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“This will never happen again,” I said and buttoned up my blouse. “I’m serious. We’re done.”

“Are you as done as you were last time you said you were done or the time before that?”

I cut my eyes to Oliver, who was still in bed, sitting up against the cushions, the sheet pooled around his lap. I debated if it was a good idea to pull the sheet down since I wouldn’t mind one last glance at the goods. After all, this would be the last time we would see each other without our clothes on. I meant it this time. This was it.

“I have to go,” I said and brushed my hair back, looking for my purse. I spotted it under the table where it landed when I threw it into the room as soon as we entered. Like so many times before, the moment the door closed behind us, we came together like addicts, wasting no time to get our next fix. And that was all this was—an unhealthy addiction that needed to stop.

The rustle of the bedsheets told me Oliver was getting up. I had to hustle to get out of there, because if he came too close, I would fall back into his orbit and do something I’d regret later.

A warm hand landed on my back, and I tensed, purse forgotten. “Wh-What are you doing?” I stuttered and looked over my shoulder at what must have been one of the most perfect men I had ever seen. At over six feet, with dark, almost black hair, sapphire blue eyes, and a deep voice that I could listen to forever, he was sex personified. We had been seeing each other nearly every day for the last six months. I insisted it was all casual; he was sure we were more than that. But his time in Humptulips was temporary, hence why he had been living at a bed-and-breakfast since he arrived.

Even though I knew better, I let myself get sucked into another relationship that had no future. Something I now had to pay for. Because despite my declarations that this would never be more than a casual hookup, I had developed feelings. Ooey, gooey, disgusting feelings that made me dissolve into a puddle of want every time I looked at his beautiful angular face with his high cheekbones and that dimple in his left cheek.

And Maisie Slater didn’t do feelings anymore. Not after getting her heart smashed and pulverized not once but twice in her short life. Also, Maisie needed to stop talking about herself in third person.

Before I made another mistake and fell back into bed with him, I turned and ran as fast as my untrained short legs would take me. The door was unlocked, since we didn’t have time to lock it when we came inside. Guess that happened when you were too busy ripping your clothes off and kissing and sucking every inch of skin you could get your mouth on.

But I wasn’t going there. Nope. Instead, I concentrated on running in my boots with impossibly high heels. But they looked kickass, and I got them from one of my friends from college, Lisa, who was trying out a new line. It paid to have trendy friends in even trendier places. Unless you needed to run away.

I burst out onto the road and swiveled my head from left to right, resembling a scene from the Exorcist. Which would be the least likely path Oliver would think I’d take? I saw the sign for Drake’s Garage and pushed my legs to go as fast as they could carry me. Which wasn’t quick, though better than walking.

The garage was a bit out of town, and so was the bed-and-breakfast Oliver was staying at. For once in my life, luck seemed to be on my side, because one of my best friends, Stella, was working at the garage for a few weeks. Oliver hadn’t met any of my friends so I thought he wouldn’t know to look for me there. I burst into her office, shouting, “Stella, hide me. Now.”

And since she was one of the good ones, she pushed me under her desk and put the chair in front of me, asking no questions. I was small enough to fit without a problem and let out a deep breath.

“I’ll explain later,” I said while curling up into a ball. This was definitely one of the low points in my life. Damn you, Oliver.

The huge desk was enclosed on three sides, which made it an excellent place to hide. I heard Stella’s voice above me, keeping up the charade. “Sorry, we’re closed.”

“Where is Maisie?” Oliver’s deep voice sounded from the other side of the desk.

“I don’t know. Have you tried the bakery three streets over?” she asked, never missing a beat. Damn, she was good.

“I saw her run in here.”

“Can I help you?” another voice asked. It sounded like Mason, but I wasn’t sure.

“Hi, I’m Oliver Thorpe. I’m looking for Maisie.”

“As in Thorpe Holdings?” maybe-Mason asked. There was awe in his voice. Why was there awe in his voice? Did he know something I didn’t?

“The very one,” Oliver responded.

“Nice to meet you. If you want to book your car, Stella is happy to do that for you.”

“No she’s not. Stella needs to close the office and go home,” my bestest of the best friends said.

“Thanks, but I don’t need any work done on my car. Only bought it a few weeks ago,” Oliver said. “I really need to talk to Maisie though.”

“Her name is Stella,” maybe-Mason said.

“Nice to meet you, Stella. Now can I talk to Maisie?”

I was getting uncomfortable but was too afraid to move. It was humiliating enough being a grown-ass woman who was hiding under a desk.

The muffled conversation continued, and then Stella said, “Not sure when I saw her last, sorry.”

Gotta love her commitment. But at this stage, we both knew the jig was up. Yet here I was, still crammed under her desk.

“Look, I saw her run in here. I know she’s hiding so she won’t have to talk to me,” Oliver said, and I heard something land on the desk. “Can you make sure she gets this?”

I heard Stella say, “Sure. No problem.” At least the torture was almost over.

“Thanks. And tell her I’ll see her at my sister’s birthday party,” Oliver said.

After a few more seconds, the front door closed, and Stella leaned down and pushed the chair out of the way, grinning.

“Who the hell was that?” she asked.

I struggled out from underneath the desk and avoided eye contact. “Just some guy.”

“Liar. I want to know what the hell is going on,” she said, knowing full well there was more to the story.

“Nothing is going on. He thinks he has some sort of claim on me, but he doesn’t. Now, can we forget this embarrassing scene ever happened? And promise not to tell anyone.”

Stella grinned and pointed behind me. “If you can convince him to keep quiet, you might have a shot.”

I jumped when I saw one of the owners of Drake’s Garage. I had already forgotten about the third voice and had hoped against hope that it wasn’t Mason. “What are you doing in the office? Don’t you have your mechanic thing to do?”

Mason narrowed his eyes at me. “It’s my garage, and I can be wherever I want to be. And right now, I want to be in the office because seems to me like Stella forgot she works here. Not sure why you’re here either.”

I stood up straight, not letting him intimidate me. “I’m visiting Stella to make sure you haven’t made her quit yet.”

“Still working on it.”

“Lucky I need the money,” Stella grumbled.

“Has Mommy finally cut you off?” Mason asked.

“Why don’t you get back to whatever it was you were doing before you came in here?” she asked, her face pinched.

“Gladly,” Mason drawled and left.

As soon as the door closed behind him with a loud bang, Stella’s shoulders slumped forward and she exhaled loudly.

“Seems like I’m not the only one keeping secrets,” I said.

“Ha, so you admit to keeping Mr. GQ a secret. I knew it.”

I grinned at Stella and took her hand. “Come on, seems like we have a lot of catching up to do.”

“Should we head to The Grill?” she asked.

“What kind of question is that?” I answered and grinned.

Stella laughed and squeezed my hand. “I missed you these last few weeks. No more overseas internships.”

“I missed you too, Estrella, and there are no more trips in my future. Europe is overrated anyway. Now, I hope you have your car here, because Lincoln dropped me off.”

Stella’s dad was Colombian and died when she was little. Her mom erased any traces of him from their lives, which included speaking Spanish. Since Stella had already lost so much, Willa and I tried to find little ways of using Spanish words here and there. The nickname Estrella stuck after the first time Willa called her that, and now we all used it.

Lincoln dropped me off at my store this morning on his way into town. I was supposed to catch a ride back to the house with him, but Oliver picked me up from the store, and here I was without a car.

Lincoln was one of my three roommates and a computer nerd. He also owned the house we were all living in. Our relationship had turned from roommates to friends, and I loved hanging out with him. He was a friendly guy who went above and beyond for his friends. There used to be four of us in the house, but Des, our fourth roommate, got a job in New York and moved last month.

“Lincoln, huh?” Stella teased me on our way out.

I groaned. “Don’t start.”

Getting a place where I not only had my own bathroom but also enough room to never see my roommates if I didn’t want to was divine intervention.

Lincoln bought the house—if you could call a six-bedroom, seven-bathroom mansion a house—a few years ago and renovated it. He said it was too big for just him, and now there were four of us living there.

“How did you manage to keep your car?” I asked and got into the passenger seat. Things with her mom had been tense, but ever since Stella left home, it was war. Her mom had cut her off from all her accounts, canceled her credit cards, and blacklisted her from all businesses so she couldn’t get a job anywhere. Well, except at Drake’s Garage. And that was only thanks to Willa, who I knew convinced her boyfriend, Jameson—Mason’s brother—to let her work there while they were traveling.

“It was in my name, so my mother couldn’t really take it from me. She tried—of course she would—but there was nothing she could do. I’ll have to sell it though, if I don’t get a job soon.”

“Honey, you’ve got a job.”

“You know what I mean. A job that won’t end in a few weeks.”

She had a point. But at least that would give her time to figure out what she wanted to do.

“Are you still staying at Willa’s?” I asked.

Stella nodded. “She’s at Jameson’s most of the time, so she’s happy she doesn’t have to pay full rent. But I have to find something soon.”

We made it to The Grill and hid in a booth toward the back. Neither of us was in the mood for small talk. And since we had both lived here our whole lives—Stella out on a farm and I in a crazy hippie household—we knew pretty much everyone, and everyone knew us.

“Tell me what’s going on with Oliver,” she said.

“What the hell happened with Mason?” I asked at the same time.

I wasn’t ready to talk about Oliver and was way too curious to find out what the hell was going on with her and Mason. I knew him as an easygoing guy, but he was more fire-spitting dragon when I saw him at the garage. At least Stella knew she had to give me something before I started talking.

“Fine. I’ll go first. Not that there’s much to explain. It’s simple really. Mason hates me. I hate Mason. We make each other’s lives miserable whenever we run into each other. He thinks I’m a spoiled brat, and I think he has a chip on his shoulder the size of the Rocky Mountains. We only have to put up with each other while I work at the garage, so hopefully there won’t be any casualties.”

I laughed, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “Hey, stop that. I wasn’t finished. I had a lot more to complain about.”

I just bet she did. But I also knew the way Mason had looked at her at the garage was not the look of hate. More like lust. Things were about to get interesting. And since I had put a stop to my romantic life, I could just live vicariously through Stella. “Oh, Estrella, there is no way that guy hates you. And besides, he’s one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met. No way would he be mean to you. You sure you’re not overreacting?”

“Don’t even go there. This is not a case of pulling someone’s pigtails because you like them. He is making my life miserable. I know for a fact that he can’t stand me, because I overheard him talking to Landon.”

That stopped my amusement in its tracks. Landon was another mechanic at the garage, and usually the life of the party. He was good friends with Willa, and we all hung out together on occasion. He was a good guy and I liked him. I was surprised he didn’t defend my friend. “He said that? And meant it? He wasn’t drunk or something?”

“Yes, yes, and no. A few weeks ago, I was waiting for Willa in her office, and they walked past. He said I was a spoiled rich girl who didn’t know what hard work was.”

“He said that? Are you sure you heard it right?”

“I was standing on the other side of the door. And it was definitely him. I’d recognize his voice anywhere. Besides Jameson, he’s the only one I know who has a voice that deep.”

“I’m sorry you heard that. What a little shithead.”

“Don’t go and yell at him. Please, Maisie, promise me. That’s not the reason why I told you.”

I blew out a breath but nodded. “Fine. I won’t say anything. You know he doesn’t have a clue what he’s talking about, right?”

“I guess so. It still hurt hearing him say it though.”

I knew how much it hurt Stella when people thought of her as spoiled. She never talked about it much, but from the few things she had told us about her family, I knew she had it tough.

“Stop. I know you. You are a good person, and your heart is made of lollipops and sunshine. You work hard, and you don’t expect handouts. It doesn’t matter where you come from. What matters is what you do with your life.”

She avoided my eyes, but at least she hadn’t shut down yet like so many times in the past when the topic came up. “I know. It’s just hard not to feel like a failure. Especially when the only things I own are my clothes and a car.”

“So you’re just like a lot of other college grads out there. Don’t put yourself down like that.” And I couldn’t really say I was in a much better position.

“Thanks, Maisie,” she said and looked at me. “You know I love you, right?”

“Of course you do. Why wouldn’t you? I’m pretty awesome. Now let’s order some food, because I’m starving, and I already waved Leslie off twice when she tried to take our order. If I do it a third time, she won’t come back.”

At least she didn’t push me about Oliver, and I stole some of her food while she wasn’t looking. The night wasn’t a complete write-off.


[image: ]


[image: ]



 

“I’m so sorry, but I won’t be able to make it to your birthday.” Lies. All lies. I was such a lousy liar face, even Lancelot the overweight—and usually nonjudgmental—ginger cat was giving me the stink eye. He was Lincoln’s, but we had all adopted him. I got up from the couch we were both sitting on, just in case he got swipey. He had a displeased look on his face, which meant he could strike at any moment. And I couldn’t afford the distraction of a cat attack when I still had more lying to do.

The phone felt heavy in my hand, but it was best to get this over with now. And it was easier if I didn’t have to look at her. I was a terrible liar, and if I had to do it in person, she would figure me out in less than three seconds.

“We live together in the house where the party will be,” Anna said. She sounded confused. I couldn’t blame her. I was confusing myself. And if I told Anna the actual reason I couldn’t show my face at her birthday, she would never speak to me again. And I liked her. She was my friend. I wasn’t ready to tell her all the unspeakable things I had done. Like sleeping with her brother. Multiple times.

The same brother who only came to Humptulips because she’d moved here. He obviously cared about her, having uprooted his entire life to be closer to her. And I knew they had a great relationship. But she never told me how she got stuck in our tiny town.

I was a shitty shit friend who didn’t deserve to be at her birthday party. And if she found out what I’d done, she would kick me to the curb herself. Probably put some tar and feathers over me too.

I took a deep breath for my grand finale. “I’m running a marathon the same day and can’t cancel.”

“You don’t jog. Ever.”

“Yes I do. You’re still asleep when I do my workouts in the morning.”

“I’ve seen you run once, and you looked like a rhinoceros who forgot how to breathe. Then you went red and passed out.”

Guess she had a point. I didn’t go jogging. Or any form of cardio. I was more of a yoga and Pilates gal. At least I was the one time a year I exercised. Usually at the beginning of January to make sure I ticked off at least one item on my list of things I wanted to achieve that year. The list was in my head and changed depending on my mood, but it usually included some form of exercise.

“And as I told you then and am telling you now, I’m a motherfucking gazelle when I run.” I pumped the air and nodded to myself. It was all about positive reinforcements. “And I’ve taken up running. I can’t miss the marathon. I’ve trained for it.”

“Show me your enrollment confirmation.”

“What? Does this mean you don’t trust me? Your friend?”

“That’s exactly what it means. Now either email me the confirmation or show up for my birthday party.”

“But I—”

“Nope.”

“But wha—”

“Confirmation or party.”

“And if—”

“I’m hanging up now. See you tonight for pizza and beer.”

“Fine. Just don’t forget the garlic bread again,” I huffed and ended the call. It was Anna’s turn to organize dinner. We each cooked dinner for everyone once a week, a system that worked out well.

I went to my room to get my laptop and navigated my way to the search engine. There had to be a marathon I could sign up for. And wouldn’t you know it, there was one on the right date. Sugarloaf Marathon in Carrabassett Valley. No idea where that was, but I had no intention of going. I just needed the confirmation email. I filled in all the required information, paid the fee, and a few minutes later, the registration form was complete and I sent it off.

When the confirmation email hit my inbox a few minutes later, I forwarded it on to Anna. I hoped she didn’t look at it too closely, because it showed the time and date I received the confirmation. But I guess I could always claim I forgot to sign up for it and only remembered when I talked to her about it.

Lancelot came sauntering into my room and jumped on my bed. He was a giant among cats and hated to go outside, spending his time watching TV or sleeping. He also didn’t hold a grudge, something unheard of with cats, and seemed to have already forgiven me for my minor lie.

I heard the bang of the front door and went to the living room, hoping it was Sunshine. She always gave me brilliant advice. Her parents moved to Humptulips when she was ten, and once we realized how much we had in common—namely parents who embraced the weird and wonderful wholeheartedly—we became inseparable. We both escaped as soon as we turned eighteen, leaving our parents’ pot and patchouli cloud in the rearview mirror.

We both loved our families and had a great childhood but never felt like we fit in. I lived with Stella for a little while when she got away from her controlling mother, but she eventually folded and moved back home, leaving me with an apartment I couldn’t afford on my own. When Sunshine told me about the spare room in the house she lived in, I jumped at the chance to live with her.

We visited our parents every week, enjoying the tranquility of the country, knowing at the end of the day we could go home to our own beds. My parents never gave me any rules growing up, and I couldn’t remember a time they ever raised their voices at me. You would think a teenager who hadn’t ever been told the word no would take full advantage. I guess rebellion lost its appeal when there was nothing to rebel against.

The worst I ever did was get blind drunk and toilet-paper my archenemy’s front yard. Well, really her parents’ front yard, but I didn’t care. She had it coming. And I should have done much worse since she slept with my now ex-fiancé a few years later. If only I’d known back then what my stupid naivete would get me.

I came to a sliding stop when I banged into a chair, thanking the polished floorboards for my loud entry. Lincoln was getting a glass from one of the cabinets and looked over when he heard me.

“Maisie, what are you doing home? I thought you had some stuff to do at the shop?”

I only said that to him because I didn’t want to say Oliver had messaged me and I would meet him. Lincoln got funny whenever I mentioned Oliver. And I really was planning on getting some work done today.

“I had to get some admin stuff done, and the internet in the shop isn’t set up yet.” At least that wasn’t a lie. Any paperwork that required the internet had to be done at the house even though I had an office at my shop. Everything was ready except the internet, which wasn’t cooperating. I had three different people go out there to look at the router, but so far no luck.

He raised his brows at me. “And you didn’t think to ask your nerdy roommate to do it for you? You remember what I do for a living, right?”

He was an IT genius and more than generous with his time and skills. Everyone in the house had the latest technology and the fastest internet a small town like Humptulips could provide.

After graduating from Winchester University, I realized the only way I could stay in Humptulips and still work in fashion was if I opened my own clothing store. The bulk of my work would come from online orders, because let’s face it, the people of Humptulips weren’t in need of a lot of fancy clothes they had no occasion to wear. But there was only one other clothing store in town, and I liked to call its inventory rustic chic. Emphasis on the rustic.

The next mall was a one-hour drive away, which I hoped would work in my favor. I hadn’t told anyone except Lincoln and Sunshine about the shop. I wasn’t sure why, but every time I thought of telling Stella or Willa, my mouth wouldn’t open and say the words.

They were my best friends, and I knew they’d support me, but I was terrified of failing and didn’t want any witnesses if that happened.

I didn’t think I could handle it if they thought it was a crazy idea. Especially since I had no actual experience except for a few internships. I also did business classes in college, but that didn’t mean I knew how to run my own business. But I loved Humptulips and didn’t want to leave. My family was here. My friends lived just down the road, and the small town was where I always saw myself starting my own family.

I might not believe in finding my one epic love anymore, but I did still want a family. And where better to raise kids than in this sleepy town? Nothing ever happened here, unless Willa’s dad went on another bender.

“I didn’t want to ask you for yet another thing. You’ve done so much for me already. I’ll sort it out next week. There’s no rush, and the shop isn’t even open yet,” I said once I made it to the kitchen.

Lincoln huffed and said, “Don’t be stupid. You can ask me for help anytime.”

And I knew I could. He’d come through many times before when I needed him. He always helped, no questions asked. And there had been many times when I needed him to come pick me up from random places or help me out of sticky situations that I got myself into.

Let’s just say I went a little crazy after what I thought was the love of my life cheated on me, and I went from homely housewife to party girl. But those days were firmly behind me, and even though I had a slight setback when hooking up with Oliver, I was back on track to a new and improved me. Well, as of this morning, I was back on track.

“I don’t mind doing it. Doesn’t take long, and you know I enjoy helping whenever I can. I’ll do it tomorrow morning on my way to work. Just leave your key on the bench. That way you don’t have to get up early to let me in,” he said.

I’d wondered many times if Lincoln and I would ever have become a couple if I’d met him earlier. He was a good guy. The kind of guy I should hook up with. He would treat me well. But the only guy on my mind at the moment was Oliver, no matter how much I tried to put distance between us.

I knew from the moment we started hooking up that there was an expiration date. I just didn’t know at the time how hard it would be to let him go. Even though I was the one who started letting go multiple times. But this time would stick. I had to step back or risk getting obliterated.

“Thanks, Linc. You know I really appreciate it. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Loud footsteps came our way, and then Sunshine’s colorful head appeared in the doorway. She’d colored it blue yesterday, and it was still so bright I did a double take every time I saw it.

“There’s the judgmental bitch,” Sunshine shouted as soon as she walked inside. I was grateful for the interruption, even if I knew I had a lecture coming my way.

“Stop telling me I’m judgmental. I’m trying to work on it. And I like to think of it as constructive feedback.”

Sunshine stopped in the kitchen entry and crossed her arms over her chest. That was never a good sign, and she could deliver a lecture like my grandma when she thought you took the last piece of cake.

Sunshine was only five-four, slim with straight black—currently blue—hair. Her dad was Native American, and she got his fine bone structure, beautiful big eyes, and thick shiny hair. She was also one of the nicest people I knew, unless she thought someone had been wronged. Then it was a nuclear explosion, run-for-your-life situation. And it was usually directed at me, because I spoke my mind and never held back. Something I was working on with varying degrees of success.

“Did you tell Julia that her outfit was hideous?” she asked, daring me to deny it.

There was no use lying about it, but I should still tell her what I said exactly, to make sure she knew why she was yelling at me this time.

“Nope,” I said, “I never said it was hideous.”

“Maisie, no lying to me. You’re better than that.”

I really wasn’t lying, but there was time to get the facts straight and then there was a time where you should just let things go.

“The word hideous never left my lips. Mismatched, blind, glasses—those are definitely some of the words I used. I was just trying to help. She was trying on clothes at Mac’s. It wasn’t too late for her to either drive to the mall or order something online. I saved her from making a gigantic mistake and wasting her money. You should thank me instead of yelling.”

I pulled a face at the thought of anyone shopping at that hideous store. Their clothes were all plastic abominations with flower prints and shoulder pads. This town needed better clothes, and my new shop was going to provide them with the necessary goods.

Sunshine didn’t move, her gaze unrelenting. At least she wasn’t tapping her fingers. You never wanted that to happen while you were in the same room. In all the time I’d known her, it’d only happened to me once. And it scarred me for life.

“It upset her. You really hurt her feelings, Maisie,” she said, her big eyes blinking at me.

No, Sunshine, no. Don’t do it. Don’t get me to empathize. I didn’t like feelings, especially not guilt.

I had done an outstanding job suppressing any emotions since Ray—my ex-fiancé—happened. But sometimes the little suckers slipped out, and it left me to deal with the aftermath. And the pang in my chest told me I was feeling bad for telling Julia what I thought of her outfit. I should have just left her to it when I saw her through the big window. But no, instead I went inside and made a mess. When would I ever learn?

“I’m sorry, okay? I’ll apologize when I see her at the shop owners’ meeting tonight.”

“Bring apple pie.”

“But I didn’t bake any.” And for that many people, I needed to make at least three pies. Which would mean I had to put them in the oven ten minutes ago or they wouldn’t be ready on time.

“Well, get to it, then. Call it your penance. It’s the first step in your ten-step program of how to turn Maisie from a bitter bitch to a happy hoe. Now hurry up. I don’t want to be late and miss out on a seat.”

I sighed and went to the fridge. No use in arguing further; Sunshine always got what she wanted. And if she wanted pie, I’d better start peeling apples.

“And step two in your program will be making us your pancakes every Sunday until I feel you’re ready for the next step,” Sunshine declared and pulled herself up to sit on the counter.

“Fine. Anything else you want me to do for you? Wash your hair? Help you get dressed?” I looked her up and down, making sure she knew how much I disapproved of her outfit. Nobody combined leopard print with stripes. And it would look hideous on anyone other than Sunshine. Whatever. I wasn’t judging her. Nope. At least not out loud.

“That’s it for now.” She pointedly looked at my hands. “And I don’t see any peeling of apples happening. You really need to get a move on if you want to get this done.”

I flipped her off and got started. So much for a quiet afternoon to go through my notes. I was supposed to talk at the meeting tonight, but now I would just have to wing it.
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“Order, everyone,” Klaus yelled, banging his gavel on the table. He liked to pretend we were in a courtroom. We let him live out his little fantasy because it worked to get everyone to shut up. The monthly Humptulips shop owners meeting could easily get out of hand, as I learned at my first one last month, so nobody took his gavel away.

“Maisie, you’re up next,” he said and waved a hand to the area next to his desk.

I got up and smoothed out the wrinkles on my baby doll dress. The fabric fell in smooth waves down to just above my knees, and it had little bows on the front to hold it together, showing hints of the lace lining underneath. I made it myself and was planning on adding it to my online store. My breathing was shallow, and I was getting hot. This had to work, or my shop would go under before it ever had a chance.

I stepped up to the front of the room, took a deep breath, and relaxed my clenched hands. Everyone was quiet and looking at me, making my throat close up. But this had to be done, and even though I’d never been a great public speaker, there wasn’t anyone else volunteering, so I had to get it over with.

“Hey, everyone. I’m sure you all know me, but for those of you who don’t, my name is Maisie Slater. I renovated the old pharmacy, and I’m turning it into a fashion boutique.”

A ripple of murmurs went through the room. I knew this might be a point of contention. Humptulips was old-fashioned, and the pharmacy had been there for close to a hundred years. The counter and shelves were all original, the wood worn and cracked in places. It had been empty for as long as I could remember, and kept in its original condition until I came along.

About five months ago I received a phone call, asking me if I wanted to rent it. Investors had bought the pharmacy, and someone must have mentioned my name because they contacted me. I had been unable to find a place for my shop, and the offer was the answer to all my prayers. I signed the rental agreement that same day, and here I was, almost ready to open my own boutique.

I raised my voice a bit to get everyone’s attention back. “But that’s not what I’m here to tell you, because I’m sure you’ve seen the workmen there for the past few months. What’s more important is that an announcement has gone out that Rise Development wants to build a mall just outside of town. They bought the land, and they’re ready to build as soon as they get the permits.”

Loud chatter erupted around me, and people jumped up. The announcement had been public, and they allowed everyone to view the plans. But I knew how these things worked. It was public, but they didn’t advertise it more than the required notice in the local paper and on their website, so hardly anybody knew about it. Half the people in the room didn’t own a computer, and the local paper was a trashy gossip mag that was mostly used to line the cages at the local animal shelter.

“I have a plan,” I yelled to be heard over the increasing noise level.

Everyone ignored me, and I shot a look at Klaus, who was already lifting his gavel. The loud banging got most people to settle down.

“We only have a few weeks to stop the plans from going through. We have to call a special town meeting. We need about 20 percent of residents to sign a petition to call the meeting. I need you to get everyone you know to sign it. I’ll leave the papers at the front, so please take one before you leave.” I waved a paper copy in front of everyone. “The petition is also online, so if you prefer, you can share the link that’s on the back of the paper.”

Myrtle heaved herself out of her chair at the front of the room. “I got dirt on Ben. That’s one vote against the mall.”

“Don’t think we should go down that road,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t try to blackmail a councilman. But with her, you never knew.

Myrtle’s brow creased, and she tilted her head. “They’re building a boat? Why do they need a boat if they build a mall? Anyway, that’s neither here nor there. I had my shop for over thirty years, and I’m not letting some money-hungry developers push me out.”

Myrtle was deaf but refused to wear her hearing aids. She usually missed half of the conversation and made up what she didn’t hear. Sometimes it worked; other times it didn’t. This was one of those other times.

There was more yelling and more gavel banging before everyone settled down again.

I climbed up on a table to make sure everyone paid attention and the rest of the murmurs died down. Luckily it was cold enough that I’d worn black tights under my dress. Didn’t want to induce any heart attacks since we needed everyone on board. “Okay, so here’s the deal. We have to get enough signatures to call for a special town meeting. That’s our biggest obstacle. But once we get the meeting, we can make sure this mall isn’t going ahead.”

“We can’t compete with the money a new mall would bring to the town. How do you think we’ll stop it from getting built?” Christine asked, already sounding defeated. She owned a café next door to my new shop. I hadn’t talked to her much, but she made great coffee and was always nice.

But a defeatist attitude was getting us nowhere, and I could already see heads turning her way and nodding. I had to get everyone in a fighting mood so we could win this thing.

“Nobody wants a ghost town, and that’s exactly what will happen if there’s a mall three minutes away that offers everything the town center does and more, with the added benefit of air-conditioning. We just need to stick together and convince the town council and the mayor that the mall is in nobody’s best interest.”

“The mayor is on her way out. Elections are coming up, but she’s not running again. Instead, she has her eye on the governor’s office. That means nothing good for us because she doesn’t care if we vote for her or not. She also owns part of the land the mall will be on and will do anything she can to get it passed through council and make a lot of money,” Klaus said.

I couldn’t believe these were the same people who staged a sit-down protest when the old movie theater was scheduled to be demolished. Myrtle even chained herself to the doors—which were simply removed by the hinges and one of the town’s firefighters carried her away, much to her excitement.

“I’ll come up with a plan, but I need to know that I have your support. Don’t just give up. This is big. We need to stop it.”

More grumbles rang through the room, but this time there was at least some agreement.

“I’m in,” someone shouted from the back.

“I’ll start getting signatures tomorrow. And Clara can put a notice up at the post office,” someone else said.

I nodded and continued. “We need to start with the land. If they can’t buy up enough to build a mall, they won’t be able to go through with their plans. I know that most of it they already own, but the Lawton Farm and the old gas station haven’t sold yet. They’re right in the center of the area they want to build on. If we can stop them from getting to those, we’re halfway there.”

“Nobody knows who the gas station belongs to,” Klaus said. He knew everyone in Humptulips, had been living here his whole life. But the gas station had always been a mystery. It hadn’t been in operation for at least twenty years, and nobody had ever tried to sell it either.

“Well, the good news is, if we don’t know, the developers probably don’t either. We just need to beat them in finding out who owns it. And we can talk to Bud Lawton about his farm.”

“I’ll sift through the archives to see what I can find out about the gas station,” Beth volunteered. She worked at the mayor’s office and had access to everything.

“Thanks, Beth, that would be great. Let me know if you find anything. Now, who wants to speak to Bud?”

The room went deathly silent. Nobody moved, nobody spoke or breathed too loudly. Guess there wasn’t anyone who’d forgotten about the incident a few years back when Bud shot a round of buckshot into anyone who came too close to his farm. He was convinced the town had conspired against him and was trying to rob him. He’d since calmed down after a few visits from the sheriff, reminding him it was illegal to kill someone only because they were walking past your property.

“Fine. I’ll go. I hope you’ll all remember the sacrifices I made when you put up a statue in my honor,” I grumbled and climbed down from the table.

Klaus announced the end of the meeting, and everyone sprinted to the cakes set up in the corner. I put a big stack of papers to collect signatures for the petition at the exit.

“Apologize,” Sunshine whispered next to me.

“Geesh, how did you get here so fast?” I asked and turned to look at her.

“Special ops training,” she deadpanned and walked away to join the line for the cakes. I never knew when she was joking or being serious.

I went in search of Julia and found her near the lemonade. “Julia,” I called and stepped in front of her.

Her mouth was tight, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “What do you want, Maisie? You gonna tell me that bangs are not in fashion anymore?”

I noticed her new hairdo and tilted my head. “Well, to be honest, they don’t really suit your face. You should try—”

She walked away without another word.

Guess I deserved that.

Sunshine was watching my failed apology attempt with big eyes. She waved at Julia, who was almost at the exit.

I sprinted after her, nearly running over Myrtle, who gave me her best stink eye as I called out an apology. I caught up to Julia and blocked her way again. “Julia, I’m sorry for what I said. I’m an idiot and blurt out the first thing that comes to my head. But I’m working on my social skills. Will you accept my apology?”

Julia sighed, but her mouth wasn’t drawn tight anymore, and she wasn’t trying to kill me with the laser beams she probably wished were shooting out of her eyes.

“Fine. Apology accepted. But you owe me.”

I opened my mouth to tell her I brought pie, but she cut me off.

“And I already had two pieces of pie, so don’t even think about bribing me with it. I want you to design my wedding dress. And I’ll pay you. But you have to bring pie and champagne to every fitting. And you are not allowed to say anything negative about the dress, me in it, or my bridesmaids.”

I was speechless. Something that didn’t happen to me often. This was huge. Julia was marrying into money. Like bucketloads. Her wedding would be epic. And I wanted to design her dress more than anything.

“Julia. Really? You mean it?” I breathed, eyes wide, mouth gaping. Damn thing didn’t want to close.

“I’ve seen your designs, and they’re amazing. And I’ll never forget the prom dresses you made for Willa and Stella. They were beautiful.”

I nodded and tried to act like a person who wasn’t close to running around Julia in circles and shouting in glee. “I would love to. Thank you so much. You won’t regret it. And I’ll be full of compliments the whole time I’m doing the dress fitting.”

The corners of her mouth tilted up. “I don’t know how many times you’ve tried to give me fashion advice but insulted me instead. And somehow I always forgive you. We’ll see how long you last this time.”

She waved and left—probably a good idea since she was wearing her gumboots. And there was plenty I could say about them being worn anywhere but in the rain. Or on a farm. But people normally had those thoughts and kept them to themselves, they didn’t blurt them out. So I would be a normal person and shut up, no matter how much I wanted to say something.

“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Sunshine said, appearing next to me.

“I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. I just don’t know when to shut up,” I said.

She put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to her. “I know. But you can’t piss off everyone who doesn’t wear matching outfits. We live in Humptulips, not Paris. And nobody cares if they wear polka dots with stripes.”

I shuddered at the thought. Only one pattern at a time, people. “I know. And I’m trying to get better. But I work best with baby steps. And, Sunshine, you really can’t wear dots with stripes. That’s just not done.”

She ignored my unwanted fashion advice. “Have you told your friends about your shop yet? Don’t you think Willa and Stella would jump at the chance to help you out? You can’t do it all on your own. And you have to tell Mom and Dad. They’d want to support you.”

Even though we weren’t related by blood, she always called my parents Mom and Dad. I did the same for hers. And I knew I had to tell people or there would be hell to pay.

“I know, I know. Now stop making me feel bad. I’ll let my parents know when we go out there tomorrow. As for Willa and Stella, I just need a little more time to make sure I don’t screw this up.”

“You know they won’t judge you no matter if you fail or succeed.”

“I know.” But if there was one thing I was most afraid of, it was failure. I’d already failed epically in my personal life. First with Ray, then I pissed off my brother when I hooked up with his best friend—who, in my defense, told me he returned my feelings, even though it turned out they magically disappeared after our one night together—and now I was screwing things up again by sleeping with Oliver. Anna had become a wonderful friend, and I thanked her by hooking up with her brother. What a shitty shit friend I was.

But I could at least control my professional life, and there was no way I’d screw it up before I’d even taken the first step. I needed this to be a success. It was the only thing I had left.

“Let’s come up with a plan to stop the mall from being built,” I said and dragged Sunshine out of the meeting. She would have stayed and talked to every single person in there. Instead, we went home and plotted over ice cream and ginger beer.
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“Is that a—”

“Yup.”

“And a flower to cover up—”

“Yup.”

“Don’t tell me they even used ferns—”

“Oh hell yes they did.”

“And that would be a—”

“I’ll stop you right there.”

I nodded, the movement thankfully distorting my view for a moment. “Thanks. Appreciate it. I don’t know why I would even go there.”

Sunshine groaned. “Let’s just get this over with. Who knows how long this latest fashion statement will last. No sense in prolonging the inevitable. And at least they’re not naked.”

“Not sure which option would be preferable,” I said.

Even though we’d parked in the driveway of my parents’ house, we made no move to get out of the car. Because some things you couldn’t unsee, and both Sunshine and I were not willing to recreate the summer when we turned fourteen. No, thank you. I was still having nightmares from my parents’ fashion trend that year. One word: Lycra.

“Are you going to get out?” Sunshine asked, but she made no move to open her door.

“Let’s not rush things,” I answered and stared at the floor, which I deemed the best spot to look at if I wanted to save my eyesight.

“They spotted us,” she pointed out.

“We’re in a bright yellow bus. Hard not to,” I said and lifted my head. And there they were, walking toward us as if they weren’t on the way to permanently scar their only daughter.

“You think it would be rude to just turn around and come back in a week?” I asked, wishing I had the smarts of my brother Liam, who had moved to San Francisco to become some big-shot lawyer.

Sunshine sighed. “You know that’s not the right thing to do. They’re your parents.”

“Fine. But only if you agree to whiskey and waffles tonight.”

“As if I’d say no. Come on, let’s get out there. And don’t judge things you don’t understand.”

Not sure there was anyone out there who understood my parents. But instead of prolonging my fate, I opened the car door and slid from Sunshine’s van.

“Mairead, I missed you,” my mom greeted me. She hugged me to her barely covered chest and swayed from side to side. “Your aura is too dark. Are you eating enough? Are you using the crystals I gave you? Your hair doesn’t shine. It usually shines. What happened?”

“Nothing happened, Mom. I’m fine. And I wish you’d stop calling me that.”

“But it’s your name. And you know you can always move home if you need to. Your old room is still there.”

“I know. But I’m doing okay. Promise.” And my old room was painted pink and plastered in Backstreet Boy posters with only a single bed in there.

She released me from her grip and stepped back, still holding on to my shoulders. “I made some cookies. They’ll fix you right up.”

One thing everyone should know when setting foot inside the Slater household: never eat anything. They laced half of it with pot; the other half came from whatever the earth wanted to gift us. My mom’s words, not mine. But it was an apt description of what we were working with here. Hence why I would stay far away from her baking.

“I just ate, but thanks, Mom,” I said. See, my manners were already improving.

The corners of her mouth tipped up, and she put her hand on my cheek. “Okay, just help yourself if you get hungry.”

I nodded, and she released me.

My dad was right there, holding his arms out. “Pumpkin, come and give your old dad a hug.”

I put my arms around his substantial midsection and held on tight. I loved my mom, but my dad had always been my hero. He might have an interesting fashion sense, as evidenced by his current look of burlap sack pants and fern woven top, but he was 100 percent in my corner. I could always count on him, no matter what.

Even though they looked at the world a little differently than most people and we never agreed on anything, their hearts were always in the right place. And if there was one thing I had always wanted in my life, it was a man who treated me like my dad treated my mom. Thirty years together and you’d think they were still in the honeymoon phase.

I might not believe in “the one” anymore, but I was still hoping for a guy who wouldn’t screw me over by screwing someone else.

I peeled my cheek off his chest and kept my eyes on his face. Let’s just say sewing wasn’t one of my mom’s strong suits, and there were holes in strategically important places. “Good to see you, Dad.”

He beamed at me and took my hand. “Let’s go inside and catch up.” He turned to Sunshine. “Your ma called and said she’d meet you here. They booby-trapped the house again to test out their gear, so she didn’t want you to fall into a rigged hole by accident.”

Of course they did. Because why wouldn’t you when the weather was nice and all.

Sunshine’s parents lived on the property next door. Both our parents owned small hobby farms, so it was a twenty-minute walk or a five-minute car ride to get from one place to the other.

We all congregated in my parents’ cozy living room, Sunshine sat in one of the big armchairs, and I was sandwiched between my parents on the couch. My mom had somehow procured a hairbrush—her outfit certainly didn’t have any pockets, so I wasn’t sure how she managed that so quickly—and was furiously trying to tame my thick tresses that I hadn’t bothered doing anything with this morning.

“Sunshine, how is the new job going?” my dad asked.

“It’s going. Not sure I fit in though.”

“But, honey, you are a joy to work with. Are you having problems with someone?”

“One of the girls at the center is a bit difficult. But I’m sure once we get to know each other better, it’ll be all good.”

That was an understatement. Sunshine started a new job at a spa in town—the only one in town—and one of the other girls made her life a living hell.

“She’s a bitch is what Sunshine really means,” I corrected. Because why not call a bitch a bitch when the situation called for it?

“Mairead, you know you shouldn’t use that word to describe someone,” my mom cut in and yanked out a few knots.

I successfully fought the urge to huff. “Fine. She’s a bitter old woman who wouldn’t know how to be nice to somebody even if they gave her money to do it.”

