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      Casey pulled into a parking spot directly in front of Radio Records. It was close to the house, which was convenient if she’d be making many trips here with carloads of albums from her dad’s extensive collection. Her brother Marcus had loaded up a couple of bins and put them in the trunk of her rental car the night before.

      The shop was in a strip mall and had a fairly narrow facade. The two windows on either side of the front door and the door itself were covered in photocopied ads for upcoming and recent concerts featuring local bands. It reminded her of her college days, spent at so many concerts. And talking about music with Adam Raines. Just being back in Oklahoma reminded her enough of him, but this was taking it to a new level. She felt momentarily sick thinking about what should have been but wasn’t.

      Shaking her head to clear it, she pushed open the front door and heard the clanging of a bell against the glass.

      “Hi there, how’s it going?” came a voice from the back of the store.

      She narrowed her eyes. There was something about that voice ...

      Then the smell of cinnamon incense overwhelmed her senses, making her eyes water. The store stretched on and on in the distance. A narrow aisle divided the store down the middle, and tables filled with display boxes of albums lined either side of the store. It was like being in a train, with tables full of albums instead of seats. Behind the tables, tall shelves held even more records, and above those there were record sleeves clinging to the wall like wallpaper. The floor was tiled in a large white-and-red-checkered pattern, some areas cracked and chipped from the many feet that must have been through here. She was taken right back to her college days, where she used to spend so much time in the record store close to campus with Adam, the one that got away.

      The guy who’d greeted her sat at the counter at the back of the store. He was short-haired and blond. That was a bit of a surprise—she’d expected someone with long hair.

      And he was squinting. Then his mouth dropped open slightly just as recognition stirred in her. Her stomach began doing flips.

      “Casey?” he said. “Casey Washington? Is it really you?”

      No way. Her heart was already beating like crazy. “Ad—” she started, her breath catching in her lungs. So she tried again. “Adam?”

      How could she have just been thinking about him, and here he was?

      He slid off the tall metal stool and stepped from behind the counter.

      As he walked toward her, she took him in. He was lean and his jeans hung so nicely, with his red plaid shirt lazily tucked in. Even though she remembered him in suits because he usually had to work at the bank right after class, she was mentally back in college, pining away.

      Eighteen years. She could still see the college kid in this man walking toward her. Even though she’d tried, she’d never forgotten him. Her soul mate. Or at least, she’d thought he was. They’d been friends for a year and a half, taking many of the same math and computer science classes. The first time they’d had coffee had been an accident, when they’d simply run into each other at the student union. But it was no accident that they worked together in the computer lab from then on.

      She tried to clear her mind as much as possible and took a step forward. Toward Adam Raines, who she knew in that moment she was still totally in love with after all these years. Ridiculous. She had to play it cool. This was just a surprise catching-up-with-an-old-friend thing for him.

      She manipulated her mouth into what she hoped was a normal smile. “Adam. How are you?” Her voice cracked on the “you” so she cleared her throat.

      He grinned widely as he reached her. “I’m good. It’s great to see you.”

      He was inches from her—inches! Yes, more than twelve of them, but still, inches!

      Speechless. Her mind had been wiped clean with astonishment. She had to stop gawking.

      “But what are you doing here?” he asked, crow’s feet showing beside his eyes. “You escaped Oklahoma!”

      That reset her brain and she laughed. “Well⁠—”

      “Come here, give me a hug. You know I’m a hugger. It’s been too long. Then we can talk.”

      “I like hugs.” Especially hugs with you.

      “Something we still have in common.” He put his arms out and she walked into them and wrapped her arms around him, breathing in his slightly musky guy smell not quite overpowered by the cinnamon incense. She hadn’t smelled anything like him in ages.

      But that was nothing compared to the way she felt. He was solid and warm and holding her close, and it had been so long since anybody not related to her had hugged her like this.

      He let go and she instantly wished she could just hug him forever. It had felt so natural. They stepped back from each other. His grin was infectious. “You look amazing. But what are you doing here? You left. Why come back?”

      “I’m just back to take care of family stuff.” She found herself unsure what to do with her hands and shoved her fingers into her pockets to keep them still. “You look great, too.” Did he ever.

      “Ah. I hope everything’s okay.” He reached out and touched her arm lightly.

      She wanted him to never stop touching her. “Oh yeah, it’s all fine.”

