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            ROCK BOTTOM HAS A BASEMENT—AND I JUST FOUND IT.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’ve been head over heels, write it in my diary over and over in love with my best friend Preston Young, pretty much my entire life.

      

        

      
        You’d think after decades of hiding my feelings I’d want to reveal my lifelong secret love to my best friend privately, but NOPE.

        As the queen of ridiculously grand romantic gestures,

        I chose a Jerry Springer style television reveal.

      

        

      
        I’ll spare you the anxiety inducing details and just say, it didn’t...work out the way I thought it would.

        Cue crawling into a deep dark hole of wine, ice cream and sad ass movies.

        I’m never showing my face again.

      

        

      
        Okay, so maybe he stormed off the stage and rejected me on live television.

        And maybe when his older brother came over to comfort me...I kissed him.

        So much for getting my sh*t together.

      

        

      
        It was just a kiss.

        And then a few more.

        And then so many toe-curling O’s my brains are permanently scrambled.

      

        

      
        One minute I’m pining for my best friend,

        The next I’m falling for his brother,

        And to make matters worse...now my best friend thinks he might be in love with me?

        I didn’t know it was even possible to screw up this bad.

      

        

      
        Am I destined to make one giant laughable mistake out of my life,

        Or did I miss what’s been right in front of me this entire time?
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      The text from Preston, my best friend and secret crush, reads: What time will you be home tonight?

      I roll my eyes as I quickly respond should be there by 8 p.m. I’ve told him this time and time again since mentioning it last week.

      Eight? Why so late?

      I shake my head as I giggle to myself, wondering if he’s been drunk every time we’ve talked.

      I don’t get off work until 5 p.m., then I have to make the drive.

      Late dinner and drinks?

      You know it.

      I drop the phone onto the bed by my side and look at the clock on the bedside table. It’s going on 7 a.m. My alarm will be going off in the next two minutes. I push the blankets back and turn off the alarm since I’m already up. There’s nothing worse than hearing that loud blaring sound first thing in the morning. I stand from bed and push my oversized T-shirt back down my thighs before stretching and starting for the kitchen.

      I start a pot of coffee and stand by the counter impatiently as it brews. As I wait, I look over the white subway tile backsplash, the gray granite countertops, and the crisp white cabinets with shiny silver knobs. I’ve only recently renovated my kitchen and I’m absolutely in love with it.

      I bought this old rundown townhouse with the intention of bringing it back to life. At the low price point, I couldn’t turn it down. Plus, it’s the perfect size for the family I plan to have one day. There are three bedrooms, two bathrooms, an eat-in kitchen, a living room, plus a laundry room. Most of the rooms aren’t being used right now, but that just gives me more time to get everything exactly how I want it. Now that the kitchen is finished, the bedrooms will be my main focus.

      I saved a ton by buying this house in the condition it was in, and I’m saving even more doing most of the work myself. The work I can’t do, my dad can help me with, only hiring out if the job is too big for them both. So far, the only thing I’ve hired out has been the new brick and vinyl siding on the house, and the landscaping. This house may have been trashed when I bought it, but the homeowners’ association is expecting it to look just like the rest of the homes in our gated community. I can take as long as I want to do the inside, but the outside had to be the first priority.

      The coffee finally finishes brewing and I waste no time pouring a cup to take to the bathroom with me. I take a sip before washing my face and lathering on my $80 moisturizer. I put on my usual makeup and get busy curling my honey-blonde hair. I finish my cup of coffee and brush my teeth before going to get dressed. I pull on a pair of gray dress pants and a ruffly white top. I gather everything I’ll need for the day and pour more coffee into a to-go cup before walking out to the garage.

      I toss my purse and computer bag into the passenger-side seat and start up my silver Honda Civic. I click the button and the garage door rolls upward. I back out and hit the button again to close it as I drive off. I’m stuck on the freeway in morning traffic when my stereo tells me I have another text from Preston.

      Danny is going to join us for dinner. Anything specific you want? I’ll make reservations.

