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Mila

        

      

    

    
      Is there anything more disappointing than your man finishing before you?

      I mean long before you, and then immediately calling it a day.

      No, there isn’t.

      Tonight, I didn’t even get the usual ‘do you want me to finish you off?’ afterwards, either. Like, fine, don’t worry about my orgasm or anything.

      Liam lays back on his bed with a satisfied smile.

      He has that post orgasmic glow to his light eyes. You’re welcome, buddy.

      I’m tired of arguing with him about this. He doesn’t want us to take our time and work ourselves into a frenzy before having sex. He wants to get in, and then get on with his day. For a man obsessed with cars, he has a very low sex drive. Mine is sky high. I suppose it doesn’t help that I read so many swoony romance novels.

      Hello, sexy alpha. Place me in cuffs and take me away.

      “You sure you’re okay, babe?” Liam asks.

      I never said I was okay, but let’s roll with this.

      “Yeah… considering.”

      He sighs. “Fuck’s sake. Considering what?”

      “You know what. Did you even want sex just then?”

      “Give it rest, Mila. We have this same fight over and over.”

      “Because you do everything so half-heartedly in bed now!”

      “I’m tired. You’re the one who wanted it.”

      “I didn’t hear you saying no!” I snap.

      “You’d only get bitchy.”

      I throw my hands up and get out of bed. “I’m sorry that I want to have sex with my boyfriend. What a monster I am.”

      “Don’t turn this in to a big deal. Everything is always a big deal. We had a quickie; so what?”

      “We’re supposed to be trying! We both laid down what we wanted six months ago in our last-ditch attempt to save this relationship. I’ve held up my end of the bargain. I spend every Sunday with you so you can fucking see your mates most Saturday evenings. I told you I wanted more affection and intimacy.”

      “We fuck every week.”

      “Every Sunday, yeah. We have a quick fumble, watch TV, and order a takeaway pizza. That wouldn’t be too bad if we also did something—anything—else at other times. I want you to take your time and at least break a sweat!”

      We’re twenty-one. We should be out having fun, not living like a bored married couple. If only he saw it that way. Liam is content. He’s happy to do the same job, go to the same pubs and restaurants, and visit the same destinations.

      To be fair, I wish I was like him. I would love to feel like I’m not missing out on something. I see these amazing places all over the world, and I long to pack a bag and chase the high of new experiences.

      The only place I can get Liam to commit to is Cornwall. It’s a lovely seaside town, and somewhere I hold amazing memories of, but it’s not quite enough for me for forever.

      “I wasn’t in the mood.”

      “Then tell me that. Fuck.”

      “Calm down.”

      “I’m not calming down. I’m going to Wren’s.”

      Without getting up, Liam pulls on a pair of boxers. “Whatever. Are you coming back later, or should I order one pizza?”

      “I’m not coming back. I’ll eat with Wren and Brody.”

      She’s a good hostess; she’ll feed me. Or Brody will take pity on me and order us all a Chinese takeaway.

      “All right.” Liam leans over and grabs the TV remote. “Are we still meeting tomorrow for dinner after work?”

      “I’ll call you when I get out of uni.”

      “Your last class finishes at four, right?”

      My scalp prickles in anger, but my rage isn’t going to get me anywhere.

      “Three,” I reply. The new uni year has recently started and there’s a lot to do. “I need to find some work experience soon. Everyone else in my class is already set.”

      Part of my course is working in the publishing industry. I’m almost certain that I want to write, but I’ve also enjoyed editing. It’s much more fun to pick holes at someone else’s work than to have it done to your own.

      “How are you going to handle working?” he teases.

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m not afraid of hard work.”

      “Sure.”

      All right, so my employment track record isn’t anything to write home about. I’ve done a bit of waitressing, but that’s about it. I live with my parents, and although I love it, I’m pretty much still there because I’m scared.

      Mum and Dad have good careers, and so do my two brothers. I’ve picked a notoriously tough industry to make it in. My dad worries about that a lot. I think that’s why they suggested I stay home while I study. That, and they can’t let go either.

      I’m not scared of hard work. I’m scared of disappointing my parents.

      I get out of bed and slip my clothes on, feeling Liam’s eyes on me.

      “You want to do something next weekend? We could attempt one of those escape rooms or go to the cinema? Ooh, or to that new bar in town—the one to replace that shady place where they didn’t check IDs,” I suggest.

      Anything. Let’s just do anything. Although, I know the answer before he opens his mouth, and I know that means we’re doomed.

      Liam shrugs a shoulder, half listening and half watching the grid line up on F1. “Yeah, maybe.”

      Maybe means yes when my mum says it. Unfortunately, it means no when Liam says it.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say.

      “Drive careful.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” He turns back to the TV, and I know he won’t bother getting dressed until he’s ordered his pizza.

      Sometimes I want to shake him. Liam has crazy potential but, for whatever reason, he’s wasting it. If I wasn’t part of his routine, I wonder if he’d want me back at all.

      I leave his apartment with a heavy feeling in my stomach, and I get into my cute yellow Beetle—the proper bubble shape. The first remake—and I drive to Wren’s.

      She had better be home.

      We don’t have plans but I had to get out. I can’t spend another Sunday wishing he would take me out and then tear my clothes off. Things were hot, once upon a time. We were teenagers who couldn’t make it through a movie without getting naked.

      I’m still searching for that. Wren and Indie keep telling me that it’s gone. I’m holding onto the hope that it’s not. Maybe we can get over this hump and get back to how it used to be.

      Maybe I’m a fucking fool.

      I pull up outside Wren’s place and park in the drive. They have a lovely house now with three bedrooms and a big garden. Wren has currently brought home three old dogs from her job at the local rehoming centre. She can’t bear it when the elderly dogs don’t get adopted.

      They’ll end up with about ten, despite Brody initially insisting on a maximum of two.

      Brody answers the door after I knock. His dark hair is messy, and I don’t want to know what they’ve just been doing. My hair is still pristine.

      “Brody, my brother from another mother.”

      “Wren, your weird mate’s here!” he shouts over his shoulder.

      I backhand his stomach. “You married my friend in Vegas without inviting me, prick.”

      He laughs and steps aside. “Good to see you. Did we know you were coming?”

      “You should always expect me. Wren, where are you?”

      “Kitchen! Wine?”

      “Hell yeah. Brody, my car started making a noise on the way over here.”

      “Doesn’t your boyfriend work in a garage?”

      “Yep.”

      “Chuck me your keys.” I hear the eye roll in his voice.

      I throw my keys over my head and walk into the kitchen. I hear him catch them.

      “Wine,” I say affectionately.

      Wren smiles as she hands me a glass. Her perfect, glossy blonde hair is tied up, and she smiles. “What brings you here on home date night?”

      “If you’re going to be a dick—”

      “I’ll behave.”

      “Liam is watching F1.” If there’s no race, he watches old ones.

      “And you didn’t fancy it?”

      I shake my head and take a swig of my wine. “Not really. We’d just had sex, and I could see the rest of the night playing out. TV, pizza, and nothing. It’s always the same. Always.”

      She presses her lips together.

      “Yeah, yeah, we both know what you’re going to say. Me and Liam aren’t right together. I love him, though, Wren. That counts for something.”

      “It counts for a lot. Way more than it should sometimes. I just don’t think you have any idea how much you’re going to love the right guy.”

      “What if Liam is the right guy and we’re just going through a blip? My parents broke up for a year before they got married.”

      “You’re not your parents, and you sound like you’re just trying to convince yourself.”

      “Well, thank you for that.”

      “My point is that you’re not going to do things the same way as your parents, Mila. They don’t expect you to. Just be happy doing whatever you’re doing with whoever you’re doing it with.”

      “I’m not unhappy.”

      “No? You left his place because you couldn’t handle another evening of the same thing.”

      “I’m having a bad day. Lots of them. All in a row.”

      “Boring sex, TV, and takeaway.”

      “Ugh, don’t even with the sex. It’s not terrible, but we’re definitely on different pages of the Kama Sutra. I just want to be fucked, you know?”

      Brody walks into the room and stops dead.

      “If things are getting girl on girl—”

      “Don’t even finish that sentence,” Wren warns.

      He walks past me and kisses her neck. “You know I don’t share.”

      “Would you two fuck off?”

      Brody pulls away from my friend’s neck. “I’m sorry, are we disturbing you in our house?”

      “If you could be a little less happy, that would be great.”

      Wren looks all doe-eyed, like she absolutely cannot be less happy.

      I don’t want her to be, obviously.

      “Ditch him, mate. Find someone who will fuck you until you can’t walk. Car needs a mechanic, by the way.” On that note, Brody kisses Wren, picks up his beer, and walks out.

      I take another swig while Wren gives me an accusing look.

      Brody might not be the most tactful, but he is right. I have to end things with Liam. We gave it six months to see if we can fix it. Six months later, nothing has changed. Not one thing. I can’t give it even one more week. I know what I have to do.
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Reid

        

      

    

    
      It’s Tuesday morning, so I’m working from home, although I can barely concentrate on the manuscript in front of me—a new author’s novel that will no doubt set the literary world on fire. Right now, all I can focus on is Mila. Her black hair is tied up, exposing a very tempting neck. Long legs are wrapped up in some seriously tight jeans, and her over worn Ramones tee is tucked into the waistband.

      She’s had my attention for a very long time.

      My neighbour of nine years. I remember the day my family and I moved onto this street. I was pissed at having to move over forty miles away, leaving my friends behind, but the second we pulled up to the house, and she came to say hi, I knew I was done for.

      One month later, when I saw her reading in the back of her mum’s car, refusing to get out until she’d finished the chapter, I knew I was going to fall in love. I was fifteen. She was twelve, too young, and so uninterested. I don’t think she said more than the odd passing ‘Hey’ since the first day we met. Besides those two evenings: the one in the bar with her friends last year… and one much before that. I doubt she could recall either.

      She’s outside now, kicking the wheel of her ridiculous Volkswagen Beetle, as if that’s going to fix whatever the problem is.

      Four years ago, my parents moved back home to the place they ripped me from. But I didn’t follow. I work for Wilson Press, a small publisher on the outskirts of the city, about twenty minutes from here. I love my job… and I love my neighbour.

      If anyone asks why I didn’t move back to be near family, I tell them it’s due to work.

      Mila scowls at the yellow car as Wren pulls up. I’ve seen Mila’s boyfriend in grease-covered overalls before, so I’m pretty sure he’s a mechanic. I don’t know why Mila called Wren instead of him.

      Getting out of the car, Wren speaks to her for a second and then kicks the wheel in the same spot Mila did.

      Really?

      Shaking my head, I lower my eyes and try to focus on the words in front of me. This is a damn good book, and my notes are making it even better.

      We’re on a tight deadline here, so I’m home for the two weeks before it needs to be back with the author, Leonard. He’s written three incredible thrillers. I’ve read all of them as first drafts, and Wilson Press bought his strongest. I know it’s going to do well, so I’m keen for us to buy more.

      Mila would like it. I’ve seen her carrying horror and thrillers as well as romance. She has a battered copy of Stephen King’s The Shining that looks as if she’s read it a hundred times.

      The thought of her pulls my attention back in her direction. I should have stayed at work.

      The bonnet of the yellow bubble is up, with both of them looking inside as if the engine is going to tell them what’s wrong.

      Jesus, I can’t watch this any longer.

      I get up and make my way out of my office, which used to be the dining room when my parents owned it, and head outside.

      My house isn’t directly opposite Mila’s—thank God, or I’d never get anything done—but I can see her house from my office. It’s very distracting. I should move the office to another room. I sound like a stalker. I have never followed her or even looked her up online. She probably posts lots of pictures on social media.

      Closing the front door behind me, I walk towards them, and my stomach clenches.

      Wren looks over as I approach, and she straightens up. “Oh, hey, Reid.”

      “How’s it going?” I ask. Talking to Wren is easy. I tutored her in English Literature for a month in high school so she was ready for her exams.

      She folds her arms. “I’m good. Mila, however…”

      With a scowl and pursed lips, Mila turns to face me.

      Eye contact from this girl is comparable to being winded.

      She has eyes the same colour as my favourite spiced rum.

      “I don’t need to take a look to know that you need a new car.”

      “There is nothing wrong with Hilda, thank you,” she says stubbornly.

      “I’m sorry, you named the car Hilda?”

      “Yes.”

      Of course, she did. “Why are you looking under the bonnet if there’s nothing wrong with it?”

      “Why are you spying on us?”

      Shit.

      “I was taking a break from work. It’s pretty hard to not notice that bright thing on your drive. Do you want me to take a look?”

      “Aren’t you an editor?”

      I tilt my head, trying not to show how much I’m enjoying this. “Do editors have a reputation for not knowing anything about cars?”

      Wren smirks at our exchange, saying so much with just one facial expression.

      Mila’s folds her arms over her chest and the action pushes her breasts up. “Do you know a lot about cars?”

      “Shall we find out?”

      She steps to the side, her shoulders dropping. “Yeah, okay. Thanks.”

      “I should get going?” Wren says.

      “Already?”

      “Well, you have it covered now, and I was never going to be able to fix it anyway. I don’t know why you messaged me.”

      “I thought you would bring Brody!”

      Wren frowns. “Oh. Yeah, I should have.”

      “Literally no help. I’ll see you later, Wren.”

      With a salute, Wren turns around. “Bye, Reid. Good luck!” she calls on her way to her car, which is parked at the side of the road.

      “All down to me, then?”

      Mila leans against the car and blinks. “I assume you have a penis.”

      “You’re good at the assumption game.”

      “Then, yes, it’s down to you.”

      “That’s rather sexist, Mila.” God, I love talking to her. I would have broken her car myself if I knew this would be the result.

      “It’s not sexist. It’s merely probable.”

      With a smile that makes my jaw ache, I lean down and look under the bonnet. I know a little about cars—I do minor repairs to my own—but I’m no mechanic.

      “Right. As I thought…”

      “What?” she asks impatiently, leaning in.

      My breath catches at her close proximity. “Erm…” I shake my head and stand up, putting some much needed but unwanted distance between us. “You need a new car.”

      “Bullshit! You just don’t know what you’re looking at.”

      Laughing, I say, “Take it to a garage and tell them your serpentine belt is worn and needs replacing.”

      “Then it’ll be fixed?”

      “Well, no, they have to replace it first.”

      “Ha ha,” she mutters. “So, are you super busy or can you do me one last favour?”

      I could have a deadline in three minutes and I still wouldn’t say no. “What do you need?”

      She smiles a toothy smile, like she’s unsure if I’ll go for it, and sways her body from side to side. “A lift home from the garage.”

      “All right. Give me a minute to lock the house up first.”

      Nodding, she slams the bonnet shut as I cross the road.

      I lock the front door and go to my car. Mila is watching me from her drive.

      “Ready?” she yells.

      “I’ll follow you in case that thing stalls.”

      “Don’t diss the car, dick!” she shouts back.

      Laughing, I get into my car and follow.

      I should just tell her how I feel or ask her out. At least then I will know if she’s at least interested.

      Sometimes I’ve come close, but I never know when Liam is on the scene. He’ll be around a lot, and then it’s weeks or months before I see him again.

      Mila must love him to keep going back.

      The longer I leave it, the more I feel like I need to make her see me.

      It might be down to me to open her eyes.
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Mila

        

      

    

    
      I get out of my sunshine yellow car at Liam’s garage as Reid pulls up beside me. He makes eye contact that I have to break after a second. If you look too hard at Reid, you’ll probably melt, combust, or do something else that sounds rather painful.

      My point being that Reid is ‘don’t look directly at it’ hot. Like if the sun was a person, it would be him.

      He’s the gorgeous, mysterious guy who lives opposite my house. I think I’ve spoken to him about five times, along with a hi or wave. Right now, he’s sort of my favourite person.

      He gets out of his metallic black Audi. It’s a stunning car, but not one of those flashy look at me, I think I have a big penis ones. It’s immaculate.

      “Thanks again, Reid. I’ll just be a minute.”

      His reply is nothing more than a nod as he folds his arms.

      “Babe, what’s going on?” Ah, Liam.

      I look over my shoulder and back to Reid. “Be right back.”

      He nods stiffly, jaw set and arms unmoved.

      He’s a man of few words.

      “Hilda is broken. Ser… something belt,” I tell Liam.

      He nods with a smirk. “That’s because you won’t put a new engine in the piece of shit.” His voice isn’t unkind, but we’ve had this same conversation over and over.

      “I want her the same as the day I bought her.”

      He shakes his head. Our argument at the weekend is forgotten. Swept under the rug. “Who’s the guy?”

      “Oh, that’s just Reid. My neighbour. He came to help. That’s how I know what’s wrong with it… though I can’t remember the bloody belt’s name. So, can you fix it?”

      “Leave the keys with me,” he says on a sigh before he holds his hand out.

      “Thanks. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “I’ll pick you up.”

      “Good. I didn’t plan on walking.”

      I wave bye before heading back to Reid.

      He’s leaning against his car with his legs crossed at the ankles, looking around the garage. It smells of oil and probably hasn’t been cleaned in a long time.

      “Thanks for waiting.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      “Yes. I would probably egg your house later if you left me here, but you definitely had a choice.”

      “I would only be leaving you with your boyfriend.”

      “In a dirty garage. Thanks.” I open his passenger door and get in before he changes his mind. “How old is your car?”

      He gets in and starts the engine. “About five years, why?”

      I run my fingertips over the black leather dash. “It still smells new. Mine smells like McDonald's.”

      “I clean it, Mila.”

      “Hey, I clean mine.” Okay, not as often as I should, but it’s not gross. I probably only have the equivalent of two outfits in there.

      “Sure, you do.”

      “Nothing is growing mould in there, so it’s clean.”

      He snorts. “Don’t ever work as a cleaner.”

      “You’re so funny.”

      His smile widens.

      “You work for Wilson Press, right?”

      He does a double take, looking at me and the road. It’s adorable.

      “Wait. Am I not supposed to know that? You should hide your profession better if you want it to be a secret, Clark Kent. Manuscripts everywhere; some with the publishing house name on. You even take them to the pub.”

      “It’s not a secret. I just didn’t think you were that observant.”

      “Should I be offended?”

      “I hope not.”

      This guy might be ‘bite your tongue off’ gorgeous, but he’s also confusing as hell. I can’t figure him out. “All right,” I reply. I guess I won’t be offended, then.

      I watch him as he drives. Reid Walker is a beautiful man. He looks like one of those models you’re positive isn’t real with cheekbones you could ski down, and dark, almond-shaped, come to bed eyes, as well as lips you want to eat.

      He drives at the top end of the speed limit, but like everything else in his life, he’s perfectly in control. I have never seen him operate on emotion before. He’s always seemed so… well, perfect. I would love to hear him screaming expletives, kicking something, or generally making a mistake.

      His knuckles turn white around the steering wheel.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      Ooh, am I going to see him do something now? Though, I would prefer it if he didn’t flip out in a moving vehicle.

      “I’m fine. Do you have class today?”

      “I have a full afternoon, yeah.”

      “How will you get there?”

      “I’ll fly.” His dark eyes cut to me. “I’ll take the bus, Reid!”

      Laughter isn’t what I expected. I like his laugh. It’s husky, sexy, and sounds like he’s just woken up. Or even better, just come.

      “And why is that funny?” I ask.

      “You don’t seem like the kind of girl to get on public transport.”

      What the hell is his opinion of me? Do I come across as a spoiled brat? I choose to live at home, but my parents don’t spoil me… much. That doesn’t make me an ungrateful cow.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I tell him.

      “Never mind.”

      We’ll sidestep that one. “Tell me about your job. I prefer it when we’re not talking about me.”

      “I’m an editor.”

      “Yeah, I know that. It’s so cool. I’d love to read all day and tell people what sucks. What’s the best part, though?”

      “Seeing one of my author’s books on the shelf.”

      My heart skips a beat. I would give anything for that. “Not telling authors they suck, then?”

      Laughing, he expertly swerves the car around a corner. “I never use those exact words.”

      “Ah, right. Don’t piss on their fireworks. What do you say?” I hold up my hand as he opens his mouth. “No, wait, let me guess. You tell them it has promise but needs some work.”

      “Something like that.”

      I place my hands back on the dash. This time I’m not admiring it, I’m trying not to die as we fly around a corner. “Where’s the fire, dude? We’re not fleeing a zombie apocalypse, and if we were, we would be heading into the forest.”

      “Nervous passenger?”

      “Death sucks.”

      He eases off the accelerator, though I’m confident he was in control. “Yes, it does.”

      “Will you let me read a manuscript? Or maybe all of them? Yes, not just one manuscript, I definitely want everything.”

      Seconds of silence stretches into minutes. “I suppose. You can’t share them with anyone. In fact, you can’t take them out of my house.”

      “Is that your way of getting me over the threshold so you can chain me up in a room? I don’t much care for being tied up.” My heart makes a traitorous leap at the thought. Down girl. He’s not ours. I clear my head of anything that shouldn’t be there. “How big is your house, anyway? Your parents moved, right? Why did you stay in a house too large for you?”

      “And breathe.”

      I scowl.

      “Sorry.” He smiles. “No, I won’t chain you up. Not unless you ask me nicely.”

      Well, the image of Reid tying me to his bed is back, and I don’t think it’s going anywhere this time. My gaze falls to his mouth, and then lower to his chest.

      He’s the strong, silent book type with a face that melts underwear. Too good to be true. He must be a serial killer.

      “The house has three bedrooms. Yes, they moved back to our hometown. No, I didn’t want to leave.”

      “How come? No offence or anything, but I’ve never seen you with anyone. You’re not very people-y.”

      “Do you spy on me often?”

      “Not as a rule. You live opposite me, and I’m not that unobservant.”

      “I have friends, Mila.”

      “I’m not suggesting that you’re a hermit. You just don’t seem… happy.”

      He frowns, staring at the road. I can see my words playing on repeat in his head. Have I hit a nerve?

      “What do I know, though? I smile all the time but I still feel like there’s something missing.”

      I clamp my mouth closed.

      Word vomit, Mila. Shut up.

      “What’s missing?” he asks so quietly, I almost miss it over the hum of the engine.

      “I don’t know. I have the perfect family, I love my course, I sort of know what I want to do when I’ve finished, and I have a guy who is nice.” I clear my throat. “Maybe there’s something wrong with me. I’m ungrateful.”

      “That isn’t it.”

      “Oh, you know what it is, do you? Mind sharing your thoughts with me? Because I’ve been in my head for twenty-one years now and I still have no clue.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not saying I have all the answers, but I know there’s nothing wrong with you.”

      How can I have the most amazing childhood, the best family and friends, and still not feel right? I have fun, I laugh, and I’m genuinely loving life most of the time. There’s this little voice in the back of my head that keeps saying, ‘You want more’. Like I’m Oliver fucking Twist.

      “I’ve thought about seeing a therapist to get my head checked.” I lower my eyes. Why am I telling him this? The man has some sort of powers that makes you spill things you don’t want people to know.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that, Mila, if you think it will help you figure out whatever you feel is missing. Tell me, though… you said Liam is nice.”

      “Nice is a good thing. Come on, you know words.”

      “I do, and you used words like love and perfect to describe your family and uni.”

      Damn it, he’s got me there. “You think Liam is wrong for me, too?”

      “That’s for you to decide. It was just an observation.”

      I slump back in the seat and fold my arms.

      “You said too. Do other people think he’s wrong for you?” he asks.

      “Wren and Indie. My parents like him but they never talk of anything long term the way they do with Hugo’s girlfriend.”

      My big brother and Louisa will be engaged within six months, I can feel it. Spencer and Indie are getting married in the winter.

      “Could be worse. He could be a pimp.”

      Reid frowns, his eyes snapping between the road and me in a double take that makes me laugh.

      “I’m kidding. Though, that would be worse.”

      “What goes on in that mind of yours?”

      “I’m not sure I understand it half the time.”

      “What are you looking for? What do you want?” He pulls into his drive before he turns to me.

      “I want my friends and family to be happy.”

      “What do you want for you?”

      “The same, I guess.” Sighing, I look out of the window and over to the room in his house I often see him in. “I want to fall in love—proper love. The kind that consumes you, you know?”

      There it is. I’m not madly in love with Liam. I was when I was younger, and now I’m desperately searching for it again.

      “I know the one,” he says, his voice rough.

      I’ve never seen him with a girlfriend. I’ve also never looked that hard. He has friends apparently, and I’ve never seen him with them.

      “You’re not consumed by Liam?”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. My stomach is heavy with guilt. I shouldn’t keep getting back together with him knowing that I’m not in love with him.

      “I’m being so unfair.”

      He unbuckles his seatbelt and twists to face me fully. “You’re trying, and you can’t fault that. Sometimes a relationship will never work no matter how much effort you put in. There’s no shame in walking away, and there’s no shame in getting help.”

      “Help? Like couple therapy?”

      He opens his car door. “If he’s who makes you happy.”

      “What makes you happy?” I ask.

      He raises his eyebrow. “Happiness is… I’m working on it.”

      I don’t really know him, but I feel like I understand him in this moment. It hits me like a tidal wave and makes my pulse thump.

      Reid and I are both a little lost.
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      The girl who is always smiling, always larger than life, isn’t truly happy.

      I have the strongest urge to march over to her house and fix that.

      The manuscript in front of me might as well be written in Mandarin.

      She’s interrupted my day, and I know I won’t be able to get back on track. All I can think about is her walking around, feeling like something is missing and trying to figure it out. I can sympathise. I haven’t been happy for a long time. I haven’t felt true happiness, ever. There have been good moments, of course, but I’ve never felt content.

      Well, I think I was reasonably close when my parents took my sister and me to Disney World when I was six. The point is, Mila and I have more in common than I thought.

      I should force myself to focus. The deadline is looming, and Leonard is expecting this back soon. I’m still only halfway.

      Dropping the pages on my desk, I grab my mug and get up. Maybe another coffee and a thirty minute break will help get me back on track.

      Is she really going to take the bus to uni?

      All right, she’s not a child, and the bus is perfectly safe… but my car is safer.

      Inhaling deeply, I jab my finger into the button of the coffee machine, and it begins grinding beans. She doesn’t need a babysitter. She’s a grown woman. She turned twenty-one last month. I saw from the window as her friends brought presents.

      Jason is right; I need a girlfriend.

      He knows exactly how I feel about Mila. He saw her for the first time when we ran into her, Wren, and Indie in a bar. Now I get much less shit about wanting her… or pining for her like a ‘fucking pussy’, as he likes to put it.

      The machine pours the perfect mug of coffee, and I take it to the living room.

      When my parents moved out, I redecorated. Now there are bookcases everywhere, as well as large lamps made from old telescopes. There’s a TV screen that is probably too big for the room, and soft, brown leather sofas that belong in a man cave where older men sit around smoking cigars.

      I sit on the sofa and put the coffee on the coffee table. The legs of it are parts from an old printing press.

      Books have been my escape for a very long time now. When I was ten, I found my nan on the floor of her kitchen during a sleepover. She was dead, had been for a while, and that was confirmed by the paramedics when they arrived. I didn’t speak for weeks after that. My uncle brought me a book. An old, battered copy of Lord of the Flies.

      I started talking when I finished it. After that, I read everything I could get my hands on. Words are my therapy. I read even harder when history repeated itself.

      There’s a knock at my door as I’m about to turn the TV on for some mindless entertainment. That usually restarts my brain, but I have a feeling nothing will do that today. I’ve had too much Mila time.

      I open the front door, and Jason throws something at me. I catch it just in time and look down at a black tub of protein powder. “What are you trying to tell me, Jace?”

      He walks past, inviting himself in, as always. “I have a spare hour and thought I’d drop in. You finished that manuscript yet?”

      We walk into my living room. “Not yet. Why do I need protein powder?”

      I exercise most days, at the gym and home. I have a lot of pent up energy more than anything else, but I’m not heavily into fitness and growing muscles.

      Jason is a personal trainer at the local gym. It’s actually where we met. He lifts weights and looks like he should be on the front of fitness magazines. He’s the sporty type, and I’m the book type. We don’t have a lot in common, but he’s a good friend.

      “You have great shape and definition now, but if you want the girl, we’re going to make her salivate when—”

      “Let me stop you right there. It’s almost killed me to get to this point. Mila’s boyfriend doesn’t work out.” That much is clear from seeing him this morning. He’s not overweight, but there was absolutely no definition under his T-shirt.

      Jason sighs and takes a swig from something green in his bottle.

      Dark skin covers thick muscles. His biceps bulge.

      I place the protein on the table, picturing it still sealed in six months’ time, collecting dust. I pick up my coffee.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing. How do you live across the road from her and get anything done?”

      I sit down and kick my feet up on the table. “Today, I’m not getting anything done.”

      “You should give her a job—work experience or something like that. Get to know her and wait until she falls for you. She’s studying English, right? No doubt the nerdy type is for her. You’ll be well in, bro.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      He drops down on the sofa. “Know what I do when I like a woman?”

      “Have sex with her on a treadmill?”

      He deadpans. “You should try it.”

      Mila on a treadmill. Mila anywhere.

      I take a swig of my boiling hot coffee.

      “Or don’t, but you’re missing out, mate. When are you next in for a workout?” he asks.

      I’ve been going less since I got some equipment at home. Last summer, Mila was out washing her car in a tiny pair of shorts and a hot pink bikini top. Four minutes later, I placed an emergency order with a home gym store.

      “Probably at the weekend,” I tell him. “I’ll be working late all week at this rate.”

      “After the gym, we should go out and get you laid. You don’t have to live like a monk.”

      “I don’t live like a monk.”

      Perhaps a part-time monk. I think I’ve had sex four times in the last year. All with women I’ve met on a night out, no names exchanged. Just a quickie at their place.

      “You know what happens to an unused dick?”

      “I have a feeling I’m about to find out.”

      “It dies, bro.”

      Throwing my head back, I bark out a laugh. “You graduated from where?”

      “All right, I may have exaggerated. My point is, you need to get back on the horse. Ask her out or move on.”

      “She has a boyfriend.” Who she is not happy with.

      “So? Look, I’m not saying you try it on while she’s attached, but at least tell her that you like her and let her figure out what she wants to do from there.”

      I shake my head. “We don’t know each other at all.”

      “We spent a night with her and her hot as fuck friends. You could feel the sexual tension between you both. Even I had a hard-on.”

      “That’s great.”

      I’m purposefully omitting the story of this morning. He can get somewhat obsessed with Mila and me. It’s because he has no idea what it’s like to refrain from having sex with someone you like.

      “If you’re not going to go there, maybe I could…” He stops dead, chuckling at the death glare I’m giving him. “I thought not, Reid. Seriously, you can’t have a word with the boss and get her some work experience? Unis are fucking hot on that. You could have her in your office, and then have her in your office.” He wiggles his black eyebrows, as if I didn’t get what he meant the first time.

      “When do you need to be back at work?”

      “Let’s go out and have some lunch. I’ll treat you since you’re still cut up over the girl you barely speak to.”

      “I’m not answering my door to you again.”

      “Come on, don’t be a baby.” Jason is on his feet and waiting.

      “Fine.” I put my coffee down, and I stand. “Let’s go and eat.”

      Getting out of the house is probably a good idea.

      Jason waits outside while I lock up. I’m just about to turn when he says something that makes my stomach sink.

      “Mila, hey.”

      “Hi, erm, Reid’s friend.”

      Grinning as I turn around, I jab him in the arm with my elbow.

      “Ouch, girl. It hurts when you forget a man’s name,” Jason says.

      Mila is crossing the road without fucking looking. It’s a quiet street, and you would hear a car, but you still look.

      “Remind me,” she says.

      “Jason. You were drunk and ranting about Abba the last and only time I saw you.”

      “You have a better memory for names than I do. That night was, like, six months ago.”

      Seven.

      “You heading to the bus station?” I ask, trying to ignore the way my body is thrown into a furnace around her.

      “Every two hours, the bastards come. Can you believe that? I know we’re a small town but come on. Now I’m going to have to go shopping before my lecture, where I’ll spend too much money and end up eating noodles for the rest of the month.”

      Jason frowns.

      “You live with your parents.”

      “Well, I can’t afford to move out with all the shopping I have to do.”

      “You’ve taken the bus once.”

      “Okay, whose side are you on, Reid?”

      Laughing, I raise my palms. “Fine. Damn bus companies to Hell.”

      Jason watches us with as much interest as his beloved England football matches. He’s going to talk a lot as soon as she’s gone, but I can’t help myself.

      “That’s the kind of support I was looking for. What are you two doing? Don’t you have jobs to do?” She looks at Jason. “Or steroids to take.”

      I cover my mouth, chuckling while his jaw falls open.

      “Steroids.” He coughs like she’s sworn at him. “This body is a temple. I work out for at least two hours a day.”

      She turns up her nose. “You should get a girlfriend.”

      “I was just saying the same to Reid.”

      I’ve never thought much about committing murder before now. Mila’s amber eyes slide to me, but she doesn’t say anything.

      “Well, this has been great but I need to catch a bus… and probably herpes.”

      “We’ll drive you,” Jason says.

      I clench my hands beside my thighs.

      “Where are you two going?”

      “To get lunch. We can grab something in town.”

      “Don’t you have to be back at the gym in forty-five minutes?” I ask. What the hell is he doing?

      “Ah, shit. Okay, I’ll head back there now, and you take Mila.”

      That’s what he’s doing.

      She shakes her head. “It’s okay, Reid. I’m fine getting the bus.”

      “No, come on. We wouldn’t want you getting herpes now, would we?”

      “Are you sure?”

      The only thing I’m sure of right now is that I hate Jason. “Yeah, it’s fine. I need to grab a new notebook, anyway.”

      Jason rolls his eyes. “See you later, ladies.”

      “Enjoy watching egotistical men sweat and grunt,” she replies.

      He laughs as he gets into his car and leaves.

      “He’s a joy.”

      “I don’t like him, really.” I open the passenger door and chuck my chin, suggesting she gets in.

      “What a gentleman.”

      I close the door and walk around the front with lead in my chest. I’m twenty-four years old. I should have better control over myself when it comes to Mila. That’s the only part of me that hasn’t moved on from my teen years: my need for her.

      I get in and start the engine.

      “Are you going to be a boy racer again?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Again? Have I been one before?”

      “This morning. You drive fast.”

      “I just don’t dawdle, and I slowed when you complained. I’ll get you to uni safely.”

      “Good. I’m not ready to die.”

      “Neither am I. How will you get home?”

      She laughs. “You’re very concerned with my movements.”

      “Just trying not to be an arsehole.”

      “Does that usually take much effort?”

      I take my foot off the accelerator a touch since I’m being judged by the woman who bought a bright yellow Beetle.

      “Oh, yeah. The editor gig is just a smokescreen. I’m really a drugs and arms dealer with a woman waiting for me in every postcode.”

      We join the motorway, and I feel her eyes on me.

      “I should have guessed. No one is that perfect.”

      My heart slams against my chest. “Mila, I’m not perfect.”

      I can’t even ask out the girl I’m in love with because I’m too scared of something happening to her.
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      Reid doesn’t think he’s perfect. The man lives in a beautiful house, gets to read for a living, is hotter than hot, and offers to drive me to the garage and to class.

      Dude is crazy.

      “You barely swear, you don’t get angry, you are so together, and…” he’s not happy.

      He said himself that he’s not, and I know how that feels.

      We fall into a silence that I just want to fill with a million bullshit words. But for the first time in my life, I don’t feel like I need to. Even with Wren and Indie, I would say something.

      Reid and I are one and the same.

      Maybe my life looks perfect from the outside, too. People certainly assume that I’m doing just fine. A thousand problems can be hidden with a single smile.

      I sit back in his car, and a comfortable silence falls over us. It takes a minute for me to appreciate how relaxed I feel in his car that smells like him. I don’t need to worry about a single thing.

      I’m not even going to analyse why I feel this way.

      “Do you write?” he asks, finally breaking the quiet. “Aside for your assignments, I mean.”

      “I do. No one has seen those ones. They’re all for me.”

      “Would you show me?”

      “Fuck… no!”

      Reid’s laughter fills the car. It’s as rough as his voice, and sexy as hell.

      “Why not? I’m an editor.”

      “At the minute, I’m learning how to write. Nothing I’m currently working on is good enough to be published, but it is therapeutic.”

      A smile touches his lips. “I understand that.”

      “You write?”

      He glances my way for a heartbeat. “No, I read. Same effect. What genre?”

      “Romantic thriller. I love romance and danger. They make the best mix. Your characters can be having hot, passionate sex one minute”—His chest caves—“and being threatened or attacked the next. Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” he says with perfect calm. “I’d like to read one. We’re always looking for talented new authors.”

      “You don’t know if I’m talented.”

      “I’ve read plenty of shit manuscripts, too, so don’t worry.”

      My lips part. “You’re such a twat.”

      “I couldn’t resist. Think about it, okay?”

      I think not.

      We pull into a parking space at uni. “Can I come with you to the stationery shop?” I ask, biting my lip. Is that a bit weird? He’s only given me a lift; no reason he needs to be my personal shopper as well.

      “Sure.”

      We get out, and I take him through the short cut from uni into town. There are so many eighteen-year-olds here. I’m only twenty-one but I feel like a granny. I should have got myself together and come here earlier. But the plan was to move away, so I kept putting it off because I’m a baby and can’t leave my family. Now I attend a uni thirty minutes away.

      Dad is always telling me to plan rather than flying by the seat of my pants. Well, I like my seat and my pants. Solid plans are scary because they can lead to disappointment.

      I swing my arms, taking in the sunshine and the smell of roses. The whole town is lined with flowers as they try to win some bloom competition against other towns in the county. They won last year, and the organisers did a live Facebook video… where they cried.

      The only award I’ll cry over is Spencer Lowe—my best friend’s fiancé who also happens to be a Hollywood actor—winning an Oscar. And that will only be because I’ll be at a table at the awards and finally get to kiss Chris Hemsworth. Probably only for a second before he pushes me away and calls security, but goals.

      “Ah,” I sigh, breathing in the smell of stationery. Shelves of notepads and pens line the walls. Is there anything better? Well, a bookstore, but this is a close second.

      “If you sniff anything, I’m leaving,” he warns, giving me a stern eye.

      I wonder if he gives that look in bed.

      Oh, no, do not go there.

      The only person I need to know in the bedroom is Liam.

      Placing my hand on my heart, I reply, “I promise not to make myself look like a coke addict.”

      “Shh.” He’s chuckling as the lady behind the counter looks up.

      Reid heads to the notebook section, and I follow him. I should probably give him some space to shop since he didn’t have to agree to bring me, but I’m too excited about having someone to share my love of stationery with.

      Wren and Indie would be into this for five minutes. They would scan the shelves, grab what they needed, and then go. Liam would wait outside for me.

      I take my time and have to narrow down what I want from the initial thought of everything.

      Reid picks up a simple, tan leather notebook. I don’t really know him, but I do know that that’s totally him.

      I run my fingers over a few of the notebooks. Some are smooth, others textured. As always, I take my time. Can I see myself planning a novel in these? Can I see myself thinking about writing great stories in them instead of adding them to an ever growing pile to collect dust?

      When I look up, Reid is smirking at me. It normally looks arrogant, but on him, yeah, it works.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You always shop like that?”

      “How am I supposed to choose if I don’t touch them?”

      “What do you use a notebook for, exactly?”

      “Masturbation. What do you use them for?”

      He dips his chin to his chest, laughing while shaking his head. “All right, I’ll be over by the pens.”

      “Wait, no. I need help deciding.” I grab his hand, and his dark eyes flash to me.

      I let go with my heart in my throat and step back. Whoops. Talk about overstepping boundaries. The guy is being nice, he has been all day, and I grab him and force him to stay with me.

      Reid recovers and stands taller. “What’s it between?”

      “Erm, I don’t know.”

      Oh, Lord, what is wrong with me?

      This is weird. Things have turned weird. I can talk to anyone, and if it gets strange, I talk some more. Where have the words gone now? He probably thinks I’m a complete idiot.

      “Never mind. Go and look at pens. I’ll be fine browsing here.”

      He’s not moving… or blinking, actually.

      Did I break him?

      “Reid?”

      “That one,” he says, pointing to a rather dull, amber-coloured notepad.

      “Isn’t it a bit boring?”

      He shakes his head and picks it up, staring at me as if I should understand. My heart stutters. “This one.”

      Then he turns and walks away.

      Well, at least we can’t accuse me of being the only weird one. I guess I’m getting that notebook… and only one? Who buys one at a time? It’s like books. You go into a bookstore for a minimum of three, and then you come out with at least double that.

      I follow Reid to the pen section. “I thought you would have some sort of fancy Mont Blanc pen.”

      He shrugs. “I have two of those but I also need some cheap ones for heavy notes.” He reads my blank expression. “First drafts, I always work on by hand. I tend to be very rough.”

      Are we still talking about work?

      I gulp.

      Reid Walker… rough. He looks like a gentleman until his dark eyes do that smouldering black thing. He’s smooth lines, easy on the bad language, and driving me around when I’m at a loss. When I picture him in bed, it’s…

      No, Mila. You don’t imagine him in bed.

      Although, it’s no different to imagining the Hemsworths in bed. Yes, both of them. Except that I know Reid, so it’s not at all the same.

      “You should get them all,” I say, waving my hand over the shelf of pens.

      He picks up three.

      Is it okay for me to ask if I can watch him make notes?

      “Are you ready to go, Mila?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nod for effect because I’m a total idiot.

      Reid walks to the counter, and I follow, trying to shake off very inappropriate images in my head. I really need to get my lecture over with so I can go out and drink a big glass of wine.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” I ask as he puts my notebook with his stuff on the counter.

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Reid, no.”

      He ignores me and taps his pin number into the machine. Ugh. I wish I’d looked at his pin, memorised it, and used it to buy him a sex doll.

      The lady bags our stuff up and hands it over to him.

      “Reid, come on. You don’t have to pay. I didn’t expect that.”

      “I know,” he replies, walking out of the shop.

      I jog to catch up and find him heading towards a coffee shop.

      “Jesus, you can move it when you want to. Let me pay you back.”

      He side-eyes me. “No.”

      “It’s nice of you, but—”

      “Mila, it’s a notebook.”

      “But you’ve already driven me around all day long.”

      He stops outside the coffee shop. It smells so good in there. “I’m not keeping score. Do you want coffee?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Do you want coffee?”

      “Are you asking in general, or are you trying to pay me back by buying me a drink?”

      “You’re difficult.” I walk past him and push the door open. “I’m getting a latte. What do you want?”

      “Mila?”

      I don’t give him time to argue with me.

      “Two lattes, please,” I tell the barista. “Reid, can you grab a table?” Poor guy looks like he’s several steps behind. “Look, there’s one in the corner.”

      He blinks. “Mila.”

      “Please don’t make this difficult. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I don’t want you to spend your money on me.”

      I hold my phone near the reader and smile at him, hearing the little ping of the sale. Too late, buddy.

      “I’ll bring them over in a minute,” the barista says.

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      Giving Reid another quick smile, I head to the table I asked him to grab. He sits down and leans back in the chair. I don’t know if he can read minds, but it sure looks like he’s trying.

      “If it’s a staring competition you want, I’m all over that. Just need a quick recap of the rules before we start. Is this first to blink or first to look away?”

      His lips curl at the sides. “I’m just trying to figure you out.”

      “Please do share your findings. Ugh, I sounded like my high school science teacher then.”

      Our lattes are placed on the table. Reid mutters a quick thanks, his eyes never leaving mine.

      I still have no idea what game we’re playing, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t excite me.
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      Reid dropped me off at uni and went home when I promised to have someone else pick me up. Liam was able to get off work in time to get me. He fixed my car and my parents offered to pick it up on their way home from dinner with friends.

      Carrying my new notebook, I get into his car.

      “Hey, babe,” he says, rubbing his dirty forehead.

      I hold my hand up. “You need to shower before that mouth comes anywhere near me. You smell of oil.”

      He laughs and pulls out onto the road. “I thought you didn’t care whether I was clean or dirty.”

      “Well, I’m clean.”

      “You bought another one,” he says, eyeing the notebook on my lap. It still has the sales sticker on the front. Reid spent fifteen pounds on it.

      “I like stationery.”

      I should tell him about today. Guilt clutches at my throat. He would want to know that Reid gave me a lift to uni as well as to the garage this morning. If it were the other way around, I would want to know.

      Liam bobs his head in time with the radio.

      I’ve always been attracted to him. He’s blonde-haired and blue-eyed, often covered in muck from his job, but he scrubs up well.

      It’s not that I don’t love him, because I do. It’s that we’re settling.

      “Are you happy?” I ask him suddenly.

      He frowns in response. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It sounds like you aren’t.”

      “I’m just trying to figure things out.”

      “What things?”

      “My life. The future. Don’t you think about that stuff?”

      “You think about it too much. Go with the flow, Mila. Things will work out.”

      I wring my hands. “But what if they don’t? Liam, I don’t want to float through life. I want to do something, go places, be someone. I have dreams and ambition. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life just working and eating out.”

      I want to be consumed with love.

      I’m begging him to throw me in his cave and hold me hostage. Obviously, not forever, that’s kidnap. But you know what I mean. I want passion.

      Liam is passionate about cars.

      “You can do whatever you want,” he says.

      “I’m now sure that I want to be published, and I want to…” I want to have a relationship like my parents and friends have.

      “To what?”

      “Be successful,” I say instead of the truth. Though, I do want success.

      “You will be. Your stories are great, and you’re acing your assignments.”

      He doesn’t know if my writing is any good because he’s never even asked to read anything. He’s supportive, don’t get me wrong, but he has no interest in what I want to do. Not that I’d let him read. Should I want to be an author if I don’t want anyone to read my work?

      “Thanks.” What else is there to say? “Where are we going to eat?”

      “Luciano’s?”

      “We always go there. How about that new Thai place?”

      “Do you even like Thai?”

      “I’ll let you know later.”

      Laughing, he nods. “Okay but be prepared for a stop at McDonald's after.”

      “Fine by me.”

      He hasn’t asked how I got to uni, and I hadn’t mentioned the bus to him, so I feel less guilty about keeping Reid quiet. It’s not like I slept with the guy. He was my ride.

      Liam takes us to his apartment. He moved out of his parents’ home a year ago, into a rather small apartment close to work. It’s lovely inside. I helped make it look homely.

      He goes to have a quick shower, and I sit on his sofa, straightening up the cushions he hates as I go.

      “All good?” Liam asks when he comes back into the room. I bite my lip. “Mila,” he scolds playfully. “Get your head out of the gutter?”

      I shake my head and whip my top off in one swift movement.

      “Oh, really? I thought you were hungry?” he asks.

      “I can wait another hour.”

      “An hour? Christ, Mila, I’m starving.”

      My shoulders slump. “For real, Liam?”

      “I’ll make sure your world is rocked later.”

      “We could order in and have sex all night.”

      As I say the words, I want to cower and hide inside myself. How humiliating, having to practically beg your boyfriend to have sex with you. At least when we’re physical, I know where we are—I’m sure that he’s with me at that moment. There is no questioning our future.

      It just happens that he doesn’t want to be physical as much as I need him to be.

      “I’m not a machine,” he teases as he walks away to get his shoes.

      My heart sinks. Where the hell is your self-respect?

      I try to swallow the sense of impending doom.

      In a new relationship, would he want it more, or do we just have different sex drives?

      I would love to know if he misses those days. We both thought everything was perfect back then. We were dumb teens who spent most of our time naked, convinced we’d be together forever.

      If we’re not careful, we might just do that.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Liam comes back and stops dead in his tracks. “What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “No, nothing,” I reply. “No Caspers.”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Are you sure?”

      “Liam,” I whisper.

      He groans. “No, Mila. I know that tone. I know what you’re doing, and I’m not ready.”

      Oh God.

      My throat swells with guilt. I’m ready and he’s not. But it wouldn’t be fair to continue with him because of that. He deserves better than a pity relationship. I do, too.

      “It has to happen now. I want so many great things for you. I want you to fall so hopelessly in love and be ecstatically happy every day.”

      “No one is ecstatically happy every day.”

      “Maybe not all day every day. I want that for myself, too.” I whisper the last part because telling him that I’m no longer in love with him is one of the hardest things I have ever done.

      “Right.” He dips his head. “I thought we would move in together. You know, eventually.”

      “We probably would have, but that wouldn’t fix things. We’ve been broken for a long time, Liam, and neither one of us has been strong enough to stay away.”

      He lifts his head, and his eyes fill with doubt. “And you are now? How do you know this isn’t like every other break up?”

      “Because it isn’t. Because this time we’re going to make a promise to each other.”

      “What promise? It doesn’t sound like I’m going to want to make it.”

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you’re still in love with me.”

      “I still love you,” he says with ease.

      My eyes fill with tears. “No, are you in love with me?”

      His jaw twitches and his chest expands when he takes a long breath. He doesn’t want to lie to me, but he also doesn’t want to admit that his love for me has changed.

      It’s what I’ve known for a while. I asked for it, but my heart still stings.

      The pain in his eyes takes my breath away. It almost makes me change my mind. I don’t want to hurt him.

      “I’m scared, too. It’s always been us, right? We can’t stay us just because that’s what we’re used to, though. I’ll always care for you, but we both need to move on.”

      “Is this about the neighbour?”

      My heart misses a beat. “Reid? No. Why would you ask that?”

      “You were with him.”

      “He did me a favour when my car broke. Nothing has happened with him. I need you to know that. I would never cheat.”

      I may not have done anything physical with Reid, but I am attracted to him. That shouldn’t happen.

      Liam runs his hands over his head. “Christ, Mila.”

      “I know. It’s been amazing growing up with you, Liam. You taught me how to be vulnerable with someone.”

      “My favourite thing I taught you is how to give blow jobs.”

      Laughing together, I nod. “And your next girlfriend will love all the practice you’ve had with your tongue.”

      We both stop laughing at the same time.

      “It’s weird to joke about that, right?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it is a bit.”

      I feel no burn of jealousy running through my veins at the thought of him with someone else. A year ago, I would have felt pretty stabby.

      I press my lips together and reach for him. He takes my hand and holds it tightly. I wait for some sort of reaction to touching him, but nothing comes.

      “What do I do without you?” he asks.

      “You’re going to do whatever the fuck you want.”

      He still hasn’t admitted that I’m right, though he’s not fighting. I still want to hear him say it. This won’t work if he calls me next week. We can’t contact each other. We’ll fall back into old habits too easily.

      “This sounds like you’re cutting all ties. You want me to promise to never call you again?” he asks, as if he can hear my thoughts.

      “No, I want us both to promise that we’ll give it time. I would like to know how you’re getting on in the future. You mean a lot to me.”

      “A year,” he says.

      “Sorry?”

      “No contact for a year. Then, I’ll message you.”

      Okay, I didn’t think we were going to mark it on a calendar, but if that’s what he wants, I’ll go along with it. It feels like the least I can do considering the breakup was initiated by me.

      “One year from now,” I say, nodding.

      “I thought we might do something after dinner,” he says. “I had no idea…”

      “Bowling would have been fun.”

      His frown is adorable. “Bowling.”

      “Yeah. It was our first date.”

      “Ah, I remember. You kept getting it in the gutter, threw one overhand in frustration, and you somehow got a strike.” He smirks. “We were asked to leave. I couldn’t breathe for laughing, and that’s when I knew you were the one for me.”

      “We could do that again someday.”

      “Maybe not that.”

      See, I’m still the girl who would throw an overhand bowling ball and get kicked out, but he’s no longer the boy who would laugh at it.

      “That game is overrated,” I tell him. “Anyway… I should go.”

      He nods.

      “Are you okay, Liam?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Same here.”

      “We’ll be all right,” he says.

      I expected more questions – more protest.

      He was ready for this, too, even if he hadn’t accepted it until now.

      “Be happy, Mila. I love you.”

      “Love you,” I whisper with tear-filled eyes as I grab my bag and leave his apartment.

      The door clicks shut behind me, and then we’re done. That’s it. Over.

      I stare ahead as I walk out of his building to hail a taxi. I blow out a long breath and wave over a black cab at the taxi rank down the road from Liam’s apartment.

      “Where to?” the driver asks as I get into the back.

      I give him Indie’s address and lean back in the seat.

      Liam is out of my life. For now, anyway. For at least a year. Maybe longer. Let’s face it, how many people actually become friends after the end, even with the best of intentions?

      He didn’t try to make me ‘see sense’ because we both know that I’m finally making sense. Ending things leaves a bittersweet tear on my heart, but it’s time to start over.

      I thought there would be more tears.

