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        To my husband.

        The road to finding us wasn’t always easy, but it was worth it.

        Thank you for supporting me always.

        I love you.

      

      

    

  







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Present

        

      

    

    
      “I want a divorce.” The words fly out of my mouth as I come to a stop in the middle of the busy downtown Dallas sidewalk. An old lady walking her two-pound dog says some words I didn’t think precious old ladies would still use when she dodges me.

      “You can’t divorce me, Lily,” Veronica says from the other end of the phone call. “We aren’t even married.”

      “Yeah, well, you’ll probably end up marrying my brother which means you’ll also be marrying me. Except I’m divorcing you before this marriage because, Veronica Cunningham, you’ve betrayed me.”

      Veronica—my ex-best friend—laughs from the other line and I want to punch her right in her perfectly perky boob…hard.

      “There are some last-minute things I have to do for the grand opening, Lil. I have to stay here in Beaufort to make sure everything goes according to plan. I’m sure you understand.” She says the last sentence in a tone I think is supposed to make me feel guilty, except she’s as blunt as a dull kitchen knife. Sneaky guilt tripping is not something she’s good at.

      “I understand we’re no longer friends.” I pull my keys out of my clutch and hold the fob in the air, repeatedly pressing the lock button as I try to find my car on the busy street. My twin brother, Maverick, is always telling me I should be more aware of my surroundings, but I live in Texas. Nothing bad happens here. Well, you think nothing bad happens if you ignore the nightly news.

      “Being a bit dramatic today, aren’t we?” Veronica says in her typical snarky voice.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love the girl. When she first moved into my brother’s apartment when he was dating my other best friend—Selma—I had my doubts about her. She tried very hard to come off as a bitch. Lucky for her, nothing deters me. Even if it comes in a bitchy package. But sometimes I feel like she’s still trying to show the world she isn’t deserving of good things, even though she deserves anything she could possibly want.

      “Okay, for starters, you are probably the most dramatic person ever,” I tell her, and finally, I hear the beeping of my car. I start to walk toward it while I continue to have a meltdown over my current situation. “And second, we were supposed to road trip together. Super fun bonding experience. Best friends. Remember?” The tone of my voice gets pitchier and pitchier as I talk because I’m internally panicking at the fact that she’s ditching me.

      “I know, and I feel so bad about it. I didn’t expect for our caterer to pull out last minute.”

      Letting out a long sigh, I step into my car. I know how much this grand opening means to her, and I want it to be perfect. When Veronica and Maverick moved to South Carolina to work for the same nonprofit, I was so proud of them.

      Connor’s Ocean, the nonprofit, was started by Veronica’s late boyfriend’s family after he passed away. He and Veronica were both still in high school at the time.

      Maverick joined the team to run the legal side of things, and Veronica handles the marketing. They’ve been wanting to open an office for a year. Now, they’re getting ready to open a physical headquarters for the charity. It’s amazing, and I’m so proud of both of them.

      But it doesn’t mean I’m not hurt that she isn’t making the road trip to South Carolina with me like we’d planned.

      When she called me four months ago, saying it was finally happening, we’d already had this whole road trip planned out. But it looks like I’ll just be stuck alone in my tiny car for days. Ugh.

      I roughly push the button to turn on my car. “We planned this months ago. You were supposed to come spend a couple of days with me in Dallas and then we’d have this amazing bonding experience of a fun girls’ trip to South Carolina. I even went and got an oil change for it!” My Corolla makes a loud beeping noise when a man steps behind it just as I’m backing out of my parking spot. “Shit!”

      Andddd I almost committed vehicular manslaughter.

      There’s a rustling sound as she says, “I’m aware of that, but I don’t know what else to do, Lil. Maverick and I can book a flight for you right now if you’d rather that.”

      Merging onto the highway, I gasp. She knows how I feel about airplanes. “You know I am not stepping foot on an airplane.” I can hear Maverick laugh in the background. That bitch has me on speaker phone!

      The two of them share a few words before she responds to me. “You know Snakes on a Plane is a fictional movie. Fiction as in fake—not real. No snakes involved.”

      My body shutters at the mental picture I have from the movie. Samuel L. Jackson was so convincing I made a pact with myself that I would never get on an airplane, ever again.

      Even the thought of being stuck thirty thousand feet in the air with a buttload of snakes…no can do. “I’m not risking it. You can use your frequent-flyer miles for something else. I’ll drive all by my lonesome. Might get stolen by a trucker on the way, but I guess that’s the risk you two are making me take.”

      Just as I finish talking, a huge red truck cuts me off. I honk my horn as the wannabe cowboy purposely slows down in front of me. All these Dallas men pretend they’re cowboys when in reality, they live in a city loft. But god forbid they ditch the trucks that make it appear as if they’re actually doing work on a ranch.

      “You know,” Maverick starts, pausing for a moment.

      I imagine him looking at Veronica for confirmation on what he’s about to say. The two of them are inseparable. So in love and borderline disgusting with the way they communicate.

      “Aspen is in Dallas for the summer. You could always see if he’s driving down. You could catch a ride together,” he offers, dragging the last part out, as if it’s something I might actually consider.

      My foot slams on the brakes. Aspen’s stupidly-chiseled face pops into my mind. “Hell to the no, brother!” I shout toward the speaker above my head, which allows me to talk hands-free. “I can’t believe you’d even suggest that.”

      “You two used to get along okay. What happened?” Maverick questions, like he didn’t have a front-row seat to the rollercoaster ride of our relationship—or lack thereof—when we were all in college.

      “He disgusts me! Like, so much it makes all of my parts want to shrivel up and die. Sorry, Mav, my lady parts can’t risk it.” I don’t mention to Maverick that Aspen quite literally humped me and dumped me. There are things I don’t feel like telling my twin brother—who also happens to be Aspen’s best friend.

      Maverick audibly gags on the other line of the phone. “Lil, you did not just mention your lady bits to me. I’m your brother, talk about that shit with Veronica or Selma.”

      I make a mental note to call Selm later today. She’s still in Kansas, but maybe she could road trip with me.

      Because I’m sure as hell not riding with He Who Shall Not Be Named.

      My shoulders shrug even though I know Maverick can’t see me. “You’re the one who’s eavesdropping on our conversation. I called Veronica, not you.”

      “Anyway,” Veronica says, probably giving Maverick one of her classic death stares, “we can’t wait to see you soon!”

      I grumble in response as I pull up to my studio apartment building. After putting the car in park, I decide to sit in my nice air-conditioned car for a moment longer. It’s hotter than hell in Texas right now. I know I’m about to break a sweat during the short trek from my car to my second-story apartment.

      “I can’t wait to see you either. Traitor.” I smile, picking at the lime green nail polish on my thumb and making a mental note to get my nails done before traveling.

      “Oh, I know you’ll forgive me. I’ll make sure to text Aspen and tell him you need a ride! Bye, Lil.” Veronica hangs up the phone before I get the chance to respond.

      “Boo, you whore,” I mumble at my open iPhone home screen. Then, I go to text Veronica immediately.

      Lily: If you tell Aspen that, I will punch you in the boob until it falls off.

      Veronica: Oops. Too late!

      Lily: You have been warned. Wear an extra padded bra next time I see you. I’m coming for those tatas.

      I throw my phone onto the passenger seat, ignoring the vibrations alerting me to missed messages.

      Aspen, Aspen, Aspen. I lean back in my seat, thinking about the long and complicated history between the two of us. The first memories I have of him flood my mind.

    

  







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Past - Age Eighteen

        

      

    

    
      “Pivot! Pivot!” I shout, grunting underneath the heavy object I’m carrying.

      My brother looks over his shoulder as he climbs our dorm stairs, and the same blue eyes as mine roll dramatically. “We’re each carrying our own boxes. I don’t think that reference works very well right now,” Maverick says, his voice echoing through the stairwell.

      We’d waited in line to use the elevators for about one minute before I got too impatient and decided we should take the stairs instead.

      It turns out eighteen-year-olds and their families are pretty lazy when it comes to freshman move-in day. Lucky for us, we have the stairwell to ourselves.

      Well, almost. A girl peeks her head out from the very top, giving me an odd look. I stick my tongue out at her. Anyone who doesn’t understand my reference can go pivot right on out of my life.

      “Stop being a fun sucker, Mav,” I tell my brother.

      He groans when I start to sing the song I’ve been chanting in his ear for nearly all our lives.

      “If you are a fun sucker like Maverick, like Maverick,” I sing-song, my sweaty palms slipping on the cardboard box. I’m still belting out the words when Maverick pushes the stairwell door open, not holding it open for his very own sister.

      “Jerk,” I mumble, propping the old door open with my foot.

      “I’m the one helping you and Selma move into your dorm instead of moving into mine. Stop calling me names!” he says.

      I scurry behind him as he reads all the numbers on the doors until he abruptly stops. So abruptly, I run right into him. “Oof.” I balance the box so it rests against my hip, peering around it to see why he stopped.

      “This is it,” he says, already balancing his own boxes so he can reach for the handle.

      Good thing he remembered the number, because I sure as hell didn’t.

      “Mav!” I hear from inside the room.

      My roommate and best friend, Selma, darts across the empty common area at the same time Maverick drops my boxes.

      A little hard there, brother. I crouch down to inspect the box, making sure he didn’t break anything inside it, while the two of them embrace.

      Selma and Maverick have been dating for years now. While they aren’t as passionate as I envision my first love to be, they love each other nonetheless. A sickeningly amount, if you ask me. I walk around the two of them, my box still in tow, to find our bedroom.

      We’ll be sharing a suite with two other girls, ones I’ve never met and hope aren’t totally creepy, but luckily, our bedroom will be just us. There are two twin-size beds pushed up against the wall, and two dressers on the opposite wall. I throw my box down on one of the beds, claiming it as mine.

      When I walk back out to the common area, I find Selma and Maverick still in a hushed conversation. I roll my eyes at the two of them. They always seem to be having these very intense conversations that no one else is supposed to hear. Closing the distance to the other side of the living area, I peek into the other room. I’m shocked to find the other two girls haven’t moved in yet.

      “Hey, yoohoo, lovebirds,” I say, snapping to get their attention. “Let’s get to work! We’ve got boxes to move, people to see, college boys to meet.”

      Selma and Maverick share a look, but they stop their conversation and get moving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We spend the rest of the morning getting all our things moved into the dorm. After we had lunch delivered, Maverick bailed on us to go move into his own dorm.

      It’s now almost five in the evening, and Selma interrupts me from shoving my clothes into dresser drawers.

      “Maverick wants to know if we want to go see his dorm and then go check out the dining hall with him and his roommate? He wants to beat the dinner crowd.”

      Typical Maverick. Always thinking things through. Being responsible and all. Pish posh. I use my hip to throw my body weight against the drawer to get it closed.

      Selma just laughs, shaking her head at me. She likes to call me messy; I say I’m free-spirited. I don’t remind her of how unorganized she can be, trying to be nice and all.

      Our two roommates had showed up right when we got back from lunch. They’re also a pair of friends—Daisy and Mallory. They seem cool enough, a bit quiet if you ask me, but I’ll do my best to break them out of their shells.

      “Yeah, sure,” I answer once I finally get the drawer closed. I’m not sure what my plan of action will be when I actually need something from that drawer, but for now, my side of the room looks decently clean.

      I walk to our dorm bathroom, taking in my appearance. I’ve definitely looked better in my life, but not too shabby for moving all day. My long dark hair is pulled into a ponytail that sits high on my head. A few of my flyaways have broken free, hanging loosely around my face. The mascara I rushed to put on in the car this morning has smeared underneath my eyes a bit, but I don’t have time to try to fix it. All I can do is swipe there, trying to get rid of the black stains. I rifle around in my cosmetic bag and throw on some lip balm before meeting Selma back in the living area.

      I had every intention of getting all dressed up the first time I went to the other side of our residence hall—the boys’ side—but I don’t have the luxury of time. Maverick is probably roommates with some dork like him anyway, so it likely won’t even matter.

      Selma and I both yell a goodbye at our suitemates before heading to the lobby.

      The boys’ and girls’ sides of the residence hall are in two separate parts of the building. You can’t access them by the same elevators or stairs, so first you have to go to the lobby to get to the other side.

      The lobby is packed with eighteen-year-olds, excitement written all over their faces as they continue to move into their new freedom. We wait with a pack of cute boys for the elevator on their turf. One of them winks at me, causing my cheeks to flush.

      Holy cannoli on a stick. He’s cute.

      He and I continue to exchange flirty looks before he steps off with his friends on a floor that is not my brother’s. My lip turns down in a pout. Bummer. I was having fun with him.

      I’m too lost thinking of the stranger’s cute face when Selma grabs my hand and pulls me out of the open elevator doors. She pulls me halfway into the hallway before I gather myself and tug my hand free from her.

      I must pull a little too hard because my hand does in fact get out of her grasp, but then it continues to fly backward, right into a warm body that must’ve been in the elevator behind me. One I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Motherfucker!” a deep voice shouts behind me, and I’m too nervous to look, blood already rushing to my cheeks in embarrassment. I look over at Selma, to her small mouth hanging open, her thick eyebrows raised in shock.

      Slowly, soooo very slowly—because hello, eternal embarrassment—I turn to look at the person I’m pretty confident I just nailed right in the kahunas.

      I’m met with a strikingly handsome face. A handsome face that twists in pain.

      Whoops.

      “I’m so sorry!” My mind finally catches up with exactly what just happened. I fly forward, going to pat him where I hit him to make sure he’s okay. I’ve spent about ten seconds patting the area when I realize I’m literally patting his dick.

      OH MY GOD. KILL ME NOW.

      “I think you’ve done enough damage,” he says, his voice coming out a little hoarse, probably because he’s still recovering from my fist to his man parts. He gently swats my hand away.

      “I was just trying to help,” I respond, stepping away from him and taking a good look at him.

      Damn, he’s hot. Even if he is still hunched over recovering from the blow, his face red with pain.

      From what I can tell, his blond hair is buzzed short. A baseball cap sits on top of his head, hiding the rest of his hair. He has a deep indent in the middle of his chin, one I can’t stop staring at. My eyes travel from the indent and pause on his full lips. They’re moving, saying something I don’t hear because I’m too busy ogling him.

      Fingers snap in front of my face, catching my attention. “Can you hear?” the stranger asks, looking at me like something is wrong with me.

      “Yes, I can freaking hear,” I snap, putting my hands on my hips. It appears he’s recovered, because he’s standing at his full height now. He may be shorter than Maverick, but not by a whole lot.

      “How the hell would I have known? You weren’t responding.”

      Well, darn. This guy has a bit of douchey tendencies—which I freaking love—but I promised I would stay away from guys like him in college.

      Goodbye, high school Lily. Hello, college Lily. A damn shame, though, because he looks exactly like my type.

      “I just didn’t have anything to say,” I retort, crossing my arms over my chest and sizing him up.

      Selma makes a squeak a few feet away, causing us to look away from each other and over at her.

      “Okay, goodbye then!” I say, heading toward Selma, hoping she’ll get her short legs moving because I need to get away from this dude until I do something stupid like take my pants off for him or give him my phone number.

      This time, I’m the one pulling her down the hallway. I have no idea where Maverick’s dorm room is, I just have to get away from the hot guy I just hit in the balls.

      “Wait, that’s it?” Hot Guy I Hit in the Balls yells from down the hallway.

      I use the hand that isn’t wrapped tightly around Selma’s tiny wrist to give him a quick wave, my feet still racing down the hallway.

      Unfortunately, someone somewhere hates me, because when I turn around, I find that Hot Guy I Hit in the Balls has stopped in front of a door at the same time my twin brother walks out of said door.

      “Selma? Lily?” Maverick questions hesitantly, stepping around the guy to look at the two of us.

      “Uh, hi,” Selma mutters, retracing her steps to go hug Maverick.

      But me? My feet are planted, my body immobile and in a silent stare off with Hot Guy I Hit in the Balls—apparently also known as Maverick’s Roommate.

      This is bad.

      Holy flocking flamingos this is bad.

      “Hi. I’m Aspen, Maverick’s roommate,” Hot Guy I Hit in the Balls—or Aspen, I guess—says, as he reaches out a toned arm to shake Selma’s hand.

      Selma quietly introduces herself, her eyes darting between the two of us.

      I’m going to be seeing a lot of this guy because of course he’s Mav’s roommate.

      Oh, flock me.

    

  







            Aspen

          

          

      

    

    






Past - Age Eighteen

        

      

    

    
      “Aspen, this is my girlfriend, Selma, and my twin sister, Lily,” my new roommate, Maverick, says from the hallway.

      I give him a quick nod, too busy in a silent stare down with the annoying creature who punched me in the fucking balls and barely showed remorse about it. Of course, said creature happens to be his twin sister. Awesome.

      The Ball Puncher, or Lily I suppose, continues to cautiously stare at me from across the hallway. She’s still standing a few doors down from us, where she’d been pulling her friend forcefully down the hallway.

      “What are you doing down there, Lily?” Maverick asks, taking a small step toward her.

      Yeah, tell him what you’re doing down there, Lily. I smirk as I watch her already large eyes get bigger.

      The dark ponytail on her head swings around as her eyes dart around the hallway. She has to sidestep a pair of guys carrying a futon, her hand steadying herself on the beige wall when she trips on a stray beer can on the floor.

      Maverick reaches her in a few long strides, his hand automatically bracing her by the elbow.

      Lily swats him away. “I’m fine, Mav. I just wanted to check out the decor down here.” She looks around as if she’s truly appreciating the splendor. Her tiny hand taps the boring wall—once—in an awkward attempt to prove her point. Unfortunately for her, the only decoration is the stray beer can lying deserted near her feet.

      I raise my eyebrows at her, wondering exactly how she’ll try to bounce back from this little charade. By the way she kicks the beer can around, it appears she’s not one to give up easily.

      “Very, mancave-ish,” she observes.

      A laugh escapes me before I can stop it, and the sassy twin sister narrows her eyes on me, crossing her arms over her chest. Somebody should tell her that pose showcases her perky tits a little too well.

      Evidently, she didn’t completely take out my dick with her tiny fist, because I feel it stir.

      It’s too bad this adorable little firecracker is my new roommate’s little sister and therefore, off limits, because she looks just like the trouble I want to get in.

      I’ve only spent a few hours with Maverick, but I can already tell he’s a good dude. There’s no need for me to complicate things by sticking my dick in his sister. No matter how much I love the sass and the hateful glances she keeps throwing my way.

      That doesn’t mean I won’t have the best time fucking with her for eternity, though. I have to give it to her, she’s stubborn.

      Maverick tilts his head inquisitively, then bends down and picks up the beer can. “You must be delirious from all the unpacking,” he mumbles to her, before walking back to our room.

      I glance at Lily to find her glaring at the doorway he just stepped through, glad to know I’m not the only one who’s earned that dirty look from her in the last five minutes.

      My hands clap together, making Maverick’s girlfriend, Selma, jump. “Are y’all ready to eat or what?” I ask, patting my stomach.

      Maverick comes back out of our room, enthusiastically nodding his head in response. He pulls the door closed, locking it behind him, and I gesture for him to lead the way. Not bothering to wait for me or his sister, he takes Selma’s hand in his and they head toward the elevators.

      Now, I’m left alone in the hallway with Lily.

      I raise my eyebrows at her in a silent question, then cock my head in the direction of the elevator. She’s the farthest from it, so I’m waiting for her to go first.

      I’m going to thoroughly enjoy pushing every single one of her buttons. I can already tell.

      That’s why when she breezes past me—pretending she doesn’t even notice me standing there—I place my arm around her shoulder and pull her snuggly against my side. “Want to help me decorate my room later? Your eye for decor is impeccable.” I lift my arm that isn’t around her, pointing behind us where her precious beer can used to rest on the floor.

      She pushes against me as she ducks out from underneath my arm. “Get the hell off me!” She scrubs at where my arm had touched her, as if I might be infectious. It only makes me want to mess with her more.

      We’re still trailing behind Selma and Maverick when I stop directly in front of Lily. I block her exit from the narrow hallway, so her only options are to stop or run right into me. She chooses the former.

      “I can’t wait for us to be best friends,” I declare, looking down to observe her reaction.

      She rolls those baby blue eyes, her thick eyebrows drawing together on her forehead. “In your dreams,” she spits back.

      I chuckle, reaching up to tug on the ponytail that sits atop her head. “Oh, Lily, you don’t want to know the things I’d do to you in my dreams. I can assure you, it’s much more than what best friends would do. But alas, you’re Maverick’s little sister, which means I can’t.” I let my eyes travel all the way down her body, taking in every inch of her. “Which is a damn shame, because I can’t say I don’t want to. Only in my dreams, I suppose.” My finger taps against her small nose, and I hold eye contact with her for a few moments longer before turning around, leaving her gawking behind me.

      I don’t look back at her, even after I catch up with Maverick and his girlfriend standing in front of the elevator doors. When we make it into the elevator, Lily makes sure to stand directly in front of me, blocking her face from my view.

      All I can do is smirk. I can already tell she’s annoyed by me, which for some reason, only makes me want to annoy her more.

      When I first met Maverick, I didn’t imagine him having a gorgeous and witty twin sister.

      Now I’m even more excited about this whole college thing.

    

  







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Present

        

      

    

    
      “Close, motherfucker,” I chant over and over again as I repeatedly sit on my suitcase. My butt bounces off the hard shell and comes down one last time while I try to pull the suitcase zipper tight.

      I’m met with the sweet, sweet victory of the zipper pulling closed. As soon as I register the sound of the final zip, I do a happy dance. My hands are spinning over my head, my hips gyrating, my hair flying every which way, when I hear a knock at my front door.

      The sound stops me right in my tracks. No one ever knocks on my door, unless it’s a food delivery guy or my neighbor, Edna. But it’s already past seven at night, so there’s no way she’s awake right now.

      I blow the hair out of my face as I consider my options, my feet staying planted on the hardwood floor. Maybe they have the wrong apartment and they’ll just leave.

      I’m assessing my outfit when a second knock sounds through my tiny studio. Technically, I’m not wearing anything that’d be deemed inappropriate to greet an unannounced guest, but it still isn’t my best look.

      I’m wearing a pair of leggings, with my skin peeking through a small hole on my knee. My hair was in a messy bun a few hours ago, but after packing for hours and hours, most of it has fallen out. The dark strands have fallen in every direction, with only a small portion still wrapped in the hair tie.

      The sweatshirt covering the top half of my body has seen better days. It has the mascot of the college I graduated from on the front, but the stitching has started to fray, and tiny threads poke out from random areas. Selma has told me multiple times to get rid of it, but I can’t. It’s comfortable, and big enough that no one can tell I’m not wearing a bra when I have it on.

      A third knock echoes through my apartment, and the sheer force of it causes me to jump.

      I let out a huff as I walk the small distance to the door. I’m supposed to be leaving for South Carolina tomorrow morning, and I still have two more bags to pack before I can even think about sleeping.

      I couldn’t find anyone else to carpool with me on the long trip, so it’ll be me, myself, and I driving the many miles. I had to take my car into the shop earlier in the week to make sure it would make the sixteen-thousand-mile drive.

      The pounding on the door becomes more erratic. “I’m coming!” I shout, reaching out to grab the doorknob. I swing the door open, not bothering to hide the annoyed look on my face.

      There are plenty of people I expected to see on the other side of the door. Possibly Edna, even though it’s past her bedtime. Ralph, the ten-year-old who lives below me that I sometimes sneak Snickers bars to in return for him not throwing his ball up against the side of my apartment early in the morning. A Jehovah’s Witness trying to get me to repent for my sins. A little girl selling Girl Scout cookies.

      Any of the above were possibilities. However, the last person I ever expected to see standing a foot away from me on my doorstep was Aspen Bellevue in the flesh.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper, my eyes roaming all over his body to see if he’s real. I haven’t seen Aspen in so long. Not since we graduated college more than two years ago.

      I’ve seen the occasional post from him on social media, but other than that, we haven’t spoken.

      Aspen and I didn’t end on the best terms in college. We’d made the mistake of blurring the lines of our friendship. If you could even call it that.

      I was weak. He made me weak. And in one of those weak moments, I had given him all of me—not only my virginity, but also my heart—on a silver platter. I fell in love with his cocky attitude and crooked smile, with his reckless tendencies and loyal heart.

      I went from hating him to loving him in a simple snap of his fingers. I became a puddle at his feet, and he walked right over me. Didn’t spare me a second thought.

      Just as soon as we began…we ended. The ending of our story came abruptly in the first chapter.

      After falling for Aspen Bellevue, I swore I would never fall at another man’s feet. Especially not Aspen’s.

      I was perfectly content with never seeing that beautiful face again.

      But here I am, face-to-face with him. Aspen, in the flesh. An older, more distinguished flesh. He was hot in college, but now…he’s something more.

      “Don’t look too happy to see me, Lily Bear,” Aspen finally speaks, pulling me from my thoughts. His arm reaches up to lean against the doorframe. This new stance causes him to draw even closer to me. My hand clings to the doorknob like it’s the only thing keeping me standing. And in a sense, it is. After all this time, he still makes me weak. God damn it.

      It’s not like I’ve spent the last two years of my life pining over Aspen. It was actually the opposite. It was almost as easy to go back to hating him as it had been to fall in love with him. But seeing him standing in the doorway of my apartment? I feel at odds with myself and my warring emotions.

      This new life I’ve created for myself in Dallas has nothing to do with him. It hasn’t been tainted by his dirty jokes or piercing green gaze. It was perfect. But now…

      I won’t be able to look at my doorframe without thinking of the way he looks right now, perched up against it.

      “Well, I can’t say I’m exactly thrilled to see you,” I finally manage to get out, still observing him. He seems so eerily familiar, while also noticeably different in so many ways.

      In college, he always had this boyish charm about him. He was good-looking, but it wasn’t in a mature way. Now he looks more like a man than a kid, and it makes me feel uneasy.

      “Happy to see you haven’t changed one bit.” It’s his turn to evaluate me, and suddenly I’m wishing I could have dressed up a bit for this surprise occasion. It isn’t like I want to stand here and impress Aspen, but I would like to be a little vindictive and maybe have my hair not look like a bird’s nest when I finally saw him again.

      Show him what he could’ve had, kind of thing.

      Unluckily for me, I’m showing him exactly why he moved on from me in the blink of an eye after our short affair.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” After realizing my hand has started to cramp from the tight grip it had on the doorknob, I slowly let go.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” He takes one hand off the doorframe and uses it to point behind me.

      I briefly look over my shoulder at the small studio behind me before returning my gaze to him. “That’ll be a no from me, dawg,” I respond. He seems taller now than he used to be. Maybe it’s because he’s unexpectedly taking up my space. Or maybe he’s simply filled out more since college. He has on a simple black hoodie and a pair of jeans. Nothing fancy, but I can’t lie and say he doesn’t wear it well.

      I’m happy to see a pair of sneakers on his feet and not his hideous boat shoes from college he’d refused to part with.

      “C’mon, Lily. We need to talk.” He shoves past me after finishing his sentence, not bothering to wait for an invitation inside.

      “You can’t just walk into my place uninvited!” I scramble to shut the door and chase after him. Good thing I’ve been anticipating being gone for a couple of weeks and had just deep cleaned my apartment this morning. I’d be mortified if my bras were still air-drying from the light fixture in the dining area like they were earlier. It’d be something Aspen would never let me live down. I know that much probably hasn’t changed.

      “Sure I can. We’re old friends. Pals. Am I not allowed to come visit my buddy?” He stops in the middle of the space and swivels his head, taking it all in.

      My eyes take in the same sight he must be seeing. The studio apartment is small—tiny, really—but it’s home. My bed is pushed into one corner of the space. I have a small kitchen across from it. A small loveseat is placed in the middle of it all, a clear acrylic coffee table placed directly in front of the couch.

      “We aren’t friends,” I remind him. While he scrutinizes my living area, I take the moment to redo my bun, gathering my long dark hair at the top of my head and securing my hair tie around it.

      “I’m reminded of that constantly,” he mutters. I almost don’t even catch it because his back is to me, but the space is small and my walls are concrete, so sound travels.

      I’m ready to ask him what he means by that before I decide otherwise. Aspen has always spoken cryptically to me. With everyone else, he was upfront and frank. With me? He was forever speaking in riddles and contradicting his words with his actions. It’s something I’m used to. I don’t have the energy to question him further on it.

      “Seriously, what are you doing here?” The words come out harsh. I’m exhausted from cleaning and packing all day. The last thing I want to do is stand here and play some game with Aspen.

      I used to get high off of sparring with him in college. It was my favorite game—a thrill ride. Now I just want off the damn ride. I’m over the high and over the constant feeling of my stomach sinking.

      His gaze swings to me, pinning me to my spot. “Veronica called me.”

      Figures.

      When she told me she was going to contact Aspen, I didn’t think she was serious. She knows exactly how Aspen and I left things. But I didn’t think there was any fucking way she could be insane enough to think I’d ever willingly get in a car with him for a road trip of this magnitude.

      She’s lost her damn mind.

      I want to find my phone and ask her what in the hell she was thinking—but first I need to get rid of the intruder in my living room.

      “It’s not happening,” I say bluntly, looking down and picking at a thread on my top.

      When I look back up, I find Aspen staring intently at me. His shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath. “Look, I’m just here to offer you a ride. Veronica told me she’d have my balls if I didn’t drive you safely to the opening—and I’m quite fond of my balls, so here I am.”

      “I’m well aware,” I mumble under my breath. Judging by the way he shakes his head, I’m guessing I didn’t say it quietly enough to miss his ears. The movement causes his hair to flop around. It’s longer now. When we were in college, he never let it grow out. It was always short and buzzed. Now, only the sides of his head are buzzed with a nice fade, and the top has longer dirtier blond strands.

      “There’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to ride together like adults.” He says it so matter-of-factly that it makes me mad.

      When did he grow up and become the rational one? “There’s no way in hell I’m traveling halfway across the country with you, Aspen. We’d probably kill each other by the end of it.”

      He takes a few hesitant steps closer to me, a small grin pulling at his lips. “We’ve both grown up since then. I think we’re more than capable of riding together. It makes sense. We both live in Dallas. We’re both driving to South Carolina. It’d be crazy for both of us to take our own cars.”

      My lips purse as I think his words through. It really doesn’t make sense for the two of us to drive down there alone, and if it were any other human on this earth, I’d be happy with the suggestion. But I’m scared for my sanity—and maybe my heart—that a road trip with Aspen could have repercussions. The kind I might not be ready for. But the more I ponder it, the more I don’t want to be the one to back down to him. If I say no, will he assume it’s because I still have feelings for him? If I say no, he’ll think those feelings still exist. But if I say yes, I can prove to him—and myself—that those feelings are far in my past. Exactly where they’ll stay.

      “We would split gas?” I ask tentatively, searching his face for any unease on his part.

      “Sure.” His shoulders lift in a shrug.

      “I get control of the music? I already made a playlist that took hours to create. I didn’t do all of that work for nothing.”

      “We can share control,” he responds, taking the last step to close the distance between us, so we’re only about a foot apart from each other.

      When I woke up this morning, I never thought I’d be face-to-face with my first love, let alone contemplating going on a road trip with him. But life is weird, and in truth, I wasn’t looking forward to driving all the way to South Carolina by myself.

      This can strictly be a business deal. He helps me get from point A to point B—nothing else.

      “Can we keep the talking to a minimum? I don’t have anything new to say to you,” I declare.

      He puts his hand over his heart in mock hurt. “You wound me, Lily Bear.”

      My mouth almost blurts that it can’t be more than he hurt me years ago, but I decide against it. If we’re going to spend a lot of time in a closed space together, it’s probably best not to bring up old times.

      “I’m only considering this because I hate driving and I refuse to take a plane.” My finger wags in his face to help get my point across. I don’t want him to think this is anything more than a carpool.

      “Understood,” he says with a curt nod. “What time should I pick you up tomorrow morning?”

      “Eight,” I respond, before I even think it through.

      “See you then!” he chirps, and as quickly as he barged into my space, he’s out of it. The door makes a slamming sound behind him.

      Mother trucker.

      It appears in the span of a single hour, my plans went from driving myself down to South Carolina, to riding down with enemy number one.

      What the hell did I just agree to?
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      Freshman year came and went in a blur.

      It was more of the same from day to day. I spent most of my time with Maverick and Selma—and unfortunately, Aspen.

      The relationship between Aspen and I hadn’t changed much from the very first day we met. Except now, I wish I had the excuse to punch him in the balls again.

      He drives me nuts constantly. He’s hot and cold with the way he acts around me. One second, he’s making some kind of sexual joke about our chemistry and the next, he’s calling me his little sister. That man is more confusing than my statistics homework—and I suck at math.

      It doesn’t help that he can’t keep it in his pants. I’m not sure that even if his life depended on it, he could keep his dick out of some poor innocent girl.

      The more the four of us hang out, the more I see him take girl after girl home. It’s absolutely revolting.

      I don’t know what’s wrong with the girls on campus, but for some reason, they like him. Judging by the way they all flock around him anywhere we go, they more than like him, which is baffling to me. There’s not much to him other than pervy jokes and okay, maybe good arms.

      Once a day, I tell myself I’m fine with not spending time with my brother and my best friend, just so I can avoid Aspen. But it turns out I’m a sucker for punishment, because more often than not, I find myself with the three of them.

      We’re already halfway through our sophomore year of college. Maverick, Selma, and I went home to stay with our parents during winter break. Aspen went to his hometown as well. That means it’s been one entire month without seeing Aspen. One blissful month.

      The asshole wouldn’t let me forget about him, though. He sent me memes from The Office daily—which he knows is my weakness. The Dwight ones really get me giggling.

      Selma and I had just parked at the gym when she realized she forgot her tennis shoes. Both of us have been trying to keep up with working out even though volleyball season is over. We’ve done great at sticking to the weight room during the off-season. But today, due to the shoe mishap, we’ve had to turn around to get them.

      So, here we are, pulling into the driveway of the house Selma, Maverick, and Aspen share. She better bust her ass finding those shoes before I lose all motivation to work out today.

      The car is barely in park before she’s darting out, running up the front porch steps, and unlocking the door. I decide to follow her inside, afraid if I stay seated for too long, I’ll fall asleep.

      I thought it’d be the best idea to take eighteen credit hours this semester, and I’m drowning. It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.

      My feet drag on the steps as I follow Selma inside. She throws her purse down on the entryway table before rounding the corner to the hallway. “Come in and wait here. Do whatever. I promise I’ll be quick.”

      Selma and I have been friends forever, so I already know all about her tendency to misplace things. Because of this, I also know her search for the shoes could be anything but quick. I strut into the small kitchen and climb onto a barstool, where I lazily thumb through social media while I wait for Selma to find her shoes.

      Is it bad that I hope she doesn’t find them so I don’t feel guilty for not going?

      Just as I get the nerve to double-tap on my crush’s new post (his name is Blaine), I hear the rumble of a car outside.

      My stomach drops. Only one person I know drives a car that loud and obnoxious. And I was kind of liking not having to be around him, because anytime I am, I feel violent. As if I could throat-punch him at any moment. It was a nice month, not being constantly annoyed by the single existence of one human.

      Aspen.

      “Selma!” Aspen yells. “You’re parked in my spot.” He’s closing in on the kitchen, and any second now, he’ll have a nice surprise of me sitting in his kitchen. I’m sure he’ll look dumbfounded.

      Because here’s the thing…in the midst of the memes over break, Aspen and I had a very different phone call.

      It all started one night when I went out with some of my high school friends. One thing led to another and the next thing I knew, I was drunk—very drunk.

      Now, there is nothing wrong with a drunk Lily. I’m actually a really fun drunk. I can hold it together for a long time.

      But on this night, I did the unimaginable.

      I called Aspen.

      I don’t have anything to blame for my obvious lapse in judgment. I was drunk, and he’d just sent me a very funny meme.

      Drunk Lily thought it was a good idea to call him with my reaction. And that call ended up turning into a conversation that lasted more than an hour.

      You heard it here first, folks.

      Aspen and I discovered we could have a solid conversation for more than two freaking minutes without arguing, and now I feel all sorts of odd around him.

      When I see him in about point-three seconds, are things going to be weird between us?

      I find out sooner than I’d rather. The moment he sees me, his shoulders tense and I get a dreaded once-over.

      We have an awkward stare-down for what seems like an eternity. After it gets abnormally uncomfortable, I decide to try to make it less awkward by climbing off the barstool and backing up toward Selma and Maverick’s room.

      “Well, hello to you, Aspen,” I say as sweetly as possible, trying to sneak past him and his brooding stare.

      While Maverick and Selma don’t usually pay attention to the banter between me and Aspen—and I definitely didn’t tell either of them about the phone call—I know that he and I left alone together is a perfect recipe for disaster.

      “Lily,” he purrs. “How lucky am I to have you here this afternoon?”

      I cringe at the tone of his voice. To every other girl it seems flirty, cute. To me, it seems predatory. “Don’t worry, you won’t have little old me here for long. I’m just waiting for Selma to find her shoes and then I’ll be out of your hair.” I try to sidestep him again, but I’m smaller than him and he’s faster than me. He’s now way too close for comfort and I can’t help but stare into those familiar eyes.

      “Lily.” He sighs, and I think he might say something nice for once, but I’m not surprised when he says, “Will you tell Selma that her car needs to move?”

      I want to scream at how uninterested he sounds. I thought we’d made some sort of progress after our phone call. Hell, I came back weirdly anxious to see him—in a good way, not that I’d ever admit it to another human being—and here he is, acting like we never had that conversation. Like it meant nothing to him.

      Fuck you too, Aspen Bellevue.

      He finally lets me pass him and I get halfway across the living room before I notice that he’s following me.

      “Thanks for the welcome back—asshole.” I watch the corners of his mouth lift up, shooting him the evil eye as I slowly back up toward the bedroom.

      “Did you want a welcome party?” His hand raises to rub at the short strands of his buzzed hair. It’s something he’s constantly doing, and it annoys the hell out of me. I’ve told him on numerous occasions.

      “A simple hello would’ve been nice.” There’s a solid thump when the backs of my legs run into an end table. In my attempt to get away from him, I didn’t pay any attention to where I was going.

      “Hello,” he retorts with his normal arrogant tone. His hands find his pockets as he stops a few feet away from me.

      I roll my eyes and let out a long breath. I’ve been in his presence for less than five minutes and he’s already grinding my gears. “Oh, don’t pretend now,” I fire back, bracing myself against the end table. My fingers almost knock over a framed picture of Maverick and Selma at our senior prom.

      Aspen’s hands stay in his pockets as he takes a step closer to me. We’re close at this point—too fucking close for my liking. The look on his face is unreadable, and part of me wants to question why he’s gone from hot to cold. I actually enjoyed talking to him—getting to know him. Now all I want to do is knee him in his favorite appendage.

      “Why are you here, Lily Bear?” He cocks his head, waiting for my response. With his proximity, I’m able to see the faint freckles that scatter over his face. They were darker when he came back from summer break in August, but even though summer is long gone and the winter chill is still in the air, they’re still barely there.

      “My brother lives here, dumbass,” I snap at him.

      I spy the humor in his green eyes. He runs a hand over his mouth, trying to hide his smile, the perfect dimple on his chin making an appearance. “I’m well aware,” he rasps.

      “Then why are you asking a stupid question?” I cross my arms over my chest.

      His eyes follow my movements before he looks up at me. “I was asking a simple question.”

      “I already told you, I’m waiting on Selma to find her shoes.” I carefully walk around him and plop down on the soft gray couch, leaving him standing by the end table alone.

      “Would you like company?” he asks.

      My gaze snaps to him. I can feel my eyebrows pull together on my forehead in confusion. “Over my dead body.” I look at the space between his eyes, unwavering under his stare.

      Aspen shakes his head, and the confident smirk that’s basically permanently attached to his face makes an appearance.

      “Found them!” Selma exclaims, bounding out of the room she shares with my brother. She braces herself against the couch and slips one shoe on at a time.

      “Oh, hi, Aspen,” she says cheerily.

      He gives her a warm smile and hello—a way warmer greeting than he’s ever given me.

      “Ready?” Selma asks me, once both tennis shoes are secured on her feet.

      I groan. Now that I’ve sat here on the couch, getting up to go work out is the very last thing I want to do. I’m thinking about telling her I’ll just wait for her here, but then my eyes meet Aspen’s. The thought of being alone with him here has me flying off the couch so fast. “Yep!” I say, purposely bumping my shoulder against Aspen’s on my way to the door.

      With no warning, he reaches out and grabs me by the elbow. The unexpected touch jolts me, his warm fingers digging deep into my skin. “See you tonight, Lily Bear.” He makes sure to emphasize the nickname he gave me a year ago. One I despise with every part of me.

