
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Worth Waiting For

			For Peyton Reilly no strings means no heartache. She hasn’t had a relationship since Hanna Choi, her high school girlfriend, broke her heart almost a decade ago. But everything’s great. She has a job she loves, a loyal group of friends, and plenty of time for surfing. At least until Hanna unexpectedly accepts a job at the aquarium where Peyton works.

			Their reunion is anything but joyous. Despite Hanna’s cold shoulder, Peyton can’t stop old and familiar feelings from pouring back. When Hanna slowly begins to open up, painful memories Peyton’s worked hard to forget remind her that getting too close could lead to another broken heart.

			Peyton quickly learns that sometimes all your heart needs is a second chance, but are the scars of the past too deep to heal?
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            Prologue 





			May

			Starting the morning with a staff meeting sucks. Especially when most of us should be making rounds and getting ready for the aquarium to open. But now that the colleges are out and summer is officially upon us, it’s time to meet our seasonal workers, volunteers, and new hires and give them a big ol’ Bird Neck Aquarium welcome. Hence the meeting.

			I remember my introduction to the staff a few years ago. Standing in front of a group of half-awake, uninterested personnel staring at me like I was the reason they were made to come in early. I still cringe when I think about it. But it’s whatever. We all have to do it. Plus, these things only happen like twice a year, so I guess it could be worse.

			Juggling two cups of coffee, I squeeze through one of the top rows to get to my best work buddy, Mal. She has her bag on one of the chairs beside her, saving me a seat. And I’m thankful because the auditorium is already packed. I’m normally much more punctual than this—I take my job here seriously—but the long weekend was just so perfect that it made it hard to get out of bed this morning. That and the attractive blonde who spent the night and insisted I come back to bed for a few more minutes after my morning shower.

			Who am I to turn down a naked blonde in my bed?

			Mal is slouched in her seat with her head back against the seat rest, arms crossed, and eyes closed. Grinning, I kick her foot to wake her.

			“Happy tourist season,” I say, way chippier than I feel.

			“Ugh, don’t remind me. Oh, coffee.” She perks up when I thrust the cup at her, and she snags her stuff so I can fall into the chair beside her. She takes a long sip and sighs. “I think I love you.”

			“I know.” I check my watch. It’s two minutes after eight. We normally give the stragglers five extra minutes, so I sit back and wait, impressed that I somehow made it on time.

			“Nice hickey,” she says, and I pull up my collar to cover it. Mal cracks open the coffee lid to release the steam. “Anyone I know?”

			“No,” I tell her, thinking about the blonde who was only here for the long holiday weekend with her friends. I crack the lid of my own coffee and blow on it, wishing I had asked for some ice to cool it down. “What about you? What did you do over Memorial Day?”

			“Barbecue with the parentals and lazy time with the boyfriend.”

			“At least we both had Monday off.”

			Mal holds out her cup. “Cheers to that.”

			Michael, our vice president of human resources and administration, steps up to the podium that sits a little off-center of the room and clears his throat, then taps the mic to make sure it’s on. The feedback makes me cringe.

			“Think anything interesting will happen?” Mal asks in a loud whisper.

			“We could only be so lucky,” I mumble as Michael starts his “good morning, happy you could all join us” speech. Anything else he has to say fades into background noise as I pull out my phone and scroll mindlessly through social media. It’s not a rabbit hole I fall into very often, but it comes in handy for a quick distraction during things like mandatory meetings.

			For the next several minutes, I look up surf conditions and highlights from the Coastal Edge Steel Pier Classic from yesterday. I check out a few friends’ Instagram posts and respond to a few missed texts and ignore the one from my mom.

			When we finally get to the point of introductions, I glance at the row of people lined up in the front. There are a few scared teenagers, a few seniors looking for temp work, and then my stomach completely bottoms out.

			“We’re pleased to welcome our newest marine vet resident, Hanna Choi.”

			Hanna’s gaze meets mine from across the auditorium, and I’m so startled seeing the familiar pair of eyes that I spill coffee all over my legs. It’s so hot that it burns through my jeans, and I almost fall out of my seat hissing out a string of whispered profanities.

			“Whoa.” Mal reaches out as if to steady me.

			Once I’ve sort of recovered, I ignore the curious and annoyed glances, my attention back on Hanna. But she’s focused on Michael introducing the rest of the new staff. She looks almost exactly the same except older. Curvier. Her hair is a little longer, and her face is a little thinned out, but somehow, she’s even more beautiful than I remember.

			My heart beats as if it’s trying to burst through my chest just to get to her on the other side of the room. Apparently, it doesn’t remember that she shattered it into a million pieces, then ghosted me for the better part of a decade.

			It’s like I’m suffering from sleep paralysis, terrified and unable to move or speak. Hell, I’m barely able to breathe. Except I know I’m awake thanks to the scalding hot coffee that’s still burning my legs.

			Okay, I’m not terrified. At least not totally. I’m surprised and nervous and anxious and slightly panicky because what the actual fuck is happening?

			It’s hot in here. Too hot.

			Mal takes my cup, and I use my free hand to pull at the collar of my polo. Maybe this is a dream. Or something out of a twisted-ass nightmare because there’s no way this is real.

			Then it’s like my heart remembers what happened, and there’s a pain in my chest so sharp that I’m not sure if I’m going to cry or puke.

			It’s like I can feel the miles of walls I built around my heart and the dozens of boxes where I kept my memories safely locked away start to crumble. Images and feelings that I tried so damn hard to forget flash inside my mind in rapid succession: sharing a melting ice cream cone on a hot summer day, leaning against lockers and stealing kisses between classes, wrapped under a blanket sipping hot chocolate, bare feet running up my calf, warm brown eyes that look thick like honey staring at me in the sunlight that peeks through my bedroom curtains…

			I squeeze my eyes shut and try to forget, to shove the memories back inside their boxes.

			I’m definitely going to puke.

			Mal puts her hand on my arm, and the simple touch pulls me back to reality. “You okay? You’re pale as shit. You’re not going to spew, are you?” I shake my head no, but I’m not entirely convinced that’s true. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Wait, do you know the new resident?”

			My throat is so dry. I chug what’s left of my coffee, ignoring the way it burns going down. “Used to.”

			“Bad hookup?”

			I shake my head; no, Hanna was never bad at anything, and she certainly wasn’t a hookup. “She was my high school girlfriend.” I almost choke on the word was.

			“You had a girlfriend?” Mal says just a little bit too loud, causing me to wince.

			“Shh,” someone hisses from behind.

			“You shh,” Mal fires back. “Can’t you see she’s in the middle of a crisis?” She turns back to me and places her hand on my arm. “Bad breakup?”

			Devastating.

			I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter,” I mumble.

			When I risk another glance, Hanna is staring at me with an indiscernible look. It unsettles me that I can’t decipher it. I remember when I used to be fluent in every single one of her expressions. But this is new. A reminder that we haven’t seen each other for almost nine years. That we’re nothing more than strangers who just happen to share a lifetime of memories.

			That thought alone is enough to bring back the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

			“Seriously, are you okay?” Mal whispers.

			“I’m fine.”

			Except I’m not fine at all. Because Hanna Choi, the goddamn love of my life, has moved back to Bird Neck and completely thrown my world off its axis. What’s worse is that she doesn’t appear to be anywhere near as panicky as I am. Like the memories of us and all that happened don’t flood her with a sense of nostalgia, love, and heartache all rolled into one. And if she’s genuinely this nonplussed, it’s pretty clear she’s been able to move on in a way I’ve never been able to.

			It’s all I can do not to burst into tears in front of the entire freaking staff.

			





    
            Chapter One 





			Then

			First day of eleventh grade. One year closer to getting out of this hellscape they call high school. And it can’t come fast enough. Blue lockers line a hallway crowded with sleepy teenagers chatting before the bell rings. It’s still hot as hell outside, and the air-conditioner inside Bird Neck High is blasting, forcing girls in tank tops to pull on sweatshirts. It’s a shame, really. That’s always been my favorite part about coming back, girls in short shorts and crop tops as far as the eye can see.

			My hoodie is still in my backpack, the cool air welcome on my flushed skin. Because of course I’ve been running around all morning like a clueless freshman. Leave it to me to forget to charge my phone last night and not have access to the online student portal. Which meant an unexpected first day visit to the counselor’s office and a lecture about responsibility. I guess nothing can be easy on what’s considered to be the worst day of the entire year.

			I spin the dial on the lock and push up, cursing when my locker doesn’t open for the third time.

			“Having problems?” Jace says with a cheeky little grin as he leans on the locker next to mine. He pushes his black curly hair from his face and crosses his arms, his dark eyes twinkling with delight. He’s been my best friend since kindergarten, so I’ll allow his look of amusement.

			Glancing at the clock above me, I see I don’t have enough time to wipe it off his pretty little face anyway. Instead, I smack the door with my palm. “I hate these things. You’re just slightly off, and the damn thing won’t open.”

			Jace laughs. “That’s kind of the idea.”

			“Too bad yours is so far away,” I grumble and try again. “Otherwise I’d just shove my shit in yours and let you open it.”

			“You still can,” he says sincerely. He scratches at his skin, the tattoo his cousin added to his forearm a couple days ago still puffy and swollen along his bronze skin.

			Spinning the dial to the last number, I pull up again. Nothing. “Goddammit.”

			He pushes me out of the way and holds out his hand. “Let me see your combo.”

			I hand him the sticky note from the guidance counselor and cross my arms, pissed that I’m starting the first day of school with locker problems.

			He glances at the paper, spins the dial a few times, and magically opens my locker on his first attempt.

			“What the hell?”

			“One, nineteen, thirty-two,” he says, handing me the Post-it.

			“No, it’s seven, nineteen, thirty-two.”

			He rolls his eyes and points to the first number. “That’s a one, not a seven.” I look at the hastily scribbled numbers again. Oh. Yeah. That makes sense. “Why is it written, anyway?”

			“My phone is dead. I had to suffer through a long lecture about preparedness from Mrs. Grady.”

			He nods in sympathy. “Is that why you took off running when you got here? I didn’t even get to give you these.” He fishes around in his backpack and hands me a pastry bag from my favorite café. Another reason why he’s my best friend. He opens my locker and gives me breakfast.

			It makes me smile. “Aw, thanks, dude.”

			He shrugs like it’s not a big deal, which to him, it isn’t. Kindness just comes naturally to him. He presses the top of my shoulder. “Your sunburn looks better.”

			I swat his hand away, annoyed. “I don’t sunburn.”

			“You definitely sunburn.”

			I scowl because, yes, okay, maybe I sunburn sometimes. Usually, I just stay nice and tan, considering I spend every moment I possibly can outside. And usually, I’m responsible with the sunblock. But since this was the last weekend before school, I was on the beach every moment I could, trying to soak in the sun and the banging waves. So, yeah, I may have forgotten to reapply and may have gotten a little burned.

			“Whatever. It brings out my eyes,” I tell him. “And your tattoo still looks like shit. Has your mom seen it yet?”

			“No. I’ve been wearing sweatshirts at home.”

			“And she hasn’t asked why you’re in a hoodie when it’s a hundred degrees outside?”

			“She just chalks it up to me being a teenager.” He shrugs again, but we both know she’s going to flip when she sees it.

			The bell rings, signaling our last warning to get our asses to homeroom. The underclassmen scramble to make it on time. The upperclassmen unhurriedly wrap it up to slow-walk to class.

			“Where are you going next?” I ask, slamming my locker without actually putting anything inside.

			He closes his eyes for a minute, trying to remember. “Uh, history. You?”

			I pull another sticky note from my pocket and frown. “Calculus, apparently. Could’ve sworn it was English.” I stare at the schedule in the same messy scrawl as my locker combination and wonder if I’m somehow misreading this, too.

			I’m so lost in confusion that I don’t notice there’s a person standing in front of me until it’s too late. A few books and notebooks, along with my doughnuts, go flying, following with a gentle “Oof.”

			“Sorry about that,” I say, watching Jace scoop up my pastry bag and schedule while I work on collecting the scattering of books.

			“It’s okay.” The reply comes softly, the voice smooth and thick like molasses.

			I look, my hands stilling on the pile of school supplies. Everything seems to happen in slow motion. The most beautiful girl I have ever seen carefully takes her books from me and slides them back into her tote. When her eyes meet mine, I swear I stop breathing.

			She pushes her dark, wavy hair over one of her shoulders, baring her neck. I stare at her smooth and flawless skin. Unlike mine, hers is more of a warm, soft autumn, perfect and delicate.

			“Are you all right?” I ask, my gaze lingering on her lips that shine with a flavor of gloss I desperately want to taste.

			“I’m okay,” she says and stands. “Are you?” A floral scent lingers around her, jasmine maybe, only strengthening when she takes a step closer, making my head swim.

			“I’m perfect,” I tell her in a wistful kind of haze. I stand slowly, knowing I must look like a lovestruck fool and not at all caring.

			She looks at me curiously and closes her tote. “Thanks for my books.” She tucks her hair behind her ear and gives me another shy smile. It ignites me from within.

			I watch as she walks away, glancing to give me one last look over her shoulder before disappearing into the bustling hallway.

			Who is she, and where did she come from?

			“Oh boy,” Jace says and chuckles. He hands me the pastry bag and my schedule. “I know that look.”

			“What look?” I sigh, disappointed when I can’t see her anymore.

			“Like a hunter who just found their next prey.”
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        * * *

      

			All morning, I desperately search for the girl from earlier. I’ve yet to see her again in the halls, and so far, we don’t share any classes. If Jace hadn’t been there to relentlessly tease me, I might have even convinced myself that I manifested the entire exchange out of thin air.

			By the time lunch rolls around, I’m starving and ready for a little downtime with my friends, if nothing else but to pause discussing syllabuses and expectations.

			“This sucks,” Jace says, as we snag an empty table in the cafeteria at lunch. “How do we not have any classes together?”

			“You knew we didn’t. We compared schedules when they came out. Plus, I told you what I was planning on taking this year, and you stuck your nose up at my curriculum.”

			“Who the hell wants to take all advanced and honor classes?” He grabs the apple from his lunch tray.

			“Um, someone who wants to get into the best marine biology schools in North Carolina.” I open the plastic bottle of juice from my own tray and take a long sip, not disagreeing about how much it blows that we don’t have anything but lunch together. I scan the crowd, hoping to have better luck catching sight of the mystery girl. Not seeing her, I snag a fry and dip it in cheese sauce, disappointed but not surprised.

			“Is your day going better than this morning, at least?” Jace asks, reaching for his disgusting-looking sloppy joe.

			“Not getting any worse. Except for maybe the practice test I had to take in calculus this morning.” It wasn’t hard per se, but it wasn’t exactly fun either. The only good part was knowing it wasn’t for a grade but more to see what we knew and what we needed to work on. Nothing like starting your day off with derivatives to set the tone for the year. I did, however, manage to sweet-talk my Latin teacher into lending me a charger, so at least now my phone battery is sitting on twenty-seven percent instead of zero.

			Jace inhales sharply and straightens, focused on the door. “Well, don’t look now, but I think your day’s about to get a whole lot better.”

			Not knowing if he’s being sarcastic or not, I turn. Please don’t be Dana Peterson, the girl I slept with the entire half of our sophomore year and promised to call this summer and definitely didn’t.

			But it isn’t Dana Peterson. It’s her. The girl who has filled my mind all morning and whose floral scent sent my senses into absolute overdrive. My breath catches, and the rest of the world seems to fade away.

			I watch, perfectly still, as she looks around the cafeteria. If I wasn’t so confused about the way my heart pounds wildly, I would motion her over. Instead, I follow her movements as she weaves through a few tables, excusing herself until she finds one with several open seats.

			“Who is that?” I ask, mostly to myself.

			“That’s Hanna Choi,” my friend Sam says, appearing and sliding into the chair to my left. “She moved here this summer. From Texas, I think. We have homeroom together.”

			Hanna Choi. I repeat her name in my head over and over, delighted that I now have a name to go with her face and even more thrilled to learn she’s a junior just like the rest of us.

			Jace takes another bite of his sandwich, all three of us now watching as Hanna pulls a purple lunchbox from her bag. “Should we invite her over?”

			Sam sighs almost dramatically. “Don’t bother. She’s already been intercepted by Maya. Who is also in my homeroom.”

			As if on cue, Maya Rogers places her tray next to Hanna and sits in the empty chair on her left. I slouch in my seat and groan. I would rather deal with Dana Peterson than Maya “backstabbing” Rogers.

			“Tough break, bud,” Jace says and slaps me on the back, knowing that this could be a very big problem if I want any chance at getting to know Hanna Choi.

			“She can’t still hate you,” Sam says, brushing his shaggy blond hair from his eyes. He rubs at the sunburn covering his arms, his otherwise pale skin now an angry-looking pink.

			I grab a bottle of aloe from my backpack and toss it at him. “Oh, but she does,” I grumble, watching as Maya’s pack of friends surround Hanna like a human barrier, claiming her as one of their own.

			To say Maya and I have a history would be putting it mildly. We’ve known each other since kindergarten. We became fast friends, inseparable really, and stayed that way until Stephen Donohugh kissed me behind the basketball hoops in fifth grade. Unfortunately for me, Maya had been crushing on Stephen since the third grade, and when she found out, she did not take it well. Like, at all. It didn’t matter that I didn’t want to kiss him or that I slapped him on the nose afterward. Plus, the kiss was subpar at best. If I hadn’t already had my first kiss in the fourth grade with Natalie Reynolds, I would’ve been super pissed he stole that from me.

			When I tried explaining all that to Maya, it only made her even angrier. Especially since Stephen had to go to the nurse with a bloody nose. She was so angry that a few days later, she spread a rumor that I forced Stephen to kiss me and slapped him when he said the kiss was terrible. It didn’t matter that Stephen and I both ended up in the principal’s office. By the time the truth got out, the rumor was already ablaze.

			Needless to say, our friendship did not come out unscathed, and Maya takes any and every chance she’s given to make my life absolutely miserable.

			Sam shakes his head, his hair falling back over his eyes, sighing as he rubs the green gel into his blazing skin. “That’s some petty bullshit.”

			“Not disagreeing.” I pick at my fries, no longer hungry. I keep glancing over at Hanna, my stomach doing this weird little somersault every time she smiles. What I wouldn’t give to have her smile at me instead.
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        * * *

      

			It’s a relief when the final bell finally rings. Why does the first day of school always feel like the longest? I’m anxious to hit the beach and catch some waves, but I swore to Jace I’d wait for him to finish cross-country practice before going. I have another hour or so and no work to catch up on, so after lingering to talk to my AP Biology teacher, I head to the main doors. Pulling out my phone, I send a quick text to let him know I’ll be waiting by the practice football field watching the cheerleaders.

			There’s a soft clicking sound in front of me, and I look up to see Hanna staring at her phone with her other hand rummaging in her bag. I stop abruptly, wondering what she’s doing here so late after the bell. She continues to rummage, so focused on her phone that she hasn’t noticed her sunglasses have fallen out.

			My heart pounds in excited bursts. This is it. This is my opening. Slipping my phone in my back pocket, I rush to pick up the glasses. Turning the pink plastic frames, I jog to catch up. “Lose something?”

			She spins, startled and a bit confused, until she sees her sunglasses. She sighs and takes them. “Oh, thank you.” I keep eye contact while she hooks them in the vee of her plain white T-shirt. “Peyton, right?”

			I do my best to keep my smile casual, playing it cool despite my insides cheering in absolute victory that she knows my name. “Yeah.”

			She hoists her bag farther up her shoulder, her smile just big enough to show off a dimple on her left cheek. “Maya told me about you.”

			I can feel my shoulders drop, all the elation I felt a moment ago sucked from my body. There is absolutely no telling what kind of stories Maya concocted about me. She probably told her I have the plague. Or you know, something along the lines of being a beach bum with overbearing parents and commitment issues. Okay, the last one may be true, but I definitely don’t have the plague. “Ah. That’s unfortunate.”

			Her head tilts to the side curiously, just like it did this morning. I wonder if she’s trying to figure me out.

			“You’re new here?” I ask, bringing the focus back on her.

			“We moved in this summer.” She extends her free hand. “I’m Hanna.”

			I take her hand, squeezing but not quite shaking. “I know. I’ve asked around about you.” I let go, my skin still tingling, and smirk when she blushes and tucks her hair behind her ear. It’s becoming increasingly clear that she does it when she’s flustered or nervous.

			“Don’t you have MacDonald for calculus?” she asks, and I arch a brow, wondering how the hell she knows that. “I’ve asked about you, too.”

			My confidence spikes knowing this intense curiosity between us is mutual. “First period. Not my favorite way to wake up.”

			“I just had him. Not a great way to end the day, either.”

			I lean forward a little. “Maybe we can study together sometime.”

			She blushes again, and it sends a jolt straight through my body. “I’d like that.” Her tone is quiet, maybe even a bit shy, but she leans toward me and bites her lip. Oh my God, does she have any idea the effect she has on me?

			I take a step closer, licking my lips and playing it cool. “So do you maybe want to—”

			“Hanna!” Her name echoes down the nearly empty lobby, causing us to jump apart in surprise. Maya stands in the doorway leading to the women’s locker rooms, a seriously annoyed expression on her face.

			“Fuck,” I mutter and take another step back.

			“I’m coming,” she calls, only for Maya to impatiently tap her wrist. Hanna gives me an apologetic look and starts to walk backward. “I better go. I’m late for volleyball. It was nice meeting you.”

			“Yeah,” I agree. “Nice to meet you, too.”

			I stare even after she passes through the doors and out of sight. There’s something about her that I’ve never felt before. An intoxicating kind of pull that I can’t resist. I don’t want to resist. I can’t explain it. All I know is I’m already craving to see her again.

			





    
            Chapter Two 





			Now

			The sun shines through my window like a slap in the face. Usually, a little bit of sunshine peeking through the curtains is a tender kind of wakeup call. Nature’s way of giving a loving nudge to get to it. But not today. Not when I feel like death, and the usual gentle beams feel more like a laser burning into my cheek.

			I roll over, my stomach churning with a familiar kind of hangover, the kind you knew was bound to happen but you kept drinking anyway. Yeah, that was me last night, pounding shots like I wouldn’t feel like death come morning. So stupid.

			You know what else is stupid? Not kicking your one-night stand out before falling asleep.

			Cracking open one eye, I sigh in relief when the spot next to me is empty. It appears we were on the same page about what our night together meant. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but well, shots.

			I’m usually better about who I bring to my apartment. But last night was a much needed mistake. I hooked up with Ciara once before against the wall in her manager’s office during one of her shifts. She’s a bartender at the dive a few blocks from my apartment. She’s smart, sexy, and she makes me laugh. The free drinks don’t hurt, either. I knew we were in for a fun night when she leaned across the bar, making sure I got a good look at her cleavage.

			For as long as I can remember, I was happy being unattached. No relationship means no emotional attachment. No commitment. I can flirt freely and walk away when I want. Give and take however I please. No promises means no broken hearts. It’s worked fine for me since the end of my senior year in high school.

			But lately? Well, it’s done little to dull the hollow ache in my chest. The ache put there by the same girl who shattered my heart almost a decade ago.

			Nope. Not doing that. I refuse to fall into a state of mourning for a long-lost love this early and when I feel this crappy. So I lie on my back with arms spread wide and shut my eyes, listening to make sure my apartment is truly empty. Thankfully, the only sound I hear is the pounding inside my head.

			When I’m convinced I’m alone and I find a bit of strength, I push the comforter off and drag myself to the bathroom for a hot shower. Once I’m done, I throw the bedding in the wash and get ready for work. I’ve perfected the timing. By the time I blow-dry my hair, apply a little makeup, have some coffee, and check the surf report, my sheets are ready to be tossed in the dryer. I pour the rest of my coffee into a travel mug, grab a bagel, and make my way to work.

			The aquarium opens in a little over an hour, so I nod hello to my coworkers and head to my office to check some emails. After I clear my inbox, I pull off my sweatshirt and toss it on my desk. I adjust my blue polo, leaving the top button unbuttoned, pop a few mints, and grab my radio to start my morning routine. Maybe if I’m lucky, the day will be easy, and I can coast into this weekend.

			I jump into the group performing checks of the saltwater tanks, testing the salinity and making sure they’re at the right temperature. Once that’s done and I do a quick survey to make sure all the fish are healthy, I swing to the coral lab where I spend time running routine tests and collecting data for my personal research project. I have a soft spot for coral and protecting the reefs, especially here in the Atlantic. I’m pretty sure my thesis on “Cold-Water Coral Reef and Benthic Oxygen and Nitrogen Exchange” not only helped me get my master’s at UNC Wilmington but also helped me land my internship surveying coral reefs for a few months down in Florida a couple of summers ago. I’m supremely lucky that the Bird Neck Aquarium has let me expand on my research and use that to educate guests, and I know I’ll always have a job here as long as I so choose. But lately, I’ve wanted to do something more with my life. Something other than cleaning tanks and giving tours.

			I’ve been doing a lot of independent research, dialing in on my thesis in preparation to advance my career. I haven’t told anyone, but I’ve already started down a path to get my PhD. As much as I love the aquarium, my heart is healing the ocean. If everything works out the way it’s supposed to, this time next year, I could be back in school, earning my doctorate and hopefully making a difference.

			By the time I wrap up in the lab, it’s well after lunch, so I grab a salad from the cafeteria, then make my way to the sharks to prepare for their three o’clock feeding.

			Sharks may not be my favorite—that spot is held solely for manta rays—but they’re still pretty high on the list. I especially like when I get to dive in and help maintain the tank. It sure beats some of the other enclosures I have to scrub. Still, feeding them from the surface is pretty cool. And I’ll definitely take that over answering emails at a desk.

			Mal, my favorite coworker and office mate, is already weighing and dividing portions of squid and mullet. The sleeves to her aquarium-issued fleece are pushed halfway up her forearms, showing a little of her dark skin and elaborate jellyfish tattoo.

			“Sharks or Gertie?” she asks when I walk in, focused on her slicing.

			“Sharks.”

			She hums, letting me have this one. “Get her food ready, at least.”

			I open the fridge to pull out some veggies for Gertie, our sea turtle, and toss the bin of lettuce and bok choy onto the other side of the prep table to measure out her portions.

			It takes a minimum of two people to feed the sharks. One to do the actual feeding and the other to keep Gertie away from the feeding area since they share a tank. If we’re lucky, a third aquarist, or biologist, will record notes for us, but if not, whoever is occupying Gertie will have to do that, too.

			“Rough night?” Mal asks, eyeing me.

			“Too much tequila,” I tell her, opting to leave out the part about Ciara.

			“Hey, Hanna,” she says, cheerily.

			I glance up at the mention of her name. This is the first time I’ve seen her here during my feeding rotation. Usually, our schedules don’t intersect like this. Which is great because we both seem to freeze when we see each other, turning the room we occupy thick with tension.

			Hanna pauses, clearly surprised to see me as well, and says hi to Mal before distracting herself with work on the other side of the deck. My heart hammers just like it did when I was sixteen. Only this time, the excited beats are replaced with sharp, painful thuds. A constant reminder of what could’ve been and what will clearly never be.

			She breezes by like I don’t exist, just like she did the last few months of our senior year at Bird Neck High. I still don’t know why she’s here in North Carolina and not still in California where she disappeared after graduation. She’s the smartest person I’ve ever met. She could be doing her residency anywhere. So why Bird Neck?

			I want to ask. I want to ask a lot of things, but as she glances at me and quickly looks away, I’m reminded that we aren’t in a good enough space to do such things. We aren’t friends, but we aren’t strangers. It’s this weird in-between that I desperately crave and also want to avoid.

			Sure, we talk. We kind of have to, working together and all. It’s cordial, but it’s also strictly professional. And honestly? It’s for the best.

			I watch her check in with the sharks, her body tense like it always seems to be when she knows I’m around. I can’t help but stare. She’s still so achingly beautiful. I knew when I saw her at the staff meeting all those months ago, but she’s even more so up close. Her hair isn’t just longer, it’s lighter, too, thanks to the California sun. Her body may hold more curves, but it suits her. She looks healthier. She also carries herself with a confidence I’ve never seen, and the smiles she hands out are wide and sincere. Well, to everyone but me.

			Jeff, one of our aquarium educators, brings in a behind-the-scenes tour group for one of our weekly shark feedings just as I finish getting Gertie’s food together. I shoot Mal a look, and her shit-eating grin is proof enough that she didn’t fight me for the shark feeding on purpose. Looks like I’ll be running the show.

			Mal goes to the other side of the deck with the veggies to distract Gertie, handing the clipboard to Jeff to be our record taker.

			I greet the group, kicking myself for thinking we didn’t have anyone signed up for today, and I tell them a little about the control room on the far end of the wall that houses all the equipment to keep the tank operational. Thankfully, once I get going, I easily fall into the rhythm of an educator and talk about the different sharks, how we care for them, and what it takes to maintain their health and diet.

			Making sure my latex gloves are on good and tight, I stick some squid on the end of the feeding pole and target feed Hank, the biggest of our sandbar sharks, and call out his name to make sure Jeff records what he’s eaten and how much.

			The group is fairly attentive, eyeing the sharks nervously as I talk about conservation and care. Hanna keeps out of the way, but I can tell she’s lingering just like my tour group. It only makes me turn up the charm.

			There are four people in their late teens and early twenties, four older adults, who I’m guessing are their parents, a couple of preteens, and an elderly couple. If I had to bet, it’s a family who rarely comes together trying to do something fun for the holidays. A girl with brown hair and fair skin gives me a shy smile. Beside her, a boy who I believe to be about eighteen or nineteen winks.

			I shake my head and chuckle, applauding his bravery but not at all affected by his attempt. Instead, I double down and give brief histories about all of our sharks and even give a little lesson about Gertie. Once everyone’s been fed, Jeff thanks me and leads the group for a peek in the back room on the other side of the deck.

			The kid who winked and the cute brunette linger and watch the sandbar sharks still circling below. “How long have you worked here?” the teenager asks.

			“Three years,” I answer automatically.

			“When are you finished?”

			“With my career at the aquarium?” I arch my brow, knowing full well that isn’t what he means.

			He chuckles and flips his light hair out of his eyes and gives me what I presume is his best smoldering look. “With work.”

			I shrug, playing dumb. “Depends on how many emails I have waiting in my inbox.”

			He leans casually against the railing with a confident smirk. “Can I take you out afterward?”

			I look at him, really look at him, and hold eye contact. The attention would be flattering if he had any sort of chance. “Mighty bold of you.”

			Too bad for me, he takes that as a compliment. “I’m a bold guy.”

			Putting the feeding stick aside, I click my tongue disapprovingly. “Sorry, bold guy, but you aren’t really my type.”

			Bold Guy’s confident demeanor deflates. My eyes meet the brunette’s, and I wink. Now she is definitely my type. She blushes, and the smile lets me know the attraction is mutual.

			The rest of the group returns, and Jeff claps and motions to the door. “Okay, if you’ll follow me, let’s check out the view from underneath.”

			I flash another smile at the brunette on her way out and pull off my gloves. When I turn to toss them in the trash, Hanna is leaning against the prep table watching me with her arms crossed. “You really shouldn’t flirt with the guests.” Her voice is monotone, devoid of any kind of emotion, and her mouth is set in a downward frown.

			I’m surprised she cares. “I wasn’t flirting. I was gently rejecting.”

			She sucks in her bottom lip, something I know she does when she isn’t happy. “By flirting.”

			“You and I have different definitions—”

			“I remember how you flirt,” she says, her tone clipped, laced with accusation and trimmed with a bit of hurt.

			Any witty or clever retort gets stuck in my throat. Her jab was personal, a low blow. A forceful reminder that we aren’t lovesick teenagers anymore. “I was just trying to let him know that I wasn’t interested.”

			“Have you considered just saying ‘I’m not interested’ and not winking at his sister?” She arches a brow in challenge, but I don’t take the bait.

			How do you know that was his sister, I want to ask. But it’s the first time we’ve conversed on a personal level since she’s been back. It makes me wonder if she’s hovering for a reason other than to lecture me.

			“Were you waiting for me?”

			She holds eye contact for a long stretch and looks over my shoulder just as I feel someone step into our space.

			“Sorry about that,” Dr. Gupta, one of our resident aquatic vets, says. She glances at me and gives a polite smile before turning back to Hanna. “Ready?”

			Hanna pushes off the table, meeting my eyes one more time. “I’m ready.” She sticks her hands inside her lab coat pockets and brushes past, making sure not to touch me as she goes.

			Even through the strong stench of fish, I can still smell her perfume. Nine years later, it still makes me dizzy with want.
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        * * *

      

			The nightly rounds take a little longer than usual due to one of the larger tanks needing an extra scrub to remove the excess algae, and once it is clean and I return to my office to answer emails, it’s already after six.

			Mal tucks her laptop into her bag while I sort through my inbox, debating if anything is urgent enough to warrant a reply tonight or if it can wait. My hangover is well and gone, but I’m exhausted and desperate for the day to be over.

			“Who did you get for Secret Santa?”

			She’s been pestering me all week; she’s been pestering everyone, angling to trade, but to no avail. And there is no way I’m giving up Frank. The dude is obsessed with the Carolina Panthers. Buy him the latest hat, maybe a T-shirt, and boom, instant success.

			“I got Frank.” I give her a look. “And I already bought his gift, so no, I’m not trading.”

			Mal pauses putting on her jacket, her expression one of pure disbelief. I’m not sure if it’s because I finally caved and told her or if she’s jealous. “Lucky. I got Susan.”

			I wince. Susan is a part-timer who works taking pictures of guests when they come inside. Her hobbies include complaining about everything and criticizing everyone. No wonder Mal has been trying to pawn her off. “Ouch. What did you get her?”

			“Nothing yet. I’m just glad we have until the twenty-fourth. Maybe I can wrap up one of my grandma’s fruitcakes and leave it on the admissions counter without her knowing it was me.”

			“Sounds like a solid plan.” I pull on my sweatshirt and turn off my computer, deciding responding can wait until Monday. Releasing my laptop from the docking station, I stick it in my bag and make sure my radio is back in its cradle. “Ready to head out?”

			“I’ve been ready since this morning.”

			She locks the door behind us, and we walk through the front part of the aquarium, only stopping to say good night to the evening custodians and the red drums in the front tank.

			“Any Friday plans?” Mal asks, pushing open the front doors.

			I close my eyes when the cool air hits my skin. It feels good to be outside. Even if it is dark already. “Not yet, but the night is young. You?”

			“Takeout in my pajamas and catching up on my reality shows.” We share a smile.

			“Honestly, that sounds awesome,” I tell her. I think about inviting her over and splitting the cost of takeout. She doesn’t live too far from me, and she’s always looking for a reason to not to go straight home. Not that I blame her. If I still lived with my parents, I’d be looking for an out as well.

			Fun thing about marine biologists, we don’t make a ton of cash. In fact, if it wasn’t for my grandma leaving me a bit of an inheritance, I never would’ve been able to afford my apartment. Hence why Mal still lives at home, and I have my own place.

			I invite her over sometimes, if nothing else than to get away from her folks, but this week was a rough one, and I don’t think either of us has the energy to hang. We’re halfway to my car when we pass a family piling into two different vehicles in the parking lot. I catch sight of a familiar brunette and realize it’s the family from the feeding.

			She seems to spot me too because she excuses herself and jogs over. “Hi again,” she says with a smile.

			“Hi. Just now leaving?” The aquarium closed over an hour ago. There aren’t usually guests lingering that long after close.

			She holds her hands up like she’s surrendering. “I promise, I’m not stalking. My grandparents have donated a lot of money, so we get extra tours and all that.”

			“Ah, donors.” We have about six levels of donor perks. If they’re here this late, they’ve got to be at least tier four, which means they give about five thousand a year. Something no one takes lightly; we appreciate all the funding we can get. It also means I should tread carefully.

			“I’m Liz,” she says, extending her hand.

			“Peyton.” The handshake lingers just a little too long, and the eye contact is just a little too heated to be a normal introduction.

			Mal clears her throat, a gentle reminder that she’s still here and that this is a granddaughter of a coveted donor. Liz has the decency to be embarrassed. I, on the other hand, do not care if Mal sees me spit my game. It’s not like she’s never been witness to it.

			“This is Mal. A fellow marine biologist,” I say, bringing her into the loop.

			“It’s nice to meet you both,” Liz says with a kind smile.

			Mal smiles in return but slowly starts to back away, clearly wanting no part in this cozy little threesome. “Nice meeting you.” She gives me a pointed look. “See you next week.” Behave, she mouths before turning away.

			I know I should excuse myself, thank Liz for her family’s contribution to the aquarium, and be on my way. Instead, I shove my hands in my pockets and wait.

			“Sorry about earlier,” she says with a wince. “My cousin was batting way out of his league.”

			Curiously, I tilt my head. “And what about your league?” We hold eye contact, and I arch a brow, a subtle challenge while letting her know the ball is in her court.

			“Liz, are you coming?” a woman calls out the window from one of the cars.

			Liz looks over her shoulder and holds up a finger. “Just a minute.”

			“Do you live around here?” I ask when she turns back.

			“No. I’m visiting my grandparents. I’m on break from Tulane.”

			“And what are you doing at Tulane?”

			“I’m in law school.” She bites her lip. “Would you maybe want to, I don’t know, grab a drink? If you aren’t busy. I know you just got off.”

			A slow smile spreads across my lips. “Well, Liz, I haven’t gotten off yet.”

			Her expression shifts, and her gaze drops to my mouth, and I know she’s coming home with me.
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        * * *

      

			There’s a thin layer of sweat across Liz’s naked body. I hover over her, pinning her hands over her head with one hand while I drag my lips down the column of her throat.

			“I’ve never done anything like this,” she whispers, like she can’t believe this is really happening.

			My tongue swirls around her earlobe, nibbling gently. “Like what?” I breathe into her ear, knowing damn well what she means.

			She arches into me, her legs falling apart. I can smell her arousal, and it turns me on. She lets out a frustrated groan when I refuse to let her have any kind of pressure between her legs. “Sleeping with someone I don’t know.”

			I hold perfectly still, my mouth now on her collarbone. “Do you want to stop?” I murmur against her flushed, pale skin.

			“Oh God, no,” she says breathlessly.

			It’s all the encouragement I need. I suck on her nipple, making her moan, my fingers sliding easily between her legs while I lower myself against her. Her head falls back, and she arches off the bed.

			“I’m so wet,” she says like I can’t already feel it. Wet is a bit of an understatement. Soaked would be more accurate. “I’m so…fuck.” Anything else she wants to say is drowned out by a loud moan when I slip two fingers inside her and gently bite on her hardened nipple.
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        * * *

      

			She leaves two hours later. I don’t ask for her number, and she doesn’t offer it. I’m not interested in hooking up with her again. We both got what we needed, a nice reprieve from the holiday madness. But just like it has been for the past several months, the boost of serotonin doesn’t last.

			When the sun peeks through the curtain a little after sunrise, I decide to get up. In the bathroom, I brush my teeth, and while I wait for the water to warm up in the shower, I stare at my reflection. Nothing looks different; at least, nothing that stands out. I’m still Peyton Reilly. A charming marine biologist and surfer, able to get any damn girl I please.

			When I stare at the hickey on my collar, I feel nothing. Definitely not giddiness or delight or even proud. Just…an emptiness I can’t seem to fill. Sex used to be fun. Chasing girls used to give me a thrill unmatched by anything except catching the perfect wave on a cool autumn day.

			Once I’ve washed away my disappointment, I pull on my thermal rash vest, bikini bottoms, and sweatpants. I grab my favorite board propped by the front door and duffel bag already packed with my wet suit, and I’m ready to go.

			If sex won’t take my mind off things, I know surfing will.

			





    
            Chapter Three 





			Saturdays are sacred. Holy even. Especially in the winter months when the ocean is cold and the waves are breaking. Sometimes, if the surf gods are feeling especially kind, they’ll throw a nor’easter this way, and we’ll be blessed with paddle out conditions and overhead waves. We had a pretty good run this summer through autumn, fairly consistent rides on the regular, and I’m hopeful it’ll continue into the new year.

			The parking lot is virtually empty when I pull in. Jace isn’t here yet, so I double-check the temperatures and stand beside my Jeep, scoping the swells for myself. The past couple of years, we’ve had a lot of south swells that just kind of fell flat. Underperformed. Today, though, chest-high tubes. Perfect.

			Another glance at my weather app says some wind is due this way. Still, I’m confident we can get in a couple good hours before calling it. Lately, I’ll take anything the ocean is willing to give.

			Surfing is where I feel the most like myself. There’s no pressure, no expectations. It’s just…being. Where I can tune out and de-stress. It’s humbling being out there on my board, surrounded by the vastness of the ocean. And in those moments when I’m able to ride in a wave, even if it’s not perfect or barreling, my mind quiets. I feel truly at peace, and nothing else seems to matter.

			I grab my bag from the back and pull out my wet suit with the boots. The water is about fifty-seven degrees, and I don’t usually pull out the hood and gloves until it drops a little colder, but I brought them just in case. While I wait, I slip my key fob into a waterproof bag and take down my bullet, a gorgeous five-eight hybrid board that didn’t get nearly as much love as it should’ve this season.

			Inside my bag is a stash of wax, and I snag the cold water block to prep my board. It’s been a while since I’ve used her, so a full wax is in order. I coat the entire board, and once I’ve finished, there’s nothing left to do except get dressed. I’m just about shimmied in my suit when Jace swings into the spot one over from mine.

			“Beautiful day to ride some waves,” he says happily, his smile large and bright.

			“Where’s Lani?” I ask when I notice he’s the only one getting out of his pickup.

			He pulls off his hoodie, tossing it in the truck bed, and snags his wet suit out of the back. “She said it was too cold.”

			“It’s, like, sixty degrees.” Okay, that’s a bit of a stretch, but at least it doesn’t feel as cold as the weather gauge says.

			He shrugs and pulls the suit over his legs. “She’s a summer surfer, what can I say?”

			I like Lani. She and Jace have been together for just under a year, and he’s the happiest he’s ever been. He’s usually a happy guy anyway, but she still elevates him in a way I didn’t think was possible.

			Once we’re ready to go, I lock my Jeep and shove the pouch with my key fob into the built-in pocket on my calf. With my board under my arm, I head down to the beach, anxious to get in the first ride of the day.
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        * * *

      

			A few hours later, the wind increases, and the waves become too choppy to paddle out. It’s a little disappointing that I was only able to catch a few decent rides, but that’s just how it goes. Sometimes, the majority of the day is spent waiting for or sharing perfect breaks with friends. That’s what I love about it, sharing waves and sharing joy. Even when the wind shifts and cuts the outing short.

			Tossing down my changing mat, I pull off my booties, throw on a beanie, and reach for my poncho.

			“I saw Hanna with her mom at the market,” Jace says, glancing at me before tossing on his own changing poncho.

			“What? What market?” Once my poncho is on, I begin the tedious task of peeling off my suit. It’s not cold enough where I’d race home to take it off in a hot shower, but it still sucks.

			“The market,” he exaggerates with a pointed look. It takes me a beat to realize he means the local seafood market not too far from his house out in Back Bay.

			A slight gust of wind makes me shiver as I finally get my wet suit off. Leaving it on the mat, I quickly remove my bathing suit underneath and use the poncho to pat myself dry. “What was she doing there?”

			“Buying clams.”

			I think about Hanna shopping at all the local haunts. She’s been gone so long that it’s weird to picture her back in town as if she still lives here. I mean, I know she lives here, but I’m not sure it’s permanent. It’s just…weird. “When?”

			“Yesterday.” He yanks up his pants and tosses off his poncho, quickly replacing it with a T-shirt and hoodie. “She looked good.” He casts another glance in my direction, probably to gauge my reaction. Hanna’s been back for months, and this is, to my knowledge, the first time Jace has seen her.

			“Yeah,” I agree through a sigh and finish getting dressed.

			He tosses his things in his truck and sits on the tailgate, tucking into his hoodie. “I invited her to my Not New Year’s Party. It’s still early. Want to grab lunch and get warm?”

			Not even his rapid subject change can distract me from the bomb he just dropped. “Dude,” I yell, whirling to look at him, almost tripping while pulling on my sweatpants.

			His eyes are wide and innocent. “What? It’d be nice to catch up.”

			I don’t say anything. What can I say? Please uninvite her because every time I see her it makes my heart crack, and there are only so many cracks it can take before completely shattering? No, that wouldn’t be fair. Jace and Hanna were friends once. The only reason they aren’t anymore is because of me.

			I finish getting dressed in silence. I toss my poncho in the back of my Jeep and pull up the changing pad, making it into a bag. Once that’s been tossed in as well, I slip on my moccasins and shove my hands inside my hoodie’s front pocket.

			“I can uninvite her,” he says softly. I know for a fact that he will if I ask him to. But he has been looking forward to this party for a while. He always throws one the Saturday night before New Year’s Eve, wanting to leave the thirty-first open for people to attend other gatherings or stay in with their families. It’s his fifth year doing this, and every single time, it gets more epic.

			“No,” I say and take a deep breath. “Don’t do that. It’s fine. We manage to avoid each other at work, I’m sure we can manage to avoid each other at your party.”

			He claps a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, P. I know it’s gotta be hard.”

			I don’t disagree. “Come on. You’re buying me lunch.”

			We head across the street to a small café, both of us ordering a bowl of soup and sandwiches. Jace opts for tomato soup and grilled cheese, and I go for chicken noodle and a club. He doesn’t mention Hanna again, though I know he’s itching to. I can tell by the way he casts curious glances in my direction with every bite. Joke’s on him. There’s no way I’m mentioning her, either.

			What I am debating mentioning, however, are my plans to go back to school. Things are moving a little faster in that department than I expected, and the guilt of keeping it a secret from him and everyone else I care about is starting to weigh me down.

			I drag my hands across my thighs and sit back in the booth, avoiding his eyes. “I’ve been thinking about going back to school,” I blurt. It’s said with a sort of casualness that I definitely don’t feel.

			His hand stops, the spoon halfway to his mouth. I risk a glance at his face. He’s the first person I’ve told outside of my supervisor, and I’m anxious how he’ll respond. A slow smile forms across his lips, and he places the spoon back in the bowl. “That’s awesome. You’re planning on staying in state, right?”

			“My first choice is UNC Wilmington, but…” I shift awkwardly and scratch at the back of my neck. People pass by the window, tucked inside their coats to keep warm. The temperature has dropped a bit since this morning. It makes me glad we got out on the water when we did. “I don’t know. Miami has some good programs. I still have connections from my reef restoration internship down there.”

			He doesn’t say anything right away. The longer he stays silent, the more uncomfortable I become. I pull the sleeves of my hoodie over my hands and wipe at my nose. When I risk another look, I’m disappointed to see his smile replaced by a frown. “Does it suck seeing Hanna so much that you have to bail to Florida?”

			“Yes,” I answer quickly, hating that he can read me so well. I bite my cheek and rub my face. “No. I don’t know, maybe.” Slouching even farther, I shrug, trying to capture into words the overwhelming sense of failure I’ve been feeling lately. “Hanna…” I let her name linger. “Might not even stay in North Carolina once she’s completed her residency. But it’s not just her. It’s everything. I want to make a difference. I want to do something that matters. I’m tired of running around with no real plan.”

			“You make a difference at the aquarium,” he argues.

			“I want to get my parents off my back,” I amend. “I dunno, I just feel…stuck.”

			Jace watches me for another beat and sighs. He sits back and pushes the rest of his food away. Great, my spontaneous confession made him lose his appetite. He slides his hand across the table and rotates it, palm up. “You know I’ll support you in whatever you decide. We stayed friends when you were at State, and we’ll stay friends through this.”

			I slap my hand on top of his, and he squeezes. “I know.” I’m relieved, and I feel a little bit lighter. Of course he’s supportive. He’s never been anything else for our entire lives. “That’s why I love you.”

			“I love you, too. Have you told Sam yet?”

			I shake my head. “I’ll call him tonight.”

			He releases my hand and pulls his food back toward him. “You know he’s going to pull strings to get you into Duke.”

			I groan. Sam went to Duke, then immediately started working for the university. It’s nice to have a solid in, but Duke is not somewhere I’d like to attend.

			“Okay, so let me tell you who else I invited to my party.”

			And just like that, things appear to be back to normal.
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        * * *

      

			The rest of my afternoon is spent wrapped in a blanket on my couch watching Die Hard, the only lights in my apartment coming from my four-foot pine in the far corner near the sliding glass door. Somewhere between John McClane crawling through the air ducts and Hans falling to his death, I realize that popcorn and a bag of Sour Patch Kids aren’t going to cut it. I’m starving. Not at all in the mood to cook, I grab my phone and place a carryout order to Julio’s, the new Mexican restaurant that opened this past May. I get my usual, three chicken enchiladas with extra cheese, green sauce, and a side of beans and rice. My stomach rumbles just thinking about it.

			The credits roll a few minutes later, and I untuck from my blanket and stretch. It’s only a few minutes after seven, but I’m already tired. Maybe because it’s so dark outside or maybe because I know I have work in the morning before spending way too much time with my parents for Christmas, but I’m ready to stuff my face.

			My feet slide into my slip-ons, I tighten my ponytail, not even bothering to check how it looks. I know my hair is salty and in complete disarray, not having taken a shower yet, and my entire appearance is somewhat disheveled, but I don’t care. I’m not aiming to impress or bring anyone home with me. I just want to grab my dinner, watch A Christmas Story, then take a long shower before getting into bed.

