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Chapter One

“WHOA. A DATE?” my mother asked as I stepped into the kitchen.

“Yeah, a date.” I picked up my long, damp hair and wrapped it into a bun as I weaved my way toward the fruit.

“Hm,” she said. My eyes snapped up at her non-committal statement. She was leaning back in one of the wooden chairs in our breakfast nook, a newspaper in hand, looking at me like I was wearing a bikini, not skinny jeans and a floral top.

“What?”

“No. Nothing. You look beautiful,” she replied, going back to her paper.

She looked like a sexy schoolteacher. That was what all the kids I grew up with said about her—that she was a MILF, in a sexy schoolteacher kind of way, with her long, wavy blonde hair and her librarian glasses.

“Spit it out, Bettina, you know you want to,” I said, turning to get myself a bottle of water. I smiled when she groaned. She hated when I called her by her first name. At the sound of the newspaper folding, I knew I had her attention. I turned around and took a seat across from her. I had fifteen minutes to kill anyway.

“I haven’t seen you date anybody, or even heard you mention any guys, for that matter, since Jensen left,” she said, cutting straight to the chase. My mother was no-bullshit like that.

My gaze fell to the paper on the table, away from her questioning blue eyes. The headline story was about the Clark Estate . . . again.

“Maybe I hadn’t met anyone worth mentioning until now,” I said, bringing my eyes to hers again.

She raised her eyebrows. “Really? So who is this guy worth mentioning?”

I bristled, feeling like she caught me in a lie. “What does it matter anyway? You guys hated Jensen and me together.”

“Nobody ever said we didn’t like you guys together,” she said.

“You didn’t have to. It was pretty clear. Dad didn’t like him because he’s broke, and you didn’t like him because you knew he’d never be a doctor or lawyer or whatever other fantasy man you envisioned me marrying.”

“Mia, that is simply not true!”

“Really? Because I clearly recall you saying, ‘He’s not good for you Mia. You can do better than that’,” I countered.

She looked at me for a long moment, releasing a long breath. “He used to pick you up on a motorcycle, looking like he rode straight out of a Sin City movie. What was I supposed to say? Besides, I know his reputation; I hear the way he and Victor talk when I’m over at Hannah’s house.”

My nose scrunched up. I looked away, not wanting to hear what was said in those conversations. I knew Jensen’s reputation. I’d known him my entire life. I didn’t fault him for the man he was or the past he had. He was a good person and had a good heart, despite his asshole tendencies and the bad boy appeal, which drew me to him in the first place.

“He’s a good guy,” I said, feeling the need to defend him, as usual.

“I agree. He is a good guy, and I will admit I pegged him wrong before. So why did you break up?” she asked. I felt myself heat beneath her stare.

“Because, Mom, he went off to school in New York, and I hate long distance relationships.”

“Do you hate long distance relationships, or do you dislike the idea of him being surrounded by women and you not having control over what happens?” she asked as I stood to grab my purse.

“I . . .” I stopped short. She’d hit the nail on the head, and it made me fume. “I don’t need you to psychoanalyze me, thank you very much. If you’re that bored with being a housewife, maybe you should go back to work,” I said as I walked away from her. “Thanks for the pep talk,” I threw over my shoulder before I walked out of the house.

It wasn’t until I got in my car and drove a couple of blocks out that her words hit me. I slammed my hand on the steering wheel and screamed. By the time I got to the movies, I was calm. I’d sent Max a text and asked him to meet me there to avoid the awkward pick up at my parents’ house. I needed to speak to Rob and convince him to let me move in with him. I didn’t think I could deal with another one of those pep talks, though they didn’t happen often. If it were up to my mom, I would get my degree, meet a rich man, and become a housewife, dedicating my life to having babies for her to dote on.

Things with Jensen were complicated. We spoke almost every day in one form or another: text, email, or phone call. We agreed that we would see other people while he was away, but I didn’t feel like I needed to date somebody else. And he never mentioned anybody else to me, but I wasn’t an idiot. I figured he was seeing other people since he would occasionally throw in the, “So, met anyone lately?” to probably lessen the blow of his telling me if I ever asked him the same.

I was sitting in a dark movie theatre, about to watch Inception, when I got a text from him saying he was in town and needed to see me. My insides flipped. I tried to focus on the movie, but my mind was elsewhere, which was a pity because I loved Leonardo DiCaprio. When the movie was over, I had no idea what I’d just watched. Max, on the other hand, was “mind blown” by it. He kept saying, “Oh my god. Mind blown!”

“Want to grab dinner?” he asked when we got outside. I automatically clutched my phone tighter. I hadn’t put it away since I got Jensen’s text, just in case.

“Maybe another time. I have to do a couple of things,” I said.

“Mia, you know I like you, right?” Max asked in a soft voice.

“I like you too,” I said, looking up at his bright blue eyes.

“But,” he said, chuckling as he ran his hand through his blond wavy hair.

“It’s just . . .”

“You’re still caught up in Jensen.” Max and I hung in the same crowds—the artsy types—as did Jensen.

“I’m . . .” I took a deep breath and smiled at him. “Can we still be friends?”

He nodded, smiling, then shook his head. “I can’t believe you friend-zoned me on our third date.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ve always known it would be hard to get you to stop thinking about him. I mean, he’s all you talk about when we’re together anyway,” he said with a shrug that made me frown.

“That’s not true.”

“Hey, I’m cool with it. I get it. He has the motorcycle, the cigarettes, and the aviator shades.”

I smiled. That wasn’t why I liked Jensen, though the appeal wasn’t lost on me, but that was why I fell in love with him. I gave Max a long hug and made him promise me we’d still hang out, because I truly did like spending time with him. Then I got in my car and headed toward Jensen.

As I drove to Patty’s house, where I knew he’d be, I thought about all of the things I loved about him: the way he looked at me; the way he spoke to me; the way he listened; his brokenness; his hands; the way he made me feel when he touched me; the way he made me laugh; the way his hands were always stained from the charcoal he used to draw. The more things I cataloged, the bigger my smile. Our story wasn’t always pretty. Some would argue it was quite the opposite, but it was beautiful to me.

Winding down that road brought back memories of my first glimpse of the teenager who made girls’ heads turn—myself included. Growing up, I saw him around a lot, and he intrigued me like crazy, but Jensen wasn’t a chaser, and I wasn’t up to doing the chasing. I parked my car in front of the house and closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the stupid game, during spring break my freshman year of college, that changed everything.


Chapter Two

2 years prior

“DID YOU PACK your bathing suit?” Estelle called from the bathroom stall beside me.

“Yeah, didn’t you?” I replied and groaned, looking beside me. “Do you have any toilet paper in your stall?”

She handed me the paper under the partition as she flushed. “I did. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t the only idiot thinking we were actually going to use the hot tub.”

I laughed as I opened the door and stood beside her to wash my hands. “I doubt it. Corinne said she got ten confirmations—four guys, six girls—and that’s only people who are actually staying over.”

Estelle’s eyes widened, her smile matching it soon after. “This is going to be insane.”

“Spring break, baby,” I said.

We originally planned to go to Cancun, but Estelle’s dad ended up in the hospital, and she didn’t want to be too far from him, just in case. Everything turned out fine, and he went home with a high cholesterol warning, but by then it was too late to book Cancun, so we opted to go to Malibu for the weekend. Our friend, Corinne’s, family had a huge empty house there, and it was a hop away, so it was perfect.

That night, after we got the house and helped set everything up—towels in every room, more alcohol than a sports bar, and enough chips and salsa to supply a Mexican restaurant—I decided to take a short nap.

