
  
    
      
    
  


  


  
    
      Anti-Romance

    

  


  
    
      
        Cassia Leo

      

    


    
      
        [image: Evermore Publishing] [image: Evermore Publishing]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        Copyright


        Dedication


        Note to Reader

      


      
        1. Romance Is Dead


        2. Mr. Potato-Face


        3. Mr. Class President


        4. Black Widow


        5. Mr. Fuck Me or Kill Me


        6. Happy Valentine’s Day, Austin


        7. Choo-choo!


        8. Cross My Heart


        9. Pictures of You


        10. Stay or Go


        11. Old Ghosts


        12. First Place


        13. For You


        14. A Chance to Explain


        15. Politics Gone Wild


        16. This Is War


        17. Shopaholic


        18. Colonel Clusterfuck


        19. Changing Lanes

      


      
        Thank you!


        Also by Cassia Leo


        About the Author

      

    


    

  


  
    
      
        ANTI-ROMANCE


        (Anti-Romance #1)


        by Cassia Leo


        cassialeo.com


        


        Copyright © 2016 by Cassia Leo


        First Edition. All rights reserved.


        Cover art by Sarah Hansen at Okay Creations.


        Interior illustrations by Cassia Leo.


        Copyediting by Marianne Tatom.


        


        This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without expressed written permission from the author; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.


        All characters and events appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real events or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who’s ever had their
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          Note to Reader

        

      

    

    
      Music is an important part of my writing process. Some chapters in this eBook begin with a musical note. The musical note links to a YouTube video of a song that pertains to or is mentioned in that chapter. Most of these links are mobile-friendly and work on internet-ready devices such as smart phones, tablets, and computers. These links will not work on all e-readers. If you are reading Anti-Romance on an incompatible e-reader, feel free to open the playlist on a compatible device and listen as you read.


      


      
        The playlist is available on YouTube at:


        http://bit.ly/antiromanceplaylist


        


        The playlist is available on Spotify at:


        http://bit.ly/antiromanceplaylists
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      The tip of his erection was pressed firmly against my opening, a rock-hard promise of the pleasure to come. This was the way he loved to tease me, right after making me come with his masterful tongue. He knew I needed him inside me. Needed to feel his girth stretching me. Needed to feel the closeness of his sweat-dampened skin pressed against mine.


      But he wasn’t going to give in so easily.


      First he would draw out the anticipation, until I was begging for him to fuck me. He would kiss and caress my body until I was forced to beg for it, until I reached the point of no return, where even the slightest touch would set off a chain reaction inside my body; a domino effect of nerve endings firing through every inch of my body, cascading uncontrollably toward my center, concluding in a mind-numbing, thigh-quaking, chest-rattling climax. Then, and only then, would he plunge into me with the force of an armada crashing upon the shores, ready to plunder the land for all its riches. I, the willingly pillaged maiden, could only cry out in unbridled ecstasy as he took everything I had. Every moan. Every scream. Every drop of passion coursing through me.


      When he finished inside me, his dying erection still twitching in its final death throes, he draped his body over mine as I lay back across the hood of his BMW. Mouth slightly hung open, his breathing heavy on my damp skin as his lips pressed against my neck. Each breath he exhaled sent a gentle shiver coursing through me; goose bumps sprouted over my skin as he lightly stroked my outer thigh with the backs of his fingers.


      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” he murmured in my ear.


      Though Rick had said these words a thousand times since we began dating three months ago, I still reminded myself not to believe them. I wasn’t gorgeous—not by his standards or anyone else’s. Maybe I could be described as “cute…if she lost a few pounds, got lip injections, and used a curling iron on those limp locks every once in a while.” No one—other than Rick—had ever called me, Laney Hill, gorgeous.


      But what I lacked in the looks department, I more than made up for with a firm grip and a “fiery spirit,” as my former women’s studies professor used to call it; or, as my best friend liked to call it these days, my “unbridled cynicism.”


      My best friend, George Bratton, was a serial monogamist and—God help him—a hopeless romantic. His shortest romantic relationship lasted more than a year. I’d never even lived with any of my boyfriends, probably because my longest relationship lasted ten months, and that one ended a few years ago when I decided to change careers. Since then, I’d plowed through more men than Al Capone’s tommy gun.


      Of course, most of my romantic misadventures had been undertaken in the name of research for my blog, lovingly named Anti-Romance: The seedy parlor where romance goes to get a happy ending before it dies. At least, this is what I had convinced myself of. I only entered dead-end relationships for my job. It certainly wasn’t because I was screwed up in any way. Nope. Not me. I was just an artist willing to live my art. I entertained the world—well, my 257,000 subscribers—with my cocked-up love life. I was the canvas and my choice of medium was emotionally unavailable men.


      “I guess I’ll talk to you tomorrow after the rally?” I asked the question in a breathy murmur, trying to make my minuscule request sound even less demanding.


      He blew out a deep breath as he stood straighter. “I can’t. I’ll be flying to D.C. to play preschool teacher to some women’s rights groups. I have to coordinate the announcement of their endorsements on social media. I’ll call you to set something up when I get back.”


      I forced a smile as his green eyes locked on mine. “Of course. If you need any help,” I replied, tracing the tip of my tongue along his sharp jawline, savoring the salt of his efforts, “I’m great at kissing up to disillusioned constituents.”


      He chuckled heartily as he pulled away and reached for his waistline to button his slacks. “As much as I appreciate the offer, I think the candidate would rather I tackle this alone.”


      The candidate.


      Three months into our smoldering farce of a courtship and Rick still felt the need to call Senator John Grossman—the Republican presidential candidate he worked for—“the candidate.” As if I were too stupid to know he was referring to Senator Grossman.


      I may not have graduated from Harvard, but I was not stupid.


      In fact, I graduated in the top two percent of my class with a degree in psychology and a minor in women’s studies. Our country, on the other hand, was circling the Idiocracy drain. As evidenced by the untethered enthusiasm for reality TV—and, in my case, reality blogs—it was only a matter of time before we Americans would go sliding down a sludge-filled drainpipe and end up sloshing around the intellectual sewer system. The way I saw it, if our ship was going down, I wanted to go down in a yacht, not a life raft.


      I adjusted the crotch of my panties, all the while ignoring the burning itch that always followed rough sex with Rick. Though, it did seem to be getting worse lately. Must be a slight feminine “imbalance.” Nothing a little over-the-counter ointment wouldn’t fix.


      I smoothed down the skirt of my dress as Rick pulled up the zipper on his trousers. He wore that sly grin that communicated one of the following: a) He could go for another round, or b) He was quite pleased that he had conquered me in yet another public forum. The first time we had sex in public was on my third day working undercover in Grossman’s Austin headquarters.


      I thought seducing a Republican would make a great story for my blog followers. Rick thought having sex on his desk would be a great stress reliever. I knew we would make a great team.


      Actually, Rick was the first guy I’d considered letting in on my secret. Since I started my Anti-Romance blog four years ago, I’d told zero men that our relationship would be used for entertainment. Online, I went by the pseudonym Amber F. Thus far, none of my male companions had linked me to Amber. But Rick and I had been working together and fucking each other for almost three months. Somehow, this felt different.


      And, technically, I hadn’t written about Rick on the blog yet. I usually journaled about my relationships in a private app on my computer until we broke up. Then I’d go back and embellish my journal entries wherever necessary and upload each entry to the blog. My followers didn’t know if my dating life was happening in real time or past tense. Part of me did this because I was fastidious about never publishing a first draft, even if it was a first draft of a real-life event. Another part of me hoped that when I found the right guy, my followers would never know anything about him, because our relationship would never end so I’d never have the opportunity to blog about it.


      Stranger things had happened.


      The look in Rick’s green eyes was breaking me down brick by brick. I felt myself blushing from the top of my head to my nether regions. I had to tell him about the blog.


      He reached up and cupped my face, his thumb gently stroking my cheek. “I can’t wait until the primaries are over and I can take you away with me for a few days.” He brushed his lips over mine and the pulsing ache between my legs returned, which only accentuated the burning itch. “Where do you want me to fuck you next? Under a waterfall in Hawaii? In front of the Eiffel Tower in Paris?”


      “Benghazi!” I blurted out and his face hardened as he pulled away. I delivered a playful shove to his solid chest. “I’m kidding. Paris sounds magnifique.”


      The sound of a car door opening startled us both. I whipped my head around to find my young and surly-in-a-hot-way neighbor stepping out of his blue pickup truck, which was parked right next to Rick’s BMW.


      He was sitting in his truck this whole time?


      My face flushed with heat as my neighbor attempted to keep his head down while passing us, but he couldn’t hide his smirk. Oh. My. God. The poor guy was trapped in his car this whole time because he was too afraid to disturb our public fuck session.


      “I’m sorry,” I murmured as he passed.


      His head twitched in my direction, but he didn’t dare make eye contact. “No worries, ma’am,” he muttered as he continued toward our apartment complex.


      It was about 60 degrees in January, but I could swear it was summer in Austin as a searing warmth crept up my cheeks.


      “I’m mortified,” I whispered, fanning my face as I turned away from Rick and prepared to pull my limp, brown hair into a ponytail.


      A little-known, dark fact about me: I kept a hair elastic around my wrist at all times to deal with “unsavory” thoughts about myself and my father. I know. It was a total cliché for someone in my profession, with my record for destroying relationships, to have daddy issues. But I didn’t pick my life. I certainly didn’t ask my father to walk out on my mother and me during my tenth birthday party…where he caught my mother cheating on him…for the fifth time. But that was my life, and snapping a rubber band on my wrist every once in a while helped snap me out of the crazy thoughts, like the possibility that if my father didn’t love me enough to stay, maybe no man would ever love me enough to stay.


      I snapped the hair elastic once more before wrapping it around my loose ponytail.


      Rick flinched at the sound of the elastic hitting my wrist. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. He got a good show.” He tucked a loose bit of hair behind my ear and kissed my forehead. “Go get some rest. We’ve got a long day of social-media spin scheduled tomorrow.”


      I flashed him a tight smile as I realized I couldn’t come clean to him about my blog. He lived in a different world than I did. His world consisted of creating an alternate reality that deceived people into allowing their money to be siphoned into the pockets of billionaire overlords. I lived in a reality where our relationship was merely a good byline. His jokes were nothing to me but good snippets to use as bolded quotes for a blog post. Our chemistry, as red-hot as it felt, wasn’t real.


      “Rick…” My voice trailed off as I considered spewing the truth to him in one retched string of word vomit.


      He waited for a moment before the left side of his mouth pulled up in a knowing half smile. “Don’t worry, Laney. I know you’re not a Republican.”


      I chuckled and let out a deep breath, releasing it along with my need to tell him the truth. “Of course you do. I guess I was just nervous the others in the office would find out.”


      He reached up and brushed his thumb over my bottom lip. “Your secret is safe with me.” He kissed my cheek and rounded the car toward the driver’s side door. “Good night, babe.”


      I sighed as I walked toward the opening between the two dark-orange stucco apartment buildings at the Villas on 8th. I got this two-bedroom apartment in downtown Austin right after graduating from UT—the University of Texas at Austin—back when my best friend George and I shared everything: our apartment, our deepest secrets. We’d even shared a bed for a few weeks when our friend Tanna vomited on George’s bed, forcing him to save up for three weeks to buy a new mattress. But George moved out about three years ago when he started getting serious with Erika, otherwise known as She-who-must-not-be-named.


      I walked past the barbecue pits in the courtyard at the Villas on 8th, smiling as I imagined Erika’s perpetually twitchy left eye, when suddenly, my left butt cheek twitched. I reached back to discreetly adjust my panties, but this did not alleviate the itch between my legs, the itch that was definitely centered in my crotch, not my ass.


      Fuck. This stupid yeast infection was driving me bananas. It was like having a steel-wool pad stuck between my thighs. The burning and itching were worse than Senator Grossman’s economic policy.


      I glanced around the courtyard as I made my way to the back corner of the complex. I didn’t see anyone watching me at this time of night, but I couldn’t be sure. I had to wait until I was in the privacy of my apartment, then I’d have at it. The tiny yeast-lings would be begging for mercy when I was done scratching and slathering them with ointment.


      I reached the door for apartment 106 and sighed when I remembered my outside lightbulb had burned out a month ago. Digging through my purse, the lack of illumination made it impossible to find my keys.


      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I whispered, crossing my legs in a vain attempt to stifle the itch as I searched through the jumble of makeup and receipts.


      I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the courtyard, to make certain I was alone. Then I turned back to the door and, in a moment of flaming desperation, lifted the skirt of my blue dress and shoved my hand between my legs. The instant of relief as my fingers raked over my burning, itchy flesh felt like my entire body had been dipped in a warm, healing bath filled with water pumped from a well in Heaven. Goose bumps sprouted over my skin as a soft moan issued from deep in my throat.


      My left hand lay flat against the stucco as my right hand scraped back and forth over the cotton crotch of my panties. The sweet, hot friction of my nails over the fabric, combined with total cessation of the itching, made my eyes roll back in their sockets. It was utter bliss. I knew I had to stop, but I also knew if I stopped the burning and itching would return with a vengeance.


      The sound of footsteps behind me made me freeze. Whipping my head around, I was not surprised to find the same surly neighbor heading back toward the parking lot, only now he was holding a guitar case in his hand. Our eyes locked and my stomach bottomed out as he started to chuckle.


      “It’s not what it looks like!” I shouted as I frantically searched the darkness of my purse for my house key. “I was just scratching an itch!” I added, my voice shrill with humiliation.


      He nodded as he continued through the courtyard, calling to me over his shoulder, “You might want to get that checked out. It might be contagious.”


      “Asshole!”


      My fingers found the cool, jagged steel and I swiftly snatched the key out of my purse. Jamming it into the lock, I twisted it clumsily and tumbled into the cold blackness of my apartment. Slamming the door behind me, I raced toward the bathroom to retrieve the tube of ointment I’d bought the previous night.


      Surly Neighbor’s voice rang in my head. “It might be contagious.”


      I shook my head in disbelief as I plopped down onto the toilet.


      My faux relationship with Rick couldn’t end with a sexually transmitted disease. STIs were not sexy or romantic. They were the complete opposite of romance.


      I smiled as I used a wad of toilet paper to rub my crotch. An STI was perfect “anti-romance” material. The perfect way to drive the message of the blog home.


      My ginger cat, Hero, sauntered into the bathroom through the door I’d left partially open just as I received a notification of a new text message. As I read the text, Hero nuzzled his fuzzy face against my shin, using my twelve-hour stubble to comb his plush fur.


      


      
        
          Momma Hill: How’s your Republican fling going? Do I need to book a wedding venue or purchase a case of whiskey?

        

      


      


      I sighed as I read the text from my mother. Other than George, she was the only person who didn’t judge my line of work.


      


      
        
          Laney: I think we may be cited for indecent exposure soon.


          


          Momma Hill: Delaney Vanessa! Stop having sex in public!


          


          Laney: Relax, Mom. We were only caught by a neighbor. A very hot neighbor.


          


          Momma Hill: *sigh* Does your hot neighbor at least care about poor people? Maybe just a little bit?


          


          Laney: Bye, Mom.

        

      


      


      I set the phone down on the bathroom counter, then I flushed the toilet and leaned back after applying my anti-itch cream. “Ha. Little does Mr. Surly Neighbor know that he just gave me the perfect ending to a perfect blog series about dating a politician,” I said to Hero as he hopped onto the ledge of the bathtub to get closer to me. “We’ll see who’s laughing when I rake in thousands of followers—and dollars—with this story.”


      Hero turned away from me to look at something on the wall, not at all impressed with my knack for exploiting my love life in exchange for piddling amounts of money and fame.
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      The view was breathtaking from Senator Grossman’s campaign headquarters on the sixth floor of a nondescript tower of offices in the middle of downtown Austin. The east-facing wall of windows gave us peons in our cubicles a gorgeous view of the blazing sun rising against a periwinkle-blue sky. The concrete and glass buildings framed the sunrise, like a film director framing a shot. This view was nothing short of glorious. It was almost enough to make me reconsider stringing Rick up by his balls for giving me gonorrhea.


      Yes. I went to the free clinic over the weekend—neither of my jobs provided healthcare—and found out that Rick Hart, digital director for the Grossman campaign, gave me, Laney Hill, gonorrhea. Part of me wondered if I should break the news to Rick in a tweet or a video on Vine. I decided against it after realizing it would be a spoiler for my blog subscribers to find out the ending to our courtship before I’d even posted about our first date.


      I arrived early at the campaign office this morning, hoping to catch Rick on his own, tapping away on his phone or his MacBook as he checked the hundreds of messages and tweets, which would have been flagged by his underlings since he’d left the office the day before. But when I arrived, I spotted him in his office, seated across from Senator Grossman, looking very relaxed and chummy. I would have to wait until Grossman was gone. I wasn’t interested in getting Rick fired. All I wanted was for him to own up to his filthy ways before I turned in my letter of resignation.


      Tapping my foot as I repeatedly glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the glass wall surrounding Rick’s office, I felt my throat slowly closing with anxiety. Their conversation had been going on way too long. If I didn’t interrupt them now, I’d have to confront Rick just as the rest of Grossman’s staff trudged in at eight a.m. with their morning lattes.


      What I really wanted to do was slip my letter of resignation under his door and run like hell out of there. Despite my feisty, attention-seeking online persona, I actually loathed being the center of attention, and I avoided confrontation with the same vigor with which I avoided commitment.


      I chanced one more glance in Rick’s direction, then I scooped my phone off my desk and dialed George’s number. “I can’t do it. I’m just going to slip the letter under the door and leave.”


      George thanked someone—probably the barista at the coffee shop he went to every morning—then let out a heavy sigh that crackled in my phone’s speaker. “You can’t let him get away with stealing your STD virginity, Laney. Do you need me to go there for support? I wouldn’t mind giving that Klingon a little piece of my mind.”


      “STI,” I corrected him. “And what are you going to do? Make him do long division until he dies of boredom?”


      George sidestepped my jab by thanking the barista again and taking a beat before he replied. “Delaney Vanessa Hill, if you don’t go in there and give that douche-nozzle a fresh squirt of attitude right in his douche-y face, I’m going to announce his gonorrhea status on Twitter. And you know Mr. Potato-Face will see it there.”


      “Mr. Potato-Face?”


      George had a weird habit of making up nicknames for people based on their appearance, but I had yet to hear this nickname for Rick. Had he been keeping his nickname for my paramour a secret for the past three months just to spare my feelings? My insides warmed a little at this thought, until I remembered I had just been infected with an STI by Mr Potato-Face.


      This was my life.


      The sounds of cars rushing past came through the speaker as George stepped out of the café. “Laney, we’re going to the Continental tonight. You have…twelve hours. You can slip the letter under his door or you can stuff it down his throat. Your choice. See you at eight.”


      I pulled the phone away from my ear and blinked a few times as the call disappeared. This was it. I had to go in there and tell him.


      My stomach tightened into knots as I stood from my chair and made my way toward Rick’s office. His eyes met mine as I traversed the final ten feet and knocked on the glass. Grossman turned toward the door and flashed me his tight-lipped, no-teeth politician smile. He was in good shape, but his cheeks and jowls were fleshy, with a nose and eyes that drooped, only accentuating his plastic grin.


      Grossman and Rick nodded at each other as they rose from their chairs. Rick beckoned me inside and I opened the door slowly as Grossman approached, his eyes locked on my face, as if he were willing himself not to ogle my chest.


      “Please come in, Laney,” Rick said, motioning to the seat Grossman had vacated. “You’re just the person I needed to see today.”


      Grossman nodded as he brushed past my shoulder. Closing the door behind me, I could feel my heart thumping somewhere behind my eyeballs. Why would Rick want to see me today? Did I do something wrong?


      I almost laughed aloud at this thought. What the hell did I care if I’d done something wrong? I was here to resign. I shook my head as I took a seat across from Rick.


      “Is something wrong?” he asked, reaching for his glass of water, taking a sip as I stared back at him in confusion. “You were shaking your head,” he clarified.


      “Oh, no. I mean, yes. Actually, I—”


      “Laney, I have bad news,” he interrupted me. “We’re going to have to let you go. The primaries are next week and it doesn’t look like we’re going to close the gap in Iowa or New Hampshire. We have to start making some cuts.”


      “I’m—I’m sorry. You’re firing me?”


      He reached up and adjusted his blue tie as he leaned back in his chair. “Don’t think of it as firing. We’re…switching gears to a post-primary strategy.”


      “And that strategy includes firing me?”


      He let out a deep sigh. “Laney, I know it’s a tough time to be unemployed, but—”


      “You gave me gonorrhea!”


      His left eyebrow shot up as he glared at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “You and your…Mr. Potato-Face! You gave me a fucking STD! And now you’re firing me? Is this your way of breaking up with me?”


      “Mr. Potato-Face?”


      “Are you breaking up with me?” I shouted.


      His eyes widened. “Laney, keep it down.”


      “Is this because I’m not a Republican?”


      He rolled his eyes. “This has nothing to do with your not being a Republican. I’ve recruited an unpaid intern to do your job. I told you, we’re cutting back as the primaries draw nearer.”


      “An unpaid intern? Are you going to give her gonorrhea too, or was that gift just for me? It’s funny, because I don’t remember seeing that perk in my contract.”


      His jaw twitched as he bit back an angry retort. “You’re not suited for this job. I have to do what’s best for the campaign.”


      “Someone better suited for the job? Who is it? Mia? Raquel? Who will you be fucking in this office when I’m gone?”


      He smiled at something or someone behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I shook my head in confusion. He rose smoothly from his chair and glided to the office door, where a dowdy mouse of a woman in her early twenties stood with her hands clasped in front of her. Her puffy green parka drowned her lanky body almost enough to detract from her stringy blonde hair and lack of makeup.


      “Laney, meet my wife, Iris. Iris, this is the assistant I was telling you about, Laney Hill. She was just telling me how much she’s going to miss working here, but she’s glad to have more time to work on her blog.”


      He knows about my blog?


      He knows my true identity?


      He’s married?


      Holy shit! That was a threat. He was threatening to expose me.


      My hands went cold as the blood rushed away from my limbs. I shook my arms out to redistribute the blood flow to my extremities, then I slowly stood from the chair. A tremor of anger shivered through me as I approached Iris and Rick near the door.


      My gaze locked on the hand he had placed on her shoulder. He leaned in and planted a tender kiss on her temple and she blushed. She blushed!


      I felt as if I’d entered the Twilight Zone. Who was this man who was married to this plain woman? This man who cheated on his innocent wife, spreading his STIs the way he spread the political message? This wasn’t a man. This was a virus. A virus that needed to be wiped out.


      “Your husband,” I said, holding Iris’s gaze as I tried to ignore Rick’s watchful glare, “was a great boss. Best of luck in the primaries.”


      Then I left.
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      “My vagina hurts.”


      “Yeah, I didn’t really need to know that,” George muttered as we walked down South Congress Avenue toward The Continental Club.


