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        Cassidy’s a fighter, designed to survive.

      

        

      
        After the crushing death of her parents, she persevered. When she caught her fiancé with another woman, she held her head high and moved on. Fighting always came easy, because she never had to do it alone.

      

        

      
        She had Liam.

        Her best friend. Her protector. Her rock.

      

        

      
        But every bond has its breaking point, and they found their’s... with a kiss. One weak moment upturns the foundation of their relationship, making Cassidy look at Liam in a whole new light.

      

        

      
        Now, she has a choice to make. Is the shift from friends to lovers even possible? Or will Cassidy lose the one person she can’t live without?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Your best life comes from surviving your worst experiences. I'm not sure who told me that, but I brushed it off at the time. Didn't give it a second thought.

      Why would I?

      I was happy. Surrounded by the greatest friends and family a girl could ask for. In love. About to marry my high school sweetheart. I had just finished my first year of teaching at my former elementary school. Molding young minds. Encouraging them to be the best version of themselves.

      My life was everything I dreamed it would be. Everything I ever wanted and more.

      Until today.

      What was supposed to be the happiest day of my life.

      And now I can't seem to catch my breath. Even hours later, I'm on the verge of hyperventilating. The brown paper bag Liam gave me is sitting precariously in my lap as I stare off into space, the moment my life was forever altered on replay.

      "Cass, you need to stop thinking about it and try to calm down," I hear him say. He's sitting next to me, rubbing his hand up and down my back, yet I barely feel his hand against my exposed skin.

      Skin that was sprayed a golden-brown yesterday.

      Picking up the bag, Liam places it in my hand. "Just breathe."

      Doing as he asks, I place the opening of the bag over my mouth, close my eyes, and breathe deeply. Once, twice, three times. It does nothing to calm my racing heart. To stop the heartache in my chest or the tears that continue to stream down my cheeks.

      "What can I do? Please tell me," he pleads. "I'll do anything I can to help, but you have to tell me what you need."

      Liam's been there for me since the day I was born. Two months older than me, we grew up together. Our fathers have been friends since college. That automatically meant we were destined to be friends. The kind of friends you consider family. You celebrate holidays together. Take vacations together.

      Your life is their life.

      You would do anything for each other at the drop of a hat.

      I'm lucky to have Liam in my life. Especially right now.

      Removing the bag from my lips and releasing it, watching as it floats to the hardwoods below, I think about what I want. What I need. "Alcohol."

      One word. That's all I can bring myself to say. And it's the one word I never thought would cross my lips.

      "That's not a good idea." The concern in his voice is sweet, but he said he would do anything, and this is the one thing I need him to do for me.

      "You're right. It's not a good idea," I say, turning to face him. His brow is wrinkled, and his eyes are filled with sorrow. "You know what else isn't a good idea? Cheating on your fiancée on your wedding day with her maid of honor."

      Liam sucks in a deep breath and holds it.

      "So," I continue as he stares at me in shock, "if you don't mind, I'd like a drink. Something strong. And I want out of this dress."

      Standing, I turn my back to him. Knowing what he needs to do, I patiently wait as he slowly unzips my wedding dress and it falls to the floor. Stepping out of the center of the pile, I kick it with the toe of my bright-white satin heel. It barely moves, the weight of the material no match for my shoe.

      Moving to kick it again, Liam wraps his arms around me and holds me tightly against his body.

      In only my corset, garter, and matching white boy shorts, I should feel uncomfortable pressed against Liam's body. I don't. In fact, I don't feel anything right now. I'm numb, inside and out.

      "You're going to survive this. Just like you survive everything else life throws at you. And you don't have to do it alone. I'm right here."

      My body begins to convulse, his words spurring on the tears.

      "I don't know if I can," I say between sobs, my body sagging against his. My legs feel like they're about to give out just as he lifts me off the floor, carrying me into his bedroom.

      "You can. You will. Never doubt how strong you are Cassidy," he states, setting me on the edge of his bed and taking a seat next to me. "Now, about the alcohol."

      "I can handle a few drinks, Liam. I deserve them. I'm not driving. You're stuck with me at least for the night. It's not like I can go home."

      I don't have a home to go home to anymore.

      "Fine, but you at least need to put clothes on. I can't have you walking around my apartment in nothing but lingerie and heels. You'll start giving me ideas," he jokes, nudging my shoulder with his.

      "Fat chance of that," I retort, pushing back against him before standing and twirling. "You don't want any of this. I'm not your type."

      When I spin back around to face Liam, his eyes are focused on the floor between his feet, his hands clasped together between his legs. Legs that are bouncing up and down.

      I've pissed him off, and he won't even look in my direction. He hates it when I talk negatively about myself. Today I don't give a shit. I've earned the right to be self-deprecating if I want to be.

      He could at least laugh at my joke. Try to make a girl feel good about herself. Especially one that just left her cheating-ass fiancé at the altar.

      Moving across the room, I open his dresser and pull out a t-shirt and shorts, slipping them on over my 'lingerie' so he doesn't have to avoid looking at me the rest of the night. It's not like he hasn't seen me in underwear before. Hell, we used to take baths together when were younger. Before I grew boobs, of course.

      "I'm going to go to the store unless you want to change your mind," Liam says from behind me.

      "Nope." I keep my voice strong and steady.

      I hear the front door close behind him as I crawl under the covers and close my eyes. I have about ten minutes to get it all out before he returns. But I don't want to cry anymore.

      Yes, my heart still aches.

      Yes, I'm hurt and angry and confused.

      More than anything, I feel like I've been slapped across the face. Blindsided.

      This couldn't have been the first time they fucked each other. It had to have been going on for a while. How did I not see it? Unless I was at work, I was generally with one of them. Between wedding planning and social engagements, Garrett and I were busy. Kendra was right there with us, helping with the little details. Offering to take care of things for me when the end of the school year had me stressed out.

      If they had been sneaking around, I would have seen the signs. Right?

      Does it even matter now?

      Watching her ride him was enough. There's no doubt in my mind after seeing that. No matter when it started or how long it's been going on, they can have each other now. I want nothing to do with either of them.

      I should have called them out when I caught them. Instead, I ran. Right out the closest set of doors and into Liam's firm chest. My face must have said it all. One look at me and he swooped me up in his arms and carried me away, leaving his date hollering after us.

      My eyes were locked on the church as he drove past. My heart broke a little more when I spotted Liam's father out front. Probably looking for me. Waiting to walk me down the aisle.

      I'll have to apologize to him later. To explain why I disappeared. But not yet. I'm not ready. It was hard enough to get the words out when Liam finally asked what happened. At least with him, I didn't have to sugarcoat things or watch my language.

      I found Garrett fucking Kendra.

      That was my answer. Plain and simple. And because he knows me better than anyone else, he knew not to push me any further. Not that I could have answered any questions if he had asked them.

      I don't know what would possess my best friend to fuck my future husband. I don't know what they were thinking. I'm not sure what I did to deserve their betrayal.

      BANG. BANG. BANG.

      Did Liam forget his key? Why the hell would he beat on the door like that?

      "I know you're in there, Cass. Open up please."

      Oh hell no.

      Tossing back the covers and tiptoeing out the bedroom, I check the peephole to find a distraught looking Garrett on the other side of the door, pacing back and forth.

      "Cassidy, we need to talk," he calls, approaching the door and pressing his ear against the wood.

      Holding my breath, I wait for him to back away. I don't have to wait long before he's pulled away from the door and tossed out of view.

      "What the hell are you doing here, Garrett?" I hear Liam ask, his voice laced with anger.

      "What do you think? I'm looking for Cass. She left me at the altar, man." Garrett brushes his hands down the front of his suit and straightens his shoulders as he speaks. There's a note of confusion in his voice.

      Liam must catch it too.

      "And why do you think that is?"

      "I have no fucking clue, and I can't find her. I'm worried sick."

      "Really. No clue, huh?" Liam is challenging him to admit the truth. I've seen the two of them go back and forth like this once before.

      It didn't end well for Garrett then, and I have a feeling it will be worse this time around. Liam was just a high school jock back then. He thought he knew it all, even if he had no clue. Now, after all his training, he knows how to get information out of people. Confessions are his specialty. With or without evidence present.

      That's probably why he's one of the most sought-after private investigators in the state. He can read a person and tell if they're lying.

      "Look, man, I need to talk to her. Is she here?"

      "Of course she is. That doesn't mean she wants to talk to you, though. Not today, maybe not ever." Liam steps up to Garrett, close enough for their chests to touch. It's a warning, and Garrett knows it. Liam's protecting me. He always has and always will.

      Garrett knows this. It took him months to accept it when we first started dating in high school. He never understood our relationship. How a guy and girl could be friends without there being a romantic element to the relationship.

      Maybe because he can't just be friends with the opposite sex.

      Judging by his recent indiscretions, I'm guessing that's a big part of it.

      "Why are you making it sound like I did something wrong?" Garrett asks, taking a step back and out of view through the peephole.

      "You tell me. Done anything lately that you're not proud of? Anything that might make Cass want to leave you? Anything at all?"

      "Of course not," Garrett quickly answers before Liam's even finished.

      "Then I guess you have nothing to worry about. She'll call you when she's ready to talk." Pushing past Garrett, Liam slides his key in the lock, forcing me to step away from the door.

      "Wait," Garrett says. "Can you at least tell her I'm sorry and that I love her?"

      "That depends," Liam counters as he steps inside the apartment, our eyes meeting briefly before his body shields me from Garrett. "Are you sorry it happened or sorry you were caught?"

      Then he slams the door on Garrett's answer.

      Does he even realize I caught him? That I saw them fucking in the dressing room? Is he deluded enough to think that I would leave him for no good reason?

      We were happy and in love this morning. I kissed him goodbye before heading to the church to meet with my bridal party. It was our day. What was supposed to be the best day of my life. The beginning of our forever.

      And now . . .

      Now I'm wearing Liam's clothes, hiding from the one man I thought was the future. I can't go home because I have no home. Garrett will be there, waiting for me. It's his house. The one he bought before I moved back home. The one he convinced me to move into with him after he remodeled the kitchen specifically so I would have my dream kitchen.

      It was supposed to be the house we raised our children in. The house that we spent the rest of our lives in. It was the beginning of so many things and now I only view it as the end of everything.

      It doesn't matter what he's sorry for, or that he's sorry at all. I'm not willing to forgive him. I don't want to. Not now and maybe not ever.

      Liam places his hands on my shoulders. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah."

      "You don't look okay. You look like shit, Cass." There's a smile on his face as he says it. Normally, I'd swat him in the abs, he'd pretend I hurt him, and we'd have a good laugh.

      I'm not in the mood today.

      "Next time you find the love of your life cheating on you, I'll make sure to tell you how shitty you look," I snip at him, immediately feeling guilty.

      He's done nothing but support me. Take care of me. Hold me while I cried. He rescued me from the church, brought me here, and now he's trying to protect me from getting hurt any further.

      I should at least be nice to him.

      "No one would ever cheat on me. I'm a master between the sheets."

      And just like that, he’s brushed off my bitchy comment and tried to make me smile once again. Damn him for being such an amazing person. I'm the luckiest girl alive. I couldn't ask for a better friend in life, especially right now.

      I look around him for the bag I saw him carrying in the hall. "Alcohol?"

      "Yes, I brought you alcohol, but before I give you any, I want to make sure you really want to drink it. Not just because you're sad and depressed. Not because you're angry. Yes, it will help you forget for a minute, but it will not erase what happened. It's a temporary fix, and you know it."

      "Thanks, Dad. I'll take my drink now." My irritation doesn't seem to faze him. Letting out a sigh when he doesn't reply, I try a different approach. "Look, I know it sounds irrational. I know I never drink, and for good reason. It's not like I've never drank before. It was a vow I made years ago and one I'd like to break, if only for the night. I can handle it, promise. Plus, it's not like I'm going anywhere. I won't be driving, and no one will be here but you. I trust you, Liam, and I trust that you won't let me lose control."

      Trust is not something I give easily. I make people earn it. For good reason. Sadly, some people don't think much about trust and toss it in the trash when presented with something sinful.

      "I know. I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were doing. I know your head’s not screwed on right at the moment. It's a mess up there. I can see it in your eyes. I'd hate for you to pile on anything else."

      Liam releases my shoulders, then disappears into the kitchen. I hear the sound of glasses clinking seconds later.

      He has a point.

      All drinking is going to do is shove me further down the rabbit hole. Unfortunately, I'd rather think about the reason I don't drink, while I'm drunk, than the reason I decided to drink today.

      "What is it?" I sniff the drink but get nothing more than the scent of soda and fizz up my nose.

      "My favorite. Spiced rum and coke."

      Raising his glass, Liam waits for me to follow suit before reciting the same words he did the last time I drank.

      "To your mom and dad. May they rest in peace."

      A single tear escapes as I gulp down my entire drink. I hand my glass back to Liam. "I'll take another."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My head is pounding. I can hear voices off in the distance, but when I open my eyes, the room is too bright, and I immediately close them again. Rolling over, I reach for a pillow, smother my head with it, and attempt to go back to sleep, but the throbbing is getting louder.

      UGH!

      Why do I feel like shit this morning?

      What did I do last nigh—

      Oh, God!

      Where am I?

      Feeling my surroundings, I conclude I'm not in my bed. The sheets are too soft. There aren’t enough pillows. Then my hands run across a warm spot next to me.

      Liam's house.

      I spent the night here after—

      Oh, yeah.

      After my life was turned upside down.

      After my fiancé decided to fuck my best friend.

      After I ran out of the church like my dress was on fire.

      But before I decided that rum and coke was my new favorite drink.

      I crack open one eye and peek out from under the pillow. It takes a minute to focus, but yes, I’m in Liam’s bed. Safe and sound. Alone, at least now I am.

      Liam's door is open. The voices coming from the living room are both male. They're hushed, so I can't make out who’s talking, but I'm assuming one is Liam. The other could be anyone.

      Rolling back over, I remove the pillow and force myself into a sitting position. That's when I spot the bottle of water and two little white pills on the bedside table. I'm going to need those.

      Tossing back the pills, I crack the seal on the bottle, the sound echoing through the room and causing me to cringe. I swallow a few gulps along with the pills and am about to slide off the bed when someone clears their throat behind me.

      "Feel like shit, don't you?" Liam asks.

      "Nope," I lie. "I feel like a million bucks."

      My words lose their conviction when I stumble getting out of bed, catching the bedspread and pulling it to the floor with me.

      Liam's there in an instant to help me up, a wicked grin on his face. He's not even trying to hold back his laugh, and I don't blame him. If I can't even stand up this morning, I probably look like shit as well.

      "My father's here," he states, releasing my hand once he's certain I can stand on my own.

      Shit!

      "You might want to fix your hair before you come out. He wants to talk to you."

      Of course he does. Because just like his son, Michael Fell is nothing if not protective of his own. That includes me. I'm family. I'm the daughter he never had.

      Liam closes the door behind him, leaving me to figure out my next move. I need to get a good look at myself, so I slip into the bathroom and immediately wish I hadn't. Crawling back in bed sounds like the best option.

      My hair, which was once pinned back perfectly with every hair in place, is sticking out in all directions. Pins hang loosely from strands, yet the bun behind my right ear looks undisturbed.

      If I take it down, my hair is going to be kinky and out of control. If I leave it up, I'm going to need a can of hair spray to fix it, and I have a feeling Liam doesn't have any hidden in here. Plenty of women have stayed here, I'm sure, but he makes it a point not to let them leave anything behind when they go.

      He's a womanizer. A playboy. From what I've heard—because he refuses to talk to me about that part of his life, he always has—he's very clear when it comes to his expectations.

      Take what you brought with you. He'll call you if he wants to see you again. He doesn't do relationships.

      And apparently, he tells them all this up front.

      Which is why when he left his date to fend for herself yesterday, she didn't call or come banging on his door expecting an apology. She knew she wouldn't get one.

      Slowly and carefully, I begin pulling out pins and letting my hair free. For every pin I find, there are two more hidden beneath the outer layer of my hair. By the time my hair is flowing freely down my back, there's a pile of pins on the counter bigger than I imagined. There had to be at least a hundred pins holding my hair back, and I'm wondering if I actually got them all out.

      I massage my sore scalp for a minute before searching the bathroom for something to smooth out the knots I created. The only thing I can find it a small comb, so I wet it and start the tedious process of running it through the long strands of hair until I'm satisfied enough that Michael won't panic when he looks at me.

      As soon as my hair is under control, I wash my face and use Liam's toothbrush to get rid of the layer of sugar on my teeth. There's a reason I don't like drinking soda. It leaves a film on my teeth and a bad taste in my mouth. I guess it could have been the rum that left that taste.

      Running my hands over my long locks one last time, I take a deep breath and then open Liam's door. Michael is waiting for me on the other side, his arms wide open. Walking into them, I'm in tears before he even wraps them around me.

      "I'm so sorry, baby girl. He's a worthless piece of shit. Better you found out now, before you married him."

      He knows.

      I didn't tell him, yet he knows.

      Pushing out of his embrace, I whip around and search the room for Liam.

      "He went to get food. He knew you'd be pissed he told me, so he ran before you could yell at him."

      "That asshole," I curse under my breath.

      "That asshole loves you. He'd do anything for you, including telling me the truth so you didn't have to."

      Damn it. He has a good point. I wasn't looking forward to telling him. In fact, I wasn't planning on saying anything if I didn't have to. Liam saved me the trouble of lying to him, something I'd rather not do.

      "I know." I let out a deep breath and take a seat on the couch. "I'd rather not talk about it if you don't mind. I'm so embarrassed."

      "Why? You have nothing to be embarrassed about. He's the one who should, though. He made the mistake. He fucked up. When people find out why there was no wedding, why you left him, they'll be proud of you, and their anger and hatred will be directed toward him. Hold your head high, baby girl. You're better than that. Better than him. You always have been."

      He sure knows how to make a girl feel special, whether I want to believe him or not. My heart might still ache and my head may be pounding against my skull, but I feel a little lighter now. Better. Not healed by any means, but ready to face all the challenges I have ahead of me.

      And there are going to be plenty.

      Starting with moving out of Garrett's house.

      To where is the big question of the day. I can't cramp Liam's style by getting drunk and passing out in his bed every night. I feel bad enough about last night. I'm sure he had better plans than dealing with me and my pity party. Not that he would have left me alone even if I had tried to push him out the door.

      "What are you going to do?" Michael asks, his voice sounding distant. When I turn, he's no longer in the living room.

      Following the sound of his voice, I round the corner into the kitchen as the front door opens, the smell of greasy fries permeating the air.

      "Is it safe?" Liam whispers through the open door.

      "Define safe," I state firmly, snatching the brown bag from his hands.

      "Are you mad?"

      "Why would I be mad?" The condescending tone in my voice fades as I shove a fry in my mouth. "I mean, you told your father my personal business and then ran away so you didn't have to deal with the consequences."

      I stuff another fry in my mouth to hide the smirk I can feel growing as Liam finally steps inside and closes the door behind him.

      "You do realize that he's standing behind you trying not to laugh, right?"

      Looking over my shoulder, I see Michael covering his mouth with his hand, his eyes glistening in the light from the kitchen. Yep. He's laughing at me.

      "Fine. I'm not mad at you but only because your daddy made me feel better. You should thank him."

      Leaving the two of them to talk, I retreat to the kitchen for plates and napkins. My fingers are already covered in a thin layer of salt and grease. The restaurant Liam lives above has the best fries in town, and their burgers aren't that bad either. We tend to hang out there more often than we should, so they know what I like.

      Tons of salt on my fries and extra mayo to dip them in.

      "You don't look as bad as you did when I left you," Liam praises as I hand him his plate.

      He always orders something boring. Today's choice is a turkey club on wheat bread with a side of sweet potato fries. He eats healthier than anyone I know. He runs every morning, and it always seems like he's at the gym when I call. He's fit but not bulky. With as much effort as he puts into keeping his body in shape, I'd expect him to have bulging muscles or something.

      Nope.

      He's just Liam.

      He looks the same as he did in high school. The same as he has since he hit puberty the summer we turned thirteen.

      That was fun.

      He suddenly grew four inches, his voice deepened, and he put on a good chunk of weight. Not fat, muscle.

      I remember going away for soccer camp and coming back to find my best friend grew up without me.

      Then it was my turn.

      It was as if my body knew his had changed, so mine jumped on the train and started to as well. My boobs blossomed, the leg hair that had been starting to grow was now in need of being shaved, and I received my first visit from Aunt Flo.

      I hated her then, and I hate her now.

      The one thing that didn't change that summer was our friendship. If anything, we grew closer. It didn't matter that we were growing up and finding ourselves. That our bodies were changing. We were bound and determined not to lose each other through the process, and we didn't.

      "Thanks. I still have a little bit of a headache, but I think it was because of all the pins in my hair."

      "Or the bottle of rum you drank last night," he mutters under his breath loud enough for his father to hear.

      "Rum, huh? I thought you gave that stuff up," Michael notes, stabbing his salad with his fork.

      How do you explain to the man who raised you as his own, who's like a father to you, that you’re broken? That it was the only thing you thought would erase the visions and dull the pain?

      You don't.

      He knows why I drank last night. He knows how hard it was for me to take that first sip.

      He should also know I don't plan to make a habit of it.

      Last night was . . . the exception to the rule.

      Was it a mistake? Maybe. Do I regret it? A little. Would I do it again? Probably.

      And if he asks, that's what I'll tell him.

      Why?

      Because for a little while, I forgot why I was drinking. I forgot my fiancé fucked my best friend and threw away our relationship like it was a piece of trash. Threw me away.

      For that same period of time, I wasn't thinking about my parents. About their absence on the biggest day of my life. Or the fact my own father couldn't walk me down the aisle and give me away.

      What I was thinking about was how tingly my body was. How my jaw hurt from laughing at Liam's stupid antics.

      And in those moments, everything felt okay.

      My life wasn't falling apart.

      The future was still bright.

      And even though I literally couldn't hold my head up, it felt like I was. Like I was strong enough to get through this, through anything. Because I wasn't alone.

      I was at my lowest point, but I knew I'd get back up. I'd been pushed down, but I wasn't going to stay down. I was a fighter—

      Shit!

      I think I tried to fight Liam last night. Actually fight him. As in, fists swinging.

      "I did," I finally answer Michael as I feel the heat creep onto my cheeks. Liam and Michael are both staring at me, each with one eyebrow raised.

      When I don't elaborate on my answer, they return their attention to their meals and we eat in silence. As soon as lunch is cleaned up, Michael heads home to spend the remainder of his day with his wife, Betty. According to him, she wanted to come over and see for herself that I was okay but didn't want to overwhelm me with visitors since they didn't know what had happened yet.

      I'm sure she'll make it a point to see me later this week, if not call me tonight once he tells her what's going on.

      "So, we need to talk about your next move, Cass. I know you don't want to think about it, and things happened really quick, but I can't let you go back to that house. I’m guessing you don't want to either."

      Liam's settled on the couch, and I was about to sit next to him when the tone of his voice put me on edge. There's concern mixed with anger. Not toward me, toward the situation. I heard it when he said “that house” and then his voice softened.

      Pacing the length of the area rug in front of the couch, I contemplate my options. The very few I have.

      With school out for the summer, I could take off for a while. Travel and try to heal. I have a little bit of money saved up that we were planning on spending on our honeymoon. It's enough to last me a few weeks but not much longer.

      The sensible option would be to take that money and put a security deposit down on an apartment here in town. I can pick up a waitressing job for the summer to make extra cash until school resumes in the fall. After that, I'll have to pinch my pennies, but I'll survive.

      I survived on less in college.

      My need to get away outweighs the sensible option. Still, after thinking it over for what feels like hours and talking it through with Liam, I decide to stay in town.

      I can run from my problems, but I can't hide. It's a temporary fix, just like last night’s downward spiral.

      "Or," Liam begins, "and please, just humor me for a second. You can move in here and have someone to come home to at night. You won't be alone. You can come and go as you please. I won't charge you much for rent as long as you help me keep it clean and bake me something sweet every now and then."

      "You want me to be your roommate?"

      We spent four years at the same college. Hours from home. Struggling to pay our bills, and we never once lived together. The idea never crossed my mind.

      "Why not?"

      "Won't that be weird when you bring home your next conquest?" I joke, but in all reality, it was the first thing that popped into my mind. I don't want to hear him banging her through the walls.

      "That's what a ball gag is for."

      Liam attempts to keep a straight face but breaks down in hysterical laughter before I can even comprehend what he said. When I do, I join him in laughter, plopping down on the couch next to him.

      "What about your office? You need it." My protest is weak. I kind of like the idea of staying here. Even if this is only temporary.

      "The nice thing about a laptop is that it's portable, Cass. Just consider it. I'd feel better if I could keep an eye on you for a while, and as much as you don't want to admit it, I know you feel the same."

      Damn him for always being right. I love that he knows me so well, but it also sucks sometimes.
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      Five days is a long time to stay in one place. To lock yourself away from the rest of the world and feel sorry for yourself. A long time not to smell fresh air or feel the breeze brush your face.

      The closest I've come to the outside world is staring out Liam's living room window at the downtown shopping mall below. I feel like a castaway locked in a castle as I stare down at the people moving around below, going on with their lives as the summer sun beats down on them. Shopping and dining out. Some headed to yoga, others to the art studio across the street.

      So I live vicariously through each one of them. I imagine grabbing an ice cream cone from down the block or trying on the sundress I've been staring at in the window of the upscale boutique on the corner. Because five days is a long time, but it's not long enough to heal, as evidenced by the events of this morning.

      When Liam suggested we go to Garrett's and start moving me out, my body shut down. I forgot to breathe for a few seconds, and then a panic attack followed.

      The thought of seeing him, of stepping foot back through those doors, sent a wave of nausea through me. The last time I saw him, his head was tilted back, his eyes closed, as Kendra bounced up and down on his lap. He was gripping her hips as he thrust upward, her dress riding up a little each time to reveal the tattoo on her outer thigh.

      Thinking about Garrett brings back that image every time.

      I've lost all memories of the way he used to smile at me. The feel of his hand wrapped around mine. How our bodies always felt like they were made for each other every time he wrapped his arms around me after sex.

      It's all gone.

      I know it happened. I know there was a time when even the sight of him would make my heart skip a beat, but I can't feel it anymore. I can't feel anything. It's as if my heart’s been removed from my chest. If I couldn't hear it beat every time I laid my head on my pillow, I'd believe it wasn't in there anymore.

      Still, I know I need to go back there eventually. To move out so I can begin to move on.

      "Are you ready?" Liam asks as we take the elevator down to the main floor of his building.

      He went back to the church and picked up my car yesterday along with everything else I left in the bridal suite. My phone was long dead, and even though I've charged it, I have yet to turn it back on. There's no one I want to talk to who doesn't know how to contact me, but there are plenty of people I'd rather not speak with yet.

      Both of them have been blowing up Liam's phone for the last few days. He finally blocked their numbers in hopes they'd get the message. Garrett's been relentless. He's stopped over every day before and after work to try and talk to me. That's how I know he won't be home right now.

      "No, but I need to get it over with," I confess as the door slides open into the foyer of the lobby.

      "I have plenty of boxes in my truck. All you have to do is fill them up. My dad said he'd meet us over there if you needed anything heavy moved."

      "I don't want much. Just my clothes and personal items. He can keep the rest. It'll just be a reminder of the shitstorm that is my life right now. I don't need that."

      As true as that statement is, I'm still thinking about a few things I might want to take. Things we've acquired together that once had a sentimental value to them. Things I know he'd miss if they aren't there when he gets home.

      I don't plan on keeping them long.

      For instance, our engagement photo that's framed on the mantel I'm planning on burning, along with any of his band T-shirts I can find. They’re his favorites, and they can't be replaced. A few are even signed.

      Then there's the swing on the front porch he built for me last summer right after I moved in. If Liam can find the sledgehammer, I plan to break it into as many pieces as I can manage. It'll be the first thing he sees when he pulls in the driveway, and he'll know it was me.

      Lastly, there's his collection of comic books. The value is astronomical. He's been collecting them since he was a kid, and all but a few are in mint condition. I won't destroy them, but I do plan on taking them with me. He can have them back when I'm satisfied he's suffered enough. Maybe I'll send them back one at a time.

      Liam does a drive-by to make sure there's no sign of Garrett before backing into the driveway. I pull up in front of the house, parking my Jeep in front of the rose bushes I planted last fall. They're in full bloom now, the vibrant red of the petals accenting the red shutters on the house.

      "Where do you want to start?" Liam asks as I push open the front door and drop my keys on the table.

      "If you want to start in my office, I'll take the bedroom."

      "What all do you want from your office?"

      Everything, I think to myself. It's full of books, teaching materials, and my personal collection of sugar skull decorations. Garrett spent his extra money on comic books he would read once and then place back in the plastic sleeve for safe keeping. I spent mine on cool-looking statues and lamps covered in sugar skulls.

      "Why don't we stick together and work room to room," I suggest, opening the door to my office and motioning for him to go in ahead of me.

      Liam's been to the house a million times since I moved in, but I don't recall him ever coming in here. There was no reason for him to. For anyone to be in here, actually. Gatherings were confined to the living room and kitchen, the backyard in the summertime. The farthest people traveled into the depths of the house was the bathroom and that was close to the kitchen.

      "Jesus, Cass. Your collection has really grown since the last time I helped you move." He sets down a stack of boxes. As he begins putting the first one together, the pull of the tape gun across the box like nails on a chalkboard, he glances around the room. When his eyes meet mine, there's a hint of laughter in them. "We may not have enough boxes."

      Rolling my eyes, I flip him off, and we begin working in silence. Every shelf is cleared. Every knickknack and book packed away for another day.

      "You should put this in your back seat. It won't fit in a box and I don't want it to break."

      Liam hands me the lamp that sits on the edge of my desk. It was my very first piece with sugar skulls on it. He bought it for me in high school for my birthday. He's to blame for my addiction, and he knows it.

      The lamp doesn't work anymore, it hasn't in years, but I can't bring myself to tell him that. He'd run out and buy me a replacement, and that's not what I want. This one holds more sentimental value than anything else I own.

      Taking the lamp from him, I step into the hall and set it on the floor outside the door. We have a few things left to pack, and then we'll move on to the bedroom. It's just down the hall. The door is open. The covers are tossed back on Garrett's side of the bed, and his pillow hangs off the edge.

      Staring at his pillow for a few long seconds, I don't hear Liam sneak up behind me. When he places his hands on my waist, I startle, jumping forward and almost tripping over my own feet. Thankfully he held on and caught me before I fell forward.

      "Ready to tackle your closet?" he asks as I pull out of his grasp.

      "Yeah, sure." My words lack the confidence I was hoping they might have.

      Raising an eyebrow at me suspiciously, he opens his mouth to speak when I hear the front door open and then slam closed.

      "Cassidy!" Garrett hollers, causing me to cringe. What the hell is he doing here? He's supposed to be at work. We have hours before his shift is over. His boss would let him leave early from time to time, but not this early. It's not even time for lunch yet.

      Liam steps in front of me as I hear Garrett's footfalls get closer.

      "Get out of my way. I need to talk to her," he demands.

      "Now is not the time," Liam counters, straightening his broad shoulders.

      He's a few inches taller than Garrett and in better shape. All he'd have to do is throw one punch and Garrett would be on the ground. Not that I want him to start throwing punches, but if it came to that, there's no doubt in my mind Liam would be able to take him.

      "You're in my house. Trespassing."

      "We used a key. The key you gave her. This is as much her house as it is yours, but feel free to call the cops if you want. I'm sure they'd love to waste a trip over here when they could be out helping someone who's actually in need."

      "Don't you mean call your friends. What good would that do me? They all know you. They'd take your side before I could even explain what was happening."

      The cops are not Liam's friends, but I don't correct Garrett. He works with them, helps them when they need it. Most private investigators do. Liam doesn't have to work within the red tape law enforcement does, so when they need information they're not legally allowed to gather, they call him.

      And Liam never lets them down.

      So in a way, I guess they are his friends but more so his colleagues.

      "Why don't you explain it to me. What do you think’s happening here, Garrett?"

      "For starters, you're stealing things from my house. I could have you arrested for that."

      I guess that means I probably shouldn't take his comic books. I don't want to give him any ammunition against me. I just want him to disappear. I don't want to see his face ever again if I don't have to.

      "Nothing in any box belongs to you."

      "You broke into my house."

      "Like I said, we used a key. A key that belongs to someone whose mail is delivered here, making this her permanent address."

      "But you don't live here, and I'd like you to leave."

      Liam doesn't respond. If he's thinking of what to say next, he's taking his time. That's when I notice him clenching his fists at his sides.

      He's not thinking about what he wants to say. He's trying to remain calm.

      Truthfully, so am I. Garrett is making this harder than it has to be. He's the one who screwed up. He's smart enough to know I'm not going to forgive him.

