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      EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO

      

      
        
        - COLT -

      

      

      

      “Don’t you dare ever kiss me.”

      My eyes wrinkle as I strain my neck, squinting upward toward the girl as she dangles her feet back and forth above me. Her bare calves are covered in smears of dirt and she’s got a bandage that’s only half-stuck to her arm. She sits on the edge of a totally wicked tree house that I’m guessing has been in that tree for at least a hundred years.

      Or maybe just ten years. But I’m pretty sure it’s older than I am.

      “I wasn’t gonna kiss you,” I tell her quickly, her comment confirming my belief that girls are seriously weird. “What makes you think I want to kiss you?” I saw my older brother kiss a girl on our front porch and it looked disgusting to me—sloppy and gross. And even though girls sometimes smell really good, the one in this tree house looks like she’d probably smell like mud and sweat.

      I get enough of those smells from me and my brothers.

      “All boys want to kiss girls,” she says like she knows everything. “Eventually,” she tacks on. Her eyes never meet mine when she talks. It’s like she’s busy watching the mosquitoes zip past her, with her eyes darting everywhere but never really resting on any particular thing. “You might not want to now, but you will. And I don’t want to kiss you. Not now. Not ever. Got it?”

      “’Kay.” I frown. “Look if you don’t want me up there, that’s fine. I can build my own tree house. It’s not like I don’t know how.” It’s a lie, of course. At our old house, my brothers and I had a fort in our backyard. But my older brothers built it when I was too young to really help much. The only thing I did that day was step on a nail and spend the afternoon in the ER.

      “No, I’ll share it with you. But it’s my tree house, so it’s my rules.”

      “Whatever. Sure.” I thought it would be cool to live next to woods like this—endless places to explore back here—and it would be nice to be alone sometimes. In a house with three brothers, I don’t get much alone time.

      But apparently, this girl already has dibs on the woods as her own.

      I’d be annoyed, but her tree house looks amazing. It’s got a pulley to bring up supplies, and the only way up to it is by a rope that she tosses down to me now.

      “If we’re going to be friends,” she says, her voice a little less threatening now, “that’s just the way it’s going to be.”

      I say nothing as I hoist myself up the rope toward the platform where she dangles her skinny, pale legs. Fact is, I don’t have girl friends. I mean, friends that are girls. They giggle too much and always seem to be looking at me when they do it. I hate that.

      But being the new kid, I can’t exactly be picky. And if I was going to have a friend who’s a girl, I guess it might as well be one with a bad-ass tree house like this.

      “This tree house is bad-ass,” I say as I sit beside her, hating that I’m saying it to sort of impress her. I picked up the term from my older brother.

      “Yeah.”

      She hands me a soda from the small cooler without me even asking for one. I decide she’s okay after that. “Thanks.”

      “You just moved here,” she blurts.

      “Yeah. From Georgia. I’m in the blue house.”

      “I hate that house.”

      I frown. “Why?”

      “I hate blue. I think it’s a terrible word. It makes me sad. Want a sandwich?”

      I scrunch my brow, a little confused. “Sure. Thanks.” I bite into a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that’s heavy on the jelly and light on everything else. “What’s your name?” I mumble as I chew.

      “Max.”

      “That’s a boy’s name.”

      “It’s short for Maxine.”

      “Oh,” I reply lamely because I’ve never heard that name before. “I’m Colt.”

      “Like a baby horse?”

      I hate that she knows that because I’ll probably get teased for it when I start up at my new school. “It’s short for Colton. How old are you?”

      “Ten.”

      “Me, too.”

      She seems disappointed when I say that. I wonder why, but don’t ask. “That’s a cool camera,” I tell her glancing at the one behind her. It looks like the kind my dad has that he never lets me use.

      “Yeah. I take pictures of the bugs and stuff. I want to be a photographer when I grow up. Did you know they use glue in cereal pictures?”

      “Huh?”

      “Glue. They use it as pretend milk.”

      “You can’t eat glue,” I point out.

      “I know. But photographers don’t eat it. They just take pictures of it.”

