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          Mel

        

      

    
    
      It’s been so long since I’ve worn heels that I really shouldn’t be surprised at how much they hurt my feet.

      Part of me wanted to say no when my brother called and invited me to the grand opening party of his new business venture. All my stuff is still in boxes, and I really should be unpacking, cleaning, or arranging my furniture in my new apartment. I only arrived in San Bravado a week ago, and there are still a million things that need to be done.

      Really, that’s a big part of why I agreed to come at all. Yes, it’s important to Jackson, so it’s important to me too. Mostly, though, a party is exactly what I need right now, and I’d rather be doing anything other than unpacking and organizing.

      While I’m not totally sure what to expect from the venue itself, I find myself feeling excited, anyway. Parties here on the West Coast are always full of young people and innovators. They have to be, if they want their businesses to thrive in a city with both one of the biggest colleges in the state and some of the richest people in the country.

      When the taxi lets me out in front of the address that Jackson texted me, I’m immediately skeptical. I double-check the address in my phone map, then look around for a street sign to verify, because there’s no way that this is the opening night that my brother has planned and thrown.

      The building is larger than I expected, but what really strikes me is the massive scale of the party that’s raging inside. The outside walls are illuminated by colorful strobe lights, several food trucks are parked around the perimeter, and I can feel the music thumping all the way out here.

      There’s a sign that does say “VirtuGym” in bright LED letters, but there has to be some mistake; maybe there’s two with the same name, or maybe I misinterpreted something. There can be no fewer than four hundred people inside, and there’s no way my brother would have the event-planning skills—not to mention the funds—to throw a party like this.

      Before I can call another cab and get this sorted out, I’m stopped by a hand on my shoulder.

      “Mel!”

      I turn around to see my brother dressed more stylishly than I’ve ever seen him, smiling and looking pleasantly relaxed in a way I hadn’t expected. My dorky older brother looks all grown up.

      “Jackson!” I say with a grin, pulling him into a tight hug. “Is this really your gym?”

      He nods, a look of pride crossing his features.

      “It’s huge!”

      “Yeah,” he agrees, “it’s a pretty nice setup.”

      He looks me over, taking in all the ways I’ve changed since I last saw him. I’m a bit leaner than when he came home for Christmas, I’ve cut my hair to my shoulders from its previous length halfway down my back, and I’m pretty sure it was still dyed red in December, whereas now I’ve let it fade back to its natural brown. Instead of pointing out any of that, though, Jackson reaches forward and gestures at the necklace I’m wearing.

      “You actually wear this thing?” he asks, an amused smile crossing his features. “I thought you hated it when I gave it to you.”

      The locket that’s around my neck was his present to me for my eighteenth birthday. I’d acted like it was a cheesy gift at the time, but once he’d gone back to school, I’d started wearing it every day.

      “I love it,” I reassure him. “I wear it all the time.”

      Jackson throws an arm around my shoulders and steers me toward the doors of VirtuGym.

      “Glad to hear it,” he says. “Anyway, let’s not stay out here all night. Come on in and join the party!”

      I follow him through the doors and the noise instantly intensifies. If I’d known that the party was going to be this good, I wouldn’t have shown up so late.

      Most of the people here are in their twenties, and though I assume that I’m one of the younger ones here, that doesn’t stop Jackson from breaking away for a moment to grab two empty champagne flutes and extending one to me.

      I raise an eyebrow. “You know I’m not old enough to drink,” I chastise him, taking the glass from his hands anyway.

      Before he can answer, the “pop” of a bottle of champagne interrupts us, and the room erupts in cheers and applause. I join in politely, but find that I’m not able to take my eyes off the man holding the bottle.

      He’s tall and clearly going to be a regular here at the gym, judging by his hard, large arms and toned chest. Even through the button-down shirt, I can see that he’s fit, and I can’t pry my gaze away from his face as he smiles at a young woman who offers him a towel to dry the fizz from the champagne dripping down his arm. When he looks my way, I feel strangely embarrassed, blushing childishly, and I avert my gaze back to my brother so that the handsome man doesn’t see my face turn pink.

      “Congratulations, Jackson,” I say sincerely, once I get my head on straight again. “You’ve been working at this forever, and it’s finally happening! You should be really proud of yourself.”

      He hugs me again. “I’m excited,” he gushes, “and I can’t even tell you how happy I am that you moved out here. It’ll be great to have you so close.”

      Just as I steady myself on my too-high heels as we pull apart, the handsome, muscular man I was gawking at just a few minutes ago strides over with the bottle of champagne, holding the neck of the bottle toward me.

      “You sure clean up,” he says. “Champagne?”

      I blink a few times, confused. “What?” I ask, unable to formulate anything more coherent than that.

      But when the stranger’s eyes shift a few inches to meet mine, I realize, mortified, that he wasn’t talking to me at all.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he says. “I was talking to Jackson. But I’d be happy to pour you a glass.”

      I offer what I hope is a charming smile and my glass. His hand, slightly chilled from holding the bottle, overlaps mine as he holds my glass steady and pours.

      “Thank you,” I say, and he winks at me before turning back to Jackson.

      “This,” Jackson says, “is my little sister, Mel. She just moved here from Nevada. Mel, this is my business partner, Tyler Cross.”

      I extend my hand to shake his. “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      “Likewise,” he says, somehow able to keep his voice low and sweet when I’m practically shouting over the noise of the party. “Jackson talks a lot about you.”

      I laugh. “Don’t believe a word he says,” I tell him. “Any embarrassing stories he’s told are slander.”

      Tyler smirks. “I’ve actually only heard great things,” he chuckles, “but I’d love to hear some of these slanderous stories.”

      Jackson interrupts by tapping his empty glass against the bottle, prompting Tyler to fill it with bubbly. He drains the glass in one gulp, then extends the empty flute for another.

      “I thought we were making a toast,” Tyler objects.

      “Screw it,” Jackson replies. “Everyone’s having fun; let’s not interrupt them.”

      “You deserve a toast,” I argue. “At least, just the three of us.” When Jackson nods, I hold my glass in the air. “To new beginnings,” I say, tapping both of the glasses in front of me with my own.

      “And good fortune,” Tyler adds, clinking the glasses together again.

      “And really lucky breaks,” Jackson finishes with a laugh.

      After that, Tyler tugs my wrist toward the dance floor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later, I’m tired and my feet are killing me, but for some reason I don’t want to stop. Tyler has been dancing with a few different girls, schmoozing and flirting in equal measure, but he always seems to gravitate back toward me.

      Regardless of how much I want to sit, I get a fresh burst of energy every time he makes eye contact with me. There’s something powerful and compelling about his gaze. He has the kind of dark brown eyes that probably usually get him whatever he wants, and even I’m not immune to their power.

      Just when I’m getting ready to take a break from dancing to get another drink, maybe find Jackson, I feel a hand intertwine with my own. I don’t have to turn to know whose it is.

      “Tyler,” I say amusedly. I can smell alcohol on him, but he’s not drunk. His other hand finds mine and he presses me close to his body, moving with the beat of the song that the band has just started—one that’s a bit softer but has still got a good rhythm. It’s not too romantic, but it’s definitely more than friendly.

      “Are you enjoying yourself, Mel Page?” he asks, making me bite my lip to keep down a smile at the ridiculous use of my full name.

      “I can tell you are,” I say teasingly. “How much have you had to drink?”

      Tyler flashes me a determined, mock-serious look. “Not so much that I can’t do this,” he says, dipping me deeply to a low beat of the music.

      I’m giggling—I can’t help it—as he pulls me back up to press against his body. I can feel just how muscular he really is.

      “I have to sit down for a bit,” I nearly shout over the music. “My feet are killing me.”

      I don’t expect him to follow me off the dance floor—which is really just an area of the gym in which they’ve folded up the equipment for one night to clear a space—but he follows me all the way out of the building and out to the parking lot. It’s quieter out here, enough so that I can hear myself think again.

      He looks at me a little skeptically. “Tired already?” Tyler asks, and I nod.

      “Just a little,” I reply, “from the move. And I’m not used to big parties like this. You don’t have to wait up for me, though. I’m sure you’ve got a lot of people you should be talking to about business endeavors.”

      Tyler laughs. “Yeah,” he says, “well, it’s nice to get a break from that, too. I told your brother I was going to pull out all the stops for this party, so I might as well enjoy it.”

      I shiver slightly in the cool night air, hoping that he doesn’t notice, but he clearly does, and shrugs out of his suit jacket to drape it over my shoulders.

      “So, you’re the one who put this whole thing together?” I ask. I’m impressed, but I don’t want him to know that—he seems like the cocky type, and I feel no urge to inflate his ego even further.

      “My parents had a hand in it,” he admits, leaning forward so his elbows rest on the hood of an expensive-looking car, which I now assume is his. “They paid for the party, as well as putting down most of the startup cost for the business.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “They must be very wealthy, then. I was wondering how Jackson had found the money to do all this. I’m pretty relieved to hear that he didn’t have to take out a bunch of loans.”

      He moves in closer to me, close enough that I can smell his cologne—soft but distinct, like old leather.

      “You and your brother are really close, huh?” he says.

      “We weren’t always,” I admit, “but we lost our parents quite young, and it definitely made us closer. Once he moved out and started college, I really missed him.”

      Tyler nods. “You know, that’s where we met,” he tells me. “We’ve been pretty inseparable since.”

      “I’m glad he’s got someone who looks out for him,” I say. “Living so far away, I was always worrying about him.”

      Tyler smiles. “He worries about you, too,” he tells me. “He felt bad that he wasn’t around to help you move in this week, but he’s been so preoccupied with the grand opening. How’s that going, by the way?”

      I roll my eyes. “Moving?” I ask. “It’s a nightmare, but it always is. There’s just so much to do. I’ve been so scattered; I’ve locked myself out of my apartment three times. I had to get my key copied just so I could put one under my doormat.”

      At that, he laughs, touching my arm lightly, and I shiver from the electric touch.

      “Are you ready to go back in?” I ask. “It’s a bit chilly out here.”

      I don’t know if he noticed the way I shuddered under his hand, but if he did, I want to make sure he thinks it was just from the cold.

      “Actually,” he says confidently, “I was wondering if you wanted to get out of here.”

      I flush bright red, and there’s no hiding it. “And go where?” I ask.

      I have no idea what he might be thinking that could possibly be more fun than this party…

      “I was thinking maybe we’d go to my place,” he suggests.

      Oh. Well, that might qualify.

      I don’t want to make assumptions, so I ask, “To do what?”

      Instead of replying verbally, he leans down to my level (quite a stoop, since he’s several inches taller than I am) and slides a hand down my face and under my ear, cupping my cheek almost possessively.

      He doesn’t rush, staring into my eyes deeply, and though I know I shouldn’t want to kiss him—he’s my brother’s best friend, I’ve only known him for one night, and I’m not that type of girl—I don’t pull away as he leans in and presses his lips to mine.

      It starts soft, gentle, but as soon as I kiss back just a little, he tightens his grip on my waist and pulls me in close, kissing me deeper. It feels as if a magnet is pulling us together; the closer we get, the stronger the pull. By the time he pulls away, I’m pleasantly breathless, and I wordlessly follow him to his car.

      The sports car he drives is clearly expensive, though I don’t take my eyes off Tyler for long enough to really assess his vehicle.

      The car is nothing compared to his loft.

      “This is where you live?” I can’t restrain the embarrassing question, but when he laughs, it sounds more amused than mocking.

      “I told you,” he says with a shrug. “My parents have money. I’ve been very fortunate.”

      He had failed to mention that his parents had the kind of money that would buy a place like this. My entire apartment could probably fit in his living room, and though it’s minimally decorated, that’s probably because he’s a man living on his own.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I marvel, momentarily distracted by the view of the city from his front window—until he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my hips.

      Lips pressed to the nape of my neck bring me back into the moment, and I melt into his strong arms as he slowly drags the kiss to my jaw, then up just a bit more to my earlobe.

      He presses me against the glass of the tall window and kisses my mouth, deeper and more hungrily than he had in the parking lot.

      Tyler continues kissing me, barely even allowing me to come up for air, while his hands reach behind my back to begin unzipping my dress. As I shift to allow him to drop the dress to the floor, I realize that I’m in new territory here. It’s uncharted waters.

      This isn’t how I pictured I would one day lose my virginity, but now I’m here in his arms, there’s nothing I want more than to feel all of him.

      I reach for the top button of his shirt and begin undoing each of them, one by one, until he’s ready to shrug it off to join my dress on the floor, next to the door of his penthouse balcony. My leg wraps itself around his, and he reaches under both my thighs to support me, lifting me up off the ground entirely and slipping me easily out of my high heels.

      I lean into him to stay balanced. It’s precarious, floating above the floor of the lavish apartment, kissing a man more handsome than I’ve ever thought I would hook up with. He’s the kind of intimidating ten out of ten that I’d never hit on at a club because he’d have a dozen women already working on it—but tonight, he’s here with me.

      I take off my bra and let it fall to the floor as he carries me to the bedroom, then take his tie—the only thing still left covering his chest—lift it over his head, and let go, leaving a breadcrumb trail of clothing from the door to his bedroom.

      Tyler’s bed is just as big and expensive-looking as the rest of his house, covered in a plush gray comforter. It’s soft when he lets me down on it, despite how he throws me in a way that should take my breath away.

      He looks me over slowly, as if to take in the entire picture from afar before he gets too caught up in the intimate details.

      “You’re beautiful, Mel,” he tells me.

      It’s a bit unexpected, since it feels rather undignified a pose to be complimented in, but my face breaks into a bright smile anyway. This makes him smile, too—his with a devious edge to it. He waits for my approval, which I give by wrapping my legs around his back and pulling him in close to kiss me again.

      Tyler is an attentive lover, I soon realize. I’d expected a guy like him to be a bit more…self-involved, but he’s generous, almost to the point of torturous. He places kisses from my collarbone all the way down, slowly, past my midriff, until he gets to the line of my lace panties and begins to slide them off my legs.

      I undo his belt and watch him as he strips naked, then pins me to the bed with his body. His arms are by either side of my shoulders and he leans in to kiss me, a hungry pressure which slowly begins to come alive, gaining a heartbeat. I realize that I’ve unconsciously started thrusting my hips lightly forward and back. Tyler smirks at me—he knows what I want, and knows he’s the only person in this moment who can give it to me.

      “This is—” I begin, stammering a bit. “Uh, don’t be too rough.”

      Tyler looks a little surprised for a fraction of a second, but not in a way that implies it’s changed anything about his plans. I’d been considering, for just a second, telling him that this is my first time. I’m nervous, and I don’t know if him knowing would alleviate or exacerbate that feeling.

      “I’ll be gentle,” he promises, and I instantly feel better. I’m filled with confidence, feeling sexy and desirable. Suddenly, it doesn’t matter that I’m a virgin, because he’s about to change that, and he knows what he’s doing.

      “Tell me what feels good,” he commands, and the way he presses his hips against mine, swaying with my own rhythm like a ship at sea, elicits a long, lustful moan of pleasure from me.

      He kisses me deeper, telling me that he likes that noise and wants to make it happen again—and again and again. He continues to rock back and forth, his bed barely even squeaking with the movement, sinking me further into the mattress with each thrust.

      It’s so slow and seamless and gentle that I hardly notice when we begin the actual act of making love. He keeps placing kisses on my cheeks and biting my bottom lip firmly but not too hard, and my eyes have slipped shut in ecstasy.

      Tyler is clearly a man very used to being the best. He’s competitive, an alpha type, who won’t settle for mediocrity. Even though I have nothing to compare it to, I know that this is exactly what sex is supposed to feel like. He’s masculine and primal in all the right ways, but sensual in others—almost protective—and I feel both comforted and daring, safe in the dangerous novelty of his embrace.

      The fireworks I see behind my eyelids when I blink don’t stop for at least an hour after we finish together.
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          Tyler

        

      

    
    
      I don’t want to wake up, but I can hear my phone ringing through the fog of sleep. Shielding my eyes from the too-bright light of my phone, I check to see who’s calling me.

      It’s Jackson.

      My blood runs cold as his sister shifts next to me in my bed. She rubs her eyes sleepily, but I’m wide awake now. What if he’s calling to tell me he’ll never forgive me for sleeping with his sister? Or that he wants me out of the business entirely?

      As wild thoughts rush through my head, Mel leans over to peer at my phone, and her eyes widen, too.

      “Are you going to answer it?” she asks, still groggy.

      “Of course I’m not. You’re here!”

      Mel smiles coyly. “I can be quiet,” she whispers.

      I remember suddenly what I’d forgotten in the haze of sleep: Jackson has no idea I took his sister home last night, and no way of finding out, since we’re both still here. I press the green answer button just before it automatically carries over to voicemail.

      “Hey, Jackson,” I say as naturally as I can, my voice still thick with sleep.

      “Hey, Tyler,” he replies cheerfully. “The party went great last night. I wanted to thank you for all the work you put into it, but you kind of disappeared on me at the end there.”

      I try to think of an excuse. “Yeah, I decided to head out early,” I reply—only a lie of omission. “I wanted to get some sleep.”

      He laughs. “Right, sleep,” he scoffs. “I heard through the grapevine you went home with a girl. Tell me, was she cute?”

      As the conversation edges closer to danger, I groan. “I really don’t want to talk about it,” I say, and he laughs again.

      “Yikes,” he says. “All right, then. See you at the client meeting tomorrow morning?”

      “Of course,” I say easily. Slipping back into the business conversation is easy, even with his sister still naked in my bed. “I’ll be there.”

      “Great. I’ll see you then,” he replies, hanging up without waiting for my goodbye.

      Mel looks up at me with big, gray-blue eyes. “What did he want?” she asks.

      I lean down to kiss the top of her head. “Nothing important,” I dismiss. “Are you hungry? I can cook.”

      Another teasing smile spreads across her face. “You can, can you?” she taunts.

      “Why so skeptical?” I ask indignantly. “I cook.”

      Mel sits up and wraps herself a bit self-consciously in the sheet, then looks around before realizing that all her clothes and most of mine are in the other room. Instead of fetching her dress, which doesn’t sound like a comfortable option for so early in the morning, I go to my dresser and hand her a T-shirt. She slips it over her shoulders while I get dressed.

      When I turn around, she’s sitting on the edge of the bed. The shirt is big on her, hanging loosely around her body and covering a few inches of her thighs. I hadn’t realized how much shorter she is than me.

      “Pancakes sound good?” I ask.

      She nods enthusiastically, following me to the kitchen and sitting down at the island while I get to work. Then, she’s suddenly next to me, pointing to my coffee maker.

      “Do you want a cup?” she asks. “I can start a pot, since you’re busy.”

      I nod. “That’d be great, thanks.” I try not to stare as she bends down, looking for my coffee in a cupboard. “It’s in the fridge,” I tell her.

      “Ooh, you get the fancy kind,” she marvels, opening the bag. “It smells so good. I always just buy instant.”

      “Well, you’ll change your mind once you try this stuff,” I promise. “You might not want to make it too strong, though.”

      “I could probably use the caffeine,” she sighs. “I’ve still got so much unpacking to do.”

      I’d forgotten that she only just moved here and that this is her first weekend in San Bravado. She could’ve gone sightseeing, toured her area for the places she’ll be frequenting, or even been grocery shopping, but instead, she’s with me.

      “So tell me, Mel,” I say, pouring a generous scoop of batter into the buttered pan. “What brings you to San Bravado?”

      She’s pouring two cups of coffee, adding a dollop of milk to her own before sliding a black mug to me.

      “I left you some room for cream,” she says offhand, “and lots of things brought me here. It’s a beautiful city, first of all.”

      I nod, but I’m not really satisfied with that answer. “That’s true, but Jackson’s showed me pictures of your hometown, and it’s gorgeous. Not far from the Grand Canyon, clear night skies where you can actually see the stars… You didn’t move just for a view.”

      She sips her coffee and looks steadily at me over the brim, probably wondering why I’m interrogating her. I’m not totally sure myself.

      “No,” she agrees mildly, “you’re right. Well, you know how close I am to my brother, so it doesn’t hurt that he lives here, too.”

      For some reason, even though that’s a perfectly acceptable answer, it doesn’t sit right with me. There’s something she’s not telling me, some reason she’s hiding that had made her pack up all her boxes, dip into what little savings a nineteen-year-old girl has, and venture out on her own for the first time, hundreds of miles from home.

      Flipping the final pancake onto a plate and turning around to set them on the island, I put my elbows on the table, take a long drink of the black coffee without breaking eye contact, and feel her crumble under my gaze.

      “Okay, fine,” she says, flustered. “Really, I moved because I’ve got this crazy dream—and it’s really a one in a million chance, anyway—but if I’d stayed in Nevada, my chances were zero. So, I went out on a limb, took a risk, and moved.”

      That’s what I’d wanted to hear. Her face is pink at the confession.

      “And what is this crazy, one-in-a-million-chance dream?” I press.

      Mel’s smile falters just a bit, but I can’t tell if she’s nervous or sad or something else entirely. Whatever it is, when she looks back up to meet my gaze, if she’s faking the assertive fire in her eyes, then she’s doing it well.

      “I want to be a personal trainer,” she says.

      It makes sense. She’s fit—I learned that much last night—and her endurance is…well, she’s got a lot of energy. From what Jackson has told me, she’s good at motivating and encouraging people. I can’t even count how many times over the years Jackson has been too stressed or faced with a seemingly insurmountable challenge and decided he’d quit, then come back with a fresh attitude of courage and determination after a phone call to his little sister.

      In fact, it makes so much sense that I’m not sure why it’s such a long shot in her mind.

      “That’s all?” I ask. “You could do that, easy.”

      She blushes red and shakes her head so that her curly brown hair sways back and forth above the countertop in front of her.

      “Maybe, but I want to work with high-profile clients,” she explains. “I want people to know that when they’re hiring me, they’re hiring the best.”

      I blink wordlessly. “Like, athletes and celebrities?” I question.

      “Yes,” she says, “like that.” She catches my budding smile and covers her face with her hands. “I told you it was crazy!” she laments, and I realize that she thinks I’m mocking her.

      “No,” I reply, reaching out and taking her hands by the wrists, pulling them gently away from her face so that she has to look at me. “Mel, no. I’m laughing because I think you could absolutely do it. I’m just wondering why you doubt yourself so much.”

      Instead of answering that question, she bites her bottom lip, and I realize that I’m still holding her hands, so I let them go, feeling slightly embarrassed. I mutter an apology under my breath and chase it down with another swig of coffee.

      “We should eat before these get cold,” I say, sliding a plate toward her, which she gratefully accepts.

      Breakfast conversation isn’t my forte. Despite what the rumors might lead people to believe, I’m not in the practice of inviting women to stay the night, and if I do have a partner over, she usually takes a cab home before the morning.

      This is fresh territory for me, and I find myself feeling almost self-conscious. I don’t want to make her talk so much that she’s uncomfortable, but I don’t want to be so silent that she feels unwanted, either. I care about what she thinks of me, and that’s new.

      “I was wrong,” Mel admits, chewing and swallowing a bite of pancake.

      “Oh? About what?”

      She smiles brilliantly. “You can cook,” she says, sounding slightly more impressed and astounded than she should.

      “I told you,” I say, chuckling lightly. “I know you’re new here, so you’ve still got some things to learn. I’ll give you a break this time, but your first lesson is that you shouldn’t doubt me.”

      She tosses her hands up in a surrendering motion. “I never will again, Tyler Cross,” she promises, meeting my eyes.

      After looking at me for a moment so intensely that I feel electricity coursing through my blood and all I want to do is take her right back into the bedroom and rip that T-shirt off her, she sets her fork down and sighs.

      “I was thinking…” she begins, trailing off.

      “A dangerous pastime,” I say, and she smirks.

      “Yes,” she says, “it is.” She pauses, then gets her nerve. “I was thinking that maybe it’d be best if we kept last night a secret from Jackson.”

      I hadn’t really thought that far ahead, but Mel’s right. Jackson has enough stress on his plate with the opening of the gym and worrying about his sister being here in San Bravado in the first place; knowing that she and I had spent the night together would only make him either worried or angry, neither of which is productive.

      “You’re right,” I say. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything to him.”

      I hadn’t really planned to, anyway, but it’s going to be difficult to get him off my case since he already thinks that I went home with someone. Jackson and I aren’t exactly the kind of friends that brag to one another about sexual conquests, but he’ll catch on if I act too aloof or too avoidant. I’ll have to play my cards just right, and I hate lying to him.

      She smiles. “Good,” she replies, a little bit of nervous tension visibly releasing from her posture. “It’s not like we’re going to do this again, anyway, right?”

      That shouldn’t offend me, but my reply of “yeah,” is clipped and irritable, anyway. I could swear that she looks a little bit disappointed, but that can’t be the case—she’s the one who suggested it, right?

      When we’re done eating, I call Mel a taxi and she changes back into her clothes from the night before. I usually eat breakfast alone, even if I’ve had someone in my bed the previous night, and I expected spending the morning together to be weird, maybe uncomfortable. When she leaves, however, I find myself feeling more aware of the loneliness in my apartment than grateful for the quiet, and I secretly begin to wonder when I can see her again.
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      A week after Tyler and I spend the night together, I’m sitting in my living room on the couch, staring at his name on my phone and willing myself not to text him.

      Jackson gave me Tyler’s number as an emergency contact in case something happens and I can’t reach him; Tyler was given my number for the same reason. Of course, Jackson doesn’t know about Tyler and I going home together on the night of the opening party, and I want to keep it that way. We agreed not to talk about it to Jackson, and I’d justified lying to him in my own mind by telling myself that it would never happen again, that it was a one-night stand and nothing more.

      Still, when Tyler so easily agreed to that suggestion, it hurt my feelings a little. Had he not felt the same way I felt that night?

      No, no. I’m pushing it out of my mind, but the problem with that is that I’ve already finished all the tasks I’ve been using to distract myself from thinking about Tyler and his stupid gorgeous body and stupid magnificent apartment and stupid delicious pancakes. I spent the better part of the week unpacking boxes, cleaning furniture, and job-hunting. Tyler hasn’t messaged me a single time, aside from one text just to ensure that I’d saved his number like Jackson had asked.

      I haven’t messaged Tyler either, for obvious reasons. All the magazines that I used to read in high school advised that the best course of action in a situation like this is to play coy, to make him beg for your attention. I don’t want to seem desperate—or worse, come across as Jackson’s clingy younger sister. First impressions are important to a man like Tyler and I’m determined to make a good one.