      "I invited him here, so that makes him my guest. He's not leaving," I find myself saying as I step around Liam. His hand falls on my shoulder, but I press onward. Nothing is going to stop me from taking control of this situation.

      It's time to show Garrett I'm not afraid of him. That I'm strong and that he hasn't destroyed me. I can put on a brave front for a few minutes. If nothing else, Liam has my back if I need him to.

      "Cass," Garrett says, his voice softening the moment he sees me.

      "Don't call me that. Only my friends call me that. You can call me Cassidy, but I'd rather you never utter my name again. You lost the right to speak to me after what you did."

      My heart is racing as I stare at the man who I once thought was the only man I'd ever love. Even after we broke up in college, I always hoped we'd get our second chance. That one day we'd be able to rekindle the love we once had for each other.

      The distance had been too much for either of us to handle. We tried to make it work, but after only a few months, I knew we had to call it quits. I was miserable. Talking on the phone made it worse. I couldn't concentrate on school, and he was spending all his time traveling back and forth because I didn't have a car.

      When I was offered a position at the elementary school teaching fourth grade, I jumped at the opportunity. Not only could I move back to the only place I'd ever lived, but I would be close to my friends and the little family I had left in this world.

      Then it happened. I ran into Garrett the first night I was back in town. Liam and I were at the bar, celebrating with his parents, and he appeared out of nowhere. Like it was meant to be. And when I looked in his eyes, I still saw the love he held for me in his heart.

      We were getting our second chance at happily ever after.

      "Cassidy, I'm not sure what happened, but I'm sorry for whatever it was. You know how much I love you. I lost you once, and I don't want to lose you again. Please," he begs. "Talk to me. Alone."

      He glances in Liam's direction before his eyes reconnect with mine. They're filled with uncertainty and sorrow. What I don't see is confusion.

      He knows he's been caught, but the fucker refuses to admit it. Does he think I'm stupid? That'd I'd leave him for no reason at all? That it was cold feet? He must be delusional.

      "There's nothing to talk about, Garrett. You know exactly what you did. The way I see it, you made your bed and you can lie in it. Both of you. You deserve each other. I can't believe I didn't see you for who you really were before now. You're a disgusting pig who's only been after one thing. And you know what, now you can have it whenever you want it. From whoever is willing to give it to you, but you'll never have me again.

      "You can only make the same mistake once. The second time it's called a choice. I've made my choice in this situation. I'm leaving. I don't ever want to see you or speak to you again."

      His eyes grow wide at the hate I've spewed toward him. Never once have I ever spoken to him this way, and maybe that's my fault. I've always treated him with the respect I thought he deserved, but I was wrong. Respect, like trust, needs to be earned.

      It can also be lost in the blink of an eye.

      Neither of them deserves the respect or trust I gave them. Neither of them will ever be able to repair their relationship with me, no matter how hard they try. Because I deserve better. I deserve people who care about me as much as I care about them.

      "Cass—"

      "We're done here," I say, taking a step back and standing next to Liam. When I look up at him, he's smiling down at me, his eyes sparkling with pride.

      Garrett's face tightens, his lips pursed. If he were a cartoon character, steam would be coming out of his ears. The thought brings a smile to my face as I watch him storm out of the house.

      As soon as the front door slams, my body collapses against Liam's, and his arm wraps around me. His support means the world to me. I wouldn't have been able to confront Garrett if he hadn't been standing behind me, ready to jump in if needed. Just having him close make me stronger.

      Everyone should be as lucky as I am to have a Liam in their life.
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      It’s my first day alone since the wedding. Well, since it didn't happen, I should say.

      Two weeks.

      I've managed to finally get settled here. Liam's made life as easy as possible on me, which I appreciate more than he'll ever know. He doesn't push me to talk when he can see I'm having a bad day. He'll let me sulk, cry on his shoulder, and then after the tears are dried up, he forces me to smile and have fun again.

      Last night he even let me kick his ass at Monopoly for the first time in my life. Key word being he let me win. According to him anyway. He was playing as he usually does. Buying the properties he's partial to. Building houses and hotels.

      But luck was not on his side.

      I was able to avoid all his green properties, the ones with hotels on them, three trips around the board in a row, but he kept landing on my reds that also had hotels. He was putting out more than he was bringing in, and eventually I was able to bankrupt him.

      Tonight he made plans for us to go out. Our friends are having a combined bachelor and bachelorette party. I'm not sure I'm ready to socialize on that large a scale, but I've been assured neither Kendra nor Garrett will be there. Their invitations have been revoked after word spread about what happened.

      Kendra couldn't keep her mouth shut or her legs together.

      Not to mention, they were seen together last weekend. Making out at the movie theater like teenagers. Actually, making out is a tame description of what they were found doing in the back row. According to Sasha, the bride-to-be, Kendra was trying to eat his face while she straddled him. The blush in her cheeks when she told me said more than anything.

      Not that I wanted more details. It was hard enough explaining I already knew about their affair after she told me. Because, even though rumors were floating around about the potential reasons the wedding was canceled, no one assumed it was because Garrett couldn't keep it in his pants.

      They assumed we had a fight.

      One of us got cold feet.

      There was even a rumor I left him for Liam because someone saw us driving away from the church together.

      That one was fun to extinguish. Especially since we're living together now.

      That's the thing about having a close-knit group of friends. They know everything about you. Know how you got every scar. Were there for you through every heartbreak. They've celebrated countless birthdays with you and were your shoulder to cry on when times were dark.

      The six of us were inseparable in high school. Sure, we had other friends. We ran in different circles. We each had our own unique personality and direction in life. But we'd also been friends since the beginning, and we’d planned to stay that way.

      Liam was the leader. The jock. The football player all the girls drooled over. You'd think he was the quarterback, but that wasn't the case. He was a receiver, and for every touchdown he scored, there were two more girls lining up to get a date with him. It was ridiculous sometimes.

      Then there was me. I was a tomboy back in the day. I preferred to hang out with guys rather than girls. They didn't judge you as hard. They were more laid back. Not to mention, I preferred going fishing over shopping, and playing baseball rather than painting my nails. Not that I didn't have girlfriends. There was Kendra . . .

      The bitch. It's not a new nickname. Neither is slut.

      She slept her way through the baseball and football team in high school. She was the first person I knew to lose her virginity, years before I did.

      She was also the most popular girl in school. Not just with the guys. Girls wanted to hang out with her. To be like her. I remember how freshman would follow her around like lost puppies our senior year, waiting for her to acknowledge them.

      Why we were friends still at that point, I don't know. She was mean and stuck up. Never toward me, but with others. People she didn't want to hang around with. People who weren't good enough for a moment of her time.

      Kendra's rise in popularity also meant we didn't see each other as much. While she was going to parties on the weekends, I was hanging out with the guys and keeping things low-key. Liam and I would occasionally attend a party if the football team was throwing it, but otherwise, we had our own gatherings.

      That's when Sasha and I grew closer. She was a lot like me back then. Quiet. Preferred the company of guys over girls outside the bedroom, unlike Kendra. Maybe it was because she had always been shy or because she was dating one of our other friends, but whatever the reason, we always seemed to gravitate toward each other.

      Her boyfriend Kevin was a little quirky too. He was a techie. Liked to take things apart to see how they worked and try to put them back together. If something was broken, he thought he could fix it. Most of the time, he couldn't, but that didn't stop him from trying.

      His best friend was Aaron, the funny guy of the group. Aaron is loud and borderline obnoxious at times. He's always picking on someone, making a joke, or doing something that is meant to garner a laugh. He has the biggest heart of any of the guys, and I used to call him my teddy bear. In high school, he was a little hefty, the biggest of all three of the guys in the group. Since then he's dropped a ton of weight, making him the same size as Liam almost.

      I still call him teddy bear when he walks in the room, though. I always will.

      Garrett was the new kid. That's how he worked his way into the group. He wasn't a founding member, hadn't been with us since the beginning, but because we started dating, they welcomed him with open arms. That had never happened before. Not with any of the guys I had dated and certainly not with any of the girls Liam spent time with.

      Our relationship became serious, and suddenly our group went from six to seven members overnight. He got along with everyone. There was no tension or animosity at first. Aside from him questioning me about my relationship with Liam when we first started dating, things were smooth sailing. It's like he had been around for years instead of months. It wasn't until just before graduation that I noticed the change in the dynamic.

      Liam was on edge and avoiding everyone. Garrett seemed to be upset and standoffish as well.

      Kendra was the one to point out the great divide, and once she did, it was like my eyes were open for the first time.

      I was leaving for college in the fall. Liam was coming with me. We'd both been accepted to the same university, and I was excited to have Liam by my side for my next journey in life.

      Garrett wasn't. Excited or going with me.

      They had never become the best of friends. Sure, they could hang out in a group setting, but you'd never catch them alone together. Kevin and Garrett would play video games together. Aaron and Garrett would go to the comic book store together. But never once did Liam and Garrett ever do anything outside the group.

      Jealousy was rearing its ugly head, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Maybe that's why I tried to keep my relationship with Garrett going for so long that first year. But it was just too hard. There was too much distance between us, and he was always worried I was hanging out with Liam. Alone. As if something was going to happen between us. He couldn't wrap his head around the fact we were just friends.

      He didn't trust me, and I couldn't deal with that. I didn't want to be in a relationship with someone who had so little faith in my ability to remain faithful to them. It hurt, and eventually the pain became too overwhelming.

      Now I wonder if his own infidelities were a burden on his conscience. Was he the one cheating and deflecting any signs by pointing the finger in my direction? I could see him doing that.

      "Cass," Liam calls, the jingle of his keys as they hit the glass dish on the table a clear sign he's home.

      "In my room. I need help."

      I've been trying to zip up this dress for the last fifteen minutes. I promised him I would be ready to go when he got home, and this zipper is making me a liar.

      TAP. TAP. TAP.

      "Are you decent?"

      "Partially," I reply, pulling the door open. Liam has his hands on either side of the doorframe, and he's leaning forward. He looks exhausted. He left for work before I woke up this morning. His note said he had to help with a missing persons case and that he'd be gone all day.

      I woke up twelve hours ago and haven't heard from him since. I missed him working from home today. I found myself wanting to call out to him. To ask questions. Someone to talk to. He's normally always here, and the fact he wasn't threw my entire day off. So much so I almost forgot to eat lunch.

      "My zipper is caught on something, and I need you to fix it or else we're going to be late."

      Turning so he can see the issue, I try to push past the indecisive feelings that are beginning to creep in.

      I don't want to go to this party. Everyone I know in one room, celebrating the happy couple. Been there, done that. Last time, I was the one hosting the party. I was part of the happy couple.

      But I'm not a bitch like Kendra. I'll go. I'll smile. I'll fake it for as long as I can, and then I'll come home and wallow in my misery alone.

      Liam tugs at the zipper and frees it, pulling it down first and then all the way up to the base of my spine.

      "What was the problem?" I ask, flattening my hands against the tight fit of my bodice.

      "Um, your thong was stuck in the way."

      Looking over my shoulder, I find Liam's cheeks are slightly heated, and I resist the urge to laugh. Liam has seen me practically naked before. As recently as when he helped me out of my wedding dress a couple weeks ago. Why seeing my thong would have any effect on him, I have no idea, but it's adorable.

      "Are you gonna get changed?" I ask, spinning to face him.

      He assesses me, his eyes traveling from the dip in the front of my dress to the tips of my heels before he speaks.

      "Yeah. Give me five minutes."

      He's gone before I can press him about his odd behavior. He's been acting weird for over a week now. Tiptoeing around me all day long. Popping in my room to make sure I'm okay when he should be working.

      Hell, he hasn't even gone on a date since I moved in. Not that I'm all that disappointed about it because the last thing I want to hear is him giving it to some chick in the room next door. I can't imagine the walls are soundproof.

      When I asked him if he was bringing a date tonight, he chuckled but nodded. A twinge of disappointment speared my heart. I may be willing to face my friends tonight and fake happiness for a few hours, but I wasn't ready to do it alone. Leaning on Liam was my game plan for tonight.

      Thankfully, it still is. I'm his date for the party. It's like he knew I would need him to help me through this.

      Unfortunately it feels like I need him to get through everything right now. I'm leaning on him at every turn, and even though I want to stand on my own two feet, I keep falling down the rabbit hole and Liam is there to catch me before I hit the ground.

      Five minutes turns into twenty. When Liam finally emerges from his room, I'm surprised to find him wearing the same suit jacket he was earlier but a different shirt. One that matched the silver of my dress.

      "Snazzy," I remark, pinching the material of his shirt for emphasis.

      "Thanks."

      "I didn't even know you owned anything but white or black dress shirts."

      Even though he works from home, Liam keeps a strict dress code. If he's working in conjunction with an agency or the police, he wears a black suit with either a black or white shirt. If he's undercover or following someone, you'll find him in a hooded black sweatshirt and dark jeans.

      I've never seen him change it up.

      Hell, he was in a black suit and white dress shirt when he rescued me outside the chapel and the invitation said to dress casual. Don't get me wrong, he looks great in a suit. He fills them out perfectly, giving off an air or professionalism but also a sexy vibe that says, "I make the suit look good, it doesn't make me look good," if you know what I mean.

      "My parents bought me this for Christmas a few years ago, so it took me a minute to find it in the back of my closet."

      "And you decided to wear it because . . ." I let my voice trail off. There has to be a good reason behind why he wanted us to match tonight.

      "Well, you look like that," he begins motioning up and down my body, so I twirl around and throw my arms out, a huge grin on my face.

      "I look good," I state firmly.

      "Yes, and that's part of the problem. There are going to be horny, single guys all over the place tonight."

      Is he really afraid someone is going to hit on me? That's ridiculous. Most of the people going to this thing tonight know me. They know Garrett. Hell, they probably think we got married already.

      They're not going to be trying to pick me up, and even if they were that bold, I'm not interested. I'm not ready to date yet. It'll be a while before I'm willing to put myself out there again.

      "I can handle myself. Plus, you wearing a silver shirt is not going to stop stupid idiots from hitting on me."

      "It might stop them if they get the impression you've already moved on."

      My jaw drops open when I realize what he's insinuating. He wants people to think we're dating so they stay away from me. And the subtle way he planned to do it was to wear a shirt that perfectly matched my dress. So we look like a couple.

      "Liam, I love you, but you can't do that. I may not be ready to jump into another relationship right now, but you can't act like a brick wall between me and everyone else. I know you care, and I appreciate the sentiment, but I can decide for myself if I want to talk to someone. I don't need you to scare people away for me."

      The look on his face tells me he's not impressed with my response. We stare at each other for a few minutes before he finally looks away.

      "Let's get this over with."

      He offers me his arm. I accept his gesture, taking my purse in my free hand. I love and appreciate that his heart is in the right place, but I'm going to have to learn to deal with this eventually. People are going to ask questions. They'll ask me where Garrett is. What happened between us. If I'm okay. If they can do anything to help.

      What they're not going to do is ask me out. I don't know who he thinks is going to go that far, but they'd have to be ballsy as hell to think I'd want to start dating already.

      Garrett and I didn't just break up.

      We were engaged. An hour from being married.

      We had committed to spending the rest of our lives together.

      Or rather, I had committed to that. He was more of a hit it and quit it kind of guy, I guess.

      Still, after spending more than a year together in high school and two more together after college, no one is going to think I'm ready to date yet. No one is going to ask me out tonight, no matter what Liam thinks.

      Dating is not going to be like riding a bike for me.

      I had two boyfriends before Garrett and I met. Neither were serious. I had three after we broke up, and two of them were just a convenience thing. No feelings. No commitment.

      Maybe that's what I need. A relationship where no one expects anything so there's no chance anyone gets hurt. It'd be all about fulfilling a need for the other person and then sending them packing once you were satisfied.

      Like what Liam has going.

      He might keep them for a few weeks, but once he's over it or they become clingy, he moves on, and he's very upfront with them about the type of “relationship” they have.

      It could work if I could find the right person to agree to it.
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      Sasha must have spotted me the second Liam and I walked in the room because before my nerves even have a chance to settle in at the number of people in attendance, she’s wrapping her arms around me tightly. Liam releases me and walks past us. I was under the impression that it would be a small gathering of close friends and family, similar to what they have planned for the wedding.

      I was wrong.

      At least fifty people are here already. Some of whom I don't recognize. Fifteen to twenty tables. It resembles a wedding reception in here more than a bachelorette party. Did I read the invitation wrong?

      "Cass! I'm so glad you came." Her voice is filled with sorrow and despair. I can hear how hard she's trying to hold back her tears, and it makes me want to break down and cry in her arms.

      I clear my throat, swallow the growing lump. "I wouldn't miss this."

      Releasing me and then holding me at arm’s length, she tilts her head and assesses my weak smile.

      "If you had, we would have understood."

      "Even if I was given the choice, I would have come."

      "Liam?"

      "Yep."

      "That man, I swear," she says, shaking her head.

      Looking past Sasha, my eyes connect with Liam's. He's smiling at me, and so are his eyes. It's a devious smile. One that tells me he would gladly take the blame for me being here if that's the way it has to be.

      Shifting my attention, I find Kevin standing next to him, glaring at the door we just walked through. His stare is murderous, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. I don't have to turn around to know who just walked in. Apparently, he didn't get the memo he was uninvited.

      Liam breezes past me, followed closely by Kevin. Sasha's arms have gone slack, but she hasn't let go of my shoulders.

      "Don't turn around," she states, her voice filled with panic.

      "Liam said Garrett and Kendra were asked not to come."

      "They were. It appears that didn't stop them from making an appearance."

      They're both here. Probably together. I'm guessing arm in arm.

      "I need a drink."

      Keeping my eyes focused on the bar across the room, I remove Sasha's arms and walk as casually as possible toward my destination. It takes everything I have not to run. To the bar. Out the emergency exit, the red sign above the door calling to me. To run anywhere but here.

      I know Liam will take care of the situation. As long as I don't look back, I won't have to see either of them. I won't have to relive the memory of walking in on them together. Of Kendra riding him or the look of pleasure on his face as she rocked back and forth.

      So why does my heart want me to see them together? Why is there an urge inside me to turn and stand my ground? To make eye contact with Kendra and flip her off? To call her a slut to her face?

      None of those things will change what happened. Calling her a slut won't make me feel better. It won't lessen the pain they've caused.

      All it will do is bring me a split second of satisfaction that will fade just as quickly.

      They're not worth it.

      They deserve each other.

      By the time I reach the bar, I can feel the beginning of a panic attack coming on. That's the last thing I need right now. Another embarrassing scene in front of all my friends.

      "What can I get for you?" the bartender asks as I dig through my purse for my license.

      "Spiced rum and coke."

      The words slip past my lips before I even realize what I'm ordering.

      "You know what," I holler as he walks away, "make it two."

      He nods and continues to the other end of the bar, then fill two glasses with ice. My attention is focused on the glasses and he fills them with amber liquid.

      "Are those both for me?" Liam asks from behind me as the bartender sets the glasses on the counter in front of me.

      I put a five-dollar bill in the tip jar. "They were both for me, but I guess you can have one if you want."

      Liam takes a drink from my hand. "I didn't realize you were planning on drinking tonight.”

      "It's only one drink." I take a sip from the tiny red straw. The rum burns on the way down, warming the chill inside me.

      Liam bends his straws and places the glass to his lips, then tosses back half of his drink.

      Placing his hand on the small of my back, Liam leads me back to our table where Sasha and Kevin are waiting. Both are staring at me in awe, their gazes flicking between my glass and my face.

      "Why don't we dance," Sasha suggests.

      The DJ has been playing upbeat music since we walked in, the dance floor full of a mix of people from young kids to Kevin's parents and grandparents. Everyone is moving to the beat, smiling and laughing.

      Taking my glass and setting it on the table, Sasha pulls me onto the dance floor, the guys following behind us. After five minutes, I'm sweating and breathing heavily, and the events of earlier are already behind me.

      Then the music changes, the DJ announcing it's time to slow things down for the happy couple.

      Kevin twirls Sasha into his arms, and off they go. Other couples join them on the dance floor, and they move and sway to the sickly sweet love song blaring through the speakers.

      "Dance with me?" Liam extends his hand for me to take it.

      I hesitate. "I don't know."

      "It's just a dance, Cass. We've done it a million times before."

      Not waiting for me to answer, Liam takes my hand and pulls me close to his body. Unprepared for the move, I bump into his chest, my forehead connecting with his chin.

      "Oof!"

      "It's going to take more than that to knock me out," he jokes as I attempt to step out of his embrace.

      "Liam—"

      "Cassidy, you can do this. Plus, if you don't dance with me, there's a line of guys patiently waiting for the opportunity. You can't tell them all no, can you? Someone will break through the walls you're putting up, and I'd rather that be me."

      He's impossible.

      First, I'm not putting up walls.

      Well, maybe that's not entirely true, but I'm not building a fortress around my heart. I'm just protecting it from being trampled on again.

      Secondly, the walls aren't up with him. I trust him completely.

      Which is probably why we're swaying with the rest of the crowd right now. Because I can't seem to tell him no even when I want to.

      Third . . .

      Damn it. I don't even know. He has me so flustered right now I don't even realize I'm resting my head against his chest. That my body has completely relaxed and I'm letting him guide me.

      We've always danced like this. Since the second grade when we had our first school function and someone put on music. We were pretending to dance like adults. The only people I had ever seen dance back then were my parents, and my mother used to rest her head on my father’s chest. So that's what I did, and it's been our thing ever since.

      Only, back then, Liam wasn't as tall as he is now.

      Needless to say, I don't need to bend funny anymore and stick my butt out just so I can rest my head where I always thought it needed to be.

      "You're finally relaxing," he whispers as the music fades and another slow song begins.

      "Thank you."

      If it were anyone but Liam, I'd have to explain why I was thanking them. He just knows. I may not have wanted to dance, but I needed it. He pulled me out of my head and into my comfort zone.

      "Always. Now, when this song ends, we're going to head back to the table, I'm going to finish both of our drinks, and then we're going to get some food."

      "You do realize I can handle one drink, right?"

      Sure, I may have been relying on alcohol to numb the pain recently, but that doesn't mean I'm not in control of my drinking. It may cause him to worry a little, and for the rest of my friends to raise a brow, but they don't get to decide how I cope with this.

      It was my life that was destroyed.

      If I want a drink every now and then, I'm going to have a drink.

      No one can fix this but me. They can try, and I know Liam is, but it's not going to change anything. Until I'm ready to completely accept what happened and move on, this is my problem, and I plan to deal with it however I see fit.

      "You can handle anything you put your mind to, Cass. I've never doubted you a day in my life. However, I was there when you vowed never to drink again. I was the shoulder you cried on for two weeks after. Drinking isn't going to help you get over this, and you know it. All it's going to do is bring up bad memories. It's going to break your heart all over again, and I don't want to see you go through that. It almost killed me the first time."

      His words hurt. The truth always does.

      There are worse things in life than walking in on your fiancé with another woman. This I can recover from. In time. If I lose another person to alcohol, though . . . that I may not survive.

      Letting the conversation fade away, I close my eyes and focus on what I want out of life. On where I want to go and the things I want to do. I'm free. I can do whatever I want until fall rolls around and school resumes. Then I'll be tethered to my classroom for nine months.

      Two months. There's so much I can do. So many places I can go. Places I've wanted to see for years. Paris. New York City. Hawaii. All I have to do is pick one and off I can go.

      The travel agent finally refunded the tickets I bought for our honeymoon. Ten days at a resort in the Bahamas cost a lot. I'm glad I paid for travel insurance or else I would have been out that money.

      "Where's your mind at right now?" Liam asks, interrupting happy thought of beaches and warm sand between my toes.

      "I'm thinking I want to go on vacation."

      "Where?"

      "I don't know."

      "Can I come with you?"

      "You know it's a pity vacation, right? I mean, I plan to have fun but—"

      "Oh, we'll have fun. I guarantee it. Plus, with me around, you won't be able to sulk."

      "What if I wanted to sulk?"

      "Not allowed."

      "It's my vacation. If you're not going to let me sulk, maybe I don't want you to come with me."

      "Too bad. I've already invited myself."

      When Liam begins laughing at our banter, causing my head to bounce against his chest, I join him.

      "You're a pain in my ass, you know that?"

      "And you wouldn't have it any other way," he states as he stops swaying and I pull out of his embrace. "Now, let's get you fed and we can talk about this magical vacation we're going on."

      Rolling my eyes, I lead the way back to our table. There's a small crowd around it, and when I hear the deep boom of his voice, I realize why.

      Aaron's here and already cracking jokes. It's good to know some things never change.

      "Cassidy! How's the only smart blonde I know?" he asks, standing and moving through the crowd to pull me in for a hug.

      "You really need to get your eyesight checked, teddy bear. I haven't been blond since I was twelve."

      Growing up, I was the only light-haired member of our little gang. As my body started to change, my hair darkened to a rich brown like my mother’s. It wasn't until then that I actually looked like I belonged to my parents. Liam used to joke I was the mailman's kid. That got him punched in the jaw a few times.

      "You also haven't been flat chested since then, but I wasn't going to point that out."

      Swatting him in the chest, he laughs, a deep laugh that causes his entire body to shake as he tips his head back. Once he regains control of himself, Liam pulls him in for a man hug and they exchange quips. Poking fun at the way each other looks, their chosen professions, and the fact neither of them has managed to keep a woman long enough to introduce her to their friends.

      Watching, listening, a smile spreads across my face at the ease my heart feels being surrounded by my friends. By the people who mean the most to me in this world. The people who love me unconditionally and would never intentionally hurt me.

      "Food," Liam says, breaking into my thoughts. He and Aaron are waving at me to follow them to the buffet, and I happily oblige, Aaron wrapping his arm around my shoulders as I approach.

      Food sounds great. I haven't eaten much today, and all the dancing worked up an appetite. Not to mention, if I'm going to finish my drink, I'll need something in my stomach to soak up the alcohol.

      An hour later, my belly is full and so is my heart. Aaron's been cracking jokes at everyone’s expense since we sat back down, and laughter has been flowing freely. It feels like old times. Before there was a thick fog hanging over me.

      "Can I have everyone's attention, please." Once the room has quieted, the DJ continues. "Sasha and Kevin would like to thank you all for coming out tonight to celebrate with them. At this time, I'd like to give the final call for food. The bar will be open for another hour, and then we're being kicked out but not for long. We'll be back in twenty-one days to celebrate their marriage."

      Hoots and hollers echo through the room as I'm brought back to the night of my bachelorette party. Sasha, Kendra, and I went to Vegas to “live it up” for the weekend. It was the most fun I'd had in a long time. We gambled and lost. Saw all the sights and took in a few shows.

      It was twenty-one days before my wedding.

      Had I known then how much things would change in that short period of time, I wouldn't have believed it. We were the best of friends. The three of us have been inseparable since I moved back home. It suddenly feels weird not having Kendra here to celebrate.

      "You’re pouting."

      Turning my head in Liam's direction, I notice the concern on his face, but I don't know how to respond.

      "Stop thinking about it. Whatever it is. Whoever it is. You deserve to smile, Cass. Life is about making choices and living with the consequences of those choices. I want you to try and choose to be happy."

      "What if I don't deserve it?"

      "You do."

      "But what if this was all my fault?" I'm getting choked up just thinking about it.

      "In no scenario could this ever be your fault. No matter how hard you try to convince me. What happened has nothing to do with you."

      Our conversation is hushed, but with no one else at the table talking, it's still loud enough for others to hear. When I face forward again, I find Sasha staring at me with tears in her eyes. Before I can get up to excuse myself, to get away from this situation and the overwhelming feeling settling in my chest, she opens her mouth. The words that come out cause my jaw to hit the table.

      "Kendra's always been a slut, Cass. She'll sleep with anyone, anytime. Whenever it's convenient for her. It's always been that way, and I know you know I'm right. The more unattainable, the greater the challenge. The fact that you were about to take her chance to sleep with Garrett again off the table must have driven her crazy. She had to have him. It was her mission.

      "When I saw the signs, I warned her. She promised she wouldn't. Swore to me that she didn't want anything to do with him. That she wouldn't do that to you. So not only is she a whore and a liar, but she can add home-wrecker to her growing list of glowing accolades. It's not a short list, and you know it.

      "But keep this in mind. She saved you from marrying a man that couldn't be faithful when tempted. From a weak man who didn't deserve you. And he saved you from continuing a lifelong friendship that had become toxic."

      You could hear a pin drop in the room as Sasha finished. I could feel the weight of every eye on me as I stood, tossed back the watered-down rum and coke I had decided not to drink, and walked out the nearest door.
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      I've been sitting on the couch, staring at the TV for an hour. Liam finally went to his room when he realized I wasn't going to talk to him, but I have a feeling he hasn't slept. I've heard him moving around in there since he left me to work through my issues.

      Every few minutes, I replay Sasha's words over and over again. Nothing about what she said causes me pain or anger.

      Except one thing.

      She saw the signs.

      Signs I missed.

      Sasha called Kendra out.

      Kendra still made the decision to fuck my fiancé.

      It was planned. Something she had been thinking about doing. Something she had been wanting.

      In the back of my mind, I had been blaming Garrett. In my heart, I wanted to believe he was the one who initiated things and convinced Kendra to sleep with him. Even though Kendra's reputation precedes her.

      He was who I wanted to blame.

      And now this.

      How long?

      That's my only question.

      How long had she been planning this?

      Since we got engaged? Longer?

      Was it a last-minute decision, or had this been on her mind for weeks? Months?

      And then, as I'm replaying her words again, I'm smacked across the face.

      Again.

      She said I was taking her chance of sleeping with him again off the table.

      As in, it's happened before.

      When? How did I not know? Why didn't anyone tell me?

      Who else knew?

      Pushing myself off the couch, I go in search of answers. If anyone in our group knows anything, it's Liam. He's going to tell me everything, even if he thinks I can't handle it. I'm done with him sheltering me.

      Opening his door, I stop dead in my tracks when I catch sight of him. He's pacing next to his bed in only a pair of low-hanging gym shorts. His hands are on his head and his eyes are closed. Every muscle in his body is tense, and I can see the outline of his abs as he paces.

      "Liam," I say, causing his eyes to pop open in surprise.

      "What's wrong? Do you want to talk?" His words are rushed as he practically sprints toward me and pulls me into his arms.

      "I have questions," I reply, my lips pressed against his bare chest, causing my words to be muffled.

      "Ask me anything you want. I'll always be honest with you."

      Somehow I doubt that. If he was always honest with me, he would have told me if he knew Kendra and Garrett had slept together. And I have the sinking feeling he knew. His job depends on his ability to know everything.

      "How long ago did Kendra and Garrett sleep together?"

      His body goes rigid against mine, but he doesn't release me. Wiggling out of his arms, I’m able to escape his hold and put some distance between us.

      "How long ago?" I repeat when he doesn't offer an answer.

      "Sasha says it was while we were away at college."

      "What else did Sasha say?"

      "That it wasn't a onetime thing. That Kendra stopped hooking up with other guys while they were sleeping together."

      She fell for him.

      "And you didn't know any of this?"

      "Not until after you walked out of the room tonight."

      That would explain why it took him ten minutes to get to the car. And why he was quiet on the ride home while I huffed and puffed in the passenger seat.

      "And now everyone knows everything."

      "Not everyone and not everything but I have an idea of what really happened based on what Sasha told me in private. If you want, I'll tell you, but I don't think it really matters at this point. It's not going to help you move on from this. In fact, it might have the opposite effect, and I don't want to watch you start peddling backwards."

      "I'd rather know," I state firmly before I can chicken out. If it's as bad as Liam's making it sound, I need to know. I don't want to, but I need to.

      Taking a seat on the edge of his bed, Liam pats the spot next to him, but I shake my head, opting to keep sanding in case I need to walk away from this conversation.

      "Kendra and Garrett got together after you two broke up. He was angry and spewing hate toward me one night at the bar over Thanksgiving break, saying how he was convinced you and I were sleeping together. That you'd been cheating on him your entire relationship. Kendra drove him home that night after Kevin took his keys away from him. No one heard from them for the rest of break.

      "Remember when we came home for Christmas that first year how neither of them came to my parents’ party on Christmas Eve? Then they both avoided the New Year’s party? We thought Garrett still wasn't over you, but Kendra's absence was odd. By summer vacation things seemed back to normal but thinking back now, if one of them was hanging out with us, the other wasn't. I'm guessing they had a falling out.

      "When we moved back home and you started dating Garrett again, Kendra was elusive those first few weeks, remember? She made excuses not to come to the bar with everyone. She avoided your big shopping trip with Sasha. Didn't that ever strike you as odd?"

      Thinking back, it does now.

      "A little, but if I remember, I brushed it off as her being involved with someone. She was always absent when she was starting a new relationship . . ."

      My words trail off as realization hits me.

      "She was in a relationship or trying to be. You and Sasha left town, and we think she spent the weekend with Garrett. We can't prove it, but no one saw either of them that weekend. And if that's the case, it sounds like they've had a thing going for a while."

