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        Two great friends. One road trip. And eight inches…

        …of snow that night at the cabin.

      

        

      
        If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times. Friends don’t bang friends.

      

        

      
        I want my friends to stay in my life, especially that flirty, clever, outgoing best friend of mine.

      

        

      
        It’s a damn good thing Owen and I made a pact in college to never ever sleep together, or else I’d be tempted.

      

        

      
        Trouble is, eight years later I’ve been wondering what his kisses taste like. And I’ve been curious if our chemistry would extend into the bedroom. If he might feel the same risky pull.

      

        

      
        But I don’t want to lose Owen, and history says there’s no way a tryst between friends can end well.

      

        

      
        So as long as I avoid the bedroom with him, I won’t break that hard-as-steel rule.

      

        

      
        Except the snow has other plans…

      

        

      
        ***

      

        

      
        The Bromance Zone is a deliciously flirty, red-hot sexy, friends-to-lovers MM romance about the charming guy next door who’s sworn to never date a friend, the flirty hot nerd who’s been secretly crushing on that friend forever, and one night snowed in in a cabin. This book comes fully equipped for your reading pleasure with sexy banter, a super awkward dinner party, and a scene in front of a fireplace that proves just how dangerous the friend zone i
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        Present Day

      

        

      
        River

      

      

      

      It’s just a fact—the bigger the dick, the bigger the dick.

      Which sucks, and not in a good way. Is it fair that the guys who are packing are also lacking—oh, you know—common courtesy? No.

      The Big Dick Law is one of the sadder items on My List of Ignore at Your Peril Life Lessons. Some of the others?

      
        	Texting an ex is always a bad idea.

        	So is just one more shot. Anything that seems like a good plan when you’re drunk . . . isn’t. As a bartender, I can refuse to serve you that last drink, but you’re on your own if you forget Lesson #1.

        	Life is too short to take yourself too seriously.

        	Whatever the problem, a blow job is often the answer.

        	Trusted friends are priceless. Men come and go, but your friends will stick with you when the big dicks don’t.

      

      But I’m not bitter about those guys. Anyone who walks out of my life is gone for a reason.

      Besides, it’s not as if I’m always the walk-ee.

      Please.

      This man is not afraid to walk away. I’m not clingy, I don’t hang on too long, and I sure as hell know when to say see you later, and don’t let the door hit you on the way out. There’s no need to give your heart, time, or skills to just anyone.

      If a man wants what I have going on, he damn well better deserve what I bring to the table.

      And the bedroom.

      And the shower.

      But I suppose at the ripe young age of twenty-nine I wouldn’t mind finally meeting Mister Right.

      I’m just a good guy ready for another good guy.

      Someone fun, smart, open-minded, and loyal.

      Ideally, he’d also be outdoorsy, adventuresome (yes, that kind, but also all kinds), and love dogs.

      That’s not too much to ask for.

      I only have one deal-breaker—he can’t be a friend.

      My friends mean everything to me. They’ve been by my side through the best and the worst, and I’ve been by theirs. My friends are my family, and that’s why I won’t break that commandment—no matter how great the temptation.

      Temptation in the form of a long-time pal with the hot nerd glasses and full lips, the wicked sense of humor and the sarcasm for days.

      But this is the Unbreakable Rule, truer even than the Big Dick Law.

      Friends don’t bang friends.

      I’ve stuck to this rule for eight years when it comes to my best bud from college. After this long, one road trip isn’t going to break me.

      And that’s a fact.
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        Eight Years Ago

      

        

      
        Owen

      

      

      Sex has a way of clouding your judgement. Talking about it, thinking about it, having lots of it—sex is awesome but should come with a warning label.

      Sex is hazardous to your brain and may cause stupid decisions and prolonged regret.

      It was a Sunday morning and I was brimming with sex-fueled bravado built up over the past few weeks—because I was finally having it. This was college. Sex was a required class and my favorite subject.

      Years of virginity will make a guy a very dedicated student, and Jack, a fellow junior, was hitting the books with me every damn night.

      After a particularly late and boisterous study session in Jack’s dorm, I was the good kind of tired in the morning, but I had to study for a psych exam and needed to fuel up on caffeine in the worst way.

      I knocked on my friend River’s door. “Rise and shine,” I said when he answered. “Freud waits for no one. But he will have to wait on coffee. I need a jug of it, stat.”

      “A barrel for me, please,” he said, bleary-eyed as he closed the door behind him and we headed to the library to study, first ducking into a coffee shop called Old School to get our fix.

      As we waited for our joe, a TV mounted on the shop’s wall played classic rom-coms. Billy Crystal had just told Meg Ryan that men and women can’t be friends because the sex part will always get in the way.

      River was a fellow psych major. We could debate anything and both lived to dissect human nature. I nodded to the screen and said, “I disagree on principle. What about you?”

      He wiggled a brow and collected his coffee when they called his name. “That’s not a problem for me. I have lots of female friends.”

      I grabbed mine and followed him to the cream and sugar. “You know what I mean. When Harry Met Rod. When Johnson Met Peter. When Dick met Richard.”

      River doctored his coffee with sugar. “When can I watch those flicks? They sound like my speed.”

      “Online, anytime, for a subscription of just $11.95 a month,” I said.

      He cracked up, and I grinned. I enjoyed making him laugh—a lot—but I really wanted to dive into the question of whether men and men can be friends. I wanted to swim around in those waters with River more than I’d thought I would. I swallowed some coffee, then tried again. “So, was Harry right? Does sex get in the way?”

      “In my test group of one, I’d say yes,” he said as we left the shop. “Sex absolutely got in the way of friendship for Ansel and me.”

      River lifted his chin a bit defiantly, a sign the Ansel effect was still wreaking havoc. He’d split with his first serious boyfriend a few months ago, a guy he’d been close friends with first.

      It was hard to argue with firsthand breakup experience, but I wasn’t sure it was the only answer.

      “Do you think sex will always get in the way of friendship? I have plenty of gay friends, and I’m not suffering from I-want-to-nail-everyone-itis like Harry was.”

      River knocked back some coffee, his brow knitting. “Same. Obviously. And I’m all for queer friendships. But if you’re going to step past friendship, you have to be ready to face any consequences. Call it the Harry and Sally ‘Sex Trumps Friendship’ Theory. Sex has a way of overshadowing everything. So, if you let it get in the way, then don’t be shocked if it kills the friendship.”

      “But what if you don’t let it get in the way?” I asked. “Maybe Ansel was the exception, rather than the rule.”

      River gestured broadly, coffee sloshing out of his cup. “Is that possible, though? Ansel and I were so sure we were going to stay friends. We discussed it ad nauseam before we even made out. Then, when things ran their course, he pulled a switcher. Oh, I can’t be friends with an ex. Sorry, not sorry.” An annoyed sigh escaped River’s lips. “Do you think you and Jack will just snap back to friendship once you stop messing around?”

      I shrugged, full of postcoital bravado. “Sure. Why not? Plenty of men and women go back to being friends after a sex fling.”

      Although, I didn’t want to think of sex with Jack ending—mostly because I liked getting laid.

      I liked it a lot.

      River flicked his dark blond hair from his forehead. “More power to you if you can return to La La FriendshipLandia. But that didn’t happen to me, and that was the worst part. The heartbreak wasn’t; it was losing a friend. I won’t ever risk that again.”

      Hmmm. I could dissect this even further, break it down into principles of a theory. “It sounds like Ansel either believed, or pretended to believe, sex wouldn’t get in the way of the friendship, but then it turned out he was a full-on Gay Harry?”

      “Yes, Ansel’s my Gay Harry. And I don’t want to see that movie again.” River tapped his chin, a little lost in thought. “And by that reasoning, a heterosexual man and woman can be friends, as long as the guy isn’t Straight Harry.”

      I nod. “And queer men can be friends with each other, except for Gay Harry. Seems to me Gay Harry’s theory that we think anything with a dick is fuckable—”

      “Does a great disservice to all the genuinely fuckable dicks of the world,” River said, holding his coffee cup high.

      I raised mine as if we’re toasting. “To all the genuinely fuckable dicks in the world.”

      Then we laughed because Gay Harry was full of shit, and men could be friends with whoever they wanted.

      Only, I was curious what River thought would happen if one of his friends became his lover. “Seriously, though. Allowing that we, being reasonable adults, can be friends with someone bangable, did Ansel convince you that we can’t stay friends with someone we. . . banged? That sex will always get in the way?”

      River took a long drink of his coffee, thinking it over. “It’s a big risk, with the friendship at stake. What if the friend turns out to be a Secret Gay Harry? Ansel didn’t seem like he’d be one, but he was. Sex is a powerful drug and thus a humongous gamble, so friends who want to sleep together should decide if it’s worth the risk. I hereby declare that the River Rule.”

      I stopped at the street corner. “Hypothetically,” I began, as we waited to cross, “would you and I stay friends if we slept together?”

      The question had begun as idle fishing for intel, but in the silence that followed, I cleared my throat, surprised at how much I wanted an answer, startled by my need to hear what River thought of me. But did I want him to say we’d stay friends, or that he wanted to sleep with me?

      Or maybe . . . both?

      River took another long drink of his coffee and gazed up at the clear blue sky of a spring day in California, seeming to weigh my question for a long moment. Finally, his light brown eyes stayed locked on mine, and he asked, “What do you think, Owen?”

      I didn’t know what to think.

      Or to feel.

      Except I felt something electric.

      Something that flashed even hotter when River’s eyes roamed over my frame in a way that felt . . . more than friendly.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that tingle sliding down my chest. I had Jack. My hookup pal. The guy I was interested in.

      I definitely wasn’t interested in River.

      Except, this wave of goose bumps rolling down my back said otherwise. It shouted that I was into my friend, the guy with the surfer smile, the breezy vibe, the ink on his arms that pops on his fair skin. Most of all, the never-ending banter.

      But I wasn’t Gay Harry, who couldn’t see past lust to what else a person had to offer. I agreed with River that friendship mattered and shouldn’t be risked lightly.

      “I think if we slept together,” I answered slowly and thoughtfully, “you and I could stay friends. Because we are friends.” I tried my best to answer logically. “And I’m not Ansel.”

      “True,” River conceded. “Still, I’m not sure I’d ever want to take that gamble with you. I wish I hadn’t taken it with Ansel because I lost a friend.”

      “Or maybe you learned who he really was,” I posited.

      “A lesson I didn’t want to learn. And I don’t want to gamble with our friendship. Even though you are a cutie, Owen,” River said, shifting tone. The man could be the textbook definition of a flirt.

      “Cute is for chipmunks,” I scoffed.

      “Oh my God! You’re a chipmunk hater. We definitely won’t ever sleep together now that I know that you have a grudge against chipmunks.”

      Sleep together.

      Right then, I knew three things. One, the way he said sleep together turned me on immensely. Two, I couldn’t act on that feeling. Because, three, I didn’t want to gamble with our friendship either.

      “I had no idea you had such strong feelings about chipmunks,” I said, when I was really thinking—Do you want to sleep with me?

      “I have strong feelings about everything,” River went on, waving a casual hand my way. “I called you a cutie because I can’t call you a hottie,” River said. “Even with those Clark Kent glasses. I can’t call you hot because you’re seeing someone. And because we have too much fun together. Because you make me laugh, and I make you laugh harder.”

      “Someone thinks highly of himself,” I said.

      “And I think highly of you, Owen,” River said, his tone utterly sincere now, no trace of flirting in it. His soft brown eyes turned serious. “And I don’t gamble with important things like friends.”

      Like River, I also didn’t want to lose a friend on account of some kernel of attraction which would surely fade. Lust was temporary. Friends were forever. “We’ll make a deal,” I said, acting on bravado. “A pact that we won’t ever sleep together. It’s the brand-new When Harry Met Rod rule—friends don’t gamble on sex with friends.”

      River’s eyes twinkled with humor—or maybe delight that I saw things his way. “That’s it! Doesn’t matter that you’re a cutie. No going back, now—we have a pact. A no-sex pact. Which, to be clear, means no blow jobs either.”

      I nodded. “And no hand jobs.”

      “No kissing. Anywhere,” he added.

      When I laughed, it was definitely harder. But then I frowned. “Damn, those are all my favorite things.”

      “Mine too. But that’s my point—we have too much fun together to risk it, even for our favorite things. We need to seal this.”

      River stopped and lifted his coffee cup. I did the same, tapping the rims together.

      “To friendship,” I said.

      “To the Friends Don’t Bang Friends Treaty,” River added. “By the power invested in coffee, I hereby declare we’re never having sex ever.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We stuck to the pact—past college, through breakups and brief flings with other men, through good times and bad—never gambling with the thing that mattered most.

      Now, eight years later, we’re still great friends thanks to the pact.

      But then, the way you feel at twenty isn’t always the way you feel at twenty-eight. Wants and needs change, and so does what you’re willing to risk.
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      Present day, November

      

      This is the year I’m going to learn how to make a pie.

      “How hard can it be? You get crust and pumpkins and apples and pecans and stuff like that. If I can mix drinks this good, surely I can make a terrific pecan pumpkin apple pie,” I say to Owen as I mix a Negroni for a customer.

      “Because Campari, gin, and vermouth are the same as pecans, pumpkins, and apples? Also, you do realize most pies don’t call for pecans and pumpkins and apples in the same recipe?” Owen points out, dragging a hand through his dark brown hair that has just the right amount of swoop to it as it hits his forehead with the perfect bit of bounce. Like a shampoo commercial.

      “Details. Besides, who made you the pie-meister? Maybe my pie will taste good as an Everything But The Kitchen Sink Pie. I’ll toss in gin too,” I suggest, then bring the Negroni to a tall Asian guy at the end of the bar who’s transfixed by his phone, but nervously tapping his fingers on the wood at the same time. My guess? He’s meeting someone from an app here any minute, and he’s worried the guy won’t show. “Bet he’ll be here soon, hun,” I say, with a grin.

      The man looks up, breathes a sigh of relief. “Thanks. I hope so.”

      I return to Owen, who’s knocking back the Tom Collins I whipped up for him when he arrived ten minutes ago.

      “My pie will be as good as that cocktail you’re devouring,” I state.

      “I’ll see your Tom Collins, but I’m going to raise you on the pie challenge. I bet you’re bluffing. I have a hunch you can’t make a decent pie, River, especially if you’re thinking of putting gin in it,” he challenges.

      “You doubt me? That just makes me want to bake it and invite you to Thanksgiving at Mama Michaels’s house to prove you’re wrong about my gin-pie-baking skills.”

      Owen laughs, tossing his head back. “You really do think you’re good at everything, don’t you?”

      “Think so? I know so,” I say, then quickly scan the establishment I own. My servers are tending to customers, another bartender is quenching the thirst of most of the patrons here at the counter, and everyone seems happy right now. Good thing, since that means I can indulge in one of my favorite pastimes—chatting with Owen.

      “Then, I can’t wait to try this Kitchen Sink Pie and say I told you so. Also, why are you acting like you aren’t going to invite me to your parents’ house on Thanksgiving? You’ve invited me to every Turkey Day since you moved back to San Francisco.”

      I groan. “But you were with Ezra last year, and you didn’t come.”

      Owen shoots me a sharp stare. “Yes, and it’s not like I had the best time getting almost dumped by him in Napa, then getting officially dumped over Christmas in Las Vegas. We are, to quote Ms. Swift, ‘We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together.’”

      “Hallelujah! He was the worst.”

      “Tell me about it. He wouldn’t go with me to Friendsgiving last year. Should have been my tip-off,” Owen says, shaking his head.

      I don’t want to say I told you so out loud so I say it in my head. “His loss. Your Friendsgiving always sounds like so much fun,” I say, since he’s told me tales of his work friends and their festive weekend-before-Thanksgiving celebrations in Tahoe. His friend Nisha and her wife, Hailey, throw fantastic fetes—I tagged along with Owen earlier this year to a work shindig when Nisha’s cruelty-free shampoo company launched its new line, and not only were the cocktails fabulous, but so was the shampoo I took home. I’m about to ask him if he’s going this year when two tall, strapping baseball gods stroll into the joint.

      They’re also some of my closest friends. Grant is the catcher for the San Francisco Cougars, and his boyfriend, Declan, is the shortstop for the San Francisco Dragons. Grant’s my business partner too, and together we own all ten locations of The Lazy Hammock in California, Oregon, Arizona, and Washington, since we expanded this line of gay bars over the last few years from Phoenix all along the West Coast.

      “What sounds like fun?” Grant asks with a curious glint in his blue eyes as he ambles up to the bar.

      “Friendsgiving,” I say, tipping my forehead to my bespectacled best friend. “Owen and his armada of PR peeps do it every year, and supposedly it’s the—”

      What?

      Are those what I think they are?

      I sputter, pointing at the matching rings Grant and Declan sport. “Did you guys get engaged on your vacation?” My voice shoots to the ceiling.

      They grin like only the grotesquely in love can.

      “Congratulations, you lucky fuckers,” I say, beaming as I offer each a palm to high-five.

      Owen joins in, and there are fist bumps and high-fives all around.

      Once the local idols sit, I do the requisite gawk at the platinum bands, then ooh and aah. Truly, I’m over the moon for them. Especially Grant. This guy has been a good friend for more than five years, and I’ve seen him through all the highs and lows of his epic love affair with another pro-baller.

      As I mix cocktails for some other customers, my heart does a happy dance while my friends tell the story of their tropical proposal. “Question—could you two be any more disgustingly in love?” I shoot a glance at my college bud. “Could they, Owen?”

      “Their love story should be a Webflix series, and I bet it’d be bigger than that regency London show,” Owen quips, as he lifts his drink in a toast.

      “I bet you’d like it more than Discovery Prism,” I add in a nod to Owen’s fave series.

      “All I know is I’d watch the hell out of it,” Grant weighs in as I swing to the other end of the bar to serve mojitos to a couple of tatted guys in motorcycle jackets making googly eyes at each other.

      Next to them, a Latino guy with buff arms and pearly whites laughs with the Asian dude.

      Told you so, I mouth, and the guy with the Negroni flashes me a grateful smile.

      I love my job. I love watching guys connect with other guys. Sometimes, hell, most of the time the dudes just hook up and that’s great, since sex is, well, great. But plenty of men have returned here, all coupled up and getting hitched, to tell me they met at The Lazy Hammock.

      Warms my jaded heart.

      I return to my friends, asking Grant and Declan if they want iced tea and Diet Coke, and then I grab glasses when they give me their orders. “Now listen, it’s high time the two of you jocks admit the truth. I’m your Cupid. Am I right?”

      Declan laughs, his brown eyes twinkling with delight. “At this point, feel free to claim us.”

      “You’re taking credit for their union, River?” Owen challenges with a lift of his brow.

      “I’m the patron saint of hot pro-baseball players in love,” I say.

      “But are you Cupid the Greek god, or cupid the cherub?” Owen counters, since he loves to rib me.

      “Do I look like a cute Valentine’s baby who shoots arrows at couples?” I square my shoulders and deepen my tone, as I pour an iced tea. “Or a Mediterranean heartthrob?”

      Owen knits his brow. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      “There is only one answer,” I say, sliding the glass to Declan.

      “C’mon, O. River’s gotta be Eros, aka Cupid,” Grant chimes in since he loves mythology. “Doesn’t he seem like the Greek God of Love, who struck the hearts of his targets till they swooned with passion?”

      I tap my chest, nodding big and long. “Like a hot Greek god, I shot my arrows at Grant Blackwood and Declan Steele, once upon a time. Call me Eros from now on.”

      “Fine, Eros,” Owen says, dragging out the name like it has ten syllables. “What role exactly did you play in the happy couple getting together?”

      I mime zipping my lips. Owen’s the PR guy on Declan’s baseball team, and it’s up to these two athletes what they share. But these guys did indulge in a few secret dates back at my bar in Phoenix at Grant’s  first spring training years ago.

      “You’re the worst at sharing anything,” Owen says, huffing as I pour a Diet Coke for Grant.

      “I know. I’m terrible, and you hate spending time with me,” I say, then flash a smile at the pair of fiancés. “Seriously, I am so happy for you two, but let’s talk about me for a second, please.”

      “By all means,” Declan says, sweeping out his arm to indicate the floor is mine.

      “Here’s the thing. How does this keep happening?”

      “And what is this?” Declan queries.

      “This gross injustice when it comes to love and hot men. You two met and fell like that. As for me, I meet all the sexy, charming gay men in San Francisco, and I’m wretchedly single. What gives? I’m like the mayor of gay San Francisco.” I wave a hand at this establishment teeming with queer guys. “Literally every guy I meet in any given night bats for my team, and still, here I am, single at twenty-nine. When you, Grant,” I say, gesturing to the catcher, “fell in love with the only other out baseball player in the freaking city. Not that I begrudge you two, but would it kill either the Greek heartthrob or the smug little Valentine’s baby to throw some arrows my way?”

      After all, it’s been a while.

      And I don’t mean for sex.

      Though that’s sadly true too.

      It’s been a while since I had a great date—since I wanted to spend time with someone.

      Several years ago, I met a guy at a local hiking club, and Hayden and I hit it off so well he asked me to move to Phoenix to be with him. I happily trotted along to the desert, opened my first bar, and was generally loving life with a guy I thought I’d maybe someday settle down with.

      Then I caught Hayden cheating.

      With the pool boy.

      My life was a porno, and I didn’t even get off at the end.

      I’ve dated plenty since then.

      A couple years ago, I met Mateo at a coffee shop in my neighborhood after I finished a run. I was hot and sweaty and needed an iced coffee, and he did too. We clicked, then got hot and sweaty together for several months.

      But the conversation started to fade, and sometimes he was too quiet. I’m chatty by nature, but I do like it when someone talks with me. I was the nixer in that relationship—I ended things with Mateo on account of the zing fading.

      There have been a few others in between. I’m into serial monogamy and flirting my ass off, but I haven’t met anyone in a while who makes my heart and cock flutter. They’re a package deal and I need both reacting hard and strong, and all night long.

      As I slide napkins to the ballplayers, Grant, the he-devil, tips his forehead to Owen. “Owen’s out and cute.”

      No fucking kidding.

      But Owen has been off-limits for years, and Grant damn well knows it.

      “I’m more than cute,” Owen says, squaring his shoulders. “Matt Bomer, eat your heart out.”

      Owen’s not far off in the self-assessment. He’s got the sweet smile of the TV star, as well as the chiseled looks and tight body. Owen’s more handsome now than he was back in college, and he was a smoke show then when we made our pact. Now, he’s grown broader, bigger, and I don’t mind the time he logs at the gym at all.

      Plus, with blue eyes like the sea, carved cheekbones, and a jaw that would make other jawlines weep with jealousy, the man is simply . . . hot.

      Seriously, if he weren’t my friend, I would be all over that body. He’s entirely yum.

      But I won’t go there. Too many men come and go, so why even entertain the thought of boning a friend? Best to keep bangable friends in the no-bang category. “Yes, Owen is cuter than Matt Bomer, plus he has the whole cute-guy-in-glasses vibe that makes all the men want to buy his drinks. Seriously, do you ever buy a drink here?” I ask Owen.

      “Why would I? I know the bartender,” he says with a grin.

      “True. Either way, Owen and I are just friends,” I say, reminding Grant yet again. Maybe reminding myself a little too. The way my mind’s been wandering to Owen lately, Lord knows I need a fridge covered in Post-it notes.

      “Good thing you two have your pact then,” Grant adds, sketching air quotes.

      “Respect the pact,” I say, since that pact has saved my ass from temptation. Owen’s in my life, and I want him to stay put. Sure, he likes cats, and I like dogs, while he prefers the gym, and I love the great outdoors. But we rely on each other, we go to family events together, and we even volunteer together at an LGBTQ teen athlete organization. No way am I going to let a few risqué thoughts about his eyes or his mouth upend all that.

      Grant lifts his Diet Coke. “And since you have the pact, maybe the two of you should do that Friendsgiving thing together that you guys were talking about.”

      Owen dips his face, his tone going coy. “But I didn’t invite River.”

      “Bet you wanted to,” Declan says, egging him on.

      “What would you say if I invited you, River?” Owen asks me, all doe-eyed and innocent.

      I flutter my lashes right back. “You haven’t invited me yet, hun.”

      Owen leans closer on the bar. “I guess we’ll see if I do.”

      “I guess we will,” I say, like I’m fine with him not inviting me, even though maybe I’m not fine with it at all.
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      When my shift ends a little later, and we head to the game room to play pool, my mind isn’t on stripes or solids.

      It’s on whether Owen’s going to ask me to Friendsgiving or not.

      I do want him to, since I bet it’d be a hoot, and I love a good time. Nisha, Hailey, and I hit it off at the party.

      Maybe I’ll just try to reel Owen in.

      “Admit it. You’re dying to watch me wow the crew in Tahoe with my Everything But The Kitchen Sink pie,” I say as I lift the stick and laser in on the blue-striped ball.

      Owen takes a beat as a smile curves his lips. He’s quiet, like he’s thinking. His eyes spark with possibility. “You know what? That’s a good reason to invite you. To see if you can pull off this pecan-pumpkin-apple-pie feat.” He gestures with his pool cue. “River, would you like to come to Friendsgiving at Nisha and Hailey’s Airbnb in Tahoe next weekend and test out your pie skills?”

      Next weekend.

      Fuck my life.

      My shoulders sag.

      Knew it was too good to be true.

      “That’s one of the biggest weekends here at The Lazy Hammock,” I say, dejected.

      “We could man the bar for you,” Grant offers, gesturing to his fiancé and himself. “You could even bill it that way. A night with two of the city’s pro baseball players doing the serving.”

      Owens eyes light up. “As the PR guy for the Dragons, I have to say that idea is the best. I swear I can see the hashtags now and the retweets.”

      “You do love your social media, Owen,” I say.

      Owen rests his chin on the end of the pool stick. “Like I love pecan pie,” he says, then tilts his head, his expression serious, maybe even a touch nervous. “So, what do you think, River?”

      That it sounds like an entirely fun way to spend a weekend.

      Bonus that it comes with zero risk of pact-breaking temptation since we’ll be in a house full of friends and food and games.

      “Yes, let’s do it.”

      It’ll be like every other time we hang out.

      When we don’t kiss, touch, or anything else. And I’m fine with that. Because why wouldn’t I be?
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      “Who’s a good girl?”

      Delilah wags her tail, thumping it against the hard-packed earth, the Golden Gate Bridge a majestic arch behind her.

      “That’s right. You’re the best girl in the world,” I tell the planet’s greatest dog as we finish a hike in Muir Woods on a chilly Friday morning, with the spectacular vista of the Pacific Ocean as our backdrop. “You deserve a special dog biscuit when we get home. What’s that, you said?” I wait for her answer, then respond. “Of course I got you one from the gourmet, organic dog bakery. As if I’d shop for you anyplace else.”

      Bending down, I pat the front of my fleece jacket. My black and white Border Collie mix jumps up and paws me and licks my face, making me laugh. Then, we cover the last hundred yards to my car, where I grab a collapsible dog bowl, pour her some water from a bottle, and let her indulge.

      I snap a slow-mo shot of her drinking water, since dog tongue is funny, and send it to Owen.

      
        
        River: Hate to break it to you but Delilah already claimed shotgun for the trip.

      

      

      Three bubbles dance on the screen forever as I pick up the bowl, dump the rest of the water on the ground, then open the back door for my girl. Once inside, I buckle her into her doggy harness.

      “Seriously, you should model this. You need to be a spokeswoman for dog seat belts,” I tell Delilah.

      My pooch tilts her head to the side, then wags her tongue, which means Yes, I know, I’m a brilliant, well-trained, and eminently beautiful beast, but I won’t let it go to my head.

      I hop into the front seat, when Owen’s reply appears at last.

      In the form of a picture of his orange cat.

      Walking away.

      Tail in the air.

      Like only a cat can do.

      
        
        River: Goldilocks is such a cat. Anyway, Delilah is feeling generous so she’ll let you sit in the front seat once we drop her off at my sister’s.

      

        

      
        Owen: How magnanimous of your dog to give me the front seat when she’s NOT USING IT.

      

        

      
        River: She can be generous now and then. All right, I need to shower. Pick you up in an hour.

      

        

      
        Owen: How long do you take to shower, man? Are you taking a spa shower with hot stones and gardenia lavender body wash or something?

      

      

      Rolling my eyes, I tap out a reply.

      
        
        River: I just went for a three-mile hike. This body doesn’t come in a bottle. I gotta work for it!

      

        

      
        Owen: Mine does. I ordered it online. Try it sometime. But you didn’t answer the question. What kind of showers do you take? Are you getting hosed down in there by the men’s swimming team?

      

        

      
        River: If that were happening, I’d need much more than an hour, I assure you.

      

        

      
        Owen: I’m assured. But I feel confident that’s not happening. So, I ask again. What’s the story with you and showers? I’m in and out in five minutes and out the door in fifteen.

      

        

      
        River: Are you bragging about being speedy?

      

        

      
        Owen: Yes, River. WHEN IT COMES TO SHOWERS. NOT EVERYTHNG IS ABOUT SEX.

      

        

      
        River: It’s not??? Since when???

      

        

      
        Owen: Fine. One percent of things aren’t about sex. Anyway, see you in an hour after you take the world’s longest shower. Also, don’t answer why they take so long. I know why.

      

        

      
        River: It’s not the shower that takes that long. It’s everything I have to do. For the record, I’m in freaking Muir Woods! I have to get across the bridge, drive to Russian Hill, go to my house, take a shower, grab my bag, Delilah’s bag, the food stuff, a jacket, get back in the car, and then drive to Hayes Valley to pick up your sarcastic ass. Think about everything I’m pulling off—I’m like Flash.

      

        

      
        Owen: River, are you bragging about being speedy?

      

      

      I huff. Damn him, getting me all twisted. I bang out a final note.

      
        
        River: See you in fifty-five minutes on the goddamn dot.
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      Forty minutes later, I give my girl her well-deserved organic biscuit, then Delilah and I bound down the front steps of my building to my wheels. As I click the key fob, my phone rings.

      Rolling my eyes in anticipation of Owen giving me a hard time about who the hell knows what, I hit answer before I check who’s calling.

      “I’m on my way. I did not take a shower in gardenia body wash. I used forest rain, and it’s super manly. And you better be ready.”

      A deep laugh rumbles across the phone line. “Well, I guess that makes things clear. Also, someone is bossy.”

      Oh. That’s not Owen.

      Opening the door, I toss my overnight bag on the floor of the back seat. “My bad. I thought you were Owen. Hi Grant,” I say.

      “And does Owen like it when you’re bossy?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I say, but that raises an excellent question. Does he like bossy in bed?

      Dirty brain, wash your lobes out with soap.

      “Want me to ask for you? I’ll be all secret-y and shit when I ask.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I say, staying strong, doing my damnedest to refocus my mind. Who cares what he likes in bed?

      “Clearly, since you’re already at the stage where you’re telling him how manly you smell,” he says, and I can hear Declan laughing in the background.

      I pat the back seat for Delilah. “In you go, girl,” I tell her and the perfect pet leaps inside, then I click her in. “Anyway, thank you again for covering for me this weekend. I appreciate it so much. Did you check The Lazy Hammock insta? The guys are going crazy knowing you and the shortstop will be manning the bar. I bet this will be our biggest weekend ever.”

      “And we’re ready. As long as I don’t have to mix drinks.”

      “All you have to do is look pretty and serve them. Ergo, be yourself,” I say, heading to the driver’s side and sliding in. “Anyway, I need to head to Hayes Valley, so I should hang up unless you need something.”

      “Actually, Declan does. His mom has a cabin in Markleeville, about thirty minutes outside of Tahoe,” Grant says, in the universal I-need-a-favor voice.

      I nod, checking my mirrors. “I know Markleeville. Right near the hot springs.”

      “And she’s going there with her hubs next weekend. After Thanksgiving. Any chance you can swing by and check on the place before she goes? Deck says it’s supposed to snow next week, so he wants to make sure the pipes won’t burst in the cold. The faucet needs turning on a drip and the cabinets need opening. Any chance you can do that?”

      “Piece of cake. Of course we’ll stop. It’s not far from Nisha’s.”

      “Should only take twenty minutes,” Grant adds.

      “Do I need to swing by and grab a key from you?”

      “Nope. Keyless entry. I’ll text you the address and the entry code.”

      “Fabulous. Happy to help. Be sure to take pics of you and your man at the bar. I’m dying to see them.”

      “And be sure to take pics of . . . wait, no. Don’t send me pics of your weekend. I hope your weekend is not for public viewing.”

      “Grant, hun,” I say with a sigh, leveling with my buddy, “I so appreciate the Cupid in you. Truly, I do. But you understand the point of the pact, right?”

      “Yes, so you’re not tempted.”

      “No, I am tempted. Very tempted. That’s the trouble,” I admit, since I kinda need to get that out. It’s been weighing on me.

      “So, you’re into him,” Grant says, matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, no, whatever. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It kind of does, River. Feelings, shockingly, do matter.”

      “We’re not talking about feelings. We’re talking about attraction, but whether I find him attractive is neither here nor there. The pact has a purpose. Like a rubber band on the wrist, and I am snapping it right now,” I say, miming tugging a band. “It’s so I don’t act on temptation. If sex enters the equation, it’ll complicate everything. As sex does,” I say, making my point. “Already, romance and me are like a pair of cows walking a tightrope. It just doesn’t work out, so it’s best to keep friendships separate.”

      “I get everything you’re saying. But I wish you could see the two of you flirt. You’d see what I see.”

      I dismiss his observations quickly, since there’s no room to consider them. “I flirt with everyone. It’s my nature. Like talking. I am a shameless, chatty flirt.”

      “No, you flirt with him more than you do with other people,” he mutters.

      Scoff, scoff, and more scoff. “Have you met me? I am not just a social butterfly. I am a social beast and if I don’t have my friends in my life, I will die. Literally die. So, as you can see, this is a life-and-death matter.”

      “Dramatic much?” he deadpans.

      “Grant,” I say, sighing. He might have a point about the flirting, but that doesn’t change the facts. “I appreciate you wanting to smush us together. But I won’t take the risk.”

      He’s quiet for a beat. “All, right. I hear ya, man. I’ll lay off it. You just have fun like you always do.”

      “Thank you,” I say, then we hang up, and I drive to Hayes Valley.

      He’s not entirely wrong. But there are risks you take and risks you don’t take.

      I already took the biggest risk of all with Hayden seven years ago. At the age of twenty-two, I left my family here, my friends, and my job tending bar.