“Mairead, don’t call her an old woman. That isn’t very nice,” Mom said while pulling on my hair like there was a prize for the fastest brush job.

“Argh, Mom, really? So she’s a woman past sixty who wouldn’t know how to be nice to somebody even if they gave her money to do it,” I said, trying with all I had in me not to roll my eyes.

“What’s ‘nice,’ anyway? Your nice might not be the same as her nice. What if she thinks she is being nice? Perception, my child,” Mom said.

Okay, now I was rolling my eyes and didn’t care who saw it. “You’re killing me. But fine. She’s a woman past sixty who likes to insult other people.”

“But is she really insulting them? Speaking the truth and insulting someone come from different places in your heart,” Mom said and finally stopped yanking on my hair.

“You mean one doesn’t come from the heart at all. And I don’t think she’d agree with you, Mom. In fact, few people would. Because I speak the truth all the time, and look where that’s got me. People think I’m a bitch.”

“Did we not just establish that there is no use for that word?”

“Fine. People think I’m too generous with sharing my thoughts.”

“Well, I don’t think you’re a bitch, baby girl. And it’s important to be honest,” my dad chimed in.

“Thanks, Dad, I’ll keep that in mind next time I speak my mind and get yelled at.” I knew I was feeling sorry for myself, but where better to do it than within the safety of your family?

“Now who wants cookies?” Mom asked and pointed to a plate that was sitting on the table.

“Still full from lunch, but thanks,” I said.

“I couldn’t eat a thing right now. Maybe later,” Sunshine said.

“I’m here,” a voice called out from the front door. Nobody locked their doors, and if they did, most people would have a key anyway. That was just how we did things around here, and since our families were so close, there was no need to knock either.

Lillibell, Sunshine’s mom, came into the living room wearing a bright yellow kaftan, skintight leather pants, and furry boots. At least she was wearing a tank top underneath; otherwise, the transparent material would have revealed more than anyone in here was prepared to see.

She went to her daughter, and they hugged, swaying back and forth. I was next, and she hugged me just as long and hard, and I soaked it in. I was a hugger, despite my bluntness and occasional standoffish behavior. But I’d had to endure a lot of teasing and the occasional bullying growing up. It wasn’t easy when you wore hemp clothes your mom made you and your lunch usually included a wide range of vegetables. At least nobody ever tried to steal it. Hugs got me through it, and hugs would continue to make me happy.

That might have been part of the reason I instantly connected with Stella and Willa when we met. They were both huggers too—and it helped that we were all a little crazy.

My eyes went wide when I saw everyone but Sunshine and me eating brownies and giggling. Where did the brownies come from? I met Sunshine’s wide eyes, and we both grinned.

“Your dad will be right over, sweetheart. He’s just finishing digging the hole in the front yard,” Lillibell said. She was sitting on the floor, swaying to music only she could hear. “We updated our bunker. Once it’s safe again, you have to come and have a look.”

“Would love to, Mom. After all, I need to know where I’ll be spending my time should the apocalypse ever happen.”

“So, Maisie, what’s new with you?” Lillibell asked, still swaying.

Sunshine mouthed words to me—Bark? Lark? Talk?—and I narrowed my eyes at her. Even though I was useless at lip reading, I knew she wanted me to tell my parents about the shop.

And I really had to do it. And what better time than now, when they were mellowed out from the brownies.

“I’m opening a shop in town,” I said, looking at Lillibell, avoiding my parents’ eyes.

She clapped her hands and lifted her head up, facing the ceiling and closing her eyes. “I knew something special would come of the prosperity ritual we did last week. Didn’t I tell you, Pip?” she said to my mom.

“You’re opening a shop? When? And why are we just learning about it now?” my mom asked.

“I’ve been renovating the old pharmacy in town. And the opening will be in two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” she yelled, her voice high-pitched. “And you’re only telling us now? We could have helped you.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t want you to feel you had to help. I know how busy you are.”

“We are never too busy for our daughter.”

Damn, now she sounded hurt. And I couldn’t blame her.

“I meant to tell you, but then I just thought I’d get one more thing done, and before I knew it, the shop was almost ready and I still hadn’t told anyone.”

“Don’t make her feel bad about it, honey. It’s her shop. She just wasn’t ready to tell us. And you really wanted to go on the chakra retreat in Florida last month. I bet you wouldn’t have gone had you known about the shop,” Dad jumped in, helping me out as usual.

I sent him a grateful smile and put my arm around Mom and kissed her cheek. “Don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad, honey, just disappointed you didn’t want me involved.”

Damn, now I really felt bad. But she was just so opinionated. And I wanted to do this on my own.

“I’ll give you a private tour tomorrow.” I tried giving her my best puppy dog eyes.

“All right, but I want a discount. I love that dress that you made me for my last birthday. And I want another one like it.”

I smiled at her and knew she’d already forgiven me. “Done. I’ll make another one for you, and you also get the family discount.”

She took another brownie off the tray and took a big bite. Guess that was my cue to leave. Having experienced the joy of Mom’s brownies enough times to know better than to hang around, Sunshine got up without me having to say anything.

“Hey, Mom, I need to go. But I’ll check the house out as soon as it’s safe,” she said and bent down to hug Lillibell.

After we hugged all the parents at least twice and I promised them a tour the following morning, we left.

“Stop at the store for supplies?” Sunshine asked as she pulled out of my parents’ driveway.

“God, yes,” I said and mentally added up how much money I had left in my bank account. I calculated I could afford two waffles and half a bottle of whiskey. Enough to get me through.
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“Stop ringing,” I whined and batted my hand in the direction of where I guessed my phone to be. It was five in the morning on day six of my pretend daily running routine and the alarm on my phone was going off, much to my displeasure.

Anna was determined to catch me out in my lie. Even after I sent her the enrollment confirmation, she didn’t believe me. I couldn’t blame her. After all, I was lying. After she saw the date on the confirmation email she put me through an hour-long interrogation. Now, a sane person would probably just own up to it. But nobody ever accused me of being sane, so I got up every morning—grudgingly—and put on my running clothes.

They looked cute, and I loved wearing them. Today’s outfit was comprised of lavender shorts that hugged my butt like a glove. I liked to call them my push-up pants. Zoned compression should be a thing for all pants, not just sports clothes. I’d have to investigate it further for my own line.

But for now, I was happy to pay too much for clothes that I would only ever wear to walk down to the coffee shop. My top was a dark blue loose-fitting tank with a built-in bra. Straps crisscrossed down my back, making it the perfect piece to complete my outfit.

I tied up my hair in a sloppy ponytail, put on my brand-new running shoes, and skipped down the stairs. Maybe I would have an almond croissant today as well. I always went to Sweet Dreams during my pretend runs. And their coffee was amazing. It was no problem spending an hour there. And Rayna, the owner, was sworn to secrecy. She was Willa’s aunt, only a few years older than us, and by far our favorite person. And not just because she kept us supplied with as much sugar as our bodies could handle. She was also one of the nicest people around.

The house was quiet when I made my way to the front door, but I knew Anna would be up to check on me. I closed the door behind me, careful to engage the latch without waking anyone up. The curtain in Anna’s window moved, and I waved to her before I started a slow jog down the road. As soon as I made it around the corner, I stopped and walked, the short run having winded me, making it hard to breathe. Some people must really like torture. Because that was all running was.

“Taking a break already?” The deep voice made me trip. But before I could fall on my face, muscular arms held me up and pulled me close to a familiar body. I allowed myself to bury my nose in the comforting smell of Oliver before I stepped back, remembering my resolve.

“Just starting off slow. You know, needed to stretch first. What are you doing here?” I said and put more distance between us. I pulled my arm over my head and began stretching.

“Anna told me you were training for a marathon. I thought I’d train with you. I run every morning.”

Oh no, no, no, no, he couldn’t do this to me. Why would he run with me? Did he ask Anna about me? Or did she mention me? Were they talking about me? Did he care more than I thought? Did he want to be my friend? Or continue our hookups? And why was my arm stuck behind my head? How did people stretch like that?

“I don’t know if you could keep up with me. And I’m on a very strict training schedule,” I said in a last-ditch effort to stay away from him. I finally dislodged my arm and successfully stopped the wince that wanted to escape.

I lunged sideways for a stretch but miscalculated how far I could go. My eyes went wide and my breath faltered for a moment. I was frozen in my stretch, trying not to let my face distort in pain. Oh, the pain. I wondered if I could ever stand up again. The only saving grace was that Oliver was waving at someone driving past and hadn’t seen my move.

“You ready?” he said and grinned. My resolve to not run with him melted away like an ice cube thrown into a fire. I hated it when he flashed his annoying dimple at me. Stupid things were like catnip to my system. I figured one little run wouldn’t do any harm. Like a slow detachment process so I wouldn’t put my body into shock by not seeing him anymore. And running was supposed to be good for you after all.

“Let’s do it,” I said, groaning when I moved my legs back into a normal position. Running was a danger to my health. But no way would I just admit that I had fake signed up for a marathon and pretended to train every morning. I mean, who would do that?

I looked at Oliver, who was dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, and my eyes wandered over his body. I tried telling myself that his muscles weren’t that impressive. And that his piercing blue eyes didn’t pull me in at all. And his smile didn’t light all my lady parts on fire. And when did I start calling them that, anyway?

Ugh, this had to stop. He was messing with my head.

“Let’s do this,” I said, scaring myself with how cheerful my voice sounded. Someone clearly hadn’t gotten the memo that my body was about to be tortured.

We started running, and it didn’t take more than two minutes for my breath to escape in quick puffs. A few wheezing gasps later, I had to slow down. Another three minutes and it turned into gulps for air. Another minute and I was bent over, throwing up into Dora’s rosebushes.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Oliver appeared beside me, his forehead furrowed. He put an arm around me and helped me sit down on the curb once there was nothing left to bring up.

I was too embarrassed to talk and didn’t even protest when he helped me up and led me down the road. I didn’t care where he took me, as long as it had a bathroom where I could clean up. The walk took longer than my poor abused legs were used to, but I couldn’t go back to my house and I couldn’t drag him to Rayna’s, or he would know what was going on.

We ended up in his room at the bed-and-breakfast, and I went straight to the sink, splashing water on my face. I grabbed his toothpaste next and scrubbed my teeth with my finger. I was so embarrassed.

A knock sounded on the door, and I stopped scrubbing.

“Everything okay in there?”

“I’ll be right out,” I mumbled around the toothpaste. Shouldn’t have used half the tube. After putting the toothpaste back, splashing water on my face, and cursing myself for being such a mess, I opened the door to face Oliver.

He stood right outside but stepped back when I came out. I didn’t look at him, instead deciding that a quick escape was the only move I had if I wanted to save what was left of my dignity.

I barely made it out of the bathroom before a hand on my arm stopped me. “Where are you going?”

“Home.” Where I’ll hide under the covers and pretend this never happened.

“If you’re sick, you shouldn’t be alone.”

The concern in his voice made me look up, and I met his worried gaze. “I’ll be fine. Just ate something wrong.”

“Why don’t you lie down until you feel better?”

I eyed the bed and couldn’t stop the flash of heat spreading through me. It was a comfortable bed. One where I had spent many hours, all of them amazing. I could just lie down for a bit. It didn’t have to mean anything. I did just run nearly a mile. I was feeling faint. My legs hurt. I could just rest for a few minutes. I deserved it.

Oliver noticed my hesitation and put his arm around me, steering me toward the bed. “I don’t want to be responsible for you fainting on your way home. Just rest for a few minutes.”

“Just for a few minutes,” I murmured and sat on the edge of the bed. Oliver kneeled down in front of me and lifted one of my legs, removing first my right shoe, then the left.

I moved onto the bed and curled up on my side, watching Oliver kick off his own shoes. He walked around to the other side, and I felt the bed depress when he got on. His warm chest hit my back, and his arm curled around me.

I instantly relaxed into him, refusing to think what it meant. I was tired. And I decided going cold turkey didn’t work for me. I had to wean myself off Oliver slowly, so a little contact was okay. It didn’t mean I would slide back into old habits.

One second we were spooning, and I was falling asleep; the next I was moaning and arching into a hand on my breast. Another hand was covering my mound, caressing me over my pants. When I felt soft lips on my neck, I knew I would not stop a thing. Because if his hands were magic, his lips were nirvana.

I moaned and turned to face him, my hands wandering up his chiseled abs and finding their way to his hair. I wanted to hold him in place and not let go. Keep him anchored to me for as long as I could. He traced his tongue down my neck and started kissing every inch of my skin.

There was not a thing I could do but arch into his touch, hoping he would never stop kissing me.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, stopping what he was doing.

“Fantastic,” I whispered back, not trusting myself to speak any louder for fear of it turning into another moan.

Satisfied with my answer, he started trailing light kisses over my cheek, forehead, and then mouth. “Your head doesn’t hurt? No more nausea?” he asked in between putting his magical lips on me.

I guess all my squirming and loud panting wasn’t clear enough to express how good I felt right now. I’d better show him so he’d stop wasting time talking that was better spent kissing. I was greedy when it came to Oliver, and I wanted all he had to give.

I pushed up, and he leaned back, letting me take control. “I’m fine. Stop worrying,” I said.

When he was on his back, I went to work doing my favorite thing in the world: making Oliver lose control. It was my turn to kiss every inch I could reach in my frenzy to make it to my goal. It didn’t take much to get me excited when Oliver touched me, but where I was easily turned on, he only seemed to need a single touch and he was ready.

I loved that I was the one who could do this to him. For once, I was in control. My dating life so far had been disastrous, inside the bedroom and out. But not even my ex-fiancé had ever made me feel as desired as Oliver did. So who could blame a girl for wanting to hold on to the only man to ever give her multiple orgasms? And to put a cherry on top of this disaster cake, he was also a nice guy.

I continued down his abs, licking the dips and valleys and enjoying his hissed breath. When I made it to my destination, I freed his cock from his pants, and my mouth watered at the sight. He was perfect and big and all mine for now. I trailed my tongue from his tip down to his base and back again.

“Stop teasing me,” he groaned and held my hair in a soft grip.

Since I wanted to make him feel as good as he made me feel, I took him into my mouth as far as he would go. There was only Oliver; nothing else mattered at the moment. Except his dick. Because that mattered very much. I had big plans for it.

I didn’t get very far because before I could even get out all my good moves—and with the amount of time I’d spent in the bedroom with Oliver over the last few months, I had developed some kickass moves—he pulled me up and over him.

I didn’t have time to do more than gasp before he entered me. And just like every time, it felt better than what I remembered. I sat up, putting my hands on his pecs, and moved slowly, savoring every touch, every groan he emitted.

It didn’t take my body long to become one big live wire, and I soon hurdled over the edge, wishing I could hold on to that indescribable feeling but unable to stop what was inevitable.

Oliver followed soon after me, our bodies taking over. I collapsed on his chest, panting hard. This was the only time I enjoyed breathing hard. And as usual, I felt like I was home being connected to Oliver like this.

After what seemed like not enough time, Oliver turned to the side, taking me with him and disconnecting us. I groaned, feeling the loss of him down to my toes.

“I have a meeting in half an hour,” he said and kissed my nose. “Feel free to join me in the shower.”

He touched his lips to mine and got up. I flopped back on the bed once I heard the shower start.

“There is something seriously wrong with me,” I muttered, then got up as well. I collected my clothes from the floor, cursing myself the entire time. I couldn’t find my panties, but I could make my escape without them. The shower was still going, and it was now or never.

I was getting good at getting dressed in less than ten seconds, and today was another stellar example of it. I deserved a high five. Maybe I’d tell Sunshine later so I could impress her with my skills. After she yelled at me for being so damn weak and giving in to Oliver again.

I snuck out of the room and quietly closed the door behind me.
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“Motherfucker,” I yelled and dove behind Sunshine’s van that I had borrowed since I didn’t have a car. My intel was wrong. Bud Lawton hadn’t settled down a bit and still didn’t like people on his farm. I didn’t even have time to take more than two steps toward his front porch before he fired the buckshot.

“Mr. Lawton. Stop shooting. It’s Maisie.”

“I don’t care what your name is. Get off my property. I’m not selling.”

“Well, that’s good since I don’t want to buy anything.”

I peeked out from behind the car and saw him standing on the top step, his gun still in his hand, but at least he wasn’t aiming it in my direction anymore.

“Why else would you be here?” he grumbled.

“To have a chat. Nothing else.”

“Don’t you have any friends you could chat with?”

I stepped out from behind the car and put my hands on my waist. “Of course I have friends. Tons of them. Great friends. And I can chat with them whenever I want. But today I want to talk to you.”

“You sure they’re your friends? Sounds to me like they don’t want to talk to you.”

“How would you know anything about friends? You sure don’t have any.”

Well, that escalated quickly. I should just shut up and get back in my car. Maybe I could send someone else. Like Mom. She’d know all the right things to say.

There was some grumbling, but he finally took his finger off the trigger and rested the firearm on his porch. Progress.

“Sorry. Shouldn’t have said that,” I tried in my apologetic voice number two. It was soft and reassuring but not too meek. That was apologetic voice number one’s job. She only came out when I really screwed up and the only way out was to beg on my knees while holding a pie. And that voice was a winner. Which was proven this morning when my parents came to the shop. They weren’t even a little mad anymore when I presented them with the baked goods. My dad was especially happy because he knew there was real sugar in it.

“Don’t care. It’s true. Now, what do you want? I’m watching Friends and can’t find the remote to pause it.”

“I love Friends,” I shouted, too loud even to my own ears. “We can just continue our chat inside.”

Because, surely, he wouldn’t try to shoot me inside his house? The mess would be a bitch to clean up.

“Fine. But don’t touch anything.”

I held up my hands and followed him inside. “These will stay by my side at all times, promise.”

Inside it smelled like lemons, and it was surprisingly clean. It was an older house but showed no signs of neglect. His hardwood floors looked recently polished, his walls were clean and had no chipped paint, and his furniture was worn but sparkling clean.

“Nice place,” I said and took a seat on the couch.

He grunted in reply and I smiled at him, hoping my positive vibes would stop him from kicking me out as soon as he heard why I was there.

“Did someone come over and make you an offer for your farm?” I asked, deciding to get straight to the point. No use beating around a bush neither one of us was interested in.

“Greedy bastards. Offered me half of what my land is worth. They thought I was an idiot who didn’t know why they wanted to buy it.”

Guess that answered my second question on where he stood on selling. I sighed in relief, feeling like at least one little victory was finally coming our way.

“That’s good. Because you shouldn’t sell. This farm has been in your family for generations, I bet. You don’t want to lose your legacy.”

He gave me an odd look, and the corner of his mouth twitched. Was that an almost laugh? What did I say?

“My daddy won the farm in a card game. And I’m sure the entire town knows that I don’t have a wife or kids. No so-called legacy to continue. So cut the bullshit and tell me why you’re here.”

“Guess flattery gets you nowhere these days,” I said under my breath. “Fine. I want to stop the mall from being built. The only two pieces of land that are missing for them to have enough is your farm and the old gas station. You wouldn’t happen to know who owns it, would you?”

“Well then, I guess you’ll have to get some money together. Because I know they’ll make me a better offer. And I’m too old to keep working the farm. If they give me enough money, I’m selling. And the gas station is mine as well. Bought it forty years ago. Now, can I get back to my show, or is there anything else you want to know? Maybe how many cows I have?”

I got up, not wanting to push my luck and ask why in the world he would buy an old gas station. At least I had plenty of practice at making a quick escape. “Nope. No more questions. Thank you for your time. And you should come to the next town meeting.”

I desperately needed him to change his mind. I would try pie next. Everyone loved pie.

“No chance in hell. Unless it’s frozen over.”

“Right, well, I guess I’ll see you around.”

“Unlikely.”

“Bye,” I said and waved.

I didn’t get a response and left as fast as my heels would take me. Shouldn’t have worn a dress and kitten heels but sneakers and running gear—when it came to life and death, it didn’t matter how much my outfit made me seem like the woman in charge.

The drive back into town was quick, and I stopped at the house to grab a few things before heading to the shop. The builders were almost finished with the remodel, and I couldn’t wait to bring all the clothes there that I had put together during months of painful needle pricks and uncooperative sewing machines.

I would finally have a sizeable space to sew my dresses and didn’t have to store them in my room anymore. At the moment, I could barely get into my room because of all the clothes I had in there, and there was only a path from the door to the bed and from the bed to my closet. The rest was covered in clothing racks.

Everyone seemed to be out, and I parked my car in the driveway. I had to get to work and organize the soft opening for my store. I also planned on telling Stella and Willa about the shop. Willa was still traveling with Jameson, but as soon as she got back, we all had to have a much-needed catch-up.

I was wading through dresses to find the one I wanted to feature on my website and social media today when I heard the front door close and then footsteps sounding on the stairs. I hoped it wasn’t Sunshine, because then I would never get out of here.

I heard someone talking, and soon I could make out Anna’s voice.

“Are you bringing anyone to my party?” she asked.

I turned back to picking out the perfect dress to take with me to the store. I was going to use it to promote the new shop, planning on taking a picture of it hanging off a medicine drawer.

My online store was going really well, and I hoped I could replicate my success for the physical one.

“Not planning on it. When was it again?” a familiar deep voice asked.

“Ugh, seriously? I’ve told you at least ten times that it’s this Saturday. You need to get another assistant, Oliver.”

My breath hitched, and I dove behind the clothing rack. Oliver’s here? Why weren’t they catching up for their weekly lunch date? They went every week, without fail.

“I have one. And I’m not getting someone else. She’s fine. Just a little forgetful.”

“A little? You mean a lot. I asked her to put the date in your calendar three times, and you still can’t remember.”

I slowly inched my way toward the window. My clothes suddenly felt too tight, and I was getting hot. I had to get out of here. I couldn’t be held responsible for how I would screw things up when they found me. And I liked Anna. I didn’t want to lose her friendship because I slept with her brother. And there was no way she wouldn’t know. I was the worst liar. My marathon lie was one of the few lies that had worked because I’d told her over the phone.

And I was still suffering the consequences now. Five o’clock wake-ups were no easy feat.

“Hang on a minute, I think I saw Maisie’s car in the driveway. I just want to ask her if I can borrow her red belt,” Anna said.

Shit. Shit. Shit. No, don’t come in here. Just take the damn thing like every roommate I ever had has done. I won’t even ask for it back if you don’t come in here.

I heard her footsteps getting closer and panicked. Dropping to my hands and knees, I crawled over to the window, pushing my way through clothes, and pulled myself up on the windowsill.

I inched the window open and climbed over, dropping onto the garage roof. The window slid down, and before I could stop it from shutting, it locked me out.

Resigned to my fate, I crawled along the side of the house to the edge of the garage, where I knew I could climb down on the tree that was growing close to the wall. Cursing my nonexistent luck, I put a foot on one branch and held on to a higher one. Inching my way toward the trunk I prayed I wasn’t too heavy and would plunge to my death.

I made it to the trunk and climbed down. Once at the bottom, I leaned against the tree, trying to catch my breath. Near-death experiences were never a favorite pastime of mine.

My phone started ringing, and I answered it when I saw it was Stella. I had been ditching my two best friends too much over the last week and really had to be a better friend, starting now.

“Estrella, what’s up?” I whispered, barely getting the words out for fear Oliver and Anna would hear me.

“Where are you, and why are you breathing heavy and whispering?” she asked, amusement lacing her voice.

“I was hiding from Oliver and locked myself out of the house. I was on the roof, so I had to climb down.”

“That made absolutely no sense. How did you lock yourself out on the roof?”

“It makes perfect sense to me. Now, was there a reason you called, or can I get back to hiding out in my yard?”

She snorted, trying to mask her laugh. “Hide away. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Later,” I rushed out and hung up.

Time to get out of here. I can get the dress later.
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I walked into the shop and couldn’t help but smile. It was almost there. And it looked exactly how I had envisioned. The builder I had hired was an old friend of my dad’s, and even though he worked at a snail’s pace, he was also meticulous on following his plans down to the last detail.

“Hey, Barry,” I called out to the guy who was half hidden underneath the counter.

“Good morning, darling. I’m almost finished with your cash register. Wanna have a look?”

Hell yes, did I want to have a look. It was the original cash register and had absolutely no use but to add up numbers and hold cash. I couldn’t integrate it with any payment system, and it would be a pain to do my reconciliation at the end of the day, but it was worth it. Everything in the shop I could keep, I kept.

I figured not too many people would pay cash anyway but rather use the card payment system I had set up as well.

Barry shuffled out from under the counter and beamed an enormous grin at me. “What do you think?”

I made my way to his side and admired the old register. It looked absolutely perfect.

He had made sure it worked and fixed the few buttons that were stuck. Not only did I not have to pay for a new one, I also had one that fit the shop.

He showed me the lever on the side that would open the cash drawer and the place where I could put the paper to print receipts.

“I love it. Thank you so much. You are a genius,” I said and ran my finger along the side. The black monstrosity would stay where it was, whether or not it was working. But knowing Barry, the thing would work long after the shop closed down.

“The last thing left to do is to oil the floors, and then you’re good to go,” Barry said.

I looked around the shop with pride and a sense of dread, because as exciting as it was to finally be able to open, it also meant that I would find out if a shop like mine was viable in a town like Humptulips.

“This is perfect. I can’t believe it’s finally happening.”

He squeezed my shoulder and laughed. “You deserve it, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” He walked toward the door. “I’ll just run down to Lorna’s for a coffee and pie. That will give you time to do your photo things and rearrange everything to your heart’s content until I get back. Just make sure the floor is clean before you leave.”

I had about an hour to get the photos, but no dress to take a photo of. I looked down at what I was wearing. It was one of my creations and hadn’t been featured yet. It was also one of my favorite designs. My eyes wandered to the shop window. They were only covered by drapes, but there was no way I could close them completely.

The only thing to do was hope I could take the photo quickly. With a sigh, I turned toward the counter and started getting everything ready. I pulled out a drawer and hung a clothes hanger on the handle. I had already put a lavender flowerpot in another drawer yesterday and draped necklaces and bracelets from others.

After a quick check behind me to make sure nobody was walking past, I unzipped my dress and slipped out. The aquamarine color would look gorgeous next to the lavender pot. It was a knee-length teacup dress with a black fitted bodice, no sleeves, and a flowing aquamarine skirt. It had taken me a while to get the right fabric for the skirt, but I had found the perfect one I could use for a lot of my other dresses and skirts.

I smoothed out the wrinkles and hung up the dress, arranging it so it mostly hung down, then pulled one corner of the dress up on another drawer. I stood in only my mismatched black bra and pink panties and took a few photos from different angles. Stepping back, I checked my phone to make sure I got the perfect one.

“I thought this was a dress shop,” a deep voice rumbled from the entrance.

I squealed, jumped, and dove behind the counter. One thing I forgot to do: lock the door.

“It is a dress shop,” I squeaked from the floor. How was I hiding underneath another piece of furniture yet again? This had to stop.

“So is this what you’ll be wearing? Or not wearing?”

I eyed the dress, wishing I hadn’t hung it up so high.

“Do you mind?” I asked, covering my eyes with my hands. Why me? Why. Me.

“Nope, I don’t mind at all. But your boyfriend might. Not sure he’d be too fond of you flashing the goods to other people.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I grumbled and peeked over the counter. Landon was standing there with a big grin on his face.

“So are you going to serve your customer?” he asked and pointed at himself. “Or are you planning on hiding from everyone who walks through the door? Didn’t realize you had social anxiety, chicklet.”

“Turn around,” I ground out. “And I don’t have social anxiety.”

He chuckled but did as he was told and turned to face the shop window. I jumped up from my hiding place and pulled the dress down. I stepped into it and zipped it up faster than I had ever zipped anything in my life.

Landon turned around as soon as I was done.

“How did you know I was dressed?”

He pointed his thumb behind him to the window. “Nice job cleaning your windows.”

I looked at my reflection in the window and cursed. Should have just left the damn things dusty instead of scrubbing them to within an inch of their lives.

“We’re not open yet,” I said and narrowed my eyes at him.

“I know. Just walked past and saw boobs, so I decided to check out the newest shop in town.”

“Damn it, Landon. Hasn’t it occurred to you we’re still closed since the sign says so and I’m in my store half dressed? Something you shouldn’t have been able to see unless you put your face up to the window.”

“I’ve seen stranger things done in the name of marketing. Being half dressed isn’t all that uncommon.”

I glared at him but knew when it was pointless to continue an argument. And it was Landon. I would forgive him almost anything. “Since you’re here, you can help me hang the fairy lights.”

He walked closer and winked. He really was good-looking. And nice. And had a case of commitment phobia I hadn’t seen before. Not even I was as closed off as he was. His one rule when it came to women: never have a repeat performance.

“Where do you want them?” he asked, taking the lights from me.

“I want them from one corner to the other,” I said and pointed to the hooks already up there.

Landon grabbed the ladder and put it in the corner. He quickly hung up all the lights, and I turned them on.

“Perfect,” I said and couldn’t stop the smile from forming on my lips. I looked around the shop and couldn’t believe I had gotten this far.

“Of course they are. I hung them up,” Landon said and put an arm around my shoulder. “Anything else you need help with?”

“I don’t think so—”

“I suggest you remove that arm before I do it for you,” a deep—and all too familiar—voice interrupted me.

I looked up and met the narrowed eyes of Oliver.

He was dressed in jeans and T-shirt, and as usual when he was wearing a T-shirt, my eyes homed in on the area where the material stretched tight over his pecs.

Landon moved away from me, holding up his hands. “Was just doing the neighborly thing and helping out. I wasn’t going to ravish her on her shop floor.” He turned to me and winked. “I would have saved that for the bedroom.”

What was wrong with guys these days? Didn’t he know not to poke a man on edge? Because for some reason Oliver’s fists were clenched, and he was staring at Landon, looking like a man who was ready to push someone off a cliff.

“I’m outta here. Let me know if you require my services again, sugarplum,” Landon said and leaned over to kiss my cheek. I could almost hear Oliver’s teeth breaking, the muscles in his jaw were clenched so hard.

“I would say thanks for your help, but you already got paid and then some. So get out of here before I need to clean your blood off my new floors.”

Landon saluted me and shuffled sideways past Oliver, who refused to move out of the way.

“What are you doing here?” I asked once the door closed behind Landon.

“Just checking if you needed any help. I know you’ve been stressed and trying to get everything done. But guess you found someone else.”

There was an edge to his voice that I had never heard before. Could I go so far as to think he sounded like he cared? What was this world coming to?

“I’m okay. Barry just needs to finish the floor and I can start moving all my dresses in.”

Probably shouldn’t mention that Landon helped with the lights.

“Great, then that means you’re done for today. Let’s get some dinner. I’m starving,” he said.

“Huh?” I asked, eloquent as usual.

“Dinner. Let’s go,” Oliver said, still not looking all too pleased.

“You don’t have to take me to dinner. That’s okay. It’s Sunshine’s turn to cook tonight.”

“Maisie, you are coming to dinner with me. I’ve tried being nice, I’ve tried giving you your space, but all it does is push you further away. If I have to be a bossy asshole to get you to realize what this is, then so be it. Now get your stuff.”

“What?”

Apparently done with my one-word answers, and what was sure to be a confused look on my face, he went to the counter and got my bag. I was still standing in the middle of the room when he handed it to me and kissed my lips. It was only a quick peck, but holy hell, I felt it right down to my toes. How did he do that? That shit was just not normal.

“Come on, beautiful. I’m sure you’re hungry. There is no way anyone can survive on Pop-Tarts and not be starving.”

Well, he had a point. But Pop-Tarts were my food of choice. How could you say no to something that only required a toaster and tasted like heaven? That’s right, you couldn’t.

“I guess I could do with some actual food.”

He took that as his sign to grab my hand and drag me out of the shop.

“Wait, I have to call Barry so he knows I’m finished taking photos.”

We stopped in our tracks, and I would have face-planted if Oliver hadn’t held on to me.

“Why couldn’t he be in the shop while you were taking photos?”

“I was taking photos for my blog update.”

“And?”

“There is no ‘and,’” I said and looked at my shoes. There was a sprinkle of mud on both tips, most likely from my farm visit today. I made a mental note to clean them when I got home tonight.

“Landon was there. And you aren’t looking at me, which means you’re hiding something.”

I looked up, deciding I just needed to rip the Band-Aid off and hope for the best. He couldn’t break up with me since we weren’t together, anyway. And it was an accident. It wasn’t like I ripped my clothes off in front of Landon.

“Fine. But don’t go weird on me. I forgot the dress that I wanted to take a photo of, so I took one of the one I was wearing. And Landon walked in on me in my bra and panties.” I rushed to get the last part out and tried to take a step back, but his hold had turned ironclad.

“He saw you in your underwear?” he growled, back to looking like he was ready to blow a gasket.

“What if I say yes?”

“For God’s sake, Maisie, what is wrong with you?”

“With me? What is wrong with you?”

Oliver released my hand, and I instantly felt the loss of his warmth. If I believed in soul mates, then I would say without a speck of doubt that he was mine. But that stuff didn’t exist. Especially not for me. And I didn’t believe in it, anyway.

“What would you say if another woman saw me in only my boxers?”

“Nothing.” I would rip her eyes out and make her eat them.

“Stop lying to me,” Oliver roared.

“I’m not.” Because I would probably just beat her senseless with the arm I also ripped off earlier.

“What do you think this is?” he asked, pointing between us.

“Two people arguing on the street for all of Humptulips to talk about tomorrow?”

“Stop being a smartass.” Oliver ran a hand through his hair and started pacing. “I know you think we’re only a hookup, but it never was and never will be. The sooner you accept that, the better off we’ll both be.”

“The sooner I accept what? Are you trying to tell me how to feel about us? You’re delusional. And I’m leaving.”

I tried to stomp away, but he stopped me with an arm around my waist. “Stop running away.”

“I’m not,” I said and tried to get my feet back on solid ground so I could make a run for it. “We can just go back to being friends. Phone friends. Not real-life friends. Because I think we should just stay away from each other for a while.”

He held me tighter to him. “I don’t want to be just friends. I know what you taste like. I know what you feel like. I know what you look like without your clothes on. And I love it all, so no to being friends.”

I felt a deep inhalation on my back from where Oliver held me against his chest. “Okay, let’s do this your way. You have until Friday to get your head out of your ass. Then I’m coming for you.”

He set me back on my feet and walked away. Walked. Away. Walked. The fuck. Away. Like we didn’t just entertain all of Humptulips.

Now everyone would know he had poked me with his stick. Pricked me with his dick. Struck me with his hammer. God help me, but I needed to make that therapy appointment and stop talking like I never had sex before.

So I did the only thing I could and walked home, making myself Pop-Tarts for dinner even though Sunshine made perfectly edible lasagna.
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“Did you sleep with my brother?”

My eyes went wide, and I took a step back. Anna’s chest was rising and falling from the deep breaths she took, and her hands were balled into tight fists. I took another step back. She had a mean right hook, something I found out last summer when someone got frisky with her at a bar we were at.

“Maybe a little?” I said, but it ended up sounding like a question.

Damn, the Humptulips gossip line worked fast. It was only five in the morning, and Anna had cornered me against the front door I was trying to get out of for my pretend run.

She pinched her nose and took another deep inhale before looking at me again. “A little? How can you only sleep with him a little? Either you did or you didn’t. Now which is it?”

“It was an accident. It just happened.”

She made a choked sound between a laugh and a growl. “An accident that made you fuck him? That’s your excuse?”

“We met. Our clothes came off. The rest I’m not comfortable discussing with you, being his sister and all. At least that’s how it happened the first time.”

“The first time?” she yelled and narrowed her eyes.

“I’m sorry.”

“You should have told me.”

“I know. And I’ve felt awful for the past five and a bit months.” It was closer to six months, but five sounded a little better.

“Five months? Five months?” she yelled, and I decided putting more space between us would be an excellent idea.

“It wasn’t like we had an affair. We just had casual sex whenever we saw each other.” Which was pretty much every day. But she didn’t need to know that little insignificant detail either.

“Because that makes this so much better,” she groaned. “He’s been through enough. He doesn’t need someone else using him.”

“Whoa, I’m not using him. We have an agreement. Maybe I should go,” I said, trying to find the doorknob behind my back. Better not to take my eyes off her. She seemed calm enough right now, but that could just be a ploy to catch me unaware. “Should I go? Or stay? I mean, if you want to talk about this more, I guess I could skip my run.”

She waved me off and walked toward the kitchen. “I need time to think about your punishment. And it will start with helping me out at the party on Saturday. You’re baking three pies.”

“But I—”

She turned and glared at me, and I stopped the excuse that would come out of my mouth.

“I’d be delighted to bake three pies for you.”

Satisfied with my answer, Anna left, and I all but stumbled out the door.

I started jogging to the end of the road, just in case Anna was looking out the window. I made it to Sweet Dreams without running into anyone else. It was still dark, so not many people would venture outside yet.

“Morning, Rayna,” I greeted the best baker in the world.

“Morning, darling. Still pretending to train for a marathon, I see.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. But I’ll help you fill up the display cases. To buy your silence, of course.”

She chuckled and handed me a tray as soon as I rounded the counter. “There you go. Vanilla slices, brownies, and chocolate delights in the first row, muffins in the second.”

I started lining up the amazing-smelling pastries and debated whether it would be too much to get one of each. I could always save some for lunch. That way I didn’t have to go out again to buy any.

“You talked to Willa lately?” I asked, curious how my best friend’s trip was going. Her phone reception was spotty while she was traveling. That combined with the fact that I had been a shitty friend who didn’t answer her phone when she had reception meant I had hardly talked to her since she left to travel around Europe with Jameson.

“Not for a few days. Last I heard she was camping at some giant lake in Italy. Or was it Austria?”

“Lago di Garda?”

“Maybe? I can’t remember. She thinks she knows how to speak Italian now and throws in all these words I can’t understand.”

“Ha, that’ll wear off soon, don’t worry. Remember when she tried to learn Japanese when she first started studying? She lasted three weeks.”

Rayna laughed. “True. But how are you doing? The opening is coming up soon, right?”

I groaned and decided I would get one of each pastry I was currently putting in the display case. It was either that or actually doing exercise, like running, to help with the stress. And nobody needed a collapsed lung. So it was still a no to going for an actual run. Sugar was a much better emotional crutch.

“Theodore Roosevelt said, ‘Believe you can and you’re halfway there,’ and I have to agree with him. Just believe in yourself and the shop opening will be a success.”

“Have you been staying in and reading your inspirational quotes again?”

Rayna was obsessed with reading them and then handing them out like the baked goods at her store. She had a memory like an elephant, and once she read about something, she never forgot it. Her current reading material included mostly self-help books and motivational quotes, so she was giving out a lot of advice.

“Of course I have. There’s not much else to do in this town once you’re too old to hit the college bars. Only one other place to get a drink around here, and I won’t be caught dead going there.”

“It’s been years.”

“All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us,” Rayna quoted. “J. R. R. Tolkien.”

“Not sure I’m following your quote speech. Translation, please?”

“It means my time is too precious to waste in a shithole.”

“Did you just use the word shithole?”

Rayna was one of the nicest, most even-tempered people I had ever met. She would give a stranger the shirt off her back and not even worry about how to get home only half dressed.

She waved me off and went out the back, saying, “Never mind. I have to get more salted caramel slices.”

I finished stacking the case and made myself a takeout container. Rayna came back, and I paid her for my box of heaven.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked while I put my money back in the small pouch in my running shorts. The damn thing was so small I struggled to get anything inside every damn time. Did whoever design them think all women had tiny little fairy hands? Because I couldn’t get anything in there without losing half of it.

I grabbed my box and blew her a kiss. “See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, honey.”

I skip-walked back to the house and silently opened the front door. Hopefully, Anna had gone back to bed. She rarely got up before eight. She worked just down the road and started at nine, which meant she could have daily sleep-ins. Her being up to yell at me meant she was pretty upset about Oliver and me, but fingers crossed she had gone back to bed instead of stewing on her anger.

I was in luck, and everything was quiet when I snuck back inside. I took off my shoes as quietly as I could without letting go of my cakes and made my way up the stairs. When I still couldn’t hear any movement, I sprinted to my room and shut the door, wincing at the loud click when it closed.

After a quick shower and long deliberation on what to wear, I took my remaining two cakes and walked to my shop.
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“Really? The floors are done? And there’s nothing else? What about the sink? I think it was dripping the other day.”

