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      I had to get out of this dress.

      It was too short, too tight, and most offensively, a dress. I had always been more of a tattered jeans, T-shirt and boots kind of girl. For some reason, I’d convinced myself that I needed to dress up for my ten-year high school reunion, although high heels were where I drew the line. Boots were so much more me.

      I’d give this reunion five more minutes. The only person I’d wanted to see, my best friend in school, didn’t seem to be showing up. I hadn’t seen William in ten years, not since we fucked up our friendship. I don’t know why I’d thought he’d show up tonight.

      A pretty blond woman whose face I couldn’t quite place sat down at my otherwise deserted table in the darkest corner of the ballroom. “Hey, Anna! Nice dress!” she said.

      As surreptitiously as I could manage, I glanced down at her name tag. Simone. Right. I remembered her. She’d once “accidentally” spilled her Coke all over my hair.

      “Thanks, Simone. How’s life?” I asked.

      She sat up straighter and beamed. “Life is really great! Did you know I’m a flight attendant?” She mimed motioning for the exits. Sadly, there seemed to be no exit from this conversation.

      “Cool. I did not know that. I can see it though.”

      She leaned forward. “So where’s your other half?”

      I tilted my head. “William?”

      She giggled and pushed my knee. “Of course, silly! I thought you two were attached at the hip!”

      “I haven’t seen him in a long time. I doubt he’s coming.”

      She tsked. “That’s a shame. What happened?”

      There was no way I would be telling this woman what happened. I doubted she actually cared anyway. She just wanted a juicy story.

      “Oh, you know, we were dumb kids. And we went our separate ways for college. Nothing salacious.” If she only knew.

      “Well, I hope he shows up. That’s what reunions are for—reuniting with old besties! I’m super happy I got to see you!” She rested her fingertips on my knee. “And I am self-aware enough to realize I was a total bitch to you in school. I’m really sorry about that. I have no excuse other than being a teenager.”

      Huh. I hadn’t seen that coming. “Well, that’s...very nice of you to say. Thank you, Simone.”

      She beamed again. “I’m so glad we had this talk, Anna! I hope William shows up!”

      With that, she waved and walked off, stopping at another table to talk to more former classmates.

      Maybe people really could change. I certainly wasn’t the same mad-at-the-world punk girl I’d been ten years ago. Granted, I still had my surly moments, but mostly I was happy. I’d found my place. High school sucked for me, but I opened myself to the possibility it sucked for most people, just in different ways.

      After downing the last of the champagne in my glass, I grabbed my bag and stood. I’d spent two hours in this ballroom, waiting, hoping he’d show up. But it seemed I wouldn’t be getting my wish today.

      I weaved my way through the maze of tables to the exit. Several more people stopped me on the way out to say hi or ask about William, so my escape wasn’t as hasty as I’d wanted.

      When I finally pushed open the doors and walked into the hotel lobby, I felt like I’d just been released from a long, rough prison term and now I had to acclimate to life on the outside. Everyone had been perfectly nice, but reunions just weren’t my scene. I had no need to rehash the most miserable years of my life.

      Except William. He was the highlight of high school and I’d go to a thousand reunions if he showed up too.

      As I walked across the grand lobby, my steps were sluggish with disappointment. I hadn’t let myself admit how hopeful I’d been tonight. I’d imagined all these scenarios where we’d see each other and our time apart would melt away.

      “Anna!”

      I stopped in my tracks and turned. A man in a slim-fitting gray suit strode toward me. Even from thirty feet away, he was gorgeous. And the closer he came, the harder my heart pounded.

      “William?” I croaked. My throat had become desert-dry when I recognized him.

      His smile hadn’t changed. It still took over his whole face, from the crinkles around his deep brown eyes, to the stretch of his full lips, to his straight white teeth. I never could resist smiling back ten years ago, and that hadn’t changed either.

      “Anna,” he said again as he drew near. “I thought I’d missed you.”

      I held up a hand. “Here I am.” Oh my God, am I waving at him? Get yourself together, man!

      “Anna,” he breathed when he was right in front of me.

      I had to tip my head back to look up at him. Damn, did he grow up. In high school, he’d been slight for a boy. I’d towered over him at 5’10”. He’d always been striking though, even then. His mom was Korean, his dad Venezuelan, and he’d gotten the best of both their features. His skin was a golden brown and the angular jaw that had been baby-smooth ten years ago was covered in thick, black stubble. His eyes had always been my favorite feature. Slightly upturned in the corners, with a slash of dark brow above, they were a window into his heart. His eyes danced when he was happy, and when he was down, his sorrow was so clear it physically pained me.

      “I didn’t think you were going to show,” I said.

      “I wasn’t. But then I saw your name on the guest list. I couldn’t believe it. Anna Rainer at a school event? Unheard of.”

      I smiled. “I came to see you. Well, and I wanted to see if those awful girls grew an extra appendage or something.”

      He threw his head back and laughed, a deep sound that travelled from his chest to mine, constricting my insides. “And did they?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Of course not. They’re all more gorgeous than before. But they’re, like, nice now, which really annoys me.”

      He smiled that William smile. “I’m glad to see you haven’t changed.”

      “Well, damn, I hope I’ve changed at least a little!”

      This is surreal.

      How were we laughing and talking as if we had days between us instead of years? I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. There was a distinct possibility that it would turn out this had all been some kind of hysterical hallucination brought on by the stress of spending the evening surrounded by the very people that had helped make my life miserable for four straight years. If this turned out to be some elaborate hoax my brain was playing on me, I was going to be glad I’d soaked up every second of it.

      He raked his eyes over me. “You’re wearing a dress. I don’t think I’ve seen that before.”

      I held up a finger. “Except prom.”

      He nodded. “Except prom.”

      I pointed at my feet. “Look!”

      “Combat boots. Thank fuck. I’d started to think the world had turned upside down.”

      I glanced over his shoulder and saw Simone making a beeline for us, so I grabbed William’s hand—that was so solid and warm, it had to be real—and said, “Run, Lola, run!”

      His eyes went wide, but he laughed and let me pull him through the lobby and out into the night.
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      I’d almost missed her.

      A high school reunion was pretty much the definition of hell for me. I’d had exactly one friend back then, and we hadn’t spoken in ten years. Ten fucking years. All because of one stupid night. Well, it was more than that, but that night had been the beginning of the end of us.

      Ten years was more than long enough. So I'd dusted off my suit, took a few deep breaths and went to my high school reunion.

      When she hadn’t been in the ballroom, my gut had clenched with disappointment. The one chance I had to make things right and I’d been stuck in goddamn Baltimore traffic.

      But then there she was. Even from the back, even with the added curves to her hips and ass, I’d recognize her walk anywhere. Her mile-long legs moved with purpose and she carried herself almost regally, shoulders back, chin up, as if she were daring anyone to fuck with her.

      When she turned and I saw her face in person for the first time in a decade, it felt like I’d been given a shot of adrenaline straight to the heart. My pulse boomed through my veins and my hands twitched to touch her.

      My friend. My beautiful, too stunning to look at straight on, friend.

      Anna had always been pretty. Even the day that I met her in science class when we were freshmen. Her desk was in front of mine and when she’d turned and asked to borrow a pencil, I’d been hooked. Back then, she cut her own hair into some semblance of a choppy pixie cut and dyed it pitch-black. Even at fourteen she’d been tall and all legs, like a colt.

      As we got older and she filled out a little more, I saw the other guys looking. But she’d never seemed interested. It was the two of us against the world, and sometimes I thought that was how it’d always be. One day she’d see me as more than a friend and love me the way I’d fallen in love with her.

      But nothing ever works out quite like we think it will, especially when it’s the dream of a kid.

      When I stood face-to-face with her in that hotel lobby, I started to wonder if maybe things would work out how I’d hoped, just slightly delayed. Because for me, when I saw her, it felt like no time had passed. She’d let her hair grow long and blonde, and she’d filled out, no longer the gangly girl from high school. But her eyes, those round blue eyes that were almost too big for her heart-shaped face, they were the same. She was still my Anna. And when she’d grabbed my hand and referenced a semi-obscure German movie from the nineties, I knew I’d go anywhere with her.

      Out on the sidewalk, Anna laughed breathily. “I think we lost her!”

      I peered behind me. “Who?”

      She let go of my hand and tucked a blonde wave behind her ear. “Simone Macinnes. She was all up in our business in there. And she was coming for us, William.”

      I nudged her with my shoulder. “It’s actually Will now.”

      She raised an arched eyebrow. “Will, huh?” She stepped back and tapped a finger to her lip. “Okay, I like it.”

      “You’re still the same pain in the ass.”

      She pinched the skirt of her dress and curtsied. “I mean, Will, I’ve got to keep you on your toes.”

      I smiled at her, my chest tight with a flood of affection from the dam she’d burst with her cute-ass curtsy and her sassy mouth. “Let’s go someplace. Coffee? Beer? Wine?”

      “Are you listing liquids or asking me where I want to go?”

      “Can’t I be doing both?”

      “You always were good at multitasking.” She snorted. “I’m down for a beer. There’s a good place a few blocks away in Fell’s Point. Walk?”

      Because she’d started it, I said, “Run?”

      She looked at me with a wide grin. “Skip?”

      “Dance?”

      “Yes! Let’s dance to the bar!”

      I grabbed her hand and spun her in a circle, then pulled her long body close and dipped her so low her hair skimmed the concrete. When I pulled her upright, her face was flushed and her eyes shined with delight.

      “You dipped me!”

      I kept my hands on her hips, still holding her against me. “I did.”

      Anna lifted up on her toes and leaned her forehead on mine. “Will...I’m so happy I found you.” And then she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and hugged me with such ferocity her body vibrated from the force of it.

      I stroked the back of her hair and held her. “It was about damn time, wasn’t it?”

      She nodded and stepped back. “Yeah, it was,” she said hoarsely. “Where’d you go?”

      I twined my fingers with hers and squeezed. “Let’s go get a beer. I think we could both use one.”

      “Hell, yes. Let’s get outta here!”

      The walk was longer than I’d anticipated, but I would have walked for miles if it meant I could keep holding her hand. We didn’t get into anything heavy on the way. Anna told me about all of our classmates she’d seen at the reunion. I hadn’t really noticed anyone when I'd gone searching for her. Everyone had been a blur. But Anna took in every last detail, like she always had. I’d never known anyone more present, more aware of others, than Anna.

      We stopped in front of a place called Bar Royal. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but she pulled me inside.

      “Come on, a few of my coworkers hang out here. It’s cool,” she said.

      The inside was dim but looked better than I’d expected from the nondescript exterior. The wide-plank floors were only slightly sticky and the games in the back were calling my name.

      “We have to play some pinball,” I said.

      She grinned. “Obviously. Let’s grab a drink first though. I play better with a buzz.”

      We found a spot at the crowded bar, our stools so close that our shoulders were pressed together. When she turned to me, her face was near enough for me to see the ring of navy blue around her irises.

      “Did I say how happy I am to be with you?” she asked.

      I dipped my head and smiled. “You may have mentioned that.”

      She cuffed my chin with her knuckle. “Good. Well, I am.”

      “Me too, Annie.”

      She pinched my arm. “Literally no one has called me Annie since I was eighteen!”

      “Am I not allowed to anymore?”

      She bit her lip and eyed me for a beat. “No, you can. You’re the only one I’ve ever let call me that.”

      A wall of a man with a full red beard came over to take our order.

      “What can I get you?” he asked in a low, growly voice.

      “Do you have local beers?” Anna asked.

      The wall crossed his arms. “Of course.”

      Anna leaned in. “Flying Dog?”

      The bartender uncrossed his arms and gave a ghost of a smile. “Mm-hmm. Have a preference?”

      “Raging Bitch.” She turned to me and winked. “They named a beer after me.”

      Smiling, I said, “I’ll take a Doggie Style.”

      When the bartender went to get our beers, Anna asked, “Are you going to make the joke?”

      I shrugged. “I kind of think it speaks for itself.”

      Anna leaned her head on her hand, elbow on the bar, and studied me. Her eyes roamed my face, seemingly searching for something. “How can ten years have passed and it feels like I just saw you yesterday? Like we’re picking up right where we left off.”

      I brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek. “I don’t want to pick up where we left off. We left off in a fucked-up place.”

      “We did. But we’re older and wiser now. No more fucking up.” She reached out and yanked my tie, loosening it, then unbuttoned the top button of my shirt. “Better.”

      I rubbed my throat and swallowed hard. Nothing had ever been sexier than Anna yanking off my tie in the middle of a bar. And she did it without a care in the world, just because she wanted to. She still had no idea the effect she had on me. She saw everything, except for what she did to me.
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      The bartender, James, slid our beer bottles in front of us on the scuffed mahogany bar.

      “Thanks,” I said, flashing him a smile.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Hey, you work with Frannie, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m Anna.”

      He gripped the bar with both hands. “Right. Anna. Uh, how is she?”

      “She’s good. We’re more coworkers than BFFs, so I don’t know her innermost secrets or anything. But she’s healthy, wealthy and wise. Or two of those three things at least.” I waggled my eyebrows. “Want me to pass along a message?”

