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The saying went, when life handed you lemons, you make lemonade. But what were you supposed to do when your lemons were brown and rotten?  

You throw them in the trash and drown your problems in vodka. At least that was what Carly was doing. And who needed a glass; it tasted better straight from the bottle. 

Practically slamming the bottle on the table, she laid her head down and closed her eyes. The house was quiet except for the low snoring of her dog, Max, from somewhere in the living room. Only months ago, there had been people around all the time. But, now that both Leah and Mel lived with her cousins, Brandon and Logan, Carly was alone. 

And fuck that, ‘just because you're alone doesn't mean you are lonely shit.’ She was lonely. And sad. 

Lifting her head, she took another drink from the bottle of vodka. At twenty-eight she knew better than to try and drink her problems away, but when she’d come home from the studio, alone, it was the only thing she could think to do. 

Sure she could go out to a bar or restaurant and meet up with other friends but her heart and head just weren’t into it. She missed her friends, and for one night, she was going to let herself wallow in self-pity. 

Taking the bottle, she stood up and walked to her couch. She loved her life in Cedarville, wouldn’t have changed it for anything. But sometimes, it was hard to be the odd man out. And technically, she wasn’t, not really. Together, she, Leah and Mel ran Dragonfly Dance. Meaning six days a week she spent hours upon hours with her two best friends. And more times than not, they went out after work for dinner or drinks and the guys joined. But it wasn’t the same. 

Before, she’d had someone to bitch to at all hours of the day, but now, if she wanted to talk when she was home alone she had to text or call. 

And honestly, that was just too much work for her.

Flipping on the TV, she changed channels until finally settling on some dumb reality show. She figured if she watched these crazy people for just a little while, her life and problems might not seem so bad.  

She had barely been watching for two minutes when her phone rang. Glancing at the screen she saw it was a blocked number and she declined the call. Five months ago, the calls had started. She had to hand it to the guy, he was persistent. Five months of daily phone calls and the same message over and over.

“Miss, Graham, this is Samuel Bruce. I’m calling on behalf of your mother. If you could please return my call at your earliest convenience, I would appreciate it.” 

She’d stopped listening about two months ago. Instead she’d delete the messages and move on with her life. She had no idea if the messages had changed in that time and didn’t really care. She wanted nothing at all to do with her mom. Seven years ago, she’d made her decision and she still stood by it.

When you found out your mom was a whore who’d cheated on your dad your whole life, and then you caught her sleeping with your own boyfriend...It was not a hard decision to cut her out of your life. 

The memory of walking into her boyfriend's room and finding him in bed with her mom still haunted her. She didn’t think it would ever go away. That day shaped her life and not for the best. It was the reason she wasn’t willing to unlock her heart. She swore no man would ever have the power to break her again. 

And that only added to her loneliness. Yes, she could have sex if she chose to, but when you lived in a small town, you had to pick who you slept with wisely. Otherwise you would end up with a guy who wanted a relationship. 

And that led to the other reason she was lonely. Lack of sex when everyone around her was getting some was problematic. A vibrator could only do so much. Orgasms were fine and dandy, but when a girl wanted comfort and a shoulder to lean on, they fell short. 

She sighed and tried to clear her mind of the image that popped up. Damn him for interrupting her wallowing. 

Anthony Scott. 

Even thinking about him pissed her off. 

But it was hard to stay angry with him when there was no reason to be angry in the first place. She’d finally figured out she only hated him because of the way he made her feel. 

Safe.

He made her feel safe. And no one, for years, had made her feel that way.

It wasn’t even as if they had any interaction outside of their small group. Anthony was Logan and Brandon’s friend. So when they got together, he was usually there. Just something about having him near, always made her feel safe. It was like when he walked in the door, a shield went up around her and nothing bad would happen. There was no other way to explain. 

Damn if she’d tell him that though. 

She knew through Mel’s interference that Anthony liked her. That didn’t mean a thing though. She wasn’t into relationships and love and white picket fences. No matter how much her heart ached for those things. 

