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Remi
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Memories. Such an inconsequential word, and yet the very thing that defines our existence. What are we if not for our memories? Who are we? Who would I be without the memory of what came before? Without the memory of her?

Aspen...

I remember the first time I saw her in perfect detail—the moment etched so deeply into my brain that if I close my eyes, I can still see her sitting at the back of the classroom, her blond hair, kissed with pink, pooling over both of her shoulders like a protective barrier.

I don’t know what called me to her, only that I felt drawn to her in a way I couldn’t explain. Like the universe was trying to tell me something.

And I listened.

I’ll never forget the way she looked at me when I slipped into the desk next to her. The way her big, hazel eyes regarded me, full of suspicion, like she couldn’t understand why I had chosen to sit beside her when nearly every desk in the classroom was still empty.

She was pretty in a way I wasn’t sure I quite understood in that moment. Understated. Breathtaking. Even at twelve years old, I knew she was something special. And when I cracked some lame joke and she smiled, well, let’s just say I was an absolute goner.

We were inseparable from that moment on. The older we grew, the more I questioned if our friendship could be something more. But if I had learned anything about Aspen in the time I had known her, it was that what she needed was a friend, and that was more important than what I wanted. So, I decided that was what I would be for her. Her best friend. Her confidant. Her shoulder to cry on. Her first phone call when she just needed to vent.

And one day, maybe I would be something more.

If only I knew then what I know now.

Turns out, no one can predict the future, even when it’s the only certainty they’ve ever truly known.
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The last six days have felt like a nightmare. I keep pinching myself, trying to wake up and end this torture I can’t seem to escape, only it’s not a nightmare at all, but my reality.

I knew something was off. I knew Aspen was keeping something from me. I just never dreamed this was it. That she and my brother were seeing each other in secret, and I was the idiot who was kept completely in the dark, trusting my family to have my back. I guess that was my first mistake.

But even knowing what they did—even knowing what she did—I can’t erase the last twelve years. I can’t erase her. Trust me, I’ve been trying. It’s the most unnatural thing I’ve ever done, which is likely why my body and mind have rejected the attempts vehemently.

I guess that’s how I find myself here now, standing outside her apartment building, watching her cross the street toward me. She hasn’t noticed me yet, so I take a much-needed moment to gather myself before finally stepping out of the shadows.

Her eyes widen in surprise at the sight of me. Eyes rimmed with red and slightly swollen from crying. I try to ignore the ache that intensifies in my chest, but it’s like trying to block out the sun when shelter is nowhere to be found.

Has she always been so beautiful?

What am I saying? Of course she has.

Only now, her beauty is shadowed by sadness. Her usually bright eyes, dull with pain. Her long, blond hair left in messy waves that look unbrushed. Her clothes slightly mismatched as if she didn’t even realize what she was putting on this morning.

Simply put, she looks about how I feel—in shambles. The sight wrenches tighter at my gut.

Is her sadness for me or for my brother?

Does it really even matter?

“Can we talk?” I force myself to speak, though the words feel like razor blades as they slide their way up, slicing the sensitive flesh at the back of my throat. I grimace at the pain, my eyes dipping to her mouth as her shaky voice fills the air.

I can’t stop the memory from flooding back in at the sight of her soft lips. It happens so quickly I barely hear her response. The way it felt to kiss her after so many years. The way she responded to me, so natural, as if we were made to kiss each other, before she abruptly pulled away. It was confirmation of the undeniable connection we’ve always shared. Even in the light of what had happened, it was still there, maybe even stronger than it ever had been before.

That’s why, even after learning that she had been sleeping with my brother, I still kissed her. Even with my brother’s scent still lingering on her skin, I kissed her. Because I needed her to understand. I needed her to see that she belonged with me, even if she didn’t know it yet. And no one, especially not Sutton, was going to take that away.

It was desperate and ill-timed, I’ll admit, but in that moment, I’m not sure I thought much about the ramifications. Hell, I’m still not sure I care. Because honestly, what do I have to lose that Sutton hasn’t already taken from me?

“Sure.” I’m not sure if it’s the first time she’s answered or if it’s just now registering through the thick fog that seems to have permanently settled around my brain, but when I look back up, she’s already turned, glancing over her shoulder to make sure I move to follow her inside.

Neither of us speaks on the way up to her apartment. I don’t think I can pinpoint a single moment in our past where we’ve existed in such uncomfortable, tense silence. Probably because it’s never happened.

