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Prologue





Alexandra Scaronni just received her high school diploma with high honors. Throughout the ceremony her boyfriend, Billy Davidson sat besides her holding her hand. The two of them were recipients of the Medal of Excellence, Billy in home economics and cooking, Alexandra in computer science. Billy also won a full scholarship to a Culinary Arts School in New Jersey.

Alexandra and Billy had dated since seventh grade. They kept it a secret because both their parents didn’t approve of the young teens spending so much time together.

Now with the school year coming to an end, Billy was going with his mother to the family’s beach house on Long Island for the summer and Alexandra got a job working at a camp for preschoolers.

The night before, they had spent at Alexandra’s house making plans for her to visit him with her mother. They exchanged addresses and promised to write one another once a week.

“Congratulations graduates!” the principal declared.

The graduates all stood up, throwing their hats up in the air. Billy turned to Alexandra and lifted her into the air. “We did it, Sweetheart.”

“Yes we did. And your scholarship was a total surprise. I can’t express how proud I am of you.”

“I didn’t expect it. But what this means is we won’t be going to college together,” Billy said.

“Hey, we have the whole summer to get used to being apart from one another. I’m sure once school starts in September, we can manage to see each other on weekends.”

“It’s going to be hard.”

“We will beat the odds. We’ve been friends since second grade. You helped me get over my shyness––”

“But I didn’t succeed in teaching you how to cook.” Billy laughed.

“That will never happen. I’ll stick with the business side of things.” 

“You’ll see, everything will work out. We’ll always be together...”
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22 years later... 

When Alexandra received flowers at her job, the last person she expected them to be from was Billy Davidson. On the flower card, he included his phone number and explained he had been looking for her for years, wondering why she wouldn’t be on any social media platforms, which made finding her hard. Hearing from him had come as a shock, since the last time they communicated had been over twenty years ago.

Alexandra waited close to a week before calling him. Every so often, through the years, she would think about Billy, even Google his name, but always came up empty. Then again, Alexandra wasn’t on social media either. 

Billy had suggested they meet somewhere close to her house. Instead, she heard herself inviting him over for dinner. Once she said it, she was too nervous to take it back by suggesting they go out. How could she have been so stupid to ask Billy over without thinking? The musical note clock on the kitchen wall read twelve forty-five, leaving her a little over six hours to prepare dinner, straighten and clean the entire house. To add to everything, she had to wash a bundle of clothes since hiding the clothes in a laundry basket behind the shower curtain was out of the question. 

Alexandra opened both the freezer and refrigerator doors and stood staring at the overstuffed shelves. What could she prepare that wouldn’t take up a great deal of time, but yet make an exquisite meal that would impress him? Or was it the sweet dessert that mattered more?

By the time she folded her last pair of panties, the timer on the stove went off and the lasagna was done, leaving less than an hour to get dressed and set the dining room table with her grandmother’s fine china. Every detail had to be perfect for dinner down to the ivory lace linen tablecloth. Returning to the kitchen, she stirred the tomato sauce with meatballs and sausage, and brought two long white pillar candles in cut crystal candlestick holders to the dining room table. She dimmed the lights with fifteen minutes to spare, or so she thought she did until the doorbell rang seconds later.

She opened the door and Billy stood there, his brown eyes gazing at her with a huge smile on his lips. “Hi. You’re early,” Alexandra said.

“Always.” He brushed his lips against her cheek, handed her a bottle of wine and walked into the house. “Mmm. It smells delicious in here. I hope you didn’t go crazy.”

“Not at all. I threw the meal together in no time.” She bit her tongue. It didn’t hurt to tell a little white lie. No need for him to know how much work she put into preparing dinner.

“Good. I have something else for you,” he said handing her a bouquet of red roses.

“Thank you. It will make the perfect centerpiece.”

“Let me help you. I’ll open the wine while you get the vase.”

Her nervousness had dissipated and she felt relaxed. In middle school Billy always had a smile on his face, which brought out his dimples even more. Back then they were really close. He was more of a best friend than her boyfriend. “We have so many wonderful memories together.”

“Yes we did. And we can still have more.”

“Billy, so much time has passed. We are different people. We were kids when we dated. What did we know about love back then?” 

“We knew we were meant to be together. Now we’re old and wiser,” Billy said.

“Nice cliché. But it doesn’t take away over two decades that have passed by.”

Alexandra put her hands on her hips. “I’ve got to know why you stopped writing me that summer or even tried to call me when you got home.”

Billy dropped his gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry. I was wrong. My parents thought it was in my best interest to concentrate on school. All they were concerned about was my grades dropping below eighty-five and losing my scholarship. I never meant to hurt you.”

“But you did. I’ve carried that around with me for years. I never let anyone get close to me because in the back of my mind they would disappear on me too.” 

“I’m sorry I let you down. We were young, but I fell in love with you the day we went to the carnival. I remember how excited you got when I won you the huge brown bear.”

Alexandra laughed. “We had a hard time getting him into the car and had to drive with the bear’s head hanging out the back window. Boy, did we cause a lot of attention on the Garden State Parkway.”

“It was a wonder the police didn’t pull us over. But we did laugh the whole way home.”

“I still have the bear up in my attic. I couldn’t let it go. And I have always worn this.” She pulled a necklace with the promise ring he had given her as a graduation gift, out of her shirt.

“I can’t believe you have this all these years.”