      “Of glue?” My head is spinning.

      “Of cereal. In glue. Because the cereal doesn’t get soggy that way. What about you?” she tacks on, even though my brain is reeling, still trying to figure out what the heck she’s talking about.

      “What about me?” I ask.

      “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

      I shrug. I never really thought about it till now.

      “Wild turkeys are cool.”

      I screw up my face. “What?” When she doesn’t answer, I add, “Do we get wild turkeys here?”

      “No.” Her face is blank. “I was just thinking. I uh, I sometimes just blurt out things. I don’t have a good filter.”

      “Filter?”

      “Yeah. That’s what the doctor says. I don’t know what to say and what not to say very well. So you should probably know that. You won’t want to be friends with me when school starts.”

      I frown. “Why not?”

      “Because that’s the way things go.” She doesn’t even seem sad when she says it, as if she really doesn’t need friends at all. For some reason, I think that’s kind of cool. Then she adds, “But we can be friends this summer. So long as you don’t kiss me.”

      “Got it.” Truth is, I’m not really sure I want to be friends with her… ever. She seems weird.

      But then again, my brothers tell me I’m kind of weird, too.
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      EIGHTEEN YEARS LATER

      

      
        
        ~ MAX ~

      

      

      

      “Don’t you dare ever kiss me.”

      I’ve said a lot of things I regret in my life. And that’s close to the top of the list, right up there with “A tattoo on my ass sounds cool.”

      Especially right now as I watch him, muscle-clad body stretched out on my carpet like a cat—and sandwiched between my two cats—eyelids fluttering as if in a dream, and looking half-angel and half-devil.

      I’m not sure which half I find most appealing.

      I should be used to this. Colt’s stayed over so many times since he got stationed at West Point. He loves to visit the city. But this is the first time he’s stayed since I moved to my apartment in Manhattan.

      Or rather, my room in Manhattan. Because Colt tells me it doesn’t quite qualify as an apartment if I don’t have a kitchen.

      I beg to differ.

      “What?” he asks when his eyelids fling open, and he catches me staring.

      “I—I was just thinking I should wake you up,” I lie because I’ll never admit that I was wondering what it would feel like to just snuggle up to him right now—to feel those strong arms wrap around me.

      God, this was a mistake inviting him this time. Any man would look more appealing when you’re sharing 150 square feet with him.

      Yawning, he stirs, props himself up and sits, still on the floor, and resting his forearms on bent knees.

      It’s such a sexy pose, I decide. But he could stand on his head and it would look sexy. Usually not to me; I know too much about him. I know what he looked like when that chiseled, Captain America face was pocked with pimples. I’ve seen him at his lankiest, back when girls didn’t spare him a second glance. I know how grouchy he can be when the sun’s not shining, and how he wears stupid t-shirts when he’s not in his Army uniform—the ones that say things like “Life is too short to floss” or “When in doubt, use duct tape.”

      So no, after eighteen years of a TMI friendship, sexy is a bit of a stretch for how I usually see Colton Adler.

      But to other women, he’s sexy as hell. And this morning, as the light barely shines through my tiny, barred basement window, I would have to agree with them.

      I won’t say it, even though I have to press my lips together to stop myself. I’ve never been too good at not blurting out the first thing that pops into my head.

      “God forbid you let me sleep in,” he grumbles with a glare.

      I shrug. “Your alarm’s going to go off in five minutes anyway,” I remind him because I know he never sleeps past six—not even on leave.

      “Maybe I was going to make an exception.”

      “Yeah, right,” I half-snort. “I’m surprised you came back at all last night.”

      Colt usually follows a pattern when he comes to the city for a week off.

      The first night, we get pizza delivered like we’ve done together since middle school. He’s the only guy I know who doesn’t turn up his nose at the fact that I love anchovies on my pizza. And I try not to shudder when he puts pineapple on his half.

      Then after pizza, we hit the bar scene for a couple hours, and he invariably collects phone numbers from women who are completely willing to overlook the fact that he’s sitting with me when they approach him.

