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      Enemies-to-lovers, fake-date, little-sister’s-best-friend, second-chance, forbidden, stand-alone contemporary romance.

      

      Ricky Dunn is the equivalent of a splinter under my fingernail.

      Romantic?

      Right.

      He’s the older brother of my best friend, and no matter how hard either of us tries, we can’t seem to avoid each other. The problem started on the night my best friend and I graduated from high school. The party was joyous, a celebration.

      That night, I willingly gave Ricky a part of me—more than the kiss we told others about.

      Our deal was simple.

      No strings.

      Ricky kept his side of the bargain.

      Years have passed.

      Being from the same small town and crossing paths, I haven’t noticed how handsome he’s become or the way he’s filled out.

      If you ask me, he hasn’t noticed me either.

      Until he calls.

      I’m working for a finance company, one he’s now interviewing for.

      “Marilyn, will you be my date for the dinner with the partners? It’s only for one date and no strings.”

      The problem is my heart hasn’t kept my side of our bargain.

      I want at least one string.

      Do I agree to his proposal, or do I turn him down flat?

      

      Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      Check out Aleatha’s 2024 Lighter One—ONE STRING—enemies-to-lovers, fake-date, little-sister’s-best-friend, second-chance, forbidden, stand-alone contemporary romance.
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        Marilyn

      

      

      “You look beautiful,” I say to Devan, one of my best friends and my roommate during four years of college. Devan, Jill, and I have been friends since before we started kindergarten. Only two weeks ago, I was the maid of honor in Jill’s wedding. And now, here we are again, the three of us getting ready to walk the aisle of the church in our hometown, Riverbend, Indiana. This time, it isn’t Jill who’s dressed in white; it’s Devan.

      She takes a deep breath and stares at her own reflection. “I’m not nervous.” Her big soft-brown stare turns to me. “Shouldn’t I be?”

      Jill is the one to answer. With her long auburn hair pinned up in a twist, her green gaze shines. “There’s nothing to be nervous about when you know the man waiting for you at the end of the aisle is the one.” She rubs Devan’s shoulder. “Justin is your forever. I felt the same way knowing Todd and I were meant to be.” Jill turns to me. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      I half chuckle. While my two best friends have found their forevers, mine is still wandering the earth, assuming he’s out there at all. Instead of replying directly, I smile, meeting Devan’s gaze in the reflection. “You know I was skeptical about you and Justin in the beginning, but he’s proven me wrong and so have you. You two are perfect together.”

      Devan reaches for my hand and Jill’s at the same time. “I’m so glad you’re both here to share this day with me.” She squeezes my hand. “Your wedding will be next.”

      I shake my head, feeling the dangling pearl earrings tickle my neck. “While you two live in married bliss, I’m going to take the world of finance by storm. I don’t have time for a man in my life.”

      Devan’s lips curl. “When the right one comes along, you’ll make time. In the meantime, we know you’ll climb the ladder of success. You’re kicking ass at Parker and Stevens.”

      Parker and Stevens is one of the top wealth management companies in the Midwest. Their corporate office is on the north side of Indianapolis. I was lucky enough to land an internship there. I’m hoping that after I finish my master’s degree in finance, I will be able to say I’m employed by Parker and Stevens.

      “Today is about you,” I reply. “Are you ready to take on the last name of Sheers?”

      Before she can answer, the door to the dressing room opens, and Molly, Justin’s seven-year-old niece, bounds inside with her mom Kandace on her heels. Molly’s voice fills the room. “Uncle Justin is wearing a tie.” She tilts her head and makes a dreamy face. “He looks so handsome.”

      Kandace shakes her head at her daughter and speaks to Devan. “You’re beautiful. Justin is a lucky guy.”

      A rosy hue fills Devan’s cheeks. “I think I’m the lucky one.”

      “Are you ready?” Kandace asks. “Jack is waiting outside the door.”

      Devan takes a deep breath. “This is really it.”

      Jill and I nod and reach for our bouquets. “Love you,” we say in unison to Devan.

      “Love you too.”

      Kandace opens the door and leads Molly toward the chapel. Jill and I follow, giving Devan some time alone with her dad. Jack’s eyes glisten as he nods our way.

      Once we’re out of earshot of Devan, Jill whispers. “Are you good?”

