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“I am not romantic, you know; I never was. I ask only a comfortable home; and considering Mr. Collins’s character, connection, and situation in life, I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him is as fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state.”

			—Charlotte Lucas

			Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice

		



		
		





		
			Acknowledgments

			I owe everything in my writing career to my Heavenly Father, who has blessed my journey and made it possible for me to publish my stories. 

			Thank you, Jon, for being my rock and supporting my writing in every way. It’s easy to write romance when I have an adoring gentleman of my own. There’s a bit of you in every single one of my heroes, and one day if you read my books, you’ll find those bits. Thank you, Audrey, Mason, and Emma, for being my biggest cheerleaders and telling everyone that your mom is an author. Your pride in me is overwhelming, and I’m so blessed to have the best squad. 

			Thank you Jenny Proctor, Mindy Strunk, Sarah Adams, Amanda Jones, and Shantal Sessions for reading early drafts of this story and helping me improve it. To the team at Covenant and my editor, Ashley Gebert, thank you for all you’ve done to improve and polish this book. Thank you, Hannah, for your work on the stunning cover, and, Jessica, for your marketing expertise.

			Writing is a solitary job, but the community makes it feel much less so. Thank you to the SRR ladies for your friendship and support, and thank you to my critique group, Martha, Jess, and Deborah, whose friendships I cherish greatly. I’m so glad I can go through this author thing with all of you. Thank you to the Bookstagram ladies for championing my books and being so fun to hang out on the internet with.

			And thank you, reader, for reading my story. I hope it brought you a few hours of escape and left you with a smile. 

		


		
			Praise for Kasey Stockton




			“Kasey is a magician with her words. I get lost in her beautiful prose and the way she tells her stories. And most importantly, the romance is always top-notch. I adored this book.”

			—Cindy Steel, author of Double or Nothing: A Sweet Romantic Comedy

			“Kasey Stockton nailed this delightful modern-day twist of Pride and Prejudice, where the iconic sidekick Charlotte Lucas gets her chance to shine. Kasey’s strong voice, relatable descriptions, and engaging dialogue entranced me. This romantic story is beautifully tied up with an impactful theme of family and positive self-worth. You don’t want to miss this one!”

			—Anneka Walker, author of Bargaining for the Barrister

			“Utterly charming from beginning to end! Kasey’s novels are full of heart with characters you’ll love to love. Highly recommend!”

			—Jenny Proctor, author of Love Redesigned

			“Charlotte Lucas finally has her day! I’m Not Charlotte Lucas by Kasey Stockton was a fun, breezy read, full of quirky characters and a heroine who fights her way through insecurities and self-doubt to write her own happy ending.”

			—Elle M. Adams, author of Engaging Emma

			“Stockton weaves a charming modern tale in I’m Not Charlotte Lucas full of relatable characters, references to the timeless classic, and a swoon-worthy hero sure to make you fall in love with this story about finding confidence in yourself and trusting that sometimes other people can see you better than you can see yourself.”

			—Dana LeCheminant, author of The Thief and the Noble

		

		
		


		
			Chapter One

			My name is Charlotte Lucas.

			No, really. My California driver’s license says Charlotte Lucas right across the front. Luckily, my sister, Mariah, took to calling me Charlie when she was little, and the nickname stuck.

			Unlike the literary Charlotte Lucas, the poor, lonely best friend of the esteemed Elizabeth Bennet, I’m not twenty-seven. Yet. For two more months, I’m still twenty-six.

			Angling the remote at the TV, I clicked rewind and started the movie again at the beginning of the scene. Pride and Prejudice was comfort food for my soul the way a half-gallon of ice cream or a box of Twinkies comforted other people.

			Great. Now I wanted Twinkies.

			I reached for my Diet Coke and took a swig, nestling farther into the worn sofa cushions. Keira Knightly swung thoughtfully on screen as her best friend approached, and I glued my sight to the TV with sick fascination as Charlotte Lucas delivered her fated lines regarding her lack of money, men, and independence.

			I dropped my head back, a sigh sputtering from my lips. In high school I’d often joked with my best friend, Beth, that she was the Elizabeth Bennet to my Charlotte Lucas—she was constantly slipping from one boyfriend to the next while I remained woefully single. The irony wasn’t lost on either of us that my little sister’s name was Mariah—just like Charlotte Lucas’s younger sister in the book. But Beth never knew exactly how keenly I feared our joke becoming a reality.

			Because for all of my twenty-six years and the two loser ex-boyfriends I could claim, my biggest fear was ending up with someone like Mr. Collins.

			The door at the bottom of the stairs opened, spilling light onto the floor of my attic bedroom, which wasn’t as Cinderella-esque as it sounded. My parents had remodeled the house last summer, and the attic was now a posh apartment. My parents had intended the attic for guests. But then my roommate had moved home to San Francisco, and I’d needed a place to go.

			So I moved back in with my parents. Rent in this wine-country town was sky-high, and it made more sense to move into their house than it did to waste most of my meager assistant-bank-manager income on a studio apartment. But still.

			Charlotte Lucas: one. Charlie: zero.

			Mom’s voice carried upstairs. “Charlie! Can you come down here for a second, please? I’m making lunch.”

			“Coming,” I hollered back. As much as I wished my Diet Coke contained enough nutrients to sustain me, that wasn’t the case.

			“Thanks, hon.” Footsteps carried Mom away, and I paused my movie, freezing it on Charlotte Lucas’s face as she begged her best friend not to judge her. I pulled myself up, staring at the poor, lonely woman who married a ridiculous man simply to get away. At least I had more gumption than she did.

			Chatter reached my ears before I’d fully descended the stairs, and I swung around the corner of my enclosed stairwell and into the kitchen, pausing before I accidentally rammed into our eighty-two-year-old neighbor, Vera. Her white hair was immaculately styled in a chic blunt bob, not a hair out of place.

			I cast her a smile, reaching forward to hug her. Her oversized beige sweater engulfed me as thin arms wrapped around my waist. “How was Paris, Vera?” I asked.

			She pulled back, shooting me a wink with one twinkling eye before lowering herself onto one of Mom’s plush kitchen chairs. “Paris was lovely. The food was très bon.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “But the view from the hotel could have been better.”

			Said as only a woman who spent more time in international hotels than in her own home could.

			I sat in the chair beside her. “Did you bring home any hot French guys for me?”

			Vera tsked, expensive bracelets jingling on her bony wrist as she flicked my comment away. “You don’t need a French man, cheri. There are plenty of nice American men right here.”

			I lifted my eyebrows. Then where were they? “But American men don’t have accents.”

			Vera cast her gaze to the ceiling. She looked over my shoulder to where Mom was tossing a salad at the kitchen island. “This may be harder than I thought,” Vera said.

			I glanced over my shoulder to find Mom shaking her head, peering into the salad bowl. She pushed her sleeves up her arms and tucked a lock of short brown hair behind her ear.

			Suspicion slithered up my spine. “What’s going on?” I asked.

			Vera gathered my hand and held it in both of hers, smiling warmly. “I have a proposition for you.” Her skin was saggy and soft, and she peered into my eyes as though she could read my soul. “I don’t want to hear an answer right away. I want you to think about it for a day or so and then give me a call with your answer. Understand, Charlotte?”

			I nodded, unsure of what exactly Vera was trying to rope me into. Mom carried plates to the table and set them before us, placing another one at the seat on my other side. Vera waited for her to bring in the salad and sit beside me, as though I was going to need support from all angles.

			Or maybe Mom was tasked with making sure I didn’t run away. They were beginning to frighten me. They were an old-woman brigade, prepared to pounce at any moment.

			Vera spoke. “I have tickets to a charity ball Friday night, and I desperately need you to come.”

			“Don’t men typically step in for this sort of thing?”

			“I don’t need a date, darling. My grandson does.” She reached forward, squeezing my fingers, her voice lowering conspiratorially. “He recently broke up with his girlfriend.”

			My eyebrows lifted. Her grandson? The jet-setting, uber-rich grandson who was always flying to Europe to meet Vera for lunch in the middle of her vacations? Who even knew where the man was flying from? He got around the world faster than gossip in a small town.

			“He was going to skip the ball altogether, but I think he needs this.” Vera’s voice turned sympathetic. “He was devastated over this breakup, and he’s been wallowing—though I think it a mighty blessing, to be sure. I would prefer him to be single than still with that woman.”

			I gave her a look that I hoped spoke to my lack of sympathy. “And a blind date is just what he needs to get him back on the horse?”

			“Of course not,” Vera said, straightening. “The charity ball is acknowledging his work. I think that is what he needs to see the value of life again and awake from his stupor.”

			“Why does he need a date to go watch his work get acknowledged?” I asked. “Why can’t he just go with you?”

			“Because his ex-girlfriend will also be there. It’s her work too.” Vera leveled me with hard, unyielding eyes. “And the ex is bringing her new boyfriend.”

			Mom rubbed my back before reaching farther and squeezing my shoulder. “Charlie is a kind girl. Of course she’ll do it.”

			I whipped around, catching Mom’s wide eyes and nodding head. Her arm was still around my shoulder while Vera squeezed my hand. What were they trying to do? Overwhelm me into agreeing?

			I was a kind person. I spent afternoons sipping tea with Vera and listening to her go on about her glory days as a model in New York City. I drove my aunt to her hair appointments once a week and waited an hour for her to finish them. I even did my mom’s grocery shopping and picked up Mariah’s online Target orders when Mom was overrun with high school events and PTA meetings.

			But a blind date with a heartbroken man? A charity ball? That was where I drew the line. “Vera, I don’t think—”

			“Remember,” Vera said, lifting her hands to stave off my refusal, “I won’t accept an answer right this moment. Think on it, dear.”

			Mom let go of my back and began scooping salad onto plates. The old-woman brigade retreated, their conversation turning to a superb café Vera had discovered during her trip. And mercy, the pain au chocolat!

			My head spun. I mindlessly forked chopped chicken and salad leaves and shoved them into my mouth. Was no one going to address the enormous elephant sitting on the other side of Mom’s dining room table?

			I, Charlie Lucas, was not blind-date material. I was hardly first-date material—my endless weekends spent alone at home proved that. I couldn’t agree to Vera’s scheme because me showing up would likely be worse than her grandson going entirely alone.

			He didn’t need a Charlotte Lucas by his side at the charity ball. What he needed was an Elizabeth Bennet.

			I drew in a sharp breath, causing the old-woman brigade to pause in their conversation. “I’ve got it. I’ll call Beth.”

			Mom immediately shook her head, spearing another bite of salad.

			“Your friend with the black hair?” Vera asked, dipping her chin in skepticism. “The tall one?”

			“Yes. She’s perfect. She’s single right now, and she loves this sort of thing.” I shoved another bite into my mouth, warming to the idea the more I thought about it.

			Vera frowned. “I don’t want a strange woman to sit at the table with my grandson, Charlie. I want him to sit at the table with you.”

			“But Beth would be so much better at helping your grandson avoid his girlfriend, and I’m sure she already has a half-dozen dresses to choose from.”

			“Wonderful, then perhaps you might borrow one of them.”

			“No, that’s not what I—”

			Vera stood sharply, spry for an old woman. Spearing me with a withering look, she said, “I did not invite Beth; I invited you. You may accept or deny the invitation, but it is nontransferable.” Her attention shifted to Mom, and I had to focus to regain some of my composure. “Thank you for lunch, dear. I’ll see you soon.”

			Mom got up to walk Vera to the door, and a hollow formed in my stomach, filling with lead the longer I imagined Vera’s disappointed face. I sucked in a slow breath, blowing it out through my teeth as the front door shut and Mom returned to the kitchen, displeasure on her brow.

			“You know, Vera just asked for one thing. The least you could do is give it some thought.” Her voice lowered, chin dipping in a serious manner as though she was about to drop a huge piece of information. “For all you know, this could be the last time she ever asks you for help.”

			Ugh. Really? Guilt-tripping me?

			“Don’t be morbid, Mom,” I said, stacking the dirty plates and carrying them to the sink. “She texted me last night about helping her in her garden next week, so even if I went on this date, it wouldn’t be the last time I helped her. I just don’t think I’m the right person for this job.”

			“With the ball this weekend, I don’t think Vera has time to find someone else. The tickets are prepaid, so it won’t cost you a dime.” She sighed, a strand of her wavy bob falling away from her ear. Her compassionate gaze was more guilt-inducing than a blatant guilt trip any day. I knew she meant well. “You don’t want to make her grandson go alone when his ex will be there with her new boyfriend. That’s just sad.”

			Then why hadn’t Vera accepted my offer to call Beth? 

			“I have a lot going on right now,” I lied.

			Mom lifted her eyebrows. “Oh? Are you utilizing that degree we paid for?”

			Low blow, Mom. What did she expect me to do, just quit my super-secure bank job to follow a dream that would probably never earn out its basic costs? She’d raised me to be more practical than that.

			I could see immediate regret in her blue eyes. I knew she wanted what was best for me.

			“Charlie—”

			“It’s fine. Can we please not talk about that now?” The last thing I wanted to do was engage in an argument about why I’d wasted so much time on my degree and why I still hadn’t utilized it.

			My phone beeped, and I slid it from my back pocket. It was a text from Beth.

			Beth: Froyo in twenty? I’m almost on break, and I need a fix.

			I glanced up and caught Mom’s eye. “I have to go.”

			She pressed her lips together, sighing softly through her nose, and I fled the room, taking the stairs up to my secluded annex two at a time. I reached for my purse lying on the coffee table and slung it over my shoulder. Then I slid my feet into my Birkenstocks, grabbing my Diet Coke to chug the remaining watered-down dregs.

			I paused to text Beth back, but the TV caught my eye, and I stilled, phone dangling precariously from limp fingers as my gaze fixed firmly on the screen. Charlotte Lucas was watching me, and she was resolute and determined. She was about to head off to marry Mr. Collins and have her own household to run, and she was fine with her situation because she was sensible.

			But nothing about my current situation was sensible.

			I certainly didn’t have to go on a blind date with a stranger just because my elderly neighbor asked me to.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Beth added an extra scoop of gummy bears to her cup of frozen yogurt before taking it to the till to pay while I patiently waited near the door, already eating mine. Blackberry sorbet with extra chunks of cheesecake was the perfect mix of tart and sweet and melted on my tongue faster than I could eat it.

			“I think you should do it,” Beth said, following me outside to the small town square. We crossed the street and walked directly to the gazebo in the center of the green. Its interior was lined with old-fashioned wooden benches that had likely been there longer than either Beth or I had been alive.

			I settled on the wooden slats. The bench wasn’t comfortable, but it was somewhat secluded in the privacy of the gazebo. And anyway, this was our spot. We’d been bringing snacks to the gazebo since middle school. As the shops had changed and shifted around the square, so did the treats we got. Last year it was a boutique pie shop, and a few years before that it had been an organic bakery. Both businesses had given it a good run but didn’t succeed. I hoped the froyo place was here to stay.

			“You can’t ignore me forever,” Beth said, brushing her long, dark hair over her shoulder.

			I focused on my ice cream. “I’m not. I just don’t think it sounds fun at all.”

			“It’s not fun. It’s charity.”

			Since I didn’t have the genetic makeup to lift only one eyebrow, I raised them both.

			Beth spooned another bite into her mouth, shrugging. “Why not? You don’t have to pay. The food is usually great. And bonus, you can help this guy make his ex crazy jealous.”

			“But I don’t even have anything—”

			“You can borrow one of my gowns.” She glared as though she was offended. “And you know that.”

			She was right. I did know that. We’d been borrowing each other’s clothes since middle school, and she had a shopping problem and a love of designer clothes. Not a great combination, until one found themselves in my shoes with this charity-ball situation. No, scratch that. Potential charity-ball situation.

			I swallowed. Yikes. It was sounding like I had decided to go.

			I spooned another bite of froyo into my mouth to buy myself a minute before answering. How was I supposed to explain to Beth the root of my concern? She didn’t get it. She was a mega-successful hairstylist with independence in spades. Boyfriends too, for that matter. At least, she usually was. She was currently going on week three of being single, and I was sure this was something of a record for her.

			She lowered her voice, her dark eyebrows drawing in slightly. “Charlie, talk to me. What’s holding you back? I mean, when’s the last time you went on a date?” She paused. “Andy?”

			A shudder ran through me that wasn’t from my ice cream.

			Beth’s brown eyes widened. “It was, wasn’t it? That was a year ago.” She swatted my arm playfully. “That is not acceptable! You need to date. Andy was a fluke anyway. You can’t count on finding a boyfriend in a bank, Charlie. You’ve got to look for him in the real world.”

			I groaned. “I don’t expect to find a boyfriend at the bank. That would probably get me fired anyway, since my job is dealing with these people’s money.”

			Beth arched an eyebrow, a trait I’d always been jealous of. “That didn’t stop you from going out with Andy.”

			“I didn’t meet Andy at the bank,” I clarified, scraping the last few melted bites of froyo onto my spoon. “I met him at the sandwich shop down the street, and then he just happened to stop by the bank to deal with his brother’s account. He’s not even one of our clients.”

			“Because heaven forbid you break a rule.”

			“Okay, you’ve officially gone off topic.”

			“Right,” she agreed, glancing at her watch. “Back to this mystery hottie and the charity ball.”

			Did she not know me well enough by now to realize that she wasn’t going to make me want to go more by speaking about him that way? “We don’t know if he’s attractive.”

			“But we do know his grandma is rich. What is Vera worth, anyway?”

			“I don’t know. It’s old money.” I picked up Beth’s froyo bowl and tossed both hers and mine into the trash can. Plopping back on the bench, I groaned. “This isn’t me, Beth. This is so the opposite of me. I don’t do this sort of thing.”

			She picked a piece of lint from her black T-shirt. “Maybe now is the time to change that.”

			I held her gaze, my mind running back over the events of the day and pausing on the image of Charlotte Lucas standing up to her own best friend on my television. Her actions had seemed to shock Elizabeth Bennet.

			Maybe I’d been afraid of the wrong things for too long. Charlotte Lucas had chosen the difficult route, but she’d been brave. Stepping away from the comfortable life and toward something new and frightening and . . . secure. Was that all I was missing?

			Well, I didn’t need to figure that out right now. Beth’s salon faced us across the street, and I could see bits of the bright letters on her sign through the dangling ivy reaching over the gazebo roof.

			“Whatever happened to that man who was coming in weekly for shaves?” I asked, raking my hands through my plain brown hair and shaking it out behind me.

			“He asked for my number,” Beth said, accompanied by an eye roll.

			“And?” I pushed, knowing full well the story didn’t end there.

			She eyed me. “And I may have agreed to a date for this weekend. But nothing is going to happen there. Seriously. Stop looking at me like that.”

			Beth stood, getting away from my raised eyebrows and hardcore judging. Of course she gave the guy her number. Of course she was going out with him this weekend. And of course she’d end up dating him for six months only to decide that he just didn’t understand her, and he did this strange little humming sound when he drove, which used to be cute but was now obnoxious, and occasionally she caught him watching her all creepily . . . and then it was over.

			This poor guy was about to fall head over heels for a woman who was a serial dater. 

			“Want to meet up tomorrow for mani-pedis?” she asked when I caught up to her. She gestured to my short, stubby nails. “You should probably take care of that before your big date.”

			“Can’t. I’ve got to weed Vera’s garden so we can plant her tulips. She needs them in soon or they won’t bloom in time, I guess.”

			Beth shook her head, pausing once we reached the door to her salon. “I think this date will be really good for you. Hey,” she called when I ignored her and started toward my car, which I’d parked on the street, “this could be the one!”

			She was always saying that, but the frequency of it didn’t stop the hopeful sensation from squeezing my chest. Despite my hesitations, there was no way I could let Vera down by backing out. I was going on this date, whether I liked the idea of it or not.

			A group of teenagers walking past me sniggered, the one on a skateboard giving me a once-over before nearly skating over my Birkenstocks. Ugh. Youths.

			“Love you, girl!” Beth called.

			I raised my hand high in the air in acknowledgment. The bell went off behind me as Beth went into work, and I slid into my car. Gripping the steering wheel, I watched the teenagers gather in a loose circle outside the salon while the kid with shaggy hair skated circles around his friends. One girl stood, hip popped out and arms crossed over her chest while the blond guy next to her slid his hand around her waist.

			The other kids continued to laugh and joke, the one on the skateboard still riding circles around his friends, but the blond guy kept moving stealthily closer to his girl. She seemed not to care that he was touching her. She was clearly the queen bee, and he looked lucky to have her.

			The kid on the skateboard flicked Queen Bee’s ponytail as he passed, and hand-on-her-waist guy sent him a brief scowl, but the girl acted like she hadn’t even noticed.

			My gaze dropped to my fingers on the wheel, and I groaned. Beth was right; my nails looked horrible. I couldn’t go on a date like this. I calculated how long I had before I had to be at work.

			If I hurried, I had enough time to cross town and get a manicure before I had to be at the bank.

			Shoving my car into reverse, I backed out, checking over my shoulder when—

			Thud.

			Cold washed through my veins, and I felt the blood drain from my face. Eyes wide and mouth slack, I stared at the teenagers grouped in front of my car, my mind blank.

			The queen bee looked at me as though I’d lost my marbles, and I shook myself clear of the haze, throwing my car door open and running around to the rear. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe that kid had lost his skateboard, and I ran over the thing. I could replace a skateboard. I could even pay him double for it.

			I rounded my little Corolla and found the skater kid sprawled on the ground, his arm flung over his face and his skateboard rolling slowly across the street. The scene turned sepia in my mind, the slow-moving wheels of the skateboard punctuating dramatic music as I predicted this scene being remade by the producers of a real-crimes episode on late-night TV.

			Oh no. This could not be good.

			Falling on my knees, I braced my hands on the cool asphalt. “Are you hurt?”

			He lifted his hand away from his face, appalled. “You hit me with your car, lady. Of course I’m hurt!”

			“Lady?” I asked, rearing back. “I’m only twenty-six.”

			His dark eyebrows rose, and I immediately felt foolish. I probably had ten years on this kid. Of course I seemed old to him. “Where does it hurt?”

			His eyes slid shut. “Everywhere.”

			“Like I-need-to-call-9-1-1 everywhere? Or like I-need-to-call-your-mom everywhere?”

			He glared at me, and I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere with this kid anytime soon.

			“Can you stand?” I asked.

			He sucked a breath between his teeth, groaning loudly as he pushed himself up on the pavement. Nothing looked broken, and though he was wincing, he still had color in his cheeks. That had to be a good sign, right? Weren’t people typically pale and ghostly when they were severely hurt?

			I helped him up and led him to the sidewalk. “Come on,” I said, glancing around for his group of friends but not finding them anywhere. “Let’s sit in here, and I’ll call your mom. She can decide how she wants to proceed.”

			He glared at me again but allowed me to lead him into Beth’s salon. She was with a client, so I guided Skater Kid to a padded waiting chair and had him sit down. Pulling out my phone, I opened the keypad and held it out. “Can you type her number in for me?”

			The kid looked at me like I’d asked him to perform a magic trick. His floppy, dark hair fell over his forehead, obstructing the view of his eyebrows, but I could easily imagine them rising in judgment. “I don’t know phone numbers.”

			I stared at him like he was about to break out in a magic trick, but he was serious. “Okay, do you have your phone on you? I’d like to explain what happened.”

			He slid a phone from his back pocket, wincing as he reached for it. Dollar signs rang in front of my eyes like we were in a cartoon, and I swallowed. I hoped he wasn’t faking an injury just to empty my savings account.

			No, that wasn’t right. I wished he wasn’t actually injured, since I’d hit the kid with my car.

			He handed me his phone, and I took it from him, putting it up to my ear when I saw the time on the clock going and realized his mom had already answered. “Hello? Hi. Yes,” I stammered, looking from Beth’s puzzled face to the kid. Moving the phone away from my ear I asked, “What’s your name?”

			“Spike.”

			I swallowed my irritation. “What’s your real name?”

			“Spike.”

			“Hello?” a deep male voice said into my ear.

			“Hi, yes. Sorry. I’m here with S-Spike, and I’m looking for his mom.”

			The man sounded unamused. “What did he do?”

			“Is this Spike’s dad?” I asked. For all I knew, the kid dialed one of his friends.

			“No. What did he do? And why are you calling from his phone?”

			Clearing my throat, I spun away from the angsty teenager and scanned the magazine rack on the wall. “It’s more like something I did, not him. I need to speak with one of his parents.” This guy did not sound old enough to be a teenager’s dad.

			“Listen,” he said into the phone, “I don’t have a lot of time right now to deal with this. Can you just tell me what’s going on so I can get back to work?”

			“Spike was hit by a car. My car, actually. He looks fine but—”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes.” I tried not to sound as irritated as I was beginning to feel. “Seriously. I was backing out and I—”

			“Where are you?” he asked.

			“Bella Diva Salon on—”

			“I know where it is. I’ll be there in five.”

			Three low beeps sounded in my ear, and I moved the phone away from my face to see that he’d hung up. I sucked in a breath for strength, then blew it out slowly.

			When I turned around to give the phone back, the kid was gone.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Panic seized my throat. I’d lost the kid.

			“What is going on?” Beth asked. She stepped away from the salon chair, a bowl of brown goop in one of her gloved hands, a color brush perched in her other.

			“That boy,” I said, gesturing to his empty seat. “Did you see where he went?”

			She shook her head, her shoulders rising in a shrug.

			Just what I needed. Now I really didn’t have time to get my nails done. I crossed the lobby, shoving the door open and nearly colliding with the tall, lanky teen. Relief flowed through me.

			Sighing, I opened the door wider while he slipped past me. “You can’t just leave. Your person is on his way.”

			“You mean my brother.” He scowled at me, reclaiming his seat and holding his skateboard on his lap. “I needed my board.”

			Had no one taught him any manners?

			Beth lifted her hands, the coloring implements rising in the air. Her client watched me with confusion while another stylist sent me puzzled glances over her shoulder. “You’ll fill me in later?” Beth asked.

			I waved her away. “Yeah. Don’t mind us.”

			Beth raised her eyebrows, but an explanation would have to wait. I wasn’t about to announce to the salon that I’d hit the kid with my car.

			She returned to her client, and I plopped down on the chair beside Spike . . . if that really was his name. But the guy on the phone had known whom I referred to, hadn’t he?

			“Hey, lady, can I have my phone back?”

			Lady, again? Ugh. I glanced down, flustered. A lime-green phone with an ugly skull and a brand written across the back in illegible font sat in my hands. I handed it to Spike.

			“Do you hurt anywhere?” I asked, casting him a sideways glance.

			Gaze trained on the phone in his hands, Spike shook his head. His elbows rested on the skateboard across his lap, and I consoled myself with his apathy. If he was hurt, he wouldn’t look so bored. Or so I hoped. He looked more like he was waiting for a school principal than for a hospital x-ray.

			The bell rang over the door, and a man stepped inside, casting his gaze about until it landed on Spike and then me. Cold flushed through my system from the heat of his stare.

			Whoa. There were different levels of handsome, and this guy hit the charts somewhere between Bradley Cooper and the guy who starred in The Hunger Games—one of the Hemsworth brothers, but I didn’t know which one.

			This man clearly was not Spike’s dad. He couldn’t be more than a few years older than I was.

			He rubbed his unshaven jaw, then parked himself in front of us. “Explain, please,” he said with all the weariness of a college student during finals.

			“It wasn’t my fault,” Spike replied, sinking lower in his chair.

			The man looked at me. His deep-blue eyes were piercing, and my throat went dry. I didn’t usually speak to men this handsome unless they were slung on Beth’s arm—you know, safe. I swallowed, despite the sandpaper coating my throat, and stood.

			Sticking my hand out, I tapped into my professional training. The man wore a light-blue Oxford shirt and navy slacks. Clearly he was comfortable in a boardroom. If I treated this like a business meeting, then maybe I wouldn’t feel so tongue-tied. “Charlie Lucas.”

			He gave a brief nod before clasping my hand and shaking it, then dropped it with impatience. “Liam Connell.”

			Wait . . . wasn’t Liam the name of that Hemsworth brother? That could not be a coincidence.

			He glanced at Spike. “What happened?”

			“I backed into him with my car,” I said. “He was skating behind me, and I didn’t see him. He appears unharmed, and as far as I know, nothing hurts.” Except my pride.

			“But are you okay?” Liam asked, turning his attention back to the kid. He stepped past me and lowered himself into the chair beside Spike. “Come on, man. Speak to me.”

			“It was nothing,” Spike said with all the angst of a seventeen-year-old. “I’ve had worse while skating the bowl. She hardly touched me.”

			Liam’s gaze flicked to me. He looked uncertain.

			I had to agree with the kid. I’d barely backed out when I’d collided with him. He probably just got the wind knocked out of him.

			Spike delivered something between a groan and a sigh. “Can I go now? I’m late for fifth period.”

			Liam scrubbed a hand over his face. “Get in the car. I’ll drive you.”

			Spike stood, dropping his skateboard on the floor and stilling it with his foot. “No thanks.”

			“Spike—”

			“Later,” he said, opening the door and skating outside. The bell rang over him, and then silence fell in the lobby. Beth was quietly focused on foiling highlights, listening to her client chatter, and the woman on the opposite side of the room continued rolling her perm.

			Sitting on the plastic chair, Liam fixed his gaze on the clear glass door, his eyebrows pulled together in concentration, small lines of concern forming between them. Should I say something to him? If I’d hit his car, I would offer my phone number and insurance information. What was I supposed to do after I hit a teenager?

			I cleared my throat. “Can I give you my number?”

			He glanced up, his blue eyes widening. His gaze ran the length of me, and I wanted to step away, feeling oddly vulnerable. He was no doubt judging my pale legs and lack of makeup. I had put mascara on at least, right? Oh heavens, I hoped I’d remembered the mascara. My lashes were practically nonexistent without it.

			“Um . . .”

			It occurred to me that this man probably thought I was hitting on him. Men who looked like he did were inundated with women. Super tall, gorgeous women were constantly all over guys like this. I threw my hands up to stave off the misunderstanding. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean—I don’t want a date. I just meant in case you need my insurance later or anything. If Spike’s neck spasms or whatever.”

			His eyebrows hitched up on his forehead, and he stood, suddenly towering over me. Wow, he was tall. “I didn’t think you were asking me out.”

			My cheeks heated. Great. So not only did I appear incompetent from hitting Spike, but I seemed foolish as well. I might as well have sunk into the floor.

			“Do you think his neck was acting up?” Liam asked.

			“No. I wasn’t implying anything about his neck. It was just an example.”

			He looked unconvinced.

			I pulled out my phone and opened the contacts screen to input a new number. Holding it out, I said, “Just give me your number. I’ll send you a text with my name so you have my information in case anything comes up.” I quickly added, “Not that I think anything will.”

			The time in the top corner of my screen caught my eye, and I sucked in a breath. “Shoot. I’ve got to get to work.”

			“No kidding,” Liam mumbled, taking my phone and typing quickly.

			I took the phone back and turned away, ignoring Beth’s wide eyes on the other side of the salon. If she was hoping I’d introduce her to this guy, she was out of luck. There was no way I was going to bother with that. The sooner he was gone from my life, the better. And anyway, wasn’t she going out with her shaving client this weekend?

			I pushed through the front door and stalled on the sidewalk while he followed. “I guess just let me know how he’s doing,” I said. “I mean, if I need to know.”

			Could I sound more awkward? 

			He nodded, and I turned away before he could absorb the full effect of my blush.

			It wasn’t cute. Bright red spots of color usually bled over my entire pale face. A curse of un-tannable skin.

			Sliding into the front seat of my car, I pulled out my phone and sent Liam a text with my full name. The little dotted symbol played in the bottom of the screen, and I waited, watching it move. My head said I needed to drive home and change so I could get to work on time, but I didn’t heed it. I waited. A text came in.

			Liam: So my day just went from bad to worse. Spike was hit by a car but seems well enough. I think he was only bumped. I might run him by the doctor after school to get checked out, just in case. The woman who hit him seems to think he might have hurt his neck, but given how often he scrapes himself at the skate park, I think he’s probably okay, just rattled.

			I scoffed. When did I say that I thought he hurt his neck? It was almost as if Liam had intentionally misunderstood me. Another text shortly followed.

			Liam: Can we move our date to tomorrow? I was dragged away from the office, and I’m going to have to work late to make up for it.

			Well, he still didn’t seem to realize that he was texting the wrong person. Another text rolled in.

			Liam: Love you.

			Okay, how was I supposed to correct him now? An awkward chuckle spilled from my lips while my fingers hovered over the keyboard. I debated leaving it alone. He would figure it out eventually, right? When the person he was texting didn’t know about Spike getting hit by a car, he could go back into the thread and realize he’d messaged the wrong person.

			But then his girlfriend would prepare dinner or meet him at the restaurant or whatever the plan was and wait for him. I groaned. I had too much of a conscience to let this go.

			I typed out a quick text and sent it.

			Me: I think you meant to send those to someone else.

			The wait for a reply was slower than the line at the DMV. The little dots seemed to move for ages before I got a message.

			Liam: Sorry.

			That was it? Scoffing, I leaned back in the seat and hit my head against the headrest. That had been anticlimactic. Putting my car into reverse, I checked behind me thoroughly before slowly backing out.

			Next time I bought a car, I was definitely shopping for something with a reverse cam.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			“Why do you keep buying evening gowns when you have so many already?” I shot the question over my shoulder, sorting through the rack in the back of Beth’s walk-in closet. A red satin caught my eye, and I pulled it out. I turned it over and let the smooth silk glide over my fingers. Oh, wait. Completely backless? No thanks.

			I shoved it back onto the rack and kept perusing. The ball was tomorrow night, so I had to make a choice, or I’d be forced to wear my old prom dress that was probably dusty and wrinkled in the back of my mom’s closet. That could be awkward, because there was no way I would be able to get the zipper up on that little number anymore. I was still petite, but prom was almost a decade ago.

			Yikes. That thought was disturbing.

			“I use those gowns,” Beth shouted from her room. “Well, most of them.”

			Beth was constantly lamenting her lack of funds, and right now I was browsing through the source of that problem. Though, after choosing to help out Vera’s grandson and go to this ball, I was glad Beth had these gowns at her disposal.

			“Grab the pink one,” she called.

			Obediently, I pulled a pale pink gown from the rack and ran my hand under the skirt. Not bad. The sweetheart neckline was more conservative, and the gauzy overlay . . . oh. My hand came to a slit, splitting the skirt as both sides cascaded to the floor.

			“I can’t show that much leg,” I called, putting it back. “How would I sit comfortably at all?”

			Beth scoffed. “The slit isn’t that high.”

			I lifted both sides of the dress, and the slit nearly went clear up to the bodice. Yes. It was that high. “Maybe I should just go shopping.”

			Footsteps padded into the closet, and I lifted the skirt of the pink gown again, raising both of my eyebrows at Beth.

			“Fine. Yes. It’s a little high,” she said, rolling her eyes. Beth leaned her shoulder against the doorway, crossing her arms over her chest. Sporting light-gray sweats, with her hair in a messy bun, Beth still looked more glamorous than I could any day. “Oh!” she said, brightening. She pushed past me and began shoving hangers aside with purpose. Pulling a mauve gown from the rack, she held it up to me and grinned.

			“Where’s the slit?” I asked, scanning my reflection through her full-length mirror. The boat neck was classy, slipping down to a gathered waist. The skirt gradually expanded down to the floor, and it looked like something a modern princess might wear.

			“No slit,” she said, lifting three fingers, her arm bent at the elbow. “Scout’s honor.”

			“I’m pretty sure that means nothing unless you’re actually a Scout.” I pulled my shirt off and took the gown from her, slipping it from the hanger. It fell over me in a wave of satin and lace, and I slipped my hands through the delicate, gauzy long sleeves, careful not to snag it with my naked nails. Beth came around the back and zipped the gown, and I pressed my hands to my middle, turning at an angle to see the back.

			“Perfection,” Beth breathed.

			I lifted my gaze, my heart hammering. This was the sort of gown that made you feel perfect. “I would almost be convinced that this gown was literally made for me if it wasn’t so long.”

			Small lines formed between her eyebrows, and she reached down, lifting the hem from where it gathered on the floor. “Don’t insult my gown. It’s not her fault you’re short.”

			The length wasn’t a deal-breaker. This dress was gorgeous, and it made me look like a princess. I felt like I could walk into the ball and hold my head high.

			Beth came behind me, her fingers working through my collarbone-length hair before she gathered and lifted it, playing with the shape as her gaze flicked between the mirror and the back of my head. That was the trouble with having a hairstylist as a best friend: she never bothered to ask before touching my hair.

			“It’s too bad you cut it last month, or we’d have more options,” she said, wrinkling her petite nose.

			“You cut it. And you convinced me to go all the way to my collar bone.”

			She flashed me a smile. “There’s still enough length to work with. We could do a low, gathered up-style. Loose curls. Maybe leave a few tendrils out. What do you think?”

			She didn’t want my opinion really. She’d already decided. “Sure. Now, can you unzip me?”

			A wicked smile crossed her lips. “I like this look, Char.”

			“Not for the carpool lane. I’ve got to pick up Mariah from the high school. She did auditions today,” I said with a lift of my eyebrows. I watched Beth through the mirror as she unzipped me and helped me from the dress. “Did I tell you what play they’re doing right now? Pride and Prejudice.”

			“No way.” Her nose wrinkled in a grimace. “I’m not sure I can go watch this one, then. A little high school kid playing Mr. Darcy might be too much.”

			***

			By the time I pulled into the high school parking lot, most of the cars were gone. Mariah sat on the edge of a cement planter box, her face trained on her phone.

			I honked, gathering her attention, and she glanced up. Oh no. Something was wrong. The pitiful smile she shot me was as far from genuine as Mr. Wickham’s promises. Her gaze darted everywhere but my face as she threw her bag over her shoulder and came to my car.

			“That bad, huh?” I asked.

			Mariah slid into the front seat, tossing her backpack onto the floor. She pulled her long, light-brown hair over her shoulder and buckled her seatbelt. “No, it went great.”

			Could have fooled me. “Which part are you hoping for?”

			Silence drew out. I pulled onto the road, waiting while a kid on a skateboard crossed the street. He had a beanie on, but I could almost swear he looked just like Spike. He glanced over his shoulder briefly before skating further away, and it totally was Spike. I waited until he was far away before driving again. I didn’t want to frighten him. I’d already damaged the kid enough.

			“You don’t have to tell me,” I finally said, glancing at Mariah. Her usually pale cheeks were flushed, and she sank in her seat like a turtle retreating into its shell. “Honestly, though, if you’re that embarrassed by the role, how are you going to perform?”

			“I’m not embarrassed. I tried for the parts of Elizabeth Bennet and Caroline Bingley.”

			“Ew,” I said, making a gagging noise. “Why would you choose her?”

			“Because Caroline’s sassy,” she snapped back. “Mrs. Rogers tweaked some things in the play, so it’ll be more like the movie than the book. It’ll be fun.”

			“Elizabeth is pretty sassy too,” I defended.

			When I pulled into the Safeway parking lot, Mariah let out a groan. “I’ve got so much homework, Charlie. Let’s just go home.”

			“Can’t. I told Mom I would grab cumin. She needs it for dinner tonight.” I turned into the first row of cars and spotted a parking space just three places down. Perfect.

			“Stop!” Mariah screamed, forcing me to slam on my breaks as a tall, bright-yellow Jeep swung in front of us and stole the spot.

			“What a jerk move,” I said, disgusted. Heart hammering, I pressed the button to roll down Mariah’s window, waiting for the guy to get out of the Jeep. My body flushed cold from the shock, and my heart was racing.

			“What are you do—no, Charlie. Don’t talk to the guy.”

			“That was ridiculous and unsafe. He could have seriously hurt us.”

			“But he didn’t, and we are fine now.” Mariah was pushing the up button on her window as I fought her, pressing the down button from my side. 

			“Ha! I’ve got child lock.” I locked the window buttons for the rest of the car and successfully rolled down Mariah’s window. She sank deeper into her seat, dropping her face into her hands.

			“Excuse me, sir,” I called as a man stepped out of the Jeep and began walking our way. “That was very unsafe—”

			My body stilled, heat rising up my neck as the Jeep-driving spot-stealer stepped closer. His mop of blond hair was perfectly messy, and his mouth broke into a wide grin.

			For once, I actually wished I’d listened to Mariah.

			Because the guy coming my way was none other than my ex-boyfriend, Andy.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			“When did you get a Jeep?” I blurted before I could think better of it.

			Andy leaned down to look through the passenger window, his sandy blond hair flopping over his forehead. “Charlie?” he asked.

			My cheeks warmed, and I checked my makeup in the rearview mirror to make sure there was no mascara under my eyes before I stepped out of the car. I’d forgotten how tall Andy was. As he straightened, meeting me at the front bumper, I lifted my gaze to meet his.

			“This is such a coincidence. I just found the playbill for Wicked the other day in my glovebox, and I was wondering how you’re doing. I thought about texting you, but I didn’t know what to say.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze fixed on me. “You look good.”

			“Thanks. And you . . . didn’t always drive like a maniac.” My cheeks heated further. Why couldn’t I be normal?

			“It’s not my car.” He indicated the Jeep with a flick of his head. “I’m borrowing it from my brother while mine is getting some repairs done.” He leaned against the front bumper of my car and shrugged. “Hence why I was sorting through my glove box.”

			“And stealing parking spots from poor, defenseless women.”

			He had the grace to look abashed. “I circled this lot twice. It wasn’t my best move, but I only need to run into the store for one thing.”

			There was my exit. “I’ll let you go, then.”

			I looked through the windshield and caught Mariah’s wide-eyed look of irritation.

			“Hey, Charlie, wait,” Andy said, jogging around me to block me from my driver door. “What are you doing this weekend? I would love to get dinner with you. It would be nice to catch up.”

			His hazel eyes glittered, looking darker than I had remembered. Twilight pressed in on us, and the hazy glow from the setting sun was doing weird things to my vision.

			Andy stepped closer, quirking his mouth into the half-smile that had drawn me to him initially in the sandwich shop over a year ago. He was handsome. That had been the draw, hadn’t it?

			“I don’t know, Andy,” I said, moving back a step. Getting dinner together sounded like a date, and I didn’t think Andy knew how to do just friends. “I have a thing this weekend. Besides, I’m not sure we’re a good idea.”

			“You think?” he pressed. “I seemed to think our problem was timing. Now, I’ve been thinking of you, and then you turned up here. That’s got to be fate.”

			Yes. Timing. Constantly. The man was never able to commit—or keep his commitments. He’d left me waiting far too many times, and I’d had enough of it. Wasn’t that a good enough reason to break it off with someone? True, Andy had no glaring personality flaws that I recalled in that moment, but I needed a man who put me first.

			Didn’t I?

			Andy smiled again, and my heart flipped. What was it about attention from a man that made me feel so giddy? I needed to get a hold of myself. Think rationally, I commanded.

			“What about Saturday night?” he asked. “We can keep it simple. Dinner at Trattoria Girardi.”

			Yep. Italian food was definitely date food. I could feel myself softening to him, as though my body was veering his direction of its own accord. His gaze boring into mine wasn’t helping my head remain clear though.

			A loud honk vibrated from the hood of my car, and I squealed, jumping backward. Mariah leaned over the center console. “Cumin!” she called.

			Right. My pulse soared, and I rested my palm against my heart. “It was nice to see you,” I said, stepping around Andy. Another car passed by, skirting far too close to my elbow. “I need to move my car.”

			“Dinner?” he asked, his head tilting to the side.

			Hadn’t I once thought that this man would be my Mr. Darcy? He had never been intrinsically bad . . . he just made me wait around a lot. For Andy, everyone else seemed to have priority over me. But that was certainly a trait that could change if he really wanted it to. We’d ended things a year ago. Surely that was sufficient time for him to mature and change, right?

			Besides, I was never going to find my Mr. Darcy if I rejected dates. First the charity ball and now this. Man, I was on a roll.

			“Okay,” I said, my smile growing to match his grin. “Dinner.”

			“It’s a date.” He slipped his hand into the pocket of his slacks and dipped his head, a show of humility I didn’t remember from last time. My heart raced as I slid into the car. Gripping the steering wheel with both hands, I watched Andy walk to the front doors of the grocery store through my rearview mirror.

			“I guess I’ve got a date,” I said.

			“Didn’t that guy ditch you like all the time?” Mariah asked, shooting me a judgmental look.

			“People change,” I argued, putting the car into drive. I started circling the lot, looking for an empty space.

			She pulled out her phone, and the light from the screen glowed on her face. The sun was gone now, the sky nearly dark. I listened to the click of Mariah’s fingers on her phone screen, punctuated by the occasional blinker sound from my dashboard.

			Mariah sighed. “Mom just texted. You took too long, so she ordered pizza. But we’ve got to go pick it up.”

			“Okay.”

			“People don’t usually change, you know,” Mariah said. “But women always want to believe they can be the one to make that happen.”

			“Since when did you become so wise?” Sarcasm dripped from my tongue. I wasn’t about to let a seventeen-year-old deter my newfound hope. She didn’t have actual world experience. “I’m not saying he has changed. But it’s been a whole year. Why not give him a chance?”

			Andy was tall, blond, and charismatic. When he gave me his attention, he made my heart race. I wouldn’t commit to the man until I was sure he would prioritize me, but it was only dinner. I was welcome to walk away after that, so I might as well give it another try.

			Besides, my twenty-seventh birthday was fast approaching. The similarities between my life and literary Charlotte Lucas’s were too many for comfort right now, and I didn’t want to end up a spinster like her. If I was going to avoid that lonely fate, I didn’t have much time to lose. 

			***

			It was Friday night, and my blind date was on his way. The dress was stunning, my hair was perfect, and my makeup was tastefully done—but admittedly with more foundation than I’d worn in my entire life. The fake eyelashes were heavy on my eyelids, but they looked so pretty. The heels I’d snagged at Target lifted the hem of my gown from the floor so I wouldn’t trip over my feet all night, and maybe it was Beth’s relentless grin from behind me in the mirror, but I felt like a million bucks.

			“I wish I was going,” she pouted.

			“You can take my place.” I rubbed some of the bronzer off the side of my nose. Beth was an artist—my face was proof. She wielded her makeup brushes like I’d used to hold paint brushes. But my nose was on the small side to begin with, so I really didn’t need that little bit of extra contouring.

			She rolled her eyes. “Let’s get downstairs. You’re meeting at Vera’s, right?”

			“No, Vera is bringing him here.” Voices trailed up my small stairwell, a deeper tone mingling with the women’s. My heart paused for a beat. My date was here.

			From the sound of the conversation in the living room downstairs, everyone was here. I could hear Mom, Mariah, and Vera all chatting in jumbled, excited tones. Dad’s laugh broke through the din, and it occurred to me that he was likely speaking to my date—and hopefully keeping his middle-aged jokes to a minimum.