      He looked as relieved as I feel before I left. We’re free to do our own thing without the other holding us back. It’s liberating, yet mildly terrifying at the same time.

      The cab turns down Indie’s road.

      Have I done the right thing?

      Yes, I have. I’ll miss him but, in the end, we were more like casual friends who sometimes had sex.

      Now we both get a clean break.

      I shake off the breakup enough to clear my thoughts as we pull into Indie’s long drive.

      “Thank you,” I say, paying and tipping the driver.

      “Have a good night,” he mutters as I get out.

      I walk in a daze to Indie’s front door.

      This day was always going to come. Now it’s here though, it feels surreal. I can’t help but feel a slight panic in my heart, kind of like when you misplace your phone. My safety net is gone, and it’s time for me to move forwards without it.
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      “You okay?” Indie asks as she answers the door.

      I jolt, not noticing her come out of the house. Wren is behind her, frowning as if it’s physically hurting to still not know why I need an emergency meeting.

      I take a ragged breath and walk over to them. “I’ve finally done it, guys. I’ve broken up with Liam for the last time. No more going back.”

      Indie’s dark eyebrows rise. “Wow. Okay. What, just now? Are you okay?”

      Wren pulls me into the house, walking us through to the living room. Indie follows, laughing. She has more patience than Wren, and way more than me.

      “Are you okay?” Indie asks again when we sit down.

      “Erm, I’m doing all right. I’m… good and bad. Time fixes that, right? That’s what everyone says.”

      Wren pours the prosecco. “You’re going to be fine. Are you sure this is the last time?”

      “Totally. We can’t keep doing what we were doing, breaking up and making up when nothing was changing. He didn’t put up a fight, which tells me he knew it was done, too.”

      “What’s the plan now?” Indie asks.

      “I’m going to focus on uni and getting some work experience. No distractions.”

      Wren hands Indie and me a glass each. “What kind of distractions are you talking about?”

      “All of them.”

      “You’re done with Reid?” she asks.

      “What? No, I’m not done with him. I was never undone with him. We’ve only spent a few hours together. I think I need a break from everything with a penis.”

      “Odd that you would ditch the neighbour just because he has a penis.”

      “I’m not ditching him! We’re not actually hanging out.”

      Indie raises her free hand. “Okay, you two. Wren was just asking because we’ve all noticed the tension between you and Reid when we’ve been out. And Wren said she felt it again when he helped with your car.”

      “You’re both crazy. We’ve seen him out, like, twice.”

      “All right.”

      I grit my teeth. What the hell are they both talking about?

      Okay, as much as I want to run to Reid’s house and beg him to let me get lost in manuscripts, I won’t. That feels so wrong.

      Nothing with a penis should be near me right now; I know that for sure. Not even the smokin’ hot neighbour who owns all the books.

      “I might get drunk and have Brody pick us up,” Wren says.

      “Of course, you should get drunk and get Brody to pick you up. Why else do people get married?”

      Her lips curl into an adorable, longing smile, and I know she’s thinking about the drunken night she married Brody. At least she can now look back on that day with fond memories. At the time there were many freak outs.

      “So, you’re single for the first time in years,” Indie says.

      “I’ll probably get more sex. Liam was rarely in the mood.”

      Wren scrunches her nose. “Not in the mood to have sex with you. What a wanker. If I was attracted to women, you’d get it.”

      “Thanks, mate. You, too. I’d do both of you.”

      “Am I about to witness an orgy here?”

      I turn around and see Mr Lowe walking towards us. Spencer runs his hand through the mop of waves on the top of his head. He’s an outstanding actor, and so bloody gorgeous. You can’t help but stare.

      “When did you get back? Indie didn’t say!” I get up and give him a hug because I bloody love this man.

      “Last night. I surprised her again.”

      “We should leave,” Wren says.

      He raises an eyebrow. “No, stay. She wore me out earlier and neither of us are planning to get any sleep tonight, anyway.”

      My teeth snap together.

      “What? What did I say?” he asks. Wren and Indie have clearly given him ‘the look’ behind me.

      “Nothing, Spence,” I reply.

      “Liam?” he asks.

      He’s good. “We broke up today.”

      “He’s boring, and you deserve better. Not in the mood.” He rolls his eyes. “I could have a leg hanging on by a tendon, blood pouring everywhere, and I would still fuck Indie if she told me to.”

      “Erm, thanks,” Indie says.

      I point at him. “See! That’s what I want. Not the blood thing, though.”

      “Then, well done on ditching the loser,” Spencer says.

      “How come he gets to say things like that without you hitting him?” Wren complains.

      “I don’t want to spill my prosecco.” And I’m currently having an internal freak out because I’ve just realised that I’m a twenty-one-year-old single woman, living at home with my parents. Going backwards scares me, even if it is to go forwards.

      Both my besties have it together. They have men who adore them and focus heavily on the orgasms. If I didn’t love them, I would hate them.

      What a failure I am.

      At least I’ve finally done something with uni. Better late than never.

      Wren and Indie see me as this strong woman with a solid sense of self. I am, in a lot of ways. But I’m also a total fucking chicken when it comes to relationships. I’m the girl who wants a man to take over the reins a little.

      “Shall we do shots?” I ask, grimacing as a wave of panic swallows me whole.
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      It’s ten p.m. and I’m taking the rubbish out before I forget again.

      It’s at that moment Spencer Lowe pulls up outside Mila’s house in a Range Rover that almost takes up the entire road. I can see her sitting in the front; her black hair tied above her head. She’s laughing as Spencer helps her out of the car.

      She stumbles and lands against Spencer’s chest. He steadies her and laughs.

      “Reid!” she shouts, pointing my way. “Hi, neighbour.”

      Oh, Christ. She’s drunk.

      I cross the road as she pushes away from Spencer and walks towards me. I know it’s only because she’s off her pretty little face, but I like it. Though, it doesn’t quite have the same affect that her leaving Liam would have.

      “And what have we been drinking this evening?” I ask.

      She throws her hands into the air. “Tequila!”

      “It was prosecco,” Indie says, leaning against Spencer’s car.

      “I love prosecco,” she tells me. “Do you love prosecco?”

      “It’s not my favourite. Come on, let’s get you home.”

      “No, I don’t want to go home. Everyone always wants me to go home. You know what I want? I want sex.”

      Fuck. Me.

      I swallow.

      “Okay, babe, you need to sleep,” Indie says.

      “No, I don’t! I’m so sick of sleeping. Do you know how overrated it is? Massively. You know what I told Liam I wanted, like, two years ago? I wanted him to sneak in my bedroom and do naughty things to me in the middle of the night? Has he ever woken me up like that? No.”

      I know what’s going to be on my mind for the rest of forever.

      Her room is so easily accessible, thanks to a low roof under her window.

      What is wrong with that guy? I would have been through that window the day she mentioned it.

      “Mila, inside!” Indie says, laughing behind her hands.

      “I don’t want to. Let’s go swimming! You two have a pool!”

      “Mila!”

      “No, I’m not going home. My parents will say things.”

      Things about her being drunk? Unlikely since she’s twenty-one. About Liam, maybe? Something has clearly happened tonight. She’s been drowning her sorrows.

      “Come to mine,” I say without thinking.

      “Yes!” She points at me, her eyes wide. “I can read your books. He has loads of books. Loads.”

      She tells Indie and Spencer that as if they can’t afford books. I’m pretty sure they could buy the publishing house that employs me.

      “The editor likes books?” Spencer asks.

      Mila, too drunk to pick up on the sarcasm, nods enthusiastically. “Loads. You two go home and have all your sex. I’m going to perv on Reid’s books.”

      Perv on my books…

      Indie raises her eyebrow at me.

      “I’ll sober her up and make sure she gets home.”

      “I don’t want to sober up,” Mila grumbles, but I pay no attention.

      Spencer nods. “All right. Make sure she gets back.”

      I get the impression that he doesn’t quite trust me with her. She is the last person I would ever hurt.

      “Come on, Mila,” I say, and she stumbles right into my chest.  The world stops spinning for a second.

      She steps back and laughs. “The path slopes.”

      “The path. Right.”

      We walk across the road. Rather, I walk while she skips in zig zags.

      “Why don’t you want your parents to talk to you?” I ask, laughing at her long waves of black hair bouncing as she goes.

      “They’re going to state the obvious. Do you know how annoying that is? Everyone states the bloody obvious all the time. Fucking know it alls.”

      I think we’re talking about Liam here. They’re never going to make it if her family aren’t crazy about him. She’s too close to her parents and brothers.

      “I’m guessing you find it very annoying.”

      “I do!”

      Chuckling, I open my door, and she goes right ahead. I follow her into the living room. She throws herself down on my sofa and looks up.

      Huge eyes and full lips.

      My pulse quickens.

      “What have you been drinking?” she asks, leaning forwards to grab my bottle off the table. “Tequila!”

      “That’s rum, Mila.”

      “Same thing.” She waves her hand and takes a swig.

      I grab the bottle and sit down. “Okay, less of that.”

      “Ooh, that’s actually nice. I don’t like rum.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Wearing a pout that I want to bite, she leans back against the sofa. “Nothing. I’m merry.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      She laughs and bites her lips. “I want someone who can’t get enough of me, you know? In the end, I felt like it’s me.”

      “It’s not you. Have you seen you?”

      She smiles shyly, which is completely out of character. “Thanks, Reid.”

      “I’m serious. I don’t like to think of you being unhappy.”

      “Why does it bother you? I’m just the weird neighbour.”

      No, you are much more than that.

      “No one should be in a relationship that makes them feel the way you do. He doesn’t see what he’s got, but someone else will.”

      “Can I have the rum back?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll make you a latte.”

      “I do like lattes.”

      She curls up on my sofa and looks around the room, really taking it in. This is the first time she’s been in my house. I have no idea if she’ll remember it tomorrow.

      There’s no danger of me forgetting.

      I hate him for doing this to her—for making her think that there’s something wrong with her. There’s no chance I’d have much self-control if she was mine.

      While she waits, I go into the kitchen and make two lattes. The machine has never felt as slow. I almost go back into the living room to check that she’s okay, but she can’t get into any trouble in there. At least, I don’t think she can.

      When the drinks are done, I walk back in and blink.

      Mila is sitting cross-legged on my sofa, minus one layer of clothing on top. She has the smallest, tightest black top that accentuates those breasts perfectly. I breathe through my nose.

      I put the drinks down, my throat dry, and I lick my lips before I turn to her.

      She widens her eyes.

      “I would be tragic if I wasn’t so awesome.”

      Laughing, I sit down next to her. “No part of you will ever be tragic. Lost, maybe, but never tragic. Why do you stay when you’re so unhappy? I don’t understand.”

      Sighing, she shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re Mila Thomas. You don’t care what anyone else thinks. You’re not afraid to be exactly who you are, and you don’t apologise for it.”

      Her lips part. “Reid…”

      I shake my head, clenching my fists as the desire to sweep her up in my arms floods through my body. “Don’t settle, Mila. Not you.”

      I pass her the latte and she takes a sip, her eyes peeking at me over the top of the mug.

      There isn’t much that I wouldn’t do to know what she’s thinking right now. Does she agree? What happened tonight to make her get wasted?

      I can hardly blame her for not opening up when there is so much about my life that I have no intention of sharing. Not yet, anyway. She might be gone tomorrow and never come back. There are no guarantees in life, I know that first-hand, but I can’t give too much of myself before I’m sure of someone.

      No… before I know that they’re sure of me.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Her mouth curls around the lip of the mug. “I’m getting the drunk munchies.”

      “Are you a sweet or savoury person?”

      “I’m a sweet and savoury sandwich person.”

      “You want a sandwich?”

      “No,” she laughs and lowers the mug. “I need savoury, sweet, and then savoury again.”

      “Nothing’s straightforward with you, is it?”

      “Seems to always work out like that.”

      “As if you have no control over it.”

      “Control is an illusion. Except, maybe, when it comes to you. Does it take a lot of effort to be in control all of the time?”

      To not let my head take over? Yeah, that takes a monumental amount of effort.

      “I’ll go grab you some crisps and chocolate.”

      I feel her gaze burning into me as I get up and leave the room. She wants me to answer her question. I have nothing for her yet.

      My grandad would tell me to leap. He was so in love with my nan. It was plain for everyone to see how much he adored her, and he wanted everyone to experience what they had. But she died, and although he kept breathing, he went with her that day.

      I think it must have been a relief for him when he finally went to be with her, but both of those days and their love story haunt me.

      It takes an hour, two lattes, a share size bag of sweet chilli crisps, and a share bag of Maltesers—that she was reluctant to share—to sober her up. The glassy tone to her eyes has disappeared and she’s no longer trying to get us both to do shots of tequila.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, wincing as she puts her now empty mug down on the coffee table.

      “For what?”

      “Being a drunk idiot in your home. Wait. Actually, I’m not sorry. I like being drunk, and I like your house. It’s full of books.”

      There she is. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.”

      “Can I read a manuscript now?”

      “Mila, it’s almost midnight.”

      “Am I keeping you up?”

      “No.”

      She sits taller. “Cool. There’s no problem then.”
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      Reid takes me through to his office. He opens the door, and I breathe in the paperbacks like a true book junkie.

      Oh my God, I could live in here. I look around, my heart pounding as I take in the wall of bookshelves, the big desk with printed freaking manuscripts, and the big bay window with a seat built into it. His direct view from the desk is his wall of bookcases, but if he looks to his right, he’ll see outside.

      It’s perfect.

      I run my hand over the paper when a manuscript catches my eye. “Erm, what’s this one?”

      “That’s something a little different. The author has potential. It’s unfinished, but I get it a few a chapters at a time.”

      “Do you usually do stuff like that?”

      “Not often. More so before I built up a larger client base. I don’t think anyone else at work does, but I’ve found some real talent that way. Sometimes an author just needs a bit of guidance.”

      “Will you publish it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can I read it? I mean, it must be good if you’re taking it in parts.”

      “I’m surprised you asked.”

      “Yeah, me, too. Which one is better?”

      He shrugs. “Red Grave is one I’m working on right now. It’s finished, so you wouldn’t have to wait.”

      I tap my fingers on the pages of the completed stack next to the untitled manuscript. “All right, I’ll read this first. Hey, do you have a TBR list you’ll never finish?”

      “I’ll die with over three hundred books I want to read.”

      “Such a depressing thought. Have you always loved books?”

      He visibly shudders. It’s not cold in here. “Only since I was ten.”

      “Why, what happened when you were ten?”

      “Why all the questions?”

      Well, colour me suspicious. Why is he so shady about why he started reading? “Isn’t that what people do when they want to get to know each other?”

      He looks at me for a second like he’s unsure why I’ve been here up until now.

      I wait, listening to the soft ticking of a rather cool, large clock on the wall. Each number is from a printing press.

      Nothing but silence joins us in this room. Nada. I’m not having that question answered, then. I bite my lip and watch his expression turn guarded. I’m half expecting him to throw me out for asking personal stuff.

      “Fine, keep your secrets,” I say on a sigh. I sit down on his leather chair and pull Red Grave towards me. He goes to the bay window and takes a seat.

      Reading is like breathing. I devour the words quickly, in awe of this author who is currently going through the publishing process. They sat and wrote this, and Wilson Press want to turn it into a book. It’s so inspiring, and I’m soon absorbed in the story.

      “Are you skim reading? You’re getting through it,” Reid asks.

      I glance up. “No, I just read fast, and this is good.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to read.”

      He grabs a paperback that’s sitting beside him on the bay window. Kicking his feet up, he gets comfortable with his legs crossed at the ankles. I watch him open the book and continue.

      That is so hot, I salivate.

      Who doesn’t want to watch a gorgeous man reading? Everyone else can keep their firefighters. This is my porn.

      God, should I be alone with him when I’ve only been single for a matter of hours?

      Why the hell not? It’s not like he’s going to take me over his desk or against those bookshelves.

      Yep, I should leave.

      But I don’t want to.

      This is my favourite room in the entire world. It’s comfortable, full of paperbacks, and it smells amazing. It also comes with a free fitty show.

      Reid turns the page. His forearms are muscular. Couple that with books, and I’m done for.

      I continue reading, sinking further into Reid’s comfortable chair. I feel the smile touch my lips. A good book is exactly what you need while sobering up. That, and a greasy breakfast, which I’ll have in the morning.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks. His rough voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      I startle at my body’s response to his fucking voice. “Huh?”

      “You’re scowling.”

      I smooth my forehead. “Oh. Nothing really.”

      “It didn’t look like nothing.”

      “It is, promise.”

      He can never know that I’m sitting here thinking about how hot he is.

      “The book not holding your interest anymore? There are four chapters in the middle that seem flat.”

      “I’ll let you know when I get there. Hey, what are those pictures on your wall?” I ask, noticing the cool prints.

      “One is a waterfall, the other a wooden bridge, and then—”

      “I can see that, thank you. Where are they? And if you say hanging on my wall, I’m going to shuffle all of these pages out of order.”

      He laughs and stands up, leaving his book on the chair.

      I follow him, walking around the desk to stand in front of the pictures.

      “The first one is a rainforest in Careiro, Brazil. That suspension bridge in Japan is one hundred and sixteen meters long. The mountain is Dhaulagiri in Nepal. Jason and I climbed it two years ago. The last one is an old rollercoaster from the Camelot theme park that closed down in 2012. I took all of those pictures over the last few years.”

      My mouth falls open. “You took those? You went to all these places? In person? For real?”

      “Believe it or not, I do more than read books and workout at the gym. I try to get away two to three times a year.”

      I stare at them in awe, my heart swelling so big that I’m probably going to have a heart attack. “You sure do. I would love to see all of this in person. To travel the world and collect these memories. I’ve really never seen anything. Why do you hang them in here?”

      “This room is full of a thousand fictional worlds. I like to remind myself that I can visit a thousand real ones, too.”

      My stomach tightens with a longing I’ve not felt this strongly before. I want this so badly, I can feel the yearning taking form in my soul. I want to plan a trip to someplace I’ve never been. I want to see things that look photoshopped.

      “That’s amazing. I want that.”

      “You can go anywhere you like, Mila.”

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “I want to see this waterfall. Did you go in it?” He nods. “You’re not allowed to travel without me again.”

      Leaning against the wall, he replies, “That would be completely appropriate.”

      “Do you care about appropriate?”

      “Less and less every day,” he replies.

      My eyes slide sideways. Reid is staring at my lips like he’s going to claim them. Oh.

      Hours. It’s only been hours!

      The air between us heats by a few million degrees. I take a ragged breath, aching to move closer to him and feel those strong arms holding me close.

      It’s all lust from here on out. His fiery eyes on me are a spell that I don’t want to break.

      His tongue trails over his bottom lip.

      I can’t move or speak. Reid doesn’t utter a word either, but he says everything he needs to with those dark eyes.

      Desire fills my veins, pumping hard until I’m dizzy.

      Curling my fingers into my palms, I watch him struggle internally, our eyes linked, breathing hitched.

      Just two steps between us. That’s it. It would take only a second to meet in the middle, and another second to feel his mouth on mine.

      Reid winces and pushes away from the wall.

      I blink rapidly and turn away, the spell broken, leaving me cold and sinking in guilt.

      What the hell was that?

      I press my lips together.

      He was going to kiss me, and I wanted him to. A wave of nausea hits my stomach, and it definitely isn’t the prosecco.

      Would I have let him?

      I want to say no. I want to be sure that I wouldn’t be in another man’s arms the same day that I ended a long-term relationship. But I’m not sure at all.

      He goes back to his book, and I tiptoe to his desk, trying to make as little noise as I can so he doesn’t look over.

      Cold, hard shame settles into my conscience, judging me for putting myself in this situation. Why didn’t I just go home when Spencer and Indie dropped me off? Who can’t even wait a day before wanting to kiss another man?

      Bad, Mila. Very fucking bad.

      Reid and I recover fast, and that’s because we don’t speak. It’s closing in on one a.m. now and he shows no sign of getting tired or wanting me to leave.

      “I’m loving this. The guy is so creepy,” I say after a while of reading, which is the only thing I need to be doing in this house.

      The tension from the almost kiss is long gone. It fizzed away, and now we’re pretending it didn’t happen.

      “You’re probably ahead of me now,” he says. “You can write on it.”

      “Huh?”

      “The manuscript. If you have any thoughts—which you always seem to have—you can put it down with mine.”

      “What, seriously? You want me to do that?”

      “I’d like to know what you think, and I don’t just mean overall.”

      I can’t believe he trusts me with this. “Okay. I do have some thoughts on some of the dialogue.”

      He nods. “Good; put it down.”

      “I’m sure you’ll soon scribble it out if my ideas are crap.”

      “In bold red ink.”

      “Will you also give me a report card with a big F on it?”

      “F minus.”

      “Damn it, you’re a savage, Mr Walker.”

      “Are you tired yet?”

      I purse my lips and shake my head, despite the fact that I’m still slightly under the influence and longing for my bed. “Nope, but that means you are.”

      “The night is still young for me.”

      “Do you always work late?”

      “Not always. I do have a life, you know?”

      I fake gasp. “Shut up. You do more than read?”

      “Occasionally, I go out.”

      “Breaking news. Oh my God, we should go out right now.”

      “Have you taken something while I was making the coffee?”

      “Found the stash of crack in your drawer.”

      “I was saving that for a special occasion.”

      I gesture down to my body. “Am I not a special occasion?”

      He laughs.

      I shake my head. “All right, Reid. I’m going to go home and let you work. Don’t lose my place on this.”

      Holding up his palms, he replies, “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I bite my lip as his dark eyes do stupid things to my insides. Let’s not go there again. I think tonight I’ll be dreaming of him.

      Reid shows me to the door, and I get out of there as fast as I can.
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Mila

        

      

    

    
      Two days after sobering me up, Reid is outside when I get home from uni. I’m only a couple of chapters in to writing my own book—a romantic suspense. I could ask him for some advice. I need to do something because I’ve been stalling life for so long.

      I finally need a plan. Something to get me started. I’ve never much liked solid plans before, but I can change direction if I need to.

      Looks like I really am growing up.

      Reid slams the boot of his car and looks up, as if he senses me. His eyes find mine, and they give me a mild electric shock.

      Control yourself, for fuck’s sake. It’s just a pretty face.

      Raising my hand, I wave and make my way over the road. He meets me on the path outside his house.

      “Hey, how was uni?” He nods to the notebook he bought me.

      “It was good. How’s work? Late one last night? You look tired.”

      “I had a lot to do over the last few nights.”

      “I shouldn’t have taken up so much of your time. But you did get to go stationery shopping and have coffee. It was basically a day out. Like—”

      “Mila, it’s fine. I wanted to.”

      I take a breath and force myself to calm down. “You wanted me to take up all of your time and make you work late?”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “I like driving, I like notebooks, and I like beautiful women.”

      Oh.

      “Well, I know you like coffee,” I tell him. “You look about ready to crash.”

      I should invite him in and make him a drink. It’s the least I could do for making him work late.

      Reid tilts his head, like he’s not sure what I’ve asked. “Do you want to come in for a coffee, Mila?”

      “That sounded a lot like do you want to come in for Netflix and chill. Hey, I wonder how many people have screwed while watching Carole Baskin acting mental.”

      He laughs again. “No idea, and I wasn’t sure anything else was on the table.”

      “I’d love a coffee. I should make it for you, though.”

      He gestures for me to go into his house. I grip my notebook to my chest and walk with him.

      We make our way down the large hallway before heading into the kitchen. I take a quick peek in his living room and see soft, brown leather sofas and bookcases. I didn’t see a TV, but I only had a second before we passed the door.

      His kitchen is gorgeous, fitted with dark navy cupboards and one thick, white resin worktop that is moulded into a sink, too. He has a rustic wooden dining table with navy legs, with two benches sitting either side. There are copper handles and light fittings, as well as the biggest coffee machine I’ve ever seen in a home.

      “That thing belongs in a Starbucks.”

      “Do I swear at you?” he asks.

      “Ah, you’re a coffee snob.”

      He raises his hands. “Guilty. Well, are you making this coffee?” he asks with amused eyes because he’s fully aware that I can’t work that thing.

      “Do you make coffee with it or use it to fly to the ISS? I was asked to use one of these at a restaurant I worked at a couple years ago. I spilled coffee beans everywhere and got myself banned.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me? Sit down, Mila.”

      I take a seat on his navy stool and watch him load the thing with beans. I put my notebook on the breakfast bar and place my hand over the top. He’s not going to grab it and read my plot notes. And if he did, he would find a fat load of nothing for the end.

      “What’s it like working with authors?”

      “I love it. Is that what you want to do?” he asks.

      “I want to write… but it scares me. Not everyone makes enough to live.”

      He nods as the machine grinds loudly. “Some make a lot.”

      “I wish I knew which one I would be.”

      “You can’t do that unless you try.”

      “You sound like my dad.”

      He smiles and places a large mug, much like the ones they have on Friends, on the machine. It’s basically a bowl, and it looks like I’m not sleeping for the next three nights.

      “Will you show me some of your work?” he asks again.

      “Will you let me in your office again?”

      “Seems like a fair trade.”

      “How long does this thing take to make coffee?”

      “It’s worth the wait.”

      He gets milk out of the fridge and pours it into a jug.

      “Am I having a latte?”

      “Yes.”

      Okay, I get no choice. That should bother me. No man should decide things for you—not even what you’re drinking. I can’t bring myself to be annoyed, though.

      “What if I suddenly don’t like lattes?”

      “I’ve watched you drink three to date, but do you want something else?”

      “Nope.”

      His dark eyes peer at me. “Excellent.”

      When the latte is made, somewhere around twenty million minutes later, he places the mug in front of me.

      “Wow, you’ve even done that little pattern in the milk, too.”

      “I worked in a Starbucks for two years through college.”

      “But you don’t like their coffee?”

      “No.”

      “I’m glad we didn’t go to my house. I was going to make you instant.”

      He makes his drink before he joins me. We sit side by side on high stools. It should be awkward, but it’s not. Today I have less guilt about being here. Liam and I haven’t spoken. I haven’t even looked him up.

      “Can I see?” he asks, tapping a single finger on my notebook.

      He’s actually touching it.

      I breathe through my nose to stop myself from throwing my latte on him. “Erm… God, I think I would rather strip for you.”

      “The floor is yours.”

      Laughing, I decide to be brave and slide the notebook over. My fingers tremble.

      He flicks the notebook open, and my teeth snap together.

      “Are you looking at that right in front of me?”

      “Would you prefer me to take it into the dungeon?”

      “What kind? Sex or torture?”

      “Are you going to be cool if I read it here?” he asks.

      “I’m never cool.”

      His eyes linger for a heartbeat, and then he looks down.

      “Wait,” I say, grabbing his arm.

      He looks straight back up, and I retract my hand as if he’s burnt me.

      “Yes, Mila?”

      “If you read it aloud, I’ll have to kill you.”

      “Noted.”

      “And if it’s shit, I want you to be honest but don’t wrap it up with a positive at the end.”

      His smile grows more prominent. “I promise to tell you what I do like before I rip it to pieces.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      His gaze falls on the page to my handwritten, four-page synopsis. I might as well be naked.

      “Are you done yet?” I ask, my foot tapping on the stool.

      “I’ve read three words.”

      I press my lips together and try to breathe at a normal rate.

      Why didn’t I make him go into his office?

      This is torture. Not his dungeon.

      My skin crawls as his eyes move over the page.

      “Nope.” I slam my hand down on the page in front of him, and he startles.

      He looks up, eyes slightly wide. “Is everything okay?” His voice is half surprised, half amused.

      I drag the notebook back with my hand and flip it shut. “I don’t like show and tell.”

      “All right…”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… I’m right here.”

      “I had noticed. Do you want to leave it with me?”

      “A part of me does.”

      “You do realise that if you want to be published, you’re going to have to let someone read it?”

      “It’s not finished.”

      “I understand that, but I assume you want feedback on the synopsis, right? That’s why you’re showing me. You want to make sure you’re heading in the right direction.”

      “I’m going to kill off someone called Reid in it.”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “That’s not an insult.”

      Fine, it’s not. How cool would it be to be someone’s fictional victim?

      “How many bad books do you read?”

      “Too many.”

      “That must suck.”

      “I only have to read the first few chapters. If I’m not gripped by then, I’m not buying it.”

      “You really do have the best job.”

      “Yet you want to be an author and not an editor.”

      “I think I’d get drunk with the power.”

      He laughs, and I smile big. “You make it sound like I’m in the mafia.”

      “Or one of those knobheads on queue control at festivals.”

      “You been to many festivals?”

      “Loads. Not so many in the last couple years, though. My brothers have grown up, apparently. They’re settling down. Selfish, really.”

      I’m not actually mad at them, of course. I just miss us all living under the same roof. I know a lot of siblings who don’t get along but me, Hugo, and Archie have always been as thick as thieves. Quite literally sometimes. When we were kids, two of us would create a distraction while the other pinched three strawberry laces from the shop down the street. Now, Hugo lives with a girl, and Archie is pretending to be Hugh Hefner with his mate in the city.

      “You miss them?” Reid asks softly, and his voice makes me shudder again.

      “More than I thought was possible. Things are just different now. I feel like I blinked and everything changed. I’m still trying to catch up.”

      “Do you see them often?”

      “Once a month, at least.” I sip my coffee. “I’m lucky, really. How about you? You have a sister. Phoebe, right?”

      “Yes, she lives with her husband and six-month-old daughter Lexie.”

      “You’re an uncle.”

      “Yeah, the kid hates me, though.”

      “You don’t have boobs.”

      He frowns. “No, I don’t.”

      “Babies love boobs. Men love boobs, too. And women, actually. Sorry, I should stop saying boobs.”

      “Did you sneak something in that coffee while I wasn’t looking?”

      I shake my head. Shut up, Mila.

      Draining the last of the latte, I pick up my notebook. “I should probably get going.”

      “All right,” he replies.

      “Thank you for the drink.”

      He follows me to the door, and I open it. I turn when I step outside and thrust the notebook at him.

      He takes it with questions in his eyes.

      “Will you let me know what you think? Write to me or something?”

      “You live over the road.”

      “Call me, then.”

      “Mila…”

      I burst. “I don’t want to look at you while you give me feedback.”

      “Ah. Author nerves. I get it. I’ll write it up and leave it in here,” he says, holding the notebook up.

      “But on a loose piece of paper. I can’t have it attached to that.”

      “Of course, you can’t.”

      He thinks I’m a nutjob. Wincing, I thread my hands together. “I’m sorry, and thank you.”

      “No need to apologise, and you’re welcome.”

      On a smile, I turn and cross the road.

      “If it’s shit, am I allowed to use those very words?”

      “Fuck off!” I call back without turning around.

      I hear his laughter until I get to my path.
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Reid

        

      

    

    
      I’m staring at a piece of Mila like it’s the Holy Grail.

      I’ve lost count of the number of times an author has told me how personal their writing is, so I know this wasn’t easy for her, and she hardly played it cool when she handed the notebook over.

      I’ve had so little of her for years; just a hi or a wave here and there. One evening in a bar where we shared a few drinks with friends. A conversation that cost me so much. But in the last two days, I’ve had her in my car, taken her shopping, and shared coffee in my house.

      She’s an addiction I’ve never been able to kick… and now I’m getting significant doses.

      I run my fingertips over the notebook. I’m in my office now with another mug of coffee. She was hilarious earlier, not wanting me to read it in front of her. I could see her squirming in her seat until she snapped.

      I wonder what happens in bed when her control breaks.

      Don’t think of that.

      There’s no time to shower her out of my mind right now. Not that showering her away has ever worked before.

      Opening the book, I notice her doodles first. Little scribbles, some which make sense, and others that are just shapes and squiggles, like she wasn’t sure what to write but her pen needed to be doing something.

      I understand. I’m restless, too.

      Her handwriting is neat to start with, but it gets messier. I imagine her pen flying as she really gets into the plot, trying to write everything down before she forgets.

      I bite my lip as I begin reading. This feels intimate, and it’s probably the only way I’m going to have any real piece of her. I’ll take it.

      It’s much better than hoping we’ll walk out of our houses at the same time.

      Which we don’t do nearly enough.

      Watching her from my window and then running out of the door when she appears seems a step too messed up. I might be a desperate fool but there are lines I don’t need to cross. I’ve watched YOU; I don’t need to be going down that road.

      I’m now going to meet Jason at the gym in an hour so he can punish me… or train me, as he calls it.

      So, I read and re-read.

      Then, I re-read it again because she’s good. Her premise is strong and captivating. I want more, and I really believe she could have something great here. There’s a little work that could be done to tighten the plot, and I don’t yet know her characters well, but she’s got something compelling.

      Her mind may also be a little twisted.

      I open my laptop and type up some notes, thankful I don’t have to tell her it’s awful. That might not do well for my chances. Not that they’re particularly good right now.

      When I’m done, I print the two pages of praise and ideas, and I slip it into her notebook. I change into my gym clothes and head across the road to her house.

      Mila’s mum Dawn answers, and her smile widens. “Well, hello, Reid.”

      “Hi. Is Mila home?”

      “Mila, you have a gentleman caller!” she shouts over her shoulder. With a little laugh, she winks and walks away.

      I’m a gentleman caller?

      All right.

      “Reid?”

      Jesus. She’s changed into tiny shorts and a tight black tank top that should be illegal. It’s not hot today, yet she looks like she’s absolutely refusing to accept that it’s autumn.

      It’s quite possibly my favourite outfit on her.

      Eyes on her face, I tell myself.

      “I’m returning this.”

      She takes the notebook and frowns. “Is it a good thing that you’ve brought this back after, like, ten minutes?”

      It’s more like thirty. “It’s good. It’s really good. I’ve made a few notes for you to consider.”

      Her lips part as if I’ve just offered her a seven-figure book deal. “Thank you. Seriously, you liked it?”

      “I did. How much have you written?”

      “Only a few chapters.” She hugs the notebook to her chest.

      “Have you thought about an agent?”

      “No,” she chokes. “Jesus, no. That’s… real.”

      “I can help you with a query letter, if you like.” She stares at me like I’m speaking another language. “Mila?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m still stuck on the fact that it doesn’t suck, and now you’re talking about agents, which will lead to a submission. The frightening kind, not the having someone else take control kind.”

      I fist my hands. “You want to be published, don’t you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m lost here.”

      She laughs quietly and drops her gaze.

      My own eyes head south, too, to her perfect breasts, toned stomach, and those hip bones I want to bite.

      When she looks back at me, my eyes are back on her face.

      “It’s scary, I guess.”

      “You don’t seem scared of anything.” Except for her relationship with Liam. Or, rather, ending it. Maybe she never will. They must have had an argument the night she was drunk.

      It would be a tragedy if she stayed with him forever. Even if she doesn’t end up with me, she should be with someone who makes her world brighter.

      “Maybe I’m just good at hiding the fear.”

      My stomach tightens. “You’re really good, Mila, and I’m not just saying that because you’ll probably key my car if I don’t.”

      “I wouldn’t key your car. I like it. I would graffiti your front door. It would say something about you enjoying sucking off pigs or goats.”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “My mistake. Send me what you have when you’re ready. I left my email and phone number on my notes.”

      That’s my not so subtle way of getting her to message or call me. I should have left her with just my email since she has a boyfriend, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Where are you going in… that?” She gestures to my shorts and Under Armour T-shirt.

      “To the gym.”

      “Right. How often do you go?”

      “I aim for two to three times a week, but I have some equipment at home. Jason is awful.”

      “He’s a PT, right? I need a personal trainer.”

      You don’t look like you need anything.

      Well, except for one thing…

      “He’s good. He’ll push you hard.”

      She blinks rapidly. “I’ll have to give him a call.”

      Nodding, I step back. “I’ll see you later, Mila.”

      I retreat before my thoughts of her in that tiny top make me do something I won’t regret.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I grit my teeth—the sweat running down my face and back. One. Last. Rep.

      Lowering the weight, I set it on the floor and take a breath.

      “How was that?” Jason asks. I don’t need to look at him to know he’s smirking.

      “I needed today to hurt.”

      “Say hi to Mila for me. Row for fifteen.”

      He means minutes, not reps. “Fuck off, I’m done.”

      Laughing, he throws my towel at me. I rub it over my face feeling no cleaner. I need a hot shower.

      “What happened with her?”

      “Nothing really.”

      “I call bullshit.” He leans against the wall and scowls at some arsehole trying to chat up a woman on the treadmill. He’s probably jealous.

      “She was over at mine for most of the evening a couple days ago. She was drunk. I sobered her up and let her read a manuscript. That’s it.”

      “That’s not it. That’s your way in, mate. I’ve watched you pine over her for years, Reid. For the love of God, don’t overthink and fuck this up now. You two aren’t your grandparents.”

      My fist tightens around the towel. “I don’t think we’re my grandparents.”

      “Not yet, but you will, and it’ll freak you out. Nothing bad is going to happen. Keep talking to her. Keep letting her read whatever she wants.”

      “Jason…”

      “Don’t Jason me. Just go and be happy. Now, I know you prefer showering at home but have one here because you’re disgusting.”

      I roll my eyes. “Later.”

      With a salute, he heads over to stop the man chatting up the woman who is clearly uninterested. Jason is tall, towering over the other guy, so it won’t take him long to sort that problem out.

      I head for the showers, and once done, I head home.

      When I pull up outside my house, I spot Mila walking across the road. Cutting the engine, I get out and watch her coming towards me.

      “I’m coming in,” she says, folding her arms as if I’ve previously told her that she can’t.

      No objections here.

      “You don’t mind inviting yourself over, I see.”

      “No. I want to see all the books again. I want to see your notes. I love that you print manuscripts out. Did I tell you that?”

      “I’m not letting you rummage through my work.”

      “I won’t rummage. I’ll search carefully.”

      We walk up the path together. Me, freshly washed with damp hair. Her, bouncing at the thought of snooping around in my office.

      “You’re very precious about your manuscripts, you know. I want to read them all, even the old ones that are already published.”

      “Demanding.”

      “I know what I want in some aspects of my life.”

      “And then you go full force.”

      Pursing her lips, her frown turns to a scowl. I’ve hit the nail on the head. What she’s confident about, she grabs with both hands.

      “Are you going to unlock your door, Reid, or shall I break in?”

      “You can pick a lock?”

      Her amber eyes glow. “I can throw a brick through a window.”

      I hold up my key. “We’ll use the door.”

      “Come on, this is like a writer’s mecca. I want to feel the books before they’re published. I need to read them and smell them, when I’m totally sober.” She places her palms together. “Please, Reid, I’ll love you forever.”

      Oh, fuck’s sake.

      I let us in. “Fine, you can come in my office again. Do you want coffee while you’re helping yourself to my work?”

      “Coffee would be great, thanks,” she replies, turning straight into my office.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” I grin.

      I have to clench my hands to stop myself from following. Make the coffee and calm down. I like having her here too much. Jason was wrong. I don’t need to worry about repeating my grandparents’ history. Mila is here for the books, not me.

      I make our coffees while picturing her going through my things. Once done, I take them into my office. She’s sitting on my chair, pouring over the manuscript she started last time she was here.

      “Enjoying it?” I ask.

      “Shh.” Her eyes flit from side to side as she reads.

      I put the coffees on the desk, sit on the wingback in the corner of the room, and I watch her read. It could be considered creepy on my part, but I don’t know how long she will be here for or if we’ll talk again after today.

      Mila has a way of making you feel like you’ve broken through the wall and made it into her inner circle, and then it all ends. The last time we had a decent conversation, I was on a high and thought we’d speak again. However, that night ended in a tragedy that should have made me stop wanting to be around her.

      To be fair to her, I was the one who backed off after that conversation. Not as much as I should have, but I didn’t initiate a conversation again.

      Since that night… well, I’ve barely been able to get out of my own head. It’s taken extensive therapy, and I’m still scared of loss.

      She leans closer to the pages, her lips slightly pursed.

      “You’re going to bang your head on the table in a minute,” I warn her.

      Amused eyes peek up at me. “Well, this is good. Do you always read the printed version for every stage of edits?”

      “Mostly the first.”

      “That’s backwards, you know.”

      “I just have to add notes to the word doc after. I see far more in print, and I have to give the first round the most attention.”

      She looks at my wall of books, each shelf crammed full. “I could live in this room.”

      Don’t think about her living here.

      “What do you edit? All kinds of things?”

      “It’s a small press so I flit between mystery and suspense thrillers. I’ve also worked on one or two romances.”

      Her dark eyebrows rise. “You have?”

      “It wasn’t through choice.” Every single one of them had grand declarations of love. Three words don’t seem nearly enough for me. There’s so much more to it than a big ‘I love you’.

      Mila stares at me like she’s trying to figure out who she’s lived opposite for years. I barely know her, either, really. Phoebe thinks I’m crazy. A lovesick fool who is going to get his heart crushed. She’s been playing the protective big sister for years now.

      She might be on to something.

      “Do you have any romance manuscripts?” Mila asks.

      “No.” Her shoulders slump. “You’re a romantic, Mila?”

      “I love love! The butterflies, the always wanting to be around the other person, that feeling like you’re flying. What can beat that? Can you score me one from work?”

      “You want me to steal a manuscript from work?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      I kick my legs up on the footstall. “I’m not stealing.”

      “You must have something with a hint of romance for me? There can be suspense and mystery and all that. Just with some character flirting?”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “I’m sure I can get you an ARC. Are you going to read more of that?”

      “Yep. Can I read your emails to the author, too?”

      “Boundaries, Mila.”

      She rolls her eyes. “That’s all I ever seem to hear. Can I, though?”

      “No.”

      “Fine. What do you like about editing?

      “Content is my favourite. You have the chance to shape the manuscript with the author. It’s always annoying when they don’t go with your suggestions, though.”

      “I’m going to go with yours. They’re good.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nods, not looking up because she’s too busy running her finger over my annotations on the page, tracing some of the letters.

      “I figured you know what you’re talking about… even if you don’t like romance.”

      “Weren’t you considering killing the guy in the end?”

      “Well, there is that. What else do you do? When you’re not working, I mean.”

      I tilt my head as I watch her stare at the page. Does she really think I’m a hermit? I try hard not to be.

      “I go to the gym, drink with Jason, travel, go off roading.”

      Now I have her attention. Her mouth parts, and I imagine slipping my tongue inside it. Stop.

      “You go off-roading? In what?”

      “Jeeps.”

      “Oh my God, that is so cool!”

      “I thought you might like that.”

      “Liam’s been a couple times.”

      “You never went with him?”

      She shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I can tell from the drop in her smile that she’s hurt.

      “You should take Wren and Indie.”

      “Pft, they’d never get in a car with me like that.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to offer to take her. That’s not something you do with another man when you have a boyfriend, no matter how complacent that boyfriend has gotten.

      “Hey, you think I should skip the sex scene in the book? Like, have it fade to black?”

      I shake my head. “No. Write it.”

      It’s the closest I’m ever going to get to being in her bed.
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      Mila hasn’t been back to my place in three days. Not that she needed to, but I thought she might venture over. Perhaps she’s been working on her manuscript… or been busy with her boyfriend.

      I opened my submissions again yesterday and wanted to tell her. She would love reading some of them in an assistant capacity. Her notes on the first third of Red Grave have been good.

      Stupidly, I had planned on inviting her over to go through them.

      I’m an idiot.

      But it’s not like I’m twiddling my thumbs, looking for things to do. Jason and I are heading to Wales today with his brother Marc and a couple of Marc’s friends for a lads’ weekend.

      The two brothers are heavily into fitness, so we’re climbing mountains between getting drunk. Jason has planned the perfect mix of activities and alcohol, and I can’t wait. It’s been a while since I’ve gone out. I need to let off some steam and forget a raven-haired woman with amber eyes and a smart mouth.

      I read a new text from Mum, demanding I don’t die on a mountain.

      I’ll do my best.

      Then Dad’s name flashes on the screen of my phone.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “He’s alive!”

      “Funny. I’ve been busy, Dad.”

      “Too busy to check in with your old man? Your mum is driving me up the wall, asking what’s going on with you, as if I bloody know.”

      I lean back in my chair and kick my feet up on desk. “Why does she think something is going on?”

      “You know what she’s like. If you don’t reply instantly, she thinks something is wrong. She worries that you won’t go back to the counsellor if you need to. It’s not going backwards, you know? Is there anything on your mind? Or anyone?”

      I sensed that coming. Dad has been prepped for this conversation. I can almost hear my mum saying, ‘Remember to ask him if there’s a lady friend, Eric, or he won’t tell you’. My dad isn’t a talker unless you go to him with a problem, so I know she’s behind this call.

      “I’m fine with going back to therapy if I need it, but I don’t. Tell Mum I’m okay, and I’ll see her soon.”

      Dad knows all of this. We’ve had extensive conversations about the things I’ve witnessed and how they’ve affected me.

      He clears this throat. “Is there someone?”

      “I’m not seeing anyone, no.”

      “Oh. It’s just been a long time since that blonde lass.”

      Gretchen and I dated for a couple of months last year. It was nothing serious, and she didn’t meet my family before we called it off, but it did allow Mum to begin to dream. Phoebe is settled with a good job, a husband, and a daughter. Apparently, I’m lagging behind by only having a career, as if that’s not a reason to be happy. I don’t need everything all at once.

      “I’m twenty-four, Dad.”

      “I know, son. Your mum just worries about you being there alone.”

      “You make it sound like I never leave the house. I have a career and friends. I’m not alone. Plenty of people move away from their family.”

      “Yes, yes, we know. We’re just concerned. Perhaps you should try that Tinder?”

      I don’t know if I’m more horrified that he’s suggested I use it or that he knows what it is. “I’m perfectly capable of going out to meet a woman if I want to.”

      “All right. What time do you leave?”

      “Jason will be here any minute.”

      “I’ll let you go. Be careful.”

      “I will. Speak later.”

      I hang up and slide my phone in my pocket so I can finish packing a few last-minute things.

      Standing, I zip my holdall just as I hear Jason’s car pull up. I take my bag outside and lock the front door.

      “You ready for this?” he asks with a grin so wide, I know he’s thinking about the women on the nights out rather than the hiking.

      I throw my bag over my shoulder. “I’m ready.”

      Across the road, Mila pulls into her drive. Jason looks over.

      “What’s going on there?”

      “Nothing. She’s not been over in a few days.”

      “Is that odd?”

      “No.” It could be the fact that I almost kissed her, but we moved past that almost instantly, and she’s been over since. “She doesn’t need to come over. I was helping her, and now she’s getting on with it.”

      Though, I haven’t seen Liam all week.

      I load my bag into Jason’s boot and step back. Mila is in my peripheral.

      “She’s coming over,” Jason sings quietly. His smile, if possible, grows wider.

      Slamming his boot, I steel myself for this interaction.

      She doesn’t owe you anything.

      “Hey, Reid. Jason.” She says his name as an afterthought. “You off anywhere fun?”

      “Hey. We’re going to Wales. Lads’ weekend.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Oh, cool. What are you doing there? Besides the obvious. I mean, boys’ weekends are all about getting laid. You should go and live it up, get wasted, find women, climb, and then…” She stops and frowns. “Never mind. I hope you both have a good time.”

      Jason chuckles under his breath. “Well, I intend to get laid multiple times. I mean, that’s what it’s all about. I’ll wait in the car, Reid.”

      I clench my jaw as he gets into the driver’s seat.

      “When are you back?” she asks.

      “Sunday night. Probably late. The drive takes about three hours.”

      “Okay.”

      “Did you need something?”

      She swings her hands behind her back. “All right, I’m not going to do the shy thing. I broke up with Liam that day I came over drunk. It was the right thing to do, and I’m all cool about it, but I was feeling guilty about being in your house afterwards… twice, after, actually. It seemed kind of shitty to end that relationship one minute and be in another man’s office the next.” She laughs nervously. “And I realise I just made that sound dirty. I didn’t think we were going to do anything, but… you know what I mean? So, I didn’t knock the other day when I wanted to, and then I didn’t knock yesterday or today because that all seemed weird.”

      Taking a breath, she goes again, while I stand frozen. “So, I took a couple of days to get my head straight—to focus on where I am and where I want to be. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this the other night. I needed a minute. Should I have told you earlier? Should I be telling you now?”

      I run my hand over my face. She seems completely confused by all of this. There aren’t any rules. We’re not a couple.

      “Right,” I say.

      She winces. “Anyway, I should let you get to what sounds like a really slutty weekend.”

      “Mila,” I say, catching her hand as she begins to turn around. There is no way I’m letting her drop that bomb and walk away. “Thank you for telling me that. Are you okay?”

      She takes a step back, and I let go of her hand. “I’m fine. Better than fine. I’m sorry that I didn’t come over… not that you asked me to.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      There have been times in my life where I had to put myself first, too. It’s a necessity, despite how wrong it makes you feel… and selfish.

      “Thanks. Maybe when you’re back, I could finish that manuscript and talk to you about work experience at Wilson Press.”

      I nod. “I’ve been waiting for that one.”

      “We’ll talk later. You have a long drive ahead. Bye, Reid.” She waves and then walks away. Across the road.

      Without fucking looking again.

      I get into Jason’s car and watch her in the wing mirror until she goes home.

      “So she’s single,” he says.

      “I should have known you’d be listening.”

      “Of course, I was. When are you asking her out? Sunday night?”

      “Just drive, Jace.”

      “Three hours, buddy. We’re going to talk about this at some point.”

      “Not if I throw myself out of the car.”

      Mila and Liam might get back together eventually; that’s what they do. I want to be elated, but how can I be sure they won’t be loved up again before I’m home?

      “Such a baby. Forget her for now, man. We’re getting so fucking wasted tonight,” Jason says, grinning as if he can already taste the rum.

      “We need to book a taxi back to the house. I’m not spending another night sleeping outside a club.”

      “Sleeping? Reid, you passed out.” He laughs. “Then I did. Good times.”

      “I still have very little memory of that night.”

      “You scored the hottie with the tats. I was pissed.”

      I roll my eyes. “Calling a woman your next conquest to her face is never going to work.”

      “I was drunk! No one should take you seriously when you’re wasted.”

      “No one should take you seriously, ever.”

      “Behave,” he mutters, chuckling. “There’s a flask of rum on the floor in front of your seat.”

      “You’re going to watch me drink for three hours while you drive?”

      “If it takes you three hours to drink that flask, I’m taking you back home now.”

      I shake my head, pick up the flask, and I take a swig. Mila’s back, I have a boys’ weekend ahead of me, and now I have rum.
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      Liam has been out of my life for a whole week, and I’m okay.

      In that week, I’ve studied hard, turned an assignment in early, and I’ve worked on my own book. It feels really good to finally have a path—one full of books and possibilities. I have a general direction to go in, but so much can happen on the way. And you know what? I have no idea what I’ll be eating every Sunday.

      It’s been a long weekend, and it’s now Sunday night. Reid will be home sometime soon, I hope.

      He text me Mel’s email on Friday after we spoke so I could contact her. I sent the email yesterday morning and she called me straight away to offer me the month-long work experience I need.

      I’ll be splitting the month between different jobs there, and I can’t wait. If I’m honest, I wanted Reid to sit with me the whole time, but it’s probably for the best that he’s not my boss. The power might go to his head. I wonder if he has an authoritative side to him. Maybe at work.

      I’d love to experience Reid Walker in charge.

      I miss sitting in the middle of his books… and I’ve missed speaking to him. How can I be so captivated by him after the two days we’ve spent together? It doesn’t make sense.

      It’s almost ten p.m. now. How late did they leave Wales?

      Maybe I should leave it until tomorrow evening, after work. That’s what a sane person would do. But I’m craving that cosy office with the great coffee and even better company.

      Finally, I see Jason’s car pull up outside his house.

      Yeah, I’ve been watching out of my window like the little stalker I’ve become over the weekend.

      Who can resist Reid Walker? Not this girl.

      I watch him pick up his bag and have a brief conversation with Jason. Then, he’s alone and going into his house. I wonder if he’s spent the whole weekend alone. No, there’s no need to think about him with other women. There was probably sex. He’s single, sexy as sin, and on a fucking lads’ weekend away. Everyone who is single should have been getting frisky.

      I ignore the sting in my chest, and I go downstairs. That’s enough time, right? He would have been able to throw his bag down and put water in his coffee machine by now.

      Mum and Dad are out because they have a much better social life than I do. That means no one is around to give me that super irritating going-to-see-a-man look. Mum would be full of hope. Dad dread.

      I leave the house and cross the quiet little road that separates us.

      My heart flutters as I knock on his door and wait. It’s been a while since I was here. What if he prefers to work alone again? I didn’t tell him I was coming tonight, but it isn’t like we have a schedule. In fact, I was probably doing him a favour staying away for a while. I bet he got loads done since I stopped coming over.

