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      Time was like an unruly dog—it had to be managed or it would get away from you.

      I had to spend these last few minutes waiting for my fiancé to pick me up doing something. Since I already had everything packed—using an organizer insert to compartmentalize each of my belongings and stuffing them tightly enough that they wouldn’t get jostled during the flight—I skimmed my list a final time, wanting to make sure every aspect was in place.

      This was an important trip—so I’d given its management equally important emphasis.

      There were still twenty-three minutes before Wyatt came. Then there was a twenty-minute drive to the Alliance airport, with just enough time to get through security by the suggested two-hour window.

      I was nothing if not thorough.

      I’d outlined every day we would spend at Harper’s Inn, the itinerary for each of those days, and exactly what I’d need to wear. Everything looked just as it should.

      Exhaling through my lips, I peered at the clock on the bedside table.

      “Twenty-two minutes.”

      Pent-up energy coursed through my bloodstream, making me wish things would move quicker than snail speed. I lifted my phone, skimming over emails I hadn’t had the chance to go over earlier.

      Swipe. Swipe. Swipe.

      I had plenty of correspondence to keep track of—I didn’t need to deal with spam. These emails could not only wait—they could wither and die in the digital trash can on my phone’s menu.

      During my search, the phone’s background lost some of its luster. The screen dimmed, and the battery in the corner blinked red, sending a jolt of panic through me.

      “What?” I stared at the little icon, hardly believing this.

      The battery was dying? I never forgot to charge my phone!

      Then again, I’d been up watching videos last night to help me coordinate the Blums’ bar mitzvah after-party, and with as comfortable as I’d been while burrowed in my bed, I’d fallen asleep in the middle of those videos.

      Another thing I rarely did.

      I’d attributed the unusual behavior to my excitement over the trip, but that still left me with a major problem:

      My phone hadn’t gotten plugged in.

      I was about to board a flight with no phone? No books to read, no notes to scour through from clients’ upcoming events—their wishes, decorations, the overall general feel for the parties I planned for them?

      Sooo many parties.

      So much wasted time if I couldn’t use my flight to manage anything.

      I swore I’d enjoy myself while at Harper’s Inn, but that was after we arrived in Montana. I intended to make the most of the hours until then.

      Chances were, Wyatt would have his phone at his nose through the whole flight, too.

      Huffing in frustration, I rifled through my bag where I typically stored my charge cords—but my cord wasn’t there.

      I hadn’t packed it, either?

      That was so not like me.

      With my uncertainty rising, I peered at the empty outlet beside my nightstand. The outlet’s little mouth gaped beneath what I’d always imagined were two little eyes where the top prongs of the plugs went. Those outlets had always looked like little faces to me, and normally that made me chuckle.

      Not now, though.

      Now, my sense of panic strapped right on in and slammed on the gas.

      I balled my hands into fists and stared around the room.

      “Where is it? I can’t leave without my charger!”

      Leaving my suitcase splayed open on my bed, I dashed to the kitchen and then the bathroom in my apartment, checking each and every outlet. Their faces all gaped open, too.

      No charge cord.

      “No, no, no. I need my charger,” I said, trying to keep my hands from mussing my hair. I’d worked hard to style my auburn locks this morning and wanted to look the best that I could when Wyatt got here.

      I stopped in place in the center of my living room and breathed, tapping my collarbone with alternating fingers.

      “It’s fine,” I told myself, trying to believe it.

      My therapist and I had worked on this. Deep breaths. Positive self-talk.

      It’s okay to focus on something else. Things will fall into place, even if you’re not the one to put them there directly.

      I’d paid good money and spent countless hours with my therapist rattling over my inability to relinquish control. He’d had me repeat the mantra dozens of times, trying to convince me that if I repeated something often enough, I was bound to believe it sooner or later.

      That belief still hadn’t arrived. Sometimes words were just words.

      I smooth my hands over my stomach, glancing around my living room and its soft blue accents, and talked myself through the reasons this unforeseen setback would work out.

      “Wyatt has the same phone I do. If worse comes to worst, I can just borrow his charger.”

      Except, I liked having my phone plugged on the side of my bed. What if I woke up in the middle of the night? Reading was guaranteed to help me relax enough until I could fall back to sleep again.

      The idea that I could have forgotten something so important shook me.

      A heavy knock sounded on my door. I darted an antsy glance to the clock above the TV. Twelve-eleven. Too early for Wyatt to be here.

      Curious—and yeah, still unnerved—I dashed to the door and answered it.

      Rather than my handsome fiancé with his curly, black hair, pointed jawline, and careful eyes, Jared flashed his dependable smile and waved at me.

