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      I was heating soup on the electric hob when the electricity went out.

      Dread filled me because I knew it wasn’t a power cut.

      My mom hadn’t paid the bill.

      Cursing under my breath, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark before moving through the room toward the window. Peeking out, sure enough, I saw lights on in the apartments on the opposite side of the building.

      Feeling resentment and aggravation build up inside of me, I forced it back down and found the camping lantern I had buried in the back of my closet. Once it was on, I poured my lukewarm soup into a bowl and tried not to hate my mom.

      Two weeks ago, she’d taken off with some guy she met online. Some shithead that didn’t care my mom was an alcoholic addicted to painkillers so long as she gave him what he wanted. Mom said he was taking her to Florida to the beach, and they’d be back in three days.

      She hadn’t returned.

      And she wasn’t picking up her phone.

      My job at Billy’s Burgers would barely pay even half the bills now, never mind when school started in two weeks and I returned to part time. I was determined not to quit school.

      But if Mom didn’t come back soon, I might not have a choice.

      A knock at the door made my stomach lurch. If it was our landlord, I was screwed. Another knock followed it. Harder this time.

      Then, “Molly? Micah?” a familiar voice called.

      It was Mrs. Fairchild. Relief and embarrassment filled me in equal measure. Getting up off the couch, I wavered over answering the door.

      “Micah?” she sounded really worried.

      Mrs. Fairchild was Mom’s childhood best friend. They grew up in South Glastonbury together. Both their parents had money, so Mom and Mrs. Fairchild went to a private school. But when my grandfather died, it turned out he was hiding he was in debt up to his eyeballs. They took everything. My grandmother couldn’t handle it. Turned to drink. While Mrs. Fairchild went off to college, Mom moved into her own place and worked in a fast-food joint just like I was now. I never met my grandmother and I didn’t even know if she was alive or dead. All I knew was that not long after the sperm donor responsible for impregnating my mom took off, I was born. Mom’s dependency on alcohol was a gradual thing. I’d been dealing with the worst of it since I was ten.

      Last year, Mom hurt her back on a cleaning job and got addicted to the painkillers her doc gave her.

      Things had gone downhill between us.

      Then three months ago, Mrs. Fairchild moved back to South Glastonbury with her husband and daughter. The Fairchilds were lawyers. She wanted to check on Mom. Our situation shocked her. She’d been coming around a lot and even gave Mom money.

      Little did she know Mom would use it to take off on me.

      Humiliated that Mom didn’t love me enough to stick around, it took Mrs. Fairchild calling my name in rising concern for me to open the door to her.

      Relief flooded her pretty face. “Micah. Thank God. Are you okay? I’ve been calling your mom…” her voice trailed off as she looked beyond me into a dark apartment lit only by my camping lantern. She pushed into the apartment. She was nosy like that. “What is going on here?” her voice was tight. Concerned. Annoyed.

      I shrugged.

      Mrs. Fairchild’s eyes narrowed. “Micah, where is your mother?”

      Unable to meet her gaze, I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How long has she been gone?”

      “A few weeks, I guess. She said her and some guy were going to Florida for the weekend but… she never came back.”

      Mrs. Fairchild let out a stream of curses that surprised me. She was always so proper and ladylike.

      “I’m sorry. Forgive me. But this is unacceptable.” She gestured around the apartment. “You have no electricity.” Suddenly she marched across the kitchen and pulled open the refrigerator. It was empty. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Molly, what are you thinking?” Mrs. Fairchild slammed the door shut and strode past me toward the apartment door. When she turned to me, the light from the hallway shone in her blue eyes. They were bright with unshed tears. “She has a good kid… and she leaves him all alone.” She shook her head and I flinched in embarrassment. “Oh no, no… don’t you take this on yourself. This is on Molly. Not you. Now.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Go grab your things. Pack everything that matters to you.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not leaving you here, Micah. You’re coming home with me. You can stay with us until we can reach your mother.”

      My voice was hoarse with emotion that pissed me off. “What if you can’t reach her?”

      “We’ll figure that out later. For now, let’s just go home.”
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        * * *

      

      It was about a twenty-minute drive in Mrs. Fairchild’s gold Lexus SUV from South Green to her house in South Glastonbury. The Lexus had white leather seats. I’d never been inside a vehicle so fancy in my life. It still had that new car smell.

      A twenty-minute drive and it was like driving into a different world entirely. It was greener around here for a start. The houses were nicer, with more land around each of them; the buildings and gardens well maintained.

      I couldn't believe my mom grew up in this neighborhood.

      We’d passed a lot of houses that were average-sized. But the street we’d pulled up to stood out from the rest. It was a quiet court, surrounded on three sides with large New England Style houses and lots of trees. The drive we’d drove onto belonged to the biggest house of them all. While the other homes were clad in painted wood siding, this house was a red brick with varying triangular rooflines, a circular drive, and a three-court garage.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath, looking up at it.

      Mrs. Fairchild’s lips twitched. “Micah.”

      “Sorry. I just…”

      “I know it feels worlds away from what you’re used to. But I promise, we’re just like any other family.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Mrs. Fairchild chuckled. “Okay, as a family we’re like any other family. As people… we’re financially blessed compared to many others. But we don’t take it for granted.”

      “You don’t have to apologize or explain it to me. You work hard for what you have.” Even if they only had it in the first place because they had a step up in life to begin with. But I didn’t say that out loud. My mom was proof that a step up in life at the beginning didn’t mean a damn thing if you didn’t take a hold of the opportunities offered to you.

      “We do. Come on in. Jim was ordering take out when I left and he always orders way too much so there will be plenty of food.”

      My stomach grumbled at the thought.

      Striding through the double door entrance after her, I drew to a stop, taking in the spacious hallway, the wide staircase that led upstairs, and the warmly furnished rooms on either side of me.

      “We’re home!” Mrs. Fairchild called as I followed her through a family room, a library room, and a dining room to get to the kitchen. The kitchen stretched along the entire back of the house and there were sliding doors that led out into a backyard with a pool. They covered the pool for winter.

      “We’re?” A tall man stood at an island opening take out cartons. His eyes widened at the sight of me and then drifted to my duffle bag.

      I braced myself, feeling like an intruder.

      “Jim, this is Micah, Molly’s son. Micah, my husband Jim.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Fairchild,” I said.

      Jim chuckled as he rounded the island. His dark eyes glittered warmly as he reached for my hand. “Please, Mr. Fairchild’s my father. Call me Jim.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do that. It would be like calling Mrs. Fairchild Caroline. Too weird.

      “We’ll be back in a minute.” Mrs. Fairchild took her husband’s hand and led him out of the room. Presumably to fill him in on my situation.

      My pride stung.

      It was fucking humiliating taking her charity, but I didn’t know what else I could do about it. I didn’t want my future to fall to shit because my mom took off, and I didn’t want her life for myself. With a 3.9 GPA and as captain of the swim team, I was on course to receive a scholarship, preferably to Boston University. All of this with a part-time job. I couldn’t screw it up.

      If that meant accepting Mrs. Fairchild’s help, then I guess that’s what it meant.

      “And who are you?”

      The girl’s voice had me whipping around.

      I’d remember the sight of her always because it was like someone had punched me in the gut. All the air went out of the room.

      The girl was bout my age, I’d guess. She had long, thick dark hair that spilled around her shoulders in shiny waves. The prettiest dark brown eyes I’d ever seen filled with humor and curiosity. Her lush lips quirked upward at the corners. Suddenly she grinned and killed me with her dimples. Dressed like one of those hippy girl images from the seventies, she wore a thin gold circlet around on the top of her head like a crown. Her dress was long, fitted at her tiny waist, then flowed to her feet. It was a light pink color and had oversized sleeves that fit at her wrists.

      I’d never seen anything like her before.

      It wasn’t just her sense of style… it was the way happiness and warmth seemed to radiate from her.

      I didn’t even know her and yet I sensed she was just good.

      Beautiful all the way through.

      “Do you talk?” she teased.

      I cleared my throat, my heart hammering in my chest. “Uh. Yeah. I’m uh—”

      “Oh good,” Mrs. Fairchild strode back into the kitchen with her husband at her side. “You’ve already met Valentine. Our daughter.”

      Even though it should have occurred to me that’s who she was, disappointed flooded me.

      Valentine Fairchild was most definitely off limits.
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      Five months.

      That’s how long Micah Green and I had been dancing around our chemistry. And we definitely had it. According to my friend Kim who had been dating older guys since she was thirteen, when two people were truly attracted to one another there was this electric tension between them. The plethora of romance novels I devoured every month, that my mother didn’t know about, verified Kim’s claim.

      For five months Micah had been living with my family. His mom Molly took off, left him, and when my mother finally tracked her down, Molly refused to come home. So Mom and Dad, being lawyers and all that, sorted things so that Micah could stay with us for the rest of his high school career. And they went even further by pulling strings at the private academy I attend so he could start his junior year there. My parents even gave him his own car because he also made the swim team and so left school later than I did.

      You would think Micah would have problems fitting in at my school coming from such a different background.

      But no! He fitted in better than even me.

      Whereas most kids there were ambitious and academic, I’d much prefer to be in my room sewing myself a wardrobe no one else at school had. That was if we were allowed to wear our own clothes and not the mandatory black and red plaid uniform.

      Although I did cover the left lapel of my blazer in cute brooches I’d created and the teachers had finally given up telling me to remove them.

      But I digressed.

      My palms were sweaty.

      I’d just lied to my English teacher that I needed to use the restroom. The truth was, I knew this was the period Micah used the darkroom for his photography class. Although he was super smart and academic, he was also artsy. Like me. Micah wanted to be an architect, which I thought was impressive.

      He thought my clothes designing was amazing.

      “You’re so talented, Val,” Micah had said when I showed him my clothes and the Singer sewing machine I’d begged my parents to buy me when I was twelve.

      Sometimes Dad would tell me I was clever and talented when I walked downstairs in one of my new creations. But Mom would just give me that look, because she knew I’d spent all my time sewing instead of studying.

      It was appalling to my parents that their child was a B student instead of the A student she could be if she only applied herself.

      I shook off those thoughts as I tried to act casual, walking through the halls of the school. Sometimes I let myself get too worked up about Mom and Dad. Today wasn’t about my parents. It was about Micah. The one person who made me feel good about myself. Who told me it was okay that I couldn’t envision myself at college. That it didn’t make me a bum because I wanted to get out in the world and get a job and start living my own life, rather than spend another four to seven years in the land of academia.