      Why had she said that? Her dad had just died. It wasn’t fine. But seeing Adam had totally shifted her mind. In college, they’d become the go-to people in all their programming classes and everyone thought they were a couple. One time his wife had come to sit in the lab with them while they worked against a hard deadline and for days afterward people were asking Casey who the heck she was.

      “Are you a record collector now?” he asked. “Need some early Character Flaws?”

      “No, not that,” she said. “I actually heard you buy used records.” She noticed the slight stubble on his chin. She loved stubble. It was enough that she could see it was peppery, just like his sideburns. Yet he still had a healthy amount of hair, with just a mild widow’s peak.

      Why was that sexy on him?

      “We do. Do you have some to sell?” He smiled and his thumbs went to his belt loops.

      “Yeah, potentially quite a few. Hundreds. Thousands? Tens of thousands? I don’t know how to count them.” His most valuable possessions, left behind like a mark on the world.

      His eyebrows went up. “Thousands? Did you inherit a collection?”

      She nodded. “My dad’s.”

      His face softened. “I’m sorry—did he just pass?”

      “Yes, unfortunately.” That sounded so flippant. What was wrong with her? “My, uh, mom’s selling the house and we need to clear out his record room.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      It was still painful for Casey and she said nothing, small shockwaves still coursing through her.

      “I actually just now remember you talking about his collection. Didn’t you plan to do the same with CDs at some point?”

      “CDs. Oh, my God. My dad never bought a CD in his life. He was such a purist.” She closed her eyes, overwhelmed again. Her emotions were suddenly raw and thinking about her dad made her miss him terribly. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. It’s so hard. And weird.”

      “I bet. I haven’t lost anyone important in my life yet. I think about it sometimes, and it seems overwhelming. I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

      “Thanks.”

      They stared at other a moment in silence, Adam’s brow furrowed, until he brought one of his hands up to his chin and rubbed it. “Uh, I assume you brought some of them?”

      “I did. In the car.” Maybe she was handling this okay? But God, he was still as sexy as she’d always remembered him. Her body was responding to him and his obvious enthusiasm at seeing her in ways it hadn’t to anyone in recent memory.

      “Okay, let’s have a peek.” He smiled again and his sapphire blue eyes glowed.

      Casey smiled stupidly back as he brushed past her to open the door. He held it open for her as she followed him out.

      “You can maybe make some moolah,” he said.

      She didn’t exactly need money, being worth millions from a very lucky break with her stock options. Her employer had grown rapidly after the IPO. But she might be able to figure out how to route some of it to her brother, who could use it. Not that she’d tell Adam any of this.

      She leaned over to pop the trunk, blushing when she realized she’d just given him a prime view of her ass. When she turned around he’d been watching her. Had he checked her out? That would be unbelievable. She tugged her shirt down a little at the waist. She was bigger than when he last saw her, and she hadn’t been skinny then.

      He pulled the crate up like it weighed nothing, the muscles in his arms flexing. Last night, she’d struggled to shift it over to make room for the second one Marcus had brought out last night. How was effortlessly picking up a crate sexy? She followed Adam back inside, unable to resist checking out his butt. It filled out his jeans perfectly. Had he taken up running or was it just good genes? Good genes in good jeans.

      She was glad he couldn’t read her mind. Even though back in the day it seemed like he could.
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        * * *

      

      Adam pushed the door open with his back, still holding the crate of albums, and stole another glance at Casey. It was amazing that she was here. When she’d leaned over to pop the trunk, he’d stared at her very grabbable ass, a thought that made him feel like a horny teenager. She was wearing jeans and green Vans with a loose white shirt over a green shell. She was still curvy and wore her dark blond hair long and straight instead of short and spiky like she had in college. She definitely appeared more feminine than she had back then, and he couldn’t help but like the new look. She still had fingernails painted a funky color—blue this time—although the polish wasn’t chipped now like it always was back in college.

      He carried the crate toward the back of the shop, still not quite believing she was in his store. He’d been expecting another boring day in the shop, doing a little inventory, preparing some items for shipment, and finally getting back to his guitar once he got home.

      It was too weird. He didn’t think of her every single day anymore, but she popped into his mind often enough. A few nights before, when working on a song, he’d been seriously curious about what would have happened if he’d left Janine and gone off with Casey when they first met. Before he got Janine pregnant. Obviously he wouldn’t have his kids. But maybe he and Casey would have their own who he’d love just as much. It felt like an evil thought and he’d gone back to his song.

      And now here she was.

      He set the crate on the counter and walked behind it, trying to tone down his grin before turning around. “Let’s see what you got.”

