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Backing Down – Isak Danielson
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Shiver – Coldplay

Head Over Feet – Alanis Morissette

My Best Friend – Tim McGraw

Save the Best For Last – Vanessa Williams
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Fall For You – Leela James
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Dedication

For my Mom and Dad who gifted us with crazy wonderful Christmases.


One is Enough

 

Cadence

 

Relief hit me along with a blast of arctic air.

I walked out of the school, away from the butt-numbing, ear-splitting, sensory torture that was basketball: one of the few extra curricular activities available in Willowvale.

“Cadence Morrow, wait the fuck up.”

My head shot up, my lips automatically curling into a smile at the sound of my best friend’s deep voice. A tiny shiver worked through me.

He strode forward, long legs eating up the distance between us. Gray tracks and a fleece hoodie should not dare to look so good as it did on him.

He smiled. “You doing okay?”

“Those bleachers were built for athletes,” I complained.

“You’re cold.” He slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close as he led me across the school parking lot.

A single butterfly flapped lazily in my stomach. I’d gone far too long without a man to call my own.

“And athletes are generally on the court,” he continued. “Bleachers are for fans.” 

“Well,” I rubbed my derriere. “This fan needs more muscle in her tush. I think I have bedsores.”

He grinned down at me, his gray eyes crinkling at the corners. “Want me to rub it for you?”

I barked out a laugh, the butterfly taking flight. “Imagine the uproar that would cause! All the single mothers who are pining for you would have to suss out a new target.”

And in our small town, there were not that many eligible targets.

He blushed.

Huh.

That was cute. Those brief, infrequent glimpses of his shyness unexpected. And endearing.

“There are not that many,” he protested gruffly.

I raised my eyebrows, dipping my head slightly to indicate one of his prime contestants barrelling headlong toward us. “No?”

Squeezing me closer, he pressed a chaste kiss to my temple. “You’re the only one that matters, Cadence. You know that.”

I lapped up his words like a stray cat while he sent her a small wave before pointedly ignoring her and turning back to me.

I caught her scowl from the corner of my eye. “Oh my gosh,” I muttered, then laughed. “They’re all so suspicious of me.” I lightly punched his abdomen. 

Solid. 

“Maybe you’re the reason the other moms don’t like me.”

Cooper and I met when our girls were in kindergarten, and we were both married to other people. We hit it off immediately, but our friendship only existed within the tight parameters of ten minutes at drop-off and pick-up.

Later that same year, Cooper and Melanie divorced, and I lost Gary. Ten minutes stretched to thirty, then to an hour, as we hung around the playground after school while Elly and Kimmie played together. These impromptu playdates quickly rolled into the weekends with sleepovers and family movie nights. Soon the honor of being one another’s emergency contacts solidified our bond. Eight years later, we were closer than ever.

“Consider it a service, then. Most aren’t worth a minute of your time.”

“But they’re worth fifteen minutes of yours?” I teased.

He winked. “The lucky ones get thirty.”

For some reason my stomach dropped at his words, but I simply rolled my eyes. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before.

He laughed. “You love me.”

“I surely do,” I replied easily. As much as he was a man, he was also a capital M-A-N Man. Despite his rather horn dog ways, I was lucky to have him in my corner. And I loved and respected him immensely as a father, and a friend.

If he ever worked out his issues, he’d make an excellent husband. 

I took a deep breath that turned into a sigh. “Don’t you want to fall in love again? Get married? Maybe even have another kid or two?”

It was not a stretch. He was only 42 years old. Younger women were forever clamoring all over him. It could happen. He had time on his side.

About a year after Gary passed, when Cooper and I first began spending more and more time together, I briefly considered if we could be something more.

Wondered if he could give me everything I dreamed of.

In the end, he was the one constant in my life. The only friend I had who wasn’t in some way Gary’s first.

And at that time, I no longer believed in love.

So, with Elly, I made my own happily ever after.

But lately, it didn’t seem like enough.

He snorted and drew back slightly. “Bite your tongue, woman. I bought that experience once already. 100% do not recommend.”