      The door opens a second later, and my jaw almost falls off. Reid is standing in a pair of grey joggers. Only a pair of grey joggers.

      Well, hello there.

      Don’t say anything stupid.

      “Hey,” he says.

      Erm…

      My mouth salivates.

      “You have abs. Like, abs.”

      I knew Reid worked out but not this hard. His chest looks like it’s been carved from stone.

      His lips curl. “I go to the gym, Mila.”

      “Yeah, I know but… yeah.”

      His eyes are glowing. “Did you want something?”

      To lick your chest.

      “I want books.”

      He steps to the side and lets me in. I walk past him, my arm brushing his, creating a tingling, burning sensation on my skin.

      “I need to take a quick shower after that drive,” he says before he clears his throat.

      “I’ll fill up the coffee machine with water—promise not to break it—and then wait for you to come back down. I want to hear all about your weekend.”

      He hesitates for a second before nodding. I watch him head up the stairs.

      Oh, Lord. Back. Muscle.

      I force my jaw shut with a push from my index finger, and I walk past his discarded bag on the floor. That is one hot man.

      When Reid returns five minutes later, he’s wearing a new pair of joggers and a plain white T-shirt. His hair is damp like the grass at dawn, and I long to run my fingers through it.

      No, stop being crazy.

      “So, how was it?” I ask as he heads straight for the coffee machine. “You’ll see the perfect water level in there.”

      He looks over his shoulder. “Good. The hiking was hard work on the way up.”

      “I bet all the alcohol helped afterwards.”

      And the women.

      “It did until the following morning.”

      “Hiking with a hangover while being sexed-out.”

      “Would not recommend,” he replies. “Uni okay?”

      Is that a confirmation of the sexed-out thing? “Yeah. I’m more excited about work experience. Mel seemed really nice on the phone.”

      “Yeah, she said she’d spoken to you. You’ll love her. She’s a good boss, very chilled, understands that people work differently, and she goes with it to get the best out of her employees.”

      “Like letting you work from home two days a week?”

      He nods. “I work best without people around.”

      I wince. “I’ve not been very helpful.”

      “You’re not people.”

      What? I’m not a person? Like, I’m too weird to be classed as a human. Frowning, I say, “Thank you...”

      “You know how I meant that.”

      “Yeah, actually, I think I do. You’re not people to me, either.” I flip the page of the book open, the one he’d left on the breakfast bar, and I smile at the worn pages. I can imagine him sitting in bed reading this. And yes, he is naked.

      “That’s a good book,” he says, finishing up the coffees.

      “I haven’t read it yet,” I reply, already starting the first chapter.

      Reid startles me when he puts my latte down a minute later.

      “Oh my God! Make noise!”

      He smirks. “Sorry, should I call your name when it’s ready for you to collect?”

      “Only if you’re going to write my name on the mug… and misspell it. I’ve actually had people spell it M-E-L-A.”

      “Can I read this short story yet? The one you were working on for uni.”

      “Yes, you can now that my lecturer said it’s not total shit. Score.”

      “She used those words?”

      “Well, no. She’s nice. Too nice sometimes. She didn’t tell Harvey that his sex scene was shit when he tried to write a woman’s perspective.”

      He nods. “All right, give it to me.”

      “Reid, how forward.”

      He doesn’t move or react at all, but his eyes do this stormy thing that makes my knees weak.

      “Are you broken?” I ask.

      “Is your head out of the gutter?”

      “Not recently,” I admit.

      Picking up my coffee, I walk into his office, and he follows. God, he smells good.

      In my head, he’s back in the shower and water is running down those abs. Lucky. Water.

      I sit down on the seat he’s built under the bay window, and I cross my legs. It’s now officially my favourite place in his whole house. I can’t wait to read here when it rains. Good thing for me, it does that often in England.

      After a sip of the latte, I place it on a little end table, and I wait. I’m not allowed to go into his drawers.

      Reid pulls the part-finished manuscript out of his desk and passes it over. His fingers brush mine as I take it from him. First our arms and now our fingers. I press my lips together as heat twists inside my stomach.

      He’s standing above me, looking down like there’s a million other things he’d rather we were doing right now. He takes a breath and releases the papers. “This is about three quarters done, apparently. Let me know what you think. Not that you would keep it to yourself.”

      I pout, and his eyes tighten.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask.

      “I have submissions to read.”

      “Seriously? Can I read them after you?”

      His mouth curves at the sides, despite him trying to keep a straight face. We both know I’ll read them and give him my opinion.

      It’s interesting, and he’s interested in my writing and in my opinions.

      Wren and Indie will talk about that stuff, but it’s not quite the same. Reid is a book person, and I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to talk to him properly. We could have been doing this for years.

      “This a thriller?” I ask, holding up the part-finished manuscript that he’d briefly shown me before.

      “No. It’s very different to what I usually edit. It’s more of a… journey.”

      “To where?”

      “Not a place, Mila. Read it and see what you think.”

      “Have you finished it?”

      He nods. “I’m waiting for the rest.”

      “I’ll tell you if it’s shite and not worth publishing in a minute.”

      Chuckling, he clicks something on his laptop. “Of course.”

      I tuck my legs under me and lean against the window. The sky has been so moody all day, which means I might get lucky and see some rain tonight. The streetlights will make it visible. I need to bring a candle with me and really get the cosy atmosphere going in here. I’m not sure what Reid will think of that, but this is basically my office now, too.

      I turn the blank page—no title yet—and begin.

      By the fifth chapter, I’m almost in tears. It’s raw and emotional, about a man named Hayden who’s a bit lost and wading through the grief of finding his grandad dead. He blames himself because he was due to be at his earlier that day but got caught up. His grandad died of a heart attack alone, and Hayden feels guilty because he thinks his grandad was calling out for him, wondering why he wasn’t there.

      “Reid,” I breathe.

      He looks up, and his face falls. “Are you crying?”

      “This is awful.”

      “Awful?”

      I swallow a thick lump in my throat. “Not bad awful. Emotional. Beautiful. Publish it.”

      “How much have you read?”

      “The first five chapters.”

      “Mila, there is more to go. It’s not all like that. Keep an open mind. I’m not sure how it will end yet, either.”

      I wipe my eyes. “If there’s no HEA, I will throw a fit!”

      “Not everyone gets a happy ever after.”

      “That’s unacceptable.”

      He smiles sadly. “That’s life.”

      I don’t want that to be life for him. I want to get up and go over to his desk, to take away whatever pain is behind his eyes right now. But I can’t move. He holds my gaze, and there are a thousand questions behind his expression. I don’t know the answer to any of them, but I want to.

      I could move now—go to him and ask.

      The air thickens as we watch each other like two predators. Who will leap first?

      Before I can talk some courage into myself, he let’s go, and I know the moment has passed.

      I turn back to the manuscript with a heavy heart, full of regret.
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      The next week wizzes by. Mila and I have fallen into a pattern of hanging out in the evenings, reading, watching TV, and drinking coffee together.

      Since I opened submissions, she’s been helping me read through the first chapters. It seems to be one of her favourite things to do. She loves the good and bad, and it brings her here almost every evening. Occasionally, I’m allowed to read some of her book, too.

      I should be thrilled that’s she’s around all the time—I am—but I’m also anxious. How much time does she need to be single? I would assume she needs longer than two weeks, considering the length of her last relationship.

      From the little I’ve been told about Liam, they haven’t spoken to each other since the split, and they’ve agreed not to for a year.

      It’s what I needed to hear. But that doesn’t mean she thinks of me as more than a friend. I didn’t imagine that moment, two weeks ago, where we almost kissed. I didn’t imagine the heated look in her eyes.

      If I kissed her now, what would she do?

      I’m left with more questions than ever before. Now, if nothing happens between us, it’s because she doesn’t want it to, and I can no longer pretend it was Liam in the way.

      She’s in my office reading, just like any other day.

      Flipping the book shut, she looks up at me. “I can’t get into it.”

      She’s reading more of Hayden’s story and almost halfway now where he’s really messed up. It’s hard reading.

      “You’re not enjoying it?”

      “It’s not that at all. I think I need some fresh air.”

      I close my laptop. “All right, let’s do it.”

      “Fresh air? You’re coming for a walk with me?”

      “No. We’re going to drive.”

      She looks to the clock on the wall. “Where to? It’s almost eleven at night?”

      “What happened to your little adventurous heart? Don’t you want to see the world anymore?”

      She stands, and her eyes light up in a way I’ve never seen before. “We’re going on an adventure? Do I need my passport?”

      “I’m all for taking off, but I have work and you have uni.”

      “Where’s next on your travel list?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Somewhere cold maybe. I’d like to snowboard and stay in an ice hotel.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re crazy. Have you snowboarded before?”

      “No.”

      “You’re just going to rock up in the snow and try?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her smile could set the world on fire. “I want that. I want to commit to shit I have no clue how to do, and then learn right there on the spot.”

      “Say yes and figure out how later. Go and do it, Mila. There is nothing stopping you.”

      “Well, uni, apparently.”

      “You have about twenty half terms a year to go ride camels in the dessert or swim with sharks.”

      She looks over her shoulder as we leave my office. “Sharks. Are you trying to get me killed?”

      “You’ll be in a cage. They can almost never get into those.”

      “Almost never.” She laughs.

      I lock the door, and we get in my car.

      “Where are we going in the middle of the night, then?”

      “Patience.”

      I drive, and Mila checks every road sign for a clue. Her lips are pursed, neck craning forwards to try and guess where we’re going from the direction we’re driving in.

      “Nothing is open. We can’t be going to a club because you know better than to take me there without letting me get ready.” Her head turns as we drive by a sign.

      “I don’t know why you keep looking at those. The place we’re going isn’t signed.”

      “You made that sound super creepy, Walker.”

      “You don’t advertise brothels. It’s the quickest way to get your business shut down.”

      “Ah, I gotcha. We’re hitting up the crack den on the way home, too?”

      “I thought we’d grab some meth on the way there. Make it a real party.”

      “You know how to treat a woman.”

      She looks at me, and I feel peace in her heart. Laying back against the seat, she sighs softly.

      I grip the steering wheel to curb the desire to reach over and trace those thick lips.

      “Where are we going now? This road is tiny.”

      “Patience.”

      I pull up into a car park in a field.

      She slaps my dashboard. “If you think I’m camping…”

      “This isn’t a campsite. Come on.”

      She gets out and follows me, jogging to keep up as she looks around in the dark. The place is deserted.

      “This way,” I tell her, heading straight for the forest.

      “Also, if you think for one second that I’m—”

      “We’re going to the river. I’m not murdering you in the woods.”

      She nods once. “Right. We don’t know each other that well. It’s been, what, two weeks that we’ve spoken for, but that’s fine. Wait, what are we doing at a river?”

      “Almost there.”

      “You’re being shady, Reid. Oh…”

      We reach the riverbank and Mila steps as close to it as she can get.

      “Wow, it’s so pretty,” she whispers.

      The river runs along the edge of the forest, as if it’s a moat guarding the wildlife from everyone outside.

      “My parents love the outdoors. We found it when we lived here. I spent many weekends in that water. It’s peaceful and absolutely freezing,” I tell her.

      “I have never really been anywhere. My parents like to travel but we stick to tourist areas, you know. I want to go off the beaten track and see things that were only meant for the locals.”

      There is nothing worse in life than being stuck. I can’t imagine not moving, not seeing new things, and losing myself in new experiences. What’s the point of only ever seeing the same thing? The same places, the same landscape, the same people. I love where I live, but I need more.

      “Don’t think, just book.”

      She smiles over at me. “Throw a dart at an atlas?”

      “Why not? You can go anywhere and do anything.”

      “Hanging out with you kinda rocks, you know that?”

      “I do know that.”

      Laughing, she bumps my shoulder and doesn’t move.

      Instinctively, I wrap my arm around her, unable to miss her soft gasp. My muscles freeze for a second. What am I doing? Mila doesn’t push me away, though. Instead, I feel the heat from her body radiating into mine as she leans against my side.

      If possible, my heart beats harder.

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      “What for?”

      “For showing me that I have courage and that I should chase my dreams. Everyone tells you to go for it, but very few show you. You’ve done so much, and you continue to go for whatever you want.”

      “Mila, I haven’t really done anything.”

      “God, Reid, you’ve done everything. You have a career you love, a nice house, and you still follow your heart. You don’t just look at pretty things. You go and find them!”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes finding them is the easy part. It’s not always easy to keep them.”

      “Not sure a waterfall would fit in your luggage.”

      “I could have taken a plank from that bridge.”

      “You should have. Would’ve been hilarious watching the next people try to cross it.”

      “Come on, we’re not just here to look.”

      She turns with my arm still around her. Now we’re chest to chest and she’s looking up at me like I have all the answers. I wish that were true. The only place she needs to look for those answers is at herself. No other person can fix you. You have to do that yourself, and if you find the one you’re meant to be with along the way, well, you’re just the luckiest son of a bitch alive.

      “I’m sorry, if we’re not here to look, what are we doing?”

      “Have you been skinny dipping before?”

      Her breath quickens. “I’ve swam in a river in my underwear. My brothers did the same. We were five, eight, and ten at the time. I’m not sure it counts.”

      “That definitely doesn’t count.” I stare into two pools of amber that just might swallow me whole.

      She backs up, tilting her head in question.

      “I show not tell, remember.”

      “I’m not taking my clothes off first.”

      Rolling my eyes, I huff. “Fine.”

      Her gaze follows my hands as I reach down and pull my T-shirt over my head.

      “Damn it, abs,” she murmurs, biting her lip.

      My pulse thumps at the lust in her voice. “I’m not here for your entertainment, Mila. You’re coming in, too.”

      “You said it’s freezing.”

      “Take your clothes off.”

      Her mouth parts.

      My dick hardens at her sudden intake of breath.

      Oh, she is going to love being bossed around in bed.

      She’s making it near impossible for me to take my jeans off. There’s going to be no hiding my erection. I run my hands over my head. Keep cool.

      She follows my lead and slowly removes her top.

      The white lace against her olive skin is the most perfect thing I’ve seen in my life.

      “Mila, you’re beautiful,” I say, my voice embarrassingly thick. I’m definitely going to have to turn around to take my jeans off and get in first.

      She drops her T-shirt on the ground and lets her arms hang by her sides, half confident, half shy. I understand that completely.

      “So are you,” she whispers.

      I can’t stop staring at her. The moonlight glows against her inky hair. She barely looks real, but she is finally feeling real to me. I no longer have to see her as a fantasy—someone I’m so drawn to that it was sometimes hard accept she doesn’t even see me. I now know that, despite not being ready to leap, she is right here with me.

      “Are you ready?” I ask.

      “I am.” Her voice is quiet and rough.

      I turn sideways, which may make things worse, and shove my jeans and boxers down. I step out of them and run into the river. Cold seeps into my skin immediately, but it’s not a bad feeling. Especially not right now.

      Gritting my teeth, I force myself to walk deeper, and I stop when the icy water hides my attraction to her.

      Mila is biting her lip with her hands over her skinny jeans when I look over.

      I raise my palms and turn around again. “Let me know when you’re in deep enough. I won’t look.”

      God, do I want to look. My erratic heart is trying to kill me.

      I hear her hiss ten seconds later. “Fucking hell, it’s cold.”

      “Come on,” I reply, chuckling.

      “Oh my God, I think my lips are already turning blue.”

      “It’s fine after a second.”

      “I don’t believe you. You’re insane. I take back you being my inspiration. You lead me to do stupid, freezing shit.”

      Her inspiration?

      “Can I turn around yet?” I ask.

      “No, I don’t have a bra on, and the water isn’t even up to my waist yet. Let me get used to it, if that’s even possible. You need to go deeper, too.”

      I don’t think I heard a word after she said she doesn’t have a bra on. I assumed she would leave that and just not wear it home.

      Fisting my hands, I walk deeper into the river until it sits just below my collarbone. That should give her enough to be covered.

      “Okay,” she finally says, placing her hand on my back.

      My jaw clenches, and I turn slowly.

      Her breasts are submerged, but only just.

      “How is it?” I ask.

      “Fucking freezing.”

      “No. The water against your bare skin?” I step closer. “Ignore the temperature. Can you feel it?”

      With parted lips, she nods. “Yeah, I can. I like that it’s dark and we’re completely alone. Anything could happen out here and we’d be the only ones who knew.”

      Jesus. I breathe deeply through my nose. “What have you got planned?”

      She shakes her head. “No plans… just whatever the hell I want to do.”

      “There you go.”

      “But if a fish touches me, I’m out of here.”

      I laugh and move deeper, still facing her. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Swimming. What do you think I do here?”

      I turn, dive down, and my stomach clenches as the icy temperature hits my head.

      I don’t look back as I swim, but I can feel her eyes on me. It’s enough to keep hyperthermia at bay.

      “Wait up!” she calls. I hear a splash, and I smile. She’s coming for me.

      Kicking harder, I race Mila along the river until the water starts to get shallow.

      Standing up, I turn around just as she reaches me.

      She grabs hold of my arms and stands. The water is slightly lower and only just covers her nipples. I’m so damn grateful that it covers my erection. I have never been this hard before. My body aches to feel her cool, smooth skin against mine.

      “You’re insane, Reid.” Her smile is wider than I’ve ever seen it. “And you have a very nice arse.”

      “No fair. You get to do all of the ogling. I need to swim behind you this time.”

      “Now, now, I thought you were being a gentleman.”

      “Gentlemen like arses, too.”

      She laughs and runs her hand along her dripping ponytail.

      “We don’t have towels, do we?”

      I shake my head.

      “That’s poor planning, Reid.”

      “You can’t plan spontaneity.”

      “You didn’t know we were coming here?”

      “No, I just started driving.”

      She playfully slaps my chest. “Race you back.”

      I take off after her, the thrill of the chase making me fall harder.
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      I can’t believe I’m naked and in a cold river at midnight. I’m all for spontaneity, though maybe not so much in recent years. I feel the old me resurfacing… in this freezing river.

      Reid is the best type of crazy. This is the kind of thing that I crave—going somewhere in the middle of the night and having no clue what will happen. No one else would have brought me here. Liam would have looked at me like I need sectioning, and Indie and Wren would have refused to get into water that turns your nipples to bullets.

      I could scratch a car right now.

      It’s kind of nice, though. The feel of the cool water kissing my skin is oddly erotic. Or that just might be the super fit hottie with me. When he whipped his jeans and boxers off, I thought I’d actually have to wipe my drool away. I’m booking PT sessions with Jason tomorrow if that’s what he can do to a body.

      I can hand on heart say that Reid has the nicest butt in the world. It’s a bold claim, I know that, but I’m confident. All I can think about whenever we get closer is that I want to press my body against his and devour his mouth.

      “What are we going to do tomorrow? Bungee jumping? Tightrope walking?”

      He smiles as he wades towards me. His lips curl wider, and his intense gaze roots me to the spot. My heart skips a beat when he takes one more step than necessary. I tilt my head up, feeling the heat radiating from his chest, despite the cold.

      “We can do whatever you want to do?” he says.

      “Crack den it is,” I whisper, slightly drunk on him.

      His dark eyes shine in what little light we have. The sky is a blanket of stars.

      “Your lips really are turning blue,” he says, dragging his thumb across my icy bottom lip. I stop breathing at the electricity of his touch. “Do you want to get out?”

      “No,” I mutter as his fingers trail along my jaw, and I drop my face. My eyelids flutter, and I lean closer. “I don’t feel cold anymore.”

      Wherever he touches, I burn. My body would be putty in his hands if he only took it. One simple brush of his fingers, and I’ve turned to mush. Can we do this every night?

      The water ripples gently around my chest, just about hiding my nipples. I don’t think I much care if he saw all of me now.

      “Mila, I need to get you dry.” He says the words with absolutely no conviction, his voice rough and laced with desire. We both know what we actually need to do.

      “I’m fine. I promise.”

      I need to do something because he’s making me feel too exposed, and I flit between being okay with that and not, which seems insane considering I’m not wearing any clothes. One of those stares from Reid makes me feel more naked than not having a single scrap of material around my body.

      Move. Do something.

      Don’t screw this up because you’ve developed a crush! I shake my head and flick water at him. He instantly turns away with a laugh.

      “Oh, you should not have done that!”

      He moves again so quickly, I have no time to move. “Reid!” I shriek as he grabs hold of me.

      Oh, shit.

      His soft skin covering hard muscle slides against mine. I bite my lip as every nerve ending bursts to life. I want to lay my head back against his shoulder and have him run his hands all over my aching body. I throb at the thought of his mouth on mine. Hot kisses in cold water. Wet, naked bodies sliding together in the middle of the river.

      He chuckles as he pushes me down, trying to dunk me. I’m not sure if he’s aware how much he’s affecting me right now.

      Twisting my body, I wriggle out of his grip. I hold my finger up and try not to show him how much I’m enjoying this. My body just wants him to take me. “No. Bad move. No drowning.”

      “You splashed me. Payback is going to be a bitch, Mila.”

      His perfect, toothy smile is infectious. I can’t stop staring at it.

      “No payback. I’m naked here!”

      One of his dark brows rises. “Believe me, I’ve noticed.”

      I look down. I’m still covered by the water. Reid laughs. “No need to be shy with me, Mila. I’ve never seen anything so stunning before.”

      It’s definitely no longer cold here.

      When he says things like that, it makes me want to jump into his arms. I don’t know exactly what he’s feeling, but I’m getting a definite vibe that he wants to take this naked time to dry land, too.

      Reid is a closed book, but he’s been slowly showing me more of himself and what he wants. I just wish he would tell me more personal stuff.

      If things took an awkward turn afterwards, I don’t know what I’d do. He’s been the one person to really get me, and I can’t have that ending for the sake of a couple of orgasms.

      “I’m cold,” I say, half so we can get out and away from the danger zone, half because I want to jump right into the danger zone and finally lick that chest and taste his mouth.

      “All right,” he replies, taking my hand and holding it tight. “Let’s get you warm and dry.”

      Reid pulls us both through the water, staying a step ahead and keeping his eyes in front of him. His hand in mine feels all kinds of right, it makes my stomach flip over in fear… but I don’t want to let go.

      I want to lose myself in him. I can’t help but glance at his toned back and, yes, his butt. I don’t know how I’m going to sleep tonight. I’m drunk on Reid.

      It’s been two weeks. I need to get a fucking grip.

      “What do we do now?” I ask, clenching my teeth as we step out of the water and onto the grass.

      He chuckles, looking ahead and being the perfect gentleman. “Now, we wait.”

      When he let goes of my hand, I wring out my hair and try to ignore the cold prickle all over my skin.

      “We’re air drying?”

      “You could try blowing on yourself, but I don’t think it would be much quicker.”

      “Why don’t you blow on me?” I press my lips together and cringe, dying a thousand deaths inside. Why, why, why? You utter moron!

      He tries to mask his amusement by rubbing his mouth, but I hear the laugh. He looks at me out of the corner of his eye, careful not to get a full-frontal view. “If that’s an actual invite, lay down, and I’ll get straight to it.”

      “Very funny,” I rasp. Not funny at all.

      I wrap my arms around my freezing breasts and squeeze my thighs together. Reid bends down to pick up his T-shirt. He’s not at the right angle for me to get a good look between the legs. Not that I would look. Nope.

      “Dry yourself with that,” he says, chucking the T-shirt sideways and hitting me in the stomach with it.

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue, Mila.”

      I run the soft material over my chest and discretely breathe in his scent. My toes curl into the grass. “Thanks,” I say.

      Reid pulls his boxers up when I’m just about finished getting dressed. His soggy T-shirt is on the ground.

      I pick it up once his jeans are on.

      “I’m decent,” I tell him.

      He turns. “Can’t say I’m not disappointed by that.”

      “You’ve had a good visual.”

      “Yes, I have. Come on, I’ll put the heating on. You have goosebumps.”

      That has nothing to do with the temperature.

      We get back inside Reid’s car. He takes his T-shirt from me and throws it into the back. Then he starts the engine and whacks the heating up.

      “Thank you for tonight. It’s been the best.”

      “Anytime, Mila. I mean that.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that. Though, I am going to pack an adventure bag to leave in your boot.”

      “A what?”

      “A bag with towels, a first aid kit, foreign money, flare, parachute, burner phone. That kind of thing.”

      He nods as we drive away from the river. “What would we be doing to need a flare?”

      “No idea, but we could have used the towels tonight. Are we going home now?”

      “You don’t want to?”

      “I don’t want tonight to end,” I admit.

      “You know, there’s a McDonald’s fifteen minutes away.”

      “You are the perfect man. Let’s do it.”

      He turns the radio up, blasting Bryan Adams’ Everything I Do, I Do It for You.
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      Twenty minutes after leaving the river, Mila and I are sitting in a very quiet McDonald’s with Big Mac, fries, and a shake—hers, chocolate, mine, strawberry.

      Her hair is still damp, but she doesn’t seem to care. Her smile is bright, and she’s not taken her eyes off me yet.

      I thankfully had a spare T-shirt in my boot from my last visit to my parents’ that my mum just had to wash, so I’m not having to sit in wet clothes.

      Mila takes a sip of her shake. “All right, I need to know… what’s a typical date with you? I used to assume it would be straight up dinner but after tonight…”

      I’m a little stunned that she’s thought of that. “Depends on the woman.”

      “Where would you take Indie?”

      “I wouldn’t take Indie anywhere.”

      Her shoulders slump. “I wasn’t actually asking you to take her out.”

      “I know. I’d take you to an escape room… then for food.”

      She sits straighter. “Have you done one?”

      “Not yet. Have you?”

      “No, but we have to go. I bet we’d ace it.”

      “We’ll go one day. What about you? What’s your idea of a perfect date?” I ask.

      “Honestly, anything other than the same old restaurant, a quick fumble, and fucking Formula One.”

      “Don’t look back, Mila. You’re moving forwards now.”

      “That’s true. I do sometimes wonder how he’s doing. I mean, he knew we were wrong in the end, but I’d like to know if he’s happy.”

      “That’s understandable. Have you contacted him?”

      “No, definitely not. I’d like to think that he’s moved on and one day we can catch up.”

      “Do you think you could do that?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe. He’s one of my oldest friends, but even your best intentions aren’t always realistic. Not many people manage a friendship after a breakup. Anyway, this isn’t putting Liam behind me.”

      “Is he completely behind you?”

      “Yes, totally. I’m learning more and more about myself all the time. I would never settle again. Liam was a great first boyfriend for the first eighteen months. We should have left things after the first breakup… and would you stop making me talk about him?” She laughs and adds, “I don’t want this night to be tainted with my old life.”

      I agree. This night feels so different to any other we’ve spent together. Not just because we’ve been skinny dipping. Something has changed, and I don’t think we could ever go back now. The flirting, the fact that we’ve been naked together. Everything before tonight was the before. Everything that happens from now will always be the after.

      “All right, no more Liam talk.”

      “Will you tell me about your past, though?” she asks.

      I raise a brow.

      “Come on, you know all about my last relationship. Have you ever been in anything serious?”

      “Not really serious. My longest relationship was just over a year. Ellie. She was sweet, liked to read, but we weren’t right together.”

      “Why? Would she not skinny dip in the river at night?”

      “Oh, she definitely wouldn’t have done that. Good thing I have you.”

      “You’re so lucky.”

      I chuckle and pick up my burger. “Modesty becomes you.”

      “You created this monster with your compliments of beautiful and stunning.”

      “Good. You should always think that about yourself.”

      I understand that we all have things about ourselves that we don’t like and are desperate to change, but when I look at Mila, I see perfection. Her flaws are swallowed by her beauty, her fierce nature, and her loyalty to her family and friends.

      “The world would be better if everyone did,” she says.

      I’m not particularly worried about the rest of the world.

      “Do you miss your family?” she asks.

      “I do. It’s easier now than when they first moved.”

      “You didn’t fancy the commute from where they moved to?”

      “It’s another thirty minutes on top of what I travel now.” And I couldn’t leave you.

      “I can’t wait to come to work with you. I want to see you in action.”

      I can show you action. “You’re going to love it. Mel is great, and so is just about every one of my colleagues.”

      “Just about? Who’s the office twat?”

      Grinning, I reply, “Andrew. He works in HR. If you’re not politically correct, you’ll be in his office.”

      “Better reserve a chair in there now.”

      “I don’t know. For a man who prides himself on being moral, he’s a sucker for a pretty face. I think you’ll be fine.”

      “Pretty now, too, huh?”

      “That was underselling it, and I apologise.”

      She laughs. “Do you think people are made for each other?”

      “Where did that come from?”

      “Ugh, from the earlier talk. I’d always thought so, but now I’m not sure.”

      “People aren’t made for another particular person. If they were, relationships wouldn’t be messy or require work. I think it’s luck, pure luck—being in the right place at the right time—that you find the person you can’t live without.”

      We moved because the company my dad works for wanted him to open a new office here. My dad initially turned it down and they were going to offer the job to someone else. Mum called him at the last minute to tell him to go for it.

      Five more minutes and it would be another family living in my house, and I may have never met Mila.

      “A lot of people get lucky,” she says.

      “A lot of people deserve to.”

      “Do you think those who haven’t found anyone are unlucky?”

      “Not at all. Not everyone finds love early. It doesn’t matter how many years you share with that person; it’s how you spend that time that counts.”

      The smile she gives me takes my breath away. “I like that. I’m greedy, though, and I want at least fifty years spent right.”

      “Of course, you do. Better meet him quick.”

      She picks up her shake. “Lucky is my middle name.”

      I’m hoping mine is, too.

    

  







            Seventeen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






Mila

        

      

    

    
      It’s time to get myself into the gym. That’s right, I’m actually doing it.

      I’ve been sorting out a lot in my life recently. Next week, I start work experience, but my arse needs the same treatment. After seeing Reid naked—memories for a lifetime—I realised how much I want to tone up a bit more.

      Jason greets me as I walk inside the swanky gym. His smile looks more like he’s evil laughing in his head. Fresh meat to punish and all that.

      “Hey, Mila.”

      “Has anyone ever died while training with you?”

      He laughs. “You’re exactly as I remembered. No, they haven’t. I wonder if you’ll be the first.”

      “If anyone’s doing it, it’ll be me.”

      “Let’s get you ready.”

      He’s already shown me around and taught me how the equipment works. We met yesterday after uni, but this is my first proper session with him, and I’m fucking scared.

      When I think about the type of fitness I’d like to do, I always picture a bit of Pilates and then a glass of prosecco in the bar. I’ve signed myself up for actual gym equipment.

      Reid’s name might be mud in ten minutes.

      After dumping my stuff in a locker in the ladies’ changing room, I take my water through to the gym to meet back up with Jason.

      He smiles, leaning against a treadmill. “Looking fine.”

      “Do you come on to all of your clients?”

      He arches a dark brow. “Only the hot ones. Don’t tell Reid about this or he’ll have my balls. Let’s start with a warmup, and then we’ll move to the exercise bike. I’ll start you off easy and we’ll build on it from there.”

      Why can’t we tell Reid? Wait, and what are we building on?

      This was a mistake. I feel it already.

      “Okay.”

      He takes the water bottle that I’m clinging to and puts it down. The gym isn’t particularly busy because it’s mid-morning, so I don’t have to worry about crowds of people laughing at how unfit I am. Though, Reid assured me that that doesn’t happen.

      No one is grunting, so at least I don’t have to worry about bursting into fits of laugher.

      Jason takes me through a warmup, which could be classed a full workout in itself. Since when are press ups included in a warmup? Gritting my teeth, I push myself up one last time.

      “Great. On your feet, Mila.”

      My knees crash to the floor. I look up at him and glare.

      Reluctantly, I follow him to a bike and get on. At least my arms are getting a break while I do this. Jesus, I’m already breaking a sweat. How am I so unfit? My tired legs push the pedals round.

      How long have I been here? Twenty minutes at least, it must be. I glance down at the time on the little screen.

      Fuck me. Eight minutes! That can’t be right.

      “Good,” Jason praises. “Keep that pace for the next five minutes.”

      I give him a sideways glare while my lungs start to burn.

      “You’re doing well, Mila,” he says, grinning.

      “It’s only been eight minutes?” I pant.

      “Don’t worry about the time.”

      Fuck’s sake, I’ve booked an hour-long PT session.

      “I’ve got Reid tonight,” he says.

      I already know this. I gasp for a breath before I can reply. “That’ll be nice for you.”

      “He’ll come home hot and sweaty.”

      My foot almost flies off the pedal.

      I peddle harder, imagining sweat rolling down those rippling muscles. I should come here at the same time one day, just to watch him workout. I bet it’s sexy as fuck.

      We should come here together, and then take a shower… together.

      “Mila, time,” Jason says.

      “What?”

      “Time’s up. You had good focus there.”

      I stop my burning legs and smile. It’s probably not a friendly-looking smile. “Yeah. Well, I wanted to get it over.”

      All right, dirty thoughts about Reid makes exercising go faster. Noted.

      “Great job. Follow me and we’ll get started on some light weights.”

      “You and Reid are kind of an odd match,” I say, sitting down and taking hold of the bar.

      He tilts his head. “How so?”

      “You’re a PT and he’s an editor. Don’t get me wrong, that would make one hot threesome in a porno.”

      He throws his head back and laughs. “I’ll tell him you think so.”

      “Yeah, don’t do that.”

      “Reid’s cool. No drama and genuine. There aren’t many people like that around. He’s had his fair share of shit, but it never turned him bitter. I know, without question, he would jump if I ever needed help.”

      “Does he open up to you, then?”

      He nods. “It takes him a while. I have a feeling you’ll find out everything eventually.”

      I hope so. What is this shit he’s been through? Reid will tell me so much about his work and everything positive in his life. I know nothing of his hardships. I’m not Facebook; he doesn’t have to pretend everything is rosy to me.

      “You two are quite different, too,” he says, guiding the bar as I work on my biceps.

      “Yeah,” I say, gritting my teeth as my muscles scream in pain. “Same as you, I suppose. We just get on really well, and we do have books and the desire to travel in common.”

      “Two book geeks finding each other. You know that means you have to get married, right?”

      “Are you marrying a PT?” I ask, lowering the bar that I’m certain is doubling in weight with each lift. My muscles feel like they’re being torn to shreds.

      “I don’t believe in marriage.”

      “What? What kind of bullshit is that? If she dies, how do you know that you’ll get all of her stuff?”

      He laughs again. “I think we could probably just get a will to take care of that.”

      “Why don’t you want to get married?”

      “You’re very direct.”

      “Best way to be.” Shit, I think I’m going to faint.

      “I happen to agree. My folks were unhappily married for thirty years. They stayed together for us, thinking they were doing the right thing. We didn’t have a bad childhood but we knew our parents shared no love.”

      “That doesn’t mean all marriages are bad, and oh my God, when can I stop this? Everything hurts.”

      “Last rep,” he says, smirking.

      I grit my teeth, lower the bar, and I let go. My arms fall to the sides, dangling as if they’re now boneless.

      “Reid will want to get married,” Jason says. “He moans if he ever has to edit romance, but deep down, he’s got a romantic soul.”

      “I’ve never seen him be anything other than calm and controlled. No deep passion, except for books and travel, and no anger.”

      “Oh, it’s there. He’s a higher being is Reid.”

      “You’ve stopped making sense, mate.”

      “I’m just messing. My point being, Reid doesn’t act on emotion unless it’s something he really cares about.”

      “Oh, I’ve just not seen him care…”

      Not seen him care. My heart sinks. But what am I expecting? I don’t really know him.

      “Throw stones at his car. You’ll see emotion then.”

      I stand and almost fall back on my arse. “You’re going to see emotion soon if you keep working me like this.”

      For the next forty minutes, Jason makes me hurt on just about every torture device—or equipment, as he calls it.

      I had to fake a wee break just so I could get two minutes to stop myself from throwing up. Jason would have given me a minute if I’d asked, but I didn’t want to seem weak, and didn’t want him to think I couldn’t handle it. So, I did what any other self-respecting woman would do and I played the period card so I could dry heave into a toilet.

      My body better be ripped tomorrow.

      “See you in two days,” Jason says from the reception desk as I make my escape.

      I smile over my shoulder. “Can’t wait.”

      I pray for illness in two days.
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      I get out of my car and burst out laughing. Mila is shuffling along the path with her index finger pointed at me like she’s an angry old lady.

      This morning was her first session with Jason.

      “It went well, then?” I ask when she reaches me.

      “You are a knobhead, sir.”

      God, I love her like this. “You think you hurt now? Wait until tomorrow.”

      “Everything is broken. I can’t even sit on the toilet seat. I have to hover. Hover!”

      I cover my laughter with my hand and a cough.

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “I’m sorry but it is. Do you want to come in?”

      “No, I want to go back in time and slap you when you recommended Jason.”

      “If I recall, and I think I do, you were the one who said you wanted to go to him.”

      “Well, stop recalling and help me.”

      “Help you do what? Sit on the toilet?”

      She narrows her eyes. “I obviously need a strong drink.”

      “I just asked if you wanted to come in.”

      “Stop being funny and pour me something.”

      Mila walks ahead when I let us into the house. She goes straight into the living room and slowly lowers herself onto the sofa.

      “You really do hurt.”

      “Reid, I swear.”

      “I’m getting the rum.”

      “That’s what dads drink.”

      “You have much to learn,” I tell her before I go to the kitchen. It was good enough the night she was drunk here, but I don’t think she remembers much of what happened before she sobered up.

      When I arrive back in the living room, Mila is lounging on the sofa, frowning with her eyes closed.

      I place two rum and cokes down on the coffee table.

      “I think I’ll just stay here for the next four days,” she says.

      “The best thing to do is keep moving.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Chuckling, I sit beside her. “Open your eyes and drink this.”

      She tilts her head, and amber eyes flick to me. I clear my throat as heat floods my body.

      “I don’t like the gym,” she says with a pout.

      “No, it’s evil. Drink.”

      “It’s rum, though.”

      “I’ll get you something else if you don’t like it.”

      She pushes herself up so she’s sitting straight, wincing as she does. “Okay.”

      I watch her raise the glass to her lips. She doesn’t take her eyes off mine.

      “Well?”

      “It’s okay, I suppose.”

      That means she likes it but doesn’t want to admit that I’m right.

      I sip my own drink. “Yeah, it’s all right. How was uni this afternoon?”

      “Awful. I walked like a granny. If you make a joke about how I’m technically a ‘mature’ student, I will kick you.”

      “Can you even move your legs?”

      “Ugh. I’ll kick you in a few days. I should be able to move before next week. I can’t turn up at Wilson Press walking like an OAP when I need to impress them.”

      “You’ll be fine. I take it we’re not going out on an adventure tonight?”

      “I’m not moving from this sofa.” She takes another sip of rum. “Can I just live here until I don’t hurt anymore?”

      Yes. “You’re so dramatic. It really is best to keep moving.”

      “I can’t see how that’s right.”

      I shake my head. “Drink up and I’ll pour you another one.”

      “Alcohol helps.”

      “You’re a nightmare when you’re in pain. I’m making kebabs tonight. Have you eaten?”

      “You’re asking if I want dinner?”

      “Seems like a dick move to only make it for myself.”

      She smirks. “You’re making kebabs?”

      “Not the ones you have after a night out. Mango chicken, salad, and pita bread. It’s one of Jason’s recipes.”

      “Jason can fuck off.”

      “Dinner, Mila?”

      She smiles. “Yes, please. Can I help?”

      “You can make the salad.”

      “That’s the job you give to a kid.”

      “I don’t share my kitchen. You’re lucky you’re getting to do that much.”

      “Bossy,” she mutters, downing the last of her drink. “All right. Let’s get another one of those and start dinner. I’m going to slice the best salad you’ve ever had.”

      I stand and wait. She puts the empty glass on the coffee table and places her palms on the sofa, ready to push herself up.

      “Mila.”

      “Have you never hurt this much?”

      “Sure, at the start.”

      “Then stop enjoying this.”

      Laughing, I hold my hands out. She hesitates for a second before placing her hands in mine. I pull her up easily. She doesn’t weigh much. Her breath blows across my face as we stand almost chest to chest. One step closer and I would get to feel her body against mine.

      “Reid,” she whispers. “You might have to carry me.”

      Laughing, I step back and slowly pull her along to my kitchen.
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      First days suck.

      My first day at high school, college, and uni all left me hyperventilating and wishing I enjoyed recreational drugs. I already know I’m going to talk too much and probably scare off my new co-workers. Reid said that Mel is cool, but hell, I’m not.

      At least I can walk now. My second session with Jason was tough, but I didn’t suffer quite as badly, plus I had the weekend to recover.

      I’m dressed in black skinny jeans, a cream and dark grey striped casual shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. My hair is tied up in a neat ponytail. Although they’re apparently casual there, I don’t think I’ll make a good impression if I turn up wearing my worn denim shorts and a band tee.

      I’ll see what everyone else is wearing before I dress down.

      Mum and Dad made a fuss over breakfast, as though I’d actually landed a job. Who knows, it might lead to something, like me selling a series for seven figures and buying a house by the beach. That would be ace.

      I park my sunshine yellow Beetle into a space, and my shoulders instantly relax when I see Reid’s car. He’s here. At least I know someone, and he will hopefully be the buffer stopping me from talking shit for eight hours.

      He’s only here on Mondays and Fridays, though. That’s probably a good thing. I need to do this alone. I’m glad to have a familiar face on day one but after that, I have to put on my big girl pants… and not just during my time of the month.

      I grab my bag and bottle of water that flew into the footwell when I had to break sharply to miss a dickhead in a shiny BMW.

      You’ve got this. Go in there, don’t be a twat, and rock it.

      The office is a single story building, with old wooden window frames and a chipped, red door. It looks quaint and inviting.

      When I get inside, I look around in wonder. The first thing I notice is the smell of paperbacks. Then, I notice the bookshelves. It’s like a library, and I love it. I walk deeper into the room, noting the weird layout. The offices are around the edges, with what looks like a communal space in the middle. No one was on the reception desk when I walked in, but Reid did say she doesn’t start until eight. It’s currently only fifteen minutes to.

      Yeah, I’m early for my first day.

      Mel throws her arms up and walks out of her glass-fronted office. “Mila, welcome.”

      “Hi, how are you? I’m so excited and so ready for this. Thanks for taking a chance on me. I love this office, all the books and the smell of —”

      “Mila.” Reid steps out of his office and cuts me of.

      Sweet Jesus, what took him so long? I was about to tell her that books smell like paper, for fuck’s sake. As if she doesn’t know what she’s been binding for the last eight years.

      My eyes widen as I look at him for help. I don’t want to screw this up. I’m getting real experience in the publishing industry. I can’t have Mel thinking that I’m a bumbling twat. She’s going to report back to my lecturer.

      Reid presses his lips together, stifling a laugh. Glad my pain is amusing him.

      He looks damn good in dark jeans and a T-shirt that’s just tight enough to show his cut physique. His hair is perfect, and his eyes are smiling. I want to run my hands over his chest.

      “Well, let me show you around, Mila,” Mel says, her eyes flitting from me to Reid. “Actually, Reid, you could give Mila the tour and then show her to my office after.”

      “Whatever you say,” he replies, raising his brow at her.

      Are they having a fight over which one has to show the new girl around? Maybe they should have flipped a coin or drawn straws.

      Mel leaves us, laughing under her breath.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “Nothing. Let me show you where the bathrooms are, and then I’ll make you a coffee. There aren’t too many rooms, so you won’t get lost.”

      “Ooh, is it instant coffee?” We start to walk in the opposite direction, passing the entrance door. “Do you gag every time you drink it? Tell me it’s like a supermarket own brand, too. Can I watch you take a sip?”

      “Let me know when you’re finished. Toilets are there,” he says pointing to the two doors next to us. We continue down a little corridor. “Storerooms to our left.”

      “Talk to me about coffee, Reid.”

      “Do you say that in bed?”

      “If you want.”

      Word. Vomit.

      Fuck’s sake, that made it sound like I was offering him sex.

      Mayday. Mila going down. Not that down, either.

      Reid stops walking.

      “Okay, I totally know how that sounded, and I promise I’m not propositioning you in the workplace… on my first day. Shall I go home?”

      My face is burning hot. Am I on fire?

      “Amazing,” he mutters. “You’re not going anywhere. Shall we get you that coffee now or will that just make things worse?”

      “I’m not speaking until I’m spoken to from now on.”

      “Sure, you’re not. In here.” He opens a door, and I walk into the kitchen. There’s a big coffee machine sitting on the dark wooden worktop.

      “Oh.”

      “I can make you shitty instant if you’d prefer.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      His smirk is too gorgeous to irritate me. “No? You don’t want to get the full effect of working in an office?”

      “Give me the good stuff.”

      “Sit down, Mila.”

      I do as I’m told, but only because I really want him to make me a nice latte.

      “Do you know what I’ll be doing?”

      “Proofreading and blurb writing, I think. Next week, you’re mine, and we’re going through a fresh manuscript.”

      I’m his. I bite my lip as my hormones race.

      Stop it.

      “What about the week after?”

      “You’ll be doing a little cover design and some release campaigns.”

      Excitement bubbles in my stomach. “That all sounds so cool.”

      “You know, Mel sometimes outsources proofreaders.”

      “Does she?”

      “She has one who freelances. Debbie is damn good at what she does, too.”

      “But…?”

      He smiles over his shoulder. “But she’s accepted a job with Penguin Random House.”

      “You have an opening here?”

      He turns back and continues to make the coffee. “Yep. You’re good at proofing, Mila.”

      “I could be the next Debbie.”

      “You could never be anyone other than you.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “I think so,” he replies, placing my coffee in front of me. As he bends down, I catch the scent of his subtle aftershave. I want to press my face against his skin and inhale. He smells so bloody good, and I have got to get a hold of myself.

      “Thanks.” For more than the coffee. “I guess I should get to Mel’s office. I don’t want to piss her off within the first five minutes.”

      “She’s going to love you. Come on, I’ll show you the way.”

      I actually saw which office she came out of, plus they’re all glass-fronted, but I don’t say anything because I want to walk with him.

      Mel stands when she sees us walking back into the room—me, clutching my coffee like it’s about to run off. She waves me in, and I turn to Reid.

      “You’ll be fine,” he says before I can freak out.

      “Okay.”

      “Lunch.”

      “What?” I mumble.

      “Midday.”

      “You’re being weird.”

      “See you then.” With a smile, he turns and heads back into his office, which is almost opposite Mel’s. Kind of like where our houses are.

      “Reid show you around?”

      “I’ll no longer get lost. God, there are so many books. How do you resist sitting and reading all day?”

      She laughs. “Sometimes I don’t. Take a seat. You can ask me anything you like as we go, but shall we dive straight into this proofread?”

      “Hell yes!”

      “I don’t print them like Reid.”

      “No one does.”

      “He’s unique.”

      I sit down next to her and blow my coffee. “He sure is.”

      “Very good at what he does and ridiculously handsome.” I side eye her, and she laughs. “Oh, come on. You’ve noticed.”

      “I mean, I have eyes and everything. Plus, he likes books.”

      “Preach. My ex-husband never read. I don’t know how the marriage lasted so many years. My next husband will love books. I’ve stated that on my dating profile.”

      My smile widens. I already love this woman. “Online?”

      “Tinder.”

      “Ouch.”

      That gets a laugh. “You have no idea.”

      She tilts the screen towards me.

      I take a breath and turn to the manuscript in front of me. This is being published, and I’m helping with that process.
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      I don’t think she’s looked up from that monitor once. We have about five minutes until lunch, and I’m probably going to have to drag her out of that office.

      Mel has mostly been overseeing everything that Mila is doing but she has, on occasion, left her office and given me a thumbs up. I guess that means Mila is making some good suggestions and picking up any final mistakes.

      After replying to an email, I lock my computer and head over to Mel’s office.

      Mel smirks. “What brings you here?”

      Really? “I’m stealing Mila for lunch.”

      Mila looks up and raises her eyebrows. “I didn’t realise the time.”

      Mel laughs. “She’s not come up for breath.”

      “It’s really good.”

      “It’s romance,” I say.

      Mel rolls her eyes. “Oh, Reid, you should get in touch with your romantic side.”

      “Let’s go, Mila.”

      She looks across at Mel as if she’s going to tape her to the chair if she dare have a lunch break. “Go on, this will be here when you return.”

      “Okay. See you soon.”

      Mel nods, and if Mila was to look at her now, she would see how pleased Mel is that we’re going out.

      Mila grabs her bag and follows me. “Where are we going? I was going to run across the road to that café.”

      “On your first day? Not happening.”

      “Ooh, are we off to The Ritz?”

      “You might want to lower those expectations a smidge.”

      Her shoulders slump. “Fine. Where to?”

      I unlock my car and open the door for her. “Get in.”

      “Is this kidnap?”

      “Mila.”

      Laughing, she gets in the bloody car.

      “I’m not kidnapping you,” I tell her as I get in and start the engine.

      “What a relief. Where are we going?”

      “There’s a nice pub five minutes away. The food is incredible.”

      “You didn’t need to take me anywhere.”

      “It beats a sandwich at the café. Believe me.”

      “How does Mel feel about employees turning up drunk after lunch?”

      “She’s not crazy on it.”

      “Shame. We could have had the best lunch hour ever.”

      I can think of ways of achieving that without drinking.

      “This is going to be a stupid question because I’ve seen you grinning at the monitor all morning, but how is your day going?”

      She turns to me. “This is the best job in the freakin’ world, Reid! Everyone is so nice, too. Even that twat Andrew popped in to say hi. I love it there.”

      “That’s what I thought. Mel seems impressed with you so far.”

      “I don’t know how. I was such an idiot this morning. I got nervous and all these words came out.”

      “I love it when you do that.”

      “Well, thanks. At least you were a gentleman and came to my rescue.”

      “Wouldn’t want you getting fired on the first day now, would we?”

      She gasps and slaps my arm.

      I tighten my hands around the steering wheel. “Christ, Mila!”

      “I didn’t even think about getting fired. Imagine if I did and had to go and tell my lecturer about it. I don’t think anyone at uni has ever been asked to leave work experience before. Why did you say that?”

      “Clearly, I didn’t expect that reaction. You’re not going to get fired. Just keep doing a good job and be yourself.”

      “Being myself has only ever gotten me dumped.”

      “You’re better off alone than having to pretend.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I got myself together eventually, right?”

      “You’re doing better than you let on. Give yourself a break.”

      “I am… most of the time. It’s like nothing and everything has changed.”

      I pull into the pub carpark. “Ah, makes sense.”

      “Shut up, Reid, you know what I mean.”

      I cut the engine and we get out.

      “I’m starving. I could barely eat a thing this morning, I was so nervous,” she says as she follows me inside and we find a table.

      “It’s hard to imagine you nervous.”

      “Hey, it happens.” She picks up a menu but then looks around the room. “It’s cute here.”

      The interior walls are littered with stone, and there’s a large fireplace. We’re sitting near a window that overlooks the stream at the end of the beer garden.

      “They do a good steak.”

      “How did you find it?”

      “I came here for dinner with my parents when I graduated uni. It’s also where Jason fell on his arse in the stream.”

      She laughs. “Gutted I missed that one. I’ve never been here before.”

      “You can tick it off your list of places to visit.”

      “It was never on it but I’m adding it later. It’ll be my first tick.”

      “You actually have a list? You have got to let me see it.”

      Shaking her head, she looks down at the menu. “Not happening.”

      “I’ll get it out of you.”

      “You will literally have to kill me first. It’s like my diary.”

      “I thought your manuscript was like your diary. You let me see that.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I’m quickly going off you.”

      “Can I ask when you were on me?”

      Her teeth snap together, and she lowers the menu. “Are you flirting with me, Reid Walker?”

      I laugh. “Label it what you want, I still need to know.”

      “You need to know? Okay, fine.” She puts the menu down like this is about to get serious. “You’re gorgeous, obviously. You love books, have the best job, own have your own house and car. Anyone would be attracted to that.”

      I’ll take that. “Ah, so you’re just falling in line with everyone else.”

      That stuck the nerve I was going for. Her eyes twitch. “How dare you.”

      Laughing, I lean back in my seat. “What are you having to eat?”

      “The buttermilk chicken burger sounds so good. You’re going for steak?”

      “Yeah. Wine?”

      “It’s my first day. I’m having a coke.”

      “Wow, you really are taking this adult thing seriously.”

      She performs a seated half-bow. “Why, thank you. Do we go up to order?”

      “Yeah, I got it. You should text your mum. She’ll be dying to know how you’re getting on.”

      “You heard her this morning?”

