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      I’m sitting on my bed in my dorm room, cleaning out my desk to start the packing process. Tomorrow, I will be graduating and done with college. The thought excites me to no end. I mean, no more tests, no more term papers, no more early mornings and races to the coffee cart on my way to class. Tomorrow, I will be a college graduate!

      As I look around my room that’s decorated with pictures of me and my friends from my time at college, I feel a little sad to be putting this chapter of my life behind me. It was a lot of work, but I did have some fun times. At least these last few years I knew what day-to-day life would look like. After tomorrow, I have no idea. It’s like a big blank chalkboard. I have no idea what I’m doing other than going back home with my mom after graduation. From there, I get to settle back into my old room while I apply for jobs and figure out my future.

      Figure out my future.

      Man, I can’t even explain how badly those words scare me. I’m terrified that I will get hired on some place only to find out that I don’t have what it takes. Then these last few years will have been nothing but a waste. Not only that, but the money that my mom spent on my college is wasted too. Good money that she worked hard for. Money that she could’ve used to re-roof the house instead of taking out a loan. Guilt eats at me, but it also pushes me forward. I can’t fail. I won’t fail.

      I take a drawer out of my desk and shake it over the empty box on my bed, too lazy to actually go through it and throw shit away. My phone rings and when I see Carson’s name flashing on the screen, I drop the drawer onto my bed and answer it as quickly as I can.

      “Hey, you,” I say, full of energy and excitement.

      “Hi, sweetheart. What are you up to?” he asks in his thick, deep, raspy voice. His voice has always sent shivers down my spine. Goosebumps prickle my skin every time I hear it.

      “Oh, you know. Cleaning out my desk and packing my whole life into a box. You?”

      He ignores my question and instead focuses on me. “That’s right. Tomorrow is the big day. Are you nervous?”

      I shrug out of habit to getting this question. “I’m not nervous about the concept of graduating, but I am nervous about what comes after it.”

      “What do you mean? Going back home?”

      “Yeah, that and having to figure out the rest of my life. I’m just scared that I’ll fail and let everyone down, you know?”

      “Not possible.”

      I snort and that makes him laugh.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to listen to me, but you have to know that you’ve never been able to let any of us down. Not me. Not your mom.”

      “Well, now I know that isn’t true,” I tease as I feel my face warm from his compliment.

      He laughs. “When have you ever let us down?”

      “How about that time that we got hammered and you had to throw me over your shoulder and carry me into the house even though I was puking down your back?”

      He laughs at the memory. “That wasn’t your proudest moment, but neither of us were let down then either.”

      “I don’t know. I seem to remember a very long, boring conversation with my mother the next day as she forced me to eat the world’s greasiest bacon and eggs.”

      He laughs again and it makes my stomach muscles tighten as need for him floods my entire body. “Actually, I’m pretty proud of you for that. You beat the town drunk at a shots contest. You’re my hero. Have I told you that lately?” he teases as his laughter fills my ears.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say, not feeling like a hero to anyone. “I didn’t accomplish anything that night but getting wasted, dancing on a table, losing my bra somehow, and then puking down your back as you carried me to the house. You shouldn’t have picked me up over your shoulder like that. All that pressure on my stomach forced all the alcohol up.”

      He chuckles. “You lost your bra because you weren’t just dancing on that table. You were stripping, or at least attempting to. And I had to pick you up like that. You refused to come in the house.”

      I gasp. “You never told me that!”

      “What? That you refused to come in the house?”

      “No, that I was stripping!”

      He laughs. “How else would you have lost your bra? You actually tried to recreate that scene in Flashdance,” he says, the words tumbling out of his mouth in a fit of laughter.

      “I don’t know. I thought I was about to get lucky with some cute guy or something,” I say, but actually, in my messed-up, drunk-out-of-my-mind head, I thought that maybe Carson and I let things get out of hand. That he was the one who took my bra off and I thought that maybe he kept it as a little souvenir.

      He laughs harder. “If you think I would’ve let you go off with some guy when you were that wasted, you have another thing coming.”

      My face heats up with embarrassment when I think about how everyone was at that party my senior year and how they’ve all now seen me topless. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

      “I tried. I did. It was just a little too late. I walked outside by the pool. There was music going and a big crowd gathered around the table. So I walked closer and that’s when I saw what everyone was looking at and cheering for. You! You were up there dancing and your shirt was coming off. Then as I was squeezing my way through the crowd to get to you, you saw me, smirked, and started to take your bra off under your shirt, shouting, ‘I’m Jennifer Beals!’ It’s like you were trying to make me lose my mind. You got it off and swung it around your head, then threw it into the crowd. I grabbed you and your bra that you flung on the table shortly after and pulled you out of there.”

      I shake my head at myself with my eyes closed. Now that he mentions it, the memory resurfaces.

      I’m on the table, dancing to the music as a crowd grows around me. I’m drunk out of my mind. My vision is blurring and everything seems to be blending together, but I feel like a superstar up on this table with everyone crowding around me. They’re all hooting and hollering and cheering me on.

      “Take it off!” someone in the crowd yells and I think, why not?

      My hands find the bottom of my shirt and start to pull it off then decide to take my bra off instead. The cheers grow louder as I let the material drop from between my fingers. It falls to my feet on top of the table. I sway my hips from side to side and wiggle my shoulders to make my breasts jiggle. Even more cheers.

      Well, I wanted to get Carson’s attention. I guess this is one way to do it.

      As I dance, I think about how this is something I would never do before. And I mean NEVER!! But ever since Carson left for college a few years ago, a space has been growing between us that was never there before. He’s moved on without me. Forgot me. He’s got some snobby girlfriend now and I’m jealous in every way possible. Luckily for me, he came home to visit his family and she was too busy to come. I have to make him see that I’m the girl he’s supposed to be with. Not her.

      “Strip, honey!” someone yells.

      Carson comes into view and I see his blue eyes flash angrily to the side at whoever told me to strip. But hey, maybe if I show some skin, he will get a little jealous and realize his true feelings. This is my chance to show him I’m not that nice girl he’s always known. I’m a woman now, with needs. I reach behind me and unclasp my bra. The straps fall from my shoulders and Carson’s eyes land on mine. I can read the message he’s sending me.

      Don’t you fucking dare.

      But I don’t listen and he knows that about me. The bra falls and I catch it in one hand by the strap. I spin it around with my hand and let go. It goes flying into the crowd. In the same instant, I feel like I’m falling. But then I look up and see that I haven’t fallen. I’m in his arms. My chest pressed to his as he carries me through the crowd and out the back of the privacy fence. He presses my back against the wood and our eyes lock. His are so heated it looks like fire burning within them.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks, low, quiet.

      I wet my lips. “Having fun,” I reply.

      “You think it’s fun to show your body to every drunk guy that begs to see it?”

      Wait? He doesn’t like it? Usually, from what I can remember right now, he would have been one of those drunk guys out there cheering a girl on. Then he would have pulled her down and taken her up to a room so he could enjoy her himself. I’ve seen it happen! Why isn’t he doing it now? What’s so different with me?

      “No, I just…”

      “Just what, Felicity?” he asks, and it’s only now I can see the anger on his face.

      “I just wanted to have fun. I wanted you to have fun.”

      “Watching you degrade yourself isn’t what I consider fun, Felicity. You’re drunk. I’m taking you home,” he says, forcing my shirt back over my head. I have no choice but to put my arms through. When I do, he latches on to one of them, then drags me around the house and to his car.

      My eyes open and lock on a picture I still haven’t packed. It’s sitting on the corner of my desk. His smiling face stares back at me.

      “I forgot all about that,” I say, embarrassed all over again.

      “Ah, it was a long time ago. I’m sure nobody remembers.”

      “You do,” I point out. “That’s bad enough.”

      He laughs. “Just another fun memory I have of you.” I can hear his smile.

      “Fun memory? Ha! If I remember correctly, you weren’t having fun. You were pissed!”

      “Hell yeah, I was. All my friends were drooling all over you. You’ve been mine since you were seven years old. I wasn’t going to let them see you like that.”

      I smile at his overprotectiveness. I’m his? And I have been since we met when I was seven? My heart starts racing with that thought. I’m his. His.

      “Anyway,” he says, stealing my thoughts. “I thought I’d just give you a call and wish you luck tomorrow.”

      “You’re coming home too, right?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Carson Lee Wells, you promised!” I remind him.

      He laughs. “I know, I know. And yes, I’m coming home too.”

      I can finally breathe. I can’t imagine going back home and not having him there. “Good, and don’t forget, you owe me for missing my graduation.”

      He chuckles lightly. It’s a deep sound that I can feel in my bones. “I promise, I’ll show you a good time to make up for it.”

      Tingles flood my body when I hear about him promising me a good time. I wonder what that could mean. “Okay, I’ll see you soon, then.”

      “Soon you soon, sweetheart.”

      “Bye,” I say, and I hear the click of his phone hanging up.

      I let out a sigh as I get up and move over to my bed. I throw myself back, dreaming of his face. His blue eyes and the way they seem to cut right through me, making my heart skip a beat. The sharpness of his jaw and his defined cheekbones. That little dimple in his chin and the two that appear on his cheeks when he really smiles. They only come out if the smile in genuine. If it’s forced, they don’t make an appearance. I close my eyes and picture him standing before me. His tall, muscular body is twice the size of mine. I can see myself running my hands through his short dark hair, over his neck and collarbones, over his pecs and down to his narrow waist where I can unfasten his jeans.

      Stop! No good can come from this. If Carson wanted you, he had plenty of chances as we were growing up. We met when I was seven and he was ten. We became friends, then teenagers together. We went through the awkward phase together. I stood back and watched him date girl after girl; every time he introduced me as Felicity, she’s like my kid sister. Every time, it broke my heart because even at seven years old, I was completely in love with him.

      I’ve been waiting for my chance with him. I thought starting college would make him see me as the woman I am and not some little girl who tags along everywhere he goes. I thought that if I showed him how much I had grown that night my senior year, he would finally see. But he didn’t. He didn’t see anything but a child misbehaving. He rescued me. I only wish I could have done the same for him.

      Sleep finds me quickly even though I don’t mean to nod off, but the stress of finals has worn me down. Being warm, comfy, and thinking about Carson though, it pulls me into a warm happy place. Our childhood.

      “Hi, I’m Felicity,” I say, coming to a stop in front of the new boy who just moved in next door.

      He looks at me with his brows pulled together. “I’m Carson. Hey, are there any boys in this neighborhood to play with?” he asks as he spins around to pick up his bike that’s lying in the grass at my feet.

      I shake my head, feeling my pigtails slapping the sides of my head. “Nope, no kids. Just me.” I smile proudly, happy that I finally have a friend to play with.

      He scoffs. “That figures.”

      I frown and cross my arms over my chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He looks up at me. “How old are you?”

      “Seven and a half,” I say matter-of-factly. “I’m the oldest and tallest kid in my first grade class.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “That’s my point. I’m ten. I’m in fourth grade. A fourth grader and a first grader can’t play together. I’m too old.” With that, he pushes off on his bike and rides away, down the sidewalk.

      I sigh, sad to see my new friend leave. Well, I guess he’s not exactly my friend yet, but I hope he will be. There’s nobody else here to play with. He’ll get bored eventually and I’ll be there.

      With that thought, I smile to myself as I picture his dark hair, blue eyes, and goofy smile with his crooked teeth. As I walk back across the yard to play by myself, I think of him. I wonder if he’ll let me count the freckles on his nose. I have thirteen. I bet he has more. I wonder if I can make shapes out of them like I do with the clouds. My freckles aren’t close enough together to make anything out of, but he seems to have a lot. If I can look at them long enough, I bet I can see a square or star or maybe even a heart.
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      I hang up the phone and let it fall to my side on the couch. I lean my head back and stare up at the TV screen as I bring my scotch glass to my lips and take a sip. The alcohol goes down smoothly and I expect it to wash away all thoughts of her, but it doesn’t. Instead, I think of that time she came to visit me in college. She was a senior in high school, and I was a junior in college.

      I open the door to my small apartment and there she is, bright-eyed like always and smiling from ear to ear. I don’t hesitate, I just wrap my arms around her and pull her against me for a rib-crushing hug.

      “It’s about time you got here. I was about to start calling every hospital along the way to make sure you didn’t drive yourself off a bridge or something.”

      She giggles. “You worry too much. You know that?”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s what you always say,” I reply, setting her on her feet and pulling her into my apartment. “So, what did your mom have to say about this?” I take her bag and toss it onto the couch as I turn to inspect her face.

      She smiles. “She thinks it’s great that we get to see each other again. She knows you’ll keep your eye on me. Plus, I think she’s hoping this place grows on me so I’ll stay close to home instead of going across the country for college next fall.” She flops down onto the couch and I go to take a seat next to her.

      “Have you put any thought into where you want to go?”

      She shrugs. “I’m still debating. It all just depends.”

      I’m about to ask her what it depends on, but someone else knocks on my door and I have to get up to answer it. It’s my buddy, Tray. He doesn’t wait for me to invite him in. He just walks right past me and turns in a circle to face me.

      “Dude, get ready. There’s a crazy party going on.”

      I shake my head. “Not tonight, man. I got company.” I motion toward Felicity who’s still sitting on the couch.

      He turns and looks at her. “Ohhhh, well, you don’t need a party. You already caught you one for the night.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “This is Felicity. My friend from back home. I’m showing her around the campus this weekend. She’s going to college in the fall.”

      “Oh, you’re that Felicity,” he says, turning to shake her hand.

      “The one and only,” she says, shaking his outstretched hand. “Or the only one that matters anyway,” she adds on, making him laugh.

      He looks back at me. “I like her.”

      “Everyone does,” I say, joking.

      “So, if you two aren’t…you know, come to the party. Bring her. The parties are half the college experience.”

      “No,” I start, but she cuts me off.

      “Yes! Party! Let’s do it. I haven’t been to a good party yet this year.”

      “No, no way. Your mom would kill me, and since when have you ever partied, little Miss Goody Two-Shoes?” I point out. I can see her brow furrow; she always hates when I call her that but it’s the truth. Lately it seems like she’s on some kick trying to get rid of the moniker.

      “So we just won’t tell her,” she argues. “Come on, Carson. I’ve been driving all day. I need to let loose. Please,” she says, getting herself up onto her knees on the couch. She looks up at me with pleading eyes. Fuck. Why do I want her so badly? Seeing her like this, begging me for something on her knees, all I can see is making mascara run down her cheeks as she takes me deeper and deeper into that mouth of hers. But. That. Can’t. Happen.

      No, this is Felicity after all. The little girl who followed me everywhere. The girl who chased off more shitty girlfriends than I can count. This is the girl I have to protect at all costs.

      I shake the dirty thoughts from my head and say, “Alright, we’ll go for a little bit. And no drinking!” I tell her as I point my finger in her direction.

      “Fine,” she agrees, showing me her palms.

      A little while later, we walk into the party and it seems like every guy here has his sights set on her. “Hey, Carson. Who’s your friend?” Dan asks, motioning toward Felicity.

      I wrap my arm around her and pull her to my side. “This is my friend from back home. Her name is Felicity.”

      “Nice to meet you. Can I get you a drink?” he asks her.

      “No,” I jump in and answer for her.

      Her eyes cut toward me, but I narrow mine on her and she backs down.

      This seems to be the pattern for the evening. Guys come up to her and I chase them off. She seems annoyed at first, then just learns to accept it. I have a few drinks and start hanging out and talking with the guys. That’s when she decides to go off in search of a bathroom. I let her go, thinking she can’t get into much trouble in there, but about forty-five minutes later, I remember that I’m supposed to be watching her and she still isn’t back.

      I break away from the guys and go in search of her. After checking out most of the rooms, I find her in the kitchen with another guy. I don’t know him but they’re standing awfully close to one another and they both have a shot glass in their hands. She’s laughing at something he’s saying and he’s eating it up.

      I grab ahold of her arm and pull her toward me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “What? I was just talking with Chris,” she says, lifting her shot glass up and swallowing back the liquid.

      “You’re not supposed to be drinking. You’re under age,” I point out.

      She rolls her green eyes. “Oh, like you didn’t drink before you turned twenty-one?”

      I shake my head. “This isn’t about me. I’m responsible for you this weekend. If your mom finds out, she’ll have my balls. And what the hell has gotten into you?”

      She giggles. “Look, the damage is done. Can’t we just relax and have some fun?”

      I shoot her a glare, but she bats those fucking lashes at me again and I can’t say no.

      “Please? Just a little longer and you can drag me out of here if you want.”

      “Only if you promise me one thing,” I say.

      “Anything. Name it!”

      “No guys. You can drink and hang out, but no guys. No making out. No going upstairs. Got it?” I ask, giving her my death glare. “If you end up knocked up, it’s not going to get traced back to this weekend.”

      She flinches at the harsh words, but I didn’t know how else to put it. Clearly her hooking up with someone would anger me, but it’s not for the reasons she thinks. She thinks I’m just looking out for her. But really, I can’t stand to think of another man touching her. She’s mine and always has been.

      “Deal,” she agrees, and I release her arm.

      That seems like so long ago. I feel like I’m a completely different person now. In a way, I guess I am. I’m no longer a college student who is desperately working to get a degree to get a job to support myself. Back then, I knew that there would be no help for me, so I made sure I put forth the effort I needed to do what I needed to do. Now, I’m set. I did the work, I got the degree, I landed the job, I got the life I wanted. But something is missing. It’s her. She’s always been by my side before. These last few years of living separately haven’t been easy. I find myself constantly thinking of her, trying to replace her in some way. All the women I date somehow seem to remind me of her—I know, it’s fucked up and my therapist would agree. Things could have been so much different if I wasn’t so damn stupid. But I pushed her away that night, the night of the party.

      I never should have made that deal with her. Now she’s wasted and even though she’s holding up her end of the bargain, that doesn’t mean that the guys haven’t stopped coming up to her. Jealously is eating me alive as I watch her talk with guy after guy.

      Her long cinnamon-brown hair is in bouncy curls and her green eyes that can light up a room are bloodshot. She’s happy and smiling, laughing at all the stupid shit these guys are saying, and here I am, drunk, alone, and jealous.

      Tired of throwing my own pity party, I get up and walk up to her. “Are you ready to go? It’s getting late and I think we’re both pretty hammered.”

      Her green eyes, that remind me so much of glowing emeralds, land on mine. Her thick, glistening lips turn up in a smile. “Well, I am having a lot of fun with your friends here, but I think I could have just as much fun with you alone at your place.”

      I get the double meaning there and it makes my dick twitch with excitement, even though I would never allow it. “Alright, sweetheart. Let’s get out of here then.” I hold out my arm and she laces hers through it. I lead us out of the party and out of the house. Luckily, the party isn’t a far walk from my place so we pass by my car and instead opt to walk for a safer option.

      The night is warm for being early fall and the leaves on the trees are falling and bunch up on the sides of the sidewalk. Every few steps, I hear the crunch under our feet, and it reminds me of raking the leaves together as kids, only to jump in them.

      “Thanks for showing me a good time,” she says, stealing me from my thoughts.

      I smile. “Well, you didn’t give me much of a choice, now did you?” I smirk in her direction.

      She laughs and shrugs one shoulder. “You could’ve said no.”

      “I did say no; you just argued until you got your way.”

      Her smile widens but her feet stop moving. “Hey, I didn’t say I’d give up. You just give up too easy.”

      I laugh. “Well, it’s kind of hard when you beg and bat your lashes at me like that.”

      She wets her lips and the action draws my eyes to them. I quickly look back up and meet her intense gaze. The green only seems to be lighting up the darkness. “You know, I’m not a child anymore. I can take care of myself, right?”

      I shake my head slightly. “No, you’re not a little girl anymore, but that doesn’t mean that I’ll ever stop protecting you.”

      “Why do you feel the need to protect me? I know what I want and I’m prepared for the consequences.”

      “You know what you want?” I ask, all amusement gone. She’s never been one to make up her mind. She’s always back and forth.

      She nods. “I do know what I want, Carson, and I always have.” After that sentence leaves her lips, she presses them against mine.

      At first, I’m shocked and I don’t know what to do. I mean, this is Felicity after all. The girl I’ve sworn to protect, even from myself. All I’ll do is take her down with me. But then again, this is Felicity, the girl who has been running around my mind more and more these last few years. The girl who’s somehow grown into a woman, a sexy-as-fuck woman who’s teased me without even knowing it. I have to stop this, but there’s no rule that says when I have to stop it. I can enjoy it a little while, savor it. I mean, if nothing else, I’ll blame it on the drinking.

      Her tongue pushes past my lips and I open for her. Her tongue touches mine and it’s like being struck by lightning. Suddenly, every nerve ending is on fire, every muscle hard and prepared to take her away, someplace close by so I can finally have my way with her.

      My hands move up to cup her cheeks as I deepen the kiss. Her hands fist into my shirt, pulling me closer as our kiss grows deeper and more urgent. All I can think about is that party I went to back home, the one where I found her stripping on the table. I thought for sure I was going to prison or the morgue that night. Either because I was going to kill myself trying to get to her or because I was going to take every fucking guy on that looked at her.

      There’s a lamp post nearby and I walk her backward a few steps and press her back to it. My hand falls down to her hip and I pick up one of her legs and hitch it up over my hip. I press my hips into her, and she lets out a soft moan into my mouth. My body is alive and feels as though it’s been set on fire. It’s like I’m burning up from the inside out. I reach between us and unzip my coat, suddenly too hot but not hot enough to pull me out of this moment or make me stop. No, the street is mostly dead. It’s dark. I could fuck her right here on the sidewalk right now and I bet nobody would notice or be around to see it. So, what’s stopping me? She’s perfect. I’ve wanted her for years. She seems to want me too. Or maybe she’s just drunk. That’s enough right there. This thing between me and her, it’s too much. It’s too much to think about when we’re sober. So that means neither of us can wrap our heads around it right now. Plus, she’s only eighteen. Has she even had sex yet? I can’t be the one to take it, can I? If I stop and ask these questions, I know it will kill the moment between us.

      And that’s what we need. We need an out. A way to undo these last few minutes and keep moving on the way we should. I pull back and break the kiss. I allow her leg to slide back down until her foot is on the ground.

      “We can’t do this, Felicity.”

      Her eyes lock on mine.

      “We’ve been drinking. This never should have happened. I’m sorry,” I say, pulling away completely.

      Felicity is different from the rest. Of all the women I’ve been with, none of them have been like her. None of them knew the perfect words to say when I needed them. None of them could stop me from doing something stupid with one look. None of them could get under my skin, like her. She’s been the only one in my life who’s had any power over me. Before I didn’t know how to stop things from changing between us. Now, I don’t want to stop them. All I know is that I’ve been hoping and praying that nothing has changed.
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      “I’m so proud of your honey,” Mom says on our drive home from the airport. The ceremony was at noon today. It was just a small one since I graduated in the off semester. My school is one of the only colleges that does two ceremonies a year. From there, we packed up my stuff and took it to a shipping company to have it shipped back to the house. Then we hopped a flight from South Carolina to St. Louis, Missouri. From St Louis, we have to drive. But it’s only about an hour-and-a-half drive home.

      “I know, Mom,” I reply, glancing over at her before looking down at the phone in my hands, wishing that Carson would call or text or something. But I guess since he’s coming home too, he’s probably busy with driving from Chicago to Benton, Illinois, our hometown.

      “I know I’ve said it a dozen times since this morning, but I just want to make sure you understand how proud of you I am. I mean, you’re my only child, to get to see you graduate, it is…” She lets out a sigh. “It’s the proudest moment of my life. I can only hope that I’ll be around to see you get married and have children.”

      I laugh. “God, Mom. You make it sound like you’re dying.”

      She laughs. “Oh, you know what I mean.”

      “Well, I’m in no hurry to settle down anytime soon. I have to stay focused and keep momentum. I have to get a job and figure out my life.”

      “Oh, you have all of the time in the world. There’s no rush for any of that.”

      “I can’t be the adult daughter who lives with her mother forever.”

      “What’s your plans for tonight? You got plans to meet up with any of your old friends?”

      I shrug. “Just Carson. We’re supposed to hang out, but I have no idea what we’re going to do yet.”

      She smiles. “I was just talking to his parents yesterday.”

      “His mom and his stepdad, Mom. Not parents,” I point out on his behalf.

      She waves a hand through the air. “You know what I mean. They didn’t mention him coming home this weekend. He doesn’t come home often, you know?”

      “I do know, and I’m sure they didn’t mention it because it’s none of your business,” I joke. She’s always been such a busybody.

      She gasps. “What? It’s not like I was prodding them for information.”

      I laugh. “I’m just joking, Mom. But maybe he hadn’t told them yet or maybe he’s planning on staying at a hotel and not seeing them. You know how rocky their relationship is.”

      She nods. “I know, but at some point, they’re going to have to let all of that go. Connie is a wonderful lady and Jack, he’s a good man.”

      “Sure, what you know of them.” That’s not fair; his mom is a wonderful lady and I haven’t had to deal with Jack much, but what I’ve learned, he seems okay enough. “It’s just that his parents’ divorce took a toll on him. And then even after, they kept using him as a pawn in their game. He doesn’t have the best relationship with either of them.”

      “Well, he turned out okay, so there’s that.”

      “He turned out okay because he’s strong and smart. He put in the work he needed to do to get to where he is. It has very little to do with either of his parents or his stepfather.” I don’t know why I’m getting so annoyed with this conversation. It has nothing to do with me, but I remember his parents’ divorce was one of the key things that built our relationship as kids. He was always outside, trying to escape their yelling and fighting. That drove him right to me, the girl next door.

      “Why are you sitting out here all alone for?” I ask as I sit at his side on the curb.

      He shrugs, and we’re so close, when his shoulder lifts up and falls, it rubs against mine.

      “Parents fighting again?” I ask, and he nods. “At least you have parents to fight. I only got my mom.”

      “I’d rather have one happy parent than two miserable ones,” he says, seeming wise beyond his years.

      I guess he does have a point there. I don’t reply as I divert my eyes to the street in front of us, watching as our neighbor’s cat lounges in the warm road due to no traffic in our small town.

      “Well, you want to sit here pouting or you want to do something fun?”

      He looks at me from the corner of his eyes. “What do you want to do?” he breathes out.

      I stand up excitedly but try to hold it off in fear of scaring him away. “Let’s go explore the woods behind the house. Maybe we can find a dead body or something.”