Falling in love meant giving someone total control over your heart. And that meant, at any time, they could squeeze it in their hands and crush it into pieces. 

Nope. No thank you. 

Not for her.

She took another drink of vodka from the bottle. The alcohol made her fuzzy and pictures of Anthony flashed through her head like a slideshow. 

Anthony up on a ladder fixing the security system, jeans so snug she wasn’t sure how he even walked. Anthony, wearing only low-slung boardshorts with water cascading down his chest. Anthony grinding up against her at the bar when she’d purposely tried to torture him.

She moaned, not able to control it. The man was seriously hot. Tall, at least six foot five and lean. She was no short waif and he towered over her five foot eight, one hundred and fifty-pound body. She’d never felt small around a man but when she had danced with Anthony, she’d felt tiny. Maybe that was why she felt safe with him. 

And wasn’t that the crux of her problem?  She didn’t want to feel safe with anyone. Feeling safe meant she would let her guard down and, in letting her guard down, it was possible someone like Anthony would squeeze his way in. 

For as big as he was, she had no problem imagining he was the one person who could wedge his way into even the tiniest of spaces. 

She wanted to hate him. Had tried. But he was so headstrong and arrogant.  He was also caring and sweet and damn if that wasn’t annoying. While it seemed he loved to pick on and make fun of her, he stood up for her whenever anyone else did the same. 

It felt nice that someone outside her family and friends stuck up for her. 

That was part of the reason he made her feel safe; safe enough that she had let the damn man into her dreams. And she used the word “let” loosely. It seemed whether she wanted to or not, her sleeping brain and body only wanted Anthony. 

For months, all of her dreams and fantasies had included him. It had gotten so bad, she was even thinking about him when she was awake. And that was bad. Bad, bad, bad. When she started imagining him while wide awake, she knew it was time to somehow, someway purge him from her life. 

She had no idea how she was going to go about doing that. Not when he was friends with Logan and Brandon and always seemed to be around. But it was a must. If she wanted to stick to her guns and never give her heart away, Anthony had to go. And soon. 

––––––––
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Sunday morning dawned and Carly woke up startled. She had fallen asleep on the couch after finishing the bottle of vodka and she was paying for it. Her head was pounding and it hurt to open her eyes. Hangovers were unfortunately something she woke up with when she overindulged, unlike both Leah and Melanie who woke up completely fine. 

It was exasperating as fuck.

“I see someone had a good time last night?”

Carly turned at the words and saw Leah, hands-on-hips, staring at her.

Flopping back down on the couch, she covered her eyes with her arm. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She heard Leah move further into the house and walk past the couch where she was lying. Instead of answering the question, Leah asked, “How much did you drink?”

Blindly searching the floor next to the couch, she held up the empty vodka bottle. “All of this.”

“Well then, that explains the phone calls.”

Her body stiffened and she dropped her arm which had been covering her eyes and opened them. “What phone calls?” She had a horrible feeling about this.

Walking toward her, Leah handed her a bottle of water and some ibuprofen. “The three phone calls at two in the morning which I didn’t get until I woke up this morning.”

Swallowing the pills with the water, she asked. “What did I want?”

Leah’s eyebrows raised and she scrunched up her face. “It might be easier if I just play them for you.” Taking her phone out, she hit play on Carly’s first message.

“Is it possible to go insane from lack of sex. I think it might be happening to me. Like no joke, I am seeing visions, but the fucking problem is, all the visions are of Anthony. And I don’t want to have visions of Anthony. I want to not have visions of Anthony. Did I say that right? And also, that’s a lie. I want to have more than visions of Anthony. I want that man with his head between my thighs making me scream his name from the top of my lungs. And you know how loud I am. The whole fucking town would hear it.”

The recording stopped and the room was silent. She looked up at Leah and cringed. “That’s not horrible, right?”

“It gets worse.” She hit play on the next message. 