      I pull my elbow from his grip, not bothering to give him a response—or the satisfaction of seeing the look on my face.

      All I do is follow Selma out the front door, trying my best to ignore the way I can still feel his fingers against my skin.
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      “Are four bags really necessary?” After I pull the sunglasses off my face, I get a better look at the pile of bags Lily is gathering at the top of her apartment stairs.

      She gives me a dirty look, resting her elbow against the railing. “Shut up,” she says with sass, quickly reaching out to stop the bag on top of the pile from falling all the way down the stairs.

      I climb the steps two at a time to reach the one in front of her. “How long are you planning on being gone?” I question, as I move the lighter bags from the top. Once the small bags are out of the way, I grab the handles for the two large suitcases and walk them down the stairs.

      “Well, during your raid of my apartment last night, you didn’t tell me how long you were planning on staying at Mav and V’s, so I had to be prepared,” she counters.

      I look up from the bottom of the stairs to watch her sling her large purse onto her shoulder. She goes to grab one of the smaller bags, but in the process of bending down, all the contents spill from her purse.

      “Shit,” she shrieks, lowering to the floor in response. Her tiny hands scramble to gather everything that’s been dumped.

      I make my way back up the stairs to help her pick up her stuff.

      “I’ve got it,” she snaps, smacking my hand as I move to grab something for her.

      I let out a sigh and then lean back to leave her to it. “I was just trying to help,” I point out. I won’t bother to try again. If she wants to be so demanding, I’m not going to argue with her. We haven’t even started the trip yet and I’m already wondering if this was a good idea.

      Our relationship can only be defined by one word: chaos.

      We were never really friends. I knew she was trouble from the moment I met her. The kind of trouble I was attracted to, but the kind that also happened to be my best friend’s twin sister. I knew right off the bat that she was off limits, but that didn’t stop me from forgetting it years later. Enough time playing cat and mouse with her did me in, and eventually, I lost sight of why I didn’t let us cross the line to begin with.

      Senior year, Lily and I had started down a road that was a dead end from the very beginning. I thought if we both got the other out of our system, the sexual tension would dissipate.

      I was incredibly fucking wrong.

      After the first time I kissed her, I only wanted to do it again and again.

      She was an addiction, but addictions can’t last. Eventually, you have to quit cold turkey.

      That’s exactly what I did. I quit her so suddenly it probably gave her whiplash. It did me.

      It was a necessary precaution I had to take. It was becoming too easy to need her, so I bailed before she realized I needed her more than she needed me.

      I moved on from her. I forced myself to.

      But soon, I’ll be stuck with my best friend’s spitfire of a sister in a closed space—for an extended period of time.

      The two of us have never been able to communicate effectively. The only way we know how to speak to each other is through arguments and insults.

      Why did I think putting the two of us in a car together for days on end would be a good idea?

      A flick to my bicep breaks me out of my thoughts. I look up to find Lily glaring at me.

      “Are you going to tell me which car is yours?” Her heads tilts in the direction of the parking lot, and I follow it with my gaze. The sun has barely risen in Dallas, giving an orange hue to the parking lot. Because it’s early in the morning, there are still a lot of cars out there. I had to snag a parking spot in the back row.

      I straighten from my crouching position, scooping up the only bag left before I head down. “This way,” I point, stepping down the stairs. I don’t bother to look to see if she’s following me. I trust that she is as I grab her bigger bags at the bottom of the stairs and head in the direction of my car.

      “Did you have to park a mile away?” Lily complains from behind me.

      All I do is shoot her a warning look over my shoulder before continuing the trek to my car. It’s not my fault she chose an apartment complex that has a whole lot of units and not nearly enough parking spots.

      “I didn’t want you to answer me anyway,” she says, unable to see the smirk that crosses my face in response.

      Sure you didn’t, Lily Bear. “Here we are.” I stop, slapping the hood of my pride and joy.

      Lily lets out a gasp behind me, her elbow bumping against mine when she suddenly stops, her sandals scratching the pavement in the process. “We are not traveling across the United States in this.” She says the words slowly, a tone of panic in her voice.

      I place her bags on the concrete by my truck as she continues to judgmentally look at my baby.

      I reach for the tailgate, hearing the clicking sound as I pull it open. My eyes travel from the small bed of my truck to the two large suitcases placed on the concrete in front of it. When I told her we’d carpool, I didn’t expect her to be such a heavy packer.

      I’m unsure of how long this little road trip will take, but I brought two bags to her four. One suitcase and one duffel bag. Lily, on the other hand, has two enormous suitcases, a duffle bag, and a purse that is basically the same size as her duffel bag.

      “Aspen, are you listening to me? This thing is a death trap! We can’t travel in it.” Lily drops her bag with a thump before she reaches out to tentatively run her hand across the slope of the metal sitting directly above my tire.

      I let out a groan as I try to stuff one of her suitcases into the bed of my truck. “Yes, I’m listening to you. I’m just choosing not to respond,” I reply with a grunt, somehow managing to stuff her second suitcase on top of the other. “I don’t think two suitcases was really necessary,” I add, while squeezing her duffle bag on top of my own suitcase. I’d offer to put her purse back there as well, but considering she wouldn’t let me touch any of the contents from it earlier, I’m going to assume she wants it in the front seat with her. Or at least easily accessible in the small back seat.

      I step back, my hands finding my waist to assess the situation. Technically, I got all our bags to fit back there. But there’s not an inch to spare. Luckily, I have a cover for the bed, or I’d be nervous on what could happen to all the luggage in the back.

      “Yes, completely necessary,” she clarifies. “I’m not getting in that truck. There’s no way you plan to drive that all the way to South Carolina.” The last words fall out of her mouth in disgust.

      I finally pull my gaze from the truck and aim it directly at her. All I do is glare at her.

      She squirms underneath my gaze. The loose T-shirt she has on falls off her shoulder with the slight movement, and I’m greeted with a glimpse of her smooth tan skin. She anxiously plays with the frayed threads of her jean shorts, rubbing the long strands between her thumb and index finger. I continue to watch her as her eyes bounce between me and my death trap, as she likes to keep calling it.

      “So be it. I’ll unpack the back for you then.” I step closer to Gladys, reaching to lift the tailgate.

      Before I can make my next move, her small hand finds my bicep. “Wait,” she begins, and I look at her from the corner of my eye, seeing the uncertainty written on her face. She cautiously inspects Gladys. “Is it even street legal?” she asks in a straightforward tone.

      I chuckle at her ridiculous question and shake my head. “Did you really just ask that?”

      Lily quickly pulls her hand off my arm. Even though her hand is no longer there, I immediately miss the feeling of her skin on mine.

      She takes a few hesitant steps back, her back hitting the car I’m parked next to. “It was a legitimate question, Aspen.” The look on her face makes it clear that she was actually serious.

      I want to continue to pester her about how dumb of a question it was, but I’d like to avoid an argument with her before I’ve even finished my morning coffee. “Then I’ll give you a legitimate answer. Yes, Gladys is completely street legal.” I go to open the passenger door for her, the door letting out a long groan in the process. I wipe my hands on the front of my jeans, taking a few steps closer to her.

      Lily pulls her lip between her teeth, and my fingers itch to pull it out for her. It was something I used to do to piss her off. A simple excuse for me to touch her under the façade of trying to make her mad. If I were to do it now, I’d be afraid to see her reaction.

      I used to love getting a rise out of her. I’m not sure I have that ability anymore.

      It feels like an unfortunate punch to the gut. I would rather she be annoyed by me than feel indifferent. I’m too scared to see where the ball might drop now.

      “Gladys?” she finally asks, her dark blue eyes assessing me.

      “Lily, meet Gladys.” I extend my arm to point out my baby. “While she may not look the best on the outside, I can assure you she’s fit as a whistle on the inside.”

      “You named it?” she mocks.

      I feel a pang in my heart. I try to erase the memories that flood my brain with her question.

      I speak through a frog in my throat when I say, “She, uh…came with the name. She was my grandfather’s. It was left to me when he passed away last summer. I still have my car from college, but I’d much rather drive this. It makes me feel, I don’t know, closer to him.” I give her a weary look, not really wanting to explain myself any further. “I promise it’s safe.”

      Lily’s dark eyebrows pull together. The next few moments are silent as she quietly assesses every little detail of Gladys. I watch in fascination as her eyes travel over every slope and curve of the truck.

      She’s still hesitantly evaluating the car when I speak again. “C’mon, Lily, do you really think I would jeopardize this beautiful body,” I start at my head and travel the expanse of my body with my hands, “and get in a car I thought was unsafe? To put myself in jeopardy would be a tragedy for so many ladies.”

      Lily scoffs, giving me a dirty look while she does so. “Rule number one of this road trip: you aren’t to speak of the ladies you claim are attracted to you.”

      “You didn’t mind it when you were the object of my affection.” I peer at her from across the hood.

      Her jaw drops, her tan cheeks getting a pink hue to them. Her mouth opens and closes a few times. There aren’t many times that Lily Morrison is speechless, but it appears this is one of them.

      “And besides, I think that would be rule number four,” I declare, before pulling on the driver’s side door handle and swinging inside the car.

      A few seconds later, she throws her purse in the backseat, and then plops down in the seat with a loud huff.

      I put the keys in the ignition and start the truck. It comes to life with a loud rumble. Lily reaches to grab the seatbelt while I begin to reverse out of the parking spot. “Heads up, it sometimes—”

      She shushes me as she tugs on the seatbelt, pulling hard until it abruptly stops. I watch the situation unfold from the corner of my eye. She yanks harder this time, but the belt doesn’t budge. The force of her final yank causes her head to bounce off the window.

      “—gets stuck,” I finish, trying to keep my lips from curling into a smile as she rubs her temple.

      “Holy shit,” Lily mumbles, after pulling down the visor to look at herself in the mirror.

      “Can’t say I didn’t warn you,” I remind her as I flip my blinker to pull out of her apartment complex.

      “Don’t fucking talk,” she snaps, still rubbing her head.

      “What, am I just not allowed to talk for the entire trip?” I question. While we wait for the light to turn green and I wait for her answer, I pull out my phone to type in a final destination.

      “That would be ideal,” she sputters, finally getting her seatbelt to click in place.

      I stare ahead, holding back my eyeroll.
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      I’m sitting awkwardly in the corner of the crowded party, my toes dangling in the water of the heated pool. Most of the people here are huddled on the makeshift dance floor or in the hot tub, but I risked the cold toes to get some personal space. It’s still nice weather outside for us to be on the cusp of spring, and the added bonus of a heated pool helps things.

      I scan over the underage college kids that surround me. Only a few feet away from me, my friend, Traci, is busy dry humping the leg of a guy on the baseball team. My nose scrunches as I move on from being a peeping Tom to the two of them. I continue to look around the party, searching for somebody I know that doesn’t have their tongue down another person’s throat.

      My eyes involuntarily narrow when they land on Aspen getting touchy-feely with two girls on the dingy lawn furniture. Earlier, when Selma was looking for her shoes and he said he would see me later, I didn’t quite register what he meant.

      He probably hasn’t even noticed that I’m here. He’s been too busy entertaining the girls at the party.

      “Can I join you?” a voice asks from my peripheral. It breaks me from the trance of watching Aspen and his two groupies. I pull my eyes away from that train wreck, happy to find the person they land on. Blaine.

      Standing in front of me is the boy I’ve had a crush on since freshman year. His blond hair is shorter than it was when we first met a year ago, but his big brown eyes are still the same.

      “Blaine?” I say in disbelief. “Uh, hi. I mean sure, yeah.” So smooth, Lily.

      He smiles, showing off the one crooked tooth he has. I’ve been obsessed with it since I first noticed it at a party. It adds to his charm, to his good looks.

      “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he states, the denim of his jeans briefly scratching against my thigh during his attempt to sit down.

      “Excuse me, what?” I blurt.

      “I said, I’ve been looking all over for you.” He enunciates every word clearly, as if I’m a toddler and I only understand half of what he’s saying.

      Which might be the case here because, holy fuck, Batman.

      Did I hear him correctly?

      Did Blaine just admit to looking for me?

      Does he love me? Are we getting married?

      “I’m sorry, I’m trying to process this right now.” A shriek comes from the other side of the yard and my eyes follow the noise, landing on one of Aspen’s girls. He’s untied the straps of her cover-up, exposing her almost-naked back to the party.

      “Well, if we’re being honest here, I’ve had a crush on you for a while. It’s just…I’ve only now gotten the nerve to tell you.” He looks over at me and gives me a sheepish smile.

      That man’s smile may be the death of me and my hormones.

      “Sorry, I’m trying to play catch-up in this conversation. You? Crush on me? Please elaborate.”

      “I think everyone around us knows I have a thing for you. You never seemed super interested in me, so I just held my tongue. If we’re being completely honest, I always thought you had a thing for Aspen. I was trying to respect you, not ignore you.” He looks at me and I notice how awesome his brown eyes are—a rich caramel-chocolate brown.

      “You know, you have kickass eyes.” Oh my god. Did I just say that out loud?

      By the way he’s laughing, I definitely said that out loud. He’s seriously doubled over right now. I’m never going to live this down. Kill. Me. Now.

      I’m sure my face is the color of a tomato right about now, and he’s still freaking laughing. The sound can be heard over the noise of the party—which is really saying something because this isn’t the tamest of college parties.

      “Well, that was supposed to be said in my head, not out loud. Sometimes my filter doesn’t exactly work, especially when I’m nervous.” I try looking up from my feet to him, and I see tears running down his face. Why am I so awkward? Face, meet palm.

      “Don’t be embarrassed, even though you’re cute when you are.” He winks at me and then wipes his face with his shirt.

      I get a glimpse of the body underneath the shirt, and oh my god, those abs.

      He scoots even closer to me, making a splashing sound as his feet travel through the water. He gets so close that our feet touch in the water.

      Is pool footsie a thing? Because we’re totally playing pool footsie.

      “So tell me, what are you doing sitting all alone over here?”

      I’m still processing his words from a minute ago when finally, my brain catches up. “Wait, you thought I had a thing for Aspen?!” My gaze absentmindedly finds the object of our conversation across the party. He’s currently kissing the neck of some blonde, oblivious to the world around him.

      I look back to Blaine once again, finding an adorable smile on his face.

      He shrugs. “I think a lot of people thought it for a while. Y’all have that whole argumentative sexual tension thing going on.”

      More like argumentative I-might-murder-him-and-end-up-on-a-murder-podcast tension.

      His foot lazily slides against mine. “You look beautiful today by the way.” He takes a piece of my hair that has fallen forward and tucks it behind my ear.

      I can feel the blush beginning on my chest. I’m sure he can see it.

      When I look up, I realize he’s even closer to me, and looking right at my lips. My breathing picks up.

      The party fades to black around us. All I can think of is the pair of lips in front of me. I’ve been pining for him for an entire year. I’ve envisioned our first kiss more times than I’d care to admit. I just didn’t expect it to ever occur.

      What do I do with my head? I’ve suddenly forgotten how to kiss. I internally panic, hoping he doesn’t think I’m a bad kisser.

      He starts leaning closer and I mimic his action. He lifts his arm, his hand brushing my hair away before it rests on my neck. I can smell his scent and it smells so good, like pine and lemongrass. His breath hits my lips, which are just about to brush his, when a throat clears.

      I look up to see Aspen standing a few feet away from us.

      Typical Aspen, being a cockblock. I swear his main mission in life is to make sure to annoy the hell out of me and piss me off simultaneously.

      I widen my eyes at him, motioning to the opposite side of the party in a hint.

      Much to my dismay, Aspen steps a little closer before firmly planting his feet.
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      “Aspen, my man, it’s been awhile.” From the corner of my eye, Blaine pulls his feet from the pool and walks toward me.

      I don’t even bother to look at the guy. I’m too busy watching Lily try to get rid of me with a simple facial expression. She doesn’t move from her perch in the pool, still dangling her feet in the water haphazardly.

      I can tell she’s annoyed by me when she notices my firm stance. There’s no fucking way I’m leaving her alone with Blaine.

      “Aspen,” she seethes, “Blaine and I are in the middle of a very important conversation if you could maybe see yourself inside.” She points to the party going on parallel to us. It’s obvious she’s hoping I’ll take the hint.

      Blaine smiles down at her, oblivious to the war brewing between me and her. He briefly glances to the two of us, an unreadable look on his face. “I actually have to go make sure no one is going upstairs into any of the guys’ rooms. Find me inside, Lily?” He aims a quick smile her way that has my blood boiling.

      I forgot when I accepted the invite tonight that this was his place. I make a mental note to make sure Lily doesn’t make it up into one of those bedrooms upstairs tonight. I’d freak the fuck out if I found out she was sleeping in his room. I don’t bother to dissect why that is.

      I’m still staring daggers at the side of his head as he slowly backs away from us with a shit-eating grin on his face. Before he disappears, he looks right at Lily and says, “By the way, you have kickass lips.”

      “Lips?” I ask tightly, as I watch him disappear inside. Once I’m satisfied that he’s gone and not coming back, I look at her.

      “Aspen, I owe you no explanation.” Lily doesn’t even spare me a second glance. She leans back on her hands, water splashing around as her feet kick around in the water.

      It stays silent between us. She stays on the ground, sitting and leaning toward the pool. I stay a few feet away from her, carefully watching her movements.

      “Did you just decide to come over here to ruin my life instead of having an actual conversation with me?” Lily pulls her feet out of the pool, splashing the tops of my shoes in the process. She promptly stands up and walks over, stopping directly in front of me, a defiant look on her face. She crosses her arms, clearly waiting for my response.

      The string patio lights cast a glow on her face. I can see the reflection of them in her dark blue eyes. My mind races with an answer to her question. I don’t know why I decided to ditch the two girls that were all over me on the other side of the party. I hadn’t really thought it through. One moment I was kissing one of their necks, the next I noticed the way Lily was looking at Blaine.

      It didn’t sit well with me. I don’t think Maverick would have approved of it. So, I did what any good best friend would do. I shoved the girl off my lap and came to face Lily and Blaine. But now that I’m here, I’m unsure how to proceed.

      “Are you broken? Answer me,” she prods, giving my arm a soft shove.

      “I, uh…”

      The silent pause must be enough of an answer for her, because she stares at me for a long moment as if she’s seeing right through me. But just when I start to feel uneasy under her gaze, she rolls her eyes and begins to retreat toward the patio door.

      Her hand finds the door at the same time mine wraps gently around her bicep. She tries to wiggle out of my grasp, but I don’t let go. I stare at the spot where my skin touches hers.

      “Let go, Aspen. I’m trying to go inside to the party,” she says, giving another tug.

      I smile, my fingers letting go of her arm one by one. “Funny,” I snap. “You didn’t care about the party two minutes ago when you were going to let him stick his tongue down your throat.” Unintentionally, my face nears hers with every word. I can see the storm brewing in those cloudy-day eyes.

      “You need to take a chill pill and butt out of my life,” she orders, stepping even closer to me. It’s evident she’s pissed and not backing down. She stares right at me, her lids narrowing before I speak.

      “No can do, Lily Bear. I can’t have you and Blaine together.” The words come out cool—calculated—even though my heart is racing underneath my calm demeanor.

      “Why does it even matter? You barely spare me a second glance these days. And I like Blaine.” Her hands wave animatedly in the air as she talks. “The guy might actually like me. He might not. Hell if I actually know. Either way, let it be, Aspen. We used to be somewhat civil. You remember that, right? I’ve never once cockblocked you with your constant string of girls. Not once!”

      She points her index finger in my face. Once it gets too close, I swat it away, grabbing her wrist in the process. I don’t hold onto it long, just enough to get the message across that she needs to get her finger the fuck out of my face.

      Her shoulders rise and fall quickly, making it pretty damn clear she’s livid with me. But fuck if I care. I just don’t want to watch her give Blaine bedroom eyes again. Even if it means pissing her off in the process.

      “You’re best fucking friends with my twin. You should give a shit about me! Or maybe you shouldn’t. I shouldn’t actually care. Either way, butt the hell out of my life!” She laughs, and it’s almost manic, full of frustration. Her agitated behavior mimics my own, because right now I want to put my fist through a wall.

      Every time I’m in her presence, even if it’s briefly, half the time I end up feeling volatile.

      She steps even closer to me and I feel the tickle of her long hair against my bare chest. It sends a tingle right down my spine. Lily looks me dead in the eye when she speaks next, venom laced in every word when she says, “You just need to let me live my damn life. You had the chance of pretending like you gave a fuck about me. You never did. I’m just Maverick’s sister to you. It’s fine—I get it. But you decided last year that you didn’t want to be an important person in my life. Not in any meaningful way at least. Live with your fucking choices, Aspen.”

      She steps away and all I can do is watch her retreating figure. I’m locked in place, the blood in my veins pulsing angrily through my body.

      Just as she reaches the door, I say, “Lily, wait.”
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      I’m one hour into the car ride with Aspen.

      It’s already going horribly wrong.

      For starters, the asshole didn’t tell me his truck didn’t have a working audio jack.

      When we made the deal last night to carpool, he made no mention that I wouldn’t be able to play my playlist through the car speakers.

      And if sitting in silence with my own worst enemy isn’t enough, we’re stuck in the morning commute traffic. Aspen’s brakes make a screeching sound as we inch our way down the highway.

      “If we would’ve left five minutes earlier,” I mumble, picking at the thread of my shorts, “we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      Aspen abruptly stops tapping on his steering wheel. He’s hidden his eyes behind a pair of Ray Bans so I’m unable to see the look in them, but by the strain of the muscles in his forearm, I can tell he heard my commentary. “Maybe if I didn’t have to spend those five precious minutes shoving your suitcase in the back, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      “Maybe if you told me your car doesn’t have the ability to play music we wouldn’t be in this scenario,” I fire back, wiggling my butt in the seat in an attempt to get comfortable.

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” Aspen responds, leaning forward to look in the mirror on the side of his car.

      I think my words through, scrunching my nose in the process. He’s probably right, the lack of music playing through the speakers isn’t the whole reason we’re driving ten miles per hour. But damn it, I’m annoyed I can’t play the rad playlist I slaved over.

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” I mock, trying my best to match Aspen’s tone.

      The car shifts all the way into the left lane before he glances over at me. “Did you just copy me?” A smile tugs at the corner of his lips.

      “No. I simply restated what you said.” I go back to picking at one of the loose threads on my denim shorts. When I look at the car next to us, I see an old man and woman both peacefully smiling, acting as if the traffic doesn’t faze them at all. I wish I could say the same for us.

      “AKA copying,” Aspen points out.

      “Pish posh,” I respond, turning my attention to him. I’m shocked to find a smile still on his face. It shows off one of his deep dimples. I want to stick my finger in it.

      “Is it in your nature to argue? Or do you ever just simply have a normal conversation without it escalating there?” There’s a small bit of humor in his voice.

      We’re happily met with the rumbling of Aspen’s death trap—I’m sorry, Gladys’s engine. We’ve officially broken free of the bumper to bumper traffic and are now picking up a steady pace.

      “You know, most of the time, I’m able to have a simple conversation. The problem is, when it comes to you, I can’t help but argue. You infuriate me that much,” I reply simply, before pulling my feet up onto the seat with me.

      He looks at me from the driver’s seat for a moment before turning his eyes back on the road. “Ever think about why you feel the need to argue with me?”

      “Probably because I hate you.” I aim a big smile his way, showing off all my teeth.

      “Tread carefully, Lily. There’s a fine line between love and hate.” His words take mine away instantly. With one simple sentence, he shuts me up.

      My teeth snap together quickly. I refuse to look at him after he’s put those words out into the universe. They catch me off guard because he’s right. I toed the line between loving and hating him for a long time. There was a brief stint where I jumped right over it, choosing to love him instead of hating him. The only difference here is that I’ve promised myself to never do that again.

      No matter how thin that line is, I refuse to cross it.

      “Oh, so that’s the trick to shutting you up?” He lifts his hips, adjusting his position on the seat. “I’ll have to keep that in mind for next time.”

      I go to shoot him a glare, but I’m met with his huge grin. Instinctively, I reach across the center console and flick him right in one of the hollow dimples in his cheeks.

      “Ow!” he howls, rubbing the spot where I just flicked.

      “You deserved it,” I say with a huff. I let my head fall against the head rest, looking out over the dashboard to gauge the progress we’ve made.

      Unfortunately, the traffic really set us back and we haven’t traveled very far in the time we’ve been in the car.

      I want to ask Aspen when he thinks he might make a stop and where we’ll be sleeping tonight, but that would mean starting another conversation with him. Which right now, I’m not really feeling.

      My phone chimes from the cup holder between us. I pick it up, finding a missed text from Veronica.

      Veronica: Checking for life…

      Lily: It’s YOUR life you need to be worried about here.

      Lily: When I see you, it’s game on, bitch.

      Veronica: I’m terrified.

      I smile after reading her text. I can’t help but read it in her ever-present dry tone. The girl has mastered the uninterested sarcastic tone.

      Lily: You should be! We haven’t been in the car more than an hour and I already want to punch him.

      Veronica: Do it. Maybe it’ll help ease the sexual tension!

      A loud gasp escapes my throat.

      The sound causes Aspen to slam on the brakes. “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Oh, nothing,” I respond. “Just reacting to a text from V.” I look at him, giving him a shrug.

      “Are you kidding me? I thought I hit a squirrel or something. You can’t gasp that loud over a flipping text.”

      “You aren’t the boss of me,” I remind him, pointing to the road so he stops glaring at me before he really does hit a squirrel.

      “Whatever,” he grumbles, his eyes thankfully on the road.

      Lily: NEVER use the words sexual tension again when it comes to Aspen. OUR FRIENDSHIP DEPENDS ON IT!

      “What are the two of you talking about, anyway?” Aspen asks, leaning across the center console to try to peek at my phone.

      “Aspen, eyes on the road!” I shout.

      He shakes his head at me, and I’m pretty confident that his eyes roll behind the aviator sunglasses he’s wearing. “My eyes are on the road.”

      I can feel my phone vibrate in my lap, but I don’t look at it, afraid Aspen will put our lives in harm’s way by being nosy again. “Weird how you say your eyes were on the road when they were most definitely trying to look at my text messages.”

      His head is still facing the direction of the road, but he does take the time to take one of his hands off the wheel and flip me off.

      “Just admit you were being nosy, Aspen,” I say, turning my body so it faces away from him. The door digs into my back a little, but a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do to avoid prying eyes.

      Veronica: Sorry, I meant maybe instead of punching him, the two of you should bang to ease the sexual tension.

      Lily: I’m ignoring you. Bye.

      Veronica: You love me!

      I wish she was here right now so I could wipe the pretty smile I know she’s wearing off her face. I scroll through all my social media apps for an extended amount of time before I start to feel nauseous. With a long sigh, I shove my phone into the crevice between my thighs and look out the passenger window.

      Cars race by on either side of us on the highway. The sun has fully risen, its rays attempting to blind me from my position in the seat.

      When Aspen directs the car into the exit lane, I look out the window in confusion, my gaze snapping to his dashboard to see if we’re running out of gas. We aren’t—if the meter on his dash is correct. “Why are we exiting here? We need I-20.”

      “No, we don’t,” Aspen says, not bothering to explain.

      “Uh, yes we do.” I reach between my legs to find my phone, getting ready to prove to him that I-20 is how we’ll reach South Carolina the fastest.

      He reaches out and covers my phone with the palm of his hand. “We’re taking a small detour.”

      “A detour?” I ask hesitantly.

      “Yeah, kind of,” he says, so sure of himself. “Think of this trip as…the scenic route.” His lips pull up in a teasing smile as we cross from one highway to another.

      “I didn’t sign up for the scenic route! I signed up for two—maybe three—days of being stuck in the car with you. Nothing more than that.” I search the signs around us to try to determine what exactly he means by scenic route, but there aren’t any clues to be found.

      “We have a little over a week before the grand opening. Let’s have some fun,” he offers.

      “My definition of fun will never involve you,” I bite back, my fingers finding my temples as I try to think my way out of this. “You’re essentially kidnapping me,” I continue, rubbing the sides of my head lightly.

      Aspen lets out a big breath of air as a mocking laugh. “Kidnapping? A little dramatic, don’t you think?”

      I look at him from the corner of my eye, the hand rubbing my temple partially obstructing his smirking face. “I bet if we look up the definition of kidnapping it would literally say taking someone somewhere against their will.”

      “If you don’t want to participate, Gladys and I are happy to drop you off at the next bus station.” The words come out nonchalantly, then he looks over at me and lifts the sunglasses off his face. His straight eyebrows raise, as if he thinks that’s actually a good idea.

      “I’m not riding a bus,” I state. My hair falls in my face and—annoyed—I blow out a breath to try to move it.

      “Well then, it looks like you’re all out of options, Lily Bear. You need me—and my scenic route.” His green eyes hold nothing but mischief in them as he looks over at me briefly. After getting his point across, he pulls the sunglasses back over his eyes and focuses on the road.

      “Let’s get one thing very clear, Aspen. I don’t need you. So, what does this ‘scenic route’ entail?” I inquire, using air quotes.

      “You’ll see,” he replies, without explaining further.
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      “Lily, wait,” Aspen says, with what might actually be a pleading tone.

      The tone alone stops me in my tracks. Aspen never pleads—he demands, but never pleads.

      I stand glued to my spot in front of the door. My brain’s telling him to fuck off, that it doesn’t matter whatever words leave his mouth next. But my stupid heart hopes that maybe we can return to the two people who’d managed to openly communicate on the phone over break. It craves it. So my head loses, and my heart wins.

      “What?” I ask dejectedly, turning my body to face him. I lean up against the sliding glass door, staring at Aspen and waiting for him to continue.

      I’m caught off guard with the look on his face; normally he has a cocky smirk permanently attached to it. The posture of his body, always straight and confident. Right now, he looks almost unsure. There’s an inward slope of his shoulders that isn’t usually there.

      He takes a long breath, looking me dead in the eye with a look I can’t decipher. “I just don’t want—”

      The glass door slides across my back, causing me to jump and look toward the door.

      “There you are!” Selma explains from behind me. I look over her shoulder to find Maverick standing right behind her. “We’ve been looking all over for you.” She gives me her normal sweet smile, and I try to return it but I’m still on edge from whatever Aspen was about to say.

      When I turn to face him, I see his uneasy expression has been completely wiped way. Instead, he has on his typical smirk. He takes the last few steps to where I’m standing, blocking the entrance to the door. He puts his hand on my shoulder as he squeezes through.

      “Be careful, Lily,” he warns quietly, giving me a quick glance before pushing all the way through the door. “I’ll see you guys later.” Aspen stops for a moment, acknowledging my brother and Selma. Then, he looks at me one more time before disappearing inside.

      I wonder for a moment what he was about to say before Selma opened the door, but then I stop myself. At this point, it doesn’t even matter.

      “Going to tell me what that was about?” Selma asks. “You’ve been out here for thirty minutes. Were you talking to Aspen that whole time? I thought you guys hated each other?”

      I start walking inside and Selma is right on my heels, being awfully persistent with her questions. For someone who’s normally so quiet, she sure is asking a lot. The party is bustling around us. I’m in the middle of sidestepping a couple making out when Selma starts talking. Maverick was left behind, talking to one of his friends.

      “Lily?” she asks again, her small hand resting on my shoulder in comfort. Selma isn’t one to pry, and I know she won’t demand that I tell her anything, but I also don’t want her thinking I was sitting out there so long with Aspen—alone.

      “It wasn’t anything, Selm. I went out there to get a breath of fresh air. Blaine came over to talk to me, and he actually admitted that he’s had a thing for me. Did you know that?” I swipe my hands over my jeans, looking to her for an answer.

      She gives a short shake of her head.

      “Well, anyway,” I continue, “I think Blaine was about to kiss me when Aspen walked up. He got moody for some reason. We’ll never know why, because it’s Aspen. We argued, and then you opened the door. That’s it. Now I’m going to party because my head is freaking spinning.” I grab the nearest drink and then gulp it down fast.

      When I make eye contact with Selma again, her jaw is hanging right open as she silently watches me. I use the silence to continue to chug the beer. It tastes bitter on my lips, but I ignore the awful aftertaste. Right now I’m just trying to wipe Aspen’s unreadable look from my mind.

      I try to think of Blaine instead.

      Blaine Wilcox. I’ve had a crush on him for so long I thought it would never become anything more.

      “Ahhhh!” a crowd cheers from the left of us. Selma stands beside me as I look toward the noise. It’s a group of our friends playing beer pong, and from the looks of it, the team whose turn it currently is, is having to make trick shots.

      I continue to observe the party, taking in all the sights. My gaze stops instantly when I find Aspen watching me from across the way. He’s sitting on a barstool, a new girl’s arm draped over him. She whispers something in his ear, but he doesn’t give any type of response.

      Nope—none. All he does is stare at me with a taunting smile.

      It makes my stomach feel like Jell-O. I quickly avert my eyes, pulling the beer bottle to my lips only to find it empty. “We need more,” I tell Selma, grabbing her by her skinny elbow and pulling her toward the kitchen—away from Aspen’s weird looks.

      “Found you,” a voice whispers in my ear as soon as we walk into the kitchen.

      I turn around to find a smiling Blaine, holding a bottle of water. “You did.” My own smile peeks through.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asks, placing his hand at the small of my back and directing me toward the counter where all the drinks are fanned out.

      “That would be great,” I respond quietly, moving a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

      My back feels hot; right between my shoulder blades, I feel this intense heat. I’d blame it on where Blaine’s hand is resting, but his is lower.

      This heat is from a gaze.

      A gaze across the room I’m trying very hard to ignore.
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      “So, what’s the look we’re going for today?” Selma asks two days later as she helps me get ready for my first date with Blaine. She continues to pull out different variations of outfits from her closet to give me more to choose from.

      Selma and I don’t exactly have the same style, but I’m trying to feel out all my options before going on a date with Blaine. Where my style is more flashy, Selma’s is more casual. The only tight clothing she ever puts on is the spandex we wear for volleyball. I, on the other hand, live under the motto: if you’ve got it, flaunt it.

      She pulls out a long willowy skirt that would be great if I were going to a church service for my first date. I give her a vehement shake of my head as she waves it in the air.

      “Gotcha. Not the skirt. Is anything catching your eye?” She holds up a couple of different dresses and a blouse.

      “Ohhhh, this one!” I pull out a sweater dress. I’ve never seen her wear it, but it looks perfect for a first date outfit.

      Selma’s eyes drift over the fabric. “All yours!” She steps away from the closet she shares with my brother and walks into the bathroom.

      While she’s in there, I slip out of my clothes and slippers then carefully put on the dress. It falls about mid-thigh on me. The camel color is a few shades darker than my skin tone, which typically has a nice tan to it. But it’s been a long time since I’ve been in the sun—hence the more washed out look I’m currently rocking.

      My feet take me to the mirror that hangs on her and Maverick’s closet door. I decide to braid the top half of my hair back and let my natural curls hang low. I look put together, but not overdone. Blaine has been out to Lenny’s with us after I played a volleyball tournament all day and barely had the energy to change. I don’t have to get all done up for him, but I do still want to dress to impress. At least a little.

      I find Selma brushing her hair in the bathroom. There, I swipe some mascara on my eyes and some pink gloss on my lips. I check my phone to see if I have any missed texts, noticing I have one from Blaine saying he’s on his way.

      “He should be here soon,” I tell Selma. I drift over to my gym bag that sits atop her bed, pulling out a pair of booties followed by a pair of thigh high boots. I brought both options depending on what outfit I chose to wear.

      “Definitely the thigh highs,” I say out loud, more to myself than to Selma. I can’t ever picture her wearing these shoes.

      My butt thumps against their soft comforter as I sit down and pull each shoe on. I stand, walking back to the mirror to check out the completed look. “Do you think he’ll like it?” I ask Selma, before finding her eyes through my mirror. She’s beaming.

      At times like this, I feel so lucky to have a best friend like her. I don’t know where I’d be without her. We’ve been friends longer than she’s been dating my brother, and I love that even though she’ll probably marry him one day, I know she was my friend first.

      “No, I think he’ll love it! He’s already told you he’s been pining over you. You could wear anything and that man would love it.” She gives me a big squeeze and starts collecting all of the clothes off the bed and floor. Even though she loses almost everything, she’s still somehow overly neat.

      “Someone’s here!” Maverick shouts from the living room. Then he resumes yelling at whatever game he’s watching on TV.

      “It’s time!” I give myself a once-over and hug Selma one last time.

      She puts my lip gloss in my purse before handing it to me. “Have fun. I love you—and don’t be nervous!” She shoves me out of her room just in time for Blaine to walk up their front porch steps.

      I open the door to see Blaine standing there in a dark gray button-down and jeans, and a large smile on his face. My eyes travel back up to find his hand out, holding a bouquet of flowers.

      “Blaine, hi! These flowers are beautiful, thank you.” I try to take the flowers from him, but he pulls me in for a hug instead.

      “I figured I’d start sweeping you off your feet now.” He pulls me in even closer to him.

      I have to lift my head to look up at him to make eye contact. “It really means a lot, thank you.” I start to pull away and admire the flowers, but before I can leave his grasp fully, he leaves a quick peck on my forehead.

      “Can I leave these here for the night?” I ask Selma, who’s watching all of this unfold from the living room.

      She gives me a nod, then heads in the direction of their small kitchen area. I follow her in, holding the flowers as she searches for a vase.

      “What do we have here?” Aspen swaggers out of his room. He leans his elbow against the kitchen counter as he peers around the room, inspecting.

      “Blaine and I were just on our way out.” I try to avoid looking at Aspen’s bare chest on full display.

      He reaches into the bowl on top of their kitchen counter, pulling out an apple. It makes a loud crunching sound as he bites into it. Aspen chews loudly, his eyes dragging up and down my body. “Were you?” he asks in a mockingly sweet tone. His green eyes accuse.

      Selma has to pry my hands away from the cellophane wrapped flowers.

      My eyes narrow on him as he continues to chew as loud as a horse, not bothering to use manners. What the hell is he up to?

      “Well, it was good to see you, Selma. Maverick, Aspen.” Blaine makes awkward eye contact with the three of them, holding his hand out in front of the door for me to take.

      I shoot Aspen a dirty look as I exit the kitchen, meeting Blaine at the door.

      “You ready?” he asks, taking my hand.

      I don’t bother to look back at the people in the living room. Selma will undoubtedly text me as soon as I walk out the door, Maverick is too enthralled in the game he’s watching, and Aspen—well, Aspen can shove it where the sun don’t shine.

      “Yep!” I squeak, a little too much pep in my voice.

      Blaine’s hand envelops mine as we both mutter a brief goodbye. We walk out the door, heading toward his car hand in hand.

      “Where to?” I question when he opens my door. I give him a big smile to show my appreciation as I step into the car.

      “Can I surprise you?” he asks as I slide into the smooth leather of his interior. His hand stays propped on the door as he waits for my answer.

      “Sounds good to me.” I shrug, giving him a thumbs up, which in hindsight probably wasn’t very sexy of me.

      We make small talk during the beginning of the ride, but after a few minutes, it dies off into a comfortable silence.

      “What are you thinking about over there?” Blaine interrupts my thoughts, nudging my hand with his.

      “Nothing too interesting,” I respond quickly, not wanting to tell him I was wondering why Aspen had decided to ramp up his oddness on our way out.

      The car turns into a popular spot near campus. It’s a park, but on Friday and Saturday nights, a bunch of food trucks park there. It happens to be one of my favorite places to go to, and it holds my favorite meal in the world.

      “I want pancakes,” I tell Blaine, grabbing his hand and moving toward my favorite vendor. Selma, Aspen, and I always come here on the weekends. We all love the pancakes and could talk to the owner of the food truck for hours.

      I’m basically pulling Blaine across the crowded area when I look back at him to make sure he doesn’t seem bothered by me taking the lead on the date. I ponder if I should’ve asked him if he even likes pancakes and if he was okay with me hijacking his dinner plans, but the grin on his face makes it appear as if he doesn’t care at all.

      Let’s be honest, though. Who doesn’t like pancakes?

      “I never pegged you as a breakfast-for-dinner kind of girl,” he says as we squeeze through a throng of people waiting in line at a taco truck.

      “Pancakes are my love language. We come here a lot on the weekends,” I explain to him. “I also know the owner, Judas, and he’s awesome.”

      We arrive at the food truck and sure enough I see Judas with a sly smile on his face. The man has got to be pushing ninety, but he still looks healthy as a horse.

      “Lily! There’s my girl. I knew you had to be coming soon. It’s been awhile since you last had your pancake fix.” Just then, he looks away from me and notices Blaine. “And who might this young fella be?”

      “My name is Blaine. I’m a friend of Lily’s.” Blaine draws me to him as he says it.

