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One year until NYC

Today at 9:00 AM





Fuck.” Gabriel Aguilar scowled at the reminder on his phone screen before swiping it off with this thumb. He hated calendar alerts—the damned things ruled his life these days—but he especially despised this one. New York was the last thing he wanted to think about, today or ever.

Shoving the phone into his sweatpants pocket, Gabe pulled open the glass double doors leading into Agility Gym and strode inside like he owned the place.

Which, technically, he did.

Cool air and the faint scent of lavender greeted him, a welcome change from the blistering Los Angeles heat. The gym felt like home, more so than Gabe’s minimalist apartment in Venice did. Located near Bergamot Station in Santa Monica, Agility Gym was well ventilated and spacious, with clean lines, high ceilings, and large front windows that let in lots of sunlight. All around, trainers and physical therapists worked one-on-one with clients on everything from stunt work to knee rehab.

There were ups and downs to being a business owner, but Gabe wouldn’t trade it for anything. He’d built this. It was his.

The lavender scent grew stronger as Gabe neared the front desk where Trung, a former acrobat of Vietnamese descent who managed client scheduling, chatted with Charisse, one of Agility’s best PTs. Trung swore by the soothing effects of the essential oil diffuser, and while Gabe didn’t have strong opinions about aromatherapy, he could appreciate that lavender was an improvement over typical gym smells.

Despite the calendar alert urging him on, Gabe went over to greet them.

Charisse, a tall woman with a small ’fro and dark umber skin, returned Gabe’s fist bump with a wide smile. She and Gabe were gearing up to co-teach a class on hand therapy for the many clients who complained of repetitive strain injury from overusing their phones and computers.

“Lots of new sign-ups,” Charisse said, before turning to Trung. “Can you pull up the list?”

“Sure thing.” Trung’s purple-tipped nails clattered on the keyboard before they spun the screen around, revealing a color-coded spreadsheet. “Here you go.”

“Almost at the stretch goal,” Gabe said with a grin. “We might have to open more spots.”

Scanning the long list of names gave Gabe a rush. It was the kind of thing he missed doing, since most of his time now went toward the administrative and managerial tasks of running the gym. Speaking of, he had a shit-ton of such tasks waiting for him.

“I’ll see you two later,” he said, and headed for his office in the back of the building.

As Gabe approached, his business partner, Fabian, Charles stuck his head out of his own office.

“That you, Gabe?”

Gabe started most of his mornings at a gym closer to his apartment, where he could be just another person sweating it out with the weights, and not the face of the business. They’d worked out a schedule where Fabian came in earlier, but Gabe stayed later.

“Yeah, it’s me.” Gabe had met Fabian while playing baseball for UCLA, and all these years later, the guy was still his best friend. Fabian was Haitian by way of Boston, with coppery skin and dark locs pulled back with a rubber band. He was first-generation like Gabe, whose parents had been born in Mexico and Puerto Rico.

Fabian waved him into the office. “Did you see the calendar alert?”

Gabe bit back a frustrated growl. Thinking about New York made him think about his family, a topic that always tanked his mood. “How could I miss it?”

“I figured you’d say that. Come on, I’ve got some updates.”

Gabe followed Fabian into the office, trying to ignore the piles of paper on Fabian’s desk. And floor. And chair.

Fabian claimed having everything out where he could see it counted as an organizational system, and while it made Gabe twitchy, he couldn’t deny that the guy was a genius at what he did.

They’d started Agility together when they were twenty-six and filled with the fire to build something of their own, a gym focused on physical therapy and rehab. Gabe had gotten interested in sports medicine after blowing out his knee and working on his recovery with the UCLA team doctor. After graduation, Gabe worked as a personal trainer and went back to school for physical therapy. Fabian had followed up undergrad with an MBA. The gym itself was Gabe’s vision, but Fabian had the skills to make it happen. And so, Agility Gym had been born. Five years later, it was now a hot spot for Hollywood stars.

And at thirty-one years old, Gabe was tired as fuck.

But there was no rest for the wicked, and there was still work to be done. He waited for Fabian to move a pile of papers from the guest chair before he sat down. Fabian took his place behind his desk and pulled a few brightly colored sticky notes off his computer monitor. Gabe, who’d gone paperless three years ago, withheld a comment.

“Ah, here we go.” Fabian held up a blue sticky note. “Today marks one year until we have to open an Agility Gym branch in New York City, as per the terms of our investment agreement with Powell.”

Gabe crossed his arms and waited for Fabian to get to the point. Richard Powell, their first investor, had insisted they open a location in New York City within six years, mainly so Powell could use it while he was on the East Coast for work. They’d met Powell through an investment competition for recent grads, and he’d been the first one to give them a chance. At the time, they’d been thrilled that Powell had taken such an interest in the gym. But lately, his involvement left Gabe wondering who was actually in charge here.

“I know you don’t want to, but you’ve gotta get started on this, dude,” Fabian said, a note of apology in his voice. “I can hold down the fort here, but I can’t travel back and forth like we’d planned.”

Resentment simmered in Gabe’s gut. When they’d made the agreement, Fabian had assured Gabe he’d handle it when the time came. He was the one with the vision for the New York location, and the drive to get it done. But Fabian’s life had expanded in ways they never could have foreseen. Since then, Fabian had gotten married and bought a house. His wife, Iris, an entertainment lawyer, was pregnant with twins, and their home renovation project had turned into a beast. On top of all that, Fabian’s parents had moved in with him in advance of his father’s open-heart surgery, which was scheduled to take place in a few weeks.

