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      Wes might have bitten off more than he could chew and while a few years ago he would have thrown in the towel and chalked it all up to a bad decision, this time was different. This was his dream and he wasn’t going to let a little hard work stop him from getting what he’d always wanted.

      He was almost ready to open his restaurant, Dockside. Two more days and it would be open for business.

      Somehow, someway, construction had stayed on schedule and in just two days, Dockside would be open and he’d have customers. Hopefully.  He’d originally wanted to open before Memorial Day weekend but his brother, Dax, had told him right away that was impossible. But two weeks later wasn’t so bad.

      Plus, had he been open for Memorial Day, he would not have been able to help Carly and Tony by catering their wedding, and the feedback he was getting from guests about his food was phenomenal. Not to mention people saying they would definitely come back to the restaurant.

      Dockside had been a staple in Cedarville for as long as he could remember. But it had gone downhill over the years until finally, it closed. When Wes had found out that the owner was interested in selling, he jumped at the chance. And thanks to the help of Dax and his friends, he was able to renovate it cheaply for his mid-June opening.

      It was weird living back in Cedarville again after being away for so long. But leaving had been a no brainer. There was no way he could have continued to live in the town and get cleaned up. Getting clean from drugs was hard enough, but having the whole town watch would have been harder. So he’d moved to Columbus and worked hard at becoming drug-free. It had been ten years, and not only was he drug-free, but he was about to open a business.

      Talk about crazy.

      Tonight he was having a soft opening for his friends and family. Well, to be fair it was his family and their friends. Sure, he knew some of them, but he wasn’t sure he would call them his friends. At least not yet. But thanks to Dax and his girlfriend, Avery, they were all willing to help out whenever needed.

      That was one of the things he’d missed about small-town living. The way everyone was willing to pitch in when they needed help.

      He liked all of Dax’s friends, a lot. Interestingly enough, Dax himself had only been friends with them for a few months. But like Wes, he’d known most of them his whole life. Or at least known of them.

      Like the Grahams.

      Brandon, Logan and Carly were all part of the Graham family and they were staples in Cedarville. Not to mention, Brandon was the chief of police, and Logan was a famous photographer who everyone knew, even if they didn’t live in Cedarville.

      They were all coming to the soft opening along with their spouses or partners. Plus a few more, including a few of the guys who worked for Dax, and Avery’s sister, Joy, who also happened to be his new roommate.

      A week ago he concluded that he’d had his fill of living with Dax and Avery. He loved them and Dax’s house was plenty big enough for the three of them.

      Or so he’d thought.

      One night he left his room at two in the morning to get a drink of water and walked in on them defiling the island countertop. Needless to say, that was his cue to move out and to also never eat or cook on that counter again.

      Joy, who like him was the black sheep of her family, mentioned that she was looking for a roommate. When he’d first met Joy, he’d taken to her right away. Not in a sexual, dating way, but in a little sister or best friend way. They just got along well. So after the incident on the counter, he’d asked her about moving in. She’d agreed, and within a day, he had his stuff moved in his new place.

      As a bonus, it was only two blocks from his new restaurant.

      He was straightening chairs and tables when his new bartender, Sabrina, came in. Sabrina had applied for the head bartender job along with six other people. She’d won out though because the girl was a beast. She could take orders, mix drinks and calculate tabs all at the same time. Wes had been a bartender for ten years and she was even better than he was.

      “Hey,” she said, as she bypassed him and went behind the counter.

      The only thing about her was that she wasn’t much of a talker unless she was working. Behind the bar she chatted up the customers no problem. But other than that, she rarely spoke, and when she did, it was only if it was important.

      Small talk was not her thing.

      He’d hired six more staffers who would both serve and work the bar if needed. He would do all the cooking, at least for now. If it ever got to the point where it was too much, he would hire more staff.

      “The bar should be all stocked,” he said, as he dropped his dishrag that he’d been using to wipe down tables, in the sink.

      She nodded. “Anything I need to know?”

      “Nope, I think you’re covered. Just remember that tonight we are only charging cost for the alcohol and the list is taped right there.” He pointed to the list that he’d attached to the cash register.

