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      Hello to my new and seasoned readers!

      I always want to start my Author’s Note with “look here, now. This is my book and that’s the that on that,” but I’ve decided to act semi-professional for this release. I’ll save all the thanks and what-not for my acknowledgements (search for yourself at the end of this book), but first and foremost, I have to thank those who have picked this book out of the thousands, nay millions of books you could have chosen. I love and adore you for doing so and it is my sincere hope that you enjoy it. 

      If you’ve been reading me for some time, you will recognize this title and these characters. This book was originally published in 2016, shortly after I released my debut, Brunch at Ruby’s. It was originally a fan fiction story that I felt would translate well if I released it for a mainstream audience. Also, I wanted to have a backlist, and this was already written. However, 2016 DL White didn’t know as much as 2020 DL White. In no way did that title represent my best work and after a few years on the market, I delisted it. I had no plans to bring this book back. 

      But Preston and Angie stayed on my mind. I am in love with these people! The scenes that I cut, the meaning and nuance and the fun of this novel niggled at me. “You could do this and add this and change this and re-release it!” rolled through my head nonstop for over a year. Writers know—when an idea won’t leave you alone, you have no choice but to chase it. So, I chased it.

      I tore this book apart. Deleted a lot. Added a lot. Rewrote a lot. Sent it to betas. Got some amazing (seriously, I learned so much) feedback and insight from betas and editors. What results is a book I am supremely proud to publish with my name on the cover and offer for sale.

      If you read this book the first time around, I hope you’ll give Preston and Angie a second run. So much has changed, so much more has been added and the story extends past where the book originally ended. More than that, it’s a fun romp between two people that don’t know they love each other. Fortunately, everyone else in their lives does.

      Some housekeeping:

      •	This book is a standalone novel. I will not be writing about any other couples in this book.

      •	This book is present tense, first person. I write books how they come to me and that’s how this book came to me. If that’s not your jam, return this title. Retailers make this very simple.

      •	This book is single point of view, from the heroine’s perspective. I attempted to write from Preston’s POV, but he didn’t talk to me like Angie talked to me and it wasn’t nearly as interesting. I also felt that Preston’s POV gives away too much. His arc was fun to write, specifically from the point of view of someone that hasn’t liked him in a long time. 

      I do hope you love this novel and that you’ll share your love in a review at your favorite retail site and Goodreads! 

      xoxo,

      DL White
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      The clack of Cole Haan oxfords cuts through the din of nineties R&B and bar noise before I see him. Preston Reid moves through Prime like he owns the square footage—and given how long we've been coming here, he might as well.

      He struts in wearing a grey and black Varvatos suit, impeccable and understated, the kind of look that makes people look twice, then pretend they didn't. His pecan skin catches the low amber light above the bar. Bushy but maintained brows frame whiskey brown eyes, the skin around them creasing when he spots our table and smiles. His goatee is neatly trimmed, hair bearing the fresh lines of his weekly cut—his barber takes his time with a styling sponge, crafting perfectly formed twist curls that sit just so.

      Well-veined hands dwarf my shoulders as he bends to brush thick lips across my cheek. Creed Aventus and mint from fresh toothpaste waft over my shoulder.

      “Evening, Evangeline.” He pulls out the chair beside me, settles into it, and takes a longer-than-necessary look at the wine glass in front of me. “Started early, did we?”

      I shoot a look across the table at Morgan Davis — my oldest friend and the only reason I tolerate Preston Reid, but she doesn't catch it. Or she catches it and lets it go, because beside her is Nate, the love of her life, and tonight Nate has her full attention. When Morgan called earlier to ask if he could drop by and interrupt our standing Monday night date, I thought nothing of it. I've known Nate as long as I've known Morgan, and he always picks up a round.

      But he's still here, and now so is Preston, and the table feels smaller than it did an hour ago.

      “What's goin' on, man?” Preston greets Nate with a fist bump.

      “All good. Thanks for coming.” Nate tips his chin toward the bar. “Order up.”

      Before he can raise a hand, the waitress materializes at Preston's elbow. Women pick up his frequency the way a radio locks onto a signal. She's young and curvy, her tawny skin on display in a crop top and a short skirt with a slit up the side. Silky blonde weave, ample chest, a smile she's aiming directly at him. She laughs too hard at something he hasn't even said yet, just at the way he looks at her.

      Earn that tip, honey.

      “I'll take another, please.” I lift my nearly empty wine glass.

      Preston leans in, voice dropping. “Pace yourself, Evangeline. It doesn't take long to get wine drunk.”

      “If being drunk drowned out the sound of your voice, I'd do shots.”

      I rotate my chair a few degrees away from him. Not dramatic, just enough. He doesn't get to mutter over my shoulder.

      Preston laughs like I've handed him a gift, then orders a bottle of I-4, an IPA brewed in Orlando. As the waitress heads off, she tosses a glance back over her shoulder to see if he's watching.

      He is.

      Pig.

      I shift my attention to the couple across the table, both of them lit up in a way that has nothing to do with the bar's lighting. “Date night has been derailed. I get one night a week with Morgan and I have to spend it with—” I tip my head toward Preston without looking at him. “Him. I am not happy.”

      “I know! Sorry.” Morgan doesn't look sorry at all. “We have an announcement, and we wanted you both here for it.”

      She pauses, cutting her eyes to Nate. He gives her a small nod.

      “We're getting married!”

      Her left hand lands flat on the table. A sparkling oval center diamond catches the light, mounted on a platinum band with half-carat side diamonds all the way around. It pulls the eye the way a spotlight does. Knowing Morgan, she designed it herself down to the millimeter, because Morgan Davis has never left something this important to chance.

      She is fresh-faced and caramel-toned, with a cheery energy that makes strangers trust her on sight. The daughter of Kathryn Davis, an Orlando-famous stage actress, and literally a drama queen by trade, Morgan majored in Theater Arts at UCF and now casts productions at Universal Studios. Theatrics didn't skip a generation.

