and infuriating at the same time. 
Not to mention, she’s sinfully attractive as heck so I have to be mindful to stay away from my sister’s best friend.
Whitney downs her flute of champagne, her hips swaying as she makes her way toward me. Everything else in the room seems to fade away as I look at the way her blue dress hugs her body, the slit in her dress sliding high up her leg. 
“Isn’t the best man supposed to ask the maid of honor to dance?” Whitney asks, taking my champagne from my hand and drinking what’s left of it. 
“If you and I could get along for more than five minutes at a time, then maybe I would.” 
She smiles and hooks a finger around my tie, pulling my face down to hers. My gaze darts down to her full lips. The room feels like it’s on fire as she and I stare at each other. 
When her tongue darts out to lick her bottom lip, the last shred of my sanity is the only thing that keeps me from leaning in and kissing her. 
Ugh, why does she have to look at me that way. Is she aware she’s a seductress? 
“What are you doing?” I ask, my voice low as she tilts her face upward. 
There is barely any space between us. Her mouth is nearly touching mine and our noses brush against each other. 
“Let’s get out of here for a little bit,” she says, her gaze burning through me. “I could use a little fun, and you’re wound so tightly you look like you’re about to break.” 
“That’s a bad idea.” 
A very bad idea.
She smirks and puts some distance between us, taking a step back and letting go of my tie. 
“Bad idea is my middle name.” 
Whitney turns and walks out of the room, not stopping to talk with anyone. I sigh and run my hand through my hair. 
I look back at Penny, making sure that she isn’t watching me before I follow Whitney out of the room. 
She leads the way to the elevator in complete silence. The tension in the air is thick, and the moment the elevator doors close, I spin to face her and pin her against the wall. 
My arms wrap around her waist, holding her to me as our mouths move together. The kiss is hurried, our mouths slanting together like we can’t get enough of each other. 
I slide my tongue into her mouth as I grip her hips, pulling her against me. As she rolls her hips, she rubs against my hardened length, driving me wild. 
The elevator dings open and we jump apart from each other only to see that the coast is clear. Whitney smiles and takes my hand, stepping into the hallway and pulling me toward her room. 
As soon as we’re in her room and the door is locked, our clothes start falling to the floor. We stumble our way to the bed, naked and locked in a kiss. It feels like everything we’ve been avoiding for the last few years is finally coming to the surface.  
If I am being completely honest with myself,  I haven’t been avoiding her  because I dislike her, but there’s some hidden emotions I’ve been denying myself—lust maybe?
We fall to the bed together. I kiss my way down her body, tracing patterns on her skin with my tongue as I work my way lower. I tease her with my tongue and fingers, her breathy moans filling the room. Her fingers run through my hair.
I work my way back up her body, the scent of her vanilla perfume enveloping me. She writhes beneath me as I continue to trace patterns on her sun-kissed skin. 
When I finally thrust into her, her back arches off the bed and her nails dig into my back. I moan as I rock my hips, feeling her body tense before she finds her release. 
I keep thrusting until I fall over the edge, satisfied but wanting more. 
Whitney gets out of the bed before I have a chance to say anything to her and heads to the bathroom. When she comes back out, she scoops up her dress and pulls it on swiftly.
“You better get dressed so we can get back down there before Penny notices that we’re missing.” 
She picks up my clothing and tosses it all to me. It feels like my words are caught in my throat as I get dressed. 
As we walk out of the room together, my heart is hammering. I don’t know what I want from her yet, but I know that one night isn’t enough. 
Her body is instantly addictive. I need more of it before we go back to barely being around each other. 
I pull her into a little alcove just outside the reception hall. Her eyes are filled with lust as she looks up at me and drapes her arms over my shoulders. She stands on her toes and kisses me, her tongue tangling with mine until I forget where we are.
“Well, this is an interesting development.” 
We jump apart and I look at my oldest brother, Landon. He smirks as he looks between the two of us and crosses his arms. 
“You can’t tell anybody,” Whitney says before brushing by him and heading back to the reception. 
Landon looks at me. “What are you thinking? That’s Penny’s best friend.” 
I shrug and walk away. The problem isn’t that I’m not thinking. The problem is that the only thing I can think of is the way Whitney’s body felt beneath mine. 
That, and the mischievous spark she gets in her eyes whenever we argue. 
It takes me no time to find her at the bar. I stand beside her, my hands in my pockets. She looks up at me as she waits for the bartender to make her a drink. 
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“I rented a little house on a lake not far from here. Come with me for the weekend. We don’t have to tell anybody.” 
There is clear suspicion in her eyes as they narrow. “What’s the catch?” 
“No catch. You and I are both busy people who could do with some stress relief. It’s a weekend to have fun, and we keep it our little secret.” 
“When do we leave?” 
[image: image-placeholder]I stare at Whitney as the moon shines through the window, casting a dim glow throughout the room.  
Our weekend together was great, but now it’s time to face reality. 
I slept with my sister’s best friend, repeatedly. It was just a bit of fun before I get back to work, but it doesn’t change the heart of the matter: I slept with her best friend.
Guilt courses through me as I get out of bed and grab my things. I sneak through the house to get dressed and grab a bottle of water. 
I pause at the bedroom door, listening for Whitney’s soft snores. 
I know I’m going to hate myself later, for sneaking out on her like this, but right now it feels like the only thing I can do. 
It was just a weekend of fun. Nothing else. 
She’ll get over it. 




Chapter Two

Whitney - One Year Later


“I can’t believe you’re finally here!” Penny says, nearly bouncing up and down as she flings open the door.  
Parker grins behind her and shakes his head as I drop my bags. Penny launches herself at me, her arms wrapping around my shoulders. I laugh as I hug her back, both of us stumbling out into the hallway. 
“I know. It’s taken such a long time to visit. How is everyone doing? Where’s the baby?” 
Parker laughs as he steps around us to grab my bags off the ground. “Baby J is sleeping right now. He’s going to be so excited to see her Aunt Whitney though.” 
Penny laughs as she pulls away from me. 
“You will not believe how big he’s gotten since that last picture I sent you.” 
I smile at her, feeling a twinge of guilt as I do. 
“I really do wish I had been able to fly out here when you had him.” 
Penny waves a hand and leads the way into their apartment. “You had a business to build back in Keene. I know that you would have been here if you could have.” 
The truth was that I could have been here, though. I just didn’t want to run into Grayson.
Well, that, and I actually was trying to bring my business to the next level. 
Having an understanding friend like Penny just makes me feel worse about the lie. 
It’s been over a year and I still haven’t been able to find the words to tell her that I slept with her brother at her wedding. 
“You’re going to love the room we have you in,” Penny says as Parker turns down a hall just off the kitchen. 
I glance around the apartment, trying to take it all in. The furniture all reminds me of things you would see in a cozy, but modern farmhouse. It seems out of place in the middle of San Francisco, especially with the views of the skyline they have. 
The kitchen counters are all white marble with thin grey veining. The cabinets are a deep shade of green with brushed gold hardware. The fridge is blended in with the cabinetry, making everything look cohesive and modern. 
“This is your room,” Parker says as he opens the door.
He sets my bags inside before stepping back out into the hallway. Penny grabs my hand and pulls me inside, slamming the door behind us. 
“We have girl things to talk about,” Penny says through the door to Parker. 
He laughs, his footsteps echoing throughout the hallway as he walks away. 
Penny pulls me to the bed and sits down on the edge. The grey duvet wrinkles as I sit down beside her, crossing one leg over the other. Penny lets go of my hand as she turns to face me, her smile stretching from ear to ear. 
“You have to tell me that you’re finally thinking about moving here. I can’t keep begging my best friend to leave Keene to come see me.” 
I laugh and run my hand through my hair. “I’ve thought about it, but Keene is where my heart is. This is just a temporary break while my heart heals.” 
“You know, if I ever see that guy you dated, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.” 
“I’m sure Jared wants nothing to do with me after everything that went down between us.” I make a face. “It’s good to get out of town though. Keene is so small that everybody knows what happened, and keeps asking me how I feel about it.” 
Penny nods. “I can understand that. You know that you’re welcome to stay here as often as you like.” 
“I know. I really appreciate you taking me in like this.” 
“Anything for my best friend.” Penny gets up and looks around the room. “You can do whatever you want to the room to make it yours. It definitely doesn’t compare to the ones you design.” 
“I like it. It’s different from the homes I design.” 
“Alright, well, I’ll let you get settled in a little bit, and then we’re taking you out to dinner to celebrate.” 
“Penny, you don’t have to take me out to dinner.” 
She shrugs as she opens the door and steps out into the hall. “I want to celebrate. We’ve missed a year’s worth of birthdays and holidays. Consider this our opportunity to catch up.” 
Guilt slams into my gut again. This last year is the longest that we’ve ever gone without seeing each other since we became friends. It’s all my fault. Penny asked me to come to San Francisco several times in the last year, but I kept turning her down. 
After my breakup, it felt like it was finally time to put on my big-girl pants and stop avoiding the city where Grayson ditched me. 
“Fine,” I say with a smile as I stand up. “You can buy this dinner, and I’ll get the next one.” 
Penny grins, nodding before she walks out of the room. The door closes behind her, leaving me alone to think about everything that’s been going on in my life lately. 
The breakup was hard, but it was a long time coming. Jared and I were never going to work, if I was being honest with myself. Although, if I could, I would have changed the way the relationship ended. 
I look around the room, trying to distract myself. I didn’t come to San Francisco to spend time dwelling on my failed relationship. This is supposed to be a reset for my life and everything that’s been going on it in recently. 
Humming to myself, I grab my suitcases and hoist them onto the bed one after the other. I cross the room and open the door to the closet, smiling to myself when I see the walk-in space. 
The entire room is done in shades of grey and sage, pink accents thrown in here and there. It isn’t the bold rooms I like to design, but there is a classic and cozy elegance to it. 
It’ll make a great bedroom for Baby J when he gets a little older.
I work quickly to put all my clothes away before getting changed for dinner. After taking some time to refresh the curls in my blonde hair and line my blue eyes with black liner, I head to the living room. 
Parker grins as he cuddles Baby J, cooing to the little boy while Penny talks to the babysitter. I immediately head straight for Parker. He grins and hands Baby J over to me. 
“Hi,” I say, my voice soft as I stare down into his big blue eyes. “How’s my favorite nephew doing?” 
He gives me a little smile as I walk around the room with him in my arms. He is perfect in every way, and I can’t believe that I missed his birth. It’s something that I’m going to spend the rest of my life making up for, even if Penny has said that it’s okay. 
I doubt she would think it was okay if she knew the real reason why.
“Okay,” Penny says, taking Baby J and handing him off to the babysitter. “You two ready to go?” 
Parker nods and smooths down his shirt, making sure it’s tucked into his slacks properly. Penny watches him, her gaze dreamy, like he is the only person in the world to her. 
One day, I want to be in love like that.
“Alright,” she says, grabbing her purse from the armchair. “Let’s go.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The restaurant is elegant and dimly lit. People are gathered around small tables, talking quietly as soft instrumental music plays in the background. We sit at a small booth in the back. The candles in the middle of the table burn low as we finish our dinner and move onto dessert.  
“So,” Penny says as she scoops up a small piece of cheesecake on her fork. “Are you sure that you want to go back to Keene in a couple weeks?” 
I shrug. “My business is there. I don’t have anything here. I would have to spend time getting myself established and building my business from the ground up again.” 
“You know that I would be able to help with that,” Parker says, grinning as Penny feeds him a piece of cheesecake. 
“I know, but it wouldn’t feel right. I worked so hard to get where I am on my own. I don’t want to build a client base from your friends who feel like they have to give me a shot because I know you.” 
Penny shakes her head. “None of them would think that.” 
I take a bite of my mousse, nearly moaning when the taste of white chocolate and lemon melts on my tongue. 
“Believe me, I appreciate the offer, but if I ever do come out here, I want to make it on my own.” 
Penny rolls her eyes and nudges Parker with her elbow. “See? I told you almost word-for-word what she would say.” 
He chuckles and shakes his head. “Whitney, you know it wouldn’t be a problem for us to help get you set up here. If you change your mind, just say the word and I can have a list of clients lined up for you.”
My cheeks warm as I nod. Penny’s family has always had money, and mine hasn’t. I’ve had to work twice as hard for everything I have in my life. 
I know that she’s worked hard too, but it feels weird to accept her help. The last thing I want her to think is that I’m only her friend for the money and the connections that come with being attached to her and the rest of the Gould clan.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I take another bite of my mousse, hoping that they’ll change the subject. 
Penny’s face lights up as she waves her spoon at me. “Did I tell you that Grayson is moving back to San Francisco? He’s nearly finished with the sale of his business, and then he’s going to be back here.” 
My heart stops in my chest as I look at her. “I thought Grayson’s been back here for the last year?” 
She shakes her head. “Nope. He was supposed to move back a lot sooner, but the original sale fell through. It took him some time to set up another deal and close on it. He should get here a few days before you’re supposed to leave. You two should have some time to catch up.” 
The room seems to get impossibly smaller as I look at her. There is no way that she knows what happened a year ago, is there?
There can’t be. If she knows, she would have said something before now. 
Grayson Gould is the last person that I want to see. I still remember the way it felt when I woke up after the best weekend of my life to find him gone. 
It wasn’t that I had been expecting anything more than a weekend of fun, but I had seen a side of him that I hadn’t before. It would have been nice for him to at least say goodbye before he took off. 
Instead, he left me alone in a bed, wondering why the hell I had risked my friendship with Penny for a man who wasn’t even there when I woke up. 
“Well, that’s great,” I say, hoping that the words don’t sound as strained to them as they do to me. 
Penny’s smile only stretches wider as she nods and looks at Parker. “It’s going to be so great to have him here. I miss him when he’s away. Honestly, I didn’t know if he would ever really come back here.” 
“Well, it looks like he’s going to be home soon.” 
The mousse starts to taste sour in my mouth as guilt and anger go to war inside me. I want to tell her about what happened with her brother, but there are no words that come to mind. 
I should have told her last year. It would have been easier to talk about then. It likely would have been easier for the both of us to move past. 
Now, after keeping a secret from her for a year, I don’t know how she would react. 
I can’t tell her right now. I don’t want to ruin her excitement over her brother finally coming home. 
Penny continues to talk about Grayson’s homecoming while all I can think about is how to escape. 
There is no way I can be in San Francisco when he gets back.




Chapter Three

Grayson


When I step out of the airport and into the sunshine, I take a deep breath.  
I’m finally home.
It’s been too long since I’ve lived in San Francisco. I’ve missed my family while I’ve been away. Penny most of all. Both my brothers do fine on their own, but not a day goes by that I don’t talk to my sister. 
A sharp whistle catches my attention and I shake my head. It’s the same whistle Penny used to use when we were younger and she was trying to get my attention. 
“There you are!” she says as she gets out of the car. 
The heaviness that’s been settling on my heart for so long starts to lift. For years, even though I enjoy living in different states, all the traveling and building businesses is starting to wear on me. 
If I had the time, I would settle down, but I already have another business brewing. 
A new business means dozens of late nights and early mornings dedicating my time to the startup. 
For the foreseeable future, there isn’t going to be any settling down for me. 
It’s for the best, though. The last woman I tried to settle down with did nothing but use me to her own advantage, trying to sink her claws into my money and connections long before I ever realized it was happening. Yet another example of my head being too high up in the clouds. 
“How was the flight?” Penny asks as she wraps me in a tight hug. “ I can’t believe that you’re finally here. It seems like it’s been forever since we started talking about you moving back.” 
I hug her, holding on a little longer than I used to. After her wedding, I avoided San Francisco and seeing her for a long time. I told her I was busy often, but the truth was that I didn’t know how to look her in the eyes. 
I slept with her best friend. As close as Penny and I are, she wouldn’t easily forgive me for that. 
Although, after falling in love with my best friend, she might be more forgiving than I like to tell myself she would be. 
Maybe she would be forgiving until she found out the way I left Whitney, at least. After that, all bets would definitely be off. Penny would have my head. 
“I don’t know why you insist on staying in a hotel,” Penny says, shaking her head as she steps away from me. “You know that we have more than enough room at my apartment. Sure, Whitney’s in one room, but there are two others.” 
“I don’t want it to be too crowded for you guys. Baby J is still little. If there’s too many of us around, there is no way that she’s going to sleep.” 
Not to mention, I needed to be avoiding Whitney as much as possible.
Staying in the same apartment as her would just be asking for trouble. A hotel will be fine until I can find my own place. 
“If you don’t want to stay with us, please tell me that you’ll at least look at the other penthouse apartment on our floor. It goes up for sale in a couple days, and I convinced the owner to give you the first look.” 
I grin as I load my bags into the back of the car. “I’m really not getting much of a choice in this situation, am I?” 
Penny shrugs, a mischievous look in her eyes. “Can you blame me? You’re my best friend, Grayson. Parker’s too. We both want you to be close.” 
“You really just want a babysitter who lives across the hall,” I say, my tone teasing as I close the trunk. 
She laughs as we get in the car. “That is only a very small part of it. I’ve missed you a lot while you’re away. I just want you to be close to us again.” 
I nod, knowing that living across the hall from them would be great. I love my sister, and getting to see my nephew grow up is going to be amazing. 
“I’ll take a look at the place, and if it seems suitable, I promise that I’ll make an offer.” 
Her smile is bright enough to light even the darkest night as she looks at me. I grin and shake my head as she turns up the music and sings along. 
When I was away, it was easy to forget the little moments like this that meant the most. I had forgotten the way my sister’s entire face would light up when she was happy, or the way she would subtly push until she got her way. 
I can’t argue that her way is normally the best. Penny has a way of bringing the family together, even when we have weeks at a time when we stray from each other.
I forgot how much I missed her meddling ways, even if they do drive me insane sometimes. 
It’s good to be home.
[image: image-placeholder]The apartment across the hall from Penny is stunning. Even though she told me it was, walking into the massive space and seeing it is another thing entirely.  
This is the first chance that I’ve had since arriving in San Francisco to look at the place. It’s been up for sale for two days already and there are several other offers already being considered.
If I want this place — and I’m pretty sure that I do — then I’m going to have to move fast. 
“Well,” the realtor says as she looks at me. “I’ll leave you alone to tour the apartment on your own. If you need anything, I’ll be right here.” 
She leans against the counter and gives me a small smile. The looks she gives me are predatory. It’s the kind of look that I got from some of the women who used to run in the same social circles I did. They could spot designer clothing from a mile away. 
They are the kind of women who look at a man and dollar signs pop into their eyes. 
Disgust rolls through me as I watch her glance down at my watch, interest apparent on her face. When she glances back up at me, her mouth parts slightly and I’m not sure that I’m not going to want to hear the next words out of her mouth. 
After giving her a polite smile, I turn and head down the hall to the other rooms. 
The floors are hardwood and pale, catching the light streaming in through the windows and reflecting it back. These windows stretch from the floor to the ceiling, giving stunning views of the city and the ocean beyond.
I open the door to the primary bedroom, taking in the large space. The same massive windows cover two of the walls, wrapping around the corner. I take a deep breath and let it out, my shoulders relaxing as I look at the skyline. 
It’s been a long time since I had something this beautiful to look at. Living in Florida was great, but there’s something about skyscrapers that calls my name. 
That, and the rush of being surrounded by people who are just as busy as I am. 
In other states, nobody seems like they’re in a hurry to get things done. I’ve sometimes felt like I’m the only one working myself to the bone. Penny has said more than once that that’s not a healthy mindset to have. She says that other people know how to enjoy life more. 
It’s not that I don’t enjoy life. 
I just run from the things that hold me back and the people who only want to use me. 
“Are you okay in here?” the realtor asks, appearing in the doorway with a fake smile on her face. “I would be more than happy to show you around.” 
“I’m good, thanks. I prefer to look around on my own.” 
The smile twists into a slight frown, but her gaze still lingers on me. The look she gives me is one that makes my walls go up. 
She knows that I have money to spend and all she is interested in is the commission, which wouldn’t be a bad thing, if I didn’t think that she would try to get me to spend more money than I am willing to. 
I have a budget in mind for buying a home, and she isn’t going to convince me to go higher. 
“You know, there is a penthouse a few blocks down. Nearly a thousand square feet bigger than this one.” She pulls her phone out and starts tapping away on it before turning it toward me. 
I barely glance at the ad on the screen before I shake my head. “It’s out of my budget.”
She looks me over and shrugs. “I know who you are. A quick search through the internet told me everything I need to know about you and what you can afford. This building may be nice, but I have other listings that would better suit a client like you.” 
“And I have already told you that I’m not interested. I appreciate your ability to do your job, but I have a set price in mind and I will not be spending more than that.” 
Her lips purse at my cool tone. I don’t bother to say another word to her as I leave the first bedroom and start looking at the others. All the bedrooms are large, and there are a couple different ones that would make for a great home office. 
At least, they would if I knew anything about decorating. 
If I am going to spend a few million dollars on a home, I want it to feel like a home. The rooms will need more than a bed and a dresser in them. 
I pull up the listing on my phone and check the price again. It doesn’t truly matter — I could afford the penthouse several times over — but I don’t want to spend an unreasonable amount of money. 
After all, the rich don’t stay rich by throwing all their money away. Not to mention I’d rather donate my money to our family charities.
With the cost of this apartment, I would still have enough money left in my budget to hire an interior designer. I know I’m going to need one if I want to make this place feel welcoming and comforting. 
I tuck my phone away and continue through the halls and the rooms, taking in the massive windows, hardwood floors, and the stunning kitchen. 
When I find the realtor back in the kitchen, I give her a polite smile. She perks up and smooths down her skirt before rounding the counter. 
“How did you like the place?” she asks. 
“It’s suitable for my needs. Let’s start getting an offer together.” 
She nods and grabs her folder from the counter, pulling it open. All traces of interest disappear from her expression as she settles into business mode. She pulls out papers and starts making calls, moving quickly on the sale. 
By the time she gets off the last call, the apartment is mine. 
“Congratulations,” she says as we head for the door. “It’ll take a week or so to close, but as soon as I can give you the keys, I’ll give you a call.” 
“Thank you.” 
She leaves and I head across the hall to Penny’s. I knock and wait, listening to the sounds of footsteps on the other side of the door. 
Parker pulls open the door and grins when he sees me. “How did the showing go?” 
“Good. I close in a week.” 
Parker’s smile grows. “Let’s go out and get a drink to celebrate.” 
“Does Penny want to come?” I ask, purposefully ignoring the fact that Whitney is also staying with them. 
“The girls and the baby are out shopping.” Parker steps inside for a minute and swipes his keys off the entryway table. “Let’s go.” 
I stifle the sigh of relief that threatens to come to the surface. Even though I would love to spend more time with Parker and Penny, I can’t be around Whitney. 
There is no way that I would be able to act like I hadn’t had the best weekend of my life with her. 




Chapter Four

Whitney


I look around the room, searching for my packing cubes. In a couple days, I head back to Keene, and I want to make sure that I have everything.  
Humming to myself, I walk into the closet and find my packing cubes hidden in the back corner. I grab them and carry them to the bed where my open suitcase is waiting. 
I set a few outfits off to the side for the next few days along with my toiletries case. Everything else is getting packed away today. 
“I can’t believe that it’s almost time for you to go home,” Penny says, walking into the room to take a seat in the chair by the desk. 
“I know. It seems like I just got here yesterday.”
She kicks her feet up on the edge of the ottoman at the end of the bed. “Are you sure you have to go? I don’t want you to.” 
I smile and take a seat on the bed, shoving the suitcase out of the way. “I know, but it feels like it’s time. I’ve been here for a couple weeks. My business can’t be put on hold forever.” 
“You know that I would love to help you get set up out here. I have friends who are looking at remodeling their homes soon, and they’re looking for a killer interior designer.” 
“I’m not going to rely on your connections to get work, especially if I move out here.” I lean forward and grab her forearm, giving it a light squeeze. “I appreciate how much you want to help me, but this is something I have to do on my own.” 
She nods and looks at my suitcase. “I miss you when you’re gone.” 
“I miss you too. I wish that I could have visited in the last year, but there was so much going on with the business that I needed to be home for.” 
Penny’s smile falls slightly. “I know. What if I told you that there was a way for you to stay here longer? It’s an opportunity that would open you up to a whole world of people who would want to hire you.” 
I sigh and pick at a loose thread on my ripped shorts. “Penny, I told you that I don’t want to do work for your friends. Not if they know who I am.” 
“It’s not one of my friends.” She sits up a little straighter, her feet dropping to the ground. “It’s someone I know, but it’s also someone who wouldn’t let the fact that I know you impair their judgment.” 
I watch her for a moment, hating the way her smile makes me feel guilty. I would have visited her a couple times over the last year if I had known that Grayson wasn’t in town. 
“Penny, I still don’t think that this is a good idea. I don’t want to take advantage of our friendship in that way.” 
She gives me a small smile. “You’ve never done that, which is why I’m more than happy to do this for you. It’s purely for selfish reasons too. I want you to stay here more. I miss you when you’re gone, and I could really use some help with the baby.” 
“I can’t believe that you’re trying to use my nephew as a bargaining chip.” 
Penny shrugs, her smile growing. “Is it working?” 
“I don’t know. I am tired of missing out on everyone’s lives, but I can’t make a massive decision like this right now.” 
“Don’t make it right now,” she says as she gets up. “Take a couple weeks to work with the client I have lined up for you. While you do that, think about staying. Maybe start looking at office spaces.” 
The corner of my mouth tilts upward. “Are you going to keep bothering me about this until I agree?” 
She shrugs one shoulder. “I have a lot of time on my hands in the next few days. More than enough time to bug you about staying.” 
I chuckle and nod. “Fine. I’ll meet with whoever this is. If we agree to work together, then I’ll stay until the project is done. I’ll consider moving to San Francisco after that and start working on making it happen.” 
The smile that lights up her face is worth the inner turmoil I feel agreeing to work with someone she knows. On one hand, it’s good to try and get a foot in the door if I do decide to move out here. 
On the other, I feel like I’m using her. 
Then, there is the third factor to consider. 
Grayson is back in San Francisco. He’s planning on living here permanently. Across the hall from Penny, in fact. 
I don’t know if I can risk seeing him every single time I see Penny. 
“Great,” Penny says, striding to the door. “You will meet with him at the sushi restaurant, Tsunami, tonight, at seven.” 
“That’s a little short notice.” 
“I know.” She smiles and shrugs a shoulder. “The person you’re meeting with is usually pretty busy. It took a lot to get him to agree to sit down with you.” 
My stomach lurches at that. She is using her influence to find me jobs here. It’s exactly what I don’t want to happen, even though she seems insistent on doing it anyway. 
“Penny, this feels a lot like using you to get a job.” 
She turns to face me, her hands on her hips and her mouth pressing into a thin line. “Whitney, you deserve every opportunity you can get in this world. You are a talented designer, and I would hate to see that talent go to waste because you don’t want to take the help I’m pretty much forcing on you.” 
I run my fingers through my hair, trying to think of how to politely turn her down. Though I know that she just wants to help me, there is a line that I would be toeing. It’s the same line that too many people from our university crossed. 
Back then, I was the one she ran to when she found out that people were just using her. 
I didn’t want to be another reason why she cried. 
“I’m still not sure about this,” I say as Penny gives me a pleading look. 
“I want to help you. Please, let me help you.” 
She isn’t going to give up. There is no doubt in my mind that she will continue to pester me until I give in. 
“Alright,” I say, my shoulders slumping. “I’ll meet with this client of yours.” 
“You’re not going to regret this,” she says as she walks out of the room. 
I hope not.
[image: image-placeholder]When I walk into Tsunami later that night, my stomach is tossing and turning. I have no clue who I’m meeting with. Penny told me to tell the host that the table was under my name.  
As I look around at the fancy chandeliers and luxurious black booths, I can’t help but feel like she is up to something. The host checks the reservation list for my name, smiling when he finds it. 
“Right this way,” he says, stepping out from behind the counter. 
I smooth down my green dress, making sure the slit isn’t rising too high before following him through the restaurant.
I know that Penny is trying to get me to stay in town, but this feels like more than that. It feels like I’m walking into some sort of trap. 
While following the host to the table in the back, I shake away the foreboding feeling. I’m working myself up for nothing because I’m terrified of settling down and starting my life over. 
We’re still walking when I look at the booths a few feet away from us and see Grayson Gould sitting there, looking like sin and seduction come to life in a black dress shirt tucked into a pair of grey slacks. His dark brown hair is slicked back, and his angular jaw has a slight shadow of stubble on it. 
Ugh! Why does he have to look better than the last time I saw him.  
My stomach tosses and turns. In my head, I keep hoping that the host is going to walk right by his table and keep going. 
There is no way that this is happening right now. 
I should have known something was up when Penny was talking to me this morning. 
When he looks up at me, my heart skips a beat. He is more attractive than I remember. It only pisses me off more. 
How can he sit there, staring at me like we don’t have history?
There is no surprise on his face at all, though I know there is no way Penny told him that he would be meeting me. He would have refused. 
I should turn around and walk out right now. 
Working with Grayson is like asking for trouble. I half expect him to tell me to leave as he stands up. 
Instead, he gestures to the other side of the table. His mouth is pressed into a thin line, and he looks as nervous to see me as I am to see him. 
“Please sit,” he says, making my pulse race. “We have to talk.” 




Chapter Five

Grayson


Even though I knew Whitney is in town, she is the last person I expected to meet with. I thought that I had seen the last of her after the wedding.  
Sneaking out might not have been the best thing I’ve ever done, but I don’t regret it either. 
Although, based on the look on her face, she didn’t expect to see me here either. 
I can’t deny that she’s stunning. Her long blonde hair is curled in loose waves and those blue eyes bore into mine, as if she is trying to see straight into my soul. Her thin lips turn downward as she looks down at the seat and then back up at me. 
When I told her that we have to talk, I didn’t think it would cause this much conflict for her. She bites her bottom lip, clenching the clutch in her hands a little tighter. 
“Whitney, I’m not going to bite.” 
“No,” she says, her tone cool as she slides onto the seat across from me. “But you might run out without another word.”
I wince at her comment, knowing what she is referring to. I’m not going to let it bother me though. She knew what we were getting into that weekend, so she doesn’t get to play the victim.
“That’s a bit below the belt,” I say as I sit down. 
She tucks her clutch to the side. “It is. But it is deserved.” 
“That’s fair, I guess. You knew that nothing was going to come of that weekend.” 
She rolls her eyes. “I would have thought that you would have at least said goodbye. I knew that nothing was going to happen between us, but I expected you to be a better man than that.” 
That one hurts. I know that I’m a better man than that. She’s the only woman I’ve ever snuck out on. 
“Look,” I say, not wanting to get into anything having to do with that weekend. “I don’t know why you had Penny approach me about allowing you to design my home, but I can’t believe you actually want to do that.” 
Her mouth drops open, and she looks like she is seconds away from lunging across the table at me. “What did you just accuse me of?” 
“Clearly, you set up this meeting. I had no clue that you are an interior designer.” 
Whitney grits her teeth and glares at me. “You righteous asshole. Do you think that I make a habit of preying on people?” 
“You’re at this meeting, are you not?” 
“I told Penny that this was a bad idea, and I didn’t want her help. I should have known when she insisted that it had something to do with you.” 
I scoff and cross my arms, leaning back in my seat. “And what is that supposed to mean?” 
“She has this massive blind spot when it comes to you. It’s like she thinks that you’re a perfect person who can do no wrong, ever. She manages everything you don’t want to manage yourself and you just let her do it.” 
“Penny is the one who spoke about an interior designer first.” 
I feel the anger bubbling in my veins, but I try to keep a lid on my temper. Throughout my entire life, I have tried to remain calm and collected. My father always used to say that nobody got anywhere by throwing a temper tantrum. 
Yet, Whitney makes me feel like I have no control over my emotions. 
“Penny might have mentioned it first, but did you tell her that you were going to look on your own? No, you stepped to the side and let her handle everything for you.” 
My jaw clenches as I look at her. “Where do you get off acting like you know me?” 
“I know what you have Penny do for you.” She looks like a snake, coiled and ready to strike. “I know that she used to regularly miss nights out because you asked for her help handling one thing or another. Sure, she was happy to help, but you were just as happy to take advantage of her kindness.” 
“She’s my sister.” 
“She’s also too loving and kind for her own damn good. She doesn’t know how to put her foot down with people, especially you.”
I shake my head in disbelief. I can’t believe that she is turning this around on me. 
Though I like Whitney more than I like a lot of Penny’s other friends — at least, I thought I did — this is a whole new side of her. 
“You’re defensive because you know I’m right,” I say as the waiter comes to our table with two glasses of water. He puts them down, along with the tablet to order from, before taking off. 
“You’re right?” Whitney shakes her head. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I don’t want to work with you. I only agreed to this meeting because I thought I would be meeting a stranger, and because it would make Penny happy.” 
I still don’t believe her. If she works for me, she gets a wealthy client to add to her portfolio. She can share the work that she does for me to grow her business here. 
It might not sound too bad, until I consider the fact that she is using Penny to get ahead with her career. 
People who grew up with very little money — as Whitney said she did during our weekend together — tend to latch onto those with money. At least they do in my few decades of experience. 
Whitney used to seem like she was different from the rest. Though, that was always based on what Penny told me. 
Now that she’s sitting in front of me, I’m seeing another side to her. 
After what happened between us that weekend, there is no way that she would genuinely want to spend time with me. Her pride was hurt, and she doesn’t seem like the type to forget that easily. 
“Look, I understand that you probably need the money, but I’m not going to fall victim to whatever scheme you have going on,” I say, crossing my arms as I look at her. “And I don’t know why you went to my sister when you knew that I was moving back to town, but this isn’t happening.” 
Her eyebrows shoot up her forehead and her mouth presses into a thin line. “You asshole.” 
“Tell me that I’m wrong.” 
“You couldn’t be further from the truth, not that it matters to you. You clearly made up your mind about me a long time ago.” 
I scoff. “You’re honestly going to sit here and pretend that sleeping with me last year and then coming here today isn’t some elaborate scheme to get more money out of my family.” 
Seconds later, ice cold water splashes against my face and drips down my neck. My shirt is soaked, and it feels like I’ve jumped into the Atlantic Ocean in the winter. 
I stare up at her in shock, but she says nothing as she grabs her clutch and slides out of the booth. 
Whitney doesn’t spare me a second glance as she walks out and leaves me fuming. 
[image: image-placeholder]“What are you doing here?” Penny asks with a bright smile as she lets me into her apartment a couple hours later. “You’re supposed to be meeting with the interior designer.”  
“Did you forget to tell me that the interior designer is the friend that’s been riding on your coattails since college?” 
Penny’s smile drops immediately. “What did you just say about Whitney?” 
“Penny, don’t try to pretend that it isn’t true. She may be good at her job, but it’s only because she’s been coasting along, using her connection to you and our family.” 
She holds up a hand. “Stop right there. You barely know Whitney. You don’t know anything about her, in fact. It’s not fair of you to judge her the same way that you should have judged your last girlfriend.” 
It’s a low blow that only pisses me off more. 
“You know something, she is one of the best interior designers out there right now. I thought that getting you one of the best would make you happy,” Penny says, shaking her head. “But, you’re letting what you think you know about her get in the way.” 
“I know enough about her to know that this is a bad idea that isn’t going to work. She just wants to use us to get her name out there.” 
Penny’s cheeks are tinged with pink, and I’ve never seen her look this angry before. Her eyebrows knit together as she puts her hands on her hips. Her mouth opens and closes several times before she sighs. 
“You know, I don’t know what’s happened to you because you don’t talk about it, but I know that this isn’t the man you used to be. You used to be willing to give people a fair shot.” 
“Well, a lot has happened in the last few years.” I cross my arms and look at her. “I found out about the type of people I can trust, and she isn’t one of them.” 
“Grayson, you need to listen to me when I tell you this.” She takes a deep breath, her face relaxing slightly. “You’re letting your preconceptions about people get in the way, and you’re going to live a miserable life if you keep allowing that to happen.” 
My shoulders slump slightly. “I don’t want to fight with you about this.” 
“Then you need to give Whitney a chance. Based on how upset she was when she got here, I’m willing to say that both of you said things you might not have meant.” 
“I meant what I said.” 
Penny glares at me for a moment. “Grayson, stop being so hard-headed about this. Whitney is a talented designer. I approached her about helping you. I didn’t tell her who you were. I just want my best friend to stay in the city for a little longer.” 
“You should have told me about this. You know I don’t like it when you meddle in my life.” 
She shrugs. “You never would have agreed to the meeting if I told you the designer was one of my friends.”
“You’re right. I wouldn’t have. Those are the kind of friends who only want to use you.” 
Penny sighs and shakes her head. “Just give Whitney a chance. I’ll talk her into meeting with you again, at your hotel room tomorrow evening. You just need to promise me that you’re actually going to give her a chance.” 
“If I give her a chance, will you promise to get off my back about it?” 
“Yes.” 
I groan and run a hand down my face. “Alright, I’ll give Whitney a chance.” 




