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			For Greg, for putting the compass back in my hand.


			For Gregory, Cooper, Rafaella, and Julianna: my true north in this life’s journey.


		


	

		

			Part 1


			PREHEAT THE OVEN


			Culinary tradition is not always based on fact. Sometimes it’s based on history, on habits that come out of a time when kitchens were fueled by charcoal.


			—Alton Brown


		


	

		

			1


			CAMILLE


			All of life’s tricky situations can be tackled by a Nonnaism.


			Effort in every bite.


			Let your senses tell you how to season.


			Your food reflects how you feel.


			With her nimble, delicate fingers and her hair in luscious thick braids, my nonna taught me everything, from tying my shoes to lacing up a hunk of meat for roasting. Though she’s been gone for two years, her words still rule my actions in business, in relationships, in life.


			And right now, all I hear is: Camille Lucianna Marino! Hair and food do not mix!


			The thought roars above the generators of the food trucks at the San Francisco Bay to Breakers Festival, and stills my fingers on the paper plate of food in my right hand and the clear plastic cup of wine in my left. Despite my growling stomach, having saved my appetite to sample and check out the local food vendors, I can’t ignore the incessant feeling that the wig on my head, a blond bob of artificial stringy strands, is skewed out of place. Worse, the swoop that’s supposed to end below my cheek is on my nose. All I want to do is fix it, dammit.


			“Remind me never to do this again with you. Ever.” I spear Jasmine Patel with a glare. She’s inhaling what looks like silver dollar–sized meat pancakes, open-faced on a bed of arugula and French bread, and she’s barely able to answer under a similar horrific wig because her mouth is full. Over full. My stomach dips at Jaz’s obvious lustful reaction to the dish. Eyes hooded, her mouth rounds in a quiet moan. “It’s that good,” I say rather than ask.


			Her face switches from pleasure to guilt, and with one swallow, she chokes out, “Oh no. Not at all. Your meatballs are hella better. This had too much pepper. And salt. It sucked, actually.”


			“It sucked so bad you demolished it. I see how you are.” I laugh. Jaz has loyalty down to a science, even if she is lying through her teeth. Piatta’s food truck serves smashed meatballs that have been featured by every food blogger in San Francisco, famous for being as delicious as they are unattractive, and they’re currently my main competitor.


			“Okay, so the meatballs are good. But this bread?” She lifts the soggy rectangle of dough off her plate with a finger. “Stale, from some warehouse grocer. No one can beat your homemade bread, Camille. You can taste the love in it.”


			“Thanks. But you have to say that.” I press my lips into a wry smile. Not only is she my best friend, but she is the one and only employee of Lucianna, my panini and dessert food truck. My competitive brain speeds into overdrive. Survival in the food truck business requires consistent, standout food, and my own has yet to be noticed. Which means I haven’t found my niche, my product, the wow factor. I hand her my plate, no longer hungry. “I could relook at the combination of meat for Lucianna’s meatballs. More sausage maybe? With a sriracha mayo?” Visions of measuring cups and ground meats take over my brain, and I throw my head back for another swig of my third cup of Pinot. My throat warms as it descends into my belly. I nod when I make my decision. “On focaccia. Decided.”


			“Cheers!” Jasmine tips up her wine in response, her artificial tresses secure, hiding her blue-black hair. Admittedly, the wig looks amazing on her, the blond appearing platinum against her olive skin. With her costume, a pair of bell-bottoms and a sequined top, she looks straight out of a disco stage set, complete with glittery eyelids and bloodred lipstick. “As long as I get to taste test.”


			“You got it. But only if we get to burn these first.” I twirl a section of the slick strands, knowing full well they haven’t been washed, ever. “I don’t know how I let you talk me into renting a wig. Rent. Like, someone’s worn it before.” Shaking my head, my gaze travels to the influx of people disembarking from buses. Tourists, obviously, with the way they gawk at us locals, most of us in costume, many half naked, some fully naked save some paint and a few choice articles of clothing. The cameras and phones appear, and they pose for each other on the corner of Haight and Ashbury, historically known as the birthplace of hippie counterculture, and slyly take selfies with the quirky chaos and diversity of the city. The fog rolls in and swirls of white pool under our feet along with the gentle sting of the cool night air. With the twinkle lights of the food trucks lining the sidewalk against the old-world Victorian façades of the buildings on Haight Street, it’s a picture-perfect night in all respects. I take out my phone and center the trucks, lights, and fog in the camera’s view screen.


			“The Bay to Breakers Festival is only the biggest party in the city, and the only way to do it is in costume. You’re lucky I didn’t make you run the actual race. Besides, it’s good cover to scope out the competition.”


			“I hate to break it to you, Jaz. No one recognizes me. The truck’s not famous, yet.” My fingers work quickly to apply a photo filter to the picture I took, and I upload it to Lucianna’s social media accounts for my daily post.


			@Lucianna: A dress-up SF night with my food truck friends. Be back at lunch tomorrow! Eighth and Market, 11–3.


			


			“Lucianna will have its day,” Jaz says.


			“Yeah, I know. Just wish it would happen sooner rather than later.” My words come out like a whine instead of a declaration. Entrance to this festival was only offered to the top sellers in the city and Lucianna didn’t make the cut. While the truck is a success in my eyes—we celebrated our one-year anniversary last April—compared to the talent, food, and marketing power on this street, Lucianna is a lemonade stand.