“Who’s coming?” I asked Corinne, stretching my hands over my head as I woke up and saw her doing her make-up in the Jack-and-Jill bathroom.

“Well, Fern, obviously,” she said with a huge smile.

“Obviously,” I said, smiling back at the mention of her new boyfriend, who she’d crushed on all through high school, despite the fact that he always had a girlfriend.

“I think Carlos, Logan, and Jensen, too, and as far as the girls go, you, me, Elle, Pamela, and Danica.”

I blinked a couple of times. “Jensen Reynolds?”

Corinne stopped applying her liner mid-lip as her eyes snapped to meet mine in the mirror. “Yeah, why? Oh my God, you don’t hate him or anything, do you?”

“Hate him? No!” I said, frowning. “I’m just surprised. I mean, I’ve seen him hanging around Carlos sometimes, but I didn’t realize they were that close. I know his best friends,” I explained. “Estelle’s brother and their whole clique—that’s who he usually hangs out with.”

“Oh,” she said, back to applying her make up. “I think Estelle mentioned her brother coming by later, so I guess that explains it.”

I nodded and waited for her to leave before getting ready. I’d been seeing Jensen more and more around campus, and every time he looked over and smiled at me, my insides flipped. I couldn’t understand why I was having this sudden reaction to him, but I was, and I wasn’t thrilled about it. I’d had three cups of beer from the keg one of the guys brought before Jensen finally arrived, and when he did, Estelle kicked me—very obviously—under the glass table.

I glared at her, which made her laugh (she was already drunk).

“What?” she said, shrugging and hiding a laugh behind her hands, which were small, but she had a ring on every single finger, and that managed to actually hide her face.

“You’re an idiot,” I muttered. “Oh, look, there’s Oliver!” I said brightly and laughed when her face morphed from amusement to complete composure in less than two seconds. She turned around slowly, as nonchalantly as possible, and shot me a murderous glare when she realized I was kidding.

I shrugged. “What?”

“Not funny,” she said, trying to contain her lips from smiling.

I looked over her shoulder and saw the back door open, and laughed again when Oliver really did step in. “Okay, this is awkward, but Oliver really is here,” I said.

Estelle rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

“I’m serious,” I said, still laughing.

“I’m sure you are, Meep. I’m sure you are.”

“Man bun, check. White Nirvana shirt, check. Damn, he makes those cargo shorts look so fucking good,” I said. I could tell she was straining not to look over her shoulder, so I kept going. “Huh. He’s wearing flip-flops. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wear flip-flops . . .”

“For the record, fuck you,” Estelle muttered before she finally conceded and looked over her shoulder.

“I told you!”

She smiled when she looked back. “So you did. You want to move in that general direction?”

I laughed. “Nope. I’m going to sit right here and drink my next beer.”

“You’re going to get a beer belly,” she said, making a face at my red cup.

“Well, what the hell are you drinking, Almighty One?” I asked.

“Vodka, obviously,” she said, raising her cup as she stood. “Want some?”

“Sure,” I said with a shrug and let my eyes drift over the party once more. Oliver was talking to Victor, who’d just walked in, and some girl who looked like she was ready to take her clothes off for him. I glared at her extra hard, hoping to catch her eye. Better me than Estelle—not that she cared much about the girls who flirted with them. I guess it was better that way since I seemed to feel enough rage for the both of us. I finally spotted Jensen walking outside, and stood, grabbing the cup from Estelle’s hand and pulling her along with me.

“I thought we were staying in place?” she asked. I heard the smirk in her voice but chose to ignore it.

We said hi to the guys and stood around listening to Victor talk; it seemed like he was always droning on about something. I walked toward the back door before I could give it much thought.

“Hey Jangles,” I said as I stepped outside.

He grinned, looking up from his phone as he flicked his cigarette. “What’s up, Road Runner?”

I smiled a little too widely. “Funny how you gave me the nickname and couldn’t seem to stick with it.”

Jensen shrugged. “I swim against the current.”

“Is that from one of your poems?” I asked.

“It’s not,” he said. “But . . .” he let the words hang as he put out the cigarette, reached in his back pocket for the torn up little black Mead notebook he carried around, and wrote something down.

“Do you buy your notebooks like that?” I asked.

“Like what?”

“All ripped up. I’ve seen you with a million different little notebooks, and they always look like they’re on the brink of falling apart,” I said, nodding at the one in his hand.

He chuckled. “They’re kind of like baseball gloves. The more beat up, the better.”

I nodded and gave him a once-over. He was wearing dark jeans, boots, and a white shirt that read, “I am.” You couldn’t see the tattoos I knew he had because of the quarter sleeves of his shirt, and I was dying to pull them up to see if he’d added any new ones. His face was closely shaved, and his hair was mussed, from the wind or his motorcycle helmet, there was no telling. What mattered was that he looked good—better than good—and I was ogling. I needed to stop ogling.

“Hey Jensen,” a group of girls said as they walked by. His eyes left my face for a second, just to acknowledge them with a nod, but he looked right back at me.

“You want to come drink with us? We’re going to play a game,” one of them said.

He was still looking at me, and my heart felt like it was having a seizure. “I’d rather stay right here,” he said, finally, not taking his light brown eyes away from me.

“You can go,” I whispered when the girls were out of earshot. “I don’t mind.”

“And lose track of my muse? I don’t think so Road Runner,” he said, smiling, as he flapped his notebook in the air.

“Afraid you can’t keep up with me?” I asked.

His chuckle warmed me all over, and when his expression turned serious as he searched my face, I felt a shiver spike through me. “I am, actually.”


Chapter Three

Present

THE LOUD KNOCK on my car window snapped me out of my reverie. I gasped and sat up straight, looking out to find Jensen standing there with a confused look on his face. From the look in his eyes, I knew something was wrong. I stepped out of the car, closing the door behind me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. He didn’t respond—just pulled me into his arms and held me in a tight hug.

“I’m not going to slither out of your arms, you know?” I said jokingly against his chest. He breathed heavily against my head and held me tighter before finally letting go.

“Yes, you are,” he said, his words muffled.

His words made my stomach dip. “What’s wrong?” I asked again, this time pushing away from his chest.

He blinked a couple of times as he looked down at me, as if he’d forgotten what I looked like. It occurred to me that maybe in the five months he’d been away, I’d forgotten what he looked like as well. I raised my hand and flattened it against the stubble on his cheek. I ran my eyes over his face, stopping at the faded scar on his left cheek, and continuing on until I reached his full lips.

“I won’t be here long,” he said, finally breaking his silence. My eyes snapped back up to meet his.

“When do you leave?”

“Sunday night.”

I nodded, tearing my eyes away from his to look over his shoulder, at the slightly open door of the house behind him. I hated the fact that he only came to visit for one or two days at a time, but I understood. His life was in New York. Had it not been for his foster mother, Patty, I wasn’t sure how often he would come, or if he’d even come at all.

“Is Patty home?” I asked, raising my chin in the direction of the house.

Jensen shook his head, letting out a harsh breath that tickled my cheek. “She left a few minutes ago.” He put a hand on my waist then, the feel of his long fingers curling to grip me igniting a fire deep within my belly. I wanted nothing more than to push him back into the house and rip his clothes off. Something told me that he wanted me to do that. That he preferred for me to do that instead of making him talk about whatever it was that was clouding his head. So I decided I wouldn’t. I couldn’t push him to talk to me; I knew that from experience, but I also knew that using sex to try to ease his pain was something Jensen fell into when he was young, and I liked to think I could do more for him than just that. I liked to think I would be the one who would ultimately tame the bad boy in him. I already was, in a sense. I’d been his longest relationship thus far.

