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    Dedication


    To Mallory Green.


    Thank you for all your help, but mostly thank you for being you.


    Every girl needs a Mallory in their lives.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter One


    “She’s hot,” I observe, nodding my head toward the blonde walking through the hallway.


    Max checks her out then flashes me his signature smirk. “She looks...opinionated.”


    I roll my eyes and stare at him in disbelief. “Opinionated? Seriously?”


    Can a girl look opinionated? Is this a thing?


    “I’m opinionated, and you love me,” I point out, pursing my lips together. The things this guy comes up with sometimes…


    “Yeah, as my friend,” he says, wrapping an arm around me. “I’d never date you though. You’d drive me fucking crazy.”


    “You’re an asshole,” I grumble, but then shake my head and smile to myself. Max has lived next-door to me ever since we were five. We’ve been friends ever since I can remember, and although people I tell the story to like to romanticise it, there’s no way in hell we’ll be anything but friends at any point in our lives.


    “Yet you love me anyway, true friendship right there,” he comments distractedly, gaze following a blonde. He points at her. “Now her, though…I’ll be right back.”


    I laugh and glance down at my class schedule. Today’s the first day back at school, and in true Max form, he’s spending his morning checking out all the new girls the school has to offer. I, on the other hand, am more interested in making it to my classes on time and staying on top of my workload from day one. I’m almost at my English class when I hear a voice say, “What the fuck are you wearing?”


    Curious, I look to the right to see a pretty girl standing there in a short denim skirt and a tight black top. Sure, the skirt is pretty short, but not unlike what most of the other girls at school wear on a daily basis. She’s beautiful, I notice, with jet-black shoulder-length hair that’s straighter than I could ever get mine, and clear blue eyes.


    “Don’t embarrass me,” I hear her reply through clenched teeth.


    “Go home and change,” the guy growls at the poor girl. I look at him from behind. Tall, very tall. A mop of dark hair, and a nice build. Broad shoulders covered in a white t-shirt, and jeans showing off his narrow hips. But still, no girl should put up with that from her boyfriend, no matter how good he looks from behind.


    “Now, Sierra,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. “Or I will drag you home myself.”


    “Hey, don’t talk to her like that,” I blurt out, unable to keep my mouth shut. Yeah, I can be impulsive like that. I also don’t like seeing men intimidate women, and worse, women accepting it.


    The boy turns around, and for a second, I’m taken aback by the colour of his eyes.


    Violet.


    Framed in thick, dark lashes, I’ve never seen eyes the colour of his in my life.


    And he’s hot.


    Tanned skin, full lips, high cheekbones, and a straight nose.


    Yeah, this guy is blessed in the looks department.


    Why are the jerks always hot?


    “Mind your own business, little girl,” the boy says to me, snapping me out of my lust-filled daze, his spectacular eyes narrowing on me.


    Little girl?


    I look at Sierra, who is currently giving me an odd look.


    “Come on, you don’t need to listen to this,” I say to her, giving the guy a disgusted look.


    She steps forward, coming to stand next to me, and flashes the boy a triumphant look. He scowls, shakes his head, and then walks off in the other direction.


    “Thanks,” Sierra tells me, smiling. “If you didn’t interrupt, he actually would make me go home and change. My brother can be so overprotective sometimes.”


    Brother?


    Shit.


    That kind of changed things.


    “I thought he was your boyfriend,” I admit, grimacing and walking next to her down the hallway. “And I’m Viola, by the way.”


    She laughs, her lips quirking upwards. “Nice to meet you, Viola. And no, he’s my older brother. He thinks I shouldn’t give boys the wrong impression by wearing revealing clothes.” She pauses. “And that it will attract the wrong type of guys.”


    I chew on my bottom lip, asking myself why I had to open my big mouth. When we arrive at my class, Sierra says bye and heads to her own class, hips swaying in her short skirt.


    So much for me being a hero.


    “There you are,” Max says, coming to stand next to me and handing me a red liquorice stick. “What classes do we have together, other than English?”


    I hold my hand out to look at his schedule. He passes it to me, the paper sticky from the candy he’d been eating. “Eww, Max.”


    I wipe my hand on my jeans while I scan the paper. “English and human biology, it looks like. Only two classes? That sucks.”


    “They’re probably still holding a grudge after last year’s math test fiasco,” he points out, licking his fingers.


    I hand him back the paper and smile as I reminisce. The teacher had left out a copy of our final exam, and Max had taken it, photocopied it, and passed it out to everyone in class. When everyone got perfect scores, they didn’t know who to blame and had no proof, but somehow Max and I were the ones held under suspicion. They were right about Max, of course, but I was just guilty by association.


    “They need to let that go,” I say, walking into class and looking around for a seat. I take one in the middle and Max sits next to me. I know he’d prefer to sit in the back, but unlike him, I want to get my work done. We compromise with the middle. I make him do some of his work, and he makes me laugh with his jokes, which makes the classes go quicker. Max saying hello to someone has me raising my head.


    Violet eyes scrutinize me as the boy sits down on the other side of Max.


    “Dashiel, this is Viola,” Max says, nodding his head in my direction. “Vi, this is Dash. We play basketball together. Today’s his first day here.”


    I lean forward to see him over Max. “Hello, Dashiel.”


    “This is your girl?” he asks Max. “I never thought you’d choose someone so…”


    “Opinionated?” Max offers, laughing to himself. I slap his arm and throw him an unimpressed look, which only makes him laugh harder.


    Dashiel smiles, and holy hell—he has dimples.


    Deep, delicious, twin dimples.


    I stare at them without blinking or breathing for longer than I’d like to admit.


    “Exactly,” he continues, ignoring me and pulling out a pen from his bag.


    I force myself to turn away from him and look straight ahead, staring at the blackboard. I haven’t had a proper boyfriend before, but if I did, I’d imagine he’d look like Dashiel. Sure, I’ve gone on a few dates in my time—okay, two dates, but I’ve never had an actual boyfriend, and I’ve never really wanted one. I hear him talking to Max, but I don’t look in his direction. Instead, I pull out my pink folder and matching stationary and wait for the teacher to commence with the first lesson of the year.


    “We have a few new students this year,” Mrs. Jade says, opening her file and scanning a piece of paper. Is she going to make them stand up and introduce themselves? Because that’s awkward.


    “Lara Ram and Dashiel Edwards, welcome to our school. I’m sure everyone will be friendly.” She says the last line in a threatening way, as in we better be friendly, or there will be hell to pay. “How about both of you stand up and tell the class something about yourselves?” She looks around the room. “Lara?”


    A cute, chubby blonde raises her hand. “I’m Lara. I just moved here from the city.”


    We wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t, so we all look in Dashiel’s direction. He stands and glances around the room, making eye contact with everyone. Except me.


    “I got expelled from my last school, so I was sent here. I have four sisters, and I’ll kill anyone who even looks at them wrong.” He pauses—to make the threat more dramatic, I think. “That’s how I got expelled last time. Oh, and no one calls me Dashiel. The name is Dash.”


    He sits down and the class waits in awkward silence for a few tense moments before Max calls out, “I’ll show him around. Don’t you all offer at the same time.”


    Dash chuckles.


    Mrs. Jade pushes her glasses up on her nose and says, “Dash, I’d like to see you after class please.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” he replies politely, not seeming bothered in the least.


    “Okay, class, open your books to page four,” she continues.


    We open our books. And I have this feeling that things are going to change this year.


    For better or worse, I have no idea.


    But I’m going to find out.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Two


    “Why are you acting weird?” Max asks me right in front of Dash.


    I look him dead in the eye. “How am I acting weird?”


    He narrows his hazel eyes and studies me. “Did you make me lunch?”


    I roll my eyes at him and pull out his sandwich in a zip-locked bag, a packet of chips, and a green apple.


    “Perfect,” he beams, taking them from my hands. “Thanks, Vi.”


    “No problem,” I tell him, knowing tomorrow he will do the same for me. We started this in primary school, when we used to swap lunches anyway most of the time, and it’s something that’s stuck with us.


    “She makes you lunch?” Dash asks, looking between the two of us. “That doesn’t sound very feminist of you.”


    Max lifts his head and pins Dash with a look. “It’s just something we do.”


    Dash nods, a contemplative look on his face. “Do you want to play some ball?”


    Max nods and finishes his sandwich in a few bites. “Fuck yeah.” He turns to me. “Do you want to play with us, or sit here?”


    “I’ll sit here,” I tell him. He knows how shitty I am at sports, but he still tries to invite me.


    “You play ball?” Dash asks me¸ violet eyes observing me.


    “Nope,” I reply, opening my packet of chips.


    He looks confused then stands up. “I’ll meet you on the court, Max.”


    “All right,” Max replies.


    I watch as Dash walks up to a young girl, one who looks a lot like Sierra.


    “That’s his sister Jasmine,” Max says to me. “There’s four of them. Two are in high school, and two are in primary school. They’re all young.”


    “How long have you known him?” I ask curiously, still watching him speak to his sister.


    “We’ve played ball together for about a year now,” he says, drinking water from his bottle. “He’s really good. An asset to our team. You’d know if you ever came to any of my games.”


    “The last time I came to one of your games, your girlfriend had a fit,” I decide to point out.


    “And that’s why she’s my ex,” Max says, standing up and wiping his hands on his jeans. “Are you just going to sit here alone?”


    I look to my left and then my right. “Well, I’m sure all my friends will keep me company.”


    He throws his head back and laughs.


    I have a couple of friends, of course, but I’m not close to them like I am Max. They’re more like acquaintances, or ‘convenience friends’, as Max calls them. The type of friends you chat with, hang out with, and have fun with, but you will probably lose contact with the second school is over. I don’t mind my own company though, and I’ll happily sit here and read by myself. Max walks off to the courts, and I finish my book then pull a second one out of my bag. When the bell goes off, I check what class I have next, which turns out to be Home Economics, and head in that direction.


    


    *****


    


    I clear my throat. “So, about before…”


    “You mean when you eavesdropped on a private conversation between me and my sister then thought it was a good idea to butt in and give us, random strangers, your personal input?” he says in a dry tone I don’t appreciate.


    “To be fair, I thought you were her boyfriend—”


    “You know what they say about people who assume,” he continues, rudely cutting me off.


    I hold my hand up. “There’s no need to be a dick, dude.”


    Dash tips the flour into the bowl and starts stirring. When he walked in late to Home Ec, the seat next to me was the only one left, and now we’re both stuck together, baking bread and making awkward conversation. I pour some oil and flick it into the bowl. Dash stops his aggressive stirring and looks up at me. “That was way too much oil.”


    “No, it wasn’t,” I tell him, grabbing the salt. “We need to put the salt in.”


    “I’ll do it,” he says, taking the salt from me and tipping some in.


    “This is a group activity,” I say drolly, pulling the bowl toward me. “I don’t care how much of a control freak you are; this is my loaf of bread too.”


    He expels a sigh, like it’s taking all of his energy to deal with me, and pushes the bowl in my direction. “Have at it then, Viola.”


    Liking my name on his lips, I avoid his eyes and pick up the ball of dough, squishing it in my hands. Who am I kidding? I don’t know how to make bread. Or anything. Yeah, I’m no Martha Stewart.


    “What do I have to do next?” I ask, refusing to feel sheepish. I glance over at the instructions then look around at the other students nearby, just to see what theirs looks like. When I look back to Dash, I find him already watching me.


    “What?” I ask.


    He blinks slowly a few times. “How does Max put up with you?”


    I slam down the ball of dough on the cutting board. “I’ve been wondering the same, only about you.”


    He grabs the dough from me, and I watch him finish it off then place it in the oven without even looking at the instructions. He’s probably one of those guys who is good at everything and anything.


    How annoying.


    I start filling out the worksheet the teacher gave us, happy to be doing theory work over practical. I hate this class, and I hate cooking—or baking, as it were—but I’m not about to get a bad grade for any class. I finish the worksheet quickly, and then slide it over to Dash. He did the baking, so the least I can do is play my part in the team by being of use. His lip twitches as he glances over my paper.


    “How do I know you’re smart and those answers are correct?”


    I roll my eyes at him and say, “How do I know the bread is going to taste good?”


    He grins then, dimples making an appearance. He takes my paper and copies the answers. When he’s done, he lifts his head, looks at me, and says, “If the bread tastes like shit, it’s because you put too much oil.”


    I can’t help it; I laugh. It’s either that, or throw something at his head. “You’re infuriating.”


    He shakes his head. “And you’re not?”


    “No.”


    “You’re nosey,” he decides to point out. “Who stops and interrupts a private conversation?” He pauses. “On a Monday morning, the first school day of the year?”


    I guess we were back to this again.


    “Who yells at their baby sister on the first school day of the year, at a new school, where anyone walking by can hear?” I ask him back.


    “I do, when my sister is wearing a short fucking skirt and when it’s not anyone else’s business,” he says, starting to sound angry.


    “Well, next time, yell at her before she leaves the house,” I suggest, scanning the classroom for a distraction.


    “I’ll do that,” he replies, voice laced with sarcasm and contempt.


    I wonder if someone will exchange seats with me.


    He taps his pen on the table, the sound filling the awkward silence.


    “Are you and Max dating?” he asks after a few moments.


    “No,” I reply, wrinkling my nose.


    “Have you ever dated?” he asks, tilting his head to the side and studying me.


    “Nope.”


    He nods, but looks adorably confused. “I don’t get the two of you.”


    And I don’t get him. One minute I want to stab him with a fork, and the next I’m thinking about how adorable he looks. What is it about this guy that has my head reeling?


    “You don’t have to,” I fire back, arching an eyebrow at him. Many people don’t get Max’s and my friendship, but many people don’t get a lot of things. In a time where loyalty and honesty are rare qualities, I’ll bet they don’t understand. They wouldn’t know what true friendship is if it hit them in the face.


    He shrugs like he couldn’t care either way, and then goes back to ignoring me.


    So I do the same to him. Except, every now and again, I peer at him from the corner of my eye. Luckily, he doesn’t catch me.


    The bread turns out delicious. Dash doesn’t say anything, but his smug expression speaks for itself. I realise in this moment that while I’m fascinated with this boy, I don’t like him very much.


    At all.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Three


    It doesn’t take Dash long to find a girlfriend, and of course, I’m not surprised. Only a week into school, and I see him walking around with Jacquelyn Bateman, one of the most popular girls in our school.


    Max whistles as he sees the two of them together. “Not bad, Dash, not bad at all.”


    I look at him, my forehead furrowing. “You dated her last year. Isn’t this weird?”


    Max just shrugs and puts his lollipop back in his mouth. “She’s fair game, Vi. I don’t really care who has her after me.”


    “Charming,” I reply, dragging the word out. “This is why I remain single, because I have you as an example of what boys are really like.”


    “We’re seventeen, Vi,” Max says, running a hand through his brown hair. “If anyone is looking for something permanent at this age, then they’re stupid. And you’re way too good for any of the boys at this school anyway.”


    “That’s why they’re all lining up to ask me out,” I say wryly, looking back to Dash and Jackie.


    Max stops in his tracks and pulls me to a halt with him. “Have you looked at yourself recently? You have a nice little body, a thick head of long-ass, silky dark hair, and brown eyes that are a little too wilful for my liking…” I kick his shin at this point of the speech. “Ouch! See?!” he grumbles then continues, “Bottom line: you’re hot. If I didn’t see you like family, well…but I do, so… Okay, fuck, this is getting awkward, but you get the drift.”


    I lace my arm through his. “Thanks, Max. That’s very sweet of you.”


    “Now let’s never mention it again,” he mutters then changes the subject. “I made us chicken salad rolls for lunch today.”


    “Excellent,” I say with approval then cringe when I see Dash and Jackie walking up to us. Jackie is the girl who lost her shit when Max brought me with him to his basketball game, and I’m not exactly her favourite person.


    Okay, she hates me.


    “Max,” she purrs then looks to me, her expression dropping. “Viola.”


    I don’t even reply, just lift my chin at her.


    “Dash was just telling me about his game next week,” she continues. “I guess I’ll be there, being a supportive girlfriend.”


    “And a supportive ex-girlfriend,” I point out, smirking. “Because you’ve been with almost everyone on the team.”


    Max sighs and throws me a look that says ‘Why can’t you keep your mouth shut?’ while Dash studies me with an unreadable look on his too-handsome-for-his-own-good face.


    “Jealous none of the boys like you, Viola?” Jackie sneers, wrapping her pink-tipped nails around Dash’s arm.


    “Actually, lots of guys like Vi,” Max says, wincing as he looks down at me apologetically. “They just don’t ask her out, because they’re scared of me.”


    My eyes narrow on Max’s guilty-looking face. I look at him from the point of view of a stranger. He’s tall, about six-foot-one, not as tall as Dash, but bulkier. I know none of the guys at school want to mess with him, but never once did I consider he’s the reason I’m never asked out.


    I shrug, suddenly feeling better about myself. “It doesn’t matter, because I’m not interested in anyone from this school anyway.”


    Well, that’s a lie, but they don’t need to know that.


    Or is it? I don’t know what I want from Dash. All I know is I like being around him. The fact he is dating Jackie speaks wonders about what he’s looking for right now, and although I shouldn’t judge him, I am.


    “Whatever,” Jackie says, flipping her red hair over her shoulder. “Dash, will you walk me to class?”


    “I actually have to go to the gym now,” Dash says, taking a step in that direction. “But I’ll see you later.”


