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For the hopeless, and hopeful, romantics who don’t know they’re noticed in a crowded room
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Four Years Prior

I loved Levi Coldwell. I was in love with Levi Coldwell. My best friend of four years and counting.

It wasn’t love at first sight when we met freshman year. Especially when we both had braces and hormonal acne that changed location on our faces every day. The first day of high school, we found ourselves in two of the same classes, one we were each struggling with.

One audible sigh from Levi as he tried threading a needle in sewing, and a C minus in my first English assignment, was all it took to start helping one another.

I taught him how to sew and he helped me edit my essays. It was exclusively a business transaction two days a week, until we started talking about things that weren’t sewing or writing.

We had a list of adorations in common: our love for films, dedication to academics, loyalty to family, and the grief we went through—we were going through. We both had experiences with losing a father, and I think that’s what bonded us first.

When I met Levi in freshman year, my dad had passed three months prior, while Mr. Coldwell had already been gone for two years.

Levi still carried grief with him like an empty wine bottle.

Fast-forward four years and we were the best of friends, about to graduate high school together.

Years of texting every day, spending Saturday nights watching movies, and eating school lunches together had become habitual. They were my equivalent of having a morning routine or praying at night.

Months of seeing him in the stands as he cheered me on at my softball games while I hit foul balls, and nights full of tripping on that one cracked sidewalk on the way to each other’s houses.

I’d witnessed him bake cupcakes for his sisters’ school functions, pull their hair into ponytails, and sit still as they painted our nails. Those moments revealed every aspect of a person. And god, have I enjoyed every single one of his aspects.

We had become the type of best friends who came over for dinner every week and whose Moms knew each other’s most recent drama, gossiping over cups of coffee on the porch.

He lived down the street from me, so I’d walk over and have dinner with his family on Sunday nights, laughing as his mom, Trish, recalled old stories and his sisters threw chips at each other across the table.

But it changed when junior year rolled around.

Levi had finally returned from being away with his family in Vermont during Christmas break. I had been bored all December waiting for him. So the day he returned, I rushed through the hall to the second locker on the left from our English class to see him.

Only to find him kissing someone.

My stomach clenched as I spotted him kissing Jennifer O’Brien. I was blindsided seeing him pressed up against that locker with Jennifer’s hands crawling across his body like she was etching a sonnet into his skin. I couldn’t remember how long I stared; I couldn’t stop. It was like catching your celebrity crush in person. My throat dried up, my eyes filled with tears, and my feet refused to move until someone bumped into me, forcing me out of the way.

I had seen Vi—Levi—leave for dates and go to prom with other girls and I was always completely fine! There were always twinges of jealousy, but I brushed it off as protectiveness for my best friend. But I had never seen him kiss anyone before. That… that felt wrong—intrusive actually.

And when I saw Jennifer taking his lips in hers, I regretted it instantly, because every emotion I didn’t know existed rose to the surface.

It’d been almost a year since it happened, and I still couldn’t erase the memory. But it was senior prom tonight and graduation tomorrow, and I couldn’t put this off any longer.

Scrapbooking didn’t work, watching endless romance films didn’t work, embroidering and quilting didn’t work, and writing a list of all of his cons definitely didn’t work because he had none.

The only con I could come up with was that he didn’t try to kiss me after the homecoming football game in September. We had been sitting in his car outside my house, and I had glanced at his lips at least twice.

Anyway, none of it worked. I still loved him. And I couldn’t pretend anymore like my heart didn’t hit my rib cage when he winked at me in class or brushed my hand—and especially not when he twirled strands of my hair when we sat across from each other. I couldn’t pretend that my throat didn’t resemble the tightness of a twisted towel when girls flirted with him at parties. I couldn’t pretend like it meant nothing anymore.

I had to tell him, tonight, before we graduated tomorrow and left for college at the end of the summer. I couldn’t suffer another summer and then wonder what if when he went to college and possibly met the love of his life.

The problem was, tonight was here now and I was terrified. I had spent hours fixing and retailoring my dress so it fit perfectly, but now it was too tight as I downed my second glass of spiked soda—courtesy of the hockey team that brought vodka—under the twinkly lights hanging around the overpriced prom venue.

