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      Harper

      It's one thing to be dumped by the huge Hollywood star you thought you were going to marry. It’s quite another to move back to the small town you're both from.

      As a booby prize for being shown the door by Dex Ryder, everyone is trying to set me up with their son, their nephew, or their long-lost cousin’s gardener. Either that or they’re throwing me pitying looks that say, “You’re a big loser.”

      I’m not going to put up with their patronizing sympathy anymore.

      So, when I spot new-guy-in-town Christopher Young, I set out to make him mine. Or you know, pretend to make him mine. I’m still in a horrible funk over Dex, and Christopher is an uptight grump. Not exactly my type.

      The fact that despite appearances, he’s gorgeous and doing weird things to my blood pressure doesn't mean a thing.

      Really. Not. A. Thing.

      

      Christopher

      Hunter’s Creek, population next to nothing, is the reason I work all the time. I’m solely focused on buying the town’s lumber mill so I can go back to NYC and get my big promotion. This small town is a means to an end. Nothing more.

      That is until the prettiest girl I've ever seen superglues her lips to mine in an unexpected and very public way. She’s not the kind of woman I usually go for with her boho dress and ankle boots, but that kiss…

      I’m disappointed when she comes up for air and tells me it’s all for show. But if Harper Cole wants me to be her fake boyfriend while I'm here in town, who am I to turn her down? Being attached to a local might ingratiate me to the townsfolk and make my job that much the easier.

      After all, dating Harper can only be make believe. Not when my entire future is at stake.

      

      Do you want a free book? Sign up to Kate's newsletter here!
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      Harper

      I don’t want to say I’ve got my life together. That’s asking for trouble, right? But, well, I kind of do have my life together.

      I know, I know. It sounds like I’m bragging here. Which I’m not. Really. It’s just that at twenty-five, I adore my job as a second-grade teacher, I’ve got a cute but admittedly tiny apartment I’ve decorated to look like I’ve stepped into a super fancy house in the Hamptons, and I’ve got my boyfriend.

      Well, my soon-to-be-fiancé, if I’m reading the signs about this evening right.

      And I have a feeling I am.

      I’m waiting impatiently as the crowds mill around, nerves and excitement pinging. I glance at my phone and chew on my lip. Dex is late. This shouldn’t surprise me. He’s always late and has been ever since our first flush of high school love when we were seventeen.

      I crack open my can of soda and take a sip. I need to chill out, take in the Santa Monica sights. It’s a beautiful evening, the sun glistening on the calm water, the sound of laughter and music floating on the warm October breeze.

      Buuuuut I can’t help myself. Tonight could be the night I’ve been waiting for. The night Dex finally asks me to marry him.

      I can’t help but run through the signs:

      
        	Dex seemed super nervous when he asked me to meet him here.

        	We are at one of the most romantic spots in the city, the Santa Monica Pier. Seriously, Google “where to propose in LA,” and this place comes up.

        	He told me to meet him at the Ferris Wheel, site of countless romantic proposals, and soon to be the site of our romantic proposal.

        	It’s sunset. I mean, come on! Sunset? The. Perfect. Time. To. Propose. Period.

      

      And yes, in case you’re wondering, I am talking about Dex Ryder, star of the smash hit TV series, Serious Bite. Of course, when we first fell in love, he was plain old Dexter Grubb, before he changed it up and became the phenomenon he is today.

      I don’t care about any of that. To me, he’s Dex, my high school sweetheart, fellow drama club geek, who also happened to be the school’s football star. The guy who took me to senior prom. The guy I held out for right through college, until I could be with him here in the City of Angels.

      I tuck my bobbed hair behind my ears and search the crowd. Still no sign.

      I haven’t seen Dex in over a month. He’s been filming the second series in the smash hit show in Albania, a country I had to look up on the map.

      My foot grows impatient as it taps a tune out on the concrete.

      “Hello, Ms. Cole,” a voice says, and I look down to see one of my students beaming up at me. She’s clutching onto her mommy’s hand, looking even smaller than her seven years amidst the crowd.

      Some teachers make sure they live in a different neighborhood from the one their school is in to avoid seeing their students when they’re off duty. That’s not the way I roll. I love my job and my students—even the more challenging ones—and seeing the joy they get from meeting me out of school puts a big old smile on my face.

      “Hi there, Violet,” I say to her as I smile at both my student and her mom.

      “You look pretty, Ms. Cole,” she tells me.

      I beam at her. “Thank you. It’s a new dress.”

      In fact, I bought my dress the moment Dex told me to meet him here. Call it a sixth sense, but I knew I needed to look special tonight. I spotted this navy floral V-neck dress with the handkerchief hem in my favorite vintage store last weekend. The moment I put it on I knew it was the dress. The one I got engaged in.

      “I hope you don’t mind us coming to say hi, only little miss here was super excited to tell you something,” Violet’s mom says.

      “It’s fine. Really,” I reply. “What do you have to tell me, Violet?”

      “Mommy got me this.” Violet thrusts a magnet at me. It’s an illustrated view of the pier, complete with the famous Ferris wheel and sunset.

      “Oh, Violet, it’s beautiful. Do you want to bring it to school tomorrow to show everyone?”

      Her entire face lights up in a beaming smile. “Yes, please!”

      I wink at her as I hand the magnet back. “It’s a deal, then.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Cole. You’re very kind,” Violet’s mom says.

      “It’s Harper, and you’re welcome.”

      “Are you meeting some friends here? If it’s some other teachers from school, we’ll make sure to get out of your hair right away,” she replies.

      A mixture of anticipation and excitement claims my belly. “No other teachers. I’m meeting—” I flick my gaze to Violet who’s hanging on my every word. I don’t need Violet spreading the news around class that Ms. Cole met her boyfriend at the pier. I’ve got to have some boundaries. “—a friend.”

      Violet’s mom gives me a knowing look. “In that case, we’ll definitely leave you to your evening.” She takes her daughter’s hand in hers and leads her away.

      “See you at school, Ms. Cole,” Violet says over her shoulder.

      “Sure thing. And remember that magnet.”

      “I promise.”

      As the two disappear into the throngs, I scan the crowd once more. This time, my eyes land on him, and my heart squeezes.

      Dex is a sight for sore eyes. With great genes from both his Brazilian mom and all-American lumberjack dad, he’s got that tan, brooding, stubble-lined jaw thing going on with rich brown eyes, the color of chocolate. He wears his hair long and messy, down to his chin, which he runs his fingers through with hot guy regularity, making his newfound fans swoon.

      I glance down at his oversized white shirt, open to expose his impressive pecs and smooth, tan skin, a collection of chains hanging from his neck. It’s a little…how do you say?…look at me. Yeah, that’s it. Not his usual style, that’s for sure.

      People turn to look at him as he approaches. Looking the way he does, he’s always attracted attention.

      But tonight, it feels different. They know who he is.

      With his Hollywood star in the ascendency, it’s not surprising, but a part of me wants to tell them hands off. Dex is all mine.

      My belly flips when his eyes land on mine, and I suddenly feel light, my limbs tingling with anticipation.

      “Hey, babe,” he says as he saunters over to me and pulls me into an embrace.

      “I’ve missed you so, so much,” I tell him as I wrap my arms around him and plant a kiss on his lips.

      “Yeah, you too, Harps. It’s been a while.”

      “A whole month. I’m so glad you’re home.”

      “Me, too.”

      I touch the strings of necklaces against his chest. “Is this a new look for you?”

      “I’m trying something new. You like?” He holds his arms out and does a quick spin, showing off his loose-fitting top, tucked into faded jeans on one side, the other left to hang casually at the side.

      He looks like a model on a shoot, selling jeans and sexiness.

      “It’s different,” I reply.

      “Different good?”

      Of course it’s good. Dex always looks good. From his high school football uniform to his current ensemble and everything in between, Dex does things to clothes. Good things. And clothes thank him for it.

      I shake my head and smile at him. “Do you seriously need me to stroke your ego?”

      He flashes me the grin I’ve seen splashed across billboards and popping up regularly in my social media feed.

      I pull him close and breathe. “Next time you have to go film in some far-flung place, you’ve got to time it for the summer so I can come with you.”

      He takes my can of soda in his hands and takes a sip. “Let’s go over there.” He leads me over to the railing overlooking the ocean, aka the most romantic spot on the pier.

      I glance at him, nervous, my heart hammering in my chest. His features have tightened, showing me he’s tense, too. Could this be it? The moment he finally asks me the question I’ve wanted him to ask for so long now? The question he promised me he would ask me one day, when the time was right, when we were established in our careers?

      Finally, we are established in our careers. I’ve been teaching for a few years and Dex has worked and worked and worked to get where he is now. It’s been years of acting training, auditions, small parts and commercials that were so full of promise, but went nowhere. There were long periods of time when he was out of work, and we had to survive on my meager teacher’s salary. How did we handle it? Debt, that’s how. And it had to be in my name, because with such an erratic work schedule, Dex’s credit rating is a joke.

      None of that matters anymore. Not tonight.

      He stares out at the sunset, glowing vibrant orange and red against the darkened water of the horizon, the clouds tinged with a soft purple hue.

      I turn to face him, taking his hand in mine. “It’s great to see you,” I say again, hoping he can overcome his nerves quickly enough to propose to me before the sun is gone.

      Sunsets are surprisingly fast, you know.

      He clears his throat. “You know how you’ve got to say something, and you can’t quite bring yourself to say it because it means so much?”

      Oh, my gosh. This is really it!

      I offer him the sympathetic look I’ve used more than a few times on my students when they’ve scraped a knee or messed up an art project. “It’s okay, Dex, say what you need to say,” I reply in soothing tones that belie the dance party of excitement happening in my belly.

      “You’re right. I need to just spit it out.”

      “Well, don’t spit it out exactly. This kind of thing needs to be finessed. Don’t you think?” I shoot him an encouraging smile, and all the while my heart threatens to burst from my chest, right into the Pacific Ocean below our feet.

      With a quick rub to the back of his neck, he begins. “We’ve known each other for a long time. Since we were kids, really. I know we always said we’d be together forever, and I want you to know that I love you, Harps. I really do.”

      I beam at him. This is perfect. Perfect!

      “The thing is…” He swallows.

      “Yes?” I ask in a breathless voice.

      “I…well…”

      Just say it! Say it!

      “I kinda met someone.”

      What now?

      The world around us slows.

      My smile slips. “I’m not following.”

      At least I hope I’m not following.

      “I’ve, you know, met someone else.”

      Does he mean what I think he means?

      No. Surely not, because that would make no sense.

      “Harps? You okay? You’ve gone all fishlike.” He gestures at my face.

      “Fishlike?” I repeat dumbly, not quite believing my ears about the I’ve met someone else part, not the fact I look like a fish right now, allegedly.

      “Yeah. Your eyes are all big and round and your mouth is—”

      “Forget the fish thing,” I blurt in irritation, because seriously? Who cares what I look like right now? “You’ve met someone else? What does that even mean? You’ve met someone else, or you’ve met someone else?”

      He furrows his brow. “I don’t get the difference.”

      “The difference,” I begin in a high-pitched tone that tells the world exactly how I’m feeling about this new turn of events, “is that the first one suggests you’ve just met some random person off the street who means nothing to you or to me or anyone else, and the other suggests…that…you…”

      My throat dries. I can’t get the words out.

      “I’ve met a woman,” he clarifies. “She’s my co-star. Serenity Delaney. She’s on the billboard with me. You know the one near your school? She’s the one with the catlike eyes, although they aren’t catlike in real life. They’re totally regular eyes.”

      I gawk at him.

      A fresh grin claims his face, completely at odds with my inner turmoil. “Serenity’s amazing. She’s strong and confident and such a great actress. Or am I supposed to say ‘actor?’ I dunno.” He shrugs. “My point is, we kinda fell for each other and, well, you’d really like her, Harps.”

      “I’d like her?” I guffaw. I’m certain my eyes have surpassed fish and graduated to fully fledged startled frog.

      “Come on. Be cool.” He places his warm palm on my arm, giving me an electric jolt, sparking me into action.

      I shove his hand away. “Don’t you ‘Harps’ me,” I spit at him, vaguely aware of a growing crowd listening in, but not caring one bit. “Are you trying to tell me you’re with this Serenity person now and…and—” The words stick in my throat like gum in hair. “Are you breaking up with me?” My voice is small, hollow as my heart bunches into a tight ball in my chest.

      I hold my breath, waiting for him to say that my world is about to come crashing down around me. That he’s leaving me. That we’re over. Done.

      He hangs his head and lets out a heavy breath before he looks back up at me. “Harps, I’m sorry. I didn’t plan it, but Serenity and me, we’ve got this thing between us, and we agree it’s bigger than we could ever have imagined. Like super big. Supernova big.” He places both hands on the bare skin of my arms. I stiffen. “I know I’m hurting you, and I’m so sorry, but I also know that if you love me—truly, truly love me—you’ll let me go.”

      I gawk at him.

      Did he really just say that?

      Did he really just say I should let him go to be with someone else?

      “I need you to know that what we had was so special to me. Is so special to me. I’ll never forget you, Harps. You were my first love. I’ll always remember you.”

      “You’ll always remember me?” I choke out, my rising anger flashing hot. “Is that supposed to make this all better for me? Because you need to know that it doesn’t. No siree.”

      No siree? Great, I’ve been dumped and turned 75, all within one conversation.

      Dex’s gaze darts around the crowd. “Harps, come on. You’re making a scene.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “I’m making a scene? Oh, I’m so sorry.” I place a hand over my heart and simper at him. “Would you prefer if when you dumped me and ruined my life I smiled and said, ‘sure thing, honey, anything you want’?”

      Okay, maybe ruined my life is a step too far, but I thought my boyfriend was going to propose to me tonight, not dump me for some woman with an entirely inappropriate name considering the current circumstances and then expect me to be fine with it because she’s allegedly so dang great.

      I mean, seriously?

      I am not proud of what I do next.

      It’s not my finest moment as I take the can of soda in my hand, glaring at him as I lift it, and empty its contents over his head, brown, bubbly liquid sugar rolling down his hair and face, dripping onto his look-at-me white shirt.

      To his credit, he takes it like a man. Well, he takes it like a man with an audience of phone-wielding fans eager to capture the drama involving TV’s hottest new heartthrob.

      He tightens his lips—the lips he kissed Serenity with while I thought he was out ring shopping—and asks, “Can we go somewhere to talk?”

      With my heart in my shoes, I fight hard not to allow the tears threatening to spill over, because he doesn’t deserve my tears.

      He doesn’t deserve my anything. Not anymore.

      Instead, I lift my chin and puff out my chest, desperately trying to reclaim my shattered dignity. “I don’t think that’s necessary. As you said, you’ve moved on from me to Serenity, your Serious Bite costar,” I announce to the gathered crowd, who takes a satisfyingly shocked intake of breath at the declaration.

      As I said, I’m not proud.

      Anxiety tightens his jaw. “Harper,” he warns.

      I’m not listening. “So, you enjoy Serenity and, since I’m not interested in a sister-wife situation, I’m gonna leave now. Goodbye, Dex.”

      The crowd separates for me to pass through, like Moses parting the Red Sea, leaving them and their cellphones with a soda-drenched Dex, watching me leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Christopher
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        ~ 2 months later ~

      

      

      

      I push through the glass doors and into the lobby, thankful to get out of the bitter New York cold. I nod a greeting at the security guard on my way to the elevators. The doors slide open with a ping when I reach the 24th floor, and I step into the empty, darkened offices of Anderson and Smith’s Manhattan offices.

      As usual, I’m the first person to arrive in the Mergers and Acquisitions Department, just the way I like it. I’ve always been a morning person, one of those types who likes to catch the early worm before the birds make their first chirp of the day. So far this morning, I’ve been to the gym and got my eight miles under my belt for the day. Today was upper body weights. I like to alternate, lower body one day, arms the next, and one day dedicated solely to abs. That’s how I keep both my body and my brain sharp, ready for whatever life has to throw at me.

      And as an M&A lawyer, it’s usually got a whole lot.

      Except today I’m not first, and the company’s cockiest employee sits in his office, leaning back in his chair, his shoe-clad feet resting on the edge of his pretentious solid mahogany desk, his cell phone to his ear as he barks with laughter at something the person on the other end of the line is saying.

      Wyatt Jefferson. He glances at me through the glass wall of his office and raises his eyebrows as he lifts his wrist, as if to question my tardiness.

      I ignore his unspoken jibe, mainly because it’s misdirected, but also because I can’t stand the guy.

      Two solid reasons in my book.

      I make my way to my own office, where I hang my suit jacket over the back of my chair and place my laptop in its dock. No sooner have I settled in when Wyatt saunters in—without knocking—a self-satisfied smirk on his face.

      So far, so every single day.

      “You look rough, Young. Late night?” he asks, his lips curved in a smile.

      We both know I look the same as I do every day. Looking good and dressing right is a matter of self-respect for me. As Mom always taught me and my kid sister, Kelly, you can have anything you want in life if you dress for it. Tidy, organized, ready to go. That’s me in a nutshell.

      I’m not ashamed. I’m a man striving for bigger things. I’m not settling for second best. I want to make it to the top, and I’m willing to do what it takes to get there.

      The option to fail is not on my agenda.

      “What can I do for you, Jefferson?” I ask with a resigned sigh, as though he’s a naughty child I’m forced to tolerate.

      Which isn’t too far off the mark.

      He plucks the stapler from my desk. “Well, you could go get me a coffee, but I imagine you think that’s beneath you, what with you deluding yourself that you’re on the partner track.”

      I am on the partner track. Junior partner, to be precise. The next stepping stone on my journey to full partner, right where I belong.

      It’s what I’ve been working toward my whole life.

      “Go get your own coffee, Jefferson,” I grind out before returning my attention to my screen. “I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Of course, he ignores me. He wouldn’t be Wyatt Jefferson if he did what I asked.

      He places the stapler back on my desk in the wrong spot.

      I try not to notice.

      “Whatcha working on, Young? Let me guess. Your bid for the Fonica account. You’re gonna try to be all innovative and interesting for Doug, when we know who’s going to get that account.” He watches closely for my reaction.

      I don’t give him the pleasure of one. Instead, I offer him an impassive look. “I’m working on a lot of projects right now, as I imagine you are.”

      I pick up the stapler and return it to its correct spot.

      Wyatt glances from me to it. “Wow. Michelle and Tanya are right.”

      By mentioning two of our female colleagues, he’s trying to get my attention. But I don’t bite. I will not give him the satisfaction.

      “As I said, I have a lot of work to do.”

      “Do you want to know what they said to me, last night when we were having drinks?”

      I may as well get this over with. He won’t leave until he’s delivered his message. I know the drill. We’ve been here before. “Tell me.”

      “You, Christopher Young, are the most boring man alive.”

      Yep, that’s Wyatt Jefferson, always ready with the pleasantries.

      Really, he’s a great guy. Insert eye roll here.

      I gesture at my screen. “That’s good to know, but I need to get on with this, if you don’t mind.”

      Not that I care if he minds. Wyatt Jefferson is one of my least favorite people in the office. Scratch that, in the world. He thinks he can beat me at everything, from which law school he attended—Harvard, of course—to getting the next big account, and everything in between.

      More specifically, he thinks he’s going to win the big Fonica account. Rumor has it Fonica, a horticulture company in Illinois, is struggling, ripe for a takeover. Anderson and Smith is looking to add Fonica to our multifaceted, multinational corporation.

      It means a two-month stint in Chicago, and an almost guaranteed step up the ladder to junior partner. Doug Attfield, our boss, has all but promised it to me.

      Personally, I can’t wait to see the look on Jefferson’s face when I get it.

      He raises his hands in the surrender sign. “I’m only being friendly, pal. You’ve heard of that, right? Being friendly? You should try it sometime.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “Friendly” is the very last thing he’s being to me right now.

      “Maybe one of these days you might come for a drink with us instead of sitting in your little glass box, trying to keep up with me.”

      Satisfied he’s dealt me a blow, he pushes the stapler onto its side before he turns to leave. Pausing at the doorway, he throws his parting comment my way. “Have you checked your calendar this morning? Doug wants to see us both at 8:00, probably to give me the Fonica account. I’ll ask him to let you down easy. It’s the least I can do,” he says.

      I paste on a smile that convinces no one. “I guess I’ll have to see you again at 8:00 then.”

      He runs his gaze across my neatly organized desk—but for the stapler, of course. “Yup, you are the most boring man alive.”

      I pull my lips into a line. “So you said.”

      His gray eyes are bright. “And cranky too. The girls forgot to mention that. Really, Christopher, you have the personality of an ogre.”

      “Ogres are known for being cranky and boring? I must have missed that when I watched Shrek.”

      He barks with laughter before sauntering along the hall back to his own office.

      Wyatt Jefferson may be a prize jerk, but he’s part of the boys’ club here at Anderson and Smith. They all went to the right schools, know the right people, and are always a step ahead of an outsider like me. I’m the guy who has always had to work so much harder to be seen. To be taken seriously.

      To be an equal.

      What the likes of Wyatt Jefferson sees as boring and grumpy is simply me keeping my head down, trying to do the best job I can to get where I need to be.

      Safe.

      My phone buzzes on my desk and I glance at it, my teeth clenched at the interruption until I spot it’s my kid sister calling.

      “Hey, Kelly. Whatever it is, can you tell me in two minutes? I’m due at an important meeting soon and two minutes is literally all I’ve got.” I glance at the clock. 7:53AM.

      “You know how you’re my favorite brother,” she leads.

      “I’m your only brother,” I correct.

      “You’re that too. See? You win all brother awards.”

      “What do you want, Kell?” I ask with a resigned smile, because I know what’s coming next. She’s going to ask me for cash, for books or food or some other thing she needs for college. NYU doesn’t come cheap.

      “How do you know I want something, Kit?”

      I glance at the clock once more. 7:54AM. “Let’s pretend you’re calling me to say hi, and not that you need some bill paid.”

      “I am calling to say hi.”

      “And?”

      “And I am a little short on the rent this month.”

      And there it is.

      “How much do you need?”

      “Only about $250, although if you could throw in another $100, I could eat something other than noodles this month. I know how much you care about my nutritional needs.”

      This is a regular occurrence, Kelly calling me, asking for more money. There’s no way I’m not giving it to her. She’s my little sister, my only sister. She’d never take advantage of me. We’re a team, the two of us. We’ve been a team for the longest time, out of necessity as well as out of love.

      “No problem.”

      “You’re the best, Kit,” she gushes, and I know she means it. “Seriously. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

      “Graduate next year. That’s all I ask.”

      “That’s the easy part.”

      “It is for a genius like you,” I reply with a light laugh.

      Truth be told, I don’t mind sacrificing so much to put Kelly through college. She’s a bright kid, and just because our parents died in debt shouldn’t mean my sister’s future should be any less dim. I know with the right start in life, she’ll go far.

      Like I have.

      “You’re finding out today if you’re going to Chicago for a couple months, right?”

      My nerves kick up. “Right.”

      “That will be so awesome for you! I hope you get it.”

      “I hope so, too.”

      “You’ll do great. I know you will. You’ve got to be the most loyal and hardworking employee that firm has ever known. You’ve got this.”

      I love a good pep talk from my kid sister.

      “I’ll call you later, and before you ask, I’ll transfer the money into your account today.”

      “It’s been said before. Best. Brother. Ever.”

      I smile. “Bye, Kelly.” I hang up the phone, notice the time, and do one final check of my presentation before I collect my laptop and make my way to my boss’s office.

      Doug Attfield sits at his desk, talking on the phone. I knock on the metal doorjamb, and he gestures for me to come in. I take a seat on one of his leather sofas and wait, satisfied that I’m here first.

      Hot on my heels, Wyatt breezes into the room and plunks himself down on the other sofa. He places his ankle on his knee and smirks at me. I avert my gaze.

      You shouldn’t have to look into the face of a jerk too often in your day.

      Doug finishes his conversation and calls us over to his desk. “Look, I’m gonna cut to the chase. Things are changing by the hour right now, which means I’ve had to make a snap decision about who’s going to Chicago.”

      “I’m already packed, Dougie. Just tell me when I’m leaving,” Wyatt says.

      Inside, I roll my eyes. Surely Doug won’t fall for that level of arrogance?

      “That’s good to hear, Wyatt, because I need you on the next flight.”

      What the…?

      That was supposed to be my job. I should be the one on the next flight to Chicago. Me getting the fast track to junior partner.

      Jefferson can’t keep his self-satisfied excitement from boiling over. He punches the air and exclaims, “Yes!” before he extends his hand to shake Doug’s.

      “I have every confidence you’re going to do a great job,” Doug tells him.

      “You know I will.”

      “But I’ve prepared a case for—” I protest.

      “My mind’s made up, Christopher,” Doug replies.

      Wyatt turns to look at me and offers me the least genuine smile I’ve seen in a while. “Sorry, pal. Better luck next time.”

      I’m sure he means it.

      There’s not much more for me to hang around for, so I thank Doug, congratulate Wyatt through gritted teeth, and walk out of the room.

      “Hold on a second,” Doug says, and I turn back.

      “What is it, sir?”

      “As I mentioned, a few things have changed, and an opportunity has arisen.”

      This piques my interest. “What’s the opportunity?”

      “It’s a lumber mill in the Pacific Northwest. We need a man on the ground to do the due diligence required before we decide whether to purchase the business. It’s a big one, high turnover, profitable. I recommended you because I know you’re the right man for the job.”

      Jefferson chortles under his breath.

      I ignore him. “I’m up for anything, sir. You know that. I’ll do what it takes to get the job done.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Doug says. “A can-do attitude goes a long way at Anderson and Smith.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll get Anita to send you the info, but I need you to be ready to leave tomorrow. It’ll be a good two months, perhaps three, but when you come back, I think we’ll be able to have that conversation you’ve wanted to have with me for a while now.”

      Yes! I pump an imaginary fist.

      “That sounds great,” I reply smoothly. “I’ll do the best job I can. You have my word.”

      “I’m sure you will, Christopher. You always do,” Doug replies. His cell phone chimes, and he picks it up from his desk to look at the screen. “I’m gonna need to take this. See yourselves out.” He lifts the phone to his ear and says, “Howard, you old devil. How’s your golf game these days?”

      I follow Jefferson out of Doug’s office. He’ll gloat about the Fonica account, but I bet hearing Doug say he and I will talk when I’m back from this job is grating on him.

      He wants that promotion, too.

      “Sounds like you got the bridesmaid’s account to keep you busy while I’m schmoozing in Chicago. Good for you.”

      On no planet do I believe he means it.

      “I only hope I can do a good job for the company. That’s what matters, after all.”

      He stretches his arms above his head. “I guess I’d better go pack. Oh, I forgot to tell you, Dougie and I already had our chat about my promotion. Tuesday night out at Sammie’s Bar while you were toiling away in your office. Don’t get your hopes up. We all know there can only be one new junior partner. As you said, you’ll want what’s best for the company.”

      Is he telling the truth? Or is he trying to get under my skin?

      “Christopher?” Anita, Doug’s assistant, calls out. “Doug asked me to give you this.” She holds out a file.

      I take it in my hands and read the label. Cantor Mill. Huh. I’ve never heard of it. I open the file and flick through it. It looks like it’s in Washington State, has a decent turnover, and has been operating for decades.

      “Looks like a blast,” Wyatt says, snooping over my shoulder.

      I snap the file shut.

      “Where is this lumber mill that my good friend Christopher is going to be spending the next few months of his life, Anita?” Wyatt asks.

      Anita scans her computer screen and replies, “Washington State. A place called Hunter’s Creek.”

      “Hunter’s Creek?” Wyatt asks with a laugh. He slaps my shoulder a little too firmly. “I’m sure Chicago’s got nothing on a place with a creek.”

      “I bet it’s really pretty, especially at this time of year,” Anita replies, offering me a conciliatory smile.

      She, along with the rest of the office, must know I got the raw end of the deal.

      “Hey Siri, what’s the population of Hunter’s Creek, Washington?” Wyatt asks his phone.

      The population of Hunter’s Creek is 8,351, Siri replies.

      “Wow, Young. That’s at least two million less than where I’m headed. Enjoy.”

      A muscle twitches in my jaw. Even if Hunter’s Creek isn’t exactly where I want to be heading right now, at least it will be a thousand miles from Wyatt Jefferson.

      Nail this assignment and the promotion is as good as mine.

      I only need to get through the next couple of months.
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      I gaze out the window from my seat up high on the Greyhound bus, my belly heavy. It’s a heaviness I’ve come to expect, every day. I watch as we motor past yet another power pole on my journey north from the warm, sunny beaches of SoCal. That makes 312 since I started counting a ways back. 312 power poles. Now it’s 313. 314. 315…

      The repeated rhythm stops my mind from dwelling on the life I’ve left behind. And not dwelling on that is at the top of my list right now.

      316, 317, 318…

      There has to be a better way to numb my brain.

      It may be a full two and a half months since that terrible evening on the Santa Monica Pier, but I’m hardly dancing on air these days. I guess that happens when your life is turned upside down by the guy you thought you’d be with forever deciding to replace you with someone misnamed Serenity.

      Not that I’m bitter.

      Okay, I’m bitter.

      Can you blame me? Dex was the one. The guy I was going to be with forever. The guy I followed to Los Angeles.

      And for what? A great big fat nothing, that’s what.

      I’ll tell you one thing, since that horrible evening I’ve realized I’ve made a few regrettable decisions in my life, and every single one of them involved Dex.

      Horrible Decision number 1: dating Dexter Grubb, aka the Dex Ryder.

      Which leads me to Regrettable Decision number 2: moving to LA to be with Dex after I finished my teaching diploma. I got a position at an elementary school close to where I lived, which I loved, while he spent the next few years as a struggling actor, trying to get his big break.

      Which inevitably leads me to Regrettable Decision numbers 3 through 3,000: spending my entire salary (and then some) supporting Dex’s acting career, only to be dumped like a hot potato at the first sign of his success on Serious Bite.

      And yes, I thought vampire shows were over with a capital “O”, but apparently not, because this vampire show has taken off big time.

      I push out a breath.

      Just gotta keep counting those power poles. 973 poles later, the bus pulls into another stop, and I lean my head against the back of the seat and wait. It feels like I’ve been on this bus for my entire life.

      “Mind if I take this seat?”

      I pull my eyes from blankly gazing at the back of the seat in front of me to the kindly face of a woman about my mom’s age. With her copper red hair in tight curls clashing with the bright pink of her lipstick, the skin around her eyes crinkles as she smiles down at me.

      “Sure.” I pull my backpack from the neighboring seat, and she sits down heavily, engulfing me in a cloud of floral perfume.

      She busies herself getting ready for the long hours ahead as a stream of teenage girls making their way down the bus chat and giggle amongst themselves. I notice one of the girls—a brunette with long hair and a smattering of freckles on her nose—watching me closely as she passes by.

      “I’m Florence, but you can call me Flo,” the woman beside me says.

      Oh, great. A talker. I had one of those about four hundred power poles ago. An older man with protruding nose hair who wanted to tell me about the wild world of metal detecting, and how he expects to make his millions one day with a huge find.

      It was not riveting.

      “Hey, Flo. I’m Harper,” I tell her with little enthusiasm.

      “My, that’s such a pretty name. Like Harper Lee, the novelist. Or Harper Collins, the publishing house. Right?”

      I shrug, hoping my lack of engagement will tell her I’m not in the mood for chatting. “I guess?”

      “Where are you heading today? Oh, don’t say anything. Let me guess.” She runs her gaze across my purple daisy-print dress and faded denim jacket, landing on the delicate gold “H” pendant my parents gave me for my high school graduation. “By the looks of you, honey, you missed your stop in San Francisco, circa 1965.” Flo hoots with laughter at her own joke.

      I force a laugh. It sounds weird.

      I feel eyes on me and I glance up at the girl from before. She’s looking back at me from the row in front of us. Her face immediately disappears behind the seat.

      Please don’t recognize me.

      “So, not San Francisco. Where, honey?”

      I return my attention to nosey Flo. “A small town up the line in west Washington state.”

      “Washington state? Did you bring your umbrella? I hear it’s rainy up there this time of year. Or any time of year.” Once again, she laughs at her own joke. Although being a native Washingtonian, I know it’s reality.

      “I’ve watched Sleepless in Seattle at least twenty times,” she adds as proof of her statement.

      “I’ve got my umbrella,” I assure her.

      “What’s the name of your town?”

      “You probably wouldn’t know it. It’s super small.”

      “Try me.”

      Must I?

      “Hunter’s Creek.”

      She gives me a blank look, as I thought she would.

      “You don’t know it.”

      “No, but I bet it’s one of those quaint old towns with pretty wooden buildings on a river or something, right?”

      “It’s by a creek,” I concede. “Kinda goes with the territory, what with the name of the place being Hunter’s Creek.”

      “I knew it!” Flo exclaims.

      I thought she said river?

      “Vacation? Visiting friends or family?”

      “New job.”

      “What do you do, honey? Let me guess. You’re—”

      I’m so not in the mood for another guessing game.

      “I’m a teacher. Elementary school,” I tell her.

      “And Hunter’s Creek is looking for a new elementary school teacher?”

      “One of the teacher’s is on maternity leave and I’m taking her class for the rest of the school year.”

      I don’t add that being dumped meant having to work out my notice period in LA once I’d found this temporary job back home.

      Another great Harper Cole decision: give up a permanent job for a temporary one.

      I’m on fire.

      I could write a book: How Not to Make Decisions.

      She opens her mouth to ask more, so I preempt her with, “Hunter’s Creek is where I grew up. That’s why I’m taking the job there.”

      That and my life implosion.

      But I’m not going to delve into that.

      “You’re moving home! Nice!” She grins, which is something she’s been doing from the moment she sat down.

      I offer her a weak smile in return before I signal the conversation is over by staring out the window. Time to count some more poles.

      Flo doesn’t get the hint.

      “I’m going to Portland to visit my good-for-nothing ex. He stole my gerbils and I’m gonna go get them back.”

      He stole her gerbils?

      I need to ask.

      “Why did he steal them?”

      She lifts her shoulders in a shrug, moving her head from side to side. “Honey, why do men do anything? Am I right?”

      I harrumph. “You got that right.”

      She clucks. “You think you know ’em, and they go pulling something like stealing your award-winning gerbils from under your nose when you’re out at the laundromat.”

      “Your gerbils won awards?”

      “Oh, heck yeah. All kinds of prizes. My Lady Scrunchy von Rodentsworth has won Best in Show twice already, and Duke Ostinato was runner up.”

      Lady Scrunchy von Rodentsworth and Duke Ostinato?

      “There are gerbil shows? Like dog shows?”

      “Sure are.”

      “Huh. I never knew.”

      “Honey, there is a whole world of gerbil-related events and activities out there for you to discover. You should get into it. Pretty girl like you would be real popular with the male gerbil fanciers.”

      I don’t even know where to start with that.

      “I teach second-grade, so I figure I’ve got enough wildlife to contend with each day.”

      She breaks into a sudden laugh, as though my joke was the funniest thing she’s ever heard. “You gotta do you, right?”

      “Yeah. Sure. I hope you get them back. Your gerbils.”

      “Oh, I will. Don’t you worry about that.”

      The girl’s face appears above the top of the seat again, only this time Flo notices. “Can we help you with something, hun?” she asks.

      “Um, well, I kinda wanted to ask her something.” She gestures at me.

      Oh, no. I know what’s coming.

      You see, the night Dex told me about Serenity, the surrounding crowd did more than simply watch the scene unfold before them. They filmed the scene unfolding before them, and they posted it. Everywhere.

      To add to my total life implosion, the videos went viral. Memes of me pouring soda over Dex’s head with captions like how to kill a vampire have cropped up on my feed ever since.

      When Serious Bite made it big with its first season, Dex got recognized when we were out together. It was exciting, a real novelty experience. The most I ever got was one of my students saying a shy, “hello” at the market, so it took some getting used to for me. But for Dex? He leaned right into it, lapping up the attention like a super thirsty, oversized puppy.

      It was not a great look for him.

      Looking back, it was around about that time doubts began to creep in. Doubts about our compatibility. Nothing big. More of a…wondering, I guess.

      As it turned out, I should have wondered some more.

      “Well, go ahead, ask her,” Flo says to the girl.

      “Did you get dumped by that guy? You know, the hot guy from the vampire show?”

      “Dex Ryder,” another voice says, and immediately a second disembodied teenage head appears above the seat, this time a blonde with her hair in a high ponytail. “You are her. I know you are. See.” She thrusts her phone at me, and I’m forced to watch my humiliating dumping on Santa Monica Pier once more.

      Everyone knows how horrible breakups can be, but I get to relive mine again and again, thanks to the wonders of modern technology.

      “Oh, my sweet gerbil, that is you!” Flo declares, wide-eyed, as the overly familiar video shows me dumping my soda over Dex’s head.

      “That’s my favorite part,” Blonde Ponytail states.

      “I can see why. You go, girl.” Flo nudges me in the arm with her elbow.

      I pull my lips into the semblance of a smile. This is so not fun for me.

      “I think it’s a total girl power move,” Brunette Girl agrees.

      “Don’t be dumb. Not because of any feminist baloney,” Blonde Ponytail says.

      “Why then?” the brunette asks.

      “Because Dex Ryder looks super-hot wet,” Blonde Ponytail declares. “See?” She pauses the video on a shocked looking Dex, his flattened hair dripping liquid onto his now soaking white shirt that clings to his chest.

      Brunette Girl appraises the screen. “Good point, babe. He is so hot, even covered in soda.”

      I arch an eyebrow in their direction. Are they kidding me right now?

      And then, to my utter horror, tears prick my eyes.

      Thankfully, my newfound friend, Flo, notices and immediately chimes in with, “All right, you two. You’ve had your fun. Now turn around and mind your own beeswax.”

      “But—”

      Flo glares at them. “I said, mind your own beeswax.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Blonde Ponytail says, chastised, and both girls turn and sit back down.

      As I sniff loudly, I shoot Flo a grateful look and brush the errant tears away. “Sorry. I’m not usually like this.”

      “That’s okay. We all have our down times. It just so happens yours seems to be on the Internet.”

      “Tell me about it,” I choke out.

      I can tell you categorically that being dumped by Hollywood’s hottest new TV star is so not good for your sense of self-worth.

      Flo pats my arm in a kindly way. “There, there. I’m sure that man deserved to have a soda thrown over his head. In fact, I’d say most men deserve sodas thrown over their heads at some point in their lives. I’ve known a few dirtbags in my time and yours might have been cute, but believe me when I tell you, I know his type.”

      “You’re kind,” I tell her.

      “Is he the real reason you’re on this bus?”

      I pull my lips into a line and nod.

      She has seen right through me.

      “You’re running away,” she says, but it’s not a question, more a statement of fact.

      “I only moved to LA to be with him, and when he…well, there wasn’t much point in hanging around. I sublet my apartment, quit my job, and here I am, the punchline in a meme.”

      “Honey, you’re not the punchline. It was that guy you were with. Who is he, anyway? Other than your ex, that is.”

      “He’s an actor. His name is Dex Ryder. Well, that’s his acting name, anyway.”

      “Never heard of him,” she dismisses.

      It makes me smile.

      “He’s on a vampire show.”

      “I thought vampire shows were over.”

      My smile spreads. “They should be.”

      “So, you’re moving back home, huh? I get that. You’re doing an Eat, Pray, Love.” When I look at her blankly, she adds, “Like the movie?”

      An image of Julia Roberts springs to mind. “I can get on board with the eating and the praying, but the love?” I shake my head with vehemence. “No way. Not for me.”

      I think of the life I left behind in Los Angeles, the students at my school and the friends I’ve made. I’m going to miss them, all of them, but being in the debt I’m in, thanks to Dex’s headshots, acting classes, and the lifestyle he said we should both aspire to costing more than my paycheck, there’s no way I could I stay.

      And anyway, I’d always wanted to return to Hunter’s Creek one day, to work at the elementary school, and to be near my family.

      “Never say never,” Flo warns.

      “Nope. I’m done.”

      “If you say so.” She arches her penciled-in eyebrows at me. “Going home is a great idea, though, honey. Back to the people who love you.”

      I think of my family, of mom and dad, my little sister, Ryn. My older sister, Marlowe, lives in Seattle, so I won’t see her all that much, but the others are there in Hunter’s Creek, waiting for me to hop off this bus.

      Or fall off in a heap of tears. Whichever feels more appropriate at the time.

      “Everyone will support you back there in your small town. They will be totally on your side in this whole breakup thing.”

      I nibble on my lip.

      “You don’t look so sure.”

      “Dex is also from Hunter’s Creek. We were high school sweethearts. He’s the biggest thing to come out of that town since Calvin Cantor’s grandfather set up Cantor Mill to send Washington’s lumber out into the world.”

      “So, it’s lumber and your ex, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      “That is nothing a girl like you can’t handle, I’m sure.”

      “I appreciate your confidence, Flo.”

      I do not share it.

      “Honey, you were the girl who poured a soda over a guy who thinks he’s all that. Don’t underestimate yourself. You got this.”

      I cringe at the memory. “I don’t know what came over me. The whole pouring the soda thing is so not my style.”

      “You got dumped, that’s what.”

      I let out a sigh. “Problem is, everyone in my hometown loves the guy I dumped the soda on.”

      “Don’t you worry about a thing. How old are you, honey?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      She waves her hand in the air. “You’re young. You have so many more years of men disappointing you in your future.”

      Well, that sounds super fun.

      “You’ll get over him before you know it. Mark my words.”

      Time for a subject change since it’s clear to me Flo is a talker. We chat about a variety of things as the bus plods north along the road. She tells me about the dirtbag men she’s loved and I nod, offering sympathy but never advice.

      I’m in no position to do that.

      She disembarks in Portland and, thankfully, the seat next to me remains vacant for the rest of the trip. Eventually, the Greyhound bus comes to a lurching stop at the Hunter’s Creek Central Bus Terminal, a fancy name for the two-story wooden building off Main Street.

      As I step off the bus, my gaze lands on a solitary figure.

      Dad.

      With a grin on his face, he opens his arms and pulls me into an embrace. “Hi there, pumpkin.”

      Tears prick my eyes at the sight of him. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Welcome home. Your mom’s getting dinner ready. I’ll go bring the car around. Got much luggage?”

      “Oh, you know, only my life, stuffed into a couple of suitcases.”

      “Well, this is your new life now: Hunter’s Creek. You go grab your luggage, pumpkin, and I’ll see you in a sec.”

      He turns to leave, and I glance at the gathering clouds, cool wind whipping the hair around my face. I pull my denim jacket on, regretting not having thought to throw a sweater into my purse for easy access. Light rain begins to fall and as I stand alone by the terminal, I look up, attempting to judge the rain content of the clouds, trying to work out if it’s worth me moving to find shelter as I wait for Dad.

      And that’s when I notice it. The huge billboard advertising Serious Bite looming large above me. Dex’s handsome face grins down at me, that charming grin I know so well.

      Welcome home, Harper Cole.
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      Main Street, Hunter’s Creek, Washington, the GPS tells me as I pull my rental car into a vacant space. I peer through the rain at the place I’m going to call home for the next couple months. With a mixture of red brick and wooden buildings with historic frontages and hanging baskets filled with flowers, it’s quaint and old fashioned, like the set of one of those sappy Hallmark movies Kelly makes me watch with her.

      The sappy movies with the happily ever after a total of no one gets in real life.

      A handful of people go about their business, their umbrellas a brush of color on an otherwise dreary day.

      I put the car in park and switch off the engine.

      New York this is not.

      I climb out of the car and lift my lapels against the rain. Locking the rental with a beep, several of the townsfolk turn to look at me, least of all because I don’t have an umbrella and don’t exactly dress like them. They all seem to have gotten the memo telling them to wear the same outfit: a pair of jeans, work boots, and a flannel shirt. In my suit and tie and polished lace-up shoes, I couldn’t look less like them if I tried. It’s what I always wear for work, and since that’s what I’m here to do, why would today be any different?

      My laptop bag acts as a makeshift umbrella as I scan the street, looking for a place to get a coffee and something to eat.

      One of the things I dislike about traveling for work is that it takes me out of my usual daily routine, the routine Jefferson loves to tease me about. For me, without it, the world feels chaotic. Uncontrollable. Going to bed at the same time every night, getting up at the same time every day, going to the gym. The things I do every day of my life help me feel in control, and when life throws a curveball as it often does, I’ve got my structure to keep me sane.

      The sooner I establish a routine in Hunter’s Creek, the better.

      I spy a sign that reads Second Chance Café. My hope is they serve some decent coffee there, so I pass a stationery shop and a butcher and make my way through the open door of the coffee shop, being careful to shake the water from my laptop bag onto the sidewalk outside.

      The aroma of scones, coffee, and cinnamon waft through the air.

      I glance around. With its pale green and white paisley wallpaper, white painted wooden seating, exposed brick fireplace with inviting warmth, and large bookcase stuffed to the gills with books, I’m not in the least surprised when the woman behind the counter is north of sixty, with a kindly smile, gray hair in a bun, and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses balanced on her nose.

      Sappy Hallmark movie, remember? No NYC cool baristas with funky music and achingly hip vibes here.

      Seriously, all this place needs is for a cute local girl to bump into me and spill her coffee on my shoes, and we have a classic romantic movie situation on our hands.