      “I’ll be an old maid for the rest of my life, but other than that, yeah, I’m great.”

      “I mean about Ricky.”

      Pressing my lips together, I inhale. “I’m fine. I’ll be better when the reception is over, and we can go back to hating each other.”

      “You don’t hate each other.”

      “I can play nice for Devan, but I’ll be honest, I’m glad that once today is done, I won’t have to see or talk to Ricky Dunn for the rest of my life.”

      We stop at the end of the hallway, waiting for our cue to walk down the aisle. Organ music fills the air, and Jill is waved over. She flashes me a knowing smile and begins her walk toward the front of the church. I’m next. Standing in the open doorway, I see Justin, the groom, standing with his hands clenched in front of him. Ricky and Dax Richards, Kandace’s husband, are at his side.

      If only Devan had asked Jill to be her maid of honor, I wouldn’t be stuck walking the aisle and being paired with Justin’s best man, Richard Dunn, aka Ricky. I haven’t always hated the man. Since he was my best friend’s older brother, there was a time I had a crush on him. I mean, I considered him handsome in a rugged way. Growing up and hanging around Devan’s home, I was admittedly an admirer, even though he is ten years older than us.

      The thing is that back then, Devan’s brother didn’t notice us, not even his sister. To him, we were all little girls. The fact that now Devan is marrying Ricky’s best friend and bridging that age gap is far from my story. No, my story hasn’t turned out the same.

      There was one night, the night of Devan’s graduation party—we had just graduated from Riverbend High School—that I bravely approached Ricky. No longer a little kid, I was an adult, and it was my intention for him to see me that way. The only person I ever told about what happened that night is Jill. No matter how great of friends Devan and I are, I couldn’t tell her what I’d given Ricky that night. Jill and I swore to keep it a secret. Heaven knows, afterward, Ricky made no attempt to follow through on any kind of relationship, not even friendship.

      “Marilyn,” Mrs. Johnson, a woman from the church, whispers. “It’s your turn.”

      Smiling, I nod.

      I can play nice for my best friend. And once this day is over, I can wipe Ricky Dunn from my shoes for the last time. There is a giant world outside of Riverbend, and that’s where I plan to live. If love comes along, great. If it doesn’t, I can live with that too.

      With each step upon the runner, I do my best to keep my gaze averted from the man I will soon be partnered with. The best man and the maid of honor. Despite my best efforts, I can’t help but steal a glance at the way he fills out his tailored shirt, the way the suspenders stretch over his wide shoulders, or the gleam I see in his stare.

      Any positive thoughts I’m entertaining about this man are wrong.

      Fool me once, shame on you.

      Fool me twice, shame on me.
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        Ricky

      

      

      My smile twitches as Marilyn walks toward the front of the church, the eyes of many Riverbend residents shifting between her and those of us already at the altar. No doubt, many of the people sitting in the pews are thinking what I thought the day my little sister informed me she was dating my best friend. While my first reaction was disbelief, which morphed into shock and anger, I slowly realized what Devan obviously knew. Justin Sheers is a good guy. As he’s my best friend since childhood, I couldn’t come up with a better person for my sister to share the rest of her life with.

      It is funny how the significance represented by the numbers associated with our ages diminishes as we grow older. The gaps shrink as the years multiply.

      Five years ago, when Devan graduated from high school, she and her friends seemed so much younger. I suppose that makes me an asshole for hooking up with Marilyn during that graduation party. We couldn’t blame alcohol. It was something more basic, something that has existed since the beginning of time—desire, continuing from generation to generation and populating the earth.

      After Marilyn and I did what we did, I was an ass. It hadn’t occurred to me that I was Marilyn’s first. The moment I realized that I was, I froze. Sure, she was beautiful and legal, but taking her virginity was more responsibility than I was prepared to accept. We agreed to keep what happened our secret—no strings attached.

      I wasn’t ready for the hostile aftermath. I suppose I should have been. What can I say? I’m a guy, and admitting feelings for my little sister’s best friend was a hard no. Hurting her was never my intention. Due to our connection—Devan—avoiding each other was impossible. Over the years, we settled into an adversarial relationship. She never missed an opportunity to snap some smartass response whenever we were together. The thing is, I’ve grown not only to expect her zingers, but to look forward to them.