    He leaves, and so does an unhappy Jackie.


    Max and I glance at each other at the same time, shrug, and then continue walking.


    “Are we going to the movies on Friday night?” he asks, chewing on his lollipop, making loud crunching sounds.


    “Yeah, why? Don’t tell me you have a date and want to cancel on me,” I say grumpily, staring up at him with my brows raised.


    He puts his hand around my shoulder and grins. “No date this weekend, so you can relax. You act like I ditch you every weekend. That happened one time in all the years we’ve known each other!”


    “And I’ll never let you forget it,” I say, poking my tongue out.


    “Brat,” he grumbles.


    When Dash falls into line with us, Max and I both give him side-glances.


    “No gym?” Max asks, chuckling.


    Dash shoots him a stern look, but says nothing else on the subject. “What do you know about a guy named Tom Richards?”


    “Why?” Max asks.


    “He’s asked Sierra out on a date, and she really wants to go, apparently,” he says, sounding extremely put out.


    Max looks to me. “Have you heard of the dude?”


    I nod. “Yeah, he does the school yearbook with me. A year younger than us.”


    “Decent?” Dash asks me, gently grabbing my arm and pulling me to stop. “If he’s an asshole, there’s no way I’m letting her go. Her tears worked last time, but they won’t be saving her this time.”


    Both their eyes linger on me, waiting for my answer. I shift on my feet, not too sure what to say. I don’t know the guy that well, but he seems nice enough. What if he turns out to be a dickhead though? Then everyone will blame me in the end.


    “I mean, I don’t think I know him well enough to make this judgement.” I think of Sierra having to deal with her overbearing older brother yet again and feel a pang of sympathy for her. I then come up with an idea that has less pressure on me if Tom turns out to be a bad boy. “What if you tell her she can go to a movie with him? Max and I will be there Friday night, so we could keep an eye out on her, and you wouldn’t have to worry so much.”


    I feel like squirming as Dash looks at me, thinking about my idea. He’s wearing a red cap today, and earlier I saw another girl take it off his head to put it on hers.


    I didn’t like that.


    The cap suits him, though. As does the black t-shirt he’s wearing.


    “You wouldn’t mind doing that?” Dash asks, turning his attention to Max.


    “Not a problem, bro,” Max replies, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll even threaten him a little, if you like.”


    “You’re the best,” Dash replies, flashing his dimples. “I have to stay home this weekend to look after my younger sisters, so I won’t be able to keep an eye on Sierra.” He slaps Max on the shoulder affectionately. “Got to get going.” He turns that violet gaze on me then, and I think I stop breathing. “Thanks, Viola.”


    “No problem,” I manage to get out then watch him as he leaves.


    He stays home all weekend to look after his sisters?


    “That’s nice of him to stay home with them,” I say, trying to wrap my head around Dash and exactly who he is.


    “Yeah,” Max says, bumping me so I move forward. “Sometimes he brings them to the basketball games if Sierra can’t watch the younger two. He’s a really great brother. Four sisters, though…that’s a lot to take on.”


    I have to agree.


    “What if they ditch the movie or something?”


    Max just grins, flashing white straight teeth. “I’ll have a little talk with Tommy boy before Friday.”


    “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I ask, shaking my head. Max is an only child, like me, and I can picture him doing this to his sister if he ever had one. I guess the closest thing he has to a sister is me, and since I don’t really have much of a love life, his bullying skills have been put to rest until now.


    “I am, actually,” he says, looking amused. “Look at us, chaperoning teenagers.”


    “Teenagers who are like a year or so younger than us,” I point out, smirking. “That probably makes us a little too responsible for our age, if you ask me.”


    Max stills. “You’re right. We should turn up to the cinema drunk.”


    I laugh, even though I know he’s totally serious.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Four


    “He’s just putting his arm around her,” I whisper to Max, grabbing his arm and pulling him back into his seat. “You can’t do anything to him over that! Imagine if this was you out on this date. You’d be doing way worse than that.”


    “We’re not talking about me, though,” Max grumbles, sitting back down. He pulls out a pair of binoculars from his pocket and I scrub my hand down my face.


    “You’re freaking kidding me right now,” I mutter to myself, watching my best friend as he peers through the binoculars. I’m pretty sure he can’t see shit through them; he’s just trying to be dramatic.


    “I take this shit very seriously,” he says, shoving a handful of popcorn into his mouth.


    “I can see that,” I say dryly then look back at the screen. “I think Tom must really like Sierra to put up with all of this shit, to be honest.”


    “Time will show his true intentions.”


    I roll my eyes and block him out as he grumbles about not having a close enough view of where Sierra’s hands are. When the movie comes to an end, we wait for the two of them outside. Max pulls Tom aside for a chat, leaving Sierra and me alone.


    “This is ridiculous,” she says, pursing her red lips. “But Tom has been so sweet! He asked me out again. Don’t you think he’s so good looking?”


    I don’t, but anyway…


    “You two look cute together,” is all I tell her.


    “I know!” she beams, letting me know it was indeed the right thing to say. “I want him to kiss me. It will have to be in the car before he walks me to my door, because Dash will come out with that death stare of his, trying to intimidate Tom.”


    I wonder if Dash will come out of his house bare-chested.


    “Vi, let’s go,” Max says, walking in front of a very red-faced Tom. I can only imagine what happened there.


    “Bye,” I say to Sierra and Tom then follow Max to his car. “What did you say to him?”


    “Just told him to take her straight home, and Dash will be messaging me when they get home, so we’ll know exactly how long they took to get there,” he explains.


    “Jesus,” I whisper, sliding into his black Honda. “That’s pretty rough.”


    “I know,” Max says, grinning.


    “I think the power is getting to your head, Max,” I say, my forehead furrowing. “Can we get something to eat on the way home?”


    “Yeah, I’m starving,” he says, reversing the car. “What do you feel like?”


    “Fries,” I say, squinting. “Lots and lots of fries.”


    We’re ordering our food, when Max checks his phone. “Sierra is home. Mission complete.”


    “You’re such a goofball, Max,” I tell him, smiling widely. “And I thought you were bringing alcohol?” I tease.


    “I have a game tomorrow,” he says, rubbing his palm on his chest. “The best player can’t rock up hung over, now can he?”


    “Dash isn’t going to be hung over though,” I say, smirking.


    Max throws me over his shoulder, right in the middle of the diner, my arms flailing in the air.


    “What did you say, Vi?”


    “Nothing,” I say. “Oh, my God, put me down, Max! Everyone is staring!”


    “First, tell me what I want to hear,” he says cheerfully then starts to tickle my ribs.


    “You’re the best basketball player ever,” I say quickly, rushing out all the words.


    He puts me down and I fix my hair, which is all over my face. “Jerk face.”


    He steps toward me again, so I quickly retreat.


    “You two are a very cute couple,” the lady in front of us in line says.


    My cheeks heat, but Max just brushes it off like he always does and wraps his arm around me. “Thank you, ma’am. She’s a pain in the ass, but she’s mine.”


    The lady giggles and then faces forward.


    I glance up at Max.


    He looks down.


    We both smile.


    


    *****


    


    When Dash doesn’t come to school Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday, my teacher asks me if Dash and I are good enough friends that I could drop his work off for him, so he doesn’t fall behind. I’ve never been to his house, but Max showed me where it was one day, so I know how to get there. Papers in hand, I park in his empty driveway and walk to the front door, knocking three times. The door opens a few seconds later, and Dash stands there, bare-chested, just like he always opened the front door in my imagination. He had a lean, toned, athletic body, one that is definitely better in person than what my mind had come up with, and his skin is smooth and tanned.


    “Viola, what are you doing here?” he asks, scowling down at me.


    I raise my eyes to his. “Oh. Right. I was asked to drop this off for you. Is everything okay? Are you sick or something?”


    I hear someone coughing loudly from inside the house.


    “I’m fine,” he says, taking the papers from my hand. “My youngest sisters are sick and my mum has to work, so…” He shrugs it off, but he also avoids eye contact.


    His sisters are sick, so he has to miss school to look after them? What kind of bullshit is that? What about his education? Or the fact they aren’t his children? I school my expression, not wanting to show the anger I feel on his behalf.


    “I can get something from the pharmacy or get some soup for them if you want me to,” I offer, thinking I could at least do something to help his situation out. A cute dark-haired girl walks to the door and stands next to her brother. She looks to be about nine years old. Her nose is red and her face is pale; she definitely isn’t feeling too well.


    “I love chicken soup.” She looks at Dash with baby blue puppy dog eyes. It looks like Dash is the only one with the violet eyes, although there is still one sister I haven’t seen.


    “This is Marigold,” Dash says, smiling down at her. “Or Mari, as we call her. Savannah is asleep.”


    “Nice to meet you, Mari,” I say to her, grinning. “I can definitely get you some chicken soup. Is there anything else you’d like to make you feel better?”


    “You don’t have to—” Dash starts, but is cut off.


    “Some candy might make me feel better,” Marigold says with a serious face.


    I laugh and stand up straight, looking back to Dash. “I’ll be back with soup and candy, and then I’ll keep the girls occupied while you finish your schoolwork.”


    Without waiting for his answer, I turn around and walk back to my car. I can feel his gaze on me, but I ignore it. I get chicken soup, food for Dash, medicine, and candy, spending my weekly allowance from my parents, and then head back to his house with all the goods. Mari opens the door for me, and I walk inside their house and into the living room, where Dash is sitting with who has to be Savannah.


    “Hey,” I say, putting all the bags down on the coffee table in front of him, and I notice he’s put on a blue t-shirt. “Go and take a break. I’ve got this.”


    “Are you sure?” he asks, looking uncertain. “Jasmine and Sierra will be home soon, after their dance class. They can—”


    “Dash,” I say, grabbing his burger and fries and giving them to him. “Eat and study. Go.”


    He looks in the bag then back at me, an odd expression on his face. I ignore him and pull out the two bowls of soup with two plastic spoons then set the candy and medicine out on the table. Dash takes the hint and leaves the room, while I get the girls to finish their soup, take the medicine, and then, last of all, eat their candy as a reward.


    “I like the name Viola,” Savannah tells me. “It’s pretty.”


    “Thank you,” I tell her. “You all have beautiful names too. Are you feeling any better now?”


    “A little,” Mari yawns. “I feel sleepy.”


    They both end up falling asleep on the couch. I tidy up the living room, knowing I’m surely crossing boundaries but being unable to help myself, and then I go and find Dash, who is doing his work in the kitchen.


    “Hey,” I say, approaching him. “The girls are fast asleep, so I’m going to head home.”


    He looks tired. I have to wonder where their father is, and why it seems like Dash is the father figure of the house.


    “Wait, I want to give you some money for all the stuff you got.”


    He stands up, but I wave him off. “Don’t bother. If you need anything else, give me a call. Do you have my number?”


    He shakes his head. I hold out my hand, and he places his phone in my palm, our fingers briefly touching. I save my number is his phone under ‘Vi’, flash him a small smile, and then leave his house.


    And when I go home, I thank my mum and dad for all they do for me.


    


    *****


    


    Friday morning, I open my locker to find a note and a red rose. I open the note, and two words are scribbled in the middle.


    Thank you.


    I smile and lift the rose to my nose, smelling the sweet scent. I then put it back in my locker, close it, and walk to my first class, an extra spring in my step.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Five


    I sit down on Max’s couch, eating a popsicle, when I hear him mutter a curse. “What’s wrong?”


    “Dash has to bring his sisters to the game today again, which means he’ll be distracted. He has to check on them, of course, so he’s always looking at them instead of focusing.”


    I suck on the popsicle then say, “I can look after them. I’m not doing anything.”


    Max’s head snaps to me. “Really? You’d do that?”


    I nod. “Sure, why not? I can hang out with them at the game, or I can go to his house, or whatever is easiest.”


    “I’ll message him and see what he says,” Max tells me, texting furiously. “You’re a lifesaver, Vi.”


    “Well I can’t have my best friend lose his game, now can I?”


    Max grins and lies back on me, resting his head on my stomach. “Yeah, you’re the one who would have to hear me complain about it for the next month.”


    “Don’t I know it,” I grumble. “Also, Dash should be able to enjoy a little without always having to worry about his sisters.”


    “Agree completely,” Max says, lifting his phone when it beeps. “Dash said he would owe you one if you wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on them while he plays.”


    “Tell him it’s no problem. You’ve been trying to get me at a game for ages now anyway.”


    Max chuckles as he texts Dash back. “Yeah, because you’re good luck. I’ve never lost a game when you’re there.”


    “Well, if you lose tomorrow, don’t try and bring me into it,” I say, gently tugging on his hair. “Blame your team.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” he grumbles, putting his phone down. “We won’t lose. Not with Dash being focused and you there as my good luck charm.”


    “If Dash ever needs me to look after the twins, tell him to just message me, all right?” I tell Max. “I don’t mind amusing them for every game you guys have to play. Just remember me when you’re playing for the NBA.”


    “Remember you? You’ll be right by my side, Vi,” Max says softly, closing his eyes. “I’ll buy you a house right next to mine. A huge one. You won’t have to work or anything.”


    “I want to work,” I tell him, smiling at his kindness. “But I won’t say no to living next to you, growing old together. My kids playing with yours.”


    “Your son better keep his hands off my daughter,” he jokes, making me laugh.


    “Your son is going to be a player, just like his dad.”


    Max scoffs and lifts his head back to look at me, eyes opening. “I’m not a player. In fact, I’ve been extremely good this year.”


    “It’s the start of the year, Max,” I point out, smirking. “Like, the very start.”


    “And this is why you’re single, Vi. All you do is nag.”


    I pinch his arm and he laughs.


    We watch TV like that, him lying on me, until it’s time for us to go to basketball. Dash and his sisters are waiting for us when we get there, and Dash comes up to me straight away and pulls me into his arms. “I seriously don’t know how I can thank you enough.”


    “I’m just sitting here with your sisters,” I say against his chest. “You’re not asking for much.”


    I enjoy the feeling of being pressed up against him a little more than I should. He moves back first, but stares down at me with a look of gratefulness. “Where the hell did you come from, Viola?”


    Max calls Dash’s name, and he hesitantly leaves my side. I sit down next to the twins, who already look bored, but luckily, I came prepared. I pull out my arsenal, a CD Walkman, some colouring books and markers, and a book of crossword puzzles.


    “Hopefully, this will keep us amused,” I say to them, grinning as they seem to appear interested. The girls keep busy while I watch Dash play. In fact, I can’t keep my eyes off him.


    He’s magnetic.


    And so talented.


    “Why do you keep staring at my brother?” Mari asks, making me turn to her and cringe. Yeah, I hope she never repeats that.


    “Because she likes him, duh,” Savannah adds, not lifting her head from the colouring book. “She wants him to be her boyfriend.”


    “Well, I like you, Viola, so I guess it’s okay,” Mari decides with a serious look on her cute little face.


    “Dash and I are friends,” I tell the two of them, looking between them. “I like him as a friend.”


    When Savannah starts making kissy noises, I decide to take a different approach. “This is going to be our secret, right?”


    They both nod.


    “Girl code,” Mari says, grinning. “We won’t tell our brother how much you love him.”


    Girl code? Where did they learn that from?


    I scrub my hand down my face, but decide there is no point in arguing with them.


    


    *****


    


    Six Months Later


    “I didn’t even date Jackie.” Dash groans, rubbing the back of his neck. “We kissed, once. I didn’t even take her on an official date.”


    I laugh and take a bite of my carrot stick. “That’s not what I’ve heard.”


    Max chuckles and puts his phone down, giving us his attention. “You know what this school is like. Everyone likes to gossip, so just ignore it.”


    “We’re going to shoot some hoops after school. Do you want to come with us, Vi?” Dash asks, making Max raise his eyebrows.


    “Sure,” I say, shrugging nonchalantly. “I can read while you guys play.”


    “Sweet,” he says, standing up. “I have to go find my sister. I’ll see you in home ec, though.”


    He leaves, and I watch him do so.


    “You like him,” Max says, studying me a little too closely for my liking. “Don’t you?”


    I shrug and look down at the grass, plucking some out of the ground. “I don’t know.”


    “Vi,” he says, lifting my chin with his fingers. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


    “We’re just friends, Max,” I tell him, moving my face away. “And don’t you dare act weird or say anything to him.”


    “As if I’m going to do that,” he says, looking away.


    I stand up and offer him my hand. “Let’s get to class.”


    


    *****


    


    Dash


    I walk past Savannah’s room, when I overhear her saying something to Mari. “Do you think we should tell Dash to ask Vi out? I feel like he needs help, because he’s not making a move.”


    “We can’t say anything to Dash; it would violate girl code. We told Vi we wouldn’t tell Dash that she likes him, even though it’s obvious to everyone,” Mari says, sighing dramatically. “Except Dash.”


    Girl code?


    Does that trump them telling their big brother important information like this? They think I need dating advice from a bunch of preteen girls?


    Jesus.


    I open my bedroom door and consider their words. If I was to be honest with myself, the close relationship Vi has with Max is one of the reasons I haven’t asked her out or made a move yet. Max will always be her number one, and I don’t know how well I can handle that. I had no idea she’d mentioned to the girls that she likes me. What if she’s been waiting for me to make a move this entire time? I don’t want to blow my chance with her. I’m just going to have to try to learn to accept hers and Max’s relationship, and let them do them, while still finding a way to fit us into her life.