“Will you go somewhere with me?” he asked, making me blink in surprise.

“Somewhere like . . .” I prompted, confused.

“Away. Let’s get a hotel somewhere, just for tonight. I need to . . .” he breathed out again. “I need to be with you,” he said, bringing his other hand to my other hip and holding me there before trailing them both along my sides until he reached my face. “I want to be alone with you. Only you and me.”

He could have asked me to kill the Pope, and I would have in that moment. When Jensen looked at me like that, with those soulful gray eyes that begged for somebody to just understand him, I couldn’t say no. I placed my hands over his on my face, and then brought them in front of my mouth. He closed his eyes as I kissed his calloused palms.

“I would go anywhere with you,” I said in a whisper. My words seemed to rock something inside of him, because when he opened his eyes he looked torn, broken. That’s how Jensen was, though, and with the baggage he carried, I couldn’t blame him.

He didn’t say another word—just nodded once and pulled me into the house. I walked around his room as he packed his overnight bag. I busied myself by picking up and putting down random things he had scattered on his nightstands, his desk, the floor. His room looked the way it always had, as if he still lived here and not thousands of miles away.

“How was your flight?” I asked, breaking the silence as he opened and closed drawers.

“It was okay.”

I looked over at him. His brows were pulled together as he rummaged through his duffel bag.

“Did you lose something?” I asked.

His hands stopped moving, and the edge of his mouth moved into half of a smile. “Found it.”

I smiled back, searching his face for clues as to what was wrong with him. I wanted to ask if he’d spoken to his mother, or if he’d gotten fired from his job, or if maybe the children’s book he was shopping to agents got turned down, but I didn’t want to push him, and I didn’t want him to close himself off again, so I stayed quiet.

His smile wavered as he looked at me; the longer he stared, the harder I found it to stay rooted in place.

“Come here,” he said, the need in his voice carrying me to him. “You know you mean the world to me, right?”

Normally those words would have made me melt right in his hands, but the way he looked at me when he said them made my heart hurt.

“What in the world happened?” I asked. “You’re really starting to worry me.”

He breathed out heavily, crushing my body against his again. “God, Mia, I don’t even know where to start. Can we pause the conversation and have it later though?”

I reared back and looked at him, nodding. “But you’ll tell me,” I said. I didn’t want this to be one of the situations where I hated that I had to practically extract the information from him. I wanted to think we were in a place where we could tell each other everything and anything and not worry about the other judging.

“I’ll tell you everything, baby. Everything,” he said in a whisper as he ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “God, I missed you,” he said, pulling my lips to his. We definitely needed to talk, but I was willing to wait a couple of hours if this was his way of temporarily shutting me up.


Chapter Four

Past

“OUR WAITER KEEPS staring at you,” Jensen said, glaring at the man standing a few feet away from us.

“He does not,” I said, shaking my head with a smile. The waiter was staring at me, but he always did when we ate there. More than a handful of times I’d caught him looking at my boobs as he refilled our water, and that alone was pretty funny considering I didn’t have much to look at. I didn’t want Jensen getting mad though. Especially not when we were celebrating our two-year anniversary. As it was, he’d gone from zero to ballistic earlier today when my friend, Nathan, sent me a text to wish me a happy belated birthday.

“He is, and I don’t like it.”

“Hey,” I said, placing my hand over his to beckon his attention. “What’s with you tonight?”

His eyes flicked to mine. “I just . . . nothing.”

I raised an eyebrow and opened my mouth to press him further, but our food arrived. “Saved by the food.”

Jensen grinned. We talked about our classes as we ate, debating which class was better and what teacher taught it better. He was graduating soon and had been accepted into the Graduate English program at NYU; he hadn’t planned on going for it, but I pushed him. His argument had been that he wanted to be a writer, and he didn’t need one. In the end, after we visited the school together, he decided he wanted to do it. It didn’t hit me right away that he would be leaving soon, and I was staying behind. We would be worlds apart, but I loved him enough to let him go and support him while he was there. We’d decided to take our relationship a step at a time while he was away, and that was something that made my stomach coil with unease.

We stood up and held hands, and, just as we walked out, he stepped up to our waiter and said something to him. I couldn’t hear what it was, but from the look on the guy’s face, I knew it wasn’t anything nice.

“What’d you tell him?” I asked as he opened my car door.

“I told him that if I catch him checking you out the next time we come here, I would rip his eyes out and stomp on them.” He closed the door and left me gaping at him as he rounded the car to get into the driver’s seat.

“You did not,” I said as soon as his ass hit the seat.

He glanced at me. “Did you not see the look on his face?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah, but he’s bigger than you.” Jensen was athletic, but he wasn’t a gym rat. That guy looked like he could bench two football players.

“I’m bigger where it counts,” he said with a shrug.

A small laugh escaped before I could stop it. “You are just . . . too much.”

He reached for my hand and kissed the back of it. “Are you having fun?”

“I always have fun when I’m with you.”

“Good, because I have an entire weekend of fun planned.”

“Does it involve you and me naked on a bed?”

His nostrils flared as he pulled out of the parking lot. He brought my hand up to his mouth and grazed his teeth along the tips of my fingers. “And the kitchen table. And the floor. And the shower. And the beach. The possibilities are endless, really.”

My insides tightened.

“You want that?” he asked, his voice low.

“I want that,” I replied in a whisper.

“I want to peel that dress off you slowly, kissing every inch of bare skin as it falls.” He smiled when he saw my face flush. “Then I’m going to lay you down on the kitchen counter and lick my way down your body until your legs are trembling with need.” He paused to lick my wrist. “Then,” he said, as he parked the car in front of his place, his voice a raspy whisper against my ear. “I’m going to lick your pussy from one side to the other and bite your lips the way you like.”

“Jensen,” I said, pulling away from him. I was on fire. “Let’s go inside.”

He put his hand on my thigh and moved it slowly until he reached my already damp thong. “I’m going to take my time with you, baby,” he whispered, bringing his mouth up to mine as he hooked a finger inside my underwear to stroke me. “I’m going to make you beg for me to fuck you.”

“I’m willing to beg,” I said against his lips. “I’ll beg right now.”

I felt him smile. “I’m crazy about you, Mia Bennett.”

“Likewise, Jensen Reynolds.” I kissed his lips lightly. “Now can we please go inside so you can make good on your promise?”

He chuckled. “So impatient.”

Once we were inside, Jensen asked me to wait for him in the kitchen so he could get my present. We’d said no presents. We shared a birthday so presents were exchanged the other day, but I couldn’t help buying him something for the occasion, and evidently he felt the same. I ran my fingers over the bracelet he gave me, and smiled as I examined each charm—the number 31, for our birthdate; the camera; the feather pen; the anchor; the sailboat; the heart that read, “I’m yours.”

I dropped my hand onto my lap when I noticed him walk out of the room with a large box in his hands. He smiled as he set it down on the counter and stood behind me, wrapping his arms around me.

“Open it,” he said.

I picked up the top of the box to reveal a smaller box. I frowned as I took that one out. It was wrapped in a brown paper filled with words. Normally I would have torn it right open, but something about it made me stall. My breath caught when I realized it was his handwriting. I turned slightly to look at him over my shoulder.

“It’s just wrapping paper, Mia,” he said with a tender smile.

I looked at the box again and examined it, trying to read what it said. “Are these your words?”

