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An Unexpected Reunion
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Ryan

I still remember the first time I saw Savanna Valentine with startling clarity. It was my sophmore year and my sister Natalie had dragged her best friend over after school to "study". One look at mischievous grins told me actual homework would be minimal.

When Natalie introduced her bubbly friend, I barely glanced up from my comic book. But then Savanna said, "Oh wow, you like Hellblazer? I just finished a paper comparing supernatural elements across Vertigo titles." 

I scoffed automatically. "You wrote a paper on comic books? Yeah right." But curiosity made me study her now. Shoulder length blond hair, inquisitive green eyes, lean athletic build. An animated chatterbox who walked the hallways surrounded by fellow bright minds. What would a preppy overachiever know about complex antihero comics?

Savanna's eyes narrowed, never one to ignore a challenge. She launched into an impromptu lecture on allegorical themes in Sandman, citing texts and issues. I hated being impressed with this infuriating upstart invading my space. So I cut back with a snide remark on "scholarly claptrap suffocating the medium's entertainment value." 

Quick as a cobra she struck, shredding my "simplistic" take with towering disdain. We parried deeper into the genre’s literary merit, hurling barbed witticisms that soon had Natalie sighing and abandoning actual homework. Savanna glowed with zeal, and I with irritation, marveling at her poise. Who allowed baby intellectuals to sound so smugly convinced while dismantling your worldview?

When they left two hours later, we were still locked in heated debate about Watchmen's relevancy. I itched for Round Two, though reluctant to admit this baby scholar might teach me things if she could keep up. The battle lines were drawn; I had found my rival, and new obsession taking all my willpower not to admire.

Over the three years, Savanna and I carved out hostile camaraderie orbiting Natalie’s world as pivotal scholarship examinations approached. In class or passing campus halls, we traded verbal spars about semiotics or postmodernism or whether Shakespeare adaptations "missed the point." She called me a stuck-up nihilist; I deemed her a moralizing control freak. Secretly I hungered to glimpse rare smiles, or dissect the latest texts she consumed so ravenously.

Through Natalie’s ambitious circle, Savanna was everywhere - captaining debate club activities, leading poetry readings that made my stomach clench strangely, or cleaning up at Model UN conferences. That sparkling laugh and confident air stirred feelings no casual sister's friend should. So I armored cocky intellect against her intrusion, though she still haunted dreams.

By senior year, being near Savanna was sweet torture. She saw me as an arrogant slacker squandering potential for rebellion’s sake. If she only knew how hard I fought not to stare too long in those emerald eyes that saw through my damage. We orbited warily around bold academic explorers headed toward bright collegiate futures where controlling types thrived. Surely she would soon realize I had nothing to offer someone so clearly destined for greatness far away.

The months till graduation passed in a blur of shared classes and camouflaged attraction layered in academic rivalries. We almost melted barriers at a party that got too intimate. But panic sent me fleeing from temptation’s orbit before drunk actions betrayed sober sense. I lost myself in late night Comics and Plans B, afraid to admit the gravitational pull I still felt to her.

On graduation day, Natalie dragged us together for photos. Savanna had never looked more beautiful or unreachable. Some crazy impulse made me pull her aside afterwards, feeling time slipping away. Our first real kiss was filled with years of hidden longing, tasting like bittersweet goodbye. Fear winning again, I ran off to basic training weeks later without contacting her again. Only in war's furnace did I finally start to understand the hold she had on me..

***
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The salty ocean breeze mixes with a sense of nostalgia as I step out of the airport on familiar soil. Returning to my hometown after so long fills me with mixed emotions. It's both comforting and strange to see familiar faces and places again. The smell of the air and the sound of seagulls remind me of the years I spent away as a Navy SEAL. Now, I'm back on leave, and it feels like I'm rediscovering a part of myself I left behind.

Spotting my sister, Natalie, waiting for me outside the small coastal airport, I can't help but feel a surge of warmth. Her laughter greets me, and she engulfs me in a tight hug, her eyes brimming with joy and tears. "Welcome home, Ryan," she says, her voice filled with warmth. "It's been too long."

On our ride home, we chat about my deployment, and she updates me on everything I've missed in our family and the town. Natalie also mentions how her best friend, Savanna Valentine, has become a successful bookstore owner. A mix of emotion is evoked in me at the mention of Savanna. Savanna and I were always at odds, our exchanges laced with sarcasm and competitive banter. Our history is a turbulent one, a constant battle of wills. I haven't seen her in years, and part of me wonders if perhaps there may still be that spark of something between us.

"You should freshen up and have a meal first. Afterwards, you can take a walk around the town. You'll enjoy it just as much as you need it." Natalie says, parking in front of our parents' quaint cottage.

After I freshen up, have a meal and spend some time with Natalie, I decide to take a stroll into town, eager to reacquaint myself with familiar streets and sights. As I walk, I notice how the town has changed and yet so much remained the same. The old bookstore on the corner has a new sign, and curiosity gets the better of me. I decide to step inside.

I trail my fingers along the book spines, as memories of Savanna's unrelenting book debates and impassioned storytelling resurface. That ever-present hunger glinting in her eyes whenever literature entered a conversation. I couldn't recall owning a single comic volume she hadn't picked apart panel by panel or critiqued my "superficial analysis". 

Yet her erudite prodding, though irritating then, indirectly fueled my own memory for obscure superhero origin stories and comic universes. Not that I would ever tell her as much. Admitting Savanna Valentine had sharpened my wit sounds dangerously close to yielding. And yielding meant defeat in our constant battle of wills, our story defined by good-natured sarcasm lacing each exchange.

I chuckle under my breath picturing her smug expression were I to compliment how fully her bookish dreams now surrounded me. The raised brow. The pull of her lips fighting back a satisfied grin. A vision seared into many schoolyard debates past. For every literary salvo she launched, I returned the volley eagerly, neither of us backing down.

I pause at a display of leather-bound editions, wondering if some fierce bookstore proprietor will emerge any moment still spoiling for verbal sparring. The echo of our competitive banter mingling with faint nostalgia. Will time have sanded some sharp edges? Then again, bending seems unlikely from the formidable girl who's built this kingdom from imagination's sand.

My breath catches as I lock eyes with the one person I wasn't expecting to see so soon: Savanna Valentine.

Savanna disappears down an aisle, leaving me alone with the books. I guess she's getting back to work. I was expecting us to talk and joke around like old times. But instead, it's awkwardly quiet. 

I pretend to browse while glancing around for her. There she is—helping a customer while putting some books on a shelf. She moves with confidence now. And she still talks excitedly with her hands. Some things don't change.