“How bad would it be if I just slept with him once? Once wouldn’t be so bad, would it? He can’t be that good that it would break me. Nobody’s that good. Sex that is so all-consuming is a myth. It’s a unicorn. It does not exist. So once would be okay and then I could be done with him. In all likelihood, I won’t even want it more than once.”

“Oh shit.” She dropped her head into her hands. Everything she had said to Leah in the message was what she had been thinking. 

“There’s one more,” Leah said and before Carly could tell her she didn’t want to hear it, she hit play.

“I did it. I called Anthony and told him I wanted to have sex with him. The ball is in his court.” When the room went silent again, Carly did the only thing she could think of. She grabbed her phone and searched her outgoing calls. 

And she did not like what she saw. 

“I called him four times,” she whispered.

Leah took the phone out of her hand. “He didn’t call back so maybe he hasn’t heard the messages yet?”

“Is my life the plot of a romantic comedy? I’m supposed to what...go to his house and get to his phone before he does so I can erase the messages?”

“Don’t yell at me. I’m just trying to look on the bright side.”

Carly took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “I know. And I’m sorry. I just...I can’t believe I did this.”

“I kinda can,” Leah said.

At her confused look, Leah explained. “Your feelings for Tony have been building up for so long, Carls. This was inevitable. You can’t just force feelings down and hope they go away. That’s not the way it works.”

“It is in my world,” she answered honestly. 

Leah put a hand on her leg. “I know you really believe love isn’t worth it. At least for you. But take it from me, it is. And to answer your question from your second message, it’s not a unicorn. Sex can be that good, especially when you are in love.”

Carly gave Leah a dirty look. “How many times have I told you that I do not want to hear about your sex life with my cousin.”

“There’s my girl,” Leah said. “I knew you couldn’t stay away too long.”

Carly rolled her eyes and leaned back on the couch. “What do I do now?”

“My suggestion, deal with this head-on. Call him back and explain that you were drunk and sad and horny and it was a mistake.” She looked at Carly, her head tilted. “Unless, you don’t want it to be a mistake?”

Did she? Obviously her drunk mind had spoken the truth but was she ready to face that truth? More importantly, would she really be able to sleep with Anthony just one time? Her feelings for him seemed to get stronger every day. Even though she spent a lot of time trying to refute them, she was never able to. 

“I don’t know what I want to do. I know something is going to have to give or else I am going to have to give up alcohol. Because drunk dialing is for people with no self-control. And I have self-control.”

Leah laughed. “Yeah, I can see that. You’re just full of self-control.”

“Shut up,” Carly said 

“Why’d you drink so much last night?”

Carly shrugged. “I was just lonely.” It was hard to admit, but Leah was her friend and wouldn’t judge her.

“The fuck, Carls, if you were lonely why didn’t you tell me or Mel. You are always welcome to come hang out with either of us.”

“I don’t want to be a third wheel. You guys deserve some alone time.”

“It’s not as if we’re gonna have sex on the dining room table while you’re there. Jeez.”

“I know that but I hate being the odd man out.”

“You know, if you dated, you wouldn't always be the third wheel.” 

“You know why I’m not dating.” Months ago, Carly had tried going out on dates and even just picking up guys for sex, but her tries had failed when all she could think about was Anthony.

“Then maybe you should date Tony.”

Closing her eyes, she said, “You know why I can’t.”

“No, not really. I know why you think you can’t. But that’s not a real reason. One broken heart seven years ago is not a reason not to try again, especially when you already know the guy likes you.”

“Really? One broken heart seven years ago. You know it wasn’t as simple as that. My freaking mom was sleeping with my boyfriend, Leah. That is not a commonplace broken heart. That’s Jerry Springer shit.”

“Okay, I’m gonna ask a question and I want you to really think about it. And remember, I was there, so I have an opinion. Think back on your feelings for Rob, before he cheated. Were they even a fraction of the feelings you have for Tony?”

