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TO BE THE BEST, YOU have to work overtime...

Caught red-handed, I had to give up my sweet position as Brad Miller’s executive assistant. Worse than that, I betrayed his trust. Things were just starting to go our way and I messed it all up by getting involved with Nikki, Brad’s secretary and my so-called friend.

She talked me into raiding Brad’s office at night. What was I supposed to do? I told her over and over again that it was a bad idea, but she wouldn’t listen. What was supposed to be a fun girls’ night out turned into a perp walk of shame. Now Brad won’t talk to me and the spark between us is flickering.

I don’t care about the job, and I don’t care about Nikki anymore. Brad is the only one I want, and knowing that I hurt him is breaking my heart. What I wouldn’t give for a chance to explain myself...and just one more night at his place.
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Theodora
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THE SECURITY GUARD started at us through slitted eyes, his arms crossed. I shifted nervously, not used to being the focus of such intense scrutiny. Beside me, three other women in clubbing dresses lingered hopelessly. We were all in big trouble, and we knew it.

The evening had started out innocently enough. Nikki had invited me out to hear her favorite DJ, and since I thought we were connecting at work, I thought, why not? Why not indeed. It turned out that Nikki had a mean streak I wasn’t aware of.

When she stopped by my office to check if I needed help with anything, she was all sunshine and light. But the last few minutes had me re-evaluating our friendship. If I wasn’t so consumed with guilt, I would have pushed a lot of it on her. She was the one who wanted to come to the office late at night. I tried to stop her, but she was like a freight train.

“Don’t you want to know?” she had argued.

I should have been more vocal. I should have gotten out of the rideshare before it dropped us off. I should have called security long before we found ourselves in the CEO’s office, rifling through his papers.

Nikki speared me with an ugly glance, shifting her weight impatiently. I looked away. The women were right to be mad at me. I was the one who called the authorities. I still didn’t know what else I could have done. We were somewhere we weren’t supposed to be, invading the privacy of a man who had never done anything wrong.

In fact, he was a man I cared for deeply. Our relationship had gotten off to a rocky start when he fired me and hundreds of my co-workers after taking over the company. But he’d hired me back on because he needed an assistant.

I originally wanted to bust him for stealing money from the folks he dismissed. He’d promised us all severance checks but didn’t deliver them. That was why Nikki and I were at the office after hours. We were trying to find proof that he had willfully defrauded the company.

We had actually found something, or rather, Nikki found it. In a folder tucked away in the owner’s desk was a printout of a spreadsheet. It showed a large payment made to the former owner on the same day the staff was let go. I was no accountant, but the size of the figure seemed large enough to account for the missing severance checks.

It was that discovery that had prompted me to action. Standing there beside Nikki as she excitedly displayed her finding, I realized that things had gone too far. We weren’t going to bring anyone up on charges. The snooping was pointless and dangerous. And more importantly, it signified the betrayal of someone I held dear.

Since I’d arrived at the newly restructured Retro art and tech company, I had fallen in love with its grumpy new owner. He was short with everyone until you got to know him. Once I cracked that hard shell of an exterior, he was warm and goofy underneath.

His strong jaw line and smoky eyes hidden behind a pair of fashionable glasses made my knees weak. Though he was older than me, he kept himself in shape. His body was built like an athlete, a product of a home gym in the basement of his palatial residence.

I spent the night once, though we had connected more often than that. Waking up beside him, I felt like I had finally come home. He was everything I wanted in a partner, and more than I deserved. And I had ruined it all by allowing Nikki to drag me into her drunken Watergate-esque mission.

“Why did you have to call security?” one of Nikki’s friends grumbled.

I pressed my lips shut, unwilling to engage. I didn’t know these women. I had just met them earlier that same evening, when we were innocently dancing at a hot spot downtown. We’d each had a shot or two, and a mixed drink. I didn’t think it was enough to cause everyone to lose control of their common sense, but apparently, I had been wrong.

It was enough for me. I’d ignored my better judgment and allowed myself to be dragged back to Brad’s office. Going through his desk in the dark felt so unnatural, I couldn’t stand it. I had to do something to stop this train wreck, and after an attempt to contact Brad himself, I opted for the security company.

They arrived within minutes to find me pacing outside of Brad’s office.

“What are you doing here, ma’am?” the officer asked, pointing his flashlight.

I cleared my throat. “There are three more women inside Mr. Miller’s office.”

One security guard looked at his partner. They split up, one person going to round up Nikki and her cohorts while the other stayed to babysit me. They brought us all back down to the lobby and were holding us there while they called the big boss himself.