Jensen rubbed the back of his neck and smiled as he looked at the floor. He was so sure of himself most of the time, so he looked adorable on the rare occasions that he got shy. He peered up at me.

“They’re just words,” he said.

I pulled him between my legs, but he was too tall for me to kiss, so I hopped off the stool. He was still too tall. Jensen chuckled, understanding what I was trying to do, and lifted me on to the counter, standing between my swinging legs.

“They’re your words,” I whispered against his lips.

“Open the box, please,” he said, pressing his lips against mine before giving me space again.

I brought it in front of me again. I couldn’t figure out what it was. I tried to think about everything I’d said I wanted and came up short.

“Stop trying to guess what it is and open it.”

“The wrapping paper in itself is a gift,” I whispered, taking my time to remove it so that it wouldn’t tear. “Oh my God,” I breathed when the camera lens I’d been saving up for came into view. “Oh my God.”

Jensen was grinning when I looked up at him.

“This is . . . this is too much,” I said finally, putting the box down beside me. There was a reason I hadn’t gotten it for myself yet. Though this explained why he’d picked up so many hours at the coffee shop where he worked.

“Nothing is too much for you,” he replied, bringing a hand up to caress my face.

“Jens—”

His mouth landed on mine before I could finish saying his name. My eyes slammed shut as his lips teased mine until they parted, his tongue snuck into my mouth, stroking against mine as his hands framed my face. My fingers threaded through his hair, and I scooted forward, rocking into him. We were panting when we broke our kiss.

“You deserve everything, Mia,” he murmured as he looked at me. Those gray eyes of his would be my undoing, of that I had no doubt.

“I only want you,” I whispered as I unbuttoned his shirt and tucked my hands inside of it, feeling his warm, hard chest under my small, cold hands.

“You have me, baby. You’ll always have me.” He shrugged his shirt off and wrapped his arms around me to unzip my dress.

“And you’ll always have me.” I hopped off the counter and let the dress pool at me feet, watching the way Jensen’s eyes darkened as they left my face and raked my body slowly—so slowly—leaving tiny trails of heat in their wake. He made an animalistic sound in the back of his throat as he charged me, lifting me back up on the counter and spreading my legs.

“You know what my greatest fear is?” he asked, his mouth below my ear as he placed a kiss there. I shivered at the sensation his breath left as he kissed his way down to my chest.

“What?” I asked in a pant as he reached my breast.

“Losing you,” he said, looking up at my face. “Losing this.” His lips closed around me, his tongue flicking my nipple. His hands worked their way between my legs as he gave attention to my other breast. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted,” he said, whispering kisses down my stomach. “You’re everything I need.” My head hit the counter with a thump when I felt his tongue on me.

“Oh God,” I said.

“I would die if you left me, you know that, right?” he said against me.

“I would never leave you.”

“You might. Maybe you’ll find someone better than me when I’m away,” he said, flicking his tongue against me.

“Shit.”

“A successful guy,” he continued.

“I only want you,” I responded, my fingers pulling his hair as I writhed against the hard counter.

“Maybe someone with less baggage,” he said.

“I love your baggage,” I said.

That earned a chuckle from him. He blew on me, his fingers toying.

“Jensen, please.”

“Keep going?” he asked.

“Keep going,” I chanted. “Keep going.”

He did. He didn’t stop until I saw fireworks beneath my eyelids. When I opened my eyes again he was lifting me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sighed against his chest.

“Why do you always do that?” I asked quietly.

“Do what?”

“Talk about that kind of stuff when you’re . . . you know.” I looked up at his face. His steps faltered. He stopped just as we reached the threshold of his room and looked at me. He opened his mouth to say something, but closed it, shaking his head.

“Tell me.” I ran a hand through his hair.

“Ever since we got together, I’ve had this terrible feeling that I’m on borrowed time with you,” he said in a whisper, his eyes sad. “Nothing in my life lasts. Nothing good.” He shook off his words and walked over to the bed, dropping me on it as he kicked off his boots. I stood on the bed so that I could be at his level when he looked at me and grabbed his wrists as he took off his belt, pulling him toward me.

“You’ve been saying this for two years, yet here we are,” I said.

He nodded slowly, still looking unconvinced.

“You are a beautiful human being. You know that, right?” I asked, searching his face. “You’re funny, you’re kind, you’re talented as hell, so attractive it hurts to look at you sometimes,” I said, making him laugh and roll his eyes. I smiled.

“You’re so much more, Mia. So much more,” he said, threading his fingers through mine.

“When I’m with you, I am.”

“I’m leaving soon,” he said, looking at our joint hands.

“Temporarily,” I reminded him.

“It’s still a long time apart.”

“Do you love me, Jensen?” I asked.

His eyes snapped up to mine again. “More than anything.”

“Then we’ll be okay.”

Before he could delve deeper into his nagging fears, I pushed him away, jumped off the bed, and started working on removing his belt. That weekend was still one of my favorite memories with him.


Chapter Five

Present

I SNAPPED BACK to the present as he parked the bike and held out his hands for me to pass him the helmet.

“I was just thinking about the day you gave this to me,” I said, smiling.

His lips twitched. “Before or after I made you cry with my dick?”

I slapped his chest. “You didn’t make me cry with your dick,” I muttered. “It was an emotional night.”

Something in his gaze shifted, but he pulled my hand and walked me across the street to check in at the hotel before I could acknowledge it. As soon as the door to our room closed behind us, I stripped off my shirt and bra to change into my bathing suit. I was tying it when I felt Jensen’s large hands on my back and shivered uncontrollably. He finished tying it for me and dropped a kiss on my bare shoulder, turning and going into the bathroom before I could thank him properly.

On the beach, we sat in silence—I took pictures of the water, the sun, some surfers in the distance, while Jensen used a charcoal to sketch beside me. I turned my body to snap a picture of him, and pressed the button on my camera to examine the picture. I would never tell him, but he was my favorite subject to photograph. His Dodgers cap was on backwards, keeping his hair tucked away from his eyes. He was squinting and biting the side of his lip in concentration as he drew. My heart sped up, just looking at the picture. I jumped in surprise when his arm wrapped around my shoulder and lowered my camera to look at him. There was a sea of turmoil in his eyes. I was sure that no matter how many things I went through, the look in his eyes had the most power to sadden me.

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” I asked in a whisper, closing my eyes as his breath fanned over my face. He smelled of the mint gum he’d been chewing on.

“You remember how I ended up living with Patty, right?” he asked quietly.

My eyes popped open again, and I nodded. I would never forget a drunken Jensen spilling his disgust for his father and the way he impregnated his mother and paid her off to keep quiet, or the way his mother abandoned him when she got into a relationship with a man who hated children. He looked away, worrying his lip. My eyes followed his and landed on the sun disappearing into the ocean. I snuggled my body into his, and he tightened his hold on me, his chin resting on top of my head as we watched it go.

“What about her?” I asked when we could only see the very tip of the sun.

“I never want to be like my mom. Or him. I won’t let myself be that selfish. I don’t want to be a liar, a cheat,” he said. I frowned, pulling away from him.

“Okay?”

Jensen breathed out. “This is so fucked,” he said, looking at the sand between our bodies. The look on his face when he brought his eyes to mine again nearly ripped me apart. “I . . .” He took a deep breath. “I was seeing somebody while we were apart,” he said, the slap of his words leaving a sting behind them. “It wasn’t serious at all, which is why I never told you about her.”

“That’s fine,” I said, waving him off. “Don’t. I don’t want to hear about her.”

“Mia,” he said, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “She’s pregnant.”