Gabe was happy for him. He really was. Fabian had always wanted to be a dad, and even though Gabe didn’t feel the same impulse, he could still be happy for his friend.

But Gabe wasn’t happy about what it meant for him.

For all his messiness, Fabian was a great business partner, and an even better friend. He knew about Gabe’s issues with his family, and he’d never have stuck Gabe with this task if there’d been another choice. Gabe hadn’t been back to New York since his sister’s wedding nine years ago, where he and his parents had made a scene and his father had yelled “Don’t come back!” at his retreating form.

“I know I have to do it,” Gabe said, shaking off the memory. Managing the New York launch was something he’d resigned himself to once he’d realized the one-year mark was coming up and Fabian was in no position to go anywhere.

“I’ll help how I can from afar,” Fabian offered. He held up his other hand, which had three pink sticky notes stuck to his fingers. “That’s what I wanted to update you on. I’ve made some inquiries.”

Gabe shifted in the chair, getting comfortable. “Let’s hear it.”

Fabian peeled a note off his finger and squinted at whatever he’d written there. His notes looked like they were written by a two-year-old who’d decided to try writing upside down.

“I’ve reached out to a real estate agent to help us find a space, a contractor to give us a renovation quote, and . . .” Fabian wiggled his middle finger, which held the final pink sticky note. “I found the mastermind behind the Victory Fitness rebrand.”

At that last bit, Gabe leaned forward. “Really? You found them?”

Victory Fitness was a bicoastal gym chain whose clout had skyrocketed three years earlier thanks to an ad campaign that went viral. At the time, Fabian had tacked up the magazine ads on his office corkboard, and they’d kicked around the idea of hiring whoever had come up with the concept. There were already a lot of gyms in New York, but if they could bring that person on board, it could be exactly what they needed to make the expansion a success.

As much as Gabe didn’t want to return to New York, if he had to do it, he wanted to blow it out of the water, to have the name of his gym—a take on his own last name, Aguilar—splashed everywhere.

Especially where his father could see it.

“It took a little work to track her down, because she’s freelance now. But I got someone at her old firm to give me her contact info. Her name’s . . .” Fabian peered at the sticky note. “Michelle . . . Amato.”

Gabe’s heart leaped into his throat and his skin prickled like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over his head. “What did you say?”

“Michelle Amato. She used to work for a marketing and advertising firm—”

“Oh shit.” Gabe put a hand on his forehead and fell back into the chair, the strength draining out of him. Even though they’d been out of touch all these years, the last thing Gabe had heard about Michelle was that she’d gotten a job in marketing. “It’s Michelle. It has to be. Goddamn.”

It was a small fucking world after all.

“What is it, dude?” Fabian tossed the sticky notes onto the desk and got up. “You look pale.”

“Michelle’s my . . .” What were they? “We used to be friends. Best friends. She—”

“Wait, this is that girl? The girl? The one who you—oh damn.” Fabian pulled out his phone while Gabe stared into space, swamped by memories.

Of playing in their adjoining backyards. Of dinner with her family. Of her keeping him company during his shifts at his father’s stationery store.

Of her taste on his lips the last time he’d seen her.

“This is the one you wrote that sci-fi fanfiction for?”

Gabe narrowed his eyes at Fabian’s question. “I wrote it with her, not for her. We were fifteen. And I told you never to bring that up again, pendejo.”

“Not my fault you spill your deepest, darkest secrets when you’re drunk.” Fabian’s eyebrows rose. “Daaaamn. She’s smoking hot, dude.”

“What?” That snapped Gabe out of his reverie. “How do you know?”

Fabian turned the phone to face him. “Her Instagram.”

Gabe grabbed the phone, suddenly ravenous for a glimpse of Michelle after all these years.

Fabian stuck his hands on his hips, mouth agape. “You mean you haven’t Internet-stalked her?”

“Not . . . not in a long time.” He had in the past. But it had been too painful, and scrolling through her photos without commenting made Gabe feel like a creep. It had been more than five years since he’d last looked her up. And shit, Fabian was right. Mich was gorgeous.

She was pale, but there was a warmth to her skin, offset by her long dark hair. Her light brown eyes held that glint he remembered, like she knew a secret and didn’t you wish she’d tell you.

The photos in her feed were a collection of selfies, family pictures, a black cat, and Manhattan street photography. Gabe zeroed in on the selfies, which showed her giving the camera a range of looks that went from sultry to silly.

It was, in essence, Michelle. Just as he remembered her.

He’d always thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world, and age had only made her hotter.

“Stop it.” Fabian snatched the phone back. “You’re torturing yourself.”

“No, wait—” Gabe reached for the phone, but Fabian held it over his head.

“I’ll email her to apologize and say we found someone else,” Fabian went on. “No harm, no foul.”

Gabe was already pulling out his own phone to look her up through the gym’s Instagram account, taking care not to accidentally like one of her photos with an errant thumb tap. “Did you mention my name in the email?”

Fabian hesitated before answering. “I might have.”

Gabe sent him an exasperated look. “Is that yes or no?”

Fabian sighed. “It’s a yes, but let me handle this. For your own good.”

Gabe shook his head, suddenly filled with certainty, and . . . some light feeling he couldn’t name. “Nah, I gotta email her.”

“Son, listen to me. This is the one who got away. You’re not thinking clearly.”

Fabian was right, but it didn’t matter. “I have to,” Gabe said, getting to his feet. “The way I left things, and now this . . . I’ll be a total dick if I don’t even email her to explain.”

He’d already ghosted her as a friend. He wouldn’t add professional ghosting to the list of his sins where Michelle was concerned.