      He flushed and backed away, holding up his hands in front of him. “No, no! That’s okay. I just haven’t seen her in a while. But no message.” He walked to the other end of the bar, not looking back.

      “What was that about?” Will asked.

      I pointed in James’ direction. “I think he has a thing for my coworker. Which, good luck to him. I don’t foresee that girl settling down anytime soon. I mean, she’s lovely, but not the relationship type.”

      “What about you? Are you the relationship type?”

      I took a long swallow of my beer. “Maybe. I’ve had one or two over the years. How about you, Will? Is there a lucky Mrs. Will somewhere?”

      He chuckled. “Despite the fact you know my last name is Diaz, you’re calling my fictitious wife Mrs. Will?”

      “So, no Mrs. Will?”

      He shook his head, eyes dancing with amusement. “No, Anna. There’s no Mrs. Will. I’ve never come close to having a Mrs. Will.”

      My shoulders sagged with relief. I hadn’t actually thought Will would be dipping me in the middle of Baltimore or holding my hand if he was married, but the possibility had made my heart race.

      The feelings I’d had for Will a decade ago had come surging back with a vengeance. Once he'd touched me, held me in his strong arms, I was a goner. I was ready to serve him my beating heart on a platter.

      But that was gross and a tad intense. So I probably wouldn’t tell him that.

      I set my beer down on the bar and turned my body to face him. “So tell me, what have you been up to the last ten years?”

      He chuckled and turned to me so that my legs were pressing against his.

      “Well, culinary school in New York. Then I moved to Venezuela for a year and worked in a bakery. Although my abuela will tell you she was the one who taught me how to make proper arepas.”

      “Mmmmm…can you make me one filled with cheese, like your dad used to make?”

      I had to stop my eyes from rolling back in my head when I thought of the corn cakes Will’s family had introduced me to. In the years since, I’d never been able to find any as good as the ones his dad made.

      He moved his legs so they were on the outside of mine. “Absolutely. I’ll make you all the arepas you could ever want.”

      “I don’t think I could ever get my fill of your arepas.”

      He cocked his head. “Are you flirting with me, Ms. Rainer?”

      I picked up my beer bottle and traced my finger through the beads of condensation. “Maybe. What if I was?”

      “I’d say I liked it.”

      Flustered and needing a moment to gather my wits, I tipped the bottle against my lips and drained my beer. Will watched me the entire time, his eyes locked on my mouth.

      I licked the beer off my lips and said, “Tell me more about baking.”

      He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Uh, baking. So yeah, after Venezuela, I came back to Baltimore and worked in a commercial kitchen, learning the ropes. Then a couple years ago I opened my own. We make both Korean and Latin baked goods for restaurants and stores. Five days a week I have to get up at the asscrack of dawn, but otherwise it’s pretty much my dream job.”

      I clamped my hands on his knees. “Oh my god. You don’t happen to make the little doughnut balls filled with red beans they sell on the Baltimore Korean taco truck, do you?”

      He laughed and nodded. “Yep, those are my balls.”

      This time my eyes did roll back in my head as I thought of those doughnuts. “Will. They’re the most delicious things I’ve ever had in my mouth. And yeah, yeah, yeah, that’s what she said. I know.”

      “If only I’d known the way to your heart was through my balls.”

      I opened my eyes and met his gaze. “You always had my heart. You were my best friend. Your family was more my family than my own.”

      He shook his head. “I know. That was a stupid, throwaway comment. Forget it.” He looked over his shoulder. “Wanna go play pinball?”

      I hopped off my stool and offered him my arm. “Yes. Let’s.”

      “Aren’t I supposed to offer you my arm?”

      I pushed his chest. “Are we living in the nineteenth century? Please allow me to escort you to the pinball machines, kind sir.”

      “Why the hell not?” He looped his arm through mine and I wove my fingers through his and away we went.

      

      Will threw his arms in the air. “I am the pinball boss!”

      I laughed and leaned against my machine. We’d been playing side by side for a while and I had to admit Will’s pinball skills far surpassed my own.

      At some point he’d taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. His arms were covered in tattoos, surprising me. And damn was he even sexier with his tie loose around his neck, his sleeves rolled up, and those tattoos on display. He was still my Will, just amplified.

      I held my hands up and he high-fived me, but he didn’t let go. He brought our joined hands down to our sides and leaned his forehead on mine.

      “You’re fun,” he said.

      “I think it was the game you were playing that was so fun.”

      He kissed my cheek with a loud smack. Then, letting go of one hand, he spun me in a circle, and pulled me back in.

      “No, it’s you, Anna.”

      I could have leaned in right then and kissed him. I wouldn’t have had to go far. His mouth was inches from mine, so close I felt his ragged breath on my lips. But there was too much history, too much distance between us to bridge the gap. Right now, at least.

      “I could use another beer,” I said.

      He nodded and let me go. “Me too. I’m feeling quite parched from my pinball victory. Why don’t you park yourself here and I’ll go grab us a couple bottles.”

      I hopped up on a stool at the empty high top table next to the games, yanking down the hem of my dress. I had to get out of this stupid dress as soon as humanly possible.

      A hipster-looking guy in jeans skinnier than any I’d ever worn sidled up to my table, taking a slow perusal of me. I’d noticed him eyeing me for a while, but I’d been too focused on Will to give him a second thought.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, pretty. This seat taken?” he asked.

      I gave him my meanest, dead-eyed glare, the one that had been known to send grown men running with their tails between their legs. He stared back, his eyes glassy. Drunk. Alcohol had rendered him immune to my glare.

      “Really, dude? You’ve been three feet away from my friend and me for the last hour. You know this seat’s taken,” I said.

      “You with that guy?” he asked.

      I snorted. “Yep, he’s my man.”

      He waved a hand. “Too bad.”

      A warm arm settled over my shoulder and a cold beer was set down on the table in front of me.

      I reached up behind me and laid my hand on Will’s cheek. “My man’s back.” Will wrapped his other arm around me possessively, resting on my stomach.

      Hipster-douche wandered off without another word, but Will kept his hands on me, the heat from his skin radiating through the thin fabric of my dress. When he moved his thumb back and forth over my stomach, I shivered and leaned my head back on his chest.

      “I saw the look you gave that guy. You know you’re kind of scary, right?” he asked against my ear.

      I nuzzled my face against his rough cheek. “Just when I want to be. I’m usually quite the charmer.”

      He growled and said, “You’re charming the fuck out of me right now.”

      I laughed and pressed a soft kiss to his jaw. “Come sit down, you goon. I’m not making out with you in a bar.”

      He sat across from me and grinned. “Oh, did you think I wanted to kiss you? Gross.”

      I kicked him under the table. “Yeah, you’ve made it abundantly clear how disgusting you find me.”

      He brushed his hand up and down the air in front of me. “You’ve got the whole leggy bombshell thing going. Nobody likes that.”

      I cackled. “Oh jeez, that’s the first time anyone’s called me that. You know I never wear shit like this. Luckily, I found a job where they let me wear pants and boots every day.”

      He turned his beer bottle in circles on the table. “So, I filled you in on the last ten years of my life. You tell me about yours.”

      I leaned back in my seat, my smile fading. “My path has not been anywhere near as straight and smooth as yours.”

      He skimmed his fingertips over my knuckles. “Tell me.”
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      Anna ran her hands through her hair, puffed out her cheeks, and then blew out a long, slow breath.

      “I lasted for one semester in college. It was awful. I only went to make my parents happy.”

      I jerked my head back. “What? You didn’t stay in California?”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t. But by the time I came back to the East Coast, you were in New York, so I thought…”

      “I came home all the damn time. The train ride’s only three hours. You should have told me.”

      “Easy to say now. But back then, everything was still so fresh, so raw. You wouldn’t have wanted to hear from me.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I think I would have.”

      “I was such a mess, Will. My parents kicked me out, so I bummed on people’s couches for six months while I worked at a coffee shop.”

      I slammed my beer bottle down on the table. “What the fuck, Anna? Your parents kicked you out?”

      I knew her parents were no picnic. They went back and forth between being complete assholes and being completely absent, no in-between. But to throw their teenage daughter out of their house? I was stunned.

      “Mm-hmm. When I told them I wanted to go to cosmetology school, you’d think I’d said I’d murdered someone. Barbara and Jeffrey Rainer’s only child would not lower herself to be a common hairstylist. Every Rainer attended college, no arguments. So they gave me an ultimatum and I called their bluff. And out on the street I went.”

      “Damn, Anna. I’m sorry.”

      She picked at the edge of the table. “I’m not. I scrounged and saved and ate a lot of ramen, but I sent myself to cosmetology school. I did it all on my own. Passing my state boards and getting my license in the mail was all the more sweet because my parents didn’t hand it to me, you know?”

      I nodded. This strong, brave woman had become so much more than the girl I fell in love with. When she could have become bitter and given up, given in, she chose the hard way. And she fucking thrived.

      I squeezed her hand. “I’m really proud of you, Annie.”

      She looked off to the side and blinked rapidly. “That’s sweet, Will. That means a lot to me.” She sniffed and turned back to me. “I hope you can understand why I didn’t call.”

      “I do. Of course I do. I wish I could have been there for you, but I get it.”

      “I’ve been at the same salon for five years in a cute little town. Ever been to Tiber City?”

      “I think so. Cobblestone streets, right?”

      “That’s the place,” she said. “My salon’s right on Main Street. I work with some rad women and I make enough money so I can finally live in my own place without roommates. No more sharing bathrooms!” She tipped her beer at me and then took a swig.

      “Livin’ the dream!” I chuckled. “Do you live in Tiber City too?”

      “Yep, I have an adorable place above an antique shop. My boss used to live there, and when she moved out, I took it over. I have an actual balcony!”

      I loved hearing how happy she was, what a great life she’d built from nothing. My parents annoyed the hell out of me sometimes with their overinvolvement in my life, but they were my rock-solid support. Everything I’d accomplished had been with them standing in my corner. They’d been so pissed at me for screwing things up with Anna. I couldn’t wait to tell them we were back in touch. My mom would insist she come over for dinner and I knew if I told my dad she’d missed his arepas, he’d make her a hundred of them.

      That same rush of affection I’d felt earlier had only grown over the last couple hours, so much so that I was drowning in it. How could I feel this way for her? It was too soon. There was a vast expanse of years between then and now, and somehow we’d leapt over it and picked each other up, without looking back. But that vastness was still there behind us, and there was no going forward without the feel of it pressing on our backs.

      Right now, though, the only thing I wanted was Annie. I wanted to look at her, make her laugh, and forget the bullshit we’d put each other through. We’d face it. There was no way we couldn’t. But this moment, with her, felt more important than any other moment of my life.

      “Can I drive you home?” I asked.

      She paused, beer in mid-air. “Yeah, you can, Will. I’d love that.”

      “Do you want to finish your beer?”

      She set it down with a clunk and held her hand out. “Let’s get outta here.”

      

      My car was back at the hotel, so we backtracked, still hand in hand. The streets had gotten quieter, but every so often someone would open a door and we’d be blasted with a cacophony of bar sounds and halos of light on the sidewalk.

      “When this night started, I never would have imagined I’d be taking you back to my little town,” she said.

      “Honestly, me neither. I didn’t think things would be so easy between us.”

      “Maybe ten years was long enough for both of us to get over it all.”

      “Are you over it?” I asked.

      She bit her lip. “I’m over myself more than anything.”

      I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. “That makes one of us.”

      She turned her head sharply toward me. “You’re not over me?”

      “Do I seem over you, Annie?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “We don’t have to rush anything. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She sighed. “We still haven’t really talked about it. About everything that happened.”

      “We will.”

      On the twenty-minute drive from Baltimore to Tiber City, Anna stayed quiet, drawing patterns on the window with her fingertips.

      Ten years ago, my best friend broke my heart. She shut me down and shut me out, closed the door to both our friendship and the more that I wanted. And she did it all five minutes after I was inside her for the first time. After we’d lost our virginities to each other.

      I spent years being angry with her. But in all that time, I never stopped wanting her. And now all I wanted was to protect her, to hold her safe, to love her. She’d proven she didn’t need saving. She could do this on her own. I wanted her all the more for it.
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      My life had been a true shitshow for a few years there. I grew up rich, never knowing what it was like to really have to work for what I wanted. That ended the day I left my parents’ house. I worked myself to the damn bone just to survive.

      But I’d done it. I’d survived it. And I ended up in a pretty awesome place when I finally came out the other side.

      Now, maybe I’d get to have Will back.

      The way he'd looked at me when I told him what I went through stood out in stark contrast from my memory of the way he’d looked at me ten years ago. I’d been a heartless, ruthless bitch. My own worst enemy. Tromper of feelings and breaker of the only heart I’d ever really cared about.

      The bumps of Will’s tires on cobblestone brought me out of my reverie. We’d made it to Tiber City.

      “Where’s your place?” he asked.

      I directed him halfway down the hill and pointed out my salon as we passed. The smoky purple paint on the building never failed to make me grin.

