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      ‘This is a really sexy book and I loved the heroine’s journey to find herself and grow strong. Highly recommend this one’ USAToday.com

       

      ‘Will knock your socks off… [an] unforgettable love story’ RT Book Reviews

       

      ‘Humour, heartbreak, drama, and passion’ The Reading Cafe

       

      ‘Truly enjoyable… a really satisfying love story’ Dear Author

       

      ‘[Samantha Young’s] enchanting couples and delicious romances make her books an autobuy’ Smexy Books

       

      ‘Hot, bittersweet, intense… sensual, with witty banter, angst, heartbreaking moments, and a love story you cannot help but embrace’ Caffeinated Book Reviewer

       

      ‘Filled with heart, passion, intensity, conflict, and emotion’ Literary Cravings

       

      ‘[Young] is a goddess when it comes to writing hot scenes’ Once Upon a Twilight

       

      ‘Ms. Young dives deep into the psyche of what makes a person tick emotionally… [The] one thing you can count on from Ms. Young is some of the best, steamy, sexual chemistry’ Fiction Vixen

       

      ‘Smart and sexy, Young writes stories that stay with you long after you flip that last page’ Under the Covers

       

      ‘Charismatic characters, witty dialogue, blazing-hot sex scenes, and real-life issues make this book an easy one to devour. Samantha Young is not an author you should miss out on!’ Fresh Fiction

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      Samantha Young is a New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author from Stirlingshire, Scotland. She’s been nominated for the Goodreads Choice Award for Best Author and Best Romance for her international bestselling novel On Dublin Street. 

       

      Visit Samantha Young online:

       

      www.authorsamanthayoung.com 

      www.twitter.com/AuthorSamYoung 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Also by Samantha Young
            

          

        

      

      Hero

       

      
On Dublin Street Series

      On Dublin Street

      Down London Road

      Before Jamaica Lane

      Fall From India Place

      Echoes Of Scotland Street

      Moonlight On Nightingale Way

      Castle Hill (Novella)

      Until Fountain Bridge (Novella)

      One King’s Way (Novella)

       

      
The Hart’s Boardwalk Series

      The One Real Thing

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Piatkus

           

          
            978-0-3494-1261-0

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Samantha Young, 2017

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Excerpt from The One Real Thing copyright © 2017 Samantha Young

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          PIATKUS

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      For my nephew Mason. 

      I was writing this book when you were born, so this one is for you. 

      But when you’re older don’t read past this dedication… 

      because that would be weird for me. 

      I love you.
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Vaughn

      The early morning was dull, the waves a little rougher, a little more hurried than usual as they rushed the shore, and gulls flew above in a sky that matched the water perfectly in its melancholic gray.

      Behind the floor-to-ceiling glass of his penthouse suite Vaughn stared out from his boardwalk hotel at the scene and thought how it wasn’t whole without his other senses in play. The boardwalk below, the beach, the ocean, it all seemed but a moving picture. The reality of it was in the caws of the gulls he couldn’t hear behind his expensive triple glazing. The reality of it was in the smells beyond the window – the salt air, the hot dogs, burgers, and the warm sweetness of cotton candy.

      That’s what made his boardwalk feel like home.

      Home.

      Hmm. 

      He’d come to Hartwell to escape the ugliness he’d left behind in Manhattan. Hartwell was peaceful. Although it had thousands of tourists pouring in every summer, and there was always some kind of festival or celebration going on, there was a tranquility here that crowds of people couldn’t diminish.

      Vaughn had needed that serenity. The plan was to soak up all that peace until the time came for him to go back to the center of his business operations in New York.

      Somewhere along the way, Hartwell changed from a refuge to home.

      Home is where the heart is.

      His gaze wandered back outside to the stillness of the boardwalk, and to his utter frustration his heart jumped in his chest at a glimpse of bright auburn hair. He leaned forward to get a better look.

      Sure enough.

      It was her.

      Bailey.

      She strode down the boardwalk from the direction of her own establishment, Hart’s Inn, her long hair blowing in the wind. Vaughn pressed closer to the glass, trying to get a better look, but it was impossible from this height.

      All he could make out were the jeans she wore tucked into brown ankle boots and the green sweater that was far too thin to be worn this early in the morning.

      He frowned. The woman needed to buy a goddamn jacket.

      She smiled and he caught sight of her neighbor Iris approaching her. For a moment he envied Iris that smile. It was hard to resist Bailey Hartwell’s smile. It had an effect on people.

      On him.

      Unfortunately.

      Especially since he couldn’t recall a time when that smile had ever been directed at him.

      Bailey followed Iris out of his line of sight.

      He tried to follow them and smacked his head off the glass. “Fuck.” Vaughn rubbed at his forehead and turned away from the window.

      His eyes were drawn to the huge bed across the room where a slender redhead whose name he couldn’t remember was lying sleeping.

      One immediate problem was that he saw Bailey everywhere.

      He even saw her in other women despite his best efforts to channel his attention elsewhere.

      Ignoring the growing ache of longing in his chest, a half-dressed Vaughn took the white shirt that had been pressed and hung up for him off the hanger and shrugged it on. Then he chose a blue silk tie from his collection. His waistcoat and jacket followed suit. Dressed for the day, he strolled over to the bed and leaned down to nudge the redhead awake. She groaned and opened her eyes and instead of clear green eyes that made his blood burn, brown ones stared up at him.

      “Time to leave.” He walked away without looking back.
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Bailey

      I was on a mission.

      A mission to cross the distance that suddenly stretched between my boyfriend Tom and me. Ten years we’d been dating. It was safe to conclude that we’d hit a rough patch.

      But when your guy pushed you off him in bed because he was too tired to have sex then there was a problem.

      I aimed to fix that problem.

      First I yelled at him a lot and called him an asshole, because, seriously, asshole move.

      Then I calmed down and I started to think. To plan. To fix the situation.

      With sexy lingerie and a raincoat.

      First I needed the sexy lingerie. I had a few pieces of hot underwear in my closet but Tom had seen them. I wanted to dazzle him with something new.

      Sherry’s Trousseau just off Main Street was an expensive little boutique but none of the other stores or the mall near Dover sold anything as nice as Sherry’s. The only issue with buying lingerie in a small town, however, was the fact that anyone in the store, including Sherry, knew I was planning on getting lucky sometime soon, and had no qualms bringing up the subject like they had a right to the details of my sex life.