      Sounds to me like they never stopped having a thing. And I was oblivious the entire time.

      "How did I not see it? How is it possible that I lived with him and he was sleeping with her the entire time?"

      "Well, we think he put a stop to it after he proposed. It would explain why she left town for two weeks."

      "She said she was going to visit her sick grandmother."

      "Her grandmother is dead."

      "That bitch," I mutter to myself.

      "It gets worse, Cass."

      "That's not really possible if you ask me. He was fucking both of us, suddenly grew a conscience, and his solution to being a one-woman kind of man was to propose to me. That's about as bad as it can get."

      "Hold that thought because I think I'm about to break your heart, and I don't really want to." Liam's face is filled with fear and sorrow. Whatever he's about to say, it's going to hurt.

      Do I really need to know?

      He said hearing all of this wouldn't help me move on. So far, it has. It's enraged my hatred for both of them. I'm better off. I don't want anything to do with them. So whatever he hasn't told me is what's going to send me spiraling.

      "Tell me," I demand, lifting my chin and squaring my shoulders as I take the seat next to him.

      "When Kendra left town, she was pregnant."

      Fuck my life.

      "She told Sasha why she was leaving town but never said who the father was. After we put all the pieces of the puzzle together it became obvious it was Garrett. The worst part is he knew. He's the one that told her to take care of it, that he was going to marry you and you'd make an honest man out of him. That he was done with her."

      What a bastard. He was trying to save face. He didn't want to get caught.

      "I need you to say something so I know you're okay before I continue, Cass. I see the look on your face. You're as shocked as I was. It was hard for me to hear the first time as well."

      "I don't know what to say. It all makes sense. I can see how it played out in my mind, but I don't understand how I never saw any of this as it was happening. How was I so blind?"

      "You were busy. You were focused on your classroom. It was your first year teaching, and you were constantly stressing out about everything. Your focus was your students and your job. No one can fault you for that."

      "My passion for teaching is the reason he had time to cheat on me."

      "That's not what I said. Your passion will never be a bad thing. Those kids love you. They need you. He took advantage of the fact that your focus was elsewhere. This is something he did, a choice he made. It has nothing to do with you."

      "And she was pregnant?"

      Letting out a sigh, Liam stands and begins pacing again.

      "According to what she told Sasha, she was eight months pregnant and she went away to give birth. I don't remember her getting bigger, but then again, every woman carries weight differently. She did avoid the beach the summer before. She wasn't dressing as slutty as she normally did. That isn't confirmation, but it fits with what she told Sasha."

      "Find the baby."

      My words are barely above a whisper, but I know he hears me clearly when his steps falter.

      "What?"

      "Find the baby. If anyone can find out if she had a child and gave it up, it's you. You can find information on anyone and anything. It's your job."

      "You're missing the point of the story, Cass."

      "Fine. Keep going. What happened next?"

      If the point wasn't that Kendra got knocked up by my fiancé, I need to know what it was.

      "The day of the wedding, you said Kendra disappeared about ten minutes before you went looking for her, right?"

      "Yeah. I needed help with my veil, and she never came back from the restroom."

      "She knew you would need her?"

      "Yeah. She said she would be right back."

      "And you found her at the exact moment she wanted you to find her. She planned it. She wanted you to see her with Garrett. I have a feeling she threatened him. He didn't want you to know about the baby, and she wanted one last time. Only she knew it wouldn't be the last time if you caught them. She wanted him to come crawling back to her after you left him. And he did. It worked like a charm. She manipulated him."

      As much as I'd like to dispute every word, I can see it clearly. I've known Kendra since third grade. She's always gotten what she wanted. Her parents have money. They spoiled her. She thought that meant everyone else should as well.

      When people wouldn't give her what she wanted, she'd find a way to get it anyway. I've seen it firsthand. And she's good too. She'll find a way to make it look like it was your idea, not hers.

      "So all these years, she's been planning to ruin everything?"

      "I'm so sorry, Cass. I wish it weren't true, but there's no other explanation for what happened and how it went down."

      "What a fucking bitch."

      It's the first thing that comes to mind. My brain is trying to process everything he's said, but all I can focus on is how manipulative she's been. How conniving. And to people she's supposed to care for. Her friends. The people who have stood by her side for years.

      Never once have I ever treated her with disrespect, even when she deserved it. I never questioned her decisions, talked about her behind her back. If I couldn't say it to her face, I kept my feelings to myself.

      That's the way I was raised.

      For her to do this to me, with the intent to hurt me, is unbelievable. The ache in my chest is compounded the longer I sit here and let reality sink in.

      The only way I'll be able to dull the pain, to move past everything Liam's just told me, is to hear it from her. To confront her and for her to tell me the truth. Because as much as I believe him, Liam wasn't part of the drama. He heard it secondhand.

      Which means there's probably more to the story.

      The only side that's been told is the one Kendra wanted people to eventually hear.

      "I want to see her," I say, standing and then heading for the door.

      "Why?" Liam asks, following me down the hall when I don't stop. His voice is muffled by the fabric of his shirt as he pulls it over his head, but that doesn't stop him from giving me his opinion. "Nothing good can come from that. Even if we don't have the whole story, we have enough. Minor details are not going to make a difference. She's still a lying bitch. Bottom line."

      Reaching for my purse on the table, Liam stops me by wrapping his arms around me. I fall back against his chest and let him hold me for a few minutes before saying anything.

      "Yes, she's a lying bitch. She's always found a way to get what she wants, and if she wants Garrett, she can have him. I'm not trying to get him back, but I need to know why. Why she did this to me. Why she pretended to by my friend. Was it to stay close to him or was our entire friendship a lie?"

      "Does it really matter?" he whispers in my ear before resting his head on top of mine.

      No, it doesn't, but that's not going to stop me from asking. Our friendship is over. I want nothing to do with her, but I deserve an explanation. It's the least she can do after how things went down.

      "Will you come with me?"

      "You thought I was going to let you go alone?" The surprise in his voice is mixed with humor. "I want to be there when you clock her."

      "I'm not going to hit her," I protest, even though the thought has crossed my mind.

      "Well, if you change your mind, just remember she deserves it."

      The room falls silent and neither of us moves to leave.

      "Karma will get her, Cass. You can't be a horrible person and not have it fall back on you at some point. Her luck will run out, and when it does, she will have burned all her bridges. No one will be there to pick her up and help her. That's the moment she'll realize how horrible of a person she is. Anything you say will go in one ear and out the other, but if you want to go see her, to get answers, I'll go with you."

      Before I can change my mind, I reach for Liam's keys and toss them to him. The five-minute drive to Kendra's apartment is over before I can put together a plan. It's almost midnight, but there are lights on in her apartment and her car is parked out front.

      As I walk up the two flights of stairs to the top floor, I try and picture what her face will look like when she sees me standing in her doorway. Will she be surprised? Happy? Indifferent?

      After knocking twice, I step back and stand next to Liam, taking his hand for support. He gives mine a light squeeze when we hear the dead bolt disengage. Sucking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly as the door opens.

      And then I come face to face with Garrett, in only his boxers. He's scrubbing his hand up and down his unshaven face. When he opens his eyes, the shock mimics my own, I'm sure.

      "Who is it, baby?" I hear Kendra ask sweetly from deep inside the apartment. "Garrett?"

      "Go ahead, baby. Tell her you have company," I say through gritted teeth as I push my way past him and inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett's shock is compounded when he notices I haven't released Liam's hand. He looks between the two of us, and his features slowly take on a new look.

      Murderous.

      "I knew it. The entire time we were together, you two were sneaking around behind my back. You little slut," he screams.

      Liam's hand goes slack, but I tighten my grip. Not because I need his support. Not even because I want Garrett to think we're together. I don't release his hand because what we’re doing isn't wrong. It's never been wrong. We've never crossed the line of friendship, and deep down, Garrett knows that.

      "Who's a slut?" Kendra asks, walking into the room as she wraps a silk robe around her body. "Oh!"

      There's humor in her eyes when she finally looks in my direction.

      "I see you've moved on," she states, sashaying past Garrett, dragging her nails across his bare chest. "So have we."

      She's trying to get to me, and it's working. For reasons unrelated to her touching Garrett, even though that's what she'll think, I want to take her by the neck and strangle the life out of her.

      I can’t let her rattle me before I say what I need to so I take a deep breath, let it out slowly, and try to regain my composure.

      "You can't really call it moving on if you never stopped wanting each other." My voice is strong, but words fail me. There are so many other things I could have said but didn't.

      "I can't help it if he preferred me over you. I guess you couldn't satisfy him the way I can," Kendra replies, raising an eyebrow at me in challenge.

      "He wasn't the one leaving the bedroom unsatisfied in our relationship, I was," I retort, immediately regretting my words.

      No. Fuck that.

      It might have been a lie, but I shouldn't care about hurting his feelings.

      "Why are you here?" Garrett chimes in, taking a step away from Kendra.

      "Kendra owes me an explanation."

      "For what?" she asks, feigning stupidity.

      "You can start with why you were fucking my fiancé an hour before my wedding, and we'll go from there." My words and confidence are stronger this time.

      "Well, let’s see . . ." She takes a seat on the arm of the couch, her robe separating far enough to show she's not wearing anything underneath it. Garrett takes notice and reaches to cover her, but she shoos him away. Liam is either oblivious or doesn't care. "It all started when you dumped him. He was broken, and I was here to help him pick up the pieces of his heart. We had a pretty good thing going until you showed back up. Then again, you being here didn't really stop us from having fun."

      "Kendra," Garrett scolds, but all that does is bring a devious smile to her face.

      It doesn't stop her from confirming the worst of what we already knew.

      "What you don't know can't hurt you, right? So we kept our dirty little secret under wraps. You were so oblivious it made it that much more fun for me. Screwing him in his tux, moments before he was due at the altar to marry you, was the icing on the cake for me."

      "And you knew I would come looking for you. You knew I would see everything and leave him. You planned everything down to the last detail so you could have him all to yourself."

      I keep my statements clear and concise. For my sake, not hers. I'm stating facts and leaving all my emotions out of them.

      "Of course. He didn't want to marry you, but he didn't know how to tell you. He knew you found the ring. What was he supposed to do at that point?"

      My engagement ring.

      I’d found it hidden in the back of his nightstand when I was searching for a phone charger one afternoon. We were packing to go out of town for the weekend, and I was frantically searching the drawer. When I came across the tiny square box, my hands began to shake.

      Garrett walked in as I was opening it. I remember the gasp that escaped his lips and assumed it meant he was freaking out because I’d found it. He quickly got down on one knee and asked me to marry him. It was the happiest moment of my life.

      I never imagined the ring wasn't meant for me.

      Never thought for a second that he had bought it for anyone else.

      "Oh, she didn't know." Kendra pouts, her voice filled with joy she can't hide. "Sorry to break it to you, but he bought that for me. He was trying to figure out how to tell you he wanted to break up when you found it. That weekend away . . . it wasn't meant to be a celebration. He was going to call things off."

      We should never have come here.

      I didn't need to know any of this. It makes things hurt ten times more than before.

      Liam gives my hand a squeeze, reminding me that he's here and has my back. It's all I need to press forward. To square my shoulders and stand up for myself.

      "Thank you, Kendra."

      "Excuse me?" Her genuine confusion is adorable.

      I should be angry right now. Filled with rage. And to an extent, I am. I'm also grateful. I'm relieved. I'm hurt. But, at the end of the day, I could be even more hurt. I could have married him and never have known what was happening behind my back.

      In a way, she saved me from a future filled with lies and betrayal. I'm going to have to explain that to her because in her mind, she's fucked me over. In reality, that's not what really happened.

      "Thank you."

      "What the hell for?"

      "For everything. For fucking Garrett at the church. For being the worst friend I could have asked for. For taking what you want in life without concern for anyone else's feelings. You saved me from making a huge mistake. From marrying a man that wasn't who I thought he was. From a future that would have been the opposite of what I pictured. Thank you for taking him off my hands. I deserve better. Better friends and a better man in my life. Coming here confirms that."

      Moving toward the door, I'm stopped in my tracks when Liam pulls me back to him. When I look over my shoulder, I find him glancing between Kendra and Garrett, both of whom are still processing my words judging by the looks on their faces.

      "Apologize to her," he demands. "You owe her that at the very least."

      "Let's just go, Liam," I whisper, tugging on my hand to free it from his, but he won't release me.

      "Apologize," he says again, his voice growing deeper, more pointed.

      There have been only a handful of times I've seen Liam this angry. The vein in the side of his neck is pulsing, and the usually smooth features of his face are set in stone right now.

      If I were to see him like this and not know him, I would run. He looks homicidal. Add that to his height and build and Liam becomes a guy you don't want to mess with.

      Probably why Garrett was the first to speak up.

      "I'm sorry, Cassidy. I should have been honest with you and treated you better."

      Too little too late, but I nod my acceptance at him anyway.

      "Kendra," Liam growls.

      "I'm not apologizing. I don't regret anything I did. I'm not sorry she was too blind to see the truth. Maybe she'll learn from her mistakes, maybe not. If she's fucking you, she hasn't learned anything yet. From one man whore to another."

      My hand connects with her face, the sound echoing through the room, before I can comprehend how I even got across the room.

      "Go to hell," I growl as she rubs her reddened cheek.

      So much for keeping my cool. I was trying so hard to be the bigger person. To accept the facts, as much as they hurt, and move on. Calling Liam a man whore was the final straw. There was no reason to pull him into this fight. He's done nothing to deserve it unless protecting me is somehow a bad thing.

      Slamming the door behind me, I don't bother to wait for Liam. The weight of everything hits me at once. Adrenaline is pumping through my body, and my hand stings from slapping Kendra. Still, I can't breathe. I need fresh air.

      The pressure building in my chest is overwhelming.

      I rush down the steps, then burst through the door to Kendra's apartment building and collapse in the grass, my legs giving out.

      What the fuck just happened?

      Not only have I been living a lie for years, but I just smacked the one person was who supposed to be my best friend. She deserved it. She's a lying, cheating bitch, but I still can't believe I did it.

      And fucking Garrett. What a bastard. How in the hell did I not realize what was going on? I was living with him. It felt like we spent all our free time together. When did he find the time to sneak away with Kendra?

      And why didn't he just tell me he wasn't in love with me anymore?

      Was he planning on marrying me and playing pretend for the rest of his life?

      Lying there, attempting to calm my racing heart and let the events of the last few minutes sink in, I wait for Liam to emerge. When he doesn't, I push to my feet and look up to Kendra's apartment. The lights are all off now. He can't still be there.

      Unless he killed them both and is making it look like an accident.

      Not likely, but it's fun to imagine not having to ever run into them again.

      Where the hell is he?

      "Behind you," I hear him say as I stare at the darkened apartment.

      "How did you get out here?" I ask without turning around. My eyes are glued to her bedroom window.

      "I went out the other side of the building to give you a few minutes to yourself. I figured you'd need it."

      He was right. I needed a minute to process everything. To take it all in.

      "Ready to go home?" His voice is closer than I was anticipating, so when he wraps his arms around me, I jump slightly, bumping against his chest. Instead of releasing me, he holds me there.

      "Yeah." My reply is weak.

      It's not really home. Sure, I live there right now, but home is where your heart is. It's where you feel most comfortable. It's the one place you can escape when the world around you is falling apart.

      Liam's apartment is my escape but only temporarily.

      And that's fine.

      Now that I know everything, now that I have answers, hopefully the healing process will begin. I'll be able to move on. I'll be able to pick myself up and start over.

      Get my own place.

      Find someone to share my life with eventually.

      It won't be easy, but nothing worth anything is.

      My father used to say that it had to be worth the fight. If it wasn't, let it go.

      It's time to let Garrett and Kendra go. They're not worth it.
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        * * *

      

      I forced him to stop.

      It's becoming a habit. A bad one. I know this, yet I still made him stop.

      "Cass," Liam starts as I pull down two glasses, setting them on the counter with a thump.

      He's been trying to get me to talk to him since we pulled into the liquor store. He won't accept that there's nothing to talk about. I want a drink. I want to numb the pain for a few hours. Something to take the edge off so I can sleep more than twenty minutes. I need the flashback to stop playing over and over again in my mind.

      And after tonight’s revelations, I have a feeling there will be even more flashbacks. Memories that once held a special place in my heart that now have new meaning.

      "Listen. If you want to be a good friend, you'll have a drink with me," I state firmly, handing him a glass filled to the brim with dark liquid. He stares at it, weighing his options for a moment before taking it and sipping down a good portion of it. "Now, if you're done guilt-tripping me, let's find something to watch."

      Moving past him and into the living room, I snatch the remote off the arm of the couch, then settle at the opposite end while the TV comes to life. Setting my glass on the table, I pull the blanket from the back of the couch and wrap it around me.

      I still haven't changed out of my dress from earlier. I tried, but I need help with the zipper again. Liam is the only one who can help me, and I was avoiding talking to him when we came home from the party.

      Liam joins me on the couch a few minutes later, having changed into sweats and a hoodie. The one I bought him as a high school graduation gift. It's faded now, the lettering practically unreadable, but I know what it used to proudly state.

      It was his first university sweatshirt. He has a handful of them now, but this is my favorite of his. Maybe because it's the one I gave him or the fact he still wears it. Either way, it brings a smile to my face to see him in it.

      I'm instantly jealous at how comfortable he looks.

      "Can you help me with my zipper?" I ask, standing and turning my back to him so he doesn't have a choice.

      Giving it a few tugs, I hear Liam muttering to himself under his breath. When I look back to see what he's doing, his eyes are squinted and he's inspecting the back of my dress.

      "What's wrong?"

      "I think it's broken. It won't budge." He tugs at the zipper, catching me off guard, and I fall backward, landing in his lap with an umph.

      "You know, if you wanted to sit in my lap, all you had to do was ask," he jokes as I push myself up.

      "Haha. Get me out of this damn dress." I turn my head as far as I can to see if I can see the problem.

      "Can you pull it over your head?"

      His suggestion makes me laugh. He's been around girls well enough to know how dresses work. You either step into them and pull them up or they pull over your head. They don't generally do both.

      This dress, as tight as it is on my bodice and breasts, is not going to pull over my head. I stepped into it, and I'd like to step out of it. With the zipper intact, preferably, so I can wear it again. It's one of my favorites.

      Shooting him a look that perfectly answers his question, Liam goes back to work on my zipper. Five minutes later I'm getting bored and tired of waiting. My mind is starting to wander, and it's headed in the direction I'm trying to avoid.

      Kendra and Garrett land.

      Not somewhere I want to visit again tonight or ever.

      Reaching over, I snag my glass from the table and down it. I hear Liam grunt his disapproval. Instead of apologizing, which is what he wants me to do, I pick up his glass from where he set it next to mine and down his as well.

      That's when he stands, turns me to face him, and places one hand on either side of my face.

      "You're better than this, Cass. You don't need to drown your sorrow at the bottom of a bottle."

      I see the fear in his eyes. The worry.

      His baby blues, usually bright and sparkling have turned cloudy. I can see a dozen shades of blue running fathoms deep surrounding a hint of hazel. There's a depth to his stare that I can feel deep within my soul. It's crushing yet filled with hope and something else.

      Something I don't recognize.

      A feeling that's suddenly consuming me.

      "You will get through this," he continues. "I'll be here every step of the way. You don't have to do this alone."

      Tears begin to well up in my eyes.

      Maybe it's the alcohol or the events of the evening, but either way, I can feel every emotion in my body working its way to the surface, and there's nothing I can do to stop it.

      "No tears," he says, wiping away the one stray that managed to escape with his thumb. "You're stronger than you realize, Cass."

      Liam's hands slowly move, my skin pebbling as they make their way from my face down to my hips. Blinking back the tears, my mind goes numb when I feel his grip tighten around my waist. The look in his eyes, the depth to his stare, has my heart pounding in my chest.

      And then it happens.

      In one swift motion, Liam tears my dress.

      "You're free," he whispers, his eyes locked on mine.

      Free.

      From my dress.

      Trapped by his stare.
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      Splashing water on my face does nothing to cool the heat in my cheeks.

      What have I done?

      I'm not even sure what possessed me to do it.

      Maybe I can blame it on the alcohol. Even though I wasn't even buzzed yet.

      Or the fact he’d just manhandled me, practically ripping my dress from my body.

      After all these years, I've never once felt the desire for Liam that's coursing through my body right now. Sure, there have been moments we've embraced. We used to kiss each other all the time as kids, practicing for when we'd have our first 'real' kiss.

      And once we’d both had our first kiss, the practicing stopped.

      We never even spoke about it. It just didn't happen again. I don't even remember the last time we kissed. We were twelve, maybe thirteen, I think.

      Scratch that.

      Twenty-six.

      Because something inside me made me push up on my tiptoes and kiss him on the lips ten minutes ago. Something inside me wanted to kiss him. Wanted to see how it felt.

      And it scares me that it wasn't the alcohol.

      "Knock, knock." Liam's voice echoes through the bathroom as I continue to stare at myself in the mirror. "You okay in there?"

      Why wouldn't I be? I mean, it's not like I kissed my best friend, my roommate, and then ran away like the way it made me feel scared the shit out of me.

      Oh, wait.

      That's exactly what happened.

      As soon as I felt his hands release my dress and move up my back, I stepped out of our awkward embrace and ran down the hall. I've been in the bathroom ever since, my dress hanging loosely from my body.

      "Cass, I grabbed you a t-shirt and yoga pants," he states, jiggling the door handle. "Want to let me in?"

      "I'll be out in a minute," I reply, staring at the door in the reflection of the mirror.

      "Why are you lying to me?" There's a hint of humor in his voice. He's trying to lighten the mood, and I appreciate it, but it doesn't make it any easier to face him right now.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      We have the best relationship. Ever. I don't want to do anything to jeopardize that. If I ever lost Liam—

      "Cass, seriously. Come out here. Get changed, and then we can watch a movie like we planned."

      Like nothing has changed?

      Like I didn't just kiss him?

      Like I'm not turned on right now because of the way he was holding me? Because of how soft his lips were? Because of how sexy it was when he ripped my dress?

      Right.

      Let's go back to normal.

      Let's pretend nothing happened.

      "Cassidy Jo."

      "Do not pull that shit with me, Liam Henry," I grind out as I open the bathroom door.

      "Pull what?" He grins.

      "Using my full name like that. No one calls me that anymore."

      "It got you to open the door, didn't it?"

      Fucker.

      He knew it'd get under my skin. He knew I'd throw the door open dramatically and yell at him.

      No one calls me Cassidy Jo. No one calls me CJ. Hell, he's one of the only people I let call me Cass these days.

      Nicknames are reserved for the people who give them to you.

      My mom used to call me Cassidy Jo. My dad used to call me CJ.

      When they died, those nicknames died with them.

      "Asshole," I mutter, snatching the clothes from his hand, then closing the bathroom door in his face.

      "You're welcome," he hollers.

      Rolling my eyes as I let the remains of my dress fall to the floor, I let memories of my parents wash over me. I can still hear their laughter. My mother in the stands at every soccer game. My father on the bench as the assistant coach. Backyard barbeques with Liam and his family. Walking through downtown at Christmas time looking at all the lights.

      Liam holding my hand as people greeted me at their wake.

      Liam riding in the limo with me on the way to the cemetery.

      Liam taking the eulogy I wrote from my hands and reading it out loud when the words wouldn't come. When I couldn't find my voice through the tears streaming down my face.

      He held me when I cried. Made sure I ate when I didn't have an appetite. Brought me out of the darkness I was living in, blaming myself for their death.

      If it weren't for Liam, I wouldn't be here. I wouldn't be as strong as I am. I wouldn't have survived my parents’ deaths.

      And he knows that.

      He knew by calling me Cassidy Jo, my mind would shift from fear and panic at kissing him, to thoughts of my parents. Happy and sad memories.

      He distracted me.

      If only for a moment, but it worked.

      Because I still have to face him and apologize for what I did. Not because I'm sorry but because it shouldn't have happened. Our friendship is more important to me than anything else. The last thing I want is to change our dynamic and complicate things.

      Clearing my head, I splash more water on my face, then slip into the clothes Liam brought me. It's like he knew what I wanted to wear. He picked out my favorite pair of black yoga pants, the ones with the fishnet cutouts below the knee, and the university T-shirt his parents gave me for my birthday a few years back.

      It's my go-to outfit when I want to feel better. The pants are skintight and make me look skinnier than I am, and the T-shirt always reminds me that I'm loved. That I still have a family to fall back on, even if they're not my family by blood.

      Damn him for knowing how to get under my skin in both good and bad ways.

      Liam's in the kitchen when I finally emerge from the bathroom. He’s rummaging around in the cupboards, opening and closing the refrigerator.

      Instead of seeing what he's up to, I wrap myself back in the blanket and cuddle on the couch, resting my head against the back cushion. Closing my eyes, I play the night over again.

      What a rollercoaster.

      From being nervous to attend Sasha and Kevin's party to finding the strength to confront Kendra. Learning more about her relationship with Garrett than I ever wanted to know and smacking the shit out of her. Then making the mistake of kissing Liam.

      I need a do-over. That would be great right about now. I wouldn't have to worry about the consequences of my recent actions. The conversation that I know has to happen wouldn't even be a thought.

      Because I never imagined I would kiss Liam.

      Not romantically.

      Not with lust coursing through my body.

      "I know you're not asleep," he says, the couch dipping slightly next to me.

      "I wasn't trying to fool you. I was just resting my eyes."

      "And thinking about . . ."

      "Nothing," I reply quickly, opening my eyes and focusing straight ahead of me.

      "You really are a bad liar, you know that? You were practically eating your lip. You left teeth marks. And your face was scrunched up. I'd say whatever you were thinking about you're still indecisive."

      Refraining from rolling my eyes at his assessment, I'm immediately worried about how well he can read me. What did he see before I kissed him?

      "Want to talk about that kiss?" he abruptly asks, his voice muffled by the sound of chewing.

      Turning my entire body to face him, I sit with my legs crossed, tucked under me, and try to appear calm and collected. Then I see what he's eating.

      Cracker sandwiches. Just like the ones our parents would make for us when we'd have play dates.

      A round butter cracker. Two pieces of pepperoni. A square piece of cheese that never fit on the cracker. Topped with a dollop of ranch dressing and another cracker making it into a sandwich.

      It's something I haven't eaten in years. Haven't even thought about.

      I nod toward the plate sitting in his lap. "Are you ten?"

      "They sounded good."

      "You know how to cook now, Liam. No need to resort to food for kids."

      "It's almost three o'clock in the morning."

      Shit! When did it get so late?

      "Want one?" he asks, picking it up and teasing me with it.

      There's a grin on his face. It's playful and sincere. It's also sexy as hell and makes me realize how close we're sitting. His couch is huge, yet we're sitting on one end. My knees are pressed against his thigh.

      Is this a compromising situation?

      Am I making the situation worse?

      We always cuddle on the couch when we watch TV. I never thought anything of it until right now.

      Why am I not sitting in the chair?

      Opening my mouth to speak, Liam shoves the cracker sandwich in before I can say anything.

      "Good, right?" He nods his head up and down, answering for me. "While you chew on that, we can talk about what happened."

      Shaking my head vigorously as I try and chew and swallow the dry cracker, Liam's smile only grows.

      "Oh, yes. We are going to talk about it because I don't want you acting weird. So here's the thing," he starts, setting the plate aside and reaching for my hands. Pulling them away before he can grab hold, Liam raises his eyebrow but sits back and doesn't try to take them again.

      "Cass, you're my best friend. We've been through a lot together. One kiss is not going to change that. Whatever is going through your mind right now, let it go. Don't freak out. Don't worry that we're not on the same page. It was just a kiss. A heated moment. It doesn't have to be more than that unless you make it more."

      Swallowing the cracker around the lump in my throat proves to be a challenge. I reach behind me for my drink to find it empty and wish I had taken the time to refill it before having this conversation.

      "Liam, I—"

      When I turn my attention back to him, he's already walking away from the couch, the plate of crackers forgotten. I hear his bedroom door softly close moments later, leaving me to dissect his words one by one.

      Just a kiss.

      Heated moment.

      It feels like more than that. Like something in the universe has shifted.

      Did I just lose my best friend? Did I fuck everything up?

      I mean, my life is already in shambles. Did I just destroy everything else I have left?

      The thought alone makes me worry.

      After shutting down the TV and taking care of the plate, I tiptoe down the hall and stand outside Liam's door, poised to knock. There's light shining from under his door, but I don't hear any movement.

      Did he walk away because he didn't want to talk anymore?

      Was that his way of ending the conversation on the topic, or did I upset him?

      The last thing I want is for things to change between us. I need him. I need my best friend. Liam is my world. He always has been. I can't imagine my life without him in it, and I don't want to.

      We need to talk about this, no matter how uncomfortable it might be.

      I need to fix what I screwed up.

      The light turns off just as I find the courage to knock.

      Maybe we can talk tomorrow.

      Sleep on it and clear our heads.

      Still, my feet won't move. I don't want to walk away.

      Turning the knob, I slowly open Liam's door. It bumps into something as I step forward, my feet faltering as I tumble to the floor.

      "That was graceful," Liam says as I push myself up.

      I tug my shirt down over my exposed midsection. "Why were you standing by the door?"

      "I was coming to talk to you."

      "I was doing the same," I reply, leaning back against his dresser. My nerves have suddenly kicked up a notch, standing in his bedroom with the lights off.

      The outline of his body is barely visible, and I can't see the look on his face right now. It's not easy to read what someone is thinking if you can't see their expression.

      "I can see that."

      "I can't see anything right now," I joke, but my voice falls flat.

      "You see me." Liam takes a step in my direction, pushing his door closed. "I'm right here, Cass, and I'm not going anywhere."

      His large body towers over me. I'm trapped between him and the dresser. In the dark. With no real idea of what to do or say.

      When his hands fall to my hips my body shudders.

      "Cass, I . . ."

      His voice trails off, creating a thick fog of uncertainty between us. It's uncomfortable, so I speak up, but I don't get much more out than he does.

      "I just," I start, but I don't know what to say. I what?

      I didn't mean for it to happen, but I'm having a hard time being sorry that it did.

      I shouldn't have kissed you because I don't want things to be awkward between us.

      I crossed the invisible line in our friendship and want to jump back on my side.

      All truths I should share with him. But there are some truths I can't share with him.

      I want to kiss you again.

      I don't understand it, but I liked the way kissing you made me feel.

      Those are words that should never be uttered. To anyone.

      Mainly because I'm not sure I want to confess to myself how I'm feeling right now. With his hands on me. Just the two of us in his bedroom at this time of night.

      "I'm not sorry," he finally says, closing the gap between us and pressing his body against mine.

      I've hugged Liam thousands of times. I've seen him without his shirt on. In only his boxers. We've been skinny dipping together.

      His body never once had the effect on me that it's having now.

      "You didn't do anything." My breathing’s become labored, and you can hear it in my voice.

      "I should have. I saw it in your eyes. I knew what was going to happen, and I didn't stop it."

      "Why?"

      There's a long pause before he finally responds.

      "Because I wanted you to kiss me."

      My stomach drops at his confession.

      "I've wanted to kiss you for a long time, but I was afraid. Afraid you'd push me away. That I'd be taking advantage of you after all that happened. Even tonight I was scared that you were only kissing me because you were sad and upset over everything.

      "Then I saw the way you were looking at me. Saw the desire flaming in your eyes, and I didn't have to wonder if it was right or wrong to let it happen. It was both. Wrong because you're my best friend but right because of what we were feeling in that moment. And I meant what I said, Cass. It doesn't have to be more than a kiss if you don't want it to be. We can pretend it never happened, go back to the way things were. Or I can kiss you right now."

      My mouth is suddenly dry. My heart’s racing in my chest.

      Do I want him to kiss me?

      Do I want to go down that road? Once I start the journey, there's no turning back. No changing my mind.

      I don't do things halfway. Never have.

      I'm either all in or all out.

      This would be no different.

      What if it doesn't work out? What if we're meant to be friends and nothing more?

      If I kiss Liam again, if I let our relationship evolve, there's a chance I'll lose him.

      Can I live with that?

      "I don't know what I want."

      "That's fair. I've had time to think about this. Time to consider everything. You should take some time too."

      "What do you mean?"

      Liam's hands fall away, and he takes a step back. I immediately feel the loss of his body pressed against mine. The warmth of his hands on my hips.

      I miss it.

      All of it.

      The closeness. The intensity.

      "You're my best friend, Cass. You always have been and always will be. There's a special place in my heart reserved just for you. I'd do anything for you, you know that. So take all the time you need. Figure out what you feel and what you want. I'm not going anywhere. Ever. No matter what you decide. I promise."

      What do I want? That's a loaded question.

      As for what I feel . . . weak in the knees. Light-headed.