Her immediate thought was to say yes. She had loved Rob, or at least loved him as much as a twenty-year-old girl could love. But before she answered, she remembered those safe feelings she got whenever Anthony was around. Those feelings were so much more defined and prominent than the feelings of love she’d had for Rob.

Did that mean something? Had she not really loved Rob?

“By your silence, I see you are taking the time to think this through. Let me tell you what I saw though. I saw a girl, a young woman, that was so desperate for love because her mom never cared about her. So when the big man on campus asked you out, you jumped at the chance. And for a while, you were happy. But don’t you remember, right before you caught him with your mom you were thinking about breaking up with him? You said that while the sex was good, you didn’t really care about him. Then you found him with your mom and from there on out, what should have been a blip in your dating history, became the defining moment that would hold you back the rest of your life.”

Leah’s words penetrated her mind. She saw the clear picture that she was trying to make and then all of a sudden she recalled making the decision to break up with Rob. How had she forgotten?

“Why did you never tell me this before?”

“Before you weren’t ready, and you weren’t in love.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Now you are.”

“I’m not in love with Anthony,” she defended as Leah stood and walked to the door.

“Keep telling yourself that,” she said as she opened the door. “Come over for dinner tonight. No arguing.” The door closed behind her and Carly could only stare at the empty air where Leah had just stood. 

Leah was wrong. She wasn’t in love with Anthony. 

Just because she had feelings for him – strong feelings – that wasn’t love.

Was it?
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Moving slowly, Tony opened his front door and punched in the code to his alarm system to disarm it. He was exhausted and all he wanted was a flat surface to fall onto for a minimum of eight hours of sleep. 

One of the businesses his company secured had been broken into ,and at midnight he’d had to go down to the office to run through the security footage with the police. It was tedious work and took hours but was part of his job as the owner of a company. 

Bypassing his couch, he walked down the hall to his bedroom. He figured it would be darker in there and that might help him sleep for a longer period of time. 

He had just laid down when he felt something under his back. Lifting up, he reached his hand under his body and felt around until he came out with his cell phone. 

“So that’s where it was,” he said out loud. It wasn’t until he had gotten to his office that he realized he’d left it at home. 

He was reaching out to drop it on his nightstand when it caught his eye that he had four missed calls. Sighing, he brought the phone back to his face to check the messages. Missed calls in the middle of the night or on a weekend meant only one thing; those eight hours of sleep he desperately needed were probably not going to happen.

Swiping his finger across the screen, he froze in shock when he saw who the missed calls were from.

Carly.

All four were from Carly, at two in the morning. 

That could only mean one thing. Something was wrong. 

He hit play on the first message, standing up at the same time. If something was wrong, he needed to go, right then and there.

Her voice stopped him cold.

“I’ve decided we should have sex. I mean, why are we waiting?  We both want to, right? I know I do. Man do I. It’s killing me to hold back and act like I hate you. Your body, holy shit, have you looked in a mirror because you are seriously ripped and I just want to devour you. Soon. Call me back.”

He blinked and adjusted his growing cock in his pants. Had she really just said all that and then ended with ‘call me back’. What the fuck?

Pressing play on the next message, he listened intently.

“Why are you not calling me back? I’m so horny even just the smallest touch from you would make me come. That reminds me, I am dying to have your head between my legs. Do you know every night when I use my vibrator, that’s the image I conjure up? You eating me out, sucking my clit until I come all over your face.  God, this is turning me on more. Please call me.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat. He could tell by her voice she was drunk. She always talked in rambling sentences, but when she drank, it got worse. Her words were so clear and defined though. It was like she had thought of them before.

Little did she know the image which made her come every night was the same one he jerked off to every day. Tasting her was becoming an obsession. 

Sitting down, before he fell over from lack of blood to his brain, he pressed play on the next message. 

“Anthony,” she breathed out heavily and almost had him coming. “Please, I need you.”

That was the whole message and in his mind, he imagined she was playing with herself. Her voice had been full of heat and almost sounded like a moan.

Hitting play on the last message, he held his breath.