Chapter Six

Whitney


The more I think about what happened between Grayson and me last night, the more eager I am to go home and forget about him.  
Penny stirs the sauce in the pot on the stove while Parker feeds Baby J. I sit at the kitchen island, looking at the flight details on my phone. I think about what I’m going to do as soon as I get home. 
Maybe I’ll think about moving to another city entirely. One a little closer to Penny, but still far enough away that I won’t risk seeing Grayson every day. 
“You know, I was talking to Grayson last night,” Penny says, glancing over at Parker, who gives a slight shake of his head. She ignores him and turns to me with a bright smile. 
“Oh,” I say, arching an eyebrow as I already know where this is going. “And what did you and Grayson talk about?” 
While I told her what happened last night, I glossed over most of the details. I’m not ready to tell her that I slept with her brother, so all I revealed was that we had argued over a difference in opinion. 
“I told him that he needs to stop letting his fear of being hurt get in the way.” 
My eyes widen slightly. “Why would you say that to him?” 
She frowns. “He said that you’ve only used our friendship to your own advantage. Even though I told him that that was far from the truth, he still didn’t want to believe me.” 
“You didn’t need to defend me against him. I can do that on my own.” 
Penny waves a dismissive hand and leans against the counter. “He’s been angry and mistrusting for the last couple years, but over the past few months, it’s been the worst. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.” 
“I don’t know. There’s no need to worry about it though. We both decided that it would be best for us not to work together.” 
“Actually, I convinced him to stop being an ass and give you a chance.” Penny smiles, like she’s doing the most amazing thing in the world for me. 
I know that she is trying to help, and just wants me to build my career, by I feel sick and irritated. I told her more than once that I don’t need her help, but she keeps pushing it on me. 
Still, I’m grateful to have a friend who cares about me as much as she does. It’s the only reason why I hold my tongue. 
“Penny, it’s fine. You didn’t have to do that. I have more than enough work to keep me busy in Keene even if he doesn’t want to work with me.” 
“He does want to work with you, he’s just being stubborn about this because of his preconceived ideas about you. If he gives you any trouble — and he shouldn’t — then tell me right away, and I’ll deal with him. He needs to start learning to trust people again.” 
I smile and shake my head. “I’ll do it, but if he’s rude, I’ll be the first one to tell him off.” 
The corner of her mouth tilts upward. “I know you will be. He’s a good man, when he’s acting like himself.” 
“I’m not going to lose any sleep over it, Penny. I’m sure that he’ll be polite enough, and then we’ll go our separate ways. I know that he’s not a complete jerk.” 
She turns back to the food, stirring the sauce again. “Does this mean that you’re going to meet with him? He said that he would be willing to arrange another meeting with you, if you’re willing to.” 
“Well, I can’t miss out on more time I could spend with you and Baby J, now, could I?” 
“Hey!” Parker says, his tone mocking and offended. “What am I? Just another piece of furniture?”
I roll my eyes, my smile stretching wider. “You might be. That depends on whether you’re going to make your amazing lamb chops again.” 
“The ones I made the other night?” he asks as he adjusts the bottle in Baby J’s mouth.
“Those very ones.” 
He jerks his chin in the direction of the fridge. “You want to put lamb chops on the list? I’ll make sure I put them in the grocery order for tomorrow.” 
I squeal and race over to write down the lamb chops before heading back to my seat at the island. 
As Penny finishes making dinner, I listen to her and Parker talk. Even after a year of marriage, they’re still so in love with each other.
It makes me want to find a relationship like that of my own. 
I thought that I had one, but that turned out to be a disaster. 
Sometimes I think that I’m not meant for love. Especially since a one-weekend stand couldn’t even be bothered to say goodbye before he left. 
I don’t know if working with Grayson is going to be good for me, but it can’t be any worse than going back home and seeing the other man who broke my heart. 
[image: image-placeholder]Instead of a restaurant, where I’ll be tempted to throw things at Grayson when he starts running his mouth, we meet in the park.  
As I wait for him, I look at the Golden Gate Bridge. The water shines below it as the red metal stretches high into the blue sky. Seagulls soar through the light haze, and the breeze is scented with salt water. 
San Francisco might be a nice place to settle down. 
“There you are. I walked around nearly half the park trying to find you.” Grayson walks over to the bench with his hands tucked into the pockets of his suit pants. 
“I told you I’d be looking out at the bridge.” I run my hand through my hair and sigh. “I don’t want to fight with you. This job seems like it means a lot to Penny.” 
“Seems to mean a lot to you too.” He sits beside me on the bench, stretching his legs out in front of him.
I shrug. “It might be nice to work in San Francisco, but I can get clients on my own. Penny asked me to work with you.” 
He nods and stares out at the water. “I still don’t trust you.” 
“Well, from what I’ve heard, you’re not too inclined to trust anyone these days.” I offer him a small smile. “Look, I know you think that all I care about is the money. If that’s really what you think, then I’m willing to give up my fee and just charge you the cost of the furniture. This is something I’m doing for Penny, not to use her to get ahead.” 
Grayson’s eyes widen and his jaw tightens. He looks like he isn’t quite sure what to make of that. 
“Whitney, no matter what I may think about you, you’re not going to work for free.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “This doesn’t make sense. You think that all I care about is money and connections, but you won’t take a seriously discounted rate?” 
“You’re not working for free. I’ve seen pictures of the work you do. Penny’s shown me several different articles featuring it, and all your social media accounts. You’re good at your job, and you deserve to be compensated for it.” 
My heart skips a beat before pounding against my ribs. I don’t know where the sudden change in his attitude has come from. 
“Grayson, I have more than enough savings to be able to take this job and do it for free.” 
“And I have more than enough money to pay you a hundred times over. Do the job, charge your fee. Charge double for all I care. If you don’t charge me, then I’ll pick a number I think is fair and it will likely be higher than anything you would ever come up with.” 
My cheeks warm as I look away from him. There is no doubt in my mind that he means what he says. 
“Whitney, I’ll be paying you one way or another, so stop being difficult and just accept it.”
After considering arguing with him for another moment, I finally nod. “Fine, you can pay me.” 
“How the hell did you make this sound like something I should be thanking you for?” 
The corner of my mouth twitches. “Because you should be. I don’t clear my schedule for just about anyone. You’re lucky I love Penny.” 
He sighs, taking his hands out of his pockets to cross his arms. “Look, I think that while we’re working together, there are a few things we need to agree on.” 
Based on the tone of his voice, I know that whatever he’s going to say next is going to piss me off. 
“And what would those things be?” I ask, crossing my arms, but trying to keep my voice polite. 
I am not going to blow up. We can have a normal conversation like adults, even though he has a particular skill for getting underneath my skin. 
“Sleeping together. The last thing I want is for anyone to find out.” 
“Landon knows.” 
“And Landon isn’t going to say anything. Nobody else knows anything, which means that the both of us are going to keep our mouths shut. It’s better this way.” 
“I can agree with you there. I don’t want anyone knowing that I slept with you. Especially not Penny.” 
There is a slightly offended look on his face. “Well then, good. I’m glad that we’re on the same page about that.” 
“We should also be on the same page about it never happening again. It was a mistake. I don’t want to think about it or talk about it anymore.” 
Though I say it more for myself than for him, I know it needs to be said. There can never be a repeat of that weekend, even if it was the best weekend of my life. 
I can’t risk another morning waking up alone, wondering why I’m not good enough for so much as a goodbye. And, there is no way that I can risk letting him in again. I can’t be as vulnerable with him as I was that weekend. He’s already proven that allowing him to see even some of the parts of myself that I hide from everybody else is a mistake. 
It’s a mistake that I’m determined not to make again. 
I look over at him when the silence stretches on for too long. “We need to promise each other that we’re not going to talk about it anymore. Not even with each other.” 
Grayson nods, the muscle in his jaw twitching slightly. “Alright.” 
Glancing away from him, I focus on the bridge again. “Well, with that settled, when do you want to get started?” 
“As soon as possible. I’m tired of living out of a hotel. I don’t need much to feel settled in the apartment, and I would like to be living there throughout the process.” 
I pull out my phone and open a new note, typing in what he says. My thumbs fly across the screen as I start to brainstorm ideas for the bedroom beneath that. 
“What would you say the ideal look for your home would be? Are you looking for more cold tones and mixed metals, or do you prefer something with warmer tones and different types of wood?” 
He sighs. “I don’t know. Usually the designers I’ve hired in the past figure it out for themselves.” 
There’s a sharp undertone in his voice that lets me know he would rather talk about anything else. 
“Alright, well, I can just come up with some designs and send them to you for approval, along with a quote of what each room is going to cost. I’m going to need to visit the apartment first, to get a good look at what I’m working with.” 
I tuck my phone back into my pocket and look over at him. He glances at his watch and gets up. 
“I have a meeting I have to get to. I don’t have time for an apartment tour right now.” Grayson tucks his hands into his pockets and shifts his weight. “When do you want to meet?”
“Well, I’m going with Penny and Baby J to the zoo this weekend. But, we could meet on Monday? Honestly, I’m free all week,” I say, tucking my hair behind my ear as I look up at him. 
He looks down at me, his gaze dropping lower before returning to my eyes. My heart beats faster at the look. It’s long enough and lingering enough to make me think that keeping things all-business between us might not be as easy as I think it will be. 
If he is already looking at me like he can’t decide whether to kiss me or tell me to get the hell out of his life, I can’t imagine what the next several weeks are going to be like.
He pulls out his phone, checking something before nodding to me, a slight smile crossing his face. “Monday morning works for me. Nine?” 
“Yeah, that works.” 
Grayson makes a note of it in his phone. “Alright. I’ll see you then. Have a good afternoon, Whitney.” 
His tone is cold and formal. There is no hint of warmth, like there would be between two people who might get along with each other from time to time. We seem more like strangers than people who had spent time around each other over the past several years. 
If this is what it takes to not sleep with him again, then this is what it takes. 
Still, I can’t help but hope that he turns around to give me one last look as he leaves. 
My heart sinks when he doesn’t. 
It’s better this way, I tell myself. 
Maybe one day, that will stop sounding like a lie. 




Chapter Seven

Grayson


“I don’t see why we needed to meet at seven in the damn morning,” Landon says as he meets me outside my new apartment, a tray of coffees in his hand.  
I nearly groan at the scent of fresh coffee as I unlock the door. “Please tell me that one of those is for me.” 
“It was going to be, but then you decided that we needed to meet and work on business at the crack of dawn.” 
I chuckle as I lead the way inside the apartment and toss the keys onto the kitchen counter. “I have a meeting at nine with Whitney.” 
Landon’s eyebrows shoot high up on his forehead as he looks at me. “You’re going to be spending time with Whitney? Are you sure that’s a good idea after the last time the two of you were together?” 
“You’re not supposed to bring that up,” I say, taking one of the coffees from the tray. I take a long sip, letting the caffeine run through my veins while my brother considers his next words. 
“I don’t know if it’s the best idea for the two of you to be involved with each other like that. You have trust issues that need to be dealt with. Quite honestly, she doesn’t need that shit in her life.” 
“You’re taking her side, even though I’m your brother?” I shake my head and take another sip of my coffee. “Traitor.” 
I give him a smile so he knows I’m just teasing. While he is taking Whitney’s side, he’s not wrong. I have more baggage than I’ve even shared with my family. 
As much as I love them, there are some things that I’m not willing to divulge yet. 
Mainly, I want to avoid having to deal with those memories for as long as possible. In all honesty, if I never have to think about my ex or the things she did to me again, I would be happy. 
“Penny pushed the issue.” 
Landon nods, the corner of his mouth tilting upward. “Now it all makes sense, considering the fact that you haven’t seen Whitney since the wedding, right?” 
There’s a hint of suspicion in his voice. He narrows his eyes like he’s studying an intricate painting and takes another sip of his coffee. 
“No. That weekend was the last time I saw her.” 
Landon nearly spits out his mouthful of coffee, swallowing at the last moment. “Weekend?”
Shit. 
“I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.” 
Landon chuckles and leans against the counter, crossing one leg over the other at the ankles. “You better start talking. I thought that you two just snuck out of the wedding together. Now you’re saying it was an entire weekend.” 
“Look,” I say setting my leather laptop bag on the counter and pulling out several files. “We don’t need to talk about it, ever. Right now, what we need to do is get through some of this shit before Whitney comes over to ask me about paint swatches.” 
“You’re going to have to tell me what happened sooner or later,” Landon says as I make my way into the living room. 
My steps echo slightly as I stroll toward the middle of the large, empty space and sit down on the hardwood. After crossing my legs, I spread the paperwork out in front of me. 
“Do we really have to sit on the floor? We’re getting old.” Landon walks over and sits down across from me. He groans and makes a point of grabbing his hip. “Hear that crunch? I think I’m going to need a hip replacement.” 
I roll my eyes and gesture to the business plan. “I’ll make sure that the office is one of the first things that she focuses on. For now, we have to make sure that our plan is solid.” 
“We’ve been working on this since you started trying to sell the real estate company. We’ve torn it apart and put it back together a thousand times in the last year.” 
I nod and look at the documents spread out in front of me. “And it still doesn’t feel quite right yet. AI is still new. We have to make sure that the customer retention protocol we create is actually going to be beneficial to companies.” 
Landon groans and runs his hand down his face before taking another long sip of his coffee. He grabs one of the proposals and starts flipping through it. 
When he pulls out a pen from his pocket and starts marking up the latest version of the business plan, I know we’re going to have a lot of work in front of us. 
[image: image-placeholder]Whitney steps into the doorway at precisely nine, looking around at the apartment while Landon continues to pore over files. Her eyes are wide, and her smile grows as she walks the length of the entryway hallway. 
“These windows are amazing,” she says as the hallway opens up into the living room and the kitchen. “You can see the entire city from up here. This is stunning.” 
“You should see the main bedroom if you think that’s amazing,” I say, without thinking about the second meaning to my words. 
Heat flashes in her eyes, but she looks away from me before it can fully register. I clear my throat, trying to clear away the awkward tension in the air. Whitney walks toward the other end of the living room, where another hallway leads to the bedrooms. 
She walks into the room beside the main bedroom. I follow her, trying to figure out how to make small talk with her. It feels like I should say something, but I don’t know what. 
Whitney walks around, pausing to stare out the windows at the city below. Her breath hitches as she turns and I glance at her, grinning when I see the Golden Gate Bridge gleaming in front of her gaze. 
“You know, we’re going to have to make this room darker and moodier. It’s the kind of room where you want the windows, and that view, to be the main feature,” Whitney says as she turns to face me. “What do you think about a whisky lounge and library room?” 
I look around at the room. “Yeah, that works. There’s a bigger room than this one across the hall from the main bedroom, which I want to use as an office. The rest of the bedrooms can be used as guest rooms.” 
She nods and pulls out her phone. I watch as she takes notes, her head bent and tendrils of hair falling in front of her face. 
There is a part of me that wants to push those tendrils back, but I can’t risk touching her. If I do, then I know it’ll only be a matter of time until I kiss her. 
No matter how much I doubt her reasons for being here, I can’t deny that I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anybody else. 
It’s that want for her that makes Whitney dangerous to me. 
The only other woman I’ve ever wanted half as much screwed me over and nearly took everything from me. 
Still, there is something about Whitney that makes me want to ignore every warning bell going off in my head. 
“Alright, so we’re going to go dark and moody for this room. Honestly, I think that we could do the rest of the apartment in a similar style.” 
“Are you calling me moody?” I ask with a teasing smile as I look at her. 
A slight pink hue coats her cheeks as she shrugs a shoulder. “If the shoe fits.” 
“You know, I might be a little insulted by that.” I turn away from her to look out the window. “It is a great view. We really should do something to make it pop.” 
She nods and hums to herself, not bothering to say anything as she leaves the room and heads to another. 
When Whitney steps into the main bedroom, my pulse starts to pound. I follow her, glad that there isn’t a bed in here yet. 
If there was, I don’t think I would be able to stop a repeat of that weekend from happening. 
Though, she would have to still want me for that to happen. And I would have to still want her, which I don’t. 
At least, that’s what I’m going to keep telling myself until she leaves, and I’m left alone again. 
“When do you want me to start?” 
“As soon as possible. If you can start painting tomorrow, or tearing up floors or whatever else it is you have to do, go ahead.” 
“The floors in here are great. It’s going to be perfect to brighten up the moodiness.”
I tuck my hands into my pockets. “Will you start with the bedroom and the office? Landon and I need a place to work, and I need somewhere to sleep.” 
Whitney nods. “Yeah. I’m going to go back to Penny’s and draw up some designs. I’ll send them over to you as soon as I’m done with them. As soon as you give the okay, I can start painting and ordering furniture.” 
I pull out my wallet and take out one of the credit cards in there. Her eyes widen as I hold the card out to her. 
“Charge everything to this.” 
“Do you make a habit of giving everyone you think is a gold digger a credit card?” 
“The limit is set to a hundred thousand. I don’t think that anything you’re going to do to the apartment is going to be more than that. However, if you do need more money, let me know and I’ll increase the limit.” 
“And we are completely ignoring the fact that you insulted me over money, but are now handing me a credit card with a stupidly high limit?” Whitney looks at the card in my hand as if it might bite her. “Not to mention the fact that I don’t need you to hand me a credit card. I have my own line of credit that everything is run against. I will invoice you after.” 
“Just take the damn card and stop making life difficult, Whitney.” 
She shakes her head and walks away before I have a chance to press the card into her hand. Whitney moves through the hall and into another bedroom quickly. She snaps a quick picture before moving to another bedroom. 
I try to keep up with her, but she moves quick enough to avoid me. 
“Whitney, this is ridiculous,” I say as we arrive back in the living room. 
I hold the card out to her again. “Just take it and charge everything to it.” 
Landon looks up from the floor, where he’s still working on our business plan. He smiles as he shakes his head. 
Whitney shakes her head, backing toward the door. “Nope.” 
“Whit, just take the damn card.” Landon gets to his feet and stretches. 
A smirk spreads across his face. “If you don’t, then I’m the one who has to hear about it for the rest of the day.” 
She looks at Landon, her gaze distant for a moment as her cheeks turn a dark shade of red. When she looks back at me, that distant look is gone. Instead, she looks like she is trying to find the fastest way out of here. 
“I don’t need to take the card,” Whitney says, standing a little straighter as she looks between the two of us. “Now, I have other things that I need to be doing with my day. It looks like the two of you have other things to do too.” 
“Whitney,” I say, taking a step toward her with the card outstretched. “Take the card.” 
She takes another step back, reaching for the door. “Thank you, but no.” 
I reach out and grab her hand, flipping it over and pressing the credit card into her palm. She glares at me as I wrap her fingers around it. 
“Take it and buy what you need. If I don’t see a charge on there by tomorrow morning, I’m going to have to rethink allowing you to shop on your own.” 
Whitney raises an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that you had given thought to shopping with me.” 
“I hadn’t,” I say, letting go of her hand and taking a step back. “But, if it proves necessary to supervise you for not using the card I gave you, then I will.” 
She shakes her head and looks down at it. “How do you know that I’m not going to go out and buy a new car with this?” 
“That’s a good point. Although I may not trust you personally, I’m pretty sure that you wouldn’t want to ruin your professional reputation.” 
She tucks the card into the back pocket of her shorts and nods. “Well, that’s one thing you’ve gotten right about me.” 
Whitney disappears out the door, closing it behind her without a word. I sigh and run my hand through my hair. 
“You’re really going to let her walk out of here like that?” Landon asks as he walks over to me. 
I look over at him and shrug. “She has designing to do.” 
“Sometimes I think you really are an idiot.” Landon shakes his head and walks back over to our business plan, kneeling on the ground beside it. 
Sometimes I think that about myself too.
[image: image-placeholder]“Alright, I’ve got the designs,” Whitney says as she walks back into the apartment a few hours later. I look up from the mess that Landon and I still have spread out, though we’ve moved to the counter by now.  
She has a wad of paper in her hand. I can see the faint outline of designs on the papers, but I’m more intrigued by the bright smile on her face.
“Alright.” Landon grins and glances over at me. “It looks like you two have some things to talk about, so I’m going to head home.” 
“You don’t have to go,” I say, wanting someone else to be here with me. 
I don’t know whether I’m going to lodge my foot back in my mouth and have to beg for her forgiveness. Having Landon with me will prevent that. 
He shakes his head, smiling. “Nope. Actually, I do have to go. Hailey is making her famous roast for dinner tonight, and a business plan to commit to memory before you want to change it again.” A grin forms at the corner of my month. I’m happy that Landon has found someone that brings joy into his life.  Hailey is fun-loving and a breath of fresh air.  She balances out Landon’s serious disposition.  He has mellowed out a lot since he has been dating Hailey. 
Landon takes off, nodding to Whitney before he leaves. The second the door is closed behind him, Whitney starts spreading the designs out on the kitchen island. 
I gather up my papers and put them to the side, watching as her face comes to life while she arranges the designs to match the layout of the penthouse. 
“I thought that you weren’t going to have these done until later tonight?” 
“Well,” she says, a sweet smile on her face. “I started thinking about the apartment and the vibes we discussed. I think that with the pale floors you have, a darker look could really be something special, so then I started drawing, and I couldn’t stop.” 
I smile as I watch her point out each of the rooms and their features. Her long fingers trace over the ideas she’s sketched as she talks about paint colors and different fabrics. 
All of it goes over my head. I don’t have a clue what she is talking about or what design elements will truly make the place come to life — her words, not mine. 
When she talks about interior design, though, everything about her seems to come to life. There is a renewed sense of energy about her as she bounces around the apartment, dragging me into room after room with the plans she has in mind for them. 
Seeing the passion that she has for her business is attractive. She’s ambitious, driven. She gets entirely consumed by her work when it interests her. 
Whitney is someone who would understand the way I approach my own work. She wouldn’t judge me for the nights I stay up late working, or the way I allow a project to take over most of my life for short periods of time. 
I’ve only ever met a few people as driven as I am. She’s one of them, and it draws me to her even more. 
I don’t know how I can keep resisting her when, at least at the surface level, she is proving herself to be the kind of person I want in my life. 
“What are you looking at me like that for?” she asks as she looks up from the drawings she’s produced for the main bedroom. 
I shrug. “Will you go to dinner with me?” 




Chapter Eight

Whitney


Even though it’s been days since Grayson asked me to dinner, I still haven’t given him an answer. When he asked, I didn’t know what to think. I rushed out of that apartment like fire was licking at my heels, and I haven’t been back since.  
What I have been doing since is more shopping than I’ve done in a long time. 
I groan as I look at the screen in front of me, my eyes starting to hurt from looking at the bright light. Penny glances over at me as I rub my eyes gently, trying to relieve some of the ache. 
“Going well over there?” she asks, turning down the music that’s playing as she makes dinner. 
“It’s going.” I close my laptop and sigh. “Most of the stuff I want is back-ordered for a couple weeks, so it looks like decorating Grayson’s apartment is going to take longer than I thought it would.” 
“What about the painters? He told me that they’re almost done.” Penny pulls some chicken breast out of the fridge and drops it on the counter. 
“Just the ones painting the walls. I still have to find someone to refinish all the cabinetry, which is going to cost quite a bit and take up a lot of time. I want to have all the painting and refinishing done before I start moving furniture in anyway.” 
Penny hums along with the music as she starts slicing the chicken into long strips. “Well, I’m happy that you’re going to be here longer. I need more time to convince you to move here.” 
I get up and round the island, washing my hands and drying them before opening the pantry. “What do you want out of here?” 
“Peanuts. And there should be some long and kind of thin egg noodles. There’s also a jar of peanut butter and an unopened thing of chili oil.” 
I grab the ingredients and put them on the counter. Though she’s made her chicken Pad Thai for me thousands of times — it was one of our staples in college — I still can’t remember everything that goes into it.
“So,” Penny says as she drops the slices of chicken into a sizzling pan. “Back to you moving here. Have you thought any more about it? I know that I’m being pushy.” 
I smile and shake my head. “You’ve always pushed for what you want, Penny. I don’t know about moving out here, though. I want to be close to you again, but Keene is where my business and my family are.” 
“And they want the best for you. I’ve met your mom. She thinks you’re being held back in that small town, or did you forget that?” 
I roll my eyes. “Now the pair of you are ganging up to lecture me?” 
Parker laughs as he walks into the kitchen with Baby J balanced on his hip. “I don’t know what the two of you are talking about right now, but yes, I’m sure that Penny is ganging up on you.” 
Penny gasps as she clears away the cutting board and knife she used. “I can’t believe that you’re taking her side.” 
He laughs and puts Baby J in his playpen. “You would take her side too.” 
Penny narrows her eyes at him as she grabs a wooden spoon. “You’re right, but that doesn’t mean I like it.” 
She brandishes the spoon at Parker like a sword. He quirks an eyebrow before charging around the kitchen island and scooping her up in his arms. She’s shrieking with laughter as he spins her around. 
Both of them wear matching grins on their faces as Parker sets her back on the ground. 
As happy as I am for my best friend, there is a tiny part of me that envies what she has. 
“I’ll think about making San Francisco home,” I say as I grab a clean cutting board and knife for the peanuts. “But, I just don’t know if it’s the right place for me.” 
Penny starts to say something, but Grayson walks in then. My breath hitches as I look at him. When he glances at me, I try to focus on the peanuts. 
I’ve been doing a good job of only texting him when it involves work. I haven’t agreed or disagreed to go to dinner with him. I’m taking the coward’s way out. 
“So, how is the painting looking?” Parker asks as Grayson goes straight to Baby J and picks him up. 
My heart skips a beat as Baby J giggles and reaches for his uncle. The pair of them are adorable together. He holds him close, bouncing him softly as he moves around the living room. 
“Looks good. They still need to do second and third coats in some of the rooms, but it’s coming along well,” Grayson says, twirling Baby J in a slow circle. 
The baby boy laughs and bounces, his tiny fists pounding against his chest. 
When I see him like this, it’s hard not to picture what could have happened if he didn’t leave me that morning. 
I’m not naïve enough to think that we would have begun a relationship then and there. Both of us knew what we were doing that weekend. 
Maybe we would have kept in contact with each other, though. We might have started talking, and in time, found ourselves visiting each other. Letting that chemistry grow and blossom until there was something real between us. 
“So, Whitney tells me that she’s been doing a ton of shopping,” Penny says as she crosses the room to hug her brother quickly. “But, she won’t show me any of the designs. She insists that it’s got to be a surprise for everyone other than you.” 
Grayson looks at me and arches an eyebrow. I shrug. Though I do want to surprise her with the transformation, it is his house and he can tell her whatever he wants to about the place. 
“Well, if she wants it to be a surprise, then I’m obligated to keep it that way,” he says, giving Penny a smile. 
She sighs and heads back to the kitchen with exaggerated stomps. Unable to keep up with the charade, she erupts into giggles.
“Do you need any help with anything?” I ask as I sidle up next to Penny in the kitchen. 
Anything is welcome to keep me busy and away from potentially awkward situations with Grayson.
“Do you want to wash the dishes while I cook? That would really help with the clean-up later,” she says as she stirs the noodles in the pan. 
The savory fragrance is overwhelming in the kitchen, and my stomach growls with hunger. 
Penny laughs and looks at me. “Well someone’s looking forward to dinner, aren’t they?”
“It smells so good. It’s so crazy how something like a scent can transport you back to the past. It feels like we’re in college again,” I tell her as I pick up a sudsy sponge and the cutting board she sliced the chicken on.
“It wasn’t even that long ago, but my life has changed so much since then. An amazing husband and the cutest baby on this planet. Who would have thought?” she says dreamily as she stares at Parker and her son. I look up at them, sneaking a peak at Grayson. He looks good. He’s dressed casually, with a blue shirt that stretches across his chest and some joggers that look like they cost more than my entire business is worth. As I’m admiring him, he looks up, and his blue eyes meet mine. I look away quickly, busying myself with the cutting board.
Time passes quickly, and before I can even blink, the four of us are sitting around the table while Baby J snoozes away in his playpen.
“Oh, I’m so excited. I haven’t had this since we were roommates!” I say as I swirl some of the noodles around my fork. Penny laughs and shakes her head as Parker grins.
“Lucky for you that this is a treat then. I swear we have spicy Pad Thai every week in this house!” He laughs and Penny elbows him in the ribs, shooting him a look.
“We haven’t had it once since I’ve been here, so that can’t be true!” I exclaim. 
“Exactly. Now quit complaining before I never make it again!” Penny wields her fork at him in a faux-threatening manner. 
Parker widens his eyes and hurriedly shoves some noodles in his mouth.
“You guys are goofy,” Grayson shakes his head and shoves a forkful of noodles in his mouth. “Oh my god, Penny, this tastes incredible.”
Penny beams at him, ecstatic about the praise. Grayson groans with enjoyment as he continues to eat. It’s quiet for a few moments while everyone digs into their food.
As I eat, memories of being in college with Penny float back to me. Truth be told, I was surprised at first that Penny had chosen to live in a dorm. Since her family was wealthy, she could have lived in her own apartment off campus, without a roommate. But, after I got to know her, I learned that Penny wanted an authentic university experience. 
And, it was an authentic university experience she got, from attending every opportunity for free food we could find to getting free t-shirts from every club and organization on campus. We partied at the fraternity houses and snuck into nightclubs we were too young for.
“So, Whitney, has Penny finally managed to convince you to make the beloved Golden Gate City your permanent home?” Parker asks between mouthfuls.
“It’s funny that you ask that, actually, because that happens to be what we were discussing when you came into the room earlier. As I’ve been trying to tell Penny, I just don’t know if it’s in the stars for me. I have my family and my business back in Keene. It would be a big change for me,” I say, avoiding Grayson’s eyes. 
I can feel him watching me as the words leave my mouth.
“And, as I’ve been trying to tell Whitney, we are here for her. Even her mom thinks that Keene is holding her back! Whitney belongs here,” Penny shoots back, smiling sweetly at me.
“I agree, I think that you would fit in quite nicely here, Whitney,” Grayson chimes in. 
It’s almost funny, the change of heart that he’s had in the past week and a half. I try not to roll my eyes at his response.
“So, Parker, how’s work coming along?” I ask in a desperate attempt to get the attention off of me. 
It’s starting to feel like I was tricked into an intervention. 
“Oh god, let’s talk about something besides work,” Penny interjects. “We’re adults, but we’re not squares. So, Whitney, are you open to a potential blind date? I know that your last relationship wasn’t so wonderful, but this guy is—”
“This doesn’t really feel like appropriate dinner talk either. It feels more like girl talk for the two of you,” Parker interrupts. 
Thank you, thank you, thank you, Parker. 
I am definitely not ready to have that conversation, especially in front of Grayson. His hand is red from the sheer amount of force he’s using to grip the fork in his hand.
[image: image-placeholder]Even though dinner was somewhat hard to sit through with Grayson here, it wasn’t as awkward as I thought it would be. Grayson and I are left to clear the table while Penny goes to soothe Baby J back to sleep and Parker washes the dishes in the kitchen. I’m silent as I pick up the plates off the table. Grayson stands near me, and I’m acutely aware of how close he is. 
“Have you thought about the weekend we spent together at all? Because every time I look at you, I can’t seem to get it off my mind,” he says in a low voice.
I turn to face him, and his eyes are alight with lust. 
“Grayson, this isn’t the time or the place for this discussion,” I start, but I’m interrupted by him placing a hand on the side of my face. 
We stare into each other's eyes for a moment before his lips are suddenly on mine, hot and intentional. His tongue traces my lower lip quickly before he pulls back.
Just as his hand drops from my face, Penny walks back in.
“Oof, sorry guys, I didn’t mean to leave you with all the clean-up. He is a bit of a bear when he wakes up in the middle of a deep sleep.” She gets to work clearing wine glasses. 
Does she not sense the tension in the room? Or is it only Grayson and I that can feel it?