I watched as the security chief spoke on the phone. Brad was on the other end, I was certain. There were no clues to be unearthed from the man’s stoic face. I couldn’t tell what the upshot of the conversation was, but they weren’t letting us go.

“Can I go to the bathroom?” One of Nikki’s friends raised her hand.

A female security guard motioned toward the restroom on the first floor. The unhappy woman followed her lead, high heels clicking on the marble floor. I watched her go, wishing I could hide my face in the same way.

I saw nothing but ruin in my future. Brad would dump me and fire me, and I would be forced to look for a new job with this horrible stain on my record. No one was going to hire me after this, and I would become a charity case. Maybe I could offer my services as a professional babysitter for my brother’s two children. At least then I wouldn’t have to provide references.

There was no telling how angry Brad would be, but if the tables were turned, I would be furious. There was nothing to do but wait for the other shoe to drop. I felt like the center of attention, receiving hateful stares from Nikki and her friend and suspicious glances from the security personnel. My cheeks were burning, and my feet hurt from the shoes I was wearing.

The alcohol I had imbibed was wearing off, leaving me stone cold sober in the middle of the crisis. I hugged myself tightly, feeling cold suddenly. Nikki pulled out her phone and began scrolling through social media.

“Ma’am,” the security chief said, shaking his head. “No phones.”

“But I’m just checking my feeds,” Nikki objected.

“Put it away or I’m going to confiscate it,” he instructed.

Nikki slipped it back into her purse, glaring at me for the thousandth time that night.

I bit my lip. How could I have been so stupid? She was clearly unhinged and taking no responsibility for our predicament. While I was kicking myself for letting things go this far, she had no trouble laying all the blame in my lap.

The main door opened suddenly, and Brad himself strode through. He was dressed casually, in the same cargo pants and long-sleeved T-shirt I had seen when he’d dropped me off at my apartment earlier that same day. It seemed like so long ago that we had been together, but it had really only been a few hours.

We spent the morning together until Brad’s brother called to request a ride to rehab. I had to get ready for my girls’ night out, so he drove me home. We parted with every expectation that we would be back in each other’s arms shortly. But the night hadn’t turned out exactly as planned.

I opened my mouth to say something but shut it as soon as I saw his face. He didn’t even look at me. I felt a tear slip down my cheek, an intense pain welling up inside me. My stomach twisted, and my lungs were on fire. The pain in my feet disappeared, overwhelmed by a much more devastating sensation.

With one glance, I could tell how much I had hurt him. He wasn’t going to forgive me for this, not for a long time. I wouldn’t spend the night curled up in his arms, blissfully satisfied. No, I was going to be alone for the foreseeable future, just me and my tremendous guilt.

Beside me, Nikki straightened as if getting ready to do battle. I snuck a peek and saw that there was a fire in her eyes. In sharp contrast to my embarrassment, she was ready to go to bat to defend herself and her actions. But Brad didn’t look at her either.

He went straight to the security desk.

“Mr. Miller,” the security chief said.

Our fourth co-conspirator returned from the bathroom with her guard in tow, and finally Brad glanced over at us. He scanned our pitiful bodies, all decked out to impress on a Saturday night. I met his eyes with as much pride as I could muster, which wasn’t a lot.

He didn’t linger, moving quickly to the next woman in line. I felt discarded, like an older model car who failed to attract any buyers on the lot. The knife twisted in my chest, planted there by my own hand. I felt another tear glide silently down my face as I fought to hold myself still.

“We caught them in your office,” the security officer said.

“Thank you,” Brad responded automatically.

“Would you like to call the police?” the security guard inquired.

“No,” Brad answered, taking the man by the arm and leading him away to talk out of earshot.

His announcement didn’t escape notice. Around me, Nikki and her friends exhaled excitedly. I stood in the middle, and one woman reached around me to tag her friend’s arm. They shared smiles, believing that they were going to get away.

I only sank deeper into despair, certain that I would have been better off in jail. At least then I could do penance for my crime. By cutting me loose, Brad was closing the one path left open to me, that of justice. I would have to suffer in silence, knowing that I had crossed a line and that he had been the one to rescue me from myself. It was a bitter pill to swallow, though a part of me was relieved that I wouldn’t have to spend what was left of the night in a cell.

The whole thing had cascaded quickly, and I didn’t have time to consider all of the consequences. I had been so focused on how Brad would feel and how this betrayal would affect our relationship that it hadn’t occurred to me that I might face legal trouble. I was so stupid.

