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        PRAISE FOR HOW TO ONE-NIGHT STAND

      

      

      

      “Nailed it!! I couldn’t put it down. This book gives you all of the feel good that you want to read in a romance novel.”

      

      “You’ll get all the feels, some angst, some intense moments, and of course there’s spicy sizzle. Ms. Black dials in perfectly to today’s “one and done” dating scene.”

      

      “I couldn’t put it down. It’s an absolute must read! It’s got everything. Office romance, age gap, comedy, and sexiness.”

      

      “5 stars and many more. I would definitely recommend it to all. It’s a wonderful, hot and steamy debut. Most definitely worth reading.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        ABOUT HOW TO FAKE A FIANCÉ

      

      

      
        
        My one-night stand needs a fake fiancé,

        but she’ll find out I play for keeps.

      

      

      
        
        Kami

        Commitment? Hell no. Relationships are a myth, and guys only want one thing. But a scorching hookup with a seductive bar owner got to me, and now I’m questioning everything. Worse, he resurfaces and tells me he’s determined to win my heart. I avoid him—until my demanding mother insists I bring the fiancé I’ve been lying about home for the holidays. Unless I want to confess, I have to let the hot stud relentlessly pursuing me play the part…temporarily.

         

        Ian

        Love? I’m all in. After years of sacrificing for my family, I’m eager to jumpstart my happiness. When a chance encounter leads to mind-blowing passion, I’m determined to make the spicy beauty mine…even if I didn’t quite catch her name. Then she walks into my bar. Fate is on my side when I overhear that she needs a fake fiancé, and I seize the opportunity. As our pretend relationship unfolds, I’ll use every means—fair or filthy—to convince her to take a chance on me and become my fiancé for real.

      

        

      
        * Series does NOT need to be read in order. No cheating, HEA guaranteed.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      For my ladies who don’t think love can be real… I got you!

      

      To the changes that are always coming… bring it on!

      

      And to the little voice in my head that said I couldn’t do it twice… fuck you!
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        Thursday, September 1

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      “Are you sure you don’t need me?” I ask my brother through the speaker phone of my car as I slog through traffic.

      “We’ve got it covered here,” he assures. “C’mon, man. This is your night off. Your first in a while. You should be more excited.”

      My younger brother, Matt, has been encouraging me to get on with my life since our mom’s cancer went into remission a few months back. I want to. I’m trying. But after a decade and Dad’s sudden passing five years back, I’m having a hard time believing all the years of turmoil my family and I went through are over.

      In the last five years of Mom’s decade-long cancer journey, I’ve taken her to countless doctor appointments and chemotherapy treatments. I’ve held her hand during the needles, machines, and vomiting. And watching her cry the day her hair started falling out nearly killed me.

      But she’s in remission now, and my well-meaning brother has been pushing me to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop and to live a little. I’m doing that starting tonight. Not going to lie, I’m lonely. Then again, I thought I’d be married with a couple of kids by thirty-five. But my ex-girlfriend, the one I’d planned to make Mrs. Brown, was too impatient to wait for my mom’s health to stabilize. Katy is married to an accountant now. They moved to Delaware.

      I’m still alone.

      “You act like I’ve gone without all this time.”

      “Can you remember the last time you had sex?” he challenges.

      Not exactly. Every so often I walk into a bar, set my sights on a nameless Miss Right-Now, and release all my pent-up energy. Not the best sex I’ve ever had, but it beats having blue balls. Sure, I’d sometimes wonder if Miss Right-Now could end up being Miss Right, but with all my family’s struggles and after Katy, I never stuck around to find out.

      I roll my eyes. “Bite me, bro.”

      After tonight, I’m going to do my best to live life to the fullest. And if I find that special someone, I’m determined to make that shit last for the rest of my life.

      “Hey, I’m only saying that it’s time to get back out there,” Matt says as I speed down the freeway. “Start making connections, man…temporary or otherwise.”

      He’s not wrong. “Yeah.”

      “You need to live for you.”

      And I’m doing my best. The other night, I took out my phone, downloaded a dating app, filled out a profile, and started scrolling. I only swiped to the left a few times before a picture of the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen came across my screen. Her curly hair, sultry smile, and gorgeous body had my cock standing at full staff immediately.

      Shortly after swiping right, the app told me we matched, and we started talking. Not long after, we agreed to meet at a hotel in the city. All I know about her is that she lives in the Dallas area and loves Mexican food. To be honest, that’s all I really want to know. At least for now. If our chemistry is good and this turns into more, great. If not, there are plenty of fish in the sea.

      I laugh to myself. “I think I’m too old for this shit.”

      “You’re in your thirties, not ancient. And chicks dig older guys.”

      I turn the car into a space near the hotel. “I just parked. Is Mom still okay? Are you sure everything is covered at the bar?”

      As the manager and owner of the Brick, not being behind the bar feels strange.

      “The cousins and I have everything under control, so go enjoy your night. Lord knows you deserve it. Mom says she loves you and good luck.”

      You know you’ve hit rock bottom when your mom cheers you on to get laid.

      I cringe. “Tell her I love her, too. Talk to you later.”

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t enjoy,” my kid brother encourages before I end the call.

      After locking my car, I walk into the swanky hotel lobby. The marble floors gleam, and the dark mahogany walls shine. It’s a nice place.

      I pass the check-in desks and make my way to the hotel bar across the lobby, scanning the area for the stacked blonde with soft curls. At first, I don’t see her. Am I late? Did I get the time right? Damn it, maybe she’s a no-show.

      Finally, I spot her in the far corner of the bar. My chest tightens. She takes my breath away.

      Wearing a short, tight red dress with teeny-tiny spaghetti-straps, she gives off the golden glow of a summer tan and oozes sex appeal. The garment emphasizes every curve, especially her voluptuous breasts. Suddenly, I’m dying to see this woman’s nipples. In killer black heels, her legs look long, slender, and sleek.

      When I bounce my stare back up to her face, she smiles. Her red lips scream “fuck me.”

      Oh, sweetheart, I plan to…

      In fact, I’m flooded with visions of sliding my tongue, fingers, and dick inside that impossibly sinful mouth.

      A few feet from her, I clear my throat. “Excuse me. Are you That Sassy Latina?”

      I cringe at having nothing to call her except her username.

      “And you must be Ian B.34.”

      “It’s just Ian.” I smile and hold out my hand to her. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too…Ian.” She grins, accepting my hand.

      The moment her palm slides against mine, electricity sizzles through my veins. Our stares lock. Her hypnotic, dark eyes suck me in. All coherent thought—except sex—flies out the window. The already hard length between my legs turns to fucking steel.

      I clear my throat and take a seat beside her. “You look gorgeous. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”

      “No, not at all.” She crosses her sexy legs.

      And ties my tongue.

      “Great.” I nod toward the bar. “Have you ordered a drink?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Allow me,” I say, then grab the bartender’s attention.

      “I’ll have a martini,” she says as she digs in for her wallet.

      “I’ve got it.” I hand the man behind the counter my credit card and order a beer, then turn back to my hookup for the night.

      She looks surprised. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

      Don’t guys do that anymore? Have I been out of the dating scene that long?

      “I wanted to.” I’m a gentleman, not an asshole.

      “I’m used to guys splitting the bill or having me pay.”

      Seriously? Am I misinterpreting the situation? “I’m sorry. Did you want to pay for yourself?”

      Maybe she has an independent thing.

      “No. I appreciate it. It’s refreshing to find out nice guys still exist.”

      “I apologize on behalf of today’s men. Sometimes we’re idiots.”

      “So harsh on your own gender,” she teases.

      “Am I wrong?”

      She laughs. “No. Guys like you are few and far between.”

      The bartender returns, setting our drinks in front of us.

      I use the pause to change the subject. “You said on the app that you were local. Have you lived here your whole life?”

      “I was actually born in Southern California. I grew up in Abilene.”

      “Wow. And what brought you to Dallas?”

      “College, mostly. Abilene is a sleepy town compared to the hustle and bustle of DFW, and I wanted to be somewhere more vibrant. I fell in love with the city so hard, I moved into an apartment with my bestie after graduation.”

      “Liking it so far?”

      “Best decision I ever made.” She sips her martini and moans.

      “I’d agree with you, but I’m a little biased since I was born and raised in Texas.”

      “That’s cool. Does the rest of your family live in Texas?”

      “Some are farther away than others, but we’re all either in or around DFW. What do you do for a living?”

      “I work for a tech company in the city.”

      I recall my best friends and CEOs of KH industries Jake Hall and Jonathan Knight. Could there be a chance she knows them through the grapevine? Probably not since there’s so many whose offices are in the area.

      “What do you do at—” I stop myself. This is a hookup, not a date. I shake my head. “Sorry, I’m asking too many questions.”

      “You’re fine. You’re a fun guy to talk to.” She smiles, taking another sip of her martini.

      “I’m a bit rusty with my social skills.”

      “How do you mean? You seem fine to me.”

      “I’ve been taking care of my mom for the past five years, so I haven’t had much time to form any personal connections.”

      She gasps. “I’m so sorry. Is your mom okay?”

      “She’s doing good. Been in remission from cancer for some time now.”

      “Cancer is a bitch. What type?”

      “Breast cancer.”

      “I’m glad you and your family are okay.” There’s a pause between us before she speaks again. “To answer your question from earlier, I work in the social media department. I help promote the company online.”

      “That’s really cool.” I welcome the change of subject.

      “I like to think I’m the queen of posting on TikTok and Instagram.”

      “You’re way ahead of me, then. I find social media confusing. That probably makes me sound old, huh?”

      “You’re not old.” She puts her hand on my forearm. Electricity shoots up my arm from her light touch. “You’re just not on your phone all the time. You know…like normal people.”

      I laugh. “That’s normal?”

      “Well, it is for me at least.”

      I take a sip of my drink. “I will say, what I lack in social media skills, I can make up for with one hell of a drink. I’m a bartender.”

      “I saw that on your profile. How long have you been working as a bartender?”

      “Since I was eighteen. I grew up in the business. The bar I own has been in my family for generations, and I learned from my dad and grandpa.”

      “That’s amazing,” she compliments. “All the more reason to use social media. Share your family’s and the bar’s story. People love a good story.”

      “I know how to post a picture on Facebook, but that’s about it.”

      “Then there’s hope for you yet,” she teases.

      “That’s comforting.” I laugh. “Besides social media, how else do you spend your time?”

      She shrugs. “It all depends on my mood, but most of the time I’m pretty extroverted. But I do love to sit with a pepperoni and mushroom deep dish pizza, watching Phantom of the Opera occasionally.”

      “You’re a theater kid?”

      “Nope. Just hot for Phantom.”

      I laugh. “Even though he’s basically a stalker?”

      “A girl can dream. And he’s way hotter than Raul.”

      “So if I had walked in here with a mask on, you’d totally fall for me?” I tease back.

      She laughs. “And what do you do when you’re not mixing drinks and chatting up all the girls at your bar?

      Our conversation is easy and natural, I don’t understand how this woman is still single. She’s sexy, smart, and has a killer sense of humor.

      The longer I sit here with her, the more I never want this, whatever this is between us, to end. She may not want the same thing, but how do I know if I don’t try?

      “Do you want to get out of here?” she asks.

      The urge to fuck her right here and now is killing me. I want her all to myself. When every stitch of clothing on her body is on the floor, and I’m balls deep inside her sweet pussy.

      “Absolutely.”

      We quickly finish our drinks and check into a room for the night.

      After receiving the key cards, we walk to the elevators. An eternity seems to pass while we wait for an elevator to appear. My dick scrapes against my zipper, begging to spring free from its prison.

      Finally, the elevator doors open, and we walk inside.

      I press the button for our floor and watch as the elevator doors close.

      The moment we’re alone, she turns to face me and grabs me by the shirt. Pushing me to the corner of the elevator, she crashes her lips to mine.

      I didn’t see that one coming.

      I’m caught off guard by her making the first move, but I go along with it. It’s actually hot.

      Her lips are so pillowy and warm, I easily get lost in the heat of it all.

      I wrap both arms around her petite frame, pulling her closer to me. A current of electricity zings across my skin everywhere she touches me. How much more of this heat can I take until I eventually come undone?

      I nudge open her mouth, tasting everything she has to offer. Fuck, she’s sweet like candy.

      She has to taste just as good between her wet folds.

      A deep growl escapes my throat as I pull her impossibly closer. She clings onto my shoulders.

      I’m usually a patient guy, but the more I have of her, the more I start to wonder if we won’t make it to the room in time. My need to claim her grows with each second that goes by.

      She breaks away from the passionate kiss, clinging onto my bottom lip with her teeth. She lightly tugs on it before letting go and giving me a sultry look.

      Fuck, that’s hot.

      In that moment, my self-control goes out the window.

      “I need to have you. Now,” I breathe. From her now disheveled hair down to the hard-peaked nipples greeting me from under her dress, I can’t think of anything else.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Fuck, yeah,”

      Catching me by surprise, she shoves her hand down my pants, gripping my cock. Her touch is like heaven as she strokes me slowly up and down my long shaft. If the grip of her hand feels this good, I’m in for one hell of a night.

      “Fuck,” I moan.

      Steadily, she picks up speed. I’m not even inside her yet, and already she’s making me go crazy. In a matter of seconds, this woman has managed to wrap me around her finger.

      “What are you going to do about it?” she challenges.

      She glides her hand slowly up to my crest, and then all the way down my shaft again. I let out a sharp hiss of pleasure. My balls tighten.

      Her hand feels so good, I’m tempted to let out this orgasm that’s slowly consuming me. But I want to do a lot more to her before then.

      Finding the will to pull her hand from my dick, I let out a small hiss at the loss of contact and push her against the adjacent wall, pinning her arms to her sides in one fell swoop. “I’ll think of something.”

      She seems to be caught by surprise, before her face slips back into a smirk. “You were close. Why did you stop me?”

      “I want to pleasure you first.” I kiss up and down her neck.

      “You do?” Her tone seems as though she doesn’t believe me.

      “Damn right. I’m going to fuck you so hard, baby.” I claim her lips again, scooping up her legs. Instantly, she wraps them around my hips as I press her against the wall for support.

      We both gasp when her hot entrance makes contact with my erection. She lets out a moan as she begs me to go harder.

      No woman has ever made me feel this way. Insatiable. Animalistic. Euphoric.

      Dammit, can this elevator go any slower?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      My arms are pinned above my head. Ian presses his body against mine. He stares at me with those hazel eyes in a way I’ve never been looked at before. Never felt before. As though he were bound and determined to have me.

      His scent is masculine and heady. My senses are completely consumed by him.

      His kisses feel hot against my skin and lips. I melt into his demanding heat, clinging onto his shoulders as I close my eyes and enjoy the pleasure.

      As good as this is, I can’t lie to myself about how this will probably play out. Sure, he caught me by surprise taking control and pinning me against this wall, but that doesn’t change the fact that I know how guys function. They talk a big game until they let their dicks do the thinking for them. That’s when the night ends up with me not even close to orgasm, him fast asleep, and me halfway out the door.

      Another thrust of his hips brings me out of my mind. I let out another moan, wrapping my legs tighter around his hips. His dick against me ignites nerves I thought I’d never feel come to life.

      I admit; he’s better than most I’ve had. So far at least.

      As he thrusts, his pelvis lightly scrapes against my clit, sending electricity all over my body.

      The thought of him on me has me heating up more. The more he touches me, the more impatient I get. I know I should take back control before it’s too late, but I can’t help but want to let this play out. Maybe he has more to offer than just this moment in the elevator.

      Something about this man makes me go wild.

      Why him?

      That one question is repeated in the back of my mind, but I can’t seem to get past the fog that’s formed in my head. My mind, as well as my thoughts, are all but out the window.

      He’s hot, knows what he’s doing from what I can tell, and is so far better than most guys and my vibrator combined.

      His lips pull from mine, now traveling up and down my neck. I move my hips to the rhythm of his.

      I need him closer, naked, and inside me. Now.

      I’m so deep into my head space, and so hypnotized by his scent, kisses, and caresses, I barely notice the ding of the elevator. We pull away from each other long enough to see the now-open threshold. Both of us breathe heavily.

      “Shall we?” He gently lets me down to the ground, offering the crook of his arm. I let him guide me down the hallway and to the hotel room. Such a small gesture sends a ripple of pleasure down to my girl parts.

      It’s one thing to feel lust for him. After all, the man is hot enough to stop traffic. But what I’m feeling between us? This is different.

      I didn’t anticipate his ability to wow me like that in the elevator, much less in our conversation down at the bar. He’s different than what I was expecting, for sure. He’s a gentleman, he seems very open and honest about himself, sincere, and has the same sense of humor that I do. A rarity that I find hard to believe exists.

      You don’t meet a guy like that every day.

      I hear my mom’s voice in my head before shoving it from the forefront of my mind. That’s the last voice I need to be hearing.

      “Ladies first.” He gestures as he opens the door to our room, using the card key and then propping the door open.

      As soon as I walk in and the door closes with a thud behind us, I turn to Ian. Those hazel eyes are now not only filled with lust and desire, but also hunger.

      He scoops me up into his arms, then lowers me onto the edge of the soft comforter. His lips ravage mine once more.

      I grab for his pants, working to get the buttons undone while he unzips the back of my dress.

      In seconds, I feel a cool breeze against my upper back, followed by his warm hand. I watch as his pants fall to his ankles. His hard-as-stone erection greets me underneath the constraints of his underwear.

      I reach for the waistband, about to pull down and let his dick spring free, when he grabs a firm hold of my wrists in both hands, stopping me.

      Confused, I look up at him as he pushes me down onto my back, placing my hands with his over my head. His touch is gentle, but firm. He towers over me.

      How can this man exist? I have to be dreaming. This feels too genuine, too right. The remnants of my mind that isn’t consumed by this pleasure tell me to pull back before he has the chance to cause serious damage. Yet everything in my body is telling me to give all of myself to him.

      Long moments seem to pass as we lock stares on each other. As though he were trying to get under my skin, read my inner most thoughts and emotions. Perhaps even get me to feel things I never thought I could.

      If I wasn’t so enamored by him, I’d say he’s borderline creepy. Instead, his heated gaze on me has the sensation between my thighs growing stronger. It all feels too much yet not enough.

      Not only because I don’t know what to say, but also I want this man to rip my clothes off, I whisper the first thing that comes to mind. “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”

      He chuckles with a quirky grin. “I’m sorry. I just…don’t do this all that often. I’d like for us to take our time.”

      Take our time? He wants an orgasm just as much as I do, so why the wait? Why the foreplay? Didn’t he get enough of that in the elevator.

      I’m about to verbally disagree, that or get to the point myself, when he captures my lips again with his. His deepening, passionate kisses are a dream compared to the drunken slobbering I know all too well.

      My mind is screaming at me to get a grip, but clearly my body has taken all control and started the thinking for me. But the more he has of me, the deeper I find myself in his scent, his touch, his…everything. Whatever this rabbit hole of his is, I’m more than happy to travel down it with him.

      I feel his hand at my inner thigh slowly travel up. My heart races, and my breathing quickens as he inches closer and closer to my needy core.

      He gently presses a thumb against that sensitive nub over my soaked thong. I let out something between a gasp and a moan as the sensations of his slow and concise circles start to hit me.

      Immediately, I buck my hips. Anything for him to go faster. He’s so purposely slow that it’s agonizing.

      “Oh, my god. Please, I need…”

      “I know what you need, baby. But all in good time,” he whispers in my ear.

      He increases his speed. Not by much, but just enough to feel this Mount Everest of an orgasm in the distant future.

      I whimper as I look into his eyes. “Please, please.”

      Climax is right there. Just a little faster and I could get there.

      I close my eyes in concentration when he pulls his hand away. I inhale a sharp breath from the loss of contact.

      “What—” I start to protest, opening my eyes immediately. He captures my lips again.

      What’s with the edging? No. Don’t take my release away from me.

      I wrap a leg around his and use my hips to flip us over. He looks surprised. Good.

      Giving him a smirk, I stand back up from his lap. “My turn.”

      I kick my heels off my feet and then let my dress cascade down my body. All that’s left on me is my black bra and thong.

      Ian’s eyes scan me from head to toe. I feel my heart pounding in my ears. Why am I so nervous?

      Before I can investigate further, Ian pulls his shirt over his body and throws it across the room.

      Focus on the task at hand. Right.

      I push him flat on the mattress. My gaze goes straight to his strong chest, delicious, rigid abs, and then finally back to the bulge inside his underwear. Grabbing both sides, I pull down his boxer briefs, letting his erection spring free.

      I gape at the sight of his massive cock. What I imagined when I grabbed him in the elevator is nothing compared to what’s staring me in the face.

      His long length stands at full mast. His fat purple crest makes my mouth water. The veins all around his shaft are stiff and prominent against his tanned skin. Suddenly, the need to lick him like a lollipop becomes urgent, which is something I never do.

      The muscles on muscles I saw in his photos pale in comparison to how they look up close and personal. My mouth waters. All for me!

      He smirks at my look of awe. “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”

      Touché.

      A challenge? Bring it on.

      After unclasping my bra and stripping off my underwear, I let the garments fall at my feet. The air is cold against my skin, making my nipples stand at attention.

      “You like what you see?” I retort as I watch him stare, seemingly stunned. But the longer he gawks at my naked body, the harder it gets to stand still. I thought getting fully naked in front of him would help me take back control. Instead, just the opposite has happened. I feel vulnerable, uncertain, and exposed. This is something I’m not used to.

      I feel bare, inside and out. As though every mask I have up has been stripped away and utterly destroyed and all that’s left for him to see is…me.

      Shoving aside those thoughts and overwhelming emotions, I climb back onto the bed and straddle him.

      With no barrier between us, his cock rests close to my entrance as I slide my hips up and down his shaft. I feel my wetness covering his thick length. The sensation hits me seemingly just as hard as it does him. We both gasp from the contact. Oh, god.

      What will he feel like inside me?

      When it comes to sex, I prefer being in the driver’s seat. Not because I want to, but because I have more say in how long a hookup will last and how far a guy can go with me. I also can better dictate where he kisses, touches, and how long he fucks me, all while we both get what we want.

      I continue my pace when he suddenly flips us back over. I’m flat on my back again as his hands cling to the sheets on both sides of my head. My legs are draped over his strong thighs and every part of my body is open for him to see, explore, and have as he wishes.

      I’m terrified. The butterflies in my belly are out of control. What is he doing to me? I can’t seem to guess what he’s going to do next.

      Maybe you’re not supposed to.

      I stare at him in utter confusion. If not an immediate orgasm, what else could this man possibly want?

      I quickly realize the answer to my question when he lowers a hand to my core, separates my folds, and presses a digit against my engorged clit. This time, the feeling is more intense as I moan from the rush of pleasure.

      My mind wants to fight this, but my body betrays me when he inserts one of his long, thick digits inside me. He curls his fingers. The pleasure from both the front and back of my clit is overwhelming. Yep, he definitely beats my vibrator because in an instant I’m reaching climax.

      I grab tightly onto the sheet and close my eyes, as I gasp through this monster of an orgasm I feel coming.

      “Look at me,” he says, his voice rough.

      I do as he commands.

      The moment my eyes meet with his hazel ones, everything I feel goes into overdrive. I can’t look away. This orgasm that’s coming snowballs into something bigger than I’ve ever had. Bigger than I think I can handle.

      I feel helpless, having no choice but to plead to him with my eyes as I steadily come undone. As though he were my lifeline between sanity and insanity.

      I writhe under his touch as the orgasm I can’t hold anymore washes over me like a tidal wave. I let out a scream so loud, it leaves my voice hoarse. My back arches toward his fingers.

      “Good girl.” His praising of me should bother me, yet this compliment has me pooling more of my essence onto his fingers.

      I stare up at him in awe. How did he do that?

      Why fight it if he makes you feel so good?

      I try to sit up, ready to return the favor, when he gently pushes me down onto my back.

      “Not yet, precious. I want to taste you next.”

      A shiver of excitement rolls down my spine like a cool breeze. Is he for real? I’ve never had a hookup want to go down on me before.

      After kissing my lips again, he makes a trail down my neck, to my collarbone, past my breasts, and finally to my pussy. He stares in awe at if it were a work of art. I don’t know whether to feel flattered or uncertain. Come to think of it, no one has looked at me or has worshipped my body in this way before.

      Where the fuck has this guy been all this time?

      Grabbing my hips, he slides me closer to his mouth. “I’ve decided tonight is about you. So let me devour you.”

      Holy shit.

      I feel my heart skip a beat. “W-wait.” I don’t get to finish that sentence because then he trails his tongue up my inner thigh, cutting off the connection between my brain and body.

      Instead of trying to find ways to take back control, I’m searching for any way to get him closer to where I really want him—and his tongue.

      He parts my folds, swiping his tongue through my slit. I let out moans that grow louder and louder as I move my hips closer to his mouth. It all feels so good, and watching him devour me turns me on even more.

      Most guys think when orally pleasuring a woman, that it’s like digging their way to China. No focus on the bundle of nerves that gets a woman to orgasm, and zero clue about the female anatomy in general. Sure, there are the occasional novices who know what a clit is or does, or have some recollection on where it is, but still struggle with actually getting me to that sweet release. But not Ian. He has, without a doubt, one of the most talented tongues I’ve ever experienced.

      “Oh, god, please, you’re right there,” I tell him as the pleasure slowly begins to build. Something about watching this man’s head buried between my legs is incredibly sexy.

      I try to find some semblance of strength against his wicked tongue that’s taking me into orgasm number two. Damn, he’s good. Too good. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Just then, he slides two digits inside me and starts to suck on my clit. I inhale a sharp breath at the feel of his mouth and fingers. He’s relentless with my sensitive nub. I writhe even more under him as I tense and arch to his burning touch.

      Is he looking to pleasure or torture me? I don’t know, most likely both. I tug on his hair, anything to get me closer to him and this even stronger orgasm. At any moment, I’ll be coming and the only person who’s there to catch me when I fall is him. Something about that realization is comforting.

      He’s already blown my mind. No doubt his next mission is to fuck my brains out.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. Oh, my god. Don’t stop,” I call out in large gasps that quickly turn into cries of pleasure.

      To compare Ian to a human vibrator would be the understatement of the century. Insulting, even. What was I even thinking just a few moments ago? I’ve never realized pleasure like this could exist until tonight. More earth shattering. More addicting.

      This man has officially ruined sex for me. Others will pale in comparison to him. And he hasn’t buried his dick inside me yet. What am I going to do when all of him is connected to all of me?

      “Come for me, gorgeous,” he commands.

      Doing as he says, as well as losing all control, my body bucks. Baring down, I scream. My hips jerk as I toss back my head. Even when I’m seconds away from coming undone, he takes me higher, circling my clit with his tongue and sliding his fingers in and out. A sweet release more powerful and more intense than the last washes over me. Every muscle in my body goes stiff, then slowly relaxes as I ride the intense wave down.

      Ian looks up from my swollen pussy. “You look fucking gorgeous like this.”

      I’m used to a hookup not saying a word. Used to a usually unsatisfying tangle between the sheets and being on my way. Used to sex never being as intimate as staring at a man who’s only goal is to satisfy me. I don’t know whether to feel uncomfortable or astonished. Ian…confuses me. What’s his game? And why am I letting myself go along with it? A man like him can’t exist out there in the world.

      What if…there is no game?

      What if his foreplay, edging, compliments, and dirty talk mean more than just a hookup? It certainly feels that way. If this goes on much longer, tonight might start to feel less like a one-night stand and more like something else entirely. I should be bothered about this more than I am. Exactly why I’m not, I don’t know.

      Ian lets go of the lower half of my body and towers over me again. With each elbow supporting his body weight on both sides of my head, all he does is stare into me. His face is inches from mine as I caress his shoulders and back. I’m still in utter astonishment about what he just did. His eyes tell me I can trust him. That when I come down from this cloud, he’ll be there beside me.

      If only that were a reality.

      I can’t be sure if my libido is playing tricks on me or not, but I feel something growing between us. As though a thread of a connection has formed. And I’m not entirely sure whether to trust it. I know I should run. Run before I become completely addicted. But just the thought of leaving is unfathomable right now. The more that realization hits, the more it scares me. But that still doesn’t change what’s happening, and what will happen, between us now.
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      This feels right, perfect. And seeing the way she looks at me she knows it on some level, too.

      Her juices hit my tongue like nothing I’ve ever tasted. A sweet and salty taste mixed with her feminine musk has become my own personal drug. If I have too much…Fuck it, there’s no such thing as too much of this woman because no matter how much I have of her it will never be enough. So much so, that something primal in urges me to take her over the edge again and again, licking every last bit of her cream that she has to offer me. She is ecstasy herself.

      Pulling my mouth from her sensitive core, I tower over her to where we’re eye-level with each other. I scan every inch of her. Her eye lashes flutter, struggling to stay open. She glows with a pink hue all over. Her berry nipples, something I make a mental note to defile, are taut. The air between us smells of sex.

      The longer we stare into each other’s eyes, the more I see she’s searching for something. Better yet, asking if I have what she needs. Protection? Trust? Whatever it is, I want to assure her I can provide it. That I won’t let her fall into the depths of these flames we’re creating.

      This is too intimate, too personal, too perfect for it all to just be a hookup. How can I go on from this and be with other women? And I’m not just talking about the sex. I can’t shake this feeling. This woman is not like the others. Everything in my body screams at me to not let her go.

      Could she be the one?

      I’m starting to want to believe that’s true. How badly I want to claim her as mine right here and now. She’s managed to turn into such a fascinating enigma that I’m dying to unravel layer by layer.

      Given her screams and cries of pleasure, I don’t think anyone has properly satisfied this woman. Is that why she first took control? Does she not trust me? That would be valid since we just met. At least with sex. Could she be like this with other guys? If so, why?

      A smart man would steer clear. Would not ask questions. Would just see her as a hookup. But I don’t think I’m capable of that.

      “You’re fucking perfect,” I breathe.

      With her hair splayed across the pillow and her legs spread for me to nestle in between, she looks like a siren.

      My siren.

      Soon, the silent conversation between us is broken by her soft-spoken voice as she bites her lip. “I want more.”

      My ever-hardening cock brings me back to reality. I swear, my dick will fall off if I don’t get inside this woman right now.

      Moving out from between her legs, I quickly search for my jeans and fish out the condoms I had in my back pocket. I place all but one down on the bed beside us and tear one open, sliding the latex down my shaft. She spreads her legs wider for me. Her pussy flashes a bright berry color, secreting more juices that make my mouth water. Her clit is engorged.

      I climb back onto the bed, rest on my knees between her legs, and lean over her. Our lips touch in a light kiss as I take her face in my hands. I know this isn’t her first rodeo with sex, but I still want to be gentle considering how small and narrow her entrance is. While it’ll be bliss being inside, getting in will be the tricky part.

      “This may hurt a little, so try to relax,” I tell her.

      She nods as I align my crest to her heated entrance.

      Taking in a deep breath, I slowly begin to inch in. She gasps. Damn, she’s so tight. I struggle to breathe as sweat forms on my brow.