      After Will pulled his car into the narrow driveway, we climbed out and met at the bumper, and he grabbed my hand immediately. It was just after midnight and Main Street was quiet, everything closed up tight for the night. Will and I stood cocooned in the darkness, our breathing and the distant murmur of the highway the only sounds.

      “Um, so do you want to come up?” I asked.

      He stepped closer to me. “Of course I do.”

      I led him up the metal steps on the side of my building to my apartment. I had to let go of his hand to unlock my door, but I felt him behind me, the front of his body barely skimming my back. I fumbled with my keys, my mind distracted by the urge to lean back into him, but I finally opened the door and stepped inside.

      Will kicked off his dress shoes just inside the door and then kneeled down in front of me and started untying my boot.

      “What are you doing?” I asked in a whisper.

      He looked up and my knees weakened at the sight of him. “Helping you out of your shoes. I remember it used to take you forever to unlace these things.”

      As he worked on my laces, I tentatively stroked my fingers through his silky black hair. When he leaned into my hand, I dove into his thick hair, pulling gently as I let it slip through my fingers.

      “What are you doing?” he asked gruffly.

      “I always loved your hair.”

      He pulled my first boot off and laid it next to him. “I remember that too,” he said.

      I played with the hair around his ear, just starting to get shaggy. I wonder if he’d let me give him a trim sometime.

      Will pulled off my other boot but made no move to get up. He leaned his forehead against my thigh as I stroked his hair with both hands.

      “That feels so good, Anna.”

      The heat from his words trailed up my thighs and settled in my core. He had me ready to kneel on the floor next to him and stay down there for days, if only he’d keep letting me touch him like this. But then my stomach let out a loud growl and we both laughed.

      Will spread his hand on my belly and looked up at me. “You smuggling a monster in there?”

      I grabbed his hand and pulled him up to standing. “Maybe, so you better watch it! I’ll let her loose.”

      “We’d better feed the monster then, so she doesn’t get too hangry.”

      He sauntered off to my galley kitchen, making himself right at home, like he’d been here a million times before. When I joined him, he already had a stack of food in his arms.

      “How about midnight pancakes?” he asked.

      I leaned my hip on the marble counter. “How are they different from regular pancakes?”

      He set the ingredients on the counters and tapped my nose. “They’re made at midnight, silly. Oh, and chocolate chips.”

      I giggled. “I should have known.” I watched him sift flour and baking powder—I’d never sifted anything in my life and hadn’t realized I owned a sifter until that moment. “I can’t believe you’re cooking for me. I feel privileged!”

      He grinned over his shoulder. “Keep me around and it’ll be a regular occurrence.”

      “Deal.” I leaned in to get a better view. “You know I’m going to be calling you for cupcakes in the middle of the night.”

      He met my eyes. “And you know I’ll always come when you call.”

      I squeezed his forearm, a rush of emotion filling me to the brim, threatening to spill out of my eyes. “I’ll be right back, okay? I’m gonna go change.”

      In my bedroom, I wiped my wet eyes, then I yanked off my dress and kicked it to the back of my closet where it would stay until the next formal event I went to. If I was lucky, that wouldn’t be for a very long time. Dresses were for the birds.

      I slipped off my bra and pulled on a black tank. Since my chest was on the small side, I only wore a bra to work and high school reunions. Usually the second I got home, I whipped my bra off and let the girls breathe. Home was also a no-pants zone, but I thought I’d better not walk back to the kitchen in my lacy pink boy shorts. More ass cheek was out than was covered, and while Will would probably appreciate the view, I slipped on a pair of old, ripped-up jeans anyway. We’d save the ass cheek for later.

      After pulling my long hair into a messy bun, I went back to the kitchen where Will was cooking the pancakes on my griddle.

      I took a long whiff of the air. “Mmm...that smells delicious,” I said from behind him.

      Will’s shoulders jumped. “Shit, Annie, you scared the hell out of me.”

      I laughed. “Sorry! It just smells so good and I’m so freaking hungry!”

      He flipped a pancake onto a plate and turned off the stove. “Well, you’re in luck then because they’re done.” He handed me a plate stacked with chocolate chip pancakes.

      “Oh my god, I’m going to inhale this. Watch out.” I grabbed forks and the syrup. “Want to go eat on my balcony? It’s still pretty nice out.”

      Picking up his plate, he said, “Sure. Lead the way.”

      My apartment was pretty cozy—just under seven hundred square feet—but my balcony was spacious. The whole thing was made of iron and overlooked the river that ran parallel to the town. My boss Rachel was the previous tenant of the apartment and she told me it had been her favorite spot when she lived here. I concurred. I spent more time out here than in my living room. I’d bought a comfy chaise lounge, and a mosaic table and chair set for two. As long as the weather was above freezing, I ate all of my meals on the balcony, and on my days off, I’d been known to curl up on the chaise with my Kindle and stay there all day.

      Will set down his plate and looked around. “When you said balcony, I pictured a narrow slice of space. This is awesome!”

      “I know, right? They’re gonna have to drag me out of this apartment kicking and screaming if they ever want me to move out.”

      He peered over the railing at the dark water below. “You might just have to do that to me.”

      I stuffed a forkful of pancake in my mouth and moaned when the flavor hit my tongue. Maybe it was just because Will had made it, or maybe he had some voodoo-magic pancake-cooking skills, but it was the best damn pancake I’d ever tasted in my life. The perfect balance of crispness and softness, with just the barest hint of vanilla.

      “If you keep making me pancakes like this, you never have to leave.”

      “I wish you could see yourself right now,” he said, his voice all growly again.

      I licked my lips. “What? Do I have syrup all over my face?”

      He reached out and wiped the corner of my lips. It took every ounce of my willpower not to lick his thumb. He dropped his hand and picked up his fork before I could make a fool of myself, thankfully.
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      She still had no clue. She came out of her bedroom in a tiny tank top, no bra, nipples threatening to spear a hole through the thin fabric. Her tattered jeans hung low, leaving a wide slash of stomach and hip exposed. And her hair pulled off her face left her creamy, elegant neck bare, begging to be bitten and sucked. Hell, all of her begged to be bitten and sucked. Or maybe that was me doing the begging.

      I took a deep breath and tried to lighten up. Our reunion was only four hours old. My feelings for Anna were powerful, but we had time now, a luxury we'd never had before. We were both settled, and like I said before, I wasn’t going anywhere. No need to rush this.

      “So, I know you’re a hairstylist. Tell me something else,” I said.

      She slowly chewed her pancake, humming as she thought. “I’ve been taking guitar lessons at the music shop up the street.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “No shit? How’s that going?”

      She flicked her fork in the air dismissively. “Oh, I’m terrible at it. But it’s fun. As much as I like going to shows and listening to music, I have no discernible talent of my own. But my teacher’s this old guy who toured with the Stones in the sixties as a roadie. He’s so rad.”

      “You know you’re going to have to play for me, right?”

      She giggled. “As long as you remember that I warned you when your ears start bleeding.” She pushed her plate away, her pancakes demolished, and laid a hand on her stomach. “How could I have been so hungry five minutes ago and now I’m ready to explode?”

      “That’s what happens when you eat three pancakes in five minutes!”

      She narrowed her eyes. “That sounded very judgy.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “No judgments! Just sayin’...”

      She leaned forward and stabbed a piece of my pancake with her fork, then shoved it in her mouth, one eyebrow raised in challenge. I just shook my head and smiled though. It made me too damn happy, sitting on her balcony, watching her stuff herself with the pancakes I’d made for her.

      She tossed her fork on her plate with a clatter. “Hey!”

      I cocked my head. “Yeah?”

      “Do you not do social media at all?”

      “I do. But only for my business. Anyone I want to talk to, I have their numbers. I don’t need to see the kids of people from high school or hear about their night at ‘da club.’ Not interested.”

      She smoothed her hand over the top of her hair and nodded once. “I did try to find you.”

      “I tried to find you too, Annie.”

      And I had. Every six months or so I’d search for her name on Facebook or Instagram, never finding her.

      “I’m on Insta, but same as you, it’s just my professional stuff. And I keep it locked down tight, so you wouldn’t find me because my name isn’t on there.”

      I breathed out a long, ragged breath. “I can’t believe we were both trying to find each other all this time.”

      She bit her lip. “Well, I didn’t try as hard as I could have. I was scared you wouldn’t want anything to do with me if I did find you.”

      I shook my head. “We really made a mess of things. Damn, Annie, you were my best friend. How’d we get here?”

      “You remember how miserable I was back then. And I only let you see a fraction of it. I know most teenagers feel like they don’t have a place in the world, but at the time, I thought I’d never find mine.”

      “You would’ve always had me. No matter what. We had plans.”

      She stacked our plates together, not meeting my eyes. “And I changed them without telling you. Everything that happened was because I was a coward.”

      “I was so in love with you.” My words came out quiet, gruff.

      Her eyes shot up to mine. “And I trashed it. I know, Will. I’m sorry.”

      Before I could speak, she stood and carried our plates inside. I sat for a moment in the dark of her balcony, trying to catch my breath. The pain I saw in her eyes had knocked it out of me. We’d gone from laughing to the nitty-gritty so fast I hadn’t been able to steel myself for it.

      We’d wounded each other back then. She couldn’t love me the way I’d wanted her to, so I’d defended myself with silence. Years and years of silence. I'd turned away from her at probably the worst time in her life.

      But we were both older now. I’d gotten a helluva lot stronger and she’d let herself be a helluva lot softer. Maybe this time we could heal those old wounds.

      I went inside and Anna was standing at the sink in her postage stamp-sized kitchen, scrubbing our plates. She turned the water off when she saw me, then dried her hands with a towel.

      “I’m going to run out to my car and grab my gym bag so I can change. I’m kinda tired of being in this suit,” I said.

      Her eyebrows pinched together and she looked more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. “You’re not leaving?”

      I raked my hand through my hair. “Not unless you want me to.”

      She shook her head. “I definitely don’t want you to.”

      I met her eyes, making sure she really listened to what I said. “I’m not going anywhere, Annie. We have a lot of unfinished business. I’ll be right back, okay?”

      She nodded, a small smile curving up the corner of her lips. “Okay. I’ll be here.”
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      Will and I had a plan. For four years we’d plotted our great escape. He’d go to culinary school and be the next great chef and I’d go to NYU and be the next great...something. The details didn’t matter; what mattered to us was that we’d get out of Baltimore and go to Manhattan together.

      But as the application date for college grew closer, I got scared. I’d seen the way Will looked at me. It had changed at some point from friendship to...more. Maybe so slowly that I hadn’t noticed. Or maybe I’d just been blind.

      I’d filled out the application for NYU. My mom had even written a check for the fee. When it came down to it though, I never sent it. Instead I’d applied to colleges on the West Coast. Far away from my family and far away from Will.

      I'd never said a word to him. I’d let him believe our plan still existed. I'd thought that somehow, it would all work out. That I could keep him, but from a distance. That he’d forgive me, and we could still be friends, even on opposite coasts.

      But then we'd had sex. There was a wine cooler or ten involved in the decision making and it was prom night, so it seemed like a good idea to try Will on like an expensive accessory I knew I could never afford to see how we’d fit. But when I couldn’t stand the way he looked at me, like I was precious to him, the tags had been ripped off, and it was too late to put him back.

      

      The front door opened and Will quietly clicked it shut behind him. He carried a black bag over his shoulder and pointed down the hall. “Bathroom?”

      I nodded. “The door on the left.” My voice wavered, my throat knotted with years of emotion.

      I sat back on my couch and stared up at the ceiling, suddenly exhausted down to my very bones. In no way, shape, or form did I want to talk about the night or its aftermath with Will. But I also wanted to keep him and maybe have a real chance to start fresh, so there was no avoiding this. It was part of our history, our story. It’s what made us us.

      Will came out of the bathroom in a gray T-shirt and black athletic pants, the muscles of his chest and arms all the more evident through the thin cotton. Even through my emotional stupor, I couldn’t help finding him obscenely attractive.

      “When did you get all this?” I asked, gesturing up and down his tall frame.

      He laughed and dropped his gym bag back on the floor, then flopped next to me on the couch.

      “I grew like six inches my first year of college and actually started working out instead of sitting in my best friend’s room, listening to music and hating the world.” He rubbed his eye with the heel of his hand. “Well, I still kind of hated the world for a while there, just no more best friend or her room to hide in.”

      I hooked my pinkie on his. “I’m sorry for everything, Will.” My voice hitched and the tears I’d been holding back since the moment I saw him striding across that hotel lobby finally spilled down my cheeks.

      Will cupped my jaw, wiping a tear with his thumb. “Shhh. Don’t cry, Annie. We’ll figure this shit out, baby. I don’t want you to be sad.”

      I pinched my lips together, trying to will the tears away, but they were coming and there was no stopping them. My shoulders shook and I let Will gather me up in his arms, slowly rocking and shushing me.

      I’d tucked what happened away, like my dress in the back of my closet, hoping I’d never have to think about it again. But just like the dress, all those feelings weren’t gone; they were only waiting for the right occasion to be pulled out and faced.