      More than anything, I'm confused about why I feel this way.
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      Tossing and turning most of the night, I tried to clear my thoughts, but it was pointless. Every time I attempted to focus on something other than Liam, my subconscious lead me right back to him. Hell, I even tried to think about Garrett and Kendra at one point, and that scenario led back to Liam.

      He was the one thing my brain wanted to focus on.

      Specifically the part where he said he had wanted to kiss me for a while.

      So I finally gave up on sleep, sat up, and broke the situation down.

      I'm attracted to him. Physically. Emotionally. Mentally. There's no denying that.

      Who wouldn't be? He's amazing. Funny. Good looking.

      But part of that attraction is because of the person he represents in my life. The one constant. He's my go-to. My protector. The best friend.

      And there's the one word that keeps me from jumping back over the imaginary line in the sand and walking down the hall to where I know he's sleeping. Crawling in bed with him and snuggling.

      Something we've done many times before but now would feel like a step in a different direction. It would give him the impression I was there for something other than sleep.

      And would I be?

      Because no matter how hard I try to spin it, we crossed the line. I crossed the line. I kissed him, and he shared revelations with me that I'm still trying to process.

      My attraction is not one-sided.

      He wanted to kiss me.

      He let it happen. Knowing full well that this would happen. That things would get weird. That it would change the dynamic.

      Why?

      We're friends.

      Roommates.

      Partners in crime.

      Our relationship was solid. On steady ground.

      Nothing has ever come between us before, and I never thought anything, or anyone, would. That’s how strong we are. How strong our friendship is.

      Yet here I am, unable to sleep because I'm thinking about him in a different light. Trying to figure out if allowing our relationship to evolve into something more is worth the risk. Because after all, it would be a risk. We may not work as a couple.

      We've never tried before.

      And honestly, his track record with women concerns me. That he can dispose of them as quickly as he has. Using them to fulfill his needs, and then once those needs are met, moving on to the next.

      It doesn't seem to have any effect on him.

      No remorse.

      No connection to them.

      It upset me when Kendra called him a man whore, but he kind of is. The only difference between him and a traditional man whore, in my opinion, is that he doesn't lead them on. He's upfront and honest with them.

      Yet, now that I think about it, he hasn't been seeing anyone since I moved in. Not one woman has stepped through those doors. Stayed over. Even called. Unless he's really good at hiding it.

      Would he do the same to me?

      Sleep with me for a few weeks and then call it quits?

      We wouldn't be able to go back to being friends after that. I wouldn't be able to handle it.

      And if I haven't given myself enough reason to say no, to lock myself in my room for a week and avoid him . . . we live together.

      There would be no way to avoid him if things did go wrong except move out, and I have nowhere to go right now. The plan isn't for me to stay here forever, I get that, but what if shit went wrong before I moved out? Then what? I'd be screwed.

      Nowhere to go and I'd have lost my best friend.

      Nothing good can come of this. I feel it in my core. A relationship with Liam has the potential to destroy so much.

      So why am I still thinking about him? About how soft his lips were. About how much I enjoyed being trapped between him and the dresser. And why is my body tingling?

      Because it is. Every part of me is tingling with desire. With the knowledge the only thing separating us right now is a thin wall. That if I wanted to, I could march into his room, wake him up, and ask him to kiss me and he would oblige.

      Even though it would be a bad idea.

      Bad for our friendship. For our living situation.

      I'm breathing heavily just thinking about it. My mouth is suddenly as dry as the Sahara, and my hands are shaking.

      Tossing back the covers, I slide out of bed and into my slippers. Opening my bedroom door, I'm surprised to find a light on at the end of the hall. There's only one reason there would be a light on right now, and when I pass Liam's open bedroom door, I know who I'll find in the kitchen.

      Leaning over the sink, white-knuckle grip on the countertop, Liam's head is down, his eyes closed. I take the opportunity to study him for a minute. The hoodie he was wearing earlier has been discarded, leaving him in only a pair of sweatpants. Not that I mind the view. His sweats are hanging dangerously low. If he were facing me, I'm sure I could see the outline of his abs and the cut of his hips. His happy trail, one of the only places he has dark hair on his body, I like to tease him about.

      All of it leads down to a part of his body I shouldn't be thinking about.

      It's the look on his face that concerns me most. He appears to be in pain.

      Did he have the same look on his face when we were in the dark in his room? I hope not. I hope I'm not the reason for the pain.

      I clear my throat, and Liam's eyes pop open.

      "What are you doing up?" he asks, releasing the counter and straightening.

      "I should ask you the same."

      Moving around him, tempted to rub my body against his, I reach into the fridge for a bottle of water, then crack it open and take a gulp.

      "Couldn't sleep," he confesses, keeping his back to me.

      "Me either."

      Silence envelopes us.

      I know what's on his mind. It's the same thing on mine. The same reason I've been tossing and turning for hours.

      The sun will start to rise soon. Maybe it already has. The concept of time has escaped me. Then what?

      It's Saturday.

      Normally, it's laundry day. We toss our clothes in together. Let them tumble around in the dryer and then fold them as we watch a movie we've seen time and time again. Talk about mindless things.

      Thinking about my underwear getting caught up with his has my skin burning like I've been set on fire.

      "Are you hungry?" he finally asks, leaning back against the counter but avoiding looking in my direction.

      "Not really," I reply over the loud grumble in my stomach.

      Where did that come from? I swear my body betrays me at the most awkward moments.

      "Why don't I throw on a sweatshirt and we can go get some food."

      "Liam . . ." I have no idea what I want to say.

      No, I don't want food. That would be a lie according to the sounds my stomach is currently making.

      "Nothing has changed, Cass. It's just breakfast."

      He walks away before I can respond.

      What he doesn't realize is things have changed. My eyes are open. I'm seeing things in a different light. Nothing he says or does will be able to change that.

      You can't unsee things.

      You can't unfeel things.

      Against my better judgment, I follow him. He's already in his room by the time I catch up to him. He's about to pull his sweatshirt over his head when he spots me walking through the door and stops, his hands above his head, trapped in the sleeves.

      His abs on full display. The tiny path of dark hair standing out against his tanned skin.

      "What?"

      Words are not my friend. Nothing I can say will be able to express what I feel right now. Nothing is going to change my mind. Most importantly, words will only stop me from what I'm about to do, and I don't know if I want that either.

      So I take advantage of the fact he's at a disadvantage. Of the fact his sweatshirt is halfway on and he can't use his hands right now.

      Pulling his face down to mine, I kiss Liam like I need him to breathe. I put every emotion into that kiss. Every ounce of fear, desire, and confusion. I want him to feel it all. To take it all away.

      To put out the fire that's burning inside me.

      To satisfy the urges that are building.

      His initial reaction is shock. The moment it passes, something crashes across the room. I instinctively turn to find the source.

      Our lips disconnect only long enough for me to see his sweatshirt has landed on his dresser, knocking over a picture frame. The picture inside of us from college graduation.

      Liam's pulling me back to him, closer to him. His movements are frantic and so are mine. His hands are everywhere, switching from tugging at my shirt to slowing down and caressing my back. His lips are not as gentle. They're devouring mine.

      When his tongue swipes across my lips, begging for entrance, I groan, the sensation too much to handle, and I feel him smile as his tongue darts into my mouth.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him closer and closer until there's no air separating our bodies. We're connected. We've become one.

      This might be a decision I'll regret later, but at the moment, it couldn't feel more right.

      When I feel my thighs bump into the mattress, my stomach drops and I go still. He notices, slowly backing us away from the bed and pressing me against the opposite wall. Lowering myself to the floor, the tips of my toes sore from standing on them so I could easily reach his lips, our bodies slide against each other.

      My shirt against his bare chest.

      My exposed stomach against the unavoidable bulge in his sweatpants. I'd really like that to be pressed against something else right now.

      The thought no sooner passes through my mind than Liam grabs my ass and lifts me, holding onto my thighs tightly. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he gives me exactly what I want, eliciting a moan from the depths of my soul that separates our lips and echoes through his room.

      "Fuck, Cass," he says, breathless as he rests his forehead against mine. His eyes are closed as he breathes in and out, his chest brushing against my breasts.

      He's pressed against me. Against my core. But he's not moving. I can feel his fingertips digging into the back of my thighs in an attempt to contain his urges.

      "Move."

      "What?" he asks, slowly opening his eyes and searching mine.

      "Move. I need you to move." I'm practically begging him to give me what I want.

      He releases his grip on my thighs, and I realize he's misinterpreted my request. Quickly grabbing onto his sides, I pull him back to me, and another moan escapes me.

      "I need you to move closer. Against me, not away from me. I want more, Liam."

      There's a fire ignited in his eyes, and then he does what I ask. Slowly pressing me against the wall. Pressing against the most sensitive part of my body. Over and over again all while staring in my eyes.

      It's the most unbearable feeling. Being so close to release but not close enough. Needing more. Wanting more. Afraid to ask for what I want because I know he'll give it to me.

      "Cass. I can't. I'm going to. I, um."

      His broken sentences spur me on. He's as close as I am. I've had the same effect on him as he's having on me.

      And that knowledge has me falling over the edge. That and the slight shift in his posture that had him pressing on the perfect spot.

      "Oh, God!" I yell as the first wave hits me.

      "Fuck!" Liam says through gritted teeth as he presses his body against mine one last time, holding it there.

      A sheen of sweat is covering both of our foreheads. Our breathing is erratic, and I can feel his heart beating against my chest, in rhythm with my own.

      As our breathing slows, Liam gently lowers me to the floor. I hold onto his shoulders while his hands rest on my hips until I'm steady. We stay like this for a few moments before he lowers his head and presses his lips against mine.

      Gently at first. Pulling back and kissing me again, more intently. Then again, this time with more passion.

      Before I know what's happened, I'm off my feet again and pressed against the wall. We're right back where we were, and my need is beginning to build again. Liam's body has me trapped against the wall, and he's captured my lips.

      Pushing against his chest, he gets the message and pulls back, setting my feet on the floor.

      "I'm sorry," he says.

      "For what?"

      "That was intense. I shouldn't have—"

      "Given me what I asked for?" I ask, finishing his sentence.

      "Well, no. It's just . . ."

      "Yeah, it was intense. It was also fucking amazing."

      The words slip past my lips before I can stop myself. I'm obviously high on endorphins. There's no other way to describe the way I'm feeling right now. I don't think my body has ever reacted that intensely to anything or anyone.

      A slow grin begins to spread across Liam's face. A proud grin. But it's fleeting.

      "We should get breakfast. I promised to feed you," he quickly says, stepping away from me and retrieving his sweatshirt, standing up the picture frame that was knocked over in his haste to get it off.

      "In bed," I hear myself say.

      "What?" Whipping to face me, Liam once again has his sweatshirt halfway on and a confused look on his face. This time I let him pull it over his head before I attack him with my lips.

      He's going to take it off again at some point. I'll make sure of it. I prefer his toned abs pressing against me versus an old college hoodie.

      "Cass, this is going to lead to other things if you keep kissing me like that," he threatens, but it lacks the conviction I'm sure he was going for.

      "A girl can only hope," I retort, kissing him on the lips playfully.

      "You do realize I would do anything for you, right? Give you anything you want. Take care of your every need and desire. But if I do that, there's no turning back, Cass. Once I have you, I'll never give you up. Hell, we've only kissed, and the thought of someone else touching you has me want to punch things."

      "Possessive much," I joke, moving my lips along his jawline, continuing to pepper him with kisses.

      "Yes. When it comes to you."

      "Does that mean you don't want to have breakfast in bed?"

      "If you want to eat, we should probably do that in public. If you keep doing that, we may never leave the apartment again."

      "Promises, promises."

      Liam laughs, his Adam's apple bobbing against my lips.

      "You're going to get yourself in trouble, Cass."

      "I sure hope so. That's what I'm going for."

      Pushing me away and holding me at arm’s length, Liam smiles at me before loosening his grip and gently kissing me on the lips. His lips linger longer than necessary, barely grazing mine.

      More.

      It's the one word that keeps coming to mind.

      More of him. His touch. Of his lips. Of the feeling that builds inside me when his hands are roaming my body. When our bodies are pressed together in the most delicious way.

      The moment is killed when my stomach growls, demanding food.

      "Food first, and then I'll keep every promise I've ever made to you."

      Taking my hand, Liam pulls me from his room, my gaze catching the picture of us at the last minute. Donning our cap and gowns, Liam has his arm wrapped around my shoulder. We're smiling at the camera. Pure joy radiating from both of us.

      That was a magical day. One we celebrated together. And at the time, I didn't think there would be any other moment that could top the way I felt that day.

      Then I kissed Liam. The second time. And he kissed me back.
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      In all the years we've been friends, I've never been more aware of the way Liam looks at me. His stare is intense. Consuming. Overwhelming.

      And it's only been a few minutes since we sat down.

      Bringing the coffee mug to my lips, I blow across the surface of the cream-colored liquid in an attempt to cool it slightly while staring into Liam's eyes. He mimics my actions before taking a large sip.

      The tension between us is thick.

      There are a million and one things running through my mind right now. All of them about him, about what happened back at the apartment, and about what happens next. There's a sense of excitement coursing through my veins. Excitement for the unknown. The unexpected.

      Then there's the fear.

      That's even more overwhelming than the way he's looking at me. Than the way his thumb is caressing my palm, sending every sensation in my body into overdrive.

      "Tell me what you're thinking," he finally says, placing his mug on the table and wrapping both of his hands around mine.

      What am I thinking?

      That I want to climb in his lap and kiss him right now.

      That the way he's looking at me makes me feel special, like I'm the only person in the room, in the entire world, that matters.

      I'm thinking about how amazing he is. How he treats me like a princess and always has.

      The problem with all the good thoughts running through my mind is for every positive, I can find a negative. The negatives cause a chill to run up my spine.

      He's my best friend, and I may have just ruined that.

      I crossed a line with him, and that can never be undone. There's no going back after this. That I don't want to go back.

      My biggest fear, though, is that I might lose him.

      Without him in my life, I have no one.

      No one will be there to have my back when I need them. To laugh with me when I really want to cry. To hold me when the tears finally do come. To kick my ass when I need it or help me up when I fall.

      Losing Liam is not something I think I'd be able to survive.

      So the question of the hour is not what's on my mind, it's what am I willing to risk?

      Because at the end of the day, being with Liam is risking everything. Our friendship. My heart. My past and my future.

      I love Liam. I always have. As a friend. As my partner in crime. The person I call when I need to be cheered up or a shoulder to cry on.

      If I can't love him as more than that, I need to put a stop to this right now. If I don't, there's no way I won't screw up what we have.

      Because it's not a simple matter of what I want. It's not about how good he makes me feel and how much I care about him.

      "Cass, I can see the wheels turning. Tell me what has you shaking."

      Looking down to where our hands are joined, I see the slight vibrations. Taking a deep breath, I attempt to calm my nerves before answering him, but I don't get a chance.

      "I'm scared too. This is . . . it's a delicate situation. The last thing I want is to lose you, Cass. I'm not sorry about what happened. I wouldn't trade that moment with you for anything in the world."

      Me either.

      I want to say the words, but I can't find the strength to speak.

      "We don't have to do this. Things can go back to the way they were. You're still my best friend, Cass. You always will be. This doesn't change anything. I swear."

      He's backpedaling. He's afraid of losing me too.

      All I can do is nod at him as the waitress interrupts to take out order. Liam removes his hands from mine, and I feel the loss of his touch deep in my soul.

      Sure, he says we can go back to the way things were, but can we really? Because if I'm honest with myself, I'll never forget the way his lips felt against mine. The way I fit perfectly against his body. How loved I felt in his arms.

      I can't let go of how much I want him right now.

      "I can't go back," I blurt out when the waitress asks for my order.

      "I'm sorry. Can we have another minute?" Liam's asks the waitress who looks utterly confused before walking away.

      "I can't go back, Liam. I'm sorry. I don't think I want to."

      "Are you sure?"

      "No." My brutal honesty surprises even me. "This is scaring the shit out of me."

      "Cass, I think we should take a few days. Figure out what we both want. There's a lot to take into consideration, and there's no need to rush into something. I'm not going anywhere, and neither are you."

      Right. I'm stuck here. Living with him because I don't have anywhere else to go.

      "Okay," I mutter, wrapping both of my hands around my coffee mug when he reaches for me.

      If we're taking a few days, I can't touch him. I have to figure this out for myself. Figure out what I want. What I'm willing to risk.

      "Cass, I need to ask you something, and I want you to be honest with me."

      "Always," I reply on instinct. I've always been honest with Liam.

      "Why?"

      "Why did I kiss you?"

      "Yeah. I mean, I know you're in a dark place right now. You were drinking. I know a lot of shit has been going on. If that's the reason, that's fine. But if there's something else, something you're not telling me . . ."

      His voice trails off, but I don't need him to fill in the missing words for me.

      He wants to know if I have feelings for him.

      "I don't know. I mean, yeah, things have been crazy lately. My emotions have been all over the place. The one thing that hasn't changed is you. You've always been there. I'm not sure if I did it because I thought it would ground me or because of something else. I know that's not what you want to hear, and I'm sorry, but it's the truth."

      "I don't think that's it at all. I saw the look in your eye, Cass."

      Fuck him for knowing me so well. For being so observant.

      "If you're asking me if I felt something, the answer is yes. I felt everything."

      He hesitates and then finally asks, "Was it the alcohol?"

      "No."

      He tries his best to cover it, but I see the relief as it washes over his face. I can feel the uneasiness in the air slowly dissipate only to be replaced by a sexual tension as we eat in silence.

      Liam holds my hand the entire ride back to the apartment, caressing my knuckles with his thumb, an ache growing inside of me. The need to kiss him threatens to cause me to break.

      It's affecting him too. He's gripping the steering wheel with his other hand, his knee bouncing while we wait for the light to change. We're only a few blocks from the apartment when my nerves kick into high gear.

      We're about to be alone again.

      Behind closed doors.

      Where anything could happen.

      And judging by the growing need inside me, something is going to.

      Climbing the stairs to the second floor, I stay a few steps behind Liam. The idea was to form a plan, but I got distracted looking at his ass.

      It's a nice ass. Perfectly round. Not too big or small. I bet it's firm too. It looks firm. Solid like the rest of his body.

      How have I never noticed how delicious his ass is before?

      I'm not blind.

      "You gonna stare at my ass all day, or should we go inside?" Liam asks.

      Shit! We're standing outside the apartment, and I'm still staring at his ass.

      "Sorry," I mumble, gliding past him and walking through the open door.

      He doesn't let me get far, grabbing hold of my hips and pulling me back to him as he kicks the door shut behind us. When his lips begin to caress the side of my neck, I feel my knees threaten to give out.

      Risk it.

      He's worth the risk.

      My brain is screaming at my body, and I'm powerless to stop it.

      Turning in his arms, I wrap my arms around his neck and capture his lips for the third time. Suddenly, I’m lifted off the ground and we're moving.

      I've made my decision.

      There's no turning back.

      I hear a door slam against a wall as we move through the apartment. Then I'm being pressed against a mattress before Liam's body disconnects from mine for a split second while he strips his hoodie off.

      His lips are back on mine before I can process the loss, and I hear him rummaging around in a drawer. When his lips still against mine, I'm instantly filled with panic.

      "What?" I ask, pulling away.

      "I don't have anything," he replies, closing his eyes in frustration.

      It takes me a second to realize what he's talking about. Protection.

      I want to tell him it's okay, that I'm birth control and I trust him, but that's not who I am. Hell, Garrett and I were about to get married, and I still made him wear one. Thank God, considering recent events.

      Pushing off me, Liam paces the room, head tilted toward the ceiling.

      "I'm going to the store," he states, reaching for his discarded hoodie and pulling it over his head. Pointing his finger at me as he steps into the hall, he says, "Don't move."

      The front door slams moments later, and I relax back onto the bed.

      I'm thankful for a moment to myself, but as I lay on Liam's bed, I can't help but stare at the wall he had me pushed up against.

      Vivid images of what happened flood my memory.

      The heat in my cheeks rises.

      Naughty thoughts of Liam take over, and realization smacks me across the face.

      This was a sign.

      A sign that we shouldn't do this.

      A flashing neon sign telling me to slow down. To take time to think this over.

      I'm a planner. A perfectionist. I don't do things on a whim.

      This . . . There was no planning this.

      And now I'm doubting my decision.

      There's no way I can decide here. In what feels like the smallest apartment on the face of the planet suddenly. It's bigger than the house I grew up in, yet there's nowhere to hide. Nowhere to escape.

      I know what I need to do, and it has to happen quickly.

      Disobeying Liam's order, I rush down the hall to my room and pull my duffel bag from the bottom of my closet. I begin shoving clothes in at warp speed. Stepping across the hall, I grab my toothbrush, makeup, and a few shower essentials. Tossing them in my bag, I zip it up and strip down, changing into a clean pair of leggings and an oversized sweater.

      My car is parked in the gated lot behind the building. If I'm going to make a clean getaway, I need to go now. Liam will be back any moment, and there's only one way in and one way out. I'd like to be gone before he gets home. If I'm not, I won't be able to say no to him, and we'll continue down the path we were on before he left.

      A path that could be destructive.

      Clicking the button to close the gate behind me, I pull away from the center of the city. Watching in my rearview mirror as I wait for the light to change, I spot Liam's car a block behind me. Tapping my thumbs against the steering wheel, I beg the light to change, and when it finally does, I speed off, keeping my eyes trained on Liam's car. As soon as he turns into the parking lot, I let out a sigh and turn my attention to the road ahead of me.

      I have no idea where I'm going. No clue as to where I'll sleep tonight. No plan as to how long I'll be gone. All I know is I need time to think, and I need to do that alone.

      Sasha and Kevin's wedding is next weekend, and I'll need to be back in time for that. I have seven days to figure my shit out. To get my head on straight. To decide the future of my relationship with Liam.

      Right now, my goal is to get as far away from the city as possible. As far away from the situation as I can get. Because I have a feeling I just fucked up and my heart is about to break. Again. For the third time in my life.

      To be honest, I'm not sure it ever healed from the night I felt it shatter in my chest.

      The night Liam held me until the sun rose as my tears continued to fall.
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        * * *

      

      There was an unspoken rule between my father and I. If I was ever in trouble, if I ever needed help, I was to call him. No questions asked. He would be there to save me.

      The first time I took advantage of the rule, I got lost coming home from a football game in a neighboring town, ran out of gas, and was stranded. He came to my rescue at two o'clock in the morning.

      Our rescue I should say. Liam was with me. He was drunk. We had gone to a party after the game, and he had a few too many. Knowing he was drinking, I didn't that night. Thankfully. My punishment would have been far more severe had I been drinking.

      The second time I called, I was in an accident. Liam and I were screwing around in the car, and I accidentally ran over a giant curb and blew out two tires. I made Liam pay for one of them since it was partially his fault I was distracted and didn't see it.

      It was the last time I called my father for help that I regret, though.

      I was out with friends. Celebrating the fact we were about to graduate from high school. The party was loud, the music even louder. Liam and I got pulled into a game of beer pong and even though we continued to win, and Liam was drinking most of the beer, I still knew I'd had too much to drive.

      So I called my father.

      He and my mother were on their way home after having dinner with Liam's parents. He was disappointed. I could hear it in his voice. Not that I had called but that I had succumbed to the peer pressure of drinking, something I didn't do often.

      Liam and I waited on the front steps of Kendra's house for over an hour for my parents to arrive. The longest hour of my life. The moment we saw Liam's father's truck pull in the driveway, I knew something was wrong.

      I stood, waiting for my father to exit the passenger door, but he never did. As Michael approached, fear consumed my body, and tears began to stream down my face. As soon as the word “accident” slipped past his lips, I collapsed, Liam catching me before I hit the ground.

      I remember him carrying me to the truck and placing me in his lap in the backseat as his father drove us to the hospital. I remember sitting in the waiting room to hear if my parents were going to be okay. But what I remember most vividly is the moment the doctor called my name.

      The sound of despair in his voice.

      The look of dread on his face.

      I knew then I'd lost one of my parents. What I never imagined is I would lose them both in the same night.
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      My eyes are focused on the road as I drive for a few hours with no destination in mind. It's lunchtime before I make my first and what ends up being my only stop.

      A small diner, in the middle of nowhere. The perfect place to grab a bite to eat and figure out my next move. Only, I don't need to. The bright yellow flyer perfectly placed at eye level on the front door is the answer to my dilemma.

      Rental cabins.

      On a lake.

      Exactly what I need right now. A place to decompress and figure my shit out. Alone.

      That word scares the crap out of me. There are very few things I've had to handle on my own in life. Liam's always been there to share his words of wisdom, give his opinion, or stop me from making poor decisions. He's always been the one person I could call.

      Not this time.

      He can't figure this out for me.

      Hell, being in the same room as him complicates things. My brain turns to mush. All I can think about is kissing him, and then those thoughts lead to panic, which is what has led me to where I'm standing right now.

      Staring at a flyer on a door. Looking as lost as I feel.

      Taking a picture of the phone number on the flyer, I ignore the missed calls and text messages. I've ignored them since my phone started blowing up as I hit the highway. I turned the ringer off after the third call, but I couldn't bring myself to turn off my phone.

      I'll read his messages.

      I'll listen to the voice mails.

      Not right now, but once I'm settled and have had time to compose a response. One that I'm sure of.

      I can hear him now.

      Worried out of his mind. The panic in his voice. The confusion.

      I can even picture the look on his face. The way he pinches the bridge of his nose when he's frustrated. His eyes will be closed and his lips pursed.

      And when I finally do call him back, the way his shoulders will sag in relief that I'm safe.

      I hate that I'm doing this to him. I feel bad for running away, but I was on the verge of having a major panic attack. One I wouldn't have recovered from any time soon, and I'd rather cause him a day’s worth of suffering than have him spend the next two weeks trying to talk me off the ledge. And that's assuming he could.

      When it was Garrett who I was upset over, he was able to bring me out of the darkness. I was angry and confused and hurt. Still, I knew I would heal in time because I had Liam by my side. I had his support to get through.

      It's different now that my heart is torn over Liam.

      "Are you okay?" I hear a young voice ask from behind me.

      Stepping aside, I turn to find a petite brunette, no more than seven or eight years old, holding a coloring book in one hand and a box of crayons in the other, staring at me with a frown on her face.

      "I'm sorry," I begin. "I didn't mean to block the door."

      "It's okay," she chirps, her frown turning into a smile. "You looked like you were thinking about something really sad. You know what makes me feel better when I'm sad? Ice cream. You should have some. It'll make you feel better."

      Her enthusiasm for ice cream and sweet, innocent personality bring a smile to my face.

      "I think I will. Thank you," I say as I open the door and she skips inside.

      Sliding into the first available booth, I watch as she bounces into the arms of a waitress who can't be much older than me. The waitress stoops down so she's eye level with the little girl. Then the girl whispers something in the waitress’s ear that causes her to look in my direction.

      That's when I look away, embarrassed I was staring for as long as I was. I keep my attention trained on the paper placemat on the table in front of me that also serves as a menu. I'm still scrolling when I hear, "So I hear you're having a bad day and that ice cream is on the menu."

      Making eye contact with the waitress again, I catch the hint of humor in her stare.

      "That's what I've been told," I begin as she takes the seat across from me.

      "Marley's pretty observant for her age."

      "Your daughter?"

      "My niece. Her mom isn't around, and my brother drives a long-haul truck, so she stays with me when he's out of town."

      "She's a cutie," I say, looking past the waitress at a happy Marley, scribbling away in her coloring book.

      She reminds me of a girl in my class last year. Always smiling but always watching what was going on around her. Observant. Smarter than she let on.

      One of my favorite students.

      "So about that ice cream . . . did you want real food first?"

      The waitress, Amanda, and I end up talking while I wait for my food. She's a sweet girl, a year younger than me, with a good head on her shoulders. She's going to school full time, working full time, and helping raise Marley. She made me exhausted just thinking about how hard she works every day.

      She's also lived in this little town her entire life and happens to know the owners of the lake cabins I was looking at. After only a five-minute conversation, I've booked one for the next three nights with the option to stay longer if I want to.

      Waving to Marley and Amanda as I pull out of the parking lot, I already make a mental note to stop and see them again before I head back home.

      The key to the cabin is waiting for me under the mat as expected. As soon as I push open the heavy wooden door, a sense of peace washes over me.

      Or maybe it's my lack of sleep catching up to me.

      I force myself to keep going, but I can do no more than shuffle along. I can barely keep my eyes open.

      Walking through the small cabin, I take in the cute, beach-themed decor. From the teal pillows on the sofa covered in starfish to the framed lighthouse pictures adorning the walls, this place gives off a relaxing vibe, which is exactly what I need right now. Continuing through the small two-bedroom home, I pop my head into the kitchen, ensuring there is a coffee maker for the morning, and am pleasantly surprised to see that not only is there one but the owner also put flavored creamer and sugars in cute glass jars sitting next to it.

      Moving down the hall, there is a small bedroom with a twin-sized bed on my left and a bathroom on my right. Both decorated in soft, soothing colors. At the end of the hall is the other bedroom, this one with a full-sized bed boasting the same calming colors as the rest of the place.

      Dropping my duffel bag at the end of the bed, I flop face first onto the pale-gray comforter and close my eyes. I'm quickly lulled to sleep by the silence surrounding me.
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        * * *

      

      Waking up alone, in an unfamiliar bedroom, is alarming. So much so I thrash around for a moment before the events of the day come back to me.

      The room is engulfed in darkness, but there is a light shining from under the bedroom door. Reaching for the knob, my hand pauses when I realize I didn't shut the door. I didn't turn on any lights when I arrived.

      I was so tired I walked into the bedroom and went to sleep.

      Did I lock the door behind me?

      Fuck!

      Someone could be out there.

      Cracking the door open only a sliver, I watch for any signs I'm not alone. The smell of garlic and tomatoes assaults my nose, causing my stomach to grumble loudly.

      Not alone.

      Someone else is in the cabin. Cooking food. And it sounds like humming.

      The only person I know who hums while they cook is Sasha. And there's no way she's here, is there?

      Creeping down the hall as silently as I can, I peer around the corner to find Sasha swinging her hips and humming to herself as she stirs a pot on the stove. Watching in both relief and confusion, I wait a few beats before announcing my presence by clearing my throat. Sasha doesn't even flinch.

      "It's about time you woke up. I've been here for hours."

      "What are you doing here?" I ask, sliding up next to her.

      "I was told you needed me, so here I am."

      "Who told you—"

      I stop myself. I know who sent her. And I know how she found me.

      My heart fills with joy that she's here but also irritation at the fact my attempt to run and hide failed miserably. I should have known it would, though. Liam is very skilled. There's a reason he's the most sought-after private investigator in the area.

      "Liam said you took off. That he was worried about you but that he couldn't be the one to bring you back, so he asked me to. Care to explain why?"

      "What's for dinner?" I ask, attempting to change the subject.

      Sasha stops stirring the pot of red sauce on the stove and turns to face me.

      "What's going on, Cass?"

      Letting out a sigh, I close my eyes and shake my head. What am I supposed to say? I kissed Liam and ran away because I was scared? That's not going to go over well. We've had to explain our relationship to everyone over the years, and we've both maintained that we're strictly friends. We've defended ourselves time and time again and now . . . what? We changed our mind? We lied?

      "It can't be that bad," Sasha states, nudging me with her shoulder.

      "It can and it is." Making eye contact with Sasha, I try to convey with my eyes how serious the situation is.

      "What'd you do, sleep with Liam?" She laughs. When I don't join her, she stops abruptly, her face taking on a shocked look before quickly lighting up with a smile. "It's about time."

      "What?"

      Is she seriously encouraging the idea? Does she not understand the risks?

      "Girl, he's been in love with you forever. I'm just glad he finally told you. We were all afraid he was going to stand up at your wedding and object to you marrying Garrett. That wasn't the way we wanted you to find out."

      Liam's in love with me? He's been in love with me? For how long? Why didn't he tell me?

      I can answer that last one myself.

      Because I was with Garrett.

      But how does she know all of this? How did I not see it?

      "I didn't sleep with Liam," I finally blurt out. "And what makes you think he's in love with me? We're friends, Sasha. You know that. We've always been only friends."

      "If you didn't sleep with him, why did you run away?"

      "I didn't run away," I lie.

      "Sure you didn't. And Liam didn't break the law by tracking your cell phone."

      I should have turned my phone off instead of on silent. If I had, he wouldn't have been able to find me as easily. He still would have, but it would have taken him a lot longer. By leaving my phone on, I made his job easier.

      "I just needed to get away for a few days. I need time to think. A lot has changed in the last month. I'm just overwhelmed."

      Sasha doesn't reply right away, moving the pot off the burner and reaching for the oven mitt. The heat from the oven when she opens the door warms my skin, causing it to pebble with goosebumps.

      It reminds me of how my skin reacted when Liam touched me. As if my body was craving his touch, searching for it.