      I followed a man to Arizona, thinking it was going to last.

      What a fool I was.

      Ansel had nothing on the Hayden heartbreak. That was the real deal. The stab-a-serrated-knife-in-my-chest-and-dig-it-around variety of real.

      But I started over, made my own way in a new place, leaned on friends like Owen and his support to get me through the dark days. And I promised myself I wouldn’t uproot my life for a guy ever again.

      Wouldn’t trade the things I needed—work, family, a home, a circle of friends—for a man.

      I won’t walk that cow-on-a-tightrope path simply because I thought of Owen while in the shower.

      Besides, it was only for a minute.

      Fine. It was longer.
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      TJ doubts me, even after I tell him nothing will happen in Tahoe.

      As I fill a big bowl of water for Goldilocks, my friend pulls a you’re so full of shit face over our video chat.

      “Nothing, Owen? Nothing? Are you sure?”

      “Positive. There’s no way something will happen at Nisha and Hailey’s Airbnb, and you know it. You’re going. Nisha’s cousin too. And there will be three other couples in attendance,” I say breezily, stealing a glance at the time, since I’m meeting River downstairs in ten minutes. I set the bowl on the kitchen counter.

      TJ points at me, a terribly satisfied grin on his chiseled face. “You said it. Couples. You think of you and River as a couple.”

      Busted.

      But I make light of the slip of the tongue. “You know what I mean. Some of them are couples. Or they’re swinging single studs, like me and you.”

      With his free hand, TJ draws air quotes. “Friends they want to benefit with.”

      Time to dodge and dart some more. “Ah, but if only my life were like one of your romance novels. Hmmm. Which one would I want it to be? I’m going with The Size Principle,” I say as I open the cupboard and grab the dry food Goldilocks deigns to eat. My sister’s kid named the cat, since this orange goddess refuses to eat anything but tuna and duck pate.

      “Not a bad choice. But in your case, maybe try Mister Benefits. That might give you some tips for your . . . situation.”

      I shoot him a steely stare. “You’re not helpful . . . King TJ,” I tease, using the nickname his legions of social media fans have given him.

      “Oh, I’m very helpful. I included lots of helpful pointers in Mister Benefits.”

      “There will be no benefiting,” I insist, as I shake some nuggets into a bowl, enough for two days, since this solitary creature is surely looking forward to forty-eight hours solo. “Especially since we’re all going to be in a house full of other people. Many of them are straight.”

      “Ohhhhhh,” he says, drawn out, as he drops his voice to a stage whisper on the streets of Tahoe. He lives in New York but he’s here on the West Coast for our Friendsgiving event. “Because straight people don’t have sex?”

      “That’s not the point and you know it,” I say to TJ, relenting a bit.

      “I think your woke straight friends know what gay sex is,” he says. “Bet some of the ladies watch man-on-man porn too. Do you know that one-third of women who identify as straight watch gay porn?”

      I press a palm to my cheek, let my mouth fall open. “Wow. I had no idea. Literally, no clue. I’ve never had any of my straight female friends whisper that little confession in my ear like they couldn’t wait to finally tell me two dicks in a scene turns them on.”

      “I’m just saying . . . they probably all know how it works.”

      “They probably do. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to entertain them that way aurally. I’m not going to have sex in a guest room in a house full of people,” I say, frustration bubbling up inside me. But it’s not frustration over TJ. It’s over all this . . . stuff I need to think about.

      Or not think about.

      TJ cracks up, scrubbing a hand over his bearded jaw as he walks past a ski shop. “That’s your rule? No sex when other people are in the house?”

      “Yes. Also, River and I aren’t sharing a room at Nisha’s, as you know,” I add as I open the cooler on the counter and drop in the farm veggies I picked up this morning—carrots and Brussels sprouts.

      “Well, then you’re definitely not having sex at the house. Because sex only occurs when you’re in the same room. As long as there are separate rooms, all dicks stay in pants.”

      This is not the state of mind I need to be in when I slide into the car for a four-and-a-half-hour drive with River. Goldilocks jumps onto the kitchen counter and sniffs the bowl of food. I pet her head for the allowed three seconds before she snarls. Cats. What can you do? “Why are we talking about sex?” I ask as I head to my bedroom to grab another shirt. I might want to wear something that shows more . . . muscles. That’s one of the reasons I go to the gym so much—muscles don’t make themselves.

      “Because you’ve been wanting River for years,” TJ says.

      His bluntness officially pops my bubble of avoidance.

      “Don’t remind me,” I sigh as I toss a blue Henley into my backpack.

      “Someone has to.”

      “No. No one has to. Literally, no one. I’m well aware of how I feel. But that’s okay,” I say, keeping calm. “It’s fine. It’s all for the best that we’re not a thing.”

      With an I-don’t-buy-it expression on his face, TJ stops and parks himself on a bench along the cobbled sidewalk. A faint dusting of snow covers the ground from a storm a few days ago that dumped a few inches on the slopes. He adopts a serious expression. “O, I’m going to level with you for a minute.”

      “Okay,” I say tentatively.

      “Have you ever considered just telling River how you feel?”

      My gut twists. “That I’ve thought about having sex with him a bajillion times?”

      TJ scoffs, shaking his head. “No. I’m not actually talking about sex this time.”

      TJ and I have been friends since I started working in sports marketing. His twin brother, Chance, is the star closer for the San Francisco Cougars, and even though I work for the other team in the city, I met TJ at a sports award event and we grew close over the years. TJ and Chance are an interesting study in contrasts—one is straight, one is gay, one plays professional baseball, the other is a best-selling romance writer. They both totally support each other, and they also rib and trash-talk each other till the cows, horses, and sheep come home.

      Sort of like my sister, Grace, and me.

      Family—gotta love ’em.

      “Then what are you talking about?” I ask.

      “I’m talking about why you want to have sex with him. You’re into the guy, and you have been for years,” he says, plain and simple.

      And too on the mark.

      I groan, sagging my shoulders, slumping down on the edge of my bed. “Why do I pour out my pathetic heart to a romance novelist?”

      TJ laughs. “Pretty sure we’ve both served up our war stories.”

      The last time I was in New York, TJ and I grabbed drinks at a hip spot in Chelsea, where he unspooled the tale of the painful crash and burn of his one-time epic romance, then I attempted to one-up him with the story of Ezra’s let-me-take-you-on-a-trip-and-dump-you strategy. After another Tom Collins or three, I moved on from Ezra, and walked straight into a confessional booth. I’m not Catholic, but it was like talking to a priest as I served up the contents of my unrequited heart.

      “If memory serves, not only did you tell me all about your pact, you called him a chocolate bar you can’t get enough of, and said he makes you giddy like a glass of champagne,” TJ adds.

      Dropping my head in my hands, I groan, wishing I had a better handle on my runaway emotions. “Fine. I’m into him. But it’s a moot point.”

      TJ arches a brow. “Or is it?”

      I raise my face. I bet I look miserable. I feel that way. “River doesn’t think the sex gamble is worth it.”

      TJ huffs. “It’s not about sex. Stop thinking about sex. I keep telling you that.”

      But it’s easier to laser in on the bedroom stuff. The other stuff involves emotions. Those scary creatures are harder to manage than Goldilocks’s eating habits. “Did you, King of the Scorching Hot Sex Scenes, actually tell me not to think about sex?”

      He nods exaggeratedly. “Yes. Because I’m going to let you in on a little secret.” He beckons me to inch closer to the screen, and I oblige. Then TJ whispers, “Even the sex scenes in romance novels aren’t really about sex.”

      “What are they about?”

      “They’re always about something else. Power, connection, intimacy, desire, trust,” he says. “Or they’re about taking a chance. Opening your heart. Showing another person what’s in it.”

      Yup. Way more terrifying than fueling a picky feline.

      “What I’m saying is,” TJ continues, “this thing you have for River is about so much more than fucking, so stop thinking this is a sex gamble. It’s a heart gamble.”

      I can see his point, yet it comes with the possibility of risking a friendship. Of hurting a heart. Of getting one broken.

      Mainly, mine.

      “But . . .”

      “Just think about it,” he presses. “Maybe tell him you’re into him. Tell him you have a thing for him. Maybe he has a thing for you too.”

      I swallow, ignoring the knot tightening in my throat. “But what if he doesn’t?” That sounds like an awful outcome. One I’m not sure I want to face.

      “Then be an adult and move on. It might be awkward but you can handle it.”

      “Adulting sucks,” I say.

      “Yes, it does.”

      I sigh heavily, wishing there were an easy solution. But I don’t see a path to one. “One-third of straight women, huh?”

      “Believe it,” TJ says.

      “Oh, you don’t have to convince me what’s worth watching.”

      “But I do have to convince you what might be worth doing. So, consider telling River. Maybe something good will come of it,” he says with an easy shrug.

      “Now that really sounds like something from one of your romance novels,” I tease.

      “Sounds exactly like Top-Notch Boyfriend. And listen, I wish my life were like my books. Alas,” he says, rises, then continues on his walk through the quaint ski town, “I need to jet. I have a call with my agent. Pretty sure he’s going to hound me about the status of my next book. Spoiler alert—the status is overdue. But think about saying something. Maybe this road trip is a chance to let the man know what’s been on your mind for the last few years.”

      More like eight years, give or take.

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, but the problem is I already think about it too much.

      I’d like to not think about River like that.

      I’d like all these feelings to go away.

      Sort of like how Goldilocks feels about food that’s not duck and tuna pate.
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      I exit my building a few minutes later, right as River wedges his Honda into a tiny spot. He maneuvers the sleek cherry-red car to the curb with the same kind of aplomb he demonstrates when making drinks.

      Mmm. There is something sexy as fuck about a man who can parallel park on either side of the street with the same ease.

      Just like there’s something sexy about a man who’ll give or take in bed.

      Lingering on both images for a few seconds too long, I let out a happy sigh.

      My eyes pop when I see the front seat of his car is empty. The black and white dog sits in the back.

      River pushes open the passenger door from the inside. “I bargained with Delilah. I promised her steak if she’d let you ride shotgun,” he says, scratching her chin. She lifts it higher, leaning into the stroke, her eyes locked on River’s, never looking away.

      I get you, girl. Oh yes, I do.

      “Awww. I’m touched you negotiated on my behalf,” I say, getting into the car, and tossing my jacket to the back seat.

      River lets go of the dog, cups the side of his mouth to whisper, “Don’t tell her, but you’re more interesting than she is.”

      “Blasphemy, and I like it,” I say, setting my backpack and cooler on the floor near the dog. She dips her nose, sniffing, but doesn’t try to open the cooler. Well-trained—that’s Delilah. I stretch to stroke her soft head. “She looks like a little furry person sitting upright.”

      River beams. “Be still, my beating heart. Complimenting my dog. You are officially my favorite person.”

      And you’re mine.

      I keep that thought to myself as I turn around, tug on the seatbelt and click it in.

      When I raise my face, River’s fiddling with his Waze app. As he taps in his sister’s address in Petaluma, I steal a few seconds to stare shamelessly. His sun-streaked hair falls onto his face, and I want to push those strands off his forehead and say, Can’t you see better like that? He works the corner of his bottom lip with his teeth as he types, like concentrating on Echo’s location is mission-critical. Then, he lifts his hand and sweeps his hair off his forehead. The angle affords me an up-close view of his inked skin, since he’s pushed up the sleeve of his shirt, showing off the tattoos that cover his left arm. Black bands, sunbursts, a tree, a sparrow, and a rainbow band too. I want to trace them all with my fingertips, then my tongue, then my lips.

      My chest twists.

      TJ is right.

      I’ve got to say something.

      It’s going to eat me alive.

      I’m surprised it hasn’t yet.

      “All set,” River says, then drops his hand to the wheel. For a few seconds, his gaze travels down my body, then back up, slowing at my lips, then my eyes. He blinks, swallows, then flashes a bigger grin. “Oh, by the way, Grant asked if we’d stop at Declan’s mom’s cabin to do a few quick things to get it ready for their visit next weekend. Should take fifteen minutes tops.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Excellent. Ready, then?”

      Nope. Not one bit. But maybe somewhere on the way to or from Tahoe I’ll find the guts to tell you I want to be more than friends with you. So badly.

      “Let’s get this show on the road. I made a playlist,” I say with as much vim and vigor as I can inject into my tone.

      “I thought we could listen to a podcast,” he counters as he pulls into Friday afternoon traffic.

      I mime retching.

      “You don’t like podcasts? Like, in general?”

      “That’s like saying you don’t like cake in general? When the answer is I love chocolate cake, but I can’t stand red velvet. In fact, I’d go so far as to call it a cake abomination.”

      As he flicks the turn signal, he shakes his head, tsking me. “That’s because you’re a cream cheese hater.”

      “Cream cheese is up there with raisins, Monday mornings, and yogurt that expired a day ago.”

      “I love cream cheese. Cream cheese with chives, cream cheese with strawberries, garlic cream cheese.” River lets his tongue loll from his mouth for a few seconds.

      I cringe, not at his tongue, but at the flavor mention. “Garlic is unacceptable.”

      “As what? As a garnish? A flavor? A spice?”

      “As anything. It’s unacceptable as literally anything,” I say as he cruises up Fillmore on the way to the bridge.

      “So you won’t kiss someone with garlic breath?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      River mimes checking off an item on a list. “Note to self: no garlic.”

      My heart speeds up. My mind jumps too many steps ahead. To kissing, to fresh breath, to how his lips might taste. So I do the thing I do well. Needle him. “Anyway, the retching was for your podcasts.”

      He arches a questioning brow. “My podcasts? What’s wrong with my podcasts? Are they red velvet podcasts to you?”

      “Yes, they are. Red velvet and raisins.”

      River’s jaw drops. “I’m just learning this now? You equate my podcast taste to . . . raisins? The mutant form of grapes?”

      I nod several times. “Because you listen to all those murder shows.”

      “You don’t like murder podcasts?” he asks, as if I said I don’t like chocolate or champagne, when I love both.

      Clearly.

      “I don’t like murder,” I correct as we reach the Golden Gate Bridge.

      River cracks up. “No one likes murder, Owen.” He tilts his head, takes a beat, then raises a finger. “Wait. Hold on. Do murderers?” He curls both hands tighter around the wheel as we cruise across the bridge, concentration etched in his brow perhaps from the driving, or perhaps from the questions he’s asking himself. “They must, right? At least, serial killers do. They probably dig murder. They probably relish murder. I mean, the mind of a serial killer is a fascinating place. But even so, do they actually love murder? Can they love anything? Even something evil? Or is it about their own twisted makeup? Hmmm. So much to think about.”

      Exasperated, I toss up my hands. “And this is why I hate your podcasts. They make you think about murder, and talk about murder, and wonder about murder. I don’t want to think about murder. I also don’t want to think about politics, or the national debt, or global warming, or news, for that matter. So I don’t listen to those podcasts either.”

      “I like news. And politics.” He taps his temple. “But I like you too. And I get you now, cutie. You want podcasts about cats or cake or maybe even something quirky and fascinating. Well, don’t you worry. I’ll find something perfect for you. Also, I said that as P-U-R-R-F-E-C-T, since you love cats.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” I say, rolling my eyes, but laughing too much as he hands me his phone.

      I take it.

      “Just look in Pocketcast. I downloaded some stuff for you.”

      I turn to River, study his face. “You did?”

      “This surprises you?”

      It sure does. “A little,” I say, but it excites me too. The idea that he picked something for me in advance, that he researched something I might like. Was he in his apartment looking up podcasts late last night? Did he check them out on his hike?

      I’ll take any of the above options.

      Like I have a spring in my step, I open the app, scrolling through his endless list of true crime and unsolved murder podcasts.

      “There. At the bottom. Found three just for you,” River says, sounding pleased, but a touch nervous too. Almost like he’s worried if I’ll like them. Or that he wants me to like them.

      It’s possible I’m reading way too much into this moment.

      But I also don’t care. I want to read the world into it, and so does my hummingbird-fast-beating heart as I slide my thumb to the bottom of the app.

      A stupid grin spreads across my face as I find the trio. I try, truly I do, to rein in the grin. But it’s futile. “How to Tell if Your Cat is a Certified Asshole. This is a podcast?”

      “That’s an important life lesson. I thought we could get to the bottom of Goldilocks’s issues.”

      “Newsflash—she’s a cat. Ergo, she’s an asshole.”

      We cruise past the seaside town of Sausalito, mid-November sunlight reflecting off the crisp blue of Richardson Bay. “Maybe she’s just picky. Certifiably picky, to be precise,” River says.

      I click to the next one. “Everything You Wanted to Know About Cake But Were Afraid to Ask,” I read, then scratch my chin. “I dunno. Is there that much I want to know about the subject?”

      “Admit it. You have tons of questions swirling in your pretty head about cake. Can I have it for breakfast tomorrow? Does it taste better with milk or coffee? Will cake marry me someday?”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. Cake and I have been promised to each other for years. Obviously, I’m marrying cake, but . . . shhhh,” I say, whispering. “I’ll have a thing on the side with coffee.”

      “Don’t worry—I’ll keep your secret. Also, I’m not surprised you have a secret wedding plan with cake. Cake is like your soul mate,” River says.

      I pat my flat stomach. “Cake is also why I go to the gym.”

      He hums, a sexy little sound. “Is that so? Then I’ll feed you some cake.”

      “So I can go to the gym?”

      “Well, the gym is very, very good to you,” he says, letting go of the wheel to wave his right hand at me. It’s a gym-approving wave, I think.

      “Thanks,” I say, trying not to let on how much I enjoy that he’s noticed the gym effect as a result of the cake obsession. “I’ll have to ponder what unanswered cake questions I might have. So let me keep this in my back pocket.” I flip to the next one, then gasp. “Holy fuck! Are you serious? When did this podcast start?”

      “Just last week,” River says, his tone pleased. “I heard about it in The New York Times recommendations. See? My news consumption pays off for you.”

      “I love Discovery Prism. It’s one of my favorite shows on Webflix.”

      “I know,” he says, smiling big too.

      “I had no idea it had a podcast.”

      He squeezes my shoulder, sending a zip of pleasure down my left arm before he lets go. “That’s what I’m here for. To find things to make your life fabulous,” he says, then makes a rolling gesture with his hand. “Want to pick an episode? There are only seven, since it just launched, but we can get started.”

      I hunt through the list, reading the titles. Discovery Prism highlights quirky, weird, and just plain unusual spots all around the globe—a burning hole in the earth in Turkmenistan, a museum in Poland that’s home to centuries-old timepieces, an underwater sculpture park in Indonesia. I pick that one to start, settling in as the host takes us on a tour of a man-made coral park.

      When we’re done, River takes a deep breath, then asks, “Did you like it?”

      “I did. Very much so,” I say.

      “Want another?” he asks, sounding hopeful.

      “Sure.”

      He hits play on another ten-minute episode, interrupting to weigh in, “I want to go to the burning hole in Turkmenistan.” Then adding, “Please say we can go next year, please, please, please.”

      When it ends, I shoot him an incredulous look. “You’d really want to go to Turkmenistan to check out a burning hole?”

      “Yes. Definitely. Sign me up. I want to see the underwater sculpture park too. And anything and everything,” he says, words piling up, his energy skyrocketing. It’s infectious, the way he latches onto ideas, how he digs into them, rolls around in them. His curiosity is one of the many things I find wildly attractive about him.

      We slide into a discussion on off-the-beaten-path trips we’d want to take around the globe—I’d love to see the street art in Santa Fe, Maritime lore in Nova Scotia, and River wants to experience wilderness immersion in Maine.

      As we pull off the highway in Petaluma, I grab my phone and click on my text app.

      “I’ll let Nisha know we’re about four hours away now. She’s like a mom sometimes. She likes updates.”

      “Perfect. And tell her I’ve become addicted to her company’s body wash and shampoo.”

      I scoff. “How about you tell her that in person?”

      “Excellent point,” he says.

      After a few turns, we wind down the road to his sister’s home.

      When we pull into the driveway, the door swings open and Echo steps onto the porch.

      River cuts the engine, and the three of us get out of the car, Delilah bounding to the porch to bestow kisses on River’s sister.

      “Awww, are you ready to be spoiled, girly girl?” Echo asks, hugging the dog, her purple hair spilling in waves down her shoulders.

      “Hate to break it to you but River already spoils her,” I say.

      “I do not. I instill appropriate boundaries,” River says, then bends to give the dog a kiss on her furry face. She licks his cheek in response, whimpering a goodbye to her person.

      “And he gives her gourmet treats from the organic dog food bakery,” I add.

      Echo shrugs happily. “Where else would you buy treats for a dog? Anyway, be on your way, guys,” she says, shooing us back out, then wrapping her arms around herself. “It’s cold. I need to get inside, crank some heat, blast some Beyoncé, and love on my dog niece for the next forty-eight hours while we watch chick flicks.”

      “You two better have the best time. But it sounds like you will.” River hauls his sister in for an embrace. “Love you buckets.”

      “Love you too,” she replies, then hugs me too. “And you, Owen. Obviously.”

      “Same, same,” I say, relaxing briefly, but only briefly, into the hug, then adjusting my glasses when we separate.

      I don’t come from a family of huggers, like River does. His mom, dad, and sister are all uber-affectionate, hippie, happy, lovey people. My parents? Not so much. They’re both remarried, and have been since I was in high school. But they remarried people who are just like their first spouses. Mom married a guy who’s distant and works too much. Dad married a woman who’s unhappy with him.

      History repeats itself in my family, but at least Grace is happy enough with her husband and their kid.

      As for me, I want more. I want the real deal. I’d like to find a guy who looks at me the way Delilah looks at River.

      When we’re back in the car, my friend wiggles his brow. “Just you and me now, cutie,” he says, a little rumble in his voice.

      That rumble fries my brain.

      Does he know how much he flirts with me? Does he mean it?

      “Yes, just you and me and ten thousand other people driving to Tahoe on a Friday afternoon in mid-November,” I say, deflecting, since that’s been my MO whenever we’ve veered into dangerous territory—the too flirty kind.

      I’ve avoided it since I don’t want to get hurt.

      I don’t want my hopes crushed.

      I know how that feels, thanks to Ezra, thanks to others. Everything went south at the end with Ezra, but for a while there, we had a good thing going.

      A real thing.

      An intense and passionate artist, Ezra went from zero to sixty with me in a few days, and I liked that. Suddenly, without warning, we were spending nights and mornings together, going to concerts, and grabbing breakfast. I was caught up. There’s something about waking up with the same person every day that fills you head to toe in endorphins.

      He was a whirlwind of need, and that was its own kind of magic. The kind that made me believe in possibilities.

      Just like I’d hoped to have with the guy before him, the venture capitalist I dated a few years ago. Todd was fun, loved to try the spiciest food, go to racetracks, and bet big in poker games.

      His relentless energy and daring attitude were a huge turn-on.

      Trouble was, he was only out at work. He turned out to be closeted to his family.

      He didn’t invite me to join him for Thanksgiving. Or Christmas. When he finally asked me to a Fourth of July event, he said I could come but I’d need to be just a friend. So I said, how about you become just an ex?

      The zinger alone was nearly worth the heartbreak, but I had liked him.

      Legit liked him.

      I was falling in love with him, so it hurt like hell to walk away.

      Even when guys turn out to be wrong for you, the ending still stings.

      But so can a bad relationship. I saw that in my parents, in the way they snipped and sniped at each other at the dinner table, and in the way their petty arguments spilled over into family time. Pass the salt was code for I’m still pissed at you. Like, they couldn’t have waited till Grace and I were at school to poke at each other’s sore spots. They had to do it in front of us, with underhanded jabs they thought we wouldn’t notice. There’s a time and place for hard conversations, and that time is in private.

      Not in front of your kids.

      I don’t want that kind of relationship.

      I want something real.

      Something that could last.

      Something meaningful.

      I haven’t dated anyone since Ezra. Maybe I’ve been hoping for the right moment with River.

      Maybe I shouldn’t deflect anymore.

      After eight years, and plenty of other boyfriends that didn’t pan out, perhaps I need to start leaning into his flirting more. Even if it is terrifying.

      As we pull away from Petaluma and onto the highway again, I vow to hunt for the right moment to let my best friend know how I feel. But I add another vow. A brand-new one—one designed to protect me. If I tell him and it doesn’t work out, I’ll move on. Right away. I’ll get back on the apps before Christmas.

      I’ll start dating again.

      It’s time.

      “Yes, it’s just you and me,” I say, my voice strong, masking the nerves underneath.

      “Just the way I like it,” River says, then he taps the dash. “Your turn. You play some music. I want to be wowed by the deejay in the passenger seat.”

      I want to wow him.

      Because this chemistry isn’t only terrifying.

      It’s thrilling.
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      I am the worst.

      I tell myself I won’t flirt, but what do I do?

      The opposite.

      And all this banter and sweet talk isn’t curbing my craving for Owen. It’s fanning the fire. Hell, the flames are climbing sky-high. Talking to him is easier than mixing drinks, than deciding to go on a hike, than goofing off with Delilah.

      Hell, I made the guy happy by finding a perfect podcast for him—by knowing his tastes. And that feels so good.

      Too good.

      The last hour with Owen has my brain spinning forward, picturing future days. I need to pop this tingly, shivery bubble of my own making.

      Stat.

      When the first tune to fill the car is an Arctic Monkeys cover of a poppy love song, I seize my opportunity. “Wasn’t this Ezra’s favorite band?”

      Owen scrunches his brow. “No. I’m the one who likes them. Not him.”

      Oops. My bad. Sometimes the memory chip goes faulty. “But he liked them too,” I add, since the topic of exes is definitely non-flirting territory and I need to walk all over it. It’s perfect for a reset to FriendshipLandia.

      “Because I did. Why are you asking whether he liked them?”

      “Just thinking about Ezra,” I say, and mayday, fucking mayday. What is wrong with my brain?

      Owen laughs like I’ve gone mad. “And why are you thinking about my ex?”

      “I didn’t like him. He wasn’t any . . . fun,” I say, since that’s true, and a safe enough topic.

      “Ezra wasn’t fun enough? That was your issue with him?” Owen sounds incredulous.

      “He never liked to hang out with the whole group. He wanted you all to himself,” I say, and once those words fall from my lips, they don’t sound much better than he wasn’t any fun.

      “Let me get this straight. You didn’t care for him because he wanted to spend time with me alone, not because he was a possessive jackass who dumped me publicly in Las Vegas at a poker game?”

      And I’m a dick. Quickly, I try to recover. “That’s what I meant. Shit. Sorry, Owen. He was a jackass. I hate him for how he treated you at the end.”

      “I didn’t like how he treated me either,” he says, slumping back in his seat.

      That’s interesting. Owen didn’t say at the end. “Do you mean how he broke it off, or just in general?”

      Owen scrubs a hand across his jaw, staring off into the distance, maybe lost in thought. “Both?”

      “Are you asking me or telling me?” I ask gently.

      “Well, you said you didn’t like him. Did you dislike him all along?” he asks in a tone stripped free of the usual sarcasm that drips between us. “Because I sure thought I liked him, but maybe I liked the intensity of him.”

      “I can see that, I suppose. But still, I hate what he did in Vegas. Even if you liked him for a while, he didn’t deserve you. At all. You deserve better,” I say.

      “Thanks. I think so too.”

      “Why’d you stay with him so long?” I ask, since post-breakup, I was less concerned with rehashing the relationship, more concerned with taking Owen out to as many hockey games as I could—that’s his therapy. Sporting events, as well as cake, so I did my part, and mostly I tried to distract him by talking about things besides Ezra.

      Maybe it’s time, though, to talk about his ex.

      And surely this is still the safe zone.

      Owen shrugs. “Good question. But I think maybe because he was possessive.”

      Interesting. I wouldn’t have pegged Owen as wanting that.

      That makes me wonder—if he were mine, could I give him that?

      Stop, stop. You’re not in the running.

      I keep my eyes on the road, going for nonchalance as I toss out: “Is that important to you? That kind of alpha you’re my man and no one better look at you approach?”

      He laughs. “You sound like TJ imitating one of his characters.”

      “Speaking of, I listened to the audiobook of TJ’s Happy Trail. So good. The guy they got to read that book has all kinds of sexiness in his pipes.”

      “Samuel Park? Yes, the ladies and the dudes love him, TJ says.”

      “No surprise there. But anyway, are you into that type? The uber alpha?” I’m crossing my fingers, hoping Owen says no. I’m not that type. I’m too . . . high-energy to be a typical alpha, even if I might be bossy in bed.

      Might.

      Who am I kidding?

      I am bossy in bed.

      But I’m not growly, grumpy, or possessive.

      I just know what I like. To be in charge most of the time.

      Owen shakes his head, lifts a hand, adjusts his glasses. He takes them off, cleaning them on his shirt. “No. I think it just made me feel wanted.”

      My heart kicks a little harder. “And that’s important to you?”

      Owen turns his face to me, glasses free. His deep blue eyes look even more vulnerable than usual, and they make my chest swirl with new sensations.

      “Yes, it is,” Owen says. “I just don’t want to mistake possession for love again.”

      His words ignite an unexpected flare of emotion in me. A spark of feelings for the man next to me. “You should be wanted. You should be loved. You should be with someone who wants you, and gets you, and understands you,” I say emphatically.

      Owen smiles softly, but doesn’t put his glasses back on.

      I shake my head, trying to let loose the pinpricks of feelings racing through me.

      Want, love, need.

      All these things I’m seeking, too, as I look for Mister Right.

      “I’d like that,” Owen says, in a quiet but certain tone.

      “Is that what you’re looking for most in a relationship?” I ask, pressing on. “I mean, I don’t want to put words in your mouth.”

      Oh dear. The innuendo opportunities there.

      The things I could say.

      The things he could say.

      But I choose silence instead, waiting for him.

      He nods, then looks at me again as the music shifts to The National’s cover of “Never Tear Us Apart.” Owen swallows visibly, parts his lips, and I stall for a few seconds—my gaze caught on his full lips—before I jerk my attention back to the road.

      “What I want most in a relationship . . .” he starts, but doesn’t finish right away as he stares out the passenger window, then draws a breath before turning back to me. “I want to be good to someone. I want someone who wants me to be good to him. Who’d want what I have to give.”

      I nearly swerve into the next lane as a rush of warmth spreads across my skin.

      I grip the wheel tighter, focusing on the road.

      Just the road.

      Not those swoony, sweet, and powerful words.

      But they play on repeat in my head, his voice echoing, and I am so screwed.

      Something stronger than temptation is taking hold.

      Something clutching my heart.

      I don’t know what the hell to do with it.

      I just nod, letting the music fill the void. “I bet you have a lot to give,” I say in the understatement of my life.

      “I do,” Owen says, and his tone is different. There’s a vulnerability in it that feels almost personal. Possibly suggestive, but it’s not sexual; it’s just intimate. “River?”

      My breath catches, but I swallow it quickly. “Yes?”

      “You never answered my question. Did you dislike Ezra all along?”

      My mind cycles back to those days when Owen dated Ezra. When they swung by The Lazy Hammock. When they went to coffee together and I sometimes, maybe, caught a few minutes with my friend. When they went to concerts at night, and all I got was a morning-after report on the band.

      Did I dislike him all along?

      Maybe I did.

      From day one.

      Since he took Owen from me.

      “Yes,” I say, but I don’t elaborate. Don’t want to say why, especially since I’m just now starting to put two and two together. I cast about for a new topic, one that doesn’t tug on my heart unexpectedly.

      Owen lifts his right hand, rubs his temple.

      “Are you getting a headache?” I ask, since he gets tension headaches now and then. Usually when he’s been staring at a screen too long, or when driving, something he rarely does.

      “A little, but I’ll be fine. I have ibuprofen.”

      “Let’s get you something to swallow it down with,” I say, with too much cheer. Like a beverage is a cause for celebration.

      Perhaps it is if it distracts me.

      I glance down at the dashboard. The tank is half full. “Besides, I forgot to fill up. Let’s find a gas station. We can even grab some snacks, and that drink for you.”

      “All I want right now is a can of LaCroix,” Owen quips, returning to his flirty, fun voice.

      Where I should be too.
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      This is Northern California, so even the gas station stores are organic and healthy.

      In this case, we’ve got a full-on gourmet shop.

      I wander down an aisle filled with baked chips, dried edamame, and roasted pumpkin seeds. “Gas station food, this is not,” I say as I pick up a bag of popcorn that touts itself as farm-to-table. “I didn’t know that was an option for popcorn in a freaking bag.”

      “I’m sure the farmers picked the corn this morning and hand-delivered it right here,” Owen says, then turns the corner. “Whoa.”

      “Did you find a bag of dried seaweed to munch on in the car?”

      His lips crook into a grin. “If I did, I’d be rushing to the counter now. But seriously. Check this out. They have gourmet hot cocoa from Lulu’s Chocolate.” He lifts a tin, waggles it.

      “Your favorite chocolate.”

      Owen clutches the tin. “Awww, you remember. You’re the best.”

      “You only go on and on about Lulu’s Chocolate all the time. You force me to go to the shop anytime we’re in the Ferry Building.”

      “I force you? Really? Does it feel forced when you’re moaning in pleasure from eating chocolate? It didn’t seem forced when you devoured an entire salted almond chocolate bar a few weeks ago when we went there after the Dragons destroyed the Storm Chasers in that blowout game,” Owen says, picking up a Lulu’s chocolate bar, and waving it seductively in front of my face, like he’s trying to hypnotize me.

      It’s kind of working.

      “Are you trying to tempt me?”

      Oh hello, double meaning. Nice to see you again.

      A spark in his blue eyes is the answer. “Maybe I am. I’ll get both,” he says, tin and bar in hand, then rounds the corner into the next aisle. I follow, walking behind him, my eyes traveling down his frame, cataloguing the shape of his strong back. Mmm, I do love a good back on a man. Love the divots and muscles, broad shoulders and tight waist. Love the feel of sliding my palm along smooth skin, right into thick hair.

      His thick hair.

      And tugging the strands.

      Pulling.

      Holding him in place under me.

      I stifle a groan as I slip dangerously deeper into temptation.

      I could shake off this lust, but it feels too good. So instead my eyes travel a little lower, lingering on the curve of his ass. Has Owen always had a bubble butt, or have I just started noticing it? My hands itch to touch him. To explore his arms, his abs, his legs.

      My throat goes dry as I stare shamelessly at Owen’s firm, muscled body.

      But when he spins around, I drag a hand through my hair, snap up my gaze, and do my best impression of I’m absolutely, thoroughly interested in the garbanzo beans in front of me on the shelf.