I don’t want it to be this way. I want to pull her into my side and drop my arm around her shoulders like I’ve done a million times before and pretend like nothing’s happened, like she didn’t tear my heart out of my chest and squeeze it until it ruptured in her hands.

But I can’t.

I can’t pretend it didn’t happen when all I can feel is the void in my chest, the hollow ache of where my heart once beat so full of life and hope. Now it’s nothing more than a flutter, a ghost of what once was but is no more. Like a phantom pain. My brain still believes it’s there even though my body fully recognizes the loss.

I thought I understood what heartache would feel like, even though I had never actually experienced it myself. When I watched friends go through it, I tried to act like I understood, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Nothing could have prepared me for this feeling. Like my insides have been clawed out, I feel empty in a way I cannot easily explain.

Aspen’s hands tremble as she fumbles with her keys, and I resist the urge to take them from her and unlock the door myself.

Only, I can’t save her anymore.

Now, I’m the one who needs to be saved. Whether from her or by her, I haven’t yet decided. And while I’ve tried to convince myself of the former, I think the latter is the more likely outcome. Because as much as I hate what she did, I can’t bring myself to hate her—not for a single moment.

When she finally gets the door unlocked, I hesitate before following her inside. Memories of the last time I was here hit me square in the chest, stealing the fucking breath from my lungs.

My vision blurs, and for a moment, all I see is Sutton standing in front of me in a rumpled T-shirt and boxers, his hair standing on all ends, the evidence of what they had been doing so apparent that I couldn’t even give myself a single moment to swim in denial. The truth hit me with so much force it damn near knocked me from my feet.

“Can I get you a drink? I think there’s still some beer in the fridge.” Aspen’s voice pulls me back to the present, my jaw tight with anger as I try to work through the array of emotions that pool in my gut.

“I’m good.” I clear my throat, resisting the urge to ask what kind of beer my brother left behind. It’s likely mine, as Sutton isn’t much of a beer drinker, but the vengeful, petty side of my broken heart doesn’t care.

“Okay.” Aspen shifts her weight, crossing her arms in front of her chest the way she always does when she’s trying not to fidget. “So...”

She lets the word hang in the air, like she’s not sure what to say. Meanwhile, there are a million things I want to say. I just have no idea where to fucking start.

“I miss you.” It’s off my lips before I can take it back.

I don’t want to say it. I don’t want to admit how weak I feel without her. But lies and omissions are what got us into this mess and if we have any hope of digging ourselves out, we have to start being honest.

Both of us.

“I miss you.” Tears fill her eyes again, and I refrain from pulling her close.

My pride simply will not allow it. Not yet.

“I don’t know how to do this without you,” I admit, shoving my hands into my pockets to keep myself from reaching for her.

“Me neither.” Her chin quivers and I quickly glance down at my feet to avoid having to watch.

She did this. I try to remind myself. Everything she’s feeling, it’s on her.

Only, the knowledge does very little to calm the ache that swells in my chest.

I can’t just turn it off. I can’t just decide not to love her because she hurt me, no matter how much I wish I could.

“I just... I don’t know how we move past this.” I rock back on my heels, forcing my eyes back up to her face.

“Me neither.” She repeats, uncrossing her arms just in time to swipe at a tear that springs free from her eye. “Remi... I—”

“Don’t say you’re sorry,” I interrupt, not wanting to hear another apology, not wanting the fucking reminder of why we’re here. “I’m just as much to blame as you are.” I take the blame that isn’t mine for reasons I don’t fully understand. Then again, that’s not true either. I understand why perfectly. Because I love her. Even though she lied to me, even though she betrayed me, I still want to protect her.

“You aren’t,” she disagrees with a slight shake of her head.

“I feel like half a person without you.” I shift my weight from one foot to the other, my body responding to the uncertainty washing through my veins like a toxic poison.

On one hand, I want to pull her into my arms and never let go, beg her to never let me go. On the other, I’m not convinced I can forgive her, no matter how desperately I want to. Because I meant what I said. I do feel like half a person.

“I am half a person without you.” Another tear snakes past her lashes.

The knot in my throat tightens.

It would be so easy to pull her into my arms. But I can’t pretend nothing happened any more than she can. The knowledge has built an invisible wall between us. One that we cannot see, but we can most certainly feel.

“I meant what I said, Pen.” I give myself the briefest moment to change my mind before continuing. “I love you.” I force myself to say, despite the way the words make me want to recoil. “I know you may not want to hear it, but it’s true. I can’t live that lie any longer. I can’t. Because doing so is what brought us here.” It takes a hell of a lot more effort to keep my voice even than it should, but somehow I manage to get it all out.