      And yes, as a guy, I know I shouldn’t know about that kind of thing.

      Totally blame Kelly.

      Lucky for me, there’s no cute girl with coffee in sight.

      I certainly don’t need that kind of distraction while I’m here to do my job. And anyway, the kinds of women who hang out at coffee shops called “Second Chance” in small towns like this are probably not my kind of women.

      No offense to the small-town coffee shop-attending women out there.

      In fact, the only patrons in the place are a couple a few years younger than me seated at a table in the window, and an older gentleman with a bald head and wire glasses, chatting to the proprietress.

      They turn to look at me as I close the door behind me, the entry bell chiming.

      I offer them a tight smile, aware that people are generally polite in small towns.

      If I want to get along in this town and make my job easier for the next couple months, I need to at least be polite. Getting them to like me would be the next level goal, although experience tells me I shouldn’t hold my breath on that front.

      I’m a boring, grumpy ogre, according to some.

      The proprietress nods as I approach the counter and smiles at me. “Hello, and welcome,” she says with a cheery smile. “What will you have today?”

      She doesn’t wait for my reply.

      “We’ve got scones and cakes and muffins if you’re looking for a snack, or meatloaf and burgers and fries, as well as the best pies this side of Seattle. We’ve got cherry and blueberry and apple and my favorite, strawberry rhubarb.”

      None of that sounds like a healthy lunch to me.

      “Do you do eggs? I’d ideally like an omelet with a side order of steamed vegetables or a green salad.”

      The balding man with the wire glasses looks me up and down.

      “Only the best omelet this side of Seattle,” the woman replies with a grin and I wonder if this is the only café this side of Seattle. She offers me a menu the size of an antiquated fold-out map, and I scan the list until I land at the omelet section.

      “I’ll take the ham and cheese omelet with a side salad, but hold the ham and cheese, please.”

      “You want me to hold the ham and cheese from a ham and cheese omelet?” she asks, giving me a look that questions my sanity.

      “I certainly do,” I confirm.

      “Doesn’t that make it just a plain old egg omelet?” the man beside me asks.

      “It does,” I confirm.

      The two share a look.

      “Sure thing,” the woman replies brightly, the smile she was sporting earlier firmly back in place. “My name is Sheila Cole, by the way. I own this coffeehouse and this is Alfred Whitlow. He’s the lawyer in town.”

      “The lawyer? Hunter’s Creek only has one?” I ask.

      “That’s right. The one and only,” Alfred replies with obvious pride.

      “It’s great to meet you both,” I say.

      Sheila watches me in expectation.

      “My name is Christopher Young,” I tell her when it becomes obvious what she wants me to say. “You have a nice place here,” I say as I look around. It’s no lie. It’s homey, welcoming, and the kind of place you could while away a Sunday afternoon, chatting with friends or reading one of the books stacked in the bookcase on the far wall. Not that I have time for any of those activities.

      One day, perhaps.

      “That is so kind of you to say. It’s real nice to meet you, Christopher. Do you want a shake or a coffee to go with that omelet? We do the best milkshakes this side of—”

      “Seattle?” I ask.

      See? I can be friendly. Take that, Wyatt Smug Jefferson.

      “You got it!” she exclaims in excitement, as though I’ve discovered something important, like the existence of gravity. “I take great pride in what I serve our customers here at the Second Chance Café. Don’t I, Alfred.”

      “You sure do,” Alfred confirms.

      “As your most recent customer, I am very pleased to hear that.”

      She breaks into a hearty laugh. “Oh, Christopher, honey, I can tell we’re going to be real good friends.”

      She can?

      I refocus the conversation. “An espresso, please.”

      Sheila snort-laughs, her shoulders bouncing up and down. “Did you hear that, Alfred? Christopher Fancy Suit here wants an espresso.”

      She’s mocking me.

      “A fancy coffee for a fancy man,” Alfred replies. “I thought I was the fancy one, what with being the only lawyer in town.” He lets out a laugh that ends on a cough.

      I sweep my gaze over his subtle check shirt, polyester tie, and tweed jacket. He looks a little more like a TV professor than the lawyers from my office, but this is Hunter’s Creek.

      And more to the point, they consider an espresso “fancy” in this town.

      I’m definitely not in New York anymore.

      “I think you look real handsome, Alfred,” Sheila replies with a wink, which seems to please Alfred to no end. “We have drip coffee and that’s it, honey. You can add cream and sugar or leave it black. It’s totally up to you.” She gestures at a coffee pot behind her.

      “I guess I’ll have a black coffee then, please, as strong as you can make it.”

      “Great choice.”

      As far as coffee is concerned, it seems it was the only choice.

      “Where are you from, Christopher?” Sheila asks.

      “New York City,” I tell her.

      “New York City, huh? What do you think of that, Alfred?”

      “I think it’s mighty interesting. Mighty interesting indeed,” he replies. “It makes me wonder what a guy from all the way over there is doing all the way over here in Hunter’s Creek?”

      Both sets of eyes come to rest on me.

      “I’m here for work,” I reply.

      Sheila narrows her gaze at me, her smile dropping a fraction. “Most of the work around here is at the mill, and you don’t look like you’re the lumber kind to me. No disrespect.”

      I glance quickly down at my tailored suit before I glance back at her. She means I’m not some brawny guy, covered in sweat, dirt, and sawdust, sporting a mountain man beard, I suppose. Which, between you and me, I’m quite happy about. “None taken.”

      “So? Since you’re so obviously not the lumber kind, what are you doing here?”

      I can tell she won’t be satisfied until I give her a response.

      “I’m going to be working with the management team at the mill.” I gesture at the smaller man. “I’m a lawyer, like Alfred here.”

      I don’t mention that I work in mergers and acquisitions. That would only inflame their already suspicious minds.

      They both size me up, with Sheila’s smile disappearing almost completely from her face. I bet alarm bells are clanging loudly in her head right about now.

      “What’s Calvin Cantor up to that he needs a lawyer from New York City?” Alfred asks.

      I know from my research that Calvin Cantor is the owner of Cantor Mill and the very person I am due to meet later today to start the process of determining whether Anderson and Smith should purchase it.

      Neither Sheila nor Alfred need to know any of that, not unless it’s common knowledge that Cantor is looking to sell. Looking between the facial expressions of these two, my guess is it’s not.

      So, instead of answering her question, I reply, “I guess you’ll have to ask Mr. Cantor that.”

      Sharing his plans with the townsfolk is entirely up to the owner of the mill. Not me.

      “All right if I choose whichever seat I want?” I ask.

      “Go right ahead,” she replies somewhat stiffly. “I’ll bring your coffee and off-menu omelet over when it’s ready.”

      “Thanks.” I don’t comment on the off-menu part.

      With all four sets of eyes in the place on me, I make my way to a table at the back by the bookcase and take a seat.

      I guess I’m the hot new topic in town, at least for today.

      But I’m not interested in being gossip for anyone. Hunter’s Creek is a get in, get the job done, get out fast situation for me.

      I undo the top button of my suit jacket and settle into my seat, pull my phone from the inside pocket of my jacket and scroll through my work emails. I ignore a message from Wyatt with photographic evidence of how amazing his time in Chicago is already proving to be. Who needs that kind of jerk to rub my face in it? I will not be sending him a picture of the rain-drenched Second Chance Café, Main Street, Hunter’s Creek. Not today or any day.

      “One extra strong black coffee. No cream, no sugar.” Sheila places an empty cup and saucer in front of me and pours some coffee into it, coming to a stop when the cup is only about a quarter full.

      I look up at her in questioning.

      “Call it a Hunter’s Creek espresso,” she says. It feels like a joke at my expense, but then again, I could be reading too much into it.

      “Since I find myself in Hunter’s Creek, I’ll take your regular black coffee, please. All the way to the top.”

      She pauses for a moment, clearly wondering how to proceed, before she fills the cup almost to the rim.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Uh huh,” is her unimpressed response.

      I’m clearly not winning any new fans.

      She stands watching me, holding the coffee pot in her hands.

      “Can I help you with something?” I ask in as polite a way as I can.

      “It’s just…the only people who wear suits in this town are undertakers, and they’re the last people you want to see on a beautiful Wednesday at lunchtime.”

      I look out at the rain.

      At least I can reassure her about one thing. “I’m not an undertaker. I’m a lawyer”

      She cocks a brow. “Are you from the IRS?”

      I shake my head.

      “FBI?”

      How many acronyms can she throw at me?

      “No.”

      “CIA?”

      And there’s my answer.

      “Look, I can’t be the one to tell you why I’m here. It’s confidential between my company and Mr. Cantor. I hope you understand.”

      Her lips tighten. “Oh, I understand all right. I didn’t come down in the last rain shower, you know.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.” I try out a nicety, aware the atmosphere has suddenly become Arctic in here. “And thank you so much for the coffee.”

      “Your off-menu ham and cheese omelet with no ham or cheese is coming right up,” she tells me pointedly.

      “Thank you very much.”

      She throws her hostile gaze across me before she turns and walks away.

      That’s the thing with my line of work. I go into struggling businesses to assess whether they are a viable proposition to take over, and in a small town like this, I’m instantly the bad guy. Forget the fact I’ve often been called in by the business owner themselves, looking to sell.

      To the townsfolk, I represent evil corporate America. I’ve had to grow a thick skin.

      I return my attention to my emails, responding to one from Mr. Cantor himself, telling him I’m looking forward to meeting with him at the agreed time of 2:00 this afternoon.

      Sheila delivers my meal and I thank her as I set about eating it and finishing off my coffee while I read more about Cantor Mill. It’s the single largest employer of the town, and was the brainchild of Joseph Cantor, Calvin’s grandfather, who established it some 112 years ago.

      My meal devoured, I pay the check, tipping the correct amount, and get up to leave. The young couple from earlier are still at their window table and I can feel their eyes follow me as I make my way to the exit.

      With my hand on the door handle, I turn and say, “Thank you so much for the meal, Sheila.”

      “I suppose we’ll be seeing you around now that you’re here working at the mill doing undisclosed things.”

      She’s not someone to let things go. Clearly.

      “I’ll be sure to come back,” I reply, mostly because this is the sole coffeehouse I’ve seen in the town so far.

      I pull the door open and come face to face with a woman. Her hand is outstretched, as though to push the door open.

      With wide eyes, a small nose, and full, pillowy lips, her bobbed auburn hair is damp from the rain, and she’s tucked it behind her ears, probably to tame it. It’s been unsuccessful. In her purple floral dress and jean jacket, she’s got an air of sophistication to her I haven’t noticed in the other townsfolk I’ve met.

      In short, she’s Hallmark movie pretty, the romantic heroine I half-expected to meet when I walked in before.

      She comes to a sudden stop. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there,” she says, her voice sweet and melodic. It’s almost as alluring as she is.

      As I said, Hallmark movie pretty.

      “My bad,” I murmur back.

      She flicks her gaze to mine, and I notice her eyes, dark blue pools of liquid that appear they could drown you as soon as you look at them.

      I open my mouth to speak, but no further words form.

      She smiles and it lends her face a mischievous air, like she knows a secret no one else does.

      I open my mouth to say something, but still no words will come out. Her beauty must have struck me dumb.

      Which is ridiculous, right?

      This is real life, not one of Kelly’s movies.

      But there’s something about this pretty woman in the bohemian dress, something that sparks my interest. Something that tells me I’d like to know her better. A lot better.

      Somehow, I utter one solitary word. “Please,” I say, holding the door open for her. I bow my head as if I’m a servant holding the door for royalty.

      It surprises even me.

      She holds my gaze for a beat longer than I expect, and I detect a spark of…surprise? Amusement?

      Interest?

      I hope it’s the last one.

      “That’s very kind of you, thank you,” she says to me in that soft voice, as her lips lift in a smile.

      I nod at her and notice the flowers on her dress are daisies. Just like my mom once loved.

      And then she breezes past me, and I catch her scent on the air, an alluring combination of flowers and a fresh summer’s day, amplified by the rain.

      I try to stop my gaze from tracking her as she walks across the coffeehouse floor toward a beaming Sheila behind the counter, but as if they’re rebelling against my brain, my eyes stick to her like glue.

      Sheila greets the woman with a squeal that would scare a banshee, rushes around the counter and pulls her into a bear hug that must almost smother her slight frame.

      “Oh, Harper Cole! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? Look, everyone, it’s Harper!”

      The younger woman at the window table rushes over to her and what follows is a series of excited greetings from everyone as they hug the woman who entranced me, the woman I now know is named Harper Cole.

      “Welcome home. What a trip you must have had all the way from Los Angeles,” Sheila says to her.

      Well, that explains her non-lumberjack outfit. Not that I know what a female lumberjack would wear, although I suspect it’s probably what male lumberjacks wear.

      Her face creases into a smile, and I want to stay and watch her.

      But that’s way too stalkerish for my style.

      “It is so good to see you, sis!” the window seat woman says. “Are you okay? You look okay, but are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Harper replies.

      “I loved the soda part. Great move,” the sister says.

      The soda? I’m completely lost, but then I am eavesdropping on a conversation.

      I throw a quick parting glance at Harper. She’s been bundled into a seat as Sheila offers her milkshakes and coffee and sweet treats while her sister rubs her back.

      It’s a touching scene, and if I didn’t feel like a stalker before, I sure do now.

      It’s time to leave.

      Pretty girl or not, I’m here for a job, and the sooner I get on with it, the sooner I can get back to New York and get that promotion.
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      I take a deep, steadying breath as I look out the car window at the elementary school I once attended as a student. The place is quiet but for a few birds chatting above my head in the beautiful old trees.

      This is no big deal. It’s a teaching job at a school, a temporary one at that. That’s not new for me. I’ve been a teacher for years. I have totally got this.

      So why am I finding it so hard to get out of the car?

      I chew on my bottom lip.

      Who am I kidding? I know exactly why. It’ll be like it was at Aunt Sheila’s café yesterday. Everyone will feel sorry for me and ask me all about the breakup and the video, and I’ll have to relive it over and over again until my brain explodes. Or my heart gives out. Whichever comes first.

      But get out of the car I must.

      This is the start of my new life in Hunter’s Creek. My new Dex-free life.

      There’s no point sitting in Dad’s old car procrastinating.

      Determined, I climb out of the car, make my way up the steps, and in through the front door.

      I’m instantly hit by the distinct aroma of an elementary school. The mixture of books and bodies and snacks, and although my school in California is over a thousand miles away, Hunter’s Creek Elementary smells the same.

      It’s too early for any students to be at the school, but as I walk down the hallway toward the teacher’s lounge, my heels clicking on the polished linoleum floor, I feel like a nervous, excited kindergartener on my first day of school.

      I reach the lounge and peer through the high window. The packed room is filled with chatting teachers, many of whom taught me as a child, waiting for their new staff member to arrive.

      Harper Cole, recent dumpee, returned home with her tail between her legs.

      It’s now or never.

      I steel myself and push my way through the door. The chatter stops immediately, and every pair of eyes in the room land on me. It’s like a scene from a movie when the music comes to a record-scratching halt, and everyone turns their judging eyes to gawk.

      As far as feelings go, this one is not exactly great.

      I raise my hand awkwardly in the air. “Hey, everyone,” I murmur.

      Mrs. Holmes, the principal both from my time here as a student and the person who interviewed me for this job over Zoom, bounces from her seat and rushes over to me. “Harper Cole! How wonderful to see you again,” she says as she collects me in a huge enveloping hug, and I can’t help but breathe in a cloud of her cloying perfume, the same scent I remember her wearing when I was in single digits.

      “Hi, Mrs. Holmes. Reporting for duty.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to call me that anymore. We’re on a first name basis now that you’re a teacher here. Call me Meryl. Okay, honey?”

      “Meryl. Sure,” I reply.

      I’m not going to deny it. It feels nice to be around people I know, even if those people will inevitably have opinions about the demise of Dex and me.

      Who knows? Maybe they’re over it? Maybe I was yesterday’s news, and something else big has happened in town to grab their attention?

      I’m not holding out a lot of hope.

      Mrs. Holmes—oops, Meryl—wraps her arm around my shoulders and turns to face the staff. “Harper will be familiar to many of you as a past student of our school. To you, Darla, Reagan, and Lawrence,” she says to unfamiliar faces, “this young woman was one of our top students, and we are so lucky to have her back here as our new second-grade teacher, covering Annabelle’s maternity leave.”

      I smile and wave at everyone, just as I did when I stepped into this circus. “It’s great to be here. I’m looking forward to getting to know you, my students, and the school once more.”

      “Now, I want to get something out in the open so we can all acknowledge it and move on,” Meryl begins, her tone serious.

      I know exactly what’s coming next.

      “Many of you know Harper has recently been through a rather public, shall we say, experience.” She uses air quotes, and I have to fight the urge to run and hide behind a piece of furniture. “But there’s no need for any of us to dwell on it. She’s here to start afresh, with a new outlook on life, back home in the bosom of her Hunter’s Creek family.”

      With her own ample bosom currently smooshed up against the side of my ribs, I do my best to smile through the awkwardness.

      “So, I ask all of you to treat Harper, Hunter’s Creek’s own prodigal daughter of sorts, with the love and respect she deserves as a new member of the team.”

      I’m Hunter’s Creek’s returned prodigal daughter? Geez. That’s a lot of unnecessary and completely unwanted pressure.

      “Of course we will,” the familiar voice of Mrs. Stevenson, my fourth-grade teacher says as she crosses the room and takes my hands and hers. “We are absolutely thrilled to have you back here with us.”

      “Cheryl’s right. You’re very welcome here,” Mrs. Delgado, my fifth-grade teacher, says as she pats me on the arm.

      “Thank you,” I say weakly.

      I’m feeling thoroughly manhandled by these well-meaning women.

      “Now, you all have your classrooms to get to and get on with the important business of educating the children of this fine state, so I won’t hold you up any longer,” Meryl tells everyone, and the teachers begin to disperse.

      “When you’re settled in, Harper, you must allow me to introduce you to my nephew, Graham. He’s very handsome, you know,” Mrs. Stevenson says to me. “If you overlook the premature hair loss and unexplained limp,” she adds under her breath.

      “That’s not necessary,” I protest, not having any interest in being introduced to anyone’s nephew now, or ever.

      But Mrs. Stevenson isn’t having any of it. “I’ll give you his number later, and you be sure to call him. He’s quite the catch, you know. Never been married, steady job at the mill, only a few years older than you. I’ll give him a heads up.”

      “Seriously, you don’t have to do that,” I tell her with a forced smile.

      “Nonsense,” she replies with a smile and a wink, as though my protestations mean nothing.

      “All right. That’s enough of that, Debbie. Harper doesn’t need to be matched with anyone right now. Do you, honey?” Meryl says.

      I offer her a grateful look. “No, I don’t, but thanks a lot for—”

      “If anyone is going to matchmake Harper with a new man, it’ll be me, thank you very much,” Mrs. Delgado says, interrupting me. “I have the perfect guy for her. My Darryl.”

      “Isn’t your Darryl currently…indisposed?” Mrs. Stevenson says.

      Mrs. Delgado dismisses her with a wave of her hand. “He’s coming home next week. Perfect timing, don’t you think, Harper?”

      “Oh, I—” I look wildly around the room.

      Why is this happening?

      “Your Darryl can’t hold a candle to my Graham,” Mrs. Stevenson protests.

      “Is that so? Well, at least my Darryl has a personality,” Mrs. Delgado replies.

      “Is that what you’re calling three felonies and a dozen misdemeanors? Personality?” Mrs. Stephenson spits back.

      “Excuse me? How you can say such a thing about Darryl when Graham has the personality of a tub of dirty dishwater and looks to match is beyond me,” Mrs. Delgado replies.

      This has gotten out of hand real fast.

      “Enough, you two,” Meryl interjects. “There’s no need to get personal. You can resume your bickering when you’re off the clock. This is Harper’s first day with us. We don’t want to give her the wrong impression, and I’m quite sure she doesn’t want to be set up with every man in town.”

      “Only one,” Mrs. Stevenson sniffs. She shoots me a meaningful look and mouths the words, “I’ll give you his number.”

      I smile weakly at her. Terrific.

      With the room now empty but for Meryl and me, she asks, “Why don’t you grab yourself a coffee and I’ll take you to your classroom?”

      “Sure. That’d be great.”

      I do as she suggests and pour coffee into a mug that says Nacho Average Teacher with a picture of a sombrero, and Meryl accompanies me to the very classroom in which I was once a second-grade student.

      She pulls the door open, saying, “Welcome to your new classroom.”

      I step inside and look around. The usual paraphernalia: a weekly schedule, a number line, sentence strips, the alphabet, rows of neatly labeled shelves, and a large whiteboard line one wall. Students’ artworks adorn another, and a large mobile of the solar system hangs from the ceiling above a series of circular tables with kid-sized chairs tucked neatly underneath, and the teacher’s desk in the far corner. It’s bright and colorful and busy, just the way I like a classroom to be.

      “Annabelle runs a tight ship, and she’s got some great kids in this class. Some not so great, too, but you’ll get a handle on them soon enough,” Meryl tells me. “She left a bunch of instructions on her desk, and she has mentioned you can call her anytime you need her, although perhaps not too close to her due date.”

      “The classroom looks fabulous. I’m sure I’m going to love it here.”

      “Oh, you’ll fit right in, and the kids will just adore you. You’ve already been teaching second-grade for a while now, so this will be a walk in the park for you. Most of the kids are easy, and there are a couple of real bright sparks here, too.”

      “I’ll work them out pretty fast, I’m sure.”

      “You will.” She glances at her wristwatch. “Well, I imagine you’ll want to get your feet under the table, quite literally, before the kids get here, so I’ll leave you to familiarize yourself.” She turns to leave, but looks back at me and says, “I know you’ve come back to Hunter’s Creek because things didn’t work out the way you wanted them to in California, but we’re happy to have you here. I want you to know that.”

      Moved by her kindness, I reply, “That’s sweet of you to say, and I promise I’ll do the best job I can.”

      “Oh, I know you will. Your references were excellent, and it was clear to me your old school didn’t want to lose you.”

      I smile to myself as I think of my former class. It was hard to leave the school I loved, the students, and the other teachers. Not that I had a choice. Sure, I could have struggled on, paying high rent, and getting further and further into debt, but I never loved Los Angeles. I missed home.

      And then it hit me one day, sitting in traffic, like I did every day of my life. Without Dex, I didn’t need to be in LA anymore. I could realize my dream of moving back home and working at the elementary school I loved. Teaching at a small-town school like Hunter’s Creek Elementary was always the end goal for me. Not living in a busy city, trying to make ends meet as I supported my actor boyfriend.

      The very actor boyfriend who’d traded me in for the shiny new girl at the first sign of success.

      I’m a small-town girl at heart, never feeling at home in a big, crowded city, traffic-clogged and busy. So, when this job covering maternity leave came up, I grabbed it with both hands.

      Now I can only hope this temporary position turns into a full-time job.

      “I’ll leave you now, Harper.” With her hand on the doorknob, Meryl says, “I hope it wasn’t too much, that whole matchmaking thing back there?”

      “It’s fine,” I lie, because it had achieved new depths of awkwardness for me.

      “Good.” She steps back into the classroom. “You know, I’ve got someone in mind for you, and it’s super convenient because he works at the school.”

      Oh, good grief! Does she mean Mr. Burnett, the man who must be at least 30 years my senior? The man whose daughter I used to be friends with in high school? It’s either him or the younger guy who blushed the moment my eyes landed on him in the teacher’s lounge earlier.

      “Do you want me to tell you who I’m thinking of?” she asks, and the eagerness in her voice makes something click in my head.

      “Mrs. Holmes—”

      “Meryl,” she corrects.

      “Meryl. It’s not that I don’t appreciate all of you trying to set me up with men who I imagine are really, really great.”

      Either that or it’s just that they are simply the only single men they know.

      “Well, mine is great. I don’t know about the others,” she sniffs.

      “Right. It’s just it’s only been a couple months since…you know.”

      She offers me a sympathetic look. “Honey, we’ve all been heartbroken in our lives, and I can tell you from first-hand experience that it’s best to get back on that horse just as soon as you can. That’s what I did when I was your age and a boy disappointed me. I got right back on that horse.”

      An image of a young Mrs. Holmes determinedly climbing on a horse fills my mind.

      “I’m not sure climbing on another horse is the way for me to go right now.”

      She offers me a sympathetic smile and I feel certain she empathizes with me and understands where I’m coming from.

      “Nonsense,” she declares.

      Pop goes my hope.

      “I’ll put a bug in Lawrence’s ear. He can take you to the mixer on Friday. Oh, how wonderful that will be for you. A new man on your arm to take you to the first event of the Hunter’s Creek social season.”

      Since when did Hunter’s Creek have a social season?

      And Lawrence? The blusher from the teacher’s lounge?

      “No!” I exclaim a little too forcefully, evidenced by the look of surprise on Meryl’s face. I regulate my tone. “What I mean is, I really do appreciate everyone trying to help me out, but I won’t be going to the mixer on Lawrence’s arm.” And not just because if he blushes the way he did when I looked at him before, we could both spontaneously combust.

      She pulls her brows together. “What’s wrong with Lawrence?”

      “Nothing at all. It’s just—”

      “Well, then, I think you should give it a try. Lawrence is just as good as any of those other men on offer, you know. Better, even.”

      “I can’t because…I’m dating someone,” I blurt before I really think about what I’m saying, and the fact I’m lying to my new boss on day one of my new job.

      Brilliant move, Harper.

      Her eyes widen to the size of dinner plates. “You are?”

      “Yup. I am.”

      “Who is he, this new man of yours? Is it someone we know?”

      “It’s…it’s—” My mind darts around, thinking of every man in Hunter’s Creek, from Alfred the elderly lawyer to Lawrence the blusher and everyone in between, until it lands on the guy in the suit at the coffee shop yesterday.

      Of course!

      He’s perfect.

      Aunt Sheila was excited to tell me he’s new in town, here to work with Mr. Cantor at his mill, probably to get everyone fired. Or so she surmised. It was clear Aunt Sheila and Alfred had just met him and had learned that he would only be in town for a couple months.

      The perfect fake boyfriend.

      Christopher, they said his name is. Christopher…something.

      I’ll need to find that out.

      “You don’t know him, I’m pretty sure. He’s new in town and I only recently met him myself.”

      “You only just met him and you’re already dating?”

      “You know what they say: when you know, you know—and with him, I just knew.” I pull my features into a smile, as though the very thought of Christopher Suit Guy has my heart going all kinds of crazy.

      “You just knew, did you?”

      “I sure did. I can’t wait to introduce you to Christopher. He’s amazing and I feel lucky to have met him so soon after,” I bow my head, “well, you know.”

      “Oh, honey, we know, and we feel terrible for you. We all thought you two were going to make it.”

      You and me both.

      “But you’re here now, and it’s you we’re concerned about.”

      I lift my chin, this new fake boyfriend idea solidifying in my mind as the best idea I’ve had in a very long time.

      Even if he has no clue about his newfound role.

      “You don’t need to be concerned about me,” I reassure her. “I’m doing fine. I’ve got this new job, and I’m moving back in with my parents, and my dad loaned me a car.”

      It’s all sounding so very tragic. I’m sure she knows it, and I’m finding it hard to keep the tremor from my voice as I reflect on the diminished status of my new life.

      “Will you bring Christopher to the mixer on Friday? That would be perfect.”

      Perfect is not the word I would use for a guy who doesn’t yet know he’s fake dating.

      I’ll have to fix that. And fast.

      A boy approaches us, his backpack slung neatly over both shoulders, his upturned face shining. “Good morning, Mrs. Holmes,” he says in his high-pitched voice before he turns to me and questions, “Who are you?”

      “Freddie Ackerman, that is no way to speak to your new teacher,” Mrs. Holmes scolds.

      He looks at me in surprise. “You’re my new teacher?”

      I smile down at him. “I sure am. I’m Ms. Cole.” He shakes my hand with a serious expression on his face as I offer it. “How do you do, Freddie?”

      “I do good,” he replies.

      Another couple of children appear in the hallway and I use it as a chance to end the conversation with Meryl about my fictitious love life.

      I sure have dug myself into a hole.

      “I’ll catch up with you later, Mrs. Holmes,” I say for the benefit of the children as I hold the door open for them to stream into the classroom.

      She beams at me. “Have a great first morning, Ms. Cole.” She leans closer to me and says under her breath, “Promise me you’ll bring Christopher to the mixer on Friday.”

      “Of course. He wouldn’t want to miss it for the world.”

      All I have to do now is convince a man I only met yesterday, while passing through a doorway, to be my fake boyfriend.
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      He bears more than a passing resemblance to Jack Nicholson I decide, eyeing the man sitting across from me. With his receding hairline, upturned mouth, and pointed eyebrows, I’m half expecting him to yell, “You can’t handle the truth!” at any moment.

      So far, he hasn’t.

      Calvin Cantor is nothing if not a man in total control.

      We’re sitting in his office and have been talking for the last twenty or so minutes. With a thick wooden table, faded orange drapes, and patterned wallpaper capable of giving anyone a headache on a bad day, the room looks like something from a movie set, circa 1974. Lining the walls are black and white photos of the original logging trucks, capable of carrying a fraction of the logs modern day trucks can manage; of men in working clothes and bowler hats, standing proudly beside the huge, felled tree that towers over their heads, taken about 100 years ago. How they did it without modern day machinery is incredible to me.

      He asked to meet with me at the end of this, my first full day at Cantor Mill.

      I reach for the pitcher of water and pour myself a fresh glass. “Can I top up your water, sir?” I ask, holding the pitcher out.

      “No, I’m strictly a coffee man until after lunch, when I try my best to hold out until about five to have one of those.” He points at the open liquor cabinet, boasting several expensive looking bottles of Scotch. “Sometimes I don’t make it.” He lets out a laugh and I crack a smile.

      I guess you get to do what you want when you’re the boss and you inherited a successful business.

      He gets up from his desk and splashes some Scotch into a glass. “Want one?” he asks me.

      “No, thank you.”

      He peers at me. “You work hard, don’t you, Christopher? That’s what your boss told me. You don’t call it quits because it’s five o’clock. You work until you get the job done. Am I right?”

      He describes me to a tee.

      “I put in the hours that are necessary to get the job done, sir.”

      “I bet you do. I know your type. Hard working, driven, not one for the small talk and the frivolity so many people go for. You’re like me, and I admire that in you.”

      “Thank you, sir. I take that as a compliment.”

      He leans back in his chair, appraising me. “You do that.”

      Uncomfortable, I clear my throat. “I’ve received plenty of information from your exec team, so I started reviewing the key risks to the business this afternoon, as well as collating information on tax structures and liabilities for my finance guy to review. So, I’d say I’m off to a good start.”

      “Have they been helpful? Cooperated with all your requests?”

      I think of the two members of Calvin’s executive team I’ve been working with today. Keith Porter, a man about ten years older than me, is clearly a hard worker with a firm grasp on his job, and Suzanne Dalgleish, a woman in her early-40s, the sharp as a tack VP of Finance. Both have been business-like and efficient, responding to my requests with professional politeness.

      “Both Keith and Suzanne have been very helpful today, thank you.”

      “Good, good.” He leans his elbows on his desk. “The thing is, Christopher, they don’t know the full picture.”

      I pull my lips into a line. It’s as I suspected: he wants to keep this potential sale to himself. “They don’t know the reason why I’m here, do they?”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t get me wrong, they know you’re here to learn all about the business and write some recommendations, but I didn’t feel it was circumspect to tell them why exactly. Not yet, anyway.”

      “None of them know? Not even your exec team?”

      “None of them.”

      A muscle in my jaw twitches. This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve worked in organizations where the boss has kept the workers in the dark about the true reason for my presence. I get it. He doesn’t want to alarm his workforce to the fact their livelihoods could be impacted by the potential sale of the business.

      If I were in his shoes, I’d probably do the same, but it never sits comfortably with me when the people I work with don’t understand my true reason for being here, working with them.

      It makes me duplicitous, even if it wasn’t my call to be so.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, why not? I get that you don’t want to alarm your workers, but they’re your exec team. I imagine you want to involve them in the decision to sell the business?”

      He takes a sip of his drink and places the glass back on his desk. “I’m not a young man,” he begins. “I don’t go for what some people call ‘consultative management.’” His lip curls with distaste as he makes air quotes with his fingers. “That’s not my style. I didn’t get here by asking other people what I should be doing. No sirree. I went ahead and did it, like my father and his father before him. We Cantors are men of action, you know. That’s the way we’ve always been.”

      Although I can admire men like Calvin Cantor, I’ve had first-hand experience of the effect of not sharing his intentions with his colleagues can have on his workers.

      Let’s just say when it comes to selling businesses, surprise is never good for the workforce.

      He twists his mouth. “It’s a shame my ungrateful offspring don’t share my backbone.”

      I nod, my lips pursed. Calvin Cantor has two children, both in their forties, neither of whom wants to take over the mill, hence why we’ve been called in.

      “It’s entirely up to you how you run your business, Mr. Cantor. I’m simply here to do a job for my company.”

      His thin, upturned lips stretch into a smile. “I’m glad we understand one another, son.”

      I rise to my feet and shake his hand across the desk. “I will do as thorough and as efficient a job as I can for you and for Anderson and Smith.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “Goodnight, sir.”

      “Goodnight, Christopher. I appreciate your discretion.”

      I give a nod of my head. “Of course.”

      I make my way through the open plan workspace to the office assigned to me and settle at my desk. Since I met with Mr. Cantor, the place has really emptied out, but for one or two people, still at their desks. It’s barely five o’clock.

      I know not everyone has my work ethic. Wyatt may mock me for it, but everyone at Anderson and Smith works hard. It’s what I’ve gotten used to, and it suits me. I’m not one for a busy social life, I’m not always out on dates, going to barbecues in the summer, or meeting friends for a bite to eat. I do all those things, of course, but work always comes at the top of my priority list.

      It has to.

      I settle into my work until a knock on the wooden door a short while later interrupts me.

      “Come in,” I call out.

      The door creaks open and in walk Keith and Suzanne.

      “Do you have that information for me?” I ask, surprised at how quickly they must have pulled it together. I only asked for it about an hour ago.

      Keith’s face drops. “I thought you didn’t need it until the end of the week.”

      I did say that. He’s right. “The end of the week is fine. How can I help you two?”

      “We were wondering if you would like to go out for a drink, as a kind of welcome to Cantor Mill?”

      They want me to go for a drink? That doesn’t usually happen to me on these jobs. Ordinarily, I keep my head down and keep my distance. It’s best for everyone in the long run, particularly when I work for clients like Calvin Cantor who want me to withhold key information, ending in a shock for all.

      I gesture at my laptop. “Thanks, but I’ve got a lot of work to get through.”

      “There are a bunch of us going. Right, Suzanne?”

      “Keith is concerned that some of the townspeople think you’re here as some kind of Grim Reaper,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “Not that we think that, of course.” She shoots me a look that tells me she is one hundred percent certain I am the Grim Reaper.

      “That’s not true,” Keith replies. He’s unconvincing at best. “Come with us. We’ll give you a proper Hunter’s Creek welcome.”

      I wonder what that involves? Getting handed an axe to chop down a tree? Perhaps getting my very own flannel shirt to wear?

      Neither appeals to me. And flannel? Not exactly the style statement I’m looking for, but it’s gotta be better than being cast as the Grim Reaper.

      “Christopher, you’re here for two months. Missing an hour or two of work today is a drop in the bucket for you. And it’s already 5:30. All work and no play can’t be good for anyone, particularly not a management consultant from New York.”

      He has a point.

      “Sure, why not?” I reply.

      “Great,” Keith says to me. “Shall we go to The Grizzly Bear?”

      “Where else would we go?” Suzanne replies with a chortle.

      “The Grizzly Bear?” I inquire. I hope it’s the name of a bar and not an actual bear. Of course it wouldn’t be an actual bear. That would be insane.

      “It’s a bar down the road, but don’t go confusing it with The Black Bear,” Keith warns.

      “You have more than one bar here that has the word ‘bear’ in it?”

      “We sure do. There’s The Black Bear and The Grizzly Bear. And there’s also another bar simply called The Bear, but we never go there,” Suzanne says.

      “Yeah,” Keith agrees. “We never go there.”

      “The Bear is right next to O’Connor’s Irish Pub, across the street from the Second Chance Café.”

      Finally, a name I recognize.

      “I know that place already. I had lunch there yesterday,” I tell them, my mind spinning at how many bars there appear to be in this town. With a population of 8,352 people, that seems like an awful lot to me.

      Suzanne looks appalled. “You had lunch at The Bear?”

      “No,’ I reply quickly to disabuse her of thinking what is apparently a heinous crime in her eyes. “I went to the Second Chance Café. I had an omelet and a cup of coffee. It was pretty good.”

      Suzanne places her hand over her chest. “Oh, isn’t Sheila great? She is the nicest person, and makes the best pies this side of Seattle.”

      “And don’t forget the best milkshakes and coffee, too,” Keith adds.

      “Of course! The best everything,” Suzanne replies.

      Keith nods his agreement. “And you’d be right, Suzanne. You’d be right.”

      I watch as the two of them agree. It’s clear they have well and truly drunk the Sheila Kool-Aid. Or the Sheila milkshake, as the case may be.

      “I need to finish up, but I’ll catch up with you at the bar in half an hour or so,” I say.

      “See you there when you’re done,” Suzanne replies. “Let’s go, Keith.”

      “Those bear beers aren’t going to drink themselves,” he replies, and they both laugh as they leave the room.

      Although a part of me would prefer to fly completely under the radar with these people, they’re friendly and welcoming and I can hear Kelly’s voice in my head, telling me to loosen up and live a little. So, I pack my things, climb into my car, and make my way into the small town.
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      I scan the almost empty Main Street, looking for a sign that says “The Bear.” I walk past a pharmacy and a florist and then spy the coffeehouse with Sheila, the nosey proprietor who fed me lunch yesterday.

      I must be close.

      It’s then I see a sign for The Black Bear. That’s got to be it. As I approach, I can hear the thud thud thud of music and the sound of laughter coming from inside.

      I pause at the entrance. Wait. Was it The Black Bear or The Grizzly Bear that Keith and Suzanne told me to meet them at? Or was it simply The Bear?

      There was so much talk of bars and bears, I didn’t get it straight.

      I glance at the sign and see a black bear gazing back at me. Well, since I’m here, I may as well check.

      Entering the bar, I’m immediately met by a large, stuffed bear, standing on its hind legs, and baring its teeth at me in a threatening scowl, front paws raised as though to grab hold of me and make me its dinner.

      It’s not exactly a Yogi Bear welcome.

      I take a sidestep around Yogi and glance around the bar. Dark wood paneling covers the walls and ceiling, the hardwood floor is worn from years of use, and the chandeliers made of antlers hang above tables, which are—you guessed it—made of wood.

      The resulting atmosphere should be dark and gloomy, but the music, the laughter, and the chatter lift the place, making it feel homey and welcoming. Other than the angry bear bouncer, that is.

      I look for Suzanne and Keith. There are groups of people dotted around the room, sitting at tables, propping up the bar, or lounging on large brown leather sofas in front of a roaring fire.

      With no sign of either of them, I weave through the tables to the bar. I may as well order myself a hard-earned beer before I go in search of the correct bear beer bar.

      Lame as it is, I smile to myself at my little bear-slash-beer joke as I stand and wait for the bartender to finish serving a solid, bearded man in flannel.

      “What’s got you all smiley?” a voice says beside me, and I’m surprised to turn and see the girl from the Second Chance Café.

      The Hallmark pretty woman whose beauty had me temporarily dumbstruck.

      The wild, rain-damp hair from yesterday has been tamed and brushed into a neat style stopping above her shoulders, her bangs sitting over her eyebrows, helping to highlight the deep blue of her large eyes. Not that they need any help. Dark pools, remember? I sure do.

      Her full lips are smudged with rose pink, and I notice for the first time she has a small smattering of freckles across her nose. The navy floral dress from yesterday has been replaced with a cherry red version, dotted with daisies, which she’s cinched at the waist with a worn tan belt, showing off her slim waist and womanly figure.

      And yeah, I notice. I am a guy.

      “It’s nothing,” I reply. The last thing I want to do is tell this beautiful woman that I was smiling at a dorky wordplay joke.

      I might not be here for the girl, but I don’t want to come across as a complete idiot.

      “Oh, come on. Something made you smile.” Her pillowy lips lift into a warm, friendly smile, and I find myself wanting to tell her anything she wants to hear.

      Anything at all.

      I shake my head. “No, really, it was nothing.”

      She makes a face. “Okay. Be like that. You’re new in town and I was only trying to be nice, something you probably don’t get a lot of where you’re from.”

      It’s a statement, not a question. But then, considering she’s a local, currently returned from Los Angeles after some soda-related tragedy the townsfolk seem to be concerned about, I guess it’s obvious I’m new here.

      That and the fact I don’t look like anyone else.

      I run my fingers down the lapel of my suit jacket. “What gave me away?” I ask.

      She laughs and it sounds like birdsong, caught on a breeze. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess your flannel shirt looks a little weird. More like a suit jacket, in fact.”

      Beautiful and funny? Can that be called a double threat? If she’s smart too, I’m a dead man.

      I gesture at her dress. “I see you missed the flannel memo, as well, but you have the excuse of having moved here from Los Angeles. Right?”

      Her smile drops, her eyes narrowing as she sizes me up as a potential stalker at best, and a total psychopathic weirdo at worst. “How do you know that?”

      “I heard you talking at the coffeehouse when we saw one another yesterday,” I explain, and I’m gratified when her features relax.

      “So, you haven’t seen the video?”

      “What video?”

      Her face lights up in a smile, but she doesn’t answer my question. Instead, she says, “Can I get you a drink?”

      “You want to buy me a drink?”

      She shrugs. “Sure, why not?”

      It’s not every day a beautiful girl offers to buy me a drink. Heck, it’s not any day a beautiful girl offers to buy me a drink.

      I’d be a fool not to leap on that.

      “Thanks. I’ll take a beer.”

      “Any particular kind?”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “I don’t know. Bud? Coors? Heineken? The usual.”

      I spy the empty bottle in her hand. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

      She rolls her eyes, her face creasing in a fresh smile. “Do you know how cheesy that sounds?”

      I’ve already come across as some weird stalker guy and now she thinks I’m being cheesy? This is going about as well as it usually does for me with pretty women. I’ve never found it easy. Heck, I’ve never found speaking to anybody all that easy. That’s why the law attracted me. There are rules and processes and if you work hard, you can be successful without having to rely on your wit or your charm.

      That suits me just fine.

      “I’m sorry. I thought it was the right thing to say,” I bumble like the idiot I seem to turn into around her. “I’ve seen people do that on TV shows.”

      I grimace. I’ve seen people do that on TV shows?

      “You have, have you?” There’s a distinct note of amusement in her voice, and I can only hope she’s not laughing at me.

      “I was trying to be cute.”

      “Oh, I could tell.” She leans her elbows on the bar and says, “Hey, Gabe. Can I get two more of these when you’re ready?” She places the empty bottle in front of her.

      The bartender, a handsome, thickset, brawny guy with a red and white plaid flannel open over a white tee shirt stretched across his pecs—the Hunter’s Creek type, as I’m labeling them in my head—flashes her a toothy grin. “Sure thing, Harper. Coming right up.” His eyes flick briefly to mine, his smile slipping a fraction into what I’m learning is the suspicious once-over the inhabitants of Hunter’s Creek specialize in when it comes to me.

      “Throw in some of your filthy jojos, too.” she adds, and to my surprise the bartender grins at her.

      “That’s nice of you to say. Good to see ya back, by the way. It’s been too long.”

      She’s just insulted something called a jojo and he’s happy about it?

      It’s hard not to feel like this place is another planet compared to my usual life in New York. At least there, bars can be called something other than “Bear.”

      “It’s great to be back,” she tells him before she turns back to me.

      “Two things: what’s a jojo, and why did the bartender take it as a compliment when you described them as filthy?” I ask her.

      She lets out a laugh. “Jojos are wedges around here, and if you say something is filthy in the state of Washington, it’s usually a compliment. Unless, of course, something is actually filthy, but that would be totally obvious.”

      It would?

      “Good to know.”

      Gabe delivers our drinks, telling us the “filthy jojos” are coming right up—I’m still not sure I can get on board with this terminology—and I offer him the cash to pay for all of it before Harper has the chance. She might have offered to buy me a drink, but I was brought up a little more traditional.

      “Hey, I said I would buy you a drink,” she says as I pass her one of the bottles.

      “Take it as a thank you for being nice to the new guy in town.”

      She hesitates for a moment before her face brightens and she replies, “Welcome to Hunter’s Creek.”

      “Same to you, although I suppose it should be welcome back.”

      We clink bottles and both take a sip. The amber liquid slips easily down my throat.

      “You know something weird? I don’t even know your name,” she says as she leans her back against the bar, hooking one of her boots over the bottom rung of the bar stool between us.

      “Oh, I do apologize. My name is Christopher Young. I’m pleased to meet you, Harper.”

      We shake, and I notice how small her hand feels tucked into mine.

      “So, Christopher Young, what are you doing here in this small town in the middle of nowhere?”

