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      Once upon a time a sexy, charming, hot British guy walked into my bar.

      He was flirty and delicious, and we hit it off right away. So well in fact, that I'd have given him my number.

      Except, fate decided to play a trick on me.

      Since the guy turned out to be my brother's best friend, he was off limits.

      So we made a pact to be just friends. And we became great friends.

      It worked for a while.

      Until the night we were snowed in...
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      It’s a question I’ve heard many times at my establishment, and it starts with Would you rather . . .?

      Bartenders hear the same things over and over. I could make a list, starting with the lines the guys use to hit on the girls. Because the bar pickup line is alive and well.

      We might be living in a postmodern world of online dating, but there’s still plenty of romance—and hookups—that ignite in person.

      I’m betting on the latter happening right in front of me, based on the persistence of a goatee-sporting guy at the bar. He clears his throat and says to the brunette next to him, “Would you rather walk on hot coals or step on a sea urchin?”

      The woman with the slim gold chain around her neck laughs. “I’d have to say walk on hot coals, because I’m actually pretty fast.”

      Uh-oh. That’s only going to intrigue him more.

      His dark eyes glint. “Fast, you say?”

      She giggles. “Not like that. But give me another.”

      He rubs his palms together. “I’d love to give you more. Would you rather have fur or scales?”

      Scales. Pick the scales, I want to say. Because this guy is going to take you home and never call you again. Scales make you seem tougher.

      Alas, she picks fur and gets the same response he gave when he used the line last night on a different woman: “I bet yours would be so soft.”

      Gag.

      He continues, sliding closer to his prey as I mix his mojito.

      “Would you rather eat the same meal every day or never use Instagram again?”

      She shudders. “Eat the same meal. Hello, I love Instagram.”

      I hand him his drink. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks so much,” he says, then takes a sip and begins another round.

      I’m so tempted to cut in and say, Would you rather have a dragon or be a dragon? Because that was another question he asked last night.

      But it’s not my job to intervene. Not unless things go too far. And nobody likes a bartender who acts as a policewoman.

      “Would you rather wear roller blades on one foot or be stuck walking behind someone who goes too slow?” he asks, and I’m grateful when a new pack of customers streams in and I tend to them.
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        * * *

      

      A little later, Charlotte arrives at Gin Joint, pulling up a stool at the bar and flashing her trademark smile. “Tell me everything. What kind of night has it been? What are you up to? How about customers?”

      “We had a rather intense game of Would You Rather going on earlier,” I say, then update her on what went down. “And then he left with her a few minutes ago. So I guess that means no cake for me.”

      She arches a brow in question. “How does the lack of cake follow a sleazy round of Would You Rather?”

      My eyes go wide. “Didn’t I tell you about the woman from a few months ago? The one who sent me chocolate the day after she was here? Then tulips, then daisies,” I say, reminding my best friend of my new biggest fan.

      “Yes! The redhead from the publishing house who met a hot suit at your bar,” Charlotte says.

      I nearly bounce. “They’re getting married now, so she sent me a cake this afternoon as a thank you.”

      “Whoa. Are you trying to tell me you have cake you’re not sharing with me?”

      I tip my forehead to the back of the bar, where the cake is waiting for me. “It’s really good cake too. Soft and moist and just the right amount of sweetness. Want a slice?”

      “Grrr. I do. Except I already had a ginormous bag of gummi bears today, so I have to pass. But I’m also super jealous of your gifts.”

      “Who knew there were such perks to bar ownership? Normally it’s just guys with the same lame ‘would you rather’ pickup routine.”

      Charlotte groans. “Ugh. They need new lines.”

      “They do. But this couple just had a normal conversation, made some jokes, and hit it off while I served them drinks. Just think of all the matches that might go down in my place that I can’t miss.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet someone tonight too,” she says playfully.

      I scoff at the ridiculousness of that notion. I’m not looking, not interested, and not planning on that happening. “Please. I’m not going to meet some guy at my bar. I’m working. And eating cake later.” I wipe down the counter, switching subjects. “So how was softball? How did your man do?” I ask as I pour her an iced tea with a sprig of mint and a splash of grenadine, her usual.

      “Hubby’s team won. I’m a good luck charm. Oh, did you hear that there’s this new guy playing first?”

      “Nope. The roster update didn’t make it to me yet.” Though I usually hear the details from my twin brother, Malone, who plays on the same team as Charlotte’s husband, Spencer.

      “Evidently—not that I notice that kind of thing because I’m very happily married—the new guy is kind of handsome . . .” She leaves that like a trail of gumdrops for me to follow.

      I lift a brow. “And you’re telling me this because?”

      “Don’t you have a catalog of handsome men?”

      “Oh, yes, of course. It’s incredibly long. I catalog all the handsome men in New York City. Then I look at it late at night while I’m eating bonbons.”

      She sticks out her tongue. “That was my way of saying come to a game.”

      I tap my temple. “Ah, my Charlotte translator was off slightly. Now I get it. Unfortunately, I’m always here when the games are going on. But maybe I’ll meet this guy another time,” I say as I hand her the drink.

      She takes a sip. “I bet you will. I think he’s friends with your brother.”
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        * * *

      

      After Charlotte joins some friends and my mind returns to cake and happy couples, a tall, dark, and handsome man strolls into my bar.

      Lots of tall, dark, and handsome men stroll into my bar. After all, this is Manhattan, and we grow that variety on trees.

      But still, the fruit of this particular tree catches my eye. A faint dusting of stubble lines his square jaw, and his cheekbones are the floor model for the Strong and Carved line. Plus, he’s wearing a tux, bow tie unknotted and the jacket slung over his arm. There’s just something about a well-dressed man—he looks better than a sinful cake tastes.

      He heads straight for my corner of the sleek silver bar, flashes a grin that contains the right amount of lopsided yumminess, and says, “Will I get in trouble if I don’t order gin?”