Had he really thought he could keep his old life separate from this expansion? He should have known better. It was only day one and a gigantic piece of his old baggage had already been dredged up. Now he had to address it.

Gabe grabbed the duffel bag he’d set beside the chair. “I’m gonna email her.”

“Let the record state that I think this is a terrible idea,” Fabian told him. “This is my fault. You should let me fix it.”

“You have enough work to do trying to manage everything from here so I spend as little time in New York as possible.” Gabe’s phone dinged with another fucking calendar alert.

“Conference call with the managers in ten minutes,” Fabian said, glancing at his computer screen.

“Yeah, yeah.” That meant Gabe had ten minutes to reply to Michelle. “Forward me the email you sent her.”

Fabian let out a soul-weary sigh and dropped into his desk chair. “Fine.”

Gabe left his partner’s office and headed to his own.

He dreaded returning to New York, dreaded facing Michelle. But somewhere deep inside, he also felt . . . glad. All the times she’d reached out to him over the years, he hadn’t known what to say . . . so he hadn’t said anything. Now he had a real reason to reply.

He was nervous as all hell, but also . . . he still missed her. After all this time, an ache still formed in his chest at the thought of her.

Mouth set in a grim line, Gabe sat at his own desk, which contained not a single piece of paper or sticky note, and pulled the ergonomic keyboard closer. Then he began to type.




Chapter 2

To: Michelle Amato

From: Fabian Charles

Subject: Marketing campaign inquiry

Ms. Amato,

I’m contacting you in regard to the Victory Fitness campaign you spearheaded with Rosen and Anders a few years ago. My name is Fabian Charles, and I am writing on behalf of myself and Gabriel Aguilar in our capacity as co-owners of Agility Gym in Los Angeles to see if you are available to consult on the campaign for our upcoming expansion to New York City. I’m attaching a document with further information. Please contact me at your earliest convenience.

Fabian Charles

Co-owner of Agility Gym, Los Angeles

he/him/his

To: Michelle Amato

From: Gabriel Aguilar

Subject: Fwd: Marketing campaign inquiry

Hi Mich. It’s Gabe.

It’s been a long time.

I didn’t know Fabian had reached out to you, and we’ll understand if you pass on this.

I’ve missed you.

—G

Gabriel Aguilar

Co-owner of Agility Gym, Los Angeles

Pronouns: he/him

Michelle Amato struggled for breath as she reread the emails that had landed in her inbox only moments before.

No. No no no no. How could he do this? Crash into her life again like the goddamn Kool-Aid Man, like he hadn’t completely wrecked her when he’d left? Fuck him.

And with this? With a job offer? The motherfucker wanted to hire her?

“Everything okay?” Ava asked from over by the stove.

Michelle glanced up from the phone and tried to control her facial expression. She was babysitting her sister Monica’s three children for the day, and her cousin Ava Rodriguez had come over to help. It was summer break, so Ava, a middle school teacher, was off, and Michelle, as a freelancer, made her own schedule. Ava was cooking a big pot of arroz con gandules for lunch, and Michelle was supposed to be slicing plantains to be made into tostones.

Thank god Ava was there, because after these emails, Michelle needed a minute alone. The kids—eleven-year-old Phoebe, nine-year-old Danica, and six-year-old Henry—were busy in the living room with screens of various sizes, but they’d each been in and out of the kitchen three times in the last hour.

“Work email,” Michelle said, holding up the phone. Technically, that wasn’t a lie. “I’ll be right back.”

Michelle opened the basement door and jogged down the steps, intending to sit at the desk her father had put down there. They were in her parents’ house in the Bronx, the house Michelle had grown up in. Mom and Dad were currently in Florida at their beach house, and Michelle was staying here while her one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan underwent a bathroom renovation.

If she’d been thinking clearly, the basement was the last place she would have gone to process an email from Gabe, of all people. She stopped short halfway to the desk, glancing down at the carpet under her chancletas.

Back to the scene of the crime, she thought. Or at least, the moment when everything had changed between them.

It had been a hot summer day, barely a week after high school graduation, and this basement had been Michelle’s bedroom then. Gabe had come over to smoke up while her parents were at work. They’d huddled together in the backyard, just on the other side of the sliding glass doors, and gotten super fucking high. Afterward, they’d retreated inside to watch some nineties action movie on TV, giggling and making the kind of commentary only very high teenagers do. Michelle had been sprawled out on the floor right here, propped up by colorful throw pillows, and Gabe had been sitting on the edge of her bed.

She still didn’t know what had possessed her to ask the question. Maybe something on the TV had sparked the memory. Or maybe it had been on her mind ever since Lizzie DeStefano, Ava’s school friend, had put it there a few days earlier. Either way, Michelle had been feeling giddy, from marijuana and the prospect of the whole summer stretched out before them, when she’d turned to Gabe . . .

And asked if he had a big dick.

It made her cringe with embarrassment to think about it now. What a totally inappropriate thing to ask one’s best friend! But at the time, she’d felt like a little flirting between friends was okay, especially friends whose eyes sometimes lingered on each other’s body longer than they should. It didn’t have to mean anything, right?

Hey Gabe, I got a question for ya.

Yeah?

You got a big dick?

Do I—what?

Lizzie DeStefano, Ava’s friend from St. Catherine’s, said she thinks you’ve got a big dick.

I barely know Lizzie!

Well, do you?

. . . Do I what?

Do you have a big dick?

Gabe had evaded the question, but Michelle hadn’t missed the way his gaze had been glued to her boobs. He’d been so adorable, and playful banter was part of their dynamic, so she—and this was totally on her—had gone and sat next to him on the bed . . .