      He was taller than Wyatt and filled out his shirt in a noticeable way that spoke of too much time spent at the gym. His skin was the easily tanned kind—the kind that made my ready-burn pale complexion jealous.

      Usually, the sight of him alone was enough to settle whatever nerves I was dealing with, but the bundle of purple cord in his proffered fist cranked my smile from a smirk to a beam.

      “You might want this,” he said.

      I clapped my hands to my chest. “Oh, my gosh, Jared. You are a lifesaver! I’ve been looking everywhere. How come you have it? Was it in your car?”

      For a  minute, I wondered if this was yet another prank. Like the time he’d given me OREOs stuffed with toothpaste for my birthday, or when I’d moved to my first apartment after graduating from high school and Jared had snuck in to glue googly eyes on everything in my fridge.

      When we were kids, he’d snuck things into my backpack during road trips and left frozen quarters on my forehead while I’d slept to see if they’d make me pee the bed. He’d even taped the light switch once at a cabin our families were sharing, scaring the tar out of me when I couldn’t get the light to turn on after he’d been telling spooky stories late at night.

      I’d hated his pranks at first, but after finding ways to get him back, our shenanigans had turned into something more like a love tap than a sucker punch.

      This, however, was no spoof. While I brought my charger along sometimes when we hung out, I couldn’t remember bringing it to anything recently, let alone leaving it at his apartment.

      “How?” I asked.

      “I borrowed it after the concert, remember?” he said.

      Vaguely, the memory returned to me.

      We’d gone to The Requiem Orchestra, a Christmas tradition of ours for a few years now. Jared’s girlfriend Tia had also come. We’d ridden in Jared’s car, and I’d been worried about not having access to my phone during the two-hour drive to the concert in Austin.

      An uncomfortable squirm settled into my stomach. I didn’t like that I’d forgotten something this important.

      That was a part of my personality that I’d tried hard to remedy—to the point where I prided myself on my ability to coordinate events and ensure every little detail happened when it was meant to.

      After struggling with spaciness thanks to my ADHD, I’d strived to change the label others slapped me with from ditzy to dependable.

      The unfortunate fact of the matter was, a hazard of hyper-focusing on organizing and planning parties, meetings, weddings, and corporate events for others, I was bound to forget something of my own.

      At least it hadn’t been a detail for work.

      I took the cord from him, knowing he would come inside. He did.

      Jared closed out the bright, Texas sunshine. The day was a toasty seventy degrees, and while I loved that sunshine and its warmth, I couldn’t wait to get to Montana, to dive into some snow for Christmas.

      The last time I’d had snow at Christmastime had been while visiting my grandparents in Idaho over ten years ago.

      “Aren’t you going to put it in your suitcase? Oh, wait. Cords go⁠—”

      “In the side bag,” I said, stepping into my bedroom and reaching for the bag slouched against the open suitcase’s side. “Correct.”

      Jared peeked over, inspected my self-ascribed preference to compartmentalize every single thing within, and reached for a ball of socks.

      “What are you doing?” I asked past the little hitch in my chest.

      “Are you sure these go here?”

      “Positive. Now, put them back.”

      He grinned. “What if I put them here?” Quirking a single brow, he tucked the socks into the mesh lining sewed into the purple suitcase’s side.

      “Then I’ll take them out.”

      I reached in, but he beat me to it. The struggle ensued in a kind of up-high-down-low-too-slow battle where Jared won because of the length of his arms.

      “Would you stop that?” I grunted. “Give them to me. Wyatt will be here any minute.”

      “How many minutes?” He tossed my socks from one hand to the other just as I reached for them.

      “Shut up and give me the socks.” I tickled his ribs in just the right spot.

      Jared released a giggle that so didn’t fit his manly physique and dropped the socks to the floor.

      With both bemusement and annoyance, I bent for them and returned them to their place.

      How many were in there? I’d planned on five pairs—enough to last the duration of the trip—but I’d better double check now that Jared had messed with everything . . .

      “There’s five,” he said, beating me to it. “I counted.”

      I ignored him and his familiar smell of ocean and hair gel and counted for myself. Sure enough, five sock mounds inhabited the suitcase’s lower left-hand corner, right next to my toiletry bag. Right where I always put them when I traveled.

      Hurriedly, I closed the lid of my suitcase before he could take anything else out of its place just to bug me.

      Jared rested his arm on my TV stand across from my bed. He tossed his brown hair out of his eyes.

      “When are you leaving?” he asked.

      “The flight isn’t until three, but we’re getting to the airport early.”

      “Good thinking. You have everything you need?”

      “I’d better.”

      The placement of his arm disheveled the table runner in front of the TV. I stepped toward him to straighten it.

      “I should say.”