      Damn it!

      Rubbing my hands up and down my arms doesn't push away the memories of earlier. If anything, it makes me wish he were here. Holding me close. My body pressed against his.

      "You look a little flush all the sudden," Sasha notes as she sets a baking sheet with garlic bread on the counter next to the stove.

      Great.

      "I'm fine."

      Lies. All lies. I keep lying to her when I should be telling her the truth. That I'm confused. That I'm feeling things for Liam I've never felt before. That I'm scared out of my mind I'll lose him whether or not our relationship changes.

      I need advice. She knows both of us. Who better than to talk this through than with her?

      "Look, Cass. Make yourself a plate. We'll eat and talk some more. You can start telling me the truth, and I'll do my best to give you the advice I know you'd give me if the situation were reversed."

      Handing me a plate with a sinister smile on her face, Sasha appears proud of herself. I should have known she'd see through my bullshit. She may be the quiet one, but those are the people you should worry about. They see the most, even if they don't say the most.

      Just like Marley.

      As we take a seat at the tiny table, Sasha begins talking about all the little things she needs to do before the wedding next weekend. Things she won't let anyone help her with. Picking up her dress from the boutique. Putting together centerpieces and making bouquets.

      They're having a small, intimate ceremony and reception. Only close friends and family. No wedding party, even though I'll be getting ready with her in the bridal suite.

      Sasha wanted a simple wedding.

      One where she wasn't stressing about if everyone was having fun. She wanted it to be about her and Kevin, no one else. And I'm fairly certain she's accomplished that.

      Only, I feel bad she's here instead of taking care of wedding details. I've become a burden on her, and that's not something I like to be.

      "You know, you can go back and take care of the wedding. I'll be fine."

      "Sorry, girl. I have strict instructions not to return unless you're with me. So let's figure this shit out." Pushing her plate to the side, she continues, "Tell me what happened and don't leave out a single detail."

      "Nothing happened," I start but then notice the look on her face. "Fine. Something happened, but it's no big deal."

      "Then why are you here and not there?"

      "Because I needed to clear my head."

      "Why?"

      "I wanted to think about a few things, that's all. And I couldn't do that in Liam's apartment."

      "Why not?"

      She's pushing me, and she's not going to stop until I come clean. Until I explain what's going on inside my head. The problem with her tactic is I'm not sure what's going on in my head or how to explain how I feel right now.

      "We kissed," I blurt out.

      "You've kissed before. But you've never run away from him before."

      "This was different."

      "How?"

      "It was . . . intimate."

      "And your heart jumped for joy."

      "Something like that."

      "Cass"—she leans over the table toward me—"I get that it scared you, but I don't understand why. Explain that to me. This is Liam we're talking about, not some random guy. You know him better than anyone else. Kissing him shouldn't scare you."

      "Kissing him should scare me more than kissing anyone else," I reply defensively, causing her to settle back in her chair. "He's the one person in my life I can count on. My constant. My past, present, and future. Without him, I'm lost. I have no one. Nothing. I don't know what I'd do without him."

      "You should be running toward him, not away from him if that's how you feel, then."

      "That's just it, I don't know how I feel. Of course I love him, Sasha. There's no doubt in my mind. But do I love him as a friend or as more? I can't answer that question. The thought of it makes me want to crawl out of my own skin. Because if I love him as more, and things between us change, I could lose him. My life wouldn't be the same without him in it. I can't imagine it, and I don't want to."

      "So you want to play it safe?"

      "What do you mean safe?"

      Sasha chuckles to herself before standing and clearing the table.

      "You refuse to take the chance, to let yourself love him, because you're afraid to lose him. I get it. Life is scary. So is love. Do you honestly think you'd lose him if things didn't work out between the two of you?"

      "If we cross that line, there's no turning back in my mind," I state wholeheartedly.

      "You're right. You wouldn't be able to go back to the way things were, but that doesn't mean you would lose him, Cass. This is Liam we're talking about. The man loves you more than he loves himself. He would walk through fire for you. Move mountains to make you happy. He lives and breathes for you and only you. You have to see that."

      I want to believe her. That his feelings for me are that strong, because deep down, I know they are. It's the same way I feel about him. As my best friend. The one person on this Earth I was meant to have as part of my life. Forever.

      But those same feelings can change in the blink of an eye.

      And if they ever did, I wouldn't recover.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Kicking Sasha out was a battle I didn't think I would win at first. The only reason she left was because I promised her I wouldn't miss the wedding. Not that I was planning on staying that long. I have one more night here, and I'll jump on the road in the morning.

      I also promised her I would call Liam so he would stop worrying about me. And I will, but I'm not ready yet. I still need to figure out what I want, and talking to him will sway me. So instead, I sent him a text message after she left.

      
        
        ME: Sasha is on her way back. I'll be home tomorrow night.

      

      

      His reply is instantaneous, as if he was waiting by his phone.

      
        
        LIAM: Are you okay? Can you come back today so we can talk?

        ME: I'm fine. Just clearing my head. We'll talk when I get back tomorrow.

        LIAM: I'll be here.

      

      

      Of course he will.

      I'd expect no less from him. In fact, I can see him pacing in front of the door right now, waiting for me to arrive. A look of concern on his face mixed with excitement.

      Liam has three signature looks. Three different smiles. Three different stances. One look at him and I can usually determine what he's thinking.

      The first one, when he's happy or excited. His eyes light up, his smile slightly higher on the right than the left, and his hands tend to either go to his hips or he clasps them together behind his back. It's like he's trying to keep from bouncing up and down like a six-year-old being offered ice cream for dinner.

      Then there's when he's angry, bothered, or annoyed. His face remains flat. No smile. No frown. A blank expression. His stare and his hands are what gives him away. He looks at you as if he's looking through you. Staring into your eyes and seeing all that is evil about you. And his hands . . . he appears calm, cool, and collected, his arms hanging limply at his side, but his hands are clenched into tight fists.

      Finally, and this one is new to me, is when he’s turned on. It's similar to his happy look, but there's more depth to his eyes. His smile takes on a more sinister and devious look. But it's his hands that are the big difference in the two. They have to find something to grip onto.

      Whether it be the edge of the counter to contain himself or my hips, holding on is what keeps him in control.

      And I didn't even realize it until I woke up this morning after dreaming about him last night. A very vivid replay of our interaction. One that left me filled with need when I woke up.

      And as I stare out at the lake in front of me, my phone resting in my lap, I focus on that look. On the way he was staring into the depth of my soul. The way it felt when it lifted me off the ground, my legs wrapping around his hips. How tight he squeezed the back of my thighs as he pressed his body against me.

      Closing my eyes, I lean my head back against the deck chair and allow my mind to reel with possibilities. I weigh my options. Every potential outcome. The possibility of happiness versus losing Liam. Knowing that I love Liam, with everything in my body, and realizing that as hard as I try to convince myself and everyone around me, I know this love I feel is not for him as a friend.

      Maybe it's been building over time. Changing. Evolving into something more.

      I didn't realize it happened. I didn't plan for this.

      Nonetheless, it has.

      I shouldn't be surprised. When we kissed the first time, I felt it. My heart soared when our lips met. It felt right even though I was trying to tell myself it should feel wrong.

      Thinking over the last few years, I try to pinpoint the moment things changed. When I first started to see him as more than a friend. When we actually crossed the line without knowing it.

      The only moment that stands out is our first night at college. His parents had just left. He was in his dorm room one floor above me and I was in mine. He sent me a text to meet him in the stairwell, and I didn't hesitate. He was on the landing waiting for me and pulled me into his arms and held me for ten minutes before either of us said anything.

      He was wearing a T-shirt and dark jeans. I was in a pair of short running shorts and a tank top. The night was warm and the humidity in the air was suffocating, but neither of us made a move to separate. Even when I started to sweat, I let him hold me.

      We were on a new adventure, and I was, once again, leaning on him to traverse the unknown with me. The way he always had.

      It was Liam who spoke first.

      "I love you, Cass, and I'm happy we're doing this together."

      "I love you too. I wouldn't want to do this with anyone else."

      "Together forever?"

      It was a question. At the time, I couldn't believe he wouldn't know the answer to it.

      "Always."

      A simple statement or a profession of love? Either way, something changed that night between us. I can see it clearly now.

      We weren't kids anymore. We were in college. Living on our own. Working toward our future. Everything that happened after that moment was our decision. We chose our paths, and those paths led both of us back here, to each other.

      Garrett and I broke up a few weeks after that night.

      Liam had started dating some slut who lived in the dorm next door, but it didn't last. I became “friends” with a guy from my English class at the end of our first semester, and Liam found another girl to occupy his time.

      We were never single at the same time. That didn't stop us from hanging out. Going to parties together, with or without our current significant others. Our friendship seemed to be the reason a lot of his relationships ended. I never felt bad, because if they couldn't understand how important to him I was, they didn't deserve him.

      None of them were good enough for Liam. I made sure to let him know that on a regular basis. He felt the same way about both guys I had relationships with after Garrett. He was a little less vocal than I was, but I could still tell in the way he acted around them.

      It wasn't jealousy, it was irritation.

      And then we graduated. Came back home. Settled into our lives, and suddenly Garrett was back in the picture.

      That's when Liam started dating anyone who would spread their legs for him. He didn't have a hard time finding someone either. I'm surprised there wasn't a line at his front door. Or maybe there was and he didn't tell me about it.

      He was distant for a few weeks. Right after Garrett and I got engaged. I thought it was because he didn't approve, and now I know I was partially correct. Not only did he not approve of Garrett but, if I married him, he would lose me. Not as his best friend, but he'd lose any chance he had at being with me. At loving me the way he truly wanted to.

      Do I think he would have stood up at the wedding and objected to our marriage? No. It's not his style. He would have rather let me marry and live in misery than to stop my wedding. Especially if he thought it was what I wanted. Because like Sasha said, he would do anything to make me happy, even if it meant he wasn't.

      Watching as the sun begins to set over the water, the colors of the sky shifting from oranges and reds to deep hues of blue, a sense of calm washes over me.

      I know what I want. My vision is clear.

      There's no other choice I would have made. No matter what the outcome of my decision is, I'm prepared to live with it. To move forward and take life one day at a time.
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        * * *

      

      As I patiently wait for the gate to open so I can pull into the parking lot, I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. My knee has been bouncing up and down the entire drive home, my nerves on end. I'm anxious to put this uneasiness between us to bed, but there's so much uncertainty that I can't help but be concerned about how Liam will respond.

      Pulling into my spot next to his car, I know I won't have to wait long to find out. True to his word, he's here. Waiting for me. Hell, I'm surprised he's not pacing the parking lot. I texted him when I was ten minutes away to let him know I was almost home.

      You know, in case he wasn't tracking my phone already. I'm sure he was. I guarantee he was nervous I wouldn't actually come back home today even though I promised I would.

      He never replied.

      Leaving me to wonder whether he was here. Whether he was ready to talk.

      I have the answer to one of those questions, and now it's time to find out the answer to the other.

      As the elevator doors slide open, I hear shouting coming from down the hall. When I turn the corner, Liam is standing in the middle of the hallway, his fists clenched at his sides, hollering. His body is blocking the other person, but as soon as they speak, I know who he's arguing with.

      "Get the fuck out of my building. Get the fuck out of our life," Liam states firmly, his voice rising an octave.

      "You don't get to make those decisions for her. You're just friends, remember?"

      Garrett's lucky Liam doesn't punch him in the throat after the emphasis he put on the word friends. He liked to throw it in Liam's face any time he could when we first started dating, back when he didn't believe we weren't fucking behind his back.

      "I don't care what you think about our relationship, you need to leave. She's not here, and even if she was, she doesn't want to see you. Ever. Again."

      "Don't be so sure of that. I saw the way she was looking at me the other night. She still loves me, and that drives you crazy, doesn't it?"

      Is he fucking crazy? He has to be if he thinks I was looking at him in any way other than disgust. I'm about to tell him that, but I don't get the chance.

      Liam lunges forward, and the next thing I see is Garrett being lifted off the ground by the front of his shirt and slammed against the wall.

      "She doesn't love you, Garrett. She sees you for who you are now. A worthless piece of shit. Cassidy deserves someone who will love and cherish her. Someone who will treat her with the respect she deserves. Who only has eyes for her and will spend their entire life doing whatever it takes to make her happy. That person is not you."

      At some point during Liam's rant, Garrett catches sight of me approaching them. A slight smile forms on his lips when I place my hand on Liam's shoulder, and he releases Garrett without warning. He crumples to the ground with a loud thud.

      "Hey, Cass," Garrett begins, pushing himself off the ground. "I came to—"

      "You came to cause trouble. To try and weasel your way back into my life. Well, let me save us both the waste of time and energy. I want nothing to do with you, Garrett. I may have forgiven you, but I will never forget what you did to me. It wasn't an accident. She didn't fall into your lap. You were going to break up with me and instead proposed to save face.

      "There's no reason for you to be here. You have Kendra. You wanted to be with her, so go be with her. Live the life you wanted because you sure as hell didn't want one with me. And, let's be honest here, what happened was the best thing for both of us. You were able to stop lying and I was saved from making the biggest mistake of my life. I call that a win-win."

      Garrett's jaw is hanging open slightly, and I really want to laugh but I don't. I straighten my shoulders and hold my composure as I wait to see if he has anything to say. When he doesn't reply, I turn and walk through our open front door, Liam hot on my heels.

      He slams it closed, and the dead bolt slides into place seconds later. No sooner have I dropped my bag at my feet than he's whirling me around and his lips are on mine. It's a quick kiss, but there's no mistaking the passion behind it.

      "I'm so proud of you," he says against my lips before pulling me tight against his chest, wrapping his arms around me. I do the same, clasping mine behind his back.

      Home.

      It's not the place you live, it's the feeling you get. The feeling of unconditional love. Of acceptance and admiration.

      That's how I feel in Liam's arms. I feel like I'm home.

      To be honest, I always have. I just didn't realize what the feeling was or how important. Until this moment.

      "I'm glad you're back," Liam says, resting his chin on my head. "This place felt empty without you here."

      "You lived alone for years before I moved in." My counter is weak, but I'm not sure what else to say.

      "And it always felt empty. Like something was missing. You are what was missing, Cass. Please tell me you're not leaving me."

      Letting out a sigh, I squeeze him tightly but don't respond. I knew we were going to have this talk when I got home. I didn't realize it was going to be the moment I walked through the door though.

      "You have to say the words out loud. I need to hear you say them. No matter what it is you've decided, tell me I'm not going to lose you, Cass."

      The worry in his voice stabs me in the chest, bringing tears to my eyes. He's afraid he's going to lose me. I get it. I feel the same way. The last thing I want is to live a life without Liam being a part of it.

      And I won't.

      I refuse to.

      Pushing out of his embrace, I then reach down for my bag to avoid eye contact with him.

      "I'm gonna unpack and then we can talk," I state, walking out of the room before he can see the tears building up in my eyes.

      The entire drive home I was worried that everything Sasha insinuated wasn't real. That Liam didn't love me. That everything happening between us was only lust. That the decision I had made was wrong because the risks outweighed the rewards.

      Hearing the pain in his voice at the thought of losing me confirmed everything I already knew. Everything I wanted to believe but refused to let myself.

      Self-doubt is a bitch.

      It's also part of life.

      And I have a tendency to focus on the bad instead of the good. To see the darkness instead of the light.

      It's not something I do by choice. I wasn't always like this. My parents’ death took its toll on me, and it took a long time before I could see any positive in a world that would strip a teenager of her entire family in one night.

      But I want to see the good.

      I want to focus on the positives instead of the negatives.

      And it's going to start now. Because I only have one shot at this, and I don’t want to screw it up. So I need a minute to compose myself. To get my thoughts together.

      Confessing my love for Liam isn't going to be easy, but I can do it. I want to. I'm ready to take a chance on a life with him that has us crossing the boundaries of friendship. Because at the end of the day, there's no one else I'd rather take this leap with.

      And when I walk into the living room to find him pacing back and forth, wearing a pattern into the rug in front of the couch, I know I'm making the right decision. Because he cares as much about me as I care about him.

      "I love you," I start, my words bringing him to a stop facing away from me. "It scares the shit out of me, and there's no telling what will happen, but I know that if there's anyone in this world that I'm willing to risk everything for, it's you."

      Turning to face me but not moving any closer, Liam stares at me in surprise.

      "I didn't run away from you. I ran away from what I was feeling. I was scared shitless of losing you. I still am."

      "You'll never lose me, Cass. I've loved you from day one, and I'll never stop loving you. I can promise you that." Taking a tentative step toward me, he continues, "This isn't going to be easy, we both know that. You're the only person I've ever truly let in. The only person I've ever wanted to know me. I've always been honest with you, and I always will be."

      I want to argue with him. To tell him he has lied to me. That he kept his feelings to himself. Right now none of that matters because he's standing in front of me, looking at me with hope in his eyes. And all I want to do is kiss him.

      So that's what I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We're taking things slow.

      Slower than I'd like.

      According to Liam, it's necessary. I get it, I do, but if he's going to walk around without his shirt on all the damn time, I'm going to lose my patience with how slow things are going.

      Basically, he's going to get jumped.

      It's amazing to me that less than a week ago, I was scared of this. Of the way I feel for him. Of ruining everything we had and losing him. Because that's the furthest thing from my mind these days.

      Probably because he's shirtless. Again. And all my brain can focus on is finding out what's hiding below the waistband of his low-hung jeans. Of licking the curves of his abs. Popping the button on his jeans with my teeth. Riding—

      "Cass." Liam snaps his fingers in front of my face.

      Caught. Again. Staring at him. Admiring the view. Swooning. Call it what you want, I feel like a cat in heat.

      I've never thought about sex this much in my life. Not with any of the guys I've been with. None of them got my motor running the way Liam suddenly does.

      It has to be the fact I can't have him.

      You always want what you can't have, right?

      "That's it," he says, unwrapping his arm from around my shoulder and pushing off the couch. "I'm putting a shirt on, and we're leaving the house."

      "Why?"

      "Because I can see your thoughts, and as much as I'd like to give you what you want, we both agreed to take things slow. You're making that hard when you look at me like that."

      "I'd rather make something else hard," I mutter quietly to myself.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      Liam decided to take the week off work so we could spend quality time together. And we have. We also haven't left the house for three days. We've watched every movie we could agree on. Cooked meals together. Talked about anything and everything.

      Cuddled.

      Made out like horny teenagers.

      Slept in his bed every night, me wrapped in his arms.

      But we haven't gone beyond that.

      Our clothes have stayed on the entire time.

      I'm not the only one it's getting to either. I caught him sniffing my underwear the other day. Literally sniffing them.

      It was his turn to switch the laundry and bring in the clean load to be folded. I went to see what was taking him so long, and he had my favorite pair of underwear up to his nose, his eyes were closed, and he was breathing deeply.

      I wanted to laugh, but it kind of turned me on. Instead of calling him out on his weakness, I backed away slowly and went back into the living room to wait for him. I'll tell him I caught him one day. It's too good of a story not to share, but the moment has to be perfect.

      Liam returns wearing a polo shirt, and I'm sad that his amazing body is hidden but excited to visit the outside world for a change. All the sexual tension that has been building between us is suffocating. Maybe getting out will be good for us.

      It can't be bad, right?

      "Ready?" he asks, looking at my bare feet.

      "Where are we going?" I slip into my sandals, then Liam offers me a hand to help me off the couch.

      "I was thinking we could grab a bite to eat at the bar and then maybe stop at the popcorn store down the street so we have a snack for movie night tonight."

      We're debating what movie to watch as the elevator slowly descends. Liam makes a smart remark about not being tricked into another chick flick, so I smack him lightly in his abs. It's enough to spark the fire inside me, and when I look up, I see the fire burning brightly in him as well.

      His lips are on mine before I can process what's happening. My body is trapped between the wall of the elevator and Liam. His hands hold my face while he devours my lips.

      There's nothing gentle about this kiss.

      It's needy. Passionate. Sexual.

      And I want more. More of him. Of his body pressed against me. Of his hands on my bare skin.

      I vaguely hear the sound of the elevator doors sliding open when Liam removes one hand from my face and begins pressing buttons. The elevator is moving again. Upward this time. Taking us back to the apartment.

      When the doors slide open this time, Liam lifts me, and my legs automatically wrap around his hips and my arms around his neck. He walks toward the apartment, our lips never breaking contact. When we reach our door, instead of going inside, he presses me against it and slows down his assault on my lips.

      "Cass, I want you so much, but I really think we need to stop here. We're not taking this slow. Hell, we skipped ten steps by living together before dating. I don't want to screw this up."

      I get it. I do. If there's anything we've agreed on since taking the plunge, it's that we want to do this right. Slow isn't working for us, though. It's making both of us do crazy things.

      "Liam, I swear to God, if you don't take me inside and put us both out of our misery, I will never forgive you. You act like we've known each other for five minutes instead of twenty-six years."

      I expect him to smile at me. To laugh at my words, not that I was joking. I really do want him to reconsider taking things slow.

      Neither of those things happens. Instead, he silently unlocks the door, pushes it open, and carries me inside to his bedroom. Neither of us speaks as he slowly undresses first me and then him. Once we're both in only our underwear, I finally find my voice, which is surprising considering the bulge he's unable to hide through the fabric of his boxer briefs.

      "This changes everything," I say, attempting to keep my nerves at bay and my eyes focused on his.

      He only nods and takes a step toward me.

      "There's no turning back."

      "Nope," he replies as he places his hands on my hips and gives me a light squeeze.

      "Are you sure you're ready for this?"

      I'm asking him the question I should be asking myself. Because suddenly I'm not sure I am. I know I want him. I know I love him. I know a lot of things, but I'm not sure I know if I can handle what happens next.

      "This is a moment I've been thinking about for a long time, but I'm not ready. I'll never be ready. There are moments in life you can prepare for and moments you can't. This isn't a moment you can prepare for, Cass. This is one that surprises you when it finally happens. One that causes a sense of panic to settle in the middle of your chest because you've hoped for it for so long and, now that it's finally here, you are scared out of your mind that you're going to screw it up.

      "But we won't. And if we do, we can always try again. So, no. I'm not ready for this, and neither are you. I pictured this as a special moment. There would be candles and flowers and everything you see in those damn movies you've been making me watch. But at the end of every scenario, there's only one thing in common. The two most important things. You and me. Together. And here we are."

      Fuck!

      I'm not sure if he was trying to make me feel better or feel bad. I'd love all those sweet things, but all I really want is him. He's all I need.

      A week ago, being with him never would have even crossed my mind, and now it's all I can think about. I stare at the TV screen, pretending to watch whatever movie we've put on, but my mind is somewhere else. It's imagining every possibility. Every scenario. What the next day holds, the next week.

      Where we could be a year from now or ten years from now.

      I've tried to reign in my thoughts. To keep from getting ahead of myself and taking things one day at a time.

      It's not working. My imagination is running at warp speed with no signs of slowing down any time soon.

      Liam runs his hands up and down my sides, his thumbs brushing the underside of my bra and the top of my underwear. I know he's waiting for me to answer him. To reply to his statements.

      "What if," I begin because I have no idea what to say, yet stalling seems like the only option. "What if we make it a point to plan this. For both of us to put in the effort to make it everything we want it to be. To make it as perfect as possible. Because, yeah, we could screw it up and try again, but honestly, we only get one shot at our first time."

      "We can do that," he replies quickly, his hands continuing to roam my body. "When were you thinking?"

      Good question.

      I was thinking right now, but I just killed that option.

      "We have Sasha and Kevin's wedding tomorrow, so what about the day after? Sunday night."

      "I think I can wait that long. How about we go on a real date. We leave the house, go to dinner, maybe find something fun to do after."

      A real date. With Liam. I never thought about it. We've gone a lot of places together, done a lot of things. Sometimes in groups and sometimes just the two of us. We've probably been on a hundred dates over the years, but we never called them that. We were just hanging out.

      Will this feel the same? Or now that we've given in a title, will it be different?

      I'm thinking the latter.

      Everything else between us has changed. Not all in a major way, but still, things have changed. I feel it.

      I'm just as happy to see him every morning as I was before, but now I look forward to having coffee with him. I look forward to waking up next to him instead of running into him in the hallway. I'm more aware of my morning breath in case he wants to kiss me.

      And I'm definitely more aware of when I shave my legs.

      "I like it," I finally say, pushing up on my tiptoes and pressing my lips against his.

      "Now I just have to make it through tomorrow," he mumbles against my lips.

      When I pull back and give him a curious look, he only smiles at me.

      "What has you worried about tomorrow?"

      "You'll be wearing those damn shoes again. The last time you wore them, I couldn't help but stare at your legs all night long and wonder what it would feel like to have them wrapped around me. Now that I know how amazing that is, I'm going to have a hard time keeping my hands to myself."

      His confession is adorable and causes me to laugh.

      The shoes in question are fantastic, don't get me wrong. Three-inch black heels that clasp around my ankles, bringing me closer to his height, but I still fit under his chin. My favorites. And the thought of him having a hard time keeping his hands to himself because of them—

      Shit!

      My laughter fades as I realize I won't be wearing those shoes tomorrow.

      "That's a bad idea," I state firmly, taking a step back.

      "What's a bad idea? The heels?"

      "If you're going to be all over me, yes."

      "What's the problem with that?" he asks with a smirk, closing the little bit of distance I've put between us. The mattress presses against the back of my knees when I attempt to match his step.

      "No one knows about this," I explain, motioning between us.

      "And you don't want them to?"

      "It's not that at all. I just don't think a wedding is the best place to announce it to everyone. Especially if the way we announce it is by groping each other on the dance floor."

      Pressing lightly against his chest, I take a seat on the bed and scoot back. Liam grabs my ankle, pulling me to him. Positioning me the way he wants me, he crawls between my legs, placing his body as close to my center as possible and leans in to speak his mind.

      My hands instantly go to his shoulders, ready to wrap my body around his, but that's not in the plan. That would lead to other things. Things we just decided to put on hold for a couple more days.

      "I don't care who knows or how they find out," he whispers into my ear before nibbling on the lobe. "I'll happily hire someone to skywrite it if you want."

      His lips move down the curve of my neck and up my jawline.

      "As far as I'm concerned, it's no one’s business but ours."

      Kissing the corner of my lip, I smile when I realize he's turning himself on as much as he's turning me on. His arms are beginning to shake from balancing his weight so he doesn't crush me beneath him. His resolve’s weakening as he presses against me.

      "The only people whose opinion matters are in this room right now. So if you don't want me to hold your hand or kiss you tomorrow, I won't. Just know that I don't agree with it."

      His words are sealed with a kiss, and then he pushes off me, standing and adjusting himself at the edge of the bed.

      "You're a horrible tease, you now that?"

      "I do. So are you. You should probably put some clothes on if we're going to wait this out a few more days."

      I flip Liam off as he tosses my discarded clothes at me, then slip them back on. He's doing the same but leaves his pants unbuttoned and disregards his shirt.

      If I thought him without a shirt on was sexy and distracting, the fact the only thing holding his pants up is the bulge he's still sporting might just be the death of me.

      "I promised to feed you, and I like to keep my promises."

      Extending his hand to me, Liam pulls me off the bed and out of his bedroom, never releasing his grip. As I slip into my shoes, Liam buttons up his pants and pulls on a T-shirt he left hanging over the back of the barstool. We're out the front door and in the elevator moments later.

      The ride down is quiet as is the walk around to the entrance of the bar. Once we're inside, I finally break the silence.

      "Can you order me a diet? I need to use the bathroom," I lie.

      What I really need to do is take a look at myself. It occurred to me when we rounded the corner and a breeze blew that my hair might be a mess. My makeup could be smudged.

      People might look at me and think we just had a roll in the sheets.

      The thought alone heats my cheeks.

      Liam nods as I release his hand and walk down the dark hallway in search of a mirror. As soon as I cross the threshold into the bathroom, I'm relieved to see I look rather put together in spite of recent events. My hair is a little wild, but I tame it with my fingers, pulling it back into a ponytail.

      Happy with my appearance, I exit the bathroom and go in search of Liam. The table he normally likes to sit at is vacant. Glancing around the mostly empty bar, it takes me a minute to spot him, but when I do, my heart drops and my stomach begins to churn.

      He's talking to the girl who was his date to my wedding. The same girl he left at the church when he rescued me. She looks irritated, her arms crossed over her chest. If her breasts were any bigger, they would pop out of her low-cut tank top.

      Not a problem I have. My chest is far from flat, but my boobs aren't big enough to threaten to spill out of my top when I cross my arms either.

      Their encounter is short, and before I realize it, Liam is standing in front of me with a devious grin on his face.

      "You look mad, Cass. What's wrong?" he teases.

      "You tell me. She doesn't look happy with you."

      "She's just jealous, that's all. You have what she wants."

      "You're full of yourself today, aren't you," I state with disinterest as I head toward the table that now has my diet soda and a glass of water waiting for us.

      "Not at all. That's what she said. She saw us walk in together, saw us holding hands, and assumed I left her for you."

      "But that's not what happened," I reply defensively as I take a sip of my soda.

      "Does it really matter? I was honest with her from the beginning that I was in love with someone else. She knew it was you the moment she saw us together."

      He's said it more than once this week, and I'm sure he'll say it again. He's loved me for a long time but was waiting for his chance. Patiently. Hoping that one day he might be able to be more than my friend.

      It still surprises me every time he says it, though.

      It still shocks me that he told other people, women specifically, he could never love them because he was in love with someone else. That he was in love with me.

      I may never get used to hearing it, but that doesn't mean it doesn't bring a smile to my face every time I do.
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      My nerves are at an all-time high this morning. Not because of the sexual tension constantly surrounding me and Liam.

      It's wedding day.

      White dresses and flowers.

      A trip down the aisle.

      Two of my best friends vowing to love one another for the rest of their lives.

      A reminder that I was in their shoes a little over a month ago but, instead of saying “I do,” my life was turned upside down. Everything I thought I knew was a lie. My entire existence was in shambles and I was drinking to numb the pain. Something I swore I'd never do again.

      Alcohol became my coping mechanism. I want to regret being weak and not staying true to myself, but I can't. If I hadn't been drinking, I probably never would have found the courage to kiss Liam. I never would have let my guard down and been bold enough to act on the strange feelings he suddenly brought out of me.

      Feelings that now overshadow everything else.

      Feelings that make the darkness seem like a distant memory.

      Love is a powerful emotion. It can change your perspective on everything. My love for Liam has always been there, hidden in the depths of my soul. And now it's shining brightly.

      But not too bright.

      Not today anyway.

      Today isn't about us or the way we feel about each other. It's Sasha and Kevin's day. I don't want to overshadow their celebration with whispers about us.

      So we're going as friends, as far as everyone thinks. With the exception of the bride, and probably the groom, no one knows anything, and they won't.

      Sure, we'll dance together. Sit next to each other. All the things a normal couple would do on a date, with the exception of PDA. Public displays of affection have never really been my thing.

      No kissing.

      No holding hands.

      No groping or dirty dancing.

      He promised not to give anyone a reason to suspect that we were more than just friends. We've attended multiple weddings together as friends, and today is going to be no different.

      In exchange for his cooperation, I promised him we could leave a little early and spend the rest of the night together. Alone. In his bed.

      Not doing the one thing we really want to do but doing other things. Exploring for lack of a better word. That can be just as fun and rewarding, if not more so, than sex. And I'm excited to find out exactly how rewarding it will be.

      "Are you ready?" Liam asks standing in the doorway to my bedroom.

      "Almost," I state frantically. I'm still shoving things in my bag. Sasha was expecting me ten minutes ago to help her get ready.

      Thinking about tonight distracted me and put me behind.

      I needed clothes for the wedding, but I also wanted to make sure the undergarments I packed were sexy enough for later. That they went with my outfit. That Liam wouldn't be turned off when he helps me out of my dress later.

      All that required thought, and those thoughts led to other thoughts, which led me to where I am right now. Shoving everything in front of me in the bag as quickly as I can so we can leave.

      "Okay," I start, turning to face him. "I'm—"

      Damn.

      Sexy doesn't even begin to describe Liam right now.

      He's wearing a navy-blue Oxford shirt. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, and the top two buttons are undone. The color of the shirt accentuates his eyes, making them appear brighter than normal. Like two beams of soft-blue light staring at me, radiating promises of delicious naughtiness.

      On top of all that, the dark-gray dress pants he's wearing, with the pristine pleat down the front of each leg, fit him perfectly in all the right places from what I can see. Resting perfectly on his hips, giving him a slimming look, and the material stretching tighter over places I know there isn’t any extra room.

      If his ass looks good in those pants, I'm going to end up mounting him in the car. I can see it happening.

      "Ready," I finally finish after checking him out from head to toe, twice, without shame.

      "Like what you see?" he jokes, a sinister smirk slowly spreading across his face.

      "I thought you were getting ready with Kevin." I don't need to answer his question. My reaction was plenty.