And asked if he was hard.

You do, don’t you? Oh my god. Are you hard right now?

Looking back, Michelle wanted to shake herself. At the time, she’d thought she was being so edgy and cool. Talking about penises, without a care in the world! Like a real grown-up! But before she could laugh it off or apologize, Gabe had answered her in a voice gone low and deep.

Yeah.

Yeah, he was hard. For her? The thought had given her a thrill.

Michelle could never remember who moved first, but in the next second, they were kissing, and it was the most amazing and stunning thing she’d ever experienced. She’d kissed a couple of other boys before, but this was Gabe—her Gabe—and his mouth was like heaven. Soft lips and frantic kisses that tasted like the wintermint gum they always chewed post-joint.

As Gabe’s hands roamed her body, Michelle had straddled his lap and reached into his sweatpants to find out firsthand just how hard he was.

And it turned out Lizzie DeStefano was right. He was big.

From there they’d been caught in a cyclone of teenage lust. Michelle’s shirt and bra were lost to the whirlwind, and then Gabe’s mouth was on her, driving her wild with need. And just as she’d started to rearrange everything in her mind—like moving Gabe from the category of best friend to potential first lover—she’d spotted the piece of paper sticking out of his sweatpants pocket.

Michelle often wondered what would’ve happened if she hadn’t seen the paper at that exact moment. If she’d been too far gone to be curious, or if she just hadn’t noticed it. Would they have had sex?

Would he have stayed?

She’d never know. Because she had found the paper then, and it had been a one-way plane ticket to Los Angeles for the following week.

All the excitement at discovering this new aspect to their relationship had drained away as the truth he’d come over to tell her spilled out. Gabe wasn’t staying in New York for college, as she’d thought. Instead, he’d gotten a scholarship to UCLA, and he was leaving soon.

To make matters worse, he’d lied to her about it. For months. He’d told her he was going to Hunter College in Manhattan. That he would be here, right next door, when she drove down from SUNY Binghamton on holidays and the occasional weekend.

They were supposed to spend the whole summer together. They’d had plans, damn it.

Anger had won out over tears. Michelle said some things she wasn’t proud of.

You said college wasn’t going to be goodbye, Gabe. Well, this sure feels a hell of a lot like goodbye.

Heart breaking, she’d ripped up the ticket—just a printout, but it gave her some small satisfaction—and told him to leave and never come back.

And he had.

Until now.

Michelle sat right there on the floor and pulled up the email again, staring at the words.


Hi Mich.



The greeting pinged the memory of her name on his lips, with a soft ch, like Mish. She kept reading.


It’s Gabe.



Her Gabe. Her best friend. Once.


It’s been a long time.



No shit, Sherlock.


I didn’t know Fabian had reached out to you, and we’ll understand if you pass on this.



The Victory campaign had been Michelle’s greatest professional achievement, and also the beginning of the end of her time in corporate America. Somehow, Gabe’s business partner had found out Michelle had worked on it, and Gabe was giving her an out. He didn’t think she’d take the job because of him.

But then there were those final words.


I’ve missed you.



“Fuck you, Gabriel Aguilar,” she whispered at the phone as tears welled in her eyes.

How dare he miss her? He was the one who’d left, the one who’d ignored every single email or text she’d sent him.

Sure, she’d accept some of the blame, but after the initial anger faded, she’d tried to reach out. To bridge the distance. And he’d never replied. And now, thirteen years later, he showed up in her work email out of the blue wanting to hire her?

Michelle had imagined this moment so many times over the years, often while lying awake at night, consumed by anxiety over things she couldn’t control, reliving the final moments of their friendship.

In some of her fantasies, she bumped into him by chance on the street, like she still randomly ran into former classmates all over New York City. Sometimes she saw him first, and she’d stop, turn, and say, “Gabe?” with a mix of wonder and surprise. A light laugh and an “Oh my god, how are you?” And then a hug, both of them shaking their heads, a sort of Wow, what a small world moment. Other times, she imagined him spotting her first, her name on his lips. In her dreams it was always her full name, Michelle, which didn’t make any sense, because once they’d gotten to middle school, he’d started calling her Mich most of the time.

When she was really in a mood, she imagined running into him somewhere like a bar, and stalking up to him with an indignant “You bastard!”

Never had she guessed he would reappear like this.

Michelle blinked hard and stared up at the ceiling. She hardly ever cried, and she certainly wasn’t going to shed any more tears over him. Taking deep breaths until the pressure behind her eyes abated, she dabbed at the corners with the tips of her fingers to wipe away the moisture.

She should say no. She was a freelance graphic designer now, and she didn’t even take marketing jobs anymore, no matter how much some of her current clients hinted that they’d be happy to pay for those services.

She should ignore him. After all, that’s what he’d done to her, wasn’t it? She’d been fine all this time without him. What could he possibly add to her life now?

Then a more disturbing thought occurred to her. If she turned him down, what was to stop him from hiring the rest of the team who’d worked on Victory? Clearly Gabe and his partner knew about her old firm, Rosen and Anders, which meant they could easily reach . . .

Nathaniel.

“Fuck,” she hissed between her teeth.

Not Nathaniel. Anyone but that backstabbing asshole.

Getting up, Michelle went to her dad’s desk and grabbed a yellow legal pad and a pen. She took them to the sofa and plopped down on the worn leather cushions. It was time to make a Pros and Cons list. Normally she’d involve Ava in this, but she didn’t want to tell her cousin about Gabe’s email just yet.