      Last night at the rehearsal, I played along with her complaints about being paired with me. After all, I’m the best man and she’s the maid of honor. The coupling should have been assumed before we listened to the minister’s instructions.

      For the sake of Justin and Devan, we agreed to play nice.

      As she glides up the aisle, I can’t help but scan from her dark hair, pulled up in a twist with glittery accessories, to her pleasing face and the way her pouty lips purse when she glances my way. My focus continues down her slender neck and to the way the clinginess of her long dress showcases her curves—curves that have grown over the last five years.

      My circulation warms thinking about her aversion to me. For this one evening, she has no choice but to accept her role and mine. I nod slightly with a grin as she takes one last look in my direction and scrunches her adorable nose. If the congregation wasn’t oohing and aahing over the flower girl, Justin’s niece, I could laugh out loud.

      The guests stand as the music changes.

      Dad and Devin appear at the end of the aisle.

      The happiness on my sister’s face tells me what I knew as soon as I quit sulking over my best friend finding what I haven’t—love. Devan glows as she holds on to Dad’s arm and comes forward in her long white bridal gown.

      The wedding occurs in a blur as I bear witness to the marriage of my sister to my best friend. Before I know it, the minister declares them husband and wife. The church erupts in applause as they kiss. My smile returns as the bride and groom walk down the aisle, I bend my right arm, and grin down at my partner for the night.

      Marilyn’s smile is forced as she places her hand on my arm, and she tips her chin higher.

      “Maybe we should kiss, you know, see if they applaud again?” I whisper low into her ear.

      Her face snaps toward mine. “Please don’t make me sick. I’ve already had too much champagne.”

      My laugh comes from deep in my throat as we walk toward the back of the church. As soon as we cross the threshold, Marilyn lets go of my arm and hurries to Devan, wrapping her friend in a hug. My hand goes out to Justin. “It’s official, asshole. You better treat my sister right.”

      His shoulders broaden and his neck straightens. “You know I will.”

      “I know.” I pat his shoulder. “I’m still uncomfortable with it, but I know.”

      Our talk is cut short as Jill and Dax arrive—the last couple from the wedding party. They’re followed by my parents and Justin’s. Soon, we fall into line, Devan on my left and Marilyn on my right. One by one, the guests walk by. All the women hug my sister, and the men shake Justin’s hand. The rest of us are met with the obligatory comments: beautiful wedding, you look nice, you clean up well. To hear the people of Riverbend, they aren’t used to seeing me as anything other than Jack Dunn’s son, a farmer.

      That is changing.

      I’m also not living in Riverbend any longer.

      Since Mom and Dad sold our land to the Sheers, farming is no longer my livelihood; it’s my hobby. I’m a semester into my bachelor’s studies at Indiana University in Bloomington, majoring in economics and finance. With my associate’s degree as a starting point, I’m over a decade older than many of my classmates, but I don’t care. In two more years, I’ll have my degree. Now that I’m knee-deep in classes, reading, and homework, I know this is the path I’ve always wanted.

      As the guests make their way to the reception, the wedding party is herded back into the chapel for photographs. The photographer barks out orders, telling us where to stand.

      “Ladies, place your hand on the shoulder of your partner. Devan and Justin, you’re in the middle.”

      Craning my neck, I smirk toward Marilyn. “You can touch me. I won’t bite.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” she says without a grin. “I may.”

      “Oh, interesting. I could be persuaded.”

      “Shut up and look at the camera.”

      Nearly an hour later, we pile into the back of a long limousine. Marilyn quickly sits at Devan’s side and pulls Jill into her other side, leaving me sitting between Justin and Dax. Molly sits next to her dad.

      The MC at the reception announces Molly first. Dax and Jill are the next to enter, hand in hand, Jill holding her bouquet high. I offer my hand to Marilyn, who looks away, pastes a smile on her lips, and walks at my side. The room cheers. The accolades grow louder as Devan and Justin enter to a chant of “Kiss, kiss.”

      “Too bad they didn’t yell that for us,” I say to Marilyn.

      “That’s not happening.”