      “Tom will have a lot of fun taking those off.” Sherry rang up the red silk bra, panties, matching garters, and sheer silk stockings. I had a pair of red stilettos I planned on wearing with them.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Here’s hoping he’ll explode all over me with excitement.”

      I grinned to myself as I left the store, savoring Sherry’s blushing mortification.

      Apparently it was okay for her to discuss my man touching my lingerie but not okay for me to discuss the consequences of such an act. Oh well. She should have been used to my inappropriate responses by now. It’s how I survived small-town life. I said what I was thinking, no filter, and I beat nosy busybodies at their own game by divulging too much information.

      It was fun.

      I glanced back toward the shop to see if she was sharing her shock over what I’d said with Ellen Luther, the only other customer in the shop at that moment, and —

      “Oof!” Pain shot up my jaw as I collided with something hard that knocked me off balance. The movement caused the paper bag with my lingerie in it to swing, and the thin handle snapped with the force, sending my new purchases scattering all over the pavement.

      I stared down at it in surprise as my jaw throbbed. And then I caught sight of the shoes at the edge of the scene.

      Polished to a shine.

      Black leather Derby shoes.

      I’d bet everything I had they were Prada.

      And there was only one man in Hartwell who wore designer like it was made especially for him.

      My heart sank as I lifted my gaze.

      Sure enough, staring down at my new underwear like he was staring at a lamppost, or something equally mundane, was Vaughn Tremaine.

      Now my whole body thrummed along with the throb in my jaw where I’d collided with one of his broad shoulders. As always he wore a tailored three-piece suit that fit him beautifully.

      I watched in horror as he unbuttoned his jacket and lowered to his haunches to pick up my underwear. If it had been anyone else reaching for those items I wouldn’t have cared less. But Vaughn Tremaine wasn’t just anyone.

      With my new bra dangling in his clutches he looked up and quirked an eyebrow my way.

      Not for the first time I found myself squirming under his steel-gray gaze.

      Silence stretched between us as we stared at one another and I fought the urge to abandon my stuff and run off in the opposite direction away from him. The problem was – well there were a number of problems with Vaughn Tremaine – the fact that a) he was much too attractive for his own good and b) unlike anyone else, he had the ability to make me feel insecure.

      Right now, for instance, as much as I didn’t want the thought in my head I couldn’t help but note how unaffected he appeared at holding my sexy underwear in his hand.

      I was as attractive as a limp noodle to him.

      And it shouldn’t bother me.

      The man was a jerk.

      “Looks like Tom is in for an interesting evening.” Vaughn held the bra up toward me.

      I snatched it from him, my cheeks blazing. Clearly karma was getting back at me for what I’d said to Sherry. As he reached for the panties and garter I snapped, “Leave it.”

      “But I’m already down here.” He ignored my demand as he collected the broken bag and carefully placed the underwear back inside. As he stood up Vaughn handed me the bag.

      In my angry embarrassment I leaned in to yank it from him, only to stumble as I did so. Vaughn moved to steady me, his strong fingers curling around my bicep. His touch panicked me and I jerked away, scowling at him.

      Perhaps a year ago I wouldn’t have scowled so hard at him.

      I would have scowled for sure, but maybe not so emphatically.

      Up until last summer our interactions had always been antagonistic because from the day we met Vaughn had made me feel I was the uneducated provincial to his superior cosmopolitan self. He did this by mocking me, mocking Tom, and I didn’t like it. He was no better than me.

      Admittedly, however, there was a certain amount of fun in teasing and mocking him back. That is until last summer, when during one of our many verbal battles he’d out and out said that he disliked me in front of Jess and everyone else whose opinion I valued. And okay, I might have deserved a harsh retaliation because I’d been particularly bitchy to him that day because of an argument I’d had with Tom… but… well…

      The son of a bitch had hurt my feelings, and that was unforgiveable.

      “As ever the gentleman, Tremaine.”

      “Helping you retrieve your belongings was gentlemanly, I thought.”

      “No – the gentlemanly thing to do would have been to assess the situation, realize that touching a lady’s unmentionables is ungentlemanly, ignore said unmentionables, and go merrily on your way while I tried to inconspicuously recover the unmentionables.”

      The right corner of his mouth tilted up in amusement. “You’ve never crossed me as the shy and retiring type, Miss Hartwell. I wouldn’t have thought my seeing your panties would get them in such a twist.”

      “Ha, clever.” I ignored him calling me Miss Hartwell. Or I attempted to. I never wanted him to know how much it bugged me that he never called me by my name. In retaliation I never referred to him out loud as anything but Tremaine.

      We really brought out the maturity in one another.

      He grinned. “I do find I’m wittier around you.”

      “Yes, well, that happens when arming yourself in a battle of wits against a wittier opponent.”

      There were moments, like now, when I thought I glimpsed a flash of respect in Vaughn’s eyes. But I knew that couldn’t be true. I was just looking for something I wanted to see. “We’re particularly feisty today.”

      “Don’t royal ‘we’ me, Tremaine. I’m not impressed by your pomposity. In fact it pisses me off.”

      He stepped closer into me, and I had to steel myself against stepping back. Vaughn Tremaine did not need to know his nearness made my breath catch. His eyes drifted over my face. He always did this, like he was savoring my every feature, and I knew his only purpose in doing so was to make me feel uncomfortable.

      Mission accomplished.

      Bastard.

      “You shouldn’t tell me when something pisses you off,” Vaughn said. “You know it only makes me want to do it more.”

      If he’d been anyone else, I would have laughed in grudging respect. Instead, like always with him, I took it personally. Like I said, it didn’t start out that way. Vaughn was smart. I think a large part of me actually enjoyed our battle of wits. But after he said he didn’t like me, everything he said to me became an insult. Worse, at around the same time he admitted his dislike for me, I actually began to see more in him than just an arrogant, selfish businessman who thought himself superior to me.

      Deep down I knew Vaughn wasn’t a bad guy. I discovered that when he helped out my friends Cooper and Jessica last year. When Jess was convinced that things between her and Cooper were falling apart, Vaughn gave her a place to stay in town so that Cooper had time to win her back.

      And the truth was we all felt safer with Vaughn around: there was the matter of Ian Devlin and his sons.

      Devlin owned a lot of property in Hartwell, including the Hartwell Grand Hotel in town, and the amusement park behind the boardwalk. But he didn’t own anything on the commercial north end of the boardwalk. And just as he’d used less than honorable means to gain properties on the popular, touristy Main Street, he’d tried underhand ways to gain property on the expensive coastline. He was desperate to add boardwalk property to his portfolio. In fact, I guessed he was desperate to one day own the entire length of the north boardwalk. He had it in his head to turn it into a five-star resort, which would decimate what made Hart’s Boardwalk so charming.