    I could do that.


    I smile at my sisters’ antics, shaking my head in amusement.


    Viola is a one-of-a-kind girl, and it’s about time I put myself out there and make her mine.


    


    *****


    


    Viola


    The next weekend, one of the girls from our class, Kylie, is having a party at her house. Max insisted that we go, even though I tried to get out of it, so here I am, wearing my new black skinny jeans, a black tank top, and a cute leather jacket with my Converse sneakers, in the car with Max and Dash on the way there. Dash is driving, and Max is drinking a beer in the front seat, loud music pumping from the stereo.


    “Are you going to drink tonight?” Dash asks me, lowering the music and looking at me in the rear-view mirror.


    “Nope, so you can if you like,” I tell him. “I’ll drive us home.”


    Max jokingly offers him some of his beer.


    “How long are we staying at this thing?” I ask, looking between the two of them. “And I better not be ditched the second we get into the house.”


    “As if,” Max says, turning to look at me. “Bros over hoes, Vi. I’m not leaving you alone.”


    Bros over hoes?


    I don’t know if I should take offence to that or be happy he considers me one of the guys.


    “She won’t be alone,” Dash says. “If you want to hook up with someone, I can stay with Vi.”


    A weird tension I don’t understand fills the car. “I’m not going to leave Vi. I never do.”


    “Okay,” Dash says, looking straight ahead. He turns the music back up, for which I’m thankful. I look out the window until we arrive at the huge, modern-looking two-story house. There are people standing out front, congregating in circles, all with drinks in their hands. Music is blasting from inside. Max opens my door for me when I don’t get out.


    “Come on,” he says, nodding his head toward the house. “You like this song.”


    I do like this song. I get out and cross my arms over my chest, scanning the scene in front of me. Dash stands next to me as Max grabs his beers.


    “Do you go to parties like this a lot?” I ask him.


    “Not a lot, but I’ve been to a few over the years, yes,” he says, scanning my features. “We’ll make an appearance, maybe dance, socialise, and then go get some food. What do you think?”


    “I think that sounds perfect.”


    We walk inside and the guys say hi to everyone they pass, while I keep to myself and smile at a few girls I know from some of my classes.


    “Do you want something to drink?” Dash asks, standing so close to me I can smell him. I want to bury my face in his chest and just breathe in, but luckily I’m able to refrain myself.


    “Yeah, maybe some juice or soda or something,” I say. Max wraps his arm around me as he glances around the place.


    “How awesome is this house?”


    “I’ll be back,” Dash says, heading toward the table of drinks.


    “It’s massive,” I say, following Max’s line of sight. “Perfect house for a party, that’s for sure.”


    “You’re going to have a good time, I promise,” he says, taking a sip of his beer.


    Dash returns with two red cups in his hands, passing one over to me. “Orange juice okay?”


    “Perfect, thank you,” I say, accepting the cup from him and taking a small sip. Max leads us to the outside area, where we all sit down and watch a couple of the guys from math class play beer pong.


    When I see Sierra, I glance at Dash.


    He just grins. “Yeah, I know she’s here, but don’t worry. I’m not going to flip out and drag her home.”


    “Phew,” I say, playfully wiping my forehead. “Because that would have scarred the poor girl for life.”


    “Max!” Liam, one of the guys from school, calls out.


    “Be right back,” Max says to me then glances at Dash. “You won’t leave her, right?”


    Dash shakes his head.


    “I’ll just be over there.” He points to the group of his friends. “Unless you want me to stay?”


    “I’m fine, Max,” I say honestly. “I can still see you from here anyway.”


    “True,” he chuckles, then walks in that direction.


    “I still don’t get the two of you,” Dash says, moving closer to me on the chair. “I’ve never seen friends so close.”


    I shrug my shoulder and lean closer to him. “We grew up together. He’s my best friend and family mixed in one.”


    Dash brushes my hair off my face, and I stop breathing. This is the first time he’s touched me like that.


    “So I was wondering if maybe…” he starts then pauses, his violet gaze on my lips. “I could take you out next weekend. On a proper date.”


    My eyes widen. “I think I’d like that.”


    Is this happening? Did Dash ask me out on a date? Dash? The boy I’ve been secretly crushing on since the moment I laid eyes on him?


    Is he going to kiss me on this date?


    I’ve never been properly kissed before.


    “Okay, good,” he says softly, cupping my cheek with his palm. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”


    “Socially awkward and opinionated?” I joke, making him chuckle.


    “Socially awkward, kind-hearted, and just fucking wonderful,” he replies, grinning. “Real is what you are. Just real.”


    I stare at his lips. “Dash?”


    “Yeah?” he whispers.


    “I’ve never been kissed before,” I blurt out, feeling a mixture of nervous and excited.


    “You haven’t?” he asks, looking surprised.


    I shake my head.


    “Shit, Vi,” he says softly, lowering his face to mine. I move a little closer myself until our lips barely touch. Then, it happens. His mouth comes down on mine—gently, softly, perfectly. His tongue lightly explores my mouth, and I just hope the kiss is as good for him as it is for me. He pulls back way too soon, taking away his kisses just as I’d gotten them.


    “Don’t stop,” I tell him. “I kind of want to do that for the rest of the night.”


    He flashes me a slow-spreading smile, dimples on show. “We can’t sit here kissing all night, Vi.”


    “Can we do it on our date?”


    He chuckles deeply and kisses my cheek, whispering in my ear, “Yes, and I can’t wait.”


    Max walks over to us and raises his eyebrows at me. “I leave you alone for five minutes, Vi, five minutes.”


    I hide my smile behind my hand, while Max narrows his eyes on Dash. “We’ll be having a chat soon, dude.”


    Dash’s mouth tightens, but he nods, probably accepting that he’s going to have to put up with Max if he wants to go on a date with me. Suddenly feeling in an extremely good mood, I stand up and say, “I’m pretty sure dancing was promised tonight.”


    We dance.


    We laugh.


    It’s two am when I’ve finally had enough.


    “Max, can we go now?” I ask him, pulling on his t-shirt. “Dash says he’s ready whenever you are.”


    A very drunk Max wraps his arm around me and grins. “The night is still young though, Vi.”


    I roll my eyes. “Come on. We’ll get some food on the way home.”


    “I can get him home,” Liam says, hearing our exchange. “Matt is our designated driver and is dropping us all off. We’ve got room for Max too.”


    I look at Max. “Do you want to do that? I’d rather you came home with us, though.”


    He kisses the top of my head. “I’ll stay. We’re going to play some soccer in the backyard.”


    “Drunk soccer doesn’t sound like a good idea,” I decide to point out, pursing my lips. “Message me as soon as you get home, all right?”


    “Promise,” he says then looks to Dash. “Get her home safely, yeah?”


    Dash nods and takes my wrist, pulling me out of Max’s arms and next to him. I wave bye to Max again and then walk with Dash to his car, hand-in-hand.


    “He really doesn’t need to tell me to look after you,” he says softly. “You know I’ll do it anyway—one, because I want to, and two, because any good man would.”


    He opens the passenger car door for me, and I boldly stop him from moving with my hand on his chest. Going up on my tip-toes, I kiss his lips one more time then pull away and smile. “I know, Dash. You don’t need to tell me. Max is just being Max.”


    AKA overprotective.


    He tips my chin up, and then kisses me again.


    Best night ever.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Six


    I wake up with a smile on my face, replaying last night in my head. Dash and I had gotten some food together, chatted and flirted, and then he dropped me home and walked me to my door, where we kissed for a few magical moments. I reach over and grab my phone, frowning when I see no messages from either Max or Dash, when I told them both to message me when they got home safely.


    I have a quick shower, some breakfast, and then head next door to annoy Max. Last time he was hung over, I jumped on his bed until he actually picked me up, deposited me at his front door, and then locked me out. It was even funnier, because his mum yelled at him for it afterwards. I knock on his front door, hoping his parents are home to open it for me; otherwise, I’ll have to climb the wall and jump through his window. It’s been done several times before, but only in emergencies, because it takes a hell of a lot of effort to get up there. The door opens and I breathe a sigh of relief, but then I get a look at Leah’s, Max’s mum’s, face.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask her, wondering why it looks like she’s been crying. Her eyes are red and swollen, and what’s worse than that, is that they look lifeless. A horrible feeling creeps up on me, spreading through my body and settling in my stomach.


    “Leah?” I ask, my voice breaking.


    She pulls me into her arms and starts sobbing.


    I start to cry too, because I know something bad has happened.


    Is Max’s dad okay?


    “He’s gone, Vi,” she says through her tears. “He’s gone. What am I going to do without my baby?”


    “Who is gone?” I manage to get out, not understanding. I know Max is okay. He’s in his bed, fast asleep. I know he is. I step away from her and run up the stairs to his room, slam the door open, and stare in disbelief at his untouched sheets.


    He must have stayed with a girl overnight.


    Max is fine; he has to be.


    “Their car crashed,” she says to me, crying so loudly that I can’t think. “He didn’t make it.”


    “No,” is all I say, shaking my head from side to side. “No!”


    “Max is gone, Vi,” she says, glancing around his room. “He’s gone.”


    As I absorb this information, my body shuts down.


    My heart freezes.


    My soul perishes.


    Max isn’t the only one who died that morning.


    


    *****


    


    Sometimes, emotional pain can hurt worse than physical.


    Sometimes, emotional pain can feel like physical pain.


    My chest hurts, feeling tight and constricted.


    I can’t breathe.


    When will I breathe easy again?


    My head hurts.


    My heart doesn’t feel like it will ever beat again.


    Pain…all I feel is pain.


    Grief.


    Loss.


    The most excruciating, hopeless pain I’ve ever felt.


    I will never be me again.


    I won’t make it out of this unscathed.


    My pieces can’t be put back together.


    My best friend is dead.


    Sleep.


    I just need sleep.


    But even then, he finds me in my dreams.


    


    *****


    


    “Vi, you need to eat something,” Dash says, rubbing his warm hands on my ice-cold ones. “Just have some of this soup, okay? It will make you feel better, and then everyone will leave you alone and stop harassing you to eat.”


    He brings the spoon to my mouth, but I don’t open it. I don’t know why everyone can’t understand that I just don’t feel hungry. Food is the last thing on my mind. My body is perfectly fine surviving on emptiness, loneliness, and misery.


    “How long are you going to do this?” he growls, clearly getting frustrated with me. “We all miss him, Vi, all of us. Do you think he would want you to do this to yourself?”


    Max isn’t here to tell me what he wants, but thanks for the reminder.


    “It’s been two weeks,” he continues, pacing up and down my bedroom now. “And you’ve barely said a word, barely eaten. Do you want to end up in the hospital? Have you even looked at you? You’ve lost so much weight you’re basically disappearing before our eyes!”


    Had it only been two weeks?


    It feels like two years have passed.


    “I should have made him come home with me,” I say, my voice coming out throaty and dry. “If I insisted that he came home, I’d still have my best friend right now.”


    Dash sits down on my bed. “You can’t think like that. He wanted to stay; he made the choice. He got in the car with a driver who was drunk. That’s not on you.”


    I stay silent, pondering his words.


    “I used to blame myself for my dad leaving us,” he says, looking down at his hands. “He just decided we were all too much, I guess, and I always thought that maybe if I was a better kid, he would have stayed.”


    His dad is obviously an asshole, because Dash is amazing.


    “There was nothing you could have done to stop this, Viola. Don’t blame yourself, because that is going to eat you alive. And Max wouldn’t want that. He’s probably looking down on you right now, yelling at you for wasting perfectly good food.”


    My lip twitches at that, because it so is something Max would say.


    Dash tries again, scooping some soup in the spoon and bringing it to my lips.


    This time, I open my mouth.


    He smiles, but I don’t.


    I still feel numb and broken, but I don’t want everyone to worry about me.


    Even though the person that would worry the most isn’t here anymore.


    


    *****


    


    Another week passes before my parents force me to go back to school. Everything reminds me of Max…everything, and I honestly don’t know how I’m going to make it through a full day, never mind finish the rest of the year without him. I feel like I’m honestly going to be in mourning for the rest of my life, and I don’t know how I’m going to live like that. Everyone stares at me in all my classes, with varying expressions of sympathy and curiosity. I ignore them all. I sit in our usual spot at lunchtime, on the grass, and place his lunch next to me in the spot where he sits. Dash comes and sits on the other side of me, and I manage to give him a small smile.


    “You’re doing well,” he says, low enough so only I can hear. “Super proud of you today, Vi.”


    “Thanks,” I say then ask a question I should have asked a long time ago. “How are you doing?”


    He looks down at the grass. “I miss him.”


    I lay my head against his shoulder. “I feel like half of me is missing.”


    We sit like that in silence, together, until the bell for the end of lunch rings.


    I survive my first day at school without him, but just barely.


    


    *****


    


    One Month Later


    “She’s hardly sleeping and hardly eating! She’s like a walking zombie,” I hear my mum tell my dad. “We have to do something, David. She can’t go on like this. She just sits there and stares at Max’s house.”


    “What do you suggest we do?” my dad asks, sounding tired.


    My mum lowers her voice, so I can’t hear what she says next, and I’m curious to see what they think they can do to save me. Unless they know how to bring someone back to life, or how to go back in time to change an event, I think they’re shit out of luck.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seven


    “What the hell do you mean you’re moving?” Dash asks, grabbing my face in his hands. His violet eyes look a little panicked, and also a little sad.


    “My parents are selling the house, and we’re moving somewhere new,” I say without any emotion, repeating the words told to me.


    I don’t want to leave. All my memories with Max are here, in this house. His parents are next door, his room the exact way he left it. This is my last connection to him, here. I know he’ll always be with me anywhere I go, but staring at his house comforts me in some way. I can replay memories out and daydream about all the conversations we had over the years. It’s almost like seeing time pass before my eyes, of us as kids running around with water balloons, to us as teenagers sneaking out together at night.


    “You can’t leave,” he says, resting his forehead against mine. “You can’t fucking leave me, Vi.”


    “They’ve already decided,” I tell him, our gazes connected.


    And I don’t have enough fight in me to argue anymore.


    He kisses me, catching me off guard, and I kiss him back deeply, running my hands through his thick head of dark hair. He lifts me in his arms and carries me to the bed, where he lays me down with him on top of me.


    “You realise you’ve become the reason I make it through every day at school, right?” he asks against my lips. “You can’t leave now, especially when we haven’t even begun to explore what we could be.”


    The timing couldn’t be worse for Dash and me. I’m numb, and now is not the time for me to start a relationship with anyone, no matter how much I like Dash. Without Max, the core of me, who I am, is gone, and I need to fix myself before I do anything else.


    I need to be able to breathe freely again.


    “Feel the pain and let it go, Vi. What’s the point of holding on?” Dash whispers then kisses down my neck. I reach for his t-shirt, trying to take it off, but he stops me. “Are you sure?”


    “I’m sure,” I tell him, and I am.


    I want him.


    “It would kill me if we did it and you regret it after,” he says, still hesitating. “I know it’s your first time.”


    “I’d only regret it if you weren’t my first,” I say, kissing him to cut off any further complaints. I try to take his shirt off again, and this time he allows it. He takes the lead, for which I’m grateful, helping me undress before removing the rest of his own clothes.


    “You’re the first guy to see me naked,” I say, wondering what he’s thinking as he looks at my body.


    “You’re beautiful,” he assures me, kissing my collarbone. “Perfect.”


    I look at his body. “So are you.” I pause. “How many times have you done this before?”


    He starts to chuckle, amusement flashing in his violet depths, then says, “I’m smart enough to not answer that.”


    I slap his arm playfully.


    “But probably not as much as you think,” he says, kissing the side of my breast.


    “Nice save,” I mutter, watching his every move.


    He lays next to me and pulls me into his arms, his bare skin on mine, making me feel more protected than I have in a while.


    He kisses my temple. “We don’t have to do this. We can just lie here like this, kissing, until your parents come home and castrate me.”


    I laugh then, for the first time since Max’s death.


    “Fuck, that’s a beautiful sound,” Dash says, watching me.


    “It feels good to laugh,” I admit, resting my head on his chest. “So good.”


    “You’re really leaving?” he asks, looking up at the ceiling.


    “Yeah,” I whisper. “I guess I am. Dash?”


    “Yeah, Vi?”


    “Kiss me,” I demand.


    He kisses me.


    And then he makes love to me.


    And my first time couldn’t have been any sweeter.


    


    *****


    


    Dash


    I watch her car drive away, and my heart breaks just a little.


    I never knew what to think of Viola, but from the very second I saw her, there was something about her. I thought she was a pain in the ass, cute, beautiful. Full of courage. Strong, yet vulnerable at the same time. With all my responsibilities at home, Vi was my escape, something for just me. I took too long though, and now she’s gone before she’s even mine. I pull out my phone and send her a message.


    Miss you already, Vi.


    She replies instantly. I miss you too. I’ll message you every day, Dash. I’m still here for you, in text and voice.


    I grin at that and reply, Do you promise?


    I promise, she sends back.


    I glance at her house, and then at Max’s one last time before I walk to my car.


    Sometimes you get a fresh start, even when you don’t want one.


    Things change, and you need to adapt. Feel things, and then let them go.


    But I never let Vi go, not entirely.