      And he speaks British. Cheers to me.

      “Of course you’ll get in trouble.”

      He smiles brightly. “But I’m in the mood for whiskey. Damn the consequences.”

      I smile and shake a finger. “You come into a gin joint and order whiskey? You’re flirting with danger.”

      “Oh, is this going to be a bartender arrest? I’ve never been read my rights and tossed in the pokey, but I’ve always wondered what it would be like.”

      “Then I’m going to get out my handcuffs and chain you up.”

      He edges closer, parking his chin in his hand, his amber eyes sparkling. “That is a rather serious punitive action.”

      I set my hands on my hips. “I’m all about strict bar law enforcement,” I say, and for the briefest of moments, I wonder if Charlotte was onto something. Maybe someday I will meet someone at my bar. Maybe someday is tonight.

      “Then I suppose I should nix the whiskey and order something with gin?”

      I smile my best sexy grin. “Don’t you know? Everything tastes better with gin.”

      His eyes seem to roam over me, his gaze traveling down my face, landing on my lips. It should bother me that he’s looking at me in this hungry, appraising way, but it doesn’t. Would I rather he look at me hungrily or clinically?

      Hungrily.

      His lips hook into a grin, and my stomach flips. “I’m convinced. I want the gin drink you recommend. Have at it.”

      I take my turn surveying him up and down. “You look like you’re in a fun sort of mood.”

      “I’m always in a fun sort of mood. Fun is my middle name.”

      “Is it short for something else?” I ask, playing along.

      “Originally it was Funinsky.”

      “I see why you had to shorten it. Seems like it would be complicated to spell.”

      “Terribly difficult. Almost as hard as Extremely Amusing and Entertaining at All Hours of the Day.” He taps his chest. “But that’s my other middle name.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. You really come with a lot of promises.”

      “I always make good on them.”

      “You are an entertaining and extremely amusing man,” I say, shaking my head approvingly as I pour him the whiskey I suspect he truly wants. I slide him a glass. “Our best whiskey, since it’ll suit your fun mood.”

      He lifts the glass. “Why, thank you.” He takes a drink and licks his lips briefly, then sets it down and scans the surroundings. “And this is quite a lovely bar.”

      “As bar mistress, I thank you very much.”

      His eyes dance with mischief. “I suppose if one is going to be a mistress, that’s the type one ought to be.”

      “Exactly. The only other kind I’d want to be would be a mistress of fun. Or cake.”

      “Cake,” he says, dragging out the word like it’s something decadent.

      “Yes, cake,” I say the same way. “It’s on my mind, since someone sent me a delicious cake today.”

      He wiggles his fingers. “Don’t hold back, woman. Give me a slice.”

      “It’s not on the menu. I can’t serve it to you. I’d be violating all the bartender laws.”

      “Ah, we’d have to cuff you, then.”

      “I suppose you would.” I send a thank you to the gods of bar flow that we’re slow for these few minutes on a Friday night. Someone is looking out for me, giving me this delightful chance to flirt with the most handsome and entertaining man I’ve met in ages.

      “Tempting me with all this talk of cuffs and contraband—you’re making me want this cake even more.”

      I motion for him to come closer, lowering the volume. “Later, I’ll slip you a slice.”

      He groans, and it’s ridiculously sexy. It’s a needy, turned-on sound, and it makes my skin sizzle.

      The trouble is my window closes. The gods of bar flow send a pack of customers in, and I need to take care of them. I excuse myself to mix and make drinks, and the whole time I’m thinking he’s adorable and funny and clever and witty, and that we have an instant connection I’d like to return to.

      But when I’m free, the sexy British man is gone.

      My brother is here instead, heading straight for me. He says hello then glances around, his brow furrowing. “Have you seen my friend Jason?”

      “Maybe, give me some more details on this person I’ve never met.”

      Malone laughs. “Ugly. Horrific British accent. Incredibly quiet and shy, never has a thing to say.”

      Kill. Me. Now. All the flirty, dirty butterflies in me do a facepalm. “That guy is your friend?”

      He shoots me a curious look. “Yes. Why? Is that hard to believe?”

      I plaster on a smile, cursing my luck. “It’s not hard to believe. Not at all.”

      My shoulders sag a bit, and my libido shakes an angry fist at me.

      No matter, I tell myself. I’m not about to go after one of my brother’s friends. We’ve been down this road before and landed in a whole slew of trouble. It’s simply not a road I’ll travel again.

      I draw a deep breath and tell myself that Jason must go into the friend zone. “We chatted here earlier, and he seemed like a lot of fun.” That’s an understatement.

      My brother smiles. “Glad to hear that. I think you’ll find him to be a good friend.”

      That’s when the tall, dark, and handsome Brit returns to the bar, saying he had to step out to talk to a client, then he says to Malone, “And have you met the lovely bartender?”

      My brother cracks up. “Yes. I’ve known her since birth.”

      Jason’s jaw drops. To the freaking floor. He snaps his gaze to me. “You’re his sister?”

      “Not just any sister. I’m his twin.”

      Malone smacks his arm. “I told you we were going to my sister’s bar.”

      Jason blinks like he’s still processing this news. “Right, but I thought she was the bartender, not your sister.”

      Malone points to me. “Jason, meet my sister, Truly.”

      The man I felt an instant attraction to extends his hand, adopting a most professional expression. “Charmed.”

      “As am I.”

      It’s true, and yet there’s nothing to be done.

      Would I rather pursue something with this tall, dark, and handsome man, or risk my relationship with my brother?

      There is only one answer.

      Jason and I must become friends.
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      “Punk rope? What on earth is punk rope?”

      Truly laughs and gives me a look like I should know what this bizarre thing is she just suggested.

      “What? Don’t they have punk rope in London?”

      “Is that your way of trying to say we don’t have the latest trends in exercise across the pond?”