      He snorts but stands up too. “I’d rather do that than have a tea party or whatever you little girls like to do.” We both start walking toward the tree line behind our houses.

      Every day after that, we spend our time in the woods, hiking, talking, laughing, playing hide and seek, and climbing trees. The forest, it’s our happy place. Nobody can touch us out here.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re home,” Mom says, shaking my shoulder.

      I open my eyes and see that we’re parked in front of our single-story brick home. There’s a slight glow shining out the living room window and the porch light is on, ready to greet us.

      “Who shoveled the driveway?” I ask.

      “I pay Mrs. Taylor’s grandson thirty dollars to do it; he always does the sidewalk too.”

      “Damn, inflation is crazy.” I shake my head, remembering when Carson and I would walk around asking neighbors if we could shovel their driveway for ten dollars. And we had to split that!

      I yawn and undo my seat belt before opening the door and climbing out into the crunch of fresh snow. Mom pops the trunk and gets out the bag of clothing I packed and leads the way to the door. I look up at the Christmas lights that run along the railing of the house and smile; she still uses the big colored ones that are currently set to chase one another in a specific pattern. I used to always want them on the setting that looked like a strobe light, but my mom told me it was obnoxious for the neighbors and people driving by. I’m still partially asleep and trudging toward the door when Carson’s mom comes walking off her porch.

      “Felicity, is that you?”

      “It’s me, Mrs. Hamilton,” I reply, my feet coming to a stop on their journey.

      “Look at you!” she says, stepping into the brightness from the outside porch light. “I haven’t seen you in years. You look so grown up,” she says, pulling me in for a tight hug.

      “You look amazing, yourself, Mrs. Hamilton. How’s Jack doing?”

      She releases me and waves a hand through the air as if to say, you know men. “Does Carson know you’re coming home? I just got off the phone with him a few minutes ago. He should be arriving any minute.”

      I nod. “He knows.”

      She smiles, nudging my shoulder. “That must be the reason for his visit.”

      I want to say duh, but I don’t. I just shrug and offer up a smile.

      “Well, you better go get freshened up.” She practically shoos me off.

      Mom smiles and hands me the keys to the house and my bag of clothes. I let myself in while they stand around and talk. I drop her keys on the table by the door, then walk through the living room; everything still looks exactly the same. I set my bag down and walk over to the Christmas tree, bending down to plug it in. I can smell the pine needles and I smile; Mom still refuses to ever get a fake tree. I stand there for a moment, basking in the glow of the warm lights as I finger one of the ornaments. It’s shaped to look like a snowman with a frame in the center of it. The picture is me at two years old in a giant puffy snowsuit out on the front lawn. I take a moment to look at few of the other ornaments. I wish Mom had waited to decorate the tree until I got home; it was always one of my favorite traditions with her. We’d order pizza, put on Christmas Vacation, and decorate the tree. I sigh, picking up my bag again and heading down the hallway toward my old bedroom.

      The door opens easily and when I step inside, I flip on the light. The room smells like fresh laundry so I guess Mom must have washed the bedding. The cream-colored carpet looks soft and clean, but I guess that’s what happens when a room is no longer used on a daily basis anymore. The pink walls are still covered in my posters and pictures I hung years ago. Above my bed is a poster of Mario Lopez. He’s shirtless and flexing while looking directly at the camera. I remember Carson hating that poster when he came to visit from college; the memory makes me laugh.

      Carson just stopped by and it’s the first time he’s been here since leaving for college five months ago. I lead him to my room so we can just sit and hang out. I open my bedroom door and he follows me in, but he stops dead in his tracks when his eyes land on the poster above my bed.

      “What the fuck is that?” he asks, starting at it, completely frozen.

      I look at the poster with a smile. “Uh, Mario Lopez, duh. Don’t mind him. He’s just working out,” I joke.

      He rolls his eyes he moves to sit at my desk while I sit on the bed. “Why is he there? Seems weird.”

      I laugh. “Shut up. It’s just a poster. He’s there because I like to know he’s watching me,” I tease.

      He makes a fake gagging sound. “Seriously, it’s creepy. I think you should take it down.”

      I roll my eyes. “Seriously with the jealousy? We all know you don’t want a real guy around me, so you’re just going to have to settle with a poster.”

      This time he rolls his eyes. “No, seriously. I feel like he’s watching me. It’s like the Mona Lisa. No matter where I go, his eyes are following me.”

      I smile. “I know. I kind of like it.”

      He shakes his head. “You really are a freak, aren’t you?”

      “You can’t be the only guy in my fantasies, Carson.”

      He laughs but he thinks I’m joking. Really, Mario Lopez doesn’t stand a chance against Carson. I’d rather have him any day of the week. “Anyway, what have you been up to lately?”

      I lie back on the bed and notice the way his eyes watch me. This is way better than the poster. “Nothing much. Greg and I have been—” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “Greg? Greg Warren?” he questions.

      I nod. “That’s the one. Why?”

      “You’re dating Greg? My friend Greg?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I mean, I wouldn’t call it dating as much as hanging out and stuff, but—”

      He goes flying out of his seat and starts pacing. “You’re sleeping with Greg?”

      “What? No, we’re not sleeping together. At least, not yet. We’re just…you know, going out, making out, exploring our options and each other’s bodies. With our hands!” I emphasize, highly exaggerating what it is I’ve actually done with Greg. In reality, I’ve never done much of anything besides hold hands and a kiss here and there. “Nothing else. No sex. Why is this bothering you? Seriously, you still act like I’m a little girl sometimes, Carson. I’m almost eighteen.”

      He shakes his head. “I know how old you are; I just don’t think you should be screwing around with Greg or doing anything with him for that matter. What’s he even doing here? Didn’t he go off to college?”

      I shake my head. “He didn’t get in anywhere. He’s going to the community college.”

      He snorts. “Oh, well, that’s great. Way to go, Felicity. Set your sights real high there, didn’t you?”

      “Hey, what’s your problem, Carson?”

      I shake the thoughts from my head. That was the last day that the two of us talked about my dating life or “sex” life at all. Every plan I have at making him see me as a woman and not some little girl always backfires. I was just thinking that maybe if he knew that I had some experience under my belt, he’d be more inclined to see me as the woman I am, or in that case, was. But my plans never work on him. I guess in his eyes, I’m forever stuck as still being little Felicity from next door. They always talk about that fantasy of the girl next door but what they don’t tell you is, that’s the friend zone and the only thing harder than getting out of the friend zone is getting out of paying taxes. That really dampers my mood and excitement I had for tonight.

      I change out of my sweats and hoodie and pull on a pair of ripped up skinny jeans, not practical in an Illinois winter but hey, they make my ass look like a damn peach. I slide my feet back into my white Converse and grab a gray off-the-shoulder sweater from my bag. I pull my hair out of its bun and it falls around me in soft dark curls. I grab my dry shampoo and spray the hell out of it, giving it that sexy, I don’t care look. I examine my face in the mirror. My makeup is still done from graduation today, so I just touch up my under-eye area and add some fresh mascara and lip gloss. I grab my favorite perfume and dab it on a few pressure points: my neck, wrists, and down between my cleavage. Then I turn around to gather up my phone and purse.

      A knock comes at the door and I spin around, expecting to see my mom, but it’s Carson walking through my door. I look him up and down quickly and my mouth instantly waters. He’s still just as tall as I remember him and maybe even more muscular than before. His biceps look like they’re about to rip through the navy crew neck sweater he’s wearing. His dark hair is short on the back and sides, the top a little longer and styled neatly. His blue eyes land on mine and they light up. I run across the room, throwing myself in his arms. I wrap my own tightly around his neck and my legs around his hips. He squeezes me against him, and I feel how hard and strong his chest is against my own.

      “Damn, I missed you, sweetheart,” he says into my hair.

      “I missed you too,” I reply, squeezing him as hard as I can. I smell a faint touch of cologne and it makes me tingle. He no longer wears the cheap aerosol body sprays he used to hose himself down with in high school; this scent smells expensive.

      After a long moment of hugging, things begin to feel too good, at least to me. I begin to let loose and he places me on my feet. “You look good,” he says with a smile, looking me up and down.

      I cock my head to the side. “I look good? That’s it?” I ask.

      He rolls his eyes. “Always with the dramatics, Felicity. You look great. Hot. Grown up. Is that better?”

      I smile wide and nod. “Much better. Grown up, but not old, right?’ I point at him.

      He laughs. “You most definitely don’t look old.”

      He falls back into the chair at my desk and his eyes land on that poster again. “Damn, your mom hasn’t ripped that thing down yet?”

      I smile and shrug, more than ready to play with him. “Maybe she likes to have him watching too,” I joke.

      And just like I knew he would, he makes a sick gagging sound.

      I laugh and shake my head. “So, what’s the game plan for tonight?”

      He sits forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he rubs his hands together. “I was thinking we would start slow by going to Sandy’s for some food and drinks. Then we can hit up a few bars in town, meet up with the guys, you know. See what we can find.”

      Sandy’s was our favorite hangout back in the day. It’s nothing special, just a local diner that serves greasy spoon food and some pretty kick-ass pies this time of year.

      I nod and smile. “Sounds good. Let’s do it.”

      I lead the way back to the driveway where our mothers are still talking.

      “You two better behave yourselves tonight. I don’t want any midnight calls from the police. You hear me?” my mom says as we walk past.

      “You have my word, Mrs. Brighton,” Carson says.

      “Carson, you haven’t seen your mother in months. Aren’t you going to at least give me a hug?” his mother says.

      I turn around to see him stop in his tracks. He gives me an annoyed look and turns to give her a hug. I wave and smile at my mom. “See you later. Love you and thanks for picking me up,” I say, opening the door to his fully restored Trans Am.

      Mom smiles and waves and Carson jumps in the car next to me. He turns and gives me a smile as he twists the key and the car fires to life. He backs out of the drive, shifts into drive, hits the gas, and we take off, zooming through the night like the good old days.

      “Woohooooo!” He hollers and I burst into laughter. I glance through the back window and see our moms just shaking their heads as we speed away.

      I laugh and shake my head. “I can’t believe you still have this car.”

      He smirks in the darkness. “Of course I still have it. I’m never getting rid of this baby,” he says, running his hand along the dash. “I mean, of course this isn’t my everyday drive anymore. I just pull her out for special occasions…like tonight. Tonight it will take us back to our teen years.”

      I smile. “It really does,” I agree, reaching into my purse and pulling out the bottle of gin I have tucked away there.

      He looks at me and laughs.

      “Just like old times.”

      “Hold up,” he says, reaching for something under his seat. He pulls out a CD in a clear case and tells me to open it and put it in the CD player. I do as instructed and hit play. A few seconds later, Third Eye Blinds ‘Jumper’ starts blaring through the speakers.

      “Now it’s just like old times.” We both burst out into song, singing along like we were kids again.

      We get to the diner and step inside, greeted by a hostess that’s dressed like an elf. The same tacky decorations hang on every surface of the place, just like they have every single holiday season. The restaurant isn’t too crowded. It’s mostly a hangout for an older crowd, but it’s the only place in town that serves food twenty-four hours and serves alcohol. We pick a table in the corner and are immediately brought over menus. We both order a beer and Carson insists we also order a shot of tequila for old time’s sake, then we both gaze down at the menu to figure out what we want to eat.

      “So, is anyone joining us for dinner?” I ask.

      “Nope, this portion of the evening is just for me and you.”

      I smile. Alone time with Carson? I like the idea of that.
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      “So, what’s been going on in your life?” I ask her after we toss back our shot. “Any new boyfriends or big life changes I need to know about? Did you run off and get married or do you have a secret child nobody knows about?”

      She laughs and rolls her eyes. “No, no children. No husband. No boyfriend.”

      That makes me smile. All of it. She’s completely single and so am I for the first time in I don’t know how many years.

      “What about you? You and big boobs still together?”

      I laugh. “Big boobs?”

      “Yeah, you know the one. Long dark hair, big boobs, green eyes. You know, they all look the same. Your exes could all be on The Bachelor.”

      That makes my back straighten. “I guess I have a type.” I laugh. What she doesn’t know is that she’s my type, but I fill my life with women who remind me of her because I can’t have the one I want. Fucked up? Yeah, tell my therapist that.

      “You do have a type. Hey, have you ever noticed that all your little playthings look like me?” She leans forward, putting her elbow on the table and using her fist to hold up her head as she watches me.

      “What?” I ask, playing confused.

      “I have dark hair. I have green eyes. And you’ve seen my boobs. They may not be as big as big boobs, but I think they’re pretty nice.” She smiles and her face flushes.

      I lean in, not even knowing what I’m going to say. I open my mouth, close it. Then I say, “Me and Jessica are not together anymore.”

      She nods. “So my theory?”

      I roll my eyes. “What exactly is your theory?”

      “That maybe, deep down, you really want me.” I can’t tell if she’s joking or serious; the look on her face gives nothing away.

      I wet my lips as I think about how to approach this. She’s my best friend. I shouldn’t want her. I can’t want her. All it would do is ruin us. And I’ve had her in my life too long to throw it all away for a one-night stand. “I guess I never really thought about it. I’ve dated blondes too. And they don’t all have green eyes.”

      “All the ones I’ve met have,” she argues.

      “Order up,” the waitress says, sliding our plates beneath us.

      “Thank you,” I say, leaning back and getting ready to eat. “So, tell me. What do you plan on doing now?” I ask, hoping to change the subject.

      She pops a fry into her mouth. “You mean like tonight or like with my life?”

      “I meant with your life but either will work.”

      “Well, I’ve been applying to several jobs, some in Chicago, St. Louis, even a few back out on the East Coast. I don’t know where I’ll end up. And what I plan on doing tonight is getting hammered, forgetting about the last four years I spent in study hell, and hopefully, get laid because let me tell you, it’s been too long!”

      My back straightens again. Does that mean she wants to hook up with me or that I have to stand back and watch some other man touch her? I don’t know that I can do either.

      “I mean, I haven’t been laid in…” She mentally counts the number of months in her head. “Like four months, and a girl has needs, you know?”

      I take a bite of my burger and focus on chewing so I don’t choke. “You’ve changed a lot,” I point out.

      Her brows draw together. “How so?”

      “You never used to talk about getting laid before.”

      She laughs. “Well, we haven’t seen one another since before I started college. I wasn’t getting laid then. You wouldn’t let me. You were always in my way,” she points out.

      I wish I never would’ve gotten out of your way.

      “Then me and Greg were working up to it—I told you about that. But after your last visit my senior year, he suddenly stopped calling me and started avoiding me around town. So I had to go off to college a sad little virgin.” She makes a little pouty face, jutting her bottom lip out. “But no worries, with the number of horn-dog frat boys, it didn’t take long to give it away,” she jokes—at least I hope she’s joking.

      “I didn’t realize you were so hell-bent on losing it before college. You should’ve told me. I would’ve been more than happy to help you out.” I smirk at her, hoping she’s blowing this all off as fun banter.

      She scoffs. “Yeah, right. You were hell-bent on keeping me innocent. But…” She shrugs. “Look at me now, no more little nice girl. All your work is in vain.” She smiles.

      I pick up my beer and take a drink.

      “So, is Greg coming later? I have some unfinished business with him.”

      “I have to use the bathroom,” I say, standing up and practically running off. In the bathroom, I lock the door behind me and lean against the sink, hanging my head. What the fuck is she trying to do to me? She’s always been a flirt, that’s nothing new. But she’s never openly teased me or flirted with me like this. Or is she goading me? Is she trying to piss me off? It’s always been in the name of fun, never serious. Or maybe it was. Was it serious flirting on her part? Was she dropping me hints? And even if she was, that doesn’t change the fact that we’re best friends and our relationship is worth more than a random hookup. I can’t lose her. I’ve gone months without talking to her before and every time, it felt like I’d lost a part of myself.

      I splash some cold water on my face and leave the bathroom, deciding to just change the subject and steer away from the sex topic altogether. I take my seat and she’s still in hers, eating and enjoying her beer.

      “Feel better?” she asks with a lift of her brow.

      I nod and take a sip of my beer.

      “So, your mom really seems to miss you. You don’t come home often.”

      I nod once and take a bite of my burger. “I know, I’m working on it.”

      Her brow lifts.

      “I’m working on putting the past behind me when it comes to her and that house. It’s not easy forgetting how I grew up.”

      “I know you had a hard time at that house with your mom and dad always fighting and then the divorce, but your whole childhood wasn’t that bad. You had me.” She smiles. “And you still do.” She reaches out and grabs my hand briefly.

      I return her smile. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’ve had her all along for a reason. Maybe she was meant for me after all. I mean, there has to be a reason she was brought into my life and has stood by my side longer than anyone else ever has, right? But what if I fuck it up like I have every other adult relationship I’ve been in? What if she ends up hating me and I lose her too? The what-if is what gets me; it’s too dangerous to bet everything on a what-if.

      The night goes by in a flash. We leave the diner and go to meet up with some of the guys at the bowling alley. We drink draft beer and throw a couple of games. Everyone seems to fall back into their old rhythm. It’s like having us all together again takes us back to our teenage years. But this time, Felicity isn’t so young. Now she’s a grown woman with a killer ass, dirty mouth, and sexy smile. The guys are eating her up and she’s loving it. I, however, am hating it. I’m jealous and pissed, but I’m trying to make it appear like it’s not bothering me and that I’m in a good mood.

      I’m sitting on the bench waiting for my turn while Greg and Felicity are sitting at the scoreboard behind me. I can’t help but to listen in to their conversation.

      “I’m serious, I really wanted to. Just…couldn’t,” Greg tells her.

      “Well, if I wasn’t worth it then, you’re not worth it now. Sorry, buddy,” she replies, and I know exactly what they’re talking about. The relationship I ruined there. I told myself it was for her benefit. But it wasn’t. It was all for mine. I didn’t want to think of my friend’s hands on her. Even if she didn’t know it, even if nobody knew it, she was mine and only mine. Still is. I just have to figure out how to go about this.

      “Come on, Felicity. Give me a shot. I swear, I’m a changed man. I’ll take you back to my place right now and will make sure you enjoy your night. You know he won’t do that.”

      He? Who’s he? Me? I’m going to fucking kill Greg. He knows how I feel about her. Maybe he thinks it no longer applies since we’re all adults now. It still applies.

      “Nah,” she says. “I’m holding out for something better.” She gets up and grabs a ball, stepping up to the line.

      Greg stands and I do too. I look at him with my eyes set. “The rules still apply here, you know? Nothing has changed.”

      His shoulders fall. “Come on, man. You’ve had your turn for years now. You ain’t done nothing about it. Move over and let some of us have a turn.”

      I shake my head. “Touch her, you’re dead.” I walk away, heading outside for some fresh air to cool off.

      I lean against the hood of my car and cross my arms over my chest. My breath comes out in little clouds in the freezing night air. I left my coat inside but right now, I don’t even notice the bitter cold. I hang my head, staring at the gravel beneath my feet. I try telling myself all the usual shit, but it’s not having the same effect it usually does. It’s not making me back down. Instead, I’m just telling myself how stupid I am for holding out this long.

      I don’t look up until I hear the crunch of gravel. I look up and find Felicity walking toward me. “What are you doing out here?’ she asks, coming to a stop in front of me.

      I shrug. “Just needed some fresh air. It was a little crowded in there.”

      She nods once, then moves to lean against the hood with her arms crossed just like I am. “It is a little crowded in there. And it stinks. I forgot how badly a hundred feet smell mixed with the scent of stale beer and grilled onions.” She laughs and I smile.

      Silence falls between us for a moment. I look over and notice she’s also not wearing a coat but has both of ours in her arms.

      “You need a coat.”

      “You seem off tonight. What’s up?” She ignores my comment.

      I shrug before looking over at her. “It’s just being back here with you and all of them. It makes me miss that time of my life, you know? I wish…I wish we could have known back then that we were in the good ol' days. Makes me wish I would’ve done things a little differently. Does that make sense?”

      She nods. “It does. I think about that all of the time though. I don’t have to be here for me to think of it.”

      “What do you wish you could do differently?”

      “Well, I wish I never would’ve wasted any time with that jackass Greg in there,” she giggles out, but her tone quickly turns serious. “I wish we could’ve gotten closer.”

      “How so? We were already pretty close,” I remind her.

      “Back then, the only thing I wanted was to be pinned to the hood of this car by you.”

      I look over at her and it’s like the world stops. Everything stops, everything but us as we stare into one another’s eyes. Her chest is rising and falling quickly. As is mine. But it’s out there. She’s said the words. Does that change anything? No. Is it enough to stop me this time? No. I’m too weak to keep this game up any longer.

      Before she can process what’s happening, I’m spinning around, positioning myself between her legs, and laying her back on the hood of my car as my lips find hers. Our coats fall to the ground but I don’t care. This isn’t the first time we’ve kissed, but it is different. This time, I’m not worried about ruining her future. She’s a grown woman now and she knows what she’s doing. She isn’t some eighteen-year-old kid who doesn’t know what she wants. She’s telling me she wants me and I want her too. We’re both adults here, so what’s the problem? Other than the obvious of us being best friends who are about to fuck up everything we’ve ever known. I wonder if she’s thought this through like I have.

      Either way, I give myself a few moments to enjoy this, just like I did back then. My hands tour her soft body. I let my hands feel her full hips, reaching around to grab her ass and pull her closer against me. Fuck, she feels amazing in my hands. I’ve never allowed myself to touch her this way. Her breasts feel heavy in my hands, more than a handful but nothing is wasted. Our mouths never stop moving; I cover her lips with my own, snaking my tongue in and out of her mouth. Her hands are around the back of my neck, pulling me closer—her fingers raking through my hair. It feels like we can’t get close enough to one another.

      “Fuck, Felicity,” I whisper against her lips. “You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted you. How long I’ve waited to hear the words.”

      Her arm moves between us, her hand reaching down and finding my aching dick that’s still in my pants, threatening to bust through the seams. “Oh, I think I have an idea,” she whispers, squeezing me.

      “Damn, I didn’t think you’d actually do it,” Greg says, walking out of the bowling alley, causing us to both pull back and look at the smug grin on his face. He starts slow clapping. “Good for you, man.” That’s the last he says before climbing behind the wheel and taking off.

      “Asshole,” Felicity says from beside me.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” I move around to the passenger side and open the door for her. She slides into her seat as I pick up our coats and climb behind the wheel. I start the car and drive away from the alley. With the cool air blowing through the cab of the car, it’s easier to think more clearly, to see the mistake we could be making.

      “Felicity, you know what you mean to me, right?”

      She looks over at me, brows drawn together.

      “In my life, I lost my dad to the divorce. After that, my mom changed too. You’ve been the only constant in my life, even if we went months without talking, I knew you’d be there for me in an instant.”

      “Why are you telling me this, Carson?”

      “I want you, Felicity. I do. I’ve always wanted you. That time you came to look at my college, it nearly killed me to pull away. That time when I came to visit and I found you stripping on that table, it took everything I had in me to put your shirt back on and take you home instead of pulling you into some dark bedroom and having my way with you. And when I heard that Greg was trying to take you from me, I lost my fucking mind. He didn’t call you back because he’s an asshole. He didn’t call you back because I threatened to beat his ass. I couldn’t bear the thought of someone else touching you.”

      She shakes her head. “What does this have to do with anything, Carson?”

      “I want you, Felicity, but I can’t have you.”

      Her face goes slack.

      “You’re too important to me to gamble with. I want you, but I refuse to fuck this up. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you. That’s why I think that sleeping together would be a mistake. If I hurt you, if I lost you, I don’t know what I would do.”

      “So, you’re taking me home?” she asks, looking at the road and seeing we’re back on our street.

      I nod once. “I need to drop you off. I need to get as far away from you as I can before I fuck up and take you, ruining everything we’ve built since we were kids.”

      “You do realize that I’m right next door, right? My window looks into yours. That isn’t taking away much temptation, is it?” She doesn’t seem to understand how serious I am.

      “Felicity,” I warn, pulling in front of my mom’s house.

      She looks over at me. “Seriously?”

      I nod, chancing a look at her. She doesn’t seem sad like I thought she would. She seems let down, mad even. “So tonight, the kissing on the hood…”

      “That was me giving into my urges one last time, but I can’t do that with you. I can’t be selfish. If I do, I’ll only take something great from the both of us. I will hurt myself to protect you, Felicity.”

      She lets out a long breath and shakes her head, but climbs out, slamming the door behind her without another word. Feeling as if I’ve let her down, I wait and watch in the mirror until I see her enter the house and the porch lights go off. After that, I climb out and walk inside the house I’ve grown to hate.

      My mom and Jack must already be in bed because the house is dark and quiet. I waste no time in going straight to my room like I’ve always done. I flip on the light and see that that room has been changed to a guest room now. My mother has taken the liberty of turning down the bed for me, and she’s brought my bags in and placed them on the foot of the bed. I pick up the bag that holds my clothes for the weekend and start putting them away. Then I grab my laptop and place it on the desk, having a seat in the chair. I turn it on and go through my email. I return a few and then lean back to stretch. I notice that my mother has all the curtains open in the room and I get a glimpse at Felicity’s window. There is a red curtain hanging over it. I wonder why? They always used to be white before, but maybe she’s re-done the room. That’s when I see the curtain move, like something brushed up against it. That makes me curious and I wait to see what happens. Will she turn off the light and go to sleep or will she open the curtains?

      When we were kids and we’d get into fights, she’d keep the curtain closed until she forgave me. When the curtain opened, I knew it was okay to go over and talk to her. The curtain moves again and I see light. I turn my chair so I’m facing the window directly; that’s when I see the curtain fall. I know this is fucked up. I’m torturing myself.

      I was right. The room does have white curtains. I can see them on either side of the open window now. And Felicity is standing directly in front of it with a wide smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Five

          

          

      

    

    







            Felicity

          

        

      

    

    
      Sure, I’m angry that he changed his mind. I’m upset and let down, but that doesn’t stop me. No, I’m not stopping. Not this time. This time, I’m getting what I want. Him.

      Every other time I’ve decided to try for him, it always backfired, and this time it might too, but each time we do this little dance, I feel his resolve crumble just a little more. Tonight, we were closer than we have ever been before. That has to mean something. We’re closer than that night at his college when we kissed on the street. That was just a kiss. Tonight, it was more than a kiss. There were words said that he can’t take back. There was touching. I felt him in my hand. He had his hands all over me. He wants me just as badly as I want him. The only difference is that I’m not giving up.

