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      “The best of luck to you, Lyllian, in your future endeavors,” Mr. Brennan says as he places a plastic basket with a giant yellow bow wrapped around the handle in front of me. “I know how much you love blueberry muffins, so for a parting gift, these are for you. Eat up.” He smiles proudly, his back straight and his chin aimed slightly at the ceiling.

      The buttons on his shirt are stretched to their limits as his pot belly attempts to shoot them across the room. The gray hair he has left on his head is pulled back in a thin, straggly ponytail. He probably should have given up on his hair a long time ago, but I guess for some it's hard to do. His pleated tan pants are wrinkled around the ankles and the pockets, like he missed them completely while ironing.

      Broad, blue rimmed glasses frame his beady hazel eyes as he scratches his ear with thick, dry fingers. He reminds me of a teacher I had back in junior high school. Mr. Tasselbeck; he taught math class.

      I smile, pulling the basket in. “Thank you so much, Mr. Brennan, and thank you everyone,” I say as I look around at all the faces I'll never see again.

      I'm not going to miss you.

      I wouldn't be honest if I said I'm not nervous about this next phase of my life. A new job is never easy. But this place has never really made me feel all that welcome. People would bark orders at me, no one ever stopped to have an actual conversation with me.

      Everyone presents their best work smiles as I pull the card off the basket of muffins and open it up. It's a simple card. There's a bouquet of flowers on the front, and the inside is blank except for where everyone signed their names.

      “This is really nice,” I say as I catch a whiff of the fresh blueberries. The muffins smell incredible, but the closer I look at them, I can see it immediately. . .

      These aren't gluten free.

      My stomach sinks, but I force the smile to stay in place, even though I really want to throw the muffins across the room. I could do it, too. I could throw them, stomp on them, and leave them in a mushy smear across the floor as I storm out. Because it doesn't really matter what I do. Today is my last day; it's not like my boss can fire me.

      Five years. Five years of my life I've given to this job, and my boss still doesn't remember that I have a gluten allergy. If I so much as eat a crumb of one of these, I'll be sick for a week.

      I know I've only just been his secretary, but I must have mentioned the fact I have this allergy a gazillion times. Between different parties and functions, it comes up. I even told him two months ago, when he gave me a small cake for my birthday.

      Why does no one pay attention?

      Have I just been a fixture here, like a lamp?

      It's deflating to feel so small and unimportant, especially because I'm one of those people who does pay attention. I know my boss hates onions and tomatoes. I know his favorite food is homemade lasagna, and that he likes to golf on the weekends, and his wife's birthday is June 5th.

      I know Beth and Gary in accounting are both allergic to fish, and that Moreen has a lactose sensitivity. George's daughter sells Girl Scout cookies every year and Miranda's youngest son had his appendix out two years ago.

      I know all of this because I listen.

      Could any of them remember one thing about me? One simple thing that I've articulated every time there's food brought into this office. I'm gluten free. I can't eat it. Did they ever pay attention to me, or am I just the girl at the front desk, who makes copies and takes phone calls?

      My smile aches as I hold it in place while I say goodbye for the last time to these people. Since it's my last day here, I don't want it to end on a bad note. The muffins aren't that big of a deal. Why should I care if I can't eat them?

      It's the thought that counts—right?

      Plus, I really need Mr. Brennan to give me a positive letter as a reference. My new job is basically set in stone, but I'm not taking any chances. Things can always change, and all it takes is one bad review to shut the door in my face.

      So, I keep my fake smile on. Wearing it like a mask that I'm hiding behind as I say my goodbyes and pick up the box of stuff off my desk. It's a little weird to see the new secretary rolling her name plaque into the spot where mine had just been hours ago.

      I spent the last week training her, and as I look over my shoulder before walking out the door for the last time, it almost feels like I was never here to begin with. My spot is already filled. My presence a memory that most of these people will forget in a matter weeks.

      They won't remember me, the girl with the gluten allergy. They'll see the new secretary and my face will just fade away.

      Screw this place, Lyl. You're moving on.

      I slam the door shut on my car and exhale a deep breath as I set the basket down on the passenger seat. My eyes stay on the basket, and all I can do is hope that this new job will be different. That people will notice me, see me as more than just the lady who answers the phones.

      Goodbye Brennan Windows, I think to myself as I pull out of the parking lot and watch the building shrink in my rear view mirror as I drive away.

      Time to move on to bigger and better things.

      I walk inside my apartment and hang my keys on the wooden key holder beside the door. The key holder tilts to one side, so I fix it back straight.

      Setting down the small box of items from my desk on the floor, I sigh loudly. “You know we really should just replace that. Yours is on its way out.”

      “Hey, I made that in wood shop. It isn't going anywhere. How was your last day?” my roommate, and best friend, Doug asks.

      “As good as it could be I guess,” I call back to him as I kick my heels off my feet and walk down the small hall barefoot.

      Our apartment isn't huge, but it's perfect for two people. A two bedroom in this part of the city is hard to find. We lucked out four years ago when he came across it in the paper.

      There's a galley kitchen with a small dining room area that's attached to the living room. Our bedrooms are across from each other, and the bathroom is in the middle between us. We're on the third floor, and as much as I hate the stairs, we'd never be able to find anything better than this for what we can afford.

      Doug is sitting at the kitchen table, looking handsome as always. His hair is a little messy like he just woke up from a nap. His thick black locks fall into his face, slightly blocking his eyes. He jerks his head, tossing them away with one quick flip.

      He always looks so damn good, but I'll never tell him that to his face. One, he'll probably freak out. And two, he's my best friend. That's as far as it's ever gone between us, just friends. Nothing more.

      Has the thought crossed my mind? Absolutely. Have there been temptations in the past? Yes. Have there been moments where I almost crossed over that line and did something I would regret? Also yes.

      But thoughts and actions are two totally different things. I'm not a risk taker in any capacity, and that includes pushing the boundaries with Doug. We've been friends since we were seven. It doesn't matter how hot he is, or how tall, dark, and handsome he is, our friendship is way more important to me. I would never do anything to ruin it.

      The thought of losing him as a friend is too hard to even think about. He's been there for me more than anyone else I know. When my first serious boyfriend at thirteen broke up with me, Doug was there with a pint of ice cream, and let me cry on his shoulder until I fell asleep. When his dog got hit by a car and died, I was the first person he ran to. Parties, road trips, family cookouts and school events, we were always together.

      Our past is intertwined so tightly that the idea of ever doing anything to rip apart the fabric we've weaved together is out of the question.

      He runs his fingers through his hair, then grabs a bottle of wine and lifts it up. “Thirsty?” he asks.

      “Very. I'll take two, bartender.” I place the basket on the table in front of him. “Here's my parting gift, help yourself.”

      “Gluten free?”

      “Try gluten full.” I open my eyes wide and stick my tongue out making a gagging noise. “I'm sick just smelling them.”

      “Really? Even after all this time, they still got you regular muffins?”

      I drop down into the chair across from him and relax back. “It's the thought that counts, or at least that's what my mom says.”

      “Your mom also spells taco with an r. Soooo. . .” He drags out the word and squints his eyes. “Tarco, we never did find tarcos that day at the store.”

      I chuckle and smirk. “Mr. Brennan meant well.”

      “Mr. Brennan's a moron.” Doug pulls the basket closer and rips open the plastic wrapper around the muffins. “For Christ’s sake, you worked there for half a decade, he should know you can't eat gluten at this point.”

      I roll my hand and nod. “Yeah, but who cares at this point. Right?”

      “True,” he says as he pulls out a muffin and starts to peel the wrapper off. “So, when do you start your new job?”

      “Hopefully next week. I should have my start date in a day or two. I think they're just waiting on a couple references.” I nod my head at the wine. “You going to pour me some of that or what?”

      “Oh yeah, a double for the lady.” He pours three glasses of wine and pushes two of them my way. “Cheers to a fresh start,” he says, holding his glass out.

      “Yeah, well, we'll see about that. I'm already a nervous wreck, and I still have some time before I start.”

      “Lucky for you, you have such an awesome friend. Me, I'm talking about me.”

      “I know who you're talking about, Doug,” I say with a giggle.

      “Good, just clarifying. If shit hits the fan, I got your back, that's all you need to remember.”

      “Thanks, Doug,” I say with a soft smile. “Where would I be without you?”

      “I can think of a few places.” He gives me a wink, then takes a long sip of his wine.

      Doug is head of productions for a movie company. He's worked hard to get where he is and deserves every dollar he makes. He's the only reason I'm going out on a limb and taking this new job. If this falls through for some reason, Doug's willing to cover our entire rent until I figure shit out.

      That's the kind of guy he is. He'll carry you when you're down and push you when you need a boost. He's given me the confidence to spread my wings and try something new. Without him, I don't think I'd even attempt a new job. I'd probably still be behind the desk, working for Mr. Brennan, and getting gluten filled food from people who don't listen.

      Doug shrugs his shoulder as he sips his wine. “You can just call me Sugar Daddy.”

      I'm drinking my wine and almost spit it out when the words come out of his mouth. Laughing out loud, I shake my head. “Nope, not a chance in hell. And please, don't ever call yourself that again.”

      “I don't know, I'd like to hear you say it first, see how it sounds.” He tilts the muffin in my direction as he takes a big bite. “I mean, it has a nice ring to it don't you think? Sugar Daddy. . .”

      “I will never call you that, no matter how much you might beg me to.”

      “You say that now, but when I lay those Benjamins down on the table, you'll think differently.” He flashes me a big smile and bounces his brows up and down. “Sugar Daddy,” he says again. “I really like the sound of that.”

      “You're insane.”

      “Insane or a genius?”

      “Insane, I got it right the first time.”

      “Come on now, you're not fooling anyone.” He takes another bite of the muffin, looking me straight in the eyes. “You're just saying that because you want to kiss me right now and you can't because this muffin I'm eating will make you sick as a dog. But if I weren’t eating this, you'd be planting those big lips on mine, and you know it.”

      “In your dreams,” I say.

      He stops moving, his lips turning into a straight line as he gives me a serious look. “How do you know what I've been dreaming about?”

      Has he really had dreams about me? I can feel my cheeks start to blush.

      Doug's lips start to crinkle and move as he's trying to hold back his smile. I know this look, I've seen it before. He's messing with me.

      He can't stay serious for long, and busts out with laughter.

      Fucking smart ass.

      Shaking my head, I glare at him. “I'd never kiss you.”

      He smirks as he stuffs the last bite of muffin in his mouth. “All right, fair enough,” he says, downing the rest of his wine, and standing up. “We'll have to talk about your dreams sometime, though, I'd like to know what goes on in that head of yours, but right now, I have some shopping to do. I need to go find something to wear.”

      “For what?”

      “For this client dinner tomorrow night. Well, hopefully she'll become a client. I need something nice to wear. Hey, why don't you come along? We can grab some dinner after. I'm sure you're hungry. Especially since you can't eat any of these.”

      I think about it for a second. I don't have any plans for tonight, and my stomach is grumbling. “Yeah, okay, I'll come along. You'll need my help anyway because we both know you can't dress yourself for shit.”

      “That's a lie if I ever heard one. I mean, look at me. . .” He pauses and holds his arms out, spinning in a slow circle.

      Damn, he does look good.

      His black t-shirt is tight around his biceps. He flexes his arms, and the fabric thins like it's struggling to stay together. I can see the ripple of muscles in his back and chest, and the hint of his six-pack underneath. His jeans make his ass look amazing, and the light stubble on his sharp jaw is casting a sexy little shadow across his face. His blue eyes pop with his jet-black hair, making them bright as the ocean.

      Fuck. The worst part is he knows he looks good.

      “Yeah, I see you. Which is why I should go.”

      Doug looks down at himself, then flicks his eyes back to me. “You just want to come for the chance to see me naked, don't you?”

      I roll my eyes and giggle. “Yes, Doug, that's it, you caught me. Guilty as charged.”

      He points at me and grins. “I knew it.”

      “Don't get a big head, I'd never want to see you naked. Not ever. Never ever ever.”

      His eyes lock on mine, and for a split second I can feel them invade every inch of my body. My heart skips a beat and my belly tightens. A surge of intense heat floods my cheeks, forcing me to look away.

      “Wow, someone is in denial.” Doug chuckles as he runs open palms up and down the outside of his thighs. “All right, before you lose control of yourself, I'm going to grab my wallet and we can walk downtown. Sound good?”

      The air between us is hot and thick. He can feel it too, I know he can. There are beads of sweat glistening against his hairline, and he nervously runs his hands through his hair, making it even messier. His eyes keep bouncing around my face. They move from my eyes to my lips, then back again.

      I swallow hard, feeling the lump as it slowly moves down my throat. “Yeah, that sounds good.” My voice is scratchy as I try to hide the desire laced in the tone. I'm doing my best to shut it off altogether. This desire doesn't belong here. It never has.

      Why? Why does it have to be this way? Why can’t we just see where this can go?

      I shake the thought away. The feelings are wrong. Lust is normal to feel, and that's exactly what this is. Doug is a great looking man, and just because we're friends doesn't mean I can't acknowledge it.

      But I can never act on it. Not ever.

      He's my friend. That's the only reason I need to keep this relationship strictly platonic.

      Douglas Myers is my best friend. Period.

      What would it hurt to see if there's anything real between us?

      Doug comes out of his room and stands right next to me. “Would you rather just ride me instead?” he asks as he strokes his jaw.

      “Excuse me?”
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      “Instead of walking, you can ride on my back. I'd totally give you a piggy-back ride downtown if you'd rather not walk.” I slap my shoulder and give my head a nod toward my back. “You can ride me like a stallion, baby.”

      “Um no, I appreciate the offer, but I can walk just fine on my own.” She runs the tips of her fingers around her collar, and pulls it away as if she's suffocating because of the heat.

      I love messing with her. I always have. It's fun to bust her balls and get her going. She can take my humor, that's one of the reasons she's so easy to hang out with. Plus, she's easy to read. I know when I've gone too far, or if I've made her mad. She wears her feelings like a bright mask.

      Right now, her eyes are glassed over, and I can tell her body is a whirling tsunami of nerves. If I know her like I think I do, her mind is running through every single scenario that she could possibly encounter.

      Lyllian is a calculated person. She doesn't jump into anything feet first. It took me almost an entire summer one year to get her to jump off Zeke's Bridge. It had been blocked off by the town, and the cops would drive by routinely to make sure no kids were there.

      She was so afraid of getting into trouble that she would never do it. And then finally, after bugging her enough, she gave in. Before then I had never seen her smile so big. I had never seen her really let go, and just enjoy herself without worrying.

      It's one risk she never regretted taking. The fact I gave her that makes me happy. I gave her that joy and excitement. It's a day I'll always keep with me, one that makes me smile every time I think about it.

      I know I shouldn't flirt with her, or make dirty jokes, but sometimes I can't help it. Her reactions are the best. I watch her, enjoying the way she's touching her neck. It’s sexy as hell. I like making her blush and making her pulse speed up. It's a thrill to watch her body react to me.

      The way her eyes enlarge, or her lips pout. The way her neck bobs as she swallows when she's nervous. The way her lips part softly when she exhales an audible sigh. Her chest as she inhales a sharp breath. All of it, all the subtle things she probably doesn't even realize she's doing, are sexy as fuck.

      Call me a tease, and I'll agree. I tease her for selfish reasons. So I can watch.

      But I know how she looks at me, and it's not like that. There are no romantic feelings between us, despite the borderline flirting I might do. And I'm okay with that.

      I have to be. I don't have a choice.

      “All right, it's your loss. Don't complain to me later that your feet are sore. Let's head out.” I hold the door open for her as she grabs her purse, wrapping it over her shoulder.

      Lyllian walks by me, the scent of her perfume swirling past me and luring me in. I'm stunned for a moment as I take a deep breath. She smells like wildflowers and honey. Sweet and luscious, and so very, very fucking lickable.

      Calm yourself. You don't stand a chance.

      This is what the friend zone looks like.

      My shoulder bumps hers as we walk down the sidewalk. She looks up at me and smiles, sending my heart into a panic. That smile, that smile drives me fucking crazy. I know I shouldn't enjoy it as much as I do, but I can't help it.

      “I'm sorry,” she says, taking a slight step away to put a little more distance between us.

      “No, it's fine. I know you have two left feet, you always have.”

      “Hey,” she says, giving me an elbow to the ribs. “Like you have room to talk. I remember watching you dance at our senior prom. I'm pretty sure that's the reason Darla Hampton left you there and broke up with you.”

      I smirk. It's cute that she remembers little things like this. “Is that why? I thought it was because I like pineapple on my pizza. I guess I read that all wrong.”

      Lyllian giggles as she pokes me in the ribs. “That really is disgusting, pineapple doesn't belong on pizza.”

      “Don't knock it till you try it.”

      “I've tried it. You made me once. Remember? We were at that pizza place that used to be up on Center Street. . .” She closes her eyes, and rolls her hand in the air. “What the hell was it called?”

      “Townhouse Pizza.”

      “Yes!” she yells, slapping my arm. “That's right, Townhouse Pizza.”

      I can't take my eyes off her. The way her eyes light up when she gets excited, or is having a really good time, makes my insides knot up. It's a feeling I'm used to. I've gotten good at ignoring it over the years and pretending it doesn't exist.

      I'll never act on these feelings because I'd rather have her in my life than not have her in it at all. So, if being friends is what keeps her around, I'll take it.

      She's made it pretty clear anyway, she doesn't see me as anything other than a friend. No matter how much desire I sometimes feel inside, no matter how sexy she looks in her small shorts and tight shirt when she's going to bed, or the way she bites her bottom lip when she's thinking, I have to suppress whatever feelings come up.

      “So, what exactly do you need for this dinner thing?” she asks.