      When the old boardwalk hotel went up for sale, we, the close-knit community on the boardwalk, thought we were done for. Ian Devlin was the only man we knew who could afford to buy it.

      But then came Vaughn. A hotelier with more money than God and a better pedigree than most Manhattanites. For whatever reason, he bought the old boardwalk hotel, knocked it down, and put up his own establishment.

      The good thing though – despite the modern appeal of his hotel – was that Vaughn liked the boardwalk as it was. And even I had to admit that he seemed to genuinely like and respect Cooper. So when Devlin threatened Cooper’s boardwalk bar by bribing someone on the city board to deny Cooper his liquor license renewal, Vaughn stepped up alongside us to put a stop to it.

      And despite the fact that was the moment he told me he didn’t like me, I saw what I hadn’t wanted to see.

      Vaughn Tremaine may have been a pompous, smug, wealthy, arrogant businessman who thought he was better than me, but he could also be kind of honorable when he wanted to be.

      Moreover, he was our defense against Ian Devlin.

      According to Cooper, Vaughn had said something that made Cooper feel confident that Vaughn would never let Devlin do anything to damage what we’d built on our boardwalk.

      And Vaughn had the money and influence to back up that sentiment.

      “What? Do I have something on my face?” Vaughn said.

      I realized at that moment I’d just been staring into those startling gray eyes of his. No one had a right to eyes like those. He must have known what those eyes did to a woman.

      To women. Other women. Not me.

      “No.” I stepped away from him, even if doing so did give him the upper hand.

      “What? No sharp reply? You sure you’re feeling alright?” He cocked his head to the side, studying me. A crease formed between his brows. “You do look a little tired.”

      I huffed, running a hand over my hair. I hated when he scrutinized my personal appearance. “Always so complimentary, Tremaine. It’s a wonder you don’t have a trail of panting ladies following after you. Oh, wait a second. It’s not.”

      He just stared at me, which for some reason made me feel worse, because it felt like he could see right into me, and that he could see how unhappy I was and —

      “No wonder you’re single.” I gave him a look that would have made a lesser man’s balls jump back up inside him. “You’re cold through and through. You haven’t got anything real to offer a woman. Nothing but money. And sooner or later they’ll realize not even money is worth a lifetime of nothing.”

      It was harsh.

      It was horrible.

      And it was all about me, not him.

      Immediately I wanted to take the words back, but they were out there.

      Me and my stupid no brain-to-mouth filter.

      Like the ice I’d accused him of being, Vaughn’s expression turned an arctic level of cool. “I’m single because I want to be, Miss Hartwell. Unlike you I’m strong enough to be alone rather than settle for mediocre. But then like attracts like, doesn’t it.”

      And on that parting shot, a shot he had no idea hit dead center on target, Vaughn Tremaine sauntered away like he hadn’t just had a bitter encounter with me.

      I didn’t touch him.

      Ever.

      But he always got me.

      And it always hurt.

      Bastard.

      Pissed, I marched off in the opposite direction back to the inn, trying to will Vaughn’s words out of my head, trying to shake off what he made me feel.

      After all, I couldn’t be angry and pissed when I showed up to “raincoat and sexy lingerie” Tom to get us back on the right track.

       

      
Vaughn

      For not the first time, Vaughn fought the urge to turn back around, find Bailey, get on his knees in front of her, and beg her for forgiveness.

      No one else pushed his buttons like Bailey Hartwell. He’d had people say worse things to him than Bailey did, although always in that passive aggressive, superficially polite manner he couldn’t stand.

      Yet, Bailey was the only person he ever lost his cool with. He retaliated. Lashed out like an immature teenager.

      And he hurt her every time.

      She wasn’t like the women he’d grown up around. They had learned from a young age the art of masking one’s emotions.

      Bailey’s emotions were out there for all to see.

      For instance… he knew she was attracted to him. He also knew she hated that current of attraction because she may have been attracted to him but she didn’t like him. Bailey hadn’t liked him from the moment they’d met and that was partly why he lashed out at her, too.

      But sometimes, like just then, he went too far.

      He winced as the words he’d said to her reverberated around in his head. That resentful longing he felt whenever he was around her became a throbbing pang, an ache – an ugly ache of regret in his chest. Bailey Hartwell was anything but mediocre.

      In truth, it had taken all of his willpower to will away his erection when that lingerie had tumbled out of her shopping bag. He’d stared up at her, imagining her in it, and the blood had shot straight to his dick.

      In an effort to not get aroused in public he’d turned his thoughts to Tom Sutton and let his angry frustration take over. It was absurd that an idiot like Tom Sutton got to enjoy the honor, the unadulterated pleasure, of seeing Bailey in skimpy lingerie. It was a sin that he got to hold her at night, to walk by her side in the daytime, to be one of the people she cast her light over. So much light. He’d never met a woman like her. Every thought, every feeling she had she put out there – brave, upfront, outspoken. It was refreshing coming from a world where women rarely spoke their mind, where they played subtle games, to a world where someone like Bailey Hartwell existed.

      And she cared so much.

      Too much.

      Sometimes he wanted her to stop caring so much because he was terrified she was going to get hurt beyond repair.

      He’d heard about how much she had cared when Dahlia McGuire moved to Hartwell to run the gift store she’d bought from her great-aunt. There were rumors that Dahlia had taken herself for a midnight swim just after she’d moved to town and she’d almost drowned. Bailey apparently saved her life. They were best friends now.

      And he’d witnessed firsthand how Bailey cared when Jessica Huntington came to Hartwell. Bailey had latched on to that woman from the moment they met, like she knew Jessica was harboring a secret, like she knew Jessica needed a friend. Bailey befriended her, no questions asked.

      Vaughn had watched how Bailey cared about her town and the people in it – how she felt like he was a threat to all that and tried to make his life as difficult as possible until she realized he wasn’t out to hurt her beloved town.

      But she would have fought against him if he had been. Bailey, with her little inn, and nothing but friends to back her up.

      She would have gone up against him. Vaughn with all his money and power.

      No fear.

      Just fire.

      Fuck, he admired her fire.

      And Tom Sutton didn’t seem to realize he was in bed with fire. He had no clue he had something extraordinary in Bailey Hartwell.

      She was loyal to the bone.