      I knuckled him on the shoulder. Not that I wasn’t grateful for his help, but the same urgency that had been pressing against me all morning returned with full force.

      “Wyatt will be here soon,” I said. “You can’t be here when he comes.”

      “Why not?”

      I rolled my eyes. Why not? Please.

      I took Jared by his beefy shoulders and directed him toward my bedroom doorway and then to the main door beyond. Or—that was the plan, anyway.

      Despite my efforts, he still hadn’t budged.

      “Because this is a romantic getaway with me and my fiancé, and you can’t be here when he picks me up.”

      To have my best friend here when my fiancé came? Wyatt was pretty chill about the fact that my lifelong bestie was of the male variety, but this was a personal preference.

      How would that look if another man was here when my man came for me?

      Jared would be cool about the dismissal, I knew, which was why I had no qualms about shooing him away. He was so thick, though—I might as well be pushing a building.

      Still standing in the exact same spot he’d been moments before, he slid me a smug, challenging smirk.

      “You’re enjoying this way too much,” I said as my feet slipped on the carpet and he didn’t move a millimeter.

      “It’s always nice to see you try.”

      “Aren’t your meathead friends waiting for you?”

      He worked out regularly with Tim and Miguel. For the sole purpose of the three of them bragging about their individual bench press record, I’d wager.

      “Not today. I’m heading over to Tia’s before she leaves on her cruise.”

      I tried to ignore just how impressively firm his muscles were beneath my hands, but his silky growl crept into my concentration, stirring a spot beneath my sternum.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      That tone gave me pause. I glanced up to find him smoldering at me.

      And then he brought his fisted hands together in front of his stomach, flexing. Beneath his shirt, his pecks popped. First one. Then the other.

      An unexpected flush of heat crept up my neck.

      “It’s okay,” he said, his voice lowering. “Take your time.”

      Realization dawned with the hush of fog and the heat of an inferno. My attempts to push him had stopped. I stood there with my hands on his firm deltoids. Lingering. Feeling. And yeah, enjoying the shape of him.

      More heat flushed to fill my entire face.

      “I’m your man,” he said even softer than before. “You just say the word.”

      “Dork,” I said, hitting my fists against his chest to get him to stop and to hide my reaction—because where did that come from? “I get it. You’re a rock.”

      He laughed, finally backing in the direction I’d been trying to get him to go. “All right, all right. I’m leaving. Have a great time.”

      “You, too. Say hi to Tia for me.”

      He did a suave little turn on my front porch as he stepped outside, and I thanked him for bringing my cord back. Then after closing the door, I cursed myself and opened the door again to find him descending the steps of my second-story apartment on the way to his car.

      “Oh, and Merry Christmas, Jare!”

      Jared lifted a hand toward me. “You, too.”

      He trod the rest of the way down the stairs, and I closed the door, hugging the charge cord to my chest.

      “Thank you, Jared,” I said to the air before hurrying to plug my phone into the nearest outlet.

      The device had died sometime between his arrival and now.

      Wishing I could tap in a reminder to shop for a new phone when I got back from Montana—or at least a new battery that lasted longer—I made a mental note instead, prayed the device would revive in time, and paced my apartment, stopping to make sure the thermostat was set to where my electric bill wouldn’t squeeze me dry when I returned.

      And then I spared a glance at my clock again.

      My heart nearly stopped.

      Wyatt was ten minutes late.

      “What’s going on?”

      That wasn’t possible. How had that much time passed since Jared came?

      Even so, it had passed.

      There was no sign of Wyatt’s car out front. Was everything okay? Had he gotten caught in Fort Worth traffic?

      I willed my phone to hurry and charge enough so I could check for any messages from him. Soon, the screen flared to life, but no additional texts appeared.

      If he knew he was running late, Wyatt usually let me know.

      Hmm.

      I tapped his number and held the phone to my ear. No response. The call went to voicemail.

      Wringing my hands, I paced my apartment. Had something happened? Most of the time, he could avoid rush hour, but sometimes the influx of cars struck early.

      Or maybe he’d misplaced his phone charger.

      No, that wasn’t likely. He kept one in his car and usually plugged in his phone while driving.

      Since Wyatt wasn’t answering, I dialed Jared’s number.

      He answered after the third ring. “What’s up?”

      “Wyatt’s not here.”

      “Is he supposed to be?”

      “Yes! I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer.”

      “Maybe he hasn’t seen your call yet. If he’s driving, that’s probably a good thing.”

      My pulse escalated. I tried a slow breath to keep it down.

      “Jared, we can’t miss our flight.”

      “You planned things out in plenty of time,” he said patiently. “And you may not have been the only one to forget something. For all you know, he realized whatever it was on the way to get you and had to turn around.”

