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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      He pushed the last box of his stuff into the back of the moving truck and pulled the door down. This was it. He was really picking up his life and moving to Cedarville. He wasn’t sure what he was expected or supposed to feel at a time like this but euphoria was the only actual thing he felt.

      He, Ryan Ball, who had never done a spontaneous thing in his thirty years of living, had two weeks ago made the biggest decision of his life. A decision that hadn’t felt like a decision at all.

      Six months ago, he’d found out that his younger brother, Rob, and his wife, Tina, had been in a car accident. Rob hadn’t fared well and died immediately, but Tina had lived a few more months hooked up to machines. The kicker was that they’d had a child, Reed, and someone needed to take care of him.

      Ryan stepped up.

      At least as much as he could. At the time, he’d been working sixty to seventy hour weeks, barely having time to sleep, let alone take care of a six-year-old child. So, he trekked to Cedarville for the very first time with the intention of pleading with Carly Graham to help him out.

      There was just one problem: Carly had been his brother’s girlfriend during college. That is until she walked in on him with another woman. The woman...her own mom, Tina. From that day forward, she hadn’t spoken to her mom or Rob. Ryan hadn’t had any communication with his brother either once he’d gotten together with Tina. Between the drugs and the constant calls for money, it had been too much to take.

      But a child needed him and there was no way Ryan could have stood by and let him go into foster care. Not while he could do something about it.

      And, thank God, Carly had seen it the same way. She’d stepped up and offered any and all help she could give, and honestly, Ryan didn’t know what he would have done without her.

      There had just been one big issue. Carly lived in Cedarville, Ohio, and he lived in Baltimore, Maryland. Five hundred miles apart wasn’t conducive to shared parenting. But they’d made a plan. Carly would keep Reed for a month while he got organized at work so he could cut back hours. Then Reed would come back and live with him in Baltimore, Carly would visit, and vice versa.

      The plan had a fault though. No one imagined that Reed – or Ryan – would fall in love with the small lake town of Cedarville. Or that Carly would fall in love with Tony and Reed would in turn fall head over heels for him. Leaving Cedarville was just not an option, it seemed. And, after a month of hating his job and missing Reed, Ryan was on board for a change.

      His life had not been as fantastic as everyone had thought, anyway.

      Yes, he had a great job as a tax attorney in Baltimore. And yes, he lived right in the middle of town where there was tons to do. Ironically though, he had no time to do any of the cool things because he worked so much. So, there he was a thirty-year-old man with no social life to speak of, no dates and no fun. All he had was work.

      Fantastic, his ass.

      He’d been ready for a change only he hadn't known it. But Reed coming into his life had forced him into the realization that he needed more. Hell, he wanted more.

      So there he sat, on the bumper of the truck he’d rented, which now held all his belongings.

      He was moving to Cedarville.

      Letting out a breath, he stood and walked back up to his now empty condo. He’d promised Carly and Reed that he would call before he hit the road, and since there was nothing else keeping him there, he figured he’d just go ahead and leave.

      Grabbing his phone, he pulled up his FaceTime App and clicked on Carly’s number. It rang only once before her face popped up.

      “Hey,” she said, peppier than anyone had the right to be at seven in the morning. He could tell by what was behind her that she was sitting at the counter in her kitchen. “Please tell me you aren’t already packed up and on the road?”

      “Not on the road yet, but the truck is all packed.”

      “Jesus, Ryan. What’d you do, get up at two in the morning?”

      He laughed. “For your information, I rented the truck last night and hired movers to help me load all the heavy stuff. All I had to do this morning was load a few boxes.”

      Tony’s face came on the screen. “Ignore her. She’s just excited for you to be moving here.”

      “I’m excited too.” He walked around the place one last time as they talked. “I just wanted to let you know that I am headed out and, with any luck and no traffic, I should be there by three.”

      “We’ll be here with beer, food, and lots of manly men to help you unload.”

      “About that,” he said. “Are you sure you want me living with you?” When he’d made his decision to move to Cedarville, Carly being Carly, had offered for him to stay there. Reed already had a room at her house so it had just made sense. But, the more he thought about it, the more he wondered if he shouldn’t get a place of his own.

      “I told you, Ryan, Reed and I want you here. So, do me a favor, at least for now, stay here. If in the future you want to move or find your own place, that’ll be cool with me.”