      There were moments when I caught Micah looking at me in a way that made me sure he too got butterflies in his stomach like I did whenever he was near me. I could still remember the first day we met, when I found him in the kitchen. He’d looked so sad and hurt. Those gorgeous gray eyes of his full of pride and anger and gratitude all at once. Then he’d seen me and he looked at me like no one had ever before.

      He stared at me like he thought I was beautiful.

      I grinned, my heart racing just thinking about it.

      So okay, it was weird that we lived together, but maybe we didn’t have to tell Mom and Dad right away. In fact, that’s why I’d put off approaching Micah about our feelings because I thought it would go down better with our parents if I was sixteen. And I was sixteen in January. Next month.

      Yet I found I couldn’t wait past Christmas.

      I wanted to go to bed on Christmas Eve knowing that Micah was mine. Best Christmas present ever!

      Holy crap, it felt like my heart was going to explode out of my chest as I approached the darkroom. The light was on outside, which meant someone was in there processing. Which also meant I had to slip in really fast and close the door so I didn’t mess up Micah’s photos. His photos were pretty good. Mostly of buildings and architecture. I didn’t personally get his fascination with them but I loved his passion. So few boys our age had genuine passion beyond the instant gratification of gaming, sports and sex.

      “Okay, here we go,” I whispered to myself before taking a deep breath.

      I gently pushed open the door.

      I’d barely gotten it wide enough to slip through when my heart plummeted into my stomach.

      A guy, who looked awfully like Micah from behind, had a girl pressed up against the counter at the back of the room, kissing her hungrily as his hand worked beneath her skirt.

      “Micah, oh my God, don’t stop,” a familiar breathy female voice filled the darkroom.

      I knew the perfect profile of the girl who threw her head back in pleasure.

      Christy McAlister. Senior. Blond. Five foot ten.

      Student body president.

      Cheerleader.

      My exact opposite.

      I quickly pulled the door closed before either of them caught sight of me.

      Tears burned in my throat and eyes.

      This whole time Micah was screwing around with Christy?

      Christy only dated older guys. Not younger ones!

      Of course, she’d break her rules for Micah.

      And he’d been in there… touching her!

      Oh my God, I was such an idiot.

      I’d look back on this moment as an adult and cringe but when you’re fifteen, in love with a boy, and you find out that you’re the exact opposite of the kind of girl he likes to be with… well, let’s just say it feels like the world is ending.

      Tears streaming down my face, I hurried back to my class; I explained to my teacher I wasn’t feeling well and she took me to the office. They thankfully let me go home.

      As soon as I got in the car, my tears got out of control.

      I tried to calm down long enough to drive home without crashing the car.

      Mom calling my cell was the splash of cold reality I needed. I knew I had to answer or she’d come home. “Mom,” my voice broke on the word.

      I wanted to tell her the truth. That I loved Micah and he liked someone else.

      But I could never tell her that stuff. She always made everything I felt seem small and childish.

      “Valentine, are you okay?” she sounded concerned, making me feel terrible for thinking badly of her. “The school just called.”

      I sucked back more tears as I lied, “I threw up. I really don’t feel well.”

      “Okay. It worried your teacher you’re driving home alone.”

      “I’m okay. I just need to go to bed.”

      “Well, I hope it’s just something you’ve eaten and not a bug. You’ve got end of semester exams to concentrate on.”

      Gee. Thanks for the sympathy, Mom.

      “Right. I gotta go.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean it like that. You know how I get. I just want you to do well. Text me when you arrive at the house. Feel better.”

      I texted her when I got to the house but I didn’t feel better.

      First, I stopped in the doorway of Micah’s room, was just down the hall from my bedroom. It had once been a nicely appointed guest room.

      Now it smelled like Micah, and he had posters and drawings on the wall. Mostly posters of favorite bands, books, and artists. The drawings were sketches of building designs he’d imagined. He was so talented. So smart. Smarter than me.

      Smart like Christy.

      Of course he was into intelligent, stupidly gorgeous, blond cheerleaders with legs up to their ears.

      I promptly returned to my room, curled up on my bed and sobbed until it felt like my entire body ached.
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        * * *

      

      It couldn’t have been that much longer when my eyes cracked open at the feel of a hand on my arm.

      I knew who it was without turning my head.

      The last person I wanted to see.

      “Hey.” His deep voice made my chest hurt. His palm brushed down my arm in comfort. “Kim said you had to come home early.”

      My swollen eyes moved to the vintage alarm clock on my bedside table. School had only just let out. “Shouldn’t you be at practice?” I sounded rough, croaky.

      “Cupid, you don’t sound so good.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed at his nickname for me. He thought it was interesting that my parents, who didn’t seem all that romantic, would give me such a romantic name. But they met on Valentine’s Day. Hence my name. And Micah’s pet name for me.

      A pet name I moronically thought meant something.

      Turned out it was because he saw me like a little sister.

      “I’m fine. Practice?”

      “Four guys on the team got detention today. Coach was so mad he cancelled practice. And then Kim told me you left school cause you were sick. I got worried.” He gently pulled on my arm so I turned to look at him.

      His handsome face clouded over, those amazing gray eyes of his filled with suspicion and concern. “You’ve been crying. You’re not sick, something happened.” Micah seemed suddenly fierce. Like he’d fight off an army for me.

      The vision of him and Christy in the darkroom flashed before my eyes and I turned away from him. “Nothing. I’m okay.”

      Hurt silence filled the air between us.

      I never shut out Micah.

      But that was the problem.

      “Valentine.” He leaned over me, brushing my hair off my face. I suppressed a shiver. “You’re really worrying me.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” I whispered, my voice cracking as I fought back more tears. “It’s just stupid girl stuff.”

      “Oh. Is it… is it your period?”

      My eyebrows hit my hairline and I looked at him in surprise. Most boys (even my dad!) couldn’t even say the word, let alone think it.

      Micah grinned. It was crooked and boyish. And I was so in love with his smile. “I grew up with just my mom. I’m not squeamish. Girls get periods, it sounds like they suck, and I don’t envy you. Unfortunately, they’re kind of a big deal in the perpetuation of humanity, and you ladies have to bear it for us men because we have a zero-pain threshold. And the baby thing. No way we could do that. So… thanks. For all of that.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed at his rambling.

      His eyes brightened. “That’s better.” He shook me gently. “Come on, Cupid. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      A tear escaped before I could stop it. “It’s not my period… I found out today that the boy I like, likes someone else.”

      He seemed shocked. Uncomfortable. His hand withdrew from my arm.

      I turned away. “Told you it was stupid.”

      “Hey, hey.” Micah leaned over me again and I couldn’t help but meet his gaze. He studied my face like I was precious. I wish he wouldn’t. It just confused me. “Any guy who doesn’t see how unbelievably special you are, isn’t worth all these tears.”

      Right.

      Except he was.

      I lowered my gaze so he wouldn’t see the truth.

      “Come here.” Suddenly he hauled me into his arms. A big part of me wanted to shove him away. But I loved the feel of Micah’s strong arms around me. I pressed my cheek to his shoulder and held on as he whispered against my hair, voice gruff, “There is no one like you, Val. No one. Don’t waste your time on any guy that doesn’t realize how fucking lucky he is that you want to be with him.”

      I smiled sadly against his shoulder and held on a little tighter as my dreams of us each being part of one whole disappeared.

      I decided then and there that I would take Micah Green’s advice to heart.
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      “Are you in a mood? Is it because I danced with Steve? You know we’re just friends.”

      I looked down at my prom date, trying to figure out what she was saying.

      Me in a mood. Dancing with Steve. Right. I shook my head at Alison. “No. I’m not in a mood. You know prom’s not really my thing.”

      Alison chuckled and then grabbed me by the lapels. “It’s your senior prom. I’m going to make it your thing.” She dragged me onto the dance floor and I did my best, pretending like I wasn’t searching the room as we swayed to a cheesy song.

      The truth was, I was in a mood.

      I’d been in a mood my entire junior and senior years.

      That’s what happened when you were deeply, miserably fucking in love with a girl you couldn’t have.

      And to top this shitty year off, she was my friend’s prom date.

      I couldn’t believe Graham had asked Valentine to our senior prom.

      I couldn’t believe Valentine said yes.

      She’d dated quite a few losers for the past eighteen months. My little pep talk when I found her crying over some guy I didn’t even know but wanted to kill, worked a little too well.

      But Graham was the worst of the lot.

      There had been times when I first moved in with the Fairchilds that I thought my feelings for Valentine might be reciprocated. I wouldn’t do anything about it because I couldn’t reward their kindness by going after Val, but there was a part of me that felt elated she might feel the same way back. Instead, I screwed around with a couple of cheerleaders and hoped they’d take my mind off my whopping big crush on the daughter of the people who had turned my life around for the better.

      It didn’t work.

      Little Cupid was in my blood.

      As it turned out, I wasn’t in hers. She’d made that clear by dating half the guys in my class.

      “You are in a mood. I can feel the tension in your body,” Alison huffed.

      Alison had taken over as Student Body President and Head Cheerleader when Christy went off to college. It wasn’t that I had a thing for cheerleaders. I had a thing for smart girls who were as ambitious as I was and didn’t want to get weighed down by a high school romance.

      “I need to use the bathroom. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      I’d seen Valentine dancing with Graham a little while ago. His hand had rested on her ass.

      He hadn’t said it to me because he knew I’d fuck him up, but he had to be thinking he was going to get laid tonight. It was prom night.

      Over my dead body.

      Cursing under my breath, I escaped the ballroom of the fancy ass club the school had rented for the night and found the guy’s restroom. I tried to shake off the black cloud hovering above my head before going back out there.

      As I was leaving the restroom, however, something caught my attention in my peripheral. I turned toward the hallway that led to a closed off part of the members-only club.

      There was Cupid. Sitting on the floor, knees to her chest, her arm around some girl I didn’t recognize as the girl wiped tears from her cheeks. Something inside me eased seeing her.

      I leaned against the wall and watched Valentine as she comforted the blond at her side.

      Eventually she pulled the girl to her feet, hugged her and then led her toward me. Val’s eyes brightened when she saw me. The blond blushed and hurried away from us both, joining the line into the girl’s restroom.

      Val and I met each other in the middle. I tried not to check her out. It was really goddamn difficult. She’d designed and made her own dress, and she was a knockout in it. Lately, she’d become obsessed with this ‘50s kind of vibe. It suited her. Over the past eighteen months, her body had changed. I’d heard her complaining about it to her mom and it took everything within me to tell her she had nothing to worry about.

      She was all tits and ass.

      And the ‘50s vibe worked for her big time. It showed off her curves.