      I snort. Preston make reservations? In Middleton? I didn’t even know there were any restaurants that took reservations.

      Let’s go for pizza and beer at Tino’s. Keep it casual.

      As I wait for traffic to move again, I imagine telling Preston my deepest, darkest secret. I can see the stunned expression on his face: dark brows drawing together, icy eyes glazing over as he processes the information I’ve given him, running his hand through his messy-but-styled dark hair. He opens his mouth to respond, but the car behind me honks its horn, pulling me from my fantasy.

      “All right, all right. I’m going,” I mumble to myself as I hit the gas.

      It’s funny, because I’ve imagined telling Preston how I really feel many times over the years, however, I never seem to figure out what he would say. Would he get angry? Would be confess his own attraction? I don’t know. And that’s exactly why I’ve never uttered those words to him.

      Preston and I, along with his older brother, Calvin, grew up together. It didn’t hurt that his house was right across the street and our parents have been the best of friends for as long as I can remember. Preston and I were always together. While Calvin is clearly the better choice if someone’s looking for a relationship, Preston is the one my body has always craved.

      Well, I shouldn’t say always. We were like best friends when we were little, then that boys have cooties phase kicked in. Even though I was deathly afraid of catching his cooties, we still made sure to cause trouble where we could. Preston was always the attention-seeker of the two brothers. It’s like he was addicted to it. If too much time had passed with him going unnoticed, he’d make sure to get the attention of everyone in his vicinity.

      If I had to pinpoint the exact moment Preston stole my attention for a whole different reason, I’d say it was the summer between freshman and sophomore year. He’d been away with his traveling baseball team.

      I remember Calvin and I were hanging out in his backyard, chilling by the pool, when Preston arrived home. He walked out the patio door, looked over at his brother, then met my eyes. He smirked and the sun was shining down on his dark hair that had natural highlights from spending the summer on the field. With his icy gaze on mine, he pulled off his shirt, revealing a rock-hard chest and defined abs. Over the summer, he’d changed from a teenage boy to a man, and I was in love. In those two seconds, I imagined pushing him up against the wooden privacy fence in his backyard and taking what I never knew I wanted until that moment. I saw us falling in love, getting married, having children, and kissing every second of every day. Then he jumped into the pool and the cold water splashed me, pulling me out of my daydream.

      Since that day so many years ago, Preston has only managed to get better-looking. His body has become even more manly—so defined and hard. His angular jaw has become sharper, and he now has dark stubble across it that I imagine would feel amazing against my skin. His blue eyes are still icy, but they now hold knowledge and secrets, making them even more enthralling. His skin is always tanned from being in the sun—he loves anything outdoors—and his dark hair has somehow managed to keep those natural highlights that are a mix of caramel and cinnamon. The man belongs in an Abercrombie catalog.

      With a face and a body like his, he gets everything he wants, and that means everything—including women. Any woman would be proud to have him on her arm. Hell, any woman would brag about a one-night stand with him. There would be no shame in confessing you had a short-lived fling with this man. In fact, I think there’s a local club for said women. Raise your hand if you’re another notch on Preston Young’s bedpost.

      I know you’re probably wondering: Are you another notch on the bedpost? Well, my friend, I must admit I am not. Sadly.

      While Preston is what you could call a womanizer, he’s always held his relationship with me to a higher level. The most we’ve ever done is a drunken kiss during a game of spin the bottle back in high school. And let me tell you, it was what dreams are made of. But deep down, I wonder if Preston even sees me as a woman.

      For years I’ve wondered: What’s wrong with me? Why doesn’t he ever flirt with me? Why doesn’t he want to have a drunken one-night stand with me?

      The answers to those questions are still unanswered because I’m too afraid to ask them out loud.

      I finally manage to make it to the Wonder Home Magazine office. Wonder Home Magazine is fairly new to the shelves when you compare it with other publications in the same genre, like Better Homes & Gardens. Our main focus is giving ideas and inspiration to transform an old, outdated home into something more beautiful and modern while still holding on to its classic charm.