      So when I come up with this drunken plan, I know it won’t work but it’s another step in the bigger plan I have in my head. I have one weekend to make him see before he’s back to the city and away from me. Tonight is only step one. I hang a red tablecloth over the window and move the curtains to the side while I get ready. I crack open that bottle of gin I stashed in my purse earlier and turn on some music. I have to give myself a little pep talk but I finally have the balls—aka the bottom of the bottle.

      I jerk the curtain down and to my surprise, he’s already there at his window with his eyes on mine. I smile and he gives me a confused look, then I start to sway my hips to the beat of the music as I back up so he can see all of me. I spin around in a circle and my hair flies around me. When my eyes find his again, he’s wearing a smile. Then I reach for the hem of my shirt and his smile falls. I pull it up, revealing my black lace bra. His eyes stretch wide open as his brows raise. I drop the shirt and dance around a little more, slowly unfastening my jeans and lowering the zipper. When I look up at him, he’s scooting his chair closer to the window.

      I smile. My plan is working.

      I turn my back to him and start moving my hips from side to side as I work my jeans over my ass. I look over my shoulder at him just as the jeans get past my ass and he sees my black lace thong. He’s sitting back, his elbows resting on the chair’s arms. His eyes are dark, smoldering as he watches me dance for him. I spin around a couple of times before reaching behind me and unclasping my bra. His eyes narrow the moment the bra falls and my breasts bounce free. Slowly, I lower the straps on the bra and let my arms escape. Still holding the bra to my chest, I pull it away, holding it out to the side where I let it drop. The moment I do, his mouth drops open like a cartoon that’s drooling.

      I smile as I walk closer to the window. He leans up in his chair. I watch as he slides the window open. I do the same, then bend down so his face and mine are at the same level.

      “What are you doing, Felicity?”

      I smile and shrug.

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Just want you to know what you’re missing,” I say.

      “Trust me, I know what I’m missing.”

      “Good night, Carson.” I lower the window, then close the curtains.

      I smile to myself as I pull on my pajamas and slip into bed. I put my phone on the charger by the bed and turn off the light. I think of him all alone over there in that bedroom and wonder what he’s doing now. Is he thinking about me? Was he turned on by me?

      My phone dings and lights up. I grab it and look at the screen, finding his name.

      Carson: No fair.

      I laugh.

      Felicity: Who says I play fair?

      Carson: I know you don’t, but I didn’t expect that. I’m going to have blue balls now.

      Felicity: I can fix that. Devil face emoji.

      Carson: You have no idea how badly I want to climb through that window and make you scream my name. And you would, you know?

      That makes my belly clench and I squeeze my thighs together.

      Felicity: IDK, I’m not much of a screamer in bed, I tease.

      Carson: That’s because you haven’t been properly fucked. I won’t stop until I have you screaming my name and begging me to stop.

      Holy shit! My body flashes with heat and need and my muscles tighten.

      Carson: By the end, I would have had you in every dirty position your mind can think of and even some you never thought possible.

      I have to fan my face as I read that. What is he doing?

      Carson: I’m going to watch your tits bounce in my face while you ride every last inch of my cock. And when you come and are too weak to continue, I’m going to bend you over and fuck you until, until…

      Damn you. Until what? I wait for the rest. I wait. And wait. And wait. Finally, I text back.

      Felicity: Until what?

      Carson: You really wanna know?

      Felicity: YES!

      Carson: Are you turned on right now?

      Felicity: Ugh, YES!

      Carson: Laughing face emoji. Now you know how it feels. Good night, sweetheart.

      Ugh. Fuck you, Carson. I toss my phone back onto the table and stare up at the white ceiling. I should have fucking known.
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      In the morning, I wake up and take a quick shower before heading to the kitchen. Mom is already up and the coffee has been made. She’s working over the stove, making pancakes, scrambled eggs, and bacon.

      “Oh, Mom. You didn’t have to do all of this,” I say, pouring a cup of coffee.

      “Hush, it’s been a long time since I had a reason to cook. And I enjoy cooking, you know?”

      I smile over at her. “I know.”

      I take my cup of coffee over to the table and she places a plate in front of me.

      “So, how was your night?”

      Ugh, how do I even explain it? “It was…interesting.” To say the least.

      “Interesting? What’s that mean?” She comes to sit down beside me with a plate of her own.

      “We met up with a bunch of his friends from high school. They were cool, but I kept noticing how jealous Carson would get when I’d spend too much time with another guy.”

      Mom smiles. “Well, that’s to be expected, isn’t it?”

      I tilt my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s obvious he has a thing for you. He always has. I remember watching you two play as kids. I could see it then. He loved you. He would’ve done anything to protect you and he still would.”

      “That’s another thing, Mom. I want him. Always have.” I feel embarrassed talking about this with my mom, but she doesn’t seem fazed at all.

      “Does he know?”

      After last night? “I’m sure he does.”

      “What’s stopping you?”

      “He’s afraid to screw up our friendship. He said that I’ve always been a constant in his life and he doesn’t know what he’d do if he screwed up our relationship and lost me as a friend.”

      “So, he’s scared?”

      Scared? Is Carson scared? He isn’t scared of anything.

      “Honey, is he worth fighting for?”

      “Yes,” I answer without question.

      “Is your happiness worth fighting for?”

      “Yes,” I tell her.

      “Then don’t give up. He’s just afraid, honey. Just be patient with him. Guys are a little slow when it comes to this kind of thing.”

      I smile. “Thanks, Mom.” I take a bite of my pancakes and savor it. Our conversation drops while we eat and it gives me time to think about all of this. I think back over our years of friendship. I was convinced at the age of seven that he was put on this earth for me. That he was mine and I just knew that one day, we’d grow up, fall in love, get married, have children, and live happily ever after. I held out hope that one day, he’d see what I had to offer him. I was in love with him growing up, and then when he left me here to go off to college, I thought I’d die without him. We talked often on the phone, but it wasn’t the same. I wanted to see his face, see his eyes and that panty-dropping smile. I prayed for the day that he’d see me as a woman and not the child he grew up with. And when we kissed at his school, I thought it was a turning point.

      It wasn’t. Things went backward actually. He wasn’t as free with me as he used to be. After that kiss something was holding him back. I remember telling him that “it depends” on which college I attended. Well, what it depended on was him. If he could see me as a woman, someone he wanted to be with, I would’ve gone to college in the city with him. But he didn’t. Instead, he pushed me away. I went home heartbroken from that trip. I cried nearly the whole way home. His rejection killed me.

      Then I convinced myself that I didn’t love him. I mean, I loved him as a friend but that was it. I wasn’t in love with him. I told myself it was nothing more than a silly childhood crush, and that’s when I decided to go to school in South Carolina. I needed to be away from him and away from my feelings toward him. I told myself distance would do us some good, that I’d be able to meet new guys and move on. It took almost a whole year before I hooked up with someone else. To me, that was giving up. I was giving up hope that Carson and I would ever be together. I convinced myself that coming home would be no different. I wanted him, but it was more of a way of working him out of my system. He was an award that I wanted so bad I could taste. I just needed to sleep with him.

      But seeing him again, it’s bringing back all those old feelings. I’m so confused. I don’t know if I’m in love with him or if being back here is just making me feel that way. But I know one thing, I want him. At least for one night, and I won’t stop until I get it because now I know he wants it too.

      I help Mom clean up breakfast and I head back to my room to get ready for the day. When I get to my room, I grab my phone and move to the vanity to fix my hair and makeup. I’m searching through YouTube for something to watch or listen to while I get ready and a text comes in.

      Carson: Good morning, sweetheart.

      Ugh. Sweetheart? Really? After last night?

      Felicity: Who you calling sweetheart?

      I put the phone down and grab my moisturizer to slather on my face. This cold air is sucking all the moisture out of my skin already. I’m waiting for a text, but it rings instead. I answer it and put it on speakerphone so my hands stay free.

      “Hello?”

      “Are you mad at me?” Carson asks.

      “Hmmmm, why would I be mad at you? It couldn’t be because you promised me a good time and ended up bringing me home at ten thirty, could it? It couldn’t be because you got my hopes up and then brought me home, right? Or it couldn’t be those texts you sent last night?” I lean down to the phone and whisper, “That isn’t cool, Carson. I can’t take care of business with my mother sleeping across the hall.”

      He busts out laughing. “What do you mean, take care of business?”

      “Let’s just say that there is a wet spot on my sheet that I’m hoping dries soon or this will be a weird topic on laundry day.”

      That makes him laugh harder and that sound causes goosebumps to prickle my skin.

      “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to tease you.”

      “Yes, you did,” I point out.

      “Okay, I did, but it was only fair. I could say I have sticky sheets right now, but I won’t get into it.”

      I giggle. Good, at least I wasn’t the only one who was fired up last night.

      “What are you doing today? I need out of this house.” he says, sounding annoyed by being there already.

      I shrug. “No plans. What do you want to do?”

      “Well, the ice rink is up in the town square if you want to go. We can skate, get some hot chocolate…”

      “Oh, carriage ride!”

      I can hear his smile when he says, “Meet me outside in twenty.”

      Getting ready gets kicked into overdrive and I’m walking outside twenty minutes later, bundled up in a coat, scarf, hat, and gloves. The snow crunches as I walk across the yard to his waiting car with him leaning against the passenger side door like he’s in a John Hugh film. The car is already running, thick white exhaust coming out the back.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” he says, standing upright and pulling me in for a hug. After last night, it feels too personal, but I enjoy his heat nonetheless.

      “Damn, you smell good,” he says into my hair.

      I’m still in his arms but I look up at his blue eyes shining in the sun. “You do too.”

      Our eyes meet and he smiles. Something is being exchanged. It feels like he’s about to kiss me. His tongue comes out and wets his lips as his head dips forward, but at the last minute, he changes his mind and pulls away.

      “We should get going,” he says, opening the door for me.

      It feels like I’ve just been drenched in ice cold water, but I tuck my tail between my legs and climb into the car. He closes the door and rushes around to get behind the wheel. He takes his seat, pulls on his seat belt, and shifts into gear. We slowly start moving forward.

      “Why do you do that?” I ask, looking out the passenger window instead of at him. I’m afraid he will see the hurt on my face.

      “Do what?”

      “Stop yourself like that,” I say, finally turning to look at him.

      “You noticed that, did you?” he says, turning to look away from me this time.

      I don’t respond.

      He wets his lips and takes a deep breath. “Have you ever wanted something so bad, something you can’t have?”

      I roll my eyes but play along. “I remember once, my mom made this whole batch of cookies for a bake sale and she wouldn’t let me have any.”

      “Do you remember how bad the torture was? Having to look at the cookies? Having to smell them? Having to pick them up and place them into a container to be taken to someone else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now you know how I feel.”

      “That’s different. I wasn’t allowed to have the cookies. There is nobody here stopping you but you.”

      “But it’s still the same. You couldn’t have the cookies because they weren’t meant for you. I can’t have you because you’re all I have. It’s like having a brand-new toy that you’ve been dying to play with. But it’s a collector’s item. You know if you take it out of the box and play with it, it will never be the same, it won’t be worth as much. If I take you out of the box and play with you, I’m risking damaging you, breaking you, ruining you. So I have to push the temptation away. Sometimes the temptation gets to be too much, like last night or the night at my place in college. I just have to keep reminding myself of my place.”

      “Well, the damage has already been done, right?”

      He laughs. “You’re not getting me with that one again.”

      “Okay, Carson. What if I said that you’re taking advantage of me. You’re kissing me in a moment of weakness and it’s hurting me; it’s wreaking havoc on my emotions. Then what?”

      His jaw flexes and I see his Adam’s apple bob in this throat. “I don’t want to hurt you, Felicity.”

      “What would you do then?”

      “I guess I’d have no choice but to pack up and go home and put some distance between us so you can heal without me breaking you even more.”

      “And what? We’d just never be allowed in the same room at the same time again?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know that what I’m doing is right, but I know preserving our friendship can’t be wrong.”

      I’m clearly not getting through to him. An idea hits me. He always says that he can’t deny me when I ask him for something when I smile and bat my lashes. “What if I asked you to fuck me?”

      He looks over at me so fast I’m surprised his head didn’t fly off his neck. I look at him from beneath my lashes.

      “It doesn’t have to be anything serious. It can just be a fling, some fun between two friends for one night. Would you then?”

      “Don’t push me, Felicity.”

      I let out a heavy breath.

      “You think I’m some kind of saint. That I can withstand every want and need I have. I can’t. I will break eventually, and I’d hate to hurt you in the process.”

      I shake my head and look back out the window. Clearly, we’re not getting anywhere like this.

      We make it to town square and the place is bustling with townspeople. Everyone is here, ice skating, enjoying the carriage rides, hot chocolate, and gift buying in the Christmas Market they set up every year. We find a parking spot and we both climb out. We meet behind the car and I reach over and take his hand. He looks at me, but lets it go. This isn’t anything we haven’t done before. In big crowds or when one of us was upset, we’d always hold hands so we didn’t get separated or just to ground the other person.

      We walk hand in hand to the center of the town square and he pays for us both to ice skate. We take our skates to a bench and sit down to put them on.

      “You never told me why,” he says, stealing my attention away from me untangling my skate lace.

      “Why what?”

      “Why me? Why do you want this so much? I mean, I’m nothing special. In fact, I’m the opposite of special.”

      I shake my head as our eyes meet. “Carson, I’ve known since I was seven years old that you were the boy I was meant to love. You don’t see what I see when I look at you. You see a kid who got into too much trouble growing up. You see a boy who was basically left behind by his parents, forgotten about because their troubles seemed more important than yours. I see a friend who has been by my side through thick and thin.” I start putting on my skates.

      “I see someone who has put my happiness above your own. Someone who has always taken care of me, protected me, even when I didn’t make it easy for you. And you know what?” I look at him and he looks at me. “I’m perfect for you too. I’ve been the one by your side. I’ve kept you out of trouble. I’ve kept you grounded. And I’ve been patient. I’ve waited for you. I waited while you explored your options with every other girl. I waited while you went off and did what you needed to do to get you to where you wanted to be. But if you’re not ready, I’ll keep waiting until you are. How many other people can you say that about?”

      This time, it looks like I’ve gotten through to him. His eyes are unmoving as he watches me. His jaw is flexed and he’s breathing heavy. But I don’t give him time to respond or argue. I want him to think, really think, so I stand up and make my way to the ice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Six

          

          

      

    

    







            Carson

          

        

      

    

    
      Fuck. She’s right, but that doesn’t change the fact that all I’ll do is screw things up between us. I can’t lose her. I won’t lose her. But I can’t deny her either. She said that this could just be fun between two friends. Is that true? Could we keep it casual? I look up at her skating on the ice and she looks beautiful, elegant, free. Her long dark hair is blowing in the breeze and she’s wearing a big smile. Her eyes are lit up, just like they always did when we were kids. Being with Felicity would be like heaven, but I also feel like she’s a perfect ivory angel and to touch her would be to smudge her up like a work of art that hasn’t dried yet.

      But how long can I go on resisting her? It’s only a matter of time before she catches me in a moment of weakness. She knows that if she asks me for something directly, I always give her what she wants. I always have. I’ve never been able to deny her. I think she found the loophole and she knows it.

      As I make my way out onto the ice, I can’t help but think about what being with her would feel like. I imagine holding her naked body in my arms, against my chest. I think about how soft and sweet her lips are. I think about sliding into her heat, hearing her moan a sigh of relief the moment we become one. My blood begins to boil beneath my skin and I have to push the thoughts away before my body gets away from me.

      She’s coming around just as I’m stepping onto the ice. She spins around and skates backward as she watches me on wobbling knees.

      “What happened? You used to know how to skate.”

      I laugh. “That was a long time ago.”

      She gives me that breathtaking smile. “I seem to remember a little boy who wanted to be a hockey star. Remember that?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, for one whole winter,” I remind her. The snow melted and the rink was taken down and I was onto the next thing.

      “Come on,” she says, holding out her hands. “I’ll help you.”

      I reach forward and slip my hands into hers. She works herself backward and I slowly work myself forward. She’s wearing a wide smile and her green eyes are lit up against the sun.

      She nods me on. “See, I knew you could do it. It’s all muscle memory. Just let your body take over. Clear your head.”

      Is that what I should do? With her, I mean. Clear my mind and let my body take over and do what comes naturally? Fuck, she’s making too many good points today. She brought her A game. She’s playing chess while I’ve been playing checkers.

      We go around the rink a few times before I feel comfortable enough to let go of her hands and try it out myself. She stays at my side, cheering me on the whole way. This only reminds me of the time we came here as teenagers. I was seventeen and she was fourteen.

      “I’ll be back in three hours,” her mom says as we climb out of the car.

      “Bye, Mom.” She closes the passenger side door as she climbs out.

      “Thanks, Mrs. B,” I say, closing the back door.

      Our friends are already here waiting, set to meet up at the hot chocolate stand. We both head over, her a few steps in front of me. I can’t help but look her up and down and I know how bad that sounds. I’ll be eighteen soon and she’s only turning fifteen. Jailbait for sure! But she’s dressed like she’s about to walk down the winter wonderland runway. She’s wearing black boots that come up to her knees. Her jeans are tight, hugging her round ass and hips. She’s wearing a gray Henley shirt that’s just as tight, but it has a few buttons undone, showing a little cleavage that I didn’t even know she had. She’s wearing a white coat that only hits at her hips and it’s unzipped, showing off that growing chest of hers. Her long dark hair is curled and hanging down her back and she’s wearing a white sock hat. Her green eyes are shining bright today and when she sees our friends, she smiles bright.

      We close in on them and a few guys greet me before my girlfriend, Christina, comes up to me and pulls me in for a hug. I look down and see her waiting for a kiss, so I do it quickly, not feeling comfortable doing it in front of Felicity for some reason. When I pull away from our quick kiss, I turn to see her in the arms of Chad. She’s smiling and he has his hands on her hips, whispering something to her. I glance away just as she glances at me. Then when I look back, they’re kissing. Full-on kissing in front of everyone. Now I know why she looked at me. She was seeing if I was watching. Apparently she doesn’t feel right kissing someone in front of me either.

      Christina pulls me toward the ice rink and our whole group follows. We skate for a while, talk with our friends, but then everyone kind of disperses and goes their own way. I notice Chad getting off the ice and Felicity is still skating around. I look around for Christina and find her behind me with a couple of her friends, so I quickly skate up to Felicity.

      “So, Chad, huh?” I ask, annoyed that I can’t hide the disgust in my voice.

      She looks up at me with raised brows. “So, Christina, huh?”

      I wave her off. “Christina and I have been together for months. You know that.”

      “I knew when you got together. I didn’t know you were still together. I never see you with her anymore.”

      I shrug. “We’re busy.”

      “When are you busy? You’re almost always with me.”

      “Exactly. I’m always with you, so how is it that the subject of Chad never came up?”

      She shrugs. “I didn’t think you liked him and I didn’t want to fight.”

      “I wouldn’t fight with you. Him maybe,” I joke, but I’m also completely serious. Already I’m trying to figure out how to pick a fight with him.

      “Why are you so upset by this?” she asks, coming to a stop on the ice.

      I do the same. “Who says I’m upset. I just can’t figure out why you’d try hiding it.”

      “I wasn’t hiding it. God, you sound like my mother.”

      “Look, I’m just concerned, okay? Chad is a douchebag. He dates girls and gets what he wants from them and then dumps them. He’s older than you too. You know he’s going to have expectations.”

      She laughs. “Expectations? Like what?”

      I shrug.

      “Sex? You mean he’s going to want to have sex with me?”

      “Felicity,” I warn.

      “Well…good. Maybe I want to have sex with him.”

      I grind my teeth together. “Don’t talk like that. You’re not even fifteen yet.”

      “So, how old were you when you had sex for the first time?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “So, you won’t tell me one thing, but I’m expected to tell you everything? Kind of a double standard, isn’t it?”

      I roll my neck, looking up at the sky as I let out a long breath. “Just be careful. And let me know if he gets out of line. I’d love a reason to kick his ass.” I push past her and get off the ice. It’s not long before Christina finds me and I have to pretend to be in a decent mood again.

      “You remember that fight we got into here?”

      Her eyes grow wide. “Of course. We didn’t talk for like two weeks after that.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I was pretty pissed off.”

      “You were jealous,” she points out.

      “Of course I was. I couldn’t have you; I didn’t want anyone else to either.”

      “What’s your excuse now?”

      “It’s pretty much the same, but it’s easier to ignore when there is a country between us.”

      She shakes her head slightly. “That works for you? It doesn’t me. I thought going to South Carolina for college would stop it, but it didn’t. I ended up just driving myself crazy wondering what you were doing all the time.”

      “It did at first. But then I found myself wondering what you were doing. Who you were with. Who was touching you. That’s why I started calling more. I had to know that you were safe.”

      She stops moving and I glide to a stop next to her. “You know, there’s one surefire way to know the answers to all those questions, right?”

      “I know.”

      “If you want me to stop, just tell me, Carson. We’re adults. If you want me to stop, I will.” Her sparkling green eyes meet mine as I think it over.

      “Don’t stop, Felicity. Just give me some time.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up into a smile as we stand there looking at one another, lost in our own world. I want to lean in and kiss her, to drive the point home. I don’t want her to stop. I never want her to stop. But then some kid skates into my back and knocks my feet out from under me. I fall, pulling her down with me. We hit the ice hard. It knocks the air out of my lungs, but she can’t do anything but laugh.

      “Fuck, this hurts a lot more than it used to,” I say, just lying down on the ice, not attempting to get up yet. That only makes her giggle more.

      She climbs to her feet and holds out her hands. “Come on, old man. Let’s go get some hot chocolate and warm up.”

      I take her hands and she helps me to my feet. Slowly, we skate to the exit and have a seat on the bench to remove our ice skates. We put our shoes back on and turn our skates in before heading to the hot chocolate stand.

      “You know that day we got into that fight here,” I say, leaning in.

      “Mm-hmm,” she says, nodding.

      “Well, I couldn’t keep my eyes off you that day. Just…the way you were dressed, your hair and makeup made you look so much older. You were happy and smiling; your eyes were practically glowing. In fact, my girlfriend at the time caught me checking you out several times that day.”

      She giggles. “Is that why you broke up?”

      “Yep, pretty much. I tried to convince her that I wasn’t checking you out. I was just keeping an eye on you, but she didn’t buy it. She said I was always skipping out on her to do nothing with you.”

      “Well, she was a bitch anyway.”

      I laugh and nod. “Yeah, but she was right. I think that’s why all of my relationships fail. None of them even compare to you.”

      She opens her mouth to say something but gets cut off by the guy who runs the hot chocolate stand. “Next!” he yells and I pull my eyes from hers. I step up to the window and order two spiked cups. She hangs out around one of the fire barrels that are set up to get warm by.

      I get the cups and pay the man before taking a cup over to her. She takes it and says, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She takes a sip and looks at me. “Is there alcohol in this?”

      I laugh. “Yep.”

      “I didn’t know they did that here.”

      “So, what do you say to a carriage ride?”

      She smiles. “I’d love one.”

      I lead her over to the payment booth and pay the twenty-four dollars for the ride. We’re taken over to the carriage and she climbs up ahead of me. I climb up next to her and pull the thick fuzzy blanket up over both our laps. The horses start moving and a slight wind blows. I see her raise her cup to her lips as she holds it in both hands for the warmth. She shivers and I put my arm across the back of the seat.

      “Come here,” I say. “Get warm.”

      She smiles but scoots up to my side and I hold her close. Already, it’s warmer.

      “We never did this before,” she says, looking up at me.

      “Yeah, it always seemed like a couple thing back then.”

      “I remember the day that we were here, I wanted to ask you to go on a ride with me so bad. I was looking around for you, and that’s when I saw you climbing into a carriage with Christina.”

      “I didn’t know you saw that.”

      She nods. “I did, and I felt my heart shatter into a million pieces. I cried and called my mom to pick me up early.”

      “That’s why she came early?” I ask, looking down at her.

      She nods.

      “I didn’t know that.” She doesn’t reply, so I pull her closer. “I would have much rather rode with you that day,” I tell her and her eyes move up to mine.

      “You would?”

      I nod, then lean in, pressing my mouth to hers. This kiss is different from all our other kisses. Before, we always came together in desperation and need for one another or just drunken stupidity. Now, we’re coming together in love. I love Felicity more than anything else in the world. She’s always been top priority to me, even before I knew it myself. Our friendship turned into a crush, and that crush turned into love. All this time, I thought the love I had for her was based on our friendship, but that isn’t the case and I see that now. I am in love with my best friend. Only question is, what am I going to do about it?

      When our ride ends, we get off and head over to the hot tent where food is sold. She opts for some loaded nachos and I stick with a BBQ sandwich and onion rings. We also grab a couple of beers to wash down our food.

      We’re sitting alone at our pop-up picnic table when Greg walks over. “Hey, fancy seeing you two here…together.”

      She smiles up at him. “Hi, Greg.”

      He smiles down at her. “Hi, sugar.”

      She laughs and rolls her eyes.

      “You guys mind if I sit with you?”

      I shrug and he sits anyway. “So, what’s been going on with you two since I last saw you. Did you two finally seal the deal?”

      “Greg,” I warn.

      Felicity holds up her middle finger.

      “So, that’s a no,” he says. “You know, Felicity, I’ll take you back to my place and show you how a real man handles a woman. I know you’ve been thirsty for it since high school.”

      She snorts. “There’s only one person I’ve been thirsty for since high school and it isn’t you, Greg.”

      He laughs, not bothered at all by her words. “Oh, come on. You know you wanted it back then. I remember you begging me to take that virginity of yours.”

      I look at her and her face flushes. She’s embarrassed and I can tell she doesn’t know how to reply to that. “If she asked you to take her virginity, it’s only because I wasn’t around. You realize that, right?” I ask him.

      He looks at me, then back at her. “So, who was the lucky guy anyway? Someone who didn’t know this guy for sure, right?” he says, nudging me.

      Felicity rolls her eyes. “I met him in college. He is a nice guy who I still enjoy talking to today, the furthest from you I could get.”

      “Ohhh,” he says. “You didn’t seem to have a problem talking to me at the bowling alley.”