      “I don't know, a nice shirt and dress pants? A suit maybe? I haven't a damn clue what would be the right thing. It's at Capriccio's, so something nice.”

      “I think a suit is the right way to go. What about this place?” Lyl stops outside of Custom Gents and points. “They have some nice suits in here.”

      “Sure, let's go check it out.”

      “Will I get a fashion show?” she asks, wagging her brows and biting her bottom lip. “Because I expect dinner and a show tonight.”

      I really wish I could shut off my brain sometimes. The second she bites her lip I want to kiss her. But I don't. I swallow hard instead, and keep my lips to myself.

      “If you're lucky,” I answer, reaching out and opening the door. I place my hand on the small of her back and guide her inside. My fingers linger there, barely touching her, but enough for me to feel the heat of her skin.

      “Oh, look at this one,” she says, causing me to rip my hand away from her. She darts to a black suit hanging on the rack, and takes the sleeve with her fingers. “This would look nice on you.”

      I take a few deep breaths, calming my dick down. Why does my best friend have to be a smoking hot girl? Because life isn't fair, dumb ass, that's why.

      “Maybe.” Looking away, I force my eyes around the store, and spot a suit against the back wall. “What about this one?” I ask, picking up a dark green suit with a light yellow lining. “It's pretty sharp, don't you think?”

      Her eyes widen. She's looking at me like I've lost my mind. “You're not serious,” she says, sticking out her tongue. “Yuck. No. Definitely not.”

      “What's wrong with it? Green is my color. It shows off my assets.”

      Lyl giggles as her jaw crooks to the side. “Yeah, if your assets include a seventies lounge singer.”

      “Oh, come on, it's not that bad.” I examine the suit again.

      “See, this is why you need me.” She grins as she tilts her head and bats her long lashes. “Without me you'd walk out the door looking like a five-year-old whose parents let them dress themselves.”

      I look myself up and down. “I look pretty good right now.”

      “I bought you that shirt for your birthday last year.”

      My eyes drop back to my chest, and I grin. “Yes, you did.” I look back up at her, and she's laughing. “Laugh it up, go on.”

      “I am.” She pulls the black suit off the rack, and a second one from another rack, and walks them over. “Here, try both of these on.”

      I take the green one and fold it over my arm. “Fine, I'll try your picks, but I'm trying this one, too. We'll see whose looks the best.”

      “All right, I could use a good laugh.” She smiles as her eyes fall on mine. Her bold brown eyes sparkle with flakes of gold and amber.

      Her eyes are gorgeous. Almond shaped with long dark lashes that hood her eyes like canopies. She has a cute little nose, and a few freckles that run right across the apples of her cheeks.

      The one thing that I've always loved about her eyes is that when she looks at me, she's actually with me. She listens, she pays attention, and she's never made me feel stupid or less of a man for making a bad decision.

      And I've made plenty of mistakes over the years. I'm human. I'm not meant to be perfect. We're all meant to make mistakes. Some more than others. But not once has she let one of my mistakes come between us.

      “We'll see,” I say, ripping my eyes off hers before I do something stupid like kiss her.

      Because I could. I could kiss her if I didn't care what might happen after. If I didn't care about her or our friendship, I'd have done it years ago. But I do care. I care enough to respect our friendship boundaries.

      The salesman comes out and offers a few more to choose from, and takes me into the dressing room. I try the black one on first. It does look really fucking good as I smooth the front of the jacket and snap the collar in place.

      “Let's go see what your girlfriend thinks,” the man says.

      “Oh no, she's my friend, not my girlfriend.”

      He gives me a smug grin and arches a single eyebrow. “Friend. . . right.” He nods his head as he pulls back the curtain.

      I walk back out, holding my arms out. “Well?”

      “I love it. I picked a great one. You don't even need to try the others, just get that one.”

      “Yeah, don't get too ahead of yourself, we still have more, and my pick too.”

      I try on the others, then finally get to the suit I chose. I put on the dark green suit and look at myself in the mirror. It doesn't look as good as I thought it would.

      Own it, I think to myself as I stroll back out, trying to make myself look bigger than life.

      “I think this is the suit,” I say, taking a sharp spin and flaring the jacket out wide. “I mean, look at me. I look like a damn god.”

      Lyllian starts laughing hysterically, grabbing her stomach and dropping to her knees in the middle of the store. “I can't, I can't take it, please take it off.” She's laughing so hard she can barely breathe, and tearing up at the corner of her eyes.

      “Why? Do I look so sexy you can hardly contain yourself?” I strut toward her like a rooster flaunting for a group of chickens. I bob my head and elongate my legs, giving her a little shake of my ass. “You want me right now, don't you? I bet you're ready to jump my bones.”

      Lyllian is wiping her eyes and taking big gulps of air as she says, “Stop, my chest hurts I'm laughing so hard. You have to take it off.”

      “So, you're saying this is the one I should take home?” I grin smugly, and nod. “I think you're right. This is definitely it.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head fast. “Not that one, definitely not that one.”

      “Okay, I guess I'll go with your pick. I'll save this for the day I get married.”

      “I'm sure your future wife will absolutely love you in a puke green suit.”

      “You're just jealous you can't pull off this color.” I throw my arms out and tug at the cuffs of my sleeves as I walk back and change. I pay for the black suit, hanging it over my shoulder as we head out of the store.

      “So, now what?” she asks.

      “Dinner?”

      “I think dinner sounds really good right now.”

      “How do hot wieners and beer sound?”

      “Greasy and delicious,” she answers. “I could go for one all the way.”

      “I bet you could,” I say playfully.

      She slaps my arm and huffs loudly. “You're terrible.”

      “I know, I can't help it. I'm excited today. You're going to be starting a new job, I've got a big project we're trying to land. Things are good, we should enjoy ourselves.”

      “You know what, I think you're right.”

      “I am right.” I grin at her and wink.

      Lyllian shakes her head, and looks down at the ground as we walk, but she's smiling, that little smile I sometimes find myself going out of my way to see.

      I get this feeling of satisfaction when I make her smile. As if I did something good for her. I made her happy, and that means something to me.

      We get to the restaurant and take a booth in the back. She slides in one side, and I slide in across from her. The waitress comes up and we already know what we want. She orders her food and a beer, I order almost the same thing, except I get my fries with vinegar.

      Her phone pings in her purse and she pulls it out. “Oh, I got an email from Harrison and Harrison.”

      “That's the law firm that's hiring you, right?”

      “Yeah, I hope this is my start date. I mean, I had my final interview last week, and Mr. Brennan was going to send over a reference letter today or tomorrow.”

      “And you didn't blow up over the muffins and call him a dick, did you?”

      “No, even though I wanted to.”

      “That's good then, you didn't give him any fuel to throw you under the bus. Open it up, see what they have to say.”

      She bares her teeth and sucks in a deep breath. “Okay, here we go.” Lyllian slides her finger over the screen. The light glows against her face, and I can see her eyes as they move down the page reading the email.

      “What does it say, Lyl?” She's quiet, just blankly staring at her phone. “Well? When do they want you to start?”

      She sighs, her expression turning dull. The color drains from her face and her eyes lose all their luster. “They don't,” she says, dropping her phone on the table and pushing it away.

      “Wait, what? What do you mean they don't?”

      “They're not hiring me. They decided to go with a different applicant, someone who's a better fit for the position. Here, you can read it yourself.” Lyl pushes the phone closer to me.

      I pick it up and read the email. My heart sinks for her. As I look up at her, she's hanging her head between her arms, pushing the pads of her fingers against her temples. Her shoulders roll forward, and it looks like she wants to cry.

      “I'm sorry, Lyl, but don't let this get you down, it's not the end of the world.”

      “What the hell am I going to do now?” There's panic in her voice as she scrapes her nails through her hair, pulling it tight against her scalp. “I can't go back to Mr. Brennan, he already replaced me. I shouldn't have done this. I shouldn't have quit until I knew for sure. What the hell was I thinking? What the fuck am I going to do?” She lets out a long groan as her eyes still on mine. Tears bubble up over the edges, threatening to pop if she blinks.

      “Lyl, don't worry, everything is going to be fine.”

      I hate seeing her like this. It crushes me inside when she's sad.

      She lets her hands fall like stone to the table. “No it's not, Doug, I'm out of a damn job, that's not fine, that's not even close to being fine.”

      I reach out and curl my fingers around her hand. “I promise you, everything is going to be fine. You'll find a new job, and I bet you're going to love it. Don't let this get you down, it's their loss, not yours.”

      Her eyes drift back and forth over mine. I want her to know that I'll never let anything bad happen to her. It doesn't matter if she has no money, I'll always make sure she has everything she needs. That's what best friends do. I'm here for her. I'll always be here for her.

      I squeeze her hand, and she gives me a faint smile. “I know you're trying to make me feel better, and I know you're right, I'll find another job. I just hate feeling like I lost control of my life. I don't like not knowing what's going to happen next.”

      “I know you don't, but you know we're a team. I'm going to take care of everything until you find a job. I don't want you to worry about the bills, or food, or anything else. I'm here, Lyl.”

      Her smile broadens as her eyes stay static. This time her smile is more natural, and less forced. “Thanks, Doug, I can't tell you how much I appreciate it.” She turns her hand so she's holding mine too.

      A spark of electricity zips up my hand and through my arm. Hot tendrils wrap around my chest, making my heart stop for a single beat. She swallows hard as we stare at each other, hand in hand, fingers touching, and caressing lightly.

      The waitress brings us our drinks and food, snapping the moment in half like a stick. She pulls her hand away, jerking her eyes free as she clears her throat. “Thank you,” she says to the waitress.

      Lyllian stares at her plate but doesn't touch it. Her hands are wrapped around the beer bottle, thumbs moving up and down, smearing the condensation.

      “You going to eat that?” I ask.

      “I kind of lost my appetite.”

      “That's fine, we can just have her wrap it up so you can take it home.” My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out to see who it is. “Oh, it's Jim. I'll call him back later.”

      “No, it's fine, take it. See what he wants.”

      “Are you sure?” She nods, so I hit the green button. “Hey, Jim, what's going on?”

      “Hey, Doug, sorry to bother you so late,” he says.

      “No, it's fine. What's up?”

      “Well, I forgot to tell you something about dinner tomorrow night with Mrs. Gadory.”

      “It better not be that it's a costume party, because I just went shopping for a new suit.”

      “No, nothing like that. Actually, the thing is, you need a plus one. She's bringing her husband, so I'm bringing Meg. You're going to need a date.”

      “I don't understand. Why do I need a date? What difference does it make? I'm pretty charismatic on my own.”

      “As much as that's the truth, you need a date so you won't be the third wheel. And it'll look good. Mrs. Gadory is a romance fanatic, it's what all her movies are about. She lives for romance and writes all her scripts around it. You can't show up stag, Doug, you just can't.”

      “What if—”

      “No what ifs, you need to make it happen. We need this contract, it's the most important contract to come our way, and it'll open so many doors for us. Do not come alone. Come alone and consider yourself unemployed. Are we clear?”

      Son of a bitch. A date? A damn date just to make a good impression. This is insane.

      “Got it,” I say. If Jim wants me to bring a date because he thinks it will give us better odds of landing this job, then I'll just have to find one.

      “And not some stripper, Doug. Make it look real, someone who’s girlfriend material.” Jim hangs up without saying goodbye, and I'm left in my own state of panic.

      Where the hell am I going to find someone last minute like this?

      It hits me. I know just the person who will do me this favor. Someone I can count on. Someone who will do anything for me, all I have to do is ask.

      I look up at Lyl and give her a sly smile.

      “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, her brows arching high.

      “Lyllian, will you be my girlfriend?”
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      “What?” I ask in shock.

      Did I hear him right? Did he really just ask me to be his girlfriend?

      My hands instantly turn clammy, and my heart races in my chest. I never thought I'd hear those words out of his mouth. Never in my life, not even in my fantasies, did I think it's possible.

      “Will you be my girlfriend?” he asks again.

      “Doug, where the hell is this coming from? I mean, seriously, this kind of came out of left field.” I'm trying to play it cool and not seem too frazzled. But I am frazzled. I can't even think straight.

      What the hell? What kind of question is that to throw at me?

      Did he lose his damn mind?

      Doug quickly holds up his hand. “Pretend girlfriend.”

      In a split second, my racing heart is now aching and bruised. The surge of excitement dwindles to a cold sludge moving through my veins. I feel stupid for even thinking there could be a chance that he's serious.

      Pushing the feelings away, I don't let him see the hurt I feel inside. I tilt my head and glare at him instead. “What the hell are you talking about? Pretend girlfriend? For what?”

      “I need a favor. I know it sounds weird, but I need you to be my pretend girlfriend tomorrow night for the business dinner. Jim says that the movie producer is a huge romance fan, and she's the one who planned this dinner for all of us. Her husband, Jim's wife, and.. .” He pauses, giving me a big, please help me, smile. “My girlfriend—you.”

      I stare at him in utter disbelief. How could he ask me to do this? On what planet does he think I'll just act like we're dating? And who would even believe it?

      I'm not going to make out with him, or snuggle him, or do all those little things a couple does. Because we'd be lying. I don't think I can carry out a lie like that.

      And what if I enjoy it?

      “Doug—”

      “Just hear me out, Lyl. It's one dinner, that's it. I'm not asking you for anything more than that. Just come with me, look at me every so often, and smile like we share more than an apartment together.”

      I rest my chin on the back of my hand, not even able to blink. Shock is holding me still, making it hard to think clearly at all. I've fantasized over the years about what it would be like if we were closer than just friends, but actually taking that step, even if it's just an act, I don't think I can do it. It's dangerous.

      Don't do it. You're not comfortable, so tell him no way.

      “No, no, I can't do it. I need to find a new job. I need to get my life back on track. I can't waste a single second on anything else, especially on playing pretend.”

      “Lyl, please. Jim said if I don't show up with someone, that if I show up alone, I can consider myself unemployed. We both need this right now—both of us. I need your help. So long as I have my job, you can take your time to find a new one for yourself. But if I get fired, then we lose everything we have.”

      I purse my lips as his words settle in my head. Is this a guilt trip? It's a fleeting thought that dissolves as quickly as it comes. Doug isn't someone who would force me to do something using guilt.

      He's right. If he loses his job, we're both screwed. He needs me. How selfish would I be to say no? Doug has always been there for me, it's only fair that I return the favor. A friendship goes two ways, it can't be one sided.

      Besides, it's not like he's asking me to do something crazy like have his baby. He's only asking me to pretend to be his girlfriend for a night. This is an easy task. I know everything about him, and he knows everything about me. We can pull this off without an issue.

      “Fine, I'll do it.”

      “You will?” he asks surprised. His eyes pop open big as saucers, and his chin jets out to the side. “You're not screwing with me?”

      “I'm not screwing with you. I'll do it. You need me, and I'm going to be there for you.”

      “Oh my God, thank you,” he says excitedly. “You're a life saver.”

      “But,” I say sharply, expanding my eyes so he knows I'm serious, “there's going to be rules.”

      “Rules?”

      “Yeah, rules. No kissing, no sex, nothing that's going to make our friendship awkward at all. Because once we cross that line, there's no going back. Can we agree on that?”

      “Yeah, of course, those are easy rules.” Doug flashes his bright white teeth as he smiles and asks, “But we do need to make it look real. Would you be all right with holding hands and maybe a kiss on the cheek or something?”

      Angling my head, I frown.

      He quickly says, “I just want us to look as natural as possible. If we're both stiff and awkward, we'll never pull it off. It's just pretend, and we won't do anything more than that. Just small stuff to make us look like a couple.”

      That's fair.

      If we show up to dinner and look uncomfortable, it might throw up red flags, and then the whole dinner could be ruined. And with that, so would his career. I don't want to be the reason he loses his job. If this is what he needs, the least I can do is help.

      “Fine, but that's it. We do the bare minimum to make them believe we're together.”

      “You fucking rock.” He chugs his beer, then calls to the waitress for another. “You really are saving my ass here.”

      “Yeah, well, if this is what it takes to help keep the roof over our heads, I'll do it. I don't want to see you lose your job over something stupid either. I can be your date.” I sip my beer, then pick at the fries on my plate. “I can't believe I'm agreeing to this, though. It's crazy. You know that, right? This is probably the craziest thing we've ever done?”

      “Crazy or brilliant?” he asks.

      “Crazy. Definitely crazy.” I make exaggerated nods. “Are we even going to know how to act together as a couple? Don't you think it'll feel weird?”

      “Nah, it's going to be fine. But if you're worried, I can come snuggle up to you now so we can practice. What do you think? Want to share a seat?” He wags his brows and grins. “A little practice never hurt anyone.”

      I give him a side eyed glare, my mouth crinkling up tight. “This is a one and done thing. After dinner tomorrow, we're going back to normal.”

      “All right, but we both know how bad you do when you don't study for a test. Think of this like an exam. The night before you cram, hoping you got it all down. I don't think it's a bad idea to practice, that's how we get an A.”

      I start to laugh, pulling my eyes off his and looking off into the room. “That's not me you're talking about, it's you. You were the one who sucked at tests.”

      “I think your memory is a little foggy.”

      “You're definitely wrong on this one. You had to copy my math test in eleventh grade just to pass. You used my notes for history class, and you wouldn't have passed biology without me helping you study. Remember?”

      He squints at me, rocking his head on his shoulders. “Agree to disagree. Either way, the option is there if you want to take it. These arms are good for more than lifting weights and moving video equipment around.”

      I can't stop myself from laughing as he flexes his biceps and smiles at his own muscles. This is one thing that I love about Doug, his ability to make me feel better no matter what. It doesn't matter why I'm upset, by the end of the day, he has me smiling.