      I get to a third of the way in when I pause for her to adjust. Her walls clench all around me. Her nails dig into my back, making the mixture of pain and pleasure feel so good.

      “Fuck.” I let out a groan as I keep inching in.

      Despite my struggle, I don’t tear my gaze from her face. I watch every gasp, moan, sharp intake of breath, and shocked O expression that flashes across her face. The whole time, her stare remains on me, too. Our stares lock on each other. Neither of us seems to want to look away from the other. She was already beautiful when I met her. But now? She is the most stunning angel I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh, god,” she moans loudly, panting as she grips even harder. She closes her eyes, laying her head back.

      I continue working my way inside her. I use every ounce of strength I have not to let myself go in her just yet. To stay put and let her adjust to me.

      Agonizing seconds tick by like hours. My cock feels as if it’s on fire.

      “Are you okay?” I eventually manage to exhale the question.

      She hesitates. “Y-yes.”

      “Good.” Clenching my jaw, I ease slightly back, then plunge all the way to the hilt. Air rushes from my lungs as she lets out a hoarse moan. Her pussy grips all around me into an even tighter hug. I can barely think straight, yet the pleasure feels too good to stop.

      I pull halfway out, then plunge in her at once again. She lets out another loud moan, gripping me tighter to her, pulling me farther inside.

      I wrap my arms around her small waist, holding her upward and facing me as I pummel even deeper into her channel. New sensations hit me like a truck while my pelvis brushes against her clit with each thrust.

      I drive deeper into her, hitting a spot that has her moans turn more wilder, louder, and more constant.

      “Faster. Yes. Oh, god,” she breathes. This woman has me barely able to hold onto my self-control.

      No, not yet. Hold on. Don’t come yet.

      Lowering her back onto the bed, I drive into her harder and deeper. The sound of our bodies slapping together matches perfectly with every moan and rough breath between us. I’m at my wits end as the inevitable orgasm starts to consume me like a wildfire.

      All I can think about, if at all, is having her be mine. Going into tonight, I expected to get a good lay. Nothing special, but just enough to be satisfied. But this is a woman I can’t bring myself to imagine letting go. A woman that has made me feel things I never thought existed.

      I watch her mouth starting to form that sweet O shape I know all too well. She’s close. And this orgasm that’s quickly consuming us both will be our undoing.

      “Ian,” she screams out. The sound of my name from her lips is bliss all on its own.

      Suddenly, an image of her round with my babies and a ring on her finger forms in my mind. The possibility of her being the one begins to grow.

      Who’s to say she feels the same?

      I can feel through the connection forming between us that she does.

      It isn’t long before I feel her come undone in a loud scream of ecstasy. Her juices coat my dick.

      Giving one last hard thrust, I release inside her with a loud groan. Long moments pass as we slowly climb down from the hot release together.

      She sends me a smile. Happy. Sated. Complete.

      I rest my head on her chest as she wraps her arms and legs around me, keeping me inside her.

      “Wow,” she breathes. “Just…wow.”

      I chuckle, still trying to catch my breath. “You too.”

      Eventually, I ease out of her and walk into the bathroom, then dispose of the condom. When I come back, she’s splayed across the bed. Legs spread. She glows under the moonlight slanting into the room from the balcony window.

      This feels too good to just walk away from. No one I’ve been with has given me such spine-melting pleasure as she has. It can’t just be a coincidence.

      I lay back in bed beside her. I’m the big spoon to her little spoon. Her skin is so soft and smells so sweet.

      She reaches for my hand and guides me to her breast.

      With pleasure, darlin’.

      Taking one of her nipples between my thumb and fore finger, I pinch the tip firmly. She wriggles her butt against my erection. My dick slides between her cheeks as I move my other hand down to cup her mound, circling that little bundle of nerves. She gasps, arching her back to me.

      “God, you’re good at that,” she says between gasps of air and moans.

      Throughout the night, we go for round after round. Each time we finish, she asks for more one way or another.

      At one point, I look up from licking more of her cream onto my tongue to see the clock show it’s five in the morning. We may have slept for just a few hours, if that, yet I somehow find more energy to keep going.

      Her pussy is now my favorite meal. Her moans and screams of pleasure are now my favorite songs. The more I have of her, the more I want her. How the hell am I going to convince this woman we’re meant to be?

      I’m in a deep sleep when a loud thud jolts me awake. I look all around the sunlit room. My clothes are scattered across the floor.

      For a second, I’m not sure where I am. Then the memories of last night come flooding back. And then I realize both this beautiful woman and her clothes are gone.

      “No. Shit,” I murmur as I rush out of bed and don my clothes as fast as possible.

      She left already?

      Of course she left. What did you expect?

      This was a one-night stand, yet why does her absence affect me the way it does? There’s still so much I want to know about her. Crap, I don’t even know her name. If she’s gone for good, all I have to go on is a picture and a username.

      Once I grab my wallet and shoes, I rush out the door barefoot. It’s only been a few minutes since I woke up, so she still has to be on this floor, right? God, I hope so.

      I catch sight of the red dress and sexy, curly hair down the hall.

      “Wait, uh, red dress,” I call out to her but cringe at not knowing her name. I must be a major tool for forgetting to ask that important question.

      Planning to rectify that once I catch up to her, I jog down the hallway as she turns to the bank of elevators. She’ll be gone if I don’t catch up to her. No. She can’t be out of my sight. Not yet.

      Last night was the best night of my existence. Hell, it didn’t feel like we were fucking. It was as intimate as proclaiming love to each other. It sounds corny, but I don’t give a fuck. There’s no doubt in my mind we made a connection.

      Even as I’m chasing this woman down, the image of her barefoot and pregnant grows stronger and clearer. This isn’t just what I want; it’s what I need to happen. I have to see this through.

      The elevator dings before I can make the corner to the bank of elevators. Shit, I need to move faster.

      After what feels like an eternity, I make the turn to view her in the elevator. “Wait,” I call out again, catching a glimpse of her surprised face. “I didn’t catch your—” The doors close before I can finish the sentence.
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      The brightness of the sun seeps through the windows and into my eyes. I groan, shielding the bright rays with my hand. Ugh, such a rude awakening. Did I forget to wear my sleep mask again?

      I turn to my side with my eyes still closed, not ready to greet the day quite yet, when my hand comes into contact with a hard slab of muscle.

      Huh, that’s weird.

      Usually I have more room than that in my bed. I glide my hand over the hard wall of skin. Is there someone in my bed? I don’t remember coming home last night.

      My fingers move over one ridge of muscle after the next. The air around me smells of a strong, masculine scent.

      Suddenly, memories of the night before flood back into the forefront of my mind.

      Blissful kisses, an overwhelming pleasure, multiple orgasms, and those hypnotic hazel eyes. All of which are now branded into my memory.

      I quickly blink my eyes open. The first thing I see is a man’s bare chest slowly rising and falling with each deep breath he takes.

      Shit, I stayed the night. All I had to do was hit it and quit it. But no. I just had to let a man and his magical penis put me to sleep. Ugh. How could I let this man convince me to take one orgasm after the next?

      Because he’s good at it?

      I’ve always had a strict set of rules when it comes to one-night stands. If the sex is somewhere between good and amazing, I stay for a second round and then leave. Anything below good and decent, and I’m gone the second he finishes. But most importantly, a one-night stand should only remain a one-night stand. At least in my book.

      My gaze slowly travels past his collarbones. Up to his Adam’s apple. Past his square jaw, and finally to his beautiful face.

      I instantly recognize it as Ian’s face.

      The drowsiness from waking up is quickly replaced with fear and panic.

      It was just sex.

      No. A night with Henry Cavill is just sex. Amazing celebrity sex but still just sex. What happened last night? That’s something different entirely. Something I don’t have the words to describe. Something unexpected. Ian caught me off guard. Opened me up in a way no one has ever done before. I can’t ignore how exposed I feel, and that he’s made me start questioning everything I’ve known about love and sex.

      No. You’re reading too much into it.

      Right. I need to stop dwelling on this ridiculous lapse of judgment. He’s just a guy that happened to be great at sex, and now it’s over. That’s it. Scolding myself isn’t going to get me out of this hotel room.

      Taking my focus back to the sleeping man beside me, I notice his soft snoring. The warmth radiating from his body. The mere inches away my lips are from his. How tempting it would be to melt into those kisses and let him heap the pleasure on my body all over again. But I can’t. I’d be opening myself to more unnecessary heartbreak. Been there and done that.

      Slowly, I inch my way to the edge of the mattress, watching his face for any signs of waking. The last thing I need is for him to wake up in the middle of my escape and for things to get awkward.

      A few moments later, I feel my back almost hanging off the edge of the bed, and his arm is no longer around my waist.

      I silently exhale a sigh of relief. Mission accomplished. Now, where are my clothes?

      I start to rise from the mattress when I feel my legs buckling from under me and immediately sit back down. Extreme soreness travels all over my body. This feeling is worse than walking out of the gym after a HIIT class. I barely have any control of my legs.

      I used to not believe the girls, much less the high-ponytailed pop singer, who would say they’d sometimes walk funny after some mind-blowing sex. Now, as I struggle to put one foot in front of the other without grunting in pain, I feel like such a bitch for not believing them.

      I hear sheets rustling behind me. Shit, is he waking up? Crap, not yet. Not until I’ve gotten the hell out of Dodge. Not until I’ve forced myself to stop thinking about staying.

      I turn my head back to him to see his eyes are still closed, and he’s grabbed with both arms onto the pillow I laid my head. If he’s starting to toss and turn now, it’ll only be a matter of time before he opens his eyes.

      Mustering up the courage to work through the pain and the shakiness of my unsteady legs, I look around the room and quickly don my bra, thong, and dress.

      Once I zip my dress back into place, I spot my clutch on the nightstand adjacent to the bed. The hotel’s clock beside it, I notice, says half-past seven in the morning. Yep, definitely got to go. My bestie’s engagement party is today, and I need to start getting things, and people, squared away.

      After grabbing the clutch and eventually finding my shoes, I don’t waste any more time and put the cute heels in the crook of my arm.

      I’m walking up to the door to make my escape when I realize If I’m going to do the walk of shame, I should at least look halfway decent.

      I instantly regret turning on the lights in the bathroom as I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My eyes are smeared with mascara, making me look like a racoon. The color of my red lipstick is everywhere else but on my now-swollen lips. My hair is as messy as a bird’s nest. I cringe at the fact that I slept with my makeup on. This definitely needs damage control.

      Finding some individually packaged makeup remover wipes provided by the hotel, I make quick work of the mess on my face. Not a miracle, but definitely something I can live with when walking back to my car. I’m bare faced and my hair is in a messy bun, but it’ll have to do.

      Gently, quickly, and quietly closing the bathroom door behind me, I open the main door beside it.

      I’m about to walk through the threshold when I stop myself and turn back to the naked, gorgeous man still asleep in the bed.

      This man, logically, is a hookup. But emotionally…could there be more, or is that wishful thinking? I don’t want there to be, but I can’t deny that I’m hesitating at leaving so soon. Why should I feel guilty in the first place? This is a stranger, not the love of my life. Which part of me should I choose to listen to? The part that has always kept me safe from harm and heartbreak, or the one that feels natural yet terrifying and unfamiliar?

      Girl, stop. He came to see you for the very same reason you did for him. Don’t delude yourself into thinking it could be anything more than a hookup.

      Right, I’m being stupid. Love doesn’t, and never has, existed in one-night stands. What is the matter with me to start questioning that very basic rule? It’s one thing to be bewildered by him and his…talents. But to start questioning my entire belief system after one night?

      Reluctantly, I tear my gaze from Ian’s sleeping form and force myself to close the door behind me. The click of the hinge is loud in the silence. I cringe at the noise as I all but run down the hallway. The faster I try to go, the more pain I feel. My legs threaten to fall from under me with every step. I do my best to power walk to the bank of elevators.

      A few feet from the elevators, I turn my head back to the room to make sure I’m still in the clear, when I see Ian standing just outside its threshold.

      “Wait, uh, red dress,” he calls as he jogs straight toward me. Crap, I’ve been made.

      Panic rises in me as I rush to push the down button for one of the elevators. Any elevator. With Ian’s long legs, it probably won’t be long before he catches up to me. I just hope that by the time he does, the doors will close behind me.

      But why is he chasing after me? Most guys wouldn’t want to talk to their hookups the morning after. If they do at all, it’s to tell them to see themselves out or ask them nicely to leave. He already got what he wanted. Now that it’s all said and done, I’m no longer needed. At least I shouldn’t be. What else could he possibly want?

      The ding of the elevator and the doors sliding open to an empty compartment have me exhaling in a sigh of relief. Rushing inside, I furiously push the close button multiple times. The closer his footsteps sound, the faster my heart beats and the more insistently I press. Not just from the realization that he could get to me before I can leave, but because maybe…something in me is still saying to stop running, to stay.

      I shake my head. “I can’t. It meant nothing.”

      After what feels like forever, the doors finally begin to close. Just then Ian’s face comes to view. “Wait, I didn’t catch your—”

      The doors close before I can hear the end of that sentence. That’s right, I never told him my name. I know his, but he doesn’t know mine. I realize it’s kind of a blessing.

      It’s probably for the best.

      Soon enough, I’ll just be another faceless woman he had sex with however many nights ago, and he’ll move on to the next flavor of the night.
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        Friday Evening, September 2

        Dallas

      

        

      
        Kami

      

      

      “Why did I choose to wear heels today?” I breathe heavily as I haul ass down the few blocks from the office of KH Industries, the tech company I work at, to a bar I’ve never heard of called the Brick.

      Because you’re a shoe whore.

      My wedges threaten to trip me with every step down the pavement. It’s one thing to walk around the bars with girlfriends in these, but to run in them? Hell no, that’s just asking for blisters the next day.

      I decide to keep a pace somewhere between a power walk and a jog. Definitely not something I intend to repeat. But regardless, there’s no way in hell I’m missing my bestie getting engaged.

      After everything my best friend and now-former roommate, Kiera Young, has gone through, she deserves happiness. Though her relationship with KH Industries co-CEO Jonathan Knight started as rather…unsusal, I couldn’t be happier for them.

      Despite the fact that it’s now early September, the sun beats down on me like Satan’s ball sack. I wish for a breath of cool wind to hit me.

      My orange, knee-length dress flows behind me as I continue down the path. Sweat starts to form on my brow. Ugh, I would have taken a taxi if I’d known it was going to be this hot. Then again, I live in Texas. Summer isn’t over until early November at the earliest.

      I sigh in relief as I make the corner and see the sign for the bar Jonathan had said to be at. Today is special, and I’d never forgive myself if I missed this important event.

      After trekking the last few steps to the entrance, I pull the door open. Immediately, the cool air conditioning hits my hot skin, welcoming me with seemingly open arms. A few moments of taking in the sweet, cool air pass before I scan the place for familiar, friendly faces.

      Looking beyond the cute decorations I know Jonathan’s sister, Mia Knight, and Kiera had put up just hours before, I look from the bar’s wooden decor to the large table stretching across.

      I make my way to a waving Mia and Kiera and sit on one of the stools beside them. “Hey, ladies. You did a fantastic job.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without Kiera,” Mia praises. She looks stunning in the little black dress I lent her that hugs all her curves and makes her look absolutely gorgeous.

      “Oh, no, Mia is the mastermind. I just did whatever she told me to do,” Kiera demurs, her bright smile contagious as ever. I snicker to myself at what’s about to unfold.

      Since early-July, we’ve had Kiera believing this party was about celebrating the latest deal we’ve made with the top PR guru and fixer in Texas, Maya Thompson.

      While we are celebrating that, too, that didn’t stop Jonathan from wanting to propose at the same time. From helping Jonathan find the perfect ring to secretly making flight reservations for Kiera’s family, it felt like something out of Mission Impossible to make sure Kiera stayed in the dark, especially when she works as his assistant.

      Now that the day has finally arrived and Jonathan will be here in a few with Kiera’s parents and sisters in tow, I struggle to hide my excitement.

      I laugh at Kiera’s statement. “What are we drinking tonight?”

      “We haven’t decided yet.” Mia cocks her head. “Champagne? Wine? Tequila? What’s your poison?”

      On the one hand, tequila will always have my heart. But seeing as this is a special occasion, the drink should be special too.

      At that moment, out of my peripheral, I notice a tall figure from behind the bar walking toward us. Perfect timing!

      I turn to watch him lay down napkins in front of us when a wave of recognition—followed by sheer panic—hits me hard.

      “What can I get—” He stops midsentence when he looks up at me. His facial expression matches my own.

      That’s the guy from last night. The guy that I took to bed and who rocked my world better than any I’ve had before. The guy who somehow managed to get under my skin and learn me inside and out. What the fuck is he doing here? Does he work here?

      “Kami,” Mia breaks the silence, “this is Ian. He owns the Brick.” The casual tone in her voice tells me she’s unaware of what’s happening between Ian and me.

      Finally, Ian’s face morphs into a smile as he extends his hand to me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you…Kami.”

      I join his gaze, reluctantly giving him my hand. “It’s um…nice to meet you, too.” My cheeks, without a doubt, are as red as a fire truck.

      I try to pull my hand free when Ian tightens his grip. “Say, have we met before?” His tone is obviously filled with sarcasm.

      I play dumb. “Nope. Don’t remember meeting you. I guess I just have one of those faces.” I paste on a smile, hoping to hide the complete lie.

      He doesn’t look convinced. Figures.

      “You think that’s it?” He wraps his free hand around my elbow and draws me closer. I gasp as he whispers in my ear. “How could I forget your sweet pussy and your cries of ecstasy each time you came?”

      His sultry voice immediately has my girl parts fluttering.

      No. Bad libido. Bad.

      I push him away. The questions I had when I woke up beside him this morning now come back as though someone were screaming in my face. My head is telling me to stay away from him, yet my body continues to have other ideas. I seriously need to get myself examined or something.

      “Kami, do you and Ian know each other?” Kiera asks. If only she knew.

      How do I answer that question without telling her how in one night he unnerved me in some of the best ways possible? How he emotionally opened me raw, captivated my soul, and I’m now possibly enamored by him? How much I want him all over again still.

      “No, never met him before,” I continue the lie.

      “So strange. I feel like I know you.” He gives a knowing smirk.

      Cheeky bastard.

      I’m about to give him a similar remark when I see Jonathan coming up behind Kiera. A small, velvet box is in his hand. Right, it’s time. Talk about saved by the ring.

      While everyone is distracted by Jonathan’s speech, I move farther away from Ian staring at me and stand behind Kiera. I watch as Kiera’s face fills with surprise to see her family, followed by a shocked and tearful expression at seeing the beautiful engagement ring.

      I watch as she stares in awe at the piece of jewelry. Everyone waits with seemingly bated breath for the reply to one of the most important questions in her life.

      When no sound has come out of her yet, I prod her in the ribs. “Kiera? This is the part where you say yes.”

      My words seem to bring her back to the present. She gives him multiple happy-tear yeses, throwing herself into Jonathan’s arms.

      Everyone cheers for the now soon-to-be husband and wife. Men pat him on the back with congrats while all the women congregate around Kiera, trying to get a good look at the rock on her finger.

      As much as I’m enjoying the moment though, I shift uncomfortably where I stand, feeling Ian’s stare as he stands beside me. Of all the hookups I could have awkwardly run into, why did it have to be him?

      I quickly try to leave, but before I can, Ian stands in front of me. Towers over me. His piercing eyes have me frozen where I am.

      “So… Kami,” he says with a smile. “I have to say it’s nice to put a beautiful face with such a gorgeous name.” He chuckles. “And I was beginning to think your name was That Sassy Latina.”

      I hesitate. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

      “Oh, but you do.”

      I look around the bar to see if anyone is seeing this, but everyone is too distracted to notice. “Look, I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but this isn’t funny.”

      He shakes his head. “There’s no game. I’d like to go out with you sometime.”

      “Sorry, pal. That’s not how a one-night stand works.”

      “Who says it can’t be more? We did meet on a dating app.”

      I shake my head. “So what? We hooked up. That’s it. Why complicate things?”

      “And that was possible because we met on a dating app. If you just wanted to hook up, why would you use a dating app?”

      I get where he’s coming from, but that’s just how hookup culture is.

      “Most people use dating apps to hook up all the time. Just because they say it’s a dating app, doesn’t mean people use it like one.”

      “And just because most people use the app to hook up, doesn’t mean we have to do the same,” he points out.

      Does he want to get to know me because I’m interesting, or does he just want to get laid? I try to focus on this question yet can’t help but notice how close his face is to mine. His lips inches away from touching mine. The thought of his hands—and mouth—all over me again consumes almost my every thought.

      God dammit, not now. Keep yourself in check.

      As good as the sex was, I can’t let him have me. Not again.

      I do my best to shove down my growing desire. “Let me make something clear. Our time together was a fling and nothing more.”

      He pauses, scanning me. “You say you’re not interested…yet your body is telling me otherwise.”

      Holy crap. It’s like he can read my mind. “Did you not hear what I—”

      “I heard what you said,” he interrupts. “But let me make something clear. When I see something I like, I never give up until it’s mine. You are no exception.”

      That’s actually kind of hot.

      I shake my head. “Yeah, well, you should give up now because I’m not looking for commitment.” I can function perfectly fine without a long-term relationship.

      He crosses his arms over his muscular chest. Damn, how is this man making me all but come undone, and he hasn’t even touched me? “I don’t think that’s true. And, hun…that just makes you more interesting to me.”

      I should be creeped out. I should be seeing red flags galore, yet there’s a part of me that tightens with excitement at his insistence. Like the damsel in distress to the knight and shining armor.

      I roll my eyes, pretending he doesn’t faze me. “Go find interests somewhere else, because you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      He hit a nerve last night. More than I care to admit. And the more he pokes at that nerve, the more vulnerable I feel.

      I’m scared he sees everything I’ve spent years trying to hide behind an emotional wall I built so long ago. I tried holding back, but the more pleasure he gave, the harder it was not to give in. To do that all over again, I might as well wave the white flag before the battle has even begun.

      “Keep telling yourself that, but I remember you crying out my name over and over and over…”

      I shake my head. “Okay, okay shut up.”

      “Kami,” I hear Mia across the room. “Come take shots with us.”

      Thank god, a perfect excuse to get out of this conversation.

      I paste on a fake smile as I start to walk away from him. “Well, I’d love to stay and chat, but my friends need me. Have a nice life.”

      I don’t wait for a reply; I rush over to the large group of people, and down the first shot I see on the table next to them. Tequila. Thank god.
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      Ian

      Kami. Her name is Kami.

      The name suits her. Cute, sassy, and incredibly sexy. I still mentally kick myself for forgetting to ask that small yet important question.

      I knew it’d be a given the bar would be packed. I don’t know much about Jonathan’s girl, apart from meeting her one time at my bar, but I’m happy for them regardless.

      And then she walked in.

      What are the fucking odds that who I thought was the one that got away would walk into my bar and, on top of that, know some of my closest friends?

      I thought, at first, I was imagining things. That my eyes were playing tricks on me. But there she was. As though life had given me a moment. As though life was telling me I met her for a reason. I may be reaching, but one thing is for sure, I’m not going to let this chance go to waste.

      When most of the party goers leave around midnight, all who’re left is me, Jonathan, Kiera, Mia, and…Kami.

      I see her clearing off the decorations from the walls and walk over to her.

      I open my mouth to speak when she pushes a ball of streamers, empty paper plates, and cups into my hands.

      “Here. This is trash.” She quickly walks away as though her very fine ass was on fire.

      It’s cute how she thinks she can avoid me.

      I turn to the nearest trash can, dump the material inside, and walk back to her.

      I pretend to busy myself at another table beside her, looking over in her direction every now and then. She doesn’t make eye contact, but I know she’s aware of me. Her body is stiff, she seems frazzled, and is glancing everywhere else but at me.

      “Hey,” I greet her casually.

      “Hi.” She’s short with her reply. Unemotional. Definitely avoidant.

      “I think tonight went well, don’t you think?”

      Only silence from her.

      “You know what? Forget about dinner. Why don’t we get coffee sometime? I know this great—”

      “You haven’t had many hookups, have you?” she says, interrupting me.

      “I have. I just want to pick up where we left off last night.”

      She places her hands on her hips. “Last night was a blip in the past.”

      “It’s interesting how you say that because I recall fucking each other’s brains out all night long and then you sneaking out without saying goodbye.”

      She groans in annoyance. “I’ve said it once tonight, and I will say it again. We fucked. That’s it. Are you pissed about not getting a proper goodbye or something?”

      She’s missing my point on purpose. Exactly why? I’m not sure.

      “Give me this small chance, and if you still don’t like me by the end of it, just say so and you’ll never hear from me again.” At least then I’ll know her judgment of me won’t come from a place of deflection.

      I watch her face contort into an expression that seems as though she’s debating with herself.

      Did that night affect her as it affected me? Or could it be only wishful thinking clouding my judgment? Just when I thought I had so many questions after last night, I’m now facing more.

      A few moments pass before her face slides back into a neutral expression. “You seem like a nice guy, but I’m not interested.”

      “Let me try to change your mind,” I insist.

      She hesitates. “Thanks, but no thanks. I-I’m too busy.”

      “You weren’t too busy when you let me rest my head between your legs,” I whisper in her ear.

      She scoffs. “You’re disgusting; you know that?” After grabbing a wad of trash, she aggressively shoves it in a nearby trash can.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “It’s the truth, and you know it.”

      “Read my lips. Not. Interested.”

      “Give me one good reason why, and I’ll leave you alone.”

      She stands in panicked silence. Her mouth is moving, but no words are coming out. She can’t give me an answer. Could she be struggling for words because deep down she wants to say yes? If that is true, what could be holding her back?

      I have two choices: Do the smart thing and let her go, or do the dumb thing and don’t stop until she orders me away. If she’s not serious, then she’s not serious. But I want her to give me the benefit of the doubt before she’s completely made up her mind.

      I’d like to think I’m smart about a lot of things, but with her I don’t think I can be.

      Something happened between us last night. I swear it felt like a connection. And based on her hesitance right now, I think she felt it, too.

      I interject. “All I’m saying is sometimes you have to test drive the car before you buy it.”

      She chuckles. “Trust me, I’ve looked at the car and got all that I needed.”

      “You sure? You haven’t finished popping the hood, baby.” I wink.

      “No thanks, Carvana. I’m all good.” She walks off.

      I laugh at her comeback. Sharp and full of wit. Hell, yeah.

      I spend the next half hour finishing up the cleaning process behind the bar. Though most of my focus is on my work, it doesn’t stop me from looking over at her every now and then.

      I’ll let her process things for a bit, but I fully intend on winning her over.
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        Monday, September 5

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      “Spill.” Kiera pulls open the passenger side door of my car and climbs inside.

      I gape. “You got up at the ass crack of dawn just to ask me that?”

      After my encounter with Ian on Friday night, I know Kiera has questions. Not just about how I know him, but also about the way I reacted to seeing him. Instead of playing it cool, I went into panic mode, especially when he called my bluff on more than one occasion.

      I’ve been telling Kiera over the past few days nothing was happening, or had happened, between us. But since my bestie is here when she’d rather be fast asleep in her bed, there’s no doubt in my mind she’s looking for real answers.

      “Yes, I did. So spill the tea.”

      It’s not that I don’t want to give her a tell-all. I just don’t see the need to talk about something that doesn’t matter anymore. It was only sex.

      But was it just that?

      Sex between Ian and me was mind-blowing but got too real too quickly. In the end, I can’t figure out if it was lust or…something else.

      Even if it was something, it can’t be anything. I’m not cut out for what he has in mind for us.

      I sigh as I drive the car out of our apartment complex parking lot and onto the main road. “I always want to confide in you, but there’s nothing to tell.”

      “From the way he was looking at you, and the way you two were arguing, I’d disagree.”

      Please, don’t remind me.

      “He’s just a guy I banged and has now deluded himself into thinking it can be more.”

      “What makes you think it can’t? Jonathan and I started out that way.”

      “You guys got together because you wanted to learn how to have sex without emotion,” I point out. “What happened between Ian and me was…”

      “Just sex?” She finishes my own sentence with a dubious stare. “That’s exactly what Jonathan and I told ourselves, too. Look how that turned out.”

      Could she be right? My mind has played out everything that happened between Ian and me that night as if it were that one movie I was supposed to hate, but ended up secretly loving.

      Yes, the sex was good. Fucking fantastic is a better description. But then I felt something rise in me, something I couldn’t hold back. I don’t know how to explain it, but he made me feel like we were the only two people in the world. I still feel this indescribable pull between him and me. And when we saw each other again last weekend, that pull tightened its grip on me—which scared me even more.

      My bestie continues, “Don’t let years of watching someone else’s mistakes, and your one bad experience, dictate your love life.”

      I shake my head, trying not to let the past haunt my thoughts. “I’m not letting anyone dictate my love life. I know myself. I’m not a relationship kind of person.” At least not anymore.

      There was a time I thought I could have unconditional love. That despite my crappy childhood, I could find someone special who would stick by me. But I learned my lesson a long time ago. No need to torture myself more than I already have.

      After pulling the car into the nearest parking space a few minutes later, Kiera and I walk into KH Industries. Then I see my boss and Kiera’s future brother-in-law Nathan Knight walk up to us.

      His arms are crossed over his chest as he glares at me. His nose is beet red, and eyes puffy. “Would you care to explain to me what’s going on, Miss. Hernandez?”

      I blink. “I’m sorry?”

      “‘Sorry?’” He lets out a loud sneeze, covering his mouth with his arm. “I’ve been sneezing all morning.”

      I place my hands on my hips. He’s seriously blaming me for his allergies. He’s joking, right? “And why do I need to apologize for your allergies, sir?”

      He sniffles. “Because of those damn flowers on your desk.”

      “Flowers? Who left me flowers?” The answer comes to me the minute the question escapes my lips.

      He. Did. Not.

      “Don’t know and don’t care. Just…do something with them so I can stop sneezing.”

      I nod as Nathan walks off to the elevator, Kiera and me right in tow.

      I look over at my smirking bestie. Her mind went to the same conclusion mine did, and she’s clearly amused.

      “What’s with that look on your face?” I whisper to her.

      “I think you know.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not him.”

      “Twenty bucks says it is,” she sings as the elevator doors open to Nathan and my floor.

      And no doubt she’d win that bet.

      Whether Ian is deluded or insane, I can’t be sure. There’s a word to describe him, but my mind is, at this moment, drawing a blank.

      I walk into the office and to my cubicle. My sight is immediately on the large flowers held in a transparent vase on my desk.

      “Oh, my god,” I gasp.

      Large greenery complements colors like orange, red, pink and yellow spilling from the clear vase. I recognize roses, lilies, kale and orchids in each of those colors. I’ve never seen something so beautiful—and something so me.

      I inhale the exotic flowers. “Wow, they smell so good.” I feel my heart fluttering.

      No. Bad, Kami, bad. This is a manipulation tactic.

      I shake my head. Right, he’s trying to get me to go out with him, and if I’m not careful, he’ll succeed. Who says they’re from him anyway?