I'm not sure if I should try talking to her or not. Weirdly, neither of us has been as outspoken as usual. Since when did we get shy? I run my finger over the books, killing time. 

"So... come here often?" Savanna suddenly pops up beside me, making me jump. There’s that razor-sharp wit! I turn to face her grinning eyes.

"Just seeing if your fancy bookshop lives up to all the hype,” I joke back.  

She cocks her head, studying me. "Still losing sleep over my honestly helpful feedback back in school?” 

I have to laugh. "Careful, or I might start thinking you respect my opinions on literature!"

Her eyes dance playfully in a way I’ve never noticed before. When did our bickering get so...fun? As she stocks a shelf, I catch myself staring. 

Savanna turns back and raises an eyebrow. "Like what you see, sailor?" 

I feel my face get hot but hide it with a shrug. "Still impressing with vocabulary skills—that English major paid off."

She rolls her eyes. "Please. Running this place demands ten times more word skills. But I guess the Navy focuses talk on more...” She pauses, searching. “Combat stuff?"

"Combat’s one way to describe the mind games,” I volley back.

Her unrestrained laugh sends an odd flutter through me. She practically glows now—poised yet vibrant. Her passion glimmers brighter. Strange. Alluring. 

We fall into friendly debate over books and thrills. But the mood feels different now. Our banter hides a spark of attraction. Things left unsaid. Or is that the jet lag talking? 

I clear my throat, shifting gears before imagination carries me away. “Think a sailor could still debate with the best?” 

She narrows her eyes playfully. "Suppose I allow you an opportunity to impress." 

Savanna has me grinning all the way until I run into Miriam, the old Jewish woman who lives down the road. Ever since I've known her, she has always had an aged appearance, yet remarkably, she has never seemed to age further.

“Old Miriam?” I ask as she walks past me. She looks back.

“Ryan, my boy? You’re back!” She exclaims and I go to engulf her in a hug.

“You haven’t aged a day since I left.”

“All in the bones. How did your work go? Are you still going to go back?” She asks me. “I’ve missed you, my boy. Nobody enjoys my stories the way you do.”

“I’ve missed you too, little lady!”

“Have you seen her yet?” She asks as we walk together, and I look at her, wondering what she’s talking about.

“Who?”

“Who else am I talking about? The Valentines’ daughter!”

“You’re still bent up on this, aren’t you, Miriam?”

First of all, Savanna and I have had our— moments, that was before I left, but we have never been together. We were just constantly thrown around each other, and maybe kissed once or twice, but Savanna and I weren’t a couple at the time. She was and is my sister’s best friend which makes her off-limits.

Miriam had seen us together a few times, and she had always talked about how perfect we were for each other. Turns out she still thinks that we’d be good together.
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An Unexpected Spark
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Savanna

Seeing Ryan Cooper again feels like emotional whiplash, catapulting me back through the years. That cocksure smile triggering vivid memories of the arrogant boy who entered my world. Even then Ryan exuded brash charisma, swaggering through hallways flanked by edgy outcasts and lovesick girls. His caustic remarks on scholarly pursuits escalated our debates into verbal sparring that became a perverse addiction. I lived for wiping self-assured smirks off Ryan’s infuriating sexy face.

Back then I deemed Natalie’s cocksure older brother a stuck-up rebel coasting on disdain for authority rather than applying his keen intellect. Ryan clearly relished goading me, parrying my impassioned arguments with sarcastic provocations that drove me crazy. Our blistering debates stood out amid monotonous high school drama, fanning an exhilarating friction I never acknowledged out loud. Still, Ryan’s ruthless dismantling of my worldview also unwillingly forced me to confront moral complexities I had avoided. Much as his effortless magnetism attracted admirers, mockery of my studious nature compounded familiar insecurities about connecting with people as passionately as I did ideas. 

Secretly I envied Ryan’s IDGAF attitude that granted freedom from external validation. He never betrayed the faintest clue what inner demons drove perpetual self-sabotage. Not that I wanted to discover hidden depths behind Ryan’s damage. Natalie's brother would clearly scoff learning his cavalier rebellion instead taught me important lessons about questioning assumptions while staying true to myself. 

After his graduation, relief mingled with surprisingly acute sadness over losing the exhilarating sanctuary our verbal sparring oddly provided. I finished high school while I brushed aside frivolous attraction to bad boys, determined to focus on college and relationships with less complicated baggage. When questionable life choices prematurely ended Ryan’s academic path, I convinced myself it was predictable outcome for brilliant misfits who disdained authority, ignoring lingering what-ifs. In truth, I dodged lingering feelings too messy to confront beneath ambitious drive.

Ryan ended up joining the Navy. Over the next years, Ryan's occasional letters from overseas training allowed me to observe from a safe distance. Any attraction faded to faint nostalgia for youthful folly. Indeed on the cusp of turning 30, I had embraced wholeheartedly Natalie's teasing childhood predictions. Bookish know-it-all Savanna would clearly achieve destiny as mystery author and quirky small-town bookstore owner! I proudly transformed my passion into this cozy literary sanctuary far from the harrowing frontline chaos Ryan now navigated. Natalie kept me updated on her brother's rare visits when not on remote deployments. But after Ryan shipped out without a word, we never reconnected personally again. 

Until today. I was wholly unprepared when Ryan Cooper unexpectedly sauntered back into my tidy world after nearly a decade abroad. Seeing him leaning on that shelf, thick muscle rippling distractingly beneath shirt sleeves, the intervening years vanish abruptly. I freeze, stunned by the intensity of resurgent memories stirred. Echoes of our blistering debates, the admiring gazes he pretended not to notice, flashing impish grins whenever he got me flustered. My knees nearly buckle from the dizzying time warp this man's sudden presence creates.

Irritation quickly follows shock. How dare Ryan infiltrate my carefully constructed sanctuary, looking unfairly mouthwatering while resurrecting adolescent ghosts I long laid to rest? I brace for cutting insults, guard flying up automatically. But Ryan's gaze holds unfamiliar warmth instead of old mockery. The rich timbre of his laugh sends unfamiliar flutters through my belly. 

I bristle, suspicious what game brought this globe-trotting soldier wandering across my threshold after so many years abroad. Surely boredom or arrogance fueled this intrusion from Natalie’s prodigal brother into my orderly world merely to conquer another small-town conquest. I demand to know his intentions point-blank, but Ryan sidesteps personal questions, deftly steering conversation to more neutral topics. 