      “I’m here for work,” I tell her, the conversation with Calvin Cantor in the back of my mind. I take a quick suck on my beer before I ask her a question to avoid her delving further. “How about you? Are you working at the mill?”

      I know what I want her answer to be. I want her to say that no, she doesn’t work at the mill, that she has nothing to do with it. That way, any decision I come to during my tenure here won’t affect her. Not directly, anyway.

      “I teach second-grade at the local school. I started yesterday, in fact. That’s why I’m here with my new colleagues.” She gestures at a group of people sitting on the leather sofas, chatting amongst themselves. A couple of them look over at us with interest, and I wonder what they think of their new colleague chatting to a stranger at a bar.

      Without warning, Harper leans in closer to me and I catch her scent, just as I had when she walked past me at the coffeehouse. “Can I ask you something that might seem a bit…weird?”

      And there it is. This is where I learn the reason a beautiful woman like Harper Cole is buying a drink for the new guy in town everyone is suspicious of, rather than spending time with her new work colleagues.

      “Weird?” I question.

      “Kinda.”

      “Go ahead,” I tell her, the subtext of which is to get it over with. I lean back on the bar, expecting some request involving a yodeling cat, a trapeze artist, and a can of soup. Or maybe a request to be sacrificed at some witches’ ritual at midnight in the woods.

      What can I say? I live in New York City.

      She looks suddenly nervous. “Okay, here’s the thing. I kind of told some people today that you and I are…well, that we’re…”

      When she doesn’t complete her sentence, I lean in and ask, “You and I are what?”

      She glances around nervously before she says, “Dating.”

      I straighten, shocked.

      As my brain tries to comprehend what she just said, I blink at her a few times.

      I need clarification. In my experience, beautiful women don’t usually go around telling people they’re dating you without your knowledge.

      Well, not sane, beautiful women, anyway.

      “Did you say you’ve told people you and I are dating?” I ask.

      She nibbles on her lip, reminding me of a rabbit. It only adds to her appeal. Despite my concern, she’s confirmed she’s not exactly sane. “I did warn you it was weird.”

      “That’s true, you did. But that doesn’t explain why, exactly.”

      She clasps her hands together, clearly uncomfortable.

      I’m overcome with the strangest sensation, wanting to reach out and place my hand over hers to reassure her it’s okay.

      I don’t.

      She takes a breath. “I know this makes me sound crazy. And I’m not crazy. Really, I’m not.”

      Said no crazy person ever.

      “I don’t know if you recognize me or know what happened, but even if you don’t, I really, really need you to pretend to date me because—”

      Wait. Pretend?

      Her eyes dart to something behind me, and before I fully realize what’s happening, she’s pushed the bar stool to one side, closed the distance between us, a decidedly wild look in her eyes.

      “Everything all right?” I ask her tentatively.

      “Okay if I kiss you?” she murmurs out of the corner of her mouth.

      I blink at her. “Now you want to…kiss me?”

      She nods, her eyes darting behind me and then back to my face. “That okay with you?”

      This gorgeous woman who smells like a meadow, the double threat, the woman who only just told me she wants to pretend to date me, now wants to kiss me.

      As confusing as this situation may be, I’d be an idiot not to leap at this.

      “Sure,” I tell her, the thought of having her soft lips pressed against mine making my belly clench.

      It would appear she’s not a woman to be told twice.

      Immediately, she pulls herself up onto her toes, places her hands at the back of my head, and before I can utter another word—like “why?”—she leans in toward me and kisses me.

      I don’t move for fear this is some kind of mirage. Not that I think mirages are all that common in Washington, what with it not being a desert. But seriously, this sort of thing doesn’t happen to me a whole lot. Or, you know, ever.

      And I’ll be honest, as far as kisses go, it’s easily the most surprising of my life, hands down. One second, she’s explaining to me why she wants me to fake date her, and the next she’s kissing me, like it’s no big deal at all.

      The problem is, for me to kiss someone like Harper Cole, it should be a big deal.

      With her soft, plump lips on mine, any thoughts or questions vanish from my mind, and I forget to question her motives, forget to wonder if she is in fact unhinged, because it turns out kissing Harper Cole is pretty dang good.

      Good? Who am I kidding? It’s plain wonderful.
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      Kissing Christopher Young is, well, it’s not what I expected.

      Sure, he’s a good-looking guy, so kissing him is not exactly a hardship, despite the fact he’s a million miles from my usual type. He’s all buttoned-up and serious looking, like he would be zero fun at a party, and only moments ago he was looking at me as though I was a crazy person.

      Which wasn’t at all fair.

      All I was trying to do was explain the very reasonable situation I find myself in, in which I’m pretending to date him, but then I spotted my boss standing behind him and was forced to make the snap decision to just go right ahead and kiss the guy.

      Okay, now that I think about it, I may have come across as a little less than sane. I’ll concede that much.

      And yes, it’s probably a confronting experience to have some random woman you met for three seconds not only tell you she’s pretending to date you, but then turn around and kiss you.

      I get it.

      Not my most calculated move.

      What I don’t get is why kissing Christopher Young feels so unexpectedly good. His lips are soft and inviting, and his scent is an attractive mixture of fresh, woodsy air and some kind of musk, which takes me completely by surprise.

      I’m not sure what I expected him to smell like. Corporate offices and boring files? Freshly ironed shirts and dry-cleaned suit jackets?

      Whatever it was, it wasn’t this.

      Initially, it was obvious to me that the kiss thoroughly took him aback. Shocked him, even, but something changed.

      His body relaxes as he kisses me back, his hands lay lightly at my waist. His initially tentative response to my unexpected, out of the blue kiss grows in intensity and to my utter shock, it takes much more strength than I expect to break free.

      But I must. We can’t simply stand here kissing one another in the middle of the Black Bear like a couple of teenagers, even if, right now, I feel like I could lose myself in this guy.

      Which is not the intention here. No way.

      The only reason I’m kissing him is because my boss is standing right behind him and I need to convince her I really am dating Christopher. That this is totally legit. Otherwise, she and the rest of the faculty—and probably the rest of the town, too—will try to matchmake me with any and all single guys within a 50-mile radius, whilst throwing me pitying looks of “poor Harper,” knowing just as I do that Dex dumped me in favor of someone better.

      Ugh.

      I refuse to be a victim.

      I refuse to be that girl.

      So, I’m doing something about it—even if the thing I’m doing is quite possibly one of the most poorly thought-out decisions I’ve made in my life to date.

      But I’m committed now.

      As I pull back from Christopher our gazes lock, and I notice for the first time that he has hazel eyes with chunks of gold catching the light, the skin around those eyes crinkling as he lifts his lips into a smile.

      My pulse races, and I’m forced to take a step back from him to break the spell.

      Wow. Talk about chemistry.

      “This must be your new man, Harper,” Meryl says, her face bright.

      “Oh, I didn’t see you there, Meryl,” I reply. “This is so embarrassing that you should catch me kissing my new boyfriend.”

      I concentrate hard on not looking at Christopher, although I’m sure I can feel his questioning gaze boring into me. He’s gone from a guy I’m telling people I’m dating to a full-blown boyfriend in two seconds flat.

      What must he think of me?

      I have neither the time nor the inclination to dwell on that answer.

      Meryl raises her eyebrows. “Boyfriend? I thought you said you’d only just met.”

      I hook my arm around a frankly stunned Christopher, and reply, “Well, sometimes, Meryl, when you find the real deal, you want to fast forward to the good part. And this guy right here?” I pat my hand against his chest a couple of times, noticing how firm it is, but trying not to let it affect me. “He’s the real deal. Aren’t you, honey?”

      I shoot him a pleading look that says please play along. Please be the real deal.

      He opens his mouth to respond, but not knowing this guy from Adam, I don’t trust what he plans to say. I jump straight in, “But how rude of me. I haven’t even introduced you yet. Christopher Young, this is Meryl Holmes, the principal of the school I’ve just started working at, which makes her my boss.”

      There’s a moment of silence and I close my eyes, hoping, praying he picks up the gauntlet and runs with it.

      Otherwise, I’ll be exposed as a desperate liar, and Meryl and my colleagues and everyone in town will know how tragic I really am, making up a boyfriend to make myself look better.

      “It’s such a pleasure to meet you,” Christopher says as he shakes her hand.

      My eyes ping open.

      He’s playing along? Christopher is playing along!

      I could kiss him!

      Wait, I’ve already done that.

      No point in freaking the guy out further.

      “Oh, the pleasure is all mine,” Meryl simpers.

      “Harper has told me so much about her new boss, of course, but it’s wonderful to meet you in the flesh,” he continues.

      Oh, he is gooood.

      “Have you really, Harper? I’m flattered,” Meryl replies, and I think I notice a faint blush blooming on her cheeks. “Do you know I’ve known Harper since she was in pigtails?” she says as she leans a little closer to Christopher. “If you ever want any stories, you come to me.”

      I blink at her. I cannot believe she said that.

      “I’ll be sure to, Mrs. Holmes.”

      “Oh, come now, you must call me Meryl, Christopher. Mrs. Holmes is for the children.” She runs her gaze over him, adding, “And it’s clear to me you are not a child.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. Is she flirting with him?

      Should this offend me? After all, I’ve just told her he’s my new boyfriend. Shouldn’t there be a girl code going on here, particularly considering she’s my new boss?

      But then I am lying to her about this guy, so really, I have no leg to stand on.

      “I can assure you I haven’t been a child for some time, Meryl,” Christopher replies. I glance at him, assuming he’s flirting back, but his features are serious.

      She lets out a laugh that’s both high-pitched and giggly, a sound I’ve never heard come out of her mouth in my entire life.

      Christopher gives her the same weird little nod he gave me yesterday at the Second Chance Café, bowing his head as though he’s meeting the king of England.

      Wow, this guy is so stiff and formal and serious.

      I’ve gotta say, it’s at total odds with the way he kissed me before.

      But perhaps that was because I took him by surprise? Perhaps he’ll head back to wherever he’s staying, shaking his head at how this forward local woman kissed him unexpectedly, making him feel things he’s never felt before, awakening a newfound desire in him, making him want more.

      I glance at him in his perfectly pressed, buttoned up, tailored suit and tie.

      Then again, maybe not.

      “So, how did you two meet?” Meryl asks, the blush obvious now.

      “It’s a funny story, actually,” I begin. “It was at Aunt Sheila’s café only very recently. We got to talking and worked out that we both lived in big cities in different states—California and New York—and totally bonded over our dislike of the traffic and the smog and, well, we just clicked. Right, Christopher?”

      I hold my breath as I await his reply. Hoping, hoping, hoping…

      “Actually, it wasn’t quite like that.”

      Uh-oh. Please don’t spoil this for me.

      “I’d seen Harper at the coffeehouse well before I got to talk with her; right when she walked inside, in fact. I think a little part of me fell for her before she’d even opened her mouth to say hello.”

      Oh, thank goodness!

      “How wonderful,” Meryl gushes.

      I beam at him. That was inspired! I mean, a little part of him fell for me before I’d even said hello? This guy is goooood.

      “That’s so sweet of you to say, and you know the feeling was absolutely mutual,” I tell him.

      “I’m pleased to hear it,” he replies.

      “Well, it’s great to meet this new man who has stolen Harper’s heart. She deserves all the happiness in the world. I only hope you’re careful with our girl’s heart, Christopher.”

      “I assure you, Harper’s heart is perfectly safe with me,” Christopher replies, and I know he doesn’t mean it in the way Meryl thinks.

      “Nice,” I mouth at him.

      She clasps her hands together. “Well, I’ll leave you two new love birds alone. I’m quite certain you have a lot of ground to cover. Be sure to come by and say hello to everyone, Christopher. I’m sure the faculty will be excited to meet you.”

      “Of course. I’m looking forward to meeting everyone, but would you mind me keeping Harper for a little while longer?”

      “Naturally.” Meryl slips past us, throwing me a wink before she makes her way back to the sofas. Considering she was the principal when I was a student at the school, this is completely new territory for us. It’s going to take some getting used to.

      With Meryl out of earshot, I turn to Christopher and gush, “Thank you so much. I can’t tell you how much what you just did means to me.”

      “It was the least I could do after you...did what you did.”

      He means the kiss.

      “Yeah, about that,” I begin, just knowing my cheeks are flushing at the memory—and not only from embarrassment. “I’m sorry about that. I needed to make it seem realistic that we were together, and kissing is one of those things couples do, so I went in for the kill, as it were.”

      “Oh, it was realistic, all right.” His eyes flash to mine and it’s as though I can feel his lips against mine once more, inhale his scent, feeling the heat emanating from him.

      I toss my hair and push out a breath. “I probably overstepped the mark, and I’m sorry. Of course I know about the #MeToo movement and all that, and I need you to know I wasn’t trying to take advantage of you.”

      “I didn’t feel taken advantage of,” he replies in what I’m learning is his characteristic formal tone. “Although it was a little…surprising.”

      Surprising good, I wonder? I don’t ask.

      I’m not sure I want to know.

      “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear,” he replies, and his features return to that serious, slightly grumpy look he had when I met him yesterday. Well, I say met, it was an almost meet really, and certainly not the falling for one another before we’d even uttered a word situation he’d told Meryl.

      Even though that does sound super romantic.

      “Good. Great. Got it,” I reply with a firm nod of my head, my lips forming a line, echoing his seriousness.

      “No more kissing,” he says sternly.

      “No more kissing,” I repeat, despite the fact I find myself wanting a repeat performance.

      But that’s not why we’re doing this.

      “I’m glad we’ve cleared that up. Now, perhaps you can explain to me what this is all about?”

      I spy an empty table in the dark recesses of the bar. “Want to go talk?”

      He seems to hesitate for a moment, probably wondering if it’s safe to go to an empty corner of a bar with this woman who forced a kiss on him and then made him lie to a random stranger who also happens to be the principal of the local elementary school.

      After a beat, he nods his assent, and we make our way to the table.

      “Shall I start at the beginning?” I ask.

      “That’s usually a good place.”

      “Okay, so here’s a little background about me, something that may take you by surprise.”

      He folds his hands neatly on the table, and I notice how slender and carefully manicured his fingers are. I slip my hands with my ragged nails onto my lap.

      “All right,” he says.

      “I’m the woman in the video with Dex Ryder,” I pronounce, sitting back in my seat, waiting for the expected response, the response I get from everyone I tell. Not that I’ve told that many people. It wasn’t exactly my finest hour, but if we’re going to do this thing, he needs to know the full truth, ugly as it is.

      “I’m sorry, what video?” he asks.

      “You know, I’m the one who dumped soda over his head on the pier?”

      He pulls his brows together once more. “You mentioned you were going to start at the beginning, so perhaps you could go back a few steps for me? I don’t know about any video or any soda being tipped on anyone’s head, although I did hear someone mention you and soda at the coffeehouse, and I certainly haven’t heard of someone named Dex Brian.”

      I snort-laugh at his error. Dex would be totally mortified. It makes me like Christopher even more.

      “You don’t know about the video?”

      He shakes his head. “You may have to fill me in.”

      Well, ladies and gentlemen, I have found him, the one person on the face of the planet who hasn’t witnessed my humiliation.

      I lay my hands, palms down, on the table and try to ignore how my nails look next to his. “Okay, I’m feeling a little foolish here.”

      He cracks an eyebrow at me. “A little?”

      Is he making fun of me?

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snap.

      “I only thought you felt more than a little foolish because of what’s going on here this evening, and the fact you’ve assumed I know who you are when it’s patently clear I do not. In my estimation, either of those things has the potential to make someone feel foolish, but add them together and foolishness is almost assured.”

      Foolishness is almost assured? Who is this guy?

      “Okay, my bad,” I reply.

      I’m trying—and failing—to work him out. He talks the way he does, and he kissed the way he did. It doesn’t add up.

      “I’ll be sure to explain absolutely everything.”

      “That would be good, thank you.”

      Geez. Uptight much?

      But he’s all I’ve got right now. I need to swallow my irritation and press on.

      “Here’s the deal, Chris.”

      “It’s Christopher.”

      “No one calls you Chris?” I ask, and he shakes his head. I run my gaze over him. He’s so perfectly put together, I can’t imagine he lets people in under his controlled armor. “No, I can see that. You’re more of a Topher,” I tease.

      “It’s Christopher,” he repeats as though I didn’t hear him the first time.

      “You sure? That’s three syllables every time I need to use your name. That’s a lot of syllables, Topher.”

      “It’s only one more than Topher.”

      “But that one syllable makes all the difference between people who are dating.”

      “Are you suggesting that it’s too exhausting for you to use my full name?”

      “It’s a bit of a mouthful. Topher is better.”

      “Others have managed to use my entire, three-syllable name, so I imagine you’ll be able to also, if you put your mind to it.”

      I search his face for evidence that he’s making a joke. I find none.

      He’s straighter than a flagpole, and more than a touch grumpy with it. I wish I’d known that before I kissed him and labeled him my boyfriend to Meryl.

      But then Hunter’s Creek isn’t exactly teeming with a wide selection of available bachelors to choose from, particularly ones no one knows about, and crucially, ones willing to take on the role of my fake boyfriend.

      Which, hopefully, this guy is about to do.

      “Now that we have the nomenclature established, you were going to explain what led you to the events of the evening,” he prompts, talking as if he’s swallowed a dictionary.

      I lean back in my seat. “I know who you remind me of: Data from the Star Trek TV show. My ex was a Trekkie, so I’ve seen them all. You are exactly like him, except for the pasty skin and the weird eyes.”

      “He sounds delightful. I’ll be sure to look him up.”

      Is this guy for real? I mean, I think he’s joking, but I can’t be sure. If not, this might be the shortest-lived fake relationship in the history of fake relationships.

      “Okay, so here’s my story. I used to date an actor by the name of Dex Ryder who is on a big TV show called Serious Bite.”

      “Is that a food show?” he asks, and I’m not sure whether he’s trying to make a joke. With this guy, it’s hard to tell.

      I decide to take it at face value. “It’s not a food show. It’s a vampire show.”

      “I thought vampire shows were over.”

      “You and me both, mister. Anyway, my point is, Serious Bite is super popular and because of it, Dex has become majorly famous. When he decided to dump me one evening on Santa Monica Pier—”

      He makes a face. “On Santa Monica Pier? Harsh.”

      “Right? Everyone knows Santa Monica Pier is where people get engaged.”

      “And go on the rides. That’s what I was thinking of, primarily.”

      Of course he was.

      I get us back on track. “So, what happened is a bunch of people filmed him dumping me and posted it on social media. Now I’ve become minorly famous and there are a bunch of memes out there.”

      The skin between his eyebrows forms an eleven. It’s surprisingly endearing, and I want to reach out and smooth the creases away with the tip of my finger.

      Of course, I don’t do that because that would be overstepping the mark—which I have already done spectacularly this evening.

      “What’s the soda link?”

      “I might have dumped the contents of my can over his head.”

      The edges of his lips quirk. “Good for you.” There’s a definite note of admiration in his voice.

      “It wasn’t my best work, but when you get dumped by the guy you think you’re going to spend the rest of your life with, your judgement kind of slips.”

      “You thought you were going to marry this guy?” he asks.

      I let out a heavy breath. “We’d been together since high school and I thought he was going to propose to me that night, and to be fair to me, he’d asked me to meet him at the pier.”

      “The Santa Monica Pier, where people go on rides.” The edges of his lips quirk into a smile, and I realize he’s making a joke.

      “It turns out he only wanted to meet me there because he had a photo shoot lined up for later that evening.”

      He sucks in a breath. “Ouch.”

      “Yup. Big ouch. So, I walked away, packed my bags, and came home to Hunter’s Creek, where I’m staying as far away from men as I possibly can without joining a convent.”

      He smiles at me. “Are there any convents around here?”

      “Nope. And besides, I don’t look good in black.”

      Again, with that faint smile. It’s as if his face wants to smile, but he won’t let it.

      “It’s not easy having your heart broken like that. Tell me, is this what the people in the coffeehouse were referring to?”

      “The very same. Which brings me to the problem.”

      “The problem?”

      “Dex was from Hunter’s Creek, too.”

      “Ah. So, you’ve come back here to the place you both grew up, where presumably he is the best-known ex-resident of the place. Correct?”

      “Yup.”

      “And that makes it all the harder for you because everyone pities you as the poor girl dumped by Hunter’s Creek’s most famous son.”

      He’s got it in one.

      “Don’t forget the matchmaking. There’s been plenty of that, and I’ve only been back for five minutes.”

      “Right. So, I’m the new boyfriend to stop the pity and the setups so you can, what? Get everyone to leave you alone?”

      “Exactly. Do you know how hard it is to deal with people looking at you with pity in their eyes? It is not a fun experience. I need to show them I’m doing fine, that Dex might have moved on, but so have I.”

      “And that’s where I come in.”

      I nod. “I need you to know I really appreciate you jumping in like that back when I…you know.”

      “Kissed me,” he fills in helpfully.

      Awkwardly I reply, “Yeah. That.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he replies and then seems to think better of his response by saying, “Not my pleasure, rather—” He struggles for the right word, and I take pity on him.

      “It’s cool. I know what you’re saying.” I take a sip of my beer, the bubbles tickling my nose. “I guess what we need to decide now is how we’re going to proceed with this thing.”

      “Proceed?”

      “Yeah. You know, you and me and the whole pretending to date one another thing.”

      He narrows those hazel eyes of his. “Are you saying you want to continue this ruse beyond this evening?”

      “It’s not a ruse,” I protest, despite knowing that’s exactly what this is. “It’s more of a partial truth, if you will.”

      “Which part is the truth?

      None of it?

      “The part about us seeing one another at the coffee shop,” I state, happy I’ve found some truth in this whole thing.

      “I didn’t realize you fell for me before I even uttered a word as well,” he replies.

      Is he messing with me?

      And then his face creases into a smile that, I admit, is actually quite beguiling, and I realize he is indeed messing with me. I push his shoulder playfully with my hand. “Christopher Young, you have a sense of humor.”

      He looks deeply uncomfortable when he replies, “Let’s focus on the point at hand, shall we?”

      And…we’re back.

      Geez. I cannot work this guy out.

      “You want me to continue this ruse with the townspeople?”

      I ignore his use of the word ‘ruse.’ “Only for a while, until they’ve moved on from Dex and me breaking up.”

      “I thought you said he dumped you.”

      What is it someone said about how having a good memory can be inconvenient?

      I offer him a terse smile. “Anyway, since you were so kind helping me out tonight and you’re new in town, it seems to me that it could be mutually beneficial if we fake-dated for a while.”

      “In what way will pretending to be your boyfriend help me, exactly?”

      Why, oh, why does he have to ask me that?

      I search my brain and come up with not a whole lot.

      Here’s the thing, the thing that might make this entire conversation amount to nothing: my need for Christopher is significantly greater than any need he could possibly have for me.

      I’m still trying to come up with a valid reason when he leans his elbows on the table and says, “I know what you’re going to say, Harper.”

      He does?

      “You’re going to say that since I’m new in town and only here for a couple months, three tops, that it would help me ingratiate myself with the townsfolk to be dating a clearly popular and much-loved local woman.”

      This could not have gone better if I had planned it myself.

      “You got me. That’s exactly what I was going to say,” I fib. “I want you to ingratiate yourself with the good people of Hunter’s Creek.”

      He gives me one of those weirdly formal head nods of his.

      Maybe he grew up in Japan?

      “It would seem we have a deal. We will fake-date one another, and when it comes time for me to return to my regular life, we can pretend to break up and no one will be the wiser.”

      “Perfect.” I raise my bottle and we clink. “So, now that we’ve agreed to this, what are you doing this Friday night?”

      “I have no plans.”

      “You do now. You’re going to the Hunter’s Creek school mixer with me. They do it a couple times a year, I’m told. It’s where the teachers and their partners from each of the schools in town get together for dinner. You can come along as my plus one.”

      “You mean as your fake boyfriend?”

      “Christopher Young, you are catching on quick.”

      Gabe delivers the jojos, but before we get the chance to eat them, I catch Christopher frowning at his phone.

      “I need to get going. Apparently, I’m at the wrong bar.”

      “Were you supposed to be at the Grizzly Bear? Or The Bear?”

      “Yes, one of those.” He taps on his phone. “We should exchange numbers, too.”

      I give mine to him, and his contact details instantly pop up.

      He slots his phone into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “This has been…diverting.”

      “Diverting? Woah! Don’t hold yourself back there, Topher.”

      He frowns.

      “What? I figure a girl should have a nickname for her boyfriend, even if it’s only one less syllable than your actual name.”

      He shakes his head at me, but I’m gratified to notice that once again the edges of his mouth quirk. He rises to his feet. “Goodbye, Harper.”

      “See ya later, boyfriend,” I reply with a grin.

      He simply shoots me a tight smile before he turns on his heel—expensive looking loafers, popular with fund managers and wealthy executives the world over—and leaves.

      I watch the door to the bar swing closed behind him and I realize I haven’t even asked him what he’s doing in Hunter’s Creek.
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      The fact that I got the bar wrong and ended up gaining a fake relationship with a beautiful woman is an interesting and completely unexpected turn of events tonight.

      Harper Cole.

      She’s quite something.

      Although I don’t know quite what that “something” is yet.

      Yes, she’s undoubtedly beautiful and spirited, and that kiss? Let’s just say as startling as it was, I could happily repeat it.

      Again and again.

      What’s more, she’s easy-going and fun, comfortable with who she is. Talking to her, I know I sounded like an old stiff, like someone who has no clue how to talk to attractive women, but I do know how to talk to attractive women. I’ve lived in New York for years. I’ve met plenty of them.

      But the attractive women I know are not half as intriguing as Harper Cole.

      This whole hairbrained idea of hers to be my fake girlfriend to help her dodge the townspeople’s pity and attempts at matchmaking does make me wonder about her sanity. Well, not seriously wonder, but it did seem odd.

      So, why did I agree?

      I’d like to tell you it’s solely to ingratiate myself with the local townspeople. That being with this beautiful, confident, popular local girl will mean that people are less suspicious of me, more likely to trust me, the result of which will mean it’ll be easier to get my job done.

      But if I’m truly honest with myself, that I felt a sizeable spark of attraction the moment I laid eyes on her in the coffeehouse—not to mention how kissing her made me feel—plays more than a small part in my decision to go along with her plan.

      Don’t judge me.

      I may be a bit of a workaholic—okay, a lot of a workaholic—and I might not win any flirting competitions, but I am a man.

      And Harper Cole is the kind of woman men take notice of.

      I arrive at the Grizzly Bear, hoping this is where I was meant to be all along.

      It’s almost an identical copy of the previous bar I was in, save for the fact this taxidermized welcoming bear is a grizzly, as you would expect at a bar of that name.

      I spot Suzanne and Keith at a table with a couple of other people. Suzanne notices me and waves me over.

      “Christopher, you came,” Keith says in surprise, and it makes me wonder whether he meant his offer.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I reply.

      “Let me introduce you,” he says. “This is Karen, who works for me in Logistics.”

      “Hello,” says a woman of about forty, with curly dark hair and a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. She doesn’t smile.

      “And this is Ross,” Keith continues. “He’s on the frontline, taking one for the team day in, day out. Aren’t you, Ross?”

      “He means I do the actual work,” says Ross, a man wearing the Hunter’s Creek uniform.

      “Great to meet you both,” I say.

      “Let me get you a chair,” Keith offers as he stands.

      I spy one at the neighboring table. “I’ll grab this one. You stay seated.” I collect the chair, and everyone shuffles around to make room for me.

      “Have you been working all this time?” Suzanne asks me.

      “No, as it happens, I went to the wrong bar,” I reply.

      “You went to The Black Bear? Or O’Connor’s? Not The Bear,” Keith asks.

      “It’s an easy mistake to make,” Suzanne replies.

      “I think it shows a total lack of originality that three of the four bars we have in this town are named after bears,” Karen says.

      “You’re only saying that because your husband runs the Irish pub,” Ross replies, to laughter from the table.

      “My nephew, Gabriel, works at The Black Bear, I’ll have you know,” Karen rebuffs.

      “Only because your husband is too tight to give Gabe a job at O’Connor’s,” Keith replies.

      “Gabe, the bartender? I met him this evening,” I tell them, seeing an in.

      “You met Gabriel?” Karen asks.

      “He served me and the, err, young lady I was speaking with.”

      Suzanne’s eyebrows creep up her forehead. “You were speaking with a young lady? My, my. That’s fast work, Christopher.”

      “Yeah, you’ve only just gotten here and already you’re chatting up the local girls,” Keith says.

      “Oh, I wasn’t chatting her up,” I reply.

      I was doing much more than that, and Karen’s nephew had a front row seat.

      If this town is anything like other small towns I’ve spent time in for Anderson and Smith, the fact the new guy kissed one of the local girls—forget the fact it was her who initiated it and it wasn’t exactly for genuine reasons—is going to fly through Hunter’s Creek like a flock of migrating geese. Pretty soon, everyone will know about it.

      Which I guess was her point.

      “Who was this girl you weren’t chatting up, then?” Suzanne asks with a sardonic smile.

      “It was a woman I met at the coffeehouse. She’s newly back in town and we saw one another and got to chatting.”

      “You met Harper Cole?” Karen asks.

      “That’s right.” I shouldn’t be surprised Karen worked out who I’m talking about. I’m not in a big city anymore.

      Karen places her hand on her chest. “Oh, she’s so sweet, isn’t she? And so pretty. It is such a shame what happened between her and Dex.”

      “Such a shame. They were a cute couple,” Suzanne agrees. “I still can’t believe he dropped our sweet Harper for his new co-star. That’s not the way you treat your long-term girlfriend.”

      Harper hadn’t mentioned that part to me.

      “They’d been together since they were kids, and I really thought they were going to make it,” Suzanne explains to me.

      Karen’s face looks sad when she says, “Me, too. We all did.”

      “I wasn’t at all surprised he dumped her,” Ross says in his gruff voice. “It’s the same old story: a guy finds fame and dumps his sweetheart in favor of a new, shiny version. Harper lost her sparkle and became like old furniture.”

      “Ross Steinman, that’s a terrible thing to say,” Suzanne protests. “Harper hasn’t lost her sparkle. She’s still a beautiful young woman, Dex, or no Dex. Not that I’m going to say a word against Dex. He’s my cousin’s first-born child, after all.”

      Is everyone in Hunter’s Creek related?

      Who am I kidding? They probably are. Not much gene pool variation going on here, I bet.

      “Yeah, Ross. Where’s your sense of romance?” Keith asks.

      He crosses his thick, flannel-encased arms across his chest. “Don’t go crucifying me. I’m just saying it like it is.”

      “He’s right. Countless people have done it before, and I’m certain countless people will do it again. Look at Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston. Along comes a bright, shiny new thing, and what does Brad do?” Karen asks.

      “He does Angelina Jolie,” Ross replies, and he receives a light bat on the arm from Karen as the rest of the table laughs.

      “Anyway, enough of Hollywood starlets. Do you like our Harper?” Keith asks.

      Like her? I’ve found myself pretending to be in a relationship with her. Not that I need to mention that now. They’ll find out soon enough.

      “I thought she was just great,” I tell them, which goes down well.

      “It’ll be good for you to get to know some of the locals. Not that everybody is going to be super keen to welcome an outsider from New York City, here to make sure we’re all doing a good job,” Keith warns. “But we’ll make sure they’re good to you.” He throws me a wink and a grin.

      I stretch my lips into a smile. “I would appreciate that.”

      We spend the rest of the evening talking about the mill, what there is to do on the weekends—hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and other outdoor pursuits requiring standard Hunter’s Creek dress—and increasingly I enjoy the company of these friendly, uncomplicated townsfolk.

      By the end of the evening, it’s clear to me they’re regarding me with less suspicion, although they’re still clearly concerned about the purpose behind the work I’ve been employed to do.

      For a guy who likes to be straightforward and upfront with people, I sure have sown a web of deceit in Hunter’s Creek. Suddenly, I’m a management consultant working on making the mill more efficient while dating Harper Cole.

      Although both things are a lie, I can’t help but think I’d like at least one of them to be true.
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      I drop my school bag filled with the kids’ math books and reading comprehension sheets on the floor next to my bed and promptly collapse onto the mattress, face down on my pillow.

      It’s been quite a week.

      Between getting to know a new class of students, reacquainting myself with my former teachers who are now my new colleagues—which is an unusual challenge unto itself—and living back in my childhood home with both my parents and my kid sister, I’m exhausted.

      One thing that has gone swimmingly well though is telling everyone about my new boyfriend.

      The week started with seemingly endless pitying looks, comments, and matchmaking. But that all magically went away when I shared the very exciting news that I was in a relationship with one Christopher Young, formerly of New York, now resident of Hunter’s Creek.

      There have been a lot of questions.

      Which brings me to tonight, our first official outing. I’m hopeful my new boyfriend will dazzle everyone so much that it’ll be Dex who? from here on out.

      There’s a knock at my door and I lift my head.

      “Pumpkin? You there? It’s me, Dad,” my dad says completely unnecessarily, because he’s the only male in a house of three daughters.

      “Come in, Dad.”

      Feeling as heavy as a boulder, I push myself up to a seated position so as not to alarm Dad that my prostrate figure is evidence I’ve plummeted into the depression that threatened to swallow me up after Dex ended our relationship.

      I know I’m not in that place anymore.

      Not that I’m over losing him, because I’m not sure I ever will be. It’s just that being back here, away from the city I associate with him, my life revolving around his, things don’t feel quite so bad as they did.

      I feel optimistic for the future. Optimistic for what it could bring.

      It’s a nice feeling.

      Dad’s face appears as he pushes the door open. “Your mom wants to know whether you’ll need something to eat before you go out tonight.”

      “No, I’m good, thanks. The mixer is at the Second Chance, and they’re doing the food.”

      “The mixer. Right. We’d forgotten about that.” His eyes shift and I know my mom is lurking.

      “You can come in, you know. Both of you,” I say.

      Dad pushes the door open wider to reveal Mom, waiting at his side, wearing the floral apron that she always wears when she cooks. She offers the sympathetic smile she’s given me every day since I got back.

      “You okay, honey? You look kind of peaky,” she says as she bustles across the room and places her palm against my forehead.

      “I’m fine, Mom. I’m just tired. It’s been a full week.”

      “Are you going to be good enough to go to the mixer?” She presses the back of her fingers against my cheek and then smooths my hair back from my face, just like she did when I was a kid.

      “It’ll do her good to go,” Dad says. “You can get to know all your new work colleagues and their partners.”

      “Dad, I already know my new work colleagues. Most of them were my teachers.”

      “Still, after what you’ve been through, it’ll be good for you to go out with them again. Like you did earlier in the week.”

      Memories of kissing Christopher flood my mind.

      “Don’t worry, I’m going,” I tell them.

      Dad’s face stretches into a beaming smile. “Atta girl.”

      “As long as you’re sure?” Mom adds.

      “Mom, I’ve got a broken heart, not a broken body. And anyway, I think it’s going to be fun.”

      “Mom? Dad?” my kid sister, Ryn—short for Kathryn, but she’s always hated that—calls from down the hallway.

      “We’re in here with Harper,” Dad bellows.

      “She’s doing fine,” Mom adds as she takes my hand in hers and gives it an encouraging squeeze.

      “Seriously, Mom. I’m fine,” I tell her.

      Ryn appears in the doorway. Her gaze lands on me, Mom clutching my hand in hers as though I were a dying relative on her very last breath. “What’s going on?” she asks slowly.

      “Your sister is going to a mixer for the teachers of all the schools in Hunter’s Creek tonight. Isn’t that wonderful?” Mom tells her.

      Ryn shoots me a dubious look. “I guess…? I’m going to it with Gabe.”

      “How can you go to a teacher’s mixer with a bartender?” I ask her. Ryn and Gabe have been close friends since they were kids and are always hanging around together.

      I only hope Gabe didn’t tell her about my kiss with Christopher.

      Ryn shrugs. “What can I say? We’re popular. We get invited to stuff.”

      “See? Your sister will be there, and you know Gabriel,” Mom says brightly.

      “Seriously, Mom. I’m fine,” I repeat.

      “Will you keep an eye on Harper for us?” Mom asks my sister before she raises my hand and plants a kiss on my fingers, gazing down hopefully at me. “She’s a delicate flower in need of some shelter from the rain.”

      I’ve had enough of the dramatics.

      “Look, I’m not dying, I’m not sick, I’m doing as well as can be expected right now under the circumstances, and I certainly don’t need my kid sister looking out for me tonight,” I tell them all.

      Dad’s face positively glows. “That’s the spirit, pumpkin.”

      “As long as you’re sure?” Mom asks again.

      Ryn rolls her eyes. “You’re acting like Harper getting off her butt and going out to see real, live people is some great miracle, when in reality I’ve heard she’s already gone and bagged herself a new guy.” She crosses her arms and gives me a supercilious grin.

      Thanks, Gabe.

      “A new guy?” Mom asks, her brows pulled together as she looks at me in alarm.

      Dad’s face is a mixture of concern, elation, and the need to have a stern word with a young man right about now. “Harper? What’s this about a new guy?”

      I glare at my sister and her little revelation. Although I’m going to the mixer tonight with Topher, I never planned on telling my parents about him. I figured that once he’d served his purpose as my fake boyfriend and had stopped everyone from pitying me, he could fade into the background, only to be pulled out when needed, should offers of random setups or pity get thrown my way any time in the future.

      That way, I wouldn’t need to lie to my family.

      Yeah, I know. I didn’t exactly think this thing through. In a town as small as Hunter’s Creek, it’s impossible to keep your business to yourself. My parents could very well have heard about this new boyfriend of mine eventually.

      Eventually has turned into right now.

      “Are you gonna tell them about him? Because Gabe told me he saw you and—” Ryn begins.

      There is no way I’m letting her finish that sentence.

      “Ryn, stop!” I scold, and to my surprise, she does.

      Chewing on my lip, I turn to my parents. “I’m...I’m kind of seeing someone, I suppose.”

      Their faces show shock, incomprehension and, worst of all, hope.

      “It’s not serious,” I reassure, because oh my, do they look like they need reassurance.

      Mom screeches, her hands flying to her face. Dad’s eyes widen in disbelief to the size of the nut-obsessed squirrel from the Ice Age movies. Ryn—who had unnecessarily shared this information and knows it—looks like she’s the cat who got to lap up all the cream.

      “Who is he? Where’s he from? Do I know him? What’s he like?” A bunch of questions fly out of Mom’s mouth.

      Dad takes a calmer but nevertheless thoroughly frightening approach. “When are you bringing him to the house to meet with us, Harper?”

      “Yeah, Harper. When’s that gonna happen?” Ryn asks as she plunks herself on my bed.

      I throw daggers at her with my eyes.

      “Enough with the questions already,” I exclaim. “I’ll tell you about it in good time. It’s still new and we’re super casual and taking things slowly.”

      “That’s…good?” Mom says.

      “It’s very good,” I tell her. “Right now, I need to get into the shower so I can make myself pretty to go out to the mixer.” I pause before I add, “And yes, before you ask, I’m taking Christopher.”

      “Christopher? What a fine name,” Mom exclaims.

      “Christopher Bell?” Dad questions, referring to the middle-aged man who’s run the local grocery store since I can remember.

      “Definitely not Christopher Bell, Dad. He’s a new-to-town Christopher.”

      There’s more excited babble from Mom, head nodding with a stern look from Dad as he plans what questions he’s going to ask Topher, while Ryn smiles at me as though she’s done nothing wrong.

      Which she so has.

      “Later. I promise.”

      Mom pats my hand. “Of course, honey. We’ll leave you to get ready for your date now.”

      “Is Christopher coming to pick you up from the house? Because if he does, we’d like to meet him,” Dad says.

      I shake my head. “He isn’t but if things get serious, I’ll be sure to bring him around. Okay?”

      Which means they’ll never meet him.

      “What sort of a man doesn’t pick his date up?” Dad asks.

      “One in the 21st century, Dad,” Ryn replies.

      “Come on, Michael. Let’s leave Harper to get ready for her date,” Mom says as she collects Dad on her way out of the room.

      I heave a sigh of relief as they leave.

      “Why did you have to go telling them about him?” I purse my lips at my sister.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      She’s acting all innocent, but we both know she was stirring the pot with a very large spoon. I give her my big sister glare, the one that worked on her when we were tweens.

      “I thought you would have been shouting from the rooftops about Christopher after what happened with Dex.”

      “Not to Mom and Dad.”

      “Why not? What’s the big deal about them knowing? If anything, it’ll make them stop worrying about you so much.”

      She’s got a point.

      Ever since I broke up with Dex, my parents have acted as though I was dying or something. Back in California, I had almost hourly messages, daily care packages, and Mom even turned up on my doorstep in the first week. Dad being Dad offered to have a few words with Dex on my behalf. I didn’t take him up on it, but I admit, I was tempted at the time.

      The only thing they couldn’t do for me was lend me money, and money was what I needed. My parents might be good people, but they’re sure not rich people. Dad has worked at the mill for as long as I can remember, a hard-working man who earns a decent enough wage, but only enough to pay the bills and leave little extra.

      I couldn’t ask them to help me out financially.

      Ryn rises to her feet and stretches like a cat. “I’d ask you to tell me about him, but you don’t have to because I’m going to meet him tonight.” Her cute face breaks into a grin as she hops off the bed and darts out of the room.

      Terrific.

      Thirty minutes later, I’ve recovered enough to get dressed in a black V-neck dress that I’ve cinched in at the waist with a silver belt, my favorite chunky topaz and silver necklace hanging around my neck, and a pair of high heeled, lace-up boots I got for an absolute bargain last summer. Dex once told me, when I wore them, I looked like Lara Croft.

      Not that I’m thinking about Dex tonight.

      No way.

      Tonight is about moving on. It’s about fresh beginnings in a new-slash-old place, with a cute new guy. Even if it is just make-believe.

      I insisted on picking Christopher up from his motel, wanting to avoid the whole meet my parents ordeal. It took some persuading. It turns out Christopher Young is super traditional, which really shouldn’t come as much of a surprise to me, considering he dresses like one of those ad execs on Mad Men, and talks a lot like them, too.

      I arrive at The Pines Cabins, the more upmarket of the three motels we have in Hunter’s Creek, and find cabin number seven. It’s a miniature house made of logs with a pitched roof and a chimney. It looks as if it’s straight out of Virgin River, and I half expect the hot bar owner to saunter out.

      What I get instead is a hot management consultant, visiting from New York.

      Christopher Young, the casual edition.

      He’s wearing a white cotton button down shirt and a blue tailored jacket. So far, so Christopher. What’s not so Christopher is the fact that not only is he tie-less, he’s in a pair of jeans. Jeans which he’s obviously ironed, making what could be a more relaxed version of Suit Man kind of starched and formal.

      And to top it all off, he’s holding a bunch of daisies, like he’s going on a date, circa 1955.

      The thing is, not only are daisies out of season—so he must have gone to some effort to find them—but they’re my favorites.

      How did he know?

      Was it a wild guess?

      It’s cute, and it’s endearing, and it’s totally inappropriate for a fake date. So much so, it takes me a moment to remember this isn’t the real deal. The outfit and flowers are part and parcel of the game we’re playing.

      But a small part of me—a part of me remembering that kiss we shared in the bar, the way those hazel eyes of his stared so intently at me—wishes this wasn’t make-believe, that he really is my date for the evening.

      That the kiss we shared wasn’t just for show.

      That he wants me for me.
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      Harper looks nothing short of breath-taking tonight as I turn to see her climb out of her car.

      Don’t get me wrong, she’s looked gorgeous every time I’ve seen her. But tonight? Tonight is next-level.

      Her curly hair is somehow smooth and swept over to one side. Combined with her red painted lips and blue eyes, she looks more like a movie star than the local girl-next-door. She’s wearing a modest black dress that reveals nothing until she moves, and slits in the skirt hint at her long legs, accentuated by her high-heeled lace-up ankle boots.

      Sexy? Oh, yes.

      Off limits? Absolutely.

      Waiting by her beat up old car, smiling at me, her eyes bright, there’s a part of me that wants this to be real. A part of me that wants her to be here for me—not simply so she can be seen out with a new guy to show the world she’s over her ex.

      I know, I hear it. Feeling anything for this woman is not in the plan. I bought into this game as much as she did. It’s a scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours situation, mutually beneficial but in very different ways.

      That’s all it is.

      That’s all it can be.

      As far as the plan is concerned, so far, so good. This week, word seems to have gotten around the office that we’re dating, and people have been treating me with less suspicion. They’ve been telling me what a great person Harper is, and how she deserves to be happy after what happened to her, and by association, I’m now becoming regarded as a good guy. One of the team.

      Just the way I’d planned.

      But now, as I look at Harper in that dress, with her mischievous smile, her beautiful eyes dancing, part of me wants more than our fake dating arrangement offers.

      A lot more.

      I want her.

      Not only in the obvious way, even though my attraction to her grows stronger each time I see her.

      Something about her has gotten under my skin. I want to spend time with her, getting to know her, enjoying her company.

      And yes, kissing her again, breathing in her scent, feeling her warm breath on my cheek, touching her soft skin…all of it would be amazing.

      Sure, I’ve been attracted to women before. I’ve dated. Not for a long time, as Kelly reminds me, but I dated in college and high school. Yes, I know that was a long time ago, but building my career, focusing on moving up the corporate ladder, working twice as hard as those born with silver spoons in their mouths, has meant I’ve needed to be ultra-focused.