      I look up at him, finding his eyes already on me. Man, that smile is a lady killer.

      “Nice to meet ya.” With that, Judas starts to mix batter. He adds chocolate chips to it—my favorite. I love how he doesn’t even have to ask what I want. I’ve had the same order ever since the very first time we stopped at his food truck last year. “Can I get you anything, young man?” He briefly looks up from mixing before his head goes right back down so he can focus on his task.

      “I’ll have whatever she gets,” Blaine says, leaning on the counter next to me. “So, what’ve you been up to, Lily? I saw Aspen the other day, but when I asked how you were, he didn’t have much to say.”

      I listen to Blaine’s words as I watch Judas pour the mixture onto the griddle. My stomach starts to grumble, and I realize I’d been too nervous before the date to eat a decent lunch. “Not a whole lot. I’m afraid I’m kind of boring, to be honest. But my life just got a lot more interesting with this whole finding out you have a crush on me thing…” I look over at Blaine, playfully nudging him with my shoulder.

      “I remember my first date with Arabelle. It was love at first sight,” Judas says.

      I love when he talks about his wife. He gets a certain loving look on his face when they’re together or when he’s talking about her. They’re the cutest together—legit goals. “Where is Arabelle today? She’s normally here causing mischief.” At that, Judas and I both laugh. She loves to play pranks on him and their customers.

      “She’s at the house gardening. You know her and that garden. It’s her happy place.” He takes our pancakes off the skillet, placing them in Styrofoam boxes. He then puts my normal toppings in a container along with containers of his homemade syrup. Blaine reaches for his wallet to pay, but Judas stops him with, “This is on the house. Happy birthday, Lily. Come back and visit soon.”

      I run around the counter, climb the stairs to jump into the food truck, and give Judas a big hug when I reach him. When I’m tucked tightly into the crook of his neck, I whisper, “Judas, it isn’t my birthday.”

      He gives my head a soft pat and says, “I know. But you should be spoiled like it is your birthday.” Judas gives me one last squeeze before slowly letting go. When I make eye contact with him, he winks.

      As I fully detach myself from Judas, Blaine gives him a firm handshake. “Thank you, sir. I think we’ll be seeing you a lot. It seems like the girl I want to date really likes pancakes.” His words cause blood to creep to my cheeks, warming me all over.

      “You know you aren’t getting out of here without a birthday song.” Judas reaches into my box and pulls out an extra pancake. I narrow my eyes at him, knowing full well he’s aware it isn’t my birthday. Or even close.

      “For the birthday girl,” he continues.

      I look down to see a double chocolate chip pancake. He knows my love for the double chocolate is real, I just don’t get it anymore because it puts me in a chocolate coma.

      For my actual birthday months ago, I had three of those giant pancakes. I had to listen to Aspen insult me for a straight hour while every bite of those pancakes came right back up, his fingers tight against my scalp as he held my hair back.

      One little false birthday pancake can’t hurt though, right?

      Judas spoons whipped cream on it, sticking a birthday candle right in the middle. He sets the plate down in front of me before he and Blaine start singing a beautiful rendition of Happy Birthday. I try not to look too guilty when I blow out the candle, making a wish even though it isn’t my birthday.

      “Thank you so much, gentlemen! That was stunning.” I pluck the candle from my pancake before tossing it onto the food truck’s counter. Then I lift the pancake in front of my mouth and fold it hotdog style. My eyes roll to the back of my head as it hits my mouth. I forgot how delicious the double chocolate chip pancakes are.

      Before I know it, I’m taking the last bite. I may be slightly embarrassed at the record time I’ve finished, but I’m hoping the guys didn’t notice since they’ve started a conversation of their own.

      In my defense, Selma almost kicked my ass at the gym today.

      I tune in to hear Blaine talking to Judas about what courses he’s taking this semester. When he looks over at me, he lets out a small chuckle. “You’ve got a little something on your cheek,” Blaine points out, his eyes zeroing in on something on my face. Before I can get it, he reaches over and removes it himself. “Whipped cream,” he explains, showing me the evidence on his finger. Just when I think he might ask for a napkin, he licks the whipped cream clean off his finger, sending my lady bits into overdrive.

      Okay. Hellloooo, Blaine. Why do I want to rewind that and watch it all over again?

      He continues his conversation with Judas like nothing happened.

      “Beware of that child,” Judas warns. “She’s used up an endless supply of my napkins with her messy eating.” He hands me a napkin and I fake pout as I wipe my face clean. “You two better get going before your food gets cold,” Judas instructs as he exits the truck.

      He pulls me into another big hug, one I gladly return all over again. I take a deep breath in of his familiar syrup scent before letting go.

      He and Blaine exchange another handshake as a goodbye. While Judas is busy climbing back into the truck, Blaine slips some dollar bills into the tip jar on the counter. He grabs the food bag from me as we start to walk to find a spot to sit.

      As we’re searching for an empty table, Blaine grabs my hand, surprising me with how comfortable it feels.

      “You didn’t have to do that, you know,” I say, narrowly avoiding a toddler with a very sticky funnel cake in their hands.

      “Do what?” He pretends to look confused, as if I didn’t clearly see him pay Judas.

      “Pay Judas for the food.”

      “Oh, that. I figured it was for the best. He needs to be compensated for his great pancake making skills. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone eat anything as fast as you ate that pancake. So, am I missing something? Your birthday is today?” He gives me a teasing grin.

      I feel the redness seeping into my cheeks. Here I was, thinking I got away with scarfing down that pancake in ten seconds flat, but apparently I wasn’t as convincing as I believed. “Just you wait. They really are delicious! And no, he just wants to make me feel awkward. I hate when people sing to me.” I attempt to change the conversation to something else. “So, how about this weather, eh? Feels great outside.”

      He shakes his head. “Did you really just use ‘eh’ in a sentence?”

      I scrunch my face together as I say, “Maybe.”

      “That’s absolutely adorable,” he says. He cocks his head toward an empty table a few yards away from us, silently asking me if that spot will work.

      I give him a firm nod of my head, letting him lead the way there.
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      “Abso-fucking-loutely not,” Lily declares from the passenger seat next to me, her eyes staying focused on the sign directly in front of my windshield.

      “Oh, don’t be that way,” I throw back, sliding my phone into my pocket. I reach to open my door, but Lily’s hand shoots out in front of my chest, blocking me in.

      “No, no, noooo way, Aspen. You don’t get to escape this argument.” I let go of the door handle and turn my body toward her, raising my eyebrows when I realize her hand is still splayed across my chest. “Ew,” she sputters when she realizes it’s still there as well. As fast as it had shot out, she pulls it back and sets it in her lap, anxiously tapping her fingers on her thigh. She swings her sights from the sign we’re parked in front of over to me. Finally, she stops ping-ponging back and forth and focuses on me. “I’m not staying here.” There’s conviction in her voice, her gaze not wavering from mine.

      I don’t respond to her, taking the moment to look at her. Her hair falls over her shoulders in waves. During the brief time we dated—if you could even call it that— I used to love running my hands through those thick strands, my fingers tangling in the dark locks. Now the cascade of nearly black is just another reminder of something I had but couldn’t keep.

      I’m all too aware that if I were to push the blanket of hair back, I’d be met with one bare, tan shoulder. She had fussed with the T-shirt the whole car ride here before she finally just let it fall as it wanted. I follow the curves her shirt hugs until I’m met with the denim of her shorts. I’m observing the way her tan legs bounce up and down with nerves when I feel a sudden pain on my forehead.

      “Ow!” I howl, rubbing the center of my face. “Did you just flick me?”

      Lily gives me a sly smile. “I sure did. Stop staring at me. It’s weird, and it creeps me out.” Her one eyebrow raises.

      “It creeps you out, huh?” Somehow, I’m very certain that my gaze doesn’t creep her out. I don’t voice my viewpoint, though—well aware she’d only deny it if I did.

      “One hundred percent. Now, back to the matter at hand. We aren’t staying here for the night. We still have plenty of daylight left to continue our trip.” She points to the road as if the action alone will magically have us traveling back down it.

      The trip here took about five hours and we could’ve stayed on the road for a few more, but I have other plans. When I found out I was traveling to South Carolina with Lily, I decided to implement a few detours along the way.

      The first being Hot Springs, Arizona where we’re currently parked in front of a small Airbnb I rented last minute. After talking with Veronica and coming up with a plan, this was the only thing I could find on such short notice. Even if it is smaller than Lily’s Dallas studio, it will have to do.

      When I told Veronica all about my plan to take a few extra days to explore, she was all for it. She claimed Lily and I needed to figure our shit out—her words, not mine. I told her I didn’t think Lily and I would ever have anything figured out. But once Veronica has her mind set on something, there’s no turning back.

      So now I’m left with a very unwilling travel partner.

      “You’ve really only got two options here, Lily Bear,” I drag out the nickname I know she absolutely despises.

      “Stop calling me that,” she snaps.

      “Don’t interrupt me.” I narrow my eyes at her for a few seconds before she makes an angry face at me. “Anyway,” I continue, “you’ve got two options. You can stay the night in Gladys, which really doesn’t have a lot of space in the back. Or, you can join me in the house for the night. We even have the luxury of having access to the hot springs. The place has two sleeping spaces. You can pretend I’m not even there.”

      She purses her lips, like she’s deep in thought. “You talk entirely too much for me to be able to pretend you’re not there.”

      I smile. “Don’t act like you don’t like it.”

      Lily guffaws. “Keep dreaming, Aspen.”

      “What if you’re what I dream about?” The words come out before I think about their meaning. My intention was to flirt with her, throw a wrench in her demeanor, but the words ring a little too true. Something she hopefully doesn’t read into.

      Her plump lips are sealed shut when I look over at her, her eyes darting in every direction but mine. Her front teeth make an appearance and seconds later she’s rolling her bottom lip underneath them. My fingers twitch in my lap to pull it out—an old habit—but I hold back.

      Not yet. She’s not ready.

      “What option do you choose?” I ask, waiting for her to look in my direction again.

      Lily sighs, her eyes rolling before the aqua globes land on me. “Lead the way.” She reaches into the backseat, quickly grabbing her purse before opening her door a moment later. Her sandals make a slapping sound against the concrete as she jumps out.

      I follow her lead, opening my door and stepping out. It feels good to finally stretch my legs. I reach up to the air, working out the kinks in the rest of my body as well.

      The hot springs will definitely be nice after the first leg of our road trip.

      I hear a screeching sound and Lily exclaim “Shit!” a moment later.

      Rounding the back of the car as fast as possible, I find Lily standing there looking aghast. The panicked look on her face makes sense when I notice the handle to the tailgate resting in her hand…no longer attached to the truck.

      “I’m…I’m so sorry,” Lily apologizes, lifting the handle and waving it in the air between us. “I was just trying to open the back and I had to pull a little harder than I expected, and then it just…well, it just came off.” The handle lingers in the air between us. Lily cautiously watches me, waiting for my reaction.

      It’s quiet for a few beats, with only the sounds of the surrounding trees rustling in the wind. Finally, I can’t hold it in another second. A huge laugh erupts from me. I can’t stop it. I have to brace my palms against my thighs to regain my breath.

      “Aspen Michael Bellevue, stop laughing!” She whacks me with the disassembled handle. After it hits my bicep, she loses control of it and it drops to the concrete with a clank. “I was worried you’d be mad at me,” she whines as she runs her hands through her hair.

      “Lily, it’s fine. It happens all the time. I can get it back on easily.”

      Her eyes widen. “It happens all the time and you let me panic over it for that long?” There’s disbelief in her voice.

      “I didn’t realize you were that bent up about it,” I note, reaching to pick up the handle. In less than ten seconds, I have it clicking back into place and the tailgate pulled down. Wiping my hands on my jeans, I toss her a glance. “See?”

      Her shoulder bumps against me as she goes to stand in front of the bed. I watch in amusement as she grabs the handle of her suitcase at the top of the pile. She plants her feet and gives it a good tug.

      Once, twice…

      On the third tug, I step closer to her and try to offer a hand. “Can I help?”

      “I’ve got it,” she huffs, her arms shaking with tension as she pulls. Finally, the suitcase flies out of its position. Unfortunately for Lily, she was in the middle of pulling extremely hard, and she tumbles to the asphalt. She screams when the suitcase falls right on top of her.

      I take the few steps to reach her, positioning one leg over her body so my feet are on either side of her thighs. “Still think you’ve got it?” I ask, extending my hand to help her up.

      She shoves the suitcase off her, slapping my hand away in the process. Refusing my hand, she stands back up. When her body is vertical again, she stands no more than a foot away from me.

      It’s closer than we’ve been in a long time.

      Her chest rises and falls in quick breaths. I’m stuck to the ground as her eyes roam over my face. I’m getting ready to open my mouth to tell her something. What exactly, I’m not sure. But she’s allowing me this close to her and I feel like I should take advantage of it.

      I’m nanoseconds away from saying something when she slides her purse onto her shoulder, using one hand to grab her duffel bag strap and the other to grab the handle on her suitcase. The wheels sound against the concrete as she begins to roll it toward the treehouse.

      “Thanks for your help, asshole,” she yells over her shoulder, not bothering to look at me.

      What the actual fuck? I’m staring blankly after her as she continues to move farther and farther away from me.

      I tried to fucking help her.

      “Thanks for the help, asshole,” I mock in an uppity tone as I grab my own belongings. There’s a loud bang when I slam it shut a little too hard.

      “I did try to help,” I whisper to myself while I follow in her footsteps, now way behind her.

      This woman might actually drive me to insanity.
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      “Thank you for a wonderful date,” I tell Blaine. We’re both sitting in his car as it idles in front of my brother’s house. I was going to have him drop me off at my apartment, until I realized I left my keys in the pocket of the duffle bag that’s still in Selma’s room. My roommate is forty-five minutes away at her flavor of the week’s house. Lucky for me, my car is still here, as Selma had offered to just drop it off tomorrow with Maverick’s help.

      I sent her a text five minutes ago, letting her know there was a small change of plans. She’s yet to respond, but I doubt she and Maverick are anywhere other than home.

      “I should be the one thanking you,” Blaine says, reaching across the center console and putting his hand on my leg.

      “We can have a mutual thank you,” I respond awkwardly, unsure of what I’m supposed to do with my own hands. Do they go on my leg? In my pockets? Shit, I don’t have pockets.

      “Can we show how grateful we are with a kiss?” His bluntness takes me off guard.

      I’m sure he can hear my small gasp as I hesitantly look over at him. I give him a shy nod, too stunned to get words out.

      He slowly—so freaking slowly—leans across the center console, using his hand that isn’t on my thigh to pull my face closer to him. The air from his mouth tickles my cheek as he draws me closer.

      Before I can process anything, his lips cautiously press against mine. The kiss is feather soft and sweet. But right now, the last thing I want is sweet. I lean in even closer, my tongue slipping out and pressing against his closed lips. Just as he opens his mouth to me, a knock on my window has me almost jumping out of my pants.

      I mean, I’m not wearing pants, but if I were, I’d have jumped right out of them.

      Blaine and I separate in an instant—and I feel murderous when I look at the perpetrator through the window.

      “Was he expecting you?” Blaine quietly asks, reaching for his control panel to roll down the window.

      “Don’t you dare,” I tell Blaine, before damn near burning a hole right through my window with my eyes.

      Aspen stares right back, a smug grin on his face. When I don’t make any attempt to get out of the car, he takes it upon himself to open my door. The sudden rush of cold air, following the recent warmth I’ve grown accustomed to, makes my skin rise with goosebumps.

      “Uhhhh…hi, Aspen,” Blaine mumbles, removing his hand from my thigh before running it through his hair. Finally, he rests it on the steering wheel.

      Aspen doesn’t even give Blaine a response; he’s too busy staring at me with that stupid ass smirk on his face. “Have fun?” he inquires. That stupid cleft in his chin is obvious, and all I want to do is slap it off him.

      I narrow my eyes at him, not dignifying him with an answer. I turn to find Blaine’s uneasy stare. I try to apologize with my eyes, mouthing I’m sorry to him. Then aloud, I say, “I had the best time tonight. Thank you, Blaine.” I reach across and plant a tender kiss on his cheek before I step out of the car.

      “I’ll call you,” Blaine says as I shut the door.

      Aspen laughs from beside me, muttering something I don’t quite pick up on.

      I stomp up the driveway, ignoring the annoying presence right on my heels.

      Blaine’s car has just made it down the street when Aspen reaches out and grabs me by the elbow. “Have fun tonight, Lil?” he accuses.

      I turn so fast it almost gives me whiplash, my finger instinctively darting out at him. “Don’t even talk to me right now!” The words come out as a shout.

      “Awww, are you upset about something? Was Blaine a bad kisser? I could’ve probably told you that. I’ve heard from a few ladies that they were very unsatisfied by him.” His grip tightens on my elbow, reminding me that his grubby paws are still on me.

      I rip my elbow from his grasp. “Grow up.”

      “So that is why you’re mad?” he says through a wolfish grin.

      “I’m mad because I’ve been dying to kiss Blaine Wilcox for an entire year and you just ruined that for me!” I have so much pent up aggression right now, I want to shove him right against the hard chest he has on almost full display with his cutoff T-shirt.

      “Trust me, I have it on good authority that he’s a mediocre kisser at best.”

      “And what authority is that?” I cock my hip, waiting for him to respond.

      He smiles, waiting for me to connect the dots.

      “Disgusting, Aspen. I don’t need to hear how the girls you kiss have also kissed Blaine. I don’t believe you anyway.” I turn to head toward the front door, my boots clacking against the pavement as I bound up it.

      “Suit yourself,” he says nonchalantly, still near enough that I can feel his breath hitting my neck.

      “You don’t need to stand so close,” I throw over my shoulder, running up the front porch steps as fast as I can manage. I swing the door open, expecting to find Selma and Maverick on the couch together.

      But I’m met with nothing. Then, I notice their bedroom door hanging wide open—neither one of them in sight.

      “Where are they?” I ask as Aspen shuts the front door.

      “I don’t know. I got home not too long ago, and they weren’t here.” He props his hip against the entryway table, crossing his legs at the ankles.

      “I just need my bag, then I’ll be going,” I explain, taking small steps toward their bedroom. The look on Aspen’s face has me wary. He looks like a hunter feeling out his prey.

      “Awww, not so soon,” he teases, his gaze flicking to my feet as I inch away from him.

      “I’m leaving,” I tell him.

      Aspen ignores me. “Should we have girl talk?” he sneers. He claps his hands together, the sound echoing through the empty apartment.

      “You can go fuck yourself,” I shoot back, quickly turning away from him and power walking toward their bedroom.

      “Why would I do that when I’d much rather fuck with you?”

      My body wants to stop in its tracks at his question, but I don’t want him to know the way his words can be felt in my core, so I continue with my trek until I find my bag. I pull the strap over my shoulder then pull my hair out from underneath said strap.

      When I turn to exit the room, I see Aspen blocking the doorway. The look on his face is serious. I can almost see the wheels in his head turning. The notion scares me. Joking, pervy Aspen I can handle; it’s when he turns calculating that he terrifies me.

      The complete one-eighty has me uneasy.

      “Why’d you go on a date with him, Lily?” The use of my actual name instead of his typical pet name for me only makes it worse.

      I fiddle with the strap on my shoulder to try to buy myself more time. “Because I’m a grown ass adult and I can?” I try to fit underneath his arm stretching through the doorway, but he quickly lowers it, blocking me in once again.

      “Not a good enough answer,” he says, his words uncomfortably close to my ear.

      I look up at him, intimidated by his nearness. His breath tickles my ear, and the spot he reached with his crude words earlier warms even more.

      What’s in his eyes stuns me the most. For once in his life, there isn’t indifference written in them. They look serious, as if he actually cares about my response.

      “What would be a good enough answer?” I ask, refusing to look away from him. His arm is centimeters away from my chest. Every time my chest heaves after taking a long breath, I can almost feel the scratch of his arm across the peaks of my boobs. Part of me wants to breathe harder just to test what that’d feel like.

      He must notice the tension, because his eyes flick to the small gap between us before he looks at me again. “That you regret going,” his voice is husky, void of its typical joking tone.

      My mouth slowly parts as my brain tries to decode what he just said. Did I have too much sugar? Am I seeing things? My thoughts scramble as I try to process what the hell Aspen is saying. “Come again?” I whisper, my eyes darting to his lips. His tongue comes out to wet his lips and I can’t look away. I’m too sucked into every small movement he makes.

      “I want to hear that you regret going,” he says, dragging out the last syllables, his gaze stuck on where my chest heaves. He’s so locked in on my chest it feels as if he can see through the thick material of the dress covering it.

      I search his face, trying to fill in the blanks from his words. “Why?”

      He doesn’t answer me immediately, but he does manage to throw me off balance—because instead of using his words to answer, he does something worse.

      He uses his hands.

      He slowly moves his arm. I avert my eyes to the open space in front of me.

      Then, I see my escape route.

      I can get out of here and pretend none of this ever happened. But I can’t. For some reason my body is betraying me, and it doesn’t move. My feet stay rooted as his hand starts at my hip and slowly brushes its way up my body. It caresses my hip bone, my rib, my collar bone, only stopping when his fingers find the space between my chin and neck. His fingers are hot against me, branding the same spot Blaine had touched minutes ago.

      “Aspen,” I breathe.

      “Hmm?” he asks, staring at the spot where his thumb currently rests next to my mouth.

      I want his lips to caress the spot his thumb is brushing over. I want to lean in and kiss each dimple on his cheek, memorize the little dips using my tongue. All of a sudden, I have all these wants for Aspen, and it disarms me.

      “Why do you want me to regret going?” I need to know. Aspen’s favorite thing is talking in riddles. As someone who’s always suggestively straightforward, he’s making no sense right now.

      He stares at my lips, his emerald eyes unwavering. “Do you really want me to answer that?” He moves his gaze from my lips and looks me in the eyes. His eyebrows raise in suggestion, waiting for me to reply.

      All I can do is nod, too enthralled in the moment with him.

      His grip tightens on my neck, bringing me a fraction of an inch toward him in the process. His head inches closer and closer until his breath peppers my lips. “I wanted you to regret going because—”

      The sound of the front door flying open reaches our ears and stops his words.

      “Lily, hi!” Selma says from down the hallway.

      Aspen and I jump away from each other so fast it has my head spinning. Or maybe it’s Aspen’s sudden change in demeanor.

      “I just saw your text,” Selma says, finally looking at the two of us. “Hey, Aspen.” Her eyes travel between us, her thick eyebrows pulling together in momentary confusion.

      Maverick walks in behind her, a smile on his face. “Lily, Aspen. How are you tonight?”

      “Got my bag!” I blurt, holding it up to prove to everyone I have a true purpose for being here. “Look,” I reach my hand out like the models on The Price is Right, “bag.”

      Aspen laughs next to me. My eyes dart to him, narrowing. He’s the reason I’m feeling the need to model my bag like it’s going to the highest bidder, seeing as my twin and best friend just walked in on a weird moment between the two of us.

      I think I was about to kiss Aspen. I’m in sudden panic mode.

      “Riiiightt…” Mav says, staring inquisitively between me and Aspen. He gives Selma a look, one she returns with a nod.

      “All right, well,” I glance at Aspen, finding him staring right at me—an expectant look on his face, “I’ve got places to be. Toodles!” I refuse to look at Aspen on my way out, moving as fast as I can manage. “Bye, Mav. Love ya.” I give my brother a swift hug, adjust the bag on my shoulder, and fly out of the house.

      As soon as I get in my car, I let out a shaky breath, hands gripping the steering wheel in front of me before I let my forehead fall against the top of it.

      I think Aspen almost just kissed me.

      And I think I wanted him to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Present

        

      

    

    
      “Well, this is not what I expected,” Aspen grumbles next to me, his arm brushing against mine as he strokes his chin in thought.

      “Ya think?” My eyes take in the scene before me. My fingers stroke the soft cotton of the robe the bath attendant handed to me five minutes ago.

      “The website said they were hot springs,” he states, his voice hitching at the end. “I guess they did mention something about the bathhouse…”

      I give him a scowl. He looks almost comical wrapped in a huge white fluffy robe. The bewildered look on his face is even more humorous. “And you didn’t think about looking at what hot springs meant exactly? Or the fact that they said bathhouse?”

      “I thought hot springs meant hot springs. Like natural hot tubs in the middle of cliffs or some shit.”

      “It appears you were wrong,” I snap back.

      Either way, the hot springs are certainly not what Aspen thought they would be. Because in front of us is a small tub built into the floor. The pumps on top of it appear to pump in the water from the springs. It looks a lot like a jacuzzi you’d find at a hotel.

      Roaming over the small room, I find it architecturally beautiful. The tile beneath my feet is a beautiful terra cotta color. The bathtub—or I’m sorry, hot spring—is a creamy white color. Emerald and cobalt tiles line the edge of the tub and make a pattern all the way through it.

      “Yeahhhh,” he mutters, blowing out a breath, “I realize that now.” He too takes in our surroundings while playing with the collar of his bathrobe. We both stare blankly ahead at the small room we just paid twenty bucks to use.

      “Fuck it,” I say, slipping off my flip-flops. The tile is cold against my bare feet. I untie the knot at my waist and let the robe slowly fall off my shoulders. I don’t look at Aspen, but the heat from his eyes on my bare shoulders sends tingles through my body as I reach to hang the robe on one of the few hooks on the wall.

      I hesitantly turn around, not missing the way I feel Aspen’s burning gaze on every bare inch of my body. It’s not like he hasn’t seen all of me before. But for some reason, it feels deeply intimate to be standing here in only a bikini with him, in a secluded room for just the two of us.

      My spine straightens when I watch him remove his sandals. Next, the bottom of his robe sways and I know without even looking that he’s untying his as well. In a matter of seconds, I’m going to be met with a shirtless Aspen—and knowing that sends my pulse into overdrive.

      His feet disappear from the spot on the floor I’m staring at, but I refuse to look anywhere else at this point. Suddenly it feels very hot in here. I’m regretting ever agreeing to his stupid idea to come here. I can verbally spar with him all day, but I don’t think I have it in me to sit a few feet away from him with both of us barely clothed.

      “So, all I need to do to shut you up is take off my clothes?”

      My eyes leave the floor and land on his ever-present cocky grin, his dimples on perfect display. I want to jam my finger in them until it hurts him.

      “Damn,” he snickers, attempting to hide his smile by running a hand over his mouth. “I should’ve taken off my shirt six hours ago.”

      “You would’ve caused a car accident,” I note.

      “Are you saying people would be too distracted by my body?”

      Rolling my eyes, I say, “What I’m saying is they’d be too disgusted by what you’d have on display that they’d veer right off the road.” My gaze lazily drags down his naked torso. The muscles ripple as he shifts his position. I used to spend hours memorizing the freckles that span his chest and abdomen. It was my mission to kiss every single one of them dancing down his body. I could get lost in the lean muscles of his chest, in his chiseled six-pack.

      Now, I want to erase every single one of those memories from my head.

      “Like what you see?” he teases, slowly running his hand down said muscles.

      I make sure to take my time to respond to him. Judging by the way he keeps shuffling his bare feet around, he’s anxiously awaiting my answer. My eyes make the trek all the way back up his body until I’m met with his curious stare.

      My shoulders lift carelessly in a shrug. “Doesn’t do it for me anymore.”

      His mouth drops.

      “Oh, close your mouth, Aspen. You look like a damn dog.” I take the few steps to reach the edge of the bathtub. Then I pump the lever until water comes spilling out, quickly filling the basin while steam tickles my lower body. When I dip my toe into the water, I’m met with balmy hot water. I continue to ease into it until I’m all the way up to my belly button.

      The hot water instantly soothes my muscles. I close my eyes and adjust my position until I’m seated comfortably in the tub, my head resting in the premade space for it. My eyelids start to flutter close as I ignore the looming presence in the room and try to relax.

      I know the minute he steps in because he makes no attempt to keep my peace and stay quiet.

      One of my eyes pops open, and I watch him lower his body into the water. Once he’s settled, he looks across the tub at me. There’s a wrinkle right between his eyes as he thinks deeply about something.

      “Awww, Aspen,” I start, settling deeper into the water. “Does something have you speechless?”

      His eyes snap to me, his face pulling together in a grimace. “Let’s just not talk and enjoy the water, ‘kay?”

      “Gladly.” I close my eyes once again, attempting to forget that my first love is sitting shirtless only a few feet away from me.
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      I’m woken up by the lights being turned on. I grumble and throw a pillow over my head, trying my best to block it out. There’s no way I was asleep for more than five minutes before this heinous disruption.

      “Lily?” I hear a familiar voice ask cautiously.

      Oops.

      I throw the pillow off my head and then shoot up out of the bed the next instant. Unfortunately, the sheets have wrapped around me and I end up face planting onto the hardwood floor of the treehouse. Rubbing my elbow, I glance at the clock on the nightstand to check for the time. I guess I’ve been asleep for an hour.

      “Hi. Uh…well…surprise?” I say hesitantly. I try to gauge his reaction by his facial expression, but the man has mastered his poker face.

      “Last I checked this place has two beds, and you’re in mine.”

      “Okay, well, here’s the deal…my room has dolls.” I stuff my hands in the large pocket in the front of my sweatshirt.

      “Dolls?” Aspen asks, his eyes widening.

      “Yes, Aspen—dolls! A whole freaking shelf of dolls that look like they’re plotting my murder. I can’t sleep in there.” My body shudders at the memory. I laid my head down to sleep after Aspen had excused himself for a work phone call, the cell service too spotty in the treehouse for him to hear the other line clearly. I was seconds away from getting up and changing into my pajamas when I noticed the shelf of doom.

      I don’t know how I missed it when I first put my things in the room, but I did. After looking at the overflowing shelves full of dolls with beady eyes and creepy smiles, I hightailed it out of my room so fast I didn’t even think to grab any of my belongings.

      I was half-expecting to look back and find one of the dolls chasing me with a knife.

      “You’re half-naked and sleeping in my bed because of dolls?” he asks, exasperation dripping from his voice.

      I take the moment to get a good look at him. He looks exhausted. His hair sticks up in different directions, as if he’s been running his hand through it. There are bags under his eyes. My curiosity is piqued. I want to ask him what’s going on, but I keep my questions inside. “Half-naked?” My eyes drop to my body.

      “The sweatshirt. My sweatshirt,” he deadpans, a noticeable husk to his voice. His eyes slip to where the sweatshirt engulfs my body, before I’m met with his green gaze.

      “Sooo….” I start, racking my brain on how I can logically explain to him why I’m wearing his sweatshirt. “I was in my room, changing out of the clothes I wore to dinner and into my pajamas, when I looked across the room. Then BAM—creepy dolls staring right back at me. I panicked, Aspen. I ran out of that room as fast as my legs would take me and I darted right into your room. I didn’t want to get in your bed with dirty clothes on so I just uh, well, I just went into your bag and borrowed something of yours. It’s—” I catch myself before I continue to ramble, snapping my mouth shut.

      I begin to pull one of my arms through the armhole before he steps closer to stop me.

      “Are you even wearing pants?” Aspen challenges, his gaze flicking down. I follow his line of sight to look down at my legs, seeing where his question has stemmed from. It does sort of look like I’m not wearing anything underneath.

      I pull up the sweatshirt to show him I have something on and I hear his breath catch.

      I’d rolled his boxers a few times so they didn’t completely fall down my hips. I don’t know if he’s staring at the tiny bit of skin I have exposed or staring because I’m wearing his underwear. I quickly let the sweatshirt drop, looking back at him to see his eyes aimed on the ceiling.

      He takes a big breath. “Keep the sweatshirt.” I watch curiously as he walks to the bed and fixes the pillows I had messed up in my sleep. After fixing them, he tugs the blankets back and pulls off his shirt, only remaining in his joggers before crawling into bed.

      “All right, then. Well, I guess I’ll go sleep with the murderous dolls.” I force a smile and begin to tiptoe backward out of the room, my heart racing at the thought of those dolls staring at me all night.

      I expect to wake up surrounded by little doll gremlins sacrificing me like a lamb. Or something of the sort. Whatever’s happening in scary movies these days.

      “Don’t be like that, Lily. You already said you can’t sleep in that room. This bed is big enough for both of us. Just stay on your side.” He rolls over and faces the opposite wall, paying me no extra attention.

      Oh, this is bad. Bad, bad, bad.

      My heart slams against my chest, but I don’t think it’s because of the dolls this time. It’s because Aspen just offered for me to sleep in the same bed as him, so nonchalantly. As if it isn’t a big deal. It was barely something we did in the small time we were…together. My head is aware of where I stand with Aspen, but it’s my stupid lady bits (and what appears to be the mind of their own) I’m afraid of. I’m terrified the closer I get to him—if I allow things like this to happen—that lines will get blurred and I will end up heartbroken all over again.

      “Stop overthinking this,” he says, his words muffled by the blanket he has pulled up to his chin.

      Yeah, overthinking this. Totally.

      “Why don’t you sleep with the dolls? It’s not like you’ll find them creepy.”

      One of his eyes opens as he looks over his shoulder, and he quirks an eyebrow. “You’re going to force me to sleep in that room? When you won’t even do it?”

      Shuffling my feet on the ground, I shrug. “You’re a lot braver than I am. Big strong man, remember?”

      He laughs, moving deeper into the bed. “Big strong man? That might be the nicest thing you’ve said to me in years.”

      “Great. Does that mean you’ll take the creepy room?”

      He pulls the blanket tighter against his chin. “I’m good right where I am.”

      A small gasp leaves my lips when I realize the man isn’t freaking moving.

      I can sleep with Aspen without things being weird. Right?

      I’m fucking cool as a cucumber.

      This is fine. Everything’s fine.

      It’s not like I’ll even accidentally touch him with how large his bed is. And there is no way in hell I’m sleeping in a room with homicidal dolls.

      “Seriously, stop thinking too much into it. I don’t care where you sleep but stop standing there being just as creepy as the dolls that got us into this situation,” he says in a groggy voice.

      “Do you have a girlfriend?” The words tumble out of my mouth before I can get a rein on them.

      His hand slaps the blanket down as he focuses on me. “Lily, do you think I’d be offering for you to sleep in the same bed as me if I had a girlfriend? Or better yet, traveling just the two of us if I did?”

      I take tiny steps closer to the bed. “Well it’s not like anything is going to happen between us.”

      “I didn’t say it was.” He’s got me there.

      I tentatively climb into the bed, lying on the very edge. There’s no spare inch between me and the edge of the mattress. If I shifted to the left, even slightly, I’d be hanging off the bed.

      I don’t move a muscle for a few minutes, trying to be as little of a nuisance as possible.

      After I don’t know how long, Aspen turns to face me. The moon shining in through the window illuminates the right side of his face perfectly.

      The two of us stare at each other silently. Both our eyes slowly roam over the features of the other. It appears he might say something, and just when I think I might be seeing things, he opens his mouth to talk.

      “Thank you for riding with me, Lily. It feels good to be with you again.” And then his eyes drift close, and I’m too stunned to even respond.
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      “Guys, we shouldn’t be doing this,” Selma complains as we walk through the woods that surround the perimeter of the park.

      “It’ll be fine, Selm,” I try to encourage her, squeezing her shoulder in support. She takes her eyes off Maverick for a moment, looking over at me and giving a timid smile.

      “If you don’t want to do this, that’s fine. We can just go home.” The words come from Maverick. He motions for Lily to stop in front of him, who gives Selma a reassuring smile in the process.

      “I think I’m just nervous,” Selma says, tentatively rubbing her elbow as her eyes bounce between us.

      The four of us were at the apartment when Lily had the bright idea that she wanted to break into the park near our apartment and go drink by the lake.

      Because drinking at the apartment or at Lenny’s wasn’t quite good enough.

      “We’ll just go home, then,” Maverick offers, leaning down to kiss her on the head.

      Selma nods her head. “I’m sorry, you guys. I’m too much of a rule follower.” She gives a defeated shrug.

      “That’s why we love you, Selma,” I tell her, taking the few steps until I’m standing in front of her. I rub the top of her head playfully to try to ease her worry.

      “I’ll break the rules enough for the two of us,” Lily adds, wagging her eyebrows.

      “We’ll catch the two of you later. Have fun,” Maverick throws out, wrapping an arm around his girlfriend. They both utter goodbyes one last time before they disappear through the tree line.

      “You still in?” Lily asks, straightening the backpack on her shoulder.

      “I’m in if you’re in,” I tell her, searching her face for any discomfort. This has suddenly turned into a bad idea. A very bad idea. I shouldn’t be alone with Lily, especially alone and drinking with her. A man only has so much willpower.

      Her blue eyes dart around the dark forest. She takes her sweet ass time to decide, but finally she gives me a hesitant nod, then starts to walk in the direction of the lake.

      I stare at her back as I follow her, my mind racing with how the fuck I’m going to handle the possibilities of what could happen. My blood starts to pump quicker as I stare at the way the muscles in her legs move. She has a pathetic excuse for a pair of shorts on, showing so much skin that it’s all I can focus on right now.

      I didn’t used to stare at her longingly. I’ve always wanted her, sure. But I knew I couldn’t have her—in any way. That was always clear to me, kept me turning me away from her. But after she started dating Blaine last year, the less I cared about bro code. Lucky for me (maybe), Blaine had to move back home unexpectedly almost a year into their relationship. I thought it would leave Lily distraught but she handled it well, claiming everything was okay and she was fine.

      Even when she was with him, I wanted her so fucking bad she was all I thought about, but now that I know she isn’t his—I need her, and she’s a need I can’t fucking have. It makes zero sense why I can’t move on from this pathetic crush I have on her.

      Time and time again, I try to lose myself in other women. And I always do it in front of her, hoping she’ll be the stronger one between the two of us.

      If I can make her hate me enough, maybe she won’t want me. And if she doesn’t want me, maybe I’ll start to want her a little less.

      Maybe.

      Being alone with her in the middle of the night with a few bottles of alcohol probably isn’t the best way to carry out this plan. But I’ll be damned if I deny this moment. It turns out I’m a glutton for punishment.

      “Here,” Lily whispers, even though she could probably shout right now and no one would be in earshot to hear it.

      The two of us stop in front of the tall fence that blocks the park in. Currently, we’re on the outskirts of the park, standing on a farmer’s property right next to the city land. All we have to do is climb this fence, walk a little farther, and we’ll be met with the lake all to ourselves.

      Lily’s hands rest on her hips. “How the hell do we get up that?” Her neck cranes as she looks all the way up the towering fence.

      I do the same, thinking of a plan of action. “It does look taller in person.”

      “Whose bright idea was it to do this?”

      I playfully bump my shoulder against hers. “Uh, this was definitely your plan, Lily Bear.”

      Her white teeth shine in the moonlight with her smile. “I know, and we aren’t backing out now. Let’s climb!” She carefully sticks her foot in the fence, reaching up as high as she can.

      I stand behind her, waiting to catch her if she falls backward. Impressively, she manages to maneuver her way up the chain-link fence pretty smoothly. I’m awarded the perfect view of how her strong muscles work as she climbs higher and higher. There’s no doubt when you look at her that she’s an athlete. Every inch of her body screams that she puts hard, dedicated work into it. The backpack on her back bounces up and down as she climbs, higher and higher.

      Finally, she reaches the top, where she swings a leg over to the other side. She now straddles each side of the fence. I watch her look down, and even from my vantage point, I see her eyes widen. “Yeah um, how do I get down the other side?” Lily asks, bringing her gaze to mine.

      “You’re going to have to climb down.” I put my own foot in the fence and begin to make my way up, but I’m barely a few feet off the ground when the fence starts to groan.

      “Get your fat ass off this, Aspen! You’re going to make it fall!” There’s panic in her voice as she holds onto the top of the fence for dear life.

      My feet hit the dirt when I jump back down and lean my head to look up at her. “Okay, I’ll wait until you’re down. But you’re going to have to find a way to get down.”

      “Why couldn’t you have been a gentleman and gone first? At least then you could have tried to catch me before I fell to my doom.” She cautiously swings the leg over that was on my side of the fence.

      “I was trying to be a gentleman and make sure that if you fell backward, I’d be there to catch you.”

      “Aspen, I don’t know if I’d even trust you to catch me in a trust-fall exercise.” I watch through the spaces in the chain-link as she turns her body around and slowly starts to descend. A large gust of wind comes through, causing her to shriek and flatten her body against the fence.

      “I’m going to just ignore everything you just said,” I chide, cautiously watching her get closer and closer to the ground.

      Finally, her feet make a sound as she reaches the ground. She gives me a beaming smile, letting out a long burst of air she’d probably been holding for a while.

      “Your turn.” The smile on her face is still wide, and she raises those dark eyebrows in competition.

      Challenge accepted.