Chapter Nine

Grayson


I can’t believe I kissed her. It’s not like I can even blame it on the wine because I barely had any. Whitney just has a hold on me, something that I can barely control. It’s almost infuriating, how much I’m pulled towards her. 
I’ve been avoiding Penny’s apartment for the past few days, trying to get my thoughts together before I see Whitney again. How can I control my whims when I’m constantly around her, enchanted by her willowy figure and long blonde hair? At this point, she runs laps in my mind, constantly occupying it even when she’s not around.
My thoughts are interrupted by the front door opening and closing, followed by soft footsteps padding along the floor. I turn from my seat on the couch to see Whitney carrying an enormous box. Just as she almost topples over under the weight of it, I rush off the couch and grab the box from her.
“Ugh, thanks. It was a little bit heavier than I anticipated,” she says as she looks up at me, her ice-blue eyes framed against the light purple shadows underneath them. 
She must not be sleeping well. Why is that?
“Whitney, I’d like to speak with you,” I say as I set the box down in what’s going to be my new whiskey lounge and library. It’s looking great already, the walls painted a deep burgundy color that contrasts perfectly with the light wooden floors. She’s thrown a Persian-style rug on the sand-colored wood that is a similar shade as the walls, giving the space an old-world charm. I try to take a look in the box to see what items she’s brought, but she abruptly pinches me on the arm.
“Don’t peek. I want you to see it put together, not in the box. What do you want to talk about? And make it quick, please, I have a lot of work to do.” She taps her foot impatiently.
“I wanted to apologize for kissing you the other night. I regret doing something like that out of the blue. It was very inappropriate, and not at all the time or place for something like that,” I tell her. 
She’s quiet for just a couple of seconds before crinkling her eyebrows together at me.
“So, are you going to do it then?”
“Do what?”
“Um, apologize? Like you said you wanted to?” Whitney asks as she rolls her eyes. 
Does she have short-term memory loss?
“I just did.” I know my tone is short as I reply, but I don’t have much patience for games like this.
“No, you didn’t, actually. You said you wanted to apologize. Telling me you want to apologize and actually apologizing are two different things.” She stares at me pointedly. 
I sigh, mostly because I’m annoyed with her, but also because she’s right. They are two different things, and I feel silly knowing that I’ve just now learned that.
“Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry for kissing you the other night.”
Whitney looks at me with a sarcastic smile.
“Look at you, growing and learning. You’ll be a functioning member of society before we know it, Grayson Gould,” she says as she turns to unpack her box.
“I’m sorry, did I do something wrong? Because I apologized for kissing you, and for some reason, you seem more pissed at me?” I ask as I lean against the door frame. 
Whitney huffs before turning around to face me.
“I just don’t understand you, Grayson. One minute you’re asking me to dinner, the next you’re kissing me in your sister's dining room, and another minute you’re apologetic and regretful. It’s confusing. You need to gather your thoughts and make up your mind, preferably before I start working on your office because otherwise, things are going to keep getting more complicated,” she states. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. Please vacate.”
I stare at her for a moment longer until she makes a little shooing motion with her hands. I head back to the kitchen and think about what just happened. Her response has certainly left me stunned. I thought she would be grateful to hear me apologize for kissing her, especially considering how she avoided agreeing to have dinner with me the other night. But, there was certainly no gratitude coming from that conversation. In fact, I have now somehow made it worse. I never thought that I wasn’t good with women, but every day Whitney has me questioning myself, wondering if maybe I’ve been doing things wrong this entire time.
I heave a sigh and head back over to the dining table. Truthfully, there’s still a lot of work to be done with respect to the new branch of the company that I’m starting with Landon. It’s a lot harder to concentrate knowing that Whitney’s just down the hall, though, especially considering that I can hear her humming a tune while she works. I need another sound to distract me. Grabbing my briefcase, I dig around until I find what I’m looking for: my apparently extremely tangled headphones. It makes sense that they’re tangled; I can’t remember the last time that I used them. After a couple of moments, the knots are undone and I’m able to plug them into my laptop. I find the perfect classical playlist to help me keep my focus and get to work.
[image: image-placeholder]A couple of hours go by before I’m interrupted by knocking on the front door. I swing it wide open to see a large and oddly shaped package sitting against the frame. It’s too heavy to lift, so I push it into the kitchen. I take a knife and slice the clear packing tape to reveal another box. I pull that box out, and on the front is a picture of an enormous walnut wood desk. Is she planning on putting this together herself, or is someone going to be helping her? Not that I don’t think she can do it, because Whitney is a strong and capable woman, but even I thought that package was heavy, which means that the different wood pieces to put together the desk will most certainly also be heavy. I think about asking her, but decide against it — I’d hate to somehow offend her even more. 
Instead, I push the box to the office room. The door is closed. I hold my breath as I listen for Whitney, but I hear her muttering to herself from the whiskey lounge, so I open the door and drag the box in. I stand up and take a deep breath as I admire the room. The walls are painted a deep blue, with one of them featuring a silver, stenciled damask pattern. It gives the room an ethereal feel, and it’s something that makes the space interesting, even though it’s basically empty. The only other thing in the room is a potted ficus pushed up against the window. Whitney’s designs included a lot of plants, and when I told her that I didn’t want to worry about keeping plants alive, she told me to hire a gardener because plants are great for air quality.
I don’t know if I necessarily believe that, but I do find myself strangely drawn to the pleasant-looking shrub. I stroll over to it, glancing out the window as I approach. The view from here really is amazing, being able to look out over the entire city. I rub one of the ficus leaves between my fingers, admiring the coolness and texture of it. I smile. It’s perfect.
Actually, the entire room is perfect. It’s like Whitney took who I am as a person and made it into a room, and it’s not even close to complete yet. Even when I consider the desk — the dark wood will look incredible in the space, completely achieving the dark and moody theme that she’s going for.
Truthfully, I’m actually awe-struck that Whitney has managed to capture my essence and style so accurately within this room. I knew she’s good at her job — the proof was in the pudding, or in this case, pictures of her previous work. But, I was still hesitant to put total faith in her until now.
Just like with the apology thing, she was right. Has she been right about a lot more than I gave her credit for? Or, a better question, have I been wrong about a lot more than I thought? I wrestle with the idea that I may have been wrong about Whitney this entire time. I should have known, though. Penny is a pretty good judge of character. And perhaps, so is Whitney, since she seems to know me well enough to create this already-incredible room. Maybe she even knows me better than I know myself.
I know she declined dinner the other day. Well, not so much “declined” as ran away like a rabbit running on coals, but the general message is still the same. Despite that, I still feel this burning desire to offer her a nice meal, as a thank you. So, she doesn’t want to go out. Maybe she’ll say yes to staying in. I leave the office and close the door behind me as quietly as I can before I make my way down the hall to the room Whitney is working on now. I step over the threshold and marvel at the changes.
The windows, which were previously bare, are now covered by sheer, charcoal gray curtains, held up by an ornate gold curtain rod that is brushed with some sort of Patina solution to make it look vintage. On one wall, there is a framed collage filled with various whiskey labels from all of the most recognizable brands. Just from a quick glance, I can pick out Maker’s Mark, Blanton’s, and Jameson. It’s tastefully done and complements the space perfectly. When I walk in, Whitney is working on hanging a framed map of the world. I step closer to look at the art, only to realize that it’s not a sepia-toned map like I originally thought, but actually crafted from bottle corks. This is a pleasantly surprising discovery. I’m completely amazed by the way she’s managed to subtly say ‘this space is a whiskey lounge’ without throwing bottles on a shelf like most people would.
“Do you like it so far?” she asks as she steps back, admiring her own work. 
Or, maybe she’s criticizing it. I guess I don’t really know, since I’m not in Whitney’s head as much as she’s in mine, apparently.
“It’s amazing. Where did you find something like this?”
“There’s a man who plays guitar on Pier 39 in the Bay. I spent some time talking to him one day, and he told me that he makes cork art. I asked for a business card, and when you and I decided on a whiskey lounge, I called him up to ask if he had anything that would be suitable,” she says as she steps back with the leveler. 
“You talked to a homeless guy on the pier?” I ask, dumbfounded. 
When did she find the time to do that?
“He’s not homeless just because he plays guitar on the pier. He just likes sharing his craft with everyone.” She shrugs as she rolls her eyes at me. “Alright, that’s my day. I’ll be back tomorrow?”
“Wait, I want you to have dinner with me.”
She opens her mouth to speak, but I start talking before she can get a word out.
“No, not out. Here. I can make something, and we can just eat here and have a relaxing time to celebrate a hard day's work.” I smile at her.
“Can you cook?” she asks, her eyebrows pulling together.
“Of course I can cook. What would make you think that I can’t?”
“I mean, you do eat out a lot,” she responds.
“Well, that’s just rude of you to assume. I can cook a lot of things.” 
Whitney stares at me before sighing.
“You know, I really could go for a slice of pizza and a beer. So, if we have that, I’ll stay.”
Pizza and beer. I try not to gape at Whitney. I seem to have seriously misjudged this woman.




Chapter Ten

Whitney


I stare at Grayson as he takes another bite of his pizza. I know that I shouldn’t judge him, but I am admittedly judging him right now. 
“What?” he asks, putting down his pizza and looking at me with a hint of impatience. “You’ve been looking at me like I killed a kitten since we’ve started eating. Just tell me what I did wrong this time.”
“I wouldn’t say you did anything wrong. It’s just that…you eat plain, cheese pizza? Like an eight year old?” I giggle at him, and he scrunches his nose at me.
“Plenty of normal people eat plain cheese pizza! Not just eight-year-olds,” he declares. 
I raise my eyebrows and smile at him as I hold my slice of mushroom and sausage pizza to my mouth.
“Whatever you say, Grayson.” I take a bite of my pizza and he frowns.
“Just because you’re okay with eating fungus doesn’t mean that everyone should be. Honestly, it’s almost sickening watching you eat it.” He pretends to gag as I start shaking my head.
“No, no. See, it’s fine for you to not like mushrooms. I understand that not everyone has refined taste like me,” I tease him. “But, you don’t even get a meat lover’s like most guys. Nope, just bread and cheese.”
I chuckle at the expression on his face. I wasn’t intending to rile him up, but the look on his face is pretty cute. He takes another bite of his pizza and rolls his eyes at me. I glance around the living room when I notice the latest Xbox sitting on his coffee table.
“Umm, is that the Xbox series X?” I ask after I swallow my bite. 
He turns around to follow my gaze before nodding.
“Yeah, it is. Why do you ask?” He looks at me suspiciously, as if he thinks I’m going to poke fun at him again. 
I’m almost tempted to, just to see his reaction, but decide against it.
“Because I’ve heard the new Call of Duty is amazing on the series X!” I announce as I finish my pizza and get up to wash my plate.
“You play Call of Duty?” he asks skeptically. 
I roll my eyes as I put the plate on the dish rack.
“Seriously, Grayson, it’s 2023. Women can play video games now.” 
He finishes his slice, and I grab his plate for him and put it in the sink. I’m not washing it for him, though. I’m his maid.
“Sorry, I wasn’t emphasizing where I meant to. What I meant to say was, ‘You play Call of Duty?’ because I would have had you pegged as a Skyrim girl personally.” He grins as he walks over and starts washing his plate in the sink.
“Actually, I’ve never played Skyrim. So, you were wrong on both counts.” I stick my tongue out at him and plop down on the couch. I made a good choice because this thing is so incredibly soft. It feels like I’m sitting on clouds. I turn around to ask Grayson to bring me another beer, but he’s staring at me with his jaw practically on the ground. 
“What?”
“You’ve never played Skyrim? That’s insane! It was Game of the Year in 2012! How on earth could you have missed that?” 
He walks over and turns the gaming system on before putting the controller in my hand.
“What are we doing?” I ask as he walks away and grabs some beers out of the fridge.
“We are going to play some Call of Duty because I know you’ll enjoy it. And then, you’re going to play Skyrim for the first time, because it’s incredible and I know you’ll love it, especially with these graphics. I’m actually hugely jealous of you right now. I would give anything to be able to play it again for the first time. There’s nothing quite like the first time you play something amazing.”
A dreamy look crosses his face as he strolls over with two glass bottles. I never would have thought that he was the kind of guy who was mega into video games, and I’m actually pretty intrigued by the fact that Grayson is a closet gamer nerd.
He sits down on the other side of the couch and hands me a bottle. I pop the top and take a swig as he loads up the game.
“I haven’t played in a while, so I may be a little bit rusty,” I warn. 
He snickers and rolls his eyes.
“Already covering your bases for when you lose?” He cocks an eyebrow with his question.
“Ha! You have no idea what’s coming, buddy. I’m going to team deathmatch your ass into grass.”
“Ooh, I’m so scared!” 
He crosses his eyes and sticks his tongue out at me. I move to smack him on the forehead, and he high fives me when I get halfway. I burst into laughter.
“I wasn’t high fiving you, idiot! I was trying to make your face stuck.”
“Make my face stuck? What the hell does that mean?”
“You never heard that at recess? That if someone smacked you on the head while you were crossing your eyes that your face will get stuck that way?” I crinkle my eyebrows. 
I thought that was universal playground lore that everyone knew.
“Uh, no. I guess the kids at my school were smarter than the kids in Keene,” he taunts. 
I roll my eyes in response.
“Maybe you just weren’t popular enough to get the lowdown.”
“Hey! I had friends! Like Tigger, Pooh, Piglet…”
I crack up at his joke. It’s not even that funny, but it surprises me coming from him. He grins at my laughter.
“Alright, enough procrastinating your defeat. Load up Team Deathmatch.”
“Pssh! As if you could defeat me. You even said you’re rusty. I’m a shoo-in.”
“I bet you’ve never even been ranked.”
“What’s ranked?”
“Is that a serious question? You don’t know what being ranked is?” 
I turn to him. He shakes his head. 
“Alright, I’ll put it simply for you: It means you’re going down, clown.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Oooooh, who’s the winner again?”  
I get up and do a little dance, bumping against the coffee table. The empty beer bottles clink together as it wobbles. Grayson reaches out to catch me, grabbing me around the waist in an attempt to steady me.
Instead, I come crashing forward, falling over his legs and landing on top of him.
“Oops,” I whisper, and I chuckle. I’m a little bit more tipsy than I thought, meaning that I’m a lot more clumsy than I thought. I look down at Grayson and into his eyes. He’s staring at me, his eyes wide with shock. Slowly, they soften, desire replacing the shock that was previously there.
It’s powerful, the electric feeling between us. If there was any more of it, the air would spark between us, lighting up from the sheer intensity of the moment. I lick my lips as my gaze shifts from his enchanting blue eyes to his pink lips. They’re thick and perfectly shaped, the perfect cushion for me to put my lips on.
Before I can think about it anymore, I lean forward, pushing my lips against his. He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me into a straddle position on top of him. I lean in, deepening the kiss even more, my lips parting slightly as his tongue slides out and finds its way to mine. Our tongues meet, touching gently at first, and then more firmly and more intensely. Grayson picks me up, and I wrap my arms around his neck as he pushes my body against the wall, his hands snaking their way up my shirt and underneath my bra. My nipples harden under his hands, the soft circles he’s tracing on them drawing them into sharp peaks.
I run my hands down his chest, stopping above his pants. I fiddle with the button until I finally unfasten it, and let his pants fall to the ground. I look him in the eyes, lust written all over my face as I sink down to my knees in front of him. I slowly hook the tips of my fingers into the waistband of his briefs. I pull them down, his length bouncing out at me.
“Mmm,” I say as I gently touch my tongue to it. 
He gasps in surprise, staring down at me as I put my mouth over the tip and slowly make my way down the entire shaft.
“God, Whitney, your mouth is perfect,” he says as he wraps a hand into the back of my hair. 
He tightens his grip on my hair and gently leads me into a bobbing motion on his member. I swirl my tongue, and he shudders before pulling me off.
He stands me up and puts his mouth once again on mine. He’s kissing me hungrily, as if he can’t wait for each moment that’s about to happen. He leads me down the hall, pulling off my shirt between kisses as we go. Once we’re halfway to the bedroom, he pulls me towards him, his hands snaking around to my backside where they find the back of my bra. He looks at me with confusion when he finds that there are no snaps on it.
“The clasp is in the front,” I whisper, looking down at the small hook settled between my breasts.
“I like that,” he growls as he puts his head down between them and takes the middle of the bra into his mouth. 
After a few seconds, he pulls back as the bra flies opening, exposing my breasts to him. He sucks in a breath at the sight, admiring them before he cups his hands around each one. 
“So perfect.”
I lean in and kiss him, and he kisses me back as he pushes me once more toward the bedroom. I shimmy my shoulders and let the open bra fall to the ground in the hallway, leaving a trail of clothes in our wake as we finally get to the bedroom. We stumble inside when he pulls his lips away from mine. He gently pushes me down onto the bed before slowly unbuttoning my jeans and pushing them down to my ankles.
My breath hitches as he hooks two fingers into both sides of my panties, licking his lips as he pulls them down. They join my jeans as they drop to the floor. He comes back over me, kissing me first on the lips, and then making his way down my body. He trails his tongue down the center, between my breasts to my belly button. He looks up at me, staring at me with an intense heat in his blue eyes. He pulls his shirt off and tosses it somewhere before positioning his head right above my exposed core. My thighs rest against his shoulders as he leans in and gently licks from my entrance to my sweet spot. I cry out in pleasure, reveling in the sensation. He does it again and again, faster and harder until he begins to focus just on that special spot, the one that fills my belly with warmth. He inserts a finger into me and curls it so that it touches the ribbed part of me, the part that eventually sends me over the edge, along with his tongue.
“Oh my god, Grayson,” I moan as the pleasure rolls over me. “More…” 
“Don’t worry, there’s more coming,” he whispers as he slowly rolls me over onto my belly. 
I wiggle my bum at him and he slaps it. I giggle as he grabs both of my cheeks. 
I turn to face him as he positions himself at my entrance. He grabs my hair with one hand as he pushes into me, my warmth enveloping his entire member. He grunts as he pushes into me again, harder, pulling my hair so hard that I’m forced to look at the ceiling as he thrusts. With each thrust I’m moaning louder, the pleasure overwhelming as he hits the perfect spot over and over again.
He moves his hands to my thighs, pulling me into him with each movement. The pace picks up, our breaths quickening with the motion. I back into him as I feel the orgasm rock my body again.
“Oh god, Grayson, I’m cumming.” I call his name, shivering with pleasure. 
He releases into me, filling me with pleasure of his own. We both collapse into bed, spent from the gratification we just experienced together.
[image: image-placeholder]It’s early the next morning when I wake up. I look around, panicked. Oh my god. I didn’t just sleep with my best friend’s brother — who is now also my boss — again, did I? 
I look to my side, confirming that yes, that is my best friend's brother laying next to me in bed. Again. Oh god, this is so, so bad.
I creep out of bed slowly in an attempt not to wake him. I quickly gather my clothes from around the apartment and dress. I think about leaving a note, but in truth, I’m just eager to get away from this situation.
So instead, I sneak out the door and across the hall, as if I was never at Grayson’s in the first place.




Chapter Eleven

Grayson


I turn over in bed the next morning to throw my arm over Whitney. My eyes pop open in surprise when they instead hit the empty bed. I sit up and look at the space next to me. Wait a second, where is Whitney? I step out of bed and quietly creep into the hallway. 
“Whitney?” I call out. 
I get no response. She had no reason to leave early. It’s not like she has to work or anything, and since I’m her boss, it’s safe to say that she would get a pass for being late even if she did have to.
I walk out into the living room, but there’s nothing but a mess of beer bottles and pizza on the coffee table. She’s not here, and it seems that she snuck out while I was sleeping.
I can feel irritation rise within me. She seriously just left without saying anything at all. What the hell? Why would she do that?
Oh. I’m starting to understand why my sneaking out that weekend may have made her so upset. I try to come up with reasons why the situations would be different, but in truth, they aren’t, and I have to face the fact that I made the wrong decision to leave without saying goodbye.
It sucks to realize that you’re wrong, but not as much as it sucks to realize that you hurt someone while doing the wrong thing. I grab an armful of the beer bottles off the coffee table and drop them slowly into the recycling, doing my best to avoid shattering any. I go back for the rest when I spot my phone wedged in between the couch cushions. I sigh and dislodge my phone. It’s close to dying, and honestly, I’m surprised that it’s still got any juice in it, considering that the last time I remember looking at it, it was on eight percent. I hit the small button on the side to reveal a flashing notification on the screen — a text from my brother, Preston, asking if we’re still on for breakfast this morning. 
Oh, shit, I completely forgot about the fact that we’d be going for breakfast. He’s in town for only a few days before he goes on vacation. I’m not late just yet, but I’m going to have to take the world’s fastest shower in order to be presentable for breakfast.
[image: image-placeholder]“There you are! Finally. I already ordered for us since I know what you like,” Preston says as I sit down. 
One thing that people always ask me is if it feels like looking in a mirror when I look at Preston. And the answer is always no. One, because I’m not a complete moron. Two, because we’re so completely different in our mannerisms that I don’t even have to think about it. Three, I have a very small and very faded scar on my chin from falling off the playground when we were in elementary school. It took five stitches to seal. Despite these reasons, I still understand why it can be difficult for people to tell which one of us is which. We are identical, after all.“Sorry, Pres. My phone died on the way here. I forgot to charge it last night,” I explain as I grab a piece of bread from the bowl in the middle of the table. 
I take my time buttering the slice, making sure every inch is covered, even the crust.
“You forgot to charge your phone? Always-connected-business-mogul Grayson Gould? Are you feeling okay?” Preston chuckles at his own lame joke. 
I roll my eyes at his terrible attempt at humor.
“You’d think after all these years that a sense of humor might have rubbed off on you.”
“Man, you sure are grumpy. Did you wake up on the wrong side of the troll cave or something?” His brow crinkles with confusion. 
I know I’m being a bit crabby, but I can’t help it. Whitney leaving this morning, combined with my phone dying on the way here, put me in a foul mood that I am having difficulty getting out of.
“Sorry, I didn’t sleep well last night.”
“You know, you can talk to me about whatever is really bothering you,” he says seriously.
Sometimes being a twin is irritating because he can read me like a book. One time, we watched a documentary about twin telepathy and it was honestly terrifying how accurate the whole thing was. It’s not going to win today, though, because I need to keep this secret.
“Really, it’s work. This whole tech startup thing is a lot more difficult than I thought it would be. It has a lot to do with AI, which is an ever-changing industry while it is still in its infancy. I try to keep up as much as I can, but sometimes it still leaves me feeling kind of moody.”
It’s almost comical to me, referring to myself with the word that Whitney uses to describe me. I don’t want it to be accurate, but it seems to be undeniable that it is.
“Be honest. Is it working with Landon? I bet that’s hard, especially considering how rigid he is with dad’s company.” 
The look on Preston’s face is surprising, especially since I didn’t know that he thought along those lines.
“No, actually, working with Landon has been pretty good. He singular focus makes work go by a lot quicker.” 
Preston examines my face for a moment. He clearly doesn’t believe me, but it’s not like he can drag the truth out of me. He will just have to settle for all my lame attempts at lying.
“So, tell me more about this startup and what it does, anyway. I’m actually pretty curious.” 
He leans back as our food is set down on the table. My stomach growls at the sight of stuffed French toast on my plate.
“How’d you know I wanted French toast?” I ask instead.
“Seriously? What good would twin telepathy be if I didn’t know what you wanted to order?” He laughs. 
I shake my head and give my first genuine smile of the day. I cut off a square and take a bite before answering his previous question.
“You make a great point, little brother,” I smirk as he rolls his eyes. “And, in all honesty, I’m not quite sure how to describe the specifics. But, AI is becoming huge at the moment, dominating the tech industry in multiple companies. Landon and I thought it would be a good idea to get into an area where the opportunities are endless and the market is hot.”
“That’s smart. I’ve heard a lot about the use of AI too, specifically with regard to marketing and stuff like that. Big stuff is happening with the robots. Hopefully they don’t take over one day.” He smirks, as he is referencing a movie we watched in our youth, which was about a house that becomes sentient and locks its inhabitants inside. 
I snort as I take a sip of the coffee in front of me. Delicious and mood-lifting, just the way that I like it.
“So, where are you headed off to this time? Maldives, is it?” I change the subject. 
I’ve had enough work talk, to be honest. It almost feels like it’s all I think and talk about. Well, work and Whitney. The two W’s that rule my life.
“Well, before we talk about that, we need to talk about the birthday party that Penny is planning for us. Has she mentioned it to you yet?” He shoves some eggs in his mouth. 
I shudder at the idea of their rubbery texture. I mentally go over all the conversations I’ve had with Penny over the past month, and I don’t recall any of them being about a birthday party.
“No, I don’t think she has, actually. Isn’t she awfully busy, though? She’s planning that charity. Plus, with Baby J…” I start, and Preston nods along with me.
“I know, that’s what I was thinking. I told her that she should just let Mom plan one of the events, but she wouldn’t hear it; you know how Penny is. She wants to prove to everyone that she doesn’t need help and can do it all herself.”
“Well, it is respectable at least. Way better than someone who pushes all their problems and duties off on another person.” I shrug. 
I don’t know anyone like that, but I do know that they exist. The bad manager type, I would assume.
“It is Maldives, by the way,” Preston says suddenly, and I know that he’s ready for the subject to change. “It looks so nice this time of year, and the resort that I found is incredible. The second night includes a four-course dinner cruise!”
He sounds excited, but I don’t exactly understand why.
“You can do a dinner cruise in San Francisco,” I point out as I furrow my brow. 
He frowns and continues, as if I didn’t say anything.
“And there’s sunset sailing—”
“Which you can also do in San Francisco,” I say. 
I’m not trying to rain on his parade, no matter how much it seems like I may be. It just seems like a far way to go to do things that are already available to him.
“There’s also snorkeling and scuba diving,” he says as he narrows his eyes at me, challenging me to shoot that suggestion down. Which I can’t do, because snorkeling in San Francisco would be disgusting with all the mud and boat traffic.
“That sounds really neat, actually. Didn’t you go snorkeling in Hawaii last year also?” 
I recall all the pictures he took with his underwater camera. He even took a selfie with a sea turtle, not that it was a very clear picture. That wasn’t the water's fault, though. Preston is so bad at taking pictures that a rat could take a better picture than him, and they don’t have opposable thumbs.
“I did, and it was awesome! Honestly, you should come to Maldives with me. I could book you a last-minute ticket.” He grins. 
Even though he knows I won’t accept it, I know that his offer is still genuine. Truthfully, I’d love to go to Maldives with him, but I need to stay here for work. And in all honesty, I want to stay here for Whitney.
The thought of her sends little fibers of annoyance through my mind again. She’s on my mind constantly, and it’s actually starting to get to me. It’s like I’m sick and Whitney is the virus, continuously running through my system.
“You know I’d love to, but I can’t. You should come over, though, and hang out a bit at my new penthouse. We could even order some Cringle’s cookies,” I say, attempting to convince him. 
They’re his favorite cookies, and the bakery is the kind that is open late at night and delivers an entire baker’s dozen to you fresh.
“Well, you don’t have to ask me twice. I’ve missed them so much. Cringle’s is the best thing in San Francisco.” He hands the waiter his black card, and the waiter uses one of those portable POS systems to instantly swipe it. 
I like that setup better than the waiter taking away your card. It’s not that I don’t trust people, it’s just that — alright, I don’t trust people. I mean, why would anyone want to just hand their card to someone who will take it out of their sight? That just seems crazy to me.
“Get out of your head, man. We’re supposed to be enjoying ourselves,” Preston says, bringing me back from my internal rant.
“I was just appreciating the portable machine. It’s nice to have your card swiped right in front of you,” I say. 
Preston gives me a look as if I’ve completely lost my marbles, and in truth, maybe I have. But, at least I won’t have my credit card details stolen.




Chapter Twelve

Whitney


“And the last caterer I was using dropped out last minute, citing a family emergency, which is of course heart wrenching, but dear god, I need a caterer and I don’t know where to look. The best ones are already booked for the gala date, because of course they are. That’s just my luck, you know. Now I have to find one, but I just don’t have time to go to all these tastings.” 
Penny is going insane, ranting to me while she bounces Baby J on her lap. I’m a little worried, because Baby J is starting to look a little green, and I know he can have a sensitive stomach.
“Well, what about Parker? Can he watch Baby J while you go look at caterers?” I ask, and she laughs maniacally. 
She’s actually starting to scare me a bit with how unhinged she’s behaving.
It’s safe to say that Penny is exhausted. She’s wearing the same clothes that she was yesterday, and hasn’t taken a shower yet this morning. She’s home with the baby most days, and that would be fine if she didn’t have a charity gala to plan, along with her brothers’ birthday party.
“Parker definitely cannot watch Baby J. He is crazy busy at work! It would be like the treasurer asking the president if he could balance some books for him.” Penny shakes her head.
“Come on, Pen, you’re not the treasurer. You’re the president. And sometimes, the president needs a little help — an assistant, if you must.”
“So, what exactly are you planning for Grayson and Preston’s birthday?” I ask. 
“Oh, nothing fancy. I rented out the balcony of a restaurant and invited a few important people. I just need to organize a cake and the decorations. That may not seem like a lot, but with all that I still have to do for the gala, it’s basically asking me to carry the world on my back.”
Cake and decorations? I can handle that, easily.
“Why don’t you let me take on the birthday party, Penny?” 
She gives me a sweet smile that is tinged with sadness.
“Oh, you are so sweet, but I can’t let you do that. It wouldn’t be fair, since you already have so much work to do on Grayson’s apartment. It would be too much.”
“Come on. You are so overloaded with work. Just let me help you. I know that you’re determined to do everything yourself, Pen, but it’s okay to accept some help. Yes, I have the apartment, but it doesn’t take up nearly as much of my time as a baby and the charity gala takes up of yours.”
“But—” she starts, but I shake my head, unwilling to let her finish.
“Nope, I’m not listening to your buts, Penelope Gould. You are letting me take care of the birthday party, and I’m not taking no for an answer.” I nod sternly to let her know that I mean business.
“You really are the best, you know that?” she relents. 
“Trust me, I know,” I respond with false confidence. 
I’ve never thought I am the best at everything, but I am at least the best at being Penny’s best friend. Except for the teeny tiny little lie about sleeping with her brother, of course. But who’s counting that?
Penny abruptly stops bouncing Baby J and gives him a small cuddle before lifting him into the air. Baby J immediately spits up all over Penny’s clothes with a burp. He giggles, satisfied to have let everything out of his system. Penny starts blinking quickly, which I know means that she’s trying not to cry. I go over and grab Baby J from her. 
“Penny, why don’t you go take a nice long bath? With bubbles. And maybe have a bottle of wine? I’ll watch Baby J. We’ll be in the nursery playing peek-a-boo.”
I give Penny a reassuring smile. She sighs before standing up and heading down the hallway to the bathroom. I scrunch my nose and stick my tongue out at Baby J, making him giggle.
“I can’t believe you spit up all over Mommy! That wasn’t nice, silly boy,” I coo at him in a baby voice. 
There’s no guilt evident amongst his sweet button nose or big blue eyes. I hoist him up and take him to the nursery so that we can shake rattles together while Penny has her relaxation time.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hey, you two! How’s it going?” I ask as I enter Grayson’s apartment a couple of hours later.  
Penny had come out of the bathroom looking refreshed, with a serene smile on her face. I’m crediting the bubbles, even though others might say it was the wine. She only had one glass, though, not wanting to drink too much if she was going to be handling Baby J again. Really, she’s a great mother, and one day, I hope that I’m half as good of a mother as she is.
“Hey, Whitney! Great to see you!” Preston says from his place on the couch. 
Some people might find it difficult to tell them apart, but I just look at the expressions on their faces. 
Preston looks sunny, like he’s having a good day. Grayson, on the other hand, is scrunching his nose as if he just smelled something bad. Maybe it’s his attitude.
“Guess what?” I say as I sit on the couch between them. 
Grayson turns away from me slightly. Preston gives him a strange look, but I think I know why Grayson is being cold to me. It probably has to do with me leaving him to wake up alone without so much as a note the other day. 
Doesn’t feel good, does it?
I thought that I would feel better, more triumphant about the situation, but actually, I just kind of feel like a jerk. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be a cold, heartless asshole like him. 
“What’s up, Whitney?” Preston asks, the only one of the twins apparently interested in knowing what the answer is to my question.
“Penny is letting me plan your birthday party! She said that decorations still need to be done. Do you guys have any ideas on what theme you want it to be, so I can send out invitations pretty soon?”
“Really? Penny let you take over that?” Grayson suddenly turns to me in shock. 
Ah, so now he wants to talk to me, does he? Figures that he would only want to on his terms. He’s so spoiled.
“Yeah, that actually is surprising. How did you manage to convince her to do that?” Preston asks. 
It’s strange to have two sets of the exact same eyes on me, but with both of them showing two different emotions. Preston’s are very much filled with curiosity, while Grayson’s read disbelief, with a small undercurrent of annoyance. Not that that’s surprising — Grayson probably wakes up annoyed every day.
“I just told her that she was overworking herself! She really does take on too much at one time, and it’s definitely not good for her. I watched Baby J while she took a bath, and she just came out of the bathroom feeling good as new!”
“That’s great that you did that. She’s lucky to have a friend like you.” Preston smiles and nods at me.
“Huh,” Grayson says. That’s all he says, surprisingly.
“So anyway, themes, you guys?” I ask again. 
Grayson rolls his eyes, his bad mood still in full force.
“Why don’t you pick the theme, since you’re so good at reading people?” Grayson spits out. 
It’s a very immature thing to say, and I wonder if he’s aware of how absolutely ridiculous he’s being.
“Grayson, I don’t know what’s going on with you, man, but you need to be nice. She’s Penny’s best friend, and Penny wouldn’t be happy to know that you’re treating her this way,” Preston says to him. 
Grayson rolls his eyes in response. I give Preston a small smile. Boy, leave it to Grayson to make any situation more awkward than it needs to be. The man can’t act for shit.
“What about a historical theme? Do you guys like history?”
“What, like dinosaurs? We aren’t six, Whitney,” Grayson hurls the sentence at me and I actually am starting to get a little pissed. 
He could at least pretend to act civil in front of his own brother. Whatever. I’ll just keep acting sweet and innocent. The only person this will look bad for will be Grayson.
“Not dinosaurs, silly. I was thinking more like the Roaring Twenties or something. I know that’s kind of popular right now, decades-themed parties.”
“Actually, that sounds really cool. Like a Great Gatsby sort of thing, right?” Preston chimes in. I nod at him.
“Yeah, like little gold embellishments and decorations. Lots of suits and flapper dresses. Very chic.” I’m nodding to myself when Grayson interrupts.
“The Twenties is completely overdone at this point. Everyone and their mom has had a Twenties-themed party.”
I bite my cheek to stop myself from saying something I will regret. He’s being a real pain in the ass.
“What about the Seventies? It could be a disco theme!” Preston says suddenly, and I actually love the idea.
“Oh my gosh, yeah! Everyone could get roller skates, and it could be a roller disco! I’d have to check with the venue to see if that would work, of course.”
“Seriously? A roller disco? Does the fact that we’re billionaires mean nothing to you? That’s just asking for lawsuits when people inevitably hurt themselves, especially since it’s a rooftop restaurant!”
I’m seriously annoyed, especially because he makes a good point with this one. I’d forgot about the whole rooftop set up. Still, it’s annoying because I know that he’s not pointing it out to be helpful, but just to be a jerk.
“Okay, whatever your problem is, you need to fix it, because I am sick of dealing with your attitude.” I finally whirl on him.
“Um, no one is asking you to deal with it. I didn’t invite you here, you let yourself in,” he shoots back.
“Wow, seriously? You are such an ass, Grayson.” 
“Alright, Whitney, how about you surprise us with the theme of the party. I’m sick of whatever weirdness is going on here, and I think that the party talk is not making it any better. I know that whatever you plan will be great,” Preston chimes in.
He gives me a friendly smile as I stand up and nod.
“Sure, thanks Preston. I’ll catch you two later.” I storm out of the apartment. I don’t think I’ve ever been angrier in my life.