Nikki flashed me a triumphant smile. “We’re lucky that Teddy is sleeping with the boss,” she told her friends.

I hated her in that moment. Frozen with grief and unable to move, I just glared at her. How could I have ever thought this woman was my friend? In my mind, I searched for the proper torture to apply. She should be thrown out of her home and made to eat out of the garbage. She should be forced to watch a thousand hours of the Home Shopping Channel without access to a credit card. She should be locked into a minivan with a bunch of screaming kids while crawling along the freeway in rush hour traffic for the rest of eternity.

Brad re-emerged from his conversation with the security professional. He didn’t spare the four of us a backward glance as he powered through the lobby on his way to the door. I watched him disappear out into the night, knowing I was helpless to stop him. My heart broke into a thousand pieces, littering the floor of my rib cage as the door clapped shut.

“You’re free to go,” the guard said, handing us back our IDs.

I took mine reluctantly. As the rest of the women pulled out their phones to call for a ride, I debated what to do. It was well past midnight, and I was most likely out of a job. Far from home, I didn’t have the funds to pay for a rideshare. I called the only person I could think of, hating myself for disturbing him too.

When my brother picked up the phone, I fought to control my voice. “Corey?” I sobbed, feeling the waterworks begin. “I need you to come get me.”
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Brad
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I WAS NUMB. IT FELT like my heart sat within a walled enclosure, the events of the past hour laying siege to its stronghold. I really thought Teddy was the one. She was sweet and generous, intelligent and curious.

The painting we’d made together while taking long breaks to make love hung in my foyer, just as I’d threatened. I put it there before leaving the house to Teddy’s very vocal objections. It was only half finished, but the part that had been committed to paper was a head and shoulders image of Teddy herself.

I had jokingly commissioned the self-portrait when she confessed that she had painted a nude of me from memory. It only seemed fair that I own a similar portrait of her. Though the color didn’t reach her breasts or her hips, the outline of her form was visible, and I could imagine the rest.

Returning home after cutting the four women loose, I spent a long time staring at that picture. Where had I gone wrong? Was I so blind that I hadn’t seen an entire criminal side of the woman who shared my bed? I thought my previous relationships had been ill-conceived, but Teddy had descended to a whole new level of betrayal.

What had she been looking for? Why would she pretend to be dancing with her friends and then turn around and sneak into my office? Couldn’t she have just asked me? Whatever it was, I would have told her. I wasn’t keeping any secrets from her; my life was an open book.

I’d even shared all of the ugly details about my brother and his alcohol problem. Yet, it hadn’t been enough. She was looking for something that she thought I was hiding from her. I couldn’t begin to understand what had driven her to that extreme. And that wasn’t the worst thing about the break-in.

Had she been using me all along? I remembered her smile, and the way she comforted me when my brother called. Was it all a ruse? Had she been planning to rip me off this entire time, playing with my heart like a cat with a mouse?

The thought was too horrible to contemplate. I didn’t want to be that big of a sucker. I had a lot to offer a potential partner. If Teddy wasn’t interested, there were plenty of fish in the sea.

I abandoned the painting without taking it down. Maybe there was something I was missing; maybe Teddy was innocent of the crime she had been accused of. Or possibly there was some explanation I hadn’t heard yet that would clear everything up and allow us to get back together. I held out hope for a positive outcome, though things seemed dire.

I considered drinking but thinking about my brother in the rehab center kept me away from the refrigerator. I was too tired to work out, even though I knew that might help. Stripping my clothes off, I climbed into bed.

The last time I was here, Teddy had been with me. I thought I could even feel the warmth from her body lingering beneath the sheets. Closing my eyes, I nearly forced myself to sleep. It was a mind-over-matter triumph of the will; I knew I needed to rest.

Expecting to wake up to a new understanding, I was disappointed. In the morning, things still looked messed up. I couldn’t figure out why Teddy had done what she did. It didn’t help that I wasn’t even sure what she had done, other than break into my office without my permission.

I needed someone to talk to. Alec was out. I couldn’t communicate with him unless he called me. There were designated visiting hours, and the rehab center discouraged any family contact within the first week of treatment.

I didn’t have any close friends. I had acquaintances and business partners that I enjoyed the occasional golf game with, but not anyone that I wanted to share my troubles with. That left only one option: Mom and Dad.