      One or two of them prove promising, and so he lines up a date for the following night.

      Which is why the next evening he always looks completely delectable as he walks out my door. And, if the date is a good one by his measure, he doesn’t come home until the next morning.

      I’m never jealous of those women. Until today, when I look at him and wonder how it would feel to wake up with Colt’s thick, corded muscles pressed up against me. But I shake off the curiosity because I’d never throw our eighteen-year friendship under the truck just for the sake of a warm snuggle.

      Besides, I have my cats for that now.

      He shrugs at my comment. “She was nice. We had a good time.”

      “But not worthy of a full night of your attention?” I tease.

      “Actually, I might see her again.”

      When he stands at his full 6’2” and looks around my room, I can’t help remembering the kid who was two inches shorter than me when we first met. His eyes rest on the microwave, then move to my boxes of cereal on the bookshelf.

      I steel myself for the comment that will likely follow—some criticism of my new place here in the Big Apple and how I’m paying too much for a basement apartment that doesn’t even boast a stove or standard-sized fridge.

      But instead, he simply says, “You know, I don’t sleep with every woman on the first date.”

      “Since when?” I’m not even joking when I ask it.

      “I turned twenty-eight last month,” he answers grimly, as if the number twenty-eight has a lot more weight to it than twenty-seven does. “Time for me to grow up, Maxipad,” he chides, using the nickname he gave me when I was twelve. And I suppose I deserved the moniker, since sharing the news with your best friend that you got your first period probably isn’t appropriate when your best friend is a boy.

      But I was never particularly appropriate back then.

      It’s a struggle for me, even now.

      I toss a pillow at him and he doesn’t even flinch. But Midnight darts away, shooting me a hostile look before being followed by Lucille to the top of the time-worn climbing tree on the other side of the room. “If you’re so grown up, why are you still calling me Maxipad?”

      He only shoots me one of those glorious grins of his in answer as he looks critically at our surroundings.

      “You do realize this so-called apartment you’re living in is illegal?”

      My eyes roll. I knew this was coming. It’s like he can’t let the day pass without saying something. “Half the apartments in Manhattan are illegal, Colt. This is a great deal I’ve got.”

      “For the same price, you had a place in Brooklyn where you actually had a kitchen.”

      “For the record, that place was a hundred more a month.” I stand to feed my cats. “Besides, kitchens are overrated.” I glance around at my humble dwelling. It’s small; I’ll give him that. And the staircase only leads to a door that locks from the other side, keeping me sequestered from my landlords upstairs. But I have a microwave, dorm-size refrigerator, and a sink in the bathroom where I can wash the few dishes I own. What more do I really need in a prime location like this?

      “You have bars on your window, Max,” he points out as though I never had noticed it for myself. “It’s like you’re in prison.”

      I send him a glare. “I have a door to the outside world that says otherwise,” I counter, somehow grateful to be annoyed with him right now because this side of him makes him less tempting. Right now, I see him as the brother-type that I grew up with, the guy who punched the boy who broke my heart in high school. The guy whose shoulder I cried on when my parents got divorced. The guy who told me about his crush on Lindsay Lohan back when we were twelve, which I’m betting he’d never admit to right now. “Besides, you can’t deny that this neighborhood is incredible.”

      “Murray Hill,” he replies with a nod. He moves to the window and looks out onto the feet of passersby. “I’ll give you that. But if you wanted to get a better place—you know, like one with a kitchen—I could spot you some cash. I bought Google when I was a lieutenant.”

      I laugh. He says this at least once a year, and I wonder sometimes if it’s his way of reminding himself that he has options. I know he loves wearing an Army uniform. But since the doctor pulled him out of the Rangers because of a back injury, I know things haven’t been the same for him.

      Moving my pillows to the side of my bed so I can use it as a makeshift sofa, I smile and let out a sigh. He knows I won’t take his money.

      “I like my place, Colt. I have a friend on the Upper East Side who pays $1500 to rent someone’s walk-in closet. Believe me, my place is a steal. Cocoa Puffs?” I offer, hoping to change the subject, reaching for the box. The other benefit of having a tiny place is that I can access my food without even moving from my bed.