Please don’t let that affect your opinion of me though, because this wasn’t me. Drinking was not something I found pleasing by any means, and I definitely wasn’t someone who was known by the hockey team. Unfortunately, this crowd wasn’t sophisticated enough for Shirley Temples, so vodka soda it was.

I saw Molly Ringwald do this in a film once for confidence so I thought it couldn’t hurt. But as I watched Levi from a distance talking to a few friends, my stomach still clenched and pinched with anxiety. His dark gray suit clung to his long legs and made his dark hair and eyes look edgier than usual. He always had this cool look about him with his brown, curling hair, tall posture, and captivating hazel eyes.

My gaze must’ve been heavy because he glanced at me, catching me in the act. My heart stopped in a panic, but he simply mouthed, hey punk, and winked at me, continuing on with his conversation.

Pushing my hand out to the concerningly mature-looking hockey player for another drink, I swallowed it all before my mind could register the taste. I did come here with a (platonic) date by the name of Jeremiah. He was helping me figure out what to say to Levi tonight, resulting in an incredulously long note on my phone. Speaking of, where was he? The last time I had seen my phone, it was in his hand.

Crap, crap, crap. I couldn’t do this without him or the phone.

Why was my face wet? Running my hand across my cheek, I realized that I was crying. Of course I wasn’t a relieved, happy drunk, but a sad, anxious drunk.

Clutching my dress to avoid tripping, I rushed into one of the side hallways to pull myself together. Once I found privacy, my body relaxed and my tears flowed. Where was Jeremiah with my phone?

Tap, tap, tap. The tears in my eyes blurred my vision enough that I couldn’t see the person approaching me, just the sound of their shoes. Squeezing my eyes shut, I prayed they just kept walking. Maybe if I closed my eyes, it’d be as if no one saw the embarrassing mess sitting on the floor.

“Hey, hey, hey, what’s wrong, Daisy?”

Only three people in my life referred to me by my middle name, and only one of them was here.

My eyes opened on command at the sound of Levi’s voice, watching him crouch down on the floor in front of me with urgency. His hands immediately cupped my face. Tilting it up, forcing me to meet his eyes, I found that his own face looked distressed. My heart pounded harder in my chest, warming my cheeks at the feeling of his palms on my face.

This was too close; he was too close. Could he see my love for him painted across my face? Could he tell from the way I shuddered when he touched me that every fiber of my being was made to be touched by him?

How did we go from friends to this?

Tears refused to reel themselves in. But when I registered the absolute devastation on his face, my heart refilled with the hope that he might feel the same way.

Ten minutes later, he broke my heart. And I didn’t see him for four years.
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How did I ever let time pass this long without seeing you?

“Jia, I’m not sitting at the table with them, I have no idea what they’re saying,” I whispered in a hushed tone from the coverage of the booth I was hiding in.

“Then what was the point of going?” Jia responded over the phone.

“To make sure Gabe doesn’t get murdered, of course,” I responded seriously, watching Gabe from across the restaurant on his date.

“You’re in the West Village, Dani, no one’s getting murdered. The only crime around here is the preposterous real estate prices,” Jia said matter-of-factly.

“We’re twenty-two, this is the prime murdering age.” I turned back to Gabe as he began furrowing his eyebrows. “Gabe’s giving me the look.”

“The look?—Wait, why are you dressed like you’re going on a date?” Jia said entirely off topic, commenting on my (apparently uncommon) blouse and jeans.

I turned around abruptly in my seat and saw Jia entering the restaurant. If you could call it entering; it was more like a hunched walk behind a menu to hide from Gabe’s date. I raised a discreet waving hand above my own menu to catch Jia’s attention.

“Where did you go?” I asked. Switching my phone off, I moved over to make room for her in the booth. She had a maxi skirt on, leather boots, and a small top that just covered her chest. Her hair was naturally black, but it’d been dyed every color of the rainbow, changing every season. It didn’t matter what she colored her hair, though, because everything complemented her thin face and tall frame. This spring it was blonde. Her parents hated that she colored her hair, but her response was, “I work in fashion, it matches my job description.” A very Jia response—to me, of course. No way in hell would she talk back to her parents.

“I had to pick up fabric for the devil and drop it off to her,” Jia said, exhaling, as she rested her chin on her fist.