      I hated it. I’ve never been a crier. I’d sooner punch a guy in the face than cry over him.

      But this was Will, who’d always been the echo behind each and every one of my heartbeats.

      He kissed my forehead and I wrapped my arms around his neck. Then he held my face in his hands, kissing every last tear, and before he pulled away, he left a whisper of a kiss on my lips.

      My heart raced and our eyes met—his anguished, but there was something else there too. Something intense and fierce.

      I shifted closer to him. “Will,” I breathed.

      He traced my bottom lip with his thumb. “Anna,” he whispered.

      Tipping my head slightly, I kissed his thumb, taking the tip between my lips. Will groaned and moved his hand to the back of my head and then crushed his mouth to mine.

      So much time had gone by since our last first kiss, but we still fit. His lips were sweet and salty, syrup mixed with my tears. And damn, they were more plush than they had any business being. I opened for him and he opened for me, our tongues meeting, sliding.

      His mouth on mine had me melting, my body a puddle in his lap. He took control, directing me, pulling me onto him, but never letting our lips part for more than a breath. His hands stayed on my face and in my hair, his touch almost chaste in comparison to the passion-fueled way he kissed me.

      I’d been tired a few minutes ago, but now every cell in my body was wide awake, my skin buzzing with awareness. I felt it all. His hand threaded through the hair at the base of my neck, fingers tangling with the tight curls just above my hairline. His rough thumb stroking the tender skin on the underside of my jaw. His nose pressing into my cheek. His lips, so soft, enveloping my own. His erection hard against my thigh. His stubble scraping my chin.

      I memorized the feel of his skin on mine. The first time had been too rushed, the experience a blur of strawberry wine cooler on his breath, our bony teenage bodies clanking against each other and his eyes staring into mine, imploring me to love him back.

      I broke the kiss, breathless, needing to see his eyes. He opened them and they were filled with want and devotion. But this time, instead of being afraid, I only hoped my own eyes mirrored his.

      “That was very friendly,” I said.

      He smoothed his hands down the side of my head. “You don’t have to make a joke, Annie.”

      I shook my head and rubbed my nose along his. “No, you’re right. It’s not funny. It’s perfect.”

      “We don’t have to rush anything. It’s two in the morning and I’ve been awake for twenty-one hours and I still fucking want you so bad I’m having trouble even seeing straight.” He let out a long, ragged breath. “But let’s not rush it.”

      What he said made sense. Of course it made sense. We still had so much to talk about that adding sex to the mix would only confuse things. But I wanted him in the same way he wanted me.

      Thankfully one of us had matured over the last ten years. If I had my way, we’d both be naked right now.

      “Let’s go to bed.” I untangled myself from him and stood, holding my hand out. He opened his mouth to speak, but I added, “To sleep.”

      He shot me a crooked grin, then hopped up and grabbed me, yanking me hard against him. “You’re not gonna be gone when I wake up, are you?”

      “This is my apartment. Seems like luring you to sleep here and then abandoning you in the middle of the night would not be a well-thought-out plan.”

      He chuckled. “I was thinking more along the lines of this all being the most amazing dream I’ve ever had.”

      I circled my arms around his broad neck. “If this were a dream, I’m pretty sure we’d be fucking right now.”

      He grabbed me under the ass and lifted me, so I had no choice but to wrap my legs around him. He started walking, carrying me as though I was as light as a feather, which I definitely wasn’t. I might have been bony in high school, but I’d gained curve upon curve since then. But Will gave no sign of strain as he held me securely in his arms until he found my bedroom. He set me down gently on the corner of my bed and kneeled in front of me.

      He ran his hands down my arms, then held my hands. “In my dreams I get to take my time with you before I fuck you. And then, when it’s over, I get to keep you. I’m not going to settle for less than that when I’m awake. I won’t.”

      I let out a shaky breath. He looked at me with such ferocity that my first instinct was to look away, but I tamped it down and told that instinct to go fuck itself. That ferocity was for me, and I wanted to claim it.

      “I want to keep you too, Will.”

      He rose up on his knees and circled his arms around me. We held each other for a long moment and I breathed in his distinct Will smell, a smell so familiar to me it felt like a memory of coming home.

      “You tired?” he whispered.

      “So tired.”

      We both stood and pulled back the covers. Will got in and lay down while I unbuttoned my jeans.

      He coughed. “Whatcha doin’?”

      I pushed my jeans down my hips. “Can’t sleep with pants on.” I kicked them off and then climbed into the bed with him.

      Without hesitation, he draped his arm over my stomach and pulled me closer. I sighed and nuzzled him. “This is right where I want to be.”

      “Good, ’cause I’m not letting you go.”
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      I slept like a goddamn rock. With Anna in my arms, I don’t think I moved an inch. When I opened my eyes, she had curled up into me, her head cradled in the crook of my arm. From the sound of her deep, even breaths, she was still asleep.

      I’d only been half-joking when I said this all felt like a dream. Part of me expected to wake up this morning and find none of it had been real. But this, having Anna in my arms, felt more real than anything in my entire life.

      And last night, when we’d kissed—for so long that her taste still lingered on my lips—my world had tilted on its axis, righting itself for the first time in ten years.

      I pulled her closer, and she murmured, then sighed. She was so soft in my arms, the shell she wore almost constantly—though it had grown thinner over time—had completely fallen away. In our years of friendship, we’d never slept together, so I’d never gotten to see her face like this. Vulnerable. Open. Bare.

      Leaning in, I pressed a kiss to her forehead, then wound a thick strand of her honey-blonde hair loosely around my fingers and let it go. She whispered my name and slung her arm over my waist, scooting even closer, leaving only a narrow slice of air between us.

      “You awake, sleepy?” I whispered.

      “Definitely not.” She burrowed her head under my arm. “It’s so dark and cozy in here. I’m not coming out.”

      I chuckled and ran my hand up and down her back. “Sorry if I woke you up. My body’s so trained to be up early, I can’t sleep past seven.”

      She groaned. “It’s seven? What a horrible time to be awake!”

      “Then I hate to tell you what time I’m normally up.”

      She shook her head from her hiding spot. “Don’t tell me. Seven is painful enough.”

      “Five,” I whispered.

      Anna lifted her head and kissed the center of my chest. “Poor, poor you.”

      “I guess you don’t have to be at the salon early.”

      “Nope. Not until ten or eleven. I haven’t seen seven in the morning since the last time I stayed up all night.” I tipped her chin and she slowly opened her eyes.

      “This is what seven looks like,” I said softly.

      She shot a small, sleepy smile straight to my heart. “Not too bad.”

      “Are you going to work today?”

      “Yeah, I have a few clients. But I don’t have to go in until ten, so we can be lazy.”

      She rolled over on her back with her hands over her head and stretched. Her black tank top had ridden up and her pink underwear had ridden down, so a long plane of her creamy stomach was exposed. And as her back arched as she stretched, I pictured what she’d look like with my head between her legs.

      She relaxed and smiled up at me. “You’re still here.”

      I shook my head slowly, not able to take my eyes off of her. “Do you have any idea what you look like right now?”

      She rubbed a finger under her eye, then examined it. “Do I have last night’s makeup smeared all over my face?”

      Before I could stop myself, I traced a line from the hem of her shirt to the lacy band of her underwear. “Your face is beautiful. You look all sleepy-sexy. And you have no pants on.”

      She giggled and rolled onto her side to face me again. “Pants are my enemy. I try to wear them as little as possible.”

      “So, no pants, no dresses?”

      “Don’t forget no bras!”

      I pushed a piece of hair off her face. “Don’t think I could forget that, even if I tried. Your lack of bra was staring me in the face last night.”

      She crossed her arm over her chest. “Oh, sorry. These tits have a mind of their own.”

      I pulled her arm down and held her hand. “Never apologize for your tits, Annie.”

      She laughed and threw her arm around me, hugging me tight. “I’m so glad you’re still here,” she whispered.

      We lay like that, holding each other quietly for a long time. There was no past, no time apart, no outside world. Just this bed, this girl, her arms around me and my arms around her.

      “Oh, Will. I want to kiss you so bad, but I have total morning breath. I’m gonna need to brush my teeth now,” she said.

      I chuckled and gently pushed her away. “Get outta here, stinky.” She rolled away from me and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Hey, Annie?”

      She looked over her shoulder with a raised brow. “Yeah?”

      “Do you happen to have a spare toothbrush? ’Cause I really want to kiss you too.”

      She grinned. “I think I can manage to find one.”

      And then she stood and I fucking swallowed my tongue. Her tiny pink underwear were basically nonexistent and her ass bounced with every step she took toward the bathroom.

      “You’re killing me!” I called.

      She peeked her head around the door. “Oops! I still don’t have any pants on, do I?”

      I tossed a pillow in her direction. “Toothbrush, stat!”

      When I made my way into the bathroom, she’d wrapped a silky floral kimono around herself, sadly.

      She held out a packaged toothbrush. “Here ya go. Sorry it’s pink.”

      “Pink is my very favorite color,” I said.

      She smiled and watched me as I brushed my teeth. There was something really intimate about it, maybe even more intimate than sleeping in the same bed together. And just the sight of Anna standing there, her long legs crossed at the ankle as she leaned her hip against the Formica counter, had me scrubbing my teeth at light speed so I could get my mouth on hers.

      I spit out the toothpaste and swished water around my mouth, then straightened.

      “Ahhhh...fresh as a daisy.” I wiped my face with a towel, then yanked her against me and kissed her minty-fresh mouth. Her entire body melted into mine and she sighed as she opened for me.

      The Annie I knew as a teenager had been hard and bristly, sometimes even with me, but now she felt so damn soft in my arms and on my lips.

      I slid my hands around her waist and down over her ass, lifting her onto the counter. She spread her legs, welcoming me between them. I broke from her lips and kissed down the column of her neck while she gripped my shoulders. She tipped her head to the side, letting me know that she liked what I did to her and she wanted more of it.

      Her skin looked like cream and smelled like vanilla. I trailed my lips along the angle where her jaw met her neck and she whimpered, wrapping her legs around my waist.

      She made me painfully hard. Just looking at her made me throb, but having her legs around me brought it to the point of the ridiculous.

      I pulled back.

      I didn’t want to. I wanted to sink inside her and lose myself in this woman, my beautiful Annie. But either I enjoyed torturing myself or I was actually wising up and taking my time with her.

      “Where’d you go?” she asked.

      I cupped her jaw, my thumbs rubbing over her velvety cheeks. “I need a minute. You’re driving me crazy.”

      She smoothed her hands over my arms. “I thought that was a good thing.”

      “It’s both.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “Is there somewhere in town a guy can get a strong cup of coffee and something to eat?”

      She hopped off the counter and pressed herself against me. “I have those things here.”

      “I know you do, baby. But I wanna talk to you, and we’re not gonna get much talking done in this apartment, are we?”

      “Not if I have my way.” She sighed. “I want to talk to you too, Will.”

      I kissed her one more time—because I couldn’t help myself around her—and then we got ready and headed out.
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      Will.

      He made me want to sigh and sigh and sigh until I ran out of breath.

      His mouth...my god, his mouth on mine was magic. He made me feel girly and romantic. He made my heart beat faster, his name echoing loudly through each chamber.

      I’d had a couple of boyfriends over the years, and I’d even been in love for a brief period. But none of it compared to what I felt for Will.

      It seemed crazy, but I knew it was real. I felt it down to my core. If we let it, if we—or really, I—didn’t run scared, this thing between us could be big. The biggest.

      And still, there was that part of me, the part I’d carried since I pulled away from him as a teenager, that whispered insidiously in my mother’s voice. This won’t last. He won’t want you when you let him really see you.

      I hated that part of me. I hadn’t spoken to my mom in years and still I let her voice fill my head with doubts.

      But Will did know me. He’d had a front row seat to my stony outer shell, but to him I’d never been impenetrable, even when I tried.

      After I got dressed in a pair of skinny jeans, a loose, gray V-neck that showed just enough cleavage to hopefully interest Will, and my shitkickers, I took him to the little Greek bakery a few blocks from my place on Main Street.

      “Taking a baker to a bakery, huh? It’s gotta be good,” he said as we walked inside.

      “It’s a Greek bakery. I bet you don’t make spanakopita, do you?”

      He shook his head. “You got me there.” He studied the menu on the wall behind the register. “What should I order?”

      “Well, the aforementioned spanakopita is delicious. Really, you can’t go wrong. I’m ordering a Greek omelet.”

      He tapped his chin. “I think I have to try the crepe with the lamb. It’s too intriguing to pass up.”

      After we ordered at the counter, we found a table by the bay window that overlooked the street.

      Will looked out the window, his head moving back and forth, taking everything in. “I feel like I stepped back in time about fifty years.”

      I laughed lightly. “I know. I love it. There are some weeks I never use my car. I walk to work, there’s a little mom-and-pop grocery shop a few blocks up, and anything else I could need is right here.”

      He grinned. “I think I’m gonna be hanging out at your place a lot. You have that balcony, this town- oh, and you.”