      She nodded again.

      Leaving her, he pushed open the door that divided the bar from the kitchen. His guests would have the option of a full menu tonight because he wanted to make sure he was capable of handling it if things got busy. It wasn’t a large menu anyway. Sandwiches, burgers, grilled chicken, but there were a few specialty items. Mac and cheese that he made from scratch, and a jambalaya that everyone who ever tasted it, loved.

      Plus, he made his fries from scratch meaning that each day he’d have to peel enough potatoes to cover the orders. He was hoping that he’d be able to teach someone on staff how to do it, when and if, they had downtime.

      He began warming up his burners and making sure everything was organized when his brother walked in.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “Too late if I’m not, right?”

      “This place looks fantastic. I can’t believe we got it finished so fast.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.” It was true too. Dax had worked for free in all his spare time to help him get the place ready.

      “You’re my brother, what was I going to do, let you fail?”

      “You could have but I’m glad you didn’t. Is Avery with you?”

      “She’s out there chatting with Sabrina.”

      Wes lifted an eyebrow. “My bartender? Sabrina? The one who never talks?”

      Dax laughed. “It seems that Avery has made it her mission to make her open up.” He put his hands up. “Don’t ask me, man. I don’t question Avery.”

      “As long as she doesn’t quit, I don’t give a damn.” They walked out of the kitchen together, and sure enough, Avery and Sabrina were talking.

      “Oh, Wes, this place looks fantastic!” Avery shouted. “I’ve been so busy the last few days that I haven’t had a chance to stop by and see the finished product.” She walked up to him and gave him a hug. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Avery.” He looked around. “It did turn out pretty good.”

      He heard the front door open and turned to find Tony and Carly coming in, along with Addison and Ryan.

      “I guess I should mingle, at least until I have to go cook.” He walked toward the newcomers. “Hey, guys, thanks for coming.”

      “We wouldn’t miss it,” Tony said, and shook his hand. “It’s the least we can do for the man that saved our asses at our wedding.”

      Tony and Carly had just gotten back from their honeymoon, and it showed. They were both tanned and relaxed.

      “Hit the bar for drinks if you want, or just have a seat anywhere. Your server will take your order as soon as you’re ready.”

      He left them and then greeted a few more people. Once people started to sit, he moved back to the kitchen so he could be ready when orders started coming in. For over an hour he cooked, fried and stirred. When the last order was filled, he pulled off his apron and hairnet, ran a hand through his short hair, and went back out front. As soon as he stepped through the door, applause rang out.

      He was overwhelmed but nodded and smiled. What else could he do?

      “Man that was delicious,” Brandon said to him. “I can’t think when I’ve had better jambalaya.”

      “And my grilled chicken was perfect,” his girlfriend, Leah, said. “Not everyone does chicken right.”

      He graciously smiled and thanked them. It was weird having people praise him, but he was going to have to get used to it if he wanted his restaurant to be successful.

      He went around the bar and poured himself a glass of water. He wasn’t a big drinker, even though alcohol wasn’t his drug of choice back when he was using. But he still tried to live a clean life by not drinking regularly.

      For a few years, after he went through rehab, he drank. But after a while he made the decision to stop. He had a fear of relapsing that was strong enough to make him stop.

      He mingled with his guests for a while longer until they all began to trickle out. He sent all his servers home including Sabrina, and soon it was just him, Dax and Avery sitting around a table.

      “You really did it, bro.”

      “The food was amazing,” Avery said. “I might have to eat here every night.”

      “If you do, it's on the house.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” Dax said, “or she really will be here every night.”

      “You guys helped me make this place, so feeding you is not a big deal.”

      “You can’t run your business like that.” Avery gave him a look that reminded him of the ones his mom would give him when he was a kid. “Rule number one, no free food.”

      He laughed and shrugged. “If you say so.”

      “Really though,” Dax said, “this place is going to do well. I can feel it.”

      “I hope so. I’ve put everything I have into it so if it fails I’m screwed.”

      “You won’t fail,” Avery said. “I won’t let you. If I have to drag people here kicking and screaming I will.”