      She smiled but kept her eyes on the crate. Was she being a little shy, or did she think he was a total loser for working in a record shop?

      He flipped through the albums, glad his hands were occupied, because he kept wanting to touch her. “Oh, the Sex Pistols.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Wow—I wouldn’t have expected that. I didn’t even peek in the box before I picked it up. On his desk I saw some Pink Floyd, Aerosmith, and Rolling Stones. Oh, and The Beatles.”

      “Really?” If only the shop wasn’t so dark so he could see her better. He flipped to the next few albums. They were all things he could sell online if not in the shop. He carefully pulled the Sex Pistols record out of its sleeve and inspected it. It was pristine, as were the next two. “Are they all like this? In such good condition?”

      “Probably? I mean, my dad was like that. His record collection was his baby.” She shrugged. “Even more than his own kids.”

      “Yeah, we get a lot of that around here. Obsessive collectors. But this is incredible. I’m so excited to see the rest of the collection. If you just randomly grabbed these, it’s going to be so awesome.”

      Casey smiled, her eyes glowing. “Great.”

      “Seriously. I’m ridiculously excited.” His eyes fell to her left hand that was resting on the counter. No ring. He should ask her out. Even if she was only going to be here for a little while. They could have a little fun. He’d never kissed her, but he’d imagined it plenty of times back in the day.

      But her dad had just died. That wouldn’t be cool.

      “I can tell.”

      “I’ll try to chill out. So what is your plan for the collection?” He pulled another album out to check.

      “We were hoping to sell as many of them as possible.” She leaned in with both elbows on the counter and looked into the box.

      Adam was really wishing there was more light in the shop because all he got was an unsatisfying glimpse of her cleavage.

      “My brother is under the impression that the collection is worth some money.”

      He nodded. “It very likely is, given this tiny sample you’ve brought in. Do you want them back now?”

      “Great,” she said as their gazes connected. “Why don’t you keep them and pay me later?” His heart sped up. God, she was beautiful. She had—had always had—full, red lips, even without lipstick and small, delicate ears. All things he could easily imagine kissing. Not to mention that gorgeous, silky hair which he wanted to run his hand through.

      “Sure.” He didn’t break the eye contact. It had been a long time since he’d been near a woman who stirred him like this. “Also,” he managed, “I might be able to help you out.”

      “Yeah?” she said, still watching him.

      “I could inspect the collection. I can help catalog it and figure out what we can buy from you. Help you box up the rest for donation.”

      And spend a little more time checking you out.

      Her green eyes widened so he could just see the flecks of yellow in them.

      “You do that sort of thing?” she asked.

      “I’m willing to give you special treatment. For an old friend. You’re lucky I was here today. It’s usually my brother, but he’s sick today so I had to cover for him.”

      Casey finally glanced away. Adam noted her slightly pink cheeks and wondered if she was feeling the heat, too.

      She turned back toward him and said, “So, what else have you been up to?”

      “Well, I’m divorced.” A flicker of something crossed over her eyes. “My brother and I own this shop. His son Pete is our only employee.”

      “Nice.”

      “How about you? You finished grad school, right? UCLA?” He already knew this, but he didn’t want to sound like a stalker.

      “Yeah, I did a Master’s in stats. I interned at a few different companies in L.A. and then got recruited by a start-up in Portland. A start-up called InfoQuest. A change of scenery sounded nice, so I went for it.”

      “Oregon?”

      She laughed, a surprisingly girly giggle he’d never forgotten. “Actually, it’s ‘ORA-gun,’ not ‘ora-GONE.’”

      “Oh.” He raised his eyebrows. “Well. Who knew?”

      “Not Okies, that’s for sure.”

      He rested his arms on the counter, wanting to dig deeper. “Do you like it?”

      She nodded. “I do. The company’s doing well and it keeps me busy.”

      Staring into her soulful eyes was distracting him. He shifted his gaze down and took in those adorable freckles. His brain wasn’t working great. “That’s great.”

      “Yeah, it’s always interesting.”

      He needed to think of something sensible to say. He didn’t want her to leave. She wasn’t carrying the conversation herself, but she didn’t seem in a hurry to leave. “What do you, uh, actually do? Do you use your degrees?”

      Laugh lines appeared in the corners of her eyes. “Have you heard of data science?”

      He shook his head. He knew from LinkedIn that that was in her job title—Principal Data Scientist—but he had no idea what it actually meant.