      In short, I’ve had no time for love.

      I don’t have time for it now.

      But…and there is a but. Despite our differences, despite the fact we come from different worlds, despite the fact I’m only here for a couple months, maybe we could see where this thing takes us?

      Maybe I could take a chance on Harper Cole?

      And then what? Then I’ll have to leave and it’ll be over between us.

      Doomed before it’s even begun.

      Anyway, there’ve been zero signs she has any interest in me outside of being her fake date. Well, other than the way she kissed me, but she didn’t even know me then.

      I blow out a breath.

      It’s too dang hard.

      “Hey, Topher,” she says brightly.

      “Good evening, Harper. It’s nice to see you again,” I say.

      I immediately regret how uptight and stiff I sound.

      Kelly is always telling me I need to loosen the tight reins I hold on myself. She called me as I was getting ready tonight, and on learning I was going on an actual date, she insisted I switch to video so she could inspect my outfit.

      I thought I’d gotten it right: navy suit, off-duty tie—brighter blue than any of my others—and freshly ironed shirt.

      Kelly did not agree.

      She told me to lose the suit and tie and instead put on the jeans she’d made me buy the last time she dragged me out shopping. The jeans I have yet to wear, but she told me to pack for this trip.

      “No one wants to go on a date with a guy in a stuffy, old suit,” she told me. “You need a more relaxed and welcoming vibe, one that tells this woman you might like to dress well, but you also know how to have some fun. You do remember how to have fun, don’t you, Kit?”

      It had been so long, I wasn’t sure I did.

      She let out a laugh. “Why am I even asking you? My bet is you’ve forgotten because you’ve been so busy climbing that corporate ladder so high you got a nosebleed.”

      My mind turned to the promotion. “I’m not in nosebleed territory yet.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Sure you’re not. You put yourself through law school, graduated at the top of your class, and now you’re getting promoted every five minutes at that big firm you work at, buying and selling businesses for them in multimillion dollar deals. I’d say you’ve got a permanent metaphorical nosebleed.”

      That was Kelly’s opinion. Me? I knew it wasn’t far enough. One more rung up the ladder to junior partner and I would be that much closer to my goal. That much closer to being financially secure. Safe.

      “So, give me the details. Who’s the lucky girl?” Kelly asked me.

      “Her name is Harper Cole. She’s a teacher. Second-grade. She’s...nice.”

      “The first date you’ve gone on in forever and you describe the person as nice? You need to work on your game.”

      I decide to come clean. “The thing is, she’s asked me to pose as her boyfriend for a while to get the locals off her back about breaking up with this guy.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a real date to me.”

      “It’s not, but—”

      “But you like her. Don’t you?”

      I couldn’t stop a smile from claiming my face as I thought of her. “I do. She’s funny and quirky and beautiful and kind and my complete opposite in so many ways, but it doesn’t matter because she’s…perfect.”

      I meant every word.

      Kelly grinned at me. “My brother has a fat crush on a girl,” she sang like my immature, little sister. Not that she really is immature. She has an insightfulness that many an older, wiser person would covet.

      “No singing,” I protested.

      All Kelly had done was arched an eyebrow at me. “Kit, you definitely need to wear the jeans.”

      

      Standing outside of my cabin, Harper presses her lips together as though to stifle a laugh. “Good evening yourself, Topher,” she says, running her eyes over me.

      I hope she likes what she sees; me in this new Kelly-approved look. Wearing a suit each day is kind of like an armor for me. Not wearing it tonight feels…different. Like I’ve dropped my layer of protection and I’m allowing Harper to take a peek at what lies beneath.

      “You’re in jeans,” she says in obvious surprise. She peers a little closer, her lips quirking. “Did you…iron those?”

      “Of course I did,” I reply, self-conscious.

      Doesn’t everyone iron their jeans?

      And if they don’t, why not?

      She presses her lips together to stifle a smile, her eyes dancing. “Good for you.”

      “Your tone would suggest there’s something wrong with ironing your clothes.”

      She shakes her head slowly from side to side. “Not at all.”

      I don’t believe her.

      “My sister suggested I wear them,” I explain. “She thought I needed a different ‘vibe,’ as she put it.”

      “I like her already. Tell me something, did she know you were going to iron them?”

      “We didn’t discuss it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Well, you look good. Everyone will clamor to know who this guy is on my arm tonight, that I can tell you.”

      I decide to take the comment as her seal of approval—ironed jeans and all.

      Locking the door to the cabin, which Clarisse, the manager, has insisted I need not do, I remember the flowers and offer them to her. “These are for you,” I say, pointing out the obvious.

      She takes them in her hands. Her face is bright when she looks back up at me. “They’re beautiful, but you didn’t need to give me flowers. This is make-believe, remember?”

      “Of course I remember,” I sniff, defensive but still feeling like a fool. “I thought you might like them anyway.”

      Her features soften. “Daisies are my favorite. How did you know?”

      I smile back at her. “You’ve worn two dresses with daisies on them, so I figured you must like them.”

      The look on her face tells me she’s touched by my gesture. Touched and a little taken aback. “Where did you get them? They must have been hard to find.”

      That’s the understatement of the week. I had no clue when daisies were in season, but I found out pretty fast when I started this quest. Let’s just say the internet and a pile of cash were my friends.

      “It was easy enough,” I tell her.

      She gazes at the flowers once more before returning her gaze to me. “Topher, that’s so sweet of you. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She holds my gaze, and my heart thuds against my ribcage. It would be easy to collect her in my arms and kiss her, right here, right now.

      So easy.

      The lips I want to kiss curve into a smile. “You’re old school, aren’t you?”

      “I suppose I am.”

      Her gaze drifts to my mouth, and I wonder if she feels it, too? That she wants to kiss me for real this time, not as part of the ruse.

      She blinks a couple times and looks away, breaking the spell.

      So…not.

      “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” she begins with what seems like forced brightness. “How about I walk into the mixer on my own, and you come in a couple minutes later and give me the flowers? That way, we’ll have an audience.”

      She wants to turn my gift into some kind of performance?

      What am I thinking? Of course she does, because that’s what this is: a performance.

      She didn’t feel a spark when we met at the coffeehouse and she only kissed me in the bar to show her boss that she’d moved on from her ex.

      The sooner I get those two facts through my thick skull, the better for all of us—and the less embarrassing it will be for me, too, if I stop doing stupid things like giving her a bunch of daisies because I thought she might like them.

      Any hope Harper might want more from me disappears into the trees.

      “Of course. That’s a really great idea.” I pull my lips into what I hope is a convincing enough smile.

      “Shall we go?” she asks. “We’re late enough to make an entrance people will notice, but not too late we’ve missed the yummy food.”

      “You’ve got this all planned out, haven’t you?”

      “Planning is the key to any successful fake relationship, don’t you think?” She flashes me her smile and I soften.

      Is it completely lame that I’ll take whatever chance I can get to spend time with Harper, even if I’m nothing more than a part of her game?

      On second thought, I’m not willing to answer that.

      She pulls her door open. “Jump in. It’s open.”

      “Why didn’t you want me to pick you up tonight?” I ask as I click my seatbelt into place.

      She backs the car out of the parking lot and turns onto the street. “Full disclosure?”

      “Full disclosure.”

      “I didn’t want my parents to see you. I knew they would ask a lot of questions and I didn’t want to put either of us through that.”

      “Of course. That makes perfect sense.”

      As if I needed any proof of what this is to her.

      It would be pointless for me to act on the attraction I feel for her anyway. We’re total opposites, her and me. It would never work.

      She’s an elementary school teacher who loves her job, content to be in the small town where she grew up. I’m a driven, high-flying lawyer going places, with an ambitious career trajectory ahead of me, driven by a deep-seated need to succeed.

      And anyway, even if we weren’t complete opposites, in two short months, I will be long gone, leaving Hunter’s Creek and Harper Cole well and truly behind as I move on to brighter and better things.

      “My parents not finding out about you and me was the plan, anyway. My sister and her big mouth spilled the tea.”

      “How did your sister know about me?”

      She pauses before she replies, “Because of the thing we did in the bar. Gabe the barman is her friend.”

      “The thing being you kissing me?” I tease.

      Her gaze glides to mine briefly before she returns it to the road. “I recall you weren’t exactly an unenthusiastic participant.”

      “I—” How do I answer that? Yes, I wasn’t an unenthusiastic participant? Yes, I’d like to kiss you again? In the end, I settle on the truth. “You’re right.”

      I try to ignore the way the memory of our kiss, the way her lips felt on mine, the way the warmth of her body pressed against mine did things to me. And I definitely ignore the desire to reach over and repeat the exercise with her, least of all because she’s driving.

      But I can’t do that. Not now, not ever.

      She’s made it abundantly clear: no matter what I might feel for her, Harper sees me only as a convenient actor in her game.
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      I hold on to the steering wheel like it’s a rescue buoy, my belly going all kinds of crazy.

      Did Christopher really agree he was an “enthusiastic participant” in the kiss we shared?

      As in, he enjoyed it?

      As in, he might like to repeat it with me someday?

      And, more to the point, how do I feel about that?

      Would I want to kiss him again?

      Don’t get me wrong, the guy is hot. As in sizzling. He may be super buttoned-up and conservative, but I’m sure a lot of women would want to be kissed by a man like Christopher. He may act all serious, and he may have ironed a seam down his jeans—I mean, who does that?—but he looks good in what he’s wearing tonight. More than good.

      Okay, he looks kiss-ably good. As in, I might like to have him take me in his arms and gaze at me with deep intensity before we fall into a long, passionate kiss.

      I blow out a breath.

      Why do I hope Christopher feels anything for me when I’ve already made my grand declaration on the bus that I’m done with men?

      No more. No way.

      It makes no sense!

      I’ve had my heart ripped out of my chest. I’ve sworn off men. That should be the end of it.

      But here I am, sitting next to Christopher in my dad’s beat up old car, feeling like a teenager with a crush on a boy and hoping he feels it, too.

      Geez.

      When you swear off men, you really should stick to it for at least a while, right? I’ve barely made it a full working week.

      I chew on my lip as I turn the car onto Main Street.

      I guess what I really meant when I made that declaration to Flo on the bus was that I was done with men like Dex. Men whose charisma leaps out at you. Men who love to own the room. Alpha men. Dominant men. Men who make it all about them.

      Christopher isn’t like that. He’s calm, self-contained, like he has this quiet inner confidence that drives him. He’s not flashy or loud like Dex, and he sure doesn’t have Dex’s constant need to be admired, the constant need that used to drive me crazy.

      And now I find myself sitting in a car with a man so different from my ex, a man who’s quite possibly my total opposite, wondering if he feels the same unexpected spark I never planned on feeling for him.

      Great work, Harper.

      I pull the car into an angled park outside the Second Chance Café. Turning off the ignition, I take a breath to steel myself and then turn to face him.

      “I never really thanked you for doing that, by the way. You know, letting me kiss you. Some guys might have pushed me off them, kissing them mid-sentence the way I did.”

      He pulls his brows together in his characteristic way. “Do you often kiss random men without warning?”

      “Of course not!” I guffaw. What kind of a question is that? “Would you believe me if I told you were the first?”

      He inclines his head. “I’m honored.”

      There’s a moment of silence in which we sit, side by side, the air around us heavy with words unspoken.

      At least that’s how it is for me.

      Christopher, on the other hand, is impossible to read. He gives nothing away. He spends most of the time with his features impassive, brows pulled together, face morphing into a smile about as frequently as a blue moon.

      “So, news got around, did it?” he asks, and it takes me a moment to work out what he’s talking about.

      “News?”

      “About you and me.”

      Right. He’s changing the subject from talking about us kissing. Good call. The right call.

      Acting on my attraction to this guy would be a dumb move.

      I plaster on a smile. “It sure did.”

      “Which is what we both wanted.”

      “It is.”

      He watches me for a beat before he says, “The problem is, you didn’t want your family to know because you didn’t want to have to lie to them.”

      Bullseye.

      “I don’t want them to get attached to the idea of you because we’re not a real thing and you’ll be gone within a couple of months.”

      He looks out the window. “That’s true.”

      As if I needed any further proof.

      Time for me to change the subject. “I never asked what you’re doing here, which seems like something I should know, as your girlfriend. Don’t you think?”

      He clears his throat. “I’m a management consultant. I’m here working for Mr. Cantor to streamline the mill processes to make them as efficient as possible to increase profitability.”

      “Well, that sure is a mouthful.”

      His lips quirk. “It is what it is.”

      “You know, I’ve always thought Mr. Cantor looks like that famous old actor. You know, the one who said, ‘You can’t handle the truth!’”

      “Jack Nicholson.”

      “Yes!”

      “That’s exactly what I thought when I met him, right down to that grin of his. It’s a little disconcerting, right? Like the way he smiles when he says something serious. It’s off putting. You can’t tell him I said that. I’m sorry, that was very unprofessional of me.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t see Mr. Cantor socially all that much, what with not belonging to the Country Club or flying my plane from a private airport in the neighboring town.”

      “Where do you fly your private plane from?”

      I let out a giggle. “Another joke, Topher?”

      “If you couldn’t tell, I’m in trouble.”

      “I could tell. I didn’t expect it, that’s all.”

      “Because I ironed my jeans?”

      I glance over him. Did I mention he looks good tonight?

      “I guess it’s just the way you are. You’re serious and bring girls their favorite flowers on fake dates. You’re not a jokey kind of guy.”

      He arches an eyebrow at me. “And you’ve come to this conclusion because you know me so well?”

      He makes a good point.

      “It’s the way you come across. You’re not frivolous and chatty, that’s all.”

      “No, I’m a grumpy, boring ogre.”

      I reel back in my seat. “I did not say that!”

      “No, not you. Someone else.”

      “Well, whoever that is clearly doesn’t like you. You shouldn’t bother listening to them.”

      His face creases into a smile. “Good advice.”

      “Maybe we’re not so different, you and I.”

      “How do you figure? Because we both think a man who looks extremely like Jack Nicholson looks extremely like Jack Nicholson?”

      I giggle. “Maybe?”

      “Doesn’t everyone think that about him?”

      “I guess. He’s kind of big news around here.”

      “Bigger than your ex?”

      My chest tightens.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned Dex, the ex.”

      “Dex the ex? That sounds like something my students would write for their poetry assignments.”

      “It is a highly sophisticated rhyme. Perhaps I should copyright it? I don’t want any of your seven-year-olds cashing in on my genius.”

      I shake my head at him, enjoying how easy it is to talk to him. And to think I believed he was a stiff, boring guy, old before his time. A stiff, boring guy I wanted to kiss only moments ago.

      “Christopher Young, you are on a roll tonight,” I tell him.

      “Only trying to make up for putting my foot in my mouth about your ex.”

      I wave his concern away with a flick of my hand. “You’re sweet, but it’s fine. Really.” I look out of the window to see people filing into the Second Chance Café. “Are you ready to go in and show the town I’ve moved on?”

      “Before we head in, I thought we should talk about this whole arrangement.”

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      “I think it’s best for us to agree on the parameters of our relationship so that we’re both on the same page.”

      “The parameters of our relationship, huh? You romantic devil, you,” I tease with a grin.

      He pulls his brows together. “But isn’t that the point? This is not a romantic situation.”

      Talk about kicking a girl when she’s down. As if I need any further proof he doesn’t feel anything for me.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “First, let’s agree on a schedule for our public appearances. We have this school mixer tonight, at which your colleagues will see us together. Then, I thought we could do something with my work colleagues. Perhaps a drink at one of the bars named after a bear?”

      “I can do that for sure.”

      I notice movement on the sidewalk and look up to see Rachel accompanied by her husband. I lift my hand in a wave. “That’s Rachel and her husband, Keith. She’s a teacher at my school.”

      “I’m working with Keith at the mill.”

      “So, it’s a twofer, then, Topher” I reply with a waggle of my eyebrows. “Quick, look at me and smile, like I’m the best thing since ice cream was invented.”

      His eyes land on mine and as his face creases into a smile, something tugs inside of me.

      I want this to be real.

      “They’re coming over,” he tells me.

      “Quick. Laugh,” I inform him before I throw my head back and do just that.

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “Come on, you’ve got to admit this is fun.”

      “‘Fun’ is not the word I would use.” His words conflict with his face, which lights up with the very word he says he wouldn’t use.

      You know when you get something so rarely, it’s extra special? Like Christmas coming only once a year. That’s the way it is with Christopher’s smile. Worth the wait.

      There’s a knock on the window, and I drag my eyes reluctantly from Christopher’s to see Rachel and Keith beaming at us through the window.

      “I guess we’d better get out,” Christopher says.

      His eyes flash to mine before he climbs out of the car, says a quick hello to Keith and Rachel, and dashes around the car. I push the door open just as he’s reaching for it, and the door hits his outstretched hand.

      “Oh, my gosh! Sorry. Are you okay?” I ask as I clamber to my feet.

      He sucks in air and pulls his hand against his torso. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.” I place my hand tentatively over his and I can tell he’s trying not to wince.

      “That was a decent whack,” Keith comments with a chuckle. “Trying to injure Hunter’s Creek’s newest temporary citizen, Harper?”

      This is not how I saw this moment going.

      “It’s nothing.” Christopher says. He turns to Keith’s wife and says, “Hello. I’m Christopher Young. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

      “I’m Rachel. I work with Harper.” She reaches out to shake his hand and he offers her his left instead.

      Oh, no. I definitely hurt him.

      “Harper was just telling me you’re an elementary school teacher, too.”

      “For my sins,” she replies with a beaming smile. “We’re real glad to have Harper on the faculty. She’s such a great addition. The kids love her.”

      “I’m still trying to get used to calling my former teachers by their first names.”

      “What’s my name?” Rachel asks.

      “Rachel,” I reply.

      “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” she says.

      “Yes, because you didn’t teach me when I wore pigtails and knee-high socks,” I rebuff.

      “Shall we head in?” Keith asks.

      “Sure thing. I’ve just got to grab something first.”

      Christopher grabs the daisies from the back seat and offers them to me.

      Rachel nudges her husband, grinning.

      “For me?” I gush, playing the part with my hands over my chest as though I can’t quite believe I’m being given flowers by my date. “Oh, Topher, you shouldn’t have.”

      “I…I wanted you to have them, Harper,” he tells me, and there’s something in his voice, something that demands my attention.

      It tells me more than all the words and all the looks we’ve shared tonight.

      I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. I reach out to take the flowers in my hands, and as our fingers touch, our gazes lock, and the look in his eyes is so intense, so heartfelt, that I know.

      He feels it, too.
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      “Do you know what this means, Olivia?” I ask as I mark the final line in the running record assessment, knowing my student completed it so well she clearly needs more challenging texts. Looking at the eager girl sitting at my desk, I continue. “It means you get to move up to the next reading group. Well done.”

      She grins at me, proud of her achievement. “Thanks, Ms. Cole. I thought this was tricky so I’m so happy I got it right.”

      “You did it really well,” I tell her. “Now, go ahead and finish off your comprehension task. We’ve only got about five minutes before lunchtime.”

      Olivia bounces up from her seat like a jack-in-the-box. “Sure thing, Ms. Cole,” she says with a proud smile before she returns to her desk to complete her work.

      I smile as I watch her leave. It’s one of the most satisfying parts of my job when a student works hard at something and achieves a result they didn’t think was possible. Olivia had struggled to move up to the next reading level when the other members of her group had, but with guidance from me and some extra homework tasks, she’s back where she belongs.

      I see it as a lesson for any of us: put your mind to something, and you can achieve it.

      I move between the groups of kids, encouraging those who are on-task, while refocusing those who are not. You always get a mixture of students in a classroom, and the second-grade class at Hunter’s Creek Elementary is no different. It’s part of what I love about this job. I help children achieve the little things and the big things, from moving up a reading group to nailing their math facts to remembering to eat their lunch so they have energy for the afternoon. Together, we experience small wins every single day. I wonder whether you can say that about many other jobs?

      I clap my hands to get the attention of the class, and the kids clap in response. “Time to pack away your literacy work and come sit on the mat before lunch,” I tell everyone.

      The children busy themselves with their tasks—some more efficiently than others—and once the final stragglers are done, the children sit cross-legged on the mat in front of me.

      “That was awesome tidying today, team. Freddie, I loved the way you put not only your reading book away, but Samuel’s and Toby’s books as well.”

      Freddie beams at me with pride. He is one of my kids who needs extra support and encouragement.

      “We have an important decision to make and I’m looking for suggestions. Hands up if you have a suggestion for what art project we should do after lunch. I want us to do some paintings to decorate the walls of our classroom with new art.”

      I know I’m going to get some outlandish ideas, but it’s always fun to engage the kids in the decision-making process, and I find they usually have much higher buy-in to the task when they’re involved, as well.

      A bunch of hands shoot up into the air. I pick the first student.

      “Amelia, what’s your suggestion?”

      “I think we should all paint princesses in their castles because princesses are so pretty and they can have long dresses with bows and wear tiaras,” she replies.

      I write the word “princess” on the whiteboard. “Who has another idea? Thomas?”

      Somewhat predictably, Thomas’s suggestion has nothing to do with princesses. “We should paint robots, the kind that destroy things because that would be cool,” he says to a wave of agreement among some of the boys.

      I write the word “robot” on the whiteboard. “Great idea, Thomas.”

      I choose several more ideas, ranging from dinosaurs to unicorns to paintings of our families—which is where I wanted this discussion to take us. Paintings of our families, that is, not dinosaurs and unicorns.

      “I love the idea of painting our families, team.” I gesture at the list. “When we’re done, if you want to add in any of these extra ideas, you can.”

      “Ms. Cole?” Freddie asks with his hand in the air. “Do we have to paint princesses, because I really don’t like them.”

      “Yeah, they suck,” Thomas agrees, much less politely, to outraged looks from Amelia and some of the other girls. They are clearly Team Princess.

      “Thomas, we accept all valid ideas in this classroom. You don’t have to paint a princess along with your family, but you do need to accept that others might want to do that.”

      “Can I paint a ninja?” he asks.

      “You can paint a ninja after you’ve painted your family.”

      The lunch bell sounds. “Okay, team. Great work this morning. Time for lunch.” I instruct the students to line up, get their lunch bags, and go eat outside. It’s a beautiful but cool day in Hunter’s Creek today, and the elementary school has an enviable position surrounded by lush, green grass and some of the oldest trees in the town.

      As the kids file out and collect their lunch boxes, I follow them outside, breathing in the fresh, cool air following the early morning rain. As much as I love teaching, sometimes it’s good to just be with my thoughts. I once read that teachers get in the region of 400 questions thrown at them by students every day. I need the break.

      And besides, I’ve got another thing playing on my mind.

      Christopher.

      I close my eyes and tilt my face up toward the weak sun, thinking about him.

      After the moment we shared last night, when he handed me the daisies, he’s worked his way well and truly into my thoughts.

      And it was definitely a moment. The way his eyes landed on mine, the feel of his fingers, the way my heart beat like a drum as our gaze intensified, sharing an unspoken feeling between us.

      If we hadn’t been interrupted, I’m not sure where it would have taken us.

      But in that moment, I knew where I wanted it to go.

      Rachel’s voiced pierced our bubble as she commented on how sweet Christopher was, and it was over. We resumed our roles of fake dates for the evening, chatting with the other teachers and their partners, both together and apart.

      But he never once left my mind.

      When I dropped him back at his cabin, neither of us mentioned what had transpired between us outside the coffeehouse, but it gave me an inkling that there could be something there between us.

      He’s a good man, a decent man, a man who has ambition and loyalty and a desire to do the right thing. A man willing to help me out as my fake boyfriend, even though he knows this whole arrangement benefits me a lot more than it does him.

      Could my heart be safe with him? Could I take a chance on Christopher?

      Part of me wants to. A growing part. He’s so many of the things I want, and he’s so very different from Dex. Dex the ex. I smile at the memory of Topher’s cute rhyme.

      Perhaps the fake could become real? Perhaps that moment we shared could be the beginning of something wonderful between us?

      And then I woke up and smelled the coffee.

      I can’t think about Christopher like that. He’s my fake boyfriend, emphasis on the fake. No matter how he looked at me, no matter how much I may have wanted to pull him into me and press my lips against his, wrapped up in a heart-stopping kiss, it can never work.

      There are so many reasons. I rattle them off in my mind:

      
        	We are total opposites. He’s Suit Man and I’m Ms. Carefree.

        	He’s only in Hunter’s Creek for two months, and then he’ll be gone.

        	My heart’s still bruised after Dex.

        	I don’t even know if Christopher wants to be with me.

      

      It’s an insurmountable list.

      “Ms. Cole, there you are.”

      I open my eyes to see Meryl weaving through the students toward me.

      “Hi, Mrs. Holmes. What can I do for you?”

      We teachers always refer to each other formally when the students are around, and personally, it works just fine for me, considering most of teachers here were my teachers, too.

      “Let’s go into your classroom and talk,” she says as she marches past me and into my classroom.

      I follow her in. “Everything okay?”

      She looks at me, grim faced. “Jeanette has mono.”

      “Jeanette Latimer?” I question. “I thought you got mono from kissing.”

      Jeanette Latimer has to be at least 70, a widow who taught me and my sister, and our mom and dad before us. If she’s going around kissing people and catching mono, that would make me super tragic in my current single state.

      “Oh, I don’t know how she contracted it. The point is, she has it. She’s been excused from work for a month, and she’s supposed to be in charge of the kids’ performance at the Hunter’s Creek Spring Festival in a couple weeks.”

      “That’s no good.”

      “Remind me, Harper, I think I read on your resume that you worked with the children on plays at your last school?”

      I know what she’s fishing for here.

      “That’s right.”

      “And I remember how musical you were when you were a child.”

      “I played the recorder. Badly.”

      “Nonsense. You were wonderful.”

      Oh, she is fish-ing.

      I decide to let her off the hook. Or let myself off the hook. However the fish analogy should work.

      “You want me to take over for Jeanette?” I ask.

      “Harper, that would be amazing,” she gushes, as though it was entirely my idea. “She’s given me the list of songs, and has already held auditions, so you have your singers signed on and ready to go. It’s a matter of rehearsals, costumes, and the performance at the festival.”

      I glance at the pile of work sitting on my desk and wonder how I’m going to fit in managing a musical performance at the town spring festival as well. But I am always happy to help others in need, and Meryl is quite clearly in need right now.

      “You’ll need some help, of course. None of the other teachers are available right now, but I know Jeanette usually has her grandson do the heavy lifting with the sets and such.”

      “Which one? Dallas, Donnie, or Derek?”

      I know them all, of course, because this is Hunter’s Creek, population tiny.

      “Donnie, I think. The big, brawny one.”

      “Big and brawny describes most of the guys in this town, with the exception of just a handful.”

      She lets out a laugh. “I suppose it does.”

      “I’m young, fit, and able. I’m sure I’ll be able to move a few sets around.”

      She waves my statement away with her hand. “Nonsense. You’re doing songs from The Sound of Music and those sets are heavy. We use them every few years, you know. People love The Sound of Music.”

      “As in Do-Re-Mi?” I blow out a puff of air. I don’t know the musical at all, other than that one song. “I sure have got my work cut out for me, but I’ll do whatever I can to make the performance great.”

      “Oh, you’ll do an amazing job. I remember what you were like in high school, always eager to help with anything. If you’ve still got that can-do attitude, you will be just fine. Just get some help with the sets.”

      “What’s with the sets? Are they made of concrete or something?” I ask with a laugh, because whoever heard of sets so heavy you had to get brawny guys like Donnie Latimer to help?

      “It’s all those Swiss mountains and lakes and mansions. Why don’t you ask that new man of yours? I’m sure Christopher would be happy to help you out, what with being as smitten as he is with you.”

      The thought of asking Christopher for another favor has my belly doing flips.

      “Sure,” I murmur.

      She claps her hands together in glee. “That’s settled then. Who knows, maybe Christopher is as musical as you are? We could get the two of you performing along with the children. Then you really will be the Trapp Family Singers. Maria and Georg von Trapp.”

      I can tell you one thing right now: I will not be performing with the children, not even with Georg von Trapp. Whoever he is.

      Meryl’s face glows. How should I feel that my boss is quite clearly taken with my new fake boyfriend?

      Awkward. Definitely awkward.

      She takes me by the arms and positively beams. “You are an angel sent from the heavens, Harper Cole. You truly, truly are.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I reply, my mind racing through the things I know I’m going to have to do to get a group of elementary school kids to perform songs from a famous musical I can guarantee most of the town will know.

      “How does Christopher like living in Hunter’s Creek?”

      “He really loves it, and after the mixer last night he mentioned how nice he thought you all were.”

      Christopher told me a couple of my fellow teachers had grilled him mercilessly, to the point of breaking into a sweat at one stage. But I’m not going to mention that.

      “Oh, isn’t that lovely. I do like him. He’s got a certain—how do I put it?—gravitas to him.”

      “Gravitas?”

      Is that Meryl’s kind way of saying he’s all-too serious and a touch grumpy?

      “Yes, you know, he’s mature for his age and seems to be a person who knows himself. So different from Dex.”

      Ain’t that the truth?

      “Without this acting gig, Dex would work the machines at the mill along with the rest of the kids who didn’t go to college. Not that I want to talk out of turn or anything. I know what I’m saying is nothing you don’t know yourself.”

      This has got to be the first time I’ve heard anyone in the town say anything other than something positive about Dex.

      I don’t know quite what to make of it.

      “You know, I can tell how much he likes you.”

      My heart rate instantly picks up. “Christopher?”

      She nods. “He kept staring at you. All night. Even my husband remarked on how loved up he looked, and he doesn’t usually notice that kind of thing. Men, am I right?”

      I swallow, my belly doing acrobatic flips. Christopher kept looking at me?

      Why does that make me feel so happy I could burst?

      I’ve already cataloged the reasons why I can’t be with Christopher and there are many. Good reasons. Reasons my head understands perfectly.

      The problem is, my heart doesn’t want to listen.
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      Adding the final figures to the spreadsheet, I transfer it into the folder I’ve labeled “Commercial Agreements” before I pull open the next task on my long action list. My research has shown that the mill has a complicated set of commercial agreements with suppliers and customers, as well as various leases, and I’ve only begun to unravel the decade’s worth of information Suzanne and Keith have provided me.

      Which is why I’m propped against the sofa cushions in my cabin, with my laptop resting on my knees, still working at eight in the evening.

      It might be fun running around town, pretending to be with someone I would like to date for real, but this is what I’m here to do. Work.

      A much more productive use of my time.

      There’s a knock on my door and instantly I snap my laptop shut. I’m not expecting anyone, and despite my newfound acceptance here in the town, thanks to me “dating” Harper, my evenings are generally spent alone in my room, working or having one of my regular video calls with Kelly, during which she tells me to work less and play more.

      I don’t take her advice.

      Expecting it to be Mr. or Mrs. Carlisle, the unfriendly couple who run the motel and don’t seem to like people—clearly a couple in the wrong line of business—I’m pleasantly surprised when I open the door to find Harper standing in the doorway.

      She’s wearing one of her characteristic dresses featuring daisies, this one shorter than the others I’ve seen, falling a couple inches above her knees, which she’s paired with some ankle boots. Her hair is tied back, with a few strands falling about her face, her deep blue eyes gazing at me from under her bangs.

      She manages to look cute, quirky, and sexy at the same time, and I find I have to force myself to focus on her face rather than let my eyes linger on her long, tan legs.

      To be honest, it’s not that hard. Her face is nice to look at, too.

      What can I say? Harper Cole is the total package.

      “Harper,” I say in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that any way to greet your girlfriend?” she asks, her eyes wide in mock offense.

      “It would be if you actually were my girlfriend.”

      “Shh! Don’t say that. You don’t know who’s listening,” she whispers as she snaps her head one way and then the other.

      Her easy-going nature and broad smile pull me from thinking about work and I smile back at her, genuinely pleased at the interruption.

      “The cabin next to us is empty, and I strongly suspect the Carlisles are watching a game show right about now. No one can hear you.”

      “Well, that’s chilling in a serial killer in the woods kind of way.”

      “Do I look like a serial killer to you?”

      Her eyes sweep over me, and I regret having removed my jacket and tie and loosened the top two buttons on my shirt. Armor, remember?

      “That’s exactly what a serial killer would say.”

      “I don’t know any serial killers, so I can’t comment.”

      “That’s good to know. I brought you something.” She’s holding a box with pink and white stripes and the words “Brown Bear Bakery.”

      Seriously, is this town obsessed with all things bear? From what I’ve seen so far, I would say the answer to that question is a resounding “heck, yeah.”

      “Let me guess. Bear claws?” I offer.

      She grins at me as she waggles her eyebrows. “You’ll need to invite me in to find out.”

      “Sure.”

      She looks around the cabin, taking in the tired beige curtains and matching bedspread, the small table and chairs next to the equally small kitchenette, and my work things stacked neatly on the coffee table by the sofa, which is also, you guessed it, beige.

      “Nice place you’ve got here, Topher.”

      “You like beige?”

      She shrugs. “Sure. Why not?”

      “I didn’t choose the décor.”

      She wanders to the sofa, and I notice one of my paper files lying open on the coffee table.

      Immediately, I stride over and snap it shut before she has the chance to read its contents. Not that I think she has any interest in reading my work, but you can’t be too sure. I don’t need Harper, or anyone else in this town, seeing something they shouldn’t be seeing. Not while I’m here on the pretense of being a management consultant, streamlining the mill’s processes to work more efficiently.

      If word got out why I’m really here…well, I don’t want that to happen.

      “What have you got in there? State secrets or something?” she asks.

      “Just some confidential work, that’s all.”

      “Oh, secret work stuff. Now that I’ve seen it, are you going to have to shoot me?”

      “Nothing quite so dramatic,” I reply smoothly.

      Lucky for me, she seems happy with my response.

      She gestures at the space. “Are you aware that you’re a total neat freak?”

      I glance around the cabin. My clothes are neatly folded and organized into drawers, my suits hang in the closet, the bed’s made, and kitchen’s clean—mainly because I’m not much of a cook and I prefer to eat out. “You know what they say, ‘an organized space is an organized mind is an organized life.’”

      “Who says that?”

      “People.”

      “No one I know.”

      I gesture at myself. “Welcome to my organized world, Harper.”

      “You should give me a nickname, Topher.”

      Is now the time I admit to her I like that she calls me Topher?

      “You want me to give you a nickname?”

      “In the long-standing tradition of boyfriend-slash-girlfriend interpersonal relationships, I would say you owe me one.”

      I think on it for a moment. “What’s short for Harper? It’s not an easy name to shorten. You had options with my name: Chris, Chip, Kit. Topher.” I shoot her a look, but it only intensifies her gorgeous smile.

      “Kit?”

      “It’s short for Christopher.”

      “Does anyone call you Kit?”

      “My sister,” I concede.

      “Cute.”

      “Harper doesn’t have any known shortenings that I’m aware of.”

      “Dex always called me Harps,” she replies.

      It appears her mouth has taken her brain by surprise in mentioning his name, and I watch as a cloud passes across her face before she rearranges her features into a smile.

      “Did you like being called the plural of a large string instrument?”

      I win another of her smiles, and I feel it, deep in my belly. “I never really thought of it that way.”

      “But isn’t the origin of your name someone who plays a harp? A harp-er, if you will?”

      “Huh. Who knew? I’m not even sure my parents knew that. You’re smart.”

      I press my lips together to suppress a smile. “Be that as it may, I’m taking ‘Harps’ off the table, for obvious reasons. How about ‘Har’? Or ‘Per’?’”

      She scrunches up her nose. It’s endearing.

      “Pee Pee?” I suggest facetiously.

      She lets out a giggle. “Pee Pee? You cannot be serious.”

      “Why not?” I ask, enjoying how easy it is to talk to her.

      I find myself drawn to her in a way I haven’t felt in a long, long time.

      Perhaps ever.

      “Other than the obvious, if my students knew you called me ‘Pee Pee,’ I could never get them to do anything because they would be too busy laughing their seven-year-old heads off at me.”

      “Are you telling me Pee Pee is off the table, too?” I ask, keeping my tone serious.

      “That would be a hard yes.”

      “I know, why don’t we shelve this conversation for another time, and you can show me what you’ve got in that box that I’m hoping has nothing to do with bears?”

      “Treats from the best bakery in town.” She pulls the lid off the box to show a selection of different cookies: chocolate chip, oatmeal raisin, and chocolate. “These are the best cookies you’ll get anywhere outside of my mom’s kitchen. But I’ll remember to get you a bear claw next time. Donut variety.”

      The sweet aroma has my taste buds watering. “I gave up sugar a few years ago.”

      She looks at me blankly. “Why would you give up sugar?”

      Is she serious?

      “Because it’s terrible for you? Because too much can give you diabetes? Cardiovascular disease? Cancer? Take your pick.”

      She offers me the box and I catch the delicious aroma once more. “How can these be terrible for you? Believe me, they are delicious. The oatmeal raisin has raisins in it, which is fruit, you know.”

      “Are raisins technically fruit?”

      “Of course they are,” she replies, her eyes dancing with mischief.

      How I could kiss her right now.

      “Plus, the chocolate might not technically be healthy, but I’m sure it’s good for your soul to eat it.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. “Chocolate is good for your soul?”

      “Dude, I’m counting on it.”

      I hold my hands up. “Thank you for thinking of me, but I’m gonna have to pass.”

      “Because you don’t eat sugar.”

      “Exactly that. You go ahead and enjoy one, though.”

      “Oh, I intend to enjoy more than one,” she says as she collects one of the chocolate chip cookies and takes a bite. She grins at me as she chews. “Belithious,” she says, by which I can only assume that’s cookie-in-mouth for “delicious.”

      Watching her obviously enjoying her treat, I smile.

      What is it about this woman that draws me in so much? What is it about her that fills my chest with warmth whenever I’m near her?

      Whatever it is, I can’t get enough of it.

      I can’t get enough of her.

      It’s probably best I move her along right about now.

      “Tell me, Harper, did you come over here tonight just so you could eat cookies in front of me? Because I have a lot of work to do.” I gesture at my files, feeling like a jerk.

      But the longer she’s here, the more my need to kiss her will build and build. And kissing her is not part of the plan.

      She taps the side of her nose. “Oh, yeah, the top-secret work.” She sits down on the sofa and crosses her bare, tan legs, grinning up at me, relaxed.

      As for me? I’m finding it hard not to dwell on the fact that this beautiful woman with the pillowy soft lips is in my room. Where I sleep.

      The urge to pull her to me and kiss her is enough to force me to think about something else for a while. Anything else.

      Anything but her.

      “It’s not top secret, it’s just confidential,” I tell her once more.

      “Got it.” She takes another bite of her cookie and seems to settle in.

      I clear my throat. “At the risk of sounding rude, I really do have a lot of work to do. What can I help you with?”

      That definitely sounded rude, even to my ears. If Harper has taken offense, she doesn’t show it.

      “I’m glad you asked, Topher. You see, the thing is, my boss asked me to take over the kids’ performance at the festival, coming up in a couple weeks. We’re performing songs from The Sound of Music. The students are really excited about it, but the singing? Well, that’s another story.”

      “They can’t sing?”

      “Let’s just say at our first rehearsal this afternoon, there was a lot more excitement than talent in the room.”

      “Are you saying you want me to help teach kids how to sing songs from a Julie Andrews musical?” I ask in surprise. “What exactly about me screams ‘musical’ to you?”

      She laughs out loud, throwing her head back as she does, exposing the soft skin of her slender neck.

      “Why is that so funny?” I ask.

      “Are you the musical type? Because that’s the last thing I would have thought you’d be. No offense.”

      “How do you know I’m not musical?” I ask, affronted. Well, I’m acting a lot more affronted than I feel.

      The truth is, I am musical, only I’m not one to shout about it. Music has always been my refuge, a way to relax and get away from everything. Back when I was a kid, when things were rough at home, I would close my door, put on my headphones, and play my keyboard. I would get lost in the music, blotting everything out. It was my escape, my solace.

      Since then, it’s been my go-to whenever things are tough.

      “I took piano lessons for years as a kid. I was okay at it,” I tell her.

      “I bet you’re just being modest. I bet you’re really classically trained, concert-level good, knowing you, Mr. Highflyer Corporate Type.”

      I’m not sure it’s meant as a compliment, but I decide to take it as one.

      “Definitely not concert-level, I can assure you, but I do know The Sound of Music.”

      “You’re one step ahead of me, then. All I know is it’s super old and has the Do-Re-Mi song that we had to learn once at summer camp.”

      “You don’t know The Sound of Music?” I ask in surprise. Who doesn’t know The Sound of Music?

      “I’m not eighty-five. How come you know it?”

      “My mom was a big fan. She loved all musicals, but particularly the older ones. She used to put on The Sound of Music for us every Thanksgiving and we had no choice but to watch it. It became a bit of a Young family tradition, I guess.” I smile at the memory. “My mom’s favorite song was Edelweiss.” I smile at the memory. “We lived in Colorado, and even though the song is about Austria where the von Trapps lived, she used to tell us it could as easily have been about the snow-capped mountains in our state.”

      “That’s sweet. Not that I know it.”

      “It’s beautiful. Mom made us sing some of the songs with her. She had a lovely voice.”

      “Had?” she questions softly, a tentative look on her face, and even though it happened years ago, I feel Mom’s loss like a dull ache in my heart.

      “She passed away a few years back. I’ve lost both of my parents, in fact. My dad died when I was twenty. I suppose you could say I’m a twenty-nine-year-old orphan.”

      I tell her the facts, just as I have many people before her. Dad gone. Mom gone. Cold, hard facts. I keep the emotion out of it.

      It’s easier that way.

      “Oh, Topher, I’m so, so sorry,” she replies, and in one fluid movement, she rises from the sofa and takes my hands in hers.

      It’s a touching gesture, and seeing the kindness in her eyes, feeling the warmth of her hands on mine, I’m equal parts surprised and embarrassed at how her compassion has elicited a depth of reaction in me that I usually preserve for when I’m away from anyone else.

      It’s been nine years since my dad passed away, and almost four since my mom joined him. I’ve had time to process their loss, to come to terms with it. Usually, I keep a firm lid on my emotions. My parents are gone and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m pragmatic. Clinical, almost.

      It’s me and my sister, Kelly; the only members of the Young family left.

      Something in the way Harper looks at me, her small, delicate, paint-splattered hands on mine, makes me yearn to open up to her, to share my story with her. My sorrow.

      I feel a connection to her I didn’t see coming, a connection I can barely explain.

      “That must be so hard for you. Do you mind if I ask what happened to your parents?”

      “Dad died of a heart attack, which was quick and unexpected, but my mom had been sick a long time. Cancer. It had spread and…well, it’s the same old story, I guess. She didn’t come back from it.”

      “To have lost both your parents already, I can’t even imagine that. They’re your parents.”

      “I’m twenty-nine. I’m older than you,” I say weakly, as if me being twenty-nine makes the loss of the people I loved somehow easier.

      It doesn’t.

      “You’re not that much older than me, only a few years. And anyhow, it doesn’t make it any less horrible for you.” She squeezes my hands in hers. “Topher, I’m so sorry.”

      I lift my gaze to hers and see the depth of compassion in her eyes once more.

      I need to pull myself together. Sure, she’s being sweet to me, and I’ve got this inexplicable desire to open up to her, but she’s only my fake girlfriend. We hardly know one another. She doesn’t need to see my raw underbelly.

      Two months and I’ll be gone.

      I pull my hands gently away from hers. Not because of my memories, but because the way she’s looking at me, the way she’s holding my hands, makes me want more from her than she’s willing to give.

      I clear my throat. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re sure?” she asks.

      I pull my lips into a smile. “I am. Really,” I reassure her. “Tell me about this festival.”

      “The whole town gets involved. It’s a lot of fun. I’ve missed it the last few years, but I used to go every year. I even performed at it a few times, usually standing at the front, singing poorly but enthusiastically.”

      I picture a young Harper, singing her heart out, off key. I bet she was adorable.

      “So, it’s The Sound of Music?”

      “I was going to ask if you wanted to watch the movie with me, but after what you just told me, I think maybe I should leave you to your work.”

      We both glance at the pile of files on the coffee table.

      I make a decision. Work can wait. Harper needs me, and I’m more than happy to help her.

      “Let’s settle in and watch the movie.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to.”

      Her gaze holds mine and we share a smile, my belly tightening at the prospect of spending the next couple hours with this amazing woman.

      “I’d like that,” she says. “But you need to promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ll sing along to all the songs,” she tells me with a heart-melting smile.

      I let out a laugh. “Sure thing,” I reply, because right now, I think I’d do anything she asked of me. Anything at all.
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      For well over an hour we’ve sat side by side on Christopher’s sofa, watching Julie Andrews sing her way through a line of nuns, a group of perfectly behaved kids—which, as a teacher, I assure you is a total fantasy—and plenty of spectacular scenery. I’ve stolen surreptitious glances at Christopher with each new song, watching the way his lips lift into a smile. It’s clear to me he genuinely likes this movie, and I’m sure it’s bringing back many fond memories of watching it with his mom.