Chapter Six

Present

Jensen

I NEVER KNEW my father. I knew of him, but never knew him, not even by name. It wasn’t until the eve of my thirteenth birthday that I discovered his first name. That night, when any of the other mothers I knew would have been packing up their kid’s gift into a bag, she was packing up her suitcase. I walked into her room because I heard a noise and thought maybe she’d fallen. She was a heavy drinker, and while most of the kids in my class wore bags under their eyes because they’d stayed up late playing video games, I had them because I was usually holding her auburn hair out of her face while she threw up. Teachers called me irresponsible for forgetting my homework most days, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I did it on the bathroom floor most nights, and my mother’s puke often ended up smeared all over it.

I wasn’t a bright kid like Oliver, or well-to-do like Victor. I didn’t excel in sports like Junior, but I had heart, and that can go a long way. Often times I woke up after two hours of sleep and studied, just to prove to my mom that I, too, could get good grades. I joined the baseball team and mowed the lawn for our neighbors, thinking those things would earn her respect. But that night, when I caught her packing her bags, and she turned to look at me, her gray eyes going wide when she saw me standing by the door, I realized none of those things mattered to her. They never would.

“Why aren’t you sleeping, Jens?” she asked, her words slightly slurred.

“What are you doing?” I asked quietly as I watched her hands stop in her bag.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she replied in a cry. “I can’t stay here and pretend I know how to mother when we both know I don’t. I can’t . . . you look too much like him. The older you get, the more you look like him. I don’t want to . . .” she paused, sniffling. “I don’t want to hate you.”

“You’re leaving?” My voice cracked. The doorknob was rattling in my shaky grip.

“Only for a little while. I just need time to clear my head,” she said. “Archer set us up. I’m splitting the account two ways—that way you get what you’re owed too.”

“Archer?” I whispered, trying to focus on blinking the tears filling my eyes.

“Your . . . father.”

“You mean my donor,” I said. “That’s what you call him. My donor.”

“Well, he isn’t here, is he?” she spat, narrowing her eyes. “He promised me the world, impregnated me, and threw money at me to quiet us. Well . . . I can’t do it anymore. I can’t do it anymore.” She was wailing now, burying her face into her hands as her hair curtained her face. I stared at her, at the bag on the bed, at her room, at the floor.

“Why are you leaving?” I asked. “Why?”

She sniffed. “I’ll be back when I get my shit together.”

“Please don’t leave, Mom. I’ll try to be better,” I pleaded.

“Patty will be here soon,” she said, zipping up the bag and wiping her face. She walked over to me and cupped my chin with one hand. We were already the same height. She always made jokes about that when I had to help her into bed. “I love you, Jensen. I do, but I’m not well. You have to know that.”

She kissed my cheek and walked out. I stayed rooted in place until I heard the door close behind her. I kept replaying over her words: ‘I love you, Jensen. I do, but I’m not well. You have to know that.’

I thought back to that memory often. Probably more often than I should, and I always came to the same conclusion—she loved me, but not enough to stay. Not enough to put me first. I only told three people that story: Oliver, Mia, and now you. I didn’t tell it to gain pity. I chose my own destiny, and whether it was good or bad, I had to accept the consequences of my actions. I told it because I believed history was something we should learn from. We studied it to not repeat the mistakes of the past.

I wouldn’t say I had a rough childhood. I knew people who had worse. I was never molested or beaten. I was never told I was a piece of shit nor was I undermined. I just wasn’t cared for. I was never nurtured. I never felt love from my biological parents, but I felt it elsewhere. Love was in friends who became brothers. It was in their parents, and Patty, my foster mother, the woman who taught me what a mother was supposed to be like. And it was in a girl—a bite-sized, sassy blonde named Mia.

Mia was love. She was everything. She loved me, she pushed me, and she inspired me. Leaving her for New York was one of the hardest choices I’d ever made. Being in a huge city by myself wasn’t exciting for me the way it was for the people I met in school. I liked my life back home. I loved my city, I loved my girl, but I saw the way she got wrapped up in me. I saw the way her parents didn’t approve of our relationship, and so I ended things when I left. I figured a break would be good for both of us. I didn’t set out to date anybody, or even have sex with anybody else, really, but somehow it happened. I couldn’t fault the girl for our mistake. It was irresponsible, unforgivable, but it happened. That was life. I couldn’t expect Mia to understand. I didn’t expect her to understand, but as I watched her pack her bag, the way I watched the first woman I loved pack hers all those years ago, I couldn’t help but wonder what I could have done differently.

Not have sex with that girl from poetry class. I knew that much. Obviously. But even before then, I wished I had held on to this one a little tighter. I wished I had talked to her more. I wished I had begged her to go with me. I wished I could wipe the tears from her face, but she wouldn’t let me go near her.

“God, you are such an asshole,” she said, sniffling. “I fucking trusted you.”

And that hurt more than anything, because she was right. I could have stood there and pointed out the semantics of it all: we were on a break, and I knew for a fact she was dating some dude named Max. I knew for a fact they went out every weekend, and that he sometimes drove her home and stayed over. I knew all of it. I could have called her out, but I didn’t, because we were on a break, and we could have done anything we wanted, but at the end of the day, we were supposed to be together and I fucked that up.

“I’m sorry,” I said, taking a step toward her. Her head snapped up.

“Don’t. Don’t even try to touch me right now,” she said, her chest heaving in sobs. I’d seen her cry, but never like this. Not even when her family dog died did she cry like this, and it fucking killed me. Her blue eyes were filled with pain that I’d caused. She raised her finger and pointed at me. “It should have been me. That’s all I can think about right now.”

I closed my eyes to try to contain my sorrow, but it was no use. I bit down on the inside of my mouth to keep from crying, which was all I wanted to do, but I wouldn’t do it in front of her. So I bit until I tasted blood.

“You’re my best friend, Mia,” I said, opening my eyes again. She had her bag slung over her shoulder. “Please don’t go.”

She shook her head furiously, her wavy hair sticking to the wetness of her face. “Don’t ask me to stay,” she said hoarsely.

“Please stay,” I whispered anyway.

“Jensen, I can’t!” she said in a loud sob. “I can’t even look at you right now!”

“So look away, but please stay. Just for tonight.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, wiping the tears from her face. “I really hate you right now,” she said once she opened them again. “I really, really hate you.”

“I know, baby,” I said, stepping toward her and pulling her into my chest. I knew she would push me away, and maybe claw at me, but I needed to feel her. I needed to hold her.

“Don’t call me that,” she said, wailing into my shirt. “Oh my God. I feel like I can’t breathe.”

I held her tighter. I didn’t want to let her go. Ever. When she pulled back, she looked up at me. “What will you do now? Move to New York for good?”

I bit my tongue hard and nodded.

“And then?” she prompted.

“Mia,” I started, taking a deep breath. “I have to marry her.”

If I could erase one thing from my memory for the rest of my life, it wouldn’t be my mom on the floor, or the way she looked at me when she left, or the way Patty looked when she told me that my mother was never coming back. It would be the look on Mia’s face the moment I dropped that bomb.

“Wh-what?”

“She got kicked out of her house. She’s young; she has nowhere to go. Her father—”

Mia’s hands went up before I could finish my statement. “I don’t want to fucking hear it. I don’t want to hear it.”

“Please let me explain.”

“Don’t.” She was holding on to her stomach as if she was going to heave at any moment. “I have to go. I just. I’m sorry, but I have to go.” She walked to the door and looked back at me one last time, her eyes trailing all over my face and down my body, and I just knew this was goodbye. I don’t know why I expected anything more.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she walked out. “I’m . . . I can’t.”