      Vaughn admired all of that. He wanted all of that. He wanted her. He wanted her in his bed. Every night.

      However, it wasn’t just Bailey’s dislike and the existence of her boyfriend that stood between him having her. It was partly his ability to hurt her. Like he’d hurt her only moments ago. But mostly it was his aversion to relationships. Vaughn had sworn off relationships entirely and not even Bailey Hartwell could change his mind when it was made up.

      So yes, it was strange hating a man like Tom for having something he wanted, knowing that Tom didn’t deserve Bailey, because as much as he hated the man, he was glad Tom existed.

      There never would be a Vaughn and Bailey.

      But that lingerie…

      Tom needed Bailey to wear sexy lingerie to get turned on?

      Yes. The lingerie was nice.

      And picturing her in it was more than nice.

      However, it was pointless to him. It covered what he wanted to see more than anything.

      Bailey Hartwell. Naked. On his bed. Fire in her eyes but a submissive body. She was so fucking antagonistic and battle ready all the time… nothing turned him on more than the idea of winning a battle with her, of her letting him tie her to his bed —

      “Fuck,” he muttered, his skin feeling flushed with arousal.

      He was getting turned on walking down the goddamn street.

      Thankfully his cell vibrated inside his suit pocket, distracting him. He pulled it out and saw “Dad Calling” on the screen.

      Grateful for the interruption to his wayward thoughts, Vaughn answered it.

      “I thought you might have seen the news about Caroline in the paper,” William Tremaine said without preamble.

      “I did.”

      “Are you okay?”

      This, right then, this call was one of the reasons he should go back to New York.

      After his mother died of a heart condition she’d had from birth that no one knew about until it just gave out one day, Vaughn’s dad had been there. He was only five when he lost his mother, and his father was a successful construction giant in New York. He didn’t exactly have the time for a five-year-old son.

      But he made time.

      Yes, there were nannies, but Vaughn had never felt unwanted or unloved, and as he grew older he realized how rare that was in the rarified world he’d been born into. He had no doubt that his friends were loved but that love was often crushed under the weight of expectation that was thrust upon them.

      William reared him to work hard, but he never pushed his own agenda on Vaughn. Not like his friends’ parents. His father was his best friend. A man he admired and respected more than anyone else.

      And he should go to New York for him.

      He just couldn’t make his feet move in that direction.

      “I’m fine, Dad,” Vaughn reassured him.

      “I’m sure you are, just thought I’d check. You know… I was thinking I could stop in Delaware tomorrow. I have a business trip to London in a few days. I thought I’d make a pit stop.”

      Vaughn grinned. “I’m really okay.”

      “I’d like to see that for myself.”

      “Then you know you’re more than welcome.”

      By the time he got off the phone, his brain was whirling with thoughts of his father’s upcoming visit and his earlier encounter with Bailey Hartwell. He stopped in the middle of the street and realized he’d passed the sandwich shop he’d been on his way to, to pick up lunch.

      The hurt in Bailey’s eyes flashed before his own.

      He should have let one of the hotel staff get the damn sandwich for him after all but no… he’d wanted a stroll.

      He could promise himself that it was the last stroll he’d take for a while but he knew he’d go nuts if he stayed confined to the hotel while he was in town.

      Moreover… as torturous as it was seeing Bailey, it was the sweet kind of torture he’d become addicted to.
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Bailey

      There was something exciting, adventurous, and more than a little risqué about getting in my car wearing nothing but sexy underwear beneath a raincoat. I was positive if anyone saw me, they’d know what I was up to, and so I’d made a mad dash to my car, almost going over on my ankle in my red stilettos.

      I’d laughed at myself as I pulled out of my driveway, and I’d giggled at the excited butterflies in my belly.

      It felt good to be doing something out of the norm.

      However, as I pulled up to Tom’s apartment, the butterflies took on a different flutter. The excitement was tempered by the reminder of my partner pushing me away the night before.

      I stared up at his place, saw the light burning in the window, and I froze for a moment before giving myself a pep talk.

      “You’re wearing a raincoat. And lingerie.” There was no way a guy could turn that down.

      Taking a deep breath, I let that knowledge revive my confidence and I got out of the car. That turned out to be the hardest part. As I let myself into the building with my key, I couldn’t help but move quickly with anticipation. I bounced lightly up the stairs on my toes so the clacking of heels wouldn’t alert him to my arrival.

      I should have clacked.

      I should have clacked like hell.

      Perhaps if Tom had been alerted to my arrival, I wouldn’t have had to witness his naked ass moving up and down as he thrust into the woman who was laid underneath him on the couch.

      Shock froze me to the spot as I entered the open-plan apartment and tried to process the scene in the living space and what it meant.

      They were facing away from me so they had no idea I was there, and Tom’s body was blocking the woman so all I could see were her purple-polished fingernails clawing his ass in an attempt to pull him deeper inside her.

      “Oh, God, yes,” she panted in a high-pitched voice.

      A voice I didn’t recognize.

      “Erin,” he grunted. “Fuck.”

      Erin?

      My gaze drifted over them, landing on Tom’s feet. He was still wearing his socks and the soles were dirty. He was wearing dirty socks while he screwed someone named Erin on his couch.

      I stared down at my raincoat, feeling foolish. Humiliated.

      All this time I’d been worried about how to get our relationship on track and he was fucking someone else.

      What an idiot.

      My head snapped up on a surge of sudden fury, and I was surprised fire bolts didn’t shoot at them from my eyes. I wasn’t the idiot. I wasn’t foolish! The fuckwad cheating on me was the goddamn idiot!

      Ten fucking years!

      Enraged, I slipped off my heels, letting my bare feet take me into the kitchen. I glanced over at the couch and noted they still were so busy getting it on that they hadn’t noticed me. I yanked open the fridge and grabbed the jug of ice water he kept in there.

      “What the —” Tom, alerted to the noise of the fridge door closing, looked up just as I made it to the couch. His eyes widened with horror as I upended the ice-cold water all over him and his fuck buddy.

      Erin screamed as Tom cursed, jumping off of her like she was covered in fire ants.

      While they scrambled off the couch in search of clothes and warmth, yelling the entire time, I spotted Erin’s purse and marched over to it.

      “Bailey, I can explain.” Tom’s voice was high with panic.

      I glanced over at him as I rummaged through the stranger’s purse. He was hurrying into his jeans, tripping over his feet, glancing from me to Erin with wild eyes.