“I’m lonely,” she sobbed out. “I’m so lonely. And I don’t want to be lonely anymore.”

When the message ended, he finally breathed. He was horny, confused and sad all at the same time. She sounded so sad in her last message. And, if he knew Carly—and he was beginning to think he did—she would hate that. She was not in the business of being vulnerable in front of people. 

He understood loneliness though. He felt it too. Sure he had his mom, dad and sister. But at thirty-five, most of his friends were married and that meant he didn’t see them very often. Then he met Carly, and on that day it was like the Earth opened up and swallowed everyone and everything, but her. He wasn’t a person who believed in fate and happily ever after. He’d thought if it was real it would have already happened to him. He was never so happy to be so wrong. 

She was magnificent and he could hardly think straight when he wasn’t with her. It was like she was his lifeline. When he was near her, he felt calm on the inside. But apart from her, which was more often than not, he felt panicked. 

There was no other way to explain it other than with love.

And that had thrown him for a giant loop.

How could he possibly love her when he’d barely spent any time with her? To figure it out, he’d made it a point to go around her more. And it only got worse. She was bossy, condescending, and arrogant. He fucking couldn’t get enough.

A masochist is what he was.

Then he’d catch a glimpse of her soft side. She loved her friends and both Logan and Brandon fiercely. That meant something to him. Not to mention the way she was with the kids she taught at her studio. They worshipped her. Listening to every word she said, their eyes gleaming when she danced. 

If he’d learned anything in his thirty-five years of life it was that kids were a good judge of character. And that meant his bossy woman was also an amazing woman. 

His woman.

Yeah, he knew it wasn’t true. Yet. But he’d give his left arm to make it true.

Those messages though. They were so unlike the Carly he knew. And, if he had to guess, as soon as she remembered she called him, she would be mortified. 

Needing to hear her voice again, he started at the beginning and listened to the messages. On his third listen through, he had no choice but to pull his dick out and stroke himself. Her voice talking about his head between her legs was torture. He wanted the same thing, but, if he couldn't have it, he had to at least relieve some of the pressure before he caused serious damage to himself. 

Stroking himself up and down, he tuned in to her breathy moans and panting. Within seconds his release covered his hand and stomach, as he groaned out her name. 

Breathing heavy, he grabbed a shirt off the floor to clean up the mess. All the exhaustion he’d felt just thirty minutes ago was gone, replaced by a euphoria that maybe, just maybe, Carly was ready for more.

How should he handle this situation though? Should he lie and say he never received the messages? Would she even believe that? No, he couldn’t do that to her. Not to mention, he hated lying. It was messy and people always tripped up. 

That basically left confronting it head-on. What he could do though, is play it off like no big deal, hopefully making her feel better about herself. 

Grabbing a new shirt, he pulled it on and headed down the hallway. It was eleven and even though Carly had obviously drunk the previous night, she should be up. He had just grabbed the keys to his truck when there was a knock on his door.

Pulling it open, he found his sister, Addie.

“I expected you to be sleeping.” She strolled in like she owned the place. He loved his sister, he truly did. But right then, he had more important things on his mind. 

“If you thought I would be asleep, then why the hell are you here?” He shut the door, resigning himself to the fact he was going to have to talk to her before he could go see Carly.

He followed her to his small kitchen where she had turned on his Keurig and was picking a pod for brewing.  

“I had breakfast with mom and dad. Dad mentioned one of our clients had a theft and you were up all night dealing with it.”

“I was, but that still doesn’t explain why you are here when you thought I would be sleeping.”

“Why didn’t you call me to help?” She was leaning against the counter and her expression told him she wasn’t mad so much as annoyed.

Raising his eyebrows, he asked, “You wanted me to call you at midnight to go through hours of footage?”

“Yes.” She hit the start button on the coffee machine. “You promised I could have more of a role in the company, Tony.”

Not this again. He’d been training her to do more and more around the office and while at first he had hesitated, now he was beginning to think she had a knack for it. But that didn’t mean he was ready to hand the reins of his company over to her.