      “It’s a sort of new hybrid field that requires math and stats, programming and some domain knowledge.”

      “Domain knowledge?”

      “You know, like expert knowledge in a particular area, like finance or sales data.”

      Obviously. He managed a smile. “Of course.”

      She nodded. She didn’t say anything else, but she didn’t turn to leave. She always had been a little shy, and it had been a long time for them. Maybe she didn’t know what to say.

      “That actually sounds pretty cool,” he said. He truly thought it did. It sounded like you had to be really smart to do it, and intelligent women had always been a turn-on for him. Well, smart girls, because that was primarily in high school and early college, before Janine, but same difference. Janine wasn’t academically inclined, but she’d been nice back then. And now. Not so much in between.

      “It is. I love it. It’s a little bit of everything, all mixed up so you don’t get bored with any one thing.” She pushed her hair back over her ears. “So how did you end up here? You must have finished your degree—you were only two semesters away, right? Weren’t you going to teach?”

      “Ah, plans. Actually, I didn’t finish right away. After Janine got pregnant, I had to go back to full time at the bank. I did eventually finish, but a few years later. Then I did get my teaching certificate and taught high school math. Until we got divorced. Four years ago.” The rawness had rankled him after the divorce, but he couldn’t summon even an ounce of the feeling anymore. “I moved in with Greg—my brother, you might remember—and pondered teaching again here, but instead got back into my music.” His music had languished during his marriage.

      “I hope you still write,” she said earnestly.

      “I do. I was writing loads of pitiful songs, feeling sorry for my divorced self, and decided to go in with my brother on the shop. It was nice to get back closer to music. I’d gotten away from it for a while.” He really regretted letting Janine take that away from him.

      “Now you’re surrounded by it all the time. That’s great.” She gave him a half-smile. “I’ve fallen out of the fold. I rather abruptly stopped caring about music a few years ago.”

      “Really? Altogether?” That was the main thing they’d had in common back in college. Or, at least, it was what they primarily talked about. Though it had often felt like they were talking about it just for an excuse to spend time together.

      “Well, I still listen to it a lot, but I’m pretty much stuck with my CD collection circa 2005. I rarely find a new band I can get emotional about.”

      “Ah, surely it’s a matter of exposure. I can probably turn you on to some new stuff you’d like.” Just saying those three words, “turn you on,” had a bit of a physical effect on him below the belt. He found himself staring at her neck, soft and inviting and ever-so-slightly pink. She fiddled with her Apple Watch strap.

      “You probably could.”

      “Yeah.” He paused. “I’ll make you a mixtape flash drive.”

      “Great.” They stared at each other for a moment before she broke the silence. “So, were you serious about helping out with the collection?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I was. Why don’t you give me your phone number and I’ll call you so you have my number too?”

      She recited it while he put it in his phone, and he send a quick text message, unable to resist putting a smiley in there, because that’s how he felt about connecting with her again.

      “Got it,” she said.

      “I’ll give you a call after I talk to Greg to see when he’s available and we can make a plan.”

      “Great.” She sounded totally enthusiastic about this plan, which made him ridiculously happy.

      “Hey.” His pulse picked up. “How long are you in town for, anyway?”

      “However long it takes. My brother and I have to get the house ready to sell, which involves lots of upgrading and such.”

      “Excellent.” He was still distracted by her green eyes.

      She shifted her gaze over his shoulder, which made him curious about what she was thinking, and said, “Okay, so I’ll expect to hear from you in the next couple days?”

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded and turned toward the door.

      He didn’t want her to go. “Hey, Casey?”

      When she turned back around, he thought he saw an expectant look in her eyes. “Yeah?”

      He smiled again, realizing he hadn’t smiled so much in ages. “It was really great seeing you. I can’t wait to catch up even more.”

      “Me, too.” Then she walked her fine self out of the store. He couldn’t help but watch her jean pockets swaying side to side, but he was thinking about how cool it was going to be to find out what she had been up to for the last eighteen years.
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      After getting back from the record store, Casey went into the record room to really check it out. It was weird being in here. Except for a few minutes the previous night, the last time had been when she was in elementary school, when she would sit in here and do homework while her dad worked on his collection. He always had some music on, though he never listened to it loud. She ached a little, thinking about him.