      “I was just getting in my car when she was leaving. I heard her shouting back inside to you about turning up at the office if she doesn’t hear from you.”

      Mila’s eyes widen. “She would as well.”

      “Text her. I’ll be right back.”

      “You wouldn’t be if we were in a horror movie,” she mutters as I walk to the bar.

      We may not be naked but this is definitely the best lunch hour I’ve ever had.
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      The food is to die for. I finish my burger and feel my waistband protest against another chip. I eat it anyway because that’s the level of self-control I have today.

      “Reid, that was amazing. Best ever.”

      He smirks. “And I didn’t even break a sweat.”

      “Wow, is it always hot and sweaty with you?”

      His eyes darken, and I squirm in my seat. “Mila, we have a long afternoon ahead of us.”

      I swallow my arousal, though it does little to calm my racing pulse.

      Sex with Reid.

      Jesus. Sex with Reid.

      Now, over lunch, I’m seeing images of a sweaty Reid on top of me.

      “Do you think you’ll stay at Wilson Press?” I ask.

      “I have no plans to move on. The company is growing quickly, and I like being a part of that.”

      “It’s the best publisher ever.”

      He smirks. “Mel can’t hear you.”

      “I wasn’t sucking up. I just love it. So, you like being a part of building something rather than just joining somewhere more established?”

      “Definitely. I don’t know, my mum says I have to fix things, and although Wilson isn’t broken, there is a lot more growth yet to happen.”

      “I’m a fixer, too. I always have been. If someone I love has a problem, I can’t settle until I’ve solved it.” I shrug. “Which isn’t always helpful during those times when people need to deal with their own shit.”

      “Do you know why you do that?”

      “I saw a therapist in school. It all started when Hugo was in an accident. It wasn’t a bad one, he was fine, but it shook me up pretty badly. He only had whiplash, but I still remember bringing him different pillows and fluffing them up to try and get the right support for his neck.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Eight. I saw the therapist all through primary school, though it wasn’t called therapy. I don’t think helping people is a bad thing, anyway, so I can’t be too pissed that it stayed with me.”

      He nods. “So long as it doesn’t take too much out of you.”

      “Wow, you sound like the therapist. You have to have it to give it.”

      “It’s true, Mila.”

      “Yeah, I know. We should leave, right?”

      “It’s time.”

      I stand as he drops notes onto the table. “What are you doing, Reid?”

      “Oh, if you don’t pay, they call the cops.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “If we could not have the who’s paying argument, that would be great. This is your first day, and I want to buy you lunch.”

      My heart leaps. He’s so sweet.

      “Okay. Thank you for lunch.”

      “Thank you for not being difficult.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He smirks. “So are you.”

      I wonder if he’s ever had sex in his car.

      Shut up!

      We say a final thank you to the server and go back to his car. “We should come back again.”

      He looks over. “We will.”

      “What are you doing this afternoon?”

      “I have a call with an author after he’s sent his latest proposal. It’ll hopefully be in my inbox now.”

      I love his job. I can’t wait to get back and dive straight into proofreading. I’m so enjoying it. Not just the story but picking up on any last mistakes. I’ve found one grammar error and a couple things that I feel could use some clarity for the reader.

      “Are you leaning more towards editing than writing now?” he asks, resting his forearms on the roof of his car.

      “No, I don’t think so. I still love to write—to create a new world myself—but I’m really enjoying this, and I’ve loved helping you. Maybe I’ll write and still pester you to read first drafts.”

      “Ah, the best of both worlds.”

      We get into his immaculate car, and he drives us back to the office. We’re silent and stuffed, but there is no awkwardness I need to fill with words. I can be in his company and say nothing at all. Shame that doesn’t happen when I need it to the most.

      I listen to the hum of the engine. The midday sun shines through the windscreen, making it appear warmer than it is. But it’s a beautiful day, and I can’t help smiling.

      “Have you ever wanted to write? I know that you don’t, but does it not appeal at all?” I ask as we get close to the office again. Surely reading all day would give him so much inspiration.

      “No, I’m happy to shape the novels that are already there.”

      “You like to fix not create.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “All right. Did you have to write at uni, though?”

      “Yes,” he replies slowly, his eyes sliding to me as if he knows my next question.

      “Can I, please?”

      “No way, you’re not reading them. I don’t even think I’ve kept them.”

      “Where did you study? I’ll call them.”

      We pull into the car park, and he turns off the engine. “Absolutely not. Come on, or we’ll be late. It’s almost one.”

      I unbuckle the seatbelt so fast, it almost whacks the door, and I get out.

      Must not get fired.

      “Ah, you’re back. I was half worried that Reid would take you home to work with him,” Mel teases, winking at Reid when we walk back inside.

      “That’s the evenings. He’s very patient. I bet he wants to tell me to get lost,” I say as we part ways.

      “I doubt that very much.”

      “He told me you’ve had some valuable input in Leonard’s book. I agree with him.”

      I beam at the compliment. I’m totally not getting fired… not today.  “Thanks.”

      “Are you ready to get back to it?”

      “Absolutely.” I wiggle the mouse, and the monitor pops back to life, gifting me a whole lot of swoony words to lose myself in. I already want Ava and Matt to be together.

      But too often, my eyes move above the monitor and seek Reid.
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      I pull up after an hour in the gym, my hair still damp, to see Mila sitting on my front step. It’s almost seven p.m. after her fourth day at work. It seemed a little obsessive to work from the office on the days I’m usually at home, so I haven’t seen much of her today.

      “You don’t have a key under your mat,” she says when I get out.

      “Of course not. That’s asking to be robbed.”

      She stands up. “I’m bored.”

      “What am I, a last resort?”

      “I haven’t even called the girls yet.”

      “How long have you been out here?”

      “I counted to three-thousand six hundred, and then came over.”

      Chuckling, I shut my door and throw my bag over my shoulder before I walk towards her. “You counted for one hour, waiting for me to get home?”

      “You always go to the gym for an hour, you little creature of habit.”

      “Any longer than that and I want to shoot myself. Jason is evil.” I let us in. “I assume you want coffee and books?”

      “Marry me, Reid.”

      “Sorry, I’m saving myself for someone without an obsessive personality.”

      “She sounds boring.”

      Mila follows me through to the kitchen. I put my bag on the floor and fill the coffee machine with water. She sits on a stool and rests her elbows on the worktop, chin propped on her hands.

      “Why are you so bored?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Living at home is weird now.”

      “How so?”

      “Beats me. Nothing has changed. I still love spending time with my parents. It’s just… different.”

      “You’re ready to fly the nest, little birdy.”

      She scrunches her nose up. “Ew, is that it?”

      “Every day is a learning curve for you, isn’t it?”

      “Since I ended things with Liam for good, yeah, apparently.”

      “It’s a good thing.”

      “I know. God, I’m tired. Working full-time leaves very little time for fun.”

      I raise a brow. “You just sat on my doorstep because you’re so bored. What fun is working preventing?”

      “You sound very judgemental right now, Walker.”

      I make our lattes and carry them through to the living room, smiling when I hear her hop down from the stool to follow me.

      “Are we drinking somewhere else or are you stealing my latte?”

      “I’ve been working all day, done an hour at the gym, and now I want to relax.”

      “We’re going to watch TV, aren’t we?”

      I put our drinks down. “I’m going to have a quick coffee, shower, and watch TV. You can do whatever you like.”

      “Can I root through your drawers?”

      “You can do what you like within reason.” Why did I not see that coming?

      She sits beside me on the sofa and tucks her feet underneath her. “I’ll behave.”

      I hope not.

      “What are you going to watch?”

      I shrug. “I’ve no idea.”

      “Random shit on Netflix? A cold case show? I love those!”

      “Murder cases?”

      “Uh-huh. I’ve only watched a couple. I love murder. Well, not like love it, but it’s fascinating, right?”

      “Have you watched Killer Inside?”

      “Yeah. They’re fucking psychos.”

      I nod. “All right, I’m showering first. I assume you’re a binge watcher?”

      “You assume right. Be quick; I’ll drink your latte, too, if you’re not back before I finish mine.”

      I race upstairs to the bathroom. Half so that Mila won’t drink my latte, and half because I don’t want to waste the time I have with her. At least I’m finally back in the office tomorrow.

      I shower, scrub a towel over my body, and change into joggers and a T-shirt. When I get back downstairs, she’s still drinking her own coffee.

      She looks up, her eyes raking over my body in a way that makes my dick stir.

      “That was fast.”

      “There was talk of theft,” I reply, sitting down and picking up my mug.

      “If someone tells you they’re going to take something from you and you don’t prevent it, who’s in the wrong?”

      “The thief, Mila. Still the thief.”

      She shrugs. “It’s basically permission.”

      “Press play,” I mutter, shaking my head at how utterly ridiculous she is.

      “I quite like it when you’re bossy.”

      My chest expands, and I glance sideways.

      She isn’t looking at me. She’s watching the screen so intently, it’s like she’s taking mental notes.

      “Should I be concerned that you’re so interested in this?”

      “Sleep with one eye open.”

      “I’ll just lock the door. At least I know now that you can’t pick a lock.” I bring the mug to my mouth and take a sip.

      She side-eyes me, scowling. “Is that a challenge?”

      I put the mug back on the coffee table. “Why would I challenge you to break into my house?”

      “Maybe that’s one of your kinks, to find a woman sneaking around your home late at night.”

      “Isn’t that your kink?”

      She purses her lips, the scowl deepening. “I don’t think we need to discuss why I’m weird.”

      “Wait, you think it’s weird?”

      “To want someone to sneak into my room at night and do me? Kinda.”

      I slump back against the sofa. “To do you. I’m assuming you don’t want just any guy off the street to do that to you.”

      “Correct.”

      “Then why is it weird?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. Liam was never adventurous, and it made me feel like wanting sex outdoors or trying new things wasn’t normal.”

      “The only person who gets to decide what’s normal for you is you, okay?”

      “Have you ever snuck into a woman’s house at night?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Would you?”

      “Are you asking, Mila?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean, dickhead.”

      “Yes, I would. Denying yourself something you want will never make you happy. You need to be with someone who will explore, who will take you to the edge, and jump right off with you.”

      She bites her bottom lip, her frown deepening as she considers my words.

      Her eyes lock on mine and her chest rises.

      Nothing but lust is pumping through my veins.

      I want to move closer and claim her mouth. I want to kiss her senseless, slide my hand into that hair, pull her onto my lap, and grind her against my erection.

      She’s going to taste so good.

      Her eyelids fall heavily. The frown disappears, and her mouth parts.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, breaking the spell.

      Her eyes bulge. “For sex?”

      Throwing my head back, I laugh. “Fucking hell, I’m talking about dinner.”

      “Oh my God!” She whacks my stomach with the back of her hand. “Stop it! You made that sound really dirty. Reid, for fuck’s sake, stop laughing!”

      I brush my hands over my face. “I’m sorry.”

      “You are not sorry.”

      I glance her way. “So, are you hungry?”

      “Yes… twat.”

      “Chicken tacos?”

      “I love tacos. Can I help you cook again?”

      I stand. “Absolutely not.”

      “I’m not that bad in the kitchen. I made a salad.”

      I pick up my mug and take it through to the kitchen. Mila follows, and Netflix is forgotten. “I never said you were bad.”

      “Why are you so precious about it? You let me in your office, at your desk.”

      “I draw the line at the kitchen.”

      “What’s your damage?” Mila perches on the stool, waiting for me to change my mind.

      “The Walkers don’t share kitchens.”

      “Ah, it’s your parents’ damage. I get it.”

      “Wine?”

      She sits back on the stool. “Now you’re talkin’. Can I pour it or is that not allowed either?”

      “I’m going to let you get it… this once.”

      “I feel so privileged.”

      Mila moves past me to get two wine glasses from the cupboard. She gets the white from the fridge and pours, while I slice chicken.

      “Here you go, dear,” she teases, placing a glass in front of me.

      I look over my shoulder and grin. “Are we an old married couple?”

      “We look like it. It’s nice to do something like this without feeling like I’m trapped and trapping someone else. All that’s missing is that jumping off the edge sex.”

      “Dinner can wait if you want to do that now?”

      She laughs, playfully slapping my arm on her way back to her stool.

      Control yourself. I’m trying not to be a rebound here.

      I almost slice into my finger when Mila sighs deeply as she watches me. It sounds like longing and makes me burn with need.

      What is she thinking right now?

      Same as me? That we should ditch dinner and feed the other hunger inside us both?

      I look over to see her sipping her wine, eyes fixed on mine like she was waiting for me to glance her way.

      “I’m starving here,” she teases.

      Yeah. Me, too.
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      I’m woken by a pain in my neck. Groaning, I tilt my head from side to side. I’m on the sofa.

      Oh shit.

      What time is it?

      I tap my phone. It’s just after seven a.m.

      Something moves beside me.

      Mila is curled up at the other end of the sofa, her legs tucked in and her hair fanned around out around her. We must have fallen asleep watching Netflix. The screen is giving me that judgemental ‘Are you still watching?’ message.

      “Mila,” I say, running my fingertips up her bare arm. It’s Friday morning. We’re due at work in an hour, and I’m finally in the office with her again. She’s mine today and all next week.

      She sighs, rolling onto her back.

      I can’t stop myself. My arm moves as if she is demanding it. My fingertips gently glide across her skin, burning at the physical contact. I caress her collarbone and neck. My stomach coils with the need to taste her.

      “Mila,” I say again, my voice thick with lust. I picture my mouth where my hand is, licking and sucking.

      Her head tilts backwards, giving me more access to her neck.

      Christ, she needs to wake up.

      Stop, you fucking creep!

      I retract my hand and curl my fingers into my palm. Damn it, I can’t touch her in her sleep.

      Her eyes flicker open, and she takes a deep breath. “Reid,” she whispers.

      I clear my throat. “Morning.”

      She sits up, her fingers brushing over the path mine just travelled. “We fell asleep watching serial killers.”

      “It’s seven. How long do you need to get ready?”

      She groans. “My mum is going to say so much this morning.”

      “About the walk of shame you’re about to take?”

      “Can I shower here and borrow your clothes? I’m never going home.”

      “Fine by me.”

      She sits forwards, running her hands through her hair. “We’re working together from today.”

      “I know.”

      “Are you going to be nice?” she asks, and I shake my head. “Should’ve guessed. I’m not being your PA, Reid.”

      I stand. “Let me make you a coffee and you can go get ready. I’ll drive today.”

      She follows me through to the kitchen. “I don’t have time to drink a coffee. Unless you want me to turn up at the office looking like this?”

      “What’s wrong with how you look now?”

      “Really,” she mutters.

      “I have a travel mug. I’ll send you on your way with a latte.”

      “Are you the perfect man?”

      I look over my shoulder. “Yeah. We had a vote, and I won.”

      “Funny.”

      She watches while I make her coffee, leaning against the counter with her arms folded. Too often, her gaze drifts to me. It reminds me of last night when she watched me cook. The kitchen was thick with tension. I wanted nothing more than to kiss her.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “Uh-huh. Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      The way she asked that is like she’s asking an entirely different question. I can see it in her eyes. She wants to know what this morning was about. I’ve never touched her like that before. She hasn’t told me to keep my hands to myself, so she can’t be pissed off about it. Mila would absolutely say if she didn’t like something.

      I finish the drink and hand it to her. She wraps both hands around it, her eyes never leaving mine as she breathes out a, “Thanks.”

      “I guess I should go and get ready,” she says.

      “I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes.”

      “You don’t have to drive me.”

      “I want to. Thirty minutes, Mila.”

      Her eyes widen before she spins and dashes out, shouting, “Thirty fucking minutes isn’t enough!”

      I laugh, hearing the front door slam.

      She’ll probably curse me the entire time she’s showering and getting dressed.

      I down a quick coffee, shower, and I dress in dark jeans and a casual shirt.

      When I’m ready, I still have ten minutes left.

      I can imagine her running around her room, yanking clothes off their hangers and blow-drying her hair with gritted teeth.

      Last night was the first time she’s stayed over. We slept together… on my sofa. It’s not quite how I pictured it, but I know tomorrow is going to suck when I wake up alone.

      With three minutes to spare, I get in my car and pull up outside her house.

      A heartbeat later, Mila walks out. Her hair is tied up neatly, and she’s wearing a navy dress that sits just above her knee. It clings to her body.

      Today is going to be a long one.

      “Hey.” She gets in and closes the door. Leaning back in the seat, she sighs as if it’s a relief to be back. “I was going to wash your travel mug and bring it back, but you gave me thirty minutes to get ready, so you’ll have to wait until after work for that.”

      I pull out onto the road. “Morning, Mila.”

      “You said that earlier.”

      “Did your mum say anything?”

      “She said everything. Made me promise we’re being careful.”

      “You told her we’re having sex?”

      “No! But she didn’t believe me. She thinks we’re going at it.”

      Great.

      She laughs, while I try not to panic or crash the car. “Don’t worry, my mum is cool. She knows I’m an adult and that adults have sex. Growing up, I thought it was so embarrassing that she was open about everything. I think I was the only toddler she knew saying penis and vagina because she never covered anything with softer words or half-truths.”

      “Do you still find it embarrassing?”

      “Depends on the situation.”

      “You’re quite open, too.”

      “Yeah, that’s definitely her fault.”

      We make it to the office on time, and Mila follows me into mine. Mila’s chair sits at my desk. Mel must have moved it here from her space.

      “Morning, guys. Meeting in an hour, Reid,” Mel says.

      I nod. She tells me this every Monday and Friday morning, except for Monday when Mila started. We’ve had those meetings almost every week for the last three years. Not once have I forgotten.

      Mila waves, and then Mel is off.

      Mila spins around and grabs my wrist, her big eyes bulging. “What’s with her? Is the meeting bad? Is it about me? I’ve done something wrong.”

      I nod sympathetically. “Yes, she thinks you’re shit and wants to know the best way to fire you.”

      She folds her arms and fires daggers from her eyes.

      “It happens every week. We missed Mondays this week because you were starting. It’s the reason I can’t work from home on Mondays and Fridays.”

      “You have a lot of meetings here.”

      “Tell me about it.” I sit down, and Mila does the same. Her posture relaxes now that she knows the meeting isn’t about her.

      “Mel wants to make sure we’re all on the same page and that no one is walking around here wondering what’s going on.”

      “I do that most of the time,” she says.

      I fire up the desktop. “Not really. You’ve only been here four days, and you’re already someone others rely on. Didn’t Ruby ask you to proof that novella yesterday?”

      She moves her chair closer and leans across to see the screen. “Yeah. It was fine. I only found one issue.”

      Her reply comes easy, as if our close proximity isn’t affecting her at all.

      “Did you like it?”

      “You read it and hated it, didn’t you?”

      I open the word doc we’ll be working on today. “Why do you say that?”

      “I’ve grown accustomed to your tones and what they mean.”

      “Have you now?”

      “What did you think of it?”

      “I’m not a fan of romance.”

      “That’s your nice way of saying you think it’s shit.”

      “No, that’s—”

      “It’s fine. I think it’s shit, too. I’ll make us a coffee. I have a feeling I’m going to need all the caffeine in the world, working with you for the next six days.”

      I watch her walk out of my office with a smile on my face.
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      I check my phone while the coffee beans grind. I’m waiting on a text from Indie about wedding cakes. She wanted my opinion because Spencer keeps telling her to do what she wants. Wren is going to insist on a chocolate cake. I think she should have five layers with five different flavoured sponges.

      Their wedding is coming up scarily fast, and there’s still a bit to do, but Indie isn’t worried because she just wants to marry Spencer. The rest of it is just noise.

      There’s a text, but it isn’t from Indie asking about cake or bridesmaid dresses.

      It’s from Liam.

      That wipes the smile right off my face. What is he doing? We’re not supposed to reach out until next year.

      With my heart pounding, I open the message.

      

      Liam: I know this is basically illegal, but I couldn’t help myself. I want to know how you are.

      

      Well.

      What. A. Dick.

      He’s breaking his own bloody rule. This isn’t supposed to happen. I know with a certainty I feel deep in my bones that I will never run back into his arms. But is Liam starting to have second thoughts about our breakup?

      Should I reply?

      Hell… no.

      “Sorry, I didn’t stop to chat before,” Mel says.

      I startle, almost dropping my phone. I spin around to see Mel laughing.

      She places her hand on her heart. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “God. You almost killed me.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah—was just in another world.” I slide my phone into the pocket of the best dress ever. Liam’s text will go unanswered. “Would you like a coffee?”

      “No, thanks, I’ve had three this morning. Are you sitting in today?”

      “Sorry?”

      “The meeting?”

      I gasp. “I can?”

      “Of course. I love your enthusiasm, by the way. My meetings usually get a collective groan now.”

      “Reid said you have two a week.”

      She nods. “I’ve worked in places where only a select few are clued in. It doesn’t make for a successful work environment. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to Reid. I’m sure he’s dying to start with you.”

      She walks away wearing a shit eating grin.

      Well, that had a double meaning.

      I can see how it looks. Reid and I spend a lot of time together… and this morning was different. He woke me up with his hand gliding over my skin. When I opened my eyes, I thought he was going to pounce. But he didn’t. I was too shocked and, I’ll admit, turned on to do anything.

      I grab our drinks and walk back to his office with my phone burning a hole in my pocket.

      Reid is staring at his screen when I reach his door. His lips are pressed together, head tilted slightly to the side in concentration.

      I almost stumble at the sight of him. That’d be right. My first week and I drop coffee, smash mugs, stain carpets, and probably scald myself in the process.

      But I don’t. I make it to the desk like a pro.

      Reid looks up and stills. His eyes bore into mine with a hunger that almost makes me drop the coffees for a second time.

      I put the drinks down and sit, trying to act like he’s not making me hot all over.

      “I hope this is to your liking, coffee snob.”

      “I’ll drink it to be polite.”

      “Dick. What are we doing then?”

      “We have thirty minutes before the meeting. You’re going to reply to Faye Brook. She’s a good author but struggling with her latest manuscript. She’s sent the synopsis. Have a read. We’ll chat about development then get back to her.”

      I shuffle in my seat, getting comfortable, and I lean over to turn the monitor towards me.

      Reid’s earthy aftershave washes over me, and I hold my breath until I sit back again.

      He’s so close. Why does this office feel so much smaller than Mel’s when they’re all the same size? Our chairs are almost touching. I should scoot away but then I won’t be able to see. He could move… but he’s not.

      I swallow and look at the attachment he opens, with my heart flying in my chest.
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      I never thought a Friday would drag, but sitting next to Reid made time go in reverse. It was maddening to smell him and listen to his voice. At one point, I thought I was going to jump him in the office and finally get myself fired.

      Now, thankfully, I’m in a bar with my girls.

      Indie and Wren both have a glass of wine. I opted for rum and coke, pretending it’s not because I have it at Reid’s. Yeah, I really need this girl time.

      “So, you’re both still okay for the bridesmaid dress appointment? It’s cutting it so last minute, and if you can’t make it I don’t—”

      “Breathe, girl. We’ll be there,” I say, stopping her from going on before her face turns red. “We’ll get it done.”

      She blows out a breath. “Okay. The cake is taken care of now, so I’m almost there. Anyway, tell us how the work experience is going.”

      “With the sexy editor,” Wren adds.

      “I came here wanting to forget about him for a while.”

      Wren’s blonde eyebrows shoot up. “And why is that?”

      Indie adds, “How often do you think about him?”

      My obvious mistake was thinking they wouldn’t soak this up.

      I shrug a shoulder and take a sip of my rum, wishing I’d gone for a double. “We’re just together a lot and it’s messing with my brain.”

      “Brain or vagina?” Wren asks.

      I laugh, and it quickly turns to a fake cry. “Help me. Things are getting weird but not, like, weird-weird in the sense that we’re… weird or awkward.”

      They’re wearing identical WTF expressions.

      “I slept over last night and nothing happened. We were on the sofa—calm down. I woke up to him stroking my arm and neck. Nothing has ever felt that erotic before. After all those years and all that sex with Liam, and Reid almost makes me come with the lightest touch on my arm. What is that about?”

      Wren holds her hand up. “All right, back up. I have questions.”

      I roll my eyes. “Go on.”

      “Let’s start with the sleeping over thing,” Indie says, sipping her wine.

      “We were watching serial killers on Netflix, and we fell asleep. I was at one end of the sofa, he was at the other.”

      Wren’s shoulders slump.

      “Sorry, there’s no juicier gossip for you.”

      “Not true,” Indie says. “You were hot and bothered over this stroking thing.”

      I take a breath. My skin still tingles where he touched me every time I think about it. “Yeah, that. It felt so erotic, especially when his fingers skated over my neck.”

      “Oh, Mila,” Wren says, whistling. “You’ve got it bad, girl.”

      “It’s not been like that. We’ve stayed strictly in the friendzone. It’s just that in the last few days...” Probably longer, let’s face it. “I guess, there’s been flirting. I just go to his house now as if I fucking live there. I turned up on his doorstep and waited. His actual doorstep! That’s not even an exaggeration. He got home from the gym, and I was there. We spent the evening together, he made us dinner, and we fell asleep in front of the TV. It was a Liam night without the pizza, and there was nowhere else I wanted to be. What is that?”

      “The routine wasn’t the issue with Liam. The person was,” Indie says, as if it’s obvious.

      Wren nods. “Me and Brody do pretty much the same things through the week, and I’m never bored.”

      “But… the same thing.”

      Wren pats my arm. “The same thing doesn’t feel so monotonous when you’re with the right person, babe. The days are similar, but the conversation isn’t. Or the sex.”

      Indie pouts. “I wouldn’t mind a bit of monotony.”

      “Spence isn’t going back to LA for a while, right?”

      “No, thank God. What are you going to do about Reid?” Indie asks.

      “Nothing.”

      Wren slaps her palm against my head. “You all right?”

      I bat her hand away. “I’m fine. I’m absolutely not doing the chasing again.”

      “You want Reid to come to you?”

      “No. Yes. Stop asking hard questions. It’s too soon for anything like that after Liam.”

      “Is it, though?” Indie asks.

      “Maybe. Look, I’m finally standing on my own two feet, or at least I will be when I’ve finished uni and move out. My point is, I’m handling my shit now. I like how my life is going, and I’m not ready to jump into another relationship. And it has nothing to do with Liam.”

      I still haven’t told them about his text. I was going to, but the words wouldn’t leave my mouth. They will worry that I might get back with him. I don’t want them to look at me with their pretty wide eyes and ask what’s going on with him.

      “No feelings left there?” Wren asks.

      “Romantically, no.”

      “You’re not ready to date?”

      “I… well, yes, but I don’t think I could just date Reid. He’s not the type of person you walk away from. Have you seen all his books? His abs? That muscular back and—”

      “We get it,” Indie says, laughing. “I don’t think he’s the kind of guy who would plan your whole life and stick to one known road, though. The man travels. That means he gets restless, too.”

      I swig my rum. “He’s at least seen places. I’m restless and still haven’t moved.”

      “Yet, girl!” Wren says, shaking her head. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. No one else is living your life. You’re the one who decides what you do and when you do it. If you want to live with your parents until you’re forty, that’s no one else’s fucking business.”

      “I really don’t.”

      “My point being, you’re the one running the Mila show.” She wiggles her brows. “And I have a feeling it’s about to get X-rated.”

      Groaning, I drain the last of the rum.

      Heaven help me.
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      Mila is reading the manuscript with a smile on her face. All week, we’ve worked on Faye’s book. The first half, anyway, since she’s struggling with the last.

      It’s great having her here. She’s completely competent, and I’ve barely had to do a thing. I’m being paid to stare at the woman I love. This is, without exception, the best week I’ve ever had at work.

      I lean back and check my emails on my phone since I’m not getting near the desktop for a while. We only have an hour left, anyway.

      This is my last day—last hour—with her. Next week, my usual schedule resumes and Mila will be in another office.

      “You really don’t need me here at all, do you?” I ask her.

      “Mel should fire you and hire me.”

      “That’ll never get your book finished.”

      “Ugh, why did you have to mention that?”

      “Push through. I want to read it.”

      “That reminds me; I still need to finish that manuscript that made me cry.”

      “Are you coming over tonight?”

      Her cheeks turn pink, but she doesn’t look away. “That was the plan.”

      “I thought so. You spend more time at mine than your parents’.”

      “You have all the books. I have one room. My bedroom will only fit three bookcases in it. It’s all very depressing.”

      I put my phone down. “Interesting. When do I get to read your books?”

      “You want to come up to my room in my parents’ house like we’re fifteen?”

      “I really do,” I say with a wide smile.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You’re being unfair. You owe me.”

      Groaning, she slumps her shoulders. “Fine. One day.”

      “Excellent. Now, how much more do you have on that manuscript?”

      “Two chapters left. Are you going to delete my comments when you read it next week?”

      “No, I’ve seen your notes before. I know they’ll be good.”

      “I’d better finish then. Don’t distract me again.”

      I raise my palms.

      Mila reads for the next forty-five minutes, carefully adding any notes and fixing grammar along the way. I’ve noticed a few things about her when she focuses hard. Firstly, her dark eyebrows pull together so slightly, you wouldn’t be able to tell if you weren’t watching like a creep. Secondly, she rereads parts she really likes at least three times. I’ve watched her trace the curser back over paragraphs. Thirdly, and my favourite, she pulls the expressions she reads from the characters.

      I’ve found it difficult not to laugh.

      She clicks save before turning to me. “All done.”

      “And so are we. Let’s head out. What do you want to eat tonight?”

      She picks up her bag then freezes.

      I notice my mistake immediately. “You said you were coming over. I assume you’ll want feeding.” I keep my voice light despite my stomach growing heavy.

      “What if I want something completely new? Something we don’t know whether we like.”

      “Is this a riddle? Move over while I shut down the computer.”

      She steps out of my way. “It’s not a riddle.”

      “We’ll know if we like it or not once we eat it. What did you have in mind? Cockroach tacos?”

      “Ew, no.”

      “Do you try to frustrate me?” I ask, watching as the monitor turns off.

      Laughing, she shakes her head. “No. It’s Friday. I want us to chill. You never let me help you in the kitchen.”

      I grab my phone and slide it into my pocket. The office is almost empty now, but we wave to the remaining few as we leave. “Do you want to go out?”

      “No, I want to stay in. Can we order… sushi?” she asks.

      “Do you like sushi?”

      “I’ve never tried it. Always seemed weird to me.”

      “You want to order weird food?”

      “And fries.”

      I unlock my car. “Sushi with a side of fries it is.”

      She turns to me with an eyebrow raised. “You’re not going to put your foot down to that?”

      “I like sushi, and I like fries. If you’d said you wanted anything with quinoa, we’d have a problem. Get in the car, Mila.”

      While I drive, she stares. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Her expression is unreadable. My guess is that she’s figuring something out.

      It takes longer to get home thanks to the Friday traffic, and most of the journey is silent. She’s spent a lot of time in her own head.

      “What are you thinking?” I eventually ask as we pull down our road.

      “Nothing much.”

      I glance at her. “Really?”

      “Fine. I was just thinking about how you’re not always easy to figure out.”

      “Ditto.”

      “You need a little mystery sometimes, right?”

      I pull into my drive. “I’d prefer not.” I pass Mila my phone. “Start the order from Just Eat while I make us a drink.”

      “Rum?”

      I smirk as she takes my phone. “Sure.”

      We go inside.

      Our evening routine quickly takes shape with Mila having a glass of rum and coke on my sofa, and me pouring through channels until she finds something that doesn’t ‘suck’, only to end up on Netflix.

      The takeaway containers sit on my coffee table. Mila’s officially a fan of sushi.

      “The uncle killed her, I’ll bet my car on it,” she says.

      “No one would want to win that bet.”

      “I think you secretly love Hilda.”

      “I think you’re wrong.”

      “You’ve never even been in my car.”

      “There’s a reason. It’s ridiculous.”

      I smile as her frown deepens. She slumps closer to me on the sofa. Her arm almost touching mine. “You’re a horrible person.”

      “You keep coming back.”

      “I’m an idiot with a ridiculous car.”

      “Acceptance is the first step—” I jump away, laughing when she tries to take a swipe at me.

      It takes her thirty minutes to talk again, and it took every ounce of self-control not to laugh. We watch episode after episode, both dozing off here and there, neither of us wanting to put an end to the night, despite the long hours that pass.

      I rub my eyes and tap my phone. It’s almost four in the morning. I’ve probably had about three hours of broken sleep.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      Mila stands suddenly and folds her arms over her chest. “Take me out.”

      “Take you out?”

      “Yes, Mr Spontaneous.”

      At four in the morning, I’d rather take her to bed. Her eyes are tight and challenging. She doesn’t think I’ll do it. I get the impression that she’s set a few tests up for me, whether she’s doing it consciously or not. I’m nothing like Liam, and she knows it.

      I’ll show her who I am and hope that she wants me, too.

      “All right, get in the car.”

      “I’ll drive Hilda.”

      “You’ve had four rum and cokes tonight. Not a chance.”

      She frowns again, as if she’s completely forgotten about drinking. “Right. It’s technically morning now, but you’re right. You didn’t have anything.”

      “Hence why I’m driving.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You asked for this, little adventurer, so you tell me.”

      She raises her chin in defiance. “I’ll give you directions.”

      “Do you know where to?” I ask, grabbing my keys and wallet.

      “I do, actually.”

      An hour later, we’re at the fucking beach, chasing the sunrise.

      “This beach needs a serious injection of cash but Indie loves it,” Mila says as we stroll down towards the sand. It’s still dark. We’re about fifteen minutes from sunrise.

      “I like it.”

      “I don’t think it gets very busy, so it’s pretty much a win for her and her famous fiancé.”

      The place is completely deserted since it’s only just after five in the morning. “I prefer it like this.”

      She takes my hand and pulls me towards the steps. “Me, too. Come on.”

      I hold her hand tightly and let her pull me onto the sand.

      Mila takes a breath. “It’s so pretty.”

      “Can the next thing off your list be after nine a.m.?”

      “Sure, just for you,” she replies, swinging my arm as we walk across the sand. “Can’t have you missing your beauty sleep now, can we?”

      I squeeze her hand. “What do I look like now? A gargoyle?”

      “Oh, I love Quasimodo.”

      “Amazing.”

      “You don’t look bad, like, ever.”

      We come to a stop before the water touches our toes. The crisp air makes her shiver.

      Mila looks out to sea. “I want to do this in every country I visit.”

      “Watch the sun rise over the sea or get me up at the crack of fucking dawn?”

      She laughs. “I might do both.”

      “Where are we going next?”

      “I don’t mind. Somewhere far away with sandy beaches and endless cocktails.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      She sighs as if that will only ever be a fantasy. I’d use every day’s holiday I had to travel the world with her and see that look of wonder on her face.

      “We’d need to bring some books,” she says.

      “Naturally.”

      Deep orange sunlight peeks over the horizon, and I’m suddenly grateful that we’re here. I haven’t watched the sun rise over the ocean before, and I love that I’m doing it with her.

      Her hand tugs on mine as she steps closer to the sun.

      “We’ve swam in cold water already,” I point out.

      She looks back, beaming. “Get your feet in, Reid. It feels so good.”

      I do as I’m told.
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      Reid and I stand with just our feet in the ice-cold water. There’s wet sand between my toes and a man I can’t help dreaming about by my side.

      It feels nice against the warmth of the slowly rising sun. Besides, the heat from Reid’s hand is stopping me from truly freezing.

      “It’s funny; I know a lot about you… what you read, your job, your favourite food and drink, and your routine…” I say.

      “What else do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Everything, huh? We might be here a while.”

      “I could be here forever.”

      He pulls me closer and drops his hand to wrap his arm around my back. With a thudding heart, I sink against his side. This is probably the closest we’ve been besides play fighting in the river. Why do we only seem to get close when there’s water involved?

      I smile into the distance, my heart content.

      “What did you want to be when you were younger?” I ask, laying my head against his chest.

      “There was the obligatory astronaut and vet phase. After I turned ten, I knew I wanted to do something within the publishing industry.”

      Right, he only started reading then. There was some event that made that happen. The way he avoided my previous question about it shows that there’s more to the story. I’m dying to ask. I would usually come right out and demand that he tells me.

      “What about you?” he asks softly, staring at sunrise. His eyes glow, the orange of the sun turning his usually dark eyes a shade closer to mine.

      “Stripper.”

      His lips curl and his body shakes with gentle laughter.

      “I was going to be a pilot,” I tell him. “My parents took me to Gran Canaria when I was five. I was fascinated with the plane.”

      They took me abroad a lot while growing up. I’ve seen all of the mainstream, touristy parts of every place we’ve ever been to.

      “Interesting. Most kids would say the air steward.”

      “Hell no, I wanted to fly the thing.”

      “You would probably paint it yellow.”

      I nudge him, but I’m too comfortable to really move. The sun rises higher, leaving the sea behind.

      “That was worth getting up for,” I whisper.

      We’ve pretty much been awake most of the night, though. Reid’s sofa is my new favourite place to sleep.

      “Yeah, it was.” He looks down into my eyes, and my heart stills.

      I wish I could frame this moment and see that look of pure peace whenever I want.

      “Do you have any big regrets?” I ask.

      “One.”

      “Can I know it?”

      I feel him shake his head against mine, and his body stiffens.

      “I should get you home,” he says.

      “That doesn’t sound fun.”

      “Breakfast?”

      “Is anywhere open?” I ask.

      “Does McDonalds ever close?”

      He wants to take me for a Maccies early breakfast. He’s definitely not real.

      “You need to promise not to judge me for ordering pancakes on the side of my bagel.”

      “So long as you don’t judge me for ordering a bacon melt on the side of my muffin,” he counters, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, all right.”

      I pull out of his embrace, which is now my most hated thing to do, and I tug his hand. Reid follows me out of the water, and we carry our shoes with us.

      I can’t believe Reid has only been in my life for a little under a month. In that time, I’ve grown rather… obsessed. Yeah, I can admit it. He’s the person I look forward to seeing the most. The one I think about as soon as my eyes open in the morning.

      “You look like you have a lot on your mind. Will you share?” he asks as we reach his car.

      “Absolutely not.” I get inside as soon as he unlocks it.

      Reid climbs in and starts the engine. “You once accused me of being evasive.”

      “And I was right. If you can do it, I can, too.”

      “Ah, that’s how it is.”

      I nod. “Totally equal.” I’m never going to accept anything less again.

      “All right,” he replies, smirking.

      For fuck’s sake, he’s really not going to tell me his thing. I bet I was totally transparent anyway. He probably guessed that I was thinking about him. It’s all that’s in my head at the moment.

      “Do you have plans this weekend?” I ask.

      “Actually, I do.”

      My heart drops.

      He’s busy. For how long? I could go see the girls, but I don’t think I can go a whole weekend without spending time with him.

      Let’s all say hi to the Reid junkie.

      “Cool. Anything nice?” I try so very hard to sound casual, but one glance at his unmoving smirk and I know I’m being anything but that.

      “Phoebe is coming over for the day tomorrow.”

      Okay, his sister’s visiting. I can work with this. He said Sunday, too, so I can spend all of today with him. “Well, that’s definitely nice. Are her husband and baby coming?”

      “No, just her. Callum is taking Lexie to see his parents for the day to give Phoebe some time to herself.”

      “Huh. She chooses to come and visit you on her free day.”

      He glances at me quickly. “You visit me all the time.”

      “I’m not judging the woman, but I would totally head to a spa or take a book and sit in a beer garden. Morning in the spa, and then the pub thing, actually.”

      “You know you don’t have a child so could do that any weekend you like, right?”

      “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

      “Thanks,” he mutters dryly.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll have fun catching up with your sister.”

      “Want to come over, too?”

      “I’m sure she just wants to see you alone.”

      His grip tightens around the steering wheel. “Mila.”

      “Okay, fine. Yeah, I want to come over. I never really spoke to Phoebe.”

      “You never really spoke to me, either.”

      I grin at him. “But aren’t I making up for that now?”

      “You sure are,” he replies with humour in his voice and light in his eyes.
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      I stand in Reid’s kitchen with crazy butterflies in my stomach.

      Why am I nervous to meet his sister? It’s not like I’ve never seen her before, even if we’ve never spoken.

      Reid turns around and slides a latte towards me. He’s wearing a little frown that I know has him wondering why I’m on edge.

      “Thanks. Shouldn’t she be here?”

      “Anytime now, why?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go? She’s visiting you, and she doesn’t even know me.”

      “She used to live here, too.”

      “That was ages ago.”

      “Mila, it’s fine. You’re not in the way. You and Phoebe will get along.”

      I sip my latte, feeling very much in the way. I do want to get to know Reid’s family. He’s important, which means they are, too.

      The doorbell rings, and I almost jump out of my skin.

      My eyes widen when Reid puts his drink down. “Hey, I’ll go out the back door. She’ll never even know I’ve been here,” I tell him.

      “You’re aware that you’re not my mistress and my sister isn’t my wife, right?”

      Get a hold of yourself, you fucking idiot.

      “Well, obviously.” I take a breath and wave my hand. “Let her in then. You’re being rude.”

      He double takes, and then goes to open the door.

      I hear muffled voices after a moment, and I get up so I’m ready to greet her. Phoebe always seemed cool, though she’s older than me so we never hung out.

      Phoebe walks ahead of Reid, smiling when she sees me, as if we’re long lost friends. “Mila, hi.”

      She has the same shade of dark brown hair as Reid, only hers has highlights through it. His eyes are darker, too. I love his eyes.

      “Hey, Phoebe. How’s it going?” I ask.

      “Good. Reid tells me you’ve been working with him.”

      “Well, it’s more like him working with me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, that’s exactly what it’s like.”

      “Hey, I prevented you from reading so much shit when you opened submissions, mister. Do you know how many writers out there think they’re the next Stephen King? Too many.”

      “You write as well, don’t you? Have you submitted to Reid?” Phoebe asks.

      “I do, but hell no. My stuff isn’t to his taste anyway, but I don’t think I could take him seriously now.”

      “What does that mean?” he asks, frowning.

      I hold my fist out and raise the first finger. “I know you don’t like romance.” Another finger. “I know you prefer it when there isn’t a happy ever after. I know you can’t edit every round on a screen. I know—”

      “Okay, I think we all get the point.”

      I turn to Phoebe. “He’s a good editor, though.”

      “Thanks for adding that. Coffee, Phoebs?”

      She glances over her shoulder at him. “Please. I’ve missed your lattes.” Turning back to me, she adds, “He turned into a coffee snob.”

      “After Starbucks, he told me. To be fair, it is better here, but you try and get one while you’re out with him. It’s like telling him to eat mushy broccoli.”

      “I could leave,” he mutters to himself while pressing all sorts of buttons on the machine.

      “What do you do, Phoebe? He hasn’t told me.”

      “I work in retail. I’m a manger for an independent clothing boutique… or I will be again once my maternity is over.”

      “That’s cool. I’ll have to come and shop with you.”

      “You would look amazing in everything we sell. Reid never said you’d gone total babe.”

      I drop my jaw and glare at him. “Why are you not telling people that?”

      He folds his arms. “Sorry, hadn’t noticed.”

      “You arsehole! I have nothing to throw at you!”

      Laughing, he shakes his head and goes back to making Phoebe’s drink.

      “Oh, he’s totally noticed. You know how many people he allows in his office? None… besides you.”

      “Yeah, but to be fair, I didn’t give him a lot of choice.”

      “‘It’s easier to ask forgiveness than it is to get permission’. A quote I’m certain Grace Hopper stole from Mila,” Reid says.

      “Tell me about him as a kid.”

      Phoebe’s eyes light up.

      “No way!”

      “Has he told you about the time him and his mates tried to form a band?”

      “Oh my God, no!” I squeal.

      Reid cringes and hands Phoebe a mug. “I hate you,” he tells her.

      She waves him off. “They were about twelve, so this was before we moved here.”

      “They were so bad your old town kicked you out?”

      “Fuck’s sake,” Reid mutters.

      Phoebe laughs, clearly loving this. “That wouldn’t surprise me. Nothing to do with Dad’s job at all. Anyway, they did one gig, choked, and gave up.”

      “What was the gig?”

      “Our cousins sixth birthday party.”

      I throw my head back and laugh.

      “In fairness, Reid has a decent voice.”

      I turn to him and press my hands together. “Please sing for me. Please.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Let’s take this into the living room. I have so much to tell you, Mila.”

      Reid catches my wrist when I go to follow Phoebe. My skin burns deliciously under his touch. “Yes?” I ask.

      “You’re loving this.”

      “More than you could ever know.”

      His eyes turn darker. “Mila…”

      “Don’t worry, you can come for dinner at mine tomorrow and get your revenge.”

      I walk away, leaving him with wide eyes and parted lips.

      It takes but a second to realise what I’ve done. Dumb arse here just invited Reid to dinner with my parents. With. My. Mum.

      Phoebe sits on the sofa, taking the spot Reid favours. I want to tell her to move, but that’s insane. I sit beside her, leaving a space between us so it doesn’t get weird.

      “Do you travel, too?” I ask.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I’m just wondering what inspired Reid’s desire to see the whole world.”

      “Oh, that.” She smiles. “Well, he’s only travelled for the past three years. Callum and I usually have one trip abroad a year, although nowhere particularly exotic.”

      “Why the last few years?”

      “I’ll leave that one for him to answer.”

      “Okay.” My mind races. Something made Reid want to travel three years ago. Something made him want to read fourteen years ago. They’re things that Phoebe doesn’t feel comfortable telling me. “So, what’s motherhood like? Do they really pee on you daily?”

      She laughs. “Not daily. You’re going to love it… but love it in about ten years’ time.”

      “Oh, it’s so not happening before then. I can’t keep a plant alive.”

      “You’ll be fine. Babies cry and let you know when they need feeding.”

      Reid joins us and scowls at his sister.

      “Calm down, we’re not talking about you,” I tell him. “Phoebe’s telling me the difference between kids and plants.”

      “Good, because that’s not instantly clear.”

      “I’ve told Mila to wait to have children.”

      Phoebe says that as if she’s talking directly to Reid. As far as I’m aware, he has no intentions of impregnating me.

      “Good, she doesn’t even look when she crosses the road.”

      “Not every road, and you can hear cars, Reid.”

      “Can you hear electric cars, Mila?”

      My teeth snap together when Reid arches a brow.

      “Point proven.”

      “You’re acting like I run across the M25.”

      “Oh my God,” Phoebe coos.

      Reid and I look over to see her wide eyes and goofy smile. “Have you spent much time with Mila’s parents then, Reid? I heard you’re going for dinner.”

      Oh, she’s not subtle.

      “Tomorrow will be the first time.”

      That’s right, because I’ve invited him to dinner, and Phoebe is making this weird with her insinuation that Reid and I will have children.

      “Cool. Do you know how many girls Reid had over for dinner in high school?”

      “Tell me.”

      “Stop talking, Phoebe.”

      “Three. Each one of them dumber than the last.”

      “They were not dumb.”

      “Academically, they may not have been, but they couldn’t see that Reid wasn’t into them.”

      Reid rolls his eyes. “They weren’t that into me, either.”

      I pout. “Poor Reid.”

      He gives me a sideways glance. “I was fine.”

      “He was never a womaniser. Reid is loyal.”

      “I know,” I reply. He’s trustworthy. I don’t know what it is about him, maybe the fact that he reads and has only ever helped me, but I trust him with my life.
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      I’m trying to focus on what Mel and Ruby are talking about in the meeting. We have four publications this month, and although none of them are my authors, Mel still likes to keep everyone in the loop.

      All I can think about is dinner at Mila’s parents’ house tonight. Archie will also be there. I guess I’m going to find out how protective he is of his younger sister. Phoebe was awful yesterday, looking at Mila and me like we’re getting married. I’m just grateful she didn’t scare Mila away.

      “Okay, let’s wrap it up and get some work done,” Mel says, clapping her hands together.

      Mila stands with Sally, who she’s shadowing this week. They’re working on social media and ad campaigns, I think. I’m glad Mila is learning about promoting and advertising in case she needs it for her own books in the future.

      She shoots a quick smile my way, her eyes lingering, and then she’s gone. I think she might be Mel’s best employee. The office is going to be a lot darker and quieter when she’s finished here.

      Mel folds her arms, her grin making me want to run from the room.

      “Yes?” I ask.

      “How are you?”

      “What do you really want to know?”

      She leans forward. “Have you asked her out yet?”

      “Mel…”

      “Oh, come on. I live for this stuff. Why haven’t you made your move? The chemistry between you two is palpable.”

      “I’m working on it,” I tell her, getting to my feet.

      “Work on it faster, please.”

      “See you later.”

      I hear her cackle as I leave the meeting room.

      I bury myself in work. I’m not sure if it’s better when I’m here or when I’m at home. If Mila walks past my office, it takes a while before I can get my head back in a manuscript.

      It’s a distraction I hope for, although I know it’s going to set me back.

      I’m such a fool.

      All day, I clock watch. I reply to the endless stream of emails and take a call from an author, as well as one from an agent, always keeping one eye on the time.

      Really, I shouldn’t be quite so nervous for tonight. Mila isn’t introducing me as her boyfriend, and her parents already know who I am.

      She couldn’t move away because she wasn’t ready to leave her parents. I think them not liking me would mean it’s all over.

      “Hey, nerd. You ready to go?” Mila says, leaning against my doorframe.

      I look at the time, and then to her. It’s two minutes after five p.m., thank God.

      “Nerd isn’t very nice,” I tell her, shutting down my computer.

      She watches me, waiting. We came to work together again today. “I don’t know…”

      I slide my phone into my pocket and pick up my keys.

      “All right, let’s go to dinner.”

      We walk out to the car park. “My mum might be a bit…”

      “A bit what?”

      “She says what she thinks. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “You’ve said, and I wouldn’t be surprised after spending time with you.”

      We both climb into the car, and I’m not at all shocked to see her throwing a glare my way. I start the engine and drive towards her house.

      “I never said it was a bad thing,” I tell her. “Did you enjoy today?”

      “Sally is, like, a freaking advertising oracle. We did a bunch of stuff for social media and she scored some awesome placements with Waterstones. Well, I don’t know if she did anything to get that but there will be a stand for that awful romance when it’s released.”

      “Did you tell her that you think it’s awful.”

      She winces. “I didn’t mean to. It just came out. She doesn’t like romance so said it’s probably true.”

      “The author is her cousin.”

      Her amber eyes bulge for half a second before she realises that I’m joking. “You suck, Reid!”

      “I couldn’t resist. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re not sorry,” she mutters, leaning her head against the rest. “I love working but, man, it’s exhausting.”

      I roll my eyes. “You wait until your full days are non-stop writing and you have deadlines from people like me to meet.”

      “You’re so sure I’m going to get published.”

      “I am.”

      “I’d actually die. Imagine walking into a book shop and seeing your own book on the shelf.”

      “I can quite believe that that would be one of the few occasions to leave you wordless. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Well, if I happens, you’ll need to hold my hand so I don’t faint.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t fall on that pretty face.”

      “Reid, you’ll make me blush.”

      I pull into my drive. “Will I now? You ready to head over?”

      She nods. “My mum is so looking forward to this.”

      “Come on.”

      “You can cancel, you know,” she says as we get out of the car.

      “Do you want me to cancel?”

      “No.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      We head over and Mila opens the door.

      Dawn shouts, “Kitchen, Mila!”

      “Last chance to leave this madness,” she whispers to me.

      “I happen to like this kind of madness.”

      She turns back with a smile on her face that makes me want to take her straight back out.

      “Mum, Dad, Archie, this is Reid. Who you already know…”

      Is Mila nervous?

      “Hey,” I say.

      Dawn steps forwards. “Hi, Reid. We’re so happy you could make it. Mila said you like Chinese, so we thought we’d order in so we have more time to chat.”

      “She’s just saying that because we’re all shit cooks,” Archie says.

      “You can go back to the city,” Dawn mutters.

      “Chinese is great with me,” I say.

      “Rum!” Mila calls out. She spins on her heel until she’s facing me. “I’ll get us the rum.”

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      She smiles in the most unconvincing way. “Rum.”

      Archie side eyes her and walks around the island with their dad. Tim shakes my hand.

      “Thank you for what you’ve done for my little girl.”

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      He shakes his head, while Dawn grips her heart in the background.

      “Oh, you have. She’s always been this ray of sunshine who lights up the room. Recently—the last year really—she’s been quieter. That Liam was no good for her. She’s happy again, and I can actually picture her moving out now.”

      I laugh and nod my head. The compliment means more than words can describe.

      Archie folds his arms, and I can tell he won’t be won over as easily.

      “Arch, you’re not a bouncer,” Mila says, pushing into the circle and handing me a rum and coke.