      As for Erin she was standing with a blanket I kept thrown over the couch, a blanket I curled up with when watching movies, wrapped around her. She was too busy looking shame-faced at her bare feet to realize I had her phone in my hand.

      “Erin and I —”

      “Are cheating scum!” I interrupted.

      My voice brought Erin’s head up and the blood that I didn’t think could get any hotter in my veins hit boiling point. I recognized her after all. She was the girlfriend of one of Tom’s colleagues, Rex McFarlane. His very likeable, handsome, twenty-four-year-old colleague. And Erin… Erin was twenty-three!

      I’d been screwed over for a girl barely out of college.

      Here I was, walking along thinking I could fix things, content with the idea of fixing things, my path clear and sunny with determination, when all of a sudden this giant brick wall of hate, disgust, disappointment, betrayal, hurt pride, and fury appeared out of nowhere and smashed right the fuck into me!

      And I wanted Tom and his little Erin to feel everything I was feeling.

      Rage was pretty much running my show.

      Erin’s phone didn’t have a password to get into it. She might want to rethink that in the future.

      “What are you doing?” Her high, girlish voice trembled.

      I scrolled through her contact list.

      REX.

      I hit call.

      “No, Tom, what is she doing?” Erin squealed.

      The sound must have made the dog in the apartment below us wince but I didn’t even flinch. I was too focused on destruction.

      A deep masculine voice I recognized picked up after the third ring. “Hey, baby, you still at work?”

      If I’d been thinking more clearly the affection in his voice would have stopped me from saying anything. But as I later realized, I wasn’t running this show in my right mind. “Rex?”

      “Who is this?” He sounded confused, his tone a little sharp, protective.

      “This is Bailey Hartwell, Tom Sutton’s girlfriend.”

      “Tom, stop her!” Erin cried.

      “Bailey, for fuck’s sake.” Tom strode toward me, pleading with his dark eyes.

      I whirled away from him and started walking around furniture out of his reach.

      “Is that Erin I hear? What’s going on?” Rex demanded.

      “I just caught Tom fucking Erin on our couch. I’m guessing since Tom came home last night and showered before getting into bed and then shoved me off him when I tried to have sex with him that this isn’t the first time Tom and Erin have been together.”

      “What?” His voice was hoarse, sounding far away.

      “We got cheated on, Rex. Just thought you should know.” I hung up and threw Erin’s phone on the nearby chair.

      She stood clinging to the throw, her shoulders shuddering as she sobbed.

      Her obvious pain made me feel nothing.

      Numbness had settled over me. I turned to stare at the man I’d spent ten years of my life with. “I thought we deserved each other. But I deserve better. I can’t believe I wasted ten years on you. In case that wasn’t clear enough: it’s over, Tom.”

      I slipped the stilettos back on and strode out, shrugging off his hand as he tried to stop me, ignoring him as he hurried down the stairs at my back, his voice, his presence, like an annoying fly I’d gotten used to hovering over me.

      Nothing he said penetrated my fog. I couldn’t feel his touch or what I later remembered as his pleading, his apologies.

      Instead I got in my car and pulled away so fast I almost clipped him, vaguely aware of him cursing and jumping out of my way as I drove off.

       

      “I am going to kill that son of a bitch!” Jessica, my best friend, yelled, pacing back and forth in front of me in her living room. Louis the pup followed her every move, so now and then they tripped over one another mid-pacing.

      I hadn’t known where I was driving until I’d pulled up outside Jess and Cooper’s place. Cooper was working at the bar but Jess was home.

      Somehow I’d found the words to tell her what had just happened and her reaction broke through the numbness that had settled over me.

      Nausea was the thing I was feeling most at the moment. Nausea caused by uncertainty, by fear, because suddenly —

      “I’m thirty-four, Jess.” I interrupted her pacing. She stopped to stare down at me, her eyes bright with hurt for me. My own eyes filled with tears. “How do I start over?”

      “Oh, Bailey.” She sat next to me on her couch, and wrapped her arm around me. Louis laid his chin on her knee and stared at me in what looked like doggy sympathy. “You’ll find someone else. You just need to let your heart mend.”

      But that wasn’t what I was afraid of. And I had to wonder if the anger I’d felt in Tom’s apartment was only for him and Erin, or if a big part of it was directed at myself.

      “I knew, Jess,” I whispered, letting my tears fall, knowing she was the one person who wouldn’t judge me for what I was about to confess. “I’ve known for a while.”

      “That Tom was cheating?”

      “No, not that.” I shook my head. “I knew… I knew he wasn’t the one.” I stared up at her, her face a blur through my tears. “I thought he was a safe bet. I chose him because I thought he was a safe bet. And it turns out he wasn’t even that.”

      Jess was quiet awhile, holding me as I cried.

      And then, “I don’t think I understand.”

      Wiping at my tears, I pulled away and let out a shuddering sigh. “I should be heartbroken. Grief-stricken. Right?”

      She nodded.

      “But I’m not. I’m hurt. My pride is hurt considering I’m currently wearing red silk lingerie and a raincoat.” I gave her a wry, sad smile that she returned. “And I’m mortified. Humiliated even. But heartbroken… no. I’m —” I sucked in a breath, like I’d just been skewered in the stomach.

      “You’re what?”

      “Relieved,” I admitted. “Terrified but relieved. Oh, God.” I rested my head in my hands, looking down at the stilettos pinching my feet.

      I slipped them off. “Ten years. God, ten years I’ve wasted on a man I knew I would never be madly in love with. I just wanted… I wanted a man who made me feel safe and Tom gave me that when we met. I was happy just to feel safe with him, to know that he would give me the things I wanted: marriage and kids. When my parents moved away, leaving me the last remaining Hartwell in town, I’d missed them so much that I’d felt this overwhelming need to start my own family. Tom knew about it. He knew how much kids, family, meant to me. I thought he loved me enough to eventually get around to making me happy. But he couldn’t give me that, and I’d held on, giving him my best years, and the piece of shit cheated on me.

      “How do I start over at thirty-four?” I could feel the panic rising, my breath hitching as I struggled to draw in air.

      Jess grabbed my hands. “Deep breaths, Bailey.” She inhaled and exhaled, gesturing at me to mimic her.

      I nearly broke her fingers I squeezed them so hard as I forced through my panic to mimic her, concentrating on my breathing.

      After a while I felt muscles I didn’t even know had tensed relax.

      Slumping against her couch, I let more tears fall. “I’m scared.”