			“I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” I said, my body pulsing with anxiety. “Actually, scratch that. I know.”

			“You’re afraid the guy is going to be massively boring?” Beth’s head tilted in compassion, her narrow face creasing in thought. “Oh, I know. He’ll be a sports fanatic and talk football all night, and you won’t know what to say.”

			“Neither.” I shot her a playful glare. I wasn’t worried about liking my date. This was a favor for a friend. I was terrified the guy would be disappointed in me. But I wouldn’t say that out loud. I didn’t need Beth’s pep talk right now.

			She crossed the floor, swinging her bag of hair and makeup products over her shoulder. “Just text me if you need an out, and I’ll come down with a terrible case of hives.”

			“I’m not sure that would necessitate my leaving a charity ball.”

			“It would if I needed my bestie to drive me to the ER.” Beth skipped down the stairs ahead of me, her long, dark hair swinging behind her from its high ponytail.

			I grabbed my clutch and took the steps slowly, lifting the hem of my gown above my ankles. The silky underskirt grazed my legs, and I stilled halfway down the stairs. I had forgotten to shave.

			“Hello. I’m Beth.” I glanced up to catch her lifting her hand in a wave to someone in the living room. She looked at me over her shoulder, her dark eyebrows raised as she mouthed, gorgeous.

			Oh great. That didn’t help.

			Gathering my courage in a deep breath, I dropped the gown to cover my hairy legs, stepped out of the enclosed stairwell, and turned to face my family.

			I froze. There, standing opposite me, tall and handsome in a crisp black tux, his dark hair styled to the side, and his blue eyes bright even from a distance, was Liam Connell. Spike’s older brother.

			My mouth dropped open. Everyone else in the room seemed to blur away. Mom, Mariah, Vera, Dad, and Beth all continued to converse as though they had no idea that Liam and I were staring at one another in dumbfounded silence.

			His mouth quirked up into something of a faint smile, his gaze narrowing slightly. This was my date for the charity ball? I had to sit next to a guy at his own work function and help keep his mind off his ex-girlfriend, mere days after hitting his little brother with my car?

			Mariah stepped closer to Mom, beckoning me to join the circle. Her figure was hidden in an oversized sweatshirt, her hair pulled back in a scrunchy. I envied her casual loungewear. 

			An immediate hush swept the small group as everyone seemed to notice my presence. Dad whistled, grinning beneath his salt-and-pepper goatee, and I felt my cheeks grow warm, super conscious of the tight gown hugging my waist. I sucked in my stomach and sidled up between Beth and Mariah, using the ladies as sentinels.

			Vera grinned from across the rug, her hand strung through Liam’s arm.

			“Can we take a picture first?” Mom asked, and I felt my cheeks grow hot. What was this, prom?

			“I think we should probably get going,” I said, crossing through the group and lightly touching Vera’s free arm.

			Mom pouted, tucking her wavy brown hair behind her ear. “Just one picture?”

			“She needs to meet her date first, Allison,” Dad reminded her.

			“Oh, actually, we know each other.” I turned toward Liam, catching amusement on his face. Did he find this funny? Clearing my throat, I gestured to Beth. “I met him in Beth’s salon.”

			Liam raised his eyebrow, and I lifted a shoulder slightly in response. What? It was the truth.

			“It’s true,” he said, his voice deep and smooth. He could take a job as a radio host with that tone.

			Beth narrowed her gaze, examining my date until recognition lit her eyes.

			“There,” Mom said, guiding me around Vera and pushing me into Liam’s other side. His very firm, very unyielding side. “Right there. Perfect.”

			She stepped back and lifted her phone, her tongue darting between her teeth as she framed us in the photo. Vera began moving away to get out of the shot, and I turned to reach for her as Mom shouted, “Say cheese!”

			Vera slipped from my grip as my foot caught on the hem of my gown. My hands flew in the air as I yelped, searching for something to keep me from falling on the floor. Liam’s hands came around my waist, clutching me before I could lose all of my dignity, instead of just a portion of it.

			My heart raced, my fingers digging into Liam’s forearms. 

			“You all right?” he asked. 

			My gaze rested on his black bowtie, and I swallowed, nodding. His muscle definition was evident even through his coat sleeves. He’d stopped me from falling as though I weighed no more than a kitten. I wasn’t the type of girl to swoon over large, super-fit men, but something about Liam made my pulse hum. The man was tall, but he wasn’t huge. He was just really defined.

			“Close one!” Dad called, laughing as he approached. He slapped Liam on the back, who subsequently released me.

			I turned to the front door before anyone could beg another photo or make me blush harder. All Dad needed was a gentle prod, and he’d be shooting out the dad jokes like they were going out of style. He didn’t realize that they already had.

			“Have fun,” Mom called. I could hear her following us to the door, and I wanted to sink into the front porch. Honestly, all we needed was a corsage and a limo and this would be my prom date do-over—only fair, I supposed, since I never really got to do it the first time around after catching a nasty bout of food poisoning. I still couldn’t eat at the taco truck outside Dad’s office, and it had happened eight years ago.

			“Ready?” Liam asked, sidling up beside me as he dialed a number into his phone and lifted it to his ear. He cast me a side-glance. “Don’t judge the ride, okay? It was a freebie from work.”

			I faced him, delivering a bright smile. “I’m not picky.”

			“Hey, Fred,” he said, turning slightly as he spoke into the phone. “No, we’re at the next house over. The white one. Great, thanks.”

			Liam hung up his phone, his gaze resting on me. I’m sure his close study would have made me blush if my attention hadn’t been snagged by the long, black limo pulling in front of my house right then.

			I guess this was Prom 2.0 after all.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Liam stepped toward the limo and opened the door for me. A gentleman? How chivalrous. I half-expected his hand to come out and guide me into the car, but this wasn’t a carriage, and I didn’t actually need help. I needed to remind myself that despite his tall, dark, and extreme handsomeness, Liam wasn’t Mr. Darcy.

			Sliding onto the far side of the bench, I arranged my skirts around my legs, careful to cover every square inch of hairy shin. I felt like an Austen heroine, covering my ankles to retain propriety, and my mind drifted to the ball scene at Netherfield—the chaos, the dancers, the mother flinging her dessert on an unsuspecting man. I longed to experience deep romanticism, like Mr. Darcy asking Elizabeth to dance. But I had a feeling this charity ball was going to be nothing like Netherfield. For starters, synchronized group dances were a thing of the past. Unfortunately.

			The door shut with a thud, the engine purring as we rolled forward, and I was instantly hyperaware of the near-stranger sitting on the narrow bench seat beside me. Maybe it was the length of the interior making the seat feel smaller than average, but this limo was not as roomy as I’d imagined it would be. But what did I know? I spent my day-to-day in an old, reliable Corolla. 

			“How is Spike doing?” I asked, turning to watch my house disappear through the back window. Mom stood on the porch, and I could practically feel her beaming. I settled forward on the seat, fingering a loose thread on my clutch.

			“I took him into urgent care just to be sure he was fine,” Liam admitted.

			“And?”

			He smiled, flashing a set of bright-white teeth. “Turns out he was fine. His neck hasn’t bothered him since the accident.”

			“I’m pretty sure his neck didn’t bother him then either.”

			He turned sharply. “But you said—”

			“It was just an example. I wanted to explain why I’d asked for your number.”

			Liam stared at me, concern drawing his eyebrows together. I had the sense that this man felt an extreme degree of pressure—though where it came from was a mystery.

			His gaze bore into me, causing shivers to wash over my skin. Was it just me, or did the limo seem to shrink? Liam’s shoulders relaxed against the seat, pressing into my arm and sending every nerve in my body on high alert. Had he scooted closer? He seemed oblivious, while I was ultra-aware of every minor shift he made.

			“You care a lot about your brother.” Well, cool. My voice sounded strangled even to my own ears.

			“Someone needs to,” he muttered.

			That was a loaded sentence. Spike had glared at me each time I mentioned his mom in the salon. What was the deal with that, anyway? I tried to slide over on my seat to create a gap of space between dapper Darcy and myself. If we maintained this kind of contact, I was going to lose my ability to think straight—let alone breathe in a rhythm that didn’t call loads of attention to myself.

			“Sorry, ignore me. I’m just high-strung right now.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and dropping his forehead onto fisted hands.

			My shoulder felt like it could breathe normally again, but now his leg was pressing against my thigh. Heat ran down my leg, sparking where we touched and spreading like a California wildfire.

			He turned his head, resting his temple against his hands and giving me a sardonic smile. “I’m usually much better company than this. Not that it’s any excuse, but there is a lot on my plate, and Spike just adds to it. Constantly.”

			“Are your parents—”

			He shook his head. “Our dad died from cancer when Spike was really young, so he never really knew him, and my mom is . . . absent.”

			“So you’re Spike’s guardian?”

			“Something like that. Technically that’s Vera’s title, but Spike is a lot for her, and she’s not always around, so I took over.” His lips pinched together. “I never thought I’d be raising a teenager before I turned thirty. But our mom left us well provided for before she left. Who needs a mother anyway when you have a massive trust fund?” he said, sarcasm biting the edges of his tone.

			“I’m sorry.” I reached forward before my mind could catch up to my intentions and wrapped my fingers around his forearm. “That’s a lot of responsibility for one guy.” I could only imagine a smidgen of the burden on Liam’s shoulders. My teenage sister was a loaded hormonal bomb set to go off at any random moment. But I didn’t have to deal with her if I didn’t want to. I could go upstairs to my attic and escape her teenage tirades.

			Liam didn’t have the option of leaving his sibling to someone else. He had to face the loaded hormonal bomb himself.

			He looked at me, his gaze raking my face. “We find out what we’re capable of when we have no other choice.”

			I had no personal experience in the matter, but that seemed like an accurate assessment. The sheer weight of responsibility on his shoulders made me want to wrap Liam in a hug, but I kept my arms securely on my side of the limo. I was not about to push myself on a man who was still recovering from a difficult breakup—and who had recently texted I love you to someone.

			He sat up again, his shoulder pressed into me. Yes. He was most definitely scooting closer to me each time he shifted in his seat. But while my heart picked up speed with each scorching connection, Liam seemed completely unaware.

			This was why Beth should have been the man’s date. He was clearly in need of some comforting, to spend one night away from his responsibilities and let loose. He needed a burden-free evening.

			I was far too self-aware to give him that.

			His eyes sought mine. “How long have you worked at the bank?”

			Evidently Vera had given him some information about me. Too bad she didn’t fill me in on him too. I wouldn’t mind knowing a little more about his situation. If he wanted to change the subject, that was fine by me. He’d already shared a lot with a virtual stranger. Maybe there was something about getting Vera’s stamp of approval that made him feel as though he could trust me.

			I just needed to pretend that the pressure of his arm against mine wasn’t about to send me into convulsions. Was it normal to feel this much warmth when touching a man I didn’t know?

			He blinked at me. “If you don’t want to talk about work—”

			I shook my head. I really needed to quit getting distracted. “I’ve worked at the bank since I was sixteen. I got a paid internship as a teller in high school, and it turned into a real job when I was eighteen. I kept it all throughout college too.”

			His eyebrows rose. “Impressive. Did you get your degree in finance, then?”

			“No.” My cheeks went warm, and I slid a little lower in my seat. I was always so awkward when discussing my degree. I hated the look I got after divulging it.

			“Oh. What was your degree—”

			“You didn’t grow up around here, right?” I figured I would have known him if he’d been around. Vera had been my neighbor my entire life. Of course, she never informed me about how hot her grandson was, so clearly, she kept parts of her life private.

			“I grew up in San Diego and went to USC.” His smirk revealed just how obvious my change in subject was.

			I whistled. That was a really good school. Far better than our off-the-map state college. Even though our teachers liked to tout how we had one of the best schools in California, we weren’t close enough to a beach to bring in that much notoriety.

			“Why not San Diego State?” I asked.

			“My dad was a Trojan. We had a picture of him in his football uniform above our mantel, and I grew up dreaming of placing my own picture beside his.”

			My heart squeezed, and I wanted to reach forward and hold his hand, but I clenched my own together instead. When I’d touched his forearm earlier, he hadn’t seemed the least moved. Clearly Liam did not feel the same magnetic energy that I did.

			Not that I blamed him. The man was movie-star hot, and I was a lowly banker with a useless degree.

			“It’s part of why I wanted to help children all over the world learn to read,” he said, drawing my attention back. “I don’t have a teacher’s heart, but I can coach kids in football. So I let all the academic-minded saints teach reading and math and all those important life skills, and then I show the kids how to unwind.”

			I hated to sit there and blink at the man like he’d just gone on a diatribe in French, but I had no clue what he was talking about. “What?”

			“Teaching United,” he said, as though that would fill in the gaps.

			It didn’t.

			He must have read the confusion on my face because he continued to explain. “You know, the charity Teaching United. We are heading to a benefit in their honor right now.”

			“Oh, that. Vera never told me anything about the event except that her grandson—”

			“That I needed a date to keep my mind off my ex and her new boyfriend?”

			A blush rose to my cheeks. I had a hard time imagining why anyone would want to break up with a man who looked like this. “Something like that. So I really am at your disposal tonight. Whatever you need from me, it’s yours.”

			He gave me a loaded look, and I sank away from him, a deeper blush crawling up my neck. I hadn’t meant to sound so wanton. “You know,” I clarified, “at the event. I can be your buffer if you need it.”

			His smile grew wide. “I’ll need it. Naomi can be . . . difficult.”

			No wonder he had a hard time around his ex if she was that terrible. “All right, if I’m going to become a wall between you and your ex-girlfriend, I have a feeling I’m going to need more information than that.”

			Liam laughed out loud, and my grin matched his. I couldn’t help it. The sound was so warm and unexpected.

			He looked at me apologetically, and a warning bell went off in my gut. “I’m not sure how to prepare you. I’m assuming Vera told you all about our situation.”

			I shook my head.

			“She didn’t say anything? You’re telling me you just agreed to do this out of the kindness of your heart?”

			“That, and maybe I was guilted into it a little.” She had told me that Liam was suffering, but I wasn’t about to admit that. Besides, he looked perfectly fine right now. Too fine, actually.

			Liam chuckled, the sound low and warm and delicious. “You don’t hold your punches, do you? You could have at least pretended to want to be here.” His smile slipped. “So wait, you know nothing about where we’re heading?”

			“Nothing,” I confirmed.

			Liam fixed his gaze on me, and his expression became stone.

			I chuckled. “Why do I have the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me?”

			“Probably because it’s true.”

			The limo rolled to a stop. Liam drew in a breath, watching me through wary eyes as the door flew open before a wide, red carpet, and cameras flashed like a strobe light just outside the limo.

			“I didn’t realize there would be press,” I said, my throat tight. I seriously hated having my photo taken. “Why are they even here?”

			He glanced over his shoulder before pointing to a beautiful, tall woman with striking red hair and a long cream gown. “They’re here for her.”

			“Who is she?”

			“My ex.”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			The redhead on the red carpet glanced over her shoulder, holding her expression in a firm smolder as more flashes went off. Someone called, “On your left, Naomi! On your left!” and she obediently turned more fully toward us.

			My heart sank to the depths of my stomach, and all breath left my lungs. I clutched Liam’s sleeve and hissed, “No one told me your ex is a movie star.”

			He gave me an apologetic shrug before climbing from the limo and leaving me to hyperventilate in peace. There was no earthly way I was about to step out of the car now and into the mass of paparazzi. Vera said nothing about Liam’s ex being one of the most famous women in Hollywood. The minx. She was most certainly getting a piece of my mind when I made it home—precisely fifteen minutes from now.

			Vera should have listened to me when I suggested Beth for this job. Beth would love the attention, the glamour. The whole celebrity thing appealed to her on a level that I couldn’t appreciate. This experience was entirely wasted on me.

			Liam leaned down. “Are you coming?”

			“Nope.”

			He cracked a beautiful smile, and I could absolutely see what Naomi Price saw in him. Oh. My. Goodness. He was handsome. Straight-edge jawline under a perfect smile and lacking all appearance of conceit.

			Vera arranged for me to be Liam’s date so he would be distracted from his ex. Me distract him from Naomi freaking Price. I felt bile climb up my throat. I was going to be sick.

			Liam looked over his shoulder. “There’s another car waiting to let out some passengers behind us.”

			“Go on without me. I can’t do it.”

			He shifted from amused to concerned instantly, and my heart flipped over in my chest. That he would feel concern for me was touching but painful. It was the same expression he’d worn coming into the salon the day I hit Spike, the same expression he had while talking about his responsibilities earlier on the ride to the ball. And here I was pouting in the backseat, afraid to step onto the carpet because of how I paled in comparison to a movie star.

			It wasn’t right. Liam deserved better than this. I just needed to remind myself that I was a fill-in date. I wasn’t anything to Liam except a glorified bodyguard in a dazzling mauve gown with fantastic lace that made me feel like an absolute princess. I could do this.

			Sliding on the seat, I drew in a breath and swung my shaky legs onto the street. Liam reached for me, and I folded my hand into his, letting him pull me from the limo and onto the plush, velvet carpet.

			Lights flashed around us as people called to Liam, questioning him on everything from what he was wearing to how he felt about seeing Naomi this evening. Of course the media knew who Liam was. Anyone who followed those sorts of things had to know the face of the ex-boyfriend of America’s current sweetheart. Of course, I wasn’t one of those people.

			But Beth was. Why hadn’t she said anything?

			“Liam, who is your date?”

			“Liam, can we get the name of your date?”

			“Who’s on your arm, Liam?”

			He pulled me closer, holding my fingers firmly as his free arm went to the small of my back. Leaning close, he whispered, “Do you want me to keep you anonymous?”

			His breath tickled my ear, sending a chill down my neck, and I glanced into his eyes—and then promptly wished I hadn’t.

			The deep-blue depths showed concern for me, and I had the overwhelming desire to ease his burdens. “No, I have nothing to hide.”

			Something flashed in his eyes, and he gave me a brief, appreciative smile before glancing at the photographers. “Charlie Lucas.”

			Questions bombarded me, one after the other. A balding man in the very front hollered, positioning his camera as he asked, “Charlie, who are you wearing?”

			“My best friend’s closet,” I said, flashing him a smile. I didn’t even think to look at the tag. Hopefully this didn’t make it into the back section of whatever magazine was covering this event, or Beth would kill me.

			Or maybe she wouldn’t. I could just get her name put in ink too. I lifted my hand toward my hair. “My whole look is Beth Parker.”

			“Beth Parker?”

			“Yes, of Bella Diva Salon.”

			I got a few confused glances before Liam turned me away from the cameras and toward the door of the massive hotel. Naomi Price slipped inside ahead of us, but not before giving me a solid once-over.

			“Wow, she’s intimidating.”

			Liam’s hand squeezed my waist. “You did great out there.”

			I shot him what I hoped was a very sarcastic grin. “You mean shouting my best friend’s name to give her two milliseconds of fame?”

			He chuckled. “Hopefully she gets it, then.”

			***

			My experience with charity balls was limited—as in, nonexistent—so when we stepped through the sweeping, grand foyer of the hotel and followed the clear signs toward the ballroom labeled Teaching United Charity Ball, I was not prepared for the sight. Dim lighting kept the ambiance smooth with the help of a gentle saxophone as men and women littered the room in glossy gowns and elegant tuxedos.

			I felt completely out of my comfort zone.

			Tightening my hold on Liam, I leaned closer to him. “You didn’t tell me it was going to be so . . .”

			“Big?” he asked.

			I faced him, my raised eyebrows mimicking his. This was the sort of party attended by the uber-rich in TV shows and movies. Not real people in real life. I saw more than one famous person that I had previously only seen on large screens—or my own TV—and my heart rate increased with each new face. Would it be totally gauche to ask them to take a selfie with me?

			Yes. Not cool, Charlie.

			Liam, on the other hand, totally fit in. He could have walked straight out of a GQ photoshoot; he looked so tall, lean, and perfect.

			Pulling my hand from Liam’s, I smoothed it down my gown. I was completely out of my element amidst the elegance, and we’d hardly stepped into the room.

			“So you work for Teaching United?”

			He watched me, his eyes dancing. “Sort of.”

			Had I messed up? Vera had told me her grandson’s work was being recognized this evening, hadn’t she? I opened my mouth to inquire further when a voice cut me off.

			“Liam!” a guy called, raising a champagne flute in salute. He started toward us, nearly bowling over a tall, lithe couple posing beside a cocktail table.

			“Gordon,” Liam acknowledged, his mouth widening into a grin. He turned to me. “This is one of my coworkers.”

			I nodded, stepping closer to Liam as a group passed behind me. Electricity hummed between us. I hazarded a glance at him, but his focus was on his friend. Maybe the electricity was only one-sided. Which was fine, since Liam’s heart was probably not available.

			“You’ve got a speech ready, right?” Gordon asked.

			“No. I was going to let Ruby handle that.”

			Gordon nodded slowly, his mouth turning down at the ends.

			“What do you know?” Liam asked, a weary note in his voice.

			Gordon lifted his shoulders, an unconvincing confusion falling over his features.

			“Gordon.”

			“What?” Gordon asked. “Come on, man. If you really think she’s going to let you get away with not getting up at all, then you are in some serious denial.”

			“I—” Liam stepped back, scrubbing a hand over his face, and bumped into me. I moved away, but his hand came out to clutch my wrist. “Pardon me,” he said, before turning back to Gordon. “This is Charlie. Charlie, meet my most trusted advisor.”

			The tone to his title was wry, and Gordon’s face split into a grin. He reached forward to shake my hand. “So you’re the blind date? Grandma Vera didn’t do too bad.”

			“Um, thanks?” I was unsure if that was meant as a compliment. “If you’ve got business to discuss, I can meet you at the table. I’ll just go find our place.”

			“No,” Liam said, tightening his hold on my arm. “I am not that bad of a date, I promise. If I get called up there for a speech, I’ll wing it. That’s the best they get when I don’t have any warning.” His shoulder lifted in a casual shrug, and I envied his nonchalance. If I’d been called on to deliver a last-minute speech, I’d be fighting an anxiety attack at present. Did he see how many celebrities were here? I’d counted eight now. Eight.

			“You guys planning to dance?” Gordon asked, his head flicking toward the musicians.

			“You know I don’t dance,” Liam said.

			Gordon looked at me, his thick eyebrows raised. “I guess that means no.”

			Liam grimaced, apologetically. “I’m sorry. I just really hate it.”

			My hands came up in surrender. “It’s fine, really.” The longer this date went on, the less it resembled prom, after all. Which was fine. I wasn’t really a date. I was a bodyguard.

			“Should we find our table?” he asked, his voice lowering. “They’ll probably start the program soon.”

			I nodded, clutching my small purse in one hand while my other lifted the hem of my gown. Liam cocked an elbow like they did in old movies, and for a split second I imagined his dark hair done up in a messy way like Colin Firth and a cravat around his throat instead of the impeccable black bow tie.

			Liam cleared his throat, and I dropped my hem to the floor. I guess if I tripped, Liam would probably catch me before I fell flat on my face.

			Clutching his arm and pretending I was being led into a minuet on the arm of Mr. Darcy—instead of across a floor of overly done-up socialites and business executives—I stepped as gracefully as I could. Liam directed me around cocktail tables holding errant, empty champagne flutes and through groups of people chatting. He did not pause once, though he was constantly raising a hand in acknowledgment of a friend or responding to a called-out greeting.

			I wanted him to pause when we passed the star of the medical television drama I’d been watching for the last decade, but Liam pulled me right past him too.

			Approaching the tables set up on the far end of the large ballroom, we located the one with our name tags just before the raised stage, and Liam pulled out a chair facing the dais for me.

			“I think I’m missing something here,” I said as Liam pulled a second chair out and lowered himself into the one beside me. “What exactly do you do, anyway? And what kind of charity brings this many A-listers to northern California?”

			“A worthy one,” he said. His gaze trailed away from me, searching the room. “Teaching United is building an office here in Bellmead right now. And truthfully, getting a group of celebrities to join us in the wine country wasn’t a struggle. Most of these people have houses up here anyway.”

			I felt so awkward. I couldn’t squash the impression that Liam was being extra courteous. The man I’d met in Beth’s salon had been high-powered and distracted. He was opposite now in every way. And the last thing I wanted was to make Liam feel tied to my side when his grandmother set up this blind date to benefit him.

			My gaze traveled over the dinner tables. We were the only two people currently seated, besides a very old woman in a bright-orange dress, her mouth pinched and her hands waiting casually in her lap. Had he brought me straight to the table because I’d been so scared to come inside? I wasn’t afraid of celebrities, exactly, but it was a sweet notion all the same.

			“Would you prefer to mingle first?” I asked, delivering a wide smile—I hoped I didn’t look like I was baring my teeth at him. “It doesn’t look like they’re going to begin yet.”

			“No,” he said at once, directing his smooth gaze at me. “Tell me about yourself. You grew up here, right?”

			I nodded.

			“Liam Connell!” a high-pitched voice said behind us.

			I could sense Liam tensing, and I glanced over my shoulder to find a tall, lithe Naomi Price standing just behind us. She hung on the arm of a very tall, very bored-looking—and well-known—celebrity, and her wide smile was fastened on Liam.

			They were both so much more gorgeous in person than they were on TV. It was entirely unfair.

			Liam held her gaze. His voice resigned, he said, “Hello, Naomi.”

			“Do you know Rhett Myers?” she purred. Her voice was just as rich as it sounded on the big screen, her hair just as vibrant.

			“Yes,” Liam said, rising to shake Rhett’s hand. Of course he knew Rhett Myers. Everyone knew the man who’d won the Oscar for best supporting actor last year.

			To my utter mortification, Liam turned and indicated me. “This is my date, Charlie Lucas.”

			We exchanged greetings, and Naomi’s cold eyes were tight as they swept over my gown, calculatingly judging every inch of me. She dismissed me with a flick of her eyes and pinched lips, and it dawned on me immediately that I was making her jealous. America’s sweetheart was jealous of me. That really could only mean one thing: Liam was the instigator of their breakup. 

			But hadn’t Vera said the opposite?

			“Oh, lucky us,” Naomi said, releasing her date’s arm to clasp her hands together. She stepped around Liam and indicated the place setting beside his. “It looks like we get to sit together.”

			Liam’s face pinched as though he’d swallowed a fish whole. Naomi sat in her seat, her date whispering something into her ear before turning away and crossing the room toward the bar.

			Lights flashed softly overhead, and people began milling toward the tables. A woman stepped onto the stage, her hands clasped softly before her red gown and her black hair tastefully pinned back on one side while large waves cascaded over her shoulder. She waited as more people claimed their seats, her eyes darting around the room before settling on our table.

			I should have been concerned by the satisfied smile she wore, but Rhett Myers returned, distracting me, and handed Naomi a drink before sitting on her right. I couldn’t help but stare at him and imagine the supervillain role he’d played, which won him the Oscar. It had been such a lovable role—the one where you keep hoping he won’t turn around and betray his wholesome brother again, but he does anyway.

			The lights went out, with a single spotlight highlighting the woman on the dais. “Welcome to the Teaching United Charity Ball. We are overwhelmed by the donations made thus far and hope you will enjoy the dinner and dancing, your hearts made lighter from the contribution you’ve made to bettering the lives of children all over the world.”

			Liam shifted in his seat until his leg pressed against mine. Chills swept through my body, followed by a wave of heat when he rested his hand on my knee and leaned close. I offered him my ear, grateful the dark could cover my rapid breathing. I needed to get a handle on myself. I was developing a crush on Vera’s grandson, and it was not good. There was no way this would end well.

			“That’s Ruby Fischer. She basically runs the entire organization.” His breath tickled my ear, sending a shiver down my shoulder. His hand tightened on my knee. “Are you cold?”

			Oh goodness. He’d noticed my shiver. I shook my head, afraid of croaking if I tried to speak.

			Liam leaned closer, his breath grazing my ear. “I can give you my jacket.”

			Another traitorous chill shook my shoulders. He sat back and unbuttoned his tux, and my hand flew to his to halt him. “I really don’t need it.”

			He looked disbelieving, but when his gaze settled on mine, his eyes were swarming with depth and warmth that made my breath catch. Was I wrong? Did Liam feel that same electricity between us, like a live wire left unattended and sparking at every tiny motion?

			No. It couldn’t be. His caliber of girlfriend was sitting three feet away from me in all her flawless glory, and I could not even measure up to the perfection of her manicure. I curled my half-bitten nails into my palms. 

			“Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage the president of Teaching United, our very own Liam Connell.”

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Liam’s face lost the warmth he was directing at me, as though someone had dumped an entire bucket of ice water on him while simultaneously pulling his chair out from beneath him. The ballroom erupted in cheers and clapping. Even Naomi Price looked warmly at Liam as he pasted a smile on his face and stood up.

			I joined the applause, but Liam startled me when he leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I blame you for distracting me. I have no earthly idea what I’m being called up for.”

			Shivers chased my spine as I watched Liam approach the dais and lean forward to kiss Ruby Fischer on the cheek. He whispered something in her ear, and I watched for Ruby to have the same shivering reaction I had, but she remained composed.

			How did she manage that?

			She laughed, throwing her head back before saying something to Liam, and he nodded. The tease. He had totally said that to guilt me. He was no longer approaching the mic unprepared. He must have just asked the emcee why she called him up to the stage.

			“Thank you for being here today,” Liam said, his deep voice washing over the crowd and causing the applause to still and the room to grow quiet. He was so tall, so commanding, his simple, relaxed bearing commandeering the entire room.

			“When I started this foundation, I had no idea how large it would grow.”

			Excuse me? Started the foundation?

			“To date, I’ve played four hundred sixty-two football games overseas, which means that many, many more lessons were taught, math was learned, and books were read. My amazing friend and the executive director of Teaching United, Ruby Fischer, has put together a slideshow for us to see some of the incredible children who are benefitting from your generous donations.” He paused, his gaze sweeping the room until it landed on our table. I felt like he was looking directly into my soul, but every other woman in the immediate radius likely felt the same thing.

			“Please consider the state of these children and how further donations will be put to great use. If you’re interested in becoming an advocate for Teaching United, or a teacher or mentor, please see me or Ruby or the tab on our website that says in huge, bold letters, Join Us.” His lips lifted into a delicious half-smile, a crease forming in his cheek. “We will take all the help we can get.”

			Gentle laughter weaved through the seated socialites, and Liam thanked the audience before saying something to Ruby and then walking out of the ballroom. I had to force myself not to follow him with my eyes, but I couldn’t help the disappointment I felt that he hadn’t immediately come to sit beside me again.

			“He’s always had such charisma,” Naomi said, leaning over Liam’s empty seat. “I always told him he should go into acting, but he’s too stubborn for it.”

			Or maybe too humble. But I didn’t say that to her. Instead, I smiled and turned my attention to the large screen lowering at the front of the room. I hadn’t ever been addressed before by a movie star, but I found that it wasn’t as exciting as I would have imagined.

			The slideshow began, and Ruby left the stage, standing to the side with her hands clasped before her. She was so elegant, and I couldn’t help but feel a tad jealous at the way Liam had been so easy around her. What had he called her? His amazing friend?

			I wouldn’t mind being Liam’s amazing friend. But then again, this was all just one big favor—and the longer I sat on this date, the longer I felt like Liam was doing the favor for me. I wasn’t even doing my job as a buffer between Liam and his ex-girlfriend. They were literally sitting next to each other. Not that he had appeared put off by the matter beyond his initial expression when she had sat down.

			But he was such a nice guy. He probably wouldn’t show Naomi how much he was struggling, would he? And I’d promised Vera to do my best. She had explicitly told me how terribly Liam had wallowed after losing Naomi. Maybe that was why he had escaped the ballroom. He probably needed a minute to catch his breath before sitting beside his ex again.

			Well, if I never saw him again after this night, at least I could say that I kept my word to Vera and made myself a wall between Liam and Naomi.

			A photo slid onto the big screen, catching my attention. Naomi Price in a casual shirt, shorts, and cute tennis shoes, with her hair thrown back in a ponytail, was running down a dirt field, her hands up in preparation to catch the football Liam had just thrown. A gaggle of younger children was running after her, preparing to tackle, and the grins on Naomi’s and Liam’s faces were revoltingly joyous.

			Yes. This man had clearly loved this woman very much at one point.

			I took the opportunity fate kindly presented and slid over into Liam’s seat. Naomi appeared startled, shooting me a delicate side-eye.

			“I can’t believe you actually went overseas with Teaching United,” I whispered. “That must have been such an incredible experience.”

			“It was unique.”

			If I needed proof that she only talked to me earlier to get to Liam, it was plainly before me. I was about as interesting to her as a bowl of oatmeal.

			By the time Liam returned to the table, the slideshow had nearly ended, and I was still in his seat. He silently pulled the chair out beside mine and lowered himself while I was caught in the stream of photos of adorable small children with too-large ratty T-shirts and grins spread over their exuberant faces. My heart squeezed, and I had the sudden, deep longing to hop on a plane and become a volunteer for Teaching United.

			It didn’t matter that I didn’t have any teaching experience, right? I could show the kids how to count money quickly, organizing the bills properly as I went. Or how to binge an entire season of The Great British Bake Off with no breaks except to refill the pretzel bowl or grab another Diet Coke.

			Clearly I was full of valuable life skills.

			“What did you think?”

			Liam startled me, and I leaned over. “The slideshow worked. I’m ready to spend my savings on a plane ticket and join you guys.”

			Liam looked relieved. “Ruby worked pretty hard on it. I’m glad you liked it.”

			“Those kids . . .”

			“Exactly,” he agreed, eyes glittering. “Those kids are why we do it. They have the sweetest spirits, so eager to learn. Even if they think my American ball is weird sometimes.”

			I laughed. I could imagine them thinking our football was a strange shape.

			Ruby returned to the stage and introduced one of the teachers who was going to share her experience while dinner was brought out. The program passed quickly, plates were removed, and Ruby invited all of the guests to enjoy the dancing.

			But we wouldn’t be doing that because Liam just didn’t like dancing. That was what he said, right?

			He leaned forward and said into my ear, “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			Liam’s gaze flicked to Naomi and back. I had been right; he’d been hiding his discomfort earlier. This whole situation was weird, and Vera should have provided me with a rap sheet that outlined what on earth was going on between Liam and his movie-star ex-girlfriend. I wasn’t an extrovert by any means—clearly—but I could step up and guard Liam from Naomi if he needed me to. That was the entire reason I was here.

			Once this night ended, I would retreat to my attic, fill my mental batteries with isolation and a good book, and return to my regularly programmed life.

			“I’ve got your back,” I said.

			“Remind me to thank Vera later for this date.”

			“I think it’s me you need to thank,” I said, grinning.

			“Then remind me to thank you later.”

			Whoa. Heat rushed to my cheeks. I’m sure he hadn’t meant to make that sound like he was planning on thanking me with his lips on mine, but my mind immediately rushed to create that mental image and enjoy it. I turned away to regain my bearings and caught Naomi’s eye. The woman looked two degrees away from crazed.

			“Liam,” she said, her voice slightly breathless. “Have you managed to secure your vacation home yet? I know how much you were looking forward to that.”

			“No, actually, I’ve put off those plans for a while. Building the office up here has become more of a project than I anticipated.”

			He said nothing more, and I leaned back in my seat so I wasn’t in the direct line of fire. As in, fire that was about to shoot from Naomi’s dragon eyes.

			“What a shame.”

			“I have discovered that I can live without it right now.” Liam leaned back in his seat, his leg brushing mine. “I’ll think about Maui again after Spike graduates.”

			“From college?” she snapped.

			Tension grew thick, and I searched my brain for some way to change the topic. I was supposed to be buffering. I really wasn’t great at this.

			“Will Spike go to college next year?” I asked, hoping that was a safe route to take.

			Liam’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. “His goal is USC’s school of dramatic arts. We’ll see.”

			“Your brother, Spike? Like the skater kid with band T-shirts and Converse?”

			Liam nodded.

			I had a hard time wrapping my head around the idea of the careless teen enjoying drama class. I’d hardly got two words out of him while we’d waited together in Beth’s salon. But hey, maybe he was one of those brooding, artistic types and had a thing for directing or something.

			There was no understanding teenagers.

			“You know, Liam,” Naomi said, leaning so far over I thought her dress would fall off. “I was in Paris a few weeks ago and stopped by that cute little bistro we found by the Seine for lunch.”

			They went to Paris together? This relationship must have been really serious. Rhett Myers looked increasingly bored, and I wondered briefly if I should ask him to dance so we could leave Naomi to get everything out of her system. It was so obvious the woman wanted to be alone with Liam.

			And I was just dying to hear what happened between them, which I was certain Rhett knew.

			But I also had a job to do.

			“Is there anything planned for this evening besides dancing?” I asked Liam.

			“Not really. Just mingling, dancing, begging celebrities for money . . .” He shot Rhett a grin, and the man smiled for the first time all evening.

			“Speaking of,” Liam said, standing from the table. “I should probably be making the rounds right now.” He reached for me, and I picked up my clutch before taking his hand and letting him pull me up. Offering me his elbow, Liam said a quick farewell, then led me away from the tables. Eyes moved to follow us, and I had never before felt so proud and anxious at the same time.

			There was something really powerful about being on the arm of the man in charge. Against my better judgment, I found I liked it very much.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			The only thing that would improve the already perfect experience I’d had thus far was if Liam kissed me good night. Not that I expected it, but a woman could dream.

			The limo drove us back to my home, letting both of us out in front of my parents’ house—I assumed Liam had left his car at his grandma’s. It was past two in the morning, and he walked me all the way to my door, the automatic porch light coming on and nearly blinding both of us.

			I fumbled in my clutch for my keys while Liam stood nearby, waiting with a tired, patient expression.

			“Thanks for taking me tonight,” I said. How was it possible to lose my keys in such a tiny purse? Unless . . . had I brought keys? I started pulling everything out. Phone, lipstick, compact mirror. “Do you mind?” I asked, and Liam put his hands out to hold my things.

			Next came tweezers and then an emergency pack of tissues. I felt around the lining in case the keys somehow slipped behind it, but it was empty.

			“You didn’t bring keys?”

			“I guess not.” I glanced up at the darkened windows. By now even Mariah was totally asleep. I would bet money on it. The street was so silent, it felt like Liam and I were the only two people in the world awake. Too bad I was missing my keys or this could have been somewhat romantic. Now I was going to have to let Liam hold my things while I hoisted up my skirt and climbed up to the second-story window.

			“I bet you could crash at Vera’s—”

			“It’s fine.” I kicked my heels off. “I always leave one window unlocked.”

			“That seems totally safe. Have you thought of maybe just getting a keypad on the door?”

			“My dad’s afraid of people guessing the correct code.”

			Liam chuckled at the notion, and I passed him, lifting the hem of my skirt. By the time I reached the grass, his chuckling stopped.

			“Wait, you’re not really going to climb that, are you?”

			He meant the trellis. “Yes. It’s secure; don’t worry.” I took hold and shook it for good measure.

			“I can’t let you climb that.”

			I paused, my hand on the wooden trellis. Let me? Was he serious? I moved to get a good foothold, and Liam shoved all my things into his pockets, then shrugged out of his coat.

			“I’ve done this before,” I assured him. Why did he think I left the window unlocked? I had a tendency of forgetting my keys if I wasn’t the one driving.

			Draping his coat over the porch railing, Liam began unfastening his cuffs. “You aren’t climbing that.”

			“And neither are you,” I argued. “You’ll ruin your tux.”

			His eyebrow lifted. One eyebrow. “What about your dress?”

			Shoot. Not my dress. Beth’s dress. He had me there.

			“Fine, I’ll let you do it.” I stepped away from the trellis, my hands raised in surrender.

			Liam got a good hold before he climbed up the white lattice, dodging the plants as he went.

			“Don’t hurt the clematis,” I whisper-yelled.

			Liam paused, looking down at me over his shoulder. “The what?”

			“The vines.”

			I could hear his chuckle from ten feet below and was glad when he finally made it to the attic window and let himself inside. It closed behind him, and I went to the front door to wait. By the time Liam made his way downstairs and opened the door, I was beginning to worry that he’d gotten lost in the mess in my room.

			The door swung open. “Well, I guess it’s an adventure with you, isn’t it, Charlie?”

			“I’m pretty sure you’re the only man in the world who would believe that to be the case.” Clamping my mouth shut, I gave him a smile, hoping to avoid further conversation on the matter.

			“Whose room was that?”

			“It’s kind of my apartment,” I said. “Just for now, while I figure things out.”

			Which was code for—I’m an adult who’s living like a teenager in her parents’ attic and calling it an apartment to make it sound better.

			Lifting my shoes by the straps, I hovered in the doorway. Any romance that lingered after we’d left the ball was gone now, and a simple camaraderie sat between us. Maybe he would slap me on the back like a bro and leave.

			Except that this small part of me didn’t want him to go yet. We had no reason to see one another again after he left, and the idea of saying goodbye now left me somewhat forlorn.

			Which, even I had to admit, was slightly ridiculous. I’d felt this sort of one-sided chemistry all evening, and Liam had done nothing to indicate that he was even remotely available or interested in me. He was nice, even somewhat flirtatious. But nothing he said or did gave me a foundation to believe that my childish crush was reciprocated.

			I stood in my doorway, somewhat pathetically waiting for a romantic farewell when the man probably just wanted to be rid of his extra mauve appendage of the evening.

			Liam leaned forward, and my heart raced. He was doing it, he was coming toward me, his gaze locked on mine, his lips parting just so.

			This man was about to kiss me.

			Heart pounding, I lifted my face, allowing my eyelids to drift closed in anticipation when Liam’s soft lips made contact, and he kissed me . . . on the cheek.

			“Goodnight, Charlie.”

			My eyes shot open and caught him smiling grimly. Oh. My. Goodness. He could tell that I thought he was about to kiss me on the lips. Utter mortification washed through me, and I stepped back into the shadows of the house.

			“Good night,” I called faintly, grateful he couldn’t see how furiously I was blushing. I was certain my face had never gone so hot before in my life.

			I watched him walk away, the coat of his tux hanging loosely over his arm, before I escaped inside and bolted the door behind me, leaning against it and dropping my head into my hands.

			I guess I only had myself to blame. Why hadn’t I left my eyes open? I should have waited for the contact to close them in delighted bliss—for I was positive that’s what kissing Liam would have been. No one exuded that much raw magnetism without having a kiss to match.

			And I would never experience such a thing because I would never see Liam Connell again. At least, not if I could help it.

			***

			The world of the living called to me, pulling me from the depths of the deepest, sweetest sleep I’d had in a while. Literally. My date from the charity ball had made an appearance, only we hadn’t been at the ball. My dream took place entirely in Paris, with us eating chocolate at the top of the Eiffel Tower. Chemistry went both ways in my sleep, and Dream Liam had reciprocated every move I made, clear up until I fed him a chocolate, and he started leaning toward me, the glittering lights of Paris below and around us as his gaze fixed on my lips and—

			My mom woke me up.

			“Charlie! Get up!”

			Wasn’t your mom supposed to stop waking you up in the morning once you left high school? And on a Saturday, no less. Groaning, I rolled over and shoved my face deep into my pillow. Maybe if I went back to sleep right now, Dream Liam would pick up right where he’d left off.

			“Charlie!”

			I really needed to find my own place again. This situation was only meant to be temporary originally, but then I’d grown complacent, comfortable. Besides, I was helping out so much around the house that it was just easier to be around.

			“I’m up,” I called.

			Shoving my fluffy down comforter back, I sat up, blinking at the clock. Wasn’t there somewhere I was supposed to be today?

			Andy.

			I fell back on my bed, covering my face with my hands. Why had I agreed to go out with a guy who’d stood me up time and again, who constantly made me wait for him, who never valued me? At the time, I was glad I had broken things off. But then in the parking lot, his desire was plain, and I was so weak. Or maybe just starved for affection and attention.

			But who didn’t love the feeling of being admired, desired, wanted? Part of me had fleetingly hoped that maybe the chemistry between Liam and me would develop into something a little more. I’d never felt anything so palpable in my entire life. But no. Any affection there was destined to belong to Dream Liam alone.

			“You know,” Mom said from my doorway, startling me, “Vera was expecting you ten minutes ago.”

			Shoot! It wasn’t Andy’s date I was trying to remember; it was planting Vera’s tulips. I stood up, running to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face, and stared at the horror in the mirror. My hair was sort of crunchy from leftover hairspray and had somehow grown in volume. I’d taken out the pins last night and washed my face before falling into bed but hadn’t bothered doing anything else, and now I looked like a full-on lioness. Grabbing a scrunchy from the drawer, I threw my hair into a messy bun and brushed my teeth while my mom walked around my attic, straightening up.

			I tried not to think about the piles of laundry Liam had probably dodged or the empty cans of Diet Coke he’d had to move out of the windowsill in order to climb in. I surveyed the room from an outsider’s perspective, and my cheeks warmed. Well, so what if I was kind of a slob? I had too many other things on my plate to worry about folding laundry and putting it away.

			“You got home pretty late,” Mom said, clearly trying and failing to sound nonchalant.

			“Liam had to make sure the VIP guests got off all right before we could leave. He felt bad about keeping me there, but I had fun.” I wasn’t sad about watching celebrities chatting and saying goodbye to one another before getting in their various cars to leave. It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience for me.

			Mom’s eyes lit up. She was hungry for a wedding, and I was her only ticket there until Mariah grew up.

			She clutched my yellow polka-dot sweater to her chest. “Are you going on another date?”

			“Yes. Well, no—not with Liam.”

			Her shoulders literally rose and then fell in a physical representation of her hopes soaring before being obliterated. “What do you mean? Did you meet someone else?”

			How would she take this news? She had liked Andy. She was disappointed when we broke up. But I didn’t want to raise her hopes again if I decided tonight that we just didn’t suit.

			“I really need to get going, Mom. I’m so late.”

			I escaped into my closet, flipped the light switch on, and began changing out of my grungy sweats into grungy yoga pants and a T-shirt. I was going to be digging in dirt; I didn’t need to look good.

			“I don’t understand why you don’t tell me things,” Mom bemoaned, and I steeled myself against the guilt seeping under the door and threatening to grab me. “I can keep a secret.”

			First off, false. Second, it wasn’t about whether or not she would tell Mariah, Dad, and every one of our neighbors. It was about keeping her own feelings from going through unnecessary anguish if Andy and I didn’t work out. Again.

			She sighed. “Mariah told me all about the boy in the play she’s crushing on. Apparently, he texted Amy to ask if Mariah was dating anyone.”

			Case in point. Revealing Mariah’s secrets wasn’t the best way to get me to open up about mine.

			Wait. I stuck my head out of my closet door. “The boy in the play? Did Mariah hear back about the parts?”

