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I almost didn’t recognize him at first.

That’s the thing I keep coming back to, the detail my brain keeps replaying like it’s trying to correct an error. I was halfway down Main Street, hands shoved in my jacket pockets, thinking about nothing more complicated than whether the coffee shop was still open, when I saw him leaning against the old brick wall outside the bookstore.

At first, my brain did what it always does when you’re back home: it reached for ghosts. Familiar shapes. Old versions of people. I clocked the haircut, the posture, the way he stood like he belonged there, and I thought, vaguely, that he reminded me of someone.

Then he turned his head.

I stopped walking.

It wasn’t dramatic. I didn’t freeze mid-step or drop anything or swear out loud. I just... slowed, like my body needed an extra second to catch up with what my eyes were telling it. Because that was his face. Same eyes. Same crooked mouth. Same expression he always had when he was half-amused and half-waiting to see what I’d say.

But everything else was wrong.

He was broader than I remembered. Not bulky exactly—just solid, like he’d filled in the empty spaces. His shoulders stretched the fabric of his T-shirt in a way that felt illegal, and his arms—his arms were not the skinny, awkward things I remembered from high school. These were... different. Defined. The kind you notice without meaning to.

The kind you notice even when you really, really don’t want to.

“Holy shit,” he said, grinning when he saw me. “Is that actually you?”

That voice did it. Lower than I remembered. Not unrecognizable, just... settled. Like it had found its place.

“Yeah,” I said, because my brain had apparently decided words were optional now. “Yeah. It’s me.”

He pushed off the wall and stepped toward me, and my body reacted before my brain had time to file a complaint. He smelled like clean soap and cold air. He looked down at me just slightly, which made no sense because we were the same height. We always had been.

“Man,” he said, giving me a quick, easy smile. “It’s been what—three years?”

“Something like that,” I said. College years. Time that stretches and shrinks depending on who you’re talking to.

“Didn’t think I’d run into you this fast,” he added. “I just got back yesterday.”

“Break?” I asked.

“Yeah. Figured I’d hide out at home for a bit before reality kicks my ass again.”

That was him. Same humor. Same way of saying things like they were jokes even when they weren’t. The familiarity of it should have been comforting. It was—mostly. Except for the strange, buzzing awareness running under my skin, like my senses had been turned up without my permission.

We stood there talking, catching up in that lazy, shorthand way that only works when you’ve known someone forever. He told me about classes, about the gym he went to near campus, about how he’d finally figured out how to cook something other than pasta. I nodded, laughed in the right places, tried very hard not to stare.

I failed. Repeatedly.

Every time he shifted his weight or crossed his arms, my attention followed without asking me first. I told myself it was just surprise. That anyone would notice a change like that. That this was normal. That it didn’t mean anything.

He was my best friend. Or he had been. The guy I’d shared a room with on trips, the guy I’d changed in front of without a second thought, the guy I’d known back when his ribs showed and his confidence didn’t.

This was just... an update. A new version.

“So,” he said after a moment, tilting his head. “You gonna keep looking at me like that, or do you wanna grab a drink and actually catch up?”

I blinked. “Like what?”

He smiled, slower this time. Not teasing. Curious.

“Like you’re trying to figure something out.”

I laughed too quickly. “Nah. Just—didn’t expect you to look so... different.”

“Yeah?” he said, clearly pleased. “Guess college did something right.”

He said it lightly, but there was something in the way his eyes stayed on mine that made my stomach flip in a way I absolutely did not appreciate. I told myself it was jet lag. Or caffeine deprivation. Or the weirdness of being back in a town that still remembered who I used to be.

Anything but what it actually was.

“Come on,” he said, already turning toward the bar down the street. “First round’s on me. For old time’s sake.”

I followed him without thinking.

That should have been the first clue.

***
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The bar hasn’t changed much. Same dim lights, same sticky floors, same scratched-up wood along the counter that everyone pretends not to notice. It’s louder than the street outside but still familiar enough that my shoulders loosen the second we walk in.

He heads straight for the bar like he knows exactly where he’s going. I follow, automatically, and we slide onto stools that are closer together than I expect. Close enough that when he shifts, his knee bumps mine.

It’s light. Barely anything.

Still, my brain short-circuits.

“Sorry,” he says, glancing down.

“No, it’s—fine,” I say, even though my knee feels like it’s been marked. Like it knows something I don’t.

We order drinks. Beer for him, something simple for me. He rests his forearms on the bar, and I try not to stare at the way his sleeves ride up when he does it. I fail again. There’s something maddening about how easy he looks now—comfortable in his body, relaxed in a way he never used to be.

“So,” he says, angling toward me. “How’s college treating you?”

“Good,” I say. “Different, but good.”

“Yeah?” He smiles. “You always seemed ready for something bigger than this place.”

“I was,” I admit. “Still am.”

He nods like that makes sense. “Guess some things stick.”

He smiles at that, soft and familiar, and for a second I see the guy I used to know again. The one who used to crash on my bed and steal my headphones and fall asleep halfway through movies.

Then his knee shifts again.

This time, it stays.

I tell myself it’s an accident. The bar’s crowded. The stools are close. Normal things happen. But neither of us moves away, and the longer it goes on, the more aware I become of every inch of contact.

“So you dating anyone?” he asks casually, like he’s asking about my classes.

“Yeah,” I say, too quickly. “I mean—yeah. I have a girlfriend.”

“Oh?” He raises an eyebrow. “Serious?”

“Pretty serious,” I say. “She’s... great.”

Which is true. Mostly. She’s smart and pretty and easy to be with. Safe. The kind of relationship that makes sense when you explain it to people.
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