“The sink is fine, girlie. Your shop is ready to go,” Barry said and continued packing up his tools, ignoring my mental breakdown.

“What about the drawer in the second row, fourth from the top? It was hard to open yesterday. Maybe you need to fix that first before you say you’re officially done. Someone could get hurt if it’s stuck, and I yank it out. What if it hits someone on the head because I pulled too hard? I don’t have insurance that covers accidental death. At least I don’t think I do.”

“You’ll be fine. I’m sure you can use any of the other hundreds of drawers instead of that one. And I’m definitely done. I’ve done all I can, and it’s damn good work too. Make sure to invite me to your opening. And there better be one of your pies. Just don’t try to cook anything.”

He finished putting the last of his tools in his bag and got up. “Now I have to fix Mrs. Pritchard’s front porch. One of her steps broke. The entire thing is a hazard and should be replaced, but the stubborn woman won’t let me do more than fix whatever breaks. I best get going. She doesn’t like it if I’m late.”

“But you weren’t supposed to finish until tomorrow. How would she know that you’re running late? You could just keep hanging out here. Just in case something goes wrong. Not that I’m saying you did a poor job. You did an amazing job, but nobody’s perfect.”

“There’re those things called a phone. Sometimes I call people with it to let them know I’m on my way,” the smartass said, then grinned at me. “Bye, Maisie. I’ll see you at the opening.”

My heartless handyman left without another word, not caring about my precarious emotional state. See if I cared. I would definitely call him when something broke.

My phone vibrated, and I checked who messaged me, hoping it was Oliver. Stupid girl.

 

Willa: You better answer your fudging forking fruitcake phone or I will hurt you when I get back.

 

Before I had a chance to message back, another text came in.

 

Willa: We are doing an intervention when I get back. Everyone knows I love a good intervention. And you are long overdue for one. This poop is unacceptable.

Maisie: Why aren’t you using your big girl words? I thought Europeans were much more open?

Willa: Nobody makes me do anything. I’ve just grown up. And open isn’t the word I’d use when describing Europeans. More like free-for-all. They take personal space and throw it out the window. Did you know there are approximately 2,398 nude beaches in Germany alone? And they don’t tell you that shit. It’s like a lucky draw. You show up to any beach and people could be naked or clothed. You just never know.

 

I laughed and couldn’t wait to hear more about her adventures. I also couldn’t wait to tell her about the shop. But that had to wait until she was back.

 

Maisie: When are you coming back? I miss you.

Willa: Back in ten days. Jameson wanted to stay longer, but I just can’t do it. Need to check on Dad.

Maisie: Want me to call the station to make sure he’s not locked up?

Willa: Could you? That would make you the bestest of best friends, and I would be forever in your debt. I can’t ask Stella because she’s gotten herself in a bit of a mess with Mason.

Maisie: What happened with Mason?

Willa: What didn’t happen? Need more than a few messages to tell you, but have to go because Jameson is taking me to see the Colosseum. I hope I don’t see blood.

Maisie: You realize there’s been no fighting there for a long time?

Willa: And you realize how hard blood is to get out, right? You never know where it takes up shop and scares tourists.

Maisie: Right, of course. I hope you’ll be safe. And that you’re having the best time.

Willa: There are no words for how much I love this trip. And Jameson is everything. Where is this damn heart emoji when you need it? Was it in one of the lists? Anyway, no time to look for it, just pretend I inserted about twenty heart emojis. Okay, gotta run. Love your disloyal ass.

Maisie: Promise to be better. Have so much to tell you. Love your crazy ass.

 

Willa, Stella, and I used to be inseparable. But now that Willa had been gone for a few weeks and Stella was working, we hadn’t seen each other in a while. I missed my friends. And it was time to tell them about the shop.

As soon as Willa was back.
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“Do you have the pies?” Anna asked.

“Right here,” I answered as I made my way into our backyard. It was a warmish night, and Anna was moving the party outside.

“What about the balloons? Why aren’t they hanging up yet? I thought you said you wanted to repent for your sins. Forgetting half the decorations is not the way to do it.”

I put the pies on the table and dug the balloons out of my jeans pockets, stifling the sigh that wanted to escape. This making amends business was hard. I wonder if she gave Oliver as hard a time as she did me.

At least she gave me an hour to get dressed and put some makeup on. I liked to call tonight’s outfit casual elegance. I wore black skinny jeans and a white peasant blouse with three-quarter sleeves and embroidery around the hem. A silver lariat-style necklace with two small blue stones at the bottom added a little bling.

I finished it all off with light makeup, my hair was flowing down my back in loose curls, and I was wearing my lucky shoes—blush-colored, impossibly high Jimmy Choos. They were a graduation gift from my parents and only came out of their box on special occasions. And I felt tonight was one such occasion, since it was likely Oliver would show up. Also, it was Friday.

I hadn’t heard from him since the day of the incident. Either he’d had enough of my drama or he was doing what he said he would and was giving me space. I didn’t know which option I preferred.

Instead of wondering what would happen, I started blowing up the balloons and placing them around the backyard. Anna wanted some in the trees and around the buffet and the rest on the stairs leading outside. I didn’t know what was up with her balloon obsession, but as she pointed out not so nicely, I had a job to do, and that didn’t include asking questions.

My head was spinning, and I had to catch my breath when I finally finished with all the balloons in the packet. Anna had put up lanterns and a giant banner that said “Happy Birthday.” She had also ordered a gigantic birthday cake that she made me pick up earlier today from Rayna.

But I was down with that one because it meant I could grab a few things while I was there. At least that would tide me over until I could snag a piece of birthday cake.

We were still putting out chairs when the first guests arrived. I didn’t know them, but Anna seemed beyond excited that they were there. She introduced them as her work friends and took them to get some drinks.

“Maisie.” The voice startled me into dropping the chair I was carrying.

“Oliver,” I squeaked and turned around only to be met with an ache I couldn’t explain. I had just seen him a few days ago.

How could I have missed him so much? What is wrong with me?

I made a vow to never let anyone crush me again. A vow that meant something to me. But here I was already feeling more for him than I ever did for my ex-fiancé. And I agreed to marry that shithead.

“You look beautiful,” Oliver said and stepped closer.

I retreated and fell over the chair I had dropped, landing on my butt.

Oliver was at my side in an instant and picked me up. “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself? Here, sit down,” he said and carried me over to the steps where he sat me down.

“I’m fine. Just embarrassed.” I looked at my hands that were firmly clasped in my lap.

He kneeled down in front of me and put his hand on my cheek. “Hey, look at me.”

I lifted my head, and he smiled, showing his gorgeous dimple. Damn, he was already giving it all he had. He knew I couldn’t stay away when he smiled at me.

“Nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m sorry I startled you,” he said, leaning up.

He was closing the distance to my mouth, and while my lips ached to be kissed, my brain screamed at me to get out while I still had full control of my body. I turned at the last minute and his delectable mouth hit my cheek, turning my insides to mush anyway.

“Did you accept that we’re happening, or do I have to make an official announcement once everyone is here?” he rasped into my ear.

And the mush turned into fire, making me sit up straight and lose his hand in the process. “Don’t you dare,” I hissed, standing up. “And how come I have no say in the matter? You’re acting like a caveman.”

“If you think this is me acting like a caveman, then you don’t know me as well as I thought you did. I know how you feel about me,” he said with a cocky half smile.

I scoffed and got up, making us the same height since I was standing a few steps above him. “You don’t know anything or you would just let this go.”

“If that’s how you want to do this, then game on,” he said.

I didn’t give him a chance to change my mind and instead did the adult thing and raced up the stairs. I didn’t stop until I got to my room and closed the door behind me.

Then I paced from the door to my bed and back again, my angry stomping hindered by the clothes that were hanging too close for me to get through without leaning to the side. I couldn’t even do a tantrum right. And why was I having one anyway? I was being ridiculous.

Oliver wasn’t irrational. I would just tell him we could never be together, and he had to accept it. He couldn’t just force me into a relationship.

But I also couldn’t hide out in my room all night, so I took a few deep breaths, put some powder on my face since I had shed a few drops of sweat when I saw Oliver, and went back outside.

More people had arrived while I was having my moment, and the backyard was filling up. I hid behind the balloons and talked to a few people I knew. I had lost sight of Oliver, but that didn’t mean he’d left.

“Maisie, I need you to get more dip and chips from the kitchen,” Anna said, appearing beside me but not looking at me since she was busy waving at someone. “And don’t forget to check if there’s enough wine and beer on the table.”

I saluted her, but she didn’t see the gesture, instead rushing to greet more guests. She’d been in Humptulips a little over six months and had already made enough friends to fill the huge backyard. She was outgoing and nice but knew what she wanted and didn’t stop until she got it. One of the things she and Oliver had in common.

Since the kitchen was as good a place as any to hide, I went inside, sorting through the mountain of food in the fridge, trying to locate the dips.

“Need help?” Oliver asked.

I startled and slammed the fridge door shut. “I’m… I’m good,” I stammered and backed away from the hotness standing in front of me. No man should look that good in jeans and a casual shirt.

“Let’s go,” he said and held out his hand.

“Go where?”

“You’ll see. Now, are you going to walk out of here like a good girl, or do I have to drag you?”

“I’m helping your sister. I can’t go anywhere.”

“Dragging it is,” he said before he took my hand and pulled me behind him. It wasn’t painful, because Oliver would never hurt a fly. Nevertheless, he was pulling me toward the front door.

“Let me go, you ape,” I yelled and squirmed in his hold. Right until the point where he took my hand and dragged me through the house, I never thought I would have any misgivings about him handling me, because usually it involved me pressed to a wall. Or him lifting me. Or me with my legs wrapped around his body while he walked me to the bed. Or him—

Okay, time to stop.

“Help, I’m being kidnapped,” I shrieked. I was met with a few chuckles and a few eye rolls from the handful of people standing inside. What did a girl have to do to get help around here? Didn’t anyone realize I was being taken against my will?

Maybe I should just drop to the ground and play dead. That way—

“Don’t even think about it,” Oliver growled, not slowing down, not looking back to where I was stumbling along behind him and out the front door.

“I wasn’t thinking anything except that this is kidnapping. I will report you to the police as soon as you let go of my arm.”

He chuckled, not sounding amused at all. “As if you would ever voluntarily set foot in the police station. And this isn’t kidnapping since you’re walking out with me, I’m not carrying you, and you’re not unconscious.”

Huh, guess I would have to get my legs to stop moving. I was too stunned to do anything but let him drag me along, and now we were in front of his car and he was opening his door.

“Did you refill the spinach dip?” Anna yelled from the front door.

“No I didn’t, because your rude brother dragged me outside before I had a chance to,” I called back.

Instead of an answer, she went back inside and slammed the door. Great, guess she was still upset and my atonement would have to last longer than any ever should.

“Get in,” Oliver said, then gave me a gentle push toward the door.

Somehow my legs moved, and I slid into the buttery soft leather seat. My butt betrayed me as well and made no move to get off, settling right into the comfortable new resting place. My hands didn’t treat me much better, resting in my lap right after Oliver pulled the seat belt across my body and buckled me in.

Once he was satisfied I wouldn’t run away in the time it took him to get in the car, he kissed my cheek and sprinted to the other side. If I wasn’t so shocked I would have laughed at the grin on his face. And if I didn’t think he’d finally gone over the edge, I would have said he was enjoying this.

“I hope you’re ready. We have plans this weekend.”

“Plans? What plans? Nobody told me about any plans, big or small.”

He winked at me. “You’ll like my plans.”

I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest. “I doubt it. I scheduled the shop opening for two weeks from now. I have people to harass and a to-do list that’s a mile long. No time for whatever it is you have planned,” I complained but quickly added, “Unless it involves margaritas.”

Because there was always time for margaritas. Especially if Stella made them. Which she hadn’t done in quite some time. As soon as Willa was back next week, we had to do a girls-only catch-up.

“You can have as many margaritas as you like. Drunk sex is off-the-charts hot with you.”

“Drunk sex? We won’t be having drunk sex. Or any sex, for that matter. We are not doing that anymore. You gave me an ultimatum, and I ran away.”

“And I caught you. Now you’re mine.”

“Catch and release, buddy. Ever heard of that? And we’re at the stage where you should think about release because we’re not happening.”

No matter how much I secretly loved his attention. Craved it. And surprisingly had it. But for how long? I was already catching feelings. If he kept this up, I would hand him what was left of my heart on a platter. And then where would I be? Heartless. That’s where. And nobody liked a heartless bitch. Because the bitch part I had already perfected.

“We have a long drive ahead of us. Why don’t you try to get some sleep? I don’t think you’ll be getting much rest this weekend,” he said and winked at me again.

That wink should have looked sleazy, but it just made me want to reach over and pull his head closer so I could kiss him. Keeping him at arm’s length was getting increasingly difficult. And even though I should have known better, I was curious where we were going. And it was Oliver. He would have something perfect planned. We hadn’t gone out much together, since that would go against my hookups-only policy, but there had been a few instances where he bought me dinner or drinks. And he was always attentive.

“Do you really think that two people who are only hooking up should be going away together? Besides, I don’t have any of my stuff. What am I supposed to wear?”

“As far as I am concerned, we’re a couple. And since I’m a great boyfriend, I’m taking you on a trip. And don’t worry about your clothes. I’ve got it all covered.”

I huffed just to make a point, because at this stage I had already agreed to see where this was going. Call me a pushover, but Oliver seemed to know me better than I thought since I was already relenting. “Fine. But don’t think this discussion is over.”

“Of course not,” he said, the corner of his mouth twitching.

He better not laugh at me or I’ll change my mind.

Since I was all talked out, I pretended to sleep. Not long after I fell fake-asleep, he took my hand and held it on his lap. Since I was fake-asleep, I couldn’t pull it back. Sly bastard.

I must have actually fallen asleep because I startled awake when he kissed my cheek. The car was still, and Oliver smiled at me with his dimple firmly in place.

“Wake up, gorgeous, we’re here.”

I looked around at where here was and my eyes went wide. We were in front of a massive cabin in the mountains, surrounded by nothing but forest. It was beautiful. But also in the middle of nowhere.

I reached for my phone to message Willa—my first reflex every time I needed advice—but found I had no reception. Great. I was stuck without transport, my phone was useless, and Oliver was looking at me like we had plans.

“Where have you taken me?” I asked.

“A cabin in the woods.”

“Sounds like textbook kidnapping. And this must be the part where you tie me up in your basement, right?”

I looked at the beautiful log house. It was definitely big but not a mansion, not ostentatious or imposing. It was homely, at least from the outside. I couldn’t wait to see what it looked like inside. Not that I would ever admit that to him.

“I can definitely tie you up. But it will be in a bed, and you’ll love it.”

He got out of the car and met me at my side. “Come on, I’ll give you a quick tour.”

“What if I decide to stay in the car?”

“There’s a hot tub.”

I leaped out of the car, thoughts about ropes and basements forgotten. I loved hot tubs. “Lead the way.”

I took his offered hand, and we walked up to the front door. There was a panel off to the left side, and Oliver typed in a code that opened the heavy oak door. I would have tripped if he hadn’t held my hand, because I was speechless. The house was perfection. The front door opened into an enormous living area with high ceilings, an open fireplace, and long windows along the right side of the house that went from nearly the ceiling to the floor.

The view was just as stunning, allowing for an uninterrupted view of the Rocky Mountains. My gaze wandered to the back of the house, past a spiral staircase and farther to an open kitchen that took up half of the left side of the room.

“Come on, I’ll show you around,” Oliver said and closed the door after he nudged me inside.

“Oliver, this is…,” I started but was at a loss for words. If I ever had enough money to build my own place, this was what it would look like.

“You like it?” he asked.

“It’s amazing,” I said and spun around to face him. “How did you find this place?”

He kissed the top of my head and put his arm around my shoulders. “I told my assistant to look up the most isolated vacation homes, and this one came up.”

“Of course you did.” I followed him to the state-of-the-art kitchen that was all wood and silver and included a big fridge and endless counter space. Even I would consider cooking if I lived here.

We made it to the stairs, and I started walking faster. I was too excited to see what the upstairs looked like to play it cool. I had never been able to stop the emotions from showing on my face, and I was sure I was grinning like the Cheshire cat at the moment.

“Should have taken you away earlier than now. Kidnapping is the new wine and dine, apparently.”

I grinned and started skipping up the stairs. “Such a romantic. But the house is definitely working in your favor.”

Oliver followed me upstairs, taking two steps at a time to catch up with me. “You haven’t even seen the best part yet,” he said when he reached me.

“It gets better?” I asked, unable to keep the awe out of my voice. Because at that point, I was past playing it cool. We both knew where we stood. He wanted in my pants; I wanted in the hot tub. I was sure there was a way we could both get what we wanted.

The upstairs had three rooms, two on the right and one on the left. Oliver pointed to the right. “Two smaller rooms, but they both have their own bathroom. No need to go inside since you won’t be spending any time in there.” He walked to the open door on the left. “This is where we’ll be staying.”

I walked past the smaller rooms and stepped into the mother of all master bedrooms. The view from up here was even better than downstairs. Huge folding doors led onto a balcony, allowing an uninterrupted view of the forest and mountains. The sun was about to disappear behind the mountains, casting everything in a red glow. Perfection.

The bed was up against the wall facing the patio doors, the bathroom on the left side of the room.

“I’ll be right back,” Oliver said and walked out onto the balcony.

I peeked into the bathroom, my eyes going wide at the big shower and bathtub. But where my eyes bugged out and I started salivating was when I saw the walk-in wardrobe. It was every girl’s dream. The space was the size of my shop and could probably fit almost all the clothes I was selling as well. It was currently empty, since this was a vacation home, but how I longed to fill it with my dresses.

Oliver came back inside and grinned at me. “I guess you like the walk-in?”

I nodded and continued inspecting every shelf and corner. After I looked at everything twice, I went out to the balcony.

The hot tub was set into the corner of the balcony, bubbling away. I stuck my hand in and shivered at how cold the water was. Guess it would be awhile until it heated up.

I turned to the stunning view and braced my forearms against the railing. I had been going nonstop for the last few months and didn’t realize how tired I was. This weekend might be just what I needed before the shop opening.

Oliver came back outside and handed me a champagne flute. He looked me up and down and raised his eyebrows. “Still dressed. Huh. Must be losing my touch.”

“Water is still cold.”

“Knew I should have sent someone up here this morning.”

“Guess you should have planned your kidnapping better.”

“I’ll do better next time.”

He put his beer down on the railing and stepped behind me. His front hit my back and his arms came around me. He leaned down, his lips grazing my ear when he talked. “But hopefully next time you’ll come willingly.”

“So you admit you brought me here against my will.”

“I admit to nothing. But I also regret nothing. Now you have two choices: you can take off your clothes, or I can do it for you.”

“What if I’m tired and want to go to bed?”

“You’ll still be taking off your clothes. I didn’t bring any pajamas.”

“Can’t I borrow one of your shirts?”

“No. Now what’s it going to be?”

I fake grumbled—because seriously, who in their right mind wouldn’t want to take their clothes off when Oliver was in the room—but slipped under his arm and walked inside. Instead of arguing, I took off my blouse. Two could play this game.

“How long does the water take to heat up?” I asked, looking back and undoing the button on my pants. I stepped out of them, leaving me in my bra and underwear. He followed me inside, his gaze roaming over my body, making my cheeks heat in embarrassment. Maybe two couldn’t play this game. He seemed to be much better at it than me.

He looked like a man starved, and I wasn’t sure I could satisfy his hunger. So instead I tried to redirect his attention and waved my hand in front of his seemingly frozen face. “The water?”

He blinked and met my eyes. “About four hours.”

“Four hours? Not even you will be able to keep me awake for another four hours.”

“That sounds like a challenge. And I accept.”

I had never seen him so carefree and happy. His usual frown was gone, and he was smiling. Each and every smile before today was hard won. Now it seemed like he couldn’t help himself.

Not giving me a chance to do anything—like run away again—he lifted me up and carried me to the bed. He laid me on top of the covers and stepped back. “Don’t move. I want to remember you just like this for the rest of my life. Almost naked and with your heels on. Absolute perfection.”

I squirmed under his gaze but didn’t move. Not once had he made me feel anything but beautiful. And I felt my resolve to stay away from him crumble. Maybe I could let him in just a little. Surely that would mean my heart had to only get a little involved. I could handle that. Definitely.

Most likely.

Maybe not.

Oliver started taking off his clothes, and now it was my turn to stare. His sculpted abs were begging to be licked. He had a smattering of hair on his chest, and even though I knew he only went to the gym a few times a week, he looked like the one who was perfection, not me.

But as usual, Oliver read my expression, because there was nothing like thoughts of how your body didn’t measure up to put a frown on your face.

He solved the problem by pulling his pants and boxers down in one smooth move. All thoughts left my head, and I had to make myself blink because my eyes wanted to stay open at all times.

“We have three hours and about fifty minutes left to kill,” he said and crawled over me, stopping when his face was above mine and he was braced on his forearms. His body was touching mine in all the right places, and without even having done anything else, I felt myself getting wet. So was the power of Oliver.

His devastating grin was irresistible, and before I knew it, I blinked, suddenly feeling light-headed. I was ready to let him have his way with me when he shifted to the side so he was lying next to me.

“First sleep, then hot tub. I know you had a long day. And I’m wiped. This week was the longest of my life,” he said and turned on his back, pulling me along with him. My arm automatically wound itself around his body, and I found my spot on his shoulder that was more comfortable than a pillow. He took my leg and placed it across his body before sighing contentedly.

“So we’re really going to sleep?” I asked, confusion tinging my voice.

“Yup. You don’t let it happen often, but when I do get to sleep next to you, I sleep better than ever.”

He pulled the covers over us, and less than a minute later, his breathing evened out and I knew he was asleep. I followed shortly after.
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“Good morning, beautiful,” Oliver said, his voice husky from sleep, his arm that was draped across my body giving me a squeeze.

“Hey,” I replied, my brain slow to start. I wasn’t a morning person on the best of days, but after last night, I was in an Oliver fog.

“Coffee?” he asked and then touched his lips to mine.

I mumbled my assent and watched him untangle himself from my arms and legs that seemed to have found their way around him last night. He got up, uncaring that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. But then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was confident in all aspects of his life, including his body. And he should have been damn comfortable with what he had to work with.

I had to force myself to blink a few times or risk my eyes popping out of my head. There was no way anyone could ever get used to that sight.

“I’ll bring your cup up,” he said and sauntered out of the room, walking right past his clothes strewn across the floor.

I was still staring at the door even after he left. Well, this put a kink in my plans. Because now my heart was most definitely jumping up and down with joy, telling me to just go for it. The only thing holding me back from jumping into the unknown was my head, which warned me that this could only be temporary. Because if I knew one thing, it was that fate did not like me. The bitch would make sure this didn’t last long.

Last night had been one of the best nights of my life. And I didn’t say that lightly, because Oliver and I had experienced some awesome nights together.

After he woke me up from our nap with his mouth on my nipple and his hand down my undies, it didn’t take me more than a few minutes to find my release.

I was still catching my breath when he scooped me up and carried me outside. It was freezing. I shivered in the frigid air, but thankfully the hot tub wasn’t far away, and Oliver stood me up next to it.

“I’ll grab the drinks. Make yourself comfortable,” he said and walked back inside.

I didn’t waste any time jumping into the warm water, sighing in ecstasy. I turned on the bubbles and leaned back, relaxing my body into the seat. Heaven.

Oliver came back, carrying two glasses and a bottle of champagne. A girl could get used to this.

“Water warm enough?” he asked, pouring the champagne.

I nodded and took the glass he held out to me. “Perfect temperature.”

Oliver got in next to me and didn’t waste any time pulling me astride him. The icy wind made me shiver, my top half now exposed to the elements.

He set his glass down and put his arms around me, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “This is what paradise must be like,” he murmured before capturing my lips in a searing kiss.

I blindly reached for the side of the tub and put my glass down. It fell over but luckily didn’t shatter. Neither one of us turned to look; instead I sank my now free hands into his hair and pulled him closer.

The overwhelming need to be close to him wasn’t something new, but it really hit me that for once, I wanted to give in completely. And that was exactly what I did.

His nearness made my senses spin, and I moved on his lap, our bodies only separated by the flimsy material of my underwear. The contact made me tingle all over, and Oliver pressed me into him with one hand on my ass, kneading the cheeks, the other on my back.

“Maisie, what are you doing to me,” Oliver whispered against my lips and moved to kiss me behind my ear before trailing his lips down my jaw. I moaned in delight and arched my back to grant him better access.

He didn’t waste any time and kissed my breasts, paying attention to each one. My heart was thundering, my skin prickling with awareness. How could it be that every time I was with him was better than the one before? I had never been so attuned to anyone, our bodies so in sync he seemed to know what I needed before I did.

His lips recaptured mine, his tongue plunging deep. I made a desperate plea for more, grinding on his lap, needing all of him.

“Please,” I begged, my movements frantic, my breathing fast.

Oliver’s mouth never left mine when he pushed my panties aside and entered me with one swift thrust. Heaven. That was the only way to describe the feeling of him inside me. And when he started moving in and out, faster and faster, I trembled in his arms, the feeling overwhelming.

A cry of relief broke from my lips when the orgasm engulfed me. Oliver’s hoarse shout followed shortly after. We were both panting heavily, still holding on to each other tightly when my brain cleared enough to remind me that, once again, we didn’t use a condom.

I was on the shot and hadn’t been with anyone else since meeting Oliver. But I didn’t know about him. We never had the exclusivity talk.

After a while my breathing settled down, and I slid off his lap and back under the water. The warmth engulfed me, and I relaxed into it.

“Hey, are you okay?” Oliver asked, studying my face.

This might not have been the best time to have the safe sex talk, but since we’d been careless a lot, I felt it prudent to bring up. “We didn’t use a condom.”

Oliver looked surprised by my statement, but his features relaxed into his usual smirk soon after. “I’m clean. And I haven’t been with anyone else.”

That surprised me. And also gave me a great sense of relief. I was mad at the feeling but couldn’t help it. I never had the guts to ask him outright if he was seeing anyone else.

“I’m clean too. I haven’t been with anyone in a while. Except you. Which you know. Since you were there when we were together.”

Right, so this was a good time to put my head underwater. Because I really needed to stop rambling.

He chuckled and pulled me to his side, his hands trailing light circles along my arm. “I’m sorry I didn’t make sure you were okay with me going without a condom. But you make me lose my mind. In a good way, of course. My brain seems to stop working as soon as you’re within touching distance.”

I snuggled into his side and couldn’t help the smile spreading on my face. That wasn’t the last time Oliver put a smile on my face that night, and I was happy to ignore reality for a while longer.

For now, I would enjoy having him all to myself. When we went back tomorrow, I could face reality.

Which brought me to now, where I was buried under the covers, wondering if this was all a dream. Oliver came back, carrying two cups and looking awfully pleased with himself.

“That was fast,” I said and took one of the cups.

“I know when it’s time to be fast and when it’s better to slow down. Coffee is definitely in the fast column,” he said and sat down next to me, leaning against the headboard.

This felt great. Normal. Like a missing piece had slid into place and I was finally where I was meant to be. The feeling was new, and it was scary, but there was also nothing my head could do to stop me from enjoying it.

“What’s the plan for today?” I asked and took a sip of my coffee. He had prepared it just right, only a dash of caramel creamer, nothing else.

“Whatever you want, gorgeous. There are some great walking tracks, a tiny town about twenty miles south, a hot tub, a comfortable bed, a strapping young man who will do your bidding, and, of course, a huge shower.”

I grinned and pretended to mull it over when I already knew what I wanted. “Tough choices. Maybe we should go for a walk. Get some fresh air. I heard the hiking is great in Colorado.”

Oliver put his cup down on the nightstand, then took mine and did the same. “I see I shouldn’t have given you so many choices. And since you’re at my mercy this weekend, I might just revoke your right to choose.”

I blinked up at him, giggling when he pulled me down so I was lying on my back and he braced himself above me. “You want to go into town?” I sighed. “Fine. If you insist.”

He growled and attacked my neck, playfully biting me, making me laugh. His ministrations soon turned from little nips to licks and kisses, and after he sucked my earlobe into his mouth, I was putty in his hands.

Guess a bed and a shower was really all we needed.
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“Scrambled okay?” Oliver asked. He was standing at the stove, wearing track pants and a T-shirt, making me breakfast.

I was sitting on the kitchen island, sipping my coffee and wondering if I could sneak outside and punch holes in his car tires. I wanted to stay here. Forever. Screw my job. Or Oliver’s job. Whatever he did. Surely they could survive without him. We could plant veggies and live off the land. Wouldn’t even have to go into town. The more I thought about it, the more I liked my plan.

“Scrambled sounds great,” I said and wondered if he would notice if I went outside with a kitchen knife.

“What’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours?” he asked. This weekend had been perfect. If I didn’t already know how attentive Oliver was, I surely did now. He paid attention to every little detail. Everything I did or said, he remembered.

“How hard would it be to puncture tires?” I asked, my mouth not getting the message that this was supposed to be a secret mission.

“Pretty hard. You have to cut through thick rubber before you hit steel. Definitely use the big knife, not the bread knife. You want a pointy end.”

“Huh. Good advice. Mind passing me the biggest knife in the block?”

He pulled the pan off the stove and put fluffy scrambled eggs on two plates. He put everything down and walked to where I was sitting, putting himself in between my legs. His arms went around me, and my legs automatically went around his waist.

“Nothing has to change when we get home. I told you I want this. Want us. The only thing standing in our way is you,” he said.

He looked sincere. And nothing he had said or did showed me he wanted us to end. Or that he wasn’t serious. So maybe I should just stop being such a pussy and do this. Jump in headfirst. Nothing risked, nothing gained.

“Okay.” I nodded.

“Okay?”

“Yup. I’m in.”

He grinned and touched his lips to mine. “Second best words I’ve heard this weekend. Best words were when you called my cock magical.”

My face heated up at the memory, and I swallowed. It might have slipped out a few times. Sue me. He knew how to use every part of his body, especially his beautiful appendage.

Another lip touch and he stepped back when I reluctantly released my legs from around him.

“Let’s eat. I’m starving since we missed dinner last night,” he said and took both plates that were overflowing with bacon, toast, and eggs.

“I told you I could make dinner.”

“And I told you I didn’t want to miss out on any time with you.”

He had to stop making me feel all gooey on the inside. I wasn’t used to all these feelings taking over my body. Next thing I knew, I would wind up confessing my undying love to him. The horror of it.

We sat down to eat, and I enjoyed every bite. I guess I could add talented cook to the lengthy list of things I loved about Oliver.

After we cleaned up the dishes, he grabbed his bag—where he had packed clothes not only for himself but for me too—and we were on our way.

The drive was spectacular, something I had missed out on when we were driving up the mountain. I was surprised I was able to sleep through all the twists and turns. The view was breathtaking, and I swore to myself I would come back here.

There wasn’t much traffic, and we made it back to Humptulips by afternoon. Oliver’s phone started vibrating as soon as we had reception and didn’t stop for over an hour.

He ignored it, and I again wondered what he did for work if he couldn’t even spend a weekend off the grid. I checked my own phone for messages and saw I had a few from Stella, who wanted to know if I was still alive, and a message from Willa, telling me she was back in the country. I suppressed the squeal of joy that wanted to escape. My best friend was back.

I messaged her straightaway, desperate to make up for the silence over the last few weeks.

 

Me: How was your trip? So happy you’re back.

 

She wrote back immediately, surprising me since she could never find her phone.

 

Willa: Good to know you’re still alive. I will stage an intervention with you as soon as I’m done staging one for Stella. She’s worse off than you at the moment.

Me: Can I help?

Willa: YES!

Me: Okay, elaborate please.

Willa: Stop dodging our calls and come and meet us at my apartment.

Me: I could swing by tonight?

Willa: Good enough. Even though the hoe code dictates you drop everything when an intervention for your best friend is needed.

Me: You know I love you guys. And I would come if I could, but I’m not back in Humptulips yet.

Willa: Excuses, excuses.

 

“Who are you texting?” Oliver asked, making me look up.

“Willa. She’s back in Humptulips,” I said and smiled big.

“That’s good. I know you missed her.”

Goddamn, he really noticed everything. I had maybe mentioned something about her once. In passing. After all, friends were a topic that was too personal. But I guess we were trying something new, so I should start with opening up to him.

“I did. And I’ve been a shitty friend the last couple of weeks.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You had a lot going on.”

Swoon. Please. Make. It. Stop. He was too perfect. And I was not. This couldn’t go anywhere but downhill.

After another hour, we made it back to Humptulips and pulled up in front of a house I had never been to. I was surprised he didn’t drop me home, and it must have shown on my face.

“Not ready to let you be too far away from me yet. You’re staying the night.”

“Did you move into a house?” I asked, wondering why he hadn’t taken me to the bed-and-breakfast.

“Figured since I’m staying in town, I should probably move out of the bed-and-breakfast. As convenient as it was, I had to find something more permanent. Just haven’t had any time to look for a house since it hadn’t been a priority before now.”

“What changed?” I asked, hoping against hope this meant he was staying for me.

“I had to make sure you understood how serious I was about us. And I realized you thought the reason I was still living in a bed-and-breakfast was because I wasn’t planning on staying. Which is far from the truth. The only two people I really care about are here. So why would I ever leave?”

I figured he must have meant his sister and me, but I wasn’t sure. And he once again proved how well he already knew me when he said, “In case that wasn’t clear enough, the two people are Anna and you.”

There was that cocky grin again that I loved and hated at the same time.

“Now let’s christen the house.” He winked at me, and all I could do was nod. I was happy with that plan. And I was curious about his house.

He parked the car in the double garage off to the side and came around to open my door.

“Nice garage,” I said and followed him to a door that led inside.

The mudroom just off the garage was small, freakishly clean—after all, the name mudroom should live up to its name, which it currently wasn’t—and only held a few jackets and two pairs of shoes.

I had to do more snooping later to find out what he was hiding. I needed to check out his bathroom cabinet. Stella and Willa would kick me out of the girls’ club if I didn’t at least do that much.

“The kitchen is just through there. Help yourself to whatever you want,” Oliver said and pointed to his left.

The kitchen was new and sparkling clean; it was homey, but it was also empty. Not a crumb to be seen anywhere.

“Do you even own anything I could help myself to?”

Oliver laughed and pointed to the fridge. “Fully stocked fridge, just don’t really cook much.”

I opened the fridge and was met with at least three cartons of eggs, various vegetables that I wouldn’t even think of touching with a ten-foot pole, and bread. Who in the world kept bread in the fridge? Savages, that was who.

“Good to know you have everything in here to cook me breakfast tomorrow,” I said and closed the door.

“If I didn’t, I’d get it. I know how much you like my scrambled eggs.”

He cooked a great omelet, but his scrambled eggs were a clear winner.

Oliver took my hand and showed me through the living room and dining area. His couch looked worn in and comfortable, and the dining suite was a dark chestnut brown with red cushions.

“Let’s go upstairs. I want to show you something.” He led me to the wide staircase.

“I’ve already seen it,” I deadpanned but followed eagerly. Just because I’d already seen it didn’t mean I wasn’t eager to do so again.

“I will definitely show you that again, but first something else,” he said, looking back and grinning.

Now I was intrigued. What was he hiding up here?

He walked to the second door on the left-hand side. “This is the master. The other three rooms are my office and the spare rooms where I just put everything I couldn’t be bothered to unpack.”

He opened the door but came to an abrupt stop, causing me to run into him.

“Wrong room?” I asked, bending around his big body to see what had caused him to stop so suddenly. And I nearly lost my eyesight at what was in front of me.

“Hello, lover boy. Miss me?” a sultry voice asked.

I dropped Oliver’s hand faster than you could say “cheater” and took a step back. What is going on?

“Lana. What are you doing here?” Oliver asked, his voice tight, his body ramrod straight. Guess he wasn’t expecting her.

“Since you never return my calls, I decided to come to you. At least now I know why you were avoiding me. Playing with the help again, Oliver? How common of you. I thought we agreed to no more outsiders. If you really want to play with someone else, I have a list of suitable and discreet candidates.”

I inhaled sharply, taking another step back.

Oliver grabbed a shirt from the floor and threw it at the woman on the bed. “Get dressed and get out,” he ground out between clenched teeth.

“Tired of me already? We’ve only been engaged for six months.”

My heart dropped, my throat closed up, and I clenched my fists so tight my nails were digging into my palms. I knew we didn’t agree to be exclusive until now, but that was hard to swallow. It was one thing for him to date other people, but another entirely to be engaged. I was so confused. And I had to get out of there.

I turned and ran down the stairs. Freedom was so close I could taste it.

“Maisie, wait,” Oliver yelled.

I didn’t look back and didn’t stop until I made it to the front door.

“Let me explain,” he said, now right behind me. He grabbed my hand to turn me around, but I pulled away and glared at him.

“I only need to know one thing to get a clear picture. Are you engaged?”

“It’s not as easy as that. She means nothing to me. And you mean everything.”

“It’s a yes or no question.”

“Yes, I’m engaged. But again, if you’d just—”

My brain shut off, my survival instinct kicked in, and I lifted my leg and planted it on his shin. He went down; I went outside.

But I only made it to the end of his driveway before powerful arms encased me from behind and pulled me against a familiar chest. His scent that I used to love engulfed me. Arms that I usually loved having around me now caged me in. I went limp and started shaking. I couldn’t do this. There must have been something wrong with me for this to be happening repeatedly.

“Please, listen to me,” Oliver said, his head pressed to the side of mine, his lips moving against my ear.

I didn’t know what to say. Not that my lips would move anyway. I was numb. I was devastated. I was breaking apart. This hurt more than all the things combined that any of the other jerks had done to me before.

He didn’t let go but turned us around and walked back to the house. He sat me on the couch and finally released me. I took a shuddering inhale but kept the tears at bay.

“Wait here. Please. I have to deal with Lana, and then I’ll explain everything.”

He must have taken my nonresponse as agreement because after one last glance, he left and went upstairs.

What a fool. As if I would just sit here like an idiot. I got up, emptied all his flour over his clean kitchen counters, and walked right out the front door.

And then I ran. I ran faster and farther than I ever had before. I was sweating; I was gasping for breath and tears were running down my face. After I couldn’t run any farther—unless I wanted to risk losing a lung—I dove behind a bush to regroup. It would just make my situation worse if anyone saw me in this state, so I had to hide until I could get out of there.

What I needed were my friends. And I needed them now. So I got out my phone—which was luckily still in my pocket—and texted Stella.

 

Me: Can you pick me up?

Stella: Where are you?

Me: On the corner of Petal and Stem.

Stella: Be there in 5.

Me: Just beep your horn when you’re here. I’m hiding behind the bushes and can’t see the road properly.

 

She really was the bestest friend a girl could hope for. I didn’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t answered her phone. I brushed my tears away, made sure I didn’t have any leaves in my hair, and tried to take a big inhale. I had to get my shit together. This was just another bump in the road. I could get over this. He did not have the power to destroy me.

A few minutes later, a horn honked, and I stumbled out from behind the bushes.

“Let’s go before he notices I’m gone,” I said and dove into the back seat.

“Who’s he?” Stella asked and pulled away from the curb.

“Oliver,” I said.

“Was that who you were with this whole time?” Willa asked from the passenger seat, ready to start her inquisition. I was so happy to see her I could burst into tears all over again.

“That rat bastard kidnapped me,” I ground out, hoping I wouldn’t lose my shit all over again.

“Was he over six feet tall, dark almost-black hair, blue eyes, and talked with a sexy deep voice?” Stella asked, confusion tinging her voice.

“Yes, that’s him. You can add conniving and good with his hands to that description.”

Hands I would sadly never feel again. Also, hands that belonged to a lying asshole. I knew it was too good to be true.

Willa cleared her throat and pinched Stella’s leg, and she yelped in surprise.

“I think we need an explanation, honey,” Willa said. “Let’s go back to my apartment. We’ll have a sleepover.”

“I’m in,” Stella said and turned at the next light to go back to Willa’s place.

“Sounds good.” I sighed.

We all piled into her small apartment, where Willa made us change into some of her hideous pj’s. I had the honor of wearing her pink set that had cats with cowboy hats all over them and said “Check Meowt” on the front.