			The air outside bites just enough that I feel the need to pull on the hood of my sweatshirt. Even though the cold doesn’t bother me, I don’t particularly enjoy the wind nibbling on my ears. I swear it has something to do with all the ear infections I got as a child. Either way, I regret not grabbing my beanie. I shove my hands into the front pocket of my sweatshirt and walk quickly the rest of the way to Julio’s. Holiday lights twinkle from the buildings and lampposts, giving the entire street a magical kind of glow.

			When I was a kid, we used to drive around and look at all the decorations and lights. I loved how they sparkled and gave a sense of warmth that the chill in the air couldn’t diminish. Now that I’m older, I still love the lights, but finding the time to cruise down the streets to enjoy them has disappeared. Maybe next year, I can try to be better about enjoying the little things that make this time of year special.

			It’s not a long walk to the small Mexican joint, and I sigh happily when the warm air hits my face as I step inside. The smell of sauteed peppers, fresh tortillas, spices, and meat hits my nose, confirming I made the right choice. The sound of conversation fills the air, the atmosphere cozy and jovial. There’s one person ahead of me at the pickup counter, and he grabs one of the bags and hurries out.

			“What’s the name?” a kid with cropped dark hair asks, clearly a little stressed.

			“Peyton.”

			He goes through orders ready to be picked up and looks at me, regretful. I know what he’s going to say before he says it. “I’m so sorry,” he apologizes. “It’s going to be a few more minutes.”

			“No worries,” I tell him with a smile. They are obviously understaffed and busting their asses to take care of everyone. No need to add to the strain. It’s not like I have anywhere else to be tonight anyway.

			He looks relieved and rushes to the back.

			My glasses slide a little down my nose. I push them up and shove my hands back into the front pocket of my hoodie while I wait. The place is surprisingly crowded. It’s still pretty new and riding on the high of a successful opening, but I would’ve thought that the day before Christmas Eve would be a little quieter. Seems like no one else wanted to cook, either.

			There’s an empty bench on the other side of the wall, so I take a step toward it, content with checking the upcoming surf reports until my meal is ready.

			“Peyton?”

			Looking up at the sound of my name, I stop mid-step and slip my phone back in my pocket. “Hanna. Hi.”

			We stare at each in clear surprise. Especially since this is the first time I’ve seen her outside the aquarium. Naturally, I look like I’ve just rolled out of bed while she looks nothing short of stunning.

			“Hi?” It’s said in a way that sounds more like a question. But I can’t tell if she’s annoyed.

			“I’m just grabbing dinner,” I assure her. “I didn’t know you’d be here. I’m not following you or anything.”

			Her expression softens. “I didn’t think you were. I just wasn’t expecting to see you, that’s all.”

			“Yeah, no, me neither.” She doesn’t make a move to escape, and I am intimately aware that this is the longest we’ve gone without one of us turning away or making a snarky remark. “You look really nice,” I blurt, desperate for the moment to last.

			She looks taken back, and for a split second, I regret saying it. For the past seven months, I’ve only seen her in scrubs, lab coats, and aquarium apparel. Not that she doesn’t look good in those, too, but there’s something about nonwork clothes that reminds me we used to be more than just coworkers who try to avoid each other.

			I take in her red button-up blouse, the front tucked into her high-waisted jeans and the top two buttons undone, showing off her collar. Normally, she’s a little shorter than me, but tonight we stand at equal height thanks to her beige boots and my flats.

			She blushes, and it makes my stomach twist pleasantly. “Thank you.” A server passes, and Hanna steps closer to me so he can skirt by. I’m convinced she’s going to use the excuse to walk away, but she doesn’t. Instead, she tucks a piece of flowing hair behind her ear and crosses her arms. “Do you come here a lot?”

			“Sort of. I live just down the street. Didn’t feel like cooking.” She nods. “What about you?” I try to say it in a way that conveys I’m curious while keeping the mood light.

			“First time.” She glances to the main dining area and smiles, holding up a finger.

			I follow her line of sight, my gaze landing on a gorgeous brunette with tan skin, motioning excitedly to two large, fancy-looking margaritas that were just placed on their table. An intimate table for two. My stomach bottoms out. Hanna is clearly on a date.

			Suddenly, I’m not all that hungry.

			Her gaze meets mine, her eyes almost apologetic and her smile fading. She looks away and clears her throat, the light-headedness of the moment instantly gone.

			“Miss Peyton?”

			The kid from earlier holds up my order. Instantly, I want to be anywhere but here. The warm, welcoming atmosphere has turned suffocating, and I’m desperate to leave. “That’s me,” I say lamely.

			“Peyton…”

			“The enchiladas are great if you were looking for recommendations.” I take one more glance at her date and her. I want her to say something, to assure me that it’s not what it looks like. But her pitying look and her extended silence confirms it’s exactly what it looks like. I’m just not sure why she cares. I take my order and do my best to smile, to act as if Hanna dating doesn’t absolutely destroy me. “Enjoy your night.”

			She nods and steps out of the way as I pass. I wasn’t expecting her to stop me, but somehow, it still stings that she doesn’t.

			The air on the way home feels colder, meaner. It chills me right down to my bones. The lights seem dimmer, and I can’t find the warmth inside them or my hoodie. I have a feeling it has nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with the fact that Hanna has a whole other life without me. A life I clearly know nothing about. But why would I? We aren’t friends. We aren’t anything.

			





    
            Chapter Four 





			“Happy Christmas Eve!”

			I smile at the monitor of my computer. Emerson Fields grins at me through the camera from her home in Boston. It’s been a couple weeks since we’ve properly chatted, mainly because she’s been on the opposite side of the world for the past few months. It isn’t until I see her face that I realize how much I’ve missed her.

			We have a bit of history, Emerson and I. Two summers ago, she showed up in Bird Neck to spend the summer with her aunt and uncle, working as a server for a little extra cash. We met pretty early in the summer, and the attraction was instant. She had just gone through a pretty nasty breakup, and neither of us was looking for anything serious, but our chemistry was off the charts. We ended up having a casual, sex-filled summer. If I’m being honest, it was definitely one of my longer relationships without it actually being a relationship.

			We didn’t stay in touch when she went back home to Boston, and I was kind of bummed about it. I wish we would’ve, but I figured what we had was over and that she’d jump into the professional world and forget all about me. I was surprised when I saw her in Bird Neck this past June instead of in Paris for her dream internship. She was sad about not being accepted, and Hanna had just started working at the aquarium, so I think we were both a little anxious for a distraction.

			We tried to pick up where we left off, but it just didn’t work out. Not with Emerson falling in love with her coworker Alice and my lingering feelings for Hanna. The decision to stop sleeping together was mutual. Actually, it worked out for the best because this time, we did stay in touch, and I now consider Emerson one of my closest friends.

			She opens her arms like she wants to give me a hug, and showcases what is probably one of the most horrendous-looking light-up sweaters I have ever seen.

			“Happy Christmas Eve,” I tell her, taking in the blinking colored lights. “You look…festive.”

			“I’m making everyone wear ugly sweaters,” she says proudly.

			It makes me laugh. She shakes the green tassels wrapped around her chest. “Congratulations. You definitely succeeded.”

			“You look…” She examines me for a beat and leans closer to the camera, her eyes narrowing as if she’s trying to see better. “Are you at work?”

			On instinct, I glance behind me at the shelves full of books and different sea life knickknacks I’ve collected over my few years working here. “Yeah, took an extra shift so a coworker with kids could do the whole Christmas Eve thing.”

			Emerson holds her hand to heart, her expression melting. “Peyton.”

			I hold up my hand, stopping her from praising my selflessness. Because that’s not what this is. I was desperate for a reason not to spend the whole day with my parents. “No. No mushiness.”

			“A little bit of mushiness?” she asks, holding her pointer and thumb a breath apart. She laughs when I glare. “Speaking of mushiness, how are things with Hanna?”

			It was only a matter of time. When Emerson and I decided to call it quits and she confessed her feelings for someone else, I sort of revealed that I did as well. But I haven’t told her everything, how hard I fell or how we broke apart. Emerson got a pretty good CliffsNotes version, though, and she’s smart enough to know how to read between the lines. “Strained. Weird. Awkward.”

			“So things are going great?” she jokes, and I smile. “Have you tried talking to her yet?” Her voice is soft, hesitantly curious.

			I think back to running into Hanna last night. Our first real and pleasant conversation just happened to take place while she was on a fucking date. Just the memory of the almost guilty look in her eyes makes me sick all over again. “She’s dating,” I say quietly. Realistically, I knew it was a strong possibility, even if a part of me hoped she wasn’t. And, yeah, I know it’s rich coming from me, Peyton the Player. I may not be in a relationship, but my bed doesn’t stay cold, either.

			Emerson gives me a pitying look. “I’m sorry, Peyton.”

			Shaking my head, I realize that I definitely don’t want to talk about this anymore. “What about you and Alice? You guys doing okay?”

			She stares at me, and for a second, I think she’s going to deflect my topic change. Thankfully, she takes the pivot in stride. “We are.” Her cheeks turn pink, and the sweetest smile appears on her lips.

			It makes me happy to see her this way: carefree, content. Like she’s finally found the place she’s been looking for. Love looks good on her.

			She clears her throat, and her expression shifts like she’s coming out of a daydream. “Any plans for tonight?”

			I sigh. Another topic I hate talking about. Holidays with my parents. “Work and then Mass.”

			Her head tilts. “I didn’t know you were Catholic.”

			Talking about religion always makes me a little uncomfortable. I think it has something to do with the fact that my parents tried to raise me to be a perfect Catholic girl. And I failed them miserably at a young age. And then again when I got caught with my hand up Lana Morelli’s skirt in the confessional. “I’m not. My parents are.” She nods like she understands. “I’m not big on sitting in a building and having people tell me I’m not good enough. That doesn’t make me feel close to God.”

			Emerson puts her chin in her hands and leans on whatever surface her computer is on, giving me her undivided attention. “So you’re not religious?”

			“I mean, I am a little.” She waits for me to continue, and despite knowing this is a fairly heavy conversation to have in my office over a video call, I decide to answer her anyway. “Being out on the ocean, looking out to the horizon, reminds me that I’m just this tiny little speck in this continuously expanding universe. In a way, it’s peaceful and healing, like I’m connected to something greater while at the same time being incredibly insignificant.” She just stares at me. The silence makes me shift in my chair. “I dunno, maybe that doesn’t make any sense.”

			“It makes perfect sense. Except, I hope you know that no matter how small you think you are your feelings are still valid. You still matter.”

			“Yeah, I know.” Though sometimes, I’m not sure I actually believe that.

			“So you feel close to God on a surfboard.” She’s smiling now, her eyes sparkling in a way that makes me think she’s up to something.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask warily.

			“I don’t know why you and Alice aren’t best friends. You’re exactly alike.”

			Exactly alike isn’t necessarily a true sentiment. Are we both blond? Yes. Do we both have a soft spot for Emerson? Yes. Do we both love surfing more than just about anything? Also yes. But honestly, that’s about as far as it goes.

			“For starters, she hates me,” I remind her.

			“Alice doesn’t hate you.” It isn’t the first time she’s tried to reassure me of this, and I doubt it’ll be the last. But the way her voice quiets means I don’t quite believe her.

			“Even before you and I hooked up, she didn’t like me.” Which is true. Sandpiper is one of my favorite places to grab a drink, and ever since Alice started bartending there, she has held some sort of disdain toward me. Okay, so maybe I left my card there one too many times and had to come back the next day to retrieve it, but I always paid my tabs. Always. “Having sex with you was just the icing on the cake.”

			“But that’s no longer an issue,” she argues since the last time we actually had sex was well over six months ago. “The icing has been licked off that cake.”

			I give her a look. “Emerson.”

			She winces. “Yeah, as soon as I said it, I wanted to rewind time and try that again.” I roll my eyes. “Look, yes, Alice does have some misconceptions about you. Ones that could be easily cleared up if you two spent some time getting to know each other.”

			“I don’t know.” I’m used to misconceptions about me. I’ve been living with those my entire life. Ones that involve things being handed to me because my parents are doctors and I come from money, which is true, but I’ve always worked my ass off for all my achievements. Or that I purposely break people’s hearts because I don’t care about their feelings, which is not true. I care deeply about other people’s feelings. Or that I’m an arrogant asshole because I assume I’m better than everyone. Also not true. There are just a lot of stupid people out there, and I’m not one of them. So, yeah, I’m used to the stigma. But something tells me that’s not exactly what Alice’s issues are. “Are you sure she still doesn’t hate me for sleeping with you?”

			She makes a dramatic show of pretending to think about it. “I’m fairly certain she doesn’t want to punch you anymore.”

			“Comforting,” I mumble. It makes her laugh. I’ve always loved her laugh; it’s infectious and makes my heart happy. Hearing it makes me realize how much I miss having her around. “When are you coming back to Bird Neck?”

			Something flashes across her face, but she quickly recovers. “Still working on that, but looking like February.”

			February isn’t all that far away. Especially knowing everything that she has going on at the moment: Christmas with the family in Boston, then driving down the coast to start her new architectural job in South Carolina, all while trying to maintain her relationship with a girlfriend who still resides here in good ol’ NC. It’s a lot. “Cool. Let me know when you figure it out. If you have some time, I’d like to buy you a drink and hear all about Paris.”

			Her smile is soft, genuine. “I’d love that.”

			“Hey, you ready?” Even though I can’t see her, I can hear Alice’s Australian accent from somewhere off-screen.

			Emerson looks to her left and nods. “Yeah.” She turns back to me with an apologetic expression. “We’re taking my grandma to dinner.”

			“Sounds awesome. Hey, Wonderland,” I call.

			Alice crouches behind Emerson and glares at me over her shoulder. “Peyton.”

			Her scowl makes me smile. Alice hates that nickname. But I can’t help it. I love rustling her little Aussie feathers every chance I’m able.

			“Be nice,” Emerson instructs and kisses her on the cheek. It’s cute to see Alice soften. She sighs and walks away. “I’m really glad we got to catch up. I’ve missed you. Merry Christmas, Peyton.”

			“Merry Christmas, Emerson. You too, Wonderland!”

			Alice mutters something in the background, and Emerson offers a little wave before ending the call.

			I lean back in my chair and spin around a few times. Outside, the sun has already set, and the little tree on the corner of my desk glows warmly, illuminating my otherwise dark office. I turn the Christmas music back on from my phone and ignore the text from my mother asking for an ETA and a reminder about being on time for dinner.

			It isn’t that I don’t love my parents. I do. They’re just difficult to get along with. There’s always been a certain expectation they have of me, and no matter how hard I try or how much I succeed, it just never seems to be enough. Spending prolonged periods of time with them usually ends in arguments and some, if not all, of us getting upset. It doesn’t exactly make for a Hallmark Christmas.

			There aren’t any new emails in my inbox, everyone is already in holiday mode, and the aquarium closed about twenty minutes ago. There really isn’t a reason for me to linger, other than to prolong the agony of spending the rest of the evening and most of tomorrow with my parents. I grab my radio, ready to do one last round before heading out, when there’s a gentle knock on my office door. It’s so soft that for a beat, I think I imagined it.

			“Come in,” I call and spin in my chair, half expecting to see someone from the evening shift checking to see who’s been fed and who hasn’t. Surprise doesn’t begin to cover it when Hanna hesitantly steps inside my office. I leap to my feet like an awkward teenager. It’s startling how quickly I can revert to being seventeen again. “Hanna. Hi.”

			“I didn’t know you’d still be here,” she admits with a small blush.

			I shove my hands inside my back pockets and rock back on my heels. “Yeah, just avoiding going to the parents’.” A flash of understanding crosses her eyes, and she nods. Thankfully, I don’t have to elaborate. She already knows that my relationship with them has always been strained.

			She steps farther in and slowly looks around, lingering at the bookcase on the back wall. I watch as she stops at my fourteen-inch manta ray sculpture, and the side of her mouth turns upward in a soft smile. “Your office is nice. I like your tree.”

			“Thanks.”

			She brushes her finger along the spines of my collection of books. Her jacket is on and her bag slung over one shoulder, and a green Christmas bag dangles from her free hand. I’m intimately aware that this is the first time she’s ever been to my office. In fact, I’m surprised she even knew where it was.

			“Why are you still at work?” I ask. Her hand drops to her side, and she turns to face me. “I would’ve thought you’d have plans with…” Your date, I want to say. Something dangerous flashes across her eyes. “Your family,” I say instead, and it makes her relax just slightly.

			“I’m on my way out. I stopped by to check on the tortoise that was brought in last night.”

			“Oh yeah, I heard about that.” We have a rehabilitation program, and the tortoise she’s referring to was picked up two days ago. It was called in by a few park rangers who found it with a pretty busted-up shell. “Is it okay? Did you need me to do something?”

			She looks confused for a second, then shakes her head. “Oh. No, the tortoise is fine. He’s doing much better. I’m actually your Secret Santa.” She holds up the bag as if to prove it. “I thought you had gone home. I was going to just leave it outside your office.”

			“I’m sorry for being here,” I tell her, and I am. Actually hand-delivering this gift was probably not at all what she signed up for.

			“No, don’t be.” She extends the bag and waits for me to take it. I wish I had known this was coming. I wonder if Mal knew, with all her harassing and trying to get people to trade with her? “Merry Christmas, Peyton.”

			She smiles, and just as gently as she appeared, she’s gone, leaving me alone in my office. “Merry Christmas,” I say, my phone still quietly playing music on my desk.

			I glance at the bag in my hand and see something poking out from the red tissue paper. Carefully, I pull it out to reveal a pair of socks with manta rays on them. Suddenly, I’m back in high school, leaning against those ugly blue lockers telling Hanna why I love mantas so much and listening to why she has an affinity for sea turtles. Does this mean she remembers that conversation, too?

			My phone rings loudly, making me jump. I grab it and sigh when I see it’s my mother. “Hey, Mom. Yeah, I’m heading out in a few minutes.”

			Putting the socks back, I place the bag on my desk and grab my radio so I can make my final rounds. Somehow going through the rest of the gift right now feels too heavy. Too important, though I can’t explain why. Maybe because this isn’t the right setting. The space isn’t personal enough.

			When I step out into the hall, part of me hopes Hanna is still there, lingering, waiting to see my reaction. But after a quick glance in both directions, I’m disappointed to find her gone.

			





    
            Chapter Five 





			My hand rests on the doorknob, and I take one last steadying breath, mentally preparing for the evening ahead. Christmas wasn’t always here at my parents’. We used to go to my grandparents’ farm, a couple hours south. I’d spend my entire winter break there, baking, singing, decorating. There were no rules there, just simple happiness. I looked forward to it every year and would count down the days. Now that my grandma is gone and my grandpa has sold the farm to move to an assisted living facility closer to us, my parents have taken over hosting, and Christmas has become something I no longer look forward to. It probably has something to do with all the fighting my parents do.

			I let myself in and pass the front staircase that’s wrapped in garland and lights and cross through the foyer. There’s ivy and tinsel and ceramic Santas scattered throughout: the same decorations that have adorned the Reilly house for as long as I can remember. I stop at the sofa table against the wall in the hallway. Next to the Nativity is a mini Christmas tree filled with ornaments that I made when I was a kid. To most people, this would be considered cute. But not me. I always hoped that mine would make the main tree in the living room. This baby tree in the foyer makes me feel like a runner-up. Kind of like how my parents view my job. And my life.

			“Peyton, is that you?” my mom calls from the kitchen.

			I sigh instead of answering and step into the main room. There’s a fire blazing in the fireplace and the fattest tree covered in tinsel and white lights. I know for a fact that there are five more trees scattered around the house, all decorated differently. My grandpa sits across from it in the large wingback chair casually watching a Christmas movie and holding a glass of what I assume is eggnog.

			Our eyes meet, and his face lights up. “Thank God,” I say, glad to see him already here.

			My mother bursts through the study looking equal parts panicked and relieved. She pushes up the sleeves of her dark green sweater. “There you are. We were beginning to wonder if we should eat without you.”

			“Give the kid a break, Diane,” Grandpa interjects. “She just got off work. Can she at least take off her coat before you lay into her?”

			Ignoring him, my mom closes the distance between us and wraps me in an awkward hug. “I can’t believe they made you work on Christmas Eve. It’s not like you’re one of the vets.”

			“No one made me work, Mom. I volunteered,” I remind her, ignoring the jab. She pulls away, and I slip off my jacket.

			Her nose wrinkles when she sees I haven’t changed out of my uniform. “Please tell me you brought something nice to wear for Mass.”

			“Festive clothing in my bag.”

			Her lips thin, and I know she wants to interrogate me on what I mean by festive. It makes me wish I had Emerson’s sweater.

			“Oh good, you’re here.” My dad comes out of the kitchen, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed back. He’s wearing a deep red quarter zip over a white and red checkered dress shirt with dark slacks. His hug is warmer than my mother’s, his aftershave a tad pungent for someone who isn’t leaving his house for another four and half hours. “Should I carve the ham?” he asks my mother when he pulls away.

			She gapes. “You haven’t carved it yet? I pulled it out of the oven over thirty minutes ago.”

			“You’re supposed to let it rest.” He sighs as if he’s already reminded her a dozen times. And if I had to take a guess, he probably has. My mother, having none of his excuses, pushes past him in the direction of the kitchen.

			“Peyton,” she calls over her shoulder, “please go shower before we eat. You smell like a fish tank.”

			My dad puts a hand on my shoulder. “Merry Christmas, honey.”

			“Thanks, Dad. You too.” Once he’s followed Mom into the kitchen, I take a deep breath. It hasn’t been five minutes, and I already have a headache. I drop my bag just inside the living room and cross the space to say a proper hello to my grandfather. “Hey, Grandpa. You’re looking dapper this evening.”

			And he really does. His short white hair is combed neatly to the side, and he wears a festive red vest over a plaid green and white button-up and tan slacks. His bright blue eyes sparkle in the light of the fire, and he stands to meet me for a tight embrace. “Hey, kiddo, how was it at the aquarium?” He sits back in the oversized armchair, and I fall onto the love seat beside him.

			“Not too bad. Busy in the morning, then empty by about three. Got to hang out with Huey the penguin for a bit.” I grab my phone and show him a selfie I took of us from inside the enclosure during my rounds.

			“Well, would you look at that?” He chuckles, pats my hand, and gives it a squeeze. “I’m glad you’re here.”

			I nod toward the kitchen. “Like I could leave you alone with those two.” The smile he gives makes coming home worth it.
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        * * *

      

			Elf plays on the television after dinner, and I cross my legs, balancing the glass of cheap bourbon on my knee while my parents bicker over whether or not they should leave the lights on when we’re gone. The heat from the gas fireplace and the bourbon make me uncomfortably warm. I push up the sleeves to my maroon sweater dress and contemplate slipping off my black knee-high boots until it’s time to leave. A quick glance at the clock says we have a little over an hour before Mass starts.

			Grandpa glances at them warily. I wish I could tell him that their squabbling has gotten better, but the truth is, it hasn’t. Moving out to attend NC State for four years was refreshing. Of course, I wasn’t as close to the beach as I am now, but it was worth it to get my parents off my back. Even after graduation, I knew I would never live with them again. So when I attended UNC Wilmington for grad school, I made sure to have my own apartment, thanks to some financial help from my grandparents. And without me around to dote over, they just kind of turned on each other.

			We both knock back the last bit of bourbon in our glasses and wince. “How are things with you-know-who?” he asks in a hushed tone. My stomach twists, unsure how I feel about discussing Hanna while my parents squabble nearby.

			“Tense.” I think about the gift tucked safely in my old bedroom, waiting to be opened. “But she gave me some socks.”

			He perks up. “Oh, socks are nice.”

			I hum, agreeing. Socks are nice. They’re even nicer when it’s apparent they were chosen specifically because of a conversation that happened many years ago.

			“Anyone else catch your fancy?” His eyes reflect the lights from the tree, the mischievous sparkle within them. They’re the color of icebergs, just like mine.

			I smile at the question he asks fairly often. “Not really.” My answer rarely changes, not that that discourages him.

			He nudges me playfully. “Still playing the field?”

			I groan and roll my eyes. “No one says that anymore.”

			“Oh yeah? What do they say?”

			My cheeks burn. I’m not sure I want to be having this conversation with my eighty-two-year-old grandfather. “I’m just having fun.”

			He sighs wistfully. “I used to have a lot of fun in my day.”

			Now I really don’t want to be having this conversation.

			My parents whisk back into the room, still snapping at each other while my mother complains that she can’t find her clutch, and it’s somehow my father’s fault.

			Grandpa and I turn back to the TV, staying silent and out of their way. “What do you think Grandma would say if she were here?”

			“Just let them bicker and get me another drink,” he says, making his voice higher to imitate her.

			I smile, able to hear her say those exact words. “What do you say, Grandpa? Want another drink?”

			He hands me his empty glass and pins me with a serious look. “Better make it a double. I want to be blitzed before Father Hart starts in on his homily.”

			Chuckling, I take his glass over to the cart. This time, I pour the good stuff.
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        * * *

      

			After Mass, I slip into the queen-size bed in my childhood bedroom. Spending the night here feels weird. Like going back in time armed with the knowledge of someone who knows exactly how things are going to play out but unable to warn my younger self. The light on the nightstand illuminates pictures of my friends and the posters of Kelly Slater and Carissa Moore. My bookshelf still holds old novels and trinkets.

			I hold the manta ray socks from Hanna, running my thumb over the soft fabric. I pull off my red fuzzy socks in exchange for the mantas and wiggle my toes. Then I pull the gift bag into my lap.

			Carefully, as if there might be something fragile inside, I remove the layers of red tissue paper. Inside is a king-size Snickers bar, two blocks of cold water Sex Wax, and a pack of Sex Wax air fresheners. Wax may have been an easy choice, since I’ve always spent my free time on my board, but I love it nonetheless. I place the bag to the side, but something rattles inside. Reaching back in, I feel something hidden under another layer of tissue. My breath catches. It’s a pair of pink sunglasses with blue mirrored frames, just like the ones Hanna used to wear in high school.

			My heart races when I check the temple of the frames. There, close to the hinge, in black faded letters reads H+P. These aren’t just the same style sunglasses; these are the sunglasses. The same pair we used to pass back and forth. I remember it so clearly. One day after school, Hanna scribbled our initials on them with a Sharpie, declaring them forever ours, and gently placed them on my face before joining her team for volleyball practice.

			She kept them. I don’t know if I want to laugh or cry.

			Gently, I place the glasses on my nightstand and cross to my closet. On the top shelf is a large bin of high school memorabilia I swore to my mother I didn’t want to keep, and just behind it is a smaller box, all the things I couldn’t bear to throw away. With shaking hands, I remove the lid and rummage through notes and photos until I find a small white envelope near the bottom.

			Sliding out the picture, I hold it at the bottom corner, afraid of smudging it. It’s already worn. I carried it around all senior year before it became too heavy, and I locked it away with all my other important memories. Jace snapped the picture of me and Hanna just as the sun started to set at a kickoff to summer bonfire on the beach. She’s smiling that breathtaking grin I used to think was reserved just for me, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. My forehead is pressed against her temple, and I have a soft look on my face. My arms are around her waist, holding her tightly on my lap, and she has an arm around my neck. We look so young. So happy. So in love.

			It was the best night of my life.

			Tears prickle at my eyes, and I wipe at them, angry about how things ended between us and regretting letting it happen in the first place. I prop the picture up against the lamp on my nightstand and crawl under the covers.

			The last thing I see before I turn out the light is Hanna’s smiling face and the single dimple on her left cheek. I’m overwhelmed when I realize that I would give anything to go back and live inside that moment forever.

			





    
            Chapter Six 





			Then

			The library is quiet despite the number of people hunkered at the dozens of tables scattered throughout. It’s pretty slammed for a Tuesday. Most of the occupants are athletes, trying to cram in some time to get their homework or studying done before practice starts. Others are more scholarly, their biggest concerns revolving around college acceptance and honor roll. I’m neither. I don’t have an issue with grades. I’ve always had a gift for academia, but I’m not aiming for a perfect GPA, and I don’t play a fall sport. There’s only one reason I’m here: to spend time with a pretty girl.

			Hanna and I occupy the table we’ve come to claim as ours in the back corner near the windows. We sit side by side, so close that if we shift even the slightest, our arms brush, working through a calculus practice test. But I haven’t gotten very far in mine. How can I when the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen is so close, I can smell her jasmine lotion radiating from her skin?

			Since our run-in on the first day of school, we’ve met in the library twice a week to work through our calculus homework and prep work. We talk a little throughout, just small talk, but still important in getting to know someone. “Where were you born?” Austin. “Where do you want to go to college?” UC Davis. “What’s your favorite color?” Blue. Unfortunately, with all of the honors classes we’re both taking, we don’t linger in the personal realm for too long, especially since we only have an hour until Hanna’s volleyball practice. The problem is, I don’t just want to know the basics. I want to know the big stuff. “What are your hopes and dreams?” type stuff. I want to know everything about her. I also know that we haven’t gotten to that yet because the only time I see her outside of quick hallway chats is here in the library. What I need is more time with her, preferably outside of Bird Neck High.

			“Are you going to Chad’s Halloween party on Friday?” I ask just a little too loudly if the glares from the table over are any indication. Hanna looks a little taken back by the question. Maybe because parties aren’t her scene. There have already been a handful so far this year, and I haven’t seen her at any of them. “I know you have a game,” I continue, lowering my voice and leaning in a little. “A big game. I mean, Regionals? That’s kind of a big deal. Are you nervous?”

			“A little,” she admits quietly.

			I bump her shoulder. “Don’t be. You’re going to crush it. You’re the best player out there.”

			“Thank you.” The sweetest little blush creeps up the side of her neck and colors her cheeks. “You’re going, right? To Chad’s?”

			My stomach flips at the hopeful sound of her question. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Kind of bummed it’s not a costume thing. I’ve got a Michael Myers mask and everything.”

			This time, she nudges me. “A mask isn’t a costume. It’s just a mask.”

			I lean in again, our faces close. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”

			Hanna holds eye contact for just long enough that even though my moves are a bit watered down, they’re still working. She shakes her head and goes back to her practice test. Uninterested in my own work, I rest my elbow on the table and put my head in my hand, content with watching her.

			“What did you get for five?” she asks after a stretch of silence.

			“Three,” I say automatically.

			She looks at me with an amused smile and a single brow arched. “Three?” A slow smile spreads across my lips. “Are we working on the same worksheet?”

			“You have the prettiest eyes,” I tell her. When the light hits them, like right now, they shine with golden hues, warm and inviting.

			The blush is back, but she doesn’t look away. Instead, she places her pencil on the table and mimics my position. It sends a jolt straight through my body. “Maya told me about you.”

			“What did she tell you?” I have a pretty good idea. Most of it is all bullshit she’s made up. Like the rumor she spread about me in fifth grade.

			“That you’re bad news.”

			“I’m not bad news.”

			She hums, not agreeing or disagreeing. “That you’re trouble,” she continues, “you flirt with everyone. That you’re only spending time with me because I’m ‘fresh meat.’”

			I scrunch my nose, disgusted. “I would never refer to you as meat.” She chuckles a little, but I don’t deny any of it. How could I when the rumors are, in this case, mostly true? “What if I told you I’ll take anything I can get when it comes to spending time with you because I can’t stop thinking about you?” I don’t miss the way her gaze drops to my lips. That’s a good sign. It means she’s thinking about me in a certain kind of way, too.

			I never get to hear her answer because her phone buzzes on the table beside her. She picks it up, her expression falling a bit while she reads her text. “It’s Maya.” Of course it is. The girl knows how to ruin the mood even from a distance. Hanna glances at me apologetically. “I forgot I told her I’d meet her before practice to analyze Fuller’s play style.”

			I straighten and try not to look annoyed or disappointed. As much as Maya and I dislike each other, she’s clearly Hanna’s friend, and I don’t want to put Hanna in an awkward position. Plus, it’s going to be tough to beat Fuller High in Regionals, so I know how important pregame prep is. “You better not keep her waiting.”

			Hanna puts her things in her bag and taps the paper I’ve barely started. “Finish the practice test.”

			“Cross my heart,” I tell her and make a dramatic show of crossing my chest with my finger. Her left dimple makes an appearance when she gives me a parting smile. It makes me want to ask if she’d be willing to meet up again after practice. Especially since our time together was cut dramatically short.

			Instead, I slouch with a heavy sigh and stare at my blank worksheet. The only thing more of a buzzkill than Maya Rogers is differential calculus.
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        * * *

      

			Chad’s party can’t come fast enough. It’s the Friday before Halloween, so people are itching to get into a little bit of mischief. Even though no one is wearing a costume, there are Halloween decorations throughout the house, and “Thriller” seems to play every third or fourth song. There are also a bunch of themed food and drinks that add to the festive atmosphere, including an array of Jell-O shots. The house isn’t packed, but it’s still crowded, and holding a conversation over the music thumping through the speakers is damn near impossible.

			Jace and I haven’t been here long. We booked it from the volleyball game the next district over, but we’ve already had two of the Zombie Brain shots, and one that was supposed to taste like candy corn but honestly just tasted like crap. I fill a cup from one of the beers hidden at the bottom of a cooler and flop on the couch in the main room. Jace perches on the armrest next to me, and Sam stands in front of us, trying to convince us to go snowboarding with him over winter break. I’m cool with whatever everyone wants to do, anything to get out of the house, so I sip from my cup, more interested in scanning the crowd for Hanna.

			Despite having their best game of the season, Bird Neck lost, and the team was all pretty bummed by it. I didn’t linger, especially when Hanna’s parents made a beeline to the court to scoop her into sympathetic and supportive hugs. She waved to me, and having her aware that I showed up to cheer her on was enough. I wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t feel up to spending the rest of the night at a party, but a part of me still hopes she shows.

			Twenty-five minutes and a debate about which mayonnaise is the better, Duke’s or Hellmann’s—Duke’s, obviously—later, Hanna steps into the main part of the house. I sit up, my stomach twisting in pleasant surprise. She glances around, and I wonder if she’s looking for someone in particular or just trying to get her bearings. When her eyes finally meet mine, I smile when she appears relieved to see me.

			“Hi,” I say, aware of how breathy my voice sounds when I stop in front of her. “You made it.” I shove my hands in my back pockets to try to curb the temptation to reach for her.

			“I would’ve been here earlier, but I had to shower and change and beg my mom to let me come,” she explains and fingers the hem of her sweater.

			“You look great.” Her dark hair cascades over her shoulders, and she’s put on just a little bit of makeup, dark eyeliner and rose-colored lips. Her lightweight olive green sweater is pushed up on her forearms, and her fitted jeans have me itching to place my hands on her hips. I shove them deeper into my pockets. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			“Vodka cranberry? Do they even have alcohol here?”

			I raise my eyebrows in pleasant surprise. I would’ve pegged her for a seltzer kind of girl. It makes me wonder how else she can surprise me.

			“Do you know where the bathroom is?” she asks, leaning in as a new song transitions louder than the last.

			“Use the one up the stairs to the left. It’ll be less crowded,” I tell her, lowering my head so my mouth is almost pressed to her ear. When I pull back, our eyes meet, and my stomach flips again. Everything around us seems to disappear, the music, the conversation, the crowd. Our faces are close, and I can’t help but look at her slightly parted lips. Her tongue comes out, wetting them, and I take a step closer, freeing my hands so I can rest them gently on her hips.

			“Yo, P!”

			My hands fall back to my sides, and I whip my head around to see Jace holding up my cup and pointing to it with a hopeful expression. I roll my eyes, annoyed that he would interrupt just so he could ask if he could polish off my lukewarm beer. When I turn back, Hanna’s taken a step away and gestures nervously behind her.

			“I’ll be right back,” she promises.

			“One vodka cranberry coming up.”

			She flashes me a smile over her shoulder and disappears into the growing crowd.

			I scowl at Jace, and he gives me a sheepish look.

			Once I’ve made Hanna’s drink and I find her again, I’m disappointed to see Maya hovering close like a bodyguard. They’re standing in the side room near the front door while Maya points someone out with a small smile.

			“Vodka cranberry,” I say, handing her the drink. “Sorry, Maya. If I had known you were here, I would’ve brought you one, too.”

			“Peyton,” she says, her voice dripping with disdain. I want to ask if she’s in a pissy mood because she missed blocking the match point from the other team, but that would be cruel to Hanna as well, so I keep my mouth shut. “Cruising for a hookup?”

			“Maya,” Hanna warns with a frown.

			“No cruising,” I tell her and hold up my own cup. “Here for the drinks.”

			Maya glowers at me, her freckles standing out orange and angry. “Sure you are.”

			Hanna gives me a small smile, and this is not at all how I envisioned this evening going. I was hoping for flirting, getting to know her better outside of studying, and maybe, if I was really lucky, a chance to ask her out. But with the way Maya is suction-cupped to her side and glaring at me like a pissed-off barracuda, my chances are slim to none.

			“I’ll see you later,” I say, trying to convey to Hanna that I don’t want her to be in the middle of this stupid six-year feud. “I’m just going to cruise over to my friends.”

			Hanna starts to protest, maybe even tell me not to go, but I smile, letting her know it’s okay. Normally, I wouldn’t mind the back-and-forth that Maya dishes. Hell, I’ve been putting up with it for years, but I can’t stomach the idea of Maya insulting me and making insinuations in front of Hanna.

			So I squeeze back into my spot on the sofa, shaking my head when Jace gives me a questioning look, and sip my beer. At least if this was a costume party, no one would be able to see me sitting here pouting underneath my Michael Myers mask.
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        * * *

      

			By the time the clock hits ten fifteen, I’m about ready to go. The night’s been kind of a bust. I’ve only seen glimpses of Hanna since I brought her a drink, and though I’ve gotten a few smiles, Maya is always right by her side. Dana Peterson eyes me from the corner like she has been all night, and I know that if I make eye contact, she’ll take it as an invitation and make her way over. Another thing I don’t want to deal with. It’s probably best if I just throw in the towel and head home.

			“I think I’m gonna call it,” I tell my friends. They boo my decision but thankfully don’t pressure me to stay. I slip on my coat, ready to head out, when Jace straightens, his eyes locked on something over my shoulder.

			“Maybe hold that thought,” he says.

			Turning, I’m surprised to see Hanna closing the distance between us. And even more surprised to see her without Maya. “Are you leaving?”

			“I was thinking about it,” I tell her honestly. “Where’s your security detail?”

			“She went to go talk to Liam Tunely.”

			“Godspeed to Liam,” I mutter. It’s doubtful Hanna heard me over the music, but she must have some sort of idea because she gives me an apologetic smile.

			“I’m sorry about what she said earlier.”

			I snort. “You definitely don’t have to apologize for her.”

			She chews the inside of her cheek. “Were you two ever…”

			“No,” I quickly interject. “No, definitely no.”

			Jace pokes his head between us. “Peyton kissed her boyfriend in fifth grade.” He looks at Hanna with a large grin. “Hi, Hanna.”

			She blushes, glances at me, and then returns his smile. “Hi, Jace.”

			“For the record, he kissed me,” I clarify, shuddering just thinking about it.

			“Seriously?”

			“Seriously.” I lean in as if telling her a secret. “Just don’t kiss Liam Tunely, and you’ll be fine.”

			“Noted.” Our eyes meet, and she bites her lip. “Do you, maybe, want to go talk outside before you leave?”

			“Yeah,” I tell her a bit too excitedly. “Yeah, I’d love to.” Jace gives me an encouraging thumbs-up, like I’ve never slipped away from the crowd with a girl before. Except this isn’t any girl. This is Hanna Choi, girl of my dreams.

			I follow her through the crowd and out the back door. There are a dozen or so people already outside, some of them smoking and others hanging by the stand-up heaters that line the perimeter of the stone patio. Chad’s pool is covered, and I have flashes of one of his summer parties and the possibility of Hanna in a bikini, a vision that’s sure to live in my mind for a long time.

			Hanna stops when we get out there, so I lead us to the side of the house, away from everyone else to hopefully hide us from any more interruptions. Lights from the patio peek around the corner, giving the space an intimate kind of glow. The music from inside fades until all that’s left are muffled words and rhythmic vibrations from the bass.

			Hanna presses her back up against the brick siding, her hands behind her, wearing an apprehensive and hopeful expression. I lean against the side of the house. “Is this the first party you’ve been to this year?” I ask, even though I know it is.

			“Yeah, my parents are pretty strict.” She sighs. “Volleyball and grades come first.”

			“I’m lucky they let you come out.” I don’t miss the strained look that crosses her face. I have a feeling there’s more to her relationship with her parents she’s not saying, but I don’t press. “What time do you have to be home?”

			“Eleven.”

			“You still have a little time before you’re pushing curfew,” I tell her. Assuming, of course, that she doesn’t live far from here.

			“Not as much as I’d like.” She shivers, her sweater doing nothing against the chill of the evening. She’s a Texas girl who probably craves warmth and sunshine.

			“Are you cold?”

			“A little,” she admits, tugging down her sleeves.

			I unzip my navy blue thermal jacket and offer it to her. “Here.”

			She shakes her head. “Oh no, I couldn’t take—”

			“It’s fine.” I wrap it around her shoulders, urging her to put it on. She relents and slips her arms through the sleeves. Finding absolutely any excuse to touch her, I stand in front of her and zip up my coat.” You played really well tonight. I meant to tell you that earlier. I’m sorry you didn’t win.”

			“It’s okay. We made it further than anyone expected.” The muffled sounds of the party cuts through the stretch of silence that follows. “Thank you for coming to all the games. You didn’t have to do that.”

			I shrug like it wasn’t a big deal. In all honesty, it wasn’t. Watching Hanna play a sport she so clearly loves is something special. “I wanted to support the team.”

			She looks at me skeptically. “Even Maya?”

			I smirk, amused at the subtle callout. “Okay, I wanted to support you.”

			“Why?” she asks softly, her eyes peering at me through thick lashes.

			“You know why.” I’m curious to see how she reacts to my honesty. “Does it bother you?”

			“Your reputation or that you seem to like me?”

			“Either. Both.”

			“No,” she says, holding eye contact. “It doesn’t bother me.”

			I release a long breath, relieved that whatever Maya’s been saying about me hasn’t completely scared her away. I take a step closer. “Whatever you’ve heard, it’s probably exaggerated.”

			“Probably?” she teases.

			Another step closer. “Definitely.” She tugs on the hem of my shirt. “This is the first time we’ve been alone.”

			She nods, her gaze dropping to my mouth. Gently, I take her face in my hands, my heart hammering in my chest. I push her hair back, taking note of how soft it feels sliding through my fingers. My lips hover over hers, and I can feel her warm breath mixing with my own. “I really want to kiss you.”

			She grabs the front of my shirt and pulls me against her, closing her eyes and pressing her lips to mine. Her mouth is eager and inviting. When the kiss deepens and my tongue slowly meets hers, she makes this sound like a cross between a sigh and a moan, and I swear it’s the only sound I ever want to hear for the rest of my life.

			I press her into the side of the house, and her grip tightens into fists around my shirt, holding me like she’s afraid I’ll pull away. But I have no intention of going anywhere, not with her body pressed against mine and her smell and taste overwhelming my senses. Her tongue tastes like vodka cranberry, and the longer we kiss, the drunker I feel.

			We pull apart so I can place my hands on her waist, and I drag my nose along hers. “Does this mean you like me, too?”

			She doesn’t answer. Not with words, anyway. Her hands slip around my neck, and she pulls me back to her, kissing me harder, with just enough desperation to leave no doubt that, yeah, she definitely likes me, too.

			





    
            Chapter Seven 





			Now

			Running my hands down the side of my shirt and then through my hair, I wonder why the hell I’m so nervous. It’s not like I don’t see Hanna at the aquarium. We don’t always talk, but we’re there, sharing the same space. Except this isn’t the aquarium. And it’s not just any space; it’s my space. I mean, technically, Jace’s house is his space, but I spend so much time here that it’s my home away from home. And when I think about Hanna being in my home, it kicks up the anxious butterflies living in the pit of my stomach. I comb my fingers through my hair again.

			There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I turn to see Lani shaking her head. “Stop fussing, you look great.” I watch her hands, trying to focus on them instead of her spoken words as she signs what she’s saying. Since she and Jace started dating, I’ve tried to learn as much sign language as I can, but I’m still relatively new to it. I’ve found that watching her and using it whenever I’m around her has helped significantly.

			“I’m not fussing,” I sign back, mimicking her sign for the last word. “I’m just anxious.”

			Her expression shifts to a mix of pity and understanding. “Peyton, try to relax. It’s weird seeing you like this. You look great.”

			“Easy for you to say. You look…” I open my hand with my thumb pointed at my chin, and circle my fingers around my face, closing them back in front of my chin. “Beautiful.”

			Lani glances at her oversized hoodie and leggings. A piece of dark curly hair has fallen out of her messy bun. She shoots me an unamused glare.

			“You do!”

			“Save the flirting for Hanna,” she teases.

			Sam bursts in through the front door, making me jump. A knit cap covers his shaggy blond hair, and he sports a worn Duke sweatshirt, shorts, and flip-flops. “You look like a bum,” I tell him when he skids to a stop in front of us.

			“And you look gorgeous.” He kisses my cheek and ruffles my hair. I shove him away, rolling my eyes. He gives Lani a much sweeter hug before she excuses herself to go change, and he turns back to me, excited. “I talked to Professor Rhodes about your application.” My skin prickles, and I do a quick scan of the room to make sure no one is around to hear. I grab his arm and pull him to the side. “Duke has an amazing research program, and he thinks you’d be a great fit.”

			“Duke is expensive,” I remind him like we didn’t have this conversation when I called to tell him about applying to grad schools.

			He laughs. “You have money. You have lots of money.”

			“My parents have money,” I tell him and punctuate it with a glare. “And I don’t want them having any part of this.”

			“You’re one of the smartest people I know. There isn’t a doubt in my mind you would be able to get some sort of scholarship. I can help you apply.”

			I knew the second I told Sam what I was up to that he would pull strings and call in favors all across North Carolina to help me out. But that doesn’t mean I want it handed to me.

			He must know what I’m thinking because he sighs heavily. “Just think about it, okay? Your statement of purpose…” He makes a chef’s kiss.

			“Aw, Sammie.” I punch his arm, appreciating the compliment. Especially since it took me longer than it should’ve to complete it. “I really appreciate your help with all of this. And for keeping it quiet.”

			He throws his arm around me and pulls me into his side. “What are friends for?” I hug him back, grateful to have such amazing people in my corner.

			An attractive girl I’ve never seen before passes, followed by her equally pretty friend. They flash flirtatious glances in our direction and push farther into the house. We both watch them walk away, and Sam shoves me behind him, darting after them. “Dibs!”

			“Dude,” I call after him with a laugh. “They aren’t up for auction.”

			Instead of following, I help Jace dump chips in bowls in the kitchen and make sure the coolers are filled with a layer of ice atop the drinks. I stick close to the kitchen, chatting with whoever breezes in and watch Sam chat up every single girl he sees, and by nine o’clock, the party is in full swing. When the small talk dwindles, I head into the main room looking for Jace and instead see Hanna walk through the front door.

			Unmoving, I watch her look around with an expression of uncertainty. Flashes of Chad’s party all those years ago play in my mind. My heart constricts, knowing that this party won’t end with the taste of Hanna’s strawberry lip gloss.

			Then her gaze meets mine from across the room, and she smiles and offers an adorably awkward wave. The constricted feeling in my chest loosens. Tonight may not end with a kiss, but it could end with us patching a piece of our friendship.

			“Hey,” I say when I cross the room. “Jace said you might stop by. Can I take your coat?”

			“I can’t believe I ran into him at the market.” She shakes her head and slips out of her thick black peacoat. “I was surprised he invited me.”

			“Why?” I grab a hanger from the coat closet near the front door and hang the jacket inside. “Jace has always liked you.”

			“I’ve always liked him, too.” Her voice quiets when she adds, “And you know why.”

			Yeah. I do know. It’s because we haven’t spoken for nine years. It’s because of how we broke each other’s hearts. It’s because we aren’t together, let alone friends. It’s because of a lot of reasons that all point to the fact that we don’t know how to be around each other.

			Closing the closet door, I take a deep breath and face her, reminding myself that we were able to have two semi-friendly conversations in the past couple of weeks. That maybe we’re just two girls who used to be in love who may both be trying to figure out how we now fit.

			“Would you like a drink?”

			She seems relieved at the subject change. “I’d love one.”

			“Vodka cranberry?” I guess. It was her go-to drink back in high school, never very strong but enough alcohol to give a quiet sort of buzz.

			She hesitates and winces. “I don’t really drink those anymore.”

			“Oh.” Her confession brings a wave of sadness. Another reminder that things aren’t like they used to be. “Can I get you something else then? Beer? Seltzer? Something stronger?”

			“Beer is fine, thanks.”

			I want to ask why the change in drink choice, but the front door flies open, and a familiar redhead bursts through in an excited blur. “Peyton!” To my absolute horror, there stands Maya Rogers, wearing a shit-eating grin with her arms spread wide as if she’s waiting for a hug. To say I’m startled is the understatement of the freaking century. I knew she moved back to the Bird Neck area after college, but up until this point, I hadn’t, thankfully, run into her. It takes all my self-control not to kick her out.

			When it’s become clear I’m not going to hug her, she lowers her arms, her smile slipping. She cast a worried glance at Hanna. “I’m sorry, I don’t usually crash parties I’m not invited to, but—”

			“I asked if she wanted to come,” Hanna finishes quickly. “I hope it’s okay?”

