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EPILOGUE

This one is dedicated to all my slow burn readers that keep asking for it to burn a little longer, the molten lava heating until you feel like you’re bursting at the seams and the eruption creating an inferno you need to step into an ice box to cool. Challenge accepted my loves, you know I like a good slow burn.

I wanted Reed to be all consuming, and I need you to understand his need. So sit down, dive in, and be patient. Because when these pages light on fire, you might burn a little too.
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I had her once. Not once like for a time she was my girlfriend. No. Once, like only once. One night where we crossed the line between friends and something more. But after she left my bed the next morning she had a text from the asshole who had broken up with her a week earlier and she went running back to him.

I stayed. I always stay.

I’ve known Maelynn since sixth grade when she transferred in and no one would let her sit at their table with her wild brown hair and braces and beat up Chucks. It was easy to become her best friend. She’s bright, funny, compassionate. We stayed that way through high school and college, then we got a place together in the city to save money. And that’s what brings me here all the time, watching her shake her ass and wishing I could slide in behind her. Watching her because her idiot on-again-off-again boyfriend won’t come and she shouldn’t be here with just the gaggle of girls that don’t pay any attention and tend to break off on their own by the end of the night.

Her head falls back and she laughs, the lights illuminating her jaw and the line of her neck. I adjust my pants with a groan. Even stroking one out before we come doesn’t help anymore.

She pulls out her phone and holds it over her head as she sings along with the music. She’s dancing and tossing her hair around, one hand running over the top of her head to smooth it in a slow, sultry motion. She taps the screen rapidly and a minute later my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out and check the notification. MayMayMaybe posted a new video.

Never able to resist, I swipe it and watch her dance for the screen, the angle giving me a clear shot of her gorgeous cleavage barely being held inside her shirt. Her eyes close as her hand moves over her head, her fingers tangling in her beautiful dark hair and an image flashes in my mind of looking down at her like this with her knees on the floor. I click my screen off. Fuck.

“Hey, Reed!” May bounds over and spins to hop in my lap and lean into my chest. Her phone is in selfie mode again and she smiles brightly.

I know my role here, it’s been the same every outing since middle school fifteen years ago. I wrap my arms around her waist, lean over her shoulder, then turn on my smile. May snaps the photo and pecks my cheek before her fingers are typing away again. My phone dings and I ignore it this time.

“So, Eric is on his way to come pick me up. He has a surprise.” Her grin grows and her shoulders do a little shimmy. “You don’t mind if I bail early, do you?”

I do. I do mind. Because he doesn’t know her like I do, he doesn’t appreciate her like I do. He’s the kind of guy to leave her sitting at a table alone while he runs off with his buddies because he doesn’t want her saying the wrong thing in front of them. But hey! It’s okay, because he buys her pretty things she doesn’t actually like, takes her to places she’d never enjoy and gushes about her online. And his comments from his corporate backed account is good for her influencer account. Their joint followers even have a nickname for them. One I refuse to repeat.

“Nah. Of course not. Promise you’re safe?”

She gives my shoulder a shove and smiles at me again. My stomach flutters at that smile. It’s the same smile she hit me with the morning we woke up together. It may have been five years ago but that morning still lives in my brain, popping up whenever she’s within view. 

“Always. You’re so sweet. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” She kisses my cheek again and scampers away, turning back once to wave like she always does every time we say goodbye.

I tip back the rest of my beer as I watch her disappear through the door. I can just see that smug asshole sitting at the curb in his flashy car waiting for her. She’ll open her own door and he’ll pull away from the curb too fast before she’s buckled without even saying hello, much less telling her how gorgeous she looks. But one of these days, one of these nights, she’ll finally get sick of it. And I’ll be there.
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“Psst. Wakey, wakey.” May’s voice sings in my ear as I stir awake.

I crack my eyes open and swivel my head to her. She’s leaned over my shoulder with her finger on my nose. Her hair is just barely brushing over my chest. I groan, not only because she’s disturbing my slumber, but if I lifted my shoulders two inches I could seal my lips over hers. Two minutes ago I was doing just that in my dream with my hand wrapped in her barely there curls.

“Where’s my breakfast, woman?”

May scoffs and digs her fingers into my ribs.

“Hey, come on!” I yell and burst into laughter, scooting away from her even though her lithe body follows me. “Okay, okay, I give.”

“That’s what I thought.” She sits back on her heels.

“Why am I awake?”

Her face drops. “I slipped out of Eric’s before he could wake up and ask me about my ‘surprise’.” She quotes with her fingers and a roll of her eyes.