      I’m still reeling from him telling me about his parents. I mean, to lose not one, but both by the time you’re in your 20s has got to be so hard. I love my parents and can’t imagine life without them. Sure, I didn’t see them as often as I liked when I lived in California, but now that I’m home I’m getting to see them a lot, and it’s been wonderful. I’m certain there will come a time when I need to find my own place, but for now, living back at my parents’ house in my old bedroom has provided me with the comfort and stability I’ve needed.

      It’s a shock to realize that even if Christopher needed that support, he couldn’t get it.

      My heart goes out to him. The guy’s had a lot to deal with, as though a lifetime of sadness has compressed into the last nine years of his life.

      To top it all off, I bet he feels a deep sense of responsibility for his little sister. In a very real way, he’s been her surrogate parent for years now.

      It’s a lot.

      It explains a lot about the way he is, the way he behaves. He’s so very serious and formal, so very focused on his work. So closed off—at least up until tonight when he shared this very sad part of his story with me.

      Him opening up to me has not only allowed me to gain this insight into him, but it’s drawn me to him all the more. He’s a person of depth, a person who has had much to contend with. Compared with someone like Dex, he’s a man, not a boy.

      If my heart was drawn to him before—despite what my head has been telling me—I’m in serious danger of falling for him now.

      Julie Andrews is sitting on the grass with a guitar on her lap, surrounded by a captivated audience of children as she begins to sing the familiar Do-Re-Mi.

      “Oh, I know this one,” I tell Christopher.

      “Are your students going to sing it?”

      “They sure are, mainly because it’s the only one I know from the musical, but also because it’s educational.”

      He raises his brows at me. “Educational?”

      “Of course! It teaches the notes, an added bonus.”

      He smiles at me. “True.”

      Encouraged by his smile, and knowing I’ve wanted to say something to him tonight, particularly now that we’ve found this new closeness between us, I reach for the remote and hit “pause” as Julie Andrews tells the children about a ray of sun.

      “Why did you stop it?” he asks.

      “Can I say something?”

      He glances at the remote in my hand. “I think you’re going to, no matter what I say.”

      He’s got a point.

      I sit further back on the sofa and turn to face him, pulling one of my knees up and tucking my foot underneath my other leg. I take a breath and say, “I owe you an apology.”

      “For the cookies?” he asks with a glint in his eyes.

      “Next time I’ll be sure to bring a protein shake. Better?”

      “Better.”

      “The other night, when we went to the mixer and you gave me those daisies, I feel like I shouldn’t have made them into a public thing. You were super sweet giving them to me, and that you knew daisies are my favorite flowers was…well, it was a sweet gesture and I ruined it. I’m sorry.”

      He waits a beat, his face unreadable. “I would have thought most people would know daisies are your favorite flowers,” he replies, gesturing at my dress. “You’ve worn three dresses with a daisy motif. In fact, only one dress I’ve seen you in hasn’t had the flower.”

      I look down at the daisy print on my dress. “You’ve been keeping score?” I tease. It’s totally endearing that he’s noticed the types of prints I like to wear.

      Endearing and attractive and all the things that make me want us to be together for real, not pretend.

      “That makes me sound like some kind of stalker.”

      “Not at all,” I reassure him. “Dex wouldn’t have had a clue what my favorite flower was, even if his life depended on it.”

      “Really? That surprises me.”

      “He gave me red roses.”

      “Classic.”

      “Boring,” I counter. “I’m anti-red roses.”

      He raises his brows. “Anti-red roses?”

      “They’re so overdone. No imagination. He didn’t take the time to learn what my favorite flower was. He just went with the predictable. Dex was more about Dex than Harper.”

      “But you were together for how many years? Since high school, right?”

      “That’s when we first dated, back when we were Seniors, but I went off to college and he moved to LA to pursue his acting career, and we didn’t see that much of each other. We were officially still together, and I didn’t date anybody else, of course, but it’s not like we spent much time with each other during those years.”

      “And when you graduated, you moved to Los Angeles to be with him?” he leads.

      The memories of moving to the city, with its unfamiliar traffic, smog, and crowds, the way Dex seemed to revel in it while I didn’t, fill my mind. “I did. I didn’t want to be in LA, but that’s where he was, so that’s where I was.”

      He studies me for a beat before he replies, “You put his needs before your own. Do you miss being with him?”

      I think about Dex. Do I miss being with him, the guy I fell in love with as a teenager, the guy I followed to another place so he could pursue his dream?

      The guy who ended up taking my love for granted?

      “We shared a lot, but you’re right, I did put him first. I built my life around his. I won’t do that again. And anyway, the way I see it, what’s done is done, and besides, I made it back here eventually, albeit heartbroken and sad.”

      “I don’t enjoy hearing you say you were heartbroken.”

      “It happens to the best of us. Give me 100 people and 99 of them will have been heartbroken, and the final one is probably lying about it. The important thing is I’m doing okay.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Not as much as I am, believe me,” I say with a chortle. “I got to live and work in a place I never thought I would. LA is so very different from here.”

      “But you didn’t like it.”

      It’s a statement, not a question.

      “Not a lot.”

      “Where did you want to be?” he asks.

      “I know this is going to sound lame to someone like you, but I wanted to come back to Hunter’s Creek and teach at the elementary school. It was always my dream.”

      His lips curve into one of those smiles that are becoming less and less rare the more time I spend with him. “That doesn’t sound lame to me at all. It sounds like you know what you want out of life. In that way, we’re the same.”

      “Yeah, but you have a big career in an exciting city, doing important things. I want to teach kids how to spell their own names and not get paint all over each other when they’re doing an art project.” I hold up my paint-splattered hands.

      “It suits you,” he says with a smile. “Why don’t you tell me about the sets?”

      “The sets? Apparently, they’re super heavy and the teacher who usually does the festival performance gets one of her sons to help her. My boss suggested you could help. It makes sense, because I figured who should I turn to when I need some muscle if we were in a real relationship?”

      His lips twitch. “Me?”

      “You.”

      “I’m working out whether it should offend me that you just referred to me as ‘some muscle’.”

      I let out a laugh. “Don’t guys like their women thinking they’re big and strong?”

      If I’m honest, I’ve noticed on more than one occasion how broad his shoulders are, how his shirt clings to his arm muscles, how his open shirt buttons hint at firm pecs lying beneath?

      Really, it’s hard not to notice these things, particularly when we’re sitting close enough to touch.

      Is it getting hot in here?

      “I suppose they do,” he replies. “I’d be happy to help. When’s the festival?”

      “It’s next Saturday, so not a lot of time for us to practice all the songs. I need to get parents to source items for the costumes, and then put on the best show the town has seen since—”

      “Last year?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Let me know what you want me to do.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “I wouldn’t say the best, exactly, but maybe I’m okay at being a boyfriend, fake or otherwise.”

      I raise my brows. “Are you, now? What sort of a boyfriend is Christopher Young?”

      “I’m a good boyfriend, I think. I’ve had no complaints, anyway. I give women flowers, as you know. I pay for dates. I always call when I say I’m going to call. And I’m great with parents.”

      “Oh, I bet you are. I bet they love you.”

      “They do,” he replies, nodding his head. “It’s one of my superpowers.”

      “One of your superpowers? What are the others?”

      “I have a few,” is his elusive reply that leaves me wanting to know more.

      I raise my eyebrows at him. “Oh, yeah? What are they?”

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      Wait. Was that a little flirty?

      I feel like it was a little flirty.

      I can’t say I don’t like it because I really do.

      “How did you get stuck with the performance? As the new teacher at the school, don’t you have enough on your plate already?”

      “I don’t mind. It’ll mean longer workdays, but that’s fine by me.”

      His eyes assess me. “You love your job, don’t you?”

      I can’t stop the grin from spreading across my face. “I really do. I love working with the kids, helping them learn to read and write and do math and all those things, but also helping to foster their love of learning. I know it’s a total cliché. It’s what you expect a teacher to say; that we do it because we love helping the next generation. But for me, it’s true.”

      “I admire you.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course. You know what you want to do, what makes you happy. Not a lot of people can say that.”

      That’s an odd thing to say.

      “Don’t you love what you do?” I ask him.

      “Love is a strong word. I enjoy it, it challenges me, and I try to do the best job I can, but I don’t have your passion.”

      “Why do you do it then?”

      His jaw twitches. “Because it’s my job, and I worked hard to get where I am. I’ve got goals.”

      “Is one of those goals to be happy in your job?” I ask and hold my breath. I might very well be overstepping the mark here.

      He pushes out a breath. “Not everyone has the luxury of doing something they love, you know.”

      “Surely there must be something about your job that you love, something that gets you up each day?”

      “I love the law. I love the way there are answers to everything, the way when a precedent is set, you know exactly where you stand. I like the way it’s neat and organized and everything has a place.”

      As he speaks, I watch him. It’s clear to me being a lawyer fits with who Christopher is. He’s neat and tidy himself, disciplined. “I thought you were a management consultant, but you’re a lawyer, too?”

      He casts his eyes down. “The two are not mutually exclusive.”

      “I’m sure.” I feel like there’s more to this than he’s letting on, but I don’t know what, and after he opened up to me before about his parents, I don’t want to push it.

      He looks back at me. “When did you know you wanted to teach?”

      “Ever since Mrs. Macintosh showed me how to decipher a math problem I just couldn’t work out in fourth-grade. When she explained it to me, and it clicked, it felt like she had this amazing power, and I wanted to be able to do what she did for others.”

      “You’ve known you wanted to teach since you were nine years old?”

      “Yup. I mean, I wanted to be a mermaid, a princess, and a unicorn companion as well, but I couldn’t figure out where to study to be any of those.”

      He lets out a low, rumbling laugh that reaches inside me and tickles my belly. It strikes me this is the first time I’ve heard Christopher really laugh. It’s warm and it’s deep and I want to make him do it again, just for the joy of hearing it. “Tell me, Harper, what do unicorn companions do exactly?”

      “I don’t know. Pet them, ride them, take them to see rainbows? I never found out.”

      He leans back in his seat and looks at me as though assessing me once more. “You’re a Helper.”

      “I sure am, and now I’m going to help myself to one of these.” I hold a cookie aloft. “Sure I can’t tempt you?”

      “I’m good.”

      I take a bite of the cookie, enjoying its chocolatey yumminess.

      “Being a teacher, changing your life to be with someone you loved, even if you didn’t like the place you were in, makes you a classic Helper. It’s interesting because I would have had you pegged as an Enthusiast.”

      I stare at him blankly. “An enthusiast about what?”

      “It’s a personality type more than something you feel.”

      “Well, that makes it so much clearer,” I reply with a laugh.

      “Do you know about Enneagram types?”

      “The what types?”

      “It’s a way of measuring the different types of personalities. According to the model, there are nine basic personalities, one of which is you, the Helper. Helpers are generally caring people with good interpersonal skills who are generous and great with people.”

      He’s totally complimenting me. It feels good.

      “So far you’re saying all the right things, Topher.”

      “There’s a flipside.”

      “We also secretly want to be evil overlords who build death stars and make funny noises when we breathe?”

      “A Star Wars reference? I thought you said your ex was a Star Trek fan?”

      “I am my own person, you know,” I tease.

      “Oh, I’m fully aware of that,” he replies, his eyes dancing.

      “What’s the flipside of being a Helper?”

      “You tend to people-please, which means you often put others’ needs before your own, like taking on the festival performance when you’ve only been at the school for a week.”

      “Am I that textbook?”

      His eyes are soft as he holds my gaze. “You’re one of a kind, Harper Cole.”

      And bam! Now I want nothing more than to take him by his shirt, pull him to me, and kiss him. Forever.

      “So, if I’m a Helper, and evil overlord on weekends,” I begin, and am rewarded with a smile from him that makes my insides go all fluttery. “What does that make you?”

      “Would you like to guess?”

      “Considering I’ve never heard of this whatsitgram before in my life, why don’t you just tell me?”

      “It’s Enneagram, and they’re very useful.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I can lay the options out for you. There’s the first type, which is the Reformer.”

      “I’ve used those at Pilates.”

      “Probably something a little different.”

      “What’s a Reformer?”

      “A Reformer is a rational and idealistic type with high principles and self-control.”

      “A total party animal,” I observe with a wry smile. “Let me guess. That’s you.”

      “You would think, wouldn’t you, but no. I’m an Achiever.”

      “You mean you’re the hero of every movie?” I pause for a beat before I decide to add, “The boy who gets the girl?”

      His eyes blaze and I’m instantly pulled back to the moment we shared outside the coffeehouse, when I began to wonder whether this thing between us wasn’t as make believe as we’d been acting.

      Could I be the girl this Achiever wants to get?

      The more I get to know Christopher, the more I want the answer to be yes.

      “Something like that,” he replies elusively. “An Achiever focuses on succeeding and is usually driven.”

      “Even if they don’t love their job?” I lead.

      “The drive to succeed trumps love, you know.”

      But should it?

      “I bet the flipside of an Achiever is they like to play with My Little Ponies and braid each other’s hair while listening to Taylor Swift. Am I right?”

      He lets out another one of his delicious laughs.

      “I guess the flipside should be something like that, but it’s that we are focused on our own achievements rather than the needs of others.”

      “So, it’s official: we’re opposites. Does that mean I’m nice, and you’re not?” I ask with a giggle.

      “You guessed it,” he tells me, his eyes glowing with mirth. “I think it’s probably for the best you decided not to go down the unicorn companion career path, mainly because I strongly suspect such a job does not exist, but also because you would have deprived the world of a passionate, dedicated teacher. And we all need those.”

      Heat creeps up my cheeks. “That’s nice of you to say. What about you? Did you always want to be a lawyer-slash-management consultant working in small towns, where everyone wears flannel shirts, with a fake girlfriend who also happens to be a Helper?”

      “It was always my dream,” he replies with a glint in his eye.

      He is so different from the guy I thought he was, warm and fun, with a wry sense of humor. He’s not the image he projects to the world.

      I’m so glad I’m getting to see the real Christopher.

      “Be serious,” I tell him.

      He presses his lips together as he pulls his brows inward, and I can’t help but wonder why. “As you now know, thanks to my educational session earlier, I’m an Achiever, so whatever I choose to do I drive myself hard to achieve my goals.”

      “That’s what my dad would call a Clayton’s response: you’re answering the question without answering the question. What is your goal? Maybe that’s a better way to look at this.”

      “That’s easy. My goal is to do a good job here so that when I go back to New York, I’ll be in line for the big promotion I’ve been working toward for some time now.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “It’s Junior Partner in the M&A East Coast division.”

      “You’ll have to explain what M&A is. Right now, I think it’s something to do with,” I grasp at the two words that come to mind, saying, “Mangoes and apples?”

      I get that laugh again and it makes me smile.

      “It’s not mangoes and apples, although that sounds a whole lot more fun. It’s mergers and acquisitions, and it’s a big deal.”

      “It sure sounds like it. Christopher Young, Junior Partner of M&A East Coast Division.” I make a face. “It’s a bit of a mouthful. It’ll be a big change from working in Hunter’s Creek.”

      “It will indeed.”

      Despite the reasons for me not to catch feelings for Christopher, I realize with a start there’s a growing part of me that doesn’t want him to leave. Not in two months. Not ever.
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      Harper throws a critical eye at my meal. “I cannot believe you ordered the famous Second Chance burger without the bun or the fries. I think that is an actual legal offense in Hunter’s Creek. You’d better hope I don’t turn you in.” She’s got this super cute cheeky smile on her face as she picks a French fry from her plate and puts it in her mouth.

      We’re sitting in the Second Chance Café having dinner. We’ve spent a lot of time together in the last week, and it’s not necessarily been in front of other people, either. I know it’s because we enjoy one another’s company, and for me, being with her brings so much light and warmth into my day.

      Sure, some of the time we’re together is spent working on the festival performance, but we’ve met for meals and coffee and long walks through the parklands and forest that border the town, too.

      Harper looks breathtakingly beautiful again tonight, as she does every time I see her. This time, she’s wearing a pair of faded jeans that hug her body in the best possible way, and one of her floral tops that’s loose fitting but sexy at the same time. No daisies this time.

      Yes, I’m still keeping score.

      I shake my head as she crams more fries into her mouth. “Well, I can’t believe you ordered the same burger with extra fries.”

      “It’s because they’re so good. Here, you have to try one.” She takes a fry and holds it up, close to my lips, as though she’s going to feed it to me. It’s an intimate thing to do, and shows me how close we’ve become—and not for show.

      I open my mouth to protest and she pushes the fry inside. “Hey!” I exclaim before I chew on the fry.

      “See? Good, right?”

      “I cannot believe you just did that to me,” I reply with a laugh.

      She’s right. It’s a very good French fry. But it’s still a French fry, and ordinarily, I don’t touch them. “You do know that is the first time I’ve had deep fried food in years?”

      “Well, it’s high time you had some more, then, isn’t it?” she replies with her grin in place. “Aunt Sheila?” she calls out.

      The fact that the owner of the coffeehouse is Harper’s aunt, is further proof of my hypothesis that everyone in Hunter’s Creek is related.

      “What is it, honey?” Sheila asks.

      “Topher tells me he hasn’t had French fries in years.”

      “He what?” Sheila calls back, and every head in the place turns to look at me.

      Terrific.

      “Get that man a plate of French fries, stat!” a voice calls out from another table, and I look to see it’s Suzanne, my colleague from the mill, grinning back at me.

      “Good call,” Harper says to her. “One plate of French fries, thanks, Aunt Sheila.”

      “Coming right up, honey,” she replies, throwing us a wink and a grin as wide as Mount Rainier. See? I’ve got the local lingo down pat.

      Things have come a long way since I first stepped into this coffeehouse on my first day in Hunter’s Creek, and I have my relationship with Harper to thank for that.

      Not that it’s a “relationship” in the way I would like it to be.

      Not yet, anyway.

      You see, the thing is, not only have I spent a lot of time with Harper, but my feelings for her keep growing and growing. So much so that, even though we haven’t kissed since that very first day at the bar, it feels as though we are together. Only neither of us has taken that first step to change our status from friends-slash-fake dating to what I want us to be.

      Together.

      And yes, the fact still remains that I will leave Hunter’s Creek soon, but I want to throw caution to the wind in a very un-Christopher kind of way and forget about the consequences. Forget about the fact this thing between us has an expiration date. I simply want to be with her, in whatever way I can.

      “You did not have to order me a plate of fries,” I tell her.

      “Yeah, I did. You know what they say, all protein shakes and no carbs make Topher a boring fake boyfriend,” she replies, her eyes bright, intimate.

      I lift my lips in a smile. “I eat carbs on special occasions. And I told you already, I’m a great boyfriend.”

      She leans back in her seat and grins at me. “And now you’ll be a great boyfriend who eats the French fries his girlfriend ordered for him.”

      I shake my head at her. “Do you know what sort of fat French fries are cooked in and what it can do to your insides?”

      Her response is to grab a fistful of fries from her plate and push them against my lips again so I have no choice but to open my mouth. Anyone else on the planet doing that sort of thing to me wouldn’t get away with it, but as I mentioned before, things are different with Harper Cole.

      Different in the most wonderful way.

      “Nope, and I don’t want to know,” she tells me as I take a few bites of the admittedly delicious French fries. “Sometimes, Topher, you need to let go and do something that feels good.”

      Like taking you in my arms and making you mine.

      “Is this your general view on life, or just on French fries?”

      She waggles her brows at me. “Everything.”

      “Hey there, you two,” a woman’s voice says, and I look up to see a pretty young woman who reminds me of the one sitting opposite me. She’s got long hair, the same shade as Harper’s, pulled into a ponytail, her cheeks a little fuller, her eyes hazel, but with the distinctive Cole features that make Harper so irresistible.

      Well, one of the many things that makes her so irresistible.

      What can I say? I’ve got it bad for her.

      “Ryn, what are you doing here? I thought you were at home,” Harper says, clearly thrown by the appearance of whom I can only think must be her sister.

      “Oh, I thought I’d pop by to meet the famous Christopher Young,” she replies, grinning at me.

      I stand, pushing my chair out and offering her my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ryn.”

      Her smile spreads. “Handsome and a total gentleman? Harper, you’ve hit the jackpot with this one.”

      Harper and I share a smile.

      Ryn eyes our meals. “Mm, you got the Second Chance burger. Mind if I steal some of your fries?”

      It’s posed as a question, but Ryn doesn’t wait for a response, collecting a handful of fries from her sister’s plate and stuffing them in her mouth.

      “Hey! Get your own,” Harper whines.

      “Can’t,” Ryn replies with a mouthful of fries. “No cash.”

      “Why don’t you take a seat? Harper has just ordered some more and I’d be happy to share some,” I offer.

      Harper throws playful daggers my way and I shrug at her, a purposefully pleasant smile on my face. “I ordered them just for you, honey,” she says sweetly.

      Ryn isn’t put off by her sister’s obvious disdain for her presence. She pulls out a chair and plonks herself down. “That is very kind of you, Christopher. It’s good to see some people have manners around here.” She throws a pointed look at Harper.

      Is it terrible I’m enjoying this sibling discord?

      Yes, it probably is.

      “No, please, go ahead, crash our date,” Harper says with more than a dollop of sarcasm.

      “That’s so sweet of you, sis.” Ryn’s tone is equally sarcastic. “So, Christopher, tell me about yourself.”

      “Ryn,” Harper warns.

      “What? You’re dating him, so I feel I have an obligation to you and the rest of the family to find out about this guy.” She smiles sweetly at me, and I can tell she can be a handful. “Where are you from? Where did you grow up? What do you do for a living? Oh, forget that. Everyone knows what you do for a living. You’re famous here in Hunter’s Creek.”

      “Am I?”

      “The guy who kissed my sister at the bar? Are you kidding? I’m surprised you’re not the lead story in the local newspaper.”

      I catch Harper’s eye. “What can I say? Your sister is a hard woman to resist.”

      Harper smiles at me before she averts her gaze and I swear I see a flush growing on her cheeks.

      “Oh, we Cole women are hard to resist. It’s a commonly known fact around here. It’s in our genes,” Ryn tells me without a hint of self-deprecation. “Right, Harper?”

      Harper lets out one of her light, tinkling laughs, her cheeks flushed pink. It makes her eyes appear even bluer, and my belly tightens with desire for her.

      “That is not a thing, Ryn, and you know it. I need to apologize for my sister. Unlike me, she hasn’t been properly trained in how to speak to people in public.”

      “Ha!” Ryn replies, her mouth full of fries.

      “One plate of fries,” Sheila says as she places the food on the table. She regards my plate through a critical eye. “You know these came with your burger, right?”

      “I had a change of heart,” I tell her.

      “I can see that. Enjoy!” She throws me a wink before she makes her way back toward the counter.

      I note Ryn virtually drooling. “Go ahead, help yourself.” I push the plate over toward her.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” she replies as she takes a large handful and pops them in her mouth one by one.

      “Are you here meeting someone? Because we really don’t want to hold you up,” Harper says.

      She shakes her head. “I wanted to meet Christopher and a little birdie told me you were here on a date.”

      I don’t need to ask which birdie because it could be one of many. Sheila may be a gossip, but she’s certainly not the only one in this town.

      Harper catches my eye and mouths, “Sorry.”

      I shake my head at her, smiling. Although I prefer being alone with Harper, meeting a member of her family is nice.

      “Ryn, what do you do for a living?” I ask.

      “I’m between jobs right now?” She poses it as a question, although it’s not meant to be one. “You know, I’m weighing my options, figuring out where I’m going next. I’m at a crucial juncture in my life, you see, and whatever decision I make next will dictate the entire direction of my life.”

      “What she’s saying is that she’s currently unemployed,” Harper clarifies for her.

      “I’m taking a career break,” Ryn clarifies with a shrug.

      “Ryn, to take a career break you need to first of all have a career,” Harper explains. “Isn’t that right, Topher?”

      I am not getting involved in this.

      Luckily, Harper doesn’t expect a response from me.

      “We can’t all get teaching jobs with a snap of our fingers, you know.”

      “No, you need a degree in teaching for that.”

      “Marlowe is easily my favorite sister,” Ryn tells me.

      “Marlowe?” I question.

      “She’s our older sister. She lives in Seattle,” Harper explains.

      “There’s three of you?” I tease.

      Keith’s wife, Rachel arrives at our table. “Well, isn’t this cozy? Harper with her new love and her little sister.”

      “Well, it was supposed to be a date,” Harper replies pointedly, looking at Ryn.

      “It’s still a date, just with the added bonus of the pleasure of my company. You’re welcome, by the way,” Ryn replies with a smirk.

      Yup, definitely a handful.

      “Do you two always get along this well?” I ask them.

      The sisters share a smile.

      “We’re only having some fun, right?” Harper says.

      “Right,” her sister agrees. “You’d do the same for me, too.”

      “Oh, count on it,” Harper replies.

      Some may take it as a threat, but observing these two, it’s more of a promise to gently rib one another. With my sister, Kelly, a full seven years younger than me, we didn’t have that sibling rivalry resulting in competition and bickering and the to and fro I’m seeing between these two right now. I was always the older, protective brother, looking out for my little sister, a role that was amplified tenfold when we lost our dad, and then our mom.

      Kelly in turn saw me as more of a surrogate dad, I guess, rather than a similarly aged annoying presence in the home. Consequently, I always find it fascinating to watch how siblings interact. It’s obvious to me that although these two sisters enjoy ribbing one another, they love each other, and I bet when the chips are down, they have one another’s backs in a flash.

      “Well, I only stopped by to make sure you’re all coming to the screening on Tuesday night,” Rachel says.

      “The screening?” I ask.

      “It’s the first episode of the new season of Serious Bite, the vampire show Harper’s ex is in,” Ryn explains.

      “There’s a screening for that?” I ask.

      “Oh, yes. Everyone in the town goes. We did it last season, too. It’s at the town hall,” Rachel replies.

      I flick my gaze to Harper. She’s frozen in her seat, her features pinched, and I know in an instant watching her ex at a public screening all the town attends is the last thing she would want to do.

      Rachel grins, clearly excited at the prospect. “It’s a lot of fun, but it takes work to set up the projector and the seating and all. I’m here to ask if you can help.”

      Harper’s pinched expression amplifies.

      “I’m not sure that’s appropriate,” I say, wishing we were back to gentle sibling ribbing rather than having to sit here and watch Harper’s reaction to her ex-boyfriend’s success being thrown in her face.

      Rachel seems to catch on to my meaning. “Oh. Right. Sorry. I hadn’t thought about it being an issue.”

      Harper lifts her lips into a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “It’s fine. Totally fine,” she says, sounding anything but, as far as I can tell.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Just because Dex and I broke up doesn’t mean we can’t talk about the screening. I know it’s something everyone looks forward to.”

      Ryn scoffs, and Harper glares at her.

      I place my hand over hers and shoot her an encouraging look. This is awkward for her. She may have broken up with the guy, but he’s still this town’s most famous son and they clearly want to celebrate his success.

      “Atta girl,” Rachel replies with a grin. “So, we can count on you to help out?”

      Seriously?

      I’m about to object when Harper replies, “I’d be happy to, Rachel. What do you need me to do?”

      “You’re crazy, you know that?” Ryn says, reflecting my own thoughts.

      Rachel takes what I imagine is her stern schoolteacher tone when she replies, “Harper has always been so giving in our community. You could learn from your sister, you know.”

      Instead of replying, Ryn stuffs a few more fries in her mouth and scowls at Rachel. Which is a fair call. Rachel is neither her parent nor her teacher.

      “I don’t mind. Really,” Harper insists.

      “I knew I could rely on you,” Rachel replies. Her eyes glide to mine in expectation.

      “If Harper is helping out, I would be happy to as well,” I say smoothly, despite the fact that helping set up for a screening of some vampire show, starring a guy who hurt Harper, is about the last thing I want to do.

      But if Harper is helping, I won’t let her do it alone.

      Rachel claps her hands together. “Well, that’s settled. See you at school tomorrow, Harper, and thank you for your help, Christopher.” She flicks her gaze to Ryn. “Bye, Ryn.”

      “Smell ya later,” she says, which makes me want to laugh out loud. What grown woman says “smell ya later?” Ryn Cole, that’s who.

      “You should be nicer to her,” Harper scolds when Rachel is out of earshot.

      “You should be less nice to her. Why did you offer to help out at the screening? You broke up with the guy, remember?”

      Harper shrugs. “It’s not about Dex. It’s about the people of Hunter’s Creek. They want to watch the first episode of the season, and I’m happy to help them do that.”

      I know she’s too nice to say no to anyone asking for favors. She is a Helper, after all, but if I were in her shoes, it would be the last thing I would do.

      “So, you’re telling me you’re going to sit there with all the townspeople and watch your ex on the screen with the co-star he left you for?” Ryn asks.

      Although I might not have been quite so blunt in my questioning, she has a point.

      “Why not? I’ve moved on.” Harper effects an air of nonchalance, but I know better. This hurts. Even though I’d prefer to calculate the effect of French fry fat on my arteries before I watch Dex Ryder play a vampire across from the woman he dumped Harper for, I need to be there for her.

      I only hope she needs me there, too.
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      There is no other reason I’m here other than helping Harper. I have less than zero interest in watching her ex-boyfriend run around in a vampire costume, sinking his teeth into pretty girls’ necks and generally being a jerk. Not that I have a clue which role Dex Ryder plays in Serious Bite, and sure, I may well be doing the guy a disservice by assuming he’s a jerk on screen as well as off.

      But then again, maybe I’m not.

      The thing is, I’m feeling a bit protective over Harper tonight. Okay, scratch that. I’m feeling a lot protective over Harper tonight. She has totally put herself out there for the townspeople, getting the town hall ready, preparing the snacks, and all with a smile on her lovely face.

      And here I am, the idiot who’s been helping her. The idiot who has spent every evening this week helping her with the kids’ festival performance rehearsals.

      I’ve realized something about myself. Something I didn’t expect I would ever do. Sure, I want to do a great job for Anderson and Smith. I want the promotion, there’s no two ways about it, but if I need to be here a little longer than my original two months in Hunter’s Creek, then so be it.

      And Harper Cole, looking gorgeous once more in another one of her daisy-patterned dresses, has nothing to do with that decision. Really. Nothing at all.

      And this is the lie I’ve been telling myself for weeks.

      But if I’m going to be real for a moment here, I have to ask myself one important question, a question that’s screaming at me right now. How the heck did this happen? How did I go from not wanting to be here in the first place, and only being here because I missed out on the big Chicago job Wyatt stole from under me, to slowing down my work so that I get to stick around longer? And for a woman.

      But not just any woman. Harper Cole is different. Sure, she’s beautiful, but there are plenty of beautiful women out there. In my experience, a lot of beautiful women, particularly those smart enough to know they are, often don’t bother to be kind to other people. They get by simply by being beautiful, and those around them bow down to them because of it.

      Harper is more than just extremely nice to look at. She’s fun and quirky and super smart. What’s more, she’s kind. She would help anyone, and I bet she does. She has a big heart, capable of offering so much to so many.

      But sometimes I think it’s to her detriment. Take tonight for example, the screening of the first episode of the new season of Serious Bite. All the townsfolk are here in the town hall, chatting eagerly among themselves as they wait for the show to begin. Harper has been here since she finished work, helping set up the chairs and prepare the snacks. I know, I’ve been here with her, and not because I’m posing as her boyfriend, but because I wanted to be here with her.

      You see, I’ve worked something out about her. Something important. Something at the very heart of who she is. Harper’s kindness is both her most attractive and endearing quality, and her biggest flaw.

      The problem with so many people is they take advantage of someone who’s kind and that’s exactly what’s happened tonight.

      I stand at the front of the hall and scan the room, looking for Harper. I spot her sister, Ryn, standing in the center aisle with Gabe, the barman from The Black Bear, and another woman who bears a striking resemblance to her.

      When Ryn sees me her face breaks into a warm smile, gesturing for me to join her.

      “It’s Topher,” she says as I approach the group. “Hey, this is Harper’s boyfriend.”

      The woman and Gabe both size me up and I smile at them.

      “Hey, there,” I say.

      “Topher, this is Gabe, who you already know, right?” She waggles her eyebrows at me suggestively, and it’s confirmed Ryn has heard all about Harper’s and my first kiss—along with the rest of the town.

      “Hey,” Gabe says with a lift of his square chin. He’s in a flannel shirt, along with most of the other men in the room.

      “Nice to see you again, Gabe,” I reply.

      “This is my other sister, Marlowe. The nice one. She’s home from Seattle,” Ryn continues.

      “Hey, there, Topher,” a woman with long auburn hair says, her lips curved in a smile.

      “It’s great to meet you. Harper didn’t mention you were coming.”

      “I’m here for the weekend to see the family. An impromptu visit. You know how it is. I’ve gotta say, it is so good to finally get to meet the guy who’s helped Harper move on from less green pastures.”

      Less green pastures. Subtle. It makes me wonder whether Marlowe liked Dex. A not so small part of me hopes she didn’t.

      “I’m glad I get to be the new green pasture.” I reply and am rewarded with a smile.

      “I’m hungry. Did your aunt make any of her sliders?” Gabe asks Ryn.

      “She did,” I reply, and he turns to me with a questioning look.

      “I helped Harper at the coffeehouse this afternoon,” I explain.

      Ryn raises her brows at me. “Did you, now?”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Marlowe states.

      “I’m gonna go get a slider. You coming, Ryn?” Gabe says.

      “Naturally,” she replies, and the two of them disappear into the crowd, leaving Marlowe and me.

      “Are you a Serious Bite fan?” I ask her.

      “Are you?”

      “Never seen it.”

      “Keep it that way.”

      “That might be a little hard, considering where we are right now.”

      She smiles at me, and it lights up her face, making her look more like Harper. “Good point.”

      She puts her hand on my sleeve. “You know, Topher, my sister has been through a lot in the last few months,” Marlowe says, her tone low and serious. “I don’t want to come across as one of those older, protective sisters who tells you you’d better be careful with my sister’s heart, but you’d better be careful with my sister’s heart.”

      Her eyes are intense as they’re trained on me, and I feel a deep responsibility of care for Harper—even though we’re only supposed to be pretending.

      In reality, I left that part of the deal behind a long time ago.

      A muscle twitches in my jaw.

      I remember a time when someone said those exact words to me: be careful with Harper’s heart. At the time, I had no difficulty assuring them her heart was safe with me and not for the reason they expected.

      All I felt for Harper was attraction. She was my opposite, not my type.

      Now? Now everything is different.

      You see, that’s the thing. I do care about Harper. Deeply care. I have grown to care for her in a way I did not see coming.

      I look forward to being with her, to talking about her day, to learning more and more about her.

      To simply being with her.

      I can’t remember ever feeling like this about another woman.

      Sure, I was attracted to Harper the moment I laid eyes on her, who wouldn’t be? She’s a vibrant, beautiful, sexy woman who has her own style and sense of who she is. But more than that, she’s funny and she’s smart as a tack, and being with her makes me forget what I’m supposed to be doing here. It makes me forget that I have a job to do and I need to do it efficiently and effectively so I can reach my long-held goal of getting the promotion, for moving my career ahead to where it should be.

      What started out as a distraction, a way to get the people of Hunter’s Creek to like me, has turned into so much more.

      I pull my lips into the closest semblance of a smile I can manage. What do I say to Marlowe? What do I say to a sister who has Harper’s best interests at heart? A sister who currently watches me like a hawk watches its prey.

      “I think Harper is great and I’ve loved getting to know her over these past few weeks. She’s a special person.”

      Marlowe narrows her gaze. “That makes it sound kinda temporary to me. Is it temporary, Topher?”

      I think of the job I’ve been sent here to do, how it has the timestamp on it, a clear end date. I may have slowed the work down, thanks to spending so much more time with Harper, but that doesn’t change the fact my job here will end sometime soon and I will be back in New York City, far from here.

      What’s more, I never had any intention of developing actual feelings for Harper. Deep feelings. Feelings I shouldn’t have.

      This was meant to be a short relationship with an expiration date, and a fake relationship at that.

      Nothing in Hunter’s Creek was ever meant to be lasting for me.

      I let out a breath. “I’m leaving town next month.”

      She looks stricken. “So, this isn’t serious for you?”

      How can I tell her it is, but it can’t be?

      “What can I say? It’s still new,” I begin, and then think better of it. This might be the weirdest situation—a situation in which I’m pretending to be in a relationship with someone I would love to be in an actual relationship with—but Marlowe deserves more from me than the platitudes I planned to offer her.

      So, I start again. “Rest assured, I think your sister is wonderful, and I care deeply for her. The last thing I want is to see her get hurt.”

      Marlowe’s features relax. “I’m not asking for you to have a crystal ball or anything like that, because I know none of us can see the future, but I did want to know you were in this for the right reasons and not just having a fling while you’re here in Hunter’s Creek, and will forget all about her when you leave.”

      I open my mouth to reply, to reassure her that what I feel for her sister is real—absolutely, one hundred percent real—when we’re interrupted.

      “Listen up, everyone!” Rachel says as she stands on the stage in front of the crowd. “The show is about to begin in a little over five minutes, which means you don’t have long to find your seat, which I suggest you do right now.”

      “That’s my cue to go,” Marlowe says to me.

      “Have you seen Harper? I’ve been looking for her.”

      “Do you seriously think she would be at the screening of her ex-boyfriend’s show?”

      “She did the set up and made the snacks, I assumed she would be here.”

      “You’re not so bright for someone super bright, are you? Of course she’s not going to be here. She’s not some weird masochist or something. Dex hurt her real bad. I know she’s moved on, but he’s the last person she wants to see. I would try Aunt Sheila’s café.”

      “But Sheila’s here, I saw her just now.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe Harper used her keys? We’ve all worked at Aunt Sheila’s coffeehouse, so we’ve all got keys. I bet she decided to hide out there while this is going on.” She gestures at the crowd around us. It’s got to be the whole town here, bar Harper.

      “Thanks. I’ll go look there.”

      I turn to leave but feel her hand on my sleeve once more.

      “I know how this thing started with you two, but—” She bites down on her lip.

      My intuition was right. Marlowe is the sister Harper confides in and she knows everything there is to know about her.

      With my heart pounding in my chest, I reply, “It’s gone way past that for me.”

      Her face morphs into a smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Go get your girl.”

      Emboldened, I reply, “That’s exactly what I intend to do.”

      I bid her goodbye and make my way through the crowd to the street outside, a sudden desperation to see Harper spurring me on.

      I can’t wait any longer.

      I can’t pretend any longer.

      I need to find her and tell her how I feel.

      No, forget that. I need to show her how I feel.

      The street is empty. It feels eerie as I make my way to the Second Chance.

      I look through the glass door with the sign turned to “closed” but it’s dark inside.

      My anxiety mounts. Where is she?

      It’s then I spy Harper, sitting on one of the sofas by the fireplace, a lamp illuminating her face. Her head is bowed as she reads one of the books from the bookshelf.

      I knock on the glass and she jumps in surprise, turning to see who it is. Her hand flies to her chest and I’m gratified to see her face break into a smile when she recognizes me.

      She makes her way across the floor and pulls the door open. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to find you,” I tell her, my voice gruff with my need for her.

      She shrugs. “You found me. Want to come in and join me? Sheila said I could stay.”

      “Why did she do that?” I ask as she closes the door behind me.

      “Earlier today when we were making sandwiches for everyone at the event, I told her I didn’t want to watch the show, and she suggested I stay here and eat chocolate cake.”

      I clock the plate and fork on the table by the sofa, empty but for a scattering of chocolate crumbs. “I see you took her up on her suggestion.”

      “I would ask if you wanted a piece, but I know better than to ask that. I could check to see whether Sheila has some leftover spinach stalks or plain lettuce, if you like?”

      “You’re teasing me.”

      “It’s fun.”

      We share a smile that reaches inside me and fills my chest with warmth.

      “You know what? I think I will have a piece of that chocolate cake,” I tell her and watch with satisfaction as her eyebrows ping up to meet her hairline.

      “Christopher Young is having sugar and carbs? Did you alert the media?”

      “I told you I eat them sometimes on special occasions.”

      “Is this a special occasion?” she questions.

      My gaze drifts down her face to her soft, inviting lips. Kissing her, showing her what she means to me, taking her in my arms and making her mine, is all I can do.

      I forget this thing between us isn’t real. I forget I’m only in Hunter’s Creek temporarily. I forget I’m only doing this job as a means to an end, to get the promotion I’ve wanted for so long.

      I forget all of it because in this moment there is only her.
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      My heart hammers hard in my chest, my breathing suddenly shallow. Christopher looks at me with such fire in his eyes it takes my breath away.

      “Harper, I had to find you,” he murmurs, his voice deep and full of want.

      I swallow. “Why?” I ask, hoping I know the answer, my own voice as breathless as his.

      “We’ve been pretending for so long now, and I need to tell you—” He breaks off.

      “What? What do you need to tell me?”

      “I’ve grown feelings for you, feelings I didn’t expect. Not in a million years.”

      “You have?” I ask, my voice trembling.

      He reaches for my hand. His is warm and big and reassuring, and sends a delicious jolt of electricity firing through my veins. Fire that tells me just how much I feel for this man.

      “From the moment we met, I felt a spark for you, and that spark has grown into something more, so much more than just attraction.”

      I swallow, the thudding of my heart loud in my ears. “I feel it, too.”

      The corners of his mouth lift into a smile, brightening his face and making me want to kiss him more than I’ve wanted to do anything in my life.

      “You do?” he asks.

      I need to be brave. “I—I want to make this thing real between us,” I say.

      All those times I felt like it was just me, that he was only playing the game, and had no genuine feelings for me. And now here he is, coming to find me when I hid away from everyone. Only it’s more than that. So much more.

      He wants to be with me.

      It’s just us. Him and me, and the overpowering, wonderful feelings we have for one another.

      Without uttering another word, in one deft move, he reaches for me and pulls me into his arms. He’s warm and firm and smells of Christopher, the scent filling my chest as I breathe him in, filling me with a desperate, all-consuming need for him.

      I tilt my face to gaze at him and our eyes lock for a moment before his lips come crashing down on mine, kissing me with such passion, it leaves me dizzy. I slide my hands up his firm back and tangle them in his neatly cropped hair as I return his kiss.

      The attraction neither of us has acted on, the feelings that have been growing and growing between us, culminate in this moment when we give ourselves to one another.

      Wholly and completely.

      All this time we’ve been playing make believe, I’ve wanted this thing between us to be real. For the longest time, I didn’t think he felt anything for me. I didn’t think he felt the way I do.

      On paper we are a disaster.

      He’s this buttoned-up, driven corporate type, only here in Hunter’s Creek to do a job before he leaves for bigger and brighter things. He’s going places, both literally and figuratively.

      Me? I’m the girl whose life got turned upside down by a guy, the girl whose hopes and dreams were pinned on one person, the girl who’s come home to where she belongs.

      We couldn’t be more opposite if we tried.

      But don’t they say opposites attract?

      They sure as heck feel like they do right now.

      I have to tell you one thing: I never knew buttoned-up men who look like Christopher could kiss like this.

      We come up for air after a dizzyingly long and passionate kiss that’s released all the pent-up feelings I’ve had for him, building and building since we first met.

      This kiss could not be more different from our first kiss, when I didn’t even know his name; the kiss I gave him to prove to the world that I was over Dex.

      Now, there’s no one else around. It’s him and me, and what I feel is real.

      “What do you think you’re playing at? Kissing me when no one is around to see?” I tease.

      He grins at me, and it crinkles the skin around his eyes, lighting up his face, and I think I fall for him a little bit more.

      “I figured we could get in some practice while we’re alone,” he replies, as he trails a finger down my cheek before coming to rest under my chin. “In fact, I think we could do better, don’t you?” He tilts my chin upward.

      “Oh, I think we’re going to need a lot more practice to get it right.”

      His lips claim mine again, and this time he lifts me into his arms and I let out an excited squeal. He carries me to the sofa where I was sitting, eating my cake and thinking about him before he arrived.

      Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought he would turn up at the coffeehouse and kiss me, Ross from Friends style.

      But, oh my, am I glad he did.

      He places me carefully on the cushions, his lips not leaving mine, and as he gathers me closer in his arms, we kiss and kiss with a mounting desire that makes me want so much more with him.

      Forget our differences, forget the expiration date. I want everything with him.

      “If I’d known you could kiss like this, I would have suggested we do it a long time ago,” he murmurs against my mouth.

      “If you remember right, I kissed you almost the first moment I saw you.”

      He chuckles, and it tickles my insides. “I remember, although I think I prefer doing it this way. Don’t you?”

      “A hundred percent yes.”

      We beam at each other like a couple of love-struck teenagers, and I have the urge to giggle.

      “I can’t believe you wanted to be with me,” I tell him.

      “Since the moment I saw you at the coffeehouse.”

      “The day we met?”

      “The day we almost met. I was struck dumb by your beauty.”

      “I thought you went a little quiet,” I reply with a laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever struck anyone dumb with anything before.”

      “I’m glad I was your first,” he murmurs.

      “Me too.”

      “How about you? When did you feel something for me?”

      “It was our first kiss. It started out weird, but then you seemed to lean into it and I thought, wowzers, this guy can kiss.”

      He lets out a laugh. “Wowzers, this guy can kiss?”

      I nudge him playfully. “There’s nothing wrong with saying that.”

      His eyes are soft when he replies, “No, there’s not.”