I stared at the back of the door for a beat, waiting for the anger to seep in, but it never did. I thought I loved that girl my entire life, and I knew I would for the remainder of it. It didn’t matter that I had to go back to New York and marry somebody who was a virtual stranger to me, or that her father held my future in his hands, or that the baby she carried was mine. Nothing mattered more than the fact that I’d lost the most important thing in my life. I knew I would never get her back. Regardless of what the future held for us, for me, I knew I wouldn’t get her back. I didn’t deserve her.

I sat on the floor in front of the door until the sun came up, just in case she decided to walk back through that door.

She never did.

I called, and I showed up at her house. I emailed. I texted. But nothing ever seemed to get through to her. So I started writing.

We were dared to kiss, and from the moment her lips met mine, I was a goner . . .


My Best Friend’s Wedding

5 YEARS LATER

Mia

I WAS CONVINCED that major life events existed for us to measure how fast or slow we were progressing according to society. Weddings were one of them. When all of my friends started getting married, and I was sitting in the corner like, “Don’t mind me. Party for one over here,” I knew that everyone in my life was moving along a little faster than I was willing. From an outside perspective, depending on when you met me, you could say one of two things about me: “Poor girl, she’s been through so much. I wouldn’t be surprised if she ends up buying ten cats and living alone for the rest of her life.” Or, “One of these days she’s got to settle down with one of the men she . . . fools around with.”

I’d actually heard my mother state the latter of those options to her friends during book club. She used book club as a way of whoring me out to her friends’ eligible sons. It was annoying. The latest book club meeting was held a couple of weeks ago, and the big discussion was whom I would take to my best friend’s wedding. Thankfully, that night I’d agreed to go over there with my brother so we could watch the Clippers game with our dad, and I was able to intervene in the conversation as they handed around an iPhone opened up to the Facebook page of one of their son’s.

I’d never understood why people associated weddings with dates. Was it because they didn’t want to seem lame for not being in a steady relationship as they watched somebody they loved get married? I was secure enough on my own. I didn’t need a man’s presence to show me my worth, thank you very much. But as I handed my car keys over to the valet of the hotel where my best friend and most of my loved ones would be getting ready for her big day, a wisp of longing hit me, and I kind of wished I did have somebody to share this important event with.

“You did it!” Estelle said as soon as she saw me walk into the bridal suite. She stood quickly, practically sprinting toward me, long, loose strands of waves bouncing against the white robe she was wrapped in. I stood still as she touched the tips of my now short hair, waiting for her to tell me the truth: she hated it.

“I feel like I pulled a Britney,” I said with a groan, tugging on the ends as if the movement would make it grow back. I’d had long hair, Rapunzel-length hair, since I was a kid, and this drastic change was way out of character for me.

Estelle laughed, her big, bluish eyes shooting up to mine. “You’ve been talking about cutting your hair for months, and it’s not that short,” she said, while I tilted my head with raised eyebrows. “Okay, fine, it is that short, but you look great!”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “But enough about me. Are you ready to get married . . . again?”

She married our longtime friend, Oliver, the guy who’d owned her heart ever since I could remember, a few months back, but today they were having their formal celebration.

“I am!” she said, smiling. I was glad for the infectious giddiness that radiated off her. I knew the event would be a difficult one for me to get through, not because I wasn’t over the moon excited for my friends, but because all of our mutual friends would be there, and the one I’d been avoiding like the plague for the past five years was one of the groomsmen, and, in turn, walking with me.

Oliver’s sister, Sophie, joined us as we dressed and sipped on mimosas, laughing at our drunken bachelorette party adventure from a few weeks earlier. I slipped into the soft pink maid of honor dress and scrunched my dirty blonde hair before working on my mascara. From the corner of my eye, I caught movement and dropped the tube of nude lipstick I had in my hand with a gasp, turning to give Estelle my full attention as she walked out of the in-suite bathroom wearing her wedding dress. I’d seen it on her when we went wedding shopping, but seeing her in it now, with her hair and make up done, made it real.

“My best friend is getting married,” I whispered, smiling as tears pricked my eyes. Estelle laughed lightly, fanning her face with her hands.

“Don’t. You’re going to make me cry! I’ve been married for four months!” she said, but continued fighting tears nonetheless.

I gave her another once over and admired the way her dress hugged her body perfectly all the way down to her knees, where it fanned out.

“You picked out the most perfect dress. I could never pull that off,” I said, referring to the feathers that adorned the bottom half of her dress.

She smiled at me and walked up to the mirror, holding her veil in her hand. “My mom is supposed to put this on me,” she said.

“I’m sure they’ll be here soon. Sophie went to check on Sander and the baby,” I said. “You look incredible, Elle, and I’m not just saying that because it’s you. You really look unbelievable.”

She took a deep breath, smiling even brighter as her eyes met mine in the mirror. “Thank you. Thank you for everything,” she said, pausing to swallow and blink back tears. “Thank you for my beautiful pictures and just . . . everything. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

“You would be. This was inevitable,” I said, leaning in to wrap my arms around her, placing my chin on her shoulder. “But I am so fucking glad I get to share this day with you.” I squeezed her a little. “I think Bean is going to come in his pants when he sees you walking down the aisle,” I said, dropping my hands.

“I sent his gift with Vic, so maybe he already did,” Estelle said with a laugh. His gift was a custom photo album that included super sexy pictures of her in his doctor’s coat and other things from her boudoir shoot with me.

“Umm yeah, I think that probably did the trick,” I said, turning toward the door when we heard it unlock. Estelle’s mom and my mom walked in with Sophie trailing behind, all three of them gaping at Estelle in her wedding dress. I stepped away so that they could appreciate it and felt a ball form in my throat when her mom started crying.

“You look so beautiful,” she kept saying.

“Mom, please stop, you’re going to make me cry and ruin my make up,” Elle said.

“Ohmygod, my brother is going to die,” Sophie added.

“Our little girls are growing up,” my mom said.

“You guys are impossible to be around!” I said, dabbing the edges of my eyes, trying not to cry again.

Estelle stayed behind while the rest of us went downstairs and out back to the beach, where the wedding was happening. Anxiety crashed through me like a wave when I saw the groomsmen standing around talking animatedly as they looked out at the beach. I’m ready, I told myself. I’m fine. But when he turned around, and I caught a glimpse of his profile, my legs stopped working.

“Uh oh. I can already see where this is going.” My head turned back when I heard my brother’s voice. “Deep breath and step, sis. Deep breath and step.”

“I know how to walk, Rob, but thanks for the tip,” I said.

He shrugged, smiling as he stared ahead at the group of guys. “I walked before you, so I figured you might need a little help.”

I rolled my eyes with a laugh. “Actually, I walked before you, thank you very much.”

“Yeah right,” he said with a scoff. He put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me into him. “You’re in charge of your sail,” he said against my hair. “Say it.”

“I’m in charge of my sail,” I said, taking a deep breath. “What am I going to do without you when I move?”

“Easy,” he said, dropping his arm and leaning away to look at me. “Don’t go.”

“Ha ha,” I said, smiling at him. “You know I’m not going to pass up this job.”

Rob let out a long breath. “I’m just saying—if you’re with me, you’re twinning, and if you leave, well, you won’t be.”

I laughed, pushing him off me. “You’re so stupid. We’re always twinning.”