      Like now, in her strapless dress that fitted to her like a second skin. It was cherry red. The hem stopped just below the knee. The neckline had a heart shape and showed off Valentine’s cleavage a little more than I’d like. I wasn’t too happy about that. Neither was her dad.

      But the whole brunette Marilyn Monroe thing worked for her.

      My gaze dropped to the floor because I couldn’t look at her without wanting to kiss the hell out of her. Instead, my eyes caught on her high heels. They were tall. They had an ankle strap. Her legs looked fucking amazing.

      Shit.

      “Cupid,” I cleared my throat, swinging my gaze back up to her gorgeous face.

      Her dimples creased, her dark eyes glittering. “Hey. You okay?”

      “I’m fine. What about you?” I gestured to the girl she’d been comforting.

      “Oh, her name is Heather. She and I are just newly acquainted.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You just met but she was sobbing on your shoulder?”

      “Yeah. Come on.” She tucked herself into my side, her arm around my back. I automatically curled my arm around her. Her head just came to my chest. To me, she was the perfect fit.

      She smelled good, too. Always did.

      As we walked toward the ballroom Valentine continued, “Heather’s a sophomore. Invited by that jackass junior, Steve Johnson. He’s danced with every hot girl since he got here and then started making out with another girl fifteen minutes ago.”

      Some guys were morons. “Asshole.”

      “Yup.”

      “Where are her friends?”

      Val shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      This was why I loved her. When Valentine saw anyone in pain, stranger or otherwise, she had to stop to help. Even if it interrupted her good time. “You’re amazing, you know that.”

      She grinned up at me, those dimples I’d wanted to kiss a million times, popping again. “You always make me feel that way.”

      “It’s because it’s true.”

      Something flickered in her eyes and I felt her tense against me.

      Could she see it? Sometimes I wondered how she could not see it?

      How much I adored her.

      “Dance with me.” It was out of my mouth before I could stop it. But I didn’t want to stop it. I couldn’t make Valentine Fairchild mine. The Fairchilds were already constantly fighting their daughter about her future. They’d told her no serious boyfriends until college. She’d told them she wasn’t going to college. It was causing major tension between them. They saw me as a brother figure to her and the buffer that kept their relationship from growing too hostile.

      If I suddenly announced I was in love with her, our entire family dynamic would implode. And I couldn’t risk hurting the Fairchilds like that. Not when I owed them everything.

      But I could have this one dance with her.

      Valentine smiled and took hold of my hand, leading me to the dancefloor even though I asked her. I tried not to notice the guys staring at her. The guys who wanted her. Or to think about the guy who would be lucky enough to have her.

      To really have her.

      All of her.

      Instead, I pushed that agonizing thought aside and pulled her into my arms. Her sweet curves pressed into my body. Her fingers tickled the strands of hair at my nape. Her perfume drifted over me, dragging me deeper under her spell… until everything around us just disappeared.

      It was just me and Valentine. Swaying to music I couldn’t even hear.

      I couldn’t hear anything but her voice as she murmured against my chest, “This is nice.”

      It was more than nice.

      It was right.

      Perfect.

      I tightened my arms around her waist and fantasized we were here together. That we’d just met at school like any two normal kids would.

      “Are you excited about college?” Val suddenly asked.

      Part of me was. Instead of BU, I’d gotten into MIT because going to a private academy had its advantages. MIT had one of the best schools for architecture in the world. Sometimes I couldn’t believe it. It was a partial scholarship. The Fairchilds were paying the rest. I’d promised I’d pay it back as soon as I could after school.

      Another reason their daughter was off limits.

      “Well?”

      While yeah, it blew me away to be attending MIT, I was going to miss Cupid like fucking crazy. Not being able to walk down the hall, knock on her door and just sit and talk shit for hours about everything and nothing. To make her laugh whenever her parents were coming down hard on her. To make her whole face light up when I praised her newest creation.

      To feel her with me when my mom screwed up and had to go back to rehab for the hundredth time. To have her just lie with me and not say a word because she knew all I needed was her next to me.

      “Let’s not talk about it. I’m all talked out about it.”

      Her fingers stroked down my nape and I shivered as she whispered, “Okay.”

      It was tempting to take hold of her hands and put them somewhere else, but that was useless. Wherever she touched me would go straight to my dick. I was eighteen for fuck’s sake and in love with her.

      Thinking about how things could be between us if life had turned out differently, I asked, “What would your dream date be?”

      Valentine lifted her head to meet my gaze. She seemed surprised by the question. “My dream date?”

      “Yeah. Not who or anything like that.” I didn’t want to know that shit. “Where would you go? What would you do?”

      She bit her plump bottom lip. I glared at it. Wanting it.

      Finally she released it and melted into me with a laugh. “You’ll think it’s cheesy.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      Her dark eyes warmed. “No, you won’t, will you?”

      “Cupid?”

      Her eyes drifted past me as she smiled and confessed, “My dream date would be… okay, so I saw it in a movie and I thought it was so simple but really romantic. And perfect. This guy turned the rooftop of his city apartment into a wonderland. There were fairy lights strung everywhere, vases of flowers, flower petals, candles flickering in the dark. And in the middle of it all was a picnic. Music playing in the background.” She shrugged. “How romantic to be up there in a city of millions but feel as if you’re the only two people in the world. Hanging out in the stars with the one person you want to be with most.” Her eyes returned to meet mine when she said the last.

      And I swear my heart stopped.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, “The one person you want to be with most.”

      Valentine was looking at me like she wanted me to kiss her.

      Shock, thrill, anticipation all blasted through me at the thought of her reciprocating my feelings.

      Mostly, I couldn’t stop staring at her mouth and thinking how I could almost taste her.

      My need for her short-circuited my common sense.

      I bowed my head toward her and I felt her body press deeper into mine as she rose to meet me. Her mouth was almost on mine. Just one more breath—

      “There you are!” Alison’s voice was like an explosion.

      Valentine and I practically jumped out of our skins. Dazed, I dragged my gaze off her to find my date at our side with Graham. Val’s date.

      “Can I cut in?” Graham glared at me before turning to Val with a smile. He was pulling her across the dance floor before I could stop him.

      Then Alison wrapped her arms around my neck like Valentine just had.

      It didn’t feel the same. Her touch didn’t zing through my blood like bliss.

      My attention returned to Cupid.

      Our eyes met as she looked past Graham’s shoulder.

      “So that’s why you don’t date anyone seriously,” Alison said.

      Reluctantly, I turned my attention to her. I was being a dick to her, wasn’t I? “Sorry?” I vowed to focus on her for the rest of the night.

      She grinned, but there was a tinge of sadness to it. “You love Valentine. I always kind of suspected it, but that moment between you was so hot there’s no denying it now.”

      Her words were like ice through my veins. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t, Micah. Look, only Graham and I noticed. And I won’t say anything. You can’t be with her. I get. The Fairchilds have done a lot for you.”

      I frowned, extremely uncomfortable to have something so private known by anyone.

      Alison leaned into me. “You know my mom remarried last year, right?”

      Confused by the random change of subject, I nodded.

      “Well, the guy she married has a son. He’s a freshman at college. And I have a whoppingly large and uncomfortable crush on him. Crushing on your stepbrother? Not cool. And never gonna happen. So I get it.” She gave me a commiserating look.

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Me too.” Her arms tightened around my neck. “But that’s why we have each other. To distract us from who we really want and can’t have.”

      Sadness overwhelmed me and I buried my head in her neck, holding her closer.

      Maybe I should be more excited about college. It would get me the hell away from the torment, and maybe I could finally get over Valentine.
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      My palms were sweating.

      I clenched them into fists and told myself to toughen up. Ye of so little faith. I wasn’t going into battle. I was finally letting myself lose a battle I should never have been waging.

      And I couldn’t believe it was Mom of all people who made me see things clearly.

      But last year my mom had worked really hard to stay clean after rehab. Caroline practically forced her to stick with it, and that woman could be the most stubborn person on the planet. Sometimes that was an outstanding quality, say, for helping someone like my mom deal with an addiction. Not so great for supporting (or not in this case) her daughter.

      Valentine.

      The person I was on my way to see now.

      As soon as she hit eighteen, Valentine moved to the city, got three jobs, and started renting an apartment with a friend she’d met at a flea market two summers ago. Star. Star was flaky and smoked a lot of jay. I worried Val couldn’t depend on her. But Valentine was a little defensive about her so I kept my mouth shut. She was getting enough crap from her parents about her life choices on a daily basis. She didn’t need me doing it too.

      There was part of me that was a little concerned that Valentine was drifting through life, but I continually reminded myself that she wasn’t me. She didn’t need to know what her future might look like. There was still time for her to find the thing that made her happy. I thought she’d do something with her clothes designing, but so far she was bar tending, working in a chocolate shop, and answering customer service calls for a small internet start-up.

      Val seemed content.

      Well, mostly. She got a lot of hassle from her parents, which I know wasn’t fun for her. We’d both stayed at the Fairchilds for Christmas and my mom joined us. Mom and I were more than a little uncomfortable when Caroline chose Christmas Eve as the ‘perfect time’ to give Valentine shit about her future. I thought Val’s head was going to explode with rage. Thankfully, Jim stepped in before I did and asked Caroline to promise not to say another word the entire holiday. However, it hung in the air between mother and daughter; the awful tension.

      That wasn’t why my palms were sweating as I made my way across town to Valentine’s crappy apartment. The apartment I wanted to get her out of but knew I never could because one of the many reasons I loved her was her a thousand-mile-long independent streak.

      Nah, my palms were sweating because Mom had given me a big kick up the ass on Christmas Day.

      

      Handing Mom the rinsed plate to put in the dishwasher, I tried to think of something to say. We’d offered to do the cleanup since Caroline and Jim had cooked. Valentine looked ready to offer to help us out but her mom had shaken her head at her. It was a not-so-obvious attempt to get me and Mom alone.

      It wasn’t like we hadn’t been alone over the last two years. But every time I tried to speak, the well of shit that bubbled up inside of me just kind of choked me.

      “Caroline’s too hard on that girl,” Mom whispered.

      I gave her a sharp look.

      She smirked. “Yeah, I know. Those in glass houses, right? I know I’m not in the position to judge, but…” she glanced over her shoulder to make sure we were still alone. The Fairchilds had retreated to the family den to watch Christmas movies. “I once was Valentine. The kid among the over-achievers who just wanted to experience life first. She’s got more grit than me though. I can see it in her eyes. She’ll be okay. But Caroline needs to ease up or she’ll lose her like my mom lost me.”

      Unease niggled at me because I knew Mom wasn’t wrong. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”

      “Hopefully.”

      I moved to hand her another dish.

      “She’s in love with you, you know.”