“I—” she starts, but I quickly cut her off for a second time.

“If you say you don’t feel the same way, that’s something I will have to learn to live with. But this”—I gesture between the two of us—“I can’t live with this. With this distance between us. I tried. For the last week, I’ve tried and it’s killing me, Pen. It’s killing me not to talk to you every day.”

“It’s killing me, too.” She swipes at her cheeks where more tears have now stained streaks down her soft complexion. “So what do we do?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. Because, well, I don’t know.

I’d like to say I know without a doubt that we can move past this, but that would be a lie. I don’t know if we can. I don’t know if I can. But I know I have to try.

“Do you think you can forgive me?”

I think on her question for a brief moment before asking one of my own.

“Do you think...” I hesitate, second-guessing myself. “Do you think you could ever love me that way?” I force myself to finish, feeling so vulnerable that if you split me open from throat to belly button, I still wouldn’t be more exposed than I am right now.

It feels like an eternity passes before she answers and with each eternal tick of a clock, the tension in my shoulders grows tighter. But even as I wait for the answer, I’m not sure what I actually want her to say.

“I don’t know.”

My stomach twists harder at her response. I’m just not sure if it’s because she didn’t say yes, or because she didn’t say no. I still feel so confused about the way I’m feeling. I thought I knew—when I kissed her, I was so sure. Now, I’m not sure of anything outside of knowing that I need her in my life—whatever that looks like.

“Maybe we can try just getting back to us and then let the rest figure itself out?” Even as I say it, I’m not sure I should, or that I can.

Because of Sutton...

Just the thought of my brother makes my skin crawl. The thought of the two of them together, of him touching her in that way... I fight against the bile that rises in my throat.

“I’d like that,” she replies eagerly, too eagerly really. But I understand it. I understand her desperation to fix this as much as I understand my own.

“But I don’t think we can do that if he’s in the picture.” I’m not one to typically give ultimatums, but this is a hard limit for me.

I’ve made it this far without bringing up Sutton because this is about us, not him. But I will not compete with my brother either—never again. Not even for Aspen. Because I know how that scenario plays out. He will win. He always wins.

“He isn’t.” She tries not to seem bothered by this fact, but there’s no hiding the pain that wells behind her hazel eyes.

She loves him, of that much, I’m sure. And while the thought feels equivalent to taking a knife to my chest and cracking open my ribs, the only thing that makes the pain manageable is the thought that maybe, just maybe, she loves me more.

“I need you to be certain that whatever was going on between the two of you is over,” I reiterate, making sure there is no room for misinterpretation.

“It is.” She nods. “I’m so sorry, Remi. For all of it.”

“Me too.” A sad smile tugs at the corners of my mouth.

“So, what now?”

Again, the awkward tension between us leaves me uneasy. I’ve never felt anything but complete comfort around Aspen. Never felt anything but entirely myself. I’m in uncharted waters here with no sight of dry land.

“I don’t know,” I admit, pulling my hands from my pockets before reaching up to scratch my chin, which itches like hell, given that I haven’t shaved in nearly a week.

Hard to shave when you can barely get yourself out of fucking bed.

“Maybe we could start with a drink?” Aspen offers, tucking a chunk of her blond hair behind her ear. I watch in slow motion as her fingers move through the strands, remembering all the times my fingers have touched the silkiness of her pink-hued hair.

My throat tightens as I realize that things will never be that easy between us ever again.

“I’d like that.” I force a smile to my lips, but it feels just that—forced.

“We can go down to Jett’s Pub.” She suggests one of my favorite restaurants.

“You always did know the way straight to my heart.” My words seem to mean something different than they used to, and we both realize it at the exact same time.

“You know, it’s okay.” She moves toward me before I can fully recover from the thought. “I love you and you love me and we’ll find a way to be us again. Whatever that turns out to be.”

“I hope you’re right.” Torn between resentment and hope, I turn before she reaches me, tugging open the door and stepping into the hallway.

It immediately feels easier to breathe outside of her apartment. Outside of the space that weirdly still smells like my brother, as if his scent has been imprinted on everything she owns. The thought intensifies the weight on my shoulders.

How many times has he been here?

How many nights did they spend together?

How many times did she lie to me?

“Do you need a minute or are you ready now? Because I could really use that drink.” I turn to where she’s standing in the doorway, barely holding myself upright.

“I’m ready.” She joins me in the hallway, pulling the door closed before quickly locking it.

“Can I ask you something?” I wait to speak until we’re outside, until the evening air has somewhat soothed my frayed nerves, slowing to allow her to catch up to me.