      Dramatic reveal and all, this news is not…well, it's not news. Nathan McCord and Morgan Davis have been attached at the hip since they were children. I'd genuinely forgotten they weren't already married.

      “Okay! That is absolutely worth derailing date night.” I reach across and take her hand, tilting the ring toward the light. It earns every second of my attention before I let her go.

      Preston glances at it, then nods at Nate. “Congrats, man. It's about time.”

      “Yes, let's toast.” I raise my glass, but Morgan sits up straighter and flips her waist-length ombré faux locs back over her shoulder.

      “Hold that toast, best friend.”

      Inwardly, I groan. There are eight of us in our group. Some are family, like Preston's brother, and some are friends we collected in college and the years after, but the four people at this table are the original unit. We've known each other most of our lives. Whatever comes next, Preston and I are both in the room for a reason.

      “Angie, I'd love for you to be my Maid of Honor.”

      “Oh my God! Yes, obviously.” I beam and grab both her hands across the table.

      “And Preston,” Nate starts, but Preston is already waving him off.

      “Say no more. Best Man on deck.”

      I'm already calculating the hours between now and whenever this wedding happens, and how many of them I'll have to spend within arm's length of him.

      “Good! Perfect.” Morgan leans in, her voice dropping like she's about to propose something she knows she has to sell. “Because we were thinking—just hear us out, because we were thinking...”

      She pauses and looks to Nate. He shakes his head with a quiet laugh, then rests a thick forearm on the table and takes over.

      “We want to go away for the wedding.”

      “Eloping?” My voice goes up an octave. I pull my hands back. “You two have waited decades to get married and we don't get to do the wedding thing with you? I know, I know—it's about you and what you want, and if that's what you want⁠—”

      “Not eloping.” Morgan cuts me off before I can get a full head of steam. “A destination wedding. Somewhere totally cool, and everyone who can make it comes with us. Nate and I will split the cost with our parents and make it a real event. This would be the perfect excuse for a group trip. Doesn't that sound fun?”

      She watches me with that look she has: hopeful, wide-eyed, already half in love with her own idea. She's always been the dreamer, the wisher, the one who still believes the best version of things is the one that happens. She wants me to not only love this but need it.

      I've always been the one who pops her balloons.

      But I can't find a balloon to pop. Time away, sun, hopefully on an island…I feel myself already somewhere else, something cold and tropical in my hand.

      Nate is part-owner of a private children's clinic he took over when his father retired. He and Morgan live in Vizcaya, a gated community of retired athletes and musicians in an upscale suburb of Orlando. These are not people who do things halfway.

      If they're treating, I'm in.

      “Okay, now we're talking. Where are you thinking? Mexico? The Bahamas?”

      Nate glances sideways at Preston, and whatever passes between them lands like a stone in still water. That look. I know that look. The ominous feeling rising in my chest tells me Preston and I are not here as first notification.

      “We started looking and got overwhelmed fast,” Nate says. “So here's our idea: why not leave the venue research and planning to our Best Man—” He winks at Preston.

      “And Maid of Honor.” He finishes it with that warm, open, pediatrician smile that makes six-year-olds feel safe but is doing nothing for me right now.

      “I'm sorry.” I shake my head. “No.”

      “Angie—”

      My brows climb. “Morgan! No. Not with⁠—”

      “Why do you think we've been together for decades without getting married?” Nate's voice doesn't rise. It doesn't have to. His espresso brown eyes go dark, and every word lands. “We're together whether we have that piece of paper or not. We don't need a wedding, so if we're doing this, we're doing it the way we want. Fun. Unique. Different.” He grins, brief and self-aware. “You know Morgan and me. We're boring.”

      “You both know us better than anyone,” Morgan adds, leaning forward. “The thought of answering a thousand questions from some stranger when my best friend can practically read my mind…I can't. I don't want formal. I don't want stiff. I want something worth remembering, and you two will come up with things we'd never think of on our own.”

      “You don't have to sell me.” Preston leans back, easy. “I'm in. Hawaii. Right on the beach. Sunset luau, pig roast, hula girls, grass skirts, drums going in the background⁠—”

      “Fuck. No.”

      Heads turn. My face goes hot. Our corner of Prime goes quiet. I take a breath and lean in so this asshole can hear me.

      “I don't know about your best friend, but mine is not getting married three feet from a roasted pig with an apple jammed in its mouth while I stand there in a cheap grass skirt. You're out of your mind.”

      “Hey.” Preston spreads his hands. “I'm throwing out ideas, not whining about a wedding that isn't even mine, Evangeline.”

      “Stop that.” I slap the table. “You're the only person who still calls me Evangeline. You know I hate it.”

      My hackles are up. He knows it; that was the goal.

      Preston and I cannot share a room for more than a few minutes without it coming to this. This is our dance. It has been our dance for two decades. Same steps, different music.

      Morgan reaches across and rests her hand on mine. I pull my arm back and drain the last of my wine glass in one go, then shoot my arm up to flag the waitress across the room.

      “Look, money's not really a problem, but…” Nate shakes his head at Preston. “Hawaii kills the budget and the flight is ridiculous. That's not the vibe. Somewhere elegant for the wedding but fun enough for a real vacation. Laid back. Rule number one.”

      “I know this is a lot.” Morgan's voice softens. “But if you two help us with this, we will never ask you to work together again.”

      “Promise?” Preston and I say it at the same time. I cut my eyes at him. He glares back.

      The waitress delivers a fresh round. Nate's on call, so she refills his iced tea. I pull a mouthful of Pinot Noir. It goes down warm, and I'm trying to remember whether this is my second or third glass. The last thing I want is for Preston to watch me get wine-drunk, so I decide to stop here.