      I make sure my own backpack full of alcohol is centered on my back before taking a few steps away from the fence. My feet get a running start before I’m leaping into the air. I twist my fingertips into the fence as soon as I come in contact with it, making sure to weave them in tightly. My body shifts to the right slightly, my legs dangling in the air before I can get them planted into the gaps of the fence.

      As soon as I’ve gained my balance, I swiftly climb up.

      “Is that necessary?” Lily shouts from below me, jutting one foot out.

      All I do is smile as I swing over the top of the fence and start my descent. As soon as I’m a safe distance from the ground, I let go, falling the rest of the way and landing gracefully on my feet.

      “Showoff,” Lily mutters, flicking her hair away from her shoulder.

      “You love it.” I tap the tip of her nose, giving her my best smile.

      Her eyes narrow, and then she slaps my hand away and turns around. “Let’s go, slowpoke.” She doesn’t bother to whisper anymore, allowing her voice to carry through the woods as I follow her lead.

      Neither of us talk as we travel the short distance to the water. Eventually, we make it through the clearing of the trees, the sprawling lake coming into view. The water sits still, barely a ripple to be seen. Lily’s flip-flops make loud slapping noises against the wood dock as we make our way down it.

      Once we reach the very end, the two of us silently slip our shoes off and sit down, letting our toes dip into the water. There’s a loud zipping noise as Lily unzips her black backpack. She pulls out a bottle of wine, holding it out to me in offering.

      I shake my head at her. “Ladies, first.”

      She rolls her eyes. “So now you’re attempting to be a gentleman?” She unscrews the top and brings her plump lips to it. I’m far too fascinated with watching the way her throat works as she drinks.

      I catch myself after staring a few seconds too long. “I’ve always been a gentleman.”

      Lily pulls the bottle from her mouth and hands it to me. Our hands barely brush as I take it from her, guzzling down almost half the bottle to try to take the edge off. Being this close to her has my senses in overdrive. It feels all kinds of wrong to be out here with her all alone—a wrong that also feels right. It has me thinking thoughts I shouldn’t be having. She’s my best friend’s sister, and I need to constantly remind myself of that.

      Maverick is the kind of friend you only have once in a lifetime; I can’t mess that up because I want his sister.

      But damn.

      I. Want. Her.

      I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.

      And right now, it’s hard to think of anything else. I set the wine bottle down between us, taking her in next to me. Both of her tan legs dangle off the edge of the dock, slowly moving around in the water. She has on her normal pair of jean shorts, short enough that when she bends over, I get a peek at the bottom of her perfect ass cheeks, causing all the blood to rush south no matter how hard I try to will it not to. She has on a baggy T-shirt, loose enough to hide the curves I know she has. Even in the simplest of outfits, she’s stunning. It’s in the way she carries herself. She’s extremely confident, but it never comes off in a way that makes it seem like she’s better than anyone else. She’s just unapologetically herself, and accepts every other person as they are—one of her most beautiful qualities.

      Her long dark hair runs all the way down her back. So long it almost brushes along the wood when she leans her head back and looks at the stars.

      I force myself to pull my gaze from her before it becomes too obvious. I reach for my own backpack, unzipping it and pulling out the container of Fireball I stuffed in there. The fiery cinnamon taste burns my tongue as I drink, but I welcome it, swallowing until I feel the buzz I desperately need settling in.

      “Don’t hog it all,” Lily mutters, annoyed. She reaches out and snatches the Fireball from my hands, taking a few gulps of it herself.

      I don’t respond. Instead, I lean all the way back until my head rests against the hard wood. I stare up at the stars, marveling at how clear the sky looks out here. Lily’s hair brushes against my shoulder as she adjusts herself into the same position.

      We don’t say anything for a long time, both of us lost in our own thoughts and riding the buzz. The only sound is coming from the cicadas in the trees.

      The silence is eventually broken by Lily.

      “Aspen?”

      I turn my head to face her, newly aware of how close she is lying next to me.

      “Hm?” I hum, my eyes raking over her features. I take in the way her dark eyelashes almost touch her brow bone when she looks at me. The way her lips are slightly parted, showing off a sliver of her teeth. The small scar above her eyebrow that she got last summer at the pool when she ran into the side during a game of water basketball.

      I soak it all in, until she speaks again, shocking me with her question. “Truth or dare?”
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      “Why don’t you run inside and get us a table?” Aspen offers, throwing Gladys into park.

      We hadn’t been in the car for more than three hours when he started whining of hunger. We spent the better half of the day exploring Hot Springs, not getting on the road until after five at night. I wouldn’t admit this to his face—ever—but I actually enjoyed my day with him. We had fun. Things were easy, and the car ride to wherever we are right now was pretty painless as well.

      Dare I say, I’m enjoying his company.

      I climb out of the car, grab my purse from the back, and look to Aspen still seated in the driver’s seat. “You aren’t coming in?”

      “I have to make a quick phone call, then I’ll be in. I’m also going to look for a nearby place to stay.” He slides his phone from his pocket, wiggling it in the air as proof.

      “Gotcha,” I respond, before slamming the door and walking up to the quaint looking restaurant.

      It’s made out of simple red brick, tucked deep into small hills off the highway. It looks like at one point there was a sign attached to the top of the building, but the words have long since been faded by the sun. A bell chimes above me as I walk through the front doors.

      “Welcome, my name is Ed. How can I help you?” a charming old man says from across the café, hobbling his way over to me with a large grin.

      I return his smile. “I just need a table for me and my friend. He’s outside, but he should be in soon.”

      “My pleasure, darling.” He grabs two menus, leading me to a small booth in the corner. Tucking both hands into the pants of his trousers, he looks at me. “Now, what can I get you to drink?”

      “Two waters, please.” I don’t know if Aspen will want something other than that, so I start there. I begin to look over the menu, assessing my options. My stomach growls impatiently as I try to decide what I might want. A few minutes into looking at the menu, Aspen strides in and slides into the booth across from me. “Have a good phone call?”

      “It was actually great, thanks for asking.” His lips pull up in a playful smile.

      Then, he reaches across the table and pulls my lip out from between my teeth. I hadn’t realized I was even biting it until he did the familiar gesture.

      “I presume this is the friend?” Ed asks, setting down our waters. Once he’s done, he props an elbow over the top of Aspen’s part of the booth, patting Aspen on the shoulder after.

      Aspen reaches out his hand and Ed takes it. “Yep, that would be me, Lily’s friend, Aspen.” He enunciates the word friend and winks at me. “I see you’ve already met Lily.”

      “Lily,” Ed whispers. “What a beautiful name. Like the flower.”

      I can feel the heat rushing to my cheeks and I immediately look down at my menu. I’ve always been pissed at my parents for naming Maverick after a badass movie character and me a delicate flower. Complete bullshit if you ask me.

      “What can I get you kids to eat?”

      Aspen looks over his menu for a few beats. “I’ll have the cheeseburger, and she’ll have the pancakes. Is there any way you could add chocolate chips to them, sir?”

      “Of course. My wife would be happy to do so. I’ll get those right in.” Ed takes both menus from Aspen’s outstretched hand and walks away.

      I pin my gaze on Aspen, raising my eyebrows. “What if I didn’t want the pancakes?”

      “Please, Lily. You always want pancakes.” He brings his glass of water to his mouth, shaking his head. “Glad to see you’re as hardheaded as always.” His Adam’s apple bobs as he takes a drink.

      “Always will be.” I smile at him, leaning back in the booth.

      “Good. I wouldn’t want you any other way.” The last part is said quietly. Right after it leaves his mouth, he averts his eyes from mine.

      As my mind ponders what he meant by that, I look around the restaurant to discover it’s a lot busier than I imagined it would be. “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” I ask.

      “Well, Veronica is—”

      “Veronica?” What does Veronica have to do with any of this?

      His eyes widen for a split second before he shrugs it off. “I just meant I heard Veronica say there’s no rush for us to get there early. They’re handling things.”

      My eyes narrow. He’s not telling me something. “Mmhmmm…” I stare at him inquisitively, trying to figure out what he isn’t telling me.

      “So the plan,” Aspen begins, leaning forward and propping his elbows on the table, “is to find somewhere to stay nearby. It looked like there was an Airbnb close by that still had space available. Then we’ll hit the road again tomorrow. I’d love to stop in Nashville next.”

      I’m getting ready to respond when a sweet older woman walks our way with two plates. “Pancakes?” she questions.

      Aspen points to me at the same time I raise my hand. She sets the pancakes down and the wonderful smell of chocolate and syrup hits my nose.

      Setting down the cheeseburger in front of Aspen, she asks if we need anything else before disappearing.

      “This smells delicious!” I inhale loudly, wafting in the delicious scent. I drown the pancakes in syrup after spreading butter on top. My stomach grumbles, making me lick my lips in anticipation.

      Cutting myself a big bite, I stuff it into my mouth and slowly chew. “Mmmmm, oh my god,” I moan. “These are amazing.” I look at Aspen and find his gaze straight on my mouth.

      He clears his throat and picks up a fry, stuffing it into his mouth and chewing aggressively. “Better than Judas’s?”

      “It’s close,” I answer through another mouthful.

      We eat in silence and I don’t mind it one bit. These pancakes are too delicious to get sidetracked by small talk.

      “How’s everything tasting?” the lady who brought us our food asks, now standing in front of us in a pastel apron. She looks like the grandma you’d see in a commercial advertising a baking item. She’s incredibly adorable, and her pancakes are next level.

      “These pancakes are to die for!” I say, shoving another large bite into my mouth. My eyes roll back as the mix of deliciousness hits my tongue.

      “Well, if you want to come back in two days, we’re running a buy-one-get-one-free on pancakes.”

      “Thank you for letting us know. We’re actually only here for the night—on a small road trip before we go to a friend’s event. We’re going to find somewhere to crash tonight, but tomorrow morning, we hit the road again,” Aspen informs her before popping another fry in.

      “Oh goody, we can give you lodging for the night!” Her wrinkled hands clap together in excitement. “The city is busier than normal. We have a convention going on. Don’t ask me what it’s about, I wouldn’t have the answer for you. But I can assure you, our local hotel will probably be booked. We normally rent the room to lone travelers through Airbnb, but we’ll give you a discount.”

      I look to Aspen to figure out what we should do. I mean, they’re strangers, but very sweet ones. And if the hotel is booked, that doesn’t give us much more of an option unless we want to keep driving. We communicate silently with each other. It could be a risk to stay with the two of them, but they’re too cute to seem creepy. I could stalk their Airbnb host rating right now to make sure, but I’m sure it’s the same one Aspen just mentioned.

      Old people wouldn’t be serial killers, right?

      “Yeah, that would be really nice of you guys,” Aspen finally says, and I nod my head to agree with him.

      “Wonderful,” Ed says, coming up behind his wife. “We’d love to have some company! We don’t get a lot of it out here.” He pinches his wife’s butt and I can’t help but snicker, especially when she gives him a look that screams don’t you dare.

      They’re officially adorable.

      “Ed, why don’t you go show them to the house if they’re done eating? I need to get back to cooking.” His wife kisses him on the cheek and starts to walk away. “Oh, and I’m Helen by the way!” she hollers at us as she makes her way across the restaurant.

      Aspen pulls out his wallet to pay, but Ed swats his hand and gives him a stern look. Aspen looks at me for help, but I just shrug.
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      Lily stares at me expectantly as I consider her proposition.

      “Um…truth?”

      “Why do you hate me?” The question flies from her mouth so quickly, there’s no doubt in my mind she already had it prepared. She stares back at me, challenging me to answer.

      A long exhale escapes me. “I don’t hate you, Lily.” As I say it, I look into her eyes, trying to convey that if she should ever believe me, now would be the time. I bullshit around with her a lot. It’s my defense mechanism. It feels safe to mess with her—a distraction from how desperately I want her.

      “I don’t believe you,” she says, pulling her eyes from mine and looking at the sky. As I try to think of further explanation for her, she speaks again. “Your turn.”

      I follow her lead and look up at the sky. “Truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      “Did you love Blaine?” It’s something I’ve always wondered. The question has festered in me for over a year now. Sometimes she’d look at him and it would create a pit in my stomach. I wanted her to look at me like that. I wanted her to love me. Other times, I saw the way they interacted and could tell from her body language that she wasn’t as invested in him as she made it seem.

      “Yes and no.” Her words puzzle me. I wait for her to elaborate, stuck trying to piece together the meaning behind them when finally she speaks again, her words directed at the stars. “I loved him, but it wasn’t that head-over-heels kind of love. It was calmer—nurturing. But he didn’t set my world on fire. There wasn’t passion. And without passion, can you really say it’s love?” She tilts her head to look at me and I feel the heat of her stare on my cheek. I want to look back at her, but I know if I do, I’ll do something I’ll regret.

      “I don’t know,” I reply with honesty. I’ve never been in love with someone. I’ve never even had a serious relationship. The thought terrifies me. What would it be like to pour your all into someone to find they didn’t feel the same way? It’s something I never want to find out. I’m good at keeping my distance. I do great with not getting attached. But I know, once I allow myself to go all in, I’m going to be all fucking in and it won’t be with someone who’s only half-in with me.

      “I hope you fall in love one day, Aspen.” Her words are sincere and raw, and I don’t know if it’s the alcohol making my head spin or her presence.

      For the first time in forever—maybe ever—there aren’t any walls between us. Neither of us are caught up in hating the other. It’s disturbing, because while I might like it a little too much, I’m also scared shitless right now.

      When I finally get the balls to look at her, my stomach drops. There are no false pretenses on her face. She’s no longer playing any sort of game with me. She’s being genuine—and I want her like this.

      I know I should fill the silence between us. I need to tell her I don’t want to fall in love if it isn’t with her. But I’m not ready to put that out into the world. I still know my place as Maverick’s best friend, and it’s not with his sister.

      She accepts my silence, moving on from her statement. “Truth or dare?”

      “Dare.” I’m tired of our truths. They’re just reminders of what I can’t have—her.

      “Go swimming with me,” she blurts.

      “I don’t have swimming trunks.”

      Lily sits up, pulling her legs to her chest and looking over at me. “I think we could still find a way to make it work.” She gulps down another shot of Fireball, waiting for me to accept or deny the dare.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea…” I start, pulling the top half of my body off the dock.

      “Probably not, but I’m tired of worrying about what’s good or bad. For tonight, let’s just do what we want.” Lily doesn’t give me the opportunity to respond before she’s standing up. I watch in fascination as she slowly takes her T-shirt off, focusing on the toned muscles of her stomach as she tosses the discarded item. It lands right next to my hand.

      Next, she works at the button of her jean shorts. Once it pops open, she shimmies out of them until she’s standing there in just her bra and underwear.

      Her sports bra is hot pink, and even though it doesn’t have a scrap of lace or silk on it, it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Because it’s on her. It hugs her breasts perfectly, pushing them up in its attempt to hold them in. She stands there, a smug look on her face as my eyes wander down the rest of her body.

      I’m trying to tread carefully here, but it’s hard not to have dirty thoughts when the girl I harbor feelings for is standing in front of me in nothing but her underwear. She has on simple lace black underwear, and I feel the need to brush over the part where the scalloped edges meet her stomach.

      “You chose dare, Aspen,” Lily reminds me, looking at me for an extended moment before she drops into the water with a loud splash. Her head comes above the water a few moments later. She swims closer to the dock until she finds a place shallow enough to stand.

      Lily and I stare at each other. Her from the water, me from the dock. I’m fully aware that if I join her in that water, we might make a decision we’ll regret.

      But I think through her words some.

      Maybe if we allow ourselves this one night, we’ll go back to normal tomorrow.

      Maybe we won’t.

      Maybe I don’t care.

      I’m up as fast as my body will take me, pulling my shirt off in one fluid motion, my shorts soon after. I’m down to nothing but my boxers as I walk to the edge of the dock and jump in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Present

        

      

    

    
      We follow Ed out back and down a narrow trail. We walk slower than usual because of his hobble, but neither Aspen nor I seem to mind.

      “Helen and I bought this house after we first moved. It’s on the small side, but our love makes it seem bigger,” Ed explains.

      Just as he finishes talking, we walk up to the cutest house I’ve ever seen. It looks like it’s straight out of a Southern Living magazine, its white exterior a stark contrast of the lush trees around it. There are even navy shutters—albeit a little sun-faded—on the front of the house, with a swing sitting at the very end of the porch.

      “This is beautiful. Have you lived here long?” I take in the wraparound porch that I could only dream about having one day.

      A look of love passes through Ed’s face before he responds. “Ever since we first got married.”

      Aspen’s eyes find mine. The look on his face has me wondering what he’s thinking but I look back over at Ed. “I love it.”

      Ed smiles, then limps up the front steps before ushering us inside.

      “How did you guys meet, if you don’t mind me asking?” Aspen asks.

      I’m too busy taking in their incredibly stylish interior, which definitely looks straight out of a magazine.

      “I don’t mind at all. In fact, I love telling this story. I wish Helen was here because she always tells it better than me, at least in her opinion.” Ed winks, making Aspen chuckle. “I’m actually younger than her by two years, though you probably can’t tell by our looks now. She’s aged better than I have.”

      Ed pauses to pull out a chair at the kitchen table for me, gesturing for me to sit. I do so, mumbling a thank you while he and Aspen take a seat as well.

      “We were in Houston, Texas. It was a few weeks before her high school graduation. She was eating dinner with her friends at the restaurant I worked at when I first laid eyes on her. I swear I fell in love with her right then. Helen and her friends were all laughing, while I was trying to muster up the nerve to go talk to them. Mind you, I was their server so I had to talk to them, but I was still so nervous. When I got to the table, Helen was the first one to notice me. The instant connection was undeniable. I hung around their table longer than necessary to talk with them, but mostly, I just wanted to talk to her.”

      He smiles at the memory. “The restaurant got busy and before I knew it, they were gone. I’d never felt as disappointed as I did right then. I cursed myself for not getting more information from her. I’ve always been a shy guy, and I was no different at sixteen. The rest of the night dragged on and I thought my shift was never going to end. I locked up the place and on my way out, I heard a familiar voice. I turned around to see her waiting there. Long story short, we talked all night while I walked her home, then she invited me inside.”

      Aspen and I both snicker as Ed waves his hand in dismissal. “Oh, don’t get the wrong idea. People were very conservative back then. No funny business happened. We talked all night until she had class the next morning. I made sure to get her information that time and we said our goodbyes. I was walking out when she grabbed my hand and pulled me to her, giving me the best kiss of my life. I knew in that moment I’d do whatever it would take to keep her. She mentioned that she was about to move away during our talks, but I fell in love with her after that kiss.”

      My gaze absentmindedly drifts to Aspen, who’s sitting forward in his chair, hanging on Ed’s every word.

      “We spent the next few weeks together, falling more and more in love. She never told me she loved me, but I knew. Sometimes you feel it in the heart before the head.”

      Aspen’s eyes flick to me before he looks back at Ed.

      “The night before she was supposed to move, I proposed to her and asked her not to go through with it. She said yes and made me the happiest man in the world. When we told her parents the next day, they weren’t happy at all.” He chuckles and then, “I won’t give you the details, but it wasn’t pretty. We decided to pack up our few belongings and move away together. We didn’t have much money at all, so we worked any place we could find. We traveled for about a year before we ended up here. We made friends with the person selling the café, and the rest is history. She blessed with me five beautiful children and we lived happily ever after. I thank my lucky stars every day that she ended up at that restaurant I worked at.”

      “That’s so beautiful,” I manage, between the tears trailing down my face. I’m a sucker for a good love story. I glance over at Aspen, but he’s looking down and picking nonexistent lint off his shirt.

      “Thank you. I love her very much. When you know, you know. You have to fight for that kind of—”

      “Where will my room be?” Aspen interrupts. He pushes his chair away from the table, the sound of it squeaking against the hardwood and making me flinch.

      “Well, we currently only have one room that has beds in it. It’s a bunkbed—what our grandkids requested years ago. The other room has been made into extra storage for the café. Will that be okay? I figured you guys were, you know…” Ed’s face pulls together in suggestion as he analyzes me and Aspen.

      “That’ll be fine,” Aspen replies.

      Ed gets up and Aspen follows him up a set of stairs. I sit in my chair, giving them some space, still thinking about Ed and Helen’s love story. I want a love like that. I want somebody to love me and fight for me. But for now, I’ll have to settle for only finding those kinds of stories on Netflix. And from the mouth of an elderly man, apparently.

      Chivalry seems to be dead in my generation.

      While Ed and Aspen figure things out upstairs, I take the time to call Veronica, stepping out to the front porch to do so.

      I pull out my phone, finding her name in my recent call log.

      It rings twice before she answers with, “Hey, bitch.”

      “Have you been talking to Aspen?”

      “Well, hello to you too, sunshine,” she says.

      “Have you?”

      I hear her sigh through the phone. “Of course I’ve talked to Aspen, Lil. He’s my friend, too. Why are you asking?”

      Even though that’s true, I still feel weird about the way Aspen had slipped earlier, as if he was trying to hide that he’d been talking to her for some reason.

      “Helloooo,” she says, sounding annoyed.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “No reason.”

      “How’s the road trip going? Have y’all banged yet?” With that, I hear Maverick say her name in exasperation. “What?” she asks, her voice quieter since she’s obviously talking to my twin and not me. “We both know it’s bound to happen.”

      “Uhh, no, V. Aspen and I have not done anything. Nor will we.” I pick at a piece of chipping paint on the railing.

      “Ugh,” she replies, muttering something to Maverick after.

      “That ship has sailed, Veronica. Like it has sailed and docked somewhere new,” I tell her.

      “But it hasn’t docked somewhere new. You’re single as fuck, and so is he,” Veronica says, blunt as usual.

      “I’m going to hang up the phone if you keep talking about me and Aspen as a thing. Been there, done that, not going back.”

      Veronica laughs. “We’ll see about that, Lil.”

      What’s that supposed to mean? I want to pester her with more questions, but two seconds before I can, she tells me she has to go.

      “Sorry, I have to go talk to our new caterer. But I loved catching up real quick! I love you—and remember to use protection. I’m not ready to be an aunt yet!” She makes a kissing sound before the line goes dead and I have no time to respond to her.

      “Stupid,” I mumble, looking down at my phone and flipping it off. I wish she could see me right now, giving her the middle finger. She’d probably just laugh it off and flip me one right back.

      “Everything okay out here?” Ed asks from the doorway, surprising me.

      “What the flock!” I shout, almost dropping my phone into the bushes. My hand rubs my heart where it hurts from the shock of finding him unexpectedly eavesdropping.

      Ed pulls at the tops of his pants, shuffling over to me and directing me to sit. He sets a glass of lemonade down next to me and I gladly take a sip. Then, I take a moment to look around. Their front porch is old, but it’s spacious. There are trees all around us, illuminated by the moonlight.

      “Sorry. It was just my friend being incredibly annoying and asking about me and Aspen, even though we are very much not a thing,” I tell him, with an apologetic shrug.

      “You aren’t, uh, together?” The way he says together makes it very clear he’s talking about sex. And I can’t talk about sex with Ed, he’s literally old enough to be my grandpa.

      I start to choke on the lemonade that was halfway down my throat just before he spoke.

      “Oh my word!” he shrieks, pounding me on the back as I continue to have a coughing fit.

      “So sorry!” I sputter. “Aspen and I are just friends. Nothing, uh, together there.” I look at him awkwardly, finally taking a long sip of lemonade to ease the burning of my throat.

      “I guess I got the wrong idea about the two of you, then. I thought you two were, well…attached,” he states rather awkwardly.

      I take a deep breath. “There was a time when I was young and naïve that I thought Aspen and I would be together. But, it wasn’t meant to be. We barely tolerate each other on a good day.”

      Although…during this trip, I’m finding myself tolerating him more and more. Even worse, I find myself enjoying his company—wanting to be around him. We’ve been gone for two days and things are already changing. The thought alone scares me.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Ed reaches out and gives my hand a soft squeeze.

      I squeeze back, taking a deep breath while memories flood my head. Memories of me and Aspen. “It’s life,” I finally reply. “Sometimes that happens.” My hands rub at my eyes to try to get the mental pictures from our past to go away.

      Ed lets out a wheezy breath. “I don’t want to pry, but whatever happened between the two of you, I know that boy up there still cares for you, whether you notice it or not. And I know you still care about him, too. Take it from an old man like me, don’t let small things ruin a great bond. Real bonds are few and far between. Please remember that.” He slowly gets out of his chair. “Now, I’m going to go help my wife close up the café. Your bedroom is the first one on the left once you’re upstairs. I already put pillows and blankets on the bunks for the two of you.”

      I get up and give Ed a big hug. “Thank you,” I whisper as he gives me a kiss on the cheek. Then I watch him limp down the path before I head back inside.

      After closing the door behind me, I walk upstairs and slowly creep into my assigned room. I tiptoe across the room to find my bunk, but my toe hits something sharp. “Ouch!” I yelp.

      “If I wasn’t awake already, that sure would’ve done the job,” Aspen drawls out from across the room.

      “I was trying to be quiet. Why is it so dark in here?”

      “Because I was trying to sleep. I like to sleep in the dark like most people, Lily.”

      “It’s barely even dark outside,” I point out, leaning down to rub my aching toe.

      “Well, I was tired. Play on your phone if you aren’t.”

      I know he can’t see me, so I make a face at him, finding it oddly therapeutic.

      “Cute,” he chastises, my eyes widening when I realize he somehow saw that.

      The man must have laser vision, because it’s dark as hell in this room, only a tiny window letting a small amount of moonlight in.

      I roll my eyes, feeling around to search for my bag. Once I find it, I take it out into the hallway and scan the place until I find the bathroom. I get showered up and change into my pajamas. Once I’m ready for bed, at this outrageously early time, I open the door to the room I’m sharing with Aspen.

      After setting my bag down, I begin the journey of finding the bed in the dark. I feel around the bottom bunk until my hand meets a very firm—and very warm—abdomen.

      I snatch my hand back. “You could’ve told me you took the bottom,” I hiss before climbing up the ladder.

      “What would be the fun in that?” He chuckles and I reach down and smack the first thing my hand connects with, which I gladly realize is his face. He hisses and now I’m the one chuckling.

      I toss and turn until I finally get comfortable a few minutes later.

      “Hey, Lily?” Aspen whispers.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry.” The second word is barely audible, but I still catch it.

      I stare at the ceiling and ask, “For what?”

      “For everything.” He’s still talking softly, but there’s no joking or arrogant tone attached to his words.

      He creeps me out when he’s sincere. It does weird things to my body. And I won’t even begin to address the things it does to my traitorous heart. “I don’t know what that means,” I confess.

      “It means I’m sorry. For all of it. Everything that happened with us. I think about it sometimes and I just…I just want you to know that I’m sorry.” He talks so fast, as if he can’t get it off his chest quick enough.

      After he finishes, I let his words marinate in my head before I give him a response. There are many things in our past he could be sorry for, most of all breaking my heart. But I wasn’t completely innocent in everything, either. We were just two people who shouldn’t have been attracted to each other.

      I picture him lying underneath me, staring up like I am. He probably has one arm propped behind his head, his ankles crossed underneath the blanket. That’s how he used to relax when we watched movies in college.

      “Do you ever wonder if things could’ve been different?” I ask him.

      “Honestly?” he says. “I think about it all the time. All the damn time, Lily. It feels like there’s never a time I’m not thinking about it. It’s fucked up.”

      My heart plummets at his admission. What does it mean? I’m trying to read behind the lines here. With Aspen, it’s something I’ve had to learn to do.

      “Do you?” he hesitantly asks.

      “Honestly?” I repeat.

      “Please,” he responds.

      “Yes. More often than I’ll ever admit.”

      “Lily,” Aspen begins, and I hear him stir below me.

      “I don’t think there’s any point in talking about what-ifs. I shouldn’t have brought it up,” I say.

      “What if I want to talk about what-ifs?” he counters.

      “Ours are in the past. They have to stay there.”

      “But about the what-ifs of the future?” he tries.

      “I’m going to sleep now, Aspen.” I roll over, tucking my hand underneath my head and facing the wall.

      We’re treading into unsafe territory here. It’s like we’re both about to tiptoe into no man’s land. Anyone with a brain knows how that’ll go. I’m not risking it. I just want to preserve the progress we’ve made thus far.

      “I thought it was too early to go to sleep,” he teases.

      “Shut up.” I smile. “Go to bed.”

      “What if I want to talk more?”

      I sigh, suddenly exhausted no matter how early it is. “I’m done talking. Goodnight, Aspen.”

      Before I close my eyes, I mull over his words. I can’t help but wonder if the two of us had handled things more maturely in the past, if we might’ve had a different outcome. He obliterated my heart into tiny little pieces, but I also pushed him—hard. If we were more realistic about what we were doing, I’m not sure things would’ve blown up the way they did—like a freaking bomb. But they did. There’s no changing that.

      I fall asleep thinking about the time in my life when Aspen owned my heart, no matter how hard I’d fought against it.
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      Aspen’s normal mask of confidence is gone from his face as he closes the distance to me. Water drips from his hair, but I barely spare it a second glance. I’m too caught up in the look he’s giving me. The want is crystal clear, conveying that he hungers for this just as bad as I do.

      God, do I want it.

      I know I’m insane to want this from him. To need this from him. I suspect nothing will come from it. He’s never tried to hide that he has no intentions of having anything serious. But for once, I want to be one of the girls I always make fun of. I want to be his girl for the night. I desperately want to know what it feels like to have him want me just as much as I want him—if only for a night.

      I’m trying to remind myself that tomorrow we’ll go back to pretending to hate each other and using the other for the butt of our jokes. But for tonight…tonight I’ll make him mine.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this, Lily,” Aspen affirms, walking the last bit of distance in the water until he’s right in front of me. He doesn’t bother with personal space. He walks right up to me until his wet chest presses against my own.

      I can feel my nipples hardening underneath my sports bra. By the way his eyes flick down, he must feel them through the thin fabric as well.

      “I’ve never been one that likes to play it safe,” I respond, lifting my hand from the water and running it up his arm ever so slowly.

      I’m in awe that I’m getting to touch him.

      Aspen Bellevue.

      My brother’s best friend, but mine right now.

      The water sloshes around as he reaches to cradle my head in his hands. His green eyes bore into me, letting me know how serious he is before he says his next words. “Tomorrow, we have to forget this ever happened.”

      I nod, too mesmerized in the way his hand slips down my neck. He grabs the back of my head possessively. It has my body heating everywhere.

      “Lily?” he says.

      “Hm?” I respond, my head feeling foggy by his touch—or maybe the alcohol.

      “I’m going to kiss you.” His words are simple, but they have my toes curling in the mud beneath my feet.

      My eyes dart to his, my heartbeat erratic against his chest. “I think I’d like that,” I whisper. The next minute goes by so slowly it feels like I’ll never forget a single second of it.

      He leans closer and pulls my lip out from between my teeth. His warm breath hits my lips two seconds before he finds my mouth.

      I expect it to start out sweet, timid, calm, but it’s none of those. It’s passion, fire, need.

      I open my mouth for him instantly, letting his tongue in. His fingers tangle through the strands of my wet hair, holding my head firmly in place—as if I’d even try to move.

      Aspen’s other hand finds my hip in the water. His fingers dig deep into my sensitive skin, pulling me flush against him.

      We’re as close as possible, but it’s not good enough for me. I reach up and clasp my hands behind his neck, using his body as leverage as I climb up him. My legs come out of the water, wrapping around his firm middle.

      “Fuck,” Aspen says against my lips, grinding his groin against mine.

      We’re almost perfectly aligned with each other and there’s no mistaking the hard-on that presses against me. His fingers grip my neck, and he’s not gentle when he tilts me sideways, giving himself better access to it.

      I moan when I feel the scrape of his teeth against my tender skin, my back arching in the process.

      “Mine, so fucking mine,” he chants, nipping at my collarbone.

      I’m putty in his hands as he bites and licks all over my neck, my chest, everywhere sensitive. He bites so hard where the edge of my bra hits the top of my breast that it’ll probably leave a mark.

      Both of my hands run down his neck until I firmly clutch each side of his face in my hands. “Fucking kiss me,” I demand, staring deep into his green eyes that are lit with passion.

      He smirks, both his hands rubbing down my back until he’s holding my hips with both hands. His fingers dig in so deep—so possessively. The mix of his possessiveness and the way he rolls my hips against his—it’s ecstasy.

      My head falls back as every nerve ending in my body goes on high alert. I want him so bad right now that I can’t see straight. I can’t think straight. It’s just Aspen and me, and the desperate need radiating off both of us.

      Aspen uses the tilt of my head to his advantage. With my throat bared to him, he licks all the way down the middle of my neck, nipping one last time once he reaches the hollow. One of his hands travels up my body slowly. So achingly slowly until I feel his thumb play with the seam of my sports bra.

      We’re both soaking wet, and my body begins to slip away from his. I tighten my legs around him in a vise-like grip, making sure we’re as close as possible once again.

      His thumb continues to make its way underneath my bra. He traces the curve of the underside of my breast, and all I want is for his finger to reach my nipple. Just when I think it’s his sole mission to tease me and not give me what I want, he pinches my nipple between his thumb and index finger. Pleasure shoots all the way down my body, resting mostly in my core.

      Aspen’s face is just millimeters away from mine when he says, “Look at me.”

      I try to open my eyes, but it’s so hard when he’s playing with my nipple, rubbing his dick against me in the process.

      “I’m not going to ask again,” he states, slowly letting go of my nipple, undoubtedly trying to punish me for not following his directions.

      I open my eyes, desperate to have him working my nipple again. “I’ll fucking kiss you when I want to, not when you tell me to, Lily Bear.” And then he’s crushing my lips against his once again.

      I bob up and down his body as I roll my hips against his, giving everything I’ve got into the kiss.

      “You feel too fucking good against me,” Aspen groans, breaking away from my lips for a brief moment before attacking them once again. “I want you. I want you so fucking bad, Lil.” He rolls his impressive boner against me to drive his point home.

      I pull away from him and look him dead in the eye. “Then have me.”

      I see the hesitation in his face, but only for a moment. He gives me an answer when he crushes his lips against mine again. He quickly walks us through the water until I feel the wood from the dock up against my back. Aspen slowly lifts me by the hips and sets me down on the dock, my ass resting on the rough wood. My legs don’t give up their position of being wrapped around him.

      His touch becomes more tender, then. Before he was rabid, controlled by need. But now, he’s slow and deliberate as he traces his fingers along the inside of my thigh. I pull my lips from his and catch him staring down at the place his fingertip traces, where it moves up my thigh with purpose. We both stare at the wet trail his fingertip leaves. He moves up at a pace that tortures me, divinely, my mouth letting out a moan when he finally makes his way into my underwear. I fall back on my elbows when he slips a finger inside me, too lost in the sensation to hold myself upright.

      Aspen slides another finger inside me, causing my back to arch off the wood. His mouth is hot against my inner thigh as he lays kisses all the way up its length, his fingers still working inside me. My fingernails dig into the dock as I inch closer and closer to coming undone.

      “I’m so close, Aspen,” I pant, writhing against the wood.

      Just as I’m about to come unglued, Aspen’s warm breath disappears, his fingers right after.

      “Lily, we can’t do this.” His words have my head snapping up.

      “What in the hell are you talking about?” I ask, staring at him until he gets the nerve to look at me. I push myself back up, my hands falling to his shoulders to try to get him to focus on me.

      But he doesn’t. His fingers trace over my bare skin, causing it to rise with goosebumps. “I’m saying, we need to stop.” Finally, finally, he looks up at me. Before, there was passion in those emerald eyes. Now, I see the hesitation. He’s pulling away from this and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m losing him just as quickly as I almost had him.

      I grab both sides of his face, forcing him to look at me. “Kiss me,” I plead, feathering my lips against his jaw. My hand dips down the slope of his neck before I dig my nails into his muscular back, trying to pull him to me in more ways than one. I’m desperate to keep him in this moment with me.

      There’s not a single part of me that wants this to stop with him. I want it to start and never freaking end. I want him, him, him.

      When my lips find his, I’m terrified to find them wavering against mine. He’s already regretting this, and I’ll be damned if I let that happen. We’ve come so far, I need to finish what we’ve started.

      “Don’t push me away right now. I know you want this, that part is obvious.” I reach to grab the erect part of him.

      I rub my hand up and down it, watching in fascination at the way his eyes close as I do it. His eyes snap open a few seconds later, and at the same time, he pulls his hips away from my hand.

      “I told you this was a bad idea.”

      “And I told you I didn’t give a damn. We both want each other. We have for a while. I’m done trying to hide it.”

      He looks at me dejectedly. “But Maverick.”

      “Maverick doesn’t care.”

      “Well, I care, Lily. I’m stopping this, and I’m stopping it now.” Aspen takes a few steps away from me, going deeper into the lake.

      I laugh in disbelief, bracing myself with one hand to stand up. As soon as I reach our clothes, I quickly pull them over my wet underwear. Just as I’m putting my head through the hole in my T-shirt, I find Aspen pulling himself out of the water and onto the dock.

      We get dressed silently. Goosebumps cover my skin from the sudden loss of his heat.

      Typical Aspen, going hot and cold so quick it gives me whiplash.

      Once we’re both fully dressed, I walk up to Aspen, square against him. I make sure he’s looking me in the eye before I say my next words.

      “I’m giving you this one chance, Aspen. It isn’t too late. Stop hiding behind other girls and admit that you have a thing for me, even if I am your best friend’s sister. Give this a chance. And if you’re too scared, then that’s on you. But know, when the sun rises tomorrow, I want nothing to do with you. Both of us will know how much of a coward you are. And just know that it was your choice—and you chose wrong.”

      “Lily,” he begins, his shoulders falling in defeat.

      I can tell by the look in his eyes that whatever is about to come out of his mouth, I won’t like. I put my hand against his chest in defeat, stopping him. “You don’t have to say another word. I’d rather your silence than your lies.”

      I throw the alcohol into my backpack before pulling it on, despite my still-wet body, and then head in the direction of the fence.

      The whole way back to their house, I feel his gaze on me, but I don’t look back at him once.

      I’m not playing his games.

      When we wake up tomorrow, things will go back to the way they’ve always been between us.

      Aspen and Lily: enemies.

      Except this time, I’ll actually mean it.
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      I wake up the next morning to the smell of bacon and the sound of laughter coming from downstairs.

      After carefully stepping down the ladder, I find Aspen’s bed empty. He must already be up and down there. My bag is still sitting where I left it last night, so I rifle through it until I find an outfit suitable for the car ride today.

      I’m quick in the bathroom as I get through my morning routine. I fell asleep with soaking wet hair last night, leaving it one big, giant knot this morning. Instead of lingering on whether or not to attempt to style it, I throw it up in a messy bun and call it a day.

      When I finally make it downstairs, I smile at the scene before me. Ed is setting the table, Helen is frying some bacon, but what I’m most surprised to see is Aspen mixing a big bowl of—what I assume is—pancake batter.

      “So, do you want any children of your own, Aspen?” Helen asks him.

      Aspen’s hand pauses on the whisk, but as soon as it stops, it starts back up again. “I think so. I think about them sometimes. Like how many I want, and what I’ll do with them. I need to find myself a lady first, though.” The stair below me creeks as I try to get closer to eavesdrop better.

      I must suck at sleuthing, because Helen notices me right away. “Aspen here told me breakfast isn’t the same for you without pancakes, so I put him on pancake duty.” She nudges him with her free elbow, causing him to shake his head while still pumping the whisk in the batter.

      “No meal is as good as pancakes in her opinion,” Aspen starts. “Doesn’t matter what time of day it is. I’ve personally watched her eat pancakes for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” He looks over his shoulder, giving me a playful smile.

      “I can’t help my love for pancakes. It runs deep,” I declare. Walking into the kitchen, I take a seat on the chair Ed’s just pulled out for me.

      “Nothing wrong with that, dear,” Helen says, placing the bacon on a plate.

      A few minutes later, we’re all gathered around the table, eating the delicious breakfast feast.

      “I have to hand it to you, Aspen. These pancakes are actually edible,” I tease, smiling at him through a mouthful of them.

      He looks up at me with a smile in his eyes. “I’ve been practicing.” His face gets red seconds later. “I mean, they look more than edible by the way you’ve polished them off.” He motions to my plate, and I look down to find it practically licked clean.

      I ignore the first part of his sentence. “Okay, you win. It was delicious.”

      “So, what are you two kids doing today?” Ed asks, taking a sip of his steaming coffee.

      “Oh, we have to get back on the road soon,” Aspen responds, as he walks to the counter to fill up his plate with seconds.

      “We have to make it to our friend’s event in a few days,” I add, before licking the syrup off my fork.

      “What kind of event?” Helen asks.