“Hm.”

“What?” His eyebrows flew up. “Do you want to get married?”

I curled into him and lay my hand on his chest as we walked. Jesum crinkles, he was built. My fingers flexed involuntarily, sending heat to my cheeks and other areas.

His mouth twitched; his eyes focussing sharply on my face.

Batting my eyelashes, I looked up at him and teased, “I thought you’d never ask!”

His gorgeous smile split his face. “You’re a meatball.”

I bumped his thigh with my hip. “You love Italian.”

Squeezing me close, he agreed. “I do. And if I ever wanted to get married again, I’d want her to be exactly like you.”

“Ha!” I scoffed, an unexpected bitter taste in my mouth.

“What do you mean, ‘ha’?”

He opened the passenger side door of his SUV for me, waiting for me to settle into my seat.

My eyebrows rose as I challenged him, “Exactly like me but six inches taller, blond hair down to her bum, and a 25-inch waist.” I dipped my chin and awarded him my best ‘did you really practice your scales’ piano teacher look.

“Come on, now.” He chuckled. “I’m not that shallow.”

“Name one woman you’ve dated in the past four years who doesn’t fit that description,” I retorted. 

The first four years after Melanie, Cooper didn’t even look at women. In the past four years, he had a different reincarnation of his ex-wife every six months.

And he never once brought any of them around Kimmie or me and Elly.

They occupied one tiny corner of his life; we lived in the rest.

A full 30 seconds passed with him standing inside my open door, staring out over the playground.

Suddenly, he grinned at me and yanked my seatbelt out, kissing my forehead as he dragged it across my chest and buckled me in.

I waited until he closed my door before releasing my held breath, an unidentifiable and unwelcome ache in my chest. Was it loneliness? After all these years?

I watched with a small smile as he circled around the front of the vehicle. How could I be lonely with him in my life? I chuckled to myself. I could almost see his brain spinning.

He slid into his seat and turned over the engine. “Okay, you’re right. In my defense, I never chase anyone. I take whatever falls in my lap.”

Cranking up the heat, he turned the air away from my face, waited for it to warm up, then angled it back toward me. 

“More like whoever falls in your lap,” I retorted drily.

He nodded. “I’m not fussy.”

Pushing the button for my seat warmer, then his, he wrapped his big hands around the steering wheel and pulled out of the parking lot.

 

Cooper

 

Her perpetual surprise to find me waiting for her irritated me.

I always waited for her.

And I would always wait for her. Look after her in any way I could. She asked for nothing but deserved everything.

There was something about her from the beginning that drew me in. Kindness, maybe? I’d never known anyone like her. But even after eight years, I was still waiting for her to show her true colors. 

But that was about me, not her.

Her loser husband, a guy she’d been with since high school, set the bar so low it rarely cleared the ground. And now she wanted to date? How would she fare out in the dating world? Men like me would eat her up and spit her out. They wouldn’t take five minutes to figure out how special she was. And she’d be lucky if she got an orgasm out of the transaction.

At least I ensured my dates got that.

Along with a good meal.

She was not, and would never be, one of my dates.

It’s not that I never thought about her in that way, I just decided to never think about her in that way.

I strived to set the bar high for her. Because one day, some lucky motherfucker who didn’t have my baggage would try to scoop her up.

And I wanted her to be just as lucky.

Which meant she needed higher fucking standards than I could ever hope to meet.

I turned to the window, not wanting to face her. Was I any better than those assholes I wanted to shield her from? 

“Do you have the girls’ orders?” I grumbled.

Fast food, unfortunately, went hand-in-hand with basketball weekends. The first few tournaments, I packed sandwiches, protein bars, raisins, orange slices, and bottled water. 

When the other parents got their kids hamburgers and fried chicken? I stood my ground. 

When Kimmie and Elly both flashed me the big doe eyes, I held my ground.

But when Cadence released the world’s deepest sigh at the sight of the bar of dried fruit I offered her? I caved.

“I do. Stop being grumpy. You know you secretly love being fun dad.”

I snorted again. She turned me into fun dad. And she made me laugh like no one else ever had.