      But then Preston pivots to the waitress and pulls out his best material. Her laughter rolls out in long, obnoxious waves, filling the space around our table.

      Nothing kills the edge like alcohol.

      I order another glass.

      I hate him.
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      “Then Preston threw out that Hawaiian wedding idea. A pig roast? Gross.”

      My mother's laughter is tinny on the other end of the line. She's on speaker so my dad can chime in too. We live fifteen minutes apart, but I talk to her every day on my way to work.

      Nate bought a round of shots to celebrate when his on-call shift ended, so I'm dragging ass. Unfortunately, I have to be in the office, and I'm praying I don't pick up anything new. I'm overloaded.

      Flanning & Rourke, LLP is a law services firm providing legal counsel in civil and commercial litigation. The bulk of my work falls squarely into the civil matters column.

      Preston's uncle, Wayne Reid, is well-known around Orlando. Though he's been consulting for a Wall Street firm for a number of years, he had enough ties back home to make sure Preston summered with big-name firms right after his first year of law school. Preston snagged a clerkship with a US district court judge, after which Perry Law Group, a prestigious downtown firm offering a wide array of legal services, handpicked him.

      I couldn't get Perry to look at the bottom of my shoe.

      Preston is a skilled attorney with a breadth of knowledge and experience that would afford him lucrative employment virtually anywhere he chose to go, so long as he dropped his uncle's name. Despite opportunities to work on retainer for mid-sized Orlando corporations, or fight cases that would put him on the six o'clock news, Preston stayed in Orlando, near friends and family. That proximity has made it easy for him to track down cases I'm working and get himself hired as opposing counsel.

      He has beat my ass every time.

      The best my law school grades and connections could get me was an internship at Flanning & Rourke. My father sold a BMW to Gregory Rourke and dropped a hint that I'd been looking for an opportunity.

      I took a liking to Gregory and his partner, Doug Flanning. The variety of work that filtered through their doors meant there was never a dull day. They offered me a position after I graduated from law school. The pay was moderate and the office was nothing like I'd imagined, but it gave me the stability I needed at the time.

      My father's Parkinson's diagnosis, and how fast the stages changed, hit like a freight train. I needed work close to home, something that wouldn't bury me while we worked out treatment plans and schedules for getting him to and from the hospital.

      I hadn't planned to stay at Flanning & Rourke more than a few years, but seven years later, I'm pulling into a parking lot full of divots and gravel.

      A Honda pulls into the space next to me and Troy bounces out, waving in greeting. Troy is a shorter, rounder, less arrogant version of Preston, a few years out of law school and a fellow associate. His grades weren't terrible, but they were unimpressive, and it took him three tries to pass the bar. He has bucked Preston's trend of leaning on family connections.

      “If he gets me a job and I fail, it hurts him more than it hurts me,” he told me once. “I need to turn this around for myself.”

      After refusing help from everyone else and striking out at several firms around Orlando, he finally let me put in a word for him at F&R. That he chose the harder road instead of the easier one tells me everything I need to know about the kind of man Troy is, and why I like him infinitely better than his brother.

      I sign off with my mother, toss the phone into my bag, grab my heels from the backseat, and walk to the grayish stone building beside him.

      “Morning.”

      “Back atcha. You look rough.”

      “I am rough. It was a late night.”

      “Preston came by the house on his way to work. Said you guys hung out.”

      My stomach turns. I didn't want to think about him this early. “It wasn't the highlight of my evening.”

      Troy's head bobs with laughter. Our contentious relationship is a running source of amusement for him. At the rear door he pulls a badge from his pocket, swipes it across the reader, and holds the door open after it beeps. We head down the hall into the kitchen.

      I drop into one of the chairs around a table covered in sweet treats and kick off my sneakers. The receptionist is a middle-aged woman who loves to bake and brings in whatever her grandchildren don't finish. I slip into a pair of black Ferragamo pumps, stand, smooth the wrinkles from my dress, and join Troy at the coffee pot.

      “You heard about the wedding Nate and Morgan talked us into planning?”

      Troy nods with a sympathetic smile.

      “They conveniently waited until I'd already had a glass of wine to spring it on me. Preston threw out this stupid Hawaii idea⁠—”

      “He mentioned you weren't into it.”

      I snort.

      “Okay,” Troy adds, “he said you screamed at him. But also that Nate shut it down.”

      “Because Nate has class.”

      I cannot stop thinking about posing for wedding photos next to an animal on a spit. Troy fills my cup, leaving room for cream and sugar, which I add with zero restraint. If I'm not eating the goodies on the table, I'm drinking sugary coffee.

      “I'm not looking forward to this. Weddings are mostly about the bride. Preston will fight every idea I have, even though I know Morgan better than anyone. And he's going to plan the most...” I shudder. “The most gauche and déclassé bachelor party for Nate.”

      “Bachelor parties are pretty déclassé by nature.” Troy snickers, curling his top lip. “Only women throw those respectable bachelorette parties.”

      I sink into the memory of the dark-skinned cowboy I hired for the last one I planned. Stetson, rippling muscles, a deep voice that vibrated low in my body. He grabbed me and spun me into his arms and ground his⁠—

      I snap back to find Troy staring. I wipe away whatever expression is on my face and clear my throat.

      “Anyway. Preston will love working my nerves. He will not pass up a single opportunity to piss me off.”

      “Don't let him see that it's working. Your reaction is what makes him push harder.”

      “You don't understand, Troy. Preston just...” My hands clench around the cup. “I wish I knew why he was so invested in driving me crazy.”

      Troy's laughter is deep and sarcastic as he stirs sugar into his black coffee. He turns and grabs his attaché case, already scuffed. “You know why, Angie. You don't want to know it, but you know.”

      “Don't start, Troy.” I pick up my own scuffed case. “That man is not in love with me.”