Stella was sporting a black pair that looked fine from the front but had a big bloody handprint on the back. We got comfortable on the couch, and Willa was sitting on her armchair, sprawled out.

The girls decreed we had to watch 300 and the first three Alien movies. I was more of a rom-com kind of gal, but anything would work to take my mind off things.

Stella fell asleep first. And really, she should have known better.

I looked at Willa. She looked at me. Without a word, we got up and went to her drawer. She kept all sorts of goodies in there. She chose empty Reese’s wrappers that she saved for special occasions like tonight, and I grabbed one of her lipsticks she had never put on her lips.

We silently crept back to where Stella was snoring on the couch, and Willa started braiding the wrappers into her hair while I drew a mustache, extra eyebrows, and a beauty spot on our sleeping friend. Once finished, we silently high-fived, careful to not make a sound, and sat back down to watch the end of the movie.

Willa turned the TV off and threw a blanket over Stella. I took a photo of our masterpiece, and then we climbed into Willa’s bed. We turned to each other, and she took my hand in hers.

“When you’re ready to talk, I’m here to listen.”

“I know. Just need a little time.”

“No more disappearing acts though, okay?”

“Promise. And I’m sorry.”

“And I want to know about your shop.”

I sat up and looked down at her. “How did you know?”

“I know everything. And Landon told me he visited you at the shop and walked in on you half dressed. He’s mighty proud of himself for that one.”

I lay back down, this time on my back. “I’m so sorry I haven’t told you about the shop. I just felt so out of place lately. And I didn’t want to tell anyone in case it all failed. Which it still could.”

It was Willa’s turn to sit up. “Shut up. I would have helped you. In fact, I’m still helping you, whether you want me to or not. That’s what friends are for. And I believe in you. Doesn’t matter if you fail or not. I’ll be there for you. Now go to sleep. And don’t take too long to tell me what’s going on with you. Otherwise, there’ll be another intervention.”

“Thanks, Willa. Love you.”

“Love you too, crazy girl.”
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“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

“Pee in my parents’ suitcase.”

“How the hell did that happen?”

“Tequila.”

“Right.”

Willa was at the shop, helping me set up for the grand opening. It was just over a week away, and I was slightly losing my mind. And Willa pounced on my weakened state like I pounced on the last red velvet cupcake at Sweet Dreams.

She’d been trying to get me to talk all morning, but I just couldn’t. Every time I so much as thought about Oliver, my throat closed up and I had to fight to keep the tears at bay. Not always successfully.

My phone was off thanks to him blowing it up with calls and messages. Anna told me he called her no less than twelve times to see if I had come home last night. That inconvenience seemed to have set me back a few points on her redemption list. And I didn’t even care.

“What’s the best thing you’ve ever done?” Willa tried again.

“Share my chocolate milk with you in first grade.” Because it was the beginning of our friendship and hands down one of the best things I’d ever done in my life, becoming friends with the outsider who wore clothes that were even worse than mine.

“You always liked to take care of other people,” she said.

“Not anymore.”

“Don’t let some unworthy idiots turn you into something you’re not.”

“Too late. And besides, I don’t even know what I am anymore. At the moment, it’s 80 percent bitter bitch and 20 percent red velvet cupcake. But that could change depending on my breakfast choice of the day.”

Willa grabbed another dress and shoved a clothes hanger through the sleeve. I winced, hoping the fabric wouldn’t tear from the abuse. But somehow she got the dress on the hanger without damaging anything. For once I didn’t even care enough to lecture her on the right way to hang a dress.

I looked around the shop with pride. Another day of hanging up clothes and organizing shoes and jewelry in the display cases placed around the room and the shop would be ready. I was running ads for the opening in the local paper, the Hump, and had posted a few giveaways and ads on my social media and website. I also had a successful fashion blog that had attracted a bit of attention and income over the last few months.

Hopefully, all that would mean it wouldn’t just be my family and friends showing up for the big day.

“This place is awesome, Maisie. I know I told you earlier, but it’s the shit.”

“Thanks, Wills. I’m happy with how it turned out.”

“It was your vision that made this happen. Give yourself some credit. Even though you didn’t do the hammering and nailing yourself, it wouldn’t look the way it does without you.”

I studied the dress I was holding and was once again grateful for the awesome friends I had. Even though I had been a shithead and not talked to them much the last few months, they didn’t hold a grudge. They might remind me at times and get me to do stuff for them, like getting coffee three times in a row, but otherwise that powerful bond still connected us.

“You coming to my engagement party this weekend?” Willa asked and climbed up on a ladder to hang a necklace on an open drawer.

“Of course I am. Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” I said and watched with big eyes as she leaned to the side and tried to reach the drawer the silver princess necklace was supposed to go on. Why she didn’t just move the ladder before she climbed on it was a mystery to everyone but her.

The ladder wobbled, and my eyes went bigger. “Wills, do you want me to do the necklaces?” I asked and sprinted to the wall of drawers she was swaying in front of.

Before I could reach her the doorbell jingled, and I stopped, distracted from my rescue mission. Jameson, Willa’s soul mate—something she liked to remind us every day, just in case we forgot—came through the door. He took one look at his beloved and sprinted to her side, picking her off the ladder.

“Hey, Maisie,” he said over his shoulder, holding Willa securely in his arms. “Shop’s looking great.”

“Hey, Jameson,” I replied and walked to where they were still standing in front of the ladder, now kissing. Yuck. Not on my watch. “Willa, why don’t you grab some lunch with Jameson?”

I knew how busy he was at his mechanic’s workshop where Willa worked in the office. I also knew he spent every free minute with her. They lived together even though she still kept her apartment and refused to officially move in, but half her stuff was at his place above the workshop, and she hadn’t spent a night in her apartment in months.

“Lunch sounds good. I’m starving,” Willa said, not making any attempts to get down. Something I could definitely get behind. Because if Jameson looked at me like I knew how to recondition a motor in less than an hour, I wouldn’t want to try to get away either.

“You want to get down, babe?” Jameson asked, a smirk on his face.

“Not really. You may carry me to the Tea Leaf. Because I’ve decided that’s where we’re going today.”

Jameson grinned at her and walked to the door. “See ya, Maisie,” he called on his way out.

“Later, bitch,” Willa said, and I saw her hand go up and wave at me.

“Later, Wills,” I called back and grinned at them walking down the street. Well, just Jameson walking while he carried Willa. They didn’t garner all that much attention since it wasn’t an uncommon sight.

I worked until it got dark, trying to push myself toward exhaustion, hoping to get at least a little sleep tonight. When I hung up the same necklace three different ways, I gave in and turned off the lights or risked falling asleep in the shop. I plugged in the fairy lights and sat down on the floor. The shop was almost fully stocked, and I was opening the doors tomorrow for a soft opening.

The big opening would be the week after. I was a muddle of mixed feelings. Excited shop owner on one end of the scale and anxious mess on the other.

I lay down on my back and looked at the ceiling, hoping a moment of quiet would get me back on track. I didn’t get more than a few minutes before the doorbell chimed again.

“Maisie, are you in here?” a voice I never wanted to hear again asked.

I was half hidden behind some boxes and clothes and hoped if I played dead, he wouldn’t see me and leave. But no such luck because Oliver started walking around, inspecting everything I had in the store. He would find me eventually, so with a sigh, I sat up. If only I had been the first person in Humptulips to lock my door while I was still inside the shop, I could have avoided him.

“What do you want, you cheating cheater?” I asked and stood up. I didn’t even smooth down my dress to make sure it fell down to my knees, such was my confusion at him being here.

“I want to talk.”

“But I don’t. Get out.”

“Give me five minutes, and if you still want me to leave, I will.”

I considered this for a full minute, the entire time staring at him, hoping he would show a hint of sweat or fidgeting. But nothing. He held my stare and showed no sign of discomfort.

“Five minutes,” I said and looked at my watch. “Starting now.”

“Let’s sit down.”

“Nope. I’m good. And I don’t have chairs.”

“We can sit on the floor. That way you can’t run away too quickly in case you decide to not give me the full five minutes.”

“Four minutes and forty-three seconds.”

He sighed and brushed his hand through his hair. I wanted that to be my hand. Wait. What? Shut up, you stupid heart. We wish we had a broom in our hand so we could kick him in his stupid head, not brush our hand over it.

“In case I haven’t made it clear enough, I’ll say it again: I want to be with you.”

I didn’t answer, just stared at him.

“And I have no feelings for Lana,” he continued.

“You know how some people just have a way with words? Well, you’re not one of them,” I said.

“Maisie, I’m so sorry you had to find out about Lana the way you did. But I was going to tell you. It just didn’t seem like such a big deal.”

“That was even worse.”

“Our parents are business partners and always planned on us getting married. I eventually gave in. I got engaged to her the day before I met you.”

I felt sick at the thought that he was already with someone else when he hooked up with me.

“So you cheated. That makes this whole mess so much better. Thanks for clearing that up.”

“I wasn’t really with Lana. We were just engaged. But it wasn’t real. The only thing that’s real is what you and I have.”

“Still not seeing this getting you any closer to forgiveness.”

I crossed my arms and looked at my watch again. Oliver ignored the pointed stare at my wrist and stepped closer.

“I didn’t tell you because it honestly slipped my mind. The engagement happened, and I left town.”

“I’ve been the other woman since you decided it was a magnificent idea to start things with someone who wasn’t your fiancée. In what world is that okay? Or a good apology?” I yelled, done with his shitty explanation. Fact was, he was still engaged the whole time he was with me.

“You’re not the other woman. The engagement is only for publicity, but I’m not with her. And you were never the other woman. From the moment I met you, I knew I never wanted to be with anyone else. Just you.”

“Still not making this any better, Oliver,” I yelled again.

“Then tell me how to make this right,” he replied, sounding resigned.

“I don’t see how you can fix this. You lied to me. Made me into someone I swore I would never be.”

And now I was close to losing the battle with my fucking tears. They could go right back where they came from and fuck right off. Because I was in no mood to sob in front of Oliver. And by the feel of things, it would be a big sob.

Nope. Not going there.

“But you were never the other woman. The engagement wasn’t real.”

And he was so missing the point. I looked at the ceiling, hoping the pretty fairy lights would settle the fury brewing inside because violence was not the answer this time. And in my current state, I would be likely to do a lot of harm.

Also, if I got arrested, I’d have to see my ex again. Which wasn’t happening.

“Your five minutes are up, and I haven’t forgiven you. Please leave,” I said and pointed toward the door.

“I’m not giving up on us. You might not believe me, but you’re it for me. I don’t want anyone else. I know I screwed up, but I’ll make this right.”

I looked at the floor and studied the pattern on my pretty Betsey Johnson flats. They were rose-colored with rhinestone accents. I noticed one of the rhinestones had fallen off and made a mental note to fix it. I had an entire wardrobe full of buttons, fabric, rhinestones, crystals, and beads; I was sure I could find something that would match.

“I can’t do this,” I said and walked to the door, opening it. “You need to leave.”

He studied my face for a moment but then followed me and stepped outside. Before he had a chance to say anything else, I closed the door in his face and locked it. I tried pulling the blind down as well to make a point, but the damn thing was stuck and only came down halfway. After wrestling with it for a while, I just turned on my heels and walked to the back door. I unplugged the lights on my way out and set the alarm before I left.

Then I walked home, hoping to cool off.

Needless to say, it didn’t work.
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I never thought I’d say this, but why the fuck did I wear the highest heels I had in my closet? I was going to an engagement party on a farm. And Willa told me it was all happening outside in Mason’s backyard. Because apparently his place was fairy-tale perfection—a direct quote, because no way would I ever describe anything with those words. And fairy tales were for suckers, anyway.

But no, instead of wearing sensible wedges, I strapped on my metallic leather Gianvito Rossi stilettos with a pointy toe and see-through sides. They were from about three seasons ago; they were worn in, and I had gotten them for a fraction of the price they usually were thanks to my friend Shannon who worked at Nordstrom. But I loved them, and they were the only shoes that matched my dress.

Despite my fashion obsession, I was of the firm belief that shoes and accessories could be worn as many times as necessary. Dresses had a special occasion limit, which meant you couldn’t wear the same one to two different weddings. However, you could wear the same dress to a wedding and a birthday party.

Tonight, I was wearing a light pink full-length dress with a slit up the side. Small spaghetti straps held up the front, crisscrossing down to my lower back. It was a pain to sew together and took forever to put on but was so worth it. The silky material flowed lightly over my body, and the built-in shaping slip was covering imperfections instead of highlighting them. The dress was also a great advertisement for my new line that I would be starting up a few weeks after the shop opened.

Thanks to my impractical footwear and dress, I was now also running late. As in I was sure I was the last person to arrive. But I couldn’t see Willa anywhere, so I hoped she was still getting ready herself.

“Maisie,” Mrs. Drake, Jameson and Mason’s mom, called and waved at me.

I waved back and walked over to where she was standing near the big bifold doors leading into the huge farmhouse. Willa didn’t lie when she bragged about the place. It was beautiful. Behind the impressive old farmhouse was a vast lavender field in full bloom. And the view of the mountains was spectacular. I wondered why Mason—the eternal bachelor—needed a place this big.

“Maisie, there you are. I was looking all over for you,” a breathless Mrs. Drake greeted me. She didn’t wait for me to respond or to greet her but shoved me toward the door. I had only met her once, but that didn’t seem to matter right now. She was on a mission. And the mission was to drag me inside and up the stairs behind her.

“Mrs. Drake, is everything okay? Where is Willa?”

“She’ll explain everything to you. Thank God you made it. She would have been devastated if you hadn’t been part of her special day.” She stopped at a door at the end of the hallway and knocked.

I felt myself getting pushed forward and through a doorway. Once inside the room, I spotted Willa, Stella, and Rayna.

“I’m so fucking sorry I’m late,” I said and walked inside, closing the door behind me when Mrs. Mason didn’t follow.

“You just made it,” Willa said.

“What is going on?” I asked and did a double take when I looked at Willa. “Are you getting married?”

My mouth dropped open and stayed that way. Willa was wearing a white dress.

More specifically a wedding dress.

Stella pushed a garment bag into my hands, but my eyes were still on Willa.

“Surprise,” Willa said and did a little twirl. “Now get dressed so we can get this show on the road.”

I closed my mouth, put the garment bag down on the bed, and stripped as instructed. My best friend was getting married. And apparently she wanted her bridesmaids to look like strippers, because the dress I pulled out of the bag was gold. And it glittered. It was also short. But this was Willa’s show, so I didn’t pull a face or comment on the stripper dress as I put it on.

It was damn tight, and I struggled to get it over my hips. Once I had squeezed myself in, Stella zipped me up and handed me a bunch of flowers.

“Okay, girlies, let’s do this,” Willa said and grabbed her own flowers. “Oh, and you’re not only my bridesmaids, you will also give me away.”

I nearly dropped my flowers when I hugged Willa, Stella doing the same from the other side.

“Are you sure?” Stella asked.

“Absolutely. Nobody else I’d rather walk me down the aisle,” Willa said.

I would deny this to my dying day, but a tear might have slipped out of my left eye. At least it was just one. I could always blame it on some dust getting in there.

“Okay, Wills. It will be our honor,” I said, and Stella and I each stood on one side of her and took her hands.

We had to separate to get down the stairs, walking in single file, Stella holding the long train to save it from getting dirty. Rayna made us wait in the living room and went outside to check if everyone was ready. She came back almost immediately and waved us through as soon as the wedding song started. I was surprised Willa had gone with Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.” I always assumed she’d be walking down the aisle to the Backstreet Boys. Or Spice Girls. They were, after all, our guilty pleasure.

We walked toward Jameson, his brother Mason, and Landon, who were waiting with the marriage officiant in front of a gorgeous arch decorated with flowers.

Stella and I lined up on the other side of the guys, and Jameson pulled Willa close, looking at her like she was the reason he was breathing. I nearly swooned at their obvious love for each other but got my shit together before I embarrassed myself and cried or something equally as mortifying.

The ceremony was short and beautiful, and a quick glance around confirmed there were a few tears being shed. But the one who was the biggest mess was Stella, who stood next to me staring at Mason and letting the tears fall freely.

Well, well, well, I guess I’m not the only one keeping secrets around here.

As soon as the ceremony finished and Willa let go of Jameson, I pulled her into a tight hug. “Congratulations Wills. I’m so fucking happy for you.”

“Thanks, Maisie. It means everything to me that you’re here.”

Before I had a chance to respond, Landon hip-checked me away from Willa and hugged her while lifting her off her feet.

I looked around for Stella but couldn’t see her anywhere. Mason had disappeared as well. Coincidence? I thought not. I was glad I had something else to think about than my own failed love life. And Stella’s made for some interesting material. But first I needed to keep my strength up, so I wandered over to the food tables. After filling up my plate and grabbing some champagne from a passing waiter, I sat down at one of the tables.

“Why are you sitting by yourself, my little lollipop?” Landon asked and plopped down next to me, his date following his lead with obvious disdain on her face when she set her fake eyelashes on me. I chose to take the high road and ignore her.

“You know you can get more than one serving, right? It’s a buffet. Unlimited refills,” I said, pointing at Landon’s overflowing plate. Did he mix meat with chocolate cake? And put gravy on top? I either had to look away or separate his food. I looked away. Served him right if he got an upset tummy. Hopefully he’d throw up on his date.

“And have to get up again? No, thanks. Besides, as soon as everyone has given their well wishes to the happy couple, the buffet will be crowded. I like quick access.”

I snorted at his last comment and inconspicuously looked at his date. Oh, who was I kidding, I full-on stared at her when I said, “Yeah, we all know.”

“Hey now, why so snarky? You don’t see me judging your lifestyle. How is Mr. Moneybags? I didn’t get his name when he was planning on murdering me when I met him at your shop.” He looked off into the distance. “Good times.”

I dropped my fork on my plate, and it clanked loudly. “We’re not together,” I said, my voice unsteady. Then I finished my drink, which had been over half full, and waved to the waiter for a refill.

“Sorry. Sensitive topic?” Landon apologized. “Let’s start this conversation again.”

I looked at him and nodded when I saw the sincerity on his face. Nobody could ever be mad at Landon for long. He was usually the charming guy, the one everyone liked. I wondered if the wedding was getting to him. Or maybe his date’s bad manners were rubbing off. She still hadn’t said a word. Or introduced herself. But then again, Landon wasn’t really helping, doing his part to ignore her.

“Did you know that camels’ knees bend backward?” I asked to ease the sudden awkwardness and extend an olive branch.

“No way. Prove it.”

I got out my phone and typed it into the search engine. Once the results popped up, I held it up to Landon. “Your turn. Tell me the most useless fact you know.”

“Did you know that the king of hearts is the only king in a deck of cards that doesn’t have a mustache?”

“Really?” I asked and promptly looked it up on the internet, which confirmed it was true.

“Let’s make this little game more interesting,” Landon said and finished the last bite on his plate. “The first person unable to come up with a random fact in less than a minute when it’s their turn has to be the other one’s bitch for a week.”

“A week? No way. One day. No more.”

“Scared you’ll lose?” he taunted me. Unfortunately, that worked because I wouldn’t back down now.

“I’m not scared. Just trying to be fair. What if you have to be at my beck and call for a week? Won’t that interfere with your work?”

“Let me worry about that. But I’m willing to go down to five days.”

“Two.”

“Four.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

“Fine.”

“This will be fun. Guess I should have mentioned that I have a photographic memory,” Landon said, a smirk on his face.

“What?” I yelled and narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s cheating.”

“A deal is a deal. There were no conditions. Now sit down and lose this game like the badass you are.”

I crossed my arms in front of my chest in protest. “I’m only doing this because you called me a badass, and it’s wrong to go back on your word.”

“Works for me. Now, your fact, if you have another one?”

“You can turn peanut butter into diamonds. If you’re a scientist and have a lab, that is.”

Landon nodded. “I read about that one. Some dude in Germany did it.”

I shifted in my chair, not liking my chances of winning this game.

“My turn,” he announced. “Did you know that the words sweaterdresses, tesseradecades, and aftercataracts are the longest words you can type on a keyboard while only using your left hand?” Landon asked.

“Didn’t know that but will just take your word for it until I’m back in front of my computer,” I said, having no intention of doing so. “Okay, here’s my next useless fact. Dragonflies have six legs, but they’re useless because they can’t walk on them.”

“Another animal fact: a frigate bird can sleep while flying,” Landon replied almost immediately.

“The body has about a hundred thousand miles of blood vessels,” I said, looking at him triumphantly. Surely there were only so many facts he would know, photographic memory or not.

“Americans spend about 2.5 days each year looking for things they’ve lost,” Landon continued our game. “In your case it would be more like two weeks though.”

I poked my tongue out at him and tried to think of another useless fact.

“Giving up already?” he asked and finished his water. Not two seconds later, a waitress placed a fresh bottle in his hand. I was still waiting on a refill, but she didn’t spare a glance at me or his still mute date, who now looked like she had a lemon stuck in her mouth. I was surprised Landon was drinking water. He was usually the first person you asked if you wanted a drinking buddy.

“Would you mind topping up my friend here?” Landon said, bringing out his dimples. The waitress nearly fell over herself in her haste to do his bidding. Pathetic, really. The only place this would go was the coat closet. Or the bathroom. Silly girl.

But I couldn’t be mad at her because she had bought me some time to think, which meant I had another fact. “Dr. Seuss made up the word nerd.”

Both our drinks were now full again, and the waitress was still hovering. Landon ignored her, much to her disappointment. But I guess he took this way too serious and was most likely going to win this stupid game that I should have never agreed to.

“The most common password is 123456,” he said and leaned back in his chair.

Damn, I had nothing. “Just give me a minute.”

That minute would do me no good because I was out of facts. Landon made a big production out of looking at his watch. As soon as one minute passed, he jumped off his chair and punched the sky. “Suck it, loser, I win. And now you’re my slave. I’ll let you know when I require your services. Be ready.”

I covered my face with my hands and groaned.

“Mairead, there you are,” my mom said, saving me from further victory dances.

I dropped my hands and stood up to greet my parents, who were now standing at the table.

“Hey, Mom,” I said and hugged her tight. Mom hugs were the best, especially when you just found out your sort-of boyfriend was lying to you. Alcohol helped too, but I always paid for it the next day. I decided I would stay with them for a night sometime soon to prevent me turning into an alcoholic. I had already hired two girls at the shop who showed promise, so if they didn’t screw up during opening week, I was sure I could leave them for a day or two.

“How is the shop going? I loved the way you used all the drawers to display jewelry and accessories. Wasn’t I just saying how much I loved it, Jon?” Mom said and turned to my dad.

He, in turn, watched me closely, most likely using his infallible dad radar to detect ripples in my force field.

“You did, honey,” he said to my mom and then opened his arms for a hug. I didn’t delay in falling into him, and he held me close. “Hey, sweetheart.” He patted my back.

I reluctantly pulled back and downed my champagne. I put the empty glass back on the table and waved toward Landon. “You guys remember Landon?”

Dad shook his hand. “Of course. You work at Drake’s Garage. How are you?”

“Good, Mr. Slater. And yourself?”

I tuned out the rest of the pleasantries, instead searching the party for Stella.

“Hey, candy face, you want another drink?” Landon asked after I spent some time looking for my friend but came up empty.

I nodded, more enthusiastic than the offer warranted, realizing I was tipsy already. “Yes, please.”

He went in search of the waitress, who didn’t appear out of nowhere this time. Guess she finally got the hint.

“Oh, sweetheart, what happened?” Mom asked as soon as Landon was out of hearing distance. “Your aura is as black as the night.”

“I’m fine, Mom. Just feeling a little stressed with the shop opening coming up.”

“I knew you were taking on too much. Why don’t you let us help you this week?”

I nodded again, this time making sure I didn’t imitate a bobblehead. I needed help, and I had to start asking for it—or accepting it, in this case. “That would be great, Mom, thanks,” I managed to get out. Hopefully Landon would get back with my drink soon.

He didn’t disappoint and appeared with a tray full of alcohol. He handed my dad his beer, a wine for my mom, and more champagne for me. There were also a few shots on there, and I looked at them longingly. He got nothing for his date. I wondered why he brought her if he didn’t want to have anything to do with her.

“You up for some shots?” Landon asked, holding one out to me.

“Yes, please,” I said. My mom held her hand out as well, and my eyes widened. She wasn’t a big drinker. At all. I had never seen her have more than two glasses of wine.

Landon handed out the shots, and we all clinked glasses. “To a fucking awesome wedding and the best couple I know,” he said and downed his shot. Now that was more like the Landon I knew.

We all followed suit, except Dad, who was apparently driving.

I finally spotted Stella, who looked a little worse for wear, her hair a mess and her cheeks flushed.

“Mom, Dad, I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner,” I said and kissed their cheeks. “I have to go talk to Stella and Willa.”

“Of course, darling. We’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t forget it’s your turn to bring the salad.”

“I won’t. Might just be a little late because I have a few things to sort out at the shop.” I waved at them, and they continued to talk to Landon.

I finally made it to Stella and threw my arms around her, clocking Mason, who was standing next to her, on the jaw. “Estrella, you’re back,” I called, my voice loud in my ears. “Oops, sorry, Mason.”

“Looks like you’re having fun,” she said and chuckled when I rained kisses on her cheek. I loved my friends. They were the best.

Willa was suddenly next to her—or maybe she had been there all along? Who knew at this stage? I was just glad I wasn’t seeing double yet and grinned big.

“I’m having a brilliant time. This is so much fun. Willa, your wedding is magical. Maybe if I rub your belly, some of your magic will rub off on me.” I turned to her and started rubbing her belly. She promptly stuck it out farther.

“Rub away. I’m feeling generous since it’s my wedding.”

Her eyes went soft on the last word, and the permanent smile on her face seemed to grow bigger. I wouldn’t be surprised if she broke out in a song and birds starred as her background singers.

But instead of a magical musical scene, she shouted, “Time to dance, girlies,” and took our hands.

“Stella, Maisie, you’re with me.” She dragged us onto the dance floor while Jameson went up to the DJ and “Wannabe” by the Spice Girls came on. He already played the part of doting husband well. I was impressed.

Willa turned to us. “Okay, it’s showtime. We’re doing ‘the dance.’”

I groaned long and loudly to make my displeasure known. I swore I would never do “the dance” again. Ever. And I’d meant it when I made that drunken declaration after our last performance. Let’s just say we weren’t allowed to come back to the one and only strip club in town. Guess they didn’t like it when girls danced on stage without taking their clothes off. Who would have thought?

“That’s the most embarrassing thing you could have asked us to do,” Stella said.

“It’s my wedding, and I dance how I want to. If I want you to do the chicken dance, then you’ll do the chicken dance,” Willa declared and strutted to the middle of the dance floor, knowing without a doubt we would follow.

“She’s got a point. And at least she isn’t making us do the chicken dance,” I said, then joined her.

“Not yet,” Stella whispered loudly and followed, because there wasn’t anything either of us wouldn’t do for Willa, who started doing what could be called a tap dance if you felt generous. Otherwise, it would just be called hopping from foot to foot. But she was right—this was her wedding, and everyone better clap at the end of our performance. Stella and I would make sure of it.

Once Willa finished her intro, we started the routine we had practiced more times than I cared to remember. And even if I tried, I wouldn’t be able to remember every practice session because we were drunk for half of them. We clearly spent our time at college wisely.

There was a lot of booty shaking, dropping to the floor, and twirling. We were taking the advice to slam our bodies to the ground and twirl it all around seriously. I was so out of shape I wasn’t sure if I could make it to the end, but just as I thought I might have to pass out from lack of oxygen, we were approaching the last “zigazig.”

That also meant I was supposed to moonwalk to the middle of the dance floor. And my moonwalk was seriously lacking when I was wearing heels. We somehow met up again, something I would purely chalk up to luck, because Willa and I were swaying on our heels unsteadily, and Stella was laughing so much she missed half the steps.

The grand finale was coming up, and Stella and I positioned ourselves on each side of Willa. This part was one that Willa insisted on every damn time. No matter how much we refused to do it or pleaded with her to find another final pose, she never let us change it. So I once again found myself holding on to one of her legs while she was doing a handstand. I held my other hand out to the side, and Stella mirrored my pose on Willa’s other side.

Willa’s dress was not made for handstands and she was immediately covered in a mountain of fabric and tulle. She flashed everyone her bright pink boy shorts that said “Slap This” on the butt. We lowered her back to the ground, careful not to suffocate her in all the fabric trying to strangle her.

Once Willa was upright and safe again, I stumbled off the dance floor, desperate for a drink so I could forget this humiliation ever happened. Landon once again proved to be a great friend and was already waiting with a full champagne glass. His date was standing next to him. She glared at me when I came closer, but I didn’t even have the energy to go into bitch mode.

“Dumplin’, you looked radiant out there,” Landon said, barely suppressing the laughter while he handed me my drink.

I clinked my glass to his water bottle and shimmied my butt—at least in my head, I did. Judging by the way his face scrunched up, he was trying hard not to laugh.

“I know. And don’t you ever say any different.”

We stuck together for the rest of the night, trying to come up with more useless facts. This time there wasn’t anything at stake, unless you counted my pride. Because it made me invent a lot of facts. I think Landon just didn’t want to correct me anymore, so he let me talk shit to my heart’s content. It was great. And I loved making up ridiculous things. Like the reason giraffes walked funny was because they had five joints in their legs. Totally bullshit, but who cared at this stage anyway.

The best part about sticking with Landon was the entertainment though. Not only was he an endless fountain of facts, but he also had girl problems. He told his date to go home because he was done with her—harsh words, but apparently there was some history there that I didn’t know about and didn’t ask—and she poured her drink on him. It was glorious. He didn’t even react, just got out a handkerchief and wiped his face. Pure class. The lack of reaction made his date—or ex-date—even madder, and she stormed off, running into the poor waitress and upending all the drinks on her tray.

My alcohol-soaked brain loved the drama. It was great. What a wedding.

Stella joined us not long after Landon’s date left in a huff.

“Cream puff, you look radiant. Love the new look,” Landon greeted Stella. He pulled her into his side. “You look good, all happy and satisfied.”

She elbowed him and untangled herself from his embrace. “And you look so much better without the peroxide blonde on your arm.”

“She was easy, and that’s just how I like them,” he said and winked. “But I came to my senses when she tried hitting on Mason again. Sent her home. You proud of me?”

“So proud,” Stella said and turned to me. “I’m out of here. You need me to get you a lift before I head inside?”

“All good. Landon offered to drive me home,” I said, pointing at the man in question.

Stella narrowed her eyes at him, and I knew she was ready for a speech on drink driving when he held up a bottle of water. “I’ve only had one beer and a shot, then water since.”

Satisfied he would get me home safe, Stella hugged me tight. “You still owe me an explanation. Call me tomorrow?”

I squeezed her back and relented. “I will. Promise.”

We separated, and Landon swooped Stella up and twirled her around. “See you later, sparkles. Enjoy your night. Glad you guys made up. The garage was becoming a dark and gloomy place,” Landon said, pointing between Mason and Stella. I definitely had some catching up to do with my friends, because last time I saw them, they were still hurling insults at each other.

Stella laughed and walked to where Mason and his mom were standing.

“You wanna blow this popsicle stand, my little bunny?” Landon asked and put his arm around me.

I guess I had enough to drink, and the champagne was sloshing around my stomach uncomfortably. “Sounds good. But can we stop for pizza?”

“You got it.”
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“There is no such thing as one true love,” I said and wiped my store window, frowning at the streaked glass.

Stella choked on air and came up behind me. “You do realize that two of your best friends have found the loves of their lives and that there is a certain someone who thinks you’re his one and only?”

Just because she thought she was in love with Mason didn’t mean it proved the existence of it. I waved her off and studied the cloth in my hand, wondering if they used special spray to get the windows streak free. Because my windows had streaks. And handprints from when I lost my balance and had to hold on to something.

“Oliver is engaged,” I said, deciding to get it over with.

“Excuse me, what?” Stella shouted.

“Yup. First my fiancé cheated on me with not one but two women. I then slept with my brother’s best friend, who just wanted to have a good time and had zero feelings for me. Now my brother won’t speak to me anymore. And I’m in love with a man who is engaged to someone else. That makes me the other woman. Something I swore I would never be. How does this give you the idea of an epic love story? This is more like another epic failure. And proof that true love doesn’t exist.”

Shit, I really was bad at relationships.

Stella took the cloth and window cleaner out of my hands and put them on the ground. Then she turned me around to face her.

“Honey, none of this is your fault. You know that, right? This isn’t on you. It’s on the assholes who treat you like shit. Now tell me where Oliver lives so I can beat him up.”

She let me go so she could crack her knuckles and jump from side to side in an effort to warm up.

“That’s a nice offer, but I’ll have to decline. You have enough to worry about without adding my shitstorm to your existing pile of crap,” I said.

It was Wednesday, the day of my soft opening, and thirty minutes before I would unlock the doors to my store.

All the dresses and accessories were in place, the window was half clean, the payment system was online and working, and Chloe, one of my shop assistants, was already here. She was a new transplant from Denver, and I had a feeling she would fit right in with her dry wit and sarcasm.

It also helped that her style was unique, and she loved wearing dresses. I didn’t make my employees wear the stuff from my shop, but the button-down, skintight metallic blue dress she was wearing could have been one of mine. It didn’t hurt that it fit her curvy body like a glove and made her hazel eyes pop.

I hadn’t heard from Oliver since he came to the shop. That should have been good news, but it didn’t feel like it. Because the truth was my stupid heart missed him. So far I hadn’t done anything too crazy, like drive past his house. I wasn’t quite there yet. But it was only a matter of days before I’d start my stalkerish ways and drive all around Humptulips just to catch a glimpse of him.

Maybe I should lock myself in at my parents’ earlier than planned.

“Did you get enough signatures to be able to call a special town meeting?” Stella asked. She knew me well enough to know when I was done talking about something and should change the topic.

“We did,” I said and smiled at the thought. We got double the required number of signatures, and at least half of those people promised to come to the meeting. I was feeling positive and thinking we might even have a chance at stopping the mall from getting built, which would save our shops. “The meeting is this Friday.”

She helped me out of the window. “That’s awesome. I knew you could do it. I better not show up though. I’m not on good terms with Mom at the moment. If she saw me, she’d push the mall through just to spite me.”

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. You’re doing the right thing by cutting ties with her.”

Her mom was the mayor and a bitch from hell. Stella had finally had enough and moved out, cutting all ties to her controlling family. I was proud of her. She came from a lot of money and was used to a certain lifestyle, but she gave it all away to gain her independence and get away from the hell that was her daily life. That took balls.

“But if there is anything I can do to help, let me know. I could make signs. Or write a speech. Or make coffee,” she offered.

I hugged her and retrieved my window cleaner and cloth from the floor. “Don’t worry about us. Honestly, I think once they see how many people are against the mall, they’ll give in. Even if the mayor wants to push this through, she can’t go against everyone.”

I might have sounded confident, but in reality I was pissing my undies. Because I was terrible at public speaking. Especially in front of people I knew couldn’t stand me. Like the mayor. But I was willing to get over myself and plead our case if it meant my shop wouldn’t fail before I ever really got it off the ground.

“Where do you want the sign?” Chloe asked, holding up the wooden vintage sign that was delivered yesterday. It said Darling Designs, and even though I had a sign outside the shop already, this one I had made for inside. It fit the style of the pharmacy and worked well with the high ceilings and fairy lights.

“I think it would look great hanging off the ceiling just above the register.”

It had two metal chains, so it would be no problem to hang it up. I had a ladder and a drill. Now if one of us knew how to fasten screws to the ceiling, we could hang it up.

“Any ideas how to get the thing up there?” Stella asked, standing next to Chloe, who was looking at the spot I pointed to.

We continued to stare at the ceiling, none of us coming up with a solution. It was safe to say the sign wasn’t going up today.

“I’ll get my dad to hang it up tonight. He’ll be here for the opening anyway. He won’t mind staying behind.”

Stella nodded. “Good idea. Now let’s get this party started.”

The bell chimed, and Willa walked inside, Jameson close behind. “Sorry I’m late. I had every intention of helping this morning, but my alarm didn’t ring, and then when I finally woke up, it was late. I suck. And I’m sorry. And did I mention I brought Jameson along, who will be our muscle? And brain if we need to. He’s not just pretty to look at.”

Jameson draped his arm across Willa’s shoulders and kissed her head. “Just let me know what you need me to do. It’s my fault that the alarm was off.”

I knew I wouldn’t tell him off for it. And by the look on Stella’s and Chloe’s faces, they weren’t going to either. But he came in at the right time.

“Do you know how to use a drill?” I asked.

“I own a garage,” he said, smirking.

“Right,” I said and pointed to the sign. “This needs to go up there,” I continued, pointing to the ceiling. “Any chance you could hang it up before the shop opens in about ten minutes?”

He walked to the other end of the store, where the ladder was still leaning against the wall, and nodded. “No problem. I’ll hold it up, and you tell me if it’s in the right spot.”

It took him five minutes to get the sign up. Guess things like a boyfriend came in handy sometimes.

As soon as I cleaned up the dust on the floor, I flipped the sign to Open and prayed I would have customers. But twenty minutes passed and not a single person walked in. I was pacing up and down in front of the counter, clutching my hands together, hoping this wasn’t the beginning of the end. I might not need a fancy mall to crash-land my business after all—I could do it all on my own.

I had focused my advertising efforts on the big opening on Saturday, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t mentioned that I would be open from Wednesday the week before. Not that I had much experience in opening a shop, but surely I had to have at least one customer.

Finally, the bell rang, and someone walked inside. I tried hard not to pounce on them and instead called out a greeting. “Welcome to Darling Designs. Please let me know if you need a hand with anything.”

I got a smile and nod in return. The rest of the morning went better, and people came in and out of the shop at a steady rate. I was happy with the turnout, my earlier freak-out forgotten. I sold quite a few things, mainly down to Chloe’s ability to sell an old button if she had to.

“I’m getting lunch from Rayna’s. She said it’s on her since it’s opening day,” Willa announced.

“Is she going to come over?” I asked, hoping she would. I had the perfect dress for her and couldn’t wait to show her the fifties vintage style I had in mind.

“Of course. She’ll drop in as soon as she closes the bakery at three.”

“Don’t forget to grab one of those lemony thingies,” I said.

“Of course not. And I’ll grab some brownies. And maybe a cake. We need to celebrate,” she said and disappeared with Jameson. Hopefully those two would make it back today. Wasn’t always a given they’d come back. Jameson easily distracted Willa—all he had to do was look at her—and he was just as easily led astray.

They made it back over an hour later, and by the state of Willa’s hair, I knew they didn’t just go down to the bakery. She was also wearing a different outfit.

“Sorry it took so long,” she said, not offering an explanation. Not that we needed one.

I reached out in a give-me gesture. “I’m starving. Tell me you picked this up after your little detour and it’s not cold yet.”

She blushed and handed me a sandwich. “Only picked it up ten minutes ago. Everything should still be hot.”

Chloe offered to man the front of the store while we all squeezed into my small office to eat. True to her word, Willa not only brought cake but also the lemony thingies I liked. And Rayna said everything was on the house for us today, so Willa also grabbed half the store’s inventory. There were bags everywhere. Now, I liked to eat, but I wasn’t sure how we could ever finish everything.

Willa pointed to all the bags. “We should offer some of this to your customers. I’m sure they’d love it. And I also got a few bottles of champagne.”

What she really got was ten bottles. And glasses. I grinned at her sheepish expression. “This is perfect. Thanks so much, Wills. I wanted to do something like that but totally forgot in the rush to get everything ready.”

She grinned and picked up the box that held the glasses. “That’s what friends are for, to buy you booze and unhealthy food.”

We all walked back into the store, and Willa immediately set out the champagne glasses and filled them up. Stella was busy arranging the pastries that were already on platters—guess Rayna prepared for anything—and I cast a glance around the store to make sure everything was still okay.

There were a few customers browsing through the sales rack, and Chloe was busy talking to someone. I couldn’t tell who it was, but by the dazzled look on my employee’s face and the impressive backside I saw of the guy, I wasn’t going to interrupt her. Especially after I recognized the backside.

What the hell is Oliver doing here?

I turned toward the girls, hoping I could make a stealthy escape.