      Though I'd be lying if I said I wasn't a little apprehensive about playing the role of his girlfriend. There's a lot riding on this. His job. Our apartment. It all falls on us making this believable.

      What if we fail? What if they notice we're faking?

      That's not going not going to happen., I tell myself.

      Because this has to work. Even if the boundaries need to get blurred in order to make it work. Sometimes you need to get dirty to get what you want. Sometimes you need to take a risk to reap the reward.

      I'm going to make sure no one questions if we're real or not. If that means holding his hand and snuggling up to him, I'll do it. If I have to give him a little kiss or look at him with love in my eyes, I'm in.

      I just hope I don't leave the dinner wanting more.

      Like sex. . .

      Would that be so bad?

      Doug is smirking at me from across the table. He lowers his lids, and softly taps the rim of his beer. “I know what you're thinking,” he says in a sultry deep voice.

      “You do?”

      A smile dangles at the corner of his lips as he nods. “Of course, I do. I know you, Lyl.” He winks at me, his finger circling the top of his beer like he's tracing a nipple. “I know how to listen to a woman's body.”

      My breath hitches as a lump forms in the back of my throat. “Yeah? What is mine saying right now?” I ask. There's a tremble in my voice. It's subtle, but there's no denying it.

      Doug tips his head a hair as he licks his lips. “Do you really want me to say it out loud?”

      “I don't know, I can't read your mind. You're the one claiming to be a mind reader.”

      “Not a mind reader, I'm a body reader. And yours is telling me you need another beer.”

      I exhale a relieved breath, my tense muscles calming down as I shake my empty bottle. “You nailed it.”

      “Not yet I haven't,” he says with conviction. “Not yet.”

      What the hell does he mean by that? He can't mean sex.

      Can he?
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      I adjust the jacket on my suit, fixing the cuffs. My hair is combed and gelled in place. I'm opting for no tie because that's just not my style. The suit looks good without it anyway, so I don't think I need it.

      This suit really is made for me. Lyllian was right. The jacket hugs my shoulders, and the sleeves rest just below my wrist. Dressed in all black I look like the devil himself. Ready and eager to corrupt a heavenly soul.

      The only thing left to add to my outfit is a big silver watch that was my grandfather's. I clasp the buckle and give myself one last look in the mirror.

      I look fucking good.

      “Hey, you almost ready?” I ask Lyllian. “We need to be there for six.”

      “Yeah, I just need one more minute,” she calls back from inside her room.

      “The taxi is going to be here in five minutes, just so you know.”

      “Okay, I told you I just need a minute.”

      The door opens and my jaw hits the floor. Lyllian is wearing a skintight, red dress that hits just below her knees. The halter top lifts her tits, creating the perfect amount of cleavage. Silver heels are making her calves pop and her legs look a mile long.

      My mouth salivates, suddenly hungry to taste her smooth skin and lick her legs from ankle to hip. The curves on this girl are deadly, and can drop any man to his knees.

      Her brown hair is curled and pulled up into a twist that's pinned against her scalp. Loose strands of hair frame her face, and her makeup makes her look flawless. Bold, thick lashes. Tinted pink cheeks. Glossy and plump lips. She's gorgeous. Like a painting coming alive right before my very eyes. I can't look away.

      I'm staring at her. Just staring at her. I have no words.

      “What?” she asks, looking down at herself. “Is it too much? Should I go change quick? I have another outfit ready if this doesn't work.””

      I swallow hard, knocking myself out of the trance she put me in. “No, no, you look amazing.” Forcing my feet forward, I walk to her side.

      “Really?” she asks, looking up at me and giving me a look that says she doesn't believe me. Her lids lower and her lips fold into a heavy frown. “Because you were speechless when I came out.”

      “Speechless because of how incredible that dress looks on you. You look absolutely stunning, Lyl. You don't need to change a thing. You're perfect.” I take her hand and spin her in a slow circle. “You're going to turn heads tonight. Just don't forget that you have to leave with me.” I wink and chuckle.

      “Don't get any ideas. Leaving with you doesn't mean sleeping with you. But thanks, Doug.” She shakes her hands in front of her and exhales an audible breath. “Is it weird that I'm a little nervous?”

      “It's not weird. This isn't a normal situation. I don't want you to worry, though, you're going to do fine. I'd even bet you'll kill it tonight. And then tomorrow you can go back to being single.” I take a step back and hold out my arms. “What about me? Does this look good?”

      “Handsome as always,” she says. “You should wear suits more often, it's a bit of a turn on.” Her red lips peel back into a big smile, and she waggles her eyebrows. “Suits are sexy.”

      “Whoa now, don't turn on the girlfriend charm until we get there.” I flick the collar on my jacket and click my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “If you use it all now, it won’t be fresh later.”

      “I should watch what I say because I'm going to boost your ego too much.” She laughs and slips her arm around mine. Her thin fingers fall over my forearm as she holds on tight. “You're going to have to help me walk. I'm afraid I might fall down the stairs in these heels.”

      “I've got you, I won't let you fall.”

      We go down the stairs, taking each one slow. The taxi is parked out front. I open her door and watch her ass as she climbs inside. Fuck, her ass looks hot in that dress. I can see the faint outline of her panties, and it makes my dick jerk in my pants.

      Stop it! She's still just a friend!

      None of this is real, I remind myself. This isn't a real date.

      I climb in next to her, and it's torture having to keep my hands to myself. My fingers itch to touch her thighs, and my lips buzz to taste her skin. She's mouthwatering right now, and she hasn't got a clue.

      We drive the short distance to the restaurant. Her hands are nervously fumbling in her lap as she stares out the window. I take her hand and pull it onto my leg.

      “Don't worry, it's just dinner.” I give her hand a strong squeeze. “You're not going to be interrogated, Jim and I are. All you have to do is just be you.”

      She feigns a smile. “I know, it's just scary that we have to lie about our relationship the entire night. I'm hoping we can pull it off.”

      “We will, so long as Mrs. Gadory doesn't ask us to make out.”

      Her mouth opens wide. “Doug—”

      “I'm only kidding, just trying to loosen you up some. I'm serious though, just relax. It's all going to be fine. We're lying, but we also aren't strangers. I think all the years we've known each other is really going to help.”

      “Yeah, you might be right about that.”

      “I am right.”

      Lyl lets me hold her hand as the taxi finds a spot to pull over. I don't let go of her hand as we get out, instead I hold her tighter.

      “Time to shine,” I say, whispering in her ear as I braid my fingers around hers, leading us into the restaurant.

      We follow the hostess to a large table in the back. Jim and his wife are laughing with Mrs. Gadory and her husband. He spots me and jumps up from his seat.

      “Doug, hey, right on time. We just got seated.” He comes around the table and slaps me on the back. “And who's this?” he asks as his attention falls on Lyllian.

      She's standing shyly behind me. I pull her around front and rest my hands on her shoulders. “This is my girlfriend, Lyllian.” The sentence comes out of my mouth far too easily, causing my chest to tighten.

      I stun myself silent, trying to process how easy it is for me to just call her that. I expected to hesitate or lose my words, but I didn't. I said it without a hitch. I said it like it's the truth and not a bold face lie we concocted yesterday.

      “Lyllian, it's so nice to meet you.” Jim turns to everyone else and introduces us. “Mrs. Gadory, this is Doug. Doug this is Mrs. Gadory, her husband Tony, and my wife Meg.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Gadory,” I say, holding out my hand. “This is my girlfriend Lyllian.”

      Lyl leans over and shakes her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Gadory.”

      “Please, call me Eileen. I might be almost seventy, but Mrs. Gadory just makes me think of Tony's mother. Bless her soul.” She chuckles and shakes my hand. “Please, sit,” she says. “I'm really excited to finally get the chance to talk with you both.”

      I pull out Lyllian's chair, and push it in as she sits. Taking the seat next to her, I instinctively rest my hand on her thigh. She gives me a quick look, but it quickly fades. Her hands sit on the table, folded together like she's in grade school.

      She's so nervous. I can feel her anxiety. Her leg is shaking rapidly as she taps her heel against the floor. Her chest is rising and falling quickly, and every few breaths she lets out a long slow exhale. Leaning in, I whisper in her ear. “You're doing fine, just relax.”

      “You see that, honey,” Eileen says. “Chivalry still exists. Why don't you pull out my chair for me anymore?”

      “Because we have almost forty-five years under our belt. All those niceties are what happens with young love.” Her husband turns to me and smirks. “After this many years of marriage, she's lucky if I use the bathroom with the door shut anymore.”

      Eileen slaps his chest and rolls her eyes. “Don't mind him, he thinks romance has an expiration date. I, on the other hand, do not. Which is probably why I make the movies I do.” Her eyes fall on Lyllian. “What about you, dear? Do you like romance?”

      “I think every girl dreams of that classic romance at some point in her life. The sweep you off your feet, make you feel like the only girl in the world kind of romance. But only some of us are lucky enough to have it.” She smiles at me, laying her head on my shoulder for a second.

      In that brief moment, a million different emotions flood my body. Excitement, happiness, fullness, desire, lust, and everything in between. My heart gallops in my chest, forcing the blood to pump through my ears and drown out the room around me.

      All I feel is her. The weight of her head on me, the scent of her shampoo, the smooth plane of her neck that looks so damn kissable. I want to wrap my arm around her body and hold her. Something about this feels so right.

      It's wrong! It's very, very wrong!

      I give her a peck on the top of her head, and nod. “I have to agree, she got lucky my mother taught me right.”

      Jim's wife glares at him and frowns. “You see, you should be taking notes.”

      We all laugh, and I feel a lot better about being here, living in this lie for the moment. A lie that's far too comfortable. I know that tomorrow this will all be gone because lies can only breathe if they have life.

      We're snuffing out this lie the second we leave. But for now, for now this is our reality.

      The night couldn't be going more perfectly. Lyllian is chatting it up with Mrs. Gadory. They're talking about books they love, and the movies that go with them. The second Lyllian mentions her favorite love story of all time is Casting Shadows, Eileen lights up.

      “That's my favorite too. It was my first book.”

      “You wrote that?”

      Eileen smiles and nods. “I did, under a different pen name. It didn't do as well as I had hoped, so I scrapped that name and just decided to write under my real name. It was the best decision I've ever made, but that story still owns a piece of my heart.”

      The wine is going down nicely, a little too nicely. I'm feeling it, and so is Lyl. I can tell she's tipsy by her rosy cheeks and the cute little snort she makes when she laughs. She only does that when she's had a few drinks, and it makes me smile every time.

      Lyllian glances over at me and places her hand on top of mine. Our fingers intertwine, and I pull her hand into my lap. It feels so good to hold her hand like this. A small piece of me wishes it could be like this all the time.

      We already share everything else; I just need that little bit to make her mine. I know I can't. I know she'll never give it to me. Lyllian has walls, walls I can see but don't understand. I'm outside those walls.

      So, I'm going to take what she never gives. I can't miss the opportunity to have her for right now. I lean in and give her a kiss on the cheek. She blushes, her cheeks turning deep red as she softly bites her bottom lip and looks over at me. Her fingers tighten around mine, making my stomach twist up like corded rope.

      This isn't real, Doug. Remember that. It's all a show.

      By the time we finish dinner, I'm fairly certain that we nailed it and the project is ours. Eileen happily hugs Lyllian goodbye. Turning to me, she grins, and says, “We'll be in touch with our decision soon.”

      Her husband shakes my hand, glancing over at his wife and whispering to me, “She's not usually this happy after a business meeting.” He gives me a stern nod, as if to say, Nice job.

      We part ways on the street and I hail a cab. I hold the door and let Lyl climb in first. Her round, plump ass holds my attention as she slides into the back seat. She's sitting in the middle seat, pressing her arm right against my side as I sit down.

      On the way here, she sat directly behind the driver, but not now. Now she's snuggled up close. The second I close the door, her head falls to my shoulder.

      I lay my hand across the backseat, and she reaches up to grab it, pulling it around her neck. “I had fun tonight,” she says as she braids her fingers in mine. Her thumb swirls over the knuckle of my thumb, and she presses herself even closer.

      “Me too. It turned out to be better than I expected. You did great. Thank you for this.”

      “No thank you needed. I'd do anything for you, Doug. You should know that by now.”

      Every nerve in my body ignites as her words hit me in the chest. “Me too, Lyl. I'd do anything for you.”

      “I had a really good time, and I think you guys nailed it.” She twists and looks up at me, her eyes sparkling as the glow of streetlights flickers through the rear windshield.

      I don't answer her, I can't. I'm just staring at her. She's so damn beautiful. Lyllian licks her lips, making them glisten. She gently pulls her bottom lip in with the edges of her teeth as her eyes drift between mine.

      Kiss her, the devil on my shoulder whispers in my ear.

      I lean in but hesitate. The angel hasn't come, but I'm waiting for that voice of reason. The voice that screams at me to not cross this line. The rational voice that reminds me we're friends. The voice that stops me from doing something I might regret.

      But before that voice comes, Lyllian closes the distance and kisses me herself. Her lips are softer than I expect, and she tastes like sweet white wine. Her mouth opens slightly, giving me permission to kiss her deeper, harder, and just like I always imagined.

      I slip my tongue inside her mouth, swirling it around hers. She lets out a delicate moan as her tongue circles mine. My cock thickens as she inhales a shallow breath, her lips turning hungry for more.

      “We’re here,” the taxi driver says as he slows to a stop in front of our building.

      We break our kiss. Lyllian softly touches her lips as she stares at me. I cough and clear my throat as I hand the guy some money. Opening the door, I hold out my hand and help her out.

      The way she's looking at me is ripping me open inside. Her eyes are sultry and dark. Her chest is rising and falling rapidly. Her cheeks are flushed, and the way she's slowly touching her neck is igniting every cell in my body.

      My heart is hammering in my chest, making my blood pump with fire. Heat spreads from my head to my toes, causing my muscles to tighten and pulse. I rip the door open on our building, and guide her in.

      She hasn't taken her eyes off me. She's peering up at me, her gaze shifting all around my face. They move from my eyes to my lips, then back again. She bites her lip, pulling it into her mouth.

      “Want some help up the stairs?” I ask.

      “Please, these shoes are not friendly.”

      In one quick swoop, I grab her around the waist and toss her over my shoulder. Lyllian lets out a little squeal and giggle as I carry her up the flights of stairs. I set her down on her feet and hold her waist to make sure she has her balance.

      Her hands grip my shoulders. My hands stay on her hips. We stare at each other in silence. I'm losing control. I can feel it. I'm coming undone as her nails dip into my shoulders and she licks her lips.

      In one quick motion, we both crush our lips together. Her hands rake through my hair, and my arms wrap around her waist. Our tongues dance and lick, swirling around each other with bursts of power.

      I fumble the key from my pocket and unlock the door. Pushing it open, we stumble inside the apartment, and I kick it closed with my foot.

      She rips the jacket off my body, her fingers eagerly tearing the buttons of my shirt. Her eyes widen as my bare chest is exposed. Using the pads of her fingers, she glides her hands up and down my chest. They move down my abs, then back up to my shoulders.

      Her touch is euphoric, drawing endless desire from deep inside my body. Desire I've spent years locking up and pushing away. She's unleashing the animal that's been building, and once she does, there's no going back.

      I slowly unbuckle my belt, plucking the button open with a single tug. Her eyes fall to my waist and the engorged cock hidden inside. There's a perfect outline of my dick, the tip swollen, and pressing angrily against the zipper.

      I slip my arms free from my shirt, letting it drop to the floor. With a little shake of my hips, my pants fall down my legs, and I step out of them. Palming my cock in my briefs, I just watch how her eyes drink me up like a glass of whiskey.

      My clothes line the floor behind me like black raindrops as I walk her backwards to the couch. Lyllian takes each step carefully, her gaze frozen on my cock. This is forbidden territory. This goes against her rules. And I don't think there's any way to stop us now.

      She starts to pull her heels off, but I say, “No, leave them on. They're fucking sexy as hell on you.”

      A smirk itches at the corner of her lip. “You got it,” she says.

      “Turn around,” I demand. She does so without question.

      I unzip the back of her dress. With painful slowness, I kiss across the top of her shoulder as I peel the strap of her dress away. I move my lips across the nape of her neck and flutter kisses down her other shoulder.

      Her breathing is heavy as she looks back at me from corner of her eyes. Her arms are straight at her sides. The hair on her arms stands as goosebumps ripple down her skin with every kiss.

      The dress pools around her feet, leaving her in nothing but her heels and her panties. The muscles of her back dip and curve as she arches, pushing her ass out slightly. I stroke my fingers down her ribs, making her shiver and moan.

      This is my muse. The woman of my dreams. The girl who's always been right out of my reach. Close but untouchable. Inches away, but miles in the distance.

      She lays her head back against my chest, looking up at me as she curls her arm around my neck and plays with the ends of my hair.

      That's it. It's all over for me. Any and all reasonable and rational thoughts are gone. I don't care that she's my best friend.

      I don't care that we set up rules and were supposed to follow them.

      I just don't care.

      Because this is a dream come true.

      “Doug,” she says, her voice light as air. “I need to ask you something first. . .”

      The world stops.

      What could she possibly need to know?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          

      

    

    







            Lyllian

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay,” he says, his voice timid. “Ask away.”

      “Will you fuck me like tomorrow might not come?”

      He growls against my ear as his fingers rake through my hair, taking a fistful. “I'll fuck you until you forget tomorrow exists”

      His hands. . . I can't stop my body from reacting to his hands.

      He tugs at my roots, sending a surge of tingles down my spine. The tips of his fingers massage my scalp, making my eyes snap shut as I moan. It feels so good. He's never touched me this way before. And I like it. I like his roughness with his tenderness. I like the way it feels like he's taking me, but also as if he's leaving just enough of me to enjoy all he has to offer.