      I have to admit, the things I’ve learned by writing here have been put into action during my current home remodel. I can’t wait to learn more and apply it to my own place. I’ve only worked here a year, so I’m still fairly new and get assigned the smaller articles. It’s my dream to work my way to the top, writing the hard-hitting features that make the front cover—maybe even moving up to become editor-in-chief.

      I drop off my things at my desk before heading to the break room to load up on the sugar I’ll need to finish my article and get out of here. I grab two glazed donuts and take them back to my desk. Turning on the computer, I take a bite and wash it down with my coffee. By the time my computer is up and running, and I’ve returned all the necessary emails, my sugar-and-caffeine buzz has kicked in enough to get to work.

      I write a meaningless article on how to turn pallets into garden and patio additions—swings, planters, patio furniture, and fire pits—then read it over before submitting the story for approval. While I wait to hear back, I grab my phone and call my mom to make sure she remembers I’m coming home tonight.

      “Hey, honey,” she answers.

      I smile from her always-sweet and welcoming tone. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

      “Oh, you know, just working in the flower beds while watching your dad try to build me that built-in grill you wrote about.”

      I laugh. “Are you serious? You got Daddy to build you that grill?”

      “Well, it was lovely and I think it would look great out on the patio, don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, but . . .”

      “No buts. What I want, I get,” she giggles out.

      “Whatever you say. You guys remember I’m coming home tonight, right?”

      “Of course, dear. Your room is already made up with fresh bedding.”

      “Mom, you didn’t have to change the bedding.”

      “I really did. Your Uncle Peter and Aunt Beth stayed with us last weekend. Between you and me, I think something freaky went down in that bed. Maybe I should buy a new one.”

      My mouth drops open and I can’t hold back my laugh. “Gross! Why would you tell me that?”

      She laughs. “You know how much I love messing with your head.”

      “I’ll probably have nightmares now, Mother.”

      This only makes her laugh harder. “Well, they did forget a book on the nightstand. It was Kama-something . . . Kama Sutra maybe?”

      “Ugh,” I groan. “Mom, stop talking.”

      She laughs. “I’ll see you this evening.”

      “Bye, Mom.” I hang up the phone and shiver with disgust.

      To give you the mental picture I have, imagine this: My Uncle Peter, who is my dad’s brother, is about 250 pounds. He’s short and round and covered in patches of dark curly hair—everywhere but the top of his head, that is. His wife, my Aunt Beth, is tall like an Amazon. She easily towers over my uncle. She’s built like a linebacker. I mean, they’ve been married for years, so of course they have sex, but that’s not what I want to picture when I climb into my childhood bed.

      Another shiver runs through me, but I shake it off when I see an email pop into my inbox with the subject line “Article Approved.” With a smile on my face, I sign out and pack my things. I’m happy I get to leave early. This will give me more time to spend at home with Preston and my family. It’s going on 2 p.m. when I make it to the parking lot, and it’s nearly 3 p.m. by the time I’m packing my car for the weekend.

      As I make the long drive home to central Illinois, my mind goes back to the daydream I always have, only this time, when I tell Preston how I feel, he looks at me with pity as he shares the news of his recent engagement. That would be my luck. You’d think that since these are my daydreams, I’d have control over them, but nope. They surprise me just as much as they would anyone else. Things like this make me not want to tell him how I feel at all.

      Instead of thinking about what his reaction might be, I instead try to remember the good times we’ve shared. Like that drunken kiss when I was 16.

      I reach out and spin the bottle. Everyone watches intently as it spins and spins. I look away, glancing at all the smiling guys who are watching the bottle spin. And then I look at the one guy I want to kiss. He isn’t smiling. In fact, he looks a little afraid that it’ll land on him.

      The bottle starts to slow and I watch it, willing it to land on Preston. Like I had some kind of mental control over it, the bottle stops and I follow the neck to see where it’s pointing. Preston.