      I’m not sure what makes me continue to tease—maybe it isn’t teasing. I see her pouty lips and feel the fire beneath her soft skin. Marilyn has grown up since our one time together, and there is part of me that wants to investigate the woman she’s become. It’s the part of me that reacts to her smart comebacks. It’s the part of me that literally screwed up five years ago.

      Telling my body to forget this fiery brunette with the mesmerizing blue eyes is like telling my lips I no longer like ice cream.

      That’s it. I’m on a lactose-free diet.

      Before the dinner, I stand and give my speech. The guests laugh as I give Justin the hundredth warning to take care of my little sister. Marilyn’s speech is next, recounting Devan’s and her friendship over the years. When she mentions their young childhood, I can’t for the life of me remember Devan, Jill, or especially Marilyn as children.

      Hell no.

      When I wasn’t looking and when I was, the three of them grew up.

      My sister is no longer a kid. And without a doubt, Marilyn is definitely a woman.

      Later that night, during the wedding party dance, I take Marilyn’s hand and place my other one on her hip. The material of her dress is soft and shiny beneath my touch. “I’m living in Bloomington now.”

      Marilyn’s blue eyes come in my direction and narrow, yet she doesn’t respond.

      “You’re there, right?” I ask.

      “I was. I’m doing my internship in Indianapolis.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Internship, with who?”

      “Parker and Stevens.”

      “No shit?” I say, genuinely impressed. “They’re one of the top wealth management firms in the country.”

      Marilyn’s shoulders straighten. “You’ve heard of them?”

      “As part of an assignment, I did research on different financial institutions in the state and beyond. Parker and Stevens was ranked highest for assets under management, individual client count, and clients per adviser.”

      Her cheeks rise as she grins. “They’ve also been in business for over seventy-five years.”

      “Maybe one day you can put in a good word for me.”

      Marilyn tilts her head. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you like me.”

      “Oh, is this more of the act we’re doing for Devan and Justin?”

      It is my turn to smile. “No, it’s because we’re both adults, and we can look beyond the past into the future.”

      She shakes her head. “If you want a good word before the clock strikes midnight, I might be able to help you out. After that, I’d say, remember me? I’m one of the no-strings girls from your past. If you wanted strings, you wouldn’t have treated me the way you did.”

      One of…no, she isn’t one of a long list.

      Marilyn is the one I regret, not because she isn’t everything I would want. Because she is the one I shouldn’t want—the too-young friend of my little sister. Marilyn is the one I never should have touched and definitely never should have taken from what I did.

      I notice the music has changed and others are joining us on the dance floor as Marilyn begins to back away,

      I hold tight to her hand, stopping her escape. “Maybe it’s not too late for strings.”

      Before I can make a convincing argument, she flashes her biggest and most insincere smile. “It’s too late, Ricky. It was too late the morning you walked into your house and ignored me.” She pulls her hand away and disappears into the sea of dancers.
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        Marilyn

      

      

      With my head held high, I slip into the ladies’ bathroom. It isn’t until I reach the safety and security of the stall that I let my face fall forward. Bolting the door, I grab handfuls of toilet paper, pressing the tissue to my eyes, willing my tears to stop, while simultaneously forbidding more from forming. My orbs sting from the combination of makeup and the salty evidence of my unwanted emotion.

      I should have convinced Devan to select Jill as her maid of honor.

      I shouldn’t have slept with Ricky.

      I never should have admitted that he hurt me. In all the years, I’ve never told him.

      There are too many shoulds and shouldn’ts to count as I recall what it’s like to be in Ricky’s arms. I’m not thinking about what happened between us five years ago. My mind is too busy dealing with the dance we just shared, the touch of his hand to my waist and his strong, steady hold of my hand. I can’t allow myself to entertain the way warmth radiated from his hard, toned body.

      Ricky may have given up farming in pursuit of a career in finance, but over fifteen years of manual labor have left him with sculpted muscles that men in the cities pay personal trainers to create. Last night at the rehearsal, I failed at not noticing the bulge of his biceps beneath the hem of his short-sleeved shirt or the scroll of the tattoo that played peekaboo beneath the same sleeve.

      Ricky has changed over the last half decade. While his body has gotten sharper, trimmed, and toned, the rough edges of the personality he once had have softened. I tell myself not to read too much into the way he stared when he asked about my internship, to ignore the soft suede of his eyes as his gaze locked on mine, and the genuine interest in his tone. That’s easier than telling my body not to react to his presence.