      His hands move over my shoulders, down my arms, and softly caressing my sides. His lips place kisses across my neck, moving from one side to the other. They're warm, wet, and the tip of his tongue tickles my skin.

      There are no words flowing through my head right now. I'm a blank canvas, allowing this man to paint me, create me, and carve me however he sees fit. I'm malleable in his hands. I bend when his thumbs push against the small of my back. I roll when his fingers slip over my belly. My head dips and sways as his hand comes up and grasps my face under my chin.

      Doug moves my head one way and kisses my throat. He moves my head the other way, licking my neck and then suckling on my earlobe. The tips of his fingers dig into my chin, moving my head.

      He releases my face, gliding his fingers through my hair. They curl in deep, tangling in my hair, and snapping my head back. I gasp, my mouth falling open as I fully surrender myself to this man.

      His lips find mine, kissing me with force. His tongue spears inside my mouth, licking and twirling. I wrap my arm around his neck and pull his face closer. I want to taste as much of him as I can.

      I want to drink him in and enjoy this loss of control. With unbridled passion, I kiss him back. I give in to everything I feel and want, and just live in this moment. A moment where time has no end. A moment where the earth is no longer beneath my feet, and I'm floating through the cosmos.

      Doug rips his lips away, resting his cheek against mine. His breathing is heavy and hot. I can feel his breath on my skin as he curls his arm around my waist and bends me over the arm of the couch.

      He presses his hand into the center of my back between my shoulder blades, and kicks my legs open wide. With one hand, he yanks my panties down my legs. I step out of them, and he tosses them aside. I moan loudly as he rubs two fingers down my ass and over my pussy until he hits my clit.

      The pads of his fingers push down hard, and he draws circles over the swollen bud. His fingers slip easily between the wet and silky skin. My arousal smears all over my lips, and my pussy pulses to be filled.

      “Fuck, you're so wet, Lyl.” Doug's fingers massage up and down, spreading my lips open as he slips a single finger inside my entrance.

      My knees almost buckle, but Doug's arm under my stomach is there to catch me. He lifts me slightly, fingering me. Pushing his finger in and out, my juice begins to soak my inner thighs.

      One finger quickly turns to two as he thrusts inside as deep as he can go. I suck in a gulp of air and hold onto it. My legs are trembling, and my entire body is shaking. Doug drags the sharp edges of his teeth across my shoulder, sending a shiver down my spine.

      I can't take this. I want more. More than just fingers inside me.

      “Fuck me,” I breathe out. “Just fuck me.” The words tumble thoughtlessly out of my mouth. I'm running on need, on hunger, on a desire that's taken full control of me.

      Doug pulls his fingers free and rubs his cock between my ass cheeks. “Tell me again to fuck you, Lyl. I like the way it sounds.”

      “Fuck me, Doug. Fuck me before I lose my mind.” I arch my back and lean further over the couch. My ass pops up higher, and Doug groans as the tip of his dick touches my pussy.

      I love the sound he's making. The throaty grunt sounds like he's ready to devour me whole. His fingers tighten around my hips as he pushes his tip inside. Slow and steady, he takes his time.

      My pussy clenches around him as he shifts his hips forward and his length fills me completely. Doug stills, his cock pulsing inside me as my walls are stretched to their limit. I bite my bottom lip as he pulls back out to the thick ridge of his crown, then thrusts back in with vigor.

      The thin hair on my arms stands up, and goosebumps rush in waves across my skin as his cock goes so deep I can feel him in my lower belly. I dig the sharp spikes of my heels into the carpet to keep me steady.

      He growls softly as his hand moves down my thigh, then back up and over the mounds of my ass. Thrust after thrust he fucks me. He fucks me until my legs are numb and the skin on my elbows turn raw from rubbing against the couch.

      The orgasm explodes like a super nova, showering my body with hot sparks. My muscles stiffen as the feeling zips through my body, running from head to toe. Doug's cock throbs in my heat as he throws himself in one last time, and his cock shoots hot cum.

      It flows from his pulsing dick, filling me to the point I can feel it spilling out. The beads of sweat at the base of my neck break free, slipping down the curve of my neck and dropping to the couch.

      I can't move. I'm intoxicated, but not from alcohol. I'm drunk on him. I don't even want to move. I just want to stay here like this in a forever bliss.

      He falls onto my back, resting his head on my shoulder. We're both breathing heavy, our skin sweaty and flushed. Doug pulls his cock free, and I finally get the strength to crawl onto the couch. He lays down beside me and grabs the throw blanket off the back of the couch to cover us.

      I can't even think straight right now. My brain is a pile of mush, and my eyes are sleepy. We snuggle together. He curls his arm around my stomach and pulls me in against his chest. I can barely keep my eyes open, but I'm afraid to close them.

      Falling asleep means tomorrow has to come, and we can no longer live in right now. It means all this ends.

      With one final blink, the lights go out.
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      My eyes are blurry as I open them. The sun is casting long dancing arms in the living room, flooding the room with bright light. There's something heavy around my chest. I rub my eyes and when I open them again, I realize it's Doug.

      Shit. Did we really. . . I lift the blanket and see that we're both naked. Damn it. We did.

      Memories of last night flood my mind with erotic images. His lips, his hands, his cock deep in my pussy. Something catches my attention from the corner of my eyes. I look down and see his morning wood standing up like a proud statue.

      Maybe we can pretend last night didn't end and we never went to sleep?

      Round two? I think to myself as his cock bounces slightly in the air, pushing firmly against the thin blanket. I could climb on him right now and take him for myself. The temptation grows, making my nipples hard and my pussy wet.

      No. You already messed up once, you can't do it again.

      We're friends, and that's how it needs to stay.

      “Good morning,” he says. “Like what you see?” he asks with a sleepy smile.

      “Morning,” I sit up and steal most of the blanket to cover myself with. Wrapping it around my chest, I yawn. “Do you remember what happened last night?”

      “I do. Do you?”

      “I do.”

      We sit in awkward silence for a long second. He looks off into the room and stretches his arms over his head.

      “And?” I ask.

      “And what? Last night was last night, today's a new day.” He keeps his eyes on mine.

      “That's it?”

      “That's it. Why make it more than it was? Want some breakfast?” He avoids the elephant in the room about what happened, and the lines we crossed together.

      I can't bring myself to dive any deeper into it. I already feel awkward that we allowed ourselves to ignore the rules. It's both our faults for going too far. It's not anymore his fault than it is mine. It takes two to tango as my mother likes to say. So, I accept his dismissal.

      “Yeah, I could eat.”

      He stands up casually, his morning wood still standing at attention. He doesn't even try to cover himself up at all.

      “Um, you uh. . .” I stutter out as I block my eyes. “You're uh, hanging out there.”

      “What? It's not like you haven't seen it now.” Looking around, he walks to the edge of the couch, picks up his boxers, and slips them back on. “Eggs and toast sound good?” he asks.

      “Sure,” I say as I swaddle my body in the blanket and stand. “Maybe some blueberries too?”

      “Looks like someone worked up an appetite last night,” he says as he strolls into the kitchen.

      “Is this what I can expect now?”

      “What am I doing? I'm just making breakfast.” The cupboards creek and crack as he opens them.

      “No, these little comments. Either we forget it happened or we need to talk about it.”

      He sets a pan on the stove, moving around the kitchen and getting everything else he needs. I can tell he doesn't want to talk about it, but we're both adults, we should be able to have a conversation, square it away, and move on.

      “Well?” I ask, picking up the bottom of the blanket as I take a couple steps forward.

      Doug's phone pings. “Oh, can you grab that for me?” he asks, ignoring me.

      “Right now? You don't maybe want to talk first?”

      “Yeah, now's good. Toss it to me. Maybe it's Jim with some good news. You really pulled it off last night. Eileen loved you. If we get this job, Jim might have to put you on the payroll.” He chuckles and smiles big.

      This conversation is never going to happen. He's just going to pretend everything is fine and nothing is weird.

      “Fine, here.” I wait for him to look over at me, and toss his phone to him. “I hope you get it too. Who knows when or if I'll find a job.”

      “You will. I know you, you might get frustrated, but you never give up.” He opens his phone. The light mirrors in his eyes as he reads his message and cracks eggs blindly with his free hand.

      “I better not have any shell bits in my eggs,” I say, giving up on any other conversation. One day we'll have to cross this bridge, he's just not ready right now.

      “I'm a pro, haven't you learned that yet?”

      “I've learned a few things recently about you, but you being a good cook isn't one of them.” I bite the tip of my tongue as I smirk.

      We can both crack jokes about last night. Not just you.

      “Well,” he says smugly, leaning against the counter as he whisks the eggs. “Maybe I shouldn't tell you that my message is from Jim. . .”

      He looks up at me, and I expect to hear him tell me that they got the contract for the project. I lean over our island counter and arch my brows. Doug lets the silence linger between us longer than I want.

      “And? You got the job?”

      “That, and. . . to throw some icing on the cake, you got yourself an interview today.”

      “A what?” I ask, straightening my back, and clutching the blanket tight.

      “You better go put on something cute. Eileen wants to see you at eleven.”

      “Wait. . .” I hold up my hand, brows furrowing into the bridge of my nose. “You're fucking with me, aren't you? You're just screwing with me because I busted your balls about your cooking.”

      He turns the phone so I can see the screen. “See for yourself.”

      “Oh my God, you aren't joking.” I snatch the phone out of his hand and read the message a couple more times. “I can't believe this. Why? Why would she want to hire me for anything? I don't know anything about movies.”

      “Because you have an amazing personality, Lyl, and people love you. You have a lot more to offer than you think. Just because you don't know the movie business, doesn't mean you can't learn it.”

      I lay his phone down on the counter and rest my forehead against my hand. “I'm shocked, Doug. I actually had fun last night at dinner with her, but I never expected it turn into anything.”

      “It's called networking, Lyl. You know people who introduce you to people, and bang!” he calls out. “You get a job. You know what this means right?”

      “What?”

      “It means that we're going to have to keep up this act since Eileen thinks we're dating.”

      “Whoa, wait a minute. We both agreed, one night, that's it.”

      “Do you want a job? A better paying job?” He's scrambling the eggs in the hot pan as the toast pops up in the toaster, but his eyes are steady on mine.

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Then we need to keep playing pretend.” Doug lays the spatula down and turns off the stove. “So, I think it'll be a good idea for us to really get into our roles.” He takes two firm steps toward me, and around the counter to where I'm standing. “We need this to look one hundred percent real.”

      “And how do you think we should do that exactly?” I twist, leaning my back against the counter, and gripping the blanket with both hands.

      He walks his fingers across my hips, cupping both my sides. I'm looking up at him, up at this mountain of a man, with a rock-hard chest and steppingstones for abs.

      He licks his lips as he steps between my legs. “With lots of practice of course.”

      “Practice? What do you mean by practice?”

      “How about I just show you what I mean?”
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      Just say yes, I think to myself as I watch her suck in a shallow breath and hold on to it. It's as if she's afraid to let it go, like she might deflate and get shot around the room like a deflating balloon.

      “We're still in control, Lyl,” I say, trying to help her see that this is all part of what we need to do.

      If she wants this as much as I do, all she has to do is say yes. Yes to a new future. Yes to a new career, a new life, a new her. This isn't a complicated decision. This is our survival.

      Her eyes flicker, moving back and forth so rapidly, I can't figure out what she's thinking. I know her so well, but right now, I feel like I don't know her at all.

      I have no idea if she'll accept me. I have no clue if she just wants to run away and forget all of this. Could she really forget?

      There's no way in hell I'll ever forget how amazing her body felt, or how tight and wet she was when I slid inside her. I'll never forget the way she looked at me, like I was the air she needed to survive and the axle she needed to keep her world spinning.

      She looked at me like more than a friend.

      These memories will stay with me forever. I'll take them to the grave. I went to bed for the first time last night with a smile on my face. So, in all honestly, I don't mind letting this little charade go on longer than we planned. We're playing real house right now, and not the same kind we did as kids.

      Lyllian's eyes finally stop skittishly moving. They freeze on mine, and she bites her bottom lip hard. Uncertainty transcends her expression, making her golden eyes cloudy.

      She can't bring herself to do it. This isn't what she wants at all.

      I can see the worry and concern on her face about having to lie more. I can see the fear she feels of this going too far, and crossing that point of no return, digging ourselves so deep, we can never get back.

      What we share is special. I don't want this to come between us, it's not worth it. I'm about to tell her it's okay, that we don't have to do anything she doesn't want to, but she surprises me.

      She captures my face in her hands as she presses up on the tips of her toes and kisses me. She releases the breath she's holding in, exhaling against my lips as she slips her tongue inside my mouth. This is my answer. This is her telling me yes without having to say it out loud.

      Like a wild beast, I grip her waist and lift her onto the counter. She kicks a stool with her foot, sending it crashing to the floor, but neither of us pay any attention to it. We're both lost in each other, giving in to the desire that's been building all these years.

      I've felt it over and over again, but never acted on it. But it's undeniable, there's always been an attraction there, even if we both kept it at bay. The signs have always been there. The way the air gets thick when she's close to me. The way our eyes lock on each other in a way that doesn't happen when you're just friends. The subtle teasing and playful banter. The flirty comments and sexy little smirks. It's something I can't help but feel, and yet, I never took it any further—until now.

      Her legs spread wide, making room for me to get closer. My dick is already hard, tenting my boxers. The blanket falls off her body, exposing her naked flesh. I grip her shoulders, breaking our kiss as I push her away to look at her.

      She's beautiful. Her nipples are beaded, and I can smell her heat. Sweet and intoxicating, all I want to do is fuck her. Her belly trembles softly as I tickle my fingers up, circling her naval, then traveling up between her tits.

      She rolls her hips, rubbing against the counter as her nipples turn into stiff peaks the second my fingers touch them. I keep moving my fingers, over her collarbone and up the front of her throat. I cup her neck, holding it tightly as I pull her forward.

      Lyllian drops her head back as I move my lips down her neck and over her tits. I suck her tit into my mouth, licking across the center of her chest, and flicking my tongue over her tender bead.

      Her skin bristles, causing tiny bumps to ripple around the dark pink flesh of her nipple. I flatten my tongue against her hard nipple and glide it all around her plump breast. Another wave of shivers moves through her body.

      “Mm,” she moans, raking her fingers through my hair and tugging at my roots. “Fuck,” she breathes out as her hands become more aggressive, taking fistfuls with each pull.

      I can't wait. I need her now.

      There is nothing to tame me. I've had her once already, how can I possibly resist her now? She's a drug I want to inject right into my veins. I need the rush as it surges through every inch of my body.

      I pull my cock out of my boxers and slam it deep inside her heat. She's wet and warm, her walls bearing down on my length as I fuck her. This isn't slow sex. This is dirty, greedy, delirious sex. I'm starving, and there's nothing that can satiate this feeling except for her.

      My fingers grip her ass and pull her right to the edge of the counter. She wraps her legs around my waist as she leans back, and rests on her hands. Bowing her back, her tits press higher, bouncing up and down with every thrust.

      I piston my hips, watching her eyes as they glaze over and her lips as they part. She bites the very tip of her tongue, her nails scraping against the granite.

      The sound of our bodies mashing together fills the room. Skin slaps against skin, her wet pussy splashes around my cock, soaking the hair at my base. She opens her eyes and watches my length as it disappears inside her.

      “I fucking love that,” she says. “I love watching you fuck me.”

      I grunt softly, driving my mouth onto her tit and sucking hard. Every thrust sends her backwards on the counter. Taking her by the hips, I hold her in place. I want her as close to me as I can get her, so I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her up straight, holding her against my chest.

      Her heart beats against my chest, heavy and loud as a drum. Lyllian rests her head in the crook of my neck and bites me, suffocating the moan she lets out. “Yeah, fuck me, Doug. Harder, harder, don't stop,” her lips buzz against my skin, making me not only hear her, but also feel her words.

      I give her what she wants, pulling my cock out to the ridge, and then thrusting back inside her. Her heels clutch the back of my thighs as she rocks with me, matching my pace with her own.

      She's getting slicker, wetter, letting me know she's close. Making her come is my goal. Making her scream my name is my reward. My hips move faster, harder. I want to hear her call out to me. To sing the only song that matters; my name coming off her tongue.

      “Mm, yeah, holy shit. Yes, yes, mm,” she coos.

      “Say my name, Lyl. I want to hear you. I need to hear you.”

      “Mm, Doug,” she says.

      “Louder,” I demand.

      “Doug.” Her voice is full, but that's not what I want. I want to hear it come out from the depths of her belly. I want to hear her lose control.

      “Louder, I want to hear you as you come.”

      The nails dig into my back as her hips roll with me. She grinds against my lower stomach, rubbing her clit. Her muscles going stiff as she throws her head back.

      “Yes, Doug! Mm, Doug!” Her words travel around the room, coming back around, and hitting me in the chest.

      That's it. That's what I want. That right there is enough to make me blow my load. Like a wound-up elastic, I snap in half. My balls draw up, and my muscles begin to shake as my cock hardens to stone in her pussy. Her nails scratch canyons into my back as she lets out a moan that almost sounds crazed.

      My heart hammers inside my chest as the orgasm builds. I feel like I'm standing right at the edge of a cliff. And then I jump. A wave of tingles sweeps through my body, and my cock purges its life blood. Pump after pump of hot cum fills her pussy.

      “Don't stop, just don't stop, I'm so close to coming again,” she groans softly as she rubs her clit up and down against my stomach.

      I pull my cock free and drop to my knees. I felt her once today, now I want to drink her pleasure like a fine wine. My tongue licks up her center. I can taste the salty flavor of my load, but I don't give a shit. I want her to come on my face. I want to feel her clit swell and pulse as I bring her to the brink of insanity.