      It truly was an impressive collection, filling the house’s fourth bedroom. Her dad had floor-to-ceiling shelves on three walls, entirely full of albums. Against the other wall sat a large table that served as a desk and a smaller table with his record player. There was a little dust on the cover since it hadn’t been touched for the last few months. She closed her eyes and focused on not thinking too much. There were stacks of boxes and milk crates all overflowing with records in front of some of the shelves and on either side of the table. A couple of small stacks of albums perched on top of the desk. The warm, musty smell of old cardboard hovered around her.

      Casey carefully navigated her way over to the desk. The taupe fabric-covered chair was facing out. She sat down and spun it, just like she had when she was eleven. The last time her dad had caught her, she’d been banned from the record room for life. That still stung. Her knee crashed into a stack of boxed before she was all the way around, bringing her back to now, and she had to pull her legs in to turn the chair toward the table. A large three-ring binder lay open. Pages covered with her dad’s very precise writing burst from the binder. Just a few months ago, he would have been sitting here, working away. She teared up, picturing him. A stack of Pink Floyd and Aerosmith records sat to the left. On the right were more Pink Floyd and other classic rock.

      Casey traced the triangle on the Dark Side of the Moon album with her finger, leaving a trail in the three months’ worth of dust. She took a big breath and blew across the pages and albums, waving her hand to clear the large cloud of dust that made it hard to breathe.

      Her dad had been an electrical engineering professor but still managed to make time for his one true love, his record collection. It had always been that way, even when Casey was young. The collection wasn’t so big then. But he’d never had as much time for her or Marcus as he did for his records. Back then, it wasn’t something a kid really noticed. But it was pretty clear later, and it had hurt. Even so, he had favored her because of her affinity for science and math over soft-hearted and sociable Marcus, who he clearly believed was useless, based on snide comments he regularly made. For Casey, it was all cold approval. “Excellent work, Casey. Now let’s see if you can test out of calculus.” Stuff like that.

      But it was worth it. He’d loved her in his way, and without him she probably never would have gotten as far in life—in her career—as she had.

      Marcus would say she was making excuses for him again, but she believed it.

      It was weird being in there. Before homework, she’d sit on the floor and talk to him. He’d let her prattle on, mostly ignoring her. The fact that he’d tolerated her was good enough for her then. She wondered if Marcus had ever done that. Maybe that was the problem between them—they’d never bonded even that much. Either way, her dad was never really all that nice.

      It was still painful to think of him being gone, especially being in this room, with the things he loved the most. And it was extra hard with her mom moving on so quickly. She leaned back and smelled the musty room and remembered the last time she’d seen her dad, at Christmas.

      What would he have thought of Adam?

      Probably not much. But she thought he was as sexy as ever. She’d never be able to smell cinnamon incense again and not think of seeing him for the first time in eighteen years.

      Not that she was likely to encounter cinnamon incense any time soon. Not exactly something that was used in her social circle.

      Casey wandered downstairs again and into the extra room, the former playroom, now a makeshift office and TV room. She fell into the recliner.

      God, they had a lot to do. She found herself sticking her tongue out in disgust. Making sense of her mom’s (and dad’s) mess was going to be a chore. She was used to things being at least relatively orderly. Outside the record room, her dad had not been organized. Some newspapers were piled next to the chair, so she picked up the one on the top of the stack. It was open to a review of a concert with the Character Flaws, her favorite band in college, still going strong. Her dad had liked them, too. A smile stretched across her face. She skimmed the review and found that it was apparently a pretty good show, reminiscent of the early days of the band. They were still jumping around like twenty-year-olds and hadn’t lost their form in their “old age,” as the reviewer had put it—tongue-in-cheek since he didn’t look all that young himself.

      Casey squinted at the picture and her eyes landed on the byline. Adam!

      She closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair, newspaper to her chest. He was haunting her, and she kind of liked it.

      Her phone rang. It was a local number so she picked it up.

      “Hi, Casey, how are you?”

      Adam. Again. She couldn’t believe it. Her heart started pitter-pattering as her emotions bubbled up. There was some weird hope mixed in there. Like she had any chance of being with him. She tried to calm herself down. And utterly failed.

      “Oh, hey,” she said. Be cool. Don’t let him know how fast the old heart is beating.

      “I was thinking—do you want to go out to dinner tomorrow night?”

      There was that fluttery hope again, just like when he’d said he was divorced, but she knew it wasn’t a good idea. She couldn’t let herself fall for him all over again. She was happy being single. Her life was simple. Besides, he probably was just being friendly, not interested in anything more. Even if he was, she was only in town for a short while, so what would be the point? She wasn’t a fling kind of woman.