    And I never will.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eight


    Nine Years Later


    Viola


    “You have really nice teeth,” the man says to me, leering in a creepy way. “They’re very white.”


    “Umm, thank you,” I say, thinking the compliment is extremely random. I look back down at my drink, hoping he gets the picture, but he just keeps talking. “Do you have a boyfriend?”


    I’m extremely single, but I don’t want to tell the man that. “I do, yes.”


    “Oh,” he says, looking around. “Where is he?”


    “He will be here any moment now,” I lie, forcing a smile. “I’m waiting for him.”


    “Not nice to keep a lady waiting,” he huffs then wanders off.


    The bartender chick laughs. “What a creeper.”


    I glance up to look at her. “Tell me about it. Although he gets points for the originality of his pickup line.”


    “What was it?” she asks curiously, leaning on the bar.


    “He said I have really nice, white teeth.”


    She laughs, eyes dancing with amusement. “If he kept at you, I was going to save you.”


    “Thank you,” I tell her, smiling. “I’m Viola.”


    “Nice to meet you, Viola,” she says, holding her hand out to me. “I’m Summer.”


    We shake hands. “Nice to meet you too. This is my first time in this bar. It’s really lovely.”


    She looks around as if only just noticing the place. “I’m glad you think so.”


    “Viola?” a masculine voice says from behind me. I turn and see a handsome man with shoulder-length light brown hair and hazel eyes.


    “Xander?” I ask. I’ve spoken to him on the phone several times, but I’ve never met him in person.


    “Yes,” he says, offering me his hand. “Nice to meet you. And I see my sister has been keeping you busy.”


    I look at Summer. “Sister?”


    She grins and nods. “Big sister. And by the way, you’re the hottest real estate agent I’ve ever seen.”


    I laugh at that.


    Xander leans over the bar and kisses Summer’s forehead. “How are you, Sum?”


    “I’m fine,” she replies, smiling fondly at him. “You can use the backroom if you want. Or just one of the tables.”


    He glances at me.


    “Tables are fine,” I say, shrugging.


    I stand up and follow Xander to one of the tables, my black pumps clicking with each step. The black suit I’m wearing today is my favourite. It’s feminine and pretty, but also means business.


    “Can I get you another drink?” he asks me as I sit down.


    “No, thank you,” I tell him, opening my file and placing it on the table. “So, you said on the phone you are looking at buying another property.”


    “Yes,” he nods, “an investment property.”


    I hand him a form and ask him to fill it out. I find it easier to help a client with their needs if I get them to answer a few questions about what they want.


    “When will you be free to view some houses?” I ask him, making a note in my notepad. “I already have a few in mind that just became available.”


    “Any time this week would be perfect,” he says, hazel eyes lifting to mine. “How about Thursday?”


    “Thursday works,” I say, marking it on my schedule.


    Xander hands me back the form and I read over his answers. “Excellent. I’ll set up several viewings for Thursday with these answers in mind.”


    “Thanks, Viola,” he says, resting back against the chair. “Are you sure I can’t get you a drink, or something to eat?”


    “No, but thank you,” I tell him, packing away my papers and smiling at him. “I’ve never been to this bar before, even though my office is just down the road from here. Maybe I’ll have to check it out one a weekend.”


    “It’s my brother-in-law’s,” he explains, glancing around. “Have a hell of a lot of good memories here.”


    I smile warmly. “That’s really nice, Xander.” I glance at the time and cringe. “Sorry, I have to get going.”


    I stand up and shake his hand once more, saying goodbye. I stop and say bye to Summer, too, before rushing to my car.


    What a nice guy, I think to myself as I drive to my next appointment.


    


    *****


    


    Thursday comes around, and we find Xander the most perfect investment property. To celebrate, he tells me to come to the bar on that Saturday night, because he’ll be having a gathering there. I decide to stop by, telling myself I need to get out and meet more people, and also because Xander and Summer are both really nice people. I wear a simple black dress, strappy heels, and a cute little clutch that only fits my phone, bank card, and ID. When I walk into the bar, hip-hop music is playing, and I spot Summer on the dance floor straight away. Xander sees me and comes over to me.


    “You made it,” he says, grinning. He looks to the woman next to him. “This is my wife Trillian. Trill, this is Viola.”


    “Nice to meet you, Viola,” she says, smiling warmly at me. “There’s some finger food on the table, if you’re hungry, and whatever you want to drink. It’s an open bar.”


    There’s an open bar?


    “Thank you,” I say, looking around. “All these people are your friends and family?”


    “Pretty much,” he says, nodding. “Or people I work with and their families.”


    “You made it,” Summer says, coming over to me. She points to a sexy blond god. “That’s my husband Reid.” Then to another sexy blond god. “And his twin brother, Ryan, with his wife Taiya.”


    “Wow,” is all I can manage to say, making Summer laugh. “That’s Tag and Clara, other friends of ours. Anyway, everyone is friendly and welcoming here.” She grimaces. “Except Reid, probably, so just ignore him. That’s my sister-in-law Persephone,” she says as a pretty blonde walks by.


    “Are you only friends with good-looking people?” I blurt out, making Summer, Xander, and Trillian laugh.


    “Look who decided to show up,” Xander says, staring at the entrance with a smile on his face. I turn to follow his line of sight, my jaw dropping.


    No way.


    It can’t be.


    I do a double take, just to make sure.


    My world comes to a stop.


    I can’t hear or see anyone or anything else, all I see is him.


    I can’t believe it.


    “Dash?” I say out loud, making those around me look at me.


    He looks different, of course, more masculine, nothing boyish about him left. I see tattoos peeking out of his shirt where it’s rolled up at the sleeves, but I’d never forget his face, or those eyes. He was all hard edges now, dressed in all black, looking really good. And for the first time since I can remember, I get butterflies in my stomach. He smiles, dimples popping out, eyes scanning the crowd. When they land on me, he literally stops in his tracks, and I can feel everyone now watching us. He studies me, jaw going slack and eyes going wide before he approaches.


    “Vi?” he asks, voice deep and sexy. “Holy shit, is it really you?”


    I nod, still in shock. “Dash, how are you?”


    “I’m fine,” he says, gaze unwavering. “How have you been?


    “Can’t complain,” I say, taking him in.


    When we were teenagers, the timing wasn’t right. Right people, right chemistry, wrong timing. But now? Was I getting a second chance with him? Was fate finally handing me something back? Giving me a break? I take a step closer to him, and we both can’t tear our gazes away from each other.


    The timing is perfect.


    I know it.


    I feel it in my bones.


    And then I hear a woman say, “Dash, are you going to introduce me to your friends?”


    I look to his right.


    I hadn’t even seen her, but of course he has a woman in his life.


    I should have expected it. I mean, look at him. For some reason, it still hurts though, and the butterflies in my stomach turn into something else, like a heavy weight.


    Dash grimaces and tries to hide it, but it’s too late; we all saw it. “Everyone, this is Vanessa.”


    “His girlfriend,” she adds, glancing in my direction.


    Okay, so I’m wrong.


    The timing isn’t right.


    And it probably never will be.


    I smile at the couple then make my way toward the bar. Instead of ordering the ten Wet Pussy shots I really want to, I order a gin and tonic then sip it as I look anywhere except at Dash. Summer comes over and wraps her arm around me.


    “Okay, I’m going to need a briefing over what just happened there,” she whispers, making me laugh.


    I shrug my shoulders and stare into my drink. “Knew Dash from high school.”


    “Dated?” she asks, eyes widening. “What a small world.”


    “We didn’t date exactly,” I say, tilting my head to the side. “I lost my virginity to him though.”


    Summer almost spits out her drink then wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “No way. Didn’t see that one coming. So let me get this right; you had a thing back in the day, and now you run into him for the first time in ages, and he’s with his girlfriend, who none of us have even met before.”


    I nod. “I think that sums it up.”


    “You know, I met Dash years ago. I came to live with Xander, and Dash is one of his best friends.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “I’ve never seen him actually commit to a woman, and I have no doubt this will be no different.”


    That didn’t sound like good news for me, either.


    “You know what?” she prompts. “Forget about the girlfriend. Let’s just go dance and have a good time, all right?”


    “All right,” I say, letting her pull me to the dance floor.


    Dash and I could be just friends. We are adults, and so much time has passed since we meant anything to each other.


    I should just be happy he’s back in my life.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nine


    “I still can’t believe you’re here right now,” Dash says as he comes to stand next to me at the bar while I’m ordering another drink. “Xander says you’re a real estate agent? His, to be exact.”


    I wonder how he was able to ask about me with his girlfriend not leaving his side for a second. She must have gone to the bathroom or something, letting him breathe a little.


    I smile at him then duck my head. “I am, yes. After trying a heap of other careers, I settled on real estate.”


    He chuckles and orders his drink before saying, “Yeah, I can see you being in real estate. Although, I guess you have to trade in the Converse now, huh?”


    “More of a heels girl now. What about you? What do you do for a living?” I find myself asking.


    “I’m a mechanic,” he says, taking a sip of the amber liquid in his glass. “I own my own business.”


    “Awesome,” I say, finishing my drink and placing the empty glass on the table. Dash suddenly grabs my wrist, turning it over so my palm’s up in the air. I know straight away what he’s looking at, the name ‘Max’ written across my wrist, a tattoo I got the day I turned eighteen.


    “You didn’t message me every day,” he suddenly accuses, licking his lips. “When you left, you said you would, but then you didn’t.”


    My eyes flare at him bringing this up. “I did for a while, Dash. For about a year, wasn’t it? I think life just got in the way after that, after I finished high school and went to university. It’s a two-way street, you know. You didn’t pick up the phone either.”


    A muscle ticks in his jaw, but he leaves the subject alone. “You look good. You’re beautiful, Vi.”


    “Thank you,” I reply, looking away from those eyes I’ve missed so damn much. “You look good too. How are your sisters?”


    “They’re all good,” he says, smiling fondly. “Still harassing my life, of course.”


    I laugh as memories flash through my mind. “You love it. You were always such a good brother.”


    “I don’t know about that,” he says, studying me for a few tense seconds. “What are you doing tomorrow?”


    “Why?” I ask, scanning the bar. I see his girlfriend exit the bathroom then head in our direction straight away.


    “Because I want to catch up with you. Do you know how many times I’ve thought about you over the years? Wondered what you’re doing, how you are?”


    Probably not as much as I’ve wondered the same about him.


    “Dash, there you are,” Vanessa says, possessively putting her hand on his chest. “Is it okay if we leave now? I’m not feeling too well.”


    Dash sighs, and I know he doesn’t want to leave. Why would he? Everyone he loves besides his sisters is in this room.


    “Give me a minute,” he tells her. “Why don’t you have a drink while I say bye to everyone?”


    She makes a face but stays at the bar while Dash grabs my arm and leads me to the group. “Tomorrow. Meet me here at lunchtime.”


    “You have a girlfriend,” I say, putting up my hand. “And before you play the ‘just friends’ card, if it wasn’t an issue, you would have mentioned this in front of her.”


    “I’ve dated her for a few months,” he growls, hold tightening on me. “And if I knew you would be coming back into my life, I never would have touched her.”


    My eyes widen at his outburst.


    “You can’t just say shit like that,” I whisper-yell.


    We stop in front of Summer and Reid.


    “Dash has to go, because his girlfriend wants to leave,” I blurt out, making Dash’s scowl turn even deeper.


    “Is that right?” Summer snarks, crossing her arms over her chest. “Doesn’t your girlfriend like us, Dash? Your family?”


    Reid looks like he wants to laugh, but manages to contain it.


    “She’s tired,” he says, pursing his lips. “I’m going to drop her at her house and then come back.”


    “As if you’re going to come back,” I say, rolling my eyes. I look at Summer. “What’s the bet he’s not coming back?”


    “I’m with you on this one,” Summer agrees. “She’ll pull out all the tricks to keep you there. Don’t worry, Dash; we’ll be here, having a good time without you. And Tag’s friend over there hasn’t been able to keep his eyes off Viola. I wonder if he’s going to ask her out on a date.”


    Dash’s eyes narrow to slits. “Summer,” he growls, warning in his tone. “Pretty sure you’re meant to be on my side here.”


    “There are no sides here,” Summer says, grinning. “But if there were, it would be between Vanessa and Vi, and sorry, but Vi wins hands down.”


    I hide my grin behind my hand.


    “Summer,” he groans, scrubbing a hand down his face. He then looks at me, eyes softening, and says, “I’ll be back.”


    He leaves with his girlfriend, and I can’t help but feel sad, and a little lost.


    He should be with me.


    Summer wraps her arm around me. “He’ll be back. If not tonight, very, very soon.”


    He’s going to go home and have sex with her. How depressing is that?


    “I need another drink,” I mutter, exhaling deeply.


    Reid looks down at me and speaks to me properly for the first time all night. “Don’t worry about Vanessa. She’s temporary.”


    He walks away and I consider his words. Is she temporary? Am I just going to wait for Dash to become available? It sounds like a pretty sad option, if I’m being honest with myself, but at the same time, he definitely is worth the wait.


    “Reid’s right,” Summer says, checking out her man. “He usually is, and it’s infuriating.”


    “He’s not coming back,” I repeat, nodding my head toward the bar. “Shall we?”


    “We shall,” Summer replies, linking her arm through mine.


    Dash fucking Edwards.


    What am I going to do with you?


    


    *****


    


    I wake up to a pounding head and a dry mouth.


    Forcing myself out of bed, I grab a glass of water from the kitchen and swallow two pain killers with it. Sitting on the kitchen counter, I watch my feet dangle as I think over everything that happened last night.


    Dash didn’t return.


    Big surprise.


    I did still have a good night though. All of his friends are amazing people, and I’m glad he has that. Where it leaves the two of us, I have no idea though. I close my eyes and tilt my head back.


    I still can’t believe after all these years…


    He’s my one who got away. A bold claim, being as young as we were, but it’s the truth. No one has ever compared to Dash, and over the years, I’ve done my fair share of comparing.


    Would he break up with his girlfriend?


    What if he only sees me as a friend now?


    So many possibilities. I expel a deep sigh and shake my head at myself for feeling like a teenager with a crush again. If it is going to happen, it will; there’s no point overthinking and overanalysing all the ‘what ifs’. If Dash wants me, he is going to have to come and get me.


    After he gets rid of his girlfriend.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Ten


    I’m walking into my office on Monday morning when I see him leaning against the wall by my door.


    “What are you doing here?” I ask, glancing around. I lower my voice. “And how did you even know where to find me?”


    “Xander wouldn’t give me your number, so I just did a quick Google search of your name,” he says, pushing off the wall and approaching me. “I’m sorry I didn’t come back on Saturday night.”


    “It’s fine. I’m used to being right,” I say, arching my brow at him.


    “You look good,” he tells me. “Classy business attire suits you. The heels are sexy.”


    “Why are you here, Dash?” I ask, getting to the point. I know he didn’t come here to check out what I wear to work.


    I open my office door and walk inside with him following me. He shuts the door behind himself and takes a seat.


    “We need to talk,” he says, resting back against the chair and studying me. “About a shitload of things. Let me take you out for lunch today.”


    “Why can’t you just say what you have to say now?” I ask, scanning his features. He has sexy stubble on his cheeks that I want to run my fingers over.


    “Still difficult, I see,” he grumbles before his expression softens. “I don’t think your office on a Monday morning is the best place to discuss us, or our history, or why the fuck we lost contact in the first place, and what we’re meant to do, now that we’re back in each other’s life.”


    My mouth makes the shape of an O.


    “Fuck, Vi, it’s you. I still can’t believe it. I just want to spend some time with you to catch up. Let me buy you lunch, or dinner, if that’s better for you.”


    I watch him. The fact he’s not mentioning Vanessa has me feeling confused. Does he want us to just be friends? Wouldn’t that get in the way of his relationship with his clearly possessive girlfriend? And if he says he doesn’t care about what she thinks, then why is he with her in the first place?


    New Dash confuses me.


    Is it my responsibility to worry about his girlfriend though? I mean, I’m no one’s side chick, and I’m not a home wrecker, but she isn’t my girlfriend.


    “Okay, we can go to dinner,” I give in, glancing over my schedule. “Does seven work for you?”


    He nods quickly and says, “I’ll pick you up from your house.”


    My eyes narrow. “I can just meet you there, Dash.”


    The less this seems like a date, the better. I don’t need any more disappointment in my life.


    “Just let me pick you up, Vi. Stop being so damn stubborn,” he says then smiles. “You know, now that you’re back in my life, I’m never letting you leave it again.”


    My expression softens, and I stand up and step to him, opening my arms.


    It’s Dash, after all.


    He wraps me in his arms, and I bury my face in his chest and close my eyes.


    “I missed you,” I admit softly, loving the feeling of being in his arms again.


    “I missed you too,” he says, running his hand down my back. “I was so fucking shocked when I saw you standing there next to Summer. I thought I was seeing things.”


    “I was shocked too,” I tell him. “You smell good.”


    He chuckles, chest shaking. “So do you, Vi. So do you. I’ll see you tonight at seven. Message me your address.” He slides his phone out of his pocket. “What’s your number?”


    I tell him my number and he saves it in his phone.


    “I still have the same number from high school,” he says, our gazes connected.


    “You do?” I ask, eyes widening.


    “Yeah,” he says, shrugging a little sheepishly. “Just in case you ever needed me, I wanted to make sure you could contact me.”


    “Dash,” I whisper, jumping back into his arms.