      "Guys don't get ready together. We drink beer and shoot the shit while we wait."

      "Oh."

      It's all I can come up with. I'm still entranced by his stare. My thighs are pressed together in hopes of alleviating some of the need blossoming right now. If we stay here any longer—

      "Come on. The quicker we get there, the faster it's over, the sooner we get home."

      Right.

      Check.

      Time to leave so we can focus on coming back. There will be plenty of time to focus on my dirty thoughts later. Right now, we need to get to the church. We need to devote our attention to Sasha and Kevin. It's their special day.

      My sole focus right now needs to be on Sasha.

      That's what a good friend would be able to do.

      But the problem is I'm not feeling like a very good friend right now. Especially after Liam takes my bag and leads the way out of my bedroom. I'm feeling like a horny slut because his ass looks even better than I imagined it would.

      Pushing away all thoughts of Liam's pants, I lift my chin and brace myself for what is going to be a trying afternoon. As we pull into the parking lot of the church, I force a smile on my face, then take a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      I can do this.

      I can be a great friend and a part of the celebration today.

      I'm not bitter or jealous. I'm not embarrassed that the last time I stepped foot in a church I ended up running out like my dress had caught fire. Because none of that was my fault. Deep down, I know that. Hell, most of the people who will be here today probably know that.

      Still, as I walk through the side door and down the hall to where I know Sasha is waiting for me, my chest begins to tighten and my pace slows.

      Forgetting Liam is by my side, I jump slightly when he takes my hand in his giving it a light squeeze. "You've got this."

      If I'm going to make it through today without falling apart and ruining things, my nerves are going to have to be put in check. I'm going to have to push away all thoughts of my failed attempt at marriage. All thoughts of what happens after the reception.

      It's not going to be easy, but I can do it. For Sasha and Kevin.

      Sasha's mom is fussing over Sasha's dress when I walk in. I watch in awe and wonder if my mother would have done the same to me on my wedding day.

      Shit!

      I do not need to be thinking about my mother or my wedding day.

      "Finally," Sasha declares, catching sight of me in the reflection of the oversized mirror in front of her. "Can you please tell my mother to go get ready?"

      And just like that, I snap into action. Sasha needs me.

      After kicking her mother out, I help Sasha put the finishing touches on her hair and makeup before I begin getting ready myself. Slipping into my dress, I notice Sasha watching me closely.

      "What?" I ask as I take a seat next to her so I can reach the clasp of my heels.

      "Nothing. You look beautiful. I love that color on you."

      "Kendra picked it out," I note, a hint of disgust in my voice.

      "Well, if nothing else, she has taste in clothes. Burgundy is your color. It accentuates your tan, and the bodice on that dress makes your boobs look fantastic."

      "You don't think it's too loose on me?"

      Kendra and I went shopping three months ago for our dresses. I've lost a little bit of weight since then, but I didn't really notice it until I zipped my dress up a few minutes ago. When I tried the dress on that day, it was tight in the top and fitted at the hips. It was perfect.

      Standing, I twirl in a circle for Sasha, her smile brightening.

      "Nope. It's perfect, and you look stunning."

      "Not compared to you, but that's the point of today, right?"

      A tiny girl, Sasha is barely five foot tall. What she lacks in height, she makes up for elsewhere. She has a perfect hourglass figure. Big boobs, tiny waist, nice butt. The dress she picked accentuates all her assets, and I can't wait to see the look on Kevin's face when he first lays eyes on her.

      "How much longer?" she asks, reaching for her phone. I took it away from her when I noticed her checking the time every two minutes earlier. She's eager, I get it. I was the same way.

      Snatching up her phone before she can get it, I flip it over and check the time. Fifteen minutes until showtime. "Not long at all. Do you want anything to drink before you put lipstick on?"

      Crossing her arms over her chest in disapproval, causing her boobs to threaten to make an appearance over the corset of her strapless dress, Sasha shakes her head.

      Her father walks in a few minutes later, and that's my cue to take my seat. Liam is waiting for me at the entrance to the garden when I walk outside. The moment he spots me and our eyes meet, my insides churn and need builds.

      "You look amazing," he says as I approach, looking me up and down, his eyes eventually landing on my shoes. "You promised not to wear those."

      "Did I?" I tease.

      "You're asking for trouble, Cass," he growls, taking my hand and pulling me close so he can whisper in my ear.

      "Maybe I like trouble," I counter, pushing out of his embrace and walking up the aisle.

      No sooner have we taken our seat, the music changes and everyone stands. I'm disappointed I can't gauge Kevin's reaction from where I'm seated, but I can see Sasha's. She's radiating happiness, practically pulling her father along. I watch as he taps her on the hand gently in an attempt to slow her down, but she ignores him.

      Her sole focus is on Kevin.

      On her future.

      On the man she's devoting the rest of her life to.

      Because she loves him and he loves her.

      Because they were meant to be together.

      Their love has never wavered. We've all known each other since grade school. They were friends first, for a long time, and then one day, things changed between them. They've been together for almost ten years now. Ten years of trials and tribulations they've traversed together.

      It's all brought them to this moment. A moment they'll cherish for the rest of their lives. A life they'll share together.

      Because that's what weddings are about. Love.

      Weddings represent the beginning of the rest of your life. And if you're lucky like Kevin and Sasha, your soulmate is the person who will be standing by your side, promising you forever.

      If only we could all be so lucky.

      I used to think Garrett looked at me the way Sasha is looking at Kevin. With nothing but love in her eyes. Excitement. Trust. Honor.

      But as I stand here and watch one of my best friends promise to devote the rest of her life to loving and taking care of her husband, I can't help but wonder what would have happened if I hadn't walked in on Garrett and Kendra. What if I had married him?

      Would we have the house with the white picket fence in the front yard?

      Kids and a dog?

      Date night on Fridays while the kids stay home with a babysitter?

      Barbecues in the summer with all our friends and family in attendance?

      Is that the life we would have had together?

      A complete lie.

      If so, when would the world have come crashing down on us? Because at some point I would have found out about him and Kendra. Secrets don't stay hidden forever. And if he had kept seeing her on the side, the truth would have shone through eventually.

      My thought is that it would have hurt more later on. After we said our I dos. After we brought children into the picture. After devoting years to him and only him.

      The fight plays through my mind. Me with a child on my hips as I confront him after learning the news. Him in denial, flippantly brushing off my accusations while a toddler is trying to get his attention.  A third child is crying in the background.

      And then Liam's standing there. Hands on his hips. Looking at Garrett is disgust. Rage in his eyes. He's about to say something, his mouth opening slightly, when the image fades away.

      Liam's pulling me into my seat.

      "You okay?" he whispers in my ear as the music fades and the officiant clears his throat.

      I only nod because I'm all choked up. I have no words to describe the scene that just played out in my mind. No words would be able to convey the horror of the situation or the relief I suddenly feel that I learned about Garrett's indiscretions when I did.

      And that relief is overwhelming.

      It's what's causing me to get choked up as I listen to Kevin read his vows. As he describes his love for Sasha so poetically. His words are sincere, and the tears in his eyes as he speaks bring tears to my own.

      The vows I wrote for my own wedding were nothing compared to what I'm hearing right now. They seem generic in comparison. A promise to love him for the rest of my life. To start and end each day together. To stick by his side through life's ups and downs.

      Mine were about the life we were planning together and how I was preparing to make the journey.

      But Kevin . . . he nailed his vows.

      His vows have nothing to do with the false promises. His are about being grateful for every moment he's been able to spend with her and will be able to spend with her. About cherishing her and being thankful for the opportunity to traverse life together.

      Because at the end of the day, once it's all said and done, you don't know what the future holds. You have one life. You should live each day as if it's your last. That's all you can do.

      Make the most of it.

      Take the risk.

      Do what makes you happy.
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      "Are you crying?" Liam asks, nudging me in my side with his elbow.

      "No," I reply defensively as I wipe away the stray tear. "I have something in my eye."

      "Liar."

      Why am I even trying to defend myself? Of course I'm crying. Any woman would be after the beautiful and emotional ceremony I just sat through. They're tears of happiness for my friends.

      "Let's get something to drink," Liam suggests, offering me his elbow as we cross the street to the reception hall.

      In his mind, something to drink meant two tall glasses of water. I was thinking more along the lines of a beverage with a little kick to it. Something that will ease the tightness in my chest and help me relax.

      One drink. Maybe two.

      Nothing crazy.

      So when I add two rum and cokes to his order, he gives me a side glance that tells me he's concerned.

      "I'm fine," I promise him.

      "So you drink when you're fine now?"

      "I'm a big girl, Liam. I can handle a few drinks to celebrate my friends getting married."

      I shouldn't have to explain myself to him of all people.

      "So this has nothing to do with the guest list?"

      "Why would it?"

      His eyes grow wide, but he doesn't elaborate, and he avoids answering my question by paying the bartender.

      "Is there something you're not telling me?" I ask as I pick up the two glasses of water and follow him to our table in the corner.

      "They were at the wedding, Cass. I didn't realize you didn't see them. You walked right past Kendra on the way to our seats."

      My feet slide to a stop, and I search the room for the two faces that will make this night less than fun for me.

      "They're not here. I'm pretty sure Aaron took care of it."

      My eyes continue to scan the small crowd of familiar faces to confirm his statement.

      "Cass," Liam calls, but I don't turn to face him. "They're gone. I promise."

      "Why would they even show up? They know they're not welcome."

      "For the same reason he showed up at the house the other day. Because he knows he fucked up, and he wants you back."

      He wants me back?

      That's rich. He didn't want to be with me to begin with.

      "He doesn't want me back. He wants what he can't have. Right now, that's me."

      "Whatever the reason, he's an idiot."

      Finally giving up my search for them, I close my eyes and push the anger away. The hurt. The feelings of not being good enough.

      This is what he wanted.

      He wanted to remind me that he chose her. That I wasn't the one.

      He wanted me to feel bad. To ruin the day for me. And I'm not going to let that happen.

      Tonight is going to be fun. I'm going to dance and celebrate and enjoy life.

      Even if I have to constantly remind myself that Garrett and Kendra did me a favor every five seconds. They saved me from making a huge mistake, from devoting my life to a man who didn't deserve my love.

      "Come on, Cass. Let's find our table. Sasha and Kevin will be here any minute."

      Wrapping his arm around my waist, Liam leads me to our seats. Aaron is waiting with a huge smile on his face and an ice pack resting on his hand.

      "What'd you do?" I ask as Liam pushes my chair in for me.

      "Took out the trash," he remarks, making eye contact with Liam and smiling like the devil he can be from time to time.

      "Is that a euphemism? I don't get it." Looking between the two of them for clarity, neither speaks and both avoid eye contact with me. It takes a minute for me to connect the dots, but once I do, I let out a laugh that seems to echo off the walls. "Which one?"

      "Are you kidding me? I'd never hit a girl, no matter how much she deserves it." Aaron feigns offense, but his smile doesn't fade.

      "Nose or eye?"

      "Jaw. It might be broken."

      Aarons a big man, but he's more of a lover than a fighter. It takes a lot to get him riled up. I'm not sure what Garrett said, but it was enough to bring out the inner beast in him.

      I wish I could have seen it.

      After giving us the play-by-play, and having a good laugh at Garrett's expense, Aaron changes the subject to more enjoyable topics. Mainly his recent travels and the high jinks he got into on his trip home, including his watch falling off in a port-o-potty and picking up a hitchhiker that tried to seduce him at a truck stop.

      I'm in a fit of tears by the time Sasha and Kevin make their official entrance, being announced as husband and wife for the first time. Laughter turns to cheers for the happy couple, my heart lighter than it's felt all day.

      As our dinner plates are cleared and the DJ turns the volume up a notch, my phone vibrates on the table. Everyone I talk to is here tonight with the exception of Liam's parents. Sharing a confused look with him, he reaches for my phone, but I pull it toward me before he can get to it, hugging it to my chest.

      "Don't," he warns, his voice filled with concern.

      "It's probably your mom. She has been trying to get me to have lunch with her all week."

      "You and I both know it's not my mom. She knows we're here tonight, and she wouldn't bother you. Let me have your phone, Cass."

      In my heart, I know he's right.

      Still, I have to know.

      Setting my phone on the table in between us, I slide my finger across the screen to reveal a waiting text from Kendra. Liam and I both stare at my phone but neither of us moves to open the message.

      "She's not worth it," Aaron states. "It's a group message, and it's a bunch of bullshit. If you want to read it, do it later. She's just trying to get under your skin."

      His eyes are focused on his phone, and then he begins typing.

      "If she's not worth it, why are you texting her back?"

      "Because I have jokes for days," he snickers as he continues to type.

      He lays his phone on the table after he presses send and my phone vibrates again, the screen having gone dark in the meantime. I don't bother to read what either of them wrote, opting to put my phone in my purse for the remainder of the night.

      I'll read the messages tomorrow.

      "Shall we dance?" Liam asks, pushing his chair away from the table and offering me his hand as he stands.

      "To this?"

      The DJ has been playing a hot mess of fast songs for the last hour. If he were to slow it down, I'd be more than happy to twirl around the dance floor with Liam. But this music screams dirty dancing and that will get us in trouble.

      Judging by the grin on his face, he's aware of that fact.

      He doesn't wait for my answer. He pulls me from my chair and onto the dance floor, immediately holding me close and moving our bodies. I can feel people watching us. Judging us for the way we're dancing. I'm about to pull away and run when the song changes and a sweet melody begins pouring from the speakers.

      The change in song sparks a movement. Other couples join us on the dance floor, and Liam leads us to the center of the masses.

      "Is this better?" he asks as he adjusts our stance and we begin swaying to the music.

      "Depends. Are people still staring at us?" I ask, unwilling to look at the small crowds of people gathered around the room.

      "If they are, it's because you look so beautiful tonight."

      "I'm pretty sure it was the way you were pressing your pelvis against me that caught their attention. Not my outfit."

      "If you say so."

      Resting my head against his chest, I allow Liam to lead us around the dance floor for two songs with my eyes closed. I picture us in my head. The way he's protectively wrapped his arms around my waist. The navy of his shirt against the deep burgundy of my dress, the colors complimenting each other nicely.

      Then I step on his foot.

      My heel digging into his toes.

      He doesn't even falter.

      "I'm sorry," I say, pulling away from his chest to find him smiling down at me.

      "I told you not to wear those heels tonight. They were going to get you in trouble."

      "Hey, I've mastered walking in these things. It wasn't easy either. You try adding three inches to your height and not feeling like you're about to topple over."

      "And here I thought you wore them so you were closer to my lips," he replies, bending and placing a gentle kiss on my cheek. "That's the real reason, isn't it, Cass?"

      Another kiss, this one to my temple.

      "Admit it. You want me to kiss you right now."

      "Liam, people are watching. We talked about this."

      "You said no kissing. I haven't technically kissed you. Yet."

      Nibbling on my ear lobe, I feel my knees threaten to give out and focus on staying upright. Falling on my ass would attract everyone's attention.

      "Liam, you're treading on thin ice." My warning does nothing to sway him as he continues to suck on my ear lobe.

      "It is getting hot in here, isn't it?"

      I don't think it's the room causing the flush in my cheeks.

      "You're killing me. We agreed to no PDA tonight."

      "I know but then you wore those shoes," he whispers, his lips moving to the nape of my neck. "And that dress. And now I want to take you home and find out what else you have on."

      Tilting my head back so he has better access, I close my eyes but not before catching a glimpse of the bride and groom smirking at us. As soon as it registers, I snap my head forward, my chin crashing against Liam's cheek.

      "You okay?" he asks, rubbing his cheek. Nodding, I wrinkle my nose and tilt my head toward the head table. Liam doesn't bother to look, only smiles.

      "You really are killing me, you know that?" I ask, attempting to wiggle out of his hold to no avail.

      "I'm going to kiss you, Cass. Because I don't care who sees. I don't care who knows. I'm not ashamed of us—"

      "Neither am I."

      "Good. Because I think the entire world should know how much I love you. One kiss isn't going to show them, but it's a start," he continues, moving closer to my lips with every word.

      And then it happens.

      And the entire room and everyone in it disappears.

      The only people who matter are us. The only thing that matters is the way he makes me feel.

      And all I feel is pure bliss in this moment.

      Until I hear cheering.

      And the room comes crashing in around us.
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        * * *

      

      Crossing the threshold into our apartment, I've never felt such a sense of relief. I tried to hide from everyone, spending twenty minutes in the bathroom after I ran off the dance floor, but it didn't work.

      People wanted to congratulate us. To say how happy they were that we finally were together.

      Finally, huh?

      Am I the only person who was clueless as to how in love with me Liam was?

      I'm not a stupid person. I consider myself very aware of what's happening around me. Not much gets past me. It's one of the things I pride myself on, especially in the classroom.

      But this . . . this I didn't see coming.

      I didn't see it at all.

      Not only his feelings for me but mine for him.

      Was I repressing them all this time?

      That can't be it. If I were, wouldn't thoughts of him as more than a friend at least have crossed my mind?

      Regardless, I feel like I've run into a brick wall. One that was built in front of me when I wasn't paying attention. Everyone had a hand in building it, even Garrett and Kendra, except me.

      I should be upset by the fact the people closest to me saw how he felt but never informed me. That no one clued me in to the situation. I can't, though.

      In my heart, I know if someone had tried to tell me, I would have brushed them off. Laughed in their face. Called them crazy.

      "So," Liam says, pulling me from my thoughts as he wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me back against his chest. "Did you have a good time tonight?"

      Rolling my eyes even though I know he can't see me, I reply, "You know I did."

      "And you're not mad at me for breaking your rule?"

      "Mad? No. Wishing we had at least told your parents first? Yes."

      "You think I haven't told my parents?"

      Spinning in his arms, I raise an eyebrow at him in challenge. If he told his parents, his mother would have said something to me one of the three times I spoke with her this week.

      "I told them after the first night we kissed, Cass. They couldn't be happier."

      "But," I protest.

      "But what?"

      "Things were up in the air. I didn't know what I wanted. I ran away from you, Liam!"

      Why I'm screaming at him, I have no idea. I'm not upset he told his parents. I'm actually relieved. I didn't want to be the one to break the news to them. I was worried they wouldn't approve. After all, I'm like a daughter to them. They took me in after my parents died. They've watched out for me ever since.

      So has Liam.

      And that's when it clicks.

      "How long?" I ask.

      "How long, what?"

      "How long have you been in love with me, Liam? How long have you been hiding your feelings?"

      Releasing his hold on me, he tries to step back, but I pull him to me, wrapping my arms around his neck. "Tell me, please."

      He opens his mouth to speak but hesitates. Tilting my head to the side, I beg him with my eyes to be honest with me. Staring deep into my soul, I can feel the moment he breaks.

      "Since we were fifteen," he finally says.

      Eleven years.

      Never once did he say or do anything that made me think he wanted to be anything other than friends.

      "You've loved me that long?"

      "I've loved you since day one, Cass. I only realized what I was feeling for you our sophomore year. Maybe it was puberty, or maybe it was because you had your first date. Something inside me snapped that fall, and I realized what it was. My dad and I went fishing one weekend, and it's like he knew what was going on in my head. He asked about you, and I told him everything."

      "Why didn't you tell me?" My hands fall to my sides as I take a step away from him in an attempt to process everything he's telling me.

      "For the same reason you ran last weekend. I didn't want to lose you. It was my greatest fear. I knew you'd always be a part of my life if we stayed friends, and so I decided I'd shove my feelings down and keep my feelings hidden as long as I could.

      "That's why I sent Sasha to get you and I didn't come myself. I knew what was going through your head. I knew how strong the fear was. If I'd shown up, you wouldn't have been able to think straight. You needed time to weigh the good and the bad. We're not kids anymore, Cass. This is real. It's not a high school crush."

      That's about as close to the truth as you can get. This isn't small-time romance. This could be life altering. Good or bad.

      "Everything I've done has been to keep you close. College. Moving home. I wouldn't have done any of that if it meant losing you. I was ready to finally tell you, to see if there was any interest on your part, and then you reconnected with Garrett. You fell back in love with him so easily I thought I'd lost my one shot. But when he started fucking around with Kendra—"

      Liam stops short, his eyes growing wide. I heard what he said. What his words insinuated. I don't give a shit. I need to hear this. I want to know everything he knows.

      "When…" I let my voice trail off, hoping he'll continue.

      "He had just proposed to you, and I was running surveillance on Kendra's neighborhood. There had been a string of break-ins, and I was filling in for the local investigator while he was on vacation. I caught him walking out of her apartment building one afternoon, tucking his shirt back in. I didn't think anything about it until she walked out on her balcony in a nightgown and blew him a kiss. I put the pieces together pretty quickly after that and followed him for a week. He visited her every day at the same time. I finally confronted him, and it took all I had not to beat the shit out of him.

      "He swore he wouldn't see her anymore. That he would be honest with you, but I knew that wouldn't happen. I wanted to tell you, Cass. I really did. But the day I stopped over to tell you, Kendra was there. You looked so happy. You two were close, and I knew this would break you in a way I wasn't sure I was prepared for. I drove straight to my parents’ house to talk to my dad after that. The more I told him, the angrier I got. But it wasn't anger that was pouring from me, it was jealousy.

      "I was jealous that he had you and I didn't. Jealous that you were marrying him when I wanted to be the one you spent the rest of your life with. He didn't deserve you. Not then. Not in high school. I also couldn't be the one to break you up because it wouldn't be for the right reasons. So I watched him, and he stayed true to his word. I didn't catch him at her place again. It was enough of a reason to bite my tongue."

      He knew. For almost a year.

      And he was prepared to let me marry Garrett because he was afraid to break me.
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      "I forgive you," I find myself saying before the words even register.

      "What?"

      "Everything you've ever done has come from a place of love. It's been to protect me. This is no different. Would I have liked to know? Of course. It would have saved me a world of hurt. But not knowing, finding out the way I did, that's what led me here. That's what brought us to this place. If you had been the one to tell me, there's no guarantee we'd be standing here right now.

      "I could be angry at you. I could blame you. I don't want to. Garrett and Kendra are the ones that did this to me. They're the ones that deserve the blame. One day, I'll probably thank them for being the assholes they are. Because if they hadn't been, I wouldn't have you. There wouldn't be an us. People wouldn't be whispering about how cute we are together. And how it's about time we're a couple."

      Liam laughs as I roll my eyes, repeating all the statements we heard earlier over and over again from friends and family.

      "I'm choosing not to be angry, Liam. I'm choosing happiness. In this moment. With you. Let's leave the past in the past where it belongs and focus on the road ahead."

      His lips are on mine, demanding and hungry, a complete contradiction to the gentle way he's cradling my face in his hands. But that's Liam. A man who knows what he wants, and isn't afraid to take it, but is still sweet and caring on the inside.

      Slowing the pace of the kiss, I take a step backward and he matches me the way I hoped he would, not allowing our lips to disconnect. Walking us all the way into the living room and spinning us around, Liam's hands make their way to my hips as he takes a seat on the couch, pulling me to sit on top of him.

      The hem of my dress gets caught in my heel as I straddle him, and I fall forward, our foreheads crashing together and our lips parting.

      "Are you trying to kill me, Cass?" he jokes as he helps me regain my balance and free my heel from the fabric. I hear the rip of material and look over my shoulder to see a gaping hole with my heel still through it.

      "Couldn't save the dress, could you?"

      "I'd rather save the heels," he remarks, unclasping them one by one.

      "Why are you taking them off if you like them so much?" I ask as I reposition myself so he can reach them better. The most sensitive part of my body brushes against the bulge in his pants, and my breath catches in my throat.

      "Don't worry. I have plans for these. Later. When there's no chance of you hurting yourself."

      "That sounds kinky."

      The first shoe falls, and Liam's hands pause, the clasp of the second shoe partially undone.

      "How so?" His face has turned serious, his eyes growing wide with concern at my statement.

      "Depends what you're picturing."

      A slow smirk begins to spread across Liam's face as he undoes my other shoe and lets it fall to the floor.

      "You. In those heels and nothing else."

      "That's your fantasy?"

      "You're my fantasy. Right now. In this dress. Later in those heels. Tonight as I hold you while you sleep. Tomorrow morning in my t-shirt, sipping coffee at the kitchen table with a lopsided ponytail. Your knees pulled up to your chin while you try and wake up."

      Talk about melting a girl's heart.

      Liam's always been a sweet talker. There's a reason women fall at his feet. It's partially because of his striking good looks but also the words that fall from his lips.

      He leaves an impression on your heart to say the least.

      Listening to him say such sweet words to me brings back a memory I'd long forgotten. One I didn't think meant much at the time but has new meaning now.

      "Eleven years," I whisper.

      "I know it's a long time, Cass. I know I should have spoken up sooner, but I'm just glad we're here now."

      "No. Eleven years ago, I should have seen it."

      "I was pretty good at hiding my feelings. There's no reason you would have suspected anything. Hell, I think I was in denial for a while. Fear is a powerful emotion, and the fear of losing you often outweighed how much I loved you."

      "But I did know. You told me."

      The memories of that night are rushing back. The way he held me. The words he said when he thought I was asleep. The feelings that blossomed inside me.

      "What are you talking about?" he asks, confusion causing a defined wrinkle to appear across his forehead.

      "Spring Break. Junior year. We stayed in that beach house for the week. Our parents said we could each bring a friend, but we didn't. It was just you and me for a week. We spent our days with our toes in the sand and our nights counting stars. The last night we were there, you found a way to sneak a bottle of vodka outside, and we sat on the beach drinking until we both fell asleep."

      Liam smiles at the memory of our vacation. Our parents had no idea where we were. We both got in trouble the next morning when they found us fast asleep on a beach towel. It was the only time we were grounded in our lives. If we had hidden the empty vodka bottle, we probably wouldn't have gotten in as much trouble.

      "I remember closing my eyes and listening to the waves crash against the shore. We had laid down. I had my head on your chest, and you were running your hand up and down my back the way you always used to do. You asked me if I was still awake, and I didn't answer you. I knew you wouldn't go to sleep until I did. A few minutes later, you pulled me close, wrapped both of your arms around me, and kissed me on the top of my head. You told me you loved me and that you'd always love me.

      "At the time, I remember thinking how sweet it was. To hear you say that you loved me. For you to actually say the words. And my heart swelled in my chest. Because I loved you too. You meant everything to me. And then I started to freak out. I wasn't sure what you meant, and I was too afraid to ask you to clarify, so I tried to brush it off. I was tipsy. You were tipsy. It was time to get some sleep.

      "I figured I'd ask you in the morning. Then we woke up to our parents screaming at us and I forgot. You never said it again, so I didn't think twice about it. Until now."

      "I remember," Liam confesses, leaning forward and kissing me gently on the lips. "There was this sense of relief that I had told you even though I thought you didn't hear me. It felt honest. There was a weight lifted off of me after telling you. And then panic set in the next day that you had heard me, but we were both grounded and wouldn't see each other until we went back to school. Things felt normal, but on the inside,  I was waiting for you to stop talking to me, to pull away, but you never did."

      "I'd love to say that I wouldn't have freaked out back then, but I can't. We were both finding ourselves or trying to. It would have been easy to fall into a relationship with you without fear of the consequences. And if we had, who's to say we'd still be friends right now?"

      "I'd like to think we would. Look at Sasha and Kevin. They've lasted this long. We could have too."

      "But you don't know that."

      "I know you. I know me. I know my love for you has only grown stronger over the years. It's never wavered. Our friendship has never been more solid."

      "We were kids, Liam." I let out a sigh at the absurdity of this conversation. We've gone from talking about me in only my heels to what could have happened a decade ago in a matter of moments.

      "And you didn't feel the same way about me," he states, his words creating a tension between us.

      "That's not true." But is it? "I've always loved you. As a friend and probably as more. I don't know the exact moment I realized it. I don't know why I didn't see it before. I also don't remember a time in my life where I wasn't excited to see you. To spend time with you. In all honesty, I've probably always been in love with you but didn't understand the feelings I had. Because the more I learn about love, the more I open my heart, the more I realize my feelings for you haven't changed over the years. They've intensified, but they haven't changed."

      I stare at Liam, willing him to hear the words I've just spoken. Wanting him to feel them in his heart.

      The truth is often the hardest to hear. The hardest to believe.

      Loving Liam wasn't a choice for me. It's a part of me. He's a part of me. The more I think about it, focus on it, allow the feelings to overwhelm me, the more I realize I've always loved him. That our love has only grown and matured over the years as we have.

      "You're still my best friend, Liam. You always will be. Yes, I'm still afraid I'll lose you if this . . ." What's the word I want to use here? Doesn't work out? Isn't real? Neither of those seems to fit.

      "If the fire burns out?" Liam states, his voice filled with dread.

      He hit the nail on the head.

      And the last thing I want is for the feelings I have to fade. For the first time in my life, I feel completely at peace with life. I don't feel like I'm running toward something. I'm right where I need to be. Where I want to be. With the person I want to be with.

      "It's not going to," I promise him, pushing myself off his lap and bending to pick up my temporarily forgotten heels.

      "You sound confident in that statement," he replies, his eyes focused on my heels dangling from my hand at my side.

      "I am because I know you'll fight for me. For this. For us. And I'll do the same."

      "Your daddy always said—"

      "I know what he said." My father's words ring loud and clear.

      Whatever it is CJ, make sure it's worth the fight. If it's not, let it go.

      Garrett wasn't worth the fight.

      Liam. Our friendship. Our love. There's no doubt in my mind it's always been worth fighting for. It always will be.

      "Where are you going?" Liam asks when I turn to walk away from him.

      "Bed. You coming?" I ask glancing over my shoulder at him.

      The hunger in his eyes disappeared when our conversation took a turn. It's back now, and there's no doubt in my mind, he's hungrier than before.

      Plastering a wicked smile on my face, I sprint out of the living room and down the hall. I'm about to cross the threshold of Liam's bedroom when he catches me, lifting me off the ground and carrying me over to the bed.

      I expect him to down me on the mattress but instead, he sets me on the ground at the edge of the bed and wraps his arms around me.

      "Candles and roses," Liam whispers as he slowly unzips my dress.

      "Overrated," I reply, my voice catching in my throat. My hands begin to tremble in anticipation, my heels clacking together before I drop them.

      "You deserve the best, Cass. You deserve more than I'll ever be able to give you, but I swear to God, I'm going to try my damnedest to give you everything you'll ever want or need."

      "All I need is you, Liam. That's all I've ever needed."

      Placing one hand under each dress strap, Liam slides them down my arms, then releases them from his grasp as he reaches my hands, my dress falling to the ground at my bare feet.

      "You are so beautiful. Inside and out. You're the most amazing woman. Strong. Resilient. Loving."

      Placing a kiss on my bare shoulder, Liam's hands begin to roam the corset I put on just for him this morning. Tracing the outline of the bodice, his fingers brush against my breasts, and I find myself leaning into his touch. Wanting more. Need building inside me.

      Turning in his arms, I reach up and pull his lips down to me. He comes willingly, and when our lips meet, something inside me snaps.

      All it takes is one kiss to completely unravel me. To make me forget about everything else.

      We've kissed before. We've shared some amazing make-out sessions.

      But this kiss . . . this is the one that does me in. It feels honest and raw. I'm putting every emotion I feel for him into this one kiss, and he's accepting it.

      Desire. Devotion. Admiration.

      Love.

      Pure, raw, selfless love.

      The kind people hope to find one day. That rare feeling that is hard to describe because, no matter how hard you try, no words will ever come close.

      "Cass," he begins, pulling away for a moment before kissing me again. Twice. His hands now massage my ass, pulling my body against his. "I promised you romance."

      "Romance tomorrow," I state firmly as I begin to unbutton his shirt. There's too much between us. I want to feel his skin against mine. For our bodies to become one.

      "But," he protests between kisses. Between thrusts.

      Removing his shirt in one swift motion, my hands make their way to the button of his pants. I expect him to stop me, to put up a fight. By the time I'm pushing his pants over his hips, he's trying to help me.

      Hands are everywhere. Clothes are flying. My corset is gone, and my back is on the bed, Liam on top of me. Our legs intertwined, I can feel how much he needs me as he presses me into the mattress, capturing my mouth, his tongue dragging across my bottom lip, begging for entrance.

      He slows his movements, gently caressing my body with one hand, kneading my right breast, causing my nipple to harden. His touch singes my skin as he runs one hand up and down my side, leaving a trail of goosebumps behind.

      When he pushes up onto his elbows, the feel of his body against mine a sudden loss, I groan in disapproval.

      "Make love to me, Liam."

      It's not a demand. I'm not pleading with him. It would have been a simple statement if my voice wasn't filled with lust and desire. If the heat from my stare didn't fuel the fire burning inside both of us.

      Slowly and methodically, Liam loops a finger in either side of my underwear and tugs them down. Standing, he pauses for a beat before removing his boxer briefs.

