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            HOW TO NOT FALL IN LOVE WITH YOUR BEST FRIEND IN 3 EASY STEPS.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. NEVER sleep with him.

        2. DON'T wake up married to him in Vegas.

        3. DEFINITELY don't get pregnant with his baby.

      

        

      
        It’s not Trent’s fault I couldn’t keep my damn legs closed every time he looked at me.

        I was the funny best friend who harbored the secret crush,

        And he was the hottie on campus all the ladies wanted to bang…and did.

        Poetic isn’t it?

      

        

      
        The distance I’ve put between us over the years was exactly what I needed,

        Until I see that panty-melting smile,

        And feel his rock hard body against mine.

        FML.

      

        

      
        No strings.

        No Feelings.

        Yeah right…

        I’ve got one chance to convince him to give our marriage a chance,

        One week before he leaves the country,

        And seven days to convince him to play daddy.
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      “COME on, Mia. Please?!?!” Danielle whines into the phone. Just listening to her high-pitched voice makes me roll my eyes. “Everyone is going. And it will be our first time away from the baby. You know what that means—lots of drinking and dirty, dirty adult time.” I can practically hear the shit-eating grin she’s wearing right now. By dirty, dirty adult time, she meant she was going to get hammered and screw her husband while the rest of us pretended not to notice their disappearance.

      “I don’t know any of your friends, Dani. Don’t you think that would be a little awkward—me hanging out with your friends when we all know you and Levi will stay locked in your room the entire time?”

      “We will not,” she argues, her voice sounding faint while her mind is a million miles away.

      “You’re already thinking about it, aren’t you?” I sit up suddenly, feeling my eyes widen with knowledge.

      “I am not. I promise we won’t run off on our own. It’s just that we’ve listened to everyone complain about not being involved with our elopement, so we’re dragging everyone down there for one weekend to make it up to them. And I want you there.”

      “Tell her that Trent’s coming,” Levi says off in the distance.

      “Levi says Trent’s coming. Who’s Trent and why will you come for him and not for me?” she asks, accusingly.

      “Trent’s coming?” I ask, dazing off and picturing all the ways I’ve had fun with that boy—dirty, dirty adult time, indeed.

      “According to Levi. Who is he?” she asks again.

      “He’s a guy that went to college with Mia and me,” Levi says. “They used to…” His sentence trails off, but I can only picture him pointing with one finger and making a circle with his other hand.

      “Ohhhh, interesting.” I can hear the amusement in her voice.

      “No. Not interesting.” The words rush out of my mouth.

      “And the fact that you’re denying it makes it more interesting.”

      My head and shoulders slump, my eyes closing automatically. “I promise there is absolutely nothing interesting in an old, college hook-up I had.”

      “So, you’ve slept together?” she asks.

      “A lot,” Levi says.

      I scoff. “You’re one to talk, asshole.”

      He must get closer to the phone because his voice is louder. “What are you talking about?” His voice is higher pitched than normal. He’s acting offended, but we all know there is no offending Levi.

      “You’re talking about my hook-up that happened a lot? What about you and Danielle? You two were like horny rabbits going at it,” I joke—not that I know know, it’s just what Danielle has told me.

      “What have you been telling her?” Levi asks Danielle.

      “I haven’t told her anything,” Dani argues, but Levi must give her a pointed look because she follows up with, “What do you want from me? She’s like my only friend.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, you’re just a little more persistent than others,” I say, thinking about my lack of friends. I’m more of a loner and always have been. I’ve let very few people into my life. I guess it’s just my way of protecting myself. I’ve let too many people in already, and unfortunately, most of them have hurt me. The only one I allow to continue to hurt me is Trent, and the truth is, he doesn’t even realize he’s hurt me time and time and time again. Every time we’re together, he steals another piece of me. Surely there can’t be much left as it is.

      I realized this a long time ago, which is why I always make up an excuse not to meet up with him when he’s in town. I’m not stupid, I know I have very little control over myself when Trent Ford is involved.

      “Oh, you love me, and you know it,” Dani says, pulling me from my thoughts. “So, final thoughts on Vegas?”

      “Sorry, Dani. I can’t do it. I can’t afford the plane ticket, the hotel room, or the drinking I’ll do while I’m there.”