“Maisie, have some champagne,” Willa called out, and I cringed. Her loud voice carried across the room, and I was sure everyone would have heard her. I wouldn’t be surprised if the people next door came over for a drink.

I took the glass she held out but couldn’t keep the constipated look off my face. The smile on hers faltered, and she stepped closer. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

“It’s nothing,” I said and downed the champagne. “Just smelled something bad.”

She didn’t believe me. I didn’t even believe me. But she let it go, and I hoped if I walked fast, I could make it out the door before Oliver caught up to me.

“Maisie,” he said, appearing next to me. “Your shop looks fantastic. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks,” I said, probably now also sounding constipated and not just looking it.

Willa watched our exchange with wide eyes, and Stella narrowed hers at Oliver. I couldn’t move toward the safety of my friends because my feet wouldn’t work and my body was busy soaking in being near him again. He was standing close enough that I could feel his warmth and smell the stupid soap he used that I had always liked.

“Hi, I’m Oliver,” he introduced himself to the girls and Jameson, shaking each of their hands.

Jameson looked at me when I didn’t move or say anything, and I knew if I gave him a sign, he’d throw my unwanted guest out. But I didn’t need the drama. Kind of wanted it though, because it would have given me pleasure to see him out on his ass.

“And you must be Willa. Maisie talks about you all the time,” Oliver said, stupid dimply smile on his face. Who liked dimples anyway? “Good to see you again, Stella,” he greeted my traitorous friend, who smiled at him when just this morning she was ready to inflict pain on him.

He turned toward Willa. “How was your vacation? Did you like Pont à Bar and the boat trip?”

Why did he have to pronounce the stupid French town so well? Was there no justice in this world? Willa hadn’t put two and two together yet, so she was still nice to him.

“It was one of the best parts of our trip. You must be Maisie’s friend who knew the guy who owned the houseboats. Thank you so much for getting us in touch with him. He rented the houseboat to us for hardly anything.”

Oh no, she had that stupid dreamy look on her face. I bet she was thinking of the time she spent there with Jameson. She would be no help now. And yup, there she went, going all googly-eyed and dragging Jameson to my office. Guess I had to disinfect all surfaces again tonight.

“Where’s your fiancée? Didn’t want to bring her to your ex-girlfriend’s opening?” Stella asked, crossing her arms over her chest. I mentally high-fived her, glad my friend was back, her momentary infatuation over. I tried to cover the laugh that wanted to escape, and it came out as a cough. I did always like the direct approach the best. And as I said, the woman had balls.

“I’m not engaged anymore. And Maisie isn’t my ex.”

“That’s right, because to be your ex, we’d need to have been something to start with,” I cut in, eager to get this over with. At least nobody had noticed our whisper hissing.

Oliver turned to me, and his pleading eyes almost sucked me in. “You’re not my ex because as far as I’m concerned, we’re still together. And you would agree if you would just let me explain myself.”

I mirrored Stella’s stance and shook off the momentary lapse of hate toward him. My walls were back up, and I was ready to get this over with. “I let you explain yourself, but if I remember correctly, the explanation was lacking. And no, I do not want to let you give me another half-assed explanation. Now please leave. This is my shop opening. And if you care about me at all, you would know how important today is for me.”

“I came to show my support. And no, I’m not leaving. I’ll be here if you need anything.” And with that, the infuriating man sat down on my purple couch with silver ducks on it, looking not even a little ridiculous on the girly monstrosity.

“You okay?” Stella asked and led me behind the counter, out of hearing distance.

“I’m fine. I guess I should have known he wasn’t just going to give up. I must really give brilliant head for him to be so persistent.”

Stella just rolled her eyes at me. Guess it wasn’t one of my best jokes.

There were about three hours left before closing, and I doubted Oliver would last the whole time on the uncomfortable couch.
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I tried to ignore him, I really did, but when my parents came in and somehow ended up on the duck couch, my breath faltered and my eyes started doing their weird blinking thing again.

And they weren’t just having a polite conversation. My dad was laughing at whatever Oliver had said, my mom did her weird hair toss that told me she liked him, and then he got up and went to the refreshment table, getting three beers. The audacity.

I stomped over when my parents were busy greeting Willa and Stella. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hissed, narrowing my eyes at Oliver.

“Talking to your parents?” he asked, like this was Jeopardy.

“And why would you do such a thing?”

“Because they’re your parents.”

“Exactly. They are my parents. They have nothing to do with this thing between us.”

“Beautiful, I told you we’re not over. I know you still have feelings for me. And I’ll be fighting for us as long as I know you do. So just accept that I’ll be their favorite son-in-law by the time tonight is over.”

“You would be their only son-in-law since my brother is single.”

“See, we’re already sharing more about ourselves. Now, if you excuse me, I promised your parents I would give them some advice on their investments. And I always keep my promises.”

He walked off with a wink and left me standing in the middle of the store.

“What happened? Do I need to get Jameson?” Willa came up to me and handed me another glass of champagne. I took it and chugged it in one go.

“Whoa, maybe you should ease up on the drinks. You are technically at work.”

“I promise this will not be a repeat of the alpha beta something something party.”

“Thank God,” she said and shuddered.

Stella joined our huddle. “What did I miss?” she asked.

“Maisie considered taking her clothes off and jumping off the roof.”

“There’s no pool here. Terrible idea,” Stella said.

Willa nodded. “And it’s too high to make it without injury into the trash cans, so I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Seriously? I’ve had about two drinks over a few hours. I think I can control the urge to jump off the roof.”

The rest of the night was much easier. My parents didn’t stay long, but my mom hugged Oliver before they left, and my dad shook his hand. That was the official nod of approval. I glared at him when he grinned at me.

Instead of coming over and gloating like I expected him to, he resumed his position on the couch. I released a loud sigh when the last person left and I turned the sign to Closed and locked the door. I had survived the first day of what was hopefully many more to come.

Both Stella and Willa also had to leave, albeit reluctantly. But after assuring them I would be fine and could handle myself, they stopped apologizing. Willa made the I’m watching you gesture to Oliver when she walked out, putting her middle finger out a little more than necessary to do it. I had given her the CliffsNotes on the Oliver drama, and she was ready to trip him and pour glitter all over him. To all our relief, Jameson talked her out of it.

Stella flipped him off without pretending to be doing something on her way out the door.

Now the store was quiet—too quiet after the busy day—and I felt awkward straightening up clothes while Oliver moved furniture back into place.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said when I saw him get the broom out.

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to. You look tired. The sooner you get everything sorted, the quicker you can go home.”

“Chloe is still here, and I pay her to help me.”

“She’s busy balancing the cash register.”

“She won’t be long.”

“Good. That means you’re that much closer to finishing up.”

I huffed but stopped arguing. If he wanted to sweep the floor, then I’d let him sweep the goddamn floor.

It took no time at all to finish up, and I was grateful for the help, if I was honest. The last few days were catching up with me, and I was so tired, I wouldn’t be surprised if I could fall asleep on the couch in the shop. It looked like a trendy and comfortable piece of furniture but felt like you were sitting on a brick.

“All done. I left today’s numbers and the money on your desk,” Chloe said, dragging my tired eyes away from the couch.

“Thanks, Chloe. You were awesome today, couldn’t have done it without you,” I said and unlocked the front door again to let her out.

“No problem, boss. I think I’m going to love working here. See you tomorrow.”

She skipped past me, and I watched her get into her car that was parked outside. I knew the crime rate in Humptulips was low, but you could never be too safe. Once she drove off, I locked the door and walked to my office.

Everything was where she said it would be, and I locked the money in the safe after I glanced at the numbers. They weren’t bad at all, and if I kept even a fraction of the customers we had today and made them regulars, I would break even by the end of the year.

“Do you need to do anything else?” Oliver asked, leaning against the doorframe, hands in his pocket, looking like he was posing for a photo shoot.

I stared at the desk and forced myself to stop wishing things were different. “Nope. All finished.”

“I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, surprising me. I’d expected another attempt at an explanation.

“I didn’t drive,” I said but grabbed my bag and walked to where he was standing.

“How did you get here?”

“Stella picked me up. I’m just going to walk home.”

“I’ll drive you.”

Locked in a car with Oliver, surrounded by his scent? No, thanks.

“That’s okay, it’s a quick walk. The fresh air will be nice after being inside the shop all day.”

He followed me out the back door and watched me set the alarm. “Then I’ll walk with you.”

I turned and walked down the back alley to the main street. “No need. I know the way.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

“I want to make sure you get home safely.” I opened my mouth to argue, but he shook his head. “No. I’m not budging on this. And there is no way you can change my mind. Now instead of wasting time arguing, you can just accept that I’m walking home with you.”

“Fine. Do what you want.”

Cue the most awkward fifteen minutes of my life. Neither one of us talked, the only sound our steps on the sidewalk and the occasional loud exhale.

We finally made it to the house, and I opened the front gate. “Thanks for walking me. Bye,” I said and opened the latch.

Oliver’s hand on my arm stopped me from walking away. “I’m not giving up on us.”

“You can do whatever you want. But you should know that I don’t trust you anymore. And for a relationship to work, you need trust.”

I didn’t give him a chance to say anything else before I speed-walked to my front door and disappeared inside.
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“I’m not putting that in my mouth.”

“Honey, you’re really pale. And your aura hasn’t improved at all. You need the protein,” my mom encouraged me. She was at the stove, making me pancakes after I spent last night in my old room. Sometimes you just needed to go back to your parents’ house to make yourself feel better. And to remember why you moved out in the first place.

“It looks like sludge. And smells even worse.”

“It’s good for you.”

“Still not drinking it.”

My mom sighed but gave up trying to convince me to drink one of her homemade remedies. She was forever experimenting with recipes and making everyone try them.

“Now I know you didn’t tell us everything last night,” she said.

That was because I hadn’t.

“But don’t you want to talk about what’s really bothering you?” she continued.

I most definitely would not. She already thought I was one breakup short of losing it completely. If I told her I’d been repeating past mistakes, she would probably send me to her sister’s commune in California. And that was something I did not want to happen. We had spent every summer there growing up, and it always surprised me that my brother and I turned out somewhat normal. Well, he didn’t, since he was a judgmental ass who refused to talk to me for seducing his best friend. At least those were his last words to me. I may have paraphrased because there was a lot more swearing involved. But fine. I was only his sister.

Mom put a stack of pancakes in front of me. “If you don’t want to talk, at least eat something.”

I eyed the blue pancakes and wondered what was in them. She must have caught my look because she put her hand on my shoulder. A gesture that wouldn’t mean anything good for me. Now I really wanted to know what was in those pancakes.

“I experimented with the batter. It’s vegan, gluten free, sugar free. I put blueberries in to add some flavor but forgot they were in there and mixed it all with the electric mixer. They turned the batter blue. But they’ll be just as good as they would if the blueberries were whole.”

Well, the good news was the color was just from blueberries. The bad news was that she expected me to eat cardboard. I suppressed the sigh that wanted to escape and put two pancakes on my plate. They should document the sacrifices I was willing to make for family peace.

I looked around for the maple syrup but only saw lemons and natural peanut butter. I looked up at Mom, who was still standing next to me, watching me with an encouraging smile.

“I’ll just grab the maple syrup,” I said, pushing away from the table to go look for it.

My mom’s grip tightened, and she pushed me back down. “There’s no maple syrup. We’re going sugar free. If you knew how much damage sugar did to your body, you’d stop buying all those pastries from Rayna’s shop.”

“There’s no maple syrup?” I gasped, looking at my pancakes, unsure of how I would get them down with lemon juice or peanut butter.

“Stop scaring my favorite daughter and just give her the maple syrup,” my dad said, walking into the kitchen. He gave my mom a kiss when he walked past, swatting her ass.

Gah, gross.

“I was just trying to get her to take better care of her body.”

“My body is as healthy as ever,” I chimed in. Meaning I was just as unfit as ever and one brownie away from a sugar coma.

“If you paid attention to the signs of distress your body was giving out, you would stop eating that unhealthy stuff.”

My dad handed me the maple syrup, and I poured a healthy amount over my breakfast.

“Food is the only good thing in my life right now. Don’t take that away from me,” I mumbled between bites, trying not to talk with my mouth full.

“Honey,” my mom said, gearing up for another lecture. But I knew she wouldn’t get far because Dad was here. And he was always in my corner. I was a daddy’s girl through and through. No regrets.

“Sweetheart, I think now is not the time to give Mairead a lecture. Just be grateful she returned home in her time of need.”

“Geesh, Dad, you make me sound like I’m knocked up and jobless.”

“If you were, then that would be okay. We love you no matter what. And you’re welcome to move back in. Your room will always be there for you.”

I finished my last bite and hugged my dad, who was busy picking black seeds out of his breakfast. Bless him, he never said a word about Mom’s cooking, no matter how much it smelled and tasted like someone had thrown up in it.

He held me tight and kissed my head. “Now remember, when you’re ready to tell us who pissed on your parade, we’ll be here. Anytime.”

“I know, Dad. And thanks. I love you guys.”

“And we love you. Now take over the world and make bucketloads of money. I’ve got my eye on an RV, and I need your money to pay for it.”

“If I ever make enough money to buy you a ridiculous-looking RV, I will definitely do so.”

I knew he was joking about me buying them something. He wouldn’t ever let me buy them anything, even if it was just a cup of coffee. I would always find ten dollars stuffed into my bag afterward. Still hadn’t been able to figure out how he’d get the money in there without me seeing it.

My mom hugged me and then shooed me out of the kitchen. “Now tell me how much you loved the pancakes.”

“The pancakes were special, Mom. Never tasted anything like it.”

“Good enough.”

I grinned and left the house I grew up in. I already felt better. Everyone had their safe haven, and mine was wherever my parents were.

I drove back to Humptulips in Sunshine’s van and parked in front of the shop. There weren’t usually any spaces left because of the coffee shop next door, but I got lucky for once. And the space was even big enough to get the behemoth of a van in.

The day passed quickly, Chloe handling the front of the shop while I caught up on emails and online orders. I was confident that I might not suck at this as much as I thought. But only the next few months would tell if I could make the shop work.

“Maisie, someone is trying to tow Sunshine’s van,” Chloe called from the front.

I was out of my chair and outside the shop in record time. And there was asshat Ray, standing on the sidewalk, watching Stevie hook the van up to his tow truck.

“No, no, no, what are you doing? Why are you towing Sunshine’s van?” I yelled at the dickface.

“There’s a two-hour time limit along this street. Should have moved the eyesore.”

“Nobody ever checks the parking,” I said lamely, knowing that was not the right thing to say to an officer of the law.

“We will now,” the douchenozzle said, not making a move to stop the towing from going ahead.

“Stevie, please don’t tow the van. I’m here now. I’ll drive it around the corner.”

There was a clank, and then the car’s back wheels went up. “I’m sorry, Maisie. You’ll have to come get it from the yard.”

At least he looked sorry. After shooting me another apologetic half smile, he drove off, towing Sunshine’s baby behind him.

“That was unnecessary,” I snapped at Officer No Brains.

“If you hadn’t broken the law, I wouldn’t have to do this.” He held out a ticket, and I snatched it out of his hand.

“One hundred and seven dollars?” I screeched. “Are you serious?”

“The law never jokes around.”

I fought hard to not call him names.

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

“You should. Wouldn’t want to arrest you. Not even your fancy boyfriend could help you then.”

And there it was. The reason for his sudden interest in making my life hell after we managed to avoid running into each other for almost two years.

“I don’t have a boyfriend. And you abusing your power just shows how right I was to end things between us.”

“You ended things? I think the fact that I had to get it from someone else should have told you you just weren’t doing it for me anymore.”

It was barely past noon, and he was already starting with the gut punches.

“Fuck you. I was over you the moment I saw you with that skank.”

“Is that why you tried to drag me to counseling?”

It was true, and one of the things I regretted most about the whole mess. I should have just kicked him to the curb straightaway, but I was under the foolish impression that he loved me and had just made a mistake. Looking back at it now, I knew my brain must have temporarily malfunctioned.

“I thought I meant more to you. But we both know that’s not true. Now why don’t you just get on with your new job as a traffic cop and let me get back to work.”

He ignored my jab at his demotion, which I knew was just part of his job in a town as small as Humptulips.

“I will as soon as you stay out of my business. If you ever go to the chief again and tell him that you saw me get in my car after having a few drinks, I’m going to make your life hell. Now why don’t you just move on with your life and mind your own business.”

Yeah, I did do that. Great times. The police chief was friends with my dad, and I might have mentioned Ray’s frequent visits to a certain strip club in town. Too bad I didn’t have any photographic evidence. That would have gotten his ass fired for sure. I should ask Nora, Willa’s friend who worked at the strip club, to take a few snaps.

“It’s hard to move on with my life when I’m constantly reminded of you. Like when I see dog shit on the sidewalk. Or trash. And you should know better than to drink and drive. You are an officer of the law, after all.”

I knew when to cut my losses and retreat, so I turned on my fabulous heels that made my legs look a mile long. My dress flared out, and before the shithead said anything else, I had closed the door of my shop behind me.

“What the hell happened out there? The cop looked like he was ready to arrest you.”

“Can’t arrest someone for speaking the truth,” I said and sagged against the counter. “Is he gone?” I asked Chloe, not wanting to look up and risk sprinting back outside to kick him in the balls when I saw his stupid face again.

“Yup, he’s gone. You okay?”

“Peachy.”

“So what’s going on? Do you know him or something?”

“He’s one of my worst mistakes.”

He was also my first love, my best friend, and the one who promised me forever. The man I thought was my knight in shining armor turned out to be just a loser covered in tinsel.
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“I think I’m going to throw up,” I groaned and then gagged.

“Stop complaining. You did this to yourself,” Willa chastised and kept dragging me behind her.

“Where’s your empathy?”

“I don’t have empathy for someone who ate a whole bowl of buttercream icing before an important meeting.”

“I didn’t mean to. It just happened. I was only going to have a little bit, and next thing I knew the bowl was empty.”

“Excuses, excuses. Now, stop your moaning and move faster. We’re running late. And why would you eat just the icing? What happened to the cupcakes?”

“I ruined the cupcakes and had to throw them out but had already made the icing. And why would I get rid of perfectly good icing if I can just eat it?” A decision I now regretted. “Maybe we should just let Klaus handle it.”

“No way. You have a speech prepared. And they need you. There’s a reason they voted you as their speaker.”

Yeah, like temporary insanity.

“Stop thinking they can do this without you. They can’t. And if one more negative word leaves your mouth, I’m going to tell Stella who broke her ugly glass statue.”

I gasped, meeting forgotten. “You swore you would never tell. Does a pinkie swear really mean so little to you?”

She didn’t get a chance to answer because we made it to the town hall. It looked like there were already a few people here. I didn’t slow down, just went straight inside. And stopped dead, then blinked like an owl. There were people everywhere. Not a single seat was free, and the room was too small to fit everyone, so the hallway was filled as well.

“What the hell?” I asked, wondering how we’d gotten so many people here. I hoped Klaus didn’t promise them something.

“This is going to be awesome,” Willa announced and towed me along with her. Klaus was at the front of the room, talking to one of the council members. As soon as he saw me, he waved me over.

Willa had to take my hand and lead me there because I was too busy looking around and greeting people I knew. If I screwed this up today, then everyone in Humptulips would know. I felt like throwing up again.

“Maisie, you made it. I thought you wouldn’t show up,” Klaus greeted me.

“Of course I made it,” I said and rolled my eyes at him.

He pointed to a chair next to him. “I saved you a seat.”

Willa hugged me. “I’ll be at the back.”

Then she left me with Klaus, who immediately started going through my presentation. After he reminded me for the third time to mention the tourism numbers and how a dead town center would affect them, I stopped listening.

Instead, my eyes wandered over the room, taking it all in. I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress, hoping I would calm down enough to get a word out in front of everyone.

A loud banging at the front of the room moved my gaze forward. Guess Klaus wasn’t the only one who enjoyed using a gavel.

“Those of you who have a seat, please sit down. Everyone else, stop shuffling around and shut up,” Mel, the mayor’s secretary, instructed. His rude instructions didn’t surprise anyone. He was an asshole and proud of it. Probably why the mayor kept him around.

Everyone did as instructed, and after making us wait for five minutes in silence, the mayor graced us with her presence. She took a seat at a big table set up to face the room, a stony expression on her face and a big folder in her hands. She slapped the pile of bricks down on the table and sat down.

“Let’s get this over with,” she started the meeting. “I don’t know why so many of you bothered to come out, but here you are, wasting my time anyway.”

Guess she really didn’t need our votes anymore.

“I was told one of you would do a little speech. Keep it to under thirty minutes. You’ve wasted my time enough already.” She shuffled through her papers. “Maisie Slater. You’re up.”

I shot out of my chair and wiped my palms again. At least I wouldn’t have to shake anyone’s hand. The mayor pointed to a spot next to her where a small podium and microphone were set up.

My steps were slow and measured, because there was no coming back from falling on your face in front of most of the township. I made it fall- and trip-free to the microphone and took my position. I smiled and took a deep breath.

I was ready for this. Maybe. Probably. Almost.

Argh, why did I agree to this?

“Hi, everyone. I promise to keep this short and sweet. I’ll present our case first, and then you can ask questions or add anything you want the mayor to consider once I’m done.” I took a breath and glanced at my notes. “Since you are all here today, I assume that you heard there are plans in motion to build a mall just outside of town. As much as I love shopping and like a trip to the mall, I don’t think it would be in our best interest to build one so close to our town.”

I took another deep breath and continued the speech I’d practiced. I included the numbers Klaus had made me repeat back to him before the meeting started and last night when he called me to make sure I was prepared for tonight.

I was done within twenty minutes and proud of myself. I thought it had gone well. Not that the mayor looked impressed, but she was the one who was pushing to get the mall built, so our only hope was a vote to stop the project from going ahead. Because if the majority opposed the project, there was nothing she could do about it.

“Thanks, Maisie, you may take a seat. Next up is Rise Development. Oliver Thorpe, the floor is yours.”

I was already halfway to my seat when I froze. Oliver? What did he have to do with this project? And why was he going to talk at the meeting?

Klaus waved me over, and I woodenly walked toward him and sat down. What was going on? Did I fall asleep and this was all a terrible dream?

Oliver took his place, and I was still trying to blink and make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. He was really there.

“Good evening, everyone. I’m Oliver Thorpe and in charge of the mall project. Rise Development is one of our companies, and we were planning on building a mall just outside Humptulips. However, as of right now, the development is on hold indefinitely, and the project will not be going ahead as planned. If you have questions, please don’t hesitate to contact our office. Thanks for coming out tonight.”

And that was it. After a brief nod at a speechless mayor, he walked back to his seat.

About 2.3 seconds after he finished, the room erupted into pandemonium. People got out of their seats, everyone was talking, and there were a lot of big hand movements. Someone would lose an eye if they weren’t careful. My legs weren’t feeling the enthusiasm everyone else showed and stayed still, making me the only person in the room still sitting down.

I was happy that we’d saved our shops but confused about what was going on. I pulled out my phone and stared at the blank screen. Why did I get my phone out anyway? I put it back into my purse and decided I should probably go home. Regroup. Maybe get Sunshine to eat waffles with me and dissect what happened bit by bit.

Two expensive Italian shoes appeared in my vision, and I looked up. “Maisie,” Oliver greeted me and took the seat previously occupied by Klaus.

“What just happened?” I asked him, taking in his black suit that, as usual, fit him like a glove. He must have at least a hundred tailor-made suits, because I had never seen him wear the same one twice.

“I canceled the mall project,” he deadpanned.

“You mean you just lost millions,” I corrected, needing to hear it from him.

“And then some,” he muttered.

“Why?”

“Why do you think?”

“My speech was just too good, and you saw the error of your ways?”

He chuckled. “Something like that. Are you hungry? I’ll explain everything over dinner.”

He stood up and held out his hand. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to be seen with the enemy. Instead of thinking about the strange meeting any longer, I took his hand and let him pull me up. He didn’t let go but instead made his way through the room, holding my hand.

People called out to me, and some tried giving me a hug, but Oliver was not to be deterred and kept walking.

“Don’t be rude. I need to at least stop and say hi,” I said when he pulled me away from my third awkward, one-armed hug.

“Then we’ll be here for a few hours. And there’s no way that will happen.”

I waved at Willa who was watching us with her mouth open.

We made it outside and Oliver walked me to his car, opening the door for me. “Anywhere in particular you want to go?”

“The impound lot,” I replied and got inside the car.

“Do I want to know why?” he asked once he was in the driver seat. The engine came to life, and I got comfortable. Any ride with Oliver was bound to be a good one.

“Not really. The only thing you need to know is that it wasn’t my fault.”

“I thought you didn’t have a car?”

“I don’t. It’s Sunshine’s van we need to pick up. Got towed.”

“Did you park in front of a fire hydrant?”

“Nope. Just have an ex-fiancé who likes to make my life hell. Instead of just writing me a ticket, he towed it. And then gave me a ticket anyway.”

Oliver was silent for a moment, though not in a let’s go for a leisurely drive way but rather a I might start bashing heads together if I don’t get my anger under control way.

“Don’t worry about it. He’ll get bored eventually.”

“How long has this been going on exactly?”

“Since he found out about you. He has a short attention span, so I give this another week and he’ll move on to other things.” I pointed to a big sign ahead. “There’s the lot. Just park outside, and I’ll run in and get the van. And whatever you do, don’t get out of the car. Word would have spread like wildfire that you’re the developer who wanted to build the mall. Better not let them see your face for a few days until the dust has settled.”

“But I canceled the project.”

“Not sure if people believe it yet.”

“I already messaged my project manager to stop everything.”

“When did you do that?”

“When you started your speech.”

I studied his profile, trying to figure out if he was making fun of me. His eyes were on the road, and he didn’t look like he was kidding.

“Okay. Let’s say I believe you.”

“You should, because it’s the truth.”

“Why the hell would you do that? You would have wasted a lot of time and money already. The mayor supported this project, and you had her vote. The outcome of the meeting was in no way going to be in our favor. You could have pushed this through if you were lucky.”

“And lost you? Not an option.”

Okay, wow. I didn’t know what to do with that statement. Instead of answering, I got out of the car and picked up Sunshine’s van. At least I didn’t have to pay to get it released, since Ray had no reason to tow it, despite the parking violation. All he could legally do was give me a ticket. Which he did. Towing it was just another way to mess with me.

Oliver followed me back to our house, and I parked the van in its rightful spot on the street out front. I left the keys in the sun visor—everyone knew who the eyesore belonged to, so nobody would be stupid enough to steal it—and got back in the car with Oliver.

“How about La Fontan for dinner?” I asked when I was back in Oliver’s car.

He pulled back onto the road in the direction of Clayton, the closest town, where the restaurant was. “Sounds good.”

“So you work for Rise Development?” I asked, picking up our earlier conversation again and hoping he would have forgotten all about Ray.

“I’m the CEO of Thorpe Holdings. Technically, they work for me.”

Wasn’t his last name Thorpe? My brain was slow to understand that the chances of having the same last name as the company you worked for were slim to none. Not in this case. Not when I knew he definitely had a lot of money. Wardrobe, cars, and the newly acquired house were proof of his status.

We passed the sign for Humptulips and the lights faded away, leaving only the car’s headlights to illuminate our way.

“So it’s not a coincidence that you have the same last name as the company you work for?”

“No, it certainly is not,” he said, amusement lacing his words.

“And you technically own the company.”

“Not really. My family owns it. I’m just the CEO.”

Holy shit, this was big. Huge. Why hadn’t I ever asked why he was in town before? If I hadn’t been too dick-whipped to ask questions, I could have maybe avoided tonight’s debacle.

“I guess you only came to town for the mall project.”

The buttercream frosting was doing somersaults in my stomach, and I fought it back down. It would be a shame to throw up in his beautiful car.

“I came to town to make sure my sister was okay. Then I stayed because I found you. The mall project just happened to come up, and since I was already here, I took it on,” he said.

“So now that the project is finished, are you going back to wherever home is?”

God, I didn’t even know where he lived. Or used to live, since technically he now lived in town.

“I’m staying here. As a matter of fact, I’m moving my office to Humptulips.”

Say what? Who in their right mind would move their office to Humptulips? It was usually the other way around.

“Where is your office at the moment?” I asked. Maybe it was in a worse place. Like Siberia.

“The primary office is in LA, but we have branches all across the US.”

Big company, then. And it must have made him money if he could afford LA prices.

“I don’t understand,” I said, more confused about what was going on than when we started this conversation. “Why would you move your office?”

“LA is too far away to commute to every day.”

“Why in the world would anyone even consider commuting?”

“Well, one would consider commuting when one wants to live in Humptulips.”

“Then one must be crazy because nobody wants to move to Humptulips. If you weren’t born here, you rarely want to live here.”

“Wrong. One would want to live here if one had a reason to.”

“And you do?”

“I see I have to once again spell it out for you. You live here. Therefore, I have a reason. The best reason, in fact. I want to be with you. Nobody else. And I can’t even tell you how sorry I am about everything. I never meant to hurt you.”

And this was another moment in my life that I would remember with absolute clarity. The moment I almost made Oliver run off the road because I reached over and grabbed his junk.

Yes, that’s correct, ladies and gentleman. I didn’t know what was going on in my head, but it seemed like a reasonable thing to do. I was so overwhelmed with what I was feeling. He willingly lost a lot of money just so he could make me happy. I couldn’t deal with the amount of feelings coursing through me at that moment. I desperately needed to show him how much his actions meant to me. And we had always had a crazy connection in the bedroom. From the first time we slept together, we clicked, something I had never experienced before.

So I asked myself what any other sane woman would do and decided to grope him. Obviously, he wasn’t expecting such a move and jerked the wheel to the side when my hand made contact.

But somehow during our conversation, I had decided that I liked everything he had told me. And I liked it so much that I had forgiven him and wanted to show him I had. And did I also mention that I was bad at expressing my feelings? And even worse with actions, as it turned out?

“Shit, beautiful, what are you doing?” he asked me once we were safely parked on the side of the road.

“I love you,” I blurted out next, pushing this moment into the category of “can never come back from it.” But at least he was likely to forget about the embarrassing groping incident. Maybe. Something like that was hard to forget.

Oliver went still, his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. He put the car in first gear and stomped on the gas so hard the car fishtailed as it turned the other way. We were back on the road to Humptulips two seconds after that, and Oliver was speeding.

“Sorry. It just came out. Probably shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“You can’t take it back,” he ground out. His hands were still gripping the steering wheel, and his jaw was clenched. Did I read the signs wrong? I thought he liked me. Maybe there was even some love there. He bought a house and moved his office for me. That was bound to give a girl ideas. But I guess there was the little fact that he was engaged.

“Wasn’t going to take it back,” I grumbled but didn’t get a response.

The drive back was quiet, the only sound the roaring of the motor. I certainly wasn’t going to say anything else. Who knew what would come out of my mouth at this stage? So I stayed quiet. And my hands stayed safely folded on my lap. Oliver looked like he was ready to tear out the steering wheel, so I preferred his silence.

We made it back to his house, and he parked the car in the garage, closing the automatic door behind us. Neither of us made a move to get out of the car. As soon as the garage door was closed and we were sitting in total darkness, I felt his hand on my arm, and the next thing I knew, I was sitting in his lap. He moved his seat back as far as it would go, giving us enough room to sit somewhat comfortably in this position.

The next thing I felt was his hands taking off my dress, then moving on to my bra. Then a hot mouth was on my neck. I arched into him, wanting more, wanting it all. I reached for him and pulled his shirt up. I wished the lights were on so I could see him. I would never get enough of looking at him.

I trembled at his touch, arching into him, wanting more. It was never enough. He lifted up and his mouth found mine, the kiss deep, wet, and hard. There was an urgency to his movements I hadn’t noticed before. But I met him stroke for stroke, touch for touch.

I undid the button and zipper on his pants and slid my hands inside, caressing him. If I thought his movements were frantic before, they were desperate now. Our mouths broke apart, and we were both breathing heavily.

My hand slipped out of his pants when he sat up, and I had to hold on to the window for balance. He freed himself and settled me back down. I took full advantage of the improved access and gripped him again. He was hard and heavy in my hand, and every time I stroked him, he pushed his hips up.

His hand made its way into my panties and I ground down hard. I was quickly getting close, so close I could almost feel it. But before I could let go, he removed his hand and pushed my panties to the side.

I heard the crinkle of foil, and then I felt his hand between us. Without warning, Oliver entered me in one powerful thrust. He started moving in and out, and I met him stroke for stroke and took him as deep as he would go. My body wanted more, always more when I was with him.

The tingles started first, and the pleasure came quick and was explosive, flooding me with uncontrollable joy. He came hard inside me moments after, filling me with everything he had.

I collapsed on his chest, holding him tight and hoping this wasn’t a goodbye fuck but a hello, let’s give this relationship thing a go fuck.

He held me tight, his fingers trailing circles over my back, something I loved. And because it was Oliver, he knew, and that was why he did it.

“Sorry about that,” he said, breaking the comfortable silence we were in. “I was planning on romancing you first.”

I snuggled in deeper, loving the fact that he had lost control. “You don’t hear me complaining.”

He trailed his finger down my cheek and kissed my head. “Let’s go inside, beautiful.”

“Don’t want to move,” I said, cheek still comfortably squashed to his hard chest.

“We can go straight to bed,” he coaxed.

That got me moving, because bed meant more of Oliver. He grabbed his shirt and put it over my head. “Easier access this way. And I think I heard a tear when I ripped your dress off.”

I knew I was screwed when the thought of him ripping one of my dresses didn’t even make me flinch. Instead, I climbed off him and back into the passenger seat, feeling around for my things.

He took off the condom and put himself back together before opening his door. The interior light came on, making it easier to find what remained of my dress and stuff it into my bag. I was a trained seamstress, after all, so I could fix whatever was ripped.

I got out and met Oliver at the other side of his car. He had turned the light on, showing an empty garage. There wasn’t a single box, shelf, or dust bunny anywhere.

“Where is all your stuff?” I asked and looked around the big space.

“Inside. Why? What are you looking for?”

“Clutter. Unpacked boxes. Tools.”

“I have a housekeeper who comes every day. I hired movers to get my stuff here, and that included unpacking all the boxes. I don’t own any tools, and the last time I held a hammer was around 2006. I missed the nail I was trying to get into the wall and made a giant hole in it instead. Thought it was safer not to use one anymore.”

I guess there was one thing Oliver wasn’t good at. Maybe he was human after all.

He led me into the mudroom, and I hesitated. Last time I was at his house, it didn’t go so well. Trying to shake the feeling, I took off my shoes and put them next to his on the shoe rack. Wouldn’t want to disturb the order and just throw them on the floor.

It felt like déjà vu when we walked past the kitchen. This time I stopped to look around, but Oliver nudged me toward the stairs. “You can explore to your heart’s content tomorrow. But how about for tonight we just order takeout?”

I was definitely down with that. And cooking sounded like a lot of effort right now. It would also take time away from other things.

“Sounds good to me,” I agreed readily.

“I’ll give you a tour in the morning. All you need to know for now is where my bed and the bathroom are.”

I followed him up the stairs and down the hall to his bedroom.

“Not to be a mood killer, but did you change your sheets?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“Bought a new bed.”

Excellent answer. I liked that he did that. And hells bells, did I like his room. King-sized bed, satin sheets if my eyes didn’t deceive me, and an attached closet and bathroom. A gigantic flat-screen TV was mounted to the wall opposite the bed, and a fireplace sat off to the other side. A glass door led to what I presumed was a balcony, but I didn’t have time to explore more because I suddenly found myself horizontal, and then my back met the softest sheets I had ever had the pleasure of lying on.

“Pizza okay?”

I nodded, and he kissed my nose. “Okay, beautiful, I’ll make the order. Don’t move.”

As if I would. I felt like I was lying on a big fluffy marshmallow, just without the stickiness. I shuffled up to the pillows that covered half the bed and leaned against them. A girl could get used to this.

I knew we still had to have a talk about what was going on with his ex-fiancée. But for now, I was content just enjoying being here with Oliver.

He came back a few minutes later and grinned when he saw me still lying on his bed. “Pizza will be here in fifteen. I’m just going to take a shower. Wanna join me?”

I shot off the bed faster than you could say “hussy” and followed him into the bathroom. And then I made sure Oliver was clean. He returned the favor, and we nearly didn’t get our pizza. But luckily the kid who delivered it really wanted a tip and rang the bell a few times.

We ate it in bed, and then got under the covers. I shuffled as close as I could get and laid my head on his chest. My leg found its way on top of his, and he hugged me close. I fell asleep shortly after, happy and carefree.
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“How many?” I gasped, trying hard not to hyperventilate.

“We’re up to two hundred, but there are still orders coming in,” Chloe said, calm as could be. How she wasn’t running away screaming, I didn’t know.

“But how?” I asked, making a choking noise while trying to not be the one running out of the shop and changing my name.

“They’re coming through your website.”

It would really help at this stage if she showed more concern. There was no way I could make over two hundred dresses in four weeks. And she was my assistant, not only in the shop but also making the dresses. That was why I hired her. Because she was a design major like me who had somehow gotten stuck in Humptulips and needed a job. She was a godsend, but not even with her mad stitching skills could I pull this off. The dresses were already designed, but I still had to make them. They were part of my handmade line, after all.

“Get rid of the order button,” I said, waving at the computer.

Chloe looked at me like I’d gone mad. Which I had, but she wasn’t supposed to acknowledge that. “I’m not a web designer. I have no idea how to remove the button. And besides, you’ll have to put a message on your website before you just get rid of the orders.”

“Well, then put a message on there,” I pleaded, hovering over where she was sitting in my office chair.

“Don’t know how to do that either. Who designed your website? Just get them to do it.”

Of course. At least one of us was thinking straight. I pulled my phone out of the pocket of my dress—because all my designs had pockets—and called Lincoln. Lucky for me he answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Maisie, what’s up? How’s the shop going?”

“Lincoln,” I cried, unable to keep my voice even.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“You need to get rid of the order button on my website. Right now.”

“Why would you want to do that? You know that would mean nobody can order your gowns?”

“Yes, I realize they can’t order my gowns if there is no order button. That’s the point,” I said, much calmer now that I was talking to someone who knew how to work the website.

“But you still want to get rid of it?”

“As soon as you can.”

“Just give me a sec, I have to get your website up.”

“And can you put a message on there saying that because of the large number of orders, we have to suspend new orders until further notice?”

“Sure.”

I heard a car door slam, and then there was clicking in the background. I waited on the phone, not willing to hang up.

“Done. But I’m still confused. Wasn’t that the goal of your online store? To get orders?”

“It was. But I was not prepared to get so many.”

“Take a deep breath. I’ll come over with chocolate,” Lincoln said and hung up.

“I screwed up, didn’t I?” I said and looked at Chloe, who was still sitting down.

She turned away from the computer to look at me. “It’s just a minor hiccup. Don’t stress about it.”

“I just never expected to get so many orders for the handmade line. They’re really expensive. Why wouldn’t they just order off-the-rack dresses like every other normal person?”

How the hell did these people all want special orders? I had to find more seamstresses. This was a disaster. If I couldn’t deliver the dresses within four weeks like I promised on my website, I would be done.

“You’re breathing kind of funny,” Chloe unhelpfully pointed out.

“This is a nightmare. Tell me I’m not really awake.”

“You’re not really awake,” she deadpanned and stood up. “I have to get back out to the shop since you pulled your only employee into the back to look at a computer.”

She passed me and squeezed my arm. “You’ll be fine, boss. You can’t expect to get everything perfect right away.”

Well, I could certainly try to. The shop was one thing I was proud of. At least until now. Maybe if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in Oliver, I would have planned for this. I mean, who didn’t have a plan B in place for things like this? God, I was such a mess. What if my shop failed because I paid more attention to my raging hormones than my dresses?

Lincoln came rushing in ten minutes later, arms heavy with chocolates. He didn’t delay in handing over the Hershey’s kisses first and dumping the rest onto the sofa where I was sitting.

“I brought your entire stash,” he said and kneeled in front of me. “What else can I do?”

“Thanks for coming. You’re a lifesaver.”

“Of course. But what happened? I thought the whole point of your business was to sell dresses.”