Against my will, we soon slip into familiar banter, almost like old friends instead of sworn academic rivals. Ryan seems genuinely interested in the bookstore's development, asking thoughtful questions without mockery. In turn I catch myself sharing funny anecdotes, forgetting to armor reactions against potential judgment. Time melts away surprisingly fast before reluctance to get trapped being charmed makes me end the discussion with the excuse of work. Still I surprise myself by letting him know if he is still up for the challlenge, I would love to debate literature with him again. Ryan's slow smile hints welcome intrigue and promises more provocative encounters ahead..

We continue tentative text conversations over the next few days when free moments allow. It feels strangely natural yet unsettling given our prickly history. Brief messages become enjoyable diversions from the daily grind, prompting more frequent smiles when notification alerts ding. Still I dare not examine too closely why Ryan's witty quips make me oddly giddy for hours afterwards. Surely just amusement over this seasoned sailor seeking my opinion on book recommendations again after so many years. 

When he casually mentions dropping by the store again soon for some promised literary debate, eagerness to impress emerges before I can halt it. Flustered I text Natalie to discuss this bewildering reactions, but she only laughs knowingly. To my chagrin she hints long-held opinions on simmering attraction beneath Ryan and I’s perpetually clashing outlooks. Preposterous theories which I immediately shoot down, ignoring her joking about "enemies to lovers" tropes! Ridiculous notions destined for the literary scrap heap.

Over the next few weeks however I reluctantly admit to myself that I look forward to Ryan's visits. Butterflies obstinately take flight in my stomach upon occasional sightings of a tall, dark and handsome man browsing quiet aisles, framed appealingly by book spines. Cordial customer interactions shift to more lingering questions about the other’s activities until one or the other notices lengthening moments wandering well beyond professional interest into intimacy. Awkward excuses inevitably disperse one of us rather than acknowledge unresolved tension resurfacing.

Today Ryan appears while I'm talking to book club clientele on literary fiction selections. Lingering nearby pretending casual interest in our discussion, subtle smiles or winks make focusing on work unexpectedly challenging! I power through with dogged determination, refusing the pull of Ryan's distracting magnetism. Surely the attraction will fade if ignored, safely smothering an inconvenient resurgence of long dormant high school yearnings.. At least until meeting his quietly intense eyes again across the next aisle makes me wonder whether I possess the willpower to resist whatever this charming provocateur might yet stir up from the past after all.

Standing so near, his woodsy cologne still tickles my nose. But Ryan doesn't mock my book-nerd life like expected. He asks curious questions with genuine interest that confuses me. His navy experiences seem to have made Ryan more mature and thoughtful somehow. Yet being drawn to him again scares me for good reason. Fool me once and all that.

Deep down a small thrill passes through me seeing Ryan taller and more ruggedly handsome now in a way that’s almost irritating. Hearing that magnetic laugh erupt so nearby makes my cheeks flush hot all over again. Those hazel eyes definitely hold new secrets I’m curious to uncover. I just have to ignore how sexy his muscular arms look casually draped over the bookshelf right next to me.

The bells on the bookshop door jingle as Ryan exits after our encounter. His hands brush mine lingeringly as he takes the bag with his purchases. I repress a shiver at the skimming contact and unreadable sidelong glance he tosses back.

"Until next time..." Ryan offers casually with a slight salute, though intrigue glimmers in those hazel eyes. The playful words hold promise and hidden meanings. His body turns fluidly then pauses just before crossing the threshold.

"You better give me a heads up next time you want to debate books. I'll bring my A-game so I don't let down those super high expectations of yours."  
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Simmering Sparks Reignited
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Ryan

That evening as I’m dying to get some shut-eye, loud honks erupt outside. I glance out the window to see a shiny motorcycle roaring up with a stone-faced dude in a leather jacket. He swaggers over to Natalie’s room and starts tossing pebbles to get her attention until she finally sticks her head out. They clearly have a whole secret romance thing going on that I never expected from my nerdy introvert sister. mental note to trick more details out of her later. But right now, I’ve got my own Juliet to figure out a plan for.  

With Natalie occupied making kissy faces, I sneak out into the chilly night air unseen. My feet carry me towards the warm glow of Savanna’s bookshop, candles glimmering in the window like a magnet drawing me downtown. Maybe browsing comics will help clear my spinning brain somehow. I still get these annoying butterflies around Savanna though, feeling way too shy and awkward - pretty pathetic for a tough military dude. Gotta get it together! 

Of course the second I step inside, my swagger disappears quick seeing Savanna perched on a stool behind the vintage register counter. The soft lighting shining around her makes my tongue twist up even worse. Trying to play it cool, I grab the nearest graphic novel pretending to browse. But it’s definitely upside down and the robot fighting pages just blur meaningless in front of me anyway. All I can focus on is tracking Savanna’s graceful movements around the cozy space as she helps the few lingering customers and locks up. 

When she finally looks up and those emerald eyes pin me with surprise, somehow I turn into a total idiot. I can’t hide the dumb look on my face, and I’m dying inside realizing this beautiful, worldly woman must find me like the lamest dork ever all of a sudden. Nice first impression, Romeo. Real impressive.

Somehow I manage to choke out a somewhat normal-sounding greeting instead of the voice crack I feel coming on though. Personal victory, I guess? Awkwardly I watch Savanna tidy up, trying not to be too obvious about checking out her cute hair style or the way she bites that full, glossy lip...Damn, focus! I snap out of the trance feeling creepier by the second.

We make some forced small talk about nothing important since my heart’s pounding loud enough to drown her out anyway. Out of nowhere, my stupid mouth decides now’s the time to stumble straight to the point instead of playing it smooth like usual. "So uh, I was wondering if you maybe want to grab coffee or breakfast tomorrow? Together I mean? Could take a walk too if you want...”  

Wow, overeager much? That was almost a Natalie-level word vomit move. Savanna looks startled and I wanna crawl under the Self Help bookshelves. Mercifully though, her lips curve up softly instead of calling me a weirdo stalker. “Actually a walk sounds nice. I could use some fresh air - things get pretty busy here...”  

Sweet relief washes over me as we pick a bookish cafe spot for the next morning. Maybe this reunion hasn’t gone totally downhill yet! Feeling brave suddenly, I try leaning casually (hopefully?) against the counter when a freakin’ earthquake hits in my chest. Because out of nowhere, Savanna’s small warm hand lands gently on top of mine, tingles shooting up my arm like lightning.  

“And Ryan... I'd really like to hear more about your travels and, well, everything since we've been out of touch. If you want to share, that is."