      That might be true . . . Except . . .

      “Yeah, but he would have called to let me know.”

      “Try him again,” Jared suggested.

      With shaky resolve, I ended the call and tried Wyatt’s number again. I paced to my kitchen, stepping on each individual tile. There was no answer.

      He was fifteen minutes late. Then twenty.

      I texted him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you coming? We’re going to miss our flight.

      

      

      

      

      

      That wasn’t entirely true. Chances were, we still had plenty of time to make it through security. But Wyatt knew how much I hated having my plans thrown off course.

      Thirty minutes passed, and I was wearing a hole in my living room rug. What was going on?

      I dialed his number again. And again.

      Finally, bubbles appeared on my screen. The sight was a gush of relief and a storm of anxiety all at once until his message appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wyatt: We need to talk.
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      I didn’t like the worry in Lacie’s tone when our call ended. The idiot she was marrying had to know how anxious she got about her schedule.

      Why would he leave her hanging like this?

      Fort Worth was beautiful any time of year, but Christmas had made its mark on the city.

      Snowmen adorned the street corners, and many of the shop windows had been painted with white images of snow and holly berries. But Lacie was tired of painted snow.

      She wanted the real thing, which was why she’d booked this trip. What did Wyatt mean by putting her off like he had?

      I wanted to call and see if she’d heard anything, but I couldn’t go there. She wasn’t mine to worry about. She had Wyatt.

      I gripped the steering wheel and concentrated on the traffic around me. Things would be fine.

      I really needed to focus on the other woman in my life—and no, I wasn’t referring to my mother.

      Much as I wanted to hit the gym with the guys, my detour to Lacie’s meant they were probably finishing up. Heading to Tia’s was the second option.

      She lived in an apartment above the scuba gear shop downtown. The scent of synthetic rubber sometimes wafted its way up into her living room, but fortunately, the smell wasn’t as rampant as it was in the shop itself.

      I pulled into the secluded parking lot in the alley and strolled up a set of stairs to knock on her door.

      It only occurred to me that I should have brought her lunch or something. It was around lunchtime, wasn’t it?

      I’d have to ask her out. She’d like that just as much.

      The noise of something colliding with the floor rumbled from inside and then the door flew open. Tia’s brown eyes lit up at the sight of me. She was dressed in workout clothes, and her mahogany hair was piled on top of her head.

      “Hey!” She was breathless and fidgety. She jogged in place and gestured to the TV behind her. “Just finishing up. Come on in.”

      “Is this a bad time?” I asked.

      “No, come in.”

      Turning her back to me, she didn’t wait to see if I did so. Instead, her attention returned to her TV and the remote in her hands. Clicking it at the screen, her workout began again, and she began mimicking the actions of the woman on the screen.

      And look. It wasn’t that I had anything wrong with watching a woman exercise. I mean, she was my girlfriend, for Pete’s sake. But that was in a gym.

      This?

      I hadn’t ever worked out with Tia before. I hadn’t yet gotten this much of an inside look into her life, and I wasn’t sure why it made me uncomfortable.

      But it did.

      I sank onto the couch and pulled out my phone, needing somewhere else to look while she hopped on one foot and switched to the other.

      Her workout went on, so I kept scrolling while the woman on the screen spouted out encouraging statements and instruction on the various aerobic techniques.

      I had several notifications on my social media. Only a few days ago, I’d changed my status from Single to In a Relationship, and I was still getting a few likes and comments on that. I tapped to like them and then found a few weightlifting reels.

      My thoughts strayed to the guys, to the soreness in my biceps because Miguel and I were competing to see who could lift a new record first, and how Lacie had been there.

      And she’d bet on me.

      Soon enough, the rapid, peppy music stopped. I peered up to find Tia taking a long swig from her water bottle and wiping sweat from her forehead with a towel.

      Good thing I hadn’t brought lunch after all.

      “You hungry?” I asked.

      She laughed, and my smile sprouted at the sound. Tia really did have a great laugh.

      “You came to ask if I was hungry?”

      I set my phone down. Was that a problem? She’d done this to me a few times before now, and it wasn’t like I was sensitive or anything like that. But it occasionally felt like she made fun of me for things other people didn’t care about.

      Like me dropping by to take her to lunch. Why was that funny?

      “I thought . . . Well, yeah. Are you?”

      She patted the back of her neck with her towel. Her skin had a becoming flush to it, and she was much easier to look at now that she wasn’t jumping around.

      “Sure. Give me a few minutes to shower and get ready?”

      “You got it. I’ve already made myself at home here.” I patted the couch.

      Thirty minutes later, with my stomach rumbling, the two of us set out to find food. We stopped at my favorite sandwich place. Soft chatter wafted through, along with the smell of fresh bread and meat.