      Keeping my eyes trained on him when he leans over, I hear the slide of a drawer. The rustle of foil. Then I watch as he expertly rolls the condom on, a flush creeping onto my cheeks at the sight.

      In the moonlight shining through the windows, I take him in. Every inch of his beautiful body is on display, but that's not what I'm focused on.

      All I can see right now is the love he has for me.

      It's in the way he's looking at me. It's the gentle way he takes his time with me, exploring every inch of my body and driving me crazy in the process. In the way he slides inside me, our bodies becoming one for the first time, as if he's holding back because he's afraid to hurt me. In the way he caresses my cheek as he kisses me while claiming my body as his.

      More than anything, it's the love I feel explode from within me as my body convulses beneath him.
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      I expected things to be awkward.

      You know, the "I just slept with my best friend and now what" kind of moment.

      Or even better, the "do I sleep here or go back to my bed because there were no boundaries set" scenario.

      What about the next morning?

      Do I act natural?

      As if it didn't happen?

      Is he expecting me to wake up and want to go again?

      Is he going to want to talk about it? I can't imagine him bringing it up over breakfast.

      "So, we had sex last night. It was good for me. What about you?"

      Yeah, I can't see that happening.

      But this is Liam we're talking about, and nothing about our relationship has ever been or will ever be awkward. In hindsight, I should have known better. My internal freak out could have been avoided if I had just let myself enjoy the aftermath of what had happened for longer than two seconds.

      Because he answered all those questions for me and squashed all my insecurities the moment he rolled onto his side and pulled my body against his, cradling me as our bodies attempted to calm down. And once my breathing was relatively normal again, he whispered the three words I needed to hear the most, sealing what felt like our fate with a kiss to the nape of my neck.

      "I love you."

      Smiling to myself, love radiating from every inch of my body, I echoed his words as I closed my eyes and allowed sleep to encompassed me.

      Waking up the next morning I'm surprised to find I'm alone in Liam's bed. When I reach for where he was sleeping, the sheets are cool to the touch. Pushing myself into a sitting position, I pull the covers up over my bare chest and take in the disarray of the room.

      My corset is on the floor near the door. Liam's shirt is a few feet away, his pants in a heap next to it. Peering over the side of the bed, I locate my dress and underwear along with Liam's boxer briefs. The condom wrapper is partially visible from under the bed.

      The events of last night come rushing back. Dancing at the reception. The way he kissed me in front of everyone unapologetically. Then there was the feel of his body against mine. The way he took his time even though I could tell he was wanting to go faster.

      We didn't have sex last night. He didn't fuck me.

      Liam made love to me.

      The difference is astounding. I may have only been with a few people, but nothing compares to last night. I have a feeling nothing ever will. Because making love seems to be a foreign concept these days.

      With Garrett, sex was for pleasure. I enjoyed it, but there were times when I felt obligated to have sex. Even in the beginning of our relationship. Back then we were both kids, we didn't really know what we were doing, and things often became uncomfortable after.

      That's why I was worried it would get awkward this morning.

      After the first time Garrett and I slept together, I didn't know how to act. I knew I had to leave or I'd miss my curfew, so I quickly dressed and basically ran for my car. He didn't even bother to walk me out, not that I gave him the option. He was probably still searching for his underwear as I was pulling away from his house.

      The next time, I slept over. His parents didn't seem to care as long as we were safe. My parents were gone at that point, and even though I wasn't rebelling, Liam's parents gave me free rein to do what I wanted.

      It was a tough time for me.

      Liam, on the other hand, had a lot to say about me staying out all night. About me sleeping over at Garrett's. About the fact I was making some poor life choices.

      All I was focused on was making it through each day. I wanted nothing more than to drown my sorrows at the bottom of a bottle, but I knew that was a bad idea. I felt responsible for their deaths. If I hadn't been drinking that night, they wouldn't have had to come get me. They wouldn't have been hit by a drunk driver.

      In my mind, as much as I blamed myself, I also blamed alcohol.

      Instead of drinking to forget, I used sex as a coping mechanism. Garrett was happy to oblige. That's probably why we lasted as long as we did. That's probably the reason he got involved with Kendra as well. After college, my sex drive wasn't the same as it was in high school. I had coped with my loss.

      Learned how to deal with it the right way. Partially forgiven myself.

      "Are you planning on joining me, or did you want to stay in bed all day?" I hear Liam ask. When I look up, I find him leaning against the door frame in only a low hung pair of sweatpants.

      I now know what's hidden beneath those pants.

      Staying in bed all day is starting to sound like a fantastic idea.

      After I have a cup of coffee.

      Tossing back the covers, I feel his eyes on me as I slowly walk past him to his dresser and begin searching his drawers for a T-shirt to put on. I slip the first one I find over my head and realize it doesn't cover my ass. I locate my thong and pull it on.

      "Breakfast," I suggest, walking past Liam, who hasn't moved a muscle since I got out of bed.

      He smacks me on the ass playfully, eliciting a giggle from me and putting a pep in my step, and follows me into the kitchen. He already has breakfast ready, coffee brewed, and the kitchen table set.

      "What time did you get up?" I ask as I fill my coffee mug, the scent of fresh-roasted beans bringing a smile to my face.

      "A few hours ago. I got a call and couldn't go back to sleep."

      The clock on the stove says it's a little before eight o'clock in the morning. Too early to be getting phone calls. Nothing is so important it can't wait until a decent hour on the weekend.

      "Who's calling you that early on a Sunday?"

      Liam's ignores my inquiry and busies himself by plating our food. Leaning with my back against the counter, I watch him move effortlessly around the kitchen as I sip my coffee. The pop of the toaster startles him, causing him to jump slightly.

      "What's going on? You seem on edge."

      Nothing startles him. He's always aware of his surroundings. I've never seen anything get the jump on him, let alone a toaster.

      Hanging his head, Liam grips the counter for a moment before turning to face me. His expression is laced with pain and sorrow.

      My heart drops in my stomach. Something horrible has happened. The last time I saw him look this concerned, this hurt, was the night my parents died.

      "What's wrong?" I stand straight and square my shoulders. I can handle this, and he needs to see that. I can be brave. Strong.

      "It's not what you think, so calm down. An officer was shot and killed last night. They need my help investigating."

      "I'm so sorry. That's horrible. Did you know him?"

      "Yeah. I've worked with him a few times. He was a good cop and a stand-up guy."

      "Why are you helping?"

      "Because they have an inclination that someone working at the department may have been involved. Possibly his partner. He was shot while off duty. In a safe area of town. There was no reason for him to be there last night unless someone asked him to meet there. That's all I've been told so far. I'll know more after I start looking into it."

      He'll find out what happened. Liam is damn good at what he does. His dedication to finding the truth is amazing. He won't rest until they have answers, no matter what those answers may be.

      "So you have to work today?" I ask, realizing what he was trying to tell me without saying it.

      "Yeah. I'm sorry, Cass. I want to spend the day with you, but I need to hit the ground running as soon as possible."

      "Don't worry about me. I'll be here when you get home. Figure out what happened."

      Pulling me into his arms, Liam holds me tight for a few seconds before thanking me for understanding. How could I not? The work he does is important. And in a situation like this, time is precious.

      After breakfast, Liam changes into his standard black suit and white shirt, then heads out the door while I clean up the kitchen. He's gone no less than five minutes when I hear my phone ringing.

      Where did I leave it?

      Where is my purse?

      When we came home last night, I dropped my things as we walked through the apartment. Following the path we took, I locate my purse half under the couch but not before the ringing stops.

      Sliding my finger across the screen I notice I have a missed call from Betty, Liam's mom, and a new text message. Today would be a great day to get lunch with her since Liam is working. Opening my messages, I decide to call her back after I shower.

      Shit!

      I forgot about this group message Kendra started last night.

      I shouldn't have opened it.

      
        
        KENDRA: Pot, kettle, black @Cassidy. How long have you been sleeping with Liam? Since high school? You little slut. You think we're stupid? We saw the way you two were looking at each other. Get off your high horse and admit to everyone that you were the reason the wedding didn't happen. It had nothing to do with Garrett. You've been in love with Liam the entire time.

        AARON: @Kendra you need to get back on your meds, girl. Or maybe you need glasses to see what's right in front of you. @Cassidy and @Liam didn't plot against you. @Garrett doesn't love you. How's his jaw BTW?

        KENDRA: FU @Aaron

        AARON: No thanks. I know too many people who have been there, and I'd rather not catch anything. My manhood is valuable. Plus, I'd rather not be labeled a cheater or home-wrecker. There's only room for one of those in this group, and that's you. Oh, but wait . . . you're not part of this group anymore, are you? If I give it a go, I'll call you for tips. You seem to be a pro.

        KEVIN: Are we twelve? Look, everyone go sit in a corner and cool the fuck down. I swear to God if anyone ruins today for Sasha, I will hunt each of you down and kill you.

        SASHA: Please, continue. This is epic gold. My makeup is running because I'm laughing so hard but that's fine.

        AARON: I think she left us. Maybe she didn't like being called out on her whorish ways.

        KENDRA: You think I'm a whore? That's rich, @Aaron. The only whore I know is @Cassidy. She's the one that left Garrett at the altar and jumped in bed with Liam before the night was over.

        LIAM: I'm only going to say this once so listen up @Kendra. You know what you did. You know the truth about what happened. Either own it or stop talking about it. As far as what happens between Cass and me, that's none of your concern. She's my best friend, the love of my life, and I will protect her until the day I die. From you and anyone else. My best recommendation is for you to move along. You're not welcome here anymore, and neither is your boy toy. End of discussion.

        KENDRA: You're such an entitled dick @Liam.

        KENDRA: What? Nothing else to say?

        KENDRA: Fuck all of you. You can all go to hell.

      

      

      The texts stop shortly before midnight. I contemplate replying to her accusation, but I know it's not worth it. She'll get defensive and mean. Nothing I say will matter. She has her thoughts on the situation, and that's all she cares about.

      Why she thinks I've been sleeping with Liam this entire time is beyond me. It's funny, though. Considering we hadn't even had sex yet when she sent the messages.

      Rereading the messages as I finish loading the dishwasher, I can't help but laugh at the situation. My friends are amazing people. We have each other’s back. Always. Especially when one of us is being attacked. Aaron throws down humor. Kevin reminds us we need to act like adults. Sasha encourages us to act like idiots. And then there's Liam.

      Protecting my good name. Protecting all of us. The unofficial leader of our group.

      Because when Liam says the conversation is over, we listen.

      No one added any fuel to her fire after that. He shut it down. Shut her down. He knew that talking to her was what she wanted. She was looking for a fight. She was angry and trying to rile everyone else up.

      Still, my fingers hover over my keyboard wanting to respond. To say something, anything, in my own defense.

      Thankfully my phone rings in my hands, stopping me from making a mistake and replying to her text.

      "Hello?"

      "Good morning, Cassidy. How are you, sweetheart?" Betty asks.

      "I'm good, Betty. How are you?"

      "I'd be better if I knew you and I were having lunch today."

      "Lunch sounds great. Liam got called in to help with a case, so I'm free all day."

      Betty and I decide when and where to meet for lunch. After I hang up with her, I jump in the shower and start getting ready for the day. My mind is still reeling from the text messages, seesawing back and forth on whether or not to reply, when I hear the front door open and footsteps in the hall outside my bedroom.

      Liam said he was going to be gone most of the day.

      No one else has a key to the apartment.

      I'm sure he locked the door behind him.

      "Cass," a familiar voice calls my name. "Where are you?"

      What in the hell is he doing here, and how did he get in?

      Peeking my head into the hallway, I find Garrett standing, arms crossed, outside Liam's bedroom door. He's staring into Liam's room. There's a look of anger on his face that I've seen a few times before. A clear warning that what he sees is unsettling.

      It's enhanced by the discoloration of his left cheek. His eye is puffy, slightly closed from the swelling, and there is a large black and blue bruise beginning to form on the outside of his cheek.

      Aaron didn't break his jaw, but he left a nasty mark.

      I step into the hall and mimic his stance. "What do you want?"

      "You are sleeping with him," he states, reaching down and picking up my forgotten corset.

      Cleaning up my discarded clothing from Liam's floor was on my to-do list. I hadn't made it that far yet. I wasn't expecting company, so it wasn't a top priority. Hell, my hair is still wet, dripping down my back and soaking through my tank top. There's still fog on the bathroom mirror. I barely had slipped clothes on when he hollered my name.

      "How did you get in?" I ask, disregarding his observation.

      "The door was unlocked."

      "Why are you here?"

      Garrett tosses my corset back in Liam's room and takes a step toward me. I shake my head, and his feet falter.

      "I wanted to talk to you. Liam's keeping you away from me."

      "About what? I was pretty clear in the hall last week. I don't want anything to do with you. You made your decision, and now you can live with it."

      "This is because you're fucking him, isn't it."

      "This has nothing to do with Liam. This is about you. You're not the person I thought you were. You're not the man I thought I was marrying. You're a wolf in sheep's clothing. I may not have seen it at first, but I do now, and I'll forever be thankful for that. Thankful to you for finally showing your true colors.

      "I've said it before, and I'll say it again, so listen closely. I want nothing to do with you, Garrett. Not now, not in the future. I'm moving on. You should too. Whether that be with Kendra or someone else. We. Are. Over. So if you'll please leave, I have a lunch date I'd rather not be late for."

      "No one will ever love you like I loved you," he hollers as I'm about to step into the bathroom. Betty is expecting me in a little over an hour. I don't have time to waste on him. To waste talking about the same shit we've been talking in circles about.

      I get that he sees what a big mistake he made. It doesn't change the situation. It doesn't make me want to give him a second chance. If anything, it makes me want to give him a matching bruise on the other side of his face.

      "I hope not," I state, looking over my shoulder and directly into his eyes. "I deserve better."

      The front door slams moments later, indicating he's gone. I rush out of the bathroom to lock it behind him so he can't sneak up on me again.

      Against my better judgment, I decide not to text Liam and tell him what transpired. He has enough to worry about right now. I'd rather not be added to his list. His sole focus should be this case and solving it as quickly as possible.

      For the officer’s family. They deserve answers.

      My issues with Garrett will be here after his case is over.

      Unfortunately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lunch with Betty is exactly what I needed after my unwelcome visitor. We talk about everything from her vegetable garden to ideas for how to decorate my classroom this fall. With only a month until school is back in session, I need to start planning, and Betty has always been a huge help when it comes to this.

      After lunch we head to the craft store and binge shop. The plan was to get ideas, to figure out what inspired us, but I think we both knew how it would end up. I've never walked out of that store without spending a hefty amount on things I didn't need.

      Today's haul included reward stickers, little toys, new books for my classroom library, and fun posters to inspire my students. And that was just for me.

      Betty ended up buying a few decorative pieces of wall art for the addition Michael is putting on their house this summer. He wanted a man cave, somewhere to hang out with his friends and host football parties. She wanted a sewing and craft room.

      Guess who won?

      Michael is going to end up in the basement with all his friends again this fall. Not that he would ever complain. As long as his wife is happy, he's happy.

      Liam is a lot like his father. His happiness comes from making others happy.

      My dad was the same way. He devoted his life to making my mother happy. To finding ways to make her smile. From the simple act of bringing her flowers for no reason to doing things she wanted to do that he hated. Friday nights he would take her dancing and let her stomp on his feet. Saturdays were spent at the flea market. My father would hold my mother’s bags while she shopped.

      And Sundays they went to church. My father never believed in a higher power, yet he went with her every week, sat next to her in the pew, and prayed when he was asked to.

      He did it all in the name of love.

      Michael is the same way when it comes to Betty. He and my father were not only best friends but they were brothers at heart. They thought alike. Acted alike. Even walked similarly. These men that I have been blessed with in my life have the biggest hearts.

      "So how are things between you and Liam?" Betty asks as we load our purchases into my trunk.

      I knew this was going to come up eventually. She has been slowly dancing around the subject most of the day, more than likely waiting for me to bring it up. I had hoped to avoid it altogether. If I were talking to my mother, Liam would have been all we talked about today, but that's not the case.

      Even though I think of Betty as my second mother, I don't know if I can talk to her about my relationship with her son. It doesn't feel right.

      I sure as hell can't tell her how amazing last night was. Or how I'm anticipating him coming home tonight so we can do it again.

      Those are things I assume she'd rather not know. Details about our relationship that she's probably not asking about. But she is asking about us, and I need to say something, anything to curb her interest.

      "Fine. Living together is easier than I thought it would be," I say, hoping she won't press me for issues.

      "You know, Michael and I lived together before we started dating too. You learn a lot about the other person when you share a small space with them. Sometimes it's the best thing for a new relationship."

      This I knew already. My father and Michael lived together all through college. They shared a three-bedroom apartment with another guy until he failed out of school and fell off the face of the earth. Betty moved in with Michael halfway through their sophomore year after having an argument with her roommate and answering an ad my dad had posted to fill their vacant room. Then my parents started dating during their junior year of college. She and Betty became fast friends, and when the dorms closed for summer, my mother moved in with them.

      Wherever my parents went, Betty and Michael went. Four friends always hanging out together, going to the movies together, the beach, staying up late and drinking. That's all it was until one day Michael and Betty decided to stay home from a frat party my parents were going to.

      Betty was getting over a cold and Michael claimed to be behind work for one of his classes.

      My mom said she knew what was going to happen that night. That she saw their feelings for each other growing. My father was clueless, though.

      The next morning, Michael and Betty were an item. They've been together ever since.

      "I know more about Liam than I ever wanted to know. And that was before I moved in with him."

      "You don't know everything, though. You'd be surprised what you notice when you really look at someone. When you look for things, good and bad. I know this is all new to you, and that you two are probably still floating on cloud nine, but if there's any advice I'd want you to take, it's this. Listen with your heart, but let your head lead the way."

      "What do you mean?"

      Closing the trunk and leaning against it, Betty let's out a sigh.

      "My son has been in love with you for as long as I can remember. I gave him the same advice years ago when I first realized he was putting his life on hold waiting for you to feel the same way. It's not that I don't love the idea of you two being together. In a way, I think you were always meant to be together. Just like Michael and I. It's just that he was letting his heart guide him through life. He followed you to college. He followed you home. He never let another woman in. His heart’s never been broken. He's guarded it and kept it safe.

      "What he refused to see is that you were out there living your life while he was waiting for you. So be gentle with him, Cassidy. Be forgiving. He's going to make mistakes. He's never been in a real relationship. Losing you would be the one thing that breaks him, and as much as he knows that and as much as that scares him, he won't be prepared if that happens."

      Her words have me choked up. It feels like an apple is stuck in my throat. I can barely breathe, let alone respond. When she pulls me in for a hug and tells me she loves me, the first tear falls.

      She didn't tell me any of that to scare me or push me away. She told me that to protect her son but also to protect me. She doesn't want either of us to get hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Liam's been at work for two straight days. He's stopped home long enough to sleep, shower, and shave. This case is top priority right now, and because of the nature of it, Liam is working it mostly alone.

      I've kept busy by shopping for back to school supplies. My recent excursion with Betty sparked my creativity, and I found a theme for my classroom this year.

      World traveler.

      It's something I had always planned to do after college. I was going to backpack around Europe. Visit the most popular places and discover hidden gems. Make friends with locals and experience their culture firsthand.

      With the death of my parents, that dream was put aside. I needed to find a job, to start my career. I wasn't free to do any of that anymore. I had responsibilities.

      When I proposed the idea to Garrett for our honeymoon, I was met with a look of disgust. He had no desire to see what other countries had to offer unless a beer and a beach were part of the trip.

      Our tastes were drastically different in most aspects of life. I shouldn't have been surprised.

      Liam would have gone with me. He would have been a great travel companion. His thirst for knowledge is even greater than mine.

      It has been since we were little.

      We used to play a game where we'd pretend to take these epic adventures. One of us would choose the place, and the other chose what our mission was. Sometimes we were spies and we had to save the world. Other times we were lost kids and had to find our way home.

      Of course we always did.

      My favorite was when we pretended to be tourists. We'd run around the backyard with binoculars and pretend to see amazing things through them. The Eiffel Tower. Big Ben. Greek ruins. Whatever country we were pretending to visit.

      We were maybe eight years old when we first played, and I remember begging my mother to take me to the library so I could find a book on Spain. That was the place Liam chose, and after he described it to me, I wanted to know more about it. I wanted to know everything.

      That game sparked so many ideas for us. We even made a list of all the places in the world we wanted to see someday. I wonder what happened to it.

      As I sort through all my purchases of the week, Liam is on my mind. I wonder if he's eaten. If he's found a moment to rest his eyes. He's been coming in after I fall asleep and gone before I wake up. I only know he's been home because he brews a pot of coffee in the morning and leaves me little notes next to the machine.

      In addition to my constant worries about Liam, his mother's words are echoing loud and clear. They've been on repeat since we parted ways on Sunday.

      Listen with your heart, but let your head lead the way.

      A simple statement with so much meaning.

      My heart tells me to take this chance with Liam. He's worth the risk.

      My head tells me that we're speeding down the road. That it would be a good idea for us to slow down, take a breath. Being apart the last few days has sucked, but it's also probably a good thing for us. If he were here, I can only imagine what we'd be doing right now.

      Not that I would object to that.

      In fact, I'd really enjoy it if the other night is any indication of his skills. Because, yes, he has skill. Techniques I wasn't aware existed. Even the way he kisses me, with such passion and need and desire . . .

      Shit! I'm getting hot and bothered just thinking about it.

      It's definitely a conversation we need to have before we make any more giant leaps.

      Because I want to do this right. Screwing this up would be a kick in the face.

      And that's what I plan to tell him when he gets home tonight. He promised to at least take a break long enough to eat dinner with me. I didn't ask him, he offered. I think he misses me as much as I miss him.

      It still amazes me that it's the little things that I notice, that stand out. That I miss the most.

      Going to bed without him and waking up alone.

      Drinking my coffee in the morning without the smell of his soap lingering in the air. His smell has long faded by the time I get out of bed.

      Folding clothes without him there to make jokes about our underwear “getting it on” in the dryer.

      Or maybe it's the fact that in my entire existence, I've only lived alone for a few months. I always had a roommate, or six, in college. And after I moved back home, I moved in with Garrett two months after we started dating. Then I moved in here.

      Because I had nowhere else to go.

      And Liam was rescuing me. Again.

      Like he always has.

      I've never been on my own. Not for long. And even when I was, Liam was always there to keep me company.

      Speaking of Liam, he walks through the door just as I stick my hands in the mixing bowl, covering them in raw hamburger meat and seasoning.

      "Whatcha making?" he asks, wrapping his arms around my waist as I begin mixing everything together. His lips trail down the side of my neck, peppering kisses in the most sensitive places, causing me to lose focus. "You missed me, huh?"

      "Not at all," I lie, the sultry tone of my voice making my words less than believable.

      Attempting to distract myself from the growing need, I dump in two eggs and the bowl of breadcrumbs I’d set aside.

      "So if I picked you up and carried you to bed right now, you wouldn't be interested?"

      Hell yes, I would. And no, I suddenly don't want to have a heart-to-heart with him anymore. I want my body beneath him. I want his hands gripping the back of my thighs as he brings us both the satisfaction we crave.

      "I didn't say that."

      Focus on mixing your ingredients, I tell myself as he continues to kiss, lick, and suck every inch of bare skin from my ear to my shoulder.

      "How about you finish whatever you're making, I take a shower, and while that cooks"—he nods at the mixing bowl—"I'll show you how much I've missed you."

      "Deal," I reply quickly, cocking my head to the right so I can kiss him on the lips.

      Big mistake.

      One kiss was all it took to forget about making meatloaf. To forget my hands were covered in raw meat. And as I wrapped them around his neck, it was almost enough to forget Liam wanted to shower.

      Almost.

      The fact he now has meat in his hair, covering his neck, and dripping down his back didn't stop me from pulling myself as close to him as I could. It didn't stop him from lifting me onto the counter, pushing the mixing bowl aside and almost onto the floor. It also didn't stop us from spending twenty minutes with my legs locked around his waist, clawing at each other.

      Now he needed a shower and I needed to clean the counter and the floor.

      He laughed at the mess we made the entire way down the hall. He was still laughing when he came back into the kitchen smelling fresh with only a towel wrapped around his waist, a come hither look on his face and lust in his eyes.

      My appetite is no longer for food.

      "Dinner smells good," he states, slowly stalking toward me with a sense of purpose.

      "So do you," I reply, my skin pebbling with goosebumps from the heat of his stare.

      Standing toe to toe, we gaze at each other, challenging the other person to make the first move. Knowing Liam, he'll wait as long as he needs to for me to be the one to cave. I'm not as patient as him, and that's probably what he's banking on.

      "You're so beautiful," he finally says as he cups my cheek, caressing it with the pad of his thumb.

      A million replies run through my mind.

      Thank you.

      You're so sweet.

      So are you.

      Of course those are not the words that pass my lips.

      "Show me." My voice is raspy, the words coming out with my breath.

      A slow smile plays across his face as he bends and presses his lips against mine. Once. Twice. Three times before his hands glide down my body, pausing to squeeze my hips, then moving around to grab the back of my thighs and lift. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I keep my lips connected as he turns, the motion causing his towel to fall from his hips.

      Carrying me the five feet to the dining room table, he sets me on the edge, pulling away to peel my shirt over my head. He's about to capture my mouth again when he notices what I'm left in.

      As soon as he texted to let me know he was coming home for dinner, I changed my clothes. Ditching my tank and yoga pants, I replaced them with a dark t-shirt and jean shorts. I also changed into my favorite see-through lace bra and matching barely there thong.

      "Are you trying to kill me, Cass?"

      Laughing as he inspects the delicate lace with the tips of his fingers, I smile proudly to myself. If the bra has this much of an effect on him, I can only imagine what the panties are going to do to him.

      "What else are you hiding under here?" Liam asks, stepping back, continuing to appreciate the view and giving me a view as well.

      His body is even more delectable in the light. From his toned abs to his impressive package, I can't peel my eyes away. When he grabs himself and begins stroking, a sense of urgency slams into me.

      Hoping off the table, I pop the button on my shorts and drop them to the floor as he carefully watches me. Kicking the shorts aside, I sit back on the edge of the table, spreading my legs ever so slightly.

      "Why have I never seen these before?" He runs his free hand up the inside of my thigh, his thumb grazing over my sensitive nub.

      "You're seeing them now," I reply playfully.

      Grasping the lace in his hand as he continues to stroke himself, he asks, "Are you attached to them?"

      I shake my head, and he rips them away, placing himself at my entrance in one swift motion. Gripping my hips, he's about to thrust inside me, the tip entering and stretching me slightly, when he jumps back and lets out a growl.

      "I'm sorry, Cass. I didn't mean to . . ." His voice trails off. "I want you so bad. I can't believe I almost forgot."

      I know what he's referring to, and at the moment, I don't give two shits. I trust Liam. With my whole heart.

      But my heart doesn't get to make these kinds of decisions, so I only smile as he runs to his room and returns, condom already on, and thrusts into me, impaling me against the table. Just the way I needed him to.
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      The meatloaf burned. Not to the point it was inedible, but there was no way either of us was going to stop when the kitchen timer went off. The slightly burnt taste was worth it as we sat across the table from one another with nothing but a grin on our faces.

      After dinner, we turned on a movie and cuddled under a blanket on the couch, which led to other activities. The moon was shining brightly in the sky by the time Liam and I were fully sated and he had to head back to the station to follow up on a lead.

      There was a big stakeout tonight. It made me nervous knowing he was going to be sitting in an unmarked car alone tonight. Anything could happen or nothing at all. It was not knowing what events would unfold that had me picking at my nails and avoiding eye contact with him while he dressed.

      When I hear the pull of his zipper, I finally look up and my insides clench tightly

      Dark jeans. Black hoodie.

      Liam looks professional and sexy no matter what he puts on. He wears the clothes—the clothes don't wear him.

      This look though . . . it’s a contradiction to his personality. It gives him an edge. It makes me curious as to who's hiding under the façade.

      I know he changes when he's undercover. He's not the same person depending on who he's talking to. I get it. It's part of the job. He has to be someone else in these clothes.

      It makes me want to play pretend with him again. This time, instead of traveling to different places and being tourists and spies, I want to be the person he's stalking. The one under his watchful eye.

      "You keep looking at me that way and this guy's going to get away with murder. Literally. Because I won't be able to leave the apartment ever again."

      "We can't have that," I tease, leaning back on my elbows, the mattress sinking slightly.

      Liam had to put clothes back on, but I haven't bothered yet. For a reason.

      Bending to kiss me, Liam is careful to keep his body from pressing against mine. When I lean forward and attempt to wrap my arms around his neck, he releases my lips and steps back. Adjusting the growing bulge in his pants, Liam winks at me and exits the room, blowing me a kiss.

      Damn him.

      I really thought I might be able to keep him here tonight. Where he's safe. With his arms wrapped around me. I miss that the most. The way my body fits perfectly against his. His breath against the back of my neck when he's asleep. How he pulls me closer to him if I move even an inch.

      As if it's automatic.
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        * * *

      

      There are donuts on the counter and a fresh pot of coffee waiting for me when I wake up. Next to both is a note.

      I hadn't even realized he came back home last night. It couldn't have been for long. I fell asleep a little after midnight after reading over course materials.

      His note brings a smile to my face. They have the evidence they need. He should be able to wrap up the case in the next few days.

      Maybe then he can take some time off and we can spend quality time figuring out what we're doing and where this is going. Because as much as I'm certain I know, I need to hear the words.

      Is he my boyfriend?

      Are we dating?

      I would like the answer to both of those questions to be yes because if anyone asked me, that's what I'd tell them. I'd say I'm dating my best friend. That I've fallen madly in love with him. That he blindsided me, but that I've been in love with him my entire life.

      I just hadn't realized it.

      I hadn't realized what love really was even though I've had the best role models for true love.

      It's not about materialistic things. It's not saying the words.

      It's the feelings you create. The emotions brought out in you. It's happiness and fear mixed together. It's missing someone when they've only been gone for five minutes. Not because you're alone but because, in their presence, you feel whole.

      Love is an intense feeling that consumes you—mind, body, and soul.

      At least it should.

      If you think you're in love and you don't feel completely consumed by the other person and the way you feel about them, it's probably not love. Lust, maybe, but not love.

      It's a fine line.

      Right now, I'm in love and lust with Liam. My body craves his touch, and my heart beats for his.

      And I miss him. Not because I need him by my side every second of the day. I'm more independent than that. I have a life. I miss him because I've barely seen him.

      Hell, I saw him on a regular basis before I moved in here.

      Breakfast at least twice a week. Drinks after work at least once. Get-togethers with friends on the weekends.

      It's been years since we've gone more than a day or two without spending quality time together, talking, catching up on life. Even in college, we scheduled our classes around one another so we could have lunch together every day. And since moving in, with Liam working from home, we've spent even more time together than normal.

      Maybe that's the real problem.

      I've been spoiled having him around every day.

      In the beginning, it was nice not to be alone in the aftermath. Then it became the new normal.

      I'd give anything to go back to normal right now. I mean, as long as that doesn't mean we also go back to being just friends. I'm enjoying the perks of our new relationship. A lot.

      Shaking off thoughts of missing Liam, I enjoy two glazed donuts and a cup of coffee while I make a list of all the things I need to get done before the school year begins. I've picked up most of my supplies, but I'd like to build my classroom library a bit more this year, fill it with books from around the world. I want to be able to not only show my kids the places we're going to talk about but enrich their excitement for the same places.

      Which means I get to go to the bookstore. And for someone like me, that can turn into an all-day event. I get lost between the stacks, running my fingers over the beautiful, intriguing covers and flipping books over to see if the description on the back matches the allure that made me pick it up in the first place.

      Then, when I get home, hopefully Liam will be here. The case will be closed and we can spend the night relaxing, without having to worry about him rushing back to work.
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        * * *

      

      As I set my bags on the floor inside the door, my phone rings in my purse. I don't recognize the number, so I send the caller to voice mail and begin unpacking and sorting all the books I purchased. One pile for my personal library, one for my classroom.

      I'm going to need another bookshelf to display them all. And I know just the place to put it. It looks like we need to turn my room back into an office, one that Liam will have to share with me, my books, and all my sugar skull decorations.

      My phone rings again a few minutes later, the same number appears on the screen, and I once again send them to voice mail.

      They don't leave a message. Not unusual for a telemarketer.

      This continues for the next hour. Call after call. The same number. No voice messages.

      I finally turn my phone on silent, annoyed by the constant ringing.

      That's when I notice the little green light blinking.

      A text message. From the same number.

      I swear to God if it's someone trying to sell me life insurance—

      
        
        UNKNOWN: This is Officer Randall. Liam has you down as his emergency contact. Please call me back at this number ASAP.

      

      

      Emergency contact?

      What the hell is going on?

      Dialing without hesitation, he picks up on the first ring.

      "This is Cassidy," I rush to say before he can speak. "Is Liam okay?"