Her usually snarky gaze turns shy but also open and inviting in a way I've never really seen directed my way from Savanna. Like she's truly interested to know the man behind the cocky mask now instead of just assuming the worst. The open hope and curiosity there catches me way off guard. We stare wide-eyed frozen for a second, electricity sparking wildly with just her skin against mine. The air suddenly changes around us. 

It really hits me hard then how unbelievably simple it would be to just throw caution away and kiss her senseless right here, right now. No more walls or head games. The space between us seems to crackle, every book on romance and forbidden attraction pressing in like silent encouragement. Like our bodies might just be pulled together by old ghosts and regrets demanding to finally be given voice.

But of course the universe has worse comic timing than me. Savanna's ringtone blares loud like an alarm clock shocking us out of the intense moment. We spring apart awkwardly as she grabs it, chatterbox friend mode reactivated. The loss of contact leaves my hand cold with regret. As she turns away gabbing happily though, I see pink rising on her cheeks too. 

Maybe this spark between us isn't so one-sided after all? Still, now's clearly not the moment to overstep. I dip out the door quietly but can’t resist tossing an eager smile over my shoulder first. Even after so many years, just the promise of more intimate talks with this maddening woman already has my heart racing double time all over again. Please let me not screw this up somehow!

"See you tomorrow then?" I call hopefully on my way to escape into the night breeze before saying or doing something stupid to spoil this delicate new beginning between us.
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Rekindling Sparks Over Coffee
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Savanna

The next morning, I'm nervous about our coffee meeting. I want to look good but not too fancy. I choose black pants and a green silk top. I put my hair up in a neat style. I'm ready for this.

The cafe is busy. Maybe people have heard he's back in town. I tell myself to stay calm and not to trust him too much. I get to our table first. I'm so nervous, I forget to bring a book to read.

Then Ryan comes in, looking confident and charming. It's not fair how easy it is for him. I have to work hard to look and act my best.

"Even when you're reading, you look beautiful, Savanna," he says.

He smiles, and I realize I don't even have a book with me. I've been staring at my empty hands the whole time! How embarrassing. But his compliment makes me forget my frustration. He looks so good, and I need to think of something smart to say back.

I take a steadying breath to compose myself before responding lightly to Ryan's compliment, "Flattery will get you everywhere."  I give him a small smile, hoping my nerves don't show. "So how have you been finding your time back in town so far?"

Ryan leans back in his chair, seeming to seriously contemplate what many would consider a throwaway, polite question.  That's one change I'm noticing in him already – more thoughtfulness and care in his responses.

"Honestly? It feels kinda strange to be back after being away on deployments for so long," he admits.  "I know it may sound cliché, but even just driving around the neighborhood earlier with Nat, things look  the same on the outside but feel...different somehow."

I nod in understanding. Our charming coastal town may appear frozen in time for return visitors, but much inevitably evolves in those years, gaps even beyond fresh paint jobs or remodeled storefronts. Lives change course, beloved institutions pass torches, children grow. 

"People always say you can never go home again because both you and ‘home’ transform with the passage of time. Is that what you mean?" I muse.

Ryan brightens, pointing at me. "Exactly. It's almost like by picking back up here I'm rediscovering a part of myself I left behind when I headed off to basic training as this bold teenager. Does that make sense?"

Our conversation flows easily after that initial awkwardness recedes. Ryan launches into entertaining stories of Navy SEAL training misadventures and the unexpected realities of military life abroad. I listen raptly to tales of daring underwater missions, risky hostage extractions, and maintaining sanity under immense pressure. He tells them self-deprecatingly like just another day at the office rather than events displaying uncommon courage.  

I’ve always quietly admired Ryan’s daring wanderlust and resistance to playing it safe – qualities giving him the courage to face combat realities I know it would paralyze me with fear. Even during our worst high school antagonism, that bold spirit drew me like a forbidden thrill. 

Food and fresh drinks pause conversation until steaming mugs arrive. I cradle mine gratefully, savoring warmth seeping into my stiff cold fingers this chilly dawn. The walk over was bracing but Ryan’s easy company makes the shivers worth it. I breathe deep the rising steam's comforting aroma, tension dissipating. Somehow being near Ryan feels not just civil but...nice. 

Across the polished wood tabletop,amber eyes crinkle merrily watching me fuss with sugar packets before curiosity turns them serious.  "So how did you decide on owning this bookshop? Last I heard you were taking some Ivy League fast-track to law career stardom."

No judgment weights the question - rather genuine interest in what shaped pivotal choices since we last spoke before Ryan shipped out. I explain how disillusionment with toxic big firm expectations aligned with dream visions of sharing bookish joy. Polishing my tale with dramatic flourishes has him grinning.  

"There's just something special about being surrounded by stories, you know? Like each book contains a glimpse into its author's immortal soul." I finish passionately. 

Chin propped on one broad hand, Ryan just smiles and nods, letting me ramble uninterrupted. His steady gaze focuses completely on each strange notion and grandiose statement tumbling out uncensored. A startling realization hits then – I’m prattling on without guardrails before this near stranger and feel not the slightest twinge of self-consciousness. When did Ryan’s opinion hold such comfortable non-judgment for me to not pre-filter?

In return, he fills me in on realities beyond flashy action-movie myths surrounding covert special forces. Details emerge of endless training in grim conditions, living out Bushido warrior codes, and the mental toll dealing death takes cloaked in anonymity. I sense darkness hints between stories conveying deep commitment to causes bigger than oneself. 

"Don't you miss feeling like part of a tight-knit group of brothers though?" I ask with concern, refilling our mugs from the carafe. "Civilian culture must seem pretty self-absorbed compare to relying daily on an integrated unit for survival."

Ryan tilts his head thoughtfully as if no one ever validated that difficulty adjusting before. "There are definitely times I miss the built-in sense of camaraderie and purpose being part of an elite team working smoothly together.” His gaze turns inward to analyze complex feelings.  

Before realizing we’ve lingered hours past what is acceptable to monopolize a booth, Ryan insists on settling the tab despite my reaching wallet. Gentlemanly chivalry looks good on this notably cocky rulebreaker. Stepping outside, bracing air fills our lungs gratefully after so much talking. Ryan suggests stretching legs with a leisurely walk if I have time before the shop’s opening. I agree after minimal hesitation, pulling on my coat against the chill.  I am still rosy-cheeked imagining today's encounters a strangely successful first date.

Couples and dog walkers meander sleepy streets awakening to greet the crisp autumn day. Ryan and I drift aimlessly, simply picking up earlier conversation threads where they left off. We must look quite the pair to early birds stirring behind picture windows – the vivacious bookshop girl gesticulating wildly while her strapping companion tosses his handsome head back laughing. But fellowship flows so effortlessly as we amble, I can’t dredge up self-consciousness. 