      “My fave.” He glances at the watch he never removes from his wrist. “You headed into work today? It’s late.”

      After handing him the Cocoa Puffs, I grab a box of granola for myself and thump the bed alongside me so he’ll feel welcome. Not that he really needs an invitation, I guess.

      But when he plops down beside me, I get this strange feeling in my gut that I know I shouldn’t. I’d call them butterflies, but I don’t like what that would imply.

      Yep. It was definitely easier to have him as a guest when he slept on my couch in my living room back when I lived in Brooklyn.

      “That’s the cool thing about living here,” I tell him, feeling like I’m ten again when I find myself unable to meet his gaze. “I can walk to work in ten minutes. And no subway.”

      He gives me an exploding fist punch in answer, just like we did when we were kids. “How about I buy you lunch at that place you’re always talking about next to your work? The one with the avocado toast.”

      “Edibella’s? You’d suffer through a place with ten different kinds of avocado toast for me?” I tease.

      He shrugs. “There’s bound to be something I can eat there. Maybe a steak and potatoes.”

      I laugh. “Closest thing to that is probably a slab of tofu topped with alfalfa sprouts,” I remark, earning a childish gagging sound from him in reply. “I’ll probably have to eat lunch at my desk today, anyway. It’s been pretty busy.”

      I hate lying to my best friend. I’d love to have lunch with him at Edibella’s or anywhere. But grabbing a quick bite close to where I work is too risky. “Dinner tonight, though? Or is it date night again for you?”

      He shrugs. “Who knows what opportunity might arise for me?” he says playfully.

      Yeah, I’ll bet. He’ll probably pick up at least six phone numbers when he just goes out for his morning jog.

      I escape his magnetic presence for a shower and don’t emerge until I’m fully dressed, makeup on, and hair pulled back in its usual ponytail.

      He hands me a warm Pop-Tart as I head for my door, just like he always does when he stays with me. And for some reason, it reminds me of the way my mom used to hand me my lunch in the morning before I’d head off to school.

      “Remember not to let the cats slip out,” I warn him again. “And if you run into my landlord, don’t mention them, okay?”

      “My lips are sealed,” he says, gesturing as though to lock his mouth shut.

      When I signed my lease I didn’t have pets, but I volunteer with an organization that delivers meals to homebound seniors, and when two of my honorary grandmas died last spring, I wound up inheriting a couple cats—at least for as long as it takes to find them a new home. I couldn’t bear to see them in a shelter.

      Even if I am allergic.

      I suck in a lungful of cat-free air as I stride down the street, gobbling up my Pop-Tart and feeling grateful to have Colt spending his leave with me this week. Having him around brightens my days and makes the last eighteen years of my life somehow dissolve away as though I’m really ten again. But for some reason, I only feel the warm sentiments that go along with remembering my youth—not the bad stuff.

      There’s rarely any bad stuff when Colt’s around.

      A block away from my apartment, I stop on the corner, shoving my last bite of Pop-Tart into my mouth and opening my purse.

      I reach in and slide the shiny ring onto the fourth finger of my left hand like I do every morning these days. It glimmers in the sun that beams in between the skyscrapers.

      I frown as I look at it. The whole “Oh, we haven’t picked out a ring yet” excuse just wasn’t cutting it at work anymore, especially when I’m employed by the biggest wedding magazine in the country.

      I push the revolving door to my building. It’s next to the Empire State Building and an iconic place to work, really, looking out the window in the office kitchen (because God knows I don’t have a window office myself) and seeing the steel façade of the famed building across the street. I love this location, even though it’s not quite my dream job.

      No matter; it’s just a steppingstone. After a year here, it will look great on my resume and I’ll start applying elsewhere.

      I plop myself down in my cubicle and log onto my computer. My nose scrunches up when I see I left Friday’s half-filled coffee on my desk all weekend. I rise to dump it in the kitchen when my boss blocks the opening to my cubicle.