      Still, to not text a girl at all after a night of passion seems just plain rude. Even if he doesn’t want a relationship with me—and, given the situation, that’s probably for the best, anyway—hadn’t we hit it off enough to be friends? Did he have nights like that often enough that I wasn’t even on his radar, that he’d already forgotten about me entirely?

      Maybe he’s been waiting for me to say something first. I’m going to see him tonight, anyway, since Jackson asked me to dinner to talk about his business, and I’m assuming that Tyler will be there too. I’ll just pull him aside after dinner and ask him why he hasn’t so much as texted me.

      The dinner is much, much less formal than the party that the boys threw. The restaurant we’re meeting at, it turns out, is a casual bar and grill. I dress comfortably, but still in a way that’s sure to grab Tyler’s attention and make him regret not texting me.

      I arrive before the boys do, so I let the waitress seat me and text Jackson to let him know I’m here, then order an iced tea to sip while I wait.

      It’s only a few minutes before I see Jackson walk through the doors, looking around for me and waving back when I flag him down. He’s dressed down, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and looking decidedly like this was not a business meeting, as I’d thought.

      “Hi, Jackson,” I greet, standing briefly to give him a hug.

      “Hey, Mellie,” he replies, using a nickname I haven’t heard in years. The last time he called me “Mellie” was when he told me that he was moving out and to a different state for college, so its use puts me on edge immediately.

      “Is everything all right?” I ask, pulling away from the hug and sitting back down. “Or would you rather wait until Tyler gets here to tell me?”

      Jackson stiffens in his chair at the mention of Tyler’s name, and I briefly wonder if he somehow found out what we did.

      “Tyler won’t be joining us,” he says tersely, almost angrily.

      My eyebrows knit together in confusion. “What? Why not? Did something happen?” I know I ask too many questions when I’m nervous, and Jackson smiles at me in a way that calms me down a bit.

      “We just had a…falling out,” he says, his tone cold, but still calm. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

      A million thoughts start to race through my mind.

      “What did you two fight about?” I ask. Friends fight all the time, right? I’m sure they can talk it out.

      “Turns out, we don’t exactly see eye to eye on the future of VirtuGym,” he says. “Tyler wants to take out a loan for $500,000 so we could open up in new locations and move toward becoming a nationwide chain.”

      I gasp aloud. “That’s so much money,” I say. “I mean, it’s not that I don’t believe you can do it, it’s just…it’s still so early. You don’t even know how the first gym is going to do yet.”

      Jackson nods. “That’s what I told Tyler,” he says, but before he can continue, we’re interrupted by the waitress.

      We just order an appetizer to share, neither of us feeling particularly hungry anymore, and Jackson gets a beer. When she’s gone, he looks back up at me.

      “Anyway,” he continues, “I told Tyler that it was too soon, and that I wasn’t comfortable with that kind of risk. He didn’t agree, probably because his parents are multi-millionaires and blowing that kind of money is nothing to him.”

      “Wait,” I interrupt, dumbfounded. “Multi-millionaires? God, I knew he came from money, but not like that.”

      It’s almost, in a way, even more infuriating.

      “Yeah,” Jackson says. “He offered to front the whole cost, but that made me feel like I wasn’t a partner at all, because if he’s just going to do what he wants regardless of my opinion, then why am I here?”

      I frown, moving my hand to his arm and squeezing it comfortingly.

      “Because it’s your dream company,” I remind him. “And besides, the whole thing was your idea, wasn’t it?”

      He hesitates. “It was a joint effort,” he admits, “but mostly mine, yeah.”

      I sigh. “So, what are you going to do? Are you going to try to work it out with Tyler? Or are you buying the company? If you need money, I have savings. It’s not much, but you’re welcome to—”

      “Mel, no,” he interrupts softly. “Tyler offered me a buyout price that I couldn’t turn down, and I took it.”

      I feel like someone has kicked me in the stomach, breathless and nauseated.

      “You just let him buy you out?” I cry. “This was your dream, Jackson, and you’re just going to let him buy it off you?”

      Jackson rubs his hands over his face tiredly. I can tell it’s been a long day for him, and I feel bad for yelling, but I just don’t understand how he could let this happen. He’s losing everything for…what?

      “How much did he offer you?” I ask. It’s a tacky question, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      “What? Mel, that’s not—”

      “Jackson,” I implore. “How much?”

      He takes a deep breath, in through his nose and out through his mouth.

      “He offered me $500,000.”

      I feel my face heat up. “What the hell?” I exclaim, lowering my voice when Jackson shushes me. “That’s the same amount he was willing to take out just for the startup cost!”

      “And it’s still more money than I’d see from VirtuGym for years,” he points out, “possibly ever. It’s a safe bet, and I’ll be able to take it and move on to a different project, once I decide on one.”

      That doesn’t make me feel any better, but Jackson looks more upset by my reaction than he did about the whole story, so I decide to bite my tongue.

      “Well,” I begin, forcing a smile, “as long as you’re happy, I’m sure it’s the right choice.”

      Jackson looks relieved. “Thanks, Mellie,” he says, “I knew you’d understand.”

      I don’t. But, knowing that Jackson’s happiness is the most important thing, I don’t say a word about it through the rest of dinner, nor do I bring it up again as we hug goodbye. However, I can’t leave without just asking him one more question.

      “You’re sure this is what you want?” I ask, looking him in the eyes seriously after we pull away from the hug.

      He hesitates, and for a moment, I’m scared he’s actually going to break down and tell me that no, of course it’s not what he wants, and that we should go find Tyler and buy the company back from him. Not that I would really mind doing that, at this point, but still—it’s not ideal.

      “It’s for the best,” he says, “and I’m happy.”

      He dodged the question, and we both know it. Still, I’m not going to push it any further; he’s had enough fights for one day. The fight I want to pick isn’t with my brother, anyway.
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      The night after Jackson and I had our falling out, my parents decided that they should take me out to dinner. I’m not sure if it’s an attempt to cheer me up or an attempt to coach me into making a profitable next business move, but the latter is certainly more probable.

      They’re already sitting at our usual table at the most expensive restaurant in town. It’s been months since I’ve joined them here, despite the fact that they visit San Bravado fairly often. I don’t make a habit of going out to dinner with my parents; they like to try to manage my decisions, and while that’s gotten me far in life, I’m 23 now, and it’s time for me to start being more independent.

      From the start, my parents didn’t love the idea of me going into business with Jackson. They said it was a risk, which I acknowledged, and advised against it. At the time, I’d thought that everything would be fine because our friendship was the foundation for working together, but…well, Jackson not trusting me to take accountability for the fall if the loan didn’t work out had hurt.

      I know my fair share about running a business like the one we’re trying to start up. On the West Coast, where storefront signs change as often as the fashion trends, if a business doesn’t manage to get out of the dog-eat-dog world of a city and into somewhere more stable, it’s hard to turn a profit. All I’d been pointing out was the necessity to turn ourselves into a chain, to go national. It would be necessary at some point, so why not start early?

      Anyway, despite still firmly holding to my opinion about my decision to offer Jackson a buyout deal, I’m feeling a bit guilty. Guilt is the gateway to isolation, especially since I’ve spent almost every day with Jackson these last few months, working on plans and marketing strategies. So, feeling a bit dejected—maybe just wanting someone to back me up and tell me that I hadn’t made the wrong move—I accepted when my mother sent a text inviting me, once again, to dinner.

      After months of lying, saying that I was too busy to leave, even when really all we were doing was drinking beer and approving website layouts, I had finally lost my alibi. I’ll have to think of a new one soon, but for now, I’m actually hoping to enjoy dinner with my folks. If nothing else, they know where to get the best steak in California.

      I motion for my mother to sit down as I approach the table, but she stands to hug me anyway.

      “Hello, sweetheart,” she greets, kissing me on both cheeks, careful to hover just above the skin so as not to stain me with her lipstick.

      “Hi, Mom,” I reply, nodding to my father. “Hi, Dad.”

      “We were surprised to hear that you wanted to join us,” my mom remarks. “Is everything all right? Did something happen with that boy you’re working on this project with?”

      I wince. I’ve told her his name hundreds of times, but that’s not a battle I want to pick right now.

      “Can’t a guy just want to get dinner with his folks?” I ask, but my father’s scrutinizing gaze makes me nearly immediately regret it, just like when I’d tried to get away with things as a child. “Fine, yes. Jackson and I had a bit of a falling out.”

      My father looks at me over his glasses. “What do you mean by a bit?” he asks.

      I shift uncomfortably. “I…bought him out of the business,” I admit, and to my surprise, a look of relief washes over him.

      “Oh, if that’s all,” he sighs. “I thought that perhaps you’d gotten yourself into some sort of legal bind.”

      “Well, you did tell him to use our lawyer,” my mother interjects, “but he never listens. Wants to do things his own way.”

      “I’m not in a legal bind,” I remind them. “I’m just taking VirtuGym in a different direction than we originally thought.”

      “How much did you buy him out for?” my father asks.

      I already regret dinner; the filet mignon cannot be worth this.

      “I offered him 500K,” I say, holding my breath and waiting for them to begin berating me. I’m shocked when my mother shrugs and my father just shakes his head.

      “Well,” he sighs, “it’s more than he’d have gotten from me, but it’s not the worst you could have done.”

      Believe it or not, that’s actually a pretty high compliment coming from him.

      “Gee, thanks, Dad,” I say, and before I can try to change the subject onto something lighter, my phone rings. I glance down at the screen and frown. “I have to take this,” I announce, not waiting for a reply and ducking away from my parents when Mel’s name comes up on the screen.

      My mother shoots me a stern look of warning against answering the phone, but Mel has only got my number for emergencies, and even though I’ve had a fight with Jackson, I can’t just leave Mel alone if something is wrong.
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      The first thing I do when I get into the cab is pull up Tyler’s contact info. I stare at it, my thumb hovering above the call button, wondering if it’s really my place to get involved before deciding that Jackson has nothing to lose, either way—and really, neither do I. My hand is trembling slightly as I dial and wait for him to pick up.

      Just before I chicken out and hang up, Tyler answers.

      “Mel?” he asks, sounding surprised and a bit worried. I remember that Jackson gave him my number with the premise that I’d only call him in an emergency. “Is everything okay?”

      It takes a lot of focus to force myself to not be just a little happy to hear his voice again. It’s been a long week, with no friends in the city and a lot more work than play, and Tyler was pretty much, outside of my brother, the one good thing that’s happened to me since I came here. It’s disappointing to know that’s about to disappear.

      “No,” I snap, “it’s not. How could you do this to Jackson?”

      He’s silent for a moment. “I see you two have talked,” he says, and it reads as dismissive. Did he think I wouldn’t find out?

      “We have,” I say, “and what you’re doing is ridiculous. You’re buying his company—”

      “His share of our company,” he interjects.

      “—for only $500K?” I finish as if he hadn’t said anything at all. “That’s barely anything for someone like you.”

      Tyler sighs. “Does he want more?” he asks. “He seemed happy with the amount, but if he’s changed his mind, I can go higher.”

      “It’s not about the money,” I object, entirely aware that I’m sending a bit of a mixed message. “You’re supposed to be his friend, and you’re screwing him over.”

      Tyler is silent for a long moment. “Look, I’m out to dinner with my parents,” he sighs, “I can’t do this right now.”

      “Then let’s meet in person,” I suggest. “I’ll see you at Café Bravado at nine thirty.”

      I hang up and shove my phone back into my purse without watching it for text messages or for him to call me back. Something tells me he’ll be at the café, and I’ll be waiting.
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      After I hang up the phone, and my mother seems to have gathered what the conversation was about, she seems a bit more sympathetic.

      “Was that your friend Jackson?” she asks, and I try not to flinch at the word “friend”—because I don’t think that’s what we are, anymore.

      “No,” I reply, turning back to my dinner. “His younger sister. She’s…upset, understandably.”

      “Hardly,” my father interrupts. “You gave that boy a fair deal. He shouldn’t be sending the dogs after your scent.”

      “I don’t think that’s what happened,” I disagree. “They’re close, and if she believes that her brother isn’t being treated fairly, she’ll fight for him. I think it’s sweet.”

      My mother clicks her tongue disdainfully. “If you ask me,” she begins, despite the fact that I have not, in fact, asked her, “I think you gave him more than what his contribution was worth. He now has more money than he’s probably ever seen in his life,” she sniffs.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes. It’s true that the money is probably much bigger a deal for Jackson to gain than for me to lose, but still, I thought I was being fair, and it’s not my intention to screw him over.

      “You shouldn’t give him a penny more. You’ve been more than fair,” my father agrees.

      There’s no arguing with them, so I choose not to even try, instead just nodding and going back to my steak. It’s made me feel a little better to know that they think I’m being fair, at least. I still don’t know how I feel about it.

      “Tyler, sweetheart,” my mother begins, clearly deciding that it’s time for a change of subject, “your father and I were thinking about going to see a late-night movie at your uncle’s theater. He’s been asking about you, and I’m sure your cousins would love to see you, as well.”

      I shake my head. “No thanks,” I reply, “I’ve got plans.”

      My father’s face turns stern. “If you’re meeting with that girl to talk about the money she’s got no business being involved in—”

      “I’m not,” I interrupt. “I’m meeting with…an investor. Someone who wants to loan me $500,000 in exchange for a stake in the company,” I lie.

      Both my parents look relieved to be talking business once more, and I suppose I got away with my lie, because they seem to approve.

      “Well, that’s grand, son.” My father nods. “That’s the Cross way—setbacks aren’t in our vocabulary; we just get back up again.”

      I nod, taking a long sip of wine and taking a back seat in the conversation as my father launches into a story that he’s told a hundred times before, counting the minutes until I can get out of here and see Mel again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t change out of my suit to meet Mel at Café Bravado, even though it’s a pretty low-key place. She’s waiting for me there, sitting at the bar and saving a seat next to her with her purse. She’s wearing a pencil skirt and a V-neck, looking like a knock-out, and suddenly, I feel overdressed.

      She doesn’t greet me kindly, but takes her handbag into her lap and motions for me to sit. She’s sipping a drink—some virgin cocktail—and I order a martini, waiting for her to begin the conversation. Mel is tense, her posture tight and coiled, and I don’t want to make any sudden moves that might cause her to strike.

      “So,” she begins finally, after several painful minutes, “I hear that you and Jackson are no longer business partners.”

      It’s a milder opening than I expected, but I know better than to assume that’s all there is to it.

      “That’s right,” I reply calmly. I take a sip from my martini when the bartender sets it in front of me. It’s cheap, mid-shelf liquor, but it’s probably the most expensive one that a bar like this carries.

      “I also heard how much you offered him,” she says.

      There it is. She’s caught up on the number.

      “Like I told you, Mel, if Jackson is unhappy with the price, he can talk to me about it. We can negotiate different terms.”

      “Jackson is fine with it,” she snaps, “but I’m not! Your parents are multi-millionaires, Tyler. Half a million dollars for his dream company is just insulting! Is that all he’s worth to you? Is that all his contributions and ideas are worth?”

      “Of course it’s not—” I reach out to try to lay a calming hand on her shoulder, if just to stop her from making a scene, but she swats me away.

      “Don’t touch me,” she hisses, so I withdraw my hands. “I thought you were a better man than that,” she says, standing up from the bar and slapping a bill on the counter.

      I don’t know why, but I don’t want her to leave. As she turns to go, I reach out and grab her wrist, and she freezes, turning to face me. She jerks her hand away from my grip, but doesn’t walk away.

      “What?” she demands. “What do you think you can say that will make this better?”

      I don’t think. I just stand in front of her, lean down slowly, and cup her face in my hand. She doesn’t pull away, so I kiss her deeply, dipping her backward a little—just enough that she’s relying on my arms to stay upright. She doesn’t object to this, either, and after an immediate moment of tensing in surprise, I feel her succumb to her passion and start to kiss me back.
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      I want to pull away and slap Tyler right across the face like in the movies—but I don’t do either of those things. The kiss is warm and passionate, desperate, almost a command: stay; don’t leave without finishing this conversation.

      I don’t want to feel like I’m one of the many people in the world that would bend to Tyler’s every whim. I’m not like that, right? This isn’t about money, or power, or who his family is or what kinds of connections he can bring me.

      When he kisses me, I don’t melt into it because he’s rich, and I don’t kiss him back because I’m afraid that he could ruin my future career, though both of those things are true. Tyler’s family seems the type where if you cross them, they could wipe you off the face of the earth, make it like you never existed.

      I’m almost embarrassed to say that the reason I give in to his embrace, the reason I close my eyes and let the rest of the world melt away for just a moment is not, in fact, because of any of those perfectly reasonable explanations.

      I kiss Tyler back because I want to.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since our night together. Every time I lie down in the still quiet of my apartment, listening to the noises of the city below me as I try to fall asleep, I picture his warm bed, and waking up next to him in it. I’ve wanted his arms around me again since the first moment that he took me in them.

      That doesn’t mean I’m not still angry. When he lets me breathe again, I tell him as much.

      “This doesn’t mean I’m not still furious with you,” I gasp.

      “I know, Mel,” he replies, “and I’m sorry. I… Look, things were complicated. Your brother is a good man, but a business can’t survive without some risks,” he insists.

      “Risks are one thing,” I snap. He’s still got me around the waist, and I’m pressed against him. When he speaks, I can feel his breath on my neck, warm and close enough to send tingles down my spine. “But the amount that you offered for his half of the business is insulting.”

      He works his jaw for a moment, thinking about his answer carefully. I hate that he’s so calculating, trying to decide how he’s going to placate me just enough that I’ll see his side of things and come around. That’s not going to happen. No matter what he tries to tell me, I know in my heart what’s right.

      “Right now, VirtuGym isn’t worth more than what I offered,” he argues. “I did what I could, but listen, I don’t like this whole situation any more than you do—”

      Before he can launch into another wordy explanation of his actions, I press my lips to his and kiss him firmly, shutting him up immediately. As the heat between us builds, he pulls away for just a moment.

      “I thought you were mad at me,” he points out, and I kiss him again.

      “I am,” I tell him between kisses. “Stop talking.”

      He obeys and I keep kissing him until we’re starting to walk out of the café, my fingers intertwined in his, not breaking the kiss for longer than it takes to hail the cab and tell the driver Tyler’s address.

      In the back seat, Tyler holds me close, kissing me, softly at first. I want to hold back until we get to his apartment, but when he bites down on my lip, I can’t keep my hands off him.

      I tug off his suit jacket and reach around my back to undo my ponytail, letting my hair fall down around my shoulders. He brushes it out of my face, pulling back a moment to look me up and down.

      “You look great with your hair down,” he says, and I press an angry kiss to his lips instead of accepting the compliment.

      “This isn’t me forgiving you,” I clarify, making sure he knows that this—whatever it is—is not the beginning of a relationship, not an acceptance of what he did to Jackson, not anything beyond pure, physical attraction.

      Maybe it’s revenge, my chance to show him such a mind-blowing time that he’ll beg for more, and then I can deny him. I’m here to get what I want and then leave.

      “You don’t have to,” he replies between breaths, barely breaking the kiss to speak. He kisses all the way from my lips to my ear and whispers into it, “This is just for tonight.”

      I nod, letting him pull me further into his muscular body. He leans down and continues kissing me hard, slipping his tongue into my mouth and cupping my face in his hands.

      It’s less than a ten-minute drive to get to Tyler’s place, but every moment that we spend in the taxi seems longer than the last as I get more and more desperate to have him completely, picturing him naked and sweaty.

      The taxi finally stops in front of his apartment building and Tyler steps out first, pulling me up and to my feet outside of the cab before leaning back in to pay the driver. As he does, I straighten out my shirt and skirt, fixing my hair so that it’s not so wild and trying to look at least a little composed. I fiddle with my necklace—the one Jackson gave me—gripping it tightly to remind myself that this can only be a one-night stand, no matter what Tyler says, and allow him to take my hand and lead me inside the building.

      Inside the elevator, Tyler presses me against the wall, pinning my hands above my head by the wrists with one of his hands. Restrained from touching him, the only way I have to communicate is with my lips, my tongue, my kiss.

      I lean forward so much that I fall forward when he releases me as the elevator dings on his floor. Instead of just steadying me, Tyler sweeps my legs out from under me, scooping me up in his strong arms. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss his jawline, feeling the slight roughness of his stubble on my lips.

      He carries me all the way into his bedroom before he lets me down to my feet. There, I begin undoing the buttons of his shirt, some of them popping off as I roughly tear them open, hitting the floor silently. I don’t care that I’m ruining his shirt. I want to ruin it.

      I untuck my shirt from my skirt and make a show of undoing my own buttons, slowly. Tyler is watching me as I strip, so I push him down onto the bed and straddle his legs, kicking off my heels on either side of his feet. They fall to the floor with a thud. I can feel the muscles of his chest as I lift his undershirt over his head, then move his hands behind his neck so he can’t touch me while I slowly take off my bra.

      “Come here,” he groans impatiently. “Stop teasing. I want you.”

      I glare, then turn around so he can unzip my skirt.

      “Slowly,” I warn, and he reluctantly does.

      I want to make him squirm a bit; I want to tease him.

      When I’m finally down to just my panties, I turn around and undo his belt, slipping it out from his belt loops before unzipping his pants. He kicks them off onto the floor, then looks me up and down.

      Finally, after making him sweat it out, we’re nearly naked before one another, and my own self-control diminishes as I look at his chiseled chest, his buff arms, his toned abs. He’s like a sculpture of a Greek god, with every detail painstakingly made to look perfect to the beholder’s eye. I’m just an observer, marveling at a work of art that is, in this moment, entirely and wholly mine.

      He presses a firm kiss to my lips and flips me over, pressing me down against the bed and straddling my hips with his knees. My hair fans out across his pillow, and he runs one hand through it.

      “God, you’re gorgeous,” he mutters, kissing me fiercely.

      I moan a breath of air through my nose, wrapping my legs around his back and tugging him closer. He grunts in surprise, kissing down my neck, down my chest and stomach, until he’s at the line of my panties, where he tugs them down and begins to kiss me between my legs.

      It’s slow and sensual, just for me. Is he trying to win me over, or to convince me to forgive him? That’s not going to happen, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t enjoy the attention, so I just relax back against the pillows while he pleasures me, focusing on only my own desires and wants.

      Only after I’m moaning desperately do I finally pull him toward me, my breath hitching as he enters me smoothly and begins to move in and out at a steady pace. He nibbles my neck, trailing up and down with deep, breath-taking pressure.

      Tyler’s fingers are still intertwined in my hair and he tugs it lightly toward the bed, exposing my neck even further so that he can kiss it. His kisses aren’t rhythmic like the thrusting is, instead changing in intensity and speed almost intoxicatingly. I never know when the next one will come or how rough it will be, so I’m on edge and unable to so much as speak.

      “Tyler,” I breathe, unable to think anything but his name.

      I’m not sure how many times I repeat it, but I’m sure that it’s more than just the once. My mind is fuzzy, drunk on his body and high in his grasp. I can’t think about anything but him, what he’s doing, what he’ll do next. Tyler is my every thought and the only thing that matters for now. I’m still so, so angry at him, but instead of blowing out the flame, it only seems to make everything hotter, more passion-fueled. I doubt I’ll ever have sex this intense again.

      When we’re finished, I’m panting and sweaty, pleasantly out of breath and tired. I’m not in a mood to cuddle, though.

      Despite wanting nothing more than to turn over and go to sleep, I force myself up and out of bed, picking my clothes up off the floor and beginning to change back into them. Tyler sits up and watches curiously.

      “You don’t have to go, you know,” he points out.

      “I’m not staying here,” I snap. “I told you, I’m not forgiving you.”

      He snorts. “Well, it sure didn’t feel like you were holding a grudge a minute ago,” he says lightly, and I turn around to face him.

      “This isn’t funny to me,” I snarl. “What you did to my brother isn’t something I’m going to just forgive because you’re charming, or handsome, or good in bed.”

      “Quite a rousing review for someone you’re trying to insult,” he retorts.

      “I also think you’re a cheap asshole with no loyalty,” I return. His cocky smile drops. “I was angry, and I still am. Now that it’s out of my system, I never, ever want to see you again.”

      Tyler nods, throwing on a pair of sweatpants and not bothering with a shirt. I hate that it makes me want to take him straight into that bed again. I’m finally dressed, so I take out my phone to order a cab.

      “Shit,” I mutter, a rare curse passing my lips. Tyler frowns in concern.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, sounding far too worried for someone whom I just told I’d like never to see again.

      “My phone’s dead,” I admit. “I can’t call a cab.”

      “Oh,” Tyler breathes. “If that’s all, I can—”

      “I’d rather walk than let you drive me home,” I snap.

      I know it’s a bit petulant to respond so rudely to someone who’s offering me something kind, but I can’t help it.

      “No,” he replies, “I was just going to say I could get you a cab.”

      I nod, feeling foolish. Refusing to thank him, I just tug on my shoes and head out of his room. He stops me at the door before I can leave.

      “Hey,” he says, “I’m sorry you’re upset about what happened between me and Jackson. I didn’t mean—”

      “You’re sorry I’m upset?” I echo mockingly, unkindly. “That’s a bullshit apology,” I growl. “Being sorry that I’m angry isn’t taking accountability for what you did.”

      “It’s not,” he affirms, “because I don’t think I’ve done anything wrong. But…you’re…well. Anyway, I didn’t intend for this to come between us.”

      With renewed fury, I turn toward the door.

      “Yeah, well,” I snap, “it did. Goodbye, Tyler. Thanks for the cab and have a nice life.”

      I slam the door behind me as I leave, stomping toward the elevator. How dare he say something so insulting, so belittling? Who does he think he is?

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I get down to the curb, I realize that I actually have no idea where the taxi is going to be or when it will arrive, but before I can start to consider options or walk around to look for it, a limousine pulls up in front of me, stopping and rolling down the window.

      “Mel Page?” the driver asks, and I curse under my breath once again.

      “Yes,” I confirm, already resigning myself to riding home in such a ridiculous vehicle. Tyler is so extravagant that it makes me see red once more.

      The driver steps out and opens the door for me, though I reassure him that it’s not necessary, and I sit in the back of the car. It’s only going to be a twenty-minute ride, and I’m alone, but the limo is stocked as if I’m going to be throwing a party back here.

      “Help yourself to anything,” the driver chirps politely. “It’s all-inclusive, of course.”

      I don’t touch anything: not a chocolate from the small refrigerator or a glass of champagne. This exact type of extravagant display of wealth is what had made me so mad about the offer Tyler gave Jackson in the first place, and it only proves to heighten my anger.