At each corner, reluctant footsteps slow ever nearer my awaiting shop responsibilities. Ryan entertains me with funny disastrous early cooking experiments trying to impress casually superior overseas hosts. The amused glint warming amber eyes rarely shone in my direction back when academic debates grew heated. 

“Thankfully survival skills don’t rely on gourmet mastery! Lord knows MRE packets await anyone needing this guy’s cuisine abroad,” Ryan finishes with exaggerated bravado making me snort. The sound surprises us both before dissolving into renewed laughter. 

Too quickly familiar colorful signage emerges down the block signalling our meandering must cease. I feel suddenly hesitant to lose this rediscovered connection so soon. Turning to make proper professional goodbyes, I blurt sincerely instead, “Thanks again for asking me to meet up this morning. I really enjoyed catching up.” 

Ryan shrugs, scuffing his boot toe shyly in contrast with earlier witty confidence. “My pleasure really. It, uh, meant a lot to me also you know. Getting to see you after so long and realizing everything going on in your world...” He looks up then, hands fidgeting oddly in coat pockets. “Maybe we could possibly do this again another time? If you wanted...”  

Hopeful eyes pin me as I blink rapidly processing this appealing offer of repeat intimacy. Ryan and I have now spent more harmonious hours talking than our entire high school overlap. It startles me realizing how much I look forward already to discovering more about the man he is becoming, once my sworn verbal adversary. The sheer novelty makes me grin slowly. 

“I think another coffee and chat meet-up sounds lovely.” We stand smiling foolishly at one another until the morning breeze kicks up. With a last surprisingly gallant handshake, Ryan pivots heading off to errands whistling cheerfully. I wave tingling fingers watching his confident stride until he disappears before entering my own familiar sanctuary.  

Letting myself in, the beloved comforting bookshop scents swirl as I routinely flip the signage to ‘Open’. But ghostly impressions of Ryan’s woodsy cologne and deep laughter imprinted during earlier hours now overlay familiar cues with hints of tantalizing future promise.

***
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Over the next few weeks, Ryan and I settle into a comfortable new friendship, bonding over long rambling coffees and leisurely strolls sharing stories, jokes or comfortable silences. Brief daily check-in texts bridge the gap between our meetups. An unfamiliar thrill runs through me seeing his name light up my phone screen.

Natalie peppers me with “I told you so’s” in that sing-song voice she’s wielded since 3rd grade. I wave off her claims that some cosmic destiny clearly intertwined Ryan's and my paths across years and miles. Still, watching his solid frame amble away grinning after lively debates on my shop’s steps does rouse pesky flickers in my belly perhaps better not closely examined...

This sunny morning Ryan awaits me outside, casual button-down straining appealingly across those distracting shoulders, two steaming cups extended in greeting. I murmur gratitude while trying not to obviously ogle his ruggedly handsome profile against the glittering ocean vista. 

“So Navy man, enlighten me – why no ivy-streamed new career yet?” I jumpstart conversation strolling towards the waterfront. “Your medals and menacing glare alone could likely land some prestigious leadership consultant gig. Isn't civilian life dreadfully dull and unfulfilling?”

I mean the observation sincerely but Ryan barks a sharp laugh. "You sound exactly like Jack warned me civilian ladies see all former soldiers as 'broken heroes' now! But I’m hardly the brooding vet stereotype who can’t function without firefights, you know."

I halt worried I indeed unconsciously patronized him. But Ryan just winks teasingly so we resume leisurely pacing boardwalk planks worn velvet-smooth by endless sandy feet over countless carefree summer hours. We cynically critique ostentatious yachts and craft amusing tragic backstories about passing power walkers in Lululemon. The breezes carry twin sighs of contentment at this rediscovered easy banter between us.

Eventually we pause to rest elbows on salt-weathered railing overlooking restless blue surf. Ryan's pensive profile hints at swirling deep thoughts. I bump his shoulder gently. “Hey, talk to me. Where’d you go just then?”  

He straightens, rolling back those impressive shoulders with a self-deprecating head shake. "Aw it's nothing, just..." He pauses, squinting against the glare bouncing off gentle waves lapping the supports below us. "Trying to figure out what comes next I guess. You asked earlier about plans and it’s...complicated.”

I nod encouragingly, waiting for him to open up more if willing. After a few moments studying circling gulls, he continues. “Part of me does miss aspects of that life obviously. The exhilaration and sense of purpose and brotherhood at least, if not the violent parts...” 

He trails off, struggling how to explain incomprehensible things to a civilian. So I just listen attentively, letting the steady cadence of Ryan’s voice wash over me instead of demanding clarification of shadowy emotions most vets shy from examining themselves.

Eventually he works around to underlying truth. "I just wonder if maybe I’m fooling myself thinking there could be meaningful impact or camaraderie for me anywhere else. Everyone assumes we’ll parlay distinctive skill sets into some flashy leadership identities back home. But I don't actually know yet what else I'm passionate about or even good at, you know?"

He glances sidelong for reaction, so I nudge closer instead letting our shoulders align in wordless support. A lone freckled hand covering his tan scarred knuckles adds comforting punctuation to the unspoken sentiment ‘You’re not alone - we’ll figure life’s next adventure out together’. Ryan’s palm turns upwards threading warm strong fingers between mine gratefully at the contact. We stand like that in easy silence watching the careless shrieking gulls soaring unfettered where restless souls yearn to follow...

Eventually hunger demands addressing so we meander enjoying perfect fall temperatures back towards downtown's tempting brunch aromas. Neither comments when hands stay entwined in natural intimacy for several lingering blocks. Ryan insists on my favorites from a cafe displaying a sleek chrome dolphin sculpture out front. Munching flaky pastries, powdered sugar dusts his cheek drawing helpless giggles from us both.  

These slow sweet days strolling our charming coastal town make up an idyllic honeymoon period, relearning each other without old wounds obscuring perception. With Ryan by my side, even familiar streets reveal delightful secrets - like the Petersons’ ancient droopy-eared hound who sneaks Ryan discarded scraps or the antique phonograph music spilling from Sam’s eccentrically cluttered shop each dawn. My eyes open wider re-seeing forgotten community gems through Ryan’s appreciative outsider lens in return.  