      “I’m sure you do all sorts of crazy things. Like soccer and soccer and more soccer, and more soccer on top of that.”

      “Woman, how many times do I have to tell you it’s called football?”

      “How many times do I have to tell you I will never call soccer football?” She sets a glass down for me with such panache, it’s a declaration.

      I shudder. “Fine, have it your way. Your improper American way,” I say, taking the glass and having a drink.

      I had another wedding tonight, and it went off without a hitch, so I’m here at Gin Joint to unwind. One more successful best-man-for-hire gig under my belt. “In any case, lest you think we’re lacking in bizarre forms of exercise, I will have you know that we recently reinstated strolling classes.”

      “Soon, your homeland will work up to sauntering classes,” she says with a sexy little lift of her eyebrows. Because everything she does is sexy.

      “Of course, but it takes time for trends to reach there. As for punk rope, I’m not sure we’ll ever see that in London.”

      “Good thing you’re not in London, then,” she says, wiggling her eyebrows, then pleading. “Come with me. You’re my comrade in exercise. We’re fitness warriors.”

      That’s true. In the few months since I’ve met her, we’ve discovered we’re both addicted to exercise, but we haven’t worked out together yet.

      “But what is punk rope? It sounds like we’d be in a mosh pit with a bunch of twine.”

      She grabs a glass of water from behind the bar and downs some. “It’s like jump rope meets recess with cool music. Think of it as a PE class for adults set to rock and roll.” She flutters her lashes. “Come along. Pretty please.”

      I give her a curious stare. “Why on earth are you asking me?”

      She pouts. “You don’t want to go with me?”

      I need to think long and hard on my answer. I do enjoy Truly’s company. An incredible amount. More than I probably should enjoy the company of my good friend’s sister, since that’s what Malone has quickly become.

      And I do want to do all of these things with her. But I also know that it’s a risk. The more time I spend with her, the more time I want to spend with her.

      Then again, I’ve been tops at resisting anything remotely resembling a relationship ever since a particular woman back in London—ahem, Claire—saw fit to break my heart in half and then stomp on it with steel-toed combat boots, so it’s not like anything with Truly is going to go further. I won’t let it.

      So I say, “Take me to your punk rope class, please.”

      She squeals in delight, and it’s a sound I rather enjoy.

      I’m sure I’d enjoy other high-pitched noises from her, but this will do. It’ll do just fine.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I’m sweating buckets. My muscles scream. My brain struggles to keep up with a jump rope routine so complex it would take a degree in double Dutch to master. But at the same time, it’s ridiculously fun.

      When we’re done, Truly and I are both laughing and sweating as she asks, “Do you want to grab a drink?”

      “Do you actually drink at ten in the morning on a Sunday?”

      She laughs, nudging my elbow. “I don’t mean that kind of drink. A proper après exercise drink.”

      I shoot her the side-eye as we leave the YMCA and head into the Manhattan summer morning. “You can’t possibly be suggesting we lose the benefits of that class by having a chocolate smoothie? Next thing I know, you’ll be wanting to add peanut butter to it. And then what’s the point? Woman, I do have to maintain my figure. As the premier best man for hire in all of Manhattan, I must keep up appearances.”

      She pats my belly. “It’s flat. Flat as a board. And I would never ask you to put anything bad in that perfect body.” My skin sizzles for a second at the way her eyes seem to roam over me.

      Wait.

      That heat lasts more than a few seconds because I do like her hand on my body.

      “Please feel free to enjoy the washboard,” I say.

      She pokes her fingers across my abs and whistles. “Hot damn, Jason Reynolds. You do indeed have a six-pack.”

      “And you can inspect it anytime. Also, consider this my yes.”

      “Yes to what?” she asks curiously as we reach the crosswalk and wait for the light to turn.

      “Yes to any fitness class you ever want to take, so long as it involves your hands on my belly.”

      “Well, it was fun to touch.”

      “And this is why I say no to smoothies. Cuppa?”

      She adopts a posh British accent. “Why, yes. That would be ever so lovely. And that’s what I meant by après exercise drink, you weirdo.”

      “You’re the weird one,” I fire back.

      We pop into a café around the corner, where she grabs a coffee and I order an English breakfast tea.

      We chat about growing up in New York versus London, the relative merits of movie theaters versus streaming, and then the most unusual lines we’ve overheard—at bars for her and at weddings for me. When we’re done, it occurs to me that I have a new friend, and I quite like this development.

      But I also fully intend to keep her in the friend zone.

      I can do that. I absolutely can.

      Because I must.
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      Like a soldier running drills, I take the next leg of the obstacle course, alternating jumps in tires then leaping over a plank.

      Jason remains right by my side then lunges for the rope ahead. “Faster, faster, faster,” I encourage him.

      “Woman, I’m going as fast as I can,” he says in that yummy voice that entertains me so much. We climb down the rope and reach the end of the course before anyone else in the class. I raise a hand to high-five my teammate.

      “We are killing it,” I say, panting.

      “That is because you are absolutely ferocious. I’m terrified. Have I mentioned that before?”

      “Only every time we work out together.”

      That’s become our thing in the last few years since we met. After punk rope, we couldn’t stop. We signed up for everything, from bike races to mud races and even jujitsu.

      It’s funny because the first night I met Jason, I was wildly attracted to him for those five minutes at the bar. And look, he’s a handsome-as-hell guy. But I quickly shut down those romantic notions, and now we’ve segued into this wonderful friendship.

      A friendship that I love and cherish. A friendship that I don’t want to do a damn thing to destroy.

      Because now, not only is Jason’s relationship with my brother at stake, but so is mine.

      I like him as a friend, and I want to keep him in my life. And I see him as part of my life, an important member of my social circle. So I don’t think of him romantically anymore.

      I simply don’t.

      When we finish class, we make our way to Chelsea.