      I grab the can, study the label like it’s fascinating.

      “Chickpeas, River? Are you buying chickpeas for Friendsgiving? Like as a hostess gift for Nisha? Here are your chickpeas, hun! I mean, you and Nisha and Hailey did get along well at the party.”

      Friends. Gifts. Thank you. Yes!

      I snap my fingers, hoping it jolts me from this bout of wicked lust. “Idea! Why don’t we buy a few things for Declan’s mom’s cabin? Like a gift for her? Since the guys are covering for me at the bar, and that’s huge,” I say, then stop to laugh. “Wait. That’s not fair. I’ll buy them. I didn’t mean we. They’re doing me a favor. I’ll take care of all of it.”

      “I can help,” Owen says, almost as if he’s confused by why I’d suggest otherwise. My friend sets a hand on my arm, like he needs to reassure me. Trouble is his touch sends a flare of heat across my body. It reassures me of only one thing—the temptation to touch Owen back is growing stronger by the second. “I mean, they’re helping both of us, right?”

      Words.

      Thoughts.

      Answers.

      C’mon, brain. Come up with them. “They are?”

      “Yeah. Duh. You’re coming with me.”

      “But I invited myself,” I say, feeling a little more flustered than usual. Holy shit. I did invite myself. Did Owen want me to come along?

      “I’m glad you’re coming,” he says, answering instantly, easing my nerves, before he adds, “Trust me on that.”

      “Okay. Thanks. But still, I want to do this. To get some fun little things for Declan’s mom. It’ll be sweet.”

      Owen nods, letting go of me to adjust his glasses. “Yeah, it is sweet. We’ll both do it. It’ll be from both of us.”

      That feels entirely too couple-y for words, so I say nothing. Just nod, unsure what to make of this him-and-me pair-up.

      But maybe it’s just the road trip.

      Yeah, that’s it.

      Driving with someone for four hours can make you feel like you’re a thing.

      When you’re not.

      We cruise through the gourmet shop, picking up snacks for the drive, as well as little items here and there for the cabin, including another tin of cocoa for Declan’s mom. At the counter, the cashier rings us up, then I slide my card out of my wallet, eager to pay.

      “I mean it. I’ve got it,” I say firmly.

      “Let’s split it. You already paid for gas,” Owen says, taking out his wallet, but I shake my head, curl a hand over his to stop him.

      Oh!

      That’s quite nice . . . more than nice. I don’t want to stop. I want to run my thumb across his knuckles, touch him slow and sensual, learn how he reacts to my hands on his body.

      Great. Fucking great.

      I’m getting turned on yet again in the gourmet convenient store on the side of the California road as I imagine seducing my best friend.

      “Why don’t you pay for the snacks on the drive back?” I suggest, grasping for logic as I let go of his hand.

      “Fine,” he says, tucking his credit card away, then grumbling, “You’re so bossy.”

      The clerk packs the items, then flashes a grin. “Drive safely, now,” she says.

      “I will,” I reply, as I grab one bag and Owen snags the other. When I push on the door to leave, a blast of cold air lashes me. “Brrr. It’s Antarctica.”

      Owen gestures to the car, several feet away. “Want me to run over there first and get your jacket for you? Would that help?”

      “Mock me with your Canadian blood, why don’t you?”

      “Well, do you, River?”

      Shivering, I growl. “I’ll survive the ten feet.”

      “Look at you. Braving the elements. It’s amazing and, honestly, a little inspiring,” he says, faux choking up.

      “I’m endlessly inspiring. I’m also freezing,” I say, as we quickly set the bags on the back seat, then hop in. I turn the car on, then arch a brow. “Want to go wild?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “Maybe it is.”

      “I’ll bite. What are we doing that’s wild?”

      “Butt warmers,” I say salaciously, then hit the button on the console to turn up the heat on the seats.

      “Bring it on,” Owen says, and tosses me a sly grin. “Nothing I like better than a hot ass.”

      I fan my hand in front of my face, reverting to flirting once more.  “And now I need to cool off.”

      “Cooling off is overrated,” Owen says, as I pull out of the lot, and back onto the highway.

      Maybe I don’t entirely want to cool off either.

      Once we hit the stretch of concrete ribbon, my thoughts return to Owen’s comment at the register. To my own wayward mind. And sometimes, wayward minds win. “By the way, you’re right.”

      “About what?”

      I shoot him a sly smile. “I am definitely bossy.”

      My remark takes a few seconds to land, but when it does, I catch a glimpse of his lips curving into a sexy little grin. The tip of his tongue flicks across the corner of his mouth, then he turns to face me. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      Owen leans his head back against the headrest, grinning. “Have to say, I’m not at all surprised to learn that.” Then he adds, his voice dropping lower, hitting a smoky tone, “Also, bossy can be good.”

      I should pump the brakes.

      Truly, I should.

      But the more miles I put between San Francisco and us, the harder that gets.
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      After I take two ibuprofens, I pop a pumpkin seed in my mouth and chew. Once I’m done, I grab the can of bubbly water and knock some back.

      Dual purpose—the food and drink stop me from talking.

      From picking up where we left off.

      Asking all sorts of questions.

      Did you dislike Ezra for the reason I’m hoping you did? Because you were jealous of him since he was with me? Since it sounded like you were, and that would honestly be awesome because I’ve been there, done that, when it comes to your exes too.

      Or other questions.

      What are you looking for in a relationship, River? Because I know you’re looking. That’s not a secret. You barked it out the other night at your bar. Like, maybe . . . could you be looking for a guy like me?

      I stuff more pumpkin seeds between my lips since I’m not ready for answers I won’t want. Like, I’m holding out for Frank Ocean, or gimme a silver fox I can call Daddy, or worse. Not you, Owen. If I’m finally going to tell my friend how I feel, then I need an escape hatch in the event of his no.

      An escape hatch that ideally leads directly to my apartment so I can mope around with ESPN, and Discovery Prism, and a playlist, and cake, and a really good book, preferably with zero romance, angst, or heartbreak in it. Maybe something with pirates. Or talking animals.

      Yup.

      I officially know when to tell River I’m crazy for him.

      Not fucking now.

      I can’t handle spending the next forty-eight hours at Nisha and her wife’s rental with a guy who might reject me.

      That’ll be uncomfortable, not just for me, but for everyone.

      My job is to present a positive face. To smooth relations with the press and public, and to make sure my players shine. That carries over to my personal life. So, I’m not going to put River, my friends, or myself in an awkward position simply because I couldn’t wait to blurt out a lovesick confession.

      Nope. I do PR for a goddamn living. I know better than most that there’s a time and a place for everything, and my job is to find the right time, place, and also way to say things.

      Which means I’ll tell him after we leave Nisha’s.

      Maybe on the way home from Friendsgiving.

      Like, say, when we’re cruising back across the Golden Gate Bridge and into San Francisco.

      Or maybe when we’re a block away from my apartment.

      Because if his answer is anything other than Thank God you finally said something, because I am wildly crazy about you too, and by crazy about you I mean I need to fuck you right now and then date you, and be your boyfriend, and can you please show me how good you can be to a man, like you said you want to? Because, Owen, I desperately want everything you have to give, I’ll be more devastated than I was that time I went into my favorite bakery and they only had a red velvet abomination.

      River’s phone pings, and a text message alert pops up.

      I say nothing since, well, it’s his phone.

      His eyes swing briefly from the road, then a smile bursts across his handsome face. “Ooh, it’s Echo. There might be a dog pic. Imma need to pull over right now.”

      Cracking up, I gasp for air at his antics, and the way they relieve my own sexual tension. “You can’t be serious.”

      But he’s slowing the car, checking his mirrors, indicating he is very serious. “As a shark. Can you check? See if there’s a pic.”

      Wow. River is even more addicted to his dog than I thought. “Okay,” I say, doing as told. Grabbing his phone from the holder, I slide my thumb across the screen, but it’s locked.

      “Six-nine-six-nine,” he says.

      I groan. “Are you twelve?”

      “Do you have something against sixty-nines?”

      “Nope. I have something for them,” I say, taking the ante and raising it.

      River narrows his brow. “Well played.”

      As he presses the brakes, I confirm the existence of a dog pic. He’s going to lose his mind for this shot.

      “This is worth it,” I say.

      “Excellent. Because I brake for dog pics.”

      “Things I just learned about you,” I say.

      “And there’s so much more to uncover.”

      I’d like to uncover it all.

      River pulls to the shoulder, puts the car in park, and admires the pic, shaking his head in delight. “Shut the front door. She’s the cutest dog ever,” he says, then beckons me to check out an image I’ve already seen. “You cannot tell me you’ve ever seen a cuter dog.”

      He’s right. I can’t. “She’s literally the definition of adorable,” I say, as I lean in closer to him to stare at the shot. Delilah is lounging on the couch on her back, all four legs straight up in the air, but her face is tilted to the side. She’s watching Clueless on the TV.

      “She has such good taste in flicks,” he says, admiring his creature as he moves just inches away from me.

      Our heads are almost touching. We’re entering the smushie-selfie range. Like this, I catch a faint whiff of his shampoo, and the hint of a forest and rainfall making my mouth water. I draw a surreptitious inhale, letting it waft through my nostrils and go straight to my head.

      My breath shudders.

      My eyes float closed as the scent fries my brain. Scrambles all my thoughts.

      “This is the best, and I’m so glad we stopped,” River declares.

      Me too, though it has nothing to do with the dog and everything to do with how fucking good you smell. So good, I want to put my mouth on your throat, sweep my lips over your skin, drag my nose along your neck.

      I want to do it again and again till you plead for more. Kiss you so thoroughly that you’re begging for me to make you feel good everywhere.

      Because I will, and I know I can, and I want to show you. I want to do all sorts of dirty and sweet things to you.

      I don’t move. I don’t trust myself not to murmur, Let me kiss you now, please.

      I stay frozen in time, imagining hot and then hotter and then incendiary kisses with my best friend, until River sighs happily and moves away from me.

      My eyes snap open, and I breathe out hard, reconnecting to reality here in his car on the side of the road, other vehicles whipping by as the sky swells with clouds.

      River doesn’t seem to notice the harsh breath I take since he’s craning his neck around and checking traffic, then easing the car back into the right-hand lane.

      I wish he had noticed. I half wish he’d said something. I almost wish he’d confront me. Force me to admit out loud the depth of my desire for him.

      I set his phone back in the holder, the moment nearly broken.

      But not quite.

      As he speeds up the car, my racing thoughts get the better of me. “You don’t smell like gardenias,” I say, my voice sounding rougher than usual.

      Can River tell?

      “Ha, because that’s not my body wash,” he says with a laugh, but there’s a note of nerves in it. Or possibly, surprise.

      I take another chance, push a little further. “It’s forest rain,” I say, and inside I’m burning from the heat of my own truth. “That’s what you smell like.”

      River doesn’t answer right away. Just presses his lips together, then in a quiet voice, he asks, “I . . . do?”

      “Yes,” I say roughly.

      River shoves his left hand through his hair, then returns his palm to the wheel. “It’s my . . . um . . . shampoo. The one I started using when Nisha gave it away. It’s called something . . . I can’t remember.” River never stumbles on words. He’s a mile a minute all the time. He’s fearless, forging ahead always, conquering everything he does.

      But not this second.

      I steal the quickest glance in the history of stolen glances.

      His cheeks are the slightest bit red. So is his neck. If I were a betting man, I’d bet he was aroused.

      Just like me.

      Except, I don’t know if I’ve gone too far. Or if he likes where I’m going.

      All I know is he’s still quiet. Lips pressed together. Eyes lasered in on the road. Hands curled tight around the steering wheel.

      His jaw ticks. Finally, he speaks. “Is your headache better?”

      “A little,” I say. “My friend ibuprofen is starting to work his magic.”

      “Good.” That one word comes out clipped.

      And fuck me.

      Maybe I should have stuck to the friendship script.

      I rewind to the way we were. The dog pic. The movie. The banter. All the things we do.

      “So, Clueless? Is that one of Echo’s favorite classic chick flicks?”

      River takes a beat, like his brain is a train depot, and he’s the engineer. Pulling levers, rerouting, sending cars down another track. “I mean, Paul Rudd, am I right? Who can resist?” His voice comes out practiced, almost like a comic on stage delivering a line.

      “Evidently not his fictional stepsister,” I say drily.

      “C’mon. Alicia Silverstone was his former stepsister.”

      “Ah, well, so much better. That makes it not taboo then.”

      “It’s not taboo at all.”

      “Just weird,” I say, egging him on, since this is easier. Clueless over forest rain. Movies over what do you want from love.

      “Take it back. Take it back right now. You can’t be a Clueless hater. I categorically do not accept you being a Clueless hater,” River says.

      I laugh, since we’re back to quick retorts and snappy replies, though it all feels a little forced to me. Still, I go along with it, because of the damn forty-eight hours I have to get through.

      “Because for you, Clueless is gospel?” I ask.

      “Clueless easily contains ten important life lessons.”

      “Ten? You sure about that? Ten?”

      He’s swift and certain. “Ten.”

      I sweep my hand out. “The floor is yours. By all means, begin.”

      “One. Cher has great friends. That’s key,” he says, then flashes me a grin that sure as shit feels like a reminder.

      Is that the life lesson? Remember the pact, Owen. You and I are only friends.

      But maybe this cigar is just a cigar. “I’ll give you that. Friends rock,” I say.

      “Another lesson? Pay your parking tickets,” River says.

      “Or better yet, have a friend with a car so he gets all the parking tickets,” I say, then bang my palms on the dashboard, bada-bing style.

      River sneers. “I should have made you pay up for that one I got at the beer fest last year when you told me parking was allowed in the marina on a Saturday.”

      “Maybe don’t always believe me,” I counter, sassing him right back.

      “Maybe I won’t,” he says, then raises a finger quickly to make a point. “But the beer fest was fun. I’ll give you that.”

      “Worth the parking ticket?”

      “Considering you got me so buzzed I couldn’t drive home, and we had to go out bowling while I waited for my buzz to wear off, I’d say yes.”

      “You love bowling,” I say.

      “And arcades, and darts, and karaoke. But not axe throwing,” River points out.

      “Never axe throwing.” I rub my palms together like I’m a coach, cheering him on, his boxing trainer in the ring. “Okay, you’ve done two life lessons from Clueless. Eight to go. You can do it.”

      River groans, sounding like a dying animal, then stares up at the clouds, tinged, now, with orange. He tips his forehead to the windshield. “Owen,” he begins, like he needs something important.

      “Yeah?”

      “Concentrating on movie lessons while driving is hard,” he says, all earnest, “since I think it’s going to snow. Can you check the weather app?”

      “Of course,” I say, grabbing my phone.

      “Thank you. And can I revise the Clueless life lessons to three, and can I tell you my least-favorite flick?”

      Laughing at his shift from gratitude to rat-a-tat-tat questions, I open the app. “It’s snowing in Tahoe, but not in Markleeville. We’re an hour away from the cabin, so we should be fine. And yes, I hereby grant you permission to pick one more lesson and then tell me the flick you hate.”

      “Lesson number three from Clueless,” he says, squaring his shoulders, like he’s getting ready to deliver a big pronouncement. “It’s so much better than You’ve Got Mail.”

      “That’s the lesson?”

      “Yes, and we have to do our part to promote Clueless. Talk it up.”

      “Where and how does Clueless need help?”

      “Anywhere and everywhere that the reputation of classic rom-coms is threatened. The thing is, You’ve Got Mail is up there in the holy trinity of Meg Ryan flicks with When Harry Met Sally and Sleepless in Seattle, but it does not belong. No way. Not one bit.”

      River’s not wrong. “Because it’s a cheating flick,” I say, emphatically. “And it’s tricked everyone into thinking that it’s a romance, when romances should not contain cheating.”

      “Yes!” River shouts, then bangs a fist on the dash. “You get me. You totally get me.”

      “I also understand story and subtext and narrative, but yes, I get you too,” I say drily.

      River shoots me a glare, but his brown eyes are twinkling. “Love it when you get all smarty-pants. But I’m glad we agree. Emotional cheating is just as bad as any other cheating, and that flick glorified it, then tried to make it okay with their eventual exes liking other people.”

      “Yup. Also, can we talk about the biggest issue in the film?”

      River nods, big and long. “The fact that Tom Hanks’s character was a lying liar who lies?”

      “He was the worst. He lied to her until the last frame,” I say, then mime retching again.

      “See? That’s acceptable retching. You can retch over Tom Hanks lying anytime.”

      “And I will. Because I have a lot to say on this topic. His character is a multiple liar. He lied when he stood her up on the date. Lied to her when she had the flu. And lied to her when he was courting her.”

      “You know who that makes him? He’s the original catfisher,” River declares, shaking his head in disgust.

      “Right? Plus, the movie made me hate Tom Hanks, and that’s not fair.”

      River gives a knowing smirk. “See? Paul Rudd is looking more attractive, isn’t he?”

      I roll my eyes. “You went on that rant to trick me into liking Paul Rudd’s character?”

      “Admit he’s better than Tom Hanks’s character,” River says, insistent. “Just admit it.”

      “No contest. Of course he is. But that’s like saying chocolate peanut butter cake is better than coconut cake with cream cheese frosting. Of course it is, River,” I say.

      “So you admit it,” he says, gotcha style.

      I laugh, from the bottom of my funny bone this time, nothing forced. I’m enjoying this. I’m enjoying him. I always have. Even when I’m all twisted up inside and tormented by my feelings. “I literally just admitted it. We are on the same page.”

      “Ah,” he says, like a detective solving a crime. “That’s what threw me off. You and me agreeing.”

      “Every once in a while it happens.”

      “So, let me see if I have this right. We didn’t entirely agree on the Harry and Sally rules. We somewhat agree on the lessons of Clueless and we definitely agree on the wrongness of You’ve Got Mail.”

      “But that’s the most important one to agree on,” I say. “Because cheating and lying are the worst.”

      River’s expression turns serious, and his energy calms. “They are. It’s awful when it happens,” he says, his voice a little soft, maybe a touch of hurt in the set of his jaw over the reminder.

      River was good to me when we talked about my ex. I can do the same for him.

      I take another chance, setting a hand on his shoulder. This feels important to say for many reasons. “I still hate what Hayden did to you,” I say, gently. “I know you’re over it. I know it was a long time ago. But I want you to know that just like you hate Ezra, I hate Hayden.”

      Now that I’ve voiced that, it’s like I’m speaking another language. Maybe an interpreter can translate for me: I don’t like your ex because he took you away from me, and treated you badly, and I would never treat you like that. If you gave me a chance, I’d be incredible to you.

      Can River decipher the sentence?

      The corner of his lips twitches. “You do?”

      “I do,” I say, then squeeze his shoulder. Touching him feels so good. Maybe it does to him too, since he breathes out harder, and I hope that the same sensations running down my arm are running down his as well.

      River jerks his face to me, locking our eyes for a few seconds, before he returns to the road. “Look at us, hating each other’s exes through all the years.”

      All the years.

      Yup, that’s what we have. So many years between us. So many pasts.

      And the future of our friendship.

      That’s the risk.

      But I believe in the reward. I want the reward. I hope he does too.

      “That’s what friends do,” I say, letting go of him.

      “That’s definitely what they do. Friends,” River says, adding the last word maybe for emphasis, but it comes out a little wistful.

      A little lonely too.

      I want to tell River that if he’d let me be his lover, I’d be his friend as well. I don’t think I could abandon him ever.

      I don’t have it in me.

      Our conversation slows, then fades to silence as River focuses on the road. The sky turns whiter, the clouds swell, and the hint of snow is hardly a hint anymore—more like a damn billboard, flashing against the sky. White blankets the horizon. I check my weather app once more as a green sign looms on the side of the road. Markleeville—twenty miles.

      My glasses slide down my nose, and I push them higher, peering at the forecast.

      The weather says one thing and one thing only.

      “So . . .” I begin.

      “Yes?” River asks.

      “The forecast calls for snow. And more snow. And then some more.”

      He goes to that quiet place again, the one where I’m left guessing. The place I’m spending a lot of time in today.

      And in this quiet spot, my mind operates as a train depot too, returning to Clueless and all the lessons from it.

      I suppose the biggest one is when Alicia Silverstone sees what’s been in front of her all along in Paul Rudd.

      My chest swells with new hope.

      The hope that River will see that too.

      The guy who’s been in front of him all along.
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      Things that are fast—cheetahs. Supersonic jets. Snow falling outside Tahoe late on a Friday afternoon.

      Make that evening.

      The clock ticks past five as I hit the turn signal for the Markleeville exit, and we head down the exit ramp, coated in a dusting of flakes.

      “We’ll just be in and out like a Bugatti,” I say tightly, since driving in shitty weather is zero fun. Especially driving a car meant for the city, rather than the mountains. The last twenty miles on the highway took an hour. As soon as the snow began, traffic slowed and cars slogged.

      “Definitely. Open the cupboards, turn on the faucets, and then we’ll beat the snow,” Owen says, then he turns to me. “You okay?”

      “Why do you ask?” The question comes out at Mach speed.

      He points to my hands. “You’re kind of death-gripping the steering wheel. Which I get. I’d probably do the same too. But I just wanted to see if you were hanging in there,” Owen says, a note of concern in his voice. I know that tone. It’s the one he uses as the press guy with his ballplayers on the team, when he’s looking out for them, making sure they’re okay.

      The man is seriously good at taking care of others.

      Especially since a cursory glance at my hands shows he’s right. My knuckles are white. “Guess I’m a little tense,” I admit, then stretch my neck right and left, and loosen my grip. “My Honda is small. It’s not one of those monster trucks that eat up dirt and snow for breakfast.”

      “Can you even imagine driving one of those tanks in the city? You’d never be able to impress me with your parallel-parking skills in one of those,” he says, upbeat, a smile on his face again as I turn on the road through town, bathed in white already, like it’s getting ready to pose for a cute mountain town postcard.

      I’m so grateful for the distraction of talking. It makes driving in these conditions more bearable. “Is that all it takes to impress you? Parallel parking?”

      “Maybe I’m easy,” he says.

      “Ha. Things no one ever said about you.”

      Owen just smiles. Like that comment pleases him. I kind of want to linger on how he looks when he’s happy, but mostly I just want to get out of this damn car soon.

      “Hey,” Owen begins. “I never once asked if you wanted me to drive. Do you want me to drive?”

      I laugh, shake my head. “No way.”

      “Because you think I’m a terrible driver?”

      “No. Because I’m a terrible passenger,” I say.

      “That tracks.”

      “And why would I be a terrible passenger?” I toss back at him.

      Owen holds up his thumb and forefinger, showing a sliver of space. “You’re just a little controlling. I bet you’d be a back-seat driver the whole time. Shouldn’t you slow down? Shouldn’t you speed up? Let me show you a shortcut. The light’s green, the light’s red, the light’s pink and sparkly. Wait, there’s a duck crossing. Let’s stop and take pictures of ducks,” he says.

      “Sparkly pink lights? There are sparkly pink lights in your world of fictional roads?”

      “Yes, and you’d point out every single one.”

      I shrug lightly. “I probably would. Also, I’d definitely take pictures of ducks,” I say as we roll through the quaint downtown, its stores closing at the end of the day.

      “You would.”

      The GPS tells me to take a right at the stoplight, and I follow the lead, then let out a long exhale. “Maybe I am tense.”

      “Told you that you needed that shower, hot-stone-massage thingy,” he teases.

      “Hey! Maybe Declan is going to surprise us with masseurs waiting at the cabin.”

      Owen snaps his fingers. “Dammit. You weren’t supposed to guess, River.”

      “I better drive faster,” I say, except I won’t and can’t, since we’re chugging up a winding road to the cabin now. The white stuff is flinging itself down from the sky, and the homes on each side of the road boast carpets of snow across their front lawns.

      My little car curves around the bend.

      Owen peers up at the windshield, taking in the scene. “Snow’s coming faster.”

      “Yeah, but I bet it stops soon, and we can still make it to Nisha’s tonight. It’s only five,” I say, staring straight ahead at the white flakes as the sun dips below the horizon.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he says.

      But we’ve got to make it to Tahoe. Staying alone in a cabin here is not in the plan. “Nah, it’ll be fine. It looks like it’ll stop very soon,” I say, trying to will it so with the weather. I nearly believe it myself.

      The GPS chirps, “In four hundred feet, your destination will be on your left.”

      A cough seems to burst from Owen. “River . . .” he says tentatively.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s supposed to snow for a few hours. The roads are slick. Your car is tiny.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask, but it’s a rhetorical question.

      He’s saying Declan’s family cabin is our hotel room for the night.

      Just the two of us.

      All alone.

      But if that happens, temptation will spiral to the roof. It’ll pull me into its tantalizing grip. Surely at some point, I’ll tell him I want him, and then shove him against the wall. Slam my body against his, jerk him close, yank his hair, and kiss the breath out of him.

      And my heart will go wild. It’ll throw a parade and toss confetti as my lips crash down on his.

      It’ll cheer me on and shout more, more, more.

      That’s the problem.

      Just because Owen and I are going to a cabin doesn’t mean I can do those things to him.

      Or that he wants me to.

      We made the pact for a reason.

      At the time, it was because the end of Ansel hurt too much. I didn’t want to risk that pain again.

      But over the years, Owen and I became closer and the pact became a symbol to me. It’s a declaration of who we are to each other.

      Important.

      Necessary.

      Steady.

      Plenty of men, straight or queer, sleep with friends, and do just fine. More power to them. But that’s not me. I’m not a just sex guy. Pretty sure Owen isn’t either.

      Now, our deal is a statement of how precarious happiness is, how easily life as we know it can capsize when a relationship or even a fling becomes too heavy for it to hold.

      Hell, the man just talked me through the last few miles of rough driving like an air-traffic controller chatting with a tired pilot, guiding him home to a safe landing.

      But a cabin in the snow isn’t a safe landing.

      This is not a parallel-universe cabin.

      It’s not a sex cabin.

      It exists in the all-too-real world. I want to leave the cabin with our friendship intact.

      And this cabin is . . . a holy fuck cabin.

      “Wow,” I say turning onto the road where a two-story wooden home with a peaked roof looms boldly at the end of the street.

      Owen stretches out his left arm, pointing like the cabin is the Emerald City. “Calling that a cabin is like calling a lion a pussycat.”

      My eyes drink in the majesty. “More like a chalet. I was stupidly picturing a little rustic thing in the woods. I should have checked out Redfin,” I say, as I pull onto a gravel driveway, stopping at the top.

      If we get snowed into the driveway, it’ll be harder to leave.

      And we must leave.

      But first . . .

      I cut the engine, relief flowing through me as the car quiets. “Ugh,” I say, slumping over the steering wheel. Then I lift my face. My pulse skitters, then starts to settle. I peer at Owen, a crush of gratitude hitting me again. “You told me about the ducks and parallel parking to distract me from the shitty conditions.”

      “You were tense. I just wanted to help take your mind off things.”

      “That was officially not fun. Those last twenty minutes.”

      “But did it help? The ducks and pink lights?”

      “Yes. You were great, and I’m so lucky,” I say, and there I go again—letting my hungry heart get away from me. This man knows me so well, and does all these little things that make a day . . . better.

      I can’t be in this cabin with him, or I will do something I’ll regret.

      Kiss him. Touch him. Taste him.

      Have him.

      But I can’t lose him. Owen Hayes makes my whole life better.

      “Thanks for driving. You should relax for a bit,” he says.

      “I need to stretch my legs. And then we need to hit the road again.”

      Owen rubs his ear, and his brow creases. “What? Hit the road again?”

      As I unlock the door, I wave my hand behind us, indicating the snow-covered streets. But it’s only an inch or so. It’s not slick yet.

      I plaster on a can-do grin. “We’ll just do our thing here, but we can still make it to Nisha’s tonight, don’t you think? We can hang out with them, pour some wine, have a charcuterie board. She makes great charcuterie.”

      Owen pulls a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me face. “Seriously?”

      I scoff, gesturing dramatically to the cabin. “Well, she does, and we don’t want to be stuck here. Our friends are waiting for us. I mean, do you want to be stuck?”

      Owen says nothing. He gets out, shuts the door.

      I get out too. “Do you?” I press.

      “It’s not as if I woke up this morning thinking please let me be trapped in a fucking chateau tonight.”

      That only bolsters my point. Neither one of us wants to be here. “So, we’ll be in and out. And get back on the road.”

      We walk through the coating of snow to the front steps, then he says, “Yeah, whatever you say.”

      Yup. This will be a quick trip, and we’ll be on our way.

      Safe and sound in a house full of people.

      All the other people I don’t want to kiss and touch.

      All the other people I don’t want to spend the night with all alone.
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      “I’m a polar bear. Wait. Make that a popsicle,” I say, shivering in this icebox of a house.

      “You’re so California,” Owen says, as he shuts the door after me. But his voice is flat.

      “Says the guy from Vancouver,” I point out as I head to the kitchen, opening cupboards with renewed vigor.

      “I’m hardly from there. I just lived there till I was eight,” he says, joining me in the task, jerking open the cabinets.

      “But it made you sturdy. You’re like a mountain man,” I say, trying to keep the mood light.

      “Yes, River. I’m practically a lumberjack,” he says drily, as he heads to the sink, turning the faucet on a smidge.

      Tantalizing images flick past me thanks to that word—lumberjack. Owen in flannel. Owen chopping wood. Owen in front of the fire. A low rumble escapes my throat.

      My friend snaps his gaze to me. “Do you have a lumberjack fetish?”

      No, I have a you fetish.

      Apparently, I’m just fully realizing it today.

      And it’s radically fucking with my head.

      Best to deny everything. That’ll keep me focused. “No, I don’t.” I gesture to the Travel & Leisure cabin that requires gawking. The kitchen is modern and new—white counters and a steel fridge, and it opens into a sunken living room. A stone hearth frames that room, rising to the ceiling. My eyes travel up, taking in the logs for days above us, and yet this is hardly a log cabin.

      “Damn, Declan takes care of his mom,” I say, admiring the place.

      “He sure does. I kinda love when these superstar athletes I work with have soft spots for their families,” Owen says.

      “Me too,” I say, and I want to just gawk and talk and ask why he loves that, and if it’s because maybe it makes them human and real and not quite so larger-than-life.

      But there’s no time to linger.

      “Anyway,” I say, gesturing to the rest of the home, “we have to do the rest of the taps, right? Other cabinets too?”

      “Yes. That’s the point. Anything can freeze so you want the water to be flowing through the pipes. At a trickle, that is,” he says.

      “Too bad. I kind of wanted to take a tour,” I say, then glance at the time on my phone. “But we’ll have to be speedy, so we won’t be stuck here. No time to stare.”

      Owen shoots me a look like I’ve gone mad. “I wasn’t staring. I was just answering your question.”

      “I know, but there’s no time to lose,” I say, shooing him along.

      “Got the message. I’m going,” he says, then bends, unties his motorcycle boots. His gaze drifts down, and he points at my shoes. “Take off your shoes too. It’s rude to walk around in shoes in someone’s home.”

      “Obviously. I’m not a troglodyte,” I say, as I toe them off.

      “I wasn’t saying you were.” Shoving his hand through his hair, he hoofs it down the hall. Like he can’t get away from me fast enough.

      Owen darts into the hallway bathroom, turns on the faucet, then wheels out of there before I can reach him. He continues down the hall, passing the framed photos on the wall—pictures of mountains, sunsets, and seascapes. At the end of the hall, he turns through the doorway. “Guest room,” he says.

      “Is there a bathroom in there?”

      Not answering, he pads softly over the beige carpet, around a king-size bed, then to the en suite bathroom.

      He’s in and out in a flash. “Done. Opened the cupboards too.”

      “You are indeed speedy,” I say, injecting even more cheer in my tone.

      Owen doesn’t take the bait. Doesn’t pick up from our texts earlier in the day about speed. He simply pushes on, through the cold, eerily quiet hallway, continuing the task, and I follow him, as if I’m some sort of puppy.

      Silence has fallen over the house, and us.

      “We’re almost done,” I say, just to fill the emptiness.

      Owen jerks his gaze back, locks eyes with me briefly, then shakes his head.

      “What? We are,” I say, like I need to emphasize just how on track we are with every task.

      “I know,” he mutters, then pushes past me to the stairs going up to the loft-style second floor. His feet fall heavily, the loud clops of a pissed-off man.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he mumbles, but it doesn’t seem like nothing.

      It sure as hell seems like something.

      It’s not in my nature to let things go. I come from a family who works shit out, that airs grievances so we can talk through them, move past them, hug it out. “Owen,” I say, insistent as he climbs the steps.

      “What?” It comes out caustic. He’s never used that tone with me before, not even when I forgot to get him Arcade Fire tickets that one time.

      “Why are you so pissy?” I ask.

      “You want to get going. If you want to drive in this weather, we need to go,” he says, making a move-along gesture.

      “Well, don’t you? Want to go?”

      Please say yes.

      Please say no.

      Please say something.

      My head is such a mess right now. I want to be stuck in the cabin with him, and I don’t want to be stuck in the cabin with him.

      “If you want to drive to Nisha’s now, we’ll drive there,” he says as he marches on to the main bathroom, and turns the faucet there on a drip, opening cabinets too, then spinning around.

      We nearly bump into each other in the bedroom doorway. I stop in my tracks. He stops too. I stretch my arms out to each side, blockading the door.

      Owen heaves a sigh. “Can I get through?”

      “No. Why are you irritated with me?” I ask, pushing again, waiting for an answer.

      His eyes are hard, like steel. “It’s snowing outside. There are already three inches on the ground, and you want to go,” he says plainly. “We don’t need to stand around and argue.”

      I should drop my arms from the doorway. But I don’t. Something about being in this room with him, the bed behind me, is rattling my brain, knocking rules and pacts out of order. “Don’t you want to leave? You don’t want to be stuck here, do you?”

      Owen’s face is stony. He doesn’t answer me, just presses his fingers to either side of his eyes, rubbing his temples.

      “Is your headache back?” My voice dips to a gentler tone as I step closer, like I’m a nurse and I’ll take care of him.

      He shakes his head. Holds up a hand. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Owen lifts his face. “Yes,” he says, irritation thick in his tone.

      Letting go of the doorframe, I back up, holding my hands in surrender. In a heartbeat, he pushes past me, then heads down the stairs, puts on his shoes, grabs my keys, and pushes out the door.

      What the hell?

      Grabbing my shoes, I follow him into the cold, standing on the porch. Wind kicks up and snow swirls in the air.