“It is. But I’ve had too many orders. There is no way I can get them all done on time. Oh, Lincoln, I screwed up. Big-time. I’m such an idiot,” I wailed and threw myself into his arms. He didn’t expect my theatrics and fell backward, taking me with him.

“It’s going to be fine. Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out,” he said, patting my back while lying stock-still underneath me.

“What the fuck is going on here?” The angry voice pulled me out of my pity party.

I lifted my head and locked eyes with Oliver. He looked like his head would explode, and this time it was not just a figure of speech. He was livid. Something I hadn’t ever experienced. And wasn’t it just bullshit that he looked hot even when he was fuming mad? I was half expecting steam to come out of his ears.

I scrambled off Lincoln, elbowing him hard in his gut in the process.

“Shit, sorry,” I said and finally got up, holding my hand out for him.

We both scrambled back to standing, and I wished I could just push the rewind button. I chanced a glance at Oliver, and he still looked angry.

“Hey, Oliver, what are you doing here?” I asked, determined to ignore this mess.

“Thought I’d surprise my girlfriend and see if she wanted to have lunch with me.”

“She’d love to,” I said and chanced a step closer, “but she has to make a few hundred dresses and can’t really do lunch. Rain check?” When he didn’t shoot laser beams out of his eyes, I took another step. And then another. When I was within reach, he grabbed my hand and pulled me all the way to his chest.

“Girlfriend? I thought you said he was engaged?” Lincoln asked. From the moment he first met Oliver when Anna brought him to the house, he disapproved of him. And since he found out that I had been seeing Oliver for a while, his quiet disapproval turned into scathing dislike.

“That was yesterday. Today he’s not,” I said, trying to make light of the situation.

“Maisie, what are you doing?” Lincoln asked.

I raised my brows at him, unsure of where he was going with this.

“I’m standing in my office talking to you?” I said, making it sound like a question.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Lincoln tried again. Well, now he was just making me mad.

“Yes, of course it’s what I want. Why the questions?”

Oliver hadn’t said a word, just stood next to me like a statue. This was not a good sign.

“Just making sure you’re not running headfirst into another mistake.”

I had never met this version of my friend and roommate/landlord. He was usually the quiet guy who let you make your own mistakes and then lectured you. But I never felt it came from a bad place. Until now.

“Okay, well, thanks for your concern, but it’s unnecessary.”

Lincoln sighed and shook his head. “I’ll see you at home.”

“Yeah, see you,” I said and turned to Oliver once Lincoln had left. “That was weird.”

“You’re moving in with me,” Oliver said and pulled me to him, erasing any space between us.

I arched an eyebrow and laughed. “Not happening. We’ve only been dating for about two seconds.”

“We have been together for months. This thing between us is not new.”

“We weren’t together,” I defended and tried to step back, but he held me in place.

“I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else.”

“Neither was I. But you were engaged, so there’s that. Probably a little worse than just sleeping with someone else,” I said, the feeling of euphoria that he usually elicited quickly leaving me. “To me that means you weren’t that serious about us.” I held a hand up when he tried to say something. “Don’t say anything. You usually just make things worse. You’re better with actions than words.”

He said nothing but leaned down and brushed his lips over my cheek. I sighed at the sweet gesture, my body losing all its tension and melting into him. I made it way too easy for him. No wonder guys screwed me over all the time.

As soon as he felt me giving in, his lips were on mine, and he didn’t waste any time easing into things. No, it was a kiss meant to claim. After he had sufficiently made my head spin, he leaned back to look at me.

“If you moved in, you wouldn’t have to pay rent. And I live close to the shop.”

“My rent at the moment isn’t all that much, and I currently live only a short walk away. And I wouldn’t ever just move in and not pay my share.”

“I don’t like the idea of you going home to Lincoln.”

“And now we’re getting to the real reason why you want me to move in.” I patted his pecs and stepped back, and this time he let me. I felt a pang of disappointment that I quickly shoved down. Of course he didn’t really want me to move in. He was just jealous and trying to stake his claim.

“I need to get back out front and give Chloe a hand.”

“Maisie, that’s not why I asked you to move in with me.”

“Please don’t make this worse.”

“I mean yes, I thought of it because I don’t like that guy. But I wouldn’t have said anything if I didn’t really want to live with you.”

“It’s fine, Oliver. Let’s not talk about it right now, okay? I’m planning on eating my weight in mug brownies in the next few minutes, and that’s taking all my energy right now.”

I was also too scared that I couldn’t stop my hurt feelings from showing on my face. My emotions were too close to the surface, and I realized I didn’t yet fully trust that Oliver and I would make it.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked, for once not pushing things.

“Do you know how to sew?”

He rumbled a deep laugh, his eyes twinkling and his dimple showing. “Definitely not. I was thinking more like organizing lunch, getting you coffee. You know, easy stuff.”

“Don’t you have to work?”

“Got my laptop in the car, and if you don’t mind, I can just set up shop in your office and do some work from here.”

“In that case, I’d like a mocha with extra cream and whatever sandwich Rayna has left. They all taste great, so I don’t mind which one you get.”

He kissed me on the lips and winked. “Okay, beautiful, that I can do. I’ll be right back.”

I followed him out to the shop, and after one last glance at me over his shoulder, he left.

“Where did you meet someone like that? Can’t have been in Humptulips,” Chloe asked, her eyes still on the now empty doorway.

I grinned and shook my head. “That’s a story that I will take to the grave with me.”

“Oh, come on, now I really want to know! Was it kinky? Did you meet at a sex club? Or maybe you signed up to be his mail-order bride? No, wait, I bet you had a flat tire on the side of the road and he came to your rescue.” Chloe looked to the window with a dreamy expression, and I made a loud gagging noise. I was mature like that.

“No, nothing like that. And I’m not telling. Nobody knows. And especially not my employees. I need you to fear me, not laugh at me.”

“I’m going to find out what happened.”

“No you won’t. Now let’s get back to work so I can try to figure out how I’ll make all these dresses.”

I went back to my office and just stared at the computer screen. It wasn’t physically possible for me to make that many dresses that quickly. I was still debating whether I could swing paying another seamstress to give me a hand when Oliver came back.

“Coffee, sandwiches, and a few cakes that Rayna insisted on packing for you.”

I grinned big and accepted the bag he held out to me. He put the coffee on my desk and sat down, facing me.

“Come up with any ideas yet?”

“Offer someone my firstborn to help me make the dresses?”

“Considering that will be my child as well, we should probably go with another option. Kind of prefer to keep our children and not sell them off before they’re even born.”

Well, call me Friedrich and slap me with a fish, I wasn’t expecting that response. I also had nothing to say to that, so I just stared. Because that was all I could do at that point.

“Don’t look so shocked. I figured you understood that I was in this for the long run.”

He leaned in and put a finger on my chin, shutting my mouth for me. Didn’t even realize it was hanging open.

“Right. Well, that’s good. Really good,” I squeaked, immediately wishing I could take the words back and come up with something witty. And smart. I definitely liked it when I sounded smart. But that train had gone and left the station.

“Okay, baby, I’ll let you get back to work. I’m just going to set up on the table. Let me know if you need anything.”

He touched his lips to mine and walked over to the small table and chair in the corner of my crammed office, unpacking his laptop and a thick folder.

We spent the next few hours working. Well, Oliver was working. I was trying to contain my freak-out while looking up seamstresses. There were a lot out there, but hardly anyone could just drop everything to make a few hundred dresses. I was so screwed.

“You’re not screwed. It will all work out,” Oliver said, looking at me over his computer.

Shit, must have said that last part out loud. “I think I really am this time. There is no way I can pull this off. I think I need to email my customers about the delay. This is a nightmare. How did I get it so horribly wrong? I must be the shittiest businesswoman out there. I mean, who doesn’t plan for extra orders?”

Oliver had gotten up during my pity party for one and was now standing next to me.

“Let’s not worry about it anymore today. It’s past eight already.”

I groaned and flopped my head down on my desk with a loud bang.

“We can get tapas for dinner,” he said and started massaging my neck.

At that, my head shot up, and I nodded. “And margaritas?”

Oliver kissed my cheek, and it made me instantly feel better. “Of course. Anything for you, beautiful.”

Well, then, if that was how we would play this, today I would order pretty much everything off the menu, only eat about one-third, and take the rest home to eat for the next four days. I couldn’t wait.
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“Is she in there?”

“I thought the shop opened at nine.”

“Why are the lights out?”

“Sheila, didn’t you say nine o’clock?”

“Where’s Mary? She would know.”

“What does the sign say?”

“Just call her. She’s probably still with that developer boy.”

“His name is Oliver. And he’s not a boy.”

I watched the crowd in front of my shop, wondering what was going on. So far I had never had anyone wait outside for me to open.

“I hope you didn’t bring your Singer. It always stuffs up the blanket stitch.”

“Keep your pants on. I brought my Brother.”

“Maisie, girl, there you are. Come on, don’t just stand there looking like a blow-up doll left out in the rain. Open the door.”

I walked closer, a little scared to face the crowd. I recognized most of them. None had been to my shop yet, and it confused me what they were all doing here now. I didn’t exactly stock the clothes they wore.

“Good morning, everyone,” I said and walked through the women who had cleared a path for me to the front door. I unlocked it and walked inside, holding the door open. “Please, come in.”

“This is such a magnificent idea, thanks for thinking of us, dear,” Loretta said when she passed me.

I blinked at her in confusion, but she obviously didn’t expect an answer and instead walked farther inside the store, inspecting the clothes.

In fact, all the women had a piece of fabric in their hand as soon as they were inside, inspecting the stitching.

Martha was the last one to come inside, and she stopped in front of me. “Where do you want to do this?”

“I don’t understand,” I said and closed the door once everyone was inside.

“Don’t worry, we won’t take up much of your time. We’ll just need you to talk us through the designs, and then we can get started.”

“The designs?”

“Of the dresses, of course. Are you all right? You look like you’re still half asleep. Did that boy keep you up all night?” That was followed by a few hummed agreements and at least two winks—that I saw, anyway.

“What dresses?” I tried again, still not sure why they were here.

“Well, didn’t you need to make all those dresses? We figured if we took twenty each, we’ll get it done in three weeks. That will give you a week to make any amendments that you need. But I assure you, our work is excellent. You won’t have any complaints. Isn’t that right, ladies?” Martha said, looking around the room. There were quite a few nods.

“But how do you know that I need help?”

“That boy, of course. He came to us yesterday,” Loretta said. “He is such a gentleman. You should try to keep this one.”

“Oliver? He went to see you?”

“Yes, of course he did. Why else would we be here? But the sooner you show us the designs, the quicker we can get started.”

I shuffled on my feet, unsure how to ask the next question. But it had to be asked, because this was my reputation on the line. I would rather have to tell people the wait for their dresses would be longer than deliver subpar products. “And you all have experience making dresses?”

There were a few laughs, and Loretta nodded. “Don’t you read the Hump? We’re in there all the time for winning sewing competitions. Even went to LA and New York last year.”

The pride in her voice was clear, and I guessed sometimes you just had to trust someone. And even after all that had happened, I trusted Oliver, mostly. “Okay, ladies, let’s do this. If you follow me to the storeroom, I’ll show you what I need.”

The storeroom was the only place big enough for everyone. I couldn’t do this in the shop since we had people come in and out all the time.

Chloe had come in while I was talking to everyone, and she waved in greeting when the group went to the back.

I waved back and pointed to the back door. “I’ll be in the storeroom if you need anything.”

She gave me a thumbs-up. “Got it. Have fun.”

Not sure about the fun part, but apparently Oliver had just saved my ass. I wondered when he had the time to mobilize the Humptulips sewing club.

My phone chimed a few times, but I ignored it. Instead, I focused on pulling out designs, dividing up the work, and copying everything they would need to make my dresses.

“My fabrics are stored in here, and I should have enough for all the dresses but will double-check after the opening today. There are supplies in the little tubs along the wall. Help yourself to whatever you need. If you need to buy anything, just let me know and I’ll reimburse you.”

“Don’t worry, we’ve got this,” Loretta said, already walking toward the row of fabric.

“Oh, and don’t forget to write down the hours you work on each dress so you can invoice me at the end.” I looked at their confused faces and quickly added, “You can, of course, get a weekly salary if you prefer. I’m just really grateful for your help, so whatever works for you is fine by me.”

Martha shook her head and went back to sorting through bundles of cloth. “You’re not paying us. We’re doing this to help out.”

Everyone else mumbled their assent, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say they even looked insulted by my suggestion to pay them. But there was no way I could accept that.

“No way. I’m paying you. That’s a shit ton of work you’re doing for me.”

“Just invite us to your wedding. Because judging by the quality of your man’s suits, the wedding is going to be out of this world.”

I nearly choked on the air I was inhaling. “Sorry, what?”

“Great,” Martha said, clapping her hands. “Now that that’s settled, we should get started. Lorene, you take these,” she said and handed out sheets. “Your blind stitch is out of this world. You’ll make this dress look amazing.”

She went on like that, knowing everyone’s preferences and skills, and gave out assignments accordingly. I watched in awe as everyone got to work pulling down fabrics and selecting yarn. Twenty minutes later, I was alone in the half-empty storeroom, wondering what in the world just happened.

“Maisie, you okay to come back out front?” Chloe asked, popping her head through the door.

“Sure. Just give me a minute to get the paper lamps from my office.”

“It’s getting crazy out there,” she said and disappeared again.

I had my other shopgirl, Ashlyn, out there today. She was quiet and seemed shy around Chloe and me, but she was great with customers. She was also good with numbers, and her attention to detail was amazing. The shop had never looked better.

Today was our grand opening, and I had been running late getting here. I was planning on arriving at the shop at least two hours before it opened to give me a chance to put the lampshades up. They were DIY shades I had put together last night but didn’t have time to hang up.

But my morning had been anything but normal. First Sir Lancelot pissed in the shoes I wanted to wear. I had about two hundred pairs, but he chose the ones I had carefully picked out the night before. Luckily I had a pair of backup heels.

When I got to the kitchen, I was greeted with a hungover Lincoln. Or maybe he hadn’t gone to bed yet, since he was wearing yesterday’s clothes.

“There she is. The woman of the hour,” he greeted me when I walked into the kitchen.

I wrinkled my nose when he hugged me since he smelled like he had dumped beer all over himself and then jumped into a puddle of Jack Daniels. I could still feel wet spots on his clothes. And he had squashed my nose right into his pecs. I pulled back and stepped out of his reach, putting some much-needed space between us. There was a piece of chip stuck in his hair, and I fought the urge to pluck it out. Best not to get too close again.

“Lincoln. What happened to you?”

“I had a night out. Aren’t I allowed to have fun every once in a while?”

I walked over to the coffee machine to get it started. I was already running late at that stage. “Of course you are. I just don’t think I’ve ever seen you drunk.”

He staggered to a chair and took a seat, falling into the wood with a heavy pop.

“Well, this seemed like a good time to try out my drinking legs. By the way, they’re nonexistent. I fell head down into a plate of nachos after only five beers and then bumped into a full tray of Jack Daniel’s shots. That I had to pay for.”

“Did you just get home?”

“Yeah, I passed out on my friend’s couch. It happened mid-drink, so I spilled beer all over myself.”

I smiled at the image. Now that would have been a fun sight to see. I got a regular mug and a travel mug down and filled them as soon as the coffee pot was half full. I set the mug down in front of Lincoln and closed the lid on mine.

“You know, I always thought we were really good together,” Lincoln said, halting my movements. I had an unpleasant feeling I knew where this conversation was going. My stomach revolted at the idea. I hadn’t even had a sip of coffee yet. And he knew my defenses were down in the morning.

“We are good together. What better way is there than roommates who are also friends?”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, hating that we were having this conversation. He had always been a great friend. I didn’t want to lose him.

“Look, I really need to go. I have a lot going on at the moment.” I made a noncommittal gesture with my hand.

“Yeah, about that. What exactly is going on with you? Are you and Oliver together now? Even though he cheated on you?”

My cheeks heated as I narrowed my eyes. “He didn’t cheat.”

“No, he did one better. He was engaged and lied about it. You were awful quick to forgive him.”

I took a deep breath in, not wanting to yell. What the fuck ever. Who was I kidding? I was most definitely going to yell. “He didn’t cheat. They were never together like that!” I set down my coffee mug. It was too precious to spill.

“Bullshit. You can’t tell me he got engaged to someone and didn’t have a relationship with them.”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. And I believe him. I trust him. He is the first guy to ever treat me like I matter. Like I’m the most important thing in his life. Why would he lie to me about his engagement?”

But I wasn’t feeling all that great about my decision to forgive him. Was I repeating past mistakes? He wasn’t the first guy to lie to me while we were together. I knew we weren’t technically together until recently, but I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else and assumed he wasn’t either. He had even told me as much. I hated that Lincoln planted a seed of doubt in my head.

“You’ve only known him for a few months. Don’t repeat past mistakes, Maize. You deserve better than that.”

I grabbed my mug and walked out of the kitchen, done with this conversation. What had gotten into Lincoln?

“Maize, wait. Let’s talk about this.” Lincoln followed me to the front door. “Don’t leave like this. I only want what’s best for you. I care about you.”

“Yeah? Well, then, maybe you should trust me. I got this. It’s my mistake to make.”

“Maybe this time you need a friend to stop you.”

“Maybe this time I just need to believe I won’t get screwed over again. And it’s a jackass thing to do to bring up my failed relationships.”

He stepped in front of me, blocking the front door. I did not have time for his ill-timed intervention. I was running late and needed to get to the shop.

“Get out of my way, Lincoln. This conversation is over.”

He stepped closer, and before I could ask him what the hell he was doing, he put his hands on each side of my head and pulled me in for a kiss. I was too stunned to move, let alone push him off. Was I in an alternate universe? And if I was, did Janet Jackson still have a wardrobe mishap at the Super Bowl?

His lips were moving on mine, and I squeaked in protest. When I felt his tongue, I ground my heel on his foot and stepped back when he loosened his grip with a yelp.

“Are you out of your mind? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I yelled, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

“I want you to give us a chance. I would never cheat on you. Or lie to you. Just think about it,” he said, then left me standing in the entry hall, mug in one hand, handbag in the other.

I was still staring at the door five minutes later when my phone chimed. The sound pulled me out of my paralysis, and I finally left the house and made my way to the shop.

Which brought me to now, where I was balancing on a ladder, trying to hang up the lamps that looked innocent and cute but took me hours to unfold and were now being finicky little bitches to hang up.

“Need some help?” Oliver asked, appearing next to where I was cursing up a storm, hopefully low enough so none of the customers could hear.

“It’s either you help me or I might set something on fire. Those strings are not made to be used. They look like dental floss,” I complained and climbed down the ladder.

Oliver’s hands closed around my waist when I was halfway down, and he lifted me the rest of the way, making sure I slid down nice and close to his body.

“They’re probably made that way so you can’t see them when the lamps are hanging up.” I speared him with a glance, and he held his hands up. “Please pass the lamp and screws.”

It took about two seconds to shove everything in his arms and blink at him innocently.

“That’s a lot of lamps,” he said, then got up on the ladder in his fancy suit and started hanging them up.

I was busy admiring his ass when I felt an elbow in my ribs. “Is this part of your opening entertainment?” Willa asked and gave me a side hug.

“It’s part of my entertainment, that’s for sure.”

“I take it you guys are now officially together?”

I didn’t take my eyes off Oliver when I hummed under my breath.

“Guess that means yes. Well, I’m going to go and spend some of my hard-earned money on your fabulous clothes. Let me know when your eyes can focus on anything but Oliver’s ass again.”

Another hum under my breath, and Willa chuckled and left.

“All done,” Oliver said, getting off the ladder.

“I thought you weren’t very handy? Looked like you did just fine up there.”

“There were no hammers or drills involved, so I managed,” he said and leaned down to kiss me. I only allowed a small peck, still feeling weird after Lincoln’s attempt earlier.

“Thanks for your help,” I said, feeling awkward when he didn’t respond.

I looked up and found him watching me. He knew something was up. He had the look. The one that said I better talk.

“So how long are you staying?” I asked, trying to move on from the lukewarm kiss.

“I’m staying until you tell me what’s wrong.”

Sometimes I really hated that he could read me so well. There was nothing I could ever hide from him.

“I just had a terrible morning. Nothing to worry about.” The first part was true, the second not so much.

“Why did you have a bad morning? Are you still worried about not getting your dresses done on time?”

“Thanks to you, I might actually be able to swing it,” I said and put my arms around his neck, bringing our bodies together. “I don’t know how you did it, but you saved my ass.”

“You know I would do anything for you. And it wasn’t hard getting the sewing club involved. I didn’t have to do much to convince them. All it took was the promise of fabrics at warehouse prices since I know a few distributors. Still doesn’t explain why you look so unhappy.”

I looked at his chest and decided to just tell him. It wasn’t like I returned the kiss. “Lincoln kissed me this morning,” I said into his shirt.

I felt his body stiffen, and his hands on my waist got tight. “And did you kiss him back?” he asked, his voice deceptively calm.

I tried to step back, but he held on tight. “Let go. I can’t believe you’re even asking me this.”

“You guys have been friends for a long time. And he’s probably had the hots for you just as long.”

“Exactly. Friends. And I’m not the one who was engaged the whole time we were sleeping together. It was only ever you for me. Now let me go. I don’t appreciate what you’re implying.”

He let me go, reading my mood as close to nuclear. How dare he think I returned the kiss?

It didn’t help that we were standing in the middle of the shop, surrounded by people. And they were definitely staring at us.

“This isn’t the time or place to talk about this. I have a lot depending on this opening.”

Oliver nodded and then pushed a hand through his hair. “I have to go back to the office anyway. But I’ll be back at five. Don’t leave without me.”

He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, not giving me a chance to respond before he turned on his heels and left with long strides. I was once again standing there like an idiot, trying to figure out what just happened.

“You okay?” Willa asked, appearing next to me.

“I’m fine. Let’s give the girls a hand,” I said and walked toward the cash register, where Chloe was busy folding up dresses and putting them in a bag.

Willa didn’t push for more, but I felt her eyes on me all day. The opening went well; we made a lot of sales and got a lot of new member sign-ups. I heaved out a gigantic sigh when I finally turned the sign over to Closed after the last customer left. My feet hurt from wearing heels all day, and I still didn’t know what to say to Oliver. He hadn’t contacted me since he left. Usually we would send each other messages throughout the day, and he would call me if he had a few minutes between meetings. But not today.

“You want to grab a drink and tell me what happened today?” Willa asked while straightening out dresses next to me.

“I can’t today, Oliver is picking me up. But how about tomorrow? Lunch?”

“You’re on. And great job today. I think you nailed this opening.”

“You know what, I think it was really great.” I smiled at her.

There was a knock on the door, and we both turned toward the sound. Jameson was standing outside, waving at us.

“That’s my ride. Do you need help with anything else?” Willa said and waved back.

“I’m good. Only need to lock the money away, and then I’m done for today. The shop is closed tomorrow, so if there’s anything I forgot, I’ll sort it out then.”

“You rock.” She hugged me before skipping toward the exit. “Don’t forget to lock this behind me,” she called out, then closed the door.

I smiled and followed her, watching her and Jameson disappear in his car. I turned the lock and walked back to the register to get the money out. I locked it in the safe in my office and started turning out the lights when there was another knock on the door.

This time it was Oliver, and I hurried to let him in. He greeted me with another kiss to the cheek. He wasn’t usually a cheek kisser. More of a mouth-to-mouth, lots-of-tongue kisser. I didn’t think I liked this recent development.

“Hey, you ready?” he asked, closing the door behind him.

“Yeah, just have to turn out the rest of the lights.

He followed me around the shop in silence as I flicked switches. We walked toward the back door, and I set the alarm before closing and locking the back access.

“My car is out the front,” he said and took my hand. I figured that was progress.

He helped me inside and got behind the wheel. “I thought we could eat at my place. There’re things we have to discuss, and I’d rather do it at home than in a crowded restaurant.”

I didn’t like the sound of that either. At all. I had a bad feeling, and my stomach was revolting again. All that stress would give me an ulcer.

“Okay,” I said and buckled myself in. If he wanted to end us, then it definitely was better done in private. There was no telling what I would do.

His house was lit up as bright as a Christmas tree, and for once the light in his garage was on. He drove in and parked the car, getting out without a word.

He opened my door and helped me out.

“Did you fix the lights?” I asked, indicating the state of the garage.

“I hired someone,” he responded, and we walked inside.

I left my shoes on in case I had to make a quick getaway but placed my bag on his kitchen island.

“Do you want a drink? I have wine, beer, Jack Daniel’s, or water, if you prefer?”

“Water sounds good.” I would need the clear head. But I guessed if he was offering me a drink, he wasn’t going to kick me out straightaway.

He handed me a glass, and I took a sip, my throat suddenly feeling dry.

“Do you want to sit down?” he asked, pointing to the chairs at the bar.

“Not sure. Should I sit down?”

“Probably better if you do. That way it’ll take you longer in case you want to make a run for it.”

“Why would I make a run for it? Unless you’re going to tell me you’re still engaged to someone else and that we’re over, I don’t plan on running.” But if that was what he was going to tell me, I would sprint out of there. And I was talking full-on running.

“I’m not engaged to someone else,” he ground out. “I thought you believed me.”

I looked at my water glass and cleared my still dry throat. “I believe you. It’s just hard to forget. And easy to remember when everyone keeps throwing it in my face.”

Oliver came around the kitchen island and turned my bar stool around so I was facing him. Then he stepped in between my legs and put his arms around my waist, holding me close.

“I know. And I’m sorry I ever hurt you like that. But I’m all in. And I want you to trust me. Trust in us. So I organized for us to fly to LA. Tonight. We’re going to have lunch with my family tomorrow, and I’ll show you where I grew up. Anna is coming with us. As reinforcement.”

“We’re doing what?” I asked, unsure if I just heard him correctly.

“Anna has your bag and is going to bring it with her. Our plane leaves in two hours.”

“How? What? And why is she coming along?”

“Because I never know how my family is going to act. But I want you to hear it from them that the engagement was only a business deal. Nothing else.”

“And Anna is willing to come along?” If she packed my bag, there was no way I would have anything to wear. She probably put only T-shirts in that suitcase.

“She feels bad about giving you such a hard time. And I promised to help her with her tax return this year.”

I arched a brow at him. “Will you do mine as well?”

He chuckled. “If you want.” He kissed my nose and pulled back again. “I’ll leave it up to her to apologize. But you should decide what you want for dinner before we leave. Unless you like airplane food.”

“Okay, let’s get pizza.”

“Good choice,” he said and grinned. He looked a lot less tense and more like the Oliver I knew.

I could do this. This trip could be just what we needed. And he was right. Even though I kept telling everyone, including myself, that I was okay with what had happened, I really wasn’t. And maybe seeing his family would help. I didn’t know if it would, but I was willing to try.
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It was official: I hated LA. There were too many cars, too many people, and the constant noise was deafening. I felt like a small-town hick, which I was, playing dress-up with her sister’s clothes, which I wasn’t, since I didn’t have a sister and usually wore clothes I made. Except today. Because I was right, Anna wasn’t done making me pay for lying to her. She had packed half my wardrobe. The suitcase weighed about ninety pounds. Even I didn’t need that many changes of clothes.

We arrived late at night and were staying at Oliver’s apartment in downtown LA. He owned the penthouse in one of the high-rises. If anyone asked me which one he lived in, I couldn’t tell because they all looked the same to me. Anna had flown in with us and was staying at her friend’s place.

I was glad we finally had a chance to talk, and she really did seem okay with a relationship between Oliver and me. Didn’t mean she was just going to forget that it went on for so long without her knowing. She was crazy protective of him.

The apartment had three bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a study. If I wasn’t so tired, I would go snooping. But as I was worn out and close to going cross-eyed from trying to keep my eyes open, it had to wait.

“Do you want to try out the hot tub?” Oliver said and took his suit jacket off.

“Tempting, but I think I might pass out if I sit in there. I’m dead on my feet.”

He came up behind me and put his arms around my middle. I tilted my head to the side, and he kissed my neck before resting his cheek on mine.

“I’m sorry I dragged you out here. Especially on such a late flight. But I didn’t want to wait. I don’t want you to have any doubts about us anymore.”

“Don’t apologize. I love that you want me to meet your family. And I’m trying to stop letting my crappy dating history screw up what we have. You are the most important person in my life.”

He tightened his hold and kissed my cheek. “I love you.”

I turned my head and looked at him, taking in his beautiful eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips. I never thought someone like Oliver could love a person as broken and jaded as me. But he did, and he was trying his hardest to make sure I understood. I vowed then and there that I would make the most of our trip and take it as a new beginning.

“I love you too,” I said, then turned in his embrace and put my arms around his neck. I tilted my head, hoping he could see how much I meant those three words. Something blazed through his eyes and he pulled me impossibly closer, eradicating any space between our bodies.

There was a tingling in the pit of my stomach, and my body ached for his touch. I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t craved his touch. From the moment we met, I had felt a connection like never before.

He leaned his head down, and his mouth covered mine hungrily. I parted my lips and touched my tongue to his. That was all the invitation he needed to devour me. I matched his fervor with my own, an urgency to our movements. I felt like I might combust if I didn’t get closer.

We tore at our clothes, and I heard a rip when I pulled his shirt off. He lowered my zipper down the back of my dress, and it fell down around my legs, immediately forgotten.

We didn’t bother walking to the bed, but he laid me down on the big couch—thankfully not leather, because naked butt and leather did not get on well—and covered my body with his. I shivered at the feel of him, loving how he was so much bigger than me. I felt protected, and it wasn’t entirely unwelcome that his muscles pressed up against me.

He undid my bra and pulled it off, kissing my exposed nipples, his tongue tantalizing the buds, paying attention to each one. Only when I was writhing underneath him did his tongue sear a path down my body, over my abdomen and stopping at my thighs, ignoring the place where I wanted him most.

My breath came in short pants, and I could barely hold on to a coherent thought. My insides were doing cartwheels, and my body was humming in need.

“Fuck, I love your body,” he said before his mouth found the place where I wanted it most. I nearly choked out a relieved cry, but when I felt his tongue, all I could do was moan. The world spun and careened on its axis, and nothing else mattered but Oliver and the delicious things he was doing to me.

He shattered the hard shell I had built up over the years and blew it to pieces. And just when I thought I couldn’t feel more, that it couldn’t possibly get better, he sat up and entered me in one strong thrust. I wound my legs around his body and clawed at his arms, wanting him closer, as close as he could get.

But Oliver liked to be in control, and right now it seemed he wanted to possess every inch of my body. He was almost desperate to get as deep as he could, his breaths coming out hard and heavy. A few strokes later, I gave in to the searing need that only he could incite. He eradicated all my doubts and fears until he was the only one who mattered.

I was still coming down when Oliver thrust into me quicker and quicker and found his own release with a deep satisfied groan.

He collapsed on top of me, and I welcomed his crushing embrace. “I think you broke me,” he murmured into my ear, making my body break out in goose bumps. “Am I crushing you?”

“Not yet. I like to feel you. All of you,” I said and tightened my legs around him.

“I’ll move in a minute. Hopefully by then I can feel my legs again,” he said, kissing my collarbone.

I giggled and ran my hands up and down his back. “Guess I wasn’t as tired as I thought.”

The statement was followed by a yawn.

Oliver’s head came up, and he studied me. “Let’s get some rest.”

I protested, but he was already getting up and helping me to my feet. I never liked this part because it meant we were no longer as close as we could possibly be.

“Let’s take a shower and go to bed.”

The shower was quick, something that didn’t often happen when we took one together. But I must have been more exhausted than I thought, because as soon as I lay down in bed and Oliver curled around my back, I was out.
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“You look gorgeous,” Oliver said for the tenth time, taking my hand in his to stop it from rearranging my top. I opted for a more conservative outfit today, wearing a long black-and-white striped A-line skirt that loosely fell down to around my ankles. My top was a black fitted blouse with small ruffles around the cleavage. I paired it with my black ankle-strap heels with gold clasps. Guess having half my wardrobe with me did come in handy.

I was usually a more colorful dresser, but from what Oliver told me about his family, they were ultraconservative. And I was desperate to make a good impression.

Oliver didn’t wear a suit for once; instead he opted for a casual V-neck long-sleeve blue shirt that he had rolled up to his elbows, showing off his powerful forearms. He had combined it with beige chinos that fit him to perfection, the skinny cut showing off his impressive build. I didn’t think he realized the things those pants did to his rear. But I wasn’t going to complain.

We were on the way to his parents’, and Oliver was driving the rental car to their mansion in the Hollywood Hills. As if meeting your boyfriend’s parents wasn’t bad enough, they also had to be filthy rich and live amongst the Hollywood elite.

“So why did you think it was a good idea to take the girl you love to meet our parents?” Anna chimed in from the back seat. We had picked her up on the way, and she didn’t seem excited to be visiting her family. At all. And it made me rethink this visit. But also grateful that she agreed to come along.

“I want them to tell Maize that the engagement was just a business deal. I told you this already. Now stop making her even more nervous,” Oliver said.

“Can we just talk worst-case scenario here for a minute?” I chimed in, curious to know if his parents would kick me off their property if they felt like it.

“They wouldn’t do anything to tarnish their reputation. And there will be a lot of people at the lunch today, so nothing bad is going to happen. When they say it’s only going to be close family, what they really mean is one hundred of their closest ass kissers. But don’t worry. We have your back. If it gets bad, we’ll just leave,” Anna said, giving me a half-assed smile.

“That’s so not reassuring.” I sighed but decided this might be a case of ignorance being bliss and I should stop asking questions.

“Beautiful, you’ll be fine. I’ll be by your side the whole time. And it might go bad, but at least you’ll be sure that I never intended to marry Lana and that it was never real. That’s all that matters.”

“What if I said I believed you and we didn’t have to go and visit your family?” I tried, hoping against all hope that he might turn the car around.

“We’re almost there. Might as well show you where I grew up.”

He didn’t sound enthusiastic about the visit. Why did I ever agree to this?

“Even though I think Oliver is crazy for bringing you here, I think he’s doing the right thing. And honestly, he’s never brought anyone home. You’re special. Just remember that when my parents get weird. Or bitchy. Or both. Ignore them. You’re here for Oliver. Nobody else.”

Oh, boy, this was getting worse. “Anna, maybe you should stop with the pep talk now,” I said and clutched my damp hands together.

We arrived a few minutes later, not giving me nearly enough time to get my shit together.

When we pulled up to an enormous iron gate, I wondered if this visit would change my relationship with Oliver.

“You’ll be fine. There’s nothing to be nervous about. Just be yourself,” Oliver tried to reassure me again. He leaned out the window to type a code into a keypad, and I swallowed a snort. If I was being myself, they would probably think he had lost his mind and talk him out of ever seeing me again.

The gate opened, and we drove down the paved road that was lined with gigantic trees and manicured lawn on each side.

After finally making it down the long-ass driveway, we pulled up in front of the mansion. And what a mansion it was, complete with pillars, three stories high, and bigger than the Humptulips town hall. Which was the biggest building in my hometown.

I was still staring at the imposing home when my door opened. Oliver must have gotten out while I was busy being intimidated. He helped me out of the car and took my hand. Anna got out behind us.

“Don’t mind me. I’m an independent woman. I can open my own doors.”

“Sorry, sis,” Oliver apologized, shrugging at her.

“All good. I know all you have on your mind is Maisie.”

“Can’t deny it,” he replied and turned to me, a frown marring his gorgeous face. “You look like you’re about to throw up again. When we get home, you’re going to see a doctor.”

“I’m fine. I don’t need to see a doctor. It’s just nerves. A lot has been happening lately.”

“We’ll see,” he said and knocked. I didn’t get a chance to respond because the door opened, and a butler appeared.

“Sam, good to see you. How have you been?” Oliver greeted him and shook his hand.

“I’m good, Mr. Thorpe, how are you? And what lovely creature did you bring into the lion’s den today?” Sam asked, then turned to me.

I stopped midstep and shook my head. I changed my mind. Definitely. He just said lion’s den. I was not prepared. At all.

“This is Maisie,” Oliver introduced me. “How is everyone today?” He pulled me inside.

“Nothing’s been broken yet, so I would say you’re catching them on a good day,” Sam said, looking like he was talking about the weather.

“Excellent,” Oliver said and walked farther into the opulent house, complete with winding staircase and entry hall.

“Miss Thorpe, a pleasure to see you again so soon,” Sam greeted Anna.

“I know I said I would never come back, but I’m here for Oliver.”

“I see,” Sam said and closed the door. “Your parents will be thrilled to have you both here. They were quite upset when you left last time.”

Anna waved him off. “We both know that’s not true. But thank you for saying it anyway. I’ll try and stop by the kitchen before we leave to say hi to everyone.”

“That would be lovely, Miss Thorpe. I hope you enjoy your visit.” And with those parting words, Sam disappeared down the long hallway to our left.

“When did you come back here?” Oliver asked, his voice tight. “I thought you hadn’t spoken to them since you moved?”

“I thought I’d try and make amends. Didn’t go so well though. And I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d react like you are now.”

“We’re not done talking about this,” he promised, then took my hand.

“You said everything would be okay,” I hissed, hoping nobody would overhear us as we were making our way through the house, Anna following silently.

“It will be,” he replied and walked through open bifold doors into a palatial backyard. We stepped onto the marble patio and headed to a sitting area next to an Olympic-sized swimming pool that dropped off into nothing, giving a spectacular view of LA.

I needed a moment. Or twenty. This was incredible. There were a lot of people here for a family gathering, and my throat felt suddenly dry. I glanced around the backyard wide-eyed, wondering if it would look weird if I turned around and went back into the house.

I almost missed the group sitting off to the side, watching our every move. And I meant every move. I put on my best I am a strong and confident woman smile and took a deep breath. Then another. And another.

Oliver walked me toward a couple standing in the middle of the group and gave my hand a light squeeze to let me know he was with me. I could tell they were his parents because he was a younger version of his dad and he had his mom’s piercing blue eyes.

“Oliver, did you get lost?” his mom greeted us.

He leaned in and gave her a small peck on her cheek. “Hi, Mom. Sorry we’re late.”

He turned to his dad and shook his hand. “Dad.”

“Son.”

They both looked stiff and uncomfortable. I should have tried to get more information out of him about his family. Maybe then I’d feel less awkward and out of place.

“Anna. Well, this is a surprise,” his mom said as she looked at Anna, who was standing next to Oliver. Neither woman moved; instead, they stared at each other.

“I hope you’re not here to make another scene,” Oliver’s dad hissed, regarding his daughter with icy disdain.

That was one way to take the attention off me. Well, at least until Oliver just had to go and introduce me.

“This is Maisie.” He pulled me forward, and I shook hands with a sour-faced Mrs. Thorpe and an assessing Mr. Thorpe. We were off to a pleasant start. And I hadn’t even said anything embarrassing yet.

“Guess you just had to bring her,” Mrs. Thorpe said.

“Mom,” Oliver said, his tone low and tight.

“If you want to avoid me making another scene, as you so nicely put it, Daddy dearest, you better treat her with respect,” Anna hissed.

“Please, can’t we just all be civil for one lunch? I really wanted you to meet Maisie,” Oliver said, his tone calm, even though he was anything but.

“Oliver, you made it,” someone called out, and I was pushed out of the way when a body flew into his arms.

He didn’t put his arms around the woman. “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice even tighter. “I was told this was just going to be family.”

“She is family,” his mom said.

“No she’s not,” Oliver responded and stepped back, out of her embrace.

When I saw who it was, all color drained from my face, and I took an involuntary step back. I thought Lana was out of his life. Guess this trip was more enlightening than I wanted it to be. And definitely not in the way I’d expected.

Oliver didn’t give me a chance to retreat farther and instead pulled me in to his side, his arm like a steel band around me. “Lana, you remember Maisie, my girlfriend?”

I liked that he emphasized the word girlfriend, but I didn’t like the smirk Lana threw my way. I didn’t greet her or offer her my hand, and neither did she. We were on the same page on that count.

I also no longer agreed with his pants choice, because Lana was definitely checking him out. And because I was a jealous idiot, I thought the best thing to do to divert her attention was to put my hand on Oliver’s ass. Right as we were talking to his parents.

There were times in life when I wondered how I even managed to survive in polite society. I could screw things up without even saying anything.