“Why don’t you just quit? You have enough experience at this point,” I insisted, worrying about the last of her energy.

“If there’s any chance she can get me into the Met Gala next year, then all of the work I’ve done would be worth it,” she said with a matched urgency and concern.

Before I could reply, Josh, our waiter, arrived at our table with a look of scorn. Rightfully so. I had been sitting at this table for thirty minutes without ordering anything other than water. But there were about ten other open tables and no one waiting at the door to be seated, so I didn’t feel that bad.

It was fine though; I left him a really nice tip every time and I’d bring him flowers in a few days.

This was our love-hate relationship. Jia, Gabe, and I used the table at the restaurant once in a while for scoping out dates in case we needed a reason to get out of an awkward situation (and to avoid being kidnapped), annoying Josh a little, then I brought him flowers that he swooned over.

He mentioned wanting peonies before seating me.

“Ladies, you need to order something if you’re going to use the table—”

“Two waters,” we responded in unison.

“And a basket of fries, please, Josh,” Jia added in. Josh rolled his eyes, walking away with the order.

“What’s happened so far?” she asked with curiosity, bringing the menu just below her eyes.

“Gabe has laughed twice, checked his phone once—”

“Good, good.”

“—and finished four glasses of wine,” I finished, pressing my lips into a solemn line.

She smacked her palm against her forehead in disappointment, “And he did a look?”

“The look, yes.”

“Yeah, it’s over, let’s wrap this up,” Jia said, putting the menu down and getting up from her seat. As quickly as she got up, she was turning back around, pointing a finger at me with a threatening glare. “Don’t forget the fries.”

Here we go, the funniest part of the night.

Jia made her way to Gabe’s table with her hands in fists at her sides, mustering up her performance.

“How dare you?” Jia shouted with seething anger as she slammed her hands onto the table in between Gabe and his date. “I tell you I’m pregnant and you decide to go on a date?”

Gabe clutched his chest, choking on his shrimp at her abrupt appearance. The blond guy across from Gabe was washed with horror, his cheeks turning pink and his eyelashes practically reaching his eyebrows.

Gabe pressed a hand against his throat, now clear of shrimp, with feigned earnestness, “Darling—”

“I thought you were gay!” Gabe’s date interjected with horror.

I have to say, that would not have been my first concern when hearing the word pregnant…

Gabe’s head tilted at the audacity of his date’s concern, obviously mirroring my exact thought.

Jia grabbed Gabe’s collar. “This is the last time I let you out of my sight,” Jia raged, trying to get Gabe out of this—apparently—horrible date, pulling him out of his seat.

As if on cue, Josh placed the basket of fries on my table while Jia and Gabe rushed out of the restaurant. I swiftly picked up the basket and left cash on the table behind me, with an apology wave to Josh.

Scrambling out of the restaurant, I found Jia and Gabe outside waiting for me, laughing. “Pregnant?” Gabe asked, practically wheezing with laughter. “We agreed on you being my girlfriend, not my baby mama!”

My own laughter spilled out at Gabe’s comment. “If you ask me, that was an award-winning performance, Jia.”

She bowed at the waist and said, “I would like to thank my mom and Daniella for their support, and Gabe for his horrible taste in men.”

Receiving a slap on the shoulder from him, she only erupted in more laughter. “You owe me a drink for that performance,” Jia stated, pointing at Gabe.

“Yeah, yeah,” he responded. “It’s on its way.” He rolled his eyes and scrunched his button nose. It made him look like a kid. His height alone gave him a childlike appearance, standing two inches shorter than me, meaning several inches shorter than Jia. You could never tell though, because he wore platform sneakers, a gift from the company he interned at as a marketing assistant.

Turning another corner, we made our way to the bar down the street, entering into the usual crowd.

“Two beers and a Dirty Shirley,” Gabe asked the bartender, squeezing in between those also asking for drinks as Jia and I shouted our thanks.

Turning to me, Jia took another fry out of the basket. “You never explained the cute outfit.” Her gaze swept over my clothes, from the well-fitting jeans to the low-cut, long sleeve top that accentuated my chest in a way I knew she commended, but I opposed. It was a stark contrast from my usual attire, which often consisted of overalls, flowing linen pants, midi dresses, et cetera—anything that didn’t stick to my body.