      He unlocks my car, stretches into the back seat, grabs the bags, and trudges back to the steps before I can head down.

      “I’ve got everything for his mom,” Owen says curtly. “Let’s just put it away, and we can get out of here.”

      “Fine,” I say, but then I stifle a laugh when I get an eyeful of him. Instinct takes over, and I lift a hand, pet his hair.

      He flinches, shirking away. “What’s that for?”

      “Snow. You’re covered in snow,” I say gently. “I was just trying to brush it off your hair.”

      “Yes, there’s snow in my hair because it’s snowing,” he bites out, then goes back inside. After he takes off his shoes again, we put some food in the fridge and other items on the counter.

      I move next to him, helping him silently. Popcorn, chips, champagne, the cocoa tin.

      When we’ve emptied the goods for the cabin, he dusts one hand against the other. “Want to go?” Owen’s voice is edged with annoyance.

      My chest twists with frustration. My mind spins with questions. “Why are you so pissed?”

      “River,” he says sharply, “be fucking realistic.” Owen marches to the front door, swings it open, then shows me the outdoors. “Do you see what I see?”

      It’s a veritable winter wonderland. The yard is covered in snow. The driveway too. The car boasts an inch of the white stuff on the hood.

      But the cabin is too dangerous. I don’t trust myself. “Yes, I see it’s snowing, and I also see you’re acting like a dick,” I say.

      He scoffs. “I’m a dick? Fuck you. It’s snowing like crazy,” he says, his voice rising, flinging his hand at the door. “We’re not going anywhere. You hate driving in this shit and the roads are dangerous, and you’re clinging to this false idea that we’re going to Nisha’s and having wine and charcuterie. Sorry. Hate to break it to you. You’re stuck here with me, and you’re acting like it’s a death sentence. And now, I definitely have a headache, so I’m going to lie the fuck down.”

      My best friend, the man I have developed a wild crush of inconvenient feelings for, makes his way to the couch, takes off his glasses, and flops on the cushions.

      Because . . . I’m a dick.

      For being so pushy about hitting the road.

      For acting like I can’t handle being here with him.

      And, mostly, for making him feel like shit.

      As he closes his eyes and turns the other way, I do the same. Walk away from him.

      Then, I turn on the heat. Hit the switch for the fireplace. And I head outside to unload the car.

      We’re not going anywhere, and that’s scaring the hell out of me.
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      That settles that. Being alone with me is worse than spinning out on a snowy road. Message received. Loud and clear. So loud, in fact, my head is throbbing. Stretching my arm up, I reach for the throw blanket on the back of the couch, pull it down, and turn the other way.

      A rush of warmth fills the room.

      Yup, we’re stuck here, and I’m so damn glad I never said a word to River about how I feel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I rustle, flipping around in my bed. Blinking, I try to orient myself. Is it Monday? Am I late for work?

      Shit, I need to get up now.

      My eyes fly open.

      Wait.

      This isn’t my bed.

      This isn’t my home.

      Ohhhh.

      Right.

      My shoulders sag, and my chest squeezes with a pang of heartache.

      I breathe out hard, scoot up on the couch, sitting now. How long did I sleep? Grabbing my phone from my front pocket, I rub my eyes, peering at the time.

      It’s seven.

      A text from TJ flashes on the screen.

      
        
        TJ: You guys coming tonight still? Nisha was asking about you. She’s seriously worried. And she really wants you here.

      

      

      I tap out a reply.

      
        
        Owen: Shit. Sorry. Tell her I didn’t mean to freak her out. But we’re stuck here in Markleeville, waiting out the snow. Tell her we’ll try to be there first thing tomorrow, and I have some awesome farm veggies she’ll dig.

      

        

      
        TJ: Ohhhhhhhh.

      

      

      He adds a winking emoji.

      
        
        Owen: Trust me. There is no ohhhhh happening.

      

        

      
        TJ: I have hope, man. Enough hope for both of us. You can do it. Also, Nisha says have fun. I’ll echo that, but there are air quotes around my have fun. And I’m not talking about the vegetables. Maybe your eggplant though.

      

      

      I send him back a middle finger emoji.

      Shutting the message app, I glance around the cabin, my gaze landing on the windows overlooking the hill. A white blanket shines like sugary crystals.

      I reach for my glasses on the coffee table and yawn.

      Peering at the kitchen, I don’t see River there. Or here in the living room.

      He’s probably already retreated to a room for tonight.

      This is going to be so fucking fun.

      Standing, I stretch, then spot my backpack by the door. Toothpaste and a toothbrush sound perfect right now, so I grab the bag and head to the hallway bathroom. After I take a leak, I wash my hands, brush my teeth, and leave my backpack there.

      River probably took the upstairs bedroom anyway.

      Rooting around in my bag, I fish out my phone charger, return to the living room, and find a plug. Might as well juice up this bad boy, so I can watch a show or read a book tonight. It’s not like I’m going to be hanging out with River, drinking hot chocolate and cuddling by the fire.

      Ugh.

      What a pathetic idea anyway.

      But it’s a good reminder not to read too much into little moments. There were a few times when he gave off I’m interested vibes. The I’m bossy remark, the way he curled his hand over mine in the store, how he stumbled on words when the conversation turned a little heated.

      But clearly that was just me wanting what I can’t have. Good thing I didn’t say a word. I pride myself on knowing when to talk and when to listen—it’s what I do for a living and I’m damn good at it.

      I’m more grateful than ever that I listened to my instincts to shut up.

      River and I were never going to happen, and this snow is simply slapping me in the face.

      Which means I will definitely get on the apps when I return to San Francisco. Boyfriend Material is one I’ve been hearing a lot about, so when I plug in my phone, I go to the App store, download it, and set up a profile real quick. I’ll do the rest when I’m home, but this is the first step in getting over the guy I can’t have. I flop down on the couch when a door whisks open, and River sails in from the back deck.

      “Popsicle. It’s official. I am a certifiable popsicle, but there’s a hot tub outside, and I bet if I were in it, I’d be a melted popsicle.” He’s draped in his outgoing bar owner persona again—only it’s not a persona. It’s just who he is. Happy, upbeat, fun.

      Maybe he’s over our first big fight.

      Sure seems that way, judging from the smile he’s sporting.

      “Did you take a dip in it to practice your melting theory?” I ask, even though he’s fully dressed, and his hair is dry.

      He shivers dramatically. “No way. It’s too cold on the deck. But I was checking everything out. Rooting around. You know me. I’m like a cat,” he says, walking toward me.

      “Curious,” I say, my voice still a little empty, even as we slide back into banter. How does this work? Do we just snap back in place, like a rubber band?

      River stops at the chair across from the couch, sits, and tries to catch my eye. But it’s too hard for me to look at him, and I feel so stupid for wanting him with an ache so persistent it won’t go away.

      “Owen,” he begins in a gentle, contrite tone I’ve never heard from him before.

      It’s enough to make me look up. “Yeah?”

      He leans forward, clasps his hands. “I’m really sorry.”

      That’s not what I expected to hear, so I take several seconds to process. I’m a thinker by nature. I ponder, and the thing is—we’re not apologizers, River and me. Sure, we’ve said sorry here and there, but only over little things. Forgetting to get tickets for a concert. Missing a coffee meet-up. Saying something dumb about the other person’s favorite singer.

      Never something like this.

      This feels bigger. More important.

      “You are?” I ask carefully.

      “I was an ass,” he says, shrugging, but owning it. “I don’t know what got into me.”

      But I know what got into me. Desire. Lust. Longing. And I need to do the same thing he’s doing—fix our friendship. “I’m sorry too,” I say, meeting his eyes. “I got all pissy. And I don’t know why I acted that way either.”

      I try not to feel guilty for that lie. But he doesn’t need to know everything that’s in my heart.

      He clears his throat, soldiers on. “I think I just wanted things to go a certain way today. I had this whole vision of road tripping with you, and listening to podcasts and music, and chatting and eating snacks, and debating anything and everything, and getting to Nisha’s and seeing her and Hailey again, and meeting all your friends, like TJ and everyone else,” River says, with an earnestness in his tone that keeps catching me off-guard. I’m so used to his charm, but this side of him—this open side—is wildly endearing too, as he rattles off a dream day. “I was so caught up in that, and I wanted you to have the Friendsgiving you love with all your buddies, and . . .” He stops, scrubs a hand across his jaw, his eyes swinging away from me. A few seconds later, they’re back on me, and they flicker with a new vulnerability. “Then things started to change.”

      I latch onto those last words, desperate to understand them, and him.

      My throat is dry as a desert but I manage to ask, “What changed?”

      River sighs heavily, shoves his hand through his hair. “I don’t know,” he says, like he’s as lost as I am. “Maybe it was the snow. I don’t entirely know, Owen. We just got here and all I could think was how I’d wanted everything to go as planned. The pie and the drive and the trip and the . . . everything.”

      So maybe he’s not talking about feelings. But that’ll have to be okay. Even if we’re never more than friends, that’s enough. River’s the guy who wanted to road trip with me, to hang out, to talk with me. That counts for more than something. That counts for so much. And you don’t throw a friendship like that away, not when I can see us doing the same thing in five, ten, fifteen years.

      “Yeah, I get it. No worries. I was kind of wound up as well,” I say, and that’s true enough.

      He tilts his head, studying me. “You were?”

      “I guess I wanted things to go a certain way too. And then I was frustrated because sometimes you think you can do anything. You’re so confident, which is awesome, but you’re not always realistic.” I gesture to the toasty luxury cabin. “It’s not the worst thing to have to spend the night here, River. It’s like a travel brochure cabin.”

      River’s smile flashes again, bright and buoyant. “Do they even make brochures anymore?”

      I laugh, and it’s the first one in a while that feels real. “I don’t think so. You have me there.”

      “I do have you there,” he says, a spark in his eyes, a naughtiness in his tone once again. Innuendo is never far away with River. I take its return as a sign that all is well.

      His gaze travels to the window. “It really is gorgeous here. I did kind of want to take a tour of the home, check everything out, and stare at it all. So I did while you were asleep. I love checking out homes. Did I tell you when my neighbors had an open house a few weeks ago, I went? I was like Ooh, this is their bedroom, I bet he banged her here.”

      I laugh again, this time at the absurdity. “So you like to spy on your neighbors?”

      “No. But sometimes, I can’t stop thinking about what people are up to behind closed doors.” He drops his voice to a confessional whisper. “Like if I’m walking down the street, I wonder about the couples I pass.”

      “Your brain is a very overactive place,” I say.

      “Sometimes it’s too busy. And you’re right. I do sometimes think I can do everything, so I’m going to let you in on a little secret.”

      “Bring it,” I say, wiggling my fingers.

      Drawing a deep breath, he leans forward, palms pressed on his knees. “The pecan pumpkin apple pie was terrible.”

      “You made it? For real?”

      “I did. Baked it yesterday. I made two—one to taste and one for tomorrow—and they were disgusting. Tossed them both in the trash. I officially cannot bake pies,” he says, banging a fist on the arm of the chair.

      “One bad pie attempt doesn’t mean you can’t bake them.”

      River waves a hand dismissively. “Eh, it was boring. Baking is so boring. I went out and bought a pie instead, and I bet it’s divine.” He takes a deep breath, his lips curving into a kind grin. “Does your head still hurt?”

      “No. I feel better,” I say, and that’s all true.

      “Good. I hate it when you get headaches,” he says.

      “Really?” That makes me laugh for some reason.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      I shrug. “That’s sort of a random thing to hate.”

      “No, it’s not,” he says, insistent. “I don’t like it when you don’t feel good, Owen. I want to fix it for you. I wish I could take them all away. Stomp on them and crush them out of existence.”

      My heart hammers again.

      Yup. I need to get back in the dating game for sure. Turn my attention away from River. Get all the way over him because every little thing makes my dumb heart jitter.

      I pat the couch. “Naps cure pretty much anything, so I’m all good.”

      “Naps should come with a label. Like the opposite of a warning. Instead, they should say . . . naps are always a good idea. Anyway, we’re here now and you feel better. I say we make the best of tonight. Want to pop open some champagne and play a board game? That’s what they do in cabins, right?”

      They do other things in cabins. Lots of other things.

      But at least we’re not arguing. We’re having fun again, like we vowed to do back in college. Stick together. No matter what. “Yes. But does that mean we’re sneaking champagne from the hostess gift for Declan’s mom?”

      River brings his finger to his lips. “Shh. I won’t tell if you won’t tell.”

      I wink at him. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      He pops up, heads to the kitchen, and grabs the bubbly. “By the way, I texted Grant and Declan. Told them we needed to spend the night here. They were totally fine with it. Did you tell Nisha?”

      “I texted with TJ, so she knows, but I’ll give her a quick call,” I say, then grab my phone from the floor, and hit her name.

      One ring, and she picks up.

      “You had me so worried,” she says, and I can practically see her in her home, shaking a finger, all statuesque and goddess-like.

      “Sorry, Mom,” I tease.

      “If it weren’t for TJ, I would have gone to Markleeville and tracked you down myself,” she says, sighing like she’s still annoyed, though I know she’s not.

      “Yes, you are definitely a mom.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Wait. Are you and Hailey trying to?”

      “Don’t change the subject, Owen Hayes. You had me so worried that for two hours I was pacing and convinced you were dead.”

      “Well, there was snow, and I took a nap.”

      “You and your nap fetish,” she says. “Anyway, if the snow doesn’t melt by tomorrow, I’m sending a helicopter for you. I really want you here.”

      “You are a determined goddess. But question—can helicopters fly in this weather?”

      “My imaginary one can. You’re in that little car, right?”

      “Yes, River has a Honda.”

      “My cousin has a new van for work. It’s all weather, or all-terrain, or jet-fueled, or something. Anyway, I can send him to pick you up tomorrow if the snow is still shitty. He loves helping. It’s his thing. Send me your address.”

      “I’ll text it when I hang up. See you tomorrow.”

      “See you,” she says, then takes a beat. “Also, have fun.”

      “Goodbye, Nisha.”

      I hang up and text her the address of the cabin.

      Then, I join River in the kitchen as he swings open the cupboards and grabs two mugs.

      Thank God.

      If he got out champagne flutes, it’d be far too romantic for me.

      Mugs are what friends drink champagne from.

      He pops open the bottle, pours some for me in a For Fox Sake mug, and some for himself in one with the words Gopher It under a drawing of that animal.

      He lifts his mug to toast.

      I step closer, clink the ceramic to his.

      River clears his throat. “To our first fight ending,” he says.

      “I’ll drink to that.” And I do, taking a big, thirsty sip, then sigh happily. “I fucking love champagne.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Why do you say it like that?”

      “Because you have good taste, Owen, and champagne is delish. So of course you like it,” he says, then grabs a bag of popcorn. “Let’s snack and drink and play . . .” He stops, screws up his brow. “Monopoly?”

      “I slaughter you every time. It’s not challenging.”

      River snarls. “So cruel. But so true. We’ll find another.”

      In the living room, we sink down onto the plush carpet, tugging games from the drawer in the coffee table.

      Uno.

      I pretend to fall asleep.

      He grabs Catan.

      I shake my head. “We’ll be up all night.”

      River points to the window. “Got somewhere to go?”

      I knock back some champagne. “Nope. But I am not playing a game that requires me to pull an all-nighter. My commitment level to a board game is about an hour.”

      “A man who knows his mind. Gotta love it,” River says, taking another drink, then opening the popcorn.

      We root around for more games, while munching on the salty snack.

      “Exploding Kittens?” He waggles the Russian-roulette style game in front of me.

      “Possibly. We’ll consider it a front-runner,” I say, grabbing another box, then moaning in mock pain as I set it on the table.

      “Risk.” I cringe. “Pretty sure you have to be into Game of Thrones to like Risk.”

      His jaw comes unhinged. “You don’t like Game of Thrones? How did I not know this juicy tidbit?”

      “Maybe because we never talk about it. Does that”—I stop, cross my fingers—“mean you don’t like it either?”

      “I tried a few episodes. Too much violence to get to the nakedness.”

      “Am I right? I’m all for more skin, just less blood and guts.”

      River lifts his mug in another toast. “To more fucking and less violence.”

      “I will definitely drink to that.”

      I take another swallow and he does the same, then we grab some popcorn too, as the snow keeps falling and the fire warms me up.

      River pokes his head under the table, then grabs a box of cards. Would You Rather…? “What do you think, cutie?”

      That last word tugs on my brain. Reminds me of our conversation from years ago in college as we left the Old School coffee shop and created the Harry and Rod rule. I called you a cutie because I can’t call you a hottie. Even with those Clark Kent glasses. I can’t call you hot because you’re seeing someone.

      River never calls anyone else cutie but me. He only uses hottie for guys he’s into. Everyone else is just hun.

      I’m not sure what the math here adds up to, and maybe I’m grasping at straws, but still, I clutch them. “Why do you call me cutie? You call everyone else hun. I never hear you use cutie for anyone else.”

      His eyes flash with surprise, like I’ve caught him off-guard, but then he adjusts to being his easy, breezy self. “You’re questioning why you get a special nickname?”

      I am, since I want to know if there’s an answer to his word problem. If the logic adds up. So I stand my ground, push a little more. “Yeah. I am.”

      River lifts his mug, takes another drink, his eyes darkening as he swallows. He sets down the cup on the coffee table. “I suppose it’s because I can’t call you what I really want to call you.”

      “What’s that?”

      He takes his time, like he’s weighing his words, then levels me with a stare that feels a little more than friendly. “Hottie. Like you are.”

      Make that a lot more than friendly.

      And just like that, it’s impossible to slide back in the friend zone with him, so I choose the riskiest game of all.

      “Let’s play . . . Would You Rather.”

      Since I’m hoping I’ll learn something from the questions—something about him and me, and whether we could ever move out of the friend zone.
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      Games are good. Games are fun. We can play games and then go to sleep.

      I brandish the first card. Clear my throat. Adopt a TV announcer voice. “Would you rather only use a fork for the rest of your life or only use a spoon?”

      Owen’s nose crinkles. “Please tell me you made that up. That can’t be a real question.”

      “Sadly, it is.” I fling the card on the floor, grab another.

      “Are there do-overs in this game?” he asks with a laugh.

      “Yes. On account of questions that make both of us roll our eyes. It’s my new rule.”

      “Fair enough. Hit me with another one,” Owen says.

      I read the next question. “Would you rather be a centaur or a mermaid-slash-merman?” I stare at the card like it’s diseased. “My answer? I’d rather play another game.”

      “Wait,” Owen says, rooting around in the game drawer, grabbing the box the cards came in, and turning it over. He displays the box. “Ah. The culprit. This is the kids’ version.”

      “Does that mean the rest of the questions are going to be about whether I’d rather have donuts or burgers for the rest of my life, or the ability to fly and never eat sweets, because I’d rather watch Game of Thrones.”

      “Google Would You Rather questions for adults.”

      “My phone’s in the guest room,” I say.

      Owen grabs his from the charger, unlocks it, and tosses it my way. “Here you go. Use mine.”

      “Thanks, though I have to admit I’m a little shocked you didn’t tell me to Google Would You Rather dirty questions,” I say playfully.

      Owen’s lips curve into a grin. “I didn’t say not to Google Would You Rather dirty questions either.”

      Oh, well this is getting good then. This is feeling like foreplay. Come to think of it, this whole day feels like foreplay.

      Bring it on.

      I click on the search bar in Owen’s phone browser when a light blue icon flashes on the home screen for a dating app, along with a notification from the app: Don’t forget to finish your profile soon, Guy With Glasses.

      My muscles tighten. I clench my teeth. He’s using the app for finding long-term relationships? A flare of red-hot envy bursts in my chest.

      “When did you get on Boyfriend Material?” I ask, and holy shit. Did that come out dripping with jealousy?

      Owen scratches his chin. “About thirty minutes ago.”

      What the hell?

      I point to the floor, like I need to clarify exactly what he means. “While you were here? In the cabin?” My voice shoots up.

      He laughs lightly. “Yeah, since that’s where I was thirty minutes ago, River.”

      My jaw ticks, and I’ve got to rein in the thrashing dragon in my chest. It’s knocking all my good-guy circuits loose. I’m feeling all sorts of you’re mine alpha-y, and that is not my jam. But right now, it is my jam. “And why did you decide to get on Boyfriend Material then?”

      Owen’s brow knits, but he keeps smiling. “It was on my mind. You asked me what I want in one. You asked about Ezra. We were literally discussing relationships. So I was thinking about next steps.” He’s so easygoing, like this is no big deal.

      It’s a huge deal.

      Owen looking for a boyfriend is a horrifying deal, and I want to rewind time so he can get off that app immediately.

      “Yes, and you said, I want to be good to someone. Someone who wants me to be good to him,” I say, repeating the words I memorized. Words that lit up my mind, that squeezed my heart. “I just didn’t realize you were going to do it so soon.”

      He shrugs casually. “The timing felt right. Why do you look like you just saw a cat opening a door with his paws?”

      I flap my hands around, hunting for an acceptable answer. “I just didn’t think you’d do it now,” I say, but my reply doesn’t make sense.

      It makes less than sense.

      Owen tilts his head, regarding me like I’m an oddity. “No time like the present. Besides, you were telling Declan and Grant the other night you wanted Cupid to shoot an arrow at you, and you didn’t sound like you meant in two years’ time. You said would it kill either the Greek heartthrob or the smug little Valentine’s baby to throw some arrows my way? I guess it’s just in the air. All this relationship talk.”

      “You remember what I said at the bar?”

      “It was kind of memorable,” Owen says with an easy shrug.

      And so is this moment.

      Right here.

      In front of the fireplace.

      In a cabin, where we’re snowed in.

      The prospect of Owen on this app is making my head spin with terrifying possibilities. He could have a boyfriend soon. Like, in a few days. He’s such a catch. He’ll be reeling in men like that. He’ll be having lunches and coffees and dinners lined up the second he returns to the city.

      I should tell him I can’t wait to hear about his dates. But I’d rather drink battery acid.

      Yup. That’s my answer to the would you rather running through my head right now.

      Which brings me to another question—would I rather head to the guest room, shut the door, and lock myself in for the night where our friendship is safe and sound? Or would I rather take a chance?

      My gaze locks on Owen’s. His blue eyes spark with challenge. Heat too.

      Will we play a game of filthy innuendo alone in a cabin in the woods after dark?

      Maybe it’s the snow. Maybe it’s the champagne. Maybe it’s the powder keg of lust.

      Or perhaps it’s that Owen Hayes is unequivocally boyfriend material, and all these feelings for him want to come out.

      I lift the phone, my eyes never leaving his face as I speak into the search bar: “Would You Rather dirty questions.”

      Owen tries to fight off a grin.

      I tear my gaze from his, look at the results, click on a page, and begin.

      “Here goes.” I sit up straighter. “Would you rather have everyone you know be able to read your thoughts,” I say, and he winces, making his feeling clear on option one, “or for everyone to have access to your Internet history?”

      Owen breathes a sigh of relief. “Easy. Internet history.”

      “Ah, so you have all sorts of secret, dirty thoughts you don’t want anyone to access,” I say. Tell me your secret dirty thoughts. Are they the same as mine?

      “Obviously,” he answers.

      Dying to know. Just dying. “Well . . . what’s in your Internet history, cutie?”

      Owen taps his chin. “Let’s see. Where to buy locally farmed veggies. Weather in Markleeville . . .” And the flirt that he is, the fucking flirt, he runs his teeth along the corner of his mouth, a move that makes me want to kiss that corner even more, before he says in a casual tone, “And last night I searched for my favorite adult performer’s page.”

      My skin buzzes with excitement. “And what was on his page?”

      Owen smiles slyly. “A hot solo.”

      I am on fire, since I’m not thinking of just any performer stroking it. I’m picturing Owen doing that for me.

      Putting on a show.

      I shove the phone at him wordlessly. He takes it, scans the questions, then asks, “Would you rather do it with the lights on or off?”

      I try to reset my brain away from the image of Owen’s hot solo by answering the question clinically. “Lights on. Always. All the time,” I say, then scrunch my brow. “Except for middle-of-the-night sleepy sex. Lights off for that.”

      A lazy smile plays on his face. “Mmm. Yeah,” he rasps, and tugs at the neck of his shirt.

      Such a simple reaction, but so powerful. His words and deeds say he likes the same things I do.

      And fuck clinical.

      My gaze drifts down his face, his chest, his arms. What does Owen look like in the middle of the night, his skin illuminated only by moonlight? Shadows cast across all those muscles and flesh? What does he look like when he’s moving in the dark with a man?

      With me? For me?

      My mind goes hazy. I’m so attracted to him I don’t know what to do with this lust. It’s like I’m suffering from an overdose. I’ve ingested too much Owen today, but I can’t stop. I want more. I crave more.

      I take the phone from him. Looking at the web page, I select another question. “Would you rather be handcuffed or blindfolded?” I ask Owen, then knit my brow as I contemplate the query. “Hmmm. That’s a dilemma.”

      He chuckles. “Tough one for you to answer, River?”

      “It is, since I don’t think I want either. For me, that is.”

      “Because you like to be in control,” he says, with a knowing gleam in his eyes. “Mister Bossy.”

      “Yes, I am. So can I pick that I’d rather be the one handcuffing and blindfolding?”

      “You could pick if it were your turn to answer,” he says, taking his time with every word.

      Flustered, I gesture to Owen. “Oh, right. It’s your turn.”

      “You didn’t even let me get a word in, River,” he says, like a cat toying with its dinner. “Maybe you don’t want to know my choice.”

      I want it more than breath. “I definitely want to know.”

      Owen lifts his mug, takes another drink of champagne and puts it down. “Are you sure?”

      Atoms and ions crackle between us. The air is more than charged. It’s an electrical storm.

      “Positive,” I say crisply, then ask the question again to underline my need. “Owen, would you rather be handcuffed or blindfolded?”

      “The answer is easy.”

      “Tell me,” I say, practically pouncing on him.

      He licks his lips. “I like to look at the guy I’m with. I like to see his face, how everything we’re doing makes him feel,” he tells me, and my body is the center of the earth right now. Magma has nothing on me as I listen to Owen tell me what he likes in bed. “I want to watch his expression shift as he gets close, when he’s all tortured and agonized with need. I want to see his body move over me, under me, against me. I want to look at him when his eyes squeeze shut.”

      Fuck the center of the earth. I’m a supernova, burning up the atmosphere.

      But Owen is so damn cool as he pushes to his feet, grabs his mug, and tosses me a glance. “So no blindfolding for this guy . . . I’d rather be handcuffed.”

      He walks to the kitchen, grabs the champagne bottle, and pours a splash in his cup.

      I can’t move at first. My dick weighs ten tons. My desire for Owen occupies all the space in the house.

      And I’m entirely too transfixed by him to stay this far away, so I stand too, and head to the kitchen.

      As he leans against the counter, his eyes travel up and down my frame. My erection is not a state secret. It’s an open book for anyone to read.

      And he’s reading between the lines.

      His eyes linger on my hard-on.

      I stop a foot away from him, pour a splash too, then challenge him. “Your turn to ask me a question.”

      Owen wastes no time. “Would you rather top or bottom?”

      Now we’re really getting somewhere. A flush races up my neck as I stare at the man I want to sleep with. “That’s hard to answer,” I say.

      He arches a sexy brow. “Is it? Hard?”

      “Yes. It is. Very much so. And so is the question, because it depends on the guy, on our vibe, on what he wants.”

      Owen scrubs a hand along the back of his neck, parts his lips, lets out a shuddery breath. “What if he wanted you to top him?”

      That’s it. I’m throwing in the towel. My brain is officially scrambled. My senses are fried. “Then I would top the fuck out of him,” I say, all hot and twenty million times bothered.

      “Good,” Owen murmurs. “That’s good to know.”

      I grab the mug, take another drink, trying to cool off. Only there’s no cooling off now. This night is getting hotter. “My turn to ask.”

      “Need my phone for a question?” Owen asks.

      I shake my head. “Nope. I have one all ready.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      This one will speak volumes about Owen, so I ask, “Would you rather kiss all night long or have five minutes of sex but come ridiculously hard?”

      Owen crosses his arms, a move that shows off his strong pecs. “What do you think I’d pick?”

      I stare at his lips. They’re so lush and full. His mouth is perfection, and I have to know what he tastes like. I have to kiss him. And I have to do it before he can find anyone else on that stupid app.

      “I bet you’re really into kissing,” I tell him.

      His blue eyes blaze with desire. “With the right guy, I fucking love it,” Owen says, in the most sensual voice I’ve ever heard.

      “Your turn,” I say, a little breathless. “Do you need the phone?”

      Owen shakes his head. “I have my next question.”

      “I can’t wait,” I say.

      And he does make me wait. He takes his time. Stares hotly at me. Uncrosses his arms. Rubs a hand along his chin, his thumb swiping his bottom lip. I whimper as he touches his mouth. Ah, but to be that hand, touching those lips.

      Owen takes a step closer, then slides his thumb along my jaw.

      Holy fuck.

      It’s just his thumb on my face, but it’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever felt. I shudder. Everywhere.

      His hand stops and he cups my face. “Would you rather kiss me tonight or never kiss me?”

      This is the line.

      My eyes float closed as the thrill and the danger of his question beckons me to cross the line.
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      When River opens his eyes, the answer is written in them—the way they shine with desire.

      It’s in his shoulders, how they rise and fall.

      And it’s in his breath, a harsh pant.

      Then his answer comes in words too. “Now. I want to kiss you now, Owen.”

      But I want to kiss River. I want to set the pace. I’ve thought about it for years, and it’s happening at last—my greatest fantasy. “I’m going to kiss you first,” I tell him.

      “I don’t care who goes first. Let’s just fucking kiss.”

      Sexiest words ever. They make me feel like a king.

      Clasping my hands on River’s shoulders, I turn him so he’s backed against the counter. I slide a hand through his hair, and my entire body is a pinwheel of sensations. Wild shivers race down my arms as my fingers roam through his strands. My fingers are tingling—just from this. This small, sensual touch is electrifying my senses and I want to record every second of this kiss for posterity.

      Remember it always.

      Like how River bites his lip, his breath coming in a shuddery, persistent rhythm of pleasure as I stroke his impossibly silky hair.

      Like how he leans into my hand, seeking contact. Seeking me.

      I want to remember, too, how he looks at me, his brown irises tinged with so much desire it’s like it radiates off him.

      I want to take my time with everything. Every touch. My hand coasts down to his neck, traveling over his shoulder, along his arm. He shivers as I go. Then as I press my body to his, I draw out the first ever groan from him.

      “Oh God, that feels good,” he says, in a needy whimper.

      A thrill rushes through the center of my being.

      I did this.

      I made him feel this good.

      It’s heady and intense, and I want this night to last forever.

      A tremble races down my body as wishes and wants collide. At long last, desire meets reality and it’s utter bliss.

      I let go of him to take off my glasses, setting them carefully on the counter behind him.

      “You’re hot with glasses and without glasses,” River says. “Like I said, you’re just a hottie.”

      “Glad you think so.” Closing my eyes, I lean in, my face drifting closer to his, and I inhale that forest rain scent. “Mmm,” I murmur, like I’m floating above Earth, completely intoxicated. And it’s not the champagne. It’s him.

      And it’s him wanting me with the same ferocity.

      River’s lust is a mirage and I want to wrap myself in its shimmer.

      So I inch even closer, my cheek so dizzyingly near to his.

      But I don’t touch his face yet, or his lips, because I want to drive him insane—make him beg with his body. Then, once he’s aching and needy, I’ll kiss him till he’s moaning for me. I’ll devour his lips till his hands thread through my hair, till he claws and grasps, till his breath comes in wild pants.

      Till River can’t control his desire anymore.

      Then he’ll know what my life’s been like around him.

      I can’t wait any longer. After all these years, I need to touch him.

      Brushing my lips along his jaw, I can’t hold back a ragged moan. “Oh God,” I gasp.

      “Yessssss,” he murmurs, and in a heartbeat, his hands slide around my waist, gripping my hips, anchoring me in place.

      My head is a haze of longing as I sweep my mouth along his jawline, then under it. River moves with me, lifting his face, giving me access to his neck. That scent of his hair and the smell of his soap swirl around me as I kiss his neck.

      Here, there, everywhere.

      My lips travel all over him, and I am in heaven. He’s better than I daydreamed—than I night-dreamed.

      He tastes like the man who drives me wild.

      I press a hand to his chest, my palm spreading over the fabric of his shirt as I roam my lips along his day-old stubble, savoring the sandpaper scrape against my face.

      My lips explore him, but I’m not in a rush. I’m ravenous, but determined to savor every single second of our first kiss.

      In case it’s our last.

      With another moan, I make my way to his ear, nipping the lobe. He groans in exquisite misery. That sound. My God, it winds me up. Sends desire spinning wildly through my body. Makes my heart hammer harder for him.

      “Owen, are you ever going to kiss me?” River pleads, and I just smile against his skin. Smile, because I’m so damn thrilled he wants me the same way.

      “Patience,” I whisper.

      “It’s hard to be patient when you’re so good at that,” he rasps out.

      Prides suffuses me, filling every cell in my body. I pull my gaze back for a second, our eyes locking. River looks as lost in lust as I am, eyes hazy, cheeks flushed, desire written all over him.

      At last, I speak the words aloud to him that define my heart.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you for years,” I say, and I don’t give him a chance to register the enormity of my confession. Since at last, my lips brush his, and everything—just everything—in the whole universe fades away.

      Our lips meet and I know in my soul there has never been a first kiss like this.

      This is why people kiss.

      For this possibility.

      This potent connection.

      Our lips slide together, and I taste him. Enjoy him.

      I intend to savor every single second of this kiss and this night. I want to live in it, without consequence. To roll around in this perfect kiss as his lips explore mine, as his hands roam over my ass, as he tugs me against him like he can’t get close enough either.

      I want it all to last, because I am so deeply in love with River already, and I hope, I truly hope, he doesn’t break my heart.

      But soon, I’m no longer thinking about my heart.

      I’m only feeling.

      We kiss for ages in the kitchen. Not stopping. I’m not even able to stop. Just lips and teeth and tongues and heat. I have no will to end this kiss. So I don’t even try. I take more and more, consuming my friend’s kisses, gobbling them up, loving them completely.

      Then asking for more.

      Asking with my lips, with my tongue, with my whole body.

      I grind my pelvis against his, rubbing our hard-ons together, making him grunt and me groan.

      Our lips keep crashing back and with every single kiss I’m feeling so many things at once—lust, heat, desire. And a wildly intense need to show him just how good I can be to him.