			Maya eyes me warily, clearly very aware of the icy reception. I’m not quite sure what either of them was expecting. You don’t trash someone for years and then expect them to be thrilled to see you. Even if it was a long time ago.

			Hanna and I may not be as close as we used to be, but I’m still able to decipher the look she’s giving me, begging me to be nice and pleading for forgiveness.

			“Sure. It’s fine.” Despite all the things that have clearly changed over the years, being unable to deny Hanna is not one of them. “I was just getting Hanna a beer. Would you like something?”

			Maya visibly deflates and slides off her jacket. “Beer sounds great, thank you.”

			“Coat can go in the closet,” I tell her without offering to take it. She may be allowed to crash, but that doesn’t mean I have to cater to her.

			“Hanna,” Jace calls from across the room and hurries over to say hello, stopping abruptly when he spots the uninvited guest. “And Maya?” He recovers quickly, his warm and inviting smile appearing once more, and takes Maya’s coat to hang it. Throwing his arm around her, he redirects her toward Lani and motions for me to make my escape.

			Hanna follows me into the kitchen and snags a chip from one of the bowls on the counter. “This is quite the spread.”

			“Jace likes to go all out.” I go straight for the fridge, ignoring the coolers.

			Hanna grabs another chip. “It reminds me of Chad’s parties back in high school. Do you remember the first one I went to?”

			I tense, glad I’m leaning halfway into the fridge so she can’t see my face. Memories of Hanna wearing my coat, pulling me into her, and kissing me slowly flash in my mind. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shake my head. Those kinds of thoughts are dangerous.

			“Vaguely,” I lie, and I pop open the bottles using the opener stuck to the front of the fridge and hand her one. “Hope you like Kona.”

			“Thanks,” she says, a flash of something passing over her eyes, but it vanishes as quickly as it appears. “Was that Sam I saw out there?”

			“Yeah, he comes in from Durham every other weekend.” I say hello to a few people who come into the kitchen searching for snacks and drinks. “He works for the university.”

			“He looks good,” Hanna says, watching someone rummage in the coolers.

			“He looks exactly the same,” I counter. “Except now he has to shave.”

			“I thought I noticed some stubble on his chin,” she jokes.

			Unable to stop myself, I take her in. Her hair falls past her shoulders in dark waves; her thick striped baggy sweater and tight jeans seem to be made just for her. My hands itch to pull her close and feel the warmth of her soft skin hidden beneath her sweater. I want to tell her she’s the one who looks good.

			“So.” I lean against the counter and take a sip of beer. “You and Maya are still friends.” I’m surprised when she leans against the counter beside me. Not close enough to touch but close enough to make my heart race.

			“We stayed in touch through college. We’re closer now than when we were in high school, oddly enough.”

			The idea that Hanna and Maya have kept up with each other and have somehow grown closer sends a pang of unwanted jealously right through me. “Who else have you kept in touch with?”

			She holds the bottle against her chest and watches the few people slip back out of the kitchen, leaving us alone. “Just a handful of others. Mainly through social media.”

			“Social media,” I mumble, “right.” The thing with social media is I’m not good at it. I don’t go out of my way to follow people or engage like I should. But I’m there. And not once did Hanna reach out to me.

			“Did you have a nice Christmas?” she asks, changing the subject.

			“It was good. It was nice to have a little break from work. You?”

			“Yeah, it was quiet.”

			“Good.” A stretch of silence falls over us. “Thanks for the gift, by the way. It was really thoughtful.”

			“I didn’t know if you’d have the same interests.” Her soft tone is somehow louder than the music thumping from the other room. Her posture appears hesitant, her short fingernail picking at the beer label.

			“I’m a simple girl, Hanna.” I go for humor, trying to keep my tone light, desperate to keep her smiling. “All I need is wax for my board, warm socks, and some cool shades. I haven’t changed all that much.” My voice softens, causing her to peer up at me. “I think you went over the twenty dollar limit, though.”

			She brings the bottle to her lips, her gaze locked on mine. “Good thing the sunglasses were free.”

			The room seems to spin upside down at the sudden change of conversational direction. “Good thing.”

			The eye contact is…intense. Like she’s searching for something. The air between us feels different, something akin to how it used to feel: big, important, emotional. Not hesitant or awkward like it has been. It makes me wonder if maybe…

			“It’s like a mini high school reunion,” Maya exclaims, excitedly bursting into the kitchen, grinning widely, and interrupting whatever was happening between us.

			Jace mouths I’m sorry over her shoulder, and I shrug. Honestly, the fact that he stalled her as long as he did was pretty impressive. Yes, I would’ve killed for another moment alone with Hanna, but I’m also extremely aware that I was recklessly close to flirting.

			“Sure is.” I grab another beer from the fridge, the one I promised Maya earlier, and pop open the top. “Just like high school.” I hand her the bottle, suddenly cranky, and lean back against the counter.

			Maya eyes the sliver of space between me and Hanna. Hanna looks away and sips her beer, but I stare back, not at all interested in what Maya thinks is going on and trying to convey that I haven’t forgotten how she tried to wedge herself between us in the past.

			Sam bursts in the room like Kramer from Seinfeld, his arms wide and a shit-eating grin on his face. “Hanna! I thought that was you. Bring it in.”

			Hanna laughs and meets him for a hug, the awkwardness of Maya’s interruption slipping away. “Hi, Sam.”

			He holds her by the shoulders and looks her over. “Damn, you’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

			“Peyton,” Maya says, eyeing me curiously, clearly not at all intimidated by my glare, “how have you been? Hanna says you’re amazing at the aquarium. That they’re lucky to have you.”

			I glance at Hanna, who blushes but doesn’t deny what Maya’s saying. For some reason, it makes me feel very inadequate. Maybe because Hanna and I used to talk about our futures. How we’d hold doctorates and make a difference in the world. She’s living that future. But me? “Yeah, well, you know, six years of scientific study really aids in scrubbing tanks.”

			The entire group freezes, the air shifting from nostalgic to awkward in the matter of seconds.

			“Uh…what about you, Maya?” Jace asks, deviating attention away from me. “Are you doing well?”

			She immediately perks up. “I’m doing very well. Engaged to a wonderful man named Paul.” She holds out her hand to show off a ring that looks way too big for her freckled-covered finger. Everyone oohs and aahs, but I just sip my beer, not at all interested in Maya’s love life, yet somehow still being part of it.

			“Congratulations! When’s the wedding?” Sam asks, more interested than I would’ve guessed.

			“April. Right after Easter. And Hanna is my maid of honor.”

			Hanna blushes and tries to sink inside her oversized sweater. She always hated being center of attention.

			Maya gasps, making Sam jump. “Oh my God. I just had the best idea. You should all come to my wedding.” I snort, thinking that she has to be joking. There’s no way it’s a real invite. “It’ll be so great. I mean, we’re even having it at the aquarium.”

			Just when I thought this whole thing couldn’t get any weirder. “My aquarium?” I ask dumbly. That would just be the most fucked-up kind of twisted joke.

			“Yes!” She laughs, absolutely delighted. “Hanna helped me get in touch with your event person, Lauren. It’s going to be awesome. Please say you’ll come.”

			“Sure,” Sam says through a smile. He seems genuinely unbothered. “I love weddings.”

			Maya let’s out a delighted squeal. “I’ll get you all formal invitations. This is so exciting. We’re going to have the best food. Hanna’s girlfriend introduced us to the most amazing caterer.”

			I freeze, my body tensing at the words Hanna and girlfriend. Hanna tenses, too, and I can feel Jace and Sam look at me. I try to focus on something, anything, other than the nauseous rolling of my stomach. A lump forms in my throat, threatening to choke me.

			“Maya,” Hanna says, her tone holding a warning.

			Lani comes into the kitchen and takes one glance at my face and signs, “What’s wrong?”

			I can’t even shake my head to indicate that I’m fine. Probably because I am most definitely not fine.

			Hanna looks from Lani to me, and Maya finally stops talking. It’s too much. Hanna calls my name and gently touches my arm.

			The air turns thick and hot and too hard to breathe. If I stay in this room any longer, I’ll suffocate.

			“She’s not—”

			“Excuse me,” I manage to get out, interrupting whatever Hanna wanted to say. I put my beer on the counter and rush through the back door.

			





    
            Chapter Eight 





			Girlfriend. I’m not sure why it’s so shocking. I mean, I knew she was dating. Wait, no, I knew she was on a date. Singular. In order to deal with that, I had hoped it was a one and done. But Hanna having an actual girlfriend? That implies something serious. Something much more meaningful than the one-night stands I continue to have.

			Thinking about her being in a relationship, well, I hate it for so many reasons, like that she’s happy with someone else. Then I hate myself for hating that she’s happy when the truth is, I want her to be happy. Even if it isn’t with me. I had my chance with her, and it didn’t work out. But that doesn’t mean I have to stick around and listen to Maya Rogers gush about it.

			Opening the door to Jace’s garage turned workshop, I flick on the lights and kick on the space heater. I grab another beer from the fridge in the corner and fall into the soft, worn-out couch. Hiding away to sulk is immature. I should’ve just smiled, nodded, and let the conversation go like it didn’t bother me. Maybe I could’ve if it hadn’t been for everything else. Flashes of Chad’s party the night Hanna and I first kissed. Maya showing up out of fucking nowhere, ruining the moment once again. The look of pity on Hanna’s face. Knowing everyone was watching me. It was too much.

			Leaning my head back on a lumpy cushion, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The only sound comes from the whirring space heater and the gentle hum of the old fridge.

			“Peyton? You in here?”

			My eyes snap open at the familiar voice. “Emerson?”

			She sticks her head in the doorway and glances around, smiling when she spots me.

			“Oh my God, Emerson.” I fling myself at her before she can fully step into the workshop, wrapping her in a hug so tight, I can hear the air leave her lungs in a single whoosh. She hugs me back, and I press my face into her shoulder, her familiar scent bringing a sense of comfort I wasn’t expecting. My eyes sting, and I squeeze them shut, refusing to cry. But with her warmth and the roller coaster of feelings, my emotions are on overdrive. A single tear sneaks out, and I sniffle, unable to stop it.

			She pulls away, her expression shifting from excited to concerned. “Peyton?”

			I shake my head and go back in for another hug. “What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice muffled against her shoulder. “You said you wouldn’t be back until February.”

			“Yeah, I lied.”

			Her confession makes me laugh. Feeling a little lighter, I take a step back, releasing her. “How long are you here? Don’t you start your new job right after New Year’s?”

			“Just through this weekend, unfortunately.” Grabbing my sleeves, she pulls me toward the sofa. “Come on, let’s sit, and you can tell me why you’re hiding.”

			I glare. “I’m not hiding.”

			She falls into the cushions and gives me a disbelieving look.

			With a heavy sigh, I plop next to her. “Okay, I’m hiding.”

			“I saw Hanna inside. Is that why you’re out here?”

			“She doesn’t drink vodka cranberry anymore,” I say with a pout.

			Emerson blinks once. Then again. “I don’t know what that means.”

			“It just felt too much like high school in there.” And at the same time, not nearly enough. In high school, there would have been butterflies and rainbows and kissing. Tonight felt like a vise tightening around my heart and asphyxiation. “At least she didn’t bring her girlfriend. I don’t think I could’ve handled that.”

			Her eyes widen, and she makes a T shape with her hands. “Wait, time out. Hanna has a girlfriend? When did this happen, and why am I just now hearing about it?”

			Feeling antsy, I get up and grab another beer from the fridge. “I saw them on a date the day before Christmas Eve.” I pop open the can and hand it to her.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I didn’t want to talk about it,” I admit and sit back down. “Plus, what would I have said? ‘My high school girlfriend is on a date almost a decade after we broke up, can you let me cry about it for a while?’”

			“Yes. Exactly that.” She places her hand on my leg, and only then do I realize how rapidly it’s bouncing. “Peyton. I’m really sorry. I know you’ve had a hard time sorting out your feelings since she’s been back.”

			I give her a sad sort of smile. “You know, it’s actually kind of funny. The closest thing to a relationship I’ve had since Hanna was with you. And that doesn’t really count.”

			She frowns. “I mean, it kind of counts.”

			I sink into the couch and throw my arm over my eyes. “Ugh, Emerson, what am I going to do? I thought I had this under control. Then out of nowhere, all these old feelings come crashing back. I don’t know how to stop it.”

			“There you are,” a thick Australian accent responds instead, and I peer out from under my arm. Alice steps inside the workshop with a slightly panicked expression and quickly closes the door behind her. “You can’t ditch me with a bunch of people I don’t know.”

			Emerson laughs and sits back, sipping from her beer. “You know Jace and Lani and, like, half the people in there. Don’t be dramatic.”

			Despite the fact that Alice and I have never really gotten along, I’m strangely happy to see her, too. “Hey, Wonderland. There’s beer in the fridge.” The glare she gives me cheers me up just a little.

			“Don’t call me that,” she snaps.

			“I was just about to tell Peyton that maybe she should go back inside and try to have a conversation with Hanna,” Emerson interjects, preventing me and Alice from any more back-and-forth.

			“And I was just telling your girlfriend”—I shoot Emerson a look—“that I tried that, and it didn’t go well.”

			“Oh, yeah, Hanna,” Alice says and walks to the fridge. “I just met her. She’s looking for you.”

			Wait. What? “She is?”

			“I mean, I assume it was you she was looking for.” Alice rummages in the fridge and finally decides on a winter warmer. She smacks the lip of the lid on the counter, using her hand to pop it off, and shoves the cap in her pocket. “Kept scanning the crowd. Nursing her beer like a teenager who hates the taste.” She takes a long sip and almost chokes when her gaze lands on the surfboard in the shaping room in the back. “Is that a mini gun?”

			“Yeah,” I tell her, not currently interested in the board, even though it is pretty sleek. A bolt of excitement shoots through me like lightning. “Did she say she was looking for me?”

			“I don’t know. I was too busy looking for Emerson.” Alice drags her hand along the top of the board and squats until she’s eye level with it as it lies on the shaping rack. “When is Jace gonna glass this?”

			Realizing I’m not getting anything else out of her, I take a long sip of beer and sigh, sinking back, disappointed. “Tomorrow maybe? Ask him before you leave.”

			Emerson lets out an annoyed huff, her eyes on Alice, who is now circling the board like a shark. “Will you come sit down? We’re here for Peyton, not a slab of fiberglass.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Alice mutters but perches on the worn armrest next to Emerson and stares at her as if to say Okay, I’m here, now what?

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Emerson asks, gently pushing my knee, literally nudging me to open up. “Besides the vodka cranberry, high school flashback, new girlfriend situation?”

			I glance at Alice, wondering how much I want to wallow in front of her, but she seems more interested in the workshop and the boards than anything to do with me. I consider delving into the story of Maya and how she single-handedly ruins absolutely everything, all because of some stupid boy back in grade school, but decide she’s not worth it. “She said she kept up with people on social media.”

			“But she didn’t keep up with you?” Emerson guesses.

			I shrug, trying to downplay how much it bothers me. How much all of this bothers me.

			“Just message her. See if she’ll let you stalk her accounts,” Alice says, sounding uninterested.

			I shake my head. “Her accounts are private.”

			“All of them?” Emerson asks at the same time Alice says, “Then send her a request.”

			“Yes,” I say to Emerson, then, “And I did,” to Alice.

			“You did?” Emerson looks surprised.

			“Like, seven years ago? I got a little drunk and sent her a friend request.”

			Alice cringes with me, which just adds to my embarrassment. “She left your request pending for seven years?”

			Well, jeez, when she puts it out in the air like that.

			“Maybe…” Emerson starts. But she doesn’t finish her thought. Instead she and Alice seem to have a silent conversation. One I’m unable to decipher.

			“Maybe what?”

			“Maybe she doesn’t want you seeing what she’s been up to,” Emerson answers gently.

			“Or who she’s been up to.” Emerson smacks Alice on the leg. “Ow! What? The account is private, so it’s not like we’ll know either way.”

			“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Emerson says and hands me her phone. “Her account isn’t private anymore.”

			Surprised, I grab Emerson’s phone. Sure enough, there’s Hanna’s entire profile on full display for me to see. My heart beats a little wildly, and my stomach twists nervously while I try to drink in every single one of her photos.

			Most of them are of animals from the aquarium. There are a couple with Maya and some of Hanna with her brother. To my immediate relief, I don’t see any of the brunette I saw her with the other night.

			Emerson leans in closer while I scroll. “I don’t see anything that looks overly romantic.”

			“Maybe she blocked you from seeing them,” Alice supplies.

			“Can she do that?” I ask, my stomach bottoming out at the thought.

			“I changed my mind. Go check out the boards,” Emerson says, shoving Alice off the armrest.

			“Finally,” Alice says. She kisses Emerson softly on the lips and happily walks away.

			“I’m sorry. She’s grumpy because she got called into work this morning. If Hanna blocked you from seeing them, she would’ve had to block me, too,” Emerson says and indicates her phone, reminding me that we’re stalking Hanna from Emerson’s account and not mine.

			“Don’t worry about it. I could use a little more of that in my life.” I give Emerson her phone.

			“If you say so,” she says through a sigh. She scoots closer and motions for me to do the same, opening her arms for a hug. “Come here. Bring it in for another one.”

			Once again, I fall into her familiar embrace, resting my forehead on her shoulder and closing my eyes. “I promise, I won’t be a downer the entire time you’re here.”

			She squeezes me tightly. “You can be a downer as long as you need.” I nod against her shoulder, and she rubs my back until I finally pull away. “What are you doing for New Year’s Eve?”

			“I don’t know yet. Picking up a one-nighter at the bar that Jace wants to drag me to?”

			“Peyton,” she scolds, though I’m aware she knows how I tend to distract myself and my feelings with sex. “You can come hang out with me and Alice.”

			Her invitation makes me snort. “Thanks, but I do not need to hear you and Wonderland going at it.” She gapes as if she doesn’t know what I’m talking about. “You’re loud, Emerson.”

			She finally closes her mouth, and I can see the blush creep up her pale neck, reddening all the way to her ears. “I just want my partners to know how much I’m enjoying myself.”

			“I’m sure Alice appreciates—”

			Emerson slaps her hand over my mouth. “Not another word.” She glares at me, and I laugh. “Even though it’s at my expense, it’s nice to see you smile.”

			I immediately reverse my grin into a pronounced pout.

			“No, no. No more pouting.”

			“It makes me feel better.”

			“It does not.” Emerson scoots even closer and cups my cheeks, using her thumbs to try and flip my frown back to a smile. “I happen to like your smile. It’s how you charmed me the first time we met.”

			I’m about to crack a crude joke when someone clears their throat from the doorway.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			I pull out of Emerson’s reach, my stomach dropping when I see Hanna watching us with an apprehensive expression.

			“Hi,” Emerson says, with a wide grin. “You must be Hanna. I’m Emerson.”

			Hanna takes a step into the workshop but doesn’t attempt to come in any farther. She offers a small smile. “I remember you from Sandpiper.”

			“You do?” Emerson glances at me, surprised. I shake my head, just as thrown by the comment.

			Hanna’s attention shifts to me. “I just wanted to tell you that I have to get going.”

			“Already?” Panic fills my chest at the thought of her leaving, despite the fact that I ran away from her and the others not that long ago. I hand Emerson my beer and stand, desperate for a little more time. “At least let me walk you out.”

			She holds out her hands, stopping me. “No, please don’t. You should stay.” I don’t miss how her gaze shifts to Emerson. “I’ll see you at work?” she asks, taking a step out.

			“Yeah, see you at work.”

			“It was nice meeting you, Hanna,” Emerson calls, but Hanna is already gone, and the door closes softly behind her.

			Hanna ditching Maya and coming to look for me is reminiscent of the night when we first kissed. Obviously, she didn’t come in here looking for that, but maybe she came looking for me for another reason other than to tell me good night. Especially since she wasn’t wearing her jacket, and she definitely didn’t appear to be on her way out.

			“Oh no.” Emerson’s eyes go wide. “You don’t think that she thinks that you and I are still…”

			That’s how Hanna remembers Emerson. Some of the staff were at Sandpiper this past summer for a retirement send-off. Emerson and I were still sleeping together, but even though we went home together that night, we didn’t have sex. But we were a little touchy. The next morning was when we mutually decided we were better as friends. Not that Hanna knows any of that.

			No wonder Hanna wanted to bail the second she saw us together.

			“Yeah.” I close my eyes. “Fuck.” I draw out the word, angry at myself for reasons I don’t even know, considering I haven’t done anything wrong.

			“Are any of those boards back there for sale?” Alice asks, emerging from the back. She takes one look at us and pauses. “What happened? What did I miss?”

			Emerson holds out my beer, and I throw my head back and groan.

			





    
            Chapter Nine 





			My New Year’s Eve was…fine. Jace dragged me to a stereotypical party at a club. Lani went too, along with Sam, and we all had a pretty good time. The music was loud, the drinks were flowing, and I was able to lose myself in the scene instead of wallowing at home by myself. Sam disappeared early with a hot blonde shortly before midnight, and by the time the clock struck twelve, I had my own sexy blonde pressed up against the back wall with her hand halfway down my pants.

			But images of Hanna came rushing back, along with the look on her face when she walked in on my conversation with Emerson in Jace’s workshop. And her panicked expression when Maya brought up her girlfriend. Like she knew the news would destroy me. And, yeah, it kind of did. Especially when I think of Hanna and said girlfriend having their own New Year’s celebration.

			When warm fingers pushed their way into my underwear, something snapped inside me, and I realized I didn’t want to be there doing that with some girl whose name I didn’t even catch. With “Auld Lang Syne” still playing, I muttered an apology and rushed out, anxious and desperate to be home.

			By twelve thirty, I was wrapped up in a pile of covers in my bed.

			Yesterday, New Year’s Day, I ate my collards and black-eyed peas and watched football with my grandpa, all while nursing a hangover. I took down my little Christmas tree and enjoyed a scalding hot shower, none of which did much to calm my mind, but at least I was semi-productive.

			It’s back to the grind on Tuesday, which I’m actually okay with. The holidays never really feel like the holidays these days, and the routine of work gives me something to focus on. I’m a creature of distraction, after all. January second is typically quiet, with everyone returning to work and school, so I spend a little extra time responding to emails and with my morning rounds.

			I have yet to see Hanna, and I’m a bit relieved. The way we both bailed on each other a few nights ago leaves a stale taste in my mouth. I don’t want things to be strained between us now that we’re trying to be friendly toward each other. It would be nice if we could attempt some sort of friendship. But I have a sinking feeling that maybe that ship has also sailed, and we’re destined to forever be a little bit broken.

			When I walk through the Amazon River Rainforest exhibit, I notice a family with two young boys and a young girl, all peering inside the lush semiaquatic exhibit. I smile when I hear the kids ask their parents a ton of questions about the turtles, and it only grows when I overhear the father try his best to answer.

			It’s pretty routine, and I’m not all that surprised to find a rummy-nose tetra belly up in the small planted tanked to my right. It’s not unusual to find a dead fish, especially one like the tetra, but we usually like to catch something like that without any of the guests seeing. Especially young kids.

			The family moves on to the large, mixed species exhibit, and I realize I’m going to be cutting this mighty close if I want to dispose of that departed tetra unnoticed. I jog back to the staff room, grab a small plastic cup from the stack we keep near the sink, and book it back. Slowing my steps when I get closer to the family, I put myself between them and the tank in question.

			I lean in and point inside the larger exhibit. “How many different species do you think we have in there with Esmerelda?” I ask casually.

			The kids look startled, but their expressions shift to confusion. “Esmerelda?” the young girl asks.

			“Yeah, Esmerelda the emerald tree boa.” I nod to the bright green constrictor wrapped around the thick branch. “She’s not the only one in there. What else can you find?”

			The kids go back to peeking inside the exhibit along with their parents. While they’re distracted, I quickly scoop the dead tetra and hide the cup behind my back.

			“Three?” the oldest boy asks.

			“Almost.” I smile and bend down, pointing with my free hand to a spot underneath a half-submerged log. “Look there.”

			“It’s another frog,” the younger boy shouts happily.

			“A Sabana Surinam toad. Also known as a pipa parva. A fully aquatic frog species found in Venezuela and Colombia,” I tell them. Part of my job is to educate, and when it’s clear I’ve piqued someone’s curiosity, I gotta admit, it feels pretty damn great.

			The oldest boy scrunches his nose. “If it’s a frog, why is it called a toad?”

			“Want to hear something cool?” I lean in and lower my voice as if telling them a secret. “All toads are frogs. But not all frogs are toads.”

			“That’s not very fair,” the boy says with a frown.

			“Is Esmerelda nice?” the girl asks, eyeing the constrictor curiously.

			I shake my head. “Not really. She’s an ambush predator.”

			The girl eyes the tightly coiled snake as if trying to decide whether or not she believes me. “She doesn’t look very scary.”

			“That’s because emerald tree boas are nocturnal. Come back at night, and you’ll see her move all along the branches, hunting for her prey.”

			“Whoa,” the girl says, her eyes wide. All three kids stare at Esmerelda with their mouths open like they can’t believe it.

			“Whoa is right,” I confirm with a chuckle.

			The youngest boy tugs on his mom’s shirt. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

			“Of course you do,” she says and sighs.

			I point in the direction I just came from with a smile. “Just down the hall to your right.”

			The mother smiles gratefully. “Thank you.”

			Their father announces that everyone is going to try to go to the bathroom, then starts ushering the family down the hall.

			“Enjoy the rest of your visit. If you see me later, I’d love to hear everything else you’ve learned.” I give the retreating family a wave, and my gaze lands on Hanna observing me with a small smile.

			She pushes off the wall across the walkway, her hands shoved inside her white lab coat. “Morning.”

			My own smile settles into something that feels a little more genuine. “Morning. Happy new year.”

			“Happy new year.” She nods to my arm still behind my back. “Nice save, by the way.”

			Almost forgetting what I was trying to hide, I bring my arm around and glance at the dead fish floating at the top of the clear plastic cup. “May it rest in peace.” Jimmy, one of our part-time aquarists, heads in our direction, and I motion him over, holding out the cup. “Would you please run some tests on the water in this tank and give this guy a nice burial at sea?”

			“Sure thing,” he takes the cup and quickly walks down the hall in the opposite direction, leaving me alone with Hanna.

			Hanna watches an older couple round the corner and examine the handful of tanks and exhibits, and I take the opportunity to examine her. Underneath her pristine lab coat is a navy blue cashmere crewneck sweater instead of her usual aquarium-issued scrubs. Her stethoscope is half hanging out of one of her pockets, and her hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail. She looks fairly formal, and I wonder if she has a bunch of meetings in between rounds.

			“Looks like it’s going to be a quiet day,” she says, filling the stretch of silence.

			“Why would you say that?” I whine. Everyone knows that if you announce that it should be a quiet day, it most definitely won’t be. “I mean, we’ve already had a dead fish.”

			“Good point.” We share a small smile. She shifts a bit, clearly uncomfortable. “Listen, I’m sorry about inviting Maya to Jace’s party. I had lunch with her that morning, and it slipped that I was going, and she asked if she could tag along.”

			“No,” I say, waving and dismissing her apology. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“Her being there obviously bothered you. Especially considering how fast you bolted.”

			My stomach tightens. Ah, there it is. The tangled-up sense of guilt I’ve been carrying with me once again making itself known. “No, I’m sorry. For ditching you the way I did. Having her there, with you, Sam, and Jace, it brought back so many memories, and I…”

			Hanna’s expression is curious, hesitant, like she’s holding her breath while waiting for me to finish my thought.

			But what I’m feeling is complicated. And messy. I’m afraid that if I tell her the truth, that it reminded me of a similar party all those years ago, a party where I couldn’t keep myself from kissing her, that the small steps we’ve taken to patch our fractured past will shatter once again. “I needed some space.”

			She nods, but I don’t miss the way she tenses again, her walls firmly back in place. “I get it.” I’m not sure she does. I start to tell her that, except she forces a smile. “Emerson seems nice.”

			“Honestly, I was surprised to see her. She’s been in Paris for an internship the past few months, and I didn’t think she was coming.” Hanna’s smile falters. “We’re just friends,” I add quickly, somehow needing her to know that there’s nothing going on.

			Now she just looks confused. I resist the urge to smooth the wrinkles between her brow. “Weren’t you two together this summer?”

			“No. Yes. Well, sort of. But not really?”

			She slowly lifts her eyebrows, clearly unable to follow.

			I take a deep breath and try to explain. “We were together two summers ago, and we hooked up again this past summer. It wasn’t serious, and after a few weeks, we decided to just be friends. Our hearts weren’t really in it, you know? Plus, she fell in love with Alice, and now they’re together. Alice was the other girl in the room that you might not have noticed. The blonde who Emerson came to the party with. I’m not currently seeing anyone.”

			“Oh.” The wrinkle deepens. I wait while she clearly processes the information dump, her brows slowly returning to their normal place as she seems to understand what I’m saying. “Oh.”

			We stand staring at each other, that curious expression back on Hanna’s face as she searches my eyes for something.

			My radio crackles to life. It’s Jimmy asking me to meet him in one of the filtration rooms. I’m left, once again, wishing for just a little more time with Hanna. “Ah, I knew there’d be drama regarding that floater.” I let Jimmy know that I’m on my way and say hello to another family passing by. “Maybe we can talk more later?”

			Hanna nods, the corners of her mouth tilted upward. “I’d like that.”

			The knot in my stomach slowly starts to loosen.
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        * * *

      

			My mom and I don’t have a lot of long-standing traditions, at least none that have carried throughout the years, but having lunch together shortly into the new year happens to be a random one that has stuck. Sometimes, my dad joins us; other times, he opts out. So when I arrive at Pazzino’s at twelve fifteen, I’m not all that surprised to see only my mom waiting at the table.

			“Hey, Mom,” I slip out of my jacket and hang it on the back of my chair. “No Dad today?”

			“He’s meeting up with some of his old fraternity buddies.” She gets up from her seat and gives me a big hug as if she hadn’t just seen me at Christmas. Nonetheless, her hugs are rare, so I squeeze back. “Happy new year. Did you do anything fun?”

			“Not really.” We sit across from each other at the small table in the middle of the almost empty restaurant. “I was in bed by twelve thirty.” She gives me a disbelieving look that I ignore, and I smile at the server who places two glasses in front of us.

			“I ordered you a Sprite,” Mom tells me.

			The server lets us know he’ll be back after we’ve had a chance to look at the menu. I thank him and pull the Sprite closer, taking a long sip. My mom slides her glasses down from atop her head and scans the laminated page as if she isn’t going to order the chicken salad sandwich.

			“How was your night? Did you and Dad do anything crazy?”

			“Oh please. We were asleep by ten.” She continues to look at the menu, and I wait. Finally, she puts the menu aside and squeezes the slice of lemon into her ice water. “I think I’ll have the chicken salad sandwich.”

			After we order, pizza for me because that’s what you order at an Italian joint, we settle into our usual silence. My attention is drawn to a middle-aged couple two tables down. She places her hand in his, both of them smiling and happy and clearly in love. The way they’re looking at each other makes my heart ache with want.

			“You met Dad in college, right?” I ask without taking my eyes off the couple. My mom makes some sort of acknowledging hum, not bothering to look up from her phone. “How did you know he was the one?”

			She glances up, her glasses falling down the bridge of her nose, and peers at me over the frames, surprised. “I don’t really believe there’s a singular ‘one’ for anyone.”

			Isn’t that how it works? You find the one and realize that yeah, this is the person I want to spend the rest of my life with? “Then why did you agree to marry him?”

			She shrugs like it’s obvious. “Because he asked.” I lean in a little and lift my brow, signaling her to continue. “And thinking about my future, marriage just seemed to fit.”

			“And because you loved him. Right? You’re still in love with him?” I prompt, wondering why the hell else she’d marry someone if she wasn’t madly in love.

			“Peyton,” she starts and sighs, seemingly catching on that this is going to be an actual conversation and not our regular bout of idle chitchat. She carefully takes off her glasses and places them, along with her phone, on the table. After a brief struggle to find her words, she folds her hands and places them in her lap. “Love isn’t a fairy tale. It’s hard. It’s constant work every day. I’m not sure the concept of being in love exists.” She lets her sentence hang, seemingly without any desire to wrap up her thought in a romantic kind of bow.

			Realization that my mother doesn’t believe in love hits me like a punch to the gut. “Oh my God, you aren’t in love with Dad? Were you ever? Why are you with him?” The couple two tables over glances at me. Lowering my voice and ignoring my mother’s wince, I lean in. “I swear, if you say for the tax breaks—”

			“I never said I didn’t love him,” she amends. “I said I’m not sure being in love is a real thing. It’s a lovely idea, but I believe it’s something we dream about finding to light up our dark and lonely moments.”

			What does that even mean? Memories of them fighting flash like a bad montage inside my mind. “I’m…is that why you two fight all the time?”

			She looks at me as though I’ve just said the most preposterous thing imaginable. “We don’t fight all the time.”

			“Mom,” I say, exasperated that she would deny it.

			“What’s this about?”

			“Nothing.”

			“So it has nothing to do with Hanna moving back?”

			I tense. How did she even know about that?

			“You may think I’m oblivious, but I know things,” she says. “Is this because you still think you’re in love with her?”

			“I’m not still in love with her,” I lie. But I know I may be since my heart still twists when I see her. Or maybe it’s just residual emotions, woken from their dormancy upon her return. Honestly, I’m not sure how to even tell the difference.

			My mom doesn’t seem to buy my lie because she sighs deeply and takes a careful sip of her lemon water. “Be careful, Peyton. I remember how heartbroken she left you in high school. I don’t want to see you go through that again.”

			I don’t know what to say. Mainly because she’s not wrong. When Hanna and I ended, I didn’t sleep. I barely ate. Barely spoke. My grades slipped so bad, my parents had to have an intervention to remind me that even though I was early accepted into NC State, they could still rescind their offer. I’m also fairly certain I played “Nothing Compares 2 U”—both Prince’s and Sinead O’Connor’s versions—on repeat for a solid month. It wasn’t pretty.

			Our food comes shortly after, and just remembering the horrible state I was in after Hanna and I split, I’m no longer hungry. I take small bites, not wanting my mother to see how much everything she said has affected me.

			It must work because she dives into the neighborhood gossip without noticing how dejected I feel.
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        * * *

      

			In my opinion, there are a few things in life that can cheer someone up no matter the circumstances. One of those things? Penguins. One particular amazing little African penguin named Huey, to be exact. I haven’t been to visit since before Christmas, and I know his cute little face, and even cuter waddle, is just the thing I need to shake the depressing conversation I shared with my mother.

			Chelsea, the senior penguin trainer, gives me the okay to head into the exhibit at the end of the day once the aquarium has closed to have a short visit before she leaves. I’m barely inside before his adorable little bray carries out above the rest, and he hurries over, clearly happy to see me. The other nine penguins follow, all excited when I hold up the bucket filled with herring and sardines.

			I sit on one of the enclosure’s rocks, making sure they all get the appropriate diet and talking to each and every one of them while Chelsea hangs out and makes sure everything looks good inside their exhibit. Once they’ve all had their fill, Chelsea takes the bucket to clean, leaving me alone with the colony of penguins. Most of them hover, social and friendly animals that they are, but Huey takes it a step further and tries to hop in my lap. That’s all the encouragement I need to scoop him and place him gently on my thigh.

			“Hey, buddy. Sorry I haven’t been around in a little while. You doing okay?” I stroke behind his head and down his back. He closes his eyes and leans in, and it makes me smile. I may not be his trainer, but I’m proud to say the little dude and I have formed a pretty solid bond. “Did you do anything fun for the holidays?” I ask jokingly.

			“Pretty sure they got some extra squid.”

			I turn at the sound of the voice, and my stomach flips when I see Hanna walking into the exhibit now wearing her blue scrubs, her stethoscope around her neck.

			“Twice in one day. Careful,” I warn, trying to play it cool despite the hammering in my heart. “I might think you’re following me.”

			She rolls her eyes and squats beside me and gently pets Huey, along with some of the other birds who are all excited to see her. “I came to get a blood sample. Want to help?”

			“From Huey?” I ask with a frown. “Is he sick?”

			She makes a face and tilts her head back and forth, not answering one way or another. “He was a little under the weather before Christmas. Just want to make sure the antibiotics he’s been given are working. Shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”

			After carrying him to the lab, I help her get a blood sample, and Chelsea lets me give him some squid for being the bestest boy. He stays on my lap while we wait for the test results.

			“So,” Hanna starts and leans against one of the lab counters, “are you going to Maya’s wedding?” There’s a twinkle in her eyes that says she knows I’d rather try to ice-skate in hell.

			“Are you going to be there?” I tease, already knowing she will be.

			She crosses her arms and glances at the computer on the counter. “I kind of have to be. Maid of honor and all. You know she’s going to have eight bridesmaids?”

			My jaw hits the ground. “Eight? I didn’t know Maya had that many friends.”

			Hanna gives me a look that tells me to be nice, a look I used to be on the other end of a lot back in high school, but she still smiles. “Her fiancé has five sisters.”

			“Ah, that makes sense.” I scratch the top of Huey’s head, and he closes his eyes.

			“So?” she presses. “Are you going?”

			“Do you want me to go?”

			“Peyton.” She chuckles. “You can’t answer a question with another question.”

			“Why not?”

			She chuckles again, and the computer beeps, indicating the test results are in, and Hanna pulls her gaze away.

			“Well, Mr. Huey,” she says, crouching to talk directly to the penguin on my lap. “You’re on the right track. Let’s let Chelsea know and get you settled in with your colony for the evening.” She glances up at me, and my heart clenches.

			If there’s no such thing as the one, like my mother believes, then why is it that I would kill to have Hanna smile at me like this every day for the rest of my life?

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			It’s past seven when I pull open the door to the workshop on Friday night. The warmth of the heater hits my face, and I close the door quickly, not wanting any of the heat to escape.

			“Hey, there she is,” Sam says from the back, watching Jace sand the edges of a new board on the shaping rack.

			“Yeah, sorry, had to clean my tank at home.” I slip out of my jacket and toss it on the couch. “Is that a new mini gun?” I ask, walking over to get a closer look. It’s not the same board from Jace’s Not New Year’s Eve party; he already finished glassing that one.

			“Yeah, a new order from Alice,” he confirms. His face is covered with a mask, but I can tell by the crinkle in the corner of his eyes that he’s smiling.

			I lift my eyebrows in surprise. “Wonderland?”

			“I think her last name is Scott,” Sam says as he scrolls through his phone.

			Ignoring him, Jace carefully lifts his goggles on top of his head and pulls down his mask. Now I know for sure that he’s grinning. “She also ordered a funboard for Emerson.”

			“No way. Eight footer?” In my opinion, there is nothing more romantic than creating something custom for someone you love. Including, and maybe even especially, a surfboard. I know they met working together at Sandpiper, but I’m almost positive they fell in love when Alice was teaching Emerson how to surf. Falling in love out on the waves. My heart can barely stand it. “Good for them. How much are you charging?”

			“Standard rates.” He grabs a cloth from the workbench nearby and wipes off his dusty hands. “Plus friends and family discount.”

			This gets Sam’s attention. He whips his head up so fast, I’m surprised he doesn’t pull something in his neck. “You’re giving them a discount?”

			Jace shrugs. “They’re both family and friends.”

			“You can’t get everyone a discount, dude,” Sam says, exasperated. He’s right in the fact that Jace gives everyone he knows a discount on a custom board. Plus, it’s not like he’s charging as much as he should be anyway. At the end of the day, he and Sam aren’t making a very good profit margin.

			“It’s not like we need the money,” Jace argues, reminding Sam that they both have jobs that pay well, and this was supposed to just be a hobby.

			“It’s still nice to get paid.”

			My fingertips glide over the smooth surface, impressed with the cut and the shape of Alice’s future board. “Still squabbling like a married couple, I see.” They both fall silent, and I grab a clean cloth to wipe down the freshly sanded edges. “Don’t stop on my account. I think it’s totally romantic.”

			Sam throws something at me, and I barely have time to duck out of the way. “Shut up, Reilly.”

			“Speaking of romantic,” Jace asks, sharing a look with Sam that definitely doesn’t go unnoticed by me, “are we going to talk about the elephant in the room?”

			My skin prickles. An exchanged look like that can only mean one thing: I’m the elephant. “What elephant might you be referring to?”

			“The Maya-shaped elephant,” Sam deadpans.

			Turning away, I open the fridge and grab a beer. “Ah. That one.” I flop on the couch. “What about her?”

			“We’re not actually going to her wedding,” Jace says with a nervous chuckle. When neither Sam or I say anything, he glances between us expectantly. “Right?”

			Sam shoves his phone in his pocket and brings his beer over to sit beside me, pushing my legs out of the way to make room. “I most definitely am. Remember her cousin Trinity?”

			“No,” I say, and kick at him, annoyed.

			“She was a year younger than us,” he says, unbothered. “Came to visit our senior year to look at UNC.” He gives me a look, but it’s not ringing any bells. I shrug, not at all able to put a face to the name. “She came to Chad’s graduation party?” His gaze bounces between me and Jace, who also doesn’t appear to recall. “You guys seriously don’t remember?”

			I kick him again, just for fun, and he shoves my foot off his leg, the wind clearly taken from his sails.

			“Anyway, she was mega hot, and we hooked up.”

			“And you’re hoping she’ll be there? Was that the point of your lame-ass story?” I ask.

			He grins. “Plus the free food and booze.” I roll my eyes and open my beer. “Are you guys seriously not coming?”

			Jace shrugs and flops on the couch, making it a tight fit with the three of us. “I just think it’d be weird. With our history and all…” He pauses and narrows his eyes, staring at me. “Why do you look like that? Peyton, we’re not going, right?”

			I shrug and knock back a long sip of beer, holding it in my mouth with my cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk before roughly swallowing. My few seconds of stalling does nothing to deter the scrutinizing stare. “I’m thinking about it.”

			Sam pumps his fist in the air. “All right!”

			“Seriously?” Jace gawks like I’ve lost my mind. Who knows, maybe I have. “This is Maya Rogers we’re talking about. The same girl who made your life hell for years.”

			He really doesn’t have to remind me of that. Or of the fact that she made sure I kept my distance from Hanna after we broke up, as if she was Hanna’s personal security detail. “I dunno, she seems to have changed.”

			Jace begs the question. “Has she, though?”

			Who knows? She seemed different at Jace’s party. Still annoying but not mean. Maybe she’s finally figured out how to treat people. “Guess we’ll find out.”

			Jace leans in. “Is this about Hanna?”

			“Not everything is about Hanna,” I tell him. But I must not be that convincing because he eyes me warily.

			“Then why else would we go?” he presses.

			“To hook up?” I offer.

			“Yeah!” Sam holds up his hand for a high five. I ignore it.

			Jace sighs, giving in, despite not believing me. “If you say so.”

			“I do say so.” I take another chug of beer and smack his leg before standing. “Now, let me have a turn with the sander. I want to help shape Wonderland’s board.”
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        * * *

      

			February fourteenth. Feast of Saint Valentine. Valentine’s Day. The ultimate day of love. Ugh, love. It’s also my least favorite day of the year. Despite knowing there is an abundance of desperate people out there not wanting to spend the evening alone, this is one day when I make absolutely no attempt to leave my house. No wooing. No chocolates or flowers. No sex. And definitely no dates or romance. Bottle up the Peyton charm and keep it on the shelf because ain’t nobody getting any of that tonight.

			The funny thing is, I didn’t always hate it. Elementary school was fine. Probably because our teachers made us pass out cards to everyone in the class so no one was left out. No, for me, the hatred started in middle school, where the party planning committee decided to sell carnations for a dollar each to raise money. The week leading up to the fourteenth, they had a table set up outside of the cafeteria, and you’d pay a dollar and tell them the name of the person you wanted to send a flower to and the name of their homeroom teacher. You even got to pick your color: red, pink, or white. Then you’d fork over your dollar, and voila! Instant smiles come Valentine’s Day morning.

			Except it didn’t really work out that well. Financially, it was a raging success. But for all those people who didn’t receive a single crappy carnation? Not so sure they loved the whole thing. Because of course, all the popular kids got a ton, and the not so popular kids had to walk around empty-handed. It didn’t sit right with me, so I handed mine to anyone I saw walking without one. When I tell you it took me less than five minutes to run out, I’m not exaggerating.

			The following year, when they tried to do that bullshit again, I had a plan. I caught my dad on the way to the airport for a conference in Las Vegas. Told him my class was doing a fundraiser for new computers. Which wasn’t a lie. He barely batted an eye when he handed me a signed blank check made out to my school. I’ll never forget the look on Darlene Sinclair’s face when I told her I wanted to buy a carnation for every single student in the entire middle school. All eight hundred and sixteen of them.

			To say my parents were pissed when the check cleared would be an understatement. Pretty sure I was grounded for a solid month. I’m also fairly sure it would’ve been longer if it hadn’t been for the principal personally calling my father to thank him for the generous donation.

			I jab my fork into the Styrofoam container as I walk through work, ignoring the paper hearts stuck to some of the walls and the few people looking extra cuddly strolling through in their pink and red.

			“Ramen, huh?”

			The voice makes me smile. I slurp a noodle and turn to see Hanna walking in my direction from the adjacent hallway. “It’s a staple,” I tell her, holding up the container and waiting for her to fall in step beside me.

			She eyes my lunch curiously. “Do you still add, like, four packs of soy sauce?”

			I scoff at such a childish accusation. “No. I have moved on from packets.” She arches a brow, clearly not believing me. “I have a bottle of it hidden away in my desk like every other self-respecting adult, thank you very much.”

			Her lips thin, and I can tell she’s trying not to smile. “I see.”

			We walk several steps in silence. Not quite close enough for our arms to brush together but just enough where I can smell the same jasmine scent that always seems to cling to her. “Haven’t seen you around lately.”

			“It’s been hectic with the new animals getting acclimated. Plus, my brother came to visit, so I had to burn a few precious vacation days.”

			“How is Cameron these days?” He is five years older than us, and I’ve only met him a couple of times. He joined the military right out of high school and has been deployed all over. Our senior year, he was stationed in Alabama and made it to North Carolina to surprise Hanna for graduation. Or so I heard.

			“He’s good,” she says and nods. “Stationed in San Antonio. Engaged.”

			“Whoa, he’s engaged?” I lean in a little closer and lower my voice as if we’re swapping secrets. “Who’s the lucky lady, and do we like her?”

			To my surprise, Hanna does the same, leaning into me instead of away. “Yes, we very much like her. Her name is Sarah, and she’s perfect for him. Keeps him in line.”

			This time, when we straighten, we walk just a bit closer, the fabric of our aquarium polos rubbing together. “Is he still liking the Army?”

			“Yeah, he really does. He was just promoted to sergeant first class.”

			“Overachiever.” I joke, and we share a smile. I toss my empty lunch container in a nearby trashcan and nudge her arm. “Seriously, sergeant first class and a marine veterinarian. Your parents have to be proud.”

			“They are.” Her expression turns thoughtful, and the smile fades from her lips. “I think, mainly, they just want us to be happy.”

			Happiness was never something that seemed to be a priority in the Choi household. At least, not with her mother and not according to Hanna. I’m surprised to hear it take precedence when back in high school, it trailed behind perfectionism and extracurriculars.

			“Are you? Happy?” I ask, wondering if she’s made it a priority. Obviously, I want her to be, but sometimes, her eyes don’t have the sparkle I was so accustomed to seeing when we were together. They aren’t quite sad, but they don’t hold the same brightness.

			She hums but doesn’t answer. I frown, not liking her noncommittal response. She deserves to be happy. I want to tell her that and to know what’s keeping her from a world of rainbows and butterflies and endless scoops of ice cream, but she motions to a door I didn’t notice we were stopped in front of.

			“Well, this is me. I have a meeting with Dr. Gupta. I guess I’ll see you later,” she says softly.

			“You should be happy,” I blurt, making her freeze. She looks at me over her shoulder, a little confused and very surprised. “You deserve to be happy,” I continue.

			Her shoulders tense, but she tries to smile. Again, it doesn’t reflect in her eyes. “I don’t know about that.”

			“Well, I do.” She stares as if she’s trying to figure out if this is some sort of game or maybe some kind of pickup line. But it’s not. The truth is, I would move heaven and earth if I knew it would make her smile.

			“Oh, Hanna, there you are,” Dr. Gupta says, rushing down the hall, her stethoscope around her neck. Hanna drops her hand from the door handle, and I take a step back. “My exam went a little over. Hello, Peyton, good to see you. You’re doing well, I hope?” she asks while she unlocks the door.

			“Yes, thank you.” I glance at Hanna, who is looking everywhere but at me, the heavy moment between us gone. Dr. Gupta heads inside her office, leaving us alone in the hallway. “I’ll let you two get to your meeting.”

			Hanna nods, and with nothing left to say, I shove my hands in my pocket and start down the hall.

			“Peyton.” I stop and turn. “Are you happy?”

			I think about the past few years, how I’m chasing something I can never quite catch. How I find something that resembles happiness in momentary pockets of time, but how the feeling is fleeting and never seems to stay.

			“Happy enough,” I say instead.

			We watch each other for a long, drawn-out moment before Hanna slips inside Dr. Gupta’s office, closing the door behind her.