      As the city lights fly by in a blur, I wonder if Tyler is still thinking about me the way I’m thinking about him. Had I not called him tonight, would he have slept with another woman? While I’m the new girl in town, the stranger who doesn’t know anyone and has no real social outlet aside from her older brother, he’s more like some kind of San Bravado royalty. Tyler, with his looks and his money and his status, could find a new fling in a heartbeat, and I don’t see any reason for him not to.

      The limo stops in front of my apartment and I step out, thanking the driver for the ride. I reach into my purse for my keys and unlock the door, reaching up to grip my necklace, a sort of comfort motion, and gasp when my hand grabs around thin air.

      Panic overwhelms me as I realize I left my necklace at Tyler’s place. I can picture it on his nightstand, right where I placed it to ensure that it didn’t break while we rolled around, and in my fury, I’d forgotten to grab it on my way out.

      For just a moment, I debate going back to Tyler’s apartment before shoving that thought down, knowing I absolutely can’t do that. After the dramatic exit I made and all of the talk about how I’ll never see him again, I can’t just show up and ask him if I can come inside to grab it.

      I’m not a particularly sentimental person, nor do I have a personal attachment to any of my other jewelry, save for that necklace. Jackson gave it to me right before he left for San Bravado, and since then, it’s become a sort of talisman, something to remind me to take a breath when I was stressed.

      Still, losing the necklace is a much more preferable alternative to seeing Tyler again tonight. Seeing a cocky, half-naked Tyler before I’ve had a chance to get my head on straight again…I don’t trust myself not to jump right back into bed with him again.
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      Jackson is already sitting in our normal diner booth when I arrive, almost fifteen minutes late, to meet him for our Sunday brunch. Even as I approach our booth, I can tell that it’s been quite a while since he’s shaved, and it sets a pit of anxiety in my stomach. I know I’ve canceled on him the past few weeks, but have things really been going so badly for him recently?

      I sit down at the booth, startling him, and he sets his phone down with a smile.

      “Hey, Mellie,” he greets cheerfully. “Long time no see.”

      I feel a bit guilty about how busy I’ve been. I haven’t even called him.

      “I’m sorry about that,” I reply sheepishly. “I’ve just been so busy, and I can’t really cancel on my clients, even if their requests can be kind of last-minute…”

      Jackson waves my guilt away. “It’s no problem, I get it,” he tells me. “You’re living your dream. If you start canceling on celebrities, they’ll leave. I’m just glad you’re doing what you love.”

      I nod hesitantly, still feeling like he should be more upset with me but not wanting to push him. Every time we talk about how well my own career is going, I feel a little guilty about it, but I don’t know how to bring that up either, without sounding like a complete ass.

      Instead, I change the subject.

      “So, how are things going with you?” I ask, accepting the sparkling water that the waitress sets on the table without me even having to order it. Despite the few weeks of interruption in our routine, I guess the wait staff still recognize me well enough to know my order. I make a mental note to tip extra today.

      Jackson sighs, laughing a little bit self-deprecatingly. “Oh, you know,” he says, bringing his coffee cup to his lips to avoid answering.

      “No,” I press, “I don’t. We haven’t talked in a while, and I want to know how you’re doing. What’s changed? How’s the job treating you?”

      Though he hasn’t hurt financially these past five years, Jackson hit a creative wall, so to speak, after taking the buyout from Tyler. VirtuGym had been his dream, and he’d poured all his best ideas into it. When Tyler bought it from him, he took my brother’s passion for success with him.

      Since then, Jackson gave half-effort at a few jobs before finally settling, a little over a year ago now, into a managerial position at a smartphone store. His sales numbers are good and his branch is doing well, but the light that used to ignite in his eyes when he talked about VirtuGym has gone out. His job now is passionless; it only serves to fill his time.

      “It’s treating me exactly the same as it always has,” he answers, a slight bitter edge to his voice. “And nothing’s new; you know that. Nothing is ever new.”

      I frown. “Jackson,” I start, “don’t be like that. There’s so much that you could—”

      “Mel,” he interrupts, stopping me in my tracks. “Please, give it a rest,” he says tiredly. “I’m doing fine. I don’t love what I do, but I don’t hate it. Just because you love what you do, doesn’t mean everyone has to.”

      I blink, taken aback. Jackson never talks to me like that, and it worries me a little. At the same time, it’s clear that he doesn’t want me to push the matter, and he’s right, in a way. He’s getting by in life, and I guess that’s what’s important…right?

      “Okay,” I relent, “I’m sorry.”

      Jackson smiles at me, a devious glint in his eyes. Growing up, that look always meant trouble.

      “Oh, God,” I groan, “what’s that look for?”

      “It’s been too long since either of us has just had a chance to relax,” he announces, “so I think we should do that.”

      “Day drinking?” I ask, unable to fully restrain my amused smirk, which turns into a full giggle when he nods.

      “Day drinking,” he agrees, beckoning the waitress over. “We’ll each have a mimosa, please,” he tells her.

      I’m not surprised when she asks for my ID—even though I’m 24, I still get carded on the regular. I should probably be thankful for my youthful complexion, or whatever, but generally, my young looks just make me feel awkward when ordering booze. Not to mention that I have to try harder to be taken seriously. Jackson’s beard seems to be enough to convince her of his age, so as soon as she hands back my ID, the waitress is off to the bar to get our drinks. She returns a few minutes later with two mimosas, an egg white omelet for me, and a plate of chicken and waffles for Jackson.

      I shoot him a questioning look, since he’s normally as health conscious as I am, but he simply shrugs.

      “It’s my cheat day,” he explains, digging into his meal while I take a long sip of my mimosa. “Now,” he begins, “I think it’s time we talk about something more interesting than work.”

      I feign outrage. “What could be more interesting than work?” I ask, aghast, and he rolls his eyes.

      “A social life, maybe?” he answers. “You know, parties? Friends? Dating?”

      I laugh out loud. “Right, a social life,” I echo sarcastically, “because I work sixty hours a week and still somehow manage to frequent the party scene.”

      “I know you hate fun,” he jokes, “but parties aren’t everything. Are you seeing anyone?”

      Again I laugh. “Me? No, absolutely not,” I say honestly. “I’m painfully single right now.”

      Jackson picks up his glass and hovers it above the middle of the table. “Well, we can toast to that,” he says, and I clink our glasses together gently before finishing the rest of the drink.

      I’ve had drinks at this restaurant once, so I know they’re pretty cheap, and Jackson’s right: I haven’t cut loose in a while, so I could do with a mimosa…or three. He tips the last of his drink back, too, and asks for refills as the waitress takes our glasses.

      “Seriously, though,” he clarifies, “are you not dating at all? Not even casually?”

      “Oh my God, why are you so desperate to know about this?” I ask, laughing.

      “I like to know what my baby sister is up to!” he defends, tossing his hands up. “I’m sure a lot of your clients are single guys, right? Why don’t you ask one of them out?”

      That, I think, is a horrible idea. “I’ve done that once,” I explain, “and I will never make that mistake again.”

      Jackson grimaces. “That bad?”

      “Worse,” I shudder. “He actually laughed at me.”

      Jackson’s jaw drops, and I rush to clarify.

      “They’re all celebrities and millionaires, Jackson! They don’t want to go out with plain old me. Plus, the only time I see them is when we’re working out, so I’m usually all sweaty and yelling at them to push their limits.”

      Jackson shrugs. “That’s a turn-on for some guys,” he points out, and I wrinkle my nose, giggling.

      “I don’t know; I’ve been on a few dates since I’ve been here, but nothing has really stuck,” I sigh.

      “All losers?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, no one that fits my impossibly high standards,” I say sarcastically. “No. A few of them have been…nice, but I just haven’t found anyone that I’ve connected with.”

      My mind wanders to the one man that I’ve felt a connection with since I arrived in San Bravado, then I quickly shake the thought away. I do that a lot, honestly. Every time I think about Tyler Cross, I force the thoughts out of my mind, because that’s never going to happen.

      “And what about you, huh?” I say, turning the attention back on Jackson. “No cute coworkers you could ask out?”

      “Three-quarters of our store are men,” he says, “and the rest are married moms who just use a part-time job as a reason to get out of the house. Neither of which is really my type.”

      I nod sagely. Dating in this city is difficult for people who don’t frequent nightclubs, which neither of us do. Jackson was never really the clubbing type, even when he was at the age where it was all his friends wanted to do, and I work so much that I really never find the time.

      “Well, here’s to being single,” I say, and Jackson laughs.

      “Look on the bright side,” he says around a huge bite of waffle, “at least your career’s going well.”

      Once again, I’m uncomfortable. I know Jackson wants to talk about it, but he doesn’t want me to worry or pity him. The problem is, I don’t know how to talk about something that’s bothering Jackson without worrying.

      As if fate wants to heighten my discomfort, before I can reply, I watch Jackson’s eyes go wide.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, and he points behind me.

      I turn around to see that he’s pointing to the television that hangs above the bar, normally showing tennis or golf at this time of day, but which now is interrupted by a commercial for VirtuGym. Upbeat techno music thumps as the camera pans around a room of people exercising on treadmills and ellipticals in a dimly lit room, all wearing VR headsets.

      “Do you want to get in shape, but find running a drag?” a familiar voice asks, and I turn around to gauge Jackson’s reaction—composed but clearly irritated—to Tyler’s voice narrating the peppy, energized commercial.

      The camera zooms in to one of the VR headsets worn by a young woman on a stationary bike, and suddenly, we’re watching her competing in a simulated bicycle race, then bouncing to a young man on a treadmill whose VR headset is showing him some sort of dystopian landscape, outrunning zombies. Tyler takes off a headset and steps off one of the bikes, looking exceptionally fit—more like a model than the owner of the business.

      “Your health is the most valuable asset you’ll ever have, so why not invest in it? Join VirtuGym, the futuristic workout experience that’s committed to making sure you achieve your goals and have fun doing it!”

      The commercial ends, and I have to take a moment for myself before I can ask Jackson how he feels about it. I’ve done my best to forget about Tyler these past few years, and I don’t want my face to give away the feelings that seeing him dredges back up. Luckily, the waitress comes back with our fresh drinks, allowing me time to compose myself.

      “What a prick,” Jackson grunts when the waitress leaves. “Looks like my ideas are working well for him.”

      That comment is enough to bring me out of my spiral of nostalgia and back to the moment.

      “I still can’t believe he only gave you $500K,” I grumble. “Didn’t the company get valued at a billion dollars recently?”

      Jackson nods, wearing an expression that I can’t quite interpret, something between jealousy and sadness. “Yeah, and they just opened up their first location outside the U.S., in Tokyo.”

      I frown, reaching for Jackson’s arm and patting it lightly in what I hope is a supportive gesture.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      Jackson runs a hand through his hair, rolling his eyes. “Yeah,” he reassures me, “I just wish that I hadn’t sold out when I did. Tyler was obviously right, and I backed out way too early.”

      I shake my head firmly. “No,” I disagree. “You didn’t. I wouldn’t be surprised if Tyler just got his parents to provide the startup cash for the next branch, once you were out of the picture. If you’d gone in on the loan and everything had gone under, what would you have done then?”

      He considers this for a moment, then shrugs. “I mean, it’s not like Tyler couldn’t have bought us out of it,” he says, and I raise one eyebrow skeptically.

      “And you would have been happy just knowing that Tyler could do whatever he wanted with the business because he could afford to take the risk?”

      Jackson sighs, then takes a long sip of his mimosa. “I guess not,” he admits. “Dammit, Mel. You’re always so rational.”

      I nod. “You made the right decision getting out when you did,” I promise. “I don’t want you to lose sight of that.”

      Soon, Jackson and I have both finished our meals, and I ask for the check, which he takes from me and then hands his credit card to the waitress. She takes it away to run the transaction and Jackson finishes off the last of his near-forgotten cup of coffee.

      “I’ll admit that it stings that he’s a billionaire now,” he says quietly.

      “Yeah,” I say, unsure what I could possibly say to make him feel better. “It’s…impressive.”

      “Right?” Jackson says, taking his credit card back from the waitress. I set the tip down on the table, leaving a few dollars extra for the excellent service. “He was already loaded, and now he’s one of the richest young entrepreneurs in the world.”

      “You sure you’re okay?” I ask, leaning forward a bit toward him and finishing my second mimosa.

      Jackson sighs, forcing a smile that I know is just to make me feel better. “I’m fine,” he promises. “I just…I’ve been wondering for years if I made a bad decision in taking the money and walking away. Now, I know I did.”

      “You didn’t—”

      “I know,” he interrupts, “that what I did made sense at the time. And maybe I’d have been unhappier if I’d stayed and tried to work things out with him. I mean, we’d have fought over every little decision, and it would have ruined our friendship. But it ruined our friendship anyway, and look at what I could have had.”

      “Something better will come along,” I insist. “It always does. You’re only 28. You’ve got a lot of time.”

      “I guess so,” he agrees. “It just kills me to wonder if I did the right thing.”

      I wince at the jealousy in Jackson’s eyes. “Try not to think about it,” I tell him, leaning in to give him a goodbye hug before we both go our separate ways. “You’re doing great without him.”

      Jackson laughs disbelievingly, but all he says is, “Thanks, Mel.”

      I order a cab through the app on my phone and, since we’re having lunch in one of the more populated areas of the city, I see that it’s already pretty much here.

      “Take care of yourself, Jackson,” I remind him. “I love you.”

      “Love you, too,” he replies. “Come around more often! I want to see you more than once every few weeks.”

      I laugh, already hurrying to my cab, and nod in agreement to a promise that I know I might not be able to keep. Then again, seeing just how upset that commercial made Jackson, hearing how unfulfilled he is at the phone store…I’m going to definitely make an effort to keep Saturdays free for our brunch date.

      Seeing Tyler on the television brought back feelings that I have been telling myself were long-since dead. The truth, though, is that ever since that night we spent together, he’s never been far from my thoughts. I’ve been on other dates, sure, but nothing that really stuck. Knowing that Tyler is now running an international business that he built up by himself…even if I still hate him for what he did, I can’t deny that it’s impressive. Seeing his face, the busy life that comes with running a successful franchise has clearly not taken any time out of his fitness regimen, because he’s still just as fit as he was five years ago.

      Regardless of how I feel, I know Tyler’s moved on. He probably travels all over the country setting up new branches of VirtuGym—potentially all over the world, now that he’s made it an international chain. There’s no way that he doesn’t have a steady stream of women who can’t wait to jump into bed with him, and with things going so well for him, there’s no way he still thinks of me.

      That’s my problem: no matter how well things are going for me, I can’t let go of what I can’t have. Tyler and I spent two nights together five years ago, and now, he’s one of the richest young men in the world, preoccupied with his business and everything else, and I want him again. I should have stopped thinking about him; I’ve tried to let him go, but I just can’t. Maybe it’s because he was my first time, or maybe it’s because we connected in a way that I’ve never connected with any other man, or maybe it’s just because he was such good friends with my brother and I knew that I shouldn't have been doing it in the first place.

      Whatever the reason, I make myself another promise to stop thinking about Tyler Cross and to focus on what’s going well in my life: my business, my clients, and my relationship with my brother.

      I’ve got everything I need. I’ve got everything I’ve ever wanted since I was young, right? I can focus on that, and I’m sure that I’ll forget all about Tyler.
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      A little trick I’ve learned over the years—a key that any successful person will swear by—is that I never sleep in, even on a Sunday. I reply to emails and texts by eight in the morning every day, ensuring that anyone who is looking to correspond with me knows that I’m on the ball, even when I’m not in an office. Because when running a business, there are no days off. If my clients and investors know that I’m prioritizing them by replying first thing every morning, they know that they can rely on me, and trust is the most important thing in every relationship—boardroom or bedroom.

      By 8:00, I’ve already been awake for two hours, completely finished with replying to emails and texts, liked and replied to a few select social media mentions, and made a cup of coffee. Sundays are admittedly more relaxed than a weekday, and I tend to make a French press of dark roast and sit at the kitchen table after managing my correspondence, reading the news on my tablet.

      I’ve checked a few global papers already, and I’m now reading the San Bravado Times. It’s normally full of classified ads and gossip about local celebrities, so I don’t take a whole lot of time leafing through it to get to the crossword puzzle. But as I flip through the pages, something catches my eye: a name I recognize, that stops me in my tracks.

      Mel Page is featured in a segment about up-and-coming entrepreneurs in the city, and I’m reading it before I can make myself turn the page. It’s a lot of fluff, just stuff to fill the article, but I read every word twice. Apparently, she’s become a celebrity personal trainer, which has made her something of a celebrity herself. She works with a few movie stars, some of whom are big names, and she’s in high demand.

      “I waited for three months to get my first training session with Mel Page,” a soccer player (who is apparently, famous, but I’m more of a football guy, so his status is lost on me) is cited saying in an interview. “It was worth the wait—she knows what she’s doing and she’s one hell of a motivator. I’ve never worked with a better trainer.”

      My stomach is fluttering at just seeing her name, and I can’t believe how successful she’s become in what feels like such a short time. It seems like it was just a few weeks ago that she was the nineteen-year-old sister of my business partner, a girl who’d been embarrassed to even tell me about her dream job because she thought it was silly. Now, she’s got everything she wanted, and she’s one of the best in the business. While I can’t say I’m surprised, I’m definitely impressed.

      In the years that have passed since I last spoke with Mel, I’ve thought of calling her several times. Every time I’ve pulled up her contact to dial her number and talk, however, I’ve stopped. I don’t know what I’d say, really. She never forgave me for the falling-out I had with her brother, and I can’t just apologize for that after so many years of silence. Plus, if she wanted to talk to me, she’d have called, right?

      Everyone has their “one who got away” and I’ve accepted, with time, that Mel is mine.

      In all likelihood, she hates me. After everything that happened with her brother, I can’t say that her feelings would be unfounded, either. Though I haven’t exactly had second thoughts about the risk I took, the rift it created between me and Jackson is unfortunate. He was a good friend to me, and now, I haven’t spoken to him or Mel in five years.

      The night we slept together wasn’t just another fling, not for me. Sleeping with a friend’s sister—never mind a business partner’s sister—is a risk, and though I’m hardly risk-averse by nature, I always weigh the potential downfall cost versus the reward. Had Mel told Jackson about our night together, he would have been furious, and it would have been justified; it’s sort of an unspoken rule between guys that family members are off-limits for flirting, and certainly fornicating.

      Part of the thrill was in the risk, I suppose. The future of my business and my relationship with my friend was on the line that first night. I shouldn’t have done it. In any other circumstances, it wouldn’t have happened. But the moment I saw Mel across the room, in her little purple dress, curly brown hair bouncing around her collarbones as she laughed without restraint at something Jackson had said, I was intrigued; by the time we locked eyes, I was smitten.

      Over the past two years or so, as VirtuGym has become more and more fruitful and I’ve met other members of the San Bravado elite, my life has had no shortage of excitement. I get invited to any party that matters, from celebrity birthdays to business opening celebrations. I’ve been to casino parties that got so out of control that the police had to intervene, mansion soirees at which each dinner plate cost hundreds of dollars, and yacht gatherings on the finest, most expensive boats in the country.

      Not one of those parties has even compared to the two nights I spent with Mel, and as much as I try to force the memories out of my mind, I can’t deny that they were the best nights of my life. She could have been the best thing that ever happened to me, and I let her go. Looking at this article, I’m happy for her—of course—because I’ve always wished her the best, even though we haven’t spoken. However, the feelings are conflicted by how much more her success, drive, and incredible nature make me want her more, and I find that I can’t read the article anymore.

      Before I can flip the page, though, something else catches my eye. At the bottom of the article is a mention of the gym Mel works at—only a few miles from my house.

      My normal routine on a weekday is to go work out before I eat breakfast and head to work for nine sharp. Normally, I use my own private gym in my new house. Every once in a while, I’ll go to one of the VirtuGym locations, if I’m on the road traveling or just itching to get out of the house for the day. Tomorrow, however, I’m thinking that it might be time for a change of scenery.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By lunchtime the following day, after a full morning of listening to dozens of district managers’ Monday reports, I’m exhausted. The only thing that can get me out of this kind of fatigue is waking up my body, and that means that I pour the remainder of my coffee down the break room sink and grab a duffel bag to change into my gym clothes.

      “Jonathan,” I call to my secretary, “I’m going out for a long lunch. Hold my calls.”

      He looks me over, glancing skeptically at my workout bag. “You’re taking your gym clothes out to eat lunch?” he asks. He always notices things like that, and it’s part of why he’s been such a great fit as my PA, but right now, he’s prying about information I don’t want to disclose.

      “Yes,” I dodge, “so if anyone asks for me, tell them I’m at a business lunch.”

      “Even if Miranda calls?” he asks, winking suggestively, referring to a potential investor I’ve been meeting with, who—after our first meeting—gave me her personal cell and expressed an interest in me that extended beyond business. Before yesterday, it might have been a cute distraction, but right now, I’m on a mission.

      “If Miranda calls,” I say, “tell her I’m otherwise occupied.”

      With that, I leave, before Jonathan can ask me any more questions.
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      When I arrive at the gym, my car does not, for once, stick out by leaps and bounds as the most expensive one in the parking lot. The membership fee here is reasonable—I know because I checked back when I was first setting my own prices at VirtuGym—so the presence of so many luxury vehicles tells me immediately that the high-end clientele are not here just because it’s a high-end place.

      I have to believe that these people are here for Mel, and I wonder for a moment if they’re training with her or if they’re just going to be sitting around waiting for her to notice them. But then again, so am I.

      I’m dressed like every other person here to work out, in gym shorts and an athletic T-shirt. Really, I’m hoping that I can see her before she notices me, so that I can have a chance to escape if she’s busy or married or something. God, I really hope she’s not married.

      Trying to convince myself that I’m only here to check up on an old friend, and not to satisfy my curiosity about how things have gone for an ex-lover after we parted, I don’t let myself turn back. Instead, I make my way through the parking lot and into the large, modern building.

      “Welcome to Shape Up!” a cheerful young woman, short and perky, greets me from the front desk. “Can I scan your membership card?”

      I shake my head, stepping toward the desk and looking around the room. Mel is nowhere to be found.

      “I’m not a member,” I tell her, and she smiles broadly.

      “Oh!” she chirps. “In that case, would you like to sign up? The membership fees are listed—”

      “I’m actually here to see a friend,” I confess, cutting her off before she can get into the whole sign-up spiel. “Her name is Mel Page. Is she working today?”

      The young woman’s posture droops, her customer-service face falling.

      “Oh,” she says, this time with a much more defeated inflection, “I see. Well, you’re going to have to wait in quite a long line—Mel is booked out for months.”

      “I’m not looking to train with her,” I reply.

      The woman looks confused. “Then, what are you looking to do?” she asks, a question that gives me pause. What am I looking to do? I saw her name in the paper and I became irrational, never stopping to think about what I would actually say to her if I saw her here. Do I want to apologize? Do I want to be friends? Do I want to kiss her, take her back to my house and have sex with her again?

      Before I can answer that question even for myself, Mel rounds the corner. She’s talking to a client, and I sort of shift to ensure that a conveniently placed decorative plant shields me from her view.

      “Sir?” the girl at the front desk—Jackie, according to her name tag—prompts. “Are you looking to set up an appointment with Mel Page?”

      “Uh, you know what? Maybe I am,” I lie.

      I have no intention of training with Mel, of course, but now that she’s so close, I find myself feeling nervous in a way that I wasn’t expecting.

      It’s like I’m back in high school, trying to talk to my very first crush, nervous and anxious. My heart is pounding in my chest and I’m worried that she’ll see me if I draw too much attention to myself—but at the same time, I want nothing more than for her to notice me, walk right over here, and tell me she feels the same way.

      I sneak a peek at her while Jackie peers at the schedule on her computer. Immediately, I’m blown away by how good she looks. Somehow, she’s even more beautiful than she was five years ago, despite that she’s dressed in just a sports bra and a pair of leggings. She’s not wearing makeup—I’m sure it would run after a day of working out—but her skin is glowing. Though she was by no means unfit the last time we met, she’s now got hard, toned muscles, and her posture is more confident. She’s walking and talking with a client, a towel draped around her shoulders.

      Though I can’t quite catch what she’s saying, I can tell that this is a client that she knows well, from the way that he puts his arm around her after she tells him to have a good day. Friendly, sure, but I can’t tell if it’s more than that.

      “The first appointment she has available is in mid-July,” Jackie explains. “How often do you want to see her?”

      Every day, I think, but I can’t say that out loud.

      “How often do most of her clients meet with her?” I ask, and Jackie smiles politely as if I’ve asked a stupid question.

      “It depends on the client,” she explains, “and their purpose for training. Some of our professional athletes are here six days a week, but a few of the models she sees are only here maybe once or twice a week.”

      “How often is that guy here?” I ask, gesturing to the tall man Mel is still chatting with. I recognize him as an actor. He’s one of the people we auditioned for our VirtuGym commercial before the marketing team decided that it might be a better look for the company if I were the face of the advertisement—at least in the local commercials—since I’m a more recognizable face related to the brand. He was nice, and he’s an objectively a good-looking man. He certainly seems to be close with Mel. Jackie’s face softens into a dreamy expression as she looks at him, like a star-struck teenager.

      “Oh, that’s Evan Espinosa,” she gushes. “He was just cast as the lead in a boxing movie, so he’s trying to bulk up quickly. He’s here every day, sometimes twice a day.”

      My jaw nearly drops. “He sees her that often?”

      “At first, he wasn’t picky about who he trained with,” Jackie says, “but after a few training sessions with Mel, he decided he wasn’t going to work with anyone else. He’s willing to pay nearly double her normal hourly rate just so he can monopolize her time.”

      Somehow, I don’t think that sounds strictly professional.

      It hurts my ego a bit to think that Mel’s moved on, but as I watch her talk to him, I notice something that makes me reconsider my decision to throw in the towel and leave: she’s leaning away from him, standing with her feet pointed back toward the gym rather than at Evan. Body language is important in my field, because selling your product is more about selling yourself than it is about pleading your case as a viable business. I know what she’s not saying to him: Mel isn’t enjoying talking to Evan. While it might be just that she’s busy and wants to get back to work, she’s definitely sending the subtle message that she wants to get away.

      Maybe there’s a chance she’s still single, after all.

      “How many of her clients are men?” I ask, selfishly curious. “Does she train with women, too?”

      Jackie gives me an amused smile. “You sure have a lot of questions,” she notes. “Why don’t you ask her?”