      Ricky may have been my first sexual encounter, but not my last. The list isn’t excessive, but I’ve had enough experience to know that despite the pain that comes with the first time, Ricky has been a difficult act to follow. Maybe I’ve blown up his prowess in my mind. I can’t be sure. I never will be able to be certain.

      “Marilyn?”

      I recognize Jill’s voice. Inhaling, I work to regulate my voice. “I’m in here.” One of my best friend’s shoes comes into view, and I open the door.

      Immediately, Jill tilts her head and her smile fades. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I say, inhaling, throwing the wad of tissue into the toilet, and flushing it down. Straightening my neck and squaring my shoulders, I turn to meet her gaze. “I’m great. How are you?”

      Jill reaches for my hand and looks around the otherwise empty room. “What happened? Did Ricky say something to upset you?”

      “He’s been—” I hesitate as I retrieve my hand “—nice. He’s made a few stupid cracks, but so have I.”

      “Mar, it’s been five years. Think of it as water under the bridge or some stupid phrase my mom or your mom would say.”

      “After tonight, I won’t need to see him again. I’m happy for Devan, but the constant combining of her friends and Justin’s has been…a lot.”

      Jill scrunches her nose. “I was looking for you because Devan’s about to do the bouquet toss.”

      I shake my head. “I’ll let Molly or someone her age catch it.”

      “You can’t do that. Superstition says whoever catches the bouquet marries next. You know Dax and Kandace won’t let Molly marry until she’s at least thirty. You would be…”

      An old maid. The comment is on the tip of my tongue. Instead, I say, “I don’t believe in superstitions.”

      Despite my objections, a few minutes later, Jill and I are watching the dance floor as Justin lifts the skirt of Devan’s dress. The room erupts in laughter as he ducks beneath the layers of material, emerging with her garter between his teeth. The single men shout as they bounce off one another’s shoulders. Ricky isn’t the only male in this group who is still single. I spot men I’ve known since I was a child, ones I’ve seen more recently because of Devan and Justin. There’s Galvin Mills. He’s close to Ricky and Justin’s age and a chef at Bynard’s, one of the fanciest restaurants in the area. I also spot Harvey Russel and Nick Dancy. There are also younger men, all the way down in age to boys.

      Justin turns around and stretches the garter like a rubber band. While most of the men reach for it, it lands solidly on the chest of a boy about three and a half feet tall. His round cheeks fill with color as the other men razz him about his plans to marry.

      “Single ladies,” the MC announces, “up to the dance floor.”

      When I don’t move, Jill reaches for my arm. “Go on. You promised Devan you’d go out there after you bailed at my wedding.”

      I turn to see Devan’s questioning stare on me.

      “Fine, but I’m not catching it. Molly would be better for the little guy who caught the garter.” Slowly, I make my way to the dance floor. Unlike the number of single men in Riverbend, the majority of the female population has either married or moved away. Lucky me, I’m back.

      Devan’s eyes twinkle as she scans the girls and a few ladies. As soon as she turns away, I hurry to the other side of the grouping, near the back, and away from where she saw me standing.

      “One, two, three,” Devan shouts. She flings the bouquet over her shoulder.

      I blame it on years of softball. With no intention of catching the stupid flowers, as they came barreling at my face, I find my hands take on a life of their own. “Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

      Devan turns, her eyes wide as she sees me with the bouquet. Her fingertips go to her lips as her cheeks rise. “Marilyn, I thought you were the other way.”

      I lift the bouquet in the air. “I guess it’s my lucky day.”

      “Will the catcher of the garter and the catcher of the bouquet please make their way to the dance floor?” the MC asks.

      Inhaling, I look for my dance partner. With a shy grin, he comes my way. I scrunch down to his height. “Hi, I’m Marilyn.”

      “I’m Cole. You don’t have to dance with me if you don’t want to.”

      Despite the number of eyes upon us, I can’t help but feel sorry for Cole. My smile grows. “I’d love to dance with you.”

      His smile widens. “I’m not very good at it.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll just hold hands and sway.”