Chapter Thirteen

Grayson


I storm through the door of my apartment with a bag of bagels and two coffees; one for me and one for Landon. I asked for a double shot of espresso in mine, as if espresso is a cure-all for foul moods. I thought I would at least try it, considering that caffeine is so helpful in many other ways. It boosts your energy, gets rid of headaches. It seemed like an educated guess at something that I should try. But, it unfortunately didn’t do anything. Actually, it may have even made my mood a little worse, knowing that it did absolutely nothing to help me. Talk about annoying. 
“Hey, thanks for grabbing coffee. I hope you don’t mind, I let — Uh, whoa, are you okay?” Landon asks, a look of concern presenting itself on his forehead. 
I try to conjure up an image of what I must look like to him, so angry that I’m red and hopped up on double-espresso coffee. I must look like an absolute crazy person.
“You know what, I’m not okay, not at all,” I say as I turn towards him, eager to finally have someone to talk to about all of the things running through my mind.
“Oh, well, do you want to go—”
“I am so, so sick of never being alone in here! And this isn’t about you, so don’t make that face. This is about all the workers, all the delivery people, Whitney! It’s always one or the other, here, somehow, somewhere. It’s like there’s never a fucking break from anything. One leaves, another other shows up. I have the exact same amount of privacy as a traveling act in a freak show. And don’t even get me started on the smell in here. The entire apartment always smells like paint, so I have to keep the windows open, which makes it freezing, since we’re like, five hundred feet in the air! Even that doesn’t make sense, since heat rises! Shouldn’t it be burning up in here?!”
In truth, I don’t even know what I’m ranting about right now, it’s just anything that comes to my mind at this point. I’m not saying this is the most productive way to get rid of my anger, but it is helping me feel better, so there’s at least that.
“Grayson, Whitney is—”
“Oh, god, don’t even say her name to me right now! She’s the stupid cause of all this, all these people coming in and out, in and out. I will never get a moment of peace again in this place. It’s basically never-ending. It’s like she finds every little reason to be in this apartment all the time, it’s infuriating. I come back from the store, there’s Whitney. I go to the bathroom, there’s Whitney. I go to Penny’s, there’s Whitney! It’s just a constant cycle of running into her! If she was getting paid hourly, I might think she was dragging it out on purpose just to get more money. But, she’s not paid hourly! So, she must just be doing it to make me miserable, but why? What did I ever do to her?”
“Well—”
“I know, I know, we spent not only the night of Penny and Parker’s wedding together, but also an entire weekend together, and had sex, and then I left her in bed to wake up on her own. I get it, it was bad, and now I know for sure how it felt, since she did the exact same thing to me as soon as she got the chance! And I can’t even be mad about it without being a huge hypocrite! Hypocrite!”
“Wait, what did you just say?” Landon looks at me sharply. 
I should be paying attention to what he’s saying, but I’m not. No, my mouth is moving way, way faster than my brain at this point. There is absolutely no thought being put into this unfiltered mess of a rant.
“Oh yeah, she’s done it to me now too. The other night, after the work was done for the day, I invited her to stay for dinner. We ordered pizza, had some beers, and she went home. Oh, wait, no, that’s not what happened. We ended up fucking sleeping together, again. And it was great, but do I wake up next to her in the morning? Nope. I wake up next to an empty spot under my arm. It’s like she planned it on purpose, making sure that I get a big old dose of my own medicine. Yup. It’s evil man, evil.”
I finally sit down and shake my head, throwing it down into my hands.
“Grayson, what I’ve been trying to tell you this entire time is that Whitney is here. She came in to get dimensions on one of the spare bedrooms about five minutes before you came storming through the door,” Landon says flatly. 
My head shoots up out of my hands to see Whitney standing in front of the hallway, her hands firmly placed on her hips. And boy, does she look pissed.
“Um, hey Whitney?” I say, but it sounds meek, since I’m so unsure of how to come back after that.
“Really? ‘Hey Whitney’ is all you have to say after that little tirade? Is there something actually wrong with you? Oh wait, let me answer that: There is. You’re a self-centered, egotistical asshole with no respect for others!”
She marches over to her bag on the couch and throws a tape measure into it before hoisting it over her shoulder.
“Whitney, I’m really sorry that you heard all of that. It was just supposed to be a private vent…” I trail off when I glance at the expression on her face. 
She is extremely unthrilled with my excuses.
“Just save it, Grayson. You don’t have to worry about me being here for much longer. I’m finishing up my contract, and then I’ll be leaving, so you won’t have to see me again.”
I stand up as she storms past me and out the front door.
“Dude!” I say to Landon, incredulous.
“I tried to warn you!” he says back. 
I run after her, out into the hallway, and am about to go to Penny’s door when I hear the door to the stairwell slam shut. Is she really going to walk down all those stairs?
I shake my head at the thought. Not the point. I jog down the hallway and open the door to go after her.
“Whitney! Please wait!” I call as I jog down the steps. 
I catch up to her on the landing of the next floor down.
“Why on earth should I wait for you after all those horrible things you said about me? You even told Landon that we slept together again! How could you do that? That was a complete betrayal of my trust!” she shouts.
She’s not wrong, either, unfortunately.
“Whitney, I know that I don’t deserve for you to hear me out, but please hear me out! I’m so sorry for telling Landon that we had sex again. It wasn’t my intention to betray your trust, I was just venting my frustrations to a person I trust. Landon would never judge you for anything related to us.”
In fact, I’m pretty sure my older brother thinks I’m the biggest asshole on this planet, right now. And if he did think that, he would be right.
“I don’t care, Grayson, I don’t accept your apology. If you want to be alone so badly, then there’s nothing stopping you from doing so! Fire me, fire all the workers, and decorate your apartment by yourself!”
“Come on, Whitney, don’t be absurd! You know I wouldn’t fire you, or any of the other people. Please just try to see things from my side. I’m not used to my personal space constantly being filled with people in this way, especially when it’s my home. I shouldn’t have blamed it on you, or dragged Landon into anything. Landon offered to meet in his office but I didn’t want to have to go back and forth. It’s on me and I’m sorry.” 
I’m pleading with her, and normally I would feel ashamed that I’ve stooped this low, but I am perfectly fine with it. I don’t want Whitney to be mad at me. Why though? Just a couple of hours ago, I was mad at her for leaving. Actually, now that I think about it, I’m still mad at her for that, but yelling at her isn’t going to get me the answers that I want.
“Whitney, why did you leave that morning? Was it for revenge?”
“No! I mean, maybe a little, but that wasn’t the main goal. I woke up, and you were asleep, and I realized that I seriously fucked up. Again. Actually, this time it’s even worse, because you’re not just my best friend’s brother anymore, you’re also my boss, which makes this situation ten times harder. If things go south with us, which it already looks like it has, then I’ve made two different parts of my life messy. It’s already hard enough as it is, keeping a secret like this from my absolute best friend, who has done nothing but love and support me from day one.”
I open my mouth to interrupt her but she holds her hand up and shakes her head.
“No, you’ve done enough talking. You’re going to listen to me now, Grayson. The only reason that I agreed to take this job in the first place was for Penny. Not for you, not for me, not for anyone but Penny. I didn’t even want it in the first place. I didn’t even want it before I knew it was for you! I just wanted to go back to Keene and live with my guilt in silence. But now, every day I see my best friend and I suffer, knowing that I’m lying to the sweetest person in the world.”
She wipes a tear away as she turns to go down the stairs. She continues down and I don’t chase after her as I think about what she says. I knew that it was tough on her, keeping this secret, but I never knew that she was so racked with guilt. It’s devastating to learn that, especially because she doesn’t need to be. We aren’t doing anything wrong by sleeping together, and I know for a fact that Penny wouldn’t judge her for it. Penny would probably be ecstatic to know that her best friend and favorite brother are dating. Well, I use the term “dating” loosely, because at this rate it has just been a friends-with-benefits sort of thing. Well, without a lot of the “friends” part.
I can at least understand why she’s apprehensive about sleeping with her boss. It puts her business at risk, which is something I understand, as somebody who’s been around other people’s workplace romances. But isn’t it a bit different when it’s a contractor and a client than with an actual workplace?
Or is it worse, because it could be seen as her attempting to social climb while growing her own business? Yeah, now that I think about it, she may be crucified by the upper echelons of San Francisco if that ended up being the case. No married woman would hire her, for fear that she would sleep with her husband.
I need to think. I head back upstairs to the apartment. I step inside to find that Landon has disappeared from his spot on the couch. I pick up my phone when a text lights it up, unsurprisingly from Landon. I sigh as I read the message from him, informing me that he decided to head home and he will be back tomorrow.
I stroll through the hallway until I get to my room, where I fall onto the bed face first. Where on earth did I go wrong?




Chapter Fourteen

Whitney


I’m in the guest room, putting together a mood board for the theme of the party. I decided to go with a masquerade theme. I felt like it was the perfect combination of historical and magical. Penny loved the idea right away, and even though she barely has any time on her plate, she wanted to design our costumes for us. 
I had to talk her down from that idea, though. I don’t want her to get overwhelmed again, so I told her that maybe she could commission another designer to make them. She was disappointed at first, but eventually agreed that it would be better for her to conserve her energy and not go overboard with work. It is admirable, though, how hard-working Penny is. If she didn’t have to sleep, she would attempt to take on every idea or project that came her way. She truly is a force to be reckoned with.
Pulled up on my iPad, I have pictures of the rooftop restaurant that will be hosting the party. It’s perfect for a masquerade, with string lights strung up along the black iron railings outside. The inside dining hall is bright and airy with paneled walls and hardwood floors. Once I finally get some decorations in there, it will be perfect. I’ve already ordered a hundred white silk table covers for all the tables and have been on the hunt for the perfect golden candlestick centerpieces. 
Those have been a bit more difficult to find, but it has given me the perfect excuse to avoid Grayson and go galivanting around the city to every antique and vintage store around. In all honesty, I’m so nervous about seeing him. It feels like every time I’m about to run into him, my entire body starts shaking. It’s actually a little embarrassing when I think about it.
I’ve been going into this apartment to get things done when I know that he’s not there. Does he notice the small pieces of furniture or wall hangings that appear every so often? Or is he so wrapped up in himself that he doesn’t even pay attention to what’s going on in the apartment around him? It’s a question that I honestly would love to have answers to.
A knock sounds on my door, and I sit up in bed before calling out.
“Come in!” I say, yet instantly regret it. What if it’s Grayson?
Luckily, Penny comes sauntering in and smiles softly.
“Hey, girlfriend!” She laughs quietly as she looks at me. “Everything okay in here? I’m a little worried about you. You’ve been spending a lot of time in your room lately.”
She sounds like a concerned mom. I look at my best friend and realize that she is a concerned mom. She may not be my mom, but she does have a baby. Do moms develop this sudden sixth sense of knowing when something is up with someone?
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I’ve just been trying to get everything figured out for this masquerade party. It’s taking up a lot of my time, and truthfully, I hate being on my iPad in front of people. It makes me feel rude.” 
This is actually true. I always try to do my work in private. It helps keep me focused too, which is an added bonus.
“Oh, don’t apologize! I just wanted to check on my bestie. I am so excited about the masquerade, and I totally understand what you mean. When I’m designing, I need to be away from people. Speaking of designs, I need to know: Do you feel more in tune with peacocks or with butterflies?” She looks at me quizzically. 
I wasn’t expecting that sort of question in the least, and it causes me to laugh.
“Uh, I don’t know. I guess, butterflies?” 
This seems like the appropriate answer. When I was really little, my grandma and I found a sick butterfly. We brought it inside and put it in a tank, where we nursed it back to health with sugar water. I was so proud the day we released it back into the world, ready for it to make its debut. I wonder how much longer it ended up surviving.
“Oh, I’m so glad, because I wanted the peacock costume!” she says with a smile of relief, and I can’t help but roll my eyes and smile.
“Well, why’d you ask then, silly?”
“I wanted to give you the choice! It didn’t seem fair for me to choose and leave you without any options.”
“You’re silly, Penny.” 
She smiles for a moment before wrapping her hands around me in a hug.
“By the way, we’re doing another family dinner tonight. This time, Parker is cooking!”
“Oh, is he making his famous rosemary roast chicken?” I ask, and she nods. She raves about his roast every time he makes it, so I am actually excited to try it.
“Grayson is coming. I wanted Preston to come, but he has to fly out this afternoon, so he won’t be able to, unfortunately.”
I try to cover up my panic with an enthusiastic nod. Judging by the strange look on Penny’s face, I look more deranged than eager.
“Well, I’ll leave you to your work, I suppose. See you in a few hours at the dinner table!”
She strolls out of the room just as Baby J starts to cry. Maybe knowing when the baby will wake up is her sixth sense?
[image: image-placeholder]We’re sitting around the dining table, and it’s safe to say that the awkwardness I was worried about last time we had dinner has multiplied tenfold to curse this dinner. 
“This rosemary roast chicken is incredible, Parker. So amazing,” I rave as I cut off another piece and put it in my mouth. 
It’s so savory and juicy; I wonder if he’ll give me the recipe.
“Are you surprised because you also assumed that Parker can’t cook?” Grayson spits out suddenly. 
His attitude is starting to piss me off, and Penny’s forehead contorts in confusion.
“Uh, what? What are you talking about, Grayson?” she asks. 
He blushes, at least having the grace to look slightly embarrassed.
“Sorry, nothing, it was just an inside joke.” He glares at me as he says it. 
Haha, that is such a funny joke. Not. 
“Anyway, how’s work coming along on the masquerade party theme? Penny is ecstatic about it; it’s basically all I hear about every time we talk,” Parker says as he smiles at her. 
It’s so sweet how much Parker clearly loves Penny.
“It’s actually coming along quite well! I ordered some decorations, but this week I’ve been going around the city looking for one hundred genuine antique candlesticks. It’s been slow-going, finding the perfect ones. I’m worried that I’ll exhaust every vintage and antique shop before I actually get the amount that I need.” 
I smile, but I see Grayson roll his eyes from the corner of mine. Penny gives him a peeved look.
“So, that’s what you’ve been doing all week instead of working on my apartment. What do I even pay you for? Do you think it’s just free money that I’m giving you to hang out and plan parties for my sister?” He sounds irate, and gets louder with every spoken word.
“I—”
“Honestly, you have some nerve, blowing off the work on my apartment all week for something like a simple party.”
“I have been working on your apartment, you absolute ass!” 
I stand up, indignant at the way he’s treating me, in front of his family, no less. I storm out of the apartment and into the hallway, pacing outside the doorway. I can hear shouting coming from the apartment.
“What the hell is wrong with you, Grayson? I don’t know what your problem is, but you need to go fix it, now!” Penny yells at him. 
Oh god, I’m not ready to see him yet. Can I hide?
Nope, not even a plant to hide behind. I hurry to the elevator, but don’t make it before the door opens behind me.
“Whitney, wait.” He jogs after me until he catches up, which comes quicker than I think he anticipated. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have taken that out on you in front of my sister. Can we please talk?”
I turn and look in his pleading blue eyes. Truthfully, I want to get as far away from this man as possible, but I don’t want to give him any basis to tell Penny that I’m the unreasonable one.
“Fine, we can talk.” I cross my arms and look at him expectantly. 
He glances at Penny and Parker’s door.
“Can we go to my apartment? For some privacy?” He starts walking towards his door. I’m about to protest when I imagine Penny and Parker’s ears pressed to their front door. I sigh and make my way in after him.
I stop in the kitchen, unwilling to go any farther.
“What the hell is your problem?” I ask as soon as he closes the door. 
He sighs heavily.
“Look, I’m sorry. I just—when you left the other morning without saying anything, it really hurt,” he says. 
I stick out my lip in a fake pout.
“Oh, did it hurt? I’m so sorry for hurting your feelings. It’s perfectly okay when you do it, though, right?” 
I bat my eyelashes at him exaggeratedly. Maybe I’m being an asshole, but there’s no universe where he doesn’t deserve it. 
“This is the second time you’ve done something embarrassing like that in front of your family. Do you have no tact? Is there something actually wrong with you that makes you think this is acceptable behavior?”
“No, I know it’s unacceptable, okay? And you’re right, I don’t have a leg to stand on when it comes to being upset. I’m sorry for blowing up at the table. I know that I need to work on controlling my anger, and I’m sorry, because you don’t deserve to be on the receiving end of it.”
His apology takes the wind out of my sails, and I let out a breath of air as if all the steam is leaving my proverbial engine.
“Well, thank you for apologizing. And you know, I shouldn’t have left without saying anything. I was just scared, because not only are you my best friend's brother, you’re now my boss. That changes almost everything! Imagine what my reputation would be if it was discovered that I was sleeping with you. My business would tank!”
“I know. I understand why you did it. I’m sorry for the way that I reacted. I just…I don’t know. I like you, Whitney. A lot more than I anticipated.”
He reaches out and strokes my face. I suck in a breath as I stare into his eyes. I lick my lips and place them on his before I can rethink my decision. I should not be doing this, but I want to. I can’t resist him.
He deepens the kiss, nibbling at my lip. He pulls me to him, hard, and I let out a small moan. I rake my fingers along his back, and he shudders. He turns me around, presses me against the wall, and kisses my neck as he pulls my dress over my ass. He rips my panties down then and quickly undoes his pants. I’m hot and wet in anticipation, ready to feel him inside me.
It happens fast, him pulling my hips against him as his member pushes into my warmth quickly. I cry out at the feeling — pleasure and pain happening all at the same time. He moves swiftly, plowing into me harder every time. This isn’t making love. No, this is a fast fuck, through and through.
I back into him, desperate to get more. He starts pumping into me at a near break neck speed.
“Oh my god, Grayson! Yes, I’m cumming!” I shout as his grip tightens around my hips. I sink back into him as the pleasure rolls over me, and suddenly I feel his reaction inside me, the outpouring of liquid that means he’s reached his pleasure too.
I turn around and face him while biting my lip. His eyes are filled with lust, and I know that he’s feeling exactly the same way that I am.
He picks me up and carries me to the bedroom for round two.




Chapter Fifteen

Grayson


“To the left! No, to the left, bozo!” Whitney calls out with laughter as I twist the couch the wrong way.  
I’d love to say that I did it on purpose, but I am apparently very bad with my lefts and rights.
The loveseat that matches the couch has finally come in, and Whitney opted for herself and I to move it into the apartment after the movers brought it up. We’re so lucky that freight elevators are a thing. One time, I watched a documentary that mentioned that the first high-rise building ever was built in 1885 in New York. I’ve always wondered how they managed to get furniture up all those floors without a freight elevator like this one.
We set it up against the wall. This room is lighter in color than the other rooms, with a sort of shadowy gray paint on the walls. The sofas are a deep green, as is the accent rug between them. The tv stand that also came in today is a deep walnut color. She picked up some more plants for the room, one of them being some sort of beady looking one hanging in the corner by the loveseat. She called it a string of pearls I think, which is an interesting name for a plant. 
I did end up hiring a gardener after all, which Whitney poked immense fun at, considering that I had an entire explosion about how there is always so many people in here, and now I’m hiring just one more to take away my privacy. But, you know what, I’m okay with it if it means that a bunch of plants don’t die at my hands. It’s a lot of responsibility for someone that’s never even had a cactus before.
“Okay, perfect. Now we just need to hang up the show piece. It’s great.” She runs to the frame on the counter and picks it up. It’s a giant painting, with swirling brush strokes of shades of green covering the entire canvas. It’s also sprinkled with white dots everywhere, “for contrast,” as she said. Whatever that means. I’ve never been much of an art person, so I’m more than happy to let her deal with all those sorts of things.
“Will you hold this leveler here for me?” 
She directs me to the place just above the nail in the wall. She puts the painting on it and I balance the leveler on the painting. It’s perfectly even, the liquid inside equal on both sides. 
“Ta da!”
“It looks perfect. Thank you, Whitney.”
I grin at her and she smiles back before nodding her head.
“Alright, are you ready to go shop for the kitchen?”
“I one hundred percent am.”
I said this, even though I truly couldn’t think of anything more boring than shopping for ladles.
[image: image-placeholder]“What about lemons? My mom used to have a lemon-themed kitchen.” 
“What, when you were twelve?” Whitney asks, furrowing her brow in disbelief. 
I count back the years and nod.
“Yeah, actually, exactly when I was twelve. How’d you know that?” 
Whitney rolls her eyes at me before laughing.
“I was being sassy. That style is outdated! This is going to be sleek and modern. Plus, lemons don’t really go with the whole ‘dark and moody’ vibe that we’ve got going on in the apartment already.”
That does make sense, although I was hoping for some lemon nostalgia. Mostly, this really neat lemon clock that my mom had. Although, I guess basing a design around a clock isn’t necessarily the best idea.
“So, what are you thinking then?” I ask her. 
“Well, I definitely want it to blend with the green theme we already have in the living room, since it’s all open concept. But, I want to stain the cabinets a dark wood, and make it look almost vintage. That’s very in right now, and we can do a Victorian tile backsplash. It will look seriously incredible!”
She stops to look at something, and I examine her. She’s so passionate about this job, and it’s seriously admirable, especially since it must involve a lot of research.
“Whitney, what are your dreams for this business?” I ask suddenly, not even expecting the words to leave my thoughts. 
She turns, her eyes wide and questioning.
“Hmm, I guess that I want to move it to the city someday. Maybe not even San Francisco, but a city in general would do. I want to service clients who will let me have complete free reign, to just do what I want. You would probably have a hard time believing this, since you’re such an easy-going client, but most people are extremely particular about what they want, and it’s not always what I think would be best. But, that’s just part of the job, you know? Working to make other people happy with the product you’re giving them. I guess it’s the same for any product or service, isn’t it?” She smiles and shakes her head as she continues down the aisle.
She says that she would prefer any city, but is that really true? She’ll obviously be using my apartment in her portfolio. Will she feature it as “the best San Francisco has to offer,” or something like that? Am I a stepping stone to her? Even though I’m not one hundred percent sure about the feelings I have for Whitney, I know they’re more than a simple little crush. I know without a doubt that even if I could go back to my life without Whitney in it, I wouldn’t want to. Everything is better with Whitney here. My days are brighter and filled with more laughter than I ever would have thought they could be. Her smile is contagious, and constantly showing up in my mind.
It’s not even just me. My mom adores her, and she’s Penny’s best friend. Truly, I know for sure that I would be so disappointed if I never saw Whitney again.
“Uh, Grayson? Earth to Grayson! What do you think of these barstools?” she asks, holding her arm out like she’s trying to sell me on them. 
They are dark wood, with velvet green cushions.
“They’re a little too light, I think. They would need to be darker to truly be complementary,” I say as I’m lifted out of my train of thought. 
It’s a more honest response than I would have given if I was actually paying attention, and I seriously hope that she doesn’t pick up on that. 
“Hmmm,” she says as she rubs her chin, taking another glance at the stools. “You know what, I think you’re completely right. The couches are more of a deep, true green. These stools are definitely a Castleton green.”
I have no idea what Castleton green is, but I nod like I do.
“Yeah, it is unfortunate, but it would suck if something like that clashed.”
“I wonder…Do you think that the sofa manufacturers could do bar stools? I didn’t even look when I was searching the site originally, because I was so sucked into trying to find the perfect sofa, but maybe I should check out Baxter!” 
She pulls out her phone and I can’t help laughing.
“Since we’re wrapping up here, why don’t we grab a bite to eat and then you can check out the website another time,” I suggest as I grab her hand and squeeze it. 
Her stomach growls at the mention of food.
“Yeah, I guess that is a good idea,” she said sheepishly.
[image: image-placeholder]We’re sitting at The Lobos Valley overlook with our burgers, watching the sun set on today. 
“Oh my god, these are amazing. I can’t believe that Smash Burgers haven’t taken off everywhere else!” She bites into hers and rolls her eyes at the flavor.
“They’re amazing, aren’t they? Best burgers in the entire city!” I shout out over the overlook. 
There’s no response, as the air still and quiet — leaps and bounds different than it would be earlier in the day. It feels like the days are still filled with noise and too much going on. I really enjoy the quiet, and the peacefulness that comes with it.
“It’s so beautiful out here. You’re really lucky to live somewhere that has places like this,” Whitney says suddenly, her voice soft and quiet. 
I turn to her in surprise. There are tears welling in her eyes.
“Oh my gosh, what’s wrong? It’s okay.”
I lean over and wrap my arms around her. She laughs and shakes me off of her.
“Oh no, sorry, this isn’t a sad cry at all. It’s a happy cry. I feel so lucky to be here, working on this project, and knowing all of you people. I can’t believe how lucky I got at the roommate lottery to meet someone like Penny. Without her, I would have never come to San Francisco. Or met you.” She blushes at that last part, as if she is embarrassed to admit it out loud for some reason.
“I’m really happy to have met you too, Whitney. It’s lucky for all of us really, that you and Penny were roommates. But, I’m definitely the luckiest of all, getting to see you over the years, and now finally spending all this time with you.”
I brush a hair behind her ear as she smiles and looks down at her empty burger wrapper. She puts it in the paper take out bag, collecting the trash around her to keep her thoughts and hands busy.
“Thank you, Grayson, for making my life more fun in a lot of ways,” she says quietly.
“Whitney, I have something — Look, I have something that I want to say, okay? I really like you. I like you a lot more than either of us probably ever anticipated, more than I certainly did, at least. You’re incredibly smart, and funny. You always manage to make me laugh at a lot of things. Even when I’m mad, I want to laugh at some of the things you say. You’re beautiful, and charming. You have a million-kilowatt smile that I love to look at. You’re so incredibly talented and sweet, always looking out for my favorite baby sister.” 
I grin as she rolls her eyes. 
“I know, I know, she’s my only baby sister. You have no idea how often I hear that line. Look, the point really is that I want to be something with you. I don’t want to dance around the subject while we don’t know what’s going on. I want us to be together, in a relationship.”
I suck in a breath and hold it while I wait for her response. It almost feels like a lifetime before she turns to me and opens her mouth.
“Grayson, I really like you too, but I can’t.”
“You can’t? Why?” I ask, stunned. 
Of all the answers I imagined, this wasn’t one that was on the table.
“Because I don’t know if I’m ready to be in a relationship with anyone. I just got out of a relationship a few months ago, and it was devastating the way that it ended, to be honest. I just don’t know if I’m ready to move on so quickly. I think it’s important for me to take some time to just appreciate being on my own, without depending on or relying on anyone, you know what I mean?” she asks.
I unfortunately do not know what she means.
“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that I don’t understand. I will always respect your decisions and accept your answers for what they are. I do hope that we can still spend time together, and come out to the overlook every now and again. I love this view, Whitney, and I love your company even more. There’s nothing better than eating the best burgers in the city at the best spot in the city with the best person in the city.”