“Anything.”

I hesitate, not entirely sure it’s a question I want to ask, but one I feel like I need to. I already know the truth—that much couldn’t be more apparent if it were written on the wall right in front of me in large, bold letters. But I need to hear her say it.

“You love him, don’t you?” Rocks fill the pit of my stomach as I wait for her answer. Only seconds pass, but it feels more like decades.

“Yes.”

I tug in a deep breath, but suddenly my lungs feel too heavy to accept the air.

I thought I needed to hear her say it.

Fuck if I was wrong...

“Why?” I blurt, having a hard time wrapping my head around why someone as incredible as Aspen would ever love someone as arrogant and self-serving as my brother. He could never offer her anything but heartache. Though something tells me she’s already figured that much out for herself.

“I don’t know.”

I don’t know. A statement I feel all too familiar with at the present moment. Because, well, I’ve never been less certain of what I actually know in my entire life than I am right now.

“He’ll never be able to love you the way you deserve.” I keep my gaze forward and my voice even.

“I know.” She seems to shrink into herself.

“And yet, you love him anyway.” Anger tugs at the edges of my voice.

“Not sure I have a choice in the matter.”

“Do you love him more than me?” I stop so abruptly that she’s two steps past me before she realizes I’m no longer next to her.

Spinning on her heel, she immediately reaches for me, the warmth of her hand melting away some of the icy anger lingering in my veins.

“I could never love anyone more than I love you.” She squeezes my fingers as if to say I need you to hear me. “And that is how I know we’re going to be okay.”

I wish I knew it too—that we were going to be okay. Because seeing the hurt on her face, I’m not so sure we are.

“I’m sorry you’re hurting.” I don’t release her hand, afraid it may be the last time I get to hold on to it like this.

“I’m sorry you’re hurting,” she repeats the sentiment back to me.

“Can we promise never to hurt each other again?” It’s a stupid question to ask, and yet, I ask it anyway.

“We can promise to try.” She squeezes my hand again.

“I guess for now, that’ll do,” I agree, because really, what the fuck else can I do.

I made my choice coming here tonight. I made the choice not to live without her. Now, all I can do is hold on for dear life and pray to God that when it’s all said and done, I still have her.

I haven’t forgiven her, but I have to try. If not for her, then for myself. Because I meant what I said. I am half a person without her.
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Chapter Two
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Aspen
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“So, I was thinking maybe we could get Mexican tonight.” Remi balances the umbrella between us, doing his best to shelter us from the rain. And while it’s better than no umbrella at all, the wind makes it impossible to keep ourselves completely dry, blowing rain at us seemingly from every direction.

Had Remi not shown up at my office to walk me home, I’d be completely soaked to the bone right now. I didn’t check the weather before I left home this morning, therefore I didn’t know to take my rain jacket, which I bought for situations just like this one, to work with me.

“Are you seriously thinking about food at a time like this?” I ask, shielding my face when another gust of air threatens to pelt us with water.

“I’m always thinking about food.” I can hear the laughter in his voice but don’t chance a glance at him, keeping my gaze forward.

I wish I could say things with Remi are completely back to normal. They aren’t. Even if we’ve both been content to pretend for the last month that they are. The easiness between us is gone, replaced by something else. Something I can’t quite put my finger on. Something that feels a lot like resentment.

And while he has every right to resent me for what I did to him, I can’t quite explain the resentment I feel in return. The resentment that eats away at me a little more each day, like a plague that keeps spreading, poisoning everything in its path.

“So what do you say?” he asks again when I still haven’t given him an actual answer.

“I think maybe I just wanna stay in tonight. This weather is awful.”

“Ever heard of food delivery?” he offers sarcastically, his hand going to the small of my back as he ushers me across the street toward my building.

I don’t respond until we duck inside, watching Remi do his best to shake the umbrella off in the doorway before drawing it closed.

“I don’t think I want to make anyone come out in this either.” I gesture outside as I pull my hair over one shoulder, the wet ends further dampening my shirt.

“So we stay in and scrounge something up. I’m sure you have something to eat in your apartment.”

“You want to come up?” I arch a brow.

Remi hasn’t been inside my apartment since the night he came over to work things out. He hasn’t said outright that he doesn’t want to be here, but I can sense it every time I mention hanging out here. He’s avoided this place like it carries a dark curse, and maybe for him, it does.

My stomach sinks slightly at the thought, but I refuse to let my mind drift to the one person I have tried like hell not to think about.

Sutton.