      Tears glistened in Jess’s eyes. “I know. I’ve been there. But starting over can be done, no matter what age you are.” She reached for my hand. “You have me, and you have Cooper and everybody. This town loves you, Bailey. We’ll get you through this.”

      “What if I end up alone?”

      “Not possible.” She frowned at me. “You’re not considering taking that asshole back just so you won’t be alone?”

      “No,” I bit out. “You know, he pushed me away last night. I tried to make love to him and he pushed me away. Of course he was cheating on me! What an idiot I was for not seeing it.” I laughed humorlessly. “I was so convinced he knew we couldn’t do better than each other that it never crossed my mind he’d cheat.”

      “What do you mean ‘knew we couldn’t do better than each other’?” Jess crossed her arms over her chest.

      I tensed again. I didn’t want to admit to Jess my theory of how Tom and I made sense because of our mutual averageness. “I just mean… we were equals, you know.”

      Her eyes narrowed, like she didn’t believe me. “For your information every single one of your friends thinks you deserve better than Tom Sutton and the fact that he cheated on you makes him Asshole of the Year. No, scratch that: Ultimate Asshole of the Year.”

      Swallowing back a smile I nodded. “Definitely Ultimate Asshole of the Year.”

      Jess harrumphed.

      “Jess.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      In answer she squeezed my hands. “We’ll get you through this, Bailey. And you know what? Today, tomorrow feels terrifying. But I’ll bet everything I own that tomorrow, this fresh start will feel exciting.”

      “I hope so.”

      She shimmied closer to me on the couch and wrapped her arm around me again.

      “Oh, God.” I broke our moment of quiet as guilt and horror filled me. “Oh, God, Jess. What I did to Rex?” I looked at her, tears falling again, these ones a product of shame. “That was awful. Horrible. I’m a selfish bitch.”

      “Don’t call yourself that. You weren’t thinking clearly. And you know what, you did the guy a favor if you ask me. He needed to know his girlfriend was cheating on him.”

      “But not like that. I forced him into the humiliation with me. I’ll have to apologize.”

      “Apologize if you want. Not tonight, though, okay? Tonight you’ll stay here and watch stupid movies and eat junk food with me.”

      “No, I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “I won’t even acknowledge that comment.” She got to her feet. “I’ll go get you something to change into.”

      I gave my friend a tremulous, grateful smile. As soon as she disappeared upstairs, Louis bounding up after her and taking his comforting doggy sympathy with him, I started to cry again, harder this time. Starting tomorrow I had to begin the awful task of telling everyone close to me that Tom and I were over. I’d have to call my mom and dad, my brother, Charlie… I’d have to tell Dahlia and Emery. Iris and Ira.

      Oh, God, the speculation.

      The pity.

      And Vaughn Tremaine.

      It would be harder to fight his mockery of my life. I’d just have to remind myself that even though I’d lost certainty of what was to come, I hadn’t lost my beloved boardwalk or the people connected to it that made up my family. They still made my life extraordinary and Tom’s disloyalty or Vaughn’s opinion of his disloyalty was not going to change that. I wouldn’t let it.

      It was easier to think that than feel it, I realized, as the fear gripped me tight. I wrapped my arms around myself and cried harder, letting the hard lump that had tightened my throat loosen with my sobs.

      Not too long later I felt Jess’s familiar arms surround me and she moved me closer, resting my head on her shoulder. I curled into her, muffling my sobs in her sweater as Louis nuzzled my hand in another gesture of puppy solace.
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Bailey

      Around four thirty in the morning I woke up on Jess and Coop’s couch and found myself wide awake unable to return to sleep.

      Only a few hours ago I’d woken, confused, staring at the back of their couch, wondering where I was. It wasn’t until I heard Louis’s low bark and Cooper’s voice that I remembered sitting watching movies with Jess. I must have fallen asleep and she’d left me on the couch rather than wake me.

      “Yeah, I can see Bailey is on our couch, but I’m asking why?” I’d heard Cooper’s hushed voice and the concern in his tone. “Down, Louis.”

      “She found Tom screwing another woman,” Jess whispered back, her own voice filled with a mixture of anger, hurt, and worry.

      “What?” Cooper yelled.

      Louis gave another low bark.

      “Shh! Both of you.”

      “What?” he whisper-shouted, fury evident in that one word.

      I had lain tense. Once upon a time when I was a naive kid I’d crushed hard on Cooper and chased the heck out of him. As I grew older Coop somehow morphed into a big brother, a great friend. He was also incredibly protective.

      “I’ll fucking kill him.”

      I had heard the door open and was about to sit up to stop him when Jess had said, “No, you won’t.” The door had closed. “Bailey doesn’t need that. She just needs us to be there for her.”

      “I’m pretty sure putting my fist through that asshole’s face counts as being there for her.”

      Affection for Coop had filled me, sparking fresh tears.

      “Maybe so,” Jess had whispered. “But let’s postpone that. Come upstairs so we don’t wake Bailey.”

      Cooper hadn’t spoken after that. Instead I heard the creak of the stairs as they and Louis climbed them. Exhaustion had taken me and the next thing I knew I was awake and my watch said it was four thirty. As I lay there I thought about the events of two nights ago that had led me to showing up at Tom’s apartment in that stupid red lingerie.

      Confusion.

      That’s what I had mostly been feeling as I lay in bed on my side, staring at the wall in the dark that night. I’d been confused because I didn’t understand why I pretended to sleep as I’d listened to Tom enter my house, rummage around in the kitchen for fifteen minutes, before coming down the hall to my room to use the shower. I’d pretended even as he’d gotten into bed with me.

      We didn’t share a home. I lived in my little one-bedroom house and Tom had his own apartment. Not by my choice. For years the fact that Tom refused to commit to buying a place together had pissed me off. And yet that night as I’d pretended to sleep as he got into bed, I’d wondered why the hell he hadn’t just gone home. What was the point in coming to me on a night he’d worked so late?

      And then I’d wondered why the hell I hadn’t turned around and kissed him hello. How many times over the years, especially these last few, had he waited up for me because of the long hours I worked at the inn?

      I’d turned onto my other side, leaned on my elbow, rested my head in the palm of my hand, and I’d stared at my sleeping boyfriend.

      An unfamiliar tight, horrible melancholy had gripped my chest.

      Because confusion wasn’t what I’d been feeling most.

      It had been fear.