“Addie, you're doing a great job, better than I ever thought, if I’m being honest. But do you really want to take the calls that come in during the middle of the night?”

“I want to be valuable; have a purpose.” She sipped her now brewed coffee. “One day I am hoping you will meet a nice woman and then you won’t want to take the calls that come in during the middle of the night either.”

He ran a hand through his dark, almost black hair. “I own the company, Add. I’m always going to be taking calls in the middle of the night. Won’t matter if I have someone in my life.”

“That’s just it. You don’t have to if you share the burden with me.”

He wondered why he was even arguing with her. He hated middle of the night calls and here she was saying she wanted to do them. He needed his head checked.

“All right, from now on, we will alternate calls that come in during the night. Will that make you happy?”

She nodded firmly. “Yes.” She eyed him critically. “Now, tell me what you are doing up?”

He shook his head. “Why wasn’t I an only child?”

Laughing, she punched his arm. “Your life would be so boring without me.”

“A repercussion I could totally deal with.”

“Tell me there’s a woman. Please, please tell me there’s a woman.”

Figuring it was either talk to her or kill her, he opted to talk.  “There’s a woman.”

“Whoop!” she shouted. “I knew it. I need details.” She sat down at his table, making it known she wasn’t budging until she had info.

“Her name is Carly.” He pulled out a chair and sat too.

“I’m gonna go ahead and assume she is in the group of friends you have been hanging with?”

“She’s Logan’s cousin.” He and Logan had been friends a long time, and over the years, Addie had met him several times.

“No way. Is he cool with that?” 

Was Logan cool with Tony being ninety percent in love with Carly? He had no real fucking clue. They had skirted the issue some, and Brandon knew because Tony had let it slip, but guys weren’t in the habit of talking about their feelings. 

On the other hand, Melanie knew, and since she and Logan were together, that most likely meant Logan knew.

He shrugged. “I think he knows enough.”

“So are you like dating this girl, or what?”

“I’m done talking about this. Why don’t you go bother someone else.”

She pouted. “You’re no fun.”

He examined his sister. She was beautiful – he’d been told that enough through the years. Yet, she rarely dated or even hung out with friends. He knew for a fact though she wasn’t shy or timid.

“Are you dating anyone?” 

She looked down at her coffee mug. “Dating is hard.”

He was familiar with what she was saying, and while he in no way wanted to hear about her dating life, she was young and should be out having fun.

“What about friends? I never hear you talk about anyone anymore?”

“I don’t really have any friends.” Her admission stunned him.

“That can’t be. You are a friendly, happy person. Not to mention gorgeous.”

“I think it’s the last one that makes me a bad friend.”

“What? What does being gorgeous have to do with having friends?” This whole conversation was beyond confusing to him.

She blew out a breath. “Girls are weird about having a pretty friend. They think all guys want me and that makes me a bad friend.” Her mouth was turned down in a frown.

“Someone said that to you?” He was pissed that someone could be so rude.

“Yes and no. It’s just something I’ve learned to live with. In high school, it was the reason I only ever hung out with those snooty girls. They were the only ones accepting of me. I really wanted to hang out with the math and computer geeks.”

Tony was disgusted to the point of wanting to vomit. He’d had no idea his lively happy sister had gone through any kind of discrimination. And to do it because people thought she was too pretty? That just flabbergasted him.

So much so, he wanted to do something about it. And he knew just what to do.

Ushering his sister out of his house, he jumped in his truck and headed for Carly’s. No longer was he thinking about what he was going to say to her or how their conversation would go. Right then, he wanted her help. Addie deserved friends. Real friends. He’d spent enough time with Carly, Leah and Melanie to know they would never judge a person by their looks. And the more he thought about it the more he knew his sister would fit in perfectly with their group.

Pulling into Carly’s driveway, he got out and was immediately greeted by Carly’s dog, Max. 