We started walking toward the group; Rob’s presence gave me the strength I needed to keep my head held high. There was a time in my life that I hated being a twin. Even though I didn’t have a girl twin, with matching clothes and all the competition that came from that, I still felt overwhelmed by it sometimes. More often than not, it was a fleeting feeling, because at the end of the day nobody understood me the way my brother did, and I wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the twin thing or if it was just a sibling thing in general, but I was glad to have him. That was why when I got this incredible opportunity to take photos for a magazine in New York, I actually gave it a lot of thought. Two years ago I would have jumped on that opportunity, but I felt like the older I got, the more important family was becoming to me, and the thought of leaving them behind was something that wasn’t as appealing as it once was.

“Hey, Meep, you look beautiful,” Oliver said once we reached them.

“Thanks. You look fucking hot, but what else is new?” I said, making all of them laugh. All of them except one. The one who made my heart hurt every time I laid eyes on him, so I tried not to look directly at him.

“Ready to get married?” Rob asked Oliver, who flashed him the biggest smile I’d ever seen.

“I’m already married, but yeah, I’m ready to marry her again, and again, and again,” he said, earning a groan from Victor.

“Please stop there. I’m afraid what your next comment will be, and I really don’t want this day to be ruined for all of us.”

“Did you get the present?” I asked, ignoring Victor’s plea and adding fuel to the fire as Oliver started chuckling loudly.

“Oh yeah. Thank you for taking those. I’m going to make her reprise the roles in some of them,” he said.

“What roles? What are you talking about?” Victor asked, because his nosiness knew no bounds.

“The boudoir shoot I did for Elle,” I replied. Rob started coughing beside me, Jensen added an “Okay, that’s enough of that,” but Victor just looked at me, his eyebrows drawn in confusion.

“Boudoir shoot,” I said. “You know . . . sexy pictures?”

“Of my sister?” he practically yelled. “Okay. I’m sorry I asked. I’ll see you guys at the altar!”

We all laughed as we watched him retreat from the conversation. He stopped only to say hi to Sophie and offer her his arm, then shot us an impatient look.

“That’s my cue,” Oliver said. “I have to walk in first. Where’s my mom?” he asked, looking at me.

“I have no clue,” I replied, looking around.

“There she is!” Rob said, pointing at Oliver’s mom, who walked in with an unfamiliar looking man and another woman.

“Now there’s a picture I never thought I’d see,” Oliver said as he walked over to them. Jensen chuckled as he looked over at them, and I swear I felt my insides shake in its wake.

“That’s his dad?” Rob asked Jensen.

“Yeah, and his stepmom,” Jensen answered, still looking at the trio.

“They seem friendly,” Rob said.

“Yeah, they do,” Jensen replied.

“Demi and Bruce Willis are friendly, and they’ve both been married to other people. It happens,” I said with a shrug. It wasn’t until Jensen’s eyes flashed over to mine that I realized what I’d said. The intensity behind his stare made me step back.

“Some people know how to act like grown ups,” he said, his words dropping tiny matches onto the gasoline that ran through my veins.

“Oh, you hang out with grown ups?” I said, tilting my head. His eyes narrowed on mine.

“I think the ceremony is about to start,” Rob said, squeezing my arm to call my attention. I knew what he wanted to say to me before I even looked up at him, so I took a deep breath and nodded as I regrouped myself.

“Let’s get on with it, Reynolds, and because this is the only chance you have of touching me, I suggest you revel in it,” I said, stepping closer to him and grabbing his arm. I tried not to think about the way my arm felt thin against his muscular one. I ignored the way his chuckle sounded and the way it made me feel. I ignored the way being near him made the endorphins in my brain haywire.

We took our place behind Victor and Sophie and waited as the wedding song started to play, which was an acoustic version of “Thinking Out Loud” by Ed Sheeran. He moved his hand and entwined his fingers with mine, making my eyes widen in shock as I looked up at him.

“You told me to revel in this,” he said, the sound of his voice making my heart beat in overdrive.

“Please don’t,” I whispered.

“What’s the matter? You lost your bravado?” he asked as we walked, smiling for Finley, the photographer I’d appointed the job to.

“I didn’t lose anything,” I said, practically yanking my hand away from him and walking to my assigned spot when we reached the pastor.

It wasn’t until I saw my beautiful best friend walking toward us that thoughts of Jensen vanished. I’d seen Oliver and Estelle together so many times before, but today, as the sun set, and they declared their love for each other, what they had finally hit me. They had what we all wanted, that thing we craved. As we stood there, soft droplets of rain began to fall.

“A sun shower,” Sophie said beside me. “They say it’s good luck.”

“Yeah well, I hope they kiss before that good luck starts ruining our make up,” I whispered back, unable to hold back my smile as I watched the bride and groom kiss. The entire thing was magical, despite the guys and small crowd rising from their seats and telling them to hurry up before the skies opened up above us. I didn’t have to walk back to the hotel with Jensen, because everybody was running by the time they finished kissing.

At the party, as they swayed slowly to their first dance, I drank. And drank some more.

“Rough night?” Rob said as he took the seat beside mine.

I met his concerned blue eyes and smiled. “Beautiful night.”

He gave me a look, his eyes flickering from mine to the flute in my hand.

“It’s time to wine,” I said.

“It’s champagne.”

“Yeah, well, tonight we shall whine over champagne,” I said.

“Yeah, well, you better hope your whining doesn’t turn into puking, because your girl just got married, and I highly doubt she’s going to hold your hair up tonight,” he responded.

“Well, duh, I know that. Why do you think you’re here?”

Rob laughed, shaking his head as he picked up his flute. “To eat.” He smiled when my eyes narrowed. “And shake my ass, of course,” he added, to which I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll hold your hair. Actually, it’s pretty short now, so I think it’ll hold itself,” he said, frowning as he looked at my hair.

“We almost look like twins,” I said, laughing when he poked me in the ribs.

“I’ll have you know that I am much more good looking than you,” he said, standing as the song came to an end and the next one started. He held his hand out to me, and I took it, following him to the dance floor.

I laughed as he swung me exaggeratedly, and squeezed his arms when he dipped me. “You better stop before you end up wearing my champagne,” I said when he pulled me back up.

“Meep, you sure know how to kill a mood,” Rob said with a groan. “I think I’m going to look for another dance partner.”

“Knock yourself out. I have to use the restroom anyway,” I said as we walked off the dance floor.

I heard my mom’s laughter ring out as soon as I stepped outside and followed the sound until I saw who she was talking to, but by then, she’d spotted me and was calling me over.

“Mia, come here! Did you know Jensen lives in New York?” she asked.

“I think I heard that somewhere,” I said, not daring to look at him. Of course I knew he lived in New York. I knew his address by heart, too. Not because I was a stalker, but because I visited with his great aunt and she made me mail him boxes of all kinds of things.

I could have just not sent the things, and she would have never remembered—her Alzheimer’s was worsening by the minute—but my guilty conscience wouldn’t have let me sleep at night, so when she asked, I couldn’t say no. I’d sent everything from boxer briefs to blankets for his daughter. I didn’t know what hurt me more—knowing I would never see the boxers on him or giving something to the little girl that should have been ours, but wasn’t.

“Oh, well, have you two talked about your move?” my mom asked. My eyes snapped to hers. Was she crazy? What was she playing at?

“What move?” Jensen asked, probably more to be cordial than because he actually cared. I looked over at him to make sure I could still read him, but he was looking at my mom, not at me.

“Mia’s moving to New York next week!” my mom said, her smile wide as she looked at me. “She got a great job over there as a photographer—“

“Mom,” I said, stopping her before she carried on. “I’m sure Dad is looking for you, and I doubt Jensen cares about my whereabouts or my career, so you should probably go find Dad, or maybe Hannah needs you for something.”