      “You’re the one who was going on and on about how I needed to shove my letter of resignation down Rick’s throat for taking my STI virginity. Now I can’t talk about my STI symptoms with you,” I complained, looping my arm through the crook of his elbow.


      He leaned over and kissed my forehead as we continued walking. “I’m sorry. Please feel free to talk about your dirty, painful vadge all night.”


      I nudged his shoulder and he flashed me a sly grin. George was the only friend among our small circle who had known me since high school. We weren’t friends in high school¸ but we knew of each other. I wasn’t cool enough in high school to associate with class president George Bratton and his prom-queen girlfriend, Jen Silver. But Jen went to university on the West Coast and class president George quickly was cast aside for the captain of the debate team at Stanford.


      “Hey, it’s not dirty and it’s far from uncommon. It’s estimated that one in five Americans is living with an STI. Just because I trusted a Republican computer geek when he said he was clean doesn’t make me dirty!”


      He chuckled at my statistics. “Pardon me for being so uncouth.”


      I rolled my eyes as we approached the neon sign marking the entrance to The Continental Club. “The good news is that my STI will be gone once the seven-day treatment is done, but Rick will always be a dirty, cheating Mr. Potato-Face.”


      We paid our $8 cover charge to the friendly doorman wearing a Dallas Cowboys baseball cap. The Continental Club was our fallback location when we couldn’t find any good bands playing or any good art exhibits or festivals to attend on the weekends. The Continental could always be counted on to have a decent band, a dark atmosphere, a good crowd, and a strong pour.


      We found Ivan, Tanna, and Breck seated at a table near the stage. There were no extra chairs, so George and I would have to ask the neighboring table if they could spare their seats when they left—assuming we outlasted them. We always did. We had a habit of closing down the Continental.


      Compared to George’s handsome, Ivy League looks, Ivan was the typical Austin hipster of the bunch, with ironic facial hair and uber-expensive vegan-leather shoes to match. George preferred to keep himself clean cut and well pressed. To George, being an accountant was a way of life, not just a profession. Ivan preferred the late nights and late morning wake-up calls that came with his job as a freelance graphic designer.


      Then there was Tanna and Breck.


      Tanna stood up first and held out her arms to me. “I’m so sorry about Rick, sweetie,” she cooed as she enveloped me in a warm hug.


      I sighed into her curly blonde hair, which smelled like cherry blossoms. “Just another story for another column. I’ll be fine.”


      She patted my back a few times before she let go and cast me a pitying look. “It’s okay to admit that this was more than just a story, Laney.”


      I chuckled as I leaned over and bumped cheeks with Breck. “It wasn’t. Do you really think I was going to get serious with a Republican?”


      Tanna rolled her eyes as she sat down.


      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I clarified, so as not to offend her as the only Republican at the table.


      She held up her manicured hand to stop my platitudes. “It’s fine. I get it. You think all Republicans are idiots.”


      “We do not!” Breck insisted, placing her hand on Tanna’s arm.


      I held my breath and tried not to sigh or roll my eyes. Breck was my best friend when we shared a dorm at UT. Nowadays, it seemed she and Tanna were teamed up against me despite their differences.


      Breck had grown up in poverty in the Acres Homes neighborhood of Houston. She made it to UT on a soccer scholarship, but she ended up transferring to a needs-based scholarship so she could continue her studies in computer science. She now worked as a programmer for an up-and-coming social-media startup, which was slated to put Instagram out of business.


      The pain of my breakup with Rick was easily forgotten in the shadow of Tanna’s angst over being the only Republican at the table. I didn’t resent Tanna for it, but I did feel like this progression was inevitable. I had burdened the group with years of bad—orchestrated—breakups. My relationship problems seemed minuscule in comparison to everyone else’s hardships these days.


      Well, to everyone except George.


      He flashed me an easy smile and leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I guess we shouldn’t invite her to our pro-communism rally. Eh, comrade?”


      I shoved him away to show my distaste, but I smiled inside. I was formally reintroduced to George a few years ago while temping for Dialtone Records—the record label he worked for as an accountant. I had just gotten out of a messy breakup with a musician, and George, in his infinite wisdom, explained to me the psyche of a musician with such clarity that I actually began to feel as if the breakup wasn’t my fault. No one could feed my self-delusions the way George could, and no one could dismantle my self-delusions just as swiftly. It was a strange self-aware codependency we shared, which Breck and Tanna found unhealthy and Ivan silently encouraged through his lack of protest.


      My history with Ivan was less intricate. I had seduced him for the blog a couple of years ago, but he was so introverted that I eventually felt obligated to confess my intentions to him. I then invited him to hang out with me and the gang, and we’d been forcing ourselves on him ever since. Sometimes, we had to physically drag him out of his apartment to get him to interact with other humans. But once he got a few drinks in his system, it was well worth the effort.


      After our first round of drinks, Tanna laid her hand flat in the center of the table and cleared her throat to draw our attention. George and I glanced at each other then turned back to gawk at the flashy rock adorning her ring finger, neither of us looking particularly impressed.


      “Oh, my God!” Breck exclaimed. “He popped the question? How? When? Tell me now!”


      George placed his large hand on the back of my neck, gently massaging me to ease the tension as Tanna explained how her boyfriend, Peter, had popped the question at a restaurant two nights earlier. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on nothing but the relaxing sensation of George’s hand on my neck, but I kept imagining Tanna and Peter at their favorite Italian restaurant—which looked like Applebee’s in my mind—him getting down on one knee on the filthy commercial carpet between the appetizer and dinner course. She would jump up and down with glee, then she’d snarf down a plateful of fettuccine alfredo topped with rubbery grilled chicken.


      Four lemon drops later, I was feeling much better about the ridiculous lack of precious stones adorning my fingers. “I’ll be gonorrhea-free in four days,” I announced as Ephraim Owens, tonight’s musical act, finished his fifth song of the night.


      Breck smiled and shook her head. “I love you, Laney. Gonorrhea and all.”


      “I love you, too!” I declared, ignoring the sour looks from the neighboring tables.


      “How about me?” Tanna whined, pushing her fifth champagne cocktail farther away from her, as if this would stop her from finishing it. “You guys don’t love me anymore?”


      “Peter loves you enough for all of us,” I said, waving off her insecurity as I reached for my glass.


      Breck’s brown eyes widened. “That’s a horrible thing to say,” she protested, turning to Tanna and grabbing her hand. “Of course we love you. And I’ll be your maid of honor.”


      Tanna’s eyes lit up. “You will? I love you, too!”


      I was unable to hide my cringe.


      Ivan laughed as he pointed at me. “You should see your face,” he said, his voice raspy as he hooted with laughter. “You’re like a kid who just found out their parents are divorcing.”


      I smacked his arm. “Not funny.”


      He rubbed his arm and suppressed his smile as he probably silently recalled the story of how my father left my mother and me on my birthday.


      I shook my head. “Do you think I’m jealous or something? Because I’m not. I don’t want to get married. Marriage is just an official form of codependency. I already have a codependent relationship with this man. Right, Georgie?”


      I batted my eyelashes at George and he tilted his head, smiling back at me as if I had just paid him an enormous compliment.


      “You’re damn right,” he replied with conviction. “How about you and I go outside and make the smokers uncomfortable with our lack of cigarettes?”


      I hiccupped as I flashed him a lazy grin. “You always say all the right things.”


      He stood from his chair and stuck out his elbow for me to latch on to. I unsuccessfully ignored Tanna’s annoyed expression as we set off toward the back exit of the club. The door opened onto a small courtyard, or lot, where a half-dozen people were standing around smoking cigarettes. Despite the fact that the Continental had an ancient cigarette-vending machine, no one was permitted to smoke inside the building, per city ordinance. George and I had made a habit of going out back to have secret conversations without Tanna and Breck, and to also annoy the smokers who were only out there to enjoy a quiet, solitary drag.


      One guy wearing a black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off cast a stern look in our direction as he stamped out his cigarette on the asphalt and passed us on his way back into the club. Another woman in a tan canvas jacket shot a few furtive glances in our direction as George pulled me toward The Circle.


      “Don’t look at her,” he whispered. “You’ll turn to stone.”


      I laughed as I allowed him to pull me toward the street, where we took a seat on the curb. “You’re so diplomatic,” I gushed. “Mr. Class President.”


      As usual, he flinched at this nickname. “Can we please not bring up ancient history?”


      A pang in the pit of my belly fired up and I blurted out the first thought that crossed my mind. “Are you still hung up on Erika?”


      He pursed his lips and shook his head, but even in my inebriated state I could see that he was acting. “I told you not to bring up ancient history.”


      I grabbed his bicep and my eyes widened with surprise at how muscular it felt. “What are you talking about? It’s not ancient history if you were just telling me you were thinking about her two weeks ago.”


      “I was not,” he protested without meeting my gaze. “I was just thinking about her over the holidays. That’s perfectly normal. That doesn’t mean I’m not over her.”


      I opened my mouth to argue, but he turned to me and pressed his finger to my lips. I tried not to laugh, but my smile vanished when I saw the serious expression on his face.


      “Shh,” he whispered, and the sound of it sent a shiver through me.


      I nodded and he slowly removed his finger from my lips. “Okay… What was that about?”


      He shook his head as he turned to focus his gaze on the asphalt below our feet. “What happened with you and Mr. Potato-Face?”


      I let out a soft sigh and locked my elbow through his as I leaned my head on his shoulder. “He’s married.”


      “What the fuck?”


      “Yeah, I know. He also knows about my blog somehow. Not sure how long he’s known about it, but he mentioned it, which makes me think that’s the real reason he fired me. He didn’t want Grossman becoming fodder for my scandal-hungry subscribers.”


      “I’m sorry, Laney.”


      I chuckled. “Why are you sorry? It’s not your fault I fell for a disgusting pig.” I smiled and repeated the usual justification. “Besides, it will make great fodder for my scandal-hungry subscribers.”


      “Don’t do that.”


      “What?”


      “That,” he insisted, grabbing my jaw roughly so he could look me in the eye. “Don’t pretend you’re not hurting.”


      I clenched my jaw as a lump formed in my throat and the corners of my eyes stung with tears. “Stop it,” I whispered, reaching up to wipe the moisture from my cheeks, but he caught my hand midair.


      “You stop it, Laney,” he replied forcefully. “Stop pretending you’re okay with this.”


      I swallowed hard, but the lump refused to budge. “Why are you doing this? I’m not—”


      Before I could finish insisting that I wasn’t pretending to be okay, his lips were on mine. The salt of my tears mixed with the slightly sweet ethanol flavor on George’s lips.


      No, the flavor wasn’t on his lips. It was on his tongue. His tongue was in my mouth!


      In all the years I’d known George, I never once wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Because for as long as I’d known him, he’d been in love with Erika Greer, his ex-girlfriend who had dumped him for reasons unknown nearly two years earlier. Yet, now that the kiss was happening, I found a strange leverage in the pit of my stomach telling me to grab on to him. To pull him into me. To consume him.


      I had to stop this.


      I reached up to place my hand on his chest, but he caught my wrist in his hand. Gravity was working against me, drawing me toward him as if he were the center of the earth. Reluctantly, I drew my head back to break the kiss. Opening my eyes, I found his eyes closed as his mouth continued to seek mine.


      “George,” I whispered to break his trance.


      His eyes clicked open and he met my gaze for a long, silent moment. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”


      I let out a deep breath as I leaned forward and hugged my knees. “That was weird,” I said, trying to forget the strange longing I’d felt as his lips locked with mine.


      He nodded in agreement, though he seemed a bit offended by my comment. “Yeah, definitely weird.”


      After an awkward silence, I nudged his shoulder in an effort to return to normalcy. “Take me home?”


      Glancing at him sideways, the soft smile he wore told me everything would be okay. We’d gotten carried away during a moment of weakness. The kiss meant nothing.


      Twenty minutes later, George’s Land Rover pulled into the lot of my apartment building. My stomach tightened as I wondered if I should still hug him the way I always did when he dropped me off. Of course I would. Nothing had changed…right?


      I swallowed hard as I turned to George. “You’re right,” I began, my eyes focused on his chest. “I’m fucked up.”


      “No, you’re not.”


      “Yes, I am,” I replied, looking up to meet his gaze. “But I don’t want to be. I want to be normal.”


      He smiled as his hand reached up to touch my cheek. “You could never be normal. And that’s why I love you.” He leaned forward and planted a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll pick you up for brunch tomorrow. Good night, Lane.”


      I exited the SUV quickly before he could see my tears, but the moment I stepped out onto the asphalt there he was again…my hot, surly neighbor.


      Oh, God. Will I ever catch a break with this guy?


      I flashed him a tight smile as I hastily wiped away my tears. That’s when I realized he wasn’t leaving as I was coming. We were both coming home at the same time. Great.


      I tried to slow down to allow him to walk ahead of me, but he also slowed down and we reached the entrance to the complex at the same time.


      “Go ahead,” I muttered as I came to a stop next to a row of box hedges.


      He stopped next to me and cocked an eyebrow. “You look like you could use a drink.”


      I rolled my eyes and continued past him. “I’m fine.”


      He followed closely behind me. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything by that. Just seems you’ve had a bad week.”


      “Rub it in, why don’t you?”


      He chuckled as he continued after me. “I’m Kade. What’s your name?”


      “Not in the mood.”


      “That’s a shitty name.”


      I glared at him and he flashed me a ridiculously sexy smile. “Laney,” I mumbled.


      “Laney? That’s a good name,” he declared as we arrived at my apartment, where he had seen me incessantly scratching my crotch just three nights ago. “Laney always took a different lane, but we always arrived at the same place.”


      I stopped a few feet away from my door and looked back at him over my shoulder. “What does that mean?”


      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s the beginning of a song about you.”


      I pressed my lips together to suppress my smile.


      He laughed out loud, a deep, manly chuckle that reverberated down my spine. “Till next time, Laney.”
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      Sometimes, I felt like a giant, festering boil on humanity’s ass. Other times, I felt as if I was doing God’s work, giving poor, hopeless romantics their daily dose of reality. Today, I felt like the hairy pimple on God’s ass. I drank way too much vodka last night. One wrong move and I would erupt at any moment.


      I scooped my phone off the nightstand, surprised to see it still had 2% charge on the battery. Just enough to check the time—10:03 a.m.—before it died. I licked my parched lips as I attempted to sit up, but I only made it onto my elbows before my head started pounding so hard I feared my eyeballs would explode out of their sockets. Lying down, I grimaced as a small pocket of bile rose in my throat while the bed swayed beneath me.


      “Oh, God,” I whispered. “Kill me now.”


      “AS YOU WISH!” boomed a deep voice on my left.


      I jumped into the air, landing in a standing position on the bed, my pillow in hand, ready to use as a weapon to fend off whatever serial killer had entered my apartment. The sight of George standing in my doorway, doubled over with laughter made me sigh with relief. Then I threw the pillow at him anyway and fell to my knees on the bed.


      He caught the pillow and tossed it onto the bed next to me as he approached. “Come on, that was perfect timing.”


      “You’re an asshole!”


      I couldn’t look at him as he took a seat on the bed. All I saw when I looked at him was the way he looked after he kissed me, when I pulled my head back and his eyes were still closed. My sour stomach clenched at the memory, but I didn’t know if it was because I regretted the kiss or because I didn’t.


      “You said you’d be ready for brunch,” he said, completely ignoring the elephant in the room. “Ivan’s meeting us at Café Java in an hour.”


      “I’m not hungry. I’m hungover,” I replied, lying down on my side, facing away from him.


      He was silent for a moment before he lay next to me and gently placed his hand on my shoulder. “Hey, I know I already apologized for last night, but I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I guess…I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” He squeezed my shoulder softly. “I don’t want it to get weird between us. Just tell me what you want me to do or say so everything can go back to normal.”


      I smiled as I turned over to face him. “Do the dance.”


      He rolled his blue eyes and shook his head. “No. You’re probably secretly recording me, then you’re going to put it on your YouTube channel. No way.”


      I scrunched my eyebrows together in my best “pretty-please” expression. “I promise I’m not recording. Look,” I said, picking up my phone off the nightstand and holding it above our heads. “My phone is dead. Do the dance, please.”


      The wrinkle between his eyebrows grew more pronounced as he stared at me for a long while, lost in thought. I began to get the feeling he was going to kiss me again. I actually found myself wanting him to kiss me again. What was wrong with me?


      He was just too adorable. And I was on the rebound. Yes, that’s what it was.


      Who could resist those almond-shaped blue eyes he’d inherited from his father, who was one-quarter Japanese? Or the full lips he inherited from his French mother? And the man had Jude Law’s bone structure—absolutely impeccable. Even his shiny, brown curls, which he’d recently grown out to a hipster-ish two-inch length…and the way he screwed up his brow when he puzzled over a difficult problem…George was positively huggable.


      But kissing him had to remain off-limits.


      Oh, God. Had I just ruined my one true friendship?


      I turned away and ignored the whooshing sensation in my belly as I rose from the bed. “I’ll take a quick shower, then we can go.”


      “I’ll wait,” he said, lacing his fingers behind his head as he lay back on the pillow. “Oh, by the way, I thought you should know I found Hero sleeping in the fruit bowl again. I’ll do the dance if you let me take a picture of him posing like that with a bottle of gin under his paw.”


      I grinned as I glanced back at him over my shoulder while entering the bathroom. “Be my guest.”

      


      George and I managed to avoid the topic of our kiss throughout the entire brunch. And Ivan, clueless as always, was none the wiser. To his credit, George did seem completely unaffected by my presence and the way I kept awkwardly shifting in my chair.


      The truth was, I was suddenly painfully aware of how much space I was taking up in the universe. My butt felt bigger, as if it were protruding out into the aisle between our table and the table next to us. Yet, somehow, it also felt bonier, and I found myself unable to get comfortable on the wooden chair. My elbows seemed to stick out too far as I picked up my breakfast sandwich. I kept tucking them in as I took each bite. And I swore George could hear my thoughts, but he never let on. He was cool as a cucumber as he scarfed down his migas and two mimosas.


      I finally gave up on the sandwich halfway through, then I asked Ivan to take me home. Both Ivan and George were surprised by my request, but neither protested.


      “I’ve got a ton of blog posts to write and schedule tonight and tomorrow,” I said to George as he walked with Ivan and me across the parking lot toward Ivan’s Hyundai coupe. “I’ll call you when I emerge from my lair.”


      “Ivan and I will bring you coffee tomorrow to keep you fueled.”


      Ivan shook his head. “Not me, man. I’ve got a client coming to look at concepts tomorrow morning,” he said, rolling his eyes as he deactivated the car alarm. “First, you two make me go to brunch today. Now, I can’t even sleep in on a fucking Sunday.”


      George shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to drop off coffee by myself.”


      I waved off his suggestion. “Don’t bother. I’ll probably sleep in late, too. I’ll see you next week. Are we still having lunch on Thursday?”


      My throat seized up, causing my voice to jump an octave at the end of the question. Suddenly, I was worried about coming off as needy for simply confirming a lunch date with a friend. Jesus Christ. I needed to get a grip on myself.


      “Absolutely,” George replied, leaning in to plant a kiss on my forehead, the way he always did.


      I panicked and my entire body twitched like a fish flopping on a boat deck as I tried to get away from his puckered lips. “Sorry,” I muttered as I hastily opened the car door and slipped into the passenger seat.


      The car sank a few inches as Ivan plunked down his six-foot-one-inch body in the driver’s seat. “What the fuck was that?” he asked as he jammed the key in the ignition.


      “Nothing. Just go. Please.”


      A slight smirk turned up the corners of his lips as he looked back over his shoulder before backing out of the parking space. “You’re going to have to do better than that if you’re trying to cover something up.”


      I sighed as I buckled my seat belt. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


      “Did you fuck George?”


      “What? No!” I shrieked. “Jesus. What kind of question is that?”


      He raised his eyebrows as he checked the cross-traffic before pulling onto Metric Blvd.


      “What is that”—I wiggled my eyebrows to mimic him—“supposed to mean?”


      He shook his head. “Nothing.”


      “Don’t give me that. Spit it out.”


      He sighed as he came to a stop at a red light. “Well, this is pretty much exactly how you acted after you and I had sex.”


      “No, it’s not.”


      “Yes, it is, Lane,” he replied, a tinge of anger in his voice. “But the difference is I could handle it. You can’t fucking do that to George. He’s not like us.”


      “Not like us? What does that mean?”


      He was silent for a moment as the light turned green and he accelerated into the intersection. “He’s not like us. He’s different. You know that. He doesn’t fuck around, so don’t fuck around with him.”


      My heart raced as I realized how poorly he thought of me. “Look, just because it didn’t work out with you and me doesn’t mean I’m some kind of poisonous black widow waiting to suck every poor bastard dry. I have feelings, too. And I would never, ever hurt George. Ever.”


      He clenched his jaw as he continued driving in silence, but I got the feeling that there was more he wanted to say. By the time we arrived at my apartment complex, the tension between us was so taut, I didn’t know if I even wanted to say good-bye to him. The sight of my surly neighbor, Kade, getting out of his blue truck with his guitar case snapped me out of my grumpy mood.


      “I’m sorry,” I said as Ivan pulled up near the entrance to the complex.


      “For what?” he replied, his gaze focused on the steering wheel.


      “If I ever made you think that I didn’t care…about what happened…between us.”


      He let out a sharp puff of air. “That ship sailed a long time ago, Lane. Just promise me you won’t throw George overboard.”


      I shook my head as I slid out of the car. “Not a chance. Good luck with your client tomorrow.”


      He smiled. “Good luck stringing together the narrative for Mr. STD.”


      “STI,” I corrected him before I slammed the car door.


      I bit my lip to suppress my embarrassment as I realized Kade was also watching Ivan’s car drive away.


      “Busy girl,” he remarked, shutting his truck door.


      I rolled my eyes. “He’s a friend, not that it’s any of your business.”


      He smiled as he carried his guitar case toward me. “Guess you’re right. Men are your business. I’m in the music business.”


      “Men aren’t my business,” I replied emphatically, then I scrunched my eyebrows together as I realized men were my business.


      Oh, God. Was I a prostitute?


      “They’re not?” he replied, keeping pace with me as we entered the courtyard. “You sure do seem pretty good at attracting a wide variety of them.”


      “What does that mean? Are you calling me a whore?”


      He laughed as he switched his guitar case to his other hand. “No, ma’am. Just commenting on the way you carry yourself.”


      I stopped a few feet away from my door and turned to him. In the sunlight, his light-brown hair appeared almost blond. His wide chocolate-brown eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at me. He had an easy confidence about him, a wise twinkle in his eye, as if this were his hundredth life on Earth, and he was just going through the motions now, enjoying the scenery and finding amusement at every opportunity.


      “How’s that? How do I carry myself?” I asked.


      His smile softened. “Like you don’t know if you’d rather fuck me or kill me.”