Chapter Sixteen

Whitney


Should I buy another coffee? I’ve already had three since I got here this morning, but it’s been more than an hour since I last ordered something, and I’m starting to get dirty looks from the barista. Or, maybe she’s not actually giving me a dirty look, but the guilt I’m feeling from constantly lying to Penny is getting to me. 
That’s why I’ve been hiding out at this coffee shop down the street from Penny’s building under the guise of planning Grayson and Preston’s birthday party for most of the morning now. Truthfully, though, I’m avoiding Penny. Hiding something from my best friend is killing me, to be perfectly honest, and I don’t know how much longer I can continue to do it. There’s a part of me that keeps insisting that I should either end things with Grayson, or come clean with Penny. But, selfishly, I don’t want to end things with Grayson, and I definitely don’t want to tell Penny.
It was one thing when it was just a weekend affair from far away, but now that things have heated up with Grayson here in San Francisco, it feels like I just keep adding more and more lies to the pile of dishonesty I’m packing with me. The most awful part is that the longer I keep putting off telling Penny, the worse her reaction is going to be, and I fully recognize that. Still, I’m so terrified of her finding out and disowning me as a friend that it keeps me silent when I should be speaking up. It’s a completely irrational fear, because Penny is the sweetest and  nicest person who has ever existed, but knowing that it’s irrational doesn’t vanquish the fear the way like I wish it would. Seriously, I have to be the worst best friend in the history of the universe.
I check the time on my phone and sigh. It’s getting to be lunch time, and I’ve already been out at the coffee shop for nearly five hours. If I miss lunch, then she will definitely know something is going on with me, and she’ll ask a million and one questions trying to figure it out. One by one, I pack up my laptop, then my notebooks, followed by my pens. I’m deliberately dragging it out, ultimately delaying seeing Penny by every second that I can manage.
Even though I walk as slowly as I can without drawing attention to myself, I’m back at the penthouse in less than twenty minutes. As I unlock the door and make my way through it, I almost run smack into Penny.
“Oh! I was just about to come to get you, since you weren’t answering your phone. Did it die or something?” 
She tilts her head, a questioning look on her face.
“Actually, I don’t know. I think I was just so in the zone, working, that I didn’t notice if it buzzed or not,” I say. 
The lies are rolling off my tongue now as if I’ve been hoarding them in my mouth like a chipmunk and they’re eager to get out. Of course, I saw Penny texting me, and of course, I didn’t answer. I didn’t open them, but I could see what they said as soon as they appeared on my screen.
“Oh, that makes sense, I do the same thing when I’m completely wrapped up in my design work. I have the best news ever! Parker took Baby J to some sort of father-son meeting thing so that we could have the evening to ourselves! It seems kind of silly, since Baby J is only a baby, but I’m pretty sure it’s just an excuse for a bunch of dads to get together and have a drink or something. We can have a Chinese food and romance movie night, just like we used to in college. Isn’t that great?” she says, a smile lighting up her face. 
The guilt of lying to her is killing me, but I manage to nod weakly. The smile I give back to her is a weak approximation of the one she gave me. Penny’s eyes widen in concern at the expression on my face. I’ve never been good at hiding my emotions.
“Whitney, what’s wrong? Come sit.” She guides me to the couch and sits next to me, doting on me like a good best friend does. I look at her, desperately wishing that I could tell her the truth, but knowing that I can’t. I just want to have my regular friendship with my best friend back. I wrack my brain before I settle for telling her about the secondary problem that’s been on my mind today.
“Do you think that maybe it’s time for me to move on?” I ask as I sink back into the fluffy cushions. 
“What do you mean by ‘move on?’ Are you thinking of leaving again?” Penny tucks her chin, gazing at me with confusion. 
It’s the kind of expression that would usually make me laugh.
“No, not like that. I mean, I’ve been at your place for three months now, hiding from the fallout of my relationship with Jared. Maybe it’s time for me to put on my big-girl pants and finally face it. Jared cheated on me, and I broke up with him, and it’s over, you know? I need to just let the pain go and stop hiding. Especially because hiding means that Jared still has power over me, and I definitely don’t want that. So, should I move on and put myself out there again?” I turn to look at her after my rant. 
A slow smile is spreading across her face.
“Whit, are you falling for someone? Is that what brought this on? Who is it? Is it one of my brothers? If it is, we could be sisters-in-law!” 
She squeals and I start shaking my head instantly.
“No, no, absolutely not,” I lie once more. 
Good thing there’s not a lie tracker on my forehead, because it would be in the millions by now from the sheer amount of deceit that has to do with Grayson alone. “There’s nobody that I’m falling for. I’ve just been thinking about it a lot lately. I’ve had a lot of time to think.”
“Darn,” she says softly as she stares out into the hallway. “You know, you don’t have to put yourself out on the dating market again to prove that you’ve moved on. You can move on and still be perfectly happy single, if that’s what you really want. It’s not like the two of them are a packaged deal, moving on and starting dating.”
“Okay, then I guess my question really is: Do you think I should start dating again?”
“Well, here’s what I think. I think that your last relationship ended on a note that was very hard for you to take. I mean, anyone would have a tough time dealing with being cheated on. So, it’s completely understandable that it devastated you. The fact that you felt the need to escape at all says everything about how vulnerable you were at the end of that relationship. But, I’ve really watched you grow so much since you’ve been here. You smile so much more than you used to, and even when you’re fighting with my brother, or rolling your eyes at something stupid, I can see that your energy is back. This isn’t going to be what you want to hear, but I think you just needed to get out of Keene. I’m not even saying that you necessarily had to come to San Francisco, because I think you would have done well anywhere, but I do think that you’ve thrived here. And I’m not being selfish when I say that because you’ve objectively thrived here. Even your mom has said that you’ve seemed so much happier when you’ve spoken to her on the phone.”
“You really think so?” I ask, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 
She nods and squeezes my hand. 
“I definitely do,” she says.
“Thank you for telling me all of this,” I pull her into a hug before pulling away and looking at her. “You’re still talking to my mom?”
“Of course, we talk every week.”
I roll my eyes and sigh, although talking to my mom every week is exactly the sort of thing that Penny would do. 
While Penny goes to the kitchen and dials up her favorite Chinese place, what she said runs through my head. Maybe it is time for me to get out of Keene. Not just get out of Keene, but move my business here. 
The reality is that I have been growing accustomed to being in San Francisco, and I’m starting to like it. The only thing is how that affects my relationship with Grayson — or the possibility of my relationship with Grayson, I suppose.
The seeds are there, since he told me upfront that he wants a relationship. Is that what I want, to be in a relationship with Grayson? Being around him is easy in a way that things never have been before. We have the same interests, and even though he doesn’t really understand my business, he’s perfectly supportive of it. Maybe a relationship with Grayson is what I need.
Penny comes back from the kitchen, the food having been ordered. She turns to me and smiles excitedly.
“So, do you feel better? Are you ready to pick a movie? I want to do it just like college, with both of us writing a suggestion on a piece of paper and then drawing it out of a cup!” 
I smile at the memories of doing that throughout our college career. There’s something special about spending time with your best friend.
“Okay, let’s do it. Do you have a pen and paper?” I look around the living room, seeing nothing but furniture and baby toys.
“Parker probably does in his office. I’ll grab those, and you grab a cup from the kitchen. Better yet, grab a bowl. It will be easier.”
As she pads down the hallway toward Parker’s office, I bounce off the couch and head to the kitchen to grab a bowl. I’ll tell Penny soon, and then I’ll finally be able to spend time with her without feeling massive amounts of guilt. She comes back with a memo pad and two pens. She rips out one of the small sheets of paper and then rips that in half.
“Alright, you write down your suggestion, and I’ll write down mine. No peeking!” she says as she turns away. 
I laugh and roll my eyes at the childishness of it. As if anyone who wants their own movie to be picked would peek. I fold mine up and turn back around a few seconds before Penny does. We both deposit our suggestions into the bowl. Penny mixes them up and covers the bowl before shaking it vigorously. A loud guffaw escapes me at the expression on her face: eyes crossed from sheer concentration, brow furrowed, and the tip of her tongue poking out. She winks at me, and I suddenly realized that she purposely sported the goofy look to cheer me up. Finally, she holds the bowl out to me, and I delicately take a piece of paper out. I unfold it and find my handwriting staring back at me.
“It’s The Vow,” I say as I wave the paper in the air. “I swear I didn’t cheat by pulling my own suggestion.”
Penny narrows her eyes at me as she pulls the other paper out of the bowl, unfolds it, and lays it down on the counter. Written smack in the middle is The Vow. I’m about to comment when the doorbell rings, indicating that the Chinese food we ordered has arrived. 
I guess that no matter what’s happening in either Penny's or my life, we can still both be on the same wavelength.




Chapter Seventeen

Grayson


Landon and I are toiling away in my office, shooting off emails to AI developers and watching course seminars on the best ways to market in this particular tech sector. We’ve already amassed countless investors that are counting on us to make this branch a success. The AI component was Landon’s idea, and we’ve hired some of the best tech developers in the industry. Since my specialty is marketing, that’s what I’ve been enlisted to do for the company. 
I’m finding it hard to focus, though, since my mind is dominated by thoughts of Whitney. Not just the way it feels when her soft lips meet mine, or the delicate tone of her voice, but the rash decision I made the other night involving her.
“Alright, out with it. What the hell is distracting you from work?” Landon asks suddenly, turning in his chair to look at me.
“Nothing. I’m working!” 
The video on the screen in front of me has ended, and I wonder how long ago it stopped playing.
“You’ve been sitting in front of a video that ended ten minutes ago, Grayson. So, just tell me the truth.” 
He looks at me with a hint of impatience, and I know that my being distracted is getting on his nerves. It’s understandable why, of course. This business is important, and has a lot of money and investors riding on it. If there was ever a time when I shouldn’t be getting distracted, this is it.
“It’s just Whitney,” I tell him honestly, hoping that’s enough to sate his interest. 
“It’s not ‘just Whitney’ Grayson, it’s always Whitney. Look, it’s obvious to me that things aren’t going to get done on your part until you get whatever you’re thinking about off your mind. So, why don’t we take a small lunch break and you can tell me what's going through your head?” 
Landon is looking at me expectantly, waiting for my answer.
“Yeah, that sounds good actually. Let’s do that,” I respond as I nod and stand up to head to the kitchen. 
On the menu today is leftover lasagna from the lunch that Mom brought us yesterday. I didn’t feel like lasagna yesterday or today, for that matter. But, when your mom brings you lunch, you don’t say no. Or at least, Landon and I don’t. Landon slaps two servings on a plate and puts them in the microwave before turning to look at me. After a silent moment, he raises his eyebrows. I sigh before I respond.
“Okay, I guess that the problem is that I don’t know if I can trust Whitney.”
“Trust Whitney with what?”
“I mean trust Whitney in a relationship.” 
My tone is a bit sarcastic, but I felt that what I meant should be obvious.
“What makes you think that you can’t?” he asks as his forehead wrinkles. 
He shoves his hands in his pockets and leans back against the counter as the microwave counts down.
“It’s nothing she’s done. But all the women that I’ve been with were using me in some way. Like Annette, who kept pressuring me to invest money in the convertible heel-purse idea.”
“Convertible heel-purse?”
“They were small purses that converted into high heels. They were incredibly tiny and help carry little more than a couple of dollars and some cards, but she thought they were genius. They weren’t, and I told her as much after getting tired of her asking. Then there was Bella, who only wanted to date me so that she could get closer to Penny and become a model.”
“You’ve admittedly not had the best luck with women. It’s unfortunate, but it’s not really a reason for you to mistrust Whitney. She had nothing to do with either of those women.” 
He pulls his plate out of the microwave before throwing two more servings onto another plate and putting it in the microwave for me.
“I know she didn’t, but I just can’t help the thoughts poking around in the back of my brain, telling me she’ll do the same thing.”
“You know, I think it’s good that you recognize that she didn’t do anything. But, I still think you’re judging Whitney because she comes from humble beginnings and isn’t rich. Penny told you that she had to beg Whitney to do it, and Whitney was adamant that she didn’t want to take advantage of Penny for her connections. You know how Penny is, though. She’s going to bulldoze and get what she wants, and what she wanted was to help her best friend. You’re doing Whitney a disservice by comparing her to the other women you’ve been with.”
I stare at Landon as the microwave beeps. He’s right, and I know he’s right, but I just can’t shake the feeling. It’s like it’s embedded in my bones.
“I am doing her a disservice. Maybe I should take back what I said. Maybe I’m just not ready to be in a relationship with anyone, much less with Whitney.”
“Maybe you’re a coward,” Landon says as he takes a spoonful of lasagna.
I blink, surprised by his response.
“I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”
“Maybe you’re a coward. Actually, you are a coward, always backing out when the going gets tough. You can’t take back professing your feelings for someone, and I mean that both literally and figuratively. Even if you go up to her and say ‘never mind,’ your previous words are still there; they were still said. You owe it to yourself and to Whitney to honor what you told her, even if you’re scared.”
“I wouldn’t describe it as scared. I’d describe it more as cautious,” I say before starting on my lasagna. 
It’s still cold in the middle, but it didn’t bother me. I was just so caught up in the conversation that I forgot to mention anything to Landon.
“Use whatever word you want to describe it, Grayson, but we both know that it’s stone-cold fear. You’re too scared to jump in and risk your heart for something real with Whitney. If you take back what you said, all you’re going to do is ruin any chance you could have at a real relationship with her. If you’re okay with those consequences, then yeah, go ahead and take it back. It’s not like anyone is stopping you.”
I chew a spoonful of lasagna as I think about what he says. I hate to admit that he’s right, but I am scared. I’m completely terrified of being used or hurt again. But, I don’t want to be scared anymore. More importantly, I definitely don’t want to lose Whitney because I’m a coward.
[image: image-placeholder]“Thanks for coming over to talk, Whitney.” 
“Well, it’s not like I was going to say no, was I?” she asks sarcastically as I lead her to the completed whiskey lounge. 
We take a seat on the leather couch together.
“I’m going to ignore that sarcastic comment. I wanted to talk to you and tell you that I really like you. I am okay with you taking all the time that you need to make your decision on us. I think that a relationship with you is worth it, and I will wait as long as you need for you to make up your mind,” I say. 
She turns to me, her big blue eyes staring into mine. She smiles at me suggestively before responding.
“I appreciate you being willing to wait. But, I’ve already made up my mind.”“And? What’s your decision?”
“You’re exactly what I want.”
Whitney leans forward and places her delicate lips on mine. The kiss is soft and sensual until she straddles my lap. She takes my bottom lip in between her teeth and pulls on it lightly, giving me her best fuck-me eyes. I can feel the hardening in my pants. Whitney raises an eyebrow as she reaches her hand down and strokes the risen area in my pants. My head tips back as I emit a noise of anticipation at her touch. She slowly slips between my legs, unzipping my pants at a torturously relaxed place. She looks up at me through her lashes and stops pulling them down halfway.
“Tell me what you want, Grayson.”
“I want to feel your mouth on my cock,” I tell her. 
Her tongue pokes out between her lips as she pulls my briefs down to join my pants before pushing them both to the floor. She runs her tongue up my shaft and I shudder at the feeling.
She kisses my member gently before taking me in her mouth. Her mouth is so warm, and her pink lips look so perfect wrapped around me. I gather her long hair behind her head with my hands as she slowly starts bobbing up and down.
“Oh, Whitney,” I moan as she picks up the pace, pulling in her cheeks to make it feel even tighter. I can feel a crescendo building and I gently pull her mouth off. 
“Forget about feeling your mouth. I want to be inside of you.”
She stands in front of me and I grip the button on her jeans. Slowly, I undo the button and pull the zipper down, making eye contact with her the entire time. I push them to the ground and kiss her over the top of her panties, causing her to gasp. Running my hands up her thighs, I take a moment to admire the shape of her hips and the soft quality of her skin. She’s truly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever touched.
I take the edge of her panties between my teeth and pull them down her legs, my nose swiping against her clit on the way down. She emits a small noise of surprise at the sensation. Leaning forward, I take my tongue and lick the center of her pleasure. The small shake from her body tells me to continue, so I diligently move my tongue against her clit faster and with more pressure. While I work her outside, I slip a finger into her. 
“Oh!” she cries at the unexpected addition. 
I hook my finger and rub it against the ribbed portion that I know will make her feel the best. I work her pleasure centers in tandem, my mouth and finger moving together to bring her to orgasm. I keep up the tempo as her body begins to shudder, telling me that she’s reached her release.
Once her legs are done trembling, she straddles me once again. She kisses first my lips, then my neck, before raising herself up and placing me at her entrance. She sinks down onto me, wiggling the entire way down. 
“Oh, fuck,” I whisper as I feel her wetness all around me. She moves up and down, in full control of my pleasure. I grab her hips and grind her against me, making sure her clit moves against my pelvis.
It becomes a sexy competition, each one of us vying to make the other cum faster. She’s moving up and down on me, hard and fast, making little noises every time I grind her against me. It’s not long before her body starts to shudder, letting me know that I’m the victor of this round. I can feel her inside, tightening around me as the orgasm rocks her body. The increased pressure brings the orgasm out of me as well, and I release inside of Whitney, filling her with the bounty of our sex.




Chapter Eighteen

Whitney


I have my laptop balancing on my knees, researching various cross-country moving companies. Even if I decide to move away from Keene and settle here in San Francisco — which, if I’m being honest, I haven’t fully decided on yet — I would still have to spend a substantial amount of time in Keene to move my business, at least a week, if not more. I have so many documents to transfer, and I’d have to uproot and replant basically my entire office. It’s a good thing I didn’t end up leasing that office space on Main, like I originally wanted to. I guess that my indecisiveness can sometimes lead to better outcomes. Take that, Jared. 
I’m terrified of going back to Keene, and not because I could potentially run into my ex. Well, not just because I could see Jared, although he does have something to do with it. The reason that I’m filled with such apprehension is that every time I would go away on a business trip, he would take the opportunity to cheat on me. And I’m away on business quite often, being an interior designer. I shudder at the thought of the number of women that ended up in bed with him. It seems outrageous to think that I didn’t find out about it until almost a year in, but he was a lot better at hiding things than I had thought. Jared definitely ruined my trust in men. I feel the pull of a sad twinge inside my chest, a sense of mourning for the trust I could have had with Grayson, if only Jared wasn’t such a piece of shit.
Groaning, I shove my head into my pillow. Grayson is not anything like Jared. I know that he would never cheat on me. Even if he wanted to, Penny would throw him into a lava pit if he did. Well, assuming we’d still be friends after she finds out that I’ve been lying to her for the better part of a year and some change. I recall how angry she was when I told her that Jared had cheated on me, the memory floating back to me clearly.
“He cheated on you? Does he know that he will never find another woman as good as you? That’s it, Parker and I are flying to Keene and we’re going to kick his ass into the sun,” she’d ranted through the phone. I could hear her softly padding down the hall in the background, indicating that I was on speakerphone. “Parker, book tickets to Keene. We have a man’s ass to kick.”
“No, Penny, Jared is so not worth the jail time. Honestly, I just want to move forward from this whole mess. It’s not like I’m going to get anything out of it. I definitely don’t want anything to do with him after he’s cheated on me so many times.”
“Please, Whitney. You don’t have to get anything out of your ex-boyfriend facing his just desserts. The reality is that people learn from the natural consequences that are caused by their actions. Because there were no natural repercussions for Jared cheating on you, that means that somebody has to step in and give him some man-made ones.”
I laughed at Penny’s thought process. She took more than a couple of psychology courses when we were in college, and I can only imagine that’s where she got the idea for natural consequences and whatnot.
It took a lot of convincing, and getting Parker on my side to finally calm her down, but I think that’s when her scheme to get me to San Francisco was born. She’d brought it up only a few short weeks later when I was complaining that I kept running into Jared everywhere, since Keene is smaller than a sugar bowl.
I sit up in bed, remembering the conversation I’d previously had with Penny about not letting Jared have power over my life. Grayson is nothing like Jared, and he would never cheat on me. If we’re pursuing a relationship, which I believe we are, then I owe it not only to him, but also to myself to give this relationship a true and honest shot. 
Maybe it’s time to talk to Penny about the possibility of my moving here. She would be ecstatic to be the first to know, and honestly, my best friend deserves the honor over anyone else, Grayson included.
After getting out of the shower and putting on something I clean, I explore the apartment to find Penny. I do eventually find her in the baby’s nursery, showing him how to stack cups and tap them against each other to make noise. As I enter the room, Baby J looks up at me first, followed by Penny when she notices that his attention has drifted. Penny smiles at me before scooping baby Baby J in her arms and getting to her feet.
“Hey, Whit! What’s up?” She hoists the baby onto her hip and walks over to me.
“Hey, I was actually wondering if I could talk to you about something important,” I wring my hands nervously as I broach the subject.
“Whitney, you never need to ask if you can talk to me, especially when it’s about something important. Let’s get somewhere more comfortable. Maybe the living room?”
I follow her out to the living room and plop down on the couch with her. We get comfortable against the soft, blue-toned couch as Baby J wriggles out of Penny’s grasp to play with a lone rattle on the floor. 
“So, what is it that you want to talk about?”
“I’ve made up my mind about whether or not I want to move to San Francisco. I need to go back to Keene to tie up loose ends, and then I can start the process of moving my business here.”
I watch her face as I wait for this information to sink in. At first, her face is blank as she processes what I just said, but it’s quickly followed by a beaming smile as she realizes what I’ve just told her.
“Whitney. Are you saying that you’re actually going to move here? To San Francisco?” 
She bounces forward on the couch, her huge brown eyes getting closer to my face at an alarming speed. I nod, and she throws her arms around me, squealing as she squeezes the life out of me. I squeak and she releases her death grip.
“Oh my god this is so amazing, I can’t believe you’re actually going to move here! Actually, I can believe it, because I knew my plan would work. When do you think you’ll be starting the process? How long do you think it will take? Are you going to wait until you’re done with Grayson’s apartment? Are you going to need help with apartment hunting?”
My heart drops to my stomach at the mention of Grayson, the guilt hitting me tenfold. She still doesn’t know the truth about the nature of my relationship with her favorite brother. I think it wouldn’t even hurt as much for her if I’d gotten with Landon or Preston, but she and Grayson have always been the closest, so I know that she will struggle a lot with finding out she was left in the dark. She’ll be hurt once she finds out that I’ve been lying to her for so long.  
Why oh why didn’t I just come out and tell her sooner? I’m such an idiot and a horrible friend.
“Um, I don’t know, I haven’t really thought that far into things.” 
My voice falters from the quick change in my emotion. Luckily for me, Penny mistakes it for hesitance about the move.
“Oh, no, that’s totally okay, don’t worry about answering any of those questions. I promise I didn’t mean to overwhelm you. I mean, you just made the decision to move here. Of course you don’t have every single little aspect planned out. If you need any help figuring something out or finding a place to live, you know I’m your girl. I’m just so absolutely ecstatic that my best friend is going to be in the same city that I am!” She claps, as if her excitement has to physically manifest itself. “Let’s celebrate with a cup of tea!”
“A cup of tea? Not a glass of wine?” 
My brow furrows with confusion. Penny rolls her eyes, as if it should be obvious why she suggested it.
“Whitney, it’s ten in the morning. It would be pretty irresponsible of me, as a mom, to be drinking at this time, especially when I have the day with the baby ahead of me.”
My face heats up as she points out the obvious. Sometimes I wonder if I would really make a good mother when these things aren’t even close to obvious to me. She gives me a reassuring smile.
“Don’t worry, if I didn’t have a baby, I wouldn’t have thought about it either. You don’t need to feel guilty or embarrassed.”
“Okay, a cup of tea it is then.”
[image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, Grayson and I are cuddling after a steamy session in his bed. 
“So, Penny told me that you’re moving here,” he says, massaging a strand of my blonde hair between his fingers. 
His deep blue eyes penetrate mine with questioning.
“Yeah, I’m still thinking through all of the logistics of moving my business and really settling in here. But, ultimately, I think that moving here is the best choice for me. The more that I think about having to go back to Keene permanently, I feel sad, like I’m making a mistake. I’m still not sure if San Francisco is ultimately where I want to live, or if I want to branch out and try my luck somewhere else. But, San Francisco would be the easiest move, since my best friend and my boyfriend are here.”
I glance at his expression when I call him my boyfriend, to gauge his reaction. He either doesn’t realize that I said it, or the term affects him so little that it doesn’t matter. He caresses my forehead before responding.
“Whitney, no matter where you want to live, I promise that we can manage to make it work. There is nothing that I’m willing to do more than have a successful relationship with you.”
“You would move somewhere with me?” I ask, surprised. “What about your business with Landon? Didn’t you move here so that you could work on it with him in the first place?” 
He shrugs in response and turns to face me completely.
“Whitney, I don’t think that you realize that I would move mountains for you. Ever since that first kiss at Penny’s wedding, you had me wrapped around your little finger. I know that I was an asshole when you first came here, and that I misjudged you. But, that had nothing to do with you and everything to do with me and my past. When I told you that I want to give this a real shot, I meant it. If you want to move to Japan, we can move to Japan.”
I stare at him and process what he’s just told me. He’s just admitted that he’s completely willing to not only give up his business and move away from his family, but go anywhere on this planet just to be with me. To be completely honest, I’m not even sure how I feel about that. It’s so intense, such a strong thing to say, especially when our relationship is so soon, but I can tell that he means it.
At this moment, I know the only place that I am going to be moving to is San Francisco. In the same way that he is willing to cross oceans for me, I’m willing to move here so that he doesn’t have to. Does this mean that I’m giving up everything for a man? 
No, of course, it doesn’t. I’m not giving everything up for a man. I’m pursuing my dreams and getting the man at the same time. I turn over and plant a kiss on his lips. He pulls me on top of him and initiates round two. 




Chapter Nineteen

Grayson


“So, what’s the big news?” Whitney asks as she rolls a bright gray paint on the walls of the main bathroom. After finishing the office and the whiskey lounge, I asked her to move on to the main bath before anything else. It seemed to make the most sense, since I’m not ready to sleep on the couch while she does the bedroom, and she still doesn’t have the backsplash she wants for the kitchen. Plus, the new mirror came in today, and I’d rather not have something super fragile just laying around with all the extra workers running all over the place. 
“The big news,” I say as I grab her hand and put the roller gently down in the paint tray, “is that Landon and I are ready to launch the new AI branch of our company! We’re having a little party to celebrate tonight. Just a small shindig with our investors, and of course the family will be there.”
“That’s great news! I’m so happy for you, and proud of all the work you two did together!” 
She grins and wraps me in a hug. I can smell the mango scent of her shampoo lingering in her hair. It’s intoxicating, and I take in a deep breath to let the scent consume me. She pulls away and scrunches her face at me. 
“Did you just smell me?”
“No, I wouldn’t say that I smelled you. I was just admiring the scent of your shampoo.”
She rolls her eyes and is about to pick the paint roller up again when I stop her. She looks at me with question marks in her eyes.
“I didn’t come in here just to announce that our AI branch is ready. I’m not a child that needs praise for my accomplishments. I came in here to ask you to be my date.”
I smile at her, but she doesn’t return it. Instead, I watch the question marks in her eyes turn into a gaze of uncertainty. She casts her eyes down and bites her lip. I don’t think she realizes how attractive her biting her lip is.
“Grayson, I want you to know that I truly would love to accompany you to this party, and I am so flattered that you asked me to be your date. But, I’m still not ready to announce us to the world. It’s a big step, and it means admitting to Penny that we’ve been lying to her the whole time. The guilt has been eating me alive.”
“I know,” I say as I grab her hand. “I know it has, Whitney. I’ve been feeling the weight of the guilt, too. But, that’s why this is the perfect solution. I’m asking you to be my date, and we can be open about things with Penny. It’s not like she has to know that we’ve previously slept together, but it can just be like we’ve slowly been falling for each other over the past few weeks and I finally built up the courage to ask you out.”
I stare at her as she breathes in deep. It’s not like it would technically be a lie, at least not on my part. I have truly been falling for Whitney over the past few weeks. I’m sick of hiding my feelings for Whitney too. I want to be open with them.
“Grayson, I’m just not ready to take that step yet, okay?” she says, her voice raising slightly. 
Is she getting angry with me? Because there’s only one person in this room who has the right to be angry, and it’s not her. My fist comes down on the bathroom counter hard before I respond to her.
“I don’t get you, Whitney. You keep going on about how guilty you feel for lying to Penny and how you just want to be honest with her, but you’re the only one still intent on hiding it. I’m ready to be open with it, and you’re the one fighting to keep us in the dark. I think you should take a long, hard look in this mirror and honestly ask yourself if you actually feel guilty for lying to my baby sister, because from where I’m standing, it looks like you don’t.”
“Grayson, that’s horrible. I do feel guilty, and you know that I feel guilty. Just because I’m not ready to scream about our relationship from the rooftops of San Francisco doesn’t mean that I don’t feel guilty for lying to her.”
Whitney’s eyes are narrowed, her lips parted slightly. If I wasn’t so mad at her I would find her anger sexy in this moment. But, I am mad at her, so her anger just makes me enraged.
“Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Whitney. Keep telling yourself that you feel guilty when you’re the only reason that we’re keeping this secret in the first place. You know what I think?” 
She opens her mouth to speak, but I continue on without giving her the chance to respond. 
“I think that you’re so scared to dive headfirst into something new, so you keep coming up with reasons to avoid the fact that our feelings for each other are growing. You will say anything, create any conflict, to avoid what’s staring us right in the face.”
Whitney’s face turns a deep shade of red, and I know that I’ve hit the nail on the head. First, it was that her reputation would be sullied, even though that was a completely ridiculous excuse. She’s a private business owner that’s sleeping with someone she’s known for longer than she’s worked for them, not stealing someone’s husband. Then, it was that she wasn’t ready because her heart was still healing from her last relationship. Now, it’s that Penny would be upset about us lying. And you know what, she might be, for about five seconds. But afterward, she would be ecstatic that her best friend and her brother found happiness with each other. It’s not like she can be judgmental — she married my best friend. It’s just one lame excuse after another, and I’m sick of pretending like they’re all based in reality.
“I’m leaving. Paint your own bathroom,” she says as she storms out.
“There you go, leaving again when confronted with the fact that you’re wrong!” I shout after her. 
The front door slams as I look around the bathroom. The walls are only half painted. Checking my phone, I see that I have enough time to at least finish what Whitney started.
[image: image-placeholder]I’ve spent the first half of this party avoiding Whitney, still angry with her. But, alcohol makes me warm, and it melted away the anger as if it was ice around my heart. The bartender stopped serving me over an hour ago, but I’ve been swiping drinks off tables as I go along. I know that I’m not supposed to, and that it looks tacky, but I can’t help myself. The alcohol is making me feel better and happier than I did earlier. Every now and again, my mom or Penny will see me swiping a glass and take it off of me, chastising me about how I’ve had enough.  
I’ve just swiped a glass off another table when I see a flash of blonde hair in the crowd. Whitney. Even though I was angry at her, I still feel compelled to be around her, especially in my more vulnerable state. I push through the people around me in search of the woman that has my heart.
“Whitney?” I say as I move through the crowd of people. 
Is it me, or are the walls closing in on this place? It’s so hot. I start to loosen my tie when I suddenly spot the tall, willowy blonde that has begun dominating all my thoughts and desires. 
“Whitney!” My face lights up, and I waltz over to her in good spirits. Once I reach her, I throw my arm around her shoulders and pull her in close.
“Hey, you,” I whisper in her ear. 
She lets out a sweet little giggle. She must not be mad at me anymore either. Elated that she’s seemingly forgiven me, I step forward and nuzzle her neck, stumbling in the process. She laughs and slides her arm around me to help me steady myself. The fabric of her dress is smooth and cool, and it feels nice against the alcohol-induced heat emanating from my skin.
“Looks like someone had a bit too much to drink, huh? Shouldn’t the bartender have cut you off?” she asks. 
Her voice sounds weird, like she’s been watching too much Crocodile Dundee or something. I shake my head. Maybe the drink is just warping the sound of it.
“I’m sorry for fighting with you earlier. I shouldn’t have tried to push you when you don’t want to be pushed. I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I just want to smell your hair and kiss you,” I say as I lean into her, my eyes focused on the deep red color of her lips. 
She pulls back and smiles at me before laughing. 
“You look great. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in red lipstick before. You should wear it more often.”
Her eyebrows raise as she smiles and looks around the room. Is she looking for someone?
“Grayson Gould!” Whitney shouts, her voice sounding like the same old Whitney again. 
Only, her lips didn’t move, and for some reason, it sounded like it came from behind me. 
I spin around quickly, dizzying myself in the process. Whitney holds me up as we’re approached by…another Whitney? Wait, what’s going on? 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Whitney…and Whitney? Two Whitneys? I don’t understand. Did you clone yourself? Is one of you an Imposter Whitney?” 
My head swivels between the two tall blondees. Now that I’m seeing both of them together, I can tell that there are differences, but the alcohol is fogging my brain too much for me to be able to point them out. I can’t tell which one is actually Whitney. Oh man, I shouldn’t have taken those drinks off random tables.
“Oh my god, you’re completely blitzed, aren’t you?” Whitney with Whitney’s voice asks. 
It’s starting to sound like I’m underwater, all the voices and music muffled around me. Am I going to pass out? 
“You must be Whitney. He came up and tried to kiss me, but I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m you. He apologized for a fight, but I’ve never met him in my life,” Whitney with the red lipstick responds. 
My eyes widen. Oh man, this is so confusing. Is the floor warping underneath me? I start to slide down, and both the Whitneys work to hold me up.
“Thanks. I’ll get him home so that this doesn’t happen again,” Real Whitney says. 
My eyes follow Imposter Whitney suspiciously as she walks away. 
“Come on, let’s get you home and in bed so that you can sleep.”
“I don’t want to sleep!” I say loudly. 
A ton of heads turn to look our way. Guilt runs through me as Whitney’s cheeks turn a rosy shade of pink with embarrassment. Oops, I wasn’t trying to embarrass her. Maybe I should just listen to her and get ready to go to bed. 
“Okay, let’s go home and go to sleep.”
I close my eyes for a moment, and when I open them, we’re in the elevator of my building.
“How did you learn to teleport?” I ask, looking up at Whitney. 
She rolls her eyes as she drags me into my apartment and towards my bedroom.
I’m laying in my bed, suddenly being undressed.
“Stop! I have a girlfriend!” I shout suddenly, but the room is swirling around me and I’m unable to distinguish who exactly is undressing me.
“Just go to sleep, you idiot,” Whitney’s voice says. 
There’s movement on the bed beside me, and then a gentle hand stroking my forehead. I drift off to sleep slowly.