      Dax took a drink of his beer. “How’s living with Joy? You know, you really didn’t have to move out.”

      “Yeah, I did. You two need your space and I never want to see what I saw on that counter again. Please tell me you disinfected?”

      “Oh my God, stop being a baby,” Avery squeaked. “It was just sex and since you’re not a sixteen-year-old virgin you need to get over it. People have sex.”

      “But not usually on the counter in their kitchen.”

      “I know several people who have done just that.”

      He looked at Avery and then at his brother. “You’re awfully quiet over there.”

      “I’m just biding my time until you are in a relationship and then I want you to tell me that there’s no way you would have counter sex.”

      “You’re going to be waiting a long time because I have no desire to be in a relationship.” Been there, done that, he thought to himself. Sex was one thing, but a relationship was not something he ever wanted again.

      His brother smirked. “Good luck with that.”

      Wes rolled his eyes at his brother’s comment as Avery said, “Cedarville will have other plans for you. No one makes it out of here without finding true love.”

      He groaned and pushed back from the table to stand. “All right. You’ve overstayed your welcome.”

      “We’ll leave,” Avery said, “but just know that when we get home, that counter might just get defiled again.” She gave him a hug and then they left.

      Locking the door behind them, he leaned back against it and closed his eyes.

      He’d done it. He’d actually had a successful first night. Sure it had been his family and friends but that didn’t matter. They’d all liked the food and his servers had done well and felt comfortable.

      He officially owned a restaurant.

      For a minute he thought he might hyperventilate.

      People were going to rely on him for their livelihood. He couldn’t let them down or the town that had worked so hard to back him. This had to work.

      It would work.

      The next day, he was back in the restaurant making sure the docks were ready for boats. This was the one part of the job he was concerned about. He hadn’t hired anyone to deal with the docking, figuring that everyone could do it themselves like they had with the previous owner. He did have some outside seating but it was all plastic tables and chairs, so nothing that he had to be overly concerned with. One of the servers would take care of the outside customers if and when they came.

      After a few hours at his soon to be home away from home, he headed to the apartment that he shared with Joy. This was his last night off for who knows how long, so they were planning on hanging out and maybe watching a movie.

      As soon as he walked in the door, he knew she was home. He liked her, he really did, and they got along great except for one thing. She was as messy, as messy could be. It drove him up the wall.

      And since he had cleaned that morning and now the living room was a mess, she absolutely had to be home. His suspicions were confirmed when she walked out of her room and greeted him.

      “Done for the day? I thought for sure you’d flake on me and stay there all night.”

      “A promise is a promise.” He automatically started cleaning up, a habit he couldn’t help.

      “Sorry I was asleep last night when you got home but it was a long day at the salon.” Joy was a nail tech and worked at a salon in Woodridge currently. She was looking to work locally but so far no one was hiring.

      “Tell me the truth, was the food okay?” She’d been his guinea pig more than once over the last month so he trusted her. She didn’t hesitate to tell him if something didn’t taste good.

      “I had the mac and cheese and a burger and both were fantastic. And your bartender...that girl knows how to make a drink.” She came into the kitchen with him and leaned against the counter. “Everyone I talked to said they enjoyed their food.”

      He gave a sigh of relief. “Sometimes I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that I am cooking food and people are going to be buying it. It boggles my mind.”

      “You deserve it. You’ve worked hard to get here. I’m hoping someday that will be me.”

      “Your own salon isn’t that far off, and now with me living here, you are saving more money each month. It’ll happen.”

      She rolled her eyes like she always did when they talked about her and changed the subject. “So pizza tonight?”

      “Yup. I’ll order it and you go pick the movie.” She started to walk away. “But no chick flicks!” he yelled after her.

      She was in a self-imposed dating slump and liked to say that since she couldn’t date she liked to watch the movies about people falling in love.

      He wasn’t sure why everyone wanted to fall in love. Being single was pretty awesome, at least as far as he was concerned. He could do whatever he wanted without having to answer to anyone. Whenever he and Dax were together, Dax had to call or text Avery to make sure it was okay. And sure Wes went to bed alone, while Dax got to snuggle up next to a warm, beautiful woman who loved him, but that wasn’t a big deal.