Leave it to Bettina to wave me off as if I was some pestering child. “Mia, we’re having a conversation here. I’m sure Jensen would love to know what you’re doing in New York. You are in the same line of business and all.”

My mouth popped open.

“Yeah, Mia, I would love to know what you’ll be doing in New York,” Jensen said. I turned to glare at him. I hated him. Absolutely and completely hated him, in his stupid white shirt that covered his perfect frame and the navy blue bow tie and slacks to match. Fuck you, I wanted to say, but didn’t. Fuck you for being so fucking irresistible to me, even now. Go back to your snotty little girl and perfect wife, you asshole. That was what I wanted to say. That would make me happy. I didn’t say it, though, because even I have my boundaries.

“Well, have fun, cool kids. I’m going to go pee, and then go back to the party,” I said instead.

“Mia!” my mom said with a shocked gasp.

“Oh, excuse me,” I said, bringing my hand to cover my mouth as I looked at Jensen, who was clearly trying to hold in his laughter. “I mean the restroom. Ladies don’t pee.”

As I walked away I heard him laugh under my mom’s apology, and when I walked into the bathroom, I looked in the mirror and caught myself smiling. I narrowed my eyes and repeated the mantra I’d been telling myself since Jensen stepped out of my life: He has a family. He doesn’t need you anymore. Besides, he had enough reasons of his own to never want to see me again. I couldn’t believe he was being as cordial as he had been.

I went back to the party, ate, and drank with no further interruptions other than Estelle, when she sat beside me for all of two seconds to rest her tired feet.

“So, New York.” I was standing by the bar, getting myself another drink, when I heard the question behind me. I turned around and met his grey eyes.

“New York,” I replied, swallowing, hoping to wash out the sudden pain in my chest.

“You wouldn’t have told me at all?” he asked, tilting his head, his eyes unreadable. “You would have moved over there, maybe lived right beside me, probably worked with colleagues of mine, and not have told me at all?”

My heart thundered inside its cage, like an animal trying to get out. Eventually, when Jensen and I were together, that feeling of butterflies every time I saw him went away. After seeing him every day, kissing him every day, waking up in his arms, the excitement of newlywed bliss faded. I didn’t love him any less, didn’t want him any less, but this feeling I feel right now? The one where I feel like my heart is literally in his fist? I had stopped feeling it, and I wasn’t sure I liked it being back.

“I . . . I’m sure you would have found out. I mean, I’m sure Patty would have told you,” I said, turning back around to face the bartender when he said my drink was ready.

“Patty,” Jensen said, moving closer to me, the heat from his body rolling through mine. When I felt his breath over my neck, I closed my eyes and pictured his breath over my bare breasts, teasing me the way he used to, and then over my stomach, and lower . . .

I stopped, opening my eyes once more. I got a funny look from the bartender and pushed off of the bar, colliding with Jensen’s hard chest.

“Sorry,” I said, turning around and taking a step back to give myself space from him, away from his air, even though I still craved it. “I honestly, I mean, we don’t talk Jensen.” I stopped talking and craned my head to look up at him. “So no, I didn’t have any intention of sending out a carrier pigeon or anything.”

His eyebrows spiked up. His lips twitched in amusement, and I fought the urge to wrap my arms around his neck and pull his mouth to mine. His face darkened suddenly, and I was sure he could read my thoughts. I cleared my throat and took a sip of the screwdriver in my hand.

“Don’t write that in one of your stories,” I said, and held my breath as soon as the words left my mouth.

“You read my stories?” he asked, his voice low as he took a step forward. We were being quiet, off in a dark corner where the bar was located, but I felt every pair of eyes staring at us in that moment. I felt like we were screaming over the electric dance song that people were happily participating in. I took a step back.

“No,” I said. “But once a writer, always a writer, right?” I said lamely. My statement made him grin—that stupid, wolfish grin of his that made me cave to him to begin with. I’d convinced myself that I hated that grin, until this moment, when I saw it in front of me and not in one of my twisted fantasies, in which reality never kicked in.

“Did you ever—m” he started to ask when my brother interrupted.

“Meep, I have to head out. Are you coming or do you need a ride?” Rob asked, his eyes not leaving mine.

“Is everybody leaving? Where’s Elle?” I asked.

“They’re about to leave,” Rob said. “But Bean said they were just going to slip out, no big charade with bubbles or rice or whatever.”

“Well, technically we can’t do the rice thing. It wasn’t permitted in the last wedding I shot,” I said.

“I’m pretty sure that only applies in Catholic churches,” Jensen said.

My eyes snapped to his, and suddenly all of the anger I thought had washed away came crawling back. “You would know, wouldn’t you?” I said, pulling Rob’s arm and stepping away.

“It was good to see you, man,” Rob said over his shoulder.

“Yeah, it was great,” I muttered under my breath, earning a laugh from Rob and a jaw twitch from Jensen.

“You seemed like you were actually getting along,” he said once we were out of earshot.

“Yeah, smoke and mirrors and all that jazz,” I replied, waving my hand.

“I take it Mom told him about the move.”

“She sure did,” I said with a sigh as we reached the front of the hotel, where Oliver and Estelle stood, talking, their arms wrapped around each other. “They have to be the most beautiful couple in the universe,” I commented. Rob nodded in agreement.

“That’s what love looks like,” he said.

“It is, isn’t it?” I said, smiling. I smiled brighter when Estelle’s happy eyes caught my gaze and she squealed, walking toward us with Oliver in tow.

“Thank you so much for everything,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me away from Rob. She backed away to hold me at arms’ length, her eyes searching my face as if she was cataloging it. I knew I was going to cry before I felt the tears pricking my eyes. They were leaving on their honeymoon to Italy tonight, and I was leaving for New York in a couple of days. This was our last day together, and I swear if it weren’t her wedding I would beg Oliver to let me be a third wheel tonight.

“I’m going to miss you so much,” I managed to choke out as I threw my arms around her again. “I’m so fucking happy for you, Elle. After everything you’ve been through these past years, you married Prince Charming.”

“I love you so much bee-eff . . . so, so much,” she said, crying with me.

“Stop being so melodramatic,” Rob said, making us laugh. “You act like you’re not going to take the next flight to New York when you’re back from your honeymoon.”

Estelle laughed, and Oliver joined in quickly. “I totally am,” she said, backing away and wiping her tears away.

“You better,” I said, also wiping my tears. “You can come, too, Bean,” I added, looking at Oliver, who chuckled, shaking his head.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said. “You’re going to kick ass, Meep.”

“I know,” I said, making the three of them laugh.

We finished saying our goodbyes and let them walk to their car when the valet drove it up.

“I can’t wait to show you how charming I can be,” Oliver said as he opened the door for Estelle.

“TMI!” I screamed. “TMI!”

Oliver barked out a laugh and shot a wink my way. “You know you love hearing about our sex life.”

“Not from you!” I responded with a laugh.

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter who the source is, the news is always the same. I rock her world. End of.”

We all laughed one last time before they drove off.

“You going to be okay?” Rob asked as we stood there, waiting for our car to arrive.

“Yeah,” I said, drawing in a breath. “I’m excited. I mean, despite the whole missing my family and friends thing, I’m excited.”

“You should be. I don’t think you’ve wanted anything more than this,” he said. As he spoke, I looked over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of Victor and Jensen talking inside the lobby, with drinks in their hands, and nodded.

“I can think of one other thing,” I said quietly.
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