      “Fine,” she says, now pouting.

      “I’ll talk to you guys later.”

      “See ya,” they both say at the same time.

      I hang up the phone and drop it onto my desk. I lean back in my chair and stare up at the ceiling. I think about the guy I haven’t let myself think of in a long time. Trent Ford is a guy I went to college with. He’s the first person I met when I stepped onto campus that first day, and from there on out, we were always together. For a while, he was the cute popular guy at school, and I was his weird, awkward friend that tagged along wherever he went—sad that I’m talking about college and not grade school. Then our friendship turned into something else. I found myself extremely attracted to him, and he was starting to flirt with me. He’d smile, say things like I looked beautiful, be my shoulder to cry on when I got dumped, and we’d even kissed a time or two—both times we were very, very drunk when it happened, and it was never talked about because neither of us wanted to face the awkwardness. Then drunk kisses turned into sober make-out sessions. The only bad thing was that Trent was very popular on campus, and by that, I mean every girl wanted him. I didn’t stand a chance. The most he could offer me was a random hook-up, and being the dumb, stupid, head-over-heels in love with him girl that I was, I went for it.

      I started a random fuck relationship with my best friend. That’s actually how I met and became friends with Levi. He and Levi were best friends when he wasn’t always hanging out with that stupid Nick guy that Dani was with. I started this relationship thinking if that’s all he’ll give me, that’s what I’ll accept, while in the back of my mind, I thought maybe this was the way to make him realize he actually loves me. It was a gamble I was willing to take. And it was a gamble I’d lost. I ended up heartbroken, and the worst part was, I didn’t have my shoulder to cry on anymore.

      Over the years, I’ve managed to mend my heart—the only problem with mended things is that they could easily break open again. I put space and distance between myself and Trent—I’ve seen him a few times but only during the day and only in group settings. I wouldn’t allow myself to be used again. And I’ve even had a couple of steady relationships along the way—none of which have lasted.

      Hearing that Trent is going on this trip makes me want to go so badly, but I know I shouldn’t. Trent is and always will be my addiction. I’ll do anything to stay away from it, but I always fall back into the same trap. Then, I’ll do anything to hang onto it, and that’s where I get hurt.

      My phone starts ringing again, and I pick it up hesitantly. Trent’s name is flashing on the screen.

      Damn it, Levi! I know this is all your doing.

      I know I shouldn’t answer it, but I have to. He’s a drug, and I’m an addict. It’s being dangled right there in front of my face. Maybe just hearing his deep voice and his raspy laugh will be enough.

      “Hey, you,” I say into the phone as I lift it to my ear.

      “Hey, sweetheart. How ya been?” he asks. His voice is deep and smooth like the richest chocolate you could ever taste. It’s thick, sweet, and oh so delicious.

      “Good, and yourself?” Just talking to him gives me jitters. I find myself twisting at the ends of my hair, a smile never leaving my face.

      “Good. Tired. I’ve been working a lot. I haven’t had time to meet up with you in a while. Did you know that I’m back in the city?”

      I damn well know you’re back. You think I don’t watch your Facebook page like a hawk? You think I don’t rush to the phone when it goes off with chirping bird sounds when you update your Twitter? You think I don’t watch your Snap stories on repeat the whole 24 hours they’re there? But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I say, “Oh, you’re back?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been back for a couple of months now.”

      “Oh, I’ve been so busy I guess I didn’t notice.” I want to roll my eyes at myself.

      “So, Levi roped me into taking this trip to Vegas…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, and he tells me you’re not coming. What’s up with that? Too busy to hang out with the cool kids like old times?”

      I laugh. “I wish that was it. I just…” What’s a good excuse? “I have a lot of work to do.”

      “Mia, everyone has a lot of work to do. But it’s important to Levi that we come on this trip. I mean, the guy has a lot to celebrate.”

      Fuck. Why is it that he can talk me into anything? “He does,” I agree.

      “Then why are you flaking? Come on. Come out with me like the good old days.” I picture the grin that I know is on his face: delicious lips turned up at the corners, his perfectly straight white teeth, and the way his big brown eyes light up.

      I take a deep breath. “I can’t afford it,” I blurt out, which also isn’t the truth. But I can’t tell him the real reason why I don’t want to go.