      “It took me by surprise. I didn’t think men who looked and acted like you would, you know, kiss like that.”

      “That wasn’t even my best work.”

      My belly tightens at the knowledge of what his best work is now. “Are you sure? Because that last kiss felt a lot like the one we shared in the bar,” I tease.

      “Is that so? Perhaps we should test that theory,” he replies as he brushes his lips tantalizingly against mine, sending bolts of desire through me.

      “Topher,” I murmur before I loop my hands around the back of his neck and kiss the heck out of him once more.

      A while later, he stretches out an arm for me to snuggle up against his shoulder, feeling the warmth of his chest behind me. We interlace our fingers. He feels solid and strong, and I relax into him in a way I don’t think I’ve relaxed since that terrible evening on the pier.

      “I could get used to this,” he tells me.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Just think, we’re missing your ex in costume, sinking his teeth into some victim right about now,” he says.

      “I like this a whole lot better.” Memories of Dex flash through my mind, but I push them away. Dex is the last person I want to think about, especially now that Christopher and I have finally confessed our feelings for one another.

      “I’m glad we’re here,” he says, looking around the coffeehouse. “It feels like a safe haven, away from everyone else.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? Maybe we need to move in?”

      “Do you think Aunt Sheila would be happy with that?”

      I let out a laugh. “As long as we did all the cooking and running of the place? Sure, why not?”

      “I’m not sure either of us wants a career change to café owner, do we?”

      “Ah, no.”

      “I met Marlowe.”

      “You did?”

      “She was at the town hall. She told me to be careful with your heart.”

      I think of my sister, the sensible one, the one who didn’t follow her boyfriend on his quest to realize his dreams. The one who instead followed her own dreams, all the way to Seattle.

      “Did she, now?” I’m torn between being annoyed with my sister for sticking her nose in my business—even if I know she did it with good intentions—and being grateful to her for saying what she did to Christopher, because it led him to me tonight.

      “I figured you confided in her. In fact, talking with her is what led me to think you may feel the same way about me as I do about you.”

      I tilt my face to look up at him. “Remind me to thank her when I see her next. I didn’t even know she was here. I guess I’ve been out all day, what with school and then getting the town hall prepped.”

      “That’s because you are an incredibly kind person.”

      “Kind or stupid. Take your pick,” I reply with a light laugh.

      “Definitely kind. You know what? I want to do this properly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’d like to take you out on a date, a first real date, not for show, not for anyone else. Just for you and me.”

      I reach up and give him a soft kiss on his lips. “I think I might be able to find the time, just as long as there’s some more guaranteed kissing on the table.”

      “You want to kiss me on a table?” he asks, his eyes dancing with mischief in a way I haven’t seen before.

      Most of the time, Christopher is serious with only touches of humor. Not tonight. Tonight, I’m seeing a different side to him, and it’s a side I want to see a lot more of. He’s relaxed, he’s happy, he’s flirty and fun.

      It’s wonderful.

      He plants a fresh kiss on my lips and it sends tingles through my body, all the way to my toes. “Harper Cole, I will kiss you on a table, next to a table, under a table, or anywhere you like.”

      “That sounds like sexy Dr. Seuss talk to me,” I reply with a giddy laugh, because the idea of kissing Christopher anywhere is one I can totally get on board with in a totally big, giddy way.

      We grin at one another, the happiness we both share at this new, wonderful development between us spilling over and filling the room.

      Who would have thought it? The guy I randomly chose to be my fake boyfriend, just because he was new in town, the guy I thought was stiff and formal and serious and more than a little grumpy, the guy I thought was my total opposite and never someone I would go for in a million years—has turned out to be my perfect match.
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      It’s later than usual when I arrive at the mill, but I don’t care. Last night, Harper and I sat on the coffeehouse sofas and ate chocolate cake, talking about anything and everything as we interlaced our hands, gazing at one another like a couple of idiots. Idiots in the best possible way, of course.

      And let’s not forget the phenomenal kissing.

      I know I can’t forget that.

      When I woke up this morning, I had the biggest smile on my face, and it took me a few seconds to work out why. When my mind turned to Harper, as it has every morning since I met her, I realized exactly why. And my smile grew.

      To put it simply, she makes me happy.

      Sure, I know this thing between us is very new and I’m only here to do a job before I move on to other projects. There’s an expiration date hanging over our heads.

      But I’m not going to let any of that dent my mood today, because right now, none of that matters. We feel things for one another, things neither of us expected to feel, and I want to enjoy it simply for what it is.

      And I seriously cannot remember the last time I woke up smiling.

      I place my laptop bag on my desk, unzip it, and set it up, ready for the day. Sitting down, I pull up the file entitled Legal Obligations and Requirements and start reading a report compiled by members of the executive team on consents issued for use of water, land, and local government requirements. It’s dry stuff, but I need the full picture, so read it I must.

      Although I have a lot of work to get through still, signs are pointing toward purchasing this mill. Calvin Cantor and his father and his father before him have run an efficient, profitable business, with all the relationships and consents and legalities taken care of. It’s a tightly run ship, and if my conclusions are right—and there’s no reason that they aren’t because I’m nothing if not thorough, even when I’m spending a little too much time with my favorite distraction—my bosses at Anderson and Smith will see this as a great purchase, needing very little intervention going forward.

      What that means for the townspeople of Hunter’s Creek is an almost seamless shift in ownership from the Cantor family to Anderson and Smith, and although I’m certain they’ll be put out when they discover I’m not the consultant I’ve presented myself as, with most of their jobs secure, I’m confident they’ll get over it.

      Besides, it’s better for my company to buy them than some other strip ’em and shut ’em down businesses out there.

      As for me? I can leave here knowing that not only have I done a good job, but my presence and the resulting decision will have minimal impact on the people of this town. I am almost assured the promotion I have wanted for so long.

      I’ll be financially secure, and with it so will Kelly.

      There’s a knock on my door, and I close my laptop before I say, “Come in.”

      A man I haven’t seen before pushes the door open, a tentative smile on his face. He’s got to be at least 50 years old, with salt and pepper hair, a closely cropped beard, and an open, smiling face. Of course he’s wearing the obligatory flannel shirt, but I barely even notice them these days.

      “Mr. Young? You don’t know me, but I’m Ed Cole. I’m Harper’s dad.”

      Immediately, I rise to my feet. “Mr. Cole, it’s great to meet you, sir. Please, come on in.” I offer him my hand and we shake.

      “I won’t hold you up. Harper told me she’s friends with you and it feels weird that I work here, and I’ve heard all about you from the guys, but I haven’t yet met you. I hope it’s okay I’ve dropped by.”

      “Of course it is. It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”

      He waves his hand in the air, a smile on his pleasant face. “You don’t need to call me sir. Ed will do.”

      “All right, Ed. You work here at the mill, I understand.”

      “I have all my life, like a lot of the folk around here. You grow up in a mill town, and unless you leave, you end up working at it.”

      “That makes sense. How many years have you worked here?”

      “It’ll be 33 come next summer.”

      “That’s quite some time to dedicate to one employer. You don’t find that a lot these days, I don’t imagine. There’s a lot more job hopping that goes on.”

      “Not around here there isn’t. Not a lot to hop to, if you get my drift.”

      I think of the small town of Hunter’s Creek and how the mill is the lifeblood of the place. Although there are small businesses, such as the Second Chance Café and the various stores, not to mention all those bear bars, without the mill, I don’t think Hunter’s Creek would exist. “No, I imagine not. Where are my manners? Can I offer you a coffee? I put a fresh pot on when I arrived a short while ago, like I do every morning.”

      “Because you’re the first in the office?”

      “That’s right, and I can’t face work until I have my caffeine fix.”

      He chuckles. “I hear that. I’m coming off the night shift, about to head home to catch some shuteye.”

      “So coffee is the last thing you want.”

      He shakes my hand once more. “It’s good to meet you. Harper says great things about you. You should come by for dinner soon.”

      “I’d like that, sir. Sorry, Ed. Force of habit.”

      Ed’s brows rise momentarily before his face creases into a smile. “I’ll be straight with you. To start with, when Harper mentioned she was seeing you, I was…concerned.”

      Although I suspect I already know the answer, I ask, “What were you concerned about exactly, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “That she had got in too deep, too fast with some guy none of us knew anything about, other than what people were saying about you, that is.”

      I press my lips together. “What people were saying about me?”

      Another question I bet I know the answer to.

      He looks uncomfortable. “You know, the usual suspicions about an outsider, especially one dressed in a fancy suit. We don’t get a lot of that around here, unless you’re dressed in your Sunday best for a funeral.”

      “I’ve been told that, but I can assure you, I’m here to do a job, nothing more.”

      “So...our jobs are safe?” He looks at me with hope in his eyes, and I want to assure him that indeed, his job is safe. That everybody’s job at the mill is safe, but the fact of the matter is, if Anderson and Smith decide to purchase the mill, I can’t make that assurance to anyone. Not even a man who has dedicated his entire working life to the place.

      Ed Cole doesn’t know the true purpose of me being here. No one in Hunter’s Creek does, not even Harper, and I made a promise to Mr. Cantor that I will keep it that way until the final decision has been made.

      “I’m not firing anyone, if that’s what you’re asking,” I reply. “In fact, I would go so far as to say this mill is run well. You need not concern yourself.”

      His face creases into a fresh smile, his relief palpable. “Well, that has made my day, son. On that note, I’m gonna head home to my lovely wife and daughters and catch some well-earned shuteye.” He extends his hand and we shake once more. “It was great to meet you, Christopher. Harper was right. You’re one of the good guys.”

      “Thank you.” I watch him leave before returning to my desk and leaning back in my seat, looking out the window at the lush green trees.

      Although we’ve really only just begun our relationship, I’ve had growing feelings for Harper since the moment I laid eyes on her. If I’m totally honest with myself, not only did I not expect to have feelings for her, but the depth of them has blindsided me. Sure, she’s a beautiful woman and easy to get along with. But I’ve dated beautiful women before, and never felt like this.

      And besides, Harper is so much more than simply a beautiful woman.

      For starters, I think about her all the time. I think about her when I go to sleep at night, and I think about her as soon as I wake in the morning. Her selflessness and willingness to help others is inspiring, and she’s worked her way into my every thought process.

      What would Harper do? Is a question I ask more often than I would like to admit. She’s a good person, a much better person than I could ever be, and it’s impossible not to be drawn to her, like the proverbial moth to the flame.

      Or in our case, the suit wearing, city slicker grump to the small town, quirky optimist.

      But the expiration date on our relationship looms. It’s non-negotiable. As soon as I’ve done my due diligence on the mill and made my recommendations, I’ll be gone.

      That is one firm line in the sand, and the closer we get to it, the more it’s hanging above my head in a way I didn’t see coming.

      As I make myself another coffee and chat with Suzanne, Keith, and the others in the office, working on the tasks I’ve allocated for the day, a seed of an idea germinates.

      At first, I disregard it as crazy, something in the realms of building a city on Mars or finding the lost city of Atlantis.

      But, that seed of a thought has begun to bloom into a fully blown tree.

      I want to ask Harper to move to New York with me.

      See? Crazy.

      But also kind of wonderful.

      That way, I will get to be with her while also pursuing my career, and achieving another step up the ladder. A step that will allow me to continue to help Kelly as well as ensure my own financial security.

      I know Harper loves being back in Hunter’s Creek, but she lived in LA, a city. In that at least it’s not so different from New York. The Big Apple, the city that never sleeps. A couple in their 20s, living in one of the most exciting cities in the world sounds good to me.

      Perhaps, given time, she would grow to love it?

      And I might be getting ahead of myself here, but maybe one day we could retire to Hunter’s Creek?

      Wait. I’m definitely getting ahead of myself.

      It feels incredible to even start to think about us in that way.

      I spend the rest of the week working on the consents, interrupted by friendly co-workers, stopping by to chat while providing me with relevant pieces of information. It’s like night and day in comparison with when I first got here, and I know that it’s only because of Harper. People have gone from distrusting me at first sight to accepting me, almost as though I’m one of their own.

      It feels both wonderful and terrible. I’m not one of their own, and the decision I come to at the end of my due diligence may very well impact their lives.

      But I won’t dwell on that. Not now, not when I’m happier than I have been in a long time, possibly ever.

      There’s a knock at my open door, and I look up to see Keith.

      “I’m heading home. See you tonight at the Spring Festival, right? I hear you’ve been helping Harper and the kids prepare.”

      Heat radiates across my chest at the thought of Harper.

      I slide my laptop into its bag and sling it over my shoulder. “It has been a lot of fun. Harper and the kids have been working so hard on their performance, I’m not going to miss it for the world.”

      He blinks at me a couple of times. “You’re leaving? But it’s only five o’clock.”

      I reflect on the fact that I no longer feel the need to work all hours God sends me. Not since Harper. “When in Hunter’s Creek, sometimes you’ve got to do what the locals do.”

      “Next you’ll be coming to The Bear for a drink with us without me having to twist your arm.”

      “Is that an invitation?” I ask as I switch off the office lights.

      Keith chuckles. “It sure is.”

      “Well, that is kind of you, but I need to go help Harper set up.”

      Keith gives me the side eye. “You keep having a goofy grin like that on your face when you think about your girl and we’ll be hard pressed to get rid of you when the job here is done.”

      I’ve got a goofy grin on my face? I rearrange my features to look more like the professional colleague I meant to be, rather than a lovesick puppy.

      Keith shakes his head at me, grinning. “I’m happy for you, man.”

      I’m happy for me, too.

      “See you at the festival.”

      “I’ll bring you a Santa hat.”

      I laugh. “Sure thing.”

      At the car park, we bid one another farewell and as I climb into my car, I smile to myself.

      I’ve got a plan to be with Harper, and I can only hope she agrees to it.
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      The lights glow against the evening sky as the townspeople set up their stalls around us with everything from flowers to fresh produce to arts and crafts. I stand back to get a full view of the bandstand on the town square, imagining what it will look like to have a row of Hunter’s Creek Elementary School kids in their Family von Trapp costumes, singing their hearts out in less than an hour’s time.

      “What do you think?” Christopher asks me from his position on the bandstand. “Do I need to move this mountain a little further to the right?”

      “Are you telling me you’re so brawny you can move mountains?”

      He flexes his arm muscles with a grin, and I let out a laugh.

      “You need to move because right now, you’re a total distraction.”

      He takes a few steps to the side. “Better?”

      “You’re still distracting, but at least now I can get an unobstructed view of Austria.” I stand back to assess the scene.

      It turns out the sets were as heavy as Meryl said they would be, and I’m thankful to have my “boyfriend” to help me. Of course, Christopher and I are no longer playacting, ever since the evening he came to find me at the Second Chance Café.

      I can’t deny I have deeper feelings for him than I would ever have expected to have—not only for him, but for anyone so soon after Dex—although being with him for real is amazing, we are still very new.

      What I can tell you now is he’s beyond perfect for me. Yes, we’re opposites, and yes, he can be a little serious and stuffy, but what I’ve realized is that works for me. I lighten him up and he, in turn, calms me down.

      But there is one thing: he’s leaving next month.

      I don’t want to get ahead of myself, thinking about what Christopher leaving town means for us. I know that expiration date is looming, the logical end to this new and wonderful relationship.

      I’ve tried to push it to the back of my mind. What’s the point of thinking about the end when we’re at the very beginning of something new and exciting? I’ve only just recovered from one man turning my life upside down. I need to take a moment. I need to enjoy what this thing is without getting worked up over it.

      Because this thing feels nothing short of amazing.

      “Actually, there’s a gap between the mansion and the second mountain on the right. Can you nudge the mountain screen that-a-ways a touch?” I gesture to the right.

      “Whatever you want, boss,” he replies with a cheeky smile that makes my belly fill with butterflies.

      “You know I love it when you call me boss. It’s about time you worked out who’s really in charge here,” I tease as I glide my eyes over him. Instead of the usual perfect suit and tie combo he loves so much, today he’s rocking the jeans he wore the night he gave me the daisies, with a thick overcoat and scarf. He went to his cabin to change after work into his “workwear,” as he calls it. It might not be a pair of work boots and a flannel shirt, but it’s a start.

      I like this look on him. The real Christopher has somehow broken free of his stiff, buttoned-up armor—while still looking ridiculously hot, of course.

      It’s hard to believe how much he’s relaxed. He would never have called me boss or shot me a cheeky grin when I first met him. Now? It’s as if I’m getting to see the authentic Christopher Young. And I like what I see.

      He shifts the heavy plywood set to the right, closing the gap. “Is that good?”

      “Perfect.”

      “You can’t get better than perfect.” In one deft move he jumps down from the bandstand.

      He comes to a stop beside me, and together we look at the set up—although I’ll admit, I’m thinking less about the performance ahead and a lot more about his proximity, close enough that he could easily wrap his arm around my waist and pull me into him in one of those wonderful kisses we seem to be so very good at.

      But there’s no time for that, not even if I want there to be. And oh my, I do want there to be. I instructed the parents of the performers to bring their children here, and they’ll start to arrive any minute.

      “I met your dad today,” he tells me, and I look at him in surprise.

      “You did? How did that happen?”

      “He dropped by my office to say hi.”

      “Did he now? Sounds like my dad. I guess he was being nosy, like the rest of the town.”

      I glance around and notice a couple of the townspeople watching us. I shoot them a smile, and they smile awkwardly back, clearly caught out, before they return their attention to setting up their stalls. You would have thought Christopher and I were old news by now, but it seems the town’s newest couple is still endlessly interesting.

      If only they knew how very new we are.

      “What would the townsfolk do if we weren’t dating each other?” I ask him with a laugh. I lift my gaze to his and see him smiling back at me, his eyes alight. Immediately, my heart thuds, just as it did when we were at the café, as it always does when he’s nearby.

      “I like that we’re dating. Really dating, that is.” His voice is low and intimate.

      My happiness makes it impossible not to grin. “Me, too.”

      The edges of his lips curve into a smile, reaching inside and tickling my belly.

      Why does he have to look so kissable when we’re surrounded by townsfolk? Not that being surrounded with people has stopped me from kissing him before…Without overthinking it, I loop my hands around his waist and pull him in for a soft kiss.

      “Maybe we could pick this up after the festival when we don’t have quite the same audience?” he says, and I turn to see more stall owners watching us.

      I raise my eyebrows in mock offense. “Mr. Young, this is an entirely fake arrangement, you understand.”

      His eyes are dancing when he replies, “I wasn’t sure there was anything fake about the kissing part.”

      Am I blushing?

      I feel the heat rise on my cheeks. Yep, definitely blushing.

      Meryl arrives and we immediately untangle ourselves. “Hello, you two. Doesn’t this look terrific? I knew you would pull it off.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. The kids haven’t performed yet,” I reply.

      “Well, so far, so good. Thank you so much, Christopher.”

      “My pleasure,” he replies with one of his head nods.

      I can’t help but smile, remembering how he’d done just that to me that first day when we almost met at the coffeehouse. I’d even wondered if he’d grown up in Japan, but that was before I knew him, before I understood the stiff, formal façade of his is just that: a façade. The real Christopher is warm and fun and smart, and quite possibly the best man I’ve ever known.

      His eyes alight on mine, and we share a smile.

      I feel so very lucky to have him in my life.

      “I’ll get the steps from your trunk for the smaller kids,” he says.

      I hold out the keys for him. “Thanks, Topher.”

      Both Meryl and I watch as he walks away.

      “You two are just adorable. You make sure to hold on to him,” Meryl says.

      Our approaching expiration date twists my belly, reminding me that no matter how happy Christopher and I may be, one day in the not-so-distant future, he will be gone. And with him, us.

      “I love being with Christopher, but he’s leaving next month. His job here will be done.” Sadness stabs my chest.

      “Love finds a way, Harper. Surely you know that?”

      “Love?” I say, my voice breathless. I flick my eyes to Christopher. He’s opened the trunk of my dad’s old car to pull out the steps. The sight of him makes my heart flutter. I know I feel so much more for him than simply attraction.

      But love? Do I feel love for him?

      “Of course,” Meryl replies, as though us being in love is the most natural thing in the world. “I’ve seen the way you look at one another. You can’t hide your feelings, Harper. It might be new, but I can tell what you have is real. He’s good for you. He suits you.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but then close it again. What we have may be real, but we haven’t even been on our first date as an actual couple. The time we’ve spent together until the night he came to find me at the café has been part of our playacting.

      I suppose I got to know the real Christopher through it all.

      I swallow down a rising lump.

      “Now, before I forget, Annabelle Cartwright has decided not to return to work once her maternity leave is up, and I thought you might be interested in applying for the permanent position of second-grade teacher at Hunter’s Creek Elementary.”

      It takes me a moment to switch from wondering whether I love Christopher to hearing what she’s telling me.

      “You want me to apply for the permanent position?” I ask.

      “Yes! I think you’d be perfect for the job.”

      This is my dream come true. I could punch the air. I don’t, but I could.

      “Are you kidding me? I’d love to apply,” I gush.

      She beams at me. “I thought you might feel that way. Get your application to me by the end of next week and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “Thank you, Meryl. This means a lot to me.”

      “You’re a great teacher, Harper, and you’re willing to go the extra mile.” She gestures at the stage. “I think you’ll be a great addition to our team.”

      She’s talking like I’ve already got the job, but I’m not going to get ahead of myself. I still need to go through the application and interview process.

      “I think I will too, if that’s okay to say?”

      She lets out a light laugh. “Good luck with the performance. I’ll be watching. Right now, I need a hot chocolate. It’s cold out.”

      The parents begin to arrive with their children, and I get them up on the bandstand so they can familiarize themselves with the set. Although we had a rehearsal here earlier in the week, cut short by rain, the set wasn’t here, nor were the distracting people.

      Rachel arrives with Keith. Grinning up at us, she says, “Hello, all. Loving the green and white dress, Ms. Cole,” she says as she sweeps her gaze over me.

      I’ve got my von Trapp Family Singers dress on under my coat. Between some very helpful parents and me, we managed to sew outfits for the kids made from the same material, a close match to the costumes Julie Andrews and the children wore in the film.

      We look cute in a 1960s Hollywood take on World War II Austria kind of way.

      If that’s a thing.

      I shoot Rachel a sardonic smile. “I’m a little concerned there might be some copycat dressing going on tonight.” I gesture at the kids in their matching costumes.

      “Isn’t it terrible when that happens?” she replies with a laugh.

      I herd the children to the tent behind the bandstand where the parents help them out of their coats and I check their costumes.

      Christopher arrives as I’m assembling the children, ready to head out onto the bandstand to perform.

      “It’s the von Trapp Family Singers! What happened to the kids from Hunter’s Creek Elementary? I was sure they were supposed to be here tonight,” Christopher remarks as the children gather, ready to perform.

      “What do you mean, Mr. Christopher?” asks Daniel, one of the younger kids in the troop.

      “I’m concerned about those kids because they were supposed to be here, but you guys have turned up instead,” he replies.

      The kids laugh, and one of them insists, “We are the kids from Hunter’s Creek Elementary.”

      Christopher crinkles his brow as though he’s confused. “No, you’re the von Trapp Family Singers. I know. I’ve seen the movie, and I must say, you’re all looking remarkably well considering it was filmed about 60 years ago.”

      The kids laugh again, and I smile. I can’t believe I thought he was a grump.

      “Really, Mr. Christopher, we are the kids from the school,” Lori says.

      “Yeah! Ask Ms. Cole,” Ollie agrees.

      All eyes turn to me, including Christopher’s.

      “I think what Mr. Christopher is saying is that you look so much like the von Trapp Family Singers that he couldn’t tell you apart. Isn’t that right, Mr. Christopher?”

      His face creases into a grin. “That’s right. I can’t wait to hear you all sing.”

      The kids have gotten to know Christopher a little when he’s been around for practices over the last couple of weeks. It’s touching to see how easily he relates to them, showing them warmth and support in a way I didn’t anticipate.

      But then there’s a lot to Christopher Young I didn’t anticipate.

      “Mommy says we’re going to bring down the house, but we’re outside.” Amelia, another of the students from my class says. She looks up at me and asks, “I hope nothing lands on our heads.”

      “It’s an expression, honey. It means everyone is going to love our performance and clap and cheer so hard it’ll sound like our house falling down,” I explain, to a look of relief on the little girl’s face.

      Bernie, the local butcher, and MC for tonight’s performances, pokes his head around the tent and tells us we’re on next.

      I straighten some of the kids’ costumes, before I say, “Okay, gang. Let’s do this.”

      “Yeah!” exclaims Cody, who’s playing an older von Trapp child.

      Christopher gives my arm a squeeze. “You’ll do great. See you after.”

      “Thanks.”

      I feel like a nervous mother duck leading her ducklings on their first waddle to the pond as we make our way onto the bandstand stage. The audience bursts into applause as we take our positions to perform our first song.

      Ready, but feeling the chill, I turn to the children and say, “Remember to keep your chins up and smile at the audience, and we’ll do just fine.”

      Several of the children nod at me in grim determination, nerves clearly getting the better of them.

      “All set?” Bernie asks, and I give him the thumbs up.

      Bernie says into the microphone, “Ladies and gentlemen, Hunter’s Creek Elementary will now perform songs from The Sound of Music. Take it away, Ms. Cole.”

      I sound the first note on a harmonica I pull from my pocket, and we sing about female deer and the golden sun and a needle pulling thread. Our singing might not get us anywhere on a talent show—other than maybe out the door—but what we lack in talent, several of us more than make up for in cuteness.

      The next song is all about our favorite things, which for these kids don’t include door bells or sleigh bells or eating Schnitzel with noodles, but that’s the way the song goes and it pulls together nicely. When I asked the kids what their favorite things were before we learned this song, they told me video games and Lego and American Girl dolls. We discussed how, maybe, these things might not have been readily available in Nazi occupied Austria and agreed to sing the original words.

      It’s quite a wordy song, and a couple of the kids fudge their lines, but if anyone cares they sure don’t show it, the audience bursting into rapturous applause at the end.

      Looking out at the audience, I catch Christopher’s eye. He’s beaming at me, his face aglow, and I know he’s proud of us.

      It’s then it strikes me, right in the chest.

      I want more from him than he can offer.

      This new thing between us has to last for as long as it can. I don’t want it to come with a non-negotiable expiration date.

      I want us to feel as though we have a lifetime stretching in front of us in which we can explore our new relationship and learn everything there is to learn about one another.

      In reality, his work here will soon be done and he’ll go to literally the other side of the country, taking the job he has worked hard to get, the job he so deserves. I’ll be here in Hunter’s Creek where I belong, with my friends and family and working at the school I love.

      Everyone knows long distance relationships don’t work. There’s nothing either of us can do about it. We have a limited time together, and no matter how I feel about him, no matter how surprisingly deep my feelings for him are, he and I were never meant to be.

      The thought has a lump rising in my throat, and I push it away as quickly as I can. Now is not the time to reflect on what I want from Christopher, not when I’m performing with the kids.

      I know I need to see this for what it is: a short-term thing with no strings and no future. It doesn’t matter how I feel about him. We can’t be anything more to one another.

      Even if my heart tells me I’m falling for him.
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      The following Monday, sitting with a math group, I give the kids a task to complete and gaze out the window, thinking about Christopher.

      After our super successful performance on Friday night at the festival, Christopher and I walked around the stalls, hand-in-hand, sampling food, drinking hot chocolate, and enjoying being with one another. We spent most of the weekend together, brunching on Saturday, watching a movie, cuddled up on his sofa in the evening, and hiking through the forest on Sunday, followed by coffee at Aunt Sheila’s café.

      We saw half the town, all of whom noticed us, but it didn’t matter. We weren’t doing it for an audience. We were doing it for us, and it was bliss.

      And today, I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face if you paid me.

      “Why are you smiling so much today, Ms. Cole?” Caleb, one of my students, asks me.

      “It’s because she’s happy,” Sofia explains, with the mini teacher vibe she’s got going on. “Isn’t that right, Ms. Cole?”

      “Some people smile because they’ve got brain tumors,” Amelia, the budding doctor of our classroom, tells us.

      “That’s not true,” Sofia complains. “That’s not true, is it, Ms. Cole?”

      “You’re getting a little off topic. We’re doing math equations, not discussing brain tumors,” I tell them.

      “Is that because you have a brain tumor?” Amelia asks, her brows pulled together in concern.

      “I don’t have a brain tumor.”

      “See? Told you so. Ms. Cole is smiling because she’s happy,” Sofia says with satisfaction.

      “Let’s focus on math, rather than my smile, shall we?” I suggest.

      The door to the classroom bursts open, making a loud bang as it hits the wall.

      What the…?

      I turn in surprise to see Dex stepping into the classroom, a determined look on his handsome face.

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      Dex is here? In Hunter’s Creek? In my classroom?

      How?

      What?

      Why?

      So many questions boil over in my brain, it’s impossible to think.

      I leap out of my chair, heart pounding like a drum, belly churning with a flood of emotions. Shock, excitement, anger, and confusion. Definitely confusion.

      He strides into the roomful of kids gaping at him, and comes to a stop by my side.

      “Dex. Wh-what are you doing here?” I stammer as he looms over me.

      He glances briefly at the children seated at the table, watching him closely, waiting in anticipation to hear what this famous man from TV has to say.

      “I came to see you, Harps,” he says simply.

      “But...why?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      He steps closer to me, his hand held across his chest. Of course he looks breathtakingly handsome. With Dex, that’s a given. His loose-fitting white linen shirt is open, revealing a little too much of his sculpted pecs than is strictly acceptable in a children’s classroom, tucked into a beaten-up pair of jeans with artfully placed rips I bet cost more than my weekly paycheck. He’s wearing a handful of necklaces around his neck.

      It takes me a second to realize he’s wearing the same outfit he was the night at the pier when he dumped me.

      Is it a conscious choice? And if it is, why? Is he trying to remind me of that night? Because that’s cruel. That’s—

      “I’m here because I need to see you, Harps. I need to tell you something.”

      My gaze darts around the classroom, taking in the bewildered looks on the kids’ faces.

      “Dex, I’m working,” I say to him with a meaningful stare.

      Surely he can see how inappropriate this is?

      “I know, but this can’t wait, Harps. I’m sure the kids will be fine if you give them some candy or something.”

      An excited ripple flows through the room at the mention of candy.

      “Do you have candy, Ms. Cole?” Caleb asks.

      “Do you? Because I like candy,” Sofia says.

      “Of course you do. Everyone loves candy,” Amelia states with certainty.

      “Can we have some? Please?” Caleb asks.

      “Please?” The rest of the class echoes.

      I throw Dex a dark look. “Thanks for that.” My tone may ooze sarcasm, like, a lot.

      He shrugs, offering me his dazzling smile. “The kids want candy.”

      “I am not giving them candy,” I reply to deflated sighs and awws and oh nos from the students. “Mr. Ryder doesn’t know that we have a no candy rule at our school,” I explain to them, although it’s really to explain it to Dex.

      “That sounds like a dumb rule. Right, kids?” Dex says with his arms outstretched as though he were some magnanimous giver of candy. Which he’s not, unless he brought some with him. That would be weird.

      “We want candy!” several of the children chime.

      Amelia puts her hand up in the air. “Excuse me, Ms. Cole?”

      “What is it, Amelia?”

      “I don’t want any candy because I know it’s against the school rules and also because my mummy tells me it will give me cavities and I don’t want cavities.”

      I smile at her, Amelia my rule follower. Every classroom has at least one, preferably more.

      “Harps,” Dex says, pulling my attention back to him. “I need to tell you how I feel and I need to do it now.” His voice is full of urgency. “The moment I realized what I need to tell you was the moment I decided I would stop at nothing to find you, which is exactly what I’ve done. I came to Hunter’s Creek to find you.”

      I bet he didn’t catch the greyhound bus like I did.

      I open my mouth to protest because, let’s face it, we have an audience of 25 seven-year-olds and, having no clue what he’s about to say to me, I’m not sure it’s appropriate for them.

      But Dex has always wanted what he wants when he wants it, and right now he very clearly wants to say something.

      “I made the biggest mistake of my life and for that I am deeply, deeply sorry. I love you with all my heart and I want you back. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive—.”

      His speech is interrupted by an indignant voice. “Hey, mister! You can’t bust in here. We’re doing math,” Amelia protests.

      “That’s right. We’re doing math,” another kid, Kari, says, her voice super high with outrage. “It’s math, and it’s real hard.”

      I press my lips together to suppress a smile. Is it wrong for me to love my kids for defending our classroom from this invasion?

      I’ll admit, I have fantasized about this moment so many times, the moment when Dex finds me to tell me he was wrong, and he still loves me, and wants me back.

      Lying in my bed at night, I would stare at the ceiling, picturing how it would feel to hear him say those words. Words I had wanted to hear for so long. I would think about what I would say to him in response.

      In my first fantasies in those early days, it would be to rush into his arms and tell him I forgave him for everything and all that mattered was that he was back.

      Over time, that speech changed. It was a gradual change, sneaking up on me until the entire premise of the speech shifted.

      I went from simply wanting him back at any cost to feeling a deep sense of anger with him for what he had done to me. I was angry with him for having allowed me to support him all those years—both emotionally and financially—and I was angry he dropped me like a hot potato the moment he smelled success.

      I always put him first. I put his career before mine. His wants before mine. I was selfless and did it for love. And how did he thank me? By moving on to the next girl.

      But then, about the time I returned to Hunter’s Creek, it dawned on me that sure, he was the jerk in this situation, no doubt about it, but I was the one who let it happen. I allowed myself to put my own needs aside to support him.

      It turns out the flipside of Christopher’s Enneagram Helper has nothing to do with Death Stars and Darth Vader. It’s exactly what he told me: I people-pleased the heck out of Dex. I put his needs so far before my own, it was completely to my detriment.

      I know it was a thoroughly noble thing to do. Putting someone else first is the thing we do for the people we love. It’s what makes us decent humans, but for it not to be reciprocated or even appreciated? For it to be regarded as simply nothing?

      Yeah, I was a fool.

      At that point I realized, although I still love Dex—he was my first love and we shared so much—I could never be with him again, not without compromising myself. And I’m not prepared to compromise myself anymore, not for Dex, not for anyone.

      I take a deep breath and begin, “Kids, Mr. Ryder and I need to have a grown-up talk later,” I glare at Dex. “But for now, I’m asking him to leave so I—”

      For the second time in as many minutes, someone bursts into the room, stopping me dead in my speech. This time, it’s Meryl’s turn, and she’s so pink and winded, she looks like she’s run up a steep hill. “Dexter, there you are,” she says between breaths. “Jeanette told me you asked which room is Harper’s.” Her eyes dart between Dex and me.

      “Hey, Mrs. Holmes,” Dex drawls. “You still a teacher here?”

      “I’m the principal,” she sniffs, standing taller and puffing out her chest.

      “Cool. I want to talk to Harps about something.”

      “I was just about to tell him I could meet him after school,” I begin.

      Meryl waves her hands in the air. “Go ahead and talk to him now, Ms. Cole. I’ll look after your class.”

      “But—” I protest.

      “Go,” she insists. “We’ll be fine, won’t we, children?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Holmes,” Amelia replies.

      “Okay,” I concede, and Dex fist pumps the air.

      “I’ve got a sweet ride outside. Let’s go sit in it,” he tells me as we walk out of the room together.

      The last thing I want to do is sit in Dex’s “sweet ride” with him. It’ll bring on high school memories. Dangerous high school memories.

      I tell the students to get back to their math work and to ask Mrs. Holmes if they need any help.

      “Thanks. We won’t be long,” I say to her.

      “Just make sure you remember Christopher,” she replies under her breath.

      I smile at the mention of his name. “I will.”

      “Who the heck is Christopher?” Dex asks.

      “Mr. Christopher is Ms. Cole’s boyfriend,” Amelia informs him without delay.

      I grimace. Not helpful, Amelia.

      “You’ve got a boyfriend?” Dex asks me, wide-eyed in disbelief.

      As if it’s so unlikely I might have a boyfriend!

      “Let’s go outside. We can speak privately there,” I reply.

      I lead him around the playground to one of the benches wrapped around an old oak tree.

      I turn to face him. “Okay, now we’re alone, do you want to start from the top?”

      He runs his fingers through his hair, a familiar gesture that reminds me of happier times. “I miss you,” he says simply. He reaches for my hands and takes them in his, fixing me with his gaze. “Harps, I made a terrible mistake. Horrible. I should have never broken up with you. I’ve missed you every single day.”

      I blink at him. “You’ve missed me every day? But I’ve never heard from you, not one word, and it’s been over three months now.”

      “It feels like three years.” He squeezes my hands. “I want you back, Harps. Permanently. You and me, forever.”

      “Dex, you left me to be with your co-star.” I can’t quite bring myself to say her name. “According to the media, you two are still very much together.”

      It’s impossible to avoid hearing about Dex in this town.

      He reaches up and brushes the hair away from my face. “I love that you’ve been checking up on me.”

      “Dex, I haven’t been checking up on you. You’re big news here. Everyone wants to talk about you. We even have a weekly public screening of each new episode of your show in the town hall.”

      He grins. “I heard about that.”

      “Not the point.”

      “No, I know it’s not. The point is, we’re not together anymore, me and Serenity. She wasn’t right for me. Sure, she’s beautiful and sexy and being with her was a ride, but you’re the one I love, Harps. You’re the one I’m meant to be with. Can’t you see that? It’s always been me and you, Dex and Harps. You’ve got to know that.”

      I swallow hard, and my heart does weird things in my chest. He’s standing here, holding my hands, and telling me the words I have waited so long to hear.

      Why am I not excited? Why do his words leave me cold? Dex was all I ever wanted. I changed my life to be with him, until he left me, but now he’s back.

      “So?” He asks me, his eyes alight with hope as a confident smile teases his lips, the lips I know so well. “What do you say?”

      “I—”

      What do I say? What do I say to the man I fell in love with when I was a teenager? The man I’ve always loved. The man I changed my whole life for.

      “If you’ve been dating some guy named Christopher, I won’t mind. Really, I won’t. We’ve both seen what it’s like to be with other people, which is what’s made us realize that what we had was so special. Because it was special. It is special.” He cups my face in his hands, his gaze intense. “Whatever you’ve done, whoever you’ve been with, let’s move on. Together. You and me.”

      Before I have the chance to process what he’s saying, let alone form any actual words, he leans down and presses his lips against mine.

      I breathe in his familiar scent, feel his arms wrap around me and pull me close against him. For a moment, it feels as though we could go back to what we had before. It could be so easy. We were together for a long time. I grew up with him. He helped shape the person I have become. It’s hard to simply walk away. It’s hard to close the door permanently, no matter how I feel about Christopher.

      Christopher.

      I pull back from Dex, breaking our kiss.

      “Harps? What is it?” Dex asks with a note of annoyance in his voice.

      It’s at that moment I look over at the parking lot. I don’t know why, but something draws my attention. Standing by his car, holding a cellophane-wrapped basket, tied with a bow, and watching me with a look of what I can only describe as devastation on his face, is Christopher.
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      Feeling like a fool, standing in a parking lot holding a fruit basket as the woman I have feelings for kisses another man, my eyes land on the gardener, bent over a flower bed.

      “Excuse me?” I say, and the man rises to his feet.

      “For me?” he asks with a wry smile.

      I’m not in the mood for jokes.

      “Could you deliver this to Ms. Cole for me? I…I don’t want to bother her.”

      He opens his mouth to reply but I shove the basket into his hands before he utters a word.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “No problem,” he murmurs.

      “Thanks.” I give him a stiff nod before I turn away and stride over to my car, my need to get the heck out of here growing by the second.

      What was I thinking, making a surprise middle-of-the-day visit to Harper’s school to give the kids a fruit basket to congratulate them on how well they’d done at the festival performance? Surprising people can so easily backfire, particularly when you’re surprising someone you’ve only recently become emotionally entangled with.

      Seeing Harper and a man in a passionate embrace is the universe’s way of telling me that surprises are never good.

      And here’s the crazy thing: I came here on a complete impulse. I’d dropped one of the finance guys off at the airport in the neighboring town and wanted to see Harper.

      And see her I did, but not in the way I wanted to.

      Not with another man.

      And not just any man: Dex Ryder, her ex.

      Yeah, I Googled him. When the woman you’re falling for has a significant ex, someone they were once serious about, you do that kind of thing. I’m not proud of it, but at least I know who she’s with.

      How stupid can a guy get?

      I’ll tell you how stupid. Stupid enough to give up the time I could have been working to get this job done so I could be with her. I got on board with Harper’s ridiculous scheme to fake date, but I didn’t stop there.

      Oh no, that would have been too easy.

      What did I do? I went and fell for her. Fell for her in a way I’ve never fallen for anyone in my life. Not because I haven’t allowed myself to, but because I thought she was different.

      I thought she was the one.

      As I pull my car into the mill parking lot, I heave out a breath.

      All along, I was correct. I need to forget about falling in love. I need to forget about finding happiness.

      What I need to do is work hard to achieve my goals. It’s the way I’ve lived my life for years. Determined focus, that’s what I can rely on. It’s the way I should have been living my life in Hunter’s Creek, instead of running around with the Hallmark pretty woman, pretending to be in a relationship.

      I make my way to my office and close the door with a little more force than is strictly necessary.

      Okay, I slam it.

      I’m not proud.

      I take a couple of breaths to calm myself. I’m not a hothead, not one of those guys who goes around grunting and beating his chest and acting like some kind of caveman.

      That’s not me.

      I need to get control of myself. I’m Christopher Young, Mergers and Acquisitions lawyer at Anderson and Smith, here to do a job before I take the next step up the ladder of my career.

      That’s why I’m here.

      That’s what I need to focus on.

      But try as I might, I can’t get the image of Harper with Dex out of my head.

      I slide my suit jacket off and hang it over the back of my chair before I take a seat at my desk. I’ve got a lot of work to get through, and I can’t let the distraction of recent events pull me any further from my focus.

      There’s a tentative knock at my door.

      “Come back another time,” I instruct without looking up from my screen. I’m not in the mood to talk to anybody.

      The door creaks open and I look up in irritation to see Harper standing in the doorway, a look of apprehension on her face.

      My jaw twitches as I look at her. Of course she’s apprehensive. I caught her with another man. I bet she’s here to explain—and break up with me.

      I’m not in the mood for either of those things.

      “I have work to do,” I tell her through gritted teeth.

      “Can you please let me explain?”

      I tighten my jaw, lean back in my chair, and steeple my fingers like I’m a villain in a B-grade movie. “You have the floor,” I say, in my best lawyer voice.

      I watch as she closes the door softly behind her and takes a few tentative steps toward my desk. There’s no way I’m moving from my seat. I’ve got the desk as a buffer between the two of us, and that’s where I am remaining, out of reach.

      Nervous, she twists her mouth, but it forms no words.

      “Harper, you’ve interrupted my work, so please, say what you’re here to say so that I can get back to it.”

      I know I’m being cold. No one likes to get dumped, especially for another guy.

      “You’re angry.”

      “You think?”

      “I get that and I’m really sorry, but I need you to know that it wasn’t me who kissed Dex.”

      I pull my lips into a thin line and wait for her to continue. I know what’s coming next. He kissed her, but she remembered how much she loves him and now they’re back together and she and I are history and she hopes I’ll be okay with that and blah blah blah.

      She wrings her hands and paces the room. “The thing is, Dex turned up totally out of the blue and told me he wants me back.”

      So far, so expected.

      “He kissed me. I didn’t ask for it. You’ve got to believe me.”

      She looks so distraught that I soften a little. I might be angry with her, I might be heartbroken, but I still care for her and don’t want to see her like this.

      I decide to let her off the hook.

      “I know what you’re about to say and it’s fine,” I begin. “We started out as a ruse and sure, there may have been some genuine feelings on my part and a few kisses along the way, but we’re both adults. Right?”

      Without my permission, my thoughts turn to what it feels like to kiss Harper, to hold her in my arms, to feel her soft lips against mine, to know she wants me as much as I want her.

      I push the thoughts away.

      Not helpful.

      “We’re adults, but—”

      “But nothing. I understand. You were in love with Dex. You still are. It’s fine,” I tell her, not meaning a word.

      She pulls her brows together and steps closer to me so that only the desk is between us. “Here’s the thing. Dex came to tell me he wants me back, but I don’t want him back. Not now, not ever.”

      It takes a long moment for her words to sink in.

      “I saw you with my own eyes. He had you in his arms. You were…kissing.” The word catches in my throat.

      She shakes her head, her hands clasped at her waist. “He was the one who kissed me. I told him it’s over between us. I don’t love him anymore.”

      “You don’t love him anymore?” I repeat, my voice breathless.

      She shakes her head, accompanied by a tentative smile. “Nope. I was over him before he came here, and seeing him once more reminded me that, although he has a lot of great qualities, he can be a selfish jerk.” She leans her hands on my desk and I catch her scent. “You see, I’ve met this guy who might be a little uptight and a little grumpy at times, but I’ve been getting to know him and I’m excited to see where it goes.”

      You couldn’t stop me from grinning if my life depended on it. I leap out of my chair, make my way around the desk, and in one deft move, I collect her in my arms and press an urgent and relieved kiss against her lips.

      She responds by wrapping her arms around me and kissing me right back and I breathe in her delicious Harper-flavored scent.

      “I get the feeling you’re okay with this,” she murmurs between kisses.