Morning melds lazily into afternoon before we wind up reluctantly circling back to my cozy storefront, the launchpad for today’s leisurely adventure. Despite cooling temperatures, I’m flushed and content from laughing myself hoarse hearing ridiculous exploits of cocky SEAL team juvenile antics. Some bold new instinct makes me keep hold of Ryan’s hand rather than break contact approaching my waiting responsibilities. The answering caress of his calloused thumb along my inner wrist hints thrills yet unexplored between us.

I pause facing the shop’s cheerfully hand-painted sign with reluctance to have our cozy bubble burst. “Thanks for today. I don’t think I’ve enjoyed a morning quite this much in ages.”  

Ryan shifts closer, tentative hopefulness warring with discretion in his expression. ”Yeah I uh...really like spending time with you too, Savanna. Almost doesn’t feel real still, the way we just click now without all the drama from before, you know...?” 

Piercing amber locks onto emerald green as I nod slowly. Without disguising make-up or pretense between us, bare longing etched clearly across Ryan’s handsome features quickens my breath more than reasonable. This intriguing Navy SEAL with hidden poetic depths has somehow crept past my defenses to spark deliciously forbidden yearnings anew...

We stand suspended in that magical gravity, swaying incrementally nearer. The air charges with daring possibility, time slowing to allow the moment its rightful weight after so long circling uncertaintity's drain. I wet suddenly dry lips, blood rushing distractingly loud in my ears. 

Somewhere nearby the sharp trill of a shop bell cuts the hypnotic tension abruptly. We jolt awkwardly apart like shamed teens caught snogging on the back porch before remembering ourselves. Ryan drags a hand roughly through his hair, expelling a sharp breath, while I shake off the disorienting powerful compulsion towards those tempting lips seconds ago.

An unfamiliar elderly gentleman putters curiously nearer before I find coherent words again, shutting down whatever dangerous game we’ve begun playing at with light casualness once more. There will be time later to analyze what almost transpired between us just now. What doors long rusted shut nearly creaked open again...  

With a cordial last farewell, we head off in opposite directions, though magnetizing ghosts of body heat and minty breath linger to haunt my steps through the rest of this work day. And deep in my secret heart flickers irrepressible hopes Lady Fate will schedule an encore performance where we left off sometime very soon.
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Forbidden Passions Ignited
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Ryan

After another morning spent in easy camaraderie ambling familiar streets made new again in each other’s company, an impulse strikes as we linger outside the bookshop. 

“Hey, would you maybe want to have dinner tonight? At my place I mean - nothing fancy!” I tack on hastily, cursing myself for blathering. “I just thought, you know, it might be nice...” 

Damn, pull it together Romeo! This sounds like I’m asking her to junior prom, not a mature adult date. But mercifully her expression holds more surprise than judgment before pleasure lights up her face.

“Dinner with you sounds lovely actually. Can I bring anything?” Savanna is ticking through obligations and deadlines in her head already, this capable multi-tasker I’m still unraveling complex layers of. How many small business owners would agree to impromptu risk-it-all romantic dinners with old high school headaches returned from war? Though hopefully she sees me now as something more promising than a past nuisance...

We work out the details before heading our separate ways with eagerness and nervous anticipation bubbling below my ribs. I practically float down sun-kissed sidewalks barely feeling fall’s sharpening bite. A pretty girl said yes to my advances - astonishing! 

The rest of the afternoon rushes by with chopping, sauteeing and nearly incinerating dinner before it’s acceptable to start getting ready. I’m pathetic choosing an outfit more carefully than entire covert ops loadouts and changing my mind three times before the spare doorbell I installed years back chimes her arrival. 

I smooth my shirt and make myself walk, not run, to let Savanna in before my slobbering Labrador pushes past legs to greet our guest first. Her delighted squeals scratching Caesar’s sweet spot echo through the foyer before I successfully eject him outside, freeing space for Savanna to present an impressive bottle of red with a playful curtsy. 

“My grandmother always insisted fine wine makes any host feel appreciated at impromptu gatherings!” she confides while handing her wrap over. I resist the urge to bring soft woven cashmere to my face seeking traces of her intoxicating perfume (do NOT be creepy, I repeat firmly to myself!). Instead I give a proper tour while surreptitiously kicking clothes piles out of sight and tugging curtains straighter. 

Fresh flowers artfully arranged courtesy of Natalie’s helpful meddling make Savanna ooh appreciatively though, so mental note to pick my pesky sister up something nice as thanks! My simple marinara and mozzarella ravioli may disappoint after real chefs, but Savanna makes all the right noises around meticulously twirled fork-fulls. I barely taste my own portions too distracted watching elegant wrists guiding bites past pouty lips...

Realizing conversation stalled several long moments, I shake myself and tune back in like a decent date! We swap memorable customer stories and debate favorite classic authors which segues somehow to rating old movies filmed in our state through history. Hours fly debating which era spawned superior cinema until noticing the remainder of special imported chocolate cake I selected not even touched yet. 

“Oh I couldn’t possibly enjoy more tonight, everything’s just been wonderful...” Savanna demurs patting her enviably flat stomach. “I should let you get some rest actually since I’ve already monopolized your whole evening.” Yet she makes no move to abandon the worn leather couch we sank into after dinner, angled companionably towards each other. 

The golden glow from low lamps makes her skin dewy and touchable, highlighting stray curls begging fingertips to twist them back into her elegant updo. Time seems suspended in this intimate haven apart from the world we’ve built together. Now’s the moment for confessing out loud how her nearness makes me ache somewhere primal, how coming home feels solid only sharing lazy days with this fascinating beloved woman...

But fear of breaking whatever delicate spell wrap us in hopeful possibility stays the words pounding through my veins. So instead I cover her hand not holding wine in both of mine, hoping eyes can convey what voices rightfully should but fail. 

Savanna looks down at our joined hands several beats before meeting my worshipful gaze. Something cosmic shifts behind those emerald windows in return. She sets her glass carefully down on the carved table between us without glancing away. I hold my breath unconsciously as she leans incrementally inward.

“Ryan, I—” Gentle fingertips graze my freshly-shaven jaw, igniting fuse lines down my neck. Savanna’s soft pant matches mine now. This exquisite anticipated moment hangs suspended around us, waiting. 

My free hand reaches to cradle her cheek in lightest question. Savanna’s eyes flutter closed, ripe lips parting on sweet sigh my name. “Yes...” she breathes scarcely louder than rustling curtains in the background.  

I close the final hairsbreadth between us to capture her mouth with mine. Sweet urgency pours through the contact, her clinging hands equally demanding as our kiss deepens eagerly.  

Everything outside this couch, this woman’s honey-vanilla taste fading my soul into heavenly ones and zeroes, ceases to exist.  