      He got to hog the whole bed and didn’t have to worry about anyone stealing the covers.

      That was the dream.

      Right?

      Shaking himself out of his thoughts, he quickly ordered the pizza. Half meat for her and half veggie for him. While he tried to take care of his body, she ate as much bad food as possible. Not to mention the candy. She was like a five-year-old with how much candy she ate. She once told him she ate the candy as a substitute for sex.

      He was thinking maybe he needed to try it.

      He found her already on the couch, knees pulled up under her butt. “All right, what’s it going to be?” He sat down and stretched his legs out in front of him on the ottoman.

      “What about Lord of the Rings?”

      “Works for me.”

      She started the movie and as they watched, they each made comments about characters or things that happened. They had both seen the movie, more than once, but this was what they did. It was one of the reasons they got along so well.

      He knew that when they’d first hit it off, Avery had wished that they’d get together as more than friends. But that just wasn’t how it was.

      There was only one woman who Wes had ever loved and when she broke his heart, it was permanently.
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      Making sure her mom was settled, Julia went back to the kitchen where a glass of wine was waiting for her. She didn’t normally drink alone. No that wasn’t right, up until three months ago, she absolutely did drink alone. But now she had friends – or at least a friend – and she didn’t need to drink alone anymore.

      But just like two nights ago, Avery was at Dockside for dinner, and because she was persona non grata, it was just her and a bottle of chardonnay.

      She didn’t know for sure that she was persona non grata at Dockside, but she assumed she was, since the owner and chef was none other than her ex-boyfriend who she’d left high and dry when he’d needed her the most.

      The main reason for why she’d left.

      They were the perfect high school couple or so everyone said. Wes had been everything to her. Together they’d fallen in love and been each other’s first in every way that mattered. First kiss, first sexual experience, first love.

      And she couldn’t forget, first drug experience.

      They’d experimented together, wanting to just try it and see what the big deal was. And for a while it was fun and innocent. Until it wasn’t. They’d started with pot and eventually they tried cocaine. That had been their downfall.

      When she’d had enough and decided to stop, Wes wasn’t ready yet. For a while she’d stayed with him trying hard to get him to go see someone to try and stop.  But soon it had become too much for her to handle and leaving was her only option.

      She’d had an offer at a school in Tennessee, and instead of waiting around for Wes to clean up, she left.

      Just upped and left.

      When he’d needed her.

      It was the worst moment of her life.

      Taking a giant gulp of her wine, she closed her eyes and pictured a young Wes Lange.

      He’d had dark, shaggy hair and chocolate brown eyes that she’d get lost in if she looked at them too long. He’d been skinny back then but not scrawny. More tall and lean. And his smile was always so genuine. Everyone had liked him, and it was because that damn smile never failed to put people at ease.

      He should have become the therapist.

      Instead she had. That wasn’t always what she’d wanted to do, but after dealing with his drug problem, she wanted to help people. And she was good at it. At least she hoped.

      When her dad had died last year, her mom begged her to move back. How did you say no to that? Her parent’s were the definition of love and losing her dad had practically killed her mom. Not wanting to be a shitty daughter, she picked up her practice and moved it to Ohio.

      To the same town she’d grown up in and where she’d fallen in love with Wes.

      To the town that watched as they fell apart.

      To the town he wasn’t supposed to be living in...she’d checked a dozen times before moving home.

      But then three months ago, she met Avery, and found out that not only was Avery dating Wes’s brother Dax, but that Wes was moving home and opening a restaurant.

      She wanted to find the biggest hole and bury herself in it.

      Except that in three months, she’d yet to run into him. Hell, she’d not even seen him. Not even from behind. And she’d looked. Many, many times.

      She knew from Avery that Wes was busy at the restaurant and, because she had no reason to go to that side of town, there was no chance of running into him there.

      When she and Avery hung out it was either at her mom’s house – yes she was a thirty-four-year-old woman who owned her own medical practice and still lived with her mother – or at a bar or restaurant. Avery knew the story behind her and Wes, so she made sure to keep them apart.