      I scan the flowers for some kind of card or note when I find a white envelope in between a yellow bloom and a purple orchid. I pluck it out and read the message inside.

      

      Just because I know your name now doesn’t mean we can’t have fun!;) Ian

      

      I don’t know what impresses me the most: the flowers or the size of his balls.

      They’re just flowers.

      That may be true, but it’s the reasoning behind these flowers that I can’t just let go.

      I’m sitting at my desk contemplating that theory, every now and then admiring the flowers, when I see a new email pop onto my computer screen. It’s from Kiera.

      
        
          
            
              
        Who are the flowers from? Send pics!

      

      

      

      

      

      Knowing her as the hopeless romantic she is, she’s already envisioned me married off to Ian and having his babies.

      I reply back to her, saying they’re from Ian, and tag a picture of the flowers and notecard.

      A few minutes later, I see her next response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wow those are gorgeous! Maybe you should hear him out?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hear him out? Ian, like all the others, is nothing more than a been there and done that. Life is about living to the fullest. To have another round with Ian would be like history repeating itself. What’s the point of watching it all unfold when I already know how it’s going to play out?
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        Saturday, October 29

        Jonathan and Kiera’s house

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      When I drive into the gated community, I’m in awe of the houses around me. From extremely lavish to simply elegant, each house I see is more jaw-dropping than the last.

      Soon after driving past the first couple of streets, the GPS in my car prompts me to turn left, and the destination would be on my right. After doing so, I park my car at the curb.

      I knew Jonathan and his soon-to-be bride were looking into houses. But when I heard they bought the house of their dreams within two months of finding it, I was surprised. Clearly, they’re not wasting any time starting their lives together.

      This house, with its stucco finish and stacked stone exterior, screams homey but still gives an elegant feel. Gray shutters accent the picture windows. An arch of white stone at the entrance complements iron doors. The walkway to the front door is decorated with small greenery and vibrant flowers on both sides.

      Maybe someday you could have that white picket fence life, too.

      A house? Possibly. A wife and kids? There was a long time when I thought that idea had become a pipe dream, especially after Katy left. But with Kami? I’m dreaming about it again.

      I get out of my pickup truck and pull a large box of booze with a small gift bag on top. I’m starting to walk up to the entrance when I see Jonathan coming out of the front door in a white and gold tunic with gold sandals. Yep, this is definitely a Halloween party.

      “Hey, man,” he greets me.

      “Hey! Don’t you look…ethereal.” I nod to him.

      He chuckles. “It was all Kiera’s idea. I’m just the mannequin. Need help with that?”

      “Nope. All good. My gift to y’all is on top, though, if you want to grab it.”

      He grabs the little blue paper bag and looks inside. “Thanks, man. Kiera loves mugs, especially if they’re matching.” He scans my Halloween costume. “And who are you supposed to be?”

      For over the past month, I’ve been buried in work. From hiring and rehiring management, to opening and closing the bar, I haven’t found much time outside of work to do much of anything.

      During that time, I’ve made sure Kami knows she’s still on my mind by sending her gifts. Thank god to Kiera for being an ally, and giving me Kami’s address.

      I gave her a bouquet of flowers I thought she’d appreciate, a Swarovski Crystal bracelet of the Phantom of the Opera mask, along with a DVD copy of the Broadway show at the Royal Albert Hall, and a perfume that smells like jasmine. The same scent I kept smelling the night we were together. The scent that’s still driving me crazy.

      I’m not surprised she hasn’t contacted me about my gifts. No doubt she’s been trying to avoid me since the engagement party. But I remain optimistic because she hasn’t returned any of the presents. I may be putting her on notice, but how else do I get her attention? What else can I do to get her to talk to me?

      Walking into a Halloween store a few hours earlier, I grabbed the first decent costume that I saw. I don’t care what I look like as long as it’s from the men’s department, in my size, and has more fabric than an Adam and Eve costume combined.

      “Uh, pirate…I think.”

      I’m wearing a white, flowing, transparent shirt and brown vest with dark blue pants, and brown, knee-length boots. A cheap-looking pirate hat is on the top of my head. Better than nothing, right?

      “Come on in, Ian,” Kiera greets me, holding the door open as I enter the house. She wears a costume similar to Jonathan’s, only she wears her hair in waves and with a gold headband.

      “Thanks, Kiera.” I smile. “Where would you like the booze?”

      “Set it in the kitchen just ahead.” She indicates the passthrough.

      “Thanks. You guys have a beautiful home. Congrats.”

      “Thanks, man.” Jonathan wraps his arms around the petite brunette. Her smile toward him is so smitten, it’s hard not to grin for them.

      I walk into the immaculate kitchen with marble counter tops, black cabinets, and a gas stove. The rectangular-shaped island in the middle of the kitchen is completely covered in delicious foods. A variety of sweet and salty makes my mouth water.

      “There goes my diet,” I mutter.

      “We’ll take that as a compliment.” Mia walks in and greets me. “Hey, Ian.”

      “Hey, Mia,” I greet back. “I see you and Kiera have been busy.”

      Her hair is in waves. Her makeup sultry as she wears a tight, purple corset and black pants with a pointy witch hat on her head.

      “It wasn’t just us. Most of the ideas for the food came from—”

      “Me.”

      I hear Kami’s voice before I even see her make the corner and come behind Mia.

      The minute she comes into view, I’m blown away by her all-black sexy vampire costume. Her black-laced corset highlights her hour-glass figure. Her tits spill over the top, screaming to me “Put me in your mouth. I taste good.” Her short, ruffled skirt barely covers the tops of her thighs, which are dressed in sheer, fishnet stockings. Shit, how am I going to keep my hands off her tonight? Then again, what if that’s the idea?

      I realize I’ve been staring too long at her tits, bounce my gaze back up to her face, and mentally pick my jaw up from off the floor.

      “Nice to see you again…Kami.” I smile.

      She slightly stiffens. She must have remembered Mia was standing next to her because then her body language turns neutral, almost aloof.

      “You, too.” Her gaze is everywhere but on me.

      Mia then quickly interjects. “I’m going to put up the rest of the decorations before more people arrive.”

      “I’ll help—” Kami begins to say when Mia stops her.

      “I got this. Just…chill.” Mia winks.

      Thank you, Mia.

      Kami rolls her eyes, then turns back to me, staying on one side of the island while I stand on the other. “So what do you have for me this time?”

      I grin at the confirmation that she received my gifts. “Just me this time. Did you like the other gifts I gave you?”

      She hesitates. “As…kind as it was for you to send me those things, you didn’t need to.”

      “I wanted to. And my intention wasn’t to be just ‘kind.’” I might as well come out and say it. “I like you, Kami.”

      I watch her face contort into that same expression that she made back at the bar. As though she were fighting with herself. There’s a long pause between us. What is going on in that gorgeous head of hers?

      Eventually, she takes a deep breath. “Why are you spending this money on me? You don’t even know me.”

      She has a point. This is my second time seeing her since our night between the sheets.

      “I don’t, but I’d like to. I sent you those things because I wanted you to know I was listening. Paying attention to what you had to say. I find you fascinating.”

      She shakes her head. “That’s very…flattering of you, but that doesn’t change things. Even if I was looking for a special someone, it’d be someone not serious about a relationship, who still wants to party, and maybe someone…younger.”

      Did she really just call me old?

      Excuses. They’re all excuses. “You sure about that? Cause you don’t look sure.”

      Her cheeks turn red. I can’t tell if she’s mad or blushing. “My point is, you’re still barking up the wrong tree. I don’t have time for relationships.”

      I’m calling bullshit. “Don’t have time to date or don’t want to date me?” I challenge.

      “Look, I’m willing to compromise, so let’s just be friends.”

      “Friends? We fucked each other into oblivion, and you want to be friends?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “You’ve got a problem with that?”

      If she had zero interest in me, we wouldn’t have had sex that night, she would have returned my gifts, and she definitely would have nipped this conversation in the bud.

      And yet here we are.

      Circling around the long kitchen island, I close the distance between us. She watches me as I inch my body closer and closer to hers. Her face looks panicked, yet she doesn’t move an inch. She’s frozen in place, staring up at me like I’m the only thing standing between her and insanity.

      Once we’re chest to chest, and our stares lock, my nose is met with that same damn hypnotic scent of hers. This time, it’s even more powerful.

      Could she be wearing the perfume I gave her right now?

      I study every aspect of her face before leaning my forehead against hers, her lips inches away from mine. “I’m afraid I do, baby.”

      “W-why?” She breathes.

      I caress the side of her face. She unconsciously leans toward my touch. “Because I don’t usually want to fuck my friends.”
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        Kami

      

      

      

      He’s so close. How tempting he is with his warm touch, hard body against mine, hypnotic eyes, and convincing voice.

      Stop it. This isn’t real. He’s trying to get inside your head.

      I admit, the gifts he sent surprised me. I never thought a man could actually remember the details of a conversation, much less my name. I don’t know whether to feel flattered—or scared.

      Maybe losing myself in him just a bit longer is what I need.

      I feel exposed like I did standing naked in front of him, yet I don’t seem to care. What is wrong with me? Are my girl parts so disconnected from my brain, they’ve decided to grow a mind of their own?

      Ian keeps his gaze locked on me, melting me with those hungry, hazel eyes, yet he hardly touches me at all. Why isn’t he touching me?

      I wish he would.

      No. I need to keep my head screwed on straight and tamp down this need to climb him like a jungle gym.

      “That sounds”—I struggle to get my words out—“like a you problem.” The way I say the words don’t have the effect I was hoping for.

      Damn him and his hypnotic powers.

      “Did you like the gifts I sent you?” he asks again softly.

      I enjoyed waking up every morning to the scent of those beautiful flowers. I’ve been wearing this beautiful bracelet often. And wearing the perfume  has become part of my daily routine.

      Somehow in my haze, I manage to find some semblance of my brain. “This isn’t about the gifts.”

      “I think they’re part of the conversation,” he retorts.

      “What do you mean?”

      He gently wraps a hand around my right wrist, lifting it up to eye-level. The bracelet he gave me is in full view. Shit. I forgot I was still wearing it.

      “Because you’re wearing one of them.” He takes a deep breath as though smelling something. “And I can smell the other on you.”

      “How do you know it’s not just me?” My mind flashes back to when I quickly sprayed myself down in that heavenly perfume before leaving for the party.

      “I just know.”

      I try to pull away, but his firm hold doesn’t budge.

      “I picked that scent because it made me think of you.”

      I need to get some distance from him. Fighting against him has become like fighting an invisible enemy. Impossible and unrealistic. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      Suddenly, a loud ring goes off from inside my corset.

      My phone.

      Pulling the device from the middle of my tight bodice, I look at the caller ID.

      “What the hell?” I mutter before answering the call. “Sofia?”

      Somebody better be dying.

      Of all the times for her to call, she chooses now? When I find myself intoxicated by this man and struggling to think straight?

      My sister usually calls if there’s either an emergency or an update on the latest family drama. Usually the latter.

      “Kami Kam! I’m so glad you picked up,” she yells into the phone. I hear loud music in the background at the other end. Where the hell is she?

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      “Everything is perfect, which is why I’m calling. I have something amazeballs to tell you.”

      Should I brace myself? “And what’s that?”

      “I eloped,” she squeals.

      Wait, did I hear that right? I can’t hide my shock and horror. “You what?”

      Ian takes a step forward immediately on the alert.

      “Everything okay?” he mouths.

      I wave him off, then turn my back to him.

      “Alex and I eloped last night.”

      I’m imagining the worst possible reason why my nineteen-year-old sister eloped with a guy I’ve never heard of.

      My sister and my mother still believe in fairy tales. To them, happily-ever-afters can still happen. That someday their princes will come, and everything will be okay.

      I warned my sister her hope for a fairy-tale ending would only end in heartbreak—just like it had for our mom—but clearly my advice has gone in one ear and out the other.

      “Sofia, I need you to listen to me very carefully. How far along are you?”

      “Geez, Kami. Don’t go there. I’m not pregnant.”

      “Then who the fuck is Alex? When did this happen?”

      She groans in annoyance. “Calm down, he’s not some guy I just ran into. I’m not that stupid. Alex and I have been together for almost a year. We’ve been living together since July.”

      Has she lost her damn mind? “Sis, as cute as your little backstory is,”—which it isn’t—“can you get to the part where you thought eloping with a guy you’ve known for less than a year was a good idea?”

      “Fine, Miss Impatient.”

      I can imagine she’s rolling her eyes.

      “Alex travels a lot for work. He was going to be in Vegas next week and asked if I’d go with him for a little weekend getaway. We got there, one thing led to another, and we decided to tie the knot. It was so spontaneous and incredibly romantic. When you know, you know, right?”

      Spontaneous and romantic? More like irresponsible and incredibly idiotic.

      Is she serious right now? What the hell is she thinking?

      “How do you know this Alex? How old is he?”

      “We met at a New Year’s Eve party through mutual friends. He’s twenty-three.”

      “Sofia, when Bruno Mars says he’s looking for something dumb to do, he doesn’t actually mean it,” I scold her. “Does Mom know?”

      “It’s not stupid. I love him. And I called her before calling you.”

      I open my mouth to say more when I hear my phone ding again. “Hold on a second.”

      Viewing the screen of my phone, I look at the caller ID. Speak of the devil.

      I put my phone back against my ear. “Mom’s calling. We’ll talk about this later. Don’t do any more stupid crap until I call you back.”

      “Don’t bother. Alex and I will be dancing the night away, so I won’t be able to hear my phone. T.T.Y.L!” she says before the call ends.

      I let out a frustrated groan. Does she not understand the consequences of her actions? What does Mom think of all this? Is she happy, or is she freaking out? I hope for the latter.

      I accept her call. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Kamila, mija. I’ve called to tell you amazing news.” I hear the excitement in her voice.

      “No need. Sofia beat you to it.” What the hell is wrong with my family?

      “Isn’t it amazing? My baby is a newlywed. Next stop, grandbabies.”

      I fight back the urge to gag. Her reaction is unsurprising yet incredibly disappointing.

      She should be worried that her younger daughter could potentially be making the same mistakes she did, yet all she cares about are grandbabies?

      My blood boils at the fact that she still hasn’t learned, much less has seen the damage she’s left in her wake.

      “She’s still a teenager. Aren’t you the least bit concerned?”

      “Your sister is an adult now. You should give her the benefit of the doubt.”

      She may be over eighteen, but that doesn’t mean she’s an adult in every sense of the word.

      Mom continues, “Come home for Thanksgiving and meet Alex. Sofia says he’s the sweetest. And while you’re at it, bring that boyfriend of yours you’ve been with for ages. It’s time I meet my future sons-in-law.”

      Oh, shit.

      Last summer, my mom had called for her semiannual interrogation where she asks me if I’m dating, engaged, or about to be engaged. And if any of the above applied, her next question was the name of this “lucky guy.”

      Usually I tell her I’m single. Then the conversation would turn into a lecture from her about how I’m not getting any younger and that my eggs were dying. But this last time she called, something in me snapped. Before I knew what I was doing, I’d lied to her about being in a relationship. I kept the details short and said we’d just started going out. I just wanted her off my back. That conversation was six months ago.

      Maybe I can still talk my way out of this. If I can avoid coming home for the holidays, like I have for years, then I’d be in the clear. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We’ve been taking things slow.”

      “All the more reason to bring him with you. See if he can keep up with our family. Mija, I know you’ve been with him for less than a year, but it’s time to start thinking about getting married.”

      Unconsciously, in that moment, I turn to face Ian. His face is lit up with a knowing smirk. He heard all of that? Oh, god, this is giving him too much ammo.

      I speak to her in Spanish. “Mom, I don’t know if he can make it. He’s got family, too.”

      Mom continues in English. “It’s time you settled down with someone. If he isn’t it, dump him and bring someone more serious.” She clearly isn’t listening to me at this point.

      “But—” I hear the phone cut off. Ugh, what is wrong with this family? Why am I the only adult out of the three of us?

      “So, who’s the lucky boyfriend?” Ian asks.

      “It’s none of your business.” I avoid his question.

      “You’re right, it isn’t.” He changes the subject. “What’s the issue with your sister? Don’t you think you were being a bit harsh?”

      I groan. “My sister isn’t mature enough to make her own decisions. This is a girl who just turned nineteen and has eloped with a twenty-three-year-old guy who she’s been with for less than a year, all the while having little to no regard for the consequences of her actions.”

      The smirk is wiped clean from Ian’s face. “Oh, shit.”

      “Thank you.” Good, now we’re on the same page.

      “Not to change the subject, but who do you plan to bring to Thanksgiving?”

      I roll my eyes, crossing my arms. “That’s none of your concern.”

      “I’m only asking, because I want to help you.”

      Is he for real? “With what?”

      “Let me pretend to be your man.”

      Bringing him would be the easiest and quickest solution to my problem, but the last thing I need is for him to be distracting me. I can’t deal with my own shit while trying to sort out whatever is going on between Ian and me. It’s a disaster waiting to happen. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “I could solve all your problems. Trust me, I’ll make them believe we are head over heels in love. Let me keep your mother distracted, and you can go talk to your sister.”

      I hesitate. What he offers is exactly what I need. Even if I could search for someone less…distracting, I wouldn’t have much time to find and prep him for what’s to come in my family’s household. Dammit, I hate to admit it, but he might be my best shot.

      I sigh. “What do you want in exchange?”

      “Simple.” He wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me back to him. “You.”

      I pause. “I don’t follow.”

      “Let me take you out.”

      I scoff. No way in hell would I agree to that. “That’s a hard no.”

      “Why? Because you don’t date?” His comment tells me he sees my no as more of a challenge than a letdown.

      The doorbell rings that moment. More party guests are arriving.

      “Right now”—I push away from him, exiting the kitchen and turn back to him—“I party.”
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        Sunday, October 30

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      Of all the days of the week, Sunday is always one of our busiest. The moment the clock strikes noon, customers come walking in for a good drink and a good time.

      I think that’s what keeps me loving my job. There’s always a new day and new faces to meet. I never know what kind of person will walk through those doors. And I may only see them once or, like Jonathan Knight and Jake Hall, they become some of my best customers, as well as my—even more rarely—friends.

      I just finish serving a group of guys their beers on tap when Jonathan and Jake walk in.

      “Hey, Ian,” Jake greets.

      “Hey, guys. Want your usual?” I ask.

      “You’ve read our minds.” Jonathan puts down his credit card.

      My family has always beamed with pride at the bar’s legacy. But when life as I knew it was crashing down around me, I ran the risk of losing the business.

      I’d spread myself too thin taking care of Mom and arranging a funeral, all the while trying to stay financially sound.

      That time of my life was very lonely and chaotic. The days always ended with me feeling emotionally and physically drained.

      Things got better though, when I met Jake and Jonathan. They stumbled into the bar one rainy night, we got to talking, and we all quickly became friends. They eventually found out about my family’s situation, so they helped bring in business until I could get back on my feet. I don’t know where I or the Brick, would be without their support.

      I set down a glass of scotch and a glass of vodka when I notice both men are dressed in their usual work attire. “What brings you into work on the weekend?” I ask.

      “Last minute touching up before we pitch this upcoming product,” Jake groans before downing the glass of vodka and turning to Jonathan’s direction. “How soon can I get this fucking monkey suit off me?”

      Jonathan sits beside him, nursing the scotch. “Believe me, I’d rather be at home with my girl unpacking boxes than this shit.”

      They both look worn down, their ties loose around their necks.

      “Sorry about that, y’all,” I sympathize.

      “Better to have business than no business at all.” Jonathan downs the rest of his drink.

      I nod in agreement. “I’ll be right back and get y’all another round.”

      I pocket another customer’s bill and tip when the landline next to the cash register rings. I pick up the phone.

      “Thanks for calling the Brick. This is Ian. How can I help you?”

      “Is this Ian Brown?” I hear a woman’s soft voice coming from the other end.

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s me.” Do I know this woman or something?

      “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried I called the wrong bar.”

      “How can I help you, ma’am?” Despite the odd conversation, I maintain my professionalism.

      “I’m sorry, let me explain myself. I’m Kami’s mom.”

      I stand there frozen in utter astonishment. Of all the people that could have called…

      “Oh, hi, Mrs. Hernandez. How are you?” What the fuck do I say? It’s not every day the mother of the woman I’m pursuing calls me at work.

      I notice Jake and Jonathan looking my way, their facial expressions similar to mine: confused, surprised, and curious.

      How does she know me, or that I know her daughter? How is she calling me? More importantly, why?

      “Better now that I’m talking to my daughter’s mystery man. I swear, that girl barely tells me anything.”

      Her what?

      Did I hear what I think I just heard? Her mystery man? No. That can’t be right. Her mystery man doesn’t exist.

      As I work to gather my words and tell this woman the truth I stop myself.

      What if I didn’t have to?

      Since Kami had walked into my bar, I’ve been trying to get her to hear me out to no avail. Maybe…this is the next best thing.

      Kami would kill me if I played along and claimed myself as her boyfriend. Yet I’m faced with too many reasons not to not do it.

      Offering myself as a fake boyfriend to the curly-haired bombshell not only keeps her lie to her family intact, but it also gives her the chance to get to know the real me. Sure, it’d be against her will, but it’s for both our benefit.

      This is almost too perfect.

      “So that’s what she’s calling me?” I laugh as I turn on the charm. “I have to say, I’m flattered. I apologize we haven’t had a chance to talk sooner. Kami wanted to be sure our relationship was serious, and I imagine you know how stubborn she can be.”

      “Oh, yes. Stubborn as a mule just like her father. Exactly where she got her cynicism, I have no idea.”

      I had a suspicion the feisty Latina was a bit cynical when it came to love and relationships, but to hear her own mother say this about her daughter gives me some perspective and clarity.

      I realize it’s not just toward me that she’s resistant to love. She’s resistant to love in general.

      Her father is also something to put onto my ever-growing list of questions. Are Kami’s mom and dad separated? Divorced? Is her dad no longer living?

      “Your daughter is very independent, for sure. It’s what I love about her.”

      “To be honest, I’ve been calling you ‘mystery man.’ Like I said, she hardly tells me anything.”

      I wonder why that is. Could the anger and disappointment on Kami’s face when talking to her mom on the phone have anything to do with it?” If that’s the case, she must hold some kind of resentment toward her mom. Could it be over her sister? No. It feels much bigger than that. Whatever the reason, Kami shows clear signs she’s not talking about it any time soon.

      The woman on the phone continues, “I usually stalk her on social media, and I know her friends through past pictures, but I saw a more recent photo she was tagged in with them, and you were the only person I didn’t recognize. I saw you were tagged too and knew we should talk. You two look so cute together,” she gushes.

      Photo? What photo?

      That’s right. Last night at the party, Kiera had a group of us come together to take a selfie. Posing for the photo, I stood close to Kami as I wrapped my arm around her waist. Her body was stiff, with her arms at her sides, as she pasted on a smile. She immediately walked off when it was over a few seconds later.

      I spent the remainder of that night, though enjoying myself, watching her.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Your daughter and I love each other very much.”

      She just hasn’t admitted it yet, but it’s fine.

      I glance over at my two friends again. There’s a shocked look on both of their faces.

      “I’m so glad to hear that. Sorry about this, but I stalked you a bit on Instagram and saw you own a bar. Is that true?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I own a sports bar run by my family.”

      “A family-owned business. I love it,” she gushes some more. “I have so many questions to ask you, but I’d rather ask you them in person.”

      “That makes two of us.” Given how Kami’s phone call with her mother went back at the party, I have an inclination about what she’s going to ask.

      “In that case, would you and Kami come to Thanksgiving this year? I swear, it’s like hitting a brick wall with that girl trying to get her over to Abilene with you.”

      “We’d love to come,” I say with a wide grin on my face.

      “That’s amazing. Yay! I’m so excited to have both my babies home. My younger one just eloped this weekend so she’ll be bringing her husband. I hope you two are thinking about tying the knot as well. I’d love to see both my daughters married and starting families of their own.”

      I know I should stop here. I’d be crossing a line if I said anything about marriage. But if I’m going to sell the boyfriend, and potentially fiancé, card, I need to do it right from the get-go. Otherwise, Kami’s lie will come crashing down and so will my chances with her.

      “Actually, we’ve been thinking a lot about marriage lately.”

      “Any chance you’ve thought about buying a ring?”

      I pause. I may be laying it on thick but…

      “I’ll be bringing it with me.” Mom’s engagement ring from Dad should do the trick. Inexpensive and convenient. Though the thought of that ring on Kami’s finger sounds incredibly enticing, ruse or otherwise.

      She gasps. “You will? You’re going to— Oh, I’m so happy. Got to go. We’ll talk soon.”

      “Yes, we will, Mrs. Hernandez. It was lovely talking with you.” The call disconnects, and immediately my two friends burst out laughing.

      “What the fuck was that, man?” Jake blurts out in laughter.

      An opportunity. “Kami’s mom. She thinks I’m her daughter’s boyfriend.”

      “Why didn’t you say you weren’t?”

      I tell them how I met Kami, her resistance to giving me the benefit of the doubt, and how I had lied to her mother to get closer to her.

      “Do you have any idea what you just did?” Jonathan’s voice fills with warning.

      “I know.” I smirk. “Any chance Kiera could give me Kami’s number?”

      If it weren’t for her constantly dodging me, I’d already have the damn thing in my phone by now.

      “She’s going to fucking kill you; you know that?” Jake points out.

      “I know, but she can’t. At least not until Thanksgiving is over.” While I feel a twinge of guilt about lying to such a sweet lady, the curiosity trumps that in comparison. “But seriously, could Kiera give me her phone number?”

      “And do what with it?” Jonathan sends a knowing look.

      “Just to tell her the wonderful news.” I can’t help but let my sarcasm run free.

      “You know she probably won’t see it that way, right?” Jake shakes his head, still laughing.

      “Oh, I’m counting on that.” I pause. “I only plan to tell her not what I did, but what I had to do.”

      “Had or wanted to?” Jake challenges.

      “Tomato, tomato.”

      “Don’t be surprised if a very angry woman walks into your bar today,” Jonathan warns.

      “That’s the plan.” I smile. Anything to get her attention. Especially when she’s left me with no choice.

      “You sure do have a death wish,” Jonathan shakes his head this time.

      “Death wish or big balls? I can’t seem to tell,” Jake quips.

      Jonathan texts Kiera, asking her to send him Kami’s number. I input the digits into my phone a few minutes later.

      It’s true. She’ll definitely be pissed that I took advantage of her situation but will eventually understand I had no control. Not much, at least.

      Her mom called me, not the other way around. Not my fault she jumped to conclusions.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Hope you enjoy her tearing you a new one.” Jake smirks.

      I laugh, then walk into my office and close the door.

      I press the phone to my ear and wait to hear her voice come from the other line. Instead, I’m met with her voicemail. Not ideal but still doable.

      Once the beep goes off for me to leave a message, I start to give her a brief summary. The more I say, the more I start to wonder if I should find some protective gear for my balls.
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      “Oh, c’mon, it’s not that bad,” Kiera defends herself after I point out she has more stuff now than when she moved in. Boxes upon boxes that take up over half her room and some of the hallway. Her compact car is holding a third of it all.

      “It is if you can’t fit it all in your car,” I point out.

      “You’d be having the same problem if you were me, little Miss Shoe Whore.” She sends me a dubious stare.

      She has a point. “That’s fair.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “I expected to make multiple trips anyway.”

      This time with her, though sweat-inducing, is bittersweet. To think she’ll be moved out by Wednesday is hard to believe. But as sad as it is to see her go, I know she’s happy being with the love of her life.

      “I’m going to miss my bestie living with me.” I pout, pulling her into a tight hug.

      She sniffles. “I’m going to miss you, too, but I’ll only be fifteen minutes away, and you’ll see me at work. It’s not like I’ll never see you again.”

      “True. It just won’t be the same.”

      “Agreed. It won’t.” She gives a teary-eyed expression before turning her focus back on her things “I’m starting to think I have more clothes than the average celebrity.”

      “Don’t worry; we’ll figure it out.”

      “Speaking of figuring things out, Mia tells me she saw you and Ian were deep in conversation at the party. What’s happening there?”

      I wave off her question a little too casually. “That was nothing.”

      “Nothing” is the understatement of the century right now. After last night, I’m embarrassed to say the least. Instead of the face-off like I was planning, he disarmed me in a matter of a few words and caresses. What is that? How does he keep doing that? What’s even worse is that I can’t help but imagine him when using my battery-operated boyfriend. I’m losing my grip, and he knows it.

      Maybe some more time avoiding him will help straighten things out.

      “I don’t know. He kept a watchful eye on you during the party.” She reminds me.

      He did?

      No. Stop getting distracted. I try to stop myself from blushing. “That still doesn’t change anything.”

      Kiera sends a knowing glance. “Then what happened between you two in the kitchen? Mia told me the conversation looked…cozy. Whatever that means.”

      My mind rushes back to his gentle caress over my face. His large hands around my waist. That same warm flush sizzles through my veins. Can’t my libido quiet down for one second?

      I’m about to give Kiera the same spiel I did last week when I hear my phone ring. Plucking the phone from off the kitchen table, I look at the caller ID. I don’t recognize the number.

      “Huh, must be a telemarketer,” I mutter, rejecting the call.

      I start to walk off when I hear the phone ding. Whoever this person is, they left a voicemail.

      Out of curiosity, I open my phone, scrolling to the most recent voicemail. I play the message, and press the phone up against my ear.

      “Hey, Kami, it’s Ian.”

      What the hell? How did he get my number?

      “Just letting you know your mom called, and if she asks, we’re together, in love, and coming to Abilene for Thanksgiving. Good luck!” The message ends, and I stand there frozen in shock.

      Mom? Together? In love? Thanksgiving? The realization hits me like a truck the moment I process what he just said. Oh, my god. What did he do?

      Somewhere between panic and rage grows inside me. Did he do the very thing I think he did and told him not to do? I clench my hands into fists. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Who are you killing?” Kiera asks as she walks into the kitchen. “Kami, you don’t usually condone violence after five thirty,” she jokes.

      I hand her the phone. “You asked what was up between Ian and me? Well, get a load of this.”

      As she listens, I watch her go wide-eyed. “Guess that explains why Jonathan asked for your number.”

      I shoot my bestie a shocked glare. “You gave Ian my phone number?”

      “Not directly, but yes. I had no idea something like this would happen. Why would Ian say to your mom he’s in a relationship with you?”

      Why would Ian lie to my mom? How did she contact him? I sigh, starting to put two and two together. “It’s because he’s covering for me.”

      “Why would he be covering for you? What for?”

      I spend the next few minutes telling my bestie about the phone calls with my sister and mom last night and how Ian heard everything.

      “I lied to my mom about being in a relationship. She probably saw your post on Insta with all of us, including Ian, and must have connected the dots from there since she knows about everyone else but him. Exactly why he went along with it…I don’t know. I wish he hadn’t.”

      “So he heard everything?”

      I nod. “Even offered to help, but I told him no.”

      Kiera chuckles. “The balls on him.”