      The dish slipped between my fingers, but Mom’s reflexes were fast and she caught it before it crashed to the floor.

      Mom gave me a reassuring smile. “You really didn’t know.”

      “Valentine?” I leaned heavily against the counter.

      I didn’t want her opinion to give me hope, but… I couldn’t help it.

      “You should tell her how you feel.”

      She knew I loved her back? “What?”

      Mom covered my hand with hers. “Sweetheart, you two couldn’t be more obvious if you tried. And yet, neither of you seems to recognize how the other feels.”

      “Obvious?” Did the Fairchilds suspect?

      It was as if she was a mind reader. “Caroline sees only what she wants to see, but I can tell Jim knows. He just doesn’t know how to feel about it.”

      “How can you tell Valentine feels the same way?” I could barely hear anything over the pounding of my heart. I’d spent a year and a half at college trying to distract myself from the girl I’d left behind. Sometimes it felt like it was working. That distance was helping. But I couldn’t let her go. When I had time, I’d check in on her in the city and we’d spend all day together. Then I’d find myself back at square one. Fucking pining for her.

      “The way she looks at you. The way she lights up from the inside out when you walk into the room. You make her feel good about herself and I don’t think many people in her life make her feel that way.” Mom squeezed my hand. “I’m so proud of the person you are.”

      Emotion thickened my throat. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t waste a moment of your life. Not like I did. You need to tell her, kid.”

      Guilt pierced me. “They helped us. Both of us.”

      She knew I referred to the Fairchilds. Mom frowned. “Yeah, they did. And I’ll be forever grateful for what they’ve done for you in particular. But that doesn’t mean you owe them your happiness. So what if you and Val dating makes them a little uncomfortable at first? They should feel lucky as hell to have you being the guy sharing their girl’s life. And they’ll eventually come around when they recognize what a good thing it is.”

      

      So there I was. On my way to tell the girl I loved, I loved her.

      It had taken me more than a few weeks to work everything out in my head. Until I realized I was wasting time overthinking everything. Mom was right. I owed the Fairchilds. But not my happiness. And not Valentine’s either.

      Today was Valentine’s Day.

      It was a little cheesy, but I thought how one day, looking back, it would make my Valentine smile.

      As scared as I was, excitement and anticipation moved through me. We’d take it slow. It would be really fucking difficult not to throw her on the nearest bed after wanting her for so long, but we had to do this right. Dates and getting comfortable in a new reality together first. Sex later.

      Scowling at the broken building entrance, I made a mental note to talk to her landlord later and hurried up the three flights of stairs to Valentine’s apartment. Taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly, I hammered my fist on the door before I could talk myself out of this.

      Not hearing a thing, I deflated.

      I should have called her first.

      But I could have sworn that this was the day she worked customer service for the internet start-up, which she did from home.

      Maybe she was on a call.

      Shit.

      Deciding this was too important not to interrupt, I knocked again.

      Finally, I heard movement beyond the door. A few seconds later, the door whipped open and there was a guy standing there, scowling, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans.

      He looked like he was in his mid-to-late thirties.

      He also definitely looked like a guy who’d just been interrupted having sex.

      Star’s boyfriend?

      “Can I help?”

      I bristled at his tone, wondering where the hell Val was. “Yeah, I was just looking for Valentine, but I guess—”

      “I’m here, I’m here!” I heard her call from the back of the apartment.

      My heart plummeted to my stomach as she suddenly appeared beside the older guy. She’d thrown on a dress, but there was no disguising her flushed cheeks or messy hair.

      Fuck me.

      It was like someone had stuck a knife in my gut.

      At my silence, Valentine flushed. “Sorry, introductions. Micah this is Dillan. Dillan, this is Micah. Micah is a family friend. Dillan is…” she looked up at him, her lips twitching with amusement.

      The bastard smirked down at her. “Dillan is late for work.” He gave her a quick kiss and disappeared down the hall out of sight.

      I stared at Valentine, trying to mute the betrayal that was seething through me.

      Because she technically hadn’t betrayed me and I would be a hypocritical bastard if I tried to say she had. In my efforts to get over her, I hadn’t exactly been a monk since we’d met.

      We stared at each other, the silence awkward and awful.

      Then the bastard returned, fully dressed. He kissed Valentine, longer, with tongue, until I wanted to rip his fucking head off. “Later, baby.” He scooted past me with a knowingly smug expression, and I clenched my hands into fists at my sides to stop myself from lunging at him.

      “Come in.” Valentine broke the silence, stepping back from the doorway.

      What I really wanted to do was leave.

      And roar my frustration and rage out into a dark sky somewhere.

      Instead, like I was on autopilot, I followed her into the rundown space that acted as both kitchen and sitting room.

      “What brings you to my part of town?” she asked, running her fingers nervously through her hair.

      I tried not to notice how kiss-stung her mouth was and failed. Clenching my jaw, I looked away. “Just in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop by. Didn’t mean to… interrupt.”

      “Oh, it’s fine.”

      “Who is he?” I picked a book up off the side table. A romance novel. I assumed it was Val’s. Pretending to read the blurb, I waited for her to speak.

      “He’s my boss. He owns the bar I bar tend at.”

      Disbelief scored through me.

      Was she fucking kidding me?

      I turned to face her. “Are you insane?”

      She flinched like I slapped her. “What?”

      “Cupid, how could you be so stupid? You don’t fuck your boss.” My anger took over me. “Jesus, he looks twice your age. Too old for you. And is he too married for you too? Is that reason for the clandestine fuck in the middle of the day? Are you really that much of a screwup?”

      The color drained from Valentine’s cheeks.

      The hurt and betrayal in her gaze was worse than I was feeling.

      I wanted to take back what I’d said. It was ugly. It was so fucking ugly. Assumptions based on nothing but my jealousy and rage.

      Tears filled her eyes and I hated myself.

      “Val—”

      She raised a palm. “Don’t. Now I know… now I know what you really think of me. I…” she brushed her tears away angrily and huffed bitterly, “I always thought you were the one person in my life who really saw me. But you’re just like them. And I’ve decided I don’t need people who make me feel like a failure in my life.” She stormed toward the door and threw it open, gesturing for me to leave. “You can go.”

      “Valentine, I didn’t—”

      “You can’t take it back.” She shrugged miserably. “It’s out there now. Always between us.”

      “That’s not… I was just surprised… I didn’t expect—”

      “Just stop, Micah.”

      Everything I wanted to say just wouldn’t come out.

      I left.

      And I would curse myself for years to come for not just telling her right in that moment that I was in love with her, I was a jealous bastard, and it had made me say things I didn’t mean.
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      The table, as always, laid out before us, covered in delicious goodness. Turkey, ham, chicken. Stuffing. Mashed potatoes, candied yams, sweet potato casserole, green bean casserole, corn bread. Not to mention the three different kinds of pie for dessert. Pecan, pumpkin and chocolate.

      The Fairchilds always went all out on Thanksgiving.

      But that wasn’t the reason I always came back.

      I was a graduate student, had my own place in Boston with a few of the guys I’d met at college. All of them but Wells went home for Thanksgiving. I could have stayed with him.

      However, I had hope.

      That she would be there.

      She never was.

      Caroline had inadvertently pushed Valentine away as much as I had.

      Not that she didn’t stay in contact. We emailed. We texted. It wasn’t the same. But it was something.

      She talked with Jim too.

      And for some reason, I’d really thought she’d be here this year. She was turning twenty-one next January… time was slipping away.

      Mom was the only one who noticed my disappointment when I realized Valentine wasn’t coming. She didn’t say anything. The one good thing that had come out of the last few years, other than me getting closer to becoming a qualified architect, was my mom. We were closer. We were building trust again.

      “Didn’t Valentine say she’d call?” Her grandmother asked for the ninetieth time. “A child who feels loved and wanted would have called by now.”

      If Caroline came down hard on Val, her mother came down hard on her. She’d been making these little digs at Caroline every Thanksgiving for the past three years.

      “My daughter knows I love her.” Caroline glared at her mom.

      Caroline’s dad tsked. “Your mother means nothing by it. Lose the tone, Caro.”

      Shit.

      “I don’t have a tone.” She sniffed and stuffed more food into her mouth.

      Jim stared forlornly at his dinner plate.

      They missed their kid.

      I missed her too.

      Mom and I shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’m not saying you weren’t right to guide her on her future, but you have to know when to let go and just let your child make her own mistakes.”

      “I know that, Mother.”

      “And Valentine seems perfectly happy. And that’s all anyone can ask for.”

      “Really? Because when I was growing up, you made it perfectly clear that my happiness depended upon how successful I was in life and thus how proud I made you.”

      “Jesus,” Mom murmured under her breath.

      Things were about to go south very quickly.

      A sharp ringing from the TV on the wall behind Jim jolted us.

      “Oh, thank God,” Jim muttered. “That’ll be Val.” He tapped his phone as he turned toward the TV and suddenly Valentine’s beautiful beaming face was on the screen.

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” she cried, waving at us.

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” we called back.

      I was so busy staring at her face it took me a minute to register the background.

      “Where are you?” Jim asked.

      Although it was dark out, there were palm trees blowing in the breeze behind her.

      And she was wearing a white dress.

      Valentine giggled. “I have a surprise. I’m in Cancun.”

      “Mexico?” Caroline asked, leaning toward the screen. Her face paled. “Valentine… what is that on your left hand?”

      Her dimples popped as dread filled me.

      She raised her left hand, showing off the gold wedding band, and then there was a guy stepping into the shot. A guy in a tuxedo. Holding her close. Like she was his. “Louis and I got married!”

      The room erupted.

      Dazed, I barely registered what was being shouted at the television by both parents and grandparents.

      Valentine had only been seeing this guy for three months.

      He was a comic bookstore owner. That’s all I’d known about him.

      Her parents thought he was a loser.

      Her grandparents changed their tune. Valentine was wasting her life.

      I could hear her arguing with them but I couldn’t look at her.

      I got up out of my seat and was leaving the room when I heard her shout at them she didn’t need their approval. From the way the four of them turned on each other, I assumed Valentine had cut off the video.

      Feeling sick to my stomach, I grabbed my coat with my car keys, and rushed outside for a deep gulp of crisp, cold fresh air.

      Stopping for a minute on the front lawn, I tried to catch my breath.

      Instead, my mom caught up with me.

      “Micah.”

      I turned to her.

      I guess everything I was feeling must have showed because her face crumpled. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      Somehow Mom was embracing me and I was holding on as tight as I could. Tears burned in my eyes and throat until finally I had to leave or I was going to lose it.