    That was the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. He kept his number just in case I wanted to get a hold of him one day?


    He kisses my forehead, flashes me his dimples, and then leaves my office.


    All I want to do is chase after him and spend the day with him, to talk everything out, but unfortunately, I have to work. I spend the day thinking about how I’m going to see him tonight and wondering what to wear. Then I tell myself we’re just friends, so it doesn’t matter what I wear.


    Why does everything in life have to be so difficult?


    


    *****


    


    I figure jeans is the best option, so I wear blue skinny jeans with a black top. He arrives ten minutes early, and I open the door to his dimpled smile.


    “You look beautiful,” he says, offering me his hand. I take it, and he leads me to his expensive-looking black car and opens the passenger side door for me.


    “Thank you,” I say before sliding in.


    He gets in the driver’s seat and grins at me. “Your house is amazing.”


    “Your car is amazing.”


    “I didn’t know where you’d want to eat,” he says as we reverse out of my driveway. “The Vi I know would have said ‘fries, lots of fries,’ but I’d think your tastes would be a little different now.”


    “Oh, I still love fries,” I tell him. “But maybe as a side, next to a steak or something.”


    “Excellent,” he says then reaches over and touches my thigh. “Tell me everything about your life, from the moment your car drove away to right now.”


    “Why don’t we first address the two elephants in the room, one named Vanessa,” I say, looking down at his hand on my thigh. “Because I’m really fucking confused right now. And the second, being the whole losing contact thing.


    He removes his hand and winces. “I broke up with her on Saturday night. She cried, a lot, which is why I didn’t come back. She cried on Sunday too, and was making a big deal about it, so I was trying to calm her down.”


    My eyes widen at that. “Why did you tell her you wanted to break up with her?”


    I don’t really know how to take this information. Am I happy he’s single? Yes. Do I necessarily like that he saw me then dumped his girlfriend that same night and possibly broke her heart? No. Can Dash win in this situation? No.


    “We weren’t serious or anything,” he explains, fingers tightening on the steering wheel. “That was the first night she’d even met any of my friends, and we’d only been seeing each other a few months. What are the chances the one night I decide to let her meet my friends, you show up?”


    “Pretty low,” I reply, cringing. “What a clusterfuck.”


    “I don’t care, Vi. What’s the point of me being with her, when as soon as I saw you, I knew I had to be with you? No one compares. Staying with her would have just hurt her more in the long run,” he says, returning his hand to my thigh. “And as for the losing contact thing, yeah, I guess I’m slightly fucking pissed, because it felt like you didn’t give a shit.”


    “Of course I gave a shit,” I say quickly. “I’ve never stopped caring about you, Dash.”


    He looks straight ahead and says, “After we lost Max, you let me go as well. Almost like you wanted a fresh start, and I was just a reminder of what life was like when we had Max with us. You just fucking let go, Vi. I get Max was everything to you, but I should have meant something to you too.”


    Is that what I did?


    I consider his words and realise there might be an ounce of truth to them, even if that’s not what I set out to do. Maybe subconsciously I made the decision to do that as a coping mechanism?


    “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Dash, and I’m sorry. I didn’t even realise that’s what I did until you just said it.” I pause, swallowing hard. “You always meant something to me. You still do, and you always will.”


    “You need to tell me what’s going on in that head of yours. I know we’re both different people now, but at the same time, I feel like I still know you, like not that much time has passed. I just know you, Vi. And I want you.”


    “I want you too,” I admit, putting my hand over his. “Everything else is just details.”


    He glances at me before looking back to the road. “I think that’s the best thing you could have said.”


    “We don’t have to rush into anything,” I say quickly. “I mean, maybe we could go on a few dates and see—”


    “I won’t push you, Vi. We can take things slowly. I’m just happy to have you back in my life; you have no idea,” he says, jaw tightening. “It’s just me, you know? The guy you thought was yelling at his girlfriend on the first day back at school for wearing a short dress.”


    I laugh at that, remembering that day like it was yesterday. “It was a short skirt, not a short dress. You were an asshole to me at the start.”


    “I’d never met anyone like you,” he says, shaking his head. “I didn’t know how to handle it. You were getting to me so much, but I had no idea why. It took me a little while to figure out it was because I liked you.”


    “Well, I’m glad you finally figured it out,” I say, squeezing his hand. “Don’t you think it’s weird how comfortable it feels between us? You were right when you said it feels like no time has passed.”


    He parks the car and turns to face me. “I know, and I don’t want to freak you out, but I really want to kiss you right now.”


    I wanted to kiss him too, yet it did feel weird, considering he only just broke up with his girlfriend.


    “Can we wait?” I ask him, shifting in my seat. “You only just broke up with her, and it’s just...”


    “I get it,” he says, cupping my cheek. “I said I wouldn’t push you, and I won’t. I’m just fucking greedy for you.” He smirks. “But I can control myself. Don’t move.”


    He gets out of the car and opens my door.


    “Thank you,” I tell him. “But it’s not necessary, Dash. I can open my own door.”


    “And now she’s complaining about me being a gentleman,” he mutters, sounding amused.


    He takes my hand in his, lacing our fingers as we walk into the restaurant.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eleven


    “That’s not how I remember this story at all,” I say to Dash, laughing so hard that people are starting to stare. “I came over to drop your homework off. The teacher asked me; I didn’t volunteer. And how was I meant to know you’d open the door half naked?”


    “I was so stressed out that day,” he admits. “The twins were sick and extremely grumpy. I’d had a fight with my mum over me having to miss school because she couldn’t miss work. It was just a really shit day. And then you come in, sort the twins out, feed us all, and get them to sleep without a fuss.” He reaches over and takes my hand. “It was probably one of the nicest things anyone had done for me. And you didn’t even want anything in return.”


    “I got a rose, though,” I say, smiling gently at him. “You had so much on your shoulders at such a young age. Honestly, you should be so proud of everything you did for your family. At the time, though, I remember being angry on your behalf and wanting to stick up for you.”


    “Always sticking up for the underdog.”


    “You were never the underdog,” I say, rolling my eyes at him. “You always overcame everything that was thrown at you.”


    “Being weak was a luxury I couldn’t afford,” he says, smiling sadly. “I had to keep everything together for my sisters, and mum had to work to provide for us, so she was always gone. It could have always been worse.”


    Not every boy his age would have stepped up to the plate, though. I don’t think he knows just how amazing of a person he truly is.


    “What do you want for dessert?” he asks, scanning the menu.


    “I’m too full for dessert.”


    “We could share one,” he suggests, studying me. “I really don’t want this night to end.”


    I duck my head and look at the menu. “How about some cheesecake?”


    “Cheesecake sounds perfect to me,” he replies, and I can still feel his gaze on me.


    The truth is, I don’t want this night to end either. But it is insane to just start something like this, after not seeing each other for so long, and because of Vanessa. My head and my heart are definitely at war, and I have no idea who will win the battle.


    We share a cookies-and-cream cheesecake, and Dash pays the bill. I tell him that I’m paying the next time, which earns me a dirty look I choose to ignore.


    “You’re not paying any time,” he says, wrapping his arm around me. “You can argue all you want, but that’s one thing I’m not going to compromise on.”


    “Why not?” I ask curiously. “I have a job and earn money too, you know. Equality and all that.”


    He kisses my temple. “Come on. You can argue with me in the car.”


    I do just that.


    When we get back to my house, he walks me to the door. We hug goodbye, and he’s about to leave, when in that split second, I change my mind.


    I kiss him.


    I think it catches him off guard at first, but then he’s kissing me back, hands in my hair, my back pressed up against the door, our mouths telling each other things that words never could do. He tastes like cheesecake, sweet and delicious, and his kisses are addictive. I run my fingers over the dark stubble on his cheek and suck on his lower lip before pulling away.


    “Wow,” is all I can think to say.


    He smiles then leans forward for another kiss, this time sweet and soft.


    “Do you feel it?” he asks, pushing my hair back behind my ear.


    “I feel something,” I blurt out, pushing my body up against his.


    He chuckles and kisses just underneath my ear. “Not that. The connection, can’t you feel it?”


    I don’t know what exactly it is I feel, but it’s taking over my body, clouding my vision, and sweeping through my senses.


    It’s consuming me.


    “When will I see you next?” I ask, wrapping my arms around his neck and burying my face in his shoulder.


    “Tomorrow,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “I’ll cook for you at my house. How does that sound?”


    “It sounds good,” I say then kiss his lips once more. “Goodnight, Dash.”


    “Goodnight, Vi,” he says, reluctantly letting go of me and taking a step back.


    I close the door and lock it behind me, but just stand there for a few moments, an almost foreign smile on my face.


    Oh, how things can change so much in only a few days.


    


    *****


    


    “You’re here!” Summer yells as I walk into Knox Tavern.


    “Of course I’m here,” I say, sitting down on one of the barstools. “You rang me a million times. Did Xander give you my number?”


    “I stole it from his phone,” she confesses, pouring me a gin and tonic without even asking and sliding it over to me. “I’m on my lunch break.”


    “One drink won’t kill you,” she says, leaning on the bar. “Now spill, tell me everything. No detail is too insignificant.”


    I give her a brief summary of our date and how he broke up with Vanessa.


    “Cutthroat,” she says, eyes widening. “So are the two of you together now?” She puts her hand up. “And don’t give me any of that ‘no labels’ bullshit.”


    I smirk, because I was just about to say that. “We’re…dating, I suppose? I don’t know. We’ve only had one date, and I’m seeing him again tonight.”


    “Two dates in a row,” she breathes. “Awesome. I’m so happy Dash finally found someone decent. I was starting to worry about him.”


    “I kind of feel bad about Vanessa,” I admit, taking a sip of the gin. “Imagine if a guy did that to you.”


    “Yeah, but no offence, she seemed like a bitch.” Summer shrugs, tapping her blue nails on the counter. “Don’t feel bad. It’s not on you. It’s on Dash. He made that play. He obviously didn’t care about her that much, or he cared about you more. Either way, you’re winning.”


    I shake my head. “You’re crazy, and I have to get back to work.” I try to give her some money for the drink, but she flat out refuses. “Come back tomorrow, and I’ll have some sandwiches and stuff ready for you.”


    She leaves to serve another customer.


    Sandwiches?


    Memories of Max and me bringing each other lunch flashes through my mind, filling me with warmth instead of pain for once.


    Reid walks out from the back, and I wave at him before heading back to work.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twelve


    “This is actually really delicious, Dash,” I say, moaning. “There isn’t anything you can’t do, is there?”


    “I don’t mind cooking,” he replies, sitting down and watching me devour my plate of food. His house is amazing, something I’d buy myself. It’s two stories, and modern, mainly in black and cream, but with splashes of red and grey. I haven’t seen the upstairs, but I have a feeling it would be just as perfect.


    “I don’t mind eating,” I remark, smiling at him. “This is going to be hard to top when it’s my turn to cook.”


    He barks out a laugh. “Still competitive, are we, Vi?”


    I grin. “I wouldn’t say I’m competitive. I just don’t like to lose.”


    “I can see that. Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened if we looked for each other over the years, instead of leaving it to fate?” he asks, changing the subject.


    “I thought about it,” I admit. “I just didn’t know…I felt unsure. What would I say? Why didn’t you try and contact me? What if you hadn’t thought about me at all? So many questions, and I didn’t know how you’d react or what you were doing with your life. For all I knew, you were married with children of your own. I think it’s hard, because we were so young, so a part of me thinks—well, what if to you it was just a high school crush or something. Do you know what I mean?”


    He nods. “I do. I understand what you mean exactly. I guess I kind of thought you just forgot about me, and if you needed me or wanted me, you’d come to me, you know? I’d go to Max’s gravestone every year and think about him, but about you too.”


    I missed Max everyday, even now.


    “I’m glad you did that,” I tell him, smiling sadly. “I wish he was here.”


    “Me too,” he says. “Who knows, maybe he’d be a professional basketball player.”


    “You could have done that if you wanted.”


    “I actually got offered a scholarship,” he admits, looking down at his hands. “But I didn’t take it.”


    “Why not?” I ask, not understanding why he’d turn down such an amazing opportunity.


    “My sisters,” he replies, shrugging. “No one would have been there for them if I left. So I turned it down and stayed.”


    “You’re so wonderful, Dash,” I say, feeling emotional. “I wish you could have taken it though, if that’s what you wanted to do with your life.”


    “Everything worked out in the end. Honestly, that scholarship should’ve been Max’s.”


    Sadness fills me at that comment, because he’s right. Max was definitely heading for huge success. Our eyes hold for a moment. “Everything did work out for you. You’ve done so well for yourself. You should be proud.”


    “So should you.”


    I lift up my glass of red wine. “Cheers to that.”


    We finish up the meal and I help Dash clean up, even though he argues with me about that too. We decide to watch a movie, and I snuggle next to him on the couch, feeling more content than I’ve been in a very long time.


    


    *****


    


    I wake up in the middle of the night, wrapped in strong arms, in a king size bed covered in all white sheets. I must have fallen asleep on the couch, and Dash carried me up here to his room. I relax, lying back down next to him, letting him spoon me from behind. My jeans are gone, so I’m sleeping in just my top and panties.


    “You’re not freaking out,” he says in a soft, sleepy voice, making me smile.


    “I’m too warm and comfortable to freak out,” I tell him. “And your spooning skills are very impressive.”


    He kisses my shoulder. “There’s a lot more where that came from.”


    “Good to know,” I say, yawning. “Your bed is so comfy.”


    Another kiss on my shoulder, lingering this time. “Go to sleep, Vi.”


    I yawn again. “Don’t tell me what to do.”


    Dash chuckles just as I fall asleep.


    


    *****


    


    The next time I wake up, I’m alone in the bed and the sun is up. Stretching lazily, I force myself to get up and head into Dash’s bathroom before sliding on my jeans and making my way downstairs. I find Dash in the kitchen, making breakfast.


    “Morning,” I mumble, hugging him from behind. “Something smells good.”


    He turns around and smiles. “Good morning. I was going to bring you breakfast in bed.”


    “Well, in that case, I think I’ll head straight back to bed,” I say, eyeing the bacon frying in the pan.


    “Do you want some coffee?”


    “Yes, please,” I say, desperately needing some, glancing around the kitchen. He tells me to have a seat then makes me some coffee. I sip on it as he serves us both breakfast.


    “I don’t think I’ve ever been this spoiled in my life,” I admit, raising an eyebrow. “Be careful, or I’ll get used to it.”


    “That’s what I’m hoping for,” he says, sitting next to me with his own plate of food. “What time do you have to be at work today?”


    I glance at my watch. “In about an hour. I need to leave soon to go home, have a shower, and get ready. What about you?”


    He pops a piece of bacon in his mouth. “I’ll probably go in around lunchtime.”


    “I want your hours,” I groan.


    “Perks of owning your own business,” he says, winking at me. “But it’s also a lot of added pressure and stress involved.”


    “You’ll have to take me to see your shop sometime.”


    “I think I can manage that,” he says, chewing thoughtfully. “You know, I slept better than I have in a long time last night, even with my raging hard-on.”


    I almost choke on a bite of toast. “You probably shouldn’t just say whatever pops into your mind, you know.”


    He laughs, violet eyes twinkling. “Are you shy all of a sudden, Vi?”


    “I’m just saying,” I reply, shrugging my shoulders, feeling a little amused and embarrassed at his comment. Mainly because I had no idea when we’re going to sleep together. I know there are no rules for things like this, but I don’t want to rush into it with him, even though my body definitely wants to. “And for the record, I slept well, too.”


    “Good,” he murmurs.


    We finish our breakfast, and then Dash drives me home so I can get ready for work. As soon as I get there, I jump in the shower, brushing my teeth while I’m in there, and then dress in black tailored pants and a white blouse. I put my hair in a high ponytail, and add some light makeup, checking the mirror to make sure I look put together and professional. Happy with my appearance, I slide my feet in my black pumps and get in my car, trying to focus on the day I have ahead of me, instead of the man who I can’t wait to see again.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirteen


    “Did you make these sandwiches yourself?” I ask Summer, impressed. They are club sandwiches, and seriously delicious.


    “No,” she says, taking a huge bite out of her own. “We have a chef here. The place is a restaurant during the day, although we closed it for a little while to renovate and only just reopened it. It will start getting busy again soon, and we’ll need to hire some more employees.”


    “Well, the chef is awesome,” I tell her. “I’ll have to start coming here for lunch every day.”


    “Please do,” she says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Reid always says I come in and work too much, but what am I going to do? Sit at home? I get bored. I’d rather keep busy.”


    “I’m the same. I don’t think I could not work.” I pause. “I could use more holiday time though.”


    “Yeah, I think everyone could,” Summer agrees then changes the subject. “So have you slept with him yet?”


    I shake my head. “Does no one have a filter anymore?”


    “We don’t have any boundaries in our group,” she admits, leaning back in the booth. “What are the fun in boundaries anyways?”


    “No, we haven’t slept together,” I confess. “We’ve only been on two dates, and I know it’s kind of different circumstances, but I don’t know. I think rushing into everything could be a mistake. Plus, there’s the whole ‘he had a girlfriend just the other day’ thing.”


    “Oh, that little chestnut,” she says, waving her hand in the air. “I kind of felt like he was just with her for the sake of being with someone. She was a bitch, after all.”