Oliver took it in stride and kissed the top of my head. He really was perfect. I left my hand where it was and sank into him, smiling at his parents. Might as well go with it. His mother narrowed her eyes at me, and if her face wasn’t smothered in Botox, her forehead would have been wrinkled at this stage.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Anna ground out between clenched teeth. Her hands were balled into fists, and she looked ready to punch Lana. I wished she would just give in and do it. That would definitely make me feel better.

“I was invited. Unlike you. Or Oliver’s little friend,” Lana said with a saccharine sweet voice.

If Anna wasn’t going to punch her, I would. She deserved a good ass kicking.

“Haven’t you done enough?” Anna asked. “If you have even an ounce of decency in you, you’ll turn around now and walk away.”

The bitch didn’t move, just stepped closer to Oliver’s parents, who smiled their plastic smiles at her.

“You know what you’re supposed to do, Oliver,” his dad said.

“And you know that’s not going to happen. We officially ended our farce of an engagement. I’m with Maisie. And since I intend to marry her, this is the end of your business deal.”

“This deal has been twenty years in the making,” his father huffed, looking like a steam engine that was ready to burst at the seams.

“I’m not your pawn to be moved around a board. I wish you would just for once act like we’re your children instead of business assets.”

The air was rife with tension, and I took a step back, not sure I wanted to be close when Oliver’s dad finally blew up.

“Excuse us, I need to speak to Uncle Chance,” Oliver said, clearly having had enough. Without another word, he led me off to the side of the property where it was quieter.

“Maisie, I’m so sorry. I knew they’d be difficult, but I didn’t think they’d be so outright hostile.”

Anna followed us again, clearly believing in strength in numbers. And we should stick together while in enemy territory. “I know this is not the time for this, but I told you so,” she said, tilting her head at Oliver.

“No, not the time, Anna. And I didn’t think they’d be this bad.”

“You never think they’d be the horror show that they always are. You still believe they have our best interests at heart. But even you should be able to tell by now that they don’t.” Anna sighed, looking years older than her twenty-five. “I need a drink. Find me when you’re leaving.”

She walked back inside the house, not once looking back, her steps hurried but sure.

“Son, you always keep your visits interesting. I’m glad I came today,” a guy who was even taller than Oliver and had a big beard greeted him. I would guess his age to be around Oliver’s parents’, but it was hard to tell with all the hair covering his face. Oliver was forced to let go of me when he was crushed into an embrace. The backslapping commenced until it was deemed backbreaking enough, and the guy let go again.

“Chance, this is my girlfriend, Maisie,” Oliver introduced me, not looking the least ruffled by the greeting.

“Maisie, you are as beautiful as Oliver described you,” Chance said and pulled me in for a hug. Thankfully, this one was much shorter and there was no backslapping.

“Maisie, this is my uncle Chance.”

“It’s lovely to meet you,” I said.

“Guess this guy hasn’t told you much about his family yet?” Chance asked, nodding at Oliver. “You look like you just met his parents. Didn’t you warn her before you brought her here?”

He didn’t need an answer, as the look on my face seemed to be enough. I couldn’t help that my face showed my every emotion.

Oliver took my hand and brushed his thumb across my knuckles. I held on tight, his touch a lifeline.

“Don’t let them intimidate you. And remember, Oliver might be their son, but he’s nothing like them. I made sure of it,” Chance said and winked at me.

The question of how he accomplished that was on the tip of my tongue, but I said nothing, still sticking to my vow of silence.

“Not that I’m not glad to see you, but what are you doing here? I thought after all that went down with your mom’s little protégé you would avoid them for a while.”

Oliver went stiff. “I wanted to bring Maisie and explain the Lana situation. But I’m not so sure if that was a good idea. I should have just tried to explain it without making her go through this. I just didn’t think they’d treat someone who was important to me like that.”

Chance groaned. “I love you like you were my son, but you need to wake up, Oliver. They’ll never change.” He took a sip of his drink. “But I’m glad you’re here, things haven’t been the same without you.

“You getting sentimental, old man?”

Chance ignored Oliver and turned to me and smiled—or what I guessed was a smile, as I couldn’t be too sure with all that beard—then took my hand. “Why don’t I protect your girlfriend while you say hi to everyone?”

Oliver looked like he would object, but Chance continued. “You don’t want her to have to meet everyone. She’ll dump your ass quicker than you can say crazy. Bringing her here wasn’t the smartest idea you’ve ever had, but it’s the only way she’ll believe you about the Lana thing. One has to experience the madness to fully understand its effects.”

Oliver looked from his uncle to me and nodded, his lips in a tight line. “Fine. But don’t leave her alone. And if you don’t bring her back in ten minutes, I’m coming to find you.”

Chance chuckled and led me to one of the couches off to the side, facing the stunning view. “Let’s sit over there. He won’t be long.”

I was more than a little confused. Didn’t sound like this trip would do Oliver any favors. Why did he bring me here? I appreciated the statement he was making to his family and Lana, but I wasn’t sure I would get out of this visit unscathed.

We took a seat, and Chance turned to me. “How long have you been with Oliver?”

I frowned. Small talk? Now? I decided to just go for it and ask. Because I still wasn’t entirely sure what happened with the engagement.

“No offense, but if Oliver told you about me already, then I’m sure you’ll know the basics. And since he still hasn’t told me much about Lana, it’s your moment to shine.”

“Right to the point. I like it. You are good for Oliver, you know. He’s been around this lifestyle his whole life. He’s never been happy. All the backstabbing and superficial friendships were never for him. He’d always been looking for more. When he called me six months ago to tell me he’d met the girl of his dreams, I could hear that he was truly happy for the first time in his life.”

“If that’s true, then how does Lana factor into all of this?”

“Ah, Lana. The queen viper. That girl was born with a mean streak and a drive to succeed like I’ve never seen before. Her family and Oliver’s family are business partners. They’ve built one of the biggest investment firms in North America together. The families planned their kids’ wedding from the moment they were born. And Lana loved the idea. Played along with it. But Oliver never thought it was what he wanted. That she was who he wanted.”

Chance took a big sip of his beer before continuing. “Six months ago, Oliver’s grandfather got really sick. And he was done with letting Oliver put off the wedding. I don’t know what he said to him, but next thing I knew, they were engaged. And a day later, Oliver disappeared. Lana tried moving into his penthouse, but he nearly lost it when he found out she was moving her shit in. Changed his door code and put her on the banned list. Should have seen her face.”

“But why didn’t he just tell me? I would have tried to understand.”

“Girlie, you were the most important person in his life. And he didn’t want you to think differently of him. Or leave him. He didn’t plan on meeting you the week after he was pushed into an engagement he wanted no part of. If I know anything about him, it’s that he knows a good thing when he sees one.”

I let that sink in, hoping for once my emotions weren’t reflected on my face. I believed Chance but wished Oliver was the one who had told me.

“It’s why he’s so good at what he does. Did he tell you we run a business together? He still works for his family, but he and I built a consulting firm from nothing. And if his parents ever make good on their threat to disown him and kick him out of the family business, then he still has something else to fall back on. And you should know that it doesn’t take the CEO to oversee a project like a mall. That’s small fish compared to some of the projects Thorpe Holdings takes on. He was looking for a project to stay there.”

That was a lot to take in. And even though I was sure he was never with Lana, especially since he dismissed her like he did earlier, I also felt terrible for not believing him.

“I knew he wouldn’t last long without checking up on you,” Chance said and looked past my shoulder.

“Everything okay?” Oliver asked when he got closer, looking unsure and a little lost.

I got up, tilting my head back. He immediately took me up on my invitation and kissed me. It was only a chaste kiss, but it still made a statement. I hoped Lana was watching. We separated, and Oliver kissed my nose before he pulled back.

“Let’s sit down and get this over with,” Chance said, and we followed him over to a long table that was set for at least fifty people and held a variety of food.

If I wasn’t ready to take off at a moment’s notice, I would have enjoyed the view and what looked to be delicious food. I wished Oliver and I had agreed on a signal for when we wanted to leave, because I was ready to give it now.

“Relax. It’s going to be fine,” he whispered in my ear when I sat down and he leaned over me to push my chair in.

That was not very reassuring. At all. He needed to work on his motivational skills. I unfolded the napkin in my lap while Oliver sat down next to me. He put his hand on my leg, and I relaxed a fraction.

Everyone began to take their seats, and conversation started up again. The chair on my other side was pulled out, and Lana sat down.

Why me? There were still plenty of other chairs available. Oliver didn’t notice her sitting down next to me since he was busy talking to a guy about stocks.

I tuned out when he started rattling off numbers. Instead, I buttered my bread roll and bit into it. I was midbite when Lana turned to me. “Classy.”

I chewed and reluctantly turned my head her way, fighting the urge to open my mouth and show her the half-eaten bread. Never said I was mature.

“Enjoy it while you can,” she said, her voice quiet so we wouldn’t be overheard. She smiled and waved at someone at the other end of the table. Her smile was still in place when she turned back to me. “He’ll marry me. It’s already decided. I’ll let him have his fun with you until he gets it out of his system. Just don’t get any ideas.”

I rolled my eyes and swallowed my food without opening my mouth. “Okay,” I said and took another bite. This bread was amazing. I was tempted to take a few rolls home with me. It wasn’t like there wouldn’t be more than enough left since nobody seemed to be eating it.

“You being here means nothing.”

I shrugged and continued eating, hoping she would get bored.

“Do you really think someone like him would ever be with someone like you?”

Okay, now I was getting annoyed.

“You are a nobody.”

I stopped eating and instead ground my teeth.

“His parents would never approve of you.”

I put down my bread roll.

“You don’t fit in here.”

I pushed the knife away, not wanting to take any chances. Easily accessible, sharp objects were a terrible idea at the moment.

“The sooner you realize that, the better.”

I straightened the napkin on my lap.

“Now why don’t you just do us all a favor and not drag this out any longer than necessary.”

I cleared my throat.

“You probably shouldn’t have that third roll. And definitely stay away from the butter,” she continued, thinking she was getting somewhere with her rant.

Did she just call me fat? Yup, I think she did. And I saw red. All I remembered was my hand shooting out, grabbing the first glass I could reach, and dumping its contents in her lap. I didn’t even bother making it look like an accident.

She shot up, gasping in outrage. “How dare you.”

“I’m so sorry. The glass slipped,” I said, blinking up at her and putting the glass back on the table. Her white summer dress was covered in red wine. Fate was on my side for once and made me grab the wine instead of the water right next to it.

“What’s going on?” Oliver asked, his hand leaving my thigh. Pity.

“Your whore just dumped wine all over me. She needs to leave,” Lana said, pointing at me and drawing everyone’s attention. I guess she was done trying to get me to leave quietly.

“What did you just call her?” Oliver asked, his voice deathly quiet. I had never heard him talk like that. And I decided right then and there that I never wanted to be on the receiving end of his wrath.

“You heard me,” Lana screeched, pointing at me. “You are done playing around with your country bum. Get rid of her.”

Oliver got out of his seat, his movements slow and measured. “Apologize.”

“Are you insane? She just dumped her wine all over me and ruined my dress.”

I rolled my eyes. As if she didn’t have hundreds of other dresses.

“What’s going on?” Oliver’s mom asked, walking over to our side of the table, his dad right behind her.

“Either Lana leaves or we will,” Oliver said, looking livid.

“I’m sure that’s unnecessary. I don’t think Lana is the one who should be leaving. Your friend emptied her wineglass all over her.”

“Are you asking Maisie to leave?” Oliver asked, his tone still as tightly controlled as when he was talking to Lana.

“I think that’s fair,” his mom said, throwing her hand my way in a dismissive gesture. I obviously hadn’t made the best impression on his parents.

“If she’s leaving, then so am I,” he said.

I got out of my chair, feeling awkward being the only one still sitting down. And I had just been asked to leave, so I figured I should do so before they got Sam to drag me out.

“Son, you can’t be serious,” his dad chimed in.

“I guess you’re agreeing with mom, then.” Oliver put his hand on my back. “I bring the girl I love to meet you, and you treat her worse than the dirt under your shoes. I’m done. For good this time.”

He put light pressure on my back and led us out, past the stunned guests who I never got a chance to meet and a grinning Chance. “I’ll call you later,” he said to Oliver, then turned to me. “It was nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.”

“Nice to meet you,” I responded before Oliver led me back inside the house.

“Anna,” he called out on our way through. “We’re leaving.”

Oliver didn’t stop or slow down as he made his way to the front door, not waiting for an answer.

“Shouldn’t we go look for her?” I asked.

“Someone will tell her that I called out to her.”

And he was right, because as we were getting into his car, Anna came bounding out the front door. “Go, go, go,” she shouted and jumped into the back seat.

Oliver got in on his side and didn’t delay. He raced down the driveway, and once the gate opened, we were back on the road. Freedom had never felt so great. I could breathe again. I couldn’t believe Oliver had grown up with those people.

“What did you take?” he asked.

“Just Grandma’s earrings.”

“Anna.” Oliver groaned. “She’ll know it was you.”

“I know she will since I left her a note. Wouldn’t want her to blame Silvie and fire her.”

“This is going to tip her over the edge,” he warned.

“I don’t care. I don’t want to have anything to do with them anymore. And Grandma wanted me to have the earrings. You were there when she said it.”

“I know.”

“Good. Now can you drop me off at Kris’s? They’re having a party tonight.”

“It’s Sunday.”

“Okay, old man. Doesn’t mean you have to go to bed at eight.”

Oliver grumbled under his breath but let it go. Instead he turned his attention to me.

“You never have to go back there again. I can’t believe they behaved like that.”

He took my hand and kissed it before putting it on his lap. “God, Maisie, I’m so sorry I made you go through that.”

“Oliver, stop. It’s not that bad.” It really was, but there was no point in making him feel any worse than he did already.

“Yes it was.”

“Let’s just move on. We could do some sightseeing.”

The shop was closed on Sundays, and the girls would be fine without me until lunch tomorrow.

“I’ll take you out tonight. Show you that LA isn’t all that bad,” Oliver suggested.

I didn’t think there was any way I would ever want to come back here, but I didn’t say that because Oliver looked hopeful.

“Sure, that sounds nice,” I replied instead.

The drive was short and quiet, both of us lost in our thoughts and Anna glued to her phone. We dropped her off as instructed, and Oliver reminded her to be ready to go to the airport tomorrow. She waved him off, and after blowing us both kisses, she skipped up the stairs to a nondescript apartment building.

When we got back to Oliver’s apartment, I threw myself on the couch and kicked off my shoes.

“I have to make a few phone calls,” he said and pressed a light kiss to my lips. “Why don’t you order us something to eat? There’s a great Thai place I eat at a lot. Menu is on the fridge.”

“Sounds good. What do you want?” I asked. Oliver got the menu off the fridge where it was pinned with a magnet and handed it to me.

“You choose.”

“Okay,” I said, confident I knew what he liked. He watched me for a moment before walking out onto the balcony.

I studied the menu and chose a few things.

Oliver still hadn’t come back inside by the time the food was delivered. I set everything on the table and went out to the balcony, where he was leaning over the railing, looking at the city. He wasn’t on the phone anymore, and I walked up behind him, sliding my hands around him. I put my cheek on his back and held on tight.

His hands covered mine, and he stood up, taking us both upright again.

“The food’s here,” I said, hoping the day’s events hadn’t changed us. He supported me today, not once asking why I dumped wine on Lana or hesitating to leave with me when his parents tried to kick me out.

“Let’s go eat. You must be starving,” he said.

I stepped back and we walked inside. “Hey now, I can go a few hours without eating,” I joked, trying to lighten the somber mood.

“You’re grumpy when you don’t eat at least every two hours.”

“You’ve noticed that?”

He pulled my chair out for me, and I sank down into the soft leather.

“Of course I did. I notice everything about you. You should know that by now.” He got the food out of the bag. “So what did you get us?”

“The vegan meal,” I said and broke out in laughter when his face fell. “Don’t worry, I got a few different things. With meat.”

“Funny,” he said, but the relief was evident when he uncovered the food I’d ordered.

We spent the meal with light conversation, the lunch ordeal firmly behind us. Maybe this trip was salvageable after all.
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“So where are we going?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“How about a hint?”

“It’s supposed to be a surprise.”

We were in the car, on our way to an undisclosed location. It was dark, and we’d already had dinner at a fancy restaurant where I couldn’t pronounce any of the meals and let Oliver choose my food for me. Everyone there knew him, and he was treated like royalty.

“Fine,” I pouted.

We drove up a winding road to a big parking lot where Oliver parked the car in one of the first empty spots we passed.

“Where are we?” I asked, looking at the manicured lawn and the incredible view. The lights of LA shimmered in the distance, the view even better than from his parents’ backyard. There were a few telescopes scattered around the lawn, and people were looking through them, sitting on the lawn, or standing near the edge, taking in the view of the city.

“At the Griffith Observatory.”

“This is amazing,” I said in awe, loving that he brought me here. “Best surprise ever.”

“Come on, let’s have a look around,” he said and got out of the car. He opened my door and helped me out, and we walked over to the telescopes. “Usually you can see the Hollywood sign from up here, but it’s not lit up at night.”

“It’s perfect the way it is. Incredible really.”

We found one that was free and I looked through the lens, rendered speechless at the clarity and amount of stars I could see.

“You have to have a look,” I said and turned back to Oliver. He was watching me, his face unreadable.

“I’ve been up here before. You keep looking before someone else tries to kick you off.”

“Okay. But if you want to have a look, let me know.”

He nodded and stepped closer, putting his big body behind me, keeping me sheltered from the slight chill in the air.

After I looked my fill, we walked around the gardens and explored inside the observatory. The planetarium was amazing, and we caught the last show of the day.

When we drove back, I turned to Oliver, who was looking like he was finally able to relax.

“Thank you so much for tonight. I loved every minute of it.”

“Anything for you, beautiful. I don’t want your only memories of LA to be bad ones.”

“I’m here with you, aren’t I? So there’s no chance of that. But I appreciate what you did for me today. And once we get back to your apartment, we can make more great memories.”

I put my hand on his thigh but didn’t move it where I really wanted to. Already tried that once, and it didn’t go so well.

We made it back to the apartment without another near crash, and Oliver hurried out of the car, nearly throwing the keys at the poor valet. He led the way through the reception area and into the elevator, gripping my hand.

We stared at each other the whole way up to his place, the tension crackling between us. As soon as he closed the front door behind us, he kissed me like he needed me more than air. I could spend eternity kissing this man, and it would never be enough. But I also wanted to feel him, feel his skin on mine, his lips on my body. I broke the kiss, breathing hard, my lips tingling.

Oliver watched me, his eyes fixed on my every movement. He swallowed, his throat moving with the action. I kissed his stubbled cheek and moved to the buttons on his shirt, undoing them one by one. He still wasn’t moving, and I pushed the shirt off. Looking at him never got old. He was all sinewy muscles and bronze skin.

He kissed my forehead, and I leaned in to him, loving the feel of him under my hands. He undid the button on his pants when I lingered on his chest too long, busy placing tiny kisses all along his smooth skin and up to his jawline.

I trailed my fingers down his abs and helped him push his pants down. He was left with only his boxers.

“Your turn,” he said and pulled the clips out of my hair, making it tumble down around my face. “I love your hair.”

He then turned me so my back was facing him, kissing his way down as he lowered the zipper of my dress. I shivered at his touch, clenching my legs from the onslaught of sensation.

The dress I had changed into for dinner slid off me, leaving me in only my panties since I had to forego a bra due to the way it was cut.

“Leave the shoes on,” he said and pulled my panties down, helping me step out of them and then kissing along the insides of my thighs.

He stood up and turned me to face him, claiming my mouth in a hungry kiss. He walked me back toward the bed, never breaking contact and only stopping once the back of my thighs hit the mattress. We broke apart, and I sat down and shuffled to the middle, then lay down. He was still standing up, drinking me in, his eyes trailing over every inch of my body.

I let my legs drop to each side, hoping that would be enough incentive to get him to come closer. Because I was pulsing with need and needed him to touch me or I would burst.

He didn’t waste time taking me up on the invitation and leaned down, kissing my ankle. He trailed wet kisses up my leg until he stopped where I needed it most. And when his mouth latched on and sucked, my back arched and I moaned.

I wasn’t going to last long, and it looked like he wouldn’t either because he kissed his way up my body, and once his mouth found mine, he entered me. I sighed in pleasure—or relief, I couldn’t be sure because my thoughts were a mess—and ran my hands through his hair, holding him to me.

“I love you,” he said, his lips moving on mine with each word. It didn’t take much after that, the orgasm sweeping through me. Oliver joined me not long after, his whole body tensing and a loud groan filling the room.

He rolled off me but didn’t let me go; instead he took me with him and reversed our position so I was lying on top of him.

“I love you too,” I said and nuzzled into his neck.

A girl could get used to this.
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“Where the hell is my furniture?” I yelled, walking into my room. My very empty and clean room. “And my clothes? Hell, where is all my stuff?” I looked at the window. “What kind of monster would not only clean out my room but also take my curtains?”

I turned in the empty space, marveling at how big it was. It always seemed small to me. Guess if you tried cramming a shop full of clothes into a bedroom it would get a bit crowded.

“Why are you yelling this early in the morning?” Sunshine asked, appearing at the door to my room, sleep mask pushed up her head and her eyes only half open.

“It’s two in the afternoon. And it’s Monday. Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“Took the day off. Just couldn’t deal with Monday this week.”

I threw my hands up and turned again, hoping there was anything left at all on second glance. Nope. Whoever took my stuff didn’t even leave a dust bunny or scraps of lint behind. The thieves vacuumed after taking all my things.

“Why are you here?” Sunshine asked, yawning long and loudly.

“I live here,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Where else would I be?”

She frowned, looking confused. Or maybe she was still half asleep. It was hard to tell.

“But you moved out yesterday. And you didn’t even tell me.” Now that look I could definitely decipher. She was hurt, and I didn’t even know what I’d done.

“How could I have moved out yesterday? I was in LA. I told you about the trip.”

“Movers came early yesterday and took everything with them. I figured you must have hired them.”

My eyes grew bigger with every word until I could only sputter under my breath. “But that wasn’t me. I never organized anything like that. And where would I move to?”

Sunshine blinked at me. “It’s too early for this. I think I might still be asleep. Maybe this is an alternate reality, and once I wake up, everything is normal again and you will have stopped yelling.”

She turned on her heels and left.

Great. How the hell could I find out who took my stuff? This was ridiculous. And I didn’t have time for this. Oliver had dropped me off at the shop this morning after we caught an early flight back. Things at the shop were busy, but I forgot the design for a new dress I was working on, so once we had a quiet few minutes, I ducked out to grab it from my room so I could work on it this afternoon.

Which would have been a quick trip if someone hadn’t moved all my things. Without my knowledge.

“This is ridiculous,” I fumed, stomping out of the room and down the stairs.

“Just leave your keys at the front door. If you forgot anything, Sunshine can grab it for you,” Lincoln called out from the kitchen when I stormed past.

“But I’m not planning on moving out,” I ground out between clenched teeth.

“Trouble in paradise already? Don’t say I didn’t tell you this would happen,” he said.

“There is no trouble anywhere. And even though someone seems to have moved all my stuff, I have no intention of moving out.”

“We already have someone moving in tomorrow. Sorry. Should have thought of that before you moved in with your boyfriend. Who lied to you and most likely also cheated on you. But I guess old habits are hard to break.”

“Why are you talking to me like that? I thought we were friends.” I couldn’t keep the tremble out of my voice. What the hell was wrong with me these days? I needed to get my emotions under control. This was not the time for tears.

Lincoln looked almost sorry when my eyes filled with tears. But not sorry enough to apologize.

“You know I wanted to be more than friends. And I was willing to wait for you. But you made your choice. I’m sorry, but I’m sure you can stay somewhere else if Oliver already kicked you out,” he said.

That was not the person I knew and lived with. Or used to live with.

“I’m not living with Oliver,” I said, a tear escaping.

“That’s where they were taking your stuff, so I guess you should try a different story. Now if it’s not too much to ask, could you please leave? I really need to get some work done.”

Wow, I guess he really was done being my friend. And I realized I didn’t care at the moment. The person I needed to talk to was Oliver.

I left without a goodbye, leaving my key before pulling the door behind me for the last time.

I tried calling Oliver while I was walking back to the shop, but he didn’t pick up and it went to voice mail. I didn’t leave a message, just dialed his number again. Now I wasn’t proud of myself at this moment, far from it, but there may have been a few more calls that all went unanswered.

I was still in a stomping mood when I walked back inside the store, the door banging against the wall when I opened it. I needed to deal with my confused emotions, because taking it all out on my shop would be expensive. And it would probably make me even madder when I had to pay for the repairs.

“Are you all right? You were gone a while. I was getting worried,” Chloe greeted me when I stormed past the register. There were only a few people inside, so at least I didn’t scare away too many customers with my erratic behavior.

“I’m fine. Just don’t have a home anymore. Or anywhere to sleep, really. And Oliver and I are likely done. But I’m fine. Everything is just dandy.”

Chloe stared at me openmouthed, but I didn’t have it in me to reassure her that I wasn’t crazy. Instead, I walked into my office and closed the door, sliding down until I landed on my butt. I needed chocolate. But there was no way I could go out in public at the moment.

Unpleasant things would happen. Things I wouldn’t be able to come back from.

I needed my friend. I got my phone out and pressed number one on my speed dial.

“Hey, Maisie. How was your trip?” Willa answered after a few rings.

“Good. Are you busy at the moment? I need a favor.”

“You leave on a trip to meet your boyfriend’s family and all you say is ‘good’ when I ask you how it was? Hell no. I’m coming over.”

“Excellent. I’m at the shop. And bring a few brownies, cupcakes, and those lemony thingies from Sweet Dreams, please.”

There was no hesitation, just my friend supporting me in my time of need.

“You got it. I’ll be there in twenty. Don’t go anywhere.”

I snorted. As if I would. The only thing I was planning on doing was sitting behind my desk and staring at my black computer screen until Willa got here with the goods. And there wasn’t much else I could do. Helping at the shop would only scare the customers, and since I didn’t have my design, I couldn’t lose myself in my sewing.

The staring was going really well when Willa came through the door without a knock.

“Hey, I could have been naked in here. Don’t you knock?”

“Sorry, the boys at the garage are rubbing off on me. None of them knock. And of course you weren’t naked. You knew I was coming.”

I held out my hands, and she handed over a familiar paper bag. The smell alone improved my mood dramatically.

“Okay, so this is only half the stuff. If you’re a good girl and tell me what happened, then I’ll give you the rest.”

“Which bag are the brownies in?”

“The one I’m holding.”

I jumped up, ready to tackle her to the ground, but the bitch was quicker than me and escaped to the other side of the desk. “Now, now, we don’t want to hurt ourselves. Last time you tried to chase me, you pulled a hamstring. Remember how much that hurt?”

I remembered and had no desire to repeat the experience. I sat back down and opened the bag she had given me. At least I had some of those lemony thingies.

“Talk,” Willa said, taking a seat in the chair in front of my desk.

I was busy opening the bag and deciding what I wanted to eat first, so instead of answering, I just waved my hand at her. She wouldn’t be offended. She knew food always came first.

“Start at the beginning. I want to know everything.”

And so I did. I told her everything, up to what happened today. Which was where she broke out in laughter until she nearly fell off her chair.

“That’s priceless. I wish I could have seen your face. I’m so going to use this on Landon. I still owe him a prank.”

“It wasn’t funny. In fact, it’s still not funny now. And you promised me the second bag, so hand it over.”

Willa was still chuckling when she pushed the brownies across the desk.

“And now you know why I might have to break up with him,” I continued. “Because it looks like he just moved all my stuff without my knowledge and told Lincoln that I was moving out. And he already rented out my room again.”

“Honey, I mean this in the nicest possible way, but you are completely dense sometimes. Lincoln has wanted to be with you for as long as he’s known you. And he knew he had definitely lost you when Oliver showed up and swept you off your feet. Now I know you think he was your friend, but he really wasn’t. A real friend wouldn’t have just dismissed you the way he did.”

I couldn’t even argue with her. After all, he was being an asshole about the entire thing. “Shut up and tell me this isn’t too fast. What if we move in together and then he decides he’s had enough of me? I’ll be homeless.”

“You’ll never be homeless as long as you have me and Stella. And your parents would love for you to move back in. Stop being so dramatic. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

I thought on her words. Then I thought some more. Apparently I wasn’t talking enough, because Willa threw a pen at me. “Stop second-guessing everything. Just because Ray is one messed-up dirtbag doesn’t mean every man is. And I think Oliver is your other half. You are yourself and happier than I’ve ever seen you since you’ve met him. I didn’t see it before because you didn’t tell us about him, but we knew you had someone since you kept disappearing randomly. Your aura has improved as well.”

“You’ve been talking to my mom again,” I said. Because that was Mom-speak, for sure.

“She dropped off one of her cakes.” We both scrunched up our faces in disgust. “I licked it first and nearly fainted from the taste and smell. So I put it out for everyone at the garage, and Landon had a bite before he realized that it tasted like three-day-old farts.”

Willa grinned big and shrugged. “But don’t tell her. If she asks, I loved it and ate the whole thing, not even giving Jameson a bite.”

“I wouldn’t go that far or she’ll make it for you again.”

“True. Let’s hope she never asks.”

There was a knock at the door, and both our heads swiveled toward the sound.

“Come in,” Willa called out when I said nothing. I narrowed my eyes at her, but she just flipped me off.

Oliver came in, flowers in one hand, a bag from Rayna in the other. He nodded at Willa. “Hey, Willa, how are you doing?”

“Fantastic. And good timing. I was just about to leave.”

Oliver turned to me with his stupid dimple and annoying ocean blue eyes. “Now before you yell at me, just remember that I was planning on telling you. But I had an emergency and was on the phone from the moment I got back into town. And who could have guessed you would go home before the shop closed tonight.”

“You got this, tiger,” Willa said to me and waved. “Call me if you need a place to crash.”

“She won’t,” he responded before I had a chance to.

“All depends on what’s in the bag. Because Willa already brought me brownies,” I said.

Oliver grinned and came around the desk, putting the bag in front of me and holding the flowers out. I took them, unable to keep the smile off my face.

He leaned his butt against the edge of the desk and faced me. “Rayna told me she already sent supplies out. That’s why there’s some salted caramel slices in there.”

“Already have an in with the locals, do you?” I asked and pulled the bag closer, brushing his thigh with my arm.

“Pays to be dating a local girl. And I’m a likeable guy. Hasn’t anyone told you yet?”

“I might have heard that a time or two.” More like a time or twenty. Because my parents seemed to think Oliver was amazing, and whenever I talked to them, they liked to remind me, just in case I’d forgotten. I think they were just scared they would never have any grandchildren and wanted to make sure I stayed with him long enough to deliver the goods.

“Now before you yell at me, let me explain,” he said and leaned forward, drawing me in like a bear to honey. I accidentally leaned closer, taking a deep inhale, caramel slices forgotten. Besides, I really shouldn’t eat them, because I could feel the brownies having a dance-off with the lemony thingies in my stomach. And if they didn’t declare one of them the winner soon, I would have to say goodbye to them both.

“I love you. You’re the one I want to spend the rest of my life with, so why delay the inevitable? We were going to move in together sooner rather than later anyway. And I love you.”

“Okay, go on,” I said, hoping he would get to the point soon, because I felt like a trip to the toilet was in my near future.

“That’s it. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

I shook my head and sighed. “You’re terrible at this. Lucky for you, Willa has already done your work for you.”

“She has? I can never tell if she likes me or is planning my murder.”

“Probably both. She likes to cover all bases,” I said. Before I had a chance to tell Oliver that I was willing to give us living together a go, the dance-off in my stomach reached boiling point, and I jumped off my chair and dropped to my knees under the desk.

I grabbed the trash can that was under there and emptied the contents of my stomach into it. Oliver was under the desk with me, holding back my hair with one hand and rubbing my back with the other. It was a sweet gesture, but I wished he wasn’t so close, because I was beyond embarrassed that I had just puked in front of him.

“Are you okay? Was it something you ate? Should I take you to the doctor?”

After I finally stopped retching, I sat back and took the tissues he held out to me, then wiped my face and mouth. “I’m okay. I think eating that much sugar just didn’t agree with me after all the vegetables you made me eat in LA.”

Guy was a health freak. And he made me try every vegetable under the sun just so I could tell him which ones I liked. There weren’t many, but he was so happy every time he found something I would eat, I happily obliged, trying everything he fed me.

“If you’re sure,” Oliver said, his tone disbelieving. I hoped I wouldn’t find myself at the doctor’s office for a useless checkup tomorrow. Knowing he could just move me in with him without my knowledge didn’t give me much hope.

“Can you take off early today? Maybe you should lie down,” he suggested and helped me stand up.

I wholeheartedly agreed with that idea, and after drinking some water and popping gum in my mouth, I checked in with Chloe. It was only an hour before closing time and the shop was quiet, so she was happy to close up by herself.

Oliver didn’t delay in taking me home. And when I got there, I found all my clothes were already in his wardrobe, and he had cleared out a spare bedroom so I had my own sewing room. Clothing racks lined the walls, and an enormous desk sat in the middle, my sewing machine on top with plenty of space to work.

I went to sleep that night with a smile on my face and Oliver wrapped around me. Maybe this whole living together wasn’t such a terrible idea after all. Even if he didn’t ask me like a normal person.
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My lungs were burning, my calf muscles screamed at me to stop moving, and my legs were about to give out. Yet I kept running for all I was worth—which was about $46.98, last time I checked my account. I only had a few feet to go; I had to do this, or my business would be in ruins. Done before I even really got it off the ground.

“Why are you sprinting like your hair is on fire?” Willa asked, standing in the door of my shop, all serene and calm when everything depended on this moment. Didn’t she get how serious this was?

“Must get the dresses shipped,” I struggled to get out.

“That run saved you about half a minute. If that. You parked about six hundred feet away. Probably less.”

“Shut up,” I said, wheezing out another breath. Definitely needed to ease up on the chocolate fudge mug brownies. Whatever evil genius invented something that delicious and easy to cook should be held accountable. I mean, just put it in a cup and cook in the microwave for a minute and it’s done? Really? Could you make it any easier to consume copious amounts of calories under the pretense of baking?

I put a hand to my head to feel if I was overheating. “I think I’m going to pass out.”

“Come on, move your skinny ass inside so we can do the impossible and ship 243 dresses today.”

Willa ignored my choked sob when I heard the number again and instead walked into the shop, not bothering to hold the door open for me. Whatever precious time I’d made up by sprinting, I just lost by bickering with her.

“Some friend you are,” I grumbled and caught the door before it shut completely.

“The friend who got up at four in the morning when you called in a panic and immediately came to help you?”

“Fine. Maybe you are an excellent friend. But your bedside manner needs some work.”

“Jameson has never complained.”

“Of course he wouldn’t,” I grumbled. Her husband thought she invented the wheel. Considering he was a mechanic, that was an important piece of technology to him.

Said husband was also currently sitting amidst dresses of all colors, carefully packing them in large bags to be shipped out to customers. He looked as comfortable as someone who was the definition of rugged male could look amidst lace and silk. But because Willa had asked him for his help, he was here.

I almost choked out a laugh at the sight, but since I was still gasping for air, I stifled the urge. Didn’t want to pass out from lack of oxygen.

“I got more address labels,” I announced, waving them over my head. At least I could breathe again.

“Figured you did since you came back,” Stella said from where she was sitting on the floor, sorting through the orders to make sure we sent each dress to the correct address. Her boyfriend, Mason, was next to her, his eyes glued to her every movement. He was just as in love with Stella as his brother Jameson was with Willa. Stella and Mason were officially together after their rocky start, and they looked happier than ever.

This insane, crazy, and screwed-up day also meant I had to ship out all these dresses by 5:00 p.m. when the post office closed. And it would close on time, of that I had no doubt. I had already begged Clara to stay open longer, but she wasn’t to be swayed. Her TV shows started at 5:30 p.m., and she would sit in her recliner at 5:25 p.m., no matter what, and watch them.

“Why are you sweating?” Willa asked.

“I just sprinted at least six hundred feet,” I said, fanning myself.

“More like three hundred,” Stella coughed behind her hand. “And you speed walked.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, but she just made a bring-it gesture and went back to sorting through big envelopes, sticking my logo on all of them. I couldn’t afford to have special envelopes printed, so I went with the budget option, aka stickers. Which I now regretted, because it took a lot of time to put stickers on that many envelopes.

“When are you leaving?” Willa asked Stella.

“You’re really doing it?” I asked, hoping she would have found a way out of her contract.

Before Stella gave in to the temptation that was Mason, she was pushed into an engagement with someone else. She broke it off when she couldn’t deny her feelings for Mason any longer, but she signed a contract that stated if she chose to end the engagement, she had to leave the state for three months to stop the media storm that was sure to ensue. Something she was willing to do if it meant she could be with the love of her life.

The silver lining: Mason was going with her, and I was sure those two would make the most of their time together. I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t make it more than a few miles past the state border before their first stop.

Stella nodded while continuing to stick labels on the envelopes. “We’re heading off tomorrow morning. I’m almost packed, and Mason just needs to check his motorbike over tonight, and then we’ll be on our way.”

“You’re going on a motorcycle? For a three-month trip?” Willa screeched. “Do you know how dangerous those things are? And what it will do to your ass? You’ll cause permanent damage. Your booty will be flat as a pancake. And you’ll lose all feeling. Just imagine having a numb ass.”

Stella blew a kiss at Willa, who had stopped what she was doing to lecture her. Her eyes were wide, and she looked ready to really start her lecture when Stella got up and hugged her.

“Don’t worry about me. It’ll be fine. This really is the best possible outcome of this whole fiasco I got myself into.”

“Nobody says ‘fiasco’ anymore, Stella,” Willa mumbled, her face squashed into Stella’s neck.

“I love that you care enough to worry about me, but I’m going to be fine. I’m with Mason.”

And really, it was that easy. In the end, the only thing that mattered was that she got to be with the other half of her soul. Stella didn’t have any contact with her family anymore, so we were all she had left. And now there was Mason, who looked like he was in for the long haul.

“I can’t believe you got all the orders done on time. It’s incredible,” Stella said, sitting back on the floor and changing the topic from her upcoming trip to my mess of a store.

Well played, Stella. Well played.

“The sewing group is amazing. And what’s even more amazing is that Oliver got them to come out and give me a hand. They even agreed to keep working for me. But they would only take half of the pay I offered them. Stubborn old coots.”

“Are you complaining that you have to pay them less money than what you offered them?” Willa asked and studied me for signs of insanity.

“It’s unfair. Their work is amazing. They’re much better than I could ever hope to be. These dresses are masterpieces.” I pointed to all the dresses covering my shop floor. I had to close for the day to make sure we could get it all done. I needed every hand on deck for this.

“So how’s it going, living in your little mansion, planning out your 2.5 kids and extravagant wedding?” Stella asked, grinning at me.

“It’s going fantastic. And we’re not planning on kids just yet. I’ve barely finished school. And Oliver hasn’t asked me to marry him, so no wedding planning. Not that I want him to. But I wouldn’t say no if he asked. But again, there’s no rush. We’ve only officially been a couple for about three seconds. Now stop asking uncomfortable questions that require rambling answers and get back to work. Those stickers won’t attach themselves to the envelopes.”

Stella just grinned but continued her stickering.

The day went by quickly—too quickly, because we still had a fair few dresses to pack up and cart to the post office. The bell on the door sounded and Oliver walked inside, holding two trays of coffees and a paper bag lodged under his arm. All our heads shot up, and we jumped to our feet, immediately moving toward our savior.

“Whoa there, why don’t I just put this stuff down here,” Oliver said, looking at us wide-eyed and setting everything down on the floor. Wasn’t like we would jump him. He really needed to get comfortable with a certain level of crazy or he wouldn’t survive with my friends.

“Hello, beautiful. How’s everything going?” he greeted me, pulling me closer for a much-needed kiss.

“We’re almost there. Got about forty dresses left to pack up.”

“Well, you just got another set of hands, because I cleared the rest of my day.”

My heart did an annoying pitter-patter in my chest. Damn annoying. And it only seemed to happen when Oliver was around.

“Are you sure you have time? We definitely need the help, but I don’t want you to get behind with your own work.”