      Contrary to my prayers for a light day, I have snagged a monster: a property owner evicting tenants from a mid-rise building. My least favorite person is representing the property owner.

      My eyes lift to meet the steady gaze of Gregory Rourke across the desk. I have more than half a mind to shove the case file back into his hands.

      “I've just...I've never won against Reid. Maybe⁠—”

      “I'd give it to another associate, but I don't want anyone else going up against this guy. This property owner is a piece of work. Take him out.”

      I swallow hard and give a short nod. “Done.”

      When Rourke leaves my office, I wilt. Then throw a very silent temper tantrum.

      I'm flattered that my bosses trust my skill. I'm good at turning up shreds of evidence and getting settlements for my clients. Most attorneys play fair, present their cases, and let the mediator or the judge decide. Preston is not most attorneys. He loves to antagonize me, and now he will have two arenas to do it in.

      I sit up and push some folders around, already mentally reshuffling my workload. On top of a new case where I will oppose him in court, Preston and I will plan a romantic destination wedding for our best friends.

      My life just became all Preston Reid, all the time.

      Fuck. My. Life.
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      Wedding planning begins with the bride ranking which of her closest friends would look best in satin and taffeta in seafoam green.

      Morgan sits at her kitchen island with the focused expression of someone defusing a bomb. She presses her lips together, leans onto one elbow, and rests two fingers against her temple, careful not to disturb a perfectly shaped brow. On the back of an old playbill, she's written out the names of the candidates.

      “You're my Maid of Honor, of course. I don't need more than two bridesmaids. Brandess and Jackie?”

      “If we can pull Jackie away from Matthew.”

      I curl my lip and drag out her new husband's name with a childish sneer, reaching for the glass of lemon-tinged sparkling water I've been nursing since I got here. I still have cottonmouth, and my headache has devolved into a low, steady drumbeat. The previous night's shots and a full day at the office have done their damage. I don't want to see another shot glass for at least a week.

      “She has been conspicuously absent. I haven't seen her since before she ran off and got married. She won't even let us throw her a post-bachelorette party.” Morgan taps the tip of her pen against her teeth. “I never pictured her as a woman who dumps her friends the moment a man shows up. But here we are.”

      “Maybe Chef Matt is serving up something better than a weekly course of wine and complaining about men.”

      Morgan pulls two fingers through her locs, confusion settling into the lines of her forehead. “What's better than wine and complaining about men?”

      Jackie Ross sat between Morgan and me in English 102 our freshman year at UCF and became an instant friend. She was a fixture in our group until she met her husband on BlackSinglesMatch.

      Matthew was all Jackie talked about for months — Matthew this and Matthew that and Matthew proposed over the flame of Bananas Foster and we're flying to Vegas tomorrow. Matthew is a nice enough guy, and good-looking if you like an average-height, brown-skinned brother with a crisp fade who looks dashing in a chef's coat. He's just thin. There's a saying that you should never trust a skinny chef. Matthew is still on the watch list, as far as I'm concerned.

      Morgan blows a puff of air from full, round cheeks and pushes the sheet of paper away. “I hate to be that bride⁠—”

      “We're on day two of wedding planning. It's too early to turn Bridezilla.”

      “They're probably all cozy together, eating gourmet meals and scrolling the Netflix queue.”

      I roll my head toward Morgan and bite back a comment. If we're not all hanging out together, that is exactly what she and Nate are doing—cozy on a couch, plates balanced on their laps, unbothered.

      “Jackie is caught up right now, but she'll pull up, especially once she knows she's in the wedding party. If she can get time off from the magazine, this trip would be perfect for them.”

      Morgan's lips twist to one side, but she relents. “I guess.” She picks up the pen and adds Jacqueline Ross-Cooper to the list.

      I swivel off my stool and hop down to the Italian porcelain tile. Morgan's kitchen is the kind of room that makes you want to cook even if you don't—wide countertops, a hanging rack of copper pots, natural light pouring in from a window above the sink.

      I head to the refrigerator. One side of the stainless-steel monstrosity reveals a drink selection fit for a queen. I refill my glass with San Pellegrino and hold it up toward her. She slides her glass across the countertop without looking up from the bridal magazine that has materialized in her hands.

      Back on my stool, I decide it's time.

      “Why do you hate me, best friend? What did I ever do to deserve this?”

      She doesn't lift her eyes. “Took you long enough.”

      “You have jokes, but I'm not playing. What the fuck am I supposed to do with Preston?”

      Morgan's expression doesn't shift. Calm. Cool. Collected, the way she gets when she has already rehearsed both sides of a conversation. “We told you last night. We want you to plan⁠—”

      “I'm clear on the mission. I'm unclear on why it's a partner project. With Preston.” I stress his name like a diagnosis. “This is fucked up. He and I⁠—”

      “Will be fine.” She pats my shoulder once, firm and decisive. “I have faith that you and Preston will squash this petty beef you’ve had since⁠—”

      “Uhmmmm...” My eyes narrow and I rear back. “Bitch did you just use the word petty?”

      “You know what? Grow up, Angie.”

      Morgan's dulcet tones have climbed to a decibel I've rarely heard from her outside of a stage. She's so abrupt that I go still.

      “This is not about you. This is not about Preston. This is not about whatever stupid shit you two have going on. This is about our wedding. Do this for us. You owe us.”

      I bristle. “For putting up with Preston all these years, I think you owe me. I hope Nate is having the can't-we-all-get-along conversation with him right now, because I will not keep biting my tongue while he picks a fight every time we're in the same room.”

      “Nate is talking to Preston as we speak. I'm talking to you.” Morgan's voice drops back to its normal register.

      Then she claps her hands together and beams like someone who has already moved on. “I'm done talking about you and Preston. I want to talk about Nate and me and our dream wedding. Did you join TyingtheKnot like I asked?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This is important. It's not about me. I will not fight with Preston.