She also exasperated the shit out of me.

My lips tightened with irritation at the thought that niggled at the back of my brain. “Do you want more kids?”

“Me?” Her big brown eyes widened. “I can’t have any more kids, Coop. I’m 43 years old.”

“I’m 42! That’s not much of a difference. Why are you asking me?”

“Because you can! You could easily meet someone in their 30s and give her children.”

I shuddered. “No. Not interested. I love my Kimmie, but I’ve never been interested in having more kids. One is enough.”

“Hm.”

That ‘hm’ bothered me. Her shithead husband wasted almost two decades of her life. The fact that she might have wanted more kids and he didn’t give them to her? That pissed me off. Even as the idea of her naked and writhing under that sack of shit made me want to dig him up only to bury him six feet under again.

I had no reason to hate him.

But I did.

“Did you want more kids?” I barely recognized my own voice.

“Um…” She tilted her head to the side. “At one time, I did.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her pulling the pills off her mittens. I smiled to myself. I was forever finding those mini yarn balls on her side of the car. If she ever opened the glove box, she’d find a pile of them. “Anyways. It’s probably better that I didn’t have anymore. Single momming isn’t easy.”

“Single dadding is harder,” I needled, riling her up.

“Give me a break. Your ex-wife takes Kimmie off your hands every other weekend. You get to go on dates! Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been on a date?”

My good humor fled, and I scowled. The words I owed her balanced precariously on the tip of my tongue. I spit them out. “Elly can stay at my house if you have a date.”

She laughed. At me?

“I’d have to actually meet someone in order to have a date.”

Of course.

She wasn’t talking about picking someone up for the night. Or a casual relationship consisting of a handful of dates over the course of a year. 

Relief unclenched the knot in my chest. Keeping three beautiful girls safe was no picnic.

Single dadding was definitely harder.


Undeniable

 

Cooper

 

I tipped the remains of my drink back in my throat. Savoured the burn while considering the evening’s entertainment.

She’d made no bones about how she wanted our night to end. 

I huffed out a laugh. Considering the limp noodle in my pants, she made no bones period.

Would that be considered a dad joke? Can it be a dad joke if you can’t say it front of your kid?

“What’s so funny?”

Fuck me, I’d almost forgotten she was there. I tilted my head to the side. Objectively, she was beautiful. A blond bombshell. A cookie cutter version of every other woman I’d had in my bed. 

Including my ex-wife.

Who still spent the occasional 15 minutes there. Just not when Kimmie was home. Never when Kimmie was home.

Was Cadence right? Did I have a type?

Cadence’s dark hair would look terrible on this woman. They were complete opposites. Where Cadence was dark, she was light.

On the inside, Cadence was pure light.

But she seemed sad tonight. 

Lonely.

Why did that make me feel guilty?

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t have her, and I didn’t want her to have anyone else.

Which made me a prick of the highest order.

“Cooper? You seem tired tonight. Out of sorts. Are you okay?”

I gave my head a small shake. “Just thinking of something my daughter said.”

“Oh?” She brightened with interest. “I’d love to meet her sometime.”

I narrowed my eyes on her face. I made it abundantly clear when we started that I was only looking for a bit of fun. “We don’t have that type of relationship. I’m not interested in bringing another woman into my daughter’s life. I meant what I said. I’m only interested in short term and casual. A bit of fun.” I watched carefully for her reaction. I wasn’t out to hurt anybody.

Her eyes widened innocently. “Of course!”

A pang of shame nipped the corner of my mind. Instead of focussing on my date, I’d spent most of the past two hours worried about the look on Cadence’s face when I dropped Kimmie off at her place, pissed that life and love hadn’t been fair to her.

Pushing those thoughts away left me battling fury at the idea of assholes like me trying to get into her pants when I fucking knew she wanted more than the likes of me had to offer.

Cadence deserved more than a good meal and a roll between the sheets.

Reaching across the table, my date lay her long, elegant, manicured fingers over my arm. She was nice. She could do better as well. Were there no decent men out there?