			By the time I finish my rounds and head back to my office, there’s a takeout bag waiting for me on my desk. The room smells amazing, and I know immediately that it’s from Hector’s. I grab the receipt taped to the front. It’s an order of enchiladas under my name. But at the bottom of the receipt is a handwritten note:

			You deserve to be happy, too.
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        * * *

      

			Once the day comes to an end, I dump a couple candy hearts that I stole from the break room into my hand. It’s a little after five, and I’m pretty much done for the day. But just like on Christmas Eve, I’m in no rush to head out. Instead, I watch a live camera feed of the manta rays in the Georgia Aquarium. Okay, it’s really their whale shark cam, but whatever, the mantas are in there, too.

			There’s a soft knock behind me. I swivel in my chair to see Hanna standing just outside the open door. “Watching the mantas?” she asks, looking at my monitor over my shoulder.

			“Always.” My stomach does a happy little flip, and I hold out my box of candy. “Sweetheart?”

			She makes a face, her nose wrinkled in disgust, but holds out her hand regardless. Grinning, I shake out a few candy hearts into her palm. “These are so gross.”

			“So gross,” I agree. I pull one out and read it before holding it up for her to see. “Be mine?” I ask with wide, hopeful eyes and batting eyelashes.

			She inspects the multicolored hearts in her hand and plucks one, holding it up. “Flirt.” I smirk, and we both pop our respective candies into our mouths. “How was the dive in the shark tanks?”

			“Awesome,” I tell her and spin in a circle in my chair, feeling lighter than I did a few hours ago. “Found some shark teeth, gave ’em to some kids.”

			She leans against the side of my bookshelf, focused solely on me. It’s addictive. “It must’ve made their day.”

			“Made mine,” I tell her honestly. “So did the surprise enchiladas. Thank you for that, by the way.”

			“You can’t live off instant ramen.”

			“Says who?” I counter. We share a smile. “You look really nice.”

			She glances at her cream turtleneck tucked neatly into a black suede skirt that stops just above her knees and black, over-the-knee boots, all underneath a long, thick dark gray wool coat. “Thank you,” she says, pushing her hair behind her ear to reveal gold hoop earrings. I try not to let the fancy earrings bother me, but they do. Especially because I know why she’s all dressed up. It is Valentine’s Day, after all. “I wanted to ask if you’d mind checking on Gertie on your way out? If you have time. I don’t want to cut into any plans. She had her medical exam today and didn’t seem too thrilled about it. I know you two have a bond—”

			“I’ll check on her,” I say, grateful for an excuse not to go home just yet.

			She smiles, relieved. “I’d do it myself, but I’m already running late.” She glances at her matching gold watch.

			I try not to seem disappointed that she dropped by merely to ask for a favor in order to rush off to a date. “Yeah, don’t want to lose your reservation.” I try not to say it with a bitter undertone, but I’m not sure I succeed if the way Hanna flinches is anything to go by.

			“Thanks,” she says quietly. I swivel away, upset that I let my jealousy get the better of me, and watch one of the whale sharks slowly swim across my monitor.

			After an awkward stretch of silence, I hear her push off the bookcase. But instead of walking out, she steps closer, and I feel her standing behind me. I hold perfectly still as she gently places a pink conversation heart on my desk, her scent overwhelming my senses.

			“Good night, Peyton.”

			I don’t say anything as she pulls away and quietly leaves. I’m focused on the pink heart and the words Only You written across it in dark letters.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Then

			Soft music plays in the background, something I’m unfamiliar with, while Hanna and I work quietly inside her bedroom. It’s after school on a Wednesday, one of the rare crossover days where I don’t have soccer and she doesn’t have tennis, and we’re supposed to be studying for spring midterms. I mean, we are. We definitely are. Except we’re also kind of not?

			My sock-clad feet are propped on the end of her bed while I twist slowly in her swivel chair. The end of a pen rests between my teeth, and I peer at her instead of reading from the textbook on my lap. She’s way more fascinating than advanced biology. And that’s saying a lot, considering it’s my favorite subject.

			Hanna lies on her stomach, facing me across her bed. Her Latin textbook is open, and she’s shuffling through her flashcards and making notes on a legal pad beside her. She’s still in her clothes from school, a white T-shirt that doesn’t quite touch the top of her high-waisted jeans, her hair down and draped over one shoulder. Her shirt rides up just a little, showing off a sliver of lower back. I ache to touch it.

			Her eyes meet mine, and she smiles knowingly, catching me staring and not for the first time. I don’t even bother to try and hide it.

			“Favorite song of all time?” she asks.

			I scoot my chair a little closer. “‘Everlong.’”

			She rolls her eyes. “Of all time, Peyton.”

			“‘Everlong,’” I repeat and inch just a little closer. She sighs through a smile and shakes her head. “What’s yours?”

			She places her pencil inside the crease of her textbook and thinks. “‘Something,’ by the Beatles.”

			“Eh,” I say and scrunch my nose. It makes her smile even through her fake outrage.

			She shoves my legs off the bed, and I lean forward when they hit the floor. Our eyes don’t leave one another as I close my book, no longer pretending that I’m interested in anything but her. This time when she sighs, it sounds content. Happy.

			“I love the way you look at me,” she says in a quiet murmur, her gaze dancing across my face. It lights something up inside me, like a word I’m looking for that hovers just out of reach.

			I scoot closer until my knees hit the edge of the mattress, her gravitational pull unavoidable. “And how do I look at you?”

			“I dunno,” she says, leaning forward over top of her books, her lips turned upward in a teasing smile. “Like I hung the moon?”

			Bending just a little, I bump my nose against hers. “Maybe you did.”

			“Flirt,” she says, then closes the distance between us, her lips against mine. My grin widens, and we share soft, chaste kisses that I can feel all the way down to my toes. I nibble her bottom lip, and she grabs my face, pulling me closer and kissing me harder. It’s too much and not nearly enough.

			“Your door is open,” I mumble against her mouth. She groans and sits back, the reminder like a splash of ice water down our backs.

			I let her go, but I don’t scoot away. I can still taste her strawberry lip gloss. It’s not that I wanted the kiss to end. Since the first time at Chad’s party, I haven’t been able to get enough. It’s just getting harder and harder to stop. This is new territory for me, being someone’s girlfriend, taking things slow. Not that I haven’t enjoyed the buildup, gentle fingertips dancing along ribs, featherlight kisses down throats, it’s just, when I’m with her, I feel like I’m going to explode. I’m more of a you’re hot, you think I’m hot, let’s release some of this tension kind of girl.

			I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t the case here. But there’s so much more to it. I also want to go slow. I’m actually enjoying taking our time, even if it feels downright painful.

			Plus, I don’t want Hanna’s first time to be rushed, with an underlying worry that’ll we’ll be caught. So, no, I will not make a move while we’re studying in her room. She deserves for us to go slow. I want her to feel worshiped and beautiful, show her how much she means to me. How much we mean to me. A first time she’ll remember fondly.

			All the things I didn’t get for mine.

			“You’re far more interesting than Latin,” she says with a pout but goes back to her book instead.

			I’m both disappointed and relieved. “Well, your mom already hates me,” I remind her. “I don’t need her catching us in another compromising position.”

			She snorts. “You were rubbing my feet. I’d hardly call that compromising.”

			I pin her with a look. “I was massaging your legs, and you were making filthy sounds. We’re lucky I wasn’t rubbing something else.” I’m delighted at the blush that creeps up from the base of her neck.

			“It felt really good,” she protests weakly.

			I smirk. A comment about how I know other ways to make her feel good hangs dangerously close to spilling from my lips.

			“And she doesn’t hate you.”

			“I’m a ‘distraction,’” I say, quoting her mom the last time she caught us kissing. Hence, the open door. I push away, making sure I’m at a safe distance, and look at my book.

			“Peyton.” Hanna shoves her work to the side and sits on the edge of her bed. She grabs the arms of the chair and pulls me forward. “You aren’t a distraction.”

			“I’m not?”

			“Well, not in a bad way.” She kisses me lightly, but when she pulls away, there’s a thoughtful look on her face.

			“You okay?”

			She hesitates a little. “Do you ever think about what comes next? After high school?”

			“No,” I answer honestly. “I mean, sort of. Like, I know I’ll go to NC State and get a degree in marine biology, but after that? No clue.”

			Her expression shifts from thoughtful to concerned. Something I never like seeing.

			“Hey.” I pull her closer. “Don’t worry about all that right now. Okay?” She hesitates again but nods. Our mouths meet for another kiss, one that reignites the fire in my belly, and I push forward with every intention of pinning Hanna beneath me, risking the wrath of her mother.

			“Hanna?” her mother calls from down the hall.

			Speak of the devil.

			We separate when we hear her coming up the stairs, and I groan, frustrated. At least she gave us some warning and didn’t walk in on us with my hands underneath her daughter’s shirt.

			This is also new territory, having to deal with someone’s mother. I’m not really the kind of girl who meets the parents. And Hanna isn’t the kind of girl to bring anyone home. She told me once that she’s never really dated before because with school, volunteering, sports, and piano, she’s never had the time. But her parents aren’t stupid, and I’m ninety-nine percent sure her mom thinks I’m corrupting her. Still, it’s not my place to get involved in all that, and I’ll do whatever it takes just to be near her. Including studying in her room with the door open and her mother fast approaching.

			“Yeah, Mom?” Hanna calls, both of us with our books open and enough room for Jesus and all twelve of his disciples between us.

			Her mom sticks her head in the door, her wavy brown hair draped over one shoulder, just like Hanna’s. “It’s six o’clock,” she says pointedly before glancing at me and smiling. It’s a forced kind of smile, but it’s a smile. “Hello, Peyton.”

			“Hi, Mrs. Choi.”

			She turns back to Hanna, and I’m struck by how much they look alike. Hanna’s hair is slightly darker and her eyes a different shape—she gets that from her dad—but they have the same mouth and bone structure.

			“The Kims will be here in thirty minutes,” she says with another pointed look and taps her bare wrist.

			And that would be my cue. I take a deep breath and close my books. “Good timing. We were just finishing up.” I don’t have to look at Hanna to know she’s frowning. Instead, I grab my backpack and drop my things inside. I sling it over one shoulder when I stand and flash Mrs. Choi my most charming smile. She may not hate me, but I’m not sure she likes me either. “It was great seeing you again. Thank you for allowing me to come over to study.”

			She stands in the doorway and appears relieved that she doesn’t have to drop any more hints. “Of course. It was good seeing you, too.”

			Hanna closes her own books and slips off her bed. “I’ll walk you out.”

			Mrs. Choi allows us to pass without any other parting comments, and Hanna follows me down the stairs. “See ya later, Mr. Choi,” I call when I see him prepping something inside the kitchen.

			“Oh, Peyton, hi!” He wipes his hands on his apron. He rounds the corner while I’m slipping on my Chucks and pushes his glasses farther up his nose. “See you again soon?”

			“I hope so,” I tell him honestly. He smiles, and I glance at the picture of Hanna’s brother, Cameron—dressed in his Army fatigues—hanging in the hallway. Whereas Hanna resembles their mother, Cameron definitely takes after their father. They really are a striking family.

			Hanna follows me out of the house, and we don’t say a word until we reach my secondhand red pickup. “Dinner with the Kims again, huh?” I ask, opening the driver’s door and tossing my backpack into the passenger seat.

			Hanna shoves her hands into her back pockets and shrugs. “Our moms have become pretty good friends.”

			I lean against the side of my truck, glad that the windows of the house are facing the other side so I can stretch out another minute in privacy. “Ah. And it has absolutely nothing to do with their handsome son and your mom playing matchmaker.”

			Hanna gives me a look, and I hate the jealousy that manages to creep inside me. Not once has Mrs. Choi invited me over for dinner. But the Kims? It’s become a weekly occurrence. One with a very obvious underlying reason. And I doubt very seriously it’s because Mrs. Choi and Mrs. Kim have become besties.

			“Ethan is nice,” Hanna says.

			I scoff. Of course he’s nice; he’s probably elated that he gets to have dinner with Hanna every single week. I’ve seen the way he looks at her at school and the way he leans against the locker next to hers when they chat.

			Hanna slides her fingers through the belt loops of my jeans. “And, no, our parents aren’t arranging a marriage just because we’re both Korean.”

			“Half-Korean,” I correct like she corrects everyone else who gets that wrong.

			She closes the distance between us, pressing her body against mine. “Next time, let’s study somewhere else.”

			“Like the library?” I ask as she stands on her toes so we’re the same height.

			“Or somewhere we can close the door?” She tugs my hips closer, and I wrap my arms around her and slip my hands under her shirt, finally, finally touching her warm skin.

			I lean forward, bumping our noses together. “I’ll study wherever you want if means being close to you.”

			She brushes her lips against mine. “Favorite love song?”

			“‘Everlong.’”

			The sweetest laugh escapes from deep inside her throat. “You’re ridiculous,” she says, then kisses me slow and deep, making me forget why I was ever jealous of Ethan Kim in the first place. He can have all the dinners in the world as long as I get to keep this.
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        * * *

      

			March is kind of a roller coaster when it comes to the weather. Some days are chilly in the mid-fifties, and other days, it climbs all the way up to the mid-eighties. As if Mother Nature couldn’t make up her mind. But April brings consistently warm days and ideal evenings.

			It’s half past nine on a Friday night. Hanna won her tennis match and had just enough time afterward to make it over to the soccer pitch to catch not only my entire game but my eighty-ninth-minute winning goal. Her parents graciously extended her curfew until eleven thirty, resulting in a group of us deciding to grab burgers on the strip to celebrate.

			The air is warm, the skies are clear, and the tide lazily rolls in and out behind us while Hanna sits on my lap, plucking fries from the large order we decided to share. She laughs, and I tighten my hold on her, focused on the warm, happy feeling that seems to have settled beneath my ribs.

			Her citrusy shampoo and floral lotion radiate over me, creating a wonderful blend of bergamot and jasmine. I close my eyes and nuzzle the spot between her shoulder and neck, memorizing how at this very moment, everything feels perfect.

			She folds her arms over mine, squeezing and keeping me from pulling away. Not that I would ever want to. I realized early on that I’d hang on to her forever if she’d let me.

			I heard a school counselor tell someone once that seventeen was too young to be able to sort out any kind of strong emotional feelings. That we aren’t developed or experienced enough to be able to tell the difference between lust and something deeper like love. I may not have any experience to go on when it comes to the latter, but I’ve given into my desire enough times to know what I feel for Hanna isn’t just lust.

			My breathing becomes shallow, and my palms sweat. It’s not as if these feelings are new. In fact, they’ve been flaring up pretty steadily since one particular day early in December. I had planned to go surfing but an unexpected storm passed through, making conditions absolutely miserable. Hanna showed up at my house thirty minutes later with a bag full of snacks and a case of Sprite.

			We watched movies on my laptop all day, cuddled up under my warmest blanket and ate popcorn and M&M’s and gummy worms. Somewhere between the second movie and Hanna’s head on my shoulder, her body tucked carefully beside me, I forgot all about being disappointed at the loss of my one planned surfing day before the holidays. When Hanna’s hand sought mine and she linked our fingers together, I realized there was nowhere else I’d rather be. Not even out on the water. That all I needed, all I wanted, was Hanna pressed up beside me and her hand in mine.

			Another burst of laughter from the group slices through the air, and I pull back, lifting my chin off her shoulder, a sudden and overwhelming urge to tell her how I feel clawing at my insides because I finally figured it out. That feeling that until now, I hadn’t quite been able to define.

			It’s love.

			I loosen my hold and watch as she turns, twisting just enough in my lap that I can see the confused look on her beautiful face.

			“Are you okay?” A small crease appears between her eyes, and her head tilts curiously. I drop my gaze to her lips, my chest feeling as though it may burst if I don’t tell her right now. She cups my cheek and gently strokes my skin with her thumb. “Peyton?”

			“I love you,” I murmur, unable to keep the words contained any longer. Saying them isn’t scary. It’s a relief. Maybe it feels that way because I know, with absolute certainty, that I mean them. Saying them was easy. Waiting for her response? That’s terrifying.

			I can see her breath hitch in a way that lets me know I’ve caught her by surprise. My breathing, on the other hand, has completely stopped while I wait.

			She twists so she’s facing me, her smile the widest and brightest I’ve ever seen, and she leans in, pressing her mouth to mine. “I love you, too,” she says against my lips.

			The air I was holding pushes past my lips in a relieved burst. Hearing her say it back and knowing that she means it makes me feel weightless and free. I kiss her, unable to stop smiling. I can vaguely hear the whooping sounds coming from my friends, but I ignore them, focusing on Hanna adjusting so she can wrap her legs around me. She cradles my face, and I feel her smiling, too.

			Loving Hanna is easy. In fact, it feels a lot like flying.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			Now

			Loving Hanna feels like I’m drowning.

			Or maybe I’m not in love with her. Maybe my heart just doesn’t know the difference between love and nostalgia. And it’s my fault. It’s not like I’ve been in enough serious relationships to be able to differentiate. It’s just, why would I want to put myself through heartache again when casual seemed to work so well? After all, the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else, right?

			Sex has always been a great distraction. And I usually have fun. But even back in college, when the dopamine high had dwindled and my one-night stands went home, I always felt…empty. Disconnected. Even when I stopped thinking about Hanna, I think my heart still searched for her somehow. For a long time, I almost convinced myself that I was fine.

			But now that she’s back? There’s still this undeniable gravitational pull. An invisible thread that I can’t seem to disconnect. I think about my mother saying that love is a fairy tale we make up to get through our dark moments. But I’m, like, eighty-nine percent sure she’s wrong. I mean, I’m certain what I feel for Hanna doesn’t feel anything like a fairy tale. In fact, it feels a lot like an anti-tale.

			Sighing, I spin in my chair and grab the clementine I’ve been avoiding eating. Things between me and Hanna are, well, still rocky. But we’re trying to be friendly. Maybe even to the point where we tiptoe on the edges of friendship.

			A text from Sam pops up on the screen, snapping my thoughts away from Hanna: Probably shouldn’t tell you this, but you’re basically in at Duke. Roomies?

			A loud groan escapes my lips, and I shove two slices of the clementine into my mouth and close the text. Don’t get me wrong, being accepted anywhere is great. It’s just, unless it’s Wilmington, I’m not so sure I want to stay in state. And I definitely do not want to move in with Sam. We’re so much alike that we’d probably murder each other.

			I toss my phone on my desk and glance at my work emails and unfinished research. A quick time check lets me know I have an hour and half left of my day, but I’m in no mental state to start or finish any kind of work. I bet I can go hang out with Huey before I make my final rounds.

			There’s a soft knock on my office door, and I spin in my chair while calling “Come in,” excited for a reason not to work. I pop another piece of clementine into my mouth when one of our interns peeks in.

			“Sorry to bother you, Ms. Reilly”—I cringe at the name—“there’s someone here to see you.”

			Not many people get randomly escorted to my office by a scared intern. Usually when I have unexpected company, I’m called to the front of the aquarium to meet them. I send a silent prayer that it’s not my mother.

			The intern steps out of the way, and I almost choke on my clementine. “Liz,” I say, barely able to swallow. She grins and steps into my office, pulling her oversized purse higher on her shoulder.

			“Sorry for barging in on you like this,” she says, and the intern pulls the door closed and rushes away before I can find an excuse to keep her around to act as a buffer.

			“Please,” I tell her, standing and motioning to Mal’s empty desk chair. She takes her time looking around my office, and I wipe my hands on my pants, wondering what the hell my one-night stand from two months ago is doing here. “What can I do for you?” I ask, paying extra attention to my tone and trying to make it sound as non-flirtatious as I’m able. I don’t need her getting the wrong idea. Once was enough; even that shouldn’t have happened.

			She tucks a strand of auburn hair behind her ear and takes a deep breath. I use the pause to take in the way her blue sweater matches her eyes and the red lipstick she obviously recently applied. She’s definitely attractive, and it has me second-guessing why my head is yelling at me not to fall into bed with her again. “It’s my grandfather’s eightieth birthday, so we all flew in to surprise him.”

			I sit back down and prop my foot against the two-drawer lateral file shoved under my desk and snag the last piece of my clementine. “Is surprising an eighty-year-old really a good idea?”

			“Probably not,” she admits with a grin. “You’re also probably wondering why I’m here.”

			I finish chewing and shrug. “Just a little.”

			“There’s this girl I’ve started seeing in Tulane.” She pauses just long enough for my curiosity to be good and piqued. “And she’s super into sea turtles. Like, really into them.”

			Oh, I know all about being interested in a girl who loves sea turtles. There were times when Hanna would talk endlessly about them. Her enthusiasm and passion were infectious. Honestly still are. Sometimes, I catch pieces of conversations between her and Dr. Gupta or other coworkers, and it makes my stomach do a little flip. For all the things that have changed, her passion hasn’t seemed to dwindle.

			“Her birthday is in April,” Liz continues, “and I was hoping to surprise her with a whole private, behind-the-scenes thing and maybe go out with one of the rescue teams if possible.”

			I prop my other foot up on the cabinet and swivel a bit, thinking I have a pretty good understanding where she’s going with this. “We actually have a coordinator for that sort of thing.”

			“Yes, but I also want to impress her with my own knowledge of them.”

			I smirk. “And there’s Google for that.”

			She sighs and leans back in her chair. “I’ve done that. But I’d rather learn from an expert.”

			“And I’m the expert?” I challenge.

			“Aren’t you?” she fires back, leaning forward.

			I keep eye contact with her, waiting for her to break. It doesn’t take long.

			She lets out an exasperated sigh and throws her hands up in the air. “Fine. Being stuck inside a house with my family is suffocating. Besides, what good is being the granddaughter of a wealthy donor if you can’t use it to your advantage?”

			“There it is.” I link my fingers behind my head and do a victory spin.

			She sticks out her lower lip in a pleading sort of way. “Will you teach me fun things about sea turtles so I can impress a pretty girl?”

			I slowly lift my eyebrow, amused. “You think spouting turtle facts will get her to fall into bed with you?”

			The look she gives me is pointed, a reminder of our last encounter. “I fell into bed with you, didn’t I?”

			Well, fuck. She’s got me there. Knowing when I’ve been bested, I let out an exaggerated breath and grab my radio. “All right then. Let’s see what we can cram in before they kick us out.”

			We sit on the edge of the deck, peering into the tank below. It’s the same back room where we do the shark and turtle feeding, the same place where Liz and I first met. Only this time, I’m not conducting a tour and showing guests how it’s done. I manage to bribe Gertie to the top and let Liz feed her while I oversee and spout facts as they come to me.

			“See her beak?” I point to it as Gertie snags the vegetable off the end of the feeding pole. “It has finely serrated edges like a saw to help scrape algae off rocks and rip up the seagrass and seaweed. We also use a PVC pipe to lower greens to the bottom of the tank so she can graze.”

			“Do they only eat vegetables? I don’t see any meat in here,” Liz says, plucking a large piece of lettuce from the container of food I put together.

			“Green sea turtles hatchlings are omnivores. They’ll eat jellyfish and invertebrates.” I jot some notes on the chart attached to the clipboard on the deck beside me to make sure I’m properly recording all we’re feeding her. “Adults are primarily herbivores, but we do mix a little protein into their diet. We’ll target feed her fish with supplements hidden inside.”

			Liz nods and uses the feeding pole to give Gertie a Brussels sprout. “How much do they eat?”

			“Gertie eats about six and a half pounds of food a day. Her favorite thing to eat is actually sweet potatoes.”

			Liz chuckles a little when Gertie swings back around, looking for the pole. “How old is she?”

			“She’s forty-two and weighs just under three hundred pounds. Some green sea turtles can live to be over a hundred and weigh as much as eight hundred and seventy pounds.” Gertie dives into the water and does a loop. Liz glances at me, and I smile, sticking another Brussels sprout on the pole and indicating for her to put it back in the water. “She can spend up to about five hours underwater without needing to break the surface if she’s resting. And they’ve been around for over one hundred and ten million years, since the dinosaurs.” Liz lets out a low whistle, and I lean back, my smile only growing. There may be some less than glamorous parts of my job, but teaching someone who’s interested in learning never gets old. “Impressive, huh?”

			The door opens behind us, and I glance over my shoulder. Hanna does a double take when she spots me, her steps faltering, causing Mal to almost run into her from behind.

			“Tell me the most random fact you can think of,” Liz asks, leaning closer and giving me a mischievous look.

			Hanna’s eyes flick between us, and her head tilts before something flashes across her face. An expression I can’t quite interpret. Mal, on the other hand, takes one look at me and raises her eyebrows in a silent question that screams, “Again?”

			I try my best to give them both a “What?” expression, because…what? It’s not like we don’t give backstage educational lessons. Especially for donors.

			Hanna’s shoulders have become tense, and she heads to the table where we keep the charts regarding feeding schedules and water test results.

			“Sand temperature determines the sex of the turtle,” I say, keeping my eyes on Hanna’s back.

			“Wait, what?”

			I turn back, trying not to be bothered by the fact that Hanna appears to be annoyed. “It’s called temperature-dependent sex determination. It only happens in reptiles and teleost fish.” Liz blinks, clearly not following. “If the sand that incubates their egg is above thirty-one degrees Celsius, it will produce a female. Anything below twenty-seven point seven will produce a male. If the temperature fluctuates between, you get a mix.”

			Liz frowns. “How does that work with climate change?”

			This time, I lean in, a wide grin on my face. It’s even better when the interested party is capable of critical thought. “Excellent question. It’s creating an imbalance in the gender ratio. In some places, it’s ninety-nine percent females to males, which could lead to extinction. It’s like a hundred and…” I close one eye and scrunch my face as I try to remember the number.

			“Sixteen,” Hanna says from behind us. We both look over.

			“A hundred and sixteen to one,” I repeat. Mal stands awkwardly beside Hanna, who is flipping through a file. “Dr. Choi here is the real expert,” I tell Liz. “Anything else you want to add, Doc?” I ask, going for playful.

			Judging by the way she snaps the file closed and tucks it under her arm, I’m going to assume I did not meet my objective. “I think you about covered it.” Yeah. She’s definitely annoyed.

			Liz’s phone beeps from her purse, and after a quick check, she tosses in the last two bits of lettuce and stands. “I better get going. Thank you, Peyton. This was incredible.”

			I stand with her, snagging the clipboard and picking up the now empty bin of food. “You’re welcome. Let me know if you need more help.”

			Liz brushes my arm and smiles. “You know I will.”

			Aware that Mal and Hanna are both watching, I follow Liz to the exit and make sure she knows where she’s going, accepting a hug from her on the way out.

			When I turn, I’m met with a knowing smirk from Mal and a disappointed frown from Hanna. “A donor’s granddaughter? Really, Peyton?” Hanna says at the exact same time Mal says, “Round two?”

			“She wanted to learn about sea turtles,” I blurt, my voice an octave too high to be anything other than panicked and defensive. I toss the clipboard on the counter, wondering what I did wrong.

			Hanna scoffs and turns back to Mal, taking her folder and adding it to her own. “I bet she did.”

			Her words are like a sharp smack across the face. “What does that mean?”

			“And this is where I make my escape,” Mal announces. She gives me a look and mouths Good luck before slipping out of the room and closing the door behind her.

			Hanna tenses, and for the briefest of seconds, I think she may actually apologize or at least backtrack on what she’s implying. Instead, she straightens and turns, lifting her chin indignantly. “You know that’s Rupert Solane’s granddaughter you’re messing around with, right?”

			I definitely did not know that Liz was our biggest donor’s granddaughter, no. Not that it matters because we aren’t sleeping together. Well, not anymore. “I’m not messing around with anybody. She just wanted to know about sea turtles, and Gertie is an ambassador.”

			She stares. I may not be able to read her, but she sure seems to be able to read me. Her gaze doesn’t leave mine for a long couple of beats. I feel exposed, but I don’t look away. “But you slept with her,” she says quietly. It’s a statement. Not a question. I swallow instead of answering. And that’s answer enough. “I have to go.” She grabs the rest of her things, her expression crumpling into a sadness I haven’t seen from her since we were eighteen.

			“Hanna,” I call, taking a step, hoping she’ll tell me what that reaction was about and why it matters. But the door is already swinging shut.
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        * * *

      

			The sky is overcast, and it’s windy. Something is definitely rolling in. A storm, a cold front, some kind of shift. I can feel it in the mist on my face while I watch the waves crash, angry and choppy, like they can’t believe it’s fifty-five in February and not thirty and snowy. The cross-shore winds and junk waves should be enough of a deterrent to call it a day before I even start, but I’ve surfed worse. And there’s no way I’m heading home to be alone with my thoughts.

			There’s only two things that can clear my head. Surfing and sex. And I’m not interested in the latter. So here I am, my trusty fish tucked under my arm, wet suit all zipped and ready to go.

			Two surfers sit on the sand a ways down the beach, neither appearing to have any interest in going out there. One of them leans back on their hands, their posture screaming exhausted. I wonder if they got roughed up or gave up. Probably both.

			I tighten the leash around my ankle and jog toward the water, ready to submerge the images of Hanna’s expression into the ocean and out of my head.

			The first splash of water bites, even through my wet suit. But it doesn’t bother me. I lift my legs high as I continue to march deeper into the waves, bracing as they crash against my stomach. When I get hip deep, I start to paddle out, knowing it’s going to be a constant battle. But the short punchy rides do the trick. Soon, I’m focused on what I’m doing, crouching low and riding the waves like I’m on a skateboard instead of my six-foot fish.

			Each ride is a battle. The wind keeps blowing me out of position, and I spend more time fighting it than catching anything, but whenever I manage to catch a wave, no matter how short, my mind blanks even more, and my confidence grows. It isn’t long before I get a little too arrogant and go for a ramp, trying to launch in an attempt to get some air. But choppy cross-shore waves aren’t like choppy onshore waves, and my board flies out from under my feet, leaving me flying.

			I try to wipe out away from my board, leaning away in an attempt to fall in like I’m doing a cannonball in the shallow end of a pool. I have enough time to bend my legs, but that’s about it. My hand presses down hard on the surface of the water, and even as I plunge deeper within, I know I’ve busted my wrist.

			Wincing in pain, I sink low and let the next wave pass above me. My toes barely touch the ocean floor, the leash tugging hard on my opposite ankle. I try to pull myself up, keeping my good arm above me to keep from smacking my head into my board. Wherever the hell it is up there on the surface.

			When my head breaks the water, I take a deep breath and am immediately pummeled by a wave. I shake my head, feeling as though I’ve just been punched, and use the leash to tug my board closer. Once I’ve got my good arm around it, I struggle to climb atop.

			Running on pure adrenaline, I somehow manage to get back to shore. When I’m a good distance away from the ocean, I drop my board into the sand and collapse next to it, sweat on my head despite the chill in the air. I lie panting, staring up at the pink and gray sky, wincing when I accidentally shift my left hand. I pull my injured wrist to my chest and clutch it tightly. Now that I’m safely back on land, it starts to hurt. I mean, really hurt. Pain shoots up from the tips of my fingers all the way through my shoulder.

			I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Hanna’s sad expression once again fills my mind, the pain now radiating to my chest dangerously close to my heart. This was not how this was supposed to go.

			“Fuck,” I yell in frustration. The only response I receive is the sound of crashing waves and the laughs of the seagulls circling overhead.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen 





			Working with a busted wrist is…not fun. I wrapped it tight and iced it…well, nowhere near as much as I should, which means it’s still sore and probably still swollen. On top of that, I’ve completely disregarded taking it easy. Even now, in the food prep room right next to our walk-in freezer—that I know has ice inside—I still refuse to slow down to tend to it.

			Mal works quietly to my right. I know she’s been dying to ask about what happened yesterday with Liz. But she hasn’t brought any of it up, and I’m grateful. My mind has been a mess since Hanna walked out yesterday, and I’m not exactly sure what to make of it. We haven’t seen each other today. Our paths don’t cross all that often, and I’m grateful for that, too. Even if I am itching to know what the sadness in her expression was about.

			Using my left hand, I push the chopped krill into the bottom of the ice mold and wince, twisting my wrist a little more than I should.

			“You okay?” Mal asks, her expression laced with concern.

			I grab another handful and drop it into the next mold, doing my best not to wince again. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

			She watches me for another beat, probably trying to figure out if I’m lying, and dumps the sliced squid she’s been cutting into a container. “Well, I’d love to stay, but I’m helping Dr. Gupta and Dr. Choi with the stingrays.”

			I can feel her watching me, waiting for some kind of reaction. Ah. That explains the quiet. She was waiting to make her move. I don’t take the bait. Instead, I glance at the remaining krill in the container and glance up at the wall that maps out the dietary needs for the animals. “Before you go, can you grab me another container of krill?”

			“Sure.” She sighs, an obvious sign of disappointment, and pushes off the counter. “Oh, hi, Dr. Choi,” she says before slipping inside the walk-in fridge.

			I whip my head around, half thinking Mal is teasing, but sure enough, Hanna walks in, her steps slowing when she sees me.

			“You told me to meet you here,” Hanna says, looking at Mal with a slight glare as she reappears with the container. “Are you ready to go?”

			“Yup,” Mal says happily. I knew she was incapable of staying out of it. I clench my jaw to keep from saying anything. “I thought it would be nice to walk down together.”

			I roll my eyes, knowing full and well that Mal didn’t make Hanna trek all the way down here just so they could walk down the hall to the rays. This was an obvious setup.

			“Sure.” Hanna hovers dangerously close to the door, looking as if she’s about to bolt at any second.

			“Hey, Peyton, catch.”

			Mal tosses the sealed container of krill at my face. I drop the knife on the table and am barely able to catch the heavy tub. “Dude! What the hell?” The container falls on the counter with a reverberating thud, and I hold my wrist protectively, wincing in pain.

			Mal crosses her arms and juts her chin to my cradling arm looking quite pleased with herself.

			“What’s going on?” Hanna asks, her gaze darting between us.

			Mal arches a brow. I glance at Hanna. “Nothing.”

			“That doesn’t look like nothing.” She steps farther into the room, and when her eyes meet mine, she appears concerned. “Are you hurt?”

			I turn back to the meal prep and pry open the container, doing my best to school my features despite the sharp pain that shoots up from my wrist. “I’m fine.”

			“What happened?”

			“Yeah, Peyton?” Mal adds. “What happened?”

			“It’s nothing.” The silence drags on for a few seconds, and no one moves. Just wanting this conversation over with, I turn to face them. “I sprained my wrist surfing. It’s really not a big deal.” It’s not even the first time. And it’s definitely not the worst injury I’ve sustained on the ocean. Not that I’m willing to get into any of that right now.

			Hanna takes a couple steps closer. “Did you see a doctor?”

			I sigh because of course I didn’t go to the doctor, and she damn well knows it.

			“Let me see,” she says motioning at my arm.

			“It’s not—”

			“Peyton,” she urges. With a groan, I pull off my latex gloves and roll up my sleeve. Gently, she takes my forearm and lifts it higher so she can inspect the bandage. “Who wrapped this?”

			“I did.” My skin burns where she touches. I stand perfectly still, dizzy with the combination of her scent and touch. Her eyes flick to mine, and I take a shuddering breath and lick my lips, trying to regain some sort of control over my senses. “What’s wrong with the way I wrapped it?”

			“I’ll just leave you to it,” Mal says, sounding far too impressed with herself, and I vaguely hear a door shut.

			I count the handful of freckles across Hanna’s nose. Having her this close is achingly familiar. My other hand curls into a fist at my side, my short nails digging into my palm to prevent myself from reaching out.

			“Have you been icing it?”

			“Of course I have,” I mutter quietly. She gives me a knowing look. “Just not today,” I add sheepishly.

			“Are you taking an anti-inflammatory?” Her other hand comes up, and she begins to unwrap the bandage.

			“Yes. What are you doing?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she’s doing.

			She glances at me, then focuses on carefully removing the bandage. “I’m rewrapping this.” I focus on the crease between her eyes, her concentrated expression, and the way she seems to lean into me as she works. My lips turn upward when my wrist is revealed, and she frowns. “Peyton, it’s still swollen. I’m going to get you some ice.”

			“I’m not sleeping with her,” I say before she can turn away.

			Her entire body tenses, and she stares at my wrist still in her hand, the bandage dangling from her other. She lets go, and I instantly miss her hands on my skin. “It’s none of my business,” she says like it’s matter-of-fact.

			“You kind of made it your business,” I remind her, trying to keep any sort of accusation out of my tone.

			She squares her shoulders, her expression neutral. “Well, I shouldn’t have.”

			“Why were you so upset?” I ask, unable not to.

			“Peyton…” She sighs and opens a drawer, pulling out a sandwich bag and walking into the freezer to fill it. I don’t move, my heart hammering while I wait for her to give me an answer. “I wasn’t upset. I was disappointed,” she says without looking at me when she reappears.

			My stomach twists, guilt gnawing at my insides for doing something she clearly disapproves of, even if I didn’t do anything wrong. “In me?” I manage to choke out.

			She stares at the ice and shakes her head. “In me.”

			A million other questions swirl in my head. What on earth does she have to be disappointed in herself for? “Why?”

			I can see her struggle, trying to decide how she wants to answer. Finally, she hands me the ice. “Twenty on, twenty off.”

			And for the second time in two days, I watch her walk away.
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        * * *

      

			The rest of my day is relatively normal. I manage to get in a little research, help with the design of a new temporary exhibit, and even sneak in some time to see Huey. I’m just finishing replying to emails when Mal comes into the office and drops dramatically into her chair.

			“Nice setup,” I say, spinning toward her before she can complain about how busy her shift was.

			She twists with the back of her head resting on the top of the chair and peers down her nose at me, a coy smile on her lips. “Did it work?”

			I glare. “Did what work?”

			She waves her hand. “Did you fix whatever weird tension is going on between you two?”

			“There’s always going to be tension,” I tell her and decide that I don’t want to have this conversation anymore.

			“What happened between you guys?”

			“I told you. We dated in high school, she decided she didn’t want to anymore, and now it’s just weird.”

			Mal tilts her head, her expression thoughtful. “No. There’s more to it. When she got here, you two barely spoke to each other. Then it looked like you were at least attempting to be a little friendlier, and now Hanna is all in a jealous rage because you’re being you and flirting with pretty girls.”

			I shut my computer down and unplug it from the dock. “I wasn’t flirting.”

			“I mean, maybe not recently, but you definitely slept with the woman the last time she was here.” I shoot her a glare, and she lifts her hands in surrender. “Not that I’m judging.”

			“Hanna wasn’t jealous,” I mutter. “She was annoyed. There’s a difference.”

			She laughs and spins in her chair to turn on her computer. “Oh. Trust me, she was jealous.”

			I slip my computer inside my bag. There’s no way that could’ve been jealousy. Could it? The thought makes my stomach clench in an unpleasantly hopeful kind of way. “I don’t know why she would be.”

			“Yeah, can’t imagine,” Mal says, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

			When I look over, she arches her eyebrows like she’s waiting for me to catch up to her thought process. But I shake my head, not wanting to go there. Hanna wasn’t jealous. She’s in a relationship. She’s annoyed because she thinks I’m “flaunting my sex life,” just like she told Maya I was doing toward the end of our senior year. It wasn’t true then, and it isn’t true now. But that’s beside the point.

			“I’m heading out,” I say, pushing thoughts of a jealous Hanna aside. “Are you sticking around?”

			She pulls her short hair back into the smallest ponytail I’ve ever seen and groans. “Yeah, I have some paperwork to finish. What are you doing with your personal day tomorrow?”

			I slip on my jacket and make sure I have my journals and logs from my research and add them to my bag. “Sleeping. Rewatching the Resident Evil movies. I don’t know. Not much now.” I frown at my busted wrist.

			“It’s Casey’s birthday tomorrow. The medical department was mentioning taking them out for drinks at Sandpiper after their shift at six.”

			“We should just build a private suite for the amount of times we go there to drink,” I say, then sigh dramatically. It’s a wonder it hasn’t happened yet.

			She grins and logs on to her computer. “Helping local businesses, right?” She waits for her email to load and doesn’t look at me when she says, “You should go.”

			I grimace. There are way too many of these things to go to all of them. I mean, I don’t really know Casey. I barely cross paths with them since they’re Dr. Gupta’s intern and always doing something with the medical team. I’d much rather eat takeout and watch action movies and properly take care of my wrist. I’d love to get back out on the water sooner rather than later. “Are you going?”

			“No,” she says with a shrug. “But Hanna is,” she adds as I’m lifting my bag to swing over my shoulder. I can see Mal trying not to look at me and smile when she realizes she’s caught me off guard. With a big smile now plastered on her face, she fully turns to her computer, pulls up her email, and turns to her work. Gotta give the girl credit. She definitely knows what she’s doing.

			There goes my evening with Milla Jovovich.
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        * * *

      

			To be fair, I did debate staying in and resting. Granted, it was only for about three minutes, but I did debate it. As it turns out, not even Milla Jovovich can keep me away from the chance at figuring things out with Hanna.

			Alice does a double take when she sees me, and I smile, sinking into one of the stools at the end of the bar. She places the drink she’s working on in front of an older man and tosses her towel over her shoulder and makes her way over.

			“It’s weird seeing you at the inside bar instead of the patio,” I tell her. “And it’s weird you don’t hate me anymore.”

			She rolls her eyes. “I work the inside bar, like, eight months of the year. And who says I don’t still hate you?”

			“Emerson,” I say matter-of-factly. She clenches her jaw, and I know that I’ve successfully won that argument by playing at her weakness. A part of me wants to keep getting a rise out of her, force of habit, but I notice that I’m bouncing my leg, a clear sign that I’m anxious. “Happy to be back at work?”

			“Thrilled,” she deadpans.

			I can feel my lips curling up into a smile. “Emerson seems to like her new job.”

			Alice nods and opens the quick wash, ignoring the puff of steam that spills out and starts removing the glasses within. “She does. Who are you looking for?”

			It’s only after she’s asked that I realize I’ve been scanning the growing crowd for Hanna. I sink into my stool and check my phone, more for something to do than to actually see if I have any messages. “We have a work party,” I say lamely.

			Alice looks at me in absolute horror. “Another one?”

			I wince, feeling her pain. I may not be a fan either, but at least I get to drink and not actually work them. “Sorry, buddy.”

			She sighs, resigned to her fate, and presses her hands on top of the bar and leans in. “Okay. What would you like to drink?”

			“Whatever seasonal you have on tap,” I tell her, reaching in my back pocket for my card and holding it out for her. She takes it and grabs a glass, filling it with a local winter brew before opening a tab.

			Ugh. What am I even doing here? Why am I not at home in comfy clothes with an ice pack on my wrist, watching Milla Jovovich slay hordes of zombies? I’m only halfway through the glass when a couple of people from work start to trickle in. Hanna isn’t among them. The group is led to one of the open tables at the far end of the space, and the hostess pushes several tables together, making room for what looks to be a rather large group. I turn away slightly so they can’t see me. The last thing I want to do is join them if Hanna ends up not showing.

			I inwardly groan. This is ridiculous. All this for a chance to spend some time with someone who probably doesn’t want to spend time with me? When did I become so pathetic?

			Then Hanna walks in, and my heart rate spikes. Just seeing her makes venturing out worth it because even in scrubs, she’s absolutely stunning. She motions to the group she’ll be over in a minute and leans against the edge of the bar, going straight in for a drink.

			“Alice,” I say, it coming out sounding like an urgent kind of hiss. I keep a close eye on Hanna while she rummages through her purse, hoping she doesn’t see me.

			“Refill already?” Alice asks, glancing at my glass.

			“Definitely, and can you put whatever she orders on my tab?” I nod toward Hanna at the other end of the bar.

			Alice discreetly looks over. “Is that Hanna?”

			“Yeah.” I try to pretend that my voice isn’t as breathy as I know it is.

			“Has she seen you yet?” Alice asks, eyeing me carefully. I shake my head. “Let me get to her before Jeremy messes it up.” She quickly puts a new beer in front of me, and I watch as she just manages to edge Jeremy out of the way before he can take her order.

			I polish off my first beer in several, way too large gulps, feeling nervous. Alice leans casually against the bar and turns in my direction. Hanna’s gaze follows where she is pointing, and I hold up my new beer like I’m offering a toast and try to smile.

			Hanna stares, surprised at first, her expression shifting to something akin to curiosity. She starts to say something, and Alice leans in. She offers a quick nod and goes to work making her drink. I stare at Hanna, who stares back for just a beat, and then she grabs her purse and slips off her stool. I hold my breath when I realize she’s heading over to my side of the bar.

			“May I sit?” she asks, indicating the empty stool between me and the wall. I motion for her to go ahead. She places her purse on the bar and settles in. “I’m surprised you’re here. You weren’t at work today. Nor are you on the medical team.”

			“Maybe I just came here to drink,” I tell her casually.

			Her eyes flick to my wrist. “How’s your arm?”

			“Better,” I tell her honestly.

			“Are you icing it?”

			I press my cold beer against it, and she rolls her eyes, but I can tell she’s trying not to grin. “Thanks for wrapping it yesterday.”

			Alice places a short glass with a red drink and a lime wedge in front of Hanna with a charming smile. “One Cape Cod for the lovely lady.”

			“Thank you,” Hanna says in return. “And thank you for the drink,” she says, looking back at me. But I’m confused. She’s drinking a vodka cranberry? The same drink she told me weeks ago that she no longer liked?

			“I thought you didn’t drink those anymore?”

			Pink colors her cheeks, and she pulls her glass closer and clears her throat. “Yeah, I don’t know why I lied about that. I think I just wanted to separate myself from then. It was all feeling a bit too familiar, you know?” Her admission makes my chest tighten.

			“Yeah,” I say after a pause. Because I do know. Moments with her bring back so many instances of then that it sometimes makes it hard to breathe. It’s why I ran out of Jace’s party the same night she lied about no longer liking vodka cranberry.

			“So,” she says after a long sip. “Oh, that’s really good.” She examines her drink happily, then clears her throat. “Why did she want to know about sea turtles?”

			I blink. “Liz?” I ask, trying to keep up with the subject change. Hanna nods. “To impress a girl she likes back in law school.” I lean close as if I’m telling a secret. “I am not that girl.”

			Hanna suppresses a smile. “Good to know.” Her smile slowly fades. “I want to apologize. For the way I reacted. You were right. I made it my business, and I shouldn’t have. So I’m sorry.”

			I slowly turn so I’m facing her. “Can I ask you something?” I wait until she gives me the go-ahead. “You said you were disappointed in yourself. Why?”

			“I knew you were going to ask that,” she says and sighs. Her finger circles the top of her glass, skipping over the lime. I watch it circle once, twice, three times before she takes a long sip. “For the same reason I lied about the vodka cranberry, I guess.”

			Mal’s words from yesterday ring in my mind. Trust me, she was jealous. My throat goes dry, and I take a long chug of my beer. “Were you jealous? Of Liz?”

			I take slow, shallow breaths, waiting for her answer. My phone vibrates on the bar, but I ignore it. It buzzes again.

			“Do you want to answer that?” she asks.

			“No.”

			There’s something in her gaze that makes me lean in just a little, like a gentle tug I’m unable to resist. I glance at her lips, and she glances at mine, her mouth parting just the tiniest bit. “Peyton, I—”

			A loud and sudden cheer makes us both jump, and we look over to see Casey walking in with Dr. Gupta hot on their heels. I have never hated work celebrations more than this very moment.

			Hanna chuckles, almost relieved. “The guest of honor has arrived.”

			My phone buzzes again.

			“Can I get you another one?” Alice asks, appearing out of nowhere and indicating Hanna’s now quarter-full glass.

			“That would be great, thank you,” she says gratefully.

			“What about me?” I ask, indicating my half-full glass.

			Alice glares. Finally. There’s the Alice I’m used to. “Emerson said to answer your damn phone.” She flashes Hanna a charming smile. “Another Cape Cod coming up.”

			I finally check my phone and notice about a dozen texts from Emerson. Glancing at them quickly, it seems as though Alice has somehow managed to tell her that I’m sitting here with Hanna. Instead of leaving it alone, Emerson has absolutely bombarded me with questions and far too many exclamation marks. I frown. Does she expect me to answer every single text?

			“Everything okay?” Hanna asks while I type out a quick reply promising to call her later.

			“It’s Emerson. She’s just giving me crap. I owe her a phone call.”

			“It seems like you two are good friends.” Her tone doesn’t hold jealousy or accusation, just a simple observation.

			“She’s one of my best friends, I think,” I say after a thoughtful beat. Alice places a new drink in front of Hanna and one in front of me and slips away before we can even thank her.

			A quiet settles between us, and Hanna’s use of then plays in my mind. We aren’t Peyton and Hanna from nine years ago. And as much as it hurts, we won’t ever be that again. But we don’t have to be nothing to each other either. We don’t have to be strangers.

			I hesitate before I ask, “Are we friends?”

			Her expression turns thoughtful and honest. “I think we could be. If that’s what you want.”

			I want before. That’s what I want. But I swallow my words, not daring to speak them. That ship has sailed, and Hanna has moved on with someone else. And despite wanting to close the distance and brush my lips against hers, I won’t. I won’t ruin her happiness or the fragile thread that still somehow connects us. I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Because friendship is better than nothing.

			She lets out a long breath, like a heavy burden has just been lifted off her shoulders. She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “You’d think that after nine years apart, this would be easier.”

			“Being friends?” I ask, my voice rough, and my heart somehow breaking a little more, even though I think it’s supposed to be healing.

			She swirls the ice in her glass, finishes off her drink, and pushes it to the side. She brings the full one closer, sets her shoulders, and meets my eyes. “Being around you.”