      To anyone on the outside looking in, it’s obvious he’s got tenacity for what, or rather who, he wants. But that doesn’t help me in my current situation. “Stupid is what he is.”

      “I think it shows how far he’s willing to go to get your attention,” she states. “It’s almost…romantic.”

      “He’s being an idiot.”

      “If it’s any consolation, he did give you a heads-up.”

      “Yes, but now he’s put me between a rock and a hard place.”

      If I don’t take him home, she’ll know something is up. But if I do bring him, when I still can’t figure out how I feel, I don’t know if I can control myself from tackling him onto my bed and have him thrust balls-deep inside me again.

      I shiver in delight at the possibility. Feels so good, but so… No, wait, stop it, Kami.

      I’m about to open my mouth to protest when I hear my phone go off again. It’s my mother. I groan. Can this day get any worse?

      He did warn you…

      I accept the call. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Mija, I just got off the phone with Ian. Why didn’t you tell me about him sooner? He’s such a gentleman. A keeper, for sure. Six months, and you two didn’t post once about your relationship?” I hear the smile in her voice.

      I do my best to hide the anger, gripping the phone tighter. How easy it would be to discredit him yet so damaging to me as well.

      “I wanted to make sure it was serious between us, but yeah, he’s so…wonderful. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without him.” My voice is cheerful, but my facial expression remains flat.

      “And just so you know, you might be ending this Thanksgiving with a little souvenir on your finger.”

      The hell I am. Who does he think he is for giving my mother false hope for a proposal?

      “Time will tell.” That bozo has a lot of explaining to do.

      “Trust me, I have a good feeling about this one. Let me know soon when you plan to drive down here.”

      “Will do, Mom. Talk to you soon.” I end the call and turn to Kiera. “I’ll be right back.”

      I must look like I want to kill something because then she grabs my arm. “What are you going to do?”

      “I won’t be gone long. I just need to go kick Ian’s ass and give him a piece of my mind.”

      I pull from her grasp, not looking back as I grab my purse and keys.

      I drive into the Brick’s parking lot a few minutes later, I storm inside the building, and quickly spot Ian behind the bar. I make my way toward him.

      He stares, smirking. “Sweetheart, to what do I—”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yell at him, not caring about the confused stares from other customers.

      “Why don’t we talk about this somewhere more private?” He indicates the door leading to an office.

      I let him escort me inside the cramped office, and he shuts the door behind him.

      “Are you fucking crazy?”

      “For you? Most definitely, but not usually.”

      I scoff. “Don’t be cute.”

      He crosses his beefy arms over his muscular chest, every ridge and vein prominent. My mouth waters at the sight.

      “I’m being honest.” His expression is casual.

      “Being honest? Okay, then please explain to me why you told my mother you were my boyfriend.”

      “I only told her what she wanted to hear.” He smiles smugly.

      I shake my head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “And what, out your little lie? I didn’t think you’d appreciate me doing that.”

      “Look, I appreciate you covering for me, but why did you say you were my boyfriend?”

      “Because I like you. Why did you lie to your mom?”

      Because I was tired of being lectured about my fertility. Because I’d rather lie to her than admit I don’t want to end up like her. There are too many reasons for me to lie. In fact, she is the very reason I’d rather be alone for the rest of my life. He wouldn’t understand.

      I shake my head. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

      “Maybe so, but for the next month, I’m your asshole.”
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        Monday, October 31

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      With two large cups of coffee in hand, I make a beeline to my boss, Nathan Knight’s, office. My boss is deep in concentration on his computer when I walk through the door. His fingers on the keyboard look like they’re going a mile a minute.

      “Morning, boss.” I place the cup of coffee beside him. “You like your coffee black, right?”

      “Like my very soul,” he says with a flat expression. Dry humor. I can work with that.

      This is a bad idea, but I have to at least try.

      He stops what he’s doing and looks up at me. His gaze goes from me to the large cup, then back at me. “What do you want?”

      Why do I get the feeling he’s not going to buy this? “Can’t I buy a friend some coffee every now and then? You may be my boss, but we’re still friends, right?”

      He shakes his head. “As good a friend that you are, Kami, you know as well as I do you’re not the type to buy coffee for me, especially at work on a whim. So let me ask again, what do you want?”

      Might as well put all my cards on the table. “All right, you got me. I need your help with something personal.”

      “You know as your boss I can’t get involved in your personal life,” he reminds me.

      “I’m not asking you as my boss. I’m asking as a friend.”

      “Go on.”

      “What are your plans for Thanksgiving?”

      He gives an incredulous stare. “I don’t know. What are your plans for Thanksgiving?”

      I should have thought this through. For all I know, Nathan intends to spend this holiday with his family. Who am I to take him away from that? But at the same time, what choice do I have? I need a guy who makes me go as dry as the desert to pretend to be my new boyfriend after my “breakup” with Ian. Who better than my boss?

      “Is this about Ian?” he asks.

      I laugh off his question. “No. Of course not. What could Ian have to do with me asking about your plans for Thanksgiving?”

      “Based on what I’ve heard and seen with you two, everything.”

      I cringe. “Kiera told you already, didn’t she?”

      “She and my sister weren’t the only ones with eyes at the Halloween party.”

      “Right.” Might as well cut to the chase. “My mom thinks Ian is my boyfriend and is expecting me to bring him home for Thanksgiving. The thing is, I can’t do that, so I need someone to come home with me and pretend to be my boyfriend for a week.” It’s the abbreviated version of events but still the gist.

      “And you thought to ask me? Your boss?”

      “Yes. But for the record, I don’t find you that attractive.” The minute that response comes from my mouth, I cringe. I just called my boss ugly. “No offense.”

      Nathan’s stare remains flat “Thanks for your…candor, Kami. But tell me, is it that you can’t bring him home, or rather you don’t want to?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Then uncomplicate it.”

      Because he took advantage of my situation. Because he’s annoying and refuses to leave me alone. Because his interest in me is making me feel things I’ve never felt before, which terrifies me.

      I remain silent.

      “I’ll tell you what.” He picks up the large cup. “I’ll accept this coffee—but not your proposal.”

      “What? That’s not fair.” I attempt to grab the drink from his hand. “If you’re saying no, I’m taking the coffee back.”

      He pulls the coffee cup closer to him and out of my reach. “No, Kami, I think you’re the one that’s not playing fair. You’re turning Ian, a really great guy, down when you haven’t given him a chance. Maybe if you give him the benefit of the doubt, you’ll see he has more to offer than a good time. And as great as it is that my brother’s relationship with his assistant worked out for the better, I’m not interested in trying to repeat history.”

      “But nothing sexual has to happen between us. It’ll all be for show to my family. No one will know because there will be nothing to tell,” I assure.

      His expression softens. “I’m sorry, Kami. I understand where you’re coming from, but I’m not comfortable putting my career, and possibly my balls, in jeopardy.”

      “Why do you think your manhood would be in danger?”

      “Because if I were Ian, I’d be pretty pissed off finding out that the woman I like is replacing me with some other guy. Worse when it’s someone he knows.”

      He’s right. If I were in Ian’s shoes, I’d be just as pissed with me too.

      I sigh. “Enjoy the coffee.”

      I walk back to my desk in defeat. Maybe he’s right. What if replacing Ian won’t have the effect I want? Rather, the opposite? On top of that, I don’t think convincing Ian I don’t need his help would be an easy task.

      I was so determined to avoid Ian that I didn’t realize I never thought my plan through.

      I plop down in my chair when a text notification pops up on my phone. I recognize the number as the same one that left the voicemail from yesterday. Ian.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t wait for Thanksgiving! ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      The toaster pops out two pieces of toast as I cook my mom scrambled eggs. The smell of breakfast cooking fills her tiny kitchen.

      “That smells good, sweetie,” my mom hollers from the living room. Her morning talk show plays on the TV as she sits in her recliner.

      “Thanks, Mom. Breakfast is almost ready,” I tell her.

      I slide the eggs from the pan and onto a plate, then spread butter on one piece of toast and peanut butter on the other. Just how she likes it.

      Breakfast in hand, I walk into the living room, clearing my throat. “I have an order for the best mom in the world.”

      She laughs at my flattery. “Oh, please.”

      I laugh as I set down the plate on a tray next to her. Once I do, I pull her morning pills from my pocket and set them beside her plate.

      I sit down on the couch next to her recliner as she starts digging in. “How are you feeling today, Mom?”

      She gives me a warm smile. “I’m fine, honey. Just like yesterday.”

      “Yesterday was yesterday. How’s your energy? Have you had some water since you woke up?”

      “I’m fine, Ian, I promise. I’m old, not helpless.” Her smile puts me at ease. “Aren’t you supposed to be getting the bar ready?”

      “Yeah, but I figured I’d spend some time with you before then.” But that’s not the only reason I came to see Mom.

      Since that phone call with Kami’s mom, I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell my mother I wouldn’t be with her and the family Thanksgiving weekend like every year before. That, rather, I was going to be in Abilene with a woman I’m trying to convince to go out with me. Damn, the more I think about it, the more I start to question my sanity.

      Was it wrong to insert myself into Kami’s life the way I did? Maybe, but what choice did I have? Would she have hated me more if I told her mom the truth? Definitely. Either scenario, she’s mad at me. And she isn’t one to share her thoughts and feelings very easily.

      Based on the information I’ve gathered, she doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything. In fact, she seems to take most of what life has to offer by the balls. Her avoidance of something more than a hookup however, makes me wonder if she’s afraid of love.

      “Spend some time with me? Honey, for the past decade we’ve spent nothing but time together.” My emotions must be on my face because then she asks, “What’s on your mind?”

      I take a deep breath. “Would you be okay if I wasn’t home for Thanksgiving?”

      She gives me a knowing look. “Is this about the girl that yelled at you in the bar the other day?”

      “You know about that?”

      “She yelled loud enough for the whole bar to hear. Everybody knows.”

      I look away sheepishly. “Yeah, it’s about her.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Kami.” I smile at the sound of her name.

      “What a pretty name. From the look on your face, I’d say you’re smitten with her.” She pauses. “What did you do to piss her off?”

      How do I explain this? I spend the next few minutes telling her everything that’s transpired over the last forty-eight hours. “I know how it sounds—”

      She lets out a hoarse laugh. “Son, you’ve got balls just like your daddy. No wonder she was pissed at you. For you to do all that for this one woman, you must be serious about her.”

      “I am.”

      “It seems you’ve already made up your mind about going, so why ask me anyway?”

      “I didn’t want you to feel blindsided. But if you feel that you need me with you, I’ll drop—”

      “Stop.” She speaks softly, placing a hand on my arm. “This is not the time in your life to prioritize others before yourself. If you’re serious about her, go get her. Win her heart. Don’t let me get in the way. Not anymore. My health has been good for some time, and I’ll be surrounded by our family.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Ian. For too long I’ve taken your life away from you. I took time that you could have used to settle down sooner.” She starts crying. “You’ve put your life on hold for me for so long. You need to start living your life.”

      I move from the couch and kneel down in front of her. “Mom, there’s nothing to apologize for. Life happened. Your health had to come first, and I couldn’t let Katy continue to put her life on hold for me any longer.” We hug each other. The harder she squeezes, the more emotional I feel. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you, too. Can you do me a favor?”

      I pull away from her embrace, taking my gaze back to her face. “Anything.”

      “I’d like to meet her. Have a one-on-one with the woman that has you so determined.”

      I chuckle. “Of course, Mom.”

      Later that afternoon, after I finish prepping, I pull out my phone and text Kami.
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        Kami

      

      

      

      I have no one to blame but myself. Had I told the truth, my mother would never have assumed Ian was my boyfriend, Ian wouldn’t have taken over my life, and I wouldn’t now be obligated to come home with him. But no. I had to open my mouth and tell a lie I couldn’t come back from.

      There’s no way you could have known.

      Maybe so, but dwelling on it isn’t going to help. Now, I need to focus on the task at hand. Ian is so distracting that I’ll need every ounce of strength and control to not let my mind wander back into the dangerous territories it has before.

      I sit on the outside patio of a nearby coffee shop, enjoying my packed lunch as I think.

      If there’s no getting out of this lie, the only way to go seems to be forward. Meaning—begrudgingly—I need to talk to Ian. Get to know him well enough with the time we have left before Thanksgiving week. Make it look like we’re a couple. No doubt he’d be all over that idea.

      “He’s going to love my admission of defeat,” I mutter as I take another bite of my turkey sandwich.

      Just then I hear my phone ding. Grabbing the device from my purse, I see it’s a text—from Ian. How ironic that in the moment I realize I have to talk to him, he texts me.

      I open the message and read his text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Care to join me at the Brick tomorrow night at eight? Let’s talk strategy 😉

      

      

      

      

      

      “It’s like he’s reading my mind,” I murmur as I start texting back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I walk into the bar just as it’s eight o’clock the next evening, only to find the place completely empty. Huh, weird. He closed down the place early so we could talk? Interesting.

      Not only is the place empty, I notice a single table for two covered in a white tablecloth. A chair on each side. Candles are the centerpiece to white plates and elegant silverware. Is this a chat…or a date?

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Ian, in a black dress jacket, shirt, and pants, come into view from behind the bar and holding a bouquet of flowers. This time, stargazer lilies. The vibrancy of the pink flowers is exquisite.

      “I’m glad you came.” He smiles.

      If he thinks he can distract me with flowers, pretty words, and a nice dinner, he’s sorely mistaken.

      I accept the flowers he hands me. As nice of a gesture as it is, I still don’t understand why he’s doing all of this. “Thanks, but…what do you want?”

      “You.” He’s straightforward with the word.

      That can’t be it.

      I scoff. “You do realize I’m not a toy, right?”

      “I never said you were.”

      “You can’t just worm your way into my life and think I’ll be okay with it. So what do you want?”

      “Like I said, I want you.”

      I’m confused. There has to be more to it than that. That’s always how it is with guys. When guys say they want a woman, they usually mean physically. But when Ian says that word, it feels so much more personal, more intimate. How can it be the same phrase yet mean something completely different?

      I look around the bar again, this time with a more analyzing eye. The ambience is quiet, romantic even. The lights are dimmed just enough to make an intimate setting. The fact that we’re the only two people in this building is appealing yet unsettling.

      “We’re not talking, are we?”

      “We are. I thought we’d have dinner while we talk.”

      I set the bouquet on the bar and cross my arms. “And what do you want in return?”

      He turns to me with a firm stare. “Why is everything always a proposition with you?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I know how the world works. You want more than just dinner.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “I’m not stupid.”

      “Sweetheart, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve been around the wrong kind of guys. And unlike them, I’m more than capable of thinking without my dick from time to time. So before you label me as anything I’m not, hear me out first.”

      Guilt creeps in. I’ve made assumptions without him getting the chance to say anything. That night we spent together, he wasn’t like any other guy I’ve met. He was sweet, honest, and thought about me with every kiss, caress, and overwhelming orgasm. But how do I know that wasn’t a fluke? How do I know that’s the kind of guy he is? I don’t know what to think or feel, much less whether to trust what’s right in front of me. Yet despite my reservations, I can’t deny I’ve been judgmental against him.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t usually do anything like this.”

      “I asked you here because I want to sit down, talk, and get to know you. Because I’m interested in you. All I ask is that you listen before you decide what kind of person I am. Nothing, other than that, will happen unless you want it to.”

      He’s direct, firm, yet assuring. It almost feels too good to be true hearing the words he says. But if he just wants to talk, what’s the harm in that?

      “I can do that.” I nod to the table. “What’s for dinner?”

      He smiles. “Have a seat and find out.”

      Ian walks over to the table and pulls out my chair, letting me take a seat before pushing it back under me. I feel my heart doing that fluttery thing again. If I’m not careful, he’s going to make me like being treated like a princess.

      Would that be so bad?

      “Wait here.” He disappears into the back again.

      Noticing a basket with a variety of bread inside, I take a piece and nibble on it as I wait.

      Sourdough, yum.

      I’m impressed at how much effort he put into this. Maybe he’s not entirely wrong about the guys I’ve surrounded myself with. They’d never do something like this. They’re too impatient and emotionally unavailable.

      A couple of moments later, Ian walks back in with the most decadent plates I’ve ever seen. From the asparagus lightly placed on top of the delicately mashed potatoes, to the juicy filet mignon, everything about this dish makes my mouth water.

      “You cooked all of this?”

      “A hobby of mine that took years and years of practice.”

      A man who knows how to cook. I don’t know whether to be impressed or turned on. “You’re better than me. I just know how to make toast, eggs, and the occasional grilled cheese sandwich.”

      He laughs. “That was me in my college days.”

      I laugh. “What changed to make you a better cook?”

      “When my mom got sick ten years ago. My dad did most of the cooking, until he died five years after that. YouTube videos were a big help, let me tell you.”

      “That must have been a lot for you to tackle at once. Did you have help?” I picture a run-down Ian spreading himself thin to keep his mother and their livelihood alive.

      “My family pitched in whenever they could, but most lived too far out to help on a regular basis, and my youngest brother, Matt, was busy being a husband and father of three under the age of five.”

      “So it was mostly you taking care of things?” I sympathize.

      “Yeah, but I managed.” He smiles.

      If he’d been taking care of his family for this long, chances are he hadn’t had much time to work on himself, much less meet a woman and settle down. “But what about you? What about your life?”

      “Don’t be sad for me, Kami.” He takes my hand in his. “I’m okay now. Things are finally good, and I want to make the most of it. Let’s dig in.”

      For the next half hour we eat, drink wine, and talk about life. In truth, he’s more interesting than I thought. The way he describes his family makes me wish I could have that.

      Then the conversation turns to me.

      “What about you?” he asks.

      I give a small laugh of awkwardness. “Me? Well, you already know about my sister and mom.”

      “True, but what about your dad? Your childhood? Your mom had said something about you being a lot like your dad.”

      My dad. When was the last time I talked about my father to anyone, much less to myself? After all, the mere mention of him in front of my mother would cause her to have a meltdown. So much as having a photo of him was too much for her to handle.

      I’m keeping this short and brief. “My dad was never really in the picture.”

      “Did he pass?” he asks.

      He was dead to my mother; does that count? “Something like that.”

      My mind goes back to when my dad and I played in the backyard every day after school. From sports to doing chores around the house, we did everything together. He was so constant in my then-short life—until he wasn’t. Since then, my whole family has been…dysfunctional. There was a time when I thought he’d come back. That we’d be a family again if my parents just talked things out. But that thinking quickly changed when I realized neither Dad, nor any other potential father figure that would come along, wanted anything to do with me.

      “What happened, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “My dad went to work one day and never came back.” I don’t need his pity. “It’s no big deal, honestly.”

      As if he somehow understands, he takes his hands in mine. “I’m sorry.”

      Why is he sorry about something that happened a long time ago? He wasn’t there. He had nothing to do with it. I shrug and try to divert the conversation. “I think you had it the hardest. Taking care of a cancer patient while keeping a business afloat by yourself is no easy task.”

      He takes hold of my hand. “We both went through a lot in different ways, but they were still difficult. Thank you for sharing that piece of you with me. Dessert?”

      He cares. He actually cares. But when is the shoe going to drop? This all feels too perfect. Tonight has been fun, and I’ve enjoyed getting to know him, but will it always be like this? How do I know the tables won’t turn on me? He may be willing to hear what I have to say now, but what about tomorrow?

      After coming back to the table with two large slices of chocolate cake, he continues, “As your ‘boyfriend’ for the next few weeks, what’s the plan?”

      What if it could be the real thing?

      I shove that thought down. One night together and a seemingly romantic dinner date can’t determine whether I should commit to him or not. Not when our arrangement is only temporary.

      “Since my mom is expecting us to be smitten in love and engaged in the end”—no thanks to him—“we might as well milk it for what it’s worth. How do you want to propose?”

      “Depends on how big of a show you want to make.”

      Knowing my mom, we’ll need to make this as realistic as possible.

      “On Thanksgiving night, when everyone is sitting at the table, you’ll propose. I’ll be crying tears of joy, and everyone can go to bed with smiles on their faces. Easy peasy.” Fixing this now will help me deal with Ian later. One step at a time. One problem at a time.

      “I’m assuming you’d want to break up, so to speak, once we get back to Dallas.” He looks almost crestfallen.

      Right. Break up. We should do that. But why does that idea sound like crap?

      “Yeah, we should wait a week or so before then.” A thought then comes to mind. “Does your family know about me?”

      “My mom knows about you, and the only thing that matters to her is if I’m living my life the way I want to. She wants me to be happy.”

      “It’s nice that she’s supportive.” The thought of parting ways with Ian is uncomfortable. It doesn’t feel right.
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      Kami’s expression fills with something that looks like confusion and sadness. “What will you tell your family after this is over?”

      Who says I’ll let you walk away?

      Even though I see myself introducing Kami to my mother as her future daughter-in-law, telling Kami my plans won’t help anything. I fully intend on making her mine, but the last thing I want to do is freak her out before I’ve even had a chance to get her to truly talk to me.

      “She’ll understand. There are tons of fish in the sea, I’m still young, and I’m just now beginning to live my life.”

      She nods absentmindedly. “That makes sense.”

      I’ll need to use my time carefully with her. The way through to her will more than likely be establishing trust. She doesn’t know me, so she’s cautious. But if I can get her to be comfortable enough around me to open up, things between us could potentially change for the better. Maybe then I’ll start to win her heart.

      But before I do that, I want to understand her rationale for the things she believes in. What, or who, made her the way she is? It must all be connected to her family, somehow. And if that’s true, then why? She always seems to be frustrated with her mom’s overly enthusiastic outlook on relationships. Could her mother’s view of love be the reason for her cynicism? If so, then why?

      I change the subject. “How long does your mom think we’ve been dating?”

      “Since last summer.”

      “And when are we supposed to head to Abilene? How long are we staying?”

      “She’s expecting us from the twenty-first to the morning of the twenty-sixth.”

      Five days. I can work with that.

      We have five months’ worth of a relationship to create in less than three weeks that has to be convincing enough to lead to a proposal. On top of that, I have to convince Kami we should give it a shot at being in a relationship for real. No pressure or anything.

      Bring it on.

      It’ll be difficult but not impossible. “We’ll need to have a convincing story with photos then.”

      She nods in agreement. “My mother is going to want every detail like some gossipy school girl.”

      “And while we work together, I’ll be taking you out on dates. Nonnegotiable.”

      She squares her shoulders. “You’re doing all of this so you can take me out?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      Her lips form a tight line as she stares at me, seemingly in thought. “Fine. How many dates are we talking?”

      “Four a week—”

      “Four? No. I have work.”

      “Lunch dates can count.” Realistically, we’d only need a week at most to come up with a story, but I’d be doing myself a disservice if I didn’t take advantage of the time that I have.

      She sighs, extending a hand to me. “Fine, it’s a deal.” She continues after we shake hands. “So what happens now?”

      Pulling my phone out from my jacket pocket, I open the camera app. “We take a selfie.”

      I grab her hand in a gentle but firm grip across the table, while extending the opposite arm out to take the photo. “Say ‘fake fiancé.’”

      Kami pastes on a convincing smile.

      She pulls from my grasp when I lower my phone. “You could have warned me.”

      “I did.” I send the photo to Kami’s phone before shoving the device back into my jacket pocket. “That should take care of your mom for now, but we’ll have to start staging more photos within the week.”

      “Stage them how? For what?”

      “That’s what the four dates a week are for. It’d also help to have photos of each other on our phones.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t think my mom wants to see a dick pic on my phone.”

      Cracking jokes. How lovely.

      “Funny. But I’m talking about the ones where we’re laughing with each other, maybe a kiss or two. Photos that couples would take.”

      “Taking photos of me without my knowledge? Nothing says ‘I’m a stalker’ like that,” she quips.

      She doesn’t realize it yet, but her snarkiness and sass is turning me on. “Call it what you will, but we have to appear enamored with each other.”

      She scoffs. “I can be in love with someone and not feel the need to take ridiculous photos with them.”

      “And have you ever been in love?” I retort, though it’s a genuine question I’m curious to hear the answer to.

      She hesitates. “No way in hell am I kissing you.”

      She dodged the question. Interesting.

      I let it slide for now. “If we don’t, she’ll get suspicious as to why we don’t engage in PDA.”

      She groans. She knows I’m right. “Okay, one kiss photo and it has to be on the cheek.”

      “One on the cheek and one on the lips,” I negotiate further.

      “Are you trying to make this awkward?”

      “Is it working?” I tease. Strangely, the more annoyed she looks, the cuter she becomes.

      She gives an exasperated glare. “Fine.”

      “So…Darling…”

      She rolls her eyes at my nicknaming.

      “How did we meet?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “You must really be enjoying yourself.”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.” I flash her a charming grin. “More wine?”
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        Dallas, TX
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      “Coffee? Soda?” I offer to Mia as she drags herself through the threshold of the apartment. Her hair in a loose bun, she’s wearing a pink, baggy sweater with black yoga pants and tennis shoes. A casual outfit similar to my high ponytail, tie-dyed tank top, gray leggings, and sneakers.

      Around the time Kiera moved out, Mia just so happened to be looking for a place to live. Kiera and I suggested she should move in with me since I was looking for a roommate. I also can’t imagine myself living alone. I mean, who am I going to yell at the TV with when watching some of the best reality shows with hot and horny fuck boys?

      After work today, Mia and I made a plan to meet at the apartment once she had the rest of her stuff packed.

      “Coffee and water would be awesome, thanks. Rush hour traffic was terrible.” Mia’s shoulders slouch as she sits at the kitchen table. She looks exhausted already.

      “Don’t worry. After we’re done, we’ll order pizza and get drunk,” I comfort her.

      “You’re the best roomie in the world already.” After brewing a hot cup of joe, I set it in front of her alongside a cold bottle of water. She takes the coffee in hand, gulping it down as though gasping for air. “I’m alive, thank god.” She gives an appreciative smile.

      Since she’s become my bestie’s future sister-in-law, she and I have started to become close. All the more reason to move in together.

      “Take your time. We can start unloading everything when you’re ready. I’m happy to help.”

      She sighs. “I wish my ass of an ex was just as considerate. But no. He all but pushed me out the door when I was packing the rest of my stuff.”

      What an asshat. “I could go kick his ass for you.”

      Mia chuckles, shaking her head. “Not right now, but I’ll let you know.”

      Ten minutes later, we make our way down to her SUV. Attached to the rear of her car is a U-Haul.

      “We’ll have to take a couple of trips, if that’s all right with you.”

      “All good. I could use the workout.” I smile.

      I could also use the distraction from constantly thinking about what happened between Ian and me at the Brick. There’s nothing I can do to get out of our agreement without compromising myself. He pinned me into a corner, and I was left with no choice but to give in. Then again, there are worse things than making a deal with the sexiest man I’ve ever met.

      While I find the fact that he’s a man of action incredibly attractive, I worry I’ve put myself in a difficult position. The only way I can save myself now is to shove down my emotions, all the while learning as much as I possibly can about him, act like the most doting girlfriend he’s ever had, and then run for the hills the moment it’s over.

      “Same here,” Mia replies as she lifts the hatch of the U-Haul. A first glance inside tells me Mia is not only meticulous with her packing and organizing, but she also has a larger-than-life wardrobe. I count six large bins filled with clothes.

      Her closet will put mine to shame.

      “The purple bins contain my casual clothes like jeans and T-shirts, and my dresses are in the pink,” she explains as she points to each bin.

      Every other box and bin has an identifying sticker on the sides. Some have yellow, while others have blue or green stickers. Her color-coded organization is insane.

      “Is there a separate bin where you keep your lingerie?”

      Mia and I turn to the sound of a deep, masculine voice. Jake. The sleeves of his dress shirt are bunched up, his collar is open, and his tie and dress jacket are gone.

      What’s he doing here?

      He walks up to us with his focus solely on Mia. He looks at her like all he wants to do is devour her. I look from him to her suspiciously. For a moment, her expression is one of surprise. Okay, clearly, she didn’t invite him. If that’s the case, then why is he here? And why do I feel chemistry between them that’s off the charts?

      “Hi, Jake.” I greet.

      “What part of ‘I don’t need your help’ do you not understand?” Mia snaps, crossing her arms.

      Wow…quite the chilly welcome. Why is that? All he did was show up. I feel like I’m missing something here.

      “Is it that you don’t want any help, or rather you don’t want my help? Because clearly you had no problem asking Kami,” he points out.

      “Kami lives here. This is—”

      “Different?” he interrupts her. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” He looks at the mountain of stuff inside the U-Haul, then back to Mia. “If you think you two can haul this bulky and heavy furniture by yourselves up the stairs, you’re sorely mistaken. You could—”

      “What? Hurt ourselves? My, that’s awfully sexist of you,” Mia bites back.

      He does have a point though.

      Mia and I could carry a headboard or mattress by ourselves, but it’d be more difficult, and take longer, without Jake’s help. So why is Mia, as logical as she is, refusing to see this? Why the push back? Jake, a very tall and muscular guy, is offering his help, yet she still says no.

      “Baby doll, this isn’t about sexism, and you know it.”

      Could it be…No way.

      I’d be curious to see how this plays out if it weren’t for the nagging question in the back of my mind. Does Jonathan know his best friend is pining after his little sister?

      Not my monkey, not my circus.

      “I told you to stop calling me that.” She looks cautiously over at me. This is more awkward than being a third wheel. Whatever is happening between them, Jake is clearly not hiding it.

      I don’t know whether to intervene or let them hash it out. I don’t want to get caught in the middle, but at the same time, saying nothing isn’t going to make the boxes and bins move themselves.

      I look to Jake. One thing is for sure: I need to keep the peace. “Since you’re here, why don’t we get the heavy stuff out of the way first and go from there. We’ll do it all together.”

      Mia grips my arm. “Why are you agreeing with him?”

      “Because he’s here, willing, and we could use the help.”

      “Kami’s right.” Jake turns to us as he successfully gets the headboard out of the trailer. “Why argue with someone who’s only trying to help?”

      I see the fire in Mia’s eyes as she stares daggers into him. I can’t tell if she wants to kill him…or kiss him. Maybe both. One thing is for sure, this argument isn’t about sexism or moving furniture.

      Mia groans. “Fine, he can help.”

      “Thank you, ladies,” he says cheerfully as he makes the climb up the stairs with the headboard.

      “How did you know where I was moving anyway?” Mia asks as she grabs the other side of the piece of furniture.

      He smirks. “Kiera couldn’t make it, so she had me step in for her.”

      That would explain why she hasn’t shown up. But why didn’t she tell me ahead of time? She said she was available. Could the reason why she didn’t have anything to do with Mia and Jake’s…confrontation? I hope for Kiera’s sake it isn’t. Mia would have her head if Kiera was playing matchmaker for them.

      A few hours and multiple trips back and forth later, we’re all in Mia’s bedroom. Jake assembles the queen-sized bed, Mia arranges her closet, and I fill out an online order for a large deep-dish pepperoni and mushroom pizza.

      The contemporary elegance and modern feel of Mia’s room is fit for a queen. The wall just above her bed shows a picture of lilacs. Her bedspread is a light taupe color, complementing well her white, fluffy pillows and beige bedroom furniture. A chaise is at the foot of her bed.