As soon as his name whispers across my mind, pain quickly follows. It starts as a hollow feeling in my hands and feet but then quickly spreads like an electrical current misfiring through my limbs until finally settling in my chest like my body itself is revolting against me. Against the loss of him.

He hasn’t reached out to me. I haven’t reached out to him. I think we both know it’s over. Though I would venture to say he’s easily moved on and probably has another Olivia in his bed, while I struggle to find the motivation to even get out of bed each day. I think, in a way, that makes it worse. Knowing that my pain is mine alone.

But I guess that’s not entirely true either. Because there is one other who shares my pain—Remi. Only I don’t find comfort in that knowledge. Understandably, it only brings me more grief.

“You really want to go back out in the rain to hang at my place?” Remi tugs me back to the present, arching a brow as he tries to force an effortlessness that no longer exists between us, no matter how much I wish it did.

“Not really.” I shrug a shoulder. “But are you sure you want to?” I hate to press the issue, but the last thing I want to do is burn all the progress we’ve made to the ground when he gets up there and the reality of our situation hits him smack in the face all over again.

Then again, have we really made any real progress at all?

He’s good at trying to pretend we have, but I know better. I can feel the distance between us. Feel the truth we refuse to speak festering in the background, threatening to eat us both alive.

We haven’t actually dealt with what happened. In truth, we’ve barely spoken of it past that first night. Every time I try to bring it up, he changes the subject. I can tell he’s unhappy, as I’m sure he can tell I am as well.

We haven’t fixed anything between us, only slapped some duct tape over it to hide the cracks.

Eventually, it will all come to a head.

Something tells me he knows it, too.

“Do you not want me to?” He misunderstands my hesitance. Or maybe he doesn’t misunderstand it at all.

“Of course I do. I just...” I shift my weight uncomfortably.

“Just say it, Pen. For fuck’s sake.”

I balk at his harsh tone, having not yet grown accustomed to his random outbursts of anger that seem to come out of nowhere. They rarely last more than a few seconds and he always apologizes, but it doesn’t erase the damage they do. The damage I did.

“I’m sorry,” he mutters as if on cue.

“Maybe you should just go home,” I offer as gently as I can, tears building behind my eyes. I swear, I cry so easily now. It takes nothing more than a look to pull my emotions to the forefront. I guess that’s what happens when you keep everything you’re feeling bottled inside.

I can’t confide in Remi. He’d never understand. In fact, the truth would only make him hate me more.

I still haven’t decided what I’m going to do. How I’m going to proceed through the murky waters ahead. But I know that eventually, that’s exactly what I’m going to have to do.

One can only live this way for so long. Torn between two people—one who wants me too much and one who doesn’t want me at all.

When everything came to light, all I wanted was to make things right with Remi. Now, I’m starting to realize that may not be as easy as I had once hoped.

It doesn’t help matters that Sutton has left a gaping hole in my chest that not even Remi can fill. I feel empty in a way I haven’t felt since the day Remi sat down next to me in class all those years ago.

Somehow, I’ve managed to fuck everything up. And what’s worse, I only have myself to blame.

I did this to us.

To all of us...

“Is that what you want?” It takes several seconds for the hurt on his handsome face to clear, and even then, it doesn’t disappear completely.

I keep hurting him, even when I try not to.

“No, but I think maybe...”

“Look, Pen, I’m sorry, okay?” He steps in front of me, forcing my gaze up with a nudge of his hand beneath my chin. “I know I’ve been awful. I’m trying.” The last part comes out as nothing more than a whisper.

“I know.” I choke back the thick emotion in my voice. “I’m sorry...”

“No, I’m sorry. Can we just try again?”

“Remi...”

“Please. We can order some food and I will give the driver a ridiculously astronomical tip and then we can just hang out. You know, like we used to.”

I resist the urge to point out that we’ve hung out several times over the last month, knowing that not a single one of those times was like it used to be.

It saddens me more than I could ever put into words—the damage I’ve done to our friendship. Remi was the best thing to ever happen to me and I treated him horribly and for what? A man who walked away at the first sight of trouble? A man who used me and dropped me when things got too real?

Taking a deep breath, I blow it out slowly.

I let Sutton break us. I broke us. And what’s worse, I’m continuing to do it by hanging onto these feelings and this anger. This loss and this grief. It’s killing me. But now I see, maybe it’s killing Remi, too.

“Okay,” I finally agree. “But only if you’re paying.” I shove his shoulder in an effort to reclaim a playfulness that has eluded our friendship for the last four weeks.

“Deal.” He takes my hand, pulling me toward the stairwell. “Now, the real question. One margarita or two?”