      As I drove back to Boston that night, I vowed I would stop loving Valentine and finally, finally move the fuck on.
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      Over the years, I’d told myself I’d give up my addiction.

      It was always a lie.

      And for the millionth time, I found myself internet stalking Micah Green.

      Scrolling through his Instagram, I think a masochistic part of me got off on the unbearable sense of longing and regret I felt every time I saw his smile. Like I thought I deserved to feel that way for having screwed up my early twenties. Not that removing people who make you feel bad about yourself is screwing up. Like my parents, Micah wrote me off as a failure, something my brief marriage and subsequent divorce only seemed to prove to them.

      My grandparents were a little more forgiving, so I still had contact with them. Dad tried. He never stopped trying. And honestly, I think it would break my heart all over again if he did. Yet, there was a huge part of me that didn’t trust him not to hurt me.

      I snorted bitterly. There was a huge part of me that didn’t trust anyone not to hurt me.

      Sometimes I didn’t even trust myself.

      It was hard to after throwing yourself into one romantic relationship after the other, hoping to forget the object of your unrequited love. I guess I thought if I was enthusiastic enough that I would really fall in love with one of them. I talked myself into being in love with my ex-husband, Louis. But Louis turned out to be a giant man-child. And he cheated on me. The only good thing that came from our relationship was Mindy.

      I’d met my best friend Mindy at one of Louis’ theme nights at the comic store. We both loved retro clothing and we both designed and created our own. It took us a few years to save and get our finances in place, but we finally opened our dream boutique clothing store.

      And it was an enormous hit in the neighborhood. Plus, we made a killing because of our large Instagram following. We’d had to employ a small team of seamstresses and admin staff just to help us fulfill our online orders.

      I’d proven my parents and Micah wrong. While I’d cut my parents out of my life after my marriage (and subsequent divorce) Micah had cut me out of his life. For a while I wondered (hoped?) that maybe my feelings weren’t unrequited and he was angry and hurt. Like the way he’d look at me sometimes. Or the night at prom when I could have sworn he was going to kiss me. And the way he reacted to Dillan, the idiot boss I had a short fling with. After Micah had left that day and I’d calmed down, I wondered if it was jealousy that made him lash out at me. I went back and forth, arguing with myself that what I’d felt from him in those moments was real, and that what I’d felt was just me projecting my unrequited feelings on him.

      Mom finally solved my inner turmoil by giving me the cold, hard truth about Micah.

      During one of my many arguments with Mom, she’d yelled at me that even Micah didn’t want me in his life because I was too like how his mom used to be. Unpredictable, unreliable, and a screw up.

      A screw up.

      That’s what he had called me.

      And it hurt.

      I couldn’t even tell you how much that hurt to hear my mother repeat it all over again.

      Mom tried to apologize. To say she didn’t mean it.

      People who loved each other said hurtful things to each other in the heat of the moment. But my problem with my mom was that it was happening too damn much for it to be healthy.

      Fuck, it killed, but I had to cut those ties.

      Just like Micah cut his ties with me.

      So why couldn’t I let him go?

      My life was good! I had my own business at twenty-six. A successful one.

      Why did I care if Micah was sexier than ever or laughing in the Commons with his model-like girlfriend of the hour? Though, to be fair, this one had been around longer than the others. According to his Instagram, the elegant ‘E’ had been around for six months.

      ‘E’ was exactly Micah’s type. Tall, stunning, blond, and according to his comments about her, she was very smart.

      What he considered my opposite.

      Well, he was right about everything but the smarts. I was way over letting people make me think I wasn’t intelligent just because I wasn’t academic. And I might not be stunning but I wasn’t exactly hard to look at. Some guys liked the whole adorable, curvy, quirky thing I had going on.

      “Ugh.” I glowered at a candid photograph he’d posted of him standing hugging a mind-bending building in Peru. He faced the camera, grinning that boyish smile. He looked happy.

      That summer, his girlfriend and another couple had taken a trip to Peru to tour the amazing architecture. Micah looked like he was having the time of his life.

      He was a stranger now.

      Sadness enveloped me.

      “Dear God, you’re stalking him again.” Mindy’s voice right at my ear made me jump a mile.

      “Fuck!” I turned to glare at her. “You’re a sneaky ninja.”

      She grinned, showing off the cute gap between her two front teeth. “No… you were just lost in your mooning again over he who shall not be named.”

      I turned my phone over on the checkout counter of the boutique. “No, I’m not.”

      My best friend gave me a knowing look. “Uh, yeah you are. But I have just the thing to distract you.”

      “Oh?”

      She whipped out her phone, tapped the screen a few times and then shoved it in my face. I stared into the smoldering dark gaze of a very cute indie-band front man looking dude.

      “His name is Ville and he saw you on our Instagram page and is obsessed with you. He asked for your number.”

      “Ville and Val. Really?”

      “What? His parents are Finnish.”

      “Mindy—”

      “Don’t Mindy me. Look, he’s a recent friend of Xander’s.” Xander was Mindy’s longtime boyfriend. “Xander approves of him. Says he’s a nice guy. An up-and-coming artist. They’ve shown his work in galleries. He’s not some bum. I promise.”

      “Let me see his photo again.”

      She grinned and practically squealed as she handed her phone over. I scrolled through his Instagram. He didn’t seem to be a poser, which was good. A lot of the photos were of his art, which was also really good. “He’s talented.”

      “Is that… ‘yes, I’ll go on a double date with you and Xander and in five years’ time thank you all for setting me up with the man who gave me my babies Vilandra and Veronica’?”

      I shook my head, laughing at her nonsense. “Let’s just try the double date first.”

      “Woop!” she did a little happy dance. “I’ll let Xander know. I’m in such a good mood now, I’m even going to do a stock check.”

      “Wins all around.” I hated stock checking.
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      “I think the size ten is a perfect fit.”

      “I don’t need the size twelve? You’re sure?”

      “You go the size twelve, you lose the shape. You have such a cute waist. Why not show it off?”

      My customer smiled unsurely. “Really?”

      “That’s just my opinion. You’re the one wearing the dress and you have to be comfortable in it.”

      She sighed and turned to the mirror, studying her lush figure in the tight-fitting ‘50s pencil dress. “Maybe I should try the flare dress again.”

      I nodded patiently. We’d been in the changing rooms for thirty minutes trying to decide on an outfit but it was for her ex’s wedding, so I got it. This dress needed to be perfect.

      After handing her a couple of dresses that required a petticoat underneath them to give that awesome ‘50s prom dress vibe, I heard the antique bell over the shop door tinkle loudly.

      “I might have to disappear for a second to deal with another customer,” I told her.

      “Oh sure, of course. You’ve been amazing.”

      I walked toward the front of the store from the changing rooms and heard a loud, female voice say, “Oh, this place is perfect. Jenny was right.”

      The compliment made me smile, proud.

      “We’ll definitely find something for the ‘50s fancy dress theme dinner. I wonder if they only do women’s fancy dress.”

      Fancy dress?

      My smile abruptly disappeared as I strode out to see who this person was that thought my store could only possibly be a fancy dress store.

      A tall heterosexual couple stood holding hands with their backs to me while the woman studied a silk prom dress.

      “This isn’t a fancy dress store,” I announced to the back of the couples’ heads.

      Then they turned to me.

      And it felt like the shop floor disappeared out from beneath my feet.

      Micah.

      Standing in my store.

      Holding the hand of the stunning ‘E’ from his Instagram.

      “You’re like… kidding, right?” ‘E’ dragged her gaze down my body and back up again. I wore a purple pencil dress with a stiff white bow attached to the low neckline. “People actually dress like this? Like every day?”

      “Elizabeth.” Micah warned.

      What was he doing here? “Micah.”

      “Valentine.”

      “Oh, you two know each other?” Elizabeth narrowed her eyes.

      Micah gave her a quick look before returning his stony stare to me. “Valentine is the Fairchild’s daughter.”

      “Oh. I almost forget they had one.”

      She knew my parents?

      Anger bristled across my shoulders, but I didn’t let her see. I didn’t let him see. “How can I help you?”

      Elizabeth stepped forward, her condescending gaze darting from one item in the store to the next. “Well, we’ve been invited to a ‘50s theme dinner. I’m looking for something… chic. Maybe I’m in the wrong place though.”

      “Funny, a second ago I thought I heard you say this place was perfect.”

      She gave me a shark’s grin. “Sometimes something that looks pretty at first looks a little cheap on closer inspection.”

      God, he really knew how to pick ‘em, huh. “Yeah… I often think people’s souls are a lot like that. You know. Beauty on the outside. A whole bunch of ugly on the inside.”

      Her eyes flashed, but she shrugged. “Whatever.” A black dress I’d designed myself drew her attention. It was reminiscent of Audrey Hepburn’s famous black dress in Breakfast At Tiffany’s. “Ooh, this might be perfect.” She released Micah’s hand to hurry over to it. “Do you have this in a size two?”

      Minutes later she’d wandered off to the changing room, dress in hand, and I was alone with Micah.

      The air crackled with animosity as we glowered at each other. He dressed stylishly in a fitted coat, dark jeans and black ankle boots. His hair was different. Shaved close at the sides, a little longer on top. He even had some fashionable stubble that I really wanted to mock but couldn’t. One, I didn’t mock, no matter how angry I was. Mocking was petty. When I insulted a person, the insult was direct, true, and based on my grievance with them.

      I hated how good he looked.

      Finally, I blurted, “Did you know this place was mine?”

      He shrugged. “I’d heard something.”

      The old hurt and defensiveness rose at his casual dismissal of my business. “Clearly it doesn’t meet your standards of success, but we’re doing really great, actually.”

      Anger clouded his handsome face. “What the hell does it “doesn’t meet my standards of success” mean?”

      Oh, don’t play the innocent. “You and your catty girlfriend, coming in here and mocking it as a fancy dress store.”

      Micah looked away, guilt flickering across his expression. “She meant nothing by it.”

      “Oh, please. Your girlfriend was being condescending and catty. But then it doesn’t surprise me. She’s absolutely your type.”

      If he could have fried my ass with the heat of his glare, he would have. “What the hell does that mean? I don’t see you in years and I get this shit? What the fuck is that?”

      Don’t ask me where my bravery came from or why I decided to just put it out there… all I knew was that I’d had enough of Micah pretending to be someone he wasn’t. A perpetually good guy! He wasn’t. I’d had enough pretending that he hadn’t hurt me and known he was doing it all along! “It means that the whole time I’ve known you, you’ve always been attracted to style over substance.”

      “That’s not true.” He took a step toward me. If the air crackled before, it was snapping and angry and electric now.