			“Less doubt. More wine.” Jaz scoops my hand into hers and I’m swept to the center of the action, in the middle of the street itself. The festival, which immediately follows the Bay to Breakers—the world-famous twelve-kilometer race whose participants range from professional athletes to the quilt-club ladies down the street wearing lingerie—has attracted both tourists and locals alike. From the gamut of people wearing red, white, and blue, to the Marin Spartans—a North Bay Single-A baseball team—and soldiers in their U.S. Army shirts, to drag queens and executives in suits and ties, Jasmine and I don’t turn any heads. The crowd lulls me with the smell of fried foods and garlic, and with the fourth cup of wine Jaz shoves into my hand, my body relaxes slightly. “Down it,” she yells.


			“What?” I shout back above the rising voices of the crowd. Bodies meet and dance between us, and as I’m rocked into the wave of people, a giggle rises from my lips.


			“Down it!” Jaz swigs the last of her wine, then raises the cup in the air. “Be crazy, just this once!”


			I groan. This is a standard Jasmine lecture. We’re opposite sides of a coin, and I am undoubtedly the head, the walking, talking, goody-goody subconscious. Proud of it, usually. But to be like my best friend and for a moment shrug everything off my shoulders . . . it sounds heavenly.


			After a pause, I do exactly what Jaz says before my conscience objects.


			She takes the cup from my hand. “You work too damn hard. Not that it’s a bad thing, but sometimes you’ve got to be Camille, not Lucianna. Be silly, do something you normally wouldn’t. Like dance in the middle of the street.” She raises her arms and moves with the crowd. “Try it.”


			My eyes shut against the brisk wind, the kind that tickled my face playing on foggy Ocean Beach as a child. My body, awkwardly out of practice, shuffles as if my joints need a dose of WD-40. Then I hear it: the quick bass to my right. Daft Punk on the Weeknd’s “Starboy,” with the mishmash of hip-hop and rap, is laced with a melody that draws me to Jaz. Whether it’s her words or the wine working through my bloodstream, I’m compelled to sway with the beat. With it, seeds of my usual optimistic nature bloom.


			It doesn’t matter that Piatta’s cornered the market on panini truck fare in the city. And sure it’s stressful not knowing if I’ll have a spot to park in tomorrow. I’m still living my dream. It’s going to be okay.


			Yeah, letting go does feel good.


			I should really go out more often.


			“Holy shit. Um . . . Cam?” The tone of Jasmine’s words crashes down on my mantra and my eyes fly open. I follow where her gaze has landed: a girl with curly dark brown hair dyed white at the tips, with ruby-red lips and my same alabaster skin tone, her wrists studded with malas. The girl is among the Spartans, who, besides their notorious reputation for drunkenness and general crappy attitude toward restaurants and food trucks, are way too old for her.


			I shut my eyes, count to three, and open them again. And she’s still there.


			Oh no, this is not happening right now.


			I click on an app on my phone that tracks the only other line on my plan and bite my lip as the big blue dot on the map of the world narrows to the United States, to California, to San Francisco, to Haight Street.


			“Alissa Isabella Marino,” I hiss as I approach the crowd, maybe a little too loudly. My sister looks to the left and right, a signal that what I’m doing is neither smooth nor cool. I’m channeling Nonna, driven by the same compulsion to protect, as I am Ally’s guardian and someone who is supposed to know better. When her face contorts into the familiar look of vehemence and shock, I’m stunned at how it sucks being on the receiving end of it.


			“Ow,” Ally whines when I grab her by her upper arm, though she gives in to my pull. “I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”


			She reeks of alcohol, and her eyes are bloodshot.


			“Nothing my butt. Where’s Astrid?” My eyes sweep the crowd for Ally’s best friend. I should have known this event would draw out the two of them. Astrid lives just beyond the Panhandle, and Ally’s love for food and festivals rivals mine. Coupled with Astrid’s thing for athletes and soldiers . . .


			Clamping my eyes shut, the regret of the woulds and shoulds nag at me. This is exactly why I don’t go out, why I keep my eyes forward on the narrow road. Everything falls apart when I’m not looking.


			“I’ll go find the other one,” Jasmine announces before striding away.


			“I can’t believe you, Ally. You promised me Netflix in pajamas, not traipsing through this city looking for trouble. You have an interview tomorrow. Doesn’t it matter to you?”


			She wiggles her arm out of my grasp. “God, Camille. I’m an adult.”


			Grabbing her by the shoulders, I force her to look at me. But it only works for a second because she is eyeball-deep in what I guess, when I get close enough to smell her breath, were rum and Cokes. “Like hell you’re an adult. I don’t care if you’re eighteen. You just graduated high school. Hear that?” My voice takes on a mama-bear volume that surprises even me. “Underage!”


			Backs turn and bodies scamper at my declaration. “Yeah. Like you all couldn’t tell.” I am out of my shell with this anger, frantic, unsteady on my feet. But the anger isn’t just for Ally. It’s also for me. Ally’s interview with the Art Institute of Austin was almost impossible to score, and I should have listened to my conscience and stayed home. I shouldn’t have had too much wine. Now my hold is weak.


			Much like she did when she was a toddler, Ally belts out, “It’s not fair.” To top it off, she stomps her foot once, completing the fiasco that is my life.


			“That’s incredibly mature and adult,” I warn.


			“Whoa, nice wig. That’s hot.” I realize a guy easily twice my girth, dressed as a Spartan in his green and white team jersey, was creeping and eavesdropping. With glassy eyes and a fiendish smirk, he blocks our way.