      Making her come back to back is like finding a four leaf clover. You don't find one often, but when you do, you take it. You claim it as yours and yours alone, branding it with your scent, your name, your very existence.

      The tip of my tongue flicks against her tender bud. I suckle her clit with my mouth, making her scream out with pleasure. She wraps her legs around my neck and squeezes the sides of my head with her thighs.

      Her nails rip at my hair as she pushes my face harder against her pussy and grinds her hips up and down. A shiver runs through her body, rippling through her muscles, and making her clamp down harder on my head.

      My heart stops in my chest, giving me the perfect silence to enjoy this moment. There's no sound in my body right now as I eat her pussy like a three-course meal. A mix of her juice and my cum drips down my chin.

      And then it happens. She sucks in a deep breath and screams my name. “Doug! Fuck, Doug!” Her pussy seeps with arousal, salty and warm as her muscles finally release and she falls back on the counter. I can feel the orgasm as it moves from her body to mine like ripples across the surface of a still lake.

      “Holy shit, Doug. Did that just happen? Did you really just fuck me, eat me out, and make me come twice?”

      I stand up and wipe my mouth with the back of my wrist. “You certainly aren't dreaming,” I say as I suck the last of her off my lips.

      “I can't feel my legs, they're completely numb. And they're shaking. Feel them,” she says, grabbing my hand and placing it on her inner thigh. “Can you feel that?”

      “That's what sex should feel like, Lyl. Just like this.” My eyes drift to the clock on the stove. “I hate to cut this short, but you need to get going soon. Let's finish breakfast and get you ready for your big interview.”

      I watch her as she quickly demolishes her food, and then pops the dish in the sink. She doesn't bother covering up this time. “All right, I'm going to go get ready. Should I dress fancy or casual?”

      “It doesn't really matter,” I say. “Either way you're going to look stunning.”

      “Thanks, but looking stunning doesn't secure the job for me.”

      “No, but the point I'm trying to make is that the clothes don't matter, it's what's inside the clothes that does.”

      “I hope I can even concentrate now. You made my mind go all mushy, I can't even think straight.”

      “I'll call that a win, then. If you don't get the job, we can blame it on hot sex.”

      “Let's not think about me not getting the job. Let's think about this as a pregame to celebrating me getting the job.”

      “I like the way you think. I couldn't have thought of a better way to put it.”

      She gives me a blushing smile, then disappears inside her room. I go and get cleaned up myself, putting on some fresh clothes and throwing some gel in my hair. A few squirts of cologne, and I'm ready to go.

      I relax on the couch and start flipping through my emails. My eyes keep going to the little digital clock in the corner. We need to leave soon, and I'm starting to get a little nervous about her being late for the interview.

      “This is your twenty minute warning!” I call out to her.

      Her door creaks open, causing me to look up. “Well?” she asks, holding out her hands and spinning in place.

      Her hair is down and she’s curled the ends. Her makeup is subtle but highlights her eyes and cheekbones perfectly. A hint of pink on her skin makes her look like she's been in the sun, and the shade of gold on her lids makes her eyes sparkle like an Egyptian goddess.

      Lyllian is wearing a silky orange blouse that hugs her curves with black dress pants and orange heels. She looks gorgeous, just like I knew she would. There isn't a thing she ever puts on that doesn't look good on her. She can be in crappy old jogging pants with a ratty shirt and messy hair, and she'd still look like she walked off a runway.

      “You look perfect.”

      “Thank you,” she says as she looks up at the clock. “I should probably go.”

      “I'm coming with you.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, you don't have to.”

      “They think we're together, remember? Keeping up appearances is good. Plus, I need to go the office anyway. I can look over a few things for myself.”

      “Right, okay, then let's get going.” She's nervously fidgeting with her hands. She runs them down the outside of her thighs, then braids and unbraids her fingers in front of her chest. Using the pads of her fingers, she swipes sweat off her forehead as she groans with nerves. “I'm so nervous.”

      I push myself up from the couch, reaching out with both hands as she walks by me, and grabbing her by the wrists. Pulling her in, I hold her hands in mine. “Lyl, you're going to do great. Eileen has already seen what I know. You're smart, you're funny, and you're trustworthy.” I release her hands to grab her face, giving her a tender, reassuring kiss on her forehead. “Trust me, you've got this.”

      “Thanks, Doug. You're always good at getting me to calm down.”

      The smile she gives me makes the world disappear and my body warm.

      Why did I ever fight this? I've always wanted this with her.

      The sleepless nights knowing she's right across the hall. The daydreams in school. The wandering thoughts and stolen glances. I've already taken all the little bits of her I can, while knowing that she just wants to be friends.

      It's getting harder and harder to remember why I fought so hard to ignore what I want. I can't pretend that the thoughts haven't always been there, and the dreams were just a lie of what I can never have.

      Why can't I have both? Why can't we give in to what we feel, and still keep the unspoken boundaries we've established over the years?

      We can be friends. We can even be friends with benefits. Lust is just lust. Two people can share each other and still maintain the baseline. It doesn't have to be complicated. We don't have to think more about it than what it is.

      It's like wanting dessert and denying yourself. Starving yourself just leads to binge eating. Why torture yourself at all?

      Lyllian and I are mature adults who know how to keep feelings out of this. There's nothing wrong with giving in occasionally, so you can have your cake and eat it too. Just eat the damn cupcake.

      Friends can be friends.

      Sex can be sex. . .

      Until it can't.
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      “Wish me luck,” I say as my fingers dangle in his.

      “I'll do you one better than that.” Doug leans in, giving me a deep and passionate kiss. “You've got this, just be yourself,” he says.

      I wish I was as confident in myself as he is in me. It's hard to see your own value. I've never been good at it. But Doug has always been good at making me feel worthy of what I deserve.

      The butterflies I feel turn into a swarm as I stand outside the conference room door. Hesitantly, I knock softly on the open door as I peer inside.

      Eileen lifts her head up from the long, mahogany table, and gives me the same smile she gave me last night. I didn't expect this. I guess inside I thought work Eileen would be ruthless as a bear, and stern as a queen ruling over her kingdom.

      “Oh, you're here!” she calls out as her small, frail, seventy-year-old frame jumps up from her seat. She clasps her hands in front of her chest, her smile broadening. “I wasn't sure how you were going to feel about this. How do you feel, dear?”

      “Honestly?”

      “I wouldn't want to hear anything else.”

      “Nervous but excited.”

      “Those are the best feelings to have. Your nerves will keep you on your toes, but your excitement will keep you driven to excel and rise above.” She gives me another warm smile, then waves her arm toward the table. “Come take a seat, I don't want to leave you wondering what you're even interviewing for.”

      “Yeah, I think that'd be good to know. I appreciate this though, I really do.”

      She shakes her head as she cleans up the area in front of her. “Well, you made a great impression last night, and I just left thinking I had to have you on my team. But nothing is set in stone, even if I like you as a person. I still need to make sure you'll be a good fit.”

      “Of course, I'd expect nothing less.”

      “Good, let's get started, shall we?”
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      “Well?” he asks as I come out of the interview.

      His eyes are big as the moon, pupils black as night. He looks more nervous than I did before I went into the interview. There's impatience in his tone as he tilts his head and rolls a single finger for me to spit it out already before he goes nuts.

      My lips are thin, and I have no expression on my face. Folding my mouth down, I shrug a limp shoulder. As I exhale a slow, defeated breath, I say, “Well—”

      “Oh no, did it not go good?” he asks, cutting me off. His eyes turn from worry into sadness. He takes a step in, cupping my elbows with his hands, and softly caressing me with his thumbs. “I'm so sorry, Lyl. I really thought you had this in the bag.”

      “Yeah, well, you should be sorry, because now you'll have to see me the entire time you're working on Eileen's movie.”

      “Wait, you got the job?” he asks, arching a high brow.

      I nod excitedly. “I got the job!”

      He gives me a playful push and turns away from me. “You suck, you really had me going. I honestly thought you didn't get it.”

      “I know, I got you good.” I bite my tongue and smile.

      Doug lunges at me and starts to tickle my ribs. “I can't believe you did that. I can't believe you let me think you didn't get it. Is it still funny? Huh? Still think you're a comedian now?”

      I'm laughing hard, trying to block him and push him away. “Stop! No more!” I call out between laughs. “Mercy, mercy,” I say, attempting to back away as I swat wildly at his hands.

      “Say I win.”

      “What? No way. What are you, twelve?”

      “Say it. Say I win.” He keeps digging his fingertips into my ribs, making it hard to breathe.

      “All right, all right, you win, just stop tickling me.” I wave the white flag, giving in. I can't take it. I hate being tickled, and he knows it.

      Doug throws his arms up and pumps them in the air. “Hell yeah, I win.”

      “You're suck a dork.”

      He chuckles. “I still win. You said it yourself.” Running his hand through his hair, he grips the back of his neck. “Well then, I think this is cause for celebration.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Of course, it is. I won, you got the job, now we need to go celebrate. Come on, I've got just the place in the mind.”

      I follow him as he starts walking. “Where are we going?”

      “Some place fun.”

      “That could be anywhere.”

      “Could be, but it isn't. This is a particular place you love.”

      Veering my stare, I purse my lips. “Is it Gelina's Ice Cream? Because I love that place. They have the best peanut butter cup ice cream.”

      “No, but we can go there after, if you want. This is your night.”

      “How far is this place?” I ask. “I am in heels, you know.”

      “Not far, it's only a few blocks away.” He reaches back and takes my hand, pulling me to his side. “We're going to have fun tonight. You deserve it.”

      We walk hand in hand. He's swinging my arm back and forth as he tugs me along. “We're not far now, it's right around the corner,” he says.

      “Oh shit, I know what it is,” I say excitedly. “I know exactly what place it is.”

      “What is it?”

      “Rocky Point Park.”

      We take the corner and his eyes gleam. “Bingo.”

      The arch for the entrance is engulfed in bright spotlights. I can hear the music from the live band playing on the stage, and the sound of kids screaming on the rides. The ferris wheel is spinning slowly in the distance, bright as the north star in the sky.

      Instantly, I'm taken back decades. Back to being a teenager. Back to when we used to hang out here in the summer as kids. This place has so many memories for me. My dad used to get tickets from his work every summer.

      We used to go as a family, then as I got older and things changed, he'd just give me the tickets and I'd go with my friends. Or just Doug, sometimes it was just the two of us, and that was always fine with me.

      With Doug there was never any drama. He was, and still is, a guy who just likes to have a good time. It's one of the things I love about him. He finds a positive in a negative, and that makes anything better.

      “Wow, I haven't been here in years.”

      “I know, me either. It's kind of sad. I mean, we drive by it every day, and it's like we forgot all about it. Barely giving it a second glance. It's like a billboard you see so much that you don't even know it exists anymore.”

      “I can smell the fries and dough boys from here. I forgot how incredible that smell is.”

      “And the beer. Come on, let's go enjoy ourselves.”

      He pays for our tickets, and as we walk beneath the giant arch, it's like I went back in time. I feel sixteen again. I look up and see the skyline above my head. People are looking down at us and waving.

      I wave back as I say, “Do you remember when we were kids and we were up there pouring water on people as they walked under us?”

      Doug laughs and nods. “I do. I also remember dropping globs of ice cream on people too.”

      “We were terrible,” I say with a chuckle.

      “No, we were just kids. Unless you're telling me you have the urge to go do it now. Then we'd be terrible.”

      “Yeah, no, I don't think I could do that now.”

      “It was funny though. Remember the guy who thought he had just gotten shit on by a bird or something, and he ripped off his toupee to see in a panic?”

      “Oh my God, I do!” I yell as I giggle. “And when he realized it was just us, he screamed that it was assault, and he could have us sent to jail.”

      “That's right, he did. I guess we were pretty bad, huh?”

      “No, you were right the first time. We were just kids.”

      He looks off and spots the water gun game. “You know what, I'm going to win you a stuffed animal.”

      “Sure you are.” I don't hide the sarcasm in my tone. “You used to say that all the time and I don't think you ever actually won.”

      “Well, I'm going to win today,” he says confidently.

      We walk to the booth and he pays the man two dollars. Doug picks up the water gun and aims it at the mouth of the clown.

      “No one ever wins these games, you know. They're rigged for you to lose.”

      “I do, I win. You said it yourself that I won.” He bites his tongue and smiles, bouncing his brows at me. “Maybe we should make a friendly wager?”

      “A wager?”

      “Yeah, let's bet.”

      “You really are confident. All right, what's the bet?”

      “If I lose, I'll buy you dinner tonight.”

      “All right, and if you win?”

      “If I win, I get a kiss from you.”

      Veering my stare, I think about it for a second. “All right, you're on.”

      The bell dings and he pulls the trigger. The balloon on the clown's face begins to grow. His aim is spot on, and the balloon stretches until it finally bursts with a loud pop. The light in his lane goes off, and the man working comes over and hands him a stuffed penguin.

      “Here you go,” he says, handing me his prize. “Now it's time for me to claim my reward.” He puckers his lips like a duck, closing his eyes. I give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Hey, that's not a kiss.”

      “You never specified what type of kiss. You just said a kiss, and I gave you a kiss.”

      “You're bending the rules.”

      I shrug my shoulder. “Maybe, but the rules weren't clear. Next time make yourself clear.” I coddle the stuffed animal under my arm.

      “Well, I did prove you wrong.”

      “How so?”

      “You have the proof right there.” His eyes flick to the penguin.

      “I'm not going to say it,” I say sternly.

      “Say what?”

      “You know what.”

      “I don't, you should refresh my memory.”

      I roll my eyes and give him a sharp elbow to the ribs. “You're not getting me to say you win.”

      “Uh, but you just did!” Doug points at me as he grins.

      “I hate you.”

      “No, you don't, you just hate that I win at everything.”

      I laugh and just agree sarcastically. “Right, that's it.”

      “See, now you're being honest with yourself.” He looks off behind me and smiles with clenched teeth. “I think there's a roller coaster calling our names.”

      I follow his gaze and see what used to be our favorite ride in the park. “I can't believe it's still here. You'd think that it would have been replaced by now with something bigger.”

      “Sometimes you just can't replace perfection.”

      We walk to the corkscrew roller coaster, and stand in line. Doug puts his arm around my neck and pulls me in. “This ride was always my favorite.”

      “I know, you made me ride it once a total of twelve times in one night.”

      “Yeah, and you ended up puking the last time.”

      “That's because we had just eaten clam cakes and chowder. If we had waited just a little bit like I said, the poor people behind us wouldn't have been traumatized.”

      We spend the night riding as many of the rides as we can. The bumper cars, the teacups, the musical express, even the creaky, not so scary anymore, ghost house, until we finally make our way to the ferris wheel. The staff opens the door on our box, and we get inside.

      The wheel starts to move, stopping every few feet until all the boxes are full. As it starts to finally spin, I look over at him, expecting him to be looking out at the view. But he's not. He's looking at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing, just being here brings up all kinds of memories from when we were kids. I like it, I like the memories.”

      “Me too,” I say. Unable to keep my eyes on his, I dart them out over the water. “You know. . .” I start to say but stop myself.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, it's dumb, never mind.”

      “No, seriously. I want to know.”

      I turn back to look at him, and a million butterflies spill into my belly all at once. “Once, a long time ago, I almost kissed you on this ride.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to kiss you, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.”

      “How come? I mean, what stopped you?”

      I'm looking him right in the eyes, but I can't find the words to tell him the truth. Laughing nervously, I glance away again. “I don't remember, I just didn't. We were kids, kids think and do stupid things.”

      I can't open that wound. I've spent so many years stitching it up.

      The past hurts. The past brings bad memories. The past is the whole reason I never took that leap of faith and told Douglas how I really feel. I pushed it away, and refused to let it gain any steam, smothering it before it became too big to handle, and I got hurt.

      He doesn't need to know. We're already breaking the rules, why make it more difficult? None of this is going to last. I feel like I'm living in a movie that's going to end any minute.

      We can't carry this on forever. And we shouldn't. The longer we do, the bigger the chance that one of us doesn't come out whole. I can't even think about that. It'll be the end to our friendship. Because that's what happens when two people grow apart. We're perfect the way we are.

      Are we? Are we perfect as just friends?

      Because it doesn't feel perfect. It feels like I'm only giving him half of the person I am.

      “Come on,” he says, nudging me in the arm with his shoulder. “I know you didn't forget, you have the memory of an elephant. Why didn't you—”

      I don't let him finish, cutting him off with my lips instead.

      I kiss him.

      I kiss him to silence him, and I kiss him so I don't have to answer. I kiss him because I should have done this a long time ago.

      But no one can live in the past.

      So, why does this feel right?

      Why does this feel like the past just caught up with me?
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      This is where I belong.

      I stand with my hands on my hips, looking out at the set we built for Eileen. People are coming and going, moving like bees around a hive. I'm proud of this. Proud of how far we've come and where we're going.

      Lyllian is really shining and has been since the first day. Eileen's told me multiple times already that she's so happy to have her here. I feel the same. I get to see the way her eyes light up when she's being told she's doing an incredible job.

      We've been working on the set together for two weeks now. And I have to say, things couldn't be better. Not only is production running smooth and right on time, but Lyllian caught on quickly, and is making quite the impression with everyone, not just Eileen.

      Even I can see how much of a natural she is. I get to steal small glances of her when she isn't paying attention. I like that the most, when she doesn't know I'm watching. It's perfect for me to just take her in. Her smile, her laugh, the way she talks with her hands when she's describing something.

      But I'm a selfish man. A part of me wants her smile all to myself. I want to capture her laugh and steal her words for my ears and my ears alone.