After writing headings on the page and drawing a line down the middle, Michelle wrote “Marketing burnout” in the Cons column. She’d quit for a reason, after all.

Below that, she added “Working for Gabe.” They’d collaborated well on school assignments, and on the long-running fanfic they’d never finished, but they were older now. Plus, she’d be working for him, and she didn’t know how she felt about that.

Pressing down hard with the pen, she scrawled “Screw over Nathaniel” in the Pros column. She’d be damned if he got a job that should’ve been hers.

Again.

The pen tip hovered over the page, and before she could overthink it, she wrote “Closure with Gabe” underneath.

Because even after all this time . . . yeah, she missed him too. And more than that, she wanted—no, needed—to know why. Why everything had gone so wrong between them. Why he’d left and never come back.

This might be her only chance to get it.

And then, in a fit of vindictive pique, she wrote, “Ruin his life.”

Okay no, that was too much. She crossed it out.

What did she really want?

She wanted to see him. To spend time with him. To find out if there was anything left to salvage . . .

With a lump in her throat, she wrote in tiny, reluctant letters, “Friendship 2.0.”

Their relationship was complicated, mixed with love and affection, anger and hurt, and unfulfilled desire. But when she thought about Gabe, it was like a cavern opened up in her chest, a gaping emptiness where her heart and vital organs should be. If she had the chance to replace even a bit of what she’d lost, she had to take it. Maybe if he could just be in her life again, somehow, she wouldn’t feel the ache of loneliness as acutely as she had since he left.

Sure, she had other friends. She had her cousins. But she didn’t have anything like the friendship she’d had with Gabe. Someone she could be silly around, and say all the weird ideas that popped into her head. Where she knew he’d never . . .

Well, she thought he’d never leave her. That they’d always be friends, best friends, forever.

She’d been wrong.

Michelle blinked hard at the list. How about that? The Pros column outweighed the Cons.

In the back of her mind, a plan began to form.

The new gym location would be in New York City, and Gabe would have to come back at some point. She could arrange to see him in person, but where? He wouldn’t have an office here. Would they meet at a gym? A café, where so many freelancer meetings took place? A hotel lobby?

Michelle couldn’t envision herself getting the answers she wanted in a public place. Gabe was squirrely when it came to talking about his feelings, and she wouldn’t put it past him to act like his silence over the last thirteen years had never happened. She needed to catch him off guard, to keep him in close proximity for longer than a consultation meeting. In the past, she’d let other friends crash on her sofa during their visits to New York, so it would be perfectly normal to offer the same for Gabe.

The plan solidified in her mind. This was it—she’d insist he stay with her, mostly to work on the project, but also to wear him down until he told her why he’d completely abandoned her.

The renovation on her bathroom was due to finish soon. Her tiny one-bedroom apartment was the perfect place to achieve the closure she so desperately needed.

Michelle turned on her phone but instead of replying to the email, she grabbed Gabe’s cell phone number from the signature and sent him a text.

Michelle: I’ll do it.




Chapter 3

Michelle: I’ll do it.

Gabe: Mich?

Michelle: Who else?

Gabe: Right.

Gabe: Um, hi.

Michelle: Don’t “hi” me. If I help you with this, you have to meet my demands.

Gabe: Okay. Hit me with them.

Michelle: 1) I want a lifetime membership.

Gabe: To the gym?

Michelle: Yeah, to the gym. You know what gym memberships cost these days?

Gabe: . . . yeah. I do. I own a gym.

Michelle: 2) You pay my full rate. No friend discounts.

Gabe: You got it.

Michelle: 3) You stay with me while you’re in New York.

Gabe: What? Why?

Michelle: It’s one of my conditions. If you want my help, you have to agree to it.

Gabe: I have to come out there soon to look at locations. But I’m staying at a hotel.

Michelle: No. You have to stay with me.

Gabe: Why can’t we just meet up somewhere?

Michelle: Gabe. I haven’t seen you in 13 years. You were my best friend, and you disappeared on me. You want my help? This is the least you can do while I work on your campaign.

Gabe: Where do you live?

Michelle: Hell’s Kitchen.

Michelle: That’s on the west side, in case you forgot.

Gabe: I know where it is.

Gabe: Fine. I’ll stay with you.
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Michelle:

OMG

Gabe:

WTF

Michelle:

Pure basura. We finally get Latinos in space . . .

Gabe:

And they canceled it! On a cliffhanger!

Michelle:

I can’t accept this. We have to know what happened to Zack and Riva in season 2.

Gabe:

What can we do? Beyond the Stars has been canceled already. This one season is all we get.

Michelle:

Wait a second.

Gabe:

What?

Michelle:

I’m a genius.

Gabe:

What??

Michelle:

WHAT IF WE WRITE IT???

Gabe:

. . . I don’t understand. You mean write for the show?

Michelle:

Fanfiction, Gabe! We’ll write our own Beyond the Stars fanfic!

Gabe:

Right. With all the free time we have.

Michelle:

It won’t take that long. We’ll work on it together!

Gabe:

Between baseball and working at my dad’s store, I’m already drowning in homework.

Michelle:

Come on, Gabe, it’ll be fun! Like when we used to pretend we were Luke and Leia fighting Stormtroopers on the swing set.

Gabe:

I miss that swing set.

Michelle:

Me too. This can be our new swing set.

Gabe:

Okay. [image: image]




Chapter 4

Picking someone up at the airport in New York City was the biggest of favors, and Michelle hoped the big jerk appreciated it. But not even the nighttime traffic leading into LaGuardia Airport or BTS blasting positive-energy K-pop from her car’s speakers could distract from her jitters about seeing Gabe again.