      I felt my cheeks heat. Am I fucking blushing? I turned to look out the window, hoping he didn’t see, but he reached across the table and ran the back of his hand over my hot skin.

      “I like that,” he said quietly.

      I turned to him and let him see me. “I hope you’re here all the damn time, Will.”

      He nodded once. “So you feel it too, Annie?”

      “I never stopped feeling it.”

      “Can you just tell me what happened, then? What did I do wrong?”

      I shook my head vigorously, my hair swaying around my shoulders. “No. Oh god, I can’t believe I made you think you did anything wrong. It was me. It was always me.”

      A waitress chose that moment to set our plates in front of us.

      “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

      Neither of us looked at her. Our eyes stayed locked on each other, so many words and years between us.

      “We’re good,” I managed to get out.

      When she walked away, Will asked, “If I didn’t do anything wrong, why’d you lie to me for so long, Anna?”

      I rubbed my face with my hands. “I didn’t see it until you were there, until you were in love with me.”

      “I was always in love with you. Always.”

      My breath caught in my throat. I rubbed the front of my neck, trying to loosen the knot.

      “I didn’t know. I swear it. Not until we’d made our plans; then I realized it. But I just couldn’t...I couldn’t believe that someone would love me. And definitely not someone I actually loved with every fiber of my being.”

      He leaned in, the small cafe table the only thing holding him back. “You fucking loved me too?” he rasped.

      I nodded, pinching my lips together to keep the tears back. I’d fallen in love with my best friend somewhere along the way. But after we'd had sex, I couldn’t bear to even look at him. I came clean, told him I planned to move to California for college and then I lied. I said I didn’t feel the same way about him.

      “Anna... god, I don’t know what to say.”

      He looked close to tears, and it killed me. I reached out and touched his hand. He didn’t pull away, so I gripped it and he squeezed back.

      “It was too good. I didn’t think I deserved any of it. Your friendship, the way you looked at me, and definitely not your love. I felt like nothing back then. How could a boy as sweet as you love a girl who was hollow?”

      “You weren’t hollow. I won’t let you say that. Even if you didn’t know how to love me back, you were the best fucking friend I’d ever had.”

      I picked up my coffee cup and then set it back down again without taking a sip. “I wasn’t that good of a friend,” I muttered.

      “Are you kidding me? You literally stood in front of me when those dickheads in school tried to push me around. I was a puny little ass who couldn’t defend himself, who just wanted to bake all day and you got me. Sometimes I thought you were the only one who got me.”

      “Hey.” I kicked him under the table and he raised his eyebrows. “One of those douches that used to pick on you was at the reunion. He was totally losing his hair.”

      He snorted and looked down at his plate. “Good. Let’s just hope he’s a better human being than he was ten years ago.”

      “Let’s hope we all are. Well, not you. You’ve always been awesome.”

      “I definitely wasn’t awesome to you in the end.”

      “No, but I deserved it.”

      He squeezed my hand again. “No. You didn’t. I was too caught up in my own hurt feelings to even try to see what you were going through. I shouldn’t have cut you off so completely.”

      “I think we can admit we both fucked up. And we let our silence go on far, far too long.”

      “Are we starting fresh?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I would like that more than anything in this world. But I want you to know, I don’t run from my feelings anymore. I’m kind of intense at times.”

      He chuckled. “What’s fucking new? You’re the most intense person I’ve ever met.”

      I grinned. “You didn’t know the half of it back then!”

      He threaded our fingers together. “No more hiding shit, okay? This is gonna be real, Annie.”

      “Well, then, real talk: if I don’t eat this omelet, I might eat your face. And not in a sexy way.”

      He laughed and let go of my hand. “Please, go ahead. Don’t want my face eaten off when I just got the girl.”

      I dug into my eggs while Will ate his crepes. I felt like a thousand pounds—weight I hadn’t even realized I’d been carrying around—had been lifted off me. I looked up from my food and watched Will eat, and I had to grip the table for a moment to keep myself from floating away. I still fucking loved this guy. It didn’t scare me at all, but damn, it might scare him.

      “This is amazing,” he said around a mouth full of food.

      “I wouldn’t steer you wrong, my friend. You may know how to bake, but I know how to eat!”

      Will wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Your friend, huh?”

      “Aren’t you my friend?”

      “Always. But am I just your friend?”

      I shook my head. “I hope not. Because I really think we need a take-two on our first time.”

      He studied me for a beat. “Can I take you on a date?”

      I waved him off. “You don’t have to do that. I’m kind of a sure thing.”

      “Annie…” he groaned.

      I shot him my sauciest smile. “Will…”

      “Let’s do this right. Drinks, dinner, dancing.”

      I giggled. “Dancing, really?”

      “Yeah, dancing. I wanna dance with you now that I’m actually taller than you are.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ear and smiled. “I don’t know. Prom was pretty lovely.”

      “True. I can’t say I minded resting my head on your chest during slow dances.”

      “Oh, we were quite the pair, weren’t we?” I bit my lip. “But you were just as handsome in your suit back then as you were last night.”

      “I’ll never forget you in that blue dress.”

      “And the thigh-high boots. Don’t forget them!”

      He flopped back in his chair and blew out a breath. “I could never forget those fucking boots.”

      I smiled and pushed my food around with my fork. “I’ll go on a date with you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Of course!”

      He pumped his fist in the air. “Hell yes!”

      “When is this date going to be?”

      “Well, I kinda go to bed by ten during the week, so—”

      I held my hand up. “Ten?”

      “Sorry, babe. I can’t be a night owl anymore. I gotta rise with the sun.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s so gross.”

      He smiled. “How about next Saturday?”

      My stomach dropped. “I have to wait a week for this date?”

      “What’s a week when we waited ten years?”

      “Too long, that’s what it is.”

      Even though I hated the idea, we made plans to go out the next weekend and finished up our meal. We walked slowly back up Main Street, hand in hand, toward my salon.

      When we got to the dark purple building, I said, “This is it.”

      He peered through the front window. “Looks really nice, Annie. But are you sure you have to go to work?”

      “Pretty sure. If I don’t, I’m going to have some pissed off ladies with really bad roots.”

      He caressed my cheek gently. “Look at you, all responsible and stuff.”

      I leaned into his hand. “So responsible. It’s kind of annoying.”

      “I’m gonna miss you,” he said softly.

      “Well, good thing I’m super needy because I’m planning to text you so much you won’t have a chance to miss me.”

      He pulled me into his arms and held me securely against him. As soon as his arms wrapped around me, my body went limp. “This is my favorite spot in the world,” I murmured into his shoulder.

      He kissed my cheek. “Mine too.”

      We finally separated and I went into mourning for Will immediately, even though he still stood in front of me.

      “It’s just six days,” he said.

      I nodded. “I know. I’ll make it.”

      He started walking backwards, his eyes on mine. “Bye, pretty Annie!”

      I held up a hand. “Bye, beautiful Will!”

      I watched him walk down the hill until he disappeared from sight, and then I stood there a while longer, staring at the spot he’d just stood on, wondering if any of it had been real.

      “Hey, Anna, what’s up?” my coworker Frannie asked as she came sauntering toward the salon from the opposite direction Will had gone.

      I snapped out of my stupor and smiled at her. “Oh, hey, Frannie. I saw your boy last night.”

      She raised a brow and we went into the salon together where I filled her in on bartender James, and I swear the coolest chick I’ve ever met actually blushed when I told her he’d been asking about her. Girl’s got it bad and she doesn’t even know it.
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      Responsibility is stupid.

      No one loved their job more than me, but not this week. I wanted to be with Anna more than anything, but when I was up making dough, she was still fast asleep. And when I went to bed for the night, she was out for drinks with friends.

      Or at least that’s what I imagined she was doing. We texted off and on Sunday and Monday and I asked her to send me a picture of herself both days. She joked about being needy, but fuck if I wasn’t the needy one.

      By Tuesday I couldn’t really hide my desperation anymore, so I called her.

      “Hey, you,” she answered.

      I let out a long sigh. “Hi, Annie. Are you still at work?”

      “Nope, I’m home now. I’m in the middle of making a PB&J. Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

      I chuckled. “It’s 7:30. I’ll be up for a couple more hours. Can we video chat?”

      “You want to watch me eat my sandwich?”

      “I’d love nothing more.”

      After a beat her face appeared on my screen and the ache in the pit of my stomach that had been there since I left her on Sunday eased infinitesimally.

      “There you are!” she said.

      “And there you are.” She was on her kitchen counter, wearing another tank top, her hair pulled off her face. A thought occurred to me, so I asked, “Are you wearing pants?”

      She grinned and raised an eyebrow. “Of course not.” Then she lowered her phone, scanning down her torso, over the length of her bare legs, down to her feet and her black-polished toenails.

      I groaned. “Why am I in Baltimore right now?”

      Her face appeared back on the screen. “Because that’s where you live, silly.”

      “True. Are you gonna eat your sandwich?”

      She held up a triangle. “Here I go!”

      I watched, mesmerized, as she made fast work of the first half of her sandwich. And she let me watch her, seeming not to have a care in the world.

      “Is there anything better than a peanut butter and jelly?” she asked.

      “I mean, I can think of a few things.”

      She grinned and took a bite out of the second half of her sandwich.

      “How was your day?” she asked between bites.

      “Honestly, this is the highlight,” I said.

      “Watching me stuff my face is the highlight of your day?”

      “Mm-hmm. What about you? Tell me something.”

      She took a drink, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I gave a little girl her first haircut today. Oh god, you should have seen her. She sat so still, like she was scared to breathe or I’d chop her ear off. And then after I curled her hair at the end, she couldn’t stop staring at herself in the mirror. Too frigging cute!”

      I felt a tugging in my chest, right in the heartstrings region. Never could I have imagined Anna talking about a child in that way. I don’t think she even knew kids existed when we were teenagers.

      “Do you want kids?” I asked.

      “Mm-hmm. Yeah, hopefully. I plan on doing the exact opposite of everything my parents did with me.”

      “I don’t know. You turned out okay.”

      She laughed. “Just okay?”

      I grinned. “Pretty swell, even.”

      “Oh, you sweet talker, you.”

      “Annie?”

      “Yeah, Will?”

      “Think you could play me some guitar?”

      “Are you sure? Because when I play I usually have to sing too.”

      “I’m ready. Got my earplugs in—”

      She gasped. “William! How dare you!”

      “Kidding! Go get your guitar because I really do want to hear you play.”

      She carried the phone to her living room and set it down on her coffee table. From that vantage point, I couldn’t really see anything, but I heard her rustling around, then the sound of a zipper. After a minute, she picked up the phone and propped it on something.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She crossed her legs under her and started strumming her guitar, playing slow, simple chords. Then she started singing and I froze. Her voice was soft and sweet. She wouldn’t win a Grammy anytime soon, but the words she sang hit me directly in the gut. The song wasn’t familiar to me, but it seemed to have been written about us.

      She sang she was sorry for not seeing her lover falling in love with her. She was sorry for being blind and sorry for leaving everything they had behind.

      When she finished and picked the phone back up, I was speechless.

      “I told you I was awful!” she said.

      I shook my head and swallowed. “No, that was really good. What was that song?”

      “Oh, it was ‘Sorry’ by Halsey. She’s my favorite lately. I made Abe teach me a dumbed-down version of her song.”

      “I liked it.”

      She nodded. “It made you think of us, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Me too. It always has.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Still forgive me?”

      “You still forgive me?” I asked.

      “I do.” She sighed. “This is silly. Why aren’t we together?”

      “Because I have this crazy idea about taking things slow and doing it right this time.”

      “I really don’t approve,” she said.

      I chuckled. “I don’t really either.”

      “Show me around your place.”

      I walked her through my row house, each of the three levels narrow, but long. I’d bought it a year ago and fixed it up myself. I could walk to my bakery from my house, so I didn’t have to give up my coveted street parking too often.

      “I’m going to show you the best part,” I said.

      “The giant bed wasn’t it?”

      I smiled. “Just wait and see.” I walked up a couple steps, then opened a door and stepped outside onto my roof deck.

      “Will,” she sighed.

      The deck was just a simple square on top of my house, but the view was killer. I walked around the edges, the phone facing outward so she could see everything.

      Anna gasped. “Is that the Domino sign?”

      I chuckled, “Yep, sure is.” The Domino Sugars sign was one of the most iconic parts of Baltimore, and at night I had a perfect view of its orange glow.

      “Well, now I’m jealous.”

      “Hey! You have that awesome balcony. You can see actual nature from yours. My view is a sign from a factory.”

      She stuck her bottom lip out. “But it’s pretty!”

      “You’re pretty,” I said.

      She smiled, and I swear, even through the screen of my phone, I saw a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “Have you always been so sweet?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yep. Pretty much.”

      “And was I always oblivious?”

      I nodded again. “Yep.”

      “I’m not anymore, Will.”

      “Good, Annie.” I sat down on a deck chair. “It’s about time.”