      “Yeah?” I stepped toward him too. “Well, I like to think that I’m a pretty great person no matter what you or my parents think. I’m good, I’m kind, I’m hardworking, and I don’t shit over people to get ahead in life. But that still wasn’t good enough for Micah Green. All of it didn’t come with long legs, blond hair, a shitty attitude but lethal ambition.”

      Just like that, he froze. The color bled from his cheeks. His voice sounded hoarse when he said, “What are you talking about?”

      I was on a roll. The word vomit just kept coming. “Oh, come on. You knew. Everyone knew. Even my parents knew I was in love with you. But you made it clear which side of the fence you were on in that situation, didn’t you? It was perfect for all of you. My parents got the kid they always wanted and you got to get rid of the pathetic girl who made you uncomfortable mooning over you all the time. Because that’s what I was to you. A chubby failure. God forbid Micah Green think with anything other than his dick when it comes to women.” I gestured to the changing room to emphasize my point. “The girlfriend. I barely even know her and I can already tell you that her beauty is only skin deep, baby. Have a nice life with that.” I marched out of the store, leaving him gaping at me in disbelief. I trembled from head to foot but I felt triumphant.

      I felt someone had lifted a weight off me.

      I’d finally said, in less than two minutes, everything I’d ever wanted to say to him.

      Everything he never thought I’d ever have the guts to say to his face.

      After explaining to Mindy I needed her to cover the store because Micah was out there, I headed up to our apartment above it.

      The first thing I did was block Micah on all my social media. No more internet stalking him. No more pining for a guy who was never really the right guy.

      It was time to date again with conviction.

      I wasn’t sure Ville would be Mr. Right, but at least this time I’d give a guy a real shot.
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      “Oh, come on. You knew. Everyone knew. Even my parents knew I was in love with you.”

      I shook my head, trying to get Valentine’s voice out of it.

      I couldn’t.

      It had been three days since our altercation in her store.

      Three days since my whole fucking life got turned upside down.

      “Because that’s what I was to you. A chubby failure. God forbid Micah Green think with anything other than his dick when it comes to women.”

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I tried to shove her words out.

      Tried not to care.

      But there was this ache, deep and gnawing, in my chest that I couldn’t shift.

      “You look like you’re in physical pain.”

      Opening my eyes, I found my best friend and roommate, Wells, standing at my side. It amazed us both the same firm offered us jobs when we graduated. We’d interned at Watkins & Holtz, but never expected we’d both get something permanent there. They were a firm that specialized in making eco-living beautiful and interesting, something we both wanted to achieve in our designs.

      “I think I am.”

      He took a sip of champagne, following my gaze to Elizabeth. She was across the room, elegant in the chic black dress she bought from Valentine. When Valentine’s business partner, Mindy, took over for Val in the shop, she’d told Elizabeth the dress was Valentine’s design. I swear Elizabeth wasn’t going to buy it when she heard that. But her better side won out.

      And whatever Valentine had said about Elizabeth, she had a better side.

      Problem was, that side of her was never fully engaged.

      I hadn’t just come to this conclusion because of Val’s split-second judgment of my girlfriend. Elizabeth’s attitude had been bothering me for months. Yet I felt caught. I’d made the stupid mistake of saying yes to a date with the daughter of Richard Meyer, a partner at the firm. He set us up. I thought it was a great idea. Elizabeth was sexy as hell, smart and independent. However, for the last few months I pushed her snide comments about almost everyone to the side.

      She had her moments of kindness too.

      Elizabeth did a lot of work for charity organizations.

      “You can break it off with her, you know.” Wells turned to me, a knowing look on his face. “Richard won’t fire you. Look, I saw it in Peru, man. The woman is gorgeous but she can be downright nasty. And controlling. Every time she swapped out the food you ordered for a salad, I thought my head was going to explode. Cherry can’t stand her. She almost left Peru because of her.”

      Cherry was Wells’ girlfriend. She was a sustainability expert we’d met through our work.

      We’d spent three weeks in Peru touring the country to study the architecture. Our firm had actually let us do it as research. It was supposed to be the time of our lives, but tension had seethed between the four of us toward the end of the trip. I hadn’t realized it was all down to Elizabeth. “You should have said something.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to.”

      “I saw Valentine,” I blurted out.

      Wells knew all about Valentine Fairchild. And how I’d felt about her. His eyes widened. “When?”

      “E saw her store online and wanted to visit it. I didn’t know how to say no.”

      “More like you didn’t want to say no.”

      I shrugged. “Okay, I admit I wanted to see her.”

      “And?”

      I felt like I was going to throw up. “While E was in the changing room… Val let me have it. Basically implied I’m a shallow piece of shit because I’d rather have someone like E than someone like her.”

      “What the hell?”

      I looked him straight in the eye. “She outright said she used to be in love with me… and she said I knew it. That everyone knew it. But I didn’t want her because she didn’t meet my shallow standards.”

      Wells looked like he’d been punched in the gut for me. “Fuck, man. What did you say?”

      “I didn’t say a thing. I was in shock. And then she just walked out.”

      We were quiet a moment as we watched Elizabeth move through the crowd of employees and their other halves, a born hostess.

      Then Wells said, “It’s not on you. She obviously doesn’t know you all that well after all.”

      “I pushed her away because of her parents. I called her a screw up. I cut her out of my life when she married that prick.” My heart hammered. “I could have prevented all of it if I’d just grown a pair and told her how I felt. So it is on me.”

      “How do you feel about her now?”

      Remembering how every part of me had come alive as soon as I’d seen Valentine the other day, I knew the answer to that. Not only that, I’d been internet stalking her for years. Scrolled through her Instagram and Facebook photos until my eyes were blurry. After her divorce, I wanted to go to her, but I’d been afraid it would send me back to that place where I constantly pined for her. With distance, the pining was kept at a minimum.

      Yet in doing that, I’d broken her heart as much as she’d broken mine.

      “I need to end things with Elizabeth.”

      Wells clapped me on the shoulder. “About damn time.”
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      The right thing to do after breaking up with your girlfriend was to wait at least a month before moving on, right?

      I could barely wait a week. I guess that made me a prick.

      But the heart wants what it wants.

      I’d promised I’d give it some time before I went to Valentine to clear the air between us. But I’d been home on a Friday night, working on some plans for a couple who were building an eco-home on a tiny plot of land in Beacon Hill at the end of one of the historical row houses. It was a miracle we’d even got planning permission.

      Wells and Cherry were out on a date.

      Fingers itching, I reached for my phone and opened Instagram. The first photo that came up on my feed was from Elizabeth’s account. She hadn’t blocked me.

      Now I knew why.

      The photo was of her kissing a guy. It looked like they were in a nightclub. The caption stated, “He’s a better kisser than the last guy I dumped.”

      Nice.

      Elizabeth wasn’t exactly devastated when we broke up. She was more pissed off that I’d ended things.

      “You do not get to break up with me. No one breaks up with me. I’m ending this. And don’t think for one second you can come crawling back when you realize what an epic mistake you just made.”

      She’d swaggered out of the café we were in as if she’d just been told her favorite store didn’t carry her shoe size anymore; not like she’d just ended a six-month relationship.

      Not gonna lie, her reaction made me feel less of a prick.

      And if she wanted to tell the world she dumped me, then have at it.

      I shook my head, disbelieving I’d wasted Peru on her, and typed Valentine’s name into the search. Finding her account, I tapped on her latest photo and felt that goddamn ache grip me tight.

      She was out with Mindy tonight. She’d posted a selfie of them in a bar and tagged the location.

      Jesus, she was so beautiful it killed me.

      Those dimples.

      Those sultry eyes.

      My attention moved to the location tag. They were in a bar near to me.

      Screw it.

      Not fifteen minutes later, I was pushing through the door of the crowded bar, searching the faces of the patrons for Valentine’s.

      I found her sitting at a booth across from Mindy. There was a guy next to Val’s friend but Valentine sat alone. I worked through the crowd and didn’t even say hi before I slid into the booth next to her.

      She looked up at me in shock. She’d pulled her hair into a high ponytail, elongating her eyes, which already looked huge and ‘come fuck-me’ because of the eyeliner she wore. I loved Val’s style. It was feminine and sexy and she did not know just how much all of that it was.

      “Hey, Cupid,” I gave her a coaxing smile.

      A bunch of emotions flashed across her face. None of them positive. Fuck. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saw you here, thought I’d say hi.” I looked at her friend Mindy and the guy I recognized from their shop’s Instagram account. It was Mindy’s boyfriend, Xander. Christ, I sounded like a stalker. I shouldn’t know these things. “Hey, Mindy.” I held out my hand to Xander. “Nice to meet you, I’m Micah.”

      Xander peered at me warily through his thick black-framed glasses but shook my hand. “Hey. Xander.”

      “Uh… dude, you’re in my seat.”

      Glancing up, my stomach dropped. A tall, wiry, good-looking guy was frowning down at me. He had a tray of drinks in his hands.

      This was a double date.

      Valentine was on a date.

      And this guy was exactly her type.

      No, I reminded myself. You are her type.

      I would not repeatedly make the same mistake.

      Feigning ignorance, I grinned and shimmied closer to Valentine, forcing her along the bench toward the wall. “Plenty of room for three.” There was no way I was letting him sit beside her.

      I was pretty sure I heard Mindy cover a snort of laughter with her hand.

      “I’m Micah,” I said as the indie guy reluctantly slid in beside me and began passing out the drinks he’d bought.

      “Uh… Ville.”

      I grinned at the thought. “Ville and Val? Really?”

      “What are you doing?” Valentine hissed under her breath at me.

      I ignored her. “How long have you two known each other.”

      “First date,” Ville flicked a wary look at me and then Val.

      Excellent. Definitely wasn’t going to feel bad then about messing this up for him.

      I turned to Valentine, looked into her huge dark eyes, and I realized in that moment that I couldn’t waste another eleven years of my life. If I didn’t say something now, even if it was humiliating and she rejected me, I would end up without her. And if I said what needed to be said and I still ended up without her, then at least I could say I actually goddamn tried.

      “I broke up with Elizabeth.”

      Valentine gaped at me. “What?”

      “You were right. Not about why I was with her or that a woman needs to look or be a certain way before she interests me,” I glared at her for those unfair comments, “But that sometimes she could be a not very nice person. And I didn’t want to be with someone like that.”

      Valentine stiffened beside me. “Good for you.”

      “You were wrong about everything else.”

      Her eyes flashed angrily. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

      “Did you or did you not call me a screw up and then cut me out of your life when I married Louis?”

      “Wait, you were married?” Ville peered around me to ask.