“Hey buddy.” He patted his head and scratched behind his ears. Max followed him as he walked up the drive and stepped onto the porch. Before he could knock, the front door opened and Carly stood before him.

Sometimes, when he looked at her he had to remind himself to breathe. This was one of those times. Anyone else who looked at her would see a half put together, mess of a woman. He only saw her. He saw how tired she looked and the worry in her eyes over what he was doing there. 

Before she could speak or freak out, he said, “I need your help with my sister.”

He saw the second she registered what he said. “You have a sister?”

He tried to hide his smile. Of course that would be the first thing she would say. “I do.”

She stepped back into the house. “Want to come in?” There was wariness in her voice, but he wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t want him to come in or, because she did.

He nodded and walked past her, Max following on his heels. Not sure whether he should sit or stand, he turned and waited for her. 

She also seemed unsure, which was a complete one-eighty from how she normally acted. 

“How about we sit in the kitchen,” she said. “Do you want some coffee or water?”

“Coffee would be great.” He followed her and took a seat at the table.

“How old is your sister?” She was grabbing mugs from the cabinet. 

“Twenty-six.” 

“How do you have a twenty-six-year-old sister none of us have met?” 

“Well, Logan’s met her and so has Melanie.”

Her eyes went wide with shock. “Mel met her? When?”

Oh shit. He’d really stepped in it now. Melanie had met Addie when she’d come to his office to ask about his feelings for Carly. Only Tony didn’t know how much of that story Carly knew. He knew Mel had told Carly some of it, but how much, he had no idea.

“Yeah, Addie, Addison,” he corrected, “works with me at the office. Mel met her there.”

She nodded slowly as if trying to figure out why Mel would have been at his office. Walking to the table, she handed him a cup of coffee and sat across from him with her own. 

“So what kind of help do you need with your sister?”

“She needs friends. Real friends. And I was wondering if maybe you and Leah and Mel would be willing to be her friends?”

Coffee cup halfway to her mouth, she stopped. “You want me to be friends with your sister?”

“I guess I should start at the beginning?”

“Probably a good idea.” 

“Addie is a really pretty girl. Gorgeous actually. She always has been, and apparently, it’s been torture.”

“Wait,” she interrupted him before he could go on. “How gorgeous? Like supermodel gorgeous or I live in a small town gorgeous. Cause they are two separate things.”

He pulled his phone out and flipped through his pictures until he found one to show her.

“Holy shit.” She took the phone out of his hand. “This is your sister?” She stared, slack-jawed at him. 

“That’s Addison.”

“I thought you had to be biased when you said she was gorgeous, but she’s seriously beautiful. Is she even wearing makeup?” She held the phone closer to her face. 

“She’s not really a girly girl, at least not anymore, so she’s probably not wearing makeup.”

“Wow, I kinda hate her. I have to shovel it on just to pass as presentable.”

He scoffed. “Right.”

“You think I’m joking? I rarely go out without at least some makeup on.”

He scrutinized her. “You’re not wearing makeup now.”

“Yeah, and if I went out like this, I would scare the whole town.”

He looked up at her, made sure to make eye contact. “You don’t scare me.” His voice was raw and he barely recognized it.  

She held his gaze, and for a second, time stopped. He was afraid to speak or even breathe. He wanted the moment to go on forever. But, of course, it couldn’t.

She broke the trance. “So back to your sister. Why does she need friends?”

He closed his eyes to gain some control and then opened them back up and went on with his story. “Apparently, it’s a thing that girls don’t like to have pretty friends.” He paused to let her try and figure out what he was saying. Watching her mind work was one of his favorite things.

She started to speak but stopped and stood up. Hands-on-hips, she looked at him. “Are you saying she doesn’t have friends because a bunch of bitches think she is too hot for them?” He was ready to answer her, but, in true Carly fashion, she kept going. “Because if that is what you are saying, then I’m gonna need some names. Women don’t ever demean other women. Ever. And because they aren’t secure enough in themselves and the way they look...Oh no. No, no, no.”
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