      He snaps his eyes to her. “You’re three minutes out of a relationship with Mr Predictable and bringing home a new man.”

      “It was over a month, but it feels like years. You’ve never brought anyone home because no one actually likes you.”

      “How old are you, Mila?” he scoffs.

      “How many airheads have you slept with this week? Our answers will probably be the same.”

      “All right, you two,” Dawn says, taking a large sip of her wine. “Keep drinking, Reid. You’ll need it tonight.”

      The doorbell rings, and Tim walks off, shaking his head.

      “I’ll come, too, Dad. There will probably be more food than one person can carry.” Archie follows Tim.

      “You have to have leftover Chinese for lunch,” Dawn defends.

      Mila takes a deep breath. “You should have cancelled when you had the chance.”

      “No way,” I reply. “Dawn, can I do anything?”

      “Thank you for asking, Reid, but you two go and sit down. Everything is set.”

      Mila grabs my hand and pulls me rather urgently into the dining room off the kitchen. “Okay, she wasn’t joking when she told you to keep drinking. It does help.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “So adorable that you think that. Come sit next to me.”

      She only releases my hand when her family join us.

      I’ve always like Mila’s parents… what I’ve seen of them, anyway. In the thirty minutes that I’ve been here, I’ve learnt that Tim is into football and Dawn’s into white wine.

      Archie is living the life of a playboy in the city. Neither of their parents seem shocked by this.

      We’re all sitting around their dining table with Chinese takeaway piled high. Her brother has spent a lot of time glaring at me.

      Yet.

      “Do you play, Reid?” Tim asks.

      “Sorry?”

      Mila leans closer. “He’s talking about football. Always assume that and you’ll be fine.”

      “Oh. When I was in school. Not much since. I was actually the best on the school’s team. I’m not sure what that said about us on the whole.”

      Tim laughs. “You should come down to the sports centre on a Tuesday night. A group of us play.”

      “They’re not very good, but I’ve watched Tim play since we were teenagers. It’s how we met,” Dawn says.

      “You make it sound like you went along to watch me.”

      She shrugs. “I did eventually.”

      He raises his eyebrow. “Eventually? I must have been the last guy you dated on the team.”

      “I can’t help it if I was popular.”

      Mila wiggles her eyebrows. “Super popular, Mum. You should have been given a trophy for eleven men.”

      “Orgasms are much better than trophies.”

      What?

      Mila lifts her glass and clinks it against her Mum’s. “Here, here.”

      What is going on?

      “Really, Mum? A whole football team? Fuck’s sake,” Archie groans.

      “Not a whole one. There’s more than eleven men on a team. There are subs,” Tim says, defending his wife.

      “Not the subs?” I ask, completely unable to keep myself from smiling.

      Dawn waves her hand. “Oh, no one wants to fuck a sub, dear.”

      I whack my fist into my chest, almost choking, while the rest of them laugh.

      “Mum had a couple of years where she went a bit… off the rails,” Mila says.

      “You call it off the rails, I call it being young and fun. It was a different time back then.”

      “All right,” Mila mutters.

      “Let’s not scare the poor man away the first time he has dinner with us,” Tim says.

      Archie narrows his eyes. “We need to know if he scares easy. Get the karaoke machine out, Mum.”

      Mila sits taller. “Seriously?”

      “Liam always made an excuse to leave before karaoke,” Archie says, his challenging eyes gliding to mine.

      “Reid.” Mila slaps my arm. “We’re doing a duet.” She turns to her family. “He was in a band.”

      I groan, cursing Phoebe.

      “A band?” Dawn asks.

      “Mila made that sound a lot cooler than it was. I was young, and we were awful.”

      “Tell us how Mila is doing at work,” Tim says, saving me from having to expand on my humiliating time as a lead singer in the world’s saddest band.

      “She’s doing great. Mel loves her. I’m pretty sure no one misses me Tuesday to Thursday anymore.” My heart fills with pride. She really has no idea how good she is.

      Mila smiles and dips her head so that her inky black hair falls over her face. It’s a sign of shyness I don’t see very often.

      “Did she make a dick of herself on the first day?” Archie asks.

      Mila glares at her big brother. They tease each other a lot but I can tell that they’re close.

      “There was a lot of talking. More so than usual,” I reply.

      “God, it was so quiet when I moved out. I honestly don’t think she needs to breathe. No other human can talk so solidly without drawing a breath,” Archie says.

      “Just because you can’t multitask, Arch, doesn’t mean the rest of us are morons,” she quips.

      “She’s got you there, son,” her dad says, backing her.

      Mila laughs. I get the impression he would defend her if she was wrong, too.

      Archie scoffs. “You can tell I’m the middle kid and she’s the youngest.”

      “Oh, it’s good to have you here, Reid,” Dawn says, looking between Mila and me. “They’d argue a lot more if you weren’t.” She laughs. “And you make my girl smile.”

      Mila shoots her mum a look, but it’s too late.

      “Yeah, well, she has the same effect on me.”

      Biting her lip, Mila glances at me, and I lose all train of thought.

      “So, Reid,” Archie starts. “Have you ever cheated on a girl?”

      “Archie!” Tim warns.

      I swallow a mouthful of rum. “No, I haven’t. An ex once cheated on me, though.”

      “She did?” Mila asks.

      “It was years ago. We weren’t serious.”

      “She sounds like a twat.”

      I chuckle. “She turned out to be.”

      “Well, hopefully bad relationships are behind you both now,” Dawn says with  the subtlety of a nuclear bomb.

      Mila’s cheeks turn pink. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      I’ve been flat out all morning. This afternoon, I’m helping Faye. She’s having a rough time. It’s affecting her creativity and she can’t see the wood through the trees. Mila gave some amazing notes to the synopsis and first half, but there’s still something missing.

      I’m half focused and half still recovering from dinner at Mila’s. In the end, even Archie accepted me. Mila and I sat together on the sofa laughing with her family like we’d done it a thousand times before. Then, she came home with me to read more of Hayden’s story. Now she’s waiting for the rest of it to be written so she can finish.

      She cried again, and I drank until two a.m. after she left.

      I let Faye in and show her to the living room. I’ve cleared my schedule to host her today. Hopefully to get her on the right track. Although she loved Mila’s notes, there’s something she’s not clicking with. Unfortunately, she has no idea what that is.

      I’m hoping a fresh set of eyes over the new chapters will make it clearer where the rest should fall.

      Her shoulder slump. “Thanks again for today. I just can’t get this book to work.”

      Faye is another long-time author. The one she’s working on now will be my sixth with her.

      “It’s fine. Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll make us a drink. What do you have?”

      “Today is definitely a coffee day. Thanks.” She sits down and runs her hands over her tight black curls.

      I make us both a drink then set them down in the living room.

      She’s flicking through pages of her notebook.

      “Let me look over that. Fresh eyes.”

      Though my eyes don’t feel that fresh today.

      With a frown, she thrusts it at me. “Take it, please! I’m sick of seeing nothing. I’m worried I’ve lost it.”

      “You haven’t. Losing your creativity after a tragedy is common, Faye. We’ll get you back on track but try not to put a lot of pressure on yourself. There’s no pre-order for the book yet, which means we can move deadline a little more if we need to.”

      “How are you not married?”

      I laugh. “The girl is fresh out of a relationship.”

      “God, I know exactly how that feels.”

      “Okay, this is good,” I say, reading over her messy handwritten notes. “We need to build on Sophia’s motivation. Why is she trying to sabotage her best friend? But this is good.”

      “Yeah, I thought that. Your bestie kissing your ex might create tension but it’s not something you usually go postal over. I just can’t think, you know?”

      “That’s where I come in.”

      We spend the next hour bouncing ideas back and forth. Faye makes a lot of notes, even typing up a couple of scenes while we talk. She takes a break to stretch her legs because the drive to mine took her three hours. I make another coffee, since it’s going to be a long afternoon.

      When I walk back into the living toom, I take a seat and pick up her laptop to go over the latest scene.

      “You’re quite literally my hero, Reid,” she says.

      “If you’re scratching your head for a dedication…”

      She laughs at the same time as the doorbell rings.

      “I’ll get it!” she says, showing her palms. “Please stay there. Don’t lose momentum.”

      I grin. “All right. It’s probably a book delivery. You shouldn’t need to sign.”

      I stare back at the screen to read the first chapters as Faye closes the living room door behind her. I’m really not going to be that distracted by a delivery.

      Faye is fantastic at creating fear and building tension, but she often needs help fleshing out the motive. She’s an emotional person so assumes that everyone would react the same way. If her friend kissed her ex, she would probably seek revenge. It just doesn’t work in literature unless you have something stronger behind you. You’ll only get a stack of bad reviews slating the character for being unrealistic and childish.

      Faye walks back into the room with a frown on her face.

      “What is it?”

      “Some really hot weird chick. Said she was passing, and then she turned around and walked off.”

      Weird, hot chick. There’s only one person she could be describing.

      I put the laptop down and stand. “Excuse me a minute. Keep going on that scene; it’s great.”

      Dashing past her, I tug the front door open in time to see Mila slamming her own front door over the road.

      She ran off because Faye answered the door. Mila is jealous.

      I’m also a little bit pissed that she would think I’d see anyone else right now. We might not be vocal about what’s going on between us, but we both know.

      I close the door and head over. What I should do is go back inside—let her feel that jealousy and wonder why she’s feeling it.

      I stop outside her house, knock on the door, and swallow my satisfaction.

      She answers a heartbeat later, and her face falls. Blinking heavily, she takes a step back, and I wonder if she’s going to run off. “Reid, what are you doing here?”

      “What were you doing over there?” I nod towards my house.

      “I finished work and wanted to… read something, but you have company…”

      “Faye.”

      She offers me a tight smile. “Lovely. Well, you two have fun. I’m going to do some writing.”

      She moves to shut the door, but I block it with my hand. “Mila, come over and meet her.”

      “No, thanks!” she blurts, wincing like she was supposed to remain composed.

      It’s not working at all. I can see the anger in the tightness around her eyes.

      My heart thuds faster.

      “Faye is one of my authors. Remember? You gave notes on her synopsis and early chapters. She’s having a hard time figuring out the rest so she asked for my help.”

      “Huh? What?”

      “She wants my help with work. That’s why she’s here. I have a feeling you’ll be good at revenge plots. Come over.”

      She bites her lip and drops her hand from the door. “Should I be insulted by that?”

      “You can take that one however you like.”

      “Reid!”

      “I’m kidding. Please, Mila. I want you there.”

      Her eyes hold mine, and she takes a breath. There’s a brief moment of panic in that amber gaze that makes me want to act now.

      I want to tell her that she scares me, too.

      She clears her throat. “Okay. I do want to meet a proper author.”

      “You’re a proper author,” I tell her.

      “I’ll let you say that when I’m published.”

      When I’m published. Her confidence in her writing is growing.

      “It’s good that you’re not having sex with your authors,” she says as she steps out of the house and shuts the door. “That’s just tacky.”

      “Who says I’m not sleeping with her?”

      Her elbow slams into my side, and I grunt.

      “You’re not funny, Reid.”

      I rub the wound. “Would it matter if I was sleeping with her?”

      All right, I’m fishing here. I should be ashamed, really.

      “You know it would. She’s your author, and you have morals.”

      That’s not exactly what I was looking for, but that’s okay, I can read between the lines.

      Mila heads into my house first. She no longer waits for my lead. Actually, she never has. It’s always seemed natural for her to come and go as she pleases. We’ve been above common courtesy from the start, almost as if we both knew where we were heading.
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      The rest of the week is a blur between work, the gym, and Mila. We’ve spent all but one evening together, and that was when I was out with Jase while she met Indie and Spencer for dinner.

      It’s Friday night. Mila is at my place, reading an ARC she brought from work. It’s a romance that she insisted I stole for her, until she realised Mel would just let her have it.

      I don’t think she’s spoken a word to me since she started it an hour ago. We’ve eaten, stopping at the same pub I took her to on the first day after work, and now we’re in my office.

      She sits with her legs up, book resting against her thighs, occasionally looking at the intermittent rain outside.

      Her hair is down, legs bare in tiny shorts, and her bottom lip is trapped between her teeth.

      Perfection.

      I can’t focus. If she looked my way, she would see me staring. Nothing is more beautifully painful than loving her.

      She turns the page and glances outside at the gloomy sky.

      Meanwhile, my heart tries to break out of my ribcage.

      With a ragged breath, I rise to my feet. I’m only vaguely aware of my actions. It’s like she’s cast a spell over me.

      I walk around my desk and stop a metre away from her.

      Her teeth release that lip, and she looks up at me.

      Neither of us say a word as I hold my hand out. Her gaze swallows mine as she gently takes my hand and stands up.

      My dick hardens. I pull her closer until she’s pressed against my chest.

      I clench my free hand, and my chest expands with a deep breath.

      I want her. I want this. Now.

      She tilts her head up, and the heated look in those pretty eyes makes my stomach clench.

      I lift my hand and take her chin between my fingers. Her mouth parts. I’ve gone too far to stop now. If she doesn’t want this, it’s all on her to end it. I run my hand along her jaw and down, cupping her throat.

      Her pupils dilate. I’m breathing like I’ve just finished a workout, but so is she. The heat between us boils over. I can’t stand it any longer. I need to feel her.

      I lower my head an inch from hers and groan at the soft whimper that leaves her mouth. She’s not going to stop me.

      She wants this, too.

      Lust courses through my veins. I see nothing but her now. The only thing making sense is getting her upstairs and naked.

      She doesn’t move, but I don’t expect her to, because she wants someone to come to her. I’m more than willing to take the lead here. It was always going to be me taking her. I will do that over and over until we’re old and grey.

      I close the distance and press my lips against hers.

      She feels magnificent. Soft and hot. Smooth and wet.

      I kiss her deep and slow, savouring every brush of our lips until I can’t take it anymore. My dick pulses. I need more. I step forwards and push her up against the wall. Her body, flush against mine, sets my skin on fire.

      My hand finds her hair, and I tangle long lengths around my fingers.

      With a moan that almost brings me to my knees, she hooks her leg around me. My hands skate down to her waist before I grab both of her legs and lift her up.

      She tastes like coffee and heaven. I slide my tongue inside her mouth and press her harder against the wall, desperate to get closer.

      Mila’s legs tighten around my waist like a vice, and her hands slide into my hair. I grind against her, fucking ready to fill her. I push off from the wall and carry her out of the room, up the stairs.

      She moans loudly as I move my mouth down her neck. God, the taste of her.

      I finally have her up close, and nothing could have prepared me for this. She pulls my hair roughly, and I look up. Her eyes widen, and she slams her mouth down on mine again, fighting me for control. I let her have it because I’ll be taking it back soon.

      My door bangs against the wall in my rush to get her in my room. Her hands roam over my scalp, tugging and scratching as I walk us forward.

      Dropping her on the bed, I step back and suck in a breath.

      She leans back on her elbows and looks up at me with wide, horny eyes that I will see for the rest of my life.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Mila.”

      Squirming, she bites her bottom lip again.

      “Reid.” My name is a plea.

      I begin to unbutton her shorts. “I love these, but I need them off.”

      She lifts up and lets me remove them, along with her underwear. I groan at the sight of her soft skin and toned muscle.

      “The top, too. I want you naked.”

      Her breath hitches before she whips off her top. I reach around her to unhook her bra.

      She’s now naked. Every inch of soft skin begs for my attention.

      Pert breasts sit heavy on her chest—nipples hard. Her stomach curves into hips that I’ve dreamt about a hundred times. I continue lower, moaning when I see the little gap between her thighs and a small strip of hair that drives me wild.

      My mouth waters. “You’re stunning. I can’t wait to taste you,” I rasp, my pulse pounding so loudly, I can barely hear my own thoughts.

      “Oh shit,” she pants. “Keep saying things like that.”

      My lips curve. “Lay back, Mila. Open your legs and let me see you.”

      She does as I say without hesitation, lying flat on my bed. Her legs fall to the side, and I groan again. Her confidence makes me harder than I’ve ever been before. My erection is painful, constrained against my jeans.

      “Fuck me, you’re breathtaking.”

      “Reid, I need your mouth.”

      “Where, baby?”

      Closing her eyes, she murmurs, “I’m gonna die.”

      “Not on my watch.”

      Her chest heaves. “Please get naked, too.”

      I stand back and remove my jeans and T-shirt. Her hungry eyes are suddenly everywhere.

      My dick pulses at the thought of having her like this. I want to bury myself straight into her and not come up for hours, but I’m not a selfish bastard in bed.

      “Hold onto the headboard,” I tell her.

      On a moan, she reaches up and wraps her hands around the wooden spindles.

      “If those hands don’t stay there, I’m tying them up. Do you understand, Mila?”

      Her face is pure, unadulterated lust, and she immediately let’s go.

      I raise my brow. “I really hoped you’d do that.”

      “Tie me up, Reid. Fuck.”
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Mila

        

      

    

    
      I think my lungs are going to explode. When I first met Reid, I thought he was this polite gentleman who would let the woman lead. I’m currently hyperventilating and tied to his bed, so how wrong was I.

      My hands curl around the leather belt he’s fastening to the spindles.

      His cut body, demanding mouth, and the burning desire in his eyes has me on the edge of climax, and he’s not even touched me yet. I’m so turned on, I could cry.

      I watch him, drunk on lust and panting embarrassingly loud.

      He stands back.  “My God, I’ve never seen anything so perfect.”

      “Reid, please.”

      “Legs, Mila.”

      I whimper and open my legs again. His Adam’s apple bobs.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask. He crawls onto the bed, his legs between mine. I pull on the restrains. “Reid. Please. I need you.”

      “You don’t know what it does to me when you beg like that.”

      I bite my lip and look up at the ceiling. I’m burning, throbbing, and possibly going insane with lust. He may as well drop me straight off at the sanatorium after this.

      Writhing, I try to press my legs together against the ache, but he’s in my way.

      “Not yet, Mila.”

      How on earth does he still have so much control? I’m done. If he untied me, I would maul him.

      “Why?”

      “I need to taste you first.”

      Oh, there really is a God.

      “And you don’t know what it does to me when you say things like that,” I tell him.

      His smile makes my heart flutter. He runs his fingertips over my collarbone and down between my breasts.

      I pull against the restraints. “Reid… now.”

      “I’ve waited a very long time for this. I want it to last.”

      His fingers skate across my stomach, and then down my thighs, leaving behind a burning trail that makes my eyes roll back. I shudder against his touch.

      Chuckling, he lifts his eyes to mine. “How are you doing over there?”

      “I think it’s obvious. I want you.”

      “You’re going to have me soon.” He sits back on his heels, removing his hands from my skin. I want to kick him for the loss. We should always be touching. “So pretty,” he mutters, moving lower on the bed.

      I turn my head to the side and tug on the restraints. They’re not budging so I don’t know why I bother. As if I wanted him to tie me up. I didn’t think it through, and now I can’t put my hands all over him and pin him to the bed.

      Reid’s hot mouth connects with my inner thigh, and I jolt—the sensations radiating through my entire body. His hands wrap around my legs, holding me still as he chuckles at my reaction.

      He kisses a scorching trail along my skin, and his fingers dig harder into my flesh, as if he, too, is starting to lose control. Reid Walker losing control. I’m so here for that.

      My breathing is nothing but sharp panting, which would be embarrassing if anyone else was in the room with me. It only seems to spur Reid on.

      He groans, “Mila, I can’t get enough.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but that’s when his tongue flicks against my clit and I forget everything. My hands curl into the belt and my legs shake.

      “Reid, that feels…”

      I arch my hips against his tongue as he licks hard and fast before slowing down with the gentlest touch that makes me stop breathing.

      His hot breath burns my thighs.

      Lust pumps through my veins. There is nothing but Reid and this feeling of being on fire from the inside out. His tongue swirls, and he sucks my clit into his mouth.

      The constant change drives me wild, taking me to the brink.

      I roll in time with him, in perfect sync without trying, and my stomach clenches hard.

      “Reid… Reid!”

      Curling my hands around the belt above me, I snap my teeth together while Reid loses control. He licks harder—his short nails digging into my hips.

      His scorching mouth works me like he’s done this a million times over.

      I’m so close.

      “Don’t stop.” I grind against his face. My eyes close as he flattens his tongue against my clit, rolling it in big circular motions. Despite my closed eyes, I see a blinding flash of lights.

      “I’m coming!” I cry, arching into him.

      I climax so hard, I almost pass out.

      Reid kisses me softer as I come down, my chest heaving and wrists smarting from tugging against the restraints.

      “That was over quicker than I thought,” he says with a devilish glint to his dark eyes.

      “Damn,” I mutter, my body tingling with aftershocks. “It’s my turn.”

      He tilts his head to the side, mouth parting. “Yes, I think it is.”

      I’ve never been desperate to taste someone before. I want Reid in every way. I want all of him. Right. The. Fuck. Now.

      With wide eyes, I watch him crawl up my body. I thought he would untie me, but it looks like we’re not doing this the conventional way. He positions himself over me and fists his cock from the base, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Holy. Shit.

      He watches, as if he’s waiting for something. Looking for any sign of doubt, maybe. I’m tied up still, after all. Not that I have any objections. When I think about taking him in my mouth while I’m tied like this… yeah, no issues over here whatsoever. It’s hot as hell.

      “Are your wrists okay?” he asks, scowling at the red ring circling them.

      “Really okay. Don’t stop what we’re doing.”

      “Tell me if—”

      “Reid…”

      With a crooked smile, he bends forward, lining his cock with my mouth.

      My lips part, and I flick the tip with my tongue. He hisses through his teeth, and his chest caves. He runs the tip along my bottom lip. I clench with the aftershocks of my orgasm, as well as my reignited lust for him.

      “Take me, Mila,” he orders, slowly pushing forwards.

      I do. I wrap my lips around him and suck while he controls the depth and speed. He’s rock solid.

      Reid throws his head back and groans. “Fuck, that feels so good.”

      Spurred on by his reactions, I suck harder, my tongue sliding along his hot shaft every time he pumps into my mouth.

      “Mila,” he murmurs like a prayer. “I love your mouth. I’m so hard for you.”

      I press my thighs together. Doing this for him is quite possibly the biggest turn on. I roll my tongue around the tip when he pulls back, and I swear his pupils dilate.

      “Fuck,” he growls. “That’s it, baby. Use your tongue to fuck me, too.”

      This is turning him foul-mouthed, and I love it.

      “Ah.” He grips the headboard and starts pumping his hips, knowing just how deep to go.

      “Yeah, take me. God, you turn me on so bad. I’ve wanted your mouth for years.”

      Fucking hell.

      I whimper, my lips stretched around his erection. He’s hot, hard and smooth, and I could do this every day.

      He shudders when I moan around him.

      “I love fucking your sassy little mouth.”

      One hand leaves the headboard and cups my chin. He hisses, and then abruptly pulls out.

      My lips smack together—my chest heaving with a desire so violent, it almost frightens me.

      He moves down the bed, eyes wild as he takes hold of my hips.

      “Reid,” I say, arching my hips, knowing exactly why he pulled out and exactly what we both need.

      He grips the base of his cock and squeezes it as he lines it up to its next destination. “Are you…?”

      “On the pill and clean. Get in me.”

      His smile is wide. It makes his eyes glow. I want his face like that for the rest of forever.

      “Oh, I plan on getting in you, Thomas.”

      “Is it weird that I have a dude’s first name for a surname?”

      “It is when you point it out.” He leans down with that toothy smile, and he kisses me. “I can’t wait to be inside you. You’re perfect everywhere.”

      His hand slides down my throat and over my breasts. “Especially here.”

      He rolls his thumb around my nipple and places one last kiss on the corner of my mouth. At the same time, he nudges forward, very slowly sliding inside me.

      I stretch deliciously around him, my head falling to the side. “Reid.” His name is a groan that makes me sound ridiculously needy.

      “I know,” he whispers against my ear. His tongue flicks out and licks just below my lobe.

      Reid pushes his dick all the way inside me, and it feels like he’s everywhere. “I want to touch you. I need to move.”

      “Trust me,” he replies.

      I nod against the side of his head and turn, searching. He meets me with a burning kiss that sucks the air out of my lungs. Our lips and tongues mingle, and he moves, slowly at first. So slowly I might die.

      I clench down around him every time he pulls back like my body absolutely refuses to let him go.

      “Mila,” he murmurs as our kiss turns wet and wild.

      I pull at the restraints again, though I know it’s futile. His lips bruise mine, and his hips slam down harder when he hears me tugging at the belt.

      “More,” I pant against his mouth, meeting his frantic thrusts.

      A thin sheen of sweat breaks out across my body.

      I could do this every day.

      One of his hands pushes down on my hip as he slams into me harder.

      I break our kiss, my body jolting like it’s been electrocuted.

      “Yes!” I cry. “I feel… fuck! You’re all over me.”

      His teeth nip my earlobe. “You’re squeezing me to death. I’m so close. Fuck.”

      He pushes up, holding the headboard and using that to slam into me like a wild animal.

      I wrap my legs around him and moan really fucking loudly as his cock nudges me closer to climax.

      “Oh. Reid, I’m…”

      My orgasm hits, ripping through my body and turning me inside out.

      My eyes snap shut, and I call out incoherently, rolling my hips against his.

      He moans loudly and pumps once more before his mouth finds my neck and his movements slow.

      His mouth places soft kisses up my neck and across my jaw.

      When I open my eyes, he’s looking directly at me.

      And he doesn’t stop looking while he pulls out of me and unties the belt around my wrists.

      I drop my arms when I’m able to, and Reid lays down, pulling me against his chest. I close my eyes and breathe him in. He’s flawless. I don’t want this moment to end.

      I sigh dreamily.

      Reid takes my hand and places a kiss on my wrist where the belt has rubbed.

      “I’m sorry if that hurts.”

      “It doesn’t at all,” I assure him. “Everything happened the way it should have.”

      Running his fingers through my hair, he asks, “Has it felt inevitable to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since you almost kissed me in your office. I’ve found other men attractive before. I’ve had a long-term relationship, but that day standing in front of you, I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone so desperately. How about you?”

      “Longer than that.”

      I peek up at him. “How much longer?”

      “A while.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “I never said I’d play fair. Not with you. Not now.”

      I want to ask him what he means by that, but the vulnerable yet determined look in his eye stops me.
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      Mila is lying on my chest after the best sex of my life.

      “Keep your secrets. It doesn’t bother me anyway.”

      “Liar,” I say, laughing quietly.

      “I’m biding my time. I’ll figure it all out.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “That’s how sex is supposed to be,” she breathes against my skin.

      “Apparently so. It’s never gone quite like that with anyone else,” I tell her, running my fingers through her soft hair.

      “I hear ya.” She pushes herself up and rests her head on her hand. “That wasn’t a one-time thing, right? I don’t think I could sit in that office with you if we don’t get to do that again.”

      “There will be no going back to how things were. I said no more playing fair. We can do that as often as you want.”

      Her raven hair is matted and wild, and her lips are red and puffy from when she couldn’t leave my mouth alone. I don’t think she’s ever looked so beautiful.

      She sighs sleepily and lays back down, her body lax on top of mine.

      “Are you tired?” I ask, dropping a kiss to the top of her head.

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Sleep here tonight.”

      She nods against my chest. “Not going anywhere.”

      I stay still with my pulse thudding. She falls asleep quickly. Her soft breaths sooth the anxiety I’ve felt for a very long time. Tonight, she’s here with me, and she’s safe.

      It takes me much longer for me to drift off. My mind won’t stop replaying this evening, from the moment she took my hand, until she fell asleep with her head on my heart. I close my eyes and focus on Mila’s heartbeat thudding against mine.

      Nothing has ever been so important than that constant thump. I now understand why my grandad was completely broken when my nan died.

      Loving someone is willingly giving them the opportunity to destroy you. I’ve seen it. My grandparents had been in love since they were sixteen, and the day Nan died, he turned hollow.

      I finally drift off an hour later—my thoughts flitting between calm and erratic, happiness and fear.

      When I wake, I find the bed empty. I sit up, my stomach dropping.

      Then, I hear it: the sound of a door opening out in the hall. She walks back into the room wearing my T-shirt.

      “Good, you’re up. I need coffee, and I can’t work that ridiculous machine downstairs.”

      I’m sure my smile makes me look insane. I sit up and raise a brow. “I like you in that.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I like you when you’re making my coffee.”

      “Right,” I say, throwing the quilt off my legs.

      Her eyes snap up when I turn around.

      “Where were you just looking?”

      Her smile spreads. “I think you know.”

      “Are you objectifying me?”

      “You know it,” she replies.

      I walk around the bed, and she tilts her head up as I approach. “Good morning, Mila.”

      “Good morning, Reid.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      She nods slowly, and I take a sharp breath.

      “Coffee first!” She steps back, holding her hand up. “Caffeinate me before you tie me up again.”

      I groan. “Please don’t talk like that if you want to make it downstairs within the next hour.”

      Laughing, she steps back. “Come on.”

      There is nothing remotely awkward about this morning. I follow her downstairs, stretching as I go. Her confidence from yesterday has spilled over to today.

      She wants to be tied up again. Fine by me.

      Mila walks straight over to the coffee machine. Any other occasion, she would have sat down and waited for me. I want her right next to me now, too.

      I load up the beans, place a mug down, and wrap my arms around her waist from behind.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      She nods. “It feels like it took us forever to have sex.”

      I chuckle against her shoulder. “I was trying to give you time before I made my move. It’s been hard to be around you and keep my hands to myself.”

      “Well, let’s not do that again.”

      “Deal. And you’re not seeing the girls until tomorrow, so we have a whole day.” I run my fingers down her arm, and she shudders.

      “A whole day of sex?” she breathes.

      “That will feature heavily, yes.”

      Her head falls back against my shoulder. “This is the best weekend.”

      We watch as the coffee machine finishes her latte. “Go and sit down with your drink and let me make you breakfast.”

      She takes the mug and turns around. “Will you ever let me make you breakfast here?”

      “I’ll let you pour cereal and milk.”

      Rolling her eyes, she walks past me and sits at the breakfast bar. I pull ham, cheese, onion, and eggs from the fridge. “Omelette?”

      “Going to need a lot of energy, am I?”

      “You sound like you’ve arrived at an all-you-can-eat buffet from a week-long fast.”

      “Accurate analogy. It’s not just sex, Reid. I could’ve had sex with anyone by now if I’d wanted to.”

      I put the food down on the side before I drop and smash a box of twelve eggs. “No, it’s not just sex.”

      Mila doesn’t say anything else. She watches me as I cook. It feels so natural to wake up together and have breakfast. I can’t wait to feed her and take her back to bed. I need a day of exploring her body and finding the best ways to make her come. I want to learn it all. What gets her off the fastest? What gets her frustrated until she’s begging for more?

      I whisk the eggs almost angrily, my erection ready way before we are. Well, that’s not strictly true, but I know when I start, I won’t want to stop. She needs food.

      We eat side by side, chatting easily and flirting. When she’s finished, she pushes the plate away and turns towards me.

      I slide my chair back and pull her onto my lap.

      “You are beautiful,” I say, running my hands up her back.

      She arches her back, plastering herself to me and wrapping her arms around my neck. “You’re hard.”

      “Have been for a very long time.” I’m not just talking about this morning.

      She presses her forehead to mine. “I want you.”

      I grab the hem of the T-shirt and tug it over her head. My mouth is wrapped around her hardened nipple before the top hits the floor. Closing my eyes, I drown in the taste and scent of her skin. I’m already so turned on.

      Groaning, she winds her fingers into my hair. “Don’t tease.”

      The desperation in her voice and her frantic hands tugging at my hair is making it impossible to slow this down. I want to tease. I want to feel and taste her for hours before she begs me to slide inside her.

      “Reid,” she whispers breathlessly.

      My stomach flips. Fuck waiting.

      I stand, and my teeth clench together at the loss of her breast. Mila’s hands fall to her sides, and she looks up at me with wide eyes. I hold my hand out and she takes it without a word. Her lips curl, and I know she’s remembering the first time we did this, too.

      “Are you taking me to bed?” she asks.

      Pulling her closer, I wrap my hands around her thighs and pull her up. Her legs wind around my waist, and she smiles.

      “Yeah, I’m taking you to bed.”

      Her lips touch mine, and we only make it as far as the hallway before I’m inside her.
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      This week, Sunday night is girls’ night. I love my girls like sisters, but I would not have wished bad sex on them if they’d cancelled this time.

      We’re in Indie’s garden, because she has the best house out of all of us—out of the whole world, to be fair.  I still haven’t told a soul what happened between Reid and me last night. Not that I need to set up a Facebook ad— which I could totally do, thanks to Sally—but this definitely falls in the ‘Tell Besties’ category.

      Although it’s been kind of nice to have some time just for us, like we were in our own bubble and nothing else mattered. Reid isn’t just great in bed. He’s awesome out of it, and I can feel myself being drawn closer.

      “Promise me that, every summer, we’re going to sit in your mansion’s garden drinking bottles of prosecco,” I say. We’ve definitely lost the warmer nights now it’s November, but Indie has massive patio heaters keeping us toasty. Obviously.

      “Makes a nice change from drinking cheap beer at the park,” Wren replies.

      “Ah, those were the days.” They actually were. I didn’t have a care in the world. There was no uni, pressure to get a job, or be an adult. I was carefree, and like every teenager, I knew it all.

      “You prefer things now, Mila. This is just a bit of a bump for you. Despite the breakup with Liam, you’ve actually come further than you have in a long time,” Indie says.

      I feel that to my core. I’m no longer a passenger. I’ve taken the steering wheel. Shame I still don’t know how to drive my life, but I’ve definitely got my L plates now.

      “Have you spoken to him since?” Wren asks.

      “Nope.” Though he tried with that one text. “I have no plans to for at least a year. Not that it would matter if he turned up here tonight.”

      “You want to be his friend?” Indie asks.

      I run my finger around the rim of the glass. Things feel different now. “I don’t know anymore. We’ve shared a lot of history and he’s been a big part of my life. I don’t want to meet up and stuff, but I’d like to speak to him if we ran into each other, you know?”

      “Yeah, I get that. Just make sure you’ve totally got him out of your system before you do that,” Indie warns.

      “He’s as out of my system as the cheap beer we drank five years ago.”

      “You haven’t been apart long,” Wren says. Her tone does nothing to hide her doubt. So my track record isn’t fantastic when it comes to Liam, but so much has changed now.

      “I’m not the same person I was then,” I tell them with a conviction that shifts something inside of me. “I won’t go back to a failing relationship.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Wren says.

      “I’ll drink to that.” Indie raises her glass, and we all clink in the middle.

      “What have you been doing this past month, anyway? We’ve barely seen you.”

      “I’ve been working on my writing, and obviously there’s been my work experience, which is awesome. Apparently, my writing doesn’t suck, so that’s always incredible to hear.”

      “Obviously, it doesn’t suck,” Indie says. “Glad working with Reid is going well. You clocking up as much library time as I did?”

      “I’d have to move into it to do that, babe. I’ve been at Reid’s most evenings, and some days when he’s working from—” I snap my teeth together when they both look at me with the same expression: eyebrows raised, heads tilted.

      Oh, that’s right. They don’t know just how much time I’ve been spending at Reid’s.

      There’s a lot of suspicion in those gazes.

      “What?” I mutter.

      “You didn’t say you’d been spending so much time with the hot neighbour,” Indie says.

      Wren slaps the table. “Good. If I was single, I’d totally do him.”

      “Well, I am single… and I’m totally doing him.”

      “Fuck off!” Wren sits taller, tucking her legs underneath her. “You’re sleeping with him? When did this start? What’s it like? How big is he?”

      Indie laughs. “Breathe, Wren.”

      “I can’t breathe! She’s screwing that god!”

      “Okay, Reid isn’t a god… he just fucks like one.”

      They both squeal. I swear only dogs can hear them.

      “Tell us when. Tell us everything!” Wren won’t let up until I’ve answered all of her questions. I now know how annoying I was when probing them about Brody and Spencer.

      I don’t know if Reid would be happy for me to discuss this with them. He’s not asked me to keep it between us. He knows the girls and I talk a lot.

      “Friday, last night… and a lot this morning. I never really thought much about sex with him before we started hanging out, but I assumed he would be a gent in the bedroom. He’s so not, though. Holy orgasms! I’ve never been with anyone who knows exactly what to do. He’s so attentive and he makes sure I’m taken care of. And. He. Takes. Charge.”

      When he tied me to his bed, I thought I was going to come on the spot.

      Wren’s smile couldn’t get any wider. “This is the sex you’ve been waiting for.”

      “I know!” I shake my head and take a sip of my prosecco. “He’s just so… ugh, there are no words. I literally want to jump him the second I see him. It’s crazy how much I want to be around him. Not just in a naked way.”

      Indie fans her face with her hand. “Tell us about the first time. How did you go from working over there to sleeping with him?”

      Wren leans forwards, her pretty blue eyes wide and ready for all the juicy details. She pushes her long blonde hair behind her ears, as if that was going to stop her from hearing every word.

      “Down, girl. You’re acting like a crazy person.”

      “I’m acting like you,” she shoots back with a smirk.

      “I prefer the term quirky to crazy.”

      “That just means weird.”

      I shrug. “But quirky sounds so much posher.”

      Indie taps the table. “Can we focus?”

      Pointing at Wren, I say, “Hold still. So, Friday night, it was kinda drizzling outside, and I was sitting in his bay window reading, like I’ve done dozens of times before. He was at his desk. He didn’t say anything. He just took my book and put it down, then took my hand and pulled me to my feet.”

      “This is already hot,” Indie says.

      Laughing, I feel the rush of heat as I recall the most erotic moment of my life. “Neither of us said a word. He kissed me, and I honestly thought I was going to pass out. He kissed me like, if he didn’t, we would both die. No exaggeration, like, actual death.”

      “Then?” Wren asks, leaning forwards again. I really hope she goes too far and falls off the chair.

      “Then he carried me upstairs.”

      “Yeah, he did!” she cheers.

      “He was totally in charge, and I have never been so turned on.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Wren, you’re such a pervert.”

      Indie fake coughs. “I seem to remember you demanding details before.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Yeah, well, now I don’t like it.”

      “Mila!” Wren cries.

      “Fine. He tied me to his bed. It was the best sex of my life. I’m having the best sex of my fucking life!”

      “Wow. Was it awkward after?”

      “No, not at all. We fell asleep cuddled up. In the morning, he made breakfast, and we spent the day together. It was…”

      Right.

      “Yeah, I get that,” Wren says.

      “Bit different to you and Brody,” I tell her.

      “How so?”

      “Erm, you married Brody in a foreign country when you were pissed.”

      “Okay, that is different, sure, but we started having sex first.”

      “Yeah, well, Reid and I aren’t together.”

      “Do you want to be?” Indie asks.

      “I… yes. I’m over Liam. Completely. No question. But I’ve not been single since I was sixteen. I don’t want to start stressing over this. I’m going to go with the flow and see where it takes us. Hopefully somewhere exotic.”

      “I’m just so happy you’re finally getting great sex,” Wren says.

      “I’m certainly getting that.”

      “Cheers to great sex,” Indie says, and we all raise our glasses.
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      It’s a Monday morning, and I’ve never been so happy to go into the office. It’s the start of Mila’s final week. I’m going to miss seeing her in this environment. The office won’t be the same once she’s gone.

      Now I wish I’d taken the teasing from Mel and spent the entire month here.

      To stop myself from being a pining loser when Mila met up with her friends yesterday, I went off roading with Jason.

      Once at work, I head straight to the kitchen.

      No one but Mel is in there. She’s filling the coffee machine with beans.

      “Good morning, Mel,” I say.

      She turns, and her eyebrow shoot up. “Well, don’t we sound chipper today? Did you ask her out? Is this our first office romance?”

      “Not quite. Stand down.”

      “Not quite? What does that mean?” She folds her arms.

      “I’m absolutely not talking about this. How was your weekend?”

      “Bad date. Bad. Nothing like his profile picture. He said he was forty-one but he was most definitely in his sixties.”

      “Sugar daddy?”

      She laughs. “I wish. No, I think the universe is telling me to remain single for a little while longer.”

      “Morning.”

      I turn at the sound of her voice.

      Mila is leaning against the doorframe wearing a tight black, knee-length skirt and a dusky pink vest top. Her hair is tied up, and her pink lips are glossy.

      “Mila, darling. Hi,” Mel says behind me.

      “You’re early,” I say, raking my eyes over her face with my heart kicking in my chest.

      She shrugs, stepping into the room. “Well, it is my last week.”

      “You’re early because it’s your last week?” I ask.

      Her cheeks turn red. “Yes.”

      That’s not it at all.

      “Come and sit down, Mila. We all have time for a coffee before starting work… since it’s your last week and all.”

      Her amber eyes flit suspiciously between Mel and me as she takes a seat at the table. I sit beside her.

      Mel turns around, grabbing two more mugs.

      “I didn’t tell her,” I mouth, reaching to her from under the table. She bites her lip when I stroke her bare knee.

      “I told Wren and Indie,” she whispers as the coffee beans grind loudly.

      I nod. “I figured.”

      Her hand reaches down, her fingers entwining with mine. The contact burns in the best way imaginable. I’ve never reacted to anyone’s touch the way I do to Mila’s.

      She looks at our hands, fingers clinging to each other, and then up at me.

      Mel is still making coffee, onto the second cup now.

      “I missed you,” I say, testing the waters.

      My reward is a smile that I’ll see until I die.

      “Yeah, me, too,” she whispers.

      “We’re all going to be sad when you leave us, Mila,” Mel says, turning around.

      I expect Mila to drop my hand, but she doesn’t. There’s nothing that can be seen from above the table anyway. Would she care if Mel could see? I’m not sure if I’m ready to test that much yet. It’s taken years to get to this point.

      “I know, it’s going to suck. I can’t believe I have to go back to uni.”

      “Actually, I wanted to discuss an opportunity for you to continue working here.”

      Mila’s eyes light up. “I’m in.”

      “You don’t even know what it is,” Mel replies, laughing.

      “Proofreading,” I say.

      Mel waves a spoon towards me. “Such a smart arse, Reid.”

      “I’m definitely in.”

      “Good. Pop into my office before you leave today and we’ll discuss it. You’ll be in with Reid today.”

      “Sorry?” I say.

      “If Mila is going to edit here professionally, I would rather she spent the rest of the time with editors. She can be with you today and Friday, and Ruby Tuesday to Thursday.”

      I rub my mouth with my free hand, aware how difficult those two days are going to be.

      “Shall we get started?” Mila asks.

      My eyes cut to her.

      “Great idea,” Mel responds for me.

      I let go and grab both of our coffees after Mel puts them on the table. “Thanks for that,” I say to her, and I’m not just thanking her for the drink.

      Mila walks ahead, and I’m fairly certain it’s so I can see her perfect arse.

      “Well, what are we doing today?” she asks, sitting in my chair.

      I put our drinks down. “I’m going to watch you read over Faye’s latest chapters.”

      I fetch a spare from the meeting room. My office feels tiny again.

      “How was time with the girls?” I ask.

      “It was great. We had a pamper day on Sunday with prosecco, masks, drinks, and the hot tub. Though, I prefer your bed to Indie’s spare.” She keeps her eyes on the screen the whole time she speaks.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “I thought about you a lot, laying alone in the dark.”

      “I’m going to have to stand up to go to a meeting in a little while. Keep it clean, please, Miss Thomas.”

      “That doesn’t sound fun at all.”

      The air between us boils. I clench my hands together to stop myself from reaching over and pushing my hands through her long hair while I claim her mouth.

      “No, it doesn’t sound fun,” I say quietly.

      “In my fantasy, you’d tied me up again.”

      “Mila,” I growl, my fingertips digging into my palms.

      “I sucked your cock in the shower.”

      “Fucking hell.”

      She keeps a straight face. Anyone walking past would mistake our conversation for something innocent and work related.

      I’m sure I don’t look as composed. I shift in my seat, my erection now straining against my jeans.

      Mila opens the manuscript in Faye’s folder. “It turned me on like you wouldn’t believe. I can’t wait to have you that way later.”

      “Mila, I fucking swear to God…”

      She smiles now. “I do love it when you lose that perfect control, Reid. It’s very sexy.”

      “Seriously, I have a fucking meeting.”

      “Do you need a hand?”

      I breathe in through my nose and grit my teeth.

      Her laughter is musical. She’s loving every second of driving me insane.

      “We’re on to the last two days together in the office.” Now she sounds dejected.

      “Where did that come from? Not that I’m not thankful for the subject change.”

      She laughs again. “It’s just going to be weird.”

      “You don’t like change?”

      “I like good change. The last two months have been very good change.”

      “Well, I figured that, since you live across the road, we could probably still see each other once you’ve finished here.”

      “I’m counting on that.”

      “You think I would send you on your way? Too much has happened between us, Mila.”

      “Sex.”

      “It’s way more than just sex and you know it.”

      “Yeah, I do. Is it weird?”

      Frowning, I ask, “Is what weird?”

      “That we spend so much time together… clothed and naked?”

      I shake my head. “Not to me. I love spending time with you. In and out of bed.”

      “Me, too. But… I don’t know. Forget I said anything.” Her cheeks turn pink and she ducks her head.

      I think I can guess where this is going and what she wants to know. “I don’t want to spend time with anyone else. I like how things are going between us, and I want to see where else it goes.”

      She smiles but doesn’t look over. “Same. I’m glad you said that. People have been asking what we are and, honestly, I just want to keep going how we have been. No plans, just you and me figuring it out along the way. Oh, and I don’t want to spend time with anyone else, either.”

      This is the closest we’ve come to having a conversation about what we both want from each other. Although we’ve not said we’re official, we’ve admitted that’s where we’re heading, and we’re both happy with that.

      “Good.”

      “Good,” she says, repeating me. “Hey, are you proud that you’re bedding the work experience girl?”

      “Yes,” I answer without hesitation.

      “I would be, too. I’m going to be an employee or freelance here. Do you think the next student through the door will be a male?” She’s laughing at my expression before she finishes. “I’m kidding! You should see your face right now. Don’t break that chair. Ooh, looks like it’s time for your meeting.” She shoos me away with her hand. “Go on, you’ll be late. I’ve got this.”

      “I…” Shaking my head, I push myself to my feet. “What is happening?”

      She looks up with her big eyes that shine almost golden in front of the bright screen. “You’re going to a meeting.”

      “You drive me wild, Mila.”

      “Well, we’re even then. Hurry back.”

      My heart races as I watch her staring back at me the way I’ve wanted her to for so long.
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      The whole day dragged really, really slowly. Mondays aren’t supposed to fly by—we all know extra hours are snuck into a Monday—but this one was something else. I’m certain that people have conceived, grown, and birthed full-term babies in the time it took for five p.m. to roll around.

      Reid and I sat side by side while we worked. I felt like I was suffocating on the sexual tension. Keeping my hands to myself was no easy task, and I noticed Reid’s clenched fists more times than I could count.

      Now I’m home, and he’s at the gym. I’ve had dinner and a long soak in the bath. We don’t have plans tonight since he’s going for dinner with Jason and the guys from the boys’ weekend, once he’s finished his workout.

      I had to pretend that I was fine with that arrangement. To be honest, he didn’t look thrilled about it, either.

      So, here I am in bed at ten p.m.

      Mum and Dad turned in early, too. I don’t want to think about why.

      The only company I have is a serial killer on the TV. I’m trying to focus on why this gentleman killed thirteen people, but my mind keeps going back to Reid. I only have four days left at Wilson Press, and then I’m going back to uni.

      At least we live close. I still need my fix. Maybe I could sleep there.

      Stop.

      Groaning, I switch off the TV and lay down. So far, I’ve managed to resist glancing out of the window. It doesn’t matter if he’s still out because we have no plans. I’ll pretend that the window is open because I’m hot, not just so I can hear cars coming and going.

      I never claimed to be a sane person.

      I curl onto my side and yawn. My brain is constantly on the go, mostly thinking of one thing.

      Maybe another night away from him is for the best. I can recharge and not be so crazy tomorrow. He’s like a drug. I’m permanently tripping on Reid Walker.

      My limbs turn heavy about eleventy million years later, and I drift off to sleep.

      When I wake again, it’s with something pinning me down. At first, I think I’m dreaming, but then a hand covers my mouth and my eyes fly open. My heart races until I see a pair of familiar dark eyes above me.

      “Shh,” Reid whispers. He moves his hand while I lie perfectly still. “I missed you tonight. I sat through dinner and my mind was with you.”

      I blink, but my brain only just catches up when his mouth covers mine.

      My fantasy.

      With a burning need that takes over my entire body, I curl my arms around his bare back. He kisses me until my heels dig into the mattress and neither one of us can breathe. Hot mouths and wet tongues slide against each other.

      Reid pushes the cover off and shoves his shorts down. He groans when his hands caress my skin. “You’re naked.” His hands move lower as he places soft kisses down my neck.

      I shudder and bite my lip so that I don’t make too much noise. He’s instantly ignited something inside of me, and I’m crazy with the need to feel him. My legs fall to the sides as his finger slides inside me.

      “Reid,” I mutter through clenched teeth.

      My body is ready for release and he’s barely touched me. I writhe, pushing my chest against his and sliding my fingers into his thick hair.

      “I love how ready you are for me. You’re so wet,” he whispers in my ear.

      I groan into the pillow, my body moving of its own accord, perfectly in tune with his hand. I meet every thrust with desperation. Nothing else matters in this moment than chasing the orgasm.

      “Reid,” I whimper, my head falling to the other side.

      “You keep tightening around my fingers,” he says, sliding a second one in. “You’re close.”

      I feel myself clench at his words.

      He kisses my throat. “That’s so hot.”

      His fingers find that spot inside that drives me wild, while his thumb swirls over my clit with just the right amount of pressure to make me forget my own name.

      I haven’t forgotten his, though. No, his name rolls from my tongue over and over like a prayer.

      “That’s it, baby.” I can hear the smile in his words as my hands pull at his hair.

      I gasp, and my belly coils. Reid’s mouth slams down on mine in a wet and wild kiss that pushes me over the edge. The orgasm hits, and I arch into him, gripping on for dear life.

      Wave after wave of ecstasy rolls through my entire body.

      He moves his hand and kisses me one last time. “It turned out that sneaking into your room was a fantasy of mine, too,” he whispers.

      “I can die happy.” My smile grows wider.

      His slips. “There will be no dying, Mila.”

      “Yes, sir.” I frown, needing him to come back to me from wherever he’s gone in his mind. “How was the gym and dinner?”

      “Horrible on both counts.”

      “Why?”

      He lowers his head, his lips grazing mine, and I feel him with me again. “You know why.”

      My heart thuds harder. “I don’t think I do.”

      “Fishing for compliments.”

      “Just asking for honesty.”

      He rolls his eyes, seeing straight through my lame response. “I missed you,” he says for the second time. “I can spend an entire day sitting beside you and still miss you when we’re apart. There is no logic to it. All I know is that, when I’m with you…” He shoves his shorts down. “I’m free.”

      My lips part, and I take a breath. I have no time to reply or tell him that I know exactly how he feels because he pushes inside me, and I can no longer form coherent sentences.
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      It’s a little over one week since Reid and I first went to bed together, and we’ve been at it like horny teenagers ever since.

      It’s just so… normal. Like, good normal—not boring normal.

      We hang out, read, edit, watch TV, drink coffee… and have sex. The naked thing feels as natural as the rest. Reid is killer in bed. I love that. I’m not the sort of person to hide in the background, but when it comes to sex, I love a guy to be in control. Most of the time.

      I also like it when I push him down and pounce.

      Reid has no trouble keeping up. He’s never ‘too full’ or ‘too tired’ for me. I don’t know if it’s because we’ve only just started sleeping together or if it’s because he has a sex drive similar to mine, but I want it to continue.

      I’ve just finished uni for the day, and I’m now driving home. It dragged like a motherfucker. All I want to do is go back to Wilson Press, but I have to wait until Mel calls.

      This afternoon, I’m doing nothing but watching Netflix. It’s been so long since I’ve chilled on the sofa. After uni, I’ve been going straight to Reid’s on the days he’s home, or I’ve hung around with my mum until Reid got home from the office.

      Isn’t it healthy to have some alone time?

      Healthy sucks.

      I stop at the same traffic lights again because some twat in front of me didn’t put their foot down. We both could have got through there, dickhead.

      Taking a breath, I try to think happy thoughts, like the smell of rain and the look in Reid’s eyes when he’s turned on.

      My car won’t fare well if I ram this idiot in front of me.

      The lights change again, and we’re finally off.