      “I think I can get on board with it, yeah.”

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      I shrug. “Hey, every guy loves to see his girl getting kissed by her ex.”

      “I bet they don’t.”

      “You got me. I hated it. Remind me never to turn up at your school unexpectedly again.”

      “Because I might be kissing random guys? I can assure you, I will not,” she replies with a giggle and it’s like it has the power to reach inside me and light me right up.

      Her face is bright as she beams at me and I can’t resist leaning in for another one of our amazing kisses.

      “How are you here in the middle of the school day? Not that I’m complaining. For the record, I’m all for you visiting me for a make-out session in the middle of the afternoon.”

      “Duly noted. It’s was Meryl. She witnessed the whole thing with Dex and is totally Team Christopher.”

      “I knew I liked that woman.”

      “She’s looking after my class until I get back, which I should really do.” She pauses before she adds, “She’s asked me to apply for the position, by the way. The second-grade teacher has decided not to come back to work.”

      That changes things. But does it have to?

      My mind turns to the question I had wanted to ask her.

      “Is that what you want?” I ask.

      Her face lights up in a beautiful smile. “It’s always been my dream to teach at the school, as you know.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      I lead her to the sofa in the corner and we sit together, our thighs touching, and I take her hand in mine.

      “We need to be sitting down for this conversation? It must be serious,” she jokes.

      “I guess it is serious.” I take in the concerned look on her face and add, “But in a good way.”

      “You don’t have any exes you’ve been kissing in playgrounds, do you?”

      I raise a brow at her.

      “Too soon?” she asks, her face lit up with mischief.

      I let out a laugh. “Definitely too soon. But don’t worry, it’s nothing like that. It’s just I’m getting to the end of my project and I know this thing between us is really new but—” I pause, not sure I should go on.

      In my head, asking Harper to move with me to New York City seemed like the best plan in the world. But now we’re sitting here, moments after I’ve seen her being kissed by another man, it suddenly seems a lot more serious.

      Not that it scares me. I want to get serious with Harper. She’s not like any woman I’ve ever known, and I know, deep down inside, she is the woman for me. End of story.

      “Topher? What is it?” She gives my hand an encouraging squeeze.

      “What I was going to say is I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you during my time in Hunter’s Creek, and I know there’s been this time limit to our relationship, but I don’t want there to be.”

      A smile teases the edges of her mouth. “You don’t?”

      “Do you?”

      She bites down on her lip, her face bright, the dark pools of her eyes sparkling with emotion that makes my heart clench. “The way I feel about you is...well, I like being with you. This whole thing has taken me by surprise. I never expected to feel the way I do about you.”

      “But if you let yourself, if there was no end date to this thing between us, what then?”

      She pulls her brows together and I want to kiss her worry away.

      “No end date? I’ve always assumed you’ll be leaving next month, and this will be a short-term thing. Topher, I-I didn’t think there was any other way.”

      I reach for her hand and take it in mine. “What if there was?”

      “Are you telling me you’re not leaving?” she asks, and the tentativeness in her voice sows a seed of hope.

      I look down at our intertwined hands. “I’m not ready for this to end.” I raise my gaze to hers and see tenderness in her eyes. “Are you?”

      Slowly, she shakes her head. “I wish it didn’t have to.”

      My heart thuds. She wants to be with me. She doesn’t want this to end.

      Spurred on by her admission, I say what I want to say to her. “I hoped you might consider moving with me to New York.”

      Her eyes widen, and I feel her hand stiffen in mine. “What? You want me to move to New York with you?”

      The thought of being with her, of us having an entire lifetime to be together, has my chest expanding. “I do.”

      Her eyes search my face. “I thought you meant you would stay in Hunter’s Creek.”

      “Stay here in Hunter’s Creek?” I question with a surprised laugh. “Harper, that’s not possible. There’s no job for me here. Once I submit my work, the job is done.”

      “You can’t stay on as a management consultant? I remember my dad telling me there was one who was here for a long time.”

      I glance down at our hands once more. It’s time I came clean. If I’ve fallen for this woman. I need to tell her the truth. She deserves nothing less.

      I lift my gaze to hers. “I’m not a management consultant.”

      She blinks at me a few times. “You’re not? But that’s what everyone thinks you are. That’s what you’ve told everyone you are.”

      “I had to tell them that. Mr. Cantor asked me not to divulge the real reason I’m here.”

      “Why? Why could you not tell us the real reason you’re here?” Her voice is small, concern etched across her face.

      I place my hand on her shoulder. “It’s nothing to be worried about,” I reassure her. “It’s all going to work out. You see, I’ve been here working for a large multinational corporation called Anderson and Smith as a Mergers and Acquisitions lawyer.”

      “Mergers and Acquisitions?” Realization dawns on her face. Her hand flies to her mouth, her head jerking back. “Your company is buying our mill?”

      The fact she refers to it as our mill isn’t lost on me. She means it belongs to the people of Hunter’s Creek. It’s not strictly true, of course. It belongs to Calvin Cantor, and he can do with it as he pleases.

      “Harper, I’m telling you this in complete confidence, because I trust you. No one else knows. No one else can know. Not yet. Not until the deal is done.”

      “But-but what happens to everyone’s jobs if the mill is sold? All the workers? My dad? He’s worked there forever. He loves the mill. It’s been his life’s work, just as it has for so many people here.”

      I hook my arm around her shoulder to reassure her. She’s like a tightly wound ball of string. “Please trust me. The work I’ve done here has shown the mill is a good investment for my company to purchase. I know although the transition to new owners will bring some changes, Mr. Cantor and his father and his father before him have run this mill extremely well, efficiently and with strong profit margins. I can’t reassure you that everyone will keep their jobs, but most will.”

      “My dad won’t lose his job?” her voice is breathless once more, this time from fear.

      I shake my head. “As I said, not many should lose their job, your dad included.”

      Her features relax, but only a fraction. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

      “My hands were tied. It was a precise stipulation of our working arrangement, while I was doing my due diligence, I couldn’t tell any of the townsfolk why I was here. Not even the executive team knows. I’ve taken a risk in telling you, but I trust you and know you’ll keep this to yourself.”

      She bites down on her lip as she stares at a spot on the floor. I know she’s processing this new, potentially life changing information, and I can only hope that I’ve been able to reassure her that, while not perfect, things will be okay.

      “So, you’re saying that you’re recommending your company go ahead and buy the mill?”

      “I am.”

      “And then you’ll be leaving for good.”

      “The task will be completed. There will be no reason for me to stay.”

      “No reason for you to stay,” she echoes in a distant, monotone voice.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay. I’ve been involved in a lot of these projects, and they don’t always work out, but this mill is a good investment, and I know my company will make minimal changes. In fact, that will be my recommendation, not just because I want what’s best for the townspeople, but because I know it to be true. The bonus is that people will keep their jobs and life will continue as it always has in Hunter’s Creek, with the mill being the primary employer.”

      She nods a few times, pulling her face into a smile. I know it’s not genuine. When Harper smiles for real, she lights up the entire room.

      She rises to her feet.

      “Harper?” I question.

      “I-I need to get back to class.”

      “I’ll see you out.” I walk to the door but before I pull it open, I add, “I know I’ve dropped a bombshell on you, but I wanted to be honest. I really hope you’ll think about coming with me when I go.”

      “I will.”

      I try to read her expression, hoping I haven’t confused the heck out of her, but guessing I probably have. I’ve dropped two bombshells in the space of less than five minutes on her. It’s a lot to take in.

      “Shall I meet you at Second Chance tonight? It’s screening night for Serious Bite and I figured you’d like to hide away again.”

      “Screening night, of course. We can talk some more.”

      “About you coming with me to New York?”

      “Yes.”

      I pull her in for a kiss, hope filling my heart. Tonight, we can make plans to be together. Whoever said you can’t have your cake and eat it too doesn’t know Harper and me.

      Because I am going to get the job and the girl.
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      Despite the turmoil raging inside me—and after my conversation with Christopher an hour ago, turmoil is most definitely raging—I smile at the children, reminding them to do their spelling homework, ask their parents if they can bring their pets in for pet day next week, and then dismiss them for the day.

      Inevitably, there’s a line of kids who have decided they need to tell me something before they go.

      “Ms. Cole? Did you know my daddy’s wheelchair has new sparkles on it?” Loni asks me.

      “I didn’t know that. How fun.”

      “Guess who put them there?”

      I think I know the answer. “Who?”

      “Me!” she tells me with obvious glee.

      “That’s so nice of you, Loni. I bet your dad loves it.”

      “He told me they make him go faster, which is a good thing, because since his accident, he doesn’t go so fast.”

      My heart goes out to her. One of the teachers told me that Loni’s dad lost the use of his legs after an accident while working in the lumber yard. Apparently, he was lucky to get away with his life, but it means a lifetime in a wheelchair. And now sparkles, apparently.

      “Well, I’m super happy for him and for you. See you tomorrow Loni.”

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Cole.” She gives me a big, beaming smile that immediately lifts my spirits.

      It always amazes me how the energy children bring can be so transformative. I remember when I had to go to school the day after Dex dumped me. One of the children who had been struggling with math, a kid named Oliver, could suddenly discern the difference between triangles, and the excitement he felt at his achievement pulled me right out of my despondency. At least for a little while.

      Really, it’s a lesson for all of us adults: delight in the small things and leave your worries at the door. At least for a while.

      I speak with another few children, one of whom wants to show me a frog he caught at lunchtime and another who tells me he’s having burgers for dinner, and then both the noise and the children are gone.

      I’m left alone with my thoughts.

      When I went to Christopher’s office this afternoon, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what I would find. I expected him to be upset by what he had seen—or rather what he’d thought he’d seen. I expected to have to explain that I have no feelings for Dex, that what we had is dead and buried. I expected to reassure him that, although we are never going to last forever because of the expiration date on our relationship we’ve known about all along, I’m enjoying being with him and I want to keep seeing him for as long as he’s here.

      And then we come to the parts of the conversation I did not expect, what is commonly called a doozy. Two doozies, to be precise.

      Two big fat old doozies that took me by total surprise.

      From the moment we laid eyes on one another at the coffeehouse that very first day, Christopher has been lying about why he’s in Hunter’s Creek.

      Not only that—and that’s a big enough doozy all on its own—but he turned around and asked me to move to New York City with him.

      Or it might have been the other way around. I can’t remember.

      It was a lot.

      I organize paperwork on my desk and slide some of the children’s literacy workbooks into my bag to take home to grade. I let out a puff of air, my brain feeling like scrambled eggs by today’s events.

      Don’t get me wrong, I get why Christopher didn’t tell me the truth about why he’s here. I really do. It wasn’t like it was his choice. I know he was doing as Mr. Cantor instructed him to do. Sure, it meant lying to not only me, but to the entire town, which is hardly going to win him a ticker tape parade. But as I said, I get it.

      That doesn’t mean it sits well with me.

      Lying is lying, pure and simple. And yes, I know that at the start he and I were lying to the town about our relationship. That’s different. We were doing so because I needed to appear less like the sad loser who had been dumped by the town’s most famous son, and he wanted to be seen as a good guy.

      But I know one thing for sure: when the townspeople learn why he was really here—and it’s only a matter of time until they do—there will be outrage by some. There will be some who will be indignant. And yes, there will be some who will want to put a photo of him on the dart board and pummel it.

      And then, inevitably, all eyes will turn to me, the woman treated like a fool once more. Had he been lying to me all along, too? Or was I in on the scheme, equally to blame?

      Neither assumption is flattering.

      I scrunch my eyes shut and rub my forehead. As I said, my brain is like scrambled eggs right now.

      I sling my bag over my shoulder, switch off the lights, and close the door.

      I have to believe what Christopher told me, that when the mill is sold most people will keep their jobs. It gives me comfort to know that despite the lies, the people I love in this town will survive.

      But the real reason why he’s here in Hunter’s Creek is only one of the eggs in my scramble.

      Christopher asked me to move to New York with him.

      As in, leave Hunter’s Creek, move right across to the other side of the country, and get super serious with him, super fast.

      Don’t get me wrong, the fact he wants me to move with him makes me feel pretty dang incredible. He may be a reserved, uptight grump, and it’s true that we don’t exactly have a whole lot in common, but despite all that—or maybe in some way because of it—I’ve developed feelings for the guy. Real feelings.

      Feelings I didn’t think I would ever have for another man after Dex.

      I was done with relationships. I was done with men. I was done with love.

      Wait. Love?

      I love Christopher?

      When I think about him, I get this warm sense of calm pervading my entire body, from my toes all the way through to the tips of my fingers and everything in between. He creeps into my thoughts when I least expect and it always makes me smile. He always makes me smile. He’s the first thought that enters my head as I open my eyes to the birdsong morning chorus, and he’s the last thing I think of as I drift off to sleep at night.

      Yes, we are opposites. I mean, look at us. I’m floaty dresses and easy, breezy style. I say what I feel. He’s buttoned-up suits with personality to match, careful with what he says and how he acts.

      We lead completely different lives. He’s a go-getter, hotshot, big city lawyer, climbing the corporate ladder and driven to succeed to such an extent, everything else comes second. I’m content with what I have and what I do, loving the difference I make in children’s lives, with the only ambition to keep getting better at my job.

      But somehow, despite all our differences, none of it seems to matter.

      He wants to be with me, and I would love nothing more than to be with him.

      I reach my car, and put my bag and purse in the well of the back seat. I need to head to the town hall to help set up for tonight’s screening of Serious Bite, after which I will head home to complete the grading before I go to the coffeehouse to meet with Christopher.

      I’ll know what to say to him by then. I will have worked out how I feel about all this; the permanent second-grade teacher job, the sale of the mill, Christopher’s offer to move with him to New York.

      I pull the driver’s door open and hear my name called by a familiar voice. I look up to see Dex striding toward me, a determined look on his face.

      “Harps, wait up,” he calls out.

      “Dex, if you’re here to revisit our earlier conversation, I’ve already told you—”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not here for that, though if you have changed your mind…?” he leads, shooting me the smile that made him famous.

      Well, that and his vampire bite.

      “Dex,” I warn.

      He raises his hands in the air as though this is some kind of game. “I get it. I messed up. I’m backing off.”

      Not sure I believe him, but I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt anyway. “Thank you.”

      “I wanted to invite you to the screening tonight. I figured it would be fun for old time’s sake if we went together.”

      That doesn’t seem like such a great idea to me.

      “I’m not sure, Dex.”

      “Look, I know you think I’m this super confident guy who’s got his life together these days, but it’s still me, Harps. Being back here with everyone judging me for having broken up with you—”

      “And dating your co-star,” I add, in case he’s forgotten that particular fact.

      He places his hand on his chest. “I told you that was a huge mistake. One I will regret deeply until my dying day.”

      And they say women are the drama queens.

      I press my lips together.

      “Harps, I need you to know that no matter what happens, I’ll always love you.”

      My heart squeezes. “I know. I’ll always love you, too.”

      His eyes gleam. “I’m not giving up hope, you know.”

      I throw my head back and let out a laugh. “You’re impossible. Did you know that?”

      “Impossible in a good way?”

      “Sure, let’s go with that,” I reply with a laugh because it’s virtually impossible to be too serious around Dex. He’s one of life’s exuberant, happy people others love to be around, if only to bask in the fun.

      “So, about tonight,” he leads.

      “Why do you need me to go to this with you? Everyone loves you.”

      “The point is, everyone loves you more. I could do with your support.”

      I blink at him a few times in disbelief. “You need my support? But you’re the great Dex Ryder, TV star and Hunter’s Creek’s most famous son. We will be at a screening of your show.”

      “So, you’ll come?” He regards me with hope in his eyes. “I need you, Harps.”

      I soften. Not a lot, but enough. “Sure,” I concede. Just another thing to add to my to-do list for the evening.

      His face beaming, he takes a step closer to me, and I raise my hands in the air to stop him from collecting me in his arms.

      He gets the message, lowering his arms. “Shall I pick you up from your parents’ place at seven?”

      “No, I’ll meet you there, and I can’t stay for the showing. I need to meet someone.”

      A dark cloud crosses his face. “Christopher?”

      I pull my lips together and nod.

      “So, you have moved on.”

      “I have.”

      “I messed up, didn’t I?”

      Did he mess up? Or did he do what had to be done? Did he do what we both needed him to do but were too entwined not to do? We had been together for so long I had become enmeshed in him to such an extent that, although I know it’s a total cliche, it was hard to know where I ended and he began.

      It was hard to know who I really was without him.

      “You did what you needed to do, and although it was hard at the time, it was the right thing. For both of us.”

      He looks at me dubiously. “Do you really think that?”

      I look at him through new eyes and know that I absolutely believe it when I reply, “Yes, Dex. I really do.”
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      I re-read the message on my phone. Not that I read it that many times. Okay, I read it a few more times than I probably should’ve, but when you get a slightly cryptic message it takes a while to work it out, particularly when your mind is trained to look for loopholes and double meanings in everything.

      At the screening with Dex. Will sneak out in the first ad break H xx

      You could call me paranoid, or you could call me cynical, but why would Harper tell me she’s going to the screening of a show she has avoided since its first episode with the very reason she’s been avoiding it?

      I’ve tapped out a few replies. Some of them casual and easy-going, some of them not so much. You see, the problem is, when you feel things for someone—big feelings, feelings you can’t ignore—you make yourself vulnerable. I’m so used to being in control, of always knowing my next move, planning it, ensuring it happens. I didn’t get where I am today by chance. I put myself through college. I put myself through law school and finished with a huge debt, determined that it would all be worth it in the end.

      And right now, I am so close to the end.

      Why did I let Harper leave my office earlier this afternoon without giving me her answer? I was trying to act relaxed about it, act like it didn’t mean as much as it does to me. And it does mean a lot to me.

      In the short time I’ve known her, I’ve seen another way of being. An open, kind, happier way of being that’s intoxicating to someone who’s always held a tight rein on themselves. I suppose you could say she’s helped me lighten up, helped me see I can have a life outside of my ambitions. That not everything needs to be about the end goal. I can derive enjoyment from small things. Things like watching Harper and the way she is with her students. The way she’s always ready to help other people.

      The way everyone loves her.

      The way I love her.

      I sense movement and glance along the road, expecting to see Harper. Instead, I spot Alfred Whitlow, the local lawyer who I met at this very spot on my first day in Hunter’s Creek. The light from the streetlamp bounces off his bald head, and as he notices me, he slows his pace.

      “Good evening, Mr. Young. Why are you not at the screening tonight? You must be about the only person in town who isn’t. Are you not a fan of vampires? Or is it perhaps you are not a fan of certain actors who play vampires?”

      “I’m not particularly interested in shows about vampires, sir.”

      “I imagine you think they’re a waste of time. Is that right, Mr. Young? You would rather be working on your project at the mill.”

      The way he says the word sounds an alarm bell in my head. “You know what they say, Mr. Whitlow, all work and no play make for high billable hours.”

      He gives a hearty belly laugh. “I haven’t heard that one before. I’ll be sure to use it, if you don’t mind?”

      “Be my guest. Why aren’t you at the screening?”

      “I’ve got a few things to wrap up at the office. I’ve been practicing the law here in Hunter’s Creek for many decades now. I think it’s time I hung up my contracts and deeds, so to speak. I’m retiring soon.”

      “Congratulations,” I reply automatically.

      “Only problem is, there’s no one to take over my practice. You see, people love living here to raise their families, and most of them work at the mill. Those who are lucky enough to scrape money together to help their children get a decent tertiary education often results in their children being lured to the big city.”

      “And they don’t come back?”

      “Some do, like your Harper.”

      I like the way he refers to her as my Harper.

      “No legal practice in town means they’ll have to go to Cowtown to see an attorney, some 50 miles away, which might be okay for the likes of you and I, but for some, that distance will mean it’s simply too hard.”

      I glance up the road again, hoping for Harper to appear.

      He gestures to the empty coffeehouse behind me. “Are you waiting for Sheila to open? She won’t be back until morning.”

      “No, I’m waiting for someone else.”

      Recognition flashes across his face. “Did you know she’s at the screening with Dex Ryder? Although I do always think of him as Dexter Grubb.” He chuckles to himself.

      I arch an eyebrow. Could Alfred Whitlow be the solitary person in Hunter’s Creek who doesn’t regard Dex Ryder as some kind of god?

      “Why Dexter Grubb?”

      “Mainly because that’s his name.”

      “Really? I thought it was Dex Ryder.”

      He flicks his wrist. “Stage name. Nothing more, and everyone around here seems to forget that, except his parents, and I’m sure they would prefer not to be Grubbs.”

      I can imagine they would.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to your someone,” he says with a flash of a toothy smile. “I’m certain she can tear herself away from a certain Mr. Grubb for you. In fact, there she is now.”

      I turn from Mr. Whitlow to see Harper dashing toward me along the street and I unclench my jaw for the first time since I got her message.

      “So long, Mr. Young,” Mr. Whitlow says before he nods and smiles at Harper.

      “Have a nice evening, sir.”

      I prepare myself to be relaxed about her choosing to be with her ex rather than with me, but as she reaches my side I blurt out, “Why did you go to the screening with him?” I hear it in my voice. I sound hurt, weak. I don’t like it. So, I add, “I thought we had a prior commitment and I, for one, keep my word. In fact, I take pride in it.”

      That’s better. Much more decisive.

      “Christopher, don’t be like that. Dex came to see me after school today to ask me to go to the screening because he was nervous about seeing everyone.”

      “What’s he got to be nervous about? Just about everybody in this town loves him.”

      She pulls out her key. “Shall we go inside?”

      “Sure.”

      We enter the darkened coffeehouse and Harper switches on a solitary floor lamp beside one of the sofas.

      I’ll admit, I’m on edge, and not just because Harper changed our plans at the last minute to go to the screening with her ex. I put myself on the line today by asking her to go to New York with me, and her response was she needed time to think. Not exactly the romantic scene I had in mind when I posed such a question to the woman I’m falling in love with.

      Then again, maybe I’ve watched too many of Kelly’s stupid Hallmark movies?

      “Do you want to sit down?” she asks me.

      I offer her a tight smile. “Sure.”

      We sit on the same sofa, but unlike the last time, we don’t touch. It’s awkward and horrible and I want to turn back the clock and start the evening all over again. No accusatory comments.

      I’m messing this up royally.

      I decide to come clean. “Look, Harper, I’ve got a lot on my mind and I’m not acting like myself. Can we start again?”

      “Sure.”

      I catch her eye and we share a smile. I reach out and take her hand in mine. “I was being an idiot.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a little jealous. It shows you care.”

      I open my mouth to protest that I wasn’t being jealous. But heck, who am I kidding? I was greener with jealousy than Kermit the freaking Frog.

      I look down at her hand. “I do care. I care a lot about you. About us.”

      Her whole face lights up, the dark pools of her eyes sparkling with unspoken emotion. “I do, too.”

      I reach out and cup her face in my hands. I brush a tender kiss to her lips, and as she melts into my touch, suddenly it feels as though everything will be okay between us. I overreacted, expecting the worst because usually that’s what I get. But it’s not like that with Harper. She gives me exactly what I need, and I love her for it.

      “You see, this is what we should have been doing all along. Not me being a jerk over nothing and you helping out a guy who doesn’t deserve it.”

      “What can I say?” she asks with a shrug. “I’m too nice.”

      I pause for a beat, considering. “You know, you could have let him go on his own. He’s a grown man.”

      “I thought we’d moved on from that conversation to kissing, which I’ve got to say, I like a lot more.”

      I press my lips against hers once more, wrapping my arms around her, pulling her close to show her I mean it.

      “All I’m saying is you have a habit of being too nice to people, that’s all. Don’t get me wrong, it’s an amazing trait and more people should have it, but in your case, you always say yes to everyone, and I wonder if it’s good for you.”

      She pulls back and studies my face. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      My lips tug into a smile. “I’m glad to hear that. I’m not saying don’t do things for other people, just make sure you do what’s right for yourself as well.”

      “I’m learning that. I—” She breaks off, looking down.

      “What?” I lift her chin with my thumb.

      The twinkle in her eyes has gone and her features look suddenly drawn.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I feel things for you I didn’t expect to feel, and certainly not this soon after breaking up with Dex. But then you came along and we entered this fake relationship thing and slowly but surely I got to know the real you and—” She cuts herself off, her features taut as she returns her gaze downward once more.

      “And what?” I ask, my voice soft and low, as my heart thuds like an angry animal against my rib cage.

      When she looks back up at me, her eyes swim with tears. Pain rips through me as if she’s reached into my chest and grabbed my heart with her bare hands. I wrap my arms around her and whisper in her ear, “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s okay.”

      A single tear rolls down her cheek. “This is an impossible situation.”

      “Why? What’s impossible about it? It’s easy. Do you know why?”

      She sniffs as she looks up at me, wiping a tear away. “Why?”

      Happiness surges through me as I say the words that have been rolling through my mind. The words I know to be true because I feel them, deep in my heart. “Because I love you. I love you, Harper Cole.”

      Her beautiful face lights up in a heart-stopping smile. “You do?” she asks.

      “I do. With all my heart.”

      Her cheeks flush with pleasure and her lips quiver as she replies, “I love you, too.”

      No other three words in the English language can ever elicit the depth of emotion those three words do in me tonight. Harper loves me. She loves me! This has got to be the best feeling a man can have.

      Without hesitation, I claim her mouth with mine, pulling her in for a passionate kiss full of all the feelings I have for this incredible woman. She responds by wrapping her arms around me and kissing me back with such fervor I know beyond doubt she loves me. As her fingers brush my neck and settle on the skin under my throat, my body jerks with an electric shock telling me how much I want her, body, mind, and soul.

      But a public coffeehouse is not the place, even if the town streets are empty. With the self-control of a superhuman, I pull back and rest my forehead against hers.

      “This feels sudden. I know we need time to discover whether this thing between us is meant to last forever, but I have the strongest feeling it is. Harper, I want us to be together. My job here is almost done, as I told you this afternoon, and it has been successful. That means that my promotion to junior partner is almost assured.”

      “In New York.”

      I nod. “I plan on sending my final recommendations to my bosses, telling them that purchasing Cantor Mill is a strong investment for our company.”

      “Which means you’ll be leaving soon?”

      “I imagine I’ll be gone before the end of the week.”

      Her eyes widen, making her look even more like Bambi than she did before. “So soon.”

      “But if you want to be with me—and I hope you do—you can take your time finishing your contract here and join me when you can. If my calculations are right and I get promoted to junior partner, I’ll have a generous salary and we can afford to live well.”

      “You can’t stay here?”

      “There’s no job for me here, not once the mill has been sold.”

      She chews on her lip, a faraway look in her eye.

      “What if I asked you to stay here...for me?”

      “I’ve loved living in Hunter’s Creek for the short time I’ve been here, but I belong in a city with the opportunities it offers. I’ve worked hard to get where I am, and I need to keep that momentum going, to take that next step. I know you understand. You get me. You know how important this is to me.”

      “I do. You need to keep getting promoted until you reach the highest possible level so you can protect yourself and your sister.”

      Hearing my own words in her mouth confirms that she understands me. “There’s no future for me here, not like the future I can have in New York.”

      “Topher, I—” She clasps her hands together, her body stiffening in my arms, and I know. I know what’s coming next before the words fall from her mouth.

      I clench my jaw. “Say it.”

      Her chest rises and falls with a heavy breath, her eyes glistening with tears. “I can’t move to New York.”

      Her words hit me like a speeding car hitting a wall.

      “What do you mean, you can’t move to New York?”

      I hope against hope she means something other than what I think she means. That this thing between us is over. Because it can’t be.

      Not now. Not ever.

      “My life is here in Hunter’s Creek. It’s where I’ve wanted to be my whole life. It’s where I’m happiest. I’ve lived in Los Angeles—”

      “New York is nothing like LA.”

      “That’s not the point. Although I love you, I need to put myself first. You yourself said it before. I always say yes to anything anyone asks of me without hesitation. I used to think it was my strength. That I was the person other people could rely on. And I am that person, but I’m also someone who needs to learn that sometimes it’s okay to say no. Sometimes it’s okay to put my needs first.”

      “And you decided to start with me?”

      “You’re asking me to change my entire life. I did that once before and it didn’t work out.”

      “I’m not him,” I grind out through my clenched jaw.

      “I know you’re not. You’re twice the man he ever was. This is about me, Topher. This is about me needing to put myself first for probably the first time in my life.”

      “So, the fact that we love one another holds no bearing whatsoever in your decision?”

      “That’s why I asked you to stay here. I want to be with you. I do love you.”

      “Just not enough.”

      Her face stricken, she opens her mouth to speak and then closes it again.

      She has nothing to say. I’ve hit the nail on the head. She loves me, but not enough to move to another city with me.

      If that’s not a kick in the gut, I don’t know what the heck is.

      I push myself up to a standing position. My heart is breaking in two, but I won’t let her see my tears. I won’t let her see my weakness.

      She reaches for my hand, but I keep it stiff at my side.

      “Topher, please. Could you at least consider it?”

      “Consider living permanently in Hunter’s Creek? Harper, I’ve worked my entire life to get where I am, and I’m about to be named Junior Partner at a huge, global corporation. I’m not about to give that up to move to some bear-obsessed small town in the middle of an overgrown forest. And to do what? Chop wood?” I push out a breath, softening when I notice the hurt in her eyes. “That was harsh. Hunter’s Creek has grown on me, and I can see why you love it here. I love it here, too, it’s just it’s not in my future. New York is.”

      She lets out an exasperated breath. “I guess I hadn’t thought the geography through. But if we want to be together, I’m sure we’ll find a way, just—” She pauses.

      “Just what?”

      “Just…not at my expense.”

      “At your expense?” I guffaw. “In New York, you’ll live a life you could never live here, not in a million years. You’ll want for nothing. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “It’s not about money or status or any of that. I want to be here in Hunter’s Creek with you.”

      “I can’t stay here.”

      “I need to be here.”

      She rises to her feet and tries to take my hand in hers once more. This time, I let her.

      I know I’ve lost. We’re at an impasse, butting our heads helplessly against an immovable object.

      She won’t move to New York, and I can’t stay here.

      Who knew geography would be our undoing?

      I should have seen it coming. After all, we always had an expiration date for our relationship, fake or otherwise.

      We’re over before we’ve even really begun.

      I lock my jaw, my heart slashed in two. “I guess this is it then.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “But it’s over. Isn’t it.”

      It’s a statement, not a question. We both already know the answer. As if to prove it, she bows her head, and I tighten my resolve.

      Whoever said love was enough has no freaking idea.
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      I make my recommendations to my bosses the following morning. It’s earlier than anticipated—a full month earlier, in fact—but it’s clear to me what they should do.

      Purchasing the mill is a sound investment for Anderson and Smith.

      I recommend minimal staff disruption and job losses, with a minor streamlining of the executive. The impact on the people of Hunter’s Creek will be felt, but it’s for the good of the business. The fat needs to be cut away to increase profitability and streamline processes. I know it makes sound business sense to do so, but part of me feels…unsettled.

      I know why. I let the people of Hunter’s Creek in. That’s something I never do.

      Sure, I try to get along with everyone to ensure a positive working environment, but this place has been different, and I know it’s because of one person in particular and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work out who that person is.

      Harper Cole.

      Packing up and leaving Hunter’s Creek is harder than I thought it would be. Not just because of Harper—although leaving her is one of the hardest things I’ve had to do—but because over the past weeks, I’ve felt accepted by the people here. Liked, even. I know it was based initially on the ruse of the fake relationship between Harper and me, but over time, this quirky place, with its obsession with bears and flannel shirts and everyone knowing everyone else’s business, has grown on me.

      It has a sense of home I haven’t felt in a long, long time.

      But, as I told Harper, Hunter’s Creek is not my future. It’s got to be in the rearview mirror for me.

      And now it’s a couple days later, I’m back in New York City, Anderson and Smith’s newest Junior Partner. That’s right, I got the promotion. I’ve got people reporting to me and trying to impress me daily; they bring me coffee, they schedule my days, they take away all the tedious everyday tasks a lawyer inevitably has so I can focus on the big things. The important things.

      It’s where I’ve aimed to be for the longest time.

      I’ve made it.

      I’ve arrived.

      I should be pumped. I should be punching the air every morning when I wake up in my apartment with the view of the city that never sleeps. I should revel in my newfound power, hard earned through years of toil.

      But somehow, despite all of this, I feel hollow inside.

      Of course, I know why.

      Harper.

      The thought of her brings a tightness to my chest. An emptiness in my belly. I miss her. I miss her smile, her zest for life, her ability to put a positive spin on anything. I miss touching her, the feel of her warm body against mine, the touch of her lips, her intoxicating scent.

      Every day I get up and go to the gym and I tell myself I’ll get over her. As I pound out the steps on the treadmill, rather than run through the forest as I did in Hunter’s Creek, I push harder and harder. I tell myself there will come a day when she doesn’t invade my every thought, a day when I don’t feel hollow inside anymore. A day when I don’t have this gaping hole in my heart that I know only she can fill.

      This too shall pass.

      It’s become my mantra, my way of telling myself I’m going to get through this.

      How did I let her affect me so deeply? Heck, we spent a matter of weeks together, during much of which we were only pretending to date. Who falls for a woman in that short a time? A woman so very much the opposite of who I am?

      Panting hard, I end the program on the treadmill, reach for my towel, and wipe my forehead. Catching my breath, I gaze out at the view of the city, one of the perks of belonging to this fancy New York gym that came with my new job.

      “Are you done using that machine?” a gruff voice asks, snapping me back to the room.

      “Yeah. Sorry. It’s all yours.”

      I step off the treadmill and head to the changing rooms, where I hit the shower, pushing Harper from my mind.

      I can’t dwell on her and what I’ve lost.

      I’ve got a job to do, a job I’ve worked hard to get. I’m not like the other partners. Most of them are from wealthy families with privileges and opportunities aplenty. It was never like that for me. I haven’t had my career handed to me on a silver platter. I’ve had to work my butt off to get where I am today. Harder than the next guy. Harder than the likes of Wyatt Jefferson.

      Opportunities like this don’t come along every day of the week. For someone like me, they don’t come along more than once in a lifetime. Tops. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m determined to make a success of this promotion.

      To quote the musical Hamilton, I'm not going to miss my shot.

      I can’t. End of story.

      I get dressed in my suit and tie. My armor. As I exit the gym, I notice the men in the changing room are dressed the same as me. I don’t stand out as the uptight, formal outsider the way I did in Hunter’s Creek. I fit in. Corporate, driven, professional.

      This is where I belong.

      “Christopher Young?”

      I look over to see the familiar face of a guy I went through law school with, someone I haven’t seen since we graduated.

      “Tim Dwyer. Good to see you,” I say as we shake hands.

      “I didn’t know you went to this gym.”

      “I’ve just joined. Part of my new job. I work in this building.”

      “Let me guess, you’ve just been promoted to Junior Partner at Smith and Anderson. Right?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I like to keep up to date with the guy I came second to at law school.”

      I laugh, remembering how competitive the two of us were back in those days. “Where are you working, Tim? Some eco warrior company doing good things for the world, if I know you.”

      He raises his hands in the air with a laugh. “You got me. I’m working for a sustainable investment company specializing in rural America. You should come work for us. The company is always on the lookout for good M&A lawyers.”

      Flattered, but not in the least tempted, I reply, “I’ll keep that in mind.” I slap him on the back. “Good to see you, Tim.”

      “You too, man. Let’s meet up for a drink sometime soon. Okay?”

      “That’d be great.”

      I take the elevator up fourteen stories and head to my new corner office. Just as I did when I was on another floor, I am one of the first in, and take the opportunity to open my laptop and begin to tackle the morning’s communications.

      I’m not sure how much later it is when my assistant, Freya, looking like she stepped off the pages of a magazine advertising perfectly-cut women’s corporate suits, arrives bearing my morning coffee order. She places it carefully on the glass desk beside me and patiently waits for me to finish reading my screen.

      “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Of course,” she replies with an easy smile.

      I glance up at her before I return my attention to the document. I know she hasn’t moved, so I ask, “What is it?”

      “You have a visitor. She says she’s your sister?”

      Startled, I reply, “Kelly is here?” Kelly should be in school, uptown at Columbia, not here in downtown Manhattan.

      “She told me her name is Kelly Louise Young and she was sure you would like to see her and that she wasn’t leaving until you did. She’s quite insistent.”

      I smile. That sure sounds like Kelly.

      “Shall I send her in? You’re not due at your first meeting of the day for twelve minutes.”

      “Yes, please.”

      A moment later, Kelly breezes into my office. In her jeans, tennis shoes, and hooded sweatshirt with the name Columbia emblazoned across the chest, she looks at odds with everyone around her, not just because she’s grinning at me.

      Not a lot of people grin here.

      “Hey, Kit. Nice office you have here,” she says brightly as she looks around.

      She’s not wrong. The Manhattan offices of Anderson and Smith are impressive, mine included. It’s larger than my entire apartment, with bookshelves neatly lined with legal books, a Persian carpet adorning the floor, and soft, comfortable Italian leather furniture. But it’s the view that’s the most impressive thing about the place. A wide expanse of midtown Manhattan, stretching from the Chrysler building in the north to the Empire State Building in the south, with a clear view of the Freedom Tower’s spire in the distance.

      She whistles as she looks out at the view. “You can see everything from here. I’m surprised you get any work done.”

      I smile at her. “I manage somehow.”

      She plunks herself down on one of the leather seats, stroking the material. “Nice. Come sit.”

      “You do know I have a job and have a lot of work to do, don’t you?”

      “You’ve always got a lot of work to do. You’re the hardest worker I know.”

      I take a seat opposite her and sip my coffee. “Someone needs to be.”

      Her eyes dance. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m going to graduate from one of the top schools on the eastern seaboard. You don’t think I know about hard work?”

      “I’m only teasing. Did you want a coffee? I can ask Freya to get you one.”

      “I need a Freya, although she’s a bit—”

      “Efficient? Hard working? Focused?”

      “I was gonna say stern and schoolteacher-y, but we can go with one of those if you’d like.”

      Immediately, my mind turns to the schoolteacher who holds my heart.

      “I’ll take a coffee. A cappuccino with extra froth and chocolate.”

      “This isn’t a coffeehouse, you know.”

      She nods at my coffee cup. “You sure about that?”

      I hop out of my seat and ask Freya to get another cappuccino, this time with chocolate rather than my preferred cinnamon. All she does is arch an eyebrow before she sets about her task.

      I close the door to my office behind me.

      “You were thinking about her, weren’t you? Before, when I mentioned that Freya reminds me of a schoolteacher.”

      My sister doesn’t miss a beat.

      I twist my mouth. “I’ll get over it.”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Do I want to get over losing the woman I love? Are you kidding me?”

      “You love her?” Kelly asks, as she leans her elbows on her knees and fixes me with her stare.

      I give a grim nod. “As I said, I’ll get over it.”

      “Why? Why would you want to get over loving someone?”

      “Because I have to. She won’t move to New York and there’s no job for me in Hunter’s Creek. So, you see? There’s no other choice.”

      She leans back in her seat and crosses her arms, shooting me a look that reminds me of our mom. “You know you’re an idiot, right?”

      “Kelly, there are things that you don’t understand—”

      “Oh, I understand plenty,” she interrupts. “You took a job in a picturesque small town where you met a beautiful woman you pretended to date for whatever stupid reason you made up—and we all know you made up a stupid reason to spend time with her.” She glares at me, her eyebrows raised, and I shrug.

      Wanting the townspeople to accept me while I was there doing a job was flimsy at best. I wanted to get to know her, this beautiful woman whom everyone seemed to care so much about.

      “And now you’ve told yourself you can’t be with her because you got to work in this big fancy office with the view of the Chrysler building and the mean assistant who looks like she could bite your head off at any moment, when really you could be with her right now, happy and in love.”

      I purse my lips. “Kelly, you and I both know that is just a plot to one of your movies. The big city suit falls for the pretty small-town girl.”

      “Sounds like a great movie to me.”

      I shake my head at her. “I’ve worked my entire life to get where I am right now. I need this job. You need me to have this job.”

      “Why? Why do I need you to have this job?”

      “Because it pays really well and it means you don’t have to worry about your school fees or your rent or any of that. It means I can take care of both of us.”

      “Do you wanna know why I came down here to see you today?”

      I know what’s coming next. She needs some cash for something. She may be my kid sister and more carefree with less of the weight of the world on her shoulders than me, but she’s still sensible. I know whatever money I give her is used well.

      I reach for my wallet. “How much do you need?”

      She shakes her head slowly as a smile grows across her face. “I got a job.”

      “Doing what? Oh, did you get the barista position?”

      “Nope. Better than that. I haven’t told you because I wanted it to be a surprise, but I’ve been applying for jobs for the last couple of months and, well, I got the one I wanted. You, brother, are looking at the new junior writer at Claudette magazine.”

      I’m pretty sure my jaw drops open.

      “You got a job? As in a career job once you graduate?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” she says on a laugh. “They’re a London-based magazine that has opened an office in New York. Isn’t it awesome?”

      “When do you start? How much does it pay? What are the career prospects at this company?”

      She raises her hands in the stop sign. “Can you stop being Big Brother for a moment and just be happy for me, Kit?”

      I relax into a smile as I pull her to her feet and give her a hug. “Of course. Congratulations. I’m really proud of you, Kell.”

      “Thanks. I’m kind of proud of me, too. And here’s the other thing. Since you don’t have to support me anymore come graduation, you can do whatever you want to do with your life.”

      “Which I suppose in your mind is running back to Hunter’s Creek to be with Harper.”

      “Of course it is!”

      I lift the corners of my mouth into a smile, but my heart isn’t in it.

      There’s a knock on my office door, and a moment later, Freya appears in the doorway, clutching a coffee cup in one hand and a parcel in the other. “One cappuccino with chocolate,” she says, and I detect a distinct note of distaste in her voice, “And this package came for you, Mr. Young.”

      I take both items from her, thanking her before she turns and leaves the room, throwing a disapproving look at Kelly as she goes.

      “That woman does not like me. You must have noticed,” Kelly says.

      “You’re being paranoid,” I tell her as I rip open the package. I look inside to see the distinct plaid pattern of a flannel shirt, the type half the population wore in Hunter’s Creek.

      Kelly takes the coffee from my hand. “Whatcha got there?” she asks before she takes a sip.

      I pull the flannel from the bag, and a note floats to the floor. Instantly, I’m pulled back to the small town in Washington state, with the mill and the coffeehouse and the kids performing The Sound of Music songs to an eager crowd, and bars named after bears.

      And Harper.

      “Someone sent you a shirt? That is beyond weird. Don’t they know your wardrobe begins and ends with navy suits?” She leans down to collect the note from the floor.

      “Don’t!” I protest, but it falls on deaf ears.

      “From a former attorney at law to a current one. Congratulations on the new job. We miss you,” she reads. She turns the paper over. “It doesn’t have a name. Who would have sent you this? Is it Harper? But she’s not a former attorney at law?”

      A small smile creeps across my face. “I know who it’s from.”

      “Don’t tell me you fake dated a lawyer while you were in some other town where they wear flannel? Because that would be too weird, even for you.”

      “I have not. It’s from Hunter’s Creek. It’s from Alfred Whitlow, a former lawyer who I chatted with sometimes.”

      “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “You know what this means, don’t you?”

      “That a small-town lawyer has retired and has sent me an ugly shirt?”

      “It’s a sign.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “I’m not sure I should ask, but a sign?”

      “You don’t need to ask me what this sign means. You know what it means and all I’m going to say is you would be a fool not to grab it with both hands.”

      I close my eyes and take a breath. “Kelly, I’ve told you before. I need to—”

      She raises her index finger as though to scold me. “You can tell yourself whatever you think you want to hear, but I’m telling you to listen to your heart.” She gestures at the shirt in my hands. “I’m fine. I’m living my life. You’ve done an incredible job caring for me all these years, providing for me, making sure I had everything I ever needed. And I want to thank you for all of it, Kit.”

      My throat begins to heat. “You don’t need to thank me. I did what needed to be done.”

      “You have gone above and beyond what’s expected of an older brother.” Her eyes well with tears as she grips onto my forearm. “Kit, if you want her, nothing else matters.”

      “It’s not that simple,” I protest, but my kid sister—correction: my wise-beyond-her-years kid sister—isn’t listening to me.

      “It’s as simple as you want it to be.” Kelly wipes away her tears, her face bright. “I’m okay. I promise you. Go get yourself happy.”
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      “Tell me again why you didn’t follow the hot, rich guy to one of the most exciting cities on the face of the planet?” Ryn asks me as she hands me an empty plate across the Second Chance Café counter.

      I look from the plate back up at her. “I ordered a muffin, remember?”

      “Oops.” She lifts the dome from the platter, grabs a raspberry and white chocolate muffin with her hand, and plunks it on the plate.

      “I ordered a blueberry muffin.”

      “No problem, sis,” she replies brightly as she reaches for one.

      I wrap my hand around her wrist to stop her. “Now that you’ve woman-handled this one, don’t go grabbing another one. It’s unhygienic. In fact, it’s totally gross.”

      “I can put it back,” she offers as she reaches for my muffin this time.

      I snatch it away. “I’ll take it. Aunt Sheila would be mortified to know you didn’t use the tongs.”

      She waves her hand in the air. “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. And besides, we’re sisters. We share everything.”