      She's not mine. No matter how much I want to stake my claim on her, I know in her eyes, this is all just pretend. We're playing a twisted game of Russian roulette, and the bullet is pointing at me.

      Lyllian comes out of the side door and smiles at me as she walks by carrying a stack of papers. Eileen put her in charge of updating the scripts when things change, and getting the new scripts out to all the actors. She does some intern type research for Eileen too, and is basically becoming her right hand.

      “Hello,” a familiar voice says from behind me. I look over my shoulder and see my parents standing there. “We're looking for the famous producer Douglas Myers? We heard we could find him in here.”

      “Mom, Dad,” I say surprised, and walk toward them with my arms out. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Well, when you told us how well things were going, we couldn't help ourselves, we had to come see it. Call me selfish, but I love bragging to everyone about my son.” My mother looks over at my father, and grins. “Plus, your father really wants Fior Depitrillo's autograph.”

      “What?” My father puffs his chest and shakes his head. “That's not what I said at all.” His eyes start to wander around the room. “Is he here? I mean, I think I heard something about it, but I don't know.”

      “Sorry, Dad, he's not here today. Actually, he's not coming for a few days, but I am excited you're here. How about I show you around?”

      “That depends, is there a food table?” my father asks as he rubs long circles over his belly.

      “You mean a green room?”

      “I mean a table with food. I'm starving, and your mother refused to let me eat before we came.”

      “I didn't refuse to let you eat, you didn't want anything we had. Don't blame me for this, Stephen.”

      My parents and I are close, but it's been a few years since they stepped foot in Warwick. After I graduated college, and my father retired from the police force, they decided to move two hours away so my mother could take care of my ill grandmother.

      Most of the time I head out there to see them for the holidays, and I make the trip every couple of months for a weekend just to visit, so this is a huge surprise. They never once mentioned they were planning to come here.

      “Wait,” I say as a thought crosses my mind. “Is this really why you're here? Is Grandma okay?”

      “Oh, she's fine, Douglas. She's doing about the same as she was the last time you were down. I was able to get some in home care for her so I could make the trip out to see you.” She reaches out and grabs my arm. “Well, are you going to show us around? I want to see what my big, important son is responsible for.”

      “Of course, come on. I'll even introduce you to some of the stars that are here.” My parents follow me through the studio. I show them a few of the other sets, and my father snatches a doughnut off a table as we pass by.

      “Stephen,” my mother snaps.

      With a mouth full of jelly doughnut, my dad shrugs his shoulders. “What?” he mumbles. “You were warned that I'm hungry.”

      I introduce my parents to Rod Greenefield, famous for his role in the blockbuster hit Ride, and Kelly Nester, who my mother recognizes from her favorite soap opera.

      “Oh my God,” my mother says as she stops in her tracks. I expect her to point out another actress she recognizes, but instead, her eyes don't glisten for a star, they sparkle for someone she knows just as well as I do. “Is that Lyllian Hoxie?”

      Before I can say anything, my mother calls out her name, causing Lyllian to whip around. Lyl squints her eyes, her lips instantly curling into a smile.

      “Mrs. Meyers? Is that you?”

      My mother holds her arms out and waves Lyllian in for hug. “Oh my, I haven't seen you in such a long time. How are you? Let me look at you.” She holds the outside of her arms and looks her up and down. “You look just like your mother.”

      Lyl gives her a big hug. “I'm doing really good.”

      “And your mom, how is she?”

      “She's good, too.”

      “And your father?”

      Lyl scrunches her face up and rocks her head on her shoulders. “Eh, he's all right, I guess. We don't talk that much, but he seems fine when I do talk to him.”

      My mother purses her lips and frowns, but quickly turns it into a grin. “I didn't expect to see you here. You know, every time Doug comes down, I always hope to see you with him.”

      “Yeah, he's thrown out the invite before, but I never wanted to intrude on you guys.”

      “Honey,” my mother says, smoothing her hands down her hair, and holding her cheeks, “you would never be intruding, you're practically family.”

      “And who is this beautiful woman?” Jim asks as he steps up beside us. “Our next Marilyn Monroe?”

      “Oh, stop,” my mother says as she blushes. “Maybe in my younger years,” she teases.

      “Jim, this is my mother, Mindy, and my father, Steve.”

      He shakes their hands. “It's nice to meet you both. I see you've already met our newest addition to the team, your son's girlfriend, Lyllian. She's a natural, too, fits right in with us.”

      “Girlfriend?” My mother's head whips over her shoulder, her eyes wide with shock. “When did this happen, and why didn't I know about it?”

      “Um, yeah, Lyllian and I have been dating for a little while now. I'm sorry, I thought I told you, but I guess it slipped my mind.”

      Lyllian spots my discomfort. She moves to my side and slips her arm around mine. “We meant to tell you, Mrs. Meyers, but we weren't sure how you'd feel about it.”

      “I thought you were just roommates and friends.” My mother looks over at my father, and asks, “Did you know about this?”

      He shakes his head no, and stuffs another doughnut in his mouth. He wants no part of this conversation. My father is the type of guy who just sits back and keeps his opinions to himself.

      “So, you're telling me you've been a couple for months now, but you never once mentioned it? I don't understand, Douglas. Why would you hide this? You know how much we love Lyllian.”

      “I know, and I swear, I really was going to tell you, but if it didn't work out for some reason, I didn't want you to resent her or me for how it might have ended. I know how much you love Lyllian, I just wanted to protect all of us.”

      “He's telling you the truth, Mrs. Meyers.” Lyl squeezes my arm tighter. “We were worried about that. We didn't mean to hide it for this long, it just ended up that way.”

      My mother's eyes veer, bouncing between both of us. Thinning her lips, her brows dip in hard. I don't know if she's buying our story. My mother's known Lyllian for as long as I have. She looks at her like a daughter. That's how close Lyl and I have been all our lives.

      Does she see through us?

      I wait for her to say something, but she's being so damn quiet. Her finger taps against her chin as she just glares at us with this look of disbelief. The corner of her lips lift up, and her chin tucks into her neck. She parts her lips, about to speak, but quickly closes her eyes and waves a hand in the air.

      “You know what, it doesn't matter. If you two are happy, that's all I care about. Besides, I always wanted you two to date when you were younger.” Her thin lips become a huge grin. “I knew you were a perfect match. I was right, Stephen, wasn't I? Didn't I always tell you they'd make a cute couple?”

      “I guess so,” my father says, his tone flat.

      She flaps her hand in his direction and huffs under her breath. “Ignore him, his memory isn't good anymore.”

      “Hey,” my dad barks.

      We all laugh and my mother wraps us both in a hug. “I'm really happy for you two. I really, really am. You two have always complimented each other. I don't know why it took this long for you to get together. I saw it years ago.”

      Lyllian's eyes flick to mine. I can see she doesn't like this. She doesn't like lying as is, but lying to my mother is killing her inside.

      “Well,” Lyllian says, “it's been so nice to see you both, but I need to get back to work. Don't want to upset the boss.” She lifts up on her toes and gives me a kiss on the cheek. She hugs both my parents and goes back to sorting the new scripts on the table only a few feet away from us.

      My mother is watching her with the biggest and brightest smile on her face. “She's perfect for you, Doug. I honestly can't tell you how happy this makes me to see you two finally together.” She lets her gaze drift to mine, her smile far too big for just being happy.

      What does she want? I know that smile and it only happens when she's going to ask me about something I probably don't want to talk about.

      “Soo, when do you think you'll pop the question?” She grins with clenched teeth and bats her brows up and down.

      I cough as I try to swallow, my eyes expanding wide as saucers. “What?” I choke out the question, unsure I heard her right.

      “Proposing, popping the question, tying the knot, you know. When are planning on putting a ring on her finger? I mean, you two aren't strangers. You have a history with her, you know everything about the girl. There's really nothing to think about if you ask me.”

      Propose?

      I expect my chest to constrict and sweat to stream down my face. Except the idea doesn't scare me as much as I thought it might. I never imagined asking anyone to marry me, but for some reason, the thought of asking Lyllian doesn't make me want to run away.

      The idea makes my heart hammer and my muscles electrify. It makes the tips of my fingers go numb and the air around me hot.

      I look over at her as she stares down at the stack of papers. She gently pushes a lock of hair behind her ear. It curls up, softly resting against her earlobe, before falling back into her eyes. There really is no other woman in this world as beautiful as her. I've always thought that. And her personality just fits who I am.

      We have the same sense of humor, the same taste in music and movies. We're like a mirror image of each other. She makes me laugh. She makes me smile.

      Could I really see myself with her?

      The reality of this entire situation is built on a falsehood, a big lie that we concocted for our own personal gain. But if I truly feel nothing for her, if I really don't see this as more than a ploy, then why I can't stop thinking about her?

      Maybe we are perfect for each other. Maybe my mother is right. Is it possible that the girl I end up with is the same girl that knows all my secrets?

      My heart begins to jump in my chest with excitement. A small flame ignites in my core. The more I think about Lyllian being mine, the more the idea seeps into my brain that I could have her as my wife, the more that tiny flame grows.

      Is that what I really want, though? Is marriage even in the cards?

      The rules are getting broken, my feelings are getting blurred, and it's getting harder and harder for me to separate fact from fiction.

      She could be mine for real. . . I can't deny the excitement inside. The burning need to claim her and make her mine forever.

      “Yeah, Doug,” my father chimes in, jarring me out of my own head. “The clock is ticking. You ain't getting any younger.”

      “I'm twenty-five, Dad, that's not that old.”

      Jim chuckles and punches me teasingly in the arm. “Seriously, you've hid this girl from all of us for far too long. Make it official. I hate to cut this short, but I need to run. Why don't you take your parents out for lunch, and take the rest of the day off? I'll see you tomorrow.”

      “You sure? I don't want to leave you short.”

      “It's fine. I'll call you if something major comes up, but I think I can handle things today. Maybe while you're out you can stop by a jewelry store.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      Maybe we should stop this whole game and just come clean. . .

      The truth sits on the tip of my tongue, except I can't get it out. I'm gagged. Silenced by a growing desire deep inside my core.

      What if I like this too much to stop it now?
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      My parents drop me back off in the parking lot of the movie studio. The lights are on and the cleaning crew is here. Everyone's gone for the day, except for one person.

      Lyllian passes by the lit up window. She's still here.

      “Are you sure you don't just want us to give you a ride home? You don't need to take a taxi. We can drop you off.” My mother leans out of the window as she talks to me. “It's not far.”

      “No, it's fine. I want to go make sure everything ran smooth today after we left.” I keep looking back at the building and trying to catch a glimpse of her. I'm not sure why she's still here, but if she's working late, I'll keep her company.

      “You're sure? This is your last chance for a ride.” She slaps the side of her door and laughs. “This baby still has it, even after you learned to drive in it.”

      “I still can't believe you guys even have this car. I'm amazed it still runs.”

      My father leans forward so he can see me out the window. “Things can last if you take care of them. Have I taught you nothing?”

      I chuckle. “I know, I know, you've told me. I still think it's time for an upgrade, though.”

      “I'll drive this car into the ground. That's the problem with you young kids these days, you're so ready to just toss away something good for the newest thing.”

      “I get it, and I hear you. I'll try to keep that in mind when I want something.”

      “Don't forget what we talked about. When you're ready—”

      “I know, you'll come with me. I just need to sit on it for a few days, proposing is a big deal. When I do ask her, I want it to be perfect.”

      I have no clue if I'm ever going to do it. My mother made some good points while we were out at lunch about how once you find the right girl, you don't want to let her go. She went on and on about how Lyllian is the perfect woman for me, and that she's the only girl over the years to put up with my shit.

      And she's right, but we're not your typical couple.

      I slap the roof and take a step back from the car. “I'll call you tomorrow.”

      “All right, you better. We'd love to have dinner with you two.”

      “I'll let her know, and we can pick a night. You're in town for a few days, I'm sure Lyllian would love that.”

      My mother blows me a kiss as they drive out of the lot. I watch them until their taillights are tiny red dots in the distance, then I head inside. I start up the stairs to the second floor where all the offices are located. As I round the corner, Lyllian is coming down.

      “Oh,” she says as she jumps and slams a hand to her chest. “You scared me. I didn't think you were coming back tonight.”

      “Yeah, I just had my parents drop me back off here. I planned on picking up dinner on the walk home, but then I saw you in the window.”

      “I just had to finish an edit of the last scene for Eileen. I'm all done, and about to head home myself.”

      “Good, we can walk together.” I'm on the landing of the stairwell. Lyllian takes the last couple steps down, bringing her closer. “But,” I say, “before we do, there's something I've been dying to do all day.”

      “What's that?” she asks.

      I throw my hands out and clasp them around her face. Kissing her deep and long, I whisper against her lips. “I've been wanting to do this all damn day.”

      She relaxes her face in my hands, kissing me back. “Oh yeah? All day?"

      “All fucking day.” The words come out between rough kisses.

      Lyllian pulls back, breaking our kiss as she takes a long step back. “Wait, Doug. Do you think we're going too far with all this?”

      I match her step, and take a long one forward. “Too far? No, I think we have everything under control.” I kiss her again, and she accepts, kissing me back with just as much force and passion. “We can stop any time we want to.”

      “Can we?” she asks as her hands glide down my chest. “Because I'm not so sure anymore.”

      I lick the edge of her lips, my eyes peering deep into hers. “We're in control of this, Lyl, you and me. So why not enjoy what our dirty little secret is giving us?” I slide my hand up the side of her neck and cup her jaw.

      She exhales as her lids close and her mouth hangs open. I run my tongue up her throat, twisting her head so I can kiss her. Her lips are wet, her tongue is warm, and her skin smells like vanilla.

      “Fuck, Lyl, you make it so hard to stop. Look at you,” I say, my eyes rolling up and down her body. “You're perfect. This is perfect.”

      “How do you do this? How do you make me feel like this is so right and so wrong at the same time?” Her back arches off the wall, forcing her tits up into my face.

      I slip my tongue over the crests of her cleavage. “Maybe that's because the things you want sometimes in life aren't always good for you.” Walking her backwards, I force her back against the wall.

      “If this isn't good for me, then why do I want it so badly?” She lays her head back on the wall and looks at me.

      I can feel her. The way her eyes seem to see through everything I show on the outside, and penetrate me to the core. Lyllian sees me, the real me. She makes me want to do better, to be better, to become a better man.

      “Because it makes you feel alive,” I answer. Placing a palm on the wall beside her head, I lean in close. “Can you feel it? Can you feel the tingle in your belly?” I run the tips of my fingers up her stomach. She's trembling as she sucks in a deep breath. “Can you feel it in your chest?” My fingers move over her tits, circling each hard nipple. “Can you feel it in your pussy?” My hand glides back down and cups her mound, giving her a squeeze.

      Lyllian moans as her hips start to rock against my palm. “I can feel it,” she says, her voice a whisper.

      “I know. Your body speaks to me, Lyl, it tells me what you want, and need. And right now, that's me.” I nibble her earlobe, tracing the outer shell with the tip of my tongue. “I want to give it to you.”

      Her hips keep moving and rubbing. She's fucking my palm, grinding against me hard. I can feel the heat off her pussy through her clothes. Her pussy is so fucking wet, it's starting to soak through the thin fabric of her dress pants.

      “I want to take it,” she breathes out. “I want you.”

      Growling, I bite her neck, driving my hand inside her pants. My finger slips easily inside her pussy. Her arousal slicks my skin, dripping down the top of my hand and over my knuckle.

      “Fuck, you're so damn wet. I love that, I love how wet you get. It's such a turn on.”

      “You make me this wet. I can't control my body when you're close to me, touching me, kissing me.”

      “You make me so damn hard.” I take her hand and put it on my dick. She grabs my bulge and squeezes the engorged tip. “Can you feel what you do to me? This is because of you.”

      “That's so damn hot, I love it.” Lyllian traces the outline of my cock with her fingers, stroking my length on the outside of my pants.

      “I want you so bad, Lyl.”

      “I want you too.”

      Look at her. Sweet and innocent. Luscious and dirty.

      We could do this. We could do this and no one would know that we're living a lie.

      Ask her. The voice in my head is loud and clear.

      My lips move all over her throat, kissing and nipping. Tasting her skin. “You know what else I love?” I ask her.

      “What?” Her voice is so soft that if I wasn't listening to her every move, I would have missed it.

      “I love the idea of marrying you.”

      Instantly, her body language changes. Her muscles go stiff, and her hips stop moving with my finger.

      “What did you just say?” she asks, pushing me up so she can look me in the eyes.

      “I said I love the idea of marrying you.”

      She gives me a hard shove and pulls my hand out of her pants. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Do you hear yourself right now?”

      “I don't understand why you seem so upset about this. It's not a bad idea.”

      She huffs under her breath, her lids turning to slits. “And what about our rules, huh? None of this real, Doug, and now you're talking about getting married? What the hell did your parents say to you to make you think that would ever be a good idea?”

      “Nothing, I was just thinking about it, and I think it might make things easier for us is all.”

      “Easier?” Her harsh tone stings my ears as she says the word. “Easier? You're fucking insane. This is just pretend, remember? Or did you forget that?”

      “No, I didn't forget, I—”

      “What if things go bad, Doug? Did you ever think of that?”

      “Just think of how perfect it is, though. We could convince everyone so much easier. People would be happy.”

      “People? Who cares about people? What about us, Doug? I knew it, I knew we've gone too far with this. Listen to you! You want to get married just to look better for a job.”

      “No, not exactly. I mean, people love weddings. They love romance, they love all things sweet with a happy ending. Why not give them that?”

      “Because it's not about them! Have you lost your mind?” Lyllian gives me another hard shove, forcing me back. “You're really willing to risk our friendship to further your career?” Her lips fold down and her eyes narrow. “I can't even look at you right now, I have no words.”