      His eyes are wide with fear and his lips are slightly parted. I smile up at him as his tongue slips out, wetting his lips. Everyone in the circle is hooting and cheering, clapping and whispering. So many of them have questioned our relationship before. I mean, Preston sleeps with everyone and I’m already around him all the time anyway. They can’t figure out if we’ve slept together or if we’re really just the friends we claim to be.

      I get up on my knees and lean toward the center of the circle as Preston does the same, only he doesn’t shy away. He doesn’t move slowly like I’m doing. He’s in a hurry—whether it’s a hurry to kiss me or a hurry to get it over with, I don’t know, but he doesn’t waste any time.

      He reaches for me and his hand lands on the base of my neck, pulling my lips to his. His lips are soft and strong—sweet but with the lingering bitterness of beer. His tongue rubs against mine and my eyes flutter closed. My entire body feels like it’s been lit on fire. I don’t know if it’s the embarrassment I feel with everyone watching or if it’s because he’s touching me, but it’s a burn I enjoy nonetheless.

      Just as I place my arms around his neck, he pulls away. His face is red and his eyes are glassy. His body seems harder than it did before and his back is straight. I smile as a giggle escapes at the awkwardness of our moment, but he’s stock-still, not smiling, not moving, not even looking at me.

      The kiss itself was amazing, but the way he acted like he’d just been made to eat a worm was a bit of a turnoff. I still can’t figure out why. Was he repulsed by the thought of kissing me? Was it all a show to make everyone believe kissing wasn’t something we’d done before? Was he worried it’d end our friendship?

      I guess I’ll never really know, because I’ll never get up the nerve to ask him. I can live with not knowing; I’ve done it this long. What I can’t live with is his rejection—not after I’ve seen him with the quantity of women I have. He’s never turned down anyone. It’s only ever been me, so I prefer to believe it’s because we’re friends and he doesn’t want to risk what we have. Yes, that sounds better than the thought that I’m not good enough.
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      I turn onto my old street and already my childhood home is in clear view.

      The blue two-story house with black shutters, a two-car garage, and perfectly-planted flowers look just as they always have. I pull into the driveway and park the car. Mom is down on her hands and knees, weeding the flowers that line the foundation of the house. She turns and looks over at me with a wide smile.

      She squeals as she stands up, running over to me as I’m exiting the car. Her honey-blonde hair that matches mine is bouncing as she runs. She wraps me in a big hug and squeezes the life out of me. “It’s so good to have you home.”

      I hug her tightly and inhale her familiar scent that always seems to calm me down. “Let’s go see how you’ve been torturing Dad,” I joke as she pulls away with a snicker.

      I grab my bag and follow her around the house and through the gate in the privacy fence. Dad is standing in the back half of the yard, beside the pool house on the other side of the in-ground pool. And he’s surrounded by a massive pile of bricks.

      He’s stripped off his shirt and his beer belly is hanging over his basketball shorts. His back and shoulders are red and sunburned from spending the day working on Mom’s built-in grill. He hasn’t noticed us yet.

      “Damn that fucking magazine,” he grumbles as he picks up another brick. “Why in the hell did I even get married to begin with? Someone should’ve told me I’d be doing this shit. I would’ve backed out for sure.”

      “Yeah, but then you wouldn’t have had me,” I say, pulling him from his ramblings.

      He turns to look over at Mom and me. She’s standing beside me with her hands on her hips, shooting daggers at him with her eyes.

      He puts on a fake smile. “I was just teasing. You know I don’t mean a word of it,” he tells Mom, giving her his best flirty smile.

      “Mm-hmm, I know. If it wasn’t for me, you’d probably be dead already,” she says as we walk over.

      Dad leans in and gives me a hug. “Cancel our subscription to the magazine please,” he whispers low enough so she won’t hear.

      I laugh. “You know I can’t do that. She’d figure it out and resubscribe at full price, or download it to her iPad and read it in the bathroom.”

      He lets out a sigh as he pulls away. He gives Mom the best puppy-dog eyes he can muster.