      Well Avery knew part of the story.

      No one except she and Wes knew the whole thing.

      Draining the rest of her wine, she decided one glass was enough and went to mope on the couch. She hated that she was the lone one out. Avery and Dax, along with all the other people Avery had introduced her to, were all at Dockside for opening night. Leaving her to sit alone and play Scrabble with her mom.

      She loved her mom, really she did. But hanging out with her on a Friday night was not her idea of fun. It had been over a year, but now she wanted a life. A life with friends and dates and...just people.

      Dropping her head back against the couch, she sighed. Maybe it was time to start dating. Several doctors at the hospital had asked her out but she’d always said no. At first she’d turned them down because of her mom and needing to spend her extra time with her. But recently, it was because she knew Wes was in town.

      But it wasn’t like she and Wes were anything to each other, right? Why shouldn’t she date? When she’d lived in Tennessee she dated. Well kinda. If going out with a guy once or twice, then having sex and being done, was considered dating.

      It wasn’t that she was averse to dating, it was more that all the guys who wanted to date her weren’t...well, they weren’t Wes, if she was being honest.

      She’d been ruined at sixteen for any other guy by having the perfect first boyfriend.

      How does that happen? She should be able to get over him and move on. Hell, she was a fucking therapist. She worked through these kinds of things every day with her patients.

      Maybe it was like that old saying, those who can’t do, teach. Only for her it was those can’t date, help other people date.

      Not that those were the only people she helped. Some of her patients had drug problems and some marital problems and some were just stressed. But a good amount liked to talk about love and the best way to find it.

      Only, she was no expert.

      Finding the remote, she flipped on the TV and searched for something to watch. Settling on some mind-numbing reality show, she let her eyes close as she tried to picture what an adult Wes looked like.

      She was just getting to the good part – his naked chest – when her phone rang. Seeing that it was Avery she answered with, “I thought you were busy?”

      “I was, but now I’m not, and Leah and I are on our way over, so break out the wine.”

      “You’re coming here?” Not that she minded but she’d assumed they would be busy all night.

      “Yeah, so turn off the stupid TV show and be ready. We’ll be there in a couple minutes.”

      Avery hung up without even saying goodbye and Julia just stared at the phone. She was elated that Avery and Leah were coming over. Of all of Avery’s friends, she had taken to Leah the most. They got along well and had a similar sense of humor. Not that she didn’t love the other women, but there was just something about Leah.

      Turning off the TV, she went into the kitchen to make sure she had wine chilling. She still had the half-open bottle she’d been drinking from earlier, but she added a second to the refrigerator, in case they needed it. Once that was done, she walked to the front of the house so her friends didn’t knock. Her mom was a heavy sleeper and would likely not wake, but she didn’t want to take the chance.

      It was just after nine, so it was still kinda light outside. Stepping out onto the porch, she watched as Leah’s car pulled into the driveway.

      Both Leah and Avery got out of the car and walked toward her.

      “Is your mom already asleep?” Avery asked.

      “Yeah, but we won’t wake her, so don’t worry.” They knew the drill since they’d both been there before while her mom was asleep.

      They all went inside and gathered around the kitchen table.

      “I’m surprised to see you guys,” she said as she grabbed three wine glasses. “I thought you would stay later?”

      “The place was packed so we bailed figuring that would give them more space,” Leah said. “Addison and Ryan went home too, and so did Mel, Logan, Carly, and Tony.”

      She wanted to ask how it was, but since this had to do with Wes, she stayed quiet.

      “What’s up with you?” Leah asked. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in awhile.”

      The last time she’d seen them was right after Carly and Tony’s wedding when they’d gone out to dinner. “I’ve been busy. I had a new set of rehab patients last week and I do those hours at night after my regular patients. It’s draining but worth it if I can reach even one of them.”

      “You’re so impressive,” Avery said. “The work you do really helps people. That has to feel good.”

      “It has its moments.” She shrugged and took a sip of her wine. Wanting the conversation off her and onto something else she asked, “How is Addison doing after the big surprise wedding? I still can’t believe they got married at Carly and Tony’s wedding.”