      “Bullshit,” he calls my bluff. “We all know how much you work, and we all know you get paid a pretty penny for what you do. Stop lying to me, Mia. You know I can always tell when you’re lying. I bet you’re biting your lip right now.” He knows all my telltale signs.

      I have to forcibly remove my lip from between my teeth. “Am not,” I argue.

      “Yeah, sure,” he laughs out. And oh my God, his laugh. It’s like a dam just burst. “So, what do you say, Mia. Please? Please come on this trip with us. It’ll be fun,” he promises.

      “I…”

      “Mia, you’re coming, and that’s final,” he says, his voice low and demanding.

      I feel myself quake with need for this man and his demanding ways. Not many people know this side of him. I’m one of the lucky few. Trent is a real people person. He’s always the center of everyone’s attention. He’s also always making jokes or doing something stupid. And because of that, everyone knows him: the guys want to be his friend and the girls want one night alone with him—more, if they’re lucky like me. But not many people know this in charge, demanding man he really is behind closed doors.

      “Okay, fine,” I breathe out.

      He laughs. “Ha! That’s my girl. I knew if playing nice didn’t work, I’d just have to use a little force. I know how much you’ve always liked that,” he says quietly into the phone, turning my insides to mush.

      “Yeah, yeah. When are we leaving?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Eight A.M.”

      “Fine. Text me the info.” I pull the phone away from my face to hang up, but I hear him say something else, so I jerk it right back to my ear.

      “I’m really looking forward to seeing you, Mia. I’ve been missing you for a while.” I don’t know what to say to that. Is he insinuating something? Does he mean that as in, I’ve really missed fucking you, wanna have a romp, or does he mean that as in, I miss my old friend, let’s have a drink and tell each other how awesome our lives have been since we last saw one another?

      Not knowing is killing me.

      “Yeah, me too.” My phone beeps, indicating another call. “Gotta go, Trent. Bye.” I hang up his call and answer the other one.

      It’s Levi. “We’ve already purchased your ticket. See you in the morning,” he says, amusement in his voice.

      “You did this, didn’t you? Dani couldn’t talk me into going, so you threw Trent on me. Admit it.”

      “I may have,” he says around a laugh.

      Levi doesn’t know how hard I’ve worked to get Trent out of my system, or how badly he wrecked my system. “Thanks, asshole.”

      “Awe, shucks. You can thank me later,” he jokes.

      I can’t help but laugh. It feels good. I guess I do need to get out of my apartment. I have become a bit of a recluse lately. I mean, I don’t leave my apartment for anything anymore, not even groceries. Why would I leave when I can have everything delivered?

      “Later, asshole,” I say, hanging up the phone and dropping it back onto my desk.
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        * * *

      

      I make it to the airport bright and early the next morning. I have my bag hanging on one arm as I hold my phone, and my other hand is holding the Starbucks coffee to my mouth as I nearly chug it. I run on very little sleep, so caffeine is a must.

      Levi and Dani find me first.

      “Hey, is everyone else here yet?” Dani asks.

      I shrug since I still have a cup glued to my lips. “I don’t know any of these people. How should I know?” I finally ask.

      “Oh, there’s Bennet and Maddie,” Levi says as he scans the airport.

      We all head over in their direction.

      “Damon and Jazz are on their way, and Callan and Valerie just pulled up,” the man I’m assuming is Bennet says.

      Levi nods. “Bennet, Maddie, this is one of my best friends from college, Mia.” He introduces us.

      The three of us shake hands and talk casually.

      Soon, the other two couples are here, and we’ve all been introduced.

      “Where’s Trent?” Levi asks, looking around.

      I’m wondering the same thing. We all begin looking around, though I’m not sure why all these people I don’t know even bother looking. It’s not like they know what he looks like.

      Just then, Trent comes walking through the doors on cue. He looks like a damn model walking through the doors, his dark hair perfectly styled and blowing in the air. He’s wearing a loose pair of dark wash jeans, a red t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. He’s tall, lean, and toned—but not muscly. I hate it when guys get too thick. I like a guy that can throw me around, but not one that can hold me down…if you get my drift.

      He spots us as he enters, and he offers up his friendly smile. His brown eyes light up and sparkle like melting chocolate that’s been left in the sun too long.