      I look at the grill. “Well, it looks like it’s coming along nicely. You’re doing a good job, Dad.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, but with my luck, this won’t be anything but a decoration. It has to be sealed perfectly to cook right.”

      “I’m sure you’ll manage. You’re good at building stuff like this.”

      “He really is. Next, I want to do the outdoor fireplace and seating area like what was on the cover of last month’s magazine. I’m thinking right over there,” Mom says, pointing to the opposite side of the yard.

      Dad growls and returns to his work.

      She giggles as she takes my hand and pulls me toward the house.

      “What’s gotten you on the home-improvement kick, Mom?” I ask as I sit at the island in the kitchen, watching as she pulls out a pitcher of lemonade from the fridge and pours three glasses.

      “He’s retired, so he needs something to keep him busy. Plus, imagine the parties we could have out there. We have the nice pool and the pool house for any guests who need a place to crash. The pool house has a bar. We could have a cookout followed by a pool party, then end it with a dip in the hot tub with the fire crackling next to it.”

      “Hot tub? Does Dad know about that one?”

      She giggles. “Not yet. One thing at a time, dear.”

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “You have plans with Preston tonight?”

      I frown. “Why would you think that?” No one knows about my crush on Preston—not even my own mother. Well, I confided in Calvin back in the day, but I’m sure he assumes it was just a high school thing. I’m sure he doesn’t think I’m pathetic enough to pine for someone for over a decade.

      She shrugs. “You usually do, don’t you? When you’re both in town at the same time, you usually get together for dinner.”

      I nod. “Yeah, we’re going for pizza and beer.”

      She shoots me a look. “Better make sure your father doesn’t get a call at 3 a.m. to come bail the two of you out of jail.”

      “That was one time, Mom.”

      “No, it was only one time when it happened at 3 a.m. I believe we’ve had to bail the two of you out at least four times, and his parents have had their fair share too.”

      I smile, knowing it’s completely true. We took turns on whose parents we’d call. And we never did anything truly bad. It was all for stupid stuff like breaking curfew, and breaking and entering on the closed high school football field. We weren’t going to destroy it—we just wanted to hang on the 50-yard line while polishing off a bottle of vodka Preston stole from his dad.

      Though one time we did get arrested for starting a bar fight. I’d been dating this jerk and Preston found out he was cheating on me. When he showed up, they got into a fight. The girl he was cheating on me with jumped on Preston to peel him off said jerk, and I couldn’t let that slide. I jumped on her, ending the fight because Preston and Jerkface couldn’t do anything with two girls on top of them clawing and pulling hair. The four of us were thrown into a cell together, where another fight broke out. But Preston and I got out first, so we won. Let’s just say the sheriff learned there are usually separate holding cells for men and women for a reason.

      “We won’t get arrested,” I finally agree.

      “Mm-hmm, I’ve heard that a time or two,” she says, but smiles because I think she knows it’s as much fun as it looks. She never knows what we’ll do next, because we don’t even know what we’ll do next. The shit we get into is never planned. It’s all just passed on to us by destiny herself.

      Is that your car I see?

      Preston texts.

      I smile as I pick up my phone from the counter and reply.

      Stalking me much?

      Keep your friends close. Keep your partner in crime closer, he replies.

      I laugh. I’m home. Come over.

      He doesn’t respond, but a few minutes later, I hear Dad talking outside with someone. I stand up and move to the patio door, seeing Preston and my dad standing in the center of the brick pile.

      A wide smile covers my face as I push my way out the door and run to him. He catches me in a big hug, pulling me against his chest as I wrap my legs around his hips.

      “Damn, Pipes. Gained a few pounds?” he jokes.

      I pull away and smack him hard across the chest. He quickly covers it with his hand and rubs the sore spot. “Don’t be a jerk, asshole,” I tell him.

      He laughs. “I was only kidding. Who knew you were so sensitive about your weight? You look damn good to me,” he says, eyes moving up and down my body, making that fire inside me burn hotter. “In fact, it looks like you’ve lost some weight.”