What would he be like? Would it be weird to be around him again, or just like old times? She wasn’t sure which she preferred. It might hurt more if they slipped right back into their old dynamic, but she also harbored the hope that they could pick up where they’d left off. Although, the last time she’d seen him, they’d had their tongues in each other’s mouth. Were they going to pretend that hadn’t happened? What was the etiquette for reuniting with a former best friend you’d almost banged?

The music was interrupted as her Fiat’s Bluetooth called out, “Call from Ava.”

Gripping the wheel tight, Michelle debated whether or not to answer. Her stomach was a bundle of twisted-up knots, her teeth clenched tight. Ava would know something was going on, and Michelle didn’t want to explain what she was doing, especially since she wasn’t totally sure herself.

She declined the call and BTS resumed.

“Get your shit together,” Michelle told herself. “We’re thirty-one, not eighteen. We can be adults about this.”

Right. They were adults now, which meant Gabe was absolutely not going to freak out when he found out the plan had changed, and that instead of staying in Michelle’s apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, they’d be staying at her parents’ house in the Bronx.

Damn, who was she kidding? He was totally going to freak out.

If she told him, he’d refuse to get in her car. He might even turn right around and hop on a plane back to Los Angeles. Her whole plan hinged on keeping him close, so that’s what she’d do.

And hope he didn’t notice where she was driving.

It was wrong to trick him, but what else could she do? Despite repeated claims that her bathroom renovation would definitely be completed by now, her apartment still had no toilet.

As the line of cars and taxis pulled to a standstill, Michelle flipped her mirror down and looked herself right in the eye. “Do not let him see you sweat. He doesn’t deserve it.”

Better to make him sweat. Michelle unclipped her hair from its messy bun and let it tumble down over her shoulders and back. Then she grabbed a tube of lipstick out of her purse and freshened up her lips. The deep red was striking against her summer tan, and with her signature dramatic eye makeup, it created what Ava called her “witch look.”

By the time Michelle had finger-combed her dark locks and pouted at her reflection a few times, traffic had started moving again and she was feeling a little more confident.

Sure, she was an emotional mess inside, but at least she felt pretty.

The music stopped again.

“Text from Gabe,” her car said, and Michelle tensed as his words were repeated in a robotic voice. “Almost there.”

“This doesn’t have to be a big deal,” she told herself, speaking out loud as she navigated her way around a stopped rideshare SUV. “He’s here to work. It doesn’t have to be weird.”

She tapped on the wheel along with the music, trying to ignore the sick feeling in her gut.

If only she could talk to Ava and Jasmine about it instead of giving herself a pep talk alone in her car. Her best cousins, her Primas of Power, were her biggest support system. But for some reason, when it came to sex and relationships, Michelle just couldn’t open up to them.

It wasn’t fair. She gave them shit about not telling her when they were having romantic troubles. Yet, when it came to herself, she clammed up.

She could guess how they’d react, though. They’d tell her to stay away from him. She’d been a fucking wreck after he’d left for California. Her primas had stuck to her side the whole summer before college—the summer she’d planned to spend with Gabe.

The summer that might have gone differently after they’d kissed.

Not this time. She wouldn’t let him affect her like he had. This was for closure, and to assuage her curiosity. That was it. She’d pick him up, drive them home, and tomorrow they’d work on his project. She’d stay cool and she’d get the answers she deserved.

And maybe an apology too. It was the least the pendejo could do.

Even with her plan in mind, Michelle’s nerves sizzled as she approached the pickup area. A car in front of her pulled away from the curb and then . . . there he was.

Her heart thumped like it had taken a hit. He was . . . gorgeous. And here. Gabe was here!

Six feet of hard-muscled Latino Superman, with the deepest dimples you ever saw and the softest lips she’d ever kissed.

Michelle’s mouth literally watered at the sight of him. It was stupid. She’d looked up his gym’s Instagram account to get a sense of the brand, and it of course featured photos of Gabe, along with his business partner, Fabian. Gazing at Gabe’s sweet smile had broken her heart all over again, but she’d told herself it was better to be prepared. He’d been a hottie at eighteen, but back then, he was still just the boy next door, her best guy friend who’d somehow grown up to be cute.

But seeing him in person again, after all this time . . .

Yowza.

In black track pants and a white T-shirt that was unaccountably stylish on him, and the backward baseball cap that had always been his staple, Gabe was really, really ridiculously good-looking.

And he was searching for her, his dark eyes scanning the line of cars.

What would happen if she didn’t stop? If she just drove past him and went back home? It wasn’t too late. Gabe could hail a taxi, find a hotel, hire somebody else—maybe even Nathaniel—and Michelle could go back to her life as it was before she’d received his email.

And wonder “what if” for the rest of her days? No gracias.

Michelle tapped the horn to get his attention, then gave a little wave when he turned his head. She pulled the Fiat up to the curb and popped the trunk with shaking fingers.

Gabe moved around to the back of the car, rolling his gray hard-shell suitcase behind him.

Inside, Michelle turned down the music. Then she turned up the AC. And then, because she couldn’t stand it a second longer, she got out.

She hadn’t planned to. The LaGuardia curbside pickup was a logjam of cars and people and luggage, and it was best to get in and out as soon as possible. But she couldn’t take the thought of sitting next to him in the car without . . . something.

Gabe hefted the suitcase into the trunk with ease, then shut the hood. He turned as she came up beside him and without a word, Michelle reached up and threw her arms around his neck in a tight hug.

She hadn’t planned to do this either, but she couldn’t stop herself. She needed it.