			Her confession feels like a long awaited breath I’ve been chasing since the day we fell apart. Like maybe she’s been avoiding me not because she hates me, but because she has some lingering feelings, too. Residual feelings from then.

			She looks toward Casey and the others with a distant, thoughtful expression. “Erica’s not my girlfriend.” The confession comes quietly, and for a second, I wonder what she’s talking about. Hanna glances at me, then focuses on Alice mixing a drink. “We went out sometimes but weren’t serious.”

			Suddenly, it registers. “But Maya…” I’m still so startled by the confession, and her use of past tense, that I’m not exactly sure what I want to say.

			Hanna forces a smile, grabs her drink and stands, motioning to the group. “Come on. Let’s go say hi and get it over with.”

			It takes me a few seconds to realize she’s waiting. I grab my glass and my phone and follow despite the dozens of questions now swirling around inside my head and the hopeful thumping of my heart.

			





    
            Chapter Fourteen 





			The rest of my night was equally confusing as finding out Hanna doesn’t have a girlfriend. While we mingled and shared drinks with our coworkers, sometimes our arms would brush, and she’d look at me and smile, and all I could think about was how much I’ve missed how easy it feels being around her. It was almost as if no time had passed at all. Like we were falling back into a rhythm that was meant just for us. It made me wonder what that may mean.

			What that may mean for us.

			Those thoughts kept me up all night, hopeful kind of thoughts swirling inside my head like a hurricane. I woke up feeling exhausted and confused. Even worse, my wrist still hurt, so I couldn’t surf to quiet the barrage of endless questions I keep asking myself. And I don’t do well when I can’t clear my head.

			Jace perches on the edge of my armchair, eyes focused and thumbs working overtime while I do the same from the center of my couch.

			“You have to aim for its mouth,” I say, still frustrated but this time for an entirely different reason.

			“I’m trying!”

			I glance at the second TV we connected, annoyed to see his player pump a shotgun to take out a Blighted Ridden. “Use your assault rifle,” I instruct, knowing he has one and wondering what the hell he’s doing with that pump action.

			“What do you think I’m doing?” he snaps. Another glance tells me he’s about to get overrun. “Fuck. I’m getting swarmed.”

			This is the closest we’ve gotten to taking out the boss, and I’m determined to finally take the damn thing out. “I’m going to go get the spore on his shoulder.” I reload and sprint up the side path, leaving Jace down below to fend for himself.

			“Wait,” he calls and slams the buttons of his controller at lightning speed. “Shit. I’m down.”

			I glance at his screen and try to find him on my own and notice that he’s too far away to heal. “I can’t get to you.”

			“Just keep going,” he says, watching me on my screen and tossing his controller on the coffee table, his character out of the game.

			I get to the top of the path and unload my magazine into the spore on the Abomination’s shoulder. I’m the only one left, the two bots who came along with us long gone. Now with Jace out, every single Ridden left is coming for me. I just keep firing, barely dodging until I can’t avoid them anymore, and I get taken out, too.

			“Dammit,” I yell and toss the controller on the table next to Jace’s. I lean back on the couch and run my hands over my face. “I give up.”

			He sighs and stares at the screen, his shoulders slumped in defeat for the fifth time today. “Should we bump the difficulty down?”

			“We shouldn’t have to,” I grumble. I take my glasses off and rub my eyes. This is just adding to my headache. “I need a break.”

			“Your wrist could probably use one.” He grabs his can of Coke and takes a long sip, sitting back in the chair.

			I walk into the kitchen and grab a glass, filling it with tap water and chugging most of it down. This isn’t doing anything to silence my head. Usually, mowing down zombies helps unleash some frustration. But not being able to bring down the final boss is just pissing me off and riling me up even more.

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Jace asks softly.

			“Talk about what?” I ask, filling my glass again.

			He shifts nervously and doesn’t look at me. I narrow my eyes, knowing that whatever he wants to say is going to be uncomfortable for us both. He shrugs and flicks at the pop-top. “Why you seem so down lately.”

			I frown. “I’m not down.” He looks at me with a disbelieving expression. It makes me turn away. “I want to surf, and I can’t.” It sounds lame and disingenuous, even if it is partially true.

			“Are you sure this is about surfing?”

			“What else would it be about?” I ask. He’s even more unsettled. And I know, I just know, he’s going to mention Hanna. And that’s not something I want to talk about. “Don’t start. I got a shitload of texts from Emerson this morning grilling me about my feelings. I don’t need it from you, too.”

			His expression softens, even if he does look slightly guilty. “We’re just worried about you. I don’t want to see you like you were after…you know.”

			My chest tightens, making it harder to breathe because I do know. I know exactly what he’s not saying. He doesn’t want to see me as a shell of myself, finding little joy in anything before spiraling into someone who loses themselves in an endless array of sex and parties.

			“You won’t,” I say, trying to keep my tone light. I bring my water to the other room and settle into the deep cushions of my sofa. “I used superglue.”

			Jace frowns and his brow furrows. “I don’t know what that means.”

			“It means, my heart is all patched up. It’s indestructible. Hanna and I are just friends.” It took me a long time to find any sort of happiness again after Hanna and a lot of work to seal off my heart to prevent that kind of devastation from happening again. I’m not about to lose the control I worked hard to regain because our arms constantly brushed last night.

			“She hurt you, Peyton. You know I love Hanna, but—”

			“I hurt her, too, remember?” I snap. “I’m not innocent in this. I made some choices I can’t take back.”

			“Yeah, but you didn’t—”

			“It was a long time ago. We’re trying to be friends, and things are fine. I’m good, okay? Please just drop it?” He opens his mouth, probably to protest, but I’m not in the mood to continue this heart-to-heart. “Besides, I’m not seventeen anymore. I know what I’m doing.”

			“Do you? Look, all I’m saying is, I don’t want to see either of you hurt. That’s all. And despite your intentions, it just seems to end out that way.”

			“Message received. Now come on. Let’s give it one more go.” I grab my controller and restart the game from the last checkpoint. Even though my wrist is killing me, I’d rather die a hundred more times than talk about how Hanna and I hurt each other and the idea that we may do it again.

			He watches me for a beat, probably wondering if it’s worth trying to bring up his concerns again, but I pointedly ignore him. When he picks up his own controller, I breathe, relieved that he won’t press it.

			What I don’t say is that nothing can fully and permanently fix the cracks in my heart. Not even my self-proclaimed superglue. Especially when it comes to Hanna. But I’ve gotten really good at being okay. Sure, Hanna and I seem to be circling each other like sharks at feeding time, but that doesn’t mean history is doomed to repeat itself. I can handle it. Things are fine.

			Everything is just fine.
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        * * *

      

			The weekend lasted way too long. Especially since instead of surfing, I spent the majority of it avoiding any more meaningful conversations with Jace and the sudden rush of feelings that won’t leave me alone. So when Monday starts with me playing tour guide for a whole bunch of second graders on a field trip, I happily dive right in. Field trips are great. I love showing kids around the aquarium. Even when they get a little rowdy and loud, their smiles and excitement are infectious. Plus, they ask the best questions: “Do fish poop?” “Do dolphins and whales speak the same language?” “How do starfish eat?”

			They’re just so carefree and interested, and it’s a great reminder of why I love working here. If I can help even one of these kids like science a little better or want to become an aquarist or marine biologist, well, that makes scrubbing tanks instead of free diving worth it.

			By the time the tour ends and I’ve talked way more about poop in this single tour than I have the past month, it’s closing in on lunch. Some of the kids started getting a little hangry about thirty minutes ago, so despite having a blast with them, I’m ready to hand the reins back to the teachers.

			“Can you all say thanks to Ms. Peyton?” one of the teachers says when we stop near the concierge desk within the main lobby.

			There’s a loud chorus of “Thank you, Ms. Peyton,” and it’s honestly so cute that I don’t even mind being called Ms.

			“Oh, man, no, thank you,” I say back and give them a little bow. “This was awesome.” And I mean it, too. Best way to start my week. After a lot of high fives, fist bumps, and even some hugs, I wave good-bye to my new little buddies, telling them to come back to see me and the animals anytime.

			It’s only when the crowd starts to thin, the kids anxious to get outside and to the picnic tables for their bagged lunches, that I see a familiar head of red hair hovering near the guest services desk. Maya. My insides turn to ice, and I wish I was somewhere, anywhere, else. Talk about a buzzkill.

			She’s standing on her toes, slowly scanning the lobby over the heads of the kids, clearly looking for someone. Probably Hanna.

			The possibility of having to face both Hanna and Maya is enough to send me into a state of mild panic. I spin on my heel to leave, hoping that maybe I can hide with the last of the second graders and their chaperones and sneak away unnoticed.

			I make it exactly three steps.

			“Peyton!”

			I can feel my skin prickle the second my name leaves her lips, high-pitched and saturated with forced happiness. I stand with my back to her and take a handful of slow, steadying breaths, before plastering on the biggest smile I can muster and slowly force myself across the lobby. “Maya, hey.”

			“I can’t believe I ran into you. I’m here to meet with the events coordinator. I’m early,” she explains and hoists her oversized purse farther up on her shoulder, her hands twisting nervously.

			“The wedding’s coming up fast, yeah?” I ask, not knowing what else to say.

			“Just a few more weeks.” She presses her hand into her stomach and inhales through her nose and pushes it out through her mouth like she’s trying to get ahold of her nerves and maybe do a little box breathing herself.

			Her looking frazzled is a little disconcerting. I’m used to glares, smirks, and disdain. Not tense, stressed, and off-kilter smiles. I don’t like it. “Nervous?”

			“Anxious,” she says and offers probably the sincerest smile I’ve ever seen grace her thin lips. It makes me wonder why she’s confessing to me and why on earth she’s treating me as a dear friend and not someone she used to torment for the better part of a decade.

			I nod like I understand. But I definitely don’t. Maya was always calculating and manipulating, her chest out and chin high, without a worry in the world. I’m not sure what to do with this Maya. Without knowing what else to say, we just stand awkwardly, avoiding each other’s eyes. The longer the seconds stretch, the more agitated I become. There is absolutely no reason why I should stand here and try to think of conversation topics with a girl who used to hate my very existence.

			“Well, it was nice to see you. Good luck with the walkthrough.”

			She reaches out, her fingers curling around my wrist. “Actually, Peyton, do you have a minute?”

			It takes all my strength not to pull away. I grit my teeth, trying desperately to play nice, if only for Hanna’s sake, and plaster on another smile. “Sure. What’s up?”

			She releases her hold and takes another steadying breath. “I know this has been kind of weird. Seeing each other like this after so long. Especially since we didn’t get along in high school.”

			I let out a pshh sound and give her a look that says I don’t know what she’s talking about. “What? We didn’t?” I ask with a little too much sarcasm.

			Her lip twitches like she’s trying not to smile, and she waves, dismissing my smartass comment. “Oh please. I was horrible to you. And by the time I realized what a jerk I’d been, for absolutely no good reason, graduation was right around the corner and, well…” She shifts a little awkwardly, and I look away.

			Even without her finishing her sentence, I know what she means. By then, Hanna and I weren’t together. In fact, we weren’t even speaking. Hanna and Maya had been glued to the hip, even more so in the aftermath of our breakup, and being Hanna’s best friend, Maya did everything she could to protect Hanna from run-ins with me. Especially after I made a bad situation worse.

			“I just wanted to apologize,” she continues, her voice quiet, regretful. “For the way I treated you. I was awful, and I’m truly sorry. You didn’t deserve it. Well, you didn’t deserve most of it. In fact, I’m surprised you’re even willing to talk to me.”

			I’m so surprised by her apology that I just stand there gaping and at a complete loss for words. She doesn’t seem to mind. Just nods once like she delivered a speech she’s practiced over and over. But even if her apology was rehearsed, it still sounded sincere. Like she really meant it. And I’m not sure what to do with that.

			“No worries,” I finally mutter after a stunned stretch of silence. “It was a long time ago.” Because what am I supposed to say? I could tell her to shove her apology up her puckered little asshole, but we’re adults now, right? And until recently, Maya Rogers never really crossed my mind. She may have treated me like crap all through school, but it’s not like I cared enough about her, or our so-called rivalry, to hold on to a stupid little grudge.

			“Still,” she says, looking both thoughtful and filled to the brim with remorse, “if I could go back, I would do a lot of things differently.”

			I would too. Not that I’m willing to admit it to her.

			“Like what?” I ask, genuinely curious about what exactly she’s referring to. Is it spreading that rumor about me in the fifth grade? Or helping spread the one about me sleeping with any and every girl who smiled in my direction? Or the one where she told Hanna that I flirt with everyone and that I was only spending time with her because she was “fresh meat?”

			Okay, so maybe I still hold a little bit of a grudge. But who wouldn’t?

			A sad look crosses over her face as if she read my mind. “All of it.”

			Now that I really don’t have a response to. Being around Maya has always been difficult. It’s like reliving all my worst moments from high school all over again. I’m just about to turn around and leave because fuck this feeling, when a familiar voice cuts through the air.

			“Hey, sorry I’m late.”

			That’s definitely not Lauren, our events coordinator.

			Hanna meets Maya for a brief hug, and I take a step back, wondering how I can make myself disappear without catching their attention. But I’m frozen in place, stuck with nowhere to go.

			Maya pulls back but keeps one hand on Hanna’s shoulders. “You’re not late. Besides”—she glances at me—“Peyton was keeping me company while I waited.”

			Hanna peers at me and smiles. And unlike standing here alone with Maya and all my bad repressed memories about high school, the opposite happens when Hanna’s eyes meet mine. It’s like all the good memories of high school—Hanna’s shy smiles and gentle touches—push the bad ones out of the way. It does nothing to loosen the knots that have tied themselves into a frenzy inside my stomach. Instead, it makes them pull tighter.

			“Hi.” She sounds breathless, as if she’s absolutely delighted to see me.

			I can feel my lips turn upward. “Hi.”

			Maya loops her arm through Hanna’s, but neither of us looks away from each other. Just like with my feet, I’m unable to pull my gaze away. Maya leans in like she’s telling Hanna a secret. “I was just about to invite Peyton to my bachelorette party next weekend.”

			Well, that’s enough to break the spell. I rapidly shake my head. Accepting the invitation to her wedding was bad enough, a moment of weakness fueled by the thought of seeing Hanna in a pretty dress, but a girls’ night out and surrounded my Maya’s inner circle? Not a chance. “Oh, I don’t think—”

			“We’re going to that club off Franklin,” Maya continues like I’m not about to have a panic attack in the middle of the lobby. “Jaxx. Ever been?”

			I can feel Hanna watching me, though I refuse to look at her. Especially since Jaxx is where I like to go when I get bored of the local scene. I have definitely picked up my fair share of women there. And maybe a bartender. Or two. “Once or twice,” I mumble.

			“It’s going to be so much fun.” Maya shakes Hanna’s arm, clearly excited.

			“I don’t want to intrude,” I try again, now giving Hanna a wide-eyed look for some kind of help. It just makes her smile widen. Maybe she likes seeing me squirm.

			“You’re not intruding if I invite you.” Maya rolls her eyes and elbows Hanna in the side. “Hanna, tell her she should come.”

			Now, that’s a low blow. And by the mischievous look in Maya’s eyes, she knows it.

			Hanna smiles and tilts her head, her eyes sparkling. “You should come.”

			“Is Erica going to be there?” I ask. I didn’t mean to. Except I totally did. Because there’s torturing myself and then there’s death by a thousand cuts.

			The smile slips off Hanna’s face, and she blushes. She shares a look with Maya, the two of them no doubt having a silent kind of conversation before she shakes her head. “No. We’re not…No, she won’t be there.”

			And if that just doesn’t change my entire attitude about going…I nod, only mildly embarrassed that I had to ask in the first place. “Maybe I can meet you there for a drink.”

			Maya jumps a bit as if thrilled I didn’t put up much of a fight. “Great!” She starts talking about the details, what time they’re meeting, what she’s planning on wearing.

			“I am so sorry, my call ran over,” Lauren says nearby in her deep, husky voice. She’s panting and a little red in the face, like she ran all the way across the aquarium to get here. She sweeps her arm, gesturing at the way she came. “Shall we?”

			Maya nods and follows, tugging Hanna along and giving me an excited wave. “Nice running into you, Peyton. See you next weekend!” Hanna offers me a parting, over-the-shoulder smile before they round the corner.

			“Shit,” I say through a drawn-out exhale. Something tells me that I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t let hope creep back into my heart. Especially if we’re going to try the whole friendship thing. Now is definitely not the time to get a clear definition of the past-tense usage of Hanna casually dating someone. And I’m sure nothing good can come of being trapped with Hanna in a darkened building with sweaty people rubbing up against each other and free-flowing booze. Nothing good at all.

			I can’t fucking wait.

			





    
            Chapter Fifteen 





			The muffled sound of music thumps down the street, matching my heart beat by nervous beat. I thank my rideshare driver and take my time tipping him after he’s driven off, hoping procrastination will settle the steady pulsing in my chest. Before we left work on Thursday, Hanna invited me out to dinner before drinks at the club. I declined. There was no way in hell I was going to put myself through that kind of awkward, but I did promise I’d get to Jaxx around nine. I glance at my phone. Twenty after. Jesus, I hope I gave myself enough padding and they’re already here.

			I do one more quick glance at my outfit: a white button-up, the sleeves rolled up to my elbows, the front loosely tucked into a tight pair of black jeans and black ankle boots. I run my hands through my hair—brushed but still managing the slightly tousled look—and adjust my collar. I look good. But there’s only one girl I want to notice me tonight. Even if she is off-limits.

			There’s a bit of a line to get in, but Tony, the bouncer, juts his chin in my direction when he sees me and nods to the door, letting me bypass the line. A cold blast of air hits me when I step through, and the music hits me square in the chest. It’s loud and up-tempo and absolutely perfect for dancing or dry humping, which is what it looks like most everyone on the dance floor is doing. The place is crowded. It usually is during the spring and summer months, and even through the dim lighting, I can tell that people are enjoying themselves.

			Jaxx isn’t new, but it’s not outdated either. It’s trendy enough with its purple and orange laser lighting and a DJ on a small stage near the back. The bar stretches along one of the side walls, illuminated by back lighting and not nearly enough barstools. The dance floor in the center isn’t huge, but it’s sufficient. The farther in I go, the more I wish I was still standing under the entrance’s cold air.

			I check out the tables and booths scattered around the edges, looking for Hanna or Maya. When I don’t see either, I curse myself for not using tonight as an excuse to get Hanna’s number. A quick where are you? text would be a huge help. I take a deep breath, the smell of booze and sweat filling my nostrils, and push my way to the bar.

			Wedging myself into a sliver of space between a couple making out and an older man trying to get the bartender’s attention, I lean against the smooth lacquered top and ignore the fact that it’s kind of sticky. I used to come to Jaxx on weekends when I was attending UNC Wilmington. It was good for letting off steam and meeting someone for a hookup, but the crowd was getting younger and younger. Me not so much. These days, I prefer the bars by my apartment or, if I’m feeling adventurous, the queer club a few streets down where I’m more familiar with the bartenders. I don’t recognize any of the people working behind the bar tonight.

			I grab my card, wait, and continue to scan the crowd. That’s when I spot Hanna. She’s at the other end of the bar talking to one of the bartenders. She looks beautiful in her silky red, sleeveless V-neck blouse with her hair cascading around her shoulders. I watch as she collects her hair and holds it off her neck, her face a little flushed. She isn’t just beautiful; she’s gorgeous and sexy, and it makes my chest ache and my lower parts tingle.

			The bartender puts a drink in front of her right as two people sitting beside her stand and walk away, opening up two stools. She sits and glances across the bar, her eyes landing on me. A slow smile spreads across her face, and she holds up her hand. My stomach ties itself into a knot, and I smile back.

			Walking toward her, I don’t miss the way her eyes dip to the vee in my shirt that no doubt shows just a little of my black bra. Her mouth parts. It gives me a spike of adrenaline, and I pull the vacated stool closer beside her and sit.

			“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” she says over the music, scooting the last bit of the way, leaving no space for someone to step between us.

			“I wasn’t sure if you were here,” I admit, tapping my card on the bar top, absolutely ready for a drink if we’re going to be sitting this close.

			“We got here early,” she admits and bumps my shoulder. “You should’ve texted.”

			I bump her back. “I’d need your number to do that.”

			Someone slams into me from behind, and I reach out, just barely stopping a familiar redhead from bouncing off me and into the bar.

			“Peyton,” Maya yells excitedly, about ten necklaces adorned with male genitals dangling from her neck. She attempts to fix her lopsided Bride tiara but only manages to make it worse. “Oh my God, you’re here! I can’t believe it.”

			I raise a brow and indicate her new collection of jewelry. “That’s a lot of penises.”

			She looks at her chest and starts to remove one. “Do you want one?”

			I grab her hands, stopping her. “Definitely not.” Hanna laughs beside me.

			“Kanti,” Maya yells, waving her hands at a nearby bartender with long dark hair whose chest is practically spilling out from her too-small halter top. “A drink for my friend here, please.” She pushes at the man on my other side so she can fit in beside me and ignores his glare, leaning so far over the counter that I wonder if she’s going to crawl over it.

			A disheveled-looking blonde, who I’m guessing is in her thirties and who is wearing only one penis-filled necklace, pulls Maya down by the hem of her pants. “Damn, you’re fast.”

			Maya throws her arms around the newcomer. “Susie! This is Peyton. Peyton, my future sister-in-law, Susie.” Maya leans so close to me that I have to gently push her back so she doesn’t fall in my lap. “Susie is my favorite. Shh.”

			Susie rolls her eyes. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot.”

			Before I can say anything, a shorter woman with light brown hair and glasses comes rushing in next, clutching Susie’s shoulder and practically gasping. Susie gives her a look that seems like a cross between annoyed and amused.

			Maya grins and tugs on the newcomers’ necklaces. “And this is sweet Noel. Also my favorite.”

			Noel offers a wave and bends over, hands on her thighs, and tries to catch her breath. “Can you please stop moving?”

			I glance at Hanna, wondering what the hell is happening, and she just shakes her head and rolls her eyes, letting me know it’s not worth asking about.

			Kanti puts a couple glasses of water on the counter, and both Susie and Hanna smile at her gratefully.

			“I love this song,” Maya declares, her eyes wide and excited. I lift my eyebrows, fascinated by this entire exchange, especially since I’m not even sure the track changed. “We should dance,” she says, but she doesn’t seem to be talking to anyone in particular.

			Thankfully, Susie carefully removes Maya’s hand from my shoulder and shoves one of the glasses of water at her. “We can dance after you drink this.”

			Maya stares at the glass, looking offended, but chugs the water like her life depends on it. And judging by how drunk she is, it just may. When all that’s left are several cubes of ice, Maya slams the glass on the counter and yells, “Let’s go, bitches,” and grabs both Susie and Noel, tugging them toward the sea of people in the center of the club. Noel makes a sound of protest but allows herself to be pulled along.

			“Should we save them?” I ask, leaning into Hanna.

			“No,” she says seriously. “They’re the ones who insisted on tequila shots when we got here. This is their doing.”

			“Ah. How much has she had so far?”

			“Besides the couple of glasses of wine at the restaurant?” Hanna scrunches her nose while she thinks. It’s fucking adorable. “Two shots of tequila and two mixed drinks? I think? I don’t know. She’s very quick and sneaky.”

			I let out a low whistle that gets swallowed by the thrumming bass line. “She won’t make it to eleven.” She may not even make it to her wedding if she keeps that up.

			Hanna laughs. “Probably not.” We share a smile, and I turn so I’m facing her. “I haven’t changed it,” she says, focusing on the glass in her hand before finally looking at me. “My number. In case you feel like texting me some time.”

			“I figured you blocked me,” I confess. What I don’t tell her is how for years, I used to hold my phone from time to time, thumbs hovering over our last text thread, desperate to say something that would make her respond.

			“Only for the first year,” she says, and I hate that I can’t tell if she’s joking or not.

			Kanti comes back over and leans in, asking if I want a drink other than water. “Bourbon, neat, please,” I say, and hand her my card to open a tab.

			“A bourbon neat?” Hanna teases, her hand wrapped around her own drink.

			“Why order something fancy that’ll just get watered down?” I point to the glass in front of her. “Like your watery vodka cranberry.”

			She glances at the small bit of red liquid among a few melted ice cubes, and her shoulders fall. “It’s not as good as Alice’s.”

			I chuckle. “I’ll have to let her know.”

			Another blond woman slides in and nods at Hanna before looking at me. She’s pretty. And judging by her tight halter, short skirt, and perfectly styled hair and makeup, she knows it.

			She makes a show of checking me out, her gaze slowly working up my body until her eyes meet mine. Hanna tenses and appears slightly concerned, her gaze flicking between me and the newcomer. “Wow, you’re hot,” she says before I say anything. “Like really hot. Peyton, yeah?”

			I’m not sure if she’s saying it as a compliment or an accusation. Kanti places my drink in front of me, and I grab it, knocking back half the contents and wincing when they burn my throat. I narrow my eyes and tilt my head, trying to figure out this new woman’s angle. Her eyes sparkle, watching me with an almost knowing smirk. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

			“Whitney,” she says but offers nothing else. Not a hand to shake, no indication of who she is.

			“Another sister-in-law,” Hanna supplies. “Everything okay, Whit?”

			Whitney finally looks at Hanna, her flirtatious expression replaced with one of exasperation. “Have you seen Maya?”

			“Dance floor,” Hanna answers. Whitney scans the endless sea of people and frowns. “Do you need some help finding her?”

			Whitney shakes her head and looks at me. “Nah, I can manage. Nice meeting you, Peyton. Maybe we can chat another time.”

			I nod and tip my glass at her. “Sure.” She seems satisfied with my answer, glances one more time at Hanna, and disappears into the crowd.

			Hanna grabs her watered-down drink and stares at it with a thoughtful frown.

			I knock back the rest of my bourbon. Kanti catches my eye, tilts her head curiously and indicates my empty glass, her brows raised. I hold up two fingers and mouth the word “double,” and she nods and grabs the bourbon. “She seemed nice.”

			“Yeah,” Hanna agrees. “I think she might have a crush on you.”

			The double shot of bourbon is placed in front of me, and I pick up the glass and hold it tight. There’s a slightly jealous edge to Hanna’s tone, and instead of it making me giddy with delight, it just kind of…confuses me. Because this is the second time.

			“I’m not…” Interested, I start to say, but the bourbon has loosened my inhibitions just enough that I focus on the annoyance taking hold of me. “Are you jealous?”

			“Not jealous. Frustrated,” she says after a thoughtful moment. I arch a brow, silently asking her to explain. “Whitney’s been stalking your Instagram and talking about making a move on you all week.”

			“And you thought I’d go for it? Go for her?”

			“No, it’s not…” But Hanna doesn’t finish. Instead, she straightens, looking determined. “I’m sorry. If you’re interested, you should definitely go for it. I can introduce you properly. She really is nice.” She turns as if she’s going to get up and actually go search for her, and I gently grab her arm and wait until she looks at me.

			“I’m not interested. I just don’t understand why you’re jealous.” She doesn’t pull away and licks her lips, then glances at my mouth. “What happened with you and Erica? Why isn’t she here?”

			Hanna’s expression goes from guarded to startled. She starts to answer, then shuts her mouth and gently pulls away, reaching again for her drink. “Because I ended it.”

			Her confession surprises me, even though her usage of past tense indicated as much. But it’s not really so much that Hanna ended it but why she did. That seems monumentally important.

			“Because of me?” I ask, both hopeful and terrified at her response.

			“It’s because of a lot of things,” she says, avoiding my eyes. That’s not really an answer, but I don’t have time to point that out because she places her hand on my arm and leans in, pressing her lips to my ear. “I’m going to use the restroom. Please don’t leave.”

			I watch her head toward the bathrooms, and I try to process what just happened. Old feelings stir from deep inside my chest. My entire body hums, and I can’t for the life of me figure out—

			“Hey!” Maya flops into Hanna’s vacant seat. She piles her hair on top of her head and fans herself. She grins at me, her head lolling like it’s too heavy and her eyes glassy in a way that showcases just how trashed she really is. “Having fun?”

			I glance around for her entourage, wondering if she’s still leading them around the club in a wild sort of chase. “Yeah,” I say and try to smile.

			She slaps my arm. “I’m really glad you came out tonight. I know it made her happy.”

			“Who?” I ask, miraculously catching Kanti’s eyes. I point to Maya and mouth Water.

			“Hanna,” Maya says through a loud, drunken laugh. “Obviously.” She stares and props her chin in her hand. “Did she tell you she broke up with Erica?”

			“Yeah.” I give her a look. “You said she was her girlfriend.”

			A slow smile spreads across Maya’s lips. “Oops.”

			I scoff and shake my head. Not at all amused at her apparent purposeful slipup the night of Jace’s party, and annoyed at once again being tangled in one of her games.

			“You don’t seem happy about it,” she says, her smile slipping. I take a sip of bourbon. “Aren’t you still in love with her?”

			My stomach swooshes. This is not a conversation I want to have with anyone, let alone Maya Rogers.

			She pushes so far into my space that I have to lean back to keep our heads from bonking. “You should ask her why she moved back,” she says in what I think is supposed to be a dramatic whisper. She pats my cheek like a grandmother and then does what I can only guess is supposed to be a wink.

			Kanti places a glass of water on the bar, and Maya grabs it and stumbles off the stool and wanders away. I see yet another blonde wearing a stack of male genitalia necklaces grab her and lead her toward a back table.

			“Please tell me she got water and not another drink,” Hanna says, glancing over her shoulder and slipping back onto her stool.

			“She got water.” I continue to sip my bourbon, Maya’s words stuck in the forefront of my thoughts.

			We stare at each other, and things start to click into place. The lingering touches, the longing stares, the Christmas gift. I turn to face her, trapping her between my legs again. She turns, pressing the outside of her legs to my insides and shifting even closer. She watches me expectantly, like she’s aware that things are once again shifting between us at an accelerated rate. I want to ask if she’s been thinking about me the way I’ve been thinking about her, but I look at the table behind us, wondering if I should slow this down. Susie and Noel practically fall onto the vacant stools that surround it.

			“Do you want to go over to the table? I feel like I’ve kept you to myself when tonight’s supposed to be about Maya.”

			Hanna shakes her head. “We were together all day. I’m good right here.”

			I scoot closer and lick my lips. “I’m good right here, too.”

			When Hanna’s gaze lingers, her eyes following the path of my tongue, I’m hit with a shot of desire so strong, it feels as though I’ve been zapped by a bolt of lightning. And as dangerous as this is, whatever is going on between us, I can’t seem to pull away. It’s intoxicating, and I slide a little closer. Hanna’s legs press into mine just a little more.

			There’s nothing stopping us. Stopping this. It’s absolutely terrifying.

			“You’ve changed,” she says, lifting her gaze to my eyes. “But you’re still exactly the same.”

			“Is that good or bad?”

			Her head tilts. “I don’t know yet.”

			I take another sip of bourbon. “What’s changed?”

			“You’re quieter. More thoughtful. You seem almost…sad. Or maybe it’s not sadness. I don’t know, I can’t place it.”

			“What’s the same?” If there’s one thing I don’t want to dwell on tonight, it’s the fact that she can tell I haven’t been happy.

			“Your smile,” she says, glancing again at my mouth. “You’re still charming. Thoughtful and kind. Flirty. Gorgeous. Probably even more than I remember. It’s quite disarming.”

			“Disarming, huh?” I ask with a smirk. There is absolutely no doubt now that she wants to push the boundaries of our tentative friendship. Caution be damned because being back on the other end of her attention feels amazing.

			She blushes, and all worries about what this may mean for my heart slip away. She groans and hides her face in her hands again. “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

			The butterflies or the bees or whatever the hell is flying around in the pit of my stomach amp up in an excited buzz. I shift forward as far as I am able and lean, gently peeling her hands from her face. She swallows nervously, her embarrassed smile slipping, and her breath picks up. I don’t let go, and she doesn’t pull away. “You’re not as reserved as you used to be. You’re more confident and forward. But you still light up every single room you walk into. And you’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. It’s impossible to notice anyone else when you’re around. When it comes to you, I’m completely unarmed.”

			Her mouth falls open slightly, and I want to close the remaining distance and take her lower lip between my own and kiss her like the past nine years don’t matter. But I lean back and let go, giving her space to breathe and giving the rapid beating of my heart time to settle.

			Hanna stares, and I let her, hoping she realizes how much she still affects me. How much I still want her. She inhales sharply. “Do you want to dance?” she asks, her eyes wide and lust-filled.

			I stand and hold out my hand, smiling when she slips her fingers through mine. I lead her to a dark edge of the dance floor and give her a twirl, making her laugh. I expect her to turn, to press her back into my front, but she loops her arms around my neck. I grab her waist, and when our chests meet, I slide my hands up her back, holding her tight. She doesn’t look at me, choosing to press her face against my neck, her lips brushing my skin. Our position is intimate enough that for a moment, I forget that we’re supposed to be dancing, content to hold her. It’s been so long since she’s been this close, been pressed against me like this, that all I can focus on is the way she still fits perfectly.

			It’s like I’m seventeen all over again.

			I feel her sigh against my neck, and one of her hands gently plays with my hair at the base of my scalp, massaging in a way that makes me want to melt. I slide one of my legs between hers, and she rests her forehead against the side of my head. She drags her other hand down my arm and slips her fingers through my belt loop and tugs.

			A pleasant tingling starts low in my belly when she drags her lips up the side of my neck. I turn my face toward her when she pulls away and give her a questioning look. But her eyes are closed, and she presses her forehead to mine. I can feel her breath coming in short, hot bursts, and I lean in, pressing my lips lightly to hers and holding them there. She pants against my mouth, once, twice, three times, then takes my bottom lip between her teeth and gently bites.

			It makes me groan.

			And then we’re kissing. I hold her tighter, and I slide my tongue against hers, deepening the kiss and pouring my entire heart into it. She tastes like vodka cranberry, and it makes me dizzy. I’m vaguely aware of the fact that we’ve stopped dancing, and Hanna takes my face in her hands and kisses me as though she’s also coming to life.

			Her eyes stay closed when I pull away just enough to get my bearings, to look at her again to make sure this is real, that she’s really here, and I’m not imagining it. I slide my nose along hers and press my lips to hers again, softer this time. Her hands push through my hair, and she takes control, deepening the kiss. I feel her groan when our tongues meet again, and I slide my hands up the back of her shirt, desperate to touch her skin. It feels like I’m quenching a decade-long thirst. Like I’m waking from a deep sleep.

			And when Hanna sighs into my mouth, I somehow fall in love all over again.

			





    
            Chapter Sixteen 





			Then

			Hanna squeezes, her hand tightening around mine as I softly caress her abdomen with my thumb and place lazy, open-mouth kisses along the inside of her thigh. Her chest heaves, and I peer up at her as she comes down, watching her face and the way she breathes heavily through her mouth. Her other hand loosens on my hair, and she drapes her arm across her eyes. I smile, my lips still against her skin, when she lets out a puff of disbelieving laughter.

			It’s the most beautiful moment of my life. Well, maybe the second most beautiful. Watching her completely come undone definitely takes the top spot. Images of her arching body and scrunched-up face will be seared in my brain for all eternity.

			She tugs on my hand, bringing it up to her chest and resting it above her rapidly beating heart. Her arm slides away from her face, and her eyelids flutter open. I place one more lingering kiss against her thigh, then scoot upward to prop myself over her. Sweat glistens on her forehead, down her neck, and across her chest. Her dark hair is stuck to the side of her face, and I gently push it out of the way and kiss her.

			“Are you okay?” I ask softly, my lips still pressed to hers.

			She takes a stuttering breath and wraps her arm around my shoulders, holding me close. “I’m amazing.”

			I rest my hand on her rib cage and rub my thumb in slow circles just underneath her breast, unable and unwilling to stop touching her. “Promise?”

			She laughs against my mouth, and I swallow it, wanting to keep the sound deep within my chest. “I promise.”

			We kiss lazily, as if time no longer matters. I slide my leg between hers and settle in, pressing my body along the length of her, perfectly content to kiss her and drink in her sleepy sighs.

			It doesn’t take long, however, before her breath quickens, and her hands start to wander down my back and across my sides until one slips between us. I moan and pull away, looking down at her, taking note of her lust-filled expression.

			“You don’t have to,” I whisper, pressing my forehead against hers. And I mean it. Today is supposed to be about her. And I’m perfectly content with that. But my shaking voice betrays me, and I lick my lips, pressing down on her hand because even though I told myself not to get carried away, my body is begging for release.

			“I want to,” she whispers back. “I want you to feel amazing, too.”

			“I do,” I assure her. “Trust me, I do.”

			Her hand pushes into me a little harder, and I close my eyes. “Peyton, please let me.” Her tone is determined and a bit curious, and honestly, who am I to deny her?

			I nod and shift to give her a better angle. “Yeah, okay.” She doesn’t wait to continue her slow exploration, and my breath shudders when she touches just the right spot. Being here with Hanna, like this, is all I will ever want for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

			Hanna lies on my chest, and I stroke up and down her back, counting the spaces between her spine while “Constellations” by Jack Johnson plays quietly from my computer. A sliver of late afternoon sun shines through my bedroom curtains, and Hanna places wet kisses along my collarbone.

			“Do you want to go down to the beach?” I ask. A quick glance at the clock tells me our friends are probably already celebrating the last day of school. Barbecues and portable grills are probably going, and the bonfires are prepped for once the sun goes down. Hanna has never been to an end-of-the-school-year bonfire in Bird Neck, and I know she’s been looking forward to it.

			“Yes. But also no.” She snuggles deeper against me. “I kind of like it right here.” My parents won’t be home until after six, so we have a little more time to stay in our quiet, intimate heaven. She lifts up and looks down at me. “Didn’t you want to get some surfing in?”

			“Over this?” I wrap my arms around her and pull back down. “I like it right here, too.” I kiss her, smiling when her now confident hands start to wander.
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        * * *

      

			Leaving the comfort of my bed is hard. But not wanting to get caught by my parents and the promise of spending the evening with friends is enough of a motivator for me and Hanna to detach long enough to slip on our bathing suits, followed by some casual clothes, and head to the beach.

			Even as we sit with friends around one of several small bonfires backdropped by a gorgeous sunset, I can’t stop thinking about this afternoon. About careful touches and deep kisses. About shaking hands and whispered words of love. I’m already so very addicted to the idea of doing it over and over and over again.

			“Do you want to go sit with your friends?” I ask, knowing that Maya and the rest of her crew are a short way down the beach.

			“Maybe later,” she says and leans back against me. “I want to be close to you.”

			I nuzzle her neck, rubbing my nose against her skin, and inhale. She smells like my sea salt body wash and coconut shampoo. I tighten my hold, pulling her farther up my lap and placing a kiss just under her ear, smiling when she shivers. She slides her arm around my neck, and I press my forehead to her temple.

			“I love that you smell like me,” I whisper. “Is that possessive and weird?”

			Her laugh is quiet, and I’d bet anything that she’s blushing. “I love it, too,” she says and drops a gentle kiss on my lips. “I like being yours.”

			I smile and kiss her again, ignoring someone telling us to get a room, and swallow a quip about how we’ve already done that, and I’d happily go back. We’re being sappy and gross and all those other things I’ve successfully avoided when it comes to girls. But I don’t care. I’m just so fucking happy and in love, and I want absolutely everyone to know it.

			“Waves are supposed to be good tomorrow.” Sam stretches out on his towel and tucks his hands behind his head to prop himself up just high enough to look out toward the ocean. “Anyone up for heading to Point Peak?”

			I put my chin on Hanna’s shoulder. “I’m in.”

			Jace pops open a can of Coke. “Me too.”

			“I can’t,” Hanna says regretfully. “I have volunteer hours.”

			“But school’s out,” Sam says, bewildered at the idea of someone volunteering for the purpose of volunteering and not for school credits.

			“I’ll go,” Dana Peterson says excitedly and looks right at me. “I’m not very good at surfing. Maybe someone can teach me.”

			Hanna tenses in my arms.

			“Peyton taught me two years ago,” my friend Tonya says and takes a swig from a flask hidden in her hoodie pouch. I shoot her an unimpressed look. Dana is a sore subject for Hanna, given our on-again, off-again sexual relationship, and her comment is not helping. At least she has the decency to look scolded. “I mean, Jace and Sam are great teachers, too. Even Chad could do it.”

			I roll my eyes. Too little, too late.

			“Wish I could. My parents are making me visit UNC,” Chad says with a scowl. “I don’t even want to go to UNC.”

			“Where do you want to go?” Jace asks, probably trying to change the subject away from me and Dana.

			“Oregon,” Chad says with a grin. “Go Ducks.”

			“Oregon? How did we not know this?” Sam scrunches his nose. “That’s so random.” He lies flat on his back and spreads his arms out. “I’m going to Duke. My entire family went there.”

			“Tell me you’re a rich, spoiled white boy without telling me you’re a rich, spoiled white boy,” Chad teases. Sam just continues to grin, not bothering to deny it.

			“Well,” Tonya starts and points to her black shirt, dragging her hands along the orange letters across her chest. “I’m going to Princeton.” Most of us groan and roll our eyes. Tonya’s talked about Princeton for as long as we’ve known her. She wears Princeton apparel like she’s a walking advertisement. Absolutely no one wants to hear her talk about the Pre-Rade and Sunday brunches.

			“Peyton, what about you?” Thom, a friend of Sam’s from another school, asks from across the fire.

			Just like Tonya and her love of Princeton, pretty much everyone here knows where I plan on going.

			“NC State,” I say, ignoring my own chorus of groans. I’ve wanted to go to State since I was a kid. My grandpa went there, and his love for the school was imprinted on me at an early age. I remember walking through the campus with him when I was five years old on our way to my first Wolfpack football game and seeing all the excited fans decked out in red and white, howling with excitement as we all made our way to Carter-Finley Stadium. My heart’s been set on going there ever since.

			“I’m applying there, too,” Dana says across from me with a wide grin. “Maybe we’ll see each other on campus.”

			“Gotta get in first,” Hanna says with a sharp edge to her voice. It makes Dana’s smile falter a little, and my stomach twists unpleasantly. It makes sense for Dana to apply to in-state schools. I just never thought she had a vested interest in going there until now. This isn’t going to help the “when we leave for college” conversations Hanna always wants to have.

			Once we learned that our future plans consisted of being over three thousand miles apart, it’s all Hanna wants to talk about, at least now that we’re approaching our senior year. I’ve managed to successfully dance around the topic, wanting to avoid the hard conversation I know will come with it.

			“What about you, Hanna?” Dana asks politely, turning her attention to Hanna, who is no doubt over this topic. “Where do you want to go?”

			“UC Davis.”

			“West Coast represent!” Chad leans over and holds out his fist for her to bump, which she does, even if it does appear a bit unenthusiastic.

			Dana cocks her head curiously, her smile shifting to something a little more knowing. It makes my skin crawl. “Wow. How’s that going to work with you two?”

			Neither of us answers, clearly an answer itself.

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			Hanna and I spend most of July glued to each other, finding secluded spaces to try to get our fill of intimacy before she and her family spend a little over two weeks out on the West Coast touring UC Davis and visiting Hanna’s brother.

			She leaves in the morning, and the entire day has felt a little weird; this is our first real test of being apart. I’m trying not to think about it, about what happens when she leaves for real, and not just for a couple weeks but for four years, maybe more, if she decides to stay for med school. We still have senior year, and my focus is on the months we still have together.

			But the conversation at the bonfire about distance and making it work still clearly lingers, creating an unspoken tension between us.

			We walk hand in hand along the beach, Hanna’s pink sunglasses on top of her head like a headband, keeping her hair from flying into her face. A wave pushes a little farther up shore and tickles our feet before sliding back out to sea.

			“The sunset is beautiful,” she says wistfully, staring over her shoulder toward the bay.

			“It is.” The pink and orange sky glows, making the clouds look like cotton candy. I’ve always preferred sunsets over sunrises. I wonder if that means anything?

			Hanna is still staring at the sky, her mouth twisted in a deep frown. It’s definitely not the expression of someone enjoying a beautiful sunset.

			“Are you okay?”

			She doesn’t say anything. I squeeze her hand, hoping she knows she can talk to me about what’s bothering her. We stop walking, but instead of Hanna looking at me, she keeps her eyes locked on the sky. The waves press up again, splashing into our shins.

			“Do you think sunsets are just as beautiful on the West Coast?” she finally asks, her voice quiet and sad. My heart sinks.

			“I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. Hanna glances at her feet, our toes buried deep within the wet sand. “Are you sad about leaving tomorrow?”

			“It’s not just that.”

			“Then what is it?” I tug her hand and lower my head, urging her to look at me.

			Finally, she meets my eyes and lets out a long breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just, my parents are already pressuring me to buckle down and study for the SATs in August. And my mom keeps talking to me about all my other commitments like tennis and volleyball and piano and pressuring me to take on more volunteer hours and lecturing me about keeping up my GPA. I mean, school doesn’t even start for another month and a half! Plus, we’re all kind of freaked out about my brother’s upcoming deployment, and I hate that I’m going to be gone for two weeks. Especially because Dana fucking Peterson won’t stop throwing herself at you.”

			“She’s not—”

			“And that girl from the ice cream place yesterday was openly flirting with you, even though I was standing right there,” she continues, clearly upset over things I didn’t even realize were happening.

			“What girl?” I try asking because I don’t remember that. But Hanna either doesn’t hear me or she’s too wrapped up in her own stress to elaborate because she just keeps unloading.

			“And then, there’s college, and you don’t want to talk about it, my parents just expect so much of me all the time, and I’m not sure I can live up to their expectations.”

			“You don’t have to,” I say, even though I know she won’t hear it. I’ve told her so many times she doesn’t have to be their idea of perfect, but just like I don’t want to talk about us parting for college, she doesn’t want to talk about the high expectations she puts on herself.

			“I don’t have any free time, even though it’s summer, and I just hate that I have curfew and obligations, and we have to sneak around just to have sex,” she finishes, her voice louder and her chest practically heaving with the excursion from her rant.

			“I’m pretty sure everyone is sneaking around to have sex,” I tell her, trying to lighten the mood when it appears she’s done.

			Her frown only deepens.

			“Come here.” I pull her in and hold her tight. “That was a lot.”

			“I just want to spend more time with you,” she mumbles into my chest. “I feel like I’m suffocating and like we’re running out of time.”

			A lump forms in my throat. I know what she means because I feel it, too. Like, no matter how much time we spend together, it’ll never be enough. It’s only gotten worse the closer we get to senior year.

			“I don’t care about Dana Peterson or the ice cream girl or anyone else,” I tell her, still avoiding the distance and what’s going to happen. “I just care about you. You know that, right?”

			She exhales and turns so her cheek is resting on my shoulder. “Yeah.”

			Her jealousy has gotten worse over the past few weeks, and I’m not sure what else I can do to prove that I’m not interested in anyone else. It makes me squeeze her a little more tightly. I kiss the top of her head and run my fingers through her hair, trying to calm her down. The sun slips away, taking the last bit of daylight with it. The water still gently laps at our feet, and my heart clenches. For the first time since we made it official, I wonder if our relationship is going to make it.
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        * * *

      

			My worry seems to be warranted when things start to shift between us once school starts. Hanna starts volleyball, and I spend every spare minute out on the ocean, trying to fill the void of her absence. We both have volunteer hours to clock and SATs to prep for, and it becomes harder and harder to find time for us, just like Hanna had feared before she left for California for two weeks.

			It isn’t until the end of September that we manage to find a day off, both of us taking advantage of clear schedules and my parents being gone to spend the entire day together. It’s nice, like we’re finally back to what we were before.

			Once our bodies are spent and thoroughly reacquainted, I reach for my phone and pull up a menu from the new Italian restaurant down the street. “I was thinking of Italian for dinner. Or we can get something from that Thai place you like.”

			Hanna lets down her hair and runs her fingers through it before retying it out of her face. “I actually have to go.”

			My fingers hover over the screen, and I look at her, startled. “Wait. What? Now?”

			She doesn’t look at me when she stands and reaches for her shirt, which was tossed somewhere over by my desk. “I have to be back home by seven.” She walks over to her purse and pulls out her phone.

			“Seven? I thought we were…your curfew is eleven,” I say, not sure what’s going on. We were supposed to spend the entire day together, including dinner and movies cuddled under a blanket. She purses her lips and continues to avoid my eyes. Then it hits me. She has to be back by seven because she’s expected to be at dinner. “The Kims? Really? Today?”

			“It’s not like I’m the one who scheduled it.” Hanna drops her phone back into her purse and comes to sit on the edge of my bed. Finally, she looks at me, her expression filled with remorse and regret. “She didn’t tell me until this morning. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t want to ruin our day.”

			“Ditch dinner and stay here,” I say, my annoyance kicking up a notch at the fact that once again, I am losing out on time with her due to Ethan freaking Kim.

			“Peyton,” she says through an exasperated sigh.

			“We had plans!” There’s panic in my voice. Panic and anger and frustration. All of it makes my chest hurt.

			Hanna winces. “I know.”

			“And once again, Ethan Kim gets to have dinner with you instead of me? You’re my girlfriend, and I never see you anymore.” I don’t even care that my voice cracks. In fact, it’s kind of fitting, considering my heart is doing the same thing.

			“I hate it, too. Trust me.” She shifts closer and takes my hand, threading our fingers together. “But I don’t have a choice.”

			“Yes, you do. You absolutely have a choice.”