      Perhaps it sounds strange but I’d always liked the feeling of missing people. It’s not the actual missing them part. That part is horrible, of course. But the part when you get to see them again after a separation… that’s the part I love. Because in that moment all the messy, complicated emotions we feel for an individual are burned, turning the bitter fragments to ashes, leaving only the sweetness: the love. All I feel in a reunion is the sweet longing of loving them, and the joy of having them in my arms again.

      I liked missing my parents – my parents who sold their holdings in the town our ancestors founded, everything but Hart’s Inn, which they left to me and my siblings. My brother, who had no use for the inn, my brother, whom I loved missing. My sister, who also had no use for the inn, my sister, whom I liked missing until I spent five minutes in her company.

      However… I hadn’t liked missing Tom. The horrible part of missing someone? That’s all I’d felt when I’d looked at him.

      I’d studied his face as he slept, remembering the contentment I’d felt once upon a time when I lay watching him sleep back when we were first starting out. If I were honest with myself, Tom had never made me feel giddy or nervously excited with uncontrollable butterflies. That’s what attracted me to him. I felt safe with him. I felt in control of my emotions.

      Lately I didn’t feel that way.

      I was thirty-four years old. I wanted to be married. I wanted babies.

      And the man I’d spent ten years with, the man I thought I’d have all those things with had lain next to me… and he may as well have been eight thousand miles away.

      Five years ago I would have reached across the distance between us and woken him up with my lovemaking. Tom said that was one of the things he loved most about me – my impulse control. Or lack thereof. I said and did whatever I wanted. Everyone around me knew whatever I was feeling in any given moment. He always said it was a miracle I was so good at my job as an innkeeper. But my mother had trained me in hospitality from the moment I could talk and I became a different person at the inn. I was professional, controlled.

      In fact I think maybe I was so mouthy outside of work because I had to be the Disney version of myself at work – congenial, cheery, good-natured – no matter what shit a guest was giving me.

      Tom wasn’t always a big fan of my lack of brain-to-mouth filter, but typical guy that he was, he was a big fan of my free spirit and confidence in the bedroom.

      What he didn’t know was that I was only like that with him.

      When we met I had felt average. Before I met Tom someone had stomped on me so badly I felt stupid for thinking I might be a little extraordinary. I’d grown up as a descendant of the town’s founding family, people liked me, I was popular. I felt special. That guy took that away from me. However, he’d never been able to take away how much I loved my life in Hartwell. He may have made me feel average, but I still felt like my life on the boardwalk was extraordinary because I lived in a beautiful place surrounded by a community of people I loved.

      And as long as life around me was extraordinary it was okay feeling average with Tom. We were equals. We were good enough for each other.

      So I had no hang-ups in life or in our bed.

      I could reach for him anytime I wanted and know that he would reach back. Or so I’d thought.

      Sex between us had always been good. It wasn’t the best I’d ever had but it was good. Tom seemed happy. Or I’d thought so anyway. I was more adventurous than he was so it could have been better, but it was good. It was good enough.

      Lately it became nonexistent.

      For the last two years I’d been working my ass off at the inn because my manager left, and I hadn’t replaced him yet. In what I felt was part retaliation, Tom had started working long hours.

      We barely spoke, let alone had sex.

      Studying his familiar face, a face almost as familiar as my own, that horrible longing had clawed at me. My hand had slid further down his stomach as I’d moved into him, pushing the duvet off him as I’d pushed my fears aside. He’d mumbled and shifted in his sleep as I’d slid over him until I straddled him. Eyes following my fingertips as they trailed lightly over his skin, I’d let the ten years between us build my courage. His body had changed as had mine. He’d been athletically wiry when we’d first met. Now there was softness to his chest and torso when there hadn’t been before. But I didn’t care. That softness was a part of him growing older with me.

      There were the scars on his lower belly from his appendectomy four years ago. I’d rushed him to the hospital for that. A little one at the top ridge of his belly button, another little one near his left lower pelvis, and a bigger vertical one under his belly button. They were faded now, but I could still trace them with my fingers and remember how worried I’d been about him as I waited for him to get out of surgery.

      Tom had shifted under my weight and I’d felt him grow semi-hard beneath me. Tingles of anticipation had flared to life between my legs and I’d leaned over to pepper kisses over his belly. Just as my boobs no longer sat as perky as they did ten years ago, Tom’s stomach wasn’t flat and rock-hard anymore. It didn’t matter to me, like I hoped my no longer twenty-four-year-old boobs didn’t matter to him.

      Huh.

      What a joke, I thought.

      But two nights ago I’d believed that he didn’t care about that stuff. So I’d pushed my confusion and fear further away, and my lips had trailed up his body to his neck as my fingernails had dragged gently down his stomach.

      He’d groaned and shifted again.

      “Tom,” I’d whispered in his ear before nibbling on his lobe. He’d tasted clean and fresh all over from his shower.

      “Mm, Bails?” he’d groaned and I’d lifted my head to watch as his eyes flickered open. He’d stared at me with sleepy confusion. I’d known when he’d stopped feeling disoriented because his eyes had narrowed and his whole body had tensed under me.

      An ugly feeling had tightened in my stomach.

      “What are you doing?” he’d grumbled.

      I’d smiled through my fear. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      He’d rubbed his eyes and lifted his head off the pillow to stare at the alarm clock. “Shit, Bailey, I have to get up in four hours.” He’d clamped his hands on my hips and shoved me off him.

      I’d fallen on my side, staring at him in shock.

      “Go back to sleep.” He’d turned on his side, giving me his back.

      Hot tears had flooded my eyes.

      He had done what I’d feared.

      I’d reached for him and he hadn’t reached back.

      Worse… he’d pushed me away.

      Anger had flooded me. “Fuck you!” I’d thrown myself out of bed.

      “Bailey,” he’d groaned.

      I hadn’t looked at him. Like a hurricane I’d blown through the bedroom, hauling clean underwear out of the dresser, grabbing my jeans off my chair, rummaging through my closet for a clean shirt.

      “Bails, I’m sorry, okay. I’m just tired. Come back to bed.”

      I’d heard his voice getting closer but I was already downstairs and out of the house.

      My hands had shaken as I’d reached for my car door.

      But Tom was faster than I thought because it had been slammed shut again and he was there standing next to me, half-naked in his boxers and bare feet. Under the light of the street lamps I’d seen remorse in his dark eyes.

      “I’m sorry, babe.” His hands had gripped my biceps tight. “What I did was shitty. I was half-asleep. I’m a grumpy asshole.”