      When I said those words in the car, I meant as a boyfriend. I meant I’d be good to a man outside of the bedroom.

      But in my book, boyfriends should also be very good to each other when clothes come off.

      That’s a privilege—to make someone else feel incredible in bed. That’s something I’m dying to do for him.

      So when I break the kiss, I slide a hand down his chest on a fast track for his cock. I cover the ridge of his erection with my palm, then squeeze.

      “Umm, you cocktease,” River moans.

      I laugh lightly. “I’m only a tease if I don’t go through with it.”

      He jerks me closer, lifts his chin. “And what do you want to go through with?”

      I press a hot, quick kiss to his lips, then pull back. “I’d really like to get on my knees for you and suck your cock.”

      River unbuttons his jeans, slides down the zipper, and takes me up on my offer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            River

          

        

      

    

    
      There are many varieties of blow jobs.

      Some are quick and to the point. Those are like a straight shot up a roller coaster, then a fantastic ride downhill at top speed.

      Others are dirty and deep. The kind where the head of your cock hits the back of his throat, and he takes you all the way.

      There’s the long, slow tease. With lots of licks and kisses.

      All are good, since there are pretty much no bad blow jobs.

      But then there is this.

      A brand-new variety I’m discovering tonight as Owen plays with my dick. As he swirls his tongue across the head. As he licks a long, decadent stripe down my shaft, then back up.

      “Your mouth is so fucking perfect,” I moan as he wraps those sensual lips around my length, like he’s showing off how incomparably sexy his mouth is.

      Clasping his face in one hand, I run my thumb across his top lip, breathing out hard as I gaze at the beautifully filthy sight in front of me. Owen stares up at me with wide, hungry eyes, running his hands over my thighs, playing with my abs, traveling his palms along my body. All while he seduces my cock with his gorgeous mouth and tongue and magic.

      This is a whole other kind of blow job, and already, it’s my favorite. It’s worship, and it’s clear Owen believes. What’s clear too is how much I like attending the church of Owen’s blow jobs. I’m going to sing its praises as he draws me in more, moaning around my shaft. His sounds send shockwaves of pleasure across my skin. His murmurs make me shudder.

      Because, seriously, this—it’s too much. It’s too hot. It’s just . . . everything. “Look at you. Your lips are so sexy wrapped around my dick,” I rasp out as his blue eyes sparkle with naughty delight.

      The show-off that he is, my friend hauls me in even deeper, then deeper still, and my hips jerk and my cock throbs in the warmth of his mouth. “Yes . . . show me how you can take all of me. Show me now,” I demand, and he does, oh hell, does he ever.

      I can feel him relax his throat, open more, let me sink farther, till I am all the way. Oh yes, my dick has disappeared into the unholy paradise of Owen’s delicious mouth, and the sight of him swallowing me whole makes my legs shake.

      Groaning, I run my hands through his hair as pleasure radiates into every damn cell. My dick is having the best time ever getting to know his wicked mouth, and still, I want more.

      “Yes, get closer to me,” I tell Owen, and he does as told, taking me and having me and holding me deep.

      My body twitches with pleasure as Owen sucks hard on the length of me, adoring my shaft with his tongue, drawing me deep with those lips, then reaching out to grab my ass with both hands.

      Squeezing me.

      Urging me with his palms to fuck his face.

      I shudder, my breath coming hard and fast as the need to pump takes over.

      Still, I want to make sure he can handle a good face-fucking.

      It’s only polite, after all. And good manners in bed go a long way.

      I ease out, rubbing the head across his lips. He moans eagerly, licking me.

      “You’re incredible,” I say, curling my other hand tighter through his thick, lush hair. “And I really want to fuck your mouth. But only if you’re into that.”

      “I’m so into that,” Owen says, all husky and eager as he licks the crown like I’m a piece of candy, then he brings me back home.

      I clasp his head tight, my palms coiling around his skull.

      Then, I go to town on his decadent mouth, driving my cock between his lips as he sucks and slurps. His noises spur me on, the wet smacks, the gasping breaths, the moans.

      One hand lets go of my ass, but he keeps another curled hard around me, jerking me deeper, letting me know not only can he take it, but he wants to.

      I keep Owen in place, snapping my hips as lust rockets hard and fast through my body. My balls constrict, and a blinding wave of pleasure slams into me. I can barely come up for air—it feels so damn good what he’s doing to me. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop,” I half beg, half order. And my God, he takes orders so damn well, sucking with greedy abandon, with wild fervor.

      As the promise of bliss ricochets through me, my gaze swings down and I unleash a wild groan. Owen’s unzipped his jeans, shoved his hand in his briefs, and he’s stroking his cock. His gorgeous, thick, hard cock that I want to have all to myself.

      “Save it for me. Don’t come, baby. Want to taste you,” I rasp out.

      He nods, squeezing his dick, then letting go to pull me farther into his mouth. When I slide all the way in again, ecstasy takes over, blasting through each cell in my body as I come so damn hard down my best friend’s throat.

      And Owen takes every last drop.

      I pant and gasp for air, but I don’t let go of his hair. It feels right in my hands. It feels good between my fingers.

      He feels amazing here with me.

      And I don’t think we have a friendship pact anymore, and I’m not sure I want to go back there.
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      My head is dizzy.

      My whole body is a live wire.

      I’m not sure I can stand, since I’m still buzzing from touching River for the first time, from bringing him the pleasure I’ve been dreaming of. But I want to get up, since I need to kiss him again. Do more. Do everything.

      I push up on my feet, but before I can rise, River is down on the floor, his spent dick out, his hands on my face, clasping me.

      “You are incredible,” he says, and it sounds like he’s glowing—maybe it’s good radiation from the orgasm I just gave him. “Just incredible.”

      Not gonna lie—the praise lights me up. I’m such a praise junkie. It turns me on to bring pleasure, to be told I made a guy feel amazing. It thrills me more to give than to receive.

      I half expect River to kiss me right now, because that’s my favorite thing to do after a blow job. But instead, his mouth pays a visit to my throat, kissing me there. “I don’t even know what you did to me, Owen. That was insane,” he says, lavishing kisses all along my neck, my Adam’s apple, like he’s cherishing where his dick was minutes ago. “Your throat is like magic. Did you find a lamp somewhere and make a wish with a genie to have no gag reflex?”

      I crack up, leaning my head back, laughing. “Yes. You figured me out.”

      River raises his face, still holding my cheeks. “You are the blow job champion of the world. Just know that. And listen, I’m going to suck you off in about two minutes. Once I recover from the world’s most outstanding head ever given to any man in history. But I want to warn you. I am not as good as you. I hope you can forgive me, you fucking deep-throat god. My dick is humbled to have made the great acquaintance of your mouth.”

      Yeah, I’m beaming inside. “My mouth is pretty happy to have met your dick,” I say.

      And the rest of me is too.

      All of me is.

      “Seriously, though. I just want you to know what I do to you will be like the BMW of head to your Bugatti.”

      “BMWs are hot rides, River,” I say. “Also, shut up. It’s going to feel great because it’s you,” I say, but once those words come out, I’ve got to remind myself to keep my emotions in check.

      Now is not the time to bust out the I am so in love with you or any variation on that you’re the one theme.

      Now is the time for more sex.

      Just sex.

      I have no idea where we’re going, but I also don’t want to contemplate it tonight. I just want to feel.

      “Mmm,” he says, grabbing my face, and hauling me to him. River drops his lips to mine and kisses me hard and deep. Like he’s claiming me. The possession in this kiss floods my mind with endorphins.

      He tastes a little like champagne still, but mostly like a man who’s been thoroughly kissed.

      His tongue explores my mouth as he holds my cheeks. As he tugs and sucks on my lips, the reckless desire I have for him ratchets up a few more notches, then higher still.

      As I moan into his kisses, he sneaks a hand to my crotch, squeezes my dick. I break the kiss. “Gimme that second-rate blow job,” I tease.

      River points to the living room. “BMW time, here we come. Get this hot body in front of the fireplace stat.”

      Hello, snowed-in fantasy, it is nice to meet you.

      I’m going to get blown by the man of my dreams in front of a roaring fire as snow falls outside.

      Winning.

      He tugs his jeans up far enough to walk to the living room. Once we’re there, he slides his hands up the front of my Henley, making me tremble. Every touch melts me. As I look down at him, since he’s just a couple inches shorter, the whole moment is still so surreal.

      To have his hands on me.

      To see him looking at me this way.

      Even after he came down my throat, it’s surreal.

      But then, it’s all so incredibly real when his fingers dip under my shirt, and he touches my stomach. Shivering with pleasure, I let out a smoky sigh.

      His hands journey up my abs, and he hums as he goes. “Two, four, six, eight,” he says. “Oh yes, I appreciate this eight-pack.”

      I laugh, pretty happy that he likes what he feels.

      Hell, pretty happy?

      I am only happy.

      So happy I tug off my shirt in one quick move.

      River grins lasciviously at me. “Imma need you all the way naked for this, hottie,” he says as he roams his hands over my pecs, down my arms, then back the other way, retracing his motions and returning to the waistband of my jeans, still unzipped. “I need to play with this whole beautiful body and kiss you all over.”

      “Be my guest,” I say, as sparks fly across my skin, as my blood runs with liquid gold. My whole world is like a fantastic dream sequence right now, with everything I’ve longed for coming true.

      And it feels better than I imagined.

      He grabs the blanket from the back of the couch, shakes it out like he’s a servant for a prince, then lays it on the carpet. “Welcome to my BMW Blow Job Extravaganza. Please, lie down and bask in the features of this car,” he says, with a carnal lick of his lips.

      Yeah, I think I’ll like this ride.

      I take off my socks, tossing them far away. “Sex with socks on is the worst.”

      “It’s an erection destroyer for sure,” he says, then glances at his crotch. “See? I’m even harder now that I’m seeing you sockless.”

      “I’ll just go barefoot the rest of the night then,” I say as I lie down.

      He tosses me a pillow from the couch. “Make yourself comfortable, hottie.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” I settle on the pillow and park my hands behind my head.

      Then River straddles me, sets his hands on either side of my chest, and dips his face to me. “Body by cake,” he muses and I chuckle, but then stop laughing as soon as his lips sweep across my pecs. He dusts gentle, sensual kisses over my chest, his tongue flicking over my nipples, and I can’t laugh anymore, because I’m already moaning, pleasure zinging along my skin.

      “Yes,” I murmur since I’m not as much of a talker as he is, but I also can’t be quiet. I just can’t, not when he travels down my stomach, licking a path between my abs until he reaches the waistband of my jeans. River lifts his face, his eyes shining with lust as he says, “I want to just lick you all over. You taste so good.”

      My eyes stray to my hard-on, bulging, insistent in my boxer briefs. “I’m into that, but maybe just start with my dick, River.” Then, since I bet he likes a little pleading from a lover, I arch my hips, and gasp out a throaty, “Please.”

      I’m not doing it for show.

      I damn well mean it.

      But I also have a hunch River likes a little bit of power play.

      A little begging to complement his bossiness.

      “Since you asked so nicely,” he says, then pulls on my jeans, wiggling his shoulders back and forth like he’s doing a dance of gratitude for my dick.

      He tugs them down my hips with a certain finesse, whistling appreciatively as he stares at my hard-on tenting my black boxer briefs.

      We are a feedback loop. I watch him gazing at my face, then my chest, then the ridge of my erection. Lifting my ass, I help him along, pushing my pants and boxers down.

      “Oh yes. So nice to meet you,” he says to my shaft. He takes a second to wrap a hand around my dick, and I babble incoherent words that would be bleeped out on a TV show.

      Then he jerks my jeans down each leg and off.

      At last.

      I’m completely naked and he’s still in clothes, jeans unzipped. I’m dying to see all of him, but I don’t want to interrupt his seduction plans, since the man seems to have a sex agenda for me. River prowls up my body, a low rumble in his throat as he nears my cock.

      His eyes narrow, darkening as he dips his face to me, then flicks his tongue along my shaft.

      One swipe of his tongue and I nearly lose my mind.

      And if that—just the trace of his mouth on me—makes me jerk and writhe, I’m going to be hitting another championship record soon. Fastest to come.

      River gives me a reprieve though. “Hold on a second,” he says, then sits up on his knees, reaches for the bottom of his shirt, and rips it off.

      A shaky breath falls from my lips as I drink him in. His golden skin, the perfect shade for a Californian, outdoorsy guy. His toned, lean chest and tight stomach. His trim arms, and that ink that travels from wrist to shoulder and says who he is. What he wants. How he loves.

      My heart aches with longing for this man.

      He stands to shed his jeans. In seconds, he’s completely naked in front of me for the first time, and I can barely breathe. As I drink him in, he kneels between my thighs again.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” I say, and it comes out so reverently that I have to shut up.

      I’ve got to stop talking or I will blurt out words of affection. Words of love. Words that will make it impossible to put us back to the way we were if he doesn’t want to find a new way with me.

      So I push up on my elbows, thread a hand through his golden locks, then speak without words. I push his head down my body.

      A light laugh comes from him. “I hear ya, cutie. I hear ya loud and clear,” River says, returning to the center of my world right now.

      My aching cock.

      And this man, bless him. He swirls his tongue around the crown, licking off that first drop of liquid arousal like he’s tasting his favorite cocktail.

      Well.

      I swallow roughly, my whole body buzzing, my bones humming, and he’s barely touching me.

      Until . . . he is touching me.

      And my hips roll.

      And buck.

      River draws me into his mouth, humming around my dick. He takes several long, indulgent strokes, flicking his tongue up and down my length as my thighs shake. I’m a firework, and he’s lit me up. I’m sparking hot and fast.

      And everywhere.

      Flames flicker across my body. Lust coils tight in my veins. My hands wrap around his head, but I’m not rough like he was with me. I just keep him there, where I want him, where he wants to be, enrapt in sucking me off.

      I moan with every lick, grunt with every suck, and lose touch with the rest of the world every single second.

      Screw the rest of the world. I want only this.

      My hips buck as he lavishes sinful attention on my dick, then my balls, sucking them in his mouth while he strokes me with a tight fist, and this is not fair.

      I can’t last.

      I can’t survive something so good.

      I don’t want this to ever stop, but I’m on the verge already.

      I can’t stop moaning or saying his name. I’m a broken record panting out yes and fuck and River, and it’s all just so damn good. Just so intense as he returns his mouth to my dick, and my body heats to inferno levels. Then I burn even hotter as he slinks down, settling between my legs. Pushing them apart, he wraps his arms under my thighs, and tugs me even closer to his face.

      River looks so insanely sexy, I think I might die from lust. He’s got me, and he’s taking me apart with his mouth.

      His sounds electrify me.

      His groans of pleasure thrill me.

      And the tight wire in me snaps.

      All those noises, all those moans, all that evidence of his need for me cuts my razor-thin hold on this moment, and I detonate.

      “Coming,” I warn him. I curl my hands tighter around his head, and then I lose it.

      Panting.

      Breathing ridiculously hard.

      Gasping for air.

      And River delights, just utterly delights, in sucking the last remnants of my orgasm with a wet, loud pop.

      He raises his face, his eyes wild, his lips red and bruised, his expression filthy.

      “C’mere,” I say, beckoning.

      River climbs up me, and I wrap my arms around his smooth back, pull him close. “BMW?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “Bugatti.”

      I kiss him again.

      Tasting myself on his lips.

      Tasting us.

      And all at once, I’m both incredibly satisfied and terribly hungry for more.

      This must be what it means to not get enough. That’s how I feel—like I just can’t get enough of him.
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      “So you really do want me to become a popsicle,” I say, casting my new lover a skeptical look as we stand by the door to the deck, poised.

      “I thought it was a melted popsicle,” Owen says, giving a gentle tug on the towel around my waist, but not enough to jerk it off. “Besides, it’s going to feel really good.”

      “But what if I die on the way from the house to the hot tub?” I ask, pointing to the twenty feet I have to traverse in the subarctic conditions. “That feels like a real possibility.”

      “You didn’t die when you went out there earlier to check it out, did you? Are you a ghost? Did a ghost give me a blow job? Holy shit. I just had a good blow job from a ghost,” Owen says.

      “Yes, and that’s why it was so otherworldly,” I say, as we debate whether to cross the short path from the house to the hot tub. Or rather, I debate. Owen seems convinced this is a good idea.

      Steam wafts from the jacuzzi like an invitation. He turned the hot tub on fifteen minutes ago.

      But the path to it is a veritable icebox. It’s twenty-eight degrees, which is forty degrees less than I like. “What if we get locked outside?”

      Owen jiggles the doorknob. “The door is unlocked. We’ll be able to get back inside. Also, hello? There’s a code. So we’re good.”

      “We better get back inside. I’m going to have to sleep curled up by the fire all night.”

      “Everything is going to be fine, you sun worshipper. And the water is going to feel amazing. Didn’t you just want to have fun tonight?” he says, nudging me. “Make the best of being snowed in?”

      Fun.

      This is fun.

      We’re just having fun.

      The word tugs on my heart a bit, because I think I want a little more than fun.

      But I don’t want to be a buzzkill.

      “That is the operative word, isn’t it? That’s what tonight is all about, right? Fun?”

      “That’s what you said,” he tosses back, in a tone I can’t read.

      “True. I did say that. And I’m having a blast,” I say, but I also want to tell him that the kitchen and the fireplace was so much more than fun. That pleasuring him and being pleasured felt like more than just sex. That it felt intimate. That it’s making me think of all sorts of arrows being fired by Eros. “So, the hot tub is part of making the best of tonight?”

      Owen takes a beat, and in those few silent seconds, I swear the cogs are whirring in his mind, then he nods. “When else are you going to be trapped in a cabin in the snow with a jacuzzi just waiting for you and a hot guy to join you in it?”

      I make a mental note that he didn’t answer the question.

      But I also don’t press.

      There might be a reason he didn’t answer.

      Besides, he makes a damn good point. Will I ever have this chance with him again? “Let’s do it.” I open the back door and a blast of arctic air hits me. “I’m dead. It happened. You witnessed my death tonight at nine p.m. on a Friday.”

      Owen grabs my hand and links his fingers through mine, and tingles whoosh down my back—from him holding my hand as we run to the hot tub.

      This is so freaking boyfriend material, I can’t stand it. Only, I so can.

      When we reach the hot tub, we drop our towels, then Owen goes first, and, as I scramble in too, I watch him like the perviest hawk in existence. His Greek god-like frame sinks into the water, his sculpted ass disappearing first, then his back—mmm, yes, I want my hands on that back when he’s under me. He spreads his arms behind him, and tips his forehead to the spot by his side. I scoot right next to him, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “Are you really cold, River?”

      “I told you. I’m like a jungle cat. I’m not equipped for this kind of brutal weather.”

      “But the hot tub is nice and toasty, isn’t it?”

      “It’s like swimming at the equator,” I say as the heat of the bubbles and the water slide over my skin even as my face remains cold. But the effect works. I’m warmed up in a few seconds. It doesn’t hurt that he shifts toward me, rubs my shoulders, then drops a kiss to my nose.

      My pulse surges, and my heart squeezes at the same time. He’s doing all sorts of things to my insides. Making my organs jump around.

      “You’re awfully affectionate,” I say.

      He tenses, then lets go of me. “Do you not like it? Affection?”

      I scoff. “Are you kidding me? I love it.”

      Owen smiles, like I’ve stolen the sun for him, given it to him as a gift. “Good,” he says, then takes off his glasses and sets them on the edge of the tub. He closes his eyes, lifts his face to the night sky. Like that, with his eyes shut, I study his handsome features. Those lips I got to know intimately tonight. The strong lines of his jaw. His carved cheekbones. Those eyes that see inside me.

      “How long have you worn glasses?” I blurt out.

      His eyes fly open. “Since I was four,” he says.

      The image of a young Owen in glasses is almost too much for me to handle. “You must’ve looked adorable.”

      “Yeah, I looked fantastic. A near-sighted kid who could barely see a thing, tripping all over in his own house, needing glasses at a ridiculously young age.”

      “Can you see without them at all?” I ask, suddenly eager to gobble up every last fact about Owen Hayes. I’m desperate to know him better, to hear the secrets no one else is privy to. I want him to share the hidden corners of his heart and mind just with me.

      “A little. Everything’s kind of blurry that’s more than a few feet away,” he says, squinting as he stares in the distance at the hills coated in snow. “All I see is a canvas of white.”

      “But you took them off during sex,” I say.

      Owen swings his gaze to me. “Well, you’re close now and you were pretty close then, River. I was able to see all of you and I was definitely able to get a good visual on your dick.” He slides a hand along my thigh under the water, grabbing my leg. “My, what a big cock you have, dear. This is your cock, right?”

      “Yes, you got my third leg,” I say, then his hand sneaks between my thighs, and he gives my dick a squeeze. “Ah, got it now.”

      Owen lets go, but I’m not satisfied. I’m ravenous for every last bit of info. “Do you ever leave your glasses on during sex? Would you? Or is it the sock rule?”

      His lips curve into a curious grin. “Well, do my glasses destroy your erection?”

      I shake my head. “The opposite. They enhance it.”

      “Do you have a glasses fetish, River?”

      “No, I just think they’re super-hot. But evidently, I find everything about you super-hot,” I say, waving a hand at him.

      “Is that so?” He sounds thoroughly delighted.

      “Yes,” I say, no teasing, no flirting. Just the plain truth. “Though, honestly, I always knew you were gorgeous. But apparently, I’m just realizing tonight how attracted I am to you. It’s kind of hitting me hard, and all at once.”

      “Thank you,” Owen says, then parts his lips like he’s going to say more, but instead, he just adds another “Thank you.”

      He sounds grateful, but now I wonder—do I sound like I only want the physical with him? Like I’m simply objectifying him for the way he looks? Like a hot, built, Clark Kent lookalike I want to bang?

      Ugh. It does sound that way. Even though that’s not the full truth. I want to bang, kiss, and cuddle him.

      Then see him again tomorrow.

      This is why it’s so hard to mess around with a friend. Do I talk to Owen like any other guy I’m dating? Do I ask if he’d consider me as boyfriend material?

      But on the other hand, if he says yes, am I truly ready for the risk?

      What if we don’t work out as a couple?

      Tonight, we’re all new and electric. But this is a honeymoon. What would we be like in three months, six, a year? Would I fall out of desire for him? Would he for me? And would we truly stay friends? I’m not convinced we could, and the possibility of us splintering feels like losing a vital piece of my heart and soul.

      My head spins with too many terrible outcomes, so I shift gears. “What were you like in high school?”

      Owen laughs. “Do you mean if I was a jock or a nerd or a popular or a geek?”

      My eyes roam up and down his chest. “No. What were you like? Were you outgoing? Were you quiet? Were you friendly? What did you do on weekends? I already know you wrote for the school newspaper and did the morning news. And let me tell you, if I saw you on my high school TV station, I would have always known whether we were having quinoa or tofu for lunch.”

      “Is that what your high school served?”

      I arch a dubious brow. “I grew up in a Northern California hippie community. You bet your sweet ass those were the choices. And I bet yours were the same at your private school in the city.”

      Owen shrugs. “You’re not wrong. And to answer your question: I wasn’t quiet, but I wasn’t as outgoing as I am now. I didn’t have the confidence I do now, to go to bat for my players in my job. To listen and to learn and to find just the right opportunities to tell people’s stories—all of that comes down to confidence and patience, and I think I honed both in college.”

      “Me too,” I say, breezily as the water sloshes around us, and a bead of sweat slides down the side of my face. “Well, not how to be amazing at PR and insanely patient, since that’s your thing. But how to have the guts to chat with anyone. How to make people feel better—how to listen.”

      “You’re good at all that. A great bartender, and a business owner too.”

      I wiggle my shoulders. “King of the gay bars.”

      “Is that what you envisioned you’d be when you were in high school?”

      “Ha. No. But I wish. If I knew then I’d be the Mayor of Gay San Francisco, I’d have had more confidence to ask out guys.”

      Owen growls, like a dog warding another away from its toys. “Jealous?” I ask.

      He shrugs, then laughs. “Pretty dumb to be jealous of guys you didn’t date in high school. But I do think it’s amazing you’re the Mayor of Gay San Francisco now. Well, self-proclaimed mayor,” he says, nudging me with his elbow.

      “Honestly, I thought I was going to be a therapist. I figured I’d study psych and become a shrink.”

      “And that’s kind of what you are, River,” he says.

      “I suppose I am. And I love it. Wouldn’t change a thing, even though, trust me, if you went back in time and saw me in high school, you’d have been shocked. I didn’t have a single date. Not one.”

      Owen pouts in mock sadness. “Aww.”

      “My school was so small and there were maybe two other queer guys, and they dated each other. But I had friends. Gobs and gobs of them. All the lesbians loved me.”

      Owen cracks up. “Did they now?”

      “Yes, true story. I mean, half my school experimented, it seemed. But that’s what being young is for, I guess. We were all coming out then. It was like a big Pride fiesta,” I say.

      “It’s funny because I hardly remember a time before I was out, know what I mean?” Owen says. “But that’s what happens when you come out at fourteen.”

      I laugh, ruffle his damp hair. “Same. We are such birds of a feather, aren’t we?”

      As the bubbles churn, he hums thoughtfully. “We are, River. I definitely think we are.”

      The last sentence comes out a little vulnerable and a lot sexy.

      I want to curl up in it, and with him.

      I’m not sure what’s happening to me, or to us tonight.

      But it feels like someone’s cast a spell, and I’m terrified to break it, because this night, every minute, every hour, gets better.

      So much better it borders on perfect.

      I thought I knew Owen so well already. And I suppose I did. Eight years of friendship will do that to you. But even talking about high school tonight feels like we’re mining new territory. Like we’re climbing to another level.

      Owen reaches for me, slides one arm behind my back, then grabs hold of my hips with both hands, scoots me over his legs and has me sit between them.

      “Oh hello, hello. Let’s snuggle in a hot tub,” I say as I heat up more. Pretty sure it’s not only from the temperature of the water.

      “Yes. Let’s.”

      His hands coast up my back, gliding over my wet skin as he covers my shoulders with his palms. Owen dusts a tender kiss to my neck, and I shudder.

      “Your lips,” I murmur as he sweeps another kiss onto my shoulder. “You.”

      Then yet one more, and I can feel his smile against my skin. “This is what I wanted to do to you in the car, River, when you were all tense and wound up,” he says softly. He rubs his thumbs along my neck, massaging me, like he’s wiping away the last remnants of tension.

      But they were long gone hours ago. Everything faded away when we talked it out. All the tension from the car ride dissipated as we cleared the air.

      I feel zero tension between us.

      Only this newfound closeness.

      This nascent intimacy that feels more than physical, that seems to skate into the emotional terrain.

      Where we do things like this. Quietly touch. Softly kiss. Share our stories. And find something in each other that wasn’t there before.

      Owen’s strong hands work my muscles as his lips drift over the back of my head. He brushes kisses into my hair, proving that right now he’s everything he said he’d be.

      Good to someone.

      That someone is me.

      And in this cocoon of Mother Nature’s making, a kismet of snow and circumstance, I don’t want to bring any more tension between us.

      Maybe tonight isn’t the time for discussions, for what this is, for who we could be to each other. Tomorrow I will find the words to tell him how he’s making me feel. That I don’t want him on that app. That maybe, just maybe, I want to discover if I was wrong about Harry and Rod. If we can prove the opposite together.

      For now, I’m choosing to bask in the quiet of a cold November night under the stars, a blanket of snow covering the ground, the constellations winking above us as my best friend’s hands graze along my shoulders and my neck. It just feels so good to be touched by him.

      I let out a contented sigh and I rest my back against his chest, my head against his shoulder. Soon, he stops rubbing and slides his hands down my arms, clasps his fingers through mine, and then wraps both our arms around my stomach.

      I’m pretty sure this is the most romantic way any man has ever held me.

      Or ever will.

      And maybe this is why I have to try. To see if we can have this when we’re not lost in the snow.
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      Clearly there is an agenda for tonight.

      Tonight is going to be the ultimate snowed-in fantasy.

      TJ would love this. I should tell him what we’ve been up to. Maybe it’ll be fodder for one of his books.

      But I dismiss that notion as quickly as it lands in my head. His novels end one way only.

      I can’t get caught up in how River and I might play out like a fantasy when I’m still trying to figure out what River wants in reality.

      If he wants the same things I do. If he’ll take the same risks.

      Best to play it safe for a little longer, conduct some more recon before I launch my big you’re the first person I think of when I wake up and the last person on my mind before I fall asleep confessional.

      Once we step out of the hot tub, I put my glasses back on. I wrap a towel around my waist, grab his, then wink at him and hoof it to the door.

      River stares sharp knives at me. “You wouldn’t,” he hisses.

      “Looks like I just did,” I say, with an easy shrug, waggling the towel, taunting him.

      “You’re the worst. You’re so mean,” he says, stepping out of the hot tub in his full naked glory.

      “Don’t mind me. I’m just ogling you,” I tell him, twirling my finger in his direction.

      The freedom to stare at him feels so good.

      Admitting this attraction is a terrible relief. It’s like an illness had been brewing inside me, until there was no more room for it. It was a fever I needed to burn off.

      “Come and get it,” I tease.

      “Oh, I’m coming. And you will be too when I’m through with you tonight, hottie,” he says with a growl.

      I wiggle my brow. “I’ll hold you to that,” I say as I savor the view of him striding naked across the deck toward me. His toned body glistens with drops of water in the moonlight. When River reaches me, I lift the towel over my head. “You’re not that much taller, cutie,” he says, and then grabs the towel and wraps it around his waist.

      “Maybe I just wanted to stare at you,” I say, then I open the door and we head back inside.

      River parks a hand on my shoulder, spins me around. His eyes are blazing. “Owen,” he begins, his voice husky, but stretched with nerves too.

      Not now. Don’t break my heart now.

      “Yeah?”

      “This,” he says, gesturing from him to me. “This is what I meant earlier when I said things started to change.”

      My heart thunders. So he can feel it too.

      Don’t get ahead of yourself, Owen. Test the waters slowly. Take the temperature. “What changed?”

      “In the car,” River says. “I felt all . . . hot and bothered by you.”

      I try to rein in a grin, but it’s futile. “You did?”

      “In the store too. I was checking you out as you were walking around.”

      I burn up, a rocket blasting through the atmosphere. “You were?”

      “That’s why I freaked out over staying here alone with you. All I could think was we were going to combust,” he says, his voice shaky.

      My heart squeezes, like it’s giving itself a warm hug. “And we did.”

      “We sure did,” he says, then drags a hand down my chest, making me shiver. “And I want to again.” River licks his lips, takes a breath, then locks eyes with me. “But I’m also terrified of losing you.”

      There it is. The risk. The biggest risk of all.

      I swallow roughly. “I’m scared of the same thing,” I say, and that feels like an even bigger admission than the one I shared before I kissed him.

      The years.

      “And I don’t know what to do about it, Owen.”

      I breathe out hard, stripping my emotions bare when I answer, “I don’t either.”

      River nods a few times, like he’s absorbing this then maybe resetting himself. “Maybe we should talk about it tomorrow.”

      Yes. Tomorrow.

      We’ll figure it all out tomorrow. Like I tell my players, it’s best to sleep on big decisions. See how you feel in the bright light of day. Morning has a way of making sense of everything—big talks, big moments. This is one of them, and tomorrow we’ll find the right time.

      A huge sigh of relief falls from my chest. As much as I want an answer with a big fucking bow on it, I’m positive it’s not coming right now. “Let’s make the best of tonight,” I say.

      Since I don’t entirely know what he’s most afraid of.

      Losing me if we fuck. Losing me if we fall in love. Or losing me if we fall out of love.

      And honestly, right this second, I don’t want to know.
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      A few minutes later, we’re dried off and standing in the kitchen where I’m making hot cocoa on the stove. I’m dressed in a pair of dark gray gym shorts and no shirt as I stir the milk and cocoa in a pot on a medium flame. River’s in blue flannel pajama pants, hanging low on his hips, giving me a fantastic view of his chest and arms as he dips his hand into the popcorn bag, picking up where we left off during the game.

      Snacking and talking.

      As I whisk the milk gently, River tips his forehead to the pot. “You’re like a hot cocoa master, and I don’t normally let other people make drinks.”

      “Little-known fact. I have an official license to make hot cocoa, so I can understand why you’d hand me the keys,” I deadpan. “Also, I’ve been making it since I was five.”

      River scoots up on the counter, swings his feet as he chews on more popcorn, then asks, “Is it from all the skiing you did? And do?”

      “Hot cocoa is definitely a staple of the ski lodge. And yeah, I made it on our family ski trips.”

      He dips his hand into the bag again. “What was your most memorable trip as a kid?”

      I scrunch up my brow. “Besides skiing? Because that was kind of all we did.”

      River’s hand freezes midway to his mouth, popcorn in his fist. “What? You didn’t do family trips?”

      Gliding the whisk through the warming milk, I shake my head. “Not really, beyond Tahoe. My parents worked all the time. They were hardly around. And any time we went on a trip, Grace and I had to bring friends because our parents didn’t want to spend time with us,” I say matter-of-factly.

      “That sucks,” he says, a note of sadness in his voice. He takes another handful of popcorn.

      I shrug with a sigh. “Sure, but it is what it is.”

      “Do you wish it had been different?”

      “Maybe? But I think I turned out okay. I just don’t want that for my life,” I say, cracking open another admission about myself. Today’s the day for that it seems. Maybe this is part of the recon—laying bare what I want in front of him.

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t want to work all the time. Or be unhappy. Or have a partner who resents me or vice versa. I want to take trips, and explore the city on weekends, and do the immersive art in Santa Fe, and see the burning earth in Turkmenistan. I want to have a good time, and work hard, but play hard too. Know what I mean?”

      River’s warm eyes flicker with understanding. “I love getting away from work. When I was a kid, I craved family trips. I crossed off the days on the calendar till our summer vacations. Camping and the beach and RV trips to Yellowstone. That’s where I fell in love with hiking,” River says, a soft smile on his face, and a faraway look in his irises. The memories of those days must be playing on a reel in his head, making him happy. “I remember the first few times my dad took me for a hike in the woods, and all I could think was it felt like how an amusement park must feel to other kids. Everything about wandering around in nature was such a rush for me. A ladybug here, a tree there, a stream in the woods,” he says, and the enchantment in his voice is so infectious. He sets down the popcorn, hops off the counter. He draws a deep breath, like he’s gearing up to say something hard, or something big. “You should go hiking with me sometime.”

      I arch a brow, wildly curious what he’s getting at since hiking isn’t something we do together. “I should?”