			Hanna shakes her head and squeezes my hand. “Not with this.” She pulls our joined hands into her lap and stares at her thumb softly tracing circles on my skin. “I’m sorry, I know we’ve both been busy, and this was supposed to be our day. I know things have been hard.”

			“I feel like you’re pulling away,” I manage to confess through the lump in my throat.

			Hanna takes my face and tilts it until I’m looking in her eyes. Her expression is pained as she nods like she understands. Maybe this is killing her a little bit, too. It’s not lost on me that the one thing she was terrified of happening when we went to college is happening now, when we’re both still right here. “I don’t have anything Friday night. How about we rain check? No interruptions. Just me and you. I’ll tell my mom I’m sleeping over at Maya’s, and we can have the whole night.”

			She looks at me with such hope, and the idea of having her all to myself for the entire night is enough to make me nod. “Yeah, okay.”

			“I’m sorry,” she murmurs against my lips, followed by several soft kisses. “I love you.”

			I nod again because I know she does. That’s why all this hurts as much as it does. “I love you, too.”

			Unfortunately, I’m beginning to realize that no matter how much we love each other, it may not be enough. And no matter how hard we try or how many stolen moments we find, it won’t keep the invisible timer from racing toward zero.

			





    
            Chapter Seventeen 





			Now

			The second round of March Madness is in full swing, and I’m on top of the fucking world. The Wolfpack women’s basketball team just easily sent Chattanooga packing, I have a pleasant buzz, and I’m full from some of the best wings I’ve ever eaten. But the thing that really makes me feel like I’m floating? The warm hand resting casually on my thigh and the girl sitting beside me.

			Everyone at the table laughs at something, but I have no idea what. I’m too focused on Hanna. The way she looks in her red Henley with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows and her dark hair draped over her shoulder. She throws her head back and laughs, and I can’t help but stare at the column of her throat, taking in her soft, flawless skin.

			She catches me staring, and her smile softens, and her hand slides a little farther up my leg.

			“I’m just saying,” Sam says loudly, reclaiming Hanna’s attention, “Duke’s winning their sixth national title.”

			Jace snorts but doesn’t look up from his phone. “They beat Vermont. Don’t be too excited.”

			Sam kicks back in his chair, his hands behind his head, looking mighty pleased. “So? Vermont has a very good program.”

			Jace pats his shoulder. “Sure, buddy.”

			Hanna glances at me. “Some things haven’t changed.”

			“Unfortunately.” We share a knowing smile.

			“Where did you go to school, Hanna?” Lani asks.

			“UC Davis. Didn’t make the tournament, I’m afraid.”

			Sam grabs the pitcher of beer and empties it into his glass. “You can root for the Blue Devils.”

			“Don’t even think about it,” I warn. “Can’t you see what color she’s wearing?”

			Sam narrows his eyes back and turns his attention to Hanna, who is sandwiched awkwardly between us. “You know you’d look better in Duke royal blue.”

			“I’m kind of fond of Wolfpack red,” Hanna easily fires back. My stomach swoops at her admission, and I put my hand over hers, threading our fingers together.

			Sam winces and holds his hand to his chest as if physically wounded. “Shots fired.”

			“What finally brought you back to Bird Neck?” Jace asks, putting down his phone and giving Hanna his undivided attention.

			Maya’s mysterious comment about the real reason Hanna moved back pops into my mind, and I’m very interested in her response.

			“Bird Neck Aquarium offered me an opportunity to learn alongside one of the best marine vets in the country. It was too hard to pass up. That and my parents live here.”

			Is that all Maya was alluding to? A job opening and a family reunion? Why would that be deserving of a cheek pat and dramatic wink? I give Hanna a questioning look, one that I hope conveys, “Is that all?” Her answering expression consists of a small smile and looking back toward the TV hanging over the bar.

			“Where are you living?” Jace asks.

			Hanna winces, her nose scrunching in the adorable way it used to when she was embarrassed. “With my parents, actually.”

			Lani gives her a sympathetic look. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			Hanna chuckles and shakes her head. “Almost twenty-eight and I’m back in my high school bedroom.”

			I bump her shoulder. “I liked that bedroom.” Her blush makes me smile.

			“No place of your own?” Jace resumes his interrogation, and Hanna and I both look at him. He sips from his beer, his eyes wide, as if we can’t see his question for what it really is. He’s not asking for curiosity’s sake. He’s fishing and trying to prove a point. This question was for my benefit and mine alone.

			“Oh,” Hanna says, her hand slipping off my leg. “My residency is for two years. We’ll see what happens after that.”

			“So you’re not planning on staying?” Jace continues.

			“What the hell, Jace?” I ask, annoyed and more than a little pissed. It was one thing to see his disappointed expression when Hanna and I walked in together, but it’s another for him to cross-examine Hanna’s intentions in front of the whole damn table.

			Hanna puts her hand on my arm, presumably to keep me from getting riled up while Lani shoots him a look and starts to sign rapidly. Her hands fly so fast that I can’t keep up. I do, however, make out the words stop and inappropriate.

			“I’d like to stay,” Hanna answers, her gaze locked on Jace’s, as if she also knows what he’s alluding to. “But if Bird Neck doesn’t offer me a permanent position…” She lets the rest of her statement linger and shrugs. “In the meantime, I’m saving money by living at home.”

			I can feel Sam watching me. Ignoring him, I stare back at Jace, hoping he can read from my expression just how unamused I am.

			“Okay. Well. I’m going to put in an order of cheese fries,” Hanna says after a stretch of awkward silence. “Does anyone need anything?”

			“Another pitcher,” Sam says, handing her the one he just emptied.

			“Peyton? Lani?”

			“Maybe some water,” I suggest. She nods and squeezes my shoulder and stands. I watch her walk over to the bar and lean against the edge while she waits for someone to take her order.

			I didn’t know she was living with her parents. I didn’t know she only planned as far as her residency. It makes sense, I guess, that I wouldn’t know these things. It’s not like I ever asked. But for Jace to bring it up like he did? It was embarrassing. “What are you doing?”

			“What? I just asked her a question. Besides, you’re the one who has some explaining to do, showing up here together hand in hand and all touchy-feely and crap. What happened to ‘I have an indestructible heart, we’re just friends, everything is fine’?” He glances at Hanna where she’s looking at one of the TVs while she waits, and then he stretches across the table toward me. “Are you two back together?”

			Sam leans in from my other side, his eyes as wide as his smile. “Did she spend the night with you?”

			I give him a look because of course that’s the first thing he wants to know. “No, she did not spend the night.”

			“I thought she had a girlfriend?” Lani signs beside me.

			“They broke up,” I tell her, not sure if I’m using the correct sign and not bothering to tell her that Maya lied, and they weren’t really that serious to begin with.

			Jace’s expression turns skeptical. “When? Why?”

			“Does it matter?” Their questions come out rushed, and it makes me feel panicky. I’m the one who’s supposed to be getting some answers. After a quick glance at Hanna, I grab my beer and chug, wishing Sam had asked her to grab two pitchers.

			He waggles his eyebrows. “Seriously, are you two hooking up?”

			I shove him away and scoff. “What are you, sixteen?”

			He’s undeterred and points at me, continuing to grin. “Look at that blush. You’re totally hooking up.”

			“Peyton.” Jace glances over his shoulder and practically lies across the table to get closer, his voice dangerously low. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

			“Is what a good idea?” I ask, hoping I sound more convincing than I feel. Because I absolutely know what he’s referring to. He gives me a look that says I can’t fool him, and I shrug. “We’re just friends,” I repeat.

			“Friends who hook up,” Sam supplies.

			“You’re going to Miami,” Jace continues.

			“Wait, I thought you were going to Duke?” Sam says, his mischievous smile gone.

			“I never said I wanted to go to Duke,” I tell him for the thousandth time and turn back to my beer, avoiding looking at Jace. “And I haven’t heard back from Miami.”

			“Yet. You nailed the interview, you said so yourself. Does she know you applied to get your doctorate? That there’s a good chance you might be moving away?”

			I sink in my seat and groan, over this conversation and how quickly it’s worsening my mood.

			“Look,” Jace continues, “I’m not trying to be an asshole. I’m just worried. Did you hear what she said? She might not even be here in another year.”

			“I might not be either,” I point out. Even if it is just hypothetical at this point.

			“Exactly. The last time—”

			“It’s not like last time,” I snap. Jace winces, and I instantly feel guilty. He’s just trying to look out for me, even if it was a dick move the way he did it. And I just don’t want to go there right now. Not when Hanna smiles at me from the bar and holds up two pitchers of beer like she somehow read my mind, just like she’s always been able to do to. “It’s not like high school. So you can all stop with the interrogation.”

			It’s a lie. They know it, and I know it. I expect Jace to protest further or for Sam to make another crude comment, but they both remain silent. We all know Hanna and I could never be just friends. Not when I’ve been in love with her from the moment I saw her. Not when it’s becoming glaringly obvious I’m still in love with her.
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        * * *

      

			“You taste like wings and beer,” Hanna says through a smile, her lips still pressed to mine.

			It makes me grin. “You taste like cheese fries.”

			She hums and leans in for another slow and languid kiss, her tongue sliding across mine. The subtle sound triggers something inside me, and I pull her flush against me, needing to feel her warmth and prove to myself that she’s really here. My fingertips dig into her sides just a little harder, grounding me in this moment. She presses into me willingly, her arms tightening around my neck.

			My entire body feels like it’s on fire. It takes all the willpower I possess to keep the kiss slow and keep my hands from slipping underneath her shirt. But nine years is a long time, and I’ve missed her.

			Hanna pulls away first, but she doesn’t go far. She presses her forehead to mine and takes a deep breath. My apartment is dark except for the soft glow of the aquarium on the far side of the room. It casts just enough light to see that her eyes are closed, and her lips are parted and kiss-swollen.

			She gently massages the base of my neck and takes a shaky breath. “You’re still so good at this.”

			My body relaxes as she plays with my hair. It’s comforting and intimate and brings me back to stolen moments from years ago. “At what?”

			“This,” she says through a sigh. “Kissing.”

			I lean back a little, amused. “Did you think I’d have gotten worse?”

			She smiles, and her eyes slowly open. “No.”

			Instinctively, I want to kiss her again. I stare instead. It amazes me that after all this time, she fits against me better than before. It makes me wonder if fate is a real thing, and we were always meant to be together like this.

			“There’s that look,” she says, her tone laced with fondness.

			“What look?”

			Her head cocks as she stares at me with a sense of wonder. “Like you think I hung the moon.”

			My stomach swoops, the familiarity of the conversation taking me back to a time when things were simpler. When our love was young and filled with promise. “Maybe you did.”

			Her smile falters, and she steps out of my arms. I ache to pull her back. But it seems the moment has passed as she ventures deeper into my living space.

			Moving to the kitchen, I flip on the lights, brightening the room. I can’t keep my eyes off her, and I wonder why my response made her look so pained. She takes her time checking out my books and the couple of surfboards propped in a corner next to a large palm.

			“Your apartment is nice. It’s so very you,” she says, dragging her fingers along the edge of one of my boards. Her self-guided tour ends at my fish tank in the back. She peers into it for so long, I wonder if she’s having regrets about coming back here with me.

			I contemplate saying something, explaining why I chose a freshwater tank over saltwater, why I chose the fish that I did, anything to fill the silence and cut the sudden tension. But I don’t. My gaze stays on her back while I remain just outside the kitchen, waiting.

			Finally, she turns, keeping distance between us. The space of my apartment feels wider than when we were thousands of miles apart. Her posture deflates. It makes me dread whatever is coming next.

			“We should probably talk about this,” she says, gesturing between us, “and about what happened when I left.”

			There it is. Everything I’ve been trying desperately to avoid. She’s right, I know she is. All the unspoken pieces of our past weigh heavy between us. But I’m not ready to open old wounds. “I really don’t want to talk about what happened.”

			She glances around the room and nods. She takes a few steps closer and grabs the back of my sofa. “I really think we should.”

			“Why? Are you planning on breaking my heart again?”

			She flinches as if I struck her.

			I stand there, shocked, wondering where the hell that burst of anger came from. My surprise quickly shifts to regret. I hate that I caused the hurt look on her face. It makes me sick to my stomach. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” She walks slowly to the other side of the sofa, sits, and offers me a small sad smile. “Please sit with me?”

			I sit and she shifts so she’s facing me, her knees pressing into the side of my leg. I don’t look at her face. I’m too scared of what I may find. Or worse, what she may see on mine. I stare at my hands shaking in my lap, terrified of what comes next.

			I hate this, all the uncertainty and doubt between us. There was a time I used to know her better than I knew myself. But things between us have shifted so fiercely that I don’t feel as though I know her at all. Where I was once able to predict what would happen next, now I don’t know if she wants to kiss me or leave. I fucking hate it.

			“What are you thinking?” she asks softly.

			I’m not sure how to answer because I’m thinking a million different things while trying not to think at all. There are so many lingering questions, but I’m not sure I want the answers.

			Panic starts to creep its way through me. What are we doing? Is Jace right? Is this a path that’s going to lead straight back into heartache? If things like fate are real, are we destined to always fall apart? Especially if what Jace pointed out is true, and she may not even stay in Bird Neck.

			I want to tell her that what she’s doing to me isn’t fair, but that isn’t fair, either. Especially because she’s not the only one faced with an uncertain future.

			She puts her hand on my leg and squeezes. “Are you okay? You look like you have a lot on your mind.”

			Her touch adds to my confusion. I jolt to my feet and run my hands through my hair, anxious and frustrated. And okay, yeah, maybe I do want to talk about this and what’s happening between us. “It’s just…we haven’t seen each other for nine years. Then you move back out of the blue, and for the first few months, I thought for sure you hated me. The next thing I know, your tongue is in my mouth. Not that I’m complaining about the latter, it’s just confusing. Like, why now? Why are you here now?”

			If I thought she looked hurt before, it’s nothing compared to the pained expression on her face now. “I’ve never hated you, Peyton. Not for a single second, ever.”

			I squeeze my eyes shut as pieces of conversations I’ve tried so hard to forget flash in my mind. Angry eyes from the past stare back at me, followed by a gut-wrenching memory of watching Hanna walk away with my broken heart in her hands. My chest squeezes so tightly that it makes breathing almost impossible. That was then, I remind myself. We’re different people now. It doesn’t have to be the same.

			“It felt that way,” I confess. “When you cut me out of your life.”

			“I’m sorry. I never, ever, meant for you to think that.” She stands in front of me, and warm soft hands gently cradle my face. “I could never hate you.”

			Slowly, I open my eyes, blinking back tears, and am met with a gaze filled with remorse. I lean into her touch, desperate for the unpleasant memories to go back in their box where I kept them locked away. For so long, all I wanted was another chance at being with Hanna. And now that chance is staring me right in the face. Why am I trying to sabotage this? “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.”

			Her thumbs caress my cheeks, and she steps closer. I can feel her body heat, and I lean into her, chasing her warmth. “Of course it matters. Peyton—”

			“No more talking. Please?” I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. “Can we please just have this? Can we please just have a few more minutes where I can pretend everything is fine between us and there’s no devastating history or uncertain future?”

			Her fingers still against my skin, she holds her breath. I hold mine, too, releasing it only when she nods and slips her arms around me. “Okay,” she whispers and guides my head to her shoulder. She strokes my hair, and I close my eyes, breathing her in and focusing on her tight embrace. “Okay,” she says again.

			Hanna leaves soon after, and I know it’s too late. Whatever fleeting bit of happiness we managed to find in the here and now is blackened and weighed down by the events of what happened then. It’s only a matter of time before reality comes crashing down around us. No amount of pretending or avoiding can prevent it.

			





    
            Chapter Eighteen 





			My eyes burn, and I close them while I stir an obscene amount of sugar into my third cup of coffee. I didn’t see Hanna on Sunday. She had plans with her family, but we texted throughout the day. Nothing serious. Mainly messages about the new restaurant that opened near her and pictures of centerpieces she was assembling for Maya’s wedding. It was nice. Pleasant, even. Almost too pleasant. Because even though she’s kept her word and hasn’t brought up our past, I know it’s only a matter of time.

			And that’s also why I spent the entirety of Sunday wrapped like a burrito on my couch while I ate greasy takeout and watched basketball. Alone. My sleep was filled with nightmares of Hanna avoiding me in the halls of our old school while I tried desperately to get my damn locker open.

			Needless to say, I’m both mentally and physically exhausted. With most of my emails responded to, I sink into my chair and take a sip of coffee, wondering if it’ll give me enough energy to venture out to find some lunch or if I’ll end up just nuking the Easy Mac I have stashed in my desk drawer.

			The office door opens, and Mal sulks in, flinging herself dramatically into her chair. “I hate shelling mussels.”

			I spin in my chair to face her. “Make the interns do it.”

			“They were until Lisa called out and they needed someone to deep clean the seal exhibit.” She gives me a look that screams annoyance. “And you know how the interns this year are, any chance to be near the animals, they’re going to take it. Little eager beavers and all.”

			I smile around my favorite black mug that says Marine biologist, because badass ocean saver isn’t an official job title. “Like you weren’t the exact same when you were an intern.”

			“I had to be. I was competing against you.”

			I scoff. “Oh please. Like we weren’t going to be their two hires.”

			“You’re goddamn right,” she says through a grin. “How’s your day? Get any research in?”

			With a sigh, I put down my coffee and stretch my arms over my head, deciding that it’s definitely going to be an Easy Mac lunch. “Didn’t have time after my rounds. Field trip.”

			“Bummer. Heard back from UNC Wilmington yet?”

			“Nope.” Add that to the list of things stressing me out.

			“You will.” She grabs her crossbody from her desk drawer and flings it over her shoulder as she stands. “Need anything from Target? I forgot to pick up limeade from the store, and my boyfriend is all mopey about it.”

			“Maybe a bag of sour gummy worms?”

			She freezes in place and eyes me worriedly. “Whoa, you okay? You only get those when you’re upset or stressed.”

			“Just have a hankering.” There’s no way I’m going to tell her that I am stressed about my situation with Hanna. And now my not-yet acceptance into UNCW.

			Her eyes narrow. When I don’t say anything else, she sighs. “If you say so.”

			“Get a large bag,” I call when she steps out the door.

			Once she’s gone, I sink back into my chair and close my eyes. I wonder if I can sneak in a nap before I’m due to feed the sharks. It won’t be the first time I used my lunch break to sleep.

			But there’s a soft knock from behind me, and I’m surprised to see Hanna standing hesitantly in the doorway to my office.

			“Hi.” Her smile is soft, and it melts away at some of my stress and anxiety. That means something, right? “Am I interrupting?”

			I use my foot to pull the door open a little farther and motion to Mal’s empty chair. “No, come on in.”

			She looks absolutely beautiful in her aquarium polo and tight jeans. Her hair is pulled into a messy bun, and she’s sporting just a little bit of makeup. “I was wondering if you’d like to have lunch with me?”

			“Depends. Are you providing said lunch?”

			She produces a white bag from behind her back. “Do you still like turkey and provolone on three cheese bread and jalapeno chips?”

			My heart skips a beat that she remembers my go-to order from the local deli down the street. “I do.”

			We share a smile, and she pulls Mal’s chair closer to my desk while I grab two sodas from the mini fridge tucked in the corner. After she lays out our food, she pops open her can of Coke and takes a long sip before we dig in. “How was your Sunday?” she asks halfway through our meal.

			I don’t tell her that I barely moved off the couch. “Uneventful. Did you finish the centerpieces?”

			“We did. Maya came over with a couple bottles of wine, and we got them all done.”

			“Ah, nothing like drunken arts and crafts. I think it’s cool you two stayed friends.”

			Her expression turns thoughtful, and she nods. “Yeah, we’ve been through a lot.” It hurts that Maya has gotten to be with her all this time, has gotten to be the person Hanna leaned on when things got tough. I want to ask her what she means by a lot. I want to know everything I missed these past years. “I’m surprised you agreed to come to her wedding. She’s really excited about it, though. I think she’s been pestering her DJ to play songs from high school.”

			“Please don’t tell me she requested ‘Wiggle.’” Just thinking about that damn whistle makes me shudder.

			Hanna laughs. “I’ll make sure she leaves it off.”

			We eat in silence, and I think about the fact that Maya is getting married, and Jace and Lani are well on their way and maybe even Emerson and Alice. We’re all kind of in that age bracket where it seems everyone is in a committed relationship.

			I watch Hanna lick her fingers after finishing her chips and wonder, if things had been different back in high school, maybe we’d be on our way to getting married, too.

			“Why did you end things with Erica?”

			She looks as surprised as I feel for asking. But her nonanswer from the other night keeps nagging me. She slowly wipes her mouth and hands and carefully cleans up the remainder of her lunch. “We wanted different things.”

			“What kind of things?”

			She lets out a heavy sigh. “Peyton, I know you don’t want to talk about what happened in high school, but I really think we should.”

			Another nonanswer.

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s been nine years,” she says like that’s the simplest reason in the world. Except it isn’t that simple. Nothing about us, about this, is simple.

			“Whose fault is that?” I snap, my frustration getting the better of me.

			She looks as though I slapped her again. “That’s not fair.”

			A pang of guilt comes with her flinch and quiet words. But the anger within me that’s been dormant for so long is reignited, and I’m not sure how to extinguish it. “You want to talk? Okay. What’s not fair is that I tried to talk to you. Constantly. But you built a wall around you with people who kept me away. You blocked me and ignored me for so long that I was left with no choice but to give up.”

			She doesn’t even try to deny it. Instead, she stares, her eyes darkening and her jaw clenching.

			“I felt cast aside by the girl I loved, and it still hurts to think about. I’ve never stopped wanting you, Hanna, but you left. You fucking walked away from me. From us. Years of nothing and now you decide you want me?”

			“Peyton, it’s never been about not wanting you,” she whispers, her voice desperate and sad.

			“Then what, Hanna? Because I worked so damn hard to get over you and now…” I shake my head, angry at myself for letting her back in. I should never have let her kiss me again. I should never have let myself believe, not even for a second, that things would be different.

			Maybe Jace was right. It doesn’t matter if we’re seventeen or twenty-seven or fifty-fucking-two, maybe we’re always supposed to hurt each other, no matter how badly we don’t want to. No matter how hard we try to be different.

			As much as I’ve tried to avoid it, no matter what precautions I’ve taken, acknowledging that simple fact seems to shatter the box that once held all my pain. I’m drowning in it. Sinking back into the memories of what it felt like to have my heart broken and why I swore off love in the first place.

			Hanna is watching me, her expression laced with worry. “And now what?” she prompts, her voice a nervous whisper.

			“And now…” My throat tightens, and my body feels tense. I press a hand to my chest, struggling for air. “I can barely breathe around you.”

			She doesn’t say anything, and she doesn’t try to explain. She watches me expectantly like I’m supposed to just keep talking. Like I’m supposed to be the one to fix this brokenness between us.

			But even if I knew how, I’m not so sure I should. “Thanks for lunch. I have a meeting I need to get to. Can you please pull the door shut on your way out?” Standing, I grab the radio from its charger and slide past her. She doesn’t try to stop me, and for once, I’m grateful.

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			I hate that I let myself fall apart at work. I especially hate that I let my anger about the past get the best of me. I shouldn’t have shut her down and put all the blame for our past on her. But sitting there, talking about feelings and wanting was just too much. It triggered memories I didn’t want to relive, ones of Hanna walking away. Ones of Hanna giving up. Ones of Hanna choosing a future that didn’t involve me. And it all just fucking hurts.

			When I head to my office to do one last email sweep, it’s well past time to leave. But I’m determined not to play catch-up tomorrow morning so I can keep my morning clear for research. That’s what I should be focusing on. Myself and what I want for my future.

			So I go through my inbox, deleting the spam and skimming aquarium reminders about cleanliness and schedule changes. It doesn’t take me long to clear out my unread messages, and just as I’m about to exit out, a new email comes through. I groan because honestly, I just want go home, but the subject line causes me to do a double take. It’s from the University of Miami.

			I hold my breath, and with a slightly shaking hand, I click on it.

			 

			Dear Ms. Reilly,

			Congratulations! It is my pleasure to invite you to pursue a PhD in Marine Biology and Ecology at the University of Miami for the fall 2024 semester…

			 

			Holy. Shit.

			Holy shit.

			I scan the words, outpaced only by my beating heart. An excited jolt of adrenaline courses through my body, and I take a deep breath while I read the entire email again. Of the handful of places I applied, Miami was in my top two. Despite having connections there, the acceptance still feels huge. Like all my research and hard work has finally paid off.

			I need to tell Jace. And Emerson and…

			Hanna.

			I fall back in my chair, the excitement of studying reefs in Biscayne and the Keys quickly dissipating when I think about telling her. Especially since she has no idea that I applied for any graduate programs, let alone one down in Florida. It’s one thing to know she may leave again, but it’s an entirely different to know that I may be the one leaving. That I may be the reason we end before we have another chance to begin.

			“What did you mean when you said I built a wall around me with people who kept you away?”

			I jump out of my chair and clutch my chest. Hanna stands in the doorway of my office, her brows furrowed.

			My heart beats so fast, I swear it’s going to burst through my body. “Jesus, Hanna.” I close my eyes and try to calm my still racing heart. “You scared the shit out of me.”

			There is absolutely nothing I’d like more than to make a run for it. But for some reason, the open door seems miles away. The look on Hanna’s face is a mix of several emotions, and I know that even if I had the energy to push past her and make a break for it, she isn’t going to let this go.

			She’s nervous, I can tell by the way she white-knuckles the strap to her bag. But the fact she seems so confused by my statement just confuses me. And I’m agitated that she doesn’t remember. How can she not when I can so vividly recall all of what happened?

			I run my hand through my hair and huff out a frustrated breath. “I mean, Maya getting in my face and saying I wasn’t respecting your request for space. Yelling at me in the middle of a crowded hallway to back off because hadn’t I put you through enough? And your mom telling me to stop showing up at your house because you didn’t want to see me anymore. That you were focusing on more important things. And Ethan Kim,” I say through clenched teeth because I have been trying so desperately to forget he ever existed, “bragging about the hotel room he got for you two after prom because you chose him. That’s what I mean. A wall of people who were there every single day to remind me of how uninterested you were in anything I had to say. How uninterested you were in me.”

			She stares, her mouth open and her eyes wide. It takes a moment before she shakes her head. “I didn’t…I never asked them to do that. And I definitely didn’t choose Ethan over you.”

			“Yeah, well,” I look away, my eyes prickling, but I refuse to cry.

			“Peyton, I’m sorry. If I could go back—”

			“You can’t. We can’t. I’m not even sure we’re the same people anymore. I don’t know why you’re here. Or why we’re doing this.” I shake my head and rub my face, my anger extinguishing as fast as it was ignited. “I just know that I don’t think I can survive us falling apart again.”

			When I open my eyes, she has moved a few steps closer, standing close enough for me to see the tears pooling in her eyes but remaining just out of reach. And if that isn’t the perfect fucking metaphor for our relationship, I don’t know what is.

			“I’m tired, Hanna.” My confession comes softly, achingly so, and my shoulders sag, defeated and unwilling to fight for any more moments of happiness with her. The cost is too heavy. “I’m tired of hurting, and I don’t want to feel like this anymore. My chest aches all the time. You broke my heart so unequivocally that I’ve never been able to move on, and I just…can’t do it anymore.”

			I close my eyes again and focus on breathing until I can feel my heartbeat start to slow, taking my burst of anger and the sharp pain of sadness with it. “I know I hurt you, too. I know I fucked up.” I swallow the lump in my throat just like I push down my memories. “But I just wanted to be with you. I would’ve done anything to make it work. But you didn’t want the same, and I just—”

			“It wasn’t like that,” she insists.

			But she fails to elaborate, and I am just so, so, tired. Tired of fighting and wanting and not having that reciprocated. Nine years. We had over nine years to figure this out. And after all that time, it feels like I’m the only one who cared enough to fucking try. I turn and shut off my computer, undocking it from the docking station and slipping it into my tote. When I turn back to face her, it’s in time to see a tear streak down her cheek. It kills me that I want to wipe it away. “What did I do? To push you away, to make you not want me? What did I do wrong?”

			She closes her eyes and shakes her head. “Nothing. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			Her answer makes everything that happened so much worse. “So you were what? Bored of me?”

			Her eyes widen, and she takes a step closer, reaching out only for her hand to fall limply by her side. “No, Peyton. It’s not…Let me try to explain.”

			I shake my head because she wants to explain? Now? Not when I begged her to stay and explain all those years ago? “It’s too late for that, I think.”

			She takes a stuttering breath and steps back. “Don’t say that.”

			“It’s probably best if this”—I motion between us—“doesn’t go any further. It probably shouldn’t have started in the first place.” I gently push past only to stop in the doorway. “I applied to a doctorate program in Miami.” When I look over my shoulder, it’s in time to see her expression shift to confusion. “I got in.”

			Realization slowly dons on her face. “Oh,” she says simply. “That’s…congratulations.” I’m not sure what I was expecting, but a swift resignation was not it.

			Her response does, however, make me realize two things: One, my heart can absolutely continue to break despite thinking it’s already completely shattered, and two, no matter how much I still love Hanna, distance and her lack of fight is always going to be something that kills us.

			





    
            Chapter Nineteen 





			My vacation accrual is maxed out. Which is one of the reasons I’m granted the rest of the week off from work on such short notice. That and Mal owes me one for going to that conference in Chicago last year in her place. Plus, I worked over Christmas. It pays to be a workaholic sometimes, I guess.

			The sudden request for time off has nothing to do with it being the week before Easter and everything to do with trying to avoid Hanna. It’s immature, I know. But I don’t know what else to do. I need to figure shit out, and it’s hard to do that when Hanna’s around. There’s so many conflicting emotions. My head is telling me I’m making the right choice for being wary and cautious. She hurt me once, and she’s certainly able to do it again. But my heart is telling me not to give up. That maybe this time, we can make it work.

			“This was Monday?” Emerson sips from her straw, her eyes wide, totally invested in my situation. I nod. “Has she said anything since?”

			She hasn’t. And I find myself wondering whether it’s because she’s giving me space or because she’s also struggling with the whole head-versus-heart thing. “No.”

			Emerson hums thoughtfully. “What happens when you see her at work?”

			I push my food around, not really hungry, and shrug. “I don’t know. I haven’t been at work. I took the week off.”

			“Peyton,” she scolds, looking mortified. “You took a week off work? Just to avoid Hanna?”

			I narrow my eyes. “Like you didn’t take a couple days off work to avoid Alice when you two were fighting.”

			She narrows her eyes right back. “That was different. I had a job interview. I didn’t do it to purposely avoid her. That was just a perk.”

			We stare for a beat, and I sigh, knowing there’s no use trying to flip the script here. In the short amount of time we’ve been friends, Emerson has always been able to see right through me. And I’m grateful that we’re comfortable enough in our friendship that we can call out each other’s bullshit.

			I push my plate away and resist the urge to check my phone for a message from Hanna I know isn’t there.

			Emerson pulls my plate closer and scoops most of my uneaten food onto hers. “Yeah, we’re not going to leave this much food behind. Ever since Hector brought me here, I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m jealous you live within walking distance.”

			“Alice doesn’t bring you here?” I ask, placing my phone face down on the table.

			“She feeds me in other ways,” she says with a cheeky grin.

			A statement like that coming from Emerson just sounds wrong. I wrinkle my nose. “Gross.”

			She laughs. “Oh please. Like you wouldn’t have used a line like that on me if we were still hooking up.”

			She’s not wrong. I’ve used plenty of cheesy lines on girls, Emerson included, and the callout makes me smile. “True.”

			“Also, how amazing that you got accepted into graduate school! I’m so excited for you that I’m not even going to mention that this is the first time I’m hearing of it.” She finishes what’s left of my enchiladas, then sits back and pats her stomach. “I might have overdone it.” She groans.

			“If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t tell anyone but Jace and Sam. And Lani knows. Mal knows too because she helped edit my personal statement and research proposal. And, well, Hanna, now, obviously. Oh, and my grandpa.”

			“Is that all?” Emerson deadpans.

			“I’m still waiting to hear back from the few other places I applied,” I continue, ignoring her sass. “And there’s honestly no use in getting everyone riled up until I know where I’m going. Plus, I didn’t want my parents’ criticism. It was bad enough going through that when I applied to undergrad and again when I got my master’s.”

			“Where did they want you to go?”

			“Someplace prestigious. And close.”

			I can practically see the gears turning in Emerson’s mind. “So…Duke?”

			“Yeah.” Besides Sam, my parents have always pressed for the most impressive accolades. When I told them I had no desire to go to an Ivy League school and wanted to stay in state, they pressured me to attend Duke despite my heart being set on NC State. “I don’t know why everyone wants me to go to Duke. I mean, do I look like a Blue Devil?”

			“No?” Her hesitant uncertainty is amusing. “But you do look good in blue. It brings out your eyes.”

			“Good thing UNC Wilmington has a favorable color palette, then.”

			She seems to perk up at that. “Is that your first choice?”

			“It is. And that is something only you now know.” She pretends to zip her lips. “And Jace. And probably Lani by default. And my grandpa. And Mal.” She gives me an annoyed look, and it makes me laugh. “Are you doing anything for Easter tomorrow?”

			“My parents are at the beach house,” she says, taking the change in subject in stride. “They got in yesterday. I’m spending the night with Alice, and we’re all going out to a fancy brunch on Sunday. What about you? Doing anything fun?”

			I scoff. Easter and fun don’t really go together in the Reilly household. It’s more like stress and resentment, with a heaping side of guilt. “Hardly. Just church and dinner with my family. You’re here until Wednesday?”

			“Yeah, I’m working on a project in the city.” I wait for her to tell me about the project, but she wipes her hands on her napkin and leans on the table, her expression thoughtful. “So listen. This thing with Hanna. I know I’m only hearing your side, and I’m totally biased because I love you so damn much, but I also know what it’s like to be scared to open up to someone you care about. I also know that with high school comes high school bullshit. But you two aren’t in high school anymore.”

			“But do we ever really leave?” I challenge.

			Emerson quickly waves my question aside. “Too deep to get into and not the point.”

			I slouch into the booth. “I don’t know if I want to hear what she has to say. Even if it was just high school, she really hurt me. Like, permanently damaged hurt me. Except I still want her. I still have all these feelings for her. Like, that’s weird, right?”

			“Well, you know what they say about the heart, right?”

			“Don’t let anyone near it, or they’ll blow it to smithereens?”

			Emerson laughs. “No. That you can’t help who you love.”

			I scoff. “That’s stupid.”

			“What happened between you two in high school, Peyton?” she asks softly.

			“I wish I fucking knew.” A woman walking her dog passes the window and I watch them until they round the corner. “Maybe she didn’t care enough about us to make it work. Or maybe the idea of being long distance was too hard.”

			“Long distance is hard,” she says. “But maybe she regrets what happened and wants to try again. Maybe she’s ready to make it work.”

			“I don’t know, Em. It might be too late for that.” Even if my heart is screaming at me to give her another chance.

			“Well, I don’t know Hanna that well, or at all really, but something tells me she wouldn’t be trying so hard to patch things up with you if she didn’t still care.” She stares, and I avoid her gaze because even though she has a point, it doesn’t mean I want to put myself through that kind of heartache again. “But what do I know? I’ll leave the advice for the experts.”

			“Like a therapist?”

			A slow smile stretches her lips. “Or something.” The server appears to clear our plates, and Emerson perks up. “Do you want dessert? Their tres leches cake is awesome.”
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        * * *

      

			Easter has always been a bigger deal to my mother than to me. Mainly because I’m not very religious but also because it just doesn’t feel the same as it once did. It was fun when I was a kid, all egg hunts and chocolate bunnies. When I think about Easter now, I picture overcooked ham, potent lilies, and my mother pretending that being Catholic makes us special.

			I sit at the counter of my parents’ oversized kitchen, peeling the foil off Hershey Kisses so my mom can whip up a quick batch of Kiss Pies before church. When she asked for me to get here before nine, I had no idea it was to help her with some last-minute baking.

			“Your dad should be here with Grandpa any minute. Once I get these in the oven, I need you to keep an eye on them so I can get dressed. We need to make it to the church by ten thirty.”

			“Doesn’t Mass start at noon?” I ask, popping a Kiss into my mouth.

			“I want to sit up front. Last year, we got there too late and were stuck in the back.”

			“I like sitting in the back. Makes for a quick exit.”

			She gives me a disapproving look. “Peyton.”

			It’s true, though. Whenever we sit near the front, my mother has to stop and talk with every single person, making the walk out of the nave seem endless. By the time we get home and have Easter dinner, it’s already deep into the evening. I was hoping we could skip most of the socializing this year. “The basketball game is on at five, Mom. Grandpa and I want to watch it.”

			She shakes her head and releases a disapproving tsk. “I can’t believe they’re allowing basketball to happen on such a holy day.”

			“Don’t be so sanctimonious,” I say and roll my eyes. “Not everyone celebrates Easter.”

			“You’re almost crankier than you were on Christmas.”

			“I wasn’t cranky at Christmas.” But I don’t deny being cranky now. “Speaking of Christmas,” I start, my sour mood making me itch for a fight, “why don’t you put any of the ornaments I made for you and Dad on the main tree?”

			“What?” She glances at me but doesn’t stop rolling out the dough.

			“Why don’t you put any of the ornaments I made when I was a kid on the main tree?” I repeat.

			“Where is this coming from?” She gives me a curious look, then nods toward the ring of circular biscuit cutters. “Hand me that one. The medium one.”

			She doesn’t have to specify. We’ve been making these cookies for as long as I can remember. I pull the one she wants off the ring and slide it over. I don’t know why I’m bringing this up now, in March, when everything Christmas is packed away in the attic. But it seems important. “Why are they off to the side on a little tree like they’re an afterthought? Like they don’t matter?”

			My mom takes the cutter and puts it down. She leans her wrists on the edge of the counter, propping up her flour-covered hands. I expect irritation from her, mirroring my own. Misery loves company and all that. I’m surprised when that’s not what I get. “Of course they matter. Honey, what’s this about?”

			Her expression is laced with concern. It’s not something I see very often, all soft and genuine. It throws me and leaves me feeling unsettled. I was braced for a fight because that’s what I was looking for. Not concern or sympathy. The intensity of her curiosity weighs a little too much, and it makes me feel exposed. Her urgency to be ready for church has been replaced with an eerie kind of patience.

			“It’s just…” My desire for an altercation is rapidly dwindling, fading into that good ol’ Catholic guilt. “Why aren’t any of them on the tree in the sitting room? The one you always show off?”

			“I don’t show off that tree. It’s tucked in the corner of a room that barely gets used. Hardly anyone sees it, especially since your father and I stopped entertaining. Your ornaments are on the tree in the foyer so anyone who comes to the door can see them. Where I can see them every time I pass by. They’re special and invaluable. I thought you knew that.” She shakes her head and looks at the dough, sadness shining through her smile. “To be honest, they remind me of a time when Christmas used to be magical. When you’d follow me around begging to make cookies together and humming carols.” She takes a shaky breath and tries her best to smile. “If you’d rather I put them on the other tree, I’d be more than happy to.”

			Well, now I feel like a grade A asshole. Not once did I think of it like that. Not once did I stop and wonder if maybe she was missing the Christmases of old just like I was. God, I’m just a jerk.

			I slide off the stool and walk around the island and throw my arms around my mom, pulling her in for a tight embrace. A surprised whoosh escapes her lungs, and it takes her a couple beats before she accepts the hug and returns it.

			I can’t remember the last time we hugged. Like, properly hugged. The smell of her perfume mingled with pie dough takes me right back to when I was a kid, pressing the round cutter through the dough right alongside her the day before Easter. Back when I adored spending time with her and making memories.

			My eyes burn with unshed tears, and I press my face into the crook of her neck while she attempts to rub my back in a soothing motion. I know she’s doing it with her wrists so she doesn’t get flour on me. It makes me squeeze just a little harder.

			“No,” I tell her quietly, feeling as though my heart may explode. “Keep them in the foyer.” When we pull away, I motion to the half-made pies. “You cut, and I’ll kiss?”

			Her misty eyes shimmer with happiness, and she hands me the bowl of chocolate.
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        * * *

      

			After dinner, I change into sweatpants and an old NC State shirt and jog downstairs in time for my mom to hand me a glass of red wine as I pass through the kitchen. I give her a quick kiss on the cheek and head to the sitting room. Grandpa is on the sofa, glass of wine in hand, and I fall into the cushions just as the game starts.

			“Think the Pack will beat Duke?” he asks, turning up the volume of his hearing aid.

			“If there’s a God in heaven,” I tell him without pause, and he laughs. I don’t think I can handle any more shit talk from Sam about national championships.

			My mother appears soon after and places a plate of desserts on the coffee table, including the Kiss Pies we made earlier. “I’m going to change. Do you two need anything?” She sounds tired, and it makes me feel guilty about giving her so much crap about Easter when she clearly puts a lot of work into it.

			“I think we’re good,” I tell her and grab her hand before she can turn away. “Dinner was great, Mom.”

			She looks pleasantly startled. “Thank you, honey.” She bends to kiss the top of my head and leaves the room with a pleased smile.

			Once she’s out of sight, Grandpa leans into me and whispers, “Your father overcooked the ham.”

			I laugh in agreement because he absolutely did. But everything else, everything my mother made, was on point.

			We watch the start of the basketball game in silence, and I think about how way off I was about the ornament situation. How I let it fester for so long and assumed the worst from my mother when in reality, it could’ve all been avoided if I had just asked. It makes me wonder if I’m doing the same thing with Hanna.

			“That was a nice service, wasn’t it?” Grandpa asks after State hits a three-pointer.

			I swirl the overly fancy red wine in my overly fancy glass, knowing my mom only gets the expensive stuff out for Easter, and I wonder if I really want to deal with a post-wine hangover in the morning. I decide against the hangover and take one final sip, then put my glass on the side table. “Yeah, real moving.”

			“Mind giving me a recap?” Grandpa asks. “I fell asleep halfway through.”

			“I didn’t really listen,” I admit. “But I’ll bet it had something to do with the resurrection.”

			I glance at the mantel, at the last photo we took as a family when Grandma was still alive. We were all dressed up for some award banquet for my father. I’m crouched beside Grandma, and Grandpa stands behind her, gripping the handles of her wheelchair, not wanting anyone else to push her. Tears pool in my eyes. He was always so attentive, so loving. He would’ve done anything for her. And he did. He sacrificed a great job in the city just so she could live closer to her family. He gave up traveling for work so he could help build her dream house with his own hands. She was his entire world. He always used to say it wasn’t a sacrifice but a privilege to be able to give her everything she ever wanted.

			“You okay, kiddo?” he asks, and I can hear the concern in his voice.

			“How did you know Grandma was the one?” I ask quietly, unable to take my eyes off the photo. “That you two would last?”

			He doesn’t seem fazed by my question. In fact, he follows my line of sight to the family photo and smiles. “When my heart wouldn’t let me be happy with anyone else. When she was all I thought about. When I would’ve moved heaven and earth just to see her smile.” He gently puts his hand on my arm. “When having fun stopped being fun.”

			His answer is so different than when I asked my mom. Everything from his honest and open smile to his heartfelt description. It makes me wonder how two people cut from the same cloth can have such vastly different answers on the same topic. “Mom said true love doesn’t exist.”

			He sighs as if he isn’t surprised. “Your mom is jaded. I honestly don’t know where she gets it from. Definitely not from me or your grandma.” He puts his wineglass next to mine. “And what do you think? Does true love exist?”

			“I thought it did. But I honestly don’t know anymore. I guess that’s why I’ve been avoiding it.”

			He nods like he understands, then gives my shoulder a little bump. “Let me ask you a question. Are you still having fun?”

			The truth is, sleeping around stopped being fun the second Hanna walked back into my life. “I’m still in love with Hanna.” My confession comes after a lengthy pause. “But I don’t think I want to be.”

			He doesn’t appear to be surprised by this, either. He reaches for our glasses and hands me mine. “What are you going to do about it?”

			I’m not sure he’s looking for an actual answer, and I don’t give him one.
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        * * *

      

			Monday morning brings sunshine and the prospect of an entire day of surfing. I take my time waking up and make myself an omelet filled with cheese and leftover Easter ham and jot down a few items I need to grab from the store later today.

			Once I’ve finished breakfast, I clean up, and I’m just about to pour another cup of coffee when there’s a persistent knock on my door. Assuming it’s Jace, since I haven’t answered any of his texts these past few days, I push my glasses farther up my nose and unlatch the door. But I’m surprised by an extremely irritated Alice.

			“Grab your board, I double-parked.”

			I stare at her curiously. I’m fairly certain she doesn’t know where I live. Which can only mean: “Did Emerson send you?”

			“Obviously,” she deadpans and turns to walk back down the hall. “Now put on your wet suit. We’re wasting daylight.”

			





    
            Chapter Twenty 





			The weather is perfect for a day out on the ocean. Mid-eighties, slight breeze, rolling, belly-high waves, and the spring break crowd gone. I’m surprised when Alice takes me to Emerson’s aunt and uncle’s beach house. I’ve surfed the spot a lot, but I thought for sure she’d take me to a place only the locals know about. She says nothing when she pulls into their driveway. It takes me a moment to get out of the car, and when I do, I look around to see if I can spot the familiar cars belonging to Emerson’s relatives. Thankfully, it appears no one is home, so I help Alice unhook the boards, and I follow her around the side of the house toward the beach.

			We don’t say much while we get ready or when we make it into the water. Instead, we take turns riding, falling into an unspoken routine of give and take as if we’d been surfing together for years.

			Usually, when I come here with Jace, we take a bit of time between sets to chat or crack jokes. But the silence between me and Alice is nice. Like she knows I need this spiritual connection with the water to clear my mind while at the same time making sure I’m not alone. It makes me wonder why we’ve never tried doing this before.

			A couple hours fly by, and my stomach starts to grumble. As disappointed as I am to be forced to take a break, I’ve worked up a real appetite, and I know my body should take a bit of a rest and rehydrate.

			“I like your hat,” I tell Alice as she paddles to where I’m sitting on my board. Not many people can pull off a floppy bucket hat, but it suits her.

			“Thanks. It has a hidden pocket,” she says seriously.

			“ChapStick?”

			“Naturally.” She straddles her board beside me. “No work today?”

			I arch my brow. “Could say the same about you.”

			“We’re closed on Mondays during the offseason.” She stares back and tilts her head as if to say, what’s your excuse?

			I look toward the beach. The waves cause my board to bob, carrying me slightly with the current. I realize I’m too mentally exhausted to lie. “I’m avoiding Hanna.”

			“Yeah, Emerson told me a bit about that.” She nods toward shore and lowers herself on her board to start paddling in. “Come on, let’s grab some lunch.”

			After we rinse off our feet and pull down the tops of our wet suits, leaving them hanging off our waists, Alice and I tug on our surf ponchos and head up the long staircase to the top deck. The air may be warm, but the water was a brisk sixty-three, and without the warmth of the wet suit, my skin prickles in goose bumps in the spring air.

			I hoped Alice was going to lead me back to her car, pull out a picnic basket, or drive us to a nearby restaurant, but it appears we’re eating here at the house.

			“Is Emerson here?” I ask, glancing around, wondering if she’s going to pop up and save me from having to follow Alice up the rest of the stairs.

			“No, she’s working.”

			Eyeing the large windows suspiciously, I try to detect if there’s any movement inside. Ever since I was caught with my hand down Emerson’s bathing suit while we were in the pool two summers ago, I’ve tried to avoid this place. And any and all run-ins with Emerson’s aunt and uncle. “Is anyone else home?”

			“Hi, Peyton.”

			The voice makes me jump, and I look over to see Emerson’s aunt Renee leaning on the railing watching me with a knowing kind of smile. Seriously, is no one working today? I don’t miss the smirk Alice shoots me over her shoulder. I wonder if she knows about all my awkward run-ins with Emerson’s aunt when Emerson and I were sleeping together, and this is her way of getting back at me. I knew our time on the water together was too good to be true.

			Fucking traitor.

			I smile, trying to appear way less flustered than I feel. “Hi, Renee.”

			She pushes off the railing when we get to the top, and I see that she’s in work clothes, as if she spent the morning in the office and decided to come home halfway through the day just to torment me. “It’s good to see you,” she says, and her smile softens like she genuinely means it.

			Despite Alice being a couple inches shorter than me, I hover behind her as if she’ll somehow protect me. “Good to see you, too.”

			Alice meets Renee for a brief hug and motions to the fresh fruit and tray of meats and cheeses and bread. Renee has made us a makeshift sandwich bar. Add that to the never-saw-it-coming bingo card. “Renee, this looks great, thank you.”

			“If you need anything else, please help yourselves. There are more drinks in the fridge. I have to go jump on a call.” She steps around Alice to get to the sliding glass door but stops to squeeze my arm. “Don’t be a stranger, Peyton. It really is good to see you.”

			I nod because I have no idea how to even respond to that. “Pretty sure she still hates me,” I say once she’s inside.

			Alice rolls her eyes. “Oh, get over yourself.”

			Much like when we were surfing, we don’t say much during our meal. We both crush two sandwiches and an entire bag of chips and are munching on homemade cookies, courtesy of Emerson, when Alice stretches and heaves out a heavy sigh.

			I lean back in my chair and close my eyes, tilting my face toward the sun. This has been an absolute welcome reprieve. Something I desperately needed. Even if Emerson put it all in place, Alice is the one who made it happen. “Thanks. For today.”