      “That was before I was reminded of how much of an ass you are.”

      “Alright, Greg. I think it’s time for you to leave. We’re clearly not enjoying your company,” I say, turning to face him. I give him my death glare and he stands up.

      “Alright, alright. I can take the hint, but just know, Felicity, that I’m here any time you wanna get freaky and this one won’t give it away.” He turns and walks off quickly.

      I shake my head. “I can’t believe you asked him to take your virginity. What did you do, ask everyone but me?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You weren’t around. You wouldn’t have anyway and you know it.”

      She’s probably right. But damn, it’s nice to think about. “So, when you came to visit me at college, you were a virgin then?”

      She nods. “Yep, you didn’t know?”

      I shake my head. “No, I guessed you were, but I didn’t know for sure. That was one of the things I was worried about when we started kissing. I was ready to fuck you against that lamppost. But the thought of taking your virginity like that seemed wrong.”

      “You were really considering it?”

      “For a moment, yeah. I was dead set. I figured you were eighteen. You knew what you wanted and you kissed me.”

      “Why’d you stop? I mean, why not take me back to your place to continue?”

      I shrug. “Because you deserve better than me, and I didn’t want to take anything from you.”

      “I wish I would’ve lost it to you. I’m sure you would’ve treated me better afterward.”

      “What do you mean? You just said he was a nice guy?”

      She snorts and rolls her eyes. “I lied to shut Greg up. He was a total asshole. He came over, got straight to business, no foreplay, nothing. And then when it was over, he said thanks and got up and left. I haven’t talked to him since.”

      I can feel the anger swelling in my chest and as usual, I blame myself. If I had just given her what she wanted then, she would have a better memory of her first time than that. I feel like I’ve done everything wrong with her. And all this time, I’ve been trying to do everything right. That’s when I know, she’s right. Always. And I’ve always been wrong.

      We end up leaving the winter festival and I drive us home in silence. I pull the car next to the curb in front of my mom’s house and kill the engine. That’s when I look over at her.

      “I think you’re right,” I finally confess.

      “About what?”

      “About us. I think our relationship can handle a night of fun between two friends,” I tell her, knowing damn well one night will never be enough. But for now, I’ll stick with one night to see how things go and progress between us.

      Her eyes are wide with surprise and her mouth is hanging open. I expect her to say something, but instead, she just gets out and closes the door. I climb out quickly, wondering what in the hell she’s doing, but then I see her walk into her mother’s house and close the door behind her.

      Well, fuck.
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      My heart is racing a mile a minute. Carson just agreed. He wants to be with me. And what did I do? I panicked and ran off. But I’m not running. No, I’m preparing. I go to my room and lie on my bed, trying to wrap my mind around this. What does this mean? That he’s willing to sleep with me? Does it mean that he actually wants to be with me? That he’s finally letting his guard down? Or is he just giving in to my wishes since I don’t seem to be letting up? I thought I’d be happy when he gave in, but now, it doesn’t feel right. I feel like a child who threw a fit to get their way. All I know is that tonight, I’m going over there and I’m going to collect on years of fantasies.

      Hours pass and I finally have myself talked into taking what I want. I take a shower and shave nearly every inch of my body. I scrub every nook and cranny of my body, then climb out and slather myself in lotion that I know he loves. Then I add a little makeup and curl my hair the way he likes it. I search through my clothes and find a red and white bra and panty set. The underwear and cups of the bra are red satin but the top waistband of the panties have a white band around them just like the cups of the bra. It’s my Mrs. Clause set which is perfect for this moment cuz Santa is coming early this year and I hope he’s ready because I’m about to be really naughty.

      I pair the bra and panty set with some white stockings and a garter belt, then slide my feet into some bright-red high heels. I grab my longest coat that goes well past my knees and sneak out of my house. I’d hate for my mother to stop me right now, knowing that I’m about to go have mind-blowing sex with Carson freaking Wells. I walk across the yard and knock on the door. His mother answers and she doesn’t think anything considering it’s about twenty degrees out and I’m wearing a giant ass coat that covers me from my neck practically to my ankles.

      “Can I speak to Carson, please?” I ask.

      “Of course, dear. He’s in his room. Go ahead and go back.” She opens the door wider and allows me to walk through. I knock on his door and a moment later, he’s pulling the door open. He sees it’s me and his smile returns.

      “Hey, what are you doing here? What happened earlier; why’d you take off?”

      I walk past him and he closes the door, spinning around to face me.

      “Santa has come early this year and so will you,” I say, unfastening my coat and letting it fall around my feet.

      His eyes stretch wide and he smiles. “What’s this?”

      I walk up to him and place my hands on his shoulders. “You agreed, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” he says, nodding his head.

      “Well,” I say, motioning toward my body, “Get ready to open your present early this year.”

      “You walked past my mother like this?”

      “Well, no. I had my coat on,” I remind him.

      “You know,” he says as I start to push him back toward the bed. “I was hoping to do this right, you know? A date, nice dinner, wine and dine you.”

      I shake my head. “Carson, we’ve had like fifteen years of foreplay. I don’t need wined and dined.” I close the distance between us and move my mouth to his. It doesn’t take him long to warm up to me. His hands find my hips and he picks me up and holds me against him. My legs wrap around his hips as he carries me over to the bed. As he crawls up onto the bed, he lays me down gently until all of his weight is pressing against me. And oh my God, he feels amazing. His bed is soft and smells like him. His hands are strong and touring my body. His mouth is soft but forceful and he kisses me, taking what he wants while giving me what I need.

      His mouth falls from mine and makes its way down my jaw and neck. His hands find my breasts and he massages them, winding me up tighter. I can’t take going slow. I feel like I’m going to explode. So I grab ahold of his shirt and pull it up. He breaks away long enough to pull it off and send it flying across the room. He’s back on me in a second, stripping away my bra.

      “Fuck, Felicity,” he says, lowering his mouth to my hard nipples. He sucks one into his mouth and I let out a loud moan. His tongue flicks against it again and again, and it feels like I’m only a moment from my release already. He continues to kiss down my body, peppering my skin with soft kisses and teasing nips. I dig my fingernails into the skin on his back and that makes his back arch, causing his hardness to press against me.

      My hands move around to unfasten his jeans, but he pushes them away and works to remove my panties and garter belt with hose. He loses his patience and ends up ripping it all off me. I’m about to yell at him for ruining my clothing, but then he sucks my clit into his mouth and I see stars. My back arches up off the bed and my hands turn into fists that are tangled into the sheets. My eyes flutter closed as my lips part. His mouth is magical, knowing all the right places to touch and to tease. He licks, flicks, and sucks until I’m coming undone around him. My thighs tighten around his head as I ride out every last wave of my release. I feel like I’m being drowned. I can’t breathe. I can’t suck in the oxygen I need. All I can do is stay still and enjoy every last powerful wave of pleasure that he provides.

      When my body goes weak, he pulls himself away. He’s on his knees between my legs, looking down at me as he unfastens his jeans. “What’s the matter, sweetheart. Too much for you?”

      “Not even close,” I reply, watching as he pushes his jeans past his thick, long cock. It springs free and I lick my lips, wanting to touch him, to taste him. I reach for him, desperately wanting to wrap my hand around him, but he catches my hand and pins it above my head as he lowers his chest to mine. With a hand between us, he guides himself to my entrance.

      “Are you sure about this,” he asks, moving his tip between my folds. “There’s no going back from here,” he warns.

      “I don’t want to go back,” I tell him.

      His eyes fall closed and he almost looks pained as he leans down to kiss me. “Tell me to stop, Felicity. Please, don’t let me do this,” he begs, still moving himself against me but not entering me.

      “Please, don’t stop, Carson. Fuck me,” I whisper.

      His mouth crashes against mine. In the same instant, he thrusts forward, sliding into me hard and deep. We both let out a moan of pleasure.

      “Oh fuck,” he breathes out, holding on to my hips fiercely. “Fuck, you’re so tight. So fucking perfect, just like I knew you would be,” he says, pulling out and pushing back in. I hold on to him tight, like if I don’t, I might just fall right off the edge of the world.

      I can’t explain the emotions that are bubbling up inside of me right now. Being with Carson is better than I ever could have imagined possible. It’s like wanting something your whole life and finally getting it, only to discover it’s better than you could have imagined. I’m overwhelmed with happiness, love, excitement, pleasure. So much pleasure.

      His hips keep moving, pushing me closer and closer to my breaking point, but he gives me so much more. While he moves inside of me, he never stops kissing me, touching me, loving me. Years of need, yearning, passion, desire, love, it all combines and boils over. It’s strong, overwhelming, intoxicating.

      It’s not long before I’m coming around him again and when I fall back down to earth, he rolls us both over, putting me on top. “Show me how badly you’ve wanted me, sweetheart,” he whispers as his hands cup my cheeks.

      That’s all it takes to get me going again. I begin lifting myself up before falling back down. When I’m against him, I rock forward, grinding my clit against him. He’s so large, larger than anyone I’ve ever been with, but it doesn’t hurt. Before I thought I was getting what I was supposed to, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. It’s like Carson and I were made for one another. He’s the perfect size for me and I fit him like a glove.

      His eyes move from mine down to my bouncing breasts and back. He smirks, bites his lower lip, and then his lips part with his heavy breathing. His eyes flutter closed but pop back open like he doesn’t want to miss a moment of this. His hands come up to massage my breasts and he leans forward, capturing one in his mouth. He sucks on my nipple and flicks his tongue against it, only working me closer to that edge he likes to keep me on.

      “Come for me, Felicity. Let me watch you while you come on my dick.”

      I’ve never been much for dirty talk during sex, but when he does it, it doesn’t turn me off. In fact, it gives me even more pleasure to hear him, to listen to him demanding such dirty things of me. It’s been a fantasy for far too long. I grind against him one last time and that’s when he gets his wish. I throw my head back and let out a moan, enjoying the tingles that swim through my body, lighting every nerve ending on fire while my bones are overtaken with snow.

      His hands fall back to my hips, lifting me and pulling me down against him, harder and harder each time, only prolonging my release. My toes begin to curl and go numb as I lose all control of my body. I can’t do anything but ride this wave and pray that it never ends. When it does, as they always do, he lifts me up and flips me over onto my knees. He enters me from behind and he doesn’t take it easy. With each thrust, I fall forward. After a few times of this, he wraps my hair around his fist and keeps me in place. My legs are shaking beneath me, threatening to collapse, but he keeps a strong hold on me and he never lets me fall. He slides a finger into my mouth and it surprises me but I suck on it. He pulls it out and smacks me on the ass, making me call out. Moments later, he slides his finger into my ass and I lose all control.

      I’ve never been taken this way before and it’s perfect, something that only he can do. I come harder than I’ve ever come before and he joins me, filling me with every last drop. Moments later, he releases me and I collapse onto the mattress.

      We both lie on the bed, neither of us moving or talking. We’re both just focusing on catching our breath and controlling our racing hearts. He leans down and grabs the blanket we’ve somehow managed to kick to the foot of the bed and he pulls it over both of us before reaching over and shutting off the light. He pulls me to his chest and presses a kiss to the back of my shoulder.

      “That was fucking mind-blowing,” he says, kissing up my neck to my ear.

      “Earth-shattering,” I agree.

      “Mind-altering.”

      “Mind-altering? How about world-altering?”

      He chuckles in the distance. “Fuck, why did we wait so long to do that?”

      I laugh. “Cuz someone wanted to keep me pure,” I tease.

      “Fuck pure. I’ll take dirty any day.” His hands are already sliding up my body again, caressing my sides and hips, squeezing my breasts, and gently working their way between my folds.

      His mouth lands on my neck and he kisses up my neck and nibbles on my ear. “Once is never enough,” he says, causing me to roll over. He slides back on top of me. “I’ll never get enough of you,” he says, bringing his lips back to mine.
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      I put my bra back on and pick up my torn panties, garter, and hose. I hold them up in the air, showing them to him. “What am I supposed to wear home now?”

      He chuckles. “Here,” he says, reaching into his bag and tossing me a pair of boxer shorts.

      I catch them and pull them on with a giggle.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I was just thinking about how I was always so jealous of the girls you were with, and how now that I’ve been with you, I know exactly how jealous I need to be.”

      He smiles as he walks over. “If it makes you feel any better, every single one of them, I imagined they were you.”

      I smile. “You did not.”

      He nods. “Ask Beth. I fucked up and called her Felicity in bed one night. She kicked me out and we haven’t talked since.”

      I laugh as I reach up and wrap my arms around him. “Our one night together is almost over,” I say, looking into his eyes.

      I see them dash from mine, to the clock, and back. “Well, we better make the most of it then.” He picks me up against him and carries me back to the bed where we spend the rest of the night.
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      I wake in the morning with a smile on my face. I don’t open my eyes though, in fear of it all disappearing. I roll to my side and reach for her, but the bed is cold and empty. My eyes pop open and anger washes over me. I can’t believe she snuck out of here while I was asleep. I get up, pull on my basketball shorts, throw a coat on, and slip my feet into some flip-flops. I rush out of the house faster than anyone can stop me.

      I walk across the snow and ice covers my feet, but I don’t even feel it as I walk up to her front door and open it. I let myself into her room and find her dead asleep in bed. I slam the door shut and she sits up.

      “Carson, what the hell?” she asks, rubbing her eyes.

      “You snuck out,” I say, simmering down now that I see her sleepy eyes.

      “You fell asleep. We agreed on one night so I wanted to keep my word. What’s wrong with you?” She throws the blankets back and stands up. She’s still wearing my boxers, but the bra is gone. Now replaced with a white tank top that I can clearly see through.

      My anger falls away and quickly changes to something else. Need. “Maybe I want more than one night. Maybe I want two.”

      She smiles. “Okay,” she agrees.

      “You’re not even going to fight with me?”

      She seems taken aback. She always fights with me. Don’t give up now.

      “Do you want me to fight with you?’

      I nod. “That’s our thing. Me and you, I tell you one thing and you don’t like it and we fight.”

      She nods. “Okay, we agreed on one night, Carson. Not two. Don’t get greedy.”

      “Greedy? I’m greedy, little Ms. I’ve wanted you since I was seven. Now you got a piece and you’re done?”

      She laughs and shakes her head at me. “Shut up, you idiot.” She presses her lips to mine and everything else is gone. I lay her back on the bed and pull the blankets up over both of us. Under the blanket, I push my shorts down her legs and push my basketball shorts over my hips. I’m hard and ready to go, just like every other argument with her. Sliding into her is easy, warm, and welcoming. Finally, connecting as one, I can think straight. I hold her tight against me as I let myself calm down, unmoving in any way. “What are you doing to me?” I whisper, finally pulling out to thrust back in.

      I’ve always known right from wrong. I knew what I wanted, what I needed, and what I should avoid. All the answers to those questions are her. She’s right and oh so wrong for me. I wanted her. I needed her. And I should be avoiding her right now, but that’s not going to happen. I’ve had a taste of her and her sweetness is left on my tongue. There’s no way I’m forgetting last night. There’s no way I’m not fighting for more. Where she ends, I begin, and together, we’re one. There’s no going back now and that thought scares the shit out of me because I don’t know how we’ll end up. I’m no longer certain on my future.

      I don’t know how, but we manage to pull away from one another. I put my flip-flops and coat back on and leave her house. Neither of us are ready for the day. We both need to get cleaned up and I need to come up with some kind of plan to escape this house for the day. As I’m passing through the living room, her mother lets out a yelp.

      “Oh, Carson. I didn’t know you were here,” she says, her hand covering her heart.

      I smile. “Sorry, Mrs. B. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just popped by to wake Felicity up. She wasn’t answering my calls and I wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      “Aww, you’re such a sweet boy,” she says.

      I force a smile and wave as I exit the house. A sweet boy? A sweet boy who just fucked your daughter. like four times in the last twenty-four hours. Yeah, not so sweet, I think as I make the journey back to my mom’s house.

      When I get home, I waste no time in taking a shower and getting dressed. When I walk back into my bedroom, my mom is in there stripping the bed.

      I freeze when I see what she’s doing. I clearly would have washed my dirty sex sheets myself.

      “I was just going to make the bed until I came in and seen what a wrinkled mess it was. You must be a rough sleeper.”

      “Mom, I was just getting ready to do that.”

      She waves me off. “It’s no problem, dear. I’m happy to have you home.” She tosses the blankets and pillowcases into a pile on the floor while she strips off the fitted sheet. Then she bends over to pick it all up and comes up with something red. She’s holding it by two fingers.

      My face heats up when I realize it’s Felicity’s panties.

      “What in the world?” she asks, looking from the scrap of material, to me, and back.

      “Oh, uhhh…that’s mine,” I say, reaching out and taking the torn-up material.

      “Who’s is that? Carson, are you having people stay over?”

      I swallow, unsure of what to say.

      “Who’s been here? I’ve only seen Felicity and the two of you have never…” Knowledge washes over her. “Oh, Carson,” she chastises. “Not you and the neighbor girl.”

      “What?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “You better watch what you’re doing and think long and hard about this. They are family! They will be here Christmas day for dinner, you know?”

      “I know, Mom. They spend Christmas here every year.”

      “Then you know how valuable our friendship is with them.”

      I nod. “I know, Mom.”

      She seems really disappointed. “I’ve got to call her mother. I’ve got to put a stop to this.”

      “Mom, I’m a grown-ass man. Don’t you think I can handle this myself?”

      She picks up the sheets and looks at me. “A grown-ass man doesn’t sneak women into his mother’s house to…” She starts to stutter, not knowing how to say it. “To sex her up.”

      Really? That’s the term you chose to use?

      She rushes out and I fall back on the bed, groaning.

      It’s only been five minutes before Felicity is calling.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Well, I just had the most awkward conversation with my mother.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, sitting up. “I just came in the room and she was stripping the bed. Then she found your ripped-up panties and knew you were the only one who had been over. She put it together herself. Are you in trouble?”

      She laughs. “No, my mom thinks it’s great.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, she said she’s known for years how the two of us felt about one another and she’s glad we’re finally doing something about it.”

      I shiver. “I feel a little dirty now that we like…have her permission.”

      She laughs. “She also mentioned running into you in the living room this morning.”

      “Yeah, she said I was a sweet boy after I roughly fucked her daughter under her own roof.”

      “Well, it wasn’t that rough,” she says.

      “What?”

      “It was sort of gentle. I enjoyed it.”

      I feel like my manhood is on the line. “Oh, you want it rougher?” I ask. “I can get rougher,” I promise.

      “You were pretty rough last night and I enjoyed that too. I like seeing all the different sides of you I didn’t know before.”

      I laugh. “You don’t think I’m some sort of sick, twisted weirdo? Cuz my mom does now after picking up your ripped-up panties.”

      She giggles. “If you’re a weirdo, I’m a weirdo. In fact, I think we need to get to living out that car fantasy I’ve had for far too long.”

      I smile “Oh, that we can do.” My body starts to come alive, just from talking about it. I stand up and look into her window. “Where are you?” I ask.

      She quickly steps in front of the window. I see that she’s changed out of my boxers. She’s now wearing a pair of black yoga pants and a light-pink sweater. “Mmmm, you look sexy.”

      She frowns. “Sexy? How?”

      “I love watching you walk around in yoga pants.”

      She smiles as she turns around to give me view of her ass.

      “Now bend over,” I direct and she does.

      “Oh, good Lord,” my mother says, walking in and seeing what’s going on.

      “Mom, for God’s sake, knock!” I turn around and yell at her.

      She picks up the pillowcase that she dropped on the floor by the bed. “It’s like I’m raising a teenager again,” she grumbles, making her way back out of my room.

      Felicity, hearing everything that’s going on, giggles in my ear.

      I hold up my finger and motion for her to come over.

      “Where we going to do it with your bed stripped and your mom walking in?”

      I look at my closet and back.

      She tilts her head. “You want to have sex in the closet?” she asks.

      I smirk and nod my head.

      She rolls her eyes and lets out a long breath, but then says, “I’ll be right over.”

      I hang up the phone and slide up the window. She pushes hers up and then climbs out. I help her into mine, then pull her to the closet. My mouth is on hers before I even have the door shut.
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      Every time she tries to leave, I pull her back in, but end up having to release her when she tells me she has a day planned to do some Christmas shopping with her mom. I let her go, giving her an extra long kiss before helping her back out the window. I stand there and make sure she gets back in hers. She does and she closes the window and locks it behind her. She offers up a smile before turning away and leaving the room.

      With her occupied for the day, I’m at a loss for how to spend mine. All I know is that I don’t want to spend it here, with my mother and stepfather. I decide to just head out and see where I end up. As I’m gathering my phone, keys, and wallet, someone knocks on the door and I almost get excited, thinking that maybe Felicity canceled on her mom. I walk out of my room in time to see my mom open the door. Gillian is on the other side. Her long dark hair is in her signature curls and she’s wearing a big bright smile as she hugs my mom.

      Mom turns around to call for me but stops when she sees me already here. “Oh, Carson. Look who’s here.”

      “I see,” I reply. I look at Gillian. “What are you doing here?”

      She puts her smile in place. “I came to see you, silly. Can we talk?”

      “Sure,” I agree, leading her back to my room.

      “Wow, back in your childhood bedroom. How’s that feel?” she asks, walking around the room and looking at everything.

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” I say, plopping down in the desk chair.

      She nods. “Noted. So, how have you been?” she asks, sitting across from me on the stripped bed, the bed I just fucked my best friend on. Looking at that bed, I don’t see Gillian sitting on it. I see all the naughty things that I did to Felicity, all the naughty things she liked, all the naughty things that I can’t wait to do again.

      “Fine. You?” I ask, shaking my head to clear it.

      She nods and keeps that fake smile in place. “I’m good. Fine. Are you enjoying being back home for Christmas?”

      “What’s this about, Gillian?” I’m tired of the small talk already.

      She takes a deep breath. “I should’ve known that you wouldn’t be much for small talk. You never were.”

      “That’s right. So spit it out.”

      She nods. “Okay, here goes.” She takes a deep breath. “I miss you.”

      I freeze when I hear those words. She misses me? She’s the one who broke up with me.

      “I realize now that I never should have called things off with you. And I’m sorry that it took me so long to see it. It’s just that, the holidays make you think, you know? Make you think about what you’re thankful for and really puts things into perspective. It’s just that when you said you didn’t want the whole marriage and kids thing, it threw me for a loop. I mean, you’re a great guy with a good job. Marriage and kids are usually part of the package. But I see now that I acted a little hastily. If it’s time you need, I’ll give that to you. I can wait for those things. I just need to know that at some point, you do see us getting there.”

      I sit back, thinking over her words. Gillian and I had spent nearly five years of our lives together. She’s the closet thing I’ve had to a lasting adult relationship. But that was back when I thought that Felicity was out of the question. Still, I had feelings for her. Strong feelings. Maybe even love but I don’t know how true that is. I felt more for her than I had anyone up to that point. So I thought that was what love was. But now, now that Felicity and I are in such a good place, I don’t know.

      “Is that Felicity?” Gillian asks, looking out the window.

      I lean forward in my chair, finding Felicity standing in her window, shock evident on her face.

      I quickly pull my phone from my pocket and send her a text.

      Me: I’ll explain later.

      I tuck the phone away and look back out the window, watching her read it. She looks up at me and nods once before turning away.

      “So you’re both home at the same time, huh? That has to be exciting, just like the good ol’ days.”

      I take a deep breath. “I don’t know what you’re wanting me to say here, Gillian. I mean, you broke up with me three months ago. I haven’t heard from you since. And then you show up here, completely unexpected and say what? That you want to get back together but only if I can promise you a ring and a kid?”

      Her eyes flutter closed. “I know this must all be a shock to you. I’ve been thinking about it for months. Don’t worry, though. I’m not asking you to make up your mind today. You can think about it. But please, think about it. Don’t just push this aside. We have five years behind us. It’s too much to just give up. don’t you think?”

      I don’t know what to say, so I just stand up. She stands up with me and she steps up to my chest, wrapping her arms around my waist. I place my arms around her and hug her lightly, noticing how this doesn’t feel anything like it does when it’s Felicity in my arms.

      “Come on. I’ll show you out.”

      I show her to the door and I step out with her. I see Felicity and her mom in the car, but they haven’t backed out of the drive yet. I can feel Felicity’s eyes watching me. To my surprise, Gillian steps up to me and the next thing I know, she’s pressing her mouth to mine. I pull back quickly, looking at Felicity in the car again. Hurt and pain is reflecting in her eyes.

      “Sorry, I guess it’s too soon, huh?” Gillian says when I reject her kiss.

      “Yeah, too soon,” I agree, but I highly doubt we’re talking about the same thing. It’s too soon for me to be hurting Felicity this way, and that’s exactly what I’ve done.
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      What the fuck is Big Boobs doing over there with him? He told me that they broke up. Did he lie? No, Carson doesn’t lie to me, especially about things like that. So what’s she doing there? Is she trying to get him back? Over my dead body. He’s mine. He always says that I’m his and have been since we were kids. Well, he’s mine and has been since he was ten years old. I don’t know what she’s doing, but I’m not going down without a fight. I finally have something to fight for.

      I walk away from the window and Mom’s finally ready. I grab my things and head out to the car. She’s only a few steps behind me and she climbs behind the wheel. She sets her purse in her lap and starts digging through it, looking for the keys. That’s when I notice Carson’s front door open and he comes walking out with her. She says something to him and he looks at me. I can see something on his face. Sorrow, anger, something. He glances back at her and she sneaks a kiss on him. He pulls back like he’s been slapped, but the damage has been done. My lips are no longer the last to touch his. That thought alone makes me want to curl up and cry.

      Carson was always a bit of a player, but I never thought he’d play me. I tell myself not to overreact. He clearly didn’t want the kiss, not like he wants my kisses anyway. Since hooking up yesterday, he hasn’t been able to keep his hands off of me. In fact, it seems he would be completely content just staying in bed with me all day, but Gillian, Big Boobs as I call her, she’s trying to throw a wrench in our plan.

      Mom finally finds her keys and she starts the car up and backs out of the drive. I tear my eyes away from them on their front porch and focus on spending the day with my mom. We drive to the center of town and get out to walk around the square. It’s just as full as yesterday with everyone out to enjoy the ice rink.

      “You remember when I would bring you and Carson here every year?”

      I smile and nod. “Of course.”