“They deliver margaritas?” I gape openly at him, wondering how I’ve never known this before.

“Yep.” He pops his lips, releasing my hand as he tugs the door open, waiting for me to slip through before following me inside.

As he’s always done, he walks behind me up the stairs, but he refrains from making any of his usual comments about my ass. I didn’t realize how much I would miss Remi’s filthy mouth until it was gone. Now I long for it.

I’ve given a lot of thought to what Remi said about being in love with me. I’ve thought about it for so long that my head has ached and my heart has hurt.

Sometimes I can see it. Our future. The life we could have.

Other times, all I can see is Sutton. Like an invisible presence that never leaves, I just can’t seem to shake him.

And I’ve tried.

Trust me, all I’ve done is try.

But even if you remove Sutton entirely, I’m just not sure my love for Remi extends beyond friendship.

I won’t lie and say I didn’t feel anything when he kissed me that night. I just don’t know if what I was feeling was love or desperation or maybe a bit of both. Because in that moment I would have done anything to take away the hurt I had caused.

“In that case,” I finally say after far too long. “Order two.”

Lord knows I could use a drink.

“That’s my girl.”

A smile touches my lips, and for the first time in what feels like years, it feels genuine.

He hasn’t called me his girl since the night he found Sutton in my apartment. Since the night everything went wrong.

It feels good to hear again. Because at the end of the day, no matter who was in my bed or in my heart, I was always Remi’s girl. I don’t think anything or anyone will ever change that.

I spend the next two hours eating chips and salsa and slurping on frozen margaritas while listening to Remi drone on about work. It seems to be the only truly safe topic as of late. And while I hate that this is the way it is, I’m also grateful to just have him here, to watch the animation of his expression as he impersonates his boss. At this point, I think it’s safe to say we’re both feeling the effects of the too strong drinks. I’m not drunk by any means, but it’s enough that I almost forget the distance between Remi and me, the buzz of alcohol thrumming in my veins enough to quell the unease that seems to have buried itself permanently in my gut.

“And then, get this...” Remi snorts out a laugh, smacking the top of his leg as he flings forward. “Seth was so pissed that he hacked into his email and deleted everything.”

“Wait, what?” I nearly choke on the drink that was halfway down my throat.

“You heard me. He deleted everything. All the contracts. All the correspondence with clients. All gone.”

“Oh my God.” My hand comes up to cover my mouth. “He got fired, right?”

“Nope.” Remi pops his lips dramatically, slurping back another drink out of the white Styrofoam cup in his hand. “Darren has no idea what happened. No one does.”

“Except you.” I needlessly point out.

“I don’t condone what Seth did, but Darren is a fuck hat and honestly, it’s been nice watching him panic the last few days, trying to recover everything he lost.”

“Can he...? Recover it, I mean?”

“Beats me.” He shrugs, dragging the straw between his teeth and sucking the last remnants of margarita from the cup. “Some of the IT guys have been helping him. I’m sure that eventually, they’ll figure out it was Seth, but in the meantime, I’m going to enjoy watching the show.”

“I can’t imagine what someone at my office would do if that happened. My guess, Charles would have heads rolling within the hour.”

“Why did that just give me the visual of heads rolling down a hallway like fucking bowling balls?” He chuckles to himself.

“Because you’re a sick fucker.” My face splits into a full smile at the shocked look on Remi’s face.

“Did you just call me a sick fucker?” He sets his empty cup on the end stand and I know instantly what’s coming before he lunges at me from the opposite end of the couch.

“Remi!” I squeal, holding what’s left of my margarita in the air to prevent it from flying across the room when his hands find my abdomen. I buck violently, my laughter vibrating through my whole body as I try to fight him off with only one hand.

He knows how much I hate being tickled. He’s lucky my priority is my drink or I’d probably be throwing punches, which I’ve been known to do when the tickling becomes more than I can take.

“Remi, stop!” I try to say it seriously, but it comes out riddled with laughter because, well, he’s tickling me and I can’t not laugh when being tickled, even if I despise it.

“You called me a sick fucker.” He reminds me, digging his fingers into my ribs, which he knows is my most sensitive part aside from my feet.

“I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry.” I try to wiggle out from beneath him, but it does me no good, my small frame no match for his much larger one.

“Are you sorry, Pen?” He makes a move for my margarita, snagging it out of my hand. At first, I think he’s going to drink it, but instead, he sets it on the floor next to the couch. “How sorry are you?” His body shifts until he’s fully on top of me, his weight pushing me further into the couch.