      “What?” I stall, but before I can stop her, Jackie beckons Mel over.

      “Hey, Mel,” she calls. “I’ve got a guy here that wants to ask you some questions!”

      Mel turns around to face us with a dazzling smile that drops into a grimace as soon as she sees me. “Tyler?” she says incredulously.

      My breath catches in my throat—I feel frozen in place. Mel Page is standing right in front of me, waiting for me to say whatever I’m going to say. Her face is an unreadable mask of surprise and shock.

      I have no idea what she wants to hear, so all I can offer is, “Hey, Mel.”
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      I’ve just finished a particularly tough training session. A few of my coworkers—both the desk workers and the other trainers—have told me that Evan Espinosa has a thing for me, and though I deny it to their faces, I know they’re right. Evan is flirtatious when we work, and he refuses to train with other people. A few times, he’s asked me when I get off work or if I’d like to take a break to get lunch, his treat. I’ve never accepted, despite the fact that he could definitely get us a seat at any of the finest restaurants in San Bravado in a matter of minutes.

      Really, I’m just not into him. He’s cute; there’s no arguing with the fact that he’s ruggedly handsome and charmingly funny. I’ve considered accepting a date with him. I tell my friends that I don’t know what keeps stopping me, but that’s a lie. I know exactly what’s stopping me.

      It’s the same reason that I went online to find that stupid commercial Jackson and I saw yesterday, just so I could replay it: Tyler Cross. He’s on my mind now more than ever, and when I think about accepting a date with anyone else, I just think about how it can’t possibly stack up to the two nights that I spent with Tyler. The promise of nothing but disappointment is worse than the thought of just going back home alone for another night.

      When Jackie calls me over, I assume she’s going to pester me about Evan, whom I know she has a crush on. The last thing I’m expecting to see is none other than Tyler Cross standing in front of the front desk.

      “Tyler?” I breathe, feeling my face heat up. I distantly hope that he blames the redness of my cheeks on the workout I just completed. How did he find where I work? Could this possibly just be a coincidence?

      “Hey, Mel,” he says, sounding somewhat hesitant.

      This is definitely not a coincidence—Tyler owns one of the biggest gym chains in the world; there’s no way that he would be searching for a place to work out and just happen to walk into mine.

      The uncertainty of Tyler’s stance is a new look for him. I’m used to seeing him so confident—the way he presents himself both in the media and in real life—but now, he looks almost embarrassed.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. Part of me wants to turn him away, to tell him that I want nothing to do with him, but curiosity wins out. I have to know why he’s here before I tell him to get out of my life.

      “I was in the neighborhood,” he says lightly.

      I have to bite my lip to keep myself from smiling at the absurdity of the excuse. Shape Up is fifteen minutes away from the nearest VirtuGym and a half hour from his house, give or take, if the article I saw recently about the homes of the fifty richest people in the U.S. was anything to go by.

      “Right,” I say, not willing to argue such a small point. “And what exactly do you want?”

      He’s even more handsome than the last time I saw him. His hair is cut shorter, sleeker, and it looks like he put a bit of product in it today—was that in preparation to come here? I don’t think he’d dress up just to see me, but I can’t be sure.

      In the time it takes me to get myself composed and avoid the spiral of falling for him again—which I absolutely do not want to do—Tyler has already relaxed back into the suave, cool, assertive ease that he normally conducts himself with.

      “I stopped in to see you,” Tyler tells me.

      I can hear my heartbeat in my ears, and my face starts to feel red once more.

      “I don’t know why you’d bother,” I tell him, feigning indifference. “I’ve made my feelings about you very clear.”

      Tyler nods easily, looking like my statement has had no effect on him. “I thought you might say that,” he says, but something about the way he says it implies that he doesn’t believe me.

      “I mean it, Tyler,” I say. “I don’t want anything to do with you. Telling you to go to hell was the best decision I’ve ever made.”

      He considers this for a moment before speaking again. “I don’t remember you ever telling me that specifically,” he notes, and I have to actively restrain myself from flipping him off.

      “Then I’ll say it now,” I tell him. “Go to hell.”

      Tyler picks up the duffel bag he’s brought with him and tosses it over his shoulder casually. “Well,” he says, smiling at me in a cocky way that somehow makes me both angrier and more drawn to him, “this is my lunch hour, so if you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”

      I huff irritably as he saunters away, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of watching him leave. I’m not sure if he turns around to see if I’m staring at him, but when I look over at Jackie, she has clearly watched the entire interaction and is hooked—not surprising, since she’s a bit of a gossip.

      “Are you just going to let him leave?!” Jackie asks, looking at me with wide, entranced eyes.

      “I sure am.”

      Jackie pouts. “I’d go after him, if I were you,” she suggests. “It sounds like you two have a history.”

      “It’s…complicated,” I admit.

      Now sure that it’s safe to steal a glance outside the window without Tyler knowing I’m doing so, I watch him open the back door of his car to toss in his bag, then slowly walk around his car. He waves at me when he looks up to see me staring at him, so I frantically turn back around to Jackie.

      “He’s waiting,” she tells me after a moment, and when I sneak one more peek at him, he is indeed waiting to start his car.

      How long is he willing to sit there?

      “Am I an idiot for wanting to take him up on his lunch offer?” I ask, mortified at my own desires.

      Jackie seems delighted, breaking into a grin. “Yes,” she confirms jovially, reaching out to fix a stray piece of hair that has fallen from my ponytail. “You have just over an hour until your next client. Go, go, go!”

      I throw open the door of the gym and jog toward Tyler’s car, where he’s still waiting for me to change my mind.

      I hate that he was right, but I can’t ignore my curiosity. I have to know what he’s going to say, to figure out if he’s been thinking of me as much as I think of him. It’s just lunch, after all, and nothing further. After that, I’ll have my questions answered, loose ends tied up, and the strength to toss Tyler Cross out of my life once and for all.
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      I’m wildly underdressed for the restaurant Tyler chooses, but then again, so is he. The walls of the lobby are made of fish tanks, each filled with lobsters, crabs, and all kinds of fish.

      “I hope you like seafood,” Tyler says, but it’s more of a question. “If you don’t, we can go somewhere else.”

      “I love seafood,” I reassure him, “but thank you.”

      “This place is the best,” Tyler says quietly, walking right up to the host, past the several groups of well-dressed people who are already waiting. “Table for two, please. We'd like your first available,” he says to the employee, leaning in to shake his hand.

      I glance at my smartwatch. “Tyler, this is really nice and all, but I only have an hour for lunch, and they’re really packed—”

      “Right this way,” the host says, leading the way out of the lobby and into the restaurant’s interior.

      “What did you do?” I hiss to Tyler as we follow him.

      “Places like these always have somewhere they can seat you,” he replies, “if you give them some incentive.”

      Oh, so he’d paid the employee to seat us faster. I didn’t even see the money leave his hand, the transition was so smooth. Convenient, but infuriating at the same time.

      “I don’t like getting special treatment just because you’ve got money to flaunt,” I argue, and Tyler shrugs.

      “There’s nothing wrong with playing the game,” he says breezily. “The greeter gets paid, and we get seated. Everybody wins.”

      While I still have my reservations, I don’t see the point in fighting him on it any further—we’re already sitting down, anyway. Tyler orders caviar as an appetizer for us to share, and tells the waiter that we’d like two orders of whatever the chef recommends as an entrée.

      “I’ve never had caviar before,” I tell Tyler as the waiter hurries off to the kitchen with our order.

      A slightly teasing smile plays at his lips. “Really?” he asks, unfolding his napkin and dropping it across his lap. “Well, it’s not necessarily all it’s cracked up to be, but this place imports the very best from the Caspian Sea. It’s worth the money here.”

      I can’t help but feel highly aware of our class imbalance. Tyler grew up rich; to him, things like caviar and casual visits to five-star restaurants for Monday lunch are as mundane as two-for-one Friday night pizza orders for Jackson and me. It’s something that I’d normally feel self-conscious about—truly, I’m completely out of my element in Tyler’s world. However, sitting across from him in one of the fanciest restaurants in San Bravado, both of us wearing gym clothes in the midst of tables full of men in tuxes and ladies in pearls, I actually can’t help but laugh.

      It feels ridiculous; we both look ridiculous. But Tyler isn’t embarrassed or trying to hide himself from the other patrons’ prying eyes—instead, he’s looking straight at me, his gaze steady and warm.

      “You look great,” Tyler says casually, as if we’re catching up after a few weeks rather than five years.

      “So do you,” I reply cordially. “I’ve got to say, it was a shock to see you at my gym today.”

      Tyler hesitates slightly. “Yeah, I thought it might be,” he admits. “I read an article in the paper about you, and it listed your workplace. I was curious.”

      Ah, so it was curiosity that had fed this visit. Well, that’s a good thing, I decide, because it’s the only reason I accepted the date.

      “Speaking of media presence,” I say, “I saw your new commercial yesterday.”

      Tyler looks up, trying to read my face, my tone, to find what I want him to say. I keep my gaze cool and consistent, my voice even; Tyler may have succeeded in a lot of fields just by being able to tell people what they want to hear, but I’m not going to let him get off that easily.

      I expect him to be haughty, to flaunt his success. He’s a powerful man, after all, and clearly he wants me to know that, so I brace myself for whatever bragging I’m going to have to endure.

      “How is Jackson doing?” he asks instead, contrary to what I’m expecting.

      “I didn’t think you’d care,” I reply coldly, and he looks hurt.

      “Mel, of course I care,” he defends himself. “Regardless of what happened, I still consider Jackson the best friend I’ve ever had.”

      That’s touching, and my heart skips a beat. For the past few years, I’ve been able to more or less push Tyler from my thoughts every time my mind drifted to our nights together, and I’ve done that by reminding myself how poorly he treated my brother. Hearing him sound concerned—almost remorseful—for what happened makes me soften my tone a bit.

      “Jackson is…okay,” I admit. I know that my brother wouldn’t want me to say anything to Tyler to imply that he’s been hurt by his actions, but I can’t help it—I’m transparent, unable to keep my feelings from my facial expression.

      “Mel,” he presses, “is something wrong?”

      “It’s not that anything’s wrong, per se,” I begin. “He’s just…I’ve been worried about him.”

      Tyler leans in and puts one hand over mine, stroking my wrist soothingly. “Why?” he asks softly.

      As much as I don’t want to open up to Tyler, I haven’t really had anyone to talk to about this, and it’s been weighing heavily on my mind.

      “Having to watch his dream business take off without him has been hard for him,” I explain. I can see the guilt in Tyler’s deep brown eyes, but he doesn’t flinch away, doesn’t take his hand off mine. “He’s been sort of…passionless, lately.”

      Tyler closes his eyes briefly, as if in pain. “That’s terrible,” he says, looking into my eyes so pointedly that it sends a chill down my spine. “Life without passion is meaningless.”

      I realize, momentarily, that Jackson might not want me to be telling Tyler these things. He’s a proud man, even if he’s not doing exactly what he wants in life right now, and I don’t want Tyler to know anything that Jackson wouldn’t reveal himself. I don’t want to allow Tyler to believe that he’s important enough to ruin my brother’s life.

      “But he’s been doing great lately,” I lie, backpedaling some of what I’ve just said. “He’s working in management at one of the biggest cellphone companies in the world.”

      I decide that it’s not important that he’s working branch management, and barely making more than minimum wage.

      “Oh.” Tyler blinks, looking surprised. “That’s great. I’m glad he’s doing well.”

      Rather than risk getting too deep in my lie, I try changing the subject.

      “I have to admit that it’s nice to see you again,” I offer. I leave out the details. I don’t say how horrible it’s been not seeing him, how much I’ve missed him, how often I’ve thought of him, how he’s ruined every relationship I’ve ever tried to have because no other men could compare to him.

      It’s nice to see him. That’s true, and it’s all he needs to know. I don’t tell him that the moment that I was sure it was him standing in my gym today has been the best moment in the past five years. Nor do I tell him that all the feelings I’ve been trying to force down have rushed back to the surface, like I’ve been held under the water for years and now, finally, am allowed to surface. I can breathe again.

      The fact that I gave up hope he’d ever come back so long ago only makes the fact that I’m now sitting across from him—holding his hand, our feet entangled under the table like high school lovers—all the sweeter. Even better, he’s been thinking of me too; at least enough to come to my gym the day after seeing my name in the paper.

      Maybe he’s been going as crazy as I have been for the past five years.

      All I know is that I’ve finally got Tyler Cross back in my life, and that this time, I don’t want to let him go.
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      The hour goes by in a blur as we talk about everything, from how our careers have progressed to tiny, seemingly meaningless details. Catching up on so much, so many years, makes me hyper-aware of how much time has passed. And yet, we easily fall back into our old banter, laughing and teasing as if we hadn’t spent more than a day apart.

      Mel laughs at one of my corny gym jokes and takes a sip of her iced tea, subtly trying to glance at her watch without me noticing.

      “I hate to say it,” she says, “but I’ve got to get back to work.”

      I sigh, nodding. I’d gladly cancel the rest of the day—hell, the rest of the month—if it meant that we could continue our conversation for just a bit longer, but she’s got time-sensitive appointments, and really, so do I. I call the waiter over and give him my credit card, not even looking at the bill.

      Mel follows me out to my car when we’ve finished paying, but the pace we take is slow, almost reluctant. Instead of unlocking the door, I lean against the hood of my car and pat the spot next to me. Mel looks hesitant to lean against my car, so I take her hand and pull her against my side until she relaxes a bit. Our hands are pressed against the hood of the car, and I inch mine toward hers until I find it, grasping it in my fingers loosely just to have some contact with her.

      “Avoiding work?” she asks teasingly, but I don’t take the bait.

      I look at her seriously, with no hint of joking in my face. “No,” I say, “I just want to get the most out of every moment I have with you before I have to drive you back.”

      I want to keep her this time, and not just for a night. I want to hold on to her and make sure she doesn’t get away again. My solemn reply throws her off, and her cheeks flush adorably red.

      “Oh,” she breathes. “It’s been nice to see you, too.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, rubbing her hand slowly. “I was a bit worried you still hated me.”

      I feel her fingers stiffen under mine. “I’ve been trying to,” she admits.

      “What’s stopping you?”

      Mel rolls her eyes and laughs. “You,” she says. A pleasant silence rests between us, and she looks up at the clear sky, closing her eyes. “It’s a gorgeous day outside,” she says, but I don’t want to talk about the weather—especially if we’ve only got a few more minutes before I have to drop her off at work again and say goodbye.

      “Mel,” I start, waiting for her to look at me.

      “Tyler,” she replies.

      “You know I’m a powerful man,” I say. “It’s no secret that I’ve been successful at everything I’ve ever attempted, and that’s not by luck or by happy mistake.”

      She makes a slightly confused face, nodding. “Uh, yeah,” she says. “You’re great…why are you reminding me?”

      “Because,” I reply, “I want you to know that I’m very deliberate in everything I do, and I never make the same mistake twice.”

      I pause, which makes her squirm a little.

      “Is this a business seminar?” she asks. “I appreciate the…advice? I guess, but—”

      My hand shoots out to grab her wrist before she can walk away to the other side of the car.

      “The biggest mistake I’ve ever made was letting you slip out of my life,” I confess, “and now that you’re here again, I’m not going to repeat that mistake. Come work for me.”

      Mel freezes. “What?” she stammers, clearly shocked. “What do you mean, come work for you? I’m already doing my dream job, and—”

      “Your gym is a nameless little venue,” I say. “Your clients are loyal to you, not your gym. You could do what you do anywhere, and I think you should come work at VirtuGym.”

      She sets her jaw, not breaking eye contact, so I don’t break it, either.

      “What can you offer me that Shape Up can’t?” she asks. She’s negotiating, I know, waiting to see just how much I’ll sweeten the deal. It makes me want her even more.

      “You’ll have the freedom to work at any VirtuGym in the world,” I say. “It’ll open you up to clients everywhere; plus, you can travel.”

      “I’m not interested in leaving San Bravado,” she rejects, “or my brother.”

      I’m prepared for that answer.

      “Whatever you’re making now, I can double it. And you’ll get a sizable bonus for every new client you sign up, which shouldn’t be difficult, since I know that yours will follow if you move.”

      Now, she nods. That’s not something she can dispute, but I still don’t know if it’s enough.

      “What else?” she asks.

      “Me,” I say, stepping closer to stand square in front of her.

      Mel’s breath audibly catches in her throat.

      “I don’t think Jackson would be happy about it,” she says.

      I knew that would be the biggest stumbling block, and for the first time in my life, I’m not sure that I’ll be able to charm her worries away from her, to get the deal that I want.

      “Tell me you’ll think about it,” I say. “That’s all I’m asking.”

      Mel nods. “I’ll think about it.”

      Dejected, but trying not to show it, I unlock the car doors and drive her back to Shape Up, getting her back just before her lunch hour is over. The car ride is more awkward, more forced, now that the mood has changed so dramatically. We don’t say much, but the ride isn’t long.

      “Thanks for lunch, Tyler,” Mel says before she gets out of the car.

      I force a smile. “My pleasure. It was great to see you.”

      “You too,” she tells me. “I, uh, have your number.”

      She doesn’t ask if I’ve still got hers, but of course I do. I thought so many times over the years about deleting it. That would have been the smart thing to do, but I could never bring myself to actually press the button. I can’t quite believe that she’s kept mine, too.

      I watch Mel until she disappears through the doors of the gym, part of me hoping that she’ll turn around and run back to my car, pound on the window and tell me that of course she wants to come work for me, wants to be back in my life once more.

      She doesn’t do that, though. I guess the rift I created between her and me hasn’t just been sealed with time.

      I can’t help but dread the thought that perhaps she still hates me, after all these years, and that she’ll come to me in a few days and tell me she can’t forgive me. Have I made a huge mistake by showing back up in her life unannounced?
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      The afternoon after my lunch with Tyler passes slowly. I’m only half focused, unable to give my full attention to my clients as my mind continuously wanders back to Tyler’s offer. Finally, after several more hours of sessions, I finish my last appointment and pack up my bag.

      Normally, I’d stop at the grocery store and pick up some fresh produce for dinner, but today, I just decide to cheat and pick up some Chinese takeout on the way home. I push through the door of my apartment with my food in one hand and my gym bag in the other, then lock it behind me.

      Immediately after getting settled in, I check my phone yet again. Still no messages. It shouldn’t disappoint me, but it does, just slightly. The offer Tyler made me after our lunch replays in my head, and I will away the part of me that wants to accept it. I should hate him, right? Everything in me wants to never forgive him, to be able to take his offer and throw it back in his face and break his heart for what he did to Jackson.

      But I can’t do it. Each time I pull up his contact and type out a message declining the deal, I delete it before I build up the nerve to send it.

      As much as I hate to admit it, the primary feeling brought up by seeing Tyler again is desire. I wanted to kiss him, to pounce on him, to take him right then and there in his car. I feel ashamed of that desire, but I can’t quite make myself ignore it.

      I can only stomach a few bites of dinner; suddenly I’m not very hungry. I put the leftovers in a container and decide to turn in early. I’ve got to be up with the sun tomorrow, anyway, and I know I’m going to have a hard time falling asleep. I want to try and get at least a few good hours in so I’m not completely exhausted.

      Sleep brings dreams of Tyler Cross. I toss and turn for a long time before I finally do fall asleep, and once I’m there, it’s only a light doze. In my dreams, Tyler is kissing me, running his hands up and down my thighs the same way he did on the last night I spent with him. He’s on top of me and all over me and—

      I wake up with a gasp, blinking harshly against the light of my phone as I unlock it to turn off my alarm. Reluctantly, I swing my legs over the side of my bed, standing tiredly. My sleep wasn’t satisfying for a lot of reasons, and I’m still tired. If there were a chance that I could fall back into that dream once more if I just went back to sleep, I would gladly call in sick to work. But, since there isn’t, I hop into the shower instead. I turn the water on cold, hoping to cool myself off from the residual heat of the dream, and quickly shower, shave, and wash my hair.

      Work is torturous. I’m pressed up against the bodies of toned, attractive, successful men, in positions that most women would consider themselves lucky to hold just for a moment. In the middle of it, all I can think of is how much I wish that I were holding Tyler this way. No matter how hot these guys are, none of them hold a candle to what I have to admit is the best connection of my life.

      After only three hours of work, I use my lunch break to call Tyler’s office, and a young man answers the phone.

      “This is VirtuGym on Main Street; how can we help you reach your personal fitness goals today?” he greets cheerily.

      “Oh, um,” I stammer, “I’m not looking for a membership or anything,” I start. “I’m calling to speak to Tyler Cross. Is he in his office?”

      The young man pauses. “He’s in a meeting presently,” he says, “but if you leave your name and number, I’m sure he’ll call you back at his earliest convenience.”

      “Mel Page,” I reply, “and my number is—”

      “Oh!” the man exclaims. “You should’ve said so! Mr. Cross has a meeting available tomorrow morning, if that works for you.”

      I’m caught off guard. I wasn’t expecting to see him in person at all, really, since we’re both so busy. But since it sounds like he’s cleared his schedule for me, I decide that the least I can do is shift an appointment around.

      “Does 8 a.m. work for him?” I ask, trying not to sound as surprised as I feel.

      “Yup!” he says cheerfully. “We’ll see you then, Miss Page!”

      Once I’ve hung up, I let my phone drop down to my side and sigh, leaning heavily against the wall behind me.

      I don’t quite know how to feel about the fact that I’ll be seeing Tyler tomorrow. I’d expected to have more time to think about his offer, but if we’re meeting tomorrow, he’s going to expect an answer.

      I’ve never been one to just wing it and hope that everything works out for the best. I don’t often trust my own intuition, preferring to form a careful, long-thought-out plan about every decision. As I so often am, when dealing with Tyler Cross, I’m left feeling equal parts thrilled and nervous, worried and intrigued.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I show up outside Tyler’s office at 7:59 the next morning, wearing a blue blouse and a short black shirt. The morning is already fairly warm, promising a hot afternoon, and I smooth my clothes down with one hand before pushing open the door to the original VirtuGym.

      It looks much different during the day. The only other time I’ve seen the building was the night of the grand opening party, when it was filled with decorations and people. In the pink early morning sunlight, it looks much more mundane, more real. The gym interior is also different, filled with equipment like stationary bikes and treadmills. In short, it looks like a gym instead of a club. It looks, I think, like a much nicer version of the gym I work at now.

      “Mr. Cross is in his office,” the secretary says, startling me from my introspection.

      “Oh,” I stammer, shaking my head to clear it. “Thank you. Can I just go on inside?”

      “Sure, he’s waiting for you.” The young man smiles. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      I take a steadying breath, attempting to calm myself before I walk into Tyler’s office. The dreams I’ve been having about him every time I close my eyes are swimming through my mind. I still haven’t decided what I’m going to say to him. I know, on the one hand, that I shouldn’t accept his offer; it would be an affront to Jackson. On the other hand, something about Tyler makes my knees buckle, and I feel helpless to resist whatever he asks of me.

      I knock on the door and don’t wait for a reply before pushing it open. Tyler is sitting at his desk, typing on his laptop, and looking sexy as ever.

      “Mel,” he greets professionally. “Please, take a seat.”

      The second the door closes behind me, desire sweeps over my body—knowing that it’s just him and me, and that no one else can see. No one else matters. It’s just like those first two secret nights. There are no consequences, no reason not to just lean in and kiss him.

      So, that’s exactly what I do. Tyler is sitting up straight in his chair, prepared for a formal meeting in which we will discuss a job offer and terms and conditions, but that’s not what I want. Right now, I’m going to act on my own selfish lust.

      I step forward, reach across his desk, and pull him toward me by the knot of his tie, kissing him on the lips. I feel him tense for a moment in surprise before he melts into it and begins to kiss me back. He slips his tongue in my mouth, softly but assertively, and I’m suddenly all too aware of how far away from him I am with both of us leaning against separate sides of his desk.

      Tyler seems to realize the same thing, as he pulls away for a moment to swipe the things off his desk. He’s treating me like one of the girls in the movies that I’ve always wanted to be, with the passion that I’ve never thought someone could feel for someone plain like me.

      Before I can think twice about what I’m doing, I crawl up onto his desk so my knees are on the hardwood, leaning down slightly to continue the kiss. I’ve never been taller than a man I’ve kissed, and the power rush is slightly intoxicating. I tear off his suit jacket at the same time that he rips off my blouse. I hear buttons popping off and I don’t care.

      Roughly, desperately, I take off his belt and pants, then swing my legs to the side so that I’m sitting on his desk rather than kneeling.

      He kisses me hungrily, pulls my skirt down with no regard for anything except his own needs, and I feel both undignified and irresistibly attractive. We’re like animals, unable to control ourselves, or teenagers in the back of a car, all hungry hands and the need to be closer. I moan when he bites my bottom lip, and he shushes me.

      “Jonathan will hear us,” he whispers huskily in my ear, his voice so warm that it sends tingles down my spine.

      We’ve got to be silent. I can do that. I kiss down his smooth chest and chiseled abs until my lips reach the line of his boxers, then tug them down mercilessly.

      “These are in my way,” I tell him.

      Tyler seems to have no problem with that. He bites at my collarbone, pulling me close enough that I can wrap my legs around his hips. I can feel the pressure of desire building between my thighs, hot and urgent. My kisses are clumsy, like we’re trying to make up for all the time we’ve lost and compact every wasted second into one magical, explosive encounter.

      “Tyler,” I moan, unable to remember any words that aren’t his name.

      He mutes me with another firm kiss, a gentle reminder that we must be silent. That, too, is thrilling. With Tyler, there’s something dangerous about every time we’re together—there’s someone to hide it from, some reason we shouldn’t be together, not here, not now. The chemistry that we have together is like an unstable reaction trying to reach equilibrium: explosive, but unstoppable.

      I feel like a prisoner to my own desires, which isn’t something I’m used to. I control every other aspect of my life from my diet to my exercise to my every activity, but as soon as Tyler looks at me, my self-control is gone.

      He pumps fireworks inside me and I bite my tongue against the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever experienced. I’ve spent the past five years nervous to have sex again, unsure how it might compare to those nights with Tyler, and now, I’m positive that nothing in the world could compare to this.

      Tyler’s sweaty, hot body relaxes, though his muscles are still rock-solid against me. I’m all but lying down on his desk with him looming over me, leaning against the edge of the desk for support. He kisses me even deeper as he helps me sit up, both of us exhausted from the exertion.

      “That was…” I trail off, breathing hard, “incredible.”