      He nodded at the phone. “All right then, I guess I’ll see you later.” He hit the end button and glanced around one last time before walking out the door.

      There was nothing more for him there. It was time to move onward and upward.

      The first half of his drive went smoothly. It was the second half where he began to question himself. He didn’t even have a job lined up in Cedarville. Yes, he had worked hard since graduating law school five years ago, and, because of that and the lack of a social life, he had saved a lot of money. Not to mention – and this was crazy – his brother had taken out a life insurance policy on himself. So, when both he and his wife had died, Ryan had been able to file for it. He wasn’t planning on touching that money though. He would invest it for Reed’s future.

      Being a tax attorney was all he knew and he doubted they had any need for that in a town like Cedarville. But, he thought he might study up on family law before taking the Ohio bar and go that route.

      He laughed out loud at his predicament. In the past, he wouldn’t eat unless it was scheduled into his day and now here he was moving to another state with no idea of what came next. It was so unlike him.

      And it felt good.

      He was sick of scheduling every moment; sick of always needing to know what the future held. He wanted to be happy and enjoy his life.

      And that started with Cedarville.

      It was just after three when he pulled into Carly’s—now his— home. There were several other cars in the drive and, he assumed from talking to Carly earlier, that it was her cousins coming to help him unload. Stepping out of the truck he was hit with the crisp, fall, lake air. Tipping his head back, he closed his eyes and breathed it in. There was just something about this town and how it made him feel.

      With his eyes closed, he heard a commotion and, when he opened them, Reed and Max, Carly’s dog, came barreling toward him.

      “You’re here, you’re here!” Reed shouted and tackled his legs while Max stopped and sniffed his feet.

      “I’m here, buddy.” He stroked the back of his head. When he looked back up, he saw Carly and Tony standing on the porch watching.  Lifting his hand, he waved. “I made it.”

      “And in one piece,” Carly said as she began walking toward him, Tony following. “Reed has been driving us crazy the last three hours asking when you’d be here.”

      “I bribed him with ice cream and it still didn’t stop his asking for long,” Tony added. Reed let go of his legs and Carly took his place, giving him a big hug.

      “We are so happy you’re here.” She was smiling ear to ear, her enthusiasm for him being there completely genuine.

      When she stepped back, Tony shook his hand. “It’s good to have you here, man. Reed has missed you.”

      When he’d made the decision to move, he’d had to spend another two weeks in Baltimore before he could get back to Cedarville. So he’d left Reed with Carly again, so it would go faster and smoother.

      But he’d missed him and was glad to finally be back.

      “Should we start unpacking the truck?”

      Carly scoffed and Tony rolled his eyes. “Seriously? You know me better than that by now. Come inside and relax first. We’ll deal with that,” she waved her hand at the truck, “later.”

      Inside the house, Ryan was greeted by the rest of Carly and Tony’s friends, Brandon, Leah, Logan, and Melanie. He’d met them all several times and liked them, which was probably good, because it seemed like they hung out together as a group, a lot.

      “Another city person who we have converted to small-town living,” Melanie said from her spot on the couch. “Pretty soon everyone is going to want to live here.”

      “Please, God no,” Brandon said. “More people means more crime and I am happy with the little that we have in town.”

      “As a public servant in this town, I would think you would want more people living here.” His girlfriend, Leah said.

      “Perish the thought.” He exaggerated a shudder as they all laughed.

      “Now that you’re here,” Logan said, “have you given any thought as to what you might do?”

      “Dammit, Logan.” Carly smacked the back of his head. “I told you to let the man breathe before you started hounding him with questions.”

      “How was THAT hounding him? All I did was ask a simple question.” He rubbed the spot on his head Carly had hit.

      “It’s okay,” Ryan said, chuckling. “No need to beat around the bush on my account. I know it’s crazy that I moved here and I don’t even have a job yet.”

      “It’s not crazy at all,” Leah said. “I moved here and while yes, I technically had a job, I had no clue what I was doing or wanted to do. All I knew was that I needed to get out of New York.”

      “That’s how I felt,” he answered honestly. “Baltimore was just not the place for me, and once I realized it, I needed to get out as fast as possible.”

      “I know it’s not permanent,” Logan said, “But if you wanted something to do the next few weeks, I could put you to work. The gallery is slated to open the week after Thanksgiving and there is still a ton of work.”