Lowering her voice, she promised, “And a good time is exactly what we’re going to have.”

My dick burrowed so deep into my groin I feared a spontaneous sex change.

I ran my eyes over her face, her parted lips, the cleavage she bared so delectably for me. Focussed on the fourteen miles of leg tucked under the table wrapped around my waist.

Come on, buddy. Think of that tight, wet heat. Don’t you want some of that? It’s been two months.

The barest of twitches.

Maybe it wasn’t even worth the effort tonight.

I looked across the table. Absorbed the heat in her eyes.

But damned if I wouldn’t try.

 

Cadence

 

Sometimes a girl needed a steak.

From the moment Kimmie arrived, she and Elly took control of the kitchen, baking up a storm. And the state of the kitchen bore witness to that fact.

When Elly asked if Kimmie could spend the night, I half expected Cooper to come too. Thought we’d do our usual and make it a movie night while the girls did their thing. 

I swung open the front door at the knock. “Hey, Kimmie. Where’s dad?”

She clomped inside, stepped out of her boots, and rolled her eyes. “Probably going on a date. He smells different and he’s got his date clothes on.”

Breezing past, she didn’t notice the effect her words had on me.

My eyes flew to his SUV backing out of the driveway. 

He honked and waved.

I lifted a limp hand in response as I struggled to school my expression.

He threw the truck into park and stepped out, pulling the collar of his heavy coat up around his ears. “Is this okay? I should have called.”

I waved him away. “It’s fine. Good. No problem.” I winced. “Go have fun.”

“You sure?” He considered me doubtfully. Leaning inside his vehicle, he withdrew the keys, slammed the door, and jogged up my front path. 

Oh no. This required an Oscar-worthy performance, and an actress I was not.

Because all of a sudden, sitting home with a book was a poor substitute for whatever it was Cooper was planning. And based on Kimmie’s comments, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what that was. Or why it suddenly bothered me.

It had been so long since I’d been held by a man.

Longer still since I’d been held by a man who loved me. 

Looking down at me, his gray eyes intent, he cupped a hand around the back of my neck. “Are you okay? I can stay if you need me.”

Kimmie was right. He did smell different. He smelled delicious.

I struggled to keep my breath even when truthfully, I longed to stick my face in his neck and breathe deep. My brain wandered further down the path of other things I might like to do before I yanked it back.

My libido was waking up after a long hiatus.

But I had no business thinking of Cooper like that. Not that it was the first time. Or even the second. But he was my best friend.

The only true friend I had at this point in my life.

He would stay with me. I knew he would. For half a heartbeat, I was sorely tempted to claim the reprieve from my loneliness. If only for that night. 

Instead, I waved him off. “I need to get a life, Coop. That’s all.”

He nodded tightly and tipped his chin to his chest.

“It’s all good. Not your problem. Go,” I laughed. “You’ll make it up to me one day.”

He looked up at me, the expression on his face one I couldn’t decipher. 

Sorrow? 

Anger? 

Frustration? 

He tightened his grip on my neck and pulled me closer. “I can tell you, with 100% certainty, no man is worth your time or attention.”

“Present company included?” I teased softly.

He dropped his hand. “Especially me.” His lips tightened as he turned back to his SUV. “I won’t be late tonight. I’ll see you in the morning for breakfast?”

I nodded and offered him my best big girl smile. 

Then, for nearly two hours, I attempted to distract myself with Netflix with no freaking chill. I couldn’t concentrate. The longer I wondered how Cooper was spending the night, the angrier I became. 

There was no help for it. I had a bad case of pent-up sexual energy. And while my best friend had the balls, literally, to go out and get some for himself, I lacked that kind of confidence. I couldn’t even indulge myself with a porno and a battery-operated boyfriend because Elly had never met a door she didn’t open.

If not for her going to school and the fact I worked from home, I’d never get off. And I was a grown woman. With grown woman needs, for fiddle’s sake.

My stomach growled.

And I was hangry.

“Girls? I’m going to grab myself dinner seeing as I can’t get into my kitchen.”