I pulled at the top, trying to cover more of my chest, but then it exposed my belly button.

I sighed. “I needed a silhouette example for the dress I’m sketching. I wasn’t sure if I liked the combo of this cut with a bodycon-style frame toward the bottom.”

Was she listening? Because she looked more focused on how I couldn’t stop touching my shirt. Then suddenly, she was pulling at the top too, trying to fix the mess that was me in fitted clothing.

“What did you end up deciding?” Jia asked, apparently listening.

“To keep the dress fitted in the waist and hips, but have it flare from there. If the neckline was higher, I would’ve decided otherwise, but I feel like it’s too much all together, right?” I asked.

Talking about design thoughts wasn’t good for my mental health after class hours—it made me stress-sweat—but it had to be done because it was all I could think about. If I didn’t figure it out now, then it’d knock on my glass window like a desperate Romeo visiting Juliet tonight. And I liked my sleep uninterrupted.

I rummaged for my flower hair clip in my purse and then twisted my short brown hair up.

Jia continued, “Nope, I totally—”

“Oh crap,” I exhaled, my hair clip falling to the ground. Squatting down, I searched for the bright clip. As soon as I reached the floor, I was standing back up with the clip in hand—shit. Was that the bottom of someone’s beer that just hit the top of my head?

“Shit,” I said in unison with the person holding the beer. Standing up, I ran a hand through my hair (no beer, thank god) as I went to apologize to—

How hard did I just hit my head? Because there’s no way this is actually happening right now.

“Daisy?” Levi asked. Levi Coldwell. Levi Coldwell was standing in front of me.
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I never understood why anyone spoke poorly of the color brown, it was a dream on you

Short, curling hair—shorter than I remembered—in the most perfect shade of brown, along with his hazel eyes and melting smile.

How did he get more handsome?

The Levi Coldwell that I loved in high school. The boy I spent nearly every day with and watched every girl swoon over in the process while my heart was shattered into pieces. Roaring started in my ears and the room began to sway as past memories flooded my vision. The last time I had seen him was when he walked across the graduation stage our senior year of high school four years ago. I had been silently wiping tears as I avoided his gaze in the crowd, thinking of everything he said to me the previous night.

“Levi?” I was trying to hide any state of panic, but I couldn’t relax my shoulders or lower my blood pressure as I took in the man in front of me. I rushed to fix whatever the beer glass just did to my hair as I absorbed that he was real.

“Levi?!” Gabe and Jia whispered from behind me, reminding me that we were in public, not in a dream.

“You cut your hair,” Levi said in astonishment as if we had been speaking for the past four years. His hand reached toward my face to touch it, but then he moved it down to his side quickly. My breath hitched in my throat like a hormonal teenage girl.

Don’t blush, don’t blush, be cool, be cool. He mentioned your hair, not the shape of your lips in a romantic way.

I suppressed my numerous questions about why he was here. Like where he’d been the past four years, if he’d thought of me at all, if he was doing okay. Instead, I said, “I did. Kind of gets in the way while sewing.”

That wasn’t a complete lie, but it also wasn’t the full truth. I cut it short the day after senior graduation because that’s what all the heartbroken main characters I watched did when they needed a change. It seemed like a good next move after finding out the person I was in love with didn’t feel the same way.

His face lit up. “How’s that going by the way—designing?” he asked, sincerity in his eyes and smile.

“It’s good,” I said. “I love it.” Trying to keep myself from rambling, I stopped there, unsure of how much longer I could hold this discussion without asking him a million questions and sounding insane. Not my best quality while I tried to discreetly adjust my top in the process.

Did my boobs look okay?

“I’m sorry, by the way,” he winced, referring to his beer hitting my head, as he reached for my forearm to enforce his sincerity. The small touch sent goosebumps up my arm, something I hadn’t experienced in what felt like years. It felt more intimate than any of the sex I had in the past four years. “Can I buy you a drink? Shirley Temple, right?”

My lips parted in surprise as I said, “Dirty Shirley, actually,” despite the drink in Gabe’s hand that was waiting for me.

Levi nodded, embarrassed, as if us being together in the same room meant we shrunk back to our younger years, barred from ordering alcoholic drinks.