I have two thoughts simultaneously.

One: kiss me.

And two: please don’t kiss me.

I’m not sure which is the more prominent thought.

On one hand, I want him to. I want him to kiss me so that maybe, just maybe, I’ll feel what I desperately want to feel.

On the other hand, I know that if he kisses me now, it will only further complicate an already impossible situation.

I can see it in his eyes, the same indecision, like he knows what he wants but isn’t sure of it at the same time. A feeling I’m all too familiar with.

“Pen.” The humor from seconds ago is gone, replaced by something I can’t fully place. Uncertainty. Want. Need. Regret.

“You can kiss me if you want.” My voice barely breaks the surface around us, dangling between us like a whisper.

I don’t know why I say it. Maybe because I’m desperate to know what kissing Remi feels like for real, given that last time my emotions were running so high I didn’t know what I was feeling. And maybe a little bit because I’m desperate to erase the pained look that tugs at his features.

His gaze flicks to my mouth for a brief moment before his eyes meet mine again.

“Are you sure?”

I nod, not able to say the words out loud, words deep in my bones I know I would regret.

Remi leans in so slowly that I swear it feels like an eternity before his lips finally brush mine. Like the first time he kissed me, excitement stirs in my belly, but when he deepens the kiss with a sweep of his tongue, the feeling falls flat somehow.

I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like my body recognizes the feel of him, but my heart can’t quite get itself on the same page.

I kiss him back because, well, I think in a way he needs to feel it, too. He needs to decide if he really wants me this way, or if he just doesn’t want Sutton to have me. Because even though he’s reiterated that he’s in love with me, nothing about the way he looks at me convinces me it’s true. He looks at me like he’s always looked at me—like he loves me. Not like he’s in love with me. Not the way Sutton looked at me, or I looked at him. Though, I don’t know if Sutton was ever actually in love with me, but I do know he felt something, even if he tried to fight it.

Remi is the first to pull away, dropping his forehead to mine as he tries to regulate his breathing. Neither of us speaks right away. I think we both just need a moment to collect our thoughts.

“I’m sorry.” Remi presses up, the weight of his body disappearing in an instant as he flops back down on the opposite end of the couch.

I quickly scoot into an upright position as well.

“Why are you apologizing?” I wring my hands together nervously, not sure I’m prepared for the way this goes, whichever way it goes.

“I thought I could do this... I thought...” He abruptly pushes to a stand. “I think I should go.” He’s around the couch and heading toward the door before I’ve even fully processed his movement.

“Remi.” I twist, pressing up on my knees as I grip the back of the couch.

“This is on me, Pen. Not you.” He shakes his head, slipping his shoes on. “I’ll see you later, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I croak, not sure why he’s asking that when he’s the one leaving.

He’s out the door before I can say more, and while his hasty retreat has left me with more questions than answers, I feel like the kiss did give me some clarity. As much as I want to want Remi in that way, I just don’t. I love him, more than anything, but like the first time he kissed me, I didn’t feel any type of spark—not even a tiny one. When Sutton would kiss me, it would feel like my entire body was engulfed in flames. When Remi kisses me, there is no heat, no passion. He doesn’t consume me the way Sutton does.

And while I know Sutton is gone and he’s not coming back, it doesn’t change what I feel for Remi. He is my best friend and deep down I think I’ve always known that’s all he would ever be.

[image: Icon

Description automatically generated]

“You okay?” Remi nudges my foot from the other end of the couch, pulling my attention from the movie.

I blink, having not realized I was crying until this exact moment.

What the hell?

I can’t remember the last time I cried while watching a movie, let alone this movie. The first time I watched it, when I was like ten, sure. But since? We’ve watched this movie dozens of times over the last twelve years. The Man in the Moon. It’s one of my favorites and a constant go-to when we’re not sure what to watch. Remi hates it. And while he’s never outright said it, I know he only tolerates it because he knows how much I love it.

A young girl who falls in love with an older boy, only to find out that he’s in love with her older sister. Then he dies and they both lose him. It’s tragic really. And suddenly hits a little differently than it did before. And not because of the unrequited love or unconventional triangle, or at least, not just because of that. But also because of the secrets. The lies. Things that were left unsaid.

It’s a stark reminder that life really is too short.

“I’m good.” I try to force a smile, but it’s overshadowed by tears that I can’t seem to get to stop coming.

Probably because I’m not good. I’m not even a little good. I haven’t been good for weeks. And not just because of Sutton but also because of the man sitting beside me, studying me with soft eyes.