      “Any new security setup jobs this time of year?” Tia asked as she checked out the menu listed above the cashier’s head.

      I sold security systems. Most guys on the team traveled to Texas or other locations during the summer months—many bringing their families with them for the duration of their stay. I kept mainly to home, though occasionally, I traveled to find new customers.

      Sometimes it was Louisiana. Sometimes Alaska. Mostly, though, I stayed in Texas.

      “Business isn’t as hopping now as it is during the summer when the out-of-town crew comes in, but I still manage to find some clients here and there.”

      Typically, I made enough in the busy months to tide me over during the slow ones.

      Tia was distracted, smiling in response to me as the person in front of us in line got his order, and we moved forward in his place.

      We ordered our food—BLT for me, turkey and cheese for her—and found a seat near the window. This one was painted with a pair of snowmen and a motif of snowflakes, which compensated for the lack of frostiness in the warm weather outside.

      “When do you leave for your cruise?” I asked.

      “Today,” she said. “I’ll be heading out this evening.”

      How weird was it that both of the women in my life were leaving on the same day?

      Wait. That sounded way too messed up.

      I should only have one woman in my life.

      Frowning, I shook away the thought and was relieved when the cashier brought our sandwiches, taking the number from its stand on our table.

      Tia set her purse on the empty chair beside her and shuffled the paper boat holding her sandwich. Her fingers tapped on its side a few times.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t convince my parents to bring you along,” she said.

      “It’s okay. I’m sure they want to make sure we’re going to be in it for the long haul before spending that kind of money.”

      Truth be told, I could have paid my own way on the cruise, but I hadn’t wanted to impose on her family—not when her parents had made it clear that I wasn’t considered to be part of it.

      She and I had only just started dating, after all.

      It was such a contrast to Anya Sorensen, my mom’s best friend. Anya had invited my parents and me along anytime they so much as sneezed in another city or state.

      “Are we in this for the long haul?”

      Her question caught me in the middle of bringing my BLT to my mouth. Gaping, I stared at her across the table while the festive jingling sounds of sleigh bells chimed in the peppy song that played on the overhead speakers.

      Without taking a bite, I lowered my sandwich back to its paper boat.

      Unease twisted in my stomach. I supposed it was time for a Determine-the-Relationship kind of conversation, though that didn’t make this any easier.

      In all honesty, I wasn’t sure what I wanted our relationship to be.

      I liked Tia, sure. We’d met online. I liked her enough to continue seeing her after the few dates we’d had—and apparently, I liked her enough to be in the same room while she worked out. But did I want more than that?

      The skin on my arms tingled. I gave in and took a bite of my sandwich, needing to think before I responded.

      This was a make-it-or-break-it kind of moment. The kind of moment where women who were leaving on cruises with their families over Christmas would rehash whatever I said a dozen times a day and pick apart every word because that was just what they did.

      “Is that what you want?” I asked.

      Total defer tactic. Nailed it.

      Tia reached for my hand across the table. Her soft fingers stroked mine, and her expression deepened from simply pleased to something silkier, the kind of look for closed doors.

      She’d looked at me this way just before I’d kissed her for the first time a few weeks ago.

      My abs tightened, but I didn’t let go of her hand.

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      Okay . . .

      My brain didn’t usually have this difficult of a time keeping up, but I couldn’t unpack what she meant. She’d like whatever this is to be lasting? Just how lasting were we talking about?

      I’d already told everyone she was my girlfriend. I wasn’t ready to propose or anything.

      Did she want more of a claim on me or something? Moving in together wasn’t really my thing.

      Before I could sort through this train-wreck of thought, Tia went on.

      She slipped her hand away from mine, skidding her chair noisily across the floor and meeting me straight on.

      “If we’re getting serious, we need to talk about Lacie.”

      I lowered my sandwich. “What about Lacie?”

      “You spend an awful lot of time with her.”

      “Spending time doesn’t mean there’s more going on.”

      Not for Lacie, anyway.

      For me, though . . .

      I couldn’t think about that. Lacie was engaged.

      To someone who wasn’t me.

      Eventually, my heart had to accept that fact.

      “But I’m going on a cruise with my family for a week. And you’re going to be here with her for Christmas. I just . . . I’m your girlfriend.”

      She drove the stake in, hard.

      I couldn’t say I liked territorialism much. For whatever reason, my defenses flared.

      “She’s leaving with her fiancé for Christmas,” I said.

      Her idiot fiancé, who couldn’t be bothered to give her updates on his status.

      I wondered if they’d made it off all right. She hadn’t called or sent any other texts telling me either way.

      Tia sank back into her seat, visibly relaxing. “Oh, she is?”