    “Yeah, but that’s exactly my point,” I say, sighing dejectedly. “I don’t want it to be like that with us. If he just wants to be with someone, that’s not exactly a good way to start a relationship.”


    She puts her hand up. “Don’t twist my words, Vi. Those circumstances were with Vanessa, not you. You’re the exception to his every rule. You’re the one for him; I just know it.”


    “I’m glad someone knows what’s going on,” I grumble.


    “I see it from the outside in,” she continues. “Trust me; the two of you are meant to be. Stop being stubborn and let him in.” She pauses. “Between your legs and in your heart.”


    I throw a fry at her, but she just catches it and eats it.


    “I don’t get how he can have no concerns though. He just seems so sure of everything, and we haven’t even spent much time together since reconnecting.”


    “You’re totally overthinking everything,” Summer says. “Listen to me, babe. Dash is a great man. He’s wonderful. And with your history… It’s your call, but to be honest, I don’t think you can turn away. You’re already in too deep, Vi, because, you see, he’s your exception too.”


    I cover my face with my hands. “I crave him so badly, even right now.”


    “Don’t fight it,” she says, shrugging. “Just go with it. Sometimes, things just work out. There are no dating rules, so just go with your gut instinct. Go with what feels right.”


    “Summer, leave the poor girl alone,” Ryan says, walking toward us with a smile. He takes a seat and steals some of Summer’s fries. “Dash knows what he’s doing. He can handle his woman. You don’t need to be advising her.”


    “I’ll advise all I want,” she says, poking her tongue out. “She needs to vent, and I’m here for her. I know Dash well, and I know I haven’t seen him look at any woman the way I saw him look at Vi, with yearning and longing bleeding from his pores.”


    “Please don’t let him hear you say that,” Ryan groans, shaking his head. “You’re such a hopeless romantic, Sum.”


    She messes Ryan’s hair. “Well, look at you and Taiya, for example. You got your second-chance romance. And Vi and Dash need to have theirs.”


    Ryan’s expression goes soft at the mention of his wife. “I know, but they need to figure it out by themselves.”


    “And on that note, I need to get back to work,” I tell the two of them. “Thanks for lunch, Summer.”


    Again, she refuses to let me pay. “Tomorrow, I’m taking you out and I’m paying, and don’t even think of arguing,” I say as I stand up. “Bye, Ryan.”


    “Bye, Vi,” both of them say at the same time, leaving me feeling amused.


    In the car ride back to work, I make a decision.


    I need to be all in or all out with Dash, and I already know what I want.


    I’m all in.


    I’ve been all in since the first day I met him in those high school hallways.


    


    *****


    


    Dash


    Vanessa calls yet again, but I don’t pick up. After talking the breakup through with her Saturday night and all day Sunday, I don’t know what to do to get her to stop calling me and showing up at my house. I fucked up by letting her believe we were anything in the first place. The horrible truth is I was bored and wanted someone to amuse me, and she was there. She’s pretty and she was a safe option, because there’s no way I would have fallen in love with her. We were in no way going to be permanent, and I told her this at the start, so I have no idea why she’s acting like this. I was honest with her and told her I didn’t want anything other than a casual, no-strings relationship, and that this would go no further. She told me she wanted the same, that she wasn’t ready for any type of commitment, which was obviously a lie. This whole thing happened at the worst timing ever, as the one girl I’ve never forgotten came back into my life. I’m not going to lose Viola ever again, so I need to handle Vanessa so she doesn’t cause me any problems.


    I wish I never slept with Vanessa in the first place.


    My phone rings again, The Weekend playing until she hangs up. She keeps trying to guilt trip me with her tears, like on Sunday, to tell me she needs to talk, but then tries to get me to fuck her instead. I don’t want to sound like an asshole, but I’m more concerned with Viola and her emotional and physical needs. I couldn’t care less about Vanessa and her bullshit. I swirl the scotch in my glass and think about Vi and the time I’ve spent with her.


    Fuck.


    I smile to myself, just the mere thought of her bringing me happiness.


    Vanessa is nothing compared to a woman like Vi.


    Vi is just…real.


    She’s everything a woman should be.


    And I won’t rest until she’s mine in every way a woman can be a man’s.


    I can’t let Vanessa stand in the way of my happiness. I know Viola doesn’t like the fact I was with someone when I met her again, and that everything is happening so soon, but sometimes, when it happens, it hits you like a tornado. She needs to realise it’s just us picking up where we left off. I don’t care how many years have passed; to me, Vi is still the same girl who would watch me play basketball, help me look after my sisters, and argue with the teachers because she always had to be right.


    She’s mine.


    Max once asked me to promise to look after Vi. It was on a weekend that Max was going away with his family, and Vi was staying behind. He cared about her so much; he knew exactly who she was, knew she was someone special. I told him I would, of course, and that he never had to ask, because I cared about her too. He’d slapped my shoulder and told me that if I ever hurt Vi, he’d hunt me down and kill me.


    I’d never hurt Vi.


    Not intentionally.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fourteen


    Viola


    “My sisters want to see you,” Dash says when I see him next on Friday night, pulling me onto his lap on his couch. “They couldn’t believe I ran into you.”


    “I’d love to see them,” I tell him. “Why don’t you bring them here for dinner one time? I’ll show off my cooking skills for everyone.”


    “Hopefully they’ve improved since Home Ec,” he says, chuckling at his own joke.


    “Excuse me,” I say, poking his chest with my finger. “I was a great partner to have in Home Ec. I did all the theory work, which saved us a shitload of time. We were always one of the first finished.”


    “Yeah, because I did all the cooking by myself,” he says, leaning forward and kissing me on the nose. “We were a great team. I was just the better chef.”


    I open and close my mouth, because I know he’s right, but at the same time, I want to argue. “We were a great team, yes.”


    Dash smirks then kisses my jaw. “You can’t admit I was better than you, can you?”


    “Because I don’t see it as being true,” I say, trying to keep a straight face.


    “Vi.”


    “Yeah, Dash?”


    “Kiss me,” he demands, gripping my chin with his thumb and index finger. I kiss him, slowly at first, but then it soon turns hungry and demanding. His phone starts to ring, but we both ignore it, too focused on each other. He pulls back, only to whisper, “I like knowing I was your first kiss.”


    “My first everything,” I remind him, kissing down his jawline, his stubble rough on my lips. “I wish I never moved away, to be honest. I never found friends so close again in my new school, and I was only there for a little while anyway.”


    “You’re here now,” is all he says, kissing me deeply once more. I move to straddle him, and my hands start roaming over his body. He must work out a lot, because all I feel is hard muscle and soft, smooth skin. I tug on his t-shirt, wanting it off so I can explore more. He takes the hint and pulls it off, placing it next to him on the couch.


    “Wow,” I manage to say.


    He smiles, giving me the dimples. I fan my hands on his pecs then start to explore with my fingers, tracing his six-pack, and then going even lower, to the top of his indented V. “I don’t think these were here before.”


    He smirks and looks at me with heavy-lidded eyes. “Do I get my turn now?”


    I pull my top off, surprising him, going by the look on his face. With his gaze on my black and gold lace bra, the one I wore just in case something like this happened, he sinks his teeth into his lower lip and says, “I don’t think those were there before either.”


    I look down and have to agree. They went up a size.


    “You’re so fucking perfect, Vi,” Dash breathes, looking at me as though he really can’t believe I’m right here in front of him, sharing this moment with him. I’ve waited my whole life to have a man look at me how he’s looking at me right now. I’m far from perfect, but it means everything that he thinks I am. I lean forward to kiss him, and feel his hardness pushing up against me. Reaching behind me, I undo the back of my bra and let it fall open before sliding off each strap.


    “Fuck,” he whispers, cupping my breasts with both his hands and bringing his mouth to one of them, gently licking before sucking it into his mouth. My mouth opens as I suck in air, pleasure spreading through me. How long has it been since I’d been with someone? Months. Four, to be exact. And the fact that it’s Dash touching me has my head in the fucking clouds. I thread my fingers through his hair as he pays attention to my other nipple before glancing up at me. I kiss his lips some more, not being able to get enough, never wanting them to leave mine. His hands run down my bare back then grip my ass, squeezing.


    “Bed, now,” he growls, standing with me still in his arms. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and hold on as he takes a few steps toward the staircase. His foot is about to touch the bottom step, when the doorbell rings. Dash curses out loud, while I say the same word in my head.


    “Can we ignore it?” I ask, looking toward the front door.


    “Best idea you’ve ever had,” he murmurs, kissing me.


    The bell rings again.


    We both freeze.


    Dash puts me down and says, “Go wait for me in bed. I’ll get rid of whoever it is and be there in five minutes.”


    I nod, kiss him, and then make my way up the stairs, my boobs jiggling with each step. I stop at the door to his bedroom when I hear his voice, followed by a woman’s. I turn the light on and glance around his room, realising I left my bra and top downstairs on the couch. A bad feeling settles in my gut that it’s Vanessa who’s here, and when I hear her raised voice, I know I’m right. What is she doing here? I open one of Dash’s drawers and find a t-shirt to put on, just in case she decides to come up to his room. The last thing I need is to be caught half naked in his bedroom, even though I’m not doing anything wrong. I sit on his bed and sigh heavily. About ten minutes later, which feel like an hour to me, Dash walks into the room, looking frustrated and a little angry.


    “What happened?” I ask as he looks at me dressed in his t-shirt.


    “My clothes look good on you,” he says, sitting down next to me, his t-shirt from downstairs back on him.


    “Dash?”


    He lays back on the bed and covers his eyes with his arm. I nestle my head on his shoulder and wait for him to speak.


    “Apparently, she wanted to talk then saw your car out the front and completely lost her shit,” he says quietly.


    “Does she drop by like that often?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even. The truth is, though, I don’t like her dropping by. She has no reason to, and even though it might make me insensitive, considering the situation, I just got Dash back, and I don’t want to have to share him.


    “It’s only been six days since I broke up with her, Vi,” he points out, which makes my head spin. It really hasn’t even been a week, yet so much has changed. I stare up at the ceiling, the mood completely gone, even though my body hasn’t really caught up with that fact.


    “Should we just go to sleep?” I ask him, kissing his shoulder.


    “She kind of killed the mood, didn’t she?” he groans, kissing me on top of my head. “I guess I’ve waited years and years to have you again, so what’s a little more time?”


    I smile at that. “That, plus I haven’t had sex in months.”


    “As far as I’m concerned,” Dash says, his voice now a low growl. “You haven’t slept with anyone since me.”


    I start to giggle at that, which turns into full-blown laughter. “Double standards much? You probably had sex the day you dumped Vanessa.”


    He goes silent.


    “Please tell me you didn’t fuck her after you left the bar?” I say, my eye starting to twitch. If he did, I would be gone. I’d walk out right now and never see him again, soul mate or not.


    “Fuck, of course not. Is that what you think of me?” he asks, holding me tighter, as if he knows I wanted to run.


    “Then what?”


    He sighs and admits, “Before we came to the bar and I saw you. Again, I had no idea I’d be seeing you, Vi. I haven’t even thought of another woman since I laid eyes on you again.”


    “Why is life so hard?” I moan, burying my face in the crook of his neck. “Let’s just hide under the sheets and pretend the outside world doesn’t exist.”


    “Anything worth it never comes easy,” he says gently, running his fingers across my neck. “I just want you, Vi. In my bed, in my house, all your girly shit in my bathroom. I just want you. I always have. And you know what?”


    “What?” I ask a little hesitantly.


    “I’m going to have you.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fifteen


    “So you coach children’s basketball every Sunday?” I ask him the next day. After spending the night in his arms, we went out for breakfast, and now I’m cooking us lunch at my house. Dash is telling me about his team of children, aged ten to twelve, who he coaches every week. “So you didn’t give up basketball entirely then. That’s amazing, Dash.”


    “Yeah, every Sunday morning,” he says, his face lighting up. “You should see these kids, Vi. They’re awesome.”


    “I’d love to come to a game one day,” I say, happily inviting myself.


    “You can come tomorrow if you like,” he says, taking my hand in his. “I’d love that.”


    “Really?” I ask, stirring the pasta sauce. “That would be cool.”


    “How often do you see your parents?” he asks me, checking the garlic bread in the oven. “You haven’t really spoken about them.”


    “I see them on holidays,” I explain. “They live about a five-hour drive out of the city now, in a small country town down south. How about you and your mum?”


    He pauses, closing the oven. “She passed away about two years ago.”


    I turn to him, letting go of the spoon and instinctively taking a step toward him. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Dash.”


    I hug him, resting my cheek against his chest. “I wish I could have been there for you.”


    “It’s funny you say that,” he says, arms around me. “Because when she got cancer and when she passed, those were both the times I wanted to call you so badly. I almost did, in fact.”


    “I wish you had.”


    It was on both of us that we let ourselves lose contact, but I kind of feel responsible. I was only thinking of my loss, but everyone else lost Max too. Dash was hurting, and I left him behind as well. I think it was the only way I could deal with the loss of losing my best friend, but now we have a chance to make things right. There’s no point looking back, only forward.


    We stay like that for a moment, until the sauce starts bubbling on the stove and I have to move. I feel really miserable Dash lost his mum, especially because his dad isn’t in his life. I almost want to ask about his dad, if he heard from him over the years, but I figure he will tell me if he wants to.


    After we have lunch, we put on a movie and get in bed. There is no way either of us is going to concentrate on the movie though, because as soon as we get in bed, we’re all over each other. Dash kisses me slow and deep, his tongue masterfully tangling with mine, his fingers lifting my t-shirt to touch my skin. When his lips touch my neck, I sit up and pull my shirt off. I then take off my bra and panties, all in several seconds, while Dash watches with lust and a hint of amusement.


    “Eager, baby?” he says, eyes roaming over my body.


    I smile at the endearment and say, “I don’t care what happens. If the phone rings, or if there’s an earthquake, you do not stop.”


    He chuckles and starts to undress himself. “Oh, there’ll be an earthquake.”


    Too turned on to roll my eyes, I watch as he lays back down on the bed, naked, his cock standing to attention. My mouth waters. Sliding closer to him on my knees, I take his hardness into my hand and stroke him a few times before licking the tip, swirling my tongue around it. I then take as much of him as I can into my mouth, my head bobbing up and down.


    “Fuck, Vi,” Dash says in a husky tone that has me squeezing my thighs together. “That feels so good.”


    He threads his fingers in my hair and gently pulls, turning me on even more. He slaps the back of my thigh and says, “Sit on my face. I want to taste you.”


    I maneuverer my body, straddling his face and lowering myself to him. He grabs my hips and puts his mouth on me, tasting my core. I moan and lean forward, taking his cock deep into my mouth, trying to concentrate, but all I can do is feel his tongue on my clit, bringing me higher and higher. It’s not long before I shatter, moaning around his cock as wave after wave of pleasure hits me. He lifts me off him, rolls me over, and gets on top of me, sliding in with one smooth thrust.


    “Are you on the pill?” he asks, looking like he’s struggling to stay still.


    “You ask me this after you’re inside of me?”


    “Vi,” he growls.


    “Yes,” I reply. “I am.”


    He thrusts forward and kisses me at the same time, capturing my moan in his mouth.


    “You feel fucking perfect,” he says, burying his face in my neck and kissing me there. “Made for me.”


    He slides in and out of me, hitting all the right spots and making me want to scream. I don’t know why it feels so intense with him; maybe it’s the angle, or maybe it’s just because it’s him. I don’t know what it is, but it’s better than it’s ever been with anyone else. No one else can compare to Dash. He licks then bites down gently on my nipple, pushing me over the edge into another orgasm. He follows me a few thrusts later, looking me directly in the eyes as he comes inside of me.


    “I love being inside you,” he says, breathing heavily.


    “I love you being inside of me.”


    He kisses my forehead and pulls himself out of me.


    “We aren’t leaving this bed all day,” he states, laying back on the bed with his arms folded behind his head. “I’m going to make you come so many times you’re going to forget your own name.”


    I kiss his bicep, rolling over so I’m half on top of him. “Stop talking and do it.”


    He grins, and then his mouth is back on mine.


    


    *****


    


    “Don’t even look at me like that,” I tell Dash the next morning at breakfast. “Everyone at the basketball game is going to wonder why I’m walking funny.”


    Dash just looks smug. “Tell them yesterday was leg day.”


    “I don’t even go to the gym.”


    “They don’t know that,” he points out, taking a sip of his coffee. “Do you want me to give you a massage? Or why don’t you have a bath?”


    I walk up to him and kiss his chin. “I’m fine, just a little sore. I just like complaining.”


    His lip twitches then he leans forward to kiss the tip of my nose. “I know. I also like the thought of you still being able to feel me. It’s going to turn me on like fucking crazy every time I think about it.”


    “Probably not appropriate when coaching,” I tease.


    “Definitely not appropriate.”


    “Dash?”


    “Yeah, Vi?”


    “I hope you don’t think we’re having sex tonight.”


    His evil grin makes me pause and narrow my eyes. He shrugs. “I can just go down on you.”


    I tilt my head to the side. “That’s compromising at its best.”


    “I’m all about making you happy,” he says, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Are you ready to go to the game?”


    I nod. “Ready.”


    A long kiss, and then we leave, hand-in-hand.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Sixteen


    Viola


    I’m walking through the shopping centre the next day when I see him.


    I stop in my tracks.


    My heart climbs in my throat.