      “Hey, I had an idea for your bar,” he offers. “What if you did signature drinks that you named?”

      Color me intrigued. “Go on.”

      “I was thinking you could make up recipes, give them fun names, and maybe give each of them a story.”

      My brain whirs, immediately latching onto the concept. “That’s kind of a brilliant idea. Like, I could do Hush Money and devise a little story about the drink you need when you have to keep something quiet.”

      “Another could be Last Word, and you’d tell a tale about getting the final word in.”

      “Or Devil’s Teeth, and that’s the drink for when you’ve made a daring escape.” I beam at him as we turn the corner toward Gin Joint. “You’re brilliant.”

      “Nope. You are a wildly clever bar mistress.”

      I give him the side-eye. “I think it was you who just came up with that idea.”

      “Then I am wildly clever too.”

      “Obviously, the way you seem to juggle everything.” I shift gears. “Speaking of, how are all your endeavors going?”

      As an entrepreneur, Jason keeps irons in both the best-man-for-hire world and the men’s advice one too. “Soon I’m going to have guys coming into my bar asking, ‘Do you happen to know a best man for hire?’ And I’ll say, ‘I’ll tell you. He’s the best best man in all of Manhattan.’”

      His amber eyes twinkle. “Yes, that’s exactly what I want. I can picture it now.”

      “And when they ask for grooming tips or dating tips or job tips, I’ll reference you too. I’ll say, ‘Have you read it in The Modern Gentleman in New York? Because I have.’” I pause for a second, then add, “I’ve been enjoying your column. You should do one on how men and women can indeed be friends.”

      “And wherever would I find the perfect example?”

      “Hello? Us! Every day.”

      He draws a breath as if he’s weighing my suggestion. “So you want me to do a column on how men and women can be friends? What would I say in it?”

      I tap my finger against my lips, diving into the idea well. “You say, ‘Find common interests, find things to talk about, and then make sure to make time for each other.’”

      “Seems we do all that. We’re the poster children.”

      When we reach Gin Joint, he says goodbye and walks away.

      As he leaves, I feel a strange pang in my chest.

      What the hell?

      Am I missing him already?

      I’ve never missed a friend quite like this before.

      Well, there’s a first time for everything.
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      A few weeks later, Truly and I wander through Central Park, passing a playground where schoolkids scamper up the monkey bars.

      “What were you like as a kid?” I ask, tipping my forehead toward the cluster of children.

      “Hellion,” she says. “I was a total hellion.”

      I shoot her a look. “I have a hard time believing that. You don’t seem like you could have been a hellion at all.”

      She stares sharp knives at me. “How can you say that? I’m complete hellion material.”

      “Okay, prove it. What did you do that was so hellion-esque?”

      She holds up a finger as if to make a point. “I threatened to run away once. I packed a lunch. I told my mom that I was leaving and was going to live down by the river.”

      “And did you go?”

      “For about an hour. I had a picnic. It was quite good.”

      I laugh as we meander down a path. “You are so not a hellion.”

      She lifts her chin and gives me a defiant look. “But I wanted to be one.”

      I arch a skeptical brow. “Admit it. Deep down, you were a good girl.”

      She offers me a smile. “I was mostly good. Does that surprise you?”

      “You’re a mostly good girl now, so the answer is no.”

      “What about you? Were you a good boy?”

      I square my shoulders, acting all proud. “I was a choirboy.”

      “You were never a choirboy.”

      I raise my right hand. “I was. I swear. Mum and Dad were regular churchgoers when they were together. I sang in front of the congregation as soon as I could walk.”

      Her lips curve in a grin. “That’s actually adorable. And I bet that’s where some of your confidence in speaking in front of crowds stems from.”

      “You may be right,” I say as the path spills out to Fifth Avenue. I look at my watch. “Speaking of speaking, I need to practice a best-man speech for a wedding I’m working this weekend.”

      “Come by the bar once the bride and groom are hitched.”

      Loving the free and easy way she invites me, I give an equally easy answer. “I’ll be there.”

      And I’m looking forward to it already.
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        * * *

      

      When the I dos are through, I head straight for Gin Joint. It’s almost automatic these days, giving in to the draw of Truly’s place, knowing I’ll see friends there like Malone, Nick and Harper, Spencer and Charlotte. But most of all, her.

      On the train, I fire off a text to Truly, asking what’s on tap. She answers straightaway.

      
        
        Truly: Gin. And more gin.

      

        

      
        Jason: Obviously. Beyond that.

      

        

      
        Truly: A chalkboard full of delicious specialty cocktails.

      

        

      
        Jason: Hmm. Will I like any?

      

        

      
        Truly: Sorry, I had a hard time hearing you through your doubt. What did you say?

      

        

      
        Jason: I said I bet everything is fantastic.

      

        

      
        Truly: That’s what I thought. Because playing hard to get with my drinks will get you nowhere.

      

        

      
        Jason: Exactly where I don’t want to be.

      

      

      By the time I arrive, the crew is all gone, so I head to the bar and say hi to the woman of the hour. She offers me a smile and something about it just hooks into my heart.

      Who am I kidding?

      It hooks into my heart and other parts too. This friendship thing is great and horrible at the same time. I want her and I can’t have her, and that’s for the best, but it sucks.

      I settle in, focusing on chitchat rather than unmet desires. “So, tell me. What sort of advice did you give out as the world’s greatest bartender tonight?”

      “Well, someone came in wanting to know how to properly grow a mustache.”

      I slam a palm on the counter. “My column does indeed come in handy.”

      “Yes, I did as you suggested and told him about the Miracle-Gro.”

      “Perfect.”

      “That’s my job as a bartender. To know the answers to literally everything.”

      “Then what’s the answer to—” I’m about to say how friends can become lovers, but I can’t go there. I can’t let on—for every reason. She’s become a vital part of my world. She’s part of the friendship gang. And I need everything in my life to work perfectly right now. I have bills to pay, people to support. I can’t simply pursue whatever falls my way.