      “Yeah, they’re going to this⁠—”

      Her face softened into a relieved smile, and she laughed at me again in that way she did. The way that made me feel self-conscious. What was so funny?

      She scooted her chair closer again. The scraping sound cut me off, and she fanned her hand in the air.

      “I don’t want to know their plans. Just as long as she won’t be with you.”

      I hurried to ease her mind. We’d just had a DTR. I’d said I was open to lasting, though whether it was the peppermint gum kind of lasting or the redwood forest kind of lasting, I still wasn’t sure at this point.

      Either way, I did like Tia. She was beautiful. She made me laugh. She was a great kisser.

      I wasn’t ready to let this go yet, and this wasn’t the first time she’d expressed concern about my relationship with Lacie.

      The last time my best friend had come up, I’d brought Tia over to Miguel’s apartment to watch a movie on his new projector. The fun-loving buffoons I lifted with asked where Lacie was, pouring awkward tar all over what should have been a casual evening.

      Tim had added the feathers by mentioning how inseparable Lacie and I had been all our lives, as though Tia had needed the explanation.

      I’d wanted to take him out back.

      How could he not grasp how swiftly that kind of talk would set my girlfriend off?

      And it had. Tia had stormed out without watching a minute of the movie. I’d taken her home and endured tears and a lecture after the incident. I’d done all I could to assure her that Lacie was just a friend.

      I thought Tia had believed me.

      Evidently, I’d been wrong.

      “She’s marrying someone else. I told you, we’re just friends, and we’ve only ever been just friends.”

      It was all true. I had wanted to be more—many times. But I hadn’t wanted to risk our friendship by mentioning as much, not when she didn’t feel the same.

      Having Lacie as a friend was better than not seeing her at all.

      It hurt to watch her date other guys, but I kept hoping that one day my heart would finally get the message that she wasn’t interested.

      Tia pursed her lips. I slipped my arm around her, luring her closer to me and pressing a kiss to her cheek for good measure.

      “I swear,” I said into her ear. “She’s just a friend.”

      I held her gaze, hoping she read as much in my expression.

      “Okay,” she said, letting the matter drop.

      The remainder of our lunch passed in simple conversation. I left a tip on the table and escorted Tia back to her apartment. I followed her up the stairs to her door, eagerness building in my chest. She paused on the top step, toying with my collar.

      “I want to be more serious with you,” she said.

      “I’d like that,” I said, rubbing my hands along her slim waist as desire built in my chest.

      I stroked my nose along her cheek, moving in, ready for the kiss. At least we’d gotten the Lacie issue out of the way.

      Tia reared back, pushing me back just enough with her hands on my shoulders. She got this stern look on her pretty face. A line appeared between her brows, dousing the momentum that had been building.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She tilted her head to one side and rested her hands on my chest.

      “You say you want more with me. But we can’t be more if Lacie is always in the way. You can’t move on in a relationship if you’re already in one.”

      My anticipation for a kiss went flatter than a punctured tire. I clenched my fists and fought down a groan.

      “I thought we talked about this already.”

      She tossed her dark hair back. “We did. But nothing was really settled.”

      Had she been part of the same conversation? I’d explained the situation to her. I’d thought she agreed and understood.

      “We grew up together,” I clarified.

      Again.

      “Her mom was my mom’s best friend, and so we’ve known each other all our lives. We did everything together because our moms did everything together. But Lacie is just my friend,” I insisted.

      I couldn’t count the number of times I’d told Tia as much.

      “Prove it.” Tia’s dark eyes turned from sunshine to thunder.

      She wasn’t laughing this time—but I still didn’t know how to read this.

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      With her hands around my neck, she fiddled with the hair at my nape. Her expression turned innocent and inviting, but something about the sudden shift felt off.

      Forced.

      “I’m sure you’ll find a good solution. In the meantime, I’ll miss you every minute we’re apart.”

      The words turned abruptly sugary and sounded far too fake. Before I could grapple any kind of grounding, she leaned in and pressed a kiss to my mouth.

      It took me a few seconds before I could reciprocate, but even then, no nerves fired. No sensation flared.

      In fact, the impact was about as memorable as if I’d kissed my own arm.

      Not what I’d been hoping for. I knew from previous experience that we were capable of a whole lot more than this.

      Before I could try and improve the situation, Tia withdrew. She backed up and climbed a single step, looking down on me with her eyes narrowed and disapproval turning down the corners of her pink mouth.

      “Have fun on your trip,” I said, hurrying to remedy whatever mistake I’d just made.

      She smiled as she closed her door, leaving me alone on the stairs.

      What just happened?