      “I thought so too,” Mom says, coming to a stop beside me as she hands Preston a glass of lemonade.

      “I haven’t lost much,” I argue. “I’ve just been staying busy with the magazine and working on the house.”

      “Thanks for the lemonade, Mrs. Montgomery,” Preston says, lifting the glass and taking a drink.

      “Anytime, dear. How’s your brother doing? I haven’t seen him in a long while.”

      He nods. “He’s good. He’s been busy with work since his new law office opened last month.”

      “That’s right. I forgot all about that. We were invited to the grand opening, but I’d come down with a horrible cold and couldn’t make it.”

      “See, Piper,” Dad says, pointing at me, “Calvin’s who you need to be settling down with. Stop messing around with punks.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. Dad has never liked any of the guys I’ve dated. But he obviously can’t pick them out any better than I can if he thinks I need to be with Calvin, my best friend’s brother. “Yeah, yeah, I know, Dad,” I agree without meaning a word of it.

      Preston laughs. “I’ve never thought of that before. You and Calvin?” He erupts into a fit of laughter.

      I frown. “What’s so damn funny about Calvin and me? You don’t think I deserve him?”

      He waves his hand through the air. “You’re complete opposites. I mean, he’s always serious. You’re never serious. You’re like me: wild and free and just looking for fun.”

      He goes on comparing us and why I’d never work with his brother, but all I hear is how Preston and I would make the perfect couple. I wonder if he’s even listening to himself talk. Does he really think we’re alike? If he does, doesn’t he see how perfect we’d be for each other?

      I mean, Calvin’s idea of a good time is reading a book on a beach while sipping on some expensive cocktail. Preston and I would much rather be splashing in the water, partying, and nearly drinking ourselves to death on cheap keg beer. He’s right: Calvin and I would never work.

      “All right, you’ve proved your point. Now let’s get to the bar and get a head start on Danny.”

      “Now you’re making sense. See you later, Mr. and Mrs. M.” He hands off the half-empty glass of lemonade before tapping my back. “You’re it. Last one to the car buys the first round.” He goes sprinting past me.

      “Hey . . . cheater!” I yell, chasing after him.

      As per the (unfair) bet, I buy the first pitcher of beer since he beat me to the car. We’re sitting at our favorite booth in the back of Tino’s Bar. The entire table is covered in fried food—fried pickles, a blooming onion, cheese sticks, and hot wings. Both of us are chowing down and chasing it with cheap beer.

      “You remember that time we tried to see who could go the longest without drinking while we wolfed down the hottest wings this place had to offer?”

      I laugh. “How could I forget? I couldn’t leave the bathroom for days!”

      He smiles wide. “Me neither. But I won.”

      “You did not win,” I argue. “We both agreed to cave and drink at the same time.”

      “Yeah, but I had eight wings and you only had seven.”

      I roll my eyes. “It was a tie. We both agreed. Plus, if I hadn’t agreed, you would’ve had to keep eating, and I don’t think you could’ve choked down one more wing if your life depended on it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He grabs a cheese stick and snaps off a bite, the cheese stringing from his mouth to his hand.

      “Remember that spring break when we told our parents we were going to check out Calvin’s college and ended up getting drunk on the beach in Florida?”

      His eyes grow big around. “Fuck yeah. That was my first case of alcohol poisoning. I seriously thought I was going to die.”

      I giggle. “Yeah, I’m surprised they never found out about that.”

      “My parents did! But they wouldn’t have if the bill hadn’t come in the mail. I made them promise to keep it a secret from your parents since you basically saved my life by forcing my ass to go to the hospital.”

      I smile. “I don’t know how my parents didn’t figure out what we were up to. I mean, Calvin is four years older than us. Did they really think he’d be able to keep our asses in line when we visited his college?”

      “Honestly, we were such a pain in the ass, they were probably just glad to get a break from us,” he laughs out, and I agree.

