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Noah wiped down the same countertop for the third time, the cloth already dry. His apartment was spotless but he kept finding things to straighten, to polish, to fuss over. He adjusted the throw pillows again, then stepped back and immediately hated how symmetrical they looked. Too neat. Too obvious. He knocked one slightly askew.

His heart pounded, loud in his chest. Every time he glanced at the clock, it felt like time was crawling and sprinting all at once.

Riley was coming. Not just a visit. Not just catch-up.

A year had passed since they'd last seen each other in person. College had split their paths, as expected. Different cities, different friends, different routines. They’d kept in touch, texts, voice notes, the occasional call when one of them couldn’t sleep or needed a familiar voice. But this... this was different. A whole weekend. Just them.

Noah paced to the window, checked the street. Nothing yet. He tried to swallow the lump in his throat. It wasn’t just friendship that had lingered all these years.

The memories tugged at him, vivid and uninvited: Sharing a single motel bed on that road trip to the coast, Riley tossing in his sleep, Noah lying wide-eyed, afraid his body would betray him.

That one party where they’d both gotten drunk and Riley had leaned in too close, his breath warm on Noah’s cheek, lips nearly touching before laughing and pulling away like it was a joke.

All the late-night conversations where Riley had said things like, “If you were a girl, I’d totally fall for you.”

Noah had laughed back. Pretended it was fine. It had never been fine.

He’d spent years trying to crush the feelings, bury them under other distractions, other hookups. But none of them had ever made him feel the way Riley did, bright and twisted up and seen.
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