After retirement, they spent most of their time traveling. I was tapped to watch the house whenever they were away, though I hadn’t had to do that recently. Since Alec was in such a bad situation, they had canceled their travel plans. Sticking close to home, they wanted to be there if their youngest son needed them. That meant that they were only a short drive away.

I grabbed a coffee from a drive-thru on my way out there, arriving just after ten in the morning. My mom opened the door, ushering me in with a big hug. I realized that they didn’t know anything about what Teddy had been up to. The last time I saw my mom, she was in tears over Alec.

I’d agreed to drive my little brother to rehab since Mom was too emotional. Dad had taken the inopportune time to reconnect with some friends, but he was home finally. They were eager to hear about the treatment facility and how Alec had seemed when I dropped him off.

“I didn’t really see very much of it,” I admitted. “It was after hours and they wouldn’t let visitors in.”

“Didn’t you explain to them that you were his brother?” Mom asked.

“Yes,” I snapped, trying not to be annoyed. Mom could be so blind sometimes. “I’m his brother, and thus a visitor.”

Mom looked away, pursing her lips as if I had said something inappropriate. “I don’t know why they think they can keep families separated.”

“Families might be part of the problem,” I considered.

Dad smiled at me, approving of the comment but not wanting to cross his wife enough to say anything out loud. I gripped my knees with a force that was uncomfortable, wanting to broach the subject of Teddy but not knowing how.

“I have a problem,” I finally said.

Mom’s ears perked up as they always did when one of her children was in trouble. I knew I’d made the right call coming to see her. Even though I couldn’t be too graphic with my descriptions of what had transpired between me and Teddy, at least I knew Mom would be on my side. She wanted me to be happy above all else. It was touching and a little bit annoying at times, but at that particular moment, it was just what I needed.

“Do you remember I told you about the girl I was seeing?”

Dad looked at me quizzically. I guess it didn’t register with him, but Mom was quick to agree. She was dialed into my private life in a way few other people were. I supposed it was out of an intense desire for grandchildren. I was approaching middle age, and there were no prospects in sight. The promise of a girlfriend brought her that much closer to the babies she so desperately wanted.

“Yes,” she said eagerly. “How is it going?”

“Not so well,” I admitted.

Her face fell, and she sat down on the couch beside me to give me a hug. I hadn’t asked for it, but the moment her arms fell around my shoulders, I felt relieved. Was there anything a hug from your mother couldn’t solve? Even in adulthood it was magical.

“I caught her going through my office,” I said with a heavy heart.

“Oh my,” she gasped, looking over at Dad for support.

“Why was she in your office?” Dad asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I have no idea. That’s half of the problem.”

“What’s the other half?” Dad pressed.

“Was she lying to me all along?” I ground the question out, hating every word.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Mom empathized.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to provide her with the thing she most wanted at this point in her life.

“Don’t be sorry,” Mom scoffed, brushing off my concern. 

She was back to her original stance, hoping only for happiness for her two children. Even that seemed like a stretch, with Alec in rehab and my heart in the recycle bin. Suddenly I wished I hadn’t come. Aside from a momentary feeling of relief, I had done little to change my situation. The only thing I had accomplished was further upsetting my parents when they had enough to deal with.

I stood up to go.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Dad asked authoritatively.

“I have to get back to the office,” I said remotely.

“It’s Sunday,” Dad objected.

“I know. I have a lot of work to do.” 

It was true; there was always work to be done. I didn’t sleep, eat, or drive without putting off a dozen things that were begging for my attention. But at that particular moment, I was using work as an excuse. It was the perfect all-purpose explanation for why I couldn’t do anything I didn’t want to. At the moment, I didn’t want to stay at my parents’ house and further depress them. I didn’t know what I was going to do instead, but it wouldn’t involve anybody I cared about.

Mom and Dad exchanged a look.

“The overhead light stopped working in the laundry room,” Mom said quickly.

“I’m out of my element,” Dad explained regretfully. “I’m going to have to hire an electrician.”

I sighed, trading a critical stare between them. I knew what they were up to, just like they knew what I was doing. By offering me a project to work on and professing to need my help, they were forcing me to remain within the circle of family. I appreciated their deception as a counterweight to my own. I didn’t really want to be alone.

“I guess I could take a look at it,” I agreed.

“Great,” Dad said. “I’ll get the tools.”

Dad and I spent two hours playing with the electricity in the laundry room, only to discover that the bulbs they were using were too old. We drove to the big box store to get a fresh pack and screwed one in. Miraculously, the switch worked.

“How many Millers does it take to change a light bulb?” I joked.