      I don’t want to sound immature, or like I’m somehow under his spell, but I can’t help it. Thankfully, to my relief, he nods in agreement.

      “You’re incredible,” he says quietly, looking me fiercely in the eyes.

      Tyler has one arm around me, still naked and vulnerable. He kisses my hair softly, and I’m keenly aware of just how tangled it is, especially compared to how neatly I’d tied it up this morning in preparation for the meeting. He’s running his hand through it, lightly working out each knot with his fingers.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that for years,” I admit in a hushed tone.

      Tyler’s hand stops stroking my hair. “Really? You have?” he asks, sounding much more surprised than I’d expected.

      How could it come as a shock to him that I still wanted him after all this time? Unless…unless he just doesn’t understand the feeling.

      “Yes,” I reply, turning on my side to face him. “Haven’t you?”

      He looks almost offended by the insinuation. “Of course I have,” he says instantly. “I just…if I’d known that you felt the same way, I would have called you sooner.”

      I grin, kissing him once more. “Oh yeah?” I tease, stroking his chiseled chest with the palm of my hand. “How much sooner?”

      “Five years sooner,” he answers, cupping my cheek in his hand.

      “You should have,” I tell him. “I’ve been dying to relive the best sex I’ve ever had.”

      Tyler smirks so deviously that I can’t decide whether or not I regret stroking his ego.

      “The best sex you’ve ever had?” he challenges.

      Suddenly, I’m embarrassed. Tyler was my first, and there haven’t really been many others in between, but I’m probably facing a lot more competition. I’ve told him he’s the best I’ve ever had, and I wasn’t exaggerating, but what if I don’t even rank on his list?

      “Yes,” I maintain. “It’s like a drug. I got one fix, and I’ve been craving another ever since,” I confess.

      He kisses me softly on the forehead. “If I’m being honest,” he says, “you’re the best I’ve ever had, too. If I’d known that you felt that way, I wouldn’t have hesitated. You have no idea how many times I’ve wanted to.”

      I sit up, feeling chilled lying on the desk, suddenly afraid that Tyler’s secretary might come to check on us. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m here—Tyler is something of a celebrity in San Bravado, and his affairs can constitute tabloid news…especially if they involve the younger sister of his former business partner.

      His business partner. Shit, I think. Jackson.

      All at once, I’m overwhelmed with guilt and shame. All the reasons that I haven’t called Tyler flash in my mind, and I can’t help but cringe at the memories of my brother’s face when he first told me that Tyler had bought him out of the business, or the tone of his voice when he tells me week after week that he’s still working at the cellphone store. Tyler is the reason that Jackson never got what he wanted in life—even when he’d been so, so close to it at one point. He cheated Jackson out of all the work that he put into the business and didn’t felt an ounce of hurt over it.

      I gather my clothes and begin to put them on, not even caring that my hair is wild and my lipstick is probably smudged. So long as my skirt is on properly and I manage to do up what few buttons remain on my shirt before I storm out, I’m happy.

      “Mel?” Tyler calls, not quite understanding the sudden change in me. “What’s wrong?”

      I scoff. “Everything about this was wrong.”

      Somehow, I really can’t find the energy to be angry anymore—I think that mostly, I feel like a traitor. What happened five years ago is Tyler’s fault, sure; but what happened here today is all on me. I acted like a smitten young girl sneaking out after curfew to see her boyfriend, or like an addict left unsupervised.

      I gave in to my most primal desires, and now, I’m ashamed.

      “What are you talking about?” Tyler asks, but I’m already dressed and halfway out the door.

      “I’ll call you,” I tell him, slamming the office door behind me.

      I have no idea what to feel, but I know I can’t sort it out if Tyler is around. Right now, I have to be alone.
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      I have no idea how Mel is going to react to seeing me as I pull into the parking lot of her apartment, nearly a week after we had sex. She hastily told me that she would call me as she rushed out immediately after, but I haven’t gotten so much as a text from her since, and I’m not in the habit of waiting around for other people to make a move.

      My phone still has her birthday saved in her contact info—something I added five years ago and never got around to deleting—and it’s today. She didn’t mentioned anything about it during our lunch, but if I remember correctly from one of our first conversations, she’s not someone who enjoys huge parties, and thus doesn’t like to make a big deal of her birthday.

      I knew I couldn’t just let the date come and go without doing something for her, however, so I had my secretary look up her address. It had taken a few cheap background checks on dubiously trustworthy websites, but when he finally got an apartment number here in San Bravado that was just down the street from Shape Up, I decided to take the chance on that address.

      Champagne and flowers in hand, I head to her apartment complex, arriving shortly after eight p.m., and head up to the third floor of the building to find her unit.

      I knock on the door three times, waiting several moments for a response and not getting one. Mel must be out, which shouldn’t surprise me. Perhaps a group of her coworkers has taken her out for a birthday celebration, or maybe she’s having dinner with her brother. Hopefully, none of her male clients have asked to take her out for the special occasion.

      After knocking again, waiting, and deciding definitively that Mel isn’t home yet, a memory comes back to me—something she told me the first time we met. When she’d first moved in, she’d locked herself out of her apartment so many times that she’d decided to hide a key. At the time, I’d thought it was cute, endearing. I doubt, of course, that she’s done the same thing at this place—after all, nearly five years had passed, and she’s now a successful young professional rather than a scatterbrained young girl moving to a new city.

      I can’t imagine that she’s hidden a key outside her apartment, but the only way to find out is to pull up the mat and check…

      Turns out, Mel does still keep a spare key under her doormat.

      Closing the door behind me, I begin stripping petals off the roses, creating a path from the doorway of her apartment to her bedroom.

      Just as I finish up, I hear the sound of a key in the door. Mel isn’t talking, so I assume she’s alone, which is a relief. She swings the door open and yelps in surprise when she sees the rose petals. A moment later, she’s standing in the doorway, looking awestruck and confused.

      “What are you doing here?” she breathes, clutching her chest and trying to catch her breath from the shock. “You scared the life out of me!”

      “Sorry,” I chuckle. “You look gorgeous, if that helps?”

      She’s dressed in a tight purple dress that hugs her curves in all the right places, low-cut in both the front and the back but still hanging gracefully over one shoulder.

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t answer my question,” she points out.

      I don’t answer immediately. I’m fixated on her dark lipstick, on the way her smoky eyeshadow brings out her eyes and the way her hair falls in soft curls that frame her face as she leans against the doorframe.

      “Right,” I reply, reaching for the champagne. “I wanted to wish you a happy birthday.”

      Her mouth forms a perfect little “O” shape as she eyes the bottle.

      “Let me get some glasses,” she says, sounding flustered.

      I follow her into the kitchen and enjoy the view of her as she reaches into a top cabinet for the flutes. She hands them to me, and I don’t even pretend I wasn’t staring. I pop the cork and pour us each a glass, holding mine up in a toast.

      “Happy birthday, Mel,” I say.

      “Thanks,” she breathes, then takes a sip. “This is delicious,” she adds, unable to keep herself from smiling.

      Before she can ask another question, I reach into my suit pocket.

      “I brought you a present,” I tell her.

      Mel’s expression turns apprehensive. “Tyler, you didn’t have to do that,” she scolds, but she sits down at the kitchen counter next to me, anyway. “What is it?”

      I laugh, clutching the trinket in my fist before opening my palm flat to show her. Mel gasps audibly when she recognizes the locket that she left in my apartment five years ago.

      “That’s—you kept that all this time?” she stammers, picking it up gently. She opens the tiny, heart-shaped locket to reveal an old family photo—a picture of her and her brother when they were kids, wearing their Sunday best. It looks like it may have been a Christmas card at some point.

      “Of course,” I tell her.

      “But you kept it,” she whispers. “You could have just mailed it to me, or something. Why would you hold onto this?”

      “Because,” I say, my tone becoming serious, “I always knew that I’d see you again someday. I knew that if I held onto that locket, that you’d come back to me. And now, here you are.”

      “Here I am,” Mel agrees.

      She turns so that I can clasp the necklace behind her, then looks back at me.

      “Beautiful, as always,” I tell her.

      “Thank you,” she says with enough weight that I know she’s not just talking about the assistance with putting on her necklace or the compliment.

      She leans in and kisses me, slow and meaningful, and I feel magnetically drawn to her. The electric heat that ignites inside me when we kiss is now warm instead of hot—softer, but no less pleasant. I realize that I’m not just attracted to her: I have true, deep feelings for her.

      She pulls away and gazes deeply into my eyes.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” she says softly.

      God, I regret nothing more than leaving in the first place.
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      I kiss Tyler passionately, pulling him closer with every second, willing him to need me as badly as I need him. He held onto my necklace for five years. I’ve been so sure that I’d never see him again as long as I lived—I even told him as much on that night I stormed out—but he knew. Even when I swore up and down that I wanted nothing to do with him, we both knew better, and he saved the necklace without even knowing that it was anything more than a trinket to me.

      I can’t kiss him hard enough, can’t sit close enough to him. We’re both so wrapped up in the kiss that neither of us hears the door open. There’s no knock, and only one other person besides me has a key.

      “Mel? Tyler?!” Jackson shouts, aghast. He’s carrying a bag from a local boutique, which I’m sure contains a birthday present for me.

      Immediately, I break off the kiss, my face turning bright red in the process, but the damage is already done. Jackson is furious. The bag and whatever is inside slips from his fingers, and he charges forward, shoving Tyler off the edge of my bed.

      “Jackson, stop!” I yell.

      Without thinking, I leap up and try to pull Jackson off Tyler. By the time I get between them, I have to pry Jackson’s hand off the collar of Tyler’s shirt. Jackson would never risk anything happening to me in the crossfire, so he backs away as soon as I place myself in the middle.

      “I can’t believe this,” Jackson hisses. “Mel, what the—”

      “It’s not what you think,” I lie, desperate to say anything that will placate him.

      It doesn’t work, and Jackson laughs humorlessly.

      “I know exactly what this is,” he snarls. “God, Tyler, I could have expected something like this from you,” he says, “but you, Mel?”

      Hot shame turns my face pink, and I can’t bear to look my brother in the eyes. There’s nothing I can say to argue, because he has every right to be angry.

      “I’m sorry,” I choke out, feeling a lump form in my throat. I’m close to tears, but I have no right to cry right now, so I force myself to blink them away.

      Jackson wrenches his arm away from me and turns to leave, his posture hostile. He steps over the bag he brought for me and stomps to the front door, hovering in the doorway.

      “Jackson, wait,” I beg, but he shakes his head.

      He slams the door behind him but I open it up again and run after him, pursuing him down the stairs of my apartment complex. He’s ignoring me as I call his name, telling him to stop, but I’m faster than he is, so by the time we’re at the bottom of the stairs, I catch up to him.

      “Jackson, hear me out,” I plead. “Tyler was just—”

      “How long have you been seeing him?” he demands, cutting my explanation short.

      I blink, surprised. “He…he surprised me, Jackson. I didn’t know he was going to be here; he just dropped by.”

      “So this is the first time you’ve seen him in five years?” he presses, and I shift awkwardly from foot to foot.

      “Well, he came to my work last week,” I admit. “We…we had lunch.”

      While I don’t want to lie to Jackson again, that’s all the details I want to give. It’s enough to make Jackson look wounded.

      “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I was afraid you’d react…well, like this,” I say, attempting to defend myself.

      He rolls his eyes. “Well, you were right,” he says flatly. “Congrats, Mel. Happy birthday.’’

      The wish is unfriendly, and he takes off right after he says it, leaving me standing there in the lobby, fighting back tears.

      I go back to my apartment, opening the door to find Tyler standing in the middle of my living room, his shirt looking rumpled.

      “I’m so sorry, Mel,” he says, stepping forward protectively. I let him wrap his arms around me, pressing my face to his chest so that he won’t see me tear up. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I reply honestly, shaking my head against his chest. “I’ve never seen him so upset.”

      “Hey,” he says gently, turning my face toward his by my chin so I have to look him in the eyes. “Listen. This is going to blow over.”

      I push his hand away dejectedly, letting him hold my hand for just a moment before becoming overwhelmed with guilt once more. I can’t let Tyler comfort me, not about this.

      “Maybe,” I say vaguely. Jackson has never been one to hold a grudge, but I also can’t see this disappearing so easily.

      “I’m sorry,” he says again. It seems sincere, and I know that this isn’t all his fault, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.

      “I know,” I say instead of accepting. “I think you should go.”

      “Can’t we talk about this?” he asks, but I shake my head. “I just wanted to—”

      “Tyler,” I cut in, my voice quivering with unshed tears. “Please, just leave. I need to work things out with my brother.”

      Tyler nods. He takes my face in his hands once more and strokes my cheek, which I allow for a moment before pushing him off reluctantly.

      I watch him leave, which he does gracefully and respectfully. It takes everything in me not to call after Tyler, too, but my priorities are clear. Besides, I know that no amount of fancy champagne is going to make me feel better.

      As soon as Tyler leaves, I write a lengthy text to Jackson, apologizing for everything. I explain—leaving out all of the sordid details—that Tyler had seen my name in the paper and decided to drop by my work, which had led to a lunch agreement I couldn’t get out of, which had led to tonight. I tell him, not entirely truthfully, that I don’t have any feelings for Tyler, and that if it would make things better, I’ll promise to never see him again.

      While I’m expecting that Jackson has already turned off his phone and probably won’t see my messages until tomorrow, I keep my phone on and in my bed all night while I lie there, trying and failing to sleep.
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      Jackson finally does forgive me. Four days later, I’m meeting him for our weekly brunch. I sit down at our usual table and wait for him to show up, a few minutes late.

      “Hey, Mel,” he says, smiling cheerfully as if nothing had happened at all. Jackson is like that: once something is forgiven, it’s forgotten, too.

      “Jackson,” I reply, standing to give him a hug. “I’m so sorry about—well, you know.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” he says quickly, “but I did want to talk about it.”

      I nod. “Of course. Anything you want.”

      “I don’t care that you saw him again, really,” Jackson begins. “I was shocked, and I reacted poorly, but that honestly doesn’t bother me. I’m just worried.”

      “Worried?” I echo, confused. “Why would you be worried?”

      Jackson sighs. “Tyler’s a prick,” he tells me, as if it’s a fact rather than his opinion. Until a few days ago, I can’t even say that I’d have disagreed.

      “He’s manipulative, and a liar. Guys like him will do or say anything to get what they want.”

      I cross my arms. Jackson has always been protective of me, but I thought that it would subside as we got older.

      “And what do you think he wants from me?” I challenge, and Jackson looks at me like the answer is obvious.

      “The same thing all guys want, Mel,” he says. “He’s using you because he wants to sleep with you.”

      I shake my head. “Look, I thought the same thing before,” I confess, “but you haven’t talked to him lately. He’s not the same person he was five years ago.”

      “Of course he is,” Jackson argues, “and he always will be. You think guys like that change? Come on, Mel. Be smart about this.”

      “Okay,” I concede, wanting to prevent another fight, “I hear you. I just really think that you should consider giving him a second chance. He’s different now.”

      Jackson rolls his eyes. “That’s just what he wants you to think,” he says. “Believe me, I know guys like Tyler, and they’re all the same. Once he gets what he wants, he’ll be on his way again, and he won’t care who he leaves behind.”

      That was true, once, I suppose. Could Jackson be right?

      He looks at me sympathetically. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt,” he tells me, and I nod.

      “I won’t,” I promise. It can’t hurt to keep my guard up. After all, Tyler was raised with everything handed to him, and is clearly used to getting what he wants. Plus, all the success he’s had since then couldn’t have come without stepping on a few people along the way.

      Jackson gives me a scrutinizing look. “So, you’re not going to see him again?”

      It’s completely unlike him to step into my personal life like this, or to want to give me relationship advice. Normally, this is a topic that Jackson would avoid, so I know that if he’s pressing it, he must really feel strongly. Maybe he’s right—Jackson knew him better than I did, anyway, so what do I know?

      “I’m not going to see him again,” I promise.

      “Good,” Jackson sighs in relief. “Now that that’s over, how about we order some mimosas?”
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      It takes all of twenty-four hours for me to break my promise to Jackson. I’d planned to cut Tyler out entirely, really I had, but when he sent me a text the next morning, a sweet greeting alongside a casual picture of himself all dressed and ready for the gym, I realized I couldn’t just not speak to him ever again and leave him entirely in the dark.

      I spoke to his secretary and—though it took quite a bit of convincing—I managed to convince him to give me Tyler’s new address. If I’d thought his apartment was impressive years ago, his current house is mind-blowing.

      I’m in awe when the cab drops me off as close as he can get to the doors of the mansion, which is still quite a distance away. It’s gated, but Tyler’s secretary gave me the code, so I type in the numbers and it opens wide for me to walk through the gate and into the long driveway.

      I finally make my way to the front door and ring the bell. I’m starting to think he might not be in when I hear a rustling noise behind the door. A moment later, it swings open to reveal Tyler, standing there wearing casual jeans and a T-shirt.

      “Mel,” he says warmly, sounding less surprised than he probably is to see me. “What brings you here?”

      I shift from foot to foot. “I was in the neighborhood,” I lie.

      An inquisitive grin spreads across his face. “Doing what, fighting crime?”

      I flush pink. He’s already seen through my excuse, which I should have expected, considering his house is more than half an hour away from my apartment.

      “Fine, you caught me,” I admit. “I dropped by to see you.”

      He moves from the doorway to usher me inside. “Make yourself at home,” he says lightly, closing the door behind me.

      I take a seat on a couch in the living room, glancing around and trying not to look like a child at a zoo, excited and entranced by my surroundings. He’s clearly put more effort into decorating this place than his apartment, though the paintings and decor are all still fairly minimalistic. It at least has a theme, looking more like an adult home than a bachelor pad.

      “You have a beautiful home,” I say, turning to watch him pour two glasses of wine in the kitchen. Against my better instincts, I take the one he offers to me.

      “Thank you,” he says. “Though, I have to be honest—I hired an interior designer. I’m horrible at that sort of thing.”

      I laugh at the predictability. “Well, they did a good job,” I maintain.

      Tyler sits on the couch beside me, his body angled toward mine.

      “So, Mel,” he says seriously, “what really brings you by tonight?”

      I take a deep breath to steady my thoughts. “There’s something I wanted to talk about,” I confess.

      “Oh?” he asks, raising one eyebrow. “Is it about Jackson? I wanted to ask if you two had talked.”

      He’s concerned, polite, but still pressing for the information he wants. It’s very on-brand for Tyler.

      “We did,” I tell him honestly, “and we’ve worked things out. Everything’s okay.”

      Tyler looks relieved. “Good,” he says, his tone low and seductive. “I’m very glad to hear that.”

      He leans in toward me slowly until his lips are hovering over mine, and suddenly, everything that Jackson told me about Tyler seems irrefutable. Though I can still feel the magnetic draw to Tyler, I pull away, putting my hand up over my mouth to stop him from kissing me.

      “Stop,” I whisper. “We shouldn’t.”

      Tyler looks confused. “Why not?” he asks, sitting back against the couch.

      “Because,” I reply, “I know what you’re trying to do.”

      “Then fill me in,” he says, “because I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Is he playing dumb? Or is he just surprised that I’ve figured out his game?

      “You’re going to chew me up and spit me out,” I say. “It’s how guys like you are.”

      Tyler looks wounded. “Where is this coming from?” he asks. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, not exactly,” I confess. “I just…I don’t want to get hurt.”

      He shifts closer to me. “And I don’t want to hurt you,” he says softly. “Talk to me, Mel. Tell me what’s going on.”

      I stand up, setting the wine glass on the table beside the couch.

      “Jackson and I have been talking,” I say, “and I’ve done some thinking of my own…and it all adds up to the bottom line that I can’t see you anymore.”

      Tyler stands, walking after me as I turn to leave. “Don’t go,” he pleads. “Not without telling me what you’re so upset about.”

      “You!” I exclaim, turning to face him. “And me. Us. This just isn’t right. I can’t keep hurting Jackson, and I don’t know if I can trust you after what you did to him.”

      “How do I convince you that you can?” he asks. Looking into his eyes, I can see that he’s serious, but it doesn’t change how I feel.

      “I don’t think you can,” I reply sadly. I bite my bottom lip. “I’m sorry.”

      This time, when I leave, Tyler doesn’t follow me.
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      I’ve never felt crushed in the way that I do as I watch Mel leave my house. She’s not willing to talk to me, which is equal parts upsetting and infuriating, and she already has her mind made up. It’s clear to me that there’s only way I can possibly make things right with her: I need to make things right with her brother.

      For the first time in five years, I pull out my phone and call up Jackson Page. I use my business cell—there’s no way that he’d hear me out if I were to use my own phone—and wait through four rings until I get his voicemail.

      “Mr. Page,” I begin, putting on a voice that I hope is both unrecognizable but not too ridiculous, “this is Don Miller, from corporate. Your boss and I have been talking, and—”

      “Hello?” Jackson picks up the phone in the middle of my message. “I’m sorry for not picking up; I was in the shower. What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to talk about what I can do for you,” I counter. It feels deceptive—and it is—but this is the only way that I’m going to get a face-to-face meeting with Jackson.

      “Sir?” he presses, waiting for me to continue.

      “Your boss has told me a lot of good things about you,” I lie, “and the numbers for your store can tell their own story: you’re something special.”

      I really, really hope that I’m not saying anything that’s untrue that might give me away. Jackson doesn’t stop me, so I guess I haven’t lost him, yet.

      “I want to talk to you about a position higher up,” I offer, and it isn’t entirely a lie. “Are you interested?”

      Jackson laughs disbelievingly. “Of course I’m interested,” he agrees. “Of course. When would you like to meet?”

      “How about Friday evening? We can discuss the specifics over dinner—on the company, of course,” I say.

      Jackson doesn’t even think about it before accepting.

      “Great,” I finish up, “I’ll see you then.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I arrive early on Friday night, sitting at a table in the back, and wait for the two Page siblings to arrive. Mel accepted the invitation immediately—she’s in the same boat as I am in all this, after all—but I held back from telling her the venue, lest she hear from Jackson that he has a business dinner at the same place at the same time. Instead, I sent a car to pick her up.

      Mel is the first to show up. She’s dressed in a short black dress, her hair falling loosely over her shoulders, looking easily gorgeous and effortlessly flawless. When she sees me, she smiles, heading toward the table.

      “Hey,” she says, keeping her voice even and neutral.

      I didn’t tell her any specifics about the dinner. I certainly couldn’t tell her the truth, but I didn’t think it necessary to make up a complicated lie, either. All I mentioned over the phone was that I thought that we should give being “just friends” a try. It looks like she’s dressed for a date, but I don’t point that out.

      “Hi, Mel,” I say, standing to hug her, then pulling out her seat for her. She gives me a warning look, and I shrug. “Hey, we said we’re keeping it friendly; we didn’t say I can’t still be a gentleman.”

      “I’ll allow it,” Mel decides, “but watch yourself, Tyler.” The glare she gives me is playful, almost seductive, but I just laugh.

      “I’ll try to control my chivalrous urges,” I reply.

      Mel sits down and picks up a menu, beginning to look it over. “Have you ordered drinks yet?” she asks.

      “We’re actually waiting on someone else,” I confess, and Mel puts the menu down in confusion.

      “Who else did you invite?” she asks.

      As if on cue, Jackson walks through the doors of the restaurant. I watch him ask the hostess for the fake name under which I’ve reserved the table, then start toward us.

      “Jackson?” Mel squawks as soon as she sees him, and I can tell the moment of recognition when Jackson sees the two of us, too.

      “Son of a bitch,” Jackson mumbles under his breath.

      I stand to greet him. “Good to see you,” I say. “Don Miller.”

      Jackson is not amused by my joke. “What the hell is this?” he snarls. He’s standing, hovering close to the table but clearly not sure as to whether or not he’s going to sit.

      “A meeting,” I reply, “just like I told you on the phone.”

      His eyes flit to his sister with a frown. “Did you know about this?” he asks, and I shake my head before Mel can even get a word in edgewise.

      “She had no idea,” I reassure him. “I just needed you both here tonight.”

      “For what?” Mel asks. “You still haven’t told either of us what we’re doing here.”

      I motion for them to both take their seats, and they do, albeit reluctantly. This is already farther than my worst-case scenario had gotten in my head, so I count the fact that Jackson didn’t just turn and leave as soon as he saw my face as a victory.

      “There’s something that I haven’t been able to stop thinking about for the past five years,” I begin. “I know that things didn’t end well between us, Jackson, and I’m terribly sorry for my role in that. Believe it or not, I’ve changed a lot over the years, and I’ve come to see that I didn’t handle that decision as well as I could have. I’m not trying to make excuses, but I want you to know that I really am sorry.”

      I pause, waiting for interruptions. Jackson is nodding along, his facial expression unreadable, so I continue.

      “Mel, you’re the reason I haven’t been able to just let this go. From the moment I saw you, I was blown away by how beautiful you are. Once I had the opportunity to talk to you, to get to know you…I couldn’t get over how smart and funny and kind you are. You’re one in a million, and I’m not about to let you go because of a mistake I made in my past.”

      “Tyler,” Mel says, “what are you talking about?”

      “I know I screwed up with the deal I offered Jackson,” I say, turning my attention to her brother. “You never forgave me, and I don’t blame you. But I’m not that guy anymore.”

      Jackson looks skeptical. That’s fair—I didn’t expect him to believe me.

      “Yeah?” he challenges. “What’s changed? Because to me, it looks like you’ve tricked me into coming here so you can get what you want. Again.”

      I wince at the accusation, but I’m not letting it deter me. “I only lied because I knew you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth,” I admit.

      “And what is the truth, Tyler?” he asks. “That you’ve seen the error of your ways and reformed yourself?”

      “That I’m not the money-hungry, self-absorbed jerk I was five years ago,” I reply. The self-criticism gets his attention, and he doesn’t argue with me. “I want to make things right between us.”

      “How?” Jackson presses.

      “By offering you the role of vice president at VirtuGym,” I offer. “For starters.”

      Jackson is stunned silent, but Mel isn’t.

      “Jesus,” she says softly. “You want him to rejoin the company?”

      “That’s right,” I maintain. “I want a return to the dream team, the two of us working side by side. And, of course, that includes a huge salary increase. What are you making now?” Jackson opens his mouth to answer, but I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter; I’ll start you on $250K a year.”