      “Hey, Levi,” he says, closing the distance between us and pulling him in for a hug. “This must be your beautiful wife.” He turns to Dani.

      Levi wraps his arm around her lower back. “This is Dani.”

      I stop paying attention as they talk, forcing my attention on my coffee instead, and the fact that it’s now gone. As I’m reaching out to drop the cup into the nearby trash can, the air gets knocked from my lungs when Trent wraps his arms around me in a big bear hug, lifting me off my feet.

      “How ya doing, sweetheart?” he asks, teasing me but also not releasing me.

      “Can’t talk….can’t breathe…let…go,” I manage to get out.

      He drops me onto my feet suddenly. I look up at his eyes, and the anger melts away.

      “How have you gotten smaller?” he asks, holding his hand above my head. “Seriously, have you shrunk?” He’s wearing a big smile, happy to be torturing me again.

      “How is it that I’m getting smaller when the size of your assface has doubled?” I ask, smirking at him as my hand lands on my hip and my head tilts.

      He laughs and points at me, reaching over and pulling me to his chest. “God, I’ve missed this! We’re going to have so much fun this weekend.” He starts walking away with me. “I don’t think Vegas is ready for the two of us.”
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      FUCK, I don’t know what it is about this girl, but she’s always had me wrapped around that tiny finger of hers. It may be that fuck-off attitude and quick wit. Or it may be that big mouth on such a tiny frame. Yeah, that mouth and that body, damn. It makes things go from six to midnight for me. Mia has always been the one I wanted. The thing is, I’m not the one she needs. With my job, I travel a lot, and I knew Mia needed a full-time boyfriend, not one that would be gone ten months of the year. She’s too good for that. She needs a man who can be whatever she needs him to be.

      But still, a part of me always wonders what would’ve happened between us had I not left right after college. We had this “agreement” back in college. We’d hook up from time to time, and at one point in time, that’s all we did. But it was never serious. She knew not to fall for me because I would be leaving. I knew not to fall for her because I didn’t want to break her heart. Back then, it was easy to follow the rules. We’d do what we could when we could.

      No more.

      No less.

      But then, after college, we went our separate ways. While our friendship stayed strong, our sexual relationship didn’t. We’d done it a few times after college, and it was always unimaginably amazing for me. I’d come into town, make a call, and minutes later, I’d be sliding inside her. Then, I left that one time a few years ago, and she got a boyfriend. Finally, she had smartened up and left my ass in the past. Our sexual relationship was broken off completely at that moment. Even though her relationship didn’t last, the sex didn’t last either.

      Going so long without seeing her made it easy to forget how in love with her I am—that and the countless women to keep me warm at night. Seeing her now, I forget everything except how good she always felt to me. She was always there when I needed her, in any way I needed her. She’d be anything she could for me. She was my punching bag when I’d had a bad day, and it didn’t matter what I said, she knew it wasn’t personal and would just let me vent. She was my friend when I needed one. She was a lover when I needed that side of her. Mia, she’s always been there for me, which is another reason I vowed to stick with the no sex rule we’d somehow agreed to. I didn’t want to fuck her and leave her anymore. It killed me each and every time I had to leave her naked in bed and walk away. Good thing for me, she doesn’t know any of this. She’s always made it clear that we were just friends with benefits. I don’t know how I managed to fall in love with her, knowing she has no feelings for me.

      I opt to push everything from my head as I all but drag her onto the plane. My seat is right next to hers, and I allow her to slide in first.

      “Are you kidding me? I have to sit next to your annoying ass the whole way?” She rolls her eyes, but I can see the smile she’s holding back.

      She slides into her seat, and I watch her round ass the whole way. “Just wait until you find out where you’re sleeping,” I say around a smirk as I sit down next to her.

      Her back stiffens. “What?” She leans forward, looking at Dani and Levi. “What’s he talking about?”

      Dani smiles. “Well, it just made sense, Mia. Levi and I get a room, Jazz and Damon, Maddie and Bennet, Valerie and Callan, and you and Trent.”

      The smile I’m still wearing grows bigger as I look over at her. She’s giving me the death glare and muttering something under her breath.

      “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” I reach down and grab her thigh, squeezing slightly, so it just tickles her.

      She jumps and pushes my hand off of her. “I never would have agreed to this had I known I’d be stuck with you all weekend.”