      Except, maybe she was. Maybe it had just been lack of opportunity.

      He added, “We didn’t really get that much of a chance to catch up today.”

      She shouldn’t. But. But, but, but. “Sure, yeah, sure.” God, she was being an idiot, just like in the store. “Yeah, that sounds like fun. You can tell me about your daughter.”

      “Actually, daughters,” he said. “Emma came along two years after Bailey. I have a young son, too.”

      “Ah.” Wow, three kids. Janine must be happy. And to think it could have been Casey with his three kids if things had been different. Her heart twisted at the thought of how different her life could have been. “You can tell me about all of them and I’ll tell you all about ... well, whatever you want to know.” She added, “I have a cat,” and instantly regretted it.

      It made him laugh, something that clearly came from deep in his chest so you could tell it was real. It took her right back to their conversations in college. They’d had such a connection.

      “Sounds great. What’s your cat’s name?”

      “Newton.”

      “Nice,” he said, a smile in his voice. “You can tell me all about Newton’s antics. Do you like seafood?”

      “Okay, not to be a snob,” she said in the snobbiest voice she could muster, “but I’m not going to come from Portland to a landlocked state and get seafood.”

      “Ha.” He was obviously still smiling. “Makes sense. What do you have in mind?”

      “Pizza?” While she talked, she wove the comforter between her fingers.

      “That sounds perfect. And by the way, I can come over tomorrow to start looking at your collection, if you’ll be available.”

      “Perfect.”

      They said goodbye and ended their call, her mind racing. This was kind of like a date.

      No, it wasn’t. It was just two old friends catching up over dinner. She needed to keep that at the top of her mind.

      What would her dad think of Adam? she wondered again. He’d ask why a guy would bother to get a math degree if he was just going to work in a record shop. Which was a little weird considering how important music had been to him. He might have had more respect for the songwriting, however.

      Well, she knew what she thought of Adam. He was as attractive to her as he’d been two decades earlier. There was no doubt about that. And she knew what her father would think of the fact that Casey wanted Adam. “It’ll kill your career.”

      She was probably lucky Adam had been married in college, as her dad was right. She never would have moved to California for her Master’s and never would have been able to get to Portland if they’d gotten together. She never would have gotten all those ridiculous stock options which exploded after the IPO. She would have stayed in Oklahoma and things would be okay, like the license plates of her childhood used to say, but not great. And Portland was great.

      Yeah, things were the best they could be.

      Casey peered at the binder she’d brought downstairs with her. This must be a log of her dad’s purchases. She saw lists of bands and albums, with codes like G/VG and VG/E next to them followed by a number with two decimal places. Those were probably codes or what condition the albums were in, but she didn’t know why there were two of them.

      Casey sighed. This was going to take some serious time.

      However. She’d get to spend time with Adam, so it was going to be worth it. If it didn’t break her heart.
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      “So, what’s it like to own a record store?” Casey asked just as Adam took a bite of pizza. “Sorry.”

      “Mmm.” He rocked his head back and forth as he chewed, seemingly trying to speed the process up. His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. How could even that be sexy?

      They were sitting at Marzio’s a local chain they had sometimes eaten at back in college days. She lowered her gaze to the green and blue of his plaid shirt. She picked up a napkin and wiped her fingers, knowing they’d get greasy again when she pulled another piece off the pizza between them. She needed to do something with her hands, even though things were going well and she shouldn’t be nervous. It was probably excitement more than nerves. Because catching up with Adam felt incredible. She was viscerally remembering how she felt around him in college.

      “Well, you meet some characters,” Adam finally said. “But we make most of our money online.”

      “Oh, yeah? Do you sell on Amazon?” She pulled the inevitably greasy next slice onto her plate, the kick of the pepperoni wafting up her nose.

      He nodded, pizza in hand. “Yeah, they have a nice program where you can send stuff to their warehouses and they ship with Prime. But there are some specialty websites record aficionados use and we sell our more specialized stock through them.”

      “Cool. How do you find good stuff to sell? I’ve always wondered about that.” Rationally, she knew this wasn’t really that interesting, but she was still captivated by everything he was saying.

      She took a bite of her slice and focused on resetting her mind while she chewed. She needed to be calm and ask good questions. This wasn’t a job interview. She shouldn’t pressure herself. Just relax.