			Mom’s smile was triumphant, and I wasn’t sure why. I still hadn’t told her anything. “She got the part for Elizabeth Bennet. And her crush is playing Mr. Darcy.”

			Even my younger sister was an Elizabeth. I was forever going to be the Charlotte. “Hopefully that works out for her.” I pulled on a faded Giants baseball T-shirt and found an old pair of Converse in the bottom of my shoe pile. Passing Mom, I sat on the edge of my bed to pull my socks and shoes on.

			“I’m heading to the club to set up for bunko,” she said. “So I’ll be out for the rest of the day. You joining us tonight?”

			She’d been trying to get me to join her bunko ladies’ group ever since I’d moved into the attic. I was steadily holding out against dipping that far down into spinsterhood. I hadn’t quite given up on myself yet.

			“Maybe next time,” I said as I brushed past her, running down the stairs. I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and peeled a banana, throwing the peel into the trash before skipping out the door.

			I ran across the lawn, shoving the fruit into my mouth, the bright sun rising steadily in the sky and reminding me of my tardiness. Knocking a few times to warn Vera, I let myself into the house.

			“Vera,” I called, “I’m here.”

			“In the kitchen, dear,” she said, and I followed the familiar route down the hall. This house screamed money, from the ultra-white floors, walls, and furniture to the massive, expensive paintings dotting the place. Sometimes when I house-sat for Vera, I would select a painting, plant myself comfortably before it, and stare, measuring the lighting and the thickness of brush strokes. Mariah caught me doing it once, and now she liked to tease me, but yes, I was one of those people who went to museums and stood in front of paintings for inordinate amounts of time. So sue me.

			“I’m so sorry I’m late,” I called, pausing in the hallway where a painting was now missing. “Your grandson kept me out way too late last night, and my mom had to wake me up. What am I, sixteen?”

			“Charlie,” Vera called, amusement evident in her tone.

			“Yeah? Where is your Vienna Canal?” I rounded the corner before halting abruptly, my thumb hitched over my shoulder in the direction of the empty wall. Heat soared through my body, racing up my neck and into my cheeks. I was blushing so hard my forehead was probably scarlet.

			I swallowed. “Oh. Hi, Liam.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Would I forever be that girl who shoved her feet into her mouth and said idiotic things? Liam looked amused, and if I wasn’t so mortified I would have appreciated the charming resemblance between Vera and Liam when they were equally entertained.

			If only I wasn’t the person entertaining them.

			“Did you just ask about a Vienna Canal?” Liam asked, leaning against the counter, his arms folded over his fitted Henley T-shirt. Did he strike that pose to make his arms look bigger, or was that just an added benefit?

			I cleared my throat, facing Vera, who was slicing lemons at the kitchen island and dropping them into water glasses. “Water, dear?”

			I lifted my eco-unfriendly water bottle, and she nodded. “The painting of the Vienna Canal,” I explained, still hovering awkwardly in the space between the kitchen and the breakfast nook. “It was hanging in the hall, but now it’s gone.”

			“I moved it upstairs,” Vera explained, handing Liam a water glass before sipping from her own. “I haven’t decided yet what I want to put in the hallway, but I will take any recommendations you’d like to give me.”

			“You want to acquire something new?” My ears perked up. This was my favorite part about Vera. “Didn’t you just get back from France?”

			“Nothing caught my eye.”

			“Shame.”

			“Why do I feel so lost?” Liam’s question shoved me back down to earth, away from imagining the artist boutiques and museums that littered our little wine-country town. There would be time for chatting later. Right now I needed to get moving on planting those tulip bulbs if I was going to have time to shower and prep before my date.

			“I’ll leave you two to chat,” I said, ignoring the way Liam’s eyes rested on me. “Is everything in the shed?”

			“Yes.” Vera nodded. “Liam knows where everything is. He can show you.”

			I knew where everything was too. This was not the first time I’d done this.

			“Oh, that’s okay,” I sing-songed, inching my way closer to the back door. The poor man was being thrust my direction so hard he was sure to get whiplash. I knew Vera loved me, but come on. I was not about to become her granddaughter-in-law. Anyone with eyes could clearly see that Liam and I were not of the same league.

			Last night he’d kissed me on the cheek, remember? “I don’t want to interrupt anything,” I said, shooting them a smile before letting myself into the backyard. I closed the door behind me and breathed again. Something about just being in the same room as Liam turned my body temperature up a few notches. I couldn’t look at the man in his light-blue shirt and plain jeans without my heart beginning to pump just a little harder.

			The garden shed was nestled between bushes and trees in the back corner of the yard, and I located the gloves, garden shovel, and enormous container of bulbs. I stepped back, surveying the colossal bin. What was Vera hoping to achieve with this many tulips? Create a mini Holland in her backyard?

			Well, even if just half of these bulbs sprouted, the effect would be brilliant. But holy cow, this was going to take my entire day. Maybe I should have accepted payment when Vera offered.

			Setting the tools and gloves on the workbench, I got a firm grip on the handles of the tote box containing thousands of bulbs—not really, but it looked that way—and hefted. I think I maybe lifted the box an inch off the workbench before plopping it down again with a solid thud.

			“Need help?”

			Liam’s voice snaked through the open doorway, slipping over my skin like a soft breeze and chasing goosebumps down my arms. What. The. Heck? Why did this guy have such an effect on me? I really needed him gone so I could focus on the flowers and not the way his voice sounded like melted dark chocolate. Or at least what I imagined melted dark chocolate would sound like if it had a voice.

			A giggle-chuckle escaped my lips. “No, thanks. I’ve got this handled.”

			I used to go to Zumba. I’d worked out a few times. I could lift a box.

			Maybe if I pep-talked myself enough, it would help.

			He leaned in through the doorway. “Okay.” Why did he have to sound like he was enjoying this? I glanced over my shoulder and caught his eye. Ugh. And why did he have to look so handsome?

			I called upon the powers that be and counted silently before lifting the box again with all the strength I could muster. It came up off the workbench, and I pivoted. A box this heavy needed to be set down quickly or it would put my back out. The last thing I needed right now was to cancel my date tonight because of a back injury. What a sure-fire way to feel old and decrepit.

			Liam’s eyes widened as I barreled toward him like a freight train.

			“Whoa, Charlie.” He stepped out of my way.

			“Heavy,” I muttered, passing him. My arms were pulling from my sockets.

			Liam ran around in front of me with the precision of a quarterback, forcing me to pull back and halt.

			“Heavy!” Apparently, I could only force out one word at a time. All of my efforts involved holding up this ridiculous box of bulbs.

			Who knew flowers could weigh so much? It felt more like a box of books. Or maybe I just needed to get my butt back into Zumba class, and this pathetic box was showing me how weak I’d become.

			That was a lowering thought.

			Liam reached for the box, taking it from my hands and holding it like it was full of actual cut tulips, instead of the bulbs.

			My mouth fell open. How did he make it look so effortless?

			He grinned like he could read my mind. “Where do you want this?”

			I gestured to the garden plot on the right side of the back porch. “I’ll start over there.”

			He carried the box over, and I went to the shed for the rest of my supplies.

			“Do you have another shovel?” he asked.

			He really was not letting this go. I broke into a smile, wishing I hadn’t donned such an old, ratty T-shirt. I was pleased to find out he was a gentleman last night, but now he was taking things too far. Vera wanted to shove us together, fine. But we were both adults and didn’t need to do everything Vera asked us to. Like if she straight-up asked Liam to date me, he would need to answer: “Sorry, Grandma, I can’t because she is nothing like Naomi Price.”

			“Listen, Liam, you are so sweet to offer to help, but I’ve got this handled. Vera asked me weeks ago, and I promised I would do this for her.”

			He took a step closer. “She asked me too.”

			“I can see that,” I said, stepping back. It wasn’t enough for Vera to set me up with her super-hot grandson for the charity ball, but now she wanted to throw us together in the dirt too? She really had it out for me.

			“But . . .” I could not think of an excuse that wouldn’t sound offensive. “You’re too hot,” I blurted.

			Liam’s eyebrows rose, his deep-blue eyes shining brighter in the sunshine.

			“No, I meant it’s too hot. Like out here. You don’t want to mess up your clothes. Gardening is messy, sweaty work.”

			“I know,” he said, amused. “That’s why I wore these clothes.”

			That pair of jeans and Henley were his work clothes? What kind of money did this guy have? “This is silly.”

			He blinked back at me, a smile lifting one side of his mouth. “You read my mind.”

			“Fine. You know what? You can help. But you have to do it exactly as I direct you.”

			He grinned. “Deal. Do you have more gloves?”

			“You can check out the shed. Vera’s got loads of supplies in there.”

			I got down on my knees, kneeling on the garden pad Vera had thoughtfully provided, and got to work. I never minded digging in the dirt. Pulling weeds until the satisfying clump unearthed, tilling over fresh dirt, and patting soil over seeds and bulbs . . . it was all methodical and soothing.

			Liam set up at the far side of the plot, copying me by pulling weeds and raking through the dirt on his side. We moved in a rhythm, skirting around each other in the silence as I took care of my side of the plot and Liam managed his.

			It was impossible not to sneak continual glances his way. The guy was hot, a lot hotter than the pre-spring sun glaring down on us, and he totally knew it. He caught me watching him more than once, and my cheeks went so red I was sure I rivaled the ladybug garden gloves encasing my hands.

			How strange to think that just last night this man was climbing my trellis in a tux, and now he was digging in the dirt by my side—in his designer jeans, no less. Regular jeans did not sculpt to a man’s legs the way Liam’s did now.

			“Vera really likes you,” he finally said.

			I tried to swallow my embarrassment. Evidently the woman loved me enough to play matchmaker between me and her grandson. I wasn’t mad about her motives, but she could have at least tried to be more discreet.

			“I love her too,” I said, wiping beads of sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist. “You’ve got a pretty great grandma.”

			“Yeah, I do.”

			The wide smile he shot me could easily have been plastered across a billboard to sell toothpaste. He was so conventionally handsome it was almost funny watching him dig in the dirt. But the weird thing was that the longer I worked by his side, the more comfortable I found myself. Like we’d slipped into a natural cadence. Or maybe it was the safety net that I knew he wasn’t interested in me romantically.

			“Did you enjoy yourself last night?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I admitted. “Probably more than you did.”

			He quirked a dark eyebrow, and I sat back on my heels. “I hope it wasn’t too uncomfortable for you,” I said. “Seeing your ex and everything.”

			“When is seeing an ex ever comfortable?”

			“I don’t know. It can be fine,” I disagreed. It hadn’t been terrible running into Andy the other night in the Safeway parking lot. “I saw an ex recently, and things were actually good.”

			He tilted his head to the side. “Did you have an easy breakup?”

			“I wouldn’t say that.” It was simple and quick. But when were breakups ever easy?

			“Did he ask you out again?” Liam asked.

			A blush crept up my cheeks. How did he know?

			“He did,” Liam said, surprised, his dark eyebrows rising on his forehead. “I can guess by how red you’re turning that you agreed to go out with him again.”

			I pointed my miniature shovel in his direction. “It’s just a trial date. I did not promise him anything.”

			“Except hope,” he argued. He knelt, his hands resting on his thighs, and dirt streaked his clothes. A smudge was smeared over his cheek, and he looked incredulous. “You gave the poor guy reason to believe he had another shot with you.”

			“Oh, like that’s some huge honor,” I muttered.

			I went back to the dirt. The weeds were cleared, and now it was time to dig some holes and drop in some bulbs.

			“What made you break up with him in the first place?”

			“Who says I broke it off?” I countered.

			“The fact that you’re willing to give him another chance. He clearly did something wrong the first time around.”

			I punctuated my words with my shovel, stabbing it into the tilled earth for bulb holes. “Maybe the timing was wrong. Maybe I wasn’t ready to commit. Maybe I didn’t think we had the right chemistry.”

			“Maybe he’s an idiot for letting you get away in the first place.”

			I couldn’t help it. I looked up. Liam was watching me, but the amusement was gone from his eyes. He looked serious, like this mattered. I’d known the guy for all of twenty-four hours combined. Why did he care so much?

			He seemed to sense the uncomfortable shift in the air and cleared his throat. “Where is he taking you?”

			“A little Italian restaurant we used to love. I actually haven’t been back since before we broke up, so I’m looking forward to it.”

			He nodded, smiling softly like he was in on a secret.

			“What?” I asked.

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“Your face did.”

			He broke out in a smile that made me glance away. I really shouldn’t be feeling so drawn to a man who wanted to keep me firmly in the friendzone. I should be focusing on my safe bet. On my Mr. Collins.

			I couldn’t help but smile at the comparison. Andy was not as bad as Mr. Collins. Yet, he was not as dapper as Mr. Darcy. But maybe not everything in my life had to mirror my favorite book. In fact, it was better if it didn’t.

			“If you had good memories at that Italian place, then taking you there is probably his way of trying to remind you of the good times,” Liam explained, even though I hadn’t pressed him.

			“You know, the hard part is done,” I said, gesturing to the weeded and tilled plot. “I’ve got this handled if you need to be somewhere.”

			He held my gaze. Was he moving closer again? Just a minute ago he was on the furthest edge of the plot. Now he looked decidedly closer. “I have nowhere to be today until later.”

			“What about Spike?”

			“Spike’s never home,” he said, his mouth pinching into a tight line. “I see him at the skate park sometimes when I discreetly drive past it, but most of the time I have no idea where that kid is.”

			“How does that not stress you out to no end?” I asked, mouth slack.

			“It does. But what can I do about it? I’m not his dad. He lived with my mom until a few months ago, but she’s been so absent that Spike basically raised himself. It’s hard to get him to tell me anything when he’s been independent for so long.” He smiled softly. “But he always comes home to eat.”

			“He sounds like an inside-outside cat.”

			Liam laughed. “That’s exactly what he is.”

			“So Spike hasn’t lived in Bellmead for long?”

			“No. When Vera found out that Spike was alone most of the time, she threw a fit, and that’s when I got involved. Vera and my mom never got along, even before my parents were divorced.” He swallowed, and I could see the strain this had taken on him. “My mom signed over guardianship, and I decided to bring an office up to Bellmead so we could both be here for him.”

			“That was kind of you.”

			Liam dug a hole and dropped a bulb in it before covering it up again. “It was just the right thing to do.”

			“Not everyone chooses the right thing though,” I pressed. The sun beat down on us, but I didn’t even mind the discomfort. I just held his gaze. “It was still kind.”

			He didn’t respond to that, merely shooting me a brief half-smile, so I changed the subject to Teaching United. We went back to planting the tulips, chatting about the charity ball and how successful Liam thought it was. He shared stories of teaching the kids how to play football, and I found myself watching him more than once, the trowel in my hand forgotten as Liam’s animated face spoke of little boys tackling him to the ground or chasing him for the ball. Joy was evident on his face, and it was crystal clear that Liam loved serving those children.

			It didn’t surprise me. He was down to earth—literally, at present—and just the opposite of the high-powered businessman I thought he was when we’d met the first time in Beth’s salon. Just because he dated a movie star did not mean he was one himself. He had access to the glittering world of Hollywood, evidently, but this was just a regular man. A regular man who claimed to have a giant trust fund and had started a huge nonprofit that celebrities openly supported.

			What an amazing person he was.

			“Careful. Keep staring, and your eyes might stick.”

			Well, an amazing man with terrible dad jokes. “That was bad.”

			“Yeah, I can’t help it sometimes.”

			I laughed, pressing dirt down over another tulip bulb and moving on to the next space. We were nearing the end of the plot, and I was looking forward to a break before starting on the other side of the porch.

			“Why doesn’t Vera hire someone to do this?” I asked. “I know she has guys come mow the lawn and trim the bushes.”

			“Because if she hired someone else, she wouldn’t get to play matchmaker.”

			I stilled. He’d actually referenced it out loud. Wasn’t that breaking some code between us? I thought we were supposed to pretend it wasn’t happening.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” he continued, oblivious to my discomfort. “I’ve enjoyed the fruits of her efforts. She’s going to be heartbroken when I tell her you’re dating someone else.”

			“Yeah, sure,” I agreed sarcastically. I stood up, dusting the dirt from my pants. “I mean, if I didn’t have a date tonight, then you were totally planning on asking me for round two.”

			He had the gall to look affronted, climbing to his feet as well. “How do you know I wasn’t?”

			Because you kissed my cheek when I was practically begging for romance. Nothing screamed friend zone more than that. I just lifted my eyebrows. This would be a prime moment to lift one eyebrow if I’d had that skill. But no. I would have to settle for less.

			His thick, dark eyebrows pulled together, and a crease formed between them. “Hey, maybe I think Vera has good taste. I had a good time last night. You didn’t?”

			“I had a great time last night,” I agreed. “Because there was no pressure.”

			He held my gaze, stepping closer. “No pressure.” He rolled the words around on his tongue like they were foreign and meant to be examined. His pure-blue eyes fastened on me, clear in the sunlight, freezing me in place. “In my experience, when there’s no pressure on a date, it’s because you find the other person repulsive and know it won’t lead anywhere. Do you find me repulsive, Charlie?”

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Liam knew I didn’t find him repulsive. He’d caught me staring at him how many times today already? I shook my head, because despite my desire to tell Liam that I thought he was hideous—however big of a lie that would be—I was ingrained with a severe integrity vein that I couldn’t break no matter how hard I tried.

			“So if you don’t find me repulsive, then why didn’t you feel any pressure on our date?” He stepped closer again, his eyes narrowing in thought.

			“Come on.” I swallowed, forcing myself not to take another step back. I couldn’t betray how much this guy affected me. Especially not now. “You know.” I indicated him and then myself.

			“I know that I don’t repulse you,” he agreed. “And I know that you looked incredible last night.”

			His gaze swept over me, and I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Was he seriously comparing me in a fancy dress, my hair and makeup professionally applied, to me in yoga pants and with a dirt facial? Unfair.

			“And now I know that you look gorgeous in anything.”

			He did not just say that. What was his angle?

			“You’re a charmer,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. Something about Liam’s frank speaking made me uncomfortable. I didn’t know how much to take seriously.

			He shook his head. “You don’t seem like the type of girl to ask for compliments—”

			“Because I’m not.”

			“—which is why I feel completely fine giving them to you. But don’t worry. I’ll keep it to a minimum.”

			I chuckled, shaking my head. “I don’t think you need to worry about that. I’ve got it on good authority that Vera won’t push us together for much longer.”

			His voice dropped. “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

			“Because I’m going to tell her that I’m seeing Andy again.” The upper hand regained, I picked up my shovel and knee pad. “So now that we’ve got all of our feelings sorted, I’m going to get started on the other plot.”

			A few minutes later, Liam followed me to the other side of the porch and went back to work. We got this side done a lot quicker, and I had to laugh when we got to the bottom of the tote box and found a stack of gardening books. So that was why it felt so heavy. I was vindicated, but Liam only chuckled.

			I still thought that maybe I should head back to Zumba if I could find the time.

			It was late afternoon when we finished cleaning up, and I wiped my hands together, standing beside Liam outside of the garden shed. “Thanks for the help. I guess maybe I’ll see you around.”

			I rather thought that I wouldn’t, but I kept that part to myself.

			He watched me, nodding, his eyes calculating. I couldn’t quite read what he was thinking, but I thought maybe that was a good thing.

			“Have fun on your date,” he said, his voice low. “I hope he doesn’t disappoint you.”

			I tried for a playful smile. “Don’t you mean you hope I don’t dash his dreams?”

			“I don’t care about his dreams. Dash them all you want.”

			I paused, unsure how to proceed. Did that mean he cared about mine? Well, he probably cared in the sense that he cared about Vera, and she cared about me a lot. I turned to go, waving a hand over my head.

			“See you around,” I hollered, making my way to the side gate. I wasn’t going to track dirt into Vera’s clean white house. I would call her later about the paintings.

			Liam never said anything back, but it felt like his gaze was pinned to me as I left. I was so tempted to glance over my shoulder and see if he was watching me, but I forced myself to walk forward and not look back.

			***

			“Where did I put it?” I yelled, tearing the blankets from my bed and shaking them out. No one was home, which I knew, but that didn’t stop me from venting my frustration very loudly anyway.

			I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d held my phone, but I knew it wasn’t today. Which was really very strange for me. I mean, I wasn’t attached to my phone like it was a lifeline, but I was used to checking my social media accounts at least a couple times a day.

			Now I had a date tonight and no phone to discover what time that date began. Or whether I was driving or Andy was picking me up—I would prefer to drive myself—or whether he’d canceled because something else had come up.

			I refused to be that girl sitting in the restaurant waiting for my date for an hour.

			Ugh. Where was my blasted phone?

			My room was officially torn apart, and it was not here. Sofa cushions were upended and clothes strewn over my floor. I ran downstairs and lifted the landline, dialing my number and putting the phone to my ear. I flung my wet hair over my shoulder and bounced on my toes. I really needed to resolve this phone thing so I could blow-dry my hair before it dried in a terrible, frizzy way.

			“Hello?”

			“You have my phone!” I shouted into the receiver.

			“Apparently I do.”

			The low, melted-dark-chocolate voice hit my ear drums, and I swallowed a gasp. “Liam?”

			“Yeah, sorry. I put your phone in my pocket last night and forgot to give it back. I’ve also got tissues and Chapstick in here, and—ouch. Okay, there’s tweezers too. Sharp ones. Why did you need tweezers at a charity ball?”

			My face heated. He was a man; he didn’t get the need to be prepared for anything. “Sorry. Listen, can I come and get it? I’ve got that thing tonight, and I really need my phone.”

			“Sure. I’m home. I can just text you my address . . . on second thought, let me give it to you now. Or would you rather I brought your phone to you?”

			“No, it’s fine. Just give me a half hour to tame my mane, and I’ll be right over.”

			He was silent for a beat before agreeing. He gave me his address, and I wrote it on a sticky pad next to the phone that no one really used anymore, thanking him before hanging up. The clock was not my friend at present, and I really needed to get a move on.

			But panic sped things along nicely, and I was ready—hair softly waved, mascara on, simple blue dress with sandals—before hopping in my car and speeding toward Liam’s house.

			He didn’t live too far from me, but that wasn’t a huge surprise. Our town, while growing, was on the smaller side. Sure, I didn’t know everyone, but it wasn’t a huge city you could get lost in.

			I passed streets of houses built at the turn of the twentieth century and pulled in front of a pale-green house with a wrap-around porch and a light on behind the closed drapes. It was idyllic, with a hanging pot of vines near the front door and a porch swing nestled in front of the large, square window.

			I checked the address on the sticky note against the number on the house. This was Liam’s house? I’d rather expected it to belong to a sweet young family or a retired elderly couple, not an uber-rich nonprofit president and his teenage brother.

			I parked my reliable Corolla on the street and unbuckled my seatbelt when a motion on the porch caught my eye. Liam’s door swung open, and a woman stepped out. Her long, glossy curls reached her waist, and she paused, leaning against the door jam. 

			The black dress she wore could be nothing other than a date outfit, but Liam had told me he would be home all night. Maybe I had the wrong door. 

			Another shadow darkened the doorway, and Liam stepped into the light. He glanced at the street, and I slunk down in my seat before he noticed me watching them like the latest episode of The Bachelor.

			But wait, Liam had mentioned earlier at Vera’s that he didn’t have anything going on today until later, right? I was looking at later, and she was leaning up for a kiss in much the same way I had last night. It looked like I’d caught the end of their date, not the beginning.

			Revolting. I ducked my head. I couldn’t bear to watch Liam’s good-night kiss.

			I waited a good few minutes before peeking over my dashboard again just in time to watch the woman walk down to the sidewalk and slip into her little Mercedes-Benz.

			Did everyone Liam dated come from money?

			I checked the time on the clock and waited seven solid minutes before I felt comfortable approaching the door. I avoided making eye contact with the video doorbell and knocked.

			When it swung open, my breath caught. Liam stood bathed in the light from inside the house as the sun steadily declined behind me. He wore heathered joggers, a Trojans T-shirt, and a smile that could melt snow. If we had snow in the wine country. Wow, he’d changed out of his date clothes quickly, but this look suited him well. Why, oh why did I have such a reaction to a man in joggers? I needed to pull myself together.

			“Do you have it?” I asked, inanely. Of course he had my phone. What an idiotic question.

			His knowing smile indicated that his mind followed the same line of thinking mine had. “You want to come in?”

			Yes. “I really should get going.”

			He glanced at his watch. “You have time.”

			“Mr. Connell, have you been reading my texts?” My lips pinched, hip slacking to the side.

			“Just the one that came in right after we talked. I didn’t even know about the phone until you called it, or I would have brought it to Vera’s earlier.” He opened the door wider, and I stepped under his arm into a warmly decorated home with oak floors—probably original to this super old house if I had my guess—and tasteful furniture.

			He crossed the floor, his socks muffling his steps, and he picked up a Ziploc bag holding my belongings. It felt oddly sterile, like I’d just been released from an overnight stint in jail and the guard was returning my possessions.

			I sat on the sofa in his sitting room, the TV tuned into reruns of an old comedy show about a group of coworkers in an office. I’d seen every episode multiple times and forced myself to look away so I wouldn’t get sucked in.

			“I’m surprised you didn’t notice the phone before,” I said, pulling it from the bag and scrolling down the list of notifications. “It looks like it’s been blowing up all day.”

			“It was pure luck, actually. The vibration wasn’t that loud, but I was standing right next to the door my tux was hanging from when you called.”

			“Fate?” I asked, grinning up at Liam before triaging my notifications. There was something kind of comforting—even if it was initially a little disappointing—about seeing Liam with Front Porch Barbie. Now that I knew he was seeing someone else, I could feel comfortable around him. No pressure.

			“I kind of wondered,” he mumbled.

			First things first, I needed to check Andy’s messages.

			Andy: Trattoria Girardi at 7 p.m.?

			Andy: Uh-oh. Should I take this silence as a sign?

			Andy: Please don’t make me beg. You know I will.

			I quickly typed a message. He’d gone from double-checking the time to panic mode in under twenty minutes. Had the man expected me to back out from the date?

			Me: Lost my phone for a minute, but 7 sounds great. See you there!

			“Yikes,” I said, glancing at Liam. He lounged on the couch beside me, his gaze fixed on the TV. “You go without your phone for one day and the whole world thinks you’re MIA.”

			“That popular, huh?” he asked, his mouth quirking into a smile.

			“No,” I said, too adamantly. I scrolled the remaining texts and missed calls. “In fact, it’s mostly family.” There, that ought to dampen whatever high opinion Liam thought I had of myself.

			Aunt Fern: Can you drive me to my appointment Monday?

			Mom: Don’t forget you’re helping Vera with her tulips in the morning.

			Mariah: I got Elizabeth! I almost wish it was Caroline Bingley, though, because I think I could have done her part justice. She’s so misunderstood.

			Ugh. Teenagers. I rolled my eyes and kept reading.

			Beth: I can’t believe you’re going out with Naomi Price’s EX-BOYFRIEND. You need to call me the minute you get home tonight.

			So Beth must have figured it out when we all met in my parents’ living room. Wow, that felt like ages ago. Was it really only last night?

			Beth: Girl, I’m dying. It’s midnight. Are you still partying? Call me!

			Beth: I’m going to bed because I have to work early, but my dreams will be full of ball gowns and handsome men. Hopefully your arms will be full of handsome men too. Or one handsome man. (This she accompanied with a GIF of a man wiggling his eyebrows.)

			Beth: It’s now six in the morning, and I haven’t heard from you. If I wasn’t heading to Napa for a wedding, I would be banging on your door right now.

			Beth: This wedding was a doozy. Can you say bridezilla? Because this chick was the worst. Okay, I’ve officially decided that you’ve lost your phone, so I’m driving straight to your house. See you at seven.

			I chuckled my way through Beth’s texts and wrote out a reply.

			Me: Got my phone back! Heading to dinner with Andy (don’t shoot me), and I’ll call you when I’m home.

			She immediately responded with the angry-face emoji. I hoped she wasn’t the one driving. I checked the clock. I needed to head out in fifteen minutes. Or twenty. Maybe it was time to make Andy wait on me for once.

			“What are you thinking about?”

			I glanced up to find Liam studying me. “Nothing.”

			“You were calculating something. I saw it on your eyebrows.” He glanced at his expensive watch. “You probably have fifteen minutes until you should leave. Unless you want to make the guy wait for you.”

			Now I most certainly did not. “I don’t do that to my dates.”

			“I’m pretty sure I was waiting for a good ten minutes before you came downstairs last night.”

			“Not my problem,” I said, grinning. “Beth had me hostage under her curling iron.”

			“What if I hold you hostage now?”

			I laughed, snuggling deeper into Liam’s soft couch cushions. He was obviously joking. I just saw his lady friend leave. 

			The modern-looking sofa was far more comfortable than it had appeared. I went back to responding to texts, and Liam raised the volume on the TV a few notches. A hot-pink sweatshirt hanging on the hook behind the door caught my eye. His girlfriend’s? Probably. And the sequined sandals kicked off in the corner of the room were probably hers as well. I had to say, Liam might have dated a movie star, but his latest fling didn’t have the classiest taste in footwear.

			“What are your plans for dinner?” I asked, trying to not sound obvious that I’d just judged his girlfriend pretty hard.

			“I was thinking of trying this restaurant my friend told me about. Trattoria Girardi . . . or something like that.”

			I glanced up sharply but caught his teasing glint. He was baiting me. I gave him a sweeping once-over. “They won’t let you in dressed like that.”

			“I’d better go and change, then.” His smile lingered on me. “Maybe I really should go to the restaurant. You know, in case you need some backup.”

			“I dated this guy already, remember? I know what I’m getting myself into here. It’s not like I’m going on a blind date with my next-door neighbor’s grandson or anything.”

			He chuckled, and I felt the rumble through the couch. He was sitting close to me, closer than I’d realized when my focus was stolen by the backed-up text messages, and now the room was beginning to shrink. I told my heart to slow down. Liam had a girlfriend—one that probably reached back further than their date tonight if the way she left clothes behind was any clue. The hot-pink sweatshirt on the door definitely didn’t belong to Spike.

			Could that have been the woman he thought he was texting after I hit Spike with my car? He’d ended with I love you. It would certainly explain the kiss on the cheek last night, but not why he needed a date to the charity ball.

			Unless he was doing to Vera what I was doing to my mom: not informing them of my current relationship until I was certain it was going to work out.

			“What are you getting yourself into here?” he asked, his curious eyes watching me.

			“Hopefully something better than last time,” I said, hoping I sounded cheeky. Really, I was certain I sounded pathetic. Shaking my head, I leaned it against the back of Liam’s sofa. My head tapped against his arm, and I quickly sat upright. I didn’t realize he had strung it over the back of the couch.

			“He’s really not that bad,” I explained, smoothing out my loose waves and looking anywhere but his face. I had felt so comfortable a moment ago, but now every nerve in my body was on high alert.

			Off-limits, I reminded myself. Liam was off-limits.

			“Then why did you break up with him the first time?”

			“I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours,” I countered.

			“Easy,” he said, relaxing into the couch more. Why was it so easy for him to be comfortable when I felt nothing but electricity buzzing between us? That thick, heavy feeling the air got with static electricity right before you got a shock. I felt that between Liam and me, and I just wanted to reach for him, to close the distance and get the shock so the thick air would dissipate.

			“You are concentrating awfully hard right now,” he said, his voice hoarse and his eyes trained on me.

			“I’m just waiting eagerly for you to tell me why you and the hottest woman in America broke up.”

			He shook his head. “She is beautiful,” he agreed, “but that’s not why I ended things.”

			“Obviously.” I was right. He broke up with Naomi.

			He shot me a look like he was the teacher and I the misbehaving student. “We didn’t want the same things.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. Is that what you told the press? I bet that was carefully crafted by Ms. Price’s publicist as the perfect answer to avoid bad publicity.”

			“There is no such thing as bad publicity.”

			“Not true,” I said. “And you are covertly avoiding answering me so I’m going to go ahead and take that as an answer.”

			“It wasn’t carefully crafted,” he said, chuckling. “It’s the truth. Naomi is on a whole different plane than me. Her focus is on bigger things. I’m a simple man.”

			“Well, as much as I only believe half of that, I’ll let it slide.”

			“How magnanimous of you.”

			“I try.” My phone buzzed, and I flipped it over, leveling Liam with a look. He told me his; I now had to reveal mine. “I wasn’t kidding earlier. Andy and I just didn’t have great timing. It felt like we were always in two different places in our relationship. One of us wanted more, and the other didn’t prioritize enough. It wasn’t like he cheated on me or anything major. We just didn’t work out.”

			“But that will be different this time,” Liam said, nodding sagely.

			I shrugged. “It could be different. I won’t know unless I try.” I glanced down at the phone, and it was a text from Andy.

			Andy: Grabbing a table. Can’t wait to see your beautiful face.

			“And now you’re late,” Liam said.

			I moved my phone away so he wouldn’t keep looking at it. Well, shoot. I hadn’t intended on talking for so long. How had fifteen—no, twenty-five minutes—gone so quickly? I stood abruptly, gathering my sterile Ziploc bag.

			“Thanks,” I said, but I didn’t really know what I was thanking him for. Liam followed me to the door and leaned against the door jam, crossing his arms over his broad chest. I tore my gaze away from the muscles outlined and shaded on his arms and chest and forced it to remain on his face.

			Front Porch Barbie was one lucky lady.

			“Don’t have too much fun tonight,” he said.

			I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or sarcastic. So I turned and got in my car and drove away. I watched light spill from the open door onto Liam’s porch until my car turned out of sight. But I couldn’t get the thought from my mind: why did he watch me drive away?

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			“I’m so sorry I’m late. I lost my phone and had to go pick it up, and it was just a messy day.”

			Andy stood up when I approached the table, rattling off my lame excuse. He leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek before helping me sit down, and I sighed. This was why I liked him. He was such a gentleman. This was not going to be like all those chick flicks where one perfect man was interested in me and I dated another guy who never measured up.

			First off, Liam seemed perfect, but he certainly wasn’t interested in me, and he had flaws somewhere. He had to. And second, Andy didn’t have to measure up to him. But if I was doing any sort of covert measuring, Andy held up his side very well.

			“How have you been?” I asked, pushing my menu to the side. I ordered the same fettuccine alfredo with a Caesar salad each time I came here, and I wasn’t about to change that now. They always chopped fresh tomatoes on top of the pasta that were cool and so perfect. My mouth was now watering just thinking about the cheesy goodness coming my way.

			“I got a new dental assistant,” he said, sipping from his glass. “Now I manage a team of hormonal young women who gossip more than work. But it all gets done.” He shot me his perfect smile, and I nodded.

			He always seemed to be getting new dental assistants. It begged the question, why were they constantly needing to be replaced? But no. I was not going to head into the date with predetermined negativity. This was supposed to be me giving us a solid chance. “That’s great.”

			I really wanted this to work. I was not going to roll into my twenty-seventh birthday broken and alone. 

			The waitress arrived and took our orders, and Andy asked about how work was at the bank. He inquired after Mariah and my parents, and I filled him in on the basics. We were partaking in such a surface-level conversation that I found myself craving the ease and simplicity of sitting on Liam’s couch and talking about breakups. That had felt less strained than this.

			Oh no. Now I was measuring again. I shook my head subtly as the waitress delivered our meals, and I twirled a bite of pasta on my fork before slipping it into my mouth. I needed cheese and carbs to fill me with happy thoughts. Because so far, it was looking like Andy and I were slowly fading into has-been territory. I was ninety-seven percent positive this relationship was going nowhere after tonight.

			Well, great. Now I was going to have to make a dating profile or something to avoid the land of Single and Alone.

			“Have you taken on any new hobbies?” Andy asked after the waitress brought the check. 

			Hobbies? Really? I swallowed a sigh. This felt more like being questioned by extended family that only saw you once a year and wanted a brief update on everything they’d missed in the last twelve months, something to hold them over for the next twelve.

			My gaze sought the door, routing my escape. Andy slid his card into the black billfold and perched it precariously on the edge of the table. “I can split it with you,” I offered, reaching for my purse.

			“No. This is on me,” he said, a note of finality to his tone.

			I accepted. It was a date, after all. Andy was chivalrous. Arguing was futile.

			“So, hobbies?” he pressed.

			I pushed my lips together, shaking my head. “Nothing’s really changed much, actually.”

			Including how I felt about Andy, apparently.

			“I agree,” he said, leaning forward and taking my hand in a firm grip. “I feel the same. Like we never stopped, and here we are meeting up for date night. I think we should make a go of it, Charlie. I think we really could be great.”

			Hope shone in his eyes, seeping through our connected hands and pooling in my stomach. Was he right? Had I just missed all the signs because I’d spent the whole evening over-analyzing every single moment?

			“I realize we had rough timing, but that was a while ago. I’m not so overwhelmed at work anymore, and you aren’t stressed about where you’re going to live now that you’re all moved in with your parents.”

			I tried to hide the cringe, but it was a natural reaction. I might have accepted the practicality of my situation, but it didn’t make it easier to bear that I was a twenty-six-year-old woman living in my parents’ attic.

			But either way, Andy made a valid point. He’d only just acquired the dental practice when we’d started dating, and my roommate had informed me that she was thinking about moving back to San Francisco. A few months later, all of our stress and frustration had culminated and clashed. Maybe if we had given ourselves time to form a strong foundation first, we could have weathered the storm of stress hand in hand. But as it stood now . . . well, now we were both sailing steady waters.

			The waitress came back for the credit card and walked away. Andy squeezed my fingers, and I felt myself floating, wanting so badly to land, tethered and certain.

			“I’m not asking you to marry me,” he said lightly, the smile over his perfect teeth both sweet and reassuring. “Despite all the stress, we had a lot of fun, Charlie. Let’s not stress too much yet. Let’s take things slowly and get to know each other again. We can have fun for now.”

			We can have fun for now. When he said it like that, some of the overarching pressure disbanded into the worries of tomorrow. I didn’t want to waste my time, but I also didn’t have to worry right now if we were compatible or if Andy was the man I was meant to spend the rest of my life with. This wasn’t a Jane Austen novel. I had options, and I had time. I could date him, we could have fun, and I could decide for myself if this was the right thing. Later. For now, we’d have fun.

			“Okay,” I said quietly.

			“What was that?”

			Clearing my throat, I forced myself to sound secure. “Okay. Let’s try this.”

			Andy’s smile lit up his entire face, and I found my own responding in kind. Maybe this was exactly what I needed.

			We left the restaurant hand in hand. It felt nice to have a warm, strong, capable hand holding my own. I drew closer to his side when we walked toward my car, and he paused in front of my Corolla. He pivoted to face me, his sandy hair immaculately swept to the side and his bright smile on full display.

			“Thanks for meeting me tonight.”

			“I’m glad I ran into you in that parking lot,” I said.

			His gaze dipped, and I bit down on my bottom lip. As embarrassed as I was to admit this, I hadn’t kissed a guy since breaking up with Andy . . . way too long ago.

			Liam’s lips on my cheek didn’t count.

			Andy leaned down, and my heart sped up. Was I going to be rusty?

			I didn’t have much time to worry about it. His lips were on mine, warm, soft, and familiar. His hand came around my back and pulled me toward him, deepening the kiss like he was staking his claim. His touch was familiar, like pulling out an old bike and dusting it off. I’d gone for this ride before. So what if it missed the spark? That would come in time.

			Andy released me slowly, and I felt the desire to step back, to claim my own space and evaluate how I felt.

			“Thanks for dinner,” I said, catching my breath. I stepped down into the gutter and skirted the hood of my car. I needed space to process everything that had occurred over the weekend.

			Space and maybe sugar. We hadn’t even ordered dessert. Andy hadn’t even asked if I wanted dessert. He might be super sugar-conscious, but that didn’t mean I had to be. I slipped into my car and gave him a little wave before pulling onto the street.

			I needed Beth and ice cream, stat.

			***

			“So clear this up for me,” Beth said, shoving her spoon into the Cherry Garcia pint and setting it on the coffee table in my small attic living room. “You went on a date with Naomi Price’s ex-boyfriend last night, he left your phone in his pocket, and he didn’t bring it back to you when he came to help you plant a garden this morning?”

			I shoved a bite of chocolate-chip cookie-dough ice cream into my mouth and frowned. “You say that like he did it on purpose.”

			She lifted one sleek, arched eyebrow. “He probably did.”

			Shaking my head, I dug out another chunk of cookie dough. “It was set to vibrate. He never heard my phone until he was standing next to his hung-up tux when I called it. It was just good timing.”

			Beth lifted an eyebrow and reached for her ice cream. “His pockets were completely full of your things, and you’re telling me he didn’t even notice? He drove home, got undressed, and didn’t once realize that there was a phone and half of an emergency date-kit in his pocket?”

			When she said it like that, it did sound a little weird. “It was two in the morning, Beth. I’m sure he was just as much of a zombie as I was.” There. An explanation, and a reasonable one at that.

			She went still, eyeing me like I had just started rapidly speaking in French, and she didn’t know whether I was serious or not. “Then you followed up that spectacular evening with another date. With Andy.”

			“You don’t have to say his name like he’s a five-year-old boy. He’s a full-grown adult with a real job and a lot of—”

			“Money?”

			I glared. “No. I was going to say self-confidence.”

			“I just don’t really get it,” Beth finally said, lifting a shoulder and sweeping her long, black hair behind her. Her nose crinkled like she’d smelled something sour—or maybe that was her natural reaction to talking about Andy. “He didn’t really treat you well last time.”

			“We were both under a lot of pressure then. I had to find a place to live. He was starting his practice. Neither of us was really ready to dive head first into a relationship, but we did anyway. It was all just bad timing. This time feels different, I guess.”

			Beth’s voice was soft. “You can’t change people.”

			“I’m not trying to. I’m just giving us another chance.” I remembered the words Andy had used and clung to them like bonnet strings in a heavy wind. “We’re just having fun.”

			Silence was heavy and thick. I could tell Beth was barely holding back from sharing more of her opinions, but I didn’t want to hear the negativity. “So you had a bridezilla today?”

			“Like you wouldn’t believe,” she said, rolling her eyes and shifting seamlessly into a different conversation. “But if you think I’m going to talk about that, you’re ridiculous. I want to hear every tiny detail about the ball. Did Liam talk about Naomi Price? I can’t believe you went out with a guy who dated Naomi Price. We just watched her in Mad for You last week.”

			She was going to die. “He didn’t talk about her a whole lot. But that was okay because I just talked to her myself.”

			Beth’s mouth dropped open. Her hands went slack, spoon of ice cream falling onto my floor. “Shut. Up.”

			I picked it up and took it to the sink before bits of chocolate and ice cream could melt onto my rug. Then I returned for Beth’s ice cream and put it back in the freezer with mine. My little kitchenette wasn’t great for cooking, but it was useful for the basic necessities. She turned on the couch to watch me hand-wash the spoons. I wasn’t privileged enough to have a dishwasher up here. My parents would only go so far, and a refrigerator, microwave, and basic cupboards were their limit.

			“Who was Naomi’s date?”

			This was going to kill her even more. I bared my teeth in an apologetic grimace. “Rhett Myers.”

			I had never seen Beth as stunned as I did at that moment. Her mouth hung full slack, eyes wide like the lids of our ice cream pints. When I returned to the sofa she just followed me with her eyes. “You saw Rhett Myers in person?” she whispered reverently.

			“I sat two people down from him. Liam made a joke to Rhett, and the guy laughed.”

			Beth looked like I had just handed her a goldendoodle puppy. “You heard Rhett Myers laugh in person?”

			It occurred to me that if I had truly been a good friend, I would have sacrificed all my dignity and asked Rhett for an autograph or a selfie. I didn’t know a single person who fangirled over the guy more than Beth. She was an adult and still had posters of him all over her bedroom walls.

			“He seemed nice,” I said insufficiently.

			“Is he in love with Naomi Price?”

			“He seemed more bored than anything else. But then again, it was a charity function.”

			Beth sighed. Then she sat bolt upright so fast I jumped back in my seat. “Naomi Price is dating Rhett Myers. Liam Connell recently broke up with Naomi Price.” She paused, her eyes sweeping over me. “You have Liam’s phone number.”

			I nodded, following her train of information, but a warning bell rang in my head. “These things are all true.”

			She held my gaze, fire in her brown eyes. “You can get me in touch with Rhett Myers.”

			“No, I can’t,” I argued. Some people utilized connections easily, but I was not one of those people. Calling Liam to ask him for a favor sounded as appealing to me as getting a root canal.

			“What? Why not? Liam clearly has a thing for you. I saw the way he watched you when you came downstairs for your date.”

			“Yeah, concerned. He was probably wondering what he had done to deserve taking the crackpot to the ball who had recently run over his brother with her car.”

			Beth shook her head. “No, he likes you. He had that glowy, satisfied look when you came into the room, and he pretended to forget giving your phone back until you called it.” Her nose wrinkled. “How did you get the phone back anyway?”

			Would she know if I lied? Yes. Yes, she would. “I drove to his house and picked it up.”

			Beth smiled triumphantly. “And did he invite you in?”

			I stared at her.

			“I’ll take that as a yes. When you were in his house getting your things back, did he make any moves?”

			I immediately thought of his arm around the back of the sofa, his soft, warm chuckle penetrating my nerves. He’d flirted, of course. But what man didn’t? Flirting didn’t actually mean anything. He had a girlfriend.

			“He did, didn’t he?” Beth asked in awe. She appraised me, and I found myself wondering the same thing she was likely thinking: what the heck did a guy like Liam see in me?

			I shook my head. This was all Beth conjecture: not fact. “You’re getting off topic here,” I said.

			“True. What it boils down to is that you need to stay friends with this guy.”

			Sometimes she was exhausting in her optimism and her unceasing planning. There was a lot on my plate right now. I couldn’t add another thing, let alone try to keep two men interested in me. “I just agreed to start dating Andy.”

			She rolled her eyes, flopping back on the couch like she was dealing with an errant toddler. “I didn’t say date the man, Charlie. Stay friends with him. For the first time in my life, I have an in with Rhett Myers. You can’t let this go easily, at least not without trying!”

			She was crazy. My best friend was certifiably crazy. I mean, she was straight-up gorgeous, so of course she had a shot with any guy she wanted, but Rhett Myers was an insanely famous movie star, and the connection I had to him was tenuous at best.

			“You’re forgetting a major thing here.”

			“What?” she asked, lifting her forlorn head from the back of my worn sofa.

			“Rhett Myers is dating Naomi Price.”

			Beth’s lips quirked into a saucy smile. “Not if I can help it.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			The computer screen blurred, overtaken by the image in my mind of Andy reaching across the table, taking my hand in his, and convincing me to become his girlfriend. Accepting him had been the best move, right?

			I needed to get myself together. My manager might be on his lunch break, but that was all the more reason for me not to mentally check out. I scanned the tellers at the counter, but they seemed to be handling the customers well. Focusing on the schedule spread out on my computer screen, I stared at the names swimming before me.