      I rolled my eyes as I reached for my door. “Good day, Kade.”
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      For more than two weeks, I wallowed in my self pity, obsessively watching TV and online polls, all of which showed Rick and Senator Grossman’s campaign winning in both New Hampshire and Iowa. It wasn’t as if I expected Rick’s reason for firing me to be the truth, but it still hurt to see his bold-faced lie played out on national television.


      My phone buzzed on the coffee table for the twentieth time since I woke up this wretched morning. It wasn’t enough that I’d just been dumped. I also had to lose my job and kiss my best friend. My mom had been texting me nonstop today. She insisted I needed to get out of the apartment instead of dwelling on my lack of paramour on this day set aside for lovers. Yes, it was Valentine’s Day and the only person who had contacted me so far was my mother. Not even George, who had spent the past two weeks alternating between incessant drop-in visits and texts, had yet to ping me. Though, I couldn’t blame him.


      I slid the phone off the table and lay back on the sofa as I held it above my head. The sound of Chris Matthews’s annoying voice blathered on in the background as I read the words on the screen.


      


      
        
          George: Did you know that Ivan is seeing that barista from Mozart’s?

        

      


      


      My stomach twisted as I realized George was going to ignore the fact that today was Valentine’s Day.


      


      
        
          Laney: Nope. On my way to my mom’s for dinner. Chat later?

        

      


      


      Yes, I just lied to my best friend. A pathetic lie at that. Going to dinner with my mother on Valentine’s Day? I may as well have told him I was staying home and watching reruns of Sex and the City while gorging on Häagen-Dazs. Needless to say, my lie worked. He wished me a good night and I didn’t hear from him again.


      Three hours later, while watching episode ten of Sex and the City’s season two, and polishing off the last bit of a Häagen-Dazs mini-cup, the doorbell rang. It seemed George wasn’t as convinced as I thought he was.


      I slammed my empty ice cream cup down on the coffee table and paused the TV just as Big was opening his mouth to say those “three words” for the first time. I quickly pulled my limp locks into a ponytail as I approached the door, ready to let George in and accept whatever tough love he was going to deliver in an attempt to jolt me out of my pity party. But when I yanked the door inward, it wasn’t George standing outside on this cool February evening.


      Juxtaposed against a darkening blue sky, his light-brown hair almost looked like a golden halo framing his chiseled face. His brown eyes had that twinkle again, like he knew something I didn’t know. It was Mr. Fuck Me or Kill Me. At least, that was how I’d been referring to him in my head ever since he made that sexist comment to me, after which I slammed my door in his face without so much as a one-word response.


      “What do you want?” I spewed at him as my brain simultaneously began to regain consciousness, and I realized I was standing in front of a very hot guy wearing the same pink rosette pajamas I’d been wearing for four days.


      He cocked one of his thick, manly eyebrows at me, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips as he slowly looked me up and down. “Was just wondering why I hadn’t seen you in some weeks, is all. Wanted to make sure everything was okay.”


      I crossed my arms over my chest to hide the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra. “Everything’s fine,” I insisted, though my face was getting warm. “Is that all?”


      His brows scrunched together. “You sure ’bout that? ’Cause you seem to be doing a pretty good impression of Osama bin Laden.”


      “Is that supposed to be an insult, Mr. Fuck Me or Kill Me because anything else would require too many brain cells?”


      His eyes widened and he let out a sharp puff of laughter. “Ooh… That was savage,” he said, nodding in approval. “Are your comebacks always that sharp or is it only when you come out of hibernation?”


      This time I cocked an eyebrow. “My comebacks aren’t nearly as sharp as my shiv. Come inside and I’ll show you.”


      He smiled. “My pleasure,” he said, taking a step forward.


      My hand shot up, landing on his solid chest to stop him. “You’re not coming in here. Get back!”


      He chuckled. “But you just invited me in!” he replied with mock innocence.


      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t play coy with me. You just insulted me and now you think you can charm your way into my apartment. Are you for real?”


      He held up his hands as he took a step back. “Okay, okay. But in all fairness, you did insult my intelligence and basically threatened to slice me open. And despite all that, I’d still like to take you out tonight…if you promise not to kill me.”


      “What…are you talking about?” I replied incredulously. “I’m not going out with you. I don’t even know you. Plus, I’m not even dressed,” I said, avoiding the weird tingling sensation in my belly, the feeling that could also be mistaken for burgeoning hope. Maybe there was a reason this gorgeous man had chosen to come to my apartment and check up on me on Valentine’s Day rather than any other day.


      He stared back at me for a moment, and I tried not to look him directly in the eye. Because every time I looked into his brown eyes, that anxiety in the pit of my belly only grew.


      “Are you a feminist?” he asked, his voice smooth and sexy as if he were asking if I preferred he covered my naked body in chocolate sauce or whipped cream.


      “What kind of question is that?” I replied, re-crossing my arms over my chest, wondering if the lack of bra gave me away.


      “It’s a simple question. Are you a feminist? Yes or no?”


      I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Of course I am. Why?”


      “Because I’m playing a show tonight at The Continental Club. It’s a fund-raiser organized by Feminists for Feinman.”


      “Are you serious? Do you really think I’d fall for a line like that?”


      He laughed. “It’s true. It’s not a line.” He used his index finger to draw an X over his heart. “Cross my heart, hope to die.”


      The way he spoke this promise in his Texas accent, the same accent I had resisted adopting most of my life, was just too sexy for words.


      Cross mah heart, hope tuh dah.


      “You support Senator Feinman for president?” I asked, silently thinking that if he said he did support the radical senator from Massachusetts I’d mentally mark it down as strike two against Kade.


      “I sure do. Are you telling me you don’t? I figured you’d be fully on board after getting…burned by the other side.”


      “Oh, ha ha. Getting burned. How long did it take you to come up with that one?” He opened his mouth to respond, but I continued without letting him speak. “How do you even know who Rick works for? Are you stalking me?”


      He let out an even heartier laugh this time. “No, ma’am. I’m actually pretty well up to speed on who’s who this campaign season. Saw your…friend in a Times article about Grossman’s digital game.”


      I looked at him as if he were speaking another language. “You’re serious? You really are supporting Feinman? How old are you?”


      He nodded vigorously. “Yes, ma’am. I’m twenty-six. Are you not supporting him?”


      I held up my hand. “Please stop calling me ma’am. And no, I’m not. I minored in women’s studies. It would be a betrayal to women everywhere if I didn’t support our first woman president.”


      He cocked his eyebrow again. “Isn’t that the exact opposite of feminism, choosing someone based on gender rather than qualifications?”


      I shook my head. “I don’t think you, Mr. Fuck Me or Kill Me, can tell me what is and isn’t feminism.”


      He shrugged. “Fair enough. So you want to go see a real feminist onstage tonight or what?”


      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t give up easily, do you?”


      “No, ma—” He stopped himself before he could say ma’am. “I mean, no, Miss Laney. I do not give up easily.”


      I sighed as I stepped back so he could come inside. “Come on in and sit down. I just need a few minutes to hose off my eau de bin Laden and put on a fresh pair of Birkenstocks.”


      He smiled. “I’ll braid your armpit hair when you’re done.”
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      I came out of the bathroom with sweat dripping down my neck after having battled with my hair for what felt like two eternities. In the end, my limp brown locks gave up their fight after being assaulted by a barrage of teasing and hair spray. I managed to get my hair into a somewhat stylish and purposely messy ponytail. It seemed appropriate for an impromptu Valentine’s Day date to see a smoking-hot musician who looked less like a feminist and more like he should be herding cattle—shirtless.


      I found Kade standing in my living room, examining the picture in the sea-green ceramic frame on the end table. It was a picture of my mom and me in New Orleans during Mardi Gras a few years ago. It was the only picture I had in my apartment, and only because my mother framed it and placed it on the end table for me. I kept all my photos on my phone or in the cloud. It didn’t make sense to me to have photos I couldn’t take with me everywhere I went.


      “That’s my mom,” I said as he set the frame down on the table. “She’s, like, my default best friend, other than George.”


      Shit! Did I just tell this super-hot guy that my best friends are my mother and a man?


      “George is your…”


      “Best friend,” I repeated. “That’s not code for boyfriend. He’s just a friend.” As soon as I spoke the words aloud, a sharp pang of guilt sparked in my gut. Yes, George and I were just friends, but had that kiss we shared a couple of weeks ago changed anything?


      Kade nodded in approval at this explanation, which only made me feel even more guilty about my ability to so easily convince him of the innocence of my relationship with George. So why couldn’t I convince myself?


      “You look like you’re ready to party like a rock star,” he remarked, his gaze skimming over me, taking in my knee-high boots, skinny jeans, and off-the-shoulder cream sweater.


      “Are you a rock star?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


      “I’ll let you be the judge of that,” he said, flashing me a sinfully sexy smile.


      The entire walk through the courtyard toward the parking lot, where my car was always parked next to his blue Chevy truck, I counted each step to keep myself from focusing on how fucking nervous I was.


      What the hell did this guy see in me? Why did he care enough to check up on me tonight? More importantly, why was I questioning his interest in me?


      I was a professional at attracting men, reeling them into toxic relationships for the entertainment of my fans, but somehow I’d gotten it into my head that this man was different. That he was somehow above me. I hardly knew Kade and I’d already put him on a pedestal based solely on his stunning good looks and a few scathing comebacks.


      I needed to get my head on straight. This guy was just like all the others. I couldn’t let myself fall into the trap of feeling unworthy of his attention. Not to mention the fact that the man was my neighbor. He was off-limits as blog fodder. I had to make a pact with myself.


      


      
        	I will not make a big deal about the fact that Kade asked me out on Valentine’s Day.


        	I will be myself tonight, and if Kade doesn’t like the real me, tough titties.


        	I will not have sex with Kade on the first date.


        	I will not have sex with Kade on the first date.

      


      


      We arrived at the truck and I was not at all surprised when he made for the passenger door to open it for me. I had half a mind to make a comment about feminism and equality and how I didn’t need a man to open my door. I opted instead to accept his chivalrous gesture without any snark.


      He smiled as he pulled the truck door open, as if he could see me mentally reminding myself to practice restraint. “You look like you’re ’bout ready to burst into flames if you don’t say something right this moment.”


      I looked up at him and my insides turned to liquid as my gaze locked on the silky sheen of his lips. “Th-thank you,” I murmured, hardly able to raise my voice due to the sudden dryness in my throat.


      I wouldn’t give Kade the satisfaction of a snide remark, but apparently I also couldn’t hide the jellifying effect he had on me. I had a feeling this was going to be a long night of me trying to reclaim control of my bodily functions.


      The truck shifted with Kade’s weight as he slid into the driver’s seat. “Buckle up, little lady. You’re in for the ride of your life.”


      I desperately tried to summon up a few drops of saliva, then I swallowed hard as I latched my seat belt into the buckle. “The last guy who said that to me wound up with a special page on my website dedicated to the Wall of Shame.”


      I clapped my hand over my mouth. I had just: a) admitted to having a website, and b) revealed that said website had a special place for losers I’d dated. I was getting perilously close to admitting my online identity to a guy with whom I’d exchanged a maximum of ten sentences. What was wrong with me?


      He chuckled at my reply and gave me a sideways look that seemed to say he was pleasantly surprised by my response. “You’re gonna have to tell me more about that later.”


      “Not gonna happen. Can we go now?” I said, crossing one leg over the other and turning my attention to the bushes in front of the truck to signify that this discussion was over.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” he said, his voice smooth and confident as he slid the key into the ignition. “I’m pretty good at making things happen.”


      I turned to look him in the eye. “So where are we going?”


      “Continental Club. I’ll be playing in the upstairs gallery. The 68s are playing downstairs.”


      My eyes widened. “The 68s are playing? For the fund-raiser?”


      He pulled the truck out of the parking space and nodded as he pulled onto the street. “Sure are. You like The 68s?”


      I had been following The 68s since they started playing at the Continental two years earlier. I’d briefly considered starting a fling with the hot drummer for the sake of entertaining my blog subscribers, but I decided against it because I loved their music too much. They were basically my favorite Austin indie band, and constantly on repeat on my Spotify app.


      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you could call me a fan. Do you know the band members?”


      A smile tugged at one side of his mouth. “You could say that. I used to play with them about eight years ago, before we had a falling out and I went solo.” He turned to look at me as he came to a stoplight. “Long story. Maybe I’ll tell you about it later.”


      “Maybe?”


      “Yeah, if you play your cards right,” he said with a smile, but there was something behind the smile now. Was it sadness or desire, or both? Whatever it was, I would figure it out by the end of the night. If he used to be a member of The 68s eight years ago, I had to find out about this “falling out” they’d had.


      “So why are you playing the same venue with them if you’re no longer on good terms?” I asked, trying to keep my tone casual.


      “Good question, and the answer is politics. Politics divides people and it also brings them together,” he said, turning onto South Congress. “When the organizer, Betsy, asked if I’d play the gallery while The 68s played the club, I thought it was a joke. But apparently, while researching the band through the vetting process, Betsy discovered they had a missing band member—her words, not mine—and she tracked me down.”


      “You agreed to do the show right away or did it take some convincing?” I asked, suddenly enthralled by the possibility of a dramatic musical showdown.


      “Definitely took a bit of cajoling on Betsy’s part, but she can be pretty convincing.”


      A whoosh of jealousy swept through me. “What does that mean?”


      He chuckled. “Just means that she knew exactly what to say to get me to agree to do the show. She appealed to my sense of charity, and my support of feminist causes.”


      I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. “She knew all that just from Googling you?”


      “Are you saying you haven’t Googled me yet?”


      “How can I Google you if I don’t even know your last name, Kade?”


      He pulled into a space across the street from the club, at the other end of the block near Gibson Street. “Well, Miss Laney Hill, I’m Kade Masters,” he replied, holding out his hand for me to shake.


      I rolled my eyes as I took his hand. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir.”


      His fingers were calloused, but his grip was gentle as he gave my hand a soft squeeze. “I assure you, the pleasure is all mine.”


      There they were. The ever-elusive butterflies. Fluttering around inside me in a state of absolute panic. Just a simple touch, a soft squeeze of the hand, and suddenly parts of my body were quivering with excitement.


      I pulled my hand back slowly, turning away from him to slink out of the truck. Somewhere behind me, I heard a sexy burst of soft laughter. The sound sent a tremor of pleasure coursing through me. Everything this man said and did had me spiraling into a state of absolute putty. I had to get a grip on myself or soon I would be batting my eyelashes and dropping my handkerchief on the floor.


      I tried not to stare at the muscles in his forearms as he yanked his guitar case out of the truck cab.


      “Do The 68s know you’ll be performing upstairs while they’re performing downstairs?” I asked as we made our way toward the entrance to The Continental Club.


      He turned to me and this small shift in his attention caused us to bump shoulders. “Pardon me,” he said, flashing me that gorgeous smile. “Yes, they do know, though I highly doubt you’ll see any type of reunion, or interaction, for that matter.”


      “Why is that?” I asked, trying to keep my tone casual despite the fact that my throat was thickening with anxiety.


      He shrugged. “Could possibly have something to do with my sister being in the group. We haven’t spoken in a while. Family stuff.”


      I didn’t respond, keeping quiet as the doorman let us into the club and we made our way up to the empty gallery. He bought me a drink and left me in the gallery while he went down to retrieve an amp and some more equipment from his truck.


      I sat on the wooden stool Kade had set up for me near the staging area and sipped my Jack and Coke while wondering if we had purposely arrived so early as to avoid his sister’s band. My stomach gurgled with slight nausea as I realized I’d gushed over his sister’s band and I didn’t even know who he was. I must have made him feel awful.


      The gallery looked so different without the lights turned down and dozens of drunk people pressed up against one another. The dark wood floor was well worn from years of traffic and spilled drinks. The pink and black neon “Continental” sign on the back wall behind the staging area wasn’t lit up. The walls were a plain white without the infernal red glow of the club’s lighting.


      Kade arrived a few minutes later with a guy I recognized as the owner of the club, Sam Weisenberg, each of them holding a frosty amber bottle of beer. “Laney, this is Sam. The owner of the club. Have you two met?”


      I stood from the stool and offered my hand. “No, we haven’t been formally introduced, but I’ve seen him around the club many times.”


      Sam switched his beer to his other hand then took mine to give it a vigorous shake. “Are you a regular, Laney?”


      “You might say that. My friends and I have been coming at least once every month or two for a few years now.”


      “Well, I apologize we haven’t met sooner,” he replied, tilting his head so his salt-and-pepper hair, which stuck up about four inches high, fluttered a bit.


      He was lanky and at least four inches taller than Kade, who himself stood about six-foot-two-inches tall. The black T-shirt he wore depicted a graphic image of two aliens doing it doggy style beneath the words “Aliens are coming.”


      “No need to apologize,” I said, casually wiping the cold beer sweat Sam had transferred to my hand onto my jeans. “We love it here. This place is a true Austin treasure. I’m pretty sure I’ll still be coming here when my hair is gray and my boobs are hanging over my walker.”


      They both laughed, but Kade also cast an indecipherable look in my direction. I couldn’t tell if it was admiration or desire, but it was definitely positive.


      “Let me know if you two need any more drinks or if you need some help setting up,” Sam said, clapping Kade on the arm as he turned to him. “Thanks for coming out tonight. Means a lot to me, man.”


      Kade nodded and flashed him a tight smile. “No sweat, man. Catch you later.”


      I wanted to know more about this falling out Kade had had with his sister, but I didn’t want this first date—if that was indeed what this was—to feel too heavy.


      I’d just come out of a false relationship that felt as if it were about to become something more. As much as I hated to admit that, it was the truth. I was falling for Rick right up until the bastard gave me gonorrhea. Thank goodness that was all he gave me. All I could think as I watched Kade set up his equipment was how the doctor told me I would be clear to have protected sex again seven days after my treatment. I’d officially been in the clear for about twelve days.


      No, I couldn’t think like that. I couldn’t even consider having protected sex with Kade. I had to give myself more time to get over Rick before I jumped into anything new.


      Then again, as I watched him setting up his amp and foot pedals, I couldn’t help but think about George and the advice he’d given me when I was heartbroken by another musician so long ago. George’s words to me were “Musicians don’t love music. They live it. When all is said and done, you will never matter more than the music.”


      I never understood how George could gain this much insight into the psyche of a musician just by working as an accountant for Dialtone Records, but his wisdom rang so true at the time that I never questioned the logic. But what if George was wrong?


      Maybe it was possible for an artist—whether it be a musician, a painter, or a writer like myself—to love someone, one special person, more than their art. Or maybe it didn’t matter. At least, not on a first date.


      Kade finished setting up his mic, then he slung his guitar strap over his shoulder and curled his finger at me. “Come here, Miss Laney,” he beckoned in that godlike voice.


      I couldn’t hide my smile. I couldn’t even bring myself to demand he stop calling me Miss Laney. I kind of liked it.


      “Is that an order?” I replied with a coy tilt of my head.


      He cocked an eyebrow as he took his guitar into his hands. “It most certainly is. Now come here so I can show you something.”


      I walked toward him slowly, drawing out the tension, allowing myself a moment to try to compose myself. “What do you want to show me?” I practically purred the question, and by the look on his face, this did not go unnoticed.


      He dug his hand in his pocket and pulled out a silver fingerpick, which looked sort of like a thimble with a pointed edge. “Can you keep this in your pocket?” he asked, holding it out to me. “It tends to either poke me or fall out of my pocket while I’m seated on the stool. All you have to do is toss it to me when I give you the signal. I want you to be my pick girl tonight.”


      “Your pick girl?” I replied. “You picked me to be your pick girl? Should I feel honored?”


      “Absolutely,” he replied in that easy Southern drawl. “To be honest, I’ve never had a pick girl. But I think I might be ready for one. What do you say?”


      I plucked the pick out of his hand and tucked it into my pocket. “I’m all yours.”


      The crowd began filing in just as sounds of the band warming up downstairs began to quiver in the air. A few girls who could be described as prettier and skinnier than I cast flirtatious looks in Kade’s direction as he and one of the club’s sound engineers continued to test his guitar pedals and mic volume. But Kade didn’t seem to notice or care, which only served to bolster my crazy theory that maybe, just maybe, getting romantically involved with a musician wasn’t such a stupid idea.


      I mentally capped off that statement with a winking emoji then turned my attention back to Kade and the way the red lighting only enhanced his devilish good looks. His golden-brown hair looked even messier and his brown eyes darker under the crimson shadows. He winked at me as I took a seat on my stool at the side of the staging area. The butterflies in my belly flapped their wings in frenzied delight.


      He once again slung an electric guitar across his body and rolled up the sleeves on his blue plaid shirt. The distant sounds of folksy acoustic guitar and haunting female vocals wafted up to us from the club downstairs, but the crowd in the gallery upstairs was absolutely silent, holding their breath as Kade finished rolling up his sleeves and leaned in toward the mic.


      “Happy Valentine’s Day, Austin.”


      He issued this greeting in a subdued murmur, but the resounding applause and cheers from the crowd were anything but. He chuckled, throwing his head back as he appeared genuinely humbled by this reaction. Of course, this only called forth even louder cheers and more zealous applause. Kade hung his head to hide his uncontrollable grin as he shook his head in disbelief.


      Who was this guy? Why did everyone seem to know him except me?


      True, I had only just begun frequenting The Continental Club in the past couple of years, but this seemed like a hometown greeting from a group of longtime fans.


      As the cheering quieted down, Kade raised his head and brought his lips to the mic again. “Thank you all. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear that tonight. Thank you, sincerely.” He waited a few more seconds for some more cheers and whistles to subside. “But all that lovey-dovey shit aside, I know it’s been a while since I’ve been here. And I wouldn’t be here unless it was abso-fucking-lutely necessary. So are you ready to rock the vote for Senator Feinman?” The crowd responded with a halfhearted yes, clearly more interested in Kade than politics, but h continued undaunted. “I said, ‘Are you ready for a fucking revolution?’” This time, the crowd issued a booming yes, augmented with fist pumps and more cheering. “Then let’s get this fucking show started.”


      I found myself literally clutching my chest as my heart pumped with excitement. It seemed the genteel Southern gentleman who referred to me as ma’am and Miss Laney had a few tricks up his sleeve. I was more than intrigued. I was spellbound.


      And I was not the only one. When he signaled me to toss him his guitar pick, I almost froze under the penetrating scrutiny of so many Kade-thirsty women. Then he started the show off with an explosive blues cover of “Revolution” by The Beatles, and I was floored.


      I remained awed by Kade for the rest of the show. Every glance he cast in my direction made various parts of my body twitch with arousal. Every song he sang made me wish he were singing directly to me. The feverish reaction from the crowd was unlike anything I’d ever seen in all the times I’d watched his sister’s band perform. I was prepared to admit that Kade was definitely the more talented sibling of the two. But nothing could have prepared me for his final performance of the night.
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      Kade beckoned me toward him as he put down his electric guitar and picked up his acoustic guitar. Once again, I felt the glare of dozens of envious girls bearing down on me. His eyes beamed with delight and he bit his lip sensually as he watched me approach.