      Confused and conflicted, I turned and headed back outside. Every one of my return footsteps to my car had a tag, an unwelcome, pestering thought as annoying as any bee mistaking me for a flower. But this wasn’t something I could swat away.

      Tia didn’t like Lacie. I knew that much from things she’d said after the three of us had spent any kind of time together.

      I’d assured her over and over that nothing was going on between us. Anyone who saw us together could tell as much.

      What was it Tia had said? You can’t move on in a relationship if you’re already in one.

      I triggered my car’s keyless entry and climbed in. Wynton Marsalis’s epic holiday trumpet skills swirled in my BMW, adding a low-key, laidback feel I desperately needed, and I gripped the steering wheel.

      “She wants me to prove Lacie is just my friend? Haven’t I already done that? What more can I do?”

      But I knew.

      Oh, I knew in an instant, the minute the words left my mouth.

      I’d been slow to pick up on Tia’s cues at the time, but they blasted all around me now. Tia didn’t want me to stop spending so much time with Lacie.

      She wanted me to stop spending time with her, period.

      My initial thought was rejection. Not happening. Lacie had always been first in my life, and she would always come first for me.

      But she was getting married. Eventually, I needed to move on, too.

      It was the whole reason I started dating Tia in the first place.

      If I wanted to pursue any kind of ‘lasting’ with any other woman, I’d have to pick one or the other. I’d never thought of it in such ultimate terms before.

      I’d always figured I’d either marry Lacie, or whoever I did marry would be secure enough in my feelings for her that any jealousy or discord on the subject would be nullified anyway.

      Instantly, I wanted to smash the whole idea. I wanted to tell Tia where to go with her request and be done.

      Lacie was part of my life. She always had been. Always would be.

      But I liked Tia. She intrigued me enough that I wasn’t ready to let her go.

      What was I going to do?

      Maybe things would change between us once Lacie and Wyatt got married. Much as I didn’t like the idea—and much as I hated the guy—it was for the best. Maybe then Tia could see that Lacie was happily settled and let the matter go.

      Yes, that was it. We just needed to wait a few more months.

      Lacie would marry Wyatt Douchebrand. I could let her go a little more easily after that, couldn’t I?

      Feeling both settled and un all at once, I shifted into gear when my phone buzzed from the dash with Lacie’s name. A phone call. Not a text.

      Which meant, if Lacie was calling me, this couldn’t be anything good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            LACIE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Every single one of my well-laid plans was completely bulldozed. Debris from the wreckage dusted the air around me, invisible but choking at the same time. And I couldn’t breathe.

      With my phone to my ear, I paced my apartment, waiting for Jared to pick up.

      He didn’t usually take this long to answer. Was he still out with Tia? Nerves spiraling, I stared at my suitcase, at the clock by my bed, at the geometrical shapes in my gray carpet.

      “Hey, Lace.”

      Finally.

      My lower lip trembled, and a little whimper leaked out. The sound of Jared’s voice was everything I needed to hear, and the tears I’d been holding at bay gushed like a faucet on full blast.

      “This totally sucks!” I wailed.

      “What sucks? Are you at the airport? Did something happen?”

      “I’m not at the airport.”

      “Uh-oh. Why not?”

      “Because—”

      My throat tightened. I couldn’t finish.

      I sank onto the side of my bed without realizing I’d paced so close to it. Wyatt’s voice continued to strike in my memory—his cruel, falsely sympathetic words saying every engaged woman’s worst fears aloud:

      I don’t love you. I thought I did, but if I’m interested in other women, that’s not love, is it?

      “He’s interested in other women!” I cried. “He doesn’t want to be with me.”

      The moment I’d heard those words, all the worst-case scenarios that had ever streaked through my mind had played out with abandon. I’d wondered what level of interest Wyatt was talking about.

      Did he like to look at other women in passing? Did he strike up conversations with women and ask for their numbers? Or had he been seeing others behind my back?

      Then he’d told me the truth—verifying the worst.

      “Slow down,” Jared said. “Tell me what happened.”

      I forced myself to speak. “Wyatt called me just after you left. And he said he wanted the ring back.”

      A ring I’d wrenched from my finger the minute the call had ended and tossed in the drawer by my bed. Its absence on my fourth finger was noticeable.

      “He broke off your engagement?”

      Even though Jared couldn’t see me through the phone, I nodded.

      “He did? Why?”

      Tears streamed down my cheeks. My lower lip trembled. Heat crept its way up from my belly and clenched my throat, making speaking that much harder.

      “He said he met someone else, and he’s going home with her to meet her family for Christmas. He said—Oh, gosh. So many hurtful things.”

      Jared’s tone grew firmer and abrasive. “Like what?”