      So I glance around the bar then ask, “What’s the answer to . . . the best spot in the whole world to take a crazy, wild trip?”

      “Well, obviously you want to go to Antarctica,” she says immediately.

      I wiggle a brow as if considering this odd suggestion. “I do?”

      “Of course. Don’t you want to freeze all the time?”

      I shudder. “Nope. Can’t say that I want that whatsoever. But I do love snow.”

      She leans closer, whispering like she has a secret, “Then you ought to consider going snowboarding.”

      “Snowboarding,” I say, stroking my chin as I noodle on this. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      That seems to spark an idea for her, judging by her tone. “Maybe we should go sometime.”

      “I look forward to that sometime,” I say, my voice a little wistful and a little full of mischief too.

      Maybe we aren’t talking about snowboarding at all.
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            Truly

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months later, the jingle bells are jingling, and I have a blast seeing my mother and spending Christmas with her, her dogs, and my brother.

      We sing Christmas carols and make up random lyrics to them on the fly, open silly little gifts, then spend the day doing volunteer work as we’ve done for the last several years.

      The next day, I return to the city and pop into Gin Joint because even during the holidays, people still like a stiff cocktail. Perhaps more so.

      Though I’m busy, my world feels both full and a little empty too, because a certain someone is gone.

      Jason’s back in London, visiting his mom and sister, and I feel the weight of his absence in a way I didn’t expect.

      I don’t see him every day. I don’t even see him every week. But there’s the idea that I could see him. There’s the possibility. And as I head to work on the last day of December, I’m keenly aware that I’ve become accustomed to his face, to the very regular presence of him. He’ll stop by after a wedding, grab a beer or whiskey, or just chat. He’s here often, and that’s not because he’s a lush. It’s because this is where the gang hangs out after a softball game in the summer or during one of Malone’s shows in the winter.

      I won’t see him tonight when I host a huge 1920s-style bash. I arrive early and work my little butt off, prepping for the party.

      Fifteen minutes before we’re about to open, my phone pings with a message.

      
        
        Jason: And a very Happy New Year to you from London!

      

      

      

      He adds a kiss emoji.

      

      
        
        Truly: Emojis are so not your style.

      

        

      
        Jason: My New Year’s resolution is to resign myself to the use of emojis.

      

        

      
        Truly: I feel like you’ve done a column on how men shouldn’t use emojis.

      

        

      
        Jason: Ah, my heart flutters every time you tell me you read my columns. Indeed, I do refrain from emojis. But sometimes, one must give in.

      

      

      

      I laugh when he sends another text with the eggplant emoji.

      

      
        
        Truly: You pervert. Also, it’s not midnight yet.

      

        

      
        Jason: Well, it’s midnight here, and I’ve had a few glasses of the good stuff.

      

        

      
        Truly: What’s that? Whiskey?

      

        

      
        Jason: My friends from uni plied me with champagne. I’m all pissed on bubbly. Shh. Don’t tell a soul.

      

        

      
        Truly: You’re a lightweight when it comes to champagne. Your secret is safe with me.

      

        

      
        Jason: Total champagne lightweight. Yes, I’m a little pissed.

      

        

      
        Truly: I never tire of your British charm. Even when you use terms that sound like they should mean something else.

      

        

      
        Jason: Oh, I have loads of charm. Also, that emoji was supposed to mean something.

      

        

      
        Truly: The eggplant one? Yeah, I know what that means.

      

        

      
        Jason: The lips one.

      

        

      
        Truly: It means you have lips?

      

        

      
        Jason: It means if you were here, I would kiss you because it’s New Year’s.

      

      

      

      I pause in rearranging bottles behind the bar as I reread his note. Is he for real? Would he really kiss me?

      A ribbon of heat unfurls in me as I picture how his lips would coast over mine.

      

      
        
        Truly: Is that so, Mr. Pissed on New Year’s?

      

        

      
        Jason: I absolutely would. Quite a proper New Year’s kiss.

      

        

      
        Truly: And what’s a proper New Year’s kiss?

      

        

      
        Jason: Tongue. Lots and lots of tongue.

      

        

      
        Truly: One would hope there would be tongue.

      

        

      
        Jason: Actually, I’d brush my lips across yours and kiss you slow at first, then I’d explore your mouth, then I’d kiss you incredibly hard.

      

        

      
        Truly: You are drunk.

      

        

      
        Jason: I’m tipsy. But that really doesn’t change my desire to kiss you.

      

      

      My stomach flips. Tingles spread all over me. This is a whole new level of flirting. I want to tell him that the feeling is mutual. I want to let him know I think about kissing him on many nights, and many mornings too. Hell, I’m thinking about it now, and it’s doing all sorts of crazy things to my insides. But I also know, for a million reasons and for one really important one, I can’t go there. So I write back with a rather simple “Happy New Year,” and I put my phone away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When he strolls into Gin Joint two days later, I do a double-take. I point at his face. “You have a beard.”

      He checks over his shoulder as if there’s someone behind him, then he pats his cheeks, his jaw, his chin. “What? I do?”

      I laugh at his antics. “Yes. Your face is covered in the stuff. Just thought you should know.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing somebody is telling me the truth. I wondered why everyone was staring at me.” He scrubs a hand across his facial hair. “What do you think?”

      I think he looks crazy hot. Manly and sexy. Good enough to kiss. And I can’t entirely hold back. As I wipe down the counter, I give a little shrug. “You’re hot, furry, and unfunny.”

      He arches a brow, studying me. “Is that so? You think I’m hot?”

      I lean forward, dropping my voice. “I thought that had already been established.”

      “It bears reestablishing occasionally. Or, even better, frequently. Turns out I rather enjoy it.” He offers me his chin. “Want to touch?”