      “Lily’s twin brother and his girlfriend—who’s also our friend—both work for a nonprofit called Connor’s Ocean. It’s really special to them, and they’re finally opening an office space for the nonprofit. We’re driving down for the grand opening,” Aspen says.

      “Wow,” Helen answers. “That’s really something.”

      “They’re both my heroes,” I tell the table, thinking of all the great things Veronica and Maverick have done with the nonprofit. There are times I get so overwhelmed by the goodness of their hearts. Veronica went through something traumatic when she lost Connor many years ago, and the fact that she’s doing something inspiring in his name, with my brother by her side, makes me want to tear up.

      Ed’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “It’s unfortunate you have to take off so early. You sure you don’t want to wait a day? We can give you a tour of the town, even though it might be crazy with all the visitors and the dang convention.”

      I look to Aspen for help on what we should say. I don’t want to hurt their feelings, but I also want to get back on the road and continue our trip east.

      “Unfortunately, we really need to get back to it,” Aspen answers for us.

      I nod in unison, giving Ed and Helen an apologetic smile.

      After we get the table cleaned off, Aspen and I head upstairs to pack the small number of belongings we’d taken out last night. We both do a once-over of the room before we head back downstairs to say our goodbyes.

      “If you guys are ever in the area, feel free to stop by.” Ed smiles, wrapping his arms around me and giving me a big squeeze. When he’s close to my ear, he whispers, “Remember what we talked about last night. Fight for the ones you love. True bonds are special.” He lets me go, but not before giving me a kiss on the cheek, a firm look following after.

      I go over to Helen next, walking right into her embrace as she pulls me in for a big motherly hug. “It was a pleasure having you both. Our door is always open for you.”

      I squeeze her tightly and grasp her hand before I pull away. “We promise to give you a five-star rating,” I offer with a laugh. Even though we barely know these strangers, I’ll miss them.

      She bats at the air. “I couldn’t care less about that rating, sweetie, but thank you.”

      Aspen and Ed say their goodbyes next to us.

      I start to walk down the path, hitching my bag higher up on my shoulder, stopping when I realize Aspen isn’t following. When I turn, I hear Helen and Aspen exchanging words.

      They go in for a hug, and then she pulls away, cupping his face in her wrinkled hands. “Face those fears, sweet boy. You never know what could happen.”

      He gives her a nod and I turn back around, embarrassed. Whatever they were talking about seems to be private, and I don’t want to interrupt that. I have a gut feeling that Aspen wouldn’t want me knowing whatever was just said. But I’m incredibly nosy, and now I’m dying to know what she meant by that comment.

      Aspen catches up to me as I head in the direction of the car, and together, we walk.

      “I’ll miss them,” I tell him.

      “I will too,” Aspen responds sadly. “They’re really great people.”

      When we reach the truck, we toss our bags in the back. I let Aspen close it, in effort not to break that part of Gladys again.

      Once we’re both buckled in, I look over to Aspen. “Where to next?”

      “Is that excitement I hear in your voice?” He gives me a look of disbelief, placing his hand over his heart for theatrics.

      “It’s possible,” I say, flicking his hand that rests on his chest.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Aspen mutters, smiling wide.

      “I know, right?” I put my feet on his dashboard to get comfortable. “I’m actually not hating this trip with you.”

      “That’s Lily Morrison speak for: ‘I’m having a really good time, Aspen, but I don’t want to admit that to you because I’m a stubborn ass.’” He playfully says my words in a voice meant to mimic my own.

      I laugh, shaking my head at him. “You aren’t helping yourself here. Put Gladys in drive, and let’s go!”

      “Gear down, big shifter,” he replies, laughing and shifting into gear. Gladys begins to roll backward. “Ready for our next leg?” he asks as he pulls back onto the highway.

      I smile, looking out the window. “Yeah, I think I am.”

      Aspen’s hand comes to rest briefly on my bare leg, giving me his panty-dropping smile. “I am too, Lily Bear. I am too.”
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      Tristan, my teammate, waves a beer bottle two inches away from my face. “Drink up, man,” he says, clanking the bottle down on the table.

      I look away from the girl at the bar, focusing back on my friends. I snatch the beer bottle from his hands, lowering my eyebrows at him to let him know I’m not amused with his antics. All Tristan does is shrug and proceed to take a drink from his own beer.

      “I can’t believe we’re halfway through our senior year. We’re going to have to grow up soon. I ain’t fucking ready,” Leo whines from my left, sliding down in the booth and resting his head against the back.

      “You’re not growing up anytime soon,” I retort, laughing at the mental image of him even pretending to act like a grown ass adult.

      “Touché.” He lifts his bottle in my direction, saluting me with it before taking a sip.

      I pick up my own beer, letting the bitter taste wash down my throat.

      The crowd in Lenny’s bustles around me. A group of sorority girls wave a shot book for some girl’s twenty-first in the air as they screech, their voices reaching all the way across the bar to us. There’s also the familiar sound of pool sticks snapping against cue balls, amongst many conversations taking place. Every now and then, I catch a glimpse of Lenny, the owner of our favorite bar, handing out drinks.

      “It still hurts, bro,” Leo continues. “I wish I could be in college forever.”

      “I don’t think your liver could handle that,” I respond haphazardly, my gaze traveling back to the spitfire at the bar. I’m not sure Leo’s liver is functioning regardless anymore, judging by the way he ends up puking out his brains like a drunk teeny bopper each and every time he goes out.

      I wipe the image of the usual drunk Leo from my head, focusing on the body across the bar once again. Her dark hair spills down her back in straight shiny strands. She currently has her body halfway sprawled across the bar, clearly flirting with the bartender as her fingers trace around the rim of her cocktail. Her hips barely graze the bar top as she stands on the tips of her toes to get closer to the asshole on the other side of the bar. I can’t take my eyes off her, even as she aims her perfect smile at the guy across the bar. He says something to make her laugh and she throws her head back, her sleek hair spilling all the way down to her ass.

      “Are you just going to stare at her all night?” my friend Anthony asks from across the booth.

      I throw him a scowl, not wanting to hear more of his bullshit. My lips wrap around the beer bottle angrily.

      I haven’t been staring. I’ve just been casually observing.

      “No clue what you’re talking about.” I try my damnedest not to look in her direction when I swear I hear her familiar laugh. This bar is absolutely packed, but I could pick out her laugh in the midst of a crowded anything. It haunts me, causing my dick to stir in my pants while sending unease through my stomach at the same time.

      I definitely fucking do not like hearing her laugh aimed at any dickwad other than myself.

      “Bro,” Anthony begins as if he’s a fucking surfer and not from Kansas, “I’m talking about the fact that you haven’t been able to look away from Maverick’s sister for the two hours we’ve been at Lenny’s.”

      My shoulders rise defensively as I pin him with my stare. “Bullshit.”

      The whole table laughs, causing me to slump down the booth in frustration.

      “Maverick wouldn’t like you looking at his sister like that,” Anthony offers, staring right at me with a cocky grin on his face. The look on his face makes me want to punch it right off. Not too hard, just enough to get rid of his shit-eating grin.

      “Oh, piss off,” I say, finishing off the rest of my beer and slamming it down on the table. I’m only two beers deep, but I wish I’d had more to help ease my pissed off mood. I have a desire right now to be Leo-passed-out-in-the-middle-of-a-parking-lot drunk. Anything would be better than sitting here basically sober, getting drilled by my friends about watching my best friend’s little sister—as said little sister (who hates my guts) presses her boobs so far into the bartender’s face, his nose is bound to get buried.

      “Pretty sure Maverick is too deep in his own shit to care about his sister right now,” Tristan mumbles.

      My eyes flick to his curiously. I didn’t think anyone else had noticed the shitstorm Maverick has created for himself. I love my best friend. He’s been my dude since the day we moved in together, but he’s also got himself in a bit of a mess at the moment. I’d love to blame the blonde-haired bombshell who steamrolled her way into all our lives, but it isn’t even her fault.

      It’s Maverick’s fault. And Selma’s.

      The two of them have been too comfortable in their relationship for years to stop to realize they’re basically best friends who are telling everyone else they’re dating. He’s her safe place, and she’s something he can protect. It seems like the perfect relationship—but it isn’t. I’ve broached the subject with Maverick before, but he wouldn’t even humor me with the conversation.

      Selma, on the other hand, is appearing to become more aware.

      And now that we’ve thrown Veronica into the mix, there’s a ticking time bomb about to explode. Veronica is every bit opposite than Selma. She’s jaded, sarcastic, closed off, but there’s a certain chemistry between Maverick and Veronica none of us can ignore.

      I’m nervous for what might to happen to my friend group.

      Tristan’s right. Maverick does have a lot to deal with right now. Which is why I’m trying my damnedest to ignore Lily’s presence at Lenny’s tonight. But a guy can only have so much restraint. And mine is wearing very thin right about now.

      After Lily and I hooked up over the summer, she kept good on her promise. The girl fucking hates me. Or is damn good at pretending she does. She’ll never miss an opportunity to lay into me about something—my major, the girls I bring home, the way I exist. If I’m breathing, you can bet it’s irritating her.

      All of it pisses her off and she’s not afraid to let the world know it.

      Sometimes I wonder if she’s exhausted by the theatrics of it all. I love to spar with her every now and then, loving the way I can rile her up so easily, but sometimes I want to drop it all and have a meaningful conversation again. To have her look at me the way she looked at me on that dock—before it all went to shit.

      She’s pissed off at me for doing the right thing.

      My eyes lazily drag to her spot at the bar. And I can’t lie and say I’m not bothered by the way she’s giving the bartender bedroom eyes.

      I’m two seconds away from leaving the booth and handling it when an ice-cold hand tightens on my bicep.

      “Hi, darling,” Cassidy flirts, running her long nail up the skin of my arm.

      Fucking fantastic. What else can go wrong tonight?

      I try to scoot deeper into the corner booth. Unfortunately for me, I’m stuck at the end of a booth full of assholes who actually work out and take up too much damn space. There’s not a whole lot of room for me to go anywhere.

      “Not in the mood, Cass.” I don’t even bother to look at her. She’s one of the many women I’ve hooked up with, and I know by her tone that she wants a repeat. But I can’t give her that. The more I try to erase Lily from my mind by getting lost in another woman, the more it fails.

      I’m stuck in a standstill where I don’t want anybody else, but I can’t have her. A fucking dilemma. My poor dick is not happy with my heart.

      “C’mon, Aspen. We have fun together.” Those sharp nails dig into my chin as she grabs it, forcing my head to look at her.

      I take in her face that has entirely too much makeup caked onto it. She’s beautiful without it, but it isn’t my job to tell her that. A month ago, I would’ve been ecstatic to tumble in the sheets with her again. She’s fun, but recently, I haven’t been in the mood for random women at night.

      I look her in the eye and say, “I’m good.”

      She squeezes tighter, bringing her face close to mine. So close that, to prying eyes, it would appear we might kiss. I lift my chin quick enough that it falls from her grasp.

      “Hands fucking off, Cassidy,” I grumble, leaning as far away from her as possible.

      The woman actually fucking pouts, sticking her bottom lip out in an attempt to be cute.

      It isn’t fucking cute.

      “Don’t play hard to get,” she says loud enough for the rest of the table to hear. Her gaze rakes over my friends in an attempt to regain the composure I took from her when I told her no meant no. “You know we have fun together.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. She can’t take the hint. I slide my hands down the front of my pants before I kindly tell her to fuck off. Finally, my eyes find hers once again. She’s got a lipstick ring on her chin from where she stuck her lip out too far.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, but not fucking interested.” I enunciate the last three words slowly so her brain can really catch onto the hint that it isn’t happening tonight.

      She lets out a whine, hanging her head in embarrassment as she travels back to her friends, wherever the hell they are. She’ll be setting her sights on some other asshole in this bar in less than five minutes; I don’t feel bad at all for letting her down.

      I’m in a fucking mood because of a certain woman teetering at the bar like she’s had a few too many. If it were any other girl I’d been interested in, I’d be across the bar so fast, throwing her over my shoulder to take her home safely and tuck her into bed. But fate is fucking me up the ass because this girl I can’t erase from my mind is the one of the only women in this world I can’t really touch.

      Maverick’s sister.

      Lily has me so fucked up I can’t even properly finish with other women. Including Cassidy. The truth of the matter is, I couldn’t fucking finish with Cassidy because she made way too many noises that didn’t allow me to picture Lily in my head. So, I jerked off afterward to the memory of Lily’s legs wrapped around me. To the soft sounds she made. To the way she almost fell apart in my hands.

      I’m all sorts of fucked up at the moment.

      And it’s all because of Lily pain-in-my-ass Morrison.

      The same girl who just handed her keys over to the bartender. I can’t look away as he pockets the keys, giving her a sly smile. He walks over to the only other bartender besides Lenny, mouthing something that looks a lot like, “I’m heading out.”

      He and the guy exchange conspiratorial looks with one another.

      I’m out of the booth so fucking fast. “Oh, hell no.”

      My feet take me across the old floor of Lenny’s quickly. I’m shouldering through the mass of sorority girls when I make eye contact with Lenny. The look on his face lets me know he’s onto what I’m about to do. He narrows his bushy eyebrows at me, warning me not to make a scene.

      I lift my shoulder in a half-assed shrug as I finally break through the abundance of perfume and blondes. I’m not trying to make a scene here, but there’s absolutely no fucking way on this planet that Lily is going home with the wannabe-hipster bartender tonight. She’s been swaying at the bar for an hour now, making it very clear she isn’t in the right state of mind.

      Lily must feel the connection between the two of us as well, because her head snaps up from talking to the bartender, her eyes connecting with mine instantly.

      She takes one look at me, straightens her spine to gear up for a fight with me, and opens that heart-shaped mouth to speak. “Well, shit on a stick.”
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      “Hand over the keys,” I demand, my open palm extended toward the hipster bartender, my fingers wiggling to speed him up.

      The guy stares at me, looking like a damn deer in headlights, not moving a muscle.

      Lily’s tiny hand smacks mine. “Go away!” She apologetically looks at the bartender, then wraps her arm in his. “Don’t pay attention to him. His brain is obviously not working properly.” She tries to step closer to him, tripping over nothing and stumbling forward a bit.

      I reach out to steady her, but Lily pulls her elbow from my grip as soon as she regains her footing. It irritates me that the scowl on her face is adorable, with her nose scrunched and eyebrows drawn together—though the look is doing nothing to deter from my mission at hand.

      Once again, I hold my hand out. “Keys,” I repeat, staring down the dude who, on closer inspection, has a tattoo of a marijuana leaf peeking out from his neck collar.

      What a fucking keeper, Lily.

      The guy still doesn’t budge.

      Dude, is he broken?

      I shake my head, growing more impatient by the second. It doesn’t help that Lily is barely stable enough on her feet to be standing here for a prolonged period of time. My gaze travels over the bodysuit she has on, the one I watched her steal from Veronica’s closet earlier. The thing has so many ties and see-through parts to it, I’m afraid with one wrong shift of her body she’ll be giving all of Lenny’s a show. Not fucking happening on my watch.

      I count to three in my head, in effort to cling to the last of my thinning patience. Then I clap my hands together, causing the two of them to jump. “Okay, I need her car keys—right now. It’s not a question.” I step closer to the guy, my height a few inches taller than his.

      Finally, the guy grows a freaking brain and pulls her keys from his pocket. I snatch them from his grip with such speed, Lily doesn’t even have time to argue.

      “Say your goodbyes,” I tell her, no longer concerned with the clueless guy she was actually considering going home with.

      Her heart-shaped mouth opens and closes like a fish as she tries to think of an argument. It turns out a few too many shots can diminish Lily’s sassy personality to a certain degree.

      I think I’d rather her witty comebacks—more like insults when aimed at me—than this version of her. But attitude or not, there’s no way on god’s green earth I’m letting her go home with a guy who has a pot leaf tattooed on his damn neck.

      She finally catches up with the conversation, her arm resting on a popped hip. “I’m not saying goodbye! Come on—” she pauses, cautiously looking at the guy, “I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

      I let out a frustrated growl, my fingers wrapping tighter around her keys. Something on her keychain digs into my palm, but I barely notice it over my annoyance.

      “The name’s Chaz.” And I shit you not, he nods his head like his name is impressive.

      I use my free hand to pinch the brim of my nose. I’m two seconds away from giving this guy a piece of my mind, but I hold my tongue. I’m not here to judge his choice of tattoos or be the bearer of bad news that his name is fucking ridiculous. I don’t give a rat’s ass what he does as long as it doesn’t involve Lily.

      Lily giggles, and it’s followed closely by a hiccup. Her face pinches together when she says, “Chaz?”

      He continues to nod, seemingly unaware that she’s unimpressed.

      My patience with the whole ordeal expires, then. Without any more words, I squat down, hoisting Lily over my shoulder in one easy swoop. Once she’s settled in my grasp, I stand back up to my full height and turn toward the door. I avoid eye contact with my table of friends and Lenny on my way out. I don’t need their damn judgment right now.

      Maverick would be glad if he knew I was currently removing his drunk-as-a-skunk sister from a situation she’d probably regret.

      At least, I think he would.

      “Put me the fuck down!” Lily shrieks, her hands beating the spot right above my ass.

      I tighten my hold around the back of her thighs at the same moment she decides to start kicking her legs as well.

      The two of us probably make an interesting sight right now. Lily, thrown over my shoulder like a doll—a very unhappy doll—and me, with a straight face trying to finagle my way out of the crowded bar.

      “Stop moving,” I say through my teeth, adjusting her position over my shoulder.

      “I’ll stop moving when you put me down.” Her legs begin kicking again, her death-trap heels inches away from kicking me in the face.

      “Not happening, Lily Bear. Might as well get comfortable.” I use my hand that isn’t currently wrapped around the back of her bare thigh to push the door to Lenny’s open.

      A group of co-eds stop their conversation when they catch sight of us. All I do is shoot them a glare, my feet taking me toward the busy parking lot.

      Lily smacks me right on the ass—hard—and says, “I have two feet, you know. I can walk myself.” Another slap against my ass comes, but this time she uses both hands.

      “Careful getting rough with me, Lily. I might like it.” I feel the muscles in her stomach tighten on my shoulder as my lips quirk, a hint of a smile appearing.

      I dig into the pocket of my jeans, pulling her keys out from where I’d stored them. I lift the key fob in the air, pressing the alarm button to help me locate her car. “Why so quiet all of a sudden?” I ask her, happy to hear the sound of her car nearby.

      We head in the direction of the noise, with Lily still thrown over my shoulder but no longer kicking or hitting. “If I throw up, I’m going to aim it right down your back.” Her hair tickles my back through the thin fabric of my shirt, and I don’t think she meant for the warning to feel so provocative.

      “You don’t scare me.” Her tiny car comes into view. “Plus, you never throw up when you drink too much.”

      I hear her teeth snap together as I press the button to unlock her car. “And how do you know that?” she spits out, shuffling in my arms as I put her in the passenger seat of her car.

      She slumps in her seat, her drunken gaze loosely pinned on me. Silently, I reach for the seatbelt, running my fingers down the smooth fabric as I pull it out. My arm brushes against her chest, causing her to straighten in her seat. There’s a click as the seatbelt snaps into place. Even if it might just be more of an excuse to be near her, I pull the cloth of the seatbelt tight to secure her in.

      I’m leaning over her, close enough to smell the vodka on her breath. I make sure to look her right in the eye when I respond, “I know everything about you, Lily. And I’m sick of pretending I don’t.”

      I hear her quick intake of breath at my words, and I can’t help but let my gaze wander down to where her chest rapidly rises and falls. Too scared of her reaction, I slam the door shut. I make sure to take a long, deep, calming breath before opening the driver’s side door. She’s got my mind spinning into overdrive.

      I slide into the seat and press the button to start her car. I don’t brave looking over at her, too afraid of what might look back at me. I just handed her a big secret of mine, and part of me hopes that, come morning, she won’t remember that she has it.

      She shouldn’t. It’s better for both of us if she doesn’t.

      So why does part of me hope that she does?
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      Oddly enough, the three-hour car ride with Aspen from Ed’s diner to Nashville was surprisingly pleasant. We managed to catch up on each other’s lives with only a few insults thrown in here and there.

      Apparently, Aspen has been putting his business degree to good use. Shocking, I know. Back in college, I used to poke fun at him all the time for working toward the typical default degree. But, he now has a job in commercial real estate, and judging by the pictures he showed me of the house he bought that he’s currently having completely gutted and redesigned, he’s doing well for himself. As he explains what exactly he does for a living, I bite my tongue and try not to tell him his job sounds utterly boring.

      I have no room to talk; it’s not like my fashion degree is getting put to good use. I work at an upscale boutique in downtown Dallas, selling my soul to hopefully be able to open up my own boutique one day. That day seems very, very far away. If I’m being honest, right now my work life revolves around doing whatever the hell my boss asks me to do.

      “It’s just that, she has the most boring style ever,” I tell him during my rant. “I’m all for a neutral look, but I don’t think she’d know what a statement piece was if it hit her in the face.”

      Aspen chuckles. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I believe you.” With that, he winks at me—and for some reason, I don’t mind it.

      In fact, by the way I can feel the blood rushing to my cheeks, I might actually like it.

      Dear God, it’s me, Lily. Don’t let me fall for it. I chant the mantra over and over, trying not to look at his delicious dimple that’s now making an appearance.

      He broke your heart, remember? I tell my libido, or whatever the hell is making me look at him right now with a flush to my cheeks.

      Not only did he break it, he stomped all over it and moved on ONE day later with someone else. Not bothering to explain himself in the process.

      My heart—or lady bits—can gtfo. My brain is taking control. And it says we will not fall for Aspen Bellevue’s antics again. Never, ever, ever again.

      I shake my head, trying to free it from any thoughts of Aspen. “Thank you!” I exclaim, tossing my hands out with emphasis. “Every outfit needs something to make it a little less boring. And don’t even get me started on her taste in home décor. I mean, there’s minimalistic, and then there’s trying to compete with Kim and Kanye for the most boring space ever. Have you ever seen their house, Aspen? It’s god awful and Marie thinks it’s tasteful. Ugh!” I groan, pulling at my cheeks in frustration.

      “Kim and Kanye live together?” Aspen merges out of the fast lane, letting a semi-truck pass us.

      I gasp, my head quickly turning to look at him. My jaw is wide open before I can finally regain control and confirm what I think he just said. “You’re joking, right?” I sit up in my seat.

      Surely, he isn’t living that far under a rock.

      “Aspen,” I say calmly, internally freaking out at his lack of pop culture. “Kim and Kanye have been together since two thousand twelve. They have like four kids together, all with weird ass names. How do you not know this?” I flick him on his bicep, still in shock he didn’t know the full extent of Kimye’s existence.

      “Ow,” he starts, taking one hand off the wheel to rub the spot I just flicked. “I’m sorry for working my big boy job and not paying attention to reality TV stars.”

      His phone’s GPS says something about our next turn, but I barely register it.

      “I just thought you’d be super into Kim Kardashian, with your type and womanizer tendencies and all,” I mumble, chewing on my bottom lip as soon as the words leave my mouth.

      Aspen looks over at me, a taunting smirk on his lips.

      Yep, I was just busted fishing for information on his dating life. Freaking sue me.

      “We’ve been out of college for years, Lily. You don’t know any of my tendencies anymore. Plus, there’s this girl I’m very much into. I might tell her how I feel one day.” He steers Gladys off the highway and onto an off-ramp while I analyze every one of his last words.

      A girl?

      Who?!

      “Oh, really?” I stutter out.

      “Yep,” he says, popping the ‘p’ at the end. “I think you’d really like her, actually.”

      My hesitant gaze finds his, and I’m shocked to find a playful look on his face. Like this girl must really have his heart. He looks like a lovesick dog right now.

      What the fuck parallel universe am I living in?

      Are Aspen and I really about to talk about a girl he’s apparently so interested in that he’s not a man whore anymore?

      “Hmm, okay,” I finally get out, while pulling at one of the denim strands of my shorts. I wrap it around my finger until the tip turns pink, thinking of a response. “So, a girl?”

      He laughs quietly, leaning over to look in the passenger side mirror, bringing him closer to me. “Yes, Lily. I’m interested in girls. Well, one girl. But she doesn’t know it—yet.”

      I nod curiously, looking down at the strand now cutting circulation off to my index finger. “Yet?” I can’t seem to form sentences at the moment. I’m too caught up in the fact that Aspen Bellevue is interested in only one girl. And is claiming he’s changed his ways for her.

      Lucky her.

      Wait, no—not lucky. Or…?

      I don’t fucking know. I don’t care. Right?

      I try not to think too much into it, but it’s hard for me not to wonder what she has that I didn’t have years ago.

      “Are you only going to respond with one-word answers now?” he asks, calling me out.

      “Shut up,” I snap, giving him the evil eye.

      He mock-gasps, “Well, that was two, at least. Baby steps.”

      Well, at least asshole Aspen is back. I didn’t quite know how to handle his sentimental counterpart.

      The two of us are silent until he swings into a hotel parking lot and puts Gladys in park.

      His head turns toward me. “We’re here.”

      “I gathered.” Grabbing my purse, I hightail it out of the car. I need some space from him, the fresh air a welcomed reprieve.

      We both grab our bags from the bed of the truck and head inside the hotel, where I’m slightly impressed with how nice it is. It’s modern, with a Nashville country twist.

      Our feet make screeching noises over the freshly-polished floor. As I look around the lobby, I’m highly taken with their décor. We make it to the front desk, which is made out of reclaimed wood. The young woman sitting there shamelessly flirts with Aspen the whole time we check in.

      I roll my eyes at how completely obvious she’s being.

      Might as well come around the desk and straddle him, why don’t ya?

      As soon as she hands us the room key, I snatch it out of her hand, shooting her a look that hopefully makes her rethink her professionalism. I don’t bother to check if Aspen is following behind me. I find the elevator and get in it—alone.

      Part of me wants to be annoyed he’s still talking to Miss Desperate, but honestly, I shouldn’t have expected anything different.

      It’s comical that ten minutes ago he was telling me how interested he was in some girl.

      Yeah, right.

      Seeing as he’s still down there flirting while I search for our room tells me everything I need to know about him.

      He hasn’t changed one bit.

      I let myself into our room, happy to see that finally, we have two separate full-size beds. I decide that, since he’s still busy downstairs, I’ll take the bed closer to the window. It’s only fair.

      Plus, it’s always been my thing to sleep furthest away from the door if possible. That way, if a murderer happens to come through, I won’t be the first to go down.

      I drop my bag onto the bed, my body following suit. I practically melt into the mattress, and it’s oddly comfy for a hotel bed. Just when I’m starting to doze off from the car ride, my phone vibrates from my pocket. I pull it out, checking to see who it is.

      Veronica: Hey! Where are you now?

      Lily: Nashville

      Veronica: Yee-haw! *cowboy emoji*

      Veronica: Are you going to ride Aspen tonight?

      Lily: STOP IT!!!!!

      Veronica: Stop what?

      Lily: You know exactly what. We are no longer friends.

      Veronica: Aww, don’t say that. You’re stuck with me, babe.

      Lily: Nope.

      Veronica: Oh, c’mon. You love me. Plus, I’m not the one that admitted to having the best sex of my life with Aspen…

      Lily: YOU PROMISED TO NEVER SPEAK OF THAT AGAIN

      Veronica: Is it technically speaking if it’s texted? Asking for a friend…

      Lily: I confessed that after way too many margaritas. We aren’t speaking of it. Or texting of it. Nothing.

      Veronica: Suit yourself. All I’m saying is…giddy up, cowgirl!

      I throw my phone into my bag, deciding to ignore Veronica and her antics. She must think she’s hilarious, taunting me with information I gave her while very inebriated. I don’t know what her fasciation is, with Aspen and I sleeping together, but she’ll get over it. Eventually.

      My stomach growls, alerting me to the fact that I haven’t eaten in forever, the lone piece of beef jerky Aspen shared with me barely counting as sustenance. I don’t know if Aspen has plans for us for food, but considering he’s still not in here, I start my search for the room service menu.

      While walking toward the desk against the middle of the wall, it occurs to me I haven’t examined the room much. Looking around, I finally realize how nice this room is. The floors are a beautiful dark hardwood, a sharp contrast against the stark white walls and hotel bedding. The headboards of our two beds are made of a beautiful, dark wood, both resting against a polka-dot wallpapered wall. It all flows together seamlessly, mixing modern textures with minimalistic features.

      My jaw drops when I walk into the bathroom, falling instantly in love with the floor. Black and white tiles, placed together in a beautiful mosaic. I stare at where my bare feet stand over the design, wiggling my toes against the cold floor. The walls of the bathroom are black, with a white tub and a shower sitting in opposite corners. The towels are an emerald green. Part of me wants to live in this bathroom. The design is gorgeous, something I’d love to put in a house of my own one day.

      Continuing my mission, I leave the bathroom and pick up the room service menu. I call the front desk (not getting the receptionist who’s probably still flirting with Aspen) and order enough food to feed a small army.

      Fifteen minutes later, Aspen’s still gone, but there’s a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I yell, hopping off the bed and closing the distance to the door. Once I open the door, I’m met with a multitude of delicious aromas.

      “Where would you like the food?” the waiter asks, pushing the cart in while I step aside.

      “Right here is good.” I point to the spot directly in front of my bed. He wastes no time aligning the cart in front of my bed and excusing himself.

      I dig into my food, channel surfing while shoveling the food into my mouth at record speed. I land on an old episode of reality TV, getting suckered into the housewife drama while I feast on all the carbs—pasta, bread, fries. You name it, I ordered it all.

      After god knows how long, Aspen finally walks into the room, setting his bag on the floor.

      “Have fun?” I ask innocently, chewing my fry.

      “Yep. After I finished talking with Giselle, I had to make a phone call. After that, I went to the hotel store and got us some party favors.” He pulls out a few bottles of liquor and lines them up on the desk under the TV.

      “I have no desire to drink and have a hangover in the car tomorrow.”

      “You ordered food?” Aspen asks, sizing up the spread I have out in front of me.

      With a mouth full of garlic bread, I respond, “I was starving, and I didn’t know how long you would be with Giselle.”

      “Give me some.” Aspen plops down beside me, his weight displacing me on the bed. He reaches for a piece of garlic bread, but I quickly swat it out of his hands.

      “No touching my carbs!” I exclaim, shoving the piece of bread he was just holding into my mouth.

      In all honesty, I’m getting full. But I also feel like he should at least ask to eat the food that I took the time to order while he was with Giselle.

      Aspen pays no attention to me, though. He picks up the fork I was just using, twirls a heaping amount of pasta on it, and shovels it into his mouth. He looks over at me, smiling through a mouth full of chicken alfredo.

      “Gross. Close your mouth while you’re eating,” I chide, scooting away from him.

      He finishes the rest of my food quickly, not leaving a single scrap behind. The two of us clean up the mess in silence, Aspen rolling the dishes out into the hallway when we’re done.

      When he comes back from the hallway, he holds up the liquor bottle and shakes it like that might change my mind on drinking.

      It doesn’t.

      I shake my head, not saying anything to Aspen as I walk into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. After I turn the shower on, I undress from my clothes for the day. It’s at this exact moment I realize I forgot to bring my bag in.

      Shit on a stick.
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      Already naked and ready for a long hot shower, I hop in, deciding I’ll worry about getting fresh clothes later. My muscles are sore from sitting in the car today, so the hot water is a nice relief against my tense muscles.

      I stay in the shower much longer than I’d anticipated, allowing the water to go cold in the process. After tightly wrapping a towel around my body, I open the bathroom door. A scream—and a few curse words—leave my mouth when I’m greeted with a grinning Aspen.

      “Aspen!” I shriek, pulling the knot under my armpit tighter, praying nothing is hanging out for him to see. “What the hell are you doing?”

      He snickers, his shoulder propped against the doorframe. He lifts one of the bottles of alcohol from earlier. “I figured there was only one good way to get you to drink with me. So,” he says mischievously, his eyes darting to take in the room, “I took your bag and hid it. I’ll give it back to you, of course—after you take a shot with me.”

      I want to slap the devilish grin right off his face. My eyes narrow at him as I try to think of a way out of this situation. The last thing I want to do is drink—and possibly embarrass myself—around him. Time to remind him how hardheaded I can be.

      “I guess I’ll just have to stay in my towel then,” I suggest, tightening my hold on it. My shoulder hits his as I shove past him. My eyes scan over the room as I try to see if he really did take my bag or not. I discover he wasn’t lying.

      Aspen turns around to face me at the same time I come up with a plan. I take small steps closer and closer to him, trying to faze him enough to tell me where my bag is.

      “You see, Aspen.” Two steps closer. “I’m not really in the mood to drink.” Another step. We’re now chest to chest and I have to look up at him to be able to see his mossy eyes.

      His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows slowly, his nostrils flaring. His green stare meets my blue one. It’s quiet enough in the hotel room that I can hear the rapid sound of his heartbeat, pounding in his chest.

      My finger lazily traces the bare skin of his tan arm. I look up at him from my eyelashes. “My clothes?”

      “Lily, I—”

      Just then, I hear the ring of my phone, giving away the location of my bag. I clutch my towel to my body and sprint toward the sound. I find my bag hidden in a cabinet, my phone vibrating inside it. Aspen lunges for it right after me, his bulky arms caging me in against the cabinet. We both look down to see the name on the screen.

      While Aspen stares at the name blinking on my phone, I dip underneath his arm, walking myself back to the bathroom.

      Once I’m in there, I swipe to answer, putting my back against the cold wood door. “Blaine, hi. How are you?”

      “Blaine?” Aspen asks curtly from the other side of the door.

      My feet take me away from the door and Aspen’s prying ears.

      “Hey there, Lily. I’m doing great. I have some news for you, actually. But first, I miss you. How the hell have you been?”

      “I miss you too,” I respond, sitting on the edge of the bathtub.

      Blaine and I have kept in touch over the years. Even though we broke up when he moved away, and even though we never quite managed to cover all the bases together, in the process of dating, we formed a solid friendship. One I still cherish today.

      “You miss him?” There’s a thud on the other side of the door as Aspen mutters the words, louder this time.

      Asshole.

      Blaine whispers something to someone on the other side of the line before there’s rustling and he’s back. “Oh my god, Lily, are you with a guy?”

      Okay, Blaine and I have stayed really close over the years. He’s become my best guy friend. Because of that, he knows all about my recent dry spell.

      “Oh, it’s no one,” I tell him, raising my voice to ensure it reaches Aspen on the other side of the door. Then I pull the phone away from my ear to better hear Aspen on the other side. Moments later, the items on the bathroom counter rattle when the door to our room slams.

      “Lily, I heard a guy in the background. Spill—now,” Blaine instructs, being direct as always.

      “Well, Aspen and I are on a road trip right now.”

      “Are you for fucking real?”

      “Yep.” I graze over a spot on my knee where I missed a spot shaving, my fingers brushing over the hairs.

      “The Aspen?” A pause and then, “Well, this is a wild turn of events.”

      I switch my phone from one ear to the other, shifting my weight on the tub. “Anyway… you said you had news?”

      “Violet and I are engaged!” I can hear the excitement in his voice, and it makes me smile wide.

      I jump up off the tub. “Oh my god, Blaine. Congratulations!”

      Violet was Blaine’s best friend growing up. When he moved away to college, she stayed back home. During our relationship, he always talked about her fondly. A year after he and I broke up, he told me they were dating. He speaks of her like she put the stars in the sky, like a man desperately in love.

      “Thank you,” he says with a long sigh. “I was so fucking nervous asking her, but she said yes. She’s stuck with me forever.”

      Blaine and I talk for another thirty minutes as he catches me up on what he’s been doing.

      My butt has long since fallen asleep by the time the two of us say goodbye. When I cautiously open the bathroom door, very aware I still don’t have my clothes, I find the room empty.

      My bag sits on my bed, no longer hidden in the cabinet.

      Aspen is nowhere to be found. Even after I get dressed and get ready for bed, he hasn’t made an appearance. Alone in the room as Nashville bustles outside our window, I decide to take him up on that drink.
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      Someone has taken a jackhammer to my head. Or there’s a parade of elephants in clogs dancing around up there. There’s no other explanation for the pounding taking place inside my head. My brain feels like the car window Britney was taking her umbrella to circa two thousand seven. I attempt to open my eyes, but when I’m met with a sliver of light peeking through my curtains, I shut them again.

      Groaning, I pull my blanket over my face. I stretch my legs underneath the covers, wondering why my legs are sore. Probably from the stilettos I swore were a good idea last night.

      Veronica let me borrow them and I have no freaking clue how she can get around in those things. If I were her, I’d wear nothing but those combat boots she’s always stomping around in. The heels must be way less comfortable.

      One of my roommates shuffles around in the hallway noisily. Lifting the blanket from my head a fraction of an inch, I peek out the space, making sure my door is shut. I don’t need my roommate seeing me like this right now. I need a solid ten minutes to wallow in my hangover blues before coming face-to-face with another human.

      Deciding to brave the daylight in my room, I slowly pull the blanket from my face until I’m met with my dimly lit room. I look at my charging watch for the time, shocked that I slept until eleven a.m.

      I wouldn’t know it was that late in the morning by the small amount of light coming through the space between my curtains.

      Weird.

      I know for a fact that I had the curtains wide open before I left for Lenny’s last night. I hesitantly wonder if I was smart enough to close them myself last night. Judging by the massive hangover I’m currently nursing, my bet is it wasn’t me.

      Then it all comes rushing back to me.

      Well…fragments of the night, at least.

      I showed up at Lenny’s with some of my girlfriends, ready to have a good night. Veronica had helped dress me for the night, turning down the invitation to join us. She’s been even moodier than normal recently. My guess is it has something to do with my brother, but I haven’t attempted to broach that subject with him yet.

      Last night when I walked into Lenny’s, my steps had faltered when I saw Aspen sitting in a corner booth with a group of his friends. I told my friend it was because of the heels, but it was the sight of Aspen casually hanging out with his friends. My eyes had found him instantly in the crowded bar, and I couldn’t hide my disappoint that the same thing didn’t seem to happen to him. I could find him in any crowded room, somehow always aware of where he was.

      I should be used to the fact that I had feelings for Aspen and he didn’t have them for me. Our intimate encounter last year didn’t faze him one bit. I was just another one of his casual hookups. I knew before we kissed that it wouldn’t mean anything to him. That didn’t stop me from wanting to be wrong. That didn’t stop me from hoping I’d be the girl to change him.

      It’s comical—the female brain. Why do we feel like we could be the woman to change a grown ass man? Only the man himself has control of changing his ways. It’s silly of us to think we can be the reason another person changes their way of life.

      My friends and I had sidled up to the bar last night. We hadn’t been there fifteen minutes before I was already two shots in. The cute bartender had latched onto me from the very beginning. He was a nice distraction from the uninterested gaze across the bar. Every now and then I swore I could feel Aspen’s eyes on my exposed back, but I think it was my mind—or the shots—playing tricks on me.

      Some of the night is hazy. But other parts come flooding through.

      I have the distinct memory of being thrown over Aspen’s shoulder. The mental picture of the dirty floor comes to mind, it moving back and forth as Aspen not-so-gently carried me to my car like I was a sack of potatoes and not a grown woman.

      I remember a conversation with Aspen in the car—the serious look on his face burned into my mind. He said something, that I recall sending a warm feeling through my body. It’s weird, I can still feel the tingles that shot through my body. I picture the emerald color of Aspen’s eyes as he stared at me intensely. I can even feel the soft touch of his arm as he buckled me into my seat.

      But for the life of me, I can’t remember his words. I only remember my body’s reaction to whatever he said.

      The car ride home is a complete blur to me. The more I think about it, I might have actually fallen asleep. There are bits and pieces of Aspen putting me to bed. I remember him cussing as he tried to untie the bodysuit I stole from Veronica. His warm fingers had brushed over my bare skin multiple times; my drunk mind didn’t forget that. The two of us had fumbled around as he took it off. I look down at what I slept in, finding that somehow we’d figured it out, because I’m clothed in an old baggy T-shirt and a pair of sleep shorts.

      I have a faint memory of a soft brush of lips against my temple. My fingers raise to touch the spot I swore his lips pressed against last night. I can’t figure out if it was a dream or reality.

      I’m still trying to test my memory when my door slowly opens, Selma’s head popping in. She has her hair braided in two short braids on each side of her head. Quietly, she slips through the door, shutting it softly behind her once she’s in the room. “Good morning, sunshine,” she whispers, closing the distance to my bed and climbing in.

      Without words, I pull the comforter back for her to make room. Then I groan, spinning in the bed to face her.

      “Have fun last night?” She gives me a knowing glance, adjusting the pillow until she’s comfortable.