      “We’re gonna change it up for this last song,” he said into the mic. “I know a lot of you out there are sick and tired of the same old shit and you’re ready for some change,” he continued as I stopped a couple feet away from him.


      He looked down at me with that smile that made me more nervous than I’d ever been around a man in my life, then he turned to face the crowd. “I’m talking real change. I believe it was Einstein who once said, ‘The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.’ I seem to remember Einstein being right about a few things.”


      The crowd laughed and I looked up at him, my eyes pleading with him to tell me what the hell I was doing on this stage. But he just shook his head at me and continued addressing the crowd.


      The crowd was silent now, waiting with bated breath for the next words out of his gorgeous mouth. I was pretty sure the band downstairs had stopped playing just so they could hear him too. Every last person in that club was hanging on his every word.


      I swallowed hard as I realized he was swiftly breaking down what few defenses I had left with his passion for politics. Every time he raised his voice, my heart beat faster. Every time the crowd cheered, I wanted to reach out and touch him, like the rock star I was becoming more and more convinced he was.


      When he was done making his speech, he glanced at me and my heart stuttered. I nearly stopped breathing as he nodded for me to come closer. Closing the two-foot gap between us, I stood close enough that my hand was inches from his beautiful ass.


      Turning back to the crowd, he leaned in to the mic and spoke a bit softer. “Another wise man once said: ‘They got money for wars, but can’t feed the poor.’ I don’t know about y’all, but I think the time for real change is now!”


      The crowd upstairs and downstairs exploded in applause and cheers. That was when I noticed the throng of people standing in the hallway and on the stairs, trying to get a glimpse of Kade.


      “I told you we were gonna change it up a bit,” he said, turning to me and leaning in to whisper in my ear. “I want y’all to sing along if you can.”


      My skin prickled with goose bumps at the sensation of his breath in my ear.


      He turned back to the multitude of eager faces. “Thank you to Feminists for Feinman for inviting me here and thanks to all y’all for coming out tonight. The last song I’m gonna play is ‘A Change Is Gonna Come’ by the late, great Sam Cooke. Some of you might know it. If you do, feel free to sing along.”


      He shifted his body a quarter turn, so he was facing me slightly as he began playing. And when he began to sing, chills coursed through every inch of my body. I remembered this song from when I used to listen to the American Idol albums, God forgive me. I knew the chorus was coming soon, and I actually remembered the words.


      Kade scrunched his eyebrows together as he sang with such passion, then he nodded at me as he slowed the tempo a bit for me to join in the chorus.


      Part of me wanted to die and part of me wanted this moment to last forever. I never sang in public unless I was drunk or it was karaoke night…and I was drunk. So far this evening, I’d only had one drink, and yet here I was singing with a man who had more talent in one of the shimmering light-brown hairs on his head than I had in my entire body. It was as if I’d entered an alternate universe.


      With each line I sang, and every encouraging smile from Kade, my confidence grew. As we sang the last line together, so close I could smell the woodsy scent of his sweat, my heart soared with glee. I had never had so much fun in my life.


      Without warning, Kade slung his guitar behind his back and grabbed my face in his rough hands. In that millisecond before his lips connected with mine, time seemed to stand still as I was hit with a stupefying realization: This was actually happening.


      I grasped his forearms, only vaguely aware of the loud chorus of whistling and cheering as his mouth fell over mine. Our heads tilted, his lips parted. An infinity whooshed past us as I waited for him to part my lips. His tongue slid inside my mouth, brushed against mine, and I moaned involuntarily as I tightened my grip on his forearms. He responded with a soft groan as I bit down softly on his lower lip.


      He chuckled as he pulled his mouth away slightly and rested his forehead on mine. “You’re so goddamn sexy,” he said in a low growl that sent shivers through me. “Come home with me.”


      Without a moment of hesitation, I nodded. Then I stood by and watched impatiently as Kade and the sound engineer took down all his equipment and hauled it off to Kade’s truck—through the back of the club, so as to avoid disturbing the ongoing concert downstairs. Every once in a while, a doe-eyed girl would come by for an autograph or a random guy would come by and chat up Kade to find out where he’d be playing next, but somehow I managed to keep my cool.


      By the time we were both seated in his truck, I could no longer keep quiet. “Why didn’t you say hi to your sister while you were there?”


      He jammed the key in the ignition and began backing out of the parking space before he responded. “I told you we haven’t spoken in a long time. It’s…just family stuff. Nothing to do with the band.”


      “You don’t want to talk about it?” I asked as casually as I could.


      This time, he laughed. “No, Miss Laney. I do not wanna unload my sorrows on a beautiful woman such as yourself.”


      I cocked an eyebrow. “You’d rather unload something else on me?”


      He chuckled as he shook his head. “Your words, not mine.”


      I took a deep breath and slumped in my seat.


      He glanced at me with amusement in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”


      I shrugged. “Nothing. I guess I was just expecting this to be different.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I don’t know. I guess I thought I’d get to know you more before we slept together.”


      He stopped at a red light and tilted his head as he stared at me. “You really want to know what happened with my sister? Will it satisfy you to know that our parents died nine years ago and about a year later is when everything just fell apart between us?”


      “I’m sorry. You don’t have to—”


      “Laney, I’ll be open with you if that’s what it takes for you to be open with me,” he replied, a tinge of anger coloring his smooth voice. “What is it you do for a living?”


      I swallowed hard and turned away as the light turned green and he pulled into the intersection. “I write…a blog.”


      “You write a blog?” he replied incredulously. “What kind of blog do you write?”


      I crossed my arms over my chest. “A dating blog.”


      “A dating blog? For what…dating advice?”


      I sighed and stared at the dashboard as he stopped at another red light. “It’s called Anti-Romance. It’s a blog where I date unavailable men for the sole purpose of proving that romance is dead.”


      I closed my eyes and balled my hands into fists to hide the fact that I was now trembling. No one knew about the real purpose of my blog other than my friends, and I had just spilled my secret to a man I’d basically known for a total of four hours. The one alcoholic beverage I’d consumed tonight had been digested hours ago, but suddenly my stomach went sour.


      Oh, God. What had I done?


      “So that’s why you’re always bringing home all kinds of guys?” he asked, his voice unexpectedly calm and inquisitive. “Holy shit. Are you gonna write about me?”


      I turned to him and shook my head furiously. “No! I have no intention of writing about you.” He didn’t seem convinced. “You’re the one who asked me out,” I reminded him. “I had no intention of dating you, much less sleeping with you.”


      “You’re not making this any easier to swallow,” he said as he pulled the truck into the apartment complex.


      “That’s what she said. Oh, God. I’m sorry.”


      He laughed. “That’s okay. I walked right into that one.”


      I sighed again as I tried to think of how to explain this without baring my soul to him, but I couldn’t think of anything. “I don’t know what it is about you, but you make me want to do things I’ve never done.”


      He cocked an eyebrow as he parked the truck. “Such as?”


      “Like tell you about what I do for a living.”


      “So I should be honored?” he said as he pulled the key out of the ignition.


      I looked into his eyes for a moment and thought of when he asked me to be his pick girl earlier tonight. “Absolutely,” I replied. “You see, I have a rule. I don’t write about any of my dates until the relationship is over. But…” I pressed my lips together as I gazed into his eyes and gathered the courage I needed to continue. “I’ve always told myself that when the right guy comes along, I won’t ever have to write about him because…we’ll never be over.”


      He broke eye contact as he stared at the steering wheel for a moment. “You’re telling me that you plan on quitting your job when you find the right guy?”


      My shoulders slumped. “God, you make it sound so awful.”


      He laughed. “Sweetheart, I’m just trying to get this straight before I get in over my head.”


      I nodded reluctantly. “I guess so, but not by choice. Only out of necessity. Suppose I’d just have to write about something else.”


      He reached out and laid his hand on my knee. “Or maybe you could be a singer.”


      I swallowed hard, trying not to imagine his hand on other parts of my body. “It’s not nice to make fun of people like that. I tried not to make you sound too bad up there.”


      He grabbed my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I’m not teasing you. You actually sounded pretty good out there tonight.”


      “You sound surprised.”


      “I am surprised, though I don’t know why.” He slid his hand upward just beneath the cuff of my sweater so he was holding my wrist, as if he were taking my pulse. “I should know by now,” he continued, “you’ve got more tricks up your sleeve than David Copperfield.”


      I tried to steady my breathing as he rubbed the pad of his thumb over the inside of my wrist. “You’re pretty surprising yourself,” I whispered breathlessly.


      I held my breath as he leaned forward, his hand grabbing hold of my face as his lips closed in on mine. This man kissed me the way I’d always wanted to be kissed. Assertive and sensual, but not overly aggressive or sloppy. It was a movie kiss, yet it was grounded in the real world. Reality could not dull the eroticism.


      His tongue brushed against mine. A soft whimper issued from the back of my throat, He responded with a hungry groan, which only made me want him more. My soft whimper turned into a greedy moan. Before I could stop myself, my arms were locked around his sturdy neck, pulling him into me. He laid a sensual trail of kisses over my jaw and down my neck. I gasped as a shiver of pleasure charged through me. Another helpless moan erupted from my mouth, a carnal cry from deep within me, begging him to lay his hands on me.


      He heard my call. His hand slid between my legs and I panted with anticipation as he cupped my mound. As he stroked me through the fabric of my jeans, I whimpered with pleasure.


      He pulled his face back a few inches so he could look me in the eye. Without another word, he slid out of the truck, slamming the driver’s side door behind him. Within seconds, he was opening the passenger door. I yelped as he lifted me out of the truck and set me down on the asphalt.


      “What are you doing?” I protested, embarrassed that he may have sensed how much I weighed from this brief encounter.


      He snatched my purse out of the truck and handed it to me as he slammed the passenger door. “I’m gonna give you something mind-blowing to write about on your blog.”


      I chuckled as he grabbed my hand and yanked me toward the apartments. “Is that a threat or a promise?”


      “I’ll let you be the judge of that.”


      I couldn’t walk fast enough as he led me through the gate and past the magnolia trees in the courtyard. Glancing in the direction of my apartment, I smiled as we headed in the opposite direction. I didn’t know exactly which unit Kade lived in. I’d never stalked him enough to find out. But when we arrived at apartment 129, I had to keep myself from spin-kicking his door down.


      He yanked me inside, slamming the door shut as he pressed me up against it and kissed me hard. One of his arms locked around my waist as his other hand tossed his keys somewhere behind him then grabbed my face. He ground his pelvis into mine, letting out a guttural groan as he rolled his hips in a rhythmic motion.


      “Oh, God,” I breathed. “I’m not supposed to have sex with you.”


      His hand slid down, grasped the back of my leg, and pulled my knee up to his waist as he dug into me. “Why is that?” he asked, laying another trail of hungry kisses along my jaw and down the curve of my neck.


      “Because I want you to respect me,” I replied, aware that my response seemed utterly ridiculous in this moment.


      He tilted his head back, panting as he looked me in the eye. “I promise to respect you,” he said as his hand skidded down my belly and unbuttoned my jeans. He slowly pulled down my zipper and slid his hand inside my panties. “I promise to respect you more than any man has ever respected you,” he murmured as he slid a finger inside me.


      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the cool door. “Oh, fuck,” I breathed.


      He collected my wetness and brought it forward, using it to caress my most sensitive spot. My mouth fell open as he moved his finger in delicate circles, teasing me with every tiny movement of his finger. His mouth closed over mine, thrusting his tongue in and teasing me torturously as he gently rubbed my bud. It didn’t take long before I cried out with pleasure, my body curling into him as my first orgasm of the night rocketed through me.


      Kade rested his forehead against mine, his mouth breathing in each breath I exhaled as his hand continued to pleasure me until I could no longer stand on my own.


      “I can’t…I can’t,” I whispered, wrapping my arms tightly around his solid neck as the muscles in my thighs quivered with exhaustion.


      He chuckled as he tightened his arm around my waist to keep me from collapsing. “You sound like the little engine that couldn’t.” He slid his hand out of my pants and scooped me up in his arms. “I think it’s time you took a ride on the big engine that could.”
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      Two rides on Kade’s engine later, I lay back on his gray sheets exhausted, while he stepped into the bathroom to dispose of his condom. When he returned, I was not at all surprised when he immediately attempted to climb on top of me.


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Wait a minute, cowboy,” I begged, turning away from him as I attempted to catch my breath. “Doesn’t that train ever stop and refuel?”


      He reached around me, wrapping his arm around my waist as he pulled me into him. “Miss Laney, are you tapped out?” His hand slid between my thighs and I didn’t have the energy or the will to resist. “You let me know when you need a breather.”


      I whimpered as he traced his tongue along the outside of my ear. “Oh, for Heaven’s sake.”


      Two orgasms later, I tapped out and slinked away to the bathroom. As I was washing up, something shiny caught my eye. Tucked away in the corner of the countertop, hiding behind a glass canister of cotton balls, was what looked like a silver bracelet or necklace. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I’d locked the door, then I moved the canister aside and plucked the jewelry off the counter.


      It was a little larger than a normal-sized bracelet, with sparkly moons and stars dangling from the silver chain, which made me believe it was probably an ankle bracelet. Somehow, I highly doubted Mr. Big Engine That Could was into wearing anklets.


      I took a deep breath to calm myself as I contemplated what I was going to do. Should I confront him about the obvious piece of women’s jewelry in his bathroom? Did I have a right to confront him?


      My heart plummeted into my stomach as I realized I had no right to say anything to this man whom I’d only spent a few hours with before I screwed him…twice. I dropped the bracelet on the countertop, not bothering to hide it behind the canister, then I made my way back to the bedroom.


      The room was dark except for the faint bluish glow coming from Kade’s phone, where it appeared as if he was busy texting someone. I couldn’t see where I’d dropped my clothes or my phone.


      “Do you mind if I turn on the light?” I said, trying not to sound completely defeated.


      Kade sat up in bed as he placed his phone on the nightstand. “Why? Where are you going?”


      “I have to get home. I have a ton of work to do.”


      He chuckled as he slid off the bed, grabbing my hand gently as I reached for the light switch. “Wait just a minute there. What happened? Was it something I said?”


      I stared at his chest to avoid looking him in the eye. “No, I just really have a lot of work to do on the blog. I’ve got a ton of comments to respond to. And I have an entire three months’ worth of posts to schedule. I have to go.”


      As I spoke these words, I felt more disappointed in myself than I was in Kade. He had made no promises to me, and yet I had already entrusted him with my deepest secret. How much of an idiot did I have to be to think tonight was about anything more than him getting laid?


      He switched on the light and grabbed my chin to tilt my face upward. “Something happened when you were in the bathroom. What happened?” His chocolate-brown eyes bore straight through me. “Don’t lie to me, Laney.”


      I let out a deep sigh. “I’m just…feeling a little…vulnerable. I found the thing you were trying to hide.”


      His brows knit together in confusion. “You found what?”


      “The anklet…in the bathroom. The one you hid behind the cotton balls.”


      He shook his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


      I rolled my eyes and turned around to search for my clothes. “It’s on top of the counter.”


      He disappeared for a few seconds, returning quickly with the anklet hanging from his index finger. “I don’t know what this is, but I assume it was left here by another woman.”


      I raised my eyebrows. “I guess we’re in agreement on that.”


      “Wait a minute. You can’t seriously want to leave just because I’ve had other women in my apartment before you,” he said incredulously. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re the same girl who makes a living by bringing men home with her.”


      I pulled my sweater over my head. “That’s not the point.”


      “Then what is the point?” He stepped around me so we were facing each other again. “You said you were feeling vulnerable. That’s not a bad thing, Laney.”


      I closed my eyes and lightly pressed my fingers on my eyelids as I took another deep breath. “I…I have to go.”


      I opened my eyes and cocked an eyebrow when I realized Kade was gone. Spinning around, I found him gathering the rest of my clothes off the wood floor. My heart sank as he held them out to me.


      “Eventually, you’re gonna have to let someone in.”


      I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know how to do this anymore.”


      He dropped my clothes on the floor and sat next to me. “Nobody knows how to do this. We’re all just feeling our way through the dark.”


      I frowned. “Did you just quote a song in the midst of my crisis?”


      He shrugged. “I’m a musician. There’s wisdom in music.” He grasped my chin again to turn my face toward him. “Stay.”


      One simple word. That was all it took. Well, that and a gorgeous face, a knack for song lyrics, and a big engine.


      My shoulders slumped, but inside I was smiling, as I realized there was no resisting this man. I got up and moved toward the light switch to turn it back off, but he grabbed my hand to stop me.


      “Nuh-uh. I want to see every inch of you,” he said, yanking me toward him and pulling me onto him so I was straddling his lap.


      I bit my lip to suppress my grin as his erection twitched to life beneath me.


      His gaze locked on mine as his hands slid beneath my sweater and cupped my breasts. “Lord have mercy. You’re a bombshell waitin’ to go off.” He wrapped both arms around my waist and smoothly rolled me onto my back. He kept his eyes on me as he moved down, all the while blowing air through his teeth to make a sizzling sound. When his head was between my legs, he mimicked the sound of an explosion. “Bombs away.”


      He used his fingers to expose my center, then his mouth was on me, licking and sucking until I was squirming with pleasure. But he didn’t stop until he was certain he’d squeezed out every last drop of energy coursing through me. When he finally pulled away, he made no attempt to move from his position.


      Still using his fingers to expose my twitching bud, he stroked it gently with his other finger. I propped myself up on my elbows to look down at him and he smiled up at me as he continued to caress me. I gasped as he leaned forward and traced his tongue over my sensitive flesh.


      I hadn’t had sex with the lights on since I lost my virginity to Bobby Winslow in his dorm one rainy afternoon. I’d certainly never had sex with the lights on while in such a compromising position. It seemed tonight was a night of many firsts.


      Panting heavily, my legs began to twitch as my fifth orgasm of the night rolled through me, a series of ripples building into a thunderous, crashing wave of pleasure. A high-pitched moan escaped my throat as he finished me off with his masterful tongue. Then, with swiftness and dexterity the likes of which I’d never seen, he swiped a foil-wrapped condom off the nightstand, tore it open and tossed the wrapper aside as he rolled it over his solid erection.


      I quickly scooted back until my head was resting on the pillow. Spreading my legs, he licked his lips as he settled himself between my thighs.


      “Laney, Laney, Laney.” He sang these words to me like a lullaby. “She tastes like a peach,” he continued as he slid his hand behind my knee and lifted my leg as he entered me. “But she’s out of my reach. My special little lady…Miss Laney.”


      I smiled at his attempt to write a song on the spot, then I gasped as he moved inside me. With each thrust, he drilled deeper, until there was no telling where I ended and he began. His mouth covered mine as he kissed me with animal ferocity. He groaned into my mouth, bit and sucked on my lips as his hips swayed to the rhythm of a song only he could hear.


      He ground his pelvis into mine, lighting me up with every thrust. “You’re gonna have to tell me when to stop, ’cause I could do this with you all night long.”


      I chuckled as I wrapped my legs around his hips and took his face in my hands, relishing the feel of his stubble under my fingertips. “Challenge accepted.”


      Despite my daring call to action, not more than an hour later, we both agreed to allow ourselves a time-out. Kade also agreed to turn the lights off when I promised to stay the night. We lay next to each other in the dark, his hands still softly exploring my naked body in pure wonderment.


      “Is that what you wanted to do with your life?” he asked as he traced the backs of his fingers over the curve of my hip.


      “Do you mean, did I always want to write a blog about my love life? No.”


      “What did you want to do when you were a little girl?”


      I shook my head. “If I tell you, you’ll laugh.”


      “No, I won’t. Cross my heart.”


      “No,” I replied simply.


      He chuckled as he pulled his hand back. “Turn around. I want to see your face.”


      I rolled over until we were facing each other. “What?”


      “Look at me. I swear to God I will not laugh at you.” He drew an X over the left side of his chest. “Cross my heart.”


      I focused my gaze on his chin so I wouldn’t have to see his reaction. “I wanted to be a…a stay-at-home mom.”


      His silence filled me with panic. I looked up and found one of his eyebrows cocked.


      “Really?”


      I rolled my eyes. “See? I knew you’d make fun of me.”


      “What? I’m not making fun of you. I’m just surprised.” He reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “You don’t strike me as the type to stay at home and do anything other than think of ways to wreak havoc on the male population.”


      I smacked his arm. “That’s an awful thing to say!”


      He laughed as he grabbed my hand. “I’m only kidding. Settle down, Laney.” He brought my hand to his lips and laid a soft kiss in the center of my palm. “Has anyone ever told you how special you are?”


      His words caught me off guard.


      “Uh, yeah, of course,” I replied, my words overflowing with sarcasm. “My mom used to give me the ‘special snowflake’ speech all the time. How I was ‘unique’ and I could be anything I wanted to be.”


      He shook his head as he reached up and brushed his thumb over my cheekbone. “No, I’m not talking about your parents or even your friends. Has anyone else ever told you how special you are?” His hand slid gently down the side of my face until he had my chin between his thumb and forefinger. His gaze was locked on mine. “You’re not just a walking set of consequences. Or a jumble of bad and good decisions. You’re more than that, Laney. You’re what a woman is capable of when she denies her vulnerability.”


      “Is that an insult?”


      “It’s not. It’s really not,” he assured me, not breaking eye contact. “You’ve accomplished a lot on your mission to prove romance is dead. You’ve built a career on it, but what have you actually proven? You’ve proven that romance is dead…when you relentlessly attack it with an axe.”


      “Are you calling me the axe murder of romance?”


      He chuckled. “That’s a pretty badass nickname, but no. That’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is…you proved that romance is not dead, and that’s just as important as proving it is. I’d say that makes you pretty special, Miss Laney.”


      I pushed his hand away from my face. “Okay, what’s with the ‘Miss Laney’ thing? Is it because I’m a year older than you? Do you think I’m old?”


      Without warning, he rolled on top of me, spreading my legs as he pressed his pelvis into mine. As I looked up at him, I noted the carnal hunger in his eyes. His hand slid behind my thigh, pulling my leg up until it curled around his hips.


      He leaned in, pressing his lips against my ear. “You want to know what I think?” he murmured. “I think I want to fuck you silly, until you’ve got no choice but to believe everything I say.”


      I chuckled as I coiled my arms around his strong shoulders. “Are you going to brainwash me with the magical powers of your penis?”


      “Yes, ma’am. Then maybe you’ll believe me when I say…you’re pretty fucking special, Laney Hill.”
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      I woke to the sound of a door creaking.


      Kade entered the bedroom with his face screwed up in regret. “I tried not to wake you,” he said as he slid beneath the covers. “But now that you’re up, let me make you some breakfast.”


      I turned my face away from his for fear of exposing him to my morning breath. “Are you trying to tell me you know how to sing and cook? You’re making me feel hugely inadequate now.”


      He snuggled up behind me, wrapping his arm around my waist as we spooned. “Are you telling me a lady as smart as you doesn’t know how to cook?”


      “Let’s put it this way, the delivery guy at my favorite Chinese restaurant invited me to his kid’s birthday party.”