Some last noble intentions try reasserting through the rising sensual undertow. With heroic effort I wrench away panting, fighting urges shouting to lay Savanna down before the dying fire and learn her lush secrets inch by naked inch. Together we attempt regaining tattered composure.

“Sorry, I just...I don’t want to rush this.” I gesture helplessly between us. “It’s too important to risk messing up, whatever this is becoming...” surely my meaning comes through clearly for once?

To my vast relief, Savanna smiles tenderly, cupping my battered face between gentle hands. “You’re right, of course. We should take things slowly, do this properly.” Yet a hint of playful fire glints through dutiful agreement.

Walking her to the waiting car and a last lingering kiss on my doorstep promises more heated discussions lay ahead. But tonight we build on strong foundations, not sand. Plenty of time remains for seduction’s sweet dance between eager souls too long denied.  

I fall into bed dizzy with promise that very soon those clothes will peel away revealing  the silken skin my fingers burn to learn. Until then, kissed-bruised lips and the delectable weight of Savanna in my arms suffice, lulling me to sleep.

Over the next weeks, we settle into a new routine of “non-date” dates: museum tours, scenic nature hikes, cozy hole-in-the wall dining. Both of us nurture this new dimension to our connection with care, neither of us pushing physical intimacy.  This is too special to ruin by rushing into it.  

Conversations flow deeper, trusts builds firmer, brick by brick as we unpack emotional baggage long hauled but never unlatched for lightening. Childhood stresses underlie choices echoing down our improbable paths leading here. Evenings ends wrapped in throw blankets before flickering screens, guarding against brisk night air.  

And if new kisses grow steadily bolder, hands grasping at clothes and belts and zippers before catching ourselves drunken with each other... well, virtue remains intact. This dance grows sweeter, drawing out the  anticipation when indulgences will finally come due. The town gossips never glimpse that shimmering tension winding tighter behind closed doors.  

Natalie of course notices smoldering looks passing between us at each public outing and teases I should just “pounce already” before someone swoops this catch away. But somehow sharing laughter over coffee mugs, or strolling hand in hand down nostalgic school hallways recaptures long lost childlike romance. We wander through whimsical festivals and ghost tale cemetery tours, faces hurting from helpless grins all evening. No need to rush when love patiently builds. There is still time yet before passion’s flood gates must open...

The inevitable surrender comes one dark rainy evening, months of exquisite anticipation like coiling pressure plate tectonics straining for release since worlds re-collided.  

I drive through whipping tree branches and deserted streets seeking Savanna, needing her nearness to soothe unnamed disquiet. Her quaint rented bungalow beckons warm light through the silver deluge, a beacon for my battered spirit this harsh night. As though sensing distress, she welcomes my drenched form inside without question, guiding me straight towards flickering flames and the sanctuary of her arms.

We lay entwined before the hearth atop pillowy blankets, seeking solace and intimacy in the storm raging outside and howling ghosts within. The crackling fireplace fills the cocoon of sheltering walls with dancing shadow light. Outside existence melts away until only the mingled beats of yearning hearts and lips tenderly relearning salty skin.  

When at last I join my body to Savanna’s, we bloom into sublime oneness like coming home after lifetimes wandering strange lands. Her gasp of wonder and relief echoes mine, a shared awe at discovering this exquisite missing piece.  

Who knew that the bookstore owner who was so passionate about books was just as passionate in bed.  

Frenzy builds gradually, each languid stroke awakening new depths of pleasure between slick limbs tangled spiritually as much as physically. My questing hands learn the map of mysterious terrain hiding below Savanna’s prim librarian clothes, now strewn discarded across imported rugs. Her nails rake hot trails down my back while I worship the graceful line of her throat with sucking kisses, drawing out breathy pleading. 

I take my time, my kisses trailing down from her throat to her breasts.  I suck on each one, biting and nibbling as she moans with pleasure.  My hands are between her legs, massaging that sweet spot.  She is wet with desire. As I move down between her legs, I use my tongue to lick and suck her as her hips buck and she is begging for me to take her.

Not yet.  As I lick her clit, I am using my fingers to delve into her. Then I quickly change my position and mount her.  She thrusts up to meet me. We ride the wave of passion together.  Faster and harder.  I can feel the pressure of her climax building as I continue to thrust deep into her.  As she reaches her crescendo, I quickly pass the point of no return.  We come together in a passion that threatens to overwhelm us both.

With excruciating care I wring every sweet drop of delight possible from her willing flesh before permitting my own crushing release. Even then our bodies cling reluctant to separate back into two beings after such wondrous merging.  

The storm passes unnoticed, the world and past and future fading insignificant beside this glorious present finally caught. Curled together watching secret dreams play across Savanna’s relaxed features, only home exists here in her sanctuary of tousled sheets. My last coherent thought gives thanks fate led me back through old haunts to rediscover this extraordinary woman. Then sleep’s velvet oblivion erases all beyond tangled limbs and the rhythms of her beating heart lulling me to peaceful rest...  

So our new equilibrium holds, strengthened by emotional and physical bonds woven ever tighter. My deployment looming again soon ghosts the bedroom sometimes, but we push it aside clinging to joy in each moment gifted. Bodies learn to worship deeply and well when souls have also willingly bared themselves trustingly. Together any darkness seems conquerable.  
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Temptations Reignited
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Savanna

I awoke with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Sun streamed through my bedroom window, reminding me it was another day. Another day of facing what I'd done.

As I went through my morning routine in a daze, doubts swirled in my mind. How could I have been so foolish to trust Ryan after what happened years ago? He left without a word then, what was stopping him from doing it again? 

By the time I got to the bookstore, my anxiety had reached a fever pitch. I distracted myself with opening tasks, but my hands shook as I unlocked the doors. 

The first customers noticed my somber mood. "Are you alright, dear?" asked Mrs. Johnson, eyeing me with concern.

I put on a brave smile. "Just didn't sleep well is all." But the thought of Ryan haunted me. Was he truly different this time? Or would I be the fool who got her heart broken twice?

I lost myself in work, desperately trying to push away my doubts. But it was no use - thoughts of Ryan consumed me. 

I nearly jumped out of my skin when the bell above the door jangled. Looking up, my stomach dropped to see Ryan standing there, smiling warmly. 

"Savanna, I was hoping I'd find you— " His smile faded as he took in my rigid posture. "What's wrong?"

I closed my eyes briefly, gathering my courage. When I opened them, Ryan was right in front of me, concern etched on his face. 