      We talked for a while longer, got to know the ways we both had changed over the years. We were still Annie and William, still the people who’d been inseparable for so long. But we also had lives outside of each other. Even I could admit our teenage friendship slash codependency hadn’t been the healthiest, even if it had been the most meaningful relationship of my life.

      We were both reluctant to say goodnight, but I’d turned into an old man in my youth and had to get to bed. She stayed on the phone while I brushed my teeth and changed into pajamas, even hung through me taking a piss.

      “Can I tuck you in?” she asked.

      “Are you gonna read me a story?”

      “The only books I have on hand are super dirty. I don’t want to get you all riled up at bedtime.”

      “Sing me a song?” I asked.

      She scoffed. “You really are a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?”

      “I like your voice.”

      She smiled. “Okay, Will. Lie down and I’ll sing you to sleep.”

      I got under the covers and reclined on my side, watching her through the screen.

      She cleared her throat and in her soft angelic voice, started singing. “Ooooh, you make me live…”

      My chest tightened as she sang the Queen song “You’re My Best Friend,” a song she used to sing playfully to me when I knew her before. But now she sang it with such aching sincerity, I found it hard to breathe.

      When she finished, she asked quietly, “Did I put you to sleep?”

      I pounded my chest to get my lungs going again. “Almost,” I whispered.

      “Well, I’m going to let you sleep. Goodnight, Will.”

      “Goodnight, Annie. See you soon.”

      The screen went black and I laid my phone down on my bedside table. Damn, that woman had imprinted herself on my soul. How had I survived without her for so long when she was an actual piece of me?

      There was no way I’d be able to wait until Saturday to see her. No way.
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      I couldn’t stay away from him.

      Not for one more day, much less three more days. How in the hell did we go ten years?

      Our marathon phone call last night had left me feeling kind of desperate. I’d stayed up half the night going over everything we’d said, how he’d looked, how we’d ended the conversation. Could he really be serious about waiting until Saturday?

      I’d looked up his address the previous night. It took all my self-control not to drive to Baltimore and sit outside his house, just to be close to him. I shook my head at myself. I’d always felt everything intensely, but these stalker tendencies were new.

      I hatched a plan at work on Wednesday. He wanted dinner, drinks and dancing? I’d bring them to him and even tuck him in at his regular bedtime.

      After my last client left, blow-dried and happy, I cleaned up my station and ran to my apartment to grab my Bluetooth speakers and change clothes. Then on the way to Baltimore, I picked up Chinese takeout and drove to Will’s house. It took me forever to find a parking spot, but I finally parallel parked like the boss that I was, then hiked three blocks to his house. And I got more than a few looks because of what I was wearing.

      I stood in front of his house, nervous. I’d wanted to see him so badly that I hadn’t really thought of how he’d react to me randomly showing up at his place. I thought he’d be happy to see me, but what if I screwed up everything before we even really got started?

      And that was my mom’s voice whispering those doubts. I rolled my eyes, kicked those thoughts straight to the curb, took a deep breath, and rang his doorbell.

      He must have seen me through the peephole, because he yanked the door open, a wide grin on his face.

      “Annie!”

      I bit my lip. “Hey, Will. I was just in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop by…”

      He grabbed my arm—my hands were laden with bags—and pulled me inside.

      I laughed and held up the heavy paper bag I was holding. “You’ve probably already eaten, but I brought Chinese food.”

      He took the bag from me, and then with his other hand behind my neck, pulled me close and kissed me soundly, shutting off all of my nervousness and trepidation with the press of his lips on mine.

      “I have eaten, but I could always go for a little more.” Holding my hand, he led me through his narrow living room into his kitchen.

      “This is super cute,” I said, turning in a tight circle to see the whole area. The shaker-style cabinets were cherry stained and the L-shaped counter was a very pale gray granite. It wasn’t big, but it was obvious it had been remodeled recently.

      Will set the bag of food on the counter and I placed my tote bag next to it.

      “Thanks, I did a lot of the work myself,” he said.

      He started to step toward me, a possessive look in his eyes, but then he saw what I wore on my feet and stopped short.

      “The boots…” he murmured.

      I twisted one leg back and forth and grinned. “Sadly, they’re not the originals. Pretty similar though, right?”

      I’d loved the blue patent leather boots I wore to prom, but I’d left them behind when I moved out of my parents’ house. A couple years ago I happened upon a very similar pair and had to have them. They’d been tucked away in my closet for the right occasion since then, and tonight was finally their time to shine. Instead of wearing a dress, I had on cut-off jean shorts and a plain white T-shirt.

      Will walked around me, checking me out from every angle.

      “Fuck,” he gritted out, so close behind me I felt his words on the back of my neck.

      “I know you wanted dinner, drinks and dancing, so I brought it to you,” I said.

      He moved back in front of me and slipped his arms around my waist. “You are a breath of fresh fucking air.” He nuzzled the side of my neck. “To tell you the truth, I was tempted to drive to your place tonight.”

      I circled my arms around his neck and played with the hair at the base of his hairline. “I think we should just do what feels right. It definitely didn’t feel right not to see you for a week.”

      “Nope, it didn’t.”

      I kissed his scruffy cheek and breathed him in. “You smell like flour,” I murmured.

      “Hazard of the profession.” He pulled back and hit me with a crooked smile. “What was that about dinner, drinks and dancing?”

      We sat at the tiny dining room table tucked between the kitchen and living room with bowls of wonton soup and plates piled with half of the Chinese restaurant’s menu. For someone who had already eaten, Will really packed it away.

      “Do you ever bake for fun, or does it feel like work now?” I asked, then popped a piece of kung pao chicken into my mouth.

      “Nah, baking will always be fun. I mean, the business side of it can be a fun-sucker, but most days I feel like I’m livin’ the dream.”

      Will had loved cooking and baking since forever. Even at fourteen, he’d spent his weekends creating new recipes, and I’d spent my weekends sitting at his family’s kitchen table watching him. He’d bring me cookies and treats to school, and for every one of my birthdays we spent together, he made me a gorgeous, elaborate cake.

      Looking back, how I hadn’t seen that he was in love with me is beyond me. The way he took care of me and made me feel special was well past friendship. But I’d been young and dumb then. Now, if he even felt a fraction of the same way, I’d guard it carefully, like a match on a windy day. I knew how lucky I was to have this man back in my life. It scared the hell out of me that I’d screw it up—and me being me, there was a strong chance of that—but I had to try with him.

      “I hope you’ll bake me something soon. I miss your concoctions.”

      He chuckled. “I will. I haven’t gotten the chance to make a birthday cake in a while. Maybe I’ll make you one.”

      “My birthday’s nine months away! I can’t wait that long!”

      He nudged my foot with his. “Well then it’ll be a reunion cake. Or an ‘I kissed Annie for the first time in ten years’ cake.”

      I laughed and took a long pull from my beer bottle. “Will you let me help make it?”

      He snorted. “Remember what happened the last time you helped?”

      I held up a finger. “Hey, salt and sugar look very similar! I’m sure it’s a very common mistake!”

      He shook his head and grinned. “Remember my dad’s expression when he bit into it?”

      “Uh-huh. I hadn’t known until that point that a person could literally turn green. Poor Mr. Diaz.”

      “He still talks about that.”

      “I bet. Tell him I’m still extremely sorry.”

      Our laughter died down and Will tracked me with his eyes, following each small movement with interest.

      “I think I was promised dancing,” he said softly.

      “And dancing you shall have,” I replied just as softly.

      I pulled my phone and speakers out of my tote bag. “I made a senior-year playlist.”

      “Oh, yeah? Can’t wait to hear this.”

      I set up my phone, cued up the first song, and stood, holding my hand out to Will.

      “May I have this dance?” I asked.

      He placed his hand in mine, then pulled me against him, one hand on the small of my back, the other cradling my hand between us.

      When “Sex on Fire” by Kings of Leon began to play, he kept his eyes on mine and moved us in a rhythmic sway. The song wasn’t a slow one, but we set our own pace. Will rocked to the beat and our hips rolled together so sensually my goddamn sex was a blazing inferno.

      “Did we dance to this at prom?” he asked.

      “Mm-hmm. I think this song was part of what led to what happened after prom.”

      He hummed for a beat. “Yeah, it does set a certain mood, doesn’t it?”

      In my heeled boots, I only had to tilt my face up to meet his lips. The song switched to something by The Killers, but the music faded into the background of our kiss.

      Will’s hands tangled in my hair while I gripped his shoulders. I couldn’t seem to get close enough, even with his tongue in my mouth and the fronts of our bodies pressed so close I felt the thud of his heart through my chest.

      I pushed my hands up the back of his T-shirt and soaked in the warmth of his skin. I trailed my hands up his back, from the narrow of his waist, outward to the broad expanse of his shoulders, and then back down again. I dug my fingertips into the taut muscles, but still it wasn’t enough.

      I ripped my mouth away from his and yanked off my shirt. He watched me through glazed eyes as I reached behind me and unhooked my bra. My body moved on pure instinct and need. The deep, base part of myself screamed out for him. Pressing my bare skin to his felt as necessary as taking my next breath.

      I’d let Will take the lead so far, but my desire for him couldn’t be reasoned with or slowed down. I wish I could say it was the song that had started the frenzy within me, but this was years in the making. I’d wanted to take him inside me again since the second he softened and slid out of me the first time.

      Back then those feelings of longing and need had been too powerful to deal with. But now? I channeled every ounce of that need into kissing him and showing him with my body how much I wanted him.

      Will pulled his shirt over his head and closed the sliver of space between us, and our skin finally, finally, touched. I sighed, a sense of sweet relief washing over me.

      “You feel so good,” I whispered.

      He ran his rough cheek over my collarbone and shoulder, one hand spread wide across my waist, the other between my shoulder blades.

      “Are we doing this, Annie?” Will asked roughly against my neck.

      I cradled his cheeks with my hands, pulling his face up so I could see him.

      “Please,” I said, my voice laced with frantic desperation. I wanted him, and I could feel that he was physically with me, but I slowed myself down, took a breath and waited. Waited to see the reaction in his eyes. Waited to let him decide if he wanted this too. Waited to see if his heart was fully in this like mine was.
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      She had my head spinning.

      An hour ago I’d been ready for a quiet evening with a book, maybe a beer or two, then the love of my fucking life shows up on my doorstep in tiny shorts and boots and winds up half-naked in my arms.

      She pulled back and watched me carefully, her arms loose around my neck, her chest just a whisper from mine.

      “If we do this, I need to know you’re gonna stick around,” I said softly.

      She had me feeling my most vulnerable. My heart was bare, unprotected. It always was with her. I didn’t know how not to lay everything on the line.

      “I’m here, Will. And I don’t want to go anywhere. You’re where I want to be. I want you and I want to be yours.”

      I stroked her cheek with the back of my hand. “You sure?”

      “So sure. But if you don’t touch me right now, I’m going to be really pissed at you.”

      I grinned and trailed my hand from her cheek, down her neck and over her shoulders. How a woman in patent leather thigh-highs managed to look elegant was a mystery, but Anna did. Her porcelain neck was both regal and delicate. Her collarbones were almost dainty, the fine bones prominent. I kissed along the line of her shoulders, licking the V where the bones met at the base of her neck.

      She let her head fall back, her arms around my shoulders, her fingers toying with my hair.

      I moved away from her and she groaned, slowly tilting her head back to look at me.

      “Where’d you go?” she whimpered.

      I rubbed my eye with the heel of my hand. “I… Fuck! I can’t go slow with you. Not this time.”

      She sucked in a ragged breath at my words, then crashed into me, jumping up and wrapping her legs around my waist. She took my mouth hard, pushing her tongue in and moaning when she found mine.

      With her ass gripped in my hands, I carried her over to the counter and set her on the edge. Without breaking away from her lips, I reached between us and unbuttoned her shorts. She made little mewling sounds as she lifted her hips to let me push them off.

      Of course her shorts got stuck on her boots. Nothing between us seemed to go perfectly smoothly, but I’d accepted that. The best part of us was that we could laugh this shit off.

      “Oops!” she said, giggling.

      I went to work on her boots, sliding down the zipper and stepping back to yank them off of her. Once they were both off, along with her shorts, I paused and drank her in. From her creamy, soft legs that went on forever, to the pale thatch of hair between her thighs, to the flare of her hips and nip of her waist, she was a feast and I’d only covered half of her. Her belly button was small and perfectly round. I bent over and kissed it, my tongue rimming around its edges. Anna moaned and cradled my head against her stomach, her legs shifting and rubbing together.

      “Will, go up or down— something! Please!”

      I grinned against her velvet skin and kissed a line up her torso until I reached her teardrop tits. I cupped them in my hands and finally met her eyes. She licked her upper lip and arched her back, inviting me. Leaning in, I took her pale pink nipple in my mouth and we both let out matching groans.

      Anna wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling my hips snugly into her center. She was so very naked, and I could feel her wet heat through my jeans. I tugged at her nipple, then let go with a pop.

      “I’m gonna take you now. You ready, Annie?”

      She tilted her pelvis up and rubbed herself along my length. “Need you,” she said weakly.