      He chuckled. “Okay, so you can’t cook. Have you ever thought of singing?”


      I probably laughed way harder at this than he expected me to.


      He poked my ribs and pulled me tighter against him when I tried to squirm away. “I’m serious,” he insisted. “You sounded really good up there last night.”


      “Enough making fun of my singing,” I said, changing the subject and trying to ignore how the heat of his skin against mine was making my heart race. “How about you? You never told me what it was you wanted to be when you were a kid. Did you always want to be a musician?”


      “How’s about I answer that question while I make us some bacon and eggs?”


      Watching Kade make breakfast in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs only served to reinforce my belief that I was living in some sort of alternate universe. First he made us a pot of coffee in his French press. Then he added a few slices of thick-cut bacon to a cast-iron griddle while we continued our conversation.


      “To answer your question, yes, I have always wanted to be a professional musician. And it didn’t take too long for that dream to come true,” he said, pulling a pair of metal tongs out of a drawer so he could flip the bacon. “I got my first record deal when I was eighteen, when I was still playing with my sister, Lizzy. Back then the band was known as Extinct. But I left the band a few months after we signed that deal.”


      “Were you ever signed again?”


      He jumped back as the bacon grease popped. “Yeah, I signed with another record company a few months later, but we got in a dispute over the rights to some songs I wrote. They were trying to credit the producer’s daughter because she and I were dating at the time I wrote the songs. Anyway, they ended up canceling some shows and my fans were getting fed up. Took a few years and a bunch of legal fees to get out of that contract. Just signed with Dialtone Records a few months ago. We’ve been working on a new album and trying to get the word out to all the fans.”


      I stared at the black granite breakfast bar, trying to keep my expression impassive. Kade was signed with Dialtone Records, which I assumed was the same Dialtone Records George worked for. Kade used his tongs to lift the slices of bacon off the griddle and onto a paper-lined plate, then he expertly cracked four eggs onto the hot surface using just one hand. Just the thought of George made me realize I hadn’t checked my phone since I arrived in Kade’s apartment last night.


      I found my purse where I’d dropped it on the wood floor in the bedroom, then I dug my phone out and gasped when I saw I had eight unread text messages. The first was from Breck.


      


      
        
          Breck: Wanna go to the farmers market tomorrow? I’m gonna try that cleanse Tanna did last month. Maybe you can do it with me?

        

      


      


      I really didn’t want to do a juice cleanse. The last time I tried the lemonade cleanse, I spent three days on the toilet with flames coming out of my ass. I sighed as I texted her back.


      


      
        
          Me: Will a cleanse work for purifying my soul? ;) I’ll pick you up at 9am tomorrow.

        

      


      


      The next text was from Ivan, which surprised me because he hardly ever texted me unless I was late for a get-together.


      


      
        
          Ivan: I need your opinion on something. Can’t ask anyone else. This is kind of…personal. Call me.

        

      


      


      I replied to let him know I’d call him later. The next six texts were all from George.


      


      
        
          George: I just went to your apartment. Your car is here. Where are you?

        

      


      


      An hour later…


      


      
        
          George: This isn’t funny. Are you dead?


          


          George: This is actually really important. If you’re okay, text me back before I call the FBI.

        

      


      


      Forty minutes later…


      


      
        
          George: If this is about the kiss, I already told you I was sorry.


          


          George: Okay, if you don’t text me or call me in the next couple of hours, I’m taking a search team to your apartment.

        

      


      


      I shook my head as I tried not to laugh.


      


      
        
          Me: Call off the search party!


          


          George: You’re mean.


          


          Me: I’m at a friend’s house. What’s so important you had to come by unannounced?


          


          George: What friend?


          


          George: Forget it. None of my business. When will you be home? I can come by later.

        

      


      


      My stomach clenched at the thought that George might be jealous if he knew I’d spent the night with my sexy neighbor. Then I smiled to myself as I imagined him worrying about me all this time.


      


      
        
          Me: I’ll text you when I get home.

        

      


      


      I slipped the phone into my purse and nearly jumped out of my skin when I turned around and found Kade standing in the bedroom doorway.


      He laughed. “You look like you just saw Satan eating a live puppy.”


      I laughed off his comment as I hid my purse behind my back. “Does that make you Satan and me the puppy?”


      He shook his head as he eyed me hungrily. “What are you hiding behind your back?”


      I swallowed hard as he took a step toward me. “Just my purse,” I said, tossing the leather bag onto his bed as if it were a hot potato. “Let’s go eat.”


      As Kade served me a plate of bacon and eggs, I poured us both some more coffee. He seemed to be holding something back as he cast furtive glances in my direction while munching on his bacon.


      “What?” I demanded.


      He smiled as he set down his coffee mug. “Come with me to Houston next weekend.”


      “For what?”


      “I’m meeting with a songwriter to see if we can collaborate on a couple songs on this new album. I think having you there could be good for me.”


      I tried not to grin from ear to ear. “Why is that?”


      He leaned back in his chair. “Well, for one thing, Tia is known for trying to sleep with most of the musicians she collaborates with.” He smiled as he probably noticed my jaw tighten. “And also, I think you’d provide me with plenty of inspiration, Miss Laney.”


      I shrugged. “I’ll have to think about it.”


      He chuckled at my noncommittal response. “You’re one tough egg to crack. You know that? You’re like a Kinder egg wrapped inside a mystery wrapped inside an enigma.”


      “I could say the same thing about you.”


      He stared at me for a moment, then with a minuscule nod of his head, he seemed to give up on his line of questioning. If he invited me to ask more questions about him, he probably would have resorted to stonewalling. I could have asked him how his parents died or why he lost contact with his sister, but I didn’t know if I wanted to know the answers to those questions. And even if the answers were fairly benign, I knew for certain I didn’t want to begin answering questions about my own parents or the fact that I hadn’t spoken with my two brothers in months.


      “Fair enough,” Kade proclaimed, and we both finished our breakfast without another word.


      After we did the breakfast dishes together—he washed, I dried—Kade went out to the parking lot to get his equipment out of the cab of his truck while I went to the restroom to freshen up. As I sat on the toilet checking my emails on my phone, I found a message from Wayne, an author whom I sometimes met with for writing advice.


      He wrote young-adult fiction under a female pen name, which I could not understand. But other than his odd choice in pseudonyms, Wayne had been a veritable font of writing resources. In return for his wisdom, I helped promote his books to my mostly female audience. But the email he sent me in the early hours of the morning had nothing to do with books or writing.


      


      
        
          Lane,


          


          Heard from one of my community insiders that Grossman’s campaign is dealing with a lot of internal conflict and they may have fired their digital strategist. Isn’t that Rick? What did you do?

        

      


      


      Either the rumor mill was already churning out bullshit accusations about Rick and Senator Grossman or this debacle between Rick and me hadn’t seen itself to fruition yet. I should have never gotten involved with a smarmy political aide in the midst of an election. No doubt our fling would make great meat for my blog subscribers to chew on, but it probably wouldn’t sit well with George or Kade or Rick’s wife.


      I set my phone down on the bathroom counter and finished my business, but when I tried to flush the toilet nothing happened. The chrome lever jiggled loosely as if it had come unattached from the chain inside the tank. I’d dealt with this many times in my own apartment. It was an easy fix.


      I lifted the lid on the toilet tank and my eyes widened when I saw a large plastic freezer bag taped to the underside of the lid. Through the clear plastic, it was clear the bag contained a stack of photos. I was almost certain the photo on the top of the stack was of a young Kade and his parents.
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      I had a decision to make. Did I put the pictures back where I’d found them and never mention them to anyone, or did I quickly look through them to see if I could glean some insight into this mysterious man who seemed intent on pursuing me? I reasoned with myself that if Kade wanted me to go on a trip with him to Houston—a more than two-hour drive from Austin—I needed to know what I was getting myself into.


      I tried to be as quiet as possible as I unzipped the plastic bag and pulled out the stack of photos. The first picture seemed to be taken at a national park. Kade, who appeared to be approximately sixteen years old, stood between his parents. He looked very much like his mother, who was rather beautiful for a woman in her late forties or early fifties. She had the same golden-brown hair and dark-brown eyes as Kade, but she was quite petite. His father, on the other hand, was tall with robust shoulders and a bald head that shone in the afternoon sunlight.


      I smiled when I realized Kade was wearing a gray Boys Like Girls T-shirt. He would probably be mortified to find out I’d seen this picture.


      As I lifted the photo to get a better look at the one behind it, I lost my grip on the whole stack. Time stopped as I watched the pictures tumble out of my hands and into the toilet tank. A piercing scream exploded from my mouth as I snapped back to reality. I quickly reached inside, ignoring the way all the various metal and plastic parts felt slimy, as I frantically snatched every photo out of the water tank. Laying them out in a single layer on top of the bathroom counter, I clutched the hem of my camisole as my heart pounded aggressively inside my chest.


      “Oh, God,” I breathed, my mind racing as I tried to put my jumbled thoughts in order. A knock at the door caused me to jump up and flail my arms wildly. “Shit!” I shrieked as my hand slammed against the underside of the counter.


      “Are you okay?” Kade sounded sincerely worried.


      “Everything’s fine!” I shouted back as I rubbed the sharp pain in my hand. “Just a minute. I’m getting ready.”


      I tore off a ten-foot-long piece of toilet paper and dabbed the water off the pictures, but I began to panic even more when the paper began to stick to the moist ink on the photos. I tossed the toilet paper into the toilet bowl and my eyes widened when I remembered the handle wasn’t working.


      “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God,” I whispered as I turned my attention to the toilet tank.


      It took a good fifteen minutes to get the chain to reattach to the handle. Then I flushed the toilet and watched in pure horror as the gigantic wad of toilet paper I put in the bowl clogged the thing. Luckily, Kade had a plunger behind the tank, which I feverishly worked up and down until I heard a merciless glug-glug sound and the contents swirled downward.


      I flushed the toilet a couple more times for good measure and turned my attention back to the layer of photographs on the counter. Tears stung my eyes as I realized I had ruined some of Kade’s memories, memories he obviously regarded as so painful he had to keep them hidden in a place where most people kept their shameful secrets hidden.


      I was a monster.


      I wiped the tears from my cheeks and took a deep breath as I exited the bathroom. Kade sat on the sofa with his guitar in his lap and his feet propped up on the white lacquered coffee table. The sun shone through his living-room window, painting a buttery glow over his modern furnishings, once again giving him the appearance of a halo over his golden-brown hair.


      I swallowed my fear and looked him in the eye. “I did something bad.”


      He cocked an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”


      I looked down at my hands. “I found the pictures in your bathroom, and I…I dropped them in the water. I’m so sorry.”


      “You what?” he mumbled as he rose from the sofa.


      I looked up, opening my mouth to further explain, but he moved past me without another glance as he charged toward the bathroom. I followed behind him, stopping just outside the door. He stood in front of the bathroom counter, dumbstruck.


      “Please say something,” I pleaded.


      He was silent for another excruciating moment before he finally spoke. “Get out.”


      I opened my mouth to protest, to reiterate my apology, but he turned on his heel and cast a fiery glare in my direction.


      “Get out…now.”


      I bit back tears as I gathered my sweater, boots, and purse from the bedroom and slunk out of his apartment barefoot and heartbroken. The cold concrete in the courtyard had a paradoxically numbing and abrasive effect, which I welcomed. Actually, I probably would have preferred—or at least deserved—to walk back to my apartment across a bed of hot coals.


      It took way too long to find my keys inside my purse, as usual. Upon entering the apartment, the smell of mandarin-scented oil comforted me as tears slid down my cold cheeks. I tossed my stuff onto my bed, taking my phone with me into the bathroom, where I turned on the shower. As the room began to steam up, I undressed and texted George to let him know I was home and my front door was open. By the time I finished my shower and came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around my body, George was sitting on my sofa, flipping through the documentaries category on Netflix.


      “Why are your eyes all puffy? Were you crying?” he asked as I took a seat next to him.


      I curled my feet under me as I leaned my head on his shoulder. “I had a bad morning. What did you want to see me about?”


      He shifted his body so he could wrap his arm around my shoulders and kiss my forehead. “What happened? Why did you have a bad morning? Did someone hurt you? Just tell me who did it and I’ll murder them.”


      George’s neck was warm against my cheek, and it smelled like fresh rain mixed with soap. I snuggled in closer to him and closed my eyes as I inhaled his scent.


      “I’m fine,” I muttered groggily. “What did you want to tell me?”


      As he rubbed my shoulder, I found myself feeling sleepy. It probably had something to do with the fact that I’d spent most of the night playing sexual gymnastics with Kade. I should have stayed home and slept.


      “I want you to come to London with me,” George said.


      My eyelids fluttered open. “Huh?”


      He gently lifted my chin until he was looking me in the eye. “I got an invitation to a wedding in London. I want you to come with me.”


      “Whose wedding?”


      He was silent for a moment, which told me everything I needed to know before he even opened his mouth. “Don’t shake your head,” he said as I pushed off him to sit up. “I know you hate her, but this means a lot to me. It’s a chance for me to put this all behind me, and I need you there.”


      I held my towel in place as I leaned forward so I was sitting on the edge of the sofa cushion. “This is a bad idea. She broke your heart and you want to watch her get married?”


      “Please, Laney,” he said, scooting forward so we were shoulder to shoulder. “I wouldn’t ask you for this if I didn’t think I really needed it. Believe me, I gave this a lot of thought. I got the invitation weeks ago. I talked to my therapist about it. We went over all the pros and cons and, ultimately, decided this is exactly what I need…But I can’t do it without you.”


      I held my face in my hands as I considered George’s proposal. He was asking me—no, begging me—to go to London with him, a place I’d wanted to go to since I fell in love with Prince William when I was twelve. But I didn’t want to go to London just to see George have his heart clobbered. Then again, if I didn’t go with him, who would he turn to when he inevitably got his heart clobbered?


      And what about my heart? If I went to London with George at a time when our friendship was already on shaky ground, was I risking losing my best friend? Or was I just being overly cautious again, protecting my heart from the one person I was certain would never hurt me?


      George would never hurt me, unlike Kade.


      I ran my hands down my face as I let out a deep sigh. “I’ll go.”


      “You will?” His voice jumped a couple of octaves from utter shock.


      Chuckling as I turned to face him, my breath hitched in my chest at the sight of the hope in his blue eyes. “Of course I will. You’re my best friend…but only if you promise we’re not staying in the same hotel as her.”


      He reached up and brushed the pad of his thumb over the curve of my jaw, sending a chill through me. “We’ll stay in a different hotel… I promise.”
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      The Uber ride to the airport was awkwardly silent. We made it through security pretty quickly, so we had more than an hour to kill before the plane was set to begin boarding. George and I decided to feed our nervous energy with a good dousing of sugar at the Cinnabon. We took our pastries and bottles of water and set off to locate an empty table in the food court.


      “What were you and Ivan talking about in the car?” George asked as we both eyed a table near the trash can where someone had left behind a half-finished bottle of iced tea and a crumpled napkin.


      I took a seat as George cleared the table. “Just a project he’s working on. He doesn’t want me to tell anyone about it. He’s kind of embarrassed.”


      George cocked an eyebrow as he took a seat across from me. “Embarrassed? Is he posing for nudes or something?”


      I laughed off this suggestion. “Of course not. It’s just a design project he doesn’t want anyone to know about yet. He promised he’d let me tell you all if it’s a success. If it’s not, I’m sworn to secrecy for the rest of my life.”


      I tried not to laugh as I remembered my conversation with Ivan. I thought he had been exaggerating the need for discretion. I still wasn’t one hundred percent certain he shouldn’t shout about it from the rooftops, but I respected his request for privacy. The truth was that Ivan had been contacted by a local author to help him create an adult coloring book, complete with curse words and depictions of sexual organs that would make Georgia O’Keeffe blush.


      “You’re sworn to secrecy? What happens if you let it slip?” George replied with a sheepish grin as he sliced off a piece of his gooey cinnamon roll with a plastic fork and knife.


      “If I break my promise, he gets to post the picture he took of me at Tanna’s birthday party last year on his Instagram. And you know he has a ton of followers because of all his clients.”


      The piece of cinnamon roll on the end of George’s fork dripped icing as it hovered just outside his mouth. “What picture is this, and why is this the first I’ve heard about it?”


      I shrugged as I chewed on one of my Cinnabon Stix. “You weren’t there.”


      He looked confused for a brief moment before comprehension dawned over his sharp features. “Oh, right. I was in Pittsburgh for a conference. I always miss the fun stuff.”


      “Speaking of conferences… How did you get time off to go to London? I thought you were almost maxed out on vacation time.” I tried to keep my tone casual, but my brain was screaming at me to ask George if he’d ever met Kade at work.


      He stared at his cinnamon roll as a sheepish expression came over his face. “I’m taking some unpaid leave.”


      I blinked at him in disbelief, opened my mouth to speak, then closed my mouth to prevent myself from saying anything harsh.


      “What? What were you going to say?” he pressed me.


      I shook my head. “All I’ll say is that this better be worth it. When we get back from London, you’d better be giving a victory speech on an aircraft carrier with a ‘mission accomplished’ banner behind you or I’m going to personally drop some shock and awe on your ass.”


      He smiled so wide I could see all his teeth. “That’s why I needed you here with me. Only you can keep my ass in line. I love the fuck out of you, Lane.”


      I rolled my eyes as I waved a pastry stick at him. “Yeah, well, I kinda like you, too.”

      


      “This hotel looks like it’s fit for a king,” I remarked as the doorman opened the door for us to enter the Landmark London Hotel.


      “For a queen,” George corrected me as we stopped in the middle of a grand entry hall boasting ornate twenty-foot-high arched ceilings.


      We climbed a few marble steps and I drew in a deep breath of royal air as we approached the front desk. The blonde behind the reception desk wore a black blazer and a stiff smile.


      “Good evening, sir, and welcome to the Landmark London. Do you have a reservation with us this evening?” she said, addressing George.


      The feminist in me cringed at the way she had presumptuously dismissed me, but the little girl in me swooned as George took his rightful place at the counter to check us in. A vibrating sensation in my pocket startled me and I took a few steps away from the reception desk to check my messages. A sharp pang erupted in my chest when I saw that I had one text from Kade.


      I hadn’t heard from him since he threw me out of his apartment and I did the barefoot walk of shame back to my home with tears streaming down my face last week. I didn’t expect to hear from him after what I’d done to his family photos, but I couldn’t say I hadn’t hoped to hear from him. Hell, a part of me even wondered if my entire night with him had been a grand hallucination or very vivid dream. But here was the proof that it was very much real.


      I could unlock my phone and check this message now or I could tuck my phone into my pocket, go upstairs with my best friend, and probably have an even better night than the one I’d had with Kade. Well, I didn’t know if that was possible. Kade had set the bar pretty high. But we’d certainly give that Valentine’s date a run for its money.


      I sighed as I glanced in George’s direction and he winked at me. I had to accept the fact that I was incapable of having a normal romantic relationship. Maybe part of that was because I had been the axe murderer of romance for so many years, as Kade had implied. Or maybe it was just that I had been approaching romantic relationships from the wrong angle this whole time. Maybe pursuing a man, or being pursued by a man, wasn’t the best way for love to happen. Maybe love really did arrive when you least expected it, like when your best friend kisses you the way you’ve never been kissed.


      I slid my phone into my pocket and headed back to the reception desk, where I gently clasped my hand around George’s elbow. “George, dear. Is the room ready?” I asked in my best haughty accent.


      “Yes, darling,” he replied, turning back to the girl behind the counter with a sober expression. “The extra bed in the room is just in case we break the first one, if you know what I mean.” He winked at the girl and she tried not to laugh.


      She handed George the card keys. “Breakfast is served in the gazebo at eight a.m., which is closed Saturday and open for champagne brunch Sunday. Reservations are highly recommended. Afternoon tea is at three p.m. weekdays and 1:30 p.m. weekends. You’ll find information about our world-class spa and health club in your room. Do you have any questions for me?”


      “No, thank you, madame. A good evening to you,” George replied.


      The girl smiled. “To you, as well. Please feel free to call the front desk should you need anything at all. Enjoy your stay, sir.”


      “We’re going to break the bed, are we?” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth as the bellhop rolled our trolley of luggage ahead of us.


      “That will give her a nice visual and something to gossip about tonight,” he replied. “For the record, I did get us a family room with two beds. I promise I’ll be good.”


      That sharp pain in my chest returned, but this time it was due to a distinct sense of rejection. George and I had shared a bed plenty of times over the course of our friendship. If he specifically requested a room with two beds, that meant he didn’t want to sleep with me—probably because he was here to battle his demons, not create more of them—or because he didn’t trust himself to share a bed with me. As much as it pained me to admit it to myself, the first possibility was much more likely.


      We entered the room and I stared at the two beds with their sage and cream linens for a moment, lost in thought. Why did it bother me so much that we were sleeping in separate beds?


      The phone on the nightstand rang and I quickly went to answer it, welcome for the distraction. “Hello?”


      I recognized the smooth voice on the other end as the blonde who checked us in. “Sorry to bother you. I just realized there was a note on your reservation for the Presley-Greer wedding. They checked in earlier and asked us to remind all wedding guests that the rehearsal dinner begins tomorrow afternoon at four p.m. in the Empire Room.”


      “They… They checked in here?”


      “Yes, of course,” she replied, as if I should have known.


      I hung up the phone as my vision blurred with rage and slowly turned to George. “You lied to me!”
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      George looked genuinely confused by my accusation. “What are you talking about?”


      “Oh, don’t play coy with me. Where is the wedding taking place?”


      His gaze dropped as he ran his fingers through his hair. “You’re making a bigger deal of this than is warranted. I had to book the room here to get the discount. As it is, this trip is already costing me more than I can…”


      “Afford?” I said, finishing his sentence. “Why can’t you say the word? Is it because you don’t want to admit the dirty truth that your demon ex-girlfriend left you for someone with money coming out of his eyeballs?”


      He shot me a glare so fierce I was surprised I didn’t explode into a cloud of dust. “She didn’t leave me for him and she certainly didn’t leave me because of my money, or lack thereof. The dirty truth is that not even you know why Erika and I broke up.”


      He might as well have kicked me in the chest. It would have hurt less than this insinuation that he hasn’t been honest with me. No, that wasn’t what he was insinuating. He was suggesting that he couldn’t be honest with me, that I hadn’t earned the truth. That I wasn’t a good enough friend.


      I blinked at the tears stinging my eyes. “You lied to me then and you lied to me now,” I said, my voice thick with emotion.


      He shook his head as his expression softened. “No, I didn’t lie to you. I just left out some of the truth.”


      “Which part did you leave out?”


      He sighed as he took a seat on the edge of the bed. “I can’t talk about it. I promised her I wouldn’t tell anyone.” He looked up at me, a silent plea in his blue eyes. “But it had nothing to do with money. And I’m sorry I lied to you about the room. I just really needed you here with me. Besides, it’s not as if we’re going to be hanging out with them in the hotel bar. We’re not even going to the rehearsal dinner. I just want to go to the ceremony, give them both my congratulations, and put this all behind me. I…I wish I could tell you why I need this, but I…I can’t. But…sit down, please,” he said, patting the mattress.