Mom made lunch and convinced me to stay. The trick worked, and by the time I was able to get away, I was actually feeling better. I drove home to do some work, able to concentrate finally after so much emotional upheaval.

I texted Teddy to tell her that I expected her to come to work Monday morning. I wanted to be explicit, just in case she was wondering if she still had a job. Until I spoke with her and told her otherwise, she was employed, though I wasn’t sure for how long. Both she and Nikki had some serious explaining to do. That was the first thing on my agenda as soon as we were all back in the building. I would hold their feet to the fire and make sure they spilled the entire plot before making my decision. I couldn’t imagine anything that would stop the axe from falling, but maybe there were extenuating circumstances I wasn’t aware of.

I poured all my energy into my other businesses for as long as I could. It was past midnight when I finally pried myself away from the computer. I wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation the next day. Though I typically had no problem with conflict, I didn’t relish the thought of firing Teddy.

She’d hurt me deeply, but I still cared for her. I didn’t want it to be over. The finality of the meeting on Monday burned itself deep into my subconscious. So much so that I dreamed of seeing her one last time. She was beautiful and vulnerable, and I was the big bad wolf who ate her straw house whole.
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Theodora
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THE SUN WAS SO BRIGHT it burned through my eyelids, causing a tumor in my brain. That’s what it felt like when I woke with a hangover on Sunday morning. I couldn’t swallow, my throat was so dry. I didn’t even realize that so much sun could infiltrate my bedroom, but there it was, burning me alive.

I rolled over, grabbing my pillow and yanking it down over my head. The throbbing continued as blood fought to resume its normal course through my body. My broken heart was stopping it, blocking the road to recovery. I felt like I had been run over by a truck.

My mind replayed the greatest hits from the night before. We had been dancing, and then we were drinking, then driving in the back seat of a rideshare, and then...breaking and entering. I remembered the look on Brad’s face as he briefly made eye contact. He was like a stranger. There was no trace of the wonderful, fun-loving hunk that I had come to know. Instead, he was distant and cold, his features somehow older.

I groaned. The last thing I wanted to do was relive my shameful performance. But once the tape began, I couldn’t switch it off. My stomach lurched, and I staggered to the bathroom, but there was nothing to come up. I wasn’t really sick, just disappointed and hung over.

I swished some tap water around my mouth before brushing my teeth. It didn’t help, but at least I didn’t have death breath. Just as I was about to climb back into bed, I heard a knock on the apartment door.

My heart leapt, thinking that it might be Brad. Had he forgiven me? Could we finally put this entire debacle behind us and get back to being in love? I hoped so. Checking my appearance in the mirror, I saw that I looked awful. If it was Brad, he was going to be sorely disappointed.

My brother rescued me from panic by barging in, holding two mugs of homemade coffee. Of course, it wasn’t Brad. What was I thinking? Brad was pissed at me and had every right to be. He wasn’t going to show up on my front doorstep begging me to take him back.

“Hi, Cor,” I grumbled, leaving the bathroom to meet him in the kitchen.

It was a tiny one-bedroom overtop of Corey’s garage. Originally designed for the adult son of the previous owner, Corey was letting me stay there rent-free. It was one of the perks of being related to my landlord. And hopefully the lowest I would fall.

I’d moved in about six months ago when Brad had fired me the first time. Of course he didn’t know me then; I was just one of hundreds of people who lost their jobs when the company changed hands.

Without that severance check, I was forced to give up my apartment downtown. Corey was a lifesaver, offering me a place to stay for as long as I wanted. I gave him a hard time, but he knew how much I cared. He gave me a hard time too, but I knew he wasn’t eager to see me leave.

I wasn’t able to find a job right away, so I’d worked as a barista for a few months. That gave me enough money to buy groceries and help out with the electric bill, but not enough to afford my own digs. When Brad hired me back, I thought I could just save up for a few months and then move out of Corey’s garage. It looked like I would be there a little bit longer than I’d hoped. Possibly a lot longer.

“Hey, Ted,” Corey said. I narrowed my eyes at him. He knew I hated it when he called me Ted, but he did it anyway. It was just like an older brother to needle me in my time of sorrow. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Talk about what?” I asked.

“About whatever’s got you sleeping in past noon and looking like something the cat dragged in,” he responded.

“How are you so perceptive?” I muttered.

“It’s a gift.” He shrugged. “I thought you might need some coffee.”

“Thanks.” I accepted a cup from him. Sipping tentatively, I found that it was just the run-of-the-mill cheap stuff with no cream or sugar. Ordinarily, I would have spit it out on contact, but for some reason, the bitter taste eased my headache. I continued drinking.