			Why could my mind not settle on the matter at hand?

			A buzz in the top drawer of my desk drew my attention, and I glanced around before pulling my phone from the drawer. My heart did a bit of a skip, and I swiftly commanded it to calm the heck down.

			Liam: How did it go last night?

			What were we, gabbing girlfriends? I’d never had a guy friend check in with me after a date before. But, then again, I hadn’t had a whole lot of close guy friends in my life either. Or dates. I’d always been too hyper-focused on work, school, Beth, and my family.

			Me: About as well as it could have.

			Liam: It’s like you’re trying to be cryptic or something.

			Me: What? Me? Never!

			I chuckled at my own joke and glanced up when the door opened. The phone buzzed again, but I slid it into my pocket and rose to approach the man stepping inside.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Henrie,” I said, greeting him at the door. He sported his USS Maryland hat in support of his father’s service. “How can we help you today?”

			“Just want to get a crisp five-dollar bill.”

			“Are you celebrating another birthday?” I asked, leading Mr. Henrie straight to the teller station. Luckily, there was no line, and Marissa’s window was empty.

			Mr. Henrie’s pale eyes twinkled, and a smile creased his wrinkled skin. “My granddaughter turns eight next week. I’ve got to get her card in the mail.” He leaned close, lowering his voice. “Nearly forgot, actually. Glad I set my phone to remind me, or she’d be getting her card a week late.”

			“What did people do before smartphones?” I asked.

			“Paper calendars,” he quipped.

			I handed Mr. Henrie off to Marissa at the teller window and squeezed his shoulder. “Glad to see you, as always, Mr. Henrie.”

			“Tell me,” he said, stopping me before I made a clean escape, “any young men in your life?”

			I wanted to shout that yes, I did have a boyfriend now, thank you very much. But he didn’t give me a chance.

			“Because I have a grandson about your age, and I’m telling you, Miss Lucas, he is a looker.”

			What was with my elderly friends wanting to set me up with their grandsons? Did I just scream hopeless? Maybe I carried a warning that made people over seventy want to fix my life.

			“I actually just started dating someone,” I said apologetically. Though why I felt the need to apologize for getting a boyfriend was twisted in itself.

			Mr. Henrie’s eyes dipped in disappointment, and I motioned to Marissa to take over. She smiled brightly, flipping her mass of blonde curls to the side. “What can I do for you today, Mr. Henrie?”

			I crossed the rough carpet and dropped into my chair, grateful I faced the tellers so I would be able to see when Mr. Henrie’s business was complete, and I could wave farewell. I was fairly certain the only reason I was promoted to assistant branch manager was my relationship with the customers. A lot of older people came into the branch, and they seemed to adore me.

			Mr. Henrie completed his business, tucking the five-dollar bill safely into his wallet before shooting me a warm smile and turning for the door. I offered him a wave and then relaxed against my chair, using my foot to swivel back and forth.

			My phone buzzed, and I slid it from my pocket. There were two texts.

			Liam: Does this mean the date went really well?

			Andy: Dinner tonight?

			I opened the thread from Liam and responded.

			Me: Well enough that I’m no longer on the market. I think that’s a good thing.

			Then I replied to Andy.

			Me: Can’t do dinner. I have to help my aunt tonight. Maybe Thursday?

			Yes, it was only Monday today, but I was booked for the next few days. Maybe not being totally available all the time would help make me seem less eager to Andy. Kind of like playing hard to get, except there was no playing involved. I just had other things that required my time and attention.

			Liam: I hope you realize how unenthusiastic you sound. I’m now very interested in meeting this guy.

			Me: Maybe we should double.

			Liam: Not that interested.

			Liam: On second thought, a double date isn’t such a bad idea.

			I disagreed. The moment my finger had hit send on my last text, panic raced through my veins. I didn’t want my brand-new—well, somewhat new—boyfriend and Liam in the same room at the same time. I was just barely figuring out where Andy and I stood.

			Me: Fantastic. How about the fifteenth of never?

			Liam: You’re not getting off that easy. This was your idea.

			Me: Joke. It was my joke.

			Liam: The more you protest this date, the more I want it to happen. You really must’ve picked a winner.

			Me: What makes you think this has anything to do with Andy? Maybe it’s you I want to avoid.

			Liam: That makes it even sweeter. How about bowling? That’s an easy group activity.

			I was about to put him off again when I paused, my fingers hovering over the phone screen. If we went on a double date, I could meet Liam’s secret girlfriend and maybe find out why he didn’t just take her to the charity ball, and why he wasn’t telling his grandma about her. If we made it a triple date, Beth could bring face-shave guy from her salon, and it would give her a chance to get her claws closer to Rhett Myers without any favor requests on my part.

			I still thought that was a pointless avenue, but if Beth wanted to traverse it, that was her business.

			Me: Bowling it is.

			Liam: Great. Got a friend I can borrow? I’m still new around here.

			Well, that wasn’t what I expected.

			Me: Won’t your girlfriend mind?

			Liam: Not even a little bit.

			Thousands of questions swam around in my head, but the door opened, and Todd stepped into the branch. I smoothly dropped my phone onto my lap and gave him a tentative smile that he ignored as he made his way across the floor to his own desk.

			Rude, self-righteous, bigoted bosses put a damper on one’s day really, really fast. I glanced at the clock. Only four hours to go.

			Todd buried his face behind his computer, and I pulled open my text thread with Beth.

			Me: Liam wants to double. Bowling Friday night?

			Beth: A thousand times yes!

			Me: Face-shave guy? Or you could go with Liam. Haha.

			Beth: Face-shave guy is history. I can go with Liam.

			Great. I sat back in my seat and swiveled softly from side to side. Why was I not pleased about this? In this situation, everyone got what they wanted. But if everyone had what they wanted, why was I not satisfied?

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Andy opted for dinner Thursday evening at a burger place in Santa Rosa and approved bowling on Friday. I presented it as a double date with Beth and a friend of ours, and he wasn’t wild about it, but I could hear through his tone that he was willing to sacrifice on my behalf.

			I didn’t understand why Beth and Andy didn’t get along, but it didn’t matter. Beth would support me as long as I was happy. I knew that much.

			When Andy pulled in front of my house to drop me off after our burger date, I leaned over the console of his silver Acura—the Jeep was back with his brother—and kissed him good night.

			“I had fun tonight,” I said, leaning back in my seat.

			“Me too.” His dark-blond eyebrows pulled together. “Do you think it’s too soon to bring other people into this?”

			I stiffened. Was he less in this than he had led me to believe? I knew I should have worn the black jeans tonight. They showed off my legs way better than this dumb cotton, knee-length skirt. But I had been going for casual. “Do you mean bowling?”

			He reached forward and took my hand, playing with my fingers as he held my gaze. “As much as I feel like we are picking up right where we left off, it’s not really the truth. A lot has happened since we broke up. I’ve been with other people. You’ve dated other people. We are still growing more comfortable with each other.”

			It would have been idiotic of me to have believed that Andy hadn’t looked at another woman in the last year, but his statement shocked me all the same. I just nodded. I wasn’t about to admit that he was the last guy I’d kissed.

			He squeezed my fingers tighter. “Maybe it would make us more comfortable with this situation if we made a clean breast of it. I’ll tell you what I’ve been up to since we broke up, and you tell me about your boyfriends. Then we can move forward completely on the same page. No surprises.”

			This was officially the strangest conversation I’d ever taken part in. I stared into Andy’s hazel eyes, trying to read the meaning behind his request. He looked so sincere, like he was just itching to start fresh.

			How would he take it if I told him I’d been single for the last year? He would assume one of two things: either I was undesirable or totally hung up on him. Which I definitely was not. But he cared so much about appearances.

			He was a dentist, for heaven’s sake. He was in the business of making people beautiful.

			“Sure,” I croaked.

			“I’m so glad you’re on the same page with me. It’s such a relief. Okay, would you like to go first?”

			I shook my head, pressing my lips together. “You can.”

			He nodded, an expression washing over his face that was both resolute and serious. “I went on a few dates with a woman I met at the Roasted Bean, Whitney, and then I dated another woman for about a month and a half, Laura.”

			His shoulders dropped a little, as though he was relieved, a burden lifted. Had he been worried about telling me? He didn’t owe me anything after we broke up. But the way he watched me indicated that he put more stock into this conversation than I did.

			I had no idea what I was going to say. So I stalled.

			“Were either of them serious relationships?”

			“No.” His eyebrows drew together. “Flings, pretty much. Neither of them really had that thing we had, you know? The chemistry. I gave them both a fair try though.”

			Was Andy aware of how conceited he sounded? I supposed it was fine. He had compared me favorably, after all.

			“What about you?” Andy asked, his voice dipping. He seemed to be moving even closer.

			And my throat was closing up with each passing second.

			“I dated . . .”

			Silence sat between us, and I could see the worry mounting in his eyes. But what could I say? I couldn’t lie! It was part of my genetic makeup. If I lied, Andy would know right away . . . because I would tell him. I just didn’t know how to be dishonest.

			The light came on above Vera’s garage next door as her car pulled into the driveway, and I swallowed a gasp. That was it. And bonus points: it wasn’t a lie.

			“I dated my next-door neighbor’s grandson, Liam.”

			“Oh?” Andy’s head reared back, surprise evident in his widened eyes. Had he expected me to say I’d remained single? That was obnoxious. There was nothing wrong with taking a break from dating.

			“Yes,” I said with more confidence. “He’s a nice guy. No major complaints or anything, but it didn’t go anywhere. He’s got a different girl now, and we’ve decided we’re better as friends.”

			I nearly slumped against the seat in relief. That sounded fantastic. So grown up and mature of me to decide with a tall, dark, and handsome man that we were better as friends.

			“That’s not too bad,” he agreed, sliding his hands up my arms. He pulled me closer, laying a kiss on my lips that was wetter and longer than I expected after stuffing our faces with cheeseburgers, and I leaned back after a minute, desperate to get inside and brush my teeth.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow, then? Bowling?” I asked, opening the door.

			Andy smiled, his eyes twinkling with satisfaction. “Tomorrow, babe. See you then.”

			Babe? That was new. I guess it was just one more thing to get used to. I slipped inside quickly, shutting the door behind me and kicking off my shoes.

			“Charlie?” Mariah called from the living room.

			“Yep.” I grabbed my phone from my purse. Gathering my shoes, I left them with my purse at the foot of my attic stairs before plopping on the couch beside my sister. Her face was glued to the TV.

			“The parentals are gone,” she said. “Dinner with the Hendersons or something.”

			I nodded. Dad’s work friend. “Have you started rehearsals yet?”

			Mariah shook her head. “We did a read-through yesterday, but rehearsals don’t start until Monday. I’m supposed to spend this weekend memorizing my lines.”

			Her face looked bluish from the light of the television, and I watched her expression shift between laughing and deadpanned as the show went on. A commercial came on for cereal, and she faced me. “It’s super creepy that you’re just sitting here watching me.”

			“Who do you have a crush on?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Mom told you that, didn’t she? She’s making it up.”

			Darn. I should have known. “And here I was so sad you didn’t tell me.”

			Mariah jumped up and grabbed a bag of microwave popcorn from the pantry, then threw it into the microwave and hit the button. Our kitchen and living room were one big space. She leaned against the counter, crossing her arms over her chest. “She saw me chatting with a guy after school, and when I told her he played Mr. Darcy, she flipped.”

			“Good flipped?”

			Mariah rolled her eyes. “Is there a good way to flip out? She’s stressed because I haven’t heard back from any colleges yet.”

			Well, I couldn’t blame Mom for that. “Are you stressed out?”

			“Not yet. But I will be if Mom keeps it up.”

			Okay, noted. Ask Mom to get off Mariah’s case and stress in silence. She couldn’t help it if the schools hadn’t notified her yet. That was out of her control.

			“How was your date?” Mariah dropped onto the cushion beside me, nestling the overfilled popcorn bowl between us. The salty, buttery tang filled my nose and made my already burger-full stomach yearn for popcorn. Had she popped two bags? There was way more popcorn in this bowl than either of us should be eating.

			I tossed a few kernels into my mouth. “It went well. Apparently he calls me babe now.”

			Mariah scrunched up her nose, giving me a judgmental side-eye. “Maybe he picked that up from the last girl.”

			“He was interested to know how you were doing, by the way,” I said with more force than necessary, hoping to guilt her a wee bit. “I told him you’d gotten super tall and had terrible acne and no boys would ask you out.”

			Mariah threw a pillow at my face, and I ducked, grinning. The show came back on, stealing her attention like it had magical powers, and I pulled my phone out. Surprise filled me when I saw I had a text. I hadn’t felt my phone vibrate, but the time stamp indicated that it had just come in.

			Liam: Start flexing your bowling fingers. I’m planning to cream you tomorrow.

			Me: I’m sure you will. I’m absolutely awful at bowling.

			Liam: You’re hustling me.

			Me: Did no one ever tell you that bowling was a fun, wholesome activity? Leave the competitive Liam at home, please.

			Liam: Which Liam would you like me to bring?

			My cheeks warmed. Was he insinuating something, or was I just looking for something there because I was attracted to the guy? I mean, he had called me gorgeous. That was hard to forget. And in my yoga pants and messy bun, for heaven’s sake.

			But Liam had something going on with the gorgeous brunette I’d seen on his porch. Women didn’t lean in for kisses from strangers. He also knew I had a boyfriend. Obviously, I was reading into this.

			“Who are you texting?” Mariah asked, her curious eyes watching my screen.

			I clicked off my phone, turning it upside down. “No one.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “So, not Andy then? This is juicy. You were radiant.”

			I scoffed. “What makes you think it isn’t Andy?”

			“If it was, you wouldn’t be trying to hide it.”

			The phone buzzed in my hands, and Mariah’s face lit up. “He texted again. Don’t you want to look at it?”

			“Ugh. You’re seventeen. Go away.”

			She dug out a fistful of popcorn and began eating it, one kernel at a time, watching me instead of the TV.

			“Just tell me who it is.”

			“I told you,” I said. “It’s no one.”

			She watched me a minute longer before the show stole her attention again. I mindlessly snacked on the popcorn, despite eating way too much at dinner with Andy, and did not check my phone again, no matter how badly I wanted to.

			Had Liam apologized for flirting? Had he explained that he hadn’t flirted? Maybe it was just a text telling me how badly I would lose tomorrow or asking about Beth.

			“Early day tomorrow,” I said, rising and stretching. Mariah rolled her eyes like she could see right through me, but I said good night anyway and escaped to my room. I wasn’t even halfway up the stairs when I turned on my phone to check the text, and my shoulders slumped in disappointment.

			Andy: Can’t wait to see you tomorrow.

			I sighed, trudging up to my room. That was not the reaction I was supposed to have.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I sat on my porch swing, purse perched over my shoulder and phone in hand, waiting for Andy. He was supposed to have arrived ten minutes ago to pick me up for bowling, and I stomped down the obnoxious threads of déjà vu, covering them with my pathetic hopes that it would be different this time. Images assaulted me of Mariah and Beth each saying those same, fateful words: people don’t usually change.

			I wasn’t going to stand for it this time. I wouldn’t date a man who constantly made me wait for him with no explanation at all.

			Fifteen minutes, that was my cut off. If he was not here within a fifteen-minute window—reasonable, I thought. A lot of things could make someone up to fifteen minutes late—then I would get in my car and drive myself.

			It took all my willpower not to watch the actual clock on my phone as it ticked minute after minute. But really, unless the man had gotten in an accident or suddenly gained magical powers and apparated, there was no earthly reason he could not have sent me a simple text telling me he was going to be late. Just a warning would’ve improved the situation immensely.

			When the clock ticked seven forty-five, the fifteen-minute window had passed, and I stood, my face heating with rage. This was it. We were through. I deserved far better than a man who valued me so little. I started toward my car when Andy’s silver Acura rolled around the corner, coming to a stop right in front of my house.

			His handsome smile caused me to pause, tempering my rage. But no. I could not let this go. I was going to drive myself to the bowling alley and hang out with friends. I needed to hold strong, or I would fall back into the same relationship that didn’t work out last time.

			But the clock on my phone did still read seven forty-five, and Andy was here now, getting out of his car and grinning like I’d just given him a brand-new set of dental drills. Technically, he was within the fifteen-minute window.

			“Hey, babe,” he said, crossing the sidewalk and laying a kiss on my lips. “Ready?”

			“I’ve been ready for fifteen minutes,” I said. Wow. My delivery was great. I even sounded bugged, but not too annoyed.

			He cringed. “I know. I lost track of the time and jumped in the shower. When I saw the clock, though, I rushed over.”

			Well, that was sweet. At least he was making an effort this time. And I really couldn’t fault him for losing track of time in the shower, not when there was no clock in there, and not when it meant he smelled this good. I leaned in, taking a whiff of his cologne and a bit of something fresh—his shampoo, maybe?

			“You smell nice,” I said.

			“So it was worth being late?” He shot me such a cute smile that I found my lips reciprocating in kind, and I followed him to his car, shaking my head.

			We got to the bowling alley, and Andy grabbed my hand, leading me inside. Beth’s car wasn’t in the lot yet, and I didn’t know what Liam drove. We rounded the corner of the shoe-rental desk and almost ran smack into Liam. I pulled back on Andy’s hand hard, and he turned.

			“Sorry, man,” he said, shooting Liam a dismissive smile.

			Liam caught it and raised his eyebrows at me.

			Standing in the same space, their differences were stark. Liam looked like he played football in college, all broad shoulders and defined muscles, and Andy looked like he ran the debate team. There was nothing wrong with that, but I could see that it was maybe going to be an issue for Andy. He’d always cared so much about appearances. He didn’t like it when he wasn’t the tallest guy in the group.

			“Hey, Charlie,” Liam said, giving me a very meaningful smile. He’d texted me again today about bowling, and I had just sent him a photo of Beth so he would know what his date would look like.

			I would never admit this aloud, but I’d spent an inordinate amount of time trying to decide if I should send a good picture of Beth—as all of them invariably were—or the one awkward one I’d snapped a few months back when we’d both stayed up way too late and had watched too many hours of the BBC version of Pride and Prejudice. She’d done an impression of Mrs. Bennet for me that was heavily punctuated with laughter, and I’d snapped a few pictures that we’d later laughed over until our stomachs hurt.

			In the end, I made the right choice. Who would it serve if I sent a laughing Mrs. Bennet photo of Beth when Liam would meet her anyway—had met her already at my house. He only claimed he didn’t remember her. Something I knew to be a complete lie. She was hard to forget.

			“Liam,” I said brightly, “this is Andy, my boyfriend.”

			Andy’s face whipped toward me. “Liam?” he asked, enunciating the name.

			“Yes.”

			“Like the one you dated?”

			Well, shoot. I guess I forgot that tiny detail. I looked at Liam, and he must have sensed the pleading in my eyes. I could not let this fall apart now, not when I had so smoothly and honestly explained our relationship.

			“The very one,” Liam said, standing a little taller. His voice was deep and solid, and I wanted to praise him for owning the claim I’d made—however flimsy it was.

			“Isn’t this a little awkward?” Andy asked, his hands out a little and his eyebrows raised, indicating himself. He thought Liam would be jealous of him? As though I was some major prize?

			A blush bloomed in my chest and rose steadily up my body the longer Liam looked at Andy. His gaze flicked to me and then back to my boyfriend.

			“Not even a little bit,” Liam said smoothly. Flicking his head toward me, he smiled. “We’re friends. I’m happy for Charlie, as long as she’s happy.”

			I shot him a look that I hoped conveyed how very, very grateful I was, and he winked.

			Yes, he did. He actually winked at me. If anything, I think it made my blush grow more. My entire face was hot enough to fry an egg.

			“Hey, guys,” Beth said, coming around the corner and stopping herself from running right into us. Clearly, they needed to rethink their layout here. My smile tightened. Did she have to look that amazing? Long, dark hair waving perfectly over her red blouse and black jeans. Now I wished I hadn’t worn my black jeans, because they could never compare to Beth’s.

			“Getting your shoes?” she asked, unaware of how horrible her best friend was. I needed to quit comparing myself to her immediately.

			“No,” I said. “But we should be.”

			“Hi,” Liam said, reaching over me to shake Beth’s hand. “I’m Liam.”

			“Yes, I know,” she grinned, stepping past me to pull him into a hug.

			My stomach constricted, and I turned away. “Should we grab shoes?”

			Andy nodded, but he couldn’t seem to quit watching Liam and Beth either. This was going to be far more awkward than I’d imagined.

			We rented shoes and chose a lane, Beth and I leaving the men behind while we selected our balls. “He is hot,” she said, leaning close. “If I didn’t have Rhett Myers on the brain, I might actually be tempted to redirect.”

			“It’s not too late.” This is what I’d wanted from the moment Vera asked me to blind-date her grandson, wasn’t it? I wanted Beth to have the chance to be with him. Well, now it was happening, so I needed to be happy. They were both beautiful human beings, and they would fall madly in love and make beautiful babies, and I would be happy for them. I would.

			She gave me a confused glance. “Nothing will distract me from Rhett now. Not even a super-hot guy who’s really into my best friend but she’s too blind to see what’s right in front of her face.”

			“What?”

			Beth sauntered away, holding her bowling ball in both hands. She placed it on the ball holder and sat on a seat beside Liam as Andy continued inputting our names into the system. I shook my head and grabbed a small pink ball before following. Beth didn’t know what she was talking about. Hot guys always went for her, always. She was just too good of a person to think it would be different this time.

			Bowling went more smoothly than I’d anticipated. I ended up getting a turkey and winning the game by five measly points.

			It turned out Liam was being honest when he said he was really good at this game, and somehow he knew I was hustling him.

			“Rematch?” he asked, sitting next to me on the plastic seats and displaying a set of teeth that even Andy wouldn’t find any complaints with.

			I glanced at my boyfriend, who was giving me some serious side-eye, and shook my head. He’d lost. Terribly. Like hadn’t-even-hit-a-hundred-points terribly, and it was probably in my best interest to get Andy out of the bowling alley pronto.

			“Should we grab milkshakes?” Liam offered.

			I grimaced.

			“Bad idea?” Liam muttered. He flicked his gaze to Andy, who was now returning our bowling balls to their stands. “Is he lactose intolerant?”

			“Sugar intolerant,” I explained.

			Liam nodded, but he didn’t look pleased. He raised his voice as Andy returned, Beth plopping down beside Liam to put her shoes back on. “Have you guys eaten?”

			“Yes,” Andy said, planting himself on my other side.

			I bent down to untie my shoes and let the men talk over me. I wasn’t about to call Andy out for lying, and I hoped my rumbling stomach wouldn’t give me away. He must really not like Liam if he couldn’t even stomach extending the double date for dinner.

			“I haven’t,” Beth offered. “I love milkshakes.”

			Liam glanced up. “I know just the place.” He turned to Andy. “Carrow’s. My brother showed it to me last week. Want to join us?”

			I knew the place. It was kind of a dive, but it had great milkshakes.

			“Maybe another time,” Andy said in a way that clearly meant, not on your life.

			I caught the look Beth and Liam exchanged, and I felt them slipping away. Not that I blamed them. Andy was being anything but friendly. We all hovered by the doors outside.

			“Well, that was nice,” I said with far more enthusiasm than I felt. “Have fun at Carrow’s.”

			Beth gave me a loaded, wide-eyed look, and I worried momentarily for Liam’s safety. For all I knew, she was planning to tie him up and force him to get Rhett Myers on the phone on penalty of death.

			She reached for me and pulled me into a hug. “Don’t worry. I won’t be crazy.”

			“How thoughtful of you.”

			When she pulled away, she was grinning. Then she turned to give Andy an awkward, quick hug, and I could feel the tension seeping from them in waves. I glanced up and caught Liam’s gaze, and his dark eyebrows lifted as if they were saying, Our turn?

			He started toward me, his long arms reaching, and I stepped into his embrace. What could I do? If I refused to hug him, it would be obvious that I was afraid.

			But it turned out, I was afraid for good reason.

			Liam’s arms closed around me, enveloping me in the most expensive and exquisite cologne I’d ever smelled—something Naomi picked up in France, no doubt. He pressed his hands into my back, and I had to fight to keep my eyes from drifting shut and enjoying the molten lava bleeding from his fingertips into my skin. Static energy buzzed between us, and it turned out that touching didn’t actually create a shock to dissipate that thick, heavy feeling—it only intensified the buzzing.

			Then Andy cleared his throat, and I stepped back, almost shoving Liam to get away. Andy reached for my hand, clasping it firmly in his and all but dragging me toward his car.

			He opened the door for me, but before I could get inside his hands were on my waist, and he kissed me hard. I didn’t even have time to react before he let me go and waited for me to get into the car. Stunned, I dropped into the seat, flinching when the door shut.

			“You hungry?” he asked, climbing into his seat like nothing weird just happened. “I’m starved.”

			“Sure,” I agreed, still shaken from Andy’s overzealous display. I didn’t have time to analyze the situation completely except to admit that I was not happy with what had just happened. Well, if one thing was clear, Andy was the supremely jealous type. Funny how I’d never had to deal with that the first time around.

			***

			By the time I crawled into bed that night and pulled my blanket up to my chin, I had more than one warning bell going off in my mind. Not only was Andy moody after leaving the bowling alley, but he talked about nothing but Liam. Liam was so tall, so imposing, so rude. I was so sick of hearing that name on Andy’s bitter tongue. I was itching to grab my water glass and splash it in his face by the time we had finished eating and left the restaurant.

			My wall lit up with a blueish-white glow, and I reached for my phone on impulse, pulling it close.

			Liam: Hustler.

			I should not engage. It would be poor of me to engage in banter with the man after he’d so rudely bothered Andy. Except, I didn’t really see what he had done to bother Andy so much except maybe that he was taller, broader, and nicer.

			The fire of justified irritability roared within me, and my fingers typed before I could command them to stop.

			Me: I still won.

			He wrote back so fast it was obvious he was on his phone, waiting for my response. Was he alone too or still with Beth? I guess I could just ask, but it felt weird.

			Liam: Now that I know you’re good, I’ll bring my A-game.

			Me: Nope. You did not let me win. I saw you giving that ball everything you’ve got.

			Liam: Rematch. Then you’ll really see what I’ve got.

			Oh, no. This was treading into dangerous territory. But we were friends, and I wasn’t ready to quit talking to him, so I changed the conversation.

			Me: How was Carrow’s?

			Liam: Their chocolate malts are otherworldly.

			Me: My chocolate malts are better.

			Liam: Prove it.

			Me: Okay. But you have to win first.

			I realized I was grinning into my brightly lit phone. Was that normal? I quickly typed another text before he could, redirecting the point of the conversation. Just because Andy didn’t like him, that didn’t mean I couldn’t be friends with Liam.

			Me: Did Beth have a good time?

			Liam: You’ve got an interesting idea of setting a friend up on a date.

			Uh-oh. What did she do? I was half-tempted to text Beth instead, but I didn’t want to break the conversation yet.

			Me: She has a good heart.

			Liam: Maybe. But she’s obsessed with Rhett.

			Me: Rhett Myers? Who isn’t?

			Liam: Touché.

			Me: So are you going to help her out or what?

			The symbol to indicate Liam typing flashed in the corner of the screen for a good, long while. I was starting to grow worried by the time he responded.

			Liam: I knew it. You used me.

			Something within me constricted. I didn’t like the sound of that. So I handled it with an edge of humor, hoping to dispel the discomfort rising in my heart.

			Me: Technically, Beth used you. Or was trying to, at least.

			The phone was silent, and I watched it for any indication he was there. Little scrolling ellipses or another text, either one would have calmed my racing heart. But I got nothing.

			I watched my phone for another twenty minutes before giving up and sliding it onto the bedside table. Pulling my blankets higher, I snuggled into bed and tried to fall asleep despite the guilt clawing at me.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			The next week passed in a weird, slow rhythm. I saw Andy twice, both times for quick dinner dates. I met him at the restaurant on both occasions, promising myself I was implementing the fifteen-minute late rule, even if it was only in secret. I needed to set up boundaries, to protect myself. But I hadn’t needed to worry about it; he was on time for both meals.

			Monday I drove my aunt to her hair appointment at Beth’s salon, and Wednesday I had to leave Andy at the pizzeria a little early to grab Mariah from the school after her rehearsals let out. By the time Friday rolled around, I hadn’t talked to Beth all week outside of a few short text conversations. She had reported that Carrow’s with Liam went really well, and those two words—really well—tortured me all week.

			What exactly did that mean?

			Sitting in the soft swivel chair at my desk, I watched Todd lean against the counter and chat with Marissa. No one else in the bank employee system except me knew that they were chatting outside of work too. So far they hadn’t actually met up, but Marissa confided that it was only a matter of time before Todd wore her down and she would agree to meet him for dinner.

			I wondered how they thought they were getting away with it when Todd could be found flirting with Marissa any time we had a dead moment in the bank. He was like a magnet and the teller counter full of metal. But it was nothing to me if they wanted to jeopardize their jobs like this. They were both adults.

			Even if one of them was an idiot.

			“Well, five o’clock,” Todd announced to the entire bank. There were no customers in the branch, or he would have saved the peacock strut for another time. He let out a loud, heavy breath. “Guess my weekend just started.”

			Of course he would brag about getting to leave an hour before we closed our doors to customers. Maybe I should transfer to a bank that didn’t keep such late hours.

			Todd shot me a wink, and I did my best not to gag.

			“See you Monday,” I called when he left the building. I shared a look with Marissa, and she smiled sheepishly. What she saw in that pig was beyond me. We didn’t get a short skirt—or any skirt, for that matter—in the building without Todd analyzing every square inch of the woman wearing it.

			I lifted my Yeti containing Diet Coke in something of a cheers, and Marissa just glared playfully.

			“Hey, Charlie,” Fernando said, coming up to sit on the edge of my desk. His sudden appearance startled me, and I sloshed Diet Coke down the front of my blue button-down shirt, the cold liquid shocking me as it slid down my skin.

			“Sorry!” he said, jumping back.

			I kicked away from the desk, my chair sliding backward as I jumped up and fanned the shirt—as though that would stop the cold. It only made it worse.

			“I really didn’t mean—”

			“It’s fine,” I said, waving Fernando away. He stood helpless beside my desk, his dark, thick eyebrows drawn together in concern. I kept fanning out my blouse, waiting for the man to return to his side of the small branch where the personal bankers’ desks were gathered.

			I had no idea if this blue mimicked a white shirt at all, but I was afraid the cola had rendered it see-through, and the last thing I needed was to give Fernando a show.

			“Charlie, I really—”

			I speared Fernando with a look, and he quit trying to apologize, turning for his desk and shuffling away. I headed straight for Marissa when a group of customers walked in.

			Spinning to face away from the incoming crowd, I pretended to check out the coffee cart we kept on the far wall, sweeping a ripped-open Equal packet into the garbage and straightening the containers holding stirrers and stacked cups.

			Hazarding a glance south, I cringed. The Diet Coke covered a hand-sized section of my shirt, clinging to my skin all the way down to where it tucked into my pants. 

			I had to change so I could look professional enough to deal with customers. My bank took professionalism to another level—take our matching uniforms as proof—and I didn’t want to be written up. But Todd was gone, and I was in charge . . . a lightbulb dinged over my head—metaphorically—and I wanted to praise the heavens for reminding me of the emergency bag my dad made me pack when I went on a road trip a few years ago with Beth and that I now kept snug in the trunk of my car. The door opened again as more customers came inside. Somehow I needed to get past them, make it to the parking lot, and get the emergency sweater from my trunk.

			At least I hadn’t been drinking regular Coke, or this would be both sticky and wet. I would take just wet any day.

			I heard the door open again. The after-work rush of people wanting to deal with their money before the weekend began was upon us, and I needed to step behind the counter to help Marissa out. But first, sweater.

			Skirting around the line that had formed, I grabbed my keys from my desk and made a beeline straight for the door, watching the floor and avoiding both Fernando at his desk and the growing line of customers. I made it into the cool evening, the air prickling my clammy skin where the wet shirt clung, and sucked in a fresh breath of northern California air.

			“Charlie?”

			I stilled. Oh, no. No, no, no. My body completely froze on the sidewalk, halfway to where I’d parked my car to the side of the bank. I knew that voice. It haunted my dreams—sometimes literally—and belonged to precisely the last person I wanted to run into while sporting a Diet Coke–covered shirt.

			My car was so close I could see the corner of it. If I walked another ten feet, rounded the corner, I would have the sweater in hand. Sure, it probably stunk from sitting wadded in the backpack unwashed for the last few years, but it beat wearing a Diet Coke-covered shirt at work. It meant I wouldn’t get written up.

			I stepped forward. It was fine. I would just pretend I hadn’t heard him.

			“Charlie?” Liam called again, this time closer. Was he jogging? I started to turn my head to find out but snapped it back in place. If I looked, he would know I heard him.

			I was so close now. Five more feet. Round the bend.

			“Why are you ignoring me? I think I’m the one with a right to be angry right now.”

			Liam approached, rounding the sidewalk to pause in front of me. Between me and my sweater.

			Folding my arms high over my chest, I shot him a bright smile. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

			He clamped his mouth shut, his eyes sparking. “You didn’t hear me call your name from two feet away?”

			“I guess I was lost in thought.” Thought of sweaters and dry clothes.

			His gaze traveled down before snapping back to my face, his mouth fighting a grin. “Spilled?”

			Good. If he was smiling, then he couldn’t be that angry. “I’ll have you know that I was startled, actually. Normally I can drink perfectly fine, and it all makes it down my throat.”

			He was chuckling now, and I stepped around him. “It’s not funny! We’re swamped in there.”

			“Hey, whoa. Sorry for laughing,” he said as he continued to laugh. “But the teller seems to be doing well. I was in and out in under five minutes.”

			He was in the bank? I had no idea. That’s what I got for avoiding the customers to sneak outside. I unlocked the trunk of my car, angling myself away from him as I dug through the junk to find the old backpack. It was useless now. The water and food had probably expired, and the batteries in the flashlight were likely eroded and melted all over the interior. I unzipped the dusty pack and rummaged inside, locating the large gallon Ziploc with a change of clothes and pulling out the black sweater.

			“Yes!” I whipped it a few times in the air, and it was blessedly clean—thank you, Ziploc—but had a strong, musty odor. Pulling it over my head, I slipped my cuffs past the edge of the sleeves and rolled them up together, then freed my collar from the neckline.

			“Nice,” Liam said, grinning.

			“This is what you get when your dad was an Eagle Scout,” I explained. “Emergency bags.”

			“Old ones?”

			I shot him a wry grin. “How could you tell?”

			He was gentleman enough not to tell me it was from the smell. 

			“I didn’t know you banked with us,” I said, shoving everything back into the trunk just right so it would close.

			“You really need to clean out your car.”

			I glared at him.

			He smiled. “And you work at one of the nation’s largest banks.”

			I knew this. It wasn’t that weird, of course, that he banked with us. “I’ve just never seen you here before.”

			“I’m new in town, remember?”

			I gave him a smile. “Yes, I remember. So, how bad was the dinner with Beth?”

			The air seemed to shift between us, and he moved aside as I rounded the car to go back toward work. This was not the best time to open that conversation up, but I seemed to have very little brain power when Liam stood that close to me.

			“I promised her I would keep my ear out for an opportunity to introduce her to Rhett. You’ve got to realize, though, I’m not exactly friends with the guy.”

			I shrugged. “There’s no reasoning with—”

			“Obsession?”

			“I was going to say true love. But yeah, obsession is probably more accurate.”

			He cleared his throat, and something in the way he did it made me pause on the sidewalk. His gaze bore into me, forcing me to meet his eyes.

			“I had fun bowling,” he said.

			“Me too,” I lied. It had been inordinately stressful for me.

			“You’re lying.”

			I scoffed. “You should never call a lady out like that. It’s not very gentlemanly of you.”

			Amusement washed over his face. “Gentlemanly? What are you, Jane Eyre?”

			I was almost affronted by his mention of the wrong Jane, but I swallowed my irritation. Not that there was anything wrong with Jane Eyre. I liked that book, too, but it wasn’t my Jane. I didn’t have a connection with her, share the name—and potentially the fate—of a character in her story. “Jane Austen, if I had to choose.”

			He seemed to sense that I was serious. I typically didn’t let my nerd flag fly so strong, but I had nothing to be ashamed of.

			“I’m not super familiar with her work,” he admitted.

			“Most men aren’t.” I shrugged. “But maybe if they were, they’d pick up a few pointers.”

			“Is that you trying to tell me something?”

			I paused. He let his anger about Beth go so quickly it was hard to tell if he’d been serious or not, but given the fact that he never texted me back after my admission the other night, it was safe to assume that my actions had hurt him. “I’m sorry about using you and trying to help Beth use your connections. I should have just been upfront.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“It’s not okay, and that’s why I’m apologizing.”

			He stared at me hard, his eyes boring into mine. What was moving through his mind right now that he wasn’t saying out loud?

			“I was pretty annoyed, actually,” Liam said. “But I like Beth, and I wasn’t looking for a romantic connection, so I’m not heartbroken.”

			My body tensed. I hated that I’d caused him to be annoyed, but it was justified.

			A car door shut in the parking lot, and another woman made her way into the bank. “I really need to get in there.”

			“I’ll see you around?” he asked.

			“Sure,” I called, rushing up the sidewalk and hoping the cool air helped reduce my sweater stench just a bit. “See you later.”

			I slipped inside, letting myself behind the teller counter and turning on the computer at the station beside Marissa’s.

			“Where were you?” she hissed, before glancing up and saying, “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

			“You didn’t see Fernando scare the soda out of my hand?” I indicated my sweater, and she cringed. 

			“Todd would have freaked if you left. You’re lucky you had a sweater on hand.”

			“Lucky for me, maybe,” I said, grinning. “But once you get a whiff, you won’t think so anymore.”

			Marissa laughed before calling over the next person in line. I grabbed my keys and went into the back room, unlocking the vault and pulling out my cash box before returning to the station. I went through the motions to set up and then requested the next person in line. When the line finally died down an hour later, I slumped forward against the desk, integrity pulsing a steady reminder deep in my soul. I had a real problem.

			I could not keep dating one man when my heart utterly exploded at the sight of another.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Vera stood before the painting, squinting her eyes and dipping her head to the side. “I’m just not sure it’s quite what I’m looking for.”

			I stepped closer to her, shooting the gallery manager a look that I hoped said, Give us space. I placed my hand on Vera’s elbow. We’d been gallery-hopping all afternoon, and so far, nothing was quite what Vera was looking for. “Do you have a specific concept in mind? Landscapes, objects, people?”

			“No,” she said apologetically. Her oversized sweater made her thin legs look like sticks, and she pushed her large, round reading glasses up on her head. “I hoped I would know it when I saw it.”

			I understood. Art was so personal, and the process of choosing the right piece depended on the person or sometimes the person’s mood. Vera usually knew right away when something spoke to her. “The Vienna Canal wasn’t doing it for you?”

			“It’s a lovely painting,” she agreed. “But it was placed in a prime location in my home, one I look at frequently. I don’t want to be reminded of a lovely vacation I enjoyed a decade ago, dear. I want the painting in that space to mean something more to me now.”

			Then I really wouldn’t be very much help. I didn’t know what would be meaningful to Vera now. If someone held me at gunpoint and forced me to tell them the most important things in Vera’s life, I would have guessed travel and other cultures. Her grandsons next, but I really hadn’t heard a lot about them growing up except for the odd mention here or there.

			I did know that the most meaningful paintings were the pieces that spoke to one’s soul. No one else would be able to choose that for Vera but her.

			“Maybe you should just paint it yourself,” I said.

			Vera’s head snapped up. She narrowed her eyes at me. “That is a wonderful idea.”

			“Oh.” Surprise backed me up a step, and my hand slipped from her arm. I had meant it as a joke. “Do you paint?”

			“No,” she said, a satisfied smile playing on her thin lips. “But I know someone who does.”

			We stood on either side of a modern compilation of asymmetrical shapes, Vera grinning and me keeping my mouth closed. The idea of a commission literally sent me into an anxious fit, and I was doing my best to command my heart to settle down. I did not have to agree to this scheme.

			“What do you say?” she asked confidently.

			“I can’t.”

			“I will pay you very well.”

			“It’s not about the money, Vera. I can’t paint commissions.” Currently, I couldn’t paint at all. I shrugged, lifting my hands. The worry eased from me as I refused. “My creativity just doesn’t work that way.”

			She clucked her tongue. “I’m not telling you what to paint, dear. Just paint something lovely.”

			“You want it to be meaningful,” I said, exasperated.

			“If it comes from you, it will be.”

			I shook my head. It was too tall an order to fill. “That’s a lot of pressure, Vera. I’m not kidding when I say I don’t have the time right now.”

			She stepped forward, resting her bony hand on my arm. Her voice was soft and low, caressing the air as it traveled my way. “When was the last time you picked up a paintbrush, Charlie?”

			I was instantly reminded of Beth convincing me to go on the date with Liam and asking me when I had last kissed someone, only this felt far more intimate. I felt attacked, like my life choices were being called into question. Like being the assistant branch manager of a national bank wasn’t good enough. Like I wasn’t good enough. Vera was unearthing the big secret I’d buried in the deep recesses of my heart, displaying it before me to be examined and inspected. But I didn’t want to examine it. I’d shoved it away on purpose.

			“I can’t,” I said, with more finality than I realized I’d possessed. The surety in my own voice fueled me, and I stood firm. “I’m sorry, Vera, but I can’t.”

			Her lips pressed into a firm line. “Well, I can’t force you to.”

			Exactly.

			We had another gallery on the agenda for that sunny Saturday afternoon, but the excitement I’d felt had dissipated. When I’d agreed to help Vera choose a painting, I had imagined us spending a few hours in some of my favorite galleries in town until she settled on the right one and we wrapped up our outing with dinner on the square. We’d done this a few times before. Vera and I had such similar taste in art; it sometimes felt as though we were soul sisters in that respect.

			But now I wanted nothing more than to go home. To pop in the DVD sitting on my shelf and let Jane Austen drown my real-life troubles with the fictional romance of hundreds of years before. A simpler time. An easier way of life, where accomplished women painted for the fun of it—not to make a sale.

			“Should we pop over to Fresco’s?” Vera asked, stepping forward and stringing her arm through mine. “I think I’m quite finished with paintings for the day.”

			I offered her a wan smile and ignored the gallery owner as I followed Vera onto the street. We were two blocks from Fresco’s, and I realized I hadn’t even agreed to dinner when we were stepping indoors and being seated by a young waitress.

			Vera ordered me a Diet Coke and sat back in her seat, appraising me. “You look as though you’ve traveled through a windstorm.”

			Liam appeared at our table, slightly out of breath, and my heart jumped at the sight of his smiling eyes. “Sorry I’m late.” He leaned down to kiss Vera’s cheek. He gestured to the fourth place setting at our table—had I heard Vera request a table for four? No, I didn’t think so. If I could escape the fog clouding my mind for a moment, I would be able to recollect that she’d simply given her name, that she had the reservation settled already. “We won’t be needing that. I couldn’t get Spike to come.”

			“That boy,” Vera said, drawing her white eyebrows together. “He is forever moping. He needs a purpose.”

			That sounded familiar. Hadn’t Vera said something similar about Liam when she’d asked me to go with him to his charity ball? Clearly, she’d been exaggerating Liam’s situation then. He certainly wasn’t heartbroken.

			Liam pulled his chair out and sat, shooting me a smile before turning back to his grandmother. “He has a lot on his plate. College acceptances will be coming in any day now.”

			“Are we hoping for Sonoma State?” Vera asked, raising her eyebrows. “He will at least remain close.”

			“He wants to go to USC,” Liam said, shrugging. “I want him to be happy.”

			I felt like such an intruder. “Should I leave? I didn’t realize I was encroaching on a family dinner.”

			“If anything, I’m the one intruding,” Liam said. His blue eyes focused on me with intent, and I sat back a little in my chair. “I haven’t seen Vera all week, so when she invited me to tag along, I couldn’t resist.”

			“Of course,” I said weakly. I felt like I’d been sapped of energy from my conversation with Vera in the art gallery, and now Liam was just siphoning what I had left. What was wrong with me?

			Liam opened his menu, his eyes darting about the page. “What do you like here?”

			“Enchiladas,” Vera said.

			Liam glanced up. “And you, Charlie?”

			I swallowed. Why was he watching me so closely? “Their carnitas are amazing. That’s what I would recommend.”

			He nodded, returning to peruse the menu. The waitress returned and took our order and left to report it to the kitchen. Vera explained our lack of luck at the galleries, and I did my best to follow along, but my mind kept turning over the question she had asked me earlier: when was the last time I’d picked up a paintbrush?

			What would happen if I did it again? Would it be the same as last time?

			I hadn’t dated anyone since breaking up with Andy the first time, and our relationship had fallen back into the same thing it was. He made me uncomfortable more often than not, and I wasn’t necessarily glad that I’d agreed to give it another chance.

			Reality socked me in the gut, and I reached for my Diet Coke, taking a long drink.

			Dating Andy again had been a failed experiment, and I knew with sudden certainty that I needed to break things off with him. I’d been kidding myself thinking I could wait a little longer and things would change. They hadn’t changed, and I needed to value myself enough to understand that.

			Which stood to reason that if things hadn’t changed in the dating department, they likely hadn’t changed with my painting either.

			“Are you okay?” Liam asked, leaning in slightly. His eyes were cloudy, concern marring them, and I got a wave of his cologne as he neared me. I had to work extra hard not to deeply inhale, which would only make me look like a psycho. “You seem so . . .”

			“Yeah?” I asked.

			“I don’t know. Different. Are you sick?”

			I shook my head, trying for a bright smile. “Just distracted, sorry. So you were saying Spike hasn’t heard back from colleges yet? Neither has my sister.”

			“Your parents must be eager to hear,” Vera said.

			I nodded, lifting my glass to my lips again. Maybe if I chugged a couple Diet Cokes, the caffeine would give me an energy boost and I wouldn’t be so melancholy. An impending breakup and a soul-searching conversation could do that to a person. I sipped again when Liam leaned over to say something to his grandmother, and a couple seated at the back wall grabbed my attention.

			No, it couldn’t be . . . I narrowed my gaze, waiting for the woman to move her head to the side once more. My breath came in quick, shallow beats.

			Liam sat straight in his chair again, blocking the couple, and I stared at the sleeve of his jacket, considering my options.

			If I was the jealous type, I would storm to the other side of the restaurant and demand to know why Andy was eating with another woman who was not a member of his family or outrageously old.

			But I wasn’t the jealous type. No sense of injustice or betrayal filled my body, and I outlined the stitching on Liam’s jacket with my eyes, trying to come to terms with exactly what that meant. Andy could be cheating on me right now, and I felt nothing. No outrage, no hurt, nothing. 