      I took a seat a couple feet away from him and he scooted toward me to bridge the divide. “Why do I feel like you’re choosing her over me? I feel like I’m going crazy. I know this isn’t a competition, but Jesus, George, I’m your best friend. Don’t I deserve the truth?”


      “You do, but that doesn’t change the fact that this isn’t my secret to tell. And it doesn’t change the fact that I’m not in love with her.” He reached up and used the soft pad of his thumb to brush a tear off my cheek. “And it certainly doesn’t change the fact that you’re my best friend. And if there were one person in this fucked-up world I could trust with a secret, it would be you. This isn’t a competition, Lane. You can’t compete in a race you’ve already won.”


      I rolled my eyes as I tried to suppress a smile. “You think I’m falling for a corny line like that? Then you’re absolutely right.”


      He smiled as he pulled me into his arms. I relaxed into him as he held me close, breathing in his scent, savoring the heat radiating off his shoulder, warming my cheek. Sometimes, all a person needs is to be held and told that they are special.


      You’re pretty fucking special, Laney Hill.


      I physically flinched as Kade’s words echoed in my mind. Pushing George away, I quickly stood from the bed. “I’m hungry,” I declared. “Let’s go get something to eat.”


      He looked somewhat confused by my rebuff. “It’s almost midnight.”


      I moved toward the maple dresser and opened the cabinet door to expose the minibar. “No prob. I’ll just have some…Maltesers? What the fuck are Maltesers? Small dogs that tease you with their long, luxurious hair?” I flipped my hair dramatically and barked at George.


      He laughed as he shook his head. “What else do they have in there?” he said, getting up from the bed.


      I breathed a sigh of relief as I moved aside for George to look inside the minibar. I mentally swiped my hand across my brow. Phew! Crisis averted.

      


      I was glad to be the first person awake when my phone’s alarm went off at eight a.m. London time. Seemed George had forgotten to change the timezone on his phone. After rummaging around as quietly as I could, I realized I had forgotten to pack clean underwear. I sneaked into the bathroom to take a shower and brush my teeth. When I stepped out of the bathroom, George was standing in front of me in nothing but an eyebrow-raising pair of boxer briefs covered in Texas flags.


      “Ahem.” I cleared my throat as I nodded toward his underwear while trying not to ogle his abs. When did George get six-pack abs? “Feeling patriotic, are we?” I teased him.


      He grinned as he brushed past me on his way into the bathroom. “Just be glad I didn’t wake up with my flag flying at full staff.”


      George and I had a delightful breakfast in the hotel gazebo, which was the same thing we Americans would call an atrium, a large open space flooded with natural light from a glass roof. I could get used to having breakfast there for the next few days. Then George whisked me away to see Guys and Dolls at the Savoy Theatre. When traffic came to a standstill in central London, we hopped out of our cab, bypassing the black taxicabs that were busy protesting Uber, and made our way to the nearest Underground station.


      A full day of sightseeing followed, and London was as magical and majestic as I had imagined. From the masterpieces on display at The National Gallery to the eye-popping color of the gardens at Buckingham Palace, I crisscrossed the city hand in hand with George, awash in the crisp February air and in an absolute state of royal enchantment.


      By the time we entered the warmth of a small pub near the hotel, I was flushed and giddy and ready to guzzle down my first hot toddy. But the moment we took our seats on a couple of stools at the bar, both George and I froze at the sight of Erika Greer and her gaggle of girls, all of them shrieking with laughter and sporting pink T-shirts bearing their matrimonial titles: blushing bride, maid of honor, bridesmaid, etc.


      “We should leave,” I whispered, as if Erika could hear us from their table twenty feet away.


      I watched George intently, searching for any sign that he was uncomfortable in Erika’s presence. He seemed to be thinking, calmly processing the situation.


      Letting out a soft chuckle, he looked me in the eye as he reached for my face. “Your cheeks are cold. I’m getting you a hot toddy, young lady.”


      I bit my lip as I gazed into his blue eyes. I didn’t need a damn drink to heat me up when I had the warmest soul I’d ever known sitting right next to me. Why couldn’t I just say those words aloud? What was I still so afraid of?


      One hot toddy and two shots of Irish whiskey later, I wasn’t warm. I was hot enough to scorch a hole in the earth. George laughed as I begged him to help me unfasten the toggles on the bulky wool coat I’d bought especially for the trip.


      I was born and raised in Austin, Texas. On the rare occasion where we got a day or two of snow in the winter, it was not enough to make snow angels. Parkas and snow boots were about as common in Austin as a highway with no traffic. Whereas, traffic was as common as finding yourself in line at a coffee shop behind an impatient recent transplant complaining about how all the tourists in town for SXSW were ruining their lives.


      As I slipped my arms out of my coat, it was like stepping out of an oven and into a fresh summer breeze. “Ahhhhhhh,” I sighed, closing my eyes and tilting my head back to savor the cool air on my bare arms and neck. “That feels divine.” When I opened my eyes, I found George biting his lip with his gaze locked on my chest. “Hey,” I said, my voice a bit strangled by the tension in my throat.


      His eyes snapped up to meet mine and he shook his head slightly as if he were coming out of a daze. “Sorry,” he said, smiling as he took one more glance at my chest. “Too much whiskey, I guess.”


      Suddenly, my skin was aflame again. “Maybe we should—”


      “George?”


      The voice behind me was huskier than I remembered it being. When I turned around, the smile and the pleasant look of surprise on Erika’s face were not at all what I expected. Actually, now that she was right in front of me instead of twenty feet away, I could see that it wasn’t just her voice that had gotten huskier. Either she was in her second trimester or she’d had a dozen too many English beers tonight. I wouldn’t know since I had been refusing to look in her direction since we arrived an hour ago.


      “Erika,” George replied, a sudden refined lilt to his voice. Maybe they were both putting on airs for each other. “So good to see you. Thank you for the invite.”


      She seemed a bit perplexed. “Your mother didn’t think you’d come. Seems she was wrong.”


      “Well, you know her. Thinks she knows what’s best for everyone.”


      One side of her mouth turned up in an almost smile. “Yeah, I remember that very well. Who’s this?” she said, stepping around me so she could see who I was. “Laney? Oh, my God. You look great. You two came together?” She turned to George, her head tilted inquisitively. “Are you two…?”


      I opened my mouth to protest, but George beat me to it.


      “Yes,” he said, risking one more glance at my boobs before he grabbed my hand. “We’re here together.”


      I tried to keep my surprise from manifesting on my face as Erika looked to me for confirmation. “Yep,” I said. “We’re…sharing a room. And…sharing underwear.” I pulled up my camisole to show her the waistband of the clean boxer briefs George let me borrow this morning, the ones covered in cartoon bananas.


      Oh, God.


      I turned to George, my eyes wide with horror as I tried to silently communicate my apology for being such an idiot. George’s shoulders bounced and he hung his head as he tried to hide his laughter.


      I turned back to Erika. “I’m drunk,” I whispered.


      When I turned back to George, I opened my mouth to apologize, only for him to shut me up once again. Without warning, he took my face in his hands and kissed me as if we were the only two people in the room.
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      I gently pushed him away and touched my fingertips to my scorched lips.


      George licked his lips and cocked an eyebrow. “You taste just the right amount of drunk.”


      My eyes widened as I wondered just how far we were supposed to take this charade. Then it occurred to me that maybe it wasn’t a charade. Were the kiss behind The Continental Club and the kiss tonight a symptom of something deeper? Had I been too busy getting in one train-wreck relationship after another to realize that my best friend was falling in love with me?


      I turned to Erika and my heart actually ached for her when I saw the smile on her face. It was not a genuine “I’m so happy for you” smile. It was the kind of smile one used to mask deep pain. I knew that smile. I’d used it many times before.


      “I’m so glad you two made it out,” she said, addressing me, as if this trip were my idea. “Welcome to London.”


      She forced her smile a bit wider, and with a cordial nod she set off back to her bachelorette party.


      I turned to George. “What the fuck was that?”


      He finished downing his third shot of whiskey and shrugged. “What?”


      “Don’t play dumb with me!” I said, landing a decent swat on his arm.


      He clutched his bicep as he shot me a confused glare. “Hey, what the fuck was that?”


      I shook my head, unable to believe that he was going to ignore what just happened.


      He rolled his eyes and turned back to the bar. “You have no idea what you’ve put me through.”


      “What…I’ve put you through?”


      The bartender came back with the bottle and offered him another shot, but he had the sense to refuse. He stared at the empty shot glass in front of him in silence. All the while, my mind was racing, trying to make sense of his words.


      “George, talk to me.”


      He cast me a long sideways glance then slid off his barstool. “Let’s go for a walk.”


      Dark clouds loomed over London as the seconds inched toward midnight. George and I walked in silence for a while, until we reached Dorset Square, where we took a seat on a bench in the middle of the small park.


      “Dorset Square has some of the oldest trees in London,” George remarked as he sat back on the wooden bench.


      “Thanks for that riveting slice of history. How much is this tour going to cost me?”


      He flashed me a smile that cut deeper than the one Erika had given me. “I know you don’t believe me, Lane, but your cynicism is one of the things I love the most about you.”


      “Sure it is. Now, do you mind telling me what the hell happened in the pub?”


      He shook his head. “How can you love someone who doesn’t think they deserve to be loved? Can you answer that question for me? Because I’ve been asking myself that question for more than two years and I can’t seem to find a good fucking answer.”


      “I don’t understand. Are you telling me you are still in love with Erika?”


      He let out a sigh as he leaned forward, his blue eyes locked on mine. “Erika didn’t break up with me two years ago. I broke up with her…for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      


      It was as if someone had just stuck my finger in an electrical socket. The jolt of shock that coursed through me lifted the hairs all over my body and rendered me temporarily dumb. I stared him straight in the eye, waiting for him to tell me this was a joke, but he never did. He just gazed back at me with that same expression of heartache I had seen him wearing for the past couple of years, the look I thought was a hallmark of his undying love for Erika. The same look Erika had seemed to perfect.


      “You…broke up with her for…?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish that sentence.


      He broke eye contact, disappointed that I couldn’t acknowledge he’d done it for me. “And that’s not even the worst part… I—”


      “Don’t!” I held up my hand to stop him. “Don’t tell me her secret. If you kept it all this time, you must have a pretty damn good reason. So…don’t.”


      He let out a harsh sigh. “If I don’t tell you, you’ll never understand why we’re here.” He laid his hand on mine. “You’ll never understand why I couldn’t tell you the truth despite the fact that I’ve been utterly and completely in love with you for more than two years.”


      Every breath I took brought forth a cloud of steam. It had to be in the low thirties out here, but I was as toasty as a marshmallow at a campfire. He squeezed my hand lightly and my shoulders relaxed.


      I chuckled softly. “This is so me. Finally, a good guy tells me he loves me and it’s none other than my best friend in the whole world.” I took a moment to compose myself as my emotions welled up inside me, threatening to thwart my resolve. George reached up to brush away a tear, but I pushed his hand away. “No, you can’t kiss me in the back of a club then whisk me away to London and tell me you love me when I’ve been right in front of you every single day for the past two years and you never said a word.”


      “Laney, you don’t understand. Two years ago, when Erika and I broke up, I didn’t tell anyone about it for weeks. I should have called you that night. Should have told you right then and there how I felt, but I was scared. You were dating some guy at the time. I think it was the motorcycle mechanic you dated for a few months. And I didn’t know if you were really serious about him.”


      My left eyebrow shot up straight into the stratosphere.


      He smiled at my skepticism. “Hey, you know me. I’ve only ever been in long-term relationships. I don’t know how casual dating works.”


      “That still doesn’t explain why you waited two years to tell me this.”


      “Well, something happened a few weeks after Erika and I broke up that kind of turned my world upside down.” He looked me in the eye rather intensely, willing me to put the pieces of this puzzle together on my own.


      “She was pregnant?” I gasped as he turned away to look out toward the park. “Oh, God. Do you have a child I don’t know about?”


      He whipped his head around again. “What? No! No, that’s not… That’s not how it happened.” His shoulders slumped a bit as he turned his attention back to the park scenery and continued. “I decided I would hold off on telling anyone about the pregnancy, because the truth was that I didn’t know how I was going to tell you without completely ruining any shot I had with you. So I went to all the appointments and when she asked if we were getting back together, I told her I didn’t know. But she held out hope. Hell, even I thought, not so far in the back of my mind, that once the baby came, Erika and I would get back together. Unfortunately, around the eight-month mark, at a routine checkup, they couldn’t find the baby’s heartbeat.”


      His face screwed up as if he were in physical pain. Holy hell. He had been dealing with this agony for the past year while I rambled on and on to him about all my shitty boyfriends and one-night stands? And somehow, he still loved me.


      “I’m so sorry, George. I feel like such an idiot now. How could I not have seen that you were going through something like this? What kind of friend am I?”


      “Don’t even think about blaming yourself. I locked this stuff up inside for fear of losing you as a friend, but none of that is your fault. It’s my fault for not having the guts to get shot down.” He reached for my face and this time I let him lay his hand on my cheek. “It would have hurt like hell to lose you, but I should have told you the truth.” His gaze wandered over my face. “I’ll tell you the rest at the hotel. Let’s head back before you get frostbite.”


      The Landmark London Hotel was just a block and a half away, so we were in our room, stripping away our excess clothing within minutes. If this were any other night, under any other circumstances, I would be changing into my pajamas and settling down for a chat with my best friend. But I didn’t know how to proceed now. I didn’t know if I should leave my street clothes on in case we were about to get separate rooms. Or should I just behave the way I always had because nothing had changed?


      I was still as confused about George as I was last night. Okay, maybe a bit more confused. He was still my best friend, and my polar opposite. And I still loved him.


      Maybe this would be a good time to check the text message Kade sent almost exactly twenty-four hours ago.


      George hung up his coat in the closet. Then, through sheer force of habit, he swiped my coat off the armchair, where I’d tossed it quite haphazardly, and hung it up next to his. I shook my head and chuckled softly, not just at how different we were, but also at how my mind immediately tried to pick up on and accentuate these differences, as if it really mattered that George liked to hang up his coat and I liked to throw mine on the chair.


      This habit didn’t make me a slob and it didn’t make him a neat freak. It certainly didn’t make us incompatible. It just made us…us. A man and woman who’d been best friends for three years.


      Were we really best friends if one of us was pining for the other?


      I took a seat on the edge of the bed and let out a deep sigh. “I feel like I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


      He took a seat next to me. “I struggled a lot when Erika came to me and told me she was pregnant,” he began. “I wanted to be honest with you and her, but I didn’t want to ruin my friendship with you or my relationship with the future mother of my child. All I knew was that I didn’t love her the way I loved you… So I told her we weren’t getting back together, but I would be there for her and the baby. Then I told myself that I would wait until after the baby was born to decide whether or not I wanted to get back together with Erika. I was good at monogamy and I knew I could make it work with her if I had to. Then we lost the baby and everything fell apart.”


      Thinking back on all the times he seemed to be lost in thought or dealing with something heavy the past two years, it always seemed to be that his mind was on Erika. I took this to mean that he hadn’t gotten over her. It turned out that he was probably just worried about her or grieving.


      Fuck. Now I felt like a massive shit-stain for giving her the nickname She-who-must-not-be-named.


      “I can’t believe you never told me any of this.”


      He nodded. “Believe me, my therapist could buy a yacht with the amount of money she’s squeezed out of my guilty conscience.”


      I chuckled then quickly covered my mouth. “Sorry. That was inappropriate.”


      He smiled. “No, it wasn’t. It was completely appropriate…for you.”


      My jaw dropped. “That’s kind of mean.”


      “Why? Your inappropriate sense of humor is one of the things I love the most about you.”


      “Well, when you put it that way…” I allowed myself a modest smile at this compliment. “So… Why did your therapist think it would be a good idea for you to come here?” I asked, glancing around the room to indicate the whole of London. “I mean, how did you and Erika go from something like that to…this?”


      He sighed. “We were there for each other after we lost the baby, but I could see that she wanted more, so I told her the truth. I couldn’t be what she needed me to be.” He reached up to brush a piece of hair away from my eyes. “We kept in touch after that with an occasional email. And our mothers became friends. They kind of leaned on each other for support. My mom is the one who actually delivered the wedding invitation to me last month. She told me the wedding was a ‘hasty affair.’ Her words, not mine. Because Erika’s pregnant. That’s when I knew I had to come. If Erika wanted me here, this is where I had to be. I owed her that much.”


      I reached out and grabbed George’s hand, giving it a light squeeze. “So you consulted with your therapist and you decided this would be a good way to get closure? By getting drunk and kissing me in front of Erika?”


      He shrugged. “I’m 0 for 2. Guess I can’t get drunk around you anymore.”


      I nudged his shoulder. “Hey, I guess kissing someone in front of your ex-girlfriend isn’t so bad. It’s not like you flashed your underwear in public, or anything crazy like that.”


      He smiled and I closed my eyes as he leaned forward and laid a soft kiss on my temple. “We should get some rest. We’ve got a wedding to attend tomorrow.”


      I stood from the bed, sliding my hand into my pocket to make sure my phone was in there. “I’m just going to change and wash up.”


      I grabbed the black Anti-Romance T-shirt I used as a nightgown and disappeared into the bathroom. Taking a deep breath, I slipped my phone out of my pocket and opened the messages app. There it was, one unread message from Kade. The first four words of the message read: I fucked up. Give… I swallowed hard as I tapped the message and it opened on my screen.


      


      
        
          Kade: I fucked up. Give me a chance to explain.

        

      


      


      I stripped down to my bra and underwear and took a piss as I tried to think of a response. I flushed the toilet and was washing my hands as it came to me.


      


      
        
          Me: Gonna be kind of hard to explain when I’m 5,000 miles away. Can I take a rain check?

        

      


      


      As I hit the send button, the toilet began to overflow.


      “Shit!” I screamed, reaching for a folded towel on the shelf behind me. I tossed it onto the running water. “George!”


      He came rushing into the bathroom and we both froze as we realized I was standing in front of him in my bra and his boxer briefs.


      “The toilet!” I shrieked, pointing at the commode.


      An hour later, the hotel maintenance insisted we had to move into another room at least until the toilet was fixed in our family room.


      The voice on the other end of the hotel phone was the same voice who had informed me of the wedding rehearsal last night. “I’m sorry, sir, but we have no available family rooms. We can downgrade you to a superior room with one queen bed or we can upgrade you to a Marylebone studio with a queen bed and a sofa.”


      “We’ll take the studio,” George replied, looking up and whispering to me, “I’ll take the sofa.”


      “No, you’re the one paying. I’ll take the sofa.”


      “Sir?” the woman interrupted our argument. “Your new room keys will be waiting for you at the front desk.”


      “Thank you,” he replied, hanging up the phone as he glared at me. “No fucking way are you sleeping on the sofa.”


      “Then we’ll sleep together,” I replied stubbornly.


      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Lane, I don’t want this…everything that’s happened tonight to change anything…unless you want it to change.”


      I shook my head as I walked toward the closet to retrieve my suitcase. “George, we’ve slept together plenty of times before. We should be able to do it for a few nights without your penis ending up in my vagina.”


      “I don’t know,” he replied. “There are worse places for my penis to end up.”


      When we were finally settled into our new studio suite, I pulled on a pair of leggings, something I never did when I was home alone. But I didn’t want George to be subjected to my two-day-old stubble. We both slid beneath the cool sheets and switched off our bedside lamps at the same time, like an old married couple.


      I lay back in the dark, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. “Good night,” I whispered toward the ceiling, my heart pounding as I realized sleeping next to George was a bad idea. All I wanted in that moment was to scoot closer to him and fall asleep in his arms. Very bad idea.


      “Thank you for hearing me out tonight,” he whispered, rolling onto his side to face me. “Sweet dreams, Lane.”
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      I slept fitfully for a couple of hours with nightmares of wedding disasters haunting me. I finally gave up around four in the morning, quietly slipping out of bed to retreat to the sitting area with my laptop. Seated cross-legged on the sofa, I opened my MacBook and logged into my website. There were drafts of eighteen as yet unpublished blog posts about Rick just waiting for me to hit the publish button. I read through the first one to make sure there were no typos or incriminating references that would give away his identity.


      


      
        
          November 10th


          


          POLITICS GONE WILD


          


          I don’t approve of celebrities who try to force their political beliefs on their fans, which is why I promise this next blog series, Politics Gone Wild, will not be about politics. It will be about the issues that my constituents—ahem—my readers care about most, like whether or not Republican men like a finger in their ass when they’re getting blown and how they measure up in terms of their standing in the…polls. I promise to get to the bottom of these important issues. But first, let me preface this post by disclosing that I was warned against sharing the details of my relationship with this Republican strategist whom I will henceforth refer to as “Dick.” But I will not be shafted by Dick or any man who thinks he can cockblock my First Amendment rights.


          And now, let me tell you how I met “Dick Little.”

        

      


      


      Halfway through proofreading the post, my phone chimed with a new text message. I tossed my laptop onto the sofa cushion and scurried back into the bedroom to retrieve my phone from the nightstand where I’d left it. George groaned as he turned over in bed and squinted at me through the darkness.


      “Sorry,” I whispered.


      “Why aren’t you in bed? Are you sleeping on the sofa?”


      “No. I’m just getting some work done. Just a few things I forgot to do last night,” I said, pressing the phone screen against my abdomen to stifle the light from the text notification. “Go back to sleep. You don’t have to wake up for another three hours.”


      “You coming back to bed?”


      “Yeah, I’ll just be a few more minutes.”


      He mumbled something unintelligible as he rolled over onto his stomach and instantly fell back asleep. I tiptoed back to the sofa and smiled when I finally looked at my phone. It was another text from Kade.


      


      
        
          Kade: Not sure what timezone you’re in. Call when you’re awake/available.


          


          Me: I’m awake, but can’t talk. It’s 4am in London and my friend is asleep. What’s up?


          


          Kade: I suck at texting. Would much rather talk.


          


          Me: I’ll be the judge of that. And, btw, I’m really sorry too, for messing up your pics. I’m a jerk.


          


          Kade: We’re both jerky.


          


          Me: Yeah, but you’re beef jerky. I’m turkey jerky. That’s way worse.


          


          Kade: I won’t argue with that.

        

      


      


      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I stared at his last text. I had to make a smooth segue off this jerky topic to the real meat of the issue.


      


      
        
          Me: You wanted a chance to explain.


          


          Kade: I don’t think a text message is the right way to do this, but I’ll respect your wishes…

        

      


      


      I watched as the ellipses scrolled through the word bubble at the bottom of the screen, indicating that he was typing. This went on for a few minutes, long enough that I began to wonder if he was typing me an essay. But when the message finally popped up, it was just four words long. He must have been writing and rewriting the message over and over again. And this is what he settled on.


      


      
        
          Kade: I killed my parents.