      “I remember that time you called me, crying and asking me to pick you up early. You never did tell me what happened.”

      I laugh. “It’s stupid, Mom.”

      “Either way, I’d like to know.”

      “I had a huge crush on Carson, but he was too old for me. He was pushing eighteen and I was only turning fifteen. He was there to meet his girlfriend and I went to meet my boyfriend at the time.”

      “I didn’t know you even had a boyfriend then.”

      I laugh. “I know. I didn’t tell anyone. He was sixteen and Carson hated him. Anyway, I thought that I could make Carson jealous and I don’t know, get his attention or something. But we ended up fighting about it and he left with his girlfriend. Anyway, I bought us both a hot chocolate and I planned on giving it to him and telling him I was sorry and asking if he’d go on a carriage ride with me. When I went to find him, I saw him getting on the carriage with his girlfriend and it broke my heart. I threw the hot chocolate away and called you to pick me up.”

      She gives me a sympathetic look. “Oh, honey. You and Carson have been running headlong into each other for years for a reason.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t know about that now,” I say, thinking back to Gillian kissing him on the porch.

      “Why? Because of that girl?” she asks.

      “You saw that?”

      “Of course. Why do you think I took so long to find my keys? I wanted to see what was going to happen.”

      I laugh. “Oh my God, Mom.”

      “What?” she asks, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s a good boy. He will do the right thing. Just don’t give up on him yet.”

      “You think so? Even after seeing their kiss?”

      “Oh, honey. It was clear he didn’t want that kiss. Don’t hold that against him. He’s just too nice to pimp slap that ho across the face for trying something like that.”

      I bust out laughing. “Oh my God, Mom. You seriously need to stop watching Comedy Central.”

      She giggles. “Why, I like it and it makes me cool with the kids.”

      “What kids?” I question.

      “The ones that come into the store. I have a group that come in to see me every day, just to talk and listen to the wackadoodle things I’ll say.”

      I shake my head. “God, shoot me now.”

      “Now, forget all your troubles and let’s go get some shopping done, huh?”

      Shopping is a nice distraction, but it’s not enough. Every time I let my guard down, I find myself thinking of Carson and Big Boobs. It’s killing me that she’s there and I hate that I can’t let it go. Carson isn’t mine. Sure, we’ve been hooking up, but that doesn’t mean he’s mine. In fact, I think we both agreed on one night, well, two now.

      I thought being with Carson would be magical, amazing, life-changing, but I couldn’t wrap my head around how much it would change me. I thought it was only going to be one time. I thought that things couldn’t get complicated if it only happened once. But it was so good that I needed more than once. And he hasn’t been able to keep his hands to himself since. So, what made it so good?

      Was it because we both wanted it so badly? Was it because we’d been waiting so long, always denying ourselves? Or is it something else? I try to think back on every other sexual experience I’ve had and none of them can even compare. Even the experiences that I thought were good at the time can’t hold a thing on Carson. What is different about Carson and every other man I’ve been with? I’ve known him longer. There is a friendship there. And I guess I love him. I’ve always loved him. He’s my best friend. But do I love love him?

      Mom and I spend the day going in and out of the little shops on the square, and then she takes me out to dinner at the little Chinese restaurant on the corner. We both load our plates with General Tso’s chicken and fried rice. Then Mom insists on washing it all down by sharing a pitcher of beer.

      “When did you become such a drinker?” I ask, just giving her shit as I pop a piece of chicken into my mouth.

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re making me sound like I have an addiction.”

      I shrug. “It was just a question.”

      “It’s not all for us. I invited someone else too.”

      My brows pull together. “Who’d you invite?”

      “Mind if I sit down?” he asks, standing next to the table. I look and find Carson.

      “Of course, dear,” Mom says.

      Carson sits next to me and we look at one another. I can see in his eyes how badly he wants to explain, but not in front of my mom.

      “Go on and fix you a plate,” she urges.

      He lets out a little chuckle, but he stands up and shrugs out of his coat before walking over to the buffet.

      “Mom, why’d you invite him?” I whisper so he won’t be able to hear me.

      “Whatever happened today needs to be talked about. Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to talk in front of me, but I knew that if I didn’t invite him, you’d avoid him and think the worst.” She smiles. “Now you can’t avoid him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

      She leans forward just as he’s walking over. “I am on your side, dear. Give him a chance to explain.”

      “Thanks for the invite, Mrs. B,” Carson says.

      Mom smiles and begins pouring him a glass of beer.

      “So, how was the shopping trip?” he asks, looking between me and Mom.

      “Very effective. I was able to knock out everyone on my list. How about you?” she asks, looking at me.

      I nod. “Yep, I’m all done too.”

      I don’t know how Carson being here has suddenly shifted my mood. I was planning on talking to him when we got home. I wasn’t expecting him to show up here. I’m not ready for the talk right now, and honestly, I’m not excited about sitting here awkwardly in front of my mother.

      Mom asks Carson some questions about living in the city, his job at the investment firm, and everything else she can think of. The whole dinner is filled with their conversation and I only nod or hmm or naaa my way through it. When dinner is done, Mom insists on paying the bill and we all head toward the door together.

      Outside the door, she turns and hugs me. “Carson will take you home. I’ll put your bags in your room. Have fun and be safe,” she says, rushing off before I can argue.

      Carson and I stand on the sidewalk, watching her back out and drive away.

      “Want to take a walk?” he asks, motioning toward the square and the winter wonderland event.

      I shrug. “I guess so.”

      It’s the first time I’ve seen the square at night in years and it still takes my breath away. There are multicolored Christmas lights in every treetop. There are white lights strung from tree to tree, highlighting the walking path around the event. There is snow piled up and decorations everywhere of little angels, the nativity, and then a kid’s section where there is Santa and the elves as they prepare for Christmas in the workshop.

      We don’t talk as we cross the street and enter the event. He leads me down the sidewalk and to the hot chocolate stand. He orders two and then takes me over to the benches by the skate rink. He sets both cups down and then pulls out a bottle from his inside coat pocket, pouring a little in each.

      “That should keep you warm,” he says, handing over my cup.

      “Thank you,” I reply, taking it and bringing it to my lips.

      “I need to explain,” he starts but for some reason, I cut him off.

      “No, no, you don’t. What we’ve been doing isn’t anything serious, right? We’re just messing around. You owe me nothing, Carson.”

      His brows furrow together. “We may be messing around, but you’re still my best friend and I would like to talk about this with you.”

      Fuck, I forgot about the whole being best friends thing. I guess I have to hear all the gory details now. I nod him on.

      “Gillian popped up today, totally unexpected.”

      I snort. “Sounds just like her.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, I never could get a handle on what she would do next. I thought she’d zig and she’d zag. We were never on the same page.” He takes a sip of his spiked hot chocolate. “Anyway, she says that she left me prematurely. That she thought that there was no point in being with me if I didn’t want marriage and kids with her.”

      “So, now she’s changed her mind?”

      “No, she still wants those things, but now she says she’s willing to wait as long as I can promise that we will get there eventually.”

      “And…what did you say to that?”

      “I didn’t say much of anything, actually. She said that she still loved me and would wait as long as I needed. Then she kissed me but you saw that.”

      I nod as I press my lips together. “And what do you think? Do you still love her? Do you see yourself having kids with her one day?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know,” he says quietly, shaking his head. “If you would have asked me this question yesterday, I would have said hell no. But now…”

      “What’s changed now?”

      “She came back,” he answers. “I thought I’d never see her again so I didn’t waste any time thinking about it. I spent nearly five years of my life with her, so it seems unfair to just throw all that away.”

      I swear, I feel my heart crack and I can’t figure out why. I wanted Carson and I’ve now had him. That’s all I wanted, isn’t it? I should be happy that the woman he’s spent so much time with is asking for him back. I should be happy that my friend is being offered his happily ever after, but I’m not. Why?

      I look up and his icy-blue eyes meet mine. I see years of friendship, troubles, good times, and love. But not the way I loved him when we were kids. This is a different type of love. How did that happen? Am I in love with Carson?

      “Anyway, I told her that now isn’t the time to try making important decisions. The holidays are crazy enough without adding important life events into the mix. So I told her I’d talk to her when I got back home after New Year’s.”

      “So…right now, you’re still single?” I ask, looking up at him from beneath my lashes.

      He cracks a smile and nods. “Yeah, I’m still single.”

      My smile breaks free. Even if I can’t have him forever, I can have him for now. That’s better than nothing…I think. When I smile, he smiles, and then the next thing I know, he’s pulling me in for a kiss. He sets his cup down and his hands move up to cup my cheeks, holding me to him. His tongue presses against my lips and I open for him. He enters and our tongues dance together in a perfect rhythm. I reach up, fisting his shirt in my hand, pulling him closer and never wanting him to leave.

      He pulls back and whispers against my lips, “Want to get out of here and make that car fantasy a dream come true?”

      I giggle and nod. “Yes, yes, I do.”

      He stands up and pulls me to his side. I wrap my arm around his, and he leads me back to the car. Inside, he pulls out into traffic quickly. I have no idea where he’s going, but he turns down a secluded backroad that’s pitch-black in the middle of the country. He turns onto a dirt road that seems more like a farming road than anything else, and he puts the car in park but doesn’t kill the engine.

      “We’re going to need some heat out there,” he says, swinging open his door.

      I climb out and meet him around the front in the darkness. I look up at him and he looks down at me. In the same instant, we grab one another and start kissing. This kiss isn’t like the one we just shared by the ice rink though. This kiss is like all our other kisses, brought together out of need and desperation. He pulls me against him and his hands find my ass. He picks me up and my legs wrap around his hips. He sets me on the hood of the car and the warmth from the engine rises up, warming me.

      As he leans over the hood, kissing me, his hands are traveling my body, pushing and pulling clothes away. He unfastens my jeans and pulls me up against him to push them over my hips. Then suddenly, he’s spinning me around and bending me over, entering me from behind. He slams into me hard and makes me call out. His hands on my hips tighten as he pulls me back into his thrusts. I can hear his heavy breathing mixed with animalistic growls every time he shoves into me, and that sound alone could make me come.

      My release starts to build and my muscles are tightening around him. He rocks against me, rubbing that perfect spot every time he pounds into me. My release rises and breaks free, leaving me in gasps, moans, and whimpers. My sounds only make him work harder, which pushes him over the edge with me. Within moments, we’re both completely spent, our bodies numb and weak as he rests his head against my back to catch his breath and settle his heart. When we’ve both come down from our high, he pulls out of me and pulls me back up. He pulls my panties and jeans up my hips and fastens them before fixing his own. Our eyes meet in the darkness and something is exchanged. Trust, friendship, love? I don’t know, but the way he’s looking at me now is a look I never saw from him before. It cuts deep into my heart, making it come alive and race with the unknown.

      He cracks a smile. “Well, was it all you hoped it would be?”

      I smile. “It was better,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Because it was real.” I press my lips to his and he kisses me, hot, long, and hard.
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      I thought that if I explained Gillian’s visit, Felicity would freak out. I thought she’d fight for me. I never thought she’d just accept it and move on. The fact that she didn’t argue, that makes me wonder. This thing we’re doing, is it just fun to her? I know what we agreed upon, but I also thought it stemmed from a love she has for me deep inside. I love her and have loved her for many years. I’ve wanted her. I was just too afraid of ruining our friendship over it. I thought she wanted me in the same way, but her response about Gillian wasn’t what I expected. Maybe she really did only want a night of fun with me. A night that has turned into two, and I plan on making it turn into three, then four, then five if she allows it.

      But her lack of response doesn’t help me out any. I was expecting an ultimatum. I expected her to say, it’s her or me. I would have chosen her immediately and wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But the fact that she didn’t say that makes me wonder if she wants to be with me at all. Is there anything worth fighting for here?

      Once we get back into the car and make our way into town, I’m so turned around by these thoughts that I feel the need to take the edge off. “Want to stop and grab a drink?” I ask, glancing at her in the darkness.

      “Sure,” she agrees, a smile playing on her lips.

      I pull in at a local bar and we both climb out, heading inside. I head up to the bar and order two beers and two shots of tequila. The bartender rushes off to get the order and I turn around to take in the bar while I wait. The place is pretty crowded which surprises me since it’s so close to Christmas, but maybe everyone here is trying to escape their family as much as I am. I see some familiar faces that I haven’t seen in several years and some I don’t recognize. Then I find Felicity sitting at a table in the darkened corner. There’s some guy standing next to her with a beer in his hand, a smile on his face.

      “Here you go,” the bartender says, handing over our drinks. I manage to take all four things over to the table and when Felicity sees me approaching, she smiles and her eyes light up. That’s what I like to see.

      “Carson, this is Chad. You remember him, don’t you?” she asks.

      I look at the man standing next to our table and examine his face. Suddenly, it’s not his face I’m seeing. It’s the face that I remember from years ago, but much older now. He’s the guy she brought to the skate rink that night.

      I nod. “Of course, how you doing, man?”

      He smiles and nods. “Pretty good. I didn’t know the two of you were back in town. You here to stay or just visiting?” he asks, looking at me.

      “Oh, I live in Chicago. Just down for the holidays.”

      He nods and swings his stare over to Felicity. “And you?”

      “Oh, well, I just graduated early. So I’m working on finding a job, and then I’ll go wherever.”

      “So, you’ll be hanging around a while then?”

      She nods. “Yeah, probably.”

      This makes him smile but he covers it with his beer as he takes a drink.

      I pass Felicity over her shot and beer and I pick up mine, holding it in the air. “To a magical Christmas,” I say.

      She smiles and clanks her shot glass off mine before we throw them back. She quickly chases hers down with a drink of beer and I look up at Chad, wondering why he’s still hovering.

      “There something you need, buddy?”

      He seems surprised, but then he shakes his head and walks away without another word.

      “Carson,” Felicity chastises.

      “What? Dude was being a weirdo, just hovering there like that.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “You never did like him.”

      “Still don’t,” I remind her, picking up my beer and taking a drink.

      “Why? What problem could you possibly have with the guy now? You haven’t seen him in years.”

      “He likes you,” I point out.

      “He does not.” She rolls her eyes, thinking I’m just being overprotective again.

      I lean forward, resting my arms on the table. “He does. Why else did he ask if you were sticking around town?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. To make conversation?”

      This time, I’m the one to roll my eyes. “No, dude wants another turn with you.”

      She shakes her head. “Well, he’s not getting it.”

      “Is that so?” I ask as she leans in.

      She nods.

      I’m about to ask her why that is, see if it has anything to do with me, but I get cut off when Greg plops down at our table.

      “Look at you two getting all nice and cozy,” he says, placing a hand on each of our shoulders and giving us a little shake. “Chad said you chased him off, Carson. You never did like that punk.” He laughs.

      I move my eyes in his direction. “He wasn’t the only one I didn’t like,” I say, hoping he gets the hint.

      “Oh, no! You didn’t like anyone who tried sniffing around Felicity, here. Hey, you remember that time. Oh…when was it. It must have been your freshmen year away. You were so worried that all the guys would start asking Felicity out, you made the football team follow her around everywhere she went?” He starts laughing and Felicity’s eyes cut to me.

      “That’s why they were following me around?” Her voice is loud and squeaky. “I couldn’t figure it out. It was creepy as hell! They legit tried hiding behind trees and stuff so I wouldn’t see them. But do you know how hard it is to hide a six-four linebacker behind a tree?”

      Her description makes me laugh. “I’m sorry.” I laugh. “I wasn’t trying to freak you out. I just wanted to make sure you had someone watching over you while I was gone.”

      She shakes her head, her eyes rolling in response. “You were always very overprotective.”

      Greg nods his head in agreement. “Oh, you have no idea. Once, a bunch of guys tried sneaking into a slumber party you were at, fuckface here decided to call the parents and let them know. They came out and busted us.”

      Her eyes widen. “That was you?” She points at me from across the table.

      Greg nods. “Yep, nobody got laid that night.”

      We’re all laughing and giggling like old times, but I wish he wouldn’t tell all of my secrets.

      “And then once,” he starts.

      “Alright, Greg. I think that’s enough,” I say, cutting him off.

      “Okay,” he agrees.

      “Wait! No, I want to know the lengths you’ve gone to just to keep me pure,” she teases.

      I shake my head. “Trust me, you don’t want to know,” I tell her.

      The conversation shifts to something else, more high school memories of parties, dances, and football games. Eventually, Greg gets up to go for a beer, leaving us alone. A soft song starts playing through the speakers and I hold out my hand. “I think I owe you a dance, right?”

      She looks up at me confused, then acknowledgment washes through her green eyes.

      “You promise you’ll dance with me?” Felicity asks as she corners me at my senior prom. My date is off in the bathroom again, primping and fixing her makeup.

      “I already told you I would, Felicity,” I tell her as I lean against the wall, rolling my eyes. Most senior guys wouldn’t be caught dead with a freshmen girl, not unless he’s trying to bang her and steal her innocence, but everyone knows that I’m not and believe me, I get plenty of shit over it too.

      “I know you did, but you’re drinking a lot and I’ve heard talk of all the seniors leaving early to go to a party. I just didn’t want you to forget about me.”

      I look in her green eyes and every time I do, it’s like I get trapped there. “I could never forget about you.”

      That makes her smile and pink paints her cheeks. “Okay.” She finally lets it go as she turns and walks back to her friends.

      As the night drags on, me and the guys drink more from our flasks we snuck in and the girls get pretty rowdy. Everyone is ready to leave this chaperoned party and find one that’s adult free. I look around, needing to find Felicity so I can deliver on my promise, but Jessica grabs my arm and starts tugging me toward the door.

      “Come on, baby. Let’s get out of here and get into something a little more fun.” She starts kissing my neck, making my blurred eyes even more hard to see through.

      “Okay, I just have to find Felicity first.”

      She rolls her brown eyes. “Ugh, she’ll be fine. She’s in high school now and with her own date. Come on. She’ll understand. Plus, she’ll probably be glad to get rid of her babysitter for a couple hours.” Her lips land on mine and her hand glides across the seat of my pants, brushing across my dick that hasn’t had attention in too long.

      Since Felicity started high school, she’s been attending all the same parties as me. That makes it really hard to keep an eye on her and get laid. So my dick has been pushed to the back of my mind for too long now. Every party, I used to get laid. Now, I’m leaving early and taking Felicity home before she gets into any trouble.

      “Alright,” I agree, letting her pull me toward the exit.

      “Prom,” she says as she slides her hand into mine.

      I nod. “I know I’ve said I’m sorry at least thirty times since then, but I really am sorry,” I tell her, spinning her around and pulling her to my chest on the dance floor.

      She rolls her eyes. “You were just excited to go to a party without me.”

      I shrug. “It wasn’t so much the party as it was about getting laid without having to worry that some drunk asshole was trying to take advantage of you.”

      “Well, jokes on you because some drunk asshole tried taking advantage of me anyway.”

      That causes a whole new memory to form behind my eyes.

      It’s going on two a.m. before the limo pulls up outside of my house. As I climb out, I loosen my tie and slip out of my stiff jacket the moment I exit the car. Who can wear this shit all the time? The door closes on the limo but I can still hear the party going on inside. I wave as the limo pulls off, and I turn for the door.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see a black Cadillac parked on the side of the road in front of Felicity’s house. There are no lights on. The car isn’t running. There isn’t anyone in the front seat. I look at the driveway and see that Felicity’s mom must be working another night shift at the store. She won’t be home until early morning. I look at my watch. That’s still several more hours.

      With a deep breath, I walk over to the car and peek into the windows. The back seat is empty too. Damn it! Felicity and her date are in the house…alone. I rush up the sidewalk and onto the porch, tossing my jacket down on the porch swing as I open the door. The living room light is on, but nobody is in the room. I head down the hallway and hear music behind Felicity’s door. I put my ear up to it and hear soft moans and whispers.

      “Come on, baby. Nobody will have to know,” he says.

      My jaw clenches.

      “No, Mark. I can’t. We hardly know one another,” Felicity says softly.

      “Then why the fuck did you go to prom with me? Everyone knows what goes on at prom.”

      “I just, I just wanted to go to prom. I’m fifteen. I’m not ready to have sex yet.”

      “Fine, no sex,” I hear him agree and I take a breath to cool off. “But how about a blowjob?”

      I can’t stop myself. I throw open the door and flip the light on. They both jump from being interrupted.

      “What the fuck, man?” the guy says, standing up from the bed that Felicity is on and rushing to button his pants back up.

      I don’t even say anything. I just grab ahold of his shirt and drag him to the door. I open it and throw him out it. Felicity is right behind me and I turn around, pointing my finger in her face. “Stay here.” I slam the door closed behind me and notice that for once, she listens and isn’t following me out.

      Her date is working to get himself up. I guess he fell when I threw him. I grab him up and pull him behind me to his car. I walk him out into the street, then slam him against the driver’s side door. Getting close to his face, I say, “Leave. Don’t ever come back and don’t ever let me catch you around Felicity again. Got it?”

      He’s out of breath and holding up his hands in front of him, but he nods.

      “Next time, you won’t get the chance to walk away.” I step back and he rushes into the car. Seconds later, he’s squealing his tires as he hits the gas, leaving in a rush.

      I hang my head and take a few deep breaths, trying to cool the anger that’s burning inside of me. After a few moments, I walk back into her house and find her sitting on the couch. Her dress is unzipped in the back and it’s falling off her shoulders; her hair is a mess, and her makeup is smeared. I look at her with the sternest look I can muster, and she breaks down into tears.

      “I’m sorry, Carson. I didn’t mean to…” She sniffles. “I mean, I didn’t know that he would want to…” More sniffles.

      My anger melts away and I go to her, pulling her against my chest where she cries into my shirt.

      I look into her green eyes and they sparkle and shine, lighting up the dimly lit bar. “Just so you know, there’s no lengths I won’t go to, no lines I won’t cross to keep you safe.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up slightly, then her hands that are wrapped around my neck pull my head down and her lips press against mine.
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      He says that there are no lengths he won’t go to to keep me safe. I hope he realizes that I feel the same way about him. After his parents’ divorce, things were a bit rocky for him. His mom was depressed and having to learn how to do everything on her own, take care of the house, dinner, keeping an eye on her son, and bringing in a paycheck. It’s a lot for any adult, but especially for her, a woman who went straight from her parents to her husband at the age of eighteen. After the depression wore off and things started to get back to normal, she did what any young woman would do. She started dating, but not all those boyfriends were good. One was downright horrible, especially toward Carson.

      I’m outside, playing in the yard alone when I hear a loud crashing sound come from Carson’s house.

      “You little shit,” Jared, Connie’s boyfriend, yells. And I know he’s talking about Carson.

      The screen door squeaks open and slams shut. I look up just in time to see Carson come running out the door. He’s headed for the backyard where I am.

      I stand up. “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “He’s coming! Run!” Carson says, running as fast as he can over to me. He grabs my arm. “Come on. We have to escape to the woods where he can’t find us.”

      But it’s too late, Jared is now outside, walking up to us with a belt in his hand. He points at Carson. “Your mom won’t beat your ass like you deserve, but I will. Come over here,” he demands.

      I look over at Carson and can see him shaking. I don’t know what he did, but I don’t care. I don’t want to see him hurt. So I do the only thing I can think of. I move to stand in front of him. I cross my arms and try my best to look bigger than I am. Carson’s older so of course his head sticks up above mine.

      Jared comes to a stop a few yards away. “Move, Felicity,” he demands.

      “No!” I say. “You’re not hurting my friend.”

      “Well, if your friend would behave himself, I wouldn’t have to.”

      “I think Mrs. Wells would like to hear about this when she gets home.” I’m only nine, but already I know that she wouldn’t be okay with her boyfriend punishing her son like this. Ground him, sure. Take away his bike, yep. But hitting him with a belt? No way.

      His eyes squint at me as he tries to make up his mind on what he wants to do. “You going to tattle on me, kid?”

      “You’re not hurting my friend,” I say again, getting more and more scared the longer he looks at me that way.

      My mom must see us from the window because she comes outside. Standing at the door, she yells, “Everything okay out here?”

      I look at Jared and he looks at me.

      “Yeah,” he yells back to her. “I was just looking for Carson but I found him.” He points his finger at him. “Don’t run off,” he says, loud enough that my mom can hear. He turns and walks away, but to Carson’s house.

      Remembering that almost makes tears form in my eyes, but I will them away. That’s the sort of thing that Carson and I don’t talk about anymore. He hated growing up the way he did, and I hate it for him. He’s such a good, caring guy. Sure, he got into some trouble as a kid, but what boy doesn’t?

      When the song ends, we pull apart. “I’m going to use the restroom,” I tell him and he releases my hand as he walks in the opposite direction to the table. I quickly use the ladies’ restroom and wash my hands. When I walk out, I bump right into Chad’s back.

      “Oh, hey,” he says, steadying me.

      I smile. “Hi, sorry. I should watch where I’m going.”

      He waves his hand through the air. “You can bump into me anytime.” He offers up a flirty smile and finally, I see what Carson was talking about.

      “Well, I should get back.” I point in the direction of Carson.

      He nods his head in the same direction. “He doesn’t like me much, huh?”

      I laugh. “Don’t take it personally. Carson’s never liked any guy that gave me attention.”

      “Ahhh, I seem to remember that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He laughs. “I got my first black eye from him.”

      I gasp. “What? When?”

      “The day after we all went to the Winter Wonderland Festival here in town.”

      “That’s the day you broke up with me,” I remember out loud.

      He nods. “Yup, he’s why.”

      “What happened?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. I know that you guys left pretty early, and I stayed and hung out with some friends. We were skating and playing hockey once the crowd thinned out. The next thing I knew, he was back and he was pulling me over the wall that separated the ice from the sidewalk. He yanked my ass up over it, threw me on the ground, and demanded that I stay away from you. I was caught off guard. I knew of him, but I didn’t actually know him. I had only heard stories and him threatening every guy to stay away from you. I didn’t think he’d actually do anything, so I told him to fuck off, that I liked you and that you didn’t belong to him.”

      “Ohhh,” I say, listening to his story.

      “Then he punched me. I got a few hits in on him too though. All in good fun, huh?” He laughs like it’s a fond memory.

      I nod and fake a laugh. “Right, right,” I agree. Guys are so weird. Pretty sure if some girl attacked me, I wouldn’t be laughing about it, even all these years later. I’d still be holding a grudge.