			“Let’s go.” Annoyance zings through me like the tang of lemon zest, and I tighten my hold on Ally’s wrist. If we leave now, I can still do some prep for our shift tomorrow. I can tuck Ally into bed before the most important day of her post–high school career.


			“Naw, don’t go yet.” The Spartan’s hand lands on my shoulder, and the dead weight renders me unsteady. He smiles, baring his teeth, just as someone calls his name. His attention zips away from me and I scan the crowd again. No Jasmine or Astrid. We can’t leave without them.


			But I catch the profile of a guy with his arms crossed. He’s in line at the Makin’ Bacon truck. Golden brown skin, with a lean build, broad shoulders, medium height, his close-cropped hair tapered at the sides and sporting a short but deliberate fringe to one side. He’s wearing tortoiseshell glasses and a checkered long-sleeve shirt over an Army shirt, and he holds a water bottle in his hand. He has a relaxed and confident smile on his face. His familiarity sparks a memory. And more, a bodily reaction. My nerve endings fire, the foggy edges of my vision clear for a beat, and I’m drawn to him. I swear my body leans a little toward the guy’s direction.


			I know him.


			I must know him, because my double take has turned into a triple and quadruple take. The cogs in my brain squeak in an attempt to remember when and where I’ve seen him, and a scene emerges. It’s of his presence next to me while I cook. Of me feeling giddy and strange. And as if conjured by a wizard’s spell, a name starts to form on my tongue. That is, until the recognition dissipates when the Spartan takes one step closer and the awkwardness I feel flips to discomfort.


			This time, my tone is serious. “Excuse us.”


			“Aw, but why so quickly? We’re staying at the Hilton down the street. Party with us.”


			“Um . . . no thanks.”


			But the Spartan wraps his arms around my shoulders and they slip down so he’s got me by the waist.


			Shit. My stomach gurgles with nausea. I have to get us out of here. I wiggle from his grasp, but he opens his arms, spread eagle, and his legs take a wide stance. “C’mon, don’t be such a prude.”


			Oh, he thinks this is a joke.


			Little does he know I am all out of laughs.


			I plow through him. At full speed, head down, my shoulder leading the way, I envision myself as a 49er linebacker. I pull Ally by the hand and shimmy my way through bodies. I’m stopped with an oomph and arms that enclose me. My hands splay against what I slowly realize are rock-hard abs. I allow my fingers to linger as my gaze drifts upward to the word Army written across a broad chest, then higher to muscled shoulders and a sharp jawline. It’s the guy. The one with the glasses. And while my body settles into him like a key in a lock, my brain catalogues his face among the many I see on a daily basis.


			When his eyes meet mine, his arms fly outward in surrender. “Oh, my bad. I didn’t mean to—”


			“Help us?” I plead. I give up on figuring out who he is. This guy has to be way more harmless than the Spartan who’s cursing behind us. I mean, Army soldiers swear to protect our nation’s citizens, right?


			“Uh . . . okay?” His tone is dubious, though his lips quirk up.


			I’ve kissed those lips. The thought rings clear, and I wonder if I say the words aloud, because he’s staring at me. I am like warm butter as he scans my face, but with the last bit of my logic, I pull my sister behind us. I position him so we shield her from the lumbering shadow coming toward us. “Kiss me.”


			I’ve never said those words to a stranger, but it’s liberating. Much like this night is. Was, until I was reminded that my responsibilities come before fun. My thoughts jumble and churn, until I realize that the glasses guy is doing my bidding. As he leans down, his hand exerts a slight pressure on the curve of my back, and I angle myself upward, my eyes shutting in response. Mixed with my buzz and the weirdness of this night, I give in to this loss of control.


			My lips find his. They’re soft and taste of chocolate. Probably from the Chocoholism truck, I think. His tongue touches against mine, a shy gesture, and his hands move to my hips, pulling me flush against his body.


			Yep. I have no control whatsoever. I melt into him, pressing hot chest to chest. Sounds evaporate. My brain jumps ship from my rogue behavior. That is, until Nonna’s words tickle the edges of my conscience: touch it, and you’ll know.


			Baking bread was Nonna’s expertise. Knowing when the dough was ready, she said, was an estimation, a judgment. She claimed it was all about feeling one’s way.


			I inherited this trait, and I know then. This kiss isn’t new. It’s nostalgic, wistful.


			With our bodies pressed tight, my mind wanders, deepens to visions of him and me beyond this party on Haight Street. It flashes to foggy beach mornings, of hands groping over clothed skin, of sand found in my pockets days later.


			I hear Ally gasp.


			I’m dizzy when the guy disengages, out of breath.


			It’s déjà vu.
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			DREW


			“Damn.” My breath catches, and I inhale the woman’s lingering scent of citrus and vanilla. I lick her lipstick off my lips, savoring the taste of her sweet mouth. “Now that’s got to be the best welcome-home present I’ve gotten. Hell, it’s the best thing anyone has given me all year.”


			My voice betrays my cocky response and cracks like a kid going through puberty. This isn’t the first time I’ve been randomly kissed. My buddies, those assholes, are predictable as hell, and this reeks of a prank. Since I got home yesterday, it’s been all about getting me laid to fulfill some stereotypical soldier-on-leave wish list. This was coming.


			But I wasn’t prepared for this—a kiss so good my next stop might be a swim in the bay.


			At my compliment, the woman’s lips press into a line. “No . . . uh . . .”