Elly stuck her head out the kitchen doorway. “We still have lots of pizza, Mama.”

Pizza. Same old same old. Like my non-existent sex life. 

“Sometimes a girl needs a nice, juicy steak, Elly. I’ll be back.”

Wandering around the vestibule of Francesca’s Steakhouse, waiting for my order, I peered into the dining room. 

Cooper.

He had his back to me, but I knew it was him right away. Yet, I didn’t know him.

Not this version.

This man wore a button down over a butt-hugging pair of jeans.

I’d rarely seen Cooper in anything other than sweats and T-shirts. Occasionally a drool-worthy suit and tie if I caught him when he first got home from work.

This man looked like my Cooper but vibrated with the energy of a male in his sexual prime as he stood up from the table and shrugged on his coat.

My virginia freaking clenched. I scoffed at myself. I couldn’t even think the p-word.

But I sure as heck felt it.

I took a single step toward him, a half smile on my lips.

Then the runway model sitting across from him rose on her spiky heels and rounded the table, a sexy promise imprinted on her beautiful face before turning to offer him her back.

Long legs. Blond waves. Big blue eyes. Pouty lips.

My polar opposite.

I stepped back.

Icy dread suffused my chest at the knowledge of what was to come.

And what I realized I wanted more than anything.

Unable to tear my gaze away, I watched him slide her coat up her arms and smooth it over her shoulders. He took her hand and kissed the back of it.

I covered my gasp with a cough, as he turned her in his arms and smiled at her. 

He placed his hand at the small of her back.

How often that very hand had steered me.

A powerful yearning urged me to reach out and make him my own.

Oh, God! They were going to walk right past me! 

Searching for a place to hide, I ducked into the bathroom and locked myself into a stall. My breath escaped in pants. Bile rose in my throat. I gagged over the bowl of the toilet.

I placed my palm over my empty stomach, closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the metal door, willing the churning to stop.

The corners of my mouth pulled down; my brows crashed together.

Oh, no. Please, no.

The ache in my heart grew. My next breath, a half sob I viciously bit back.

This would ruin everything.

But the facts were indisputable.

Undeniable.

And unwelcome.

I’d fallen in love with my best friend.

And he had not the slightest bit of interest in me.


At Least

 

Cadence

 

I berated myself the entire drive home, the smell of seared cow flesh burning my nose and stinging my eyes.

Because it sure as heaven wasn’t tears.

I closed my eyes briefly. “Fffffff—” I drew out the sound, daring myself to say it, knowing I couldn’t, “Fiddlesticks. How could I let this happen?”

It snuck up on me. Like a thief in the night. Because my feelings for him were strong. 

Pulling into the garage, I turned off the ignition and hit the remote to close the door behind me. I allowed myself one moment to wallow in solitude. One moment to wonder what it would be like to spend the night in his arms.

To spend every night in his arms.

To feel wanted, desired, for him to feel about me the way he felt about her.

It was only skin deep, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.

I closed my eyes and allowed my head to drop back against the headrest. I pushed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “How can I turn it off?” I groaned.

Because he did not want me. Not like that.

Had I ever been wanted? To be desired on that raw, primal level? Could I find it in a one-night stand? If only to feel truly desired at least once in my life?

I rolled my head back and forth gently knowing I’d never been wanted like that.

Our vows were barely spoken before Gary stepped out the first time. But I didn’t find out until he died. Then, all the evidence I never wanted was free to view on his cell phone and his laptop. And though it ripped my soul in two, I read every word of every interaction between him and no less than three other long-term lovers in the years we were married.

The third woman, a bitter, bitter pill to swallow.

I shuddered to think how many one-night stands he entertained in between, how many women he had in university when we did long distance.

In one respect, it made it so much easier to get over him. How can you grieve the loss of a love you never had? But I did grieve. I grieved the loss of misspent years, my youth, and a chance at real love. If such a thing truly existed.

I stared, unseeing, through the windshield. 

Cooper lived in two worlds.

One world with me that was comprised of our girls, basketball, family movie nights, and breakfasts on Saturday or Sunday morning. Sometimes both.