      I roll this chant through my mind as I pull into my usual spot at Prime. I'll give him an hour—enough time to sketch an outline, make a to-do list, and still be home by eight. I have files to review and a brief to prepare before morning. Perry has already dropped a stack of paper on us an inch thick.

      That fact alone keeps me from wanting to be anywhere near him.

      Preston's sleek Benz coupe swings into the spot next to mine. He steps out in a slim-cut midnight blue suit and a crisp white shirt, open at the collar, velour slip-on Stacy Adams on his feet. My eyes roll before I can stop them.

      “Evangeline—sorry. Angie.” He says it in a way that makes clear he is not sorry at all. His gaze sweeps my outfit once, unhurried: a belted, dusk blue shift dress, low-heeled sandals. “You dressed for me. I'm touched.”

      “Please. If I dressed for you, I'd wear sweats.” I hike my bag up on my shoulder. “Can we do this?”

      Inside, Prime is hitting its early evening stride. The bar is filling up, the lighting drops to that low level that makes everyone look like they're in a movie. Our usual table sits open, set far enough from the bar and kitchen that we get none of the noise, but close enough to the action that we're still part of it.

      Preston settles into the chair across from me. His goatee doesn't have a follicle out of place, and his hair sits in rolling hills of curls. Nails clipped, square, buffed. His suave demeanor and winning smile haven't ever fooled me the way they fool everyone else. I know what the women who watched him swagger through this bar don't know.

      This man is an asshole.

      I pull a clean notepad and a ballpoint pen from my bag and set it on the chair beside me. In neat penmanship, I write Nate & Morgan McCord Wedding across the top.

      “Let's start with dates. Morgan didn't have preferences. What about Nate?”

      I glance up to find Preston making eyes at the same waitress from a few nights ago. I clear my throat and tap my pen against the table. “Preston.”

      “Yuh.”

      I reach across and grab his chin, turning his head toward me. “Let's get through this so I can leave and you can hunt. Hm?”

      Preston lays an arm across the back of the empty chair beside him. “Why the hurry? Hot date?”

      “Yes, with the briefs opposing counsel dumped on me today. Can we stay on topic?”

      “Let's get a drink first.” He raises a hand and the waitress makes her way over, one hip popped forward, chest leading.

      “Remy Martin and pineapple. What'll you have, Evange—” He catches my glare and rephrases. “Angie, what'll ya have? My treat.”

      How generous.

      “I'll stick with water.”

      He grins at the waitress. “Forgive her; she's uptight. Bring her the same. I need her a little loose.”

      “I don't want a drink,” I say through clenched teeth. But Preston has already waved her off and turned to watch her walk back to the bar.

      “I don't want to be at this all night.”

      “You can have my whole night if you want it.” He winks. A little of my dinner threatens to come up.

      “No thanks. Did Nate talk to you about timing?”

      “Nope. They trust us.”

      “Summer, then. Brandess and Keith have kids in school.”

      Keith Liao, a Black Korean real estate broker, and Brandess Whitmore were the first of our friends to get together. They met at a multicultural university mixer and spent over a year circling each other before finally committing. Two kids, a house in the suburbs, a thriving real estate partnership, school sports, Korean language tutors, and family visits both in Jacksonville and abroad have consumed most of their free time. Their life looks perfectly curated.

      Well. It looks perfect on Facebook.

      “Sounds like Nate and Morgan want more of an extended weekend.” I open my calendar app and scroll forward to the following year. “That gives us a lot of time to plan.”

      “I don't need a lot of time to do anything.”

      “Sorry to hear about your premature ejaculation problem.”

      Preston sits up, mouth pursed. I laugh to myself and mentally log a point.

      I flip between June and September. “Below the equator means prime booking season. Not that I'm worried about Nate's pockets, but the less we spend on rooms⁠—”

      “The more liquor we can buy.” He finishes the sentence.

      Fair point, though it wasn't where I was going. “I was going to say, the more we have for the reception.”

      Our drinks arrive and the waitress is gone before Preston can work his material; the place is picking up. He leans forward and folds his hands on the table.

      “I have a destination idea. Want to hear it?”

      I sit back and sip the drink I didn't want. “I guess.”

      “One of our partners went to a wedding at a resort in St. Lucia. All-inclusive—accommodations, food, drinks. Ocean views. Long list of excursions. They work with you on the ceremony and the after-party.”

      “Afterparty?”

      “Reception. Whatever, Angie.” He's still irritated about the premature ejaculation thing. I let him simmer.

      “It's a start,” I admit. “We should research a few other spots, gather pricing, and lay out the options for Nate and Morgan so they can choose.”

      “They put us in charge. We choose.”

      He sets his glass down and fixes his gaze on mine.

      A long moment passes. Neither of us moves.

      Then I blink and drop my eyes to the table.

      Preston chuckles. I curse myself quietly. Every conversation is a contest.

      “It's a good idea, but you know everything about it and I know nothing. Mind if I look it up?”

      He reaches into the inner pocket of his jacket and slides a brochure across the table.

      The glossy trifold opens to a panoramic shot of white sand, blue water, a sprawling resort set against green hills. The kind of image that makes you want to cancel everything and book a flight. I run my eye down the package prices and my brows climb.

      “A week for a three grand per room?”

      “Summer deal. But we'd have to book immediately to lock that rate. And the McCords would need to get married this year. The deal expires before new pricing kicks in.”

      I almost choke. I'd assumed we had a year. “And if our friends can't get away that soon?”

      “Then they don't go.”

      “Preston...” I close my eyes, breathe, press two fingers to my eyelids. Open them. “The whole point of us planning this is to coordinate with everyone. Isn't it?”

      “Nope.” He taps the corner of the brochure. “The main event is the wedding. The two people who matter are Nate and Morgan.” He holds up two fingers. “Whether or not everyone else can make it, those two are getting married. We plan what's best for them. People come if they can.”