Chapter Twenty

Whitney


I’m sitting in Grayson’s kitchen, making myself a cup of tea. I slept over here last night, after giving Penny the excuse that I was worried he was going to choke on his own vomit. Penny offered to come to watch him herself, but I know that this is the first night that they have really been alone since Baby J was born, and I didn’t want to ruin their special night. Plus, Grayson kept muttering my name and saying all kinds of goofy stuff all night. I definitely didn’t want to answer questions about that. 
I still can’t believe that he mistook that Australian woman for me. I mean, I’m flattered, because she was gorgeous. But aside from being tall and blonde, we looked nothing alike. You’d think he would have known right away from the accent, but he seemed completely out of it by the time I came across him. I know that when he wakes up, we’re going to have to have a serious conversation about our relationship and the fact that he keeps trying to pressure me to tell Penny before I’m ready.
I’ve never done well with being pressured — in fact, it makes me want to do the exact opposite of whatever the person is trying to get me to do. My mom always liked that trait about me; she knew I’d never succumb to the peer pressure surrounding drugs and alcohol. But pressure isn’t the reason that I don’t want to tell Penny. 
If I’m honest with myself, I know that Grayson is right. The longer that Grayson and I keep hiding our relationship from Penny, the worse that her reaction is going to be. I wouldn’t even blame her if she never wanted to talk to me again. I’m supposed to be her best friend. She shares everything with me, and I’m over here hiding this. I fully recognize that telling Penny the truth about us now is the right choice.
But, I’m scared, and not just of telling Penny that I’ve been lying to her. There’s a part of me that almost feels like if I admit what’s going on between Grayson and me to anyone, that it will somehow make it more real, and therefore harder. With our true feelings for each other kept under wraps, there’s no pressure to live up to the typical expectations that come along with a relationship. I know it’s wrong to think that way, and I know that it’s even more wrong to let Grayson’s needs in this relationship fall to the wayside because of my anxieties. 
The thing is, I don’t even know if this relationship is actually going anywhere. Grayson and I are completely different; he grew up with a silver spoon in his mouth. I don’t resent him for his wealth, of course, but I worry that there are some things that he just won’t understand because of it. 
Like when he meets my family. We come from humble beginnings. There’s no fancy penthouses or gorgeous mansions in my family tree. My parents just remodeled the only bathroom in the house three years ago, and that was an accomplishment for us. I know that he knows the meaning of hard work, but he’s never had to work to survive, never had to worry about going hungry. It’s not just on his side, though. I know there are some problems he’ll have that I’ll never understand either. 
“Ugh,” a familiar voice groaning from the hallway interrupts my thoughts. Grayson shuffles into the kitchen and stops in his tracks when he sees me. 
“Whitney, what are you doing here? I thought you’d be back home — well, Penny’s I mean.”
“Do you want some tea?” I ask, unable to make my mouth say the words that I’m thinking. 
I know that we need to talk about this, but I first need a moment to gather my thoughts and think through what I’m going to say. He cocks an eyebrow before throwing his palm on his forehead.
“Ow. Yes. What happened last night? I think I had a weird dream about you having a twin… and my head hurts, a lot.” He sits at the island in front of me, cradling his head in his hands.
“Yeah, I imagine it does. You got seriously plastered last night. Honestly, I thought you’d sleep a lot later for how drunk you were. I don’t know how you ended up so drunk. Landon and Hailey said the bartender stopped serving you a couple of hours before we even left.”
He grins sheepishly as a blush colors his cheeks.
“I may have swiped a drink or ten off of tables around the venue. I was pretty blitzed by the time I was cut off. Clearly, I wasn’t in my right mind.”
“Well, that would certainly explain why you mistook that Australian model and influencer for me.”
“Australian model? Influencer?” he asks, his eyebrows pulling together.
“Georgia Kelly King? Red lipstick? Apparently, an acquaintance of Preston’s?” 
After I’d finished tucking Grayson into bed last night, I’d gone home and googled her. She’s not quite an A-lister, but she’s basically A-list adjacent. The more pictures that I looked at of her, the more I began to wonder exactly how drunk Grayson was, because beyond long blonde hair and being tall, we look next to nothing alike.
“That name doesn’t ring a bell, but the red lipstick sort of does. Have you ever considered wearing red lipstick?”
I narrow my eyes at him as I place a cup of freshly brewed tea in front of him. I’m not well-suited to a red-lip look, but apparently Georgia is.
“Uh, nevermind about that. You’re perfect just the way you are. Anyway, what are you doing here? Did you sleep here?” 
“Yeah, you were falling over drunk. I brought you home from the party. Penny offered to take over, but this is one of the first nights she and Parker will get alone since Baby J was born, so I told her that I would take care of you. When we finally got here, I was worried about you choking on your own vomit in your sleep, so I slept over.” I shrug as if it’s no big deal, but the look on his face says different.
“Thanks, Whitney. That’s really sweet.”
“Well, we also need to talk about us,” I say finally, gazing down into my cooling cup of tea. I take a sip and frown — it’s gone cold since I made it.
“What about us?”
“I guess it’s not actually about ‘us,’ per se. It’s more about you, and you pressuring me to tell Penny about us before I’m ready.” I take in a breath and nod before looking him in the eyes. “Yes, that’s what this is about. It’s not easy for me to keep this from Penny, and you know as well as I do that it’s something that I’m struggling with. Regardless of that, you can’t keep trying to get me to talk to her before I feel it’s the right time. I’ve been friends with Penny since college, and I’ve never kept a secret like this from her before.”
“Obviously. You’ve never dated one of her brothers before.”
I roll my eyes at his cheeky grin. Does he have to try to inject humor into everything? 
“Can you please be serious for like two seconds, Grayson? This is an important conversation, and you joking about it doesn’t make me feel like you see it that way.”
“Okay, I’m sorry,” he says and blinks, looking taken aback. “I was just trying to lighten the mood, but I know that there is a time and a place for that. Please go on.” He straightens his posture and takes a sip of his tea.
I sigh and look away, tears pricking the edges of my eyes. Why am I so emotional right now?
“As I was saying, I’ve never kept secrets from Penny, and suddenly I’ve had an enormous one for the past year and change. Sleeping with you at her wedding was seriously hard on me. I found myself avoiding her calls and purposely staying busy just so I didn’t have to lie to her about why I wasn’t around. It was so difficult, and it hurt when so many things happened that I just wanted to call and tell Penny about, but felt like I couldn’t. I don’t like feeling distant with my best friend. And, I know what you’ll say. ‘If you just tell Penny now, then you won’t have to worry about lying to her anymore.’ But, I’m not ready yet. I know that she’ll be angry with me for keeping this from her, and rightfully so, because not only have I now lied about sleeping with you at her wedding, but I’ve also lied about being in a relationship with you.”
I stare at him after the long string of emotions that I just spewed at him.
“I just don’t understand why you’re not ready. We’ve both said that we like each other and care about each other. I mean, you stayed the night to make sure that I wouldn’t die in my sleep, and I don’t care if you say it was so Penny and Parker could have the night to themselves. I know otherwise. So, I just don’t get why you don’t want to tell anyone,” he says, looking at me evenly. 
I can see the desperation in his eyes, how badly he wants to know what’s going on. I sigh and move around the counter to sit down next to him.
“Grayson, I don’t want to tell everyone about our relationship just for us to end things a few weeks from now because it turns out that we’re too different. Telling people about us is fully committing to the future of us. I don’t know where we are headed, or if there even is a future for us.”
“I wouldn’t be with you if I didn’t think there is a future for you and me, Whitney. I’m with you because I care about you. I like you, and for me to be with you is my full commitment. I’m tired of casual dating and being with people who don’t want to be in my future. So, I’m laying all my cards out on the table and telling you exactly what I’m thinking.” 
He turns toward me and clasps both my hands in his before looking into my eyes. 
“Whitney, I like you. I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anyone before, even myself. Since I’m being completely honest, I think I’ve cared for you ever since our weekend together and I’ve never stopped. You’ve found a way into my heart and made a home there. I tell Landon that the reason I have him come over to work in my apartment is because I have to be around to help make decorating decisions, but the real reason is that I want to be able to see you everyday. We easily could’ve work at his office.
He squeezes my hands more firmly to indicate his sincerity. 
“I want to see where things go with you. When I think about us, I can see you walking down the aisle; I see us saying our vows to each other. I see us at family get-togethers, where I’m not afraid to kiss you all over. I’m not trying to pressure you before you’re ready. I just want us to be able to be together like a normal couple, without thinking too much about who-knows-what and what we can or cannot do.”
He stares at me and I stare back. I’m speechless and unsure of what to say. It’s almost like I’m frozen in fear. What he’s said is both exactly what I wanted to hear and exactly what I’m afraid of most.
“Look, we don’t have to tell Penny yet. I don’t want you to do anything before you’re ready. But, I think we should set a date on it, so that there’s something to look forward to.”
“Okay.” I nod. “I think that’s a good idea. I think we should tell Penny together, after Preston’s and your birthday party. She’ll be in a great mood after it’s gone off without a hitch, and it gives us both time to adjust and just get used to our relationship.”
Grayson grins and pulls me into a hug. I slide my arms around him and rest my head in the crook of his shoulder. I don’t know if we’ve made the right choice, but right now, in this moment, being with Grayson has never felt better.




Chapter Twenty-One

Grayson


“So, what’s the surprise?” Whitney asks as I sit her down on the couch in front of me.  
She looks wary, as if she’s been burned by surprises before. Perhaps a surprise has burned her before, and I don’t know about it. 
“I was thinking we could both use some time away from San Francisco. Especially you,” I tell her, not wanting to waste any time. “You’ve been working so hard on decorating my house and planning the birthday party every single second. I know you need a break. I can tell that you’re extremely stressed, and I want you to know how much I appreciate you. So, name a place and we will go there. I will take you.”
Whitney stares at me with confusion about what I’ve told her. Her expression tells me she certainly wasn’t expecting this sort of surprise.
“Wow, thank you so much. I’m touched that you thought about me in this way. You may be surprised by this, but I actually want to go home to Keene. I know that probably doesn’t sound fun to you.”
I blink, processing what she’s said. I can’t believe I didn’t think about it before. Of course she’d want to go home. She hasn’t been back in months. Her family and friends are all back there, so it makes sense that she’d miss them.
“It would be a great opportunity for me to begin packing and putting away my business stuff, too, so that I can get ready for the move here. Even though I won’t be moving to San Francisco for a while, it makes sense to get ahead of the game.”
“Whitney, of course we can go to Keene. I said anywhere, and I meant it. I’d take you on a vacation to the Bermuda Triangle if you wanted me to.”
Whitney smiles at my words. The tension eases in her shoulders, and I instantly know that I made the right choice.
"I'm so excited, Grayson. I can't wait to show you some of the best places. We'll definitely have to go to Prime Roast Coffee while we're there; I've missed it so much. Oh, and I can show you my old high school and the town hall. I know it seems lame, but the town hall has a lot of history, so it's a pretty big deal. It's so different from San Francisco." 
She seems excited about the prospect of going home, and I can't help but feel happy for her. She continues to ramble as we figure out the logistics.
I look for plane tickets as Whitney tells me about all the places that she wants to visit. I can't help but admire the way her eyes light up when she talks about her hometown. Her blonde hair is in a messy bun on the top of her head, and her large blue eyes sparkle with excitement. Despite the fact that she is dressed in only jeans and a plain tank top, Whitney is the most beautiful woman that I have ever seen. She turns in my direction to see me better and cocks her head at my facial expression.
"What are you thinking about?"
I suck in a deep breath and gaze into her eyes.
"I’m thinking about how beautiful and intelligent you are. How lucky I am that I got to know you at Penny’s wedding. I never knew what I was missing until I got together with you." 
I can feel my heart beating faster, just saying the words out loud. Her face changes, and I know she can sense the sincerity in my words, even if they aren’t quite eloquent. Her eyes are gentle as a shy smile spreads across her face.
For a moment, we share a comfortable silence, letting the words hang there between us. Then, Whitney takes my hand in hers and looks me in the eyes.
"I've honestly enjoyed getting to be with you too. I care about you a lot, Grayson," she whispers.
We sit there for a while longer, talking about our plans for the weekend and enjoying each other's company until it's time to book tickets online and start packing our bags for the trip. As I watch her get excited and ready for the weekend away, I realize that this is what I wanted — to make Whitney happy and show her how special she truly is to me.
[image: image-placeholder]Though the flight to Keene is speedy, it doesn’t lessen the anticipation we both feel. As soon as we land at the small airport, Whitney grabs my hand and pulls me towards the rental car that we had pre-booked. We pile our luggage into the trunk and start driving towards Whitney's hometown. 
The sun has just started setting when we enter the town of Keene. Everywhere I look, I can see glimpses of Whitney's past — antiquated buildings she must have gone to school in, parks that she must have played in as a child. I feel a sense of nostalgia and comfort, like I'm finally visiting a place that feels like home.
We make our way down Main Street, passing by several shops and restaurants until we come upon Prime Roast Coffee shop. Walking inside the coffee shop is like entering another world. The walls are covered with pictures of locals enjoying their time at Prime Roast. The pictures range from vintage shots of women in poodle skirts to a modern shot of two women standing behind the counter. I examine the wall more closely, in search of Whitney in any of the pictures.
“I’m in that one.” She points. 
I didn’t even realize she noticed me staring. Whitney’s young in the photo, only about eight, just like the other children surrounding her.
“I was in third grade, and we came here after state testing for a treat. That woman on the right is the best teacher I ever had.”
“Funny, because Whitney is the best student that I ever had! I still have that teacher appreciation poem you wrote.”
I turn around at the same time that Whitney does and a big grin spreads across her face.
“Hi Anita! It’s so great to see you again,” Whitney says as Anita ropes her into a hug.
“You too. I’ve missed seeing your face every day since you went off to San Francisco. Are you back for good this time, or are you just visiting?”
“Well, I’m here for a visit. We’re packing up and working on moving my business to San Francisco,” Whitney says, a blush rising to her cheeks. 
I examine the woman standing before us. She’s plump, with curled blonde hair and laugh lines embedded deep in her cheeks. I can tell that she’s the kind of person that smiles a lot, and I can immediately tell why Whitney likes her.
“So, are you her boyfriend then, here to help her out?” Anita asks. 
I turn to Whitney, my eyes widening. She shakes her head before stepping in.
“No, this is my boss, the man who’s apartment I’m redecorating,” Whitney says, and Anita’s attention turns back to her. 
After a few more moments of catching up on town gossip, Whitney finally gets us two coffees to go. As we step back into the rental car I turn to Whitney, but before I can open my mouth, she starts explaining.
“I’m sorry, I know that you probably wanted to tell her, but she’s a good friend of my mom’s.”
I chuckle and shake my head.
“I was just going to ask where we’re off to next. It’s your prerogative who we tell about us in your hometown, although I’d love to meet your mom while we’re here. I want to know the woman who raised such an amazing person.”
She stares at me for a few moments before turning away and turning on the trunk.
“We’re going to the grocery store to pick up some things for dinner. Do you know what you want? I probably have some basics in my pantry, but nothing special, and no perishables, obviously. I gave those all away when I went to San Francisco.”
“Why don’t you let me make you dinner? It will be my treat, and I can make my ultra-special secret recipe.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her and she rolls her eyes.
“Okay, but if you burn down my kitchen, you’re paying for a brand new one.”
She expertly reverses out of the parking spot as I stare out the window. Why does she think that I don’t know how to cook?
[image: image-placeholder]After adding the final parsley garnishes to the linguine pasta with white wine sauce, I bring the plates to the table and set one in front of Whitney. She inhales deeply above the dish before sitting back. 
“It smells amazing, Grayson. I may have underestimated you a bit,” she says as she eagerly grabs her forks and starts swirling noodles around it. 
I’ve barely sat down before the fork is in her mouth and her eyes are popping open at the flavor. “Oh my god, this is the best thing that I’ve ever eaten.”
“And you kept saying that I couldn’t cook,” I taunt as I take my first mouthful. 
The white wine excellently amplifies the lemon and red pepper flakes, allowing the flavors to all play on each other. It’s one of my favorite dishes to make, and it easily impresses despite being deceptively simple.
“Well, you were right and I was wrong, and boy am I glad I was.”
We finish our meals in content silence. It’s the comfortable kind of silence you can only have with someone that understands you better than anyone else. I watch Whitney for a few moments as she eats. I admire the way her eyes close when she takes a bite, and the slight purr of pleasure she gives when she tastes the food. There’s something so sensual about a woman when she eats, something that can’t be observed at any moment besides pure bliss.
“That was incredible. Where did you learn to make that?” she asks. 
I shrug before I respond.
“I took a fine dining cooking course every week when I was younger. I learned a lot of great dishes that were ‘restaurant quality,’ as the head chef would say. Plus, I learned a lot about flavor profiles and combining different flavors.”
“A cooking course would be so fun. We should do it together,” Whitney says, smiling as she gets up and collects our plates.
“Oh, let me get the dishes!” I stand up after her, and she shakes her head before putting the dishes in the dishwasher. 
“No way. If you cook, I clean, and vice versa. Them’s the rules at my house,” she says in a goofy voice. 
I roll my eyes, but don’t argue with her. After all, it is her house. “If you want to help, though, you can get a fire started in the fire pit out back. I’ll join you when I’m done.”
I nod and find my way out the sliding glass doors. Despite it being dark out, there are string lights hanging around the porch, ensuring that I’m not walking around in total darkness. I look around before finding the pile of small logs and shredded newspaper in a circle surrounded by various seats. There’s a long lighter on one of the chairs. After a few tries pressing the trigger button, a fire erupts from the tip. I touch it to the pile, and a fire roars from it almost immediately.
I sit down on the wicker loveseat that faces the fire pit and glass doors. 
I watch the fire for a moment, admiring the ability to have something like this out here. It would never be allowed in the city. Whitney interrupts my thoughts, joining me on the loveseat with a blanket. She wraps it around us before settling in next to me, snuggling close. I lean against her, and we stay like this for a long time before finally going to sleep.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Whitney


I place another white binder in one of the boxes. We’re in my office right now, packing up almost everything that we can find. Grayson’s in charge of all the books about interior design and magazines about predicted trends. Truthfully, now that we’ve gotten started on everything, I realize that there really isn’t that much to pack. But, that doesn’t make me regret my decision to come to Keene for our “vacation.” Even though I know we would have had more fun on the beach somewhere, there’s something comforting to me about being home.  
“Whitney?” Grayson asks, interrupting my thoughts. 
I turn around to see him taping up a box. The shelf behind him is completely empty, as if brand new.
“What’s up?” I slide another binder into the box, stacking it the opposite way as I did the other one so that they line up to make a flat surface. The binders are showcases of all my past work. Every job gets a binder, and some are thicker than others. At some point, I’d love to move from binders to a professional, sleeker option, like a  coffee table book filled with photos. Right now, I make do with what’s in my budget.
“Are we going to see your parents today?”
I blink, stopping in my tracks. Seeing my parents? I hadn’t even thought about it now that we’re in Keene. The craziest thing is that I should have thought about it when we saw Anita at the Prime Roast. My mom will undoubtedly know that I’m in town through the grapevine of small-town gossip. Will they be upset that I’m in town and haven’t told them that I was coming? Or that I wasn’t planning on seeing them?
“No,” I shake my head. “We won’t be seeing my parents this trip.”
I can feel Grayson’s eyes staring holes into my back as I turn back to the showcase binders.
“Whitney,” Grayson says evenly, as if to recapture my attention. 
I feign ignorance at what he’s trying to do, not turning around when I speak.
“We’re much too busy, and besides, I’m not ready for you to meet my family yet.”
“Whitney, please look at me.”
Begrudgingly, I turn around and look at him. His eyes are sincere with worry. 
“Seriously Grayson, I’m not ready. My mom and Penny talk all the time, apparently. They talk even more than I talk with my mom. So, if my mom finds out that we’re together in that way, it will definitely get back around to Penny.”
He stares at me before responding.
“I understand, but that doesn’t mean that I think you should avoid seeing them all together. They’re still your family, and I know you must have missed them while you’ve been away. Even if I don’t go, I think you should spend at least a little bit of time with your family.”
It’s so sweet that he’s worried about me not seeing my family, but I honestly can’t risk it. I’m a terrible secret keeper, especially around my mom. She always knows when something else is going on, and if I’m face to face with her, then she’ll know that there’s something going on, which brings us all the way back to square one.
“I really appreciate you thinking about my family and me like that. It’s very kind of you. But I really would just rather that this trip be for you and me, like we originally talked about. If we went somewhere fancy or exotic, we wouldn’t be seeing my family there, and I want this to be the same sort of trip — just the two of us doing something together and enjoying each other's company. Plus, I don’t want to rush into things with you. My family fell in love with Jared, and they were heartbroken when things went sour in that relationship.”
“I would never cheat on you, Whitney,” Grayson says, looking hurt at being compared to my cheating ex.
“I know you wouldn’t, but that’s not the only way things could go wrong. I want to be sure that we’re going to be together for the long haul before I introduce you to all of them. After we tell Penny, we can tell everyone else, including my family, okay?”
I can tell by the expression on his face that he wants to say something else, but he holds back, deciding not to say whatever it is that’s on his mind.
“Alright, whatever you want. I know that you’re particular and I promise that I’ll respect that.”
“Thank you. I really appreciate you going along with whatever neurotic ideas are in my brain. You have no idea how much it means to me.” I sidle up to him and plant a kiss on his lips. “Let’s go out tonight. Do you like to dance?”
“I actually love to dance.”
“Then I have the perfect date for us,” I say, running a hand through his hair. “Let’s go hop in the shower so we can get ready.”
I wink at him as I sashay out the door of my office. He raises his eyebrows and follows me to the bathroom.
[image: image-placeholder]The sign on Foggy’s is just as I remember, with the lights on the F burnt out, and hanging halfway off the building. One day, that thing is going to fall on someone if they don’t get it fixed. 
“This place looks derelict,” Grayson comments as I turn off the car.
“I know, but that’s part of it’s charm. Come on.” We get out of the car and head inside. 
Small town means no door person checking ID’s, because everyone knows if you’re underaged or not. When I was in high school, we started going to the nearby town of Winchester for our underage drinking excursions, since coming to Foggy’s meant not only having your fake ID confiscated, but also having your mom called to pick you up straight from the bar.
Grayson looks around the building in horror. It’s packed to the brim, and when I look to the stage, I suddenly understand why. Local celebrity Eve Cloakfell is on stage, singing country hit after country hit. She’s not famous by any definition of the word, but to Keene she is, so when she comes and plays at Foggy’s, the place is always packed. I grab his hand and lead him to the bar.
“Whitney, I didn’t know you were in town,” Mickey, the bartender, says. 
I shrug and smile.
“Just back for a small visit. Can we have two whiskeys on the rocks?” I shout to be heard over the increasing volume of the music. 
Mickey says something back that I think might be “coming right up” but in all honesty, I can’t tell.
“This place is interesting,” Grayson says as he leans into me so that I can hear. 
“Isn’t it? I used to be a regular here.”
“You used to be a regular here?” He scrunches his face as he looks around. 
I wonder what he’s thinking. Is he picturing me sitting alone at the bar, or out on the dance floor having fun? Does he know which vision is accurate? Mickey places two whiskeys on the counter in front of me. I drop some cash into his hand before grabbing the drinks and leading Grayson to a secluded table in the corner. He quickly downs his drink as I take a swig of mine.
“Thirsty?” I ask, chuckling.
“I needed it to get used to the noise level. It’s like being at a concert for an artist that I don’t know.”
I chug the rest of my own drink as an idea runs through me. The whiskey leaves a trail of warmth down my throat that ends in my stomach. I grab Grayson’s hand and lead him through the crowded dance floor, weaving in and out of peoples’ way.
When we’re finally in the center, I turn to face him and start shimmying to the music. He throws his head back in a laugh before joining me, snapping his fingers along to the beat. The mood loosens up as our dance moves get wilder.
“Are you having fun?” I ask as the music changes to something slower. 
He takes my hand and pulls me close to him. I look into his eyes, admiring their deep blue color.
“I always have fun when I’m with you.” He smiles softly. 
His face is getting closer to mine when I’m suddenly bumped from behind, my forehead smacking straight into Grayson’s chin. I whirl around as I cradle my forehead.
Standing behind me is my ex, Jared, and an unfamiliar woman, though not the one he cheated on me with. Jared smirks as he looks me up and down.
“Didn’t expect to see you here, Whitney,” he says. 
He looks up at Grayson behind me before sneering, “Well, it didn’t take you long to move on, did it?”
“At least I waited until the relationship was over before I moved on,” I shoot back. 
He rolls his eyes and the woman with him crinkles her nose at him.
“What’s she talking about?” the woman asks.
“Oh, he didn’t tell you that he’s a serial cheater? We were together for almost a year and he was unfaithful the entire time. I hope you don’t travel for work a lot.”
Maybe I should feel bad for telling her, but she deserves to know. She gasps and storms off. Jared narrows his eyes at me.
“Seriously? You’re such a bitter bitch that you have to ruin my new relationship. Honestly, Whitney, if I hadn’t been unfaithful, being with you would have bored me to death because you have no personality. Being with you is like dating a sheet of paper.”
I blink, caught off guard by the venom in his voice. Grayson steps in front of me, squaring up to Jared.
“Don’t ever talk about Whitney like that. She’s the most incredible woman that I’ve ever met, and it’s charity work that she ever gave a person like you the time of day. You should be begging for her forgiveness and kissing her feet, you sniveling little worm.”
Jared rolls his eyes before walking off after his girlfriend. Grayson turns around and brings me into his arms.
“Come on, let’s go home. I’ve had enough excitement for the night.”
[image: image-placeholder]I come out of the bathroom to Grayson already laying in my bed. I slide under the sheet next to him, snuggling in close. He kisses my forehead and I wince, the spot still tender from where it bumped his chin. 
“I think it might bruise,” he whispers, rubbing his thumb gently over the spot. 
My eyes flit down to his chin, where there’s no visible damage. I run my hand over his face before bringing his lips to mine.
“Grayson,” I say under my breath, my chest rising and falling as a warm feeling swells inside of me.
“Yes, Whitney?”
“I’m falling for you.”
“I’m falling for you too,” he says before planting another kiss on my lips. 
I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me. He deepens the kiss before gripping my waist with his hands, digging his fingers into the soft skin at my sides. 
“Are you not wearing underwear?”
I pull away and lift an eyebrow in amusement. Flames light up his eyes as he wiggles out of his briefs. He positions himself on top of me, leaning down to kiss my collarbone before plunging deep into me.
I gasp at the sensation before looking up at him. My eyes stare into his as he moves into me repeatedly, tension pulsing between us. He leans down and kisses me while thrusting in again and I moan quietly at the feeling. This isn’t sex like we’ve had it before. It’s sweet and tender. This is making love. He cups my breast and fondles it gently while increasing the pace. I can feel the warmth building in my belly as he moves in and out of me. His breath hitches, and I can tell that the pleasure is building within him too.
I pull him in close to me so that my lips are lined up with his ear.
“I want you to pour your love into me,” I whisper, and he releases, hot passion filling me. 
I shudder at the pulsing sensation inside me. It pushes me over the edge as I’m racked with orgasm. We stay like this for a moment before laying in each others’ arms, falling into a deep sleep after our moment of passion.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Grayson


“So, how was packing up Whitney’s office in Keene? I was so surprised when she told me that you offered to go with her; that was so sweet of you. I’m really thankful for everything you’ve done to make Whitney feel at home. You have no idea how much it truly means to me,” Penny says as she dips a chicken tender into some ranch. 
Whitney and I have only been back for a few days, but Penny has been eagerly waiting for us to go out for lunch. We’ve hit up our favorite chicken joint, King’s Chicken. It’s not fancy, like the places she and mom go to, but I think that’s what she likes about it. There’s no pressure to be perfect or to have some fancy wine when we eat here. It’s just us and our chicken, enjoying the same dipping sauces and fried combos that everyone else gets.
“It was good. She showed me some cool places in her hometown while we were there. It’s an interesting place, actually. She has a firepit in her backyard, which I think is the coolest. We’ll never be allowed to have that in our penthouses,” I say, even though it’s not what I want to tell her. 
What I want to tell her is that I’m falling for her best friend. That Whitney's and my week in Keene showed me so much more about the woman that I want to spend all of my time with. Of course, I can’t say any of that, because Penny doesn’t know anything.
I know that Whitney is struggling with keeping the secret from Penny. But, I don’t think she realizes how hard it is for me to keep it a secret too. Penny may be her best friend, but she’s my baby sister, the one person in this world that I’m closest to. I’m even closer to her than I am to Preston, and he’s my twin.
“That’s really neat. Did you guys roast smores? I’ve always wanted to do that. I wish mom would have let me go to a sleepaway camp when I was little,” she sighs dreamily.
“Well, maybe when Baby J’s a little bit older, the three of you can go camping in the Redwoods or something? Then you can make smores and set up a tent and all of that neat stuff.”
“Actually, that’s a great idea. Thanks Gray! I would have never thought of that. So, what do you think of Whitney? She’s totally awesome, right?” She smiles at me, and I find myself wondering what she’s up to. 
Does she already know somehow? 
“She’s not at all what I expected her to be. Completely different than anyone else that I’ve ever met before. Truthfully, I think that I may have misjudged her a little when she first came here. I actually feel bad about some of the things that I’ve said to her in the past. Maybe I should get her a gift as an apology. Like a bouquet or something?”
“A bouquet? Why not a fruit basket?” Penny asks, raising an eyebrow out of curiosity.
“A bouquet just seems nicer, doesn’t it? Roses are a little strong, but maybe something sweet, like lilies?” I get lost in thought, imagining the kind of bouquet I could get for Whitney. 
I actually don’t know if she likes flowers, but every woman likes flowers, don’t they? What kind of flowers does she like?”
I turn to Penny, and she’s holding a fry, staring at me as a slow smile spreads across her face.
“Oh my gosh, you like Whitney!”
“What? I—”
“Don’t even try to deny it, Grayson, it’s written all over your face! You’re head over heels in love with Whitney!” 
She laughs and starts singing, “Grayson and Whitney sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”
“Oh, shut up Penny! What are you, six?”
“I may look like an adult, but I’m truly a kid at heart. Now, seriously, tell me about your feelings for Whitney.” She grins and plucks another fry from her plate. 
I stare at her and frown. I wish that I could tell her everything about my feelings for Whitney. That would break Whitney’s trust, though, and I know that I can’t do that.
“Seriously, I was just trying to think of something nice to do. I don’t have feelings for Whitney. And don’t even think about trying to set me up with anyone else, because I’m not interested in dating right now.”
I’m filled with guilt at having to lie to Penny. It’s not like I can even talk about this to anyone besides Landon, and even though I love my older brother, he’s not really the best at giving advice. Plus, he and Hailey are basically glued to the hip when it comes to anything not work related. I don’t know how close Hailey and Penny are, but it’s not a risk I’m willing to take when it comes to Whitney’s and my relationship.
I’m really in a conundrum, because I can’t even talk to my own best friend about it. Truthfully, I’ve barely spent time with Parker since he and Penny got married. I’m happy for them, and I’m glad that they both found happiness together, but it is tough losing my best friend. It wouldn’t be right for me to ask him to hide something like this from his own wife. There’s no need to drag anyone else into my own mess.
“Do you want to get some ice cream after this? Dewey’s is open until three,” I tell Penny. 
Her eyes light up at the mention of our favorite childhood ice cream place. At least things are going right for one of us.
[image: image-placeholder]“I heard that you might need help sealing some envelopes,” I say as I walk into my home office.  
Whitney is sitting at my desk, diligently putting together the invitations for Preston’s and my birthday party.
“Oh my god, yes, thank goodness you’re here. There are so many invitations! I found a place that will address and mail them all, but they all have to be sealed and put together in the envelope for them to take them, which seemed doable before I knew that there were 1000 invitations!” Her eyes bulge when she says 1000. 
For us, that’s actually a small party, but I decide not to mention that, since she’s already freaking out. Penny and Mom must have decided to keep it to our closer group of acquaintances. 
“It’s okay, I’m here to help. Here, hand me half of them and I’ll get started.” I sit down at the desk next to her as she picks up a box and sets it in front of me. 
I gaze into the box and see various elements of the invitations — response cards, information cards, envelopes, and a sheer piece of paper. I’ve never actually put any invitations together myself; that’s something an assistant would usually do. Whitney must recognize the confused look on my face because she takes one piece of each out of my box and holds them up in front of me.
“Alright, pay attention because I’m only going to show you this once. Paper invitation, response card, wrap them in the sheer sheet, folding at the perforations. Put them in the envelope like this,” she says as she slides the small packet into the envelope. 
She hands me the envelope and I move to lick the edge to seal it. “No! Are you crazy? Do you know how bad it is for you to lick those things? Use the paintbrush and water.”
She slides a cup with a brush sticking out of it onto the edge of my desk. I eye it suspiciously.
“That’s not going to spill, right? We have very many important documents on our computers in here.”
“It’s not going to spill if you pull the brush up out of the cup instead of just toward you,” she says as she rolls her eyes. She goes back to the box in front of her and expertly assembles an invitation. She grabs the paint brush and lines the envelope flap with a small line of water before sticking it to the body of the envelope, sealing the invitation shut.
I seal the invitation in my hand before moving on to begin assembling more. At first, I’m slow, fumbling with the different pieces in my hand. After I’ve finished putting together a few dozen invitations, though, I get the hang of it, and I am able to put them together almost as quickly as Whitney is.
“I ate lunch with Penny today,” I say, starting a conversation. 
I can see tension line up in her shoulders at the mention of my sister’s name. 
“Oh, really? Where did you two eat?” Whitney asks, trying her best to sound casual, but I can hear the tightness in her voice, and see the sharp movements in her hands.
“King’s Chicken. She thanked me for making you feel so welcome and asked what I thought about you.”
“And you said?”
“That you were different than I expected you to be, and that I like working with you.”
“Oh, that’s nice, thank you. I’m sure she was happy to hear that.”
“She also guessed that I have feelings for you,” I say as I seal another invitation. 
Whitney stops in her tracks, staring down at the invitation in her hand.
“I see. What did you tell her?”
I frown at the fact that she won’t even look up. Whitney is acting like a robot. I know that she’s scared of telling Penny, but why is she this scared?
“I told her that I’m not interested in you, and that I don’t want to date anyone.” Whitney finally looks up and examines my face. 
She frowns sadly before responding. “Right, of course you did. I’m sorry that our relationship means that you have to lie to your sister.”
“Well, it’s not our relationship that is making me lie to my sister,” I say pointedly. 
Whitney averts her gaze as I stare at her. “But it’s okay, because she’ll know the truth after the party, right?”
Whitney slowly begins to fold the sheer sheet over the invitation in her hand, taking her time before she answers me.
“Right, of course she will. That was our deal, and I don’t intend on breaking it. Thank you for helping me keep this a secret.”
I stare at Whitney, but she continues to look at the invitation in her hands as if she can’t feel my gaze burning holes into her. The way she’s acting bothers me. Will she actually want to tell Penny after the birthday party? That’s the question that I keep asking myself out of worry. Because the reality is that the only reason we’re waiting to tell people is because that’s what she wants. If it was up to me, I would have revealed everything to Penny at lunch today, no problem. Sure, she might have been a little peeved at us for keeping secrets, but she would get over it eventually. Truthfully, I think that she would be overjoyed knowing that Whitney and I are together.
Whitney stands up suddenly, smoothing the fabric of her pants over her thighs.
“I actually think I need a break. I’ve been at this all morning. I’m going to run down the street and grab a bite to eat.”
“Are you sure? I do have food here.”
“Yeah, I’m sure. I think a change of scenery could help me stop feeling so worried about getting all the invitations together.” 
Whitney hurries out of the apartment, the door shutting a mere five seconds after she’s left the room. I sigh and lean back, staring at the ceiling.
There’s a niggling feeling inside of me that tells me that Whitney is going to back out of telling Penny after the party. It almost feels inevitable at this point — her coming up with yet another excuse why we shouldn’t tell Penny. I know that I don’t have a right to be annoyed at her for something that hasn’t happened, but I can’t help it. Will we be old and gray before Whitney finally decides she’s ready to tell Penny the truth?