      I laugh and roll my eyes. “Sure, you would’ve. You can’t wait to catch me in the shower in the morning, right?” I nod my head as I wiggle my eyebrows.

      She scoffs, rolls her eyes, and shakes her head, refusing to acknowledge me.

      When the plane takes off, and everyone starts talking amongst themselves, taking a nap, or reading, I lean into Mia. I reach up, yanking the earbud from her ear.

      She gives me a dirty look. “What?”

      “Did you ever join the mile-high club?” I ask, more just to tease her than anything else. I know the rules. No sex.

      “Yeah, with you. Remember?” she asks, eyes stretched wide.

      “Oh yeah,” I mumble, thinking back on the amazing sex we had when she flew to Charlotte to ride back to Chicago with me. That’s how awesome this girl is: she flew from Chicago, Illinois to Charlotte, North Carolina, just to fly back to Chicago with me. “Well,” I ask, snapping myself out of my daze. “Wanna do it again?”

      She scoffs, rolls her eyes, and jabs me in the ribs with her elbow.

      “Ow,” I laugh out, rubbing my hand over my now sore ribs.

      “Serves you right,” she says with a nod of her head. “I’m a lady now. I don’t do that sort of thing.”

      Her words only make me laugh. “A lady, huh?” I lean in and whisper in her ear. “So, you wouldn’t let me take you back to that bathroom, push this little dress up over your ass, and bend you over like the good old days?” I pull away enough to see her chest quickly rising and falling. “You remember the last time, don’t you?” I ask, leaning back in. “I remember you seemed to like it a lot. The way you were practically screaming my name, I thought you’d remember a little better than you do.” I pull away to see her hands on both the armrests, fingers wrapped around them in a death grip.

      She takes a deep breath, forces her hands to let loose, and then looks at me. She leans closer, so our lips are almost touching. “Oh, I remember alright. I remember how it felt when you slid into me—you had to pause so that you didn’t come right then. I remember you not being able to say anything but fuck over and over with each thrust. And I remember how you held me so tight that I had bruises on my ass and hips.” Her breath blows across my dry lips, and I have to resist the urge to lick them. Good thing I have my hands on my lap, otherwise everyone sitting around me would feel awkward by the massive erection I have going right now from listening to her words.

      I’m lost in her eyes, that memory, and the overwhelming urge to drag her ass back to the bathroom right now when her eyes fall to my lap, and her lips turn up into a grin. “Looks like you got a little problem, Sport,” she says around her grin.

      I let my head fall back against the seat. “I hate you” are the only words to leave my lips, but that only makes her laugh out loud.

      She’s going to fucking kill me this weekend. I can see it already. She’ll deny any advance I try to make, and people will end up finding me a week later, lying in bed in my underwear with a raging boner.

      Damnit.

      The flight is long after that. I find myself shifting in my seat every so often. I’d get my problem out of the way, and it’d come right back. Eventually, I have to go to the bathroom to bleed the pressure. I hate jacking off in an airplane bathroom. It feels like everyone knows what I’m doing. But maybe this is all I need to keep myself in check this weekend. I am wound pretty tight, and it’s been at least a year since my last hook-up. I’m just horny. If I can get this out of my system, I won’t try to bang my best friend, because God knows all that will do is hurt the both of us in the long run.

      The plane lands, and we get a taxi to take us all to the hotel. Everyone stands around in a big group in the lobby while Danielle and Levi check us in. They come back and hand us each a key.

      “Bennet and Maddie, you’re in room 709. Valerie and Callan: 712, Damon and Jazz: 710, Levi and I are in 711, and Mia and Trent: 713. We’re all in a row, but I did break you guys up, Valerie and Bennet and Damon and Maddie. Figured you guys didn’t want to hear your siblings, er—you know,” Dani says, causing everyone to laugh and agree.

      “I still have an issue with this,” Mia says, raising her hand.

      Everyone looks her way.

      “Not that this is anyone’s business, but Trent and I, we have a past. One that I’d like to avoid rekindling if you know what I mean.” Her caramel eyes widen.

      “Well, Mia. You’re more than welcome to get another room,” I say. “Or I could rent another room. I won’t mind being on a different floor from everyone.” I step toward the front desk.