      Just as I finish ordering, my phone begins to vibrate in my hands. The screen shows an incoming call from Ian. But rather than feeling a sense of dread, I feel excited, anxious, even happy to see his phone number.

      I’m stuck playing pretend with a man who has single-handedly ruined all my plans, yet I feel giddy at the fact that he’s calling me? I need to get a grip on myself.

      “I’ll be right back,” I mutter to Jake and Mia as I leave the room, and head straight to my bedroom. I close the door behind me.

      I accept the call. “You rang?”

      “Pumpkin! I’m so glad you answered.” No doubt he’s grinning from ear to ear.

      Pumpkin? Seriously? Could he be any cringier?

      “What do you want?” Let’s get to the point.

      “Buttercup, aren’t you happy to hear my voice?”

      “I’ll be happier when I stop hearing your cringy nicknames for me.”

      “You. Me. Dinner. Wednesday night. I’m thinking Mexican food. What do you say?”

      I know what I want to say. I want to give him a very adamant no. But delaying the inevitable isn’t going to help. “Fine with me. Will that be all?”

      “Just can’t wait to take you out.”

      “Where should I meet you?”

      “Text me your address, and I’ll pick you up.”

      No. That’s way too close.

      “No thanks. I’ll meet you there.”

      “No can do, darling. Like I said before, I was raised as a gentleman. Ladies should always be wined and dined in my opinion.”

      I sigh. After experiencing his wining and dining firsthand, I’m now finding it difficult to say no. “I’ll send you the address.” I type in my location and hit send. “Happy?”

      “Much. How was your day?”

      Is he for real? Why does he want to know about my day? He already got what he wanted. But still, I play along. “Jonathan’s sister, Mia, is moving her stuff in today. We’re almost done, so I’m ordering a pizza for dinner.”

      “That’s great. What do you think of Mia as a roommate so far? I hear from Jonathan she can be a bit…uptight.”

      “She’s a bit of a perfectionist but harmless as far as I can see.”

      “Well, enjoy your night, and I’ll pick you up at seven on Wednesday.”

      “You, too.” What else could I say?

      “See you soon.”

      My stomach tightens as his sultry voice says those words. I feel my cheeks flush, while my stomach flutters.

      No. Pull yourself together.

      Before I can scold him again on his incessant nicknaming, he ends the call and I’m left in the dead silence of my room.

      It’s quiet, too quiet.

      I know that Mia and Jake are in the other room, but this silence is…stifling. It’s strange how when I was talking to Ian, I felt a rush of happiness. And then the moment he hung up, this wave of loneliness takes over. A loneliness I haven’t felt in a long time.
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        Friday Evening, November 9

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      The fall evening air is cool against my face as I walk up the stairs to Kami’s front door. The threshold is lit by a single porch light to the upper right-hand corner of the red door.

      I hold a small bouquet of vibrantly pink chrysanthemums as I adjust my black dress shirt. If there was anything other than flowers that I could give her to best convey how I feel, I would.

      Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I knock and wait.

      After I told Mom about Kami, word soon traveled fast within the family that I was finally dating again. I never expected everyone to not only be rooting for me, but to also offer to cover most of my shifts for the rest of the month so I could spend more time with her. Even when I told them I would be with her and her family for Thanksgiving, they were still happy for me.

      Not even a minute later, I hear the door unlock and open with ease. Kami stands directly in my line of sight, looking more gorgeous than ever.

      She’s stunning with her spiral curls pinned into a neat, large bun. A strand lays on the side of her delicate face. She wears silver hoop earrings while her slender neck is decorated with a small, simple, heart-shaped necklace. She wears a bright, hot pink dress that accentuates her breasts and small waist, shows off the curves of her hips, and falls just past her knees. Her feet are adorned with black heels with a bow at the toes.

      My cock, on the drive over, was already hard just thinking about her. But having her stand in front of me turns it to steel.

      “Hi there, gorgeous.” I smile.

      “Hi.” She gives a half smile, taking notice of the flowers in my hand. “Are those for me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I hand them to her.

      “Thank you. I’ll put them in a vase, and then we can go.”

      She holds the door open for me, and I walk inside. The place is clean with hints of a feminine touch throughout.

      I follow her into the kitchen; she grabs a glass vase and a pair of scissors.

      “I can cut the stems while you fill the vase with water,” I suggest.

      She looks pleasantly surprised. “Sure.”

      A few moments later, the freshly cut flowers are in their vase, standing proudly on the breakfast table.

      “You didn’t have to help me,” she insists.

      “I like being useful.” I shrug my shoulders.

      “Well, thanks for your help. Mia will like them too since it brings color into the kitchen.”

      I scan the rest of the open-concept apartment. The ambience is cozy, warm, and inviting. “You have a nice place here.”

      “Thanks. You should have seen the place the other day. The amount of boxes Mia brought was insane.”

      “I can’t imagine.” This easygoing conversation brings me back to when we first met. Casual yet engaging.

      She grabs her black clutch and lace sweater, then walks over to the front door. “Shall we?”

      I open the door for her, and she beams at me with an optimistic smile. As she walks past me, I’m hit with the same sweet scent from before. I instantly recognize the fragrance that I gave her after laying eyes again on her after our night together.

      I’m fucking done for.

      I climb into the driver’s seat and shut the door when I hear something from Kami I don’t see coming.

      “I’m sorry about the other night. You were right; I wasn’t being fair to you.”

      One of the things I appreciate about someone is their accountability. I’m grateful Kami took this step. “Thank you for apologizing.”

      If she’s going to be honest with me, then I should do the same about my feelings for her. I know how I feel, but I can’t just assume Kami feels the same way either.

      I angle my body towards her from my seat. “I want to be transparent about something with you, too.”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      I hate to sound like a middle school boy telling their crush how they feel but…“I’m into you…a lot. I’ve liked you from the moment we met. And secretly, I want you to feel the same. But also understand I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. By the end of our agreement, if you’re still not interested, I’ll respect your decision.” My mind, body, and soul are screaming to have her with me, but I know it also takes two to tango. It’d be selfish of me to try and keep her all to myself if she doesn’t feel the same.

      She’s quiet for a moment. As though processing every word I’m saying. Is she scared that I like her? Is she shocked? Disgusted? I wish I knew what was going on in that beautiful head of hers. “Thank you for telling me. I don’t know how I feel right now, but when I do, I’ll let you know.”

      Her response isn’t much to go on, but it’s better than what we started out with.

      “Just know that I think you look beautiful tonight,” I compliment her as I turn the key in the ignition, drive out of the parking lot, and out onto the road.

      “Thank you.” Is she blushing?

      Not even ten minutes into our time together, and it’s already going great.

      We’re almost to the restaurant when a loud ring breaks the moment between us. I immediately recognize the ring tone—and go into a panic. Quickly pulling over, I have the car come to a screeching halt. The moment I put the car in park, I pull my phone from my pocket and answer it.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?” I’m frozen in my seat, waiting with bated breath for a sound from the other end. The hair on the back of my neck stands straight up.

      Did she fall? Is she struggling to breathe? I can only imagine the worst because Mom would never call me at a time like this unless it was an emergency.

      The last time I felt my heart beat this fast was when a police officer called me on my dad’s cell, telling me there had been an accident.

      “Hey, bro,” I hear my brother’s voice. “I’ve got it all under control, but just wanted to let you know—”

      “What happened, Matt?” My voice turns urgent. “Is she okay? What’s going on?”

      “Mom fainted coming from the bathroom. She’s conscious but still says she feels dizzy. I called the paramedics, and we’re on the way to the hospital. Like I said, everything is under control, so there’s no need for you—”

      Like hell. “Which hospital?”

      “No. Don’t you dare ruin this for yourself.”

      “Dammit, Matt. Where is Mom?”

      He sighs. “We’re headed to the hospital that’s around the corner from her house.”

      I hang up the phone the minute I hear his words, putting the car in reverse before U-turning. Cars around us honk their loud horns. I don’t give a fuck as I race down the road like a bat out of hell.

      I must have blocked out even the sounds coming from the car because then I hear Kami screaming at me, trying to get my attention. “Ian! What’s going on? Where are we going? Slow down.”

      “What?” I turn to face her. Her face is filled with terror. I feel guilt grip me like an iron fist. “I’m really sorry, Kami. I got a phone call from my brother about my mom and...”

      “Your mom? Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know, but she’s en route to the hospital. I hope you don’t mind, but I want to see if she’s okay.”

      “I’m so sorry. Of course, you should check on her.” She places a hand on my shoulder.

      Something about her touch gives me relief, calms me.

      We make it to the hospital in half the time it normally would take, meeting the paramedics as they pull Mom on the gurney into the emergency wing of the hospital.

      I quickly rush to Mom’s side, taking her hand in mine. “Mom, I’m here.”

      “Ian. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on your date.”

      “Matt called me from your cell.”

      She groans. “I swear, none of you boys ever listen to me. I told him not to call you since I didn’t want to ruin your night.”

      “Mom, you haven’t ruined anything. Matt did the right thing. Where is he?” I look around for my brother.

      “He was ahead of the ambulance. Said he’d get me registered. I’m fine, honestly,” she tries to assure me.

      That’s what she said right before she got her cancer diagnosis.

      “Your health is more important.”

      “You didn’t leave Kami at the restaurant, did you?” Mom takes her gaze from me to Kami who I realize is behind me. “I’m so sorry about all this, dear. I’m normally not such a klutz.”

      “It’s no trouble at all, ma’am. We were more concerned about you.”

      Mom then turns her focus back to me. “Go back to your date. I’ll be fine.”

      “Let’s see what the doctor says, and we can go from there,” I state. As much as I would like to take advantage of Mom’s offer, I don’t want to leave her side if this whole visit turns into something life-threatening. But I don’t want to keep Kami hostage either.

      “We’ll be waiting just outside, Mom.” Matt appears at the other side of the gurney, assuring her.

      The doctors and nurses then wheel her into the ER, disappearing from sight.

      I turn to Kami. I’m sure the last thing she’d want to do is wait around all night. “If you want to go home, I completely understand. I can drive you back.”

      She puts a hand on my arm. That soothing touch again helps me to relax my muscles. Geez, I didn’t realize how tense I was until now.

      “It’s okay. I’ll stay here with you.”

      “Really?” This is coming from the girl who, just a few days ago, wanted nothing to do with me.

      She nods. “I want to keep you company.”

      The three of us go into a corner of the large waiting room. The place, even out here, smells of antiseptic and dread. Kami and Matt are sitting beside each other, while I pace back and forth.

      Matt clears his throat, looking to me like I forgot about him. Shit, I did. “Kami. This is my brother Matt.”

      “Oh, hi.” She extends a hand to him. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” He smiles. “Finally, I get to see the woman my brother can’t shut up about.”

      An hour later, Matt and Kami raid the vending machines, setting out a variety of snacks on a nearby coffee table. I stop pacing and walk over to them.

      “I know this isn’t exactly a meal.” I feel guilty she didn’t get to eat real food tonight.

      “It’s all good. I love Cheez-Its and powdered donuts just as much as the next girl.” She rips open a package of donuts. She’s not mad at me for choosing my family over a date? That’s interesting.

      Matt sits beside Kami on one side while I sit on the other as we dig in. My brother spends the next fifteen minutes telling her every embarrassing thing about me he can remember. Normally, I’d be annoyed, but the longer he continues, the lighter emotionally I feel. Kami’s giggling and occasional bursts of laughter help to take my mind off the situation. All I focus on is her laughing and smiling. What would I give to hear that laugh every day? Another sound of hers that’s now become my favorite song. Though her screams of ecstasy will always be number one.

      I can’t help but picture what life would be like if Kami were mine. My mom on the sofa with Matt’s kids. Matt and I having a few laughs over a beer. Kami, round with my babies and a large wedding ring on her finger, sits back beside Mom. She’s fucking gorgeous in this picture I’ve created in my mind. I feel warm inside, complete, happy. I picture being as happy as I was before Dad died. What a life that would be.

      If I play my cards right, that fantasy could very much turn into reality.

      “Excuse me, I’m looking for the Brown family.” A doctor walks over to us, bringing me back into reality and to the waiting room. The warmth and fuzziness I felt now recedes back into anxiety and fear as I stand to hear the news.

      “Here,” I call out.

      The doctor walks over to us as Matt presses a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Same. We’re her sons.”

      “Good evening, gentlemen.” The doctor clears her throat as I wait with bated breath. “We have your mother stabilized for now, but when she came in she was a little dehydrated, and her blood pressure was extremely low. I see according to her chart, she’s taking medication for high blood pressure. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” I reply without hesitation.

      “And I understand your mother has been in remission from breast cancer for four months.”

      “Yes,” Matt replies.

      She nods. “Based on the medications listed in her chart, and the way your mother is responding to them, it seems the medication she’s on now for her blood pressure needs to be changed, so I’ll be decreasing her dosage. I also recommend that you get her to drink plenty of water. That should take care of her dehydration and prevent any fainting spells in the future.”

      “So she’s okay? Everything is fine?” Please let there not be a but in this doctor’s sentence.

      “From what I can see, your mother is going to be fine. We’ll keep her overnight for observation and discharge her in the morning.”

      Relief washes over me.

      The woman continues, “Visiting hours are still open if you’d like to see her. Family members only, of course.”

      I nod in understanding.

      The doctor turns her gaze to Kami. “Are you family as well?”

      Not yet, but she will be soon.

      Kami turns to me, then the doctor. “You guys can go. I’ll—”

      “Yes,” I interrupt and grab her hand firmly in mine. “She’s my wife.”

      “Very well, follow me,” the doctor tells us before turning in the direction of the emergency room doors.

      Matt looks at me like I’m crazy, while Kami stares as though I’ve grown two horns at the back of my head. Exactly why I called her my wife? I have no idea. But I did like the sound of it.

      This isn’t how I initially wanted Kami to meet the woman who gave birth to me, but I want to not only ease my mom’s guilt for taking my time away, I also want to show Kami one of the things I value most in life: my family.

      Watching her interact with my brother sparks something in me. Something that has now fueled me with determination to see our agreement through and come out of it as more than two strangers helping each other.

      We walk the long corridor and into a single room. Inside is my mother in a hospital bed. She’s hooked up to what looks like a heart monitor and an IV bag.

      “Oh, my babies,” she greets us with her arms open.

      “Mom.” Matt and I rush to her side. I squeeze her hand tight.

      I must have been wearing my emotions on my face when Mom turns her gaze to me with a sad smile. Tears well in her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you both. But I’m okay now. The doctor says I’m going to be fine.”

      “We heard.” Setting my fear aside, I focus on the task at hand. “This is why I ask how much water you’ve been drinking every day.”

      She shoots me an incredulous stare. “Seriously? You’re going to lecture me when we have a guest?”

      I whip my attention back to Kami. She stands stiff against the threshold, seemingly unsure where to be.

      I walk up to her. “Come meet my mom.”

      She looks to my brother, then to our mom. “Is that okay?”

      “Don’t worry about me, dear. Come on in and join the party.” My mother sends her a warm smile.

      Kami walks over to her. “I-it’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Brown.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, Kami. Despite this setting, it’s nice to meet the woman who my son speaks so highly of.” She grabs Kami’s hand in hers.

      Kami lets out a soft laugh. “Does he now?”

      Mom looks like she’s about to say something again, stops herself, then turns to my brother and me. “If you two don’t mind, us girls need to chat.”

      Translation: she wants to talk about me behind my back. Now? She’s doing this now? “Mom, visiting hours will be over soon. I don’t think we have the—”

      “Don’t worry; it won’t take long,” Mom assures me.

      I slowly nod. “We’ll be just outside if you need anything.” Closing the door behind me, I’m left to wonder what will be said and what Kami will say.
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      “Good. We’re alone now.” Ian’s mom relaxes onto the pillow of the hospital bed. “Again, I’m sorry for taking him away from you.”

      This woman collapses without any warning, and she’s saying she’s sorry? “There’s no need to apologize, Mrs. Brown. All of us are just glad you’re okay.”

      He could love you like that if you let him.

      The possibility of a man like Ian to care for me that deeply, ready to do whatever is needed, fills me with warmth.

      “I know my two boys are more than glad. Ian especially.” She cringes. “How did Ian react to the phone call?”

      I debate with myself. Do I tell this woman the truth or do I try to sugarcoat? I don’t have the heart to lie to her, but I don’t want to give her anything more to worry over either.

      “You can be honest. Let me guess. He drove like a maniac to get here.”

      “Like a race car driver,” I admit.

      She rolls her eyes “I swear, that boy. I can’t blame him, though. My health hasn’t been the best until recently. Ian, like his father, has always been the one who drops everything for everyone. So selfless and stubborn at the same time. I’m sorry you had to see that. If it helps at all, he’s probably feeling mortified as well.”

      I always thought I’d be too afraid to meet any guy’s parents. Would I not be good enough for their son? Do I look funny? Am I too damaged? But facing this fear and realizing it was all in my head has me wondering if I’ve been letting my fear dictate my life for too long.

      “It’s no trouble. I can see your son loves you very much.”

      Ian’s brother, Matt, further confirmed this to me when we were over at the vending machines. Reminding me so much of a younger version of Ian, Matt had the same eyes, smile, and charisma, only perhaps carrying a different kind of wisdom than his older brother.

      I’d look over at Ian every couple of seconds as he paced back and forth. Despite the tense circumstances, I liked talking with Matt about anything and everything. We talked the most about Ian.

      “He’ll be okay. He’s been through much worse; trust me,” Matt assures me.

      “To take care of a cancer patient for as long as he did, I can’t imagine how on edge he is.”

      “Once he has updates from the doc and sees Mom, he’ll start going back to normal.”

      “The last decade must have been hard on both of you.”

      “When Mom was first diagnosed, it was him and Dad who took care of her. They were a team. But when he died, Ian devoted all his time and energy into taking care of Mom, the house, and the business. I could barely get him to take a break.”

      In a way, he had to.

      I look back at the man I’ve come to know as charming, snarky, and sweet, only to come face to face with someone riddled with anxiety and fear all because of one phone call. All I seem to want to do now is take his pain away.

      But why? What is it about me that’s so special to him, let alone brings him back to the land of the living? Have I truly made such an impact that he’s become motivated to start planning and promising himself a better future? A future with me? That question was answered when the doctor came in, and Ian told her I was his wife.

      “Mrs. Brown…” I start.

      “Please, call me Jenny.”

      “Okay…Jenny.”

      Jenny smiles. Something about this woman puts me at ease.

      “I know what you must be thinking,” she speaks softly. “My son, someone you barely know, has introduced you to his family when you’re still not sure how you feel.’”

      I’m shocked. It’s like she’s reading my mind.

      She continues, “I understand you met Ian as a…one-time thing.”

      I cringe. “Yes, I did.” It’s not every day you talk with the mother of the guy you had sex with about the very sex you had with him.

      “I’m sure you know this by now, but my son can be very direct about what he wants. And usually when he sees something he likes, he’ll be open about it and show how determined he is to get it. Not to say he always doesn’t take no for an answer, just that he’s not the type to give up easily.”

      “I’ve definitely seen that.” The Halloween party comes to mind.

      “It’s how he’s always been, but I know for others his directness and honesty can be a bit…blunt at times.”

      She isn’t wrong.

      “You’ve raised a very amazing man.” I do admit, his honesty and determination are the things about him that have gotten my attention.

      “What do you think of him? Speak honestly. I don’t mind,” she assures me.

      “How much has he told you about…him and me?” Saying it like that feels weird, yet strangely right.

      “Enough to know he wants you for you.”

      “He does?”

      “But you’re not sure whether to trust yourself.” She finishes my sentence for me.

      Damn, she’s good. I give a slight nod.

      “I was around your age when I first met Ian’s father. The man, like Ian, was just as adamant on having me go out with him. So much so, he insisted on escorting me from class to class on campus for a whole week until I said yes. Like you, I was cautious. I’d been in crappy relationships before, and I didn’t want to let myself down again. But I couldn’t deny my curiosity, either. I didn’t have many close bonds with people growing up, but Michael was the first person that got me to open up. So sweet, incredibly loyal, and he had seemingly infinite patience. Over time, I fell in love with him. I was absolutely terrified confessing that to him, but our trust in each other carried me through my fear. Though the pain of losing him was terrible, I’d fall head over heels for him all over again if I had the chance.”

      The kind of bond Jenny had with her husband is as beautiful as if I were reading a romance novel. Their deep affection reminds me of my parents’ relationship before it was torn to shreds, never to be mended. Can love like that exist for a lifetime? Or are Jenny and her late husband the exception, not the rule?

      She continues, “I might be a bit biased as his mother, but Ian would do anything for his loved ones. Hell, he’d rather take care of others before himself. He’s a rock to those in need and never hesitates to drop everything when someone needs help.” She pauses. “I don’t mean to tell you what to do, but life is about taking chances. Are we really living our lives if we don’t experience heartache, disappointment, humility, or joy?”

      Everything I’ve learned about Ian is holding true to both Jenny’s and Matt’s words. If Ian was truly the person I’d originally made him out to be, he wouldn’t have taken the time out of his life to spend time with me. Everything would have ended the way it was supposed to: in that hotel room once the sun came up.

      The thought of falling for the Ian his mom and brother have told me is as scary as going down a dark unfinished basement. I don’t know what I’m walking into, and I can’t be sure if I’ll make it out alive. Then again, Jenny felt the same way, and her husband was there to guide her through the darkness. Should I take that same leap of faith with Ian?

      I feel the tug, the connection, he has on my heart. It hasn’t faltered. Instead, it’s strengthened from its tiny sprouts to a more solid stem. Still small but perhaps here to stay a little while longer.

      Jenny’s advice is strange and slightly awkward, especially when I’ve just met the woman, but I feel like it was also something I needed to hear. Food for thought, at least.
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      “We have a reservation for two under Brown,” I explain to the hostess of the Italian-themed restaurant.

      Though it’s slightly out of my comfort zone with its elegant decor and strict dress code, the only thing that matters to me right now is having Kami by my side. Especially when trying to make up for the last time.

      I pray for things to work in my favor tonight. As grateful as I am that Mom is okay, the last thing I need is another emergency that keeps me away from spending one-on-one time with Kami.

      I think back to my conversation with my brother that night at the hospital.

      After introducing Kami to Mom, and then being shooed out of the room, my brother and I stayed out in the hallway. With the door shut, we couldn’t hear anything that was being said. I debated with myself as we waited outside. Should I put my head up against the door and try to eavesdrop? What could they possibly be talking about? Were they getting along? I’m sweating bullets as I thought of all the possibilities.

      “You’re serious about this girl, huh?” Matt’s voice brought me back to reality.

      I shook my head. “You have no idea.”

      “I’m married. Of course I know what it feels like being in love. Constantly wondering what the other person is thinking and feeling. Impossible to not look over at them at any given moment.” He paused. “She was worried about you if that helps anything.”

      Wait, did I hear that right? Had I been so in my head that I failed to see her watching me? “She was worried?”

      He nodded. “When she and I were over at the vending machines. We were talking, but most of her focus was on you.”

      I don’t want to give myself false hope, but could I be making more progress than I initially thought? “Do you think I have a chance with her?”

      “I may be on the outside looking in, but I’m not blind. I see something between you two.”

      He hit the nail on the head. “Yeah.”

      I spent the next few minutes catching Matt up on where I was with Kami.

      “Do you know why Kami is so cautious?” Matt asked.

      “I wish I knew the whole story, but as far as I know, her caution doesn’t have anything to do with me personally. I’m hoping the more we get to know each other, the more she’ll open up.”

      I want to be honest with how I feel about her when I feel it, but at the same time, I have to take into consideration telling her everything at once might overwhelm her, especially since she’s someone who isn’t that big on commitment. Another big question of why that remains unanswered.

      “Will you be absolutely crushed if this relationship with her doesn’t work out?”

      I didn’t want to think about that happening. “I’d be devastated.”

      “You think she’s the one?”

      It may be too soon for me to say this, but I can’t deny the growing connection we have. “I know she is.”

      My brother sighed. “I had a feeling you were going to say that. If I’m being honest, I think she likes you way more than she’s letting on. She just needs a little bit more time to come around.”

      That was when I decided to ask her, as I drove her home, to have dinner with me the following Friday. She paused for a moment before agreeing with a smile. I laid awake in bed filled with excitement.

      I look over at Kami in the dimly lit restaurant. Wearing her hair down, she has on a rose-gold necklace and matching earrings. The black dress covering her body is formfitting, hugging each and every curve and falling just past her knees. She completes the look with small black heels as glittery as the night sky. Every inch of her is breathtaking. Without so much as moving, she stuns and amazes me. As though I’m meeting her all over again.

      After the hostess grabs two menus, she escorts us to a table covered with a white tablecloth, and a chair on each side. I can only hope Kami likes this.

      I pull out the chair for her. She takes her seat, and I push it back in place.

      My goal tonight isn’t just to show her a good time but also to gain her trust. No doubt she’ll test me. But that won’t change what I feel between us. Sure, I’m helping her trick her family into thinking we’re a couple, but that won’t change the fact that I intend to play for keeps.

      I take the seat on the opposite side of her. “You look beautiful tonight.”

      She looks down into her lap. A light blush creeps onto her cheeks. “Thank you, but you don’t have to do this.”

      “Do what? Compliment you?”

      “Any of this.” She gestures to the restaurant around us.

      “Why not?” I challenge. “I’m with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and I want to take her out to a nice dinner. I’m doing this because I want to, not that I feel obligated to.” No doubt she’s thinking it’s more the latter.

      She looks at me, puzzled. “You…wanted to do this?”

      “I do.”

      She seems stunned by my statement at first, then forms a half smile. Kami doesn’t need to just be treated like a princess. She needs to be taken care of like a fucking queen.

      “Why don’t we start over?” I take her hand in mine. Surprisingly, she doesn’t pull away from my grasp. Her hands are warm and soft. The electricity between is as alive as ever. “You look beautiful tonight, Kami.”

      She starts to speak but stops herself as she stares at me with an oh-you’re-serious look.

      I don’t expect her to completely believe me. Not yet. After all, Rome wasn’t built in a day.

      “Thank you,” she mutters.

      I start making small talk. “Have you been here before? I heard a lot of great things about this place from Jonathan and thought we’d try it out together.”

      She shakes her head. “No, but Kiera tells me they have great mushroom ravioli.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Do you like Italian?”

      She shrugs. “I do get a craving for some spaghetti and meatballs with garlic bread every once in a while. You?”

      I chuckle. “I don’t have it all that often, but when I do, fettuccine alfredo is my number one comfort dish.”

      She laughs. “You and my sister would be the best of pals, then. She loves fettuccine alfredo.”

      “Really? Then I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if I made her a bowl at some point when we get to Abilene.”

      Right at that moment, a server walks over to us and takes our orders. Kami and I both agree on a white wine, and the waiter quickly walks away.

      I switch the subject ever so subtly. “Are you and your sister close?”

      Her smile somewhat falters. “Not as much as we used to be. When we got older, and especially after I moved to Dallas, we started doing our own thing and didn’t keep in touch as much.”

      “How often do you check in with each other?”

      “I call a few times a month, but usually the only time we talk is if there’s news in the family or an emergency.”

      My mind goes back to the Halloween party. “Like when your sister called about her eloping.”

      She nods. “An unexpected moment, for sure.”

      “Agreed.”

      “I swear, my mom and her just don’t think things through when it comes to relationships.” Kami pauses, as though debating whether to continue or stop, before shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I’m starting to rant.”

      “No worries. Tell me how you feel.” I want her to understand that I’m a safe space for her to vent her frustrations.

      She sighs. “It’s just that my mom and sister always have had their heads in the clouds. And because of that, it’s always been up to me to pick up the pieces when their fantasies come crashing down.”

      “I’m sorry. That must be tough for you,” I sympathize.

      “Let’s talk about something else. Do you have other siblings, or is it just Matt?” Her change of subject is sudden, but I immediately see this is something she’d rather not talk about. I get the vibe that this is a painful subject for her.

      Definitely something to talk about at a later time.

      “Nope, just Matt. My kid brother.”

      “He’s your younger brother?”

      “By a few years, yeah.”

      “Must have been fun growing up together.”

      “If you call getting on each other’s nerves ‘fun,’ then yeah. There wasn’t a day we went without trying to beat the crap out of each other just for kicks. The number of pranks we played on each other was endless.”

      “I get that. My sister and I would fight over things as stupid as clothes. She’d always drive me crazy.”

      A few minutes later, after Kami and I have swapped some sibling stories, the waiter comes back with two stem glasses and pours the white wine for both of us.

      “Can I ask you a question?” She picks up her glass.

      I nod. “Sure.”

      “I know you were taking care of your mom, but you never thought to settle down?”

      It’s not that I didn’t. “I wanted to. I planned to, but things changed, and the woman I was with couldn’t wait for me anymore.”

      She nods in understanding. “Because you were the only one who could take care of your mom after your dad died.”

      I nod.

      “So…no one has caught your eye since?”

      “Until recently.” I wink.

      She hesitates. “Do you think life would have been different if your dad was still here?”

      I realize how sobering this conversation is getting. Sure, I’d be a different person and no doubt already be married. But that doesn’t bring him back. Doesn’t change the reality I live in now. “Maybe, but I try not to dwell on that. It’s the past.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t be.”

      “I am. I’m asking you some pretty intense questions. I don’t mean to. I’m just—”

      “Curious?” I finish her sentence. It’s healthy to be curious. I asked about her mom and sister, so it’s only fair. “I understand. I admit our conversation is a bit morbid, but I like this.” I gesture to the table and the restaurant around us. “I like spending time with you.”

      “But why me? Why are you choosing me?”

      I cock my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “Why do you think you want me?”

      It’s not about what I think.

      I don’t know how else I can say how I feel, but I’m going to keep saying it however many times it takes for her to realize I’m here to stay. “It’s not just a choice for me if that’s what you’re thinking. I can’t explain it other than to say that, with you, everything feels right.”

      Before I met Kami, I never understood why Matt, after only meeting his wife once, had said she was the one. But now that Kami has entered, voluntarily or not, into my life, I finally understand that feeling. It’s something inexplicable. I can say it’s almost like a very powerful gut feeling. She’s the one. I don’t know how I know; I just do.

      “So you’re pursuing me based on a…feeling? You do realize we haven’t spent much time together, right? Not enough for you to know who I am as a person.”

      “That may be true, but what I know about you so far intrigues me.”

      “I may seem intriguing to you, but what else?”

      “I don’t know many women who have the same attitude and mindset as you do. Why do you think I chased after you that morning in the hotel? What other reason would I have for posing as your boyfriend? Believe me when I say I want you, I mean every part of you, inside and out. The good, the bad, and the ugly. I want it all.”

      There’s a short moment of silence between us as Kami seems to be thinking about what to say next.

      “Thanks for letting me meet your mom. She’s a very sweet woman.”

      “I’m sure she shared with you all the embarrassing things about me,” I joke. I want to delve deeper, but not now.

      “Don’t worry…all the bad things.” She smirks.

      “Good to hear.”