I followed him up to the bar as he made room for us, trying my best not to stare at his long stature as he walked. Or at his lips as he ordered our drinks. Or at his hands as he touched his hair. It was like I was back in high school; my mind reeled as I stood in his presence.

“Are you still going to NYU?” I asked as he leaned against the bar.

“You remember?” There was a flicker of surprise in his face.

“Of course. You don’t give me enough credit, we were best friends,” I said softly. But I was fully aware that he heard me from the look on his face as I said best friends, despite the rowdiness of the people drinking around us.

“We were,” he said, nodding his head at the memory. “Are you still living with your mom and aunt in the West Village?”

“How do you know I live in the West Village?” I asked with confusion. The last thing I expected was for him to remember anything about me, let alone where I was currently living.

He laughed as if he were trying to prepare himself for what he was about to admit. “I called your mom the day after graduation to find out if you were still moving into the city. She gave me the address in case I ever wanted to stop by.”

My chest tightened. He had never stopped by.

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that information, and honestly, I wished I hadn’t known it at all. I’d already struggled the past four years wondering what he was doing, so knowing that he’d had this information all these years and did nothing with it… It left a pit of anxiety growing at the bottom of my stomach. With the old feelings rising to the surface, I refrained from responding and waited for him to continue.

“How are they—your mom and aunt, I mean?” he asked, tripping over his words. Was he nervous?

“They’re good,” I said, smiling. “Aunt Mandy is running the flower shop and my mom is designing, as usual. How are your sisters?”

His face lit up with joy. “They’re great. Claire and Rhea are finishing up third grade, and Sarah’s getting married, actually.”

I gasped, “To who? Don’t tell me it’s Jeff,” covering my mouth with anticipation.

“You’re not helping the situation,” he said dolefully as he ran his hand over his jaw with a groan.

“Oh my gosh, it is Jeff,” I said urgently, trying not to laugh at this horrifying news. “Why would she ever agree to that?”

I was always invested in his sisters’ lives. I still remember going over to his house in high school and being sucked into their rooms to catch up on all the gossip happening in kindergarten for an hour before I even saw Levi. Sarah was only a year below us, so we usually talked about the cutest guys in class. I never admitted to her that I thought it was her brother.

“Because she’s tired of the dating world—those were her exact words,” he said, shaking his head, obviously stressed over the engagement.

“Are you dating anyone?” The words were out before I could process what I was saying.

His eyebrows rose. He hesitated before answering. “No. Are you?”

“Not at the moment,” I said. Not at the moment? What was that supposed to mean?

He obviously didn’t think much of it because he responded casually, “That’s good.”

God, this conversation was going into a territory I wasn’t dressed properly for. I think this was the type of conversation I needed to be prepped on before I was allowed to speak freely.

The first time I saw my childhood crush in four years, and I was wearing ill-fitting clothes. Someone please save—

“Levi?” Our heads turned at the sound of his name.

“Bella,” Levi said, color coming to his cheeks.

“How are you?” she—Bella—asked as she practically jumped onto him in a warm embrace. This was not the kind of saving I was looking for.

“I’m good, I’m good. How are you?”

Should I leave? Honestly, what would you do in this conversation? I obviously had no clue. I stood there for a moment debating my options, watching as they spoke, his hand on her arm the entire conversation and her hand on his.

Her hair was the color of the homemade blondies I made on Sundays before a shift at the flower shop. It had this strawberry blonde tint and was the perfect length, hitting the middle of her back. It made me wish I had never cut my hair.

“I’m here with one of Sarah’s friends, she’ll be at the wedding with us.”

Us?

I glanced at Levi in surprise. She was invited to the wedding? I hated to admit it, but I couldn’t watch him be invested in every word Bella said. It felt like senior year all over again. And hearing about how involved she was in his life—how I used to be that person—was too much.

I stepped away from them before I could do anything pathetic—they wouldn’t notice me blending into the background—but then I was pulled back within one step, a hand in mine.

“Bella, this is Daisy—Dani,” he said, correcting himself in a flustered manner.

Hearing the sound of my name coming from his lips affected my body in a way that other men couldn’t even do when kissing me.