      Jackson’s jaw drops. “Tyler, listen—”

      “Wait,” I interrupt. “I’m not done yet. I want you to take half of my shares, too. You’ll be the vice president, but an equal owner. And whatever else you need to make this an offer you can’t refuse.”
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      I sit in stunned silence as Tyler waits for Jackson to respond to his offer. It’s generous, to say the least. The kind of money that Tyler is offering to my brother is life-changing, not to mention that it comes with the added perks of being back in the driver’s seat of the company—his baby, which I know he’s been mourning since he lost it.

      The drama of it all is almost enough to distract me from the things that Tyler said about me.

      “Tyler,” Jackson begins, standing up from the table, “it doesn’t matter what you offer. I’m not going to take another deal from you.”

      Tyler shakes his head, rushing to try to get Jackson to sit back down. His clock is ticking, I’m sure he knows, and this is the only way I can possibly allow him back into my life again. I’m through going behind Jackson’s back, sneaking around like a high-schooler trying to stay out after curfew. From now on, I want to be honest about everything.

      “Surely,” Tyler placates, sounding and looking smooth but definitely hiding frustration, “there must be something. Everyone has—”

      “What, a price?” Jackson finishes, and Tyler looks actually hurt.

      “I was going to say a dream,” he corrects. “I know what I took away from you. You were my friend. I want to give you something that can somehow make up for that loss, if there is such a thing.”

      Jackson scoffs. “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” Tyler asks.

      “It was never about the money, Tyler,” Jackson finishes. “Look, I appreciate the effort you made here, but I’m going to have to decline.”

      Now, I’m holding my breath. What’s he going to say about all the things Tyler just confessed about me? He can’t just ignore them, act like they didn’t happen, can he? I can’t reply, or say anything on my own behalf, without sounding like I’m choosing sides.

      Well, in a way, I am. If I’m asked to choose a side, it will be my brother’s. It has to be, because it’s just him and me. Tyler has everything he could ever want, and being denied one thing, one girl, can’t possibly be as devastating as he’s made it out to be. But for Jackson to lose me to a dispute they had years ago…that’s unforgivable. I want Tyler; I want him more than anything. But what kind of person would I be if I choose him?

      “Wait,” I try, but Jackson is already turning to leave.

      He doesn’t even flinch, not for a moment, and I feel like the walls of my chest are crashing down around my heart. Tyler tried for something, and he failed. I have to leave with Jackson.

      “Jackson, stop,” Tyler insists, reaching out after him and grabbing his wrist to turn him around.

      That flips a switch, and Jackson’s posture goes rigid as he jerks his hand away. “Don’t touch me,” he snaps. “We’re done here.”

      “No, we’re not,” Tyler says, which enrages Jackson immediately.

      “I say we are,” he says through a tight jaw.

      “Jackson, calm down,” I say desperately. “And Tyler, you have to understand that you can’t just buy your way out of everything.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      “I know,” I begin, but Jackson begins talking loudly enough over me that I’m pretty sure my reply is lost.

      “Oh, weren’t you?” Jackson challenges.

      “Of course not,” Tyler replies. “Why would you think that?”

      Jackson tosses his hands up angrily. “Maybe because it’s what you always do! You think you can just get whatever you want because you have the money for it, and guess what? It’s not true. Money isn’t everything.”

      “I never said it was,” Tyler says calmly. He’s trying to diffuse Jackson’s temper, to bring about a rational discussion, but I know Jackson enough to know that Tyler’s cool, unfazed attitude is only going to make him angrier.

      “Tyler’s trying to be different, Jackson,” I interject. No matter how enraged Jackson is, he’d never turn his wrath on me. “Can’t you give him a chance?”

      “Mel’s right,” Tyler agrees. “I’m just asking you to give me a chance. To be your friend again.”

      “You burned that bridge, buddy,” Jackson says coldly. “You had your chance to be a good friend to me, and you stabbed me in the back. There’s no coming back from that.”

      I wish I could take Tyler aside and tell him that Jackson will calm down, eventually. He always does; his forgiving nature prevents him from cutting people out of his life completely. If Tyler just lets him win this one and allows him to sleep on the thought, he’ll probably text him by the end of the week asking him to go out for drinks. Persistence is the key with my brother, but it’s next to impossible to win the argument on the first try.

      Years of experience have left me adept at navigating Jackson’s stubborn nature, but Tyler is too aggressive; there’s no way he’s going to back down from the argument until he thinks that Jackson has seen his point of view. Helplessly watching as they fight, I nearly cry out in relief when Jackson turns and walks out—it’s what he needs, a walk to clear his head.

      Tyler doesn’t see it that way, and pursues him, the table he reserved forgotten. He strides after Jackson as he storms out, and I can do nothing but follow, trying to stop one of them or the other before someone gets hurt.
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      I call Jackson’s name twice, but he ignores me both times as he stomps out of the restaurant. People might be staring, but I can’t bring myself to care. I’m not a man who settles for anything less than exactly what I set out to get, so I don’t back down, even as Mel clearly tries to stop both of us.

      “Stop following me, Tyler,” Jackson spits, turning a hostile gaze on me.

      “Not until you agree to hear me out,” I maintain.

      We’re out on the street now, the air warming from spring to summer. The heat from the sun has left everything uncomfortably muggy, even several hours after it set.

      “Enough!” Jackson snaps, stepping into the crosswalk. “We always have to do things on your terms,” he shouts, turning his back to the street to glare at me, “and I’m sick of it!”

      “Jackson!” I hear Mel screech, and I have no time to react before I see what she’s screaming about.

      In seconds flat, Jackson goes from standing in the street, angry and yelling, to flat on his back, several feet ahead of where he’d been standing.

      The bus stops.

      The driver jumps out and yells, panicking. “Oh, God, I swear I didn’t even see him there; I thought I was clear to make the turn!”

      Mel falls to her knees, next to her brother in the crosswalk. Pedestrians are gathering round in a circle.

      “Don’t just stand there,” I say. “Call an ambulance!”

      The bus driver whips out his cellphone and dials 911, and his voice trails off as he walks shakily back toward the bus.

      Crouching next to Mel, I see that Jackson is in bad shape. Even in the low light of evening, I can see that he’s bleeding from multiple abrasions. His hands are a wreck, scraped to hell from where he tried to brace his fall, and his clothes are torn and dirty from hitting the ground.

      “Is he…?” Mel trails off, afraid to finish her sentence.

      I reach out and press two fingers to Jackson’s neck, sighing in relief when I find a pulse, weak but steady.

      “He’s alive,” I reassure her, and she immediately bursts into tears. “He’s going to be okay, Mel. I swear.”

      She strokes his hair, choking up when he starts to wince in pain, a clear sign that he’s regaining consciousness.

      “I think he’s coming to,” I murmur, shrugging out of my suit coat and putting it over him.

      “Mel?” Jackson rasps weakly. “What happened?”

      “Shh,” Mel soothes. “Don’t try to speak. You’re okay.”

      “Everything hurts,” he moans, his eyes fluttering shut again.

      “No, no,” she objects. “You have to stay awake.”

      “An ambulance is on the way,” I promise.

      Jackson rolls his head toward me as if noticing for the first time that I’m even here. “I’m still pissed at you,” he reminds me.

      I can’t help but chuckle. “I know,” I say. “Be mad later. For now, just focus on keeping your eyes open.”

      His eyes flutter again, this time taking much more effort for him to pry them back open.

      “I think I’m gonna sleep,” he mumbles.

      Mel taps at his face, which he winces at.

      “Stay awake,” she commands, taking a more authoritative tone than I’ve ever heard her use. She must be terrified. I know I am.

      “Can’t,” he whispers. “Sorry.”

      Mel pales when his eyes fall shut. “Jackson?” she tries, shaking his shoulders lightly. “Don’t do this,” she pleads.

      I gradually become aware of sirens and flashing lights as the ambulance arrives. The paramedics show up prepared with a gurney and back brace, moving us out of the way.

      “What hospital are you taking him to?” I ask one of the paramedics who is not currently busy trying to load Jackson into the ambulance.

      The EMT pauses in front of Mel and me. “Are you family?” she asks, and I reflexively nod.

      “I am,” Mel speaks up. “I’m his sister.”

      She nods. “UCSB Medical Center, on Camino Cordero,” she replies.

      Mel glances at me. “Meet us there,” she tells me, starting toward the ambulance.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the paramedic says, stepping in front of her. “Only parents of injured children are allowed to ride in the ambulance.”

      Mel looks as if she might cry. “Please,” she reasons, “what if he wakes up? He’ll want someone with him—”

      “We’re going to take good care of him,” the paramedic replies. “You can meet us at the hospital.”

      Jackson, by this time, is already loaded into the ambulance, so the paramedic hops into the back and slams the door, leaving Mel and me standing in the street. The tear stains on her cheeks glow red in the lights of the ambulance.

      “Come on,” I say gently. “I’ll drive.”

      I put a comforting arm around Mel and lead her to my car. She’s shaking, so I pull her close and give her a reassuring squeeze. I’m not parked far from the crosswalk—just around the corner—so I don’t let go of her until we’re at my car.

      I turn to look at her once we’re sat in the front. Mel looks dazed, staring down at her hands which she folds into her lap. I’m a little worried she’s in shock, having just seen something so terrible and not even being able to go with Jackson in the ambulance. As much as I can feel my own hands shaking, I can’t imagine how she must be feeling right now.

      “Mel,” I say gently, wanting to make sure she’s at least stable before I set off.

      She doesn’t look at me, shaking her head when I call her name again.

      “I don’t want to talk,” she finally utters, her voice weak.

      “You don’t have to,” I reassure her. “Just look at me for a second.”

      Mel cooperates, looking up at me. The tears in her eyes spill over onto her cheek when she blinks.

      “He’s going to be okay,” I say again. It’s a hollow promise; I don’t know—I can’t know. Somehow, though, the empty promise seems to comfort her, and she takes a steadying breath and nods.

      “I know,” she says. “I have to believe that.”

      Satisfied with the response, I pat her hand gently and start the engine.

      “All right,” I announce, “let’s go.”
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      I’m numb as Tyler speeds us toward the hospital. I feel like I’m drowning. I can’t feel my fingers; I can’t breathe; I can’t think. The accident keeps playing over and over in my head like a broken record, a movie that keeps starting over as soon as it’s ended. How can I possibly believe that he’s going to be okay after that?

      “Mel?” Tyler asks, not looking over at me. He’s watching the road, and I’m glad for that, because he’s definitely driving over the speed limit. “You okay?”

      “Peachy,” I reply sarcastically. I don’t mean to be snappish or cruel, and I know that he’s doing me a huge favor by driving me to the hospital, but I can’t help it. I’m terrified. Tyler could have gone home, told me that he didn’t want to deal with this and gotten me a cab, but he’s with me, trying to reach out and make sure I’m okay.

      “You don’t have to be okay,” Tyler says, “I know you’re upset.”

      “Of course I’m upset!” I exclaim, burying my face in my hands miserably. “My brother could be dying, and they won’t even let me ride in the ambulance with him!”

      “We’ll be with him in ten minutes,” Tyler reassures me. “Less, if I make all the lights. I’m going as fast as I can.”

      I know he’s doing his best, and I appreciate it, deep down. However, all I can think about right now is that it’s not enough, because I want to already be there, and instead, I’m stuck on the freeway with no information on how Jackson’s doing and unable to do anything to help.

      “I just feel so useless,” I cry. The tears that I’ve been trying to hold back are spilling down my face, and I don’t care enough to wipe them away. Instead, they just drip down my chin, creating dark spots on my skirt and the interior of Tyler’s seats. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m not trying to be bitchy. I’m just worried.”

      Tyler’s hand reaches out and squeezes mine comfortingly. “You’re not being bitchy,” he reassures me. “Don’t apologize. You have every right to be angry.”

      I can’t believe how tender he’s being. Tyler isn’t the kind of man that takes insult lightly, and yet, even though I’m saying things to him that I know that I’ll regret when I’m back in my right mind, he’s telling me that it’s okay. He’s trying to talk to me about my feelings, even though I know that’s not his forte. The effort is a bit clumsy, but I’m swept away by it, anyway. Someday, I’ll tell him that.

      For now, I just take his free hand and squeeze it back.

      I look up at the freeway, watching as it passes by quickly, but not fast enough. Traffic is light tonight, which is typical for San Bravado on a Friday night—people are heading into the party district of the city, not away from it as we are. Tyler drives as fast as he can, never taking his hand away from mine until he needs it to park in the hospital parking lot.

      I sprint to the emergency department desk. I’m out of breath by the time the nurse asks me if I’m here with an emergency or to see someone.

      “My brother was brought in by an ambulance,” I reply, trying to keep the frantic fear out of my voice. “His name is Jackson Page.”

      The nurse types into his computer for a few seconds before he looks back up to me.

      “Your brother is in the intensive care unit,” he informs me.

      In that moment, I thankfully realize that Tyler is behind me, because he stabilizes me from the back as my knees threaten to buckle.

      “Can we see him?” Tyler asks, and the nurse frowns.

      “The ICU is immediate family only,” he says. “Who are you?”

      Tyler looks to me imperceptibly, allowing me to answer, though he could easily tell the lie he’d need to make up to be able to see Jackson. He’s waiting to see whether or not I want him in the room.

      “This is my husband,” I lie. “Jackson’s brother-in-law.”

      The nurse accepts this, and points down the hall toward the elevators.

      “Second floor, take a left out of the elevator,” he instructs. “Mr. Page is in room 238.”

      I thank the nurse and start down the hall. There, I press the elevator button, wait for a moment, and decide that it’s taking too long before throwing open the door to the stairs and running up them to the second floor. Tyler is right behind me the whole time.

      I hesitate in the lobby of the ICU, so Tyler takes my hand and tugs me to the left.

      “This way,” he says, and I follow him blindly. I was too upset to remember to listen to anything but the room number, and once again I’m glad that he’s here with me.

      Finally, the numbers above the doors start to approach the one in which Jackson is being treated, and there is a doctor standing in the open doorway of room 238.

      “Are you Jackson’s doctor?” I ask the woman holding the clipboard. It feels like a stupid question, but she smiles kindly, anyway.

      “You’re his sister?” she asks, and I nod. “He’s only woken up twice—very briefly—but both times, he’s asked about you.”

      I try to choke back tears. “Is he okay?” I ask.

      The doctor motions Tyler and I into the hospital room. Tyler offers me the only visitor’s seat, which I take.

      “Your brother is lucky to have survived,” she begins.

      Tyler squeezes my hand as I swallow around a lump in my throat.

      “So, he’s going to make it?” Tyler asks hopefully, and I watch a grim shadow overtake the doctor’s face.

      “I’m going to be blunt with you both,” she begins, “his injuries are serious. Thankfully, he didn’t sustain any head trauma, but there was significant internal bleeding. He’ll be taken into surgery momentarily, and if a blood transfusion is needed, the surgeon will make that call.”

      I sigh in relief. This isn’t the best news, but anything is better than the scenario I’ve been going over and over in my head since the paramedics whisked him away.

      “He’s going to be okay,” I say. I need to hear it out loud.

      “Well, there’s one more thing,” the doctor adds, and I feel that crushing feeling grip my chest again.

      “What is it?” I ask, barely managing to breathe past the lump in my throat.

      “Your brother sustained blunt force trauma to the abdomen,” she explains, “and it severely damaged his kidneys.”

      “Can you fix it?” I ask hopefully.

      “I’m afraid not,” she tells me. “Dialysis can keep him alive for the short term, but in order to recover fully, he’ll need a transplant.”

      “Give him mine,” I say immediately. “How can I give him my kidney?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” she replies. “Just because you’re a blood relative, doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re a match. I take it you’d be willing to be tested?”

      “Of course,” I say. “How fast can you test me? And, if I’m a match, how soon can you perform the surgery?”

      The doctor smiles patiently, despite the fact that my mind is moving a hundred miles a second. “We’ll test you as soon as possible,” she says. “However, we’d like to test as many people as we can. Do you have any other siblings? What about parents?”

      I shake my head. “Our parents passed when we were teenagers,” I explain, “and we don’t have other siblings.”

      “Test me,” Tyler says.

      I look at him, unsure whether he even knows what he’s just offered, and he shrugs.

      “I know the chances are slim, but it’s worth a shot.”

      The doctor nods. “Any additional person increases his odds,” she agrees. “If you’re not a match, he’ll have to go onto the registry list, and that can be a long, arduous process.”

      I swallow nervously, my mouth dry. “How soon can we be tested?” I ask.

      The doctor shows Tyler and me out of the room and directs us to a lab downstairs. The basement lab is colder than the ICU. As soon as Tyler and I enter, we’re ushered into two cubicles side by side.

      “Hi there, sweetie,” the nurse—a cheerful, shorter woman—chirps. The staff down here look a lot happier and more jovial than the people upstairs, and it lifts my spirits just a bit.

      “Hi,” I reply, eyeing the syringe in her hands nervously.

      She seems to notice. “Squeamish about needles?” she asks sympathetically.

      I flush in embarrassment. “Sorry,” I say awkwardly.

      “Well, I’ll be gentle,” she promises, “but it looks like your husband is finishing up already.”

      “My husband—oh,” I remember the cover story I’ve used, and assume that she’s been told the same thing that we told the doctors upstairs. “Yes, I know it will be fine; I’m just a little nervous.”

      “Sir,” the nurse calls, grabbing Tyler’s attention as he walks past this cubicle and toward the waiting room, “I think that it would be a good idea to hold your wife’s hand for this part.”

      Tyler nods, then stands next to me, rubbing one hand over my free arm. My eyes are glued to the spot on my elbow the nurse is about to poke until Tyler tilts my chin the other way to look him in the eyes.

      “Don’t look at that,” he instructs calmly. “Look at me.”

      I let myself get lost in his brown eyes while the nurse sticks me with the needle, and I flinch. Tyler grips me tighter and soothes me with encouraging whispers until she takes the needle out of my arm.

      “You’re all done, honey,” she says. “The samples will be sent straight to processing, and someone will let you know the results by the end of the night.”

      We thank the nurse, then head back into the waiting room.

      “Mel, it’s getting late,” Tyler says to me, shaking me from my thoughts, which are nothing more than spiraling worry.

      I glance at my phone and see that it’s after midnight.

      “I didn’t even realize,” I confess. “I’ve been so caught up in everything else. I’m sorry; if you want to go home, you can.”

      Tyler shakes his head immediately. “No, that’s not what I meant,” he says, as if offended that I even made that assumption. “I was just wondering if you needed anything from your apartment. I could go grab you a change of clothes, or a phone charger or something.”

      “Oh,” I mumble, blushing slightly. I don’t really care about my clothes or my phone right now. “I’m okay. I have everything I need for tonight.”

      “I can grab us some takeout, if you’re up to eating,” he offers, and I turn my nose up.

      “I’m really not hungry,” I reply, “but thanks anyway. You really don’t have to stay, Tyler—I’ll keep you updated on anything that changes, if you want to get some sleep. I know you have work tomorrow.”

      “Hey,” he objects sternly, taking my cheek in his hand gently, “I’m not just here for Jackson, Mel. Someone needs to be here to make sure you’re okay. I want to make sure you’ve got everything you need.”

      His kindness is overwhelming. I’m not used to people taking care of me like this. For the past few years, I’ve been on my own, taking care of Jackson when I could. Never in my life have I been used to someone watching out for me like Tyler is trying to do right now.

      “I can’t thank you enough,” I tell him. Stretching, I feel my sore, tense muscles relax a bit, and the tiredness that washes over me afterward. “God, I’m exhausted,” I tell him.

      Tyler tugs me to the side to rest my head on his shoulder in the uncomfortable hospital waiting room chair.

      “Why don’t you try to get some rest,” he suggests. “I’ll wake you up if a doctor comes.”

      I nod, my eyes closing on their own.
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* * *

      When I wake up, it’s to Tyler shifting to sit up straighter to talk to a doctor. Before he can even move to wake me, I’m rubbing my eyes and clearing my throat to talk to the doctor. The clock says that I’ve been asleep for over two hours.

      “Family of Jackson Page?” the surgeon asks, and I nod nervously. “He’s out of surgery. It went as well as we could have expected, and he’s in recovery. We’re just waiting for him to wake up before we can transport him back to his room.”

      I could cry with how relieved I feel. “That’s amazing news,” I say, choking back tears, “thank you.”

      The surgeon nods cordially, turning a few pages in his clipboard to read a new document.

      “I’ve also got the results of both of your donor match results,” he says. “Which one of you is Mel Page?”

      “I am,” I reply. “Am I a match?”

      Heartbreakingly, the doctor shakes his head.

      “Unfortunately, you weren’t. The chance of…”

      My ears ring through the rest of his explanation after; I feel like I’m underwater.

      “Mel, did you hear that?” Tyler asks, and I blink to clear my head.

      “Hear what?”

      “The surgeon said I’m a match.”

      My jaw drops. “What?” I ask, completely dumbfounded.

      The sinking feeling leaves my stomach, and my fingers begin tingling as adrenaline rushes through my body.

      “There are,” the surgeon interrupts, “still a few more tests that your husband will have to undergo to ensure that he is physically eligible to donate—but, yes, his kidney is a viable match.”

      “And you, Tyler…” I can’t seem to bring myself to finish the sentence, but I have to know the answer. “You really want to do that? You’re willing to give up your kidney for him?”

      Tyler frowns. “Of course I am,” he replies without missing a beat.

      “But there are all kinds of risks with surgery,” I warn, “and plus, doesn’t living with just one kidney put you at risk for…I don’t know, infections and stuff?”

      “Mel, relax,” he placates, brushing my hair away from my face with a tender hand. “I’m perfectly healthy, and I’m fit and active. The lifespan of someone with one kidney is normal; they told us that, remember? I’m going to do this.”

      “I just…I really thought you two hated each other,” I say, still in shock.

      “I don’t hate him,” he reassures me. “I want to do this for him. And for you.”

      “Well,” the surgeon cuts in, “sir, if you’re ready, I’d like to get you checked in to begin your preliminary testing. Time is of the essence.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” I ask.

      Tyler turns to me and presses a kiss to my lips, slow and caring.

      “Go to Jackson,” he tells me, “and don’t worry. I’m fine on my own. I’ll be back in no time.”

      Tyler follows the surgeon and I watch him go until he disappears behind a door. I send up a quick prayer to the universe that everything will go smoothly for him, then make my way over to see if Jackson has woken up yet.
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      I spend the next several hours undergoing tests to ensure that I’m healthy enough for surgery, and that my kidney is fit to donate. Finally, after an exhausting barrage of medical devices, I’m allowed to rest in my hospital bed and watch some late-night television until the doctor comes in once again.

      “Mr. Cross,” the surgeon greets, “the results of your tests are back, and everything looks good. After you sign these consent forms, we’ll be ready to take both of you in for surgery.”

      The form is long and contains more information than I’ve ever written out in my life. I swear, this hospital knows me better than my own mother. I barely even register the knock at the door of my hospital room until I hear a familiar voice.

      “Hey,” Mel greets, “mind if I come in?”

      “Of course not,” I say, motioning to the chair by the bed. “I thought you were with Jackson.”

      Mel shrugs and smiles at me as she takes a seat. She looks exhausted—she clearly hasn’t slept since I left her, and the habit she has of twirling her hair with her fingers has left some parts of it messily curled. Her face looks tired and pale, but she’s still gorgeous even with everything working against her. As for me, I’m already wearing an unflattering hospital gown, barefoot and uncomfortable in the bed.

      “He’s still asleep,” she explains, “and I wanted to come to tell you good luck before you went under.”

      I chuckle. “Thank you,” I say, running an anxious hand through my hair. Even though I’m confident that I’m making the right choice, and I have no second thoughts about what I’m doing, I can’t help but be nervous.

      “Love the outfit,” Mel teases, her tone trying for jokey but falling short. I realize that she’s trying to be lighthearted for my sake.

      “Yeah, I’m not so sure,” I reply. “I think it’s too much like what I sleep in.”

      Mel laughs, a sound that’s much needed for both of us.

      “Well, the color is good on you,” she says.

      “Mr. Cross,” a nurse calls, knocking on the door, “I’ve been told that it’s time to take you in. Are you ready?”
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* * *

      When I wake up, it’s in a different room than that in which I fell asleep. The walls are white and everything smells sterile. I come to slowly, feeling a bit hazy and drowsy as I try to remember where I am and what happened.

      “He’s waking up!” a sweet, melodic voice says.

      “Mel?” I ask, prying my eyes open to look at her. There are tears in her eyes, but she’s smiling. I hope that’s a good thing.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” she greets happily. “Good to see you’re awake. You know where you are?”

      It takes a moment for me to sort through my thoughts, but once I do, I nod. The accident, the surgery, the transplant.

      “I’m glad,” she sighs in relief. “Are you in pain?”

      Oh, absolutely. Everything aches as if I’ve just had a really intense workout, and my abdomen is extremely tender.

      I shake my head no, knowing that if I say yes, she’ll call a nurse to give me more painkillers, and that will likely put me back to sleep. I mustn’t be too convincing in my reply, though, because Mel looks skeptical, so I decide to change the subject.

      “How’s Jackson?” I ask. My throat is dry, noticeably so, and Mel hands me a small cup full of ice cubes. I take one and begin to suck on it.

      “He’s doing really well,” she says, and I can see her eyes light up. “He woke up about ten minutes ago. The doctors are really optimistic. And it’s all because of you.”

      I shake my head, unwilling to accept praise of which I’m not deserving.

      “Mel, you’d have done the same thing if you’d been a match,” I remind her.

      She looks at me sternly, stilling my shifting in the bed.

      “He’s my brother,” she points out. I open my mouth to argue, but she rolls her eyes and cuts me off. “Just make this easy on both of us and accept the compliment,” she commands.

      “Fine—if you want to tell me how amazing I am, feel free.”

      “I do,” she says, “but your doctors say that you should be resting. I don’t want to keep you awake.”

      “I’m not tired,” I lie. Talking to Mel is preferable to sleeping, but she looks even more exhausted than I feel.

      “You know, I’ve been sleeping for the past—how long was the surgery?”

      “Three hours,” Mel replies tiredly.

      “Right,” I continue, “so, I’ve been sleeping for the past three hours, but you haven’t slept at all, have you?”

      She shakes her head. “How could I sleep?” she asks, motioning to my bed and to the hallway—I’m assuming at Jackson’s room. “I’ve been going crazy with nerves. My mind wouldn’t rest until both of you had woken up.”

      “That reminds me,” I cut in, “if Jackson is awake, why are you in here with me?”

      Mel looks sheepishly down to her feet. “He told me that all the pacing I was doing was making him nervous,” she replies, “so he kicked me out until you were awake.”