      “Not bacteria, we don’t.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Anyway,” she begins, “you know you only created this whole muffin fiasco so you could totally avoid my question about Christopher.”

      I’m not having this conversation with her. Not now, not ever.

      Deflection is my friend. I collect a pair of tongs from the counter and brandish them at her. “See these? Use them.”

      She crosses her arms and glares at me.

      “Bring our coffees over, okay? Your older, much more mature, tong-using sisters are sitting by the fireplace.”

      “You might be older, but if you were more mature, you would definitely have gone to the Big Apple with Mr. Suit.”

      I roll my eyes in a gesture that belies the depth of sorrow I hold inside.

      Missing Christopher has become something of a full-time occupation for me since he left, leaving a gaping hole in my heart.

      “Don’t mess up the coffee,” I warn her as I turn on my heel and join Marlowe at our table.

      “If looks could kill, you’d be six feet under by now, girl,” Marlowe comments.

      I slump onto the soft sofa—the very sofa I once kissed Christopher on.

      But there is no way on this sweet earth that I’m going to think about that right now.

      It’s been 12 days, 9 hours, and about 11 minutes since Christopher left Hunter’s Creek. Not that I’m counting, of course. Only I am counting, and each one of those minutes since he’s been gone has felt like it’s lasted a lifetime.

      I miss him.

      Just as I did when we were together, I think of him all the time, from the moment I wake up until I finally fall asleep at night. The problem is, now it’s accompanied with a painfully heavy heart and a sense of deep loss that will not budge, no matter how pretty the town looks with the trees in bloom or how cute the kids in my class are. Not even when Meryl told me I got the permanent position as the second-grade teacher.

      What makes it worse is I know it’s my fault.

      As flippant as Ryn is, she’s totally right. I have no good reason not to have followed Christopher to New York.

      By turning him down, I thought I was doing what was right for me and finally putting my needs ahead of someone else’s, for the first time in my life. I wanted to be here in Hunter’s Creek, not in New York City, and moving to a new place with another man who was following his dreams would mean I wasn’t being true to myself. That I was putting a man first once more.

      That I was making the same mistake I’ve already made.

      What is it they say about insanity? Repeating the same behavior and expecting a different result? Yeah, that. That’s what I wanted to avoid.

      I couldn’t put myself through that again, always fearing that one day he would do to me what Dex did, leaving me for something shiny and new and the life I’d built around him would be suddenly empty.

      And more than that, once again, I would have to give up my own dreams so I could be with a man.

      Every single day I need to remind myself that’s why I did it, that’s why I turned him down.

      Because the way I feel now? Let’s just say it’s not exactly the best feeling in the world.

      In fact, it’s the worst.

      “I thought you were getting a blueberry muffin for us to share,” Marlowe says, eyeing the plate.

      “Ryn had other ideas.” I break a piece off and stick it in my mouth. “It’s good, though. So that’s something.”

      “I’m pleased Aunt Sheila gave her a job. That whole ‘I don’t need a job because I’m going to be a social media influencer’ thing was getting really old, really fast. It’s about time our little sister earned a living.”

      “Said like a true older sister.”

      She snort-laughs. “Weird, right?”

      We share a smile, although mine is fleeting. All my smiles are these days.

      “It’s nice of you to visit,” I tell her.

      She reaches out and clasps my hand in hers. “You sounded so sad on the phone. I figured the least I could do was head back here to cheer my favorite sister up.”

      “Hey! I thought I was your favorite sister,” Ryn complains as she delivers our mint mocha coffees.

      Marlowe and I have always been close. She was only a year ahead of me in school, and we hung out with the same kids in high school. Ryn is two years younger than me, and although in our 20s that doesn’t make the huge difference it once did, when you’re a teenager it’s like being on either side of The Grand Canyon.

      “It doesn’t matter. I know you’re only being nice to her because she messed up her life,” Ryn says in her usual subtle fashion.

      “Thanks a lot, Ryn,” I scoff.

      “I’m just telling it like it is,” she replies with a shrug. “Right, Marlowe?”

      “She made the decision that was right for her, and I, for one, am proud of her,” Marlowe replies, smiling at me.

      “Thank you,” I mouth.

      Ryn cocks an eyebrow. “Is being sad and lonely a decision anyone wants to make? The way I see it, she had this great guy who wanted a future with her and she turned him down.”

      Oh, how I love to hear this story again and again.

      “Tell her, Marlowe.”

      “No, don’t,” I interrupt, just in case Marlowe was going to agree. “I don’t need to hear it from anybody else. Ryn tells me every time I see her, and I see her every morning and every night because we live in the same house. Then there’s Aunt Sheila, who thought Christopher was the best thing since the invention of woodcutting machines, not to mention my boss and the other teachers, and even the town attorney.”

      “Mr. Whitlow?” Marlowe asks in surprise.

      “Go, Alfred,” Ryn says with a grin. “The old guy’s got moxie.”

      “Since when have you called Mr. Whitlow ‘Alfred?’” Marlowe questions, sounding more like our mom than our actual mom.

      Ryn shrugs. “He’s a regular. Enjoy your snack.”

      I glance at the time on my phone. “I’d better eat up. I’ve got to get back to school in just under 20 minutes. I don’t get to go out for coffee often.”

      “I’m honored you did it for me today.” She takes a sip of her coffee. Some of the cream gets stuck to her lip.

      “You’ve got a Santa mustache,” I tell her.

      “I do love to be festive,” she replies as she wipes her top lip with a paper napkin. She places her elbows on the table and leans closer to me. “I heard there’s a town meeting tomorrow.”

      “Mr. Cantor called it,” I tell her, my lips drawn into a grim line.

      “I suppose the sale of the mill is going to be announced. Everyone is speculating about what the meeting is for.”

      I push out a breath. “I guess they’re about to find out.”

      I had chosen not to spread the word about the sale of the mill to anyone outside of my family. It’s not my place to do so, and anyway, half the people around here would probably just think I’m mad at Christopher since they assume he left me behind when he left town.

      “If only they knew the truth.”

      “Topher’s name is going to be mud,” she warns.

      “It’s not ideal, but it can’t be helped. He was here assessing whether his company could buy the mill. And yes, I know it was Mr. Cantor who instructed him not to tell anyone the real purpose of him being here, but no one will think of that.”

      She studies me for a beat before she says, “Are you sure you did the right thing? You seem so sad without him.”

      I think of Christopher, the way he would smile at me, the way I would catch him looking at me, with a silly expression on his face that told me exactly how he felt about me. That he loved me.

      There’s no doubt I miss him, like the dry earth misses the rain. But it’s over between us.

      It has to be.

      Even if I’d give anything to have him back. Anything but my own dreams.
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      I rub my eyes, tired from staring at a screen for half the afternoon. I push my chair back to get up and stretch my legs when the new email notification bell sounds.

      It’s an email from my former boss, Doug, entitled Cantor Mill: Phase Two - Confidential.

      Phase two? So soon?

      I click on the email, expecting it to be about finalizing the purchase. It’s not. Instead of details about the transfer of contracts, monies, and other relevant tasks, it takes an entirely new and different turn.

      One that has my belly looping in knots.

      

      Gentlemen, the e-mail begins.

      First, thanks for a job well done to Christopher Young. He completed the due diligence in record time, and we appreciate the hard work he has put in.

      With the purchase of Cantor Mill due to finalize, the company has agreed on the next steps. Note these have changed from the initial agreement.

      We will no longer be running the business, as was the initial plan.

      

      What the…? We won’t be running Cantor Mill? Why?

      I pull my brows together as I read on.

      

      Although the financials are strong, on further consideration, it’s been agreed that we need to streamline our lumber investments. The most efficient and cost-effective way to do this is to shift the existing contracts and operations to the Oregon plant, therefore shutting down Cantor Mill as soon as is practical.

      Calvin Cantor has been advised of this change in plan and has given his verbal agreement to our terms.

      

      I can barely believe what I’m reading. Mr. Cantor has agreed to sell his family’s mill to us, only for it to be shut down? This is a total departure from our agreed terms. My recommendation was for Anderson and Smith to buy the mill and run it—not shut it down and transfer the contracts to another state.

      I swallow, my throat tight. This will destroy Hunter’s Creek.

      I keep reading.

      

      I’m assigning Wyatt Jefferson to initiate the newly agreed-upon phase, starting with the transfer of contracts and layoffs at Cantor Mill from the bottom up. He will need to inform the executive team, which I have directed him to do by the end of the week. This is in process, with Jefferson already on the ground in Washington State.

      

      Sitting bolt upright in my chair, every muscle in my body tight, I scan the rest of the communication. By now, Wyatt would have notified the mill executive of the terms. Keith and Suzanne and the rest of them will know their jobs, their livelihoods, their town, is about to disappear.

      No no no no. No.

      Tension grips my head like a taut elastic band.

      This was not the deal. This is wrong.

      Anxiety whooshing through me for the people of Hunter’s Creek, I pick up my phone and call Doug. He answers on the third ring.

      “Young! What’s life like as a Junior Partner?”

      I try to keep my voice steady when I reply, “We’re not keeping Cantor Mill?”

      “The decision was made over the last few days,” he replies casually. “I know you did a great job there and we appreciate your work, so don’t go blaming yourself.”

      Blaming myself? That’s the last thing I’m doing.

      “But the business is profitable. You’ve seen the paperwork. You’ve seen the figures. It’s a well-run, efficient mill that employs most of the townspeople.”

      “Which is exactly why we wanted it. You know, it makes good business sense to merge the two assets we have in that sector.”

      “I don’t understand. Why the turnaround? It makes no sense.”

      “I see what’s going on here. You got invested, probably met some local girl you took a liking to.”

      He’s hit the nail on the head on both counts, but I’m not about to tell him that.

      “I didn’t know you had it in you,” he says with a chortle.

      “Look, regardless of any of that, it doesn’t make sense to go in and—”

      “The decision has been made, son,” he says, talking over me.

      The tension of the elastic band around my head heightens. “Who? Who made the decision?”

      “Anderson and Smith of course.”

      “Anderson and Smith?” I echo, my voice sounding like it’s coming from somewhere across the room.

      I slump back in my chair, allowing my phone to drop to my desk.

      With their names engraved on the plaque at the front door, the buck stops with them.

      That’s it. Game over.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      Derek Anderson and Elijah Smith are not men known for their willingness to listen to others. Even if I appealed to them, pleaded with them, I know it would fall on deaf ears. I may be the company’s newest Junior Partner, but I’m still only one of their minions. Replaceable.

      I think of Harper. I think of her dad. I think of Suzanne and Keith and the people I know in Hunter’s Creek. I think about how their lives are about to be turned upside down. The closure of the mill will kill the town, dead.

      I might not be to blame, but I can’t help but feel the weight of responsibility crushing down on my very bones.

      I sit and stare out the window. Kelly was right. The view is beautiful from up here. But I’m not focusing on the view. I’m searching my mind, looking for an angle, looking for a way to stop this thing from happening.

      And then, in a quagmire of despair, a small spark of an idea glints through the dark.

      It’s a longshot, but it’s the only shot I’ve got, and I owe it to the people of Hunter’s Creek to do whatever I can to make it work.
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      Meeting for a big family lunch once every month has been a long-standing Cole family tradition. It’s always at Aunt Sheila’s café, and it always involves a lot of eating, a lot of conversation, and for me this year, a lot of love life advice.

      It’s been super fun.

      And yes, I may be being sarcastic.

      “I’ve already told her she messed up,” Ryn says as she takes a second serving of turkey for herself. “She let a guy who loved her slip through her fingers.”

      “That’s a little harsh, honey,” Mom replies.

      “Your mom is right,” Aunt Sheila adds. “Harper made up her own mind, and if moving across the country to be with Christopher isn’t what she wanted, then we need to support her, even if he was very handsome.”

      Ryn harrumphs. “Seems like a stupid decision to me.”

      “What would you know, Ryn?” Marlowe questions, springing to my defense. “When was the last time you went on a date? You spend all your time hanging out with Gabe—” She flicks her gaze to Ryn’s best friend who somehow always manages to wrangle invitations to our Cole family meals. “No offense, Gabe.”

      He leans back in his chair and shoots her a lazy grin. “I’m just here for the food.”

      Ryn giggles. “Yeah, you are.” She high fives him.

      Marlowe rolls her eyes.

      “What? It’s not like you know anything about love, either. You might be my much, much older sister, but I don’t see a ring on that finger.” Ryn raises her eyebrows at Marlowe.

      Marlowe tucks her left hand on the table under her right.

      “Girls, please,” Mom interrupts. “Your Aunt Sheila has put on a wonderful meal for us all. Let’s keep it civil.”

      “Can I just say that although he seemed like a good guy, I’m happy we got to keep our Harper here,” Dad says as he pats my back.

      “I echo that,” Aunt Sheila says. “This is where she belongs.”

      I smile weakly at my family, because weak smiles are pretty much all I can manage these days.

      The door to the coffeehouse bursts open with a loud bang, and everyone turns to see who this rude person is who’s causing a very un-Hunter’s Creek-style commotion.

      “Quick! Everyone! The meeting in the town hall is starting early,” announces Eugene, a guy I recognize from high school, his eyes almost manic. “There are rumors there’s going to be a big announcement that’s going to affect all of us.”

      Immediately, almost every chair in the café squeaks across the floor as people stand to leave in a hurry, following Eugene out the door and down the street.

      I know what the announcement will be—Christopher’s company has bought the mill, and the handover to Anderson and Smith will happen with limited disruption to the townsfolk.

      Regardless, I stay in my seat, rigid with indecision.

      Right now, part of me wants to run and hide under a large rock in case it’s Christopher who’s making the announcement. Seeing him will bring back all my feelings that I’ve worked hard at locking away, making me want him all the more.

      Another part of me, the self-loathing part that doesn’t seem to want to allow me to let go of him, wants to go to the town hall in case he’s here.

      In the end, seeing him wins out.

      Don’t judge me.

      I’m only human. I fell for the guy, hard. Even though I know it’s going to be so, so difficult to see him, I want to all the same.

      Yup, it’s official: I’m a masochist.

      At the town hall, people crowd around the entrance, and we join the throng. As we reach the door, I freeze. Suddenly, seeing Christopher doesn’t feel like such a great idea after all.

      In fact, it feels like the worst idea I’ve had in a long, long time.

      Marlowe looks back at me. “Aren’t you coming in?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Don’t you want to hear what they have to say?”

      I already know what they’re going to say. It’s more who is going to say it that’s bothering me.

      “I know why she doesn’t want to come in. It’s because she’ll see Christopher and she’ll realize she made a huge mistake,” Ryn tells us with an air of authority.

      “That’s not it,” I reply.

      I’m convincing no one, not even myself.

      “How about you wait here, and I’ll go check if he’s in there?” Ryn surprises me by offering.

      “You know, that’s not a bad idea,” Marlowe exclaims.

      “It’s only because she’s being a total wimp. Someone’s gotta help her,” Ryn adds.

      “You three coming in?” Gabe asks.

      Ryn and Marlowe turn to me.

      I chew on my lip. “Okay, I’ll wait here for a while.”

      Ryn rolls her eyes. “See? Wimp.” She grins at me. “Hold tight. I’ll be right back.”

      I step aside for everyone to file past me, slipping into the shadows on the off-chance Christopher is actually here.

      It would be amazing to see him. Amazing and horrifying and wonderful and confusing and...all the feels. Every. Last. One.

      Maybe I should just cut my losses? I could go back to the Second Chance and finish my meal, maybe make myself a mint mocha and listen to an audiobook, one that has absolutely nothing to do with falling in love or handsome men in suits or…

      I feel a hand on my arm.

      “Coast is clear,” Ryn tells me.

      “Christopher isn’t here?”

      “Nope. It’s some other hot guy in a suit. Cute but uptight, just like your guy.”

      Relief washes over me.

      Well, relief and disappointment.

      “He’s not my guy.”

      Not anymore.

      Ryn pulls on my arm. “You coming?”

      As difficult as it would be to see Christopher, it hurts that he’s not here to deliver the news himself. As if I needed any further proof. Christopher is gone for good. He’s left both me and Hunter’s Creek far behind.

      I’ve only got myself to blame.

      Ryn tugs on my arm, pulling me into the packed town hall. Every single person I know from Hunter’s Creek is in this one room, their nervous energy crackling around us. I spot Meryl with Rachel and a couple of Hunter’s Creek Elementary teachers. I wave at her and she makes her way through the crowd to me.

      “I thought I might find you here,” she says.

      “I came with my family.”

      “It’s really quite exciting, isn’t it?”

      I twist my mouth. “It is,” I reply, sounding completely unexcited.

      She offers me a concerned look. “This must be hard for you.”

      I pull my lips into a semblance of a smile. “It’s fine, Meryl. I made my decision.”

      Someone taps on a live microphone, and it makes a loud bang followed by an ear-piercing shriek. I glance up to see a guy who must be around 30 years old, standing by the microphone. He’s handsome with dark hair and the kind of designer stubble lining his jaw that Dex has mastered. He’s wearing the same kind of suit Christopher used to wear, looking one hundred percent like he doesn’t belong here.

      Although the townspeople are upset he left me behind, they still think he was a management consultant, here to ensure the mill runs efficiently. They’re about to be disabused of that idea. Christopher will be forever regarded as the bad guy in all this, the big city lawyer who lied to everyone about his true purpose in being here.

      The thought sits uncomfortably in my belly.

      “Testing, testing. One two three,” the man says into the microphone before turning back to a woman behind him. “I always wanted to say that.”

      “Harper! Over here!”

      I turn to see Ryn, Gabe, and Marlowe sitting a few rows back from the front next to our parents and Aunt Sheila, and I make my way to join them.

      “Lose the suit and tie and that guy is hot,” Ryn is saying as I shimmy past a couple of townspeople to take a seat.

      “I’m reserving judgement until I hear what he’s got to say. I often find men seem a lot less attractive when they open their mouths,” Marlowe replies with a sardonic smile.

      “You’ve got that right,” I reply as I take a seat between my sisters.

      Looking up at the stage, I see the well-dressed, allegedly hot man and the woman he was speaking with earlier, accompanied by Calvin Cantor, the owner of the mill. Well, the soon-to-be-former owner of the mill.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Hunter’s Creek,” the guy begins in a deep, clipped voice. “My name is Wyatt Jefferson, Junior Partner at Anderson and Smith.” He pauses as though waiting for applause. He gets none. We don’t know this guy from Adam, and dressed as he is, half the townspeople will already have cast him as a bad guy. Just as they did Christopher when he first arrived.

      Wyatt Jefferson. He’s the guy Christopher told me about. The guy who always gives him a hard time. The guy who got the big account he’d wanted in Chicago when he got sent here instead.

      He clears his throat. “Many of you will know my colleague, Christopher Young, who has had the good fortune to spend time here for the last couple of months. Although whether it was your good fortune or not remains to be seen.” He laughs at his own joke but gets a stony stare from the silent crowd. In their eyes, Christopher may have left me behind, but they ended up liking and trusting him.

      “We are here today to make an important announcement that concerns many of you. I’m joined by my colleague, Ariana Lopez, and a man who you will be very familiar with, Mr. Calvin Cantor.” He gestures to the woman behind him as well as Mr. Cantor, who also sits on the stage, a grim look on his face.

      “As many of you will be aware, my colleague, Christopher, spent the past few weeks here in Hunter’s Creek, your charming town.”

      “This guy doesn’t seem genuine,” Ryn says. “I don’t trust him.”

      “Shhh,” Marlowe instructs.

      “Christopher’s recommendations were considered and we have reached an agreement with Mr. Cantor as to a way forward.”

      There are concerned murmurs among the crowd, but everyone falls into silence once more, wanting to hear what he has to say.

      “The good news is I can inform you that your mill is a well-run business, and something both you and Mr. Cantor should be proud of. As a result, Anderson and Smith has made the decision to buy the mill, which I’m certain comes as no surprise to you all following Christopher’s assessment of the business over the past few weeks.”

      “What?!” a voice calls out, followed by rising murmurs.

      Heads turn to stare accusingly at me, as though I had something to do with Christopher’s forced duplicity.

      I offer them a placating smile, but their anger is palpable, and Wyatt Jefferson needs to call for quiet before he can continue.

      “However,” he begins, his voice raised. “Due to complex business reasons I don’t need to go into right now, the decision has been made to shut the mill down, taking effect by the end of the first quarter of next year.”

      Wait, what?! My sisters and I share a bewildered look. They’re shutting the mill down?

      Shocked outrage echoes around the room as the startling news sinks in.

      “You’re shutting the mill?”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “The mill is our livelihoods!”

      “It doesn’t make sense!”

      “How can you do this to us?”

      “Without the mill, there’s no Hunter’s Creek!”

      I feel a hand on my arm and look over at my dad. “Did you know about this?” he asks urgently.

      I shake my head, anxiety flushing through me. “I only knew Topher was assessing the business for his company to buy it,” I admit, hating that I knew this and hadn’t felt I could share with them. “But I had no clue they would choose to close it down.”

      My heart is breaking in two. Did Christopher lie to me when he said his company would buy the mill and run it with very little disruption to the townspeople? Was it a lie on top of another lie?

      My throat flames.

      Have I been played for a total fool?

      Wyatt Jefferson gestures for the room to quiet down. “I know this comes as a shock to many of you, but it doesn’t make sound business sense for us to keep the mill. I’m sure you understand.” He places his hands on his chest. “I wanted to tell you personally this early in the meeting because I feel deeply that it’s the right thing to do in this situation, despite the fact it will be a hard pill for many of you to swallow.”

      All my fears rush at me like a tsunami.

      Christopher lied to me.

      The mill is closing.

      My beloved Hunter’s Creek will be destroyed.

      Anger bounces me to my feet. “You can’t do that!” I call out, grabbing his attention. “Christopher said the mill is a strong business and when Anderson and Smith buys it, almost everyone will be assured their jobs. He-he gave me his word.”

      To my utter mortification, tears prick my eyes, choking my final words.

      People turn to gape at me.

      “She knew?”

      “Why didn’t she tell us?”

      “How can she betray us like this?”

      I swallow hard. This is not how I planned to spend my afternoon. I was going to eat a meal with my family, not stand up in front of the entire town and admit that I knew what Christopher was really doing here at the very moment they discover that the mill will be closed.

      Wyatt Jefferson squints at me. “He had no business doing that, and he would have known it, too,” he says.

      “But he said it was the truth,” I reply weakly, my head spinning.

      I no longer know which way is up or down.

      Wyatt Jefferson ignores me. “Now, I’m going to invite Mr. Cantor to say a few words to you all.”

      “Wait!” A deep, commanding voice booms out from behind us, and everyone turns to see who it is.

      “Young? What the heck are you doing here?” Wyatt Jefferson exclaims.

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      Christopher is here?

      Marlowe grips my hand. “You okay?”

      “Yes. No,” I mutter as I search for Christopher in the crowd. I spot him as he strides toward the stage, trailed by another man I don’t recognize.

      What is he doing here?

      “You can’t just waltz in here and take over,” Wyatt Jefferson complains as Christopher and the other man stride confidently across the stage.

      People boo at the sight of him, like he’s the villain in some kids’ movie.

      “You’re not working this account anymore,” Wyatt Jefferson continues. “You can’t do this,” he repeats.

      Christopher comes to a stop and reaches for the microphone. “Actually, Jefferson, I think you’ll find I can, and I will,” he states, his voice deep and commanding.

      Wyatt Jefferson laughs in his face. “Give me that back,” he demands, eyeing the microphone. He makes a grab for it, but Christopher whips it away from him.

      “Sit down, Jefferson,” he instructs.

      Wyatt Jefferson looks out at the townspeople. We’re all watching the scene unfold, absolutely riveted.

      This is more exciting than any episode of Serious Bite.

      Exciting and terrifying.

      To my surprise, he raises his hands in the surrender sign and takes a step back. “Be my guest, Young. I’ll pick up where I left off once you’re done with whatever this little show of yours is all about. Probably some local-yokel girl, that’s my guess.” His gaze flicks to mine and I shrink into my seat.

      What is this guy? Psychic as well as a complete jerk?

      Christopher shoots him a withering look and waits for him to take a seat. He then turns to face us, serious and in control, just as he always is, with a determined look on his face. “Hello, everyone. It’s good to be back in Hunter’s Creek, and I hope you’ll hear me out,” he begins, and his comment is met with scoffs and murmurs from the townsfolk.

      “We don’t want you back!” someone yells.

      “You lied to us!”

      “You dumped Harper and now we’re gonna dump you!” This from Ryn.

      I nudge my elbow into her ribs.

      “Ow!” she complains, as if she didn’t deserve it. “I’m just getting into the swing of it.”

      Christopher puts his hands out in a supplicating pose at his sides. “I get it. I get that you’re angry with me. I lied to you about the reason why I was here, and that is unforgivable.”

      “You’re dead right it is!” someone yells.

      “It was never my intention to be dishonest. I was sent here by Anderson and Smith, the company that until recently, I worked for. I was here to assess whether your mill was a sound investment for us to purchase.”

      Wait. Did he just say worked for? Does that mean he doesn’t work for Anderson and Smith anymore?

      And if not, what does that mean?

      “My conclusion following my time here was that yes, Cantor Mill is a great investment, and I made my recommendations to my bosses. We would buy your mill and run it. Then, I found out only hours ago that Anderson and Smith intends to take the contracts to another mill out of state, the contracts that have taken Mr. Cantor’s family generations to build.”

      Angry murmurs punctuate the air and Christopher gestures for quiet.

      A hush falls across the room. He sure has our attention now.

      “When I heard that my colleague here was being sent in to inform you of the change of plans, I contacted my good friend, Tim Dwyer.”

      “So his company can buy our mill instead and ruin everyone’s lives?” someone yells from behind me.

      “No one is going to ruin your lives, not if I have anything to do with it. You have my word,” Christopher states.

      His gaze finds mine, and my heart beats like a drum.

      Despite what we’ve been through, despite his initial lie, as I look at him across the sea of people, I know he’s telling the truth.

      I trust him, I know I do.

      “Tim works for a sustainable investment company specializing in managing companies in rural America. His company buys businesses such as Cantor Mill and works to run them sustainably so they can provide livelihoods and resources for generations to come. This morning, Tim and I cut a deal with Mr. Cantor.” He turns to the old man, seated behind him on the stage. “Mr. Cantor, sir, would you like to join me up here and do the honors?”

      “I most certainly would, son,” Mr. Cantor says.

      The old man pushes himself up on his walking stick and makes his way slowly across the stage. When he reaches the microphone, Christopher lowers it to his height and he looks out at us all. “I’ve been a member of the Hunter’s Creek community my entire life. This place means something to me, just as it meant something to my father and his father before him. That’s why I approached Anderson and Smith last summer, asking if they would consider purchasing the mill that has been in my family since my grandpa opened the doors to the first machine-cut log early last century.”

      People nod along to the familiar story.

      “Now, I’m an old man and my children have no interest in this business. They would prefer to enjoy the spoils rather than do any actual work.”

      There’s a ripple of knowing chortles that roll through the audience. Everyone in this room knows that Mr. Cantor’s children, two grown men and one grown woman, all in their 50s, moved away from Hunter’s Creek many years ago. They went to fancy private boarding schools and on to Ivy League colleges, enjoying the privileges that come with their family’s wealth. I don’t think anyone expected them to return to Hunter’s Creek, least of all their dad.

      “When they sent us Christopher Young, this fine young man,” he gestures at Christopher, and my heart gives a squeeze. “I asked him not to tell anyone why he was really here. I thought by doing so I would protect you all from potential hysteria over what would become of the mill. I do know how people in this town like to gossip, you know.”

      I bet Aunt Sheila is moving uncomfortably in her seat right about now.

      “I ask that you not blame Christopher for his lack of honesty with you all. He was doing my bidding, nothing more.”

      Ryn elbows me in the ribs, but I ignore her. I’m too focused on Christopher, standing quietly behind Mr. Cantor, his gaze resting on mine.

      With every beat my heart tells me over and over he’s the man I love, he’s the man I love.

      And he’s back, and he’s saving the mill and saving the town and he’s gazing at me, and I feel everything for him. Everything.

      Mr. Cantor is still speaking.

      “I didn’t know Anderson and Smith’s plans for the mill would change, and I have Christopher to thank for enlightening me.” He turns to Wyatt Jefferson, who has the good grace to lower his gaze to his fancy shoes.

      Turning back to the microphone he says, “Now that you have all the facts, I am delighted to announce that as of a little over an hour ago, Cantor Mill is now part of the Pine Rock Sustainable Company and as I am certain you’re keen to hear, I can give you my word the mill will remain open, and you will all retain your jobs.”

      People leap to their feet and burst into applause, whooping and cheering and stamping their feet. The sound rumbles through me, elbows jostling me.

      “What?!” Wyatt yells, his face turning red.

      “Looks like your presence is no longer required at this meeting, Jefferson,” Christopher says to him. “I can see you out, if you’d like?”

      He seethes. If he were a cartoon character, he would have sparks flying out of his head. He glares at Christopher before he gestures for his baffled colleague to follow him, and the two exit backstage.

      When the room settles, Christopher shakes Mr. Cantor’s hand and introduces Tim Dwyer, who assures everyone Christopher is correct, and the people of Hunter’s Creek have nothing to fear from the mill’s new ownership.

      When he’s done, Christopher takes the microphone once more. “I just want to say how sorry I am I had to lie to you during my time here, and I hope I have made amends to you all now.”

      “What about Harper? What have you got to say to her?” Aunt Sheila calls out.

      “Yeah, what about Harper?” Ryn echoes.

      “Get to your feet so the man can see you, Harper. Quickly!” Aunt Sheila instructs me from along the row.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. My family. Could they make this the most mortifying experience of my life?

      Yes, I think they could.

      Although my legs feel weak and I barely know if they can support my weight, I rise slowly to my feet and offer Christopher a half-hearted wave. “Hey,” I mumble.

      His features soft, he smiles at me. “That’s easy. I left Harper behind to take a promotion. I thought climbing the corporate ladder, making it big, was the most important thing I needed to do with my life. But Harper showed me there’s more to life than chasing something that’s never going to make me happy. Not truly, truly happy. And if she’ll have me, I plan on showing her how much she means to me, from today on.”

      Every pair of eyes in the town hall is trained on me, and it’s as though a bright spotlight is beaming down on me as people await my response.

      “What happened to your promotion?” I ask.

      “I quit.”

      “But…you’ve worked so hard for so long to get it.”

      “It didn’t seem so important anymore and I heard Hunter’s Creek is in need of a lawyer to take over Alfred Whitlow’s practice.”

      My mind is spinning. I can barely believe my ears. “You’re-you’re moving to Hunter’s Creek?” I squeak.

      People’s heads are turning from Christopher to me and back again, as if they’re watching a tennis match.

      “I am,” he confirms, and my legs almost give way. “On one condition.”

      My breathing is shallow, the drumming of my heart loud in my ears. “What’s that?”

      “You let me take you out on a date. We never quite got to that before.”

      Happiness rushes through me like water through a narrow gap in the rocks. “I think I can manage that.”

      I’m vaguely aware of people cheering around us, but I’m focused solely on Christopher. We grin at one another as though we’ve just won the lottery. And in a way, we have.

      We find our way to one another through the crowd, and as he takes me in his arms, he murmurs, “I love you, Harper Cole.”

      My heart is completely full of love for this wonderful man. He’s back, he’s saved the mill and the town, he loves me, and he wants to take me out on a date.
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      I put the final touches on the table in the center of the Second Chance Café, concerned I’ve moved from totally romantic into full on cheesy territory. Really, it’s a fine line.

      But I want tonight to be perfect for Harper.

      You see, it’s our first date—as in our first real date, nothing fake—and the pressure is on. I told Harper I wanted to do this when we’d agreed to be together for real, only circumstances got in our way. Circumstances like her telling me she couldn’t move to New York with me; me learning Anderson and Smith planned to close Cantor Mill; me working out a deal with Tim and Mr. Cantor, and coming back to Hunter’s Creek to stop that from happening; and, most importantly, both of us realizing that although we both had to get the realization in our own way, we were meant to be together.

      Not exactly a straightforward love story, but it’s the best love story because it’s ours.

      “What do you think?” Ryn asks me, holding up a bunch of red roses. “I got them from Gia, the florist. She was gonna chuck them out. Can you believe it? They still look good to me.” She notices one of the roses is wilting and lifts it up. It immediately flops back into its slump. She makes a face. “They only need to last through tonight, right?”

      “That’s sweet of you, but I’ve already got the daisies. They’re Harper’s favorite. And anyway, she’s anti-red roses.”

      “She is?”

      I nod as I recall the night Harper told me about how Dex gave her red roses, showing he never really knew her. That was the night she began to open up to me, and my feelings for her grew.

      We’ve come a long way since then.

      I’m no longer an M&A lawyer, posing as a management consultant, here as a temporary citizen as I wait to move onto bigger and better things. These days, this place is my bigger and better thing: living, working, and loving in Hunter’s Creek, Washington, new population 8,352.

      After the day I crashed Wyatt Jefferson’s town hall meeting—and I’d spent as much time as I could showing Harper how much she means to me—I returned to New York, packed my things, and brought Kelly back with me for dinner at the Coles’s place. Kelly was beyond ecstatic to feel like part of a big family, full of bickering sisters, gossipy aunts, and the best home cooked meal we’ve both had since our mom passed away.

      It was Harper’s idea to invite Kelly, and it could not have worked out better, although I could have done without the berating I got from both her and Harper about my ironed jeans.

      Really, a guy needs standards.

      I put her on a plane back East this afternoon, promising to come visit during her next break.

      “I think I love her even more than you do, Kit,” Kelly told me at the airport as we hugged goodbye.

      “Not possible,” I replied with a grin.

      I’m doing that a lot these days. Grinning. Grinning like the lovesick fool I am. Gone is the serious, work-obsessed Christopher, always pushing himself to achieve the next step up the ladder. He’s been replaced with this new version of me. Happier, calmer, centered.

      In love.

      I’m still hardworking, and still want to achieve my goals, but I’ve got more balance in my life.

      And it feels great.

      This new grin happens at the oddest of times. Like when I stood in Alfred Whitlow’s office—my new office, I should say—as Harper told me how she would decorate the place to drag it into the 21st century. Or when Harper met me at the airport in the neighboring town after I’d cleared my apartment out in New York City. Or when the locals confide in me that they thought I was the bad guy to start with, then began to like me, then turned temporarily against me again, until they agreed since Tim’s company is set to take over the running of the mill soon, I was the hero of the hour. Yes, it’s convoluted, but you’d be surprised how many of the locals have given me that very speech.

      “It’s weird to be anti-red roses,” Ryn says as she gazes down at the bouquet in her hands. “In fact, I think it might actually be racist. Don’t you think, Gabe?” she asks her brawny, flannel-wearing friend, the one who seems to always hang around both her and the Cole family. He stacks the last non-date table to the back of the room.

      I know Harper finds her kid sister beyond annoying, but I see something of Kelly in her, and I can’t help but feel protective in an older brother kind of way—even when she says things like being anti-red roses is “racist.”

      “Flower racism? That’s not a thing, Ryn-Ryn,” Gabe replies as he takes a few long-legged strides across the room. He takes the bouquet in his hands and breathes in the subtle rose scent. “I like ’em. They smell good.”

      “Of course you can be racist against flowers. You can be racist against anything. It’s what’s called being flower-ist,” Ryn replies with certainty, although I strongly suspect she’s making this all up as she goes.

      Gabe cocks an eyebrow at her and she shrugs as she works hard at not smiling.

      Yup, definitely making this all up as she goes.

      “I think we’re all set on the flower front,” I tell them. To Gabe I add, “Since you like them, why don’t you keep them, or you could give them to someone.”

      He flicks his gaze to Ryn, who immediately steps back and holds her hands up in the air. “Don’t go getting any ideas, cowboy. Friends, remember?” She gestures between them.

      “I wasn’t thinking about giving them to you,” he huffs.

      “Well, that’s…good.” She crosses her arms as she lifts her chin.

      “Yeah, it is good,” is Gabe’s response.

      Brawn without brains? The jury’s still out.

      “Who are you going to give them to?” she asks.

      He shrugs. “I dunno. Maybe I’ll keep them?”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Or I could give them to someone. I haven’t decided.”

      “Who?” Ryn demands.

      “I don’t know,” he replies in exasperation.

      “Well, you’d better work it out fast. They’re wilting.”

      He glances down at the bouquet and frowns.

      I watch their exchange with amusement. They’re always sparring, but from what I can tell, they’re the best of friends. Have been since childhood, I’m told.

      They’re here at the Second Chance Café to help me set the scene for the date, which is due to start in less than three minutes. It was Ryn’s idea to help, and Sheila has kindly allowed us to use the coffeehouse, the scene of Harper’s and my almost-meet, back when I first moved to town.

      I thought it’d be romantic.

      I size up the solitary table by the glowing fire, warm against the cool spring evening. Covered in a starched white tablecloth, already set with silverware and water and wine glasses, positioned precisely where Pinterest told me to.

      All that’s missing is my date.

      “Topher, Harper is here.” Ryn tells me as she nods at the door. “I guess we’d better quit fixating on a bunch of roses and go start in on those burgers for you.”

      I turn to see the most amazing woman on the planet. Harper Cole. My Harper Cole.

      She lifts her hand to wave at me through the glass door.

      And there I go grinning again.

      “Come on, Gabe. Let’s go be kitchen hands,” Ryn says as she tugs on his arm.

      “Do we have to cook?”

      “Aunt Sheila prepped everything. It’s a heat-and-they-eat situation.”

      “Good, because I didn’t sign up for cooking,” he complains, but he follows her out to the kitchen all the same, the door swinging closed behind them.

      I make my way across the floor and pull the door open for Harper to enter. As always, I’m struck by her beauty, although, unlike the first time I opened this door to see her, I’m not rendered speechless.

      Well, not entirely.

      “Hey, you,” she says, a smile teasing her lips.

      “Hey, yourself.” I pull her into my arms and push the door closed behind her. Placing a soft kiss on her pillowy lips, I breathe in her floral scent.

      “That’s the way I like to start a date.”

      “You look so beautiful,” I tell her.

      Her eyes dance with mischief. “And you ironed your jeans.”

      “I figured it got you to fall in love with me, so if it ain’t broke…”

      Her tinkling laugh warms my belly.

      “May I take your hat and scarf?” I offer.

      “Sure thing.” She pulls off her thick woolen scarf and matching hat with a pom-pom.

      I lay them over the arm of a sofa and take in her outfit. Her familiar outfit. She’s in the same purple floral dress and jean jacket she was wearing the very first day we met, right here at the Second Chance Café, in the doorway.

      “I figured a touch of nostalgia was in order for tonight, considering you’ve gone all romantic on me having our first proper date where we met.”

      “I like it.” I pull her in for another kiss. What can I say? I’m in love with this woman.

      Looking around the coffeehouse at the set table, the roaring fire, and the candles and tealights Ryn and Gabe helped me decorate the place with, she says, “Topher, this is gorgeous.”

      “Would you like to take a seat? I’ve got a whole menu worked out.” I pull out her chair and she takes a seat.

      “Please tell me it’s not protein smoothies and ham and cheese omelets minus the ham and cheese,” she teases.

      “Your aunt told you about that?”

      “Topher, she told everyone about that. You know my Aunt Sheila.”

      I smile to myself. I love it when she calls me Topher. No one else is allowed, only Harper.

      “Would you like a drink? I’ve got soda and water and wine and beer.” I gesture at the adjacent table where Gabe placed the drinks.

      “Since we’re being nostalgic, I’ll have a bottle of the beer, like we had the night I ninja kissed you.”

      “You’d look hot as a ninja,” I tell her.

      “You know it,” she replies with a light laugh.

      I uncap a couple bottles of beer and take my seat opposite her.

      “To us,” I say simply as I clink my bottle against hers.

      “To us,” she echoes, her eyes on mine. “And to new beginnings, for both of us.”

      “Your new job.”

      “And your new life.”

      We share a smile.

      “My new life with you.”

      Ryn waltzes through the door from the kitchen, pushing it open with her shoulder. “Two famous Second Chance Burgers with extra jojos,” she says as she places our plates in front of us. “I’m your chef and server for the night.”

      Harper inspects the food. “Did you—?”

      Ryn raises her hands. “Don’t worry. Aunt Sheila prepped everything. Gabe and I just warmed it up.”

      “Gabe’s here, too?”

      “He’s the brawn,” Ryn replies. “Enjoy!”

      When she disappeared back into the kitchen, Harper leans her elbows on the table and says, “Three things. One, I can’t believe you got Ryn to help you—”

      “She offered. She’s a good kid.”

      “She’s 23 years old, Topher.”

      “What are the other two points?”

      “Two, I’m relieved to hear Aunt Sheila did the cooking.”

      “Ryn said it was best that way.”

      “I bet she did. My little sister is not known for her cooking expertise.”

      “In that case, I’m glad your aunt helped. What’s number three?”

      “I didn’t think you ate this kind of food. In fact, the last time you got burgers and fries, you ordered the burger with no bun and no fries.”

      “You mean filthy jojos.”

      She grins. “Yeah, filthy jojos.”

      “I told you, only on special occasions. I figured my first date with the woman I’ve fallen for could be considered a special occasion.”

      She beams at me, her eyes soft. “It is special.”

      “Shall we eat our burgers with buns and fries?”

      “Try to stop me.”

      We lift our burgers, and each take a bite. It’s delicious, and I remember what it’s like to enjoy a burger without guilt, without the need to feel in control of what I ate, what I said, and what I did.

      Loving Harper has given me so much.

      “This is good,” I say before I take my next bite.

      “Put your fries inside the bun like this.” She takes the top off the burger and places a row of fries across the patty.

      I let out a laugh. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Try it. It’s good.”

      I follow her example and take a bite. “That is good.”

      We finish off our burgers, and Ryn delivers the box of cookies I bought from the Brown Bear Bakery.

      Harper’s eyes widen at the sight of the box. “Is this what I think it is?” she exclaims.

      “I dunno,” Ryn replies with a shrug. “You’ll have to ask Topher.” She throws me a wink before she turns to leave.

      Harper pulls the box open. “Burgers and cookies?” she asks with a laugh.

      “I told you, I’ve changed. I won’t eat this kind of stuff every day of my life, but I figured I could loosen the reins a little, every now and then.”

      “At this rate, I’ll have you singing at the Christmas festival at the end of the year.”

      “Let’s not go quite that far.”

      She pulls an oatmeal raisin cookie from the box and offers it to me. I take a bite and savor the sweetness.

      “Amazing, huh?” she says, her mouth full of chocolate chip cookie.

      “Amazing,” I agree, but I’m not talking about the sweet treat.

      She reaches for my hand across the table. “Thank you for this.”

      “Thank you for changing my life.”

      “Right back atcha,” she replies with a grin.

      I pull her to her feet and take her in my arms. “I love you, Harper Cole. Now and for always.”

      She pushes herself up onto her toes and places a soft kiss against my lips. “Now and forever,” she repeats.

      As our gazes lock, I know I’ve made the right decision to change my life to be with this woman in my arms. Harper is everything I need and want in a partner and changing my life for her was the only logical step to take. Harper and me, now and forever.

      

      
        
        THE END
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Kate O'Keeffe is a USA TODAY bestselling and award-winning author who writes exactly what she loves to read: laugh-out-loud romantic comedies with swoon-worthy heroes and gorgeous feel-good happily ever afters. She lives and loves in beautiful Hawke's Bay, New Zealand with her family and two scruffy but loveable dogs.

      When she's not penning her latest story, Kate can be found hiking up hills (slowly), traveling to different countries around the globe, and eating chocolate. A lot of it.

      

      
        
        Kate’s titles:

      

      

      
        
        Second Chance Café Series:

        Faking It With the Grump

        Faking It With My Best Friend

         

        Cozy Cottage Café Series:

        One Last First Date

        Two Last First Dates

        Three Last First Dates

        Four Last First Dates

         

        It’s Complicated Series:

        Never Fall for Your Back-Up Guy

        Never Fall for Your Enemy

        Never Fall for Your Fake Fiancé

        Never Fall for Your One that Got Away

         

        Love Manor Romantic Comedy Series:

        Dating Mr. Darcy

        Marrying Mr. Darcy

        Falling for Another Darcy

        Falling for Mr. Bingley (spin-off novella)

         

        High Tea Series:

        No More Bad Dates

        No More Terrible Dates

        No More Horrible Dates

      

        

      
        Wellywood Romantic Comedy Series:

        Styling Wellywood

        Miss Perfect Meets Her Match

        Falling for Grace

         

        Standalone title:

        One Way Ticket

         

        Writing as Lacey Sinclair:

        Manhattan Cinderella

        The Right Guy

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Kate O'Keeffe publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    https://books2read.com/r/B-P-OTBD-HTBDC[image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-P-OTBD-HTBDC

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
Wild Lime
CBooks,





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/mugs---second-chance-cafe.jpg





OEBPS/images/faking-it-with-the-grump-cover.jpg
FAKING [T

WITH THE

GRUMP
S

USA TODAY Bestse lling Author

KATE O'KEEFFE





OEBPS/images/social-youtube-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/social-tiktok-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





OEBPS/d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