      “My mom told me we better not call them needing to get bailed out tonight.”

      He waves his hand through the air. “I think it’s my parents’ turn anyway. Remember, last time we got arrested because you threw your empty beer can at the cop as we were walking home.”

      My mouth drops open. “Don’t blame me! I didn’t know he was a cop. The car was unmarked. Plus you were the one who said he was following us because he wanted to throw my ass in the back of the car and take me away.”

      He laughs. “And I wasn’t wrong, was I?”

      I hold up my middle finger. “I thought it was because he was a creep, not a cop!” We both laugh. “I thought he was going to try to kidnap the drunk girl to sell on the dark web or something, not a cop who was going to arrest me for public intoxication and take me to jail, you asshole.”

      He laughs harder. “I never expected you to throw your beer can at him! And you screamed, ‘You’ll never catch me!’ Then as he was cuffing you, you proceeded to yell about not wanting your liver sold on the black market and how it wasn’t any good anyhow because you’d used it up,” he laughs out.

      “Shut up. I thought I was being abducted!”

      He shakes his head at me as our laughing subsides. Danny walks in and plops down next to me. He pulls me roughly to his side and proceeds to grind his knuckles into the top of my head like someone might do with a younger sibling. “What’s up, Pipes? Haven’t seen you in forever.”

      I manage to push him away and land a solid punch to the top of his thigh. “Nothing much, Dan. How about you?”

      He laughs as he rubs the spot. “Still got that right hook, I see.”

      I give him a beaming smile. “Hanging out with the two of you, I need my right hook to stay strong.”

      He smiles as I watch his eyes slowly fall down my face. They continue past my neck and land straight on my chest. I gasp as I smack him. “You’re checking me out!”

      “So what? I haven’t seen you in, what, a year? You’re looking good, Pipes.”

      I snort as I tip back my beer. Danny is good-looking by most people’s standards. He’s tall but not too tall. He’s toned but not one of those gym rat dudes. He has shaggy dark hair and random tattoos. His dark eyes are beautiful, though, and he has that scruff on his jaw that I seem to be into lately. He’s a player, though nothing compared to Preston’s body count. He’s a cool guy to hang out and drink with. In fact, I’m probably stupid for not having a thing for him like most of the girls did back in high school. But I have my eye on Preston and no one can compare.

      “So, how are you and that douche doing anyhow?” Danny asks, looking over at me.

      My brows pull together. “What douche?”

      He scoffs before taking a long drink of beer. “The one who worked in advertising. He had blond hair and dressed like he was about to take out the sailboat after throwing his millions to the peasants.”

      I laugh at his description. “You mean Dean?”

      “That’s the one,” he says, smiling toward Preston.

      “I broke up with him, like, six months ago. How do you even know about him?” I try to think back to a time when I may have introduced them, but like Danny said, we haven’t seen each other in a year and Dean and I only dated for about four months.

      “Your boy told me.” He gestures toward Preston.

      I look over at him. “Why are you telling your friends my business?”

      Danny laughs. “Oh, so I guess we’re not friends now?”

      “You know what I mean,” I mumble, still waiting on an answer from Preston, but he looks like he’s been caught in a lie.

      “I didn’t like the asshole. That’s why.”

      “You only met him one time,” I argue.

      “Yeah, but I had to hear about him every time we talked. Felt like I was dating the guy,” he laughs out.

      I sit back and shake my head, picking up my beer and taking a drink. Part of me hopes that Preston was bothered by Dean because he secretly has a thing for me, but I’m not sure I can convince myself of that. I think back to all the times we’ve danced together, cuddled, or did anything else in close proximity . . . but he’s never made a move. That speaks louder than anything else. If he wanted me, he would’ve made it known like he has with so many other girls. I need to let it go.

      “Well, what about you and Tracy?” I ask Danny, needing to occupy my mind.

      “We’re still together. Going on 10 years now.”

      “What? No way! You guys fought worse than the two of us,” I joke, nudging Preston.