      “Well, you never go.”

      I laugh lightly. “Because you always go with Delilah or your hiking club. It’s your thing and that’s cool,” I say, then add, “You don’t go to the gym with me.”

      “Do you want me to?”

      My brow knits in confusion. “The gym is just functional. I like working out. I like being in shape. But it’s not my passion like hiking is for you.”

      “Exactly! Hiking isn’t functional for me. It’s fun.” River squares his shoulders, then declares, “We should do it together.”

      But there’s that word again, and it bristles me.

      Fun.

      That seems to be the word of the night.

      Empirically, fun is a good word.

      A good thing.

      This is fun. We are fun.

      I’d do well to remember that.

      “Sure, River,” I say, as I turn the heat off, move the pot from the burner.

      “You don’t sound like you want to,” he says.

      You have no idea how much I want to go with you. “I do. I do want to. I just . . .”

      “Just what?” River presses, his tone pitching up, like he’s desperate.

      I should just say it. Just be honest. I won’t stand a chance if I don’t attempt some honesty about my feelings.

      Here goes nothing.

      Grabbing two mugs, I answer him. “I want to go with you. Hiking, or a concert, or coffee. Anything, really,” I say, and that feels like a big step. I’m admitting I’d date him, and that has to count for something. But I can’t shake the feeling that tonight is the wrong time. This moment is fueled by the most powerful drug known to man—lust. Anything we plan tonight feels like it could crumble in the morning. “But it just feels weird, making plans. We said a few minutes ago to talk about it tomorrow.”

      River’s shoulders sag. He frowns. “You’re right. I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s all just so much . . .”

      “Fun?” I supply, kind of hating that word. I pour the cocoa into the mugs.

      “It is fun. It’s good. Fun is good. This is like a fun cabin,” he says.

      But will it be like Fight Club? What happens in the Fun Cabin stays in the Fun Cabin?

      My jaw clicks, and the barest hint of a headache takes hold in the back of my neck. Absently, I reach up and rub a hand across my nape. I look away from River, rubbing more.

      Then, a gentle hand wraps around my neck, startling me, but only for a second. Mostly, it just feels good as he massages. “Here. Let me do that for you. Felt so good when you did that for me,” he whispers, his voice sending goose bumps across my bare skin.

      My heart thunders as I close my eyes and let him massage my neck for a few seconds. His fingers drift into my hair. “I just want to go hiking with you—that’s all. I don’t want to pressure you. I think maybe I just want to know that we can still do things together,” he says, and I swear, I can hear the unspoken words.

      After we stop fucking.

      After we leave the fun cabin.

      After this night ends.

      Closing my eyes, I wince, holding in all the emotions churning inside me. “We can go then,” I whisper, giving him that much, because it’s better than nothing. I straighten my spine, shift away from him, grab the mug. “Here. Have some,” I say, then hand it to him.

      River lifts the cup and takes a drink, his eyes twinkling. “Mmm. Cocoa master indeed. You can come to The Lazy Hammock and serve this. It’d be a hit. You, the hottest guy in the bar, handing out your hot cocoa. Can you make it spiked? Wait. I can just add liquor. We’ll call it . . . Fun Cabin Hot Cocoa. That’ll be its cocktail name,” he says, then wheels around and opens cupboards, hunting for liquor, I suspect.

      “Aha!” He brandishes a bottle of tequila. “Can I add a splash?”

      “Go for it.”

      River pours a generous amount in each cup, then sets down the bottle. “Try it,” he urges.

      I pick up the cocoa, take a drink, and savor the burn. It reminds me that all good things hurt just a little. “It’s good.”

      “It’ll be our special drink,” he says.

      But will it?

      Hell if I know.

      Hell if I know what is happening.

      What the Fun Cabin means. What the hike means. What tomorrow means.

      “Sounds good.”

      I knock back more of the drink and River does the same, then he puts his mug on the counter. With determination in his gaze, he takes my mug from my hand, sets it down next to his, then cups one cheek. I tremble, and half wish my body would stop reacting to every little touch. But I mostly wish he’d just keep touching me.

      “Owen,” River says, and his tone is shockingly vulnerable.

      “Yeah?” My heart is beating too loudly, and I want that organ to shut up.

      “Asking you to go on a hike is not a bad thing,” he says.

      Sighing, I shake my head, feeling like an ass. Hating that he can see through me. Can he see other parts of me? Can he tell how much I want him in every way?

      “Right. It’s fun,” I say, light and breezy.

      But River isn’t having any of my coolness. He strokes his thumb along my jaw. “I meant what I said. You are so fucking important to me, and this thing between us . . . it’s a little overwhelming.”

      Emotions crawl up my throat, fighting to escape. “Same here,” I admit, in a bare whisper.

      We’re saying it, and not saying it at the same time.

      And that feels awful and amazing all at once.

      “And I don’t want to lose you,” he says, his voice starkly tender. Then he leans in and dusts a kiss to my cheek. “And I am stunned by what’s happening. Just utterly stunned.”

      Heat sweeps through me.

      Desire too. A sharp, pummeling wave.

      He’s giving me answer enough. He’s telling me to wait for him. He’s telling me he’s feeling so many things.

      And yet I’ve barely said a word to let him know where I’m at—that I’d wait so damn long for him. I’ve been expecting him to read between all my lines, to see inside my soul and know that I’d be his in a heartbeat.

      That’s not fair either. To put this all on him.

      I rope my hands around his waist, tug him closer. He fits me so well. His body slides so seamlessly against mine. “I’m stunned too, and overwhelmed, but all in a good way,” I say, opening my heart a little more. “And I meant what I said earlier. That I’ve wanted to kiss you for years.”

      In no time at all, River’s lips crash down on mine. His mouth is hungry. We ignite, going from zero to Autobahn in mere seconds, teeth clicking, tongues lashing, and hands traveling everywhere. Mine grab at his waist, yanking him against me. His rope into my hair, tugging, pulling.

      I rip my glasses off and our mouths go wild. We consume each other, swallowing kisses, drowning in desire, hunting for more.

      More kisses, more closeness, more connection.

      And in this kiss, I feel sparks of hope. Flickers of tomorrow, and the next day, and the next.

      We don’t kiss like lovers saying goodbye.

      We kiss like this could be the real thing. Like we could be doing this again, and again.

      Exploring each other in new ways every day.

      Hiking trails.

      Listening to podcasts.

      Having each other’s bodies.

      That last one echoes in my head, a persistent drumbeat.

      Have me, have me.

      And in this war of emotions and wants, the need to get closer to him wins all the battles.

      As we grab at each other, clutch at shorts and pants and skin and hair, I somehow find the will to stop the kiss.

      But only because I have something vital to say.

      My breath falls in broken pants as I meet his heated gaze. “I want you to fuck me, River. Fuck me tonight. Fuck me now.”

      His breath shudders beautifully. “God, I was hoping you were going to ask.”
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      Make it good for him.

      Make it so damn good for Owen.

      That’s all I can think as I grab a towel from the bathroom, spread it on the mattress in the guest room.

      Manners matter in bed, and that also applies to being a good guest, so I don’t want to get the sheets sticky.

      “On the bed, hottie,” I tell Owen, who has his glasses back on. “I’ll get the goods.”

      “Yes, Mister Bossy,” he says, flopping onto the bed, hands behind his head, watching me as I hunt for my jeans, grab my wallet.

      Flipping it open, I fish for a condom, and a lube packet, then fling them to the bed. Like a pro athlete, Owen lifts his arm, catches them.

      “Whoa! Who knew the publicist for the baseball team could catch too?” I say, then join him on the mattress.

      “Yes, such critical skills,” he says drily, then sits, and removes his glasses. He sets them on the nightstand with the condom and lube, then reaches for me once more, and brings me close. His tone is no longer playful. It’s vulnerable. “Kiss me again.”

      “I knew you’d like kissing. Called it, didn’t I?” I ask, kissing him as I straddle his waist. We’re both still clothed—and I can’t wait to change that. But I also want to take my sweet time in bed with Owen.

      “How could you tell?” he asks as he brushes his lips over mine.

      I kiss Owen back lightly, then run my nose along his neck. He smells like chlorine from the hot tub, and I don’t mind at all, since it’s mingled with all his Owen-ness. “You give off these very sensual, soulful vibes,” I say. I kiss his neck, working my way up to his ear.

      “I do?” he asks, a little breathless as his hands curl around my hips, anchoring me in place.

      “Mmm. You sure do,” I whisper, and I bite his earlobe, then travel back to his jaw, his chin, his lips. “It’s like a cologne. Eau de Slow and Sensual Fucking.”

      He laughs, then moans, arching his hips, seeking contact. “I want it like that tonight.”

      I press down, grinding against his erection. “Yes,” I murmur. “That’s what I mean. You’re soooo . . . open.”

      Owen gives a soft smile.

      “Tell me what else you’re into,” I say, my gaze pinned on the man under me.

      He takes a beat before he speaks, his eyes flashing with vulnerability. “You.”

      And that answer rocks my world. Grabs my heart. “Same,” I murmur, then brush a kiss to his lips because . . . how could I not kiss him after that?

      When I break the kiss, I reach for his wrists, circle my hands around them, then pin them over his head, pushing them into the pillows. Stretching his neck, Owen moans roughly.

      “You’re into that, aren’t you? Me pinning you in place?” I ask.

      “Sometimes,” he says, with a shuddery breath. I push his wrists harder into the pillows.

      His reactions make my body twitch with pleasure. I want to draw out more joy from him, more bliss, and I’m pretty sure I know how—Owen likes it when I tell him what I want to do to him. Oh yes. I’ve got my friend’s number in bed, and I am going to dial it hard. “Think you’d want me to tie you up sometime?”

      Owen’s full, sensual lips part on a filthy yes. His eyes lock with mine. I let go of his wrists and skim my fingers down his arms. Goose bumps seem to roll over him. He writhes under me, gasping, panting.

      “I would love to spend all night turning you on,” I say in a filthy bedroom promise as I grab Owen’s hips, flip him to his stomach, then cover his body with mine. He lifts his ass, letting me know he wants this, and I let him know what I want too.

      To have him.

      I sit up with him still trapped under me. Owen turns his face to me, watching as I roam my hands down his back, groaning my appreciation. “This back,” I growl. “This is what I was thinking about in the store.”

      “What exactly did you want to do to my back?” he asks with a dirty grin. “Come all over it?”

      “Yes, that. You dirty man. Of course I want that.” I drag a hand down the length of his spine, admiring the sinews, the muscles, as a wave of lust slams into me. “But I also want my hands all over your back. Want to hold you down as I fuck you.”

      “Want that too. To be under you. Feel you fucking me,” he murmurs, moving beneath me, our rhythm in synch.

      I curl a hand over his shoulder, grip him possessively, and grind my hard-on against the most fuckable ass. “Trap you under me. Hold you in place. Make you come so hard.” I lower my chest to him again, then bury my face in the crook of his neck. “Do you want that?”

      “Want it now,” he says in a low rumble.

      I grab him, flip his big frame back over, then set to work on getting him naked.

      Doesn’t take long at all, and in seconds, we’re both in nothing.

      Owen’s thick cock stands at attention, a glistening drop of liquid at the head like a carnal invitation. Wrapping a hand around his cock, he offers it to me. My mouth waters, and I am consumed with need.

      Pleasure hammers through my body, so powerful it’s also painful. But it’s a good pain. It’s exquisite torture as I swipe my thumb along the head of his shaft, then I give him a show, sucking off his taste with long, deliberate licks as he watches me.

      Owen looks drunk on sex, intoxicated on us.

      I know the look, because I feel it. I feel the same damn way.

      “Yes . . . gimme you,” he says, a little demanding, and I like that he can be bossy now and then. “I want a taste.”

      Owen’s tongue flicks across his lips as he stares shamelessly at me while I reach for my dick, stroke my aching length, and let out a harsh breath.

      I slide my fist down to the head, then brush off a drop. “Just for you,” I tell him, leaning closer to his lush lips, offering my thumb.

      With a low, dirty moan, he sucks my arousal from me, and the sight is so fucking alluring that my cock twitches hard against his stomach.

      “So sexy,” I tell him as I slide down his body, skimming my hands over the planes and ridges, the muscles and skin, savoring every inch of him—including all those beautiful inches between his legs.

      I stroke his cock, drawing out several long, guttural moans from Owen. “Do you like to switch it up?” I ask, but don’t give him a chance to reply. “I do. I’m seriously greedy in bed, and I want it all. You need to know that about me.”

      He nods several times. “I do. I want it all too.”

      I give a long, lingering pump of his cock. “Do you want to fuck me sometime, Owen?”

      “Yesssss. So much,” he says, lips parted, head thrown back. Then he pushes up on his elbows. “But right now, I want you inside me. Just get me ready.”

      Curling a hand around the back of his head, I haul him close for a hot, wet kiss, then reach for the lube packet from the nightstand.

      Owen lies back down. Kneeling between his legs, I spread his thighs apart and rip open the packet. Then, I get to work on all the good stuff.

      Lubing up two fingers, I press them against his ass. Owen pushes down on me, hunting me, seeking me out.

      Such a hungry lover. Such a greedy man.

      “I want to please you. Drive you crazy. Tell me what feels good to you,” I say as I tease the rim.

      “You touching me. I swear, River. It’s fucking spectacular. I want you so much.  Want you everywhere,” he says, sounding lost in a cloud of lust, and hell, I’m joining him there.

      And on that note of desire, I slide one finger into him.

      His breath hitches, and his hands fly to his hair. “Oh fuck, yes.”

      Owen’s reaction sends adrenaline whipping through me. His eyes float closed, and he just basks in the moment as I push a little deeper, open him a little more.

      “You’re so responsive,” I say, praising him.

      “You’re so good at touching me,” he murmurs.

      I add another finger, savoring every second of this. His ass seeks me out, bumping down on my fingers, then I crook them both and he shouts yes.

      Owen pushes up, eyes glossy with wild lust. “You want me to tell you what I want?”

      “Yes.”

      He growls, giving me an order. “You. Now. In me.”

      Well, that’s clear.

      And insanely hot.

      I ease out my fingers, grab the condom, and open it then roll the protection down my shaft.

      Owen’s tongue slides along his teeth. “I’m so turned on, River. You get me so fucking turned on,” he groans, gripping his cock, stroking it as I suit up.

      My dick is practically demanding to get inside him right now, but I take another few seconds to coat the condom in lube, then I kneel between his legs before I stop.

      I lock eyes with Owen. “I told you I was going to put you on all fours,” I say, but I shake my head. “Except, will you forgive me if I fuck you like this instead?”

      The color of his smile is a hazy shade of desire. “You’re forgiven. Just get in me.”

      “Good. I need to look at you the first time we fuck,” I say, sweeping my gaze past his eyes to his mouth, to his neck, indulging in the gorgeous man beneath me. “I need to look at your face when you come. Want you to see mine too, when you send me over the edge,” I say, grabbing the back of his thigh, lifting his leg up in the air.

      He grabs his other thigh, opens himself, and I sigh in appreciation as I rub the head of my cock against him. Slowly, I work the crown into him.

      Owen draws a deep breath, and I can tell he’s letting it spread through his body, letting his muscles relax everywhere.

      And easing the way for me to sink into my man.

      We groan in tandem.

      We curse together.

      We gasp at the same damn time.

      A dirty smile curves his lips as he breathes out hard, right as I bottom out in him. “You feel so good,” he says, pushing up on his elbows.

      “You do. God, you really fucking do.” His ass grips me so tight, squeezing my dick perfectly as I fill him.

      My body pulses. My skin sizzles.

      I dip my face to his. He wraps a hand around the back of my head, drags me to his mouth. Owen is ravenous with his lips. He can’t seem to get enough, and I am only too happy to smother him in kisses.

      I ease out a few inches, but right before I plunge back in, he hauls me in for a deeper kiss. With our lips touching, I sink into him once more.

      A current crackles between us, and my body buzzes everywhere. I am on the edge of the world as I kiss him and fuck him. I am high as he kisses me back and moves under me.

      And together, we find a sensual rhythm. We’re not fast. We’re not wild. We are just . . . connected.

      Every move of mine is matched by him. Every sweep of his lips on mine earns one in return. We fuck and we kiss like we know exactly how the other person likes it.

      Or, really, like we’re discovering each other’s pleasure at the same damn time. Finding it, meeting it, exceeding it.

      I take him in long, slow, passionate strokes, indulging in every single thrust.

      Owen trembles under me, shudders running down his body. Every euphoric stroke sends me one step closer to ecstasy, one step nearer to the edge. I want to fly off it with him.

      “Want to come with you,” I tell him as I roll my hips, then thrust into him.

      Owen curls his palm around his cock, jerking it.

      I shake my head. “Let me, please. Let me get you there.”

      “Take me there,” he murmurs, letting go. I rise up to my knees, one hand on his thigh, the other on his gorgeous dick, and like that, I fuck him deep.

      Passionately.

      He’s beautiful beneath me, all carved muscles and openness, all need and hunger. I can see it written in his eyes, etched on his features.

      When I drive into him, hitting his prostate, he unleashes a carnal groan.

      A wild, needy yes, chased by my name.

      It sounds like a desperate plea. For me. I crave it like air. “Say my name again,” I demand.

      “River,” Owen groans as I jerk him harder, faster. His hands fly to his hair. Like he did before. Like he must do when he’s close.

      “God, I’ve wanted this so much,” Owen moans. “Wanted you so much.”

      As I shuttle my fist faster, he’s groaning and babbling, words like so good, and yes, and you, just you, and it’s erotic and insanely romantic at the same time.

      And it’s exhilaratingly clear as the intensity of all my emotions barrels into me at once.

      I’m fucking my best friend.

      I’m fucking the man I’m falling for.

      And I’m pretty sure this man is falling for me too.

      Those blissful thoughts kaleidoscope through my brain as my fist flies over his hot, slick length.

      Owen shudders, hips jerking, as he comes hard in my palm, and all over his stomach.

      Electric pulses of pleasure surge in me. I’m close, so damn close.

      “Come on me,” he begs.

      I’ll give him anything he wants.

      I pull out, rip off the condom, and pump my cock a few times till I’m coming on him with a savage groan and a string of yes, yes, yeses, then his name.

      And it feels so right to stay like this.

      Just like this.

      Soon, the deliciously mind-numbing pleasure of my orgasm sinks me under into a brand-new land of rapture.

      Into a new kind of falling.

      One I don’t think I want to fall out of.

      Especially when Owen reaches for me, and draws me in for a tender kiss that doesn’t feel like sex at all.

      It feels like maybe, just maybe, this is the biggest risk of all.

      I kiss him more to swallow up all the words as my body covers his.

      The way our limbs tangle together feels more than right. It feels as good as spending the night in a cabin in the snow, under the stars, falling into each other.
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      The most predictable thing about weather is that it’s wildly unpredictable.

      Last time I checked my phone, my weather app said there’d be half a foot by morning. Skiers rejoiced. But as the sun introduces itself to me the next day in all its bright morning glory, I squint, trying to make sure I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing.

      Most of the white stuff is gone.

      Are my eyes that bad?

      Grabbing my glasses, I slide them on and I yawn, peering out the window.

      Okay, there’s still some snow, but maybe only a couple inches. Most of it is melting. A pang tugs at my chest. I suppose a part of me was hoping for another snow day.

      That would have been perfect timing. Right place, right time, right moment. To hole up in this chalet for longer still, curl up by the fire, and tell River I am in mad love with him. And then we could fuck and kiss and cuddle.

      My stomach growls.

      And eat. That too.

      I only snacked yesterday, including a midnight snack after sex—pumpkin seeds and the rest of the popcorn bag and a couple of bananas. Guess we’ll need to replenish the hostess gifts for Declan’s mom soon.

      But are we getting out in this snow?

      The road looks pretty slushy, and we’re high up in the hills. River’s car is tiny.

      I cast a glance at the man next to me, sound asleep on his stomach. His dark blond hair is a wild mess, his inked arm on display, curled above his head.

      Smiling, I briefly contemplate kissing all those tattoos. Running a hand through that hair. Pressing a soft kiss to his stubbly cheek.

      But that’s selfish.

      If I know one thing about River it’s that he likes his sleep almost as much as he likes his dog.

      He’s a Garfield, hating mornings with a passion. Makes sense, being a bar owner, working nights. I’m the opposite—mornings are my jam. My workout time, my coffee time, my get-ready-to-tackle-the-day time.

      A quick look at the clock tells me it’s nearly ten though.

      I never sleep that late. But I guess soul-deep sex has that effect on me. I grin wildly. Yup, and I’d like another serving please. Then another.

      I swing my legs out of bed, head to the bathroom, then consider a shower. We both took a super-quick post-sex shower last night, but I’m a believer in morning showers too. Since, well, I do have a day job, and I like going to work nice and clean.

      Same applies to seeing friends.

      I turn on the faucet, adjust the temp, and take a speedy wake-me-up shower.

      A few minutes later, I’m dried off and getting dressed.

      And River’s still sound asleep.

      I stand in the doorway of the bathroom, tugging on a casual button-down, enjoying the sight in front of me.

      This man.

      A reel of what we did in this bed last night flickers before my eyes. A jolt runs through me, and my cheeks heat.

      Best sex of my life?

      Yes. Yes, it was. Because it was so much more than sex. I’m reminded of what TJ said to me about the sexy times in his stories. They’re about things like intimacy, trust, opening your heart.

      Last night in bed sure felt like the start of that, and today, I’ll continue it.

      So, hey, River, when you asked what I was into last night, and I said you, I meant it in every way. I am so into you. I am so in love with you. I want you to be mine and I’ll be yours, and I hope you feel the same.

      When I fasten the last button, I gather up our used towels, and exit the guest room. Stopping at the laundry room, I toss the towels in a hamper, then head to the living room, where I quickly straighten things up. I put board games away, then grab the BMW Blow Job Extravaganza blanket, and drop it in the laundry too.

      There.

      The place looks decent again, like two dudes didn’t bang all night in a bunch of the rooms.

      Three rooms, to be precise.

      Kitchen, living room, guest room.

      Quite a triumvirate of sex, if I do say so myself. I laugh quietly, pride surging through me, then head into the kitchen to hunt for coffee, since man can’t survive on hot cocoa in the morning.

      As I open the cupboards, a rattling sound hits my ears.

      My phone.

      I haven’t looked at it since we played Would You Rather. Grabbing the device, I spot a text notification flashing across the screen.

      
        
        TJ: Better wrap up that eggplant, buddy. Tobey is on his way.

      

      

      Tobey? Oh. Nisha’s cousin. With a kernel of dread digging into my chest, I click on the next one.

      
        
        TJ: Also, Nisha doesn’t know you have a thing for your bud, and I couldn’t really intervene and tell her since not my place and also not cool. Ergo, I didn’t stop her from sending Tobey your way this morning. But it’s kinda your fault since you didn’t answer any of my texts last night asking how it was going. Which either meant: 1) You confessed your love and got the dicking of a lifetime. 2) You confessed it, were rejected, and promptly drowned your sorrows in a bottle of Patron, and now you’re praying to the porcelain god, and if so, I’m sorry, bud, and I feel for you. Or 3) You didn’t man up and instead played Parcheesi all night.

      

        

      
        TJ: If it’s option three, I’m going to name my next villain after you. And by name, I mean use your first name and last name in the book. So, your answer better be one, for your own good.

      

      

      The dread deepens as I click over to Nisha’s messages from this morning.

      
        
        Nisha: My imaginary helicopter is still in the shop but my real one is on its way. Tobey will be there soon to pick up you and River. And I know what you’re thinking—that I only want you here for the farm veggies you’re bringing. (Truth—I’m addicted to them, and you know it, you enabler.) But mostly, I want to see you. So, I’m doing what I do best. Making it happen. See you soon, O!

      

      

      And the dread wins, upending all my plans for the day.

      Cursing up a storm, I check the time, then the time of Nisha’s text. She sent it about forty minutes ago. Tahoe is thirty minutes from here in good weather.

      Which means . . .

      A flash of bright green appears in the corner of my eye.

      Sporting big black pawprints.

      Then, the crunch of tires on gravel lands on my ears.

      It sounds like Darth Vader’s theme song.

      There is no holing up in this cabin, there is no love confession, and there is no private moment to tell River I want him to be the start and end of my days.

      Nope, not when Tobey’s green vet-mobile pulls into the driveway and parks right next to River’s little red car. Nisha’s cousin is a mobile vet in Tahoe, and I wish he were here to tend to a four-legged friend instead of a two-legged mammal who should have said something last night.

      This is the problem when you wait for a perfect opportunity.

      You miss it.

      Before Tobey gets out of his van, I speed down the hall, turn into the bedroom, and cross the distance to the bed. The man I’m in love with is still fast asleep.

      A soft snore fills the silence. Holy fuck, that’s cute. I’m so going to give River a hard time about snoring.

      But first, I set a hand on his shoulder and gently rustle him. “Hey, you.”

      Flipping to his side, River’s eyes fly open and he sits bolt upright. “Did they deliver the jelly beans? I’m not making Moscow mules with those. Send them back.”

      I drop my head to my hand, laughing hard. “River, you’re dreaming.”

      River blinks, rubs his eyes, meets my gaze. “No jelly bean delivery?”

      I shake my head. “You don’t use jelly beans in Moscow mules. We’re in Markleeville. In Declan’s mom’s cabin. Nisha just sent her cousin to take us to her place. He’s here.”

      River furrows his brow, then yawns deeply. “Ohhhh. Right. Okay.”

      His gaze drifts down to the covers, sliding below his hips, giving me a tantalizing view of his V-line. But right when I’m about to say, “Damn, you look good” the doorbell chimes.

      An insistent church bell sound.

      River sighs again and tosses the cover to the side, and I groan in appreciation of the naked sight of him.

      “Let me make myself presentable,” he says, then strides across the room. My eyes follow him as he heads to the bathroom.

      Then I leave and go straight for the front door.

      I swing it open.

      Nisha’s cousin looks nothing like her. Nisha takes after her mom’s side of the family, her Indian heritage strongly represented in her striking features. Tobey’s the spitting image of the actor who played the best Spiderman.

      The one he shares the first name with. He has the same youthful vibe too, which tracks, since Nisha’s told me he’s some kind of whiz kid, and finished college and vet school early.

      He gestures dramatically to the green van. “Your Friendsgiving chariot awaits,” he says.

      “Thanks for the save. By the way, I’m Owen,” I say, extending a hand for him to shake.

      “Tobey,” he says.

      “Why don’t you come in for a few? River is just getting ready. And I should straighten up the kitchen.”

      Nisha’s cousin steps inside, and I shut the door.

      The spell of last night is officially broken.
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      As I dry the hot cocoa pan with a dish towel, Tobey surveys the digs.

      “Not gonna lie. I felt a little bit like a Navy Seal coming to rescue you,” he says, sighing happily.

      “The Navy Seal Friendsgiving Cabin Retrieval Operation? Codename: Fetch the City Guys?”

      “Exactly. I was all covert ops when I was driving up the hill, braving the elements,” he says.

      “Don’t Navy Seals save people from water and foreign dictators?”

      Tobey waves an arm airily. “Melting snow. Bad road conditions. It’s all the same.” He swats my arm. Friendly dude, this guy. “C’mon, work with me. This is like my one and only opportunity to come through and be badass.”

      Smiling, I tuck the pot away in the cupboard. “You save animals’ lives. That’s already badass.”

      He raises a make-a-point finger. “That is true. I’m going to start calling myself the Badass Vet.” Tobey lifts his wrist, checks the time on his watch. “Is your friend taking the world’s longest shower?”

      I flash back to yesterday, to the way I ribbed River about his time spent getting ready, then to last night. The two minutes we spent in the shower cleaning up after sex. Will it be the last shower I take with him? Or the first of many?

      I wish I knew.

      “Some guys like long showers. But he’ll be out any second, I’m sure,” I say, using my best diplomatic-PR-guy voice, sliding into my I-can-smooth-over-any-situation tone. “Why don’t we load up?”

      “Like a Navy Seal would do. I like it,” Tobey says, and we grab the cooler with the veggies, River’s with the pie, then my backpack.

      Trudging outside, I head down the steps through the thin blanket of snow. It’s hardly a blanket now though. More like a sheet.

      That’s good, technically. We can get to Nisha’s. See all my friends. Have a good time. That’s the point of this.

      We load up the van, then return to the house, where River waits in the kitchen.

      With damp hair, and question marks in his eyes, he says to Tobey, “If my dog collects my socks and brings them to her dog bed, does that mean she’s building a nest, giving me gifts, or has a foot fetish?”

      Tobey laughs. “Gifter. You have a gifter. Means she loves you,” he says, then holds out a hand for River to shake. “I’m Tobey.”

      “I’m River. Nice to meet you, and thanks for the rescue. There is no way my hot little tamale of a Honda would have made it out today, even though the roads look a lot better.”

      “Tomorrow, I’ll drive you back here to get your car,” Tobey says, and that timing sounds great. I can run the laundry, make the bed, and do any final straightening in the cabin. Our driver taps his watch. “But my cousin is demanding. She wants what she wants. And she wants the two of you.”

      He pats my shoulder and River’s, then tips his forehead to the van. Time to vamoose.

      River grabs his bag, heads to the door and tosses one last look behind him. Maybe it’s just me being stupidly hopeful, but that sure seems like a lingering look.
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      Ten minutes later, I’m in the middle seat of the vet-mobile, wedged next to a few dog crates, with an exam table behind me. River’s in the front, and Nisha’s cousin is scrolling through podcasts. He points to one. “Check this. An unsolved murder right here in the Tahoe region. You want to listen to that? It’s bone-chilling.”

      “Ooh, is it the Templeton case?” River asks, dripping with curiosity, then he course-corrects. “Wait, wait. I hate murder podcasts. Can’t do it.”

      Tobey arches a brow as we roll through town. “Are you sure? It sounded like you liked them.”

      “I forgot how much I hate them,” River says with a can-you-believe-it shrug.

      Tobey chuckles. “You forgot you hate them? How does that happen?”

      River taps his temple. “My brain is seriously sluggish in the morning. Happens to the best of us.”

      The man I slept with last night casts a glance to the back seat and winks at me. That wink and that seriously sweet gesture are going to have to feed me for several hours, I suspect.

      Time to pretend I’m at work, talking to a reporter, making conversation. “Hey, Tobey. What’s it like being a mobile vet? You must have all kinds of stories.”

      The rest of the ride I learn that he finished vet school at age twenty-one, since he finished college at age eighteen. I also hear about a parrot that wouldn’t stop swearing, a cat that refused to eat anything but potatoes, and a dog with a blueberry allergy.

      It’s fascinating. Truly, it is. This just isn’t the way I wanted to spend the morning.

      But that’s entirely my fault for waiting too long.

      Soon, we roll into Tahoe, cruise past downtown, and head for Nisha’s place. When we pull up in front of the barn-size home she rented, she’s outside, one of those tent-like sweaters that falls to her knees wrapped around her, her silky brown hair blowing gently in the breeze. With one hand on her hip, she wags a finger at me. “I saved you,” she says when I get out of the car.

      “With your imaginary helicopter,” I say. Friends truly do have the best of intentions. I’ve got to remember that. I can certainly handle a day of bonding with some of our buddies before I grab a private moment with River. Surely, the perfect opportunity will present itself.

      Nisha jerks me in for a hug.

      And wait.

      There’s something there that wasn’t there before.

      A bump.

      I step back. “Nisha . . .”

      She dances a jig, her smile wider than the sky, her deep brown eyes twinkling with all the stars. “We’re going to be moms,” she says with a smile, patting her basketball belly. “Hailey and I are having a baby. We wanted to surprise everyone. And I wanted to tell you in person, obviously. That’s why I had to fetch you. I wanted to share the news with everyone and you’re the last one here so now everyone knows.”

      I beam, thrilled for my good friend. “I’m so happy for you and Hailey. How far along are you?”

      “Seven months,” she says, then waves at River, calls him in for a hug too.

      He slides in so naturally, wrapping his arms around her. “Congratulations to you and your wife,” he says, giving her a kiss on the cheek too. “When are you due? Are you going to have a shower? If so, you’ve got to try the guess-the-baby-photo-of-the-guests game, but please promise me you won’t play that awful dirty diaper game?”

      “How do you know so much about baby showers?” I ask, flummoxed.

      River shoots me a breezy look. “Give someone a drink and they talk about everything. Just last week, these two guys in leather were planning a baby shower for their surrogate. I also told them to avoid the dirty diaper game.”

      “Are they going to play a leather game instead?” Nisha asks.

      “If there is one, I bet they will,” River says.

      “I don’t even know what the dirty diaper game is,” I say.

      Nisha pats my arm. “Trust me, O. You don’t want to know.”

      We go inside, and all my PR peeps are here including Reese Fallon, a fun and brainy sports publicist I outsource work to sometimes. She’s a rising star in the San Francisco sports publicity world, and she’s also involved with one of the baseball players on the team I work for—our All-Star second baseman, Holden Kingsley. He’s a great guy, and I truly like working with him.

      But all of a sudden, I feel like I’m at work.

      And I have to slide into let’s-keep-everyone-happy mode.

      Everyone excluding me.
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      The universe clearly has something against me. Eros, or Cupid, or whoever, is cursing me.

      There’s no other explanation for the magical fucking dog van to have appeared. It’s like that kids’ book, with Ms. Frizzle and the bus that traveled underwater, and through the solar system, and back in time, and fuck that bus.

      All I wanted was to sit down with Owen and talk, and ask if he thinks we can pull this off. If he’d be willing to break that pact we made. If he can throw the Harry and Rod rule to the wolves.

      I have no idea if he’ll say yes or break my heart like the Big Dick Law dictates he will.

      So instead of talking to Owen about all things D and L-O-V-E, I’m making drinks at three o’clock on a Saturday.

      Cheers to me.

      At the makeshift bar, aka kitchen counter, I whip up a martini for Jillian and an old-fashioned for her husband, Jones. “Beauty and brains before brawn,” I say to the woman who runs her own boutique PR agency in the city, and her football player hubs, giving her the drink first.

      “And to think we were almost stuck with just wine, until a real bartender arrived,” she says.

      “Surely that’s why Nisha sent the dog van for me,” I say as I measure out the whiskey.

      “And I’m so glad she did.” Jillian takes a sip of her drink and gives an approving moan. “This is divine.”

      “You’re going to make me jealous, babe,” Jones says in a deep rumbly voice that suits his big frame.