    Forcing my feet to move, I walk up to where he’s standing, behind the counter of the retail store. I watch him talk with a customer, smile, and give her change to her. I can’t look away, even though I know he’s going to wonder why I’m staring at him if he looks in my direction. I browse through the store, stealing glimpses of him whenever I can. I choose a few items to buy, and go and stand in front of him to pay.


    “Just these today?” he asks, smiling a friendly grin. His brown eyes are warm and kind.


    “Yes, please,” I manage to get out.


    He scans the items. “That will be eighty dollars.”


    I hand him two fifty-dollar notes, and then he gives me my change.


    “Thank you, have a good day.”


    “You too,” I reply, forcing a smile.


    I leave the shopping centre in a daze.


    


    *****


    


    Dash


    “What do you want Vanessa?” I ask her, at my complete fucking wit’s end.


    “I’m not going to get what I want, so there’s no point talking about it, is there?” she sniffs, crossing her arms over her chest.


    “Then why are you here? You can’t just show up at my work. This is getting fucking ridiculous, Vanessa,” I growl, rubbing my hands with a cloth.


    “You wouldn’t pick up any of my calls.”


    “So maybe take the hint,” I say, throwing the cloth on top of the car I’m working on.


    “If I did to you what you did to me, you’d be pissed too,” she fires back. “Sheets weren’t even cold before you had a new bitch between them.”


    “Don’t ever call Vi a bitch again, Vanessa,” I say in a cold, hard tone. “This is your first and only warning, and you won’t like what I do if I hear you badmouth her again.”


    “Fine,” she snarls, her face pinched.


    “You knew what this was,” I say for the millionth time. “We fucking spoke about it, Vanessa. So you need to let it go. I get that what I did was fucked up, but you need to move on. There are so many other men out there for you.”


    In all honestly, the only reason she wants me is because she now knows she can’t have me. Because she was dumped. I don’t know if it’s an ego thing or what, but she needs to let it the fuck go. I wish I never fucked with her to begin with. The reason I thought we could work at the start was because she acted so fine with the situation, but she obviously played me, telling me what I wanted to hear. I can’t stand women like her, with their mind games, schemes, and ulterior motives.


    “I didn’t know I’d start to feel so much for you,” she says, looking away. “Or that we’d be ending so soon, just because you—”


    “None of this matters anymore,” I tell her. “Move on, Vanessa. Leave me alone. I’m hanging on by a thread with your bullshit, and my patience is about to expire.”


    “Dash,” she says, her voice catching. “I just don’t see how you don’t get it. We’re perfect for each other. You can’t just throw me away when you find something shinier.”


    I shut my eyes and pray for patience.


    “You need to leave,” I say in a stern tone. “And don’t fucking show up at my house or work again.”


    “Why are you being so mean?” she asks, lip quivering.


    I inhale and exhale slowly. How can someone be so…desperate?


    “Bye, Vanessa,” I say, walking away and leaving her standing there.


    Some people just can’t take a hint.


    


    *****


    


    “Look at you, all smiling and shit,” Xander says, smirking at me.


    “I know, right?” Summer adds, chewing on a carrot stick. “He’s like…glowing.”


    “Can you two cut it out?” I groan, looking between the brother and sister. “Yes, I’m fucking happy. Now stop giving me a hard time about it.”


    “I don’t think we’ve seen those dimples so much…ever,” Summer continues, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Vi must have strawberry flavoured nipples.”


    I throw Summer a look. “You need to stop.”


    Xander chuckles.


    Reid sits down at the table and eyes the snack selection before grabbing a chip and coating it in dip. “When will the real food be ready?”


    “It’s already ready. These are just the snacks while we’re waiting for everyone to arrive.”


    Reid stands and goes into the kitchen, probably to find some ‘real food’. Ryan and Tag arrive, sitting down and shovelling food into their mouths as soon as their asses hit the chairs. Summer brings some beer out, and we all move to the couch and put on a footy game. She wanted us all to get together, the original group, to spend some time together. I thought the idea was sweet, and it’s really nice to have everyone together for some quality time. It reminds me of the old days, back when Reid was fighting in MMA and Summer just moved here without really knowing anyone. I look over at her and smile. She smiles back and turns to watch the TV screen.


    “So I hear Dash is in love,” Tag says when everyone goes silent.


    I throw a pillow at his head. “How can you all give me shit, when I was the last one to hold out? I was the last man standing until recently.”


    The men all go quiet and Summer bursts out laughing. “Reid was the first to fall. Are you calling my man weak, Dash? Because he taught me some new MMA moves, and I will take you down.”


    Ryan starts singing ‘Take You Down’ by Chris Brown. I think he’s been hanging out with Summer too much, because she’s a big fan of that type of music.


    Reid smirks as he watches Summer, amused by her antics. “She could probably take you all down.”


    We have dinner and help Summer clean up before leaving. I drive straight to Viola’s, already missing her. Is this what it’s like for the men every day? Missing their women, wanting to be with them?


    How the fuck do they get anything done?


    I’m contemplating this as I knock on her door. She opens it in a black silk robe, which has me hardening at just the glimpse of her.


    “Hey, how was dinner?” she asks, smiling wide.


    I step through the door, shut it behind myself, and lift her in my arms, throwing her over my shoulder. “Dinner was good, but now it’s time for dessert.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seventeen


    Viola


    I went back to his store for the third time in a week.


    I sound fucking crazy…I know. But the guy who works there looks so much like Max it’s uncanny.


    Same brown hair and brown eyes. Same build.


    I know it’s not him, obviously, but fuck. It’s eerie being around him, yet I can’t seem to stay away.


    I get off the phone with my parents then finish getting ready as I wait for Dash to come and pick me up. Tonight, we’re going out to dinner at a new restaurant that just opened, followed by some vintage car show Dash has been dying to go see. I’m just applying my mascara when he walks into the bathroom and whistles. “You look amazing, Vi.”


    I’m wearing a black maxi dress that moulds to my figure, and my hair is down and dead-straight, parted in the middle and framing my face. I contoured my cheekbones and brushed on a little bronzer, finishing with a bold red lip and the mascara I’m applying.


    “Thank you,” I say, smiling widely. “You look pretty fucking sexy yourself.”


    He comes closer and lifts my chin up, staring at my mouth. “I better be able to kiss you. I don’t care how sexy your red lips look; if I can’t kiss you all night, I’m not going to be very fucking happy.”


    I peak my tongue out, running it over my bottom lip. “It’s smudge proof, see? You can kiss me as much as you want.”


    His lips are on mine just as I finish the sentence. I smile against his lips, my hands wandering over his body.


    “We need to leave now, or we won’t leave at all,” I say, sucking on his lower lip. “I just need to grab my bag.”


    “Maybe we should just stay home,” he suggests, gaze now on my breasts. “I’ll cook for you here, after I’ve fucked you on the kitchen table, and fuck the car show. I’d rather spend the evening pleasing my woman.”


    I put my hands on his chest and push him away. “We can do all that when we come back. Come on. You’re going to regret it if you don’t go,” I say, biting my lower lip. “Besides, making you wait all night,” I throw him my most seductive look, “the sex is going to be even hotter.”


    I walk out of the bathroom, leaving him standing there, grab my bag, and wait near the door, so he has no option but to meet me there. He comes to the door, looking both grumpy and amused. I simply grin as he opens the front door and gestures for me to go first. I step outside, keys in my hand. After locking the door, we get into his car and drive to the restaurant. In the car, his hand rests on my thigh, his thumb moving in slow circles. As his hand moves higher up, I glance over at him and lean forward so I can place a kiss on his neck.


    “Vi,” he growls.


    I move away, shifting in my seat, kind of wishing we’d just had sex before we left the house, because now all I can think of is me laid out on the kitchen table, his head between my legs, and then me bent over said table, him moving behind me.


    “What are you thinking about?” he asks in a deep, husky tone. “I know that look on your face.”


    “Nothing,” I hedge, looking out the window.


    His deep chuckle fills the car.


    I squeeze my thighs together and try to think of other things instead of the talented man next to me, except it’s hard to when his presence fills the car.


    “You know, I haven’t had you against the wall yet,” he rumbles. “Maybe we should do that tonight too.”


    New images fill my mind.


    Damn him!


    “I think I’d like that,” I mumble, making him chuckle.


    “Are you even hungry?”


    I am, but not for food.


    “Yes,” I reply, dragging the word out.


    His hand tightens on my thigh.


    “I’ve never have sex against a wall before,” I admit.


    “Of course you haven’t,” he says simply. “Because we’ve never done it, so as far as I’m concerned, sex is completely new to you.”


    I roll my eyes at his ridiculousness. “And how about you, Dash? Have you done it before?”


    Of course he has, but I want to see what he says.


    “Not with you, and you’re the only one who matters, so no.”


    I look at him with wide eyes. “You can’t make up rules like that! You’ve probably been with heaps of women over the years, plus don’t get me started on how recently you were with another woman.”


    “Are you grumpy because you’re turned on but I can’t take care of you right now? Because, for the record, I offered to stay home.”


    I tighten my lips and scowl at him. “Don’t change the subject. We’ve both been with other people, and you pretending we haven’t is just silly.”


    “Baby,” he says, groaning. “I just don’t want to think about you with another man. That’s it, all right? I don’t like it, so I don’t think about it. Ignorance is bliss.”


    I lay my head on his shoulder. “Okay. I’m getting a little hungry now.”


    “Good,” he says, kissing the top of my head.


    “Food, cars, sex, and spooning,” I say, grinning up at him. “Pretty good line-up, don’t you think?”


    “Stop being cute,” he says, changing lanes. “It just makes me want you more.”


    “I’ll try.”


    “Please do.”


    We have a delicious dinner together, and spend an hour at the car show until Dash looks at me and says, “I want to go home. Now.”


    I know he wants me from the look in his eye, so we go home, where he fucks me against the wall, and then bends me over the kitchen table.


    The man is so good in bed that I don’t care how many women he was with before me. It’s me who benefits from his experience.


    And I get more than just his body.


    I get everything that is Dash.


    


    *****


    


    A few days later, Dash’s sisters all come over for dinner. I can’t believe how much the twins have grown up, and just how beautiful they’ve become. They’re now eighteen years old and both in uni, living together in a house Dash bought for them. Mari’s dark hair is down her back, just above her butt, while Savannah wears hers in a short, blunt bob. Both styles suit them. Sierra works for a high fashion clothing store and loves life, living with her boyfriend and travelling whenever she can. Jasmine is currently overseas, so is the only one missing.


    “So I hear the two of you are going on a little getaway?” Sierra says, looking between us.


    “Yeah, just for three nights,” I reply. We booked everything yesterday, plane flights and accommodation, and I can’t wait.


    “Sounds fun,” she replies, smirking at her brother.


    “I’m so happy the two of you got back together,” Mari says, her bright blue eyes twinkling. “I always loved you, Vi, even as a kid. I remember you looking after us when we were sick once, and at Dash’s basketball games.”


    “And I remember you teaching me about girl code at the age of nine,” I tease, making her and Savanah laugh.


    Dash wraps his arm around me and says, “I overheard the twins talking one day, about how I needed to ask Vi out and they thought I needed help because I hadn’t made a move, but they couldn’t talk to me about it, because of the girl code.”


    We all share a laugh at that.


    “That was the moment I knew I had to get off my ass and ask you out though,” he says, watching me and smiling fondly. “So maybe I owe the twins a thank you.”


    The girls share a look, and then Mari guilty admits, “Actually, we kind of knew you were there.”


    “We wanted you to hear,” Savannah adds, smirking. “You had to go after her. Sierra told us Jamie Derrick was going to ask her out, and we didn’t want her with anyone else except you.”


    “Yeah, a few guys had their eye on Viola, but they were scared to ask her out, because of Max and Dash,” Sierra says, playing with the hoops in her ears. “I had no idea you would use that information to manipulate Dash though.” She pauses and nods, looking impressed. “At age nine…not bad, girls.”


    “We’ve always been schemers,” Mari admits, high-fiving her sister. “Schemers for life.”


    Dash groans and shakes his head. “My sisters.”


    “You love us,” Mari says, blowing Dash a kiss.


    “You do,” Savannah chimes in.


    “He does,” Sierra agrees.


    I look around the room and just feel so happy. I can’t even express how much.


    “You guys have to come over every week,” I blurt out.


    They agree.


    And Dash gives me a look that I feel right in my bones.


    The softest, most tender look I’ve ever received from him before.


    A look that tells me without words that he loves me.


    A look that makes today one of the best days of my life.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eighteen


    “Where were you?” Dash asks, glancing down at his watch. “Everyone’s expecting us in twenty minutes.”


    “Sorry,” I say, wincing. “I was at the shopping centre and lost track of the time. Give me a second and I’ll be ready.”


    I put my bags down and rush into my room to get changed. I come out a few minutes later and grab my bag. “Okay, let’s go.”


    Tonight, there’s a charity event at Knox Tavern. They are charging an entry fee to the bar, and all the proceeds are going to charity. It’s a karaoke night, plus they are doing raffles and other things to raise money. Summer said we have to be there to help out, so everyone is coming along.


    “You were shopping?” Dash asks, sounding curious as we make our way out the front door. “What did you buy?”


    “Umm, some clothes,” I reply as I get in the car. “And a new pair of shoes.” I pull out my lipstick and apply some in the mirror in front of me, trying to make myself look a little dressier. “I’m really sorry I ran late, babe. I’ll tell Summer it was all my fault.”


    “It’s fine, Vi,” Dash says, taking my upper arm and pulling me toward him. “But you haven’t kissed me yet.”


    I bring my lips to his and kiss him deeply, only pulling back when things start to get a little too heated.


    “Why do we always do this?” I ask out loud. “Whenever we have to be somewhere?”


    Dash just chuckles. “I always want you, Vi, but I can wait until after the event.”


    “Well, thank goodness for that,” I say in a dry tone, reaching over and placing my hand on his upper thigh. “Are you going to sing tonight?”


    “No,” he says straight away. “I’m driving and not drinking, and there’s no way I’ll be getting up there sober.”


    “I can drive if you want to drink,” I offer, not minding one bit. “I’m sure the guys will want you to have a drink with them.”


    “No, baby,” he tells me. “I’ll drive us home. You can enjoy yourself and have a drink to relax. I know you’ve had a stressful week at work.”


    I had. I’d been working overtime and taking on more and more clients. Having a few drinks isn’t going to solve any of my issues, but it might be good to relax and forget about work and my to-do list for one night.


    “Okay, if you’re sure. We could always catch a taxi home and get the car tomorrow morning.”


    He nods. “True, I guess we’ll just see how we go then.”


    The bar is completely packed when we get there, which is definitely a good thing tonight. We pay the entry and then look around for any familiar faces. We find everyone at a table in the corner, having a drink and a bite to eat. Summer and Reid are missing, but Xander, Trillian, Ryan, Taiya, and Clara are there. I look to the bar and see Tag working, along with a few other bartenders I’ve never seen before. We all say our hellos, the music not too loud, which allows us to talk without raising our voices.


    “What do you want to drink?” Dash asks in my ear, sending shivers down my spine.


    “Gin and tonic please,” I say, using my go-to drink. Sometimes I like to change it up, but I think I’ll stick to my signature drink tonight.


    “Okay, I’ll be back,” he says, pulling out a chair for me to sit next to Ryan.


    I sit down just as Ryan says, “He’s such a gentleman, our Dash.”


    I grin and reply with, “He is, isn’t he? How come you aren’t working, but everyone else is?”


    “I’ll swap with Reid and Summer in an hour or so,” he explains. “So they can enjoy a little bit too. We hired extra staff for the night, so it will be fine.”


    “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”


    “I think Summer wants you to handle one of the raffles,” he says, pushing his blond hair out of his eyes. “I’m sure she will find you when she needs you.”


    “Okay, no problem,” I say, just as Dash returns with my drink.


    He places it on the table and says, “Reid wants help out the back, so I’ll be right back.” He kisses my cheek and looks to Ryan. “Keep an eye on her.”


    Ryan nods, but as Dash leaves, he glances around. “What could possibly happen to you here?”


    I shrug my shoulders and take a sip of my drink. “Who knows?”


    “You better stay right here, Vi,” he says, pointing to the table. “He will murder me otherwise.”


    “As if you’re not protective like that,” Taiya says, amusement flashing in her eyes. “You only realise how ridiculous it is when another man is doing it, but you do the exact same thing.”


    “I’m not that bad,” Ryan huffs, lifting his chin.


    “Last week, you threatened a guy who accidentally bumped into me,” she says in a dry tone. “He was trying to apologise, but you kept telling him to get his sleazy eyes off your wife.”


    “He was looking at your tits!” Ryan growls, shaking his head. “I can’t stand there and let some guy ogle you.”


    Taiya ignores Ryan and looks at me. “He wasn’t being sleazy. Ryan was just overreacting.”


    “Xander’s the same,” Trillian says, rolling her eyes at him. “I think it’s all of them.”


    I look at Clara. “Tag?”


    “The same,” she replies. “Why do you think I’m here, even though he’s working? He refused to leave me alone at the house.”


    We all share a laugh at that.


    “Apparently, they’re all as bad as each other,” I say, biting on my straw.


    “Bunch of alpha males,” Taiya adds, but shoots Ryan a look that says she doesn’t mind one bit.