      “What kind of work?” Ryan had never really been a manual labor kind of guy. Yes, he could use a hammer and screwdriver, and if he needed, he could change a tire. But that was the extent of his knowledge.

      “You could take over for me helping Alice,” Leah said. “You’d know more about permits and building codes and tax documents than I would. Opening the dance studio was one thing, but Logan is going to have clients from all over the world, and I am just not sure of the legalities of international sales.”

      “I’m not licensed yet here in Ohio, so I can’t do anything that would require my legal services..”

      “It’s not,” Logan said. “I have a business lawyer when I need anything legal.  This is more paperwork and codes. Mom is doing great and Leah has been a huge help, but with your expertise, we would know that everything was done correctly.”

      It sounded interesting and fun, and because it was only for a few weeks, it could give him time to put out feelers and plan for his future. “Let me sleep on it. I’m interested but I don’t want to jump right into anything without thinking.”

      “No,” Carly said abruptly.  “No thinking. That’s what your problem is, you think too much. Take the leap and just decide.”

      “Carly,” Tony said in a warning voice, “it’s his life. He can decide how to live it without your interference.”

      “No,” he shook his head, “she’s right. I wanted a change and it starts now.” He turned to Logan. “I’ll do it.”

      Logan nodded and saluted him with his beer. “I promise, it’ll be painful, and as an added bonus, it’ll put you in contact with people that might be able to help in your quest to start over.”

      Ryan liked the idea more and more. He could get his feet wet in Cedarville and start meeting people. This was a perfect way to start his new life.

      Brandon stood. “Let’s go get this truck unloaded. Then we can eat pizza.”

      Together the seven of them unloaded the truck of the things that he was keeping at Carly’s house. He had a lot of furniture that wasn’t needed immediately so once everything else was unloaded, he and the rest of the men drove to a storage unit to pack it away. One day, hopefully, he would get his own place and need all his furniture again. But for now, he was content to store it away.

      They dropped off the truck to a local branch of the company he’d rented it from and all rode back to Carly’s in Tony’s truck. When they walked in the house, the ladies were all sitting on the floor around the coffee table, already eating pizza.

      “Sorry,” Melanie said with her mouth full, “we were hungry and couldn’t wait.” Logan strolled over, took the piece of pizza from her hand and took a giant bite.

      “You’re forgiven,” he said around the bite.

      Carly passed out plates as Tony grabbed beer for all the guys. Laughter and conversation flowed as it always did when they were all together. Ryan had assumed he’d feel like an outsider, but he never did. They wouldn’t let him. It wasn’t in their nature to leave anyone out.

      “Hey, Tony,” Leah said. “Where’s Addison tonight?”

      Hearing Addison’s name stopped him cold, beer halfway to his mouth.

      “No idea. I invited her as did Carly, but she never got back to me and told Carly that she had plans.”

      “You know what plans means, right?” Logan said. “That’s a date.”

      Ryan about choked on his beer, but hid it by pretending to cough. Was that true? Did Addison have a date?

      He’d worked so hard to push her out of his mind the last two weeks. He made sure she wasn’t the reason he’d decided to move his whole life to Cedarville. But, that didn’t mean he wanted to hear about her with another man. And sure, technically, they were nothing. Barely even friends. But he felt that it was more, he wanted more.

      Addison Scott was Tony’s sister. Ryan had met her the first time he’d come to visit Reed, after his first week in Cedarville. He’d been taken aback by her beauty first but, once they’d started talking, he found out they had a lot in common. The big one was that they both wanted more from life. Their attraction, which had been instant and mutual, only grew the more time they spent together. But Ryan hadn’t been in a place where he could start something with anyone, let alone her. She was the sister of the man whose girlfriend was co-parenting Reed with him. That was as convoluted as it sounded, and made Addison completely off-limits.

      And Ryan miserable.

      The night that he’d come to town to take Reed back to Baltimore with him, he’d had a mini freak out and stormed out on Carly. His instinct had been to go see Addison. It was stronger than any instinct he’d ever had, but he’d forced it way down inside his mind, back to the deepest darkest pits and left it there, never to be found again.

      Except that wasn’t possible. One, because what he felt was too all-consuming to hide forever, and two, he’d just moved to the town next to hers, where he’d be seeing all her friends and family practically daily.

      Great fucking idea.