      “Anyway, I don’t know if you two are still just friends or what, but here’s my number. Call me if you want. We have a lot to catch up on.” He passes me a business card and walks away.

      As I walk back to the table, I look at the card. It says, Chad Johnson, Veterinarian along with his business and personal cell phone number.

      I tuck the card into my back pocket as I approach the table and I sit down. “So, I just heard the funniest story.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks, his eyes moving up to lock on mine.

      “Yep. I finally found out why Chad broke up with me all those years ago.”

      He sinks down into his chair and picks up his beer bottle, taking a long drink.

      I place my arms on the table and lean forward. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      His face is red and he’s trying his best not to smile, but he shakes his head no.

      I tilt my head to the side. “Seriously, you beat him up?”

      He jumps to tell his side of the story, leaning over the table the same way I am. “He left me no choice. I was just going to scare the little asshole, but he called me out.”

      “He said I didn’t belong to you,” I remind him.

      His face pinches. “Yeah, that’s why I beat him up. You’ve always belonged to me.”

      I smile. “You know, I’m not sure if this relationship we have is sweet or scary.”

      He laughs. “A little of both, probably.”

      “Probably,” I agree.

      We leave the bar and arrive home a little while later and I climb out without thinking. He rushes out of the car and jogs up to me. “Whoa, where are you going?” He grabs ahold of my wrist and pulls me back.

      “I’m going home. My mom is probably waiting up to hear how our night ended.”

      His hands find my hips and he starts walking me backward, against the side of the house. My back hits the brick but he moves in until I’m pressing against him. “You don’t want to come over?” he asks, moving his lips to mine. His kiss is soft and gentle, but I know there’s so much more behind it. “Come on, for old time’s sake?”

      I giggle against his lips. “Oh, are we going to make blanket forts and have a pillow fight?”

      He chuckles. “If you want to.” He moves his lips back to mine and his hands move up to unzip my coat. With it open, his hands slide in, landing on my chest and giving a firm squeeze.

      “I don’t know, Carson,” I breathe out. “I mean, don’t you have some thinking to do about Gillian?”

      “Gillian has not even crossed my mind, Felicity,” he whispers, moving his lips to my neck now. God, this man’s mouth can work magic. My eyes flutter closed as I enjoy the sensation of his lips on my neck, his hands on my body.

      “Come home with me, please,” he begs against my soft skin. “Just one more night. I need you for just one more night.”

      “Ugh, alright,” I agree, and he picks me up against him and carries me across the yard and into the dark house. He bumps off a few walls in the dark and trips a few times, every time, making me laugh and giggle.

      “Shhh,” he tells me as we finally find his room and fall through the door. He kicks the door behind us and it slams shut.

      “Shhh,” I tell him this time.

      “I know, I know,” he whispers, quickly moving his mouth back to mine. I push his jacket down his shoulders and he does the same with mine. We leave them both lying on the floor as he lays me back on the bed. His weight presses down on me and it feels perfect. His hands run up my thighs, squeeze my hips, and tease my breasts. With a quick flick of his fingers, my bra is unlatched and he pulls it away with my shirt, revealing myself to him. A small smirk forms on his lips before he moves his mouth to them. My head falls back as I let the tingles he creates inside of me take over.
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      “Carson, I—” my mom’s voice rings throughout the room.

      “What in the world?” she asks, taking in the massive blanket fort that we built in my room. Felicity and I both poke our heads out and her eyes land on us. “Oh, good Lord! What is wrong with you two?” she asks, shaking her head as she quickly leaves the room.

      Felicity giggles before pulling her head back into the fort and lying down.

      I take my place at her side and look up at the blanket hanging above us as I hold her close to my chest. She turns her head up and our eyes lock. I move my mouth to hers and we kiss softly for several long moments. When I break the kiss and find her green eyes again, I can’t hold it back any longer. “Felicity, I love you.” The words come pouring out.

      I expect her to laugh or playfully smack me across the chest, tell me she loves me too, but that’s not what happens. She doesn’t do anything. She freezes like the words I just said have done nothing but scared her.

      Fuck. Undo. Go back. Cancel. Nothing is working!

      “I’m sorry to tell you like this,” I start, but she shakes her head and pulls away from me. She crawls out of the tent and starts digging around for her clothes.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, pulling some shorts on.

      “You love me?” she asks, pulling her pants up. I can’t help but watch as her breasts jiggle with the action. “You love me?” she yells louder when she catches me not paying attention.

      “Yes! What? Why are you yelling? I thought you’d be happy!”

      “Happy? Happy?” she repeats again.

      “Yes, why do you keep repeating everything?”

      She shakes her head as she pulls her shirt on, no bra. “You thought that telling me that you love me would make me happy?”

      I roll my eyes and flop down on my bed in a sitting position, giving up.

      “Why now, Carson?”

      “What?” That takes me off guard.

      “Why now?”

      “I always have loved you, Felicity. Always. Why do you think I’ve done all of this?”

      She pulls her coat on and picks up her shoes, not bothering to put them on. She shakes her head. “There’s a difference in loving me then and loving me now. Then you loved me as your best friend, your little sister. So why do you love me now? Is it because we’re sleeping together?”

      I’m speechless.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. The only reason you love me now is because you fell in love with someone I’m not. You didn’t love me until I started throwing myself at you. You didn’t love me until I started acting completely out of character by giving you a peep show in front of the window or parading around in sexy underwear in front of your mom. You’re not in love with me, Carson. You’re in love with this character I created.”

      Without another word, she turns and rushes out, slamming the door behind her. I’m left sitting on my bed alone in a mess of clothing and blanket forts. I rest my elbows on my knees and hang my head. What am I supposed to do now? Give her time to cool off, obviously. But what then? How long is too long? How long is just enough? I don’t want to wait too long and have her write me off completely, but I don’t want to go bugging her too soon either.

      “Carson, you have a visitor,” my mom calls from the other room.

      Oh, thank God, I think as I get up and rush out of the bedroom, expecting to find Felicity. I stop dead in my tracks when I’m face-to-face with Gillian.

      “Gillian?”

      She smiles. “Hi, Carson. I hope I didn’t come at a bad time.”

      I look around and shrug. There’s no good time. “What’s up?”

      “Well,” she starts but then looks around at my mom and stepdad. “Can we talk in private?”

      “Ugh, sure,” I agree, leading her back to my bedroom.

      She walks in. “Oh, what’s all this?”

      “Oh, it’s a…uhh. It’s a blanket fort. You know? Did you ever make those as a kid?”

      She smiles. “Of course, but I haven’t made one since.”

      “Yeah, that’s the difference between me and you,” I mumble, pulling at the blankets and tearing it down. I throw the wad of blankets onto the bed and find Felicity’s bra lying on the floor next to the pillows.

      I look up at Gillian and she sees it too. “I see you’ve found some way to spend your time.”

      “Yeah, about that…” I start, about to tell her the whole story with me and Felicity, but she holds up her hand, cutting me off.

      “You don’t have to explain, Carson. We’re both single right now, and I can’t say that I’ve been a saint through our breakup either.” She bends down and picks up the pillows and bra. She tosses the pillows onto the bed and the bra, she folds in half and places it on the nightstand.

      “Okay, then what can I do for you?” I ask, sitting on the edge of the bed. It’s only now that I notice that Felicity has shut her bedroom curtains. I guess we’ll follow the same rules as when we were kids. When she opens them, I’ll go over.

      “Well, as you probably remember, tonight is my family’s big Christmas party, and I’m completely dateless. So, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind filling in. I completely understand if you already have plans and trust me, this is not me pushing you for an answer you’re not ready to give yet. I just thought that maybe, if you didn’t have any plans, you wouldn’t mind going. I remember how well you and my father got along.” She offers up her best smile.

      I take a deep breath, not knowing what to say. I’d love to get out of the house for the night, but I was hoping that Felicity would occupy my time, not Gillian. And if I do this little favor for Gillian, Felicity might take it as something it’s not. But if Felicity wants nothing to do with me, I might not want to burn this bridge with Gillian either. What do I do?

      “Gillian,” I start, but then stop, thinking again. Even if Felicity wants nothing to do with me, there’s no way I can go back to just living a normal life with Gillian anyway. Not after Felicity. She’s going to take some time to get over. “I know you’re not wanting an answer right now, but I have one for you.”

      She nods me on, brows high and smile in place.

      “I don’t want to get back together with you. You see, the girl I’ve been seeing, the owner of the bra you found, it’s Felicity.”

      “Felicity?” she asks, frowning. “Your childhood best friend that I had nothing to worry about because she was more of a little sister to you than a friend? That Felicity?”

      I nod. “That’s the one.”

      “How? How did this happen?”

      I shrug. “I think my whole life has been leading to this,” I say truthfully. “Felicity and I are best friends. But once we grew up a little, we started seeing one another differently. She was no longer just some little girl who followed me around. She was a beautiful girl who was getting attention from all of my friends. I found her undeniably sexy back then, but I wouldn’t let it go anywhere because of our three-year age difference. Then when I went to college and she turned eighteen, things got more complicated when we kissed. Again, I stopped it because we were friends and I didn’t want to ruin our friendship, and she accepted that. Then we went our separate ways. I went to college; she finished high school. By the time I was out of college, she was starting. This is the first time in our lives since we were kids that we’re around one another again. I came here, hoping that our feelings had changed, but time doesn’t stop anything. I want her and she wanted me, so we agreed to hook up. Then things got more complicated. I told her I loved her.”

      Her face falls slack now, taking in my words. “And what did she have to say to that?”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter what she said. It’s just the fact that I said it to another woman. That changes everything with us.” I motion between the two of us. “You honestly don’t want to be with me if I’m in love with another woman, do you?”

      She shrugs. “I mean, is it over?”

      I just look at her, not able to believe her.

      “I’m just saying that feelings linger and sometimes fade away.”

      I shake my head. “This isn’t fading, Gillian. Not any time soon. Probably never. I mean, it’s lasted me this long, right?”

      She nods once and takes a deep breath before standing. “Okay, then. Carson, I wish you the best of luck.”

      I smile. “Thank you. And I hope you find what you’re looking for out there.”

      She pulls me in for a hug and then turns to leave without another word.

      I move back over to my window and look across the small section of yard at hers. The curtains are still closed. A long breath leaves my lips. I wonder how long she can hold out. Girl can hold a grudge.
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      I’m sitting on the couch, staring at my phone when my mom sits down in the recliner next to me. “What’s your plans for the night?” she asks, picking up the remote and turning the TV on.

      I shrug. “I’ve been going so much here lately. I think I’m just going to stay in tonight. Have dinner, take a long hot bath, wrap some Christmas presents, and fill out some applications. I need to find a job and the sooner the better. I’ve been fucking off too much these last few days.”

      “Oh, hun. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ve worked your whole life to get to where you are now. Sit back and enjoy it for a bit. Take some time off and relax.”

      “I just don’t want to lose the momentum, you know?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “What’s Carson up to tonight?”

      I don’t look at her. I just shrug.

      “Oh, Felicity. Don’t tell me the two of you didn’t make up last night.”

      “No, we did,” I tell her. “But we got into another fight again this morning and I’m not sure how to handle it yet.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. I just want to let it simmer for a while. Think through things, look at every angle, you know. Be responsible.”

      She giggles as she picks up her yarn and knitting needles. “Oh, hun, matters of the heart rarely have anything to do with responsibility.”

      That’s what I was afraid of.

      The night winds on and Mom and I decide on pizza for dinner and head to our rooms early. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve and that’s when we start our holiday baking. We always head over to Carson’s on Christmas Day and have a huge dinner and exchange presents. Usually it’s something I look forward to, but this year my excitement is held under something else. Anyway, the dinner is more of a potluck and we always bring a side plus the desserts. That means many long hours in the kitchen, preparing everything for the dinner.

      I take my shower, spending way more time than necessary, but I enjoy the alone time and the quiet. It gives me time to think. It makes me start to question everything I thought I knew about Carson and me. I mean, before all this started, I would have loved to hear him say the words he did today, so why it is that now that he’s said it, I’m so freaked out? I love Carson, I know I do, so why am I so scared?

      I guess I’m starting to feel the way he did before this started. We’re best friends and we’ve been in each other’s lives for a long time. Any time I had a hard day, a bad breakup, or just needed someone to talk to, he was there. But now that we’re in this stupid fight, who am I supposed to talk to?

      Why couldn’t he tell me he loved me back then? Why wait until we started sleeping together? Did it take sleeping together to make him figure out his feelings? He’s always had some sort of claim to me and I thought that was more of a big brother thing. Like, he watched me grow up, and he watched out for me and protected me. On some level I knew he loved me, he had to to stick around that long. But I didn’t know what kind of love it was. Now I do.

      Ugh, this whole thing is so confusing. I mean, why didn’t he tell me before I stripped in front of my window? Why didn’t he tell me before I was throwing myself at him, trying to win him like some prize? Why did I do those things to begin with? I should have just been myself and if he liked it, great. If not, fine, nothing changes. But I was hell-bent and determined. And this is what I get.

      A buttload of confusion and heartbreak.

      I get out of the shower and pull on a pair of pajamas. I brush through my hair and slather on my face cream. Then I walk back into my room and see my closed curtains. I want to open them. See if he’s there, but I’m too scared to. What if he is there, waiting? Then what? He’ll want to talk and I don’t know if I can do that right now. I need to figure out what I want and what I want to say.

      What if it’s true? What if he does love me? Then what? He’ll go back to the city because that’s where he lives and works and I’ll what? Stay here. Live with my mom while I try to find a job and then hope and pray that I land one in the city to be close to him?

      I sit at my desk and open my computer, applying for every graphic design job I can find all around the country. I want to keep my options open. That only takes about an hour since I only have to fill out the info once and the computer imputes it into every app for me. When that’s done, I sit on my bedroom floor and start to wrap presents. I look around my room and notice that I’m not exactly feeling the Christmas spirit. This is one of my favorite times of the year. I shouldn’t let this thing with Carson bring me down. I get up, light some Christmas-scented candles, put on some Christmas music, and change into my red, white, and green pajamas I wear every year to wrap presents in. I pull the hood over my head, hoping to hide away, mostly from myself and my feelings. I wrap the gifts I bought for my mom, Carson’s mom and stepdad, and of course, Carson. Then I sneak out to the living room and put them all beneath the tree.

      Walking back into my room, I feel alone and sad. Pity party at its finest. I walk over to the window and try willing myself to peek. Just a little peek. I move the curtain slightly to the side and peek out the window. His curtains are open and the bedroom light is on. He’s sitting at his desk, looking at the blue light of the computer screen. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. He looks handsome sitting there, focusing. His dark hair is styled neatly and his jaw is covered in thick, dark stubble. I see him look down and pick up his phone. He looks at it, puts it down, and then looks over at my window. I quickly move to the side so he can’t see my eye peeking out at him.

      Slowly, I release the curtain and back away, sitting on my bed. My phone dings and I pick it up to read the message.

      Carson: I’m here when you want to talk. I’m not giving up on this.

      His message makes me feel guilty. I should just go over there and talk to him, but I can’t. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what I want. I want him. I want him to want me for me, not for some character I’ve been playing or some mask I’ve been wearing. I guess this is all my fault. I should have just been honest with him from the start. I wasn’t and now I’m paying the price.

      I drop the phone and sit up, daring another peek. I pull the curtain back slowly and see that he’s moved his chair from the desk to directly in front of the window as he gazes at my window, just like he did the night I danced for him. I move away from the crack in the curtain and go back to my bed. I lie down and look up at the ceiling. I take a deep breath and try to think of a happier time when things weren’t so complicated.

      “Come on, Felicity. You’re so slow with those short legs.”

      “Piss off,” I tell him, trying my best to catch up as we run across the backyard and to the forest behind our houses.

      “You shouldn’t talk like that, you know?” he says, giving me a dirty look.

      I laugh and roll my eyes. “I’m thirteen, dummy. It’s not like you don’t cuss.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t cuss. I just said you shouldn’t. I’m older and a guy.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Women are supposed to be polite, sweet, innocent,” he reminds me.

      I snort. “Yeah, fuck a bunch of that shit. You know me and I ain't any of those things.”

      “You’re never going to get a boyfriend with a mouth like that,” he says, leading me through the woods to the creek so we can swim.

      “Who’s looking for a boyfriend? I’m not. Have you seen the guys I go to school with? Ugh, all skinny and smelly.”

      “Smelly?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, they’re favorite thing to do is tell fart jokes. It’s gross. Please tell me at some point, you boys grow out of that.”

      He laughs. “Some of us,” he says, stopping at the creek. He kicks his shoes off and throws down his towel. Then he removes his shirt and my, oh my… Carson is nothing like the boys in my school. The boys I go to school with are skinny and don’t have any meat on their bones. But Carson, Carson has been working out and he has muscles! Real muscles. His pecs are toned, probably bigger than my practically nonexistent boobs. His stomach is covered in abs, two, four, six of them! His biceps are probably the size of my thigh! I’ve never been shy or embarrassed in front of him before, but now, I don’t want to take my clothes off even though there is a bathing suit underneath.

      He jumps into the water, not even noticing my sudden panic to strip down. When his head breaks the surface, he looks around for me, still finding me on the creek bank. “What are you doing? Get in here.” He waves me on.

      I wave him off. “Nah, I think I’m good.”

      His eyes level on me. “Felicity, get in the water,” he orders.

      “No, I’m okay. I’ll just watch.” Watch? What a weird thing to say and such a bad choice of words considering the way I’m staring at him and checking him out.

      “Why did we walk all the way down here if you didn’t want to swim?”

      I don’t have an answer.

      “Felicity, get in this water right now or I’ll carry you in.”

      God, no. “Okay, okay. Turn around,” I say.

      He laughs. “What?”

      “Turn around, okay?”

      “Why? We’ve swam in this creek for years. Why do I have to turn around now?”

      “Because I don’t want you to see me in my bathing suit.”

      He scoffs and rolls his eyes but turns his back to me. I move behind a tree and pull my t-shirt over my head, dropping it onto the ground. Then I slide out of my shorts. I look down at my skinny body. I have no ass, no hips, and no boobs. In fact, the only part I’m proud of is my stomach. It’s nice and flat. But no curves at all? Come on! The pink bikini fits me well. Mom just purchased it this summer. I tried it on and everything and loved it until now.

      I step out from behind the tree and start making my way toward the water. That’s when Carson turns around, catching me. I swear I see his lips turn up into a pleasant smile, but then he wipes the look away and runs for me. Before I know it, I’m in his arms as he carries me into the water. Once we’re deep enough, he throws me and I fly through the air, landing in the water. I pop up, probably looking like a drowned cat.

      “You asshole!” I say, wiping water out of my face.

      That only makes him laugh. “What? You were being weird and I fixed it.”

      “I wasn’t being weird,” I argue.

      “We’ve swam together a million times, Felicity. Why are you suddenly so worried about me seeing you in your bathing suit?”

      I get quiet which is the wrong thing to do around Carson. He lunges for me. He pulls me against his chest so my back is pressing against it. He starts tickling me and I start fighting and wiggling, trying to get away.

      “Tell me,” he demands, refusing to let me go.

      “It’s because you have a nice body and I look like a little girl,” I say all at once, hoping he didn’t understand a word of it.

      That’s when he stops with his torture. He spins me around in his arms but refuses to let go of me. There’s only a small space between us as our eyes meet. “That’s why? You think you don’t look good in a bikini?”

      I nod. “I mean, I look fine if I was swimming with a bunch of little girls, but I don’t look like the girls you date. They have boobs, and hips, and—”

      He cuts me off, shaking his head. “You’re only thirteen, Felicity. You’re not supposed to have that stuff yet. When I was thirteen, you remember how I looked?”

      I smile and nod. He was tall and skinny and lanky. Plus, he had that weird thing going on with his voice.

      “You’ll grow and change. And you’re already beautiful, so when you do, you’ll knock their socks off.”

      I smile even though my face heats up. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      I smile up at him and I feel tension settling between us. His hands are still on my hips, holding me close and his blue eyes are shimmering like the ocean on a sunny day. I wet my lips, not knowing why. Only knowing that I need…something. That’s when he splashes me in the face and the moment is gone.

      “Hey!” I yell, splashing him back. The war is on and everything is back to normal with us, even though those lingering feelings will never leave.
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      It’s going on midnight before I finally give up on watching that curtain. I pull my chair back to my desk, shut off the computer, and turn off the light. I flop into bed and cover my eyes with my forearm. Sleep finds me easily, but even in my sleep, she’s there, teasing me.

      “Hey, man, what are you doing back here? Didn’t you escape this small town for the big city?” my old buddy Mike asks.

      I give him a high five that turns into a handshake. “Yep, officially done with my third year of college. Only one more to go,” I tell him, proudly.

      “Awesome, man. So what are you doing back here? Miss the high school parties?”

      I laugh. “No, not exactly. My friend was in your class. She graduated so I figured I’d come and celebrate with her. You seen Felicity anywhere?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s inside. She was in the make-out room.”

      My anger flares. “Make-out room?”

      “Yeah, it’s the room off the living room. The one with the blacklight and all the couches.” He smiles and nods his head once.

      I walk into the house that the graduation party is being held at and go straight to the room he described. I look over every face in the room, but Felicity is nowhere to be found. I immediately start praying that she didn’t move from the make-out room to a bedroom upstairs. I turn and walk back through the living room and into the kitchen where I find her in a circle of a bunch of guys. They’re all dying for a minute of her time. Too bad they ain’t getting it tonight. Not now that I’m around.

      “Hey, shorty,” I say, grabbing her arm and pulling her out of the circle.

      At first, anger flashes in her eyes, then she sees that it’s me and it’s replaced with a smile. “Carson?” she breathes out, pulling me in for a huge hug. The way her breasts press against my chest causes a fire to light low in my stomach.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks when she pulls away and I get the full view of her. She’s wearing a tiny little skirt, a low-cut tank top, and a pair of heels that make her legs look toned and sexy as fuck. After the last party like this that I rescued her from, I’m not leaving her alone the rest of the night. This outfit would be far too easy to lose.

      I shrug at her question. “Just wanted to come and celebrate with you. Congrats!”

      She smiles and her green eyes light up. “Thank you. I didn’t think you’d show up. I haven’t seen you since that weekend last fall when you gave me the college tour.”

      I take her hand and wrap it around my elbow, leading her out back where it’s a little more quiet. “I know, but I couldn’t miss this. Hey, what college did you end up choosing anyway?”

      She frowns. “USC.”

      “What? Why didn’t you choose Chicago?”

      She shrugs. “I said that it depended.”

      Oh yeah, I remember her saying that but I never did find out what it depended on. “What was it depending on?”

      Her face flushes. “You.”

      “Me?” I ask, shocked. “Why did it depend on me?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know, for a smart guy, you’re really dumb.”

      I freeze. What am I missing?

      “I came to your place, we kissed. I thought I made my feelings clear, but you pushed me away. So I decided instead of being constantly reminded of it, that I would move on, start fresh, far away from you and my confusing feelings for you.”

      Oh…I get it. “Felicity,” I breathe out, but she just shakes her head.

      “It’s fine, Carson, really. I get it. I mean, you’re older, more experienced. And I’m me. The girl who followed you around everywhere, made you watch over her. I shouldn’t expect you to feel the same about me as I feel about you.”

      “Felicity,” I breathe out again. “I didn’t know you felt that way. I mean, I know we kissed, and I enjoyed it. I really did. But I thought it was just a drunk make-out thing. I figured you would’ve kissed any guy in that moment.”

      “Seriously, that’s what you think of me?”

      I shrug. “I mean, last summer I had to pull you off a table because you were stripping in front of a bunch of guys.”

      Her eyes tear up. “Screw you, Carson.” She turns and walks back into the house.

      Fuck. Why did I say that?

      I go after her, but she’s found comfort in the arms of some guy. Which is fine. She’s taken care of and I’m still here to keep my eye on him. As long as she’s okay, I’m fine. I stop in the kitchen, leaning against the counter so I can watch her without being too close. I get offered a drink and I accept it. If I’m going to be stuck at this party, I might as well enjoy myself a little at least.

      Hours pass and I find myself getting more and more drunk while she gets more and more comfortable in the arms of that guy. They’re on the dance floor now, slow dancing. He’s holding her close, his hand dangerously close to an area I will break his fingers if he touches. Her head is on his shoulder and every time they spin, her eyes lock on mine. Jealously is eating me up from the inside out. I finish off my drink and something inside of me takes over. I don’t even know what I’m doing.

      I walk up to them and get her attention. “Can I cut in?”

      The guy pulls back and says something, but I don’t hear a word of it. Instead, she comes to me willingly. The guy walks off, pissed off and grumbling but I couldn’t care less. I have her in my arms now. My hand is on the small of her back and her arms are around my neck with her head on my chest.

      “What are you trying to do? Make me get in a fight?”

      She giggles. “Still the same old Carson, I see.”

      “That’ll never change, Felicity. I’ll always chase away any guy that comes near you. I’ll always protect you, even when you don’t want me to.”

      She lifts her head off my chest and her eyes meet mine.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why does it mean so much to you? I mean, clearly you don’t want me.”

      “What I want and what you need are two completely different things, Felicity.”

      I know she’s taking that to mean, it doesn’t matter if I want her because she needs protected, but what I really mean, is that I want her, but she doesn’t need that.

      Her eyes are still locked on mine and the urge to kiss her is stronger than ever. “Come on, let’s go get a drink,” I say, needing to stop this before it starts. She kissed me before and I loved it, but she doesn’t know that. If I kiss her, she won’t know where she stands with me and I don’t want to confuse her more.

      I take her outside and we get another drink along the way. We’re hanging out by the pool, talking, laughing, and just having fun for hours. The drinks go down too smoothly and I forget to keep an eye on how much she’s consuming. Actually, I forget to limit myself as well. She sits up on the poolside chair, putting her knees facing me. I sit up the same way and her eyes light up.

      “Hey, let’s go swimming. For old time’s sake. You know like we did in the creek behind the house.”

      I look down at myself. I’m wearing shorts and a t-shirt. “I don’t have a suit.”

      She shrugs as she stands up. “Me either.” She pulls off her top and pushes her skirt down her legs. She’s wearing a black bra and black boy short panties. Without warning, she dives into the pool. The pool and the night around us are dark. This part of the house has clearly been closed off to the party. With nobody around, I strip down to my boxers and dive in after her. When I break the surface, she’s giggling and swimming over to me.