      “They still do,” Preston says quietly.

      Danny shoots him a look. “Yeah, we fight and argue. What couple doesn’t? We’ve been together for a decade! But there’s no way I’m putting that kind of time into training someone new.” He smirks and I roll my eyes.

      “Yeah, right. You mean you don’t want to waste another 10 years getting retrained by another woman. That’s what we do for you boys, you know. We whip you into shape in the hope of you being the one. When you’re not, you move on to your next master.”

      Both guys take offense to that and they’re booing me and trying to talk over me to prove their points, all while I sit back laughing.

      As the hours pass, the beer goes down smoothly and we’ve even had a few shots. Danny is sitting next to me, telling me about his motorcycle business and how he plans to ask Tracy to marry him.

      Preston leans against the bar, hitting on his next conquest. I try my best to listen to Danny, but all I can focus on is Preston and the way he’s looking at the woman he’s talking to. His blue eyes are lit up like the sun is shining against them. He keeps offering her his flirty grin, wetting his lips to make them glisten. And every so often, he makes an excuse to lightly touch her: he’s picked up the charm on her necklace, he’s brushed imaginary lint off her shoulder, and he’s even found an excuse to run the tip of his finger across her cheek. He’s never done any of that with me.

      If I had something on my face, he didn’t brush it away for me. Most of the time he didn’t even tell me because he thought it’d be funnier to watch me walk around like that. If he liked my necklace, he never reached out to touch it. He’d simply say, “Hey, cool necklace—which douchebag gave you that?” And as far as touching my shoulder or arm, he usually tackled me to the ground in an attempt to torture me. I’ve heard guys talk about being stuck in the friend zone, but I didn’t realize it happened to girls.

      I guess maybe I should start a friend zone club for girls. We could sit in a big circle, pass a bottle of wine, and tell each other about the guy who just couldn’t see us as anything more than their friend. I’ll call it End Zone.

      Get it? Like friEND, meaning the end of this bullshit relationship we’re stuck in.

      But honestly, I don’t want to end the relationship I have with Preston. I love him. He’s my best friend and he knows all my secrets, even the embarrassing ones. If I have to pick between being his friend or nothing at all, I’ll take what I can get. That’s how in love I am. I’d rather sit on the sidelines and watch every other girl get the one thing I can’t have over not having him in my life at all. I’m pathetic.

      “Have you even listened to one word I’ve said?” Danny asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Huh?” I ask, finally turning to look at him.

      He looks from me, to Preston, and back. He lets out a light chuckle and shakes his head. “Still have that crush, huh?”

      My back straightens. “What? What crush? What are you talking about?”

      He roll his eyes. “Yeah, right,” he mumbles as he takes a sip of his beer.

      I bump my shoulder to his. “Seriously.”

      He sets his empty glass down and turns to look at me. “I see it, Piper. Everyone sees it. Well, except for him, I guess.”

      “Really?” I ask, feeling my face heat up. “He doesn’t know? At all?”

      “He’s never mentioned it. You’ve never told him?”

      “No way! I’m too afraid he’d turn me down. I mean, we’re best friends. To him, I’m built like a Barbie doll down there.”

      He laughs. “I doubt that. You’re built too nice up top to just have a lump in your jeans.”

      I bump against his arm again. “What do you think he’d say?”

      He looks over at him again. “Honestly, I think he’d turn you down. But not because he doesn’t think you’re attractive or anything like that. I think you two have a relationship most people never get—something everyone wants. It doesn’t matter if you’re wrong; he will always have your back, because you’d do the same for him. He needs a constant in his life. And that’s you. I don’t think he’d ever do anything to jeopardize that. He needs you too much. He loves you too much to risk losing you.”

      I sit back, watching Preston, and nod.

      “I’m going for a refill. Need anything?”

      I shake my head as he walks away. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I need to let this crush go and accept the fact that I won’t ever have Preston the way I want. But I feel slightly better when I realize I already have him in a way no other woman ever has. Well, at least not until he gets married.
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