      I’d fought the urge to cry. Tom had never made me cry and I wasn’t about to start letting him make me cry now. “You are an asshole.”

      “I’m an asshole,” he’d repeated. “Now will you come back to bed?”

      “You can’t just say you’re an asshole and think that makes it okay.”

      “I know,” he’d whispered. “But I don’t want to argue about it out here in the middle of the night where we might wake up your neighbors.”

      I’d wanted to scream, “Fuck the neighbors!” Instead I’d nodded reluctantly and followed him inside.

      He’d tried to lead me by the hand but I hadn’t wanted him to touch me.

      Even back in bed, when he’d spooned me and rested his chin on my shoulder, I’d stared at my wall, listening to his breathing change, feeling his body relax before his snoring kicked in.

      Anger had filled me, mingling with fear.

      Not just because Tom had pushed me away… but because… of how it had made me feel.

      I should have been burning with hurt. Deep, anguished hurt.

      Any normal woman whose lover pushed her away would feel deep, anguished hurt.

      Mostly my pride had been hurt.

      Mostly I felt pissed off.

      And that’s how I felt now, lying on Jess and Cooper’s couch. I’d known that night that Tom and I were over. I just didn’t want to believe that I’d spent ten important years with a man who wasn’t right for me.

      The fear, that fear of starting over crept upon me again, and my chest tightened in panic. Sucking in a lungful of air I sat up. Even though it was only four forty-five in the morning, I decided I might as well get on with my day. I left a note for Jess and Coop, promising them I’d see them later and thanking Jess for being there for me. And then I got in my car and drove home.

      Although I was awake I also felt like I had a hangover even though I hadn’t had any alcohol. I felt that empty nausea/hunger in my belly, the faded energy in my limbs; something I hated since on normal days I found myself blessed with a boundless amount of energy.

      I wasn’t in the mood to deal with anyone today, but no matter what, I had a business to run. My intention was to go home, shower, eat, and get to the inn.

      It was not my intention to have to deal with Tom.

      Unrealistically, I had expected him to just slink away and accept my pronouncement that we were over. But his car was parked in my driveway and since he had a key I knew he was waiting inside my small house for me.

      That made me angry on many levels, but mostly because I’d made my mind up – no matter how scary it was – that I was starting over without Tom Sutton in my life. Right away. Immediately. Which meant I wanted him gone immediately. I didn’t want him in my small house, taking up too much room, touching my things.

      Yet, I knew that was unrealistic. I had to get out of my car and deal with him.

      I felt that horrible nausea rise up toward my chest and took in a shuddering breath.

      My front door led straight into my sitting room. Tom sat on my corner sofa, chalk white, dark circles under his eyes. He stared at me, pained, haggard.

      It soothed my pride that hurting me at least caused him pain.

      “You’ll need to give me back my key,” I said.

      His gaze turned pleading. “Babe, please, let’s not do anything rash.”

      The fact that he thought I could forgive him for his disloyalty renewed my anger. After ten years he didn’t know me well enough to know that I considered loyalty of the utmost importance in any relationship?

      “Speaking of ‘rash’…” I put my hands on my hips, glaring at him. “I’m guessing I’ll need to be tested for STDs since you were fucking someone else while you were fucking me because I know last night wasn’t just one mistake and that you’ve probably been fucking her for a while and how many others were you fucking?” I rambled, something I tended to do when I was either excited or enraged.

      I also didn’t think I’d ever used the word “fucking” so many times in one sentence. But I think I could be forgiven on this occasion.

      Tom stared at me wide-eyed. “It was a mistake.”

      That didn’t answer my question. “Having an affair with a twenty-two-year-old. Yes, definitely a mistake.”

      “She’s twenty-three.”

      “Oh, that makes it all okay then!” I yelled, wondering if he’d hit his head on the way over here.

      Tom flinched. “I’m sorry, babe. But please believe me when I say it was a mistake. It was stupid. I don’t even know what we were thinking. She loves Rex. I love you. It was so stupid!”

      “How many times have you made this stupid, stupid mistake?”

      His expression turned wary at my dry question.

      “It had definitely happened two nights ago when you pushed me away, right?”

      Guilt flooded his eyes.

      And in that moment I hated him. I never thought I could feel that toward Tom but I hated him for doing that to me. For being able to do that to me. I could never hurt someone like that. No matter how attracted to someone else I was, I could never betray someone. I didn’t have it in me.

      And I hated him for his cavalier treatment of my affection and loyalty.

      “Get out,” I said, exhausted. Done. “Just get out. I don’t want you anymore.”

      “Ten years, Bailey.” Tom strode toward me and I stood my ground this time, frozen as he clutched my hands and squeezed. “You’re not going to throw away ten years.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “I didn’t. You did.”

      “It was a mistake.”

      I wrenched my hands from his grip. “If I hear that one more time! It wasn’t a mistake, Tom. A mistake is a onetime error. This was calculated. This was disloyalty. And I just can’t look at you the same way.” I shook my head and admitted, “And it’s not just your fault. It was mine, too. For sticking it out this long, for giving you the best years of my life, waiting for you to commit, stuck in limbo with you… when the truth is I knew all along we weren’t right for each other.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      I scoffed.

      “Bails, you’re right, I admit it. I’ve found it scary to commit but I’m more scared of losing you. I’ll do it all. I promise. A house. Marriage. Kids.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why?”

      “Why do you love me?”

      “Because…” He stared at me confused. “I do.”

      I stared at him, saddened by his response. “Do you know why I loved you, Tom?” He winced at my use of past tense. “Because you made me feel safe. I don’t feel safe anymore.”

      Anguish filled Tom’s expression. “Bailey,” he whispered.

      I strode to the door and opened it. “I’ll send you your stuff. I’d appreciate it if you returned the favor.”

      For a moment I thought he wasn’t going to move, he stood and stared at me so long. However, to my relief, he walked over to me, pulled my key out of his pocket, and lifted my hand to place the key into my palm. He curled my fingers around it and then lifted my fist to his mouth. I let him place a kiss on my knuckles, tears of disappointment and regret pooling in my eyes.

      “You deserved better.” The words were thick with emotion. “I’m sorry.”

      It was only when the door had closed behind him and I’d heard his car pull out of my drive that I let myself cry.

      The sobs that racked my body surprised me. The grief surprised me. In all the thoughts and fears and hurts that had whirled inside me since last night, it never occurred to me that in ending my relationship with Tom, in wanting to be done with him so I could start over, I would ultimately be losing one of my oldest friends.
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