I refrained from looking down at my hand in surprise like a love-obsessed stalker, and looked at the girl across from me, who was now climbing off Levi at the sight of our interlocked hands. Now she was looking at me as if she knew me. Did she?

“Daisy?” Bella asked him, rather than asking me, with an appalled look on her face. With a nod from him, she continued, “I’ve heard a lot about you.” The way she spoke made it sound as if she regretted it.

Before I could speak, she kept going. A flirtatious smile painted on her face as she touched his thigh, her body in between his legs. “Did Levi tell you we’re together?”

The comment hit me like a slap in the face, my heart instantly faltering. Did he lie about not being in a relationship to make me feel better about my poor excuse for a dating life? My reaction must have been evident because he spoke up immediately.

“We’re not together anymore,” he said.

“I was just testing you, calm down.” She rolled her eyes and then flicked one of his loose curls.

Catching her hand, he said, “Unnecessary.”

I couldn’t help but notice how when he said my name it sounded sweet, but when he said hers, it sounded seductive. Probably the perfect way to describe how the two of us were different; she was all glamour, and I was all… vintage.

“Oh, come on, Levi, everyone knows you’re obsessed with me. No hard feelings. I promise it won’t affect my mother’s decision about the job. Maybe.” She spoke with wit, finishing it off with a wink.

“That’s not true.”

She continued, not caring for his refusal to agree with her. “Being obsessed with me? Oh, come on, everyone can see it, it’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You haven’t even dated anyone since—”

“I’m dating Dani.”

The only thing that kept my jaw from dropping was the satisfaction I got from her shocked face.

“Excuse me?” she asked, her voice iced over with an intensity I only ever heard from my aunt when they messed up her takeout order.

He didn’t miss a beat. His gaze went straight to my face to drive the point home. My knees locked up as he looked into my eyes and said, “Daniella and I are dating.” His words were bewitching and firm, like I was his and he wouldn’t sit there and be told otherwise.

I stared back in awe; the moment being broken up by him as he returned to Bella. “So no, it shouldn’t affect your mother’s decision.”

Coldness wasn’t something you’d see from Levi often. I could count on one hand the number of times in which he raised his voice or cut someone off in the four years I spent with him. Seeing this side was like witnessing a tsunami in a landlocked country.

“I didn’t think you’d ever do the boyfriend thing,” she speculated. “I assume she’ll be coming to the wedding then.”

“Yes, she will be,” he said.

He was upset. She had the ability to make him upset. He liked this girl. It was obvious from the way his face lit up the second he saw her. He had always attracted girls though; it was no surprise. From his flirtatious charm to his hazel eyes and dark hair. It was like the angles and structure of his face were made to be replicated by artists and stared at by beautiful girls.

Just the way he would look at you with this absolute intensity let you know he was paying attention to every word you said like you were an addictive drug. Everyone desired to be with him and be around him. But I had never seen him reciprocate those feelings for the girls who followed his movements.

I was going to vomit.

“I guess I’ll see you both at the game tomorrow then,” she said.

Game?

“See you tomorrow,” he finished without giving her another glance, his hand now catching mine as he pulled us out of the bar and around the corner. Before he could walk any farther, not having any clue where he was headed, I came to a halt.

“You need to explain, right now.” I let go of his hand. I needed to think clearly.

The sky was only just darkening as the sun made its escape. The streetlights clicked on and illuminated the brownstones and shops.

As he turned, I realized that it was the first time tonight that I saw a look of distress sweep over his features, his hand pressed against his temple. “I did not plan for that to happen,” he said, leaning against the wall, not far from my home and the flower shop.

“God, I would hope not, because you should know that I am the worst person to pick when it comes to lying. So, explain to me what just happened,” I said.

“I panicked.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

“You panicked?” I asked with astonishment. “If that girl looked at me one more time, I’m convinced it would’ve been the last thing I saw before she knocked me out!”

He laughed, a smile appearing across his tan face. As our eyes met, all the anger in my body extinguished. Suddenly we were back in the cafeteria at school, trading stories and complaints, one half of my peanut butter fluff sandwich in front of him, and one half of his ham and cheese in front of me.

“What happened?” I asked, expecting some horror-filled breakup story based on the way she reacted to him dating someone else.