			I peer at her then and conduct a recon of the situation. The woman’s beautiful, all eyes and heart-shaped lips, but her pale skin doesn’t match the yellow of her hair. Her eyebrows are jet black. My buddies Xander and Matt are still in line at the Spork the Pork truck, bickering over something stupid. No one has appeared with a camera for blackmail.


			“Let me guess,” I say. “You weren’t told to kiss me.”


			She shakes her head.


			“Okaaay?” I draw out my response, hoping for a better explanation. Jet lag has my brain in a fog, made worse by running a 12K to promote my new Army unit despite being on leave. And I’m anxious for the early meeting at True North Cafe, my parents’ restaurant, tomorrow.


			But the woman doesn’t answer right away. She’s scouring my face like it’s me who came on to her. So I use a cliché of the only two reasons why women throw themselves at strangers. “This was a dare, right?”


			“No . . . someone . . .” She slides behind me, pulling a dark-haired girl with her. My shirt flattens as she fists the fabric at my waist. My mind skates to her hands over my bare skin, picking up where the kiss left off. Blood rushes south, my erection back at full mast.


			Ah. Reason number two.


			The puzzle pieces click together when I register a presence over me. A Spartan—aka Blake Hall, starting pitcher and one of my childhood friends. He’s also one of the people I came here with. A laugh makes its way up my throat. There are a million and one things I can’t fix, but this I can. “I’ll take care of it. Um, what’s your name?”


			“Camille.”


			Camille. Her name, as common as it should be, is not. I’ve only known one Camille in my life, and with those lips and her frame, it could be her. But the Camille I knew moved away years ago. Ten, to be exact, and gone without a trace.


			Eyes bloodshot, Blake is apparently in midtransition to becoming the Hulk. His mouth is opened into what I know will be a cursefest. Because he is an overbearing, dirty-mouth asshole, God love him. And he’s limping. I keep my mouth from wiggling into a smile. Try to, anyway.


			His cheeks redden. “Don’t fuckin’ laugh, dude. She stepped on my foot.”


			“You deserved it,” Camille slurs from behind me. Her fingers hook to the pockets of my jeans, like she’s hanging on for dear life. Meanwhile, the tightening in my pants has escalated to a full throb, and my brain has to work even harder to think straight.


			Maybe my buddies were right: by making the Army my wife, I haven’t made time for the right people. Hot, gorgeous ones of the female variety.


			I place a hand on one of Blake’s shoulders. Keeping a straight face, I say, “Your feet are an important commodity. I get it, dude. But you must’ve deserved it, eh? Maybe you came on to her a little too strong.”


			The thing with Blake is, he’s a softie. Beneath the layers of tequila, the guy isn’t actually an asshole. And as the last song fades into the next, his eyes clear a smidge.


			I lean into his ear. “Maybe apologize to her? You kinda freaked her out.”


			Blake shakes his head. “Yeah . . . you’re right.” Standing back, he mumbles, “Camille, my bad. And sorry, Drew. I didn’t know she was with you. ’Cause you know I’m not like that.”


			“Oh, ah, well she’s not—” I say, but Camille’s arms encircle my waist. As her body presses against my back, my mind goes blank. In its place, my erection writes words, sentences, paragraphs. Creating images in my head. It even speaks for me. “It’s all good . . . copacetic.”


			The bass picks up as Drake’s “Hotline Bling” is blasted from the speakers, and Blake’s body responds in jerking movements. “Legit. Well, the ladies want me. Need me.” With one hand he holds up three fingers, and the other curves into a zero. “Three-oh days, Lieutenant Bautista. Gotta party when you can.” He moonwalks to the middle of the crowd, lifts up a fist. I raise my own in solidarity.


			Man, I’ve missed that guy. I’ve missed all of it. The noise of a city that never sleeps, the predictability of knowing someone’s next move. But what Blake wants me to do, to make the most of my time on leave? It’s easier said than done. Home also equates to family drama, and my only mission on leave is to find my way back into my pop’s good graces.


			“Drew? Andrew Bautista?” Camille asks.


			Her accusatory tone swerves my train of thought. As I turn, she pulls at her hairline, at what I realize is a wig. Straight black hair tumbles below her shoulders.


			The picture on the puzzle tilts, and another vision of this woman appears. A ninth-grade girl in overalls with a skewed side ponytail. Cherry ChapStick and boots. A messenger bag covered in buttons.


			The girl I loved to kiss. The girl who was in my life one day and gone the next.


			My chest seizes like I ran through the gas chamber at training. “Holy shit. Camille Marino.” I scoop her into a hug without thinking. “I can’t believe it. You look exactly the same. And different. I mean, you’re still pretty short, and I’ve grown, but here you are.”


			I’m blabbing, but I’m having an out-of-body experience. This girl up and left in the middle of November our freshman year of high school. Three months after I’d lured her out of silence to be my partner in home ec and then as my girl, she didn’t show up to school. There were rumors, of course. They ranged from the realistic, that her parents had gotten a divorce, to the sensational, that she was abducted by aliens. And then one day the kids at school moved on like she never existed. My searches on social media always came up dry.


			But she’s here now.


			She shivers, so I start to peel off my checkered shirt. “Cold?”


			“Um, no thanks.” She hasn’t taken her eyes off my face, and a hint of a smile graces her lips. Hell yes, she’s happy to see me, too. “I’m not cold . . . I’m sorry, I’m shocked is all.”


			“Me, too. Ten years right?”


			“Yeah, about. How’ve you been?”


			“Good. Great, now that you’re here. How about you?”


			“Great!”


