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I hadn’t seen Aspen in over a year. Not since the night he lit a joint on the roof of the gym and dared me to follow him. We met during our gap year, both stuck in town, both pretending we had a plan. The job was supposed to be temporary. Folding towels. Cleaning machines. Pretending to give a shit about people’s form. But somehow, Aspen turned it into something else. He made it fun. Or reckless. Usually both.

He was a troublemaker in the purest form, not mean, not chaotic, just born allergic to structure. He was the kind of guy who got written up for smoking in the locker room but still got invited to the manager’s wedding. Charismatic in a way that made people forgive him before he even apologized.

And me? I was the one his parents liked. The one they thought was keeping him from getting arrested. They didn’t know he taught me how to break into the pool after hours, or that I was the one who dared him to kiss that guy at the staff party last June. They thought I was safe. Smart. Steady. So, when Aspen’s mom invited me to dinner, it wasn’t a surprise. 

So, pulling into his driveway, the sun just starting to dip and the sound of distant music vibrating from the garage, I knew dinner wouldn’t be just dinner.

He opened the front door like he’d been waiting for me.

Leaning against the frame, barefoot, in an oversized tee that hung a little too loose around his collarbones. Eyes slightly red, like maybe the music wasn’t the only thing getting lit.

“Well shit,” he said, eyes raking down my body. “Look who finally got tired of playing it safe.”

He looked the same, leather cuff on one wrist, messy black hair, cigarette tucked behind his ear like decoration. His smirk hit like a punch to the gut.

“Didn’t expect an invitation,” I said.

“Didn’t send one. Well I didn’t,” he replied, stepping back to let me in, hinting that the invitation came from his parents. “But I’m not about to waste a good surprise.”

Inside, the place smelled like something grilled, something fried, and something slightly illegal. He handed me a cold beer, even though I never asked.

“You’re still bad,” I said.

He clinked the neck of his bottle against mine. “And you’re still cute when you’re pretending not to like it.”

Inside, Aspen’s house looked exactly the way I remembered: a little too dark, a little too cluttered, and filled with the quiet tension of a family that didn’t talk much unless something was wrong.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Aspen said, leading me through the narrow hallway. “Mom insisted on making a roast. Don’t get too excited.”

“I’m just shocked she still lets you live here,” I said, half-joking.

He grinned. “What can I say? I’m hard to get rid of.”

His mother was in the kitchen, apron on, hair pulled back tight. She gave me a polite smile when she saw me.
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