      “There’s an art to it, for sure. Greg, Pete—that’s my nephew—and I make a habit of stopping by every thrift shop and garage sale we run across. Estate sales can be the best, if you stumble across a collector’s life’s work. Still, you have to get a sense of what’s worth buying and what isn’t. One of the problems with selling thrift store finds—and records in general—is that it can take a while. We call those long-tail sales.” He sounded a little excited.

      “Ah.” Casey picked up another piece of pizza, noting with horror that she had three uneaten pieces on her plate. She’d taken a couple bites out of one, but now she had two untouched. What an idiot. She needed to get her head out of her ass. “Uh, so is that how you get everything?”

      He finished off a breadstick and said, “We also keep an eye out for clearance items at retail stores and stuff like that. Sometimes it’s a matter of holding on to things for a while until supply dwindles or demands comes back up for another reason. A tour, somebody dies, whatever. Thus, the long tail.”

      Casey nodded. She couldn’t think of anything else to ask. The sparkle in his eyes was too distracting. She focused on her pizza. Finish that first slice. Hopefully Adam hadn’t noticed her pile of pieces.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, reaching over to rest his fingertips on her wrist. “I must be boring you to death. I didn’t invite you out to talk business. I do love to talk about it.”

      Her heart lifted at the physical contact. Also, this meant he had definitely wanted to see her—and not just out of some sense of obligation. “No, it’s fine. You’ve become a proper businessman. Without the suit.”

      “Thank goodness.” He laughed and pulled his hand back, pretending he was wiping sweat off his brow. “Whew,” he added. He took a bite of pizza.

      “You don’t like suits?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Whenever I would think about you, I’d imagine you in a suit.” She winced inside. That might be revealing too much.

      “That’s just because I was always heading to my bank shift right after class.” There was a pause and he cocked his head to the side. “You used to think of me?”

      How to recover? “Any time I thought about OU, there you were. We were good friends.”

      “Yes, we were.” He smiled at her and his blue eyes locked onto hers.

      There went her stupid heart. Boom boom. “I ... uh, so, tell me about your music.” That was a decent save.

      “Oh,” he said, eyes wide. He sounded a little surprised at the topic change. “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      “Just, you know, everything. What do you write?”

      He grinned sheepishly. “Well, you’d be surprised. I’ve written several songs that actually sold.”

      “Oh, yeah? That’s cool. Anything I’d have heard?” That was amazing. She knew a real songwriter. The twenty-year-old inside was borderline giddy, all ready to fangirl.

      “I doubt it. Do you know Meltcore?”

      “No,” Casey said.

      “They’re a Texas-based group. Not bad, actually, for straight-up pop. That’s the part I figured would really surprise you.”

      “You’ve written pop songs? The Adam I remember—you know, the one in the suit—wouldn’t have been caught dead listening to ‘straight-up pop.’” She couldn’t help but tease him.

      He had started laughing at the suit comment and leaned back before turning away. “No. I was way too cool for that, wasn’t I?”

      Had she made him feel bad? “You were an inspiration.”

      “As I recall, you were too cool for pop yourself.” He seemed back to his happy self.

      She nodded. “God, my college self would be so ashamed of now me. Now I just listen to whatever my Echo plays from my ancient collection.”

      “Really? I still keep up, and my tolerance has definitely expanded.” He shook his head. “I’m sure college me would be ashamed of current me, too.”

      Casey laughed, picturing both of their college selves sharing a disgusted look. “I guess that’s what growing up is all about. Shedding coolness as you march into your walker days.”

      “Ha. Very true. Shed your progressive values along the way, too.”

      “Definitely. I still hope that doesn’t happen.” The first few notes of an old Principal Pike song started from the restaurant’s system. “Oh, my, God!”

      Adam grinned and looked up at the ceiling. “Good timing. Still in my top five.”

      “Me, too.” She’d been carried mentally back to college instantly. Somehow she needed to bring herself back to the present. “So what were your songs about?”

      “Hmm?” His fingers were tapping the beat on the table.

      “Your songs. What were they about?” She took another bite of her pizza.

      “The million dollar question,” he said before tapping her foot with his. “Lost love, mostly.”

      Casey’s face warmed, which was ridiculous. Even if by some chance he’d felt that way about her then, it was very unlikely that he was still pining for her to the point of writing songs about her. Ridiculous.

      But she could still hope.

      He was quiet as he finished off another slice of pizza. He glanced down. “We murdered that pizza, didn’t we?” There was nothing on the pan or their plates except for a couple crusts Casey had left on hers.