			Tipping my head to the side just a little, I could make out Andy’s face smiling at the beautiful blonde, watching the way his eyes sparkled and remained firmly fixed on her face.

			Okay, I take it back. I didn’t feel nothing. I might have already decided to break up with him, that my feelings for him had waned, but that hardly softened the blow of witnessing the moron cheat on me. My failed relationship was literally mocking me from across the restaurant right now, and it stung. 

			The waitress arrived, setting hot plates of food in front of us, and I glanced up, catching Liam’s eye.

			His dark-brown eyebrows drew together, and he tilted his head to the side. “What’s going on?” 

			“Um . . .” I glanced between him and Vera. I wasn’t a scene-maker. I didn’t enjoy having the attention of everyone in the room, and if I mentioned something now, would I be forced to confront Andy here? I’d much rather end things in private.

			Vera’s bony, wrinkly hand slid under the table, grasping mine. “It’s my fault,” she said. “I brought up something earlier that Charlie would rather not speak about right now.”

			Shaking my head, I squeezed her fingers back. “No, that’s not it. Really, it’s nothing.” My gaze sought Andy and the mystery blonde, and Liam caught on, glancing over his shoulder.

			Well, shoot.

			His shoulders went rigid, and he turned back, his blue eyes hard. “Tell me that’s his sister.”

			“I don’t know who it is.”

			Chair legs scraped against the linoleum floor, and I clutched Liam’s wrist. “Don’t, please. The last thing I want right now is a scene. It could be his cousin, for all we know.”

			Liam’s eyebrow hitched up, but he remained seated. “You’re his girlfriend. It’s within your rights to go say hi.”

			I wasn’t his girlfriend for much longer, but Andy should be the first to know that.

			Vera’s face snapped back and forth. “I’m missing something here. Who cares to fill me in?”

			Liam watched me a moment longer before tearing his gaze away. I liked how his eyes softened when they landed on his grandmother. “Charlie’s boyfriend is having dinner behind us with that blonde.”

			Vera covered her surprise quickly. She scanned the restaurant and nodded. “What are we going to do?”

			I laughed. “We are not going to do anything.” Liam’s arm flexed under my hand, and I pulled back. I’d forgotten that I was still holding him. “Maybe I should just slip out quietly and call him. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”

			Liam’s eyes lit up. “What a great idea. Text him now.”

			“I’m not texting him with you two standing sentinel.”

			“Why?” He asked, his voice holding a bite of challenge. I wished he wasn’t here for this and that he didn’t smell so good. He was more delectable than my carnitas, and that was saying something. “Are you afraid he’ll ignore you?”

			Yes.

			Vera shook her head. “You don’t need to do anything you’re uncomfortable with, but we will support you no matter what you choose.”

			Liam didn’t relent. “I still think you should text him. If it’s a date, you deserve to know, and if it’s nothing, then we don’t have to worry.”

			“When did my love life become any of your business?” I snapped. Liam didn’t seem bothered. He just held my gaze, daring me to do it. Part of me knew it was reckless, that I should wait and handle this in private where I wouldn’t be putting Andy—and myself, in turn—on the spot. But Liam continued to watch me, wearing me down.

			And in truth, I kind of wanted to know what Andy would do too—now, in the heat of the moment when he didn’t have a chance to come up with a story to explain it.

			Just like last time. Ugh. Good thing Liam didn’t know about the last time we’d dated, when I’d suspected he was seeing one of his dental assistants, and he just explained it all away. His stories matched up, and though my intuition said otherwise, I’d chosen to believe him.

			I pulled out my phone, found Andy’s text thread, and typed a message.

			Me: Hey, what are you up to? Can we get together?

			I hit send and sat up in my chair, leaning back slightly to watch Andy over Liam’s shoulder.

			“What’s happening?” Liam asked. “I don’t want to turn around and draw attention to us.”

			“How thoughtful of you,” I muttered, watching Andy reach into his pocket. “He got the text.”

			“And?” Liam pressed. I could feel restrained energy coming off him in waves, his fingers beating against his knee in rapid rhythm while his foot tapped on the floor.

			Andy pulled the phone from his pocket, read the text, and then typed.

			“He’s texting me back,” I said, filling Liam in on what he couldn’t see.

			My phone buzzed, and I glanced up, holding Liam’s hard, blue gaze. Why was I so worried, so hesitant? I’d already decided that what Andy and I had wasn’t going to last. We’d just been having fun, right?

			But this wasn’t fun.

			Flipping my phone over, I read the message.

			Andy: Sorry, babe, today’s no good. I’m helping my brother with house stuff.

			Helping his brother with house stuff? What the heck did that even mean? Anger ripped through me, tearing a hot, bitter path through my core. Babe? He had the gall to put me off while eating dinner with another woman and still call me babe?

			I stood abruptly, unsure of what I was planning to do. But my motion seemed to gather attention from the entire restaurant. Well, from everyone except my nearly ex-boyfriend, who was utterly enraptured by the blonde across from him in the uber-short skirt.

			Okay, if the text wasn’t evidence enough, this woman was. She was definitely not his cousin. That was not an I’m-going-to-dinner-with-a-platonic-man outfit.

			I started crossing the restaurant, gathering awkward stares for the way I’d stood up so fast, asking for the attention I didn’t want. Or maybe no one was watching me and I was just paranoid. Either way, I didn’t care. I had tunnel vision. And I deserved better than this scum.

			Andy glanced up, caught my eye, and froze.

			Good.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			If I could have any magical power in the world, I would choose teleportation—the ability to pop from one place to another instantly would feed both my strong desire to travel the world and my responsibilities at home. But sometimes, like in this instance, it would simply benefit me to disappear. Catching Andy’s eye turned out to be a bigger mistake than I’d anticipated. Now I actually had to confront him. Oh, heavens. What was I thinking?

			“What are you doing here?” Panic rapidly shifted his gaze between me and his table mate, betraying the last minuscule thread of hope I held onto that Andy wasn’t doing anything wrong.

			“Hello,” I said, directing my attention to the busty blonde. I reached forward to shake her hand. “I’m Charlie.”

			“Laura,” she said, confused.

			“Good to meet you, Laura. How do you know Andy?” I tilted my head, hoping to look innocently interested. Andy’s face had gone beet red, making his blond hair look yellow. Not a cute look.

			“I’m his hygienist.” She showcased a set of blindingly perfect teeth. It did seem, in some cases, one could have teeth that were too white.

			Ah, he had told me about a woman called Laura. So, he was still hooking up with a girl from work? How very unethical of him. Andy swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed, and I glanced between them. Well, great. I’d caught Andy in the act of eating dinner with the hygienist that he had admitted to dating when we were having our weird confessional, but now what? If this were a movie, I would pick up the glass of lemon water on the table and throw it in his face—maybe the acid would go so far as to burn his eyes—but now, in real life? Now I was just mortified.

			I felt like an idiot, my neck growing warm from the stares all around the restaurant and the knowledge that Liam was somewhere behind me with front-row tickets to the show.

			“How do you know Dr. Jacobsen?” Laura asked, her eyes narrowing slightly.

			Dr. Jacobsen? Oh, Andy. He preferred to be called by the title when he could, but I’d found it stuffy and awkward and never was quite in the habit of saying it as often as he would have liked.

			Another warning sign, that. Why had I not seen all the red flags before now?

			“We used to date,” Andy said quickly.

			I opened my mouth to argue, but it was true, and he probably knew it. I could walk away now, let him and Laura enjoy their dinner and get on with their risqué office romance. But Laura hadn’t known who I was. If they were still dating, he had cheated on her as much as he had me.

			Women should always look out for one another.

			Resolve settled on my shoulders, and I faced Andy, smiling with no warmth. “Yes, actually. We used to date about a year ago. We didn’t work out because we just weren’t compatible.”

			“Tough,” Laura said, trying to look sympathetic. She was likely wondering why I’d approached them in the first place. I looked like the crazy ex now.

			“But then I ran into Andy a few weeks ago, and we decided to try again, to see if there was a spark we could rekindle.”

			Doubt flickered in Laura’s eyes, and I pressed forward, turning a fake, confused expression on Andy. “What was it you told me when we were in your car last week? Something about dating a woman called Laura from the office, but it was just a fling, right? That no one else compared to the chemistry we had?”

			Laura’s expression hardened, and so did Andy’s. That was my cue to exit.

			“Well, it was nice running into you,” I lied, lifting my hand in an awkward wave. “Hope I don’t see you around.”

			I turned away before Andy could scathe me back and marched toward Vera and Liam. I held Vera’s gaze like I was clutching the edge of a cliff, worried about what would happen if I lifted a finger from the ledge—or glanced at Liam—and afraid I would collapse.

			Snatching my purse from where I’d hung it on the back of my chair, I pasted on a smile. “I can’t stay.”

			“Go,” Vera said kindly. “Liam will take me home.”

			I nodded, spinning on my heel and walking from Fresco’s with my head held high. Heat seared the back of my neck, and I wondered as the door swung shut behind me whether the eyes I was feeling heavily on my back belonged to Andy or Liam.

			***

			Soft yoga pants, an old, too-large Mickey Mouse T-shirt, and an extra thick Minky blanket all in place. I was nestled securely on my sofa with a DVD in the system. I slowly turned the volume up on the television.

			I was done with modern men—at least for tonight—and I was prepared to lose myself in the extra-long rendition of Pride and Prejudice. Bring on Colin Firth in his wet shirtsleeves and hours of the obnoxious Mrs. Bennet. I needed an escape.

			Soft instrumental music came on as the camera panned over pale fabric and embroidery needles, and I nestled farther into the couch, leaning my head on the arm. It was a little obnoxious that I felt so hurt and betrayed finding Andy in the restaurant with another woman now, after the fact. I mean, I knew before it even occurred that we were going nowhere fast. I’d even resolved to find a way to gently break it off with him. I had gone so far as to begin preparing my speech, for heaven’s sake.

			We made a good go of it, we gave it our best shot, but it just isn’t going to happen between us. I didn’t have the lack of ethical boundaries Andy clearly claimed, and I couldn’t continue to date him when my heart beat so furiously every time I saw Liam—even if that was a dead end. It just wasn’t right.

			At least now I was saved from that awkward conversation. I’d simply replaced it with an awkward restaurant call-out instead.

			Mr. Darcy and his friend, Mr. Bingley, came on screen, analyzing a country house from a distance as their horses danced, unsettled.

			I feel you, horses. I was antsy and unsettled as well. But the rest of the world began to dim as my movie continued. It really was a shame dueling was outlawed, or my dad could have called out Andy, slapped him across the cheek with a glove, and met him at dawn to fight for my honor.

			Or would Liam have challenged him in Fresco’s?

			I shook my head. Where was that thought even coming from? I obviously had a crush on the guy, but he didn’t reciprocate. He couldn’t. I had the texts he’d meant to send to his real girlfriend to prove it. I’d watched them kiss on the porch, and he’d said himself the bowling double-date was just as friends.

			The doorbell rang downstairs, and I paused before returning my attention to the TV. Mariah was spending the night at her friend’s house, and my parents had gone to Calistoga for a weekend getaway, so the house was mine, and I wasn’t expecting anyone.

			I sighed happily. Why was Colin Firth so dreamy in a cravat?

			The doorbell rang again, this time accompanied with knocking. Maybe I should check to make sure it wasn’t the neighbor kids across the fence hoping to get their stray ball from the backyard or something. I paused my movie and went downstairs. I opened the door and froze.

			Would it be totally impolite to slam the door in Andy’s face? Oh, what did I care? I shoved it away from me, but he stopped it with his foot and dipped his head remorsefully.

			“Can we talk?”

			“No,” I said, proud of my steady tone.

			“I just—”

			“If it wasn’t obvious earlier, I can spell it out for you. We are done.”

			He rubbed a hand through his hair, irritation flashing in his eyes, and I felt a small fissure of fear. He’d been forceful in the parking lot after bowling, and I was here alone. “You haven’t given me a chance to explain.”

			Well, that was kind of true. I tightened my hold on the doorknob. “I feel like your guilt was evidence enough. You could have stopped me at Fresco’s.”

			He pressed against the door, and I held the knob tighter, fear balling in my stomach. 

			“It’s not working between us,” I said. “I can’t stay with you when I don’t have feelings for you.”

			He watched me, and I could actually see the calculation in his eyes. What a slimy, gross man. I started to shove the door closed again, but he stepped inside, and every warning bell my body naturally possessed went off like a hundred sirens.

			“You need to leave,” I said.

			“I just want to talk—”

			I held his gaze. “You don’t have to be in my house to talk to me.”

			He stared at me, seeming to calculate more. His eyes bore into me, and anger pooled in my stomach, rising steadily the longer Andy stood, framed in the doorway.

			I shook my head. Wow, I was such an idiot. “You know, I was willing to give us another shot. We tried. There’s no chemistry, and that’s fine. Now you only have to worry about one girlfriend.”

			Andy’s blond eyebrows pulled together in confusion, and I wanted to shake some sense into him.

			He reached for my hand. “I really wondered, when I saw you in the parking lot, if it was some sort of sign. We were good together.”

			I ripped my hand from his grasp, my skin crawling where he’d touched me. “You were out tonight with someone else.”

			His shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Well, how was I supposed to choose between you? I just needed a little more time.”

			I scoffed. Was he serious? “You need to leave. Now.”

			My tone of voice seemed to give him pause, or maybe it was the crazed look in my eyes. Andy stepped back, hands raised in surrender, and cool relief slid through my body.

			I watched him take the porch steps down to the sidewalk, and disgust rippled through me. Gross. I thought my boss was a pig. At least Todd had the decency to try to date one woman at a time.

			“Please don’t come back,” I called.

			Andy turned, giving me a look that showed precisely how stupid I just sounded. I slammed the door shut and locked the deadbolt. My chest heaved, and I turned back for my attic apartment and my Austen escape.

			Wow, I really was a catch.

			Shaking my head, I returned to my attic but paused at the top of the stairs just inside my little living room. The short hallway directly facing me boasted three doors in something of a semicircle that led to my bedroom, my bathroom, and the studio. The last of which remained firmly closed, taunting me.

			I hadn’t been in my studio since long before moving back in with my parents, and Mom had assured me time and again that the builders didn’t touch it while they’d renovated. But I’d told her it was fine, she could empty it out for all I cared. What use did I have for a painting studio when I no longer painted?

			Dropping back on my cozy couch, I pushed all of my worries to the side and allowed Elizabeth Bennet to convince me that the Regency era really was superior to the modern world.

			I was twenty-six years old, I lived in my parents’ house, and the only thing I wanted to snuggle was my oversized Minky blanket. I was hopeless. I was Charlotte Lucas in the flesh, and my wretched namesake was cursing me with her unfortunate life.

			If the doorbell rang and Mr. Collins showed up, I was packing up my stuff and moving out of California. Somewhere far, far away. Maybe I could contact Teaching United and join their ranks in Africa.

			The doorbell sounded again downstairs, and I sat up immediately. But despite my initial shock, it couldn’t actually be Mr. Collins . . . Could Andy be back? Well, so what if he was? He could hang out on the front porch and ring that doorbell all he wanted. I was so done with him forever.

			The doorbell went off again, and part of me hated sitting on the couch, ignoring him—the part that felt uncomfortable making a man wait for me. He was not a man though. He was a spineless idiot.

			My phone buzzed, and I gathered a deep breath, steeling myself against Andy’s smooth coercion tactics. But it wasn’t a text from Andy.

			Liam: Are you home?

			I sat up when the reality of my situation hit me. Liam Connell was waiting on my front porch, and I was not cute in this particular set of pajamas with the ultra-fuzzy socks and my hair in a ridiculously messy knot on top of my head. I really didn’t need his sympathy right now either. Why else would he be here?

			Me: No thanks.

			Liam: How is that a response? You’re either home or you’re not.

			Me: I would prefer not to be.

			Liam: But are you?

			Liam: I can see the light on in your room.

			Temptation filled me hard and fast. I wanted to run to the window and move aside the Diet Coke can and peer down at the handsome ex-college football player and bat my lashes at him. But in this fantasy situation, I was dressed in regular clothes and not a Mickey Mouse tee.

			Me: Beep. Try again later.

			Liam: Sorry, but that won’t work on me tonight.

			What did he mean by that? I stared at the text, trying to make sense of it, trying to figure out how best to respond, when a knock came from my window. I squealed, jumping in my seat, and my phone flew out of my hands. Liam’s head poked above the trellis, his gaze fixed on me and my fuzzy socks, yoga pants, and Mickey Mouse shirt.

			Now I really had no choice but to refuse entrance to his face. Maybe if I shut the TV off first, there would be no light, and he wouldn’t see how horrible and puffy my face had grown from the crying. Yes, I will admit it, I’d shed a few angry tears after Andy left. I was glad things were over, but it was still hard to admit that another relationship hadn’t worked out.

			Spinsterhood, here I come.

			He lifted his arm and showed me a white Styrofoam to-go box, his eyebrows rising. The window was unlocked, as usual, but he clearly couldn’t open it with one hand on the trellis and the other holding a box of food.

			Reluctantly, I pulled myself to my feet, my heart racing as I slid the window open.

			“What are you doing here?” My voice was hardly above a whisper.

			“I brought your tacos. You left them at the restaurant.”

			My heart burst, beating furiously in my chest. He’d brought my tacos from Fresco’s? That was probably the most thoughtful thing any man had ever done for me. I took the box from him.

			“Wow. Thank you.” That felt inordinately inadequate, but my mouth was not forming words easily. I was hardly forming coherent thoughts while this man hung outside my window. Literally.

			He glanced past me. “Are you busy?”

			“Are you asking me to invite you in?”

			“I don’t mind hanging out with the clematis all night, but if you let me in, I might be a little more comfortable.”

			I held his gaze. Did I want to invite him in? He was just being a kind friend, and my brain registered that, but my heart was not so logical. It seemed to speed up at the thought of spending the evening with Liam.

			His eyes glittered against the dark night framing him from behind. “I don’t need to stay long, but I would really like to speak to you for a minute, if that’s okay with you.” His low voice, smooth and all liquid dark chocolate, just washed over me, and I melted into a puddle on the floor.

			“Okay, fine. You can come in.” I grabbed the empty Diet Coke can from the windowsill and pushed the window up high, opening the space so Liam could climb inside.

			He unfolded himself through the window and became very tall very suddenly. I took a step back, swallowing, as his dark-blue eyes seemed to penetrate me.

			Liam flicked his gaze to the Styrofoam to-go box in my hand. “You might want to heat that up.”

			Oh, right. There were tacos in my hands. My stomach rumbled, betraying my lack of dinner, and I escaped to the kitchenette, tossing the empty soda can into the recycling bin and pulling down a plate.

			He followed me over, leaning against the sink and crossing his arms over his chest. “What are you watching?”

			I faintly registered that I’d left the show running, and a blush stole up onto my cheeks. I didn’t mind sharing my love for the Matthew Macfadyen version of Pride and Prejudice. I mean, come on. What woman of the twenty-first century wasn’t in love with that movie? It took Austen’s lovely story and condensed it into a visually gratifying, time-manageable movie. But this? This BBC version of Pride and Prejudice was for the real fans. The ones who appreciated the accuracy and devotion to the details. Details that really could only be included in a six-hour version.

			Now that Liam looked at the TV with confusion, I knew he was not a true Austenite. Not that I ever, in a million years, thought he would be. But would he think me strange for being one?

			“Is it a period piece?” he asked.

			“Yes, and if you call it Jane Eyre, you can climb back out that window right now.”

			Liam grinned. “Ah. It must be Jane Austen, then.”

			“Pride and Prejudice,” I supplied. “And yes, I will save you the trouble of wondering. I am a nerd.”

			“Liking classic literature isn’t nerdy,” he said. “It’s cool.”

			I laughed, sliding the taco dinner onto the plate and putting it in the microwave. “I’ll just pretend that’s true.”

			When the plate of food was heated, I grabbed another Diet Coke from the fridge and took my dinner to the couch. “Do you want anything to drink?”

			“Water?”

			“In the fridge.”

			Settling myself back into my nest of blankets and pillows, I picked up my first taco and took a delectable bite. “Mmm. These carnitas really are the best.”

			“I have to agree,” Liam said, plopping down on the sofa beside me, water bottle in hand. “Probably the best carnitas I’ve ever had. And I’ve spent most of my life in SoCal.”

			“It’s the sauce. I don’t know what they put in it, but I’m pretty sure it’s made from nectar straight out of Mount Olympus. Zeus himself has blessed Fresco’s carnitas.”

			Liam chuckled, rumbling the couch. I focused on my tacos, downing them with unladylike speed. Wow, I really was hungry. I had no idea how much so while my mind was full of anger and irritation at Andy.

			“So what do you like about this?” Liam asked, waving his hand toward the screen.

			“Honestly? It’s just romantic. I love watching Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy fall in love. They don’t follow the typical path most stories do, where the hero and heroine are both madly in love with each other from the beginning and have to overcome pitfalls to be together.”

			“They don’t have to overcome anything?”

			“No, they overcome a lot.” I took another bite. “But they hate each other in the beginning, and they fall in love despite that. Darcy actually proposes halfway through and gets rejected, but his love still continues to grow. He recognizes where he messed up, and he learns from it, and Elizabeth learns from her mistakes too. They’re both better people when they finally end up together.”

			Liam chuckled. “Okay, it’s a lot more complicated than I thought.”

			“Are you really not familiar with the story at all?”

			He shook his head. 

			I leaned forward to place the empty plate on the coffee table and took a swig of my soda. I could forgive him for his ignorance. It was kind of him to seem interested now. “Is Vera disappointed? We didn’t have a lot of luck today.”

			He searched my face. “She is. But not because she didn’t find a painting.”

			“Because I won’t do one for her?”

			Liam’s lack of surprise confirmed it, and I leaned my head against the back of the couch and closed my eyes. This was absolutely the last thing I needed right now. More guilt.

			Liam scoffed. “I wish I could punch him in the face.”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“What?” I sat up, shaking my head to clear it. Either I misheard him, or Liam just whispered something about punching somebody. “Who?”

			He looked at me like I was crazy. But I wasn’t the person who’d just declared a desire to hit someone. Who was crazy now?

			“Nothing. Forget I said anything.” Liam offered me a faint smile, his eyes glinting from the light of the TV. “I’m just frustrated.”

			“With me?” Should I be slowly backing away? Somehow I thought not. I really did feel safe with Liam.

			His smile warmed my heart. “No. With your idiot boyfriend.”

			“Ex.”

			“Thank goodness.”

			I laughed to dispel some of my discomfort. “Andy came over tonight,” I said.

			Liam straightened, his broad shoulders leaning heavily against the back of the couch, and it creaked under his weight. “He did? What happened?”

			“He wanted to talk. It’s really over now.” I shook my head, training my eyes carefully on the TV. I wasn’t really watching it though. It was hard to focus with Liam watching me so closely. “I’m fine, really. I wanted to end things before today.”

			His hand came around my own, large, warm, and capable, and I trembled from the bolts of electricity shooting straight up my arm.

			“You owe him nothing,” he said, his voice reaching the depths of my soul. “You never owe a man anything, and don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

			I felt so safe, sitting in my little attic apartment, snuggled up on the couch with Liam’s hand firmly wrapped around my own. My feelings had gone from little and schoolgirlish to full-on crushing hard, and it was not good. I shouldn’t feel this way about a man who wasn’t available.

			Slipping my hand from his grasp, weight pressed on me, strong and cold, like a chill had swept the room. “I don’t think that’s really appropriate,” I said. I was so proud of my self-control.

			Liam cleared his throat, swallowing hard. “Because you just broke up with the guy a few hours ago?”

			“No.” I narrowed my eyes. Was he for real? “Because you have a girlfriend.”

			If I jumped to my feet and started singing an ABBA song, Liam would look less surprised. What angle was he playing here?

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Your girlfriend,” I repeated. “The one you aren’t telling Vera about.”

			His silence was not making me feel any easier. “I hate to sound repetitive here, but what girlfriend?”

			Dread pooled in my stomach. There was no way I could have been so wrong for so long, right? “Are you trying to say you don’t have one?”

			“I am definitely saying I don’t have one.”

			I started searching the blankets for my phone, digging into the couch cushions and feeling for the heavy rectangle that ruled my life.

			Why was it always missing when I needed it?

			Liam looked startled. “Seriously, are you going to explain this theory to me?”

			“I’m trying to find my phone,” I said, digging under the mountain of blankets again.

			Liam reached down and picked something up off the floor, handing it to me. Oh, right. It’d flown out of my hands when he showed up. I opened the home screen and found my text thread with Liam, scrolling all the way to the very, very beginning.

			Wow, we’d sent a lot of messages. Like, a lot. I kept scrolling, reading bits of conversation here and there, a smile tugging at my lips as I passed the text where Liam had called me a hustler.

			Finally, I found them. The initial texts Liam sent me that he meant to send to someone else.

			Liam: Can we move our date to tomorrow? I was dragged away from the office, and I’m going to have to work late to make up for it.

			That clearly said date. He most definitely had a girlfriend. I passed him the phone and watched his eyes dart back and forth, glowing from the light of the screen. When had it gotten so dark in here? Aside from the TV, which continued to play my never-ending miniseries, there were no lights in the room or outside the windows. The late-evening twilight had shifted into night, becoming pitch black, since Liam got here.

			When he glanced up at me, amusement danced in his glowing eyes, and I felt the early threads of misgiving deep in my gut. Had I really been wrong?

			“The text clearly says date,” I said, my shoulders straightening in defense.

			“Yeah,” he agreed, handing my phone back. “But I was just being facetious. Those texts were for Vera. We’d planned to go to dinner, and I kept joking that I was taking my best girl out. So, it was a date.”

			“A date with your grandma,” I clarified.

			“Yes.”

			“So you don’t have a secret girlfriend.”

			“I do not.”

			“But . . . there was a hot-pink sweatshirt at your house when I picked up my phone. And sparkly sandals.”

			He rolled his eyes. “Spike’s friends are always leaving stuff around. I leave it all by the door so he’ll take it to school with him, and he never does. That stuff is still there.”

			“I saw the woman leaving your house that night. She was definitely dressed for a date.”

			“Because we’d been on a date. Remember Ruby, my friend from work? She set me up with her friend, but it was only one date, and it didn’t lead anywhere.”

			“You kissed her,” I pressed.

			His blue eyes wrinkled as if he had to search his memory. “On the cheek.”

			Like he’d kissed me on the cheek. I had slunk down in my seat so I wouldn’t have to witness it, hadn’t I? Poor thing. Front Porch Barbie had probably been just as disappointed as I had. 

			My mind was slowly wrapping around the things he said, how easily he explained away my quick assumptions. I’d been so certain that he wasn’t available, and he’d definitely helped me assume that. I held his gaze. “When we were planning the double date and I implied that your girlfriend wouldn’t like it, you went along with it.”

			He shrugged. “I had been dating some women. Naomi and I broke up six months ago, and I asked a few women out. I’m used to being kind of secretive about my love life. I don’t want Vera to know about any of those dates—she always gets her hopes up that I’ve found the one.”

			“What?” This was huge. It changed everything. Liam didn’t have a girlfriend. He just dated. He was single. He was so, so single.

			“I just thought Spike had told you about some of those dates or something. I couldn’t figure out how else you would have known. I definitely didn’t realize you were going to turn around and get a boyfriend, or I would have been clearer from the beginning. But I guess you didn’t want to date me or—”

			“Of course I wanted to date you,” I blurted. And then everything in the room seemed to freeze. Liam sat just a cushion’s length away, his arm strewn over the back of the couch and his hand so close to my face I could see his knuckles moving in my peripheral vision.

			“That’s news to me,” he murmured, his fingers drumming softly on the back of the sofa.

			“Well, I don’t mean date you, date you. Like, not in a weird stalker way. Just that I went on that date with you to the charity ball, and I wouldn’t have minded . . .”

			Liam’s smile grew wider the longer I rambled, so I promptly closed my mouth.

			The television had frozen on the image of Mrs. Bennet catching her tears in a handkerchief while credits rolled, and I watched the screen, careful not to look at Liam—regardless of how badly I wanted to.

			“Is it over then?”

			I looked then. “The movie? No. There are four more installments.”

			Liam’s eyebrows rose. His arm still strung lazily across the back of the couch, his fingers resting perilously close to my shoulder. Should I lean closer to him? The quiet house sat as still as I did, as though it was also holding its breath.

			“So your college major. Was it something to do with art?”

			A wry smile found its way onto my lips. “Bingo. We’ve got a winner.”

			“There’s nothing embarrassing about getting an art degree,” he said kindly. His fingers played with the edging of the couch, dancing in my peripheral vision and being utterly distracting. I wanted to reach up and calm them, to allow them to wrap around my fingers. I’d told him I wanted to date him, and he hadn’t jumped back out my window. That had to mean something.

			“Maybe not if I was actually using the degree.”

			“Ah, there’s the real trouble. Why are you not using it?”

			I stood up, moving to the DVD player in a flurry and focusing my attention on switching out the finished disc for the next. “If Spike gets into USC will you move down there to be closer to him?”

			He hesitated before answering me. “I don’t know. I’m not going to worry about that until I have to.”

			“But he’s your only real family, right?”

			“Yeah, but he’s not my entire life. Vera is here, and so is my new office.”

			He had me there. I guess most people didn’t follow their teenage brothers around, moving to remain close to them. But most people didn’t have the responsibility of a high school senior either.

			“Let’s play a game,” Liam said.

			I sat back on my heels, sliding the DVD case onto my TV stand and looking at him over my shoulder. “What kind of game?”

			“Come back over here, and I’ll tell you.”

			Music floated from the speakers, the familiar comfort food for my soul, and I acquiesced. Nestling into my seat on the edge of the couch, I tried to sit as far from Liam as possible. Beth would be raising her hands as high as her eyebrows and shouting at me to put on the moves, but I wasn’t like that. I couldn’t sit closer to him, lean toward him, bat my eyelashes up at him. Remaining a proper distance away was my go-to. My heart had just gone on a carriage ride through the rocky, unbeaten paths of the rugged countryside, and it needed smooth travels for a minute.

			Jumping from Andy’s deceiving arms straight into Liam’s was not a wise move. I wasn’t a desperate maiden willing to accept the first Mr. Collins who glanced my way, and my refusal to let Andy in earlier tonight proved that. Now I just needed to hold strong in the face of Liam’s kind eyes and open smile—however much of a Mr. Darcy he might seem.

			“Let’s play a questions game. You can ask me any question. I’ll answer honestly, and then I can ask you one.”

			“I’m not sure that seems like a good idea.”

			“It could be fun,” he said, his voice low.

			Reaching for the remote, I clicked the start button and leaned back, laying my head on the back of the sofa. “Fine. Let’s play.”

			“You first.”

			“Why did you move to Bellmead?”

			“To be closer to Vera. My mom cares more about seeing her friends and her vacation house in the Bahamas than spending time with me or Spike, and our grandparents on her side died a long time ago. I don’t have any other family, really, and I wanted to give Spike something normal.”

			“Vera’s normal?”

			That stretched a smile over Liam’s lips. “Well, being around a grandma should be normal. That was the idea, at least.” He clapped his hands together. “My turn.”

			“Keep in mind that I kept my question relatively noninvasive.”

			“Noted.” He scanned my face. “Why are you living in your parents’ attic?”

			“Because my roommate moved back to San Francisco and our lease was up. I couldn’t find a roommate for the life of me. My parents had just finished remodeling this unit, and the timing seemed good, so I just moved here.”

			“Ah, I see,” Liam nodded sagely.

			“My turn.” I leaned forward, resting my elbow on the back of the couch. “Why Teaching United?”

			Liam’s voice grew softer, gravelly, as though the conversation had grown intimate when it hadn’t. I was just asking about his job. “Why Teaching United? That isn’t even a fully formed question.”

			“Fine. Why did you choose to promote that charity?”

			“I don’t just promote it. I run it.”

			“Yeah.” I nodded. “Why that one? You played football in college, right? You aren’t a teacher by trade.”

			“Nope. I got my MBA. But I don’t have to be a teacher to believe that children all over the world deserve a shot at success, and the first step to getting there is to educate them.”

			“But why?”

			“Why not?” he countered, shrugging. “I don’t have a sob story from my childhood where my best friend was adopted from Malaysia and showed me the importance of education, or my dad was a teacher or something meaningful. I was blessed with a substantial inheritance, and I wanted to do something worthwhile with it. I believe in educating people, and I believe in helping those who need it.”

			“But why all these other countries? Why not kids in America?”

			He cocked an eyebrow. “How do you know we don’t help kids in America?”

			He was right. I didn’t know. “I guess I just assumed.”

			“We utilize images of third-world countries in promotions because it’s proven to help us get bigger donations in the past, but our programs are implemented in Title One schools and bigger cities with higher rates of illiteracy in America too. The programs here are more focused on teaching English to bilingual children and helping struggling kids learn to read. It’s kind of a sister program that my director, Ruby, runs.”

			That was impressive. I hadn’t really expected such a thorough answer, but the man clearly knew his stuff.

			“Why do you look so surprised?” he asked.

			“I just hadn’t realized you were so involved.”

			The breath of silence ran like a thin thread between us, pulling taut. “I’m the president of the nonprofit.”

			“Yeah, but I hadn’t realized it was . . .”

			He watched me closely, and I swallowed. “Realized it was . . .?”

			“I don’t know,” I hedged. “I just didn’t realize you took it so seriously. I thought maybe it was a family thing and you just stepped into the role and let other people run things for you.”

			Liam’s eyebrows rose, his back straightening and the thread snapping. The motion was slight, but the effect it had on him was profound. He cleared his throat lightly. ‘“Like a bored, rich trust-fund baby who needed something to do with his time?”

			“Not like that, exactly,” I said, trying to backtrack. That was exactly what I’d thought, and my cheeks burned to be called out for my ignorance. Trust-fund kids equated to lazy snobs in my head, but I hadn’t known anyone to break that stereotype for me. Or maybe my flaw was allowing the media to create that stereotype in the first place.

			“I guess helping the kids is more important to me than being recognized for my work.” He narrowed his sparkling eyes, leaning closer on the sofa. “Do you know what I think?”

			“What?”

			He smirked, but his eyes held a playful edge that made me let out my pent-up breath. “I think you watch too much TV.”

			I glanced at the screen on a reflex. I probably did watch too much TV—he had me there. Maybe I’d spent too many hours binge-watching shows about rich city kids and was now imagining where Liam fell in their ranks. My cheeks grew warm. “That might be true, but you did admit to having a trust fund.”

			“Yes,” he conceded. “But my work with Teaching United is all organic. I started the nonprofit with a distinct goal, and it’s grown over the last eight years to a level I never would have comprehended.”

			“A level where movie stars attend your charity balls?”

			“I think they all flew up here for the wineries, and my charity ball was just some good publicity,” he said wryly.

			“But how did—”

			Liam reached forward, circling my wrist and tugging it down. “I think it’s my turn. You’ve asked a couple now.”

			“Fine.” I grinned, unable to tear my mind from his skin on mine where he held my wrist on the sofa cushion between us.

			“Why did you choose to go to school for art?”

			That wasn’t too bad. I thought for sure he’d ask why I stopped painting, and that wasn’t something I could answer. I didn’t really know why myself. His hand still circled my wrist, his thumb drawing absent circles on the soft underside and completely distracting me. What was the question again? Oh, right. Why did I get an art degree?

			“I’ve always loved drawing and painting. I obsessed over it for a few years, and when I went to college, it wasn’t really a question. There was nothing else I wanted to do.”

			“But now you’re a banker?”

			“I’m the assistant branch manager of a bank,” I corrected. “That might be asking another question when really it’s my turn.”

			His phone beeped, and he slid it from his pocket, shooting me an amused smile before reading the text that came in. I watched his face transition from entertained to concerned, and my stomach clenched.

			“I have to go,” he said. “It’s Spike.”

			“Was he hit by another car?” I squeezed my eyes closed. “Sorry, bad joke.”

			“No, he’s fine. He just wanted to know what’s for dinner. I guess he’s home, and I should be there too.”

			Liam didn’t release my wrist. He didn’t stand up. He held my gaze, and I found my breath coming in quicker spurts. I didn’t want him to release me, to stand, and it felt like he agreed with the sentiment. Was this the start of something? Did I want it to be the start of something? I mean, the man’s last serious girlfriend was a world-famous movie star, and I could never compare to her.

			So why bother?

			I pulled my hand from his grip, glancing to the bare sofa cushion between us. “It’s kind of late for dinner,” I joked.

			The silence stretched a beat too long before Liam sighed, standing. “It’s probably his second dinner. Teenage boys seem to never stop eating.”

			I rose, coming to stand directly in front of him, considerably closer than I’d intended. But I couldn’t move back now without being obvious. “I thought all men just never stopped eating.”

			Liam chuckled. “We need the sustenance. I’ll probably run through a drive-through for Spike and grab myself something too.” He lowered his voice. “And I have no shame.”

			“Good. Own it.”

			Liam grinned down at me. Our bodies were so close I could just lean in and we’d be touching, and I wanted to. But I needed to be strong and protect myself. I didn’t want to let myself fall for this guy and believe he was real, just for him to up and move to Southern California with Spike for college or realize one day that I was nothing like Naomi Price.

			I stepped back, and disappointment flashed across Liam’s face. Or maybe I’d just imagined that—wishful thinking.

			“I guess I’ll see you around.”

			“Sooner rather than later, I hope,” he said. He scrubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. “Actually, I’ve got a lot going on over the next few days with work, but I would love to take you to dinner.”

			“I’m not sure I should be looking for a rebound right now,” I said, screwing my face into an apologetic grimace that probably wasn’t even a little bit cute.

			He didn’t even flinch. “That’s fine. What about a friend?”

			Friend? Friends were good. There was no pressure with friends. We’d already established that I was far less awkward when there was no pressure.

			His smile grew as I nodded. “Good. I’ll text you later with details. I’ve got to do some research first to find something friend-appropriate.”

			I pretended to sigh in relief. “Good idea. You don’t want to pick anything too romantic and give me the wrong idea.”

			Liam laughed. “Yeah, definitely don’t want to do that.” His grin belied his words.

			I turned for the stairs. “Care to take the door out? Or did you want to climb back down the trellis?”

			“I really don’t want to hurt the clematis. I should probably go through the door.”

			“My mom would appreciate that.”

			I walked down the stairs, Liam on my heels. When we reached the front door, I immediately thought of the time he’d dropped me off after our date to the charity ball, and I’d thought he was going to kiss me. My cheeks flooded with heat, and I stepped away, opening the door and gripping the handle as if it was slipping me some extra strength. “Goodnight, Liam. Thanks for bringing me tacos.”

			He hesitated in the doorway, his blue eyes trained on me, creases forming beside them.

			I was dangling over the ledge, eager to hear whatever he was hesitating to say. 

			Reality crashed over me like a bucket of ice water when he pressed his lips into a firm line and turned away. I hung onto the door, watching Liam slide his hands into his pockets and walk away from me. The view wasn’t bad, but I’d much rather he come my way instead.

			I really should’ve left the doorway, closed the door. What would he think if he turned around and saw me watching him?

			But I couldn’t. I was drawn to Liam the way I was drawn to paintings, as if they had a magic ability to lasso me around the waist and slowly reel me in. I wanted to study Liam the way I studied art, to examine the planes of his face and the shadows falling on his bunched muscles when he moved. To take the man I was coming to know and immortalize him on canvas.

			Breath caught in my throat, forcing me to gasp quietly. Liam glanced over his shoulder once he reached the sidewalk and offered me a smile—but I didn’t care. I didn’t care that he had just caught me watching him.

			Because for the first time in years, I wanted to paint.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			The front of Aunt Fern’s aging Victorian house was covered in foliage and many cement steps—far too many for a woman of such uncertain footing to take on her own. Aunt Fern was known to fall at the worst possible times. I didn’t want one of those falls to be while she was under my care, so to speak, during our weekly trek to the salon for her to get her hair rolled and set. So as a result, each time I chauffeured Aunt Fern to or from her appointments, I made a show of needing to see her into the house, to make sure I was nearby to safely get her up those tall, unforgiving stairs.

			“You’ll be around next Monday, won’t you?” Aunt Fern asked as I led her to her door and waited for her to take her keys from her purse, the telltale rattle piercing the air as they shakily made their way into the lock.

			“Of course.”

			She smiled at me. The woman was seventy and incapable of driving herself anywhere. Not because of bad eyesight or trembling hands, but merely because she’d never learned. She’d lived seventy years on this earth and didn’t once take herself down to the DMV to secure herself a driver’s license. But with nieces willing to chauffeur and companies willing to deliver groceries or takeout right to one’s door, who needed a license anyway?

			She lifted a thin, white eyebrow. “Four-thirty, Charlotte. I can’t be late.”

			“We never are,” I said, smiling at her. She never left the salon without that extra floral scent of whatever products they put in her hair to make it retain its helmet appearance for the entire week between appointments, and I wanted to escape the cloud of floral before it clung to me as well.

			She let herself into the house. I was free to go, and I skipped down the steps and jumped into my car, extra antsy. It turned out that Liam’s busy few days at work had turned into a week-long trip down to SoCal to get some things in order at his charity’s main office, and he had only flown home late last night. Which meant it had been just over a week since our taco and Pride and Prejudice night. You’d think that extra time was enough to settle my nerves, but all it really did was amp them up.

			Not that any nerves were warranted. Liam and I were just friends.

			We’d spent the week texting, which wasn’t weird. Friends texted each other all the time. Tonight, once I got home and changed out of my work clothes, we planned to meet up at Carrow’s for milkshakes. That was a normal friend thing to do too. No fancy dinner or expectations, just good malts and diner food.

			It was totally not weird and completely normal that I spent the day counting down the minutes until I got to see him again. Because that was fine. I had just made a new friend, and I couldn’t wait to eat a chocolate malt.

			There was nothing wrong with my shaking, eager fingers as I drummed the steering wheel or hopped out of the car and all but ran into the house. I booked it upstairs and made it to my closet, tossing hangers aside to find something fitting for a non-date friendship malt hangout.

			Maybe if I told myself enough times that I wasn’t being weird, it would end up being true.

			Dressed and doing my best not to overanalyze my choices, I waded through the discarded clothes on my closet floor and opted for my Birkenstocks. I figured nothing said “laid back” like wearing sandals to a diner, right?

			A soft wail traveled up my stairwell, and I tilted my head to listen. Oh no. It was a bunko night for Mom and poker night for Dad, so that left Mariah. The front door slammed, followed by a sob, and I dropped my purse, slid my phone into my pocket, and ran down the stairs.

			She stood at the fridge holding her Hydroflask to the ice machine, the jarring clunk of ice hitting metal punctuating Mariah’s thin moans.

			“What happened?”

			Mariah sucked in a sob, glancing at me over her shoulder. Her red-rimmed eyes were puffy and swollen, and I waited for her to fill her flask with water before I pulled her into a hug. It only seemed to make her cry harder, her wracking sobs wetting my shirt.

			The clock on the microwave warned me that I needed to be out the door in five minutes. That was fine. I could listen to Mariah for five minutes. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			Her nod was slight against my shoulder, and I followed her into the living room, plopping on the couch as she removed her shoes and curled into a ball on the end cushion. Mariah sighed, dragging the sound out as if it took the anxiety from her body with it.

			“Stupid boys.”

			I waited for her to continue, my gaze flicking to the mantel clock. I needed to leave. How had five minutes passed so fast?

			Silence hung heavy in the room, broken only by Mariah’s crying, and I knew immediately that I was not going to be leaving my house that night. I pulled out my phone and typed a quick text—Mariah didn’t even seem to notice.

			Me: Raincheck? Mariah is having a meltdown, and I can’t really leave her.

			“I just . . . I’m such an idiot,” Mariah said with intensity. “Why do I always go for the idiot boys? Why can’t I just like the n-nice ones? I need to date a nerd.”

			“Theater boys aren’t nerds?” I joked.

			She speared me with a glare, but her mouth twitched. Success.

			“Do you want to tell me what happened?” I asked.

			Tears welled in her eyes once more, and she closed them, likely to try to stem the flow.

			“On second thought, I’m going to make some popcorn, and you just get it all out. You want ice cream too?”

			Mariah nodded, though her eyes remained closed to the world.

			I opened an instant popcorn bag and tossed it into the microwave before searching the freezer for half-gallon ice creams and pulling out all our options. My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket.

			Liam: I’ll try to pretend I’m not devastated.

			Me: Hopefully you can recover from this.

			Liam: Only if you promise to go out with me tomorrow.

			Me: Deal.

			Liam: Is she all right?

			Me: She will be. Just boy troubles.

			Liam: Do you guys have enough ice cream? I don’t have sisters, but on TV when girls talk about boy troubles, they usually eat ice cream.

			Well, who was relying on media stereotypes now? It didn’t help that he was right. The spoonful of chocolate ice cream hung limp from my mouth as I surveyed the six ice cream options sitting on the kitchen island. Grinning, I flipped on my camera and sent Liam a photo of our substantial supply.

			Me: I think we’re covered.

			Liam: GIF of a man from the office show we both liked laughing.

			I could just picture Liam on the other end of the phone, sitting in his car or wherever he was when he got my initial text and laughing at my embarrassing supply of ice cream. But hey, a girl should always be prepared, shouldn’t she? Besides, this was a family stash.

			I filled two oversized mugs with various flavors each, then put everything away and carried the mugs, with the popcorn bowl nestled against my side, to the living room.

			Mariah had seemed to get a hold of her crying, and I handed her a mug of sugary, feel-good medicine. “Talk now?”

			She nodded, gathering a deep breath and blowing it out through her teeth. “I was super into this guy at school, and when he got the role of Mr. Darcy I sort of thought it was fate. I mean, we were playing Elizabeth and Darcy. Could there be a bigger sign?”

			“Not really,” I agreed, trying to ignore the fact that Mariah had told me she wasn’t into the guy playing Mr. Darcy. It hurt, but she was young and entitled to her secrets. “I would go for that too.”

			She gave me a wry smile, shoving a bite of chocolate ice cream into her mouth. “What is it about a tall, dark, and handsome guy?”

			“I don’t know. Jane Austen ruined us for fair-haired men, I guess.”

			I tossed some popcorn into my mouth and waited for her to continue.

			“Speaking of fair-haired men, whatever happened to Andy? You’ve been home every night last week, so obviously you two aren’t together anymore.”

			Wow, I was such a horrible example for my sister. “We just didn’t work out.”

			She lifted an eyebrow. Yep, she got that gene. “Because he didn’t change?”

			Lifting my eyebrows, I pointed my spoon at her. “I never said he changed. I said our circumstances changed, and I wanted to give him another shot. But I didn’t wait around for him to treat me horribly again and again. The second I realized he was no different, I dropped him.”

