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Chapter One


“Cade, c’mon, we’re going to be late for the movie.” I nudge Cade’s legs as he sits sprawled in front of the TV. 
“Aw, babe, do we have to?” He looks up at me and grins, a slow, heart-stopping smile that always hit me right in the stomach.
I smile back, “We do; Tammy and Patrick are waiting for us.”
Cade rolls his eyes, “Ava, you know I don’t like that Patrick guy. Why are we meeting with them again?”
“Because Tammy is my best friend and Patrick is a nice guy.”
“He’s such a bore. All he talks about is computers and AI technology.” Cade grabs my hand and yanks me down on his lap. I have to laugh at his playfulness as he holds my chin gently and tips my face down to his, locking his blue eyes to mine. “C’mon, Avy, let’s cancel on them and stay here. We can watch our own movie.” His breath brushes over my face, and I feel a wave of love and desire for this man.
“You know we can-” Before I can even finish the sentence, his lips close the distance between us, and he kisses me. He’s demanding and passionate, and his slight stubble brushes against my skin as he holds me close. I can feel myself melting as the kiss deepens further. Cade’s hand travels down my back and up again causing tingles in it’s wake.
Oh no. He’s trying to seduce me into compliance. I pull my lips away from him and quickly stand up, leaving him looking a little hurt. 
I bend down and give him a placating peck. “You know we can’t cancel on them twice in a row. Of course, Patrick is going to talk about computers; he’s a programmer. You talk about sports a lot.”
He shrugs, “At least my job is interesting. Who wants to watch write a bunch of nonsensical numbers and letters on a screen?”
I laugh, “I could ask you why you want to watch a bunch of guys running around a football field?”
Cade scoffs but finally stands up. “Fine, but if he starts talking about pythons or whatever, I’m leaving.”
It still takes us another twenty minutes to leave my apartment, with Cade complaining throughout. Tammy and Patrick are already waiting for us when we get to the theater.
I rush over, giving Tammy a quick hug. “I am so sorry,” I whisper in her ear.
“Did Cade want to cancel again?” she whispers back.
I step back, “What? No, of course not,” I lie quickly.
Tammy nods, but I can see she doesn’t believe me. Even though Cade and I have been together for three years, Tammy has never really warmed up to him. She pushes her sunny blonde hair back as Cade ambles over to greet her and Patrick. Tammy’s latest partner is tall and dark with messy hair, with small square spectacles that frame grey eyes. Cade is just as tall, but his hair is blonde and perfectly coiffed.
“Hey, Tams,” he greets her with an easy smile.
Tammy gives him a tight smile and then turns back to me. “You guys ready to go in?”
“Yeah, I can’t wait for this movie!”
“What are we watching again?” Patrick asks.
“It’s a romantic comedy, it’s supposed to be histerical and beautiful,” I respond.
“If I had known we were going to watch a chick-flick, I never would have agreed to come,” Patrick speaks playfully.
“Oh, I was looking forward to it,” Cade says with a smile. “I don’t think it’s a chick-flick in the classic sense. And I want to share this with Ava.” He wraps his arms around me, and I smile up at him.
“It’s supposed to be a really good movie,” I tell Patrick helpfully.
“I’ll take your word for it,” Patrick says. Tammy rolls her eyes.
“Okay then, let’s do this.” Cade strides towards the concession stand to buy some snacks.
I follow him, Tammy and Patrick trailing behind me.
“Popcorn?” Cade asks as I approach him.
“Yes, please. A large. And a regular medium coke.”
He looks at me a little strangely, then turns towards the attendant. “Can I please get two small popcorns and two medium diet cokes?”
Tammy comes to stand next to me as I look up at Cade. “I said I wanted a large popcorn and a regular coke,” I hiss.
Cade smiles placatingly, “You don’t need that many calories before dinner, babe. It’ll ruin your appetite.”
“What is she, ten?” Tammy asks sarcastically, glaring up at Cade.
“Excuse me,” I speak to the attendant myself. “Please make one of the cokes a regular and switch the small popcorn for a medium.” I know Cade is always worried about my health, but I hate it when he does it so publicly. I hope the switch to medium wouldn’t seem like complete defiance.
“I’m just looking out for my girl, Tams.” Cade says smoothly. “Of course, she can order whatever she wants.” He bends to kiss me lightly. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “That wasn’t cool.”
I smile, forgiving him immediately. “It’s fine; you were just looking out for me.”
His arm is around my waist as we wait for our snacks. Before long, the four of us are maneuvering our way to our seats. The men sit on either side of us as Tammy and I take the middle seats. That has always been the way. Men might come and go, but Tammy and I had each other forever.
I had known Tammy since we were in grade three, and her family had moved to Darling Point. Even though we both left the town for college, it wasn’t long before we returned. Darling Point was home. The sun, the beach, the laid-back vibe. I loved it so much! And then I met Cade, and it felt like everything was perfect.
He leans over and kisses me on the cheek, breaking me out of my reverie, then twines his fingers through mine as we lean back. A wave of contentment and happiness washes over me as the trailers roll.