      I allowed the hurtful words to swarm over me, and I verbalized them as they reemerged. I had to get them all out. To tell Jared everything.

      “He said he prefers to be with someone who doesn’t try to control every move he makes. He said he’s found a woman who can relax while they’re out together and isn’t on her phone the whole time. He said whoever this new girl is, she knows how to have a good time—something he didn’t realize how much he missed and wanted until he went out with her last night. For the second time.”

      Two dates.

      Wyatt had gone on TWO DATES with a woman who wasn’t me.

      I pressed my eyes closed, squeezing more tears free.

      There were times when he’d teased me for being on my phone—sometimes while we waited at restaurants, other times while I was a passenger in the car he was driving. But whenever he’d said something, I’d always put my phone away.

      And he laughed with me. I was fun, dang it.

      “I know how to have a good time,” I blurted in my own defense.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “And I am on my phone a lot, but who isn’t? Every time you go anywhere, people are always sucked into their screens!”

      Most of the time, I wasn’t scrolling through social media or playing games or even reading books or anything like that. I always took whatever spare minute I had to research cultures and whatever stylistic requests clients made of me for their various parties.

      I took pride in delivering exactly what people expected—and more. I thought Wyatt knew that! I thought he liked that I was so detail-oriented.

      “You’re the life of the party,” Jared said. “It’s why you’re so good at planning them.”

      I dabbed my cheeks with a tissue, but at this point, there was no salvaging my mascara. I’d have to remove whatever was left of it and start over again.

      And I voiced the question that wouldn’t leave me alone:

      “Then why doesn’t Wyatt think so?”
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      I hadn’t yet made it inside my apartment complex, which was just as well because after hearing Lacie’s news, I stormed back to the parking lot. I needed somewhere to direct this sudden burst of furious adrenaline and outrage on her behalf.

      I should go back to Lacie’s. Better still, I had the irrational urge to veer over to Wyatt’s and throw a fist in the fool’s face just for hurting her.

      Her words, the pained tone of her voice, resonated in the cavern of my mind.

      What was wrong with this guy? He had the greatest girl in the world—and he couldn’t see that?

      He couldn’t see that she wasn’t only the entire universe but the axis on which it rotated and the gravity pulling everything, keeping me at its center?

      Him, I mean. Keeping Wyatt at its center.

      He was an utter and complete moron.

      I voiced this thought aloud.

      “He hurt you,” I said with a snarl, pacing the painted yellow line between my car and Miguel’s.

      “Not physically.”

      “Doesn’t mean you’re okay right now.” I wasn’t with her, but I could imagine the pain in her eyes.

      The pain saturating her voice. The pain I wanted to take away.

      A tiny pinprick of realization deflated my fury. I wanted to rage. I wanted to defend her honor. I wanted to smack this guy upside the head multiple times.

      But I couldn’t, not this time. Not the way I’d done during her past breakups.

      Because Tia.

      I gripped my phone so hard I imagined my fingers would leave imprints behind. How many times had I wished for exactly this—only in reverse? For Lacie to break things off with Wyatt because she realized she loved me instead?

      And now, I was with someone else.

      Someone I liked.

      I knew the prospect of getting together with Lacie was impossible. It was the reason I’d dated Tia in the first place.

      Lacie and I were both twenty-four. She’d made a career for herself, and so had I. Most best-friend duos I knew from high school had gone their separate ways, keeping in touch the way most people did—online or with the occasional text message.

      The thought of passing months at a time without speaking to Lacie squeezed the air from my lungs. Though I traveled during the busy summer months to find the best places to sell security systems, we still talked every day. I couldn’t bring myself to move away from Texas.

      Away from her.

      “Wyatt’s an idiot,” I said, drawing myself back to our conversation.

      She chuckled through her tears, and I went on.

      “I’ve always thought he had more than one screw loose. Now, I know he does. This is a good thing, Lace. It’s good to realize before vows were spoken that his brain is smaller than a BB pellet, and he’s about as reliable as a plastic fork.”

      I hadn’t made my feelings regarding Wyatt a secret, that was for sure. I’d always made comments about how she could do better, about how weak Wyatt was compared to me, or how he never paid attention to her like he should have.

      Deep down, I’d hoped Lacie would see the comments for what they were—invitations to see me as something more than just a best friend.

      I’d never been able to bring myself to tell her how I felt about her.

      Now was that time.

      A small urge somewhere deep in my gut twisted with insistent hands, coaxing me to speak up, to strike while the proverbial iron was hot.

      I’d always loved her. From the time we’d kissed during drama class in tenth grade, I’d known she was the only woman I ever wanted.

      I pictured driving over to her place. Opening up to her. Telling her what a good thing this was—that now, she could open her eyes to see what had been in front of
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