      We lie face-to-face, both of us in the bed, my pink comforter pulled up to our shoulders.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” With that, I grunt, trying to rid myself of the memories. “How did you even get in?”

      Selma inspects the end of her braid, still smiling. “Aspen let us in.”

      My eyes almost bug out of my head. “Aspen’s here? Us?!”

      “Us as in me and Maverick. Aspen called this morning to see if we could pick him up. It was pretty hilarious hearing him explain to Maverick why exactly he was at your place. And Aspen was here. The two of them just left. They both have classes to get to. I said you’d give me a ride later, that we needed to chat.”

      I pull the pillow over my face once again, trying not to imagine Maverick freaking out when he found out his best friend had stayed over at my place. “Selma, nothing happened between me and Aspen last night.” Hopefully she catches the pleading tone in my voice, I’m desperate for her to know nothing happened between us. Well, last night, at least.

      Selma pulls the pillow from my face, waiting to speak until I look at her again. “I know. I don’t think Aspen would’ve called Mav if something had.”

      “Then why do we need to chat?”

      She looks down at her feet. “I’m going to break up with Maverick.”

      I shoot up in the bed, uncovering her in the process. My body moves too quickly though, because the room gets dizzy for a moment. I blink repeatedly until I regain my equilibrium. I look down to find Selma in the same position, sans the blanket on top of her. “I’m sorry, repeat?”

      Selma sighs, looking down at the braid in her hand once again. “I need to end things with your brother. Don’t act like this is shocking to you. You’ve told me multiple times that he and I don’t work anymore. If we ever really worked at all.” The last sentence is said as an afterthought, but still I hear it.

      She’s right. I had to have a hard talk with her prior to this, during which, I’d told her I thought she and Maverick were both pretending to be happily in love. I was blunt when I’d told her I thought they were comfortable with each other, but not in love. It was a hard position to be in. We’re talking about my brother and my best friend.

      But I wanted both of them to be happy. I still do.

      I don’t think either of them truly have been, for a long time.

      “I just never thought you’d actually do it,” I answer honestly, tracing the ruffle of my comforter with my finger.

      The sounds of pots and pans clanking from the kitchen fills the silence between us. I expect Selma to cry or seem emotional when explaining why she’s ending a relationship she’s been in forever, but she lies in front of me, almost emotionless.

      “I think Maverick might have feelings for Veronica,” Selma whispers, looking at me with watery eyes, finally showing a hint of emotion.

      “Selm…” My hand drifts across the blanket until I take hers in mine. “Maverick would never cheat on you. You know that.”

      Selma nods, her braids bouncing off her shoulder with the movement. “Ugh.” She takes a shaky breath, adding, “I know he wouldn’t. And I think it actually makes it worse. Your brother would probably stay with me forever because he feels like it’s his duty to do so. Even if another girl has come in and gotten a good grasp on his heart.”

      I reach out and wipe away the lone tear sliding down her porcelain cheek, her brave demeanor finally slipping.

      I think of Maverick and Veronica. I don’t think either is aware of the chemistry brewing between the two of them. I can’t sit here and lie to Selma, pretending I don’t see what she’s noticed. Not that I think either Mav or Veronica would act on the chemistry, but I see what Selma saw, too. For some reason, there’s a tether between Maverick and Veronica I don’t think any of us can begin to describe—including them.

      “You don’t know what’s in his head,” I offer, holding her hand even tighter.

      “I’m not in love with him,” she blurts, taking a pillow and covering her face after the words leave her mouth.

      All I can do is nod, trying to process her words fully.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I love Maverick, so much. But…I’m not in love with him. At all. It’s taken me a long time to realize it, but I don’t think either of us are in love. We love each other, no doubt, but not with the intensity either of us deserve. If I don’t end it, we’ll stay together forever. I know Maverick won’t end it, and we both deserve a love that’s whole. That’s more than this watered-down relationship we have going on.” Selma finally sits up while speaking, her hand never letting go of mine.

      “It takes a lot of bravery to end a relationship you’ve been in for so long. I’m proud of you. I know it couldn’t have been an easy decision.” There’s conviction in my voice.

      More tears stream down her face. She uses the hand that isn’t holding mine to try to wipe them away, but they continue to fall, her lip quivering as she exhales a shaky breath.

      I close the distance between us and wrap her in a hug.

      “You smell like a liquor store,” she mumbles against my neck.

      “Oh, stop it. I’m trying to be supportive right here.”

      “I’m scared it’ll break him, Lil.”

      I stroke the back of her head, though at the same time, I’m nervous to find out how Maverick will handle the breakup. I think he’s been too obsessed with the idea of his and Selma’s relationship to see how lackluster it’s gotten. To him, they’re supposed to be together forever. I worry he won’t see that they both deserve something better, something real. And his version of real might hit a lot closer to home than he expects.

      “He’ll be okay in the end,” I whisper. “You both will.”

      Her body shakes with a deep sob and I squeeze her tighter, trying to find the words that will ease not only her heart, but also his. “He’ll be upset at first, but I think once he’s faced with the reality of where things have taken you both, he’ll understand. Maverick has always looked at things in black and white, but once the pain has settled a bit, I think he’ll be able to see the gray area better,” I tell her.

      “I just want the all-consuming love. I don’t want to be a responsibility to a man. I don’t want to hold them back. I want our love to make us better as individuals and propel both of us together. That’s not what Maverick and I have. We both need to move on.” She tucks her face deeper into the crook of my neck, her sorrow beginning to soak through the collar of my T-shirt.

      I ignore the warm, wet spot developing by my neck, squeezing Selma as hard as I can. My heart aches for her. It aches for my brother. It turns out, you can take two of the best people in the universe (in my humble opinion), make them boyfriend and girlfriend, and still not get that perfect soul-searching happy-ending kind of love.

      After a while, Selma takes a deep breath. She pulls back, looking at me with a splotchy face.

      I grab both sides of her face, ignoring the wetness underneath my palms. “One day, Selma, you’re going to drive a man completely wild in the best way possible. You won’t be his responsibility. You’ll be his everything. He’ll be consumed by you. And it’ll be the kind of all-consuming love that’s healthy and right. If you leave Mav, I don’t want you settling for anything else. I love you, but if you’re going to break my twin brother’s heart, I need your next love to be worth it. Got it?”

      I hold my pinky in front of her face, moving it around until she wraps hers around mine. This is something Maverick and I have done since we were kids, the gesture eventually involving Selma once she’d joined our duo and made it a trio.

      Selma and I both bite down on our thumbs, sealing our pinky promise before our hands drop to our laps.

      “Lily?” Selma asks, looking at me intently.

      “Yeah?”

      “You don’t settle for anything else either, okay? You need someone to combat that sassy personality we all love. Not someone who will try to dampen it. You deserve a man you’re absolutely head over heels for.”

      For some reason, Aspen’s face pops into my head. I wipe it from my thoughts just as quickly as it came, not trying to read too far in to why it was his face I saw. “You bet your ass I won’t settle. I mean, I’m Lily Morrison. I deserve the freaking best.”

      The two of us spend the day in bed, watching cheesy movies and having girl talk. I try to be a good support for my best friend, knowing she’s about to do something that’ll change her world. But, there’s still a sinking feeling in my stomach on what it’ll do to Maverick. I can only hope they both come out of this breakup as people who understand what it really means to fall madly in love.

      And then I remind myself that one day, I’ll have the same kind of love I’ve been preaching about to Selma. One day I’ll fall in love with a man who’s as desperate for me as I am him.

      Someday.

      It’s much later in the day, after Selma goes home, when one simple text message has me reading into something else I shouldn’t be.

      Aspen: How are you feeling, Zombie Bear? I shut the curtains in your room this morning. Didn’t want your poor roommates to feel the wrath of a tired and hungover Lily. Hope you were able to sleep.

      Throwing me off once again, Aspen proves that he’s capable of paying attention to someone other than himself. Somehow, he remembered that I can’t sleep in if there’s any daylight in my room.

      And I hate that this small gesture makes a big impact on me.

      I hate that I love it.
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      “Would you like another?” The bartender eyes me as he dries off a mug, his eyes wandering down to my own drink, which is now empty.

      I sigh, wondering if another beer is a good idea. I trace the lines in the condensation around my glass. “Nah,” I finally reply, leaning back on the barstool. “I should probably get back up to my room.” I rub my hands over my face slowly, scratching at the stubble that’s already grown out today.

      Blaine fucking Wilcox.

      That asshole is the reason I’m sitting alone at the hotel bar as Lily sits in the room upstairs. When I talked to Veronica about Lily, never once did she mention that Lily still talked to Blaine. And not only is she talking to him, she’s telling him that she misses him.

      She misses him. The words sting as I replay them in my head. And as if my plan wasn’t already falling to shit around me, she dismissed me to Blaine as if I were a fucking nobody.

      “Oh, it’s no one.”

      No one? What the flying fuck is going on right now?

      “Should I just charge it to your room?” the bartender asks, as he takes my empty mug.

      All I do is nod, stepping off the stool and finding the courage to go back up to the room.

      I swear to all that is holy, if she’s still on the phone with Blaine when I get back up there, I might blow a damn gasket.

      My phone vibrates from inside my pocket. I want to ignore it, but it could be V responding to my text from earlier.

      Aspen: Wtf, V. Lily talks to Blaine?

      Veronica: Uhhh…what?

      My fingers hammer at my touchscreen as I make my way to the elevator.

      Aspen: Lily…Blaine…they talk. What happened to the fucking plan?

      Veronica: That’s news to me. It’ll all be fine. Stop being dramatic. It’s not a cute look for you.

      I shove my phone back into my pocket, not wanting to deal with her either. She might be one of my best friends, but right now, I need someone who’ll let me be dramatic. The chime on the elevator dings, the doors opening right after. I step in and push the button for the floor we’re staying on. I hesitantly pull the room key out of my pocket once I step out of the elevator and head toward our room, giving myself a mental pep talk to prepare myself in case Lily’s still on the phone with Blaine.

      As I stand outside our door, I can hear music blasting from inside. If we weren’t in bachelorette party central—AKA Nashville—I might’ve worried her loud music would disrupt the neighbors, but it’s just as loud out on the streets.

      I swipe the card in front of the keypad and then push the door open. I’m met with a dancing Lily. A pop music video is playing on the TV, and I watch, captivated, while she tries to mimic the people on the screen—all while balancing an almost-empty bottle of wine. Her hips sway in tune to the couple on the screen. The hand not holding a bottle of wine traces down the slope of her stomach as the man in the music video does the same to the woman he’s dancing with. I recognize the guy as Nash something. Lily and Selma used to be obsessed with a boyband he was in, and now that he’s on his own, I’ve become all too familiar with his songs.

      I can’t say that the music sounds half-bad when her hips fall in perfect sync with the chords.

      It takes her a few moments to notice I’m there. She startles, mid-dance-step, and covers her chest with the bottle.

      “And where have you been?” she shouts over the music. “With Giselle?”

      I walk a few steps into the room to grab the remote from the desk and turn down the music enough so I can hear myself think.

      “That was the world premiere of Nash Pierce’s new music video. How dare you ruin my dance party! I was totally vibing with that video. Leave me with Nash and go find Giselle.”

      I give her a clipped response at the childish face she’s making. “Not happening.” I take a step closer to her, and she takes a step back. She backs away far enough that her bare calves eventually hit the end of my bed. I continue to step closer until I’m towering over her. After I grab the bottle from her hand, I bring it to my lips, letting the sweet flavor linger in my throat before swallowing.

      Lily watches me carefully as I take a few gulps of it. The wine isn’t my favorite, the sweet red a little too sweet for my taste, but I know it’s hers. And right now, I’ll drink anything to take the edge off. I pull the bottle away from my lips, using the back of my hand to wipe at my mouth.

      After handing the bottle back to her, she puts the bottle to her lips and tips it back, gulping down the last bit until the empty bottle is still tilted. She looks like she’s trying to savor every last nonexistent drop. I can’t help but fixate on her lips, at the way they’ve turned a perfect shade of purple. Lily even goes as far as copying me by using the back of her hand to wipe her mouth off.

      I want to be the one to rid her mouth of wine stains.

      The thought jostles me.

      “How was your time with Giselle?” she asks.

      I don’t miss the way she keeps pronouncing Giselle with disdain, as if she clearly doesn’t like the girl I’ve barely interacted with.

      I decide not to play into her game quite yet. I’m going to let her think whatever the hell she wants. My voice is low when I ask, “Does it matter?”

      “No. Yes?” Her eyes dart over my face frantically, as if I should have the answer she’s looking for. Her shoulders lift in a slow shrug. “I don’t know.”

      My body gravitates toward her on instinct. With our close proximity, I can tell she’s removed all the earlier makeup from her face. I can smell the soap on her—lilac, the same soap she’s always used. I pull on the string of her hoodie. “Why would it matter, Lily?”

      It could be my mind playing tricks on me, but I swear she leans closer to me. “Were you with her?” She slowly takes her gaze away from where my fingers still grasp the string of her hoodie, landing on my face.

      I would give my left nut to know what’s going through her head at this very moment. The way her eyes cautiously scan my face does something to my chest.

      In this moment, there aren’t any walls up between us. We aren’t hiding behind insults and jokes, behind façades we’ve put in place to preserve our hearts. We’re being real—and I wish it could be like this forever.

      I’m tired of the games. I want the prize.

      I want her. I just don’t know how to tell her that. I’m too scared to tell her that.

      Old habits die hard, because I feel the urge to lie to her, to tell her I was with Giselle. I want to make her hurt the way I had when I heard her talking to Blaine. But if I’m ever going to convince this woman to let her barrier down for good with me, I have to do my part. “I was alone, Lily. Completely alone.”

      Lily works her bottom lip between her teeth so hard it’s starting to turn red. This habit of hers has sent blood pumping to my dick for years. I pull it out from between her teeth, my gaze flicking down to her wine-stained lips. I look away, trying to ignore my racing heart.

      “Why were you talking to Blaine?” The question that’s been flooding my mind the last hour is finally out in the open. I remind myself to breathe as I wait for her answer.

      “Because I’m allowed to talk to whoever I want to,” she quips.

      I guess she isn’t in the mood to share. And I won’t beg her to.

      “Did you mean it?” The words escape my lips quickly as I step away from her, needing space. I let my body fall onto my bed, my gaze not wavering from hers.

      She slowly turns around, her dark eyebrows pulling together in confusion. “Mean what?”

      My jaw clenches, working back and forth. “When you told Ed that at one point you thought we’d be together.”

      Lily doesn’t answer at first. Her bare feet pace against the carpet as she thinks through my answer. Her hands find her hips, scrunching up her sweatshirt enough until her sleep shorts peek through. “So you heard that conversation? I should have known.”

      She lets out a long breath, her gaze locking me in place. “Yes, isn’t that the story for every good cheesy plot? Girl falls for brother’s best friend and they live happily ever after? But that was just a silly hope and dream for us. Reality hadn’t hit me yet that we weren’t meant to work. We were fire. Wild and passionate, but only for a short amount of time. We couldn’t burn forever. Fires eventually have to burn out.”

      She gestures between the two of us. “And we…we were lit one moment and doused in water the next. I guess that’s why after everything happened, it hurt so bad.”

      “Do you remember when we snuck into the park?” I question, standing up to grab another bottle of wine from the desk.

      Lily’s eyes widen, and she backs away from me before plopping down on her bed, where she pulls her bare legs into a crisscross position. “Of course,” she mutters, her eyes darting away from mine. “Do you?” she accuses, as if that night and the nights we shared after were something I could ever forget.

      I wish I could be completely honest with her, tell her the few intimate moments we shared are forever ingrained in my mind. But it’s too soon, and I doubt she’d ever believe me anyway.

      I have to think about the aftershock of my words.

      So instead, I give her a partial truth, one she can take as she will. “Yeah, I do, Lil. I remember it all.”
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      This is a fucking disaster. A hot mess express of epic proportions.

      If looks could kill, there would be multiple hot-blooded males from this circle dead—including some of my own friends.

      When I first suggested an innocent game of spin the bottle, I didn’t expect Lily to want to play. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking when I threw out the terrible idea. I was really just trying to push Maverick and Veronica together, the two of them too busy wallowing in their own shit to admit they want each other. But my dumbass hadn’t thought through the fact that Lily was at this party. And Lily doesn’t back down from anything.

      The girl talking to me outside of the circle is rambling on about something I haven’t paid attention to for a solid minute. I’m too busy staring at the slowly forming circle, my eyes trained on Lily. She smiles sweetly at some cockbag next to her (my former friend).

      I try to make eye contact with Maverick, who’s sitting on Lily’s other side, but he’s too busy staring at Veronica. While I appreciate that he might finally be coming to terms with his feelings for Veronica—all it took was a small pep talk from yours truly—I need his brotherly instincts to kick in and scare the shit out of the guy flirting with Lily.

      To get the girl beside me to shut up, I give her my usual grin and brush my lips softly on her cheek, whispering in her ear to join the circle. Not like I have any desire to kiss her. I just need her to shut up so I can think through my stupid ass plan and figure out a way to not watch Lily kiss another guy. A guy that isn’t me.

      I can feel her glare before I see it. When I make eye contact with Lily, she’s no longer smiling at the guy next to her. She’s staring daggers at me.

      There she is.

      Her anger—or jealousy?—is fucking hot. I smirk, bringing the bottle to the circle and taking a seat across from her. A perfect vantage point to watch her.

      I set the bottle in the middle and look over at Tristan. “Tristan, you go first since it’s your birthday.”

      My eyes flick over to Veronica, who’s made her way across the circle and appears to be having a very serious conversation with Maverick. The two of them carry on before Lily whispers something, causing them to break apart.

      The game gets started, and thank fuck the bottle has yet to land on Lily.

      She and I have been too busy giving each other dirty looks across the circle. It’s a strange form of foreplay I’m secretly enjoying. I don’t know why she’s pissed at me, or why I’m pissed at her, but I know there’s heated tension brewing between the two of us.

      A few rounds in, I’ve found myself in an argument with a feisty red-head.

      “It’s clearly pointing to you!” Her arms dangle in front of her as she points to the bottle in the middle of the circle.

      “Nope,” I enunciate. Leaning forward, I put my finger on the bottle, slightly rotating it to the left. “See,” I say proudly, “it’s pointing to this wonderful lady right next to me.”

      “You clearly moved it,” the red-head huffs.

      “Rules are rules, sunshine.” I shrug, sitting back on my heels. “The bottle isn’t pointing to me. Thanks for your enthusiasm, though.”

      “Ope,” Lily says. Her eyes go wide when the feisty red-head stares daggers at her, but Lily slowly recovers and gives her a sweet smile. “Are you going to take your turn or should we just move on?”

      I take a deep breath, glad no one else calls me out for cheating. The girl was right, it was absolutely pointing at me, but I couldn’t follow through with playing the damn game I started in the first place. It turns out, I have no desire to kiss anyone here.

      Well—maybe one person here, but I’m trying to ignore that.

      Especially with her brother sitting in the circle, having his own epiphany when it comes to the girl he wants to kiss.

      I’m busy reading the body language between Maverick and Veronica when Anthony elbows me. I glare at him, but he’s busy nodding his head toward the circle.

      It’s at this moment I realize Lily’s hand is splayed out over the bottle. She’s about to flick her wrist to spin it—and I can’t take it. The thought of her kissing any other tool here makes me sick to my stomach.

      I spring up to my feet before I can process my actions. “Hey, Lily, can I talk to you for a second?”

      The rest of the circle blurs, my attention solely focused on Lily. My heart pounds in my chest, and I don’t even begin to humor the idea that she could turn me down in front of all our friends. She should turn me down—because I have no idea what the fuck I’m doing—but I hope she doesn’t. I wouldn’t say I’m one with a fragile ego, but if she just brushes me off with an insult right now, I might actually crawl into a hole and die.

      Time slowly ticks by as she looks down at the bottle, up at me, and repeat. I’m just about to give up all hope, bracing for whatever joke she’s preparing to aim at me, when she nods her head. Her hand leaves the bottle before she gets up.

      She gives me a curious gaze—probably the same one I’m currently wearing—as we make our way to the bottom of the stairs after I point to it.

      Once we’re there, I give my back to the group, caging us away from meddling eyes.

      Lily looks up at me with fire in her eyes, clearly gearing up for a fight.

      I don’t want to give her a fight right now.

      I want to give her the truth.
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      “I don’t want you kissing another guy.” I throw the words out between us quickly, terrified if I don’t get them out fast enough, I’ll chicken out from saying them.

      Lily cocks an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, I missed the memo that you’re the boss of me.”

      My jaw clenches. Clearly, I’m already fucking this up.

      Why can I smooth talk every other woman but her?

      “I don’t want you kissing another guy because I want to be the only guy who gets to kiss you.”

      Since I’m already staring at her lips, I don’t miss the way they part slowly at my words.

      I stop staring at her mouth, trying to read the look in her eyes instead. Those blue eyes are stormy with emotion. I’m desperate to fill the silence, desperate to convince her not to go sit back in that circle and rest those lips against somebody else’s. I’m desperate for her to be mine.

      “I want you, Lil. I want you so fucking bad I can’t think straight. I want to throttle any guy who even looks at you. This isn’t me. I’ve never felt this before. But I swear to fuck, if I have to watch you kiss another guy tonight, I’ll lose my shit.” My hand reaches out on its own accord and rests on her hip. Right then, I remember there’s a whole group of people behind us, but I don’t even care at this point.

      They can all go to hell. I need to get my girl.

      “You know how many girls I’ve watched you kiss?” She lifts her chin in defiance, accusing me with her eyes.

      I sigh, fully aware of the girls I’ve thrown in her face over the years, not realizing how much they’d bite me in the ass later. “I can’t change that.” My fingers tighten on her hip, bringing her closer to me. I pray my body is enough to shield us from the people behind us.

      “If you tell me not to kiss anyone else and you end up kissing a girl here, I’ll cut your dick off, Aspen.” Her eyes flick down to where our bodies touch. If I’m not mistaken, she slightly leans into my touch.

      Somebody cheers behind us, but neither of us give it any attention.

      My dick is suddenly hard. I must be a special kind of fucked up to get excited at the prospect of her removing it, but I think it’s more the jealous tone to her voice. The angry lash to her words, as if the thought of me kissing another girl makes her as crazy as her kissing another guy makes me.

      “Deal,” I rush out, making sure to look her in the eye to let her know I mean it.

      “I’m fucking serious, Aspen.”

      “So am I. I’m going crazy for you. No other girl here comes close to how I feel about you. I don’t want any of them. I want you.” I quickly place a kiss to her upturned nose before I back away, heading back to join the circle.

      I’m wound so freaking tight when I sit back down, pretending to give a flying fuck about the game when all I’m interested in is it ending.

      I don’t even try to hide the fact that I’m staring at Lily as she takes her spot in the circle. I watch as she mouths something to a curious Veronica, words that look a lot like fucking Aspen Bellevue.

      I smirk, looking down at my lap and thinking about what I’ll do when this game ends.

      I’m busy twiddling my thumbs in my lap when I hear my best friend’s voice.

      “To hell with this game,” Maverick says. “I only want to kiss one person here.”

      ‘Atta boy, I think, watching with raised eyebrows as he continues. “Veronica, it’s you.”

      The circle goes completely silent, everyone too busy watching the story unfold in front of us. Maverick gets closer to Veronica, whispering something that doesn’t reach my ears.

      They exchange a few words before he pulls her face to his and they make-out.

      About damn time.

      Even as Maverick and Veronica separate, I think about how happy I am for my best friend—and for V. She and I have developed a friendship recently. Once I got over the fact that she didn’t want to sleep with me, I realized I wasn’t actually interested in her to begin with. I just wanted to play the game, find someone to occupy my time since I couldn’t have the girl I wanted. Lucky for me, she wasn’t having any of it. Instead, she became a good friend. One that, even earlier today, I ran to for advice. Advice that I thought sucked at first, but advice I ended up taking, judging by the conversation I just had with Lily.

      After what seems like a damn eternity, the game ends and people start to trickle home or pass out on the couches. Maverick and Veronica have both long gone to their own rooms.

      Lily’s busy getting comfortable on one of the living room couches when I pull her off it.

      She doesn’t put up a fight as I tug her toward my bedroom. Luckily, it’s on the side of the house that’s opposite Maverick’s.

      I walk the familiar path to my bedroom backward, not sparing a second from looking at Lily, the look on her face too beautiful to look away from.

      When we make it through my bedroom door, she slams it behind her, instantly jumping across the space between us and landing in my arms.

      Both of us fall onto my bed, her on top of me. Her knees spread out on either side of my hips. Lily leans down, her hair creating a fence around us, her breath wafting over my lips as she says, “Kiss me like you’ll regret it in the morning.”

      “I’m going to kiss you like I won’t.”

      And then I do, making good on my promise.

      Except, the moment her lips touch mine, I know with even more certainty that there’s no way I could regret this kiss in the morning.

      In fact, I’m afraid I’ll crave it.
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      “Aspen, I repeat—for the fourth time—I think we’re about to hit a bad storm.” I close out of the weather app on my phone for the umpteenth time, as it’s only solidifying my own worry.

      We’re about to hit a storm—a big one if the radar is correct—and Aspen is too busy being all carefree to give a shit.

      “Lily, we’re in a vehicle. We’re going to be fine.” His thumbs dance against the steering wheel to the song playing on the radio, one that had to have been released twenty years before either of us were born, but it’s the only station coming in currently.

      I look out the window, zeroing in on the looming storm cloud above us. Just as I’m about to open my mouth to remind him that Gladys is a tad untrustworthy, the sky opens up in a torrential downpour. The rain beats against the metal of the car loudly, drowning out the sound of the music playing inside.

      We spent all of yesterday exploring Nashville together. Once we got past some of the weirdness between the two of us, we decided to use time to our advantage and do some exploring. Neither one of us had ever been there before, and it was nice to spend a mostly-carefree day with him. When I first agreed to road trip to South Carolina with him, I didn’t expect to agree to extend any amount of time in a city with him. But when he asked me to stay an extra day, with that infectious smile of his, I couldn’t say no.

      “Where even are we?” I ask, looking out the window for clues. All I can really see is the open road of the two-lane highway, the cascading rain not helping the case. We were supposed to stop somewhere random for the night, but I haven’t been paying enough attention to the road signs to know where we are.

      I’d been too obsessed with following the projection of the storm in relation to the little blue dot on my phone signifying our location.

      “We’re getting close,” Aspen mumbles, looking down at his dash at something.

      The rain starts pouring down even harder, making it difficult to see out the windshield. My nails dig into the upholstery of the passenger seat, my fingernails surely leaving half-moon marks. I’m trying not to make another comment when Aspen leans closer to the windshield to try to see better. Luckily, the sun hasn’t quite set yet, sparing us some lingering daylight for visibility.

      But not a ton.

      “Holy shit, batman!” I yell, as Aspen jerks the wheel to miss a giant deer in the middle of the road.

      We bounce in our seats as Gladys drifts onto the uneven terrain of the shoulder. Aspen presses on the brakes, slowing down until we hear a distinct pop. The car jerks heavily to the right before coming to a complete stop.

      The rain continues to beat against the car as we both sit in silence.

      “What do we do?” I finally ask, raising my voice to be heard.

      Aspen puts his hands behind his head, his eyes still trained ahead. “Well, do you want the good news or bad news?”

      “Bad.”

      He lets out a long exhale, his eyes finally finding mine. “The bad news is I don’t have a tire jack.”

      Nodding my head, I push for more. “And the good news?”

      “The good news is, I do have a spare tire for Gladys. Not too far back, I saw a sign for an upcoming town, which means we should be getting close to it. I’m sure they’ll have a place for us to stay the night and a store that has car parts.”

      “That’s great, but how will we get there in the rain?” I ask.

      “We’re going to have to walk,” he declares.

      My jaw drops. “It’s pouring out there, Aspen.”

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” He slides the hood of his sweatshirt over his head, then looks at me and gestures for me to do the same.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m not going out there.”

      He shrugs, his hand resting on the door handle of Gladys. “Suit yourself, but you’ll be alone here. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get a tire jack, but I’ll try to hurry.”

      “Can’t we just call Triple A? Get a tow?” I look down at my phone, devastated to find I have no service.

      Aspen slides his phone out of his pocket, confirming the same thing.

      We’re utterly fucked.

      I can sit in this car alone (practically begging to have myself end up on Crime Junkies) or, I can walk with Aspen to the nearest hint of civilization.

      Before making my decision, I glance in both directions of the highway, looking for a hint of any other soul. Unfortunately, the highway is empty.

      Suddenly, I miss Dallas and how incredibly busy it is. At least in Dallas there would be other people on the road at seven at night.

      He shrugs and gets out of the car, talking over his shoulder in the process. “If you want to stay here, that’s fine by me, but I have to go get this sorted out.”

      I roll my eyes, pulling my hood over my hair as I get out of the car. My Birkenstocks are about to get grossly soaked, but I don’t have a whole lot of options here. I follow after him, grumbling about how soaking wet I am.

      “Maybe you should’ve just stayed in the car,” he says under his breath.

      I don’t know why he’s suddenly in a mood, but he’s not getting away with being rude to me right now. I’m getting drenched just like he is.

      “Okay, one, be nice. None of this is my fault. Two, we’ll figure this out. The storm won’t put us behind that much. I’m just as stressed as you are, so don’t take your frustration out on me. And three, what the fuck, Aspen? I thought we were done pretending to hate each other? We had almost a full day in Nashville with minimal bickering. Why the sudden mood swing?”

      Aspen ignores me, continuing to put one foot in front of the other a few paces ahead of me. All I can see through the rain is his back. I stomp toward him, avoiding random pieces of wood along the side of the road.

      As soon as I reach him, I stop directly in front of him, snapping my fingers in his face. “Hello? I’m talking down here.”

      He glares at me, sidestepping around me and continuing on. “Nothing, Lily. Don’t worry about it,” he says, barely audible over the sound of the rain hitting the pavement.

      Well, that freaking figures. The one time I’m ready to have a grown-up conversation with Aspen, he bails. At this point, it’s basically the definition of our relationship.

      Lily and Aspen: Always teetering around real-life confrontation.

      Usually I’d be standing there, waving my white flag, too exhausted to push him on it.

      But today? He’s having this conversation with me one way or another.
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      The incessant knocking on the front door doesn’t stop. I wait for Maverick or Veronica to answer the door, but then I remember Maverick saying something about them not being home until late. I sigh, too comfortable in my bed to move. I was in the middle of typing a message out to Lily, wondering what she was doing tonight. It’s been a few weeks since the night we played spin the bottle.

      Or…didn’t play spin the bottle.

      She’d spent the night in my room, where we explored each other with desperate need. We didn’t go all the way, but it was fucking close. And now, I’m horny all the time, always wishing she was here to help ease the tension.

      The two of us sneak little moments with each other when we can, but we have to stick to flirting over text most of the time.

      It’s been easier to sneak around together. Selma’s back home with her parents. Maverick and Veronica have been too busy dancing around their feelings for each other—until finally giving in—to pay much attention to me and Lily.

      The pounding on the door continues, finally making me shove the blankets off and head toward the door. When I tear the door open, I’m met with a disheveled Lily.

      “About damn time,” she pants, swatting a stray piece of hair out of her face. It’s then that her eyes travel from my face, roaming down to my exposed chest. Her dark eyebrows raise. “Did you decide not to put on a shirt today?”

      I prop my arm up against the doorframe, smirking at her. “I wasn’t expecting company. Nobody’s home.”

      She tauntingly bites her lip. “Nobody’s home?”

      “Nope.”

      Lily takes a step closer to me. “Are you going to invite me in, then?”

      I don’t budge from my spot in the doorway. “When did the lack of an invitation ever stop you?”

      “Holy shit, you’re right.” She laughs, fitting her body through the small space around me. She breezes into the living room, not sparing me a second glance.

      I close and lock the door behind her then follow her to my bedroom.

      When I reach it, I close the door behind us, my back resting against the door as I watch her.

      She stops in front of my bed, looking around the room before turning her attention on me. “Truth or dare?” she asks, shrugging off her jacket.

      Her words cause my mind to briefly wander back to the time I first felt her lips on mine. If I wasn’t hard just by her presence in my room, I sure as hell am now. “Did I say I wanted to play games?” I shift my weight between my feet, moving away from the doorknob that was digging into my back.

      Lily’s hands clutch the bottom of her shirt, pulling it up and over her head in one fluid motion. The only thing underneath is a piece of fabric that apparently counts for a bra. It’s violet, maybe mesh, and completely see-through. I lick my lips, staring at Lily’s peaked nipples.

      She runs her hands over the spot where my stare rests. “Truth or dare, Aspen?” Her fingers pinch her nipple, completely distracting me.

      Fine, if she wants to play a game, it’s a game she’ll get. I adjust my position, making sure to flex in the process, knowing her obsession with my abs. “Truth.”

      She tsks. “Not what I wanted you to choose.”

      I rub my palms together, looking up from her hands and making eye contact with her. A smile pulls at my lips. “I know.”

      “Have you been thinking about me?” Her hands slowly run down her bare skin until they stop above her leggings. I can’t look away as she hooks her thumbs into the black fabric. Ever so slowly, she pulls the them down her body, stepping out of them when they pool at her feet. Lily stands in front of me then, in nothing but a matching set of lingerie.

      Ignoring her question for the time being, I inspect every perfect inch of her body. The skin that keeps color to it, even in the dead of the winter. Her muscular thighs, the obvious dedication to the sport she loves written in every ripple. Those same thighs clench together under my hungry eyes. My gaze makes it to the delicate slope of her neck. To the spot I’ve loved biting during the past few weeks. The same spot that makes her squirm when my teeth nip at it and my tongue caresses it. I finally make it to her eyes, not missing the want written in them.

      “I’m never not thinking about you,” I confess. Pulling myself from the doorway, I leisurely make my way over to Lily, where I fall to my knees directly in front of her. My hands splay out on the backs of her thighs, before lazily traveling up her smooth skin until they palm her ass. I look from the scrap of fabric in front of me and make eye contact with her.

      “Truth or dare, Lily Bear?” I blow air toward her sensitive spot in front of me. “Choose wisely.” I slide the tips of my fingers underneath the fabric on her ass.

      “Dare,” she says on a moan, watching me.

      Chuckling, I look back to the space in front of me. Sliding my hands up her ass, I find the top of the sheer underwear and slowly tug it down. My teeth nip at the front of the fabric, helping me lower it. Once her panties are halfway down, and I’m met with the feminine scent of her arousal, I give her my dare. “Try not to wake the neighbors.”

      In one swift movement, I push her against the bed, her body falling softly onto the rumpled blanket. I slide forward until I’m even with her again. Without warning, I seal my mouth against her, tossing her underwear aside in the process.

      “Holy fuck,” she rasps, spreading her legs wider for me.

      I hook a finger inside of her, smirking against her as she continues to moan louder and louder. Right when she begins to chase her release, I give one last swipe of my tongue and move my mouth to the inside of her thigh.

      “Asshole,” Lily pants, squirming under my mouth.

      Instead of responding, I bite down on her hip bone, making her gasp. My mouth trails all the way up her stomach, stopping to swipe over her nipple through her thin bra. “Talk nicely to me,” I demand, climbing on top of her.

      My hips rest between her thighs, and I take in the sight of her thick hair spilling out over my sheets. Reaching around to her back, I swiftly unclasp her bra, throwing it away like I did her underwear.

      “Since when did you ever like nice?” Lily croons, reaching up and pulling both my joggers and boxer briefs down. She threads her fingers behind my neck, pulling me down closer to her. Her lips trace the vein down my throat, biting down when they reach my shoulder.

      I rock my hips against her, feeling her core against my dick for the first time.

      “My god, Lily,” I breathe, sliding back and forth against her.

      She’s scattering kisses against my stubble when I catch her mouth with mine, too tired of not feeling her lips against my own. As if on cue, her mouth opens for me instantly. I tangle my fingers in her hair as our bodies rock against the other’s. With one movement, I could be inside her for the first time—something I’ve wanted for way longer than I care to admit.

      Holding back is sure to give me the worst case of blue balls in eternity, but I don’t enter her. I need to know she wants me as deeply as I want her.

      “Truth or dare?” I manage, only moving my lips far enough away from her to get the words out.

      Lily moans as I slowly move against her again. “It’s not your turn to ask,” she replies, breathlessly.

      “I’m making the rules. Truth,” I palm her breast, “or dare?”

      “Truth,” she says against my lips.

      “Tell me, are you as crazy about me as I am about you?” I pull my head back, searching her expression. I’m desperate to read every feature on her face, needing to know if she’s feeling this is as hard as I am.

      “Crazier,” she states, her hands scratching down my back. “Aspen?”

      I hum a response. “Hm?”

      “Truth or dare? And choose dare,” she warns.

      “Dare.”

      “Get inside me. Right now.” Her nails dig into my ass, pulling me close enough to her that I could easily slide in.

      I put some space between us, pushing up on my hands to create a space between our bodies. Looking down, I study her face. “Are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent, yes. I need you inside me. Right this moment.” She tugs against my hips, but I don’t let her bring me any closer.

      My self-control is hanging by a very thin thread, and if she uses that begging tone one more time, I won’t be able to say no.

      We stare at each other for a few short moments, our chests both heaving with deep breaths.

      I see zero hesitation on her face, causing me to reach across the bed, dig into my nightstand, and sheath myself with a condom. Aligning myself in front of her, I look at her one more time. “We can stop this right now if you want, Lil.”

      Lily squirms underneath me, causing friction between us. “Since when the hell are you such a gentleman? Put your dick inside me.”

      “You asked for it.” I ease into her, hanging on by a thread to cage the lust I have for her.

      Looking down, I find a pained look on her face. “Am I hurting you?” My stomach sinks.

      I go to pull out, but both of her hands palm my ass. She holds me in place, her fingernails digging into my skin. Lily shakes her head, arching her back off the mattress and allowing me in deeper.

      I pull in and out of her slowly, marveling at how tight she is. Almost too tight. I’ve never felt something like it. She moans underneath me, arching her back again after a few moments.

      The two of us get lost in each other, our bodies finally joined together for the first time. It feels like we’ve had years of foreplay leading up to this exact moment, and the way she pants my name only sends me closer to the edge.

      I’ve always been a fan of sex. I’ve never been one to hide that. But sex with Lily…that’s a whole new ball game.

      Not only does she fit around me perfectly, but…the small caress of her hands on my lower back…the way she tells me exactly what she wants…she sets me on fire.

      I’ve never mixed sex with feelings until now, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to go back from it.

      “I’m so close,” she says, her nails raking down my spine.

      I grunt, kissing her neck, chasing my release myself.

      “Truth or dare, Aspen?” Lily says, her legs trembling around me, the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.

      I’m two seconds away from an orgasm when I answer her question with, “Dare.”

      Both of us ride our releases, my body falling against hers afterward. Her fingernails dance over my scalp. I’m about to ask her what her dare is when she finally answers.

      “Fall in love with me,” she whispers.

      I’m too scared to give her an honest response, so I don’t—hammering the first nail into the coffin of a relationship I’m afraid will never really begin.
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      He looks too perfect lying next to me. I’ve been staring at him for many minutes now, entranced with being able to freely look at him without having to pretend that my heart doesn’t belong to him.

      I’m not sure when it happened, but sometime in the midst of hating him, I fell in love with him.

      And I want as many seconds to admire him before we both begin our charade again. Because I know he won’t fall in love with me.

      There are small moments when I think he might be falling for me. But those moments are fleeting, and perhaps wishful thinking on my part.

      Aspen has always been honest about not wanting to find love. He chases lust, not love. And while I have no doubt that he’s fallen in lust with me, I don’t think I’ll be the one to capture his love.

      A girl can dream, though.

      Staring at the way his long eyelashes splatter across his cheeks, I admire how incredibly sexy he is. He’s all too aware of it, but it doesn’t make it any less true. My fingers twitch against the pillow, itching to trace the soft curve of his lips. Guys shouldn’t be described as pretty, but he is. Aspen could easily walk onto a set for modeling and they would bow at his feet, ready to capture his cocky attitude and beautiful features through the lens of a camera.

      I want to capture him, too.

      He stirs next to me. I rake my fingernails through his buzzed hair as his body stretches underneath the covers. I’m obsessed with the way the short hair scratches against my palm, the feeling similar to the way his dark stubble felt against my thighs.

      His green eyes flutter open, and god help me if it doesn’t feel like a hit to my heart when he gives me a cocky, sleepy smile. “Mornin’,” he says, his voice raspy.

      “Good morning,” I whisper, scooting closer when he opens up his arms for me. I snuggle into his warmth, getting lost in his cozy embrace. I take a long breath in, reveling in his smell.

      “Have a good night?” he asks into my hair.