      Because she was new friends with them, she hadn’t been invited and that was fine, but when she’d found out that Addison and Ryan had an impromptu wedding the same day, she’d been bummed. Addison’s wedding had been one she was looking forward to attending.

      “Addison is over the moon about both the wedding and the baby,” Avery said. “Ryan is like a love sick puppy at work without her there. It’s funny but also cute. I hope that’s the way Dax is when I’m not around.”

      “He is, don’t worry,” Leah said and rolled her eyes. “I was at Carly and Tony’s the other day while Dax was there measuring for their remodel, and when Carly said your name, a goofy, glazed look crossed his face. Tony had to say his name three times to bring him back to reality. It was sickening.”

      “Oh don’t even act like Brandon isn’t just like that,” Avery said. “That man is so smitten with you that he won’t even let you open a car door. Like you’ll break a nail or something.”

      Julia listened to their banter, laughing at funny comments but wishing she had something to contribute.

      “What about you,” Leah asked, “are you dating anyone?”

      “Funny you should ask that. I was just thinking that it’s time to get back in the game.”

      “Anyone in mind for this game?” Avery asked.

      “Not yet, but several of the doctors at the hospital have asked me out.”

      “Why didn’t you go out with them?” Leah asked.

      She shrugged. “When I moved home it was because my mom needed me. I wasn’t going to just up and leave her night after night. But now, she’s doing better and I can have a night or two away.”

      “Would you ever move back to Tennessee now that your mom doesn’t need you?” Avery asked.

      “I’ve thought about that but decided against it. If I want to be successful in my practice, I can’t keep moving it. So I’m here, it seems, for the long haul.

      “I, for one, am glad,” Avery said. “I’d hate to lose a friend.”

      “Me too,” Leah added. “We need all the woman power we can get with all the testosterone the guys put out.”

      “I’m glad I met you guys. If not for you, I’d be wallowing in my wine watching bad reality television.”

      “I like reality TV as much as the next girl,” Avery said, “but we’re young and should be out having fun. Believe me, I wasted too many years sitting at home when I could have been out having fun.”

      “Maybe you’re young,” Julia said, “but I’m thirty-four.” She groaned. “How’d I get to be thirty-four? And worse, how am I still single?”

      “Beats me,” Leah said. “First, you don’t look thirty-four and second, have you looked in the mirror? You have natural bedroom eyes. I bet you don’t even wear mascara.”

      “You’d be wrong and I don’t know what bedroom eyes are?”

      “Bedroom eyes are when you always look like you’re ready for sex,” Avery said. “Which is why I have no idea why you aren’t in a relationship. Guys have to be lining up around the block to date you.”

      “Ha! As if.” She sipped her wine and wondered if she really did have bedroom eyes.

      “I have an idea,” Leah said. “Next week at work, pick a guy who has asked you out before and say yes.”

      “What, I’m just supposed to walk up to him and say I’ve changed my mind?”

      “Yes,” both Avery and Leah said with Leah adding, “It’ll work, I promise.”

      She frowned. “I’ll sound like an idiot. Plus I don’t like any of those guys.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Avery said. “You aren’t going to marry them, you're just using them to get some dating experience.”

      “And to find out what you like and don’t like,” Leah said.

      “Like and don’t like in bed? There is no way I am sleeping with any of them.” Just the thought made her want to vomit.

      She’d been with guys since Wes. Hello, that was fourteen years ago. But it had been at least three years since she’d had sex. The only thing that went near her vagina was her vibrator, which was somehow, coincidentally, named Wes.

      Oh good Lord, she was in trouble.

      “No, dummy,” Avery said. “I mean if you want to sleep with them, sure go ahead and do it. But, we mean try them out, as in see what you like and don’t like in a guy.”

      She knew what she liked and didn’t like.

      Likes: Wes.

      Dislikes: Anyone who wasn’t Wes.

      It was a pretty simple list.

      “Why do I get the feeling she already knows what she likes?” Leah said to Avery.

      “Probably because you are a smart woman.” Avery turned to her. “Do you want to talk about him?”