      “Did you check your email yet?” she asks.

      No “Good morning.”

      No “How was your weekend?”

      That’s not really the way it is in this company. It’s just go-go-go without any time for a friendly greeting. Not that I don’t like my boss; she’s just not one to waste time on platitudes.

      “Not yet.” Inside, I grimace, imagining what’s waiting for me. Probably an assignment to go take photos of some high society wedding for our monthly feature. I hate that.

      “We’ve got a new advertising section planned for next winter. I need you to get started on it this week. It’s cakes.”

      Cakes?

      Hot. Freaking. Damn.

      “Really?” I can’t stop my face from lighting up.

      She scrunches her brow. “That’s good news?”

      “I love doing food. It’s my specialty, remember?” I know I highlighted my food photos in my portfolio. I volunteered to take them for a caterer last year, hoping it might lead to a job in an ad agency, maybe working on a nice account for a hamburger chain or cheese company.

      This job—even though I’m generally taking shots of tulle, lace, rings, and the occasional bridezilla—might actually lead to something more promising down the road.

      “Well, then you’ll be happy this week. You’re booked with back-to-back bakery appointments.”

      I could hug her right now, but I hold back. Even though holding back has never been easy for me.

      “Sign out your equipment and don’t bother coming into the office for the rest of the week. I have a temp using your cubicle to do some sales calls while you’ll be on location.”

      My day just keeps getting better. I love the idea of being out of the office, especially when I get to walk around Manhattan with one of their top-of-the-line Nikons on loan.

      “But I still expect you at Saturday’s advertiser party at Metroluna’s,” she adds, lifting a finger.

      A groan escapes me. Twice a year, we invite all our advertisers to some big party we throw for them. I haven’t been to one yet, but I’ve never done well at gatherings where I’m expected to say all the right things to all the right people.

      She chuckles because last week I pretty much begged her to excuse me from it. “You’ll love it. The food’s incredible at Metroluna’s and all you have to do is slap on a smile and make sure our advertisers know they’re appreciated.”

      “As simple as that, huh?” I let the question slip from my lips, and actually feel triumphant that I was able to stop myself from asking whether they’ll expect lap dances.

      Heather’s only been my boss for two months. I’m not sure if she’d appreciate the sarcasm.

      “As simple as that,” she answers, her gaze moving from me to the photos on my desk. “Are you bringing your fiancé, I hope? I’m sure the advertisers would love to see a man in uniform walk in.”

      I nearly snort.

      “Oh, he’s OCONUS,” I say, casually throwing in the term I learned from Colt. Yep, any fiancé I have is definitely Outside the Continental U.S.—and firmly residing in my imagination.

      “That’s a shame. We’d love to finally meet him.” She stresses the word finally in a way that puts me on edge.

      Because, hey, I’d love to finally meet my fiancé, too.

      I give her my pretend frown coupled with a sigh. “I know. It’s been really hard getting time together. The Army’s been jerking around his schedule all the time.”

      She gives a nod. “Well, we’ll meet him one day,” she finishes and then exits my cubicle leaving me to feel only slightly guilty as my eyes rest on the photo on my desk, one of him and me hiking in the Appalachians a few years ago.

      And another, just of him in his uniform looking so damn different from the man who’s right now probably trying to figure out how to wash his cereal bowl in my tiny bathroom sink.

      Colton Adler.

      My fake fiancé.

      My fake fiancé who would never let me live this down if he found out what I’d done.
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      The shower, as small as it is, does its job on my sweat-soaked body after my run, and I pull the towel from the bar. I use the same one as Max simply because I have no idea where she keeps her extra towels and keep forgetting to ask.

      I actually have no idea where she keeps anything in this shoebox she lives in.

      Pressing the worn cotton into my face, I dry myself, trying not to notice that the towel smells way too much like she does—with a hint of the scent of her lavender shampoo and the basil she grows under her minuscule barred window.

      This morning, and every morning I’ve stayed in this tiny space with her, it’s impossible for me not to wish that she still smelled like dirt and sweat like she did back when she was a kid.