      I nod against his chest, remembering the last dare I gave him. The dare to fall in love with me. I don’t know why the words left my mouth when I knew it wasn’t possible. But…I can’t deny the small part of me that wants to live in a fantasy world where Aspen could fall in love with me. “It was okay,” I tease.

      His hands travel down to the small of my waist, squeezing as he pulls away from me. I’m met with his sleepy eyes and devilish grin. “Just okay?”

      “Well, not like I have anything to really compare it to, but yeah, it was okay.” I smile.

      “I always told you I’d be better than Blaine,” he jokes, as his fingers drift underneath his T-shirt that I’m wearing, his fingertips warm against my skin.

      “Hard to compare you to Blaine when he and I never slept together.”

      Aspen’s head snaps back instantly. “You guys dated for like a year. You’re saying you never had sex?”

      With a shrug, I decide to give him total honesty. “It never felt right. You were my first.”

      This has Aspen out of the bed so fast you would think I just told him I was pregnant. He’s out from underneath me in an instant, standing in the corner of the room. “What the fuck are you talking about?” His eyes trace over the bed we had sex in last night.

      The tender spot between my legs is throbbing this morning, but it was worth it. I always knew if I were given even one night with Aspen, I’d make it count.

      “I’m talking about the fact that you took my virginity last night,” I say slowly, making sure he’s able to process every single one of my words.

      It wasn’t like I’d been saving myself for marriage. It just never felt right with anyone before Aspen. My hookup sessions had mainly consisted of brief encounters that went to third base before both parties either fell asleep or lost the spark.

      With Blaine, I think he was already too half-in-love with his childhood best friend to fully want me. And I didn’t want to feel like sex was a chore, or a requirement. So, I never let it escalate to that with Blaine.

      Aspen runs his hands down his face, taking steps backward until he hits his bedroom window. “No, no, no,” he chants, never once looking at me. “I didn’t just take my best friend’s little sister’s virginity…”

      “Okay, for starters, he’s like two minutes older than me. I’m hardly the little sister. And this doesn’t freaking involve Maverick—at all. It’s fine.”

      His arms fold over his chest while his stare fixates on the rumpled sheets of his bed. “You should’ve told me it was your first time.”

      I laugh. “I didn’t realize it was something I had to announce. Next time, I’ll wear a fucking sticker on my face that says virgin. Oh, wait, there won’t be a next time, because you changed that last night—and I don’t regret it. Please tell me, do you expect every other girl you fuck to tell you how many guys’ dicks have been inside them?”

      Finally, his gaze finds mine. “Those girls aren’t you,” he says quietly.

      I throw my head back, looking at the ceiling. “Oh, perfect.” I snort. “I mean so much less to you than other girls that only I have to fucking explain my sex life to you? You know what? Fuck you, Aspen.” After throwing the covers back, my feet hit the soft carpet as I search for my clothes. Not bothering to change shirts, I grab my leggings off the floor and slide them on.

      “Lily, would you just stop one for damn second? Look at me.” His voice is raised, but I don’t dare to look at him.

      I’m too embarrassed. The realization hits me like a brick wall that I’m just another one of his one-night stands. Just another girl that can brag about rolling in between the sheets with Aspen. The thought makes me want to throw up.

      “Aspen, I think you’ve said enough,” I respond, sliding my shoes on. When I turn to face him again, I find him standing way closer to me than he had been a minute ago.

      “Bullshit. I’ve said enough. Why didn’t you tell me it was your first time? Shit, Lily, that should be something special.”

      I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I will not let Aspen see my tears. He cannot know how much his words are destroying me. To me it was special—because it was with him.

      But obviously, it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary for him.

      No matter how hard I fight it, a few tears break free, falling slowly down my cheek.

      “Oh, baby, don’t cry.” He takes a step closer to me, but I throw my hands between us before he can make it any closer.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Call you what?”

      “Don’t call me any of those stupid pet names you probably call all your flings.”

      There’s a pained expression on his face when he looks at me. “Lily, please stop bringing up other girls.”

      I shake my head, letting the tears fall freely at this point. He’s already seen one tear, why not let him see them all? “It’s hard when all you’ve ever done is parade them around in front of me.”

      His jaw works back and forth. “That was before I knew any of this would ever happen.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that it happened. Now, I can’t look at you and not compare myself to the many girls who’ve slept in those same sheets. Not after the things you’ve said this morning. Not after I gave you something special, and you threw it in my face.” With a shaky breath, I look him in the eye. “I feel sick to my stomach. I need to go.”

      I pick my discarded clothes up from the floor and see myself out, rushing out of there as fast as my feet will take me.

      I thank the universe that neither Maverick nor Veronica are upstairs to see the shitshow that’s happening right now.

      “Lily, stop for one damn second,” Aspen barks from behind me, hot on my heels.

      Ignoring him, I throw open the front door and begin the trek down the driveway. I parked my car a decent distance down the road last night, in an attempt to hide it from Mav and Veronica. I regret making that choice right now, considering this walk of shame is ten times more shameful than it should’ve been.

      Aspen is still trailing behind me, though I’m not sure why. “God damn it. Stop, Lily!” Aspen raises his voice, causing me to finally stop in the driveway.

      My lip trembles as I turn to face him. “What else do you want from me, Aspen?” I yell. My hands shake as they clutch my belongings to my chest.

      “You didn’t give me time to even think about what you said. I just wanted the truth,” he offers.

      I laugh helplessly, shifting my weight. “No strings attached, right? Isn’t that your thing? Well, congratulations, Aspen Bellevue. There are no freaking strings left. I’m cutting every single one that tied me to you. So, instead of viewing me as your best friend’s little sister, you can think of me now as just another one of the nameless girls who’s graced your bed. Go find somebody else’s heart to break.”

      He says something, but I can’t hear it over the ragged breaths I take. I’m two seconds away from sobbing, and I refuse to show him any more of my tears. I can’t let him know that I’m already so far gone for him.

      I can’t let him in on the secret that I’d lied to myself when I said I’d be okay with only having him for a night.

      I wanted him forever.

      I leave him standing with his jaw hanging open while I escape to my car, throwing all my clothes in the back when I reach it. After I slam the door, I climb into the front seat then slam that door too. I start the car and peel out, finally pulling away from the situation once and for all.

      I don’t bother to look in the rearview mirror to get one last look at Aspen.

      The next time I see him, my broken heart will be pieced back together and harder than ever.

      He won’t ever be let back in.
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      Who knew you could realize you loved and hated someone all in one day? I did. Aspen taught me that—when I was twenty-two, fresh after losing my virginity and having my heart broken all within twenty-four hours. He played a hand in both.

      Now, he dismissively walks in front of me, completely ignoring my persistent demands to stop. Finally, I give up hope of him stopping, but I continue with the conversation I’ve needed to have with him for years. “You know what? I think this is the perfect time to have a nice little chat,” I shout over the rain, stomping right behind him.

      My hair keeps sticking to my face, but I repeatedly push it back and out of my way. “What’s your problem? I’ve been trying to let go of what happened in the past, but I think it’s time we talk about it—right now. Why are you so hot and cold with me all the time? One second you’re a total asshat, and the next you’re actually not so bad. I’m getting fucking dizzy from your rollercoaster of emotions.”

      He shakes his head, his steps pausing briefly when he looks over at me. I can barely see his eyes because of his hood. “Can we not bring this up? It was years ago. Let’s just get over it and stop talking about it.” He shoots me a glare before continuing his trek.

      My wet shoes slip in the mud we walk over, but it doesn’t give me pause. “Stop bringing it up? Aspen, your back and forth personality is what ruined us. Sorry our relationship was that dismissible to you. But newsflash, to me, it was important. You hurt me! So, sorry if I’m not over it.” My voice becomes high-pitched at the end, and I know he doesn’t miss how angry I am.

      I’m absolutely drenched as I follow him, but at the moment, I hardly notice. Too many pent up feelings are creeping to my surface. For once, I’m ready to air out all our dirty laundry.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Aspen tries.

      I barely hear him over the sound of the rain pelting my skin. I have to all but jog to keep up with him. Because his legs are much longer in comparison to mine, it takes me twice as much effort to keep pace with him. My clothes cling to my body as I squint ahead in the downpour surrounding us.

      “Of course you don’t!” I seethe, my hands flying in the air as I continue my rampage. “You keep playing fucking dumb when you’re not. We had a good thing going, Aspen—or could have—but you fucking ruined it! Which is fine. I never expected a damn relationship with you. I knew you and your antics. I didn’t expect to change you. But for fuck’s sake, I wanted you to remember me. I wanted a little consideration after I let you take my virginity. I didn’t want you to fuck me one night and another girl the next. You barely spared me a second glance after that—for the rest of the year. It made me feel like fucking dirt. Dirt, Aspen, like what we did was wrong, or dirty. Even though it meant something to me. And now…”

      I laugh maniacally. “You bulldoze your way back into my life—and I fucking let you! And here I am, once again, reeling from the temperamental treatment you give me. I’m sick of it. You have no idea how this feels.” At some point, he stopped walking. I give him my dirtiest look as I brush past him. I don’t hear him behind me and when I look over my shoulder, I find him standing statue still where I left him.

      Good.

      “You want to know how it feels, Lily?” he yells over the sound of the rain. Even with his raised voice, the storm blurs his words.

      I glance back to find him walking straight to me. He stops a foot away from me, his chest heaving as the rain drums against his skin, the darker strands of his hair sticking to face.

      “I’ve been fucking miserable without you, okay? Is that what you want to hear?” he shouts. His hand beats against his chest as he continues to yell his words over the rain. “That my world fucking stopped when you stormed down that driveway, away from me? So, there you have it. Full disclosure. My heart laid fucking bare for you. Are you happy now?” he says, and his voice breaking at the end almost does me in.

      The only sounds I register are the whooshing of the blood in my ears, my heartbeat—erratic with his confession, and the distant rumble of thunder.

      Aspen clenches his jaw before taking a few steps forward, to which I respond by stepping back.

      “Wh-what are you talking about?” I stutter. I notice the pool of water forming at my feet from the downpour. When I look at him, I’m met with his penetrating gaze.

      He steps forward again and I notice that the green of his eyes is barely noticeable behind his dilated pupils. His nostrils are flaring, and I can see his jaw tic further with each passing second.

      “Christ, Lily, let me fucking spell it out for you. I was in love with you. Everyone knew it but you. Maverick knew it, Selma knew it. Hell, even Veronica knew it once she came into the picture. I never got the chance to tell you this, but that first night we kissed, it changed my life. I knew right then that all I wanted was you. That all I ever needed was you. But after we slept together, you were so convinced I was freaked out and didn’t want you, when I was just trying to process how bad I did want you. How much I loved you. How happy it made me to know I was the only man who’d ever been inside you. I was ready to convince you of all this, but you pushed me away. You didn’t believe me when I told you I hadn’t done anything with any of the girls you saw after we were together. So I shut down, because if I couldn’t convince the woman I was love in love with that I wasn’t a piece of shit, what was the point? In not believing me, you broke my heart.”

      He looks into the distance for a moment before taking a deep breath. “No, you didn’t even break it, you shattered it. My whole plan blew up in my face, and I lost you—completely. You barely even looked at me the next day. So I stopped trying. I gave you what you wanted. You wanted to protect your heart by pretending I was a man whore, so I gave you that. I pretended to be one. Bringing girls into my room was easy, I didn’t have to do anything with them. They were just there. Selma told me to give you time and you’d come around, but you never did. Therefore, I shut my emotions off and moved on. I played the part you so desperately wanted me to play. It still feels like a punch to the gut every time I see you, knowing you’ll never be mine because you can’t look at me and trust me when I say I want you and only you. But I’m living with that. So if you could do me one last favor and stop bringing up the day my heart was ripped from my chest, I’d appreciate it.”

      By the end of his speech, we’re chest to chest. His heaving breaths are in time with mine, and I can feel his rapid heartbeat against my own. Aspen stares at me, waiting for an answer, and a million different scenarios unfold in my head.

      I know I should respond, but I can’t say anything, can’t feel anything. His gaze searches mine a moment longer until I swear I see his broken heart right through his gaze. He lets out a frustrated breath before walking past me.

      I’m left standing in the pouring rain, alone. The rain beats against me and I can’t seem to care. My whole world just crashed down right in front of me. It feels like I’ve been ripped from my own fantasy world and set into a reality I didn’t want. Thunder rolls in the distance, competing with the sound of my heart shattering inside me. My tears mix with the rain until I don’t know which is which.

      I silently follow behind him, the lights from the town slowly coming into focus ahead of us. I can’t even bring myself to be excited about the prospect of civilization, as my head is still spinning with Aspen’s revelations. Not even the sounds of the storm can distract me from the storm going on in my mind.
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      Neither one of us talk as we make our way toward the sleepy town. I stare at Lily’s back as we walk in the direction of the flickering lights ahead. I’m too angry with her to spark up any kind of conversation.

      I’m so fucking sick of having to play the villain in her story. I’m tired of having to play the part—in her mind—of the guy who can’t keep his dick in his pants.

      Memories come racing back to me. I think back, trying to pinpoint the moment I realized I was in love with Lily Morrison. I can’t remember an exact time and place. It just seems like a feeling, as much a part of me as anything else in me is. I can remember the day she broke my heart, however. The day she stormed out of my house, without giving me the chance to even begin to explain my reaction. When she told me I was the only man she’d ever slept with, I lost my shit. But not in the way she assumed.

      I lost my shit because it dawned on me that I desperately wanted to be the only man to ever be intimate with her like that.

      I was so busy avoiding my feelings for Lily, I didn’t notice I was falling in love with her.

      She made me so fucking angry when she used my past against me. She threw old flames in my face like it was nothing. I tried to tell her there was no way in hell those other girls could ever hold a candle to her, but she wouldn’t listen.

      In that moment, I realized I was in love with a girl who was too obsessed with pegging me as a playboy to consider I’d happily change my ways if it meant I got to keep her.

      So I gave her what she wanted. I pretended to go right back to my previous antics.

      If she wanted to pin me as a man whore, if it made things easier for her, I’d let her.

      Anytime she was over visiting Maverick or V, I made sure to have a girl over—or multiple. Nothing ever happened with them. We’d spend the night playing Words with Friends or long rounds of Monopoly, but I never let Lily in on that secret.

      Why the hell would I have wasted my breath explaining to her all the things she refused to hear?

      They weren’t my finest moments, parading those women in front of her, feeding into the lies Lily kept telling herself. But I was so pissed at her, I didn’t know what else to do. It was my own revenge for her breaking my heart. A very human reaction I’m still not proud of.

      She didn’t just break my heart, she ripped it to shreds and then got rid of the pieces.

      I didn’t take it well. Because even without that heart that beat for her, I was still the Aspen she knew—only, heartless.

      It didn’t help that I was stuck in the house with an equally brooding Maverick for a while. It wasn’t until Veronica came back and confessed her love, that he came out of it. And then, I was stuck watching the two of them be all happily in love.

      It was all complete bullshit, only contributing to my own despair.

      And finally, when Lily decided to once again use my past against me several years later, I snapped. I couldn’t help but explain everything to her. To lay it all out on the table. She can do with it whatever the hell she wants.

      I loved her, but I won’t continue to play a person I’m not just to keep up with her charade.

      Neither one of us have spoken. Not since we found civilization. Not when I paid a guy a hundred bucks to drive out, tow my truck, and keep it overnight to fix. Not when I booked us a room with two beds at this motel.

      Not when she decided to sit her ass on the front porch outside our room to sulk, getting even more soaked by the rain every second.

      And that’s where she is currently, sitting in an old rickety chair that barely holds her small frame.

      Having had enough of her deafening silence, I finally address her. “You need to come inside.”

      She doesn’t even turn around to face me—and part of me is thankful for it. “I’m fine.”

      “Damn it, Lily. Please just come inside. You’re going to get sick sitting out here soaking wet.” I crouch down in front of her, balancing on the balls of my feet.

      She barely looks at me from the corner of her eye. Her voice is monotone as she says, “I don’t care. I can’t be near you right now. Everything was a lie.”

      I sigh, trying to duck further to get her to look at me. “Well, you should care. Stop thinking about whatever is going through that hard head of yours. Forget I even said anything. Can you just come inside? Please?”

      When her distant eyes finally look at me, she says, “How can I forget that?”

      I can’t help but wince. My fingers brush against her cold lips. “Jesus Christ, Lily. Your lips are purple. If you don’t get up now, I’m going to throw you over my shoulder.”

      All she does is shrug, so I’m left with no choice but to follow through. She bobs up and down to the rhythm of my footsteps as I take her inside.

      Once I set her on the bed furthest from the door, I take a step back. It’s then that I catch her body shivering, most likely from the wet clothing she still has on. I go digging into her bag I grabbed from the car, rifling through until I find a shirt and a pair of pants. “Change into these,” I instruct, placing them next to her on the bed.

      Her gaze absently follows my motions, her face still void of any emotion.

      Did I fucking break her?

      I snap my fingers in front of her face, something she used to do that annoyed the hell out of me. “Lily, I’m going to step into the bathroom so you can change privately, okay?”

      She doesn’t give me any type of response, so all I can do is hope she heard me and retreat to the bathroom, grabbing my bag on the way in to change my own clothes.

      I put on the first pair of sweatpants I find, throwing on a dry T-shirt as well. I hang my wet clothes over the shower rod, hoping they’ll dry overnight, and then I check my phone for any missed texts. Looking at it, I find I have six from Veronica, one from Maverick, and one from Selma. I make a mental note to respond to them all later, my mind too preoccupied on a shivering Lily in the other room.

      As I walk back in, I can’t hide my frustration when I realize she hasn’t changed. Without words, I slowly approach her. I gently lift her shaking arms, holding them still over her head. Without giving her any verbal warning, my fingers peel the wet shirt off her before I throw it in the direction of the bathroom, hearing the wet slap of the fabric against the linoleum a moment later.

      Looking back at her, I’m met with a simple sports bra. It’s wet as hell, droplets falling down her midriff.

      Air hisses through my teeth. “Okay, Lil. We have to take this off too. It’s soaked. Either you take it off, or I will, but let’s figure it out sooner than later because you’re still shaking like a leaf.” I look at the ceiling, avoiding her exposed skin.

      She finally looks at me and whispers, “Oh, just take it off. Nothing you haven’t seen before.”

      Well, at least there’s a little bit of spunk left in her.

      I peel the bra off quickly, staring at the hideous mural behind her to avoid looking at her bare breasts. I trail my fingers along the bed until I’m met with the fabric of the shirt I’d snagged from her bag for her. In one swift movement, I pull it over her head, directing her arms through each of the holes.

      Next, I grab her by the elbows and lift her off the bed. My fingers dance up her thigh until I feel the top of her jeans shorts to grab. I peel them off her slowly, kneeling in front of her as she steps out of them. Grabbing the pair of leggings from the top of the bed, I hold them open for her at her feet. Her small hands rest on my shoulders as she steadies herself, stepping into the pants right after.

      “Why are you being nice to me right now?” she asks quietly, looking toward the bathroom.

      I pull the pants up her legs until the waistband rests around her hips. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      She falls back onto the bed, pulling her knees to her chest. “I don’t know. You just accused me of breaking your heart.”

      I lift from the ground, standing in front of her. “Is it an accusation if it actually happened?”

      Lily rolls her eyes, crawling up the bed and then climbing underneath the covers.

      My hand absentmindedly finds my hair, brushing through the long strands at the top. “We both fucked up back then, Lily. I lost my cool out in the rain. I’m just tired of you thinking I’m somebody I’m not. And I’m tired of pretending I didn’t love you and that you didn’t hurt me.”

      She pulls the comforter up to her face, resting her hands underneath her cheek, while still managing to keep her stare on mine. “We hurt each other a lot. You broke my heart too, Aspen.” Her words slice right through me, forming a pit in my stomach and nauseating me.

      Thunder cracks in the distance. I close my eyes for a moment, willing the pain away from her words.

      As Lily lies in the bed alone, I go through her wet clothing. I hang each piece over the shower curtain rod, making sure the drips are landing in the water-stained bathtub. Stepping in front of the sink, I turn the water on and splash it on my face. I allow myself a deep, calming breath.

      My plan is going to shit, but I’m determined to get things back on track. That plan now involves getting Lily back to her normal spirits. Not this shell of a woman breaking apart in the next room.

      Minutes go by before I decide what to do. The mattress dips as I crawl into bed next to Lily. There’s a bed a few feet away from us that I can sleep in, but I can’t fight this urge to hold her in my arms. Something has changed between us. We’ve laid out the hurt we’ve caused each other. There’s no more pretending—for either of us.

      She doesn’t say anything as I climb into bed beside her. No, she surprises me when she lifts the blanket, allowing me to burrow deeper into the warmth. My fingers come up to pull her lip from between her teeth. Lily leans into my hand, so I leave it there, refusing to miss the rare chance to touch her.

      I give her a smile, though it feels forlorn. “They’re not as purple anymore.”

      She nods while she nestles in.

      The only sounds in the room are our breathing and the rain pelting against the roof. Our legs tangle together underneath the covers, and I hesitantly pull her to my chest. Stroking her hair, I say, “I wouldn’t have said anything if I knew you’d react like this. Please, Lil, just tell me you’re okay. What can I do?”

      My abs flex when she slides her cold hand underneath my T-shirt. She rests her palm against my chest, right next to the spot her head is resting. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      I can’t form a response at first. All I do is stroke her hair, thinking of what I could possibly say to that. “I’m sorry, too.”

      “Would you go back and change things, if you could?” she asks, tentatively.

      “Yeah, Lily. I think I would.”

      The sob rips out of her almost immediately. My arms tighten around her as her body shakes again, this time with grief. Tears drench the spots underneath her eyes, but I don’t move to wipe them away.

      I try to ease her pain a different way, whispering words of encouragement in her ear while pulling her closer.

      “We were just kids back then.”

      “We can’t change the past, but we can change the future.”

      “Hearts have to break at some point, right? I’m happy mine was broken by you.”

      My fingers play with her wet and knotted hair while she remains quiet. I twist the dark strands around my fingers over and over until her body stops shaking and eventually, she falls asleep against my chest.

      Despite all the pain we’ve caused each other, even the pain we dished out to each other today, I fall asleep happy.

      Because the girl I first fell in love with—the girl I’m still in love with—falls asleep in my arms.

      I wish tomorrow would never come. I wish I could live in this moment forever.

      I’m too afraid of what tomorrow will bring.

      One thing is for sure: I don’t think it’ll bring me her.

      And that’s a fucking tragedy in itself.
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      Waking up the next morning in Aspen’s arms feels right—too right.

      I open my eyes to find him staring at me, something I remember him doing when we were in college.

      “Took you long enough,” he lazily drawls, his fingers pushing the hair out of my eyes.

      I pull away from his touch. Rousing next to him, feeling him touch me, hearing that sexy morning rasp of his…it’s overwhelming. Throwing the covers back, I hightail it out of bed. I pace in front of it, trying to think of the words to explain the way I’m feeling. “Look, whatever last night was, it just…” I pause, my hands finding my waist as I think. “It just was a lot. And I’m trying to like, process everything going on in my head.”

      Aspen pushes himself up, his shoulders bumping against the headboard.

      It doesn’t fucking help that he looks like sex on a stick in the morning.

      I mean, is this for fucking real?

      Does he have to wake up looking like he just walked the runway?

      Strands of his hair stick up, almost perfectly disheveled. The stubble that has grown on his cheeks overnight makes me remember the times I felt it between my legs. I look away from him, focusing my eyes just above his shoulder at some sort of abstract painting Veronica would probably love.

      “Look, if I said something last night that hurt you, I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention,” he says.

      A sad excuse of a laugh escapes me. “I think that’s the problem here, Aspen. Everything you’ve been doing has hurt me, and I don’t know why.” My hands fly in every direction as I lay out all my feelings. “Ignoring me for years? Hurt me. Parading beautiful women in front of me daily? Wrecked me. Hating me? Still fucking hurt me. Confessing you loved me but were too much of a coward to admit it? Damn if that didn’t hurt me the most.”

      I walk closer to him, my big toe getting stubbed on the corner of the metal frame of the hotel bed. During my rant, he’s gotten out of bed and is now standing between both beds, bringing us chest to chest.

      “I’m so incredibly mad at you that it physically hurts. I’m mad I didn’t realize you had feelings for me, but I’m even more mad at myself that, for some stupid reason, I don’t want those feelings to go away.” I shove on his broad chest and he lets me, even though I can see the frustration building in his eyes. “You’ve made me rethink all the promises I made to myself to never let you in again.” Another shove.

      At this point, I’ve started crying so hard I can taste the saltiness of my own tears. “You have me questioning every single thing, and it hurts—bad. And now you’re telling me you were in love with me, even while you had women coming out of your bedroom like you had a fucking revolving door? You’re lying. Stop hurting me, Aspen. I loved you, okay? I loved you even though every single part of me knew I shouldn’t. I fell in love with you and would’ve given you everything I could fucking give to somebody else, but to me, it felt like you threw it away. That you didn’t want anything I could give you. So stop lying, just stop. What you did to me wasn’t freaking love.” I give him one final shove, watching his resolve break shortly after.

      He grabs my arms, pinning them to my sides, before he starts backing me to the wall. I try to squirm out of his grip, but his grip becomes even tighter on me. My back hits the wall, my body continuing to try and move away from his grasp, but I don’t get far with his firm hold.

      “I won’t apologize for loving you. So if that’s what you’re looking for, I won’t give it to you,” he says. “I fucked up, okay? Before you, sex was just sex. After you, I wanted to sleep with only you for the rest of my life. But despite all this, I can tell you still feel something for me, even after all the bullshit. You wouldn’t be so hurt right now if you didn’t.”

      I feel the tears slide down my cheek and his gaze follows their descent. I speak through my teeth when I stammer, “I. Don’t. Feel. Anything. For. You.” I force as much conviction and venom in my words as I can muster.

      The words are barely out of my mouth before his lips crash against mine in a wild frenzy. His large hands grab my face, his fingers tangling in my hair. Aspen’s lips are strong and quick against mine.

      “I don’t fucking believe you,” he growls against my mouth, diving against my lips once again.

      His tongue coaxes my mouth open, and I don’t hesitate to let him in. His chest pushes against mine, my legs wrapping around him so I can access his lips easier. He pushes me deeper into the wall, pinning me with his hips, making it almost painful.

      I feel his hands everywhere at once, untangling from my hair, grabbing my neck, in my hair again. One hand squeezes my upper thigh, pulling me even closer against him. I can feel his fingertips searing my skin straight through my thin pair of leggings.

      Pulling away from his lips, I gasp for air while they find my neck. I revel in the feeling. His lips aren’t tender, and I don’t want them to be. I want to feel the punishing branding of them. I want to feel them everywhere, no matter how gentle they aren’t. He nips at my collarbone as my fingers fist his hair. When I open my eyes, I find his on me, his green eyes speaking so many words he’s never said.

      We stare at each other for a moment before he slowly inches his face closer to mine.

      I open my lips in anticipation but his lips don’t reach mine. Instead, they kiss my tear-stained cheeks, making me realize I haven’t stopped crying. He kisses every tear away until each and every one is gone. His lips find mine again, tasting salty against my own. Where our last kiss was full of passion, this one is so tender it almost hurts.

      Aspen pulls away then, resting his forehead against mine as we both try to calm our erratic breaths.

      I don’t know how long we spend gazing at each other, getting our bodies under control, but I realize something. After this kiss, I could be doing the most ordinary of things and no matter what, I will still feel this heat, of his lips against mine. Of his mark on my life. My lips have been forever burned by his, and there’s no forgetting this moment in time.

      Not like I’ve ever forgotten the feel of his lips against mine.

      Not when he kissed me at twenty-one.

      Not when he broke me at twenty-two.

      And not now, when our rekindled flame is bound to burn out.

      He pulls away, looking me straight in the eyes. “Be careful how you kiss me, Lily. You might lead me to believe you actually have feelings for me.”

      He pulls his hips away, letting me slowly roll down the wall. Once my feet are planted on the floor, he takes all the heat from his body away. He strolls into the bathroom as if he doesn’t have a care in the world, winking once over his shoulder and then slamming the door.

      Throwing my head against the wall, I let out an audible groan.

      What the hell just happened?
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      “You know I’m still here, right?” I ask Lily, walking out of the hotel bathroom with only the white towel wrapped around my hips.

      She stands in the middle of the room in nothing but a bra and a new pair of jean shorts. Her clothes from last night are now sitting folded on the counter in the bathroom, after being taken down off the shower rod.

      Lily looks over her shoulder, her hand moving around in her duffel bag as her hips sway to the music playing from her phone.

      I lift my hand in an inviting gesture. “You can keep going if you’d like, don’t stop on my account.”

      “You’re disgusting!” she says, with a shake of her head and a hint of a smile. Then she grabs her bag and stomps toward the bathroom.

      I spin to face the bathroom, pleasantly surprised—and hard—after noticing her eyes trail over my shirtless body, her heated gaze still sending tingles down my spine. “You know, Lily, it didn’t seem like you thought I was disgusting about thirty minutes ago when your lips were pressed against mine and your legs were wrapped around me.”

      “It was a weak moment. I’ve been lonely. Don’t flatter yourself,” she replies from the bathroom doorway.

      I grin, then walk across the room to my bag. “We’re leaving in five minutes,” I tell her, as I pull out a fresh pair of boxer briefs.

      “We’ll leave whenever the hell I’m ready,” her voice echoes from behind the closed door to the bathroom.

      “Five minutes, Lily,” I singsong, stepping into a pair of pants.

      “Go fuck yourself, Aspen,” she teases.

      After pulling on a shirt, I step closer to the door to ensure she hears my next words. “Why would I do that when I could fuck you?”

      Even though she’s on the other side of the door, I hear her gasp, followed shortly after by a slap to the door.

      There’s that feistiness.

      The shower head turns on a few moments later, and I busy myself with cleaning up the room, finally ready to complete our road trip to South Carolina today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You’re here!” Veronica shoots out of the front door so fast, the screen door slaps against the siding. As soon as she gets remotely close to Lily, she throws her arms around her and pulls her into a hug.

      “Oh my god, V, are you hugging me?” Lily asks with a laugh, dropping the bags she’s holding before wrapping her arms around Veronica.

      “Shut up,” Veronica says, pulling away. “I rarely give out hugs. Soak it in while you can.” Veronica’s blue eyes find mine, causing her to smile even wider. “There’s my favorite douchebag!” She steps in front of me, the toes of her combat boots brushing up against my boat shoes. The pair of shoes I packed just for her after finding out how much she hated them.

      “There’s my favorite preppy goth girl,” I fire back, pulling her small body to mine.

      Maverick steps out the front door and says, “Holy shit, did the two of you survive a road trip together?” Clapping his hands together in excitement, he adds, “I bet Veronica that one of you would end up in jail by the end of it.”

      Veronica and I share a look. She gives me a noncommittal shrug.

      “Har, har. So funny, Mav,” Lily says, reaching up to fuck with his hair before wrapping him in a hug.

      “I missed you, sis,” he says to her.

      “I guess the feeling is mutual,” she responds, avoiding eye contact with me.

      She’s barely looked at me today. It turns out the heated moment we shared did nothing but piss her off—or confuse her—even more. We spoke minimal words during the last leg of our trip to Beaufort.

      “How the hell are you?” I ask Maverick when he comes to a stop in front of me. We shake hands, pulling each other in for a bro hug.

      “Doing great, man,” he answers.

      I pull away and grab the bags I have piled at the side of Gladys.

      “We’re happy to have you,” Veronica declares with more enthusiasm than she typically shows.

      All four of us grab at least one bag, walking up the red brick sidewalk leading to their front porch.

      “This is beautiful,” Lily whispers in awe, her eyes scanning over the house.

      She isn’t wrong. The house has southern charm written all over it. The sidewalk paves the way to a perfectly white house. There are two columns at either side of the steps that lead up to a wraparound porch. Their front doors and shutters are painted a matte black, making the home look like it belongs on TV.

      “Did you plant flowers?” I question Veronica. I never pegged her as the kind of girl to get her hands dirty.

      Maverick chuckles behind me, pulling my suitcase up the stairs with him. “Veronica bought the flowers. She told me she was going to plant them. I’ll let y’all place bets on whether that happened or not.”

      I bump my shoulder against a scowling Veronica. “It’s okay, V. None of us would expect that out of you.”

      She uses her free hand to slap me on the stomach. “If you keep being an ass, you’ll be sleeping outside! It’s mosquito season here in the south.” She throws a pointed glare my way before opening the screen door and stepping inside.

      The inside is decorated just as perfectly as the outside. There’s even an art piece in the front entryway that I’m sure Veronica painted.

      The artist herself interrupts me when she points to the staircase in front of us and says, “Your rooms are both upstairs. Ours is down here, but be careful, the walls are thin.” V turns around and waggles her eyebrows at Lily, who turns a shade of pink and then stomps up the stairs.

      “Stop embarrassing my sister,” Maverick scolds from behind me, his effort futile as we follow Lily up.

      We all know Veronica will do whatever the hell she wants. That’s probably why he fell in love with her.

      “Okay, Lily, this one is yours.” Veronica opens the first door to our left, revealing a nicely decorated guest bedroom.

      Lily follows Veronica inside and throws her bag on the bed. Maverick steps around me in the hallway to enter the room, putting the rest of her bags in there as well.

      “And your room is right down here,” Mav tells me when he steps out of the room, directing me two doors down on the right.

      Once in there, I place my bags on the armchair in the corner of the room and take a look around. It’s odd to have friends who are so domesticated. We’re all in our mid-twenties, but it still feels weird to know Veronica and Maverick own this house. I think about the house I’m currently having renovated for myself, wishing I had somebody to share it with.

      Maverick and I shoot the shit in my room as I get situated, the girls doing the same in Lily’s borrowed room down the hall.

      Once we’re all settled, Veronica’s bossy voice booms through the hallway. “Get your asses downstairs. Maverick and I have news.”

      Maverick shares a look with me, his balls obviously firmly in her grasp by the way he pulls himself off the bed and out the door. Not trying to get assaulted by Veronica myself—again—I follow him out. The girls are carrying on a conversation while they walk down the stairs.

      The hosts guide us to their large kitchen. Smack dab in the middle sits a giant island, big enough to fit five chairs in front of it.

      “Holy shit, guys. This house is unreal.” Lily admires the space, her eyes unable to take in our surroundings fast enough.

      “Glad ya think so,” Maverick replies with a smile, pulling Veronica into his side before he wraps an arm around her.

      “News?” I ask, leaning against the island.

      Veronica beams up at Maverick, pulling her hand from her pocket. It’s then that I notice the giant rock sitting on her left hand.

      “We’re engaged!” they both exclaim, smiling from ear to ear.

      “Freaking finally!” Lily jumps up from her spot at the counter, rounding it so fast and then pulling them both in for a hug.

      “Well, after I heard you spilled the beans that I was looking at rings a year ago, I had to wait for a new moment. We all know how much my fiancée hates surprises, so naturally I had to surprise her,” Mav says.

      Veronica sticks her tongue out at him, and he responds by leaning down to give her a kiss.

      “I’m so happy right now,” Lily says through tears. She pulls Veronica’s hand closer to her, inspecting the rock on our friend’s finger. Lily looks up from her examination, looking right at Maverick. “Damn, bro. This thing is massive.”

      He shakes his head, looking over at me as I step closer to him.

      “Congrats, man. I’m so happy for the two of you,” I tell him.

      We hug once again, but this time I hold onto him a longer. I’m so fucking happy for him. The man has been my best friend for so many years, the fact that he’s so happy pulls me out of my own shitty mood from the previous day.

      “Thanks, Aspen. Probably wouldn’t be marrying the love of my life if it wasn’t for your pep talk telling me to pull my head out of my ass,” he says.

      I laugh, dusting off my shoulder dramatically as I think back to that memory. “I’m basically the reason the two of you are together.”

      “That’s great, because you’re going to be both our best man,” Veronica announces, letting me hug her in congratulations.

      “And Lily,” Maverick says, facing his sister, “you’re going to be our maid of honor. If you want.”

      “Hell yeah, I want!” Lily exclaims.

      I nod, agreeing with Lily’s enthusiasm.

      Veronica looks to me with a smile. “Aspen, it’ll work out perfectly that we’ll be wedding planning with you so close.”

      My gaze anxiously darts to Lily. When I told her I was in the process of building a new house, I didn’t tell her it was in the same neighborhood as her brother’s.

      Lily looks puzzled as she looks between Veronica and me. “Wait, what?”

      The look on Veronica’s face can only be described as awkward as she looks to me before glancing back at Lil. “Aspen hasn’t told you?”

      I sigh. “We hadn’t really talked about it yet.” I scratch the top of my head nervously and look at Lily. “Surprise? The house I told you about, the one I’m having built, is actually in this neighborhood. Like, right back there.” I point to the back door, to the lot with a house undergoing renovation. My house.

      I didn’t think I’d completely gut the place and start over, but I fell in love with the lot and the bones of the house weren’t what they used to be. After many talks with my contractor, we decided to start from the ground up.

      “You’re moving to Beaufort?” Lily asks, biting her lip. With Veronica and Maverick so close by, I fight the urge to pull it from between her teeth.

      “Hell yeah, he is. He missed me that much,” Veronica jokes.

      I appreciate her trying to ease the awkwardness in the room right now. I didn’t think it was a big deal to tell Lily I was moving out here, but judging by the look on her face, it just might be.

      Everything with her is a big fucking deal these days. I wish she’d just stop overanalyzing everything already.

      “We have one more surprise for the two of you…” Maverick begins hesitantly, looking down at his fiancée.

      “Yay, more surprises,” Lily cheers with mock enthusiasm.

      “We’re having an engagement party. Tonight, at my parents’ house! I can’t wait for you guys to meet them,” Veronica rattles on. “Oh, and I forgot. Lily, your mom and dad are already here. They’re staying with my parents. Selma’s flight lands soon too, so she’ll be there as well.”

      Lily’s eyes flick to me briefly as she plasters a smile on her face. “Looks like we’re getting the gang back together. It’ll be like old times.”

      I don’t try to hide my annoyed sigh.

      If it’s just like old times, I know what I can expect from her—hate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Lily

          

          

      

    

    






Present

        

      

    

    
      Sighing in frustration, I look around the room to see if there’s anything that might help me with my current debacle. The zipper of my dress is caught on something at my lower back, and no matter how many positions I contort my body into, I can’t pull it the rest of the way up.

      I contemplate going down to Maverick and Veronica’s room to see if either one of them can help me out, but I’m already running late. My hair and makeup both already complete for the engagement party, all I need to do is find a pair of shoes—and zip this freaking dress.

      A knock on my door startles me. I turn around, met with a grinning Aspen.

      A grinning Aspen in a fucking suit.

      He allows me to check him out, the cocky smile never once leaving his face. Finally, when I feel like I drank in the sight enough, my gaze meets his.

      Aspen nods his head to where I stand in front of the full-length mirror before shutting the door behind him. “Can I help you?”

      “Uh, yeah, I need a favor.” I sigh out of frustration, turning to show him my exposed back. “I can’t reach the zipper.”

      His only response is a quick nod, his dress shoes slapping against the hardwood floor of the bedroom as he makes his way over to me.

      I turn and face the mirror, sweeping my hair to the front. I feel Aspen’s body get closer, sucking in a breath when I feel his breath against my neck. He lightly brushes a stray hair away while I try my best to steady my breathing.

      Why must the smallest touch by him send my body into overdrive? Ugh.

      His hand holds one side of the dress lightly while the other begins to pull up the zipper. As he slowly zips, I can feel the brush of his knuckles against my bare skin. I hope he doesn’t notice the trail of goosebumps left in its wake. My eyes find him in the mirror, and he’s staring at my reflection. The emotion in his eyes is too much for me so I resume looking at the floor.

      Once the zipper is pulled all the way up, I turn around, letting my hair fall back into place.

      He doesn’t take a step back, so he’s still close to me. His emerald eyes travel over my face, now caked in more makeup than I normally wear. “Lily, I need to talk to you.”

      “Haven’t we done enough talking lately?”

      He looks up at the ceiling and when he looks back at me, I see the irritation brewing behind his eyes. “Really? Because I feel like we’ve done zero talking lately. I feel like it’s a lot more like me talking and you arguing.”

      Walking away, I cross the small distance to search through my shoe suitcase, deciding on a pair of pumps. “I can’t talk right now, Aspen. I have to finish getting ready. Please, just let go of whatever you want to talk about. We have to be there for Maverick and Veronica and celebrate their engagement dinner. This isn’t about us right now, it’s about them.”

      “We have to talk about it,” he mutters so quietly, I almost miss it.