      So that night, instead of going to see her, he’d driven to the lake and sat on the shore to think. He thought about what he wanted from his life and what he wanted for Reed. He thought about how much he hated his job and dealing with all the pompous asses who worked in his firm. He thought about all the things he’d missed while climbing the corporate ladder; friends, social life, fun.

      That was the night he’d decided to make a change. He hadn’t known at the time that the change would be moving to Cedarville...closer to her, but that was what had come from his epiphany.

      Now that he was there, he was going to have to find a way to deal with his attraction for her without doing anything about it.

      So far, it was a draw on whether or not moving had been a good idea.
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      Mornings were not her favorite time of day, especially Mondays. But Addison got up anyway the first time her alarm went off. She had a meeting at eight with a possible new client, and she wanted to make a good impression.

      Padding down the short hallway of her one-bedroom apartment, she turned on the coffee pot and popped a bagel in the toaster. She had to drink coffee and eat something first thing in the morning or she’d be a total bitch to everyone for several hours. She hated it, had tried to change it, but unfortunately, it was what her body demanded of her.

      With her bagel and coffee in hand, she sat down at her tiny, two-seater table. As she ate, she scrolled through her Facebook and Twitter feeds to see what was happening in the world. It had been two days since she’d been on social media, having taken a small break from online life. She did that sometimes, just to refresh and not become reliant on it for daily use. Life was too short to spend it always on your phone.

      As she scrolled, her phone beeped with a message.

      
        
        Carly:

        I gave you 2 days, but time is up. Answer me, or I’m telling Anthony that you like Ryan

      

      

      As threats went, it was a good one.

      Carly, along with Leah and Mel, were the only ones she’d told of her attraction to Ryan. But she’d also told them she had no plans to do anything about it. And sure, that was before Ryan had chosen to move to Cedarville so he and Reed could live there permanently, but whatever. She wasn’t thinking about that.

      Or, so she lied to herself thirty times a day.

      Ryan Ball was a complication she didn’t need. She’d say she didn’t want him, but that was another lie, and she refused to lie to herself on more than one thing.

      The man was serious, like off the charts, hot. And his heart, his great, big, gigantic heart that had taken in a small boy when there was no other option—how was her own heart supposed to hold out against that?

      No seriously. She needed to know.

      In all her twenty-seven years, she had never met a man who seemed to care as much as Ryan. And, while it was one of the reasons for her attraction to him—hello, he was gorgeous—It was also part of the problem. He cared too much what people thought. He was always doing things because that’s what he thought people wanted, instead of just doing things for himself or because he wanted to.

      Addison wasn’t sure she could handle that. She rarely did anything that she didn’t want to do and didn’t give a damn if it fit with other people's expectations. She’d done that in high school because it was the only way to make people like her. But, she’d never do it again. She was who she was, everyone else be damned.

      

      
        
        Addison:

        Do what you have to do, but there is nothing to talk about.

      

      

      As much as she didn’t want her brother to know that she had “sorta feelings” for Ryan, she also wasn’t going to talk it to death with Carly. So what that he’d moved to Cedarville and now lived only twenty minutes from her? He had Reed to think about and she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that relationship.

      
        
        Carly:

        Liar. You’re such a liar that I’m guessing the fire department is on their way to your house right now because your pants just went up in flames.

        Addison:

        For your information, I am not wearing pants.

        Carly:

        I bet if you texted that to Ryan, his pants would catch fire.

      

      

      Addison couldn’t stop the laugh from coming out. Carly was a pain, but she was also a great person, and she was so happy Tony had found her. They were perfect together, both of them always needing to be right.

      
        
        Carly:

        Seriously though, I don’t want you digging back into your hole and never coming out. Now that we are friends, I love having you in my life. Just because Ryan is here too doesn’t mean you shouldn’t come around. I know that’s why you didn’t come Saturday.

      

      

      Addison didn’t want that either. All her life she’d had a hard time making friends because of her looks. She’d been born with fantastic genes and, because of that, she was what other people called beautiful. It wasn’t something she cared about, but other women did. They never wanted to be friends with her because they thought she would steal their boyfriends or husbands. Women had actually said that to her, like being beautiful gave her no self-control. It was ridiculous, and insulting not only to her, but to their boyfriends and husbands as well.

      Because of that, she had remained friendless most of her life until Tony had introduced her to Carly, who in turn introduced her to Leah and Melanie. They didn’t care if you were prettier, skinnier, taller, shorter, or had more or less money. They liked people because of how they acted and treated others. It was how friendship was supposed to be.