“And I’ve worn it everyday except for when I was married.”

Billy smiled as he reached into his pocket and took out his money. “And I always used this money clip you gave me. If you look closely, you can see that my initials are almost worn out. I never left home without it.

“We can’t turned back the clocks, but maybe we can get to know each other on an adult level. I never stopped loving you, Alexandra.”

“Neither have I.”

Billy walked into the kitchen and handed her a wine glass. He pointed to the stove. “I know you worked really hard to make everything tonight. Time for you to sit down and enjoy the evening.”

“I will as soon as I get dinner on the table.’

“Tell me what needs to be done.”

“I got it. Please sit down, relax.”

Ignoring her, he took the sliced bread off the counter and tripped over a white kitten. “Hey sorry,” he said, looking down at the kitten sitting at his feet.

“Don’t mind Snowflake. I’m babysitting her this week for my neighbor. She loves company. By the end of the night, she’ll be sitting on your lap.”

“Really?” Billy asked.

“You’re not allergic, are you?”

“Not at all.”

“As long as you’re helping, would you be so kind to help me bring dinner into the dining room?”

“Need you ask?” He walked over to the counter and, before putting on oven mitts to lift the lasagna tray, he brushed a kiss across her forehead. “How about you turn on the music?” he pointed with his chin at her Alexa echo.

“Anything in particular?”

“How about soft rock?”

“I’d like that.”

Before sitting down, Alexandra requested sot rock as she lit the candles. The crystal candlestick holders had belonged to her grandmother, who received them as a wedding present over sixty years ago. Tonight was the ideal time to display them.

Billy took a forkful of lasagna. “I am impressed with everything. The lasagna is great and the meatballs are as good as my mom’s.”

“Wow. That’s an awesome compliment.”

“It’s the truth. And might I add, I can see all the hard work you put into making this the perfect night.”

“I tried my best.”

Billy reached over, rested his hand on top of hers and squeezed it. His lips slightly parted and the laugh lines around his eyes became more pronounced. “I bet you do this for all your dinner dates.”

“Caught me. Now my secret is out.”

He stood up and extended his hand out to her. “May I have this dance?” 

Alexandra took his hand, stood up and danced into his arms. The warmth of his hands penetrated through her blouse setting her heart on fire. She let him lead the way. By the end of the song, their bodies were crushed together, but not for long. When the pace of the music picked up, Alexandria took a step back.

“Would you like to sit down for a bit, finish our wine, and wait for the next romantic song to dance again?” Billy asked.

“That sounds great.”

Billy took their wine glasses and placed them down on the cocktail table. He sat next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. As he leaned over to kiss her, a loud thumping sound came from over their heads.

“What was that?”

“Just the kitten. She must have fallen...”

Before she could finish, Snowflake jumped onto the cocktail table with Alexandra’s black lace panty hanging from her mouth.

Heat filled Alexandra’s cheeks. “Oh dear.”

Conveniently, Snowflake dropped the panty on the table right in front of Billy. Lifting it he said, “You can’t make this stuff up. Funny how Snowflake read my mind.”

“Yes, it is.”

Billy stood and reached his hand out to Alexandra. “I want to dance the night away with you.” He pulled Alexandra into his arms and kissed her lips.

“I’d really like that, too.”

Alexandra couldn’t believe it. Leave it to the cat to embarrass her instead of her doing it herself. 

Fire exploded from Billy’s lips driving her insane. This felt like the missing link in her life. She took a quick peek at Billy, whose eyes remained closed. This was the real deal, and she planned on seeing how far it would take her.

Billy had been everything she’d been looking for. He looked exactly the way she remembered, except for the gray hairs pushing through his dark brown locks. With dinner being a success, the next biggest challenge was to find out if they shared the same interests all these years. She wanted the full package and had no intention of settling for less. 

The moment their lips touched, Alexandra knew they shared a special connection. He dropped his hands to her waist and kissed the top of her head.

“Wow!”

“That’s all you can say?” Billy asked, pushing her hair behind her ears.

“Yeah. I am totally at a loss for words.”

“See what you’ve been missing all these years? I should have continued to pursue you after graduation.”

“Yeah. That probably would have prevented my seven month marriage.”

“Sorry.” He frowned.

“It was my fault. If I stayed with you that New Year’s Eve, all those years ago, then my life would have gone in a whole different direction.” 

“Why do you say that?” Billy asked, folding his arms against his chest.

“Because the loser I married was the man I couldn’t keep my eyes off of that night.”

“Sorry. Back then I wasn’t persistent. I was just a skinny runt with no self-confidence or self-esteem.”

“And I was a young girl who wanted the most popular boy. I chased him for three years, won his heart, married him four years later, only to find out that he was an egotistical narcissist. And might I add the biggest player around,” Alexandra explained, waving her hands.

“That sucks.”

“Yeah it did. After we were married, I realized after we had absolutely nothing in common. I love sports. He hated sports.”

“I love sports, especially baseball.”

“Me too.” Alexandra smiled. “I love all music. He only liked jazz.”

“I hate jazz and love classic rock and roll.” He took her hand, and they sat back down on the couch. “I enjoy going out to dinner once a week to show you off, or stay home and watch a movie, and occasionally play a board game.”

“Board game?” Alexandra asked.

“Yeah, strip scrabble.”

“Now that sounds like a lot of fun.”

“It is. Maybe we can play
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