      She smiled and pulled a napkin out of the dispenser and wiped down the faux wood table before stacking everything but Adam’s plate on the pizza tray, dropping the napkins on it, as well. What was going to happen next?

      “I heard one of them on the radio once,” Adam said, his eyes lighting up with his smile. “It was sort of wild.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “Nice. Do you have recordings of them? I’d love to hear them.”

      “I’ll play them for you some time when we’re not in a public place.”

      “I can’t wait.” She meant it. She could just ask him for the names of the songs and look them up herself, but it would be fun to hear them with him.

      “You can’t wait, huh? What, for us to not be in a public place, or to hear the songs?” He touched her wrist again for a second.

      She felt herself blush again. He was teasing, but it was both. Soon he’d be at her house. It would just be for business purposes, but she hadn’t had a lot of boys—or men—in her homes over the years. Especially one she liked as much as this one.

      Because she was as smitten with the older Adam as she’d been with the college one.
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      Adam couldn’t believe what he was doing. Would he just shut up about himself already? “But yeah, I’ll play them for you some time.” He wasn’t going to admit to having them on his phone just yet. He wasn’t a braggart. “But I’ve been talking your ear off. Why don’t you tell me something about you? How was L.A.?”

      She nodded, gaze still on the pizza tray. She was wearing a loose tunic, showing more of her neck than he’d see when she was in her t-shirts in college. He could see just the edge of her bra. Blue, which caught him a little off guard. Did she have on matching panties?

      “Oh, it was good,” she said. “I mean, it was hard. I think it’s pretty difficult to go from a regular state school to a sort of fancy school. I mean, technically still a state school, but in a very different state. I struggled at first. But then I got in the groove of things and learned a ton.”

      Shifting his mind to this topic was good. A smart woman like her. “I bet. So you said you worked for some companies in the area before moving to Portland?” He knew this from LinkedIn, but she’d mentioned it, too. Why oh why couldn’t she live here? She was everything he loved in a woman.

      She smiled and it lit up her green eyes. “Just as an intern. But it’s so expensive there. Moving seemed like a great idea.” She pushed her hair behind her ear.

      “There wasn’t anything worth staying for?” Surely she’d had a boyfriend or something. Had she ever been married?

      “No, not really.” She shrugged.

      What was wrong with the men in Portland and L.A.? But he also was a little relieved, which made him feel guilty. Who was he to care about her past relationships? He had thought about it over the years, wondering who she was seeing and what he was like. But having her in front of him made it a little more real, and he knew it was none of his business. “So, tell me about the work you actually do? Math, programming, and domain knowledge. What’s it like?”

      Her very kissable mouth moved slightly around the straw as she drank some of her coke. “It’s a mishmash of things. We spend most of our time prepping the data we’re working with. Cleaning it, making new variables, and actually getting to know the data, running various stats on it and stuff like that.”

      “That sounds pretty cool.” He really thought it did. She was so smart, she must be doing some really interesting work. He was a little jealous. Running a record shop didn’t exactly challenge the mind much. He had run some analytics on their web traffic and sales, but it wasn’t on the same level.

      Not that his work was bad. He did love being in the music world and there was definite flexibility.

      She looked back at the pizza tray. “It is. And the weird thing is I’m a lead now, so I sort of manage people. I’m not technically a manager, but I have to make sure everybody’s stuff gets done and all that. Managers there are really hands-off.”

      “I’m not surprised,” he said. “You were always destined for big things.”

      Casey snorted and then covered her mouth and nose. “You sound like a grandma.”

      He laughed, took a sip of coke, and put his hands on the table.

      “How’s your apple pie usually turn out?” she asked, eyeing him again. He loved the way she was with him. They had already reached that comfortable point, almost like she’d never left.

      “Ha, ha.” Her cheeks had some definite color to them. Was she wearing makeup? He’d be surprised, but people changed. “Terrible. I can’t bake to save my life. Now, a pot roast, I’m good.”

      She picked up the napkin she’d dropped into the pizza tray and started tearing it into little bits. “Really? I never cook. I mean, I’m theoretically capable, I just don’t.”

      Was she nervous? He didn’t remember a napkin-shredding habit from before. “What do you do?”

      “Frozen meals and take-out teriyaki, pretty much.” She shrugged. “Actually, I work late a lot and just don’t eat half the time. You’d think I’d lose some weight, but it seems like it’s here to stay.”

      Oh, God. Not that topic. She must be nervous. “The important question
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