      Mum is home when I pull into the drive. Her Mercedes is shiny clean. I think she loves it more than her children. Apparently, it was her gift to herself when we’d all grown up, when we would stop leaving crumbs in it.

      Reid’s not at his place, but he wouldn’t be back for another thirty minutes, anyway.

      “Mum?” I call when I let myself in the house.

      “Kitchen!”

      I find Mum at the breakfast bar with a bottle of white wine open.

      “You know it’s only four, right?”

      “Four is the new five, darling. Want a glass?”

      “I wasn’t judging.”

      I get myself a glass, and she pours the wine, filling it almost to the top.

      “How was uni?”

      I tell her a little about my day and how much I’m still enjoying the course but prefer working at the publishing house. I tell her how much I miss it, and she tells me about her day. It’s been a while since we’ve shared a drink together.

      “I’ll be glad when I’m done with uni.”

      “Then you just have to find a way of making money and not flopping.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Mum.”

      She laughs. “I’m kidding. You’re really getting your life together, ditching that limp dick and working hard.”

      “Did you just call Liam a limp dick?”

      “Oh, you know he was. Nice enough boy but a floater. He would sail through life, eating the same set meals each day, having sex on a Friday and Sunday, and getting his hair trimmed every four weeks, on the dot.”

      I shake my head. We rarely had sex on a Friday. “All right, I’ll give you that. He wasn’t very exciting.”

      “Watching mould grow on that loaf of bread your dad still hasn’t thrown out is more exciting than him, love.”

      “I said I get it. We’re done now, Mum.”

      “I know.  Now you can find someone who is crazy about you and treats you properly. Your dad and I have no patience for another Liam. The next man in your life will need to meet our approval.”

      “Sorry, did I turn thirteen again?”

      “You didn’t have a boyfriend when you were thirteen.”

      My back straightens. “Right. No, I didn’t.”

      “Mila Thomas! Who was he?”

      I laugh around the rim of the glass, grateful I haven’t yet taken a sip or I would have ended up spraying the kitchen with Pino Grigio.

      “Benji.”

      “Benjamin Martin? The kid down the street?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good thing they moved away or your brothers would have beaten him up.”

      I roll my eyes. “They’re ridiculous.”

      “You don’t know how many times I’ve had to stop Hugo from knocking on Liam’s door.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about that again.”

      She goes on to tell me how much she’s looking forward to my graduation next year. I think that’s code for ‘move out next year, too’. I’ll be ready by then.

      “What’s that noise? Oh no, the bloody wine fridge has gone again.” She gets up and walks around the island, as if she knows exactly what to do with any household appliance.

      “And what do you think you’re going to do?” I ask, craning my neck to see over the side. “You remember that time you tried to fix the washing machine and pulled the door off, right?”

      “Yes, thank you. I think it’s just the plug at the back. I had your dad pull it from under the counter so I could clean the top, but I think he pulled it too far. If I can get it out, I can push the plug… save the wine.”

      “We should drink all of the wine now. I’ll do that for you.”

      “God, this thing won’t budge. Help me, Mila, will you?”

      “Sure, I’ll just enable my Thor strength and get right on that.”

      It took two men to get that thing in here when she had the double width wine fridge installed.

      “Mum, we’re not going to be able to do this, and I had a manicure recently.”

      “The wine is warming as we speak, Mila.”

      “You have another fridge!”

      “I gave you life. Can you not move a fridge for me?”

      I walk around the island, taking with me the knowledge that we’re about to fail. If the big, burly men from Curry’s almost popped a muscle getting it in there, what chance do we have?

      “Mum, let me get Reid.”

      Her head pops up over the counter like she’s a meerkat. “Now, why would you get Reid?”

      It was risky, I knew that. The mere mention of his name gets her hysterical. There’s this look in her eyes. She’d tell me that’s she interested. Bloody interested. As if I don’t know her definition of that word.

      She’s already planned the wedding. June, so she can wear a classy, knee-length dress, and have nice photos in the venue’s gardens.

      It’ll be my future husband’s job to tell her I want to go abroad and get married on a beach.

      “He can help us,” I say. “He’ll be home before Dad.”

      “What a great idea. You go get him.”

      There it is. Instant regret. I should have kept him away from her.

      Two visits in a few weeks and she’s going to ramp up the wedding talk.

      “He should be home now.”

      “Good thing you know his schedule.”

      “I don’t know his schedule. He finishes work at the same time every day.”

      She beams. “I’m sure he does.”

      “He does! People have set hours. That’s a thing, Mum.”

      She laughs as I walk away.

      Fuck’s sake.
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      I’m about to unlock my door when I hear Mila’s voice.

      Smiling, I turn around just as she crosses the road. Her beauty hits me with full force.

      She huffs, stopping within arm’s reach. “I have a situation.”

      “I’m intrigued.”

      “It involves my mum, so you can say no. In fact, the way she is right now, you should definitely say no. Just go inside and pretend you didn’t see me. This didn’t happen. I’m not here.”

      “Mila.” I step forward and grab her hand as she turns away. I pull her close. “You can’t say that and run. What does your mum need?”

      She places her free hand on my chest, and I’m sure she can feel my racing heart. “The wine fridge isn’t working.”

      “Okay…”

      I reluctantly drop her hand, suppressing the urge to kiss her in the street. She doesn’t stop touching me, though, and it makes me want to throw her over my shoulder and take her inside.

      “Would you help us move it, please? Mum thinks the plug isn’t in properly.”

      “All right.”

      “It’s heavy.”

      “Really? I assumed you just couldn’t be bothered to try.”

      She laughs, running her hand down my chest before finally moving back. “Well, that, too.” She holds her hands up like I’m supposed to know what that means as we cross the road. “Nails!”

      “Right. I love the feel of them cutting into my skin. Never really looked at the colour.”

      “Reid Walker, if the neighbours heard that. Also, I’m going to use this gorgeous red manicure to grip your arse while you fuck me later.”

      My chest tightens. “Mila…”

      She looks over with innocent eyes that wouldn’t fool anyone. “Yes?”

      “I don’t care about this fridge. I’ll take you back to mine.”

      Laughing again, she takes my hand and tugs me towards her house. “There’s plenty of time for that later, stud.”

      I walk into Mila’s house with my hand in hers, like it’s the most natural thing. This isn’t the first time I’ve been in here, but it is the first time she’s touched me in public. Up until now we’ve been strictly business outside of my house.

      My hand is released when we get inside, though. I’m assuming for her mum’s benefit.

      “Reid,” Dawn says, smiling warmly when I walk into her kitchen.

      “I hear you have a wine emergency.”

      “It’s getting warm,” Mila says. “Very bad.”

      I glance at her, trying not to make my feelings for her too obvious. Though I feel like every time I look at her, my eyes are shouting I love you. Mila seems to be the only one who doesn’t see it.

      Dawn stands back. “It’s under here, and it’s a total bitch to move.”

      She moves out of the way when I walk past.

      “He’s not limp,” she whispers to Mila. I look over my shoulder to see Mila scowling and mouthing something to her mum that I imagine would turn the room blue.

      Mila turns to me and smiles. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think that’s something you need to apologise for.”

      Dawn points to me. “See, he knows. No one wants a limp—”

      “Mother! Go and drink in the living room. Or better still, go to the pub. A pub in France.”

      “You can’t kick me out of my own house, love.”

      Dawn makes me understand Mila a lot better.

      “You know what? We should just order a new fridge. Come on, Reid, let’s go.”

      My heart beats faster. “Rude, Mila. I said I would help.”

      I don’t want to leave yet. Dawn is telling me more than Mila does. Her reactions to her mum are eye-opening.

      “You’re not my fucking handyman, Reid.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been your mechanic, taxi, editor, and mentor.”

      She grits her teeth harder. “This was a mistake, though. My mum has a big mouth.”

      Dawn laughs, clearly enjoying Mila’s discomfort as much as I am.

      “Reid, please.”

      “Mila, it really is rude to throw your gentleman friend out of the house when he’s come to our rescue,” Dawn says.

      “I swear to all the gods, if you keep calling him my gentleman friend, I’m going to get myself emancipated.”

      How often do I feature in their conversations? I’d take a seat to enjoy this if I didn’t have to walk past Mila to get there.

      “No need to be dramatic, darling.” Dawn turns to me. “Do you find her a tad dramatic at times, too? When she was five, she used to hold her breath until she passed out to get her own way.”

      “Nope. This isn’t happening. Reid, we’re leaving right now.” Mila grabs a bottle of wine off the island and holds her hand out to me.

      In front of her mum.

      Dawn smiles like she’s just won the lottery. “The fridge isn’t even broken, but thanks for coming, Reid.”

      Chuckling, I take Mila’s hand and let her pull me out of the house.

      “Oh, fuck’s sake, Mum!”

      I throw my head back with laughter.

      “She is such a meddling twat!” Mila rants as we step outside.

      “You can’t call your mum a twat.”

      “Did you see what she did in there?”

      “Yes. Your mum wanted to get me over.”

      “Yeah, she’s a meddling little… ugh! I hope that fridge breaks now. As if!” She holds up the bottle in her hand. “This is my last one. The rest is hers, and I hope it goes warm and tastes like vinegar.”

      I open my door, and Mila storms in ahead of me. “I guess you’re staying this afternoon?”

      She looks over her shoulder on her way to my kitchen, no doubt off to help herself to a wine glass. “Oh, I’m moving in.”

      Don’t tease me. “Oh, really? Do I not get a say in this?” I ask, following her.

      I lean against the counter and watch her pouring wine into two glasses. “No, you don’t. You’re getting sex, and I’m awesome to live with.”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve seen the future you and it’s very meddling.”

      “You’re being a smartarse and smartarses don’t get laid.”

      “Tell that to my year group in high school.”

      She spins on her heels. “What were you like in high school?”

      I shrug. “Much like this, I suppose. I had a decent circle of friends, but I wasn’t willing to be someone I’m not to get ahead.”

      “I find it interesting that you think being popular is getting ahead?”

      “Isn’t it? You can be the best author in the world, yet someone popular with no desire to be a great writer can type shit and outsell you. High school was no different. The students with morals and an authentic personality were constantly overlooked.”

      “What was her name?” she asks.

      “Who’s name?”

      “The girl who overlooked you in high school.”

      You, for the last nine years. Only it wasn’t in school.

      “That’s not what I meant. I had a girlfriend back then. She was as sweet as can be.”

      “What happened?”

      I shrug. “We grew up and grew apart. She dumped me a month before we left.”

      Mila takes a few steps closer to me. “What a bitch.”

      “She’s married now, I hear.”

      “Was that a dark day for you?”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “She’s not the one who got away, Mila.”

      “Good to know you’re not pining over an ex.”

      I raise a brow. “And you?”

      “Well, you know all about Liam, and he’s definitely not the one who got away. He’s the one I should have thrown away a long time ago. There were a couple of others I dated, but nothing at all serious.”

      Stepping closer to her, I can almost feel her pulse spiking from the way her eyes widen a fraction.

      “Was she your first? The girl from high school,” Mila asks.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Did you love her?”

      “I suppose. At the time, I thought it was everything. I’m not saying that it wasn’t real or we weren’t capable of those emotions but…”

      Her eyebrows pull into a frown, showing her impatience. “But?”

      “She wasn’t the right one. I couldn’t get lost in her.”

      “That’s what you want?” she whispers.

      “Isn’t that what everyone wants?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Next weekend. Are you… Do you want to come to my parents’ house? Phoebe and Callum will be there with Lexie.”

      “Your birthday.” She bites her lip. “You want me to come?”

      “Sure. It’s just for one night.”

      “All right,” she says, and her hands land on my chest, stealing my breath.

      “Mila…”

      Her hands glide down to my belt.

      “I like talking to you, Reid. I like that you always have something to say. I like that you listen to me, and you’re interested in what I have to say, too. Most of all, I love the way you worship my body with your hands and mouth. And when you push inside of me—”

      Her mouth lands on mine and, fuck, I’m lost.

    

  







            Thirty-Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






Reid

        

      

    

    
      I know Mila has told her friends that we’ve slept together, but I don’t know if there’s anything else. Have they spoken about how she feels or what she wants? Neither of them look remotely surprised to see her hanging off my arm.

      The bar is quiet for a Friday night, but there’s a new club opening in town, so it could be that. Either way, I’m happy that I can still hear and flirt unashamedly with Mila without feeling like I’m a pensioner.

      Tomorrow, we’re off to my parents’ for my birthday weekend. I don’t know how she’ll be with me there.

      She places her hand on my chest. “Drink up, nerd. I want you good and drunk. You’re almost twenty-five!”

      I raise my brow. “Nerd again?”

      Her big eyes widen. “It’s really sexy.”

      “Would you like me to get some glasses? Black frames?”

      Her lips part. “Yes, please.”

      “How cliché, Mila. I thought you had a better imagination than that.”

      “Hey, you suggested it.”

      “I thought you’d come back with something else.”

      “Well, aren’t you a little game player?” She leans forward and presses her chest to mine. “I have a much better game for you.”

      I wrap my hands around her back, resting just above her arse. “What’s that?”

      “We can play ‘who can get away with the most inappropriate act’.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “It’s exactly as it sounds, Reid.”

      “Rules?”

      She brushes her lips against mine, and a low moan rumbles from my throat. “Loser is the winners bitch for a day. Loser is the one who gets us caught.”

      “Christ, Mila. I’ll lose right now. Let’s go back to mine.”

      “Are we done?” Wren asks, laughing behind her blue cocktail. Mila has the same one and it tastes awful.

      Mila’s cheeks turn an adorable shade of pink. “Yes, all done, Wren. For now.”

      I pull Mila to the table we’re standing near, and we sit with Wren and Brody.

      Brody is smirking at Mila when she sits down. I want to know what that’s about, but I can probably guess.

      She narrows her eyes at him, and I know they’ve spoken about me.

      “It’s so nice to do this when Mila isn’t the third, sometimes fifth wheel,” Wren says.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      I don’t want to mention Liam’s name, but I do want to know why he never went out with them.

      “You have to admit that it’s more fun.”

      “Yes, fine. We all know it’s better this way.”

      Is she talking about the fact that she’s not alone or that she’s with me and not Liam? I wish they would be clearer.

      “I can’t imagine you as an extra anything,” I tell her. “Besides dramatic, maybe.”

      “Ha ha, Reid.”

      Wren and Brody laugh for real.

      “I hate all of you,” Mila say, sipping her cocktail.

      “Erm, Mila?” Wren says, looking at something over Mila’s shoulder.

      We all turn. I look back at Mila just in time to see her reaction to Liam being in the same bar.

      Her eyes narrow a fraction, like she’s annoyed to see him here.

      “Do you want to go?” Wren asks.

      “Hell no. I’m not leaving. It’s fine. We’re bound to run into each other at some point, right? I’ll say hi if he comes over, but we’re here to have fun and get me drunk.”

      “He’s coming over,” Brody says, arching his eyebrow at me, as though to tell me we’re in solidarity. I don’t think we’re going to be fighting. And if we were, I wouldn’t need backup with Liam. Still, I appreciate that Brody would take my side.

      Mila groans and mumbles under her breath, “It hasn’t been a year, dipshit.”

      She stands and turns around just as he approaches. “Hi, Liam.”

      He smiles and stops just a smidge too close. “Mila, it’s good to see you. Really good.”

      I roll my eyes, and Wren laughs at me.

      “Yeah,” Mila replies, not shooting that sentiment back. “You here with the gang?”

      The way she asks that is almost teasing. Like they actually refer to themselves as ‘the gang’ and she finds it amusing.

      “Erm, not tonight. I’m actually on a date.”

      Now I turn. I can only see Mila’s profile, but she doesn’t flinch. In fact, she looks pleased, and perhaps a little relieved.

      “Yeah? Good for you. Though, if I can give you some advice, it might not be the coolest thing to chat to the ex during your date. Girls kinda hate that.”

      He shakes his head. “Right. I’m new to this.”

      Mila doesn’t have a poker face, so the pursed lips and wide eyes hide nothing.

      “Well, don’t screw this up. Go, go! Enjoy your evening.”

      His eyes tighten. “All right. Bye, Mila.”

      “Bye.” She waves Liam off and sits down.

      I can see from her expression that she is ready to explode.

      It takes two seconds.

      “Who the fuck approaches their ex for a chat on a date? What is wrong with the guy? She must feel really shitty watching him walk off to speak to another woman. I hope she throws her drink on him. Inconsiderate fool,” she rants.

      “You good?” I ask.

      Her head turns slowly—slow enough that I sense danger.

      “Am I okay? Seriously?”

      I raise my palms. “All right, you’re fine.”

      She looks at Wren. “Men are stupid today.”

      “As if he came over,” Wren says. “I can’t see them well enough to lip read but the date is looking our way.”

      “Subtle,” Mila mutters. “If there’s drama tonight, I’m not holding back on the kebab later.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “I’m trying to be good but if that chick causes any drama, I’m having one.” She picks up her drink. “Maybe I’ll go over there and start something. I fancy a chicken kebab.”

      “Mila, eat what you want,” I tell her.

      “You don’t understand. I need a reason, because if there’s a reason, the calories don’t count. Like, I can eat what I want next weekend because it’s your birthday.”

      “The reason can’t just be because you want to eat it?”

      “That’s right,” she confirms. “Calories, remember.”

      “What?”

      “Let me stop you right there, man,” Brody says, slapping his hand on the table in front of me. “What you’re doing right now, trying to understand the breed with the boobs, is never going to happen. They make the rules up as they go, and they can change them in an instant. Smile and nod, mate.”

      Mila grins and leans closer to me. “Smile, nod, and kiss me.”

      I do just that, but I feel daggers in my back from the ex the whole time my mouth is connected to hers.
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      As we drive to Reid’s parents’ house, I contemplate throwing myself out of the car. Christmas songs are playing on the radio since we’ve just dipped into December, but they’re not making me feel jolly.

      What was I thinking when I said I would spend the weekend with his family?

      Reid is chilled, leaning back in his seat with one hand on the steering wheel and the other draped on his thigh. There’s a loose smile on his lips. He looks at peace. Meanwhile, I’m sitting dead straight and chewing my manicured nails to the quick.

      His whole family will be at this meal tonight. Parents, sister, brother-in-law, niece. For once, I need to let my brain do the thinking before my mouth does the talking.

      At least I know Phoebe, and she seemed to like me.

      It’ll be fine. If they don’t like me then it’s tough. I’m sure Reid won’t stop talking to me just because his parents don’t want him to.

      “What’s going on over there?” Reid asks.

      I tear my eyes away from the satnav that I made him put on. I need to see how long we have to go: eleven bloody minutes.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re scowling.”

      “People drive like shit.”

      “There are two other cars ahead, Mila, and they’re nowhere near us.”

      I waft my hand. “Well… they’ll probably drive like shit soon.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      “No.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “You’re kind of a dick sometimes, you know?”

      “They’re going to like you.”

      “Of course, they’re going to like me.”

      “There’s no need for the freak out, then.”

      “I am not freaking out.”

      He smirks. “Tell me, have you ever broken any bones?”

      “What?”

      “I want to know.”

      “Four. My leg, arm, and my wrist… twice.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Leg was proving to my brothers that I could jump over a wall the same height as them. Spoiler alert, I couldn’t. The arm was going over the handlebars of my bike, and my wrist was a trampoline, and then I did it again. How about you?”

      “All my bones are intact. Just a sprained wrist.”

      “Yes, your bones really are.”

      He rolls his eyes, grinning. “What family traditions do you have?”

      “On Christmas Eve we bake gingerbread men and decorate them. Still, even now. We always have two cakes on our birthdays.”

      “Why?”

      “Because two cakes are better than one.”

      He dips his head. “Of course.”

      “And Easter egg hunts. Blue eggs for Hugo, red for Archie, and—”

      “Yellow for you,” he guesses.

      “Yep. I had a stage where I went pink for a while, but by the age of seven it was yellow all the way. You do the weird golf thing you hate, right?”

      “Yeah. We walk a lot on birthdays and at Christmas. Dad has to carve the turkey at the table, and we have to drink one glass of Bucks Fizz in the morning, despite the fact that no one particularly likes it.”

      “You have too many traditions you don’t like.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Oh God.” My eyes widen as I realise that I only have my overnight bag and alcohol with me. “Maybe I should have bought your mum flowers.”

      “Mila,” he groans. “They will love you. And don’t you have three bottles of wine?”

      I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. “Right. That wine is for them.”

      Reid shakes his head. “My mum is going to want to keep you. My dad will like you no matter what. You’ve already met Phoebe.”

      He probably thinks I’m a total loser for worrying about this. “Reid?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are we staying in separate rooms?”

      “I believe my mum’s set up the second spare room for you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t for one second think that I won’t sneak into that room and make you come, though.”

      I brighten at his words. Turning my head in his direction, I smile wider. “Will you sneak back out in the morning? I really want to watch you do the walk of shame.”

      “I could just tell her that we’ll share.”

      “No, don’t. Come on, let me have my fun. I’ve never had a guy sneak out of my room before.”

      He arches his brow.

      “All right, you did once. Fuck, that was hot.”

      His lip curls at the side. “Yeah, it was.”

      “For a second, I thought I was being kidnapped. Then I saw you and I was instantly turned on.”

      “Mila.”

      His voice is a warning. He still needs to focus on driving for another nine minutes. I snap my teeth together, so I don’t say anything else about that night.

      Not that it’s doing any good because it’s in my head. His weight on top of me, his hand that covered my mouth until he told me who it was sneaking into my room in the dead of night, and his damn addictive smell. I wish I could bottle it and take it everywhere with me.

      I shiver.

      “Christ,” he mutters. “Why’d you have to go there right now?”

      My eyes drop and, sure enough, there’s a bulge.

      “You could pull over and let me take care of that for you.”

      “Mila, fuck.”

      There is literally nowhere to pull over at the minute. We’re on a narrow country road that will only just about let two cars pass each other by without a scrape.

      “My parents’ place is at the end of this road. Fuck.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear so much.”

      “It’s happening more and more around you.”

      “Am I a bad influence?”

      “No, I think you’re just the right influence. Before you, my life was pretty safe. Good job, good friends.”

      I hate that he doesn’t think his life was that exciting before. He’s seen things that most people only get to witness in pictures.

      “Safe? You have the best life and you travel. Reid, you jump headfirst into new experiences. I’m the safe one. I haven’t changed much for you.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Mila. You’ve changed everything.”

      I take a breath as the sincerity in his words floor me. I’ve done nothing, not in the grand scheme of things, but here he is, acting like I’ve won the lottery for him.

      However, hasn’t he done the same for me? I wouldn’t have spent a month working for Wilson Press and landed a proofreading job if it wasn’t for him. I wouldn’t have awesome sex. I wouldn’t jump at opportunities, and I wouldn’t have skinny-dipped in a river full of fish.

      “How?” I ask.

      “I like my life, I wasn’t complaining, but it was too quiet. You bring sound… surround sound.”

      “I’m noisy.”

      He chuckles and pulls into a drive. “In the best way possible.”

      I look ahead, and my heart freezes. “Oh shit, we’re here.”

      “It’s fine, you’re fine. We’ll get you a glass of wine soon.”

      “It’s ten in the morning.”

      “It’s my birthday, if that helps.”

      “Birthday rules. That’s right.”

      I get out, and Reid goes to the boot to grab our bags. The front door opens, and that’s the moment I want to sprint back down that little country road.

      “Reid!” Kelly shouts, running to her son. “Happy birthday!”

      I’ve never had a proper conversation with his parents before. It was always a quick greeting whenever I saw them outside their house, but the one thing I notice about Kelly every time is her smile. She never seems unhappy.

      “Hey, Mum.”

      Reid gives her a quick hug and turns to me. “You remember Mila, right?”

      “Of course,” she replies, opening her arms. “How are you, Mila? Your parents?”

      I hug her, thankful that my family are huggers as well or that could have been awkward.

      “We’re all good. Thank you for letting me crash Reid’s birthday.”

      She waves her hand. “Not at all. I’m so happy you’re here. Come on in, we have a birthday brunch set up. Phoebe, Callum, and Lexie should be here any minute.”

      Kelly grabs my hand. Reid, smiling, nods towards the house when I look back. My bag is still in his boot but he’s grabbing it.

      “Your house is massive.”

      Kelly drops my hand and leads me through to the kitchen. “We’re hoping to fill it with grandchildren.”

      They have one so far.

      I wonder what Reid would be like as a father. Oh. My. God. He would read his children bedtime stories, and nothing is sexier than a hot man reading to his kids.

      Their kitchen is about the size of Wembley Arena. All right, not quite, but it is enormous. They have a seating area with a large L-shaped sofa in it, too. The ceiling over the seating area and the twelve-person dining table are made of glass, letting a lot of light in. The room leads out to a garden that goes on forever.

      I’m totally judging him for not moving with them. He could get a job around here, surely?

      Wilson Press is a hard place to leave. I understand that first-hand, but I could happily live in this kitchen.

      “Where’s Dad?” Reid asks, wheeling our luggage in. Well, mine. He only has a small holdall. I have four pairs of shoes. For choice!

      Kelly rolls her eyes. “He’s mowing the lawn. It was above two inches tall. Heaven forbid.”

      “Is that a ride on lawnmower?” I ask, spotting something far off in the distance. Reid laughs. “Can I have a go?”

      Reid grabs my hand. “Erm, no. Come on, I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.”

      Kelly is all smiles when I turn back around.

      “I assume Mila’s in the bigger room?” Reid asks.

      “I didn’t think you’d mind,” Kelly replies.

      I bump Reid’s shoulder as we leave the kitchen and walk towards the stairs. “I get the big room. She already likes me more.”

      He smirks. “I never had any doubt.”

      We walk up the grand staircase that forks off in two directions.

      “Am I staying in the East or West wing?”

      Reid chuckles. “Turn left. You’re the first door on the right, and you have an en-suite.”

      I stop by the open door. “And what about you?”

      “We needed to turn right at the top of the stairs for me.”

      “You’re definitely going to be the one doing the sneaking around. I’d get lost.”

      He steps closer, his toes almost touching mine. “I don’t think my parents would appreciate the wakeup call. The room I’m in is next to theirs.”

      “I’d die if I accidentally snuck into their room.”

      His fingertips glide up my arm. “I’m coming to you.”

      God, those four words do stupid things to me. After spending the last year doing all of the chasing, it’s rather satisfying to have someone want me enough to come and get me.

      “Reid,” I whisper. “Your mum is downstairs.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “We can’t start something right now.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me flush to his body. “You should have thought about that before you started talking about the night I snuck in your room.”

      “I love how sneaky you are, and I really love how hard you get for me.”

      His nostrils flare.

      “Down, boy. Your mum is in the house.”

      I wink and wheel my bag inside the room, closing the door, and leaving him open-mouthed.
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      I leave before I open her door and do something that I won’t regret at all. She’s here, at my parents’ home, and I couldn’t be more excited for the weekend ahead.

      I take my clothes out and hang them in the wardrobe. Every year, Dad asks for me to wear a dickhead knitted vest for golf, but that will never happen. I’ll continue the tradition from him and his dad, but I need to draw the line somewhere.

      When I’m done, I head back to Mila’s room because she brought a considerable amount of clothes with her.

      She’s lining shoes up when I reach her door.

      “Are you staying longer than one night?”

      She looks up, smiling guiltily. “I wasn’t sure what everyone was wearing tonight. Is it more casual or formal? So, I brought a choice.”

      “You’ve brought four choices.”

      “Same thing.” She flips her case shut and stands. “What is your mum making? It smells so good, I’m drooling.”

      “Pastries. Lots of them. Bacon, eggs, and sausage. She’s probably chopping fruit, too, so she can say it’s a healthy brunch.”

      “We should help her.”

      “No, we shouldn’t.”

      Mila nods. “Ah, that’s where you get your ‘no help in the kitchen’ from.”

      “We don’t like people meddling.”

      “I would have helped.”

      We walk downstairs and into the kitchen. Mum refuses to put any Christmas decorations up until after my birthday, but there are balloons and presents on the side table.

      I place my hand on her back, and even that small touch is enough to make my pulse race.

      “There you two are. Phoebe’s just pulled up.”

      “Do you need me to do anything?” Mila asks, despite knowing she’ll be turned down.

      “Oh, no, dear. You relax. Reid can make coffee. I know he’s quite… particular when it comes to how it’s made.”

      Mila grins up at me. “Particular sounded a lot like anal freak there.”

      “Anal?” I whisper.

      She shakes her head with a scowl. “No, thank you.”

      “Mila!” Phoebe says, rushing towards her with Lexie on her hip.

      “Hey.”

      They hug, and Phoebe whacks me.

      “What was that?”

      “You didn’t tell me Mila was coming. But happy birthday.”

      I shrug. “Sorry.”

      Mila scowls playfully. “As if you’re trying to keep me a secret.”

      Callum walks in holding two massive bags crammed with everything Lexie needs for the night… and probably the following twelve.

      “She’s getting big now,” I say, stroking Lexie’s cheek.

      Lexie instantly pulls her whole body away from me, tucking herself into Phoebe.

      I think she’s about ten months old now, and she clearly still hates me.

      “Oh, don’t be silly,” Phoebe coos. “That’s your uncle Reid.”

      Lexie looks up and spots Mila. Her four-toothed smile is instant. She holds her chubby arms out, and Mila takes her from Phoebe.

      “Great, the kid prefers you, too.”

      Mila laughs. “Hey, pretty girl. You’re going to like him eventually; he has so many books. All those shelves are going to make the most awesome climbing frame for you.”

      Mum dries her hands and walks around the kitchen island.

      “Oh, look at her with Mila.”

      I know exactly what that means. Look at Mila with a baby. Give her babies, Reid.

      My mother wants a thousand grandchildren.

      “Hey, Reid. Happy birthday,” Callum says, whacking my back.

      “Thanks.”

      “Eric mowing that bloody grass again? He does it every three days.”

      “Have a word with him, Callum,” Mum says. “He’s addicted.”

      “There are worse addictions,” I say. “Could be prostitutes.”

      Mum is the only person who doesn’t laugh. She holds it in while slapping my arm.

      “I’ll call him; brunch is ready. Phoebe, I have the highchair for Lexie next to me.”

      Phoebe rolls her eyes. “Of course. To be fair, it’ll be a nice change from me wearing Lexie’s food.”

      “There’s prosecco on the table,” Mila says as Lexie throws herself at Callum.

      He takes her to the highchair. Phoebe picks up one of the bags and follows him.

      “I’m surprised it took you this long to notice,” I say.

      She turns to me with her arms folded. “If you let me get drunk over brunch…”

      “If I let you? Wow. Funny to think about you asking permission.”

      “Hey, I ask permission.”

      “When?”

      She purses her lips. “I’m sure I asked to read your manuscripts.”

      “We’ll use the term ‘ask’ loosely.”

      “Use it however you like. Shall we go and celebrate you turning twenty-five? I’m not giving you your present until later.”

      “Please tell me it’s wrapped in lace.”

      Closing the distance, she places her hands on my chest. I’m not sure if she’s forgotten where we are, but I don’t care.

      “The other present is currently wrapped in white lace.”

      I groan and lower my head. “You’re going to make this day drag.”

      She laughs. “But think how good it’s going to be when you slide under the covers tonight and peel that lace off me.”

      I clench my jaw, and she steps back.

      “Let’s go and sit down.”

      I look over her shoulder. Phoebe and Callum are still fussing around with Lexie, and Mum and Dad are just walking into the house.

      Mila and I take a seat opposite Phoebe and Callum. Dad sits next to me, and Mum is obviously at the head of the table with Lexie. That used to be the birthday person’s seat, but now everything belongs to Lexie. Good thing she’s cute.

      “Prosecco, Mila?” I ask, picking up a bottle.

      She looks at me, open-mouthed. “At this hour?”

      “Don’t you drink?” Dad asks her.

      “Erm…”

      He laughs. “We’re all having one. Kelly and Phoebe will have more than one.”

      I fill her glass, and then work around everyone else’s.

      Mum looks at Mila then me.

      Yeah, I get it. She belongs here.
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      I already love Reid’s family. I wish I’d got to know them more when they lived near us. They’re all smiles and laughter. It’s infectious.

      “How are you still going?” I ask as Reid piles up another plate.

      He shrugs. “It’s a birthday breakfast. You’ve not done it right unless you feel ill after.”

      Eric laughs. “He’s right. Do you want another pastry?”

      I hold my hand up. “No, thank you.”

      Callum raises up the last remaining bottle of prosecco. “Can I at least tempt you with another glass of this?’

      “Well, that’s different.”

      Reid shakes his head, smirking as he picks up his coffee.

      Callum fills up mine and Phoebe’s glasses. Kelly has deserted us and switched to coffee, claiming someone needs to be sober for Lexie. That someone is Callum, but I think she likes hogging her granddaughter. I think Phoebe likes that, too. She gets to have a break from running around after a tiny person for a while.

      “We’re going to walk this off afterwards, anyway,” Kelly says.

      My eyes widen. “I’m expected to move after this?”

      “You’ll be fine,” Reid replies.

      “I don’t think I will. Where are we walking to?”

      “There’s a stream running from the back garden to a pub.”

      “We’re going to the pub next?” He nods in reply. “I really shouldn’t drink this fourth glass then.”

      “Who are you kidding, Mila?”

      I bring the glass to my lips and take a sip. “You might have to carry me home after dinner.”

      He shrugs like it’d be no big deal. I bet he’d do it, too. I might make him, even if I’m not that drunk, which will be a miracle if these people don’t stop plying me with alcohol.

      “I love birthdays here.”

      Reid glances my way. “Me, too.”

      When we finish, Eric and Callum tidy up. Reid is apparently excused because the birthday person doesn’t clean. I offered but Kelly and Phoebe wouldn’t let me get up. I’m staying in their house. The least I could do is clean some plates.

      “Lexie,” Kelly says. “You want to try a grape?”

      “Make sure it’s sliced, Mum!”

      “It’s sliced, Phoebe. Did you die?”

      Reid laughs and turns to me. “I’m glad you came this weekend.”

      “So am I.”

      “You don’t seem so nervous anymore.”

      Huh. “Oh. No, I’m not at all.”

      “Did you forget to be nervous?”

      “I guess I did. It’s like home here. You’re insane for staying back.”

      “I like my job. The view from my house isn’t bad either.”

      “Mrs Mathews directly opposite you. Reid, she’s in her sixties.”

      “But she only looks forty.”

      “She’s still sixty on the inside.”

      His eyebrows shoot up, and he starts laughing.

      “No!” I shake my head. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I don’t mean that she has an old… oh, my god, don’t laugh. That’s not how I meant it.”

      He laughs harder, throwing his head back.

      “Okay, you’re a child. I’m going to help your dad and Callum.”

      Kelly and Phoebe look over, smiling as I walk away.

      I hear them asking Reid what he’s done, and then I’m too far away to catch the rest.
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        * * *

      

      Well, they weren’t fibbing. We’re on a bloody long walk ten minutes after eating our bodyweight in brunch and Reid opening his gifts. My stomach is stretched, but hopefully the exercise will knock off a few calories. Probably about three.

      I might need a whole week of training with Jason to really put a dent in it.

      Lexie is strapped to Kelly’s chest in a carrier. Eric walks beside her, intermittently tickling Lexie’s cheeks. Callum and Phoebe walk closely behind, hand in hand, pointing out random things like birds and ducks.

      It’s so pretty here, even if it is a little chilly.

      “It’s gorgeous, Reid. Even though I’m in a food coma, I can still appreciate how pretty it is.”

      “I’ll bring you back in late winter. It’s even better when it’s coated in a blanket of snow.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I sigh.

      God, I hope he invites me back.

      I bump his arm with mine. “Are you having a good birthday?”

      “The best.”

      “Birthdays when you’re a kid are way better. All those presents and the parties.”

      “They were good. I’d always insist on going to soft play when I was little. Looking back, I can see that Mum’s smile was concealing dread.”

      “My best party was a pool party. My parents hired a private pool, and then we had cakes, ice cream, and sugar in just about every form. It rocked. It’s actually where I had my very first kiss.”

      He chuckles. “Go on.”

      “I was seven.”

      “Early start.”

      I nudge him again and breathe in the smell of damp grass. “He was called Louis, and everyone in my class wanted to marry him. Our friends said he had to kiss me because it was my birthday. It was the quickest kiss, and I ran away—jumped straight back in the pool after.”

      “Lucky Louis.”

      “You’ve had my mouth for way longer than he ever did.”

      “I’m keeping it now. Louis will have to scare some other girl into jumping in a pool.”

      “How long are you keeping it for? I’ll have to let him know.”

      “Indefinitely. Tell him not to wait.”

      We pass a huge willow tree with a blanket of leaves hiding its trunk.

      “We used to swing from that tree when we were kids. This is the one I fell from and sprained my wrist. Phoebe accused me of doing it to take the attention from her.” He chuckles. “She was so mad that Dad took me to the hospital, which meant we missed half of her birthday.”

      “Where did you live before?”

      “Not far from their house now. We still walked this track to get to the pub.”

      “You were happy here.”

      “I’m happy back home, too. Mum missed the people here, though. They’d both spent their whole married life around here. Moving away was never the same for them.”

      “Well, I’m glad you guys moved.”

      “So am I.”

      “You’re thinking that because we’re now having awesome sex, too, right?”

      He grins. “I think about that a lot, actually.”

      Join the club.

      “Come on, you two!” Phoebe shouts over her shoulder.

      We’ve slowed down a lot. Good thing really. I don’t want his parents to hear how much he’s pleasing me in the bedroom.

      “I can’t walk fast. I have about ten servings of brunch inside me.”

      Reid laughs and grabs my hand. “You can make it.”

      He pulls me along, but he doesn’t let go when we catch up with the others. I guess he’s keeping my hand, and that’s just fine by me.
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      Dad, Callum, and I get the drinks and take them into the pub’s conservatory.

      Mila is laughing with Phoebe when we approach the table.

      “Reid, your sister was telling me about the time she hid your Lord of the Rings book and you cried.”

      “Was she now?”

      Phoebe presses her lips together and shrugs.

      “Oh, I think it’s cute. If anyone touched my books, I’d scratch their face off,” Mila says.

      “God, Reid, marry her,” Callum jokes. “No other woman is going to get your book obsession.”

      “Plenty of women would, believe me,” Mila replies. She scoots over on the bench so I can sit down.

      Callum shakes his head. “Weird.”

      Mila turns to my sister. “You married a non-reader, Phoebe?”

      “He has abs.”

      “Got it.”

      Dad scowls and turns to Lexie. I don’t know why he’s going there. The baby is undeniable proof that they sleep together.

      “Happy birthday,” Mila says, clinking her prosecco glass against my beer.

      “Thank you.”

      She holds my gaze, and just when I think she’s about to come to me, Mum calls her.

      Mila bites her lip, as though holding something in. At least she’s thinking about what she says around my parents. Not that I would care, but she would want to die if something inappropriate slipped out.

      “What was it like working with Reid?” Mum asks.

      She puts her drink down. “Oh my gosh, he’s so bossy.”

      I roll my eyes, and the girls continue their conversation.

      “Got your vest for tomorrow, pretty boy?” Callum asks, lifting his pale eyebrow.

      “No, have you?”

      “One year, we’ll have to do it for a joke.”

      “Dad will have a fit. Let’s do it for your birthday in the spring.”

      He nods. “Are you bringing Mila tomorrow?”

      I’ve said she can come, but she’s not giving me a definitive answer yet. Plus, she’s currently listing every example of how I’m bossy in the workplace.

      I bet she’s also making a mental list about how bossy I am in the bedroom.

      “I’m not sure yet. She doesn’t know what the girls are doing.” Mila’s head is slightly tilted towards me, like she’s keeping tabs on my conversation with Callum as well as talking to Mum.

      Callum snorts. “She’ll definitely not come to whack a tiny ball when she does.”

      “What is happening?” Mila asks.

      “Finished bitching about me?”

      “Midway. I’ll continue in a minute. I heard you talking about tomorrow.” Mum and Phoebe laugh. “What’s my other option? You seem to think that it’ll be better than golf.”

      “Oh, it’s undoubtedly better than golf. Phoebe and I are going to the spa. You’re welcome to join us. In fact, we’d love it if you ditched Reid to come with us.”

      I bet Mum would love that. She’s just waiting for her chance to get Mila alone so she can pounce. I cringe at the thought of Mum’s less than subtle questions she must be dying to ask.

      Mila’s eyes light up. “I’m not golfing, Reid.”

      “No? What changed your mind?”

      “Technically, I hadn’t made my mind up yet.”

      “The spa sells cocktails,” Phoebe adds.

      “There is absolutely no chance of me going to golf.”

      “I’m so shocked. You’re going to have a hangover tomorrow and not want to drink.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s embarrassing how much you underestimate me.”

      “We’ll see.”

      To be honest, she’s probably right. Mila mostly bounces back after a night out. I can’t wait to see her hungover in ten years’ time.

      “Want to play?” Callum asks, holding up a football.

      “Where did that come from?”

      “One of Lexie’s bags.”

      “Are you serious, Callum? That’s why I could barely fit her spare clothes in?” Phoebe scolds, waving her hand around.

      “We always play ball.”

      “You usually carry it!”

      I put my beer down, squeezing Mila’s shoulder as I get up. “Don’t think I’m going easy on you.”

      “Easy on me? Are you kidding? I’ll wipe the floor with you, Walker.”

      “Fighting talk for a man who tripped over it last year and almost broke his ankle.”

      Mila laughs.

      “I didn’t nearly break anything!”

      “You sat down for five minutes and massaged it. I thought you were going to cry.”

      Callum scowls. “Rematch. Right now.”

      “I’ve got time to beat you,” I reply, taking one more swig of beer.

      I make the mistake of looking at Mila in that moment. Her wide eyes are full of emotion, her thick lips parted in wonder.

      I swallow so I don’t choke, and then I walk away from her, knowing that the farthest I’ll be able to leave her from this moment on is a few metres.
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      Reid, Eric, and Callum play football outside after some really shit trash talk. When Reid is chilled, playful, and at home the way he is with his family, I can’t help but smile.

      I’m trying to focus on Kelly and Phoebe, but Reid is super distracting. He’s in my line of sight. Sometimes when he’s playing, his top comes up and reveals those abs. I can confirm that his are better than Callum’s, although I’m heavily biased at this point.

      “You’ve been at Reid’s a lot, I hear,” Kelly says, sipping an alcohol-free beer while trying to stop Lexie from yanking her hair out.  She’s serious about having Lexie all to herself.

      “He’s been letting me read manuscripts, old and new. I love seeing how they evolve.”

      She nods. “And now you’re working with him.”

      “Kind of, but I haven’t started anything yet. I’ll go to the office occasionally. Mel said she’ll want to talk through the manuscripts with me so that I understand the feel of the novel before I start. Then again after I’ve finished. Hopefully I won’t screw it up.”

      “I’m sure you won’t. Reid said you’re one of the best proofreaders he’s seen in a long time,” Phoebe adds, sipping her prosecco.

      I wonder if she hasn’t moved onto something else because she doesn’t want to be off her face, too. We still have dinner to go. It’s only one in the afternoon.

      “Yeah, he told me the same, though he totally didn’t say the part about being one of the best.”

      “You two never really did anything together when we all lived there, did you?” Phoebe asks.

      I have a feeling she knows the answer to this, although it seemed like she was never there. She was older, probably out with her mates.

      I sip my prosecco. “No. To be honest, I always thought he was a bit… I’m not sure. Not stuck up but just uninterested in people he didn’t know. Does that make sense? Like, he’s got his friends and that’s all he needs.”

      Kelly leans closer to the table. “What do you think now?”

      “I think that’s only half true, and I think that I was kind of the same. I didn’t really look too far outside of my circle. I thought everything was perfect. I didn’t need anything or anyone else. I guess it’s easy to get caught up in what you’re used to.”

      Phoebe raises her brow. “You had a long-term boyfriend, right?”

      “Liam, yeah. We’d been together for years—since we were teens. In the end, we only stayed together through habit. He was pretty much all I knew, and I was holding onto plans we made when we were different people.”

      “Do you still have feelings for him?” Kelly asks.

      My eyes slide to Reid, who’s still running about after a ball with his dad and brother-in-law. When I look back, Phoebe’s eyes are wide as she looks at her mum, silently telling her it was not her place to ask that.

      “Not in any way that really matters,” I tell her. “I’ll love Liam as the guy I grew up with; a guy I had a lot of firsts with, and a man who always wanted to take care of me, even if he stopped knowing how to do that.” I shrug. “I didn’t know how to take care of him, either. Or I did, but it wasn’t ever going to work. I wouldn’t go back there. I’m so much happier with who I am now, and I won’t ever risk that.”

      “I had a Liam,” Phoebe says.

      “Oh God, you did,” Kelly says, her shoulders slumping at the mention of it.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, we were together from the age of sixteen to eighteen. The last year was on and off. Finally off when I caught him kissing another woman.”

      “Wanker,” Kelly mutters behind the neck of her pretend beer.

      “I second that.”

      Kelly nods her head at me, smiling as she kisses the top of Lexie’s head.

      “It wasn’t like that with Liam. Well, as far as I know. I didn’t love him the way I should anymore. If I’m honest, I don’t think I ever really loved him the way you’re supposed to.”

      Phoebe tilts her head. “Why do you say that?”

      “We went through that infatuation stage, but after that, I never felt like I couldn’t live without him. At first, Wren and Indie—my best friends—said that it was because I was enough on my own. Later, they were agreeing with me. I see the way they are with their husbands, or almost-husbands, and it wasn’t the same. I could never have married Liam. He probably would have asked eventually just because that was the next logical step.”

      Kelly shakes her head. “The rest of your life is a long time to settle.”

      “Yep. Took me long enough to realise, but I’m so glad I did.’

      “What are you three gossiping about?” Reid asks, jogging back inside.

      I look up and smile. “Nothing.”

      We haven’t spoken about Liam since we saw him in the club.

      Reid sits down. “I find it impossible to believe that you have sat here in silence.”

      “‘Nothing’ is what you say when you’re talking about the person who has just interrupted you. Go play football again so we can continue talking about you.” I push his chest for no other reason than I want to touch him.

      He smirks.

      “Yes, Reid, go,” Phoebe says, backing me up. “This is girl talk.”

      “It’s about me, and this is my birthday.”

      “Wow, I did not have you down as a birthday brat. Oh my God, Phoebe, he totally did sprain his wrist to steal your thunder!”

      “See!” Phoebe points at Reid. “We’ve got you.”

      “Christ,” he mutters, sipping his beer.

      “Oh, you’re really staying.”

      “Making me feel awesome on my birthday, Mila, thanks.”

      Laughing, I nudge him, my palm lingering a second too long on his abs. “Fine, birthday boy. I’ll just have to talk about you all day at the spa.”

      “You’re developing an unhealthy obsession.” Tell me about it. “And I did not sprain my own wrist on purpose!”

      I laugh along with Kelly and Phoebe.

      “He did,” Phoebe mouths.

      I reply, “I know.”

      “It’s lovely to have another girl here,” Kelly says.

      Phoebe points at Reid again. “You’re to bring Mila to every family event.”

      “I don’t think I’ll get away with not bringing her in the future.”

      “That’s true, you won’t,” I say in agreement. “I’ll know as well because I’ll see your car pull out of your drive if you try.”

      “You going to constantly watch my house from your window?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll install a camera.”

      He shakes his head, laughing, and his hungry eyes never leave mine.

      It would be so inappropriate to kiss him right now, especially the way I want to kiss him, but, damn, I’m dying to. He’s barely touched me since we got here. I’m a junkie on a comedown.

      He blinks like he’s trying to clear his thoughts.

      “I think Lexie needs changing,” Kelly says. “Can you grab her changing bag, Phoebe?”

      Kelly walks away from the table, towards the bathroom, leaving Phoebe to grab the bag and run after her. She could have taken the baby and the bag.

      “Your mum is subtle…”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “What are you thinking?” I ask, sliding an inch closer to him. He has his legs either side of the bench, facing me. I want to crawl into his lap.

      “I think it’s probably quite clear.” He reaches out and tucks my hair behind my ear. Then, his finger trails along my jaw before he cups my chin. “Jesus, Mila, no one compares.”

      “Reid, we have a very long time until I can curl around you.”

      He swallows hard and drops his hand. “It’s my birthday. I say we ditch this and go to a hotel.”

      “Tempting. I would actually like to be invited back, though.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I like your family. You’re not too bad, either.”

      “Spoken from the heart, huh?”

      “You can’t get rid of me. That should tell you something.”

      I really, really like Reid Walker.
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      The fact that I can’t get rid of her tells me a lot. The fact that I don’t want to tells me even more. We’re right where we need to be: on the cusp of everything.

      “You’re relaxed here,” she says.

      “Mostly. I’m not at home.”

      “You are. There’s something different.”

      Yeah, you. I shrug. “Same old me, Mila.”

      “Literally old. Mid-twenties. You’ll soon be drawing your pension.”

      “You’re not too far behind.”

      “Far enough to tease you,” she says, leaning in.

      I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her closer. Who cares if my family see? According to Phoebe, it’s obvious every time I look at Mila, anyway.

      “You’re really ditching me tomorrow for a spa?” I ask, circling my thumb on a strip of her skin between her jeans and top.

      “I’m sure you’ll cope without me for a while, and I promise to talk solidly the whole way home to make up for it.”

      “Not really the talking I’ll want you to make up for.”

      Laughing, I block her arm when she tries to elbow me. “You’re not getting any tonight.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “I mean it, Reid. I’m not putting out.”

      “You don’t want me to sneak into your room later?”

      Her eyes narrow. “No, thank you.”

      “Okay. I’ll just see you in the morning.”

      “Reid.”

      “Yes, Mila?”

      She sighs. “I want you in my room tonight.”

      “Yes, Mila.”

      She laughs and lowers her eyes. “Going to a hotel so we can be loud tonight sounds good.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Spencer and Indie are getting married in a hotel.”

      “It’s a popular choice.”

      She lifts her gaze, her lip between her teeth. “You could come.”

      “To a wedding I’m not invited to?”

      “Well, that’s the thing…” She takes a sip of prosecco and places the glass on the table.

      “What’s the thing?”

      “Will you give me a second?” She scowls. “Indie and Spencer said that I could invite you. You know, to be my plus one. Maid of honour gets a plus one.”

      “That’s very generous of them.”

      “You twat, you’re not making this easy.”

      “Why is it hard?”

      She frowns like it never actually occurred to her to have a reason for it.

      “It shouldn’t be. It’s not.” Straightening her back, she nods once and adds, “You’re coming to the wedding with me.”

      “There she is,” I say, laughing.

      “Ugh, as if I had a total girly moment. We’re going to share a hotel room. I love the sneaking around, but I just want us to go back to the same place.”

      “Sold.”

      “I thought that would sway it for you.”

      “I was coming before that.”

      “Ha, yes you were, sucker.”

      I’d tell her she doesn’t need to sweeten the deal with nudity, but that doesn’t sound much fun for me.

      “Hey, what time do we need to go back to your parents’ place?”

      “Not until after dinner.”

      “Dinner? We’re eating here?”

      My smile grows. “Yes.”

      “You come here for a drink after brunch, and then back for dinner?”

      “Yes, only we don’t go home. After dinner, we move to a bar down the road.”

      “Your tradition is weird. Reid, it’s not even two in the afternoon yet.”

      “Get comfortable.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Dead serious.” I pull her closer. “Want to come play football? My dad and Callum are still going.”

      She shuffles closer and leans against my chest. “Yes, but can we just sit for a minute first?”

      “Whatever you want,” I reply, resting my chin on the top of her head. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Nowhere else I’d rather be,” she whispers, and I’m not sure if I was supposed to hear that or not.

      It’s the best present I could ask for.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner and the rest of the evening passed quickly. Mila and I sat on Mum’s sofa for two hours after we got home, pretending like we didn’t have things to do.

      I run my finger over the picture of Nan and Grandad on the dresser. They were so happy. I would give anything to remember them like this picture, smiling bright, instead of the last haunting memory I have – her lying on the floor with the step ladder on its side. Him slumped in his seat, still clutching his heart.

      But now it’s almost one a.m., and I’m finally going to her.

      Creeping out of my room, I walk quietly along the hallway. I waited thirty minutes, but I’m not sure if that’s long enough. She knows I’m coming and will likely wait up, even if she tries to go to sleep.

      She’s lying on her side in bed when I reach her room. I quietly close the door behind me and walk towards her. Crawling on her bed, I pull the quilt down.

      Mila rolls onto her back, and her smile makes my stomach clench.