Chapter Twenty-Four

Whitney


Penny and I are at a local craft store. Our dresses have been perfectly done, Penny has assured me, but she wanted me to come with her to pick out things to decorate our masks with. 
“Oh, these peacock feathers would be perfect for my mask. Maybe off to the side, like this?” she asks as she places the feathers fanned out onto the right side of the mask. 
She holds it up to her face for me to approve. The idea is good, and even though they’re not put together yet, I know that the masks will look amazing with or without feathers.
“That’s a great idea, Penny. Especially with those sequins in different shades of blue and green on the left side, I think you’ve got a winning idea. I can’t wait to see the dresses! Can I see them when we get home?” I’ve been eager to see the dresses for weeks now, but Penny has been adamant about waiting until the whole look is finished before letting me take even a sneak peek. 
Penny must have taken my measurements about a million times while working on the dresses. I can’t help but admire Penny and her determination. Seriously, if there was ever a contender for superwoman, it would be her. I didn’t think she’d be able to make two dresses while also watching Baby J full time, but I was wrong. When I’m not watching him, she puts him in his pack and play in her sewing room with a few toys and it distracts him perfectly.
She looks at the masks and nods, approving of my opinion. She pushes the cart farther down the aisle. I look at all the different craft items hanging on hooks for my own mask. Finally, I spot something that I know I want for mine. In a small packet on the shelf are pink and purple butterflies made out of some sort of organza fabric.
“Penny! Look at these!” I show her the packet and her eyes widen as she snatches them from me.
“These are perfect! Are there more?” 
She gently shoves me to the side before looking at the others in front of her. She grabs all the packets off the hook and slides them into our cart. My eyes must bulge out of my head, because she laughs at the expression on my face. 
“They’re not all for your mask, don’t worry. I have something else planned for all of these.”
There’s a twinkle in her eye, and I find myself wondering what on earth she could be planning with almost three hundred organza butterflies. 
“What are you planning on doing with them?”
“It’s a surprise, duh!” She picks up a few multi-colored rhinestone packets, and I smile at her excitement. 
It’s nice to see her happy, and I wish that I could share my innermost secret with her now. 
“I can’t wait to see the whole outfits completed. You’re such a talented designer, I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you as a friend,” I say, sniffling a little bit. 
I can’t believe I’m getting emotional in the middle of the craft store.
“Aw, Whit,” Penny says as she throws her arms around me, pulling me into a huge hug. “I’m so happy that you’re here. Thank you so much for taking over the party planning. I know that it can’t be easy doing that and decorating Grayson’s apartment. Speaking of Grayson, has he been nicer to you lately?”
I freeze at the mention of Grayson’s name. It’s a stupid response, considering that she’s bound to say his name sometimes — she is his sister after all.
“Um, yeah, he’s been nicer. A lot more tolerable to be around.”
“It seriously surprised me that he went on that trip to Keene with you, but I’m glad that he did. He told me about how you showed him around your hometown. Thank you for being nice to him, even though he was awful at first. I don’t know what got into him, but it’s good to see that he’s mellowed out a little,” she says, and guilt washes over me. 
I desperately want to tell her that Grayson and I are together, tell her that I’m falling for him, hard, and that I’m sorry for hiding it from her, but I can’t. I can’t even move my lips in the way that saying words would require.
“Yeah, well…anything for my best friend,” I say, even though it sounds more like a question than a statement. 
She rolls her eyes at my awkwardness and leads me to the checkout. I let out a sigh of relief at the conversation being over, but the guilt for lying to my best friend doesn’t leave.
After Penny pays for the items, we get into the car and she turns to me.
“So, what do you want for dinner? We can stop by the grocery store and pick up some things.”
“Oh, actually, I won’t be home for dinner. I have a date,” I tell her, chewing my cheek in anxiety. 
Grayson and I had decided to go on a proper date tonight, not that I can tell her that.
“What?!” Her eyes widen in surprise. “That’s amazing! Who is he? Tell me all about him! Is he nice? Fun? Do I know him?”
I look at her, the two of us pitching forward as the car starts to move at the hands of the driver.
“Well, he’s very funny and smart. You might know him,” I lie. 
Obviously, she knows him. This is actually so much harder than I thought it would be, lying to Penny’s face directly.
“He’s seriously handsome. I don’t want to tell you his name yet, though, because I don’t know if it’s going anywhere yet.”
Penny examines my face, and I worry that I’ve overdone it. I’m caught; she knows I’m lying.
“You seem so nervous, and you know what, I totally understand. Jared completely broke your trust, so obviously you would want to keep a potential new beau under wraps. Don’t worry, I won’t push you for details. Just know that I’m rooting for you.”
Her phone pings and her attention is drawn to the message on her phone. Shame courses through me at the fact that I’m lying to the most amazing person in the world. She didn’t even consider for a moment that I was being deceitful, and she’s so understanding. I take in a deep breath as tears threaten to fill my eyes. I will not cry, especially because that will prompt Penny to begin asking more questions.
“I guess I should stop trying to push you and Grayson together then, huh?” Penny jokes, smirking at me. 
My eyebrows raise in alarm.
“Wow, did you seriously not catch on that I was doing that? I’m impressed, I must be much better at covert ops than I thought.”
She karate chops the air and I burst into laughter at her antics. She laughs along with me, karate chopping some more. I wish I could enjoy this moment without the fingers of remorse pulling me in another direction.
[image: image-placeholder]Penny and Parker opted to go out for a dinner date, since I wouldn’t be there for dinner. Baby J is spending more time with Grandma Eleanor, and it’s hard to say which one of them is happier about it. She tickles his belly on the floor and his baby giggles bring a smile to my face.  
“Alright, I’m heading out. I should be back before Penny and Parker get home,” I announce to her, and Eleanor smiles at me.
“Be safe and have fun dear! If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me! And take your time. I’m going to love spending time with my Grandson.”
“Aren’t you precious? Yes you are, yes you are!” I hear Eleanor say as I close the apartment door.
I step out the front door and meet Grayson in the hallway. He smiles and brushes a strand of hair behind my ear.
“You look beautiful.”
“Thank you.”
He grabs my hand and leads me to the elevator, pressing the button for the parking garage.
“So, what are we doing tonight?” I ask, glancing up at him. 
He moves closer, kissing me before responding.
“It’s a surprise, but don’t worry, you’ll like it.”
Curiosity nags at me as he puts his lips back on mine. I get lost in the heat of his kiss as his hands thread their way through my hair. I can feel tingles in my lady area as desire spreads through me. I’ve never had sex in an elevator, but I wouldn’t be opposed to it. One of his hands makes its way down my back and under my skirt, gripping my bottom firmly. I gasp just as the elevator dings.
“Third floor,” a robotic voice says as the door opens. 
We pull apart as I adjust my hair. The woman that gets on is middle aged and eyes us suspiciously before looking at the buttons before her. I assume that she’s going to the parking garage also, since she doesn’t press anything else. It’s an awkward ride down to the parking garage, and as soon as the doors open, the woman hurries off. I look at Grayson and giggle. He joins me as he leads me out of the elevator to a small motorcycle near the front.
“Wait, you have a motorcycle?” My eyebrows pull together. 
“Yeah. I figured we could take it to the beach and have a nice picnic,” he says as he pulls two helmets from the storage area behind the seat. 
He hands me one, and I put it on, buckling the strap under my chin. Nerves curl up in my stomach at the idea of riding on this thing.
“I’ve never ridden on a motorcycle before,” I say quietly. 
He looks at me and smiles.
“Don’t worry, I won’t go too fast. Just hold on to me tight, and I promise you’ll have fun.”
He gets on the bike and motions for me to get on behind him. I settle in, placing my feet on the passenger foot bars. My dress is pulled up to my thighs, and I wonder if I should change into pants. Before I can voice my thoughts to Grayson, the motorcycle roars to life and we zip out of the garage.
The wind blows my hair behind me as we zoom through the streets of San Francisco. The lights around me all blend together, like I’m on a spinning ride at the pier. At this moment, everything seems magical.
[image: image-placeholder]The sun is setting over the water as my toes dig into the sand with every step. Grayson and I are hand in hand, taking in the scenery as the food from our picnic settles. We ate the most amazing wraps while sitting together on the beach. Afterward, Grayson suggested a walk to help us digest, and it was honestly one of the best ideas he’s had in a while. 
“Can I ask you a question?” I ask, looking up at him. 
He blinks before looking at me and smiling softly.
“Of course. You can ask me anything, anytime, anyplace.”
“Where do you see this going? Us, in the future, I mean, not this walk.” I know that I’m rambling, but I’m nervous about what his response will be. 
I know that he likes me, and I definitely like him, but I don’t know to what extent he wants to be with me. He stops walking and faces me, clasping both of my hands within his.
“Whitney,” he says quietly. 
The light glow of the sunlight illuminates one side of his face, causing colors and sparkles to swirl within his deep blue eyes. “I see this going to the end. I see us getting married, moving in together. Maybe even having kids. I know this might be coming on too strong, but I know that I’m falling in love with you. There’s not a doubt in my mind that we’re meant to be together.”
I blink away happy tears as I stare up at him. Before I can second guess myself, I raise myself up and place my lips on his in a gentle kiss.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Grayson


“I’m just really nervous, you know. I could barely keep it together; how can I be expected to keep it together at my own birthday party?” I ask, looking to Landon for advice.  
“You could try not getting plastered again,” Landon says, looking at me squarely. 
I want to roll my eyes, but he is right. If I hadn’t been absolutely shit-faced, I never would have mistaken Whitney for Georgia Kelly King. After she told me what had happened, I had looked up pictures of the Australian model, and Whitney was right — their similarities ended at their height and their long blonde hair. Even their eye colors were different, with Whitney’s being the gorgeous blue that I love, and Georgia’s being a muted green.
“Great, now I have to police my BAC at my own birthday party. Just what I wanted.”
“Hey, don’t look at me. It’s your own fault for choosing not to tell everyone, which you really need to do, by the way. I don’t like being in this predicament of knowing, but having to hide it from everyone. It’s been difficult enough not to tell Hailey.”
“How is Hailey, by the way?” I ask innocently.
“She’s good, but don’t change the subject. You know that it’s wrong to hide this from everyone, especially Penny.”
I groan as I drop my head into my hands.
“Seriously, when do you plan to tell everyone? If you really love Whitney, then it’s only right for everyone to know. You do love her, don’t you?” Landon asks, raising an eyebrow in question.
Only a few short months ago, I would have balked at the idea of being in love with Whitney. But, my feelings have quickly grown stronger for her with every passing moment.
“I’m definitely falling for her.”
“Then why are you hiding your relationship with her?”
“Because it’s what she wants!” I burst out, unable to continue taking the blame for this situation. “It’s what she told me she wants. I’ve been championing for telling Penny this entire time, but she’s too scared.”
“She’s scared of Penny?”
“She’s scared of hurting Penny. She thinks Penny will be mad at us for lying for so long.”
“She probably will be. I mean, I would be,” Landon shrugs.
“Yeah, thanks man, that’s really helpful.”
“Just being honest.”
“Look, we’re planning on telling Penny after the birthday party. Whitney thinks that will be the best time, since most of Penny’s stresses will be over and she’ll be in a good mood.”
“Why don’t you guys tell her during the party? That’s when she’ll be happiest — the party coming to fruition, a little bit of drink. Seems like the perfect combination to me.”
I think over what Landon’s said. He’s right, Penny will be the most relaxed during the party. It makes complete sense to tell her during the party instead of after.
“Landon, you’re a genius. I’m seriously lucky to have you as a brother and a business partner!” I open my arms for a hug and he looks at me as if I’ve suddenly grown another head. “Come on, you know you want some of this hug action!”
I move closer to him and he shoots up out of his chair.
“Get away from me. You haven’t even showered this morning.”
I grin and take another step toward him.
“I’m warning you, Grayson. You’ll regret this,” he says as he moves backward towards the door. 
I break into a sprint and he runs out of the room in response, leading us into a game of chase, just like when we were kids.
[image: image-placeholder]“Let’s watch a movie or something,” Whitney says as she plops down onto the couch. It’s been a long day of her remodeling the bedroom. She’s painted in there, even though she won’t even let me see the color. Right now, I’m sleeping in one of the guest rooms. To ensure that I don’t peek at all, Whitney keeps the key. If I didn’t already know she had trust issues, I would have definitely found out from this. 
“Sure, what kind of movie were you thinking?”
“Maybe a horror movie?” she suggests, and I smile. 
This is something that would have surprised me a few weeks ago, but now I don’t even bat an eye. I actually love recognizing the changes that have come about in Whitney’s and my relationship as time has gone on.
“That sounds great to me. Why don’t you pick one out while I make some popcorn and grab some movie candy from the cupboard?” I say. 
She nods and turns to the TV as I saunter off to the kitchen.
I watch her from my spot by the microwave as I wait for the popcorn to finish. It’s fun to see her movie selection process. Click on title, read the synopsis, play ten seconds of the trailer, then exit out of that movie. Rinse and repeat. I wonder if she will even have one picked before I come back with popcorn and licorice twists.
The microwave beeps, indicating that the popcorn is done. I carefully take the bloated bag out of the microwave and pour it into a bowl big enough for the two of us to share. When I finally return to the couch, I see that she has a movie picked out on the screen featuring shattered glass and a woman’s face twisted in fear.
“Before we start the movie, I have something that I want to talk to you about,” I say as I turn to face her.
“What’s up?”
“I love you, Whitney. I know that it might be too soon for you to say it back, and I understand if that’s the case. But, the more time that we spend together, the more that I know it’s true. I don’t want to hide my love for you any longer than we have to. That’s why I think we should tell Penny at my birthday party, instead of after.”
She takes in a breath and blinks at me, but doesn’t open her mouth, prompting me to continue.
“I think it only makes sense — she’ll be in a great mood, with no worries or stress. It’s the perfect time for us to tell her. And, honestly, I don’t think she’ll be as upset as you think she’ll be. She’s been trying to put us together since day one, and that has to mean something. She’ll be happy that we’re finally together like she wanted. She’s always wanted a sister, and she views you as her sister.”
“What about Hailey?” Whitney asks. 
I recognize a desperate attempt to change the subject, but don’t call her out on it.
“Hailey is a lovely person, and she and Penny get along, but you’re her best friend, Whitney. That counts for more than you could ever know. Besides, she can’t get too mad at us. She basically hid Parker’s and her relationship from me for the entirety of its beginning. I think that she’ll be a lot more understanding than you’re giving her credit for, Whitney.”
My eyes are pleading with her and she chews her lip in thought before sighing.
“I know that you’re right, Grayson. I don’t understand why I’m so scared to tell her, but I think it has less to do with Penny’s reaction than it does with my own fears. We should tell Penny at the party.”
“Really? You agree?” My eyes light up when she nods her head in agreement. 
I throw my arms around her and pull her into a hug. She kisses my cheek as she gets closer.
“Yes, I agree. I’m actually a little excited at the idea, although still nervous. Believe it or not, I’m also getting a little tired of hiding the truth from everyone. I want to be able to stay the night at your place without worrying about what everyone’s thinking.”
I lean back and study her face before kissing her gently. She leans into the kiss, deepening it. She runs her hands down my chest before stopping at the button on my pants, toying with the metal before pushing the button through the hole in the denim. She slowly unzips them and pulls them down my legs. My breath hitches, and I feel a stirring down there as she looks up at me through her lashes.
She pulls my briefs down, and places her lips on my hardness, licking her tongue gently against the tip. I shudder and gather her long blonde hair together with my hand so that I can get a good view. Her head bobs up and down as her mouth moves on me. 
“Mmmm,” she says, her lips buzzing in a vibrating sensation around my dick. 
I can feel the pleasure building up inside me, threatening to release into her mouth. I gently pull her off of me and lay her down on the couch, pulling her leggings down her creamy pale thighs. I run my fingers along the edges of her panties before pulling them down, revealing the pinkness of her most private part.
I lick my lips before gently kissing the bean of pleasure that sits at the very top of it. She gasps and throws her head back at the sensation. I make the tip of my tongue stiff as I run it along the slit that leads to her clit. I take my finger and insert it into her for an added bonus of pleasure.
“Oh, Grayson,” she moans, arching her back as my finger finds the ribbed spot inside of her. 
I go to town, working her expertly with both my finger and my mouth.
“Grayson! I’m there!”
I feel the inside of her clench around my finger as orgasm rocks her body. She convulses in my hand and I feel satisfaction fill me at the notion that I’m the reason that she’s being wracked with pleasure right now.
She pants heavily before pulling me up so that we’re face to face.
“In,” she says simply, and I smile as I consider pretending not to know what she’s referring to. 
She snakes a hand down, desperately reaching for me. I place myself at her entrance before plunging in. Her warmth envelopes me, and I can’t help but quiver at the sensation. We move together as one; she’s rocking her hips up to meet me with every thrust. My movements get faster until the pleasure begins to build up inside me again. I grab her hips with my hands and pull her onto me quicker than she can manage. She gasps with each thrust.
“Whitney!” I cry as I unload into her. 
I can feel myself pumping every bit of pleasure into the warm space, until there’s none left for me to give. I collapse onto her, and we lie that way for awhile, enjoying each other’s company.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Whitney


I’m giddy with excitement as Penny wraps my hair in curlers. Not only about seeing the beautiful dress that Penny has created, but also about getting to tell her about Grayson and me tonight. When we first agreed to tell Penny during the party the other night, I was worried that we would be making a mistake. It seemed like we were making too rash of a decision before really knowing what was going on. But, over the past few days, I’ve been able to settle my mind, and finally answer the question that I didn’t know was there: Did I love Grayson too? 
I mulled over this question for hours last night while tossing and turning in bed. He said that he loved me, and even though he didn’t pressure me about not saying it back, he made it clear that he noticed, and he must have his thoughts about it. I know I would. Eventually, I came to the realization that I do love Grayson. If I’m honest with myself, that’s why I’ve been so scared. It’s hard to admit that I’ve fallen in love with someone after everything that happened with Jared. 
Now, though, I find myself wondering if I ever truly invested myself in Jared. I was devastated when I found out that he was cheating on me, but even when we were together all those months, there was one person that my mind kept sliding back to.
“Do you want to see the dress?” Penny asks, interrupting my thoughts. 
I nod, and her eyes gleam as she skips off to grab it from her sewing room. I look in the mirror while she’s gone. She hasn’t let me look at myself once, but I gasp slightly when I see my reflection.
This may be conceited to say, but I’ve never considered myself to be unattractive. I don’t think I’m the most beautiful woman to walk the planet, of course, but I’ve always been pretty enough to attract attention. Looking in the mirror now, though, shows a whole new side of me. 
I’ve never been much of a makeup wearer, not because I haven’t wanted to or anything like that, but because every time I’ve tried to put some on, I looked like a clown. I could never get the right ratio of blush, or the perfect shade of eyeshadow. But, Penny has nailed it completely. My eyes are shaded in neutral tones, accentuating the roundness of their shape. Mascara lifts my lashes up, illustrating just how long they are. A subtle blush is brushed on my cheeks under small dabs of shiny highlighter. My lips are a shade of mauve pink underneath a non-sticky gloss. I look like a whole new version of myself, sexy and mysterious. I can’t wait for Grayson to see me — he won’t even know what to do with himself.
Penny bursts through the door, and I turn around guiltily.
“You looked in the mirror!” she says, frowning.
“I couldn’t help it, but Pen, you did amazing! I look incredible.”
“You always look incredible.”
She hangs the garment bag containing my gown on the hook mounted to the back of my door. She slowly unzips it, releasing the swaths of fabric from the confines of the bag.
I throw my hand over my mouth as the dress comes together in front of me. The bodice of the gown is light blue and a strapless corset style. Layers of fabric fall in an A-line shaped skirt, various shades of baby pink and light purple overlapping underneath the hundreds of organza butterflies painstakingly sewn to the top tulle layer of the skirt. 
“Penny, it’s beautiful. I can’t believe you sewed on all of those butterflies,” I say as I walk over to feel the fabric. 
The dress feels soft under my touch.
“Well, I wanted it to match your mask as much as possible. It was really important to me for the costume to be consistent. This is your mask.”
She hands me the mask from the hanger. It’s covered with a white satin fabric, the organza butterflies sewn around the edges. The tiny gemstones we’d picked up from the craft store line the holes that my eyes will peek through. Attached to the mask are two pink satin ribbons on either side. It makes sense now why the makeup is so neutral toned — anything brighter would have clashed with the mask.
I look at Penny as a tear rolls down my face. She gasps and wipes it away before blowing on my cheek.
“Don’t cry! You’ll ruin the makeup,” she says, fanning my eyes. 
I laugh and pull her into a hug.
“I can’t believe you did all of this! You must have slaved away for hours at all of this. How long did it take you to sew all of these butterflies on?”
She looks into the air, as if thinking, before shrugging.
“It’s no big deal. It didn’t take me long. Just like twelve hours.” She giggles as she squeezes my hand. “You deserve it, anyway. You’ve been working so hard decorating Grayson’s penthouse, and making sure that everything for the party goes smoothly. It was the least I could do.”
I stare at my best friend, a pang of guilt hitting me. I smile and will it away. There’s no reason to be guilty. Tonight, we’ll tell her everything, and it all will be well with the world.
“Let’s get you in this dress and get your hair out of those curlers, then I’ll change into my dress. I think Grayson is sending you a limo as a thank you for decorating his place.”
I smile at her, knowing that the limo isn’t being sent as a thank you.
“I want to see your costume!” 
Penny blinks in surprise and then beams at me.
“Of course you do! Let me put it on and I’ll model it for you.”
She exits once again, and I finger the fabric of the gorgeous gown she made me. Penny is such an incredible friend. I can’t believe that she spent twelve hours sewing on these butterflies. 
Penny appears in the doorway, modeling a deep teal taffeta dress with a leg slit. The top is a halter neck, which suits Penny beautifully. The mask is held onto her face by a pale blue satin ribbon. One side of the mask is decorated with varying shades of blue sequins, and the other side has feathers sewn onto the deep teal fabric that matches her dress.
“Oh, Penny, you look beautiful. I wish that I could be here to see the look on Parker’s face when he finally sees you.”
She blushes as she looks down at her outfit.
“Thanks, Whit. You always know how to make me feel good about myself. Now, let’s get you ready so you can get to that limo in time,” she says as she begins to undo the rollers in my hair. 
I watch as a perfectly voluminous curl unravels from the roller, falling directly into my line of vision. Even though my view is blocked as I feel her undo the rest, I know that my hair will look perfect, just like everything else she prepared for me.
[image: image-placeholder]The limo pulls up to the historic hotel that the masquerade is being held in. The pillars on either side of the doorway are dark behind the limo’s tinted windows. There’s a red carpet rolled out to the doorway. That must be something that Penny ordered before I took over the party planning. On either side of the carpet are ropes holding back paparazzi and other people, inevitably looking for the celebrities and other big names that are invited. 
The driver opens the door for me, and I gingerly step out of the limo. I watch as paparazzi lift their cameras, waiting to snap the perfect picture of whoever is getting out of it. They pull their cameras back down when they see me, disappointment evident on their faces at the realization that I’m neither wealthy nor famous enough for a picture of me to be worth their while. A few heartlessly snap pictures before directing their attention elsewhere. As I reach the doors, I turn around to see who’s in the limousine behind mine. Out steps that Australian model, Georgia Kelly King, and the paparazzi go nuts, snapping away with their cameras.
I walk through the glass doors and am led to a ballroom filled with people. The room is expertly decorated, chandeliers providing dim lighting to the room. A band plays instrumental music on the stage. My head swivels as I look for a familiar face.
“Whitney?” a voice says. 
I turn around to see a redhead walking toward me.
“Hi… Hailey!” I say as I finally recognize her. 
She laughs.
“I know, it’s hard to recognize people behind the masks. I’m happy to see you, though. Where’s Penny?”
“Actually, I’m not sure. She’s coming with Parker. Grayson sent a limo for me.”
Hailey raises her brows suggestively.
“Oh, you and Grayson then? I wondered if there was something going on. You two look good together. I’ve been trying to get Landon to make a bet with me about when the two of you would get together, but he keeps refusing.”
He probably keeps refusing since it would be an unfair bet, considering he’s the only one that knows about us. I’m surprised that he didn’t tell Hailey, actually, but maybe he did and she’s just a great actress. I think about correcting her with regard to the nature of Grayson’s and my relationship, but ultimately choose not to, since the truth will be coming out later tonight anyway.
“Hailey!” someone calls from the beverage table. 
Hailey smiles at me before excusing herself, leaving me alone once again. I decide to do a lap around the room, praying that I’ll see a familiar face. I watch as Georgia Kelly King enters, sweeping the room with her eyes before they land on me. She grins and waves at me, and I smile back. Who would have thought I would have an inside joke with a model? San Francisco has brought me more experiences than I ever thought it would. 
Someone bumps me suddenly, and as I turn to say something, my eyes catch Grayson talking to a man I’m unfamiliar with. Grayson laughs at what the man says and throws his head back. He must seriously be at ease, because I’ve never seen him laugh in such a carefree manner before. I smile and make my way through the crowd until I’m standing behind him.
I tap him on the shoulder. He turns around and surprise etches on his face behind his mask. He opens his mouth to say something, but I quickly cut him off.
“Grayson, I need to tell you that you were right. I was worried at first, but after spending some time thinking about it, I’ve realized that I’m glad that we’re doing this.”
I lean up and place my lips on his as I throw my arms around his shoulders. I pull him in close, but the kiss is weird, because his lips aren’t moving with mine. He grips my shoulders before pushing me away.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, my gaze puzzled. 
As I study his face, realization washes over me. There’s no scar on his chin from when Grayson busted it on the playground in elementary school, which means that this isn’t Grayson. It’s Preston.
“Um, I don’t really know what’s going on right now, Whitney, but you have the wrong twin,” he says, clearly uncomfortable with me planting a big one on him in the middle of his birthday party. 
He scans the room and stops after a moment, an alarmed look crossing his face. I turn to find out what the cause for concern is, noting the surprised look from other party-goers along the way.
I gasp as my gaze falls on Grayson, highlighting the reason for Preston’s alarm. Grayson’s eyes narrow at me as he makes his way through the crowded room toward us.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Grayson


As I’m storming toward Whitney, seeing nothing but red, she meets me halfway. 
“Grayson—” she starts to say, but I shake my head, not letting her get a word out.
“Don’t bother, Whitney. It’s clear that I had you clearly pegged when you first came here. I knew that you were just using me to get ahead with your business. You managed to convince Penny that your intentions were pure, and she, in turn, convinced me. And you know what, you almost got away with it. I fell in love with you. Luckily, I found out the truth before anything progressed any further.”
I curl my lip up at her in a sneer. She blinks, and has the audacity to look taken aback.
“What are you talking about, Grayson? This was just an accident. You’re twins for god’s sake. It wasn’t anything but a case of mistaken identity, I promise.”
I shake my head at her feigned ignorance. Does she really think that she can fool me? She’s not nearly as good of an actress as she thinks she is.
“You kissing Preston has nothing to do with this. It doesn’t matter whether that was a mistake or not. That’s minimal compared to everything you’ve been hiding from me!”
“What are you talking about, Grayson? I haven’t hidden anything from you!” She’s shouting now, her jaw set in anger. “All I’ve done is be real with you, the way that you asked me to. If you have something else to say, just say it!”
“Oh, really, you’re not hiding anything from me, are you? Then why don’t you explain why a reporter from Home and Design Magazine showed up on my doorstep today, asking for you!”
I can still feel the shock running through my system when I saw the middle-aged woman standing outside my apartment. She said that she was there for Whitney, to report on the remodeling project that she was doing on my penthouse. I told her that I had no idea what she was talking about when she informed me that it was for a small business showcase. Not only would it be featured in the magazine’s next issue, but it would also be put out as a digital article on the website. When the woman left, I googled the magazine and saw that it had a million subscribers and was completely San Francisco-based.
It was clear to me then what had happened. No matter how much Whitney had touted that she didn’t want to gain anything from this, and was only doing this as a favor to Penny, it was all lies to cover up her true intentions, which was financial gain simply from knowing my family. I don’t believe that she’s been planning it this entire time, but I do believe that she’s been planning it since she arrived here. She knows Penny well enough to know that even if she completely refused to do this for her, Penny would push until Whitney agreed to whatever she wants. That’s the way Penny operates, and it gave Whitney the excuse to blame it on her.
“What are you talking about, Grayson? What’s Home and Design magazine?” Whitney’s voice bursts through my thoughts. 
I see the flash of a camera, and in the back of my mind, I know that this is going to be all over social media, but that’s not my priority right now. 
“Oh, don’t play dumb. You’re an interior designer, so even if you hadn’t called them for your showcase, you clearly know what the magazine is. Honestly, I’m sick of the games and the lying. I’m not going to be a part of your claim to fame. We’re through, Whitney.” 
“I don’t—”
“Just save it, Whitney! Maybe you can go social climb with my brother, since you can’t even tell us apart.”
“Big talk for someone who confused me for an Australian model that doesn’t even look like me,” she shoots back, scowling. 
I roll my eyes in response.
“Oh, I was drunk. What’s your excuse?”
“Excuse? Is you two being identical twins not enough of a reason for you to believe that it was a mistake?”
“You might as well save your breath, because as I said, we’re done. I never want to see you again, and you’re officially fired as my interior designer. You can collect your tools tomorrow morning. I won’t be there, but Landon will be to facilitate everything going smoothly, so don’t even think about stealing anything.”
Her face flashes with hurt and I realize that I might have gone a little too far with the last comment. I shake my head to clear that thought. I don’t care if I went too far. She doesn’t deserve my sympathy. She steps up, and I flinch instinctively: It wouldn’t be the first time a woman has slapped me after I’ve broken up with her.
But, she doesn’t strike me. She simply kisses me on the cheek before smiling at me sadly.
“Have a good birthday, Grayson.” 
I turn and watch her leave. When I’m sure she’s gone, I march toward the exit, intent on going up to the roof for some peace and quiet. Preston intercepts me, blocking the exit.
“Move out of my way, Preston.”
“Look, I don’t know what just happened there, but Whitney clearly thought that I was you. You shouldn’t let that ruin whatever is going on between the two of you.”
I look my twin in the eyes and am overwhelmed with the image of Whitney’s lips on his. The image is seared into my brain, as if put there by a red-hot branding iron. Before I can think about the consequences, my fist is connecting with Preston’s chin, causing him to stumble backward. The crowd around us gasps as phones go up instantly, recording the moment.
“What the hell, man! What’s your fucking problem?” Preston asks as he comes back up.
“That’s for kissing Whitney, you asshole.”
“I just told you that it was an accident. She thought I was you! I broke away from her instantly. Besides, even if it wasn’t an accident, it’s not like I would have known anything was going on between the two of you! Nobody said anything to me about you two being together.” Preston rubs his jaw where I punched him, and I can tell right away that it’s going to develop into a bruise.
“What are you guys talking about? Preston kissed Whitney? Grayson’s with Whitney? What in the fuck is going on in this family?” a familiar voice shouts from behind me.
My anger dissipates instantly at the sound of my baby sister's voice. Penny is completely innocent in this, and she’s about to be hurt in more ways than one.
“Penny—” I start, but she shakes her head and cuts me off.
“Shut up. Don’t start, Grayson. You punched your twin brother in the face at your birthday party, and over Whitney? There’s clearly some information that I’m missing, and I expect to be filled in immediately,” she says. 
She looks around at the crowd wielding their phones before raising her voice an octave. “Shows over, folks. Go back to partying and getting drinks. And, if you intend to stay at this party or get invited to any future parties, you better be deleting any photos and videos from your phones.”
The crowd around us grumbles as various people tap their way through their phone screens, ostensibly deleting whatever footage they have of this hellish night.
“You, meet me at the roof in five minutes. And you better explain everything.” Penny whirls around and leaves the room. 
I look over at Preston and frown.
“I’m sorry for punching you, Pres. I don’t know what came over me.”
“Don’t sweat it. Just go talk to Penny and fix whatever mess you just made,” he says. He’s approached by Georgia, who gives me a wide smile.
He slides his arm over her shoulders and saunters away, leaving me standing in the doorway alone.
[image: image-placeholder]“Are you incapable of telling time?” Penny snaps as I step through the door onto the roof. 
“I know I’m late. I was trying to find Whitney.”
“She’s at my house. I texted her asking if she was at the party fifteen minutes ago, and she informed me that she wasn’t going to be at the party. Why did she tell me that, Grayson?” Penny’s face is contorted with anger. 
“Penny, there are things that Whitney has been keeping from you.”
“Apparently, there are things that both of you have been keeping from me. Why did you punch Preston for kissing Whitney?”
I stare at Penny. This isn’t how I wanted to tell her. Actually, if I’m going strictly by the plan that Whitney and I came up with, this is exactly how it was supposed to happen: at the birthday party, that is. Still, the circumstances couldn’t be more different than I’d imagined, considering my state of shock and Penny’s anger.
“Whitney and I are together. Or, we were together. We were planning on telling you today at the party, as a surprise. A good surprise. Now that’s all down the drain, though.”
“Why were you hiding it from me? You know that I’ve been rooting for the two of you this entire time.”
“It was for Whitney. She was scared that you’d be mad at her because the first time that we got together was at your wedding.”
Penny’s jaw drops as she stares at me. She recovers quickly and shakes her head.
“Wait, that doesn’t make sense. You’ve both been in relationships since then.”
“It was more of a hook-up situation.”
Penny’s face turns a deep shade of red.
“I won’t even address that you hooked up with my best friend at my wedding. That’s a transgression that I can overlook, for now. So, when did the relationship actually start?”
“A few weeks after she started working for me.” 
I don’t actually know if that’s completely correct, since the timeline is a bit blurry to me, but as long as the answer is good enough for Penny, that’s all that matters. She nods as she does the mental math.
“And Whitney was scared to tell me?” she asks, her face dropping in sadness.
“She kept saying that she was worried you’d hate her for not telling you the truth sooner. But, if you want my honest opinion, I think that she didn’t want to commit to anything before her plan was fully fleshed out,” I say bitterly, glaring out at the skyline before me. 
I wish I could tell which building out there had Penny’s and my penthouses in it, so I could glare at the one containing the person I’m mad at.
“What do you mean by ‘her plan?’” Penny asks, narrowing her eyes at me.
“Her plan to use us for fame and money. I know that you wanted to see the best in her — trust me, I did too. But she’s a liar, Penny. She was just using the opportunity to remodel my penthouse to further her business and build her reputation.”
Penny begins shaking her head as her face scrunches in confusion.
“Grayson, that doesn’t make sense. She was seriously against remodeling your apartment. I practically had to get on my knees and beg her to do it.”
“That was part of her trick, Penny. I know that it’s hard to believe, but it’s the truth. Think about it. Whitney knows that you won’t take no for an answer. And I would have never found out the truth if that journalist hadn’t shown up on the wrong day.”
Penny looks at me, her eyes widening.
“Wait, what journalist?”
“This journalist for Home and Design Magazine. She showed up, asking for Whitney to do a special showcase on the penthouse that she’s remodeling. All of that ‘I don’t want to take advantage’ was clearly a sham to get us to trust her.”
“Grayson, you absolute idiot,” Penny says, groaning. 
She grips my shoulders and shakes me.
“Quit it, what are you doing?” I shrug her hands off me.
“I sent the journalist from Home and Design. It was supposed to be a surprise for Whitney after all of her hard work. I was going to tell her at the party tonight. I can’t believe that stupid journalist showed up on the wrong day.”
Realization dawns on me as I think about all of the horrible things I said to Whitney earlier. Penny storms off toward the stairwell door.
“Where are you going?”
“To fix an idiot’s mess.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Whitney