      “Not so shy this time, are you?” I say, thinking back to that time she was too shy to be in front of me in her bikini. Now she’s running around in her underwear.

      She wraps her arms around my neck. “Well, a lot of stuff has changed since that day,” she says, her eyes flashing down to my lips.

      “Like what?”

      “Like, I finally have the boobs and curves I wanted back then.” She lets out a giggle.

      I shake my head. “I didn’t notice,” I joke.

      “Shut up,” she teases. “I know you’ve noticed.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “Cuz you can’t keep your eyes off them,” she says around a smile, and when she says that, I lose all control and look down at them again. They are nice. Big, but not too big. I’m sure they’re firm and would feel perfect in my hands…or mouth.

      “What do you want, Carson?” she asks softly in the darkness.

      My mouth opens but no words come out. What do I want? I want her.

      “Just take it,” she says.

      “I can’t take anything from you, Felicity.”

      “Then I’ll give it. Again and again and again until you have this whole thing figured out.” She leans forward and captures my mouth with hers. Her lips are soft and strong as they move against mine. They’re sweet and teasing, pushing me to want so much more. I feel like I’m getting a second chance. I blew it last time by overthinking. This time, she’s in control. I’ll stop when she tells me to stop and that’s about it.

      I place my hands on her hips and pick her up against me. Her legs wrap around my waist as I move us to the corner of the pool. I press her up against the two sides as I deepen our kiss. My hands are still on her hips and they begin kneading and massaging their way around her thighs and ass. When I get two large handfuls of her ass, I squeeze tightly and she moans into my mouth.

      Fuck. I’m a goner.

      “What do you want from me, Felicity?” I ask against her lips.

      “Everything,” she replies, pulling my mouth back to hers.

      I let out an animalistic growl as I break our kiss, peppering her jaw and neck with kisses and nips from my teeth. Her fingers lace into my hair, pulling and tugging, egging me on. She seems to know what she’s doing, but does she?

      “Are you still a virgin?” I ask, licking up her neck, tasting the pool water.

      She nods, and that’s when I know I can’t go through with this. I can’t take that from her. My hands slow on her body and her eyes open, locking with mine.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t do this,” I say, shaking my head and trying to convince myself of what I’m saying.

      “What? Why?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” she says, her voice sure and steady. “You make me feel good. It feels like every nerve ending is on fire right now. Nobody else has made me feel that way, Carson. Just you.”

      I rest my forehead against hers and breathe heavy. “It’ll never work out. I’m in Chicago. You’re going to South Carolina. It’s too far. We’ll never make it.”

      She places her hand on my jaw and tilts my head back. “I’m not asking for forever. I’m just asking for tonight.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t do that. I can’t use you.”

      “Then let me use you,” she tries.

      “Not when you’re the one that will be hurt in the long run.”

      Her eyes fall from mine now, hiding behind her spiky black wet lashes. She bites down on her lower lip and I see the pain I’ve already caused just by denying her. Does she think it will feel any different when I roll off of her and walk away, not to see her again for God knows how long? I can’t do that to her. I won’t.

      “I’m sorry. I’m doing this for you. You’ll see that one day.” I try to release her, but she tightens her hold on me. I stop and turn back to face her.

      “You won’t have sex with me. I get it. But there’s something else I want.”

      “Name it,” I breathe out, relieved.

      “It’s just that… I haven’t had one yet and all my friends keep talking about it. I want my first one to be from you,” she says, her cheeks turning pink.

      First what? I wonder. Then I see the look she’s giving me, and it all makes sense. First orgasm?

      “You…you want me to…”

      She nods.

      “You. Want me. To…make you…come?” I practically whisper the last word.

      She nods, not looking at me.

      I take her chin in my hand and force her eyes to mine. “You mean, you haven’t…done it yourself yet?”

      Her cheeks burn hotter, but she shakes her head. “I didn’t know what I was doing and I’ve kind of always had it in my head that you’d be the one, you know. I saved it for you, if you will.” Her eyes meet mine now and they’re bloodshot from drinking and from the pool water but they’re as clear as day. She’s sure. And this isn’t much, right? This I can do. This, I was born to do.

      I move my mouth back to hers. Our kiss starts slow but builds quickly. My hand is on her thigh that’s still wrapped around my hips and I glide it slowly upward under the water. When I get to the junction between her legs, I dip my fingers down the front of her panties and she gasps into my mouth. That pushes me forward. This, I want to give her this. I will give her anything she wants, but never take. I move my fingers back and forth over her clit before slipping inside. She lets out a soft moan and I can feel how tight she is around me. It kills me to know that I’m the first man to touch her like this. Technically, I’m still the first man to be inside her and that seems fitting given we’ve spent our entire lives together.

      As I push her closer and closer to the edge, her nails dig into my back and her fist pulls at my hair. Our kiss is sloppy now, our teeth bumping together the closer she gets. Finally, I feel her tighten around me and I pull back, desperately needing to watch her as she comes for me. Her lips part and her eyes close as she leans her head back against the edge of the pool. Her brows knit together and she bites on her lower lip as more whimpers and cries fall from her mouth. When she loosens around me, I remove my hand and place her on her feet again. She looks into my eyes and she blushes crimson and I chuckle.

      “Is that what you needed from me, sweetheart?”

      She smiles and her eyes close. “Thank you? I feel like that’s a bad term, but thank you.”

      I laugh and wrap my arm around her, dragging her back to the middle of the pool where we splash around like a bunch of kids.

      Fuck, just remembering that makes me hard for her. Even then I loved her and couldn’t deny her as long as I wasn’t taking anything. I’ve got to get her to hear me out. I know what she thinks and I was stupid for telling her the way I did. But the truth is that I’ve loved her since she was seven years old, even when I hated her. I’ve wanted her my whole life, and I refuse to lose her now that we’re so close.

      I will make her talk to me. If not tomorrow, then Christmas Day. She’ll have to talk to me. She’s coming over here for Christmas and has every year she was home. This isn’t over. This is just beginning.
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      Christmas Eve goes by in a flash of baking, wine drinking, and Christmas movies with Mom. Me and my mom have always been close, but now that I’m an adult, we’re a whole different level of close. She talks to me like I’m her adult friend instead of her daughter. We talk about anything and everything, such as the guys I dated in college and the guys she’s been seeing. She asks about Carson but I blow that off, not ready to address it yet. I know I’ll have to face him tomorrow, but that’s tomorrow’s problem, not today’s. Today, I just want to relax and enjoy the holiday with my mom.

      We’re in and out of the kitchen all day making cookies, cakes, and pies. She teaches me her famous potato salad before packing it up in the fridge for tomorrow and we spend way too many hours peeling eggs to make deviled eggs. Everything gets sealed tight and put away for tomorrow. The rest of the night, we spend cleaning up the kitchen, eating leftover pizza for dinner, and drinking wine and laughing in front of the TV, watching all our favorites.

      We call it a night around ten and I walk to my bedroom alone. I enter my room and see that my curtains are open. Mom must have opened them when she was vacuuming earlier. I look out the window and into his. It’s dark and empty and I take this as a good sign as I walk across the room to pull them closed. Just as I reach for them, his light comes on and he enters the room. His eyes automatically find mine. We share a long moment together and just as he takes a step closer, I pull them shut. Tears sting my eyes as I go to lie down on my bed.

      What am I doing? I love that man. I know I do. Why can’t he just love me for who I really am and not some easy girl I played to be with him. Looking back, I guess I was always easy for him. I’ve always wanted him and was never afraid of letting him know it, not when I got older anyway. But I never went to the lengths to get anyone as I went to for him. He’s always attracted the easy girls, the girls looking for a good time. The ones who would show up to a party barely dressed with their boobs hanging out. He’d find the easiest one and take her to some bedroom where he’d spend several hours buried deep inside her. Does he think I’m like the rest of them? Or that I’m this way with every guy? Why would he tell me that way? Why didn’t he love me years ago?

      With my crying, sleep finds me easily. I drift in and out all night, each time only going back to dream of him some more.

      “Why doesn’t he notice me?” I ask my friend, Lauren, as I lean against the wall at a party. I’m only a freshman so he takes me to every party, but he always leaves me with a friend while he goes off and has a good time with whatever girl he finds. Why can’t I be the girl he finds?

      “He does notice you, Felicity. It’s just that he doesn’t see you that way. To him, you’re his little sister and you just need to move on. Like with him,” she says, pointing at some random guy.

      I turn and look at who she’s pointing at. Hey, that’s not a bad idea. He’s over there with a blonde on his lap. He’s making me jealous. Maybe I can do the same.

      I walk over and talk to the guy she pointed out for me. I find out his name is Steven and he just got chosen to be on the football team. Even better. Carson is on the football team, which would make him really jealous. We talk and hang out. He drinks but I don’t. I know if Carson caught me drinking, he’d drag me out of here and give me a longer lecture than even my mom would. The more I get to know, the more I get to like. Maybe Lauren was right. Maybe I just needed a distraction and Steven seems like the perfect distraction.

      He’s holding my hand and running his finger along my cheek when I blush. He’s getting closer and closer and the next thing I know, I’m sitting on his lap and he’s kissing me. Like, really kissing me. He’s holding my face and keeping me in place. I feel my body start to come alive but that must be like a beacon that calls to Carson because he comes over and grabs me up by my arm.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks, seemingly repulsed by my actions.

      I frown. “What? It’s no different than what you’re doing over there.” I point to the girl who’s now sitting on the couch instead of his lap, pouting.

      His eyes flash from me, to her, and back. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Ha! Finally.

      “Let’s go,” he demands, pulling me toward the door.

      “Wait? What?”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t be over there doing that in front of you. I’m sorry. Now I’m going to take you home.” The girl walks up to him and he tells her he’ll be back.

      Now I’m mad. It was one thing when he was going home with me, but now he’s taking me home and coming back to finish what he started where I can’t see? No way. This is not happening.

      He drags me out of the house party and to his car. He puts me in the passenger side seat and climbs behind the wheel. No worries about him drinking. He never does when I’m with him. He’s too afraid to set a bad example.

      “What’s your problem, Carson?”

      He looks at me. “I don’t have a problem, Felicity,” he spits out my name.

      “You clearly do, Carson,” I spit out his name in the same disgust.

      He lets out a long breath and shakes his head. “You really expect me to be okay with watching you sit on some loser’s lap and make out with him?”

      I roll my eyes. “You really expect me to be okay watching you make out with some skank sitting on your lap?”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “Yeah, and now I’m in trouble and you’re not. I’m going home and you’re going back to the party.”

      I see him grind his teeth.” Would it make you feel better if I didn’t go back?”

      “Yes. Yes, it would,” I tell him.

      He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Okay, then. What do you want to do?”

      “Huh? Really?”

      He nods me on. “What do you want to do?”

      I smile to myself. “Ummm, I want to sneak a bottle away from your mom’s boyfriend and go swimming in the creek.”

      “Fine,” he agrees, and I’m happy once again.

      I wake up Christmas morning and I’m in no hurry to get this day started. I miss him like crazy. It’s like he’s embedded himself into my bones and when I’m away from him for too long, my whole body feels his absence.

      “Rise and shine, cupcake,” Mom says, popping her head into my room. “Breakfast is ready.”

      I fling the blankets off me and sit up. Her famous Christmas pancakes are done. Every year she makes pancakes in the shape of little Santa heads. Hat and all. She even colors it with strawberry syrup for the red hat, whipped cream for his beard and the fuzzy ball on the end, and blueberries for eyes. It’s really not all that tasty, but I don’t dare tell her that. She’s been doing it since I was a little girl. It’s a Christmas tradition and I’m more for keeping the traditions than having a tasty breakfast.

      We eat and clean up the mess, then take our coffee into the living room to exchange our own personal gifts. I give Mom her gifts first. She unwraps the first one and smiles at the mother and daughter wineglasses I found at one of the shops in town.

      “I love this,” she says, setting it aside and picking up her second gift. She opens it to find the scrapbook I made. It’s filled with pictures of us from the time I was born up to just a few days ago. Each page I decoded with stickers, glitter, and bows. There are cute sayings that I wrote by the pictures. It’s a gift that’s completely handmade and from the heart. As she flips through the pages, she wipes tears from her eyes.

      “This is the best thing I’ve ever received.” She leans over and pulls me in for a hug.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, kid,” she says, pulling away and drying her eyes with her shirt sleeve. “Now, open mine.”

      She hands me three. The first one is wrapped in red paper with a big green bow. I open it and find a personalized coffee cup. It’s the backs of two women. One is older with gray in her hair and the other is younger, dark hair with curls and highlights. Their arms are around one another and it says a cute little saying about how daughters turn into their mother’s best friend. My eyes tear but I will them away. “Aww, this is cute. Thank you.”

      She nods me on, and I open the one wrapped in green paper with a big red bow. I find a first time on your own kit. It has tons of gift cards for restaurants and grocery stores. It has a little pocket that says gas money. Another that reads mad money and another that says because I know you’ll forget something. There are many more pockets in the kit, but I get the gist and laugh. “Thanks, I have a feeling this will come in handy very soon.”

      “The last one is my favorite,” she says with a smile.

      I open the last gift and find a picture frame. The frame holds four pictures and she’s already put pictures in them. The first one is a picture of Carson and I when we were kids. He’s frowning at the camera and I have my arms crossed over my chest, refusing to look at him. The picture makes me giggle. The picture next to it must have been taken the same day because we’re wearing the same clothes, but in this one, we’re hugging with big smiles on our faces.

      Below those are two more. The first is a picture from the other night at dinner when we were fighting. His brows are pulled together and his jaw is flexed, like he’s angry or in deep thought. In this picture, I’m looking at him with a dirty look, my nose curled up and brows knitted together. I didn’t even know she had snapped this picture. I remember her looking at her phone, but I had no idea it was directed at us.

      In the one next to that is a picture of us after dinner when I thought she had left. We’re sitting by the ice rink with the Christmas lights in the background. He’s looking at me with a smile and I’m smiling back.

      I look up at her with tears in my eyes.

      “The point is, honey, that you two will fight and argue a million times through this life, but you love one another and forgiveness always comes. You just have to be patient with one another, forgive one another, and love one another just like you’ve always done. Whatever you’re going through right now, you’ll overcome it, just like you did when you were kids.”

      I smile at her. “Thanks, Mom.” I lean in and she hugs me, smoothing down my hair.

      After we clean up the paper, we both go to get ready for our dinner at Carson’s. I take my gifts to my room and place the picture frame on the bedside table. I sit on my bed and look at it. She might be right, but the only problem is that our problems today are nothing like the problems we had as kids. It can’t be fixed with an I’m sorry and a sucker.

      I know that I will have to forgive him at some point. He’s my best friend and I can’t imagine living without him in my life. The question is: when? When will I be able to forgive him and look past this? And when I do, what will happen then? Will we go back to being just friends who have too much passion or will we pick up where we left off a couple days ago? Or will it be too late for that? What if he moves on and finds someone else? Someone like Gillian. Or what if he already did?

      I push the thoughts from my mind and go to get ready. I can’t put it off any longer and the longer I wait, the less time I’ll have to look presentable and I want to make him drool. I pull on the tightest pair of skinny jeans I have. They’re light in color and have rips and tears in all the right places. I pair the jeans with a red sweater and a pair of high-heeled boots. I curl my hair and leave it hanging down my back, then I fix my makeup, making my lips shine as much as possible. I know how much that gets his attention. I remember him once saying that he couldn’t stop staring at my lips because they were so shiny. It made him want to kiss me, but that was long before we had actually kissed.

      “Ready, hun?” Mom asks, poking her head in my room.

      “Yep, ready as I’ll ever be,” I say, pulling on my coat and grabbing the gifts as I give myself one last look in the mirror.
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      Someone knocks on the door and I get up from the couch and answer it. I pull the door open and Mrs. B is on the other side with Felicity right behind her. I pull her in for a hug. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she replies, hugging me quickly before moving deeper into the room to greet my mom.

      Felicity steps up to me and forces a smile. “Merry Christmas, Carson.”

      I look her up and down; my body begs to touch hers, but I don’t. “Merry Christmas, Felicity.” I look around her. “Wow, it’s really coming down out there, huh?”

      Her brows raise and she nods. “Yep, snow for Christmas. How original.” She passes me by and goes to greet my mom with a genuine smile.

      Well, guess she’s still mad at me. I close the door and follow the women into the kitchen. “Mrs. B, did you make those cookies I like?” I ask, looking through the canisters she’s pulling out of her bag.

      “I sure did.” She looks at Felicity. “Why don’t the two of you go put the gifts under the tree?”

      Felicity turns her nose up at her mom for suggesting such a thing, but she hands one bag over to me and we walk into the living room together. We both kneel down at the tree and start unloading the gifts.

      “Felicity,” I start, but she stops me.

      “Carson, don’t.” She shakes her head.

      “You know, sooner or later, you’re going to have to hear me out, right?”

      “Nope,” she says, refusing to look at me.

      “We’re best friends. Our parents live right next door to one another. You can’t avoid me forever.”

      “Fine, let’s go to your room,” she says, tossing the empty bag aside and standing up.

      I stand up and follow her back now that the adults are busy in the kitchen.

      I close the door and walk toward her. “Look…”

      “No, you look. What you said to me wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that you said it the way you said it or when you did. But I’m putting it behind me. What we had there for a few days was fun, but look at what it’s done to us, Carson. We’re not even the same people we were a week ago.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask, taken aback.

      She takes a deep breath and runs her hand through her hair. “I’m saying that…maybe you were right. Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed you. Maybe you shouldn’t have given in. Maybe we shouldn’t have done the things we did. It’s done nothing but confuse us and tear us apart. So, in the spirit of Christmas, I’m going to forgive you. I’m going to forget what you said and go back to how we were before.”

      “Oh,” is all I can say.

      “No more fighting. No more avoiding. Just two friends. Deal?”

      I nod my head even though I don’t know why. Again, just me trying to give her anything she asks for.

      “Good,” she breathes out. Then she pulls me in for a hug. Her heat consumes me. Her scent draws me in. My heart starts racing in my chest, begging me to lean in just a bit more and press my lips to hers. I’m craving her taste, her soft lips moving with mine. I need her more now than I’ve ever needed her before. There’s too much between us now to go back to how we were. There was too much before, but now? No way can I move on and pretend all this didn’t happen. Now that I’ve had her in my arms, in my bed, I can’t go back to just being her friend.

      Not even if that’s what she wants?

      Someone knocks on the door and it opens inwardly. Mom pokes her head in and looks relieved. “Thank baby Jesus. No blanket forts. Come eat dinner, you two.”

      Felicity pulls away and follows my mom out of the room, leaving me alone once again. I collapse onto the bed, wondering how I can make her see that this is a bad idea. We can’t go back. We can only move forward. How can I get her to move forward with me?

      “Come on, we ain’t waiting all day,” Mom says from down the hall.

      I get my ass up and leave the room, heading for the dinner table. The five of us sit around the table just as we have in the years past. My mom and stepdad sit together; Mrs. B sits across from us, and me and Felicity are across from one another. I used to reach under the table and tickle her legs or pinch her, kick her if need be. But today, there’s none of that. I feel like she’s just ripped my heart out of my chest and stomped on it. Mom says grace and we all bow our heads, then she picks up a dish, takes a serving, and passes it along. Before long, we’re all eating. Everyone’s talking about the Christmas’ from the past and the memories we share. All but me that is. I have nothing to offer this conversation. I sit and eat quietly and nobody but Felicity seems to notice. When I look up from my plate, her eyes are on me, but the moment I try to meet her gaze, her eyes dash away.

      After the table is cleared, we all move to the living room for gifts. We all have a glass of wine as we sit around the room. I drink mine a little too quickly and get up for another while my stepfather passes out gifts. When I come back into the room, I look at Felicity and see her big smile as she holds up a sweater my mom gave her for Christmas.

      “Thank you,” she says. “I love it.”

      “Psh,” accidentally slips out and everyone looks at me. I shake my head so they disregard the comment but take my seat and think, oh, you can love a sweater but you can’t love me? Okay, maybe I should stay away from the wine.

      Felicity cuts her eyes toward me and give me a look that asks, are you okay?

      Then she picks up a small box and hands it over. “Open mine,” she requests. I wonder why she’s always the one asking me for things. I’ve never once asked her for anything, and yet, I still can’t tell her I love her? I tear into the paper a little too aggressively and open the box. In my hands is a picture frame. In the frame, there are four pictures. Two of them are of us as kids, and two of them are from the past week.

      I frown as I look down at her sitting on the floor at my feet.

      “This is what my mom gave me, and I thought it was too good not to give you. You see, in the first picture, we’re angry with one another. But in the second, we’ve made up and are happy. The third picture taken fifteen years later, it’s the same. And the fourth. We’ve had a lifetime together, Carson. We’ve had our ups and downs. But we always overcome it and stay friends. I’ll never forget you. That, I can promise,” she says. It’s a sweet gesture, but the only word I can focus on is friends.

      I set the picture frame aside and get up. Everyone is looking at me now as I grab my coat and leave the house, slamming the door closed behind me. I get in the car and start the engine. I see her running out the moment I hit the gas and leave the house behind.

      I end up driving around aimlessly for a while. Then I find myself at the liquor store buying a bottle of tequila. Then I’m at the old farm road that I took Felicity to. I park on the side of the road and get out to sit on the hood. It hasn’t been that long since I was last here, but a lot has changed. I open the bottle and chuck the lid into the snow, knowing that I won’t need it. I’m not moving until this whole bottle is gone. The more I drink, the more comes into focus for me. I know I shouldn’t have left the way I did, but I didn’t have much of a choice. What I wanted to do was pull her against me and kiss her until I made her see clearly. I don’t know why she’s being such a pain in the ass about this. She loves me. I know she does. And I’ve known it somewhere deep in my soul before my brain even knew it. She’s loved me since we were kids. And it’s more than just in a friendly kind of way. If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t have fought against it our whole lives. I just have to make her see. How do I do that?

      Being winter, it gets dark early and it’s not long before I’m sitting out in the dark alone and cold. My cell phone has been ringing constantly in my pocket, but I keep ignoring it, not ready to talk to anyone yet. It’s crossed my mind a few times that I’m too drunk to drive home, but I push that thought away quickly. If nothing else, I’ll sleep in my car tonight. It’s not like there’s an Uber in this small town. God, I miss the city. Get shit-faced drunk anywhere there, and you’re safe as long as you can still work your phone. I’ve done that a few times too, usually because of her as well. The first time was when she told me some guy she had been dating proposed.

      “Hello?” I answer my phone as I sit at my desk at work. I look at the clock and see that it’s well past quitting time. It’s going on eight o’clock.

      “Carson?” It’s Felicity and she sounds excited.

      “Hey, sweetheart. What’s going on?” I ask, immediately smiling when I hear her voice.

      “Oh my God. You’re never going to guess.”

      “Guess what?”

      “I haven’t told anyone yet, but Ben proposed! Can you believe that? He asked me to marry him.”

      My blood runs cold. I can’t think. I can’t talk. All I can do is sit here with this information and let it take everything from me, my past, my present, my future.

      “Are you still there?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m here,” I stutter out.

      “Can you believe it?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just…who’s Ben again?”

      “Ugh, Ben. The guy I’ve been dating for the last two years. Remember? I’ve sent you pictures of us.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say, remembering the pictures because I cropped him out. “That’s…that’s some news,” I say, not knowing what to say.

      “Yeah, so what do you think? Should I say yes?”

      “You mean, you haven’t answered him yet?”

      “No, I told him I needed to think about it. I mean, we’re still so young, you know? What if we graduate and want different things?”

      “Yes! Exactly! You are too young. People…grow and change and, and, and want different things.”

      “I know. I’m just so taken off guard. I mean, we’re not even living together or anything yet.”

      “Right. God, what if you get married and find a million things you can’t stand. Like he doesn’t put down the toilet seat, or he leaves his face hair all over the sink? Or” And I only say this because I know how much she hates it when I do it. “Or what if he spits all the time.”

      “Ugh, I haven’t even thought of that yet. I mean, we really haven’t spent that much time alone together, you know. I mean, we’ve dated for a long time, but the most we’ve ever been together is what, a weekend?”

      “Exactly. I think this is something you need to think about long and hard. There’s no going back from something like this.”

      “I know,” she says, sounding like a child.

      “So, you’re going to think about this, right? You’re not just going to get off the phone and tell him yes?”

      “No, I’m going to think about it.”

      “Good girl,” I say, finally able to breathe. “Keep me updated.”

      “I will and thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For everything.”

      There’s a long pause.

      “Bye, Carson.”

      “Bye, sweetheart.”

      I hear the phone click and the call ends. That’s when my panic begins.
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      I’m in shock when he gets up and storms out. What did I do wrong? I thought passing the gift along would be a good idea. I thought it would calm his fears of me never forgiving him. I thought it was an olive branch, especially after having the conversation we had in his room. I took it back. I took it all back. There’s nothing to fight over. Why is he acting this way?

      I get up and chase after him. He sees me, but it doesn’t stop him, and it feels like he just drove right over me. He’s never run from me before. He’s always run to me, whether to save me, hug me, or be friends with me. He’s never run the other way. Not until now, that is. I should have listened to him. We never should have slept together. Why didn’t I listen? For years, he wanted me as much as I wanted him, but he wouldn’t allow it in fear of ruining what we already had. But I wouldn’t listen. I took what I wanted and it’s ruined everything. I hate him about as much as I hate myself right now.

      I watch until his car is no longer visible from my place in the road, then I run back home instead of back to his house. I can’t show my face in there now. Not after all of this. I go home and fling myself onto my bed, tears rushing from my eyes. It doesn’t take my mom long to come and find me. She sits on the edge of the bed and rubs my back.

      “Are you ready to talk now?”

      I nod as I sob. “Carson and I slept together,” I admit.

      She nods. “I know. I’ve heard all about it. Everything from the Santa themed bra to the blanket fort.”

      My face blushes. “For years, I wanted him and he wanted me. But he would never go for it. He was afraid of ruining our friendship. But I kept pushing. I thought that if we slept together, I could get over him or that maybe it would make him see how great we could be.” I wipe my tears and she nods.

      “And then we did it and it was great. And then we kept doing it because it was so great, so much better than anyone else I’ve ever been with. It felt right, you know?”