“She’s a friend of Sarah’s. We went on a few dates throughout the year, but it didn’t turn out how she wanted.” It sounded like there was more to be said, but he looked conflicted.

As much as I wanted to reach out to him, similar to the way we used to hug one another every Thursday night before I walked back to my house or when we passed our dreaded Friday physics exams, I kept my hands together. We weren’t those people anymore.

“Why would you tell her we’re dating then?” I asked, genuinely curious.

He shook his head. “I’m trying to stay on her good side, and she knows that. Her mother runs the Arts department for The New York Times and has the power to hire me. She’s convinced that I’m a loose cannon though.”

“What? Why? That makes no sense.” I shook my head, even more confused than before.

“She thought I was a qualified candidate for the position before finding out about me dating Bella. She’s convinced I won’t stick around in the city—that I’m not serious about my future because I can’t commit to a relationship with her daughter.”

“She said this to you?” I asked in disbelief; my face hurt with surprise. This sounded… illegal?

“She’s her mother. I couldn’t blame her for putting her guard up.”

Protective, caring Levi as usual. “And I come into this how…”

He groaned with embarrassment. “I promise this was not planned. I panicked. First, I saw you”—my heart swelled at those three words—“then her. I know if Bella sees me in a relationship, she’s likely to tell her mother.”

“I don’t know. We’re talking about pretending to be a couple here, and I haven’t even seen you in years. The last thing I want is to deceive your family and intrude on Sarah’s wedding.” This was much easier to say than explaining my unrequited feelings for him, even as fizzled as they were after all these years.

Pushing off the wall, he strode across the wide sidewalk in one fluid step. “What are you talking about?” he asked, shaking his head, perplexed. “Sarah would die to see you again; my family has always loved you.” The confession made me nostalgic, missing the large family dinners and chatter of his siblings. And that quick memory must’ve appeared on my face because the tension in his shoulders relaxed. How was I supposed to say no? This used to be my best friend.

“You’d be doing me a huge favor.” He gave me a childish smile that made me snort with laughter.

“It’s not fair,” I said like a child.

“What?”

“I’ve never been able to say no to you,” I said, knowing that he would take it as a sign of our friendship and nothing else.

Kissing me on the head in excitement as if nothing had changed, he said, “You’re amazing, Daniella Maria!”

“You owe me, Levi Coldwell,” I replied with a finger in his chest, trying to recover from the ghost of the kiss on my forehead.

“Free strawberry shortcake for the rest of your life,” he cheered with joy as I pulled his hands from my face.

“How do you remember this stuff?” I laughed in response, surprised that he would remember something so specific.

“Friends, remember?” he spoke nonchalantly, having no idea that those were the last words I wanted to hear.

Friends.

“Now, how is this going to work, and what is this game?”
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It’s all you ever loved, but never yourself

Three hours later and I was back home—Aunt Mandy’s home specifically. A brownstone townhouse that used to belong to my mom before she moved to the suburbs and started a family. When her career in wedding dress design took off, she bought a home in the most expensive, but beautiful, area in New York City. Years later when she got married and moved, she sold it to Mandy, my dad’s sister.

I moved in with her once college started. Mom often jumped between here, our home in the suburbs, and the five-star hotels of the cities she traveled to for photoshoots, fashion weeks, and so on. Mandy and my mom were only a year apart, so they acted more like best friends than sisters-in-law. It made for a very sitcom-like environment when we were all together.

Walking up the stairs with an immense amount of knowledge about Sarah’s wedding and how this plan was going to work, I found Gabe and Jia sitting on Mandy’s couch.

“Well, hello there,” I said, not expecting either of them to be here. They did have the keycode though, so it wasn’t the first time I’d found them waiting for me.

They both flew off the couch. Asking questions at the same speed, they only took breaths so the other could ask the next one.

“What happened?” Jia asked.

“Was that the Levi?” asked Gabe.

“Who was the blonde chick?”

“Why did you walk out holding hands?”

“Did he walk you home?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Sit down and I’ll answer your questions after I take off these clothes,” I spoke in a rush, running down the hall to change into sweats.

Coming back just as quickly, I explained what happened at the bar: how I hit my head on his beer—“Yes, saw that already,” Jia said aggressively, wanting to know the parts she didn’t know—and then what had caused Levi to say we were dating.