His arms came around her, enveloping her in his embrace. It felt good, so freaking good.

Gabe still gave the best hugs.

He smelled good, too—clean and fresh, like soap. And his hug felt strong, warm, and safe.

But he wasn’t safe. She had to remember that.

From the feel of his body pressed to hers, Michelle noted the ways he’d changed. He’d grown a few inches taller than the last time she’d seen him, and put on . . . a lot of pounds of muscle. Holy hell. It was like being hugged by a living, breathing, flesh-and-blood wall. Or a marble statue, one of those sexy ones with defined muscles, an air of self-important boredom, and an accommodating fig leaf. Something without an ounce of softness, but you still wanted to cuddle up against it because the beauty was so staggering and alluring.

But it hurt too. Oh god, did it hurt. Heartbreak and longing and arousal and love and anger and sadness whirled around inside her like a tornado of conflicted feeling, fascinating and destructive.

He’d been her best friend. And he’d left her.

But it was hard to stay angry when he held her like this.

Just as Michelle became too aware of her breasts pressed to his hard chest, of her face nestled into his shoulder, and his breath on her neck, a car horn blasted behind her, making her jolt. She pulled away, dropping back down on her heels. And got her first good look at that handsome face.

Gabe had a jaw square and sharp enough to cut, with killer cheekbones leading down to dimples that could ruin your life. Dark eyes narrowed with a hint of wariness, and his thick, straight brows gave nothing away.

“Hi,” she said, trying not to sound as breathless as she felt.

“Hi.” His voice was deeper than it had been, and something about that made her want to cry. “Thanks for picking me up.”

“You’re welcome. Let’s go before somebody yells at us for being parked too long.”

She berated herself as she got back behind the wheel. That was real fucking stupid, Michelle. He hadn’t deserved that hug.

But she had. After all this time, it was the least of what she deserved.

GABE TRIED NOT to stare, but he was pretty sure he was doing a terrible job of it.

Part of him was positive this was all a huge mistake—coming back to New York, staying in Michelle’s apartment, hell, even opening a new gym. The other part just wanted Michelle in his arms again.

On the flight over, he’d tried to brace himself for how things might be different between them, preparing himself for an extremely awkward car ride to her place. But then she’d surprised him with a hug. He hadn’t expected it, but once his arms were around her, it had felt as natural as breathing.

He knew what it felt like to hold her. Michelle was affectionate, and they’d hugged often when they were younger. And then, of course, there’d been that one time, the last time, when—

Gabe pinched his thigh to interrupt the memory. These pants wouldn’t hide a hard-on, and that’s what had gotten them into trouble in the first place.

He should’ve worn jeans. Or a cup. But he preferred comfortable clothes for travel, and he hadn’t expected to get turned on by Michelle immediately.

She was stunning, though. There was no denying that. Some things he remembered—the spill of long, dark hair. Honey-colored eyes. The smattering of light freckles across her nose and cheekbones. He tried not to think about the enticing swell of cleavage revealed by her tank top, or the way her faded blue jeans hugged her lush, round ass. Michelle had been sexy before—and his dirty teenage-boy mind had noted the changes as they’d grown up together—but now, he just wanted to take a bite out of her.

He’d always thought the phrase a body that wouldn’t quit sounded stupid. Looking at Michelle . . . he got it.

They were quiet as she navigated the traffic leaving the arrivals terminal at LaGuardia, but when they hit the highway, Gabe finally said what was on his mind.

“You look good, Mich.”

Her eyes cut away from the road for a second, giving him a quick, sweeping, up-and-down glance. Just as he thought she was going to say “You too,” her gaze returned to the road and she said, “I know.”

Gabe let out a low chuckle. It was such a Michelle thing to say. She’d always had an abundance of confidence. It was one of the things he used to adore—and even envy—about her.

“How was your flight?” she asked, keeping her eyes trained on the road.

“Not bad. I had the row to myself.”

She nodded. “Cool. Did you sleep?”

He shook his head. “Nah. Wasn’t tired.”

He’d also been too wired to relax enough to sleep. Instead, he’d caught up on emails and indulged in a few episodes of Spaced Out, the latest original sci-fi series on ScreenFlix.

If he could avoid seeing his family on this trip, he’d call it a success, but at least . . . at least things seemed to be going okay with Michelle.

She turned to peer out the back windows and Gabe finally got a good look at her shirt. It showed Queen Seravida, one of the lead characters from Beyond the Stars, a sci-fi TV series from the mid-aughts. It had been canceled after one season but had since attained a cult following.

Had Michelle worn that shirt on purpose? As a reminder of their shared history and the fanfic that had consumed their teenage years?

“I thought of you when she died,” he said.

Michelle frowned. “When who—oh.” She glanced down at her shirt. “Tamara Romero. Yeah, I was devastated.”

Me too, he thought. When he’d heard the news of the actress’s death, he’d thought of reaching out to Michelle. But he hadn’t done it.

“Are you still in contact with any of the others?” he asked, referring to their Beyond the Stars online fandom group from back in the day.

Michelle shook her head. “I’m Facebook friends with a few of them, but we don’t interact much. I don’t know what happened to the others—I never knew their real names.”

Gabe was quiet for a moment, remembering all the hours he and Michelle had devoted to their favorite fandom. “We never finished our story.”

“No, you didn’t.” She gave him a little smirk.

By the end, Gabe had basically been writing all the chapters of their fanfic with Michelle leaning over his shoulder, making comments and suggestions. Those had been some of the happiest moments of his teenage years, which was pretty fucking nerdy to admit, but it was true. Just the two of them, with all their inside jokes, making up a world of their own.