      Mindy put her palm up to his face, her gaze fixed on us. “Shush it, Valo.”

      “What? It’s Ville.”

      “Ssshh.” She cut him a pleading look and turned back to me, leaning in. “Continue.”

      I tried not to laugh as I turned back to Valentine. She’d transferred her glower to her best friend. “I was the screw up. I was jealous and pissed, and rather than manning up and admitting how I really felt, I let you go. But you should know I have never regretted anything more in my life. And God, Cupid, I have missed the hell out of you.”

      Angry tears filled her eyes. “You can’t do this to me.”

      “Hey, look, I’m clearly in the middle of something here,” Ville said loudly, pushing away from the table. “I’m just gonna go.”

      “No!” Valentine turned to me, expression furious. “You go.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Her eyes widened in shock.

      “Yeah, okay, see you.” Ville stalked off, pushing through the crowded bar.

      That was fine with me.

      Triumphant, I turned to Val.

      She looked ready to kill me.

      I could deal with that.

      “Don’t look so smug. And let me out of here.” She pushed at my chest. “Seriously… I’m feeling claustrophobic.”

      Sensing her genuine panic, I winced and slid back out of the booth to let her out. “Cupid—”

      “Don’t call me that!” She shoved past me, her face crumpling just before she rushed away.

      I moved to follow her but suddenly Mindy was in my face, holding me off. Xander turned out to be at least two inches taller than me, and he stood at Mindy’s back like her bodyguard.

      I wasn’t getting past them without having to go through him.

      Great. I didn’t think beating up Val’s friend would endear her to me.

      “I didn’t mean to…” I ran a hand through my hair in exasperation. “I didn’t come here to upset her.”

      “Why did you come here?” Mindy didn’t look accusatory. In fact, her entire attitude tonight made me think I could have an ally here.

      “Because our wires have been crossed for more than a goddamn decade. And I came here to clear the air. To be honest. Didn’t quite work out.”

      “Val is just pissed because you have the power to hurt her,” Mindy admitted. “But don’t stop trying. As long as you don’t plan to hurt her, don’t stop trying.”

      “I don’t plan to hurt her. I plan to love her.”

      She grinned, her blue eyes brightening. “Then don’t give up. We’ll be at a vintage market in Somerville on Saturday. I’ll DM you the address on Instagram.”

      Feeling a lot more hopeful than I was minutes ago, I raised an eyebrow and teased, “You know my Instagram account?”

      “Oh, please… you clearly stalked Val’s Instagram to find us here. The fact that she stalks you back should come as no surprise.”

      “She stalks me back?” I grinned.

      She rolled her eyes. “You two are hopeless. You better be there on Saturday, Green.”

      “Oh, I’ll be there.”
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      “What do you think of this one?” I held up a ‘50s raffia handbag. “It needs a little TLC, but I think we could make this beautiful and make a killing on it.” At the answering silence, I turned to Mindy to find her scanning the outdoor market. Was she looking for someone or something? “What’s with you? You’ve been distracted all morning.”

      Mindy whirled around, her short blond curls flying around her face. “I’m not distracted. You said something about a bag?”

      I held the bag up. “You are definitely distracted.”

      “How much?” she turned the tag and frowned. “Let me try whittle the price down first.”

      I let her take the bag to the seller because she was better at haggling than I was, and turned to see if the woman was selling other accessories with potential.

      “Do you think this is too yellow for me?”

      The familiar voice caught me off guard.

      My eyes flew up from the bin I was raking through to find Micah on the opposite side of it, holding a yellow bikini top to his chest. What the hell was he doing here?

      I straightened, my hands flying to my hips. “I think it’s too in Somerville for you. What are you doing here?”

      First, he hunted me down using Instagram (according to Mindy) and ruined my date, and now he was here? I hadn’t posted I was at this market.

      How did he—

      Mindy!

      Whipping my head in her direction, I found her watching us with avid interest. At my glare she gave me a half-grimace, half-smile, waved the bag at me as if in triumph and then darted off.

      That little interfering… “I’m going to kill her.”

      “Don’t.” Micah dumped the bikini back in the bin he found it in and stepped into my space. I wanted to retreat, but that would only prove to him he affected me. “She’s just trying to help me.”

      “Help you do what? Mess with my head again?”

      He frowned down at me. Those gray eyes of his were too easy to drown in. I wanted to look away. I didn’t want to be sucked back in.  “Why did you say what you said in your store if you didn’t want to clear the air between us?”

      “I said what I said because it was true and I wanted you to know I know what kind of person you really are.”

      Hurt flashed in his eyes and guilt crushed me. “You don’t really mean that.”

      “Micah, why are you here?”

      “You know why.” He took hold of my upper arms and bent his head toward mine. His expression was everything I’d ever wanted from him when he looked at me. Yet now I had it, it terrified me. “You have to know that I have always felt the same way. From the moment I first saw you.”

      I shook my head.

      “I just… for so long I felt like I owed your parents. I didn’t want to upset them.”

      “So you wanted me. Just not enough?”

      His grip on me tightened. “You remember the day I came to see you. It was Valentine’s Day and when I got to your apartment, you had that guy there. Your boss.”

      “Hard to forget. You assumed some pretty not nice things.”

      “And what I should have said,” Micah pulled me closer, his breathing uneven, “Was that I was sorry. I was saying all those shitty things because I had come there to tell you I loved you and I wanted to be with you. And I was angry and jealous as hell.”

      Oh my God. I’d been right all along and I’d let my mother make me think differently.

      “Micah.” All that time wasted. “You should have said something. He was just a fling! If you had just said something—”

      “I know. I know.” He pulled me into his arms, burying his face in my neck with a groan. Was this happening? It felt so surreal. “Christ, I know. You have no idea how much I wished I’d said something.”

      “I should have something too,” I whispered, softening easily beneath his touch. I couldn’t let him take all the blame. “It’s on me too.”

      “Go on a date with me.”

      I pulled out of his embrace at the abrupt demand. My heart was racing. Excited butterflies sprung to life in my stomach. But fear had a tight grip on me.

      Micah had the power to devastate me.

      And too many people I’d loved had hurt me already.

      I didn’t know if I could trust that he wouldn’t do it again. “We’re too different.”

      He scowled. “That’s bullshit.”

      I let out a huff of laughter. “It would never work. It’s been years, Micah. We’re strangers now.”

      “No. We’re two sides of the same coin. We got split in half for a while, but we’ll fit good as new again if you’ll let it happen.”

      Oh my God, why did he have to be so romantic? “You have to mean this, Micah. This can’t just be because you miss me and are confusing our old friendship for something else.”

      “We were never friends.”

      I flinched like he’d hit me.

      “I mean,” he hurried to explain, “I never just thought of you as a friend. I don’t go around fantasizing about making love to my friends.”

      Heat stained my cheeks. “Oh.”

      He studied my reaction and his grin turned wicked. “If we’re putting the truth out there, I have been thinking about doing very dirty things to you since the moment I moved down the hall from your bedroom.”

      I burst into laughter, covering my hot face with my hands.

      Was this really happening?

      Gentle but strong fingers curled around my wrists and gave them a little tug. I let Micah lower them from my face.

      “Go on a date with me. Just one date.”

      “I need to think about it.”

      Micah winced. “Cupid, we have been overthinking this since the moment we met. Please. Just one date.”

      His eyes were big and pleading.

      Jesus, he was too handsome for his own good. I groaned, feeling my defenses crumble. “Okay. One date. Just one.”
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      Wednesday, September 23rd

      Micah: three days until I see you again.

      Val: u’re really committed to this daily countdown thing, huh?

      Micah: I’m ignoring your lack of enthusiasm.

      Val: That bodes well.

      Micah: I know you. I know what you’re getting at.

      Micah: Trust me, when I’m inside you, you’ll be voraciously enthused.

      Val: Cocky much? Just try to make it thru the 1st (only?) date, Green.

      Micah: I can’t fucking wait. And 1st of many. Definitely not ‘only’.

      

      Thursday, September 24th

      Micah: are your favorite chocolates still Ferrero Rocher?

      Val: yes. y?

      Micah: are your favorite flowers still peonies?

      Val: What r u up 2?

      Micah: peonies?

      Val: yes.

      Micah: Send me a pic. I miss your face.

      Val: sent. Send me one too. I may or may not miss urs back.

      Micah: you look beautiful. You always look beautiful.

      Val: Thank u. u look srsly hot. Damn u.

      Micah: you’re so romantic, Cupid.

      Val: I thought that was romantic!

      

      Friday, September 25th

      Val: So can u at least tell me how I should dress for this super secret date?

      Micah: dress like you.

      Val: helpful

      Micah: I thought so.

      Val: I might dress like Catwoman

      Micah: Yes! Do that!

      Val: I’m not dressing like Catwoman

      Micah: yeah maybe just keep that one for the bedroom.

      Val: aw in ur dreams, Green.

      Micah: since I was 16.

      

      Saturday, September 26th

      Micah: I can’t believe I get to go on a date with you tonight.

      

      I stared down at the text I hadn’t answered since this morning. I hadn’t known what to say. What I really wanted to say was, “Me too! I’m a ball of nerves and excitement and feel like all my romantic dreams are coming true.”

      But if I said that, then I was just opening myself up to being hurt by him before we even went on the date.

      A knock sounded on my apartment door and I almost jumped out of my skin. Mindy had taken off with Xander after we closed up shop for the day. She said my nervous energy was making her restless.

      I understood. I was ‘vibing big time’, as Mindy would say.

      Taking a deep breath, shaking out my hands, I cast one last look at my reflection in the long mirror that hung on the wall near our apartment door. I’d worn my favorite ‘50s prom dress just for the occasion. It was a Ted Baker dress more than a few seasons out of style but it had a ‘50s boat neck, fitted waist with a slim brown leather belt and a flared skirt. All in a stunning cherry blossom print silk fabric. It was me, but a little fancier than usual.

      I’d left my hair down, curled it into soft waves with my flat iron, and had spent almost an hour on my make-up.

      The truth was, I’d never gone to this much effort for a guy before. And I didn’t just mean the time I’d invested in my appearance. There was a helluva lot of emotional investment here.

      Please be worth it, Micah.

      Micah stood on the other side of the door when I opened it, hands in the pockets of his coat. He was wearing a dark gray waistcoat that matched his suit pants.

      Minus the newsboy cap, he looked straight out of the TV show Peaky Blinders.

      It was a hot look.

      He was HOT.

      Reaching for my coat, I returned his soft smile. His eyes filled with as much anticipation as I felt.

      “Let me.” He stepped forward into the apartment and took hold of my coat.

