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Thank you to Gabi Cervenka and Leonie Duncan.

This story celebrates Popcorn Lover’s Day, which is observed on the second Thursday in March. Popcorn has been around for a long time. The oldest known popcorn was found in a cave in Mexico in 1948, and it’s over 4,000 years old. Popcorn Lover’s Day is easy to celebrate. All you have to do is eat some popcorn. You can do it!
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Chapter 1
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Darcy Hudson rushed down one flight of stairs, balancing the bowl of popcorn in one hand while throwing a folded blanket over his shoulder. When he came to the floor below, he rushed past the first door to his right before slapping his palm on the second.

Not a sound.

He banged again, more insistently this time.

The door was yanked open from underneath his hand.

“What?” Etta—not Etta James but almost as awesome—glared at him. Her dark eyes squinting, her teal hair a tumbly mess, and there were dark smudges underneath her eyes. Ooops!

“You didn’t answer your phone. I have popcorn.” He held out the bowl to her.

Etta was the first friend he’d made after moving here, and he believed she might be the best one he’d ever had. Sadly, she was a bartender who worked late nights, and he was an early-to-rise, early-to-bed kind of person.

He often forgot not everyone was.

“What are you doing here?” She yawned as she rubbed her sternum, and he noticed she wore gray cotton pajamas with elephants on them. Cute.

“It’s started. I made popcorn, but I don’t think we can delay any longer, or we’ll miss the entire show.” He shoved the bowl at her, and when she took it, he reached past her and grabbed her coat. As he draped it over her shoulders, she stared at him.

“What’s started?”

She clearly wasn’t awake enough to think. He reclaimed the bowl, curled his arm around it, grabbed her hand in his other, and dragged her out of the apartment.

“It’s a morning show today.”

“Darcy, for fuck’s sake. We don’t do morning shows, don’t they know?”

“Come on. We’re late.” But she was right. They never did morning shows. He wondered why they made an exception today.

She grumbled but allowed him to drag her down the next flight of stairs into the foyer of the building. There were black, slightly scarred mailboxes along one wall, a bench along another, and someone—Mrs. Carell, he believed—had placed a few pots with large Swiss Cheese plants to try to conceal the hideous orange walls.

Darcy wished Mr. Doukas, the owner, would repaint. Maybe he was waiting for the orange and brown nightmare of the seventies to come back in style—it most likely would soon. Shudder.

It would’ve been so much nicer with a calming blue or if they truly were waiting for the seventies to reappear, why not brown? Brown walls could be lovely with some lighting and the right decor.

“Fuck, the floor is cold.”

He looked down at Etta’s bare feet, took in the black and silver of her toenails, and winced. “Sorry, I forgot to demand shoes.” It couldn’t be helped. “Nice nails.”

She nodded and yawned again.

“Here. Hold.” He held out the bowl. “Don’t spill.” Then he hefted her up into his arms, bridal style. Luckily, she was small because he wasn’t the strongest man around.

He moved toward the door release button. “Open it.” She pressed it with her foot, and they stepped out into the March morning sun. It was a beautiful but cold day.

He hurried over to an old wooden bench and stilled. Fuck. He didn’t want to put her down. Bare feet on cold ground. “Can you grab the blanket?”

Etta stared at him. “What?”

He shrugged his shoulders as the raised voices from a few feet away grew louder. “The blanket. I don’t want my ass cheeks to get stuck to the bench.”

She frowned. “How would they get stuck?”

“You know how your mama told you not to lick things when it was freezing outside because your tongue would stick to the metal?”

She stared at him for several long seconds, and they didn’t have seconds to waste.

“Come on.”

“Put me down.” She wiggled, and since she was growing heavier by the nanosecond, he did. She held the popcorn, he put the blanket on the bench for them to sit on, and she tucked her bare feet under her.

Darcy took a handful of popcorn and shoved them into his mouth at the exact moment Theodore Galanis, his across-the-hall neighbor, glared at him. He moaned but kept on chewing.

Theodore’s dark, wavy hair shone in the sun, his brown eyes shot daggers, and his jaw was set.

Etta ate some popcorn, too. “You know, I don’t think it’s normal for mothers to have to tell their kids not to lick things when it’s freezing outside. And I don’t want to think about how you took it to mean your ass would get stuck to a cold bench. It’s the saliva freezing making you stick, right? So...how wet is your ass?”

Darcy ignored her comment about his ass. “It’s normal. My mother told me all the time.”

“Uh-huh.” She held her breath as Mr. Doukas waved and shouted something in Greek. Theodore scowled in reply, and Darcy sighed. He preferred it when they shouted at each other in English, so he could understand what they said, but Greek was nice too.

“How old were you?”

“Thirty-four.”

She threw popcorn at him. “Were. How old were you, not how old are you.”

Darcy tore his eyes away from the spectacle and focused on Etta for a second. “When?”

“When your mom told you not to lick things. Since you remember it, you must’ve been pretty old.”

He frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Because I get how you might need to tell a three-year-old not to lick lamp posts or whatever when it’s freezing cold outside. Maybe. I mean, I can see it happening, but you don’t remember much from when you’re three, which makes me believe you were older.”

“You lying, cheating son of a bitch!”

Etta’s eyes widened, and they both turned to see Theodore take a step closer to Mr. Doukas; hands fisted at his sides and murder in his eyes.

“Oh, I think there is more history here than we believed.” Darcy ate another handful of popcorn.
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