      Those flutters? They skate down my arms, sizzling and hot. Maybe because there’s a bar separating us, maybe because I’m confident this won’t go anywhere beyond this simple little contact, I reach across and stroke his beard. It feels good, it feels right . . . It feels like touching him is something I’m supposed to do, and that terrifies me more than I expect.

      I pull my hand away and busy myself sorting glasses behind the counter. “Why did you grow it?”

      “I’m doing a column on beard grooming. I need to test the products.”

      “Will you keep it?”

      “The products?”

      I shoot him a you can’t be serious look. “The beard, silly.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. You want to test it one more time and see what you think I should do?”

      It’s like we’re talking about something else, talking around what’s happening between us. “You know, just for the column and all,” he adds.

      “Just for the column,” I lie as I stroke it again, touching him for no one but myself.

      He watches me the whole time.

      Then he stops, grabs my hand, and holds my wrist. “I saw my texts from New Year’s. I’m so sorry.”

      I’m taken aback. I wasn’t expecting an apology. I honestly wasn’t expecting him to mention it at all. “Why are you sorry?”

      “I didn’t realize what I was doing.”

      “You didn’t mean it?” I ask, then I wish I could take it back because I sound like a needy girl who requires reassurance.

      He meets my gaze, his eyes blazing. “Oh, I meant it. I meant it so fucking much.”

      All the air rushes from my lungs. It seems impossible to breathe when he’s just put that out there. “You did?”

      “I just didn’t mean to say it all. To make you feel uncomfortable.”

      I shake my head. “They didn’t make me feel uncomfortable.”

      He studies me, peering closely at my face. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive, Jason.”

      He heaves a sigh. “Even so, I won’t do it again. I’ll stick to the plan.”

      “Is there one? A plan?”

      His eyes twinkle a little bit. “The plan we’ve always had. The plan where we don’t act on the instant attraction.”
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      A week later, when we finish jujitsu class and step outside the studio, the evening has painted the sky with an orange glow. Snow has started to fall, white flakes floating down from the clouds.

      Truly sighs happily. “I love snow.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It always feels peaceful, but also possible. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Like anything can happen when it snows.”

      She meets my gaze, her eyes lighting up. “Yes. That’s exactly it. It feels like all sorts of incredible things can happen because of snow. Isn’t that strange?”

      I shake my head as we walk through the neighborhood. “No, I don’t think it’s strange. Snow is sort of inherently romantic. It makes it seem as if the city is slowing down. As if it’s draping a blanket over Manhattan and secrets are being told under it.”

      “I want to know Manhattan’s secrets,” she says wistfully.

      And I want to have secrets with her. I want to take her back to my place while it’s snowing and have all sorts of secrets that the weather will keep for us.

      “You know what I also like about snow?” she asks.

      “Tell me.”

      “Snowboarding. Weren’t we going to go? Do you want to get out of the city this weekend?”

      “Do I ever.”

      “We should invite Malone,” she suggests.

      But when she reaches out to him in our group chat, he says he can’t go because he’s busy.

      I’m more relieved than I thought possible. I don’t want to go snowboarding with Malone and Truly. I want to go snowboarding with her.

      So we make a plan to get away.

      As we drive toward the mountains in a rental car that weekend, we blast Rolling Stones and sing “Wild Horses” and then croon “Come Together” by the Beatles. We can’t resist belting out Eric Clapton’s “Layla” either.

      “Nothing is better than singing classic rock with you. Also, you get major points for having top-notch taste in music,” I say as we near the ski resort.

      She blows on her fingernails then rubs them against her chest. “I do have most excellent taste.”

      “If you had said you liked Ed Sheeran or Coldplay, I’d have had second thoughts about our friendship.”

      Her eyes go wide and playful. “News flash. I do like Ed Sheeran.”

      I cringe as if she’s said the worst thing in the world, because she kind of did. “I’m pretending you didn’t just say that.”

      She shrugs. “I love Ed.”

      I shake my head adamantly. “Nope. You don’t. You are a woman of the finest taste.”

      She shoots me a coy look. “I do have excellent taste.”

      And right now, I wish she’d act on that taste when it comes to the guy she’s snowboarding with.

      Except that can’t happen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we hit the slopes, I swear we’re a million miles away.

      We spend the day zipping up the chair lift and then zooming down the hills, hopped up on adrenaline and by the possibility that snow brings.

      After the final run, there’s no way we can drive back to New York City.

      As we head into the lodge, she says, “I guess we should stay the night.”

      “We should.”

      We reserve two rooms, and once we meet for dinner, it feels like everything’s about to change.
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      It’s just dinner.

      Steak and salad.

      Risotto and peas.

      It’s just what we do to feed ourselves, because we’re hungry after a day on the slopes.

      That’s all. It shouldn’t feel like a dinner date. It doesn’t feel like a dinner date. Or so I tell myself as I button my long-sleeved shirt then tuck it into my jeans.

      We have separate rooms, and I’m simply going down to meet a friend for dinner at the lodge. The cozy mountain lodge. The romantic, cozy mountain lodge with fireplaces everywhere.

      Fucking hell.

      As I walk downstairs from my second-floor room, I imagine I have blinders on, ignoring all these fireplaces. Besides, what’s so romantic about fireplaces anyway? They’re sooty and ashy, and they require a lot of upkeep. They make a place so damn hot that you’re sweating, and you have to take off your clothes.

      Oh.

      Yeah.

      That.

      It would be ridiculously fucking sexy if Truly took off her clothes because she was too hot.

      I better not think about that at all. That’s precisely why I can’t go there. She’s just one of the guys.

      I repeat this mantra over and over.

      Just one of the guys, just one of the guys, just one of the guys.

      But when she heads down the stairs wearing jeans, boots, and a bulky fisherman’s sweater, I gesture to the offending attire. “Would you like me to burn that sweater before or after dinner?”