      And for her, they’d been a lifesaver. She had been sick of spending every Friday and Saturday night at home, or worse, with her parents. Carly was right, and as much as that irked her, she didn't want to go back to hanging with her mom and dad.

      Hot guy with a big heart was just going to have to get used to seeing her.

      
        
        Addison:

        As much as it pains me to say you are right...how bout I come by for lunch today?

        Carly:

        See you then!

      

      

      Setting her phone aside, Addison finished her breakfast and got ready for work. Tony would be sitting in on the meeting since he owned the company and this was a big contract. But, since she’d secured the meeting, he was letting her take the lead.

      Her work life and her social life were finally looking up. That only left her love life, and since she couldn’t lie to herself again that day and say that she wasn’t at all thinking about it, she instead pushed it to the back of her mind for another day.

      Really though, did it count as a second lie when all the lies had to do with the same person?

      When she arrived at the office, she found Tony already there, sipping coffee in his office.

      “Morning, Boss.” She loved calling him that because it annoyed him. And annoying him was the best part of her day.

      “Stop,” was all he said, not even looking up.

      She glanced at the clock and noted that she still had plenty of time. Taking a seat in front of his desk she asked, “How was your weekend?”

      “It was good. Reed was so excited to have Ryan back, he could barely control himself.”

      Hearing Ryan’s name made her panic on the inside. She held strong though on the outside so Tony wouldn’t ask her six billion questions. She knew that Tony suspected there was some chemistry between her and Ryan, but with him now living close, she wasn’t ready – who knew if she ever would be – to deal with her feelings.

      “That kid couldn’t be any cuter if he tried. I’m sorry I missed his excitement.” She was too, even if she had purposefully stayed away. She wasn’t ready to see Ryan again, and she definitely wasn’t ready to see him with a huge group of people around who would dissect every move she made.

      “He missed you.” Tony didn’t say it with any annoyance or even questioning in his voice. Just the truth as he saw it.

      “I’ll make sure I go by one day this week and see him.” And she would. She missed him and it had been almost a week since she’d seen him. “With Ryan living at Carly’s now, do you think you will be spending more time at your place?” She was surprised by how well she’d said his name without her voice changing.

      He pursed his lips. “I’m not really sure.” He rubbed his fingers against his chin. “I had an idea last night but I’m not sure if anyone would go for it.”

      “Let me hear it.”

      “I was thinking that when Ryan is ready and Carly too, maybe I could just move in with Carly and Ryan could take my house here in Woodridge.”

      Her mouth opened but no words came out. Even just the possibility of Ryan living in her town had her tongue-tied. She could barely control her feelings for him when he’d lived five hundred miles away. If he lived a mile from her, she’d have a nervous breakdown.

      Fuck her sideways.

      Pulling herself together, she said, “Would you really want to give up your house?”

      He shrugged. “For Carly, yes. Cedarville is more important to her than Woodridge is to me. And, because I travel so much for work anyway, it doesn’t matter so much that my office is here.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she looked down at her feet. “What if I wanted to live in your house?”

      “You want my house?” His shocked voice forced her head up and her eyes made contact with his.

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I was with you the day you found it, remember?”

      “I do.” He smiled. “We were going to get something for mom, weren’t we? And, when we drove by you shouted at me to stop.”

      “I saw it and I just knew it was the perfect house. And I was right.”

      “You were. And it is a great house, but if it comes down to the house or Carly, I would choose Carly every day.” He tilted his head and studied her. “If you want it, Addie, it’s all yours. Ryan can find his own place as he planned.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to own a house. It’s a pretty big step.”

      He stood. “How about I promise not to do anything for a couple of weeks, and in that time, you can think about it?”

      “Deal.” She stood, glancing at her watch. “I guess I should go get ready for this meeting.”

      “Let me know when you are ready to start and I’ll sit in.”

      She nodded and walked out to her desk.

      When she’d first started working for Tony, she’d been his assistant. She’d been fine with that role and with her desk being in the lobby. But now that she was taking on a bigger role, and her own clients, she felt like she deserved more. There was only one problem. The office space currently only had one office and a conference room. There was also a back room where they stored equipment for installs, but that wasn’t big enough either.