      As the music starts, Cole’s eyes meet my breasts. With pink in his cheeks, he looks up, having more courtesy than men twice or three times his age. In a nervous fit of him talking, I learn that Cole is nine years old, and his dad and Justin are friends. He is going into the fourth grade and can’t wait to have Miss Dunn—he corrects himself to say Mrs. Sheers—as a teacher. He also confesses that he thinks Molly is cute, but she talks too much. I’m genuinely enjoying the mostly one-sided conversation when I feel a tap on my shoulder. Turning, I catch Ricky’s gaze. Justin’s niece Molly is at his side.

      “We were wondering if we could cut in?” Ricky says with a grin.

      I turn to Cole. “Would you be all right with switching partners?”

      Cole swallows and nods.

      Molly steps toward Cole, and they take each other’s hands, swaying like he and I were moments ago.

      In seconds, I’m back in Ricky’s arms. His steady, strong grasp of my hand and the warmth of his palm on my lower back direct our steps as he leads me over the dance floor. Ricky’s gaze skirts my breasts as he pulls me against him.

      “If you’re waiting for a thank-you, I think Cole was a better partner.”

      Ricky flinches as if I’ve slapped him. “I’m not happy with him cutting in. Officially, you’re my partner for the night.” Before I can say anything, he goes on, “I should have told you years ago, I’m sorry.”

      Inhaling, I lift my chin. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “Have I done that many things requiring forgiveness?”

      “I don’t have the list in front of me, but I’d venture to say it’s longer than I can recount in one dance.”

      He shakes his head. “No, Marilyn. It’s official wedding rules. All your dances are mine.”

      I look to the side and see Dax Richards dancing with his wife Kandace. Jill and Todd are also dancing. “Apparently Dax and Jill didn’t read the same rules you did.”

      He flashes a cheesy grin. “The wedding judges can deal with them. I’m only concerned that we keep up our side of the bargain.”

      The smart quips lower my defenses. “Fine. Which of your many offenses are you apologizing for?”

      Ricky’s shoulders stiffen beneath my touch. “Are you really going to make me say it?”

      “If you’re truly sorry, you’ll say it.”

      He leans closer, his warm breath skirting over my neck and collarbone. “We agreed to no strings. That said, I never should have ghosted you after…”

      My eyes close as I listen to his apology. He is right. That night long ago, we agreed to no strings. It made sense in my mind; it was the rest of me that felt rejected or abandoned. I’ve worked too hard to forget those feelings to have them resurface now.

      There’s no explanation or excuse in Ricky’s apology, simply that he is sorry. Taking a deep breath, I lean away. The wedding guests around us are dancing and enjoying their own conversations. No one is paying attention to the two of us, just as no one paid attention to us five years ago.

      “Will you accept my apology?”

      I swallow the snide retort I’m used to giving him. “We’ve both grown up since then.” I ask the question I’ve always wanted to know the answer to. “Does Justin know?”

      Ricky shakes his head.

      “Anyone?”

      “Did I brag about what happened? I didn’t. If I would have told anyone, it would have been Justin.” He shakes his head. “With as close as you and Devan are...I mean, you were planning on being roommates at Ball State…I didn’t say a word.”

      My thoughts go back to that time. “She’s one of my best friends. It was tough not to tell her, so I just let her know I hate you.”

      His lips curl. “You hate me.”

      While Ricky didn’t ask it as a question, I reply, “Hate is a strong word. I’m not as romantic as Devan or as satisfied as Jill, but it’s taken me a while to be strong enough to dance with you.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re strong, Marilyn, and sexy.” He runs his hand up my side. His touch isn’t inappropriate, yet it borders on the too familiar. “You’re also damn smart. You wouldn’t have gotten the internship at Parker and Stevens if you weren’t. You’ve known that you wanted out of this small town. Back then, I thought this was where I wanted to spend my life.”

      “You’ve changed your mind?”

      “It’s not like Bloomington is far away, but I’m liking my classes. I have a part-time job that sucks, but that’s all part of growing up and moving on. Quite the epiphany for a thirty-three-year-old man. It obviously took me longer to come to that conclusion than it did you.”

      “They say males mature slower.”

      Ricky scoffs. “Friends?”

      “I can say I don’t hate you anymore. Friends is taking it a bit far.”

      “I guess I’ll settle for whatever I can get.”
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