			Awkwardness sits between us. You would think we’d launch into a conversation after ten years of zero contact. But ten years of news is a lot to chew in thirty seconds, and my attempt to come up with something clever or interesting fails. I’m simply speechless. And only sure of one thing: this night has become a million times more interesting.


			Camille’s gaze cuts to the girl she pulled behind us, who has since begun to jump around. “I’m sorry, I’m being rude. If you couldn’t tell, this is my little sister, Ally. Ally, this is Drew.”


			“Nice to meet you, Ally.” Out of habit, I offer my hand.


			Ally might be a curly haired, younger version of Camille, but she’s taller than her sister by a good three inches. And she’s obviously had too much to drink, considering how she’s taken my hand and started pumping it up and down. “I know who you are,” she teases.


			Camille tugs her sister aside. She has an apology written on her face. “Listen, Drew, it was good to see you, but we really have to head out. I’m sorry.”


			“Don’t go yet. We’ve got ten years to catch up on. And I’m only in town for a bit.” I speak in bursts and step into her path. That kiss can’t be the last of it.


			“Uh . . . look, I think I see my friend. I’ve gotta go.” She takes a step backward. “Thanks again for the bailout.”


			I watch her walk away, stunned. Did I say something wrong? Sure we were kids, but we were something to one another. No doubt tonight’s kiss had the same old spark. With the way she fell into my arms, I know she felt it, too.


			“What was that about?” Xander Callan asks while gnawing on a skewer of meat. As my sponsor in my new unit, he’s been assigned to teach me the ropes. Ironically, it’s me who’s shown him a thing or two, since I’m the local. But he doesn’t seem to mind. He’s a public affairs officer vying for an anchor spot at the Army Network, and he’s all about getting out to talk to people.


			Matt Jensen follows behind him with a beer in one hand and a bowl in another. “Bacon-covered dates?” he offers, shoving it under my nose. “It’s hella good, except shit keeps falling into my beard.”


			“Bacon-covered dates? I didn’t think baseball players got all froufrou.” Xander grins.


			Matt flips him off—his standard method of communication. I’ve known the guy since kindergarten, and his favorite language has always been fuck. Being a catcher for the Marin Spartans only reinforces it. “Drew, where’d you fucking find this guy again? You obviously haven’t passed him the memo that just because he’s jumped out of a plane—”


			“Ahem, in uniform and with all my gear,” Xander adds.


			“Whatever. It doesn’t mean he can’t take a lesson in what being a man really is. As in, smooth. And fucking classy.”


			“Shut up you two.” I interrupt their bickering. “A woman just dissed me.” Except it wasn’t just any woman.


			“No fucking way,” Matt teases. “Someone turned down the lieutenant himself? Sounds to me like you didn’t try hard enough.”


			His words hit me between the eyes. What was I doing letting Camille go? “Yeah, you’re right. I’m out. I’ll check you guys later.”


			I leave the two to their bickering and complaints and dart through the crowd. Finally, I spot Camille grouped with her sister and two other women under a streetlamp. Knowing I’ll only have two seconds of her time before she might hightail it out of here, I step right in front of her and BLUF, Army style: bottom line up front.


			“Stay,” I say. “Let’s hang out. I have to know what happened. To you, to us. Call it closure, but I’ve always wondered.”


			“We moved is all. And goodness, we were kids. There was barely an us.” She gazes over my shoulder, as if avoiding my eyes.


			“Really? Because I seem to remember we kissed eight times. Two of which could constitute some running of bases.”


			She bites her lip. Oh yes, she remembers, too.


			“Nine now. But who’s counting?” I take a deep breath. “So you see, I can’t let you walk away, not like this. You owe me.”


			“Owe you?”


			“Yeah, an explanation. No—a date.” I pull the final demand from the air. What the hell, might as well go for gold.


			She laughs. “You are still so forward. Does this work with other women? It didn’t work with me, and it’s not working now.”


			“I beg to differ. It did work with you. And ten years later, you’re still kissing me back. Wait, scratch that. You instigated this one.”


			One of Camille’s friends sidles up next to me. Platinum haired and obviously Camille’s battle buddy in tonight’s adventure, she blatantly checks me out. “What did my girl instigate, Mr. Hot Stuff?”


			Camille rolls her eyes. “Jasmine. I think it’s time for all of us to head out.”


			“Hi. I’m Drew.” I interrupt the secret language Camille and Jasmine are speaking with their eyes and offer my hand. “Drew Bautista.”


			“Cam Frenched him,” Ally supplies.


			“Time to go. Now,” Camille says.


			Jasmine’s eyes flash. “Sorry, the wine I had must have been hallucinogenic. Did you say Cam kissed you?”


			“Yes, exactly,” I confirm.


			“Oh shit. You are the Drew Bau-tis-ta.” Jasmine says my name one syllable at a time. “With a good, strong, firm handshake. Nice.”


			To that, Camille groans out loud.


			Somehow I have to get Camille alone. I’d even settle for a phone number at this point. “Since you guys are headed out, why don’t I walk you down? I have to catch a cab myself.”


			Camille doesn’t get to argue as Jasmine takes the lead. We end up on the corner of Haight and Ashbury, where the air is thick with marijuana and the urban smell of asphalt, sewer, and grease. When a cab finally stops, Jasmine ushers Ally and her friend into the backseat, slides in next, and promptly shuts the cab door, without Camille.


			An argument ensues between Camille and her friend through the open window. I stand back far enough so I don’t hear what they’re saying, but close enough for everyone to know she’s with me. The Panhandle isn’t the epitome of safety, especially close to midnight.