      I wag a finger. “No jealousies at my traveling bar, hun. All my drinks are equally divine.”

      “Excellent,” Jones says, and when I slide an old-fashioned his way, he joins in the drink moaning too.

      They’re a fun couple—she has an Ali Wong vibe about her, and he’s the all-American football star with a dry wit. Ordinarily, I’d chat them up about the sport, work, and dogs, since they train their Chihuahua mixes to do agility competitions.

      But I’m not in my best mood today, so I return to mixing and slinging drinks, serving up concoctions for the other guests. Like Tobey, who’s single, as well as Brooks and Steven, who remind me of Jesse Williams and Tom Ellis. They both do non-profit PR and have been together nearly a year. And Reese and Holden, one of Owen’s PR friends and her baseball player beau who’s on Owen’s team.

      Which means Owen is wearing his game face as he slices carrots.

      He can’t help it. Every time he interacts with a ball player, his instinct is to look out for their needs. It’s why he’s good at his job. It’s why he’s risen up through the ranks at the San Francisco Dragons.

      But it’s also bugging the hell out of me today.

      Then again, everything is, and I hate being annoyed.

      It’s not in my nature.

      And yet . . .

      “You have to do the Big Dipper run on Heavenly, Reese. It’s exhilarating,” Owen tells the blonde, then turns to Holden. “But you will just sit and wait in the ski lodge like a good second baseman who’s not allowed to play any sports besides baseball.”

      Holden salutes him. “Aye-aye, boss.”

      I bristle, annoyance ratcheting up in me.

      And I definitely need a drink now, since there’s no way Owen is going to let down his guard here, so I mix myself an old-fashioned too.

      Another tall, strapping man—I’m not complaining about the eye candy, even though there’s only one piece of candy I want—shifts closer to me. “Want to send one of those bad boys my way?” TJ asks as he pulverizes potatoes with a masher.

      “Nothing goes better with mashed potatoes than . . . well, than everything,” I say as I mix. “They go with literally everything.”

      “Mashed potatoes are a perfect dish,” TJ seconds. “As long as there’s butter in them.”

      “And I will drink to that, hun,” I say.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Owen’s spine straighten.

      He whips his gaze to me. Behind those glasses, his eyes flick from me to TJ and back.

      I want to tell him I’m not flirting with his friend.

      I’m just . . . in bartender mode.

      Just like he’s in PR guy mode.

      And, usually, those settings work just fine for us.

      Right now, though, I’m not keen on either one, but I do my best to mix and chat, making small talk with everyone. The whole time, I’m sneaking glances at Owen as he meticulously slices carrots.

      I’ve never noticed how he slices vegetables before.

      Why would you, dipshit? You don’t ordinarily watch people slice carrots.

      But it’s not the way he’s cutting the veggies that’s transfixing me. It’s his hands. Those hands felt so good all over my body last night. They felt incredible in my hair, down my arms, on my waist.

      Great.

      Now I’m getting turned on in the kitchen while I should focus on my Friendsgiving job. Listening, asking questions, mixing drinks. Being an excellent guest.

      But dear Lord, it was heaven when Owen roped his fingers through mine in the hot tub. How he held me.

      My stomach flips from the memory.

      I want to walk over to him right now, set his knife down, take his hand and tell everyone he’s mine, just mine, all mine.

      But I won’t put him on the spot in front of his friends. In front of his colleagues.

      I can’t assume he wants what I want, and I definitely can’t just smash my way into his love life like a bull in a china shop.

      You don’t tell someone you’re crazy about him in the middle of a public event. I won’t do it.

      Instead, I knock back the rest of my old-fashioned.

      “So, how did you two meet?” I ask Jillian and Jones, and the pair of lovebirds launches into the tale.

      I am interested as they tell me the story.

      At least, I’m doing my very best to be, and I hope my face doesn’t reveal where my thoughts truly are.
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      Maybe it’s my fault, but “how did you meet” becomes the question at dinner a few hours later.

      TJ points at the hostess and her wife. “You two have to go first,” he says, then to the group in a stage whisper, “Since they have the cutest story.”

      “Novel-worthy?” Reese asks TJ.

      “Meaning, will I steal it as a premise for the next great romance? You know, I just might,” he says, takes a bite of his salad, chews, then shoots a wide-eyed look at the moms-to-be. “’Fess up.”

      Nisha smiles shyly.

      Hailey grins, sets a hand on her wife’s shoulder. “We were in the library. We both wanted to check out the same book. It was a Calvin and Hobbes.”

      “And instead, we checked out each other,” Nisha puts in.

      The entire table awws.

      “Okay, that’s meet-cute worthy, especially since Calvin and Hobbes are cool. What else have we got?” TJ asks, gesturing to Brooks and Steven. “The Brit and the American. I’d like to hear this story.”

      Setting down his martini, the Brit laughs and shakes his head. “We’re just a typical boy-meets-boy-online story,” Steven says.

      “Nothing wrong with that. It’s how lots of couples meet these days,” TJ says.

      “I swear, half the couples at my bar met on an app. Many of whom are happily married,” I put in as I spear a forkful of salad and chew. Contributing to this conversation is better than stewing about when I’ll get a moment alone with Owen.

      Steven waggles a platinum band. “We’ll be getting married in the spring. I’m so glad I used Boyfriend Material.”

      Owen chokes, covers his mouth with his hand, and nearly spits out his water.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” Nisha asks, momming him.

      “Fine. Just fine,” he says, sputtering, his cheeks flashing pink.

      I burn. That stupid fucking app. Owen better have taken down his profile last night right after the first time I made him come. If not then, definitely after that second orgasm when he called my name at the top of his lungs.

      But I’m sure he didn’t delete it. After all, he didn’t look at his phone once after we kissed. I kept him plenty busy, thank you very much.

      Maybe he killed his profile in the magic dog van.

      If he didn’t, I will hack his phone and destroy that profile, because there is no way anyone else will get his hands on Guy With Glasses.

      And what the fuck is wrong with me?

      I am not a jealous guy.

      I am not a possessive alpha.

      I am not this person at all.

      But I can’t stand the thought of Owen seeing anyone else, touching anyone else, falling for anyone else.

      “Drink some water, sweetie,” Nisha says to Owen, handing him his glass.

      “I swear I’m okay,” he mutters.

      “Wait. Is that how you two met? Did you and River meet on that app?” Once Tobey’s question makes landfall, the table goes quiet.

      The guests are waiting for an answer.

      Owen looks up at Tobey, his eyes wide, his lips parted. But no words come out.

      The silence is so awkward, you couldn’t cut it with a knife. There is no utensil the right shape for this kind of awkward. My instinct is to jump in and smooth things over with a quip, but I don’t want to. I kind of want to know what Owen will say now that the dumb app is up for discussion.

      But he’s silent. Except, he seems to be breathing a little harder than normal.

      “Tobey, they’re not together. They’re just friends,” Nisha corrects him gently.

      TJ chuckles under his breath, then takes another bite of mashed potatoes.

      What’s the deal with that chuckle? I file it away to ask Owen later.

      Tobey winces, holds up his hands in surrender, a stuffing-covered fork in one, a knife in the other. “Gah. My bad. So sorry. I was just getting a vibe in the van. But I was wrong about the murder podcasts, so I must not be good at reading people. Good thing I can speak dog, huh?”

      “I’d like to speak dog,” Holden offers, then digs back into the salad.

      Owen clears his throat. “We’ve been friends forever. River and me,” he says, slapping on a grin. But he just seems . . . off.

      Well, same here.

      Also, fuck friendship.

      And I think I just growled.

      God, I hope this meal ends soon.

      Steven clears his throat, flashing a smile, ever the diplomat it seems. “But it’s a great dating app. If anyone is looking for a girlfriend or boyfriend, it’s fantastic.” He directs his gaze to me, then Owen. “And really, if either of you two blokes is looking for a boyfriend, I highly recommend it.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I say, while plotting to take down an entire dating app Ocean’s Eleven-style, mirroring how the bombing expert shut down the Vegas power grid.

      “And really, I bet you’d both clean up on it,” Brooks adds.

      “Are either of you? Looking for a boyfriend?” Nisha asks, turning her gaze to Owen, then to me.

      I wait for Owen to go first.
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      Ten pairs of eyes bore into me.

      Jillian, Jones, Steven, Brooks, Tobey, Nisha, Hailey, TJ, Reese, and Holden are focused on my face.

      The only one who’s not staring at me is River.

      He’s studying his plate, but he looks like he’s about to rip the table in half. It’s an unfamiliar look. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen him quite like this.

      On the surface, the question—am I looking for a boyfriend—is dead easy.

      But underneath, I’m a ball of nerves. Have been since I arrived. Wait, make that since this morning.

      So I pick the easiest way out of the question. Wriggling away from it. “Sure,” I say, noncommittally, then pick up my fork again, but since I don’t want to choke on the tofurky, I set it down and opt for another drink.

      “What are you looking for in a boyfriend, Owen?” Jillian asks. This is typical of her. She’s never met a question she’s unafraid to voice.

      But I kinda wish she wasn’t asking this one.

      It’s not even because one of my players happens to be here.

      It’s because everyone is here, and we’re at the table, and I just want meals to be nice, and pleasant, without any scenes, and then you clean up and do dishes and move the hell on.

      Right place, right time, and all that.

      Surely, I’ll find the perfect moment so damn soon.

      “You know. Just someone nice,” I say breezily, like I can just make the question evaporate.

      “Oh my God, you’re so ready to get serious,” Brooks says with glee in his voice. He grabs Steven’s arm. “This makes me so happy.”

      Steven laughs, knitting his brow. “You’re happy because he wants to get serious?”

      “Of course I am. I like love. I like love stories. He’s going to meet someone on Boyfriend Material like that,” Brooks says, snapping his fingers.

      TJ shoots me a crooked grin. “He’s not wrong. You’ve kind of always been a dude magnet, O.”

      I dip my face, pick up the fork, consider what the hell to stuff into my mouth so I don’t have to talk.

      I don’t want to talk to any of them.

      They’re great. Truly, they’re great. But I don’t want to talk about this stuff with anyone but one person.

      “That’s true. Owen has never had to buy a drink anywhere,” Nisha says, then turns to me again. “Are you? Ready to get serious?” she asks, rubbing her belly, like that’s the next step for me.

      Hailey laughs, shakes her head. “Nish, I doubt he’s thinking about having kids.”

      Nisha rolls her eyes self-deprecatingly. “Gah, sorry. I kinda can’t stop touching my belly.”

      “It’s a great belly,” I say, and that came out so dumb. I can’t believe anyone lets me speak for them professionally when my words tonight are of the um and doh variety.

      “What I mean is . . . I just think it would be great to see you with someone who makes you happy,” Nisha adds, “I would love to see that. Bet I’m not the only one of your friends who wants that.” With a playful grin, she gestures to the rest of the table.

      TJ lifts his old-fashioned, a smirk on his face. “I’d love to see that, O.”

      “I definitely would,” Holden puts in with a grin.

      Soon, the whole table is chiming in with their plans for my romantic future.

      “I can see him with someone funny. A guy with a wicked sense of humor,” Hailey says, and I want to say yes, and I found him.

      “Someone who likes animals,” Nisha adds, and she couldn’t be more spot on.

      “That’s always a plus. Hey, free vet care when you’re in Tahoe,” Tobey says, and I want to loosen all this tension in me and say Tobey, you were not wrong, you were not wrong at all, and your vibe detector is perfectly calibrated.

      “Someone you can travel with. We love to travel,” Steven suggests, and the coil winds tighter because that’s true as well. That’s so damn true.

      “And someone you can just hang out with wherever you are,” Brooks puts in.

      Stop reading my mind.

      Jillian lifts her glass. “It’s always a bonus if a man is good in the kitchen.”

      There’s a pause before River weighs in. “Or the bar,” he adds, but there’s a note of hurt in his voice, and a tick in his jaw, and something like sadness in his gorgeous brown eyes.

      He is finally looking at me.

      And I’m looking at him across the table.

      Seeing everything I’ve ever wanted. Seeing the only man I want.

      My throat tightens. My chest squeezes. A jack-in-the-box winds tighter inside me.

      I clench my jaw, try to take a deep breath.

      Try to let all these inconvenient, untimely, far too big feelings go.

      Try to remind myself that later, I’ll find the perfect moment to tell River. Maybe outside. Or on the deck. Or I’ll sneak into his room.

      Or.

      Or.

      Or.

      Fuck the perfect moment.

      I can’t take this a second longer.

      I rip off the Band-Aid all at once, stripping my whole heart bare at the dinner table. “I’m not getting on Boyfriend Material. Because I already met someone,” I say to everyone. “And he’s all of those things. He’s everything.” My gaze lands on River as I say the last words. “He also happens to be my best friend, and I’m in love with him.”

      River freezes.

      I can’t read a thing from his features except shock.

      Complete and absolute shock.

      In fact, everyone is wearing the same goddamn expression.

      And holy hell, that felt freeing. Like an elephant floated off my shoulders holding just the string of a balloon.

      I push back my chair, catch my breath, then point to the door, putting my PR voice back on. I’m cool and calm as I scratch the back of my neck like that was no big deal. “I think I’m just going to get some air. But hey. Those were some great mashed potatoes.”

      And just like that, I leave.
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      Tobey thrusts his arms in the air. “Called it! I was right. Like a Navy Seal. Like a badass vet.”

      Nisha slaps a hand over her cousin’s mouth. “This is not about being right.”

      TJ just smiles, watching the front door snap closed, like he’s proud of his friend.

      Everyone else appears fascinated with their food.

      I don’t move because I’ve never felt like this before. Warmth floods my body, fills all my cells. It’s like I’ve drunk a happiness potion and I’m glowing.

      I’m just so damn joyful I’m not even sure I know how to speak, to move, to live.

      Except, even though I feel great, Owen probably feels terrible.

      He has no clue I’m floating on Cloud Nine.

      No idea he said everything I’m feeling.

      And just like that, I unfreeze.

      I lift a finger, consider saying something clever, but all that comes out is, “Excuse me.”

      I head to the front door, yank it open, walk down the steps that have been swept free of last night’s snow, and into the frigid night.

      Holy igloo.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I rub my palms on my biceps, my gaze swinging left and right, hunting for the man who just professed his love for me.

      Only he’s nowhere to be seen.

      What the what?

      I rush down the stone path to the sidewalk. It’s been shoveled, and some of the snow has melted, but there are still a few inches, and Owen clearly has polar bear blood.

      I sweep my gaze to the left, and the street is empty. The night is quiet. Stars wink on and off above in the dark blanket of the sky. I turn right to the corner and there he is.

      Walking back to the house.

      My heart goes haywire, thumping madly in my chest. And the cold melts away as buzzy, warm tingles slide down my spine.

      “Owen Hayes, do not walk away from me after that,” I call out, going full bossy mode. “Get over here now.”

      Owen closes the distance, stopping a foot in front of me. His eyes are wild. He’s breathing hard, but I doubt it’s from the short walk. “I wasn’t walking away. I needed air. I needed to breathe. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I’m sorry if I ruined dinner or this trip or our friendship. I’m sorry if I fucked up the pact,” he says, giving me no space to speak because he’s back on the same roll he started at the table. “But I’m not at all sorry about how I feel. And I’m tired of being scared of telling you. I’m tired of keeping this to myself, River. I just love you, and I’m in love with you, and I want you to let me love you, and last night was absolutely incredible,” he says, his voice trembling with emotion, his eyes brimming with vulnerability. “And I don’t want to lose you as a friend, and I know we made a pact, but I don’t think I can survive another second of feeling this way for you without telling you.” He stops, takes a breath, then shrugs helplessly, holds out his hands. “I’m so in love with you. And I want you to be my friend, and my lover, and my boyfriend. You’re the one man I want to be good to, and I really hope you’ll let me.”

      I’m not speechless very often.

      Talking is kind of my thing.

      It’s my jam. My pleasure. My defense. It guides me through nearly any situation.

      Right now, though, I don’t even know where to start, or how to respond to the magnificence of his words. His big, beautiful, honest, amazing words that crack my heart even more open for him.

      But I also can’t stay silent after that kind of profession. So I choose words and actions. I close the distance between us, grabbing his face, holding him tight and whispering, “Do you know what happened to me yesterday?”

      “Tell me.” His voice is as desperate as my heart is for him.

      “I fell in love with you last night. Is that crazy?”

      “No. It’s awesome,” he says, with ten tons of relief in his voice, and another ten of joy.

      “I don’t even know what to make of all these wild emotions that are just slamming into me left and right, but I know that I want to stay in love with you. And I don’t want to lose you, Owen. You are the best person I have ever known,” I say, and my heart is shouting his name, begging to get closer. “So clearly the only thing for me to do is be the greatest boyfriend anyone has ever been . . . so that I can keep you.”

      Owen’s smile reaches into my soul. “Keep me. Please, keep me,” he says, and all I want is to cozy up with this man who lets himself be so beautifully vulnerable with me. It’s such a privilege to get to love a man like him. And I plan to treat this love like the great gift it is. I slide a palm through his lush hair, and bring him in for a kiss.

      Our lips touch in the cold as the chill wraps around us, but I’m warm inside. Warm from the center of my being as I kiss Owen, and he kisses me back, and this doesn’t at all feel like any of our other kisses.

      It feels like a whole new promise.

      One where we’re saying we’ll look out for each other’s hearts. We’ll protect our friendship. And we’ll cherish this brand-new love.

      Owen’s lips drive me crazy. His taste lights me up. The sweep of his mouth on mine, coupled with his greedy murmurs, sends sparks crackling down my body.

      So the kiss doesn’t stay soft and tender long.

      It turns more urgent. More hungry. Soon, we’re both moaning and gasping . . . and then, we’re laughing.

      “I’m getting so turned on kissing you,” he rasps out.

      I yank him against me so he can feel what he does to me. “Join the club, pal.”

      Owen laughs again, but doesn’t let me go. His hands slide down my arms, rubbing them, warming me up.

      “River, I thought I would say something later tonight, but I couldn’t take it any longer,” he says, and it’s like a dam is breaking, and my guy just can’t stop talking. I am good with that because I’m here to catch all the things he’s saying. To treat them as precious, since they are, and so is he. “I’ve had so many feelings for you for so long, and they’re all kind of spilling out tonight. You just . . . make me . . . I can’t even think straight . . .” He presses his forehead to mine. “I just love you. I just do.”

      And my whole world is brighter, bigger, better.

      Because of him, and this, and us.

      I kiss the corner of Owen’s smile. “Last night took me by surprise, but I also think maybe it’s been happening all along.”

      “Definitely,” he says.

      I pull back, meet his gaze, and confess. “Lately, I’ve been thinking about you in all new ways.”

      His smile grows impossibly sexier. “That so?”

      “It is so so. Not just yesterday on the road trip. But a few days ago at my bar. Honestly, every time I’ve seen you recently, my mind has started wandering.”

      “And where does it travel to?”

      “Your lips. Your face. Your body. You. Just you. All of you, Owen,” I say, serving up the full truth to this man I absolutely adore.

      He sighs softly, like I’ve made him so happy. “I want it to keep wandering, River.”

      “Oh it will, hottie. It will. My body likes wandering with you. And my heart sure does too. We both want all of you . . . but I also think I’m about to become a leading candidate for a human icicle if we stay outside any longer, so what if we return to dinner?”

      “Let’s get you inside.” He takes my hand, and we go back to the house.

      We head through the living room to the dining room. Nisha is lifting a forkful of carrots, TJ is clinking glasses with Jillian, and Reese is laughing at something Holden said.

      The noise dulls as we reach the table.

      Owen stops, and I do too. He clears his throat. “So, I wanted introduce all of you to my boyfriend. This is River.”

      I squeeze his hand, then smile at the Friendsgiving crew. “So great to meet all of my boyfriend’s friends. I’ve heard so much about everyone, and I can see why you adore Owen, because he is the best.”

      I drop a kiss to Owen’s chilly cheek.

      TJ slow claps, and in seconds, everyone joins in.

      Owen and I return to our chairs and finish dinner, and it tastes fantastic.

      Including the pecan pie I bought at a store.
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      TJ waves a card in front of his face. “And now, the first question,” he says in his baritone voice to the whole crew gathered around the fireplace later that night.

      Flames from the hearth flicker across his dark eyes. “Would you rather be kinky or romantic?”

      I squeeze River’s shoulder. Something that’s really easy to do, since he’s curled up next to me in the corner of the couch and my arm is wrapped around him.

      And this is all I’ve ever craved. To be affectionate with him like this. Freely. I brush his hair from his ear, lean in close, and whisper, “Both.”

      River hums appreciatively, turns his cheek to mine, and murmurs, “You are so both, and I love it.”

      I press a kiss to his soft hair.

      “Seriously?” The one-word question flies from Nisha’s mouth, but she’s not annoyed. She sounds more amazed.

      “Seriously what?” I ask.

      From her perch in an oversized chair, she flaps her hand at the two of us. “You literally just became boyfriends and you’re all schmoopy already.”

      “Pretty sure that’s when you’re supposed to be the schmoopiest,” Reese adds in.

      Holden tugs his girlfriend closer, plants a kiss on her cheek. “We’ve been together for half a year, and we’re still schmoopy.”

      Reese lifts her wine glass. “To schmoop. Who’s with me?”

      We all lift glasses—wine, water, cocoa, tequila—and drink to schmoop.

      Laughing, TJ points at me. “Watch it or I’m going to write about you.”

      I roll my eyes, undeterred by his playful threat. “Please, I’ve listened to your books. You’re the stud of schmoop in the happily-ever-after part.”

      “Yup, in my books,” he says a little heavily, then shakes his head, like he’s shaking away whatever brief unpleasant memories paid him a visit. He flicks his thumbnail against the card. “What’s the answer?”

      The crew goes around, rattling off kinky or romantic, but when TJ gets to me I give the same answer I gave River. “Both. And I refuse to pick.”

      TJ smiles, glances at River then me. “Good for you, man. You should never have to choose between the two. Not when you have both.”

      I squeeze River’s shoulder harder, and he snuggles closer, and soon I’m going to need to be alone with him.

      But there are so many people here, and I meant what I said when I told TJ I didn’t want to have sex in a house full of so many people.

      It’s too risqué.

      Especially since we’re both crazy loud.

      And yet, I really want to have sex with my boyfriend. Badly. As I sit here on the couch, my mind wanders away to Dirty Land, picturing him and me tangled together, skin slick and hot, breath coming fast, lips everywhere.

      We could fuck, we could suck each other off, we could jerk . . .

      A sensual sigh falls unbidden from my lips.

      Shit.

      Did everyone hear that?

      As Jillian’s voice booms across the living room, River snaps his head closer to me. “Did you just moan?” he whispers in my ear.

      Busted. “Ummm.”

      “Behave, Owen,” he says in a low voice for me only. “If you do, I’ll make you feel so good in just a little while.”

      And I want River’s brand of so good.

      I want it so damn soon.

      But I can also wait a little longer.

      I’ve waited long enough for him like this, and now I have him. What’s another hour or so?

      My friends deserve a little attention.

      So I give it to them, playing the game until Tobey stands and announces that he’s got a good book to read. Nisha yawns, and Hailey says she needs to get her wife to bed.

      Like dominoes, all the couples fall.

      Holden gives the yawn performance of a lifetime, then heads down the hall with Reese.

      Jones and Jillian skedaddle.

      Steven and Brooks are off to the races.

      TJ simply shakes his head, laughing. “Told you, O.”

      “You did,” I say.

      My friend gestures in the direction of River’s room, and mine. “Also, since you don’t need separate rooms now, how about I take Owen’s room, since then I won’t have to sleep on the couch?”

      “Sounds like a most excellent plan,” River says.

      I stand from the couch, stretching. “Are you going to stay up for a while, TJ?”

      He nods, stretching out in the chair. “I have a book due to my editor. I’m feeling a little inspired by you two. You know how it goes with writers. We steal our friends’ stories.”

      I know that’s not true for his big breakout book. That wasn’t anyone else’s story. It was his, it was true, and it didn’t end well in real life.

      “And I have to say, the whole blurt-it-out-at-dinner bit? That’s a nice little twist,” TJ says.

      “You don’t even have to steal it. You can have it,” I say.

      River slides an arm around my waist but keeps his eyes fixed on TJ. “What will you call our story?”

      TJ studies River, then me, then the two of us. “Hmmm. I’m thinking . . . The Bromance Zone.”

      “Has a nice ring to it,” I say, and a minute later, I close the door to River’s room, and jerk him against me.

      Then I kiss the fuck out of my boyfriend, even with my glasses on. It’s a hard, rough kiss. One that says I can finally have him. We can have each other.

      It’s deep and passionate and will lead to one thing only.

      Orgasms. Preferably soon.

      River grabs at the neck of my shirt. “I need to get naked with you. Need to suck you off. Jerk you. Anything.”

      “You’re too loud, though,” I whisper, but I have a plan.

      “You’re too loud,” he says with a pout.

      “We both are. But there’s an excellent solution.”
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      Five minutes later, we’re in the shower, making out like crazy as the water drowns out our noises. We make up for lost time. I back him up against the tiled wall as the hot water beats down on us. I can’t get enough of River.

      I am ravenous for this man.

      I’ve been granted a full license to touch him, to taste him. I’m no longer driving with a learner’s permit. He’s given me the keys to his body. I’m turning them, and we’re going for a ride.

      Our bodies press together, our lips crush each other, and our tongues explore. My hands clasp his face, then slide into his wet hair, and I can’t get close enough. Neurons fire madly as I devour his mouth while my head goes hazy.

      And I can’t stop kissing him.

      Why would I?

      He’s mine, and I want to imprint his taste on my mind. Explore all the flavors of his kiss. I want it all.

      And I have it.

      Holy hell. I have him.

      A rush of adrenaline spins in me from that awareness—this isn’t a one-time thing. We are happening, and we’ll keep happening.

      With equal parts reverence and raging desire, I drag a hand down his side, over his hip, around to his ass. Curling it over his cheek.

      I jerk him against me, our cocks lining up.

      Electricity surges in me.

      We rub together.

      Grind against each other.

      Spikes of lust hit me everywhere, and I’m comprised only of want.

      With every touch, I pulse for him. His greedy sighs and whimpers tell me he feels exactly the same.

      And it’s time.

      Time to take us over the cliff.

      As the water beats hard, I separate for a few seconds, hunting for the lube packet I brought into the shower. I find it on the soap dish, move his body a few inches away from the stream.

      His eyes are hooded, lust drunk, and so damn sexy.

      As I rip it open, River slips a hand between us, grabbing both our dicks in his palm. “Hi there,” he says in the dirtiest greeting ever.

      I groan from the wicked bliss that thrums through me. The insane pleasure from his hand knowing just what to do. “Hey to you,” I rasp out as I drizzle some lube into my palm.

      River gives us a tight squeeze, and that torches all my senses. The twin combo of his hand stroking me and our dicks rubbing together is insane. It’s a double hit of pleasure. Two for the price of one.

      And I desperately want to give in to this moment. To River taking charge. But I want to lead tonight. I want to show him how I can make him melt.

      “Let me,” I tell him, as I slide my hand between us.

      “I don’t know why you think I have to be in control all the time,” he says.

      “River, have you met you? You love control,” I say as I bat his hand away, then wrap mine around our dicks.

      As I grip us, he lets out a filthy oh fuck me. River stretches his neck, his head hitting the wall, his dirty mouth working overtime. “Ahhh, fuck control, Owen. Just fuck it. You can do anything to me,” he says, moaning as I stroke us in tandem.

      Bliss pulls at me, coiling inside, flashing hot.

      “A little harder. Little faster,” River grits out, giving me orders, and that’s my guy. He loves to talk. Loves to tell me what he wants. And I like knowing how to make him feel amazing.

      I jerk us a little rougher, curling my fist tighter, then shuddering as I stare down at the heady sight of our arousal, our joint pleasure.

      “We look so hot together,” I murmur.

      River’s eyes snap open and he gazes down our bodies at my hand shuttling our slick cocks. His breath comes in a ragged pant. “Yes. Make us come, baby. I’m so fucking close. It’s so good. You’re so good. I can’t take it,” he says, his words falling out with wild abandon, like he can’t help himself.

      I eat them all up. I savor every syllable, every moan, each cry of lust.

      Picking up speed, my hand flies over our lengths. Harsh noises fall from his lips. Carnal moans. Sounds so filthy and fantastic that pleasure jolts through my body, a warning sign that release is on its way.

      “Yes. Do that, do that,” he orders, but now his voice is growing too loud, and the change in volume both makes me laugh and turns me on.

      “Shh,” I say, then I cover his lips with mine.

      I kiss River ruthlessly, consuming his lips as I jerk us into a white-hot blur of ecstasy. He shudders, I shake, and we both come together.

      Like this.

      Like we know we have so much more than one night.

      And we do, because when we pull apart, he flashes me a woozy, dopey grin, then says, “Hi. I just got a fantastic hand job from the guy I love.”

      “Lucky you.”

      River wraps his arms around my neck. “Have I mentioned I’m in love with you?”

      “You have, but I like hearing it.”

      “Good. I’ll tell you again. I’m in love with you.”

      Funny, how I was hunting for the perfect moment to tell him, and then I blurted it out at what seemed the worst possible time.

      But now that I’m here, on this side of us, the timing was perfect after all.
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      The engine rumbles off.

      “All right, gentlemen. Can you just say it now? Just say it once?” Tobey presses his hands together in prayer.

      “You were right,” I tell the badass vet.

      “And you will always be our Navy Seal,” Owen seconds.

      “Thank you,” he says, like we’ve given him his greatest wish.

      Owen and I grab our bags, hop out, and say goodbye to the magic dog-van dude.

      Then, we toss our things in my car, and head into the cabin. As soon as the door swings open, I set my hand on my heart. “I want to bronze this cabin.”

      Owen barks out a laugh. “Man, you are weird sometimes.”

      I grab his hand, tug him backward to me. “Shut up. I’m romantic.”

      “You think bronzing a cabin is romantic? No, that’s weird. Even you can’t spin that one.”

      I turn him around. “I can’t help it if I’m more romantic than you.”

      Owen rolls his eyes.

      “I just have a special place in my heart for our Fun Cabin. Wait. Better yet, let’s call it The Sex Cabin.”

      “And really, what else should a cabin do but give its services to the cause of good sex?” Owen asks.

      “Hottie,” I say, admonishing him, “it was great sex.”

      “I know. Just wanted to see if you were paying attention.”

      “I am.” I hum, tapping my chin as I survey the home where I experienced not only that great sex, but also the fantastic realization that I’d fallen in love with this amazing man. “Since we had agreed not to talk about what was happening at first, what if we call this Fight Club Sex Cabin?”

      Owen grins. “Yes, but we’re not bronzing it. We want to use it again. Ergo, we need to be good guests at Chateau Fight Club Sex Cabin.”

      And good guests we are for the next hour as we run the laundry, wash the towels and sheets, then make the bed in the guest room.

      We check on the hot tub, making sure it’s covered.

      Leave the cupboards open, and the faucets on a drip.

      Then set a fresh bottle of champagne on the counter with a card we grabbed at the store.

      
        
        Dear Cyndi and Tyler,

      

        

      
        Your cabin is lovely! Thank you so much for letting us stay here that snowy night! We were so lucky to have this wonderful place to escape to. We left a few gifts for you to say thanks!

      

        

      
        Love,

        River and Owen

      

      

      “There,” I say, setting the card on the counter. “We are the best guests ever.”

      Owen surveys the place, nodding as he checks it out. “Maybe someday we’ll come back.”

      I drape an arm around his shoulder. “Oh, I would love to come again.”

      He laughs. “Speaking of, let’s hit the road. The sooner we’re back in San Francisco, the sooner we can do just that.”

      We get in my car, and I plug my sister’s address into Waze. The snow has melted, the roads are clear, and I’m happy to be going home like this.

      But there is one little thing we’re going to need to sort out.
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      As we leave Markleeville, I throw down the first important debate for our return road trip. “All right, hottie. We need a new rule.”

      “To supersede the Harry and Rod rule?” Owen asks as I merge onto the highway taking us south. “Because sex is a humongous gamble a couple must decide to take.”

      “Yes. We gambled and it’s worth it, so we are throwing it out,” I say, miming tossing something out the window. “Writing a new one.”

      “So that’s it? The rule is just done? Finito? Because we broke it? Because we rolled the dice?”

      “Yes. Obvs. We won big. So we need a new rule. A new pact, if you will.”

      Owen strokes his chin, like he’s deep in thought. “I’ve got it. I believe you came up with it last night.”

      “I did? I’m a genius and I don’t even know it?”

      “Evidently.”

      I beckon with my fingers. “Serve it up. What is my great genius? Don’t keep it from me. Don’t you dare, Owen Hayes.”

      He chuckles softly, dipping his head. “I like it when you say my full name. I like it when you call me cutie. I always have. I like it when you call me hottie.” My boyfriend turns to me, sets a hand lightly on my thigh. “I even like it when you call me baby during sex. And I’ve never been into that.”

      “I say that?” That doesn’t sound like me. “I don’t do that.”

      A gleam flashes in his eyes. “You do it with me.”

      “Wow. I didn’t even realize it. I’m just so in the moment with you, and all these words of affection pour forth. See what you do to me, cutie?”

      Owen squeezes my thigh, then lets go, smiling. “I do. I do see it.”

      “You get me so worked up I babble. I can’t stop talking when we’re in bed. It’s all just so good with you.”

      “Keep talking in bed, River,” he says, then stage whispers, “It works.”

      “Duly noted. Or should I say . . . dirty noted. Anyway, what’s my genius?”

      “Last night you said you didn’t want to lose me. And your solution was you’d have to be the best boyfriend ever.”

      “I did say that,” I say, taking his hand, holding it, squeezing my fingers through his.

      “So I think our new Harry and Rod rule is just that. And I have a name for it too. But first, the rule is just to be good to each other. To treat each other well. To take care of each other in bed and out of bed,” Owen says, and he’s so damn swoony that if I weren’t driving, I would kiss him senseless.

      But I can use words. “You deserve to be kissed senseless,” I tell him.

      “Can you put that on your schedule tonight in San Francisco? Say, around seven, when we’re back in the city?”

      “I can, and I will. You also deserve Bugatti blow jobs and sex that’s better than cake, and you deserve to have your body worshipped by my tongue,” I say, and he lets out a low growl of appreciation. I squeeze his hand harder. “And to go to Santa Fe and check out immersive art, and to meet me for coffee and London Fog lattes, but consider yourself warned that you’re going to be subjected to a lot of PDA from your boyfriend when we’re out in public. But I will also make you a big, fat promise, Owen Hayes.”