      She gives a whole-hearted laugh. “All jokes aside, we had a good conversation. Very…woman to woman.” Her brief summary is understandable but has me even more curious to know what was said.

      “Growing up, my mom has always had good advice.” Which reminds me. “By the way, I want to apologize for the way I drove to the hospital. I put your life at risk, and that’s not okay.”

      “I appreciate you apologizing. And I understand why now.”

      “But still, it’s unacceptable. I’m normally not like that, I just…”

      “You care deeply for your family. I can see that. I admire your devotion,” Kami interjects.

      I smile with a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”
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        Thursday, November 17

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Burgers and fries for lunch?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ian’s text comes on my screen just as I’m leaving my desk at KH Industries. A smile creeps onto my face.

      Since last Friday, we’ve been “going out together” on a regular basis. Each time I learn something new, I grow more comfortable around him. Though our outings have mostly to do with taking pictures of each other and making it look like we’re a couple, I secretly enjoy the time I have with him. Ranging from movies to funny stories about customers that walk into his bar, our conversations are lively, fun, and there’s never a dull moment.

      Until that night at the Italian restaurant, I couldn’t let myself believe his feelings were genuine. That he wanted me for me. For all I know, he could be saying what he thinks I want to hear. Even though I’ve reminded him we hardly know each other, that doesn’t stop him from saying he wants me to be his. I don’t know whether to feel excited or absolutely terrified. But the more we spend time together, the more my worries seem to melt away.

      Don’t let him go.

      But I have to. Why should I hold on to something that isn’t even mine? He says he wants me to be his, but there’s always the chance he’ll change his mind once the deal between us is no longer hanging over our heads.

      I text Ian back as I take the elevator down to the lobby.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sounds perfect! Where are you thinking?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Just as the elevator dings that I’ve arrived at my floor and the doors open, I’m greeted by Ian at the front desk, smiling at me.

      “Hello there,” he says in a sultry tone.

      I lightly laugh as I walk up to him. “You sure know how to make an entrance.”

      “Says the woman who just came out of the elevator wearing that.” His stare on my body burns, and my heart flutters as he slowly twirls me around. “I mean, damn.”

      My face must be a bright pink. I can’t seem to stop blushing when I’m around him. I used to roll my eyes whenever he had something nice to say. They seemed to be just empty words to get him what he wanted. But the more he compliments me, and the longer he’s around, the more I’m starting to believe him.

      We walk out of the building together to his car that’s parked in the adjacent parking structure. His hand on the middle of my back sends warmth sizzling through my entire body.

      “Which restaurant did you have in mind? I could use a good cheeseburger,” I tell him.

      “I was thinking of that place on—”

      My phone rings just then, interrupting Ian. I quickly dig into my purse for the device. “Sorry, hold that thought.”

      “All good. Who do you think is calling?”

      “Probably Kiera. She and I have been going over Friendsgiving stuff for the past couple of days, making sure we don’t forget anything.” I check the caller ID. This is unexpected.

      “Who is it?” Ian says.

      “My mom.”

      Could it be an emergency? Is there more family drama? Is she cancelling Thanksgiving plans? I silently pray to a higher power for the latter option before accepting the call. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Mija, I have great news.” Mom sounds cheerier than usual. Almost giddy.

      “What’s the great news?” I ask casually but hold my breath for her answer. My sister eloping was bad enough, so the last thing I need is for my mom to do something even crazier.

      “I’m seeing someone. His name is John, and we’ve been together for a month now.”

      I’m silent for a moment. Is she for real? “You’re dating again?”

      “I know what you’re going to say, but he’s really something, Kami. He’s different from the others.”

      Here we go again. That’s what she said about the last guy, and the countless others before him. When will she ever learn?

      I do my best to hold in my frustration. “I thought you said you wanted to focus on yourself for a while. You know, like we talked about.”

      The last guy she dated, like before, had ended in disaster. Usually when this happens, I give her the “there’s tons of fish in the sea” speech, but this time I told her she should spend some time alone. Focus on and get to know herself. I hoped that with some time off from dating she could understand her pattern and break the cycle. Clearly, I overestimated the odds of her actually sticking to it.

      “I was, but then I met John, and we just…clicked.” I hold back a groan as she continues. “I can’t wait for you to meet him at Thanksgiving.”

      Hold up. What?

      “You invited him to Thanksgiving?” She just met the guy, and already she’s incorporating him into our family? I pause. Wait, why am I surprised after all these years? This isn’t the first guy she’s done this with. She falls for the guy hard and fast and then automatically pushes them into a fantasy husband role thinking that’s what they want, too.

      “You’d really like him,” she suggests.

      Whether I like him or not is irrelevant. I want to tell her how wrong she is, like countless times before, but I choose instead to bite my tongue. There’s no use in trying to get someone delusional to see reason. I learned that a long time ago.

      “I’m sure I will.” I force a somewhat cheerful voice from my body.

      Every fiber of my being tells me I need to call her out on her bullshit. I’ve just about had it with her. But I’ll be home sooner rather than later to do that.

      Who are you to judge when you’re bringing Ian after knowing him for only a few weeks?

      That’s different. Unlike my mother, I have to bring him. I have no choice, while she has every choice.

      “Where did you meet? How?”

      “I was grocery shopping. We were both in the frozen section when we locked eyes on each other. And like I said, everything clicked.”

      She’s seriously going out with this guy simply because it was love at first sight? This has to be a new low.

      I’m fuming, but again, I bite my tongue. “Congrats, Mom. I’m so happy for you.” My tone is cheerful, but my expression remains flat with displeasure.

      The whole time I’m on the phone, Ian and I continue walking to his car. What must he be thinking? How much is he hearing?

      “Thank you, mija. I’m excited for you and Ian to meet John. He’s become very special to me. So…can you go easy on him?”

      I’ll go easy on him if he doesn’t do anything stupid to hurt her.

      Ian and I climb into the car. I look over at him. He looks back at me, waiting patiently.

      “We look forward to meeting John, too.”

      “One more week!” my mother says cheerfully. “I’ll let you go and call your sister. Bye.”

      “Bye.” The line cuts off, and I lower my phone onto my lap. “I swear, that woman…”

      “Everything okay with your mom?”

      “She has a brand-new boyfriend of only one month and is bringing him to Thanksgiving.”

      “That’s awfully sudden,” he replies.

      “Right?”

      “Is she happy?”

      What does happiness have to do with it? “I give it three weeks.”

      He looks surprised by my estimation. “You don’t think it’ll last?”

      I scoff. “None of the others have. What makes this one so special?”

      “Your mom has dated a lot recently?”

      “More like my whole life. That woman wouldn’t know what a serious relationship was if it hit her in the face.”

      “That’s a bit mean to say about your mom, don’t you think?”

      In truth, what I am saying is harsh. But at the same time, I’m not wrong. She’s always been like this.

      “I’m just saying, I know my mother.” If only he knew.
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        Friday, November 18

        Kiera and Jonathan’s house

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      “Happy Friendsgiving, bestie!” I state excitedly, holding up a dish in each hand when Kiera opens one of the large iron doors of her and Jonathan’s house. Stuffing in one dish and brownies in the other.

      She is all smiles, wearing a pink sweater and black sweats. “Kami, you’re here! Come on in.”

      I walk inside. The elegance and decor of the house is something that never gets old for me. The beautiful, brown-with-white-trim, curved stairs are the focal point of the house along with the large, dark-brown table in the middle of the foyer.

      As I admire the house, my mind goes back to the Halloween party. I’m amazed by how much has happened between Ian and me in such a short time.

      “Is Ian here yet?”

      She shakes her head. “Not yet. He called a bit earlier, though. Said he might be late.”

      “Is everything okay?” Late? Why would he be late? Did something happen?

      “Oh, yeah, he needed to pick up a few things at the bar. Why? Are you anxious to see him?” She winks.

      I roll my eyes, but I know I’ve already been caught. “Just wanted to know.”

      Kiera gives me a dubious stare before taking me by the arm and leading me into the kitchen.

      When we walk in, I notice Jonathan, Jake, and Nathan sipping their beers and chatting outside while Mia is busy cooking something that smells of brown sugar and cinnamon.

      “Mia, that smells so good.”

      Because she wanted to finish cooking at a certain time, Mia left for Kiera’s place in the early morning. Who knew she and Kiera could make so much food in just a few hours?

      She turns to me with a smile. “Really? Thanks. I got this recipe off the internet, so I hope it tastes as good as it smells.”

      “Care for some wine, ladies?” Kiera asks.

      “Please. White would be great.” I sigh in relief.

      I look over the other dishes splayed throughout the kitchen. Each one is either wrapped in foil or in one of those disposable buffet containers.

      “Geez, the amount of food here is enough to feed an entire army.”

      “We figured since there’s going to be seven of us, we’d need to make at least two batches of everything,” Kiera explains.

      “Good call. No doubt we’ll have leftovers.”

      “Right?” Kiera laughs.

      “Leftovers are the best part of Thanksgiving,”

      I turn around to see Jake opening the sliding glass door connected to the backyard. He wears light-colored denim jeans and a gray Nirvana T-shirt.

      “Because everything tastes better the next day.”

      I look to Mia as she watches the sweet potatoes cook. “What can I do to help?”

      She tears her gaze away from the food. “We still need to set the table.”

      “On it.” I smile as Mia takes her gaze back to the oven. She watches it with such intensity. “I don’t think it’ll grow legs any time soon.”

      I hear Kiera giggle and Jake chuckle.

      “I know. I just want to make sure it doesn’t get overcooked. There’s a method to my madness, and I’ve noticed this oven cooks a little fast.

      “Yeah, you watch that oven, baby doll,” Jake teases.

      She sends him a stare so deadly that I’m amazed it doesn’t faze him as he walks away with a smirk to the patio. Clearly, not much has changed with these two since the last time I saw them together.

      I hand Mia my stuffing dish and watch her place it in the warming drawer under the oven. I set the brownies beside some lemon bars and carrot cake.

      Soon after that, Jonathan and Jake walk back in with the turkey in a large dish. This turkey is huge.

      Both men set the turkey on the stove as Nathan closes the sliding door behind him.

      “Let’s rest the turkey for a good twenty minutes, and we should be ready to serve,” Jonathan tells us before sniffing the air. “Smells good in here.”

      Spotting the desserts on the far side of the kitchen, he reaches out a hand toward the cake.

      Kiera quickly walks up beside him, playfully swatting his hand away. “Nice try, but no.”

      He pretends to look disappointed. “But, sweetheart, it’s calling my name.”

      “Cute. Real cute. You know what’s really calling your name? The shower. We’ll be eating soon, and Ian should be here any minute.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jonathan wraps his arms around her petite waist. Their faces are close together. “Will you join me?”

      She blushes. “Sir, are you bribing me with sex to get some dessert before dinner?”

      “Is it working?” He smirks.

      She giggles as he kisses her forehead, followed by a peck on her lips.

      As I watch the couple, I see how they are with each other. They’re so different from what I’ve known. So caring, loving, and full of trust. Could I ever be like that with someone unconditionally? Maybe someone like Ian? My heart aches for that kind of love, but I’ve seen it all go wrong too many times. Like Jenny and her husband, Jonathan and Kiera’s relationship could be more the exception, not the rule.

      Kiera lightly pushes Jonathan out of the kitchen and into the direction of their bedroom. Then she goes to grab a box of plastic silverware and napkins.

      After grabbing a decorative tablecloth from the linen closet, and place mats, Kiera and I quickly get to assembling the dining table.

      “So, are you and Ian…” Though she doesn’t finish the sentence, I know what she’s referring to.

      “He and I have been spending more time together.”

      “And how is that going?”

      “He’s different than what I expected. I like spending time with him. I’m just not sure where we stand.”

      Kiera shoots me an incredulous stare. “That’s great, but how do you feel about being around him?”

      “Oddly enough, I like it. He’s…easy to talk to.”

      “I saw you two in the lobby the other day. The way you look at each other and banter make it seem as if you’re already a couple.”

      “A couple?” I scoff. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “Love happens whether you want it to or not. Like the dinosaur movie goes, love finds a way. And from the look on your face when I told you he called earlier, I’m guessing you like him as more than a friend.”

      I’m pretty sure the movie character said, Life finds a way, but I get her point. “It doesn’t matter whether I like him or not. We’re not actually dating.”

      “I know that. I’m just telling you how I see it.”

      After setting down the last of the plates in front of each chair, I cross my arms over my chest. “I’m not one of the heroines in your romance novels, Kiera.”

      She laughs. “I know you aren’t. I’m just saying wouldn’t you want to try the real thing? The man wants you, so what’s stopping you?”

      So many things, Kiera. So many things…

      The doorbell rings.

      “Speaking of Ian, that must be him,” Kiera quips, all but skipping to the front door.

      I feel like I’m watching everything in slow motion as Kiera opens the heavy door. I’m frozen, waiting with bated breath to see his face.

      “Ian. Come on in,” she says a little too loudly, giving me a side glance, before taking her focus back to Ian.

      He walks in with a bottle of wine in each hand. “I brought white and red in case anyone had a preference,” he says.

      “Perfect.” She smiles. “I’m glad you made it.”

      He chuckles. “Like I would miss out on Jake and Jonathan fighting over the wishbone? Not a chance.” The first thing I see is his dirty-blond hair, followed by his broad shoulders and muscular chest covered by a tight black T-shirt.

      Oh, god, am I drooling?

      I change my face to a neutral expression when his gaze turns in my direction. His eyes, once they land on me, have my body feeling hot all over again. One look, and that’s all it takes for me to realize I’m done for.

      The need I felt before he arrived grows stronger. Almost uncontrollable. Once again, I feel naked under his stare. Aching to writhe in the heat of his scent and pleasure. I feel my heart pounding in my ears.

      I manage to give him a half smile. “Hey.”

      “Hey there.” He walks toward me, and I meet him halfway.

      “How are you?” he asks in that deep and sultry tone of his.

      “I…I’m good. You?” I have a hard time not getting lost in those eyes.

      “Better now that I’m here.” I start to get the feeling he didn’t come today just for the festivities.

      I start blushing when a loud ring coming from the kitchen reverberates. I look down at the one bottle of wine still in each of his hands. “I can take one for you. Everyone is in the kitchen if you want to say hi.”

      “It’s all good. I got them.”

      “I insist.” I take one of the bottles as we walk into the kitchen together.

      The scent of food must have hit his senses because his face turns surprised. “Wow, this all smells so amazing.”

      After setting the dish of sweet potatoes on a hot pad, Mia turns toward us. “You made it.” She walks over to him, and they exchange a brief hug. “If you’re looking for the rest of the men, one went to take a shower, and the other two are out on the patio keeping an eye on the green bean casserole.”

      “How’s the turkey lookin’ this year?”

      “See for yourself.” Mia points to the gigantic bird resting on the stove. “For once they managed to not burn it.”

      He inspects the turkey. “That’s a relief. What’s the ETA on dinner time?”

      “As soon as Jonathan is out of the shower, we’ll start filling plates,” Kiera replies.

      “Cool. In that case, I’ll have Jake and Nathan come back inside with that casserole.”

      “Good thinking,” Mia says as she takes out large serving spoons, setting them next to each dish.

      “What would you like to drink?” I ask him.

      “A water for now would be great. Thanks, Kami.” He gives me a glimpse of that charming grin of his before opening the sliding door and closing it behind him. I watch him, Nathan, and Jake greet each other.

      I must have been so focused on Ian that I don’t notice Kiera trying to say something or Mia sneaking up behind me.

      “I don’t think he’s going anywhere,” Mia whispers in my ear.

      I jolt in surprise at her being so close. “What?”

      She and Kiera laugh.

      “We’re all set?” Jonathan asks, walking into the kitchen with freshly styled hair and clean clothes.

      “Yep, the turkey should be ready for carving.” Kiera smiles at her husband-to-be.

      We spend the next hour laughing and eating at the dining room table. The food tastes so good, I start cursing at myself for not being able to finish everything on my plate.

      “Mia, this is fantastic,” Jonathan compliments as he fills his fork with more sweet potatoes.

      “Who made the stuffing? I swear, I’m obsessed with how good it tastes,” Ian compliments my dish.

      “I made it. It’s a family recipe.” I beam.

      “Could you send me the recipe?” he asks. “My family would love this.”

      “Sure, I’ll send it to you later.”

      A half hour—and second and third helpings of food—later, Mia and I finish up washing the dishes while Kiera and Jonathan help to put them away.

      I hold my stomach as though it were about to burst. “I’m having a major food baby right now.”

      “Join the club,” Mia chimes.

      “Same. I don’t know how much more food I can eat,” Kiera agrees.

      “What a shame.” Jonathan pretends to sound disappointed.

      “What’s a shame?” Mia asks, suspicious as to what her older brother could mean.

      “I guess you won’t have any room for—”

      “Hold up. No one said we didn’t want any dessert,” Kiera says without hesitation.

      “I know. Just messing with you.” He laughs, then pecks a kiss to Kiera’s cheek as they continue.

      After dessert, the men are watching the last of the basketball game on TV while us three girls are in the bathroom trying on the latest makeup Kiera bought.

      I’m applying a pink gloss to my lips, Mia’s typing away on her phone, and Kiera is sitting on the counter beside me when she says something I don’t expect. “You’re falling for him.”

      I’m taken aback by her statement at first before deciding to play coy. “If by him you mean this lipstick, then yes. The color is gorgeous.”

      “You know who I’m talking about. And we both know playing dumb isn’t your style.”

      Through the mirror, I watch Mia look up from her phone to us.

      She notices me staring at her a second later and raises her hands in defense. “Hey, I’m just listening.”

      I turn my attention back to Kiera. “What makes you think I’m playing dumb?”

      “You didn’t answer my question from before.”

      I sigh. “Our relationship is built on a lie. We’re friends at best.”

      “Okay, if you’re just friends, when was the last time you had sex?”

      Shit, how long has it been?

      I try to remember the last time I had an orgasm that wasn’t induced by a battery-operated boyfriend. Oh, god, the last time was with Ian—back in September. The night I met him. I’ve been so distracted by Ian’s attention on me that I didn’t even notice my sex life going down to zilch. Even before I saw him again in September, the sex was so spine-meltingly good, no one else seemed capable of meeting my now-high expectations.

      I try to hide my panic. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “Let me guess, Ian?” Mia challenges.

      Help a girl out, not leave her to the wolves.

      “Please don’t say that’s how long it’s been.” Kiera’s face fills with concern.

      When did this become an interrogation? “Why does it matter?”

      “It matters because that means you’re more invested in him than you let on.”

      “Even if I was, again, there’s nothing I can do about it. You know I’m not the commitment type.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Love is fleeting.” Not just that, but it’s also filled with pain and suffering.

      The only person who could convince me otherwise is maybe the very person I’m making myself vulnerable to. The person who, at every turn, has been steadily bringing down my walls. But even then, that’s unlikely.

      “Who says that’s the end all, be all?” Kiera questions.

      “How can things change when everything between Ian and me is fake?”

      “Your ‘relationship’ may be fake, but your feelings for each other aren’t. You know how Jonathan and I started out. But look at us now. Relationships can work if you just open yourself up.”

      “If I could try something real with Ian, I’d have to live in a perfect world. I’d have to know first if he can take care of me. I’d have to know if he could potentially leave me high and dry when the going gets tough. I’d need more time to really know if he’s right for me.”

      “But if it feels right with Ian, don’t shut him down just because you don’t see it logistically happening.”

      “Love isn’t enough to keep a relationship going. My mom is a serial monogamist. Since her divorce from my dad, all she’s ever done is be in and out of love. My mother loves the idea of love too much to think of logistics.”

      “Just because your mom struggles with her love life, doesn’t mean it has to ruin yours,” Kiera tells me.

      The damage has already been done. “I refuse to end up like that, a constant revolving door.”

      Kiera’s face morphs into concern. “So you’re not going to pursue a relationship with Ian, who has been nothing but genuine to you, because you’re too afraid of ending up like your mom?”

      “I tried finding love once, and in the end, it bit me in the ass. I’m happy the way I am. Why fuck that up?”

      A long silence grows among all three of us.

      Kiera shakes her head. “Because you’ll end up alone.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, November 21

        Ian’s apartment

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      Today is the day I’ve been waiting for. In just a few hours, I’ll be meeting Kami’s family and trying to convince her to be with me for real. I’m nervous, excited, and terrified all at once. Will everything go according to plan? What if our relationship becomes different in the end? What if it doesn’t? Am I kidding myself into thinking I could change Kami’s beautiful, yet stubborn, mind? Whatever the case, this is the week that I get some answers.

      I search through my dresser drawer and pull out a blue velvet box from the first drawer on the right and check the contents inside. Just as I had left it after picking up the piece of jewelry from Mom’s house. The thin, gold band is decorated with a single diamond. Mom’s engagement ring is safe and sound. As I stare at it, I can’t resist picturing this ring on Kami’s finger.

      Too bad when she does wear it, it’ll only be pretend.

      Shoving that disappointment down, I grab my fully charged phone from the nightstand and dial Matt’s number. I’m going to sound like a broken record after going over all the emergency contacts with him. The phone rings twice before I hear his voice.

      “Hey, man,” he greets. “You on the road yet?”

      “I’m heading to Kami’s place in a few. Mom still good?”

      “Yep. All is quiet here.”

      “Good. Tell Mom I’ll be calling her every morning and night. If anything happens, call me. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

      “From three hours away? The hell you aren’t. You stay put and let me handle it. You’ve earned the time off. I just got Mom’s new prescription for her blood pressure, so she won’t be fainting again any time soon.”

      “I’ll still—”

      “If you drive the three hours back on your own, I swear to god, Ian, I will tear you a fucking new one and make you turn back. So when I say I have it under control, fucking believe it,” he snaps.

      There’s a long moment of silence between us as guilt grabs and tightens around me. I’ve been so focused on taking care of Mom, I’ve inadvertently made my little brother think I thought him and our family incapable of doing the very same tasks I’ve done by myself for so long.

      “I’m sorry. You all are very capable. I never thought otherwise. It was just me for so long, and now that it isn’t…”

      “I know. And I’m sorry you had to go through that. If I could go back and change things, I would in a heartbeat. But I’m here now. Let us handle things from here, and go live your life.”

      I don’t know what will happen, but I’m too curious to not find out. “Thanks, but there was nothing you could’ve done then, Matt. I’m glad you brought my youngest nephew into the world. We’re all happier for it.” I look over at the clock. Almost nine thirty in the morning. “I’ve got to go. I’ll stay put; I promise. Just keep me in the loop, okay?”

      “Same goes for you, pal. Let me know how it goes and…”—He lowers his voice—“don’t do anything I wouldn’t enjoy.”

      We say our goodbyes and hang up.

      Fifteen minutes later, I make myself a to-go cup of coffee, load up my truck with my duffel and backpack, and drive to Kami’s complex. She’s waiting outside her front door with a large suitcase and purse when I arrive.

      With her hair in a loose bun, she wears a large gray sweater that has bright pink lettering which says, I don’t do mornings complementing her black, ankle-length leggings and sneakers. This look has to be my second favorite one from her. The first is, and always will be, her naked.

      My mind goes back to the first night we met. Unapologetic and confident was the vibe she gave when stripping in front of me. The memories of her perfect breasts, peaked nipples, and voluptuous curves that gave the perfect hold will forever be engraved in my mind. My dick hardens.

      As soon as I put the car in Park, Kami makes her way down the stairs.

      “Mornin’…babe,” I tease. Why is it so much fun riling her up like this?

      Probably because of that cute face she makes when she’s mad.

      Sure enough, the “cute” death stare she gives me is as fierce as if I woke her from a deep sleep. Almost murderous yet still incredibly sexy.

      “No,” she says as she continues making her way down the stairs.

      “No?” I laugh.

      “Let me rephrase that. Fuck no.”

      Damn, this woman sure knows how to make me laugh. “What a shame. Is there any way I can turn that ‘fuck no’ into a ‘fuck yeah?’” I smirk.

      She sighs. “If you help me get a breakfast burrito and a cup of coffee, you just might live.”

      “You got it, my little dumpling.” I grab her suitcase from her hands and walk down the stairs before she can do anything about it.

      “Eww, of all the names you’ve called me, don’t ever call me that again. I am a woman, not a piece of food.”

      “Darn. That nickname was really growing on me,” I tease some more.

      I load her suitcase in the bed of the truck and then climb into the driver’s seat to see Kami already buckled up and on her phone, her purse between her feet.

      After supplying ourselves with breakfast burritos and large cups of coffee fifteen minutes later, we make our way down the highway. I watch Kami in my periphery as she moans with each sip of her drink and bite of her food.

      I feel my cock go hard as steel. Damn, this is going to be a long drive. “Feel better?”

      Her shoulders relax, and she almost smiles. “Much. I feel like me again.”

      “Glad to see you’re not craving violence anymore.” I smirk.

      She cringes. “I admit, I’m not a fun person when I haven’t had my caffeine and food first thing in the morning.”

      “It’s all good.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” she says, turning her body in an angle towards me. “Do you have the ring?”

      “Yeah, I have it in my backpack.”

      “You got it? How did you manage to get your hands on an engagement ring?”

      “It’s my mom’s ring.”

      She pauses. “You’re giving me your mom’s ring? Why would you do that?”

      “Relax, it’s only temporary, remember?”

      “Oh, right.” Her face turns slightly crestfallen. Why would she be upset? I thought she’d be relieved at knowing in the end the piece of jewelry won’t be hers. Am I reading her wrong?

      “Why, do you want to see it?”

      “Call me curious.”

      “Curious or not, if you want the proposal to look real, I think your reaction needs to be genuine.”

      She slowly nods. “You’re right. That would make sense.”

      Our plan is simple, and I’ll do as she asks, yet I can’t help but wish everything we’re about to do is real rather than pretend.
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      “It’s the next house on the right,” I instruct Ian as he drives through the neighborhood I grew up in. Ranch-style homes dating back to the nineties cover the stretch of land. This place hasn’t changed at all. I feel like I’ve gone back in time.

      Memories of me riding my bike to and from school come to the forefront of my mind. The summers Sofia and I’d run to the ice cream truck with my babysitting money. Moments in time that were so minuscule in my life, yet they now come to the surface, giving me a sense of bittersweet nostalgia.

      But with sweet comes the sour as the sad and painful memories come up, too. The multiple times I did whatever I could to shield my little sister from watching my mother’s poor decisions come to fruition. The nights I’d lay in my bed enraged at my mother’s disregard for our feelings. Emotions like anger and resentment toward my mother that had been long dormant now come back up to the surface and threaten to burst.

      “You okay?” Ian’s voice pulls me back to reality. He reaches out his free hand to hold mine. It’s a small gesture, yet it calms the raging fire inside me.

      I take a deep breath, then exhale. “Yeah. It’s been…a while since I’ve been back here.”

      I’ve never had anything against the town I grew up in. In fact, as I’ve gotten older, I appreciate the quiet more. I think I even miss it.

      “How do you feel?” he asks.

      Too much. I feel too damn much. “Okay.”

      “It must be nerve-racking.” He wouldn’t be wrong.

      “Something like that.”

      As Ian pulls up to the house, I see two cars in the driveway. Everyone else must be here already. Good, then I can kill two birds with one stone and give both my ridiculous sister and mother a proverbial smack upside the head.

      I take a good look at the house that I once begrudgingly called home. The house where so much heartbreak was felt. I’d rather be working overtime than be here.

      The red-bricked house looks well taken care of. The off-white garage door seems to have been recently power-washed, while a small garden adjacent to the front door is lush with pink and purple flowers that complement the green shrubbery.

      Good, the place could use a bit of color.

      Unbuckling his seat belt, Ian steps out of the truck. Doing the same, I stand at the bottom of the driveway, staring at the white door.

      If I could turn back now, I would.

      With our bags in each hand, Ian stands next to me. His gaze goes to the house at first, then to me. Instead of asking if I’m okay or trying to encourage me to go to the front door, he just stands beside me in silence for long, silent moments.

      “I just need a minute.” I feel this need to rationalize to him why I’m not moving right now.

      “I get it. Take your time.” His support is just what I need to muster up the courage and take the first step up the driveway.

      When we reach the front door, I take a deep breath, then slowly exhale. “No turning back now.”

      I push the button for the doorbell, which causes a muffled ring to reverberate in the house, followed by cheerful, feminine screams.

      “That would be my mom and sister.”

      I hear him let out a chuckle before I see a figure approach the door. An older man close to my mom’s age with broad shoulders and tall stature stands at the threshold holding open the door. Greeting us with a warm smile, he wears a red plaid shirt and denim jeans which complement his olive skin tone and salt-and-pepper hair. I’m willing to bet this is Mom’s new boyfriend.

      “Hiya there,” he greets us with a Texan accent. “You must be Kami and Ian. Come on in.” He waves us inside.

      “Thank you,” Ian says as we cross the threshold.

      “Here.” The man looks at Ian, taking his duffel bag and my suitcase in hand. “Let me take that for you.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Ian smiles.

      I watch as the man takes both our bags down the hall until he disappears into one of the rooms at the far end—my old room.

      Scanning the interior of the house, I see not much has changed with the place other than a few new pieces of furniture I don’t recognize. To the right of me is a wall of family photos from over the years, each showing my smile as either fleeting or fake because my mom forced us to pretend to be one big happy family. To the left of me is the formal living room with a black leather couch and matching recliners along with a big plasma screen. Ahead of me is the dining room, cornered off by a wall, and the kitchen adjacent to that. Small but cozy.

      In my line of vision as I scan the rest of the house, my mom and sister come into view.

      “Mija,” my mother cries with joy.

      They both all but run to me, wrapping me in a big group hug. I give them a half smile, hugging them, one in each arm.

      “Hey, guys.”

      “We’re so glad you’re here.” My mom smiles.

      “How was the trip?” Sofia asks.

      “Uneventful. Barely anyone on the road,” I reply.

      My mom looks like she’s about to say something else when her gaze zeroes in on Ian. “And who might be this handsome stud standing next to my beautiful daughter?”

      “Mom.” I’m barely inside the house, and she’s already embarrassing me.

      Ian laughs, extending a hand to her. “Hi, Mrs. Hernandez. It’s nice to finally meet you in person.”

      Bypassing his handshake, she goes in for a hug. “Don’t worry. We’re huggers in this family. We’re so glad you’re here.”

      He chuckles before gently breaking from the hug. “You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Hernandez.”

      “Thank you. You are so sweet. And feel free to call me Maria,” my mom gushes.

      I give my sister another hug. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey.” She hugs me tightly. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed her until now. The last time I saw her, she was going off to college.

      I look over to Mom, seemingly deep in conversation with Ian, then turn my gaze back to Sofia. “Mom seems to be in a good mood.”

      “She has been for a while. I’ve been dropping by her place whenever I can to see if she’s okay. She’s happier than I’ve ever seen her.”

      I turn toward Mom again with a more analytical eye. Her big, bright smile surprises me the more I look at her. Instead of appearing haggard, she seems as though she’s been taking care of herself. Her hair is dyed and she has makeup on.

      “What do you think is making her happier?”