			“Hey,” Jasmine yells from the cab widow. “Better take care of my friend, Drew Bautista, or else.” She pretend-slices her neck with her index finger.


			“That’s really not necessary,” Camille protests, backing up onto the sidewalk.


			“Yes, ma’am,” I answer. And when the cab drives away, leaving Camille and me on the sidewalk, I finish my sentence. “I intend to.”
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			CAMILLE


			Traitor. One flirtatious look from Drew was all it took for Jaz to ditch me. She locked me out of the cab and scolded me as if I was irresponsible for leaving Drew, when it was the other way around. I was trying to be responsible by choosing Ally over my current state of duress, of my wayward feelings both current and buried deep in my Woodrow High–freshman psyche, asking one sole question:


			Is this Drew my Andrew? The Andrew?


			While waiting for a cab and feigning nonchalance at the presence of my high school crush on this dark street corner, my memories fuel a low, steady fire I thought I’d squelched. Drew was lanky back then, and we stood at the same height of five feet two inches. He wore large hoodies and low-slung jeans. No glasses, with long hair all around, straight with a swoop down to his eyebrows.


			Whereas, this man is . . . adult. Very much so, towering next to me in a cloaked silence, with a broad chest, sharp jawline, and roped forearms. With a face and body that at any time would have turned my head had he walked by me on the street. But his eyes, they are the same—kind and honest. And his kiss. The kiss was absolutely Andrew, heating my insides and leaving me molten.


			Oh my sweet biscuits, I stuck my tongue in his mouth.


			And I want to do it again, even if logic is 100 percent against it. My prep has now been pushed forward to early tomorrow. I’ve allowed my best friend to take charge of my belligerent sister. And most important, the closure Drew wants, which will require me to rehash the last ten years, is a sore, sad subject.


			I could have insisted on getting into the cab. Could have jumped into the front seat, but I didn’t.


			Truth is, curiosity has me wound tight in Drew’s apron strings.


			I check my phone out of habit. Eleven thirty. A slew of notifications have come through from my last post, which I intend to answer sometime tonight. And one text from Jaz. You know we’re fine. Don’t worry about Ally.


			A cab rounds the corner and Drew steps off the sidewalk and waves it down. He opens the door. “Ma’am.” It’s the first thing he’s said since the first cab left, and the tenor of his voice drills deep into me. It’s a man’s voice—deeper and most definitely sexier.


			“Thank you,” I say, then slip into the stale-smoke smell and cracked black vinyl seat, making room for him. But Drew doesn’t get in. He shuts the door of the cab.


			What the hell?


			I roll down the window and Drew speaks before I can ask a question. “I meant it when I said I wanted to catch up, but I’m not going to force you. That part of me hasn’t changed.”


			The breath leaves my body, and my answer comes from my younger self, whose stomach has flipped and twisted and filled with excitement. Drew, despite his mischievous streak, was always one thing when we were kids—respectful.


			“No.”


			His eyebrows fly upward, and his eyes gleam. “No?”


			“I mean, get in already.” I fight my lips from giving Drew the satisfaction of knowing that despite my reservations, I want to catch up with him, too. I slide to the left and Drew climbs in, making the cab smell one million times better.


			Cool Water—that was his cologne of choice back then. Now? It’s aftershave and soap and, simply, him. Yum.


			“I don’t know about you, but there’s no way I can hit the rack now. Up for a quick stop, for something different?” he whispers, knowing its effect on me. Dares were Drew’s method to get me to do something reckless, like when we cut English class to grab Slurpees at 7-Eleven to prove Ms. Miller was utterly clueless. He was right, of course—we were never marked absent. “Let’s be tourists. Pretend it’s our first time in the city.”


			A thrill shudders through me. “Okay.”


			“Great.” Leaning forward in his seat, Drew stares into the rearview mirror until the driver acknowledges him. “Sir, what tourist trap did you take the most visitors to today?”


			The cabbie rubs the white whiskers on his chin. “Coit Tower.”


			He turns to me for approval. “Yeah?”


			I bite my lip, feeling myself dissolve like sugar in water. I’m done for. “Fine . . .”


			He pumps his arm as if the 49ers have scored a touchdown. “Hear that, Mr.”—he peers at the cabbie’s name posted on the dashboard—“Lee? To Coit Tower and beyond.”


			Drew’s enthusiasm tugs at my heartstrings, and I laugh.


			“Ah, that laugh. I was hoping I’d hear it again. Now, to make you snort.”


			“What are you talking about?” My cheeks burn. Because denial is sometimes the best answer.


			“You know, that snort laugh you do? When you can’t catch your breath and nothing comes out of your nose but this whistling?” He attempts a horrific noise, inhaling through his mouth and nose at the same time. But he ends up choking on his own spit.


			I cross my arms as something bubbles up through me. Keep it together, Camille! But Drew is horizontal in the cab, looking ridiculous.


			And it happens. I snort. “Oh shit,” I say, barely, because my chuckles escalate into chortles, and a full-bodied laugh—and another snort—breaks all the ice I’d attempted to build between us.


			It becomes a circle of laughter, me at him, him at me. Lasting what feels like forever. I catch the cabbie staring at us through his rearview mirror. He probably thinks we’re high.


			And I am.


			I’m high on such happy memories.


			“Classic. I have tears. Damn.” Drew presses his fingers on the bridge of his nose.


			“Thank you.” I sniff. My body is twenty times more relaxed. “Seriously. I needed that tonight.”