      I laugh, regretting it instantly when the motion pulls at my stitches. I groan in discomfort, and Mel frowns worriedly, but I shake my head before she can voice her concerns.

      “I’m fine,” I reassure her. “Hey, why don’t you go see your brother?”

      “Tired of me already?” she asks jokingly, but there’s a bit of genuine hurt in her tone.

      I press the call button, and a nurse enters quickly, a cheerful smile on her face.

      “You need something, sweetie?” she asks, and I nod.

      “I was wondering if I could go visit my friend,” I announce, shocking both the nurse and Mel.

      “Oh, honey,” the nurse objects, “your stitches are so new, are you sure you want to be up and around already?”

      I’m already sitting up, albeit gingerly, so the nurse takes that as answer enough and jogs to get a hospital wheelchair. She wheels it back in and I allow her and Mel to help me into it before Mel walks behind it and begins to wheel me to Jackson’s room.

      His room is only a few doors down, so the walk isn’t far, and I don’t even have time to prepare what I might say upon seeing Jackson before we’re there. He already told me that there was no grand gesture that could make him forgive me for what happened. When I’d tried to give him the position in the company that he deserved, plus compensate him for everything he’d missed over the years, he’d taken the gesture as trying to buy his forgiveness.

      Not to mention, that’s why we’re here in the first place. If I hadn’t screwed up so badly, both last night and five years ago, Jackson would be fine.

      When Mel wheels me into the room, there’s an awkward silence for a good several beats. Jackson is still lying in his hospital bed, playing on his phone.

      “Hi, Jackson,” Mel greets. “Tyler just woke up.”

      Jackson nods, waiting for me to speak. I know I have to choose my words carefully.

      “I wasn’t trying to buy your forgiveness with the offer I made you last night,” I say, waiting for a reaction and getting none. Jackson’s expression is unreadable. “You ran out before I had a chance to tell you that. But that’s not what I was trying to do. And I wasn’t trying to buy your forgiveness with the kidney, either.”

      At that, Jackson can’t help but burst into laughter. Tears gather in his eyes, both from laughing and pain, and he keeps laughing until I can’t keep a tentative smile off my face, either.

      “Oh my God,” Jackson gasps. “Stop, it hurts!”

      “Sorry?” I say awkwardly, unsure what I’ve done wrong.

      Jackson wipes the corners of his eyes with the white edge of his hospital sheet. “You think that I’m still going to be mad about that?” he asks, and I shrug honestly.

      “I wasn’t sure,” I admit. “It seemed like no matter what I did, I couldn’t make the right move. I didn’t want you to think I was making some kind of calculated, evil power decision.”

      Jackson shakes his head. “Tyler, I nearly died,” he says somberly, sobering suddenly. “I didn’t want the money because I didn’t want you to just be able to buy my forgiveness without even thinking about it. The money wasn’t important to me because it’s not important to you.”

      Finally, I’m able to see not only why he didn’t want the offer, but why it had made him so angry. He’s right; there’s almost no amount of money that I could give to someone else that would change anything about my life. He needed a heartfelt gesture, not a handout.

      “But Tyler, you gave me an organ,” he continues. “You could have died, but you did it anyway.”

      I roll my eyes—Jackson can be so dramatic.

      “The risk was minimal to me,” I remind him. “Plus, I have two kidneys.”

      “That’s not the point,” Jackson argues. “You did that because you care. You did it because you’ve really changed.”

      I smile slightly. “I’ve found someone worth changing for,” I say, glancing to Mel, who smiles confidently instead of flushing her normal red. I can’t tell if she’s just too exhausted to be self-conscious or if it’s something else, but it’s a good look for her.

      “Well, she’s lucky to have you in her life,” Jackson says, “and so am I.”

      “So,” I start, “how do I start to make things right again? I know how badly I messed everything up. I want to show you that I value our friendship and that you’re important to me. What can I do?”

      Jackson laughs again, and looks me in the eyes. “I think we can call it even,” he assures me.

      I’m so relieved to hear him say those words that I wheel my chair forward to the side of his bed, ignoring the searing pain in my abdomen, and shake his hand.

      “So, this whole five-year fight is really over?” Mel asks hopefully, glancing between the two of us.

      I can’t be the one to answer that, but to my relief, Jackson nods.

      “All I needed was to know that I had a friend I could trust,” he says, “and Tyler proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’s that kind of friend. Hell, you’re a better friend than most people ever have.”

      “Don’t get all sappy on me, buddy,” I say with a grin. “Just because you almost died, doesn’t mean we have to live out a chick-flick scene, does it?”

      Again, Jackson laughs. I’ve missed this.

      “Right,” Jackson agrees, then looks pointedly at Mel, who’s in tears once more. “Besides, Mel is having enough of a chick-flick moment for both of us combined.”

      “Shut up,” she laughs through her tears. “I thought I was going to lose both of you—plus, I haven’t slept in two days.”

      I take that as my cue. “Well, I should probably get back to my room so that Mel can get some rest without worrying about the two of us,” I say, and she stands to wheel my chair out of Jackson’s room. “I’ll talk to you later,” I add.

      “Hey, Tyler,” Jackson calls, just before I’m all the way out of his room. We pause in the doorway, and he waves. “Have I said thank you yet? Because I know it doesn’t begin to cover it, but thank you.”

      I shrug. “We’re even, remember?” I remind him. “But that offer I made wasn’t a bribe. It was serious. Since the doctors say you’ll be needing a lot of sleep in the next few weeks, I want you to sleep on it.”

      Jackson smiles. “I don’t have to,” he tells me. “Just call me Vice President Page.”

      Satisfied, I allow Mel to take me back to my room. I’m feeling exhausted just by the short visit, and while I’m not looking forward to getting out of the chair, the thought of bed is tempting enough to motivate me to move.

      “You all right?” Mel asks, carefully studying every line of pain that I’m sure is apparent in my face.

      “Are you going to ask me that question a million times until I’m recovered?” I ask, and a relieved smile spreads across her features.

      “Probably long after that,” she confesses, “since you’re both living with just one kidney now.”

      The concern is sweet, and I can’t deny that it’s cute, but I really can’t stand making her worry more than she already has.

      “I promise you, I’m all good. Now, you need to go get some sleep. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Mel stretches and rubs her lower back painfully. “No arguments, here,” she resigns, tossing her hands up in mock surrender. “I really need to change my clothes and shower, anyway. I’ll be back close to dinnertime, okay?” she promises, and I roll my eyes.

      “Take all the time you need,” I reassure her. “We’ll be fine.”

      I watch her pick her bag up off the chair and turn back to my bed, kissing my lips as fiercely as I could probably tolerate right at this moment. The beeping of the heart rate monitor speeds up, and I reach up to grip the back of her neck in my hand. It’s been a wild ride for both of us these past two days, and I really don’t want to let her go, but we both need to rest.

      I know she’ll be there when I wake up, and I already can’t wait to kiss her again.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

        

    
    






          Mel

        

      

    
    
      Tyler is only in the hospital for two days after the surgery, while Jackson spends a full eight days there before he’s released and allowed to go home. Jackson’s recovery is much more intense than Tyler’s, of course, but it’s not too long before he’s back on his feet. He’s a good patient, only doing what he knows he can do and never pushing himself too far beyond his limits. He knows that he’s got his dream job waiting for him, so he’s in no rush, because the future isn’t going anywhere.

      Tyler, however, is impatient. Just a few days after he was released from the hospital, he was already working from home, even though I told him not to. I went over every day after work, batting off his hands as he groped me playfully while I played nursemaid for him, all while telling him that he wasn’t ready for physical activity and I was not going to give in.

      It took three weeks—the doctors had told us that his recovery would take four to six, but of course, Tyler had to be the exception—before the doctors finally cleared him to go back to his regular activities. The first thing he’d wanted to do was to check on the VirtuGyms, so we’d spent a whole day visiting each of the local locations together.

      I’d started working for VirtuGym as soon as Tyler had gotten out of the hospital. Tyler was right—my clients had followed me to the new location. There was quite a learning curve involved in getting adjusted to the new equipment, especially the virtual reality stuff, but it’s been fun, and my clients have loved it. I’ve even signed on a few new clients since I’ve moved.

      On the last day that Tyler is working from home, I can’t contain the excitement I feel when I clock out, knowing that when I clock back in tomorrow, Tyler will be sitting at the desk in his office—right next to my own. There’s a bounce to my step as I take the bus home in my work clothes. The short walk to my apartment complex feels a bit longer than usual, despite the weather being nice, since all I want to do is eat dinner and go to sleep so that I can be up early tomorrow.

      When I open the door of my apartment, I yelp in surprise when I see that I’m not alone. I jump back and clutch my chest, trying to get my breath back while Tyler looks apologetic on my couch.

      “Sorry,” he apologizes in place of a greeting, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      He’s sitting in my living room, which I’m glad I tidied up last night, holding a bouquet of flowers. With a quick scan of the room, I notice a bottle of expensive champagne on the kitchen counter and a shopping bag on the coffee table, marked with the logo of a high-end jewelry store. Tyler is wearing a suit. I’ve almost forgotten how attractive he is when he cleans up, since I’ve only really seen him in loose-fitting clothes for the past month. It’s a light gray suit and, like always, it’s fitted perfectly to his well-sculpted body.

      “I’ve got to start hiding that key better,” I mumble, but the irritation is all show.

      Tyler chuckles, scooching to one side of the couch to make room for me to sit on the other.

      “So,” I start, “what brings you by tonight?”

      “Oh, I was just in the neighborhood,” he returns, and one side of my mouth lifts up.

      “In my neighborhood?” I echo, calling upon his words from my last unexpected visit to his house. “Doing what, fighting crime?”

      Tyler frowns. “Your neighborhood could probably use it,” he replies, and I shove him playfully.

      “Really, what are you doing here? I didn’t think we’d made plans,” I say, knowing full well that we definitely did not.

      “I know,” he replies, “but I wanted to surprise you. Tomorrow’s my first day back at work, and I wanted to give you a proper thanks for taking care of me for the past few weeks.”

      I roll my eyes. It’s not like Tyler hasn’t been constantly appreciative. He’s thanked me after every minor favor he’s allowed me to do for him, which really hasn’t been much. When he’s needed most things, like groceries or rides to and from doctors’ appointments, he’s had his personal driver help him. The only thing he’s really allowed me to do is cook dinner.

      “Tyler, you know that’s not necessary,” I remind him, but he puts up a hand to shush me. I know that he’s going to get his way, so it’s not worth trying to fight it.

      “The first gift,” he begins, as if I haven’t said anything at all, “isn’t even really a gift. It’s just a bottle of champagne, to celebrate a healthy recovery for both me and your brother.”

      Well, that I can’t object to. While Tyler pops the cork, I fish through my cabinets for two glasses and bring them back to the couch, allowing him to fill them up after we sit back down.

      “To health and longevity,” I toast, and he smiles, holding up his own glass.

      “To life and love,” he replies, touching his glass to mine lightly.

      I take a sip of the champagne and savor the flavor—it’s much higher quality than something I’d ever justify buying, and the difference is astounding.

      “This is amazing, Tyler,” I gush, taking another sip.

      Tyler nods, leaning to pick up the bag that he’s brought with him. “Here,” he says softly, setting the bag in my lap, “open it.”

      I carefully open it and remove a small, black velvet box. It’s bigger than a ring box, and not very heavy.

      “What’s this?” I ask, exhaling a breathy laugh.

      “You’ll just have to open it and find out.”

      I open it up and find a small rose-gold bracelet with diamond studs, which perfectly matches my necklace from Jackson. As I rotate the bracelet in my hands, inspecting every centimeter of the craftsmanship, I notice that the clasp is a small heart. My hand flutters up to fiddle with the locket on my necklace, and I feel breathless.

      “Oh, Tyler,” I gasp, “this is beautiful.”

      “You like it?” he asks, looking unsure. “I wanted it to match your necklace, so I took a picture of it to the jeweler and he custom made it.”

      I nod, not even needing to compare the two side by side to know that they’re nearly identical. I’ve been wearing the necklace for years, so I know the curves of the heart and the color of the metal like the back of my hand.

      “It’s perfect,” I tell him, outstretching my hand so that he can help me put it onto my wrist.

      “I’m glad.” Tyler smiles, turning my wrist over in his hands to see it on my body. “It looks good on you,” he tells me, which makes me blush.

      “Thank you,” I say, “I really love it. And the champagne was amazing, too. I didn’t need any kind of gift for taking care of you, though, Tyler. You donated your kidney to my brother; the least I could do was help you recover.”

      Tyler moves closer to me on the couch, taking both my hands in his.

      “There’s actually another reason I came here tonight,” he begins, making me immediately feel a bit nervous.

      “Oh, yeah?” I ask, biting my lip. “And what would that be?”

      If Tyler can sense my apprehension, he doesn’t show it.

      “I wanted to ask you a question,” he says. He pauses, then, and I can feel every beat of my heart in my chest. “Mel Page, will you be my girlfriend?”

      My breath catches, and everything seems to slow down just a bit. This is something that I’ve wanted for years, ever since I met him for the first time. I never thought that someone like Tyler would notice me. Then, when he did, I never thought that he’d find me interesting enough to want to keep around. Tyler is magnetizing, the kind of presence that turns heads, and I’m just…me.

      But if Tyler likes me, maybe I’m just as special—in his eyes, at least—as he is to me.

      “I’d love nothing more than that,” I reply. “Absolutely.”

      His eyes light up in what looks like relief—but how could he have had any doubt that I’d say yes? How could I have said anything else?

      He leans in and kisses me deeply, with feeling. Before I know it, I’m lying back on the couch, and he takes my wrists in his hands to keep from kneeling on them as he shifts his body on top of mine. One of his knees is against my hip, but he’s still got a foot on the ground, and I’m trapped beneath him.

      I can’t help but think about how this is the first time that we’ve ever been intimate in my apartment—save for the one kiss that Jackson interrupted a few months ago. It feels like it’s been a much longer amount of time, but a lot has happened in between.

      The second time that Tyler and I slept together had been right after his and Jackson’s fight, so there had been no pressure to please him. Physical attraction had won out over common sense, but I’d thought that it was going to be the last time that I’d ever see him again. I’d only wanted to make him hurt—both emotionally and physically—and leave him to feel bad for what he’d done to both my brother and me. My, how things have changed.

      I wrap my legs around Tyler’s torso, pulling him tightly toward my body so that he’s pressed against me, and wrap my arms around his neck. As his abs press against me, seemingly no less toned by the inactivity of his recovery, a thought rolls through my mind.

      I pull my lips away from his for just long enough to speak.

      “Tell me if I’m hurting you,” I say, remembering his newly healed scar. I don’t want to do anything he’s not ready for, but he laughs as if he’d been anticipating my fretting, kissing me even harder to ease my concern.

      “You won’t,” he replies earnestly.

      As if to prove his point, he sits me up to slide his hands behind my back and hoists me up from the couch. It’s like he wants to show me just how strong he still is, as if I could have forgotten.

      Just looking at his body is evidence enough that he’s still in excellent shape. He carries me easily to my bedroom, unhooking my bra under my shirt as we walk and depositing me roughly into the bed, wasting no time easing himself down on top of me to kiss me once more.

      I rip off his shirt while he takes off mine, and then I tug down my leggings while he undoes his belt and lets his pants fall to the floor, stepping out of them and into my bed. It’s the fastest we’ve ever undressed, for sure, no longer having to think about it or question our morals. I’m not sneaking around, not risking my relationship with my brother by giving in to these desires.

      With Tyler’s shirt off, I can feel the faint, pale echo of the scar he has on his lower back. Before he settles all the way down on top of me, I let my fingers trace it. I press lightly, testing to ensure that he’s not hiding any pain, then draw my hand back, worried I’ve made him uncomfortable.

      “Hey,” Tyler says softly, taking my hand back and pressing it to the scar. “It’s okay to touch it. It doesn’t hurt, and I’m not going to break. I’m cleared for even vigorous activity,” he insists.

      He wiggles his eyebrows in a way that makes me giggle, before he begins kissing slowly, almost torturously, down my neck and to my chest. His hands are delicate as they caress my body, like he’s handling something fragile and valuable. For all his strength, he’s never anything but tender in these moments, no matter how much heat there is between us.

      He reaches up and tugs at my ponytail until the hair tie comes out and my hair falls down around my shoulders and into my face. He brushes it away and tucks it behind my ear with a gentle hand.

      “How vigorous are we talking?” I ask teasingly, kissing him more deeply.

      He laughs lowly into the nape of my neck, tickling my skin and making me shiver. “I’ve been meaning to find out,” he says seductively. “You know I’m the type of man that doesn’t stop until I’ve reached the limit.”

      He’s confident and strong in his reassurance, and I’m no longer afraid of hurting him—in fact, his definition of pushing the limit and my own might be very different. He very well might wear me out before I can do that to him.

      My hair is spread all across the pillow, reminiscent of the first time we made love. I reach around his neck and pull him close to me. The heat is more intense than it’s ever been before, partially because of the long time we’ve had to wait to be together like this again and partially because of the commitment we’ve just made to one another.

      Goodbye sex is one kind of passion, and I had assumed that it would be more intense because of the finality. However, the way he holds me now is tighter, knowing in the back of his mind that he will not have to let me go the next morning. I’m not afraid to show pleasure on my face, because I’m not angry at him anymore. Instead, I am absolutely, completely, head-over-heels in love with him.

      I’ve never had another lover other than Tyler. I’ve been on dates in the past few years—most of them orchestrated by friends—and while some of them had gone okay, I’d never felt the electrifying feeling that Tyler gives me. There’s fire everywhere he touches, static tingling through the nerves that he brushes so lightly with his hands. When he touches my cheek, it turns hot; when he holds me, an arc of electricity courses from one of his hands to the other. I feel both grounded and high-flying, safe and entirely on the edge of danger.

      Sex with Tyler is a gentle pressure, one which begins like gentle waves on the beach on a clear day and quickly builds into a hurricane, an unpredictable onslaught of thrilling power that threatens to capsize me if I’m not holding on for my life.

      I’m comfortable in his grasp and I never want to leave. For the first time, I know that I don’t have to.
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      Like a missing piece finally being returned to a puzzle, Jackson has turned out to be the best addition to the company that I’ve ever made. He’s a hard worker, good with people, and diligent about keeping things organized. Really, he’s been good for me personally, too—I tend to get so caught up in small details that I can forget about the bigger picture, and before I know it, everything is cluttered all around me. Jackson has made the company run much smoother, and our new receptionist, Trish, thinks he’s the amazing—I suspect there may be more than professional admiration to her high opinion of him, though.

      Not to mention, he’s innovative. It’s almost like he’s never skipped a beat, like he’s never stopped thinking about VirtuGym even while he wasn’t working for the company. On his first day back, Jackson walked into my office with a whole folder of ideas, and we began implementing many of them within days.

      Perhaps most importantly, with the help of a few tech buddies of his that he’s brought onto the team, Jackson and I have been working on a new phone app that will enhance the VirtuGym experience and bring some of our revolutionary technology directly into people’s homes, or wherever they like to exercise.

      The app has been wildly popular in test markets so far, and tech review sites and fitness blogs alike are already hailing it as the best new app in lifestyle intervention in years. We also involved physical therapists, who backed it as a potential recovery tool for patients, using Jackson’s accident as an angle—thanks to Mel and the app’s trial, he was rehabilitated into better shape than he was in before.

      Jackson plays a major part in marketing, but the selling feature is Mel; she’s the face of the app, walking the user through exercise routines for any level of athlete at different prices for different levels of expertise, and within San Bravado, she’s become something of a celebrity. The fame hasn’t at all gone to her head, which is just one of the many things I love about her.

      After a lot of late nights and a lot of early mornings directing and filming the exercise videos, Jackson, Mel, and I are all pretty exhausted.

      Finally, I close my laptop for the night, looking up at Mel, who’s been cleaning furiously since she got off work two hours ago—her lease finished up last month, and I invited her to come live with me, which she gladly accepted. When she catches me staring at her, she smiles, wiping her hands on her apron, then unties it and hangs it over the edge of a chair.

      “Hey, babe,” she greets, sliding my laptop off my knees and setting it on the coffee table so I’m not tempted to keep picking at work until bedtime. “Finished for the night?”

      “I guess I am,” I say, smiling. I enjoy the new pace of life she’s directed me towards—a proper work-life balance.

      Mel grins, then sits on my lap and kisses me on the lips. “Good,” she tells me. “You work too hard.”

      I kiss her back. “How are things coming along for the barbecue?” I ask, knowing that she’s spent the last two evenings preparing for having Jackson and some mysterious guest over for our Fourth of July celebration. “Do you need any help?”

      Mel shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “Of course you’d offer to clean after I’ve already finished,” she teases, and I grip her close, flashing her a devious smile.

      “I’m here to help,” I taunt back, which makes her laugh. “Really, though, you’re sure you’re finished? I can do dishes or some last-minute shopping if there’s something that needs to be done.”

      “Nope,” Mel replies cheerfully. “I think we’re all set—at least, the things that can be prepared in advance. All that’s left is to set the table and cook tomorrow, and that’s your job.”

      I’ve bought a grill, which I hadn’t needed when I was just a bachelor, but comes in handy now that Mel and I have guests over often.

      “I can do that,” I promise. “Still, I feel bad that you were the only one doing all the prep work.”

      As I’m speaking, she begins to roll her shoulders, massaging her left one with her right hand.

      “Sore?” I ask, and she nods.

      “A little,” she admits. “I don’t think I’ve stopped moving all week.”

      I turn her around on the couch so that her back is facing me and begin to massage her shoulders, gently but with firm pressure. She lets out a low moan of relief.

      “Oh, God,” she groans. “You have no idea how good that feels.”

      “How about I take care of you the rest of the night?” I offer. “I’ll run you a hot bath, give you a massage, make you some tea. Sound good?”

      She nods, looking sleepy, and kisses the top of my hand as I rub her shoulders.

      “I love you, Tyler,” she says suddenly, making me smile.

      “I love you too,” I return, standing up from the couch and carrying her to the bathroom so I can start her bath. We’ll turn in early tonight, and luckily Mel’s off tomorrow, so she’ll be able to sleep in if she wants to. She deserves it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Exhausted or not, Mel doesn’t ever sleep in, so she’s up and about by seven the next morning, waking me up when she rises. When I smell coffee brewing in the kitchen, I can’t resist getting up, too.

      She was right about the prep work being pretty much finished, and there’s not much left to do by the time that we’ve both had enough caffeine to feel human again, so we spend the Saturday doing mostly what we usually do: going to a hot yoga class together, then grabbing brunch at our favorite spot and browsing in a few antiques stores before we head back home to start getting things ready for our dinner guests.

      For what I believe might genuinely be the first time in his life, Jackson is on time. He’s parked his sports car in the driveway—it’s one of the only luxury items that he’d wanted to purchase with his bonus, aside from a house in a nicer neighborhood and a purebred husky puppy—and rings the doorbell a couple minutes before 6 p.m. Mel dashes to the door, having been excited all day about the barbecue, and swings it open, gasping in delight.

      “Jackson, you didn’t say this was who you were bringing!” she says happily.

      I round the corner from the kitchen into the front room and catch Mel hugging Jackson and ushering him inside, then hugging a familiar face.

      “Hey, Trish,” I say, trying to keep the surprise out of my voice. I’d never met any of Jackson’s girlfriends in college, as he’d been too busy trying to keep his place on the Dean’s list to really date much, but it makes sense that someone like Trish would be his type. She’s cute and quirky. A bit of a self-described nerd, but in an endearing way, sort of like Jackson—a fan of a lot of older sci-fi shows and slapstick comedies. I should have thought to set them up, I realize in hindsight, but I’m glad they’ve come together on their own.

      “Hello, Mr. Cross,” she replies a bit stiffly.

      I smile, hugging them both.

      “We’re not on the clock, Trish,” I point out with a chuckle. “Just call me Tyler.”

      She nods, looking a little shy, but I’m hoping that she’ll warm up after a few hours—or maybe a beer or two.

      “So, are you two…?” Mel trails off, a hopeful, romantic expression on her face as her eyes dart between her brother and Trish.

      “Yes,” Jackson smiles, taking Trish’s hand. “We’ve been on a lot of dates over the past few weeks, and today we finally made it official.”

      Jackson looks happier than I’ve ever seen him, and I’ve seen some pretty major milestones in his life, so that’s saying something.

      “Congratulations,” I say warmly while Mel sings the same word in a high trill, hugging both of them once more.

      “Should we move this party to the backyard?” I ask, ushering Jackson and Trish out of the doorway and into our home. “We’ve got a couple of steaks that aren’t going to grill themselves.”

      Jackson picks up a cooler from behind the front door, patting it with a thunk. “We brought beers,” he offers.

      Mel and I lead the way into the backyard and I fire up the grill. Jackson and I man the steaks while Mel sits down at the table with Trish. Trish is much more outgoing now than she is at work, but to be fair, she’s only been at VirtuGym for two months. Even though she’s great with customers and answers the phones with ease, she’s always struck me as more the quiet type; being with Jackson has clearly made her come out of her shell.

      “So, what about my brother attracted you to him?” Mel asks suddenly, in the sort of half-mocking tone that only a sibling could muster for a question like that.

      “Mel,” Jackson whines, “you’re embarrassing me!”

      “Trish doesn’t have to answer if she doesn’t want to,” Mel clarifies, “but I’m curious! I mean, it’s not like you two are flirty at the office or anything.”

      Trish blushes bright pink. “I’m not much of a fan of public displays of affection,” she confesses, “and I usually have pretty strict rules about dating coworkers. I’ve seen it really backfire on people before, so it took a lot more convincing on Jackson’s part than it normally would. I turned him down twice before I finally said yes,” she says with a smile.

      “Aw, Jackson, why didn’t you tell me?” Mel asks, and Jackson rolls his eyes.

      “Because it’s not exactly flattering on my part,” he sighs.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that!” Trish backtracks, giggling at Jackson’s embarrassed expression. “I really wanted to accept the first time you asked! I just couldn’t, because we worked together. I thought it would be a bad idea.”

      “When she told me that, I thought she was probably right,” Jackson adds. “I didn’t want her to feel awkward if the date didn’t go well, so I just let it go for a few weeks after I asked her out the first time.”

      Mel nods. “What changed your mind?”