        

      


      


      I stared at the words and shook my head. A married political aide gave me gonorrhea. My best friend confessed his love for me. A hot musician fucked my brains out then confessed to me that he killed his parents. All that was left was for Jesus Christ to walk through my door and say, “The world is ending today, Laney. And, by the way, do you have any more of those Maltesers?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      


      I waited for a new text message to follow this, but it didn’t immediately come. I knew I had to say something or he would begin to suspect—rightfully so—that I was a bit frightened and more than a bit confused.


      


      
        
          Me: Accidentally…right?


          


          Kade: Yes, but it was my poor judgment that caused the accident.


          


          Me: What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.


          


          Kade: It was 9 yrs ago. Beginning of my senior year in high school. Our yearly trip to Colorado Bend to go camping for Labor Day. Dad sprained his knee the first day.

        

      


      


      He paused after this brief explanation. I wondered what he was doing at ten p.m. on a Friday night. Was he texting me from home? Was he out with friends? I hardly knew Kade, yet I felt this undeniable attraction to him.


      


      
        
          Me: You don’t have to talk about this if it’s making you uncomfortable.


          


          Kade: I’ll be fine. You need to know this. If you want to know me, you have to know what happened.

        

      


      


      There was another short pause, then he continued in a succession of five different text messages.


      


      
        
          Kade: We weren’t supposed to leave the campground until Sunday night, but by Friday night, my dad’s leg was really swollen. We were afraid it might be broken.


          


          Somewhere around midnight, we decided we had to head back to Austin to take him to the ER.


          


          I’d had my license a few weeks, so my mom sat in the back with my dad for the two-hour drive.


          


          Halfway between the campground and the ER, we hit a rainstorm. My dad said I could pull over if I didn’t feel safe driving in the rain, but I insisted I could keep going.


          


          20 min later, we hit a big puddle. Started hydroplaning. Car spun out and went rolling down an embankment. My parents were thrown from the vehicle and killed instantly.

        

      


      


      My sinuses stung as I tried to hold back tears for fear of waking up George with my sniffling.


      


      
        
          Me: I’m so sorry you had to go through that. I know I won’t be the first person to tell you this, but none of that was your fault.


          


          Kade: My dad told me to pull over. I made the decision to keep driving.


          


          Me: You don’t know what would have happened if you’d pulled over. Even if you waited until the rain stopped, that puddle would have still been there. There’s no way you could have known what was going to happen.


          


          Kade: I appreciate the pep talk, but I’ve accepted my responsibility.


          


          Me: Even if this was the result of bad judgment, it wasn’t intentional. You have to forgive yourself.

        

      


      


      The moment I sent this text message, visions of my tenth birthday party flashed in my mind: the Barbie Dream House I’d begged my dad for; the Animorphs birthday cake my mom bought me; the bouncing castle in the backyard; the horror on my mom’s face when my dad punched the neighbor, Jim, in the face after he caught him kissing my mom in the laundry room; my dad storming out of the house and driving away as my mother consoled Jim.


      My father vanished like fog dissolving after a sunrise. He didn’t contact me or my two brothers for more than six years. By then, I had shifted the blame for my father’s disappearance from my mother for her philandering to my father for his cowardice. A better man would have stuck around and had the decency to divorce his wife and take care of his children. My mother was no saint, but at least she was there for me when I needed her.


      Forgiveness is a gift you give yourself.


      As I urged Kade to forgive himself, I pondered this quote I’d once heard uttered by an acid-burn victim during an interview on CNN. I had tried to see the situation from my father’s perspective, but when he came back to us six years later, asking for forgiveness, I laughed in his face. And we never saw him again.


      I was a hypocrite.


      


      
        
          Kade: Forgiveness is easier said than done. It’s easier to take responsibility and move on.


          


          Me: And ignore your emotions? And hide away your precious memories? I’m sorry if I sound like a bitch, but that sounds like an excellent way to avoid dealing with it.

        

      


      


      As soon as I hit the send button, I regretted it. Could I be any more insensitive and hypocritical? Hadn’t I brushed my father off and moved on when he wanted to work things out?


      


      
        
          Kade: You don’t sound like a “bitch.” You sound like my sister.

        

      


      


      As sad as this statement was, in its implication that this was the cause of the fallout with his sister, I almost smiled at the thought that I might sound like someone Kade cared about. The hard truth was that I had to concede that if his sister hadn’t gotten through to him, I certainly wasn’t going to over a long-distance text conversation. But it wasn’t as if I could just hop on a plane and go comfort him. This very serious conversation would have to be put on hold until I returned to the States.


      


      
        
          Me: I’ll be back in Austin in three days. Can I see you when I get back?


          


          Kade: I’d like that. Maybe I’ll show you the scar I got in the accident. Actually, what’s your room number? I’ll fly over there right now. ;)


          


          Me: Room 619. So I guess I’ll be seeing you in about…ten hours?


          


          Kade: I wish. Guess I’ll just have to wait three long days.

        

      


      


      We exchanged a few more text messages. Kade wanted to know where I was staying in London. I told him I was staying at The Landmark London Hotel with a friend. He didn’t press me for details about who I was with, but I wondered if he assumed I was there with the male best friend I’d told him about. I confessed that I was not particularly looking forward to the wedding, but that sometimes we had to make sacrifices for the people we cared about.


      


      
        
          Kade: Is that something you do a lot? Sacrifice for the ones you love?

        

      


      


      I stared at the text message for a moment, dumbfounded by this question. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d sacrificed anything for someone I loved…except coming to London to support George. Did that mean I was in love with George?


      


      
        
          Me: Honestly, no. I guess I’m pretty selfish.


          


          Kade: Somehow, I highly doubt that.

        

      


      


      We said our good nights and I published my first blog post in the “Politics Gone Wild” series before I slithered back into bed with George shortly after five a.m.


      He turned over onto his side to face me and I could see the light from his phone’s screen where he’d left it on the nightstand. “I have a few errands to run for my mom this morning. I kind of ignored her while we were hanging out yesterday. I know you need to get some rest, so I set the alarm clock to wake you up in time to get ready for the wedding. We have to be at the church by four p.m. I’ll text you the address if I don’t make it back here in time to pick you up. Is that cool?”


      His eyebrow quivered oh so slightly as he awaited my response. I didn’t know if he was lying to me or if I was just being overly suspicious because of everything he’d neglected to tell me these past two years. Either way, something in my gut was telling me I still didn’t know the whole story of George and Erika.


      “Of course,” I replied, keeping my tone chipper. “Go run your errands. I’m going to sleep. What time did you set the alarm for?”


      “Ten. That will give you six hours to get ready and even go shopping for a new dress, like you said you wanted to.” He brushed a piece of hair away from my face and kissed my forehead. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Sleep tight, Lane.”


      He rolled out of bed and took a shower as I lay in bed wondering what kind of errands his mom would need him to run in London. If she was close with Erika’s mom, it had to be wedding-related errands. Or maybe it was something totally innocent. Then again, should I be concerned that his mom was invited to his ex-girlfriend’s wedding? It was one thing to invite George, but to invite his mother? Why did I suddenly feel as if I was being pacified, a child shoved in front of a television while the adults went off to talk about adult things?


      I contemplated George’s possible “errands” while he showered. As he got dressed in the dark, I pretended to be asleep. When he snuck out of the suite, pulling the door softly closed behind him, my eyelids snapped open.


      I was going shopping.


      I ordered room service for breakfast, which I paid for with my own credit card. Then, I took a long, hot shower and fussed over every aspect of my hair and makeup. I wanted to attack the London shops looking my very best. The moment I switched off the hair dryer, my phone chimed with a text notification. Butterflies fluttered in my belly at the possibility that it was Kade sending me another text professing his undying love for me. It wasn’t Kade.


      It was Rick.


      


      
        
          Rick: You think it’s funny to give me a nickname. Just wait till your brainwashed subscribers find out their messiah is an overweight halfwit with a diseased snatch. You want a war, I’ll give you a war.
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      My lips curled into a smug grin as I swiped my finger across the message and tapped the red delete button without responding. I was not going to dignify his insults with a response, nor would I allow an empty threat from a filthy, philandering fuckup to ruin my London shopping spree. And I certainly wasn’t going to allow “Dick Little” to dictate what I could and couldn’t write about on my blog. He wanted to expose me about as much as he wanted me to expose him. We were at a stalemate, and nothing he said could make me believe otherwise.


      I arrived at the arched entrance to Carnaby Street an hour later wearing the sexiest pair of heels I owned. Unfortunately, the walk to and from the Tube station proved longer than I had anticipated. By the time I entered the Pepe Jeans store, my feet were just a couple of aching, throbbing bricks attached to my legs.


      I stepped inside and immediately grabbed the end of a display table to alleviate some of the weight on my feet. A salesgirl with shaggy blonde hair flashed me a tight smile as she approached.


      “Can I help you find something?” she said in her crisp London accent.


      I was about to reply when my phone began ringing. “Just a minute,” I said, digging the phone of the faux leather purse I bought at Target. “Hello?”


      “Laney, did you get my email?” It was Ivan, and he sounded a bit frantic.


      I checked the time on my phone and realized it was just after ten a.m., which meant it was just after four a.m. in Austin.


      “Ivan, why are you awake so late?”


      “You know I’m a night owl, but this project is keeping me up later than usual. I sent you some proofs. Can you look at them and tell me what you think before I send them to the client?”


      “Sure. I’m just doing a little shopping. I’ll check my email when I get back to the hotel.”


      “No, I need you to look at them now. I have to send her the proofs in four hours.”


      I would probably be better off finding some place to sit and rest my feet while I looked over Ivan’s proofs. “Of course I will. Just give me a few minutes to find a café with free wifi. International data rates are ridiculous. I’ll text you my opinion in a little bit.”


      “Thank you so much. I owe you big-time for this.”


      “You’re damn right you do,” I replied as I silently wondered if Ivan had known that George was in love with me for the past two years. He did give me a stern talking-to after we all had brunch together a few weeks ago.


      It only took a few minutes to find the Department of Coffee and Social Affairs on Lowndes Court, which looked like every hipster café in Austin. It felt bright and airy despite the overcast skies outside. The front of the counter was decorated with an eclectic black and white graffiti-type design. The large chalkboard on the wall behind the counter offered up such concoctions as a plain old latte and a Hindu Holiday tea.


      I ordered an Americano, which wasn’t on the menu. When I began to explain that an Americano is a double shot of espresso with some hot water, the guy behind the counter interrupted me and assured me he knew how to make an Americano. I took my drink to a table in the corner, sighing with relief as I hopped onto the barstool. When I opened up the email app on my phone, I found that Ivan had sent me four separate emails, each one containing an image over fifteen megabytes in size.


      I opened the first email and smiled. No matter how many times Ivan shared a new project with me, I was always surprised by his talent. Maybe it was because he was constantly growing and always pushing himself to be better. But one glance at this piece and I knew this project was going to bring me, and his client, lots of joy.


      His message said there were five hidden images in each drawing. He would add more once he got approval from the client.
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      I was having loads of fun searching for Ivan’s hidden penises, when I got a call from my mom. I wasn’t surprised to get a call from her at almost five a.m. Austin time. She was the opposite of Ivan. She rose naturally between 4:30 and five a.m. every day. It was a habit she picked up as a college professor when she had to get up at four a.m. to be in her office by six a.m. to meet with students before her seven a.m. lecture.


      Despite keeping such ungodly work hours, my mom still managed to find the time to stay out late with any of the many suitors who pursued her before and after my father left. The woman was better at attracting men than I am. And, yes, I saw the parallels between my occupation and my mother’s proclivity for men. I just happened to think it wasn’t such a bad thing for a woman to wield a certain amount of power over her male counterparts. Lord knows they’d been doing it to us since the beginning of time.


      “Hi, Mom. Hold on a sec.” I shot off an email to Ivan telling him how much I loved the drawings, then I pressed the phone to my ear again. “I’m back.”


      “Good morning, sweetheart. How’s London?”


      My mother had a voice that would make any woman envious, a harmonious blend of 1940s Hollywood starlet and modern-day Ivy League professor, though she had never taught at an Ivy League university. My entire life, she had taught economics at the University of Texas at Austin. In fact, she was the only reason I was accepted to UT.


      “London’s good,” I replied, my pitch lifting a bit too much on the last word. “I’m just out shopping while George spends some time with his mom. How’s Hero?”


      “The cat is fine. You’re shopping alone?”


      “Yeah, it’s no big deal. George’s mom needed him, so he had to go hang out with her for a little while.”


      “I thought you got along fine with George’s mom. Why would they leave you behind?”


      I sighed as I realized she had sunk her teeth in and she wasn’t going to let go of this bone. “To be honest, I don’t know. George… George confessed to me last night that he’s been in love with me for two years.”


      “Really? That’s wonderful!”


      “Um…what?” I replied. “How is that wonderful? I don’t want this to ruin our friendship. George is my best friend. This is not wonderful. This is awful, with a capital aw.”


      As my mom began to speak, a girl with a single streak of purple running down the left side of her blonde hair walked up to me and asked if she could have my table. I was so taken aback that she thought it was okay to interrupt me while I was on the phone, I didn’t know what to say.


      “I said, are you done with your coffee so I can sit here?” She raised her perfectly penciled eyebrows as if she was asking a question with an obvious answer, which I was evidently too stupid to know.


      “Um…no. I’m sitting here.”


      She cringed at my answer. “You’re American? Don’t you know you can’t loiter in here?”


      I was dumbfounded.


      The Asian girl at the next table turned around, shaking her head. “Don’t listen to her,” she assured me. “You have every right to sit there and enjoy your coffee.”


      I glanced at the empty cup, which had minutes ago contained one of the tastiest Americanos I’d ever had. If I didn’t have any coffee left, did that mean I didn’t have a right to sit in the café? Was I loitering? In Austin, it was often seen as rude to linger in a café, mooching off the free wifi, while others looked on enviously. I had no idea what the café etiquette was in London, so I stood from the chair and grabbed my purse as I held the phone to my ear.


      “Knock yourself out,” I said, sliding off the barstool and heading toward the exit.


      “Did you just give a bully your table?” my mom chided me as I pushed through the door and emerged onto the brick pavement.


      “Did you hear anything I was talking about in there? George is off with his mom, running errands in London without me, when the whole purpose of my trip to London was to be his support system.”


      My mom was silent for a moment. As I dodged one pedestrian after another, I pictured her sitting in the gourmet kitchen of her fifteen-acre ranch in Bear Creek on the outskirts of Austin. As soon as my two younger twin brothers went off to college in Dallas, my mom uprooted her life and settled down on a non-working ranch far from the hustle and bustle of the city. When she wasn’t teaching or traveling around the country giving talks on the state of the American economy, she tended to a large fruit and vegetable garden and doted on the three dogs she’d rescued from the local animal shelter—Bear, Bubbles, and Bull—whom we all knew were there to replace her three children, Delaney, David, and Daniel.


      “Laney, have you thought of the possibility that George may be off planning a surprise for you with his mother?”


      I rolled my eyes as I realized she was probably right, but it didn’t do anything to alleviate my nerves over this whole situation. “What if I don’t want to be surprised, Mom? I love George, but I don’t know if I love him the way he loves me.”


      “Honey, I need to be frank with you.” She paused for a moment, and the waiting only added to my anxiety. “I know I didn’t set the best example for you when you were an adolescent. Those formative years are so important, but I often put my own needs before yours and your brothers’.”


      “That’s not true at all. You were always there for us, unlike Dad. You gave us everything we needed and more, and you were always there when I needed someone to talk to. You were a strong role model for me, and for Daniel and David. You showed us that women are just as, if not more than, capable as men are to support a family. You—”


      “Stop,” she interrupted my eulogization of her qualities as a mother. “You can say whatever you’d like, but that doesn’t change the fact that I was unfaithful to your father on multiple occasions. And it doesn’t change the fact that I’ve put my needs before the needs of every man I’ve ever been with, which is why I am solidly alone at the age of fifty-four.” Her voice cracked as she made this painful admission. “Don’t be like me, Laney. It’s one thing to possess a free and independent spirit. It’s quite another thing to push away the people who genuinely care about you in a vain display of sovereignty.”


      I stood still as hordes of bodies streaked past me. Memories rushed to the forefront of my consciousness.


      I remembered the time George and Breck got drunk and slept at my apartment. I woke to find he had plugged my phone in to charge during the night and had woken up early to make us breakfast, my favorite migas. When Breck accused him of trying to kiss my ass, he insisted he was just showing his appreciation for allowing them to stay the night, as if there were any other option.


      I remembered the time he picked me up to go see Interstellar in the theater and, upon seeing me in a new dress, told me I looked sexy. He immediately corrected himself and said that he meant to say nice, so I attributed it to a common male slip of the tongue.


      Then there was the time he sent me flowers after a particularly brutal breakup…with the motorcycle mechanic. Oh, God. How could I not have seen what was so plainly obvious?


      “I need a drink,” I said, barely aware that I had said this aloud until my mom responded.


      “Laney, don’t get drunk before the wedding. That will not solve anything.”


      The burning pain in the balls of my feet caused by my ridiculous heels returned along with my sobering reality. I set off down the road, in search of a pub or a restaurant with a bar that wasn’t overly crowded.


      “Mom?” I spoke the word so low I couldn’t hear myself over the sounds of the crowded street, but my mom heard me just fine.


      “Yes, dear?”


      I stepped aside to avoid a head-on collision with a handsome older gentleman who was absorbed in whatever he was looking at on his phone screen. “Mom, do you ever wish things had turned out differently with Dad?”


      She was silent for a moment before letting out a deep sigh. “For many years, I did. Again, don’t be like me. George is a good man. Unlike your father, he’s always been there for you, which is probably what scares you. Men like George, who stick around when things get tough, are becoming more and more rare these days. All I’m saying is, don’t be so quick to dismiss him.”


      I listened to my mom make a case for George as I approached a restaurant, where patrons were seated outside on the patio. The sounds of voices chattering and a lazy guitar melody wafted out of the restaurant, through the crisp February air. Stepping inside, I immediately spotted a bar with at least four open barstools. I would sit and have a drink or two, not enough to get me drunk, then I’d head back to the hotel. I was hopeful that I’d have made my decision by then on whether or not I was going to give a romance with George a chance.


      “I’ll call you back tomorrow, Mom,” I said as I approached the bar.


      “Okay. Above all, have a good time today, sweetheart. I love you.”


      “Love you, too.”


      As I tucked my phone into my purse, I did a double take. Nestled in the corner of the dining room, under the amber glow of the restaurant’s mood lighting, George and Erika sat huddled together. She seemed to be crying as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead, the way he did whenever he comforted me.
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      I didn’t know if I should turn and walk away or peel off one of my wicked heels and throw it at his head. I had no way of knowing what they were discussing, but by the tears streaming down Erika’s cheeks, it was obviously a difficult subject. George could be congratulating her on her big day or apologizing that they will never be more than friends. Or he could be consoling her, assuring her that they will one day be together again when all this has died down, though that does seem a bit dramatic and far-fetched, even for George.


      The bartender tapped the top of the bar. “What can I get you, love?”


      I stared at him for a moment in a daze, then glanced back at George. “Nothing. I was just leaving.”


      I took off my shoes during the twenty-minute Tube ride and walked from the station to the hotel barefoot. As I exited the hotel elevator onto our floor, my phone rang. When I saw the name on the screen, I shook my head in disgust, but I couldn’t stop myself from answering.


      “Well, if it isn’t Colonel Clusterfuck suiting up for the first battle in his self-declared War on the Truth,” I answered, smiling as I dug the hotel card key out of my purse. “Have you called to threaten me some more? Because you should know, for quality and training purposes, I’m recording every toxic second of this phone call.”


      “Very clever,” Rick replied, though his tone sounded decidedly unimpressed. “You can come up with as many nicknames for me as you want, Laney. Doesn’t change the fact that I can sue the fuck out of you for the things you wrote on your dinky little blog. I already have a call in to my lawyer, who is dying to bury you in legal fees for the next five to ten years.”


      I gasped dramatically. “Legal fees! Oh, no, Rick. Whatever shall I do?” I pushed open the door to the suite, ignoring his remarks that I wasn’t funny. “You want to know what’s funny, Rick? You cheating on your wife and giving me an STI, then having the nerve to call and threaten me with a lawsuit. Take your war and shove it up your hairy, de-virginized asshole.”


      I ended the call feeling more empowered than I had in weeks. If George were to walk through that door right now, I would give him a tongue-lashing so savage, he’d be the one crying on Erika’s shoulder.


      Tossing my heels on the floor, I plopped down on the sofa and stared at my phone for a few minutes, while contemplating who I could call. It was six a.m. in Austin. The only person I could talk to who wasn’t in my inner circle was my mother, and I couldn’t call her. I didn’t want her to prejudge George’s actions before I had a chance to talk to him. A few weeks ago, I might have called Rick for a shoulder to cry on.


      The only person I could call now was Kade, but I couldn’t tell him about my problems with George. It was bad enough that he and George worked for the same company. If I pitted them against each other at this point, they’d have no chance of ever becoming friends once all this drama had blown over.


      My mom’s words echoed in my mind. I’ve put my needs before the needs of every man I’ve ever been with, which is why I am solidly alone…


      I was alone, really alone, for the first time in my life. No best friend to comfort me. No frivolous fuck buddy to fall back on. I was alone and I was terrified.


      I had to make a plan. I needed to attack my loneliness the way I attacked any goal. What was the first thing I had to do? How did one become less lonely?


      The obvious answer was to surround myself with people, but I had plenty of friends, a loving family, and no shortage of men to date. My problem wasn’t a lack of relationships, it was a lack of honesty in those relationships.


      My friendships with Breck and Tanna had become less close and more superficial over the years. My relationships with my brothers were barely serviceable, with an occasional text message exchanged or family dinner ever few months. I had no coworkers, except for the unsuspecting men I dated in order to line my pockets with blog revenue. My best friend was in love with me, probably because he was the only person in the world, other than my mother, with whom I felt comfortable being vulnerable.


      Was George the only person who knew the real me? Or was the “real me” this cynical person who railed against syrupy romantic declarations and never let anyone get close enough to take a shot at my armor?


      The wedding ceremony didn’t start for another three and a half hours. I was operating on just a couple of hours’ sleep. I was tired and emotional. I would take a short nap and decide what to do after I’d gotten some rest.


      I lay back on the bed, trying desperately to ignore the surge of emotions welling up inside me. My chest ached with the sheer effort of holding in my tears.


      I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t be this cynical person anymore.


      The tears came in quiet waves, a silent storm of genuine emotion liberated for the first time in years. I wept for the friends I’d pushed away. I wept for the men I’d objectified. I wept for the father I’d rejected.


      “Laney?” The mattress shifted as George sat down on the bed. “Lane, are you okay?”


      “I didn’t hear you come in,” I said, my voice choked with tears.


      “Are you crying? What’s wrong?”