They’d been close to the end when he left. The plan had been to continue writing the story together while they were in college, but things hadn’t worked out that way. Just one more thing Gabe had abandoned when he’d left New York.

He peered out the window, idly scanning the signs along the side of the highway. And frowned. It had been a long time since he’d been here, but he was sure he remembered this route.

“This is the Whitestone Bridge.”

Michelle didn’t even blink. “Excellent deduction.”

“But you live in Manhattan.”

“Yup.”

“Shouldn’t we be taking a tunnel or something?”

“We would be . . . if we were going to Manhattan.”

Gabe stared at her impassive expression. “Michelle. Why aren’t we going to Manhattan if that’s where you live?”

She sighed. “Because I’m not staying there right now.”

His gut plummeted like he was on an out-of-control roller coaster. “Why not?”

“There’s no toilet,” she replied bluntly. “My bathroom renovation is taking twice as long as expected. They were supposed to be finished already, but you know how it goes.”

Gabe sucked in a breath as panic set in. No, they couldn’t be going where he thought they were going. “I’ll pay for a hotel. A suite. For both of us. You’ll have your own room. Room service. Open bar. Whatever you want.”

She snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would we stay in a hotel when I have a perfectly good house for us to use?”

House. Shit. That confirmed his suspicions.

Michelle was taking them to her parents’ house in the Bronx.

Suddenly the car felt even smaller as desperation kicked up his pulse. “Fine, then I’ll stay in a hotel. Drop me off somewhere. Anywhere. Side of the highway is fine. I’ll hitchhike.”

She shot him a dark glare, her mouth tightening into a hard line. “You agreed to stay with me. Since I’m staying at my parents’ house, that’s where you’re staying too.”

He narrowed his eyes back at her. “You did this on purpose.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Yeah, Gabe. I demanded that my contractors take extra time to renovate my bathroom just so I could trick you into staying at my parents’ house. I love not having a working toilet in my apartment. It’s the best.”

Sweat prickled Gabe’s forehead under the band of his cap. He adjusted it, trying to wipe it away, but more sprang up. “My parents live right next door to yours.”

She kept her eyes on the road. “So what?”

Gabe slumped as much as the seat belt and mediocre leg room would allow, as if someone else driving on the highway might recognize him and rat him out. “They can’t know I’m here.”

“Then don’t tell them.”

Trust Michelle to oversimplify the problem.

“I mean, I don’t want them to see me.”

“I hardly ever see them. It’ll be fine. We’ll keep you out of sight. Stop worrying so much.”

“What about your family? They’ll tell my parents the second they lay eyes on me.”

“My parents are in Florida at the beach house. No one else knows you’re here. Don’t murder me, ’kay?”

“You haven’t told anyone?” That surprised him. He was sure she would have at least told her cousins.

“No way.” She gave a mock shudder. “The last thing I need is all of them breathing down our necks. They’ll read too much into it and the next thing you know, my mother will be planning our wedding.”

She made it sound like a fate worse than death. But she was right. They’d already dodged enough invasive questions when they were younger. People assumed they would eventually get together, and while Gabe had dreamed about it often, it would never have worked. Michelle was firmly based in New York City, and Gabe couldn’t live here. Not even for her.

“You know I wouldn’t have agreed to stay with you if you’d told me we were going to the Bronx,” he said.

“Oh, I had a feeling,” she replied. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

Gabe threw up his hands. “This was a trap!”

“Okay, Admiral Ackbar, calm down.”

“Still with the Star Wars jokes, huh?”

She smirked. “You know it.”

“Well, it’s nice to see some things don’t change.”

Michelle was quiet for a long moment. “I’m not the one who changed.”

Direct hit. He was the one who’d lied, and then left. And she wasn’t going to let him forget it.

But he’d left for a reason. He’d stayed gone for a reason. And that reason was living in the house right next to the one she expected him to stay in for four days.

Fuck their agreement. He couldn’t do it. This was beyond what he could tolerate. He’d sleep there tonight, but in the morning? He was leaving to find a hotel.

No matter what Michelle said about it.




Sixteen years ago

Windows Messenger Chat Transcript

[image: image]
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Celestial Destiny: A Beyond the Stars Season 2 Fanfic

Episode 1

By BxGamer15 and ChelleBlockTango



Disclaimer: We don’t own the rights to Beyond the Stars, we’re just two fans who are mad that we finally got Latinos in spaaaaace but they were canceled after one season.



Gabe:

What the heck is up with your username?

Michelle:

It’s “Chelle” for my name plus the song “Cell Block Tango” from the musical Chicago. Have you seen it?

Gabe:

You know I haven’t.

Michelle:

Cool. We can watch it this weekend.

Gabe:

Can’t wait . . .

Michelle:

Is that sarcasm? From someone with the username Bronx Gamer 15 years old? Why don’t you add your social security number while you’re at it?

Gabe:

I take it back. Your username is awesome. Let’s move on.

Michelle:

Where should we start?

Gabe:

Zack escaped when he was young, so we should pick up where he is now, since we saw that glimpse of him right before the cliffhanger ending.

Michelle:

Did they ever say where he’d been hiding?

Gabe:

No. I guess they were going to show it as flashbacks in season 2?

Michelle:

Okay, well, if YOU were a prince with a murderous dad whose mom had just faked her own death, where would you go?

Gabe:

Hmm . . . The Mos Eisley Cantina.

Michelle:

LOL this isn’t Star Wars! They’re not in a galaxy far, far away!

Gabe:
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