			“At your service.” His expression changes, and he sticks his hand into his back pocket and retrieves his phone. “Sorry, gotta take this.”


			The quiet moment gives me a chance to check my own phone. Jaz texted: Home. Ally in bed—check.


			My thumbs skim across my phone: Still with Drew.


			Dots show Jaz is writing back: Cam finally letting go—check.


			I give Drew the side-eye as he texts, hunched over the glowing screen of his phone. It seems like yesterday he sat at a desk next to me with the tip of his pen crunched between his teeth. His vibe is the same. We seem to be the same.


			I text back: Cam embarrassing herself—check.


			Just as I begin my inner admonishment of my snortfest, Drew clicks off his phone. “Sorry. Checking in. Mom still thinks I’m twelve.”


			I shrug back. I remember those days of checking in with Nonna. I used to hate it. Now that she’s gone, it’s me who chases after Ally, preaching her same words: All it takes is one minute. I just want to know you’re okay. “I think it’s sweet.”


			“She was lecturing me about being out so late—all through text, with emojis. Sheesh. These parents, they grow up too quickly, you know? Next thing you know, they’ll be on Snapchat,” he says with a wry smile. “She misses me, though, so it doesn’t bother me too much.”


			My interest piques. “Where have you been?”


			“Bunch of places: North Carolina and Tennessee for training. Upstate New York. Texas, most recently.”


			My jaw drops.


			“Yeah. This shirt isn’t a costume.” He smirks.


			“Well, I knew that. I . . .” I can’t find the words. “That’s overwhelming.”


			“It’s not, in hindsight. I did ROTC right here in the city at Bay Area University, was commissioned, and everything kind of flowed from there. I was lucky and scored a deal to get stationed back here in California. First time I’ve been home in about three years. It took some negotiation but—” His face is quizzical. “Why, is that weird?”


			“No.” I jump in to explain myself. “Not at all. Intrigued, I guess. I’m not close with anyone in the military—”


			“So you’re saying we’re close then? This is progress.”


			“Don’t count on it, Bautista.” I attempt to match his laid-back attitude by sinking into my seat, but a slew of questions rise to my lips. It’s as if an extra layer has been painted onto the man in front of me. “Seriously. Do you like it? Being away from home? Going to war?”


			“I want to serve my country. Everything that comes with it is fine with me, for now. But the moves aren’t bad. It’s an excuse to see new places and meet new people. And going to war, well . . .” His voice fades. “I’m actually deploying in about a month—it was one of the contingents to get stationed here. But that’s a long story. I feel like I’ve been doing all the talking. How about you? Where do you work?”


			The subject change is sudden, and somehow nothing of what’s happened to me in the last decade is as momentous as being a soldier and deploying. Nothing, except for one. “My parents died my freshman year, in a car accident. Shortly after, Ally and I moved in with my grandmother. We lived a great life in the Sierra Foothills, but after she died a couple of years ago, my sister and I moved back here, to strike out on our own. Nonna made good money as a chef at a winery, and she was smart with it, so Ally and I are doing fine even though she’s gone. I’m an entrepreneur, but I’ve had the chance to go after that dream only because of my grandmother. So I work my butt off every day. Try to make her proud.”


			My heart seizes with my words. Truth is, Ally and I officially became on our own exactly twenty-six months ago, but sometimes I forget. My brain tricks me, lets me believe my nonna’s out for her walk, or has her hands buried in dirt in her garden. I think I’m fine, that I’m over losing every adult I loved. Then, at times like this, I realize the truth all over again.


			The heart never lets go. The ache, the yearning, it never goes away.


			“I . . . I’m sorry, Cami.”


			When he says my nickname with such tenderness, my cheeks quiver. I told him once I hated being called Cami, and he made it his mission to change my mind about it. So he said it every chance he got. “I am so grateful to have a whole village we count on, like Jaz and the food truck community, but it really sucks not having family.”


			“I get it.” Drew rests a hand in the space between us, palm up. At any other time, with any other person, I would have found this cheesy, a simple ploy to make a pass at me. But this time, with him, it’s the perfect gesture. I rest my palm on his. He closes his hand over mine, a measure of both comfort and protection, and I feel it all over my body. It allows me to take a deep breath, and then to exhale.


			“Would your grandmother have approved of my mac and cheese?” he asks. And sure enough, the memory flies back of him setting off the smoke alarms in the classroom.


			“Burned pasta and all?” I roll my eyes, despite my sudden rush of feelings. “Yeah, she would have, because she’d know you put in the effort.”


			He returns a smile that shows no judgment, and I remember why I liked this guy so much. He knows exactly what to say and when.


			“Coit Tower,” the cabbie says, snapping me out of my melancholy. “I have to stop here. The road’s blocked.”


			“Will you wait for us, sir?” He hands Mr. Lee cash, and the man nods. “Ready?” Drew asks me, his voice daring.


			“Yeah, sure.” I’m glad for the break. So far, our conversations have deviated from first-date typical.


			Stop, Camille. This is not a date.


			“One . . . two . . . three . . .” Drew flies out of his door before I can unbuckle my seat belt. He pops my door open and extends his hand. When I’m tugged into the cold night air, my sad thoughts slip away. The street is blanketed with people. The smell of garlic from the Italian restaurants in North Beach brings up mouthwatering memories of Nonna’s bustling kitchen. With his fingers interlaced in mine, we run up the hill, Drew in the lead. We stop and start, dart left and right, jump over people’s legs stretched out on the sidewalk. And just like that, I’m a little girl again, giggling uncontrollably. I am rejuvenated.