I loved our weekends together.

I acknowledged the unfortunate truth. I’d been in love with my best friend for longer than I cared to admit.

It was only now, after seeing him out with her, that I could no longer deny it.

Because somewhere between the world I shared with him, and his dating life, lay a great divide.

And until that night, I’d never crossed it.

I couldn’t unsee his desire for the other woman or ignore the loss of a hope I never dared acknowledge even in the quiet of my bedroom. Now freed, my true feelings refused to be buried.

I’d have to conceal them. To do otherwise was to risk losing his friendship.

And that loss would break my heart in a way losing Gary never could.

Every single one of my joints made themselves known as I climbed from my aging Mazda. The door didn’t close all the way and I bumped my butt against it much more forcefully than necessary until the latch clicked and the interior light blinked off.

Passing the garbage can on my way to the door, I dumped my take-out bag inside, then locked up the house for the night.

I said goodnight to the girls and slowly climbed the stairs to my room. 

Their laughter followed me, eliciting a bittersweet ache. 

As if my heart foretold of the pain life and love would bring them, it broke in advance.

 

Cooper

 

The next morning, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling I’d done something wrong.

And both showers I’d taken since the night before failed to wash off the residue of a date that should have ended at the restaurant. I thought about dropping her off without going in, these casual relationships weren’t as satisfying as they used to be.

But celibacy didn’t appeal to me.

And she was a nice woman. It wasn’t her fault I was distracted over Cadence’s mood. And it wasn’t her fault I wouldn’t pursue anything deeper with her.

Or anyone else.

Cadence’s voice was flat when I called to give her a heads-up that I was on my way with bagels and coffee. But if I had any doubt that she was upset with me, her next words solidified it.

“Um, I have to run out, but come on by. The girls are up.”

“Out?” I laughed. “Where are you going at nine o’clock in the morning? The mall doesn’t open until ten and I can barely get you up and moving before eleven on the weekends!”

“I’ve got an errand to run. Nothing big. Or important. Just something I have to do.”

“Cadence, are you upset about last night? I didn’t mean to take advan-”

“No!” She snapped, then took a deep breath before continuing on, her voice softer. “No. You did nothing wrong. Absolutely nothing wrong.”

Her reassurance brought me no relief from the sense of unease that dogged me. I hated to see her unhappy.

I dragged up the path to her house, the heavy weight of disappointment at her absence sitting on my chest.

We always had breakfast together on Saturday morning. What made today any different unless she was upset about me going out? 

She was so isolated. Other than me, she had no friends to go out with. And everywhere we went, we took the girls.

The friends she had when she was married, rode off into the sunset when he passed. Not an unusual occurrence for the single spouse left behind to be, well, left behind by the friend group consisting of couples. Sad, though.

Maybe she could join a book club. I could take Elly to my place so she wouldn’t have to worry. She could meet some other women. Single women. Women to go out with to find men.

My stomach soured.

Kimmie opened the door before I reached it. She held both palms up as if to brace me. “Dad, we just need ten minutes to clean up. You can watch tv while we clean.”

After stepping out of my boots and shucking off my coat, I followed Kimmie into the kitchen. “What the actual fuck happened in here?”

“Dad!” Kimmie shouted. “Elly’s mom doesn’t swear. EVER.”

Elly’s cheeks pinked. “It’s okay. It’s not like I haven’t heard those words before.”

Kimmie’s hands sprang to her hips as she demanded. “Where? Where have you heard those words?”

Elly flattened her lips together and cast her eyes to the ceiling. “At school. One movie.” She nodded definitively to Kimmie. “And your dad.”

I groaned and rolled my wrist at Kimmie. “Never mind. What happened here?” Three pizza boxes littered the counters, flour dusted every surface, baking dishes lay soaking in the sink along with what appeared to be every measuring cup, spoon, and fork Cadence possessed. 

I pointed to the doorway. “Out. Both of you.”

Their faces lit with delight until I leveled them with a stare. Fun dad only existed on Cadence’s plane. “You’re not off the hook. Vacuum the entire house and clean all three bathrooms. Cadence deserves it.”