I just need to get home. I’m ripping clothes off hangers with as much aggression as I can muster while tears fall from my eyes. I want to say that I can’t believe Grayson thinks all of those horrible things about me, but the truth is, I’ve always thought deep down that he did. He waited for one thing to happen and exploded, accusing me of doing all the horrible things he was scared I was capable of. 
I don’t even know how that reporter from Home and Design found out I was decorating his penthouse. It’s not like I told anyone but my mom, and I doubt she would have called them. There’s no more clothes left in the closet, so I turn to look at the huge pile of clothes that have accumulated on my bed. How did I ever manage to fit this many clothes in my suitcase? I grab a shirt and start diligently rolling it as tight as I can, a trick that I learned from my dad. He told me that he learned it in the army, and that it was the most efficient way to pack clothes.
Relief spreads through me as I remember that I didn’t let Grayson meet my family when we were back in Keene. At the time, I felt bad, and was worried that I was making the wrong decision. Now, it’s obvious that I made the right choice. 
After rolling a few dozen shirts, I sink down to the ground and let everything go, quiet sobs racking my body as tears rush down my cheeks. I can’t believe that I’ve let this happen to me again, allowing my heart to be broken. Except it’s even worse now, because I actually do love Grayson, and I never really loved Jared.
Hurt pulses through me as I realize that all of those nights I spent with Grayson, he was harboring these secret feelings of hatred toward me. I wonder if he ever actually loved me like he said he did. I just don’t understand where all the animosity came from. He didn’t even let me explain. He didn’t even care that it was an accident that I kissed Preston.
That was the weirdest part for me, his complete lack of concern for the fact that I locked lips with his twin brother. I mean, yes, it was an accident. But most people would have flipped out regardless. Not Grayson, though. What he cared about was a journalist showing up on his doorstep.
I know that he has this thing about women using him, and that he’s especially sensitive to it because so many women have used him before, but you’d think after all of these months, he would realize that I’m different.
My ears prick up as I hear the front door close.
“Whitney?” Penny’s voice calls out, and my breath hitches in panic. 
Oh god, what am I going to tell her? She’s going to hate me. I hear her pad softly down the hallway before stopping at my door. She knocks softly. 
“Whitney, are you in here?”
I contemplate between being extremely quiet and not answering her so she doesn’t come in. After what feels like a lifetime, but is probably only a few seconds, I sigh.
“I’m in here,” I say, my voice hoarse and wavery from crying. 
The door opens quietly and Penny peeks her head in.
“You’re still in your party gown,” she comments as she closes the door behind her. 
I look down, realizing that I never did change out of it. I took off the mask, but didn’t think twice about the dress.
“I guess I am.” I smile at her. 
She picks up my clothes and deposits them onto the dresser pushed against the wall before sitting down on the bed. She pats the spot next to her, indicating for me to join her. I oblige, sitting close to her.
“Whitney, I need you to tell me what’s been going on with Grayson,” Penny says, looking at me with a serious expression. 
I nod.
“We’ve been together for a while now. I don’t know exactly how long. We first hooked up at your wedding. I was so embarrassed afterward, but Grayson is so attractive that I couldn’t resist him.”
Penny makes a face as I continue.
“After that, we decided we needed to spend a weekend together. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other — it was like we were a match made in heaven. After that, I went back to Keene, and we basically didn’t talk again until I came back here.”
“Is that why you were trying so hard to avoid him?” Penny asks suddenly. 
I nod, confirming her thoughts.
“Yeah. I was so anxious to see him again, and you kept pushing us together. No matter how much I tried to avoid him, he was there. And then you asked me to do the job decorating his apartment, no matter how many times I tried to say no, you wouldn’t give up. Eventually, I gave in, and while decorating Grayson’s place, we were constantly around each other. I couldn’t help myself. Over time, I fell in love with him. He told me he loved me a couple of weeks ago. I nearly cried happy tears.” A tear falls down my cheek at the memory.
“So, when you went on a date the other day…” Penny trails off, waiting for my answer.
“Yes, it was with Grayson.”
“I can’t believe the two of you have been sneaking around behind my back,” Penny says, turning to me. 
There’s an odd look on her face, almost like she’s amused.
“So, what happened at the party then? I only caught the tail end of the whole drama after Grayson punched Preston.”
“Grayson punched Preston?” I shoot up in bed, looking at her in alarm. 
That clearly happened after I left. Penny blinks at me, surprised that I didn’t know.
“Yeah, he said it was for kissing you. I thought that you already knew about that.”
“No way!” I shake my head. “That must have happened after I left. That’s weird, because he barely seemed to care when he broke up with me.”
“So you did kiss Preston?” she asks, her eyes bulging. “I wanted you with one of my brothers, not both of them!”
“It was an accident! They’re twins! I thought I was kissing Grayson. Preston pulled away immediately and I realized who it was when I saw the absence of a scar on his chin. But it was too late — Grayson had already seen us. Except that he wasn’t mad about the kiss when he confronted me. He was mad because he thought I was using him to social climb. He said that some journalist for a home decorating magazine I’ve never even heard of came to his door looking for me, planning to do an article on the remodeling of his penthouse. I still don’t even know how that happened.”
I shake my head and pull my knees against my chest before tucking my chin onto them. Penny smiles sheepishly.
“That’s actually my fault. I planned the article as a surprise for you, since you’ve been working so hard on Grayson’s apartment. I was planning on telling you tonight at the birthday party, and the journalist was supposed to come tomorrow, but apparently she mixed up the dates on her calendar and showed up today.”
I stare at Penny and she shrugs.
“You seriously did that for me?” I look at her, my lip wobbling as more tears threaten to spill out onto my cheeks. 
“Of course I did, you’re my best friend! I’d do anything for you. That’s why I’m so upset that you kept Grayson’s and your relationship from me. I can’t believe you thought I’d be mad at you. I’ve been pushing you and Grayson together for weeks!” Penny throws her hands up incredulously.
“I know,” I say, dipping my head into my hands, “I’m the worst best friend in the world. I was just so scared that things would go wrong, I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. I know that it’s not the right answer, but it’s the truth. I’m so sorry for lying to you all this time and hiding things from you.”
“I forgive you, but my feelings are still hurt. I just feel like you should know that no matter what, I’ll always love you. You’ve been my best friend for years, and there’s nothing short of you murdering my entire family that could make me hate you.”
I sigh and look down at my hands, twiddling my thumbs. I’ve really made a mess of things.
“I know, Pen. I feel the same way about you.”
“Okay, so let’s figure out how we can fix things between you and Grayson. I’ve already explained the whole journalist situation, so I’m pretty sure he’s feeling like a mega idiot right now, after blaming you for the entire thing,” Penny says, smiling at me. 
I shake my head and grab a shirt to roll.
“No, there’s no fixing things. He’s made it clear how he feels. The fact that he wouldn’t even let me explain when something went awry tells me exactly what I need to know. And no matter how much I prove myself, or what I do to show the contrary, he’ll never see me as anything more than a woman that will manipulate him to move up in the world, and whose after his money. It’s the first thing he went to, and there’s just no way we can come back from that.” The more that I say, the more passionate that I feel about the situation. “Especially because, even if I had called Home and Design myself, would it really be that bad? Is there really something wrong with wanting to show off my work and improve my business? It’s not like he loses anything from it. No, there’s no future for Grayson and me. I need to take care of myself and figure out where I’m going from here.”
“You’re still moving here, though, aren’t you? Forget about Grayson, I still need you!” Penny looks at me with hopeful eyes.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do, Pen. The only thing that I know right now is that I need to go home, to Keene, and figure out exactly what it is that I want.”
“Whitney, please. I don’t want you to leave because of something stupid like a misunderstanding.”
“It’s not just about the misunderstanding, though. He fired me, and I was only supposed to stay here for as long as the job lasted. The job’s over, so I’m going home. Whether I move here officially or move somewhere else, I can’t say just yet. Maybe I’ll still come live in San Francisco, or maybe I’ll move somewhere else entirely. I don’t know yet.”
Penny looks at me sadly before giving me a small smile. She grabs a shirt and helps me roll.
“Well, no matter what you choose, I’ll always support you. Although, I’ll support you just the littlest bit more if you choose San Francisco,” she says as she cracks a smile. 
I chuckle and shake my head at her lame joke. “I’ll help you pack, and then give you a lift to the airport, okay? But, you have to call me as soon as you get to Keene.”
“That’s a promise I can keep,” I respond. 
She throws her arms around me and wraps me in a giant bear hug, and I find myself hugging her back. Even if I lost my boyfriend and a great-paying client all in one, at least I still have my best friend, which is exactly what I came here with.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Grayson


I’m standing at the door to my sister's penthouse, contemplating what to say when she opens the door. We haven’t spoken since I met her on the rooftop the evening of my birthday party, one week ago today. Penny and I have never gone this long without talking. I’m obviously still angry with her for invading my privacy. 
She didn’t ask my permission to have the article done, and I’m willing to bet it’s because she knew I would say no if she did. I have no idea what she has to be angry about, besides me not telling her about my relationship with her best friend for the past few months. I guess that’s a good enough reason to still be mad, when I think about it.
I sigh and knock on the door. To my surprise, Parker is the one that opens it up, not Penny.
“Hey, man, what’s going on?” he asks. 
I note that he doesn’t open the door wider or invite me in.
“Um, I was hoping that I could talk to Whitney. I have a lot of things that I want to say to her.”
“She’s not here, actually.”
“Oh, I could come back another time, then. Sorry for—”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Parker!” I hear my baby sister yell from the kitchen before she storms up to the door and shoves Parker out of the way.
“She’s not here because she went back to Keene, you absolute idiot.” Penny’s eyes are flaming with anger, her brow furrowed deep.
“No, she didn’t,” I say, more in disbelief than in actual denial. 
Has she really been gone for a week and I didn’t know?
“Yes, she is. Feel free to check the guest bedroom.” She steps aside and I wander over the threshold in a daze. 
As I step down the hallway toward the guest room, I can hear Penny and Parker mumbling to each other. I knock on the guest room door, but there’s no answer.
I push open the door, finding the only confirmation that I needed to see that Penny is telling the truth. Not that I really thought she was lying.
“Why did she leave?” I ask as I come back from the hallway. 
Penny glares at me as she continues peeling carrots. Parker doesn’t look up as he types away at his computer. Sometimes it seriously sucks having your best friend and your sister married. It means that your best friend is always on your sister’s side when it used to be the complete opposite.
“Is that a serious question? Because if it is, we might have to rush you to a neurosurgeon to have you checked for brain damage.”
“Okay, enough with the hostility, Penny. Just tell me what’s going on.”
“What’s going on is that you’re a complete and utter asshole. You succumbed to your fears and said a load of horrible things to Whitney, and fired her. Seeing as her job was done, by no choice of her own, she decided to go back to Keene. She left the morning after the party, but since you never bothered to come apologize until now, you never even had a clue.”
“So, she’s really gone?” I ask, plopping down onto the sofa. “Is she still moving here soon?”
“She’s hesitant about it. She doesn’t know if San Francisco is the place for her. Last I heard, she’s thinking about moving to Orlando or New York City,” Penny says, rolling her eyes. “You know, it’s one thing for you to mess up your own relationships, but do you have to mess up mine too? I was so excited to finally have my best friend near me again, but you had to go and ruin it.”
“Don’t you think I feel bad enough already?”
“No, I don’t!” she says, throwing the vegetable peeler onto the counter and stomping over to me. “If you want to fix this and get Whitney back, then let me tell you, you have a lot of groveling to do. Do you want Whitney back?”
“I want Whitney back more than anything! I love her, Penny. I love her with everything that I have. I made a huge mistake the other day, breaking up with her and firing her. I know that. I just want a chance to make it right with her.”
“Then you need a grand gesture,” Parker finally pipes up from across the room. 
Penny and I both turn to look at him.
“What? I’m trying to get work done, but you’re both distracting me.”
“You have an office for a reason, you know,” Penny retorts and rolls her eyes.
“Hey, this is my home too, and if I want a change of scenery, then I should be allowed to have it!”
“What were you saying about the grand gesture?” I ask, putting a hand in front of Penny’s face as if it will make her disappear. 
She shoves my hand away and huffs before crossing her arms over her chest.
“You need one. You need to show Whitney how truly sorry you are, and beg for her forgiveness. You should fly out to Keene and bring her a dozen red roses.”
“Whitney hates roses. Get her white calla lilies instead,” Penny interjects.
“So, you think it’s a good idea?” I ask Penny.
“Well, it’s the only one you’ve got, so it can’t hurt to try. Plus, Parker does know how to sweep a girl off her feet.” 
She gazes at Parker dreamily just as a cry sounds from the baby monitor. “That’s Baby J. I’ll go get him.”
Penny pads softly down the hallway to the baby’s room.
“You got this, Grayson. Trust me, you can’t go wrong with going to Keene to get her back. It’s the ultimate romantic move.”
I nod as I consider what he’s saying. 
“Thanks, man. You have no idea how much this means,” I say as I grab my phone and rush out the front door. 
“Don’t forget to buy her flowers… and if that still doesn’t work, beg like your life depends on it!” Parker calls out as I’m about the close the front door.
I need to be on the next flight to Keene, but first I need to get Whitney an apology gift.
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As I drive through the town, I recognize the familiar places she brought me to when we were last here. I’m worried as I haven’t found a floral shop yet and so I’m not sure where I can get some calla lilies. I sigh.
I’m about to pass Prime Roast when I make a split decision to pull into a parking spot, scaring a mom walking with a toddler. She gives me a dirty look as I step out of the car and head into the coffee shop.
“Hey, I recognize you, you’re the young man that came in here with Whitney when she was back for a visit,” the woman behind the counter, Anita, says.
“Yes, that’s me. I’m Grayson, nice to meet you,” I stick out my hand and she shakes it. “Would you mind helping me out? I need Whitney’s favorite order.”
“Luckily for you, I have that memorized,” Anita says before ringing it up. 
She’s quick and efficient, handing me a steaming cup of… something. I realize that I don’t actually know what I’ve ordered for Whitney as I get back into my rental car. Luckily, Anita knows what Whitney likes better than I could guess. It’s not a dozen white calla lilies, but it’s something. I put the drink in the holder and look at the gift bag in the passenger seat. At least I come baring one gift I hope she’ll like. 
I get lost as I drive through the neighborhoods, trying to find Whitney’s house. I even knocked on a few wrong doors before a neighbor finally pointed out where she lived.
I eventually pull into the drive of a familiar looking house. There’s a light on in the kitchen. I step out of the car with what I imagine is a now lukewarm cup of coffee and walk to the front door. Just as I’m about to knock, Whitney opens the door, giving me an unimpressed look.
“Oh, uh, this is for you.” I hand her the coffee. 
She takes it and raises her eyebrows at me. 
“How did you know that I was here?”
She takes out her phone and presses a button before turning it around to face me. There’s a picture of me walking away from one of the other houses on the block.
“You’re all over my neighborhood’s social media page. You’re scaring a lot of the locals — they think you’re scoping out houses to rob.” She rolls her eyes before chuckling. 
“Oh, that’s embarrassing. Can I please come in?” I plead. 
She stares at me for a moment before sighing and stepping aside. I take a seat on the side of the couch that’s closest to the door and wait for Whitney to join me. Once she does, I clasp both of her hands in mine and turn to face her.
“Whitney. I am so, incredibly sorry for the way that I treated you. You didn’t deserve any of the things I said to you. I was wrong — you’re nowhere close to being a social climber and I know that you would never use me or Penny for our money or connections. I let my anger get the better of me, and spoke without thinking. There are really no excuses for my behavior, though, so I hope you don’t think that I’m making any.”
She stares at me, which encourages me to continue on my poorly thought-out rant.
“I was so angry about the journalist that I didn’t even stop to realize that it’s not the kind of thing that you would have done. I think that maybe I was waiting for things to blow up, not because I wanted them to, but because I was scared. I’ve had a lot of time to think over the past week, though, and I know how wrong I was to blame you. Truthfully, Whitney, I love you so much, and this week without you has been the singularly worst week of my life. I would choose to have every single bone in my body broken than to have to go another day without you. Please please please forgive me. I want to move forward and have a life with you.”
I finish my speech and watch Whitney as I eagerly wait for a response. She studies me for a moment, then look at the gift bag that I left near the front door. I had completely forgotten about it.
“Is that for me?” she asks.
“Oh yes! I completely forgot about it.” I go get the bag and hand it to her. “Open it.”
She eyes me suspiciously, “What is it?”
“Open it and find out.” 
She pulls out her gift from the bag, places it on her lap, and covers her mouth with her hands. She looks at the framed mock-up of Home and Design Magazine article in which she is featured. 
She wipes the tears that are trickling down her face before pulling me in and kissing me softly. I peck her lips again as she pulls away.
“So, does this mean that you forgive me?” I ask hopefully. 
She ignores me and asks, “Well, how am I going to read it?” 
I takes out rolled up copy from my back pocket and hand it to her. 
“Wow, you’ve thought of everything didn’t you?” she asked. I didn’t respond knowing that it was a rhetorical question. 
“Whitney, I truly am sorry for letting my own insecurities get the better of me. My reaction has less to do with you and more to do with my own fears of being used then rejected. I’m sorry for not supporting your successes. Penny is right to help her love ones succeed. If you give me another chance, I promise to become your biggest supporter, even bigger than Penny.  I won’t disappoint you again.” 
Whitney wipes more tears from her eyes.
"I don't think anyone can be a bigger supporter of me than Penny,” she says.
“Then I’ll make it my life’s mission to prove to you that I am your number one fan and your biggest supporter.” I give her a warm grin, pull her close and kiss her on the head. “Plus, Penny is Parker’s number fan.  She can’t be the number one fan to two people.
Whitney lets out a small chuckle. 
I smile to myself.
“Alright, I forgive you, but on one condition.”
“Anything.”
“We’re going dancing at Foggy’s, since we didn’t get to dance together at your birthday party.”
I smile at her and plant passionate kiss on her lips. 
“I’d take you dancing in a derelict old barn if it means that you forgive me.”
“That can be arranged.”
I roll my eyes as she wraps her arms around me in a hug.




Chapter Thirty

Epilogue - Whitney – One Year Later


We shuffle out of the bridal suite, breathless from our tryst on the sofa. And the counter. And the piano. Actually, we were quite busy in there. 
“Ready to get back in there, Mrs. Gould?” Grayson asks, winking at me.
“Ready, Mr. Gould,” I respond, smiling. 
It seemed only fitting that we sneak away from our own wedding for some passionate sex in the bridal suite, since we did the same thing at Penny’s wedding. Keep the tradition strong and all that.
“So, do you think that was better or about the same as the first time?” he asks, threading his fingers between mine.
“Hmm.” I pretend to think, tapping my chin with a finger forcefully. “About the same, I reckon.”
“The same?!” Grayson stops me in my tracks, gazing at me in shock. “That just won’t do! We have to go back and do it again.”
He sweeps me off my feet, cradling me in his arms, and is about to carry me back to the bridal suite when the photographer flags us down.
“There you two are! I’ve been — wait, stay just like that. Big smiles! Aw, that’s the sweetest picture I’ve ever taken. But, I’ve still been looking for you two for the better half of an hour! We need to get pictures done!” 
Grayson puts me down and groans as the photographer ushers us down the stairs of our gorgeous venue. I know he hates having to do all the stuffy pictures, but we paid for an incredible photographer, and I told him that having great wedding pictures was extremely important to me.
“There you two are! I was wondering where you got off to,” my mom says warmly as she wraps me in a hug. “The ceremony was so beautiful. You look incredible, Whitney.”
My mom looks at me and wipes a tear away as she chats with Penny. I wonder what they’re talking about. Penny and I see each other nearly every day since I moved to San Francisco almost a year ago.
I contemplated getting my own place before Grayson told me that it would be pointless, since I’d be staying at his place most of the time anyway. I wanted to argue with him, but in the end, I knew he was right. There was no point wasting money that could be used for other things than on rent.
Grayson and Penny helped rearrange the article with the magazine after I finished the master bedroom. It was my masterpiece, blending equal parts of me with Grayson. The walls were a deep blue, with a gorgeous floral mural painted on one side. Grayson was impressed when he saw it, asking why I was an interior decorator instead of an artist. I almost didn’t have the heart to tell him that I used a stencil for the entire thing.
“Bride! Say gorgonzola!” The photographer calls out, and I’m snapped out of my memory and back into the real world. 
I grin widely as she snaps the photo. I look around at the loving people surrounding me — Grayson’s mom and siblings, my parents, Landon’s now wife, Hailey. My heart feels almost overwhelmed at the idea of being surrounded by so many caring people. I pose for another picture as the happy thoughts flood my mind.
[image: image-placeholder]“I’ve known Whitney since college. We were roommates, and the first night that I met her, I told her ‘We’re going to be best friends.’”  
I nod, because it’s true, and she smiles at me. 
“I was right, of course, because I’m always right. When she came to visit me in San Francisco more than a year ago, I knew that her and Grayson would be perfect together. I did my best to push them together, and at first, they resisted. Seriously, it was like trying to put two negative sides of a magnet together. But eventually, they fell in love, and I’m so glad that they did. Grayson is perfect for Whitney — he cherishes the ground she walks on, and I know that he will do everything in his power to make her happy, just like she deserves. And it’s all because of me, her best friend. So, I’d like it to be known that even though Grayson is her true love, I’m her true best friend. Besties for life!” Penny smiles at me as she finishes her speech. 
Applause sounds throughout the room along with cheers before we grab our champagne glasses and sip at its contents in a toast.
“Was that the last speech?” Grayson asks me through gritted teeth, his hands balled together so tight that his knuckles are white.
“That was the first speech,” I whisper back, rolling my eyes. 
One thing that I’ve learned about Grayson is that he hates sitting still. I never thought about all of his fidgeting before when were watching movies or laying in bed, but now it’s obvious. He’s always fiddling with something.
“Ugh, but I’m already out of champagne,” he moans, and my eyes shoot to his glass. 
Sure enough, his flute is empty. I look at him incredulously.
“Grayson! You’re supposed to sip it, not down it!”
“That’s okay, I’ll just drink some of yours to make up for it,” he says, grabbing my champagne flute and taking a sip before I can stop him.
His face changes, and I hope Preston doesn’t think that the face is about his speech.
“Whitney, why does your champagne taste like apple juice?” he asks quietly. 
I smile at him knowingly. His eyes fill with what I hope are tears of joy. 
“Are you sure?”
“One hundred percent. I took two tests last week, and went to the doctor two days ago. I was going to surprise you with it tonight.”
“Whitney, this is incredible. I can’t believe it. I think I’m going to cry,” he says, and sure enough, a tear slips down his cheek.
Applause rings out and I look up to see Preston stepping down and handing the mic to Landon.
“I was the first person who knew about Grayson and Whitney, and that’s because I caught them sneaking back into Penny’s wedding,” he starts, and laughter rings out around the room. 
I see my dad cross his arms in mock disapproval and I can’t help but laugh.
Landon’s speech continues, but I don’t process a word of it as I gaze at Grayson. 
“Whitney, I’m so happy. I can’t believe we’re starting a family.”
“I love you, Grayson.”
“I love you too.”
I can hear the clinking of glasses sounding from around the room.
“I think they want us to kiss,” I whisper to him.
“They don’t have to ask me twice.”
Grayson plants his lips firmly on mine, and I deepen the kiss even more. I can hear hoops and hollers from around the room, as well as my dad yelling at Grayson to keep his tongue in his mouth.
“Ladies and gentleman, it is now time for the bride and groom’s first dance. Please join me in welcoming Mr. and Mrs. Grayson Gould to the dance floor.”
Grayson takes my hand in his and leads me out onto the floor, spinning me around gently as the first chords of Etta James’ “At Last” rings out from the speakers.
He pulls me in close and clasps me to his chest as we sway together.
“So, I guess this means no drinking and debauchery on our honeymoon, huh?” Grayson asks, whispering into my ear.
“Definitely no drinking, but the jury is still out on debauchery.” I laugh at my own joke and I can feel him shake with small chuckles.
“You’re still as funny as the day that I met you, Whitney.”
“Weird. I don’t remember telling any jokes that day.”
“Shut up, you’re ruining the sweet moment,” he says as he gazes at me with his deep blue eyes. In this moment, I can feel myself getting lost in them, as if I’m in a rickety rowboat on a roaring blue sea.
The song comes to an end much sooner than I wanted it to, and the sweet slowness of Etta James is replaced by a bumping beat and a booming voice announcing that it’s time to get funky.
As everyone gathers around us to join in on the dancing, Grayson tilts his head against mine.
“This is my happily ever after,” he whispers.
“Funny, because it’s also mine,” I whisper back. 
He responds only with a kiss.





The End
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Catfished by a Billionaire

Preston


I look across the ballroom and can’t help but think about how I would rather be anywhere but here. The fancy table settings, the crystal goblets with never-ending champagne. It’s not my favorite way to spend an evening, that’s for sure. The only reason I even agree to attend is because of my mother. Without her pleading for me to make an appearance, I would have never put on this suit, or even left my place. 
“Come on, Preston. You don’t have to look like you’re being held against your will,” my younger sister, Penny says as she comes to stand next to me. 
Not many people know she was actually adopted. No one seemed to question the fact that she had much fairer skin while the rest of us have darker complexions. Her eyes are much lighter too.
“But, I am. Shouldn’t I look the part?” I ask, my face not betraying any emotion as I take a drink from my glass.
Her lips twitch. “I guess you do have a point.” 
She sips on a glass of champagne and I raise a brow at her. “Where is that wonderful husband of yours?”
She rolls her eyes. “Talking man stuff with the other cavemen. I was bored.”
As our mom appears from the crowd, Penny quickly downs her drink and shoves her glass in my hand, the picture of a good girl. I have to give her props. She’s a sly one. I might be worried if I didn’t know she could take care of herself. Even if she couldn’t, she is married to one of my closest friends, and Parker wouldn’t let anything happen to her.
My mom raises a brow at the two champagne glasses in my hand and huffs before speaking. Great, now I look like a raging alcoholic in addition to being held against my will. Thanks, Penny.
“Georgia is looking for you,” my mom, Eleanor, tells me. Her golden dress shimmers in the lighting. “I told her you were around here somewhere and that I would let you know she is searching for you.”
“Thanks,” I say as I deposit Penny’s near empty glass onto a passing server’s tray, down my drink and take a new glass. I would need some more champagne to survive if she is looking for me. Anything to make things more bearable. Plus Mom already thinks I’m an alcoholic so I might as well play my part.
I know Georgia is only with me for my money and status. She isn’t exactly coy about how much she covets it, and my last name, especially since when we first started whatever this is we have going. With the last name Gould, I could get almost anything in San Francisco. For her, it is the ultimate life. Being shuttled around in limos and waited on as if she is royalty. She is suited to this life in a way I have never been. She is Australian and moved here to be a model. Once her modeling career died down, she became an online influencer, and now the number of photo ops she wanted me to do with her at events like this made my stomach twist. Is it really charitable when you plastered it all over the internet for attention?
“Ugh, I still can’t believe you brought her,” Penny complains. “You know she’s just a money-hungry troll. If you were going to do the whole ‘friends with benefits’ thing, you could at least pick someone with a personality.”
“Penny!” Our mom doesn’t like it when Penny speaks badly about Georgia, although she’d been known to have her own opinions about her. Mom comes from humble beginning also, but both she and Penny have seen Georgia's leech-like personality and are not afraid to tell me in private, of course.
“Please, keep your voice down," mom tells her.
“There they are!” a familiar voice calls. 
I turn to see my twin brother, Grayson, emerge from the crowd with his heavily pregnant wife, Whitney, on his arm. We might have been twins in a physical sense, but you could still tell the difference if you tried. For example, I would never wear a cream-colored suit. He is also more of a crowd pleaser, while I prefer to stay in the shadows. He also never fails to tell people that he's older, acting as though those few minutes actually means something. 
Trailing behind them is a sulking Georgia.
“Preston, I believe that you lost your lovely girlfriend somewhere along your quest for a drink.” 
Georgia slips her arm through mine and I force a smile in her direction. 
“I missed you,” she says as she attaches herself to me. 
I feel her wobble a little on her heels and I realize she has had one too many glasses of champagne. Either that, or she brought something of her own. Something she is known to do from time to time.
“Missed you too,” I say as I lean over and give her a kiss on the cheek. 
I didn’t really, but I’m not going to say that to her. Besides, I know she’s just putting on a show like always.
“Let’s take a walk,” Georgia says to me with a tug on my arm. 
I don’t really want to go, but if I don’t, I have a feeling she’s going to get dramatic.
A familiar redhead walks up to us with a glass of champagne in her hand.
“Hey, guys. Landon’s nervous, but excited, and almost ready,” Hailey, my oldest brother’s wife, announces when she joins the circle. “Should be about thirty minutes.”
Hailey gives Mom a kiss on the cheek. She looks great considering she gave birth to twin boys less than 3 months ago. Landon is a lucky man, both of my brothers and Parker are. I look around the circle and although I’m happy for my siblings, I can't help but feel a ping of jealousy. I want to have this — someone — for myself too. 
“That means don’t go too far.” Grayson looks at me pointedly.
I nod. Landon will be making a speech about the children’s charity tonight’s event will be funding. The charity will help pay for medical bills for underprivileged children, an idea suggested by Hailey.
I always show up for the charity events, but tend to skip on everything else, if I can. I hate the social aspect of these kinds of events, but I do my part in supporting our family charities, especially if it's related to children. Landon and Hailey have two twin boys. Parker and Penny also have a boy. And Grayson and Whitney are expecting in a few months. 
I'm the only bachelor left in the Gould clan, so the single women glair at me like I'm a tender piece of meat they can't wait to get their hands on. 
This "friends-with-benefits" understanding I have with Georgia helps keep the gold-diggers at bay, for now. On her end, Georgia gets invitations to all the important social events and access to celebrities to create content for her social media platforms. 
I know that Georgia wants to keep me for herself, but I'm still playing nice because I don't have a better solution at the moment and I'm just to lazy to find one. Plus, Georgia can be a fun distraction at times.
“Come with me,” Georgia whispers in my ear seductively. 
I could see in her eyes that she wants to find somewhere private, and the idea suddenly make my slacks feel too tight. 
I let her lead me away from the crowd and up a grand staircase. Our footsteps are muffled by the plush red carpet as I hurry after her. She stumbles again, and this time she leans over and slips off her shoes before giggling and urging me after her.
We round a corner and then she stops, putting her back against the wall. Her evening gown plunges low in the front with slits up the sides that are dangerously high. I'm still not sure if it is black, blue, or maybe even purple, but to be honest, I didn’t care. She looks sexy as hell. We may not connect on other levels, but physically, we’ve never had a problem.
She grabs my suit jacket and pulls me toward her, cutting off any other thought I am having. My body presses against the length of her, and I could feel my erection pressing into her. She welcomes it by spreading her legs and guiding me between them as her mouth takes mine.
Our tongues meet, and I let my hands move down the length of her. I easily find that naughty slit up the side of her dress and slip my hand under the fabric. A groan escapes me when I find her wet folds in the open. Not a stitch of panties in sight.
“Do you like that?” she whispers into my mouth.
“Hell yes I do,” I growl. 
I want nothing more than to rip that dress off of her and take her against the wall right here. 
The sound of approaching footsteps forces me to step away from her, even as my cock aches to bury itself inside her. This isn’t the type of event to be caught doing something naughty. Mom would especially lose her mind if she finds out it is Georgia and me who got caught doing this. 
“We really shouldn’t be doing this,” I remind her, and myself.
“But what if I just want to put a smile on your face? You wouldn’t say no to that, would you?” She bats her long lashes at me and my cock wants to speak for me. I adjust myself, and she seems to take that as encouragement.
Georgia’s smile turns wicked as she wraps her hand around mine and pulls me to a nearby window
“What are you doing?” I ask, unsure.
“Making sure I keep you happy,” she says as she slips behind one of the heavy velvet drapes.
“What—” I begin, but she holds one finger to my lips. 
“Just enjoy the view.” She points out the window at the city glittering before us. 
Before I can say another word, she drops to her knees, with the curtain blocking most of her from view. To anyone passing by, I would look like a man who is just enjoying the scenery. She frees my erection into her hand and begins to stroke it lovingly.
“Georgia, I don’t know—” I want to voice my doubts about her plan, but as her lips wrap around the tip of my cock, my protests fall silent. 
My body is betraying my head, but I don’t give a damn. 
My head tips back in pleasure as she moves her mouth up and down my length. I shudder as the pleasure builds up inside me, the anxiety of getting caught amping up the excitement. She stands up and continues stroking me. I kiss her neck before turning her around so that she’s looking out the window.
I move her dress to expose her to me completely. I position myself at her entrance and plunge in hard, her warmth enveloping me completely. I slide in and out of her, increasing in speed in response to her moans of pleasure.
“Preston!” she cries out as I feel her inside contract around my dick. 
The pressure and squeezing sensation from her orgasm brings me to mine, and I release into her, pushing her up against the window.
“Oh my god,” I cry as I pant behind her. 
We stay like that for a moment before I pull out from her and redo my pants.
“That was incredible,” Georgia says, looking at me from underneath her lashes. 
I kiss her on the forehead and lead her back downstairs to catch Landon’s announcement.
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Until next time dear reader, I hope you have a hot and spicy day!
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