“So what happened?” Corey made himself comfortable on my sofa.

I sat down opposite him on the only other chair I owned. “I went out dancing with Nikki and some of her friends.”

“Who’s Nikki?” Corey asked.

“She’s a woman I work with,” I answered. “Worked with,” I corrected myself to the past tense, having no idea whether I still had a job.

“Holy shit,” Corey stammered. “What the hell happened?”

“We got caught breaking into Retro’s office,” I admitted, looking down at my coffee cup.

“Why? How? When?” Corey fired questions at me.

“Why? Because I wanted to know if he knew anything about the missing money,” I said.

“Did you find anything?” He shifted in his seat, suddenly interested.

Corey knew everything I knew about the Retro buyout and the promised checks that never materialized. He was the one who prompted me to apply for the job as Brad’s executive assistant so I could get close enough to find out what really happened. So if I looked at it one way, the break-in was actually Corey’s fault.

I snickered to myself, imagining laying all the blame at Corey’s feet. It was a convenient and attractive alternative to self-loathing. Of course it was ridiculous. Corey might have encouraged me to get the job in the first place, but he had been home all night with his family while I was out playing cat burglar. It definitely wasn’t his fault.

“What are you laughing about?” Corey asked suspiciously.

“Nothing,” I said with a sigh.

“Did you find anything?” he repeated.

“Maybe,” I considered. “He made a large payment to Mr. Pierce, the previous owner. I didn’t do the math, but it could have been enough to cut checks to everyone who was let go.”

“What does that mean?” Corey asked.

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “It might mean something, but it might not. And it doesn’t really matter anymore.”

“How did you get caught?” Corey asked, taking a sip of his coffee.

I held my breath and swallowed a few more gulps. The more I drank, the better I felt, but I still didn’t like the taste. “I called security.”

“On yourself?” He grimaced, wondering if he’d heard me correctly.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” I said defensively.

“But I thought you were the one who wanted to break in.” 

“No,” I insisted. “It was Nikki. I just mentioned that I thought Brad had stolen money from his ex-employees, and she went crazy. She dragged us all back to the office and used her key to get in. I tried to stop her. Maybe I didn’t try hard enough, but I...”

“It’s okay,” Corey said, reaching forward to put a hand on my knee. “There’s nothing wrong with being curious.”

“Except when you break into someone’s office,” I argued, unwilling to forgive myself.

“I believe that you tried to stop them,” Corey said.

Just hearing him say that gave me permission to believe myself. I had been so focused on my own guilt I hadn’t given myself any credit. “Thanks,” I whispered.

“And as far as calling security, I think you did the right thing,” Corey continued. “If you hadn’t, Brad would never know, and you would have this huge evil secret between you. That’s never a good way to start a relationship.”

I tried to smile, but the tears that were pricking at my eyes made it difficult. Glancing over at the window, I saw the painting of me and Brad in Paris. It was a labor of love that had magically emerged from my subconscious onto a blank canvas as I tried to distance myself from my boss. I remembered the moment I finished it and discovered that I really did care about him. It provided the impetus I needed to drive to his house and apologize for holding him at arm’s length. That led to a serious make-out session and the first of many orgasmic exchanges.

It was almost painful to look at the painting now, and I considered getting up to turn it around. But the effort seemed too much, so I just sat there trying to ignore it. Corey saw the direction of my gaze and smiled encouragingly.

“He’ll forgive you.”

“I don’t think so,” I sniffed.

“Give yourself some slack,” Corey advised. “He just needs some time to cool off.”

“I really hurt him,” I croaked, fighting back tears. “You didn’t see his face. I did.”

“I’m sure it was terrible, but what do you expect?” Corey drawled, throwing his arm up over the back of the sofa. “After all, you’re ugly enough to break a mirror.”

I cracked a smile. “Shut up.”

“He knew what he was getting into,” my brother continued on his wicked streak.

“Stop trying to make me feel better,” I denounced him and his underhanded tactics.

Just then, I got a text from Brad. Please report to work as usual on Monday.

I gasped, sitting up straight. This was it; this was the sign I was looking for. It was all going to be okay. I wasn’t out of a job, and he wanted to see me! Maybe I could explain myself and make him see that I really didn’t mean any harm. We could put it all behind us and get back together.

“He texted me!” I told Corey eagerly.

“What did he say?”

“He wants me to come in to work on Monday,” I relayed.
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