			“Darcy didn’t treat me horribly either. He just made me think he was into me when he wasn’t.”

			“What happened?”

			“I saw him making out with stupid Hannah Stevens after practice tonight.” She drew in a ragged breath. “After I asked him to the fall formal and he said yes.”

			“Oh, Mariah, I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching forward and squeezing her knee. “What are you going to do?”

			“I already did it.” She straightened her shoulders, getting that warrior-princess gleam in her eye. “I walked right up to them while they were kissing and told him to find a new date. I might have mentioned that Hannah seemed really willing to take my place, but I won’t admit to that again after tonight. It wasn’t my best moment.”

			“We all say things we don’t mean in the heat of anger.”

			“Oh, I meant it,” she said. “I just wish I hadn’t made Hannah sound like a tramp. Even if she was one, it wasn’t about Hannah. It was about stupid Darcy.”

			“Should we go toilet paper his house?”

			Mariah choked on her ice cream. “What are you, twelve?”

			I shrugged. “Toilet paper is harmless. We don’t want to actually damage anything.”

			“I do,” Mariah said darkly.

			I laughed, pulling my ankles up on the couch. “Okay, well, you’re a woman scorned. You probably just need to sleep it off, and you’ll be reasonable again in the morning.”

			“Probably, but right now I want to throw eggs at his car.”

			“But we won’t,” I admonished.

			“Of course we won’t,” she muttered, digging her hand in the popcorn bowl, “but I still want to.”

			My phone buzzed.

			Liam: Am I allowed to say that I’m really bummed we couldn’t hang out tonight, or does that make me sound too eager?

			Me: It makes you sound eager, but I’ll let it pass.

			Liam: Phew. At least we aren’t dating, or I would be more concerned with scaring you off.

			Me: Don’t worry. I don’t scare easily.

			“Want to watch a movie?” Mariah asked, grabbing another handful of popcorn.

			“Sure. Long or short?”

			“Short,” she said. “I’m not sure I could handle bingeing a whole series right now.”

			“Short it is.” I got up, finding the remote and turning on our movie app, then locating Pride and Prejudice. “Is it too soon for this movie?”

			“No. It would be a good reminder of how Mr. Darcy is actually supposed to behave.” Mariah sighed. “Too bad Matthew Macfadyen’s already married.”

			“Right,” I agreed. “The man is probably old enough to be your dad.”

			Mariah gasped. “Don’t be absurd. And don’t ruin this movie for me. I need a little Darcy to ease my pain here.”

			Didn’t we all?

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			I woke up the next morning with one thing bouncing around in my head: Liam was disappointed to not see me last night. I’d been disappointed too, naturally. But he went out of his way to reach out and tell me he was bummed.

			That had to mean something, didn’t it? Maybe I was guarding myself too much after breaking things off with idiot Andy. Maybe I should give Liam a chance.

			I went downstairs for breakfast and poured myself a bowl of cornflakes before selecting a banana and taking a seat beside Dad at the kitchen table. He sat with his iPad propped up, reading the news, his thin, rectangular reading glasses perched low on his nose.

			He flicked a glance my way. “Morning, pumpkin.”

			I took a bite of the banana, leaning forward to rest my chin on my palm.

			“Working today?” he asked.

			“Yeah. I need to leave in a few minutes.”

			He nodded, scrolling down the news article. “Tough news about Vera, isn’t it?”

			My world slid to a screeching halt. One didn’t hear something like that and not immediately jump to the worst-case scenario. “Is she all right?”

			“She will be, of course,” he said, clearly unable to see the distress he’d caused me while his gaze was fixed on the screen. “She took a spill down her stairs and broke her leg last night. She’s grateful it wasn’t her hip.”

			My shoulders deflated with relief. “Of course she would find the silver lining. What can I do for her?”

			“Mom’s arranged to take lunch over later today and find out what kind of help Vera needs right now. Her grandson was over last night, and he offered to move in with her for the time being, but you know Vera. She refused him.”

			Liam? Move in next door? My heart raced just from the thought of him sleeping across the fence from me. I could conveniently hang out near the attic window that faced Vera’s house and wait for him to accidentally see me. Of course, the room that faced Vera’s house was all but boarded up right now, but that was a minor inconvenience.

			And wait a second . . . had Dad said what I thought he’d said? “Last night? You guys weren’t even here last night.”

			“It was past midnight by the time Vera got home from the hospital, and Mom went over there. You weren’t up then, as far as I know.”

			My head spun. Last night Vera broke a leg, and Mom went to her house, and Liam was there offering to move in? I glanced at the clock. “Shoot. I’ve got to run. Can you ask Mom to call me when she has an update?”

			“Sure thing, pumpkin,” Dad said, never taking his eyes from the iPad.

			I tore out of there, racing to work to open the bank for the day, but my mind was so distracted. I sat at the wrong desk, poured salt into Marissa’s coffee, and ignored Fernando when he asked, repeatedly, if I had next week’s schedule close to being ready.

			The moment Todd stepped a foot inside the building just before noon, I clocked out. “I’m on lunch,” I called to him as he settled into his desk, his bewildered expression shooting between me and the woman at the teller counter being assisted by Marissa. Not my most professional moment, but I had three phone calls to make, and my body was shaking from the mounting anxiety.

			First, I dialed Vera, and it went straight to voice mail. It would totally be like her to realize everyone wants to check in and conveniently forget to charge her phone.

			Then I dialed Mom.

			“Hey, sweetie,” she answered.

			“How’s Vera? Dad told me about her leg this morning.”

			“Well, I’m at her house now, and we’ve come up with a plan.” Mom sounded like she’d just gotten through delivering a scolding.

			“How can I help?”

			“Will you bring dinner over this evening? I’ll prepare it, but I need to be at the play practice with Mariah. Parent volunteering,” she added, slightly annoyed.

			“Sure, I can handle that. But what about everything else?”

			“Vera has everything else under control. We’re just going to help with meals until she’s back on both feet.”

			“Nice joke, Mom. I hope she heard it.”

			Mom laughed. “Well, she’s right here. So she probably heard.”

			“Can you ask her to let me know if she needs anything else?”

			“Of course. What are you doing now?”

			“I’m at work.”

			“Oh, I’d better let you go. Bye, sweetie.”

			She hung up before I had a chance to say anything else, and I lowered my phone. I walked to the end of the sidewalk and located Liam’s number before I could think better of it.

			“Hey.” His voice was deeper, smoother on the phone than I recalled it sounding in person.

			“Hey back,” I said, sounding like a sixteen-year-old heartsick girl. I brought a hand up to cool my warming cheek.

			He chuckled, and the sound somehow slid through the phone’s speaker and slithered down my neck, trailing goosebumps as it went.

			I cleared my throat. “How’s Vera?”

			He sighed. “She’s been better. I’m just glad it was only her leg. It could have been a lot worse.”

			Bouncing on my toes, I kept silent, waiting for Liam to say that he was moving in next door. I wanted him to move in. I wanted the chance to walk to the mailbox—not that I did that anymore, but I would gladly check my parents’ mail ten times a day if it meant possibly running into Liam—and wondering if he was going to check his mail at the same time.

			“Are you there?” he asked.

			My brain ran away with the idea of Liam and me getting mail and casually chatting outside on the sidewalk, and I totally missed the fact that I was on the phone with him right now. My heels crashed onto the sidewalk with a jolt.

			“Oh, yeah, sorry. I just wanted to check in. I can’t believe all that happened last night.”

			“I guess it was a good thing we postponed our milkshakes.” He sighed. “And now she needs all this help, and I’ve got to juggle Spike with it, and I’m not sure when we can do it.”

			Disappointment settled in my stomach like a rock, anchoring me. “It’s fine. It was just milkshakes.” I tried to sound breezy, but I was pretty sure I just sounded like I’d stubbed my toe and was trying not to reveal how badly it hurt.

			Silence drew out, and I hoped Liam was thinking the same thing I was, that it could have been more than just milkshakes.

			“Didn’t you say once that you make a better chocolate malt than Carrow’s?”

			“Maybe,” I hedged.

			“Let’s test that theory.”

			“Just say when.” Was I being too eager? I hoped not.

			He chuckled, tightening the ropes that bound my heart. I wanted to believe, so badly, that this guy was into me. But how could he, when he was the Mr. Darcy dating women like Naomi Price, and I was Charlotte Lucas, dating losers like Andy?

			Anxiety lifted within me like a rising tide, and I needed to cut the line before I said something stupid, like reminding him of my inferiority. I was an idiot. I wanted him so badly, but I was so afraid. “I have to get back to work.”

			“Me too. Maybe you can bring malt ingredients to Vera’s tonight? I’ll be there after dinner.”

			“Sure,” I said. “I’ll be the one bringing dinner.”

			“I was hoping that would be the case.”

			My lips stretched an inordinate degree. “See you then.”

			Hanging up, I went back into the bank.

			***

			Placing the tinfoil-wrapped lasagna dish on a cookie sheet, I piled garlic bread and the ingredients for a Caesar salad to the side. Mom had run to the boutique bakery in town and bought Vera a box of cookies the woman would likely never eat, but the thought was sweet.

			Mom rushed past me, grabbing her keys from the counter and a water bottle from the fridge. “Make sure to serve her dinner right away or put it in the oven to keep warm if Vera isn’t hungry yet.”

			“Okay.”

			“And if you’re hungry, there’s another lasagna in our oven staying warm, but it shouldn’t be in there beyond an hour, or it’ll dry out. Can you pull it out then? We won’t be home until late.”

			Mom’s voice floated from the laundry room, echoing down the hallway before the door to the garage shut with a heavy thunk and she was gone. I opened the oven door and peered at the melted cheese layer on top of the lasagna, then checked to make sure the oven was off.

			Letting myself outside, I balanced the uneven tray with a bag containing Vera’s cookies and everything I needed to make a chocolate malt.

			But Vera’s front door was closed, and I didn’t have a free hand. I stared at the handle for a minute, debating my options. Using my elbow, I bent, trying to manipulate the handle open, but it wasn’t budging. Vera usually left the door unlocked for me, but now it was hardly moving before snapping back into position.

			With her broken leg, I wasn’t about to ring the doorbell so she could let me in. I could set the food on the floor and open the door like a normal person, or . . . glancing over my shoulder, I did a quick sweep of the street. It was empty.

			Slipping my foot from my sandal, I lifted it to the handle and tried to get the door open with my toes. But it still wouldn’t budge. It was way more difficult than an interior door, and I couldn’t get it to unlatch. My frustrated groan ripped through the air, and I rearranged the tray in my hands, squared my legs, and tried again. The handle began to turn just the slightest bit, and then it gave, opening quickly under my foot and causing me to fall forward with the door.

			Liam stepped through, taking me under the elbows and keeping me from falling flat on my face—and losing Vera’s dinner in the process.

			“Are you feeding an army?” he asked, eyes dancing over the massive tray and bag of food.

			I was ultra-aware of the heat in my core from Liam’s firm grip on my arms. I screwed up my nose and slipped my foot back into my sandal, and his arms dropped. 

			I brushed past Liam and shot him a smirk over my shoulder. “Nice dad joke. Aren’t you supposed to be coming over after dinner?”

			Good job, Charlie. Awkwardness always wins over the guy, doesn’t it?

			Chuckling, he followed me, the deep sound of his laugh enveloping me tightly. “Spike had to be at the school for something, so I’m off the hook tonight.”

			I set everything on the counter and turned, leaning back and folding my arms across my chest. “So you came early, hoping to snag some of your grandma’s dinner?”

			He leaned against the island counter across from me, mirroring my crossed arms. His blue eyes were a dark, deep ocean I could drown in if I let myself. Something about the smile stretching over his lips pricked at me, like he was holding a secret he badly wanted to share.

			And I badly wanted him to share it. I was just waiting for that one sign that he was into me like Darcy was into Elizabeth. Or maybe more like how Mr. Collins was into Elizabeth—that unmistakable, won’t-be-insecure-because-she-knows-deep-in-her-gut feeling that this guy likes me.

			Oh, heavens. Did I really just compare Liam to Mr. Collins? I deserved going to bed early with no dessert for that thought. Liam, with his broad shoulders, sly smile, and eyes that refused to leave my face, was nothing like the Bennets’ sniveling cousin. Seriously. Did I have a new zit forming or something? He was staring.

			His gaze flicked to the brown paper bag on the counter. “Malt stuff?”

			“Malt stuff,” I confirmed, glad for a momentary reprieve from his attention.

			Liam stepped forward, and I thought he was going to look through the bag, but he paused in front of me instead. “Is Mariah feeling better?”

			“The ice cream helped.”

			He reached behind me and pulled the bag over, peeking inside. “Vanilla ice cream? Aren’t we doing chocolate malts?”

			“I can’t give away all my secrets, Liam.”

			His voice lowered. “But what if I want you to?”

			Was this my sign? His hand rested on the counter near the bag, his arm brushing my own. Heat seared me, and it was all I could do to keep my breathing normal. “Curiosity killed the—”

			“I’ve always hated that saying,” he said, still whispering, still standing right in front of me. “Asking about you isn’t going to get me killed, is it? Is your ex-boyfriend secretly a member of the mafia?”

			“We live in Northern California,” I said wryly. “We don’t have mafia here.”

			“Good. Then I’m safe. I just want to know all about you, Charlie Lucas. I want to know everything.” He brought his other hand up, resting it on the counter and boxing me in. Now I really couldn’t breathe. I hoped the guy knew CPR, because if he leaned in and closed the distance, I would probably go into cardiac arrest.

			“There’s not much to tell.”

			His smile made me giggle, and then he smiled harder, leaning in. “Want to know what I think?”

			I nodded, because speaking wasn’t really an option right now.

			“I think you don’t really know how incredible you actually are. I also think this idea of just being friends is horrible.”

			I tried to swallow, but my mouth went as dry as the Sahara, and I just watched him lean closer instead. The man was hot. His dark-blue eyes trained on me, unrelenting. I pushed myself back against the counter to give us both some breathing space, my knuckles clutching the edge of Vera’s marble top. But there was nowhere to go, and Liam didn’t really seem to mind.

			His jaw looked shaded, like he hadn’t shaved in a few days. I fought the desire to run my finger along his stubble and forced my gaze to hold his.

			“Did you want lasagna?” Wow, did I have to sound so breathy? His smirk proved that he noticed.

			“I wouldn’t mind sharing dinner, but I think you’re trying to change the subject. I just told you I don’t want to be friends, Charlie.”

			“That’s not very nice.” His proximity was making me lightheaded. He’d flirted before, but he’d never really been so close to me. With Liam this close, my brain wasn’t working properly.

			His mouth came closer. I could lean forward and make contact if I had the guts.

			“You know what I mean,” he said, shaking his head slightly.

			“I don’t think I do.” I wasn’t lying. Did he mean that he wanted to be friends with benefits or that he wanted to be more? I really hoped it was the latter of the two, but I couldn’t say that. I needed him to tell me, to be blatant. It was hard enough to believe that he was boxing me against the counter, his body heat warming me immensely and his arm still leaning against mine. Yep, I hadn’t moved a muscle.

			“I won’t touch you without your consent, Charlie,” he said quietly, but his voice was full of meaning.

			“Liar,” I whispered. “You’re touching me right now.”

			His arm flexed, and his navy-blue eyes drew closer still. He knew exactly what I had referred to.

			“Fine. I won’t kiss you without your consent, Charlie.” His gaze dropped to my lips. “No matter how badly I want to.”

			What. Was. Happening? This was an alternate universe with a Darcy-level-of-hotness guy asking if he could kiss me. My mind started to tell me that it wouldn’t matter if he was just after some benefits. I would gladly participate.

			But then stupid Charlotte Lucas popped into my head, all forlorn and lonely in her cottage with her loser husband.

			I needed to value myself enough to take men seriously and to demand that they do the same for me.

			“What do you say?” Liam’s rich, deep voice washed a fresh wave of chills over my skin, and I shivered.

			I needed to act fast, or I would throw all my willpower out the window and let the man kiss me now. 

			“Vera,” I said. Yes, I really did just say the one word.

			Liam leaned back the slightest bit, chuckling. He must have known I was struggling to breathe. He was so close, his words so warm they floated about me like a caress. But mentioning the man’s grandma broke the spell nonetheless. “She’s upstairs. I figured we could make a plate and take it up on a tray. She can’t leave her bed for the week. The doc is worried she’ll fall again.”

			“Sounds like a reasonable plan.” And entirely possible if Liam would step away from me.

			“Charlie?”

			“Yeah?”

			He leaned closer, so much that our breath was likely mingling between us. One small puff and I would feel it, I was certain.

			“I’m really glad you came over tonight. I kind of missed you.”

			“Kind of?” I laughed, leaning back. Here was my escape: humor. Turning, I broke his hand away from the counter and pulled a plate from the cupboard, my heart pounding against my breastbone like it wanted to escape my chest. I busied myself with compiling Vera’s dinner onto a plate, and Liam leaned close behind me, the scent of something expensive and masculine wafting toward me.

			There was chemistry between us. The clear, pounding heat seemed to pulse, clawing at me. I wanted to toss aside the white Wedgwood plate and kiss Liam, but that would be both idiotic and awkward. And it would make Vera come looking for us, I was sure—despite her broken leg.

			“I’m going to take this up.” I lifted the plate to prove my plan but couldn’t meet Liam’s eye. He would know about my un-friendzone thoughts right away if he caught my gaze.

			As I climbed the stairs, the tension fell away from me one step at a time, and I could breathe again by the time I reached the landing, stepping out of the cloud of Liam’s hotness.

			I’d promised myself I would take a minute to breathe before attempting a relationship with Liam, but it was a total lie and an odd sort of protection. I never thought we’d reach the point where I would be forced to make a decision. But that? That was clearly Liam coming on to me.

			I wasn’t used to this. Hot guys didn’t go for me. They went for Beth. Sure, I got Andy, but that was a mixture of luck and stupidity. I never would’ve dated the guy if I knew what a selfish pig he was ahead of time.

			But Liam? He was different. Everything about him was unique and foreign. This was like stepping off the plane in Mexico and realizing everyone around me was speaking to me but nothing made sense.

			And I didn’t know what to do about it.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			I let myself into Vera’s room, and my heart constricted. She was such a small woman to begin with. Now, wrapped in her floral robe and propped up in the massive bed, she looked dwarfish. I had to remind myself that it was just a broken leg. She wasn’t ill.

			“How are you feeling?”

			“Hungry, of course,” she said, her voice tired but her eyes bright. “I told your mother that Liam would take care of me just fine, but you know how she is.”

			“She insisted on making lasagna.”

			“Yes, she insisted.” Vera lifted her hands in surrender. “I’m not complaining. But you do so much already—”

			“Enough of that.” I came around the bed and set the tray on the plush chair beside the French doors. “I didn’t do anything here except plate the food and carry it upstairs. Let me help prop you up.”

			“I can take care of myself, darling.”

			“You broke your leg,” I reminded her. “Anyone would need help after breaking a leg.”

			Vera gave a soft huff. “Maybe you ought to remind Liam and your mom of that. One would believe I have suffered a terrible setback and now have one foot hovering in a nursing home. I’m certain they think I’m putting all caution to the wind and desperately hanging on to this house.”

			“Are you?”

			Scoffing, she rolled her eyes. “Of course not. I’m entirely well. Anyone can break a leg. It isn’t a sign of my decrepit bones growing too brittle.”

			I raised my eyebrows behind her back, leaning over to pull another large, down pillow behind her, to prop her up enough to eat.

			“I just don’t want everyone to panic unnecessarily. I don’t want this to inadvertently keep Liam here,” she said softly, accepting the tray.

			My body froze, but she didn’t seem to notice as she arranged her silverware to her satisfaction before laying the napkin across her lap.

			“Keep him here, like in your house?”

			“Keep him in Bellmead. If Spike is accepted into the University of Southern California, I’m certain Liam will want to move down there to be closer to him. It just makes more sense.”

			“Because he cares for Spike?”

			“Because Liam’s office is in LA.”

			“Oh, yeah.” Liam had been down in SoCal for a week because of business—“What about the office he’s building up here though?”

			“He could sell it,” she said with an easy lift to her shoulders, cutting a proper bite from the lasagna.

			I didn’t like what I was hearing. It was exactly the opposite of what I wanted to hear. The tall, hot, blue-eyed man downstairs who’d been texting me for the last few weeks and just cornered me against the counter downstairs until I thought my heart would beat out of my chest, the one I was sure was way out of my league, who dated movie stars and smelled like his cologne came straight from Paris—which it did—would possibly leave next year to live in Southern California?

			Then yes, when the man had almost kissed me earlier, he most certainly was asking for a friends-with-benefits relationship. He had to be.

			“How’s dinner?” Liam asked.

			I tried not to jump too much, but he’d startled me, and now his handsome, easy smile was watching me from the doorway. I fidgeted, stepping away from Vera’s bedside to organize her spotless dresser. The woman employed a cleaning lady twice a week and had hardly any clutter to begin with. All I was doing was shifting the angle of her porcelain dancing figurine to give my gaze something to settle on that wasn’t Liam’s biceps.

			“It’s lovely. Have you eaten?” Vera asked, reaching for the water Liam had brought up. “I’m certain Charlie’s mother sent enough food to feed an army.”

			I couldn’t help but glance at him then, and we shared a smile. 

			“I thought so,” Vera said, unconcerned. “Why don’t you go eat while it’s warm.”

			“Charlie, care to join me?”

			Were they working together now? This felt far too much like a Hallmark movie and entirely too contrived. “That’s okay. I’m going to bring a plate up here.”

			“There’s only the one seat,” Vera said, lifting her eyebrows. She held my gaze firmly. “You don’t want to be rude to my grandson, do you? You wouldn’t make him eat alone.”

			Now it really felt like a Hallmark movie. And for that reason alone, I was going to resist.

			I opened my mouth to do so when Liam brushed past me to give his grandmother the glass of water. He winked at me, and I chuckled. “What else can I bring you, Vera? Want to play Scrabble when you’re done eating?” I asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “But first, go eat.”

			“But I’d really rather—”

			“Charlie.” She lifted her eyebrows, piercing me with her beady stare.

			My hands went up in surrender. “Fine, I’m going.” It wouldn’t take long to scarf a portion of lasagna, and I could be back upstairs safe with Vera shortly.

			When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I halted. I could see Vera’s little breakfast nook from where I stood, two plates set out, already full of food, and a single candle burning between them. When Liam followed me down the stairs and paused just beside me, his hands slung casually in his pockets, I wanted to turn and hug him, but I just stared at the simple dinner table, complete with glasses of ice water and folded napkins under the silverware.

			“Where’d you find the candle?”

			“This is my grandmother’s house,” he reminded me. “But I can’t take much credit. It was on the counter already. The lighter too.”

			I laughed, but my gaze was glued to the table. Had a guy ever done something like this for me before? I racked my brain but came up empty. That was kind of pathetic, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t men these days still be relied on to have a basic level of chivalry? Yet in my entire dating career, I couldn’t once remember eating by candlelight that wasn’t provided by a restaurant.

			“You still chose to light it.”

			His smile was warm, and I wanted to bask in it.

			Liam pulled out a chair at the table and waited for me to be seated. I brushed past him and sat down. “You and Vera make a beastly team.”

			“She’s a pretty great wingman,” he agreed, taking the seat across from me. “I’ll warn you now: she’s ruthless at Scrabble.”

			“And I’m hopeless, so I won’t be much of a competition.”

			He shook out his napkin and laid it over his legs. “The competition isn’t as important as the companionship.”

			“True.” I lifted my lasagna-full fork to my mouth. My mom really knew how to cook. Too bad I didn’t inherit that trait. Or any good housewife traits, to be honest. But hey, I didn’t have to be a good housewife to count people’s money or create an employee schedule.

			“How are things coming along with the office?” I asked.

			“It should be ready to go by the end of next week, actually. Renovations took three times as long as I expected.”

			“Sounds about right, then.”

			He chuckled. “I’ll just be glad to have my own space again. I’ve been stuck sharing an office for the last few months, and I’m pretty sure both of my coworkers are sick of me now.”

			“Doubtful. Who would be sick of you?”

			He smirked at me above his bite of lasagna, and I dropped my gaze to my dinner. I wasn’t trying to push him away, but I was worried. History had proven that hot guys couldn’t be trusted. Why should Liam be any different?

			***

			“You really don’t want a malt, Vera? Or are you just trying to push me and your grandson together again?”

			She looked at me through wry, tired eyes. “I really want to sleep, Charlie. But you can’t blame an old woman for trying to set her grandson up with a nice young woman. I just want to see him happily settled.”

			“Terrible excuse,” I said, gathering a few fallen Scrabble pieces from the floor and dropping them into the box. “You said earlier that you think he might move to SoCal. I think that’s reason enough to keep my distance.”

			A Scrabble piece caught my eye, and I got onto my hands and knees to reach for it under the bed. When I straightened, Vera was staring at me like I’d just performed a tap dance out of nowhere.

			“If Liam does move to be closer to his brother, that is almost a year away. You have plenty of time to worry about it later.”

			“You’re worrying about it now,” I countered.

			“I’m his grandmother. I have license to worry as much and as often as I please.” She folded her hands on her blanketed lap. “I don’t have to be reasonable.”

			I did though.

			“Well, I’m going to make Liam the malt I promised him and then go home. I have to work in the morning. But can I get you anything else first?”

			She shook her head, snuggling down into her blankets. “Janice will be here in the morning. I really don’t see what all the fuss is about, but quit your worrying. I won’t be left here alone too long.”

			“Janice, your cleaning lady?”

			“Yes. Janice, my cleaning lady.” Vera pulled her remote from the bedside table and turned on the TV. “She’s agreed to babysit me during the day while Liam works.”

			I laughed. “It’s not babysitting. It’s being around in case you need anything. You can’t go downstairs by yourself yet, so please don’t try.”

			“I won’t,” she said, watching the TV. “Believe it or not, I don’t wish to fall again.”

			“I believe it.” I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “I plugged your phone in. It’s right here”—I gestured to the bedside table—“and I want you to call if you need anything at all.”

			Vera agreed, and I left her in her room with a fresh glass of water, her phone charging, and the television tuned in to Friends reruns.

			The clink of dishes being stacked punctuated the silence, and I paused at the base of the stairs, my gaze fixed on the blank wall space that had previously been inhabited by the Vienna Canal. Guilt swept through me. Was I really so pathetic that I couldn’t produce one painting?

			“You okay?”

			Liam stood at the end of the hall, a drying towel in one hand and a plate in the other.

			“Let me help with those.” I followed him into the kitchen.

			“You didn’t answer me.”

			“You didn’t have to wash the dishes,” I said. “I was planning to put everything in the dishwasher.”

			He picked up another plate and dried it, tossing a grin over his shoulder and showing me his perfect, white teeth. “Now you don’t have to.”

			“Where are the clean towels?”

			“Don’t worry about it.” He stacked the plate before reaching for another. “I’m almost done. But I wouldn’t argue with a malt now.”

			“Deal.”

			Liam continued drying and putting away the dishes while I got out everything I needed to make malts: ice cream, Nesquik powder, milk, and malt powder. Searching the cupboards, I found the blender and pulled it onto the counter. By the time the malts were ready and scooped into glasses, Liam was finished with the dishes and leaning against the island, a drying towel slung over his shoulder and his arms crossed over his chest.

			“Nesquik, huh?”

			“You’ll see,” I promised and handed him a glass with a spoon.

			I put everything away, filling the blender with water to make it easier to clean later and wiping the counter with a rag before taking a bite from my own glass. Yep, my malts were definitely better than Carrow’s.

			“There’s no more left?”

			I glanced from Liam to the sink, and then to his empty cup. Chuckling, I scooped half of my own malt into his cup. “Here you go.”

			“Oh, you really don’t have to . . .” He took another bite, grinning. “Thanks.”

			I emptied my cup and washed it out before reaching for Liam’s and washing it as well. He took them from me to dry, standing so close to my side I felt his body heat on my bare arm.

			The sun had set during the Scrabble game, and all was dark beyond Vera’s windows. Only a dim light in the kitchen shone now, and only the faint sound of Vera’s TV upstairs penetrated the silent house. I knew I should leave, but I didn’t want to. Instead, I hopped up on the counter, hoping it would stop Liam from boxing me in again.

			We needed to have a conversation, and there was no way I would be able to concentrate if he continued to stand so close to me.

			“What are we doing here?” I asked. The question every man hated to hear.

			“Cleaning?” he asked, his hand resting lightly on the counter.

			I couldn’t help but smile. I wanted to ask him what his intentions were, but this wasn’t a period drama, and he’d probably think I had a screw loose.

			His gaze flicked to the counter behind me. Was he thinking about earlier too? The moment he’d stood so close?

			“I just want to know what we’re doing,” I said, gesturing between us. “The last time we really talked, I made it clear that I didn’t want a rebound.”

			“I haven’t seen you in a week. Is that not long enough to get over him?”

			I chuckled. How could I not? I held Liam’s dark gaze, willing him to come out and tell me how he felt without me asking. I didn’t super want to have a define-the-relationship talk, but I was too old to jump into a relationship without expectations.

			He leveled me with a look and stepped closer. “I’m pretty sure I couldn’t come on stronger if I tried.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed, thinking of his breath mingling with mine. I could smell him again, and that did funny things to my brain. It made me want to giggle, and I was not the sort of girl who giggled. “But what I don’t get is why.”

			“Why I’d want to date you, or why I’m putting myself out there like this?”

			“I guess both.”

			Liam stared at me, small lines creasing between his eyebrows. “You don’t realize how great you are, do you?”

			The warmth of a blush stole up my cheeks, and I leaned back on the counter, gripping the edge tightly. I wished I wasn’t so awkward, but what could I do about that now? “I’m not asking for compliments, Liam. I just . . . well, I don’t do casual really well. I’m not interested in casual. I don’t want to waste my time just having fun—I just did that with Andy, and we both know how that turned out—and I really don’t want to waste your time either.”

			Liam seemed to pause. “It’s hard to lay out expectations now when I don’t really know what’s going to happen either.”

			I dropped my head, shaking it. “I know. I’m coming on too strong here, but I really can’t do a just-for-fun relationship again. I don’t want that. I want a guy who’s going to be all in, and sometimes it feels like that guy doesn’t exist.”

			“That guy exists,” Liam said. “And he’s standing right here.”

			He took two steps to close the distance, his body coming flush against the counter and his hands slipping around my waist. He pulled me closer to him, sliding me forward on the marble countertop while his hand slid up my back, cupping my neck.

			He paused a breath away from my lips, his eyes darting from my gaze to my mouth, his chest rising and falling in rapid rhythm. “I don’t know what’s going to happen with us, but I know I want to try.”

			All I wanted to do was yell shut up and kiss me! My feminine power was really strong right now, evidently.

			Liam’s voice dropped to a whisper as his thumb rubbed circles under my ear, his hands firm. “Want to try?”

			I didn’t want to croak, and I knew if I opened my mouth, a frog sound would most definitely come out. So I nodded. This guy, this super-hot, super-built, ex-football-playing philanthropist who recently broke up with his movie-star ex-girlfriend wanted to date me. To kiss me. To be together and figure out where things would go.

			This was not real life.

			Plummeting back to reality, I had to admit that Liam didn’t commit to me or anything yet. But he wasn’t being a skeezeball either, trying to make out with me and still hook up with his coworkers on the side.

			Given the direction of Liam’s gaze, though, he did want to kiss me now. So why wasn’t he?

			“Do I have something in my teeth?” I asked, running my tongue over them. “A spare basil leaf?”

			He chuckled, and I literally felt the rumble against my knees. It was a good thing I was seated, or I would have collapsed. I was so Jell-O right now.

			“No.”

			“Then . . .” I couldn’t finish that sentence. None of me had enough gumption to finish that sentence.

			“Why am I not kissing you?” he asked. He drew so close I could feel his lips moving against my own, the barest brush as he spoke, and chills swept through my body.

			I couldn’t even nod this time, or we would bonk foreheads. I’d never had a rule about not kissing the man first, but now I felt like I should have that rule, and I wasn’t about to break it. Maybe it was my insecurities rearing their ugly heads, but I needed Liam to move first, to show me how he wanted me, not just tell me.

			I didn’t know if I’d believe it until I felt it.

			And then I felt it.

			Liam smiled, and I felt his lips stretch before he closed the distance, pressing them to mine. His fingers moved up into my hair, applying just enough pressure to pull me closer, deeper, like he needed to eliminate every particle of space between us.

			And then my body erupted. Liam’s soft, pliable lips against my own were an ignitor that lit the flame within me, and I ran my hands up his arms, feeling every contour in his flexing muscles. I wrapped my hands around his neck, pulling him closer. I needed Liam in a way I’d never needed anyone. My heart blazed in a way I’d never felt before.

			He leaned back. I was faintly aware of our breath coming swiftly, and I missed him already.

			“Whoa,” he said.

			“Whoa,” I repeated.

			He grinned. “I mean, I expected some fire, but that was . . . amazing.”

			I chuckled, my fingers entwining behind his neck, and leaned forward to do it again.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Dating Liam felt a little like winning the lottery. It was one of those things you always wish would happen to you but also wholeheartedly believe it never will. And then one day you wake up to the lucky lotto ticket and can’t stop pinching yourself to make sure this is real life.

			Not that I would know. I’d never won the lottery either. But winning it could only feel like this.

			Four days had passed since the countertop kiss, and I’d seen Liam every day since. Granted, every time I saw the man was at his grandmother’s house because he was too afraid to leave her alone during the night—and I didn’t blame him, of course—but we’d spent the last few nights playing Scrabble with Vera or streaming shows.

			There was something almost magical about watching a show I loved with a guy I liked and both of us laughing at the same time.

			Tonight Vera was asleep, Spike was staying at a friend’s house, and I nestled on the sofa downstairs, my head resting on Liam’s shoulder while his other arm strung over the back of the couch. He was shaking so much from laughter that my head bounced. I sat up, and his arm tightened around my shoulders.

			“Don’t go.”

			“I’m not,” I said, snuggling close to his side. I brushed my hair out of my face and sent him a grin. “But you won’t stop shaking.”

			He looked torn. “We could change the show.”

			“I’m not complaining about the laughter, just the earthquake.”

			Liam’s deep-blue eyes fixed on me. He pushed a stubborn lock of hair away from my forehead and tucked it behind my ear. Bending his knuckles, he brushed them against my cheekbone, and I flinched, giggling.

			“What?” he asked, sudden concern washing over his face, dropping his hand.

			“Nothing.”

			“What is it?”

			I drew in a breath. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because I do not want to insult you or your manliness.”

			Liam’s eyebrows drew together, those familiar small lines forming between them. “Okay.”

			“Your hairy knuckles tickled me.”

			He reared back slightly, then pulled away to examine his fingers. “They aren’t that bad.”

			“I didn’t say you were Bigfoot or anything, but yeah, the fuzz got me.”

			His smile turned wry. “That’s romantic.”

			I adjusted, pulling my feet up under me. “You’re romantic. Even if your hairy knuckles aren’t.”

			“True romance over here,” he said, cupping his hand around his mouth as if he was making an announcement—though he kept quiet enough not to wake Vera. “None of this fake, romance-novel stuff.”

			I had to kiss him then. I couldn’t help it. I leaned forward, taking his face in both of my hands and laying a kiss on his lips so soft, slow, and sweet, that he seemed to forget my hairy-knuckle blunder. His hands went around my waist, running up and down my back as I kissed him, and I began to lose all sense of time and place.

			A car honked outside, and I jumped, breaking contact.

			“It’s not for us,” he murmured, as if he knew exactly who honked and why they did so.

			“It’s getting late,” I said, smiling.

			“No, it isn’t.” He closed the distance, kissing me again, and I let him for a minute before sliding my hands down to his chest and gently pushing him away.

			I scrunched up my nose in apology. “I have to work in the morning.”

			“I don’t like that excuse. Quit your job, and you won’t have to use it again.”

			“Because that is what a reasonable, responsible adult would do . . .” after being in a relationship for four days.

			Liam started for my lips again, and I squealed softly, swatting at his arms as his hold on me tightened. He nuzzled my neck. “I don’t care about reasonable, responsible adults. I just want to see you more.”

			Laughing, I disentangled myself and got up, looking around for my shoes. He bent down and lifted a sandal, and I took it from him before finding the other one under the sofa.

			“I’ve seen you every day this week.” Not that I was complaining. Like winning the lottery, remember?

			He stood, stretching his arms high above his head. “Yeah, but never outside of this house. And always with the threat of Vera looming over us.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “You think her leg is suddenly going to heal, and she’ll come downstairs and catch us making out? Then what, she’ll be mad?” She was more likely to celebrate.

			He chuckled. “I just mean that I want to take you out for a real date. Maybe this weekend? I can make Spike come grandma-sit.”

			“Don’t let her catch you saying that, or she’ll be furious.”

			He didn’t skip a beat. “What do you say?”

			Why was I hesitating? The man had been amazing for all four days of our courtship so far. “Sure. Let’s do it.”

			Grabbing my phone and keys from the kitchen table, I turned to go.

			“Can I walk you home?” he asked, sidling up beside me and taking my hand.

			“What if someone sees us?”

			He drew back. “Is it a problem if they do?”

			“No. Yes . . . not really?”

			“That was not a definitive answer.” Liam did not sound pleased. His mouth was set in a firm line.

			I cleared my throat. “I just don’t usually tell my family about a guy in the beginning,” I said, as though starting relationships was something I did often. “I don’t want them asking all sorts of questions when I don’t really have the answers yet.”

			“What kind of questions?” he asked. “Like what your boyfriend’s name is, or what he does for work? I feel like those aren’t really hard to answer.”

			I paused. He’d said boyfriend. Had he realized that?

			This was moving really fast, and my heart sped accordingly. But this was nothing like anything I’d felt before. Liam was like no other guy I’d dated before. Being around him was like pulling on an old, oversized sweatshirt: cozy, warm, and safe.

			“Boyfriend?”

			His mouth hitched up in a half-smile, his eyes searching mine. “I hope so.”

			I couldn’t help but grin. Reaching up on tiptoe, I kissed him again. “Okay, boyfriend, you can take me out this weekend, and you can meet the family then.”

			“Deal.”

			***

			Todd and Marissa avoided each other at work the next day like it was a professional sport. I tried to avoid both of them, because the last thing I wanted right now was to get caught up in their improper, inner-office romance drama. I had a schedule I needed to finish for the next fortnight—sorry, I meant two weeks. I really had to cut back on my period-piece viewing, or I might slip a word like that into a conversation with a customer and earn a funny look. Rightfully so, I’d agree.

			My phone buzzed in the top drawer of my desk, and I took it out to find a text from Fernando. I glanced over my shoulder toward his desk, and he lifted his thick, dark eyebrows at me.

			Fernando: Todd is on one today, am I right?

			There was no right way to answer that question. Yeah, Todd was on one today, and Marissa just looked mad. But trash-talking my boss would lead nowhere good.

			Me: At least you’re off work soon.

			Fernando: True. Hey, do you know if I’m closing next Friday?

			I checked the schedule and confirmed that I had Fernando opening that day before replying.

			Me: Nope. You open.

			Fernando: What about you?

			I double-checked before typing a reply. I wanted to ask why he wasn’t using the inner-office chat or—even simpler—crossing the room to ask me this in person, but I just texted him back.

			Me: I close next Friday.

			It was only fair, since I got to open the bank this weekend. This Friday I got to leave work at four in the afternoon and prep myself for a date with Liam Connell. Swoon.

			Fernando: It’s not ideal, but I guess it’s not the end of the world either. Want to go out that night?

			Me: Like as friends?

			Fernando: No.

			Well, this was awkward.

			I broke out in a sweat. At least I could blame the stuffy office, the heat pumping so hard to combat the cold front that had rolled into town over the last few days.

			Didn’t he realize inner-office relationships were taboo? Corporate would not condone it. Not that it mattered what corporate would approve of, now that I had a boyfriend.

			Me: I actually just started seeing someone.

			Fernando: Oh, okay. Cool.

			Could the earth just open up and swallow me whole, now? Fernando just asked me out. I could feel his gaze warming my back, but I couldn’t turn around. At least he was off work in four minutes. I could postpone an awkward conversation for another time when the sting of rejection wasn’t as fresh.

			I’m sorry, but what kind of guy asked a girl out over text when he was sitting in the same room?

			Liam’s handsome, square jaw and piercing blue eyes came to mind, the serious expression he’d worn when he persuaded me to go out with him Friday night. I didn’t even know what he had in mind for the date, but I didn’t care. I was just looking forward to seeing him again. I was like a lovesick teenager, and I could hardly focus on anything for longer than a few minutes without my brain veering into Liam territory.

			Not that I minded. It was a pleasant place to spend my daydreaming hours.

			“Bye, Todd,” Fernando called.

			Todd lifted a hand before returning his attention to his computer, his gaze flicking toward the teller counter a few times as his scowl deepened. Yep. Something had most definitely happened between him and Marissa.

			Would it be better to wait until tomorrow morning or rip the bandage off now and give Fernando a soft wave so he would know that things were good between us? Well, too late. The door shut behind him, and I wasn’t too sad to lose the chance to talk.

			Marissa started waving discreetly at me, and I sent a quick email out for everyone to review the schedule before closing out my computer screen and letting myself behind the teller counter.

			I took the high, rolling chair beside Marissa’s counter and waited for her to help the man who had just walked in. The door closed behind him, and she scooted closer on her chair.

			“I need your help.”

			Oh, great. “I just sent out the schedule, Marissa. I can’t really change it now.”

			“No, not that.” She swatted the idea away with a flap of her hand. “It’s the career fair at Bellmead High this weekend.” Leaning in, she lowered her voice. “I was supposed to go with Todd, but there’s no way that’s happening now, and I can’t be obvious about it.”

			“Because no one knows about you two.”

			“Except you,” she said. “Please, Charlie? Please go to the stupid career fair with Todd?”

			“Marissa, I can’t. I have plans Friday night.”

			She wrinkled her nose, flicking her long, curly blonde hair over her shoulder. “With Fernando? I knew I should have texted you about it first.”

			“What? No. With—wait, why did you think I was going out with Fernando?”

			“Because he’s super into you. He mentioned something earlier about wanting to ask you out.”

			Well, a heads-up would have been nice.

			Marissa pulled a piece of gum from her drawer and popped it in her mouth. Todd hated when we chewed gum. He thought it was unprofessional. She was no doubt chewing it now just to irritate him.

			She offered me a piece, but I shook my head. “How long have you known about Fernando?”

			“For months,” she said as though it wasn’t a big deal at all. “He finally got the nerve up today to ask you out, I guess. So you turned him down?”

			“Yeah, I’m dating someone right now. Kind of.”

			“Kind of?” She raised a sculpted eyebrow.

			I wasn’t about to reveal the depths of my insecurities here, but it was still hard to call Liam my boyfriend. I was afraid it was still a dream, that he would wake up any moment and realize how plain and boring I really was. I wasn’t blind to his admiration. Any woman would appreciate being admired by Liam. But I needed to guard myself. Our brand-new relationship hadn’t been tested on other people yet. We hadn’t even left the house.

			The door opened to let in another customer, and I got up to leave Marissa at the counter.

			“Please?” she called, her desperate puppy-dog eyes doing me in.

			“Fine.” I shot the customer a smile before heading toward my own desk. I passed Todd on the way and said, “I’m doing the career fair with you Friday.”

			His nose wrinkled, and he flashed a frown toward Marissa. “Good riddance.”

			Well, this was certainly going to make things at work interesting.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The parking lot at the high school was only half full by the time I pulled in on Friday afternoon. This was exactly not how I wanted to spend my Friday night, but Liam had been super understanding, accepting my profuse apologies and pathetic begging to allow him to let me make it up to him. Canceling at all made me feel like a skeezeball. Andy much? I knew what it was like to be on the other end of these situations time and again, and it felt horrible.

			So now Liam and I had plans. I was going to let him know when I was done here, because he still wanted to take me out. I mean, I’d offered moving the date to Saturday, but he didn’t want to wait. I really hit the jackpot with this guy. It begged the question: was it too good to be true?

			But no. I wouldn’t let myself go down the path of most destruction again. My low self-esteem had ruined far too many things in my lifetime, and walking the halls of my old high school really wasn’t helping. In fact, that’s probably where the current wave of insecurity stemmed from in the first place, having to be back here today.

			I would just avoid the arts wing with Mr. Kirkham’s classroom, and I’d be fine.

			I made it to the gym easily enough and hefted the box of stickers and treats onto the table marked with our bank logo on a printed sheet of paper. We were running a national initiative to bring high school seniors into the banks and entice them to work toward joining our ranks once they graduated college. Not sure why corporate came up with this plan, but whatever. It meant getting paid to sit at a table and hand out stickers and candy bars to high schoolers.

			“You aren’t set up yet?” Todd asked, sweeping past me to help himself to one of the Snickers bars before plopping down on a folded chair.

			I shook out a tablecloth and swept it over the table. “Did you bring the sign-up forms?”

			Todd looked at me like I was speaking Spanish. Well, I guess he forgot the sign-up forms.

			“I’ll go find something. My sister is around here somewhere. I’m sure she can get me some paper.” I turned to go and paused. “Can you get everything else set up?”

			Todd jumped up from the chair with a wounded expression. “What did you think I would do, just sit here?”

			Yes. “Of course not. Just coming up with a game plan.”

			I pulled out my phone and called Mariah as I left the gym, and she answered on the second ring. “What’s up?’

			“I’m at your school for that career fair, and my boss forgot a sign-up form thing we need. Can you get me some paper and pens?”

			“Sure. Meet me at the theater?”

			“Okay.”

			I should have known when I told myself I could avoid the arts wing that I would absolutely end up there by the end of the night. My luck just worked out that way.

			My feet remembered the way. I turned around the corner toward the theater and pulled to an abrupt stop. Two kids leaned against the lockers in a total lip-lock, and I skirted around them, doing my best not to look too closely. Teenagers kissing was just gross. They looked too young for that.

			I met Mariah at the entrance to the theater down the hall. “Thanks,” I said. I could hear the teens behind me still.

			“Ugh, seriously?” Mariah made a half-gagging sound and turned away.

			“Do you know them?” I asked, indicating the couple behind us.

			She turned, shooting them a glare before settling angry, hurt eyes on me. Oh no.

			“Is that Darcy?”

			She nodded. “And Hannah.”

			I took Mariah’s arm and led her deeper into the theater. “Want to leave with me? You can help me give candy bars to future bank tellers.”

			“I can’t.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s stupid. I just wish he hadn’t made me believe he was into me.”

			“I know. Boys are really dumb.”

			“Not some boys,” she said, smirking. “I saw you sneak in last night.”

			I lifted my eyebrows. “It’s not called sneaking in when you’re an adult.”

			“An adult that lives at home?”