      “But—”

      “But nothing,” he growls, caging me in. My only options are to fall into the small closet or remain close to him.

      His finger traces over the off-the-shoulder sleeve of my dress, and he lazily pushes it down even more, his lips replacing the spot where it’d been. “Truth or dare?”

      I huff, mad at myself for leaning into him. “I don’t want to play this game, Aspen.”

      His tongue trails along my collarbone. “Aw, but we’re so good at it.” His teeth tease the hollow of my throat, and fuck if I don’t feel the wetness pool between my legs.

      “I don’t want to be good at games with you,” I confess.

      “I don’t want to be good at them either, but if playing games is the only way I get you, then I’ll fucking play them all.” He looks up from the spot on my neck, his thumb and pointer finger grabbing my jaw.

      I can’t help but look down at his lips. They’re wet, as if he’s just licked them.

      “Truth or dare?” he repeats, holding my jaw so tight I can’t see anything but him.

      “Dare,” I manage, too afraid of the truth he’ll ask from me.

      “I dare you to take off your underwear.”

      He lets his hand slide down the velvet of my dress, fisting the fabric in his hand and pushing it up until it’s no longer in his way. When his fingers brush against the inside of my knee, he pulls my face to his.

      I should be worried about the dark stain of my lipstick getting messed up.

      I should be worried about where this encounter is obviously heading.

      I should be worried that my brother and best friend are right below us.

      But the only thing I’m actually worried about is undoing the belt of Aspen’s pants fast enough.

      Right when Aspen’s hand reaches the point where there should be panties, he discovers there are none.

      “Looks like you wasted a dare,” I breathe against his lips.

      Aspen groans, and I don’t know if it’s because he’s easily accessed my core or because I’ve managed to undo his belt and slip my hand into his boxers. I wrap my fingers around him, pumping up and down.

      “Bed. Now,” Aspen orders, not even allowing me the time to make it there myself. He picks me up by the hips then plops me down on the bed. He has his pants unzipped quickly, freeing himself in one fluid motion. “Scoot back,” he instructs.

      As he aligns himself between my legs, he suddenly curses. “My wallet is on the counter downstairs. I don’t have a condom.”

      My eyes search his. “I’m on the pill. Are you clean?”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Yes, I’m fucking clean.”

      I let my head fall against the blankets as he enters me.

      It’s been years since he’s been inside me, and I’ve had other partners, but the way he feels inside me is euphoric.

      I’ve tried to fool myself many times, telling myself that other men felt just as good as him, but it was all a lie.

      Nothing can beat the way he feels inside me.

      Our bodies slap against each other, both of us chasing an orgasm quickly.

      I’m right on the edge when I hear Veronica call from downstairs, “Y’all almost ready?”

      Aspen kisses my neck. “Don’t pay her any attention.”

      His hips work against me quickly, and I try to stifle my moans as much as possible.

      After Veronica asks us if we’re ready for the third time, both of us finish.

      We get ready all over again, as fast as possible. I’m not even positive my earrings match when I finally open the door to my room, finding a smirking Veronica just outside of it.

      Thank god, Maverick doesn’t appear to be behind her. I would die of embarrassment if he saw us right now. There’s no doubt in my mind that it’s crystal clear what Aspen and I just did.

      Veronica’s blonde eyebrows raise, her eyes ping ponging between us. I feel the heat from Aspen’s body on my back, so I hesitantly look back at him. He looks almost perfectly put together again, aside from the small lipstick smudge on his white shirt.

      “You’ve got a little—” Veronica gestures to and around her lips. Before thinking of a better plan, she licks her thumb and brings it to swipe at the corner of my mouth, “—lipstick here.”

      I run my fingers over the spot she’s just wiped, I thought I’d gotten it all when I looked in the mirror.

      “Well, Aspen, looks like the plan worked,” Veronica states, looking over at my shoulder at him.

      I narrow my eyes. “Plan?”

      Veronica takes a step into the hallway, gesturing for us to follow her. My feet, however, don’t move. I’m too invested in what the hell she’s talking about.

      “Yeah, you know—the plan. The master plan Aspen and I worked up to finally get the two of you together. I can’t believe neither of you told me it worked!”

      When I look at Aspen, he looks like a deer in headlights. He’s nervously shaking his head at Veronica, something she doesn’t notice until it’s too late.

      “Someone explain. Right freaking now,” I demand, just as Maverick climbs the stairs.

      Veronica purses her lips awkwardly, looking over to my brother as if he’ll help her.

      I stomp a heeled foot, the sound reverberating off the walls. “Somebody explain—please,” I emphasize desperately. “Because right now, it sounds like my best friend and the guy I’m sleeping with came up with some freaking plan to lure me into bed. That can’t be true. Right?” I look between the two of them, a plea on my face, hoping this isn’t what I think it is.

      “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds worse than it is,” Aspen starts, tucking his hands into the pockets of his suit pants.

      A shrill laugh escapes me. “It sounds worse? Okay, then enlighten me. What the hell is happening here?”

      “Sooo, at this rate we’re going to be late for the party,” Maverick interjects from the stairwell.

      “Shut up, Maverick!” I shout, looking at my twin as he puts his hands up in surrender.

      “Don’t talk to him like that,” Veronica seethes from the hallway, giving me a look of her own.

      Aspen’s hand grips my elbow, delicately trying to spin me toward him. “Look, I was out here not too long ago, finalizing the plans for the house. Maverick and V were nice enough to let me stay with them. It was during that time that I confessed to them about the feelings I had for you in college. The feelings I still have for you.” He pauses, allowing his words to sink in.

      He shifts on his feet before continuing. “I didn’t know how to get your attention again. I knew you were in Dallas too, but I also knew you wanted nothing to do with me, and I didn’t want to barge into your life if you were happy. But when Veronica told me you were single, I wanted to shoot my shot. I wanted another chance with you.”

      Veronica chimes in with, “I told him about our girls’ trip. We came up with a plan to say I couldn’t go, so he could take my place.”

      “Was there even a catering emergency?” I ask.

      The look between the two of them tells me enough—it was a lie.

      “It’s not like we did anything bad,” Veronica insists.

      The look on Aspen’s face doesn’t hold an ounce of his normal arrogance. He looks nervous as he talks. “I just wanted the chance to show you how I felt. This seemed like the perfect opportunity to do it.”

      “Well, it feels shady. Of both of you.” I grab my clutch from the armchair, brushing past Veronica and Maverick to go wait at the front door.

      When Veronica comes down the stairs, the look in her eyes almost scares me. She’s definitely pissed. She stops in front of me, looking every bit of a bride in her white dress. Too bad the look on her face is definitely not bridal. “We’ll talk later. Until then, don’t ruin this for your brother.” She stares at me for a few moments longer, forcing a smile on her face when she feels Maverick come up behind her.

      “Ready?” he hesitantly asks.

      “Yes, dear,” Veronica responds, before planting a kiss on his cheek.

      His eyes find mine, and I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile as I nod.

      Aspen makes it to the bottom of the stairs, trying to convey something in the way he looks at me. I pull my gaze away from him, too caught up in my emotions to continue to look at him.

      I plaster my own fake smile on as we walk to the car.

      What a shitshow.
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      Hours later, I escape the bustling engagement party. Stepping out into the terrace of Veronica’s very rich parents’ house, I’m shocked to find Aspen standing in front of a fountain.

      He glances over his shoulder, barely pausing before he looks away again.

      “I thought I’d be alone out here,” I tell him.

      “Nope,” he quips. “I needed some air to sort stuff out in my head.”

      I begin to back up to the door. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.”

      “Please stay.” The plea is barely audible.

      When I take the spot next to him, the left side of his mouth lifts up in a half-smile and my heart starts to race. Mustering up the courage, I talk, staring at the sputtering water in front of us. “We need to talk.”

      “So now you want to talk. I don’t even know what else to say to you anymore. You’ve been trying your hardest to convince me that I’m a rollercoaster, but I think you are. You’re the one who’s being hot and cold recently.”

      I take a deep breath before speaking, ignoring his comments. “I think I fell in love with you in college before our lips ever touched. I think my heart knew you were special the moment I saw you in the elevator.”

      “You mean the time you punched me in the balls?”

      “Semantics,” I respond, before continuing my speech. “I think I decided to hate you because it was an easier road than loving you. By the time we first kissed, I had wanted you for so long. I just wouldn’t give into it. But even though my heart was wanting you, I was seeing you with girl after girl after girl. And there came a point where I got so insecure about it that I really pretended to hate you. Because what else could I do? I didn’t think you wanted me. Then something changed. I realized you watched me. I realized you wanted me. I eventually gave in to my feelings for you. Even though I knew you weren’t one for a relationship.”

      “I never told you I didn’t want a relationship,” he interrupts.

      “You might not have said the words, but your actions spoke for you. Then we had sex and things got muddy. I thought you regretted taking my virginity. I thought it disgusted you. I gave up on you before you could give up on me. It didn’t help when you had some girl in the room with you, the very next day. You say it was all a charade, and I’m telling you, you played the part very well. Then I actually did hate you. I hated you because you broke my heart into smithereens. That hate simmered in me for years before you showed up for this trip. And then yet again, things got muddy between us. And just when I was coming to terms that I might let you in again, I find out you conspired with my best friend on a way to make me, instead of just telling me how you felt. Every serious moment between the two of us seems like it was all some sort of game, and I hate it. I need time—and space—to think it all through. I’ve been lied to by you, I’ve been lied to by Veronica. Hell, maybe even Maverick was in on it. And I hate it. I hate not being in control of any of this and I just need freaking time.”

      Aspen, the whole time I’ve been speaking, has just been staring at the fountain in front of us. I look out of the corner of my eye to see his hands running through his hair, his jaw working back and forth. After repeating the movement a few times, he turns to face me.

      His shoulders rise and fall with a loud exhale. “Okay.”

      I hesitantly run my fingers over the soft fabric of my dress. “Okay?”

      Aspen nods. “Okay.”

      “That’s all you’re going to say? I just poured my heart out to you, and all you can give me is okay?”

      “Yes, Lily, that’s all I’m going to say right now.”

      “Well, okay,” I say, emphasizing his new favorite word before turning my body toward the terrace doors.

      “What do you want from me, Lily?” Aspen yells behind me, his voice carrying over the cascading water. “I play your part and I’m the bad guy. I fight for you and I’m the bad guy. I respect your wishes and I’m still the bad guy. No matter what I do, I can’t win. I’m always the bad guy!”

      I turn to face him, yelling, “I don’t know what I want, Aspen! I have no idea what I want right now and it scares the shit out of me!”

      “You need to figure it out!” he shouts. “Because I’ve told you exactly what I want. And it’s you.”

      “God, you make me so angry. I don’t understand why I’m even confused. All we ever do is fight!”

      His Oxfords angrily slap against the ground as he paces toward me. “I couldn’t care less if we fight. It’s been that way since the day we first met. But we also fight for each other, Lily. At least, I fight for you. I’m not sure what you fight for anymore.” His voice is laced with years’ worth of anger.

      I turn around, taking the last couple of steps toward the door.

      He throws his hands up in defeat. “Yeah, go ahead and leave. That’s what you’re good at, isn’t it? Avoiding hard topics? Lily Morrison, ladies and gentlemen—pretending to be a badass when in reality, she bails the moment her life doesn’t go as perfectly as planned.”

      “You were my perfect plan, Aspen,” I say. “Don’t you get that? You were the fucking fairytale in my head! But you ruined it. You didn’t choose me. You chose other girls instead of me.” The last words are barely audible, but I know they still reach his ears. His shoulders stiffen as I say them.

      When his gaze meets mine, the look on his face breaks my heart. He looks defeated. “You can say that all you want, but you were never going to let go of this made up persona you had for me in your head. No matter what I did, you weren’t going to let it go. I’m done arguing with you.” He turns back around and walks to the fountain.

      I’m left talking to his back. “No. I want to talk about this, Aspen. I want to find a way to work things out between us. We were fine as friends in the beginning of the trip. I would be happy if we could go back to how things were right then, before we once again started playing games without either one of us thinking about what happens after the game ends.”

      He laughs sadly. “That’s what you don’t get, Lily. Even if we could go back to the beginning of the trip, I’d still be in love with you. Only you wouldn’t know it yet. I can’t fathom a life right now where I can be friends with you and not want to hold you. Or kiss you. Or pull that damn lip from between your teeth. Even though I want to give you everything you ever ask for, this is one thing I can’t. It isn’t a game to me anymore. It hasn’t been for a long time.”

      He turns away from the fountain and walks toward me, his footsteps quick with purpose. Aspen closes the distance between us, pulling me flush against him. He pulls my hair off my shoulder and wraps his hands around the nape of my neck. I lean into him when his lips find my hair. His finger brushes under my chin as he lifts my face to him and whispers, “Don’t cry.”

      “Why does it feel like this?” I ask shakily.

      “Because even if we don’t get to keep it, the love was real.”

      Without thinking about it, I stand on my tiptoes and brush my lips against his. His lips instinctively move against mine, but he rips them away shortly after they meet.

      He backs away from me, letting out a loud groan. “You can’t keep doing this, Lily. It’s either you want this, or you don’t. You can’t end things one moment and then kiss me the next. It isn’t fair. How do I fight for a girl that doesn’t want to be fought for? Or better yet, how do I prove to you that all I want to do is love you? I thought I could do that. I worked my ass off to become a man that you’d be proud of and believe—for once. But you’re proving to me, time and time again, that I can’t.”

      He runs a hand over his face before he continues to speak. “I need you to decide, right here, right now, what you want. I don’t need promises of forever, I just need to know if I have a chance. Because right now, that’s all I want. I want that chance, but if I don’t have it, then I really need you to stop stringing me along. I’m tired of trying to prove you wrong if there’s no hope you’ll even give me the light of day.”

      The world around me stops and the only thing I can think about is the man standing in front of me. My chin wobbles as I realize he’s the only man who’s ever had my heart—and he’s held it for a while now. But, I still look at him and feel my broken heart. I see the women he constantly had over, the look of horror on his face when I told him he’d taken my virginity. My vision blurs with all the different games we’ve played over the years, the games we’re still playing as grown adults. I see so many moments that only remind me of the hurt.

      Aspen stands patiently in front of me, waiting for an answer that I don’t know how to give him.

      “I can’t,” I choke out. “The thing is, we never even had a true relationship. We would hook up, yeah. And in the moment, it felt real, but it was never an actual relationship. One with commitment and trust. I thought I was head over heels in love with you, but looking back now, I don’t know if that love could have possibly been real. Or at least real enough to build a relationship on now. Because in reality, we were always playing games. It was always a fucking game, even if you claim it wasn’t.”

      Aspen begins to shake his head. “Lily…”

      Holding my hand up, I stop him. “No, just let me get this out. I think we both know it’s been this way between us, for too long. We’re twenty-five now, Aspen. I’m done playing games to get the guy I want. I want an adult relationship, one without all that. I need a relationship where neither one of us dance around our feelings, but instead, own up to them. I want to know where I stand with someone from the beginning. It shouldn’t take years for someone to confess their love. It’s not normal…it’s just not.”

      I sigh. “And we both messed up there. Neither one of us fessed up to our feelings—for years—and that’s not what I want. I want something real and honest. Standing in front of you tonight, I feel like I don’t even really know you. We didn’t talk for so long. We can’t just jump into something again because we’ve gone back to playing our old games over the last week and enjoyed it. I won’t let us continue the rollercoaster ride we’ve both taken each other on. Neither one of us deserve that. We both deserve something more than what we’ve given each other. We both deserve a relationship that’s solid—and serious.”

      I never thought I’d be the one to break Aspen Bellevue’s heart. It never occurred to me I would someday hold that power. But as I stare at the look on his face right now, I know I’ve done it.

      He pulls in a shaky breath, his eyes traveling down my body before he nods, once. He walks up right next to me, his shoulder against my shoulder, the two of us facing in opposite directions. He looks down at me, speaking very clearly when he says, “Then I can’t do this with you, Lily. You believe the game is still going, and I keep telling you the game is over for me. It has been for a long time. I’ve just been trying to prove that to you. That I love you and am ready to put in the fucking work to make this work—with us.”

      Looking away from him, I tilt my head up and look at the sky, trying to find the resolve I need to do the adult thing here. “How can you know you want us to work when we barely know each other anymore, Aspen? How can you possibly know? We barely took the time to get to know each other this trip. Not in the ways that matter. We were either arguing or making out—neither leading to adult conversations. You say it isn’t a game, but it feels like one. You had this big master plan to get me back instead of being upfront about your feelings. That’s a game. We can’t keep doing this.”

      He runs his hand over his mouth, getting rid of the look of hurt on his face and replacing it with a look of indifference. “Okay, Lily. The games are over. If you don’t want to give us a chance, there’s nothing more I can do to show you that this time would be different.”

      He reaches out, pulling my head to his chest. His warm lips press against my forehead in a moment that seems to last forever. After feeling my heart drop to my feet, just as I wonder if I’m doing the right thing, he pulls away.

      “I meant what I said earlier. Even with the games, the love was real. It always will be. I dare you to remember that.” And then he strides right back into the party.

      Once he’s gone, it feels like he’s taken my heart right along with him.
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      I’ve escaped to another location on the plot of land Veronica apparently called home as a kid. I always suspected she came from money, but I did not expect that she’d lived in a house straight from a movie. When Maverick first pulled onto the sprawling piece of property a few hours ago, the driveway lined with blossoming trees on each side, I almost shit my pants in disbelief.

      And then we caught sight of the house. Not a house, but a mansion. Complete with white pillars in the front and a circle drive.

      I looked at Veronica, who sat in the backseat next to Lily. “You grew up here?” I’d asked her in shock.

      Her eyes had darted to the giant white house. “It’s really not all it’s cracked up to be, I promise.” And then she didn’t even wait for Maverick to open her door, she just stepped out of the car and made her way to the front.

      The girl lived off Ramen and yogurt when we all lived together. I hadn’t expected her to come from that much money.

      Maverick grabbed my neck. “Her parents are actually cool, man. Don’t let all of this deter you.” Then, he stepped out and followed his fiancée.

      The moment Lily had realized she was alone with me in the car, she hightailed it out of there like her ass was on fire. She didn’t bother to hide the huff of annoyance as she stepped out.

      Who knew that hours later, I would be the one avoiding her.

      Because that’s exactly what I’m doing, while hiding in a study.

      I, however, am doing everything possible to avoid Lily.

      My white flag is flying and it’s flying fucking high.

      “Well, Lily’s definitely pissed at me,” Veronica says, interrupting my pity party.

      I look over as she takes the chair across from mine by the fireplace. It’s a large wingback, one that screams high-class, and the top of it towers over her head once she’s seated.

      I let out a sarcastic huff. “She’ll get over it. I’m equally as pissed at her.” Bringing my crystal glass to my lips, I take a long sip of whiskey.

      Veronica crosses her legs, the pointed toe of her high heel bumping against my shin. “Oh, don’t worry, I just gave her a reality check.

      Raising my eyebrows, I look at Veronica. She sits comfortably in the chair, smiling.

      “You did what?” I say.

      Her blonde hair spills over her shoulder as she shrugs. “Not too long ago, she gave me a very similar talk when I was too stubborn to admit my feelings for Mav. She loves you. You know that, right?”

      I process her words, running the rim of the glass against my lips as I think. “Yeah, I know,” I finally say with a defeated sigh.

      I take another long gulp of my whiskey, my eyes on the doorway just as Selma walks through it timidly. I said a quick hi to her earlier, but I’m happy at the chance to have more of a conversation with her now.

      Selma sits down at the edge of the fireplace that sits between my chair and Veronica’s.

      “Selma!” Veronica exclaims, holding her drink up in excitement. “Come sit and tell us what you’ve been up to! I’ve been keeping up with your life through your social media posts, but I need all the juicy details you don’t post on there.” Veronica silently offers her drink to Selma.

      Much to my surprise, Selma gladly takes it, almost sucking down the whole thing in a few swallows. Wiping a small droplet of wine from her lip, Selma bashfully smiles. “My life doesn’t usually have juicy details.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” Veronica whines. “There’s got to be something.”

      Selma and Veronica begin their own conversation next to me that I catch bits and pieces of. Honestly, I’m just counting down the minutes until we can go home, even though it’ll be awkward with Lily in a room two doors down from mine.

      I’m trying not to think about the car ride home. I’ll have to figure out a plan there.

      The girls continue to chat, and it occurs to me how cool it is that the two of them are so close. They weren’t close when Mav and Selm first broke up, with him moving on with Veronica shortly after. But over the years, they’ve struck up an interesting friendship. The two couldn’t be more opposite if they tried, but somehow, they work.

      I admire that they can be adults about the situation and be friends. If they can do it, I wonder why Lily thinks we can’t.

      Just as Veronica begins to drone on about wedding planning, a guy I don’t recognize walks in the room.

      As soon as Selma notices him standing in the doorway, her spine straightens, completely ignoring Veronica’s words now. She gets a look I’ve never even seen her have with Maverick.

      I look over at the stranger standing in the doorway just as he says, “I was wondering where you were, Selma.” As soon as he talks, his accent makes it clear he is not from the states. Australian, maybe?

      “Okay, hello,” Veronica purrs, sizing up the stranger in the doorway.

      I take the moment to study the guy who’s paying absolutely no attention to me or Veronica, his predatory gaze solely on Selm. He has on a pair of dark jeans even though every other person at this party is wearing at least business casual attire, if not black-tie. A white button-up covers the top half of his tall frame. His body has the definition of a swimmer’s—broad in the shoulders. When my eyes look at his feet, I find a pair of tattered leather sandals.

      He also sports a fucking man bun, as if those are still in.

      Selma quickly stands up, crossing the room to stand next to him. “Sorry, I got ambushed as soon as we walked in and lost you,” she whispers to him, before looking up at me and Veronica. “Guys, meet my new friend, Jasper.”

      “Congratulations you two,” Jasper says, looking between me and V.

      Because the three of them all stand on the opposite side of the room, I decide I better join them.

      Veronica laughs, clutching her stomach for a moment. “Oh, over my dead body would I be marrying Aspen.” She throws a look over her shoulder. “But thank you. And how do you two know each other? Any juicy details perhaps?” Veronica looks at Selma and winks, causing color to rush to Selma’s cheeks.

      “Oh, you know…” Selma begins, as Jasper says, “We actually met today.”

      Veronica and I both pause, curiously looking at each other before looking back at Selma and the stranger she brought—something that is not typical for Selm.

      Veronica pops a hip, her white nails tapping against her wine glass, giving Selma an amused look. “You’re going to have to explain this later.”

      Jasper puts his arm around Selma as if he’s known her forever, and I don’t miss the way she slips her hand around his narrow waist.

      “Selma and I met at the airport when we struck up a bit of bond.” His accent makes an aw sound in bond.

      “Selma, Selma, Selma,” Veronica starts, not hiding her scrutiny of Selma’s new friend. “We’re going to have to talk more on this later, but I should probably return to my engagement party.”

      “Yeah, we should probably get to the party, too,” Selma says. “I didn’t get the chance to introduce Jasper to anyone before I was swept away.”

      Australian Surfer Dude says goodbye to Veronica, then goes as far as referring to me as mate when he tells me goodbye.

      Selma quickly turns around, dragging Jasper out of the room with her.

      “Holy shit,” Veronica says next to me, watching them retreat. “Selma went and found herself a hot Australian stranger. That’s something I’d count as a juicy detail. That little minx lied to me! I’ll have to hunt her down later.”

      I laugh next to her, following her out the door a few moments later. Although, in truth, I’m just as shocked as Veronica is.
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      Two days later, we’ve reached the day of the grand opening for Connor’s Ocean. Maverick, Veronica, Aspen and I have kept busy since the engagement party, getting last minute details ready for the event. It’s kept all of us busy, meaning Aspen and I haven’t had much time to talk about what happened between us at the engagement party. We’ve both been cordial, but luckily, we haven’t had a spare moment to be anything but. Between us preparing for the opening and him spending time at his house, there hasn’t been time for any possible nonsense.

      But now, Veronica and Maverick are both at the event space making sure everything is perfect. Veronica was adamant that they didn’t need any last minute help today, flying out of the house before I could offer to go help however I could.

      So now, I’m left alone in an empty house, with time to dwell on the conversation Aspen and I had the other night. He’s been at his house for the better part of the morning, and as I sit at the kitchen counter snacking on potato chips, I’m shocked to find a missed text from him.

      Aspen: Come to my house? There’s something I want to show you. Please.

      My heart catapults inside my chest. Before I can second guess what I’m doing, my legs are taking me across the lawn, on the way to him.

      When I stop in front of his house, I’m taken aback by the beauty. It’s absolutely breathtaking. The home is the same white as my brother’s, but where they had a white porch and white columns, the wood of this porch is black, the shutters and columns the same color. On the left side of the front door hangs a brand new porch swing. It slowly moves with a gust of wind.

      It reminds me of the porch swing at Ed and Helen’s. The one I loved so much.

      The molding around the door is black as well, and it surrounds a large teal front door. I’m still stopped on the sidewalk when Aspen strolls out the front door, wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a faded T-shirt. I about die when I see the ball cap perched on top of his head, reminding me of the day I first met him.

      I’m still staring at him when he quickly steps down the front steps, stopping directly in front of me.

      “You came,” he says.

      I nod, scanning his face.

      “Do you want to come in?” he asks nervously, hooking a thumb over his shoulder to point at the house. “I want to show you something.”

      “I’d like that,” I tell him, tucking my hands in the back pockets of my jean shorts, giving them something to do so they don’t reach out and touch him.

      “Okay,” he breathes out, pausing awkwardly. “Let’s do it.”

      He turns around, leading the way up the stairs. “The porch wraps all the way around the house,” he says. “Same as Maverick and Veronica’s. Mine’s a bit bigger, though.”

      He pushes the front door handle down and then holds it open for me to step in. “Keep in mind the inside isn’t quite done yet, but I think you’ll be able to see my vision for it. You’re good at that kind of thing.”

      I move past him to step inside.

      “Make sure to keep your shoes on,” he says from behind me. “The contractors still haven’t cleaned everything up.”

      I look down at my Birks, not sure how protective they’ll be, but I don’t say anything. When I step into the entryway, I stop dead in my tracks.

      It’s beautiful.

      There’s still a ladder in one corner, and there isn’t paint or anything like that. But Aspen is right. I can definitely see his vision.

      And it’s…perfect.

      Looking down, I find gorgeous restored hardwood floors. The color is a dark ash, contrasting against the white wainscoting that runs along the wall. You can see most of the first floor from the spot I stand in.

      When I look around, I find what I imagine is a large dining area, the window from the front of the house letting in a perfect amount of natural light. Moving deeper into the house from the dining room, I see the bones of a giant kitchen. White cabinets have been installed, the same to be said for a giant island in the middle. And to make it even more spectacular, there’s a built-in breakfast nook overlooking the back porch and yard.

      I absentmindedly run my hand over the sturdy railing to the staircase on my right. There’s a large open space with a stone fireplace, which will be the living room, I’m sure. The fireplace is massive—a piece of wood already attached to serve as a beautiful mantle.

      The fireplace sits on the left wall of the living room, and the back wall is just a large wall of windows. A set of French doors separates the windows from the living room and kitchen.

      There’s a hallway off the living room that must lead to the bedrooms, like Maverick and Veronica’s house does.

      “What do you think?” Aspen asks quietly.

      I finally look away from the house, finding his gaze already on me, and the intensity of it nearly startles me. The way he’s looking at me sends goosebumps up my bare arms. “I think it’s stunning,” I admit.

      That earns me a grin. He points his head down the hallway. “Want to look at the master?”

      “Lead the way.”

      Aspen rubs his palms together before heading toward the hallway. When we step through the large doorway of the master, I stop once again. The space is absolutely massive. There are exposed beams across the high ceiling, and even a little nook tucked into two of the windows that would be a perfect spot to spend the mornings.

      I imagine myself sitting in front of the windows, sketching out an outfit design and drinking my morning coffee.

      The thought catches me off guard. I shouldn’t be imagining myself in his space, but here I am—imagining living in this house that’s his.

      So why does it feel like it’s meant for me?

      My eyes trail over the fireplace sitting in the master as my heartbeat picks up.

      I start to panic the more I envision myself here, in this room that’s been made for Aspen. I imagine the large bed this room will house. The things that will happen on the bed. I imagine playing with a dog in the backyard and cooking dinner in that gorgeous kitchen.

      Without logic or reason, I start to picture so many different scenarios of Aspen and I sharing this house. Each and every one making me question whether or not I made the right decision the other night.

      If the love between us had never been real, if it couldn’t one day last, then why do I feel myself in this house?

      Why can I picture myself watering the flowers on his porch, reading a book in the corner, laughing by the fireplace with him? I envision the two of us doing so many mundane tasks here. The thought is jarring, because those thoughts shouldn’t exist for something that was only a game. For something without a true foundation.

      And suddenly, I come to the realization, I want to do whatever it takes to keep Aspen forever. We might not have started in the most conventional way, but that doesn’t mean we can’t start again—correctly.

      “What do you think of the fireplace, Lily?” Aspen takes several steps closer to me, until he’s standing right in front of me. I don’t fight him when he grabs onto my shoulders, turning my body to fully face the fireplace. “Is this okay?” he asks under his breath, looking down to his hands resting on my shoulders.

      I nod, not wanting his hands anywhere else but on me.

      He keeps his hands on my shoulders, their warmth soaking through my exposed skin. One of his thumbs carelessly moves in circles.

      “The fireplace is great, Aspen.” I look over my shoulder at him, finding his face closer to mine than I expected.

      He catches me off guard when he slowly runs his hands down my arms. Since I have on a tank top, I can feel the callouses on his fingers scratching a path down my skin. I wonder if he can feel the goosebumps rising on my skin from his touch.

      His breath tickles my ear. “You see, one night, not too long ago…” Aspen’s hands shift from my arms to my hips, “you told me that we were fire. Wild and passionate, but only for a short amount of time. You said we couldn’t burn forever, that fires eventually have to burn out.”

      I suck in a breath as his hands travel underneath my top.

      “Your words stuck with me, Lily. I sat in bed that night turning them over in my head. Because I thought of us as fire, too—wild, passionate, all-consuming. But we saw things differently. I didn’t see us as something bound to burn out.”

      His thumb scrapes across the waistline of my shorts. “I saw us as an uncontrollable wildfire. One started from the smallest spark, but in no time, wild and raging. You know how much effort it takes to put out a wildfire? A lot. And even then, a spark could just light again, maybe burning even brighter the next time.”

      He pauses. “That’s like my love for you. Maybe our love never grew, but it could. It has the potential to. Just like that spark becoming a wildfire.”

      “What’s that have to do with the fireplace?” I whisper.

      “Because even when you thought I was playing games with you, I wasn’t. I was making plans—for us. For our future together. In hopes that you’d want the same thing. I wanted to prove to you how much I loved you. How real this relationship had become to me. How I wanted to have a grown-up relationship with you. So grown-up that I wanted you to one day—however long it might take—move in here with me. I wanted you to look at that fireplace right there and remember my love for you. I want to keep that fire lit for you at all fucking times if you’ll let me. I don’t care that it’s hot in the south and that we’ll have to pay double for air conditioning, I want to always remind you that my love burns as bright for you as that damn fire. And that it won’t ever be put out. It’ll come back stronger and stronger. That the love is fucking real, and I want it forever.”

      He pulls me flush against his body, spinning me around to face him. “I want this. I want us. I want you to know I’m in this for forever, no games, just love. So now that I’ve shown you how serious I am about this, I need to ask you one last time, Lil. Do you love me? Can you see our future as fucking clear as I can? If you don’t, I’ll respect it, but I need—”

      Crushing my lips against his, I give him my answer. I throw everything I have into the kiss—apologizing with my lips, promising him the future with a slip of my tongue.

      He pulls back. “Wait, so does that mean my not-too-sappy, just-sweet-enough speech worked? It took me a while to get it right, you know.”

      I can’t help but smile up at him. “Yes, it worked. I love you, Aspen. I was wrong about you. About us.”

      Aspen brushes his nose against mine. “I love you, too, Lil. I love you so damn much. Now kiss me again.”

      We crash against each other wildly, passionately, raging.

      And the kiss? It’s all-consuming.
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      One Year Later

      “What do you think of this piece?” Lily asks from the doorway of our closet.

      I’m sprawled out on our bed in nothing but my boxer briefs, facing the gorgeous woman I now get to call mine. “Like I’ve said about the fifty other articles of clothing you’ve tried on tonight, they all look great. You make them look stunning, Lily Bear.”

      Smoothing out the fabric of the dress she wears, she says, “Are you sure? I just don’t know if it fits the vibe.”

      Groaning, I pull one of the ten throw pillows she has on our bed to cover my face. She’s been parading around in her bra and underwear for almost an hour now, trying on potential clothing options for the upcoming opening of her boutique. When she asked me to help her decide, I jumped at the opportunity. Watching Lily try on sexy little dresses and also getting to watch her strip out of them? Sold.

      Little did I know it would be the most epic tease for my dick.

      My voice muffled by the pillow, I respond, “Lily, anything you put in that boutique will be amazing because you chose it.”

      I feel the bed dip two seconds before the pillow is ripped from my face. As if she wants to give me the worst case of blue balls ever, my fiancée puts a knee on either side of my hips, completely straddling me.

      “I just want it to be perfect,” she says with a smile, her hands resting on my chest.

      I feel myself growing underneath her, something I know she feels when I rub against her. “You’re perfect,” I tell her, pulling her face to mine for a quick kiss.

      “And you’re hard,” she points out, running her core against me.

      “Well, I did just watch you dress and undress for almost an hour. You should probably be concerned if I wasn’t turned on.”

      “I just wanted your opinion on the clothes.”

      Skimming my hands down the outsides of her thighs, I pull at the soft fabric of the dress. “I think it’d look a lot better on the floor.”

      “Let’s test out your theory, then.” She straightens, reaching her arms up to let me remove it.

      Her lips find mine and our tongues eagerly meet. My hands are busy unhooking her bra when her phone starts vibrating on the nightstand next to my head.

      Neither one of us pay any attention to it. I palm her breast, the gesture awarding me a moan from Lily. My mouth is inches from taking her nipple into my mouth when the vibrating begins again, but this time from my phone somewhere on the bed.

      “Just ignore it,” Lily says, panting as my teeth tease her sensitive flesh.

      “Oh, I plan on it,” I tell her.

      It turns out whoever is calling must really need us, because once the vibrations in the bed stop, her phone starts ringing again on the nightstand.

      “Someone is being a major cock block right now,” Lily pouts, climbing off me.

      “I thought we were ignoring it?” My question goes unnoticed, as Lily’s too busy answering her phone.

      “Hello?” she asks, eyeing my hard-on with a wink.

      “Holy fuck,” leaves her mouth two seconds later. The phone drops from her hands. The alarmed look on her face has me sitting up in bed.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s time,” she finally says.

      Setting a throw pillow on my dick to try and get it to calm down, I give her a questioning look. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “My nephew is about to be born and I swear to god, if I’m late for his arrival, I will never forgive myself,” she shrieks, running into the closet.

      I freeze, staring at the empty space she just filled. “Like right now?” I ask.

      “No, next month. Yes—right freaking now.” She appears in the doorway once again, pulling an old T-shirt over her head. “We need to get to the hospital! Put on a shirt and let’s go.” Her hands wave around maniacally as she speaks, the light catching against the ring she let me put on her finger a few months ago.

      I shift into action, pulling on the first pair of pants I find. I almost lose my balance as I shove my legs in the pants as quickly as possible, finding a shirt quickly after.

      Lily claps from the doorway, trying to get me to hurry. “I’m going to be an aunt! You’re going to be an uncle. Oh my god, I almost missed my nephew’s birth because I was horny!”

      “It’s not like we knew that was the call we were ignoring,” I point out, trying to adjust myself in my pants to get rid of the evidence.

      In my defense, Veronica wasn’t due for another two weeks. Even though, once the doctor gave her the news that she could pop at any moment, she began to do anything possible to evict the baby growing inside her. She loved being pregnant up until the last few weeks. Then she told me way too many graphic things I never needed to know about pregnancy. Veronica glowed her entire pregnancy, soaking up every single second of it, shocking us all with how much she loved it.

      Even more of a shock to us was when Maverick and V told us the news. It was two months after they had a small wedding ceremony at her parents that they announced to us she was pregnant. And that they had been trying for a couple of months.

      I stumble around as Lily yells at me like a damn (but super cute) drill sergeant to be quicker. My shoes get slid on, even though I’m not fully confident they’re on the right feet. I finally get myself together enough to go to the hospital. I put the pedal to the metal all the way there, terrified that my fiancée might actually become hysterical if she misses the birth of her nephew.

      We make it to the hospital in record time. Lily is out of the car and running to the entrance before the car is even in park. It’s then I notice that her leggings are inside out. Snickering, I don’t even have time to tell her about the small mishap.

      I race after her as she sprints through the automatic doors, shouting, “I’m going to be an aunt!” to anybody within earshot.

      The lady at the front desk gives Lily an odd look, telling her labor and delivery is on floor five.

      “Huff it, Aspen,” Lily exclaims over her shoulder as she makes her way to the elevator.

      After Lily hounds two doctors and three nurses, we find Maverick and Veronica’s room.

      Veronica takes one look at Lily and yells, “Don’t ever deny the epidural, Lily! I was a dumbass and thought I could deliver naturally, and now it’s too fucking late.” She holds Maverick by the shirt collar, and all he does is give me a helpless look, his eyes as wide as saucers.

      Two hours later, Liam Morrison makes his appearance into the world—his first name chosen after Connor’s last.

      I’m standing in the hospital room, watching two of my best friends, my fiancée, and my newborn nephew when I realize how good I really have it.

      Lily cradles Liam in her arms so delicately, a look of awe on her face as she watches the sleeping baby. Something inside of me tugs at the sight, anxious for the day that I get to witness Lily holding our own child.

      Staring at Lily and my friends, I realize how fucking lucky I am. I wouldn’t trade any of these relationships for the world, and I’m excited to see what this new chapter brings—for all of us.

      A nurse comes in, telling us visiting hours are over. We exchange goodbyes, Lily with the promise that she’ll be back as soon as they let us in tomorrow morning.

      On our way out, I throw my arm over Lil’s shoulders, leisurely strolling with her down the hallway. “Truth or dare?” I ask her, looking down at her smiling face.

      “Dare,” she says automatically.

      We promised each other no more games of the heart, but every now and then, we like to push each other with a simple game of truth or dare.

      “Marry me. Have a family with me.” I reach down and give her a kiss on the head, pushing the down button on the elevator door.

      Lily shoves the diamond I gave her in my face. “I already agreed to marry you, remember? There was a whole lot of happy tears involved.”

      I nip at her fingers in front of my face, escorting her into the elevator when the doors open. I smile at the memory of me getting down on one knee. I had lit a bunch of candles and placed them all around the fireplace. Lily was so shocked and emotional that she knocked over a burning candle, almost burning our house down in the process.

      “Then have a family with me.” We stand alone in the elevator, and she looks up at me with a beaming smile.

      “I can’t wait to have your babies, Aspen Bellevue. Once we have all of our shit together, and the boutique isn’t taking up all of my spare time. But there’s one little thing,” she says, peeking up at me.

      “And what’s that?” I ask, as the elevator beeps and the doors open. Holding hands, we walk toward the exit of the hospital.

      “You know I love you so much—so much—right?” she asks hesitantly, and just by the tone of her voice, I know what she’s about to bring up. “And I know how much you love Gladys, but you know we’ll need something safer if we have kids. Perhaps you can make Gladys a secondary vehicle?”

      She forces a smile and awaits my response. Little does she know, I’ve been looking at new trucks online recently.

      There’s no way I could ever get rid of Gladys. There are too many amazing memories attached to her, but I do see Lily’s point. A new family car, while Gladys sits on the sidelines, isn’t a bad idea.

      “Okay,” I answer simply.

      “Okay? Like you’ll do it?” She stops in the middle of the parking lot, looking up at me with a smile.

      “Yes, but we’re keeping her. There’s no way I can part with her when she’s part of the reason I have you.”

      She swats my arm. “I’d never make you get rid of her. I know how much she means to you.”

      It was almost ten years ago when I first met Lily, when she quite literally stumbled into my life and hit me in the balls. It was years of back and forth between us. Years of heartache, grief, and even hate. But we overcame it all to end up right here in this perfect moment—all thanks to a persistent best friend (Veronica), an old truck (Gladys), and a lot of patience (on my part).

      We’ll never be able to say the road to finding us was straight and narrow. It was filled with twists and turns, a couple of dead ends, and a whole lot of rain, but the destination ended up being perfect.
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