      I sit with that. It's not harsh, exactly. It's just...unsentimental. And he's not wrong.

      I flip through the brochure again. The resort earns every page. I'm not telling him that.

      “Maybe we can make it work. I'll look into it and we'll talk again.” I add a note to my list: Research St. Lucia resort, dates and pricing.

      Preston drums two fingers on the table. “That's my contribution. What do we get them as a gift? Are they registering?”

      “Morgan said they have everything they need. Coming to the wedding is the gift.”

      “Still. Work Morgan for ideas, I'll work Nate, and we'll compare. Let the rest of the group know to start thinking about it.”

      I start to write, then stop. I tear the page from the notepad and slide it across the table with the pen. “I'm not your secretary. Make your own list.”

      To my surprise, he picks up the pen, considers the blank page, and writes with great and deliberate care.

      #1: Call Angie. Tell her to go fuck herself.

      He slides the pen back, thoroughly pleased with himself.

      “You're a dick,” I tell him, tucking the notepad into my bag. “I'm not doing all the legwork. This is a joint project. You get a list.”

      “I have a list. Just looks different from yours.”

      I push back my chair, stand, and settle my bag onto my shoulder. “I have to go. Lot of work to do, thanks to you.”

      Preston sets his glass down on a Prime-logo napkin and pushes back his own chair. “I'll walk you out.”

      “I can see my car from this table. I don’t need you to walk me out.”

      He follows me out the front door anyway, falling in close beside me on the sidewalk.  Prime's muffled bass follows us out.

      “It's like you don't want me to be nice to you, Angie. You wouldn't know a good guy if he sat in your lap.”

      “I'll let you know when I meet one.” I click the key fob. My car sputters to life.

      A glance in the rearview mirror, as I drive away shows him standing on the sidewalk with both hands in his pockets, watching until I turn the corner and he disappears.
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      Before Preston and I were always at each other's throats, tossing barbs back and forth across a table or a courtroom, we got along quite well.

      I'm an only child, but I had friends on our block. Troy was Preston's shadow. Morgan's family lived a few houses down. The McCords had two wild boys who grew into free-spirited, world-traveling men, and then sweet, gentle Nathan — always rescuing a bird that had fallen from its nest or inspecting someone's scraped knee. His father, the senior Dr. Nathan McCord, was our pediatrician until he retired.

      We were drawn together, especially Morgan and Nate. That meant Preston and me, as their best friends, were together a lot. We rode bikes and dug in the dirt and played touch football in the summer and basketball in the winter. I was always game for HORSE in the driveway, softball at the park, or biking the trails around the neighborhood.

      The summer between sixth and seventh grade brought a change that was night and day.

      We'd all planned to walk together on the first day of seventh grade. Preston was already waiting on the porch when I came flying down the stairs late, backpack bouncing, wearing new jeans that hugged my hips, heeled sandals with sparkly toes, and a white blouse that flared at the waist and pulled across my chest.

      Overnight, I'd woken up with breasts. Gangly, awkwardly thin arms and legs had developed some shape. My hips curved. I had an ass. I wore form-fitting jeans and dresses that barely kissed my knees, and my legs, long and golden brown, were suddenly something people looked at.

      It's funny how you can see someone every day and miss how much they've changed until it's impossible to ignore. Preston was taller, his hair cut close, edged dark and wavy. He had pecs. His arms had bulk to them, and his muscles shifted when he hiked his backpack up onto his shoulder.

      His voice, when he said, “Hey. You ready?” had grown rich and deep.

      “You look nice,” I said, as we made our way down the sidewalk toward Nate's place.

      Preston mumbled, “Thanks. You too. Cool shirt.”

      “You mean cool boobs.”

      He laughed. I wasn't used to how the sound of it moved through me.

      “That too.”

      “I didn't ask for them. Boobs just show up.” I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and turned to face him. “Are your friends gonna laugh at me?”

      “Nah.” Preston looked me over, head to toe. “You look pretty.”

      I laughed. He laughed. The gap between his front teeth reminded me he was the same old Preston.

      “Shut up, Preston.” I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked ahead.

      “I mean it.”

      A quiet moment passed. That flutter in my stomach, the shy smile I couldn't stop—those had never happened before. “Thanks,” was all I could manage, because I could barely breathe.

      I wasn't the only one who noticed how much Preston had changed.

      A few inches of growth, a full head of hair to match his pretty eyes, and a smile that could stop traffic meant Preston had been declared most desirable at West Orange Junior High. A gaggle of girls showed up at his locker every morning and dragged him to sit with them at lunch, where he'd eat and laugh, all the while looking over his shoulder at me and Nate and Morgan at our table. I didn't mind most of the girls. We'd all grown up together.

      But there's always one.

      Stacey Fulmar decided she wanted something—or someone—and was relentless until she got it. She wielded power because, for reasons no one could fully explain, everyone was afraid of her. That year, what she wanted was Preston.

      Preston's relationship with Stacey was fire and ice. Off and on throughout junior high. He wanted to be seen with her but didn't want to be tied to her. She wanted to be closer to him than anyone else, but she couldn't outrank me. We'd practically been in diapers together.

      Stacey and I were mortal enemies, locked in a battle for Preston's attention.

      One night, when our parents were out to dinner and a show together, Preston came over to wait it out. We ate frozen pizza and he put on a zombie movie. I was a wimpy fifteen-year-old. The dragging feet, the creepy moaning, the blood-curdling screams…all of it was terrifying.

      I remember pressing my fists into my eyes and crying, “Turn it off, turn it off, turn it off!”

      He laughed, but I heard the zap of the TV and decided it was safe to open my eyes.

      “It's a movie, Angie. It's not real.”

      I caught the tease in his voice and swallowed the tears that had been threatening. “I know it's a movie. It still scared the shit out of me.”