"Last night..." My voice wavered and I took a breath. "I can't do this again, Ryan. I can't trust that you'll stay."

His brow furrowed in confusion. Then realization dawned as he searched my eyes. "Savanna, please tell me what you're afraid of. I'm not going anywhere, I promise."

I shook my head, fighting back tears. "That's what you said before. And then you left, just disappeared!" My pent-up fears and doubts came tumbling out. 

Ryan's face fell, but he reached for my hands gently. "I know I hurt you. But I'm different now, I swear it. Just give me a chance to prove it to you..."

His thumbs stroked my skin softly as he pleaded his case. Looking in his eyes, I wanted so badly to believe... but my scarred heart wasn't so sure it could risk being broken again. I am standing behind the counter in my store, thinking of our night together. Ever since he came back, my head has not been stable, and I have been struggling to understand why. I don’t like him in that manner. I only had a tiny crush on him when we were younger, and that faded a long time ago. 

The bell above the door rings again and we quickly step apart. The customer walks in, greets us then walks into the back of the store to grab a book.

Ryan’s gaze lingers on me for a moment, and there’s a knowing glint in his eyes. 

“Actually, I was hoping for a book recommendation. I just want something to read to pass the time.”

I narrow my eyes, suspicion written on my face. What is he hiding beneath the surface. 

“Pass the time, Navy boy?” 

Ryan smirks, and it's so beautiful that it’s like a punch to the gut.

“Thought I'd catch up on some reading while I can.”

I bite back the retort on the tip of my tongue, and then I give him a forced smile instead. 

“In that case, follow me.”

I lead him through the narrow aisles, extremely aware of his presence behind me. As I pull a random book from the shelf and start to read the blurb, I can feel his eyes on me, assessing, probing. It's unnerving, for some reason. Distracting enough that I am no longer reading what is on the book, but I’m only pretending to.

I guide Ryan, and we reach a cozy reading place in the corner of my store, and I gesture towards an armchair. 

“You should have a seat. Let me find something that might catch your eye.” I tell him. At least this way, he’s not going to be breathing down my neck, disturbing me.

I will myself to focus on the task at hand, scanning the shelves for a book that might have him distracted for long enough, and, more importantly, distract me from the unsettling tension in the bookstore. The titles blur together as my mind races, and I stop moving to steady myself.

I hate when my mind does this to me. It used to happen before, but after he left, it happened only once, and that was because I forgot to take my iron capsules.

I hear him sigh as he sinks into his seat, and not long after, I finally settle on a novel with an eye-catching cover, not knowing what kind of books he would like. It’s a book that seems to talk about love, adventure, and unicorns. At least, that’s what the title says. I go over and hand it to him without making eye contact.

“Here, you should try this one. It's a classic, but I think you'll enjoy it.” I tell him.

“Thanks.” He says, accepting the book. “You know what I like.”

I sigh, wondering if I should tell him that it was actually a random selection. For the sake of my heart, I nod and force a smile in return, my guard still firmly in place. 

“Well, I only aim to please.” I do a little curtesy,

There's a pause, an unspoken acknowledgment of the strained history between us. The air in the room feels heavy, and there are weird emotions coming from both of us. I turn away as soon as we look at each other, pretending to straighten a nearby stack of books, desperate to get a hold of my emotions.

“So, Savanna,” He starts again, his voice low. “About the last night—”

I stiffen, bracing myself for a conversation that I would rather avoid. 

“What are you talking about?” I ask him in annoyance.

“I can tell that it was awkward, you know?” He  says, his gaze intense. “But I still can't shake the feeling that there's something more between us, something we both have to figure out.”

“There’s nothing to figure out.” I start to walk away. 

“You’re lying to yourself, Savanna! You don’t know that for sure, you’re just being extremely stubborn!”

I scoff, the bitterness surfacing despite my efforts to suppress it. How can he make me feel so many emotions within the span of a few minutes? 

“Ryan, don’t you understand what I’m trying to tell you? We have been down this road before. It never ends well. Certainly didn’t last time.” 

Ryan has dropped the book, and suddenly, he’s in front of me. That’s too fast, I think to myself. Maybe that was part of what he had been training for over there. I shudder as I think about what else he could have been doing all this time.

He leans forward, his expression neutral. 

“Maybe it didn't before, but people change. Circumstances change. We've both grown up since then, and we’re no longer the little guys we both knew each other as. Although, I was bigger than you.” He chuckles, and I’m sure he is expecting me to, also, but I don’t want to.

I look up and meet his gaze, and for a moment, I see some vulnerability in his eyes that catches me off guard. The walls around my heart start to shake, threatening to crumble, but I push back against the wave of emotions crashing against my head.

“Ryan, whatever it was that had happened between us in the past is best left there.” I say, my voice firm. “I can't afford to let history repeat itself, and I’m a business woman now. I can’t afford to be— you know.”

He nods, and I see a hint of regret in his eyes. 

“I get it, Savanna. But, there's something between us, and I think we owe it to ourselves to explore it, or at least talk about it openly. We owe ourselves that much, so you should think about it.” He tells me, placing a hand on my shoulder.

I swallow hard, and the internal conflict within me raging like a storm. I want to dismiss his words, but there's a part of me that longs for what he’s asking for, for closure, in the least. But should we really confront the past? What would be the entire point of it if we do so, when there’s a major possibility that things won’t change between us just as they are now.

“You heard me, Ryan.”

“Just think about it. Please?” He asks me.

Before I can respond, the bell above the entrance of my store chimes again, announcing the arrival of another customer. Happily saved by the interruption, I take a step back, creating distance between us. Ryan steps back, as I do so.

“I really should attend to the store.” I say, my tone formal. “Enjoy the book, Ryan. If there are any questions, you can come to the front desk.”

He watches me for a moment, his eyes lingering, and then he goes back to sit in the chair, seemingly resigned. 

“Thanks, Savanna. I appreciate it. And maybe I will take you up on that offer.” He winks at me, and I hope that he’s just bluffing.

I get to the front desk, worrying about what might happen, because this seems to be the start of a very stressful journey of conflicting emotions, and I told myself that I was done with this after I left my most recent ex-boyfriend about a year and a half ago.

“Hi! Welcome to Savanna’s Sanctum of Stories.” I say to the older looking man who stands by the door, looking around with a confused expression. 

“You run this place? I’m looking for these books, my daughter made a list, and I can’t read much, so if you wouldn’t mind, I’d need you to get them for me, please.” The older man says, and I nod, collecting the list from him.

“I must say, sir, your daughter has good taste. How old is she?” I ask as I skim through the list
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