      “Hi, Reid,” she whispers.

      “Hi, yourself. Christ, you’re naked already.”

      “I was going to leave the lace on but I didn’t want anything in the way.” She slides her hands down my sides and pushes my boxers down.

      I groan as her warm hand wraps around my erection.

      “I have your present,” she says.

      My eyes snap shut as she gently pumps me in her hand. “Yeah, like that.”

      “This isn’t your present. It’s on the bedside table.”

      “Later.”

      After giggling when my mouth connects with her neck, she pushes me away and squirms out of my grip. “Down, boy.”

      “You didn’t need to get me anything.”

      I groan when she sits up and flicks the lamp on.

      Her breasts are above the quilt, and it takes me a minute to notice the gift-wrapped flat box she’s holding out.

      “Open it.”

      I take the box from her. She watches with an excitement you rarely see in from the gifter.

      “I can’t imagine what you’re like when it’s your birthday.”

      “I love other people’s just a little bit more. Well, people I like, anyway.”

      I peel open the first corner. “Nice to know I fall into that category.”

      “We’re in bed naked together. You couldn’t guess that I like you?”

      My eyes snap to hers. That’s the first time she’s said those exact words.

      “Reid, you’re the slowest at opening presents!”

      Chuckling, I pull the rest of the paper off. My mouth drops. She’s bought me a black leather notebook with my initials embossed into the front.

      “There’s nothing out there to match how awesome you are, so I went with—”

      I seal my mouth over hers while my heart tries to rip itself out of my chest. The notebook drops out of my hand to reach for her.

      She smiles against my mouth. I grab her hips and pull her onto my lap.

      “I love it. Thank you.”

      We spend the next hour touching, tasting, and feeling. I don’t let go of her hand as I take her over the edge again and again, and she holds on to me like she’s scared I’ll disappear if she doesn’t.
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      In the morning, I leave Mila to get ready in the bathroom while I go downstairs to make coffee—brushing my fingertips over the leather notebook as I go.

      Mum and Lexie are in the kitchen. Lexie is stuffing sliced banana and strips of toast into her mouth with Mum watching on.

      “You’ll put her off her food, staring at her like that.”

      Mum looks up and smiles. “Morning, love.”

      “Dad not up?” I ask, walking over and dropping a kiss on the top of my niece’s head.

      “Not yet. Lexie had us up from two until four last night. I’m surprised you didn’t hear… you know, since you were sleeping in the room next to ours.”

      Oh, she knows. I smile and walk past them to the coffee machine.

      “I bet Callum and Phoebe are still asleep. What time are they coming back?” I ask.

      “I told them not to rush. It’s not the first time Lexie has had a sleepover, so Phoebe is no longer texting me every three minutes and turning up on the doorstep at six in the morning. Is Mila up?”

      I start the coffee machine and turn to her, leaning against the counter. She’s watching me with her eyebrows raised and lips pursed. I know that expression. It’s the same one she used through my teens whenever she was waiting for me to own up to something.

      “She’s getting ready.”

      “Hmm, is she?”

      I look up at the ceiling. “Spit it out, Mum.”

      She claps her hands together. “I heard your door open late at night. Did you go to her? Are you together? She’s such a lovely girl, Reid, and I see the way she looks at you, too.”

      “Slow down.”

      “I can’t. Have you told her how you feel?”

      “Not all of it. Jesus. Don’t say anything.”

      “I won’t, but you should. Oh, honey. I understand that you’re scared. There’s a lot to unravel here, especially with Grandad, but if you have the chance for happiness, I want you to take it. He would want you to take it.”

      The mention of my grandparents injects a fresh shot of guilt into my veins. “I’m okay with that. Well, no, I’m not, but I don’t associate Mila with that day. None of that was her fault.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I wish you’d forgive yourself because it wasn’t your fault, either.”

      I rub my forehead. “I should have been there.”

      “Reid…”

      I shake my head. “It’s okay, Mum. I know he wouldn’t blame me. Every time I think about that day, I can hear his voice telling me not to carry something like that around with me. He wouldn’t want me to blame myself. I do it anyway. Maybe there’s nothing I could have done… but maybe there was. We’ll never know, and I have to live with that.”

      Her shoulders fall. “He loved you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I loved him, too.”

      “You love Mila.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “What would Grandad say about that?”

      I laugh, shaking my head as I picture him in front of me, irate that I’m taking so long. “He would tell me that I’m wasting time.”

      “And he would be right. Your dad would say the same.”

      I grab three mugs from the cupboard, since Mum doesn’t have one. Lexie has a choice of milk or water.

      “Dad has said the same.”

      “No one resents her, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I freeze, my finger hovering above the ‘start’ button.

      Mum doesn’t wait for me to reply. “What happened was horrible, but he had a heart attack, Reid. You couldn’t have stopped that. No one blames you. I spoke to Uncle Graham, and he thinks you should go for it, too.”

      Uncle Graham is the one who properly introduced me to books after Nan’s death. He’d just lost his mum, but he was still more concerned about me. I’ve seen two dead bodies and loved them both.

      “I love you all for that. I’d hate to think that anyone wouldn’t accept her because of that.”

      Mum laughs quietly. “It’s impossible not to fall for her, isn’t it?”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Be happy, Reid.”

      “I am.”

      I make three coffees, and that’s when Mila walks into the room. She doesn’t come for me first. She says morning to Mum and then sits next to Lexie. Damn, I love that.

      I carry the coffees over and take a seat next to her at the table that’s far too big for our family.

      “Morning,” I say.

      She wraps her hands around the mug. “Morning, Reid.”

      I watch Mum roll her eyes as we pretend that we haven’t spent the night together.

      “Oh, that looks so yummy, Lexie,” Mila says, handing her another slice of toast.

      Lexie grins and take it from Mila. If I’d tried that, she probably would have thrown it and burst into tears.

      “If you’ve got Lex, I’m going to start our breakfast. Mila, do you like omelettes?”

      Her cheeks turn pink, and I know she’s thinking about when I made them after our first night together. “I love them. Do you need a hand?”

      “No, you sit. Lexie will only scream with Reid, anyway.”

      “Oh, girl, you have got to start loving your Uncle Reid,” Mila coos, handing Lexie a bottle of milk. “He’s actually pretty cool.”

      “Actually?”

      She turns to me, trying not to smile. So, there was a time that I was uncool to her. That’s great to know.

      Her shoulder lifts in a lazy shrug. “Well, you know.”

      “I don’t.”

      Mum laughs in the background.

      “You don’t know? For real?”

      “Mila, you’ve lost me. Are you going to start making sense soon?”

      “I always make sense. It’s not my fault that you don’t always understand.”

      I take a breath. I love and hate it when she does this. “Mind explaining it then?”

      She shrugs, and her cheeks turn pink again. “Before we started hanging out, how many times did you come and talk to me?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “I do. Well, kind of. My memory isn’t that great. We had one conversation.”

      Two. I played it cool, but I do know this.

      “Mila, you would walk straight up to the devil himself and tell him to turn the heating down. You never came to me first.”

      “You were…”

      “Wow, is this going to be another ego hit?”

      She laughs and sips her coffee. “No. You’ve always been the super-hot neighbour, but you were so locked away. Believe it or not, I don’t go up to people who look like they want the whole world to leave them alone. Unless I’m drunk. If I’ve had too much wine, no one is safe.”

      “I’ve been that unapproachable?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “See, love, I told you to get out a bit more,” Mum calls from the oven where she’s pouring eggs into a pan.

      “Yes, thank you, Mum.”

      “I don’t think you’re a stuck-up dick now.”

      Mum laughs out loud.

      “Wonderful.”

      She bites her lip, smiling up at me. There’s nothing in her expression but hunger now.

      “You asked.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Lexie, does the floor really need your banana?” Mila says, jumping up and picking the slice that’s about to be thrown from Lexie’s hand. “Okay, I think you’re done, huh?”

      I’m about to get up and clean her, but Mila clearly has it covered. Before I can move, she’s picked the banana up and is pulling a wipe out of the packet to clean Lexie.

      She’s a natural.

      “You have any babies in the family, Mila?” Mum asks.

      “No, but babies and kids let you know exactly how they feel, no punches held back, and I feel that.”

      Her eyes flick to me before her attention is back on wiping mushed banana off of Lexie’s cheek. I have a feeling that when it comes to me, she’s not as straight up as with everything else in her life. It’s not like I can call her out on it, either. I’m no better.

      I still can’t tell her that I love her.
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      I can’t remember the last time I went to a spa. How ridiculous is that? Hotties giving you massages and a bar full of cocktails. It’s the best thing ever invented.

      Kelly, Phoebe, and I are wrapped up in soft white robes—so it’ll be obvious when I spill my pornstar martini down myself later—and walking towards the pool.

      It smells like expensive oils mixed with chlorine.

      I hold my cocktail in my hand and follow them to the reclining deckchairs. Some weirdos are swimming lengths of the pool.

      They must not know about the bar.

      “So, Mila,” Phoebe says once she’s sitting down.

      “Yeah?”

      “You and Reid?”

      “What about us?” That’s right, I’m not going to make this easy.

      “You said that you’re over your ex.”

      Oh, we’re going about it this way. She’s changed direction, coming in from the back entrance. It’s plain to see what she’s asking, so she may as well cut straight to the point. Phoebe wants to know if I have feelings for her brother.

      Obviously, I do. I mean… duh!

      I really like him.

      I shake my head, my heart pounding. I hold my glass like it’s about to shatter.

      These feelings are normal, right? He’s my friend, and we’re having the best sex of my life. Wouldn’t it be weird if I didn’t like him? But there’s a lot more to it than that. I feel it growing inside me, multiplying every time I’m around him or every time I think about him. It’s like knowing something big is about to happen but having no idea when. The calm before the most beautiful thunderstorm lights up the whole sky.

      “Mila?” Phoebe says, leaning forward to get in my line of sight.

      “Yeah, sorry. Liam. I’m over him, yeah.”

      “That’s good.”

      “It’s not easy letting go of your first love, even if you’re no longer in love with them. I spent a long time being scared. Eventually the fear of us both living a lie and regretting each other outweighed my fear of being alone.”

      “You’re scared of being alone?” Phoebe asks. I hear the slight hysteria in her voice as she asks around the question she really wants to put to me.

      “I was but being alone has changed me so much. I’ve grown a lot, and I’m looking forward to my future. One where I don’t have to slot into someone else’s carefully planned out life. I don’t need a man to be successful.”

      “Good for you,” she replies, raising her glass. “So you and Reid are just friends?”

      She would be great at hosting quiz games on the telly.

      “Ah! What, Mum? I’m only asking!”

      I drop my hand and turn to them. Kelly retracts her arm from where she hit Phoebe.

      Good. Kelly got a whack in.

      “We’re still just friends for now. We’ve been spending a lot of time together, which has honestly been the best time of my life. Do not tell him that!” They both laugh. “Right now, I’m happy with how things are. We both want to see where this goes and let it happen naturally. Neither of us are looking elsewhere. Besides, he’s probably going to want a break from me after a full-on weekend.”

      Phoebe clears her throat. “No.”

      Kelly smiles wider. “He said that you started coming over pretty much as soon as you two began talking.”

      “Yeah.” I wince at the memory. “I didn’t give him much choice. As soon as I knew that he works from home sometimes and all of those books were right across the road, I couldn’t help myself.”

      It was an instant addiction. Like the first time you taste bacon.

      “God, you two are perfect,” Phoebe mutters.

      “He seems to get me. I can talk about anything and he listens. He has this way of drawing all of your secrets out. I’ve told him so much more than I’ve told anyone else.”

      “He’s always been like that. He smiles, and you just find yourself spilling your deepest, darkest fears. My brother is a great listener.”

      I take a big swig of my cocktail, thankful that it all went in my mouth and I’m not wearing any. “We talk a lot. He said he started reading when he was ten.” As I say the words, I want to jump into the pool and hide. Whatever his reason for picking up a book, it’s something that he should tell me himself.

      Kelly’s eyes drop. “That’s right.”

      Oh God, what happened? I started reading when I was about eight, and that was because I couldn’t handle my emotions after Hugo was in a car accident with his friend and the mate’s parents. I remember Mum and Dad getting the call and panicking. I was convinced that he’d died. Thankfully, he was only a little shaken, but from that day, I knew how easily bad things could happen.

      I had therapy in school. Once a week, I would go and speak to Mrs Lane about all the things that troubled me, and we’d pick apart which ones were worth my worry. Then, she would talk about how to deal with them and file them away.

      I worried about everything, from big things like my family dying, to little things like losing my snack money. About two months in, she started giving me books to read—fiction novels where the characters overcome a whole host of issues. I devoured them and kept going. I’m not saying books are miracles—I kept talking to her until I left primary school—but they’re pretty much little bound miracles.

      “I wasn’t much younger than Reid. The only thing my two brothers ever read is the TV listing.”

      Kelly smiles sadly. “Reid is strong in almost every way, but sometimes it takes him a while to open up. Give him that time, Mila. Please.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      “Where did you and Callum meet, Phoebe?” I ask.

      My heart is beating too hard, doing the thump of shame in my chest. That wasn’t my place to ask. We didn’t all start reading because we need it for a particular reason. Some just enjoy it.

      Not all of us are saved by words on a page. But was Reid?
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      After the best weekend on record – all of the records, I’m calling it – being home feels flat. It’s like arriving home after a holiday. I’ve gone from a solid weekend with Reid, waking up beside him, to today where all I’ve done is long for yesterday.

      His family didn’t say a thing when we turned handsy halfway through the first day. I didn’t miss how much that seemed to please Kelly.

      Now it’s late afternoon, and I’m done with uni for the day.

      I walk towards the car park with a skip in my step. I’m meeting up with the girls to shop. As I approach Hilda, I freeze.

      Are my eyes broken? It can’t be.

      Unfortunately, I don’t need to hit up the opticians because I can clearly see Liam leaning against my car.

      What the hell is he doing here? Has a year passed, and I didn’t realise?

      I’ve not heard anything from him since I ran into him in the bar, so why is he here now? Maybe something’s up. God, I hope his family are okay.

      I shake my hands and walk towards him.

      He looks up as I get close.

      Pushing off my car, he takes a few steps. I stop because I don’t think we need to be right on top of each other.

      I look at him now and although I’ll admit he’s still handsome, he doesn’t hold anything on Reid.

      “What are you doing here? Is everyone okay?” I ask.

      “Everyone’s fine. You didn’t text me back.”

      “What? That was ages ago, Liam, and we’re not supposed to.”

      “I didn’t think you’d ignore me.”

      “You said a year. What are you doing here?”

      “You’re hostile. Why?”

      How long will the migraine take to hit? “I’m confused. If nothing is wrong, why have you turned up at my uni?”

      “Can we go somewhere and talk?”

      “Where? About what?”

      “To get a coffee. Please?”

      I’m seeing Reid. There’s no way I’m going anywhere with my ex.

      “We can talk here.”

      His eyes tighten. “Why can’t we go to a café? One quick drink.”

      “We can talk here,” I repeat.

      “Mila, you don’t need to be difficult about this.”

      “It’s a bad idea.”

      “You want to have this conversation in a car park?”

      “It’s the car park or not at all. I’m fine with not at all, so the choice is yours.”

      I don’t want to be a bitch to him, but he’s not my main concern anymore. I’m not going anywhere more private with him because I’m not willing to risk messing things up with Reid.

      He folds his arms and his face tints red. “Fine. Here it is.”

      “So… what’s going on? You said everyone was okay.”

      “I wanted to see you.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what? We were together for a long time, I can’t just flip a switch and not care, not want to talk to you.”

      Groaning, I put my head in my hands. “No, Liam.”

      “Mila.”

      I drop my arms. “Please don’t do this. I thought you’d moved on. You had a date in the bar.”

      “That doesn’t mean I stopped loving you.”

      “I think I should leave.”

      I go to step around him, but he blocks me with his arm. “No, wait. Two minutes, please. I know where I was going wrong. I see that now. God, I’ve been stupid, and I should have never got so complacent. We can try again. I promise you that I’ll be present. We’ll go out and do more of what you want. Hell, come on nights out with my friends, if that makes you happy.”

      Reid makes me happy.

      “I’m sorry, Liam.”

      “Don’t say that. The woman in the bar was one date. I haven’t moved on.”

      I take a breath. “Where is this coming from? Why now?”

      He kicks a stone on the floor. “I was looking through some old photos of us. It was a shock, you know, realising what I’ve lost? It hit me all at once.”

      “I’m sorry, Liam, but I can’t do this.”

      His face falls like he cannot comprehend what I’m saying.

      “Mila.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve moved on,” I repeat.

      He steps to the side as I walk past and get into my car. I almost stall it as I shove it into first gear and pull away.

      My heart sinks to my toes. I don’t like being cruel to him, but I had to be clear. He can’t keep popping back into my life. Now he knows that there’s no chance for us.

      I need to forget that happened and focus on wedding stuff.

      Indie’s home from LA and finished with her last patient, and Wren managed to get off an hour early. I arrive at the dress shop and greet Wren and Indie with a hug. Liam melts away.

      “Thanks for being here,” Indie says.

      “Duh. I want my maid of honour dress,” I reply.

      Wren rolls her eyes. “We’re both bridesmaids, Mila.”

      “Sure, babe,” I say.

      The store has our measurements and has set aside dresses that Indie said she liked.

      “This one?” Indie says, trying to be funny. She holds the awful gown up. It’s pink lace and big sleeves.

      “If you make me wear a dress with puffy sleeves, I’m going to object when the registrar asks,” I warn.

      Laughing, she lets go of the pink monstrosity on the hanger and moves on, leaving us while she flicks through the options.

      Wren shakes her head. “I’m so glad I was too pissed to care what anyone wore at my wedding.”

      “You didn’t have anyone at your wedding,” I remind her.

      She rolls her eyes. “Let’s not start this again, Mila.”

      “You should renew your vows.”

      “Hell no. All this planning is such a pain in the arse.”

      I nod in agreement. It does seem like a lot of effort. “Indie has been flat out working and planning, and Spence just tells her to get whatever she wants.”

      “She hates that.”

      “Who hates their man wanting to give them whatever they want? That chick is weird.”

      “We all know you’d love that. How was your weekend with your non-boyfriend Reid?”

      “No need for that, though, is there? The weekend was great. His family are awesome, and if you don’t stop smirking, Wren, I’m going to suffocate you with that puffy dress.”

      She laughs and wraps her arm around my neck. “Oh, Mila. Tell me all about it. How is Reid?”

      “He’s good.”

      “I’m going to need more than that.”

      “I love you, Wren, but you’re proper annoying.”

      “Aw, now you know how you were when I was going through the Brody stuff.”

      “I was calm, respectful, and helpful.”

      “You told me to have sex with him.”

      “You’d already had hot, drunken sex with him! Who can blame me for telling you to drop your pants and ride that donkey again?”

      “Can I help you?” the middle-aged owner asks.

      Wren presses her lips together and ducks her head.

      I know it will be a fatal error if I make eye contact with her now.

      Hold it together.

      “We’re with our friend. Indie Croft? You just met her,” I say, curling my hands into fists.

      She blinks twice. Her name tag reads Janet, and she looks like she wants to throw us out onto the street.  “Wonderful. Shall we join Indie?”

      Clenching my jaw, I nod. She’s judging us. I feel like I’m back in school when the teachers would tell me off for talking all the damn time. They’d move me over to someone else and I’d just talk to that person, too.

      We giggle like schoolgirls while we follow Janet.

      Wren nudges my arm. “How was your donkey’s performance this weekend?”

      My cheeks heat at the memory of how many times I’ve had him inside me, and the look in his eyes when he loses control. He’s insatiable, and I’m loving every second of being adored by his body.

      “The donkey is outstanding.”

      She laughs. “I really like him, Mila. He’s good for you. Anyone who can make you smile this much is great with me.”

      “Back off, you’re married.”

      She rolls her sparkly blue eyes.

      “Indie, how are you getting on?” Janet asks her.

      “I love these ones,” she says, holding up two pale sage dresses that would show off a bit of cleavage and sit around knee-length.

      “It’s gorgeous,” Wren says, taking it from Indie.

      “No hideous, football-shaped sleeves. Nice call.”

      “Those are coming back in,” Janet informs me with a rather snippy tone.

      I scoff. “Well, they should have died in the eighties.”

      Indie gives me the look she’s perfected over the years. I’m to stop talking now. But it’s okay for Janet to keep dishing out the attitude.

      “Do you want us to try them on?” I ask.

      “Yes, but you two look gorgeous in everything.”

      Wren and I take a dress each and head behind the curtain.

      I strip. “I can’t believe our little Indie is getting married.”

      “You’re the only one left now, spinster.”

      “Are you going for dick of the year or something?”

      She laughs and shimmies out of her jeans. “Marry Reid.”

      “He does practically live in a library.”

      “And he has a big cock,” she adds. “Right?”

      She damn well better not have ever seen his cock. I nod. “Absolutely no complaints here at all. He doesn’t talk much about his family.”

      “Where did that come from? And weren’t you just with his family?”

      “It’s been on my mind a bit. I’m not talking about his parents and sister. There were no grandparents there to celebrate. I know he has an uncle because he was the one who got him into books. He didn’t tell me much, though. He’s a bit shady when it comes to details. I don’t know; maybe I’m overthinking.”

      “You two aren’t together so maybe he’s just not opened up completely.”

      “What you’re saying is he doesn’t owe me anything…”

      “Well, no. But I mean that maybe it’s not something he would open up to with a friend, anyway.”

      “Yeah, maybe. It’s none of my business.”

      She steps into the dress. “How much did it hurt you to say that?”

      “Ugh, so much. I just want to know everything. Is that so much to ask?”

      “You’re the type of person to read all of the comments in someone’s Facebook rant.”

      Doesn’t everyone do that?

      “Are you two dressed?” Indie asks from beyond the curtain.

      “Almost,” I say, grabbing my phone. Wren and I pose in front of the mirror, and I take our selfie. “Such a shame we couldn’t do this for your wedding—”

      “Because I got married without you,” she finishes, rolling her eyes again.

      We walk out of the changing room and twirl together.

      “Oh my God!” Indie claps her hands. “You are both so beautiful.”

      “We rock these. Get them!” I say, linking arms with Wren.

      “I agree, and I can’t wait to cry through your entire ceremony.”

      I bet she does, too.

      Indie buys the dresses, and we head to a restaurant for dinner.

      “This was the last thing on your list, right?” I ask her.

      We’ve been involved in a few things, but planning a wedding happens a lot quicker when you drop your movie star fiancé’s name every now and again. Whatever Indie wants, she gets. I’ve not even had to shout at anyone on her behalf yet. That disappoints me a little bit.

      “I’m so happy, guys,” she says as we order a round of cosmopolitans.

      “You deserve all that happiness in the world.”

      She smiles over at me. “So do you, Mila.”

      Happiness is something I thought would be a way off. There was a lot of growing I needed to do, and I didn’t think I could be at peace until the other parts of my life were in place. Shouldn’t I have waited to get close to Reid once I’d moved out or finished uni?

      The universe can spring someone on you at any moment and it throws you way off. There is no perfect time to find your person. There is no perfect time for love. You just have to leap.
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      I close the door of Reid’s car, and my teeth instantly chatter.

      The weather is winter through and through. Frost sits on every surface, but the sun is shining bright and making the hotel grounds glisten. It’s rather beautiful. Reid walks around the car and grabs our bags.

      “I like you in a suit. It’s very hot. You should wear one in the office. Wait, don’t do that. No one would ever get anything done.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re ridiculous.”

      I check him out for the millionth time this morning. Every time I look at him, I get this flip in my stomach that won’t go away. I want to glue myself to him so that we’re never apart. That would get kind of messy when we’re old and one of us dies first, but that’s the level of insanity I have reached.

      I walk into the beautiful hotel beside Reid. It’s even prettier than the pictures Indie showed me. It’s the perfect mix of casual and formal.

      Reid checks us in because he insisted on changing and paying for the room. My original booking was a double but whatever.

      “Tell me you got the best suite,” I ask of him as we make our way up the rustic oak staircase, towards our room.

      “Yeah, I booked the honeymoon suite before Spencer and Indie could. You snooze, you lose, right?”

      I roll my eyes and try not to smile. “You’re the only one who finds you funny, Reid. All right, let’s get to our budget, hostel-style room.”

      He chuckles and stops by a door. He’s holding my bridesmaid dress in his hand. I have all the other things we need in my small suitcase.

      Our clothes are touching. It’s feels intimate to me, which is ridiculous considering I spend a large portion of our time together wrapped around him.

      “This is us,” he says and opens the door.

      I walk in first, and my eyes zoom from corner to corner of the room. It’s beautiful, with a massive, rustic oak bed. There’s a theme with this hotel. It has a seating area with a huge TV and coffee machine. The bathroom also has a jacuzzi bath and double shower.

      “I take it back,” I say.

      “I’m having you in that shower later,” he says. The door clicks shut behind us.

      “Keep talking like that and we won’t make it to later. Is there a Do Not Disturb sign we can hang? Can I get one that says Go away, I’m doing Reid Walker?”

      His face is a picture of amusement, but I bet he’s considering making one. I wasn’t joking. “You need to meet Indie. The ceremony is in two hours.”

      “That’s ages away.”

      “She was very specific with her schedule on the phone last night.”

      I was cuddled up on Reid’s sofa while on the phone to Indie. She went over everything three times. “Fine. I’ll keep my hands to myself until after the ceremony.”

      “We have a couple of hours between the dinner and the evening. You can be as handsy as you need to be then.”

      “You like me handsy.”

      “Like is underplaying it, but sure.”

      He takes the next step like I knew he would. We meet in the middle. I watch with a racing heart as his hand rises. His fingertips brush gently along my breastbone and up around my neck. He cups the side of my face, his breathing ragged.

      “Damn, I love it when you do that,” I whisper, my skin prickling.

      “You should go,” he says. His lips part and his eyes drop to my mouth.

      “No one is leaving this room if you keep giving me those horny eyes, Reid.”

      “These are my eyes for you. Get used to it.”

      “I already have. Look away and step to the side.”

      With a chuckle, he bows his head and sidesteps me. “I’ll see you at the ceremony, Mila.”

      His hand falls away.

      “You’ll be okay on your own? You won’t get lost?”

      “I think I’ll manage.” He smirks.

      I grab my dress from the hanger by the door and walk past him, trying not to laugh at his refusal to look at me. It’s a good call, though. Any longer and we’d be in bed.

      Today, my focus needs to be on Indie and Spencer. Tonight is all about Reid and me.

      I take the stairs down to the first floor and look for Indie’s room. Spencer walks around the corner, followed by Jared.

      “Wow, movie star, you scrub up well.”

      Spencer smiles and rakes his hand through the waves of his hair. “Good of you to make it, Mila.”

      I hold my finger up. “I’m not late, not even by Indie’s standards. Besides, sex with Reid is way too good to be early.”

      He laughs. “Glad you’re finally getting laid properly.”

      “Thanks. Hey, just for the record, before you put a ring on it, if you hurt her, I will kill you. It won’t be quick and painless, either. I have a lot of ideas from the Saw movies. Got it?”

      With a little salute, he backs up. “Loud and clear. Tell my girl I’ll see her soon.”

      “Yeah… I’m telling her you shaved your eyebrows off last night.”

      “Mila Thomas, if you dare.”

      “Later, Spence.”

      He swears when I walk off, but it only makes me laugh.

      Indie and Wren are sitting down on a sofa when I walk through the door, each with a glass of prosecco. There are two open bottles on the table, but neither are empty.

      “You’re getting married!” I shout.

      They both startle, their heads whipping in my direction. They’re a blur of blonde and brown.

      “Jesus,” Wren mutters.

      “I just saw Spence. He looks so happy,” I tell them, flopping down on the sofa.

      “He’s not nervous?” Indie asks, sitting forwards.

      She looks stunning and she’s not even ready yet. She’s siting in her pyjamas with her hair in a bun on the top of her head, but her cheeks have colour. Her whole face is smiling.

      “Glad you could make it.” Wren wiggles her eyebrows like she knows why I’m late, even though I’m not bloody late.

      I ignore her and respond to Indie. “Nah, he knows you’re a total catch. He’s not scared of marrying you.”

      “I can’t wait to have his surname.”

      I throw my hands up. “Surname? That’s what you’re focusing on? Dude, you’re almost legally entitled to his millions!”

      They both laugh, and Wren pours me a drink. “Have this, you romantic.”

      “Are we starting to get ready or what?”

      “After a drink. Spencer might not be nervous but I sure am. It’s weird… having no family.”

      “What are we? Some stand ins you pulled from off the street?” I add under my breath, “Like Wren and Brody did.”

      They both ignore the second part. “You know what I mean, Mila.”

      Wren places her hand on Indie’s. “Family isn’t always blood. It’s who’s going to fight for you and have your back. Your tribe may be small, but there’s nothing in this world we wouldn’t do for you.”

      “That’s true. I’d totally bury a body and clean a crime scene for you, babe.”

      Indie side-eyes me. “Thanks. I love you guys, and I’m so grateful that you’ve always been there. Even when I was hiding so much, you stuck by me. You’re better than blood.”

      My eyes well with tears. “Fuck’s sake. You’ve not even put the dress on yet and I’m crying.”

      Indie and Wren laugh and wipe their tears away.

      “I can’t wait for you and Spence to have beautiful babies. I’m going to need a girls’ holiday before that happens. That goes for you, too, Wren. No mini Brodys until we’ve sat on a beach drinking cocktails for a week.”

      “Oh, children are a way off. I have a feeling your wedding will be abroad, and I want to be kid-free,” Indie replies.

      “Don’t wait for me.”

      “What actually is the deal with you and Reid?” Wren asks.

      “We’re friends.”

      She nods. “But what’s the deal?”

      Laughing quietly, I sip my prosecco. “We’re seeing how things go… and excluding anyone else.”

      “You want to be with him.”

      “More than anything,” I admit. “We pretty much already are, you know? In every way that matters, anyway. I really like him, guys.”

      Wren’s squeal makes Indie and me wince. “I’m so happy and excited for this.”

      “Great. Anyway, we need to get this bride ready for her husband.”

      “I can’t believe this is the day I’m marrying Spencer,” she whispers as if she literally cannot believe it.

      There is nothing surprising or strange about it. They belong together like gin and tonic. They’re beyond perfect, and anyone can see how in love they are.

      “I’m so happy for you, Indie,” I say. “Now, get up or you’re going to be late marrying him!”

      Her face beams, and she puts her empty glass on the table. “The hairdressers and make-up artists will be here any minute.”

      Wren pats her cheeks. “I’m glad you booked them so I didn’t have to worry about making my face—”

      “Do not finish that sentence, blonde beauty. You look like a fucking model,” I interrupt.

      Indie takes a deep breath when there’s a knock on the door.

      It’s time to get her ready.
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      I’m sitting at the front of the room with Brody, as per our instructions, on the chairs that are reserved for the wedding party. The room is filled with roses and fairy lights. Spencer is standing at the front with Jared, rocking back and forth on his heels.

      He doesn’t look nervous. He looks impatient.

      Spencer can’t wait to marry his bride.

      There have probably been tens of thousands of weddings taken place here.

      “Do you know if their dresses are short?” Brody asks.

      “Would you let a long dress stop you?”

      He chuckles. “No. Wren and I have a thing about having sex at weddings. This one will be no exception.”

      I crane my neck to see over the top of the small crowd behind us. Mila’s nowhere to be seen yet. “You should probably wait until after the ceremony to add this wedding to your list.”

      “She’d kill me if I tried anything in here. Wren might look like an angel, but fuck me, she’s not.”

      “I’m trying to picture what Mila would do. Probably break one of my bones.”

      “That chick is wild. I almost slept with her before I got with Wren.”

      What the fuck?

      My heart stops. I snap my head in his direction and clench my jaw.

      He laughs. “That’s a lie, but Wren wanted to find out how you really feel about Mila. I guess now we know.”

      “Fuck’s sake,” I reply, slouching in the seat.

      He smirks. “Look, this is off the record or it’ll go to her head, but Mila is a good friend to Wren—to anyone she cares about, actually. She deserves better than that other dick whose name I can’t remember. If you’re not serious, walk away.”

      “I’m serious,” I say, looking him dead in the eye.

      “Good. The girl is like family. The weird one you can’t get rid of, but still family.”

      I love that she has people who care about her enough to have this talk with me.

      “She’s not someone you walk away from.”

      He snorts. “Literally. She keeps coming back.”

      I laugh, abruptly stopping when the music begins. Spencer straightens and takes a deep breath.

      I turn just in time to see Mila and Wren walking down the aisle together, both beaming. My eyes don’t leave Mila. She walks with confidence, owning the whole room. She looks over as she passes, and her smile grows.

      That one was for me.

      Her sage dress is knee-length. The material is tight around her chest and waist, like a delicate, tailored gift-wrap I can’t wait to unzip later. Her full lips are in a permanent smile; her eyes bright. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.

      Brody is slightly less subtle when checking Wren out. It’s plain for everyone to see that he’s picturing slipping that dress off or lifting the skirt of it up.

      They reach the front and Mila high fives Spencer before joining us on the front row.

      “Hi,” she whispers.

      “You’re stunning.”

      Mila’s smile is blinding.

      Her hand finds mine, and she leans against my arm. Her eyes are on Indie and Spencer, though. Indie has just reached Spencer at the front. He steps forward to kiss her, jumping the gun, but no one can blame him.

      Mila is bouncing in her seat. She’s barely containing her excitement. It’s not often that I see someone so happy for another person.

      It’s hard to focus on the wedding when Mila is squeezing my hand.

      Indie says her vows with emotion in her throat and tears in her eyes.

      Spencer isn’t any more composed. I assumed I would get married one day, but that’s as far as I got with the thought. Being at a wedding with someone… well, that’s different entirely.

      Mila dabs her eyes when Indie and Spencer exchange rings.

      “I do,” Indie says.

      Mila whispers, “Yeah, she does.” Her hand in mine squeezes harder.

      “I’m pleased to introduce Mr and Mrs Lowe.”

      I stand with Mila and the other guests. We clap, and Indie and Spencer remove their mouths from one another’s as they turn to walk down the aisle.

      Mila looks over at me and bites her lip.

      Is she thinking the same as me? That, maybe one day, we’ll be where Spencer and Indie are.
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        * * *

      

      At eight p.m., it’s time to go to the ballroom. Mila and I walk downstairs. Her hand slips into mine the way it’s been doing all day, and she pulls me towards the venue room, presumably towards the bar.

      “They’ll let us in even if we’re late, Mila.”

      She bumps my arm with her shoulder. “I want to get you drunk. I’ve not seen it yet.”

      “Ah, that’s your plan.”

      “I’ve seen calm Reid and animal-in-bed Reid. I want more. I want to see all the versions of you. I’m greedy, and I won’t apologise for it.”

      Yeah, I want more, too.

      “Really?”

      She spins around so she’s facing me, and I stop before I fall into her. “Yep, show me it all.”

      “I will if you will.”

      At this point, I’m certain we’re having two different conversations.

      “It’s a deal,” she replies.

      I don’t know how much she’s really willing to give me, but I know she’s given me the most so far. I want to tell her everything, I really do, but it’s a sensitive subject, and I don’t want her blaming herself.

      Which she will.

      Pulling her closer, I wrap my arm around her back so she can’t move. “Have I told you recently how stunning you look?”

      Her eyes glow. “I think it’s been at least five minutes.”

      “Damn it, I’m such an arsehole.”

      “You say it a lot more than anyone else ever has.”

      “Everyone else must be blind. Are you planning on getting drunk tonight?”

      “Are you trying to ask the dumbest question?”

      Smirking, I reply, “I thought as much. What’s your drink of choice, little pisshead? Champagne? Gin?”

      “Spencer is serving the best champagne, so that for sure. I’m going to pretend I’m rich and famous for the night. I might even see if I can get photographed with smudged make-up and the hem of my dress up tucked into my underwear.”

      “Classy girl. I like it.”

      We stop at the open bar and order two champagnes.

      “Are those both for me or are you drinking it?”

      “I can be rich and famous for the night, too.”

      Her eyes widen. “Hell yes! We should cause a scandal and have sex against this bar.”

      I lift my eyebrow. “Scandal or felony?”

      The barman hands us our glasses, and we thank him.

      “Fine, I’ll be good.” She pouts, and my stomach clenches.

      “I haven’t ruled out felony. Don’t be good.”

      “Hmm, I hear you like naughty Mila.”

      “Can we stop talking. This is already going to be a long night, having to watch you walk around in that tight dress.”

      “You don’t have to watch.”

      “I’ve never been very good at looking anywhere else. Wren and Brody are at that table. Shall we join then?”

      “Totally. I love that you get on with them. All of my favourite people together. It’s the best. Know what else is the best? Cake, champagne, and sin, all of which I can tick off tonight.”

      “Which sin are you thinking about?”

      “I’ll probably rain check the murder.”

      “Right, we’ll save that for another day.”

      “Hey,” Wren says when Mila sits beside her.

      “Loving the hair being down, babe,” Mila says. “Didn’t you have time to put it back after an afternoon of screwing Brody’s brains out?”

      She laughs, and Brody shakes his head.

      “And you think I can’t tell that your hair isn’t quite how the stylist did it this morning?”

      Wren has her there. She no longer looks like she just walked out of a salon. She looks like she’s just walked out of my bedroom.

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

      “Sure, you don’t. You look like you’ve had sex. Very good sex.”

      “She has,” I confirm, and Mila turns to me with a wide grin.

      I don’t get a playful slap like I expected. Instead, she presses her lips together and leans closer to me as if she can’t be more than a few inches away.
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      “You have your own bottle?” I ask Wren as she pours herself another glass of champagne.

      “And I’m not sharing. Go get your own.”

      “I held your hair back when you were throwing up after our first taste of vodka. I’ve patted your back when you were acting ridic over Brody. I’ve put your boob back in your bikini top at the beach when you didn’t realise it was out. Where is the love, huh?”

      “Her boob did what?” Brody asks.

      I hold my finger up. “No one was talking to you.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Always a pleasure, Mila. Tell me about my wife’s boobs.”

      “Brody!” Wren backhands his chest.

      “It was no biggie,” I tell him. “I’m sure you’ve seen them more times than the entire beach that day.”

      “It was not the entire beach! Let’s go to the bathroom, Mila.”

      “You’re a big girl now, Wren, I’m sure you can find it.”

      “Get up and follow me to the bathroom,” she says with a fake smile.

      Okay.

      I don’t look at Reid because I know he will be smirking.

      I follow Wren into the bathroom and fold my arms.

      “What’s going on? Is it about the boob thing? Because Brody isn’t mad. That was, like, five years ago, and you have very nice boobs, so I don’t know why you’re worried about—”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Fuck off!” My mouth falls open. “Seriously? Are you sure? Haven’t you been drinking? You can do that anymore! It isn’t the seventies now.”

      “Slow down,” she laughs. “We found out last week, and I’ve been drinking alcohol-free sparkling wine since. It’s not a great substitute but it makes me feel like an adult still. Why else do you think I’ve had my own bottles?”

      “Well, I just thought you were prepared, as well as being a borderline alcoholic like the rest of us. Pregnant! Oh my God, Wren!” I jump at her, wrapping her and the baby into a big hug. “You broke our pact, but I can’t be mad. This is awesome. I’m so excited for you. Are you happy? How is Brody?”

      She laughs, her arms pinned by my side. “You’re probably squishing the baby.”

      “Oh.” I pull away, wincing. “Answer my questions.”

      “Erm, okay. So, yeah, I’m surprised. The pill isn’t a guarantee, by the way. We’d planned on having kids, but it was a ‘one day we’ll have them’ kind of plan. It took a couple of days to get my head straight and accept that it’s happening way sooner than we’d planned. But, yeah, we’re happy.”

      “Wow!”

      “Definitely wow. Brody’s been amazing. He’s already telling me not to lift things, though. That’s going to drive me crazy.”

      “Brody as a dad…”

      “I know,” she says, grinning. “I have no idea what to do with a baby.”

      “They’re tiny. You’ll be fine. And I’m obviously going to be her godmother, right?”

      “Might be a boy, but obviously. You and Indie.”

      “Who knows?”

      “Me, Brody, and now you. We’re waiting until the first scan to tell our families and everyone else, but you and Indie don’t count.”

      “Damn straight, we don’t. When are you telling Indie?”

      “In a couple of days. I’m not hijacking her wedding. No one deserves this day all to themselves more than her.”

      “Agree with you there. Wren, I’m so happy for you. Auntie Mila is going to spoil the shit out of this baby. Ponies, quad bikes, libraries… whatever the kid wants.”

      “I have no doubt. Okay, let’s get back out there. I have a whole bottle of pretend wine to drink tonight.”

      “Sounds lovely. I’ll get good and drunk for ya. But not too drunk or Reid won’t have sex with me.”

      “I love him, Mila.”

      “I’ve never liked anyone as much as I like him. Nothing is dull when we’re together. We’re heading in the right direction.”

      “You think you’ll be official soon?”

      “I think so. I’m so impatient when it comes to him. I left Liam, certain that I wanted time for myself, you know? I don’t want that now. I want to live in Reid. In him, like one of those psychos who skin their victims and—”

      “Mila! Calm down. You need a drink and to go with the flow.”

      “That was the original plan. I think I’m a bunny boiler now.”

      She grabs my hand and pulls me out of the bathroom. “All right, let’s get you a drink. By the way, I’m loving seeing you lose your head over him.”

      “Glad someone is enjoying this.”

      Reid and Brody meet us halfway across the dance floor.

      “Spencer and Indie are cutting the cake now,” Reid says, wrapping his arm around my waist.

      “Ooh, I like cake,” I say, pulling my phone from my bra.

      Indie is beaming up at Spencer who is standing behind her with his arms around her body as they cut the first slice.

      My heart swells from watching how deliriously happy she is. I want that so badly.

      Reid places a kiss to my temple, and I feel him smile against my skin. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I’m more than okay. Are you having fun?”

      “I am. They look happy.”

      “They are. He’ll treat her right. I’ve threatened him if he doesn’t.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      Indie and Spencer move to the dance floor, and a server whisks the cake away to cut out the back.

      “Oh, first dance!” I tug on Reid’s sleeve and pull him to the edge of the dance floor. “Do you do the dancing thing?”

      “Not right now. It seems a bit shitty to join in on the newlyweds’ first dance.”

      I laugh and nudge his shoulder. “But we’re rebels.”

      He takes my hand and twirls me around.

      We’re behind just about everyone, so we’re not actually raining on Indie’s parade.

      Reid’s hand on the small of my back pulls me flush against his chest in one swift movement that turns me weak.

      I catch my breath and stare into his dark eyes.

      “You’re beautiful,” he says, dipping his head to plant a quick kiss on my mouth.

      “Get me drunk and fuck me hard,” I whisper.

      It’s the only thing I can think to say.

      “Done and done.” He growls, and then he kisses me again.
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      I groan and fist my hair.

      Reid’s naked body is pressed up against my back, his erection ready to go, but I’m currently dying, so it’s tough luck to him.

      His chest shakes as he laughs.

      “Shh. Be still,” I whisper.

      “Regretting the shots?”

      “Please don’t talk about alcohol. Reid, help me.”

      He laughs again and unwraps himself from me. “All right. I’ll get you some water and a strong coffee. Can you eat anything yet?”

      “Shh,” I whisper again. “Why aren’t you in pain?”

      “I did about half the number of shots that you did.”

      I can hear him moving around the room. He gets something out of the mini fridge. All of his movements are very loud. I didn’t even plan on getting drunk.

      “Here, sit up. I’ve got you water. Do you have any painkillers?”

      “Bag,” I groan.

      “Mila,” he says softly, pulling me up.

      I sit and pout while my head pounds. “It was a good night, right? The last thing I remember is dancing with Indie and Wren to The Killers.”

      “It was an excellent night. You wanted to dirty dance with me after that. I made you keep it PG, don’t worry. You can show your face in front of Spencer’s grandparents.”

      I groan again.

      “Then you told the DJ you loved him for playing By the Way but took it back when some ABBA song came on. You really don’t like them, do you?”

      “I don’t know why people continue to play them. Ridiculous.” Rubbing my forehead, I open my eyes and wince against the sunlight. “We didn’t close the curtains.”

      He smirks over his shoulder. “No, you were very busy when we got in last night.”

      “I was? What were you doing?”

      He starts making me a coffee with the Nespresso machine. “I was busy being mauled by this gorgeous drunk with a fascination for my chest.”

      I rub my tired eyes. “What did I do?”

      He laughs and stirs my coffee. “You spent about ten minutes kissing and licking my chest before you let me roll you over.” He walks around to my side of the bed. “I think you fell asleep in about two seconds flat when I held you.”

      I take the coffee, looking up at him, horrified. “You didn’t want sex?”

      “Oh, I wanted it. You were a bit past it. I was hard all night after having your mouth on me.”

      “I’m such a mess,” I groan and sip the coffee.

      Reid finds me some tablets and hands me two. “You’re not a mess.”

      “It sounds like I was.”

      I swallow the pills and wash them down with more coffee.

      Reid strokes the side of my face, and I lean into him. “You weren’t a mess. You were having fun. I loved watching you with your friends, especially the dancing. You looked so free, and I love taking care of you, drunk or sober.”

      “You’re strange.”

      He chuckles. “I’ve got it bad.”

      “You have?”

      Reid takes my mug and places it on the bedside table. He sits down and pulls me onto his lap. I go willingly and breathe him in.

      “You’re a better hangover cure than coffee,” I say, pressing my face into his collarbone. God, he smells so good.

      “How are you doing now?” he asks, massaging my scalp.

      My eyes fall shut. “Good. That feels good.”

      His hand trails down across my jaw to cup my chin.

      When I look up at him, he’s staring at me.

      “I’m taking you out tonight” he says. “There’s this new Japanese restaurant open in town, and this is long overdue. The escape room is booked up, so we’ll have to do that another time.”

      Stop press. This is him asking me out.

      “You’re taking me to a restaurant?”

      “It’s time I took you on a date, don’t you think?”

      I’m trying not to freak out, but he’s basically just stuck a massive label on us. We’ve moved from friends fooling around to us now dating. At freaking last! I would get up and do a happy dance if I didn’t feel so rough.

      “Are you speechless, Mila? You? Is there a total solar eclipse happening that I missed?”

      “All right. I was just trying to figure out when you got so brave.”

      Laughing, he runs his fingertip over my bottom lip, and I’m pretty sure my headache has gone. “You coming out with me, Mila?”

      “Obviously. Thought that was pretty clear by now.”

      “It is.”

      My mouth falls open, and he drops his hand. “What is wrong with you?”

      “You needed time. There was so much you were still learning about yourself, and I didn’t want to get in the way of you searching for who you are and what you want. Besides, I’m not going to be anyone’s rebound, no matter how beautiful she is.”

      “Beautiful, huh?”

      “I can barely keep my hands off you. Come on, let’s have a shower and go down for breakfast.”

      “I have no energy.”

      “The only thing required of you is to stand under the water. I’ll do the rest.” He gets up and holds his hand out.

      Reid is going to wash me in the shower, and I am so here for it.

      We walk – I stumble – into the bathroom.

      I lean against the wall and watch him turn the water on. My head is more of a dull ache than a hammering now, so I know the hangover isn’t going to be as bad as I first thought.

      He takes my hand and leads me into the glass double shower. I step under the falling water and lean into him.

      “Mila,” he says with amusement in his voice.

      All right, I’m a bit pathetic right now, but since when did I get old enough to have a hangover from drinking as little as I did? Even just a small one.

      “I’ll be okay in a minute.”

      Reid runs his hands though my hair, and then I hear the snap of a shampoo bottle.

      “Are you going to wash my hair?”

      He answers with his hands, his fingertips raking over my scalp in circles, lathering my hair.

      I close my eyes as the water runs down my face.

      Reid washes my hair before he moves to my body. He doesn’t say a word with his voice, but everything I need to hear is loud enough from his actions.

      I have never felt so secure with someone. Reid hasn’t promised me anything, but I know I’m safe with him. If he accepts my heart, he will guard it for life. He won’t hurt me, and he won’t back off or hold on until it kills us.

      I’ll always be first, and so will he.

      Reid washing my hair is the best thing ever.

      When he’s done, and I’m clean, he places a kiss to the top of my head.

      “Are you feeling better?” he asks.

      I look up, and the sight of his dark eyes under soaking hair almost makes my knees buckle.

      “Yeah.”

      He doesn’t take his eyes off me while he washes himself, either. My lungs feel as flat as pancakes. I haven’t passed out yet, so I must be breathing.

      He steps forwards when he’s done, so I move backwards, out of the shower.

      Reid reaches around me, his breath touching my face and making my skin prickle. He pulls a fluffy towel around my body and wraps me up.

      “We need to meet your friends for breakfast in ten minutes,” he says.

      “I don’t want food.”

      “But you need it.”

      “Reid.”

      He wraps a towel around his waist. “We have all day together but, right now, we need to get you fed.”

      “Fine.”

      “Ten minutes. Get moving.”

      I spin around, running for the hairdryer. There’s little I can do in ten minutes to make my face look less like I’ve been on a bender, but I can at least have nice hair. I spend a lot at the salon. I’m certain that I don’t need all those conditioning treatments with some magical fucking oil syphoned straight from unicorns, but I still spend fifty pounds on that extra treatment every four weeks.

      When Reid and I are dressed, we make it to our table with a minute to spare.

      Wren looks bright because she obviously isn’t hungover. As if he’s knocked her up before our girls’ holiday. Indie also looks perfect because she doesn’t drink much. Spencer is smiling so much, it’s hard to tell if he’s suffering. Brody, however, looks about as good as me.

      “Hey,” I say, sitting down.

      Reid puts our lattes on the table.

      “How are you two?” I ask the happy couple.

      “We’re good,” Indie replies. Spencer wraps his arm around Indie’s chair.

      “You feel shit, too, right?” Brody asks.

      “Yeah, I hate them all. I planned on getting Reid wasted, but I accidentally beat him to it.”

      Reid laughs.

      “What time do you have to leave?” I ask Indie.

      “Straight after breakfast.”

      “A week in Bali. I should’ve married Spencer’s old co-star.”

      Reid doesn’t bite, and I didn’t say it to get a rise out of him. “You know Bali lets you in if you’re not famous, right?” he replies.

      “Get it booked then,” I say, smiling sweetly.

      The thought about having him all to myself with no distractions for a whole week makes me want to hit up TripAdvisor.

      “Graduate, and we’ll go.”

      It’s that simple to him, and I love it. I graduate next year. I can’t wait to travel the world by his side.

      I don’t look at Wren or Indie, but I can feel their excitement. They don’t know that Reid and I are off on our first date tonight. I’ll tell them after. The feeling of security with a man isn’t one I’ve felt in a very long time, but Reid has shown me that I’m what he wants and that he isn’t going anywhere.

      I can see the kind of future we would have together, and I really want it.

      Thirty minutes later, we’re waving Indie and Spencer off, along with his parents. It’s absolutely freezing out but I’m so warm inside. Happiness will do that to you. I don’t care if the sky is grey or that the air bites at my skin.

      I lean on Reid’s shoulder when their car disappears around the corner. Indie is under strict instructions to check in when she gets time. I’m sure she’ll be very busy, though.

      Brody is whisking Wren away to a little cottage by the coast for a few days. It’s quite secluded, apparently. So they’re basically off for a dirty weekend, leaving Brody’s mum at theirs to dog sit.

      Reid and I are going back home before dinner. I’m so much more excited about our plans.

      First. Date.
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      Ever wish you could speed up time and slow it down all at once? Reid and I are sitting opposite each other in an adorable restaurant. The walls are made of wood, the chairs covered in velvet, and the black chopsticks on the table taunt me.

      I tried hard to eat with them. It didn’t work well, so I opted for a fork.

      “Tell me about your very first date with a girl,” I say.

      “Rosie Westwood. We were fifteen and we went bowling. Cliché, I know, but it was the only place we could walk to, and I didn’t want my mum taking us.”

      “That’s so cute.”

      “It wasn’t. I was awkward, she cried when she lost, and she never spoke to me again.”

      “You dodged a bullet. What fifteen-year-old cries when she doesn’t win a game of bowling? Have you looked her up? What did you say her surname was? I’ll check if she’s a psycho. She’s probably one of those who airs her dirty laundry on Facebook. I love those train wrecks.”

      “We’re not social media stalking my first date while we’re on our first date.”

      “Okay, we’ll save that for the second.”

      He looks at me darkly and shakes his head.