      With my back to him, I bit my lip, admitting only to myself how much I enjoyed his gentlemanly behavior. I’d never had a date hold a door open for me before, never mind my coat. Once I had my arms in the sleeves, Micah settled his hands on my shoulders and gave me a little squeeze. “You ready?”

      I turned to him, inhaling his spicy, delicious cologne. He was close enough to kiss. “I’m ready.”

      Those gorgeous gray eyes of his dropped to my mouth.

      The air suddenly crackled between us.

      “Should we go?” I whispered just as he seemed to lean in for a kiss.

      Micah blinked rapidly, as if coming out of a daze. He took a step back. “Yeah. Uh, yeah, let’s go.”

      Outside, he hailed a cab and when we got inside, he gave the driver an address I didn’t recognize. “Where are we going?”

      Micah smiled and reached for my hand. “You’ll see.”

      I stared at our entwined hands as we sat in tense silence while the cabbie made his way through the city. It wasn’t tense as in ‘bad’, it was tense as in electric. Micah casually brushed his thumb over the top of my hand, back and forth, back and forth. Shivers sprinkled down my spine at the caress.

      He was turning me on with a mere touch.

      I didn’t know if I let out a disgruntled sigh or what, but suddenly Micah was smiling at me, somewhat smugly. He raised our hands to his lips and kissed the back of mine.

      I melted.

      Oh, yeah… minutes into the date and already he was getting behind my defenses.

      Dangerous, dangerous man.

      Thankfully, a mere fifteen minutes later, the car pulled up to a stop in front of a block of red brick apartments in Allston. After he paid the cabbie, I stood on the sidewalk, staring up at the building. “Where are we?”

      Micah took hold of my hand and repeated, “You’ll see.”

      As he led me into the building and up the stairs, I worried that he’d brought me to his apartment for our first date. It was not only presumptuous; it was way too fast. Heart racing, I bit my tongue, hoping I was wrong.

      He took us to the top floor and then opened a door at the end of the hall that led to a dark flight of stairs.

      Confused now, I stayed quiet and followed him up the steps. He pushed opened the door at the top, leading us out onto the roof of the building.

      Shock. Amazement. Wonder flooded me.

      The roof had been transformed into a fairytale wonderland.

      Garden trellises covered with flowers and strung with ropes upon ropes of fairy lights created a cocoon around a picnic area. There were candles placed here and there, too, their flames dancing in the soft breeze.

      Pots and vases of peonies covered the roof space. And in the middle of the trellis arrangement was a fur blanket with a picnic basket on top of it. There were several bowls of golden wrapped Ferrero Rocher. A bucket with a bottle of champagne in it. Two champagne flutes.

      And soft indie rock music played from a dock beside the picnic basket.

      My dream date.

      He remembered.

      I didn’t expect to react like I did.

      The sob just burst out of me.

      Suddenly I was in Micah’s arms as I cried against his chest. “Cupid, tell me these are good tears?”

      I nodded, unable to speak through the intense emotion clogging my throat.

      Micah’s voice was gruff. “I have loved you for a very long time.”

      Finally, I raised my head, my fear still prodding me even as I felt myself letting go. “You don’t know me anymore.”

      “I do,” he replied fiercely, his grip on me tightening. “I know you. And I miss you like crazy. I’ve been walking around for years missing a piece of me, an immense piece of me. And that emptiness would go away unless I have you. I know I promised not to push, not to move too fast, but I needed you to know—”

      I pulled his head down to mine and cut off his desperate words with a kiss.

      He groaned, lifting me into it, turning it wild and voracious. I clung to his neck, my feet now inches off the ground.

      When he finally lowered me to the rooftop and we parted to draw breath, I confessed, “I still love you too. And that you did all this for me…” I gestured around us. Somehow it had changed everything. It was a reminder of who he really was to me. The person who made me feel special and seen. “Micah, I don’t want to go slow with you. I want to stop wasting time and start making up for the time we lost.”

      It was difficult to keep our hands off each other as we settled to have the picnic of sandwiches and snacks Micah had put together. We laughed and reminisced about the past, caught up on each other’s lives, the things we’d missed. Touching and kissing in between. A slow foreplay that was driving me crazy. Hours passed up there in the sky, the city lights in the distance, surrounded by people but all alone. Together.

      When Micah took me downstairs, I should have let him call me a cab like we planned.

      Instead, I whispered, “I want to see your apartment.”

      We both knew what I meant.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered back, his eyes shadowed with desire.

      I nodded.

      I barely saw his apartment when he let me into it. We were too busy hurrying toward his bedroom. As soon as the door slammed shut behind us, we became frantic arms and hands trying to undress one another. It was like being stuck in a scorching desert with too many clothes, desperate to feel nothing but air on our bare skin.

      Except we were desperate to feel nothing but each other’s skin against skin.

      Laughing and stroking and kissing, we eventually ended up on Micah’s bed naked, his body braced above mine. When he slid a hand between my legs, my breath caught.

      Micah was touching me.

      It was like a beautiful dream.

      I lifted my hips, widening my legs, inviting him as he slipped two fingers inside me. My need for him eased his way and Micah’s face was suddenly harsh with lust.

      He kissed me, lowering his hips so I could feel his hot erection throbbing against me. Then his lips left my mouth to discover my body. He kissed every inch of me, sucking on my nipples until they were distended and tender, kissing between my legs, his tongue laving at my clit until I came. And then he started all over again.

      “Micah, I can’t,” I moaned, my nails biting in his back. “I need you. I need you.”

      “It should have been me,” he whispered, suddenly sounding pained.

      He raised his head from my breasts and I saw regret mingling with his passion.

      I stroked his face. “Micah?”

      He leaned into my touch. “I should have been your first, Cupid.”

      Yes, that would have been perfect. Instead of with Graham in the back of his parent’s Range Rover. But I wouldn’t go back. Not if it led to this moment. “What does any of it matter as long as you’re my last?”

      My words, the promise in them, shattered whatever control Micah had. He leaned over the bed and opened the drawer of his bedside table to remove a foil. His eyes were dark with need as he ripped open the packet with his teeth. The taut desperation low, deep in my womb coiled tighter as I watched him roll the condom up his thick hardness.

      Micah’s hands depressed the mattress on either side of my head, his chest lifting off my body. He nudged my knee with his and I opened my legs wider at his silent request.

      I gazed into those beautiful gray eyes, letting him see everything I felt.

      He stared back at me, his cheeks flushed, nothing but love and tenderness in his gaze. “This is a dream come true, Cupid.” Then he pushed into me and I grabbed onto his waist, holding tight at the pinch of pain. Micah was bigger than I’d expected.

      I felt full. Overwhelmingly full and surrounded by him.

      He withdrew a little and then pushed back in and the slight pain was eclipsed by pleasure.

      “Yes,” I gasped, tilting my hips up to pull him deeper.

      He let out an animalistic growl that made me unbelievably hot.

      I cried out as he thrust, pushing deep, hitting that perfect place inside me, and gliding slowly out again. I arched my hips, trying to pull him back in.

      “Cupid,” Micah grunted and I felt his thrusts pick up speed. Then suddenly his features hardened and he froze over me. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “What is it?” I breathed hard. “Don’t stop. God, don’t stop, Micah. Please.”

      “I’m sorry.” He stared down at me, something like awe in his eyes, his muscles straining in his arms. “I’m just… I’ve fantasized about being inside you a million times and now that I am… fuck, I’m so turned on I’m gonna come too soon, like I’m a fucking kid again.”

      He looked boyishly frustrated by this while I gloried in the feel of my feminine power. It made that low, savage, needful part of me pulse with want. “Come then.” I arched into him again. “Just come. I’m not planning to get out of this bed any time soon so we have all night to come as many times as we can.”

      Micah groaned with need. Then his thumb was on my clit, the delicious pressure leading me toward climax. My hips lifted against his as I came around him and his suddenly jerked as he shuddered and throbbed through his own release.

      I wrapped my arms and legs around him, loving the heavy weight of him.

      Not long later, I reluctantly released him so he could go take care of the condom. When he returned, he stood over my body, his hot gaze taking in every inch of me. I’d never been that confident about my body. I was soft around the tummy and thighs. While I had a small waist, I wasn’t trim. Curvy hips, lots of tits and ass.

      I’d held sheets to hide myself anytime I was in bed with a guy… but something about Micah’s expression made me feel like the sexiest woman on the planet. I sank into his mattress, bit my lip to stop the moan that wanted to escape from his mere perusal, and I widened my legs in invitation.

      Suddenly he was on me again, his enthusiasm making me laugh.

      My laughter turned to giggles, then to gasps, followed by sighs and moans.

      Then screams of pleasure as he took his time wringing bliss out of my body.

      And when were finally semi-sated by the wee hours of the morning, Micah curled me in his arms and whispered, “I love you, Valentine. Always have. Always will.”

      For the first time since I was a kid, I felt safe.

      I let myself trust him, trust that his love was unconditional. “I love you, too, Micah Green.”
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        AGE 28

      

      

      

      Valentine Fairchild walked toward me in a white dress. Mindy designed it for her.

      It was just Valentine’s style.

      She was an absolute angel to behold.

      But she could have been wearing nothing but a plastic trash bag and I wouldn’t have cared as long as she was walking down that candle lit aisle toward me.

      My mom sat in the first pew on my side of the church, watching Val make her way to me with a bouquet of peonies clasped in her hands. Mom dabbed at her eyes, her joy for us genuine. Her boyfriend, a widower called Rick, who actually seemed like a decent guy, sat at her side as her date.

      Wells stood at my side as my best man. Cherry sat next to Rick, a big smile on her face. She and Val got along great. But I knew they would.

      And on Val’s side was Mindy in her Maid of Honor dress. Her boy Xander in the second pew from the front on the bride’s side.

      In the front pew sat Caroline, Jim, and Val’s grandparents.

      The relationship between the Fairchilds and their daughter might never be easy, but I was trying to help repair old wounds and it meant something that they were here and that they were happy for us.

      I felt them all. Cheering us on. But I only had eyes for her.

      This nervous energy had been rushing through me for days. Probably months.

      Valentine had talked me into waiting almost a year before we married.

      A fucking year.

      It was like a lifetime.

      Now it was finally here.

      And that nervous energy inside me finally relaxed as I held my wife’s hands and the reverend announced, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      I gazed into the warm, kind, beautiful dark eyes of Valentine Fairchild Green and whispered, “You happy, Cupid?”

      She grinned, her dimples popping with joy she couldn’t contain. Val threw her arms around me, pulling me into a hug that made me stumble, and we laughed as we held each other tight.

      It was the only answer I needed.
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