      "He's stable." Stable? What the hell does that mean? "We were able to get him to the hospital in time. The doctors are working on him now. He should be out of surgery soon."

      Surgery.

      Doctors.

      Hospital.

      "What?"

      "I'm sorry, Miss. Have you not seen the news?"

      Rushing into the living room and snatching the remote from the arm of the couch, I turn the TV on and impatiently wait for the screen to load.

      "No. I've been out all day."

      "There was an incident earlier today. Liam was serving a bench warrant, and the suspect fired two rounds through his front door. One of those rounds grazed his shoulder, the other hit him in the chest."

      As he finishes explaining, the TV comes to life. The headline across the top of the screen tells me everything Officer Randall just explained.

      Breaking News: Local investigator shot by suspect in death of police officer.

      "Miss? Are you still there?"

      "Yes. Sorry. Where is he?"

      My hands refuse to stop shaking the entire drive to the hospital. I called Betty and Michael before I left the apartment. They offered to pick me up, but I insisted we meet at the hospital. They live closer than I do. They should get there first.

      The doctors won't talk to me anyway. I'm family. Not by blood. No matter who Liam listed as his emergency contact.

      Walking into the waiting room, my eyes land on Michael’s, and he rushes over to pull me into his arms. I collapse against him, and he holds me until I'm steady on my feet.

      This is the same hospital my parents were rushed to.

      The same waiting room I spent hours in while the doctors tried to save my parents.

      The one place I'd hoped I'd never have to visit again.

      That night was the beginning and the end of so much for me. If it weren't for Liam, I wouldn't have survived. I can't lose him. If I do, I can't see the beginning of anything.

      "He's going to be all right," Betty says, patting my leg. Michael places me in the middle seat, wrapping one arm around my shoulder. "He's a survivor, Cassidy. Just like you are."

      Yes, he's a survivor. He's also my protector. The love of my life. The reason I was able to get up every morning after my parents died. The reason I persevered. Without Liam, I wouldn't be here today.

      He's so much more than just a survivor. He's my everything.

      All I can do is stare straight ahead at the clock on the wall as life continues to move around me. I can hear the second hand as its ticks turning into minutes. Those minutes turn into hours.

      Two emergencies come in. Doctors and nurses rush around, calling out names of family members. Every time one enters the room, I suck in a deep breath and hold it until I know if they're looking for Liam's family.

      Police officers are filling the seats around us. There's a growing crowd when the doctor finally comes out and calls Michael's name.

      He stands, and the doctor motions for him to follow.

      The beginnings of a panic attack begin to settle in my chest. At this point, there's nothing I can do to stop it from taking over. The uncertainty, the fear, it's overwhelming me.

      Bending, I place my head between my legs and attempt to breathe deeply. Betty rubs her hand up and down my back, attempting to soothe me, but nothing works. Then I hear Michael's voice in the distance.

      "He's going to be fine, Cassidy. Take a deep breath. Another. He's going to be fine."

      That's the last thing I remember hearing before the darkness sets in.
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        * * *

      

      Opening my eyes, I'm disoriented. The room is bright, and there are beeping sounds echoing off the walls. My head aches, and when I reach to rub the throbbing spot, I'm warned not to by a familiar voice.

      Searching for the source of the warning, I'm surprised to find Garrett standing by my bedside.

      Why is he here?

      Where is Liam?

      Oh my God. Liam!

      Is he okay?

      "Stay calm. Let me get the doctor in here. You hit your head pretty hard when you fell out of the chair."

      I fell out of the chair. That makes sense.

      "Where's Liam?" I ask, my voice cracking.

      Garrett reaches for a foam cup and places the straw at my lips. "Drink."

      Doing as I'm told because my throat is dry, I suck down a few sips and try again. "Where is Liam?"

      "He's in recovery. You should be able to see him in a little while."

      "Why are you here?"

      "They called me. I was listed as your emergency contact still. I had to be the one to give consent."

      "Consent for what?"

      "To treat you. You needed stitches."

      No wonder my head hurts so much.

      "I'm going to get the doctor. Don't touch your head. Don't try and sit up. Just relax. I'll be right back."

      Garrett disappears from view only to reappear a few minutes later with an older brunette female wearing a white lab coat and dark-blue scrubs.

      She does an assessment before helping me sit up. After explaining everything that happened and follow-up instructions, she clears me for discharge tomorrow morning and leaves me alone in the room with Garrett.

      "I'll go find Michael and then be on my way."

      "Garrett, wait," I find myself saying. He pauses in the doorway but doesn't turn around. "Thank you for helping me. I'm sorry things didn't end differently, but I want you to know I appreciate what you did for me today."

      "As much of an asshole as I was to you, Cassidy, I'm the one that should be apologizing to you. Believe it or not, I did love you. I'd never do anything to hurt you, even if my actions prove otherwise. When they called, I came. I didn't hesitate. I don't want to see you hurt, and I'd do anything to protect you. Maybe if I had been more concerned about that than the promises Kendra was making me, I wouldn't have screwed everything up."

      There's no denying the pain in his voice. The genuine sincerity in his apology.

      "She's a real piece of work,” I begin. “She had us all fooled, you included. I really hope you find a way to move on from this and it's not with her. You deserve better. It's a choice, though. You have to choose you over her. Choose to be the person you can be and not the person she wants you to be."

      Finding the strength to look at me, Garrett tilts his head and stares for a moment before he speaks.

      "Is that what you did?"

      "In a way. I was broken for weeks after what happened. It took me some time to figure out who I was and what I wanted in life."

      "And what you wanted was Liam?"

      "No. I wanted to be happy. I wanted to feel loved. To feel appreciated and protected. I wanted to be with someone who understood me and everything I've been through. Someone who pushed me to be the best version of myself and nothing more. Liam was that person. He's always been that person. It just took me twenty-six years to realize it."

      “I get that.”

      “You’ll find that person, too. But it’s not Kendra, Garrett. I hope you can see that now. She’s been lying to you, to all of us for years.” I pause, unsure of if I want to tell him about the baby or not. As much as he’s hurt me, I don’t want to cause him any unnecessary pain. He deserves the truth, though. “Did she tell you about the baby?”

      “You mean the baby that never existed?”

      She lied about that too. I shouldn’t be surprised. It explains why Liam never said anything about it after our initial conversation. He promised to look into in, to find the baby. If he couldn’t find anything, there was a reason. You can’t find information on something that never happened.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.”

      Garrett nods, his smile weak, before he disappears out the door.

      I hope he understands. I hope he finds what I've found.

      Love for another person and a way to love himself. A love that's worth fighting for.

      Someone who wants to stand by your side not only in the good times but also the bad.

      It'll lift the weight off his shoulders. The burden he's carrying around.

      Kendra can't be that person for him. Even if he wants her to be. Because now that she has Garrett, the challenge is over. Their secret is out. It's not fun for her if everyone knows. She'll do to him what she did to me.

      She'll try and ruin everything.

      She'll find a man to cheat on him with. It's how she protects herself from getting hurt. You can't get hurt if you don't get attached.

      So she doesn't.

      I always thought Kendra was a slut because she slept around. That's not the case after all.

      She wants attention. She craves it. It's like a drug. The more she has, the more she wants.

      Once she loses the high, she starts looking for a different drug. A different person to give her the attention she needs to feel again. Claiming she was pregnant was just another way for her to get attention.

      It's a cycle I don't see ending. Not anytime soon.

      She's going to hurt Garrett to save herself the pain. I hope he sees that before it's too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      "You know, you didn't have to crack your head open just to sleep next to me tonight," Liam jokes.

      He found a way to convince the doctors to let us share a room. Not that we can share a bed. He has too many machines hooked up to him still. They're monitoring him closely and will be for the next few days.

      But he's already jumped the biggest hurdles.

      The doctor was able to remove the bullet. No major arteries were nicked. The surgery was fairly standard. Liam will have a scar as a permanent reminder of today, but otherwise, he should have a clean bill of health.

      "Ha, ha. Nice to see you didn't lose that sparkling personality," I reply, wishing I could throw a pillow at him. He's been poking fun at me since he woke up. It's his way of keeping me from freaking out.

      I'm playing along.

      On the inside, I'm still a mess. I haven't been able to eat. I'm afraid I won't be able to keep food down with the way my stomach continues to roll.

      Fear is a bitch.

      I can see he's going to be fine, yet I'm still scared I'm going to lose him. I'm scared I'm going to wake up and this is all going to be a dream, that he's not really here.

      "Come over here," I hear Liam say as he raises the back of his hospital bed to a sitting position. "Come on."

      Wanting nothing more than to feel his arms wrapped around me, I carefully climb in bed with him. Resting my head on his shoulder, I place my hand over his heart and close my eyes. The soft beating beneath my fingertips brings me more peace than I thought possible.

      "I'm sorry if I scared you today."

      "I'm just glad you're going to be okay."

      "Cassidy, when I went down, you were the first person I thought of. I was just as scared as you were that I was going to lose you. That I wouldn't get the chance to see you again. To hold you in my arms."

      The room falls silent aside from the constant beeping of the machines that surround us. The beat of my heart falls in step with his as I lie there, soaking it all in.

      "I shouldn't have been there. I should have come home for lunch like I wanted. Let an officer serve the warrant, but I wanted to be the one to take him in. If I hadn't been so determined to walk that bastard through the police station in handcuffs for all his fellow officers to see, we would be in my bed right now."

      "I can't believe you're thinking about sex right now," I laugh.

      "I didn't say anything about sex. Where's your mind, dirty girl?"

      Swatting him lightly, Liam tightens his hold on me and lets out a sigh.

      "I learned a lot today," he finally says.

      "Like what?"

      "Well for starters, I need to wear a flak jacket next time one is offered to me."

      "You didn't have a vest on? What the hell, Liam?" I holler, lifting my head to glare at him.

      "If I had known he was going to shoot me through the door, I would have worn one," he responds apologetically. "I've never had to wear one before. There was never a need."

      "From now on—"

      "Yeah, I know. I'll never leave home without it."

      "Good."

      "Want to know what else I learned?"

      "I can hardly wait," I say sarcastically as I lean my head back against his shoulder, shifting until I'm comfortable.

      "I learned that life is short. It's precious. I should be taking it by the balls and living it how I want to live."

      "And by that you mean?"

      "It means I want to marry you, Cassidy Jo. Not today, or tomorrow, but soon. It means I want to start living the rest of my life with you. I want to settle down and buy a house, have kids. The whole nine yards. And I know what I'm saying right now is scaring the shit out of you, but—"

      "No, it's not. Not knowing if you were going to be okay scared me. The thought of losing you scared me. Today and every day it scares me. Planning our future together should scare the hell out of me, but it doesn't. We have one life, Liam. One life to enjoy, to spend with the people we love. The thought of us being together may have not crossed my mind until recently, but anytime I pictured my future, you were a part of it."

      "Good, because when I said soon, I was hoping before you go back to work."

      "That's in less than a month, Liam. That's not possible."

      "Anything is possible as long as we're in it together." Liam kisses the top of my head before continuing. "Just to be clear, this is not my proposal. Romance and flowers, remember."

      "Yeah. One of these days," I tease.

      Closing my eyes, I try to let go of the fear I'm still holding onto and focus on the road ahead. The one that eventually leads to a future filled with possibilities. Filled with more happiness and joy than I can even imagine.
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        * * *

      

      A week after Liam is released, I'm still hovering. I can't help myself. He's getting around okay, but you can tell he's still in pain every now and then. I'm sure he will be for a while.

      The doctor said to take it easy for a few weeks. Not full-on bed rest but close enough to drive him stir-crazy. I've stayed close, kept him company, but today I need to head to the school and start setting up my classroom.

      Of course he wants to come with me. Not that he can carry anything or help in any way because I refuse to let him, but because he wants to get out of the apartment.

      When we pull up to the school, Michael and Betty are in the parking lot waiting for us. Betty gives Liam a once over before gently wrapping her son in a hug. Michael does the same only he's not as subtle about his assessment.

      "You look like shit, Liam," he says, gently patting him on the back.

      "And here I thought taking a bullet would make people feel bad for me," Liam remarks, rolling his eyes.

      "The truth hurts. You could have at least taken the time to shave."

      Laughing as the two of them continue to banter while Betty and I load my wagon with bags and boxes, I try and remember the last time Liam shaved. It's been at least a week. His beard has grown on me. I don't miss the baby face hiding under it.

      A beard gives him a more rugged look. Dark and mysterious.

      And I like the way it tickles my neck when he kisses me in my favorite spot. His favorite spot. Not that I want to share that information with his parents.

      Kicking his feet up on my desk, Liam orders everyone around, and in no time at all, my room is set up for the school year. The only thing left is to organize my classroom library, so I send Michael and Betty home, and Liam, looking exhausted, hitches a ride with them.

      An hour later, I'm buying a soda from the machine in the teachers’ lounge when I hear the announcement speaker turn on and the principal requesting my presence in the library.

      I didn't even know she was here today.

      In fact, I was expecting other teachers to be here, but I haven't run into anyone yet. The only person I've seen since walking in was our custodian and that's only because he was mopping the floors in my classroom when we arrived.

      Lifting the tab and opening the can of diet soda, I take a sip as I step back into the hallway and head to the library. It's a path I've traveled many times. One I could make with my eyes closed. The school hasn't changed much since Liam and I attended when we were in elementary. Aesthetically but nothing structural. Fresh paint covers the walls, and they put in new tile flooring a few years back, but otherwise, it looks the same.

      Staring at the floor, I count the tiles beneath my feet. Taking a sharp left, my feet slide to a stop when I notice the tiles are covered in red petals. Rose petals. Staring further down the hall, I notice the trail of petals ends at the entrance to the library.

      A shiver runs up my spine as I step inside the library. The petals continue inside, creating a path, which I follow without guidance. The lights above are low, and as I move toward the back of the library, they cut out completely, being replaced only by the glow of candles.

      Not real candles, though. Those would be a fire hazard in a room full of paper and ink.

      Flickering tea lights, the battery-operated kind you put inside your pumpkin at Halloween after you carve it, are on every available surface. Between books on the shelf. On top of the bookcases. On the floor in the shape of a heart.

      And then, as if appearing out of nowhere, Liam steps from the shadows, freshly shaven, wearing his signature black suit but, in place of the standard white shirt beneath, he has on his silver one. The one that matched my dress. The dress that refused to come off the night we first kissed.

      It feels like months ago instead of weeks.

      We've been through so much since then. Hell, it's been a whirlwind since I moved in with him.

      Confronting Kendra and Garrett.

      The emotions I’ve tried to deal with.

      The revelations and truths that have surface about their relationship.

      It was like riding a roller coaster that refused to pull back into the station. Liam was there to ground me, to keep me from jumping out of the car and doing something I would regret.

      But then we kissed. And I freaked out. And he was the one person that couldn't ground me. So I ran like a scared little girl. But it took running for me to realize where I belonged. At home. In his arms.

      With eyes wide open, I was now looking at Liam in a new light. It was like I was actually seeing him for the first time. Recognizing the feelings I had for him, and the ones he's always had for me. I was living in a bubble those first few days, floating around and enjoying the overwhelming joy I had finally found.

      Our relationship was just for us until he kissed me in front of all our friends, announcing our relationship to everyone who was watching. I expected it to be a shock to most. For people to be surprised that, after years of always being the best of friends, we were a couple.

      It was me who turned out to be shocked by their reactions. Everyone was supportive and excited for us. It was as if they had been waiting for us to get together as long as Liam had. Patiently and silently watching for the moment our relationship changed.

      Everyone was waiting for me to realize how I felt because no one would tell me what was right in front of my face. I would have laughed at them. I had to discover the truth myself.

      It took me longer than I care to admit.

      But it was worth the wait. Not just because of the way Liam makes me feel or the happiness he's brought to my life but because I honestly think that had we tried to be more than just friends any sooner, it wouldn't have worked. I was too distraught over my parents’ death in high school. Then there was the little matter of Garrett. In college I was focused on my studies. No more Garrett but I also wasn't searching for a relationship.

      Once college was over and I moved back here, my career mattered most to me. Until Garrett walked back into my life. Things between us moved fast this time around, not because he wanted them to. A fake proposal. A fake relationship. Lies and deceit.

      If I had gone through with the wedding, if I hadn't caught him with Kendra that day, I wouldn't be staring at Liam right now. I wouldn't have moved in with him in one of the darkest moments of my life. I would be married to a man who loved me but not enough to give up his side ho.

      Yes, that's what I've decided to term her as.

      A side ho.

      Because that's what she is. And from what I heard from Sasha, she's someone else's side ho now. As I expected, she dropped Garrett and moved on. With a married man. Who has an unsuspecting wife and kids at home. To be honest, I was shocked it hadn't happened sooner.

      So my ex-friend and my ex-fiancé saved me from making a big mistake. From spending the rest of my life with the wrong man. I've already spoken my peace to Garrett and thanked him in a roundabout way. Kendra will be a different story.

      You see, she's going to have to stop screwing with the wrong people. Yes, the man is also at fault here, but I know how she operates. She makes it practically impossible for him to say no. She cons him into believing no one will get hurt and that she will make every second worth his while.

      Which she will. I'm sure.

      But people always end up getting hurt and this time, the way I plan to “thank” Kendra for saving me, is by freeing that man. Kevin and Liam are going to talk to him, warn him, and hopefully he will listen. If he does, I agreed to go with Sasha to talk to Kendra.

      She needs to leave town.

      She needs to move on. To figure out who she wants to be and what she wants to do with the rest of her life.

      Whether she stays or goes has no bearing on my future. Our friendship is long over, and unless someone mentions her name, I don't even think about her. I don't miss her. She's a part of my past, and I'm looking toward my future.

      In fact, my future is standing in front of me.

      Waiting for me.

      Watching me closely as I assess him, top to bottom. It makes me wonder how inappropriate it would be if I were to strip him down in here and take him against the bookshelf he's leaning against.

      "Dirty thoughts," Liam says. It's a statement, not a question. I’d felt the left side of my lips pull up in a smirk, giving me away, but didn't think he'd be able to see it from where he's standing with the dim lighting from only the candles.

      "Always when it comes to you," I reply, taking two steps but stopping just out of reach of his outstretched hand.

      "I'm going to need you to stow those away for a few minutes."

      "What are you doing here? I thought you got a ride home from your parents."

      "Yeah, I lied. They lied. Everyone's been lying to you for the last few days. But it's because we love you, so don't be mad." Moving quickly, Liam brings us toe to toe and tips my chin so I'm looking directly in his eyes. "They were all little white lies spoken in your best interest. I promise."

      "Everyone?" I ask, exaggerating the word.

      "Yes."

      "Like who?" I challenge.

      "Do you really want to have this conversation right now, or can we get back to why you're standing here?"

      Raising an eyebrow at him, Liam only smiles, bends to gently press a kiss to my lips, and sinks to one knee.

      And that's when it hits me.

      Romance and flowers.

      Check and check.

      "Cassidy Jo, I've loved you for as long as I can remember. There's never been nor will there ever be a more perfect woman for me. When I think about what I want in this lifetime, the one thing I'm certain about is that you're the person I want standing by my side through everything. The ups and downs. The highs and lows.

      "You've been my best friend since day one. You'll always be my best friend. I don't want to spend another day without you in my life or another night without you in my arms."

      Releasing my hands, Liam reaches into his pocket and pulls out a little red box. Popping the lid, he pulls out a simple gold band with a shimmering diamond nestled on top and places it at the tip of my left ring finger.

      "Will you do the honor of marrying me? Of being my wife and sharing the rest of your life with me?"

      Closing my eyes as I shake my head yes, my parents are there. Smiling at me. Holding each other. As if they're in the room with us right now. And my heart . . . it's overflowing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Career day. One of my favorite days of the year. Not only because I get a break from being the center of attention but also because I enjoy the way the kids’ eyes light up when they listen to the different speakers. At this age, their imaginations are still creative. They don't know what they want to be when they grow up, but there's still hope of being whatever their heart desires. Whatever they dream they can be.

      So this year, when it came to choosing speakers, I made the decision to bring in a variety of people I knew would make a great impact on the kids.

      The first speaker this morning was a lawyer. He found a way to make what he does every day sound like fun. It wasn't all about research and working late and going to trial. It was about helping people who have been caught in a bad situation. Working hard to make sure the innocent are proven innocent and the guilty are held accountable for their actions.

      He also spoke on how hard he had to work to get where he is today. That putting in the effort now will pay off later on. Practicing good study habits. Volunteering and helping in the community.

      There were a few sets of curious eyes, listening intently.

      After that, we welcomed a local farmer. He described the hard work he does every day and why he does it. How farming helps people in ways that often aren't seen or recognized. He talked about his love for animals and how he cares for them.

      What really stuck with me from his speech is the way he encouraged the kids to try it at home. He brought them each a baggie of seeds with instructions on how to plant and care for them. He wouldn't tell the kids what they were growing but promised them if they worked hard, they would reap the rewards in a few short months.

      Last I brought in Liam to talk about what he does. How he collaborates with the police and what it really means to be a private investigator. This was purely a selfish move on my part. He had been out of town the previous weekend, and I’d missed him, so when the firefighter had to cancel at the last minute, I called him and prepared to beg.

      Thankfully, I didn't have to.

      A promise of what would happen when I got home that night was all it took to get him rushing around the house so he could make it on time.

      I keep a picture of us on my desk so when he walked in, my students recognized him immediately. And when it came time to ask questions, they were all asking about us.

      When we're getting married.

      How long we’d known each other.

      How long we’d been dating.

      Liam happily answered every question they threw at him, a smile on his face that matched my own. After he left, the kids began peppering me with questions about him. What did I like most about him? When did we fall in love? How did he propose?

      They loved that story the most. Mainly because they know the spot in the library where it happened.

      At the end of the day, Liam was waiting for me by my car, oblivious to the fact I was approaching. I took the opportunity to check out my fiancé. Leaning against the hood casually, his firm and lean body in only his suit pants and a white button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

      Damn.

      It makes me wonder how I never noticed how attractive he was before now. How in the hell was I so blind? I mean, I knew he was a good-looking guy. All the girls wanted him. All the guys wanted to be him. But I never really looked at him.

      Now I have a bad habit of staring at him like a piece of meat.

      He says he doesn't like it, that it makes him feel like I'm only using him for sex, but he says it with an unconvincing smile. Usually as he's peeling my clothes off, and then we fall into bed together.

      Staring at his phone, his thumbs gently tapping against the screen as I approach, he says, "You look hot as hell in that dress."

      "Well, it is unseasonably warm today," I joke, leaning against the hood next to him and dropping my bag at my feet.

      "Is that why you look so flushed?" Turning to face me, Liam slides his phone in his pocket and cradles my cheeks in his hand. "I thought you were just happy to see me."

      "Oh, I am. I'm also confused as to why you're still here. Don't you have better things to do than hang out with a bunch of nine- and ten-year-olds?"

      "I do, but I have to follow my heart, and since you own it and you're here, here I am."

      Damn him for always having a sweet response that makes my heart melt. Smiling against my lips before he kisses me, he adds, "And I wanted to make sure you made it to your car safe since you look so fucking sexy today. Didn't want any male teachers getting any bright ideas."

      I want to laugh and tell him that the giant diamond on my hand is enough to scare everyone off, but I can't. His mouth is devouring mine, and if it could actually happen, my panties would be melting off my body right now.

      When he pulls back and looks into my eyes, I smile and ask him the one question that's been on my mind all afternoon.

      "So when are we getting married? You wrote the date on the board and showed the kids, but they wouldn't tell me." Not for lack of trying either. Liam made them promise not to tell me.

      "That's for me to know and you to find out."

      "You do realize that women like to be part of the planning process, right? That we need time to prepare, to make sure everything is perfect?"

      When Liam first told me he was planning our wedding and all I had to do was show up in a white dress and say I do, I laughed. I didn't realize he was serious.

      I tried to reason with him, but he wasn't having it. He wanted to do this for me, for us, and he promised I would have everything I ever wanted in a wedding. All I needed to do was trust him.

      That's the easy part. Of course I trust him.

      But not knowing even one little detail of the wedding is driving me nuts. Hell, the only thing I know for certain is what I'll be wearing. Sasha and I finally found the perfect dress a few weekends ago, and since then, Liam has gotten even more hush-hush about the wedding.

      That's when I knew he picked a date.

      "Would it make you feel better if I told you it wasn't a Halloween wedding?"

      We talked about doing a theme wedding, but I vetoed it when I realized he was thinking about Halloween. It sounds cool in theory, but I'd rather not have witches and paper machete ghosts as decorations.

      "No, because that's like saying I'm going to win the lottery but not tonight. I'm excited knowing I'm going to win, but the anticipation is going to kill me. Will you at least tell me it's soon?"

      "Sooner than you think." A quick kiss to the cheek and he's gone before I can protest his answer.

      As soon as I get in the car, Sasha is calling. She wants to grab coffee before I head home. Feeling exhausted from the long week, I happily agree and send Liam a text to let him know what I'm up to. He replies with a winky face, and I don't really know what to make of it.

      Not until I spot Sasha waiting outside the coffee shop for me.

      Holding a garment bag in her hands.

      Wearing three-inch heels and a dress that flatters her figure perfectly.

      "It's time," she states with a wicked grin on her face.

      "Time for…" I'm going to make her say it. I need to hear the words to confirm what I'm thinking.

      "It's time for you to officially become Mrs. Liam Henry Fell."

      Cassidy Fell.

      The irony because that's exactly what I did. I fell in love with Liam. Hard. So much so I didn't even realize it was happening. But every time I look back, every time I think about all we've been through, I see it clearly. I've been falling in love with Liam all my life.

      Taking my hand and giving it a light squeeze, Sasha nudges her head and tugs me down the sidewalk. I'm not sure where we're going, but I know the final destination will be the end of an aisle where Liam will be waiting for me. Patiently. The same way he has been for the last eleven years.
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        * * *

      

      It. Was. Perfect.

      Everything I ever could have wanted and things I never imagined were possible. From the guest list that included friends from college I hadn't seen since graduation to the perfect venue.

      I'm still not sure how he pulled that one off.

      When my parents passed, their house was sold. The people who bought it didn't know my parents. They didn't know my story. Since moving in, they’ve kept to themselves. But when Liam and his parents approached them and asked if they would consider hosting the wedding in their backyard, they willingly agreed.

      That house is filled with memories. With happy moments and stories of my childhood. The moments before my parents died. Growing up next door to Liam. Running through the sprinkler on hot summer days. Chasing butterflies. Trudging through the snow in the backyard to watch movies in Liam's bedroom on cold winter nights. Lying in the grass and staring up at the stars when one of us needed to talk.

      The house holds more than just memories of my life with my parents. It holds my entire childhood. After my parents died, I was forced to grow up fast. Living with Michael and Betty, being so close to my own house yet so far away, was hard. I'd stare out the window and imagine my father at the grill or my mother working in her rose garden.

      But after today, I have a different perspective on this house.

      It looks almost the same, but it doesn't feel the same. It's not filled with my mother’s infectious laughter or the smell of my father’s aftershave. It's just a house. The people in it are what make it a home.

      Still, walking down an aisle of rose petals through the backyard to where Liam was waiting for me . . . it was magical. Perfect.

      And sitting in the front row, each on their own chairs, were pictures of my parents. As if they were guests. As if they were witnessing the beautiful moment happening before them.

      I'm glad I didn't notice that until the ceremony was over. I would have been a blubbering mess during our vows. More so than I already was.

      "Well?" Liam asks as he spins me around the makeshift dance floor set up in the backyard.

      "You did great," I reply, knowing exactly what he was referring to.

      "I promised you it would be perfect, Cass. You deserve nothing less. Today and every day for the rest of your life."

      "I have you, and that's all that matters."

      "So you're saying you have perfection. I'm glad we agree," he jokes, dipping me before quickly pulling me back up and sealing his lips against mine.

      I can hear our guests whistling at our public display of affection, but this time it doesn't bother me. It warms my heart to know we have so many people in our lives who support us. Our relationship. Our marriage.

      I place my heart against his chest after he finally releases my lips. "You're awfully full of yourself, Mr. Fell."

      "You're going to be full of me later, Mrs. Fell."

      The promise in his voice causes a shiver to run up my spine. He's not the only person with secrets in this relationship. The one part of the wedding I was allowed to plan was our honeymoon. Because he refused to tell me the date of the wedding, Sasha made all the travel arrangements for us.

      We leave tonight.

      In fact, we have to head to the airport in a little over an hour. Our adventures as children are about to become real. Two weeks traveling around Europe. Every place we used to pretend to go is on our itinerary. And we’re starting with the destination that sparked it all.

      Spain.

      "Are you ready to find out where we're going on our honeymoon?" I ask.

      "I have a feeling you're itching to tell me."

      "Oh, I am, but I'm not going to. Not yet, anyway. You'll find out when we get to the airport. I won't be able to keep the destination a secret once we're there. It's printed on your ticket."

      "Or you could tell me now since we're leaving soon."

      "Nah," I state dismissively.

      Sharing the location of our honeymoon is only one of the secrets I plan to share with him tonight. It's going to pale in comparison to the other one I'm holding on to. The secret I haven't shared with anyone for fear he would find out.

      "How about we exchange gifts now?" he suggests.

      "About that," I start, pulling back so I can look up into my husband’s gorgeous blue eyes. "I can't give you yours yet. It's at the apartment."

      The tiny gift is wrapped in an old necklace box I found. I’ve been hiding it in a shoe box at the top of my closet for the last week. Since I wasn’t sure when the wedding was, I was preparing to give it to him next weekend. The anticipation was killing me.

      "Not for much longer."

      "What does that mean?"

      "Well, while we're on our honeymoon, everything in our apartment is being moved."

      "Where?"

      "That's your gift. I bought us a house. A place of our own. One where we can start the next chapter of our life together."

      He bought us a house.

      Without asking me.

      Without getting my input.

      I want to be angry, but the hint of amusement in his eyes tells me to wait. There's more. More to the story that will make me forgive him of whatever he's done.

      "And where exactly is this house you bought?"

      "You're standing in the backyard right now."

      His words register, bringing me to a stop.

      He bought this house.

      My parents’ house.

      The place I grew up. The one place that holds my past and now my future.

      He didn't have to ask me because he knew I'd be okay with this. Because he knew that making this our house, a place for us, would be the perfect gift.

      "I used to watch the way you would stare out the window longingly after you moved in with us. You missed your parents, I knew that. That pain was raw. But you also missed this house. You missed what it stood for. You missed the life they created for you here. It was your home. The one place you could always run to and be accepted, no matter what.

      "That's what I want for us. For the family we'll have one day. A place that's more than four walls and a roof. A place they feel safe. Where they feel loved. I thought this was the perfect place to represent that. Is that okay? Are you okay with this?"

      There's hesitation in his voice. He's doubting his decision, probably because I haven't said anything. I haven't moved. I'm stuck in a state of shock and awe. Not only for the gift he's given me but for the man he is. I'm the luckiest girl alive.

      Not only because I married my best friend, but because I married a man who gets me. He understands me. He accepts me and all the baggage I have.

      His love knows no bounds.

      He would do anything to make me happy, but that's not a new development. He's been like that all his life.

      "I'm more than okay with that, Liam. This is the greatest gift you could have ever given me. Well—" I pause for dramatic effect "—maybe the third greatest gift. You've already given me the first two, though."

      "Oh, yeah? What might those be?"

      "First, there's your heart."

      "You stole that, just to be clear. I had no say in the matter. Not that I regret it." Laughing as I place my hand over his heart, I smile up at my husband and prepare myself for what I have to tell him next. "And the second?"

      "The second is your wedding present." Pulling his head down, I whisper in his ear, “Our family is starting sooner than you think.” His cheek rises with his smile, pressing against my chin. I think he’s gotten the hint, but just in case, I say the two words I've been dying to say to him since I confirmed my suspicions. "I'm pregnant.”

      Pulling back, Liam places a hand on each of my cheeks and I watch as true happiness consumes him. His eyes light up, tears pricking the corners, threatening to spill over. His smile is genuine and stretches as far as his lips will allow.

      But it’s the look in his eyes that conveys his feelings more than anything.

      It’s the same look he used to get when we were kids. One that was filled with wonder and excitement. Eagerness to find out what happens next. The acceptance of our next challenge without fear or hesitation.

      And then he pulls my face to his and kisses me deeply, passionately. Making sure I feel every ounce of his love.

      And I do.

      I’ve always felt it.

      Though the good times and the bad.

      And now, I can feel the truth in the words once spoken to me… Your best life comes from surviving your worst experiences.

      My best life, our best life, lies ahead of us. We’ve survive more than most people our age and there’s nothing life will be able to throw at us that will stop us from fighting for each other. For our love. For our future.

      Because what we have is worth the fight.

      Every. Single. Time.
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        If you loved the book and have a moment, I would greatly appreciate it if you could leave a review.

        Click HERE to leave a review.
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