We still haven’t discussed the kiss. It’s been nearly two weeks and nothing. I’ve seen him almost every day since and yet, he’s not said a single word about it, like he wants to pretend it never happened.

I don’t know whether to be hurt or relieved. But not talking about things has never been what Remi and I do. At least, not until recently.

The thought saddens me more than I can say.

Remi leans forward, grabbing the remote off the ottoman before pausing the movie.

“Pen.” He gives me a look. One I cannot easily explain.

“Seriously.” I swipe the back of my hand across my damp cheek. “I’m fine. I just... Was this movie always this sad?” I snort out a laugh, but it does little to distract Remi from the sudden swell of emotion that seems to have worked its way to the surface.

“Yes, but I don’t think that’s your problem.”

I don’t respond. In truth, I’m not sure I have the words.

He’s right, of course. That isn’t my problem. The movie is the same it’s always been. It’s me who’s different. Me who hasn’t been the same since Sutton walked out of my life. Me who hasn’t been able to pick up the pieces since hurting Remi—the only person who’s ever really, truly loved me. No matter how hard I’ve tried to pretend like we can go back, deep down I know we can’t. Not when Sutton still weighs so heavily on my heart.

Has it really been nearly two months already? God, it still feels like yesterday. I swear, when I close my eyes, I can still see his smile, that half-cocked grin that always tugged at his mouth as he settled between my legs. The way my skin would burn beneath his touch. The way I’d smell him on my sheets long after he’d left.

I still haven’t been able to let him go, no matter how hard I’ve tried.

And then here sits Remi, handsome as ever, with his green eyes and messy blond hair, looking at me like he would burn the world down for me if I asked him to. Who has loved me when no one else did. Who housed me when I had nowhere to go. Who held me when I needed comfort and made me laugh when I needed to get out of my own head. Who forgave me when I didn’t deserve to be forgiven—or at least is trying to forgive me. My world has begun and ended with him since I was twelve years old, and yet, try as I might, I can’t force myself to feel anything outside of familial love for him.

I would do anything for him. Fight for him. Steal for him. Even kill for him. But I can’t make myself love him in a way that I don’t.

I’ve tried.

For the last few weeks, that’s all I’ve done. Tried to let go of Sutton. Tried to embrace Remi. But it all feels wrong somehow. Like my body and heart know the truth, even when my brain won’t accept it. The kiss we shared a couple of weeks ago only solidified this fact.

“You can talk to me, Pen. You know that, right?” He tips his chin, which is clean-shaven for the first time in weeks. As much as I loved him with scruff, I love him more when hair doesn’t shadow half of his face.

I nod slowly, not sure I do, in fact, know that I can actually talk to him.

Because while yes, things have gotten better between us—if you call avoiding conversations and pretending things didn’t happen better, but they still aren’t anywhere where they used to be. And I can’t pretend they are either.

“It’s nothing. I think maybe it’s just getting close to that time of the month.” I try to brush off my overly emotional behavior.

“I’ve seen you at that time of the month, Pen. And this isn’t it. Talk to me.” Remi nudges my foot again.

“I can’t,” I finally admit.

His eyebrows knit together. “Is it about the kiss?”

A nervous pit opens up in my stomach. I knew we’d have to talk about it. We should talk about it. So why does the thought of talking about it make me feel like I’m seconds away from losing my dinner?

“Yes and no,” I finally answer, even though that actually is a large part of it.

“It’s about Sutton?” The name catches on his tongue.

I forget sometimes that I’m not the only one who lost Sutton that day. Remi lost him, too. I’m honestly not sure he’ll ever forgive his brother for what we did, but I pray one day he will be able to. It kills me knowing I’m the one who caused the rift. And for what? A few weeks of good sex? It obviously wasn’t anything else to him. If it were, why hasn’t he fought for me?

Then again, it’s not like I’m over here fighting for him either.

“Not exactly.” I shake my head.

“It’s about me?”

I nod, words I desperately need to say catching in my throat. Because no matter how badly I know they need to be said, I’m terrified to let them spill out.

“Just say what you need to say, Pen. We’ve been skirting around this for weeks. Maybe it’s time we just rip off the Band-Aid.”

I know he’s right. I know the only way to rebuild is to do so on stable ground and right now, the ground beneath us is anything but stable. Everywhere I turn, there are cracks and divots threatening to swallow us whole if we make one wrong move.

Remi was so desperate to have me and I was so desperate not to lose him that we overlooked what got us to this point in the first place.

“Do you really think you’re in love with me?” I bite down on my bottom lip to keep it from trembling.
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