“Oh man, that bad?” I’m not surprised, not even a little. His last gift was a flashy white gold, diamond studded bangle bracelet. May reminded him she’s allergic to nickel and he shrugged and told her to try an antihistamine if it’s an issue. As if that’s actually a good solution. The bracelet came from a sponsor and he needed her to wear it out in public.

“We’re going to an Eagles game tonight,” she says and sticks out her tongue, screwing up her face in disgust.

“And he thinks you want to go watch basketball because...”

“Why, brand new cashmere cardigan coats, of course! Can’t miss the opportunity to show those off for his payday and hit an endorsement for the team at the same time.” She sighs and closes her eyes. “Is it selfish that I was hoping it would be something more like asking me to come on one of his trips to his house in Greece, or a movie night to that new release I wanted to see, or even a Broadway show?”

“Selfish? No. Unrealistic?” I wave my hand in a so-so motion in front of me and she huffs an exasperated laugh before she climbs off my bed.

My eyes trail up her bare legs and hit the sliver of skin showing between her shorts and her t-shirt, exposed because of the shoulder hanging out of the wide neck hole, causing it to pull up on the opposite side. It’s not supposed to do that, but she stretches them out because that’s how she likes them, and so do her followers. As is evident by the lust-filled comments every time she smiles and flips her hair, letting that smooth, creamy skin show.

“What’s on the agenda until this basketball game of doom?” I ask.

“Avoiding my phone, that’s for sure. I was thinking of heading to Marigold’s for breakfast. Hungry?”

“Famished.” My stomach chooses this moment to growl in agreement and she grins at me. “But you have to let me buy you a coffee.” 

“Deal.”

Marigold’s is packed when we arrive and it’s no surprise. It’s a tiny breakfast and brunch spot just off of downtown, but they’re by far the best breakfast on this side of town so people pile in and wait their turn while sipping their coffee topped in elegant swirls. The atmosphere is bright, cheery and welcoming with chairs you can truly sink into and hand sanded tables that speak to quality over store bought convenience.

We head to the counter and wait our turn for the standard greeting. Except Willow is working today and her face lights up when she notices we’re next.

“Hey! It’s so good to see you two in again. I’ve missed you!” Willow has been here for as long as I can remember. And we’re here a lot. When things slow down, Willow always clears tables and chats people up. She’s only slightly older than us and we hit it off.

“That’s on you. They could pay us for warming the seats.” I turn on the charm and lean in on the counter. “Where you been, beautiful?”

Willow cackles and shakes her head before she starts punching things in on the tablet in front of her.

“Ignoring your stupidity; I’m assuming you want the usual. Anything different?”

May shakes her head when I glance at her. “Nope,” I confirm, handing over my card.

Willow passes me a number and my receipt and wishes me a golden day before ushering the next customer forward. May tucks her hand into my elbow and we pick a seat at a hightop by the front window where the sun streams in and plants drape over the glass. It’s only a few minutes before our drinks are dropped off, as pretty as ever with a swirling flower made of foam.

May quietly sips her latte as she looks out the window, watching the hustle going on as people make their way to work or class or whatever shop they’re looking for. In a city this large, it’s easy to feel small among the masses.

“Care to share?”

She blinks a few times and her attention drifts slowly to me. “Hm?”

I tap her forehead lightly with one finger and wrap my mug in my other hand. “What’s going on up here?” I ask before taking a very satisfying gulp of my hazelnut white mocha.

She’s contemplative, staring into her drink like it holds all the answers to every question she’s ever had. “Reed, do you think Eric cares about me? Like actually about me and not just who he needs or wants me to be.”

“No.”

Her head snaps up. “Just like that? You didn’t even think about it.”

“I don’t need to. He doesn’t think about what you like or want, ever. He doesn’t make any effort to spend time with you unless it’s for the camera. When was the last time you went on a date where it was quiet and just the two of you? He doesn’t even come up to the apartment, he just dumps you at the curb. Have you met his parents, May? You’ve been together for almost two years.”

“They’re out of state,” she says, trying to justify it.

“And they were in town a few months ago for thanksgiving. Why didn’t you get to go to dinner with them? Why did he tell you to stay home? You need to cut him loose, May.”

She’s ready to answer me when I hear a familiar voice asking me why I missed dinner last night. I turn my head to find Logan, my boss’ son, standing there in line with his girlfriend Alanna and another guy from the firm. I quickly put my features back into a more agreeable state to answer him.

“Logan! Awesome to run into you. I went out with May, we needed to let loose. How was dinner?” The dinners with the firm partners are hosted at his parent’s house and they’re always stressful. Too many people in one room who all want something from each other. I swear his parents just want to host parties because all of this could be handled in the office with scheduled group meetings, but there we all are, circulating and getting bombarded with more requests after work hours. I try to find just about any reason not to go.