      “Not ‘what,’ but more like ‘who.’” Sofia indicates the stranger as he comes back from down the hall.

      “That’s John?”

      She nods. “Believe me, I was just as skeptical. But I’ve seen for myself how he dotes on her. He’s basically here every day after work. All but lives here.”

      As great as it is to see my mother smile, I have so many questions. What is it about him that has seemingly changed her so much? What makes him so special compared to the others in the past?

      “Hi, y’all. I’m John, your mom’s boy toy,” he teases.

      Mom playfully hits him on the shoulder, and everyone but me laughs. I’m too distracted watching my mom wrap herself in this man’s arms. She looks up at him like he’s her entire world. The way she used to look at my dad.

      I’m baffled by her blatant disregard for the conversation we had after she broke up with her last boyfriend. She promised me she’d focus more on herself than immediately jumping into another relationship. And what does she do? She does the very thing I told her not to do.

      “Are you guys hungry? I made some appetizers before dinner.” Mom ushers all of us into the kitchen.

      When I walk into the farmhouse-styled kitchen, I’m greeted by another guy with black, wavy hair and blue eyes. Looking closer to my age, maybe a bit younger, he wears a black Green Day T-shirt that hugs his chest and broad shoulders with dark jeans. He sends me a friendly smile as my sister walks over to him, holding his left hand—which shows a gold wedding band on his ring finger.

      “Sis, this is Aaron, my…husband,” she says then squeals. “Oh, my gosh, it still feels so weird to be saying that, but I love it.”

      “And I love you as my wife.” He looks at her with a warm smile and gives a peck of his lips to her temple. He then takes his focus back to me. “Hi, Kami. It’s nice to meet you.” He extends a hand to me.

      “Nice to meet you, too.” He doesn’t exactly give off the douche vibes I expected. While he has a confident air about him, he doesn’t come off as arrogant.

      “Soph has been telling me a lot about you.”

      “All good things, I hope.” I keep the conversation casual, hiding my skepticism well.

      For the next few hours, we all update each other on our lives. Mom and Sofia ask Ian and me questions I expected, which we manage well.

      We later enjoy a large pepperoni pizza for dinner before everyone but Mom and me settle on the couch, watching the latest football game.

      I just about finish pouring white wine into two stem glasses when Mom picks up one of them as though she were wanting to make a toast.

      “Here’s to family being together again.”

      “To…new changes.” Because I’ve seen nothing but that since I got here.

      “Your Ian is so sweet,” she gushes after taking a sip of her drink. “I really think you hit the jackpot with this one, mija.”

      I play along. “You think so?”

      “I have a good feeling about this one, honey. Keep him around, and he just might surprise you.”

      “Well, speaking of surprises.” I indicate with a nod to the back of John’s head. “What’s up with…that?”

      She sighs. “I know telling you over the phone probably wasn’t the best idea, but I wanted to make sure it was serious before I said anything. You know how it is since you did the same thing with Ian. I told you about John when I did because I didn’t want you to feel ambushed.”

      I see where she’s coming from, but how she broke the news isn’t the issue for me. “I get that, but don’t you think it’s a little too soon after your last relationship?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mom, remember how we talked about you not dating for a while?”

      “I remember. And I was really focusing on myself, I promise. Meeting John just...happened. And with him, I can’t exactly explain it, but it feels right. He’s so good to me, treats me right, and he makes me feel like I can do anything. I think he could be the one.”

      “I’m just worried about you. You’ve said that about the other relationships.”

      “If you could see what I see, you’d understand.”

      I want to tell her all the ways her deluded belief has fucked up this family. That because of her incapability to emotionally mature and establish some sort of independence for herself, my little sister and I were forced to grow up without a stable male figure. But Mom is going to do what she wants.

      The difference is, though, you don’t have to stick around and watch it happen.

      I may not have to, but it’s only a matter of time before she calls me to pick up the pieces when the relationship comes crashing down.

      In the corner of my eye, I see Ian watching us from the couch while the others are still distracted by the TV. His expression is soft with concern. I don’t think he heard what was said, but the emotions on my face tell him what he needs to know.

      I turn my attention back to Mom. “Do what you think is best, Mom. I’m just trying to tell you how I see it.”

      I walk out of the kitchen with my glass of wine.
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      The football game is about to go into halftime when I realize Kami isn’t sitting with us. Looking around the living room, I discover both her and her mom are gone. Is everything okay?

      I look to the kitchen and see both women in deep conversation. Kami looks frustrated while her mom is speaking.

      Kami hasn’t been herself since we first arrived.

      From the moment we stepped into this house, Kami has been quiet, stiff, and seemingly on guard. I wonder if it has anything to do with John. Since meeting the guy, I’ve found him to be smart, fun to be around, and from what I can tell, very attentive and caring to Maria. Does Kami see things differently? If so, what does she see, and why? Why is Kami seemingly convinced her mom’s decisions affect her, too?

      She’s a grown woman. She can do whatever she wants.

      At some point, Kami’s facial expression transitions into one of defeat as she takes what looks like a large gulp of wine.

      Yep, clearly that conversation didn’t go the way she wanted it to. I may not have heard what was said, but anyone could read between the lines since Kami wears her emotions on her face.

      A few moments pass before she tears her gaze away, and we lock stares on each other. She must be thinking I’ve seen everything because then she says something to her mom, grabs her wine glass, and walks off.

      An hour later, we all say good night, and I follow Kami into what looks like her childhood bedroom. The room is neat and simple as accents of white, gray, orange, and yellow are splashed throughout.

      “You have a nice room,” I compliment as I close the door behind me.

      “Thanks.” She heads straight for her suitcase in the corner and starts to unpack. “I’ll take the bed, and you can take the floor.”

      “You sure? You don’t think your family will come in unannounced at some point?”

      She puts her hands on her hips. “Just because we’re pretending for my family doesn’t mean we have to pretend in private, too. Besides, I have a lock on my door.”

      The lock may help with keeping people from walking in, but it certainly won’t help my back. “Why not put a divider in the middle of the bed? This way you have your personal space, we can both get a good night’s rest, and no one has to know.”

      I don’t like the idea of pillows standing between me and her, but it’s either this or the floor. Maybe later on, I can convince her to bring down both the pillow and her own wall.

      She looks down at the shaggy carpet under our feet, then back up to me. “Just stay on your side. Okay?”

      I nod. “Are you okay? I saw you talking to your mom in the kitchen. You seemed…upset.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The fact that she won’t look at me tells me a lot.

      “Kami, since we got here, you haven’t been yourself. I’m not saying these things to attack you. I’m saying them because I’ve noticed.”

      She pauses, then shakes her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Maybe not, but maybe you can try to explain it to me. I’ve found talking about your issues is way better than bottling them all in.”

      “Even if I told you, you wouldn’t get it.”

      “Then why don’t we start with something simple. What was the argument with your mom about?”

      She sighs. “It’s complicated.”

      I shrug. “We’ve got all night to uncomplicate it.”

      Her expression softens. “Thanks, but really, I’m okay. I’m figuring it out as I go. I’m just…tired. And it’s late.”

      “Okay. The offer still stands, though. Just let me know if you ever need an ear.” I’ll ask her again at a later time then.

      She nods, grabbing her toiletries, a pair of black sweatpants, and a pink tank top, before walking into the bathroom.

      Heaving a deep sigh, I grab one of the large decorative pillows and anchor it in the middle of the bed. After that, I step into comfy clothes.

      Kami said something prior to coming here about her mom’s dating life. What if that argument was about Maria’s relationship with John? Probably so, but this seems to be a much deeper issue than just him.

      Half an hour later, Kami and I lie on opposite sides of the bed. I can’t see her, and she can’t see me. I can feel her lying there, yet she’s so still. Is she asleep? Awake? Not knowing what she’s doing—even though, technically, she’s lying right next to me—is killing me.

      Unable to fall asleep right away, I lie on my back, staring up at the ceiling. I want to help Kami, comfort her. But I can’t. Not until she’s ready to let me in. It’s obvious she’s emotionally struggling, but this might be something she needs to figure out on her own.

      My job is to play boyfriend, not to fix her.

      But at the same time, I can’t sit on my hands and watch her emotionally struggle.
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        Tuesday, November 22

        Hernandez Home

        Abilene, TX

      

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      The next morning starts early with the smell of cooked bacon and pancakes. Everyone sits at the breakfast table with their food in front of them.

      “Morning, everyone,” I greet as Kami and I walk into the kitchen.

      “Good morning, you two,” Maria greets us with a smile. “Eggs are on the stove, bacon is in the microwave, and pancakes are on the island, so feel free to help yourselves.”

      “This all looks so good. Thank you, ma’am,” I reply.

      Kami only gives a brief wave before making her way to the coffee pot. “Hi, y’all.”

      After I grab Kami and myself each a plate of breakfast, we sit next to each other at the crowded table.

      John seems to be talking about fishing lines with Aaron while Sofia and her mother are collaborating on some kind of list.

      “How did you sleep?” I speak to Kami softly. It’s strange how I could sleep next to someone yet not know this.

      “Fine, I guess. You?”

      “About the same.” I lay awake for what felt like hours. My heart raced and my dick stood at attention every time I felt her toss and turn. She was right there, yet I couldn’t touch her. So close, yet so far away.

      Kami and I are almost done eating when her mother rises from her seat. “Okay, everyone, we have a plan,” she announces. “Kami and Sofia will go to the grocery store to get some last-minute items. John, Aaron, and Ian can start prepping the turkey, and I’ll be baking the goods.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Aaron quips.

      John raises a hand. “I appreciate the help, Maria, but I don’t think I need that many hands to help me with the bird.”

      He does have a point. The turkey is more of a two-person job.

      I realize this could also be a good opportunity to spend time with Kami’s mom. No doubt with her I’ll get more straightforward answers. It’s clear Kami isn’t going to tell me what she’s going through emotionally. I might be grasping at straws, but it’s better than being stonewalled by the woman I’m desperate to know, love, and claim as mine.

      I interject, “If you don’t mind, ma’am, I’d like to help you with baking today.”

      “You would? Oh, that’s so sweet of you. Kami, your man is such the southern gentleman. I’m almost positive you’ve hit a gold mine. We’ll get started once breakfast is over.”

      I let out a chuckle. “Thank you for the flattery, ma’am. I just want to help in any way I can.”

      “Do you know the first thing about baking?” Kami challenges in a whisper.

      I turn my gaze to her. “There’s a lot of things you still have yet to know about me, darlin’.”

      She blinks at my clapback as I rise from my seat, kiss her forehead, and grab both of our now-empty plates.

      Once the rest of the dishes are clean and put away, Aaron and John start working on the turkey outside on the back patio. Kami and Sofia head out the door shortly after.

      After saying her goodbyes to her girls, Maria walks into the kitchen and claps her hands together. “Let’s get to work, Ian.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I chime. “Where should we start?”

      I watch as Maria grabs a small booklet out of a nearby drawer and sets it on the island. Once she opens it, I see it’s a scrapbook with a variety of recipes.

      She and I stand on opposite ends of the island as she quickly flips through one recipe after the other. I catch glimpses of different Mexican cuisine that make my mouth water. Every so often, she’d stop and pluck out a recipe.

      Once she’s done, there are three recipes lying beside each other. One is for chocolate cake, one for pumpkin pie, and one for lemon bars.

      And suddenly I’m hungry again.

      “Lots to do today. Good thing I have an extra set of hands. Makes things easier and go faster.” She smiles to me as she ties a pink apron around her waist.

      Once she’s done, she hands me a black one. I look at the front of the apron and chuckle. “Is John a Batman fan?”

      The front shows an illustrated Batman suit from the pecs and abs and down to the groin.

      She looks at me amused. “No, but my ex from a couple of years ago was. The only thing he graciously left behind was this apron.”

      “Seems like he had good taste in superheroes.”

      Grabbing large mixing bowls, she starts to prep. “Superheroes, I’m afraid, were the only things he had good taste in.”

      “Poor guy.”

      She shrugs. “His loss.”

      “Well, you and John look great together,” I compliment, changing the subject.

      “Thank you. Took a lot of frogs in my life after my ex-husband left to find my prince charming.” She looks out onto the back patio, watching John hold the turkey while Aaron begins to season it. “But in the end, he found me.”

      Sending her a warm smile, I gather flour, eggs, and every other ingredient, then place them on the island.

      There are so many questions that float in my mind. Where is Kami’s dad? Why did he leave? Why doesn’t Kami ever want to talk about her childhood?

      “If you don’t mind my asking, Maria, what was Kami’s childhood like? I’d ask her myself, but she never seems to want to talk about it.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. Kami is a very private person, even when she was little. She’s always been a bit shy.”

      “I want to take care of her, but she hardly lets me.”

      She nods with understanding lining her face. “That girl has always had an independent streak, especially after her father left. It’s nothing personal.”

      I recall the vague reply Kami gave me when I asked about her father back in October.

      My dad was never really in the picture.

      Maria continues, her face growing somber. “How much has she told you about her childhood?”

      “Just that her dad wasn’t really there in her life.” Out of respect, I decide to leave out the part where Kami called her mother a serial monogamist out of respect.

      A long line etches across the woman’s face. “Since you’re basically family, you ought to know the truth. Her father and I were young when we had Kami. Taking care of a toddler as a college student working part time was not easy, but we made the most of it. Our marriage became strained though, after I had Sofia. I thought if we had another kid, our marriage could mend. But then I realized after some time, we weren’t the same people as when we met. I didn’t want to be with a man who chose work and hookups over his own family. He left a year later. Kami was only seven at the time.”

      “Do Kami and Sofia see him?”

      She shakes her head. “Sofia was barely a year old when he left, so she doesn’t remember him. Kami, though, would often ask to visit him, but he never responded when I asked him on her behalf. He paid child support and had shared custody with me, but he acted like we never existed. The last I heard from him, he just renewed his vows with his new wife.”

      I stand there in surprise. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for Kami to watch her dad walk out of her life. A man who she loved and thought loved her back no matter what, only for him to act cold toward her, wanting nothing to do with her. My blood starts to boil.

      “When was the last time they talked to their father?” I do my best to hold in my anger.

      Maria grimaces. “When Kami was seventeen, she traveled across the country to go see him for the summer.” She sniffles. “She came back home the next day. She told me later it was because he wouldn’t open the door.”

      What an asshole.

      I bunch my hands into fists.

      She asked him to want her, but he said no. How soul-crushing that must have been for her. Is that why she didn’t think I’d stick around? Is that the reason she refuses to commit? Hearing her heartbreaking past makes me want to scoop her up in my arms, tell her that it’s going to be okay, and make damn sure she never has to experience that pain ever again.

      While that answers most of my questions, it still doesn’t explain her annoyance with her mother and sister. Sure, they have a somewhat fairy-tale mentality when it comes to love, but I’m trying to understand why she’s made their relationships, or at least her mother’s, her business.

      “It must have been difficult for Kami and Sofia to grow up without a father.”

      Guilt forms on her face. “After he left, I went into a depressive state. I didn’t want to see his face, I didn’t want to talk about him, and I didn’t want to so much as hear his name or the word ‘dad.’ So I took all the photos of him out of the house. I didn’t want us, Kami especially, to miss him.”

      “I can’t imagine going through a divorce while raising two girls by yourself,” I sympathize.

      My mind goes back to the conversation Kami and I had the week before when her mother called her about John.

      Your mom has dated a lot recently? I remember asking.

      More like my whole life.…that woman wouldn’t know what a serious relationship was if it hit her in the face.

      “It was just the girls and me for a bit.” Maria’s voice pulls me back to attention. “But then I started missing someone to sleep next to at night, and at the same time I still wanted my girls to grow up with a father figure. One of the first guys I met had me convinced we could be one happy family. He was with me for a year. But I woke up one morning to him packing his things. When I asked what was wrong, he completely ignored us. Even when Kami went to give him a hug like she always did in the mornings, he shoved her to the side, told her something that made her cry, and walked out of our lives. I found out later that he left us because he was already married and discovered his wife was pregnant. I didn’t always make the best choices in men, but things happen for a reason, right?”

      Kami was a child when her dad left, and just when she thought she had a new father figure, that asshat pretended like she never mattered. Has she always felt like she doesn’t matter to any man? I can’t imagine being introduced to someone supposedly important to my mother, getting to know them, and growing attached to them, only for it all to be ripped away from me. The worst part is Kami and her sister never got a say. The relationships seem to have ended solely on their mother’s or her at-the-time boyfriend’s at the time, terms.

      I’m also positive Maria’s revolving love life affected Kami’s views on love and relationships. It explains everything: her refusal to commit, her criticism of her mom’s choices, and her reluctance to consider being with me.

      I don’t entirely blame her for faulting her mother for her actions. She is, in some part, at fault. She had a choice of who she dated and how she incorporated a man into their lives. What she didn’t have any control over, though, was being so coldly rejected.

      I need to make Kami see I won’t walk out on her. Show her that I’m here to stay. Use not just my words, but also my actions. Right now, she thinks I’m like any guy, sexually or otherwise, who has come and gone throughout her life. If I want to convince her otherwise, I’ll have to prove myself to her.

      I paste on a smile. “Yes, they do.”
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      Going to the grocery store two days before Thanksgiving is never a good idea.

      Sofia and I dodge carts left and right. People all around us are rushing to get this, that, and the other. And screaming children decide in the middle of all this chaos to have full-blown tantrums. The sounds of crying children and frustrated parents hurt my ears.

      “Looks like everyone else had the same idea.”

      “No kidding.” I walk beside Sofia in the dairy section as she pushes the cart and I look at the items on the list. “Why didn’t Mom get this stuff ahead of time?”

      “She told me she went shopping the week prior but didn’t realize until now she needed more.”

      I sigh. At least I’m out of the house. For the first time since I got here, I feel like I can finally take a breath. I don’t feel crammed in.

      Sleeping next to a man I struggle to resist on a regular basis is challenging enough. All night I tossed and turned, too aware that the man was lying beside me. To think he’d be out of sight and out of mind with a pillow wedged between us. For hours, I fought the urge to attempt, or even imagine, inviting him closer. I wanted to hear his sweet words again, have him pepper my face with his kisses, and pretty much make me forget the world around me existed for a while.

      He seems to be the only one who can keep me sane in my insane world. How does he do that? I still don’t have a clue.

      For right now, and with the time that I have alone with my sister, it’s time to make the most of it.

      “So how’s married life?”

      She turns her focus to me with a sigh. “Don’t do this.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “I know what you want to say, Kami.”

      “How do you know? I haven’t said anything yet.”

      She groans. “You want to lecture me about my life choices, tell me eloping at my age was stupid, and that it won’t last. Did I leave anything out?”

      She took the words right out of my mouth. “Can’t you understand where I’m coming from?”

      “And can’t you understand that your beef isn’t with me? I appreciate your concern, but these are my choices to make. If they do end up being mistakes, then at least I’ll learn. But your issues are more with Mom than they are with me, and you know it.”

      Dammit. She knows me too well. “Aren’t you the least bit concerned she’ll get hurt again? She has so many times before.”

      “I am, but it’s none of our business. Other people’s decisions on what they do with their lives don’t affect you.”

      She’s right. They don’t. But there was a long time where my mother’s love life was my business. How could it not be when it was in my face constantly? Countless times our mother tried to convince me each new man she was seeing would be our new father. But after a while and too many disappointments, I got tired of the rejection and pain. Isn’t she tired yet? Isn’t she exhausted by doing the same thing over and over and still expecting a different result?

      “I think Mom has finally found it.” Optimism is in my sister’s tone.

      “Found what?”

      “The one.”

      “After all this time?” I scoff.

      She sighs. “Believe what you will, but we’re not kids anymore. We don’t have to let her decisions affect us.”

      “But they did.” I shake my head. “I can’t fault Mom for being broken-hearted so many times. What I am faulting her for though, is never seeing how each goodbye crushed us. How devastated I was when Dad left. Or when the man who called us his daughters, and I considered a father, said to my face we were no children of his and walked off. She never asked how you and I felt. She only focused on herself and her emotions. I don’t know if I could ever forgive her for that.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to hear that, sis. We’ll never be able to change the past, but we can move on from it. That’s what I did,” Sophia says with tears in her eyes.

      “And that’s what I tried to do, too. Do you remember the guy I dated in high school? For three years, he made me believe he loved me. And then I had to find out from someone else that he’d been cheating on me the whole time.”

      “So that’s somehow Mom’s fault?”

      I shake my head. It’s not that simple. “Forget it. You don’t understand.”

      That relationship, ending the way it did, solidified in me that I not only wasn’t enough to be loved as a daughter, but also as a girlfriend and potentially more than that.

      I start to walk off when she grabs my arm forcefully, pulling me back to a vacant aisle. She speaks softly but firmly. “I know more than you think, Kami. And I’m not that fragile little sister you think I am.” She then brings me into a hug.

      I try to push away when Sofia grips me tighter. “As a kid, I thought if I loved Mom’s new boyfriends as I did you and Mom, they wouldn’t leave. And when they left, I thought I was the reason why.”

      I fight back against the tears that threaten to fill my eyes as I shake my head fiercely. “No. You were never the problem. You did nothing wrong.”

      She fights back tears as well. “And you didn’t, either. For a while, I was angry at Mom, too.”

      “Was? Are you not still?” I’m taken aback. What made her stop? “After everything, how aren’t you angry at her anymore?”

      “For a long time, all I could see was my pain. But then I met Aaron. And he helped me see I didn’t have to let my past dictate my future. That I could just…let go and leave everything behind. We’re all hurting, Kami. Even Mom. I don’t have it in me to demonize someone who just wanted to make the pain go away. And I don’t think you should either.”

      Yet those memories are forever engraved into my mind. “That’s still not an excuse for what happened.”

      “No, It’s not. I’m choosing to forgive, but that doesn’t mean I will forget.”

      No one ever said I didn’t have to carry the past on my shoulders. In my effort to not end up like Mom, have I only isolated myself? I could have learned to heal. Reached out to my family instead of retreating. But I chose self-destructive behavior and resentment.

      If she can move on, why can’t I?
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      For the rest of Tuesday, and most of the day Wednesday, I contemplate what to do.

      Because of my conversation with Sophie, I’ve been looking at things differently. Watching John and Mom interact, and I mean really watching them, is eye-opening. His affection and attention to her are genuine and put a smile on my face.

      If Mom is happy, then I should be happy, too.

      If I’ve been wrong about Mom’s decisions, could it be that I’ve been wrong about other things, too? I thought Aaron was some jerk who my sister rushed into elopement with. But hearing that he’s been a positive influence on her, I have a newfound respect for him.

      Could Ian be that person for me?

      All day Wednesday, I decide to clean around the house. I clean my room from top to bottom, take out the trash, and start a load of laundry. At half-past three, I look up and realize I don’t know where Ian is. Last time I saw him was at lunch over two hours ago.

      “Hey, Mom,” I call out to her, “do you know where Ian is?”

      “He’s outside with John working on the old Cadillac.” She points to the front door.

      “Really?” Walking to one of the front windows, I look out to find Ian and John talking over the popped hood of the Cadillac. Huh, interesting.

      He never said anything about working on cars before.

      I continue to see Ian throughout the day, fixing things here and there. Since when is he a handyman? Each time I catch a glimpse of him, he’s doing something to help around the house. He knows he doesn’t have to, so why is he? Is he trying to prove something? Does he have something to hide?

      He’s done, and continues to do, so much for me that I worry it’s too good to be true. I want to believe Ian, that I matter to him, yet I can’t let go of the memory of a man who once told me the same thing. A man that convinced me he loved me as his own kid. I thought that man to be perfect like I’m thinking Ian is now. There is nothing stopping Ian from walking out. It’s only a matter of time before the other shoe drops.

      Panic rises within me. Why did I let him get inside my head and possibly my heart? This was never supposed to happen.

      I need to get rid of him. I can’t go through that emotional turmoil again. But how?

      “I’ll give him what he wants,” I mutter to myself.

      I want you. I remember him telling me those words the day my mom called him, thinking he was my boyfriend. The very phone call that put our agreement in motion.

      Over and over, he’s said his reasoning on helping me lie to my family was because he wanted me. Giving myself to him will help me get him out of my system and out of my life. Letting him go first will save me from the coming heartbreak.

      Once I stop running and supposedly “give in,” he’ll no longer have any interest in me, and be out the door.

      After dinner and we’ve all said our goodnights, Ian and I walk down the hallway together to the bedroom. My heart is pounding the whole way. Is the reason because I want him out of my life? Why do I have this nagging feeling that I’m making a mistake?

      The sooner I do this, the less time I’ll have to change my mind.

      “How was your day?” His voice pulls me back to reality.

      “Oh. Um…good. Yours?”

      “Great actually.” He smiles his warm smile. The one that makes me weak in the knees. God, I hope I can pull this off and find the strength to let him go for good.

      Once we’re in my bedroom, I close the door behind me and lock it. My hands shake. I need to calm down.

      Before I can change my mind, and as he turns away from me, searching through his suitcase, I start taking my clothes off, throwing them to the side.

      “Hey, is it okay if I take a shower first? I was outside for most of the day, so I’m feeling grimy,” he asks.

      When I’m done stripping and my everything is exposed, I slowly walk over to him. My nipples are peaked, and I feel my pussy is drenched.

      If I don’t want him in my life anymore, then why do I feel this way? No. I’m just overthinking it. It’s the sex that my body is excited for, not him…right?

      Each step I take toward him feels like an eternity. No turning back now.

      His back still faces me as I wrap my arms around his waist. “Mind if I join you?”

      Pressing my cheek against his warm back, I rest one hand on his abs and glide the other down to the waistband of his jeans.

      I need to take control first and foremost. If I don’t, I’ll be right where I was when we met. Vulnerable and exposed.

      I manage to shove my hand inside his pants, finding his long, hard length against my fingertips. Full staff and ready. Why is he hard? Is it involuntary, or is it because of me? I start to work his shaft slowly up and down, then he gently grabs hold of my hand. He’s about to get the easiest lay of his life, and he stops me…again?

      He turns to face me; his eyes go wide at my naked form.

      Yep, I caught him by surprise. Perfect. I feel the urge to lower my gaze from his but force myself to stand my ground.

      Somehow, in a matter of seconds, those hazel eyes that were filled with surprise, turn into ones deep with desire. His stare on my body begins to burn a sweet heat all over.

      I remember this feeling. The one that makes me feel hot all over. The one that tells me all the dirty things he wants to do to me. The one that makes me feel like the only girl in his world.

      Long moments pass before he speaks. “What did I do to deserve this?”

      I’m saving myself. “I can’t thank you enough for being incredibly convincing to my family over the past few days.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist. His touch. I’ve forgotten what that does to me.

      “All in a day’s work, but I didn’t think you’d reward me like this. What changed?”

      Shit, is he suspicious? I need to get him distracted. I shush him, placing my finger against his lips. “Don’t talk. Be quiet and just relax.” I slide down to my knees, bringing down his pants along with his boxers. His cock springs free.

      I hear a hiss of relief escape his lips. My mouth waters as I stare at his dick, then back up to his shocked and flushed face.

      Regardless of the reason I’m doing this, I can’t deny how much I want to put my mouth on him. On all of him.

      I place my tongue on his fat, purple crest, making tight circles along it. Salt and his masculine musk are all I can smell and taste.

      “Fuck, Kami,” he lets out as I put as much of him as I can in my mouth.

      Something about him saying my name makes me wetter than before.

      I lick every ridge and vein of his cock. He holds onto my head, guiding me up and down his shaft. His breathing quickens.

      I never do this, yet with him it’s so easy.

      It’s true; I don’t. Even during hookups, I’ve refused to orally pleasure a guy. Not just because I never know where their dicks have been in the past, but because I always saw it as too personal. Too intimate. But Ian? Something about being with him, intimately or otherwise, assures me he is a safe space to be in. To explore anything and everything without judgment.

      No. That’s just wishful thinking.

      I need to focus on the task at hand. Any moment of weakness and he’ll spot it, taking back control.

      I continue bobbing my head up and down as I pick up the pace. With the part of his length I can’t fit into my mouth, I use one hand to stroke up to the hilt, while I have the other cup and massage his balls. His grip on my head tightens even more, telling me he likes it.

      His heavy breathing begins to turn into moans. At this rate, he’ll reach climax soon. The faster I work, the more he gyrates his hips.

      “Fuck, baby, your mouth feels… Oh, god. I’m close,” he groans.

      This must be what it feels like for him to have control over me. His pleasure is in my hands. I can give it to him just as quickly as I can take it away. Though this particular moment is a must for what needs to happen, I can’t help but want his mouth on me, too. The urge to pleasure myself at the same time becomes tempting.

      I feel his balls beginning to tighten in my grasp when all of a sudden, he pulls me from his mouth, up to my feet, and into his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I protest. I swear, this man must be crazy.

      “Darlin’, as much as I’d love to fuck your mouth, there’s still so many things I want to do to you first.” Before I can respond, he throws me to the middle of the bed. I gasp at the sudden free fall. I’m frozen in the middle of the mattress. Did that really just happen?

      Recovering from the initial shock, I start to sit up when he climbs on top of me, forcing me to lay my head back down. Both his hands are on either side of my head. He’s nestled himself between my legs.

      Yet in this moment, as I stare into his hazel eyes, all the reasons why I shouldn’t let him have the upper hand seem to melt away.
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      She wraps her sinful mouth around my cock. Every push, pull, and glide of her tongue against my most sensitive skin feels like utter bliss as it threatens to push me over the edge into oblivion. Fuck, I want this so bad. But somehow in my euphoric fog, the head up north kicks in.

      Something isn’t right.

      I want to enjoy this, but the nagging thought about Kami’s come-on won’t leave me alone. How can a woman, who has expressed her need for independence in anything and everything she does, be willing to bare herself to me in this moment without any snide retort or resistance? As great as this is, why is she all of a sudden so willing? Is she rewarding me for something? No, that doesn’t sound right.

      Pleasure spikes again, obliterating my thoughts, along with my brain, as she continues to suck me deep and hard.

      Whatever the reason she has for tonight, this is happening now, and I have every intention of taking advantage. She knows as well as I do that she likes it when I’m on top.

      Pulling her off her knees, I throw her onto the bed and climb on top of her. With my hands on either side of her head and her legs spread and draped over my thighs, she has nowhere to go.

      Suddenly, her feminine musk fills my nostrils. She wants this. She wants me.

      The view I have of her is even more beautiful. Her curly hair splayed over the pillows. Her berry nipples greeting me in a stiff salute. Her lips swollen.

      Whatever her goal is, mine is about connection, telling her I’m not going anywhere. That I mean every word and action. I want to be hers, and I think she wants to be mine.

      “Ian,” she pleads in a whisper to me. Our faces inches from each other, there’s that stare again. She’s debating with herself. She wants this to happen just as much as I do. The question is, what’s holding her back? If it’s not physical, could it be emotional? If she didn’t want to be emotionally compromised, then what are we doing?

      I have said everything I could to convince her I want her for her. Maybe it’s time I let our bodies do the talking. Tell her, in my own way, I want her for life.