      Because it’s one thing to spend too much time last night watching her sleep before I drifted off. It’s entirely something else to find myself aroused by the scent of my best friend.

      I think next time, I’ll make up some excuse and stay in a hotel.

      I miss the one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn she had before she got this new job at the wedding magazine. It had enough room to put a little space between us—something I actually never thought I needed until this trip.

      I’m still trying to understand why she looks different to me these past few days.

      I barely have a clear childhood memory that doesn’t have her in it.

      And I sure as hell don’t want to lay claim to this memory… of me standing naked in her shower sucking in a whiff of her towel and getting half-chubbed over it.

      Fuck.

      Fact is, I always figured it was impossible to be attracted to Max, so I didn’t really think that sleeping just three feet away from her this week would be a problem. Max is cute; I’ve known that since the summer she finally grew tits and got her first boyfriend—the same shitbird I had to beat up when he talked trash about her in the guy’s locker room our junior year of high school.

      But as cute as she’s always been, I’ve known a little too much about her to find her appealing in that way. Hell, she belches after a Coke around me like we’re an old married couple. After eighteen years together, it would be weird if she didn’t feel free to.

      Yet that doesn’t seem to wipe my brain clean of how pretty she looked last night as she slept, murmuring incomprehensible words as though in a dream. And me, wanting to be in that dream with her, doing very, very wrong things together… things that would be right with any other woman. But not with her.

      I give myself a shake as I wrap the towel around my waist and emerge from her bathroom into her bedroom-kitchen-everything room. Both of her cats—who she says she wants to rename Sniffle and Sneeze because of what they do to her allergies—stare at me as though they’re asking, “What are you doing here?”

      It’s all I need to nudge me on my way. Deciding to head to the restaurant that she likes and grab some of that avocado toast that she’s always raving about, I throw on some clothes.

      It’s just past three, so I decide not to text Max that I’m heading her way. On Mondays, she’s usually slammed with work anyway. Truth be told, as often as I tell her that avocado toast is chick food, I’m not sure I really want to confess that I love it. My last girlfriend got me hooked.

      I slip outside, taking care to not let her cats out, and that special brand of New York City air strikes me when I shut her door behind me. I love it. It’s a blend of exhaust and alley stench, mixed with the aroma of the hot dogs and baked nuts they sell on the corner just a half block away. It smells like a million things both good and bad mixed into one.

      I love the city and am eternally pissed that Army bases are generally located in the middle of nowhere. Take West Point where I’m at right now. There’s precious little up there except the Academy and a damn good pizza place just outside its gate. If I didn’t get to take an easy train ride to escape to the city and see Max every once in a while, I’d go insane.

      My eyes track upward as I take the five dingy basement steps to the street and I’m immediately reminded why she’d tolerate living in a shoebox to be in Manhattan when the Empire State Building dominates the skyline, even five blocks away. New York City is one of those places where it feels like an accomplishment to simply exist here. I envy Max for that. It’s kind of like the day I got my Ranger scroll. It’s like a badge of honor. Living here—it says you’ve made it. You have nothing left to prove. You’re strong.

      And Max is strong—a bull in a china shop. When she was a kid, she had zero filter, which these days would probably result in a string of doctors, therapists, and diagnoses.

      But in our school back then, if you got good grades, any other failings tended to get overlooked. Max got straight As all the way.

      She also got sent to the principal’s office on a regular basis for getting into arguments with teachers or talking when she shouldn’t.

      I liked her all the more for it. Loved her, really, just like I do now—as the sister I always wanted, growing up in a house full of brothers who ripped into each other more often than we should.

      With four hell-raising sons, my parents were all about structure and schedules and good behavior, just to try to provide some kind of balance in our world. But Max was the exact opposite. And even though when we first met, she insisted I wouldn’t want to stay her friend, our bond stuck.

      The more time I spent around her, especially in high school when girls were always doing their best to say all the right things to me, I liked that she just blurted out whatever was at the forefront of her very atypical mind.
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