      I dig into my ice cream. Reid watches with intense eyes as I put the spoon in my mouth. He didn’t want dessert. I thought that was weird at first, but now I realise there’s only one thing on his mind.

      It’s a little strange having a first date with a man I know intimately. I can picture him naked very explicitly anytime I like.

      But tonight has been nice. The romance as well as the heat is making my heart beat hard. This is the start of forever.

      “If you could have any superpower, what would it be?” I ask. “Please don’t say invisibility so you can spy on women.”

      He smirks. “I would fly.”

      “Me, too. You could go anywhere.”

      “Where would you go first?”

      “To that waterfall you took a photo of.”

      “We can get there by plane.”

      “Before or after Bali?”

      He smiles in amusement. “Whenever you want, Mila. We’ll travel the world collecting memories and photos.”

      “I honestly can’t believe I didn’t see you sooner. I’m such an idiot.”

      “Stop looking back.” He reaches over the table and takes my hand—the one not holding the spoon. He knows he’s got no chance of taking my dessert away from me.

      “Sorry, I’m just constantly kicking myself over the lost time. I’ll stop, I promise.”

      He arches a brow. “The time wasn’t lost. Everything is happening how it should be.”

      “You believe in everything happening for a reason?”

      “Not everything, but I think that maybe if we’d jumped sooner, you might not have been ready. That doesn’t work for me.”

      “It doesn’t?”

      “No, I’m not just dating you for a few months then walking away. I was fine to wait.”

      “Ah, and now you’re sure I’m ready?”

      “I can see that you are. You show me every day that it’s me and not him.”

      I squeeze his hand. “It’ll never be anyone else now.”

      His chest expands on a deep breath. “You’re that sure.”

      “Yeah, but don’t let it get to your head, okay?”

      “I’ll try not to,” he replies sarcastically.

      I eat another spoonful of ice cream. “What are we doing next?”

      “I’m going to need to get you alone soon,” he admits, watching my mouth.

      “Reid Walker, this is our first date. What kind of girl do you take me for?”

      “Mine.”

      The possessive tone to his voice almost makes me come at the dinner table.

      “Weren’t we supposed to take this slow?” I ask, telling him how I feel without outright admitting that I’m planning a summer wedding, someplace hot.

      “We did. Now we’ve jumped, nothing is going to slow this down anymore. If you scare particularly easily, do let me know.”

      “Why, are you planning on tying me up to keep me?”

      “I’m most definitely planning to tie you up again.”

      I squeeze his hand. “Shall we get the bill?”

      Reid looks away, nodding to a server across the room.

      I laugh and put my spoon down. There’s no way I can eat another mouthful with the butterflies in my stomach now.

      He asks for the bill then turns back to me. “Don’t scare easy,” he says, and my heart skips a beat at the vulnerability in his voice. I’ve never heard him sound afraid before. Losing me is a fear. It’s equally the best and worst feeling I’ve ever had.

      “Okay, I’m going to level with you here. I watch out of the window for when you come home. I hold my phone if I’m waiting for a reply from you. You’re pretty much the only thing that I think about, and I kick myself daily that I didn’t see you—really see you—before now. The only place I want to be is by your side.”

      Reid’s lips part. He pulls some notes out of his wallet and throws them on the table. I watch him stand up and offer his hand.

      Should I worry that he hasn’t said anything? Did I go too hard with the crazy stuff?

      He helps me up, and we’re suddenly walking very fast.

      “I was kidding, you know. The stuff about watching for you out of the window.”

      We fly through the restaurant, and Reid shoves the door open. The icy December air pinches at my skin.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. I’m actually sane, I swear. Sometimes my mouth just—”

      Reid pins me to the side of the building, silencing me with his mouth.
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      I have Mila sandwiched between me and the wall. Her hot mouth kisses me hard and slow.

      “You want to get out of here?” I ask, pressing my forehead to hers.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to watch me as I drive?”

      “You’re not allowed to joke about how pathetically obsessed I am with you.”

      “You want to talk pathetic? Mila, I’ve wanted you for years, and I could barely say hello to you in the street.”

      “How many years?”

      “Oh, no, I’m telling you that yet.”

      “Why not?”

      I push away from the wall and take her with me. “Let me have my pride, please.”

      “Nope.”

      “We can stand outside a restaurant discussing this or you can let me take you home so I can tie you to my bed again.”

      “The tying thing, but this isn’t over.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      Mila takes my hand and holds on like she hasn’t just heard that I’ve liked her for a very long time. Where does she think I’ll go?

      “You didn’t say you were seeing anyone,” a voice spits from the alleyway.

      Mila and I look over to see Liam standing with crossed arms, glaring at us.

      Why can’t this idiot just stay gone?

      “What do you want, Liam?” she asks.

      When did she tell him she was still single?

      “I was… then,” she tells him.

      “A lot changed in a couple of weeks.”

      They spoke just weeks ago and she didn’t tell me.

      I feel it happening. I’m detaching, my mind pulling away and taking me somewhere safe. I got really good at doing that after Grandad died. My therapist said it’s unhealthy, but it was the only way I could cope with finding him and the guilt of not being there earlier.

      If something or someone is going to hurt you, back off so it’s not too bad.

      If Grandad had been able to do that, he wouldn’t have spent the rest of his life grieving Nan.

      I want to run away, but I brought her here tonight.

      Each breath I take is an effort—short, ragged breaths that could quite quickly make me sink.

      I know what Grandad was talking about now. I’m going to lose Mila. She always goes back to him. Losing someone you love changes you. It changed him. He rarely smiled again. He spent every day until he died wishing for night so he could go to sleep and be at peace.

      “Liam, please just go away.”

      “You’re unbelievable. Were you waiting to get with him the whole time?”

      He bares his teeth at her, and that’s enough to clear my head for a second.

      “She told you to go,” I growl.

      His narrowed eyes hone in on me. “Who the fuck asked you?”

      “Liam, enough!”

      “You said there wasn’t anyone else when we broke up, and I find you here with him.”

      My hands shake, I’m so fucking angry. At him, at her, at myself. “Walk away.”

      Mila squeezes my hand. “Reid, come on, let’s just go.”

      I pull away from her. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      Her face falls, and she shakes her head.

      “Reid, I can tell what you’re thinking but you’ve got it wrong,” she says, jogging to keep up with me the moment we leave that twat behind.

      “You’re back in touch with him.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Not really.”

      Be calm.

      “Just… let’s go home and talk about it there.”

      “Mila!” Liam shouts when we reach my car.

      She turns around. “Take a hint, Liam! You can’t seriously come at me for seeing someone else when you were dating, too!”

      “You’re trying to get back at me, Mila! Nice.”

      “I’m not trying to do anything to you.”

      “You really think she wants you, mate? She might think the grass is greener, but she always comes back to me. Always.”

      My eye twitches. “You’re angry because she’s finally moved on, I get that, but you need to back off.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do. Do you know how many times we’ve got back together?”

      “Shut up, Liam!” Mila snaps.

      He continues as if there is something to salvage here. “Shit is getting real, isn’t it? You’re realising that you need to grow up and it’s scaring you. The answer isn’t him and you know it.”

      I look at her, my heart on ice as I wait for some indication that what he’s saying isn’t true.

      Is this thing between us a rebound to her?

      We make sense but that doesn’t mean we belong together.

      If I was out of the picture, would she get back with him? Would she anyway?

      “You’ve actually lost your tiny mind, Liam. Can you hear yourself?”

      He glares like he wants to destroy me. “What the fuck have you done to her?”

      I ball my fists. “Liam–”

      “No, you fucking prick! You don’t get this. This is what we do. You’re walking around like the cat who got the cream, but you have no idea. You’re a blip in the road. She’ll realise, yet again, what she’s done, and soon you’ll be gone.”

      I clench my hands so tight I feel the pinch of nail cutting into flesh. He can’t be right.

      He’s known her longer than you.

      “I’m leaving right now,” I tell her and turn away.

      Anger bubbles higher and faster under the surface of my skin.

      She’s instantly jogging to catch up. “Reid, slow down. I’m not interested in getting back together with him.”

      Her words fall away when we both get into my car. Anger, tension, fear, panic, it all swirls around inside pulling me from a place of rationality. I’m good with logic and thinking things through. I can analyse and form a careful conclusion without effort, but Mila strips all of that away, leaving me drowning in uncertainty.

      I gasp a deep breath and start the engine. We leave Liam behind where he belongs.

      “I didn’t contact him, I promise,” she says after a minute of silence.

      My hands grip the steering wheel as we fly along the dark road. “You didn’t tell me.”

      “Reid, please, it was hard to know what to do for the best. He messaged me, but I didn’t reply.  Then he showed up at uni, but I told him I wasn’t interested. You have to believe me.”

      “Mila, please.”

      I can barely breathe. The loss of her is so close I can taste it. My stomach clamps.

      Rage surges through my body. I want to turn the car around and go back to him. Mostly, I want to get away from her. I need a minute, and having her right beside me isn’t going to clear my head. Having her and losing her: it’s my greatest fear, sewn into me after watching the man I admired crumble.

      Losing the love of your life leaves you a hollow shell. The sun never rises, and you never fully wake up.

      Grandad’s words spin around in my head, taunting me over and over. He wasn’t just a lovesick old fool like some of my family said. He spoke the truth, it just wasn’t what anyone wanted to hear.

      Sometimes you don’t get over a lost love. Not everyone gets to see the sun rise again, and I can already feel the darkness creeping in.
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      Reid speeds into his drive an performs an emergency stop. I catch my breath, but it’s too late. He jumps from the car as if it’s about to Thelma and Louise off a cliff.

      He slams the door so hard that the car rocks.

      Oh, hell no. He does not get to go postal and think I’m not calling him out on it. I shove the door open and chase after him.

      I’ve gone from excitement to anger in minutes. The day started off beyond perfect, but now I’m pissed off with Liam and Reid. Everything with a penis can fuck right off.

      “Do you not want to talk about this?” I ask Reid as he walks towards his house.

      He turns and runs his hands over his hair. “Not tonight. I know I’m being unreasonable, and I’m sorry, but I need you to give me a minute. I can’t do this right now.”

      I throw my arms up and look for something to throw at him. I’m not breaking my phone on this dickhead.

      “Reid!”

      His face twists in pain, making me take a step back. His expression is a knife to my heart. I’ve never seen anyone look so completely shattered before.

      “Reid,” I whisper.

      “I need time to figure this out. I will explain. I’ll work out how.”

      I stare at him as he retreats into his house.

      What was that? There is more to this than finding out that Liam has tried to contact me. He knows I wouldn’t go back there. That reaction is OTT and clearly about more than Liam showing up. Reid wouldn’t even let me explain.

      I take a step towards his house before I remember the conversation I had with Wren and Indie. Reid needs to come to me. He has to be ready, and I don’t want to do the chasing again.

      Despite wanting to go in there and beg him to talk this through, I know I need to go home and let him figure things out… whatever is wrong.

      As I’m turning, I spot Liam’s car coming back down the road. If I had any stones near me, I would dent his precious car.

      He has to be fucking kidding.

      I grind my teeth and clench my hands. I’m a ball of anger. If I had smoke firing from my ears, I wouldn’t be at all surprised.

      I just want Reid to talk to me again. I don’t have the energy for Liam. Except maybe to kill him.

      He’s ruining everything, and I don’t just mean for me and Reid.

      As soon as he stops outside my house, I cross the road.

      “Don’t!” I snap, holding my hand up at him.

      He slams his door shut and strides towards me. “What the fuck was that?”

      “Why are you back? I told you to leave! I’ve made myself very clear, Liam. I don’t want anything from you. Fuck’s sake, you broke your own stupid twelve-month rule three times! What the hell is going on?”

      “I changed my fucking mind.”

      “Wow, now you decide to fight for me. You’re way too late.”

      He shakes his head, stepping closer.

      I don’t know if Reid is watching us from his fucking office, but I imagine he is. I take a step back and put some distance between Liam and me—half because I want Reid to see that I don’t want to be anywhere near Liam, and half because I really do want to strangle my ex.

      “It’s not too late.” Liam’s shoulders slump. “We’ve been through too much to throw it away. I got complacent; I know that. I’m not going to repeat those mistakes. We belong together.”

      “No, we don’t. I just want you to leave me alone. Scrap the twelve-month thing. I don’t want to hear from you ever again.”

      “You’re angry. I’m sorry that I’m not doing this the right way.”

      “What right way? I don’t want to be with you anymore. Why can’t you understand that?”

      “This is what we do.”

      “Not anymore!” I throw my arms up. “That’s the point of the final breakup. Liam, I’ve moved on. I’m happy.”

      His eyebrows pull together. “With Reid.”

      “Yeah, with Reid.”

      “When did it start?”

      “After you. That’s all you need to know.”

      “That’s not all I need to know.”

      “Well, that’s all you’re going to know. What the hell do you think you’re doing? We’re broken up. We were terrible together. How could you do this to me? You’re ruining everything good that happened between us.”

      He takes a step back, like he’s scared I’m about to explode or stab him. Either one of those is entirely possible at this point.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we ended on good terms. It was mutual. We had a shot at being friends one day. You were my first real boyfriend, and I wanted to look back on our time together with happy memories. You’re making that impossible, and I hate you for it.”

      “You don’t mean that. What’s Reid been saying?” His lip curls in disgust.

      I shake my head. “What?”

      “This doesn’t—”

      “Stop talking right fucking now! I’m done, Liam. I don’t want to see you again. Don’t contact me or follow me. I’m with Reid. I’m crazy in love with Reid.”

      He blows out a breath. “You wanted me to fight.”

      “Nine months ago, when we said we’d try one last time! God, I’ve told you this.” Am I speaking English?

      “I don’t know how to be with anyone else.”

      “Just what every woman wants to hear.”

      He throws his arms up and rages, “I’m trying to be fucking honest, Mila!”

      “Calm down.”

      “I’m not fucking calming down!”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Reid’s door open. He marches towards us like a lion hunting a deer.

      “Reid, no,” I say, jogging towards him.

      “What’s going on out here?” Dad calls.

      I stop in my tracks at the sound of Dad’s voice.

      “Don’t shout at her,” Reid growls. His eyes have never looked feral before, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Liam dropped dead on the spot.

      “Hey, both of you calm down,” Dad says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

      When did he get so close?

      Reid stops on his side of the road. I try to catch his eye but he’s not looking at me. That hurts more than I thought it would.

      “Liam was just leaving,” I tell Dad.

      “I’ve never had an issue with you, son. Let’s not make one now,” Dad says.

      Liam folds his arms. “I just want to talk to Mila for a minute.”

      “It doesn’t seem like she has anything left to say to you.”

      “I don’t. Liam, go.”

      “But—”

      “No! Hear me. I don’t want anything from you. Don’t come back here again. Don’t contact me. Leave me alone.”

      Reid turns around, no doubt satisfied that my dad will stop Liam from shouting at me again. The fact that he came out here because of that means we’re not doomed, surely. There is a way back. Still, my heart sinks.

      “Mila,” Liam whispers.

      “Goodbye.”

      He rubs his hands over his face and nods. “I never meant to make you hate me.”

      “I know you didn’t. But if you care about our history at all, please stop this.”

      “Mila–”

      “No, listen to me. If you care about me at all, leave me alone.”

      With one final nod, he dips his head turns around. I watch him retreat to his car.

      My eyes sting with tears as I realise that this will be the last time we speak. He’s such an arsehole for doing this. I hate that he’s left a bitter taste in my mouth. I can’t look back fondly on us anymore. Now I’m just glad that he’s gone.

      “Mila?” Dad asks.

      I wince when Reid slams his door shut, and then I turn to my dad.

      “Everything is shit,” I mutter, my lip trembling.

      “What happened?”

      Wiping my tears, I say, “Liam decided he wants to get back together. Reid freaked out and left.”

      “He freaked out?”

      “I guess he doesn’t like the drama. He’s… I don’t know. I didn’t think he would walk away.”

      Dad pulls me in the direction of our house, and I don’t look back as Liam drives off. “Do you think there’s a reason for him walking away?”

      “Definitely. But I wish I knew why. There are things about him that I don’t know, and I hate it.”

      “You mean, he didn’t immediately tell you his whole life story? Some people take time to open up, Mila. That’s a strange concept for you and your mother, I know.”

      Dad closes the door.

      “I need a drink, Dad,” I say, holding back tears for Reid.

      “You’re just like your mum in every way.”

      “Look, I get that he might need time and we’re still new, but it’s super hard to understand where he’s coming from sometimes. Like, how am I supposed to take tonight? Are we over? We’ve only just got together. He walked away more than once.”

      “He came back out when he saw Liam shouting at you. I almost strangled Liam for that. Reid wanted to protect you. Sit down. I’ll pour the wine.”

      “That’s why Mum married you, you know.”

      “I like the boy.”

      “Yeah, so do I. Too much, maybe.”

      Dad smiles and pours me a large glass of white wine. “If I have to lose you to a man, I’m happy for it to be Reid.”

      “I don’t think Reid wants it to be him anymore.”

      “You’re being melodramatic, Mila. Any fool can see that you two aren’t over.”

      “You think?” I ask, taking my wine.

      “You must see how much he cares about you.”

      Sometimes I do. Sometimes the way he looks at me makes me feel like I could sprout wings and fly. Now I’m hooked, and I’m terrified that he won’t come back to me because I don’t ever want to come back down to earth.
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      I’m on my way to the office thirty minutes earlier than necessary. The whole place is decorated in fairy lights and pencil Christmas trees with baubles and bows.

      Messages from Mila still sit unread on my phone. They’ve been there for two days.

      Hearing that she had contact with Liam and didn’t tell me threw my world off its axis. I could see it as plain as day: them getting back together, Liam picking her up for dates, her smiling and waving whenever he drops her off again.

      I’m not proud of my reaction, but I’m fucking terrified of going back to being the neighbour who gets the odd hello.

      I’m so messed up. I didn’t realise how much so until I started seeing her. I can’t walk away even if I want to, so I stay and pretend that I don’t have secrets. I try to be the guy in control because that way nothing can whip the floor out from beneath me.

      But Mila has done that. I’m freefalling, and there is nothing I can do to protect myself anymore. I don’t know how to handle it.

      I’m sitting here with my mind all over the place, not knowing what I’m more afraid of, only wishing it was easier to talk. I just need to start. I’ve never been good at that.

      Mila tried to explain, but she doesn’t really need to tell me anything. I know it all. She would have tried to tell him she’s moved on without hurting him. As soon as I’d exorcised the image of them back together from my mind, I could see clearly.

      She wants me, and I walked away.

      What a prick.

      Now I need to get on my knees and put things right.

      This morning, I have to sit through a staff meeting, followed by eight hours of editing. Thankfully, no one at work knows that Mila and I were going on a date. Mel would want to know all of the details, and the only person I want to talk to about it is probably cursing my name.

      I turn up at the office and head straight to my desk, avoiding people like the plague. There’s no small talk or asking anyone how their fucking evening was.

      Mel walks into the meeting room an hour later. I place my hands on the desk and take a deep breath. It’s time to be around people.

      I follow my colleagues and startle the moment I get to the door.

      Sitting next to Mel is Mila.

      Her lip is trapped between her teeth, and her hands twist around each other. Her head lifts, and her eyes find mine. I can’t breathe for a second. Her skin is pale as if she’s not sleeping well.

      “Morning, Reid,” Andrew says, slapping my back.

      He moves past me, not waiting for a reply. Good thing since words are failing me.

      Mila looks away, and I see her hold her breath.

      I take a seat, despite wanting to grab her hand and drag her from this very room. I wish I knew how to explain everything.

      “We dealt with everything on Friday, so there’s only one action on my list,” Mel says, opening a new notebook. “We have a venue but nothing else is sorted… I’m talking about the office Christmas party!”

      Is this a joke?

      “That’s why you called me in?” Mila asks.

      Her voice is quiet and rough, as though she’s been crying. I have never felt like a bigger scumbag knowing that I’m responsible for it.

      “You’re an employee, too, and you don’t have class this morning.”

      Mila’s smile is more of a grimace, and it looks like she’s plotting Mel’s death. She doesn’t want to be here, either.

      I try to catch her eye again, but she doesn’t look my way. Mila and I sit in silence through forty-five minutes of seventeen people chatting about the office party next week, what alcohol they want, what games, and if it should be fancy dress – absolutely not. I could not have less of a Christmas spirit than I do now. There is only two weeks to go.

      Mila keeps her eyes down, agreeing with whatever decisions are being made. I’m not sure she’s even listening, and when the rest of them okay the karaoke, I know she isn’t.

      If they sing ABBA, she’s going to lose her shit.

      That’s if she even comes at all.

      She might hate me now and want to keep a wide berth. I’m not letting that happen. I’m fine to do a whole lot of grovelling.

      I wonder what she’s thinking as she pretends I don’t exist. If we don’t talk after the meeting, it will be obvious that something is up. Will she care about that? It’s unlikely.

      Mel wraps the meeting up and everyone files out. They chat excitedly about mistletoe and Christmas songs. I don’t move because Mel is talking to Mila.

      “You’re in next week, right?” Mel asks her.

      “Yeah, about four in the afternoon, after my last class. I can work as late as you stay.”

      Mel puts her hand on Mila’s shoulder. “You’re an angel. Right, I’ve got to run. I’ll see you soon.”

      She dashes out of the office with a smirk that makes me think Mel is more perceptive than I previously thought. She’s noticed the weird vibe and must know that something is wrong between us.

      I grab my notebook, which, for the first time ever, has nothing in it. Christmas party, what was she thinking?

      “Mila,” I say as soon as she stands up, pretending the room is already empty.

      For her to not be the first to speak means she’s really pissed.

      “Oh, you want to talk now?”

      “I’ve wanted to talk for the last two days.”

      “Well, I wanted to talk that night. Life’s a bitch, Reid.”

      I step in front of the door as she powerwalks towards it. “Wait. Please.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “I have a lot to say to you. There’s so much that you don’t know, and I’ve had no clue how to tell you.”

      “Cute. I don’t want to hear it.” She steps past me but stops. “You know what, I thought you were different. You always seemed so fucking normal. No head games, no bullshit. You’re exactly the same as the rest of them.”

      “I’m not. Hey, let me explain. Please.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re a closed book. I can never read you. When I think I know what’s going on, you do or say something to show me that I know nothing.”

      “You didn’t give everything all at once, either.”

      “How about anything? Why will you only talk about your parents and sister? Why can’t I meet the rest of your family? Why are you so shady about when you started reading?”

      I shake my head and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m trying to explain it.”

      “When have you ever tried to do that?”

      “Just trust me.”

      “Why would I trust you? You completely overreacted to the Liam thing.”

      “Would you have told me that you’re back in touch with him?”

      She takes a big breath and averts her eyes. It’s never a good sign when she can’t look at me.

      “Mila?”

      “Yes! Obviously, I was going to tell you. I just didn’t get time before he blindsided me. And I’m not back in contact with him.”

      Folding her arms, she shakes her head as if she’s done. That’s not true, though. We both know this isn’t the end. This is still the beginning of us, and we’re bound to mess up along the way. I don’t care how many times we need to start over.

      “Mila.”

      This will be the first and last time that I allow Liam to come between us.

      “What, Reid? You’re so fucking infuriating. He text me weeks ago, when I first started working here, and I ignored it. He turned up at uni, and I told him I wasn’t interested. You were there when we saw him at the bar, and obviously the other night. Those are the only times I’ve heard from him.”

      “He text you and turned up at uni? Why couldn’t you tell me that?”

      She shrugs. “I was going to. I was scared that you would freak out. Looks like I was right, too. I didn’t want to ruin what we’d started.”

      I sigh. “I was the one to do that.”

      “Yeah, you were. I need to go.”

      “Wait. Mila, just give me another minute, please.”

      “You’ve had long enough, and the only person who has any answers, as usual, is you.”

      I let her push past me because she’s right. I ask and she talks. She asks and I close up.

      I want her to know it all but the only words I’ve ever been any good at are the ones written on a page.
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      I get out of there like the building is on fire. He can go to hell.

      Did I even need to give him an explanation? I should have made him go first. If he’s not willing to open up, then there is no point. I spent years in a relationship that doesn’t work for me, and I refuse to do the same again, no matter how desperate I am to run back into his arms.

      Not once has he tried to tell me anything. He’s only ever been evasive about certain parts of his past.

      It was torture sitting across the table from him. I can barely remember what was said in there, just a load of Christmas chatter that I’m so not ready for. All I recall is the way he stared at me. How broken and desperate he looked. I wanted to leap across the table and sink into his embrace, but where would that get me? He’s still the one keeping secrets.

      If he wants to fix this, he’s going to have to start talking.

      I get into my car and slam the door. He hasn’t followed me out here. I never expected him to. That would involve talking to me.

      Kelly and Phoebe were also tight-lipped when it came to the reading thing.

      I take a breath and pull out of the car park.

      As much as I want to give in, I know I can’t. Reid needs time, and I’m going to give it to him. For some reason, I’m scared. He has a fear of opening up, and I’d be a liar if I said I’m not a bit worried.

      How bad could it be?

      I’m not being dramatic here, but there’s not much that would put me off him. I try not to let my mind wonder. What if he was sick and started reading in hospital to pass the time? What if he’s still sick?

      No way. That’s something he would have told me, I’m sure of it.

      What else can it be?

      I drive straight to Wren’s house. It’s her day off, and I don’t feel like going to any of the classes I have today. She’ll let me drown my sorrows and chew her ear off.

      “I hate him,” I say as soon as she opens the door.

      “Uh-huh. Come in.”

      “Where are the dogs?”

      “Brody’s taken them for a walk to the lakes. You know, because he really hates that we have three dogs. I caught him sleeping on the sofa with them this morning. Apparently, Apollo was whining so he came down. They were cuddled up. Cutest thing ever, but you didn’t come here to discuss my husband or my pets.”

      “I’m here for the booze.”

      “Day drinking.”

      I kick off my shoes. “Hasn’t it been such a long time since we got properly drunk in the middle of the day? Not that you can day drink until after your kid tears you a new one.”

      “Never say that again. The meeting went that badly?”

      “Ugh. I mostly pretended he wasn’t there, but he corned me in the office once everyone had left.”

      “Tequila or Jäger?” she asks, leading me into the kitchen.

      “Erm, both.”

      “You’re getting drunk today or hospitalised?”

      “Just drunk, I think.”

      Wren grabs the tequila and puts the bottle on the breakfast bar. “Let’s start slow, babe. You’re going to regret this in the morning.” She grabs herself a glass of water.

      “He’s seemed so in, Wren. Like, I’m not alone in this. He’s always right there… but there’s a few things he won’t share and I don’t understand why not.”

      “Have you asked him?”

      She pours tequila into a shot glass.

      I roll my eyes. “He said he’s trying to explain.”

      “Trying, how?”

      I throw my hands up. “Exactly! I’ve still got nothing. I really like him. I thought we were getting somewhere. I mean, we were going on actual dates. We’d made it official, and then it all went to hell.”

      “Maybe he’s just thinking about the best way to tell you. Talking about the hard stuff isn’t easy.”

      “I appreciate that. I spent an extra year with Liam because of that one. My point being, I’m not doing that again.”

      “Good. But you also don’t want to ruin things with Reid just because you’re ready for the whole story now but he’s not. Can you give him some more time?”

      “Yeah…”

      She pushes the shot glass towards me. “I’m sensing a but.”

      “How long? I’m not waiting around for years again.”

      “Did he ask for that?”

      “No.”

      “Then don’t assume things are going to be how they were with Liam. They’re nothing alike. Reid wants to travel with you, show you everything you’ve dreamed of seeing, and Liam wouldn’t even take a trip to Spain.”

      I down the shot, wincing at the disgusting burn of the alcohol. “They have got to start making this shit taste better.”

      “Is it working?”

      I push my glass back to her for a refill. “I’ll let you know.”

      “Mila, I love you, girl, but you need to think logically about this. No more letting your heart rule.”

      “That’s shit advice.”

      “No, it’s not. You stayed with Liam for far too long because you were scared. You know that Reid is crazy about you. You know you should give him time to figure out how to talk to you, and you know that acting on impulse and telling him to stay away will only make you miserable.”

      “Yeah, I know what you’re saying. I’ll give him a chance to open up. I’m just scared that he won’t, I guess. Then where does that leave me?”

      “That leaves you with you. I know you’ve been with someone for a long time, but you’re awesome on your own, too. If Reid isn’t the one you’re supposed to be with, you’ll walk away.”

      Reid not being the one makes me wince. That’s not an option.

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      She shrugs. “It wouldn’t be, but we can learn a lot from the wrong ones. There’s a place for them, too.”

      I don’t want Reid to be moved over to the Liam column. I don’t want to cross his name off and chalk the relationship down to another learning curve.

      We were friends first. I wasn’t looking for more, but I found it.

      “Reid is unlike anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “Ah, that’s it. Just because he’s unlike anyone you’ve ever known, it doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have weaknesses. He’s not perfect so stop expecting him to be. He does need to come to you, I’ll give you that, but lower your expectations. He’s learning as much as you are.”

      “When did you grow up?”

      She grins and pours me another shot. “Sometimes I surprise myself.”

      “You think I should wait for him now?”

      “I do. Give him a minute. Let him figure out how to open up.”

      “Have I been too pushy?”

      “No, but you’re an open book.” She purses her lips. “Besides the Liam thing. Not everyone else is. He’ll come to you as soon as he can, I know that.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “The guy is crazy about you. He’s done everything he can to get you a job at that publishing house and push you to write that book.”

      “I just want to redo that day and go somewhere else.”

      “You can have your do-over soon.”

      “Can I get drunk now?”

      She grins and slides my refilled glass back towards me. “To happy ever afters.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Drink up, Cinderella. Your prince is coming.”
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      I have it on good authority that Mila meddled a lot in Spencer and Indie’s relationship. Therefore, I feel no guilt at meeting up with Indie and Wren. Indie has only been home for two days and she was all too eager to see me.

      It’s been a just over week, and I miss Mila. Christmas is fast approaching, but I don’t want to celebrate anything without her. I don’t even have my tree up yet.

      What I didn’t realise about meeting the girls is that I would be jumping straight into the lion’s den.

      They both sit opposite me in the café with their arms folded.

      “She’s hurting,” Wren says. “I’ve never seen her so heartbroken.”

      “I know. I hate myself for that,” I say quietly. “I’m hurting, too, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “You should have talked to her rather than storming off.”

      “I agree with everything you’re about to say, Wren. Thinking about her and Liam talking again…” I shake my head. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. It took me completely by surprise. I always knew I’d be jealous. Hell, I was before we even started talking properly, but I wasn’t prepared for how much that jealousy took over.”

      Indie smiles, and I know I have at least one of them on my side. She just got married and is still in that romantic phase. Wren looks like she wants to strangle me with the long chain around her neck.

      “Look, I don’t know what else to say other than I love Mila. The thought of her being with someone other than me made me lose my mind. I hate that I hurt her, but I want to make it better. I want to be with her. Will you help me?”

      Wren sighs and all trace of her earlier hostility dissipates. “Help you, how?”

      “Mila was right when she said that I find it hard to talk about some things in my past. She’s the one person in this world who I feel truly comfortable with and it’s still hard. That’s my issue.” I pull the manuscript and a red rose out of my laptop bag. “She’s read most of this… and she has no idea it was written by me.”

      Wren’s eyes bulge.

      “You wrote a book?” Indie asks.

      “It’s a biography, I suppose. I have no intention of publishing it, but it explains everything much better than I can.” I hand it over to Wren who places it carefully on the table. The dry, dark red rose sitting on top. My pulse races at the thought of Mila reading the end of this, knowing it’s about me… and her. “Will you pass it to her?”

      She nods. “This explains everything?”

      I clear my throat. “Yes. I want her to know all of me.”

      “Not gonna lie, Reid, it’s kinda hot that you’ve written this.”

      Chuckling, I reply, “Thanks. Sometimes it’s easier to write than talk.”

      I’ve always found it hard to talk.

      “Mila’s not been doing so good without you, and I’ve only seen one day of it,” Indie tells me.

      I dip my head. “Christ.”

      “She’ll forgive you because she’s crazy about you,” Indie says. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “I wasn’t thinking straight. The thought of her going back to him… let’s not keep going over that. I own it. I made a mistake, and I need to make it right. I can’t stay away.”

      Wren folds her arms again. She’s the most like Mila, and I’m not surprised that she’s the one giving me a harder time. “Mila isn’t going back to him. He’s wetter than the ocean and has only one move in the bedroom.”

      “Skip the bedroom talk,” I say, wincing.

      Wren smirks. “I’m sorry. Does that make you uncomfortable?”

      “How long are you going to be hard on me for?”

      Her fingers tap the manuscript. “About two more minutes, and then we’re cool. Mila is my girl, though. You need to know that if you hurt her again, I will have your balls.”

      “Noted.”

      “Open up to her,” Indie says softly. “I understand more than you know how hard that can be, but I promise it’s worth it.”

      I clear my throat. “I’m open.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “I’m not asking you to tell me, Wren, or the whole world, but if you want a life with Mila, you need to tell her. Whatever it is, she can only help. She’s kind of amazing. If I’d have told her about my home life earlier, I think things would have been so much easier for me.”

      I nod and take a breath that feels like I’m inhaling fire.

      “You guys may have both been through some tough times, but have you ever had to tell your brother you married and screwed his best mate in Vegas?”

      Indie and I both laugh at Wren. The tense atmosphere dissipates, and I have a feeling that was Wren’s goal.

      “Yes, you’ve definitely had it the hardest,” Indie says. “So, you’ll make things right, Reid?”

      “Let her read that. It explains most things. I will tell her the rest. I’m sure she’ll have questions. But to answer your question: yes, I will. I love her.”

      Indie smiles. “We all do.”

      “She has that effect on people… but not so much on the woman in the dress shop,” Wren says.

      Indie shoots Wren a dark look. “You two are impossible together. I can’t wait until we’re dress shopping for Mila.”

      They both look at me at the same time.

      The thought of marrying her doesn’t scare me—not at all—though I won’t propose until we’ve ticked off more of her bucket list. We need to experience everything before the stress of a wedding,

      Wren raises her eyebrow. “He’s not getting scared, Indie.”

      “Of all the things that terrify me about Mila, marrying her is not one of them,” I say.

      Indie coos. “Say that to her.”

      “One day.”

      One day soon I’ll tell her everything.

      She’s going to read it before.
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      Wren and Indie are sitting under a big blanket, while I’m on Indie’s huge sofa. She’s not long been home from her honeymoon, and she has to deal with me and my crushed heart.

      “Talk to us, babe,” Wren says.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with me.”

      “Start anywhere you can. How are you feeling?” Indie asks.

      I shrug. “Weird. I don’t know. It’s horrible, like heavy and cold and stupid. There’s nothing, just emptiness. I hate Reid, and I can’t breathe. Why can’t I breathe?”

      Indie twists to face me. “You don’t hate him.”

      “I do. I can’t breathe.”

      “Mila, that’s love.”

      My face falls. “What?”

      “You’re in love with Reid,” Wren adds, telling me in plain English.

      “What the fuck?” The words burst violently from my diaphragm.

      They both flinch.

      “What the actual fuck? That’s bullshit. I finally find out what real love is, and it feels like dying?”

      Indie smiles sympathetically. “It doesn’t always feel like that. If you were with him right now, it would be the best feeling in the world. You need him as much as he needs you.”

      My stomach rolls with nausea at the thought of him feeling like this, too.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      Wren leans forward and grabs something out of her bag.

      A wad of papers and a dried rose?

      “What’s that?”

      “Read it,” she says, dropping it down on my lap.

      “A manuscript?” I say, picking up the rose from the printed pages. One I recognise. “Wait, this is the one in Reid’s office. Where did you get it?”

      “Mila, just read it.”

      I press my finger to the gnarly thorn, and my pulse races. “When did you see him?”

      Indie pats my trembling hand. “We met up with him yesterday. He asked us to give this to you.”

      “I don’t mind not finishing this manuscript. I’m not in a reading mood.”

      “Mila!” Wren throws her hands up. “Indie and I are going into the kitchen. Let us know when you’re done.”

      What the hell is going on?

      “Now?”

      Indie stands up with Wren. “Read it!”

      There’s not much left so it won’t take me long, but why the hell do I need to read this today?

      I curl up and that’s when I notice something thick behind the first page. I pull a folded piece of paper out and open it.

      Reid’s handwriting. I breathe in through my nose as a fresh wave of heartache rolls through my chest.

      Dropping the rose onto my lap, I read his note.

      

      Mila,

      You once told me that you couldn’t read my mind. Well, here it is. This is everything, all that I am, and I just hope that it’s enough for you.

      I love you doesn’t come close to expressing what you mean to me, but I do, more than you will ever know.

      Yours in every way imaginable,

      Reid

      

      My stomach flips over. Oh my God.

      I read with my heart in tatters and tears running down my cheeks because this wasn’t written by an author he’d found. It’s him. Reid Hayden Walker. This book is his life, and I’m the girl.

      I’m the reason he was late to his grandad’s, which might have been the reason he died. If Reid had been on time, he would have called for help and the paramedics might have saved him.

      As I read the final pages, he reveals that he has loved me all along.

      This entire time.

      I wipe my tears and swallow the heartache and guilt from his words.

      How could he still love me after I kept him from being with his grandad? He was lying on the floor waiting for Reid while I distracted him with what was probably a load of bullshit. I’m the reason his grandad didn’t get help when he so desperately needed it.

      He said in the manuscript many times that he doesn’t blame me. He never has, not once. He only blames himself.

      That hurts so much more than I ever thought it could.

      “Mila, are you okay?” Indie says.

      They rush towards me just as I get up.

      I throw the blanket. “I-I need to leave.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea right now?”

      “It’s me,” I say, shoving the manuscript towards them. “This is his book. It’s about him… and me.”

      Indie smiles with tears in her eyes. “You’re going to him?”

      I nod and grab my bag. “I’ll speak to you both later.”

      “Are you okay to drive? I could take you,” Wren offers.

      “No, I’m okay. I’m finally okay.”

      I leave them, get in my little Beetle, and I drive to Reid’s. The manuscript and single red rose sit on the passenger seat.

      It’s not far but I feel like the roads have grown longer, like they’re stretching and making my journey to him torturous.

      I park on the road outside his house with no time to slow down to turn and park in his drive. He’s so close. As soon as I can, I run. I run to his front door and try the handle.

      Locked.

      Jabbing the bell, I ring it about ten times. Hurry up.

      He opens the door, running his hand over his head and scowling, but that scowl is wiped away the moment he sees me.

      His mouth parts, and my heart explodes.

      I love you. How could I not have known how much I love you?

      “Mila.”

      I hold the manuscript up. The rose is still on my passenger seat.

      He tilts his head and takes it, but his eyes never leave mine.

      “I finished it.”

      “Come in,” he says, standing back.

      I step over the threshold, and something inside me soothes.

      I’m home.

      Reid walks to his kitchen, and I follow, both of us deathly silent.

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I ask when we come to a stop in his kitchen.

      “I was scared. Scared that if I told you we would become something, you would have the power to crush me. I was scared that if we were together you might leave me or do something completely deplorable and die.”

      “God,” I mutter, my heart fracturing at the pain and fear in his words. “Your grandad,” I rasp. “He died when we were together. I barely remember…” I barely remember what we were doing. Reid must see it vividly, it’s followed him around, haunting him for years.

      “We weren’t really doing anything.” The ghost of a smile touches his lips. “We were talking about books. You were ranting, actually, about the hero always saving the heroine. It was almost thirty minutes that we stood outside and talked.”

      “I-I’m so sorry, Reid. I’m sorry that I expected you to talk to me for so long that day. I didn’t think about you having something to do for a second. I mean, you were outside your house, obviously about to go somewhere and then—”

      He closes his eyes for a second and shakes his head. “Stop. Please. I didn’t show you that so you would feel guilty. I had to tell you because I want to share everything, no matter how hard it is to rip open old wounds. I can’t stand the thought of you blaming yourself, so please don’t. Nothing about that day was on you. I knew I was going to be late, and I knew my grandad wouldn’t have minded.”

      “You blame yourself.”

      He winces. “Yes, well, despite knowing that he would forgive me, I haven’t managed to do that myself.”

      “Why did you write it?”

      “It was actually my therapist’s idea. It was a rough draft, but it helped me see things more clearly. I finished it this week because it was the best way of telling you when I couldn’t find the words. I won’t ever be free of my guilt, but I’m no longer consumed by it.”

      “I’m still sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “Your family don’t hate me. At least, they didn’t seem to.”

      “Of course, they don’t. Mila, it wasn’t your fault. I’m not the first person to be late to go and see someone. Things happen. It wasn’t your fault, so no one hates you. They know how I feel about you.”

      “They know? Phoebe?”

      His lips curl, and I want to trace them with my finger. “Yeah, she loved meeting you properly that day. I’ve had text after text about you.”

      “Reid…”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Everything got so messy. I didn’t know how to handle it, what I wanted, or how I felt. It’s been confusing, looking for something I wasn’t sure of.”

      He smiles, as though he knows exactly what I’m talking about. “I’ve spent my whole life searching for happiness.”

      “And what have you found?”

      “You.”

      My lungs deflate.

      Me. He’s been searching for me.

      Tears sting as I try to fight back emotion too big for me to even process.

      He takes a step closer, probably sensing my impending meltdown.

      His finger strokes my cheek, and I melt. Closing my eyes, I lean forward, and my heart tries to break through my ribcage. I can smell and feel him again, fresh from a shower, and devastatingly perfect.

      “I’ve been across the road the whole time, Reid.”

      “I know, but for the past nine years, you may as well have been a hundred miles away.”

      “We’re here now.”

      “Mila,” he whispers.

      With my chest against his, I open my eyes and tilt my head up.

      His breath mixes with mine and he watches me like I’m some dream he doesn’t want to wake up from.

      “I’m here, Reid.”

      “I want to tell you that I love you. I’ve wanted to say it for a long time, but those words never seem enough. How can three words possibly convey the magnitude of how I feel about you? They can’t, but I love you, Mila.”

      Oh my God. Hearing him speak the words almost knock me to the floor.

      My pulse races.

      “Reid. You were the reclusive neighbour who I never really thought about. I had no idea of the real you or how much you were going to change my life. I never thought for one second that I would fall so madly in love with you that I can barely think straight.”

      His forehead touches mine. He looks like he’s in pain. “Say that again.”

      “I love you. I didn’t think it was possible to be this in love.”

      He sucks in a breath before his mouth covers mine, and then I’m being carried to his bedroom.
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      Mila’s back.

      She’s curled into my side in bed as we both try to catch our breath.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” I tell her. “I was worried you’d think I was too much drama.”

      “It’s not drama. I get that you reacted the way you did for a reason and not just some bullshit egotistical thing. You found both of your grandparents, and I can’t imagine how that felt.” She looks up at me. “It’s understandable that you were scared, but I won’t be leaving you, not for Liam or anyone. Not even for Spence’s hottie co-stars. Not even a prince.”

      “A prince, huh?”

      “I’m sorry, Harry, I’m taken.”

      I can’t stop staring at her like a psychopath. Thankfully, Mila’s face mirrors mine.

      “Come on, Reid. You’re making coffee, and then I need to read your manuscript again.”

      “You don’t need to read my therapy manuscript again.”

      “I’m going to read it every day. I love it,” she says. “It’s sad and beautiful, and it makes me understand you a whole lot more.”

      “Well, I’m glad you like my… history.”

      “It’s all you. I can’t believe I’ve known so much more about you than I thought. I read that book and it was all you. I’ve had the answers I wanted this whole time.”

      “I’ve always wanted you to know, I just wasn’t sure how to tell you.”

      “I’m glad you found a way.” She places a kiss on my chest.

      “Mila,” I groan when she gets out of bed. “Come back.”

      “No. Coffee and words. I’m sleeping here forever, so we have plenty of time for more sex. You’ve not made me a latte in forever because you were pushing me away.”

      I groan again. “How long are you going to use that one to get your own way?”

      “A woman never forgets. Come on, abs.”

      Mila gets dressed. I get up and throw some joggers on. Her eyes follow me as I walk around the bed.

      “You’re very obvious.”

      “You’re very hot,” she replies, her amber eyes full of lust.

      “All right, let’s get a coffee.” I take her hand, and we go downstairs the way we have dozens of times before.

      “Do I need to clear some drawers for you?” I ask.

      “What?”

      “You said you’ll be staying over a lot.”

      “I said forever, but sure. And yes, I need drawers and hanging space. Lots of it.”

      I pull her into my arms and lean back against the counter. “You’ve got it. So… are you moving in?”

      She nods once. “Unofficially.”

      “Unofficially?”

      “Reid, we’ve been together for two hours.”

      “So?”

      “So…”

      Grinning, I pull her closer until there’s no space left between us. “All the best love stories start with moving in together on the first day, you know.”

      She raises a brow. “Examples?”

      “This one.” I kiss her.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my mouth.

      “I love you, too.”

      I want nothing more than to take her back to bed and spend the rest of the day whispering I love you between heated kisses.

      Mila holds onto me while I make the coffee, her chin resting on my chest.

      I smirk. “I didn’t think you’d be so clingy.”

      “Shut up. You love it.”

      “I do love it. You’re forbidden to let me go.”

      “Ooh, forbidden, huh?”

      “Don’t be cute. Keep those breasts on me.”

      She laughs and lays her cheek against my skin. I hold her tighter with my free hand. “I want to skip this whole week and stay with you, but you have work and I have uni.”

      “I don’t like that idea.”

      “I know, but I’ve missed almost a week at uni because of you already.”

      “You did?”

      She nods. “My head wasn’t in it. It wasn’t in anything, to be fair. I couldn’t figure out why I felt like I was ill, even though I wasn’t. The girls told me it’s because I love you. Then it all made sense. I read the manuscript, and I came straight to find you.”

      I brush her hair behind her ear. “I was going to come to you. It was supposed to be me doing the chasing.”

      “I know you would have come to me, but it doesn’t matter, Reid. I’m not keeping score. Not with us.”

      “I love that, and I love you. Never again will you have to chase me, though. I’m here, and I’m all in.”

      “We can talk about anything?”

      I nod. “No matter how painful. I’ll give you all of me, I promise.”

      “Do you still see your therapist?”

      “Only if I feel like I need a session. I haven’t been in a little over a year.”

      “And your family are okay with me?”

      “I swear to you, they are.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Oh, I’m really okay with you.”

      She nudges me. “No, I mean, do you still blame yourself?”

      “I try not to.”

      “I wish that day had been different. If I hadn’t—”

      My lips press down on hers, and when I pull away, her eyes are fire. “Don’t. No guilt, Mila. That’s not how we’re starting.”

      “Are you okay? You found both of them.”

      “I’m doing as okay as I can with that,” I tell her.

      “I’ll help you.”

      I nod. “You already do. Now, do you want me to let you get ready for uni or are we both taking one more day?”

      I run my hand down her back and around her hip.

      “You don’t fight fair,” she whispers.

      “Never with you.”

      “I told Liam to stay away. I don’t know that he will for sure. Does that bother you?”

      “I’d be lying if I said no. But he will get the message. I was never angry at you for him reaching out. You can’t control that.”

      She nods. “Sorry that I brought my past with me. I should have spent more time being single, then we wouldn’t have this problem. Indie and Spencer are each other’s first love. I wish we were the same.”

      “I only care about being your last love.”

      Her head tilts to the side. “Reid,” she whispers. “We’re taking the day. I don’t want reality yet.”

      I lean into her and sigh in complete contentment. She’s right here with me. I can see it in her eyes how much she wants me.

      This is it. This is happiness.
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Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Reid

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER

      

      

      “I’m going to die,” Mila says, clinging to my arm.

      We’re outside Waterstones, waiting for it to open. Her parents, brothers, Indie, Spencer, Wren, Brody, and the baby are also here. DeeDee is strapped to Brody’s chest, her tuft of blonde hair blows in the breeze.

      In five minutes, those doors will open, and then we’re going to see Mila’s first book on the shelves.

      I’m so proud of her, I could burst.

      She’s nervous. She’s been talking at a million miles an hour all morning. She’s worrying that no one will buy it, despite the fact that I’ve spoken to her agent and know how many pre-orders it’s already had. Early reviews sing the book’s praises.

      It will be a hit.

      “You’re not going to die.”

      “Let’s just go home, Reid.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “This is your day, love, and we’re so proud of you,” Tim says, patting her back.

      She gulps. “Thanks, but what if—”

      I press my finger over her lips, and she looks up at me. “Nope. No what ifs. You’re a published author.”

      Dropping my hand, I draw her closer.

      Her hand curls into my chest, taking my coat with it. I love it when she holds me like she needs me that badly.

      The last year of our lives have been the best, hands down. Nothing prepared me for her, not properly.

      There’s never a boring day.

      Mila moved in with me after six months. She practically lived with me before that, anyway. I don’t think we spent more than a few nights apart, only when she stayed with Wren or Indie.

      Her parents love it because she’s just over the road. I don’t think any of them would have coped well if she’d moved far away.

      She takes a deep breath.

      “Come on, Mila,” Hugo says. “It probably won’t tank.”

      I’d say something to him, but she’s got it covered. Her hand whips out before any of us see it, and she whacks him in the stomach.

      I smile proudly. She can take care of herself. Besides, the three of them bicker constantly. Much more than Phoebe and I ever did.

      Hugo rubs his stomach while Louisa scowls at him.

      “I’m playing the lead,” Spencer says.

      “He dies.”

      “Every character I’ve played in the past has survived. It’s boring.”

      Indie shakes her head. “I’m not watching that.”

      Mila’s grip tightens on me. “I’ll give you a million pounds if we can leave right now.”

      “You don’t have a million pounds.”

      “I’ll borrow it from Indie and Spencer.”

      “You need to chill. This is good.” I press my forehead against hers and ignore her brothers making retching noises.

      “I love you,” she breathes.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Her eyes narrow.

      “I love you more. Door’s opening.”

      Her family and friends dash inside like the air out here is on fire.

      Mila pulls away, planting her feet into the ground. “Oh, God.”

      “Come on, little chicken. I’ve got you.”

      I take her hand and drag her inside.

      “I changed my mind, Reid.”

      “There it is,” I say, pride swelling in my stomach. There’s a stand to the left of the entrance full of copies of Riot. Each one has a sticker on it to tell the world that the brilliant author has signed them. Mila spent hours one evening signing bookplates to send to various retailers. Every book in this store has her messy signature on it, written in sparkly blue ink.

      “Shit, there are loads of them. Loads! It smells like books, and my books are a part of that. They’re adding to that smell. If I didn’t have them here, it would smell a fraction less bookie.”

      I’ve lost her.

      Smiling, I pull her in and kiss her temple. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Her parents take pictures, and Hugo speaks to the store manager.

      I wrap my arms around her waist and she sinks into me, her back resting against my chest.

      “I can’t believe my book is right there. Lots of my books. Just look at them. How did this even happen? How did an agent like my work and get me a deal? I think I need a drink.”

      I kiss her neck, and her body responds with a shiver. She loves her neck being kissed and touched. She demands it often. I’m only too happy to oblige at every opportunity I get.

      “You did it.”

      “Actually, we did it,” she tells me. “There’s no way my book would be here without you.”

      That’s not strictly true. She’s not my author, and I’m not the one who published her. All I really did was run over the ideas, make her coffee, and pick her up from the shower floor every time she had a writing-related meltdown.

      “Are you hard being in here?” she whispers over her shoulder.

      “With your arse pressed against my dick, what do you think?”

      “Interesting. I was going for the nerd hardon. You love books.”

      “I love you.”

      She sighs. “Reid Walker. My happy ever after.”

      “You make me sound like a literary hero.”

      “You’re much better than that.”

      “Am I?”

      “Uh-huh. You’re my whole world and you tie me up. Oh my God, someone just walked off with my book! Did you see that? She read the back and… shit, look! She’s paying for it. I just earnt some royalties.”

      “I really don’t know what you expected from publishing.”

      “I better get a movie.”

      “Mila?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Marry me.”

      She turns to me, her lips parting. “You’re proposing now?”

      “It’s your debut release day and we’re in a bookstore.”

      “Okay.” She audibly swallows. “It’s the perfect time and place, I’ll give you that.”

      I pull the ring from my back pocket and open the box. “What do you say? You want to tie the knot?”

      “Hell the fuck yeah, I do!”

      Mila leaps at me, and like I will do until our final chapter, I catch her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I first want to say a big thanks to my husband and two sons for being my reason why.

      Kim, thank you for always being at the end of messenger ready to organise my life haha!
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