Chapter Two


We climb into a booth at our local diner when we’re done with the movie. Tammy and Patrick are arguing about whether the two protagonists should have ended up together in the first place. I have to giggle at their passionate discussion, considering how hesitant Patrick had been to see the movie. 
“C’mon,” Tammy argues. “He basically nagged her into dating him. It’s a classic toxic trope.”
“She wouldn’t have agreed to date him if she didn’t like him on some level,” Patrick insists.
“But look at what he did! He basically love-bombed her into believing that he was the most amazing boyfriend ever!” 
“Love-bombed?” I ask.
“It’s this classic manipulation tactic,” Tammy explains. “One partner in the relationship basically overwhelms the other one with love. Gifts, romantic vacations, moving way too fast…and it’s all shown as being romantic instead of the manipulation tactic that it is.”
“Wow,” Cade comments. “Babe, why don’t you love-bomb me? I could use a vacation.”
I’m still giggling when the waitress comes to take our order. I glance at Cade when I tell her I want a grilled cheese sandwich with fries and a milkshake. But Cade is still studying the menu. Good. He’s learned his lesson.
Everyone orders and we’re all tucking into our food before long. Cade offers me some fried onions from his food, and I shake my head. “Onions don’t agree with me,” I remind him as he waves his fork in front of me.
“Oh, sorry. I forgot,” he apologizes.
Next to us, Patrick and Tammy are still discussing the movie, though.
“I know it’s a bad thing to move too fast in a relationship, but isn’t it also a bad thing to move too slowly?” Patrick asks.
I cough a little as I take a sip of my milkshake. “It depends on the relationship. Not every relationship requires a timeline,” I say carefully, then dab my mouth with a napkin.
“No,” Tammy agrees. “But I think it should be something that both people want. If one person is going slowly while the other person wants more commitment, then that might not be the healthiest dynamic.” It’s clear there’s a deeper meaning in her words.
I glare at her, hoping that Cade hasn’t noticed. What is wrong with her? Tammy knows that I’m a little frustrated that Cade and I haven’t moved further along in our relationship, but this wasn’t the place to bring it up.
She rolls her eyes and turns to Cade. “Cade, what do you think about moving too slowly in a relationship?”
Cade smiles easily, “I think every relationship works in its own time. Some people need the whole white picket fence, and some people are happy to keep their lives separate but together at the same time.”
“And which side do you fall on?” Tammy pushes, and I try to kick her under the table. My leg swings in the air, but Tammy catches my motion and grins mischievously.
Cade looks down at me and winks, his blue eyes wicked. A little thrill runs up my spine. 
“I think that when you love someone, you would do anything to make them happy,” he says significantly. Call me pathetic, but my insides fluttered at his words. We had told each other that we loved one another a while ago, but despite dating for three years, we hadn’t really gone much further than that. We had spoken about it, but actions speak louder than words. Maybe that was about to change?
“Really?” I whisper to him.
He pushes aside a dark tendril of my fringe that had fallen into my eyes. “You know all I want is your happiness and success.”
His eyes are locked on mine, and I can’t look away. Was Cade ready to commit? I boost myself up a little to kiss him on the lips.
“Gross,” Tammy laughs, but then Patrick holds her face in his hands and kisses her too. “Gross,” she repeats when he releases her, and the table bursts into laughter.
“So what are we doing after this?” I ask, trying to change the topic. I didn’t want to lift my hopes for anything.
“Bowling?” Patrick asks. “They have a decent alley here.”
Cade’s eyes light up. This totally appeals to his competitive nature. “Yeah, let’s do that!”




Chapter Three


“You’re coming in for a bit?” I ask Cade as he drives me back to my apartment. 
“If you’d like me to,” he offers.
“I do.” I insist emphatically. Despite the wobbly start, the whole night had been a lot of fun. Cade was in an especially good mood because he had kicked all our butts in bowling.
Cade squeezes my hand as he pulls into the visitor's parking spot.
As I start to get out of the car, Cade lays a gentle hand on my arm. “I should have said this earlier, but you look beautiful today.”
My face flushes at the unexpected compliment. I was just wearing jeans and a floral blouse. Definitely not something out of the ordinary. “Thanks,” I murmur. “You know you look pretty good yourself.”  
We walk up to my apartment, and I fish my keys out to open up. As soon as we step into my home, I find Cade’s lips are on mine, warm and delicious. My brain fizzles as the kiss shoots through every nerve ending, and I can barely keep up with his passion.
When Cade steps away, his eyes have darkened and his face becomes serious. “We need to talk.”
“Oh,” I blink, trying to collect my shattered thoughts. “Okay. Did you have to kiss me senseless first?”
He grins, perfect teeth flashing. “No, but I thought it would distract you enough to let me get through what I wanted to say.”
I shake my head
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