“I’m sorry, he said what?” Gabe asked, almost falling off the couch.

“Yup.” I nodded my head, crossing my legs on the couch across from them like a child in kindergarten during Show and Tell. “They used to date, but it sounded like it didn’t end well, but her mother works in the department that Levi is trying to get a job in, so Bella has an influence on who gets hired—”

“So, nepotism,” Gabe reflected.

“—therefore, I’ll go to the wedding and all the events leading up to it so that Bella sees that he won’t be leaving the city and will report back to her mom, and then Levi can get the job.”

Jia stared at me with narrowed eyes, the way she always did when she was trying to figure out a problem. “Let me repeat what you just said. Levi has a hot ex whose mother can either hire him or not, and you’ve been assigned as his personal cockblock to make sure he gets this job.”

I pursed my lips. I knew she would be too pessimistic.

“That’s not fair, that’s not who Levi is,” I said, because that’d never been who Levi was. He dated girls, but he never led them on. It was always a few dates, and then it fizzled out, the way dreams from the night before were forgotten the next morning. It simply seemed like he wasn’t interested in being a boyfriend. He always put his family first, spending every waking moment with them. Tying Claire and Rhea’s shoes before school, helping Sarah edit her English papers, and cooking dinner the nights his mother tutored at the school nearby.

“Levi was my best friend,” I explained.

“And he broke your heart, Dani. What kind of friend does that?” she asked. But if she was expecting an answer, she wasn’t getting one. Levi was my best friend for years; I couldn’t just say no to him. Not when I had the chance to be friends with him again and be part of his life. Not when we had gone through the same trauma, and he helped me climb out of the hole I had dug.

“You do realize that this is the complete opposite of a rom-com, right? As in, you’re the other woman in the story—the one the writers add in for extra drama, not for the happily ever after,” she spoke matter-of-factly.

I had seen almost every cheesy romance movie; I knew what she was talking about. And it wasn’t the first time I found myself playing the side character. But it hurt to hear it from her.

“Do you still love him?” Gabe asked, leaning forward on the couch across from me.

“I—no, no, no, of course not,” I said quickly. It’d been four years. Yes, my heart pumped blood fast enough to burst out of my shirt when I saw him. But that was from surprise and nostalgia.

“That was a lot of nos,” he said warily.

“I’m going to need ice cream for this,” Jia said, getting off the couch.

“Do you?” he asked again in a hushed tone, as if my answer would be different without Jia in the room.

He was right though, it usually was. Jia was brutally opinionated, by nature. And naturally, it didn’t always feel good to be on the receiving end of it.

“No,” I said with frustration. Frustration with myself. I ran a hand through my hair hoping the feeling would bring some type of serenity.

“Does he love her?” Gabe asked hesitantly, knowing the sensitive waters he was treading.

I bit my lip. “Yes.” I knew that Levi said he wasn’t trying to get Bella back, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to. I saw the way he held her in the bar. I could spot desire from a mile away, even craft an hour-long slideshow on it.

“Have you ever thought that maybe he has feelings for you too. That after all these years, maybe he regretted saying no to you in high school?”

I had thought about it constantly, wondering if Levi had ever missed what we had. If he ever missed what we could have been. That maybe his longing gazes, unexpected gifts, and late-night calls in high school were a sign of his returned affection. But no, they weren’t.

I shook my head. “You know the story; he couldn’t have regretted it.”

“I don’t know, Dani. I saw the way that man grabbed your face,” Gabe said with an I know what I’m talking about look.

“How long were you watching us for?” I asked suspiciously, laughing.

“Long enough to make sure he wasn’t an axe murderer. But back to the subject: I saw the way he looked at you, and a man doesn’t look at a woman like that if it doesn’t mean something,” he said with the tap of his finger in the air.

“Gabe, what do you know about men?!” Jia shouted from the kitchen.

He twisted in his seat, shouting, “Just because you watch K-dramas doesn’t mean you know anything about men!”

“Yes it does!” she screamed.

I was laughing so hard that my stomach began to cramp up. The perfect distraction to subdue the frequent nagging behind my rib cage from Jia’s words.

Was Levi
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