      In this moment, we are the only ones who can save each other from the fiery oblivion that we’re about to experience together. She is my lifeline, and I am hers.

      I crash my lips to her pillowy soft ones as I nudge her feminine flesh with my erection. She gasps as I swallow her moans and cries. Fuck, this feels so good as electricity sizzles in my veins. The contact is just as I remember. Better even.

      All day, I kept thinking about what would happen if I gave her what she thought she wanted. That I walk out of her life. But then I realized I have more reasons to stay than I do to go. She thinks she has to be alone when she doesn’t. Walking out on her is not only too painful to contemplate, but it’s also the last thing she needs, whether she admits it or not.

      Pulling myself from her irresistible kiss, I tear my T-shirt off and throw it onto the floor. She sits up, meeting me halfway and pulling me back to her embrace. My cock nestles between her folds again, hitting her clit as I thrust. We gasp and moan together. Shit, how I’ve missed the hold of her pussy.

      She wraps her legs around my waist. She wants me inside her but not yet.

      Pulling away again, I kiss a path from her lips, past her collarbone, to her beckoning breasts.

      I sweep one of the sensitive crests with my thumb while putting the other hard peak in my mouth. Her stiff nipple engorges against my tongue as I lave more and more. Little moans coming from the back of Kami’s throat keep encouraging me. Her skin has gone flush. Her back arches. I feel her hand gliding over my hair before she tries to pull me in tighter.

      “Yes.” She lets out an even louder moan.

      Then I remember we’re not the only ones in the house. I take my mouth off her and cease thumbing her nipple. “Baby, I love your sweet cries, but we’ll wake up the whole house if you scream.”

      “Right,” she breathes. “Sorry.”

      Moving back to eye-level with her, I capture her lips again, opening the seam of her mouth with my tongue and delving deep. We twine our tongues together into a fiery kiss. Fuck, I’m not even inside her yet, and already I’m struggling to hold onto my self-control.

      I went into this agreement with her wanting to know more about her. To confirm to myself whether I’m crazy to think she could be the one for me. But since then, I could never be surer that I’ve fallen in love with her. Life would not be complete for me if I didn’t find some way to have this woman in my life. If freedom means not having her by my side, I don’t want it.

      “Ian,” she whispers my name. “I need…please.”

      “Don’t worry, darlin’. I’ll take care of that ache for you.”

      I travel farther down her body with my kisses until I drop my stare to her oh-so-sweet pussy. Soft and pink and so fucking wet. My mouth waters as I put my head between her legs. It’s been too damn long since I’ve had a taste.

      Instantly, I fill my mouth with her succulent flesh. The tartness of her flavor teases my tongue as I explore her folds and valleys. Kami muffles her cries with one hand, thrusting the other into my hair and scratching my scalp.

      Pushing her legs wider, I take her engorged clit between my lips.

      She lets out a muffled scream as the orgasm hits her instantly. I feel her gush her sweet cream onto my tongue. I lick every crevice of her, taking in all her juices. Fuck, she still tastes like candy.

      I then climb back up her body. Her lashes flutter as she struggles to keep her eyes open. Just one look, and I stagger. She takes my breath away with her stare.

      “You good?” I manage to breathe out.

      “I want more,” she whispers.

      “You got it, baby.”

      I slide two digits inside her. The walls of her pussy clutch them instantly. I then stimulate her clit with my free hand, making small, tight circles.

      She writhes under my torturous fingers. Pleads with me and tries to buck her hips so she could get to that sweet spot.

      “I like it when you beg.” My whisper in her ear is sultry.

      I pick up my pace when her body jolts and her back arches. She’s close.

      “Oh, god. Yes. Yes. Yes,” she whimpers.

      “Baby, we have to keep quiet,” I remind her.

      “I know, it just feels so good. Oh, god, I’m right there.” Her voice goes down to a whisper.

      “Let go. Come for me,” I tell her.

      She explodes, tossing her head back. I immediately cover her mouth with mine, muffling her screams. After her screams turn into breathy moans, I pull away from her luscious mouth and move my fingers from her soaked pussy, licking up more of her sweet nectar.

      This is what I want. Her. Every day, I want the chance to pleasure this woman both in and out of the bedroom. I want to wake up beside her every morning and fill her with not just my tongue, fingers, and cock, but also promises of forever.

      Her eyes are dazed and dilated. She’s breathing rapidly while a small, sated smile forms across her face.

      “You still okay, darlin’?” I ask as I kiss up and down her neck.

      “Yes.” She breathes between moans, wrapping her arms around my biceps. “But I need more. I need you. Now.”

      No more waiting.

      I capture her lips with mine, and our tongues dance together again as I take my cock in hand and fit it against her small opening. Now. This is happening now.

      My entire body buzzes with need as I plunge inside her hard and fast. I hold back a groan as her sex immediately clamps all around me. She gasps in my mouth.

      Fuck, she’s tight. I feel every ridge of her sex around me. Her heat is so hot, this woman is going to burn me alive.

      Condom. I’m not wearing a condom.

      “Wait.” I whisper and stop moving. “I forgot a condom.”

      I start to pull out from her snug opening when she holds me in place with her legs. “It’s okay. I’m on the Pill.”

      Is she saying what I think she’s saying? “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” She whispers, thrusting her hips to meet my cock and pulling me back into her slick opening. “I need you. Please.”

      I move my hips with hers. We breathe together. As though we’ve become one person.

      I tumble inside until I’m balls deep. I want this. I want to fall into the flames with her. I want her.

      Breaking from the kiss, I rest on my knees, dragging her closer by the hips, and thrust deeper inside her. I watch her as she watches me. Sweat forms on my brow while her eyelids grow heavier and she bites her lip.

      The more I thrust into her, the harder it is to hold on. Kami’s sex clamps me tighter. She’s close. We both are.

      “Ian,” she whispers.

      “Hold on, baby. I want to come with you.” I thrust even harder, stroking her deeper and hitting that sweet spot inside her. Our bodies clap together with each thrust. Her hands clasp tightly against her mouth as she holds in her moans.

      What’s going to happen once we both come undone? Will she open herself up to me or retreat? Is this real, or is she so desperate to feel good that she’ll use me? Please don’t let this mean nothing to her. It meant something then, and it certainly does now.

      She needs to know how much I’m willing to do to make her happy. Make her feel whole.

      “Come closer,” she breathes.

      Letting go of her legs, I press my chest against hers. Our eyes lock as I maintain our rhythm. With each thrust, I hit her clit with my pelvis. Pressure builds between us as she curls her hands around my back. Her fingernails dig deep. Her walls tighten around my cock. The mixture of pain and pleasure sizzles over my body, creating an exhilarating rush.

      “Oh, god, I’m going to…” she pants.

      “Do it. I’ll be right there with you,” I manage to get out.

      Giving one last thrust inside her, I crash my lips to hers, swallowing her moans and cries. Within seconds, I spill my seed, my energy, and my heart inside her, letting out a muffled groan.

      We continue thrusting together, milking each other. I feel her juices coating me.

      I pull out of her sweet pussy and lie beside her sated and gasping, staring at the ceiling and waiting for what happens next.

      “You came inside me,” she states, seemingly stunned.

      I pause. “Is that an issue?” I’m not really sorry, yet I don’t know what else to say.

      She shakes her head. “I’ve never had sex without one.”

      I look over at her. “You haven’t?”

      “Is that weird?”

      “No. That was my first time without one, too,” I confess.

      She chuckles. “That’s a relief.”

      It sucks that she and I didn’t make a baby together, but maybe it’s for the best. If being alone is what she wants, who am I to hold her hostage?

      “How do you feel about me not using one?” I ask timidly.

      “Strange, but for some reason…I trust you.”

      Those are three of the best words I’ve heard in my life.

      Turning over to her, I cup her face in my hand. “I trust you, too. I love you.”

      She stares into my eyes, shocked and searching. As though she were looking for some sense of proof.

      “I loved someone once.” She tears her gaze from me as tears flow from her eyes. “Not sexually, but platonically. I trusted him like I would my father when I was a kid. I thought he loved me like his own, and trusted him completely. Without question. But one day he packed his bag, told me he never considered me as his kid, and left.”

      “I was in love once, too,” I tell her.

      She looks surprised to hear my confession.

      “I planned to marry her when my mom was diagnosed. We chose to wait, but five years went by and she got tired of waiting. Putting my life on hold put our relationship on hold, and it wasn’t fair to her.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I let her go.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I had to. At the time, I was tired of making promises to her that I couldn’t keep. The rest of the world kept moving forward when I was standing still. I let her go because I knew nothing would change.”

      “But things have changed.”

      “Exactly. And I don’t intend on wasting that.” I wrap a hand around her waist, bringing her closer to me.

      She shakes her head. “What is it about me that you want so badly? What makes me different from her?”

      “You’re not afraid to tell things how they are, you’re honest with the ones you care about, and you don’t take crap from anyone.”

      She looks at me seemingly in disbelief. “So you’re pursuing me because I’m eccentric?”

      “I’m pursuing you because you’re unapologetically you. That’s why I want you. And that’s what I love about you.” Kami may want me to lay it on thick and propose with a grand gesture, but nothing about my proposal will be fake.

      She stiffens as though stunned by my declaration. Almost defeated. She remains silent for a long time, perhaps processing my words and maybe figuring out what to do or say next. “I need to think about this.”
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        Thursday, November 24

        Hernandez Home

        Abilene, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      Well, that didn’t go as planned.

      Last night, I was supposed to fuck Ian out of my system. And just when I thought I had the upper hand, he catches me off guard. My thoughts, as well as my plans, go out the window. Now not only have my feelings for him grown stronger, Ian also has made it clear he’s not giving up on me. On top of that, I ended up blurting out my whole sob story.

      Why did I do that?

      I regret ending that hot night with him the way I did. All I wanted to do was melt into his embrace and never come back up for air. But I needed to think through the information I have now. For years, I refused to talk or even think about the man who crushed me with that single sentence. But something about Ian helped me find the courage to be honest and face my past. He made me see the past does not, and never will, hurt me again. Not unless I let it. Everything he said—about me, his past, and his own feelings about me—warmed my heart. He melted the ice that I so carefully constructed around it.

      Being with him naked and telling each other how we felt was comfortable. Felt perfect, right. Maybe what we have is real. Maybe it’s not in my head. I’m still scared everything will blow up in my face, but I know my feelings for him have grown too strong for me to just disregard them.

      Do I choose my heart or what I’ve always known to be true until recently?

      That question repeats in my thoughts as I wash my face and brush my teeth the next morning. On paper, he’s everything I could ever want. He’s doting, loving, mature, knows what he wants, can provide for a family of his own, and values those he loves. But I still can’t be sure if he’ll change his mind when I don’t see it coming. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder, or watching his every movement, just so I can brace myself for the pain.

      There’s an urge inside me to hold him and never let go. To trust that he’d be by my side no matter what. This strong, gut feeling, mixed with my fear, messes with my head. I don’t know what to do.

      The morning is spent with all of us in the living room, watching the annual Thanksgiving Day parade, eating cinnamon coffee cake, and drinking mimosas. Like everyone else, I have third helpings of the sweet dessert and booze.

      Later that afternoon, Mom, Sofia, and I finish cooking the rest of the food we prepped the night before. The guys keep an eye on the cooking turkey in the meantime.

      From the time I wake up in the morning to when Sofia and I are setting the table, I’m trying to sort out my thoughts. I’ve had hours to figure out a plan, yet I come up blank. Shit. What do I do?

      Think, Kami. Think.

      “Looks like everything is ready,” my mom exclaims just as the time turns to four in the afternoon.

      “Great,” my sister chimes. “I’ll tell the guys to bring out the bird.”

      “Right. It should be ready by now.”

      Time to eat! Good, I could use some warm food to calm my nerves—wait a minute. Something important is supposed to happen. What is it?

      I gasp, holding my hand to my mouth. Oh, god, that’s right, Ian is supposed to “propose” to me. I start to panic. I can’t let this happen, but at the same time it needs to. As much as coming clean sounds like the right thing to do, not sticking to the plan would be like me falling on my own sword. Everyone will see how much of a liar I am. And Ian would be guilty by association. I don’t want him to be painted in that light when it’s all my fault. Yet if I do what we set out to do, I’d be lying to myself. I’d continue to be alone. And for Ian it’d be like a cruel joke. He deserves someone who can be honest with her feelings, not string him along on some charade.

      The back door opens, pulling me back to reality. “Got the bird.” John smiles.

      “Perfect,” my mother replies. “All right, everyone, time to fill up the plates.”

      After piling food onto our plates, we sit at the dining room table. Mom takes head of the table with John on her left. Aaron sits on her right with Sofia beside him. I sit at the opposite foot, while Ian is adjacent to John.

      As we start eating, I’m too stressed to enjoy the food in front of me. This is happening, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

      Maybe instead of listening to my head for answers, should I listen to my heart? What does my heart tell me to do?

      Lay it all out there. Tell the truth. If not for yourself, then for Ian.

      In chaotic silence, as I’m waiting for my impending doom, my mom clears her throat. Everyone’s attention goes straight to her.

      She raises her glass of wine. “I’d like to thank everyone who came to spend the holiday. These last few days of being with family, both old and new, have warmed my heart. And I hope this is the beginning of many more happy memories.” With that last sentence, she looks to Ian. Shit. This is it.

      Just as she finishes, Ian rises from his seat.

      Mission abort. I repeat, abort mission. He needs to sit his ass back down.

      “In that case, everyone, there’s something I’d like to say.” Taking my hand in his, he helps me stand from my seat as he flashes a warm smile at me. “Kami. I can’t tell you how you’ve turned my world upside down. I admit, the moment we met was…interesting”—He chuckles—“but I wouldn’t have it any other way. You have brought light into my life when for the longest time there was nothing but darkness. And because of that, I don’t know where I’d be without your fiery spunk, sass, and beautiful personality.”

      A tear falls from my cheek. Am I crying because of the irony of it all, or am I crying because his words hit me to my core? Perhaps both. If anyone is having a joke played on them, it’s me because I now want so badly for those words to be real.

      I never thought I could be a light in someone’s life, much less make an impact. But here is this amazing man looking into my eyes like he means every word he says. As though the sun rises and sets on me. He makes me believe, for a second, that all of this could be real. That we could be real.

      To get over a guy, you have to get under one.

      There was a time when that philosophy worked. Now, it doesn’t bring much comfort at all. Rather, it makes me sick to my stomach, and I want to shed even more tears.

      In dread, I glance at everyone’s excited faces. My mom is trying to hold what looks like happy tears back, while my sister sighs happily as she rests her head on Aaron’s shoulder. That feeling of guilt I experienced earlier is nothing compared to now. It’s more like two brick walls are crushing me whole. Suffocating me.

      This isn’t right. This is all wrong.

      “So with that said…” Ian gets down on one knee. “Kamila Hernandez…will you—”

      Fuck what they’ll think of me. I can’t do it.

      “Stop,” I blurt out to him. “Don’t finish that sentence.” I feel the air in the room tighten the moment those words escape my lips. Can’t take them back now.

      Ian shoots me a confused stare as I pull my hand away. I know what he must be thinking. What am I doing ruining my own plans? But I can’t let this go on anymore.

      “Ian, I’m sorry, but I can’t make you do this. You deserve someone better than me. Someone who won’t make you lie to total strangers.”

      “What are you talking about? He’s proposing, mija.” Mom rises from her seat. She looks at me like I’m shooting myself in the foot. In fact, everyone is looking at me like I’ve gone crazy. Maybe I have, but it’s better than feeling miserable.

      “No, Mom. He’s not,” I respond. “He’s only proposing…because I asked him to. Ian and I were never real. I just had you believe we were because I didn’t want to admit that I lied to you about being in a relationship.”

      “What?” Sofia looks shocked.

      “I’m sorry I let it go on for this long. I was being selfish and only thought about myself. Don’t be mad at Ian. He was only doing what I asked him to.” The more I spill out, the lighter the weight on my shoulders becomes. Yes, this is the right thing to do.

      No one says a word for a long time. Whether out of disbelief, shock, or both, I’m not sure.

      I sit back down in my seat, looking everywhere else. I can’t face them. How could I? I just admitted my cruelty. What must they think now? It’s too painful to think of the possibilities.

      All I want to do now is tuck my tail between my legs, pack up, and go back to Dallas. Not show my face for a long time to any of them.

      Maybe I do deserve to be alone.

      Ian clears his throat, which pulls me from my thoughts. I look over at him in surprise to see he’s still on one knee. Didn’t he hear what I just said?

      “What are you doing? You’re off the hook now.”

      Ian grabs a firm hold of my hand again. “But I’m actually proposing.”
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      “Y-you’re what?” I’m frozen where I sit. What is he doing? I let him go. He doesn’t have to pretend anymore.

      “Kami, every word I said is true and will continue to be until the day I die. Our relationship may have started out under false pretenses, but I still want you. Forever and always.”

      “We don’t have to lie anymore.” What part of he’s free to go does he not get?

      “I’m not.”

      What do I do? What if history repeats itself and I end up more brokenhearted than before? I can’t risk that, but…I can’t ignore this growing need for him, either.

      Without saying another word, I storm out of the dining room to my bedroom and close and lock the door behind me. I need quiet, peace. Something to help me see clearly again, but my mind is like a thick fog of emotion.

      I’m in such a panic as I pace back and forth that I barely notice the knock on my door—and a soft, masculine voice calling out to me. Ian’s voice. “Kami, are you okay?”

      I remain silent.

      “Let’s talk about this.”

      I scoff out of nervousness. “What is there to talk about?”

      “My proposal isn’t a joke or something to manipulate you if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I never thought you were doing any of those things. You just…caught me by surprise.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      I hesitate. “Why?”

      “Why propose to you?”

      “Just…why me?”

      “I think you already—”

      I walk closer to the door. I can see the shadow of his feet underneath. “I remember what you said last night, but I don’t know why. Why are you feeling what you’re feeling?” I can’t believe him. I want to, but I can’t.

      “From the moment I met you, your wit and spark is what attracted me to you. Despite our charade, your compassion and loyalty to the ones you love is something I’ve never seen in anyone before. I don’t think I can let go of someone who takes my fucking breath away every time I see her face.”

      I shake my head. “Yes, but what is your reasoning? What logic is there? This is the first time in a decade that you get to live life. You get to start over and live it the way you want to. Why waste that on me?”

      “I’m not wasting it. Not when what I want is right in front of me.”

      He’s not listening. “You say that now…”

      The grass is always greener on the other side.

      “Is that what you think of me, that I have a wandering eye?”

      I sigh. “You’ll want something better eventually.”

      “You’re not your mom, and I’m not her ex who said you weren’t enough.” His words are like a gun that goes off without notice. “You’ve convinced yourself nothing good will last because you were constantly met with disappointment and heartbreak. Don’t let some cheating asshole tell you what you’re worthy of.”

      I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve his love. “I’ll fuck it up, or something will happen between us that will rip you out of my hands.”

      “Never let the fear of striking out keep you from playing the game.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, holding back my tears. “You seriously quoting that Hillary Duff princess movie right now?”

      “Just because someone didn’t want you the way you wanted them to, doesn’t make you any less worthy of love. You are always brutally honest with the people around you, but you’re never honest with yourself. Admit it. You’re denying yourself what you want because you’re scared of making the same mistakes someone else made. You want to be wanted, but you’re also too scared to go after it.”

      “I’m not scared.” I deny pitifully.

      “You are so scared that you’d rather try to micromanage everyone else than deal with the fact that you’re lonely.”

      His truthful words are like a sharp slap in the face. I unlock the door and pull it open. Ian’s solemn expression comes into view. “That’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it, though?” He walks into the room, closing the door behind him. “Don’t close off your heart because you’re afraid.”

      I stand in defiance. As much as I want this man, I don’t want to find out the hard way he doesn’t intend on being with me. He doesn’t see it now, but he’ll change his mind eventually. Why be a sitting duck? “I think you should leave.”

      He pauses in thought as though he just realized something. “Is that why you had sex with me last night? You thought by giving yourself to me that I’d leave you for good. That I’d get my fill.”

      I stand there in stunned silence. I should be happy we’re now on the same page, but instead I feel a pit in my stomach.

      I’m hurting him. Why am I hurting him?

      After a long moment of silence, he clenches his jaw, walks to his duffel bag, tosses it onto the bed, and starts throwing his clothes inside.

      “W-what are you doing?”

      “Giving you what you want. You said you wanted to be alone, right? Well, you got it. I’m out of here.”

      He thinks leaving is what I want. There was a time when that was true, but now, I watch him with horror.

      He stops moving, breathes a heavy sigh, and slowly turns to face me. “Kami, try to picture for me in your mind what your life will be like twenty years from now. What does that look like to you?”

      I look away from him, shaking my head, tears falling from my eyes uncontrollably. I can’t say anything because I don’t know what to say.

      “If the picture is of you alone,” he continues. “then so be it.”

      He starts to walk into the bathroom when I grab his bicep. I cling to him with a hard grip.

      No. Don’t walk away. Not like this.

      “No. That’s not what I want. I don’t want you to go.”

      Turning his body toward me, he towers over my petite figure. He sends me a hard and direct stare. “Then what do you want?”

      I shake my head. “It’s not that simple.”

      “What do you want?” he repeats the question.

      “Well, I don’t want you to leave,” I tell him.

      He stares at me unfazed. “What do you want?”

      “I told you, it’s not that simple,” I snap.

      “What. Do. You. Want?”

      I take a deep breath, putting all fears, anxieties, and insecurities aside. What do I want? I want sanity, stability, and for once to feel like no one is going to abandon me.

      I can’t answer that question, even though it’s burning in my mind. “I’m scared to say.”

      “Why?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do know.”

      I inhale a sob. “I-I’m scared of everything.”

      “What do you mean by everything?”

      “This.” I point between us. “I’m scared of what could happen, of trusting myself, and I’m scared of watching you walk, never feeling for the rest of my life how I feel when I’m with you.” That confession slips from my lips. “So please, don’t leave.”

      Ian leans his face toward mine. “So what do you want?”

      “I want…you.”

      “And what is it about me that you want?”

      I know what I think, but I can no longer hide what I feel. “Everything. Your smile, your warmth, your light. My world is cold, unfeeling, and meaningless without you. I want you because of your optimism, your patience, and kindness. You give me sanity in a world full of chaos. I don’t know how, but when you’re around, everything just makes sense.”

      Slouching my shoulders and losing my posture, I collapse onto the bed. Everything I’ve had pent up for so long now feels non-existent. Everything I ever felt is out in the open.

      Crouching beside me, Ian hooks a finger under my chin and wipes away my tears. I look into those hazel eyes I can never resist.

      “I don’t want to go either,” he replies. “I never want to leave you. I could never let you go.”

      I fight back more tears that threaten to well up. “Y-you want to stay?”

      “Yes. And I will stay with you because I want you for forever and eternity. Even when you’re sick and tired of me, I’ll still want you because I love you.”

      For the first time since I’ve met Ian, I finally understand what he’s been trying to tell me. That he really means it when he says he wants me, that he loves me.

      “I-I love you, too,” I confess without hesitation. “I want all of you, forever. Nothing else.”

      Just as the words escape my lips, he wraps me in his arms and crashes his lips to mine.

      The kiss is passionate, filling me with a sense of calm, relief, and overwhelming joy.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, leaning into the kiss. His scent and taste are everywhere, and I’m loving it.

      He pulls away, getting down on one knee and revealing the ring again. A thin gold band, adorned with a small and simple but elegant diamond, is perched in the middle of the box. “Would you do me the honor of making me the happiest man in the world and marrying me?”

      I can’t stop crying and smiling at the same time.

      “Yes. Yes. She’ll marry you,” I hear my mom’s muffled yell from the other side of the door.

      Ian and I laugh, before I respond, “Yes. And so many yeses after that.”
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        Saturday, December 31 (New Year’s Eve)

        The Brick

        Dallas, TX

      

      

      
        
        Kami

      

      

      

      Between Thanksgiving and now, lots of changes have been happening. I’ve reconciled with my family, I’m engaged to the love of my life, and I’m moving in with him once the new year starts. Life couldn’t be better, and I haven’t felt this happy in a long time.

      Since Thanksgiving, Ian and I have been inseparable. When we’re not working, we find time for each other, whether it’s having dinner, the occasional lunch, me helping out at the Brick on the weekends, or making love to him over and over again.

      Ian and his whole family are especially excited. Not just for us, but also for the future of the bar. Putting my social media skills to good use, the bar is now a huge sensation. Business is booming.

      To celebrate the new year, as well as the bar’s recent success, we’ve decided to open to just our friends and family.

      With ten minutes to go before midnight, the room is loud and crowded with laughing and conversation. Ian, Jake, and Jonathan are sitting with a beer and having a laugh, while Mia, Kiera, and I settle at a booth nearby with our third pitcher of margaritas.

      “I feel like I just moved in with you, and you’re already leaving.” Mia pouts.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll still see me at the office.”

      “I know that, but it won’t be the same.”

      “True, but I’m sure you and your new roomie will get along great,” Kiera assures.

      “Maybe, but I’ve yet to meet her. She seems to be all but a ghost.”

      I stare at her, puzzled. “You mean she hasn’t reached out?”

      Mia shakes her head. “Other than sending a message that she’ll be moving in a few days after New Year’s, nothing.”

      Huh, that’s interesting. “Maybe she’s busy.”

      “What are you beautiful ladies discussing?” Jake smirks as he stands beside our table, his eyes solely on Mia.

      This ought to be good.

      Mia rolls her eyes, avoiding eye contact with him. “Nothing concerning you.”

      He clasps a hand to his chest. “You wound me again, Ms. Knight.”

      “Don’t worry. I think you’ll live.” She sends him an incredulous stare.

      Kiera and I look at each other, seemingly thinking the same thing. This is awkward, and they totally have the hots for each other.

      “So, Jake,” Kiera tries to change the subject, bless her. “Jonathan tells me you’re moving out of your apartment soon.”

      “Yeah, I’m just about packed.”

      “Really? I didn’t know you were moving out,” I ask.

      Could it be a coincidence that Jake is moving out of his apartment at the same time as I am? I’d like to think yes, but given what I’ve seen between those two, I’m going to go out on a limb here and think the man has something up his sleeve, especially when his eye contact has been on her from the moment she walked into the bar.

      “Yeah, it’s smaller than what I’m used to but closer to the office, and I’m rooming with someone.”

      That doesn’t make any sense.

      Why would Jake Hall, a CEO of a highly successful tech company, downgrade to a smaller apartment, much less one with a roommate? Unless…

      “Who’s the lucky girl?” Kiera teases.

      Before Jake can answer, Matt comes up to us with a tray of champagne in stem glasses. “One minute to the New Year.”

      Rising from the booth, we all make our way over to the TV showing the countdown.

      Thirty seconds to go.

      Jonathan wraps his arms around Kiera while Ian holds me in a backward hug. Jake and Mia stand awkwardly between us two couples.

      “I hope for your sake your roommate knows what she’s getting herself into,” I hear Mia’s snide comment to Jake. One hand holds her glass of champagne, while the other wraps around her waist.

      Twenty seconds…

      Jake turns his body toward her. “Maybe…you could tell me.”

      I look over at him with confusion. What the hell is he talking about?

      Based on the puzzled look on her face, Mia seems just as confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t clear to you over the phone, but I felt like I should tell you in person.”

      “Tell me what?” Her tone sounds cautious.

      Everyone starts to count backwards from ten. I count down too as I watch Jake and Mia.

      “I’m your new roommate.”

      Three, Two, One… Happy New Year.

      Before Mia can react, Jake wraps her in his arms and crashes his lips to hers. Her eyes are wide with shock. I notice Jonathan staring as well, his face quickly going from shocked, to murderous.

      Yep, shit has hit the fan.

      My attention is pulled back to the man who holds me in his arms. Ian kisses my mouth as though it were his last meal and makes me forget about the world around me.

      This is what I want. Ian. I want Ian. And I don’t intend on wasting another moment of my life.

      A few moments have passed when he pulls away from my lips. “I love you, Kami. I always will.”

      I look into his eyes, smiling. “I love you, too.”
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        Jake and Mia have a story to tell.

        You’re going to want to read this…

      

        

      
        HOW TO MARRY THE BOSS

        The How-To Series, Book 3

        by Mallory Black

        Learn more!

        (will be available in eBook and print)

      

        

      
        I let her go once…I’m not going to do it again.

      

      

      
        
        ·      He Falls First

        ·      Forced Proximity

        ·      Brother’s Best Friend

        ·      Age-Gap

        ·      Forbidden Love

        ·      And More!
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        Join my newsletter at MalloryBlack.com now to be the first to know all the things. You’ll be the first to know about new releases, sales, giveaways, and exclusive content, including cover reveals. Don’t miss any of the fun!

      

        

      
        For signed copies of my books and more, check out the Shayla Store at ShaylaBlack.com!

      

        

      
        Loved HOW TO FAKE A FIANCÉ? Help spread the word by reviewing and sharing with your book-loving besties. Your support means the world to me!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        HOW TO ONE-NIGHT STAND

        The How-To Series, Book 1

        by Mallory Black

        Learn more!

        (available in eBook and print)

      

      

      
        
        It’s a bad idea…but it’s a proposition I can’t refuse.

      

      

      
        
        Kiera

        Casual sex? I’d rather not…but every man I meet just wants to hook up. After another date who’s more interested in a side piece than a steady girlfriend, I’m done hoping for white lace and promises. I’m going to find the perfect guy to teach me how to hit it and quit it. It’s a great idea…until I accidentally email my proposition to the sexiest manwhore I know. My boss.

      

        

      
        Jonathan

        Dating? No. At the end of my broken engagement, I swore off relationships. I’m enjoying singledom and a different woman every night—until I receive a shocking come-on from my gorgeous new assistant, Kiera. It’s not smart…but I can’t resist teaching the little brunette all about no-strings sex.

      

        

      
        Except…when I touch her, I’m shaken. When I take her to bed, the pleasure addicts me. Our pillow talk proves she’s funny, sweet, and honest. Suddenly, I’m falling hard and reconsidering my romance ban. But is it too late to convince her to give love another try now that I’ve taught her how to one-night stand?
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        PREVIEW

      

      

      The smart thing would be to leave here, drop her off at her door, and say a platonic goodnight. Yes, we’re supposed to have sex eventually, but my head isn’t screwed on straight at the moment. Even if my dick protests my logic, it would be smarter to wait.

      “Normally we’d kiss, but I’m not going to suggest something you’re not ready for.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “What makes you think I’m not ready for kissing?”

      I’m taking a risk, but a masochistic part of me is curious to know what she’ll do if I dare her. I’m also dying to kiss her. “You think you can learn to run before you walk? That you can kiss me without emotion?”

      “Of course I can.”

      She’s lying—either to me or to herself. I should exercise caution…but something—my ego? My desire?—demands I prove her wrong.

      I stand, then saunter to the entrance and untie the drape. As the curtain falls and shields us from the outside world, I turn. For a moment, I see hesitance in her eyes, like she realizes we’re alone. That nothing and no one can stop what happens except her.
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