			“Don’t mention it. I love a good day out on the water.”

			When I open my eyes, she’s staring fondly at the ocean. “You’re really good. It’s no wonder you were going pro.” I watch her carefully for any indication that she doesn’t want to talk about it, but besides the slight clench of her jaw, she doesn’t seem upset at me bringing it up. “I looked you up. I’m sorry about your injury.”

			She nods and seems to deflate a little. I’m hoping it’s because she can tell I’m genuinely sorry and not trying to tease. “Yeah, me too.”

			“I also read you could’ve rehabbed,” I continue, my curiosity getting the better of me. Because if I was in her place and had the opportunity she did, I’m pretty damn certain I’d do whatever it took to get back out there. “That your sponsors were willing to stick by you. Why didn’t you try?”

			She’s silent for so long, I think I may have overstepped. We may have had a good day out on our boards, but one day out on the water doesn’t equate to heart-to-hearts. Maybe I should apologize and back away from matters that clearly don’t concern me.

			But Alice takes a deep breath and puts her foot on the chair and wraps her arms around her leg. “Real talk? I was terrified that I’d fail. That the one thing I loved most in the world wouldn’t love me back. It was easier not to try.”

			Her words hit me square in the chest, and I let them marinate. I’m doing the same damn thing when it comes to Hanna. Facing the ocean, I let it settle that I’m avoiding her because I’m terrified that she’ll break me once again. “Do you regret it? Not trying?”

			Our eyes meet, her expression serious when she says, “Infinitely.”

			We sit in silence, with me trying to find comfort within the sounds of the seagulls overhead and the gentle ebb and flow of the waves.

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Alice asks quietly. She doesn’t sound as if she’s asking out of obligation. And she doesn’t elaborate. She doesn’t have to.

			“It’s just, why now? Why is she back now? And how is it possible to still have all these feelings for her? I mean, it’s been almost ten years,” I say, the words spilling out, unable to hold on to them any longer. “I know we were kids, but I loved her. We were in love. I know she felt it, too. Then one day, it’s like, she just didn’t?” I shake my head because that’s not right. “Or maybe she just didn’t want me enough? I don’t know. She pulled away and poured herself into other things. I tried to talk to her about it, to tell her we’d be okay, but…” I shrug, finding it hard to put into words exactly what happened, despite having lived through it. “In the end, I just gave her what she wanted and stopped fighting.”

			Alice nods, her expression mirroring one she wears when listening to customers at the bar. It dawns on me that when Emerson said I should talk to someone like a therapist, she was referring to her girlfriend. If I wasn’t so depressed, I’d find it funny. “Have you tried talking to her?”

			I give Alice a look. Because after her significant and thoughtful pause, that’s what she comes back with?

			She holds up her hands as if to say, don’t shoot the messenger, and presses on. “I know, trust me, I know. I’ve been through it. Talking it out isn’t my forte, either. But it sounds like maybe she was holding on to something she didn’t know how to deal with and pushed you away as a result.”

			I stare at her, blinking while I try to process her explanation. Hanna and I used to talk about everything. We were each other’s safe space. There’s no way there was something that big that she was keeping from me. I shake my head. “I don’t think that was it.”

			She tilts her head. “But have you asked? Maybe there’s more to the story than you’re remembering.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” I say, deciding that what happened then isn’t really the point. “I’m probably heading to Miami anyway.”

			“And you can’t be with Hanna because you’ll be in Florida, and she’ll be here?”

			I look away from her judgmental expression. She and Emerson may have the long-distance thing down, but it doesn’t work for everyone. It obviously doesn’t work for me and Hanna. “We weren’t meant for long distance.”

			“How do you know? Have you tried it?” She knows damn well we haven’t. Everyone knows we didn’t. We’ve been apart for nine fucking years. The irritation must show on my face because she sighs. “Look, it sucks. Speaking from experience on that issue, too. But if you love each other, you’ll make it work.”

			“I tried to make it work,” I yell. “She’s the one who didn’t want to try.”

			“Are you sure about that?” she asks gently.

			Ugh, she’s so fucking annoying. I groan, frustrated and turn away from her.

			“Peyton, are you sure that’s all it is?”

			“No!” I glare at her as if she’s the one who hurt me, and when her concerned expression doesn’t waver, I slouch and run my hands over my face. “I’m terrified if we start something, if we try again, she’s going to realize it was all a mistake and leave me heartbroken all over again.”

			My chest heaves, and I stare at Alice, surprised by my admission. It’s one thing to think those thoughts late at night in the quiet of my bedroom but another thing entirely to voice them aloud in the clear light of day.

			Alice is quiet for a long time, eventually turning away to study the gentle waves of the ocean. “As much as it pains me to admit,” she says finally, her voice quiet and almost regretful, “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Emerson when we started seeing each other. I would have given anything to be with her the moment I met her two summers ago. But I firmly believe if we had tried back then, we never would’ve worked. Just like if she had gotten her internship when she had wanted, she would’ve moved to France, and we never would’ve had last summer. We wouldn’t have our now.”

			“But you waited for her,” I point out. “And it all worked out. A part of me has waited for Hanna for nine fucking years. Our situation isn’t the same.”

			“No,” she agrees. I clench my jaw and look away. “But I’m saying that sometimes, we shouldn’t ignore a shot at a second chance. We should fight for what we want despite the risk. You have to decide if the possible heartache is worth it.”

			“What if I’m too tired to fight?” I ask, anger bubbling beneath my skin. “What if I want her to fight for me?”

			She arches her brow. “You mean, like, moving back to North Carolina, breaking up with the girl she was seeing, and kissing you?”

			“You sound like Emerson,” I grumble. And God, does she tell Alice everything?

			“And you sound like a child,” she fires back. “Hanna’s here. She kissed you. She broke up with the girl she was seeing. She’s the one who wants to talk about it. It seems to me like she’s willing to try. And you’re pouting because you want her to do more?” She leans forward, making sure she has my attention before continuing. “Peyton, it didn’t work out then. That doesn’t mean it can’t work out now.”

			I scoff, still not believing it. “Are you trying to say that everything happens for a reason?”

			“I’m saying sometimes, timing matters.” She sits back and points toward the ocean. “It’s like surfing, right? You pop in too soon or too late, and you either miss the wave or you get tossed from your board. But when you hit it just right”—she claps her hands and pushes one of them forward—“smooth sailing.”

			“You had to get a surfing metaphor in there, didn’t you?” I deadpan.

			She grins, looking mighty pleased with herself. “It’s honestly the best way to make a point.”

			Whatever’s left of this unexpected heart-to-heart is cut short when the glass door behind us opens, and Jace walks through, eyeing me hesitantly. “So this is where the party is,” he says with a tentative smile. Lani is behind him, followed by Sam and Emerson.

			I stand, startled to see everyone. I glance at Alice, who shrugs like she could not care any less that all my best friends just randomly walked out onto the deck. “What are you guys doing here?”

			“I called them,” Emerson says proudly. She stops behind Alice’s chair and puts a hand on her shoulder. I don’t miss the way Alice seems to melt at her touch. “Thought you might like to do a group hang. If you’re not too tired, maybe head back out and catch some more waves? We all brought our boards.”

			My jaw drops in disbelief. The last time Emerson attempted to surf with me, she just about drowned. Seriously, hunched over in the sand puking salt water. Since then, she had Alice give her some lessons, but we haven’t had a chance to go out together. The thought of surfing with her is like an instant shot of espresso. It perks me right the hell up. “Seriously? You’re going to show me your new skills?”

			“But first,” Sam says, taking a step forward, “we need to celebrate.”

			I give him a curious look because what could we possibly have to celebrate just as he reveals a small cake from behind his back. “Congrats on getting into Miami!”

			“We’re so proud of you,” Lani adds.

			All of them don expressions of pride and excitement. “Guys,” I start, feeling overwhelmed with love.

			“Group hug,” Emerson announces, saving me from having to make any speeches, and flings herself at me, collecting Jace and Lani as she goes. Sam and Alice follow suit, Alice probably begrudgingly, and they trap me in the middle, everyone giggling.

			I smile wide, especially when Jace plants a giant kiss against my temple and Sam ruffles my hair like a proud father. My heart is filled with so much happiness I think it just may explode.
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        * * *

      

			By the time I get back to my apartment, it’s late, and I’m exhausted. I can barely drag my board and duffel inside, but it’s the best I’ve felt all week. My body is spent in the best way possible, and my head has quieted enough where I don’t feel like wrapping myself in a blanket and sulking in the dark. I feel lighter, like my thoughts are finally starting to become a little clearer.

			Once I’m in, I prop my board against the wall, drop my duffel, and pull up the menu for the Thai place down on the strip while I turn on the television, ready for the Iowa versus LSU basketball game.

			There doesn’t appear to be much of a wait time for delivery, so I place my order and hop in the shower to get the salt out of my hair and off my skin. The basketball game has already tipped off by the time I get out, and I quickly wrap a towel around me, fall onto my couch, and watch while I wait for my dinner.

			When my phone buzzes, I expect it to be the driver telling me they’re on their way, but it’s a text from Hanna: Meet me in our old spot by the beach?

			I stare at the words, wondering if I’m imagining them.

			Another text pops up: Please?

			The crowd goes nuts on the television, but I don’t even know what’s happening. I stare at my phone. My conversation with Alice echoes in my head: “Hanna’s here. She kissed you. She broke up with the girl she was seeing. She’s the one who wants to talk about it. It seems to me like she’s willing to try.”

			The question is, am I?

			It takes another message saying my food is on its way to snap me back to the present. With a shaking hand, I text her back: Be there in thirty.

			





    
            Chapter Twenty-one 





			Then

			The ocean is calm, almost eerily so, and now that the sun has gone down, there isn’t anyone on the beach. The chill in the air has kept most people away from the strip, adding to the quiet. Even through spring break, the March air seems to be too cold for most vacationers.

			It’s a little past eight. I was supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago. Hanna is already sitting on the bench of our favorite table outside Patsy’s. Only one lamppost is working, a spotlight in the otherwise dark and overcast night.

			“Sorry,” I say the second she turns. I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Practice ran late.” I practically fall on the bench beside her under the light, exhausted and already ready to sleep despite all the homework I still have to do. I’m both excited and surprised she asked to meet me. Lately, we’ve been spending less and less time together, especially during the week with practices and midterms. I know we’ve been busy, but I had hoped that once midterms were over, we’d find our way back to our normal routine.

			“It’s okay,” she says, pressing her hands deeper into her hoodie.

			“How was tennis?”

			She shivers, and I notice, not for the first time, the bags under her eyes. She stares at the ocean with a frown. “Are you okay?” When she doesn’t say anything, I know something is wrong. “Hey, what’s the matter?” She still doesn’t answer. I shift closer and put my hand on her leg. “Hanna?”

			It’s as if my touch jump-starts her, and she twists to face me, swallowing hard and seemingly working to avoid my eyes. “I need to say something, and I don’t know how I’m going to do it.”

			“Okay.” I stretch out the word and wonder what the hell it is that has her so twitchy and upset.

			“I got into UC Davis.” Her body deflates like she’s just released a heavy weight.

			It takes the words a moment to register, but when they do, I jump to my feet, excited and proud. “Hanna, that’s amazing! I knew you would.” I can’t for the life of me understand why we aren’t celebrating this. How getting into her dream school would put such a distressed look on her face. But when I go in for a hug, she holds her hand out, stopping me.

			“I found out back in January.”

			“What?” My arms fall limply as I try to understand. “January?”

			“I also applied to schools here in state.”

			Absolutely nothing she’s saying makes any sense. Why would she apply to schools in North Carolina if her dream was always to go to California? “I don’t understand.”

			“I didn’t know if I wanted to go to California anymore, so I applied to UNC. And Duke. And NC State.” I can tell by her stiff posture that applying to schools here was anything but a casual choice.

			“But you’ve had your heart set on—”

			“My heart’s been with you,” she cries, eyes begging me to understand. “And you’re here. You’re going to be here. You’re always going to be here.”

			“I’m confused.”

			“When I went out to California with my family, I thought, this is a mistake. I shouldn’t be this far from…”

			“Is this about the distance?” I say hurriedly, unable to stand the pain in her voice or the tears pooling in her eyes. Unable to stomach the idea of her giving up her dream for me. “I don’t care how far away you are. We can figure it out.”

			“You keep saying that, but there’s no easy fix for this, Peyton.” Her tone shifts from hurt to annoyed. “It’s not just the distance. It’s everything. My grades are slipping. I’m losing matches I shouldn’t be losing. My mother is on me about my internship and community service and my future. Girls flirt with you, and I’m jealous all the time. I’m stressed the fuck out, and all you do is tell me things are going to be fine when you don’t even know if they will be.”

			“Because I believe they will be.”

			“How?” she asks bitterly. “By just magically happening?”

			“I’m sorry about your mom and that you’re stressed. You’re doing too much. I’m sure you can pull back on the volunteering and community service—”

			She shakes her head like I’m still not understanding. And the thing is, I don’t. Not really. I’ve tried to get her to give something up for months, but she’s refused. She’s way too hard on herself, and clearly, it’s having an impact. I’m not sure what else I can offer to help ease some of her stress. “I can’t give those things up, Peyton. I need them. I’ve worked so hard.”

			“Nothing bad is going to happen if you drop some hours. There’s only a couple more months of school and then—”

			“I leave for California,” she says, cutting me off. “I leave the day after graduation, Peyton. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I need those hours because I accepted an assistant research position that starts the second week in June. We don’t have time to fix it. To fix this.”

			I stare at her, stunned. I don’t ever remember her saying she applied to research positions. I thought we had one more summer together. Have I really been so dismissive of all her California talk that I missed such an important detail? I quickly do the math. We have about two and half months before graduation. Before she leaves.

			Leaves.

			I take a step back as if she struck me because I think I’m finally starting to understand.

			My breath starts to come in short, panicked bursts. “It’s okay,” I tell her, racking my brain for a solution. “We can still figure something out.”

			“I don’t know how this is going to work,” she says softly. “I’ll be so far, and I’ll be so busy, and you’ll be here, and…I’m making myself sick over it all.”

			“There’s still time for me to apply to schools out there—”

			“I don’t want you to apply to schools in California.” She rubs her face and looks toward the ocean. The clouds break, and when she turns to me, I can see the reflection of the moonlight in her tear-filled eyes. This time, she doesn’t wipe away the tears, and I don’t try, either. There’s something in her solemn expression that has me rooted in place. “I’m not taking you from NC State. You deserve to have your dreams, too.”

			The moon gets swallowed up again, casting us back into shadow. “Then what…”

			She closes her eyes, and the second our gaze is broken, it hits me. Like a suffocating blow to the chest. This isn’t Hanna asking for help. This isn’t us trying to fix what is apparently critically fractured. This is Hanna ending it.

			“Are we…are you breaking up with me?”

			She squeezes her eyes tighter, and another tear shakes loose, followed quickly by another.

			“Hanna,” I beg when she doesn’t answer.

			“Please don’t make this any harder than it already is,” she whispers.

			“It doesn’t have to be hard. People make long-distance relationships work all the time. We can make it work.” My words come out rushed and pleading. I close the distance and touch her arm. “Don’t do this.”

			She takes a step away and shakes her head. “I can’t. You deserve better. Better than me.”

			“Don’t I get a say in this?”

			“I’m sorry. I just can’t.” She turns and walks away, her steps hurried, as if she can’t stand to be near me for a single second more. “I’m so sorry,” she calls, but she doesn’t turn around.

			“Hanna, please,” I call through a sob, the words choked and desperate. But if she hears me, she doesn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she gets in her car and drives away quickly, taking my shattered heart with her.
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        * * *

      

			There’s a gentle knock, and the door to my room slowly opens. But I don’t move. I don’t know if it’s because I’m unwilling or because I can’t. Either way, I take shallow breaths, tucked inside a blanket, blocking out the rest of the world. At least until it’s peeled back. The light that pours in through the cracks of my curtains makes me squint.

			“You look like shit,” Jace says from somewhere above.

			Somehow managing to sit up, I snatch the covers back and pull them over my head and shoulders, turning the duvet into a cape. “Matches how I feel, then.”

			“Man, it’s depressing in here,” Sam says from behind Jace. He grabs my phone off the bed and arches a brow. “Almost as depressing as this playlist.” He turns off the music, Sinead O’Connor silenced for the first time in days. I don’t even have it in me to protest.

			Jace sighs and nudges my leg. “Come on. Waves are breaking. Gonna be a great day for surfing.”

			For the first time in my life, I have no desire to surf. Instead, I glare at the intruders who have crashed my pity party. “How did you get in here?”

			“Your mom let us in.” Sam appears at the foot of my bed. “Come on, get up.” He tosses a sweatshirt at me. I let it hit me in the face.

			I flop back on the bed. “Just go without me. Close the door on your way out.”

			“Peyton.” Jace sits beside me and pulls back the covers to see my face. “I know you’re hurting.”

			“Hurting? It feels like I’m dying.” My voice is raw from the constant lump that’s been sitting there. I press my hand to my chest and try to take a breath, but it feels like my ribs are constricting, slowly suffocating me. “Is this always what it feels like? Because if it is, then why do it? Why fall in love in the first place if this is what comes after?”

			“It doesn’t always come after,” Sam says sympathetically.

			With an expression full of sympathy, Jace tries to peel back the covers a little more. “I don’t think people can help falling in love. Sometimes it happens whether we want it to or not.”

			“Well, fuck that.” I snatch the covers back. “I’m not falling in love again.”

			“If it helps, Hanna looks like shit, too,” Sam supplies. This earns him an annoyed look from Jace and a curious one from me.

			“She does?” I ask at the same time Jace says, “Why would that help?”

			“Then why did she break up with me?” I press. “If she looks like shit, why would she do this?”

			“Have you tried talking to her?” Jace asks gently.

			I motion to my phone. “I sent her messages, but she won’t even read them. She avoids me in the halls. Her mother sends me away when I go to her house.” I ignore the wince from Sam. Because he’s right. Two weeks of this and it’s pretty clear that Hanna wants me to stay far away from her. “I’ve stopped trying.”

			“Do you want me to try?” Jace asks.

			Sam gives him a wary look. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

			I shake my head. It’s no use. If Hanna wanted to talk, we would’ve. She made herself pretty clear that night on the beach when she said she couldn’t do this with me anymore. “Why doesn’t she want me? Why doesn’t she love me anymore?”

			Jace scoots closer and pulls me up and into him. I’m so tired that I allow my head to be guided to his shoulder. “I don’t think it has anything to do with her not loving you,” he says, wrapping me in a tight embrace.

			Tears I thought were long dried start to pool within my eyes. “Then why?”

			“I don’t know,” he says gently.

			Not knowing is the worst part. I guess I should’ve seen this coming. I’m not someone people date. I’m not someone people commit to long term. I’m not someone people wait for. I’m someone people have fun with, someone they send home at the end of the night. I’m expendable.

			“There’s a party tonight,” Jace says carefully, like he’s afraid of me shutting him down before he can even finish. “At Chad’s.”

			“It’ll do you good to get out of your cave,” Sam supplies when it’s clear Jace isn’t going to push. “Who knows, it might be a good distraction.”

			Jace kicks at Sam, and I don’t have to see to know he’s giving Sam a scathing look. They probably rehearsed this whole thing before coming in here, and it’s no surprise that Sam is going off script.

			But still, Sam may have a point. I don’t have the energy to surf. And I definitely don’t have the energy to mingle. But… “Will there be alcohol?”

			“Hell, yeah, there’ll be alcohol,” Sam says, a bit too excited.

			“I don’t think—”

			“Let me shower and change,” I say, cutting off Jace and his concerns. Sam lets out a whoop, and I stumble to the bathroom, not caring at all that drinking when I’m this depressed is a bad idea. I just want to fucking forget.
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        * * *

      

			Sleeping with Dana Peterson was a mistake. Okay, the first time it happened, at Chad’s party, was questionable at best. But I was a little tipsy, and I was there to forget, and nothing makes me forget like sex. And Dana was there, and she’s always been discreet in the past about our hookups and has never pressed me for more than just casual sex. So when she got a little handsy, it seemed like the natural thing to do.

			This, on the other hand…

			“We should go to prom together,” she says, coming in from the bathroom and crawling toward me on her bed.

			“I’m not going,” I tell her and reach for my shirt. Because, yeah, sleeping with her again was clearly not a good idea. Not if it leads to things like dates and prom.

			“What? Why?”

			I don’t tell her it’s because the only person I ever had any desire to go to prom with won’t even look at me.

			Dana sighs. “She’s going with Ethan.”

			I whip around. She’s now casually stretched out with her head propped on her hand. “What?”

			She shrugs. “He asked her a couple days ago. Waited for her after her tennis game and asked in front of everyone. Including her parents. There were flowers, and he kind of made it into a whole thing.”

			I’m so stupid. I’m so fucking stupid. Somewhere deep down, I should’ve known. They’ve been inseparable since our breakup. None of this should be a surprise. But a part of me, the last little sliver inside my heart, hoped she wasn’t planning on going, either.

			Dana’s expression shifts, and she sits up. She places her hand on my arm, and the look she gives me is a cross between pity and regret. “I’m sorry.” There’s nothing condescending about her tone. In fact, she seems to genuinely feel bad about the entire thing.

			I put on a brave face and scoff. “Why? It’s not your fault.”

			“No, but you’re hurting.”

			I’m more than hurting. I’m drowning in grief, and I don’t know how to get through it.

			Dana reaches for her shirt, and I stop her. She may not be the girl I want, but right now, she’s the only one who’s been able to numb the sharp pain of heartache. “I’ll go,” I tell her when she gives me a questioning look.

			Her bright and elated smile makes me feel even worse.
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        * * *

      

			The only thing I can stomach is candy. So I slide in the dollar and press E3 and watch as the vending machine spits out a Snickers. Once it hits the bottom with a thud, I reach for it, knowing that if Jace finds out I had candy for lunch again, he’s likely to strap me down and force-feed me some vegetables.

			“Is it true?”

			I freeze because there’s no way I’m hearing what I think I’m hearing.

			“Is what they’re saying true?”

			I grab the Snickers and stand, my heart thumping wildly. It’s been weeks since I’ve heard her voice. Since I’ve been close to her. Slowly, I turn to see Hanna clutching the strap of her shoulder bag so tight, her knuckles are turning white. Despite the desperate look on her face, one that screams pain and anger and uncertainty, she looks absolutely beautiful, and I have to stop myself from taking a step toward her. “Is what true?”

			“You and Dana Peterson?” Her words sound choked, as if she had to literally force them past her lips. “You’re taking her to prom?” She stares at me, disbelieving and betrayed.

			“It’s just a dance,” I say because it is. If I had been going with Hanna, it would’ve meant so much more. But now, it’s just a stupid school function that holds little meaning.

			“You slept with her?” It comes out as a question, one it looks like she already knows the answer to.

			Of course she’d hear about that, even if I know Dana isn’t the one who let it slip. This school thrives on gossip and heartache, and we weren’t exactly discreet at Chad’s party last weekend. It makes me hate myself.

			“Did you even read it?”

			I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about, but it’s clear she’s been crying. The bags under her eyes from weeks ago are still there, and I wonder if she’s having trouble sleeping, too. She’s a bit disheveled, and I want nothing more than to fall on my knees and beg her to give us another chance. To assure her that Dana meant nothing and that she’s the only one I’ve ever, or will ever, want.

			But a low thrum of annoyance and anger reverberates between my bones. This pain, this breakup, wasn’t my choice. I don’t want this. I don’t want to take Dana Peterson to prom. I don’t want to find ways to distract myself from the fact that the girl I’m still in love with decided that being with me was too hard.

			I clench my jaw and squeeze the Snickers, causing the wrapper to pop open. “Look, you aren’t allowed to be mad at me for anything. You dumped me. You haven’t spoken to me in over three weeks, and the first time you do, it’s to give me crap about a stupid dance? The same dance that you’re attending with Ethan?”

			She flinches. “You’re right. What you do is none of my business.”

			It should be, I want to tell her. All of this should be her business. In fact, none of this should be happening. We shouldn’t be going to prom with other people; we should be going together, coordinating clothes, choosing where to have dinner. Instead, I have to find something fucking seafoam green to match the dress of someone I don’t even want to go with.

			“You know,” I say when Hanna turns away, “prom wasn’t something I ever cared about. At least, not until you. I daydreamed about what color dress you’d wear. Would it be long? Strapless? Sparkling? I’d get you a gardenia instead of a rose because I know they’re your favorite. I would’ve picked you up in a limo, even though you’d tell me not to because limos are excessive and flashy. But I’d do it anyway because you deserve that. And I’d make sure it was stocked with your favorite drinks and snacks, and I’d treat you to an over-the-top dinner, and we’d pretend we were rich and fancy and maybe talk with fake accents because, why not? I’d dance with you all night. And pose for as many pictures as you wanted. And afterward, we’d change into something comfortable and get ice cream and lie outside and look at the stars while I pulled bobby pins from your hair.” She stares at me, and I wipe at my eyes, angry that as hard as I tried not to cry, the tears still appeared anyway. “Stupid, huh?”

			“No,” she says so softly that I barely hear. “It’s not stupid at all.”

			We stare at each other, her expression open and loving but still so full of hurt and regret. Her walls are down, and it gives me hope that maybe, just maybe, we aren’t dead after all. It’s a quick spike, the slightest of waves, a heartbeat.

			Then the bell rings, and the hallways flood with people pushing past us and walking through us like we aren’t staring at each other and having a life changing moment.

			Ethan appears and presses into Hanna’s side and shoots daggers in my direction, like I’m the vilest thing he’s ever seen. “Hey, is she bothering you?”

			Hanna wipes her eyes and tears her gaze from me to look at him.

			I don’t stick around long enough to hear her answer.
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        * * *

      

			Ethan Kim gets her a fucking rose corsage. It’s red, and it doesn’t go with her shimmering, light blue mermaid dress. He wears an all-black suit like the douchebag he is, not even bothering to sport anything blue to match his date. He doesn’t rent a limo, either, choosing instead to borrow his dad’s muscle car that’s way too loud, and I know Hanna hates. He keeps his hand on her waist and lower back all night as if she’s a possession. Like she’s his. And when I punch him before the night is over and break his nose, it’s well worth the swollen hand and suspension from walking during graduation.

			I didn’t want to go anyway.

			





    
            Chapter Twenty-two 





			Now

			The wind bites just enough to make me shove my hands a little deeper inside the pouch of my hoodie. The cold doesn’t bother me, but I’m nervous, so I equate my shivers to that and not the blast of frigid air coming from the ocean.

			Hanna sits alone at our old table, her hands between her knees, clearly trying to stay warm. The glow from Patsy’s illuminates her like a spotlight, and I slow, watching as the wind blows her hair all over the place, and she does nothing to stop it. Images of her sitting on my lap with her arm around my shoulders on that very bench flash in my mind. It almost makes me forget that we aren’t two lovesick teenagers anymore.

			But memories of me begging her to stay while she walks away takes its place, and the air feels much colder.

			“Planning on breaking my heart again?” I say when I get close enough that I don’t have to shout.

			When she turns, it’s with a wince. “I probably should’ve picked someplace else. But we had a lot of good memories here, too.”

			“Is this going to be a good memory?”

			She hands me a cup, and I know it’s hot cocoa with extra whipped cream. I sit beside her, close enough to feel her warmth but not close enough that we’re touching. Her hair still blows wildly in the breeze, and I clutch the cup harder to keep myself from pushing it back out of her face.

			“I wanted to tell you why I moved back,” she finally says, her eyes locked on the ocean. “I wasn’t lying when I said it was because of the opportunity to work alongside Dr. Gupta. And because my parents are here. Both of those are true. But there’s more to it.” She meets my gaze and takes a shaky breath. “Ever since that first day of junior year, a piece of my heart has always been here. Has always been with you.”

			My breath pushes past my lips in a surprised whoosh. Something akin to relief pokes my heart as if to say, “Hey, did you hear that? She still cares.”

			“What I did, to you, to us…I’m sorry. For everything and for how I handled it. I’d like to try to explain if that’s okay?” There’s a hopeful look in her eyes, lined with apprehension, and I know it’s because the past couple of times she’s tried to talk, I’ve turned her down.

			I don’t know if it’s because of the hesitant way she asks or the way she plays with the cup or because of my conversation yesterday with Alice, but this time, I’m ready to listen.

			After I nod, she takes a deep breath and licks her lips. “My brother was always the perfect child. Never got into trouble. Respectful, polite, good grades, great athlete. I spent my whole life trying to live up to that because I saw how happy he made my parents. So I took up sports. Studied hard. Always did what they wanted without pushback. The perfect daughter to match their perfect son. Then we moved here and the first day of school…”

			“You met me,” I guess.

			She gives me a sad sort of smile. “You were the messy thing in my perfect life. And the only thing I wanted.” Her eyes start to mist. It makes me want to reach out, but I grip my cup harder. She uses the sleeves of her jacket to wipe her face. “My parents liked you. They just didn’t like us. My mom told me once when we were arguing that she was tolerating my experimentation with dating because she knew I was unhappy about my brother’s deployment and our move across the country. She said she was glad I’d made a friend, but that’s all you should be. And when it became clear you weren’t some fleeting teenage romance…You were right when you said my mother was pushing me toward Ethan.”

			I close my eyes, surprised at how much her confession hurts.

			“It had nothing to do with you being a girl,” she’s quick to say. “But everything to do with you being…”

			“Messy.”

			“Something out of her control,” she corrects.

			I’m not sure what the difference is, but I don’t voice it. No matter how much it stings, I can’t go back in time and change it.

			“I tried to tell her she had it all wrong. That you weren’t holding me back. That you were smarter than Ethan Kim on your worst day and him on his best. That you had ambition and drive and were kind and caring and giving. That you made me happy. But somehow, that only made it worse. When I told her I was thinking of staying in North Carolina instead of going to California…needless to say, she didn’t like that either and doubled down.

			“I’m not trying to make excuses. I’m not trying to put the blame solely on my mother. It wasn’t just her. It was me. Mentally, I was trying so hard to be perfect, to strive for the type of love I craved from my parents. Love that was already there. I just didn’t know it. I didn’t think I was good enough for them, and when girls gave you attention, I started to think that I wasn’t good enough for you, either. I didn’t know how to handle all of that, so I ended up shutting everyone out and pushing you away. Something I’ve regretted every single day.”

			I knew she took on a lot, sometimes too much, to make her parents happy. That she tried to be the best daughter at the cost of her own happiness. I knew she was stressed and tended to get upset whenever someone flirted with me, but I had no idea it was that much of a problem. That it went that deep. I frown, trying to piece together all the signs and clues. Maybe if I had known how bad it had gotten for her, I could have done something different. Been there for her more than I was. Something else to help ease her burden.

			Hindsight can really suck sometimes. “Hanna, I’m sorry I didn’t pay closer attention or do something different.”

			She smiles sadly. “Peyton, there’s nothing more you could’ve done. You did everything right. Eighteen-year-old me had a lot of feelings and fears and no idea how to handle them. Therapy helped me understand how to stand up for myself and love myself and set boundaries. Believe me when I say it wasn’t you. You were the only thing in my life that grounded me. But I was leaving for California. And you weren’t going to be there. I was scared that when you found out what a mess I was becoming, you’d leave me.”

			“Hanna—”

			“And that you deserved to be with someone who wouldn’t drag you down.”

			“But that wasn’t your choice to make,” I tell her, frustrated.

			“I know. I should’ve…” She shakes her head and looks at her hands. “I honestly thought I was making the right decision. But afterward, every time I saw you, it felt like I couldn’t breathe. I would have panic attacks. Maya saw it. So did my mother. I’m sure keeping you away was their way of protecting me. But believe me when I tell you I had no idea that was happening. I just thought you were avoiding me. And I didn’t blame you for that.”

			I let out a long breath. “I wish I had known all this.”

			“Yeah,” she says breathlessly. She chuckles, though there’s no humor in it. “I didn’t think you would want to talk to me, so I wrote you a letter. I tried to explain what I was going through and how terrified I was of leaving. How much I still loved you.”

			A spark of a memory I can’t quite remember flashes in my mind. A crowded hallway outside of the cafeteria. Hanna looking sad and defeated. Ethan Kim.

			She must see the confused look on my face because she nods like she’s already realized I never received what she wrote. “I shoved it in your locker a week after we broke up.”

			“My locker?” I think back, desperately grasping for some kind of memory regarding Hanna reaching out to me. But all I remember is using Jace’s locker shortly after the breakup because Hanna’s homeroom was in the same hallway, and I couldn’t bear seeing her first thing every single morning. “I could never get the fucking thing open, and it meant crossing paths with you, so I stopped using it.”

			Her sad smile is back. “I eventually figured that out. Honestly, it was for the best you didn’t get it. I’m sure it was nothing but an incoherent mess.” A cool breeze passes, and she shivers and pulls her jacket a little tighter. “Then I saw you making out with Dana Peterson at Chad’s party, and I was relieved you didn’t get it.”

			I feel like I’m going to be sick. It’s a moment I’ve tried so hard to forget. A moment of my life that I regret more than any other. I was sad and numb and stupid.

			At first, I stayed on the couch, content to drink away my heartache. But Dana showed up and being a couple drinks in, I was just tipsy enough to let her get a little handsy. When she started to kiss my neck, I closed my eyes, pretending she was someone else. “You were there?”

			“Just long enough to see her pull you toward an empty room. When I saw you two together, I wanted to die.” She takes a shaky breath, as if reliving the memory is just as painful for her. I’m guessing it is. I can’t imagine what I would’ve done if things had been reversed, and I had seen her go into an empty room with someone else. “Ethan asked me to prom a few days later, and I said yes.”

			I watch the darkened waves crash against the shore. All of this, everything she’s telling me, rolls in my brain while I try to make sense of it all. A series of bad timing followed by an endless amount of what-ifs. What if I’d picked up on Hanna’s struggle earlier? What if I had gotten her letter? What if I had never gone to that party?

			Hearing her tell me her side of it all is like rewatching a movie I haven’t seen in years. Like, I know the overall plot and how it ends, but it’s the first time I’m seeing the scenes I wasn’t in. The picture starts to come into focus, and all the plot holes I never really thought about before start to fill.

			She touches my leg, bringing me back to her. When I look at her, she holds eye contact when she says, “It was my fault, Peyton. I’m the one who ended us. I’m the one who pushed you away, who didn’t fight for us.” She removes her hand and cradles her cup, taking a sip. “I was so relieved to get out of Bird Neck the day after graduation. I thought being so far away would help me breathe again. But it just made it worse. I didn’t know what I was doing all the way out there by myself. I was lost and alone and confused. I almost dropped out of school that first semester. I just couldn’t…”

			She lets the sentence linger, and I wait, desperate to know what it was she couldn’t do.

			“My mom had to fly out. Maya flew out. They convinced me to talk to someone who could help me deal with the unsurmountable amount of pressure I put on myself. It took a long time before I started to realize that it was okay to mess up sometimes. That no one expected me to be perfect. After years of therapy, and a lot of heart-to-hearts with my mom, I finally started to believe that she loved me for me. And that I should love me, too. I don’t regret fixing myself. I needed to do that to get to this point in my life. But I do regret pushing you away.”

			I spent my first year at NC State partying and surrounding myself with people to avoid being alone. Because when I was, I agonized over losing Hanna. I would try to stalk her social media for just a glimpse of how she was doing. Was she happy? Had she moved on? Or was she pouring herself into sex and parties like I was to help her forget? To hear that she was alone and struggling is hard to digest. I had just assumed she was making friends and was happy to finally be rid of me. I never once thought she was in a dark place like I was.

			I run my hand through my hair, hating that I couldn’t be there for her through such a tough time. “I should’ve tried harder to reach out.”

			She shakes her head. “When I came home that first summer, I heard you were already in town. Sam was having a party, and I knew you’d be there. Maya told me I shouldn’t go. But I wanted to see you, to talk to you. Mentally, I was in a better place. I was finally feeling like I had a grip on my life. I was nervous and excited to maybe fix things between us. But when I got there, you were sitting on the couch with your friends beside you and a beautiful girl I didn’t know on your lap.”

			“I don’t even remember that party,” I tell her honestly, hating that I don’t.

			“Turns out, I didn’t have a handle on everything because the jealousy started again. I started to panic. I left before anyone even knew I was there.”

			“Hanna…” I’d like to think that if I had known she was there, we would’ve talked, we would’ve worked things out. But I don’t know if that’s true.

			“I stopped coming home for the summer after that. I stayed in California and took summer classes and applied for internships. In my mind, you had moved on, and I was determined to do the same.”

			But I hadn’t moved on. I had done everything but move on. I was looking for distractions. I was looking for ways to forget. But never move on. Because how could I? How could I possibly get Hanna out of my system when it’s been so clear that I’ve always been in love with her?

			“Maya told me you got a full-time job at the aquarium after getting your master’s. When it came time to start applying for my residency, I looked for positions here. Then, when I met with Dr. Gupta and they offered me the position, I almost didn’t take it. A part of me felt like I was forcing my way back into your life, and I wasn’t even sure you wanted me to be a part of it anymore.”

			I think about the day she started. How she held eye contact just long enough to jump-start my heart. How the look in her eyes wasn’t surprise, as if she knew she’d see me. It’s because she did know. For the first few months, I thought she avoided me because she hated me. Because she was annoyed we were sharing space. All the short comments and stiff posture… “Is that why you avoided me? Because you still had feelings for me and didn’t know how I would feel about you being back?”

			“I saw you with Emerson when we went out to Sandpiper for that retirement party. It seemed like you were happy and had moved on. I didn’t want to come between that. I’ve worked really hard on my jealousy and insecurity, but I still slip up sometimes. I thought it would be best to put some space between us. Plus, I wasn’t sure how to talk to you. Not after nine years. When you kept your distance, I thought that’s what you wanted. I thought I’d made a huge mistake coming back. A selfish one.”

			I shake my head and lean toward her to make sure she looks in my eyes when I say, “Being away from you isn’t something I wanted, Hanna. It’s never been what I wanted.”

			“I kissed you because I’m still in love with you. I’ve always been in love with you. I tried to move on, but it didn’t work. You asked me why I broke things off with Erica. It’s because she wanted a future together, and I…I wanted you.” She stares at me with a desperate expression. I try to respond, but her confession has taken all the air from my lungs. “How is it possible to meet the love of your life when you’re sixteen?” she asks in a whisper.

			We sit silently while the breeze pushes through us, and the waves continue to crash on the shore. I don’t have an answer for her other than “It just happened.” I saw her that first day of junior year, and I knew. Somehow, my heart knew she was the only one who’d ever make me feel this kind of love.

			“Peyton,” she says, shifting closer and taking the cup from me. She slips her fingers through mine. “I don’t want to be the reason you feel like you can’t breathe. Or make you feel like you aren’t enough because you are. You’re amazing and wonderful and the best person I’ve never known. I have no intention of hurting you or walking away ever again. I looked for jobs here because of you. But if the damage is beyond repair, if I waited too long or cut you too deep, I’ll respect that, and we can really try to be friends. Or I can leave you alone. But if there’s any sort of chance you still want to be with me, I would love to try again.”

			My heart feels like it’s going to explode. It thumps rapidly, coming to life and pumping with a purpose. She waits with hopeful, tear-filled eyes. I want to say okay. I want to say yes, of course we can try again. That I think I’ve been waiting for this moment since the day she walked away from me.

			It’s that image that sends searing pain through my chest. A lightning bolt reminder of what it felt like when she ended it and my heart stopped beating. When it shattered so violently that I’ve never been able to repair it. How it felt to live in a lifeless haze for years before I learned to push it aside and attempt to move forward.

			What she’s told me tonight is…a lot. And I need some time to process.

			“Hanna, I don’t know if I can.”

			A tear slides down her cheek, and I pull my hands out of hers to wipe it away. I’ve never, ever been able to see her cry. But she must think I’m pulling away because she shifts back a little and nods, wiping at the tear before I can get to it.

			“I understand.”

			Except no, I don’t think she does.

			“I am so excited for you about your opportunity in Miami,” she says through a sorrow-filled smile. “Your research is amazing, and your master’s thesis was stunning.” She cradles my face and strokes my skin. Her touch is so warm, so familiar, that the single touch somehow fixes everything broken inside me. “You’re going to do such great things, Peyton. I am so proud of you.”

			“Hanna.” I lean into her touch just as she takes her hand away.

			“It’s late. We should probably get home.” She stands and shoves her hands in her jacket pockets and attempts another smile. “Thank you for meeting me here. For allowing me to try to explain.”

			I stand, too, my heart and head playing a cruel game of tug-of-war. One wants her to stay; the other tells me to let her go.

			“I’ll always choose you, Peyton. For the rest of my life and all the lives that follow, I’ll choose you. If I have to wait for the next life to try again, I will. Because you’re worth loving. You’re worth waiting for.”

			In the end, I watch her walk away. Again. Only this time, it’s my choice. And I’m not convinced I made the right one. Not by a long shot.

			





    
            Chapter Twenty-three 





			When I arrive at work on Wednesday, Hanna isn’t there. It isn’t because she’s avoiding me. I know this because on Tuesday afternoon, she sent me a text that said:

			I’m off the rest of the week. Not avoiding you! I promised Maya I’d help with wedding stuff. See you soon?

			Soon ends up being Friday. I’m finishing a private tour when the wedding party arrives right before closing for a walkthrough of the ceremony. When our paths cross, she offers a small smile and wave. Both of which I return. She’s given me space, and even though I appreciate it, I can’t help the nagging feeling that I’m doing the wrong thing by needing it. But my mind is a mess of uncertainty, and despite Hanna not pushing for any sort of answer on where we stand, I need to give her one. Or at the very least, give myself one so I can move on. Even if it’s without her.

			By the time I finish with my final rounds and close up for the weekend, the wedding party is gone, and a large part of me is relieved. Alice texts to let me know they’re over at Sandpiper and asks if I’ll be joining them. I tell her no but to give Hanna a drink on me.

			Twenty minutes later, Hanna texts me a picture of a vodka cranberry with a heart eyes emoji. It’s almost enough to get me to head over there. Almost. But I have another date planned.

			I jog up the stairs to my grandpa’s, donning my NC State hoodie, ready to watch the Wolfpack take on South Carolina in the Final Four. Tonight is a much needed distraction, one I’ve been looking forward to for days. Just when I raise my hand to knock, Mrs. Bauer from down the hall opens the door, startling us both.

			She presses her hand to her chest. “Oh, hello, Peyton. You startled me.”

			“Hi, Mrs. Bauer, you look nice this evening.” I hold the door open for her while she shuffles through, and I catch a whiff of a strong floral scent. She’s wearing a soft pink sweater, a pearl necklace with matching earrings, and the slightest bit of lipstick and heavy pink blush.

			She pats my arm as she passes. “Aren’t you sweet? Your grandfather said you were coming, so I wanted to drop off something warm for you to eat.”

			“You’re not joining us?” I ask as she continues past me and down the hall in the direction of her room. It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes, Grandpa and I go down to the dining room, and the three of us will eat together. I like her. She’s a bit strange, but she has a great sense of humor and makes my grandpa laugh.

			“Not this time,” she calls without looking back. “You two enjoy!”

			When I enter the apartment, I see my grandpa pulling down a couple of plates from inside the kitchen. “Hey, Grandpa.”

			“Hey there, kiddo.”

			I take in his good Sunday slacks, pale blue button-up, and gray sweater vest. His hair is combed neatly to the side, and he even has on a relatively fancy pair of loafers. Interesting. Fancy shoes and Sunday slacks seem more like date clothes, not loungewear. “I saw Mrs. Bauer on my way in. She looked all dolled up.”

			He nods but doesn’t take the bait. “She came over to chat and drop off some dinner.”

			“That’s nice of her.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see him nod again. “What did you two talk about?”

			“Our grandkids,” he says with a smile. Now that I believe. Grandpa brags about me like no one else. Even if I’ve done nothing worthy of bragging about.

			It seems as though he doesn’t want to share more than that, so I let it go and pour some lemonade for us both while he finishes scooping the steaming food on the plates.

			“Should we take this over to the TV or eat at the table?”

			Our eyes meet, and at the same time we say, “TV.”

			Once we’ve settled into our respective recliners and pulled the swivel TV trays closer, I take a large bite while Grandpa searches for the right channel.

			“Wow, this schnitzel is really good. Like, authentically good. I’d invite Mrs. Bauer over all the time too for meals like this.” I don’t look at him when I say it, and I try to keep my tone casual, but I know from his prolonged silence that he understands exactly what I’m doing.

			After a stretch, I hear a deep breath and know I’ve got him. “Are you okay with that? That I’ve been spending time with her?”

			It’s a completely ridiculous question. Am I okay that he doesn’t want to be lonely and has found companionship? Of course I’m okay with it. I almost tell him, but sensing that this is a big moment for him, I put my fork down and give him my full attention. “Grandpa, are you asking me if it’s okay with me that you have a girlfriend?”

			He avoids my eyes and slowly pushes his food around. What he doesn’t do is deny that that’s what she is to him.

			My chest clenches at seeing his apprehension. “Yes, I’m okay with it. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“She’s not your grandma.” He gives me a shattering look. One that’s filled with sadness and guilt and packs a serious punch. It’s an expression I never want to see again.

			“No,” I agree, “she’s not. But she’s nice, and she makes you smile. And if she makes you happy, that’s all that matters.” It’s bittersweet, the idea of someone other than my grandma making him happy in that way. But he deserves it. He’s the best person I know, and I don’t want him to be sad and alone anymore. A part of me knows Grandma would want this, would want him to find companionship again. Another part knows his heart could never love anyone the way he loved Grandma. But I think that’s okay. The idea of him possibly loving someone in a different kind of way.

			I pick up my fork and point to my food. “Plus, the woman can cook.”

			“Thanks, kiddo,” he says with an expression that matches the relief in his voice. “What about you? Still going to that wedding tomorrow?”

			I sigh. I know what he’s trying to do. We’re alike in the diverting attention department. Turnabout is fair play I guess. “I don’t know. Things are…confusing.” And that’s putting it mildly.

			“With the wedding?” His eyes sparkle, and his smile is teasing.

			“With Hanna,” I say and give him a look that I hope says his joke wasn’t as funny as he thought it was. It doesn’t deter his pleased little smirk. “She told me she still loves me. That she wants to give us another chance.”

			His utensils clink against the plate, and I glance over, startled. His eyes are narrow, and he leans over the thick arm of his upholstered recliner. “And what did you say?” He doesn’t even wait for me to give him a nonanswer. “Don’t tell me you mucked it up.”

			I would laugh if I wasn’t so damn offended. “Grandpa, that’s surprisingly rude coming from you.”

			“What’s got you so confused?” He pins me with a look, and when all I can offer is a shrug because, well, it’s fucking complicated, he heaves out a heavy sigh, shakes his head, and resumes eating. “Kiddo, you’ve been in love with that girl from the day you laid eyes on her. You’ve been given a second chance. Stop wasting time and overthinking, and go and get her.” He says it like it’s the easiest thing in the world. But it’s not that simple. Not in the least.

			“What if she hurts me again?” It’s the question I’ve been asking myself over and over. She did it once, what if she does it again?

			“She might,” he says easily. “Just like you might hurt her.”

			And that…was not the response I was hoping to hear. “Wow, thanks, Grandpa.”

			His smile softens. “Ask yourself these questions: Is she worth the risk?” Yes, I think without hesitation. “And are you willing to walk away from a chance at success?”

			I let the questions roll around in my mind while I stare at a framed picture of him and Grandma on their honeymoon. It reminds me of the photo I kept of me and Hanna at the end-of-the-school-year bonfire when we were happy.

			I’ve been so wrapped up in the past and the prospect of failing that I’ve refused to think of anything else. I haven’t allowed myself to believe in us succeeding. Am I willing to walk away from that?

			No. Hanna is worth the pain. And more importantly, she’s worth the happiness.

			“Wear that navy suit you wore to your father’s company party last fall. You looked damn good in it.”

			A slow smile stretches across my lips, and I laugh. “I love you, Grandpa.”

			“Love you, too, kid.” He motions to the television where they’re highlighting the game about to tip off. “Think we have a shot tonight?”

			“No, I do not.” I give him a once-over. “Especially since you’re not sporting your Wolfpack Red.”

			He glances at his gray sweater vest. “Oh shoot.” Carefully, he pushes the TV table aside and scampers off to his bedroom to change. I laugh again, feeling lighter than I have in a long time.
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        * * *

      

			We almost miss the start of the ceremony. Between Sam taking an exorbitant amount of time to primp and my last-minute errand, we arrive at the waterfront where the ceremony is being held just as the music starts. We snag the last four chairs in the back row and sit just in time for the families to be escorted to their seats up front. The wedding party is next, emerging from the back of the aquarium. Sam makes a comment about one of the bridesmaids and Maya’s cousin, but I’m not interested in anyone except Hanna.

			The entire world seems to melt away as I take her in. She makes the sleeveless red V-neck chiffon dress look absolutely amazing, like it was made just for her. Her hair is pulled back into a simple updo with loose tendrils framing her face, and her eyes seem to sparkle in the evening sunlight. My chest constricts at how beautiful she looks.

			She walks with her arm linked through the arm of a tall groomsman, both of them smiling when they’re cued to make their way down the aisle. Hanna spots me as she passes and does a surprised double take, her smile widening when our eyes meet.

			For a second, I forget to breathe.

			Halfway down the aisle, she glances over her shoulder to flash me another smile.