      With wide eyes, she plucks at the material. “What’s wrong with my sweater?”

      I tap my chin. “Hmm, where to start? It’s bulky, for one.”

      She waves toward the windows, which are edged with frost. “It’s cold outside.”

      “It’s shapeless.”

      She shrugs. “So? Do you want me to show you my shape?”

      Don’t answer that.

      “It’s . . . well. Actually . . .” I slow my mouth down, because the sweater is perfect. It’s one of the least sexy things I’ve ever seen. “You’re just one of the guys in that sweater.”

      She gives me a strange, not-quite smile. “Gee, that’s what I’ve always wanted to be.” But then it turns to a full grin. “Actually, it’s good if you think of me as just one of the guys. We can keep focusing on the friendship.”

      Instead of on my texts about kissing her.

      We head into the restaurant, and the hostess seats us then hands us the menus. Candles flicker, so I continue my efforts to dismiss all notions of romance. “Why are candles romantic? They’re just fire hazards, if you think about it.”

      See? I’m all about friendship.

      She pats my arm. “Don’t worry, Jason. I have on the ugly sweater, and we have fire hazards. There’s not a chance this could be construed as romantic. But while we’re discussing clothes that should be burned, can we talk about that gray T-shirt of yours? The one with the holes in it?”

      I shoot her an inquisitive look. “I don’t own a holey shirt.”

      Her blue eyes twinkle. “Oh, but you do.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t.”

      She nods again. “You do. You wore it to spin class.”

      “I did?”

      Before she can respond, the waiter arrives and asks for our order. I opt for chicken, and she chooses pasta. And when he walks away, I arch a brow. “Where were the alleged holes in this T-shirt?”

      She pats my biceps. “Right here.”

      I lift a brow. “You were checking out my biceps. Admit it. You love my arms,” I say, then curse myself. That’s not guy-talk.

      She rolls her eyes. “I was not.”

      I flex my muscles, giving myself a break for a moment. “See? Pretty damn good, aren’t they?”

      She reaches out her hand and squeezes. “Yes, your arms are fabulous. Besides, why are you so upset about your holey shirt? You attacked my bulky sweater. I’ll attack your shirt.”

      “Fair play,” I say, leaning back in the chair, thoroughly enjoying our banter. I simply won’t make any more flirty remarks, nor any kissing ones. No way. No how. I’ve got this.

      We chat some more, about clothes that ought to be burned and food we don’t think should exist and mountains we want to snowboard on, and it’s friendly, with only a little bit of flirtation thrown in. Because I can’t help myself.

      And that seems to be par for the course with us.

      Just because I sent those texts doesn’t mean I’ll backslide again.

      Even though we’re at this supposedly romantic lodge.

      But I’m not worried. I haven’t even had anything to drink, and I keep it that way all through dinner.
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        * * *

      

      When the meal ends, I pay the bill, and Truly waves her hand in front of her face, fanning herself. “It’s soooo hot. These fireplaces are pretty damn strong.”

      Uh-oh.

      She reaches down and tugs off her sweater. I close my eyes for a second, hoping she’s not wearing something ridiculously sexy like a camisole. Do women even wear camisoles under bulky fisherman sweaters? I don’t know. If they don’t, maybe they should. Pretty women should just wear camisoles all the time.

      I open my eyes as she tugs her sweater over her head.

      My jaw falls open. She’s wearing . . . my holey gray T-shirt. I point that out, surprised. “You have on my T-shirt.”

      She looks down at the material. “Oh, this old thing? I was just going to burn it later.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You’ll do no such thing. That’s a very special T-shirt.”

      “Why is it such a special T-shirt? It’s full of holes.”

      “Well, why are you wearing it, then?”

      “Because you left it at my house after we did the spin class.”

      “And you held on to it. Admit it, you haven’t even washed it.”

      “Actually, I did wash it before this trip, and I brought it here to give back to you. And I thought it would be kind of funny to wear to dinner. But I was cold, so I put on the sweater. And now that you’ve said you hate my sweater, maybe I should just keep your shirt.”

      “Well, it does look fucking foxy on you,” I say, and yep, there’s some quicksand.

      “You think it looks foxy on me?” she asks as we exit the restaurant and head for the stairs.

      I eye her in her jeans, her boots, and my T-shirt, which only has one little hole in the arm. “Yeah,” I say, tracing the hole, touching a sliver of her skin. Seems my shoe is grazing that slope. “There’s just something incredibly sexy when a woman wears a man’s clothes.”

      She looks at me. “Why is that?”

      And here I go, one foot leaving solid ground. “I think it’s something about marking a woman. I guess it makes it feel like . . .” I stop myself. Am I really going to go here? Am I really going to say this?

      Evidently I’m sliding all the way. “It makes me feel like you’re mine. It makes it look like you tugged that on after I fucked you.”

      Apparently I don’t need champagne to loosen my lips.

      She stops at the top of the steps. “So does this T-shirt make something a foregone conclusion, then?”

      I stare at her, at this woman I’ve been wildly attracted to since I met her, at this woman who’s become my great friend and who is my best friend’s sister.

      But in this moment, she’s none of those things. She’s the woman I want to mark. She’s the woman I want to make mine. She’s the woman who I want to be wearing my clothes right after I fuck her.

      I reach for the hem of the shirt, tug her close, and say, “Yeah, I hope it does.” She’s inches from me, and this is the moment of truth. The moment before. We stare at each other, hovering on that edge where we can still step back and return to being friends.

      She’s just one of the guys, she’s just one of the guys, she’s just one of the guys.

      But she’s not one of the guys. She’s the woman I desperately want.

      One more tug, and then she steps forward into my arms and seals her lips to mine.