I scraped acres of baked on muffin and cookie off supposedly non-stick pans. 

Did I take advantage of her kindness last night? The longing on her face when she spoke of wanting to get married again sprang to mind. The loneliness in her eyes. Was she angry? Jealous that I was going out and she wasn’t? Was it wrong to leave Kimmie here and go out?

It was wrong if I wasn’t willing to return the favor.

My mouth twisted to the side. I wasn’t willing but I had better get used to the idea because goose and gander and all that shit.

I ran the washcloth under the hot water and wrung it out before tackling the countertops. I still hadn’t seen any evidence of successful baked goods. Did they hide them in the fridge?

Opening the fridge, I hit the jackpot. I nabbed a muffin and shoved it whole into my mouth.

“Not bad.”

Still, that didn’t explain her absence this morning.

She never dipped when we had plans. I confirmed with her last night. I knew I did.

I rinsed the washcloth and set it back on the sink before grabbing the broom to sweep up the debris from their baking tornado. The laughter drifting down from upstairs made me smile. They were supposed to be cleaning but put those two together and they had fun no matter what they were doing.

Best friends.

Was Cadence my best friend?

I mean, I had buddies that I went out with for a beer, but no one came close to Cadence. If I had a choice, I spent my time with her.

Then why were you out with someone else last night?

The thought surprised me, but I dismissed it immediately. That’s not what Cadence and I were. We were friends. Support persons. Foundation. Practically family. She was the one person I could utterly and completely count on.

Could she count on me?

I put the broom away and surveyed the kitchen. The only thing remaining out of place were the empty pizza boxes. 

Standing over the sink, I crushed the boxes together into as small a package as I could.

At the doorway, I turned to view the kitchen and ensure that at least was glistening. The vacuum turned off upstairs. Passing the downstairs bathroom, I peaked in and noted the shiny taps. 

When she came home, she’d come home to a clean house. I could do that much for her at least. 

With the pizza boxes in hand, I opened the garage door and lifted the lid of the garbage can. The smell of steak hit me in the face.

The name of the restaurant imprinted on the bag.

The time stamp on the receipt.

My world rolled to a stop, the pieces of the puzzle slowly coming together.

Heat suffused my face.

I swallowed the lump in my throat.

My heart thrummed painfully in my chest because somehow, I knew what I’d find.

I unrolled the bag and popped the top off the takeout container.

My stomach lurched. 

My face fell.

“Fuck.”


Anybody’s Type 

 

Cooper

 

On Wednesday, after a record setting 4 days apart, I finally caught up with Cadence at the gym. 

Earlier, she declined my offer for a ride to the game. It irritated me more than it should have, but she couldn’t very well stop me from sitting beside her on the bleachers.

All through the game, she avoided looking at me. But the game was over now, and she was running out of excuses to ignore me.

I hated the games women played. Not once had Cadence ever frozen me out like this. She had me by the throat.

I wanted nothing more than to get us back on track.

I cleared my throat, feeling just as awkward as if I was talking to Kimmie about dating. “I was thinking about what you said.”

“What I said?” She crinkled her brow, giving me her full attention for the first time since I sat down. “What did I say?”

I tapped my thumb against my thigh. “About dating.” A wave of heat hit my face.

Her eyes tracked its passage. “Dating.”

“And being lonely.”

Realization dawned. Her sweet mouth twisted to the side as she waved me away. “Oh, don’t worry about me, Coop. I’m fine.”

I shifted sideways, my knee bumping her plump thigh. I pressed my knee closer. What would she feel like under my hands? I shifted away from her and shook off the errant thought. Just as I did every time my imagination slipped. The last thing Cadence needed was for me to muddy the waters.

“I hate the thought of you being lonely.”

A tiny, sad smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “I’m okay, Cooper. I can look after myself.” She turned her attention back to the sidelines where the coach spoke to the team.

I needed to man up. “I know a guy, a great guy.”

She stilled and turned to me, her mouth agape, eyes searching mine. “What?”
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