I must be missing something because Alanna snorts a laugh she tries to cover up and Logan answers immediately after. “Same as always.”

“Hi, I’m Alanna.” She holds her hand out to May. “Are you Reed’s girlfriend?”

A grin spreads over my face as May’s eyes grow wide. “No! No, he’s been my best friend for most of my life. Everyone thinks that though.”

“Understandably. He’s a good guy,” Alanna replies and tucks a little closer to Logan.

He looks down at her before planting a kiss on her forehead and focusing back on me. “What’s good today?”

“Hazelnut white mocha, as always,” I tell him with a grin. Logan hates fancy coffee.

“Pass. But good to know it’s good. See you Monday, man. Bring your A-game with you though; Mike wants a virtual model on the vegan market.”

I groan and pick up my cup for another gulp of the warm sweetness to soothe my dismay.

“What was that about?” May asks as Alanna pulls Logan to the counter and they begin their order.

“Work.” I reply, not wanting to get into the bulk of Mike and his insistence on rushing projects. The vegan market shouldn’t even be to three dimensional stages yet, they’re still putting together vision boards for the inside. There’s nothing for me to work a drawing off of that isn’t going to be scrapped later.

“Ah,” she replies and picks up her phone.

Our food is dropped on our table right in the center of the pregnant silence between us. I may have pushed too far in my irritation at Eric causing May more anxiety over their relationship. She shouldn’t have to worry so much about whether or not the person she is with has genuine feelings for her, or feel guilty about the thought, or feel guilt about wanting something more.

What she should feel is a cacophony of unmeasured levels every time she thinks of the person she’s with and the way they show her love. Every memory should come with recollections of joy that can’t be bottled, not sadness in remembering your discomfort in being made to do something you don’t enjoy each and every time you’re out.

“I should go,” she says, breaking through my thoughts.

Her plate is half empty, but most of it could have been pushed around for all I can tell. I wasn’t paying attention, something I should be doing, but I was busy seething over how sad she suddenly became.

“You can stay.”

“I have a few errands to run and I need to get ready.” She stands from her seat and reaches for her purse before putting her phone in her pocket and checking for her keys.

“I’m sorry I said anything. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just hate to see you so down.”

“It’s okay, Reed. I would do the same. I understand. Hey, can you call me before you go to bed?” That’s her standard escape route from dates like these. A phone call that she’s needed so she can leave when she wants.

“Of course.”

“You’re my savior,” she proclaims, landing a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

And with that she leaves. I watch her walk past the window where I’m sitting. She flashes me a smile and then she’s gone and I’m left with my head in my hands.
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“Location? Shit. Umm, Brownire.” It’s two towns over and big enough that I shouldn’t be easy to track down, if she tries. “Obviously I can’t be from Belevere, because here I am, sitting in the middle of it.”

I’m mumbling to myself, and I know it. I do that when I get tired. I watched the stupid basketball game. Watched her courtside looking as uncomfortable as ever and watched her reels on her social, including dinner reels and all the pre-game stuff. She wasn’t bright eyed as usual, there was no excitement in her face. She sold it either way, but I can tell the difference. So I shut it off and logged off of my regular account and now the only thing real in this profile is my dark hair and brown eyes and six foot two inch height marker. Creating a completely new me is tiring, so I kept the basics.

“Interests? Why isn’t convincing your lifelong best friend she’s better off without her asshole boyfriend and in your bed instead an option? It’s so obvious.”

I work my way through half a dozen more prompts and then I’m getting a welcome message and am ready to add friends, follow influencers, and make posts. I click through a few celebrities I like, adding traction to my page. I even follow Eric the Asshat. Then I bring up MayMayMaybe. I skip today’s posts because I can’t look at them again, scrolling back to the club. “Look at that smile.” I comment before liking the post and clicking follow.

My eye catches on a photo of her breakfast as I’m scrolling back up and I click on it. A late breakfast with the best friend a girl could ask for.

The heaviness in my chest isn’t the same as the feeling I got from watching her at the game an hour ago. No, this heaviness is those two words “best friend”.

“You’re lucky to have them. The breakfast looks delicious,” I type and like the post. Simple things, just a few innocuous comments to get started.

Closing the app I text May.

Come home, your bed needs you.

It takes a minute, but the three little dots at the bottom of the screen bounce at me. I stifle a yawn while I watch them, waiting for her reply to hit.

I’m seriously considering it.

Eric hasn’t said more to me than

“smile more” all night long.

Of course he hasn’t. It’s all about image.

If you need a ride, call me.

The dots bounce some more and I watch them like they’re a game and I’m waiting for the next move. But it doesn’t come, she just sends a thumbs up and a kiss and my phone is quiet for the rest of the night. I wish my mind was as quiet. It takes me several more hours
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