      “Well, one night, when Tyler was out for a business meeting and you were filming one of the app videos, I heard this really loud crash from the front of the gym after we’d closed. I went out to investigate it and I saw that Trish had accidentally knocked a huge box of files off the desk, which contained hundreds of customer subscription receipts that she’d just finished organizing by date.”

      “It was so bad,” Trish continues. “They were everywhere, and Tyler had asked me to finish them by that evening. Plus, I’d only been working there for a month, so I was freaking out,” she goes on, patting the chair next to her for Jackson to sit.

      The steaks don’t need flipping again, so I take the seat next to Mel to continue listening to their story.

      “So, Jackson helped you clean them up?” Mel asks, sitting forward with her elbows on her knees.

      “He didn’t just help me pick them up,” Trish gushes, patting Jackson’s hands lovingly. “He calmed me down and told me that if I wanted to go home, he didn’t mind organizing them himself.”

      Jackson shrugs modestly. “I was already staying late,” he says, “so it wasn’t a big deal.”

      “We spent the whole night reorganizing everything,” Trish regales. “We talked about everything from movies to our families. I learned that we had a lot in common, and I loved how sweet and funny he is. The next day, he brought me a coffee with his phone number written on it, and I turned him down again, still because I didn’t want to date someone I worked with. But it was driving me crazy—I really, really wanted to call him. I even rinsed out the cup when I finished the latte and took it home just because I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away.”

      Mel clutches her necklace, which I kept for the same reasons after she’d left it in my apartment all those years ago. I know how it feels to keep a trinket, just in case you might have the chance to be with the person of your dreams.

      “What finally convinced you?” Mel asks, and Trish flushes again.

      “It’s kind of embarrassing,” she says, and Jackson grins.

      “I’ll tell them,” he offers excitedly, and Trish swats his arm good-naturedly. “She got a little too tipsy at the summer office party, so I drove her home. When I pulled up to her place, she kissed me. After I knew she felt the same way about me as I did her, I wasn’t about to let her go. I waited up for her after work that Monday and told her that unless she’d changed her mind about her feelings, I wasn’t taking no for an answer.”

      “Aw,” Mel coos. “Jackson, that’s so cute. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, “I didn’t peg you as the romantic type.”

      Jackson grips Trish’s hand and grins. “What can I say? Trish brings out a new side of me.”

      “I think the steaks are done,” I say, standing up again and facing the barbecue to check them with the meat thermometer.

      When I see that they’re all a perfect medium rare, I pull them off the grill and onto a slab to rest while Mel and Trish set the table.

      The dinner is delicious, and the beers that Jackson and Trish brought are great. By the time we finish eating and chatting, the sun is setting. The night is getting cooler, which is a welcome relief after the sweltering day, and the crickets come out to sing. Our house is far enough from the city that the freeway sounds are muted, making for a peaceful sunset. I throw some logs on the fire pit for some warmth, but I keep it small enough that the light won’t interfere with viewing the fireworks.

      “The show should start in a few minutes,” I announce, returning to my seat after lighting the fire and taking Mel’s hand in mine.

      “It’s so neat that you live somewhere you can see the downtown firework show,” Trish says, snuggling into Jackson as we wait.

      “Oh, there they are—so pretty!” Mel exclaims, pointing out toward the city skyline just as a muted explosion rings out over the silence of the night.

      “Not nearly as stunning as you, my love,” I whisper into her ear, and she gives me a smile brighter than any firework.

      After the show is finished and we’ve said goodbye to Jackson and Trish, Mel and I make quick work of cleaning up. When I’ve finished outside, I head to the kitchen, where she’s putting the last few things in the dishwasher. I come up behind her, snaking my arms around her hips and pressing her body against mine.

      “Everything was perfect today,” I tell her, “thanks to you, superwoman.”

      Mel giggles, pressing her face against mine as I rest my head on her shoulder. “Aw,” she coos, “it wasn’t just me. You and Jackson cooked everything, and Trish was delightful.”

      “And the fireworks show was the best it’s ever been,” I remark, and she laughs.

      “It’s the same one they do every year,” she points out, and I hum indifferently.

      “Maybe it was just better because I was sitting next to you,” I tell her, swaying back and forth slowly, tugging her away from the sink. When she leans in to my body, I reach out and turn off the faucet.

      “Tyler, wait,” she objects weakly, “the dishes—”

      “I’ll do them tomorrow,” I promise. The cleanliness of the kitchen is the last thing on my mind right now.

      We don’t even make it all the way to the bedroom. Instead, I put her on the kitchen island counter and undress her in a flash, unable to keep my hands off her. Stray fireworks from nearby backyards light up the room and fill it with brilliant color, vibrant and bright. Her face is illuminated in just those short flashes, and I’ve never seen her looking more gorgeous.

      “You’re the most incredible woman in the damn world,” I murmur, kissing her gently but fiercely.

      She laughs, kissing my neck in the short moment I allow her lips to pull away from mine.

      “Where’s this coming from, all of a sudden?” she asks amusedly. “I thought you wanted to go to bed, since we have to get up early for work.”

      “You know I’d quit my job if that’s what it took to do this with you,” I tell her.

      Though she smiles like it’s a joke, I’m entirely serious. I want her to know that, but I really don’t think she’d believe me, even if I told her a thousand different ways for the rest of our lives.

      Instead, I’ll kiss the message into her mouth, tell her with tender caresses and passionate love. It’s the only way she’ll believe me, and if I only do one thing with the rest of my life, I want to ensure that it’s letting Mel know that my entire world revolves around her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Three Months Later: Mel

      

    
    
      After months of careful planning, the app is ready to officially launch just before Halloween. In true VirtuGym fashion—which, really, is more “Tyler” fashion—the original VirtuGym location has been cleared out just for the launch party, just like for the grand opening, providing catering, live music and an open bar.

      I arrive in one of Tyler’s cars, driven by a chauffeur, having gone home to get ready while Tyler stayed and changed at the office after work to oversee the final preparations. I have a flashback of stepping out of the cab here nearly six years ago, when I’d seen this building for the first time and had been in awe that it was partially Jackson’s creation. That night, this city had felt so foreign, so daunting. Tonight, I can’t help but feel at home when I see Tyler wave at me from the doors, where he’s greeting people and chatting in a circle with a group of the app developers whom I recognize but have never spoken to.

      “Hey, babe,” Tyler says extra cheerfully. He’s clearly been waiting for me to bail him out of this conversation for a more interesting one, and I can’t help but chuckle a little. “Everyone, this is my better half, Mel Page. Mel, these are a few of our techies.”

      “Page,” one of the guys notes, “you’re Jackson’s little sister, right?”

      I nod, extending my hand so he can shake it. “I am,” I reply. “Have you seen him, Tyler? I wanted to say hi.”

      “Yep, I know exactly where he’s hiding,” he says. “We should go see him.”

      He says goodbye to the guys and snakes his arm around my waist as he leads me into the gym, where the music immediately intensifies. I can feel my heartbeat sync up with the loud bass emanating from the speakers.

      “Thanks for rescuing me,” Tyler says, having to nearly shout in my ear just to ensure that I’m the only one to hear him.

      “I aim to please,” I tell him, reaching up for a kiss. “The party looks amazing, Tyler. You really knocked it out of the park.”

      Tyler makes a mock-modest hand gesture and smiles. “It was nothing,” he lies, knowing full well that I’m aware of just how much planning went into the event. “Do you want a drink?”

      I grin, following him to the open bar and letting him order me a glass of champagne. The first time I’d come here, I hadn’t even been old enough to drink legally, but he’d snuck me a glass. We really were just kids, it feels like. I take a sip when he puts the drink in my hands, just like six years ago.

      “It’s like I’m having déjà-vu,” I tell him, looking around the room. The laser lights, the booming music, the people dancing—it’s all the exact same. We’re older, now, but San Bravado hasn’t changed a bit. It’s pretty amazing that VirtuGym has managed to stay afloat in a city in which most businesses come and go within two years. That’s why, probably, the app is such a big deal. It doesn’t just mean stepping further into the future—it means remaining relevant until Tyler and Jackson think of their next great big idea.

      Speaking of Jackson, I notice him and Trish out of the corner of my eye, and Trish spots me back and waves me over. I realize that Tyler has disappeared into the crowd while I was lost in thought, so I walk over to say hi.

      “Mel!” she says cheerfully. “It’s good to see you. Where’s Tyler?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “He managed to get away from me, but I wanted to come over and say hi, anyway. How are you?”

      “We’re doing great!” she replies. I can tell that she’s already had a drink or two from the smell of fruity alcohol on her breath and the bubbly, outgoing smile she’s giving me. I’m glad she’s having fun—Trish and I have gotten quite close over the past few months. “This is such a fun party!” she gushes. “I’ve never been to anything like this before.”

      “You’re in for a treat,” I tell her. “Tyler and Jackson throw a mean launch party.”

      Before we can chat more, the song that’s playing ends, and instead of immediately starting the next set, the room quiets at the sound of microphone feedback. I look up to the stage and see that Tyler has taken the mic, probably to make some kind of announcement about the app.

      “How’s everyone doing tonight?” he begins, resulting in a roaring cheer from the crowd. “I’m not going to pause the fun for too long, but I have a few things that I wanted to say before the night is over, if that’s okay.”

      The crowd cheers again, which he takes as encouragement to keep speaking.

      “First of all, I wanted to thank everyone for coming out tonight to help us celebrate the launch of our app. I know it’ll be successful because of your support, and I believe that it’s going to revolutionize the fitness world forever. I also want to thank all the VirtuGym employees, from our home base location to every branch all over the world. We couldn’t do this without them.”

      I clap with the rest of the party. All the original employees are here tonight, even those who have moved away or moved up the chain, and they’re whooping and whistling for one another.

      “Specifically,” Tyler continues, “I want to thank my business partner, Jackson Page. Jackson, I know that we’ve been through the wringer in the past six years, and I won’t go into the whole long story, but you’re the best friend I’ve ever had, and I’m glad that you’re still my partner. There’s no one else I’d rather run this place with.”

      Jackson has tears in his eyes, and I pat him on the back. He deserves every bit of praise that Tyler can give him.

      “The last person here I want to thank tonight,” Tyler continues, “is my girlfriend, Mel.”

      A light from the ceiling shines down on me—almost as if me standing in this corner with Jackson and Trish was planned—and I wave awkwardly at the people who are now staring at me.

      “Mel, you’re the best person I’ve ever known. There’s no other way to say it: you’re incredible. You lift me up on bad days and cheer for me on good days. No matter what has happened, you’ve given me second and third chances that I haven’t deserved, and you’ve put up with me through thick and thin—and I know that there are a lot of times when I’m difficult.”

      The crowd chuckles, then gasps as Tyler sinks down to one knee and takes out a small black box.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, covering my mouth with one hand.

      Jackson looks completely unsurprised, and Trish is in tears, so I think that they both probably knew that this was going to happen tonight. Typical Tyler, making everything into a big, expertly planned scheme.

      “Go on up there, Mellie,” Jackson encourages.

      I’m so shocked that it takes both of them pushing on my back to make my feet actually cooperate and move my body forward to the stairs of the stage. The crowd is going wild as I slowly, shakily walk up the steps and stop in front of Tyler.

      “Mel, the five years I spent without you were the worst of my life,” he says. I’m crying now, but I’m too excited to feel embarrassed. “I never want to go a single day without waking up next to you and falling asleep with you by my side. Everything I do has meaning when I do it for you, and I promise that I’ll spend the rest of my life making you happy, if you’ll let me.”

      “Tyler,” I breathe, feeling dizzy with happiness as he opens the box to reveal a huge diamond ring.

      “Mel Page, will you make me the luckiest man in the world and marry me?”

      “Of course!” I say through my tears. “Oh, Tyler, of course I will!”

      Tyler puts the ring on my finger and I kneel down to the ground to kiss him, rising to my feet when he does, still interlocked with our fingers and lips. The crowd is roaring, but I swear that I can make out my brother’s specific shouts of joy through the cacophony.

      When we pull away from the kiss, Tyler puts his arm around my waist and I turn to the crowd, holding out the ring. The band, though I was too preoccupied to notice, have started playing a slow, romantic song, and the laser lights have gone pink and red. Everything about the proposal was clearly meticulously, lovingly planned by Tyler, which makes me all the more sure of my affirmative answer.

      “We’re getting married!” I exclaim just so I can hear it out loud.

      “I can’t wait,” Tyler replies, kissing my forehead. “I love you, Mel.”

      “I love you, too,” I reply, and truthfully, I’ve never been happier to say anything in my life.

      

      
        The End
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        I hope you’ve enjoyed Mel and Tyler’s story. Sign up to my mailing list and be the first to hear about all my new releases!

        

        Layla x
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        Time for a tease!

        

        Up next is the first chapter of the previous book in my San Bravado Billionaires’ Club series, Four Secret Babies

        

        Happy reading!

        

        Layla x
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          Chloe

        

        November

      

    
    
      My knife was a silver blur in my hands as I chopped, the air filling with the scent of coriander as each cut of the blade sent a fresh waft into the air around me. I held the knife in my right hand, the steady rhythm of the thwack of the blade against the cutting board putting me into the zone I needed.

      Once the coriander was chopped, I pushed the pine-green mound into a small glass ramekin and moved onto the oranges. I snatched the first orange from my sack of ingredients and tossed it above my head, catching it with one hand, placing it onto the counter and slicing it through, all with one fluid motion.

      I sliced the oranges in half one after the other, the interiors of each so fresh-looking that they reminded me of little suns. I couldn’t help but slice myself a small wedge and pop it into my mouth, my eyes rolling into the back of my head as the delicious citrus flavor consumed my senses. It was probably the best orange I’d ever had in my life. For the price my boss paid for these locally sourced, organic little orbs, it damn well better be.

      Then again, these oranges were for Alfred King, billionaire real estate magnate and philanthropist, and Mr. King only gets the best. Which is why he hired me to be his private chef.

      “Chloe!” called out a voice from the other end of the enormous kitchen, a room that was easily bigger than my entire apartment. “How’s everything coming along?”

      I pressed one of the orange halves onto the juicer and gave it a twist, the stainless steel basin catching the liquid. Once I’d wrung it out for everything it had, I set the peel down onto the Kashmir White granite countertop and turned, tucking a stray strand of my curly blond hair behind my ear as I leaned back against the counter.

      At one of the entrances to the kitchen was none other than Alfred King himself. He was dressed in a sharp burgundy sweater, the white collar of his expertly tailored dress shirt visible. A pair of trim gray slacks and brown loafers polished to a gorgeous shine completed his look.

      Despite being in his early seventies, Mr. King still managed to be more put-together than most guys my age than I saw around town. Then again, when you’re a billionaire, looking better than the twenty-something tech gurus in their hooded sweatshirts and dirty sneakers that populated San Bravado wasn’t too hard.

      Alfred King was trim, with a slim, angular face and a full head of silver hair always worn slicked back. His eyes were a combination of grandfatherly and calculating all at once, and his smile of pearl-white teeth was all disarming charm. A glass of red wine rested in his hand as he leaned against the door frame.

      “Excellently, Mr. King,” I said, placing one more orange on the juicer and giving it a squeeze. “I found just what I needed at the store, and I’m making good time. So far.”

      “Perfect,” he said, raising his wine to his lips and taking a sip. “Those appetizers you made are going over well with the guests, but they’re all eager to see what you’re whipping up in here for the main course. What are you making for the main course, by the way?”

      I gave him a friendly smile. “Come take a look. Or a smell.”

      Mr. King flashed me a warm smile that showed he was up to the task. He took one more sip of his wine, closed his eyes, and let it linger on his palate for a long moment before bringing it down in a soft swallow.

      “This is really something special,” he said, setting the glass down on the counter. “A ’76 Château Gruaud-Larose.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Fifty-year-old wine?”

      “Not 1976,” he said. “1876. One of about two-dozen bottles left in the world.”

      When I’d started this job about a month ago, a detail like that would’ve made my jaw hit the floor. But after having taken some time to get used to Mr. King’s refined tastes, it made perfect sense.

      “Sure I can’t tempt you with a glass?” he asked, raising his silver eyebrows slightly.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said. “But I like to stay one-hundred-percent while I’m cooking. Helps me with the little details.”

      “Spoken like a true professional,” said Mr. King. “Me, I’m of the ‘I cook with wine, sometimes I even add it to the food’ school of the culinary arts. Explains why I’m barely able to make anything more complex than scrambled eggs.”

      “Hey, now,” I said. “Don’t sell yourself short. Scrambled eggs seem simple, but they’re devious in their complexity.”

      He gave me another one of his warm smiles before looking away in thought.

      “The meal you’re cooking is the one I’m interested in,” he said. “Now, let’s see…”

      He slowly wafted his hand in front of his face, bringing the scents up close.

      “I smell…fresh coriander…a little thyme…some marjoram…and a little bit of perfectly squeezed orange juice to top it all off. And I spotted some ducks earlier.”

      He took a moment to process it all. After a few brief moments, his face formed an expression of pleased surprise.

      “Ms. Sanderson—are you making us duck à l’orange?”

      I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      “Mr. King, I must say you have quite the sense of smell.”

      He leaned against the counter across from me, taking his glass of wine into his hand. “I might not be able to cook food worth a damn, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate it. And duck à l’orange is one of my all-time favorites. A surprisingly classic choice for a trendy town like San Bravado, I might add.”

      He was right about that. The tech center of the West Coast, San Bravado had no shortage of insanely talented chefs pushing the limits of modern cuisine.

      “I was thinking something tried and true would suit the evening,” I said. “Especially on a chilly night like tonight. Duck à l’orange…I love it. It’s fresh and exciting and comforting all at once.”

      “And always a crowd-pleaser,” added Mr. King. “And should pair very nicely with the wine.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I have some wedge salads coming out first, and the duck shouldn’t be too long after.”

      “Sounds perfect,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been talking up my new chef to my guests. They’re all very excited to see what you bring to the table. So to speak.”

      “Well,” I said, feeling nervous and excited all at once. “Hopefully I live up to whatever praise you’ve been lavishing on me.”

      “I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true,” he said. “I’ve had enough of your cooking in the last month to make it very clear that I chose wisely.”

      A hot blush spread across my cheeks. “Oh, Mr. King—you charmer, you,” I said, waving my hand through the air.

      Mr. King chuckled softly. “Anyway, I’ve taken up enough of your time, and my guests might be starting to wonder if I’ve abandoned them. I’ll let you get back to it.”

      I gave Mr. King an affirmative nod before he turned back toward the entrance to the kitchen, and I prepared to give my attention to my ingredients once again.

      “Oh, and one more thing, Chloe,” he said. “Shoot me a text when you’re done with the preparations. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

      “Is that right?” I asked.

      He gave a calm nod. “Nothing bad, if that’s what you’re wondering. But, ah, make sure your appetite’s good and healthy.”

      With that, he left the kitchen.

      I turned my attention back to the ingredients, wondering what Mr. King had in mind.

      As I finished chopping the herbs, I took a moment to reflect on my first month working for Mr. King. I was a fairly recent graduate of the Cristobel Culinary School, one of the premier culinary academies on the West Coast. I’d been working at the Westchester, a high-end steak joint downtown, under the tutelage of Isabella Boni, a seasoned chef with decades of experience.

      After graduation, I was gripped with the same sort of existential panic that every graduate goes through. Sure, I had a decent gig, but there wasn’t much to offer in terms of upward mobility. With my tuition stipend gone, it wasn’t going to come close to paying the bills in a town like San Bravado.

      That’s when Mr. King stopped into the Westchester. Mr. King was one of those patrons who loved to get to know the staff at whatever restaurant he was particularly pleased with. When he was done with his meal, he had to know who the mastermind behind his steak dinner was.

      And that mastermind was none other than me.

      He was allowed back into the kitchen. After lavishing me with so much praise that my knees felt ready to buckle, he told me that he’d been looking to hire a personal chef to cater the frequent dinner parties he held at his home, as well as cook his evening meals.

      I was overwhelmed by the offer, and a quick jab to the ribs from Isabella made it clear that this was a job you didn’t turn down. So, he hired me right then and there, telling me to be ready after my two weeks at the Westchester were finished.

      And now, here I was, preparing home-cooked meals for some of the wealthiest and most powerful men and women in the state.

      I shook my head, bringing myself back to the moment.

      Duck à l’orange was a meal I’d prepared many times before, and I had the dish down to a science by this point. I finished the preparations, placing the ducks into the enormous stainless steel oven. While the main courses cooked to crispy, citrusy perfection, I set to work on the wedge salads. When they were done, I called in Luz, one of the housekeepers, to help me bring them out to the table.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, taking a pair of salads into her hands and looking them over with an impressed expression.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Make something as simple as a salad look so…amazing!” She shook her head in disbelief.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said. “Just some wedge salads.”

      “Honey,” said Luz, giving me a warm smile. “Didn’t I tell you that San Bravado is the last place where you want to be humble? You’re skilled, girl—don’t be afraid to embrace what you’ve got.”

      I blushed as I picked up a few salads. My first day here, Luz had seemed to pick up on how overwhelmed I’d been by Mr. King, his enormous estate, and the sight of the famous faces who seemed to be constantly coming and going. She’d taken me under her wing, helping me learn the ins and outs of this place, and we’d become fast friends in the process.

      “I just don’t want to get a big head,” I said, starting toward the dining room.

      Luz let out one of her chiming laughs. “It’s always the humblest people who think they’re going to turn into total egomaniacs the second they accept a compliment.”

      We headed into the dining room, which was an enormous space with a ceiling that seemed to stretch up into the sky, a sweeping view of the ocean through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and appointed with elegant but modern furniture. In the center of the room was a large, rectangular table, a row of well-dressed men and women on each side, and Mr. King seated at the head.

      “There she is,” he said, his deep voice projecting through the room.

      All eyes turned to me as I entered, and I felt shy at being the center of attention.

      “What do you have for us, Chef Sanderson?”

      I took a deep breath and spoke as I moved to place the salads.

      “We have romaine wedge salads with a Roquefort reduction dressing and Applewood-smoked bacon,” I said, my voice coming out small when compared to Mr. King’s authoritative tone.

      Impressed noises sounded from the guests as Luz and I placed the salads in front of the guests.

      As I brought out the last pair, one of the guests caught my eye. He was tall, with broad, muscular shoulders and a body that seemed poured into his gorgeous, tailored suit. His fire-red hair was slicked back, and as I placed the salad in front of him, his ice-blue eyes locked onto mine. His features were gorgeous, his scheming but playful eyes, sharp, slim nose, and full, sensual mouth all framed by mile-high cheekbones and a strong military jaw. And above all, he struck me as the spitting image of Mr. King.

      And to my surprise, he struck me as somewhat familiar.

      “Miss Sanderson,” said Mr. King, his voice snapping me out of my stare. “You’ve met my son, Jordan, correct?”

      I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. No wonder he’d looked so familiar—he was the damn boss’s son! Sure, he didn’t live here, and I’d only seen him from afar during the few times he’d popped into the mansion, but I felt beyond silly for not instantly knowing who he was.

      “We actually haven’t,” said Jordan, answering the question for me. He extended his hand, a cocky little smile on those gorgeous lips.

      “Um, nice to finally meet you, Jordan—Mr. King,” I said.

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” said Jordan, his voice low and deep and smooth as butter. “Just don’t call me Mr. King. Jordan’s fine.”

      His father let out a dry chuckle. “Good luck with that,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get her to call me ‘Alfred’ for the last three weeks.”

      Mild laughter sounded from the table.

      “Joking aside, these look wonderful,” Mr. King went on. “And we’re all looking forward to the main course.”

      “It shouldn’t be too much longer,” I said.

      It took all the restraint that I had not to ogle Jordan. He, on the other hand, had no problem letting his eyes linger on me. His gaze felt hot against my skin, almost too much to bear.

      And strangely, to his immediate right, there was an empty seat. I put it out of my head as I hurried back to the kitchen, a wave of relief washing over me as soon as I was away from the eyes of the guests.

      “You doing okay over there?” asked Luz, her chocolate brown eyes on me.

      “I think so,” I said. “Just more comfortable being back here than out there.”

      “That Jordan,” said Luz, shaking her head. “He’s a real…mmm!”

      She shook her shoulders with a big smile on her face.

      “Yeah,” I said. “He’s cute, I guess.”

      “You guess?” said Luz. “Man looks like he was carved out of marble. The things I’d do to him…if I were single, of course.”

      “Luz!” I said, laughing as I looked around the kitchen, worried that someone might be listening in.

      “Hey,” she said, totally unapologetic. “I know what I like.”

      I turned my attention back to the food, the rich scent of duck cooking now heavy in the air. But as I made preparations for the main course, I couldn’t get Jordan out of my head. He lingered in my thoughts, and every time I closed my eyes, even for a second, there he was, that cocky, sexy little smile on his face. The feeling of his hand, warm and strong, was still fresh on my skin.

      But I didn’t have time to stand there and daydream about the boss’s son. The guests would soon be done with their salads, and I wanted the main course to follow right on the heels of the salad.

      A beep from the oven signaled that the ducks were ready. I hurried over and opened the oven, the scent of the cooking meat so heavenly that I almost dropped to my knees right then and there. The skins of the ducks were roasted to perfection, golden-brown and glistening with simmering juices. The animal part of my brain desperately wanted to take a bite, and I had to remind myself that my job was to cook, not to eat.

      “Damn, that smells good!” said Luz.

      “Can’t go wrong with a classic,” I said, taking the first tray out of the oven and setting it on the counter.

      “Okay,” said Luz. “What’s next?”

      “Next is plating,” I said. “This is a pretty simple dish, so we need to top them with that orange sauce over there and finish with a little dab of a few strands of orange peel.”

      “I think I can handle that,” said Luz.

      We got right to it. Together, the two of us plated the ducks, one by one. As soon as we finished, I realized that there was one left over. Perplexed, I checked the guest list that Mr. King had provided for me. Sure enough, there was one more duck than guests.

      That’s when I remembered Mr. King’s request. Still flummoxed, I hurriedly pulled out my phone and sent him a text letting him know that the main course was ready. Seconds later, he appeared at the entrance to the kitchen.

      “All ready to go?” he asked before taking a long, slow sniff of the air.

      “Yep,” I said. “Just need to bring them out.”

      “Great,” he said. “And you surely noticed that there’s one extra, correct?”

      “I…I did,” I said.

      “And you noticed that there’s an extra seat?”

      “I did.”

      “They both belong to you,” he said with a smile. “Come join us for dinner, Chloe.”

      With that, he turned on his heels and disappeared back into the dining room, not giving me a chance to respond.
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