			My cheeks warmed. She was right. I was old enough to not live off my parents anymore . . . but it had just worked out. Ugh. I did not need to rationalize my choices right now.

			“Who’s the guy?” she asked.

			“Liam. Vera’s grandson. The one who took me to that charity ball.”

			“Seriously? He’s hot.” She raised her eyebrows appreciatively, and I wanted to tell her to cut it out, but I agreed. I didn’t know what I’d done to catch his eye either.

			Instead, I just grinned. “I know.”

			I took the paper and a few pens from Mariah and thanked her. “Do you need a ride home?”

			“No, I’ve got one. I’ll see you later.”

			The spit-swappers had disappeared by the time I turned back around. I took my time passing the art room but didn’t dare peek inside. I didn’t need to face that demon right now.

			But the door was propped the slightest bit open, and I paused, tempted to go inside. It was dark, so Mr. Kirkham was clearly not there. Maybe I was wrong and what I needed was to stop avoiding it . . . maybe facing the demons was—

			“My brother has a new girlfriend, so he’s gone all the time,” a voice said, trailing from the dark room. It was a younger guy, and I recognized it, but I couldn’t place how I knew it yet. I froze, leaning closer.

			“So what?” a feminine voice said, challenging him.

			“So I think you should come over.”

			The girl giggled, and I wanted to jump in the room and tell them to get back to class, but school was clearly over. It was probably the couple from before, hiding from me and Mariah.

			The guy’s voice lowered. “I’m telling you, he’s never home. My grandma broke her leg and needs someone at the house all the time, so he’s there every single night until super late.”

			I suppressed a gasp. Spike. It had to be him.

			The girl—Hannah, no doubt—giggled again, and I wanted to gag. Oh, poor Mariah. This was the guy she was interested in? The one who accepted her date to the dance and turned around and made out with this Hannah chick? Who had the role of Mr. Darcy in the play?

			Mariah could do so much better.

			“So, what do you say?”

			Ew. He was trying to sound sultry.

			It took every ounce of self-control I possessed to turn around and walk away, shaking out my arms to remove the icky feeling. No matter how badly I wanted to freak the kids out and jump in between them right now, and then read Spike a lecture on how to treat girls, it wasn’t my place.

			But unluckily for Spike, I still had some power here. I could talk to Liam.

			***

			There were a total of two kids interested in working at the bank. One of them was heading to Arizona to go to college and had already heard from early acceptance, and the other was a freshman. Too young.

			“That was a waste,” Todd spat, balling up the lone sign-up form I’d set out and tossing it into my box.

			I’d given away two-thirds of my stickers, though, and all my candy bars. “At least we left a good impression.”

			Todd’s expression showed me just how little he cared for the good impression. I gathered my things and said goodbye to him before heading out.

			Liam was at his grandma’s house waiting, and she was already asleep by the time I got home and changed out of my work uniform.

			My body felt like it was dancing with nerves, and I pulled on a cozy sweatshirt, hoping the comfort of my favorite hoodie would calm me. My phone buzzed, and I slid it from my pocket.

			Liam: The suspense is killing me.

			Me: Almost ready. Should I come there?

			Liam: I guess meeting your parents as your official boyfriend is off the table tonight?

			I glanced at the time on the top bar of my phone. After ten.

			Me: Yeah, I might as well come there.

			Liam: I’ll meet you at my car in five minutes.

			Me: Deal.

			The suspense was killing me too. My heart raced the closer I got to spending time with Liam. He was the solid, enticing reward for the end of my day, and I couldn’t wait to be in his arms. The man was everything I didn’t realize I was missing in my life. He evoked warmth and love within my heart, and I couldn’t wait to be with him again.

			Five minutes and I’d be there.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Grabbing my purse off the coffee table, I slung it over my shoulder and let myself out of my room, surprised to hear voices downstairs in the kitchen. Mom and Dad sat at the barstools at the kitchen island, Dad eating a bowl of cereal as Mom cleaned her reading glasses.

			“I’m heading out,” I said, coming up behind them.

			Mom put her glasses back on and made a show of squinting at the clock on the microwave. “At this hour?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you heading to Beth’s?”

			“No,” I said, grabbing a water from the fridge. “Just a date.”

			Mom’s intake of breath was hard to miss and made the subsequent pause even worse.

			I headed for the front door. “Okay, bye—”

			“Wait,” Mom called. “You didn’t tell us who you’re going out with. Or what you’re doing.”

			I was twenty-six. I might sleep in their attic, but I was an adult. But Mom’s wide, worried eyes ate at me, and I succumbed to the guilt and confessed.

			“I know. It’s fine.” I braced myself. It wasn’t like telling my parents about a new boyfriend meant I was telling them about an engagement. I just hoped Mom recognized that too. “I’m just going out with Vera’s grandson, Liam, and I’m not sure what we’re doing. Love you! Bye!”

			I let myself out before Mom could waylay me further with an interrogation and crossed the driveway and the lawn toward Liam’s Audi parked on the road in front of Vera’s house. He stood on the sidewalk, leaning against his car with his hands in his pockets. The streetlamp highlighted him perfectly, casting shadows on the curves of his muscles still obvious through his long-sleeved T-shirt and over his stubble-covered jaw. When he caught my gaze, a smile brightened his face and made my chest warm. This guy was so authentically happy to see me. It was evident in the lines fanning out beside his eyes. And there was something so lovely about that.

			It infused me with confidence and courage to walk directly up to Liam and slide my hands around his waist, laying my head against his shoulder. Had we really only started dating this week? It felt like a lifetime ago. When I was with him, Liam was so comfortable and secure, his presence so solid in my mind, like he’d been there forever, like he was meant to be there forevermore.

			When his arms came around my back and pressed me closer to him, I closed my eyes and breathed in the scent of his expensive cologne and manliness.

			“You ready?” he asked.

			“Sure.”

			I stepped back as Liam opened the passenger door for me. Honestly. His chivalry never ceased. When he got in and started to drive, I was tempted to ask where we were going. I figured it couldn’t be that fancy, given the late hour, but I was prepared underneath my hoodie just in case.

			“Was the career fair everything your boss hoped it would be?”

			I rolled my eyes. “It was a total wash. We got nothing out of it, it went super late, and we definitely didn’t need both of us there.”

			“What a bummer.”

			“The bummer is that I’m the only one who knows about Todd and Marissa’s taboo office romance. Honestly, anyone else could have gone with Todd, but Marissa was so paranoid they’d figure it out if she asked anyone else to cover. So lucky me, the job was mine.”

			“Because you’re a nice person.” Liam said this as though it was fact. He kept driving, his attention on the road, and I watched him.

			“How do you know I’m a nice person?” I tried to sound facetious, but my curiosity edged its way into my tone.

			He laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

			I didn’t respond.

			He flicked his gaze toward me before securing it back on the road. We were weaving through back lanes of old neighborhoods, and I had no idea where we were going. “You’re like the most selfless person I know. You canceled our first date to stay home with your sister because of boy trouble—”

			“That was not a date.”

			He shot me a side-eye infused with a smirk. “I was hoping it would turn into one. But that’s irrelevant now.” Sliding his hand across the center console, he picked up mine and laced his large fingers through my own, making me feel dainty and protected. I could seriously get used to this. “Then you canceled our second date to go work a career fair on your night off—”

			“I did get paid for sitting around and doing almost nothing.” And finding Spike in a compromising situation with Hannah . . . but I needed to wait until the right moment to tell him about that. It would be tonight—it had to be—but not right now.

			“Okay, enough excuses. You could have said no to your coworker. Most people would have.”

			I shook my head, enjoying the feel of Liam’s fingers playing casually, lightly with my own. It was insanely distracting.

			“You drive your aunt to her hair appointments every week and wait the hour for her to get it done. You take dinner to your next-door neighbor when she broke her leg. You agreed to date said woman’s grandson when he had a function to attend and no one to ask—a blind date, no less. You’re selfless, Charlie. Admit it.”

			He squeezed my fingers as he spoke, and I squeezed his fingers back. “I’m not that selfless. I got a free limo ride out of that date and had dinner with some movie stars. So, I’d say I lucked out on that one.”

			He chuckled. “Nice try, but I could tell you didn’t want to be there. You were uncomfortable, but you stayed. You even tried to be a buffer between me and Naomi after showing me how intimidated you felt. That was pure kindness.” His gaze was fixed ahead, but his voice dropped, growing serious. “That was the moment I realized how incredible you were.”

			I didn’t know how to respond. He’d stunned me. We turned onto a windy road that seemed to go straight up the back hills of Bellmead, Liam’s car twisting and turning as we climbed higher and higher.

			“You know a lot about me.” I took his hand in between mine, my fingers running over his. “But I feel like all I know about you is that you take care of Spike, watch over your grandma, and run a charity that teaches children how to read in third-world countries.”

			“That’s pretty much all there is to know.”

			The car came to a stop, and I glanced up. We were on top of the world. Lights spread out for miles in all directions—houses, stores, streetlamps . . . we could see the outer reaches of Bellmead and the dim patches beyond the city lights where rows of grapes took residence.

			It was breathtaking. “I’ve never been up here before,” I said, opening the door and letting myself out. The cold air hit me hard, and a chill shook my shoulders. “How did you know about this place?”

			Liam retrieved something from the trunk and came to stand next to me beside the hood, a thick blanket draped over his arm. “My dad brought me up here once when we came to visit Vera. I was twelve, and he told me about his diagnosis.”

			I blew a breath out through my teeth. That was heavy. I remembered when Liam told me of his dad dying from cancer, but nothing beyond that. I slipped my hand into his. “Is it hard coming back here?”

			“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve come back every time I visit. It was hard the first time, but now I just feel at peace.” He pulled me closer to the edge of the overlook, and I was surprised to see the hill sloping gently downward. It wasn’t the ledge I’d expected, but a gradual decline. This would make an incredible hill for rolling down if I was ten.

			I wondered if Liam had that same thought initially when his dad brought him up here as a kid.

			Liam released me and laid out the blanket before helping me sit on it. He pulled out a box of chocolate truffles and offered me one. I popped it in my mouth.

			“I had plans to take you somewhere nice tonight, but we’ll just have to be satisfied with this instead.”

			“I’m not mad. It’s my fault,” I said, taking another truffle. “I’m sorry for ruining your date plans.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t really care what we do. I just want to spend time with you outside of my grandma’s house.”

			I chuckled as another cold wind swept past us. “Well, we’re definitely outside.”

			Liam tugged me closer on the blanket, moonlight glinting off his eyes. “I’m not going to complain about the last week though. All of that talking has helped me get to know you better.”

			“Right,” I said as his gaze watched my lips. “All that talking.”

			Liam grinned before kissing me, and I felt the smile on his lips as he made contact. He warmed me up from the inside out, and when I pulled away, I snuggled closer to his side.

			“These stars are incredible.”

			“I know,” he agreed. “There are so many of them.”

			“Speaking of stars, has Beth reached out to you recently?”

			Liam’s chuckle rumbled through his chest. Well, I couldn’t say I was surprised. Beth wasn’t going to give up easily.

			He sighed. “I don’t know what she’s expecting.” He shot me a look of apology. “I did make the mistake of telling her that Naomi and Rhett broke up.”

			My stomach constricted, but I told myself I was overreacting. If I watched any entertainment news, I’d be able to follow up on Naomi’s love life too. Would I sound too much like a crazy, jealous girlfriend if I asked Liam precisely how he came by this information and why he cared?

			He wasn’t distressed though. He sounded amused. If he had anything to feel guilty for, he’d probably seem more worried than this.

			“I did promise to introduce them if the opportunity arose, but I really don’t think it ever will.” He looked me in the eye. “Rhett has his own demons. He might seem incredible on screen, and he really is a good guy, but I’m not sure Beth realizes what she’s asking for here.”

			“Too bad we can’t set her up on a blind date with him to a charity ball. Then maybe things would just work themselves out.”

			“Not a bad idea.” Liam stretched his legs out on the blanket and lay back on his hands. I snuggled up under his side and gazed up at the stars.

			“I saw Spike tonight at the school,” I said.

			“Oh, yeah? Was he looking for a job?”

			“No. I saw him over by the theater. I had to get something from Mariah.”

			Liam laughed. “He’s pretty mad at me right now. I walked in on him trying on his costume for the school play and couldn’t stop laughing.”

			“As Mr. Darcy?”

			“Yeah,” Liam said, surprised. “How’d you know?”

			“My sister plays his love interest, actually. Elizabeth.” Did I stop there? I shouldn’t. I really needed to tell him. “Actually—”

			“It’ll be weird watching him onstage. The kid wants to be a theater major, which is cool. But . . . sorry, I cut you off.”

			“It’s fine,” I said, scooting closer. It was really getting cold. “You go first.”

			“I was only saying that it’s completely new to me. I was all sports, all the time. Now Spike is all theater, and it’s just . . . foreign.”

			“You don’t have to like the same things to be supportive. He skates, right? So that’s sporty.”

			He laughed. “Tricks at a skatepark and football games are not even a little bit close.”

			“Well, you both get hurt in your sport.”

			He was quiet for a moment, and I peeked over to see him gazing at the stars with a considering expression. “That’s true.”

			It was time. I couldn’t put it off any longer. I needed to tell him so he could take the necessary steps. Whatever those were. Sitting up, I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them.

			“You look serious.”

			I smiled, resting my chin on my knees. “I overheard a conversation tonight, and I need to tell you about it, but I don’t want it to come off the wrong way.”

			The truth was, we hadn’t dated long enough for me to know how this would come off or if Liam would even care. He seemed so perfect in every way, I was terrified of finding his faults and realizing that they were dealbreakers. Maybe that was what made me the most nervous: what if he didn’t react the way I thought he should? What if Liam didn’t even care that his brother was feeling neglected and trying to pressure his girlfriend?

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“I overheard Spike telling his girlfriend—”

			“His what?” Liam sat up and ran a hand through his hair. “What girlfriend?”

			“Hannah. From school.”

			His eyebrows shot up, mouth slightly parted. “How do you even know this?”

			“From my sister.” I could always add that offense to the story as well, but it could wait.

			“Right.” A serious expression fell over his face. “What were they saying?”

			“Spike was telling Hannah that you’re never home.”

			“But Vera’s leg—”

			“I know,” I said, resting my hand on his forearm. “He told her about you grandma-sitting. I don’t think he was bitter or anything, but he was trying to get her to come over one evening so they could be alone.”

			Liam rolled his eyes. “I didn’t even know he was into girls.”

			“What?”

			“The only thing he talks about is skating and USC. I can’t believe he has a girlfriend, and I didn’t even know.”

			Those worry lines formed in between his eyebrows, creasing and causing my heart to ache. What an inordinate amount of stress for a man to feel—the pressure of being a dad to his brother.

			“Do you want me to stay over at Vera’s this weekend so you can be home in the evenings? It’s really just in case of emergencies, right?”

			“Yeah, she’s doing really well. I’m just there in case she wants to get up and walk to the bathroom. I can’t ask you to stay with her though. I’ll just have Spike come stay at Vera’s with me.”

			The kid was not going to like that. “He also mentioned that you’re with your new girlfriend, like all the time.” I tried not to cringe, but I felt my face squish anyway, and I was sure it wasn’t cute.

			He smiled. “Now that I’m not gonna bother changing.”

			“But maybe you should. I mean, this is Spike’s last year at home, and he needs you.”

			Liam sighed, running a hand through his hair again. “I wish we’d brought him up to Bellmead years ago. My mom didn’t even care. I think it was a relief for her to hand him off to someone else.” He rubbed his forehead. “This is what I get for trying to come in at the last second and pretend to be his parent. He’s used to his independence, so I’ve let him keep it. But he’s not an adult yet; he’s still just a kid.”

			“Then treat him like it. Be there for him. You don’t work nights, right?” He hadn’t all week. I knew that much.

			“It just depends.” He pivoted his body away from me. “Why does this have to be so hard?”

			“Because it’s a worthy pursuit?”

			He chuckled. “What does that mean? And why did you say it like a question?”

			“You know, like a valiant quest. Something that’s worth the inevitable hardship of completing it.”

			“So raising Spike is a valiant quest?”

			“Yes!” I said, laughing. I stood up, stretching. It was too cold, and I had seen enough of the stars. I was ready to not be a popsicle anymore. “Don’t mock it. You know it’s true. Sacrificing your home, your job, your relationship to be there for him—”

			“Whoa, hold up,” he said, standing beside me.

			“Sorry, I’m freezing.”

			“No, that’s fine. We can go.” He grasped my arms, squaring his shoulders in front of me and rubbing my arms. “But we need to be clear about one thing: I didn’t sacrifice my relationship for Spike. It was doomed from the beginning, and we tried to make it work, but Naomi had different goals than I do. She wants different things.”

			He said that now, but if his brother hadn’t given him a reason to leave the LA area, would he still be with her?

			“How’d you guys meet, anyway?” I asked.

			“My old college friend was a writer for Mad for You and introduced us. We met at his birthday dinner one year. I never thought it would go anywhere, but I told Naomi about my charity that night, and she was really interested in it. Fast forward two years, and she ended up spending time in Africa with me.”

			“I saw the pictures.”

			His eyebrows rose.

			“Hey,” I said, playful but defensive. “It’s hard competing with an ex-girlfriend when she’s the biggest actress in Hollywood right now.”

			“You don’t have to compete.” He pulled me forward and kissed me. “She’s the ex.”

			I let his warmth wrap around me, filling my cold center with hope and satisfaction. His arms were so safe and secure. How could I ever doubt his feelings for me?

			“Actually,” Liam said, leaning down to swipe up the blanket and shake it out, “she might start dating Henry Ferris soon. But their publicists have to work out a contract first.”

			He pulled my hand toward the car, but I froze. If Naomi Price and Henry Ferris hadn’t started dating yet, Liam wouldn’t have heard that from reading page six.

			He paused. “What’s the matter?”

			“When did she tell you this?”

			“Last week, when I was down in LA.” Liam looked at me like I was being weird. But it wasn’t weird to dislike your boyfriend seeing his ex, right? Except, at that point, we hadn’t started dating yet. And I was the one who wanted to just be friends.

			“That’s cool.”

			I let myself into the car and fastened my seatbelt, sitting on my hands to begin thawing them. My fingers were so stiff from the cold they were hard to bend.

			“Naomi is one of our spokespeople,” Liam said with an edge of defensiveness in his tone. “She’s done commercials for us and still appears at events. We have a deal, and she doesn’t mind helping us out. I don’t want to sever that cord.”

			“I’m not asking you to.” And I really meant that. I didn’t want the charity to give up such great publicity. Children around the world deserved the best Liam could give them. Even if the best was his ex-girlfriend.

			He turned the ignition, then clicked a few buttons on the dash. “Your seat warmers should be heating now.”

			“Thanks.”

			He shot me a look, but I just pressed my hands more firmly into the seat, dealing with the heater searing my cold hands as long as I could. At least they were thawing now.

			Liam pulled onto the road. “You seem really bugged.”

			“I’m not.” Yikes, my voice was way too high. He was right. I sounded bugged. But I wasn’t . . . well, I mean, I wasn’t pleased exactly that he was seeing Naomi Price. But that was inevitable.

			What bothered me the most was that he hadn’t told me.

			“Can we talk about this?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” I said, pulling my hands out and crossing my arms over my chest. “It’s so stupid of me. I can hear how unreasonable I sound. But it just feels weird that you didn’t tell me.” I dropped my face into my hands and groaned. “I’m not a jealous type. I just can’t help but feel inferior to her.”

			“Charlie,” he said, reaching over and squeezing my knee. “You have nothing to worry about. You are not inferior to anyone. If it bugs you that much, I will tell you next time I have a meeting with her.”

			I shot him a smile. Sinking down in my seat a little, I watched Bellmead’s light disappear as we curved down the mountain. And I really, really wanted to paint.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Liam was hesitant to leave me at my house, but I assured him things were fine. It was nearly midnight, and he was anxious to check on Spike. He drove away, and I stood on the front porch, watching his taillights disappear down the street.

			Why did I feel so down? I let myself into the quiet house and up the stairs, kicking off my shoes near my little sofa and pausing in front of the door—the one that led to my studio. It sat so still and boring at the end of the short hall, taunting me like the door itself knew how badly I itched to open a fresh tube of paint and dip a clean brush into it.

			Anxiety drew my breaths in quicker and quicker. What was the big deal? So what if I’d had rejection, if other people hadn’t liked my work? Art was subjective. At least, that’s what my professors preached time and again.

			You just aren’t cut out to be an artist.

			The words slapped me like a quick, unyielding hand, and I gasped, stunned. I hadn’t let myself think about that night in years.

			Most people won’t support themselves on painting alone, and you clearly don’t have the thick skin to withstand public opinion.

			Squeezing my eyes closed, I shoved hard against the memories of that blunt, rude professor and her bitter feelings. But then my feet wouldn’t move. I really should go brush my teeth and climb in bed, but I couldn’t. My nerves were shot, and I desperately wanted to look at my paintings.

			The horrible paintings that would never make it into a gallery unless I started one myself, according to my professor.

			Determination gripped me. It had been a long time since I’d gone in my studio . . . since before the attic renovation began, actually. Right now, with the entire house asleep and no one around to accidentally walk in on me, it was the perfect time. I crossed the room, my anxiety mounting the closer I drew to the studio, and paused, my hand resting on the doorknob.

			Drawing in a deep breath, I opened the door and reached inside to flip the light on. Two easels sat propped on the far side of the narrow room, void of paintings. Canvases, both painted and unblemished, were stacked against the wall, facing away from me so I couldn’t see which were clean and which weren’t.

			I waited, expecting a wave of stress or grief to wash over me. My body was tired from the long day and ached for sleep, but I stood on the threshold and glanced around the room, unwelcome snippets of my past assailing me.

			Mrs. Grisham and her negative opinions. Mr. Kirkham and his unrelenting praise that had set me up for failure. The gallery that had rejected my painting for the student gala—and the continual critiques that were probably meant to thicken my skin but only wore me down. I didn’t want to step back into this negative past. I didn’t want to relive all the hardship. But I had been yearning to paint.

			I crossed to the cupboard and sink on the far wall and pulled open the drawers. Everything was as I had left it right before painting my last canvas—the final for my advanced painting class. Unopened tubes of acrylic paint lined the drawer, but by now, they easily could have separated or gotten chunky and become unusable.

			Pulling out a paint tray, I chose a deep blue and massaged the tube to mix the color before squeezing its contents onto the tray. It needed a little mixing but seemed fine enough, so I repeated the motion with a burnt orange, mustard yellow, and various other paints. I wasn’t paying attention to the colors, just pulling out random tubes and adding them to my tray. I only had to throw away a few that were too chunky or completely dried up.

			The unused canvases were exactly where I’d left them, and I skirted my old, finished paintings, their backs turned to me so I wouldn’t have to look at them, and chose a large, spotless canvas before placing it on the easel closest to the sink. Dragging over my tall stool, I chose a brush from the drawer and sat, dipping the brush in the dark paint and swiping it across the rough canvas.

			I had never really done a landscape before that I was completely satisfied with. I’d tried a few times, but realism wasn’t my forte, and I had been okay with that. I didn’t intentionally decide to create the landscape of Bellmead tonight either, but the more I painted, the more it took shape. The dotted lights forming the outskirts of town and the faint rows of shadowed vines in the outer reaches. The moon and stars became something of a blurry light arching over the whole place, and while it was intentionally a landscape, the watercolor effect I created with my acrylics was soothing.

			By the time I dipped my brush in the water cup on the counter and sat back, my shoulders ached and my back hurt from hunching over. I was afraid to look at the clock and calculate how many hours I’d spent on the stool, but I really didn’t care.

			I’d painted. Maybe it wasn’t amazing, and maybe it was unworthy of gracing a gallery. It was fine with me if this painting never left the safety of my attic, because it was lovely to me. I’d returned from an evening that had been both charming and trying and vented my feelings through paint. They weren’t bottled up inside to squish down and ignore, but they flowed through my brush and onto the canvas. I felt the warmth in my soul that came from creating something.

			I’d painted. And now I wanted to paint again.

			***

			Beth was in my dream, and she was telling me what she planned to wear when she went out with Rhett Myers. I wanted to smack some sense into the woman, but she could be as fierce and stubborn as a lioness protecting her cubs. It was probably better to let her yammer on forever about a man she thought she loved and a dream date that would never happen.

			“Honestly, I think it could be the real deal.”

			I kept my eyes shut, even in my dream. I could listen all day to Beth’s ridiculousness, but I was way too tired to open my sandpaper eyes and watch her Rhett Myers–infused mania taking residence in her crazy eyes.

			Seriously, why was I dreaming about Beth and her crush? It was a little odd. I should be dreaming about my own man.

			“Okay, well, I’m at Charlie’s, so I need to go.”

			Wait, what?

			“Yeah, love you too, Mom. I’ll talk to you later.” A clunk sounded—Beth putting her phone on a hard surface, maybe?—and feet shuffled toward me.

			“Hey,” Beth said, her fingers brushing hair from my face.

			I was instantly aware of how stiff and uncomfortable I felt, and it hit me: I wasn’t dreaming. Beth was actually here, and the Rhett Myers–mania was her on the phone with her mom. But oh, why did my muscles hurt so much? It’s not like I’d actually used them.

			“Whoa, girl,” Beth said, an amused edge to her tone.

			Stretching, I yawned and tried to rub the tired from my eyes. It was much too bright in here . . . and then I remembered where I was, and why I was slumped on the old, worn leather loveseat in my studio.

			Beth moved to stand in front of the easel holding my depiction of Bellmead at night and whistled. “This is gorgeous. Is it like a bird’s eye view or something?”

			“Something like that.”

			She looked over her shoulder. “So . . . you painted?”

			I held her gaze. “Yes, and you’re probably the only person who will ever see it.”

			She came over and plopped onto the seat beside me. We were way too snug, but she didn’t care about things like personal space, pulling her long legs up and nestling in. “I want to hear everything.”

			“Nothing’s changed. I still don’t want to make this a career. I’m not about to call up the Roseria Gallery and submit my work.” I shrugged. Wow, I was doing great at sounding detached. Maybe if I said it enough times I would feel it too. “I just had inspiration and went with it.”

			“You haven’t had inspiration and gone with it in, what, three years?”

			“Four,” I corrected. “I graduated four years ago.”

			Beth’s brown eyes widened. “Exactly. Isn’t this something to celebrate?”

			“I don’t see why.”

			“And I don’t see why you’re being so blasé about this.” She flung her arm toward the painting. “This is huge, Charlie.”

			I stood. I couldn’t handle the inquisition anymore. Stretching my arms high above my head, I lengthened my spine as far as I could and immediately felt less tired. “I need to clean this up.”

			Beth took the hint. She didn’t push it any further while I gathered the soiled brushes sitting in water and took them to the sink to wash out. I should have done this last night. I didn’t even remember curling up on the loveseat or balling my hoodie into a pillow.

			“What time is it?” I asked.

			“Almost ten.”

			My body went into immediate panic mode. “Ugh. I’ve got to be at work in an hour.” And I needed a Diet Coke, pronto.

			“Your bank has the weirdest hours.” Beth came over and bumped me with her hip. “You go get in the shower, and I’ll clean these brushes.”

			“You don’t have—”

			“Go,” she said, pushing me over with her hip again to get access to the sink.

			“Thanks.” I ran to my room, grabbed a fresh set of work clothes, and got in the shower. By the time I was out of the bathroom and ready to go, I had fifteen minutes before I needed to leave, and Beth was sitting on my couch, flipping through movie choices on our shared family app on the TV.

			“So what’s going on?” I asked.

			She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Nothing. I just haven’t seen you in forever.”

			“I’m surprised you aren’t working today.”

			Her eyes got all wide, and a grin spread over her lips. “My wedding today was canceled. I was halfway to Sonoma when the mother of the bride called me and apologized, then told me not to come. I got paid today for doing nothing.”

			“That poor bride.”

			She pulled a face. “Smart groom. The bride was loco. I definitely earned the deposit they paid during her trial run last month.” Turning back to the TV, she selected an older romcom and clicked play. “So what time are you off?”

			“Four-thirty. Are you gonna stay here?”

			She nestled into the couch. “I don’t know.”

			I chuckled, grabbing my purse from the coffee table. “I’ll call you tonight.”

			She was glued to the TV and the horrible ‘90s music playing over the intro. She pulled a blanket absently over her legs and was completely unconcerned with making herself at home.

			“I’ll let my parents know you’re up here.”

			“They know,” she said. “Have fun at work!”

			I skipped down the stairs, grabbed a Clif Bar from the pantry and an apple from the counter, and left for work. The fog of staying up way too late was hovering over me, and the sun was way, way too bright, forcing me to squint behind my sunglasses.

			I definitely needed today to be a calm, chill day at the bank. No drama, no listening to Marissa crying over Todd, just work.

			When I stepped into the bank and felt the air shift around me, I locked eyes with a woman in a power suit and a sleek, low ponytail speaking with Todd behind his desk. Fernando sidled up beside me, and I raised my eyebrows at him.

			“They’ve been trying to call you all morning.”

			I felt my back pocket and pulled out my phone, but it was dead. “What’s going on?”

			“Apparently Marissa and Todd have been living together.”

			Whoa, what? I knew they’d been dating . . . but that was more than she’d even told me. I gestured to the woman who looked like she’d stepped from a Macy’s catalog. “Who’s that?”

			“Sharon, from HR. She’s here to start the investigation. You’d better get over there.”

			I didn’t have time to appreciate that Fernando was talking to me like he hadn’t asked me out the day before and received a rejection. Todd was filling a file box with his things, and Sharon was staring at me, her lips turned down at the ends in displeasure.

			Crud. Did she know that I knew about the relationship? I hadn’t known the extent of it. Swallowing, I made my way across the bank and toward my reckoning.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			I sat at the Formica breakroom table, my purse still over my shoulder and my dead phone in my back pocket digging into my bum. Sharon, from HR, had come over from Sacramento to deal with the situation, and her beady eyes were searching my soul. I wouldn’t lie—I had that deep integrity vein running through my system. If the woman asked if I knew, I would tell her what I’d known.

			I just hoped she wouldn’t ask.

			She closed the door behind her and crossed the room, pausing behind the chair opposite me. “You’re shorthanded today, but can you shift the schedule by Monday to have the bank covered?”

			“Which positions do I need to get covered?” I asked. “I’m sure we can make it work.”

			“Marissa Stanton and Todd Hubert won’t be returning until their investigation has been completed. You’re looking at a week of their absence, at the very least. Are you familiar with Barry Grant?”

			“Yes, I know who he is.” I’d worked with the regional manager a few times but didn’t know him well.

			“He’ll have more options for you on Monday. There might be a floater in Santa Rosa we can pull in to help with the teller stations for the week.”

			“Great.” I smiled broadly. This wasn’t ideal, but it was doable. I just really wanted this interview to end before I blurted my awareness of the relationship. Although, to be fair, I only knew that they were talking outside of work. Dating, most likely. But living together? No one told me that. I felt duped.

			“Barry is out of town today, but I’ll apprise him of the situation, and he’ll tell you how he’d like you to proceed. I’m sure we can all work together to make this a smooth transition.” Sharon rubbed her eyes, then pulled out the chair and took a seat. “I haven’t had to deal with something like this in a while. Are you able and willing to step in as interim manager until it’s sorted? I’m really hoping to be done with the investigation by next Friday.”

			“I can do that,” I said. I’d worked at the bank long enough to be familiar with the job requirements, and I could handle it for a week. “What else do you need from me right now?”

			She slouched in her chair the slightest bit and puffed out her cheeks, sighing. “That’s it, I think. Do you have your phone? We couldn’t reach you this morning.”

			My cheeks warmed. “Yeah, but it’s dead. I’ll go plug it in now.”

			She waved her hand, and I could see how tired she was in the lag of her wave. “I can call the branch today if I need you, but make sure your phone is on tomorrow. I’m sure Barry will want to contact you prior to opening Monday.”

			Nodding, I stood. “Will do.”

			Sharon nodded at me, and I left the breakroom. This was going to be a long week.

			***

			By the time I returned home, it was close to six o’clock, and I hadn’t had a chance to sit down and breathe since arriving at work. The bank was swamped all day, we were understaffed, and then finagling the schedule to allow for the absence of two full-time employees was a Tetris puzzle I had not been prepared for—despite my hours spent dedicated to the game.

			I opened the front door and wanted to fall on my sofa and not move from that spot, while stuffing my face with whatever my mom had made for dinner tonight. But apparently, life had other plans for me.

			Beth sat at the kitchen table with my parents and Mariah, eating what looked like stir-fry and chatting happily. I dropped my purse on the steps leading up to my attic room and pulled out the chair beside Beth.

			“Oh good, you’re home!” Mom said, jumping up. “Let me get you a plate. We expected you a while ago.”

			“Work was crazy today.”

			“All those people getting their weekend errands done,” Mom said, nodding along. She started pulling over the rice and stir-fry bowls, and I filled up my plate.

			“So I was saying,” Beth said, flashing me a smile, “that my last appointment yesterday was the cutest old man, and the whole time I was cutting his hair, he was telling me all about his new girlfriend.”

			Mariah grinned. “It’s refreshing to know that some people can find love even if they’re old.”

			“Yes, so sweet,” Mom said. “Has everyone gotten enough to eat?”

			There was a chorus of yeses around the table, and I nodded, stuffing another bite in my mouth. Beth got up to bring dishes to the sink, and Mariah pulled out her phone, her face glowing from the screen.

			“Only a week until Mariah’s play premieres,” Mom said over the running water and clanking of dishes. “I got a little sneak peek last weekend, and I can promise you guys, it’s gonna be cute.”

			“I can’t wait,” Beth said. I glanced at her sharply, and she lifted her eyebrows. I could read that expression. It was saying: don’t you dare tell your sister that I was planning on skipping the play this time. “You got me a ticket, right, Charlie?”

			“No, I forgot,” I lied. “But we can grab another one.”

			My phone buzzed, and I pulled it from my back pocket. When I saw Liam’s name on the screen, my heart skipped. I felt as giddy as I had the first time he texted me.

			Liam: Are you free tonight?

			Me: Beth is here now, but I’m not sure what we’re doing tonight.

			Liam: I like Beth. Beth can come too.

			Me: Where are we supposedly coming to? Maybe you should come here.

			Liam: I’ll be over in five.

			My heart went from speeding at the thought of seeing Liam to hammering in my chest. I glanced up. My parents were here. Mariah was here. Beth was here . . . but that didn’t matter as much. And now Liam was coming to formally meet them.

			The first date hadn’t really counted. That was a blind date, but this . . . this was Liam coming to meet my family as my boyfriend. It changed things. And here I was, panicking about it. Was I not ready for that commitment?

			The doorbell rang, and my breath caught. It didn’t matter if I was ready or not. He was here.

			Mom turned off the water and glanced over her shoulder, her eyebrows drawn together. “I wonder who that could be.”

			“I’ll get it,” I said, my chair scraping against the floor as I stood in haste. Beth shot me a funny look, but I shook out my hands and went to answer the door.

			When I opened the door and came face to face with Liam’s kind, generous smile and seriously bright blue eyes, I wanted nothing more than to close the distance and feel his arms around me. It stopped mattering that I was insecure and worried about our future, because he was here now, and he was grinning at me like he was just as happy as I was to be reunited.

			I took his hand and pulled. “Hey, come in.”

			He squeezed my fingers back, and warmth flooded my body, filling every weak and tired crevice and making me feel whole again. Okay, why had I invited him over here? I should have gone to Vera’s, wished her good night, and spent the rest of the evening kissing Liam on the couch. We’d done that all week, and it had been a good routine. And I’d had such a long day today. I really didn’t need to mess it up now.

			“Hi, Liam. How is Vera doing?” Mom asked, standing in the doorway to the kitchen, drying her hands on a dish towel. Her gaze trailed down to our hands, and her eyebrows shot up into her hairline, her mouth parting.

			Liam turned toward her but didn’t release my hand. “She’s doing better. She can get herself around her room pretty well now, but I made her promise not to try the stairs yet.”

			“Pretty smart move,” Mom said, her smile widening to a ridiculous degree. It was almost embarrassing how pleased she was right now, but I wasn’t about to call attention to that. Hopefully Liam just thought she was always super cheerful and not overjoyed because her daughter finally had a boyfriend she approved of.

			“Is she alone?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” he said, turning back to me. “But she’ll call me if she needs something.”

			“Well, come in,” Mom said, ushering us into the kitchen. Mariah glanced up briefly on our entrance and wagged her brows at me. She knew about us, and Beth had already met Liam.

			That really only left Dad.

			“So . . .” Mom said, drawing out the word as wide as her smile. Her gaze flicked between me and Liam, and I felt like I’d handed her a puppy. But now I wanted to escape.

			I gestured to him. “So, you guys know Liam.”

			“Yes,” Mom said. “Welcome, Liam. Are you hungry? I haven’t finished putting away the stir-fry yet.”

			I held his hand, and my other one wrapped around his arm. It was a weird, protective pose, but I wanted to be close to him.

			“I ate with Vera. But thank you, Mrs. Lucas.”

			“Call me Allison, please.”

			Mom couldn’t stop grinning at Liam, and everyone was noticing. Mariah chuckled, and Beth just grinned. I wanted to be gone.

			Then Dad stood from the table. I released Liam and went to my half-eaten plate at the table, carrying it to the sink.

			“You aren’t going to eat that?” Mom asked.

			“I’m done.”

			Dad crossed the room to shake Liam’s hand. They were chatting now, and I wanted to stay far away. This was so weird for me, uncomfortable. I didn’t do this. I didn’t date men and then have them meet my family. What was the point?

			It felt so fake presenting Liam as my boyfriend, like I was playing pretend. It was unrealistic, and it wouldn’t last, and now when we did break up, I’d have to tell them all. And yes, I did mean when we broke up. Because Liam was Mr. Darcy, and I was Charlotte Lucas, and history had already proven that those two things didn’t go together.

			At some point, the fairy tale was going to end.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Mom had gone to bed, Mariah had left for a party at her friend’s house, Beth went home, and I was sitting at the kitchen island, listening to sports fanatics dissect the football game that had ended thirty minutes ago and waiting for Dad to release Liam from the den. I wasn’t judging their desire to discuss the game. I got it. When I finished reading a book or seeing a good movie—or a bad one—the first thing I wanted to do was talk about it with someone. I imagined that was how these men felt about the game.

			But all I wanted right now was to take Liam upstairs, snuggle on my old sofa, and vent about the crud that had hit the fan today at work.

			I dug another bite of ice cream from the half-gallon in front of me. I really should step into the den and remind the men that I was still here and waiting, or I would end up eating this entire carton.

			My phone buzzed, and I pulled it closer.

			Liam: I don’t know how to escape.

			A laugh tore from my throat, and I put the lid back on the ice cream, tossing my spoon into the sink. Then I went into the den to rescue him.

			“Hey, Dad, mind if I steal Liam back?” I said, hovering at the doorway so they wouldn’t think I wanted to hang out in front of a football recap show.

			Dad chuckled, glancing between Liam and me. “Sure thing.”

			Liam stood, shaking Dad’s hand, and then I took his and led him out of the den. “Good game?” I asked.

			He chuckled. “Actually, yeah. It was. But I’m guessing you don’t really want to hear about it.”

			“Not really.” I let go of his hand to lead the way upstairs, and he followed me. “Where’s Spike tonight?”

			“Staying over at a friend’s house. Apparently there’s a party at his girlfriend’s house, and then the guys are having a Halo tournament afterward.”

			“Oh, I wonder if it’s the same party Mariah went to.”

			Liam shrugged. He wouldn’t really understand the significance of that anyway. He didn’t know the heartbreak Mariah dealt with at the hands of Spike and Hannah.

			“Wait,” I said, pausing when I reached my attic apartment. “He told you about his girlfriend?”

			“Yes,” Liam said, grinning. “I asked him about it, and he told me everything. He’s had his eye on her all year, and she finally broke up with her other boyfriend, I guess, so he asked her out.”

			“Cute.” Not cute. He could have at least told Mariah before asking Hannah out. But he was a teenager, and they had such a narrow view of the world sometimes. I couldn’t be mad at Liam for his brother’s thoughtlessness. “I’m dying to get out of these work clothes,” I said, realizing I probably should have taken advantage of Liam being occupied by my dad to shed the slacks and button-up shirt.

			He shot me a playful smirk, his hands sliding around my waist. “But you look so cute and professional.”

			I reached up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “And I’ll look cute and comfortable in a minute.”

			He released me, and I slipped into my closet, closing the door behind me and turning on the light. It only took me a few minutes to change into yoga pants and an oversized Talk Darcy to Me T-shirt, and I went back into my attic apartment, but Liam wasn’t there.

			Could Dad have come upstairs and stolen my boyfriend again?

			“Liam?”

			“Hey, in here,” he called, and my stomach dropped.

			I felt like I was pivoting in slow motion, and when my gaze landed on the open studio door, I wanted to sink into the floor. Liam was in there, and he was probably looking at my rendition of Bellmead from above, and my nerves started skittering around my body at a rapid pace.

			“Charlie?” he asked, and I closed my eyes. I felt like a five-year-old, thinking that maybe if I just didn’t go in there, if I stayed out here and pretended Liam wasn’t looking at my art, then maybe it would all just go away. I wouldn’t have to address it or claim those paintings or see his face trying to praise my work just to spare my feelings.

			“Hey,” he said softly, closely.

			I opened my eyes to find him right in front of me, and his hand came up to rub my arm. “You okay?”

			“I don’t like showing people my paintings.”

			“Why not?”

			“That’s a loaded question.”

			He squinted at me as if he was trying to read my soul, and I stepped back on impulse, putting more space between us.

			“Hey,” he said, his voice still quiet. “If you don’t want me to go in there, I won’t. The door was open, and I saw the canvases, so I wanted to look. But I don’t want to invade your personal space. And I don’t want to pressure you into telling me things you don’t want to tell me.”

			“It’s not you—” I stopped myself before saying, It’s me, because that would’ve been just way too cliché. But it was true. I was the crazy one, and I didn’t want to show him that part of me yet.

			Or ever, preferably.

			“I thought your painting of Bellmead captured the view from the lookout spot perfectly though. I felt like I was standing there, looking out over the town.” He chuckled. “I’d ask to buy it off you if I thought there was a chance you’d sell it.”

			I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Who wouldn’t be affected by praise from a hot guy? I definitely wasn’t immune. “Well, it’s not for sale.”

			“Darn. It was worth asking, at least.” He pulled me in and rubbed my worries away, his large hands running up and down my back. He leaned back a little and looked me in the eye. “I particularly like that rainy scene with the umbrella. It made me think of Vera.”

			“Rainy scene?” I hadn’t painted a rainy—wait, was he looking through my old paintings too? I released Liam, passing him to go into the studio. My breath caught when I stepped into the room, and I jolted to a stop. All the canvases were flipped over, staring at me with their judgmental paintings, as though they’d been betrayed by my negligence.

			There was no way Liam had time to do this while I changed out of my work clothes.

			Beth. It had to be. She’d probably looked through all my old paintings sometime today while I was at work. I wanted to shut my eyes or leave the room, but I couldn’t do either. I was assaulted with over fifty paintings from my high school and college years, when I’d painted so often that I couldn’t seem to get the canvases fast enough and ran out of paint constantly. I had been on a first-name basis with Jan from the craft store, until I stopped showing up late at night with an urgent need for burnt-sienna or topaz-colored paint.

			I wondered if Jan still worked there and if she wondered what became of me.

			“You have some serious talent,” Liam said, coming up to stand behind me.

			Unease filtered into my stomach. I’d been praised before, and all it did was raise my opinion of myself to an unhealthy degree. I never forgave my high school art teacher, Mr. Kirkham, for setting me up for so much failure—and I didn’t want to repeat that history right now with my boyfriend.

			I tried to sound carefree, but I could tell I just sounded stressed. “Okay, okay, you don’t have to butter me up. I’ll kiss you even if you hate my art.”

			He stepped around me, his eyebrows drawing together. “What are you talking about? I’m not trying to butter you up, I mean it—”

			I lifted a hand and tried to stop him. “No, you don’t, and it’s fine. I accepted my lack of talent a long time ago.”

			He opened his mouth to speak but then shook his head. He still looked as confused as ever, but I didn’t feel like enlightening him right now.

			“Should we watch The Office?” I asked, trying to cover up my raw nerves with a bright smile. The look on his face proved he wasn’t buying it.

			“I’m still really confused. If that’s not talent,” he said, gesturing to my rainy scene with the couple kissing behind an umbrella, Bellmead town square’s gazebo behind them, “then what do you constitute as talent?”

			Sighing, I rested my hands on my waist. “My paintings aren’t technical,” I explained. “I don’t have the theory of painting down. I just like to paint what I feel and don’t have a grasp on proportions or color theory or any of that. I mean, I learned it all in college, but it never really stuck with me.”

			He was silent, his eyes squinting. “So what?”

			“So they’re just paintings. They aren’t good enough to sell or anywhere near professional enough for a gallery. They’re just nice paintings.”

			“I guess I’m lost, because I don’t really understand why you’d have to follow color theory or proportions to appreciate these.” He crossed the room and lifted a canvas colored in every shade of blue and turquoise, depicting a stormy sea with an old-fashioned ship sailing through the tumultuous waves. “This is incredible. And I don’t have to have an art degree to appreciate it.”

			I stared at him. He seemed so genuine, but he really didn’t get it. “Listen, we should just agree to disagree. I’m not saying these things from insecurity; I’m stating facts. I’ve done the art scene, I’ve petitioned galleries, and I have the rejections to back me up here.” He opened his mouth to speak, but I lifted my hand, stopping him. “I don’t want to argue, but I think I know more about these things than you do.”

			He closed his mouth, his expression turning hard. “I can’t walk away from this conversation and allow you to think that your paintings aren’t good enough. So what if galleries turned you down? Art is subjective. How do you know you just haven’t found the right one yet?”

			I scoffed. Yeah, art is subjective. I’d heard that a million times in my life, and it still didn’t take the sting away. Negative opinions about the pieces of creativity that held my soul were still hard to swallow, regardless of how subjective they were.

			“If you’re about to give me a pep talk about not giving up, I’ll shove you out that window.” I laughed, but it was free of mirth. “Do you think quitting painting was easy? It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

			He stepped closer. “Then why’d you quit?”

			I shrugged. “Because I’m not cut out for it.”

			“Says who?”

			“My professors, Bellmead’s gallery owners—Jacob Thompson, the famous Sonoma County painter that came to my school to teach an intensive on impressionism and explained that I just wasn’t getting it quite right.”

			“They’re all full of crap. All of them.”

			I shook my head. This was why I didn’t talk about this stuff. Liam thought he knew best, but he didn’t get it.