      She didn’t want to cause an issue, so for now she was keeping her mouth shut. Soon she would broach the subject with Tony and together they could come up with something.

      In the meantime, she had a job to do. And she was determined to hit it out of the park.

      “That went better than expected,” Tony said as they watched the clients walk down the sidewalk through the glass door.

      “It really did, didn’t it.” She turned to him. “I can’t believe they signed the contract today.” She was brimming with excitement and could barely contain herself. She wanted to jump up and down and hoot and holler.

      He touched her shoulder. “You exceeded my expectations. I have really underestimated you and what a value you are to me and this business.”

      “Thanks, Tony.” She smiled. “I want to be valuable and make a difference.”

      “You are both of those things.” He stepped back. “Now, you better go if you want to make your lunch with Carly.”

      She rolled her eyes. Of course Carly had told him they were having lunch. She grabbed her bag, waved goodbye, and headed for Cedarville. The whole drive, she played over and over what she wanted to say to Carly. And when she stepped out of her car, she was ready.

      Until she walked into Dragonfly Dance and found not only Carly, but Leah and Melanie also.

      She was no match for the three of them together.

      “Hey guys,” she said as she entered the office. Each of them was sitting at their own desk, and they all turned when she greeted them.

      “Oh thank God,” Melanie said. “Leah was trying to make me do paperwork against my will. It was bad. Really bad.”

      “Jeez,” Leah huffed out. “I ask you one little favor and you drama it all up.”

      “See what I have to put up with, day in and day out?” Carly asked with an eye roll.

      “You love it, so don’t even try to complain to me.” She found a chair in the corner and took a seat. “What’s the plan for lunch, cause I’m starving?”

      “I called over to the deli and placed an order. Annie said she would bring it by when it’s ready,” Leah said. “She should be here anytime.”

      Addison nodded and dropped her purse on the floor since she was staying there for lunch. “So what’s new?”

      “Oh no. No you don’t,” Carly said. “Don’t even try to ignore the elephant in the room.”

      “Is this elephant immaculately dressed, never ungroomed, and now living in Cedarville?” Melanie raised her eyebrows.

      Addison made a noise that sounded like a combination of a groan and a growl. “Can we just leave the elephant in the box and never take it out?”

      “Can we please stop referring to Ryan as an elephant?” Leah asked. “Every time I see him, I’m now going to picture him as an elephant wearing a three-piece suit. Then I’ll laugh in his face, and he’ll think I’m a crazy person.”

      “I’m guessing he already thinks all of you are crazy,” Addison said. “But for the sake of Leah, we can stop referring to him as an elephant.”

      Leah gave her a thumbs up. “Nice to have someone on my side.”

      Carly waved her arms over her head like she was landing a plane. “Addison, if you don’t start talking, and like ten minutes ago, I’m not gonna be able to take it.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “For starters,” Melanie said, “where were you yesterday? And if you lie to us, we will know.”

      She wanted to roll her eyes, and maybe, take back being friends with them, but then she remembered her lonely life was without friends, and decided against both. “I was at home.”

      “You chose to stay home alone instead of coming to hang out with us?” Leah asked.  “It’s worse than we thought then, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not bad, and it’s not really a problem. I just thought it would be better if I wasn’t there on his first day in town.”

      “But, it is a problem if you’re avoiding him,” Carly said. “Believe me, I know. Hell, we all know.”

      “Carly is the biggest avoider of all of us,” Melanie said. “She could have won a gold in the Olympics.”

      Carly threw a towel at Mel. “Like you can talk. You literally stopped going places so you wouldn’t have to talk to Logan.”

      “Can we all just agree that we are all avoiders and move on from there?” Leah asked. She turned to Addison. “I think the big question here is, why are you avoiding Ryan? We all know why we avoided our guys. We were in love and refused to admit it.”

      Sucking her bottom lip into her mouth, Addison stayed quiet.

      “We know you like him,” Carly said. “But is it more? Have you had any contact with him other than when we’ve all been together?”

      She shook her head from side to side. “None.” She swallowed. “That’s only made it worse.”

      “Made what worse?” Leah asked.

      “The want. I want him with a desire I have never felt before, and honestly, I’m afraid I might not ever feel again. And, that fucking scares me to death. What if he’s it, and if I don’t jump now, I will never have the chance again?”

      “A month ago,” Carly started, “I understood why you weren’t willing to take a chance on something between the two of you. But, now that he lives here, I don’t get it. What’s holding you back?”