      It’s instant—I’m hotter than the fireplace. Flames flicker across my skin, blazing through my body. I slide a hand into her hair, bring her even closer, and slam my mouth to hers, kissing her fiercely, kissing her ferociously. I kiss her like it’s the thing I’ve wanted to do for years, because it is.

      We kiss deep and hard, without any pretense, without any build. We’re already there. We didn’t start at zero, but we went straight to sixty, and now we’re speeding along this highway of kissing—mouths ravenous, tongues exploring, hands everywhere.

      Her fingers slide along my arms, along my neck, into my hair, tugging and pulling. I’m lit up everywhere, crackling and sizzling with desire for her. I break the kiss and point in the general direction of the hallway. “Room. Now.”

      Before I know it, we’re inside her room, and I push her up against the door and strip off the T-shirt then tug down her jeans and underwear. Her hands move quickly, unbuttoning my shirt and pushing down my jeans too. I kiss her neck, inhaling her delicious, luscious scent.

      I thread a hand through her hair, look her in the eyes, and say, “You need to know I’ve wanted you since the first night I met you.”

      She nods savagely, panting. “God, I’m so incredibly attracted to you, it’s ridiculous.”

      I slam my pelvis against her, letting her feel what she does to me. “It’s insane.”

      She pushes down my briefs, grabs my ass, and pulls me closer. “Do you have a condom? Because if you do, it would be great if you could get it on and then get inside me right now.”

      That’s really all she needs to say.

      The hotel provides condoms, but I have one too. Not because I expected to have sex with her. But because a man should always be prepared. In a few seconds, I rip it open, roll it on, and then I position myself between her legs, rubbing the head against her slippery sweetness, savoring our heat. “Oh, you really do want to be fucked tonight.”

      She nods. “I really want you to fuck me.”

      I push inside her, heat shooting all over my body as I fill her. Rocking, stroking, and thrusting—all I think about is her and the sheer intensity of this moment. We’re like a wire stretched to its limit, and all the tension of the last few years snaps as we come together at last. She pants, and I groan. Our bodies collide, moving together in a powerful, intoxicating rhythm.

      She grabs at my hair, telling me, “Harder, faster, there, right there, now.”

      I do as instructed, giving the woman what she wants until she’s shouting my name and coming hard.

      We don’t stop there. I bring her to the couch and bend her over it. She offers up her body so deliciously, her ass in the air, lovely and succulent, and I want to bite it and smack it and kiss it. I bend down and nibble on her rear, then get right back inside her.

      She claws at the cushions and rocks back against me.

      “Use your fingers too,” she tells me.

      I groan in pleasure. “There’s nothing I love more than when a woman knows exactly what she wants.”

      “I know exactly what I want. I want you to make me come again.”

      This is too much. This is so fucking good. This is the way it should be. Open, honest, fierce. Passionate.

      I bring a hand between her legs and touch her where she wants me most until she goes flying again and I follow her there.

      We pant and moan, and it takes ages to come down.

      But we do, and I turn on the fireplace, bring her over to the couch, and pull her close.

      This time we’re a little slower, a little more deliberate, but it’s still just as delicious. And the next best part? We don’t dissect it. We don’t freak out. She doesn’t say anything like Oh, holy shit, we shouldn’t have done that. Instead she says, “I think that was a long time in the making.”

      “Years, I’d say.”

      Later, we move to the shower and we kiss more there, exploring each other. She moans and purrs like a cat. “Tonight exists in another world, doesn’t it?” she asks softly.

      “Yeah, it does. Let’s keep enjoying it, okay?”

      Once we’re out of the shower, I bring her to the bed. She is spectacular in all of her naked glory and I need to have her again. I kiss her all over. Her neck, her throat, her breasts, her belly. And then I spread her legs open, and I taste her delicious sweetness, drinking her pleasure on my tongue.

      She’s hot and wet and needy. She arches up against me, saying my name, asking for more, moaning and groaning and telling me not to stop.

      As if I would.

      I send her over the edge again, and then she sits up, straddles me, and grabs another condom. Just like that, she rides me hard, and it’s a gorgeous sight.

      This is one of those nights when you don’t want to sleep.

      When you spend the entire night fucking, and it’s exactly what an entire night of fucking should be.

      It is the best night ever.

      The only problem is the morning comes.
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      I squint.

      The sun blinds me.

      It streams through the window.

      Shining a light on last night.

      On tangled sheets. Condom wrappers. Clothes strewn on the floor.

      Awareness slams into me.

      “Malone would kill us,” I say, worry gripping my chest.

      “Yeah, he would,” Jason seconds.

      Only, that’s not entirely true. I don’t think my brother would hate us. I don’t even know how upset he would be.

      But I’m upset. Because I’ve done something I swore I’d never do. I’ve broken a promise to myself and a promise I made to others. I can’t let something like that happen again, no matter how much I want Jason. “Can we agree that last night was amazing?”

      “It was incredible.”

      “But it can’t happen again,” I say.

      He sits, nodding reluctantly. “I agree. It can’t happen again.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      “Did you think I would feel otherwise?”

      “No, I’m glad you feel the same. We have to go back to being just friends, Jason.”

      “Yeah. This was just a lapse . . . We were away for the day. We weren’t in New York. It was the snow—blame it on the snow.”

      I laugh. “We can definitely blame it on the snow. And those fireplaces.”
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        * * *

      

      We drive back to Manhattan, and it’s as if the night rewinds like a roll of film.

      We reenact the drive up, singing along to the Rolling Stones and the Beatles and remaking the fabric of our friendship.

      By the time we arrive in New York City, last night is just a memory.

      “I think we did it. We’re the textbook case for friends getting caught up in the moment and then returning to the friend zone,” I say.

      He offers a hand to high-five. “We are definitely back in the friend zone.” And that’s where we stay for the next six months, until the night he walks into my bar with a proposition…

      

      JASON AND TRULY’S STORY CONTINUES IN INSTANT GRATIFICATION, available everywhere.
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