      “Lyl, just hear me out.”

      She throws up her hand and turns her head. “I'm done listening, Doug. You've had some crazy ideas over the years, including our little fake relationship, but marriage? I don't even know what to say.”

      “It could work, Lyllian. If you just take a second and think about what it can do for us.” She pouts her lips angrily, and tries to storm past me, but I grab her by the shoulders, and force her to look at me. “You're misunderstanding me—”

      “I understand you just fine, Doug, and I can't believe what I'm hearing. Now, let me go.” Her eyes drop to my hands, then snap back up. I've never seen so much anger in her, not like this. Her eyes are full of sharp razors I can only imagine she wishes she could cut me with.

      She jerks her arms free, and shakes her head. “I thought I knew you, obviously I missed this person along the way. I don't know this guy, the guy who thinks he can just fake his way through life.”

      “That's not it at all, you're not listening to what I'm saying.”

      Lyllian growls through clenched teeth, nostrils flaring wide. “You're right, I'm done listening. I don't want to hear anymore that you have to say.”

      “Lyl—”

      “No, Doug. I'm leaving, get the hell out of my way.” She forces her way past, slamming her shoulder into mine as she storms off down the stairs.

      “Lyl,” I say, but I get no response back.

      Fuck. What did I just do?
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      Where the hell am I going?

      I can't think straight. My mind is all over the place, jumping between thoughts and feelings, and trying to work through them. I want to rationalize the choices I've made. I want to think that I knew all the risks.

      But I don't think I truly understood what those risks were until right now. I might have just lost my best friend. I might have put a rift between us so great that there's no way to come back from it.

      A car comes zipping past me, making me stop short at the last second, right before I step off the curb into the road. My foot is dangling off the sidewalk, hovering in the air. The wind from the car blows over my body, snapping me out of my own hazy thoughts.

      I'm at a crossroads. I can go left and head home. I can go right and find myself on the highway, or I can keep going straight, and let my feet take me far, far away from here. I can't go back, that way leads to the studio, and if I know Doug, he's going to come looking for me.

      I look to the left, and stare toward home while I fight with myself over what I'm doing with my life. I've never felt this lost before.

      Have you ever thought you knew the path your life's going to take, and then it suddenly veers in the opposite direction? This whole thing is taking me for a loop.

      I've spent my life avoiding this exact scenario right here. I don't take these kinds of chances. I'd rather do what I deem to be safe. This was never safe. Not one part of this plan was ever safe.

      What was I thinking?

      The idea for us to act like a couple is the biggest mistake I've ever made. I shouldn't have said yes. I shouldn't have gone along with it in the first place. I should have known better, and that it wouldn't lead to anything good.

      Why the hell did I do this? Why did I let him convince me to do something so stupid?

      Was it stupid? I ask myself.

      I had a taste of what it feels like to be his. And it's hard to deny that I like it. I enjoy it. I like it way too much for me to ever go back. I was playing with the devil, and I just got burned.

      My eyes snap back, focusing on the other side of the road. Checking to make sure no cars are coming, I just start walking. I don't know where the hell I'm going and I really don't care. I just can't go back to the apartment. There's no way I'm ready to see him right now.

      My mind is a fucking mess. Emotions and thoughts are racing like rivers. I'm angry, sad, and hurt. If he thinks I'll marry him out of convenience, he's damn wrong. I love my new job, but I don't need it that bad. I won't just marry him to keep it.

      I thought he knew me through and through. I thought I knew him just as well. Obviously, I was wrong. I don't know him as well as I think I did. And that hurts. It hurts to think the one person I thought understood me, doesn't.

      Work is important, but it's not a priority when it comes to our friendship. I'd never ignore how special our friendship is and risk it all for my career. He's worth more than that to me.

      And I thought I was worth more than that to him.

      My heart stings as it comes apart in my chest like wet paper mâché. This is what I feared, of this feeling right here. I stop for a second and clutch my chest. This pain is more than I can bare.

      I take a deep breath, shaking my head to myself. This is stupid. I don't need him to be happy. I can be happy on my own.

      The sound of my heels echoing is making my head pound worse than it already was. Screw these heels, I think, ripping them off and walking barefoot down the sidewalk.

      I walk and I walk, not really going anywhere. As I round the corner, the lights of the amusement park draw me in like a moth to a flame. I slip my shoes back on, and pay for a ticket to go in.

      This place always made me feel better as a kid. I know there are lots of memories here with Doug, but I have lots of other memories here too. I can be happy without him. I just know I can.

      People are smiling and laughing as they walk past me. It's hard not to notice how much fun they're having together. I don't need Doug to have fun. I move deeper into the park, walking past a water fountain, and spot a couple sitting on the small wall, snuggling and kissing. They look like they're in love. And I hate them for it. My stomach tightens and twists with anger. I almost want to throw up.

      Why do they get to be happy and I'm miserable?

      Maybe it's because I've spent my life living behind a wall built out of fear. Fear of getting hurt. Fear of losing someone I love. Fear of being left behind. It's the worst fear to have. To feel like I might not be good enough, and then tossed away when things get too comfortable.

      It happens all the time. I watched it with my own two eyes, and saw the pain that it can cause. It's always been important for me to protect myself from it. I have to keep myself safe. I just have to.

      I make my way to the swan boats and sit on a bench overlooking the pond. I blankly stare at the few boats peddling around in the water. Tears bubble up over my eyes as the realization sets in that everything is so screwed up now. This destroyed my friendship with Doug. It'll never be the same again.

      How can it?

      We shared what we were never supposed to share. We broke the rules and destroyed what we had.

      I blink, letting the tears break free. They roll down my cheeks, dropping into my lap. And I let them. I don't wipe them away. I look down at my lap, watching the tears as they hit my legs and disappear into the fabric.

      One decision, one stupid fucking decision brought me here; saying yes caused all of this. What the fuck did I do? I lean over, pressing my fingers against my temples. I massage my head, trying to work out the crushing ache.

      “Hey,” the voice comes in from behind me.

      I look over my shoulder and see Doug standing behind the bench. He's the last person I expect to see. But my body reacts anyway despite the pain I'm feeling. My heart skips in my chest and my muscles tingle.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, ignoring my body. I don't want to feel this right now. I don't want to feel the same attraction I've always felt.

      There's no room for this lust anymore. We can't be together. The lines in the sand are drawn and they have been for years. What we did is like taking that beautiful sandcastle we built and stomping all over it.

      “Why do you think I'm here? I came looking for you. When I realized you didn't go home, I figured you might be here.” He stands quiet for second, then asks, “Can I sit?”

      “No. You can go back home. If I wanted to see you, I'd have gone there, and I didn’t.”

      “Lyl, come on. We've always been able to talk. Can I just sit, please?” he asks, his voice pleading to be heard. “I don't want to fight with you. Let's figure this out.”

      “Figure this out how? How will it ever be the same? We can't go back now. What's done is done.”

      “Please?” he asks.

      I sit quietly, then give in. “Fine, I'll let you sit, but I'm not promising this is going to fix anything,” I say, moving over. “How'd you know I'd be here anyway? Even I didn't know I'd end up here.”

      “Do you remember when we were kids and your father left? This is exactly where you came, this same spot. When your mother told you she was going to marry that other guy you hated, you came here then, too.”  He looks off at the water as he says, “I guess I know you better than you know yourself.”

      “Maybe you just got lucky.”

      “Maybe. Either way, you're here.”

      “That doesn't mean you know me like you think you do. If you did, I don't think we'd be here at all. We wouldn't be in this position.”

      “What do you mean? What did I do wrong? I'm trying to understand.”

      “You thought you knew me, Doug, and I thought I knew you too. But I think we're not the same people anymore. We changed somewhere down the line.”

      “Lyllian, I do know you, and neither of us changed. I upset you, I can see that. I just don't know what I did wrong. I thought we were on the same the page?”

      “Obviously we're not.” I look up at the sky, watching the clouds as they roll past the moon. “There's nothing else for me to say, Doug. We didn't listen to each other, it's that simple.”

      Doug turns to look at me. I can feel his eyes as they burn my skin, but I keep my eyes on the sky. “Then tell me where I stopped listening. Tell me what I did. Because I can't figure it out.”

      “You can't figure it out?” My tone is dry and callous.

      How can he not know? Isn't it obvious?

      “All I know is we both agreed to this, not just me, not just you, both of us. If something went wrong, we're both to blame.” I can feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. He's breathing fire. The frustration in his voice is thick.

      But he claims he knows me. If he knows me so well, this shouldn't be a hard thing to figure out.

      “I know. I'm not saying that I'm not at fault for anything, but you went too far.”

      “Is this about the engagement thing? Is that what's making you so upset? Because if it is—”

      My jaw crooks to the side and my pupils turn to pinpricks as I interrupt him. “You really don't see the problem here? Are you serious?”

      “Yes, I'm serious, Lyl. Just tell me what it is so I can fix it. I might know you pretty damn well, but I can't read your mind. I'm not a fucking psychic.”

      “Wow, you got that right.” I roll my eyes, peering at him with a side eyed glance. “Because if you could, you wouldn't need me to tell you, and maybe none of this would’ve happened in the first place.”

      “Lyllian, stop being so difficult. We can't do anything to make this better if you just hold it in. Just spit it out, tell me what's wrong.”

      “Fine, you really want to know what's wrong?” I whip my head in his direction, glaring at him through slit lids.

      “Yes, I do. I wouldn't be asking if I didn't. Shit, I wouldn't be here if I didn't care about how you felt.”

      “It's everything, Doug! All of this. It's the fake relationship, it's pretending to be something we're not, it's the hand holding, the little kisses, the light touches, the sex. And it's you talking about getting engaged. All of this was wrong, Doug.”

      “Wrong? How can it be wrong if we both agreed to it?”

      “Because I've spent my whole life afraid of this very moment! Of ending up like my mother, alone, angry, and feeling unloved. When my father walked out on us, it destroyed my life. It destroyed her. I watched her spend night after night just crying uncontrollably. I watched her crumble before my very eyes, and it was like my father never cared. He never cared about her, and he never cared about me. Because if he loved either of us enough, he'd still be here. He chose a new life over a life with us.”

      “I'm sorry you had to go through that, Lyl. I know that was hard on you,” he says. His hands rest in his lap as his eyes soften. “I know what you felt.”

      “No, you don't know,” I snap, my voice harsh. “Your parents are still together. They love each other, and you can still feel it between them. I could feel it today. I spent months watching my parents fight. I watched my mother beg my father to stay and fix their marriage. She tried, she tried so hard to make it work. The yelling, the screaming, it was awful. And then my father gave up. Just like that, he wiped his hands clean of us and left. What if that happens to us? What if this is what tears us apart? You're what got me through my parents’ divorce. What if we got married for all the wrong reasons and ended up like them? Two people who hate each other, who can't even stand the sight of each other. I don't think I could handle that.”

      “Lyllian, that's not going to happen to us.” He reaches over and takes my hand. “It'll never be us.”

      “You don't know that, Doug. My biggest fear is more loss. That's why I've resisted every desire I've ever had for you. That's why I hid behind walls. I never wanted to fuck up what we shared. You were too important to me to mess it up with all this shit. We screwed everything up.”

      “Nothing is screwed up, we're still the same people we were before. I feel the same about you now as I did. This didn't change my view of you. We're still the same.”

      “Are we, Doug? Can you look me in the eyes and say you don't think anything changed?” I face him head on, my eyes wide open. “Look me in the eyes and tell me it feels the same now.”

      He squeezes my hand, his eyes steadying on mine. He doesn't blink, he doesn't look away, he just looks at me firmly in the eyes. “Nothing's changed, Lyl. This can't ruin us. We have too much of a past, too much history to ever let anything divide us.”

      “I'm not so sure of that. Nothing scares me more than losing the only person I've ever—”

      “Loved,” he says, finishing my sentence.

      I dart my eyes away and swallow hard. I've never told him I love him. I always kept my feelings a secret all these years. This fear has kept me silent. It’s been stopping me from opening up and being honest with him.

      His hand tightens around mine, his eyes serious. “Say it, Lyl.”

      The tone of his voice causes my body to shiver. I look up at him, my lips unable to form the right words. I want to say it, but I can't. No matter how much the words sit on the very tip of my tongue, I can't push it out.

      “Say it. Say it so I can hear you.”

      Tears fill my eyes, gliding down my cheeks without pause. “I can't.”

      “Yes you can. Say it, Lyllian. I need to hear you say it.”

      I inhale a deep breath, and as I exhale, I let my voice come through. “I love you.”

      Doug's hands sweep around my face, pulling me in for a kiss. “I love you too,” he says. His eyes are so big and bright as he kisses me again. “I love you, I've always loved you. I could never hurt you. There's no way I'd trade a single day of my life with you for anything else. If I had to walk away from everything right now, just to have you, I would. I would do that because you mean so much more to me than any job. I'd risk everything for you, Lyllian. Everything.”

      “You're really serious?” I say as I look at him.

      “Of course I am. I'd follow you to the end of this earth, Lyl. Why do you think you haven't been able to get rid me yet?”

      I giggle as I reach out and touch his face. I run the tips of my fingers up the curve of his jaw and rake them through his hair. “I can see it now. I've always felt something, but was too blind and scared to let it in. But now, now that my eyes are open, I can see it. I can see you.”

      “I'll never leave you, Lyl. I'll always be by your side. If you've ever questioned where you stand in my life, I want you to know the truth. You've always come first. First before school. First before partying. First before my career. You never have to worry about being alone or getting left behind. I know how hard your parents splitting was on you, and I'd never ever put you through that. I always want you right here, right by my side, right where you've always been. You belong with me. I think that's why we've been this close all our lives.”

      “Why did it take us this long to finally be honest with each other?” I ask as he pulls me in closer and wraps his arm around my shoulders.

      “Because we weren't ready before, and now we are. Life isn't something you can always map out. I know how much you love rules, maps, directions, and all the things that create a straight path with as little risk as possible. But you can't map out love, Lyl. Love finds you, and it works the way it wants to.”

      I'm looking up at him, and I'm in awe. He's perfect. How could I have been so afraid to let this man in for so long? Why did I drown these feelings inside, never giving them light? I kept them in the darkness, refusing to acknowledge their very existence.

      I kiss him softly, letting my lips linger for a long second. “I love you more than you'll ever know.”

      “You're wrong. I know how much you love me, because I love you just the same, and I always will.”

      I get it now. I get why life and love go hand in hand. People come and go. Things change. The world moves around you like you're a spindle. But true love, a love like ours, it comes once in a lifetime.

      My parents weren't in love. They didn't share what we share, and I spent far too many years worrying about becoming them. Doug and I will never be them. It isn't possible.

      Because we were never them to begin with.
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      “All right, I think we're all set for today.” I stand up from my chair and fix the papers that are laid out in front of me. I shake Mr. Thompson's hand, and his partner Gianna's.

      Work has been amazing. Since doing Eileen's movie, the phone never stops ringing. We're working on her second movie now, and Lyllian is still thriving as her production assistant.

      Jim pops his head in the door after our new clients leave. “Hey, Eileen and Lyl are here to talk about the final details for her movie. You want me to do this one or you got it?”

      “No, I got it.”

      “Good, because Neil called, and they're having an issue with the electric on the set. I'm going to go check it out.”

      “Sounds good. Let me know how you make out. I know an electrician we can call if you can't figure it out.”

      “No problem. I'll send Eileen and Lyl up.” He slaps the door and walks off.

      I smile to myself, my stomach turning with a hint of excitement. After clearing off the table, I pull out Eileen's papers for her movie and set them in front of me. My eyes keep glancing at the door in anticipation.

      “Knock knock,” Eileen strums her knuckles against the open door.

      I give her a big smile. “Hey, come on in.”

      Lyllian walks in a few seconds behind her and winks at me. “Hey, you, how's your day going?” she asks.

      “It's been good, but better now that I get a chance to see you.” I walk around the table and meet her halfway with a little kiss on the cheek.

      Eileen giggles as she drops into one of the chairs and twists the swivel chair side to side. “I need to make my next movie about you two. I swear, if only everyone could have a love story like you guys.”

      I grin as I look into Lyl's eyes. “You'd have a hard time writing ours, because our love story is just beginning.”

      “Just beginning? You two have been together for how long now?”

      “A year officially,” I answer. “But I feel like we've been together our whole lives.”

      “Right, me too,” Lyllian says. She presses up on the tips of her toes and kisses me on the lips. “I mean, we have spent a lifetime together already.”

      “God, you are two cute.” Eileen leans back in her chair and spins to face the table. “All right, I hate to cut into the cuteness, but we have some final details to get in order. Lyl?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you take out portfolio two and open it up to the rain scene.”

      “Sure can.” Lyllian lets her fingers linger on my arm for a second as she walks to the table.

      I bite my lip, watching her ass as it sways with each step. Lyl is wearing a tight black pencil skirt with bright red heels. Her blouse is a silky cream color, and she left the top two buttons open.

      “Here you go.” Lyllian slides the papers over as she takes her seat next to Eileen. She crosses her legs, drawing my eyes down. Her legs glisten under the lights, and all I can think about is running my tongue from her ankle to the crease of her hip and everywhere in between.

      “Doug,” Eileen says as she looks over her shoulder. “You joining us?”

      “Absolutely.” I take the seat across from the ladies and rest my hands in front of me on the table. “All right, you tell me what you need us to do, and we'll do it.”

      “Now that's what I like to hear from my men,” Eileen says, flashing a big smile. “You know the right things to say. I should have brought my husband today, too.” She chuckles and glances over at Lyllian. “Don't lose this one, he's a keeper.”

      Lyllian smiles bashfully, her eyes freezing on mine. “I know he is.”

      “Okay, now let's get down to business.”