    “We all chose beautiful women,” Xander says, kissing Trillian on the mouth. “I’m not possessive; I’m territorial. There’s a difference. I will protect what’s mine, because I never want to lose her, but I don’t try and control her or stop her from doing whatever she wants. I just make sure I’m there by her side to keep her out of trouble.”


    My eyes widen. “Fuck, that was sweet.”


    “Totally,” Clara adds, looking impressed.


    Trillian and Xander start making out until Ryan tells them to get a room.


    Dash returns and we listen to a few people sing, most of them trying but not really succeeding.


    When I hear Ryan mutter, “Fuck,” looking behind me, I turn around to see what he’s looking at. When I see Vanessa standing there, a good-looking man by her side, the same word leaves my mouth. Not because Vanessa is there, which is definitely a fuck moment, but because I know the man by her side.


    The bitch had shown up here with none other than my ex-boyfriend.


    


    *****


    


    “Maybe if we ignore her, she’ll just disappear,” Ryan suggests, probably trying to calm Dash down, because he looks kind of pissed.


    “Why the fuck would she show up here? She has no fucking shame,” he says, scanning my expression, probably to see if I’m upset.


    “Actually, Dash,” I say, cringing.


    “What?” he asks, and suddenly I have the whole table’s attention.


    I look over at Vanessa and Riley and notice him staring at me. Well, fuck. Is he in on this with her? Is it a coincidence? I don’t think so. Riley and I didn’t exactly end on the best terms, and I have a feeling Vanessa is going to use him to start some shit.


    “The man Vanessa is with is my ex-boyfriend,” I blurt out, rushing the words. “So I have a feeling she’s just here to stir the pot, so to speak.”


    Dash’s eyes dart straight to Riley, and his scowl deepens. “You dated that fucker?”


    I nod with my mouth set in a grimace. “Yeah, I guess you can say that.”


    “Vi,” Dash growls, eyes boring into me. “Tell me, now. And don’t skip on any fucking details.”


    “I was engaged to him about three years ago,” I say, noticing the ‘well, fuck,’ expressions on everyone’s faces. Well, they all might as well hear it. They’re going to find out anyway, one way or another.


    “You were engaged?” Dash asks, eye twitching and his jaw tighter than I’ve ever seen it.


    “Yes, I was, and I don’t like to talk about it, because it wasn’t a good time in my life, and apparently Vanessa must’ve somehow found this out, because there’s no other reason he’d be here. Things didn’t end well with us.”


    That was the understatement of the year.


    “How did it end?”” Dash asks, looking at Riley likes he wants to kill him.


    “With me running away from our wedding while he waited for me down the aisle,” I say, cringing more and more with each word.


    “Cutthroat,” I hear Xander mutter, while Ryan whistles. “That’s rough, Vi.”


    I rush to explain. “I wasn’t ready to get married, especially not to him. He was a total douche, and I was young and stupid.”


    “I don’t care what you did to him,” Dash says, muscle ticking in his jaw. “I’m just happy you didn’t walk down that aisle.”


    I exhale in relief.


    Trust Dash to see it that way.


    Then he says, “But we will be talking about this later.” He pauses. “In detail.”


    I gulp.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nineteen


    “I guess I can’t deny the fact you slept with someone else now, when the bastard is staring me in the face,” Dash says, drinking from his bottle of water. “What the fuck do they want anyway? Let them be together, as if we give a fuck. They need to just leave us the fuck alone.”


    “So much anger,” Ryan says, sighing. “Do you want me to kick them out? You do realise this is our bar, right? We don’t have to put up with them standing there looking smug. Smug over what, I have no fucking clue, because they look like total dickheads right now.”


    “No, don’t kick them out,” I say, not looking in their direction. “Then they will know they got to us. They want a reaction; that’s why they’re here. We need to just ignore them.”


    “I feel like I’m in high school again,” Dash groans then gives me a look. “No, actually we never had to deal with shit like this in school either.”


    “What about the Jackie thing?” I point out unhelpfully.


    “Who the fuck is Jackie?” Dash asks, making me smile. He doesn’t even remember her. I like that more than I should, considering she was just some girl he kissed in high school.


    “No one,” I mutter, laying my head on his shoulder. “No one at all.”


    “Baby, we have bigger problems right now,” he says, kissing my forehead. “Because if that man even looks at you in the wrong way, I’m going to get arrested for beating the shit out of him.” He groans. “At a charity event, no less.”


    That did sound pretty bad, I have to admit.


    “Just let him be. He’s not even worth it,” I say, taking Dash’s hand in mine. “I’m so happy we decided it was me who gets to drink tonight. I see some shots coming my way.”


    Dash chuckles, and I put my finger on his right dimple. If we ever have children, I hope they get his dimples. And his eyes.


    Okay, I hope they just look exactly like him.


    Summer comes to collect me to draw the raffle and to hand out the prizes. After I’m finished, I head to the bathroom, where I bump into Vanessa. I knew this would happen eventually, but I really couldn’t control my bladder any longer.


    “He’s going to get sick of you,” she says, her pinched face scowling. “He will do to you exactly what he did to me.”


    I blink. “You need a hobby or something to keep you occupied.”


    She huffs, “Make a joke of it all you want, but you know it’s the truth. By the way, Riley is amazing in bed, isn’t he?”


    I shrug and consider her words. “He’s all right. Nowhere near as amazing as Dash. Riley isn’t very good at going down on a girl. It’s almost like he thinks he’s eating corn on a cob, you know? Just kind of chews at your box. It’s pretty fucking painful actually.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “Good luck with that, though. Enjoy my sloppy seconds.”


    “Enjoy mine,” she snarls back.


    I smirk and look her dead in the eye. “Dash was mine long before he was yours, or anyone else’s, and he’ll be mine long after.”


    I turn my back on her and walk back to the table, back to Dash.


    This bitch isn’t going to rain on my parade.


    When I see Riley at the bar, I change my course and walk right up to him. “What are you doing here?”


    “On a date,” he says, chewing on an ice cube. “With a beautiful woman. Nice to see you, Viola. Run away from any grooms lately?”


    “No,” I say in a dry tone. “That was just for you, Riley. Now, I repeat, what the fuck are you doing here?”


    “Vanessa found me, said you’d ruined her life. I said you’d ruined mine too, so we kind of bonded over that.”


    “I ruined her life? Dramatic much?” I groan, looking around to see how long I had until Dash saw me. “You know one of the owners of this bar is an MMA fighter, right? Plus, Dash could kick your ass any day, and this is a charity event, so we don’t need any drama. Couldn’t you pick a normal Saturday night to be a nosy bastard?”


    His blue eyes narrow and he opens his mouth to reply, but then I’m suddenly pulled back against a hard chest, and I know my time to tell Riley to leave me alone has come to an end.


    “Vi,” Dash growls, staring at Riley over my head. “Summer wants you.”


    Oh, hell no, I’m not about to leave these two alone.


    “Does she really?” I ask, suspicion lacing my tone. “Are you sure?”


    “Vi.”


    “All right,” I say, reluctantly stepping away and looking for Summer. I find her sitting at the table next to Reid, her eyes already on me as I walk toward her.


    “This is better than a soap opera,” she says, patting the seat next to her. “Tell me everything I’ve missed.”


    “I’m sure the peanut gallery has filled you in,” I reply, glancing toward Ryan, who just winks at me. I sit down and look at Dash, who is now talking to Vanessa and Riley.


    This can’t end well.


    “What did you want me for, Summer?” I ask her, eyes on Dash.


    “Huh?” she says, giving me all the answer I need.


    I return to his side in time to hear Riley say the one thing I didn’t want him to say. “Do you know why she bailed on our wedding? She said it was because she’d never love anyone the way she loved Max. If he was here today, it wouldn’t be you she’d be with. She will never love anyone more than him.”


    Bullet one: aimed and fired.


    Dash’s expression doesn’t change, but I know that bullet reached its mark.


    “You left me for someone who can never even love you fully,” Vanessa adds, scoffing. “And does she know about all the times we spent alone since you’ve been with her? At your work, in your car? Or did you hide all that from her?”


    I look at Dash to see if he denies it, but he says nothing.


    Riley smirks in my direction.


    Bullet two: aimed and fired.


    Bullseye.


    He spent time with her alone and didn’t mention it to me?


    She was at his work?


    “You’re going to be miserable for the rest of your life, Vanessa,” I say then look to Riley. “It was years ago, Riley. Get over it. And don’t act like you didn’t fuck the stripper at your bachelor party.”


    I head for the door, because I’ve had enough drama for one night, thank you very much. Remembering Dash drove and I’ve had a few drinks, I walk across the road to the cab bay and get into the first one. I give the driver my address and watch Dash in the car park, looking around for me.


    I hate that Vanessa and Riley won in the end, but they did.


    Because now Dash and I have some talking to do.


    


    *****


    


    “You don’t just leave, Vi, so I’m left wondering where the hell you are!” he yells, pacing up and down my room.


    “I just wanted to get out of there,” I say, watching him from my bed. “I sent you a message, and Summer too.”


    He stops and looks at me. “Did you really say that about Max?”


    I nod. “I did, but…”


    But not in that context, and not in those exact words. Riley obviously twisted it, when that wasn’t what I’d meant at all.


    “Did you really see Vanessa alone and not tell me about it?” I fire back at him, daring him to deny it.


    “A few times, yes,” he admits, wincing. “She would show up at places, Vi. She came to my work; she came to my gym…it was all her. Only once I told her I’d meet her, because she was crying on the phone and I felt guilty as fuck that I don’t even give a shit about her!”


    “You should have told me, Dash. Why didn’t you tell me about it? It makes it seem like you were hiding something,” I try to explain.


    “Really, coming from Miss ‘I Was Engaged’? That’s rich. It’s always nice to hear your woman was almost married at the same time as everyone else in my life,” he growls, crossing his arms over his chest. “Real great communication skills we have here.”


    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It’s not exactly my proudest moment,” I admit, hugging myself. “I don’t know what to say.”


    “Let’s just go to bed,” he says, sliding in and facing away from me.


    “I don’t want to go to bed angry,” I say into the darkness after he turns the side lamp off.


    “Go to sleep,” he says, voice emotionless. “We’ll talk in the morning.”


    I don’t sleep.


    And we don’t talk in the morning.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty


    Dash


    I wake up before Vi, feeling like a total dickhead over our fight. I was just so angry, and to be honest, a little worried that the things Riley said were true. If Max were here, would she have realised she loved him in a different way? Were they meant to be together? It shouldn’t matter, because he’s not here, but I want to be the one she chooses over anyone else, just like she is for me. I head out to buy some apology flowers and some breakfast for her, wanting to make things right.


    Fuck Vanessa and Riley and their games.


    I walk through the shopping centre, heading for the florist, when I see the store Vi always shops at. I casually glance in, thinking that maybe I could buy her a gift too, when I see him.


    I freeze.


    What the actual fuck?


    The guy at the counter could be Max’s twin.


    I stand there in shock for a few moments, taking in this man who looks so much like the friend I lost all that time ago.


    It brings back old hurt, old memories, as I take in his every visible feature.


    And then it all hits me.


    The reason why she comes here multiple fucking times a week, just to be around a man who looks like her deceased best friend. She’s obsessed with him, and she always has been. Instead of entering the florist, I leave, my heart in my throat.


    I will never be everything to her that she is to me.


    Never.


    


    *****


    


    Viola


    Dash doesn’t come back to my house, and his silence speaks louder than any action could.


    He’s done with us, or he wants some time.


    Either way, it hurts so damn much.


    I spend the first day crying into a tub of ice-cream, the second cursing the day Vanessa and Riley were born. The third day, I cave and ring his phone, but it goes straight to voicemail.


    Yeah, he doesn’t want to talk to me.


    Dash stole my heart with one look into my eyes that day in the school hallways, and now, he is handing it back.


    Without a word.


    He’s just cutting me out.


    Going ghost on me.


    I couldn’t believe it.


    I ring Sierra, who tells me Dash is fine, that he just needs some time.


    Yeah, I had to hear it from his sister.


    He’s right; our communication skills do need a shitload of work.


    I bury myself in work as a distraction.


    I keep my phone on me twenty-four seven.


    After a week, still nothing.


    My hope turns to bitterness.


    He doesn’t want me? I’m not worth an explanation? After the amount of attention he gave Vanessa when he hurt her? She got all that, and I get nothing? Not even a courtesy phone call?


    I’m not worth that to him?


    Fine.


    I was fine before him, and I’ll be fine without him now.


    He may have stolen my heart like a thief in the night, but only I can reclaim it.


    And I will.


    


    *****


    


    Our weekend getaway is in one week.


    I don’t know what to do, because we already paid for everything. Should I just go alone? What if he doesn’t show up? What if he does?


    When did everything get so complicated?


    Summer, Taiya, Clara, and Trillian come to visit me, bringing wine and food.


    I call Dash again.


    Nothing.


    


    *****


    


    Dash


    It’s two days before I’m meant to go away with Vi.


    I sit at the bar, drinking scotch and listening to the jukebox as everyone talks around me.


    “You’re an idiot,” Summer says, looking at me with a scowl on her face. “And a coward. You don’t just leave a woman with no explanation, Dash. I can’t believe you’d do something like this to the woman who is meant to be the love of your life!”


    “If I wanted a lecture, Sum, I’d go visit my sisters,” I say, pretending that her low opinion of me doesn’t hurt. “She’ll never love me entirely. I’m going to be the next groom left at the aisle, because I’m not Max.”


    Because no one is.


    Summer rests her hand on my forearm. “Don’t go by other people’s words, Dash. Go by her actions. I didn’t know her before, but I do know from the moment she laid her eyes on you again, she’s looked at you the same way I look at Reid, like you hold the answer to everything. You’re my family, Dash, and I love you. I wouldn’t want you to be with a woman I didn’t think could make you happy, but lately, you’ve been the happiest I’ve ever seen you until now. Don’t lose that over some shit.” I swallow a mouthful of my drink and look Summer in the eye. “Do you love her?”


    I nod. “Yeah, I do.”


    “Then the rest is just details. You’re going to lose her, Dash. You need to go and talk to her, now.”


    “I can’t compete with a dead person,” I say, voicing the words I’ve been thinking for so long, but have been too afraid to say out loud.


    “Then don’t,” Summer says. “Let her have her memories. She’s yours. You have her. Imagine how badly Max would want what you have, and you’re throwing it away.”


    Fuck.


    Summer is right.


    What the hell am I doing?


    Feeling sorry for myself?


    I stand up.


    Summer grins.


    I need to go and win my woman back.


    


    *****


    


    I arrive at her house the morning of our flight, bags packed and flowers in my hand. I use my key and head straight to her room. She’s awake, sitting in bed reading. She puts the book down as she sees me, her expression unchanging.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, looking her in the eye. “I fucked up. I went to the shops that morning to get you flowers to apologise, and I saw Dan.”


    She winces when she hears the name.


    “After everything Riley said, I thought maybe I would always be second, that you’re only with me by default, and it fucking hurt, Vi, because in any lifetime, no matter where I was, I’d always choose you over anyone.”


    I take a deep breath, and then continue, “I love you. More than anything.” I step closer to her and set the flowers down on her side table. “Will you come away with me still? Maybe we could spend the weekend talking, and I could apologise for being a dick some more?”


    I take her hand and kiss her palm, looking at Max’s name on her wrist.


    “And you’re getting my name tattooed on you too, right on your forehead. You hear me?”


    Her lips twitch at that.


    “I’m so angry at you, Dash,” she says, swallowing. “But I’m sorry too. I should have told you about everything. I shouldn’t have been going to see Dan and pretending he was Max. I should have let Max go, and I’m going to work on that. I’m going to visit his gravestone for the first time and say goodbye.” I pause. “I love you too, you know. I always have. Riley was wrong. I didn’t leave him there because of Max. I did it because he was the wrong guy for me. Yes, I wished Max would have been at my wedding, and that’s what I’d mentioned to him.”


    “You love me?”


    “I always have, Dash,” I say, resting my forehead against his. “Always will.”


    “Are we going to go on this trip?”


    I nod. “Yeah, I think we are.”


    He kisses me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Epilogue


    Five Years Later


    I look at the house Dash bought us and can’t believe we own something so beautiful. Three stories. Cream and black. Amazing garden. I think I’m still in shock.


    “I can’t believe this is all ours,” I say, bouncing on the balls of my feet in excitement. I turn to Dash and kiss him on the cheek. He touches my nape, where the tattoo of his name is, and smiles down at me.


    “Are you ready?”


    “For what?” I ask, running my fingers through his beard. He’s recently grown one, and it was seriously hot on him.


    “To be happy.”


    “I’m always happy when I’m with you,” I say.


    My eyes widen as he steps back and gets on one knee. “Viola, will you make me the happiest man alive and marry me?”


    Holy shit.


    I look down at the stunning ring and feel like fainting. “Of course I will marry you!” I say, tears starting to pool in my eyes. “I love you so much,” I say as he stands and slides the ring on my finger. “I’m going to be Mrs. Edwards!”


    He grins and kisses the tears that have fallen down my cheeks. “I love you more.”


    I get up on my tip-toes and kiss his mouth. He lifts me in his arms, carries me inside our new house, and throws me down on the couch.


    “Engagement sex?”


    He grins and lifts up my top. “You’re mine now, Vi. All mine.”


    I shut my eyes as he kisses down my stomach, and whisper back, “I always was.”
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