			Drew stops, out of breath, and I fall into him laughing. His eyes flick upward, toward Coit Tower, jutting 210 feet into the sky, on top of a steep hill. Art deco, cylindrical, and glowing white from spotlights and the full moon, it becomes our beacon. “Two hundred yards, max,” he says.


			Our fingers are still entwined and my heart races like a hummingbird’s. Then I remember. “Crap.”


			“What’s wrong?”


			“These might pose a challenge.” I gesture downward at my pointy ankle boots. “Two-inch heels. You’re lucky to have gotten that small sprint out of me.”


			“Then I’ll carry you.”


			“No way!” I slog past him. We’re almost at the hill’s crest. My feet are starting to cramp, and my lungs can’t catch up. I attempt to slow my breathing: in through the nose, out through the mouth.


			Drew halts, then points to his back. “Our cabbie’s gonna take my money and run if we keep moving like molasses.”


			“I am not getting on your back.”


			“Yes. Yes you will.”


			“I don’t think you can tell me what to do.”


			“My surprise isn’t going to work if we’re late.” He sticks out his bottom lip. “C’mon.”


			Curious, and feeling his urgency, I concede. “Oh . . . fine.” I grab his shoulders from behind and hitch myself onto his back, and all the while I imagine myself as a one-ton elephant. Except he easily hooks his arms around my legs, and instead I feel tiny, like a koala joey on its mother’s back.


			He coughs dramatically. “You have your arm hooked around my neck like a noose.”


			“Start walking or I might be tempted,” I say from above without any true malice. With my legs wrapped around him, temptation is all I feel. It feels too good to be this close to him, and I don’t know if it’s the memory of us together that’s spurring me to tighten my legs around his waist or if I am so desperate for these feelings. Of being giddy and doing something I haven’t planned to a T.


			Drew grunts when we get to the door of the monument. His face is damp and his upper-body muscles are flexed, and I imagine us in a version of this position, naked. Heat shoots between my legs, and I’m so freaking glad he can’t see me. My face is probably glowing red.


			“Are you tired yet?” I tease, but I don’t move to jump off. His grip on my legs hasn’t faltered either, and frankly, I don’t want to let go.


			“You kidding? This is the preworkout. I eat this workout for breakfast. In fact, I can probably do another round.” He turns, but after he takes two steps down the hill, we both realize that going down with me piggybacking may not be a good idea. At the same time he says, “Whoa,” I say, “Let me off!”


			It’s too late. I—we—tip.


			“Wait . . . ease up . . .” he says. He lets go of my feet, and his hands maneuver me so I’m in front, my legs finding safety by wrapping around his waist. In a heroic move that adds an extra scoop of excitement to the adrenaline already coursing through my veins, he breaks my fall with his arm and lands on top of me. We both explode in laughter.


			“You definitely ate this workout.” I relax into the ground because, why the hell not? This has been a dreamy, unpredictable night.


			“Are you okay?” Drew asks. A circular medal on a thin gold chain escaped from his shirt and hovers above my chest. His eyes darken as he searches my face.


			Breathe, Camille, I remind myself. Beg myself. “Uh-huh. Bet this ground’s been stepped on by half the world. I’m pretty sure there will be gum in my hair.”


			“Nope, still perfect.” His hands pat down the top of my head and his fingers thread through my hair, the movement so intimate and gentle that it leaves me breathless. “Can you make it to the top?”


			Swallowing what feels like a ball of rubber bands, I say, “Psh, are you really asking me that?”


			He rolls off and pulls me up to standing. “Then let’s go. We’ve got two minutes.”


			“Two minutes to what?”


			“You’ll see.”


			Seconds later, I meet him at the door of the monument. He’s fiddling with the latch to no avail, so he bumps his shoulders against the glass.


			I point out the obvious. “It’s probably closed, you know?”


			“Har-har.” He nods to my right. “Let’s see if there is another way around.”


			I follow him over a berm, around a low-lying wall, and behind a mural barrier. And then finally—the skyline of the city.


			“Now,” he whispers.


			Above the low hum of the traffic, the people, and the planes passing overhead, a bell chimes. Then two, then three. Soon, surround-sound church bells, signaling the start of the new day, sweep over the breadth of my view.


			“Wow.” With music as my guide, I follow the path of Market Street and the twinkling outline of the Bay Bridge. I scan to the Transamerica Building, which cuts the ombré of the night sky down to the yellow of the city lights. Sights now enhanced, brought to greater depth and meaning.


			“Right?” he whispers next to me.


			“Beautiful.”


			“She is definitely beautiful.”


			My breath hitches at Drew’s statement. He leans back against the barrier, his back to the city lights. His eyes are solely on me.


			This man and I know nothing about each other as adults except for what we’ve revealed in the last hour. He knows nothing of my dreams and hopes. I don’t understand the life he’s chosen. And yet I’m bound to him with leftover feelings that are so innocent and pure, feelings I’m not sure where to place now that they’ve been pulled from memories packed away.


			One thing is sure. Right now is perfect.


			I approach him, place my hands on his chest.


			He rests his fingers lightly on my waist. “Camille—”


			I stop him with a kiss. Tonight has been crazy, magical, fuzzy, and weird, and I don’t want to think about consequences, my overloaded plate of responsibilities, of everything waiting for me down there, in the city below.


			Squashing logic and trepidation, I pull Drew closer and melt into the familiarity and safety of the man who used to be the star of my dreams.
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