      We spend the next hour going over all the small details Eileen wants us to pay attention to for the set of her next movie. She has a particular vision, and my job is to make it come to life.

      I take notes as she talks, but my eyes keep moving to Lyl. I love this girl so damn much and I'm more than ready to show her how much she means to me. I've run out of words to express what I feel inside.

      “And I think that's it.” Eileen closes her folder. “What do you think, Lyllian? Is there anything else you want to add?”

      “No, I think you covered all of it.”

      “Good, then I think we're done here. Doug, I'll have the scripts ready for you by next week. When do you think filming will start?”

      “I'd say we'll be ready in a few weeks.”

      “Perfect.” Eileen presses her palms against the table and stands up.

      “Oh, Eileen, can I borrow Lyllian for a minute?”

      “Of course, dear, I'm going to go hit up the lobby and get a coffee.”

      I wait for Eileen to leave, then look at my girl. “I got you something for your promotion.”

      “You did? You didn't have to do that.” Lyllian is packing up the portfolios.

      “I didn't have to, but I wanted to. Turn around and close your eyes.”

      She purses her lips, her eyes squinting. “All right, but I'm not going to get hit in the face with a pie or something, am I?”

      “Maybe, but it won't be a surprise if I tell you.”

      She laughs out loud and holds up her hand. “I swear, if you're pulling some prank on me. . .”

      “I'm not pranking you, just keep your eyes closed.”

      “They're closed.”

      I grab the basket out from under the table and set it on top. “Okay, you can turn around and open your eyes.” Lyllian spins back. “Surprise,” I say.

      There's a basket of muffins on the table with a giant pink bow around the handle. Tilting her head, she giggles. “Aw, you shouldn't have.”

      “They're your favorite. Banana nut, hold the gluten.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Well, I figure you got muffins the last time your job changed, so a promotion deserves actual muffins you can eat. Go on, have one.”

      She reaches into the basket, plucking out the one on top, but as she pulls on it, she realizes that there's a ribbon stuck to the bottom. “What's this?”

      “I don't know, keep pulling.” My smile grows wide as I walk around the table to her side. Placing my hand on the small of her back, her eyes flick to mine. “Go on, pull it.”

      There's a curiosity in her gaze. A light twinkle glints as she grips the ribbon with two fingers and slowly pulls it out. Dangling on the end is a diamond ring.

      “Oh my God, Doug, is this—” She cuts herself off as her eyes well up with tears.

      I untie the ring and drop to one knee. Lyllian covers her mouth with both hands. I can hear her breathing, and see her chest begin to rise and fall in rapid bursts. I pinch the ring between my fingers and reach up for her hand.

      She lowers her left hand, her fingers trembling as I take them in mine. Tears are making her eyes look like glass as they glaze the surface, waiting for one blink to be set free. But she isn't blinking. She's staring at me in shock and disbelief.

      “Lyllian, I've loved you since the first day I met you. I always knew that we were meant to be together. I can't tell you how many times the words I love you almost came out of mouth.” I place the ring at the edge of her ring finger. “And now, I want you forever. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want to have kids and grow old with you. I want to call you my wife. Lyllian Hoxie, will you marry me?”

      She nods eagerly, her voice a mere whisper. “Yes, yes I'll marry you.”

      I slip the ring on the rest of the way and rise. Lyllian jumps into my arms, kissing me as the tears finally let go. She's crying, sobbing as her lips press against mine. I can taste her salty happiness as her tears mix with our kiss.

      “I love you,” I say. “I wanted to do this right, not like before. This is real, this is for you.”

      “I love you too,” she says, her words vibrating against my lips. “I love you so damn much.”

      Loud clapping comes in from behind us. Lyllian turns around, and almost drops to her knees as she sees everyone. My parents are here, Eileen, her husband, Jim and his wife, and her mother.

      “Woo, congrats!” Jim yells.

      Everyone is hooting and hollering. They're smiling as big as we are. My mother is crying, and so is Lyllian's. Even Eileen sheds a tear, wiping it away nonchalantly as she winks at us.

      “Did you all know about this?” Lyllian asks.

      “We did,” her mother says. “Doug called me awhile back and even asked my permission.”

      “You did?”

      “I did. Your mother was more than happy to give you away to me. Your father—”

      “Don't worry about him, I'm sure he's pretty busy.”

      “Actually,” her father says as he steps in from behind the small crowd, “he called me too.”

      “Dad?” Her tears come down even heavier. “What are you doing here?”

      “Doug called me, he told me what he wanted to do, and I just couldn't miss this.” Her father steps in closer. Lyllian releases me and goes to him. He embraces her with a big hug, kissing her on the top of her head. “I know things aren't perfect between us. I know I made a lot of mistakes, Lyl, but I want to start over. I want us to have a fresh start. Think we can do that?”

      She looks up at her dad, her smile full and happy. “I think everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “Even me?” he asks.

      “Of course. You're my father.”

      He hugs her tight, and for the first time I can see our future. I can see us together. I can see babies and the house with the white picket fence. I can see us with gray hair and wrinkles. I can see all of this, and it only makes me love what's to come.

      This life, it’s ours.

      It always has been.

      And it always will be.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      

      “How you feeling?” my mother asks as she pulls the ties on the back of my dress tight.

      “Nervous.” I suck in a breath and hold it as she gives one last tug and ties the ribbon into a big bow on the lower back of my dress. I look back over my shoulder and ask, “Were you nervous on your wedding day to Dad?”

      “Oh, of course. I was a train wreck. You know what your grandfather said me that day?”

      “What?”

      “He said, Gloria, I'm not too old for you to hop on my back and escape. If you're not sure, if you have any doubts, just jump on and we're gone.” My mother laughs as she rests her hands on my shoulders. “I thought about it, but in the end, I married your father anyway.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      “Not at all.” She answers me with such confidence, it takes me by surprise.

      “Really? Even though it ended badly?”

      “That marriage gave me you. How could I regret that? You were the most amazing thing to come out of our relationship, that made it all worthwhile.”

      I look back in the mirror and smile at her. “I guess there's a silver lining even in the worst of times.”

      “You're not having second thoughts, are you?” she asks, arching her brow high.

      “Oh no, not at all. I just never thought something that seemed so bad could ever have a bright side.”

      “Well, that's something that comes with age. The older you get, the more you're able to look at things in a different light. I don't even hate your father anymore. We weren't meant to be, and that's okay. He's trying to make things right with you now, and that makes me happy.”

      There's a knock at the door. I call out, “Come in.”

      “Come in? What if I were Doug?” my father says teasingly.

      “Hey, Dad, how do I look?” I turn to face him and instantly tears spring up in his eyes.

      “Beautiful,” he says with a proud smile. “Just like your mother.”

      “Stop it, Roger,” my mother says. But her cheeks are blushing.

      “Stop what? I can't compliment the mother of my child?”

      “Behave yourself,” she says with a giggle.

      “Well, fifteen years hasn't aged you one bit.” He leans in and gives her a light kiss on her cheek. “And you, you do look gorgeous. Doug is going to lose it when he sees you.”

      “How's he doing? Have you seen him?”

      “He's good. I just left him to come and see you.” My father pulls up the sleeve on his suit and looks at his watch. “It's almost time.”

      I inhale a deep breath. “Already?”

      “Already,” he says. He comes in closer, reaching out to take my hands. “I want to thank you, Lyllian. Thank you for letting me be here today. It means the world to me to walk you down the aisle.”

      “Me too, Dad.”

      He kisses me on the forehead. “You ready?” he asks.

      “I am.”

      My mother passes me my bouquet, and both my parents look at me, then at each other, and smile. I can feel the healing happening between them. They've both pushed past the pain and anger, and have finally let it go.

      It's nice. I like seeing them in a room together and they're not arguing. I love watching the way they reminisce about the good times, and are able to focus on those memories that make them happy.

      It gives me faith in the future and helps me see that life is meant to have both the good and the bad, but it's the good times we should remember and let live in our hearts.

      My mother opens the door, and all three of us walk over to the double doors of the chapel. The music from the organ hits me as we stand outside. My eyes well up with tears, and as I blink, one tear breaks free.

      My father catches it with his thumb and wipes it away. He smiles at me, and pulls my arm through his, cupping my hand tightly. “You know, I never understood what it meant when my mother used to tell me I would always be her baby no matter how old I got. But I get it now. I see you in this dress, with your hair and makeup done, and you've grown into such a beautiful woman. But I can still see my little girl. The little girl who helped me build the tree house in the backyard, and who liked to put on my work boots and shuffle around the house.”

      I give him a loving smile. “I'm so happy you're here, Dad.”

      “Me too, Lyl, me too.”

      The doors open and as I look into the room, I'm overwhelmed with joy. Our friends and family are all standing as my mother goes in and takes her seat in the front pew. Bright red roses decorate the end of each pew, all tied up with a silky white bow.

      My father takes the first step forward, pulling me with him. I glance around at the faces we pass, smiling and nodding. When I face straight, my breath is taken away instantly and everyone else in the room disappears.

      Doug is in a white tuxedo with a red bow tie. His hair is tousled to perfection, his jaw clean shaven and sharp as diamond. Our eyes connect and he gives me a big smile. I see tears growing, bubbling over the surface the closer I get to him.

      He shakes my father's hand and then my mother's, as both my parents give me away. The priest begins our ceremony, but his voice is in the background, drowned out by my beating heart.

      Our eyes are locked on each other. Doug squeezes my hands as we take our vows. The priest smiles as he looks at me. “Lyllian, do you take this man to be your lawful wedded husband?”

      “I do.”

      “And do you, Douglas, take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife?”

      “I do,” he says firmly.

      “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Doug wraps his arm around my waist and dips me low as he kisses me. The room erupts with applause and cheers. He stands me back up, and we hold up our arms as we make our way back down the aisle.

      People are throwing rose petals at us as they follow us outside to where the limo is waiting to take us to the reception. Doug opens the door and helps bundle up the train on my dress as I climb inside.

      He pulls the door shut, dulling the sounds of voices outside. “Wow,” he says as he looks at me. “We did it.”

      “We did.” I kiss him again. I can't stop smiling. “I'm officially Mrs. Lyllian Meyers.”

      “Yes, you are. I love the way that sounds. Say it again.”

      “Mrs. Lyllian Meyers.”

      His body trembles from head to toe. “It's magic to my ears. I've said it over and over in my head over the years, but to hear you say it out loud, and for it be true, it's surreal.”

      “I know, I can't believe it.”

      “You know what I can't believe?” he asks, then says, “How damn hot you look in this dress.” His hands slip across my belly, and he palms my breasts.

      “Yeah? You like it?”

      “I love it.” He kisses the side of my neck, his lips moving up the curve of my jaw. “I don't think I'm ready to go to the reception just yet.”

      “Oh really? So, what do you want to do?”

      “I want to have my wife for the first time.”

      I giggle as he nibbles the skin right behind my ear. “How? The reception starts in twenty minutes.”

      “That's where you're wrong, love. The reception can't start until the bride and groom are there.” Doug rolls down the window between the driver and us. “Take us the extreme long way to the reception.”

      “Extreme long way?” the chauffeur asks as he looks back at us through the rear view mirror.

      “Yeah, and by that I mean, don't go there until I tell you it's time. You can do that for us, can't you?”

      “Absolutely, I get paid by the hour.” He laughs and winks.

      Doug grins as he rolls the dark tinted window back up. We're all alone in the back. And I know exactly where he's going with this.

      He turns his attention back to me, stroking his fingers across the top of my breasts and up the side of my face. His touch is gentle, soft, like a feather on my skin. My body shivers, the sensation moving outward in all directions.

      “Now I have you all to myself,” he says, placing his lips against my forehead to kiss me lightly. “I don't want to wait until we get home to have my wife for the first time. I want you here, I want you now.”

      My back arches off the seat as he runs his fingers down the center of my chest and cups my pussy. I spread my legs as he pulls the dress up my thighs. The pads of his fingers grip my thigh as he growls in my ear.

      “I love you, Mrs. Meyers.”

      “I love you too, Mr. Meyers.”

      His lips capture mine, teeth softly tugging my bottom lip until it finally pops free. He runs the very tip of his tongue across my mouth, tempting my tongue out. We lick each and taste each other, our tongues tangling and dancing, swirling and circling.

      I can still taste the toothpaste from when he brushed his teeth this morning, and the mouth wash in the back of his throat as I drive my tongue deeper. With his strong hands, he cups my jaw and tips my head back. His kiss now greedy.

      There's no denying the intense need we both feel right now. I can feel it in his lips, in his hands, in the way his tongue flips and glides over the ridges of my mouth. He moves his hand up my thigh, stopping right before he touches my pussy.

      Fuck, I love this man. My soul mate, my husband, my everything.

      I spread my legs wider. He runs the edges of his fingers up the center of my heat, pressing my panties between my folds. I'm dripping, my arousal so thick it seeps through the lace and slicks his fingers.

      “Fuck, that's always so pretty,” Doug says, fluttering kisses down the side of my face and across my jaw until he finally reaches my lips. He hovers there, barely touching me, but close enough I can feel his breath against my face. “I'm such a lucky man.”

      “If you really think that, then show me. Why make me wait?” I smile, biting down on my lip and pulling it into my mouth.

      Doug grunts, driving his lips onto mine with one long, hard kiss. He flicks my panties to the side, and thrusts his finger deep into my pussy. I groan softly, my legs spreading open as wide as they can go.

      He breaks away from our kiss and drops to his knees in front of me. Disappearing under the layers of dress, I groan with pleasure as his tongue circles my clit. His finger moves in and out rapidly, and his lips suck my tender bud.

      “Mm. . .” My voice draws out as I rock my hips, fucking his face.

      He feels so damn good. Almost too good. My thighs attempt to clamp around his head, and I try to pull back because I feel like I could come. But he doesn't let me. Doug yanks his finger free from my pussy and grabs my legs with both hands, refusing to let them go.

      He spreads me open wider, and uses his tongue to fuck me, to lick me, to make my legs tremble and my belly ignite in an explosion of pleasure. My chest snaps out as I inhale a sharp breath of air. Tingles fly all over my body, running up and down, across and through.

      The orgasm rages, forcing wave after wave of intense heat through my muscles and deep into my veins, making my blood hot as fire. I dig my nails into the seat, and scream.

      “Mm, Doug!”

      He backs out from under my dress with a look of pure hunger on his face. He wipes around his lips and sucks my juice off his fingers. “Want me to fuck you?” he asks.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head.

      “No?” Doug arches a brow, unsure why I would answer him in such a way.

      “No. I want you to make love to me.”

      He smirks as he pulls his belt free. “That's a good answer, the best answer. We have our entire lives to fuck, but this means more. This is love.”

      Doug bunches up my dress in his hands and pushes it out of the way. I feel the tip of his cock first. He rubs his engorged head up and down over my lips, smearing my juice all over. He's taking his time, but I can see the animal in his eyes. There's a glaze frosting his pupils, and a fire burning in the distance.

      His fingers grip my thighs hard. It's as if he's trying to tame his own body, refusing to let his need win. Gently, Doug pushes his tip in my entrance.

      I feel the rim of his crown spreading me wide. He keeps moving, pushing his entire length inside. My walls are stretched to their limit.

      Doug slowly pulls back out, then thrusts back inside. My eyes snap shut and my body bends to greet him. My hips jerk up, and my back arches hard, forcing every last inch of his cock in as far as it can go.

      I'm on cloud nine. There's no place in the world I would rather be than right here with him. As long as I have Doug, I have everything I'll ever need. Love. Protection. Devotion. He's got it all. And he's mine.

      He's the sun to my earth. The moon to my ocean. The air to my fire. To think I might not be here if life hadn't forced us together in such a way. I'm forever grateful to the powers above that helped us come together.

      My pussy throbs as a second orgasm threatens to tear me apart inside. My toes curl in my heels and my heart is beating like a caged bird inside my chest. Every inch of my body tenses and tightens, my belly tumbling and twisting like corded rope.

      I rake my fingers through his hair, grabbing fistfuls and tugging at his roots as the orgasm steals me away. My mouth falls open, and colors burst behind my lids in bright florescent explosions. Yellow, blue, green, and orange fire off in succession one after the other.

      Doug grunts and growls, his entire body going stiff. His cock jumps inside my body, pulsing like a second heartbeat. Over and over it throbs as he comes deep in my heat. His back straightens, chest expanding as his eyes steady on my face. He's shaking. I can feel the subtle tremble as it passes from his hands to my hips.

      We stay like this, our bodies connected, our pulses and breathing matching each other. We're both inhaling and exhaling so quickly, the windows fog up and the air around us gets hot and thick.

      “I love you,” he finally says between breaths.

      “I love you too,” I say, softly fixing his messed up hair with my fingers. “I'm the luckiest girl in the world to have found you.”

      Doug falls forward and rests his head against my chest. “Your heart is racing.”

      “That's what you do to me. You make me feel alive.”

      He tilts his head and looks up at me. “You are my life, Lyllian. You always were.”

      “This is just the beginning, Doug, we still have our entire lives ahead of us.”

      He adjusts my dress and fixes his pants. Sitting down next to me, he helps fix the flowers in my hair and re-pin them in place. He does all of this with the most handsome smile on his face.

      This is true love. Love is more than just words. It's more than just kisses and hugs and sex.

      Love is fixing your wife's dress when it's not right. It's doing your best to adjust and straighten her hair. Love is going out of your way to help because you want to, not because you need to. Love is what we've always shared even when we didn't know it.

      And now we get to share what we've always had. An endless, limitless feeling that knows no boundaries. Where we're going, walls aren't necessary.

      Because we have each other to lean on.

      That's what true love is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ready for another hot romance read? These books are waiting for you right now!
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