      “No,” Mia says, placing her hands flat on my chest as she steps in front of me. “I’ll get a different room. Be right back.” She walks away.

      “Something happened between you two?” Levi asks, pulling me off to the side.

      “No. Why?” I ask, running my hand through my hair.

      “Well, last time I saw you two together, you were hot and heavy. Now you’re cold as ice.” He slides his hands into the pockets of his jeans, clearly feeling weird about having this conversation.

      I wave my hand through the air dismissing it. “That’s been a long time ago, Levi. Mia and I haven’t seen one another in over a year. And we haven’t slept together in what, two or three years now?”

      “Why? What changed things?” he asks, seemingly concerned.

      “She started dating, getting into relationships. I didn’t want to ruin anything for her.”

      His brows pull together as he crosses his arms over his chest. “She hasn’t been in a relationship in over two years?”

      “Yeah, well…” I start, but Mia is back, sticking her bottom lip out. “They’re booked solid. There are no rooms left.”

      I smile wide. “Welcome back, roomie,” I say, holding out both arms, waiting for a hug I know isn’t coming.

      “Well, now that that’s settled, why don’t we all go put our belongings away in our room, and we can meet back here for dinner and drinks at 5?” Dani asks, looking at everyone.

      Everyone agrees, and we move toward the elevator. Somehow, the ten of us manage to get onto the same elevator. We all cram inside, tighter than a can of sardines. Mia is standing right in front of me, and I can’t help but let my eyes rake up and down her gorgeous, pixie-like body. She’s short—only coming up to my shoulders, and she’s tiny—probably not weighing more than 105 pounds. Her blonde hair is cut short into a sleek bob, and she always insists on wearing a skirt or shorts, teasing me with her long, smooth, toned legs. This girl is short, but she’s nothing but legs. God, I’d love to feel them wrapped around my hips again.

      The elevator dings and everyone begins piling off. I shake the thoughts from my head as I push myself forward. We walk down the hallway in two’s, everyone with their partners, and then me and Mia. It feels like some sort of scary movie as everyone walks to their doors, inserts their keycard, and opens the door at the same time. Then, they turn her heads back and forth and say goodbye. All the couples are holding hands, or the guys are holding their woman’s hips—all looking forward to getting inside and having a few minutes alone. Everyone but me and Mia.

      We both walk in, and I drop my bag onto the floor as I dive into one of the beds. I stretch out as I roll on my back and look at her. She looks nervous as she sets her bag down onto her bed and leans against the dresser, arms crossed over her chest.

      “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

      Her golden eyes flash over to me. “Nothing. Why would you think something is wrong?” she asks, busying herself with unzipping her bag and pulling out her clothes to put away.

      “Look,” I say, sitting up on the edge of the bed. I rest my elbows on my knees. “I know I’ve been teasing you a lot, but it was just for fun. Really. I mean, if you want to, we can ask for some tape to divide the room. I’ll stay on my side.” I hold up my hands, showing her my palms. “I swear.”

      She laughs. “That’s unnecessary. We both know nothing is going to happen between us this weekend, so let’s just try to forget our fucked-up past, huh?” She glances at me from over her shoulder as she bends down and places a pile of lacy underwear into her drawer.

      “How much underwear did you bring?” I laugh, unable to take my eyes off that drawer.

      She lets out a puff of air. “You never know.”

      “You never know what, when you’re going to shit your pants and need that many pairs for one weekend?”

      She shakes her head as she picks up her bag and heads toward the bathroom. “You’re such a guy.” The door closing between us effectively ends our conversation. I lay back, propping my head up with my arms. Every other guy in this group is probably getting laid right now, and here I am, talking about underwear with there being a zero chance of me getting to rip them off.

      Maybe this trip wasn’t such a good idea.

      When she steps out of the bathroom, her makeup is fresh, and her hair looks flawless. She finds me sitting on her bed with my legs crossed beneath me—the contents of the entire minibar before me.

      “What the fuck? Get your nasty shoes off my bed.” She shoves against my shoulder. “What are you doing anyway? You know how much this stuff costs?”

      I shrug. “So? It’s on Levi.” I laugh as I twist the top off and hand her the bottle.

      She looks a little apprehensive at first, but then she shrugs and takes the bottle of Tequila and throws it back.