      I thought back to what I was doing just a week ago, the two-plus weeks I’d spent wallowing in a mountain of empty ice cream cartons and tissue boxes. I thought of the heartbreaking ending to the amazing night I spent with Kade. Then I remembered how I had jumped at the chance to wash that man right out of my hair with a bottle of extra-strength George.


      “All I wanted was a fucking vacation,” I muttered.


      “What are you talking about?”


      I swiped my hands over my damp cheeks and sat up. “No, that’s not true.” I turned around and faced him as I sat cross-legged. “I thought if I came here with you, maybe you and I could be together.”


      His mouth hung open, one eyebrow cocked in a state of utter disbelief. “Okay, now I’m really fucking confused. What happened while I was gone?”


      “Why don’t you tell me? You said you were going somewhere with your mom, but I saw you with Erika at the restaurant.”


      His face fell. “I don’t know what you think is going on, but I was out with my mom when I got a call from Erika. She was having doubts about going through with the wedding, so I met her there so I could talk her out of being a runaway bride.” He shook his head as he let out a heavy sigh. “What you saw was me telling Erika that we’re never getting back together.”


      “Are you gonna send Taylor Swift a royalty check for the rights to that performance?”


      His gaze fell. “That’s a pretty low blow, even for you, Lane.”


      “I just wanted a fucking vacation and now my whole life is in shambles!”


      He looked me in the eye, a piercing glare that told me he was not at all impressed with my tirade. “Well, far be it from me to get in the way of your fucking vacation.”


      I grabbed his wrist to stop him from standing up. “Wait.”


      “For what? More insults? Do you know any other way of communicating?”


      I tilted my head. “Was that an insult?”


      “Fuck yeah, it was.” He seemed unimpressed with the shocked expression on my face. “You think I didn’t tell you I was in love with you because I was trying to be deceitful? I didn’t tell you because I was scared. I was fucking terrified of your need to push away anyone who gets even remotely close to you.” The fierce glare in his blue eyes intensified. “Yeah, sometimes your insults and your quick comebacks are hot as fuck, but sometimes they’re just sad. It’s sad that you can’t see how fucking closed off you are.”


      I clenched my teeth as I tried to hold back the tears, but I couldn’t. I’d opened the floodgates earlier, and now there was no closing them.


      “I know.” I whispered the words so softly, I was almost certain he hadn’t heard me.


      “You know?”


      I stared at my hands as I wrung them anxiously. “I know I’m a terrible person. I push everyone away, but…I’m afraid, too. I’m…afraid of getting hurt the way I was hurt when my dad left. It feels so ridiculous to even say these words aloud, but it’s true. I’m bad at relationships.” I looked up and met his gaze. “Can you forgive me?”


      “Jesus, Lane,” he said, scooting toward me so he could take me in his arms. “You don’t need my forgiveness. I know why you are the way you are. And nothing you ever do or say could make me give up on you.” He let go of me and grabbed my face to force me to look him in the eye. “You believe me, don’t you?”


      I nodded. “I guess so.”


      “No. That’s not good enough,” he said, cradling my face in his hands. “I’m never giving up on you, Lane. I’ve waited too damn long for this. I won’t let you push me away when you get scared.” His gaze fell to my lips. “You’re mine now.”


      He kissed me and I grasped his forearms as my entire body relaxed. He held my face firmly as he laid me back on the bed. My breathing quickened as I wondered silently whether I should stop this. Would I regret sleeping with George? Or was this our destiny all along?


      I didn’t know the answer to those questions. All I knew was that I needed to feel the weight of him on top of me. I needed to feel close to him, to feel his skin pressed against mine, to look in his eyes and feel him moving inside me.


      He laid his palms flat on either side of my head and looked down at me. “I love you, Lane. I promise I will never hurt you.”


      I bit my lip as I tried to reason my way out of this. I tried to think of all the horrible things that could happen.


      What if my IUD failed and I got pregnant?


      What if the sex wasn’t good and it ruined our friendship?


      What if I fell in love with my best friend?


      I reached up and grabbed his ears as I pulled his face to mine. He ravaged me with his kiss and I wrapped my legs around his hips as he ground his solidness into me. His hips moved in a languid rhythm, a titillating preview of what was to come.


      I reached down and pulled up his shirt to feel those abs I’d seen yesterday morning. His skin was so warm and smooth. He groaned into my mouth as I caressed his skin, then hastily began unbuttoning his jeans.


      He pulled his head back and looked me in the eye as I finished releasing his erection from his pants. “I don’t have a condom. I didn’t expect this to happen.”


      “I have an IUD.”


      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


      I looked into his crystal-blue eyes, my gaze wandering over the features I had always considered so adorably boyish. He looked different. He looked like a man who was more serious than I’d ever seen. I looked down to see what I was getting myself into and my eyes widened at the size of his erection. It was much larger than I expected. There was no turning back now.


      I nodded vehemently. “I’m ready.”


      He leaned down and planted a tender kiss on my forehead, another on the tip of my nose, and another on my lips. A chill passed through me and the pulsing ache between my legs intensified as he slid his hand under my blouse and cupped my breast.


      I coiled my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. Tightening my legs around his waist, I ground the crotch of my pants into him. His hand slid under my back and fiddled around for a minute or so before he released the clasp on my bra. Hastily, he helped me out of my shirt. I bit my lip nervously as I slowly pulled off my bra, hoping my boobs didn’t look too big or loose.


      Oh, my God. I can’t believe I’m about to have sex with George.


      He gazed longingly at my breasts for a moment, before he leaned down and kissed a slow trail down the middle of my chest. He looked up at me and flashed me a brief smile before he took my nipple into his mouth. I swallowed hard as the longing in the pit of my belly grew. He rolled his tongue over my stiff flesh and I gasped with pleasure.


      Then he began to make his way downward, sliding my leggings down as he went, and I knew this was it. George and I were going to have sex, and there was no stopping it now, because I wanted it as much as he did.


      He buried his face between my legs and I let out a piercing moan. Whoever was in the neighboring suite definitely heard that. He chuckled softly and the vibration of his laughter brought forth a soft gasp.


      “Oh, my God,” I breathed, unable to control myself. “Oh, fuck.”


      He alternated between flicking his tongue and swirling it around my swollen bud. With every tortuous second, my pleasure grew exponentially, until I couldn’t breathe. I arched my back and held my breath as he gripped my thighs and made me come so hard I was seeing stars.


      “Holy shit,” I said as he kissed my belly. “Holy crap, George. What was that?”


      He chuckled as he kissed his way up my chest until he was settled between my legs and looking down at me again. “That was something I’ve wanted to do for a very fucking long time.”


      He leaned down and I gasped as his tongue parted my lips and thrust its way inside my mouth. The head of his penis was pressed against my throbbing center. I clutched fistfuls of his hair and kissed him hungrily. I could taste myself on his lips, but I didn’t care. It only made me want him more.


      I writhed beneath him, desperate for him to enter me, but he took his time kissing my mouth, neck, shoulders. His hands roamed over every inch of my body, his touch soft at times and at other times firm and commanding, but always sending shivers through me.


      Finally, he reached between my legs and slid a finger inside me, verifying that I was as wet as he thought I’d be. My jaw fell slack as he slid into me slowly. He took his time, his hand clasped behind my knee as he dipped in and out of me. Occasionally, he would look down to watch himself moving inside me and I got the feeling that he was just as amazed as I was. George and I were having sex, and it was by far the most amazing thing we’d ever done.
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      We had no choice but to shower again. What started as three hours until the ceremony quickly turned into thirty minutes to make it to St. Martin-in-the-Fields church on time. I could hear David Bowie’s “Modern Love” playing in my head as we raced to the Underground station. We were as giddy and bubbly as teenagers while holding hands on the train, so much so that an actual teenager seated across from us kept throwing us disgusted looks. We arrived at the church in time to catch up with the last group of guests filing up the steps.


      “Holy shit,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth as we entered the cathedral with the ornate arched ceiling, which soared about 100 feet above us. “Is Erika’s fiancé loaded? How did they get a wedding venue like this on such short notice?”


      George looked a little annoyed by this question. “His dad is some rich British investor. I’m sure all it took was a couple of extra zeros on the check for the church to cancel whatever event was originally scheduled for today.”


      I bristled at the cynicism in his tone. Was that what I sounded like when I talked about love and romance?


      We found some seats in the sixth row back. Either they didn’t invite a lot of people or we were just two among the few who were able to make it to London on such short notice. The air in the church smelled of roses and expensive perfume. The lady in front of us kept scratching her scalp and someone on the other side of the aisle kept clearing their throat. I was about to make a snide comment when my phone chimed with a text message.


      At least ten different people turned around and shot daggers at me with their eyes. I quickly fumbled my phone out of my purse and switched it to silent mode. Before I could tuck it back into my bag, I glimpsed the notification on the screen indicating I had a text from Breck.


      


      
        
          Breck: Your website was hacked!!!!

        

      


      


      “What the fuck?” I whispered and the silver-haired head-scratcher glanced at me over her shoulder. “The ceremony hasn’t even started yet,” I reminded her as I opened up my mobile browser and navigated to my website.


      My mouth fell open when I saw my website had indeed been hacked. The front page displayed a picture of me standing in front of my bathroom mirror, topless. My nipples were at least blurred out, but there was a headline positioned right over my chest. The headline read: CLICK HERE TO FIND OUT HOW MANY MARRIAGES LANEY HILL HAS DESTROYED.


      My finger trembled as I touched the link. I was taken to a website where the true identities of every single man I’d ever dated were revealed. Among them, three were supposedly married when we were together. Conveniently, Rick Hart’s name was nowhere on the list.


      “Oh, my God. He hacked my website,” I whispered.


      “Who?” George replied.


      “Rick!” I replied loud enough to elicit more scathing glares from the guests in the vicinity. “He listed the names of all the men I’ve written about on my blog. What am I going to do?”


      “Just calm down, Laney. I’m sure there aren’t a lot of people who’ve seen it. It’s Saturday. Most people are out or nursing hangovers from last night.”


      “Are you kidding me? Look at this!” I pointed at my phone screen. “There are over two hundred comments on this website. Almost all of them are calling me a disgusting home-wrecker! I’m finished.”


      George apologized to the silver-haired woman then turned back to me. “The ceremony’s about to begin, Lane. There’s nothing you can do about that stupid website right now. Not from your phone. Just put it away and you can fix this when we get back to the suite.”


      My entire body was now trembling with rage. I tried to focus on taking deep breaths, but I literally felt as if I was going to explode if I didn’t respond to those comments. I unlocked my phone and began typing out a response to a woman who wrote in her comment, “I always suspected Amber—I mean Laney—was a fraud. Who can date that many men without ever falling in love or, surprise, coming across a single married man? I’m so glad she was exposed for the home-wrecker she is. Now I won’t have to read her stupid blog anymore. Good riddance!”


      


      
        
          Newsflash! You never had to read my stupid blog in the first place! You read it by choice, asshole!

        

      


      


      George grabbed my hand before I could hit send on the comment. “What are you doing? Put that away before you get yourself in more trouble.”


      “But…” I protested, wrenching my hand out of his. “I can’t just let him get away with this. He’s lying about me on the Internet. This is my reputation at stake.”


      He stared me in the eye, waiting for me to back down, but I didn’t. “Then go outside if you’re going to be on your phone. This is not the place.”


      I rolled my eyes as I stood up and scooted past him to go outside. As I walked down the aisle toward the exit, the soft classical music changed to a powerful chorus of strings and church organ playing the Wedding March. Everyone turned in their seats as the bride and her father appeared at the back of the cathedral. Their eyes shifted from me to the bride then back to me.


      I hung my head and turned left at the next pew, bending over to hide myself as I scampered away. Reaching the end of the pew, I crouched down to conceal myself, but when I looked up to see if I’d successfully avoided attracting more attention, Erika was standing at the end of the row, staring at me. She looked furious, and rightly so.


      I crawled toward the back of the cathedral to get farther away, silently thanking myself for wearing my brown suede cigarette pants, though the knees were going to be ruined. I slithered along behind the back row and slipped out of the church just before the music cut out.


      I passed through the columns and took a seat on the steps. My heart thundered in my chest. I could hardly see straight as the fury pumped through my veins. One comment after another decreeing me a fake, a sham, a charlatan, a cheater. My career was over.


      I decided to do the one thing I should have done a long time ago. I called Breck.


      “Oh, my God, Laney. What are you gonna do? Can you sue him?”


      The genuine concern in her voice sounded like the fluttering of an angel’s wings. It was music to my ears.


      “I don’t know. It’s obviously almost all lies, but no one’s going to believe me if I try to set the record straight now. The damage is done.”


      “No, don’t think like that,” she insisted. “I know a really good lawyer who works with our company. He drafted our online user agreement. He knows a lot about cyberlaw. He’ll know how to handle this. I’ll give him a call right now. Until then, do not do anything. Don’t change your website and, for the love of God, do not comment on that website. Do you hear me?”


      “He’s lying to everyone about me, Breck.”


      “I know, honey. But we’ll fix this the right way. Okay?”


      I nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”


      I hung up feeling utterly defeated. I had laughed at Rick just a few hours ago when he threatened to sue me. I’d laughed when I stood in his office and he threatened to expose my identity if I wrote about him. I never once considered that a lying, cheating dirtbag like him could be telling the truth.


      How could I be so stupid?


      Though I knew it was against my best interest, I opened up the website again and began reading through the comments. I needed to know what I was up against. I needed to punish myself for such a grievous lack of judgment.


      It took almost thirty minutes to read through 283 comments, but when I got to number 284 my heart stopped. The comment contained an embedded video titled “Changing Lanes” by Kade Masters. My mind raced with horrifying thoughts that Rick had gotten to Kade. Or maybe Kade was in on this?


      “Oh, God,” I whispered, clutching my chest as I struggled to breathe.


      The comment with the video was posted by an anonymous account. I was about to close my browser when I realized there was something written below the embedded video. It read: You’d all be lucky to know the real Laney Hill.


      My eyes instantly welled up with tears. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I held my finger over the video, contemplating whether I wanted to listen to the song. After what I’d just done with George, did I deserve to know the real Kade Masters through his music?


      I sighed as I switched off the screen and tucked the phone into my purse. Dusting off my dirty knees, I stood from the steps and set off back to the hotel. I couldn’t watch someone get married right now. With the luck I was having, I was liable to spontaneously combust and take out half the wedding party in the process.


      I arrived at the hotel forty minutes later and immediately took my third shower of the day, as if it were possible to cleanse myself of the filth I’d mucked through since I met Rick Hart. I changed into my pajamas after my shower and crawled into bed at 5:30 p.m. If I could fall asleep, maybe I would wake up and find that this was all just a horrible sitcom-like nightmare.


      The sheets felt cold and uninviting, unlike when George and I were sweaty and tangled up in them just a few hours ago. I didn’t know if the blow to my reputation or the way George had dismissed me was more painful.


      My phone buzzed as it vibrated on the nightstand. I considered ignoring it until I remembered that it might be Breck or the lawyer with whom she wanted to set me up. When I turned the screen toward me, my stomach vaulted at the sight of Kade’s name. I hesitated for a long moment before I hit the green button.


      “Kade?”


      The sound of his Texas accent when he replied was a thing of beauty. “Can you tell me where I can find a home-wrecker named Laney Hill? I hear she’s the hottest thing this side of the Atlantic.”


      I chuckled as I wiped a tear from the corner of my eye. “Yeah, well, it’s a good thing she’s not on that side of the Atlantic. She can’t disgrace the good people of Texas anymore.”


      “Aw… Come on now. Texas just wouldn’t be the same without her. But I’m actually talking about the other side of the Atlantic. The one where they drink tea in the afternoon and eat mushy peas for dinner. Wait. Is that true? What are mushy peas?”


      I turned over in bed so I was looking at the ceiling. “What are you talking about? Are you saying that this horrible debacle has spread to the UK? Oh, no. Everyone’s going to hate me. Now I can’t even leave my hotel room.”


      He laughed a bit too loudly at my response, so loud that his laughter was echoing.


      “Well, gosh, I didn’t think it was that funny,” I muttered, a bit annoyed that he was getting such a kick out of my misfortune.


      He continued to laugh, but this time the echo sounded less far away. “Silly, girl. I’m right outside your door.”


      “You’re what?”


      I pressed the red button on my phone to end the call, then I leaped out of bed and almost tripped over my discarded clothing as I raced to the door. Catching a glimpse of my reflection in the full-length mirror near the door, I jumped back in alarm.


      I attempted to smooth my damp hair as I called out, “Who’s there?”


      “Open the door, Laney.”


      It was really him! That smooth accent, which I’d savored while speaking to him on the phone, now sent me into a panic. Kade had flown to London…for me. Just sixteen hours ago, we had been texting each other, and now here he was, at my door, asking me to let him in.


      I was going to open this door and Kade was going to see the real me. The one with no makeup and no heels and no hope.


      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I opened the door. “I can’t believe you came.”


      He was dressed in a worn pair of jeans and a plain white T-shirt that hugged his body just enough to show off how well he took care of himself.


      His eyebrows scrunched together when he saw my face. “You look like you’ve been crying, Miss Laney.”


      The sound of those two words, Miss Laney, were enough to send me over the edge. I stepped back to let him inside as fat tears rolled down my cheeks.


      “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


      “It’s not you,” I insisted, pulling the neck of my nightshirt up to wipe my face. “It’s this whole trip and the website thing.”


      He pushed the door closed and pulled me into his arms. “I saw that when I landed and, I gotta be honest, my first thought was that this dude you wronged must have a needle-dick to treat a woman like that, especially after what he already did to you. As my dad used to say, he’s the type of man who could start an argument in an empty house.”


      I let out a congested chuckle. “My dad would have probably said he’s the type of man who ‘don’t have the good sense God gave a rock.’”


      I almost stopped myself when my father’s saying came to me, but I didn’t. If I was going to let Kade know the real me, he would have to know everything. Then I thought of George. Kade had to know about George if he was going to know me.


      Laying my palms flat against his chest, I reluctantly pushed Kade away. “I have to tell you something.”


      “Before you do that, can I show you the song I wrote?”


      I shook my head. “You don’t understand. There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me.”


      He smiled. “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me, too. But I want you to hear my song, so how’s about we talk about those things in about three minutes and thirty-four seconds?”


      My mouth curled into a goofy grin as I turned around and set off into the bedroom to retrieve my phone from the bed, where I’d tossed it when I realized Kade was at the door. When I unlocked the phone, I opened my browser and began scrolling down to the bottom of the long list of comments.


      Kade reached for my phone. “Just search for it on YouTube. Don’t look at that garbage.”


      I looked on as he opened the YouTube app on my phone just as a phone call came through from George.


      I snatched the phone out of Kade’s hand and answered, “What do you want?”


      “The wedding is off. Erika just left Aaron at the altar, so I got the hell out of there. Where are you?”


      I turned to Kade and the look of alarm on his face must have mimicked mine. This was quickly transforming from the worst day of my career into the worst day of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Thank you!

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Anti-Romance! Want to know when the sequel is released? Sign up for Cassia’s mailing list here to find out when her next book or series is available.


      Come discuss Anti-Romance with other fans and get access to special teasers for Anti-Romance #2 on Facebook.


      Click here to add Anti-Romance #2 on Goodreads.


      Or text BOOKLOVE to 41411 to get a short and sweet text notification when Cassia’s next book is released.


      Purchase signed books and merchandise at cassialeo.com. FREE signed swag with every order.


      Follow Cassia on Facebook and Twitter to stay up to date on all new books and series. Join Cassia’s street team to get access to exclusive giveaways, teasers, and more!

    


    
      Connect with Cassia:


      
        	[image: Twitter:] @AuthorCassiaLeo


        	[image: Facebook:] AuthorCassiaLeo

      


      
        cassialeo.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Also by Cassia Leo

        

      

    

    
      CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE


      Forever Ours (Shattered Hearts #1)


      Relentless (Shattered Hearts #2)


      Pieces of You (Shattered Hearts #3)


      Bring Me Home (Shattered Hearts #4)


      Abandon (Shattered Hearts #5)


      Chasing Abby (Shattered Hearts #6)


      Ripped (Shattered Hearts #7)


      The Way We Fall (The Story of Us #1)


      The Way We Break (The Story of Us #2)


      The Way We Rise (The Story of Us #3)


      Black Box (stand-alone novel)


      


      PARANORMAL ROMANCE


      Parallel Spirits (Carrier Spirits #1)


      


      EROTIC ROMANCE


      LUKE Series


      CHASE Series


      Edible: The Sex Tape (A Short Story)


      


      EROTIC SUSPENSE


      UNMASKED Series


      KNOX Series

    


    
      For more information, please visit


      
        cassialeo.com/books

      

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cassia Leo]
        

      


      New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Cassia Leo loves her coffee, chocolate, and margaritas with salt. When she’s not writing, she spends way too much time watching old reruns of Friends and Sex and the City. When she’s not watching reruns, she’s usually playing in the rain or reading – sometimes both.

    


    
      
        	[image: Twitter:] @AuthorCassialeo


        	[image: Facebook:] AuthorCassiaLeo

      


      
        cassialeo.com/about

      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
J

/ l
9‘((?@?%@@ )

; J
WB—IOBMJ@E
$ P N R
?‘17 \/)iﬁ%fz UiNee

) NS Z)
G N A Jz\@“ ')15\

llEW mx TIMES IESTSEH.IIG

 OsSinIE0 D






OEBPS/Images/00028.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00027.jpeg
Chapter Nineteen
Changiig) Lanes





OEBPS/Images/00020.jpeg
Chapter Sixteen
This Ty Wan





OEBPS/Images/00022.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00021.jpeg
Chapter Seventeen

Sl





OEBPS/Images/00024.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00023.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00026.jpeg
Chapter Eighteen
Oolenel Clistorfuck





OEBPS/Images/00025.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00017.jpeg
Chapter Thirteen
Tt Vo





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpeg
Chapter Twelve
Fisst Pllce





OEBPS/Images/00019.jpeg
Chapter Fifteen





OEBPS/Images/00018.jpeg
Chapter Fourteen

A ClhandeDte Sxpeam





OEBPS/Images/00011.jpeg
Chapter Seven

Choé-echeo!





OEBPS/Images/00010.jpeg
Chapter Six
%C(appy Y allontine's @ay, Awitin





OEBPS/Images/00013.jpeg
Chapter Nine
Pictines «9& Cyew





OEBPS/Images/00012.jpeg
Chapter Eight
Corsss CMg Heart





OEBPS/Images/00015.jpeg
Chapter Eleven
Ol Chests





OEBPS/Images/00014.jpeg
Chapter Ten
Q&ﬂuj o g&





OEBPS/Images/00004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpeg
EVERMORE





OEBPS/Images/00006.jpeg
Chapter Two
My, Patite-Face





OEBPS/Images/00005.jpeg
Chapter One
Q{WME@ 8& @@(M{/





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpeg
Chapter Four
Black Widsws





OEBPS/Images/00007.jpeg
Chapter Three





OEBPS/Images/00009.jpeg
Chapter Five
My, Fuch Ao o, Kill Me