      “It's off,” he soothed, patting my thigh.

      The palm of his hand was warm as he rubbed my skin. Ever so slowly. I didn't want him to stop, so I didn't say anything. He grew bolder, rubbing my thigh from my knee to the hem of my shorts. Every stroke was an electrical current shooting through me. I'd gone out with boys, but I never wanted them to kiss me like I wanted Preston to lean over and kiss me.

      Right when I thought I would explode if he didn't, he did.

      I started to giggle, and he pulled back, so I grabbed his face and brought his lips to mine and planted my mouth on him. He sucked in a breath through his nose. I felt a groan as he moved even closer, tipped his head and opened his mouth. My tongue twisted and swirled with his.

      His hand crept beneath my t-shirt. Fingertips fluttered over my stomach and settled over one breast in a thin bra. He kneaded softly, carefully squeezing, and when his thumb happened to brush over my nipple, the sensation made my body jerk.

      “Should I stop?” he whispered, lightly panting.

      “No,” I answered, shaking my head violently.

      He flicked my nipple again, and I could feel his smile when I moaned and writhed beneath him.

      “You know what feels good to me?”

      “What?”

      He shifted, pressing himself into me.

      “Oh my God! Does...does that hurt?”

      “No. It feels good. Especially with you.”

      We laid on the couch, kissing and touching and giggling for a long while. I glanced at the clock on the VCR, the LED numbers glowing in the dark room.

      “Get up,” I said, pushing his shoulders. “My parents will kill us both if they catch us.”

      He sat up, then leaned over to the edge of the couch and turned on the lamp. For the first time, I was seeing him in all of his horny glory. Sweat and exertion had shrunken his waves back into dry, tight curls. His face was flushed, and the crotch of his jeans bore the unmistakable sign of arousal.

      I didn't imagine I looked any better. I smoothed my hair and pulled down my t-shirt. We grinned at each other, embarrassed at what we'd spent an hour doing.

      “I have to shower before my folks get home.” Preston got up and headed toward the door.

      “Come over tomorrow,” I blurted, getting up from the couch.

      He had reached for the doorknob but stopped and turned around. “What's tomorrow?”

      “My parents have a monthly meeting at the dealership. They always go to dinner afterward. They leave around six, so if you wanted to study. Or whatever.” I smiled.

      “Oh.” Light bulb. His face lit up as he caught my meaning. “I'll come… study.”

      “Or whatever…”

      The door closed behind him. I leaned up against it and exhaled.

      I tossed and turned that night. My thoughts were nothing but Preston. Him kissing me, touching me, doing much, much more to me and my body pulsed with every replay. I tossed the blanket and sheet aside and lay there, letting the night air cool what my hormones kept stoking. I stared out the window at the cloak of darkness over the Reid house. What was he doing? Was he knocked out? Or was he wide awake like me?

      I climbed out of bed, tiptoed to my desk, reached behind the computer and flipped it on, wincing at how loud it booted up. I clicked the AOL button and waited for the modem to squeal. Thankfully, my parents slept heavily and their bedroom was downstairs at the other end of the house.

      You've got mail.

      I smiled, recognizing his address.

      To: angiebee@aol.com From: preid1@aol.com Thought you might be up. If you wake up, message me. P.

      My heart thumped hard. I clicked reply. I'm up. Hit send and waited.

      And waited.

      And waited. I was getting sleepy, already reaching to sign off, when the sound of a door opening blared through the speakers.

      preid1: couldn't sleep either?

      angiebee: keep waking up.

      preid1: what's waking u up?

      angiebee: thinking about stuff.

      preid1: earlier tonight stuff?

      angiebee: yeah. you?

      preid1: yeah. U mad at me?

      angiebee: no. :) I had fun

      preid1: ok. cool. me too.

      angiebee: why would I be mad at you?

      preid1: i don't know. didn't want u to be. ur my best friend. besides nate.

      angiebee: aw. :) I'm not mad.

      preid1: thought about that for a long time

      angiebee: oh.

      preid1: did u? ever think about it I mean

      angiebee: not til you did it. but i wanted you to

      preid1: me too. i gotta go before my mom hears me typing.

      preid1: pick u up at the same time for school

      angiebee: ok. still coming over later?

      preid1: Y.

      I signed off, stupidly giddy, and checked the time. 4:34 AM. It was going to be the longest day ever.
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      “Okay, kids. Get to bed on time,” my mom chirped, grabbing her purse from the counter. “You'll need a good night's sleep for your test. What is it you're studying anyway?”

      “French,” I said.

      “Geometry,” Preston said.

      Her gaze bounced between us, confused, but she let it pass. “You're good kids to help each other out.”

      She followed my dad out through the kitchen door to the garage. We stayed put until we heard the car rumble down the street. Then I exhaled.

      “I thought they'd never leave!” Preston threw his pencil down and slammed both books shut. “I didn't even have any homework.”

      I got up and walked to the refrigerator. “You want anything? Soda, water, milk⁠—”

      Preston appeared beside me, arm slung over my shoulder. He'd mowed the lawn earlier. He smelled of sweat and fresh-cut grass and something that was just him.

      “I don't want anything, Angie. I mean, I don't want anything to drink.”

      I stepped back and closed the refrigerator door. I was nervous, though I couldn't say exactly why. This was Preston. The kid who lived two houses down. The same kid I'd known my whole life.

      Right?

      No. Preston was different. Standing in my kitchen, he was tall and almost a man, and I couldn't predict what he would do next. That uncertainty was the most exciting thing I'd ever felt.

      I bit my bottom lip…then lunged, throwing my arms around his neck and pressing myself against him. Once he caught his footing, he wrapped me in his arms and tipped his head down. Our lips met in a crush of pants and moans, shuffling feet carrying us to the living room and landing us in a heap on the couch.