			Sam leans in and wipes at my chin. “You’re drooling.”

			I smack his hand away as the music shifts, and we all stand to watch Maya walk down the aisle. Except I still can’t take my eyes off Hanna.

			The ceremony is thankfully short and sweet, and cocktail hour is in full swing by the time we make it inside the aquarium. There are servers buzzing around the penguin exhibit, and I smile when I see Huey and the others peeking through the glass at the guests, clearly just as interested in them. I snag a quick picture of Huey in his little bowtie and spend a good portion of the time trying to avoid Hanna’s parents socializing in the corner. Because of course they’d be here.

			“Think they’ve seen you?” Jace asks when I try to hide behind him.

			Sam stares at them and snags an hors d’oeuvre from a passing tray. “There’s no way they don’t know Peyton’s here. Their daughter was eye fucking her during the whole ceremony.”

			Lani smacks his chest. “Don’t be crude.”

			“She was,” he insists. “Did you see her wink at Peyton during the vows?”

			I glare at Sam. “Don’t you have a cousin to find?”

			“Yes, I do,” he says, unfazed, and starts searching the crowd.

			“Yeah, they’ve seen her,” Jace squeaks. We all glance in the direction of the Chois, and sure enough, they’re making their way over.

			My stomach drops, and I try not to panic. I want to get the hell out of there as fast as humanly possible. There is no way I can do this with them today. I scan the room. Maybe I can sneak in the back and hide in the employees only section.

			“Be cool,” Jace instructs, and he turns toward the wall, pretending the dated paint job is the most interesting thing he’s ever seen, while Sam takes off in search of the hot cousin. Only Lani stands beside me in solidarity, her arm pressed against mine.

			“Hello, Peyton,” Mrs. Choi says through a smile. It throws me when it appears to be genuine. The gray in her hair and laugh lines around her eyes make her look dignified and elegant. But the coldness has vanished from her expression, and she now regards me with a warm kind of curiosity.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Choi,” I manage. I also manage to stand a little taller, as if seeing them after all this time doesn’t still shake me to the core. “This is my friend, Lani. And you know Jace.”

			Jace awkwardly turns to wave, then back toward the wall.

			“It’s so good to see you.” Mr. Choi beams after saying hello to all of us. “It’s been what, seven, eight years?”

			“Closer to ten,” I say automatically. My gaze falls back to Mrs. Choi, who hasn’t taken her eyes off me.

			I clench my teeth, remembering Hanna’s words about how her mother never wanted me in Hanna’s life in a romantic kind of way, how she tried so hard to push Hanna toward someone she approved of and how she ushered me away from her house after the breakup.

			It’s then that I realize, I’m not a kid anymore. And neither is Hanna. We’re adults who can make our own choices. I don’t care if I have Mrs. Choi’s approval to love her daughter. The realization settles the nervousness and roots me to the ground. This time, I’m not backing down.

			Her smile softens, and she grips the wineglass a little tighter as if she knows. Like she can sense the shift going on inside me. “I’ve heard you’ve done some great things here at the aquarium. Hanna has told us all about your accomplishments.”

			“Hanna’s the impressive one. She always has been. We’re lucky to have her.” We continue to stare, and I can see it when my double meaning registers.

			“Peyton,” Mr. Choi says, taking a step closer. “We’d like it if you came around for dinner sometime. We’d love to catch up.”

			My stomach twists. In a bittersweet turn of events, I finally got my dinner invitation.

			Hanna swoops in and hugs them. “Hey, you two look amazing.” She reaches behind her and blindly pats at me until her hand finds mine, and she threads our fingers together. “Mind if I borrow her?”

			Mrs. Choi glances at our hands and smiles. “Of course.”

			Lani pulls Jace’s suspenders, and he turns, pretending as if he’s anxiously been awaiting a chance at a conversation and distracting the Chois long enough for Hanna to tug on my arm and lead me through the crowd in the direction of the pop-up mini bar.

			“Sorry, I had a feeling they’d try to ambush you.” She stops when we reach the bar and turns, taking a deep breath like she just ran a marathon. “You okay?”

			“I’m good.” And that’s the truth. I encountered the Chois, and I lived to talk about it.

			She arches a perfectly sculpted brow. “I hope they were amicable?” The bartender appears before I can answer. “Would you like a drink?”

			“I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

			Hanna orders two proseccos, and I use the distraction to reach inside my jacket pocket for the single white gardenia I purchased from the local flower shop on the way here. When she turns, her breath hitches.

			“I’m hoping they’re still your favorite?”

			“They are.” She gently takes the slightly smooshed flower and brings the soft petals to her nose. She twirls the stem. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

			Speaking of beautiful… “You look absolutely stunning.”

			“So do you. Quite dashing.” She drags her fingers down the lapel of my jacket, and I have to resist the urge to take her hand and bring it to my lips. The bartender places two flutes on the counter, and she thanks him before turning her attention back to me. “I’m surprised you came. I know Maya isn’t your favorite.”

			“People change.”

			She presses her hand flat against my chest. It makes me lean in a little closer. Her eyes flick to my lips and then back up. “Have we changed?”

			Everyone around us blurs and disappears. I glance at her mouth, determined to kiss her before this reception is over. “Maybe a little.”

			“There you are.” Susie rushes to Hanna, out of breath. “I’ve been looking for you. Hi, Peyton.” I give her an acknowledging nod and step back so she can wedge herself between me and Hanna. “We’re getting ready to start.” She grabs one of the flutes and knocks back the wine in an impressive chug, then grabs Hanna’s hand, pulling her away.

			“See you out there?” Hanna asks me with an apologetic look before she’s swept into the sea of people and disappears from sight.

			Turns out, Hanna is needed for more pictures. A lot of them. Almost another half hour’s worth. I nurse a beer, fully intending on keeping things relatively sober this evening, and hang out with Jace, Sam, and Lani and spend my time making sure I’m across the room from the Chois at all times. One encounter was enough for me.

			Once we’re ushered into the main reception room, surrounded by one of our largest open sea tank exhibits, we make a beeline for our designated table. The wedding party is announced shortly after, followed by the first dances. Then comes dinner and mingling, and once Maya stands to make her rounds to thank her guests for coming, Hanna glances over, and I hold eye contact.

			“I’ll be back in a few,” I tell Jace.

			He follows my line of sight, smiles, and squeezes my shoulder. “Get your girl.”

			When I look at Hanna again and nod in the direction of the penguin exhibit, she seems to realize what I’m asking and starts to excuse herself.

			I grab the crowd control barrier pressed against the wall and stretch it across the entryway. It’s the best I can do for a private moment. I just hope it’s enough to keep everyone else out of the exhibit area.

			Hanna slowly approaches, her expression curious as I reach inside my jacket pocket and dangle her pink sunglasses from my finger. “Lose something?”

			“Thank you. Peyton, right?” she jokes, easily recalling the first time we officially met and playing along.

			“Yeah.” I watch her take another step closer. “Are you new here?”

			“Just moved back from California, actually. Hoping to stick around for a while.” She enters my space, her eyes locked on mine, her lips turned upward in a small, playful smile, and takes the offered glasses. “Is there a reason we’re back here alone?”

			I want to pull her in and kiss her. I want to tell her how my heart only beats for her, and I’m certain that’ll never change. But it’s important to let her know I heard what she said the night in front of Patsy’s. “I was hoping we could talk.”

			Her smile slips just the tiniest bit before it’s firmly back in place. “Of course.”

			I take her hand and lead her to one of the benches so can we sit. Her skin is soft and warm. She drags her thumb across my knuckles and that gives me the courage to say what I need to say. “I spent years trying to get over you. Years of pretending that I was fine. To the point I almost convinced myself that I was. But you hurt me, Hanna. Made me feel like there was something wrong with me.”

			“Peyton—”

			I shake my head and squeeze her hand. “Just let me get through this. Please?” She closes her mouth and nods. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said. And why you did what you did. And even though it doesn’t make it right, I get why you felt you had to push me away. Why you needed to take a step back and work on yourself. I’m proud of you for that. I just wish you didn’t have to break me in order to do it.”

			She shifts closer. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I know you are. And I am, too. For a lot of things. For not fighting harder. For not listening to you. For not being there when you needed me. With you showing up, it makes living in the past easy.” I thread my fingers through hers and pull our joined hands into my lap. “But I’m tired of living it over and over again. I don’t want to keep thinking about how we were and how we broke up. If we do this, I want to focus on the here and now. I want to think about our future. It’s just, I’m terrified.”

			“Of me?” She sounds just as scared as I feel.

			“Of hurting like that again.”

			“I’ll do all I can not to hurt you again.” She presses her hand to my cheek. “I’m not perfect, but I’m yours if you want me.”

			“I’ve always wanted you,” I tell her through a whisper.

			“I’ve always wanted you, too.” She presses in farther, her eyes darting to my lips and back to my eyes. But she doesn’t kiss me. She hovers close enough that I can feel her breath on my face, and I don’t want to talk anymore. All the fancy words, the whole big speech I had planned, none of it seems to matter because we’re both in this.

			Too much time has passed, and I don’t want to waste any more of it talking about things we could’ve changed or words we should’ve said or things we should’ve done. We’re here, in the now, and the only thing I want is her.

			I lean in and kiss her, hoping she understands that this is my answer. I’m ready to try again. She sighs against my mouth, and I pull her closer. Her tongue slides against mine, and my chest expands, the pieces of my shattered heart finally healing and falling back into place.

			“Dance with me,” I murmur against her lips.

			She pulls back and gives me a questioning gaze. “What?”

			Pulling out my phone, I cue up the familiar song. When the opening notes of “Something” by the Beatles begins to play, I stand and hold out my hand. “It’s no ‘Everlong,’ but…dance with me?”

			She releases a long, shaky breath and takes my hand, allowing me to pull her close.

			She slips her arms around my neck, and I close my eyes and press my palms flat against her back. We lean in, our foreheads touching.

			We sway gently in front of the penguins while the muffled sounds of the party float somewhere in the distance. I rub my nose against hers and press my lips to the corner of her mouth. She turns her head and kisses me. It’s slow and gentle and perfect.

			I could stay here forever.

			But someone clears their throat, causing us to slowly separate.

			“Hey, lovebirds,” Jace interrupts. “They’re about to give speeches and cut the cake. There are few frantic bridesmaids requesting your presence,” he tells Hanna.

			Her eyes widen in panic. “Shit. I have to give a speech.”

			I wipe the corners of her mouth and fix her smudged lipstick. “Go on,” I tell her and cup her chin so I can steal one more kiss. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			The smile I receive brings me back to life. She presses her lips to mine, thanks Jace for getting her, and rushes out the room. Once she’s gone, I sigh.

			“I’m guessing things went okay?” Jace asks hesitantly.

			“Never better.” I smack his chest with the back of my hand and nod in the direction of the reception area. “Come on, let’s go eat some cake.”

			





    
            Chapter Twenty-four 





			My jacket hits the floor the second we walk into my apartment. I kick the door closed and fumble with the lock before grabbing Hanna’s waist and pulling her tightly against me. Her arms slip around my neck, and she kisses me deep. It’s a familiar dance, one that brings back an array of heated memories. We may have changed in some ways over the years, but we still fit together like pieces of the same puzzle.

			She takes my face and looks me straight in the eyes and asks, “Are you sure?” It’s the first time in my life someone has ever asked me that. It stuns me to the point that I don’t answer, curious and touched that she would even think to ask.

			Her expression is so sincere that it takes my breath away. Finally, I nod because I’ve never been more certain of anything my whole life. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

			Her smile lights up the whole goddamn apartment.

			She kisses me slowly, taking her time. It’s different than when we kissed the night at the club and all the kisses after. There’s no uncertainty here, no questions or tentative thoughts about where this may lead. We both know where it’s headed, and it’s clear we’re both all in.

			But it doesn’t stay soft and sweet for long. The kisses that follow are anything but gentle. In a wild sort of frenzy of teeth and tongues and lips, we kiss as if we’re making up for a lifetime of wanting and not just our nine years apart. It’s an outpouring of emotion and relief and thoughts of finally. It riles me to the point of urgency, and I swear to God, if I don’t get this dress off her soon, I will lose my mind.

			It takes a second to find the zipper and another to realize the thing isn’t budging. It’s not the first bridesmaid dress I’ve dealt with; it isn’t even the first time a zipper hasn’t been cooperative. But it becomes clear after several frustrated twists and tugs that this thing ain’t moving, just adding to my frustration.

			Prying my mouth away, I puff out an agitated groan. “The zipper’s stuck,” I tell her and spin her around so I can properly see what I’m working with. But seeing it does nothing to change the fact that the thing is just plain stuck.

			Hanna glances over her shoulder with an amused kind of annoyance. “It’s a hundred-dollar dress, Peyton. Just rip it.”

			The words are barely out of her mouth before I’m grabbing the top of the dress and tugging, tearing it straight down the middle. The sound only heightens my arousal, and I pull her back to me and press my lips to the back of her neck. I push the destroyed fabric down and it falls to the floor.

			I slide my hands up her stomach and cup her chest, trailing kisses along the side of her neck until I reach her ear. “How is it possible that you’ve gotten even sexier?”

			“Trust me,” she says, turning, “so have you.” She unbuttons my shirt and tugs it down my arms. She reaches for my belt next, and I let her, putting my hands on her waist and walking her backward to the bedroom while she attempts to rid me of my pants.

			By the time we get there, we’ve left a trail of clothes, and I leave her long enough to flip on the light in the bathroom. The door is ajar, and the light that spills out casts Hanna in a heavenly glow. She stands at the foot of my bed, panting slightly and wearing absolutely nothing. I’m frozen in place, so enamored with the sight of her that I forget how to breathe, let alone move.

			She slowly crosses the short distance until she’s close enough to hook her fingers through the straps of my bra. It’s when she gives the straps a tug that I snap back to life. Almost frantically, I remove my bra and yank off the matching underwear.

			I grab the back of her neck and connect our mouths, kissing her breathless. We pull apart, our chests heaving, and I stare into her eyes, noticing her wide pupils and the pure want and desire that I know must reflect my own. I take in her tousled hair and swollen lips, her smudged mascara and lipstick, and it’s honestly the hottest thing I have ever seen.

			She takes my hand and backs toward my bed, bringing me with her until she sits on the edge. Seductively, she scoots backward and beckons me to her.

			I crawl forward, and she lies back, her head on my pillows, and I nestle between her legs before she wraps them around mine, locking us in place. My hair drapes over us, creating a curtain and blocking out the rest of the world. I put my weight on my forearms and run my fingertips down the side of her face, caught between memories of then and the reality of now.

			“I can’t believe you’re here.” It’s a whispered confession, one I didn’t mean to voice, but it’s true nonetheless.

			She pushes the hair from my face and pulls me down until her lips press to mine. “I love you,” she says against my mouth. “I’ve always loved you.”

			Our bodies press together in a warmth I’ve been missing since the last time I had her like this. My heart thuds wildly, coming back to life. “I’ve always been yours.”

			We take our time kissing, slowing it down from our hurried make-out mere moments ago. I drag my hands along her body, remembering her curves, her skin, the way she moans and sighs when I touch her just right. I explore until I can’t take it anymore, and I lean on my elbow and nudge her legs open wider. It surprises me when she wedges her hand between my legs, her fingers slipping through my folds and causing my own legs to fall open.

			I pull up and look at her just as her finger eases inside me, making me moan. “Let me love you,” she whispers.

			My head drops to her shoulder. It feels way too good to protest. And when she starts a slow rhythm and adds a second finger, it’s all I can do to hold on.

			She whispers words I can’t comprehend. I’m too focused on her breath across my face, the gentle press of her hand against my back and her fingers deep inside me, filling parts of me that no one else has been able to. She plays me like a song she’s memorized, practiced, and perfected. I kiss her while I still have some semblance of breath, and when even that becomes too much, I press my mouth against her shoulder, sinking my teeth into her skin and tasting her. It only takes a few well-versed strokes, and I’m unraveling. Calling out her name like a prayer, my body crashing into hers until I have nothing left to give.

			Collapsing into her, my breath comes out in quick bursts. I lie on top of her, unable to prop myself up or roll away. She doesn’t seem to mind. She strokes my hair and wraps her legs around me, keeping me where I am. I feel both heavy and weightless. It’s the most content I’ve felt in a long time.

			Once my breathing has calmed and I can move again, I lift to my forearms and look down at her. She smiles and pushes the hair from my face. “Hey there,” she says fondly.

			“You’ve learned some things,” I say, not even jealous, just impressed.

			She bites her lip through her smile, and it’s that look that stirs up an insatiable hunger deep in the pit of my belly. I kiss her, hungry and ready to devour.

			Breaking the kiss, I drag my lips down the column of her throat along her collarbone and through the valley of her breasts, only to come back up to lavish attention on each one that has Hanna arching off the bed with a drawn-out moan. I trail kisses down to her stomach, swirling my tongue in her belly button and working lower until I’m fully between her legs. I pepper languid kisses along her inner thigh, and when she sighs and reaches to tangle her hands through my hair, I pull back and sit up.

			She watches curiously as I snag the tie from around my wrist and pull my hair back into a messy bun. And while holding eye contact, I lower myself to my stomach and gently push her legs wider before settling back in.

			I start with long, soft licks, using just the tip of my tongue before spreading her open and pressing my tongue flat for shorter, more deliberate strokes. She moans when I suck on her clit, and I sigh, feeling like as though I’m right back where I was always meant to be.

			Her fingers press into my hair, and her nails scratch my scalp. She puts her feet flat on the mattress and presses into my face with every swipe of my tongue. She’s close. And as much as I’d love to stay here for the rest of the night, slowing it down just to build her back up, edging her until she can’t take anymore, I want to unravel her the same way she unraveled me.

			I slip two fingers inside her when she thrusts up to meet my tongue. She cries out, and I feel her clench. Knowing she’s close, I curl my fingers and wrap my lips around her clit. It’s enough to send her over the edge. She rides out her orgasm, saying my name like a sacred mantra until her body stills and her legs fall limp.

			Selfishly, I take a few more licks, greedy and hungry for every drop, before slowly removing my fingers and kissing the inside of her thighs.

			Hanna lies spread-eagle and doesn’t move when I crawl back up her body. I rest my head on her chest and listen to the rapid beating of her heart.

			“Are you okay?”

			“My legs feel like Jell-O, and I can barely keep my eyes open.”

			I turn my head so my chin is nestled between her breasts and smile. She looks positively spent. Her eyes are already closed, and her hair is wild, half of it now out of its expensive updo. I can see a bobby pin hanging on for dear life near her temple, and I gently take it between my fingers. “We should probably get these pins out of your hair before you fall asleep.”

			She waves her hand, dismissing my comment. “Leave ’em. I’m too comfortable to move.”

			“Come on, sit up. It won’t take long.” She groans when I grab her hands and pull her to a sitting position. When I turn on my bedside lamp, we both squint in the harsh light, and she lets out a sound of frustration. I shift her so she’s facing away from the lamp and settle with her back toward me. “Tell me about California. What was it like?”

			She sighs when I gently massage her head each time I remove a pin. “I spent my entire first year of college locked in my dorm room. My roommate stopped trying to get me to go out, like, three months into the first semester. I think she was relieved I always turned her down. I was kind of a downer. How was NC State?”

			“I attended parties fairly regularly. To your surprise, I’m sure.”

			She chuckles, then falls quiet. “Did you spend a lot of time with Dana Peterson?” She tries to go for casual, like she’s name-dropping a mutual friend who happened to attend the same school as me and not someone who was part of our past devastation. “Asking out of curiosity,” she claims.

			“No, actually. Once she joined the Pride Center, I became old news. I saw her a few times on campus, and we’d say hello, but that was about it.” What I don’t tell her is that Dana’s infatuation with me ended when I ruined her picturesque evening by getting kicked out of prom. Not that I blame her.

			Hanna nods and doesn’t press for more details.

			“What about Ethan Kim? Do you still keep in touch? Out of curiosity,” I add.

			“He pretty much stopped talking to me after you broke his nose.”

			A satisfied warmth settles throughout my body. “Good.”

			Hanna runs her hands over my legs like she’s trying to physically soothe old wounds. “Was punching him worth missing graduation?”

			“One hundred percent.”

			She glances over her shoulder with a knowing smile. “How much trouble did you get in?”

			“A lot.” And that’s an understatement. Despite some of my antics growing up, I have never seen my parents ever come close to that type of anger. In fact, I’m still surprised they allowed me to head off to State after all the threats they made regarding keeping me on house arrest.

			I flex my hand as a phantom pain spreads across my knuckles. It was the first and only time I’ve ever punched someone. And though I’m not proud of it, I know for certain I’d do it again.

			As if somehow sensing what I’m feeling, Hanna turns to face me and takes my hand, gently dragging her lips over my knuckles.

			“I’m sorry,” she says. I’m not sure if she means for me missing graduation or for going with Ethan instead of me.

			I dump the small pile of pins on my nightstand and drop a kiss on her bare shoulder. It’s not lost on me that tonight sort of felt like the prom night we never got to have. The thought is a bittersweet kind of nostalgia. One I’m not sure I want to linger in for long. Not if I want to put it all behind me and focus on the now.

			I pull her into my lap and hug her tightly. “No more apologizing.” She nods and rests her forehead on my shoulder while I rub the back of her neck before running my fingers through her hair, ridding it of tangles. “I think I got most of them. Ready to sleep?”

			“So ready.”

			We settle into bed, and I pull the covers over us. Hanna faces me and scoots in; my arms open to accept her without thinking about it. She nestles under my chin, her head on my chest, and her leg slotted perfectly between mine. I run the tips of my fingers up and down her back, unable to stop touching her.

			With my body relaxed and my heart full, I can feel myself start to doze.

			“Peyton?” Hanna whispers, gently pulling me out of my almost slumber.

			“Hmm?”

			“I missed you. Every single day.”

			I tighten my arms around her and drop a tired kiss on her temple. Her words act like a lullaby, casting me into a peaceful, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

			I wake up to a car honking in the distance. I take a deep breath and stretch, and I’m immediately aware of two things. The first is the distinct scent of sex and Hanna. The second is the wonderfully warm weight pressed against my back. Slowly, I open my eyes and realize Hanna’s arm is draped loosely over my waist, and she’s half on top of me, her cheek using my back as a pillow.

			I link my fingers through hers and place a lingering kiss on the back of her hand.

			“G’morning,” she mumbles and presses her lips between my shoulder blades.

			“Morning. Did you sleep okay?”

			“I did.”

			I turn to face her and smile when I see what’s left of her mascara smudged around her eyes. I give her a chaste kiss and wipe some of it away. “Are you up for breakfast?”

			She rolls onto her back and stretches. “I would love some. Do you mind if I use your bathroom first?”

			“You can use anything you want.” I toss back the covers and sit up, yawning and in desperate need for caffeine. “I’ll go make some coffee.”

			After quickly brushing my teeth and throwing on a shirt, I head to the kitchen with a grand plan of making Hanna a fancy breakfast. I don’t have much in my fridge or cabinets, but I do have some nice coffee beans and pancake mix, so that will have to do. I’ve just warmed the small stovetop griddle and ground the beans when I hear the door to my room squeak open, and Hanna comes out wearing one of my oversized tees. She slides up to me and wraps her arms around my waist, hugging me from the side.

			“A French press? Look at you all fancy.”

			“I’m trying to woo a pretty girl.” I lean in for a kiss. And then another. And another.

			Hanna licks her lips and hums and pulls away to lean against the counter to watch me pour pancake batter onto the griddle. “Remember the first breakfast you ever made me?”

			The memory makes me chuckle. I had been so excited at the idea of surprising her with breakfast after one of the very few times she had spent the night under the guise of being at Maya’s. My parents had gone to the farmer’s market, and I took full advantage by trying to be suave and cook for her. “Burned toast and flavorless eggs. It was a disaster.”

			“It was perfect.”

			I scrunch my nose. “It was disgusting.” She laughs but doesn’t disagree. I flip the pancakes and pour her some coffee. She stirs in some creamer and takes a small sip. “Do you have any plans today?”

			Her eyes sparkle over her mug. “Not a single one.”

			The look she gives sends a jolt straight through me. My idea of a nice domestic breakfast is replaced with a primal need to rid her of that shirt. I put down the spatula and take her by the hips, tugging her close. “Feel like sticking around a little longer?”

			She glances at her ripped dress still in a heap by my front door and sighs dramatically. “My dress is a goner, and I didn’t bring any other clothes.”

			Smiling, I lean in and hover my lips close to hers. “Oh, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

			She closes the distance, kissing me sweetly and sliding one hand up my T-shirt to scrape her nails down my ribs. I work my hands under the baggy shirt, needing to touch her warm skin. She breaks the kiss, and I chase her mouth, making her smile. “Hey, baby?”

			I hum and reclaim her mouth with mine.

			“Your pancakes are burning.”

			It takes a second to register. “Shit!” I grab the handle of the griddle, remove it from the heat, and turn off the burner. The distinct smell of burned butter and a hint of smoke fills the air, and I stare at my overcooked breakfast with my hands on my hips.

			Hanna comes up behind me and puts her chin on my shoulder to take a look. “We can always order in?”

			There’s a stretch of silence before we both burst into fits of giggles.

			





    
            Chapter Twenty-five 





			My head smacks against the utility shelf, rattling the structure and knocking over a few plastic bottles of cleaner. “Ow!”

			Hanna’s mouth leaves my neck, and I rub at the back of my head, hoping I won’t have a giant goose egg caused by an oversized jug of bleach. “Are you okay?” She cups the top of my neck, and her thumbs stroke the length of my jaw.

			I scowl at the shelf. “Remind me why we’re doing this in here when we both have offices?”

			“Because we share our offices. I really don’t need Mal or Dr. Gupta walking in on us while you’re feeling me up.” She gives me a pointed look. “Again.”

			“Fine.” I roll my eyes and bite back a smile. I mean, that’s what people invented locks for, right? But I can understand what she’s saying about the wrong people catching us partaking in inappropriate activity in the workplace. Thankfully, the one time we were actually caught, it was just Mal and not one of our supervisors. I slide my hands up her shirt, unable to stop touching her when she’s this close. “Are you still coming over tonight?”

			Despite the scolding, she lets me get handsy and presses into my touch. “Yeah, but I have a procedure after hours, so it might not be until like nine or ten.”

			“That’s okay. Jace and I were going to catch a few waves before the weather gets bad.” I kiss the spot just below her ear and right above her jaw. I grin when it makes her sigh.

			There’s talking right outside of the door, and we both freeze, holding our breath and hoping it’s just our coworkers finishing their opening rounds and not patrons already inside the building. I take a second to wonder how long we’ve been hiding in here.

			Hanna must have the same thought because she pulls my hands from underneath her shirt. “What time is it?” She takes my wrist and twists so she can look at my watch. “Shit, I have to go.” She frantically tucks in her polo and attempts to fix her hair so she doesn’t look as though she just came from a morning make-out session in a janitorial closet. She drops a quick kiss on my lips and reaches for the door handle. “See you at lunch?”

			That’s when I remember what I wanted to tell her. Pressing the door closed so she can’t leave, I pull her back. “Wait, I need to tell you something.” Nervous energy buzzes through my body. “I finally heard back from Wilmington.”

			We haven’t talked about it much, not since I explained UNC Wilmington was my first choice. And not since I had to admit that I hadn’t heard back despite the established relationship I have with them.

			Her eyes widen. “And?”

			I lick my lips, thinking about the phone call yesterday afternoon and the secret I’ve kept since. I wanted her to be the first to know. “I got in.”

			She lets out a loud “Oh my God” and throws her arms around my neck, squeezing me tight and knocking me back into the shelf. “Peyton, that’s amazing! Congratulations.”

			“I already accepted,” I tell her, my face pressed against the side of her neck. “Which means I’m sticking around. Are you okay with that?” I’m joking. Mostly.

			“Of course I am.” She pulls back to kiss me, and I can feel her smile against my lips. “I’m so proud of you. So, so, proud. We should celebrate.”

			“I am celebrating.” I lean in to kiss her again, but she leans away with a laugh.

			“Let me take you to dinner.”

			I make a sound of protest. Dinner is nice, but I’d much rather be doing this.

			“Please?”

			I rest my forehead against hers and sigh like letting her treat me to a meal to celebrate my accomplishment is such a burden. “Okay, okay.” She seems satisfied and slips her hands underneath my shirt. I arch my brow. “Don’t you have to go?”

			“It’s not the end of the world if I’m a few minutes late.” She presses her mouth to mine and slides her hands underneath my bra. “Besides, we’re celebrating.”
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        * * *

      

			When she said she was taking me out to dinner to celebrate, I didn’t think she meant meeting Maya and her new husband at Sandpiper for a double date. But Hanna seems excited, and I’m trying to be more accepting that Maya is going to be a regular in my life. So I do my best not to appear like I’d rather be getting a root canal. Unfortunately, that gets more difficult with each text from Jace describing the new board he’s finishing, his excuse for why he and Lani can’t join us and save me from the snooze fest that is Maya’s husband.

			Me: Just send me one freaking picture. That’s all I’m asking.

			Jace: Can’t. Wouldn’t do her justice.

			I groan. Even if a picture wouldn’t do it justice, he’s still being a dick by not sending one.

			“You’ve been groaning at your phone all day,” Hanna says, glancing at me from the driver’s seat. “Should I be worried?”

			I turn off the screen. “Sorry. Jace just finished a custom board that sounds incredible. I’ve been trying to get him to send me pictures.”

			“Why won’t he send you any?”

			“I don’t know. But it’s really annoying.” I sound like a petulant child, but I can’t help it. How can he describe something that sounds completely unique and amazing, then not show me? He won’t even tell me who the board is for. Something about client confidentiality. Like that’s ever stopped him before.

			Hanna glances at the clock on the dash and makes a sharp right turn instead of heading straight to get to the restaurant. “Let’s go check out this board, then.”

			“Wait, seriously?” I look behind me at the road we should’ve taken and then at the clock. “Are you sure we have time?”

			“Jace’s isn’t that far. Plus, Maya’s always late. I’m surprised she made it to her wedding on time,” Hanna adds with a snort. “I bet even with the detour, we still beat them to dinner. Just maybe text Jace and let him know we’re dropping by.”

			I perk up and fire off a quick text to let Jace know I’m five minutes away, and he better be ready to show off this creation of his. He sends me a thumbs-up and tells me to just let myself in the workshop.

			Sam’s truck is there when we pull up to the house, and I practically fall out of the car in excitement. If Sam is here, that must mean they’re close to painting.

			“Peyton, hang on a second,” Hanna calls after me.

			Bouncing on my toes, I wait for her to turn off the car. She chuckles and leans in to give me a quick kiss. “I love you. Now go on.”

			“Love you,” I call over my shoulder while I race to the garage. I don’t hear anything from inside, but I yank open the door, and I come to a screeching halt.

			“Congratulations!”

			I stumble backward, surprised at the loud greeting and completely thrown by the group of people standing in the middle of the garage with shit-eating grins in front of a large banner that says Happy Birth Congrats.

			No one says anything while I stare, shocked and confused. “Are you…congratulating me on my birth?” There are a few laughs, and I see Maya and her husband among the crowd, and it’s then I know that I have been royally set up. “Wait, does this mean there’s no new board?”

			There’s a chorus of groans, followed by a smooth Australian accent admitting, “That’s how Emerson got me here, too.”

			“Oh my God, both of you are so beyond ridiculous,” Emerson says in front of the group beside Jace.

			Hanna appears beside me, and I take in her victorious smirk. “Surprise.”

			“What is all this?” I ask, still not sure what’s going on.

			She shrugs and motions to my friends. “We wanted to celebrate you getting into Wilmington. And your birthday’s coming up, so we kind of blended that in, too. Hence the…” She motions to the glittery banner. “Happy Birth Congrats.”

			“They only had room for so many letters,” Emerson says a little sheepishly. And of course she would be the one to be in charge of that.

			“So wait,” I say, replaying the past couple days in my head. Everything from the phone call with Maya inviting us out to Jace’s texts about a pretend board to Hanna making a detour over here. “You planned all this?”

			“We all did,” Hanna admits.

			“There was a group chat,” Emerson adds.

			My chest expands with so much love and gratitude that I fear it may burst inside my ribs. This is the second time in a matter of weeks that my friends have shown up and surprised me with such an outpouring of support. Looking around at them, I realize they’re more than friends. They’re more than just a support system. They’re my family. “You guys really didn’t have to do this.”

			Jace, sporting a huge grin, grabs me into a bear hug. “We wanted to, you idiot.”

			Sam wraps his arms around me from behind, making me the middle of a Peyton sandwich. “Yeah, even though you turned down Duke.”

			Lani comes in next, then Emerson. I manage to look over Jace’s shoulder and catch Hanna watching with a nostalgic kind of smile. I’d reach out for her if I could free my arms. Instead, I just let myself be embraced by friends and hope that Hanna can tell how much this means to me.
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        * * *

      

			By the time the sun starts to set, the air turns cooler, and Jace has a playlist from our high school days pumping through his outdoor speakers. I have a nice buzz from Jell-O shots and Hawaiian beer and the sounds of my friends having a great time. I look around Jace’s yard, and it trips me up seeing Maya and Emerson engaged in some sort of heated conversation and Hanna playing cornhole with Alice. My past and present have collided in the best possible way.

			If someone had told me months ago that this is what my life would be, I never would’ve believed them. I just feel so full. So happy. Like everything is just…perfect. And I know it won’t always be that way. There will be ups and downs and challenges and hurdles and all that other bullshit, but right now, it just feels so damn good. I’m determined to ride this high for as long as I’m able.

			“You have a wistful look on your face,” Emerson says, just about falling into the empty lounge chair beside me. It seems she’s also been partaking in the Jell-O shots. “Enjoying your party?”

			“Enjoying life,” I tell her.

			She chuckles. “You totally had one of Jace’s brownies, didn’t you?”

			I shrug, not bothering to deny it. I watch as Hanna tosses the beanbag, sinking a shot, and I grin.

			“Your dream school and your dream girl. Pretty impressive.” Emerson extends her bottle toward me.

			I tap it with mine. “Says the girl who not only scored her dream internship in Paris but landed her dream job and bagged her a hot Aussie surfer.”

			“I’ve always been an overachiever.” She sits up a little straighter, proud and also not bothering to deny it.

			It makes me laugh. “I can’t believe you came all this way. That was really cool of you, Em. Thank you.”

			She winces and tries to hide behind her beer. Uh-oh. Looks like this party isn’t the only secret she’s been keeping. “I have to be honest. We chose to have your party today because I was already here.”

			I settle back in my chair, curious to hear whatever it is she’s about to confess. “For work?” I ask, knowing she’s been in the area working on some kind of project she refuses to tell me about.

			“My company is expanding and opening a new location. Here. I’m one of the designers, so I get to help oversee construction.” She scrapes at the label with her thumb and doesn’t look at me when she casually says, “I’ll get to work out of the new office. It’s pretty close to the strip.”

			“Wait,” I say, her words registering surprisingly quick in spite of the drinks I’ve had. I sit up, sloshing a bit of beer. “I live on the strip.”

			She looks at me from the corner of her eyes and grins. “Oh?” She says it as if she didn’t spend an abundant amount of time in my apartment last summer.

			“We’re going to be neighbors?” I’m thinking about it already: Emerson moving here to Bird Neck, working close by. I’ll get to see her regularly and not just over the summer or through a phone screen. But, like, all the time.

			Her grin widens, and her cheeks turn this cute shade of pink. “We are.”

			“Holy shit, Em.” I scramble up and fling myself on top of her, tackling her out of her chair and causing us both to spill our beers when we hit the grass in a mix of tangled limbs. “We’re going to be neighbors. We get to hang out whenever we want!” She laughs and wraps me in a full body hug. “Does this mean you and Wonderland are moving in together?”

			Her blush deepens. “We haven’t gotten that far yet. But there may have been a few conversations.”

			“I knew it.” I pump my fist victoriously and peel myself off her. We both sit, not bothering to get off the ground. “You two are so disgustingly in love, I knew you’d be U-Hauling it up sooner rather than later.”

			“And what about you and Hanna?” she fires back. “Do you two have plans to shack up?”

			Now it’s my turn to blush. “No, not yet. We’re just…taking things as they come. Going slow and doing it right, you know?”

			That’s kind of how things have been for the past couple of weeks. We’re not putting pressure on our relationship or each other. It’s been nice. But just because we haven’t discussed it, doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about it. Because I have. A lot. At the same time, I’m also enjoying taking things slow and getting to know her all over again. This time without all the fear that something is wrong or a constant worry that it’s all going to fall apart.

			Okay, so sometimes, there’s a little nagging panic that pops up regarding all that because hey, I’m human. We’ve gotten better about talking through those, though. I’ve been a better listener, and Hanna has been better about telling me what she needs. It’s all very adult of us. It’s healthy. And it’s working.

			Jace swears loudly, and it’s followed by loud cheers. If Hanna and Alice giving each other high fives is anything to go by, the cornhole game is over.

			“Oh,” Emerson says excitedly and shoots to her feet. “I’m up. Here.” She shoves her half-empty beer at me. “I’m getting a new one. You can finish this one since you spilled half of it and made the other half flat.”

			Emerson inserts herself into the game, much to Lani’s relief, which leaves Jace with nothing to do but sulk and sit beside me on the ground. I hand him Emerson’s flat beer.

			He lets out a heavy sigh and gives me a once-over. “Happiness looks good on you. Real happiness, I mean.”

			I want to be insulted because I’ve been plenty happy, thank you very much. But I know what he means. I haven’t felt this light in a long time. “Thanks for sticking by me through the worst of it.”

			He extends a fist that I bump with my own. “Bros and hoes for life.” He looks thoughtful. “Are you still a ho if you’re monogamous?”

			I shrug. “Guess it depends on how much sex you have?”

			He throws his head back and laughs. “Then you’re definitely still a ho.”

			I take a sip of my own flat beer and straighten my shoulders, proud. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

			“You should,” he says, his laughter dying and his expression shifting to something akin to fondness. “I’m glad you and Hanna found each other again.”

			I think about the past, how Hanna and I were just kids when we met but how my heart seemed to instantly know she was the one. How our love felt like something out of a fairy tale until we fell apart, and it almost destroyed me. About how I struggled to open my heart again. I think about Alice’s words regarding timing and second chances. How perhaps we were always meant to fall apart in order to fall back together.

			Hanna laughs, and my entire body comes alive at the sound of it. Maybe love isn’t a fairy tale. But it doesn’t have to be a struggle, either. Or maybe it’s a little bit of both, and that’s why we fight so damn hard to keep it. Who knows?

			“Me too,” I say to Jace, then lie back in the grass to look at the golden orange hues cueing another Carolina sunset. Hanna’s laughter cuts through the music again, and my heart soars.
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        * * *

      

			When the katydids and peepers start singing and the moon shines bright overhead, the party has calmed down. Cornhole games have turned into quiet conversations, and the rowdiness of earlier has dwindled into a lazy kind of lounging.

			Jace and Lani are to my right, but I’ve long checked out of the conversation. Instead, I’ve been content to stare at Hanna as she talks to Maya across the yard. Again, my past and present collide at the familiarity of it all. Except this time, there are no nervous glances and anxious butterflies. Instead, our eyes meet, and a sense of peace and love settles over me.

			I put down my water and stand. As much fun as I’ve had, I’m ready for a moment alone with Hanna. My hands itch to touch her, and I ache to be close to her. And there is absolutely nothing stopping me from making that happen.

			Maya sees me approaching and leans in to say something to Hanna before giving me a knowing grin and walking in the direction of her husband.

			I hold my hand out to Hanna. “Walk with me?”

			She smiles and slips her hand in mine, allowing me to lead her away from the crowd. We walk to the other side of the garage, away from the partygoers. Hanna presses her back up against the brick, her hands behind her, and I lean against the siding beside her.

			She looks at me with a knowing expression. “Well, isn’t this familiar?”

			“It’s the first time we’ve been alone all night,” I tell her, remembering the night at Chad’s party, the first night we kissed.

			She clearly remembers it too and grabs the front of my shirt, pulling me close. “So are you going to kiss me or what?”

			I press her against the side of the garage, and her arms slip around my neck. She holds me loosely, like she knows I have no intention of going anywhere. Leaning in, I kiss her slowly, savoring every swipe of her tongue and every breathy sigh. She tastes like vodka cranberry, and the longer we kiss, the drunker I feel.

			We pull apart just so I can place my hands on her waist and drag my nose along hers. “Why, Hanna Choi, I think you like me.”

			She tugs me closer and kisses me again. This time, when her tongue brushes mine, I think she tastes a lot like forever. And that’s something worth waiting for.

			





    
            Epilogue 





			December

			We stand on the front steps of my parents’ house, the glowing wreath on the door and the light-covered bushes lending the December night a golden, magical glow. I’m tired. Grad school mixed with work has been exhausting. But it’s also been awesome and satisfying. When my mom invited us over for Christmas Eve, I almost turned her down. Not because I didn’t want to spend it with my parents but because I’ve been so busy that all I wanted during my short holiday break was to sleep and spend time with my girlfriend. In the end, I relented because my mom’s been trying extra hard to connect with me and because I know spending time with family is important.

			“Do I look okay?” Hanna asks, running her hands down her red double-breasted peacoat for probably the thousandth time tonight.

			“You look amazing,” I assure her. And she does. Especially with the wool scarf wrapped loosely around her neck and her hair partially pulled back in a style much too fancy for the night ahead. “Why are you so nervous? My parents love you. I’m the one who has to spend half of Christmas convincing your parents I’m not corrupting their daughter.”

			I try not to sound too bitter when I mutter the last part, but I can’t help it. Even through polite conversations and extended invitations, I can’t help but think that maybe Hanna’s parents aren’t thrilled that I’m back in her life when they worked so hard to keep me out of it.

			Hanna gives me a sympathetic look. It isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation, and honestly, it probably won’t be the last. But Hanna is patient with her constant reassurances. “They don’t think you’re corrupting me.”

			Okay, maybe I’m being a little dramatic. They’ve been nothing but welcoming and interested in what I’ve been up to and how my life is going. They listen when I talk, and sometimes, they even check in to make sure I’m not burning out. It’s just old habits and triggering memories and all that. “Yeah, if they only knew you were the one to initiate sex, like, eighty-five percent of the time.”

			Hanna laughs. “That’s not true.”

			“Hey, why don’t we ditch all our parents and go back to my apartment where we can have our own Christmas and unwrap each other?” I reach to untie her jacket, but I’m interrupted by the door flying open.

			“Are you two going to come inside or stand out in the cold all night?” My mother stands in the entryway with her hands on her hips and a knowing smile on her lips.

			Hanna shoots me a mortified look, then gives my mom an overly charming smile. “We would love to come in, Diane, thank you.”

			“I loved the picture you two posted to Instagram. The one of you in front of the tree down on Main Street.”

			I’m equal parts disgusted and embarrassed that my mom checks out our social media pages. “Ew, Mom. Why are you creeping on our socials?”

			“I wouldn’t have to if you sent me more pictures,” she shoots back. She glares, then wraps her arm around Hanna, leading her inside.

			I follow, schlepping all the bags and wondering if there’s still time to sneak away to have that private Christmas. I glare at the camera stuck to the side of the house as I go. “Fucking video doorbells.”

			I drop the bags by the door and take Hanna’s coat to hang it next to mine. My eye catches the small tree in the foyer with all my homemade ornaments, and for the first time in years, the sight makes me feel proud and important and not like a runner-up or afterthought.

			Hanna winks, undoubtedly knowing how I feel, and lets my mom lead her into the main room.

			“There are my girls!”

			“Hi, Grandpa Joe,” Hanna says, greeting my grandfather with a big hug.

			“Hey, Grandpa.” I give him a tight squeeze. The smell of his aftershave mixed with the sight of him in his normal Christmas Eve attire—a red knit vest over a green-and-white plaid button-up and tan slacks—hits me square in the chest. Now it feels like Christmas.

			“Merry Christmas, kiddo.” He pats my back and takes a step back, glancing nervously at the woman beside him. Even though he told us she was coming, I can sense the hesitation in his eyes. I squeeze his shoulders in what I hope is a gesture that lets him know it’s okay and turn toward his guest.

			“Hi, Mrs. Bauer, you’re looking…festive.” I accept a hug from her, too, the fuzziness of her white turtleneck sweater poncho tickling my skin. The array of pearl and gold necklaces and stacks of gold bracelets clink when she moves, and I have to hold my breath when she passes due to the overwhelming amount of lily-scented perfume she’s wearing.

			“Thank you.” She dons probably the largest smile I’ve ever seen, and though it’s weird having someone other than Grandma here with Grandpa on Christmas, I’m happy that she is.

			Hanna steps in to take my place, gushing over Mrs. Bauer’s jewelry, and I glance at the large decorated tree in the corner of the room. I do a double take when I see one of my very own handmade star ornaments sitting at the very top, replacing the antique angel that used to sit in the coveted spot.

			My mom steps beside me, sliding her arm around my waist and pulling me in for a slight sideways hug. “It looks good up there, don’t you think? Really ties everything together.”

			My chest tightens, and I nod, too afraid to look at her because I know if I do, I may cry. “Thanks, Mom.”

			She pats my hip and lets me go. “Your father is carving the ham, so I better go check on that. You know how he likes to spend a painstakingly long time making sure each slice is even.”

			When she leaves, Hanna takes her spot beside me. She runs her hand down my arm and takes my hand. “You okay?”

			I smile, but before I can answer, Mrs. Bauer joins us by the tree and sighs wistfully, reaching to brush her fingers over the pine needles. “It really is a beautiful tree. Oh!” She throws her arms up and spins quickly and so suddenly, that it makes me jump. “That reminds me. Has anyone played Hide the Pickle?”

			I glance at Hanna with a raised eyebrow. “I can honestly say I’ve never played Hide the Pickle,” I deadpan. Hanna gives me a swift jab in the ribs with her elbow. “Oof.”

			Ignoring my comment, Mrs. Bauer shuffles to her oversized purse. “My family used to do this every single Christmas. We hide a pickle ornament in the tree, and the first one to find it on Christmas morning receives an extra gift.”

			I snort because really? That’s the best name they could come up with?

			“It sounds interesting,” I say, doing my best to be mature and polite. And of course, failing miserably. I give Hanna my most innocent look. “Do we have a pickle to put in the bush, honey?”

			Hanna mouths the word Behave and pinches my side. But I don’t miss the smile she’s doing her best to hide.

			Mrs. Bauer rummages in her bag and produces an honest-to-God glass pickle. “I brought one.”

			“I can hide it,” Grandpa offers.

			Hanna squeezes my hand, and I close my eyes and bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from saying anything else.

			“Oh no.” Mrs. Bauer shakes her finger at him. “I’ll hide it. Everyone, close your eyes.”

			“I’m perfectly capable of hiding the pickle,” my grandpa protests.

			And I just…can’t. I open my mouth to fire off another smartass remark when Hanna tugs my hand.

			“We’re going to go drop our bags off. We’ll be back,” she announces and pulls me out of the room.

			“Hide the pickle?” I whisper in disbelief. We grab our things from the foyer and head upstairs toward my old bedroom. “And to think, you were nervous about being a part of all this.”

			“Shut up.” When we reach my bedroom, Hanna glances at me skeptically. “Are you sure we’re allowed to share a room?”

			“We’re not teenagers sneaking around anymore. Plus, my mom now knows how much of a horndog you are.” Hanna groans, and I laugh and flick on the lights. We drop our bags just inside the door, and she slowly looks around as if it’s her first time being in here.

			“This room brings back a lot of memories.”

			“Good ones?” I ask from the doorway.

			“The best ones.” She drags her hand along my queen bed and smiles fondly. “Especially this bed.”

			Images of our first time together flash in my mind. Pushing off the door frame, I wrap my arms around her from behind and rest my chin on her shoulder. “Care to make more memories?”

			“And I’m the horndog?” She kisses my cheek, and something catches her eye. “Oh wow.” It’s the picture of us from the bonfire that I found last Christmas and left on my nightstand. “We were babies.”

			“Two babies in love,” I tell her, my heart still clenching at the sight of us together like that all those years ago. Her smile slips, and I can tell she’s having regrets about how we ended back in high school. “None of that. We’re here, and we’re together. And dare I say, even more in love than those two kids?”

			I grab her before she can answer and toss her on the bed, making her squeal. She laughs and puts her arms around my neck. I slip my hands under her sweater and wonder how much time we have before dinner.

			She giggles when my hands travel over her ribs and settle over her breasts. “It’s like my first time all over again,” she teases.

			I scoff and tickle her sides. “I hope it goes a little better than that.”

			“Hey, I loved our first time,” she protests. “You made it special. I cherish those memories.” I hum because I cherish them, too. Even if we were a little clumsy at the beginning. “Besides,” she continues, “you know what they say: You never forget your first time.”

			I mean, my first time was pretty forgettable. But I don’t say that. Because no one before or after Hanna matters. Not anymore. Maybe not ever. “Oh yeah? What else do they say?”

			She thinks it over and presses her hand against my chest, right over my heart. “It’s not about who’s your first, but who’s your last.”

			I tilt my head and give her a questioning look. “And am I going to be your last, Dr. Choi?”

			Hanna cradles my face and presses her lips to mine for the sweetest, most heart mending kiss. “My first, my last, my only.”

			“My only,” I repeat, and I can’t help but think that, yeah, maybe true love and fairy tales exist after all.
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