      Avery knew the bare bones of her relationship with Wes and when they had become friends she’d made her promise that they’d never discuss him. But now, she wasn't so sure she wanted that. Maybe talking about him would help.

      “Is it stupid that it’s been fourteen years and yet I still miss him?”

      “That’s not stupid at all,” Leah said. “When you love someone it can take time.”

      “But fourteen years? Come on, that’s longer than some dogs live.”

      “He doesn’t date either,” Avery said quietly.

      She whipped her head around so fast she almost gave herself whiplash. “How do you know that?”

      “I overheard him talking to Dax one night. Right after he got clean, dating wasn’t on his radar. And then later, he did date a little but nothing felt right.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat. There were so many questions she wanted to ask but the first one that popped out of her mouth was, “What does he look like?”

      “I can handle this,” Leah said and picked up her phone. Flipping through photos, she found the one she wanted and turned her phone toward Julia.

      And there he was.

      Wes.

      Her Wes.

      His hair was shorter than it had been back in high school but his eyes, they were the same.

      “I saw a few high school pictures of him,” Avery said, “and from what I can tell, he’s put on some weight, most of it muscle. He works out all the time, or he did before when he first moved to town, and since he eats clean and doesn’t really drink, he’s pretty fit.”

      Julia couldn’t take her eyes off the photo. It had obviously been taken at Carly and Tony’s wedding from the background. But what struck her the most was his smile. It was the same.

      “You know, he asked me about you once?”

      She swung her eyes up to Avery. “What did he ask?”

      “He wanted to know if you were happy.”

      “What did you tell him?” She felt like she was going to hyperventilate while waiting for the answer.

      “That I wasn’t sure.” Avery shrugged. “It was the truth then, and still is.”

      She dropped the phone and slid it back over to Leah. “I had a chance at happiness once but I screwed it up.”

      “From what I know, Wes is the one who screwed it up, Julia. You couldn’t be expected to stay with a person when they wouldn’t get clean. That wouldn’t have been good for you.”

      “Avery’s right,” Leah said. “Love can only take you so far, but if the person isn’t willing to help themselves, you can’t be faulted for leaving.”

      She pushed back from the table. “You guys don’t know the whole story.” Standing, she paced the small kitchen.

      “Then tell us,” Avery said.

      She looked at her two new friends and debated spilling her guts but she just couldn’t. She was a fucking hypocrite if there ever was one. “I just can’t.” She sat back down. “Thanks for talking with me about him. It might not seem like it, but it helped.”

      “Anytime,” Leah said. “Now, are you coming to my house next Saturday for the cookout?’

      Leah and Brandon were having a big cookout at their place for all their friends. She’d been invited but wasn’t sure if she planned to go because she didn’t want to be the only single person there. “Are any other non-couples coming?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes,” Leah said. “One of the guys who works with Dax, Flynn, I think his name is, and also Avery’s sister, Joy. Plus possibly a few more.”

      “All right, if you’re sure.” She’d met Joy once before and liked her. She was different from Avery, more colorful. Hopefully a few other singles would show up.

      They spent another hour at her house telling stories and chatting. After they left, she locked up and headed to bed. Right as she laid down, her phone dinged with a message, picking it up, she saw it was from Leah. Opening it up, she gasped when she saw it was the photo of Wes that Leah had shown her earlier.

      There was no message, just the photo. She didn’t have any words to thank Leah, so she didn’t reply. Saving the photo to her albums, she turned off the light and brought the phone closer to her face.

      He was breathtakingly handsome as a grown man where as a teenage boy he’d been merely cute.

      She ached to run her fingers through his hair and have his eyes light up like they used to. But she knew that would never happen.

      But dreaming about it was okay, or at least she hoped it was.

      She felt her eyes swell with tears at the life she could have had if only she’d given him more time. She didn’t bother to wipe them away and instead let them fall.

      For months after she’d left town, she’d cried every night. But it had been years since she’d let herself cry over what could have been. Maybe this was what she needed to finally move on.

      Or maybe not.

      Either way, it was cathartic and she wasn’t going to hold it in any longer.
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