      Preston wiggled around so he was on top of me, between my legs as the night before, except tonight, he wasn't polite. His tongue swirled; his body pressed into mine. It felt so good to open my legs wide and buck my hips and stare up at his face while he moved. He was concentrating intensely, eyes closed, breathy moans coming in fast, hard puffs.

      “Wait, wait, wait. Stop.”

      Preston moved to the side, wiping sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt.

      “Sorry,” he said, his voice gruff. “I didn't mean to…”

      “I mean, don't stop, stop. I want to go, uhm… upstairs.”

      “Oh.” Relief washed over his face. “Okay.”

      We climbed the stairs, Preston following me to my room. He stepped in, looked around, and smiled.

      “Where's all the pink stuff you used to have?”

      When I was younger, my mother mourned the fact that I was a tomboy. She decorated my room in pink, and it was so sickeningly sweet, I refused to sleep in there. I'd had the white eyelet comforter and curtain set for a few years, and while it was dull, it was better than pink.

      “Got rid of it.”

      “Good. That shit was ugly.”

      We laughed, relaxing a little. I sat on the bed and kicked off my shoes, then gave a soft pat to the spot next to me. Preston sat, tucking his hands underneath him, and stared at his feet. He tipped his head up to look at me, his eyes finding mine.

      “Do you want to… you know?”

      “If you want to.” I shrugged, calm, but hoping he wanted to.

      He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a wallet, ripped the Velcro flap open and fished out a small disc wrapped in plastic.

      I took it and inspected it. “How old is this?”

      He shook his head. “I don't know. I found it.”

      I felt the color drain from my face. “What if it has a hole in it or something?”

      He grabbed it from me and held it up to the light. “It doesn't have a hole in it. See? I couldn't get one from my dad. He had a vasectomy.”

      “It could still have a hole in it.”

      I rolled off the bed, stomped down to my parents' bathroom and reached deep into the closet for the basket of things my mother didn't know that I knew existed. I fished out a couple of condoms and went back upstairs. Preston still sat in the same place. I handed one to him and threw the other into the drawer in the nightstand.

      Preston looked from me to the square package and back to me. “You want me to wear your dad's condoms.”

      “It's better than something you found.”

      “Okay.”

      Off came his shirt, which he laid out carefully along the edge of the bed. He stood to unbuckle his belt, unzip his jeans, and kick off his shoes. I watched with amusement and amazement at him, his body, and what we were actually about to do. I pulled my t-shirt over my head and unzipped my jeans, letting them fall to the floor and stepping out of them. We were in our underwear, in the middle of my bedroom, staring at each other.

      “So, we should...” I gestured toward the bed, and we climbed on top of the comforter and sat there.

      “Maybe we should pull the covers back. I mean, I'm a virgin, and I heard⁠—”

      “Okay.”

      We got up again, pulled the cover back, and stared at the crisp white sheets.

      “You should get⁠—”

      “A towel,” I finished.

      I rushed to the linen closet next to my bedroom and dug out a dark towel. I spread it over the middle of the bed. “Okay. We have to stay on that.”

      We climbed back up onto the bed and sat on the towel.

      “Let's lay down,” I suggested. “And if we want to do something, we will.”

      “Right,” he agreed, lying down next to me, flat on his back and then immediately rolling to his side and propping himself up on an elbow. We had yet to do anything, but he seemed proud of himself.

      “You're a virgin?”

      I nodded. “Aren't you?”

      His eyes dropped and he shrugged a shoulder. “I wanted you to be the first.”

      I wrapped an arm around his neck and pulled him on top of me. I felt him through his briefs. He felt bigger. Harder.

      We kissed for a few minutes before Preston sat up, rolled the briefs down his hips, and reached for the condom he had set aside. His erection raged, the shaft sticking straight up from his body. I'd only seen one penis before, and it was okay. Preston's was fun.

      I laid back and lifted my hips so I could roll my panties down. My bra disappeared over the side of the bed. I was naked and not nervous about it. Preston seemed to be enjoying the view. I pulled his arms and encouraged him to lay back down, which put him exactly where he needed to be.

      “Will this hurt?”

      Morgan and I had talked a lot about sex, especially the first time. It sounded fun... eventually. I had been looking forward to doing it myself. At the time, I didn't have a boy in mind, but ever since Preston kissed me the night before, he was the only one I wanted to touch me.

      “Yeah. But it's okay.”

      “Okay. I'm sorry…”

      Before I could reassure him, I felt him. I lifted my hips; he moved slightly, taking his time. He looked so scared, I almost laughed, but I didn't want to hurt his feelings.

      “It's okay,” I soothed, kissing him.

      I guided him through kissing and touching me, ramping up the hormones. He was patient and slow and took instruction well. After a while, he was pushing further, then pulling back and pushing until he was moving without obstruction, just delicious friction.

      He grinned down at me. “We're having sex.”

      “Uh-huh.” I couldn't say much more because I was in awe of the sensation. I felt every pulse and throb. My body instinctively arched in rhythm with his thrusts. I heard my name in the air in a strangled kind of moan and realized it was coming from Preston. The sound of him enjoying himself… with me… gave me a heady, powerful feeling.

      Afterward, we lay next to each other, both staring wide-eyed at the ceiling. I couldn't help but smile, even through the lingering ache in my core and the soreness in my thighs. I didn't have that explosive moment that Morgan had told me about. She'd said I probably wouldn't, so I was okay with that, as long as it happened eventually.

      I was still so in awe that I'd had sex. With Preston.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      He rolled his head toward me.

      “That was better than I thought it would be.”

      He chuckled. “Uhm, thanks, Angie.”

      “You know what I mean. I'm happy we were each other's first. I didn't want to do that with anyone else.”

      Preston blinked a few times and then smiled. “Yeah,” he answered, his voice gritty. “I'm happy… about that too.”

      And that was the first lie.
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