      “Reed is. And, you and Tony. What if we start something but it’s not a forever kind of something? I’ll be the odd man out. And seriously guys, I can’t go back to having no friends.”

      “Fuck me sideways,” Mel cursed. “You are not going to lose us. Yes, at first if it didn’t work out, we’d have to only hang out when Ryan wasn’t around or without him, but then it would get better.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Ross and Rachel made it work,” Leah said. “And, so did Ted and Robin.”

      She laughed. “Those are your examples? Seriously? They’re characters on TV shows. Plus, Ted pined for Robin for years.” She stopped talking and sat forward in her chair. “Oh, God, what if I pine for him for years?”

      “What if,” Carly said, “you stop being a big baby and go do something about the feelings you currently have for him? We can worry about everything else down the road.”

      “Carly’s right, Addison. You need to take this chance to see if the feelings you have for Ryan are real, or hell, if he even has the same ones.”

      “Umm, we know he has the same ones,” Melanie said. “He pretty much told Carly he did.”

      “Everyone stop,” Carly demanded. “Addison,” she said quietly. “There has to be something else holding you back. You are a smart woman, and you know as well as we do, that your excuse is just that…an excuse. So what gives?”

      She avoided eye contact with her friends by looking down at her feet. She didn't want to tell them, but knew that if she did, they would in no way judge her or make her feel like a lesser person. So, she sucked in a breath and let the words come.

      “I’ve never had sex more than once with a person.”

      Leah was the first to respond. “So you’ve only ever had one night stands?”

      “No,” she stated definitively. “I’ve been in relationships, but once we had sex, they broke up with me.”

      “So they were all asshats,” Mel said.

      “They weren’t though.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m bad at sex.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Carly said. “Look at you, you can’t possibly be bad at sex.”

      “In case you were unaware, being pretty does make you automatically good at sex.”

      “Back up a minute,” Mel said. “Why do you think they broke up with you because you were bad at sex?”

      “I didn’t, at first. But, after the third boyfriend dumped me the day after our first time, I put two and two together?”

      “No one actually said anything?” Carly asked.

      “Yes and no,” she said. “Guy two said that he wanted someone more experienced, and then, guy three said that we, and I quote, weren’t a match.”

      “What the actual fuck is wrong with guys!” Leah stood and wandered the office. Addison had seen Leah in many ways, but angry wasn’t one of them.

      “Okay, okay, okay,” Mel said. “For my own peace of mind, please tell me that you didn’t let those douchebags—and they are douchebags—determine your dating life?”

      “What would you have done?” She threw up her hands. “Here I was, twenty-two, and the only three men I had slept with dumped me immediately following the sex. I was the common factor in all three situations.”

      “Or,” Leah said, “they were just idiots. No twenty year old is good at sex, male or female. It’s like the law.”

      “True,” Mel said. “I sucked at sex, and to be honest, it was never that good with anyone until Logan. I think sometimes it takes having a real connection to make it good.”

      “But I had a connection. With all three, we had gone out for over a month before we slept together. With the second guy, Seth, we saw each other almost daily.”

      “But did you love them?” Carly asked. “Or even think you might?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I liked them, but no, I don’t think I loved any of them.” She definitely didn’t have any of the feelings she currently had for Ryan, and that’s what scared her. “But I don’t love Ryan, so why would it be any different?”

      “You have stronger feelings for Ryan than you ever had before, right?” Carly asked.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “There’s no guessing to it,” Mel said. “I’ve seen you two together and sparks fly. I feel like I’m a voyeur when you are together.”

      She cringed. “It is not that bad.”

      “Uh yeah, it is,” Leah said. “It’s almost worse than Carly and Tony.”

      “Hey!” Carly took offense. “Just because I was a blind idiot who didn’t know a good thing when she saw it, doesn’t mean you get to pick on me.”

      “Pretty sure it does mean that,” Mel deadpanned.

      Carly flipped Melanie off and huffed out a fake annoyed breath. Before anyone could speak again, Annie from the deli, walked through the door with their lunch delivery. As they ate, there was no more talk of Ryan or her and Ryan. Instead they told stories about their daily lives, giving advice where needed, and laughing at amusing moments.

      It was what friendship was, and Addison was glad she had them, even if they were nosy bitches that were always up in her business.
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