      She nods, trying to keep up without getting disgusted from hearing all of this from her daughter.

      “Well, then he said he loved me.”

      She gasps. “Well, that’s what you wanted, right?”

      I nod. “I did, but not like that. Why couldn’t he tell me before? Why couldn’t he love me when it was just him and me. Why say it after I bend over backwards to sleep with him?”

      “Oh, honey,” she says, rubbing her hand up and down my back to soothe me. “Men are stupid. They say the worst things at the worst times, but I’ve come to learn, if they say it, it’s true. Don’t let the timing ruin this. He said it, that’s what matters.”

      “You really think so?”

      She nods. “Do you love him?”

      “I’ve always loved him, Mom. For as long as I can remember. It’s always been him. I knew it when I was seven years old and I still know it today.”

      “Then go to him. Forgive him. Be honest with your feelings before it’s too late. Trust me, bitterness, anger, and resentment can destroy you. That’s why your father left, you know? He broke my heart and I never could forgive him. He left before you were even born. It killed us, and I don’t want to see the same thing happen to you. Who cares if he didn’t say the words when you wanted to hear them. The point is that he said them.”

      I look up at her and know she’s right. I nod my head and dry my tears.

      “That’s my girl.”

      She leaves my room and that’s when I grab my phone and call him. The phone rings and rings and rings, but it always goes to voicemail. I wonder where he’s at, if he’s gotten himself into some kind of trouble, and I pray that he didn’t run to Big Boobs for comfort. There was once a day when he’d run to me, but that was before I chased him off.

      I wait and I pray, and I pray and I wait. I pace the floor back and forth in front of my window, waiting to see his car pull in the drive or waiting for his bedroom light to flicker on, but it never does and I end up falling asleep around four in the morning.

      The first thing I do when I wake up is rush to my window. His car still isn’t home and I’m getting more worried. But I tell myself that Carson has always been responsible. That he probably just had too much to drink and he stayed somewhere else so he didn’t have to drive home. I go for breakfast, coffee, and a shower. When I get out, I check again. Still no car.

      I feel like I can’t move on, not until I see him, talk to him, explain and tell him how sorry I am. I don’t leave my room. I sit and find things to keep my mind busy. I read old books, go through my old things, finding notes between me and Carson, and look through old yearbooks. I clean out some of the trash and finally start unpacking my boxes that got shipped from school. Every couple of hours, I look out my window, hoping and praying, but there is still no sign of him. I finally lose my patience and call his mom’s home phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, it’s Felicity. Have you heard from Carson?”

      “I have, dear. He’s gone back to the city. Something came up at work and he needed to address it, but he’s still coming to the New Year’s party.”

      I let out a sigh of relief, knowing that he’s safe. “Are you sure? You don’t think he’ll blow it off, do you?”

      “I made him promise.”

      “Okay, thank you.”

      I hang up the phone and try calling him again, but there’s no answer.

      Almost immediately my phone dings.

      Carson: I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding your calls, but I’m just not ready yet. We’ll get over this, I know we will. I just need more time.

      Felicity: Please come to the party. I need to see you.

      Carson: I already told my mom that I will be there.

      Felicity: I know, but I know how you are.

      Carson: Felicity, I’m trying here. Please, just give me a break. I’m trying to give you what you asked for.

      Felicity: What I asked for? What did I ask for?

      Carson: Friendship. Just give me a few days, please. We’ll get there again.

      I let the phone fall from my hands, not knowing what to do. I don’t want to tell him over a text, but I can’t stand the thought of him going days without knowing that I love him too.

      The days pass slowly, too slowly, and I haven’t talked to Carson since. I want to give him what he asked for: time. Over the course of our friendship, I’ve asked him for a lot, and he always honored my wishes. So I’m trying to do the same. But damn, it’s hard. The days pass and finally New Year’s Eve approaches. The party is tonight and I have the perfect dress. I know exactly how I want to do my hair and makeup. Everything seems perfect except for the fact that I’m as nervous as can be. A lot can happen in a few days. He could’ve gotten back together with Big Boobs. He could have changed his mind about me completely, thinking that I’m not worth the effort anymore. I pray that none of that is true as I get ready for the party.

      The party is in the town square, at the big fancy banquet hall there. It started at seven, but it’s going on ten and I’m just now getting ready. I know, I suck, but fear was paralyzing me. I didn’t want to get up there and pour my heart out, just to have him turn me away. But then I knew that nothing would ever happen if I didn’t take the chance and put my heart on the line. So, I got up and started getting ready.

      I walk into the living room in my black dress. It’s long as it flows all the way to the floor. It’s fitted through the hips with a slit in the side all the way up to my hip. The dress has long sleeves and it’s a deep V neck, sexy but tasteful. It’s a dress I found years ago and begged my mom to buy for me. I’ve been saving it for the perfect moment ever since.

      When I walk into the living room, she gasps. “Oh, Felicity. It’s perfect,” she says, standing up to walk circles around me.

      “You think so?”

      She nods, speechless.

      “What about my hair?” I curled it into loose curls that are smooth and sleek and shiny. It hangs to my lower back.

      “Gorgeous.”

      “And my makeup? My eyes aren’t too dark or my lips too red?”

      She shakes her head. “No. It’s all perfect. You’re breathtaking, sweetie.”

      She hugs me lightly, careful not to smudge anything or wrinkle my dress. “Go, go get him.” She practically pushes me out the door.

      I borrow her car and drive to the town square. The place is already packed and crowded. It seems everyone in town is here. I have to park blocks away after circling around several times. Hiking in these shoes is not practical, but I do it. For him.

      I finally make it to the center of the square and notice a few kids still ice skating. The rink comes down the day after tomorrow and that always makes me sad. Just having it here makes the town feel magical. I have so many memories on that ice. I push past the ice rink and come to a stop at the window of the banquet hall. I look in and see the party I’m late for. There are chandeliers hanging high on the ceiling and gold and white everywhere. This is the only formal event our town has, and they spare no expense to make it as fancy as they can. The tablecloths are white and crisp, and there are big centerpieces. Everyone is dressed in formal dresses and tuxes and they all look so important as they stand around, drinking, talking, and laughing, while some couples dance.

      As I stare into the building, Carson comes into view. He looks handsome in his black tux and crisp white shirt. His hair looks perfect as usual and he’s shaved his jaw clean. He’s talking with a group of guys, holding a glass of scotch in his hand as he laughs at something they say. Watching him like this, I feel like a teenage girl again, dreaming of something I’ll never get. But tonight is different. I’m not a teenage girl. I’m a woman. A woman who he loves. And I’m not leaving here without him.

      I look at the clock as I enter. It reads 11:57 p.m. I know I have to hurry. I don’t want to start this next year without being able to call him mine. I rush through the throng of people and push my way through to him. When he sees me, it’s like everything freezes around us. He turns to face me and his eyes say it all. He’s in awe.

      “Bout time you got here, sweetheart. Where ya been?” he asks, his eyes moving up and down my dress.

      I smile. “Running late, as usual,” I tell him and he smiles.

      “You look beautiful.” He picks up my hand and kisses it, causing me to blush. He chuckles. “You always blush so easy. Care to dance?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. There’s something I have to tell you first.”

      He waits and I work up the courage. “I didn’t mean it.”

      He frowns. “Mean what?”

      “That I wanted to take it all back. I don’t want to take it back. Those couple of days I spent with you, it was the happiest I’ve ever been.”

      Everyone starts to count down to midnight.

      “I love you, Carson. I’ve loved you since I met you and I will love you until the day I die. I don’t want to take it all back. All I want is you.”

      “Three,” everyone yells as I wait for his answer.

      “Two!”

      “One!”

      He pulls me against him and our lips meet. He kisses me hard but slow, a lasting kiss that may just have to last me a lifetime if he’s changed his mind. My hands move up to wrap around his neck to hold him to me, not ready to let him go yet. His hand finds my hip and he pulls me against his chest until there’s not even a millimeter between us.

      Everyone cheers as the bell rings, indicating midnight. He pulls back with a smile. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

      I smile. “You do? You forgive me?”

      “There was nothing to forgive. I’ve been in love with you since my eyes landed on you and I never stopped. I’ve waited for you, Felicity. I’ve hoped and prayed for you. I’ll never give up on you.”

      I’m so excited I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. Instead, I just pull him back against me for another long, slow kiss.
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      I giggle as he trips on my dress and causes us to fall into his bedroom door at his mom’s house. “Shhhh,” I say around a giggle that he silences with his lips on mine. He manages to get the doorknob turned, but he’s still standing on my dress when he tries to take a step. The weight of him on the fabric causes me to fall downward, which in turn, causes him to fall forward. We both laugh, landing in a pile on the floor.

      “What in the world?” his mother says, rushing out of her bedroom in her night coat. The hall light flicks on as she looks down at us on the floor, laughing our asses off. “Oh, it's just you two numbskulls.”

      That only makes us laugh harder.

      “I can’t wait until tomorrow when you go back home. I’ve had about as much excitement as I can handle this holiday.” She waves us off and goes back to her bedroom after shutting off the hallway light.

      We’re left in the darkness once again.

      The moment we’re alone, in the dark, his hand is on my jaw, directing his lips to mine. He rolls on top of me, keeping the kiss in the doorway. “I love this dress, but I can’t wait to rip it off.”

      “Don’t you dare. I’ve been saving this dress for years.” I push him away. “In fact, get off of me and let me take it off respectfully.”

      He laughs but gets off me. He stands up and holds out his hand, which I take, and he helps me to my feet. He closes the door and flips the light on, and we both work at removing these stuffy dress clothes. Beneath my dress—I planned ahead—is a pair of black thong panties. No bra. No garter belt. No hose.

      He looks over at me and I can see his pants start to tent in the crotch area. He lets out a whistle as he moves toward me. His hands reach me first and he pulls me against him, our lips perfectly in sync. His hands move down to my ass where he picks me up against him. I wrap my legs around his hips and he carries me to bed. His body covers mine and I work to unbutton his shirt since he forgot to get undressed once he saw me.

      He pulls the shirt away and presses his bare chest to mine. His hot skin burns mine, but it’s a burn I love and crave and now, never have to do without. I reach between us and unfasten his pants. When they’re undone, I push them down his hips.

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” he says, kissing down my neck. “Fuck, I love you,” he breathes out.

      My fingers lace through his hair, pulling his lips away so I can look at his eyes in the darkness. “I love you, forever,” I tell him, my lips turning up into a smile.

      He lets out a growl before his mouth devours mine once again. “Mine,” he says, kissing me, kissing my body. “Forever.”

      His clothes come off quickly after that and it’s only minutes before he’s slamming into me, making me call out his name. Somehow, he seems to know when to be gentle and when to be rough, and I love both versions of him. He thrusts into me until my head is hitting the headboard. Then he flips us over and watches as I ride him until I shatter around him. His patience is short after that, thrusting up into me until he spills every last drop.

      I collapse on top of him and he wraps his arms around me, holding me close as we both work to catch our breath. “I don’t know what took us so long, but now that I have you, I’m never letting you go.”

      I smile at his words. “I’m never letting you go. I’ve never worked so hard for a guy in my life,” I joke and he laughs.

      “You know what I was thinking about the other day?”

      “What?” I ask, moving to his side.

      “The pool.”

      My face flushes red. “Ugh, you would mention that.”

      He laughs. “What? That’s a good memory. And you know, technically, I was the first to be inside you.”

      I laugh and nod. “You were.”

      “Did you think back then that this is where we’d end up?”

      I shake my head. “Absolutely not, but this isn’t where we’re ending up. This is just where we are now.”

      “How do you think we’ll end up then?”

      I think about it in the darkness of his room with his strong arms around me. “I don’t know, but wherever it is, we’ll be together and happy. That’s all that matters.”
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      “Do you have everything this time? I don’t want to have to drive back down here next week,” I say as she hugs her mom.

      She nods as she makes her way to the car. “Yes, I’m absolutely sure.”

      We both climb into the car and I notice the tote bag she’s holding. “What’s in there?”

      She smiles as she looks at me. She opens the bag and pulls out the picture frame with our four pictures in it. “I thought it would make a good addition to the new bedroom. Don’t you think? Remind us where we came from and how much we’ve overcome?”

      I smile. “I have you to remind me of that, but yes, I’d like it in the bedroom.”

      She leans in and presses a kiss to my lips. I start the car and start driving us to our new home in Chicago. We don’t have much time to unpack considering she starts her new job on Monday, and then, we have a wedding to plan. I look down and see the ring on her finger and smile.

      “What?” she asks.

      “Nothing,” I say, picking up her hand and pressing a kiss to the top. Looking back, it’s easy to see that this is where we were heading. But at the time, it felt like it would never get here. I thank God every day for bringing that little girl into my life when I was ten years old. She’s made my life so happy, filled with so much love, and now, she really is mine until the end of time.

      

      
        
        If you loved Felicity and Carson’s story in Naughty or Nice, check out Preston and Piper’s love story in The Wrong Brother!
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        Rock bottom has a basement—and I just found it.

      

        

      
        I’ve been head over heels, write it in my diary over and over in love with my best friend Preston Young, pretty much my entire life.

      

        

      
        You’d think after decades of hiding my feelings I’d want to reveal my lifelong secret love to my best friend privately, but NOPE.

        As the queen of ridiculously grand romantic gestures,

        I chose a Jerry Springer style television reveal.

      

        

      
        I’ll spare you the anxiety inducing details and just say, it didn’t...work out the way I thought it would.

        Cue crawling into a deep dark hole of wine, ice cream and sad ass movies.

        I’m never showing my face again.

      

        

      
        Okay, so maybe he stormed off the stage and rejected me on live television.

        And maybe when his older brother came over to comfort me...I kissed him.

        So much for getting my sh*t together.

      

        

      
        It was just a kiss.

        And then a few more.

        And then so many toe-curling O’s my brains are permanently scrambled.

      

        

      
        One minute I’m pining for my best friend,

        The next I’m falling for his brother,

        And to make matters worse...now my best friend thinks he might be in love with me?

        I didn’t know it was even possible to screw up this bad.

      

        

      
        Am I destined to make one giant laughable mistake out of my life,

        Or did I miss what’s been right in front of me this entire time?
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Piper

        

      

    

    
      The text from Preston, my best friend and secret crush, reads: What time will you be home tonight?

      I roll my eyes as I quickly respond should be there by 8 p.m. I’ve told him this time and time again since mentioning it last week.

      Eight? Why so late?

      I shake my head and I can’t help but laugh to myself, wondering if he’s been drunk every time we’ve talked but knowing…that’s just Preston. “Does he ever actually listen when I talk?” I say to myself as I type out my response. I don’t get off work until 5 p.m., then I have to make the drive.

      Late dinner and drinks?

      You know it. I drop the phone onto the bed by my side and look at the clock on the bedside table. It’s going on 7 a.m. My alarm will be going off in the next two minutes. I push the blankets back and turn off the alarm since I’m already up. There’s nothing worse than hearing that loud blaring sound first thing in the morning. I stand from bed and push my oversized T-shirt back down my thighs before stretching and starting for the kitchen.

      I start a pot of coffee and stand by the counter impatiently as it brews. As I wait, I look over the white subway tile backsplash, the gray granite countertops, and the crisp white cabinets with shiny silver knobs. I’ve only recently renovated my kitchen and I’m absolutely in love with it.

      I bought this old rundown townhouse with the intention of bringing it back to life. At the low price point, I couldn’t turn it down. Plus, it’s the perfect size for the family I plan to have one day. There are three bedrooms, two bathrooms, an eat-in kitchen, a living room, plus a laundry room. Most of the rooms aren’t being used right now, but that just gives me more time to get everything exactly how I want it. Now that the kitchen is finished, the bedrooms will be my main focus.

      I saved a ton by buying this house in the condition it was in, and I’m saving even more doing most of the work myself. The work I can’t do, my dad can help me with, only hiring out if the job is too big for them both. So far, the only thing I’ve hired out has been the new brick and vinyl siding on the house, and the landscaping. This house may have been trashed when I bought it, but the homeowners’ association is expecting it to look just like the rest of the homes in our gated community. I can take as long as I want to do the inside, but the outside had to be the first priority.

      The coffee finally finishes brewing and I waste no time pouring a cup to take to the bathroom with me. I take a sip before washing my face and lathering on my $80 moisturizer. I put on my usual makeup and get busy curling my honey-blonde hair. I finish my cup of coffee and brush my teeth before going to get dressed. I pull on a pair of gray dress pants and a ruffly white top. I gather everything I’ll need for the day and pour more coffee into a to-go cup before walking out to the garage.

      I toss my purse and computer bag into the passenger-side seat and start up my silver Honda Civic. I click the button and the garage door rolls upward. I back out and hit the button again to close it as I drive off. I’m stuck on the freeway in morning traffic when my stereo tells me I have another text from Preston.

      Danny is going to join us for dinner. Anything specific you want? I’ll make reservations.

      I snort. Preston make reservations? In Middleton? I didn’t even know there were any restaurants that took reservations.

      Let’s go for pizza and beer at Tino’s. Keep it casual.

      As I wait for traffic to move again, I imagine telling Preston my deepest, darkest secret. I can see the stunned expression on his face: dark brows drawing together, icy eyes glazing over as he processes the information I’ve given him, running his hand through his messy-but-styled dark hair. He opens his mouth to respond, but the car behind me honks its horn, pulling me from my fantasy.

      “All right, all right. I’m going,” I mumble to myself as I hit the gas.

      It’s funny, because I’ve imagined telling Preston how I really feel many times over the years, however, I never seem to figure out what he would say. Would he get angry? Would be confess his own attraction? I don’t know. And that’s exactly why I’ve never uttered those words to him.

      Preston and I, along with his older brother, Calvin, grew up together. It didn’t hurt that his house was right across the street and our parents have been the best of friends for as long as I can remember. Preston and I were always together. While Calvin is clearly the better choice if someone’s looking for a relationship, Preston is the one my body has always craved.

      Well, I shouldn’t say always. We were like best friends when we were little, then that boys have cooties phase kicked in. Even though I was deathly afraid of catching his cooties, we still made sure to cause trouble where we could. Preston was always the attention-seeker of the two brothers. It’s like he was addicted to it. If too much time had passed with him going unnoticed, he’d make sure to get the attention of everyone in his vicinity.

      If I had to pinpoint the exact moment Preston stole my attention for a whole different reason, I’d say it was the summer between freshman and sophomore year. He’d been away with his traveling baseball team.

      I remember Calvin and I were hanging out in his backyard, chilling by the pool, when Preston arrived home. He walked out the patio door, looked over at his brother, then met my eyes. He smirked and the sun was shining down on his dark hair that had natural highlights from spending the summer on the field. With his icy gaze on mine, he pulled off his shirt, revealing a rock-hard chest and defined abs. Over the summer, he’d changed from a teenage boy to a man, and I was in love. In those two seconds, I imagined pushing him up against the wooden privacy fence in his backyard and taking what I never knew I wanted until that moment. I saw us falling in love, getting married, having children, and kissing every second of every day. Then he jumped into the pool and the cold water splashed me, pulling me out of my daydream.

      Since that day so many years ago, Preston has only managed to get better-looking. His body has become even more manly—so defined and hard. His angular jaw has become sharper, and he now has dark stubble across it that I imagine would feel amazing against my skin. His blue eyes are still icy, but they now hold knowledge and secrets, making them even more enthralling. His skin is always tanned from being in the sun—he loves anything outdoors—and his dark hair has somehow managed to keep those natural highlights that are a mix of caramel and cinnamon. The man belongs in an Abercrombie catalog.

      With a face and a body like his, he gets everything he wants, and that means everything—including women. Any woman would be proud to have him on her arm. Hell, any woman would brag about a one-night stand with him. There would be no shame in confessing you had a short-lived fling with this man. In fact, I think there’s a local club for said women. Raise your hand if you’re another notch on Preston Young’s bedpost.

      I know you’re probably wondering: Are you another notch on the bedpost? Well, my friend, I must admit I am not. Sadly. While Preston is what you could call a womanizer, he’s always held his relationship with me to a higher level. The most we’ve ever done is a drunken kiss during a game of spin the bottle back in high school. And let me tell you, it was what dreams are made of. But deep down, I wonder if Preston even sees me as a woman. For years I’ve wondered: What’s wrong with me? Why doesn’t he ever flirt with me? Why doesn’t he want to have a drunken one-night stand with me? The answers to those questions are still unanswered because I’m too afraid to ask them out loud.

      I finally manage to make it to the Wonder Home Magazine office. Wonder Home Magazine is fairly new to the shelves when you compare it with other publications in the same genre, like Better Homes & Gardens. Our main focus is giving ideas and inspiration to transform an old, outdated home into something more beautiful and modern while still holding on to its classic charm.

      I have to admit, the things I’ve learned by writing here have been put into action during my current home remodel. I can’t wait to learn more and apply it to my own place. I’ve only worked here a year, so I’m still fairly new and get assigned the smaller articles. It’s my dream to work my way to the top, writing the hard-hitting features that make the front cover—maybe even moving up to become editor-in-chief.

      I drop off my things at my desk before heading to the break room to load up on the sugar I’ll need to finish my article and get out of here. I grab two glazed donuts and take them back to my desk. Turning on the computer, I take a bite and wash it down with my coffee. By the time my computer is up and running, and I’ve returned all the necessary emails, my sugar-and-caffeine buzz has kicked in enough to get to work.

      I write a meaningless article on how to turn pallets into garden and patio additions—swings, planters, patio furniture, and fire pits—then read it over before submitting the story for approval. While I wait to hear back, I grab my phone and call my mom to make sure she remembers I’m coming home tonight.

      “Hey, honey,” she answers.

      I smile from her always-sweet and welcoming tone. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

      “Oh, you know, just working in the flower beds while watching your dad try to build me that built-in grill you wrote about.”

      I laugh. “Are you serious? You got Daddy to build you that grill?”

      “Well, it was lovely and I think it would look great out on the patio, don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, but . . .”

      “No buts. What I want, I get,” she giggles out.

      “Whatever you say. You guys remember I’m coming home tonight, right?”

      “Of course, dear. Your room is already made up with fresh bedding.”

      “Mom, you didn’t have to change the bedding.”

      “I really did. Your Uncle Peter and Aunt Beth stayed with us last weekend. Between you and me, I think something freaky went down in that bed. Maybe I should buy a new one.”

      My mouth drops open and I can’t hold back my laugh. “Gross! Why would you tell me that?”

      She laughs. “You know how much I love messing with your head.”

      “I’ll probably have nightmares now, Mother.”

      This only makes her laugh harder. “Well, they did forget a book on the nightstand. It was Kama-something . . . Kama Sutra maybe?”

      “Ugh,” I groan. “Mom, stop talking.”

      She laughs. “I’ll see you this evening.”

      “Bye, Mom.” I hang up the phone and shiver with disgust.

      To give you the mental picture I have, imagine this: My Uncle Peter, who is my dad’s brother, is about 250 pounds. He’s short and round and covered in patches of dark curly hair—everywhere but the top of his head, that is. His wife, my Aunt Beth, is tall like an Amazon. She easily towers over my uncle. She’s built like a linebacker. I mean, they’ve been married for years, so of course they have sex, but that’s not what I want to picture when I climb into my childhood bed.

      Another shiver runs through me, but I shake it off when I see an email pop into my inbox with the subject line “Article Approved.” With a smile on my face, I sign out and pack my things. I’m happy I get to leave early. This will give me more time to spend at home with Preston and my family. It’s going on 2 p.m. when I make it to the parking lot, and it’s nearly 3 p.m. by the time I’m packing my car for the weekend.

      As I make the long drive home to central Illinois, my mind goes back to the daydream I always have, only this time, when I tell Preston how I feel, he looks at me with pity as he shares the news of his recent engagement. That would be my luck. You’d think that since these are my daydreams, I’d have control over them, but nope. They surprise me just as much as they would anyone else. Things like this make me not want to tell him how I feel at all.

      Instead of thinking about what his reaction might be, I instead try to remember the good times we’ve shared. Like that drunken kiss when I was 16.

      I reach out and spin the bottle. Everyone watches intently as it spins and spins. I look away, glancing at all the smiling guys who are watching the bottle spin. And then I look at the one guy I want to kiss. He isn’t smiling. In fact, he looks a little afraid that it’ll land on him.

      The bottle starts to slow and I watch it, willing it to land on Preston. Like I had some kind of mental control over it, the bottle stops and I follow the neck to see where it’s pointing. Preston.

      His eyes are wide with fear and his lips are slightly parted. I smile up at him as his tongue slips out, wetting his lips. Everyone in the circle is hooting and cheering, clapping and whispering. So many of them have questioned our relationship before. I mean, Preston sleeps with everyone and I’m already around him all the time anyway. They can’t figure out if we’ve slept together or if we’re really just the friends we claim to be.

      I get up on my knees and lean toward the center of the circle as Preston does the same, only he doesn’t shy away. He doesn’t move slowly like I’m doing. He’s in a hurry—whether it’s a hurry to kiss me or a hurry to get it over with, I don’t know, but he doesn’t waste any time.

      He reaches for me and his hand lands on the base of my neck, pulling my lips to his. His lips are soft and strong—sweet but with the lingering bitterness of beer. His tongue rubs against mine and my eyes flutter closed. My entire body feels like it’s been lit on fire. I don’t know if it’s the embarrassment I feel with everyone watching or if it’s because he’s touching me, but it’s a burn I enjoy nonetheless.

      Just as I place my arms around his neck, he pulls away. His face is red and his eyes are glassy. His body seems harder than it did before and his back is straight. I smile as a giggle escapes at the awkwardness of our moment, but he’s stock-still, not smiling, not moving, not even looking at me.

      The kiss itself was amazing, but the way he acted like he’d just been made to eat a worm was a bit of a turnoff. I still can’t figure out why. Was he repulsed by the thought of kissing me? Was it all a show to make everyone believe kissing wasn’t something we’d done before? Was he worried it’d end our friendship?

      I guess I’ll never really know, because I’ll never get up the nerve to ask him. I can live with not knowing; I’ve done it this long. What I can’t live with is his rejection—not after I’ve seen him with the quantity of women I have. He’s never turned down anyone. It’s only ever been me, so I prefer to believe it’s because we’re friends and he doesn’t want to risk what we have. Yes, that sounds better than the thought that I’m not good enough.
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