      Keeping a grip on her waist, I used my free hand to push my jeans and underwear off, and we were finally skin-to-skin. I rocked against her, my dick sliding through her slick folds.

      She fumbled in the tote bag next to her and pulled out a condom. She handed me the packet, and I ripped it open and slid it down my shaft as quickly as possible.

      Anna dug her fingers into my shoulders and leaned her forehead on mine. “I need you, Will. Please.”

      Her desperate pleas were irresistible; they were also almost my undoing. I had to take a long deep breath and think about baseball or I would have come all over her thigh.

      When I’d pulled myself back from the edge, I grabbed my length and guided it to her opening. I looked at her, and she stared back, her eyes wide and unwavering. I pushed in and she kept her gaze locked on me as her lips parted and her fingers curled into my skin. With every inch, I watched her, making sure she was with me, that she was feeling me. When I was completely inside her, I stopped and stroked her cheeks and neck and chest. Anna sighed and squeezed me from the inside.

      “Are you trying to torture me?” she asked, her voice thick and husky.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I just need a second. I’m kinda overwhelmed here.”

      “Oh, Will.” She wrapped her arms and legs around me, holding me tenderly. This was already so different than our first time together. I’d been so caught up in having sex, I hadn’t even paid attention to how Anna was feeling.

      I started to move, slowly, my mouth clamped on her shoulder, my hands cupping her ass. She moaned and rocked with me as she ran her hands down my arms and up over my shoulders.

      “Does that feel good, Annie? You like that?” I pumped into her with more force, going deep, but still sliding out agonizingly slow.

      “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!”

      I let go of her shoulder to look at her. Her eyes were open and full of everything. Passion. Arousal. Affection. Love. She let me see it all.

      I ran my thumbs roughly over her cheeks and along her jaw, holding her face steady. But she never tried to look away. Even as I moved faster and her pants grew more frantic, she stayed with me, her eyes locked on mine.

      I reached between us and circled her clit with my fingers. She tightened all over, yanking at my hair, squeezing my dick, knees digging into my hips.

      “I can’t...I’m not gonna last,” I growled.

      “Oh, god, me either.”

      And she didn’t. I pinched her swollen bud between my fingers and pumped into her once, twice, three times and she went flying. She moaned and writhed against me, pulling me in as deep as I could go. Her head tipped back and I latched onto her pretty neck, sucking the delicate skin as I followed her over the edge.

      This time we jumped together and we fucking soared.
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      Will led me upstairs to his bedroom and gave me a T-shirt to wear. Then we snuggled in his massive bed, my head on his chest. He stroked my hair leisurely as I listened to his heartbeat and gazed out the window.

      The glow of the Domino Sugars sign acted as our light. If I were a romantic, I would have described it as an orange cast on the horizon, like the final stages of a reluctant sunset over a fathomless black sea.

      Maybe I was becoming a bit of a romantic because in that sliver of time, with Will’s arms around me, I could believe we were on a beach at sunset, or in a space station watching half the Earth go dark from above. We could have been anywhere, adrift in the calm waters of the moment. I didn’t know what would happen tomorrow, but that seemed unimportant right now.

      “You tired?” I asked.

      He hummed into my hair. “A little. I don’t want to miss this, though.”

      I tipped my head back to see him. “Miss what?”

      He skimmed a knuckle across my cheek. “You, here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’m all snuggled up with a gorgeous man in his comfortable bed with a killer view. You’re stuck with me.”

      He chuckled lightly. “Exactly my plan.”

      I tapped my fingers softly over his chest. I still had trouble believing I was here, with my William. I needed to feel his skin under my hands to make myself believe this was real.

      Will pushed my hair off my face. “Are you still gonna go on a date with me on Saturday?”

      I rolled over so I was on top of him and propped myself up so I could smile down at him. “Why would I buy the cow when I got the milk for free?”

      He growled and bucked his hips, sending me up and down on a wild ride. Then he started mooing and I almost choked with laughter. “No, no, stop!” I gasped for breath, trying to get control of myself.

      Will flipped us over and held my wrists above my head. He grinned down at me, an evil gleam in his eye. Then he rolled his hips, his erection pressing against my already sensitive core. I sighed and he furrowed his brow.

      “You gonna go on a date with me, Annie?”

      I nodded vigorously and lifted my hips, my body searching for his.

      “Yes, William. I’ll go on all the dates with you. I’ll go to movies and dinners and picnics and walks in the park, as long as the day ends with you inside of me.”

      He exhaled slowly and let go of one of my wrists to cup my jaw. He didn’t need to hold my face though; I would never look away.

      “Tell me something,” I said breathily.

      “Like what?”

      I shook my head. “Anything.”

      “I’m worried you’re going to get bored with my quiet life once the excitement of our reunion wears off,” he said softly.

      I startled at his words. His brown eyes stayed on mine and they were so vulnerable, so open, that my stomach clenched. I’d really done a number on him.

      “Why would you think that?”

      He shrugged and flopped back on the bed, one arm slung over his forehead. “I mean, I am kind of boring. It’s ten o’clock and I’m ready to go to sleep. You’re probably just getting started with your night.”

      “I don’t get where this is coming from. I understand I messed up when we were kids, but we’re both full-fledged adults now. I told you I’m not going anywhere. I want this.”

      He dropped his arm and gave me a small, brittle smile. “I guess some of my old bullshit insecurities are rearing their ugly-ass heads.”

      I threaded my fingers with his. “You’re being dumb.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Tell me how you really feel!”

      I squeezed his hand. “You are! I have my own insecurities. But about you? Us? I don’t have any. I’m not some cool girl. I’m just me. Our schedules might be a pain in the butt, but that won’t stop me. I’ll just stare at you when you’re sleeping.”

      Will regarded me for a long beat, his eyes wide. Then he reached for me, pulling me onto him, and hugged me. I felt his chest and shoulders shaking and I was worried I’d upset him until I realized he was in the midst of one of those soundless laughs that wracks the entire body. I laid my head on his chest and rode out wave after joyful wave.

      Will stroked my hair as he calmed down, small bursts of laughter bubbling out of him periodically.

      “Ah, god, Annie. Thank you for setting me straight. I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to sleep again, knowing you’re going to be watching me all night. But I love how forthright you are. I missed the hell out of that.”

      I cupped his cheeks and grinned. “I’ll just fuck you until you’re exhausted, then sing you the rest of the way to sleep.”

      “I’m wide awake right now…”

      “Sounds like I have some work to do then.”

      This time we went slow. We took our time. Will used his mouth to travel over the length of my body, tasting me, savoring me. And I showed him with my hands and my tongue and my hips just how much I wanted to be there with him. Quiet nights at home, or crazy nights out drinking and going to concerts, it didn’t matter. What mattered was this. Us. We would figure out the logistics. We would decide who we were as a couple, together.

      And when our bodies were sated and my heart was so full of Will that I felt it in my throat, I did sing to him. It was horrible and there was a high probability that he fell asleep to avoid listening to my voice. After drinking in Will’s peaceful, sleeping face for as long as I wanted, I drifted with him, under the soft, orange glow.
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      We had our first date a few days after I slept over at Will’s house for the first time. He’d given me everything he had promised: dinner, drinks, and dancing. And over the last couple weeks, our life had been like a montage in a romantic comedy. We’d had our moonlit strolls, laughed until we cried, baked together—Will even wiped frosting on my nose—and kissed until our lips were numb...and then kissed some more.

      Our opposite schedules blew, but we were figuring it out. We spent a lot of time on the phone or slipping in a quick dinner when we could. And weekends...well, weekends were what dreams were made of.

      We snuggled up together on Will’s deck after spending all of Sunday relaxing and eating and generally basking in each other.

      I turned my head and kissed his jaw and he leaned down and caught my mouth, kissing me slowly, sweetly.

      I smiled into his mouth and he pulled away.

      “You smiling at me?” he asked.

      “Mm-hmm.” I sighed. “I like it here.”

      His arms tightened almost imperceptibly. “Better than Tiber City?”

      “Anywhere’s better with you, Will. This deck doesn’t hurt though.”

      “Oh burn, you only love me for my deck.”

      I sucked in a breath. He’d said the L-word. I knew he didn’t mean it, but I did love him. It was crazy and irrational and much too soon, but I was nothing if not unconventional.

      He heard my intake of breath but took it the wrong way. “Shit, sorry, baby. Don’t run away.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere. I told you that.”

      He ran his hands through my hair, stroking it slowly. “I don’t want to scare you.”

      I scoffed. “If you knew what I was thinking right now, you’d be scared.”

      “Not possible. Tell me, Annie.”

      I shifted around on the chair so that I was facing him, my legs draped over his. It was a rather precarious position since I didn’t have on any underwear and I was only wearing a T-shirt, but he kept his eyes on my face, watching, searching.

      I bit my lip. “So, I realized something.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”

      I nodded and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Yeah. I kinda...no, not kinda. I fully, completely love you. And I know that probably makes me seem like a crazy person, and I totally understand if I’m freaking you—” He cut me off when he smashed his lips to mine and kissed me in a way I’ve never been kissed. Not by him, not by anyone. The basic physics of it were the same: tongues sliding and swirling, lips pressing and sucking, noses smooshed into cheeks. But everything else? The important things? It was all brand new.

      He kissed me with our story on his lips. Our friendship and sadness and angst and separation. Then the story shifted into our reunion, our happiness, our forgiveness. And it culminated in this moment, this kiss.

      He pulled back, panting, his forehead on mine. “If you’re crazy, then I’m a fuckin’ lunatic, because I have never, not for one goddamn second, stopped loving you.”

      I choked out a small sob and hugged him tight. He pulled me into him so that I was straddling his lap. Our hug quickly turned into a passionate embrace and before I could breathe I was sinking onto him. We were surrounded by neighboring row homes and busy Baltimore streets, but all of that faded, and we made slow, sweet love in our own bubble.

      I kept my T-shirt on, my one concession for having sex outside, but Will’s hands found their way under, rolling my nipples between his fingers and driving me out of my mind.

      Our mouths fused together, kissing, breathing, panting. His hands moved to my hips, pushing me up and pressing me down, not rushing, savoring the moment. Against his lips, I chanted, “I love you. I love you. I love you.” He took the words into his mouth and returned them with a kiss.

      My limbs started trembling and my belly tightened. I reached between us and circled my clit, and then I came with a sigh, falling more into Will than ever before. He braced me, not letting me crash, and then he fell too, pumping into me desperately, groaning as he released everything inside of me.

      “I love you, Annie. I really fucking love you.”

      “Love you too, William. Forever and always.”

      “I’m gonna hold you to that.”

      I cupped his cheeks and grinned. “Do it. I dare you. See how much I’m always gonna love you.”

      He grinned back. “Okay, challenge accepted.”

      We untangled ourselves and went inside. It was only ten o’clock and I’d normally be awake for a couple more hours, but I was limp and sated and felt like I could sleep for days.

      When we got in bed, Will set his alarm, then pulled me into his arms.

      “Are you sure you have to get up early?” I asked.

      He chuckled softly. “I kinda do. But you can stay here and sleep.”

      “You trust me not to rob the joint?”

      “You pretty much own me, so there’s nothing I have that’s not already yours.”

      “Will…” I sighed.

      He slipped his warm, broad hand under my shirt and cupped my breast. “I can’t believe I get to keep you.”

      I squirmed under his touch. “I’m going to cling to you like a spider monkey.” When his thumb rubbed over my nipple, I arched my back. “I thought you had to go to sleep.”

      He nuzzled my neck and pushed me onto my back. “Mmm...I do. But I have this gorgeous woman in my bed distracting me.”

      And suddenly I was wide awake, with my legs around his waist and my mouth on his. I could really get used to this.
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      I woke up with Anna half-sprawled on top of me and it was torture leaving her. Five in the morning came far too quickly, especially considering we’d stayed up half the night having sex. Not surprisingly, I couldn’t seem to get enough of her.

      After I showered, I went back to my bedroom to grab my clothes, only to find Anna sitting on the edge of the bed rubbing her eyes.

      “Why am I awake?” she asked, her voice scratchy.

      I chuckled. “That’s a good question. Go back to sleep.”

      “But your bed is lonely without you in it.”

      “You have no idea how badly I want to say fuck it and crawl back under the covers with you. But those arepas won’t bake themselves.”

      She stood up and stretched, her T-shirt riding dangerously high on her thighs. “Can I come with you?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Really?”

      She sauntered toward me, her eyelids heavy and so very sexy. “Really. I don’t have to be at work until eleven. I could just hang out and watch. I promise not to get in the way.”

      I grabbed her ass and pulled her against me. “You have to wear a hairnet. Still in?”

      She grinned. “Didn’t you know? I look fly as hell in a hairnet. I’m so in.”

      I let her go and we both got dressed—Anna sadly put on a bra and pants after spending most of the weekend without either—and headed over to my bakery.

      I had five employees and they had beaten me to work, as usual. A couple of them worked two jobs and were up all night, so they liked to get in early, do their work, and go home to sleep. I’d learned long ago that good, responsible staff was hard to come by, so I tried to be as flexible as possible.