			Tears gathered behind my eyes, and I drew in a quick breath, trying to put them off. I held Liam’s stormy gaze, the color of his eyes matching the sea in the painting he held. “Liam, you don’t get it. You are successful, wealthy, and date movie stars. Your life is privileged. You’re oblivious to the fact that your little brother was playing my little sister, completely broke her heart, and then turned around and tried to get girls to come over while his absentee brother focused on work. Then you come here and talk about painting like you have authority on the subject. I may not be perfect, and I have insecurities—”

			“I’m not perfect either,” he cut in. “And I have insecurities too.”

			“Yeah, maybe. But it’s different.” I scoffed. Liam, not perfect? Please. “When you have insecurities but people are telling you how much they love you or are giving you positive reinforcement, it’s easier to remind yourself that the thoughts in your head are only self-doubt. That you’re being too hard on yourself or that those thoughts are probably wrong.”

			I drew in a long breath, doing my best to keep the tears at bay. I didn’t want to cry in front of him right now, but I needed to speak my piece. I held his gaze, feeling strong. The bitter sting of my rejections fell in fresh waves in my mind and gave me strength.

			“But when your insecurities are being voiced aloud and consistently said to your face, it opens up that vulnerable place in your heart and makes them real. They become solid and tangible—no longer something you just worry about yourself and you hope is wrong. It’s not wrong anymore. It has become fact.”

			Liam looked so sad and pitying that I stepped away from him. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want pity. I just needed him to understand why I had reasonable cause to walk away from my art.

			“But what if they’re wrong?” he asked.

			“They aren’t wrong. Maybe if I heard it from only one source I could believe that, but I’ve heard it from many.” 

			“Many other sources? You are still taking someone else’s opinion as fact. If art is subjective, then why are you allowing other people to decide whether or not yours is worth anything?”

			“Because they are successful in the field.” Why was I defending my choices when Liam clearly wasn’t going to understand? He watched me with glittering eyes under a confused brow, and even while he was so infuriatingly stubborn, he was still the most handsome man I knew.

			He shook his head and looked down at the painting he still held. “Your worth shouldn’t be dependent on other people.”

			It wasn’t like that, and I didn’t know how else to make myself clear to him. We were not going to see eye to eye on this, and it begged the question: what else would come between us? Was it better to end things now, before they became too serious, to save ourselves the heartache later?

			Painting was in my soul. It was a pastime I was never going to make into a career, and the way it had been ripped from me was part of who I was—it had shaped the course of my life and carved the path I now found myself on. If Liam could not understand my choices, then he couldn’t understand me. 

			A tear gathered and fell down my cheek, and I quickly wiped it away. “I’ve had a long day, and I don’t want to do this right now. I think you should go.”

			He leaned the painting against another one on the floor and reached for me. “Come on, Charlie—”

			“No,” I said, stepping out of his reach. “It’s been a really long day. I didn’t sleep last night, work was hard, and I just . . . I’m done.”

			“Okay,” he said easily. “I’ll go. We can talk tomorrow.”

			“No,” I said, my voice sounding surer than I felt. My body had turned into ice, cracking and splitting under the pressure of the conversation, and I was afraid one touch from Liam would shatter me completely. “I don’t want to talk tomorrow. We’re so different. I don’t think we’re compatible. I don’t want to date for fun, and I said that from the beginning. We should stop wasting our time.”

			“Let’s slow down,” he said, lifting his hands. “I don’t want to be too hasty about this.”

			I held my ground. “I’m not being hasty. I’ve been thinking this from day one, and I just don’t want to pretend anymore.”

			His face contorted, hurt and anger drawing his eyebrows together and staring at me hard. “Pretend about what? Your feelings? Because I’m not pretending, Charlie. I’m falling for you.”

			His hurt expression ripped my heart out of my chest, but I wasn’t going to back down now. I couldn’t be in a relationship with a man who I felt was so utterly out of my league and constantly be afraid that he was going to wake up one day and realize I wasn’t gallery material—I was hobby material.

			I needed someone I was confident in. I wasn’t a woman from 1815. It didn’t matter that we shared a name or that I felt I could relate to her—I’m not Charlotte Lucas. I was Charlie, a woman of the 21st century and fully capable of being alone as long as it took to find the right man for me.

			Tears were falling rapidly now, like I’d opened the faucet and it wouldn’t turn off. Liam wasn’t budging, and I couldn’t leave; it was my house. I let out an exasperated little huff and wiped my eyes.

			“Please go,” I said. “I just don’t think we’re really built to last here, and I don’t want to pretend we’re compatible when we aren’t.”

			Liam looked struck. He held my gaze while I tried to shove down my emotions, drawing short, rapid breaths to stave off the sobs. Why wouldn’t he leave so I could fall on my pillow and cry my heart out?

			“You think we aren’t compatible?” He scoffed, his voice strangled. “That’s funny, because I’ve spent the whole week wondering where you’ve been all my life.”

			I laughed. “Yeah, okay. Except that your last girlfriend is a—”

			His temper flared. “Enough about Naomi. You have to quit comparing yourself to her. It’s not healthy.”

			I scoffed. “We’re done here. I’m not talking about this anymore.”

			He stepped forward, not touching me but looking very much like he wanted to. My breath caught, and my gaze immediately fell to his lips. My stupid, disloyal heart wanted Liam to wrap his arms around me and comfort me.

			His chest heaved, and the muscle in his jaw jumped, like he was clenching his teeth over and over again. I’d angered him, that much was super obvious. But what did it matter? He could leave, and I’d never have to see him again.

			“Liam.”

			“Charlie.”

			My voice came out hardly higher than a whisper. “Why are you making this so difficult?”

			He shook his head, his eyes on my lips, and wavered slightly toward me. I didn’t breathe, wondering if he was going to kiss me, but he turned instead and stalked from the room, taking every bit of warmth with him.

			I heard him go down the stairs and out the front door, and then my shoulders sank. I succumbed to the tears and let them flow freely. I should never have introduced him to my parents.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Going into work without Todd or Marissa there was beyond stressful. I had to ask Heather, the part-time teller, to pull full-time hours this week, and Derrick, the other teller who only came in on Tuesdays, to cover some of the other shifts.

			Barry, our regional manager, came by Monday and walked me through Sharon’s investigation process. He warned me that it would likely be closer to two weeks before the entire thing would be complete and we could have Marissa and Todd back in the branch. Barry seemed to think it would be fine as long as the couple signed a form promising not to sue the bank or practice any sort of nepotism.

			I had a feeling it wouldn’t go as smoothly as he hoped. There’s no way corporate would allow them to return to work at the same branch. It would probably be smart to begin the hiring process to get another teller in here, but Barry asked me to wait two weeks, so I would.

			Even if it meant stepping in as interim manager and covering the teller counter as needed.

			If I was being totally honest, though, the crazy work schedule came at a really good time, and the distraction was helping me to not think about Liam constantly. Instead, I only thought about him 80 percent of the time, shifting back and forth between wondering if I’d made a mistake breaking up with him and being glad I’d ripped the bandage off before I could fully fall in love with the guy.

			Except, the problem there was that somehow in the last month or so of knowing him, I had fallen for him, and that made this hurt even more. I didn’t like living without him.

			At least my family wasn’t making it harder. I’d told them it was over between Liam and me, and I didn’t want to talk about it, and they’d been kind enough to leave me be. Aunt Fern’s hair appointment gave me the chance to speak with Beth, and I told her in no uncertain terms not to ask me about it for now, and she agreed, no questions asked.

			“I guess I’ll find another way to get my claws into Rhett Myers,” she’d said. Leaning over the counter at her salon, she’d grasped my wrist. “But don’t worry on my account. I know I’ll find a way.”

			It’d made me laugh, and her caring, understanding smile went a long way in making me feel supported.

			Now I just needed to get through the work day so I could go home, change super fast, and make it to the school in time for Mariah’s Pride and Prejudice premiere.

			Sitting through a high-school play was the last thing I wanted to do right now, but I didn’t have a choice. It was bad enough that Spike played Mr. Darcy, and I was bound to see Liam at the school. I just needed to breathe deeply, smile, and make sure Beth was by my side the entire night. Not that I expected Liam to make a pass at me or anything, but so Beth could pull me away when I fainted from the stress of seeing the sheer amount of hotness I’d let myself walk away from.

			I’d taken to lamenting the loss of his perfect looks and kissing skill, because if I began to think about what a good man he was, grief would close in around me in a dark cloud that made it difficult to breathe. I still wasn’t entirely certain I’d made the right choice, except that I knew I couldn’t date someone when I felt so wholly beneath them—even if he was entirely blameless for those feelings.

			My phone rang, and I glanced at the screen. Mom. The branch was empty, so I walked toward the back of the bank to answer the phone. I’d given a lot of myself to the bank today. I could answer one phone call and not feel bad about it.

			“Hey, Mom. I’m at work, so it’s not the best time.”

			“I’ll make it quick, but I just wanted to let you know that we’re heading over to the school now. Meet us on stage right, and we’ll have seats saved for you and Beth. Do you have your tickets? Did you get flowers?”

			I sucked in a breath. My mind had been so scatterbrained this week I hadn’t even thought of getting Mariah something. “Flowers? No. Was I supposed to?”

			“Well, I guess not. Dad bought her some roses, so that’ll have to do.”

			Thank you, Mom, for the nice detour down guilt-trip lane. “I probably have time to stop by Safeway and grab a bouquet.”

			“No, really, don’t put yourself out,” Mom said. “Just remember: center but stage right. We’ll save seats.”

			“What’s stage right? My right or the actors’ right?” I asked. I’d never been in drama class. I had no idea.

			But the line beeped three times, and I glanced down at my phone to find that the call had ended. I did a quick sweep of the branch, but it was still empty. Ten minutes to go; then we could lock the doors and count the drawers. Dialing Beth’s number, I held the phone up and watched the doors for a customer.

			“Hey,” she answered.

			“Are you coming to my house, or should I pick you up on the way?”

			“Oh, crud!”

			Oh, no. My stomach dropped. “What?”

			“I can’t believe it’s this late already,” Beth said, her voice panicked. “There’s no way I’ll make it on time.”

			“You’re supposed to be my backup,” I whined. “What if I run into Liam?”

			“Then pretend you don’t see him and turn right around. I will get there as soon as I can, but I’m waiting for a client’s color to process. I’ve never had a client go so orange and refuse to tone so badly.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I swear, I think we’d be better off dyeing it all dark again.”

			“Okay, just hurry.”

			“I’ll try. But you know bleach, you can’t rush it without killing the hair. And I have enough integrity not to do that.”

			“I know.” I mean, I knew very little about the properties of doing hair, but I did understand Beth’s integrity. She wouldn’t ruin a client’s hair for the sake of a high-school play, and she definitely wouldn’t leave me hanging like this if she had another choice. “I’ll leave your ticket at the window. We’ll be in the center aisle, stage right. Probably close to the front, if I know my parents.”

			“What’s stage right? My right or their right?”

			“No idea. Maybe ask an usher?”

			“Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

			“I hope so,” I said and clicked off. Three minutes until we could lock the doors. I started the process of closing out my computer in the small office I’d claimed as interim manager. The front door opened, and a bell sounded, signaling that a customer had stepped inside the branch.

			Lowering myself into my seat, I dropped my forehead on my palms and sighed. Hopefully it would be a quick transaction, and Heather could help the customer, and we could be out the door soon. My mom might forgive me for forgetting to get flowers—if I really did forget. I’m not convinced that she’d said anything about it to me at all this week—but she would definitely be angry if I arrived after the curtain went up.

			A throat cleared gently in my small office. I sat up, dropping my hands into my lap like I’d been caught borrowing my sister’s earrings without asking. But it was only Vera, and she—wait.

			“How did you get here?” I asked, noting the large, thick cast she had under her lounge pants and the crutches supporting her.

			Vera lifted her chin. “I called an Uber. I might be old, but I know how to download an app onto my cell phone.”

			Jumping to my feet, I hurried around the desk and pulled out the chair, helping Vera sit down. “What can I do for you?”

			She cast me a stern expression, and it took all of my power to remain still, reminding myself that I was an adult, and Vera was not my mother.

			“We need to talk,” she said, leaning on her crutches.

			I remained standing before her, my arms crossed over my chest. I hoped Vera felt like she was getting scolded. “Why didn’t you call me? I could have come over after work.”

			“But would you have, really? With Mariah’s play starting at seven tonight, I would think you’d be in a hurry to get over there.”

			I blinked. She’d really thought this through. “Okay, so maybe I would have come tomorrow morning. What’s so urgent?” I sat on the edge of my desk in front of Vera. I wasn’t about to go back to my rolling chair—I had a feeling this wasn’t bank business.

			“I don’t know what happened between the two of you, and I won’t pretend to know what I’m talking about here, but the fact remains that Liam has been a wreck since you broke up with him. I have never seen him like this before, Charlie. You’ve really broken his heart.”

			So much for keeping it casual. Standing, I moved around the desk and sat in the chair, hoping the large wooden barrier would act as a shield against her blunt words. Honestly, I should have seen this coming.

			“Maybe you should set him up with a blind date. That worked well the last time.” I smiled to soften the words, but I meant them just the same.

			Vera narrowed her eyes. “Charlotte Lucas, I have known you your entire life, and I know what a kind, gracious woman you’ve grown to be. I know you wouldn’t end things with my Liam without good reason—even if that reason is misguided.”

			“What did he tell you?”

			“Nothing,” she said. “I asked about you, and Spike told me you broke it off, but Liam’s lips have been sealed.”

			“So why—”

			“He is moping, dear. Without end. He won’t leave my house because he’s terrified I’ll take a fall on the stairs, and he’s made Spike move in with us too. The poor boy hates it.”

			I didn’t know why that was my fault.

			“All Liam has done all week is go to work, then come home and turn on that loud office show you both love. But he’s not laughing, Charlie. He’s not smiling either.”

			“Vera, I don’t want to discuss this right now. The bank is supposed to be closed, and I’m supposed to be rushing to the play. I’m going to be late. Can I drive you home?”

			Her mouth pinched shut, her beady eyes roaming over my face. “Is it his mother’s absence? His parents’ divorce? You come from a happy family, and it isn’t unreasonable to be frightened to be with a man whose family is very different from your own.”

			“What? No. Not even a little bit.” I wasn’t afraid of Liam repeating his parents’ habits, and I was nothing like his mother.

			“Is it Spike? He’s a bit of a wild boy, I’ll admit to that, but he does have a good heart. He just has some growing up to do.”

			“No, it’s not Spike.” I stood, moving to the dark window and running my hand through my hair. I had tried to lightly wave it today so I would look presentable for the play this evening, but all I’d done all day was worry and wreck it. It probably looked messier now than if I’d left it natural.

			I glanced at the time. I really needed to get a move on. Fernando caught my attention from outside the office and gave me a look, but what did he expect me to do about it? I couldn’t just carry Vera out.

			“Then what is it?” she asked.

			The softness of Vera’s tone caught me off guard, and I turned, holding her steely gaze. She was loyal and fierce, and I loved her for it. But not when it meant she was trying to patch something up that couldn’t get fixed.

			“It’s me, Vera. I’m the problem. Liam is perfectly lovely, his family life doesn’t scare me, and while I might not be happy about the way Spike treated Mariah, I realize that the kid has some growing to do. But I can’t change me. I can’t just wake up tomorrow with zero insecurities. I’m a failed painter with a useless art degree and a career at the bank. I’m never going to amount to more. I’m fine with that, and I’ve accepted it, but I can’t date a guy who is so utterly out of my league. It never felt real.”

			Her eyes took on that soft, pitying look, and she tilted her head to the side. “Oh, Charlie. No one can fix that but you.”

			I knew this, but hearing her say it out loud felt like a punch to the gut. She started to rise, and I hurried to help her up. Clasping my wrist, she looked into my eyes and asked, “Are you really fine with it though, Charlie? Truly?”

			This was not something I was ready or capable of dissecting right now. I hoped I didn’t look as scared as I felt.

			“I really need to go, Vera. Give me five minutes to close up the bank, and I can give you a ride. Are you going to the play?”

			She sighed, drawing it out. “No. I can’t sit in those theater seats with this bad leg. I’ll have to watch the recording later. But you can drive me home.” Her disappointment followed her like a cloud as she limped her way outside on her crutches.

			“There’s a bench outside you can wait on,” I said to her retreating form. I wished I could let her remain inside while I closed up, but that would be breaking all sorts of regulations. “I’ll hurry.”

			She tossed me a sad smile over her shoulder and went outside. Fernando held the door for her.

			It was difficult not to be mad at her for stating the truth, but maybe that was part of why I was so angry. I didn’t know if I really was fine. I’d been miserable all week, and the thought of Liam being sad made my heart ache.

			I ran through the motions of recounting Heather’s drawer and turning off the lights to shut down the bank for the night. Fernando walked out with Heather, and I followed after them, locking the door and meeting Vera on the sidewalk.

			I helped her into my little Corolla and fit her crutches in the back seat. I was going to be late now unless I didn’t change out of my work clothes, but part of me would rather deal with the wrath of Mom than show up to a function where I was going to see Liam and not look my best.

			I chose changing my clothes and being late. Pulling into Vera’s driveway, I got out to help her inside, and she swatted my hand away.

			“I can take it from here,” she said, though the sorrow in her tone was unmistakable. “You need to be on your way.”

			There was no mistaking that truth. I waited until Vera was inside before bolting across the lawn and into my house. I threw on my black jeans and a long-sleeved sweater, grabbing my jacket just in case the theater was cold. Anxiety worked through me, and I applied another layer of mascara and more concealer on the bags under my eyes that betrayed my sleepless nights all week.

			Whether I would admit it out loud or not, the fact remained that I’d been up at night a lot lately, staring at my phone and hoping he would call. I didn’t know if I’d answer it or what I’d say . . . but that hadn’t stopped me from wishing.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			The school parking lot was full, way more so than I’d expected, and by the time I raced into the school and down to the theater, it was exactly seven o’clock. Phew. At least I wasn’t super late.

			But I was late enough that they’d already started. I left Beth’s ticket at the window and slipped inside as the lights were dimming. The crowd was impossible to see as my eyes adjusted, and I contemplated taking a seat in the back and finding my parents at intermission, but there really didn’t appear to be an empty chair in the whole house.

			Good for the high school, of course. Not so much for me.

			A young high schooler dressed all in black approached, his curly hair brushed to the side and hipster glasses low on his nose. “Can I help you find a place to sit, ma’am?”

			Ma’am? What was with these kids? I should definitely still have been a miss.

			“My family is saving me a seat somewhere in the front, center aisle, stage right.”

			He lifted his eyebrows and said, “Okay, great. Right this way.”

			He led me toward the side and then pointed down the aisle. “They’ll be somewhere down there, then.”

			“Thanks.”

			Crouching, I snuck down the aisle as a group of obnoxious, tittering girls took the stage, no doubt the Bennet sisters, while their parents began discussing the new family that moved into Netherfield. But my parents were nowhere to be seen. I was half-tempted to pull out my phone and call one of them, but they’d never forgive me for causing such a stir.

			Crouching lower, I clutched my jacket and searched the seats, mouthing apologies to the people who awkwardly met my eye.

			Until I caught Liam’s gaze, and my heart stopped. Why must he look so attractive in a dim, high-school-theater audience? Regret and anxiety warred within me, and I wanted to jerk my gaze from his, but I was locked in. He looked so compassionate and hungry, like he wanted to jump over the three people seated between him and the aisle. His hand came forward on the armrest like he was about to push himself up, and the motion snapped me out of my trance. There was no way I was going to talk with him now.

			I tore my gaze from his handsome face and caught Mom waving to me on the other side of the theater. Stage left if the usher was correct when he directed me. I went back up the aisle and around to the other side, scooting past a few strangers to get to the empty seat Mom had saved for me, Dad on her other side.

			“You’re late,” she whispered.

			“We had a last-minute customer at the bank, and I got out the door late. I was here before the curtain went up.”

			Looking past Mom and her judgmental little huff, I found Liam on the opposite end of our row, watching me. His mouth tipped into a half-smile, and it hurt so bad I was tempted to get up and walk right out of there. Instead, I faced the stage.

			I sat through the longest first act of a play in my entire life. Mariah did fine, and Spike was actually rather gifted onstage, but I could hardly focus knowing Liam was at the other end of my row.

			When the lights came on during intermission and I immediately sought him out in the crowd of parents and high-schoolers getting up to use the restroom and buy concessions, I was insanely disappointed to find his seat empty.

			Had seeing me been too much for him as well, and he’d left? That idea left a bitter, unpleasant taste in my mouth.

			Mom jerked me from my musings. “Do you want to come with us? We’re going to get water.”

			“No, thanks. I’ll just wait here.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			She and Dad scooted past me, patting my shoulder as they passed, and I pulled out my phone to text Beth.

			Me: We’re sitting stage left. It’s the actors’ left, by the way, not ours.

			Beth: Rushing! I’ll be there in ten. How is it so far?

			Me: Cute, of course.

			I was sure that was a safe response. I wasn’t going to tell her that I was entirely distracted and unable to pay attention.

			Beth: Any Liam sightings?

			Me: Just one, but it wasn’t terrible. Haven’t talked to him.

			Beth: Yet?

			I slid my phone into my pocket without responding. I didn’t want to talk to him here. It was so public. There were too many people around.

			Standing up to let some women pass me to return to their seats, I stretched my arms out. Maybe a walk would be good, but I didn’t want to risk running into Liam.

			“What a cute idea,” the first woman said over her shoulder to her friends. “I asked if they were for purchase, but the usher told me no. It was just a premiere treat.”

			“I particularly liked the Pemberley scene,” her friend responded. “What I wouldn’t give to have an estate like that for myself.”

			“Maybe you can find the artist and get a painting done. It looked better than the real thing.”

			They continued down the row and took their seats toward the center, and I tried not to check Liam’s empty seat every three seconds, or the women would totally think I was staring at them.

			“Charlie Lucas?”

			I jumped in my seat and turned to find Mr. Kirkham standing in the aisle facing me. He was the second-to-last person I wanted to see tonight.

			“It is you,” he said, a grin spreading over his dark, olive face. “How are you?”

			I got up, stepping into the aisle to give him a hug. That was appropriate, right? I mean, I’d been out of school for eight years now, and he’d been my mentor.

			“How are you, Mr. Kirkham? How are your kids?”

			“Here somewhere, actually,” he said, pushing his horn-rimmed glasses up on his nose. “They’re all in high school now, believe it or not.”

			It was hard to believe the three little kids who would run around the school during our after-school projects were old enough to be in high school themselves, and I told him so.

			“But enough about me,” he said, his smile unrelenting. “How are you? I check the galleries occasionally, and I’ve yet to find something by Charlie Lucas, so I assume you must be living somewhere else. Come, tell me all about it.”

			“Oh, well, actually I am living in Bellmead.” I wasn’t about to admit that I was still in my parents’ house. He didn’t need to know that.

			“Oh,” he said, his thick, dark eyebrows rising. “I thought you planned to go to school.”

			“I got my bachelor’s in art, but I just haven’t done much with it. I’m working at a bank currently.”

			“A bank?”

			“Yes,” I said, my smile widening, stretching taut over my teeth.

			“Forgive me—I’m not trying to be rude,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I just never imagined you’d be in finance. I thought you’d take over one of the galleries on Main Street by now.”

			He didn’t realize how much he was twisting the knife. His words hurt, but I hoped I wasn’t showing how much.

			I lifted a shoulder. “I just wasn’t cut out for it.”

			Mr. Kirkham scoffed. “Says who? You have a gift, Charlie.”

			My resolve hardened. “That’s one opinion. But college opened my eyes to a world of critiques, and most of them didn’t agree with you, to put it nicely.”

			Mr. Kirkham looked dumbfounded. He shook his head, his eyebrows pulling together. “I don’t understand. So you gave up trying for galleries? You still paint though, yes?”

			“Not really. I mean, I’ve dabbled . . . but I just have too many other things going on.”

			Pity gleamed in his eyes, and I really didn’t want to see it anymore.

			“Well, I should probably go find my parents,” I said, hitching my thumb awkwardly toward the lobby.

			“Yes, don’t let me keep you. But,” he paused, running his fingers over his lips while he considered something. “Can I just say one thing?”

			“Sure.” What could it hurt? He’d already built me up to an insane degree of confidence just to let me fall. And I’d fallen hard. I was tougher now.

			“Some people aren’t cut out for the arts.” His words were carefully chosen, his eyes fixed on me. “It takes a sturdy backbone and a certain level of skill to disregard unkind opinions. Those things are immensely true. But the pieces you created at seventeen, even sixteen years old, were incredible, and I can only believe you’d improve further with time. I hope you don’t think it’s too late now to try. It’s never too late, and the world deserves to see your creations, Charlie. They’re special.” He reached forward, squeezing my shoulder. “You are special. At the end of the day, do other people’s opinions really matter if you love what you paint? Or the joy you get from painting it?”

			“I wanted the scene of Elizabeth overlooking the cliff,” a woman said as she passed us in the aisle, and I moved to give her more room. “Absolutely breathtaking.”

			“It’s funny, actually,” Mr. Kirkham said, “but I thought those paintings reminded me of you. Then I saw you sitting here, and I figured they had to be yours.”

			“What paintings?”

			“I guess that answers that question,” he said, chuckling. “There are easels set up in the lobby depicting scenes from Pride and Prejudice. They are just on show for the premiere. They aren’t for sale, but maybe they’ll give you a bit of inspiration.” He winked. “Anything to get a paintbrush back in your hands.”

			I nodded mutely, but the thought niggled the back of my mind that I had done many scenes from Pride and Prejudice, and I was curious how they compared to the art in the lobby.

			“Were they done by kids here at school?” I asked.

			“No,” he said, chuckling. “My classes can’t produce work like that. They’re clearly professionals.” Mr. Kirkham narrowed his eyes. “You sure they aren’t yours?”

			I gave a hollow laugh. “If they are, no one asked me if they could present them.”

			He laughed before clapping me on the shoulder again. “Good to see you, Charlie. Please, don’t be a stranger. If you ever need a cheerleader or support, I’m still here.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Kirkham.”

			He nodded, then tucked his hands in his pockets and walked away. I should’ve had the self-control to sit back down, but the intermission was about to end, people were milling back into the theater, and I wanted to see another person’s impressions of my favorite novel.

			I snaked through the incoming crowds, hearing snippets of opinions about the play thus far and the paintings in the lobby. By the time I exited the theater doors and made it into the room that housed the ticket booth and concession stand, most people had gone back to find their seats.

			My parents included.

			But standing in the center of a ring of easels in the lobby was Liam, tall and handsome in a navy sports coat with his hand in his pocket and the other holding a water bottle.

			And then I noticed the paintings on the easels, and my heart fell clear to the plush maroon carpet. Because surrounding my ex-boyfriend were a dozen of my own paintings, and I hadn’t given anyone permission to display them.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			“What’s going on here?” I asked, ignoring the flashing lights in the lobby that indicated we should be taking our seats. I wasn’t going anywhere until I had answers.

			Liam stepped forward, approaching with his hand raised like I was a wild animal and he needed to be cautious.

			Well, I wasn’t exactly wild yet, but he definitely needed to beware.

			“Don’t be angry. I didn’t know how else to prove to you that I wasn’t saying those things about your talent just because I care about you, that I was saying them because they’re true.”

			“What are you talking about?” I was proud of how even and dangerous my voice sounded. I hoped he could hear it too. The only things stopping me right now from picking up my version of Darcy and hitting Liam over the head with it were the high-schoolers manning the concessions table and watching us like we were an afternoon telenovela.

			Liam swept his arm out to indicate my paintings. “These are good, Charlie. You are good. I wanted you to see that other people agreed with me. Strangers agreed with me. You wouldn’t believe how many people asked me if these were for sale tonight.”

			“That doesn’t make it right,” I said, scoffing. “You just went into my studio and took my paintings without asking? And brought them here to display? Can you not see how horrible that was of you?”

			“Okay, I can see why you’re mad, but hear me out—”

			“No, I don’t have to hear you out. You betrayed me. You violated my trust, Liam, and you didn’t have the right to do this.”

			He inched closer. “But, Charlie, the owner—”

			“No,” I said, stepping back. Music drifted out of the theater, and I squeezed my eyes shut, commanding the angry tears to retreat. Taking in a deep breath, I faced Liam. “Don’t say another word. The play’s starting. I need to be in there.”

			Beth stepped toward us, her eyes wide. She must have just come in and witnessed the tail end of our argument. “Hey,” she said softly. Her gaze flicked between Liam and me, but I didn’t want to explain. “I just got here. Wait, are these yours? I’ve seen them before.”

			“It’s starting. Come on.” 

			Beth didn’t argue with me, and when I turned back for the theater, she was right behind me.

			“Whoa,” she whispered as we took our seats.

			“Yeah, whoa.”

			She leaned in close. “You seem really angry.”

			“That’s an understatement.”

			She nodded, and we settled in for the second act. My traitorous eyes flicked to the other end of our row every few minutes until the end of the show, and I hated that I was disappointed to find Liam’s seat deserted for the rest of the night.

			***

			“So lovely!” Mom gushed, pulling Mariah in for a hug. I agreed and hugged my sister, but I wanted to get out of there. I was terrified I’d go back through the lobby and find my paintings—or Liam—still there, and I wanted nothing more than to just get out of the school.

			“Are we going out to celebrate?” Dad asked, handing Mariah the flowers.

			“Actually, there’s a group heading to Carrow’s,” she said, screwing up her face in apology. “I was thinking of going with them.”

			“Sure thing, honey,” Mom said. “We’ll celebrate this weekend. You have fun with your friends.”

			Mariah studied my face before turning to Beth. “Thanks for coming.”

			“Of course,” Beth said, pulling her into a side hug. “I wouldn’t miss it. Your British accent is stunning, by the way. I definitely want to hear more of that in the future.”

			Mariah grinned. “Of course, darling,” she said, giving us another taste of her accent. “All those hours Charlie forced me to watch Jane Austen movies really helped me get it down.”

			“You’re welcome,” I said.

			We hugged Mariah goodbye and left the theater. I was anxious but glad to find the lobby empty of all paintings and Liam—and also oddly bereft. Mom and Dad left us at the front of the school, and Beth grabbed my arm to stop me.

			“Listen. I can’t come over tonight. I’ve got a wedding in San Francisco in the morning, and I’ve got to be up at four to drive down there, so I really need to get to bed. Want to talk now?”

			“No, I need to process everything that happened. I’m just so angry, but I’m not sure if it’s a gut reaction or valid emotions.”

			Her dark eyes glittered. “So Liam brought your paintings and put them on display without asking?”

			Beth really was very smart. She caught on so quickly. “Yeah.”

			“Why?”

			“He wanted to prove to me that I was good, that other people like my work.”

			She wrinkled her petite nose. “Okay, well first off, it doesn’t really matter what other people think. If painting brings you joy, paint. If it rips your heart in half and makes it hard for you to function like it did after you graduated, then don’t paint. How you feel is much more important than how other people view your work.”

			I moved to the cement planter and sat down, Beth following. “That’s really easy to say, but I can’t make a living on how I feel when I paint.” If I could, I’d be crazy rich right now. At least if the way I felt painting the view of Bellmead the other night was any indication. I’d really, really enjoyed myself then. I’d felt a peace and a completion when finishing that painting that I hadn’t gotten in a long time.

			“Why do you need to make a living at all?” she asked.

			And the weird thing was, she seemed genuinely confused.

			I tried to keep it light. “To pay for my phone bill and all of the ice cream I’ll need to eat to get over this breakup.”

			“But why do you need to make a living from it right now?” she pressed. “You live rent free at home and have a savings account the size of Timbuktu. You could do whatever you want.”

			The idea of focusing wholly on my art made hope surge in my chest, but it was unrealistic. “I definitely can’t quit my job. I have too many people relying on me.”

			“Exactly,” Beth said, her eyes sad. “You have too many people relying on you. If you took away all the obligations you thought you had and just did what you wanted to do, what would it be?”

			I stared at her. “I can’t answer that. I don’t even know.”

			“You don’t have to answer it now. Maybe just think about it.” Beth pulled me in for a hug. “Love you, Charlie. Call me tomorrow. I’ll come over and bring lots of tacos.”

			“No, no tacos,” I said, standing and picturing Liam showing up in my window with a Styrofoam container of tacos when I’d broken up with Andy. “Maybe something else.”

			She gave me a funny look but nodded. “Okay.”

			We went our separate ways, and I drove home, ready to fall into bed and cry out all my angry tears. I went into the studio and found my Pride and Prejudice paintings stacked up at the end of the room. I didn’t know how Liam got in and out, but I imagined him climbing through the window with my paintings, and it brought something of a smile to my lips. At least he didn’t fall and hurt himself or my Darcy rendition.

			I changed into pajamas and climbed into bed, snuggling under the covers when a text rolled in.

			The phone lit up with Liam’s name across the front, and my heart did a cartwheel.

			Liam: Sorry.

			Clutching my phone to my chest, I buried my face in my pillow and cried.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Saturday morning at the bank was utterly swamped. Mom had texted me earlier that morning asking if I could stop by Safeway on the way home to pick up some spinach-and-artichoke dip for a party she and my dad planned to attend that evening at a neighbor’s house, and then she texted again to remind me to get something to dip in it too. Then Mariah texted asking if she could have one of my paintings to gift to her drama teacher at the end of the play next weekend, and I didn’t bother responding.

			My gut reaction was to say no, but then the women’s opinions that I’d overheard the night before floated through my head, and I wondered if maybe someone else could appreciate my art, besides Mr. Kirkham. One woman had called one of my pieces breathtaking. I really wish I knew which one she had referred to.

			“Hey, Charlie,” Fernando said, poking his head into my office. “Just a heads-up—Barry’s here.”

			“Thanks.” I straightened in my chair, righted my blazer, and put my phone into the top drawer of the desk.

			When Barry stepped into the room, I rose to shake his hand, and he closed the door behind himself.

			“What can I do for you, sir?”

			“Just wanted to give you an update,” he said, taking the chair on the other side of the desk. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead. “Please, be seated.” He gestured to my chair, and I sat at once.

			“I’ll just cut to the chase.” Barry set his briefcase on the floor and crossed one ankle over the other knee. “We want to offer you the position of branch manager.”

			My mouth fell open, and I had to make the conscious effort to close it. “What about Todd?”

			Barry’s eyebrows rose. “Todd has accepted a position with Bellmead Credit Union. Needless to say, his position here is terminated, and we need to fill the spot. We’d like to fill it with you.”

			“Wow, I’m honored to be considered.” I shook my head, trying to clear it. “What about Marissa?”

			“Marissa? Oh, the teller? She’ll start on Monday. With Todd’s termination, the investigation is completed. Marissa’s track record as an employee is spotless, so she only got written up, but she’ll keep her job. It would be a different story if their relationship began before she started working here, of course.”

			Relief poured through me. It was probably better for their careers and their relationship that they would be working at different branches anyway. Different banks was even safer.

			“So, what do you say?”

			“Um . . .” My mind shifted into something of a movie reel, flipping between the segments of conversations I’d had over the previous week and the questions put to me by Liam, Vera, Mr. Kirkham, and even Beth. While they’d all had something a little different to say, the main theme running through my head since getting home from the play the night before was whether or not I was happy.

			In a life where I seemed to run around like a chicken with no head, where my attic apartment was perpetually messy, errands never ceased, and I was constantly doing something for someone else, I was so focused on everything else that I didn’t give myself time to breathe. It was exhausting, and I was ready to take a break.

			Beth was right. I’d saved a lot of money since moving home last year, and as undignified as it felt to admit that I was living with my parents, it really wasn’t that big of a deal. I only focused so heavily on it because it made me feel insecure, like I wasn’t a real adult. But when I asked myself why it disqualified me from adulthood, I had no good reason.

			Mr. Kirkham’s words, the very man who’d buoyed me up in high school and made me feel like I had talent, stuck with me most of all. At the end of the day, do other people’s opinions really matter if you love what you paint? Or the joy you get from painting it?

			I was so busy worrying about what others thought of me that I couldn’t take the time to consider my own feelings.

			“What do you say, Ms. Lucas?”

			I looked up, holding Barry’s gaze and feeling more secure about this decision than any I’d made in quite some time.

			“Thank you for the opportunity, but at this time, I’ll have to decline.”

			***

			Stopping by Safeway on the way home for my mom’s spinach dip wasn’t even a hardship. Ever since Barry had left my office with a formal resignation in hand, I’d felt lighter, like my body recognized that the confines of my bank job had been alleviated. I did promise to remain for two weeks and help find replacements in whatever way I could—they’d be needing both an assistant manager and a branch manager now. I submitted Fernando’s name for assistant, and I had a feeling he was going to be pretty happy with the promotion.

			It wasn’t until I’d delivered the groceries to the kitchen and gone up to my apartment that it occurred to me that I would have to submit work to galleries again. I couldn’t rationalize quitting my job to paint if I didn’t at least try to make a go of it as a professional. But that was okay. As much as I hated to admit it, something about hearing the women talk about my work last night in the theater, especially when they had no idea they were passing the artist as they spoke, opened me up to considering that even if Mrs. Grisham hated my work in college, she wasn’t the only person out there. There was an audience for every piece of art, and I needed to find mine.

			Letting myself into my studio, I started at one end of the room and shifted through my old paintings, pausing on the one that had won first place in the school art show my junior year of high school, and then the rainy ocean scene Liam had particularly liked.

			Liam.

			I dropped my head in my hands and rubbed the tired away from my eyes, picturing his stunned, hurt expression when I’d yelled at him in the theater lobby. I’d been so angry, and he had crossed a line, but I owed him an apology. When I considered the depth of betrayal that had sliced through me, it was clear that it hurt so much because I cared for him so deeply.

			I loved Liam Connell, and I had been a fool for letting him go. He’d never once given me cause for doubting him, but I’d been so terrified that I would wake up one day and it would all end, so I’d sabotaged our relationship, ending it before things got too real.

			Clearly, I was an idiot. As soon as I finished sorting these paintings, I’d call him.

			Arranging the paintings in piles based on themes, I took the time to analyze my work through an objective eye. I felt like I’d been reunited with old friends.

			Glancing at Vera’s house through the window as I passed to the other side of the room, I froze, my gaze connecting with the man standing at the window across from me. Was that Vera’s guest room?

			Liam’s face was void of any expression, his jaw line solid, arms resting by his sides. How long had he been there? Had he seen me come into the studio and watched me look at my work? My cheeks warmed.

			Reaching over the stacks of canvases leaning against the wall—I really needed to come up with a better system for storing these—I unlatched the window and lifted it, pleased when he mirrored my actions.

			“I’m sorry,” I said over the expanse of air between our houses.

			“No, I’m sorry,” he said. His arms strained against his long-sleeved shirt as he leaned forward on the sill. “I shouldn’t have done that without asking you first.”

			I shook my head. “I never would have let you. But if you hadn’t done it, I never would have overheard people talk about my art like that.”

			He opened his mouth to speak but then shut it and turned around, like he was talking to someone I couldn’t see. When he turned back, he had his phone out, and he was doing something on it. A second later, my phone buzzed, and I pulled it from my pocket and answered Liam’s call.

			I put it up to my ear, my heart racing.

			“I didn’t want to yell anymore.”

			“That’s fine by me,” I said softly. It was weird watching his lips move and hearing the sound a half-second later.

			“Can you forgive me?” he asked.

			“Yes. Can you forgive me?”

			“That depends,” he said. “What am I forgiving you for?”

			I slid my free hand into my back pocket. “Breaking up with you so suddenly and for a stupid reason. Yelling at you in the lobby. Calling you an ignorant fool.”

			His dark eyebrows pulled together. “I don’t remember you calling me an ignorant fool.”

			“Oh, I did. You just didn’t hear me.”

			He cracked a smile, and I was hard-pressed not to mirror it. “I’ll forgive you on one condition.”

			“What is it?”

			“Meet me out back by the tulips.”

			My gaze drifted down to Vera’s back garden. It was deserted, and the tulips were still just bulbs buried deep in the ground. I looked back at Liam and nodded.

			“See you in a second,” he said before hanging up his phone.

			I closed the window and headed for the stairs. The side gate to Vera’s backyard was unlatched, and I let myself in, pausing at the end of the garden when I saw Liam in front of me.

			I was smitten by the man in his Henley tee and joggers. Since when did loungewear become so attractive? I needed to get a hold of myself.

			“I forgive you,” he said, walking toward me. “Now it’s your turn.”

			A soft breeze rolled between us, and I shivered. I’d run out the door so fast I forgot to grab a jacket. “I forgive you.”

			“Now that that’s out of the way . . .” He came to a stop right in front of me. It was unfair. I wanted him to keep walking, to close the distance completely. “What can I say to convince you to give us another try?”

			My body froze, and it wasn’t from the cold. “I’m scared, Liam. I just . . . I don’t want to date a guy who I feel is so out of my league.”

			“But don’t you get it, Charlie? This is why we’re made for each other. You, in some deranged part of your mind, think I’m out of your league, and I know you’re out of mine.” He stepped forward, reached for my fingers, and laced them through his. It felt so warm, so right. “I’m not perfect. I give Spike too much leeway. I messed up with him and was absent for most of his life when I knew my mom wasn’t around and he needed me, and I was too dumb to step forward. I work too much and yell at the TV during football games, and I never floss until right before I have to go to the dentist. But I know you don’t think you’re perfect either.”

			“Well, I floss pretty regularly.”

			Liam cocked a half-smile. “Neither of us is perfect, but one thing I know for sure is that you, Charlie Lucas, are perfect for me.” He lifted my hand and kissed the back of it exactly like Mr. Darcy would. “You just have to trust me. No relationship can be built without that trust. I need you in my life, and I don’t want to go another day without you. This last week has been horrible.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

			He narrowed his eyes, then tugged me closer. “What’s Vera been telling you?”

			“That stays between me and Vera.” Warmth flooded my body, and it took a great deal of effort not to jump into his arms right then.

			“I have a feeling it didn’t paint me in a favorable light.”

			“I’ll paint you in a favorable light,” I whispered. “I missed you this week too.”

			Liam paused. I could feel his whole body go still. And it hit me all at once that I’d been trying to convince myself I wasn’t Charlotte Lucas when in all reality, I totally had been—until now. I’d spent the last few years playing it safe, hiding my painting, going to my safe job, helping others to keep everyone else happy, and ensuring that I didn’t hurt for anything. Practical, just like Charlotte.

			But now that I had quit my job and picked up a paintbrush again, now that I was jumping back into the arms of the hottest, most amazing man I’d ever met, I realized that I didn’t want to be Charlotte Lucas anymore. Taking risks was worth the potential for heartache. Because there was no way to feel such immense joy without opening myself up to the possibility of pain, making myself vulnerable to art connoisseurs, to gallery owners, even to Liam.

			I may have been similar to Austen’s character before, but I wasn’t anymore. I was not Charlotte Lucas.

			Liam gazed into my eyes and brushed a lock of hair away from my face, his fingertips lingering on my cheekbone before trailing down my jaw.

			“I am most definitely falling for you, Charlie. Will you please be my girlfriend again?”

			“Yes, Liam. A thousand times, yes.”

			A grin spread over his lips so wide and full of satisfaction I didn’t want to wipe it from his face. But I did anyway. Reaching up, I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss, my heart exploding with affection and warmth from Liam’s lips on mine.

			When he finally pulled away, I wrapped my arms around his waist and leaned my head on his chest. I felt secure, like I was home again. His hands pulled me closer, tighter, and he sighed, radiating with the contentedness I felt as well.

			“The owner of some gallery on Main Street gave me her card last night,” he said, resting his chin on the top of my head. “She asked me to have the artist submit some original pieces.”

			My pulse raced. “Which gallery?”

			“Roseria something, I think. I don’t remember. But I’ll get you that card.”

			“Okay,” I said, unable to dampen my smile and not sure I really wanted to. Leaning back, I held his gaze. “How did you know they were Pride and Prejudice paintings?”

			He stilled. “What?”

			I tilted my head to the side. “You had to know I’d painted scenes from Pride and Prejudice, or you wouldn’t have gotten that idea.”

			His cheeks went pink, and his mouth turned into a boyish smile. “I watched the movie this week. The shorter one.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes, seriously. I wanted to know why you loved it so much. I mean, I didn’t understand everything, but it was a cute movie. And when Mr. Darcy was proposing in the rain, I realized it looked familiar because I’d seen the painting you did of that scene. So I got the idea and had Spike help me recruit Mariah. She got all the right paintings out of the house for me. I never could have done it on my own. I mean, I only watched it once.”

			That little—Mariah was going to answer for her part in this.

			“Don’t be mad at your sister,” he said. “She hesitated at first . . . but she really loves you.”

			I gave him a playful glare. “Just promise you’ll never do something like that without my permission ever again.”

			“I promise.” He leaned down and sealed it with a kiss. “Now, tell me what Vera said about me.”

			I chuckled. “I’m not telling. Honestly, there is so much to fill you in on.”

			He slipped his fingers around mine and tugged me toward Vera’s house. “Yeah? Busy week?”

			“Oh, where do I begin?”

		


		
			Epilogue

			One year later

			The bright lights above us shone over my left hand, and I tilted it, admiring the way the diamond glimmered in the light. The wedding had been months ago, but I had a feeling I would never quit appreciating my ring.

			Liam stepped around the tall brick pillar and slid his arm around my waist, dropping a kiss on my cheek.

			“Who called?” I asked.

			His mouth slipped into a grimace. “Spike. He’s not jiving with his roommate. I told him we could look at different dorms next semester, but he has to stay where he’s at for now.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Will I ever think I’m making the right choices when it comes to parenting Spike?”

			“I don’t know.” I slid my hands around his waist and rested my head on his chest, careful not to mess up my perfectly styled hair. Beth had taken care to make it look incredible for my debut, and I didn’t want one hair out of place. “I kind of wonder if that’s all parenting is: doing the best you can and crossing your fingers you made the right decision.”

			Liam’s hand came down to my stomach, pressing the small bump that was barely visible now. He grinned. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Are you ready to tell everyone?”

			I leaned back, peeking around the brick column at the group gathered in the center of the gallery. My closest family and friends were all together, chatting lightly, surrounded by my most recent paintings. We were here for a soft launch of my official debut with Roseria Gallery, and my hands were shaking from the excitement.

			Liam and I also chose this moment to announce our pregnancy. Liam had wanted me to paint us holding a baby and slyly hang it amongst the real paintings, but I wanted to wait for that until I knew what this little guy was going to look like. So I opted for a boring, plain announcement.

			“I’m ready,” I said.

			Liam took my hand and brought it up to his lips. “Okay, Mrs. Connell. Let’s go share the news.”

			I let him lead me out of my hiding place to applause from my family and friends, and the smile on my mouth stretched wider. It didn’t matter what anyone else thought: I was happy. I was loved. I was enough.
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