      “Have at it.”

      I tear my gaze from the road for a second. “I will never kiss you with garlic breath.”

      “Ah,” he says, affecting a broken sigh, like he’s choking up. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      “Get ready. There’s a lot more where that came from. I don’t just have a big dick. I have a big heart. And you get both.”

      “Bring them on,” Owen says.

      “Speaking of, I might have to revise my Big Dick Law too.”

      “The one where the bigger the dick, the bigger the dick?” he asks, proving once again that he knows me so well.

      “That’s the one.”

      Owen scoffs, grabs his crotch. “River Michaels, I am going to make you eat those words every single day.”

      I groan appreciatively. “You better.”

      My boyfriend and I chat the rest of the way to my sister’s house, enjoying every second of this brand-new pact.

      The one he says we should call the boyfriend pact.

      I’m so glad he took the chance with me.
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      Delilah slathers River in kisses, whimpering endlessly, jumping up into his arms on the front porch.

      “Someone got spoiled by her aunt, but someone still likes you best,” Echo says to her brother.

      “She knows who gives her gourmet biscuits,” he says, then stands, petting and scratching the dog as he circles his hand around my arm. “By the way, we’re a thing.”

      Echo arches a brow. “Excuse me?”

      “Owen and I,” he says, like it’s patently obvious. Maybe it is. “We’re together now.”

      She shakes her head, like she’s processing this news. “You two?”

      “Well, what other Owen would I be talking about?”

      She points at me, then him. “You’re together? You’ve been friends for eight years, and now you’re together after one weekend?”

      I shrug, give her a smile. “Snow. What can you do?”

      River drapes an arm around me, then smacks his lips to my cheek. “Exactly. One road trip, one snowfall, and one cabin equals two very happy guys.”

      Echo shimmies her shoulders, then lets out an epic squeal. She throws her arms around the two of us. Even though I’m not a hugger, I’ll happily take this one.

      When she lets go, she says, “I was hoping you’d both see what was right in front of you.”

      Once we’re back in the car, River doesn’t start the engine straight away. He turns around and sweet talks his dog for a few minutes as Delilah wags her tail, her tongue lolling from her mouth.

      When he’s done lavishing attention on his dog wife, he turns to me. “You get the appeal of Paul Rudd now, don’t you?”

      “I never didn’t. But I also get the appeal of Clueless. Sometimes the person you’re looking for has been in front of you all along,” I say, meeting his gaze.

      River shrugs helplessly in surrender. “That’s it. You’re getting kissed senseless right now.”

      He makes good on that promise for a hot, delirious minute, then turns the engine, and we cruise onto the highway to the city. Along the way, we tackle an important topic—safe sex. We’re both negative for everything, so we decide to ditch the condoms. Hallelujah. When River pulls up in front of my place, parking at the curb, he lets out a deep sigh. “So, cutie. Here’s the thing.”

      I groan. “Nothing good ever came of the words here’s the thing.”

      “Hello! Boyfriend pact. Have a little faith.”

      River makes a good point. I should have faith. I will have faith. “What’s the thing?”

      River leans in close to me. “I know we just spent forty-eight hours together, but I kind of want to see you tonight too. And not just for the whole come again thing. I want to spend the night with you.”

      My chest flips, a loop-de-loop roller-coaster ride inside my body. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Good. But I have this dog here, and I can’t quite leave her alone all night, so is there any chance you’d come over to my place, and spend the night with us?”

      Easiest answer ever. “Yes. But I do have one request.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “Can you use that forest rain shampoo again? I saw Nisha gave you some extra, and I have to say, it really turns me on.”

      He smiles slyly. “I will use it every day then.”
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      Later that night, after Goldilocks allows me to pet her three times before she jumps on the range hood, then up to the highest cabinet to bathe—in her mind presumably—out of sight, I take a shower and shave.

      I get dressed in jeans, tight boxer briefs, and a Henley. Then I order some Thai food without garlic, lock my apartment, and swing by the nearby restaurant to pick up the takeout.

      I catch a Lyft to River’s place in Russian Hill.

      My bones are buzzing as the car cruises through the city on a Sunday night. Even San Francisco looks different. The shops are brighter, the city bolder, the colors more vibrant. Everything feels a little more . . . alive.

      Including me.

      When I reach River’s place, he buzzes me in, and I bound up the steps. He swings open the door, Delilah at his heels.

      “Hi, sexy,” he says.

      “Hey to you,” I say, drawing a deep inhale of his hair. “Mmm. It worked.”

      “Good to know.” River drops a kiss to my lips, then takes the food, setting it on the counter as he declares, “And along those lines, sex first, food second.”

      I’m good with that. Very, very good with that.

      Especially when he takes me to his bedroom and gestures to the king-size bed. A groan works its way up my chest. This is my first time in his bedroom as his lover, and I want anything and everything he has planned.

      Because he definitely has plans, from the looks of it.

      “I hope you don’t mind, Owen, but I took the liberty . . .”

      A rush of heat spreads from my chest down to my groin as I survey the bed. He’s prepped. Simple and seductive. He’s a man who listens. Who knows how to read me. Who wants to give me what I crave from him.

      “Nice tie,” I say, my voice husky already. The temperature in my body spikes as he moves behind me, kisses my neck, then whispers, “Would you rather be kinky or romantic?”

      With him, there’s only one answer. “It’s both.”
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      I have so many plans for my man.

      Starting with giving him this.

      My mouth all over him.

      Owen is naked on my bed, glasses off, cock hard, skin looking so damn kissable in the light.

      Because we leave on the lights.

      I need to look at him.

      So I give him what I promised. Taking off my clothes too, then crawling over him. “Told you I’d kiss you senseless tonight, and now I will.”

      I kiss him all over, his pecs, his abs, his legs, his cock. “Cocks get senseless kissing too,” I tell him.

      “I should hope so,” he says, panting hard, then grabbing my hair. “Stop.”

      I moan, annoyed. “Why?”

      “Don’t be so selfish with the kissing. I want to kiss your dick senseless too.”

      Well, there is that.

      “Be my guest.”

      I swing around, climbing on top of the deep-throat god. As we sixty-nine, he shows off all his sucking skills while I lavish kisses, licks, and sucks on his fantastic shaft. But before either one of us gets too close, I ease out of his delicious mouth, let his cock fall from mine, then turn around and drag my hands down his chest. A faint sheen of sweat glistens on his muscles and I groan in admiration. “I am going to have a field day with your body. Do you know that, Owen?”

      “What’s the first event?” he asks, thrusting his hips, letting me know he’s ready for anything I can give him.

      “I thought I’d show you my tying skills,” I say.

      I grab the blue tie, straddle his chest, lift his arms above his head, and bind his wrists together.

      “Mmm. Yes. I like that,” Owen whispers as I make a tight knot.

      “Remember when I said I wanted you to fuck me?”

      “Yes, fucking yes,” he says as a dirty grin spreads on his gorgeous face.

      I drizzle some lube onto my palm. “I pre-gamed before you came over, so I am all lubed up,” I tell him as I grip his shaft, getting him nice and slick for me. “I’m ready to ride you.”

      His eyes go glossy, his jaw slack. “Get on me, River. Now,” he says, his arms pinned and tied above his head.

      Slowly but surely, I lower myself onto him.

      We groan.

      We’re so loud it’s dangerous. Neighbors could hear. 

      Let them. Just let them. I’m going to ride my man’s cock into the night.

      And I do.

      Eyes wide open.

      Desire flooding all the space between us.

      And love just everywhere. 

      All the love—friendly love, sexual love, romantic love.

      I have it all with Owen.

      And like that, we come together.
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            River

          

        

      

    

    
      Grant strides into The Lazy Hammock a few nights later, eyes lasered in on me, I told you so written in them. Declan is by his side.

      I turn to Owen at the bar in front of me, drinking a Tom Collins and chatting with TJ, who’s in San Francisco for a few days. “He’s going to gloat.”

      “You think so?” Owen asks drily. “I suspect he’ll ask for a medal of commendation.”

      TJ smirks, then knocks back some of his old-fashioned.

      I stretch a hand across the bar, grab Owen’s and squeeze. “I’d give it to him. I’d so give it to him,” I say of Grant, even though I’m looking at the man I am smitten with.

      Grant reaches the bar, holds out his arms wide, and says, “How about those San Francisco Hawks?”

      At the mention of the local football team, Owen lifts a hand to high-five. “Well played.”

      “Speaking of well played,” Declan cuts in as they take their seats at the bar, “how was your Friendsgiving? Anything interesting happen last weekend?”

      As I get to work prepping their usuals, I answer breezily. “Oh you know. A little snow. A fire. A hot tub.”

      Declan squeezes Grant’s shoulder. “You were Eros.”

      Grant shakes his head. “Nah, we were just enablers, Deck. The real Eros is Mother Nature.”

      TJ lifts his glass. “Or maybe the real Eros is these two guys seeing each other in a whole new light. Sometimes you just have to get out of town for that.”

      Owen nods, lifts his glass. “To the power of Eros, aka the God of . . . Road Trips.”

      I slide drinks to Grant and Declan, and they lift theirs too. “To the power of Paul Rudd.”

      Grant knits his brow in question.

      “Inside joke,” I say, then I lean across the bar and press a kiss to Owen’s lips.

      When I break the kiss, I turn to Grant and Declan. “By the way, you told me so.”

      “And I’ve never been so happy to hear that,” Grant says.

      TJ lifts his glass once more, then looks somewhere in the distance, a faraway haze in his eyes.

      Like he’s lost in time.
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            TJ

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t plan to be in San Francisco.

      My schedule said that it was time to return to New York.

      I have meetings and whatnot, including one coming up any day with Webflix. I’d figured I’d be in New York, prepping for it.

      You don’t miss a meeting with the world’s biggest streaming service. Not when it’s optioned the rights to your best-selling book.

      But when I talked to my agent the other day, he made it clear I needed to stay the fuck out of the scene of the crime for a few more days.

      “New York is getting you down, TJ. Go west, young man. Head to San Francisco. Meet a guy. Go on a date. Maybe that’ll inspire you,” he’d said to me. “Then, we’ll do the meeting.”

      I’d like some inspiration, thank you very much.

      I’d like it to fall from the sky, jump out of a doorway. Hell, it could come in the form of a scary clown, rising up out of a sidewalk grate.

      I need it. Badly.

      So I said yes, and ventured here after Friendsgiving. I’ve been kicking around San Francisco for a few days.

      But I’m not inspired, even at the Lazy Hammock, so I’ve been dateless.

      Story of my life for the last year.

      I can’t complain though. Aside from romance, my life is good. Even though seeing all these guys around me find their happily-ever-afters tugs on my heart.

      Makes me wish mine hadn’t cratered so spectacularly.

      But as I knock back the rest of my drink, listening to Owen and River catch up with Grant and Declan, I reason maybe it’s safer this way, on this side of heartbreak. Just getting to be the guy who’s happy for his friends.

      That’s what I tell Owen when I leave the bar that night, pulling him in for a hug. “So happy for you, O,” I say.

      “Thanks. You gave me the kick in the pants to make it happen.”

      “Nah. You didn’t need me.” I rap my knuckles against his sternum. “You found that kick in the pants right there, my friend.”

      I say goodbye, then I leave, heading out into the San Francisco night.

      Alone.

      Maybe someday I’ll be ready again.

      Maybe someday soon.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen

      

      The next year is everything.

      We live it up, River and Owen style. We go to his parents’ house for Thanksgiving, like we planned, and it’s freeing to walk in there holding hands. His parents are ecstatic, draping us in hugs.

      Turns out I don’t mind hugs so much when it’s about this—him and me.

      As the year rolls on, we go to coffee shops and argue about whether London Fog lattes are better than Earl Grey teas. Spoiler alert: we don’t agree.

      We wander around The Mission, checking out new bakeries and ordering cakes.

      “Mostly, I just like to watch you moan around the dessert as you eat it,” River tells me one day as I take a bite of a coconut cake that’s particularly decadent.

      “Because it makes you think about the way I moan when my lips wrap around your cock,” I tell him.

      River leans forward across the table. “Exactly.”

      I join him on a hike, and I love it more than I expect. The company has something to do with it. So I go with him a few times a month, and his dog starts to fall in love with me too.

      We take trips, making our own bucket list of our favorite Discovery Prism places, checking out street art in Santa Fe, and maritime lore in Nova Scotia, and the best of underground Los Angeles.

      River is a great traveling companion because he’s curious by nature. I’m a good one for him, because I’m game for anything.

      And we make the most of our weekends in San Francisco, something that becomes even easier when I move in with him.

      Goldilocks isn’t happy about having two new roommates, but she is a cat, so that’s to be expected. River charms her, though, discovering the key to Goldilocks has been petting her chin ever so lightly, and that makes her purr like a locomotive.

      “Huh. She never really was into petting with me.”

      “Lean into her name. She likes things to be just so,” he says.

      “You’re a cat charmer,” I say, but that’s not entirely surprising.

      River just has that way about him.

      He knows how to make any mammal feel good.

      River makes me feel incredible nearly every night. Sometimes we’re our own brand of kinky, using handcuffs and ties. Sometimes we’re rough, grabbing, kneading, spanking. Sometimes, we just take it slow and sensual, and it feels like the world disappears when our bodies tangle together.

      I love it all with him.

      Every night. Every day.

      And when the calendar turns to November again, and we’re hanging out at The Lazy Hammock with Grant and Declan, the shortstop offers us the cabin one more time.

      “Yes,” River says, pouncing on the invitation in less than a second.

      “I’ll just add in my yes as well, though it seems Mister Bossy has spoken.”

      “Mister Bossy,” Grant says with a chuckle. “That’s a perfect name for my business partner.”

      River is bossy. He likes to be in charge. He likes to be in control. But he also likes to give that power to me. To let me make him feel good. Feel wanted. Feel loved.

      Fortunately, I’m great at that.

      So we road trip again, snacking and arguing, debating Sleepless in Seattle this time, and deciding it didn’t age well, but that Love, Simon definitely deserves a rewatch.

      “Let’s watch it tonight when we get to the Fight Club Sex Cabin,” River declares when we reach Markleeville.

      “Before or after the hot tub?” I ask.

      “Depends on what we’re doing in the hot tub, cutie,” he says.

      “So maybe I shouldn’t exhaust you in the jacuzzi.”

      “Exhaust me anywhere you want. You know I love that you’re only speedy at taking showers,” he says with a sexy wink.

      “I do like to take my time on all the field-day events,” I say.

      Fifteen minutes later, we pull into the driveway, cut the engine, and stare out the front window at the orange haze in the sky. “River?”

      “Owen?”

      “I think it’s starting to snow.”

      I couldn’t ask for anything more.

      Well, there’s one thing.

      A little later, when we break out the champagne—using flutes this time—and settle in for a game of Would You Rather on the couch in front of the fire, I draw a quiet, measured breath.

      I can do this.

      I ignore all the nerves skating over my skin. The wild thrumming in my chest. I meet my boyfriend’s deep, soulful eyes. Then I ask the question I came here to ask.

      “Would you rather be proposed to in front of the fire right now, or outside in the hot tub in a few minutes?”

      River’s eyes pop.

      His hand flies to his mouth.

      And he just nods, like crazy, like he can’t stop. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      My heart glows, and I take that as a now.

      So I get down on one knee in front of the fire, and remove a tiny box from my pants pocket. With nervous fingers but a certain heart, I flip it open. “You’re my best friend, my boyfriend, my lover. You’re my favorite person. The one I want to curl up with every night, wake up to every morning, and spend all my days with,” I say, my throat tightening with emotion, so much it’s overflowing in me. But it feels so good to love this deeply. “River Michaels, I love you so much. I love you more than I ever thought possible. And I would be the happiest man ever if you would be my husband.”

      He wastes zero time. He’s down on the floor, on his knees, clutching my face. “Yes. I say yes. I’ve been thinking about it constantly and you beat me to it, and I love that, and I love you, and you are the only man for me. So I say yes.”

      I slide a platinum band on his finger, then bring him close for a tender kiss that’s full of so much love—like all these days and nights with him.

      When we break the kiss, River smiles like he never intends to stop. “I guess we’ve got ourselves a marriage pact now.”

      I suppose that’s the true Harry and Rod rule of falling for a friend—cherish him, love him, and let all that friendship fuel a forever with each other.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      That summer, we get married in San Francisco with all our friends and family there to see us say, I do.

      Delilah brings the rings down the aisle.

      When the justice of the peace pronounces us husband and husband, I kiss my groom, and River kisses his.
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      River

      

      Some facts need tweaking. Like this one. The bigger the dick, the bigger the dick.

      I’m going to amend that law right now to this—the bigger the dick, the bigger the heart . . . when it comes to my husband.

      That’s the true justice in the world. My hubs is packing in every department. Brains, looks, body, and the most important part of all—how he loves.

      That’s why I’ve revised my Big Dick Law to The Big Heart Rule.

      Find a man who’ll cherish your heart.

      That’s all you really need to be happy.

      And that’s a fact.
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      Chapter One of Hopelessly Bromantic…

      TJ

      

      Things that suck—when your ex-boyfriend dates your . . . ex-boyfriend.

      Things that don’t suck—when you finally find the inspiration you’ve been scouring the city for.

      There. Right there.

      The second I run into Flynn and Caine holding hands as they order tacos at a food truck in Central Park on a Sunday afternoon while I finish my jog, my first thought isn’t the obvious they’re talking about me.

      Not even when Flynn spots me, lifts a hand in a perfunctory wave, then when Caine follows his lead, waving too.

      Nope.

      My first and most epic thought is—They’re talking about me and that would be such a brilliant idea for a book, like, say, maybe the one that’s massively overdue to my publisher.

      See you later, exes.

      I don’t end my run after all. I fly home on fleet feet to Chelsea, bound up four flights of stairs, flip open my laptop, and crack my knuckles.

      It is on.

      This guy has a book idea at long last.

      After all these months of blank pages, words are flowing through my veins.

      I write and I write and I write.

      Goodbye, trashcan full of proverbial crumpled up pieces of paper.

      Hello, brilliant idea for my next novel.

      After a whole lot of nothing in the creativity department for several long, painful, idea-free months—and months vacant of ideas are almost as bad as sexless months, a drought I also know far too well—this surely is my breakthrough.

      At last.

      A few days and countless cups of coffee later, I’ve got almost ten chapters.

      I’ve ordered in most meals and forgotten others, too, because that’s how it works when the muse strikes. You don’t stop to snack on Swedish fish or shove salted-caramel pretzels in your mouth. You just do.

      You serve the gods of inspiration. And have I ever served.

      I’m like that crazed author in a movie, tapping madly away, the clack-clack-clack of keys the soundtrack in my apartment till I yank the pages from the typewriter and slap them down on my agent’s desk.

      Okay, obviously I don’t write on a typewriter. I’m not a Luddite. Also that’s super wasteful when it comes paper.

      But after a quick re-read on ye olde laptop, I send this bad boy to my agent.

      Five minutes later, he replies with a hallelujah then tells me to swing by in an hour since he’ll have it read by then.

      I pump a fist, then push away from the couch to take a shower. Even when inspiration strikes, I’d never leave the house smelling like, well, like people think writers smell.

      My goal in life is to smell like a magazine ad looks, and I accomplish that in fifteen minutes, then get dressed quickly, tugging on jeans and grabbing a short-sleeve button-down I snagged at a thrift shop. Bonus that it shows off my arms. Double bonus? The cute illustrations of foxes that cover the fabric.

      Looking hip, I head uptown on a late spring morning in Manhattan. I push through the revolving glass door of Nathan’s building, eager for his feedback.

      It’s gonna be good.

      Bring it on. The welcome back, TJ. The we know you’re late on your deadline, but we love you so fucking much. And you’re brilliant and incredible, and you’re clearly already penning a fantastic follow-up, so go write more.

      A minute later, I exit the elevator on the eleventh floor. From behind the reception desk, Zoe waves excitedly at me, her chunky bracelets jingling and jangling against themselves, revealing bits and pieces of the tattoos of vines that line her arms. “TJ, I wrote five thousand words last night,” she says, wildfire in her eyes.  “You’ve inspired me.”

      See?

      Everything is new again.

      Everyone is creating.

      “It’s in the air, Zoe.” I hold up a hand to high five. “Keep it up.”

      “I will. Also, Nathan said to just wave you in.”

      How about that? I don’t even have to wait to see the dude. I knew it. He loves the premise of my new book too.

      But when I reach his corner suite, he’s still seated at his desk.

      Staring at the screen.

      Scratching his head.

      Weird.

      I expected him to be standing in the doorway, blowing on a trumpet, hailing my return.

      Parking my hands on my hips, I clear my throat. “Hello? Where is the parade? The ticker tape? The marching band? I’ll wait for them but, man, I normally expect you to be a little faster.”

      Nathan lifts his gaze from his screen.

      His face is completely inscrutable, his dark eyes behind his black glasses a total closed book.

      But I’m undeterred.

      I won’t let a little thing like an agent’s unreadable face get me down, though I kinda wish Nathan would say something. I do like praise. It’s oxygen.

      I wag a finger at him. “Wait. I know what you did. You got me a singing telegram, didn’t you? One of those Magic Mike strippers is going to jump out in just a second and tell me how awesome you thought the pages were.” I cross my arms. “I’ll wait.”

      With a beleaguered sigh, Nathan takes off his glasses, sets them down on his desk, and scrubs a hand along the back of his neck. “For the record, if I ever order you a stripper, it’ll be a cop.”

      “Sweet. I ordered one the other night after a burger and a beer. It was basically a perfect night,” I deadpan.

      A small smile lifts the corners of his mouth. “That.” Nathan stabs his finger against the computer screen. “Why isn’t that in this?”

      My brow furrows, and I step into his office, head to the cushy blue chair across from his desk, and park myself in it. “Why isn’t what in what?”

      “That kind of humor. That kind of wit. Stripper jokes. Humor. Badinage. Wit. Banter.”

      My face goes blank.

      At least, I think it does. I can’t see my face obviously.

      But it feels blank from the shock of his comment. I flap my hand in the direction of his computer. “That’s all in there. That’s really fucking funny. And full of heart. How could you not see it?”

      “Is it?” Nathan clears his throat and reads from the screen. “Ten Rules for Dating My Ex. Chapter One. Tanner. The first rule of dating? Don’t go out with a dude with a one-syllable name. I learned that the hard way the other day.”

      “That’s a good rule. See? Flynn. Caine.” I drag both out like their names are a warning. “If only I had known that before I got involved.”

      “Allow me to read more.”

      “Please do.” With a smile, I kick back in the chair, happiness washing over me. I’ve always loved when people read to me. There’s little I love more than being told a good tale.

      Well, pizza and sex. I like them both better.

      Not in that order though.

      I listen contentedly as the hero sets up his dilemma—Lessons learned from the front lines of dating, since it’s a battlefield out there.

      When Nathan trails off at the end of the second page, I scoot forward in the chair.

      Doesn’t he like it?

      Oh shit. Does he . . . hate it? Are my words complete and utter garbage?

      “TJ,” he says heavily, and, uh-oh, that sounds less like a seal of approval and more like a veto.

      Worry wiggles down my spine. “Yes?”

      “There’s no romance in here. This is a breakup book.”

      I bristle. Like I’ve never bristled before. He’s wrong. He’s just wrong. “Did you read all ten chapters? It’s a set-up for a romance. He’s just . . . well, Tanner is just . . .” I cast about for words to describe my hero’s situation. “He’s recapping the lessons learned from past breakups. Licking his wounds and all.”

      Nathan stares at me like his eyes are a bullshit detector. “Yes, I get that. Loud and clear. But where’s the romance?”

      It’s . . .

      It’s in . . .

      Isn’t it in there?

      My mind flips back to the pages I wrote. “I’m sure it’s there. It has to be. I meant it to be.”

      He shakes his head, his expression rueful. “The first ten chapters are about his breakup. There’s zero romance. Zero dates. Zero set-up. I don’t even know what the trope or the plot is. Is it enemies to lovers? Friends to lovers?”

      I cringe at the last one. Whip my head back and forth. No way would I write friends to lovers—not after what went down with Flynn.

      “Opposites attract? Forbidden romance? Fake romance.”

      My stomach churns.

      Dammit.

      I slump down in the chair, drop my forehead into my hand. There isn’t a shred of romance in Rules for Dating My Ex. Shoulders sagging, I drag a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what the hell to do, Nathan,” I say, confessing what I think he already suspects. “Everyone’s expecting this epic love story like Top-Notch Boyfriend. That was easy to write. I was . . .”

      But I can’t finish the sentence.

      I’ve written books before Flynn.

      Hell, I wrote nine.

      But none that big, that powerful, that swoony as the ‘epic guy meets guy and falls head over oxfords in love’ story that was Top-Notch Boyfriend.

      The romance that vaulted me from midlist to bestseller.

      That made my apartment possible, my life possible, my freedom from worries possible.

      But only if I can pull off another.

      Nathan’s intensity vanishes. In its place is concern. “Yes, you were in love, TJ. It drove you to write. To feel. To dig deep into your soul for your art. But it didn’t last and that sucks. I get it. I’ve been there before.”

      I turn away, peering out the window of his Amsterdam Avenue offices, staring at the city below. Millions of people in this naked city. Some days, it feels as if everybody here knows what happened. The guy who inspired the story that topped bestseller lists and made me a mint dumped me publicly, painfully, and with disastrous consequences for my career.

      I jerk my gaze back to Nathan. “Fine. I’ll try again. Another approach. I’ll—”

      “—You’ll introduce the trope in Chapter One,” he says, laying it out there, crisp and business-like. “You’ll bring the other hero on page in chapter two. And how about a kiss by chapter eight?”

      My jaw drops. “You have the whole thing plotted out, man?”

      His grin makes it clear this isn’t his first time at the rodeo. “I know a thing or two about what makes for a good book. I’ve also read all yours. That’s what works—that kind of strategy. Make this one work.”

      My agent pulls no punches. With intense eyes, he delivers the final verdict, pointing to the screen. “This anti-romance isn’t what anybody actually wants to read in your romance novel, King TJ.”

      It’s like a shot to the heart, especially when he uses the name my readers have given me. Lovingly given me. But lately, they’ve all been knocking on my social media doors, asking for the next book that’s been delayed, and then delayed some more.

      Soon, if I don’t deliver, they’ll move on to the next writer.

      Someone who actually puts out more books.

      And it hurts so much because . . . that excitement I felt while writing was classic brain trickery. My mind fooled me into thinking this story was good. My fingers were flying, so I figured I was spinning solid gold.

      When I was spinning solid gold shit.

      I drag my hands through my hair, heaving out a sigh of admission. “What do I do?”

      “You’ve written ten books. All with great reviews. One of them was a massive, huge, fireball of a hit, that turned your backlist into money trees — incidentally that’s my favorite kind of tree. So, can’t you just do that again? Write another good love story?”

      His question is a reasonable one. I should be able to. There’s no logical reason why I can’t pull it off. “Absolutely. I just need to focus on what they all had in common. The magic ingredient.”

      Nathan’s eyes say you’ve gotta be kidding me. “Could it be . . . oh, I don’t know, you believed in romance back then? You were fucking romantic. You went on dates. With Caine, with Flynn, with Dante, with Gabriel.”

      “Feel free to just list all my exes. The reminders are great for my confidence,” I say drily.

      He pays me no mind. “And you took them to baseball games, or to play pinball, or to go thrifting or do game nights. You felt the mojo. You were getting out there.” He gestures to my arms. “From the looks of it, the only place you’re going these days is to the gym.”

      My eyes stray to my biceps. The guns are bigger than they were a year ago. But nothing wrong that that. Lots of dudes like fit guys. “Gym equipment doesn’t break your heart.”

      “But rock star writers who don’t deliver their next novel break mine,” Nathan says, clutching at his chest. “You don’t want to do that, do you? Or, say, break your contract?”

      “You know what the alpha lawyer hero in The Size Principle said—Contracts are made to be broken,” I say, offering a lopsided grin, like that’ll cover up the case of my missing inspiration. “Maybe my next hero should be a detective, a cool-as-a-cucumber private eye, who’ll track down my muse.”

      “Art imitates life, so if that’s what it takes . . .” Nathan stands, strides around his desk, looking all sharp in his slacks and his tailored shirt, setting a hand on my shoulder. “Listen, you’ve got a contract and a deadline. There are only so many ways I can do a song and dance for Brooks & Bailey,” he says, gentle this time.

      “Yes, I know my publisher has given me three extensions already,” I say plainly, still embarrassed that he had to ask for them.

      “This isn’t like you. You popped out books like you were making kettle corn at the farmer’s market back when you were the swinging stud of New York. When you were dating all over town. How hard can it be to start dating again? Especially with those arms,” he says with a wink.

      “Romance and me are on a timeout,” I mutter, admitting the sad, stark truth.

      He cups his ear. “What’s that? Oh, that’s the sound of the buzzer on your timeout. It’s time to get back in the game, TJ. Get on a dating app. We don’t even have to use Grindr anymore. We can do Tinder. We can do anything. Hell, you can do Boyfriend Material and level all the way up,” he says, and I cringe. “Is that such a bad idea?”

      “Do you have any idea what would happen if TJ Hardman was available for any reader or listener to bang? I’d be the talk of social media. Of every gay romance reader group. No way. I can’t just put myself out there on an app.”

      Nathan smiles, the nefarious grin that only a true shark of a literary agent can pull out. The man gestures grandly to himself. “Then I shall be your app. Be ready this Friday at eight o’clock for a date at the St. James Theater, home of the Sweeney Todd revival.”

      Is he for real? I eye him suspiciously because, of course, that is a very suspicious statement. “You’re married to a Tony-winning actor. The lead in that show. I’m not going out with you to see your husband.”

      “Happily married, I might add, and Tremaine is fabulous in Sondheim. But I also work at a talent agency that reps writers, directors and actors. That means, King TJ, you can just think of me as your dating app, since we’ve got someone for you.”

      Shark? He’s more like a bionic shark descended from Neptune himself and crossbred with a fire-breathing dragon of the sea. “We’ve? Who the hell is we?”

      He taps his chest. “Raphael and moi.”

      “Raphael, the agent down the hall who reps actors and movie stars?”

      He points at me like I’ve won a prize on a game show. “Give this man a cookie!”

      I groan. “What are you and Raphael cooking up?”

      The wicked glee spreads to Nathan’s irises. “Does the name Jude Fox ring a bell?”

      It rings all the bells. Namely, the chimes from eight years ago when I met Jude in London.

      But why the hell is Nathan is bringing up Jude? “Yes, I saw If Found Please Return at the arthouse cinema a couple months ago,” I say, since I don’t need to let on I’ve seen Jude up close and personal too.

      “He was fantastic in that flick. And he’s been nommed for an award.” Nathan grins diabolically. He might as well twirl a handlebar mustache.

      “All right. No more monologuing like a villain revealing how he did it. Just gimme the deets,” I say.

      Nathan points at me. “You need some inspiration in the form of dating, and guess what? Jude needs something too.”

      Yup. Called it. Bionic Shark with Evil Genius Brain. “Let me guess. He needs a . . .” I make a rolling gesture with my hand as I wait for Nathan to finish the connect-the-dots game he’s playing.

      “Jude needs a very appropriate fake boyfriend. And his agent and I have chosen you.”

      Wait a hot second. I take umbrage at one thing. “How the hell am I appropriate? That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

      “It is, TJ. You’re America’s Sweet and Hot Romance Writer. You’re the perfect antidote to his last beau. And listen, the way I see things is you can either keep not writing your book, or you can go on some dates and find some inspiration again, and write the book that everyone’s waiting for you to pen.” He takes a deep inhale, sounding wholly satisfied. “Which option sounds more appealing? Door number one or door number two?”

      That’s an excellent question.

      But I’m choosing door number three. “Getting my balls waxed by a first-timer at a shady clinic with one-star reviews,” I say.

      Nathan doesn’t blink. “And I imagine that’s how Brooks & Bailey feels every time you don’t deliver your book.” He gestures to his phone, waving airily at it. “If you have a better suggestion, I’m all ears. If not, let me know what I should tell Raphael.”

      That Jude should have shown up for our date eight years ago.

      That he’s only gotten better-looking over the years.

      That I have no interest in fake dating a former fling.

      And yet . . . the clock doesn’t stop ticking on my deadline.

      I meet Nathan’s stare head on. “Friday at eight works for me. I’ll meet him at the St. James Theater.”

      Nathan grins, returns to his desk, and sits down. “Great. And I think you’ll find it more enjoyable than scrotal depilation. But hey, that’s ultimately for you to decide. And since we should probably hash out some of the details before you make your dating debut, I’ve conveniently arranged a little coffee date for you in thirty minutes time.”

      Sharks have nothing on my agent.

      

      Find out what happens next in HOPELESSLY BROMANTIC!

      

      
        
        Interested in Grant and Declan’s romance? Their epic, passionate love story unfolds first in the forbidden romance SCORING WITH HIM, the first of three full-length novels in the Men of Summer series. Holden’s romance with Reese is available in The Virgin Game Plan.

      

      

      
        
        Don’t forget! I’ll be releasing a never-seen-before MM standalone romance for free in about a week! Sign up for my MM mailing list to be the first to know when it’s available!

      

        

      
        And now, as promised, I’m thrilled to share your bonus story for preordering this book! Here is Toby’s flirty, fun romance, Doctor Good In Bed! This will only be available till November 4!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Lauren Blakely

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FULL PACKAGE, the #1 New York Times Bestselling romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        BIG ROCK, the hit New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        THE SEXY ONE, a New York Times Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        THE KNOCKED UP PLAN, a multi-week USA Today and Amazon Charts Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        MOST VALUABLE PLAYBOY, a sexy multi-week USA Today Bestselling sports romance! And its companion sports romance, MOST LIKELY TO SCORE!

      

        

      
        WANDERLUST, a USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        COME AS YOU ARE, a Wall Street Journal and multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        PART-TIME LOVER, a multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        UNBREAK MY HEART, an emotional second chance USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        BEST LAID PLANS, a sexy friends-to-lovers USA Today Bestselling romance!

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers! The USA Today and WSJ Bestselling rock star series of standalone!

      

        

      
        P.S. IT’S ALWAYS BEEN YOU, a sweeping, second chance romance!

      

        

      
        MY ONE WEEK HUSBAND, a sexy standalone romance!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact

          

        

      

    

    
      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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