      There was a steady hum of Spanish in the air when we walked in, and the hum only got louder when they noticed I had company. My employees were all women originally from South America and they were always trying to marry me off to a cousin or neighbor. I knew they’d be asking a million questions about Anna tomorrow, but for now I went around and introduced her to everyone, then set her up with a cup of coffee and a pile of doughnut balls.

      I went about my usual business, checking orders, stopping by each prep station, and then I got in there with everyone else and baked. We had an efficient system; everyone had their job and their part to play. I was never unaware of Anna’s presence, but she stayed quiet in her spot and watched as I worked. I kind of loved having her there, knowing she was interested in this part of me. Considering what a big commitment my career was, her interest and support was a damn good thing. A necessity even.

      When our first round of orders was ready to deliver, I checked on Anna.

      “How you doing over here?”

      She smiled. “I’m good. I’ve got my balls and the best view of the best show I’ve ever seen.”

      I laughed. “You up for a ride?”

      She stood up. “Let’s go!”

      We drove the bakery’s van around Baltimore, delivering our fresh-baked goods to food trucks and markets and mom-and-pop restaurants. My regular customers were all pretty thrilled I’d brought Anna along. And for her part, she seemed to really love meeting them. She even tried out some broken Spanish.

      When we got back in the van after our last stop, I said, “I’m going to have to speak Spanish to you more often.”

      “You won’t hear me complain, mi amor.”

      “Te amo, bellísima.”

      She rubbed my forearm. “My Spanish is rusty, but even I know what that means. I love you too, Will.”

      When we got back to the bakery, Anna had to go to work. Saying goodbye to her felt like ripping a limb off.

      I tipped her chin up and kissed her softly. “Do I get to see you tonight?”

      “Remember? Spider monkey? You won’t be able to get rid of me.”

      I kissed her again. “That’s the plan.”

      “Then, yes. I’ll come by after work.”

      “I’ll cook you dinner.”

      She bit her lip, then smiled. “I’ll bring the music.”

      After another hug and more than a few kisses, Anna walked away. I watched her go, walking that signature walk, her head high, shoulders back, and an extra swing in her hips solely for my benefit.

      When I’d let her go after our first night together, I’d felt a stir of panic in my gut. I couldn’t seem to get myself to believe that I’d see her again. But today, even when she rounded the corner and was out of sight, I was light, free. Because I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this wasn’t an ending.

      Ten years ago, we’d both thought we put a period at the end of our friendship. Turns out, it was only an ellipsis. The first part was just the beginning. The part that came after the pause? Well. If the last few weeks were any indication, it was going to be the longest, dirtiest, most passionate, most loving run-on sentence ever. In fact, if I had my way, we’d throw that fuckin’ period away because now that I had my Annie back, I never wanted this sentence to end.
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      “How can you only have two pans?”

      I hopped up on the counter to peer into the box Will was packing. “Do I need more than two? I really only ever use one of them.”

      He looked alarmed. “You use one pan?”

      “Hey, I’m not a complete savage. I have a muffin tin too!”

      “Annie.”

      I smiled. I knew what was coming. “Yes, Will?”

      “Have you ever actually used the muffin tin?”

      I huffed. “How could you ask me such a thing?”

      He stepped between my legs, squeezing my waist. “Have you?”

      I leaned into him, and against his lips I whispered, “Never.”

      He rested his forehead on mine. “Do you know how much that pains me?”

      Lifting his shirt, I ran my palms up his chest. “You have enough cookware for ten families. I think we’ll be fine.”

      We had lasted two months with our conflicting schedules before both of us realized it wasn’t working out. Will told me I was moving in with him and I called my landlord the next day to break my lease. Going to sleep and waking up with him was a basic need. I couldn’t live without it. I couldn’t live without him.

      “Are you trying to distract me?” He tangled his hands in my hair and kissed down the side of my neck.

      “You’re very distractible.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer. We were supposed to be packing up the last of my things to move to Will’s place, but something about the finality of it had me emotional, and I needed him.

      “Too bad we already moved your bed,” he said against my neck.

      “Where we’re going, we don’t need beds.”

      “Are you referencing Back to the Future while my dick is pressed against you?”

      I bit my lip. “Maybe.”

      “I really fucking love you, Annie.” Then he kissed me, and my world started spinning again. This, us, together, made everything right. And this was only the beginning.

      People change and grow over time. Will and I sure as hell had done a lot of growing. We’d turned into people who weren’t afraid. We weren’t afraid to love each other with everything we had, and we weren’t afraid that we’d be loved back, even if one of us had the propensity to quote movies in the throes of passion.

      Our past was important and I never wanted to forget loving Will as a kid, even with the pain that had come with it. Our present was beautiful, and loving Will was as easy as breathing. And our future? I could almost see it, a long road laid out in front of us, fading into the horizon. Maybe there’d be marriage, maybe children. I couldn’t be sure. But what I did know was that I’d never run away, even if there was pain—and inevitably there would be. Because as long as Will kept loving me with all my quirks, and kept me flush with doughnut balls, I’d face anything with him, hand in hand, side by side.
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      At the end of a long day the only thing on my mind was getting an ice-cold beer served to me by a tall drink of water.

      Instead of going home after work, I parked and walked across the street to my favorite watering hole. At seven on a weeknight, when I stepped inside, the dim bar was still pretty quiet.

      Bar Royal was a step or two above a dive bar. The exposed brick walls and wide plank floors gave a real sense of history to the place. There were no fancy drinks, just a wide variety of mostly local beer and mid-shelf liquor. The bathrooms were a bit grungy, and I’d heard the men’s room was covered from floor to ceiling with dirty Sharpie art—though I’d never ventured inside to see it for myself.

      On the way to the bar, I smiled and waved at the old-timers who spent most evenings parked in the corner reminiscing about the good old days in Baltimore. Bar Royal had been called something else years ago, and then something else years before that. I had a feeling these same men had stayed in the same corner as the bar—and the world—changed around them.

      “Frannie-girl! Good to see your pretty face in here, hon. Classes up the joint,” called one of the old men, Steve. He must have been in his eighties and had the accent of a man who’d lived in “Bawl-mer” his whole life.

      “You’re too sweet, Steve. Be good!” I waved again.

      A group of twenty-something guys with slicked back hair, wearing business attire, sat at the end of the bar. I took a seat at an empty section away from them and tried to not look in their direction. I came to drink a cold brew and eye fuck a certain bartender, not to make mind-numbing small talk with douchey guys in suits.

      I tapped my nails on the wide, lacquered wooden bar and slumped when I didn’t see him behind the bar. Instead, a perky little blonde mixed the drinks. She held up a finger to tell me she’d be right with me.

      “Hey, what can I get you?” the bartender asked when she finally approached.

      “Whatever Sam Adams you have on tap. Surprise me.” I eyed her as she filled a tall glass with golden, foamy beer. She was cute, in an all-American cheerleader kind of way—a type I’d never been.

      “Here ya go,” she said, sliding my glass toward me on a cardboard coaster.

      “Thanks. I’m Frannie, by the way. I’m here way too often, which leads me to believe you must be new since we haven’t met.”

      She nodded and beamed at me, exposing the whitest, straightest teeth I’d ever seen. “Hi, Frannie. Cute name. I’m Val. I just started this week.”

      “Cool. So do they have you working alone your first week?”

      Just as I asked the question, a wall of a man came out of the back carrying a case of liquor. I didn’t even pay attention to Val’s answer, transfixed watching the muscles in his forearms flex as he carried the heavy load past me.

      “Okay, well, let me know if you need anything else,” Val said, then skipped—literally skipped—to the next waiting customer.

      I thought of myself as a girls girl, but maybe I was only a my girls girl because my eyelid twitched from how hard I had to work at resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

      I drank my beer and watched the big, burly man behind the bar unload the case of liquor bottles. When he bent down I leaned forward. When he stood up I leaned back. There was nothing casual or subtle about my observation, because when it came to him, I couldn’t seem to play it cool.

      He turned around suddenly with an empty crate in his arms. I averted my eyes to my beer, but when he passed me, he paused until I looked up and met his soft brown eyes.

      “Hi, Frannie,” he said in his quiet, rumbly voice.

      My cheeks were on fire. I never blushed, never got embarrassed, but this man flustered me in ways that were unfamiliar. “Hi, James.”

      He stared down at me for longer than socially acceptable, and I loved it. His eyes followed my movements as I took a long drink of my beer, then licked the drops of cool liquid from my lips.

      “So…” he started, but didn’t say anything else.

      I tried to laugh at how ridiculous it was that neither of us could think of something to say beyond a basic greeting, but instead of coming out as a cute tinkle of feminine laughter, I snorted like a goddamn pig. My hands flew up to cover my burning face.

      “Go, just go!” I mumbled. “Please allow me the dignity of dying from my extreme awkwardness alone.”

      A deep rumble of laughter reached my ears.

      “Okay, Frannie,” he said before walking away.

      When I peeked between my fingers he was talking to a smiling Val. She touched his bicep and I wanted to leap across the bar and yank her stupid blond ponytail.

      I turned away from the bar, disgusted with myself. Six months ago I had one horrible tumble in the sack with James. He pounded me so hard and fast I thought I’d go right through the bed onto the floor. But somehow I was still smitten with him. I’d never been smitten in my whole life. I didn’t even like the sound of the word! Yet here I was, ready to gouge out the eyes of a perfectly nice woman who had the audacity to touch him.

      I swallowed the rest of my beer, which now tasted warm and bitter—but maybe that was just me—threw some money on the bar, and walked out.

      My apartment building stood directly across the street, my walk of shame home mercifully short.

      I threw the door to my apartment open and kicked off my shoes. Then I remembered how I’d been raised, so I picked them up and put them neatly on the shoe rack in the closet.

      “Honey, I’m home,” I called out.

      “Hello, my darling. I’m in the kitchen!”

      I went into the kitchen where my roommate, Laurel, was in the midst of creating another culinary masterpiece. Girlfriend was a successful corporate attorney, master chef, and the funniest person I knew.

      “What are you making me tonight?” I peered over her head.

      “Tonight I’ve prepared grilled salmon topped with avocado salsa, because you know us millennials and avocados. Can’t even buy a house because we keep buying avocados! And on the side we have jasmine rice seasoned with lime and cilantro. Bon appétit, mademoiselle,” Laurel said in her best snooty waiter voice, not even breaking character during her millennial rant.

      “Why are you the best? You win roommate of the year!” We took our plates full of delicious food to the living room and put them on the coffee table, then sat side by side on the floor. We had a perfectly good dining room table, but we usually preferred carpet picnics.

      I’d lived with Laurel for a little over a year and she’d been the best roommate I ever had, hands down. I found her through an online ad, and when we met in person, we took one look at each other’s T-shirts and knew we were a match. Hers said “I speak fluent sarcasm” and mine said “I’m late because I didn’t want to be here.” It felt like we were long-lost sisters.

      In fact, on more than one occasion we’d told strangers we were twins just to see their reactions. We found it hilarious to watch them glance from pocket-sized Laurel to Amazonian me, back to sunshine-blond Laurel, then to dark-haired, Latina me again. I could almost see them doing the math in their heads, trying to add up how we could even be distantly related, let alone twins.

      “I went to the bar.” I stuffed a piece of salmon in my mouth.

      “When? Just now?”

      I nodded. “I saw him.”

      She cocked her eyebrow. “Beardo? How’s that hunk of burnin’ love doing?”

      “We don’t call him Beardo anymore. James, remember?” I speared a piece of avocado with my fork. “He’s as hunky as ever. But I kind of, sort of snorted in front of him.”

      “Snorted? Whaaaat?” Laurel cried.

      I told her the sad tale of our brief encounter. Since we usually went to Bar Royal together, she’d witnessed my interactions with James many times. I always felt uncharacteristically shy around him, but never before had I snorted.

      “I think we’ll have to move, find a new bar, probably change our names and wear disguises.”

      “Frananas, I don’t get you at all. You had bad sex with this dude. Like, the worst sex ever. Why does he still make you crazy like this?”

      Ah yes, “Frananas,” the nickname coined by one of my best friends, Rachel. One drunken night, thinking herself clever, she combined Frannie and bananas. In my wildest dreams, I never imagined three years later people would still be calling me that. Truthfully, though, I liked the nickname, just a tiny bit.

      “I don’t know! He’s so fucking handsome, with those chocolate brown eyes and that ginger beard. I want to run my hands through it whenever I see him. And before the jackhammering started, he had such potential. His kissing skills were off the charts. His oral skills could use some work, but what he lacked in technique he made up for in enthusiasm. And god, Laurel, his dick…”

      “I know, I know, beautiful, giant dick. We all know! But if he doesn’t know how to use it, what’s the point? It’s tragic, really.”

      I sighed dramatically. “You’re right. I’ve got to move on, get over him, and get under someone else.”

      Laurel laughed. “Sounds like a very logical, well-thought-out plan.”

      Pretending to take a bow, I said, “Thanks, I try my best.”
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