      “That’s my girl,” I say, opening a bottle of vodka and knocking it against her empty one. “To a night we’ll never forget.”

      “Oh, I know. Let’s play a drinking game,” she says, kicking off her shoes and pulling up her feet.

      “Now, you’re talking. What kind of game are we playing here?” I ask, leaning my back against the wooden headboard as my eyes take her in.

      “It’s like truth or dare. Only, this one is truth or drink. We’ll take turns asking the other person a question. You either have to answer the question truthfully or take a shot.” She smiles, proud of herself for thinking of that, but I’m a fan of late-night TV too. I’ve seen many celebrities play this game with Jimmy.

      “Alright,” I agree. “I’m first.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I wouldn’t expect anything else. Go ahead.”

      I lean forward, wanting to study her face as I ask my question. “Do you ever think of us?” I ask, and she knows exactly what I mean: not just me, but us, together the way we used to be.

      She takes a deep breath and nods. “Sometimes,” she admits. “Now, it’s my turn.”

      “Oh no! You have to elaborate.”

      “Elaborate on what? You asked a question, and I told you the answer. Sometimes I think of us.”

      “What do you think?”

      She raises one eyebrow. “It’s not your turn. You don’t get to ask the question,” she says, sticking out her tongue. “Why did you want me to come on this trip?”

      Mother fucker. Why is she better at this game than I am? I bit my bottom lip as I think of a good enough answer she may accept as the truth. “Because it meant a lot to Levi and Dani.”

      “Bullshit,” she says, pointing an accusing finger at me. “The truth.”

      I let out a deep breath as I hang my head. “Because I’ve missed you, Mia. I already told you that,” I confess, finally looking up at her.

      I see her soften as our eyes meet. It’s like we’re connecting and setting the world on fire as we do so. I’ve always gotten lost in her eyes when I look into that golden swirl of caramel.

      “Your turn,” she says softly.

      “When was the last time you were in a relationship?” I ask, remembering Levi and my conversation from earlier in the lobby. I’ve called her several times over the last few years, wanting to get together. She always had some excuse of a boyfriend, though, which meant she was lying and trying to avoid me.

      She twists the top on a bottle and pours it into her mouth.

      I laugh. “It’s going to be like that, huh?”

      She nods. “Yep, and there’s nothing you can do about it because it’s the rules of the game.”

      “Fine.” I shrug. “Your turn.”

      She shakes off the burn of the alcohol. “What were you hoping to achieve by having me here?”

      It’s not a question I would answer anyway, but I make a show of picking up a bottle, twisting off the cap, and chucking it across the room. She laughs as I drink the shot, and it nearly makes me choke. My heart skips a beat, and my lungs want to suck in a big gulp of air. But you can’t suck in any air when you’re trying to swallow something, especially alcohol. It burns like a mother fucker.

      Almost choking makes her laugh harder, and I give her a gentle nudge. She falls off the bed, rolling in laughter. I choke back my shot, pointing and laughing at her on the floor.

      When we both settle down, I look over at the edge of the bed at her still lying on the floor. In her fit of laughing, her loose summer dress managed to fly up. I’ve now got a good shot at her white lace panties, tan upper thighs, and flat stomach. My laughing dies down as I clear my throat and tug my eyes away from her body.

      She picks up on the change quickly, fixing her dress as she takes her seat back on the bed. “Your turn,” she says, drying her eyes of the tears that formed from laughing and lack of oxygen.

      Why don’t you love me? Why can’t we be together? Can I please touch you? All come to my mind, but I won’t allow the words to slip past my lips. “What time are we supposed to meet for dinner?” I ask, suddenly realizing that it’s going on five.

      “Five,” she answers, then laughs. “Ha, what a wasted question.”

      “No, Mia. It’s almost five. We should probably go.” I stand up quickly, suddenly realizing how buzzed I am.

      “Oh,” she says, standing up and taking a minute to get her balance. “Whoa, maybe we hit it a little too hard.” She looks like she’s concentrating on balancing as she slides her feet into her shoes.

      “I wish,” I mumble, moving toward the door.

      “Huh?’ she asks, chasing after me. “What did you say?’ she asks again.

      “Nothing,” I call out, walking out into the hallway without her, needing the distance and air to clear my head.
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