And he worked a lot. He usually picked me up from the store, and we went home together and had dinner. Then he would work in his study for another few hours while I was busy sewing dresses. I hardly saw him during the week. Which was good and bad. Good because we never saw each other enough to argue about who put the toilet roll on the wrong way, bad because we never saw each other enough.

Living together was the best way to make sure we at least spent some time together every day. So far, our new living arrangement was working out great, and the weekends were amazing. Oliver usually worked for half a day on Saturday, and then he was mine for the rest of the day and all of Sunday. We rarely left the house on those days.

“I’m sure. And I’m sorry I couldn’t get here earlier. There was an issue at the office in San Antonio.”

I would never tell him this, but I hated that he still worked for his family. They worked him to the bone. It was like there was nobody else there who could solve any of the problems that seemed to come up every single day. And since he also had his business with his uncle, his time was spread thin.

“You know I would totally understand if you didn’t come at all. Please don’t feel like you need to be here. I would never be mad at you for that.”

“Maisie, I want to be here. You’re important to me. And if there’s anything I can do to help, I want to do it.”

“Okay, then, maybe you could give Jameson a hand. He’s not gonna last much longer,” I said and pointed at a frowning giant who was busy trying to fold a pink fluffy dress. Emphasis on “trying.” Both Willa and I had shown him how to fold the dresses so they wouldn’t wrinkle too much, but his hands were just too big and calloused to do any nice folding.

“It would be my pleasure. Now kiss me again before I lose some manly points by folding pink dresses.”

I went up on my tippy toes and kissed him, savoring the feeling of his lips on mine.

“I love you,” I whispered before pulling back.

“I love you too,” he said and went to help Jameson.
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We dropped the last of the packages off at the post office at 4:55 p.m. Clara was giving us her best stare down, but I didn’t care. My good mood could not be squashed. Not even if she overcharged me, which at this stage was very likely.

“That’s the last of them,” I said when I paid the shipping fees. “Enjoy your evening, Clara.” I left the post office with a spring in my step and a grin on my face.

I turned to Willa, who had come with me to drop the last packages off. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning to say goodbye to Stella. Are we still on for the dress fitting at Julia’s afterward?”

“Yes to both. I’ll bring coffee,” she said and walked down the street, disappearing inside the pizza shop a few doors down with Jameson.

I walked back to the shop and was surprised to find it cleaned of all packaging supplies and leftover labels and accessories.

“You ready to go home?” Oliver greeted me when I closed and locked the door behind me.

“Did you already clean everything up?” I asked, looking at the immaculate space.

“Chloe helped. I sent her home. Hope that was okay.”

“Of course it was. I don’t know how I can ever repay you for everything you do for me.”

“We’re a team. There’s no need to repay me. Unless it’s in sexual favors. Then repay away. I’m happy to accept.”

I laughed and shook my head at him. “You’re already getting those for free. But I’ll think of something.”

We went home, and I got to work on making sure he knew how much he meant to me.
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“Don’t leave me,” Willa wailed, her arms wrapped around Stella. “Who will help me keep Maisie from doing something stupid like dying her hair pink? This is too big a job for me alone. A girl can only do so much in a day.”

“That was one time,” I defended myself and glared at Willa. “And I learned my lesson.”

“But did you?” she asked, one brow raised, still holding on to Stella, who was trying to get free.

“It’s called an experimental phase for a reason,” I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest.

Stella finally wrestled Willa off her and stepped back. Mason was leaning on his motorbike, watching the scene unfold in front of him with a smile on his face.

I stepped up to Stella and hugged her tight but released her after an appropriate amount of time. I wasn’t crazy like some people we both knew. “I’ll miss you. Make sure to send us lots of photos and updates. At least I’m confident in your ability to take a selfie.”

“Hey, now, let’s not punch below the belt. It’s too early in the morning for that. And selfies are hard. I don’t know how anyone ever gets their entire face in one,” Willa said and took a sip of her hot chocolate.

Stella and I looked at each other and giggled, secretly loving Willa’s selfies. They were unique and 100 percent her.

“I’ll only be gone for a few months,” Stella said and walked to where Mason was patiently waiting.

“I love you both. See you soon.” She turned back and waved at us, a gigantic smile on her face. Bitch wasn’t even trying to look upset about leaving us for so long. I bet all she was thinking about was spending a lot of time on that bike with Mason.

“Love you too, Estrella,” we both yelled back way too loudly for the short distance.

She grinned and put on a helmet that Mason held out to her. After he got on, she expertly swung her leg over the seat behind him and sat down while looking great doing it.

They roared off, and it sank in that I wouldn’t see her again for a while.

Willa took my hand and squeezed. “This sucks.”

I squeezed back. “It does. And we should go. Don’t want to be late for Julia’s fitting. I’ve been working on her dress for weeks. Well, on and off for weeks, in between making dresses for my orders.”

I picked up my pie that I had set on the ground to be able to give Stella a proper send-off, and we walked the ten minutes to Julia’s house.

“That’s even bigger than your mansion,” Willa breathed in awe, staring at the big iron gate.

“I don’t live in a mansion. But this is definitely a mansion. It’s huge. Gigantic. How many people live in there?”

“As far as I know, only her and Lars.”

“Wonder if they ever get lost in there.”

“Maybe they have a map.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t need a map. I have a phone. If I get lost, I just call Lars,” a distorted voice came through the intercom at the side of the gate. “Now get your asses in here before the neighbors think someone is trying to break in and call the police again.”

Well now, that thought got me moving. I had no desire for another run-in with Ray.

The gate opened, and Willa and I walked up the gravel drive toward Julia, who was waiting at the front door.

“You’re late,” she greeted us.

“Stella left today. We had to give her a proper send-off,” Willa said, pinching my side when I opened my mouth to reply.

Geesh, all I was planning on doing was pointing out we were only five minutes late. Five. Not twenty. Not an hour. Five. She needed to relax or this fitting would go downhill before it even started.

“Remember that you promised not to say anything bad during this whole fitting,” Willa warned me under her breath.

“We’re doing the fitting in the bedroom. The girls are already here,” Julia said and waved us inside.

I cringed at the mention of her “girls.” They were all people I had gone to school with and avoided like the plague. They took bitchy to a new level even I hadn’t conquered yet. But Julia had always been nice to me, and making this dress was a huge opportunity for me. So instead of turning on my heels and walking right back out the gate, I plastered on a smile.

“Great, can’t wait,” I said, and by the look on Willa’s face, it was obvious I didn’t mean it.

Julia walked us through the grand entry hall. “You can put the pie in the kitchen,” she instructed, and I didn’t delay in doing as I was told.

Holy sterile kitchen, the cavernous space was spotless. And gleaming. I carefully set the pie down on one of the many free counters and followed Julia up a white staircase. The inside was as pretentious as the outside, and Willa shot me a wide-eyed look that I returned.

We walked into a very white bedroom about the size of Willa’s old apartment, and I spotted the dress hanging on a rack. I had dropped it off two days ago but couldn’t do the fitting until today. I figured it would give Julia a chance to have a look at it and let me know what she wanted me to change.

“They’re here,” Julia announced to the people already inside the bedroom.

I cringed when I saw who was there. I should have guessed she would have her bridesmaids at the fitting. I just hadn’t wanted to think about it, though it would have given me a chance to be better prepared.

Willa had no problem greeting everyone with a raised middle finger. And not figuratively either. She flipped them all off as she skipped into the room. “Hello, everyone.”

She had a million good reasons to hate them. They had tormented her in high school. And I should have warned her there would be other people at the fitting, especially when chances of those people being Julia’s clique from high school were high.

“Trailer trash. Didn’t know you were coming,” Alicia greeted Willa, not moving from her spot on the bed.

“Alicia, wish I didn’t have to be in the same room as you. Interesting that your boobs are still inflated. One would think they would have long gone flat from overuse.”

“Expensive silicone implants. They last forever,” I said and moved to the dress, not acknowledging anyone. Ignorance was bliss, after all.

I sneezed at the heavy smell of perfume in the room. Nothing had changed. They were still bitchy and wore too much Chanel No. 5.

“Don’t get any snot on my dress,” Julia complained, hovering next to me.

“I haven’t even unpacked it yet,” I defended myself. This was going to be a long hour. At least I could do this fairly quickly thanks to Willa giving me a hand. And she knew exactly what to do since we’d done this a few times.

I wasn’t making any of the bridesmaids’ dresses. I thanked my lucky stars that Julia seemed to have drawn the line somewhere and bought Dior dresses instead.

“Do you have a little stool you can stand on? Or a chair?” I asked and got the dress out of the plastic cover.

“Sure, there’s one in the dressing room.”

She went through a door on the other side of the room that I hadn’t noticed and came back with a small stool.

“Perfect. I have to help you put the dress on. Do you want to go into the bathroom?”

Julia nodded, and I followed her into the white space. There was literally no other color but white. It was quite fascinating.

She closed the door behind me and started stripping down to her underwear. Clearly she wasn’t shy.

“Sorry about the girls, but they insisted on being here. I tried to keep them away.”

“It’s all good. This should be over quickly. But maybe try to stop them from calling Willa any more names. She’s not feeling too great after Stella just left. You never know what she’ll do while she’s feeling emotional.”

“I’ll try to get them to shut up.”

I wrangled the dress over Julia’s head and coaxed it in place. The soft material fit around her curves perfectly, and it didn’t take much for me to lace it up at the back. I didn’t think I would even have to alter it much.

I pulled at the top to get it to sit nicely and rearranged the skirt, spreading the train out. When I looked up to see what she thought of it so far, I found her staring at herself in one of the many mirrors placed all around the cavernous space.

“Oh, Maisie, this is exactly the dress I wanted.”

And then she burst into tears. I looked around, panicked. There were tissues on the bathroom counter, and I sprinted over to get them, shoving them at her awkwardly. “Tissues,” I shouted and stepped back.

She pulled a few out and blew her nose, then blotted at her eyes. “Sorry. I’ve just been under a lot of pressure lately. This wedding is doing my head in. Nothing is going right. Well, until now. Because this dress is perfect.”

“Let’s show your girls the dress,” I said and walked out of the room.

I realized my mistake of not taking Willa into the bathroom with me as soon as I came outside. She was in a serious stare-off with Regina, who I knew for a fact had always wanted Jameson. And I knew of at least one occasion when she had been with him. She liked to brag about it. Guess she was feeling suicidal today and mentioned it to Willa.

“You better shut up right now, or I’ll take that dead animal you’re wearing around your shoulders and stuff it down your throat,” Willa threatened.

“Ahem, Willa, can I get a hand, please?” I asked, trying to get her to back away. She didn’t make empty threats, and that much fur would seriously hurt when stuffed into a mouth.

Willa didn’t look like she would move unless Regina promised to be quiet. But then Julia came out of the bathroom, and everyone’s attention moved to her. There was a lot of squealing and compliments, the fight apparently forgotten. And Julia looked absolutely beautiful in the dress. It was a strapless mermaid-style gown that fit her lithe figure perfectly. She had big boobs—all natural, never ask me how I knew that—and a slim waist. She was on the shorter side but was making up for it with her curves. It helped that she liked to wear sky-high heels.

“Julia, do you have your shoes? I need to do the fitting while you wear them,” I said and directed her over to stand on the stool.

“Brianna, can you pass me the white box on the nightstand?” she asked the only tolerable girl in her group.

Brianna handed me the box, and I opened it with bated breath since I recognized the label. I nearly fainted when I looked at diamond-encrusted Louis Vuitton heels. I nearly dropped the box I was so excited.

“You can touch them,” an amused Brianna said.

I handed the box over to Julia. “I better not. It might give me ideas.” Like taking them out and running away as fast as I could.

There was a snort followed by Alicia saying, “You could never afford shoes like that.”

“Neither could you,” I shot back. She was a secretary. Last I checked, they didn’t earn enough money for shoes like that either.

She said nothing else, but the temperature in the room dropped significantly. I tried breathing through my mouth because the smell was really starting to get to me.

Julia put her shoes on and stood on the stool.

“Pins please,” I said, and Willa came up next to me.

I pulled the dress in slightly on Julia’s waist and pinned it. It only needed a minor adjustment. After I pinned her around the chest as well, I got her to stand on the floor so I could check the length of the dress. During the whole fitting, the girls were talking loudly about Jameson and how he could do so much better than Willa. She was trying to ignore it, but I could tell it was getting to her.

“Did you guys hear about Ray?” Nessa asked, and my head shot up. She worked at the police station in dispatch and liked to talk about her work. She’d been told off repeatedly for sharing confidential information, and I wasn’t sure how she still had a job there.

“Ouch,” Julia complained when I poked her with a needle.

“Sorry,” I apologized, my attention still on Nessa.

“Sure did. He got kicked out of the police force,” Regina said, eyes on her phone.

“He what?” I yelled, wedding dress forgotten.

“That’s right, you used to be engaged to him, didn’t you?” Alicia put in, smug look still on her face.

I ignored her and turned back to Nessa. “Why was he kicked out?”

“The chief got an email with incriminating photos. Some big-shot lawyer up in San Francisco sent them. Apparently, his firm is huge, they’re called Cross and Veil or something like that. Not sure how he got involved, but it was enough for the chief to fire Ray. About time too. He was drunk at least twice on the job.”

I was sure it wasn’t just a coincidence that someone in San Francisco would have sent the photos. My brother was living there, and last I heard from my parents, he was doing well for himself. He also worked for a firm call Cross and Valor. What I didn’t know was why he would get involved in the first place.

Willa met my eyes and shrugged, looking as confused as I probably did. Nothing I could do about it now, so I made a few more slight adjustments and triple-checked that everything was perfect before stepping back.

Luckily the dress didn’t need to be taken up at all, so I didn’t have to pin the large amount of hem at the bottom, which saved me a lot of time and made this fitting faster than I thought it could be.

“Okay, I have all I need,” I said to Julia, who looked at Alicia with a frown on her perfectly made-up face. “I’ll help you out of the dress.”

We went back to the bathroom, and I loosened the back. “Just be careful of the pins.”

The dress came off easily and with no injuries, and I hung it back on the hanger. “I’ll pick it up tomorrow, if that’s okay. I have to go back to the shop after this and don’t want to have to move the dress around too much.”

I turned back around once I was satisfied the dress was safely back where it belonged. Julia was fully dressed, looking apologetic. “Maisie, I’m sorry about the girls.”

I waved her off, knowing it wasn’t her fault. Even though they were her friends. “We should get back out there before someone loses a boob.”

We heard the screaming as soon as I opened the bathroom door. I pushed it all the way open and sprinted out. Willa was holding Alicia in a headlock and was punching her boob. Ouch.

“You little bitch, let me go right now. Those implants cost more than you make in a year. If you burst one, you’re going to be paying for a replacement.”

Regina was trying to pull Willa back while Briana and Nessa were yelling at them to stop. Hilary was still sitting on the bed, texting on her phone and ignoring the entire scene.

I pushed Regina off my best friend and put my arms around Willa in a tight grip, pulling her back. She finally let go of Alicia, who stumbled back and landed on her ass.

Unfortunately, she jumped right back up. I turned Willa the other way, and before Alicia could stop, she ran me over and we all landed in a heap on the floor. I pulled myself back up to my knees, ready to get out of there.

Unfortunately, her perfume was overwhelming this close, and everything I’d eaten that day came out in a big fountain and landed all over her. Every last bit. It was like my body was just waiting for the right place to purge its contents.

Alicia shrieked, and I retched again, but nothing else came out. Pity.

I felt my arm being pulled by Willa, who was laughing so hard she had tears in her eyes. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and got up, pulling Willa with me.

“We should go,” I said, still feeling queasy and unsteady on my feet.

“We definitely should,” Willa agreed.

“So sorry about the mess,” I told a speechless Julia. “At least it’s mostly on her hideous dress, so you won’t have to clean up too much. I did her a favor, really. That dress was about three sizes too small.”

Willa dragged me from the room, and I waved. “Great dress fitting. I’ll make the changes this week and get the dress back to you by the weekend.”

We sprinted down the stairs and left the house as fast as we could. The gate opened from the inside without a code, and we tumbled back out onto the road.

“Holy shit, Maize, that was amazing. How the hell did you throw up like that?”

“It was an accident. Her perfume made me nauseous.”

“Her perfume? But you never used to get sick from something like that. What’s going on with you?”

“Wish I knew. I’ve been throwing up a lot lately. And I just want to sleep all the time. I think I’m coming down with something.”

Willa stopped us in our tracks and stared at me wide-eyed. “Let’s go to the pharmacy.” She dragged me back to the main road and straight to the one and only pharmacy in town.

Once inside, she didn’t hesitate but went straight to a shelf at the back. Once there, she did a quick search and grabbed what she was looking for. She went to the register and paid, not showing me what she had purchased.

“Let’s go to your shop,” she said, then dragged me back down the main street and into my store. We rushed past the girls, and Willa pushed me inside the toilet and slapped a plastic stick into my hand. “Pee on this.”

I looked at my hand and stared at a pregnancy test. Was she serious? I couldn’t be pregnant. I was good at getting my birth control shots. I was like clockwork.

“I’m not pregnant.”

“Of course you’re not. But doesn’t hurt to make sure,” Willa replied and shoved me into the bathroom before closing the door in my face. My best friend was feeling bossy today.

Since I was already there and had to use the toilet anyway, I did as instructed. It also gave me a chance to clean up. After all, I did just throw up. I washed my mouth out with water and even found some mouthwash in the cabinet.

I scrubbed my hands with soap, then glanced at the stick. Which clearly said I was pregnant.

What the hell? That was impossible. We had a faulty stick. I needed to go back and pee on another one.

“What’s taking so long?” Willa yelled through the door and then knocked. “I’m coming in.”

Before I had a chance to hide the stick, she barged in, and her eyes immediately landed on the offending item.

“I knew it,” she exclaimed and punched the air. “Jameson owes me fifty bucks.”

“I’m pregnant,” I said and promptly burst into tears.

Willa’s victorious smile fell off her face and she hugged me, swaying us back and forth. “Don’t cry. It’s not that bad. Oliver will be happy.” She leaned back to look at me. “It is Oliver’s, right?”

I didn’t even dignify that with a response; instead, I put my head back on her shoulder and continued spreading snot and tears all over her favorite shirt.

“Everything okay in there?” Chloe asked, looking at the pregnancy stick I was holding up for the world to see. But I wanted to keep it as far away from Willa as I could, so I was holding it up awkwardly.

“Don’t look at me. I’m not the one who’s knocked up. Crybaby over here is,” Willa said and patted my back.

“Did you bet on me getting pregnant?” I asked and stepped out of her embrace.

“Sure did. I said it wouldn’t take Oliver more than a few months to knock you up. I know that look on a guy’s face. He’s got it bad.”

“But I’m on birth control. I get the shot. I can’t be pregnant.”

“You missed your last appointment,” Willa said. “Dr. Reuben told me to remind you when I saw her last, but I forgot. Sorry. Only remembered when I made the bet. And of course that meant I definitely wouldn’t tell you. After all, I didn’t want to lose.”

“You didn’t want to lose a bet, and now I’m pregnant? So this is your fault?”

“Ah, no, this would be Oliver’s fault. I don’t have the right equipment. And you’re not my type.”

“But you didn’t tell me I was due for my shot,” I wailed.

“Technically, it’s your own fault for not making a reminder on your calendar. And what kind of doctor tells your friend to remind you you’re due for your birth control shot?”

I threw up my hand and glared at my former best friend. “The kind of doctor who has known us since we were kids and knows that you have full medical authority and she can tell you anything and everything there is to know about my medical history and diagnosis. Remember when we thought we were dying because we drank an entire bottle of vodka and wrote our wills and gave each other medical authority over each other?”

“Yeah, it’s all coming back to me now. That was a seriously bad decision, drinking the whole bottle.”

I threw the stick in the trash can, then stormed past a gaping Chloe and into my office. “That’s it. I’m leaving. I need to think. And I need to take you off my list and my will because I disown you.”

I looked for my bag but ended up just turning in a circle, not really taking anything in.

I couldn’t be pregnant. What was I going to do?

Willa gasped and followed me. “You can’t do that. You promised me I’d get your shoe collection if you left this earth before me. Which is highly likely with your unhealthy diet. Just because you don’t put on any weight doesn’t mean you should consume such high quantities of sugar. It’s still bad for you.”

It was my turn to flip her off. “Your diet is worse than mine. And you better find a way to fix this.”

“What do you want me to do? Turn back time and ask Oliver to wear a condom? Which you should have done anyway. Did you not pay attention to what Ms. Clutter taught us in sex ed class?” Willa said, following me around and looking entirely too happy.

I ended up on the shop floor and started rearranging the jewelry displays on the medicine drawers to keep my hands busy.

“I’m so excited to be an aunt and godmother. This kid is going to love me. Here, let me talk to it so it knows my voice even before it comes out,” Willa said and crouched in front of my belly.

I held my hands up. “Stay away from my belly. You’re not going to talk to it. Or be a godmother. You don’t deserve to be. Now leave so I can do some thinking.”

Of course she didn’t leave but instead started singing to my belly.

How did my life get so messed up?

“You’re pregnant?” Oliver asked from behind me.

Both Willa and I let out an almighty squeal and turned toward him.

“Where did you come from?” I asked, trying to get my wildly beating heart under control.

“I thought I’d drop in to make sure you were okay after Stella left. You were really upset when I dropped you off this morning.” He came closer and took my hands, all the while eyeing my stomach. “Are you pregnant?”

Willa chose that moment to be helpful. At least in her mind, I was sure she was. “She’s knocked up, and it’s yours. Congratulations, daddy,” she announced, entirely too cheerful. And she could really dial down that grin on her face. And did she have to clap her hands like that? And why was she taking photos?

Oliver was still eying my stomach like the baby might jump out any minute. “Is it true?” he whispered, tearing his gaze off my body and locking eyes with me. I couldn’t tell if he was excited or wanted to run for the hills. The look on his face was new. I had never seen it before.

I nodded. “Yeah, I just found out.”

A big smile spread across his face, and his dimple popped out. “When you said you’d repay me for my help, I was thinking more like cake. Or dinner. Not a baby,” he said, pulling me flush to his body. I guess he wasn’t upset about this news. “But I’ll take it.”

He then lifted me up so my feet were off the floor and twirled me around. Definitely not the reaction of someone who didn’t want to have a baby with me.

Once I was safely on steady ground again, he bent down and kissed me. And it wasn’t a quick peck. It was a full-on “let’s make another baby” make-out session. Definitely not upset about the news at all. And also not something you should do in the middle of my store with customers standing around, gawking.

“Okay, let her go. You already proved that you know how to make a baby,” Willa said, clapping her hands to get our attention.

I pulled back from Oliver, who was reluctant to let even an inch of space between us. But at least we weren’t lip-locked anymore, even if our bodies were still touching from chest to knees.

His phone vibrated in his pocket, and since his thigh was resting on my hip, I felt it. “You should get back to work. We can talk tonight,” I said, and he finally let me go.

“I’ll pick you up at five?” he asked, and I nodded.

After one more touch of his lips to mine, he left. He was already on the phone once his feet touched the sidewalk.

“Well, that went well,” Willa said and put her arm around my shoulder.

I promptly burst into tears again.

“Shit, okay, nothing is going well,” she said, looking confused. “What a bastard to just accept the baby like that. And how dare he be excited about it.” She led me to my office, where she deposited me in a chair.

“Shut up, Willa,” I wailed, sniffling into the tissue she held out to me. “He’s being wonderful and doing all the right things.”

She scrunched up her nose like she smelled something bad. “So what the hell is the problem, then? Is it your hormones? Or have you finally gone over the edge? Should I call your parents? I don’t think I can handle this situation appropriately. I need your mom.”

Willa pulled out her phone, but I took it out of her hands. “No, don’t call them. I don’t want them to get excited yet. What if I’m not keeping the baby?”

“Not keeping the baby? Not. Keeping. The. Baby?” she yelled at me, and her eyes bulged out of her head.

“I’m twenty-two.”

Willa lay down on the floor and flopped her arms out to the side with a dramatic sigh. “So am I. And I’m married. Happily, I might add.”

“But I’ve just opened a business.”

“That you can still run just fine even while having a baby.”

“What if Oliver doesn’t see himself being with me for the long haul? Then I’ll be a single mom.”

She started laughing hysterically, hitting the floor with her hands and feet. “Shit, you’re funny.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

Willa sat up and snapped her fingers at me. “Look at me. You need to stop letting shitty relationships dictate the rest of your life. You live with the guy. One does not just move in with someone unless they are serious.”

“Technically, I didn’t move in,” I said, not really having anything valuable to add to the conversation.

“Now get your shit together and let me get excited about becoming an aunt. I know this was unplanned. And yes, you’re young. But at least then your body will recover quickly. And you can have another one,” she said, jumping up, way too excited about the idea. I definitely had to get the doctor’s office to remove her name from the list of people who were allowed my medical information.

“Okay. You have a point. And I’ll think about it. But I really need to work right now. And shouldn’t you be answering phones or something at Drake’s?”

She waved me off. “I always redirect the office phone to Jameson’s cell phone when I go out.”

“I bet he just loves that.”

“I always make it up to him,” she said and grinned.

Gah, I really didn’t need to know that.

“But I really need to go. I have to organize a date for the movers,” Willa said and got up.

“I thought you already moved all your stuff to Jameson’s?”

“I have. But I’m moving all of Landon’s stuff.”

I groaned. “Willa. Don’t do it.”

She ignored me and instead gave me her best villain grin. “This will be the best prank ever.”

She was gone before I could try to talk her out of it. Maybe now I would have time to get my head together. I had bills to pay and orders to organize.

And a baby on the way.
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My head was still spinning from the baby news when Oliver arrived to pick me up. I had done absolutely nothing productive since he left.

“Hello, beautiful. You ready to go?” he asked when he walked into the shop.

I was busy sweeping the floor, my thoughts on what I had drunk and eaten in the last few weeks that could have harmed the baby. The list was getting longer and longer. Chloe had already left because she had a date. She nearly sprinted out the door when I told her to leave early. And really, who could blame her? I had been muttering under my breath for most of the day, achieving nothing.

“I ate sushi last week,” I responded and put the broom away.

“Okay. Are you saying you want sushi today?”

“No.” I shook my head, my hair flying every which way. “I’m not supposed to eat sushi. And then there was the Camembert I had yesterday. And the champagne. And the eggs you made two days ago had a runny yolk.”

“Maisie, you need to calm down. I’m sure the baby is fine.”

“I ate leftovers that had been in the fridge for over a week.”

“Everything is going to be okay,” Oliver tried again. But I wasn’t having it. I was in a state and determined to stay there.

“I also exercised two days ago. I even did two sit-ups. What if I squashed the baby?”

Oliver bit his lip, and I could tell he was trying hard not to laugh. “Exercise during pregnancy is good for you.”

“This is too stressful. I can’t do this. Maybe we should just forget about the entire thing. It’s too soon, anyway. We barely know each other. Adding a baby to the mix is a terrible idea.”

Oliver blanched, and that should have been my cue to shut the hell up. But I was in a tizzy, and I needed to get it all out before my head exploded.

“I’m also from a family with big ears.” I held my hair back to show him proof of my claim. “The baby would have large ears. Nobody wants big ears.”

I started pacing and continued to mutter under my breath.

“Can I talk now?” he said, his voice like steel. It had the desired effect. I stopped pacing and snapped my head to him. “I support you in whatever decision you make. But I want you to know that I’m over-the-moon happy about this baby. I want to be with you for the rest of my life. And I want a family. A big one. With you, in case you haven’t gotten that yet. Whether we start now or in ten years doesn’t matter to me.”

I burst into tears and flopped onto the sofa, because I really had nothing to say to that. I had always wanted kids. I wanted to get married right after college and start a family. It had always been my plan. If Ray hadn’t cheated, I probably would have been married and pregnant already. And I definitely wouldn’t be so jaded. I was with my dream man, finally having the baby I’d always wanted. Why was I fighting this so hard?

Oliver was there in an instant, sitting down next to me and pulling me to him, holding me tight. “We’ll figure it out. I promise. Let’s go home.”

I nodded in his chest, and he kissed my head. “Let’s lock up the shop. You need food before you make any life-altering decisions.”

Oh, how well he knew me already. Guess it wasn’t true that we barely knew each other.

We drove home, and Oliver ordered takeout on the way. He asked me what I wanted, but I didn’t even remember where he ordered from, I was so stuck in my head.

Once home, he led me to the living room, and I stopped dead when I cleared the doorway. The lights were off, and there were candles everywhere.

I turned to Oliver, who was watching my reaction. “This is beautiful,” I whispered, overcome with emotion for the man standing next to me.

“I wanted to do something nice for you.” He led me over to the couch. “Sit down, put your feet up, and let me spoil you.”

“When did you set all this up?” If he wasn’t working, he was either with me or sleeping. I wondered when he had time to do all of it.

“This afternoon. I just want to make sure you know that you mean the world to me. I love you. And I already love the baby we made.”

I burst into tears again thanks to the hormones cruising through my body. “This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me,” I wailed.

Oliver dropped to his knees in front of me. “This was supposed to be a happy thing, to cheer you up. Not make you cry.”

“I’m just so happy.” I sniffled, trying to get my emotions back under control. “And I want this baby. With you. I’m sorry I ever suggested that this was bad timing. Because there never is the perfect timing for babies.”

He broke into a wide, open smile. “You make me so happy. I love you.”

He leaned in and kissed me, keeping it short and sweet. The big smile was on his face once more when he pulled back. “We’re doing this, then.”

“We’re doing this,” I said as well, grinning big.

The doorbell rang, interrupting our moment. Oliver got back up. “I’ll grab the food. Get comfortable, I have more pampering planned for tonight.”

My eyes followed him all the way out of the room, and I wondered how I got so lucky. My next thought was that I had to tell the girls, so I got my phone out.

 

Me: I’m having a baby!!!

 

I then attached a picture of my face distorted into the biggest smile. Perfect. I hit Send and grinned, feeling like my life couldn’t get any more perfect right now.

 

Willa: Of course you are. Little Aldo needs to meet his aunt.

Willa: Congrats, Maize.

Stella: WHAT BABY???!!!!

Willa: You know I don’t like it when you shout at us like that.

Stella: SHUT UP, WILLA! TELL ME WHAT I MISSED IN THE EIGHT HOURS I’VE BEEN GONE.

Willa: Our little Maisie has joined the pudding club.

Stella: ???

Willa: She’s swallowed a pumpkin seed. Is eating for two.

Me: What she means to say is that I’m pregnant. And we are not naming the baby Aldo.

Stella: OMG!!!!! Congrats, that’s awesome! Why am I only hearing about this now?

Me: I didn’t know until Willa made me do a test today.

Stella: How far along are you? Is it Oliver’s?

Me: Why does everyone keep asking me this? I haven’t slept with anyone since meeting Oliver! Of course it’s his!

Willa: Anis?

Stella: Sounds like Anus.

Me: NO!

Willa: Agatha?

 

I glared at my phone but was saved from starting a full-on argument when Oliver came back in carrying takeout containers, plates, and cutlery.

“Sorry, I should have grabbed the plates and cutlery while you went to the door, but I got caught up talking to the girls.”

“Beautiful, I think I can manage to carry a few things. Now sit back down and let’s eat.”

I did as instructed, and he piled my plate high with the tapas he ordered.

“Everything okay with Willa and Stella?”

“They’re fine. Annoying but fine. How was your day? I can’t believe you got away from the office to set all this up.” I swept out a hand, indicating the room.

“There have been a few changes, which meant I suddenly had a free afternoon.”

I stopped eating and looked up. Every day I asked him how his day was, and he would always answer, “The usual.” Every single time.

“What happened?”

He looked up at me and put his plate on the table, then took mine and did the same.

“Something happened today. But I’m only going to tell you if you promise not to freak out. The stress isn’t good for the baby.”

I suddenly felt like running upstairs and hiding in the bathroom. “Just tell me,” I begged, wanting to get it over with. Like ripping off a Band-Aid. Nice and quick.

“I’ve been disagreeing with my parents for a while. And it all escalated when we visited them. This morning they called and gave me an ultimatum. Marry Lana and become head of the company, or they would cut all ties with me. I always tried to believe they would change. That they cared about Anna and me. But the way they acted when we visited them showed me that all they care about is money. So I needed to make a decision.”

I sat up straighter, my pulse racing. “Oh no, Oliver.” I didn’t think I liked where this was going.

“Needless to say, I told them that’s fine, I never wanted to lead Thorpe Holdings to start with. I only did it because it was the right thing to do and to keep the peace. They are my parents, after all. But if it means so little to them, then it shouldn’t mean anything to me. So as of today, I’m no longer CEO of Thorpe Holdings.”

Was it wrong that I was excited about this change? Not because he cut ties with his toxic family, but because he could finally breathe a little easier and not get calls at three in the morning because someone forgot he was in a different time zone.

“Are you okay?” I asked, trying to read his expression.

“More than okay. They were the conference call I had to get to this morning and why I couldn’t stay while you said goodbye to Stella. When I got back and found out you were pregnant, I didn’t think my life could get any more perfect.”

I threw myself at him, and he fell back on the couch. “I love you. And I’m so happy right now.”

He chuckled and held me close, kissing my nose, then my cheeks, making his way to my mouth. “And I love you. You are my world. And I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you and meet our son.”

“You don’t know if it’s going to be a boy.”

He kissed me, the food forgotten. And then we finally celebrated the start of our life together.
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“What’s wrong with its face?” I asked in horror. “Is his nose missing? And why is his arm bent like that?”

“Your baby looks perfectly normal. No need to worry. And it’s okay for the arm to bend at the elbow. Yours does the same thing. Just try it,” our smartass doctor replied, calm as a cucumber. “Looks like you’re about four months along.”

“Four months?” I exclaimed. How was that possible? Maybe it wasn’t my missed contraception shot at fault here, because I hadn’t forgotten my appointment until about six weeks ago.

“I can’t give you the exact date of conception, but I can give you an estimate of your delivery date. The measurements are usually accurate.”

Why was the doctor still smiling? I hadn’t known I was pregnant for four months. I had to go back and figure out all I had eaten in that time. There was also alcohol on several occasions.

“Maisie, stop it. She said the baby is fine,” Oliver reassured me, knowing exactly what crazy thoughts were racing through my head at that moment.

“I’ve done a lot of terrible things the last few months,” I blurted out. “I ate cheese. And raw fish. And I drank. A lot of times.”

“Many people don’t know they’re pregnant for a few months. You’ll be fine. Your baby’s heartbeat is strong, and everything looks as it should be.”

“But how do you know I didn’t cause permanent damage?” I pressed.

“We won’t know for sure until the birth, but the chances of you having harmed your child are low. So relax and just take better care of yourself from now on.”

“Does that include exercise?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“It does. You can keep doing the exercise you’ve been doing up until now, but once you start to show, you should stop things like running, sit-ups, and such. It’s just common sense, really.”

“We’re okay, then, because the only exercise I’m doing at the moment is walking from my house to work.”

“You should probably add a little light exercise into your daily routine. I’ll get the nurse to give you some pamphlets on pregnancy yoga and water exercise classes.”

I nodded, but on the inside, I started crying a little at the thought of yoga classes. But I would do what it took to make sure my baby was healthy. And apparently that started with taking care of my body.

The doctor printed the ultrasound photos and handed them to us. “You’re all done. Make sure to set up your next checkup at the front desk.” She turned to Oliver and nodded to him. “Oliver, nice to meet you. And welcome to Humptulips.”

Guess he had another person’s approval. He really did have a way with people.

“Come on, I’ll help you get cleaned up,” he said and wiped the gel off my stomach. He then helped me sit up, and I pulled my clothes back into place.

We walked back to the waiting area, and I reluctantly took all the pamphlets they gave me and made another appointment. Oliver was standing next to me with a hand on my lower back the entire time, completely oblivious to all the stares he was receiving. And they weren’t just because he was fairly new to town.

I knew what some of those stares meant. And because it seemed to have worked last time, I dropped my hand and placed it on his ass again. Had to stake a claim early to make sure there was no doubt about who he belonged to.

We left the office, and Oliver took my hand. “I’ll drop you off at the shop.”

“I’m meeting Willa at Sweet Dreams first. Mind walking me there?”

“Of course not. I could use a coffee.”

The bakery was crowded as usual, but Willa was already sitting at a table in the back, her friend Nora in the seat next to her.

“I can see Willa,” I said and waved to my friend, who maniacally waved back.

“Call me when you’re walking back to the shop.” Oliver kissed my cheek.

“Nothing is going to happen to me on the way back.”

“Maybe I just want to hear your voice,” he said and kissed my lips this time.

I grinned at him and shook my head. “I’ll call you when I’m walking back.”

“Good. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I pulled myself away from his warmth and met the girls at the table. There was already a cup of hot chocolate and lemony thingies waiting for me.

“Hey, Nora, haven’t seen you in a while,” I greeted them and sat down. I liked Nora, having met her a few times while Willa was still living in her old apartment. She was her next-door neighbor, and both Willa and Stella had helped her out in the past with babysitting.

“Maisie, congratulations on the baby, that’s so exciting,” she responded and smiled at me.

“So, since I know you freaked out at your ultrasound today, I thought I’d bring reinforcements. Nora has had two babies, so who better to ask about the wonder of childbirth than her, right?” Willa cut off my thoughts and held her hands out to me. “Now give me the photos. I want to know what my little nephew looks like.”

I handed the photos over and shrugged at an amused Nora. “I freaked out, I won’t lie. And I probably have more questions than we have time for. But if you’re willing to stay for a little and help ease my mind, I’d be more than happy to offer my babysitting services.”

“Are you sure this is Oliver’s baby?” Willa asked and turned the ultrasound pictures every which way.

“For all that is holy, would you stop asking me that?” I exclaimed, throwing my arms up for good measure.

“Well, this looks more like you bumped uglies with an alien, not a GQ model. And why doesn’t he have a nose? Good thing Oliver has a lot of money. He can pay for reconstructive surgery.”

I snatched the photos back and put them in my purse where they were safe.

“Apparently the baby looks just like it’s mean to. Now shut up and tell me how adorable it is or you’ll have no chance of becoming a godmother.”

She huffed but relented. “Fine. It’s adorable. And I’m definitely going to be its godmother, whether or not it has a nose.”

I ignored her jab and turned to Nora. “So, is childbirth really as painful as everyone says it is?”

Nora laughed and nodded. She was gorgeous, her long black hair falling in waves down to the middle of her back. Her aquamarine eyes stood out brilliantly against her darker hair. I once commented on her perfect skin, and Stella told me her mother was Japanese and her dad Swedish.

“Definitely. If they ask you if you want an epidural, your answer should always be ‘Hell yes.’ Don’t try to be a hero. I made that mistake with Luca, and I’ll never be the same. Because despite popular belief, you will always remember the pain. And spoiler alert: it’s memorable.”

“Thought so. Next question: cesarean or natural birth?”

“I had two natural births, but I was lucky nothing tore. Recovery from a cesarean takes a lot longer than natural birth. It’s major surgery. But a lot of the women in my mothers’ group had tears, and it took just as long if not longer for those to heal than it did for the cesarean. I guess it’s like playing a slot machine. You might get lucky, or you might not.”

“Not very reassuring, but I think I want to try natural anyway. The thought of getting cut open freaks me out slightly more than the thought of something coming out of my still perfect vagina. Pelvic floor exercises, yes or no?”

“Definitely yes. If you don’t do them, things might just come out when you don’t want them to.”

The questions continued in that fashion, and soon we were bent over laughing at Nora’s description of how she used to breastfeed Luca while cooking dinner at the same time.

Over an hour later, I took pity on her and stopped asking her things I could most likely look up online. But I found I loved her dry wit and honesty. And she was great to hang out with.

We paid and left the café, waving to Rayna on the way out. Nora had to get back to her kids, who were at a playdate, and Willa and I were going to have a look for baby stuff.

“Thank you so much for today, Nora. That was probably the best explanation on how to take care of your nipples I’ve ever gotten,” I said and hugged her.

She laughed and waved me off. “Remember, you can always call me if you have more questions or need a hand with anything.”

“And same goes for you. I’m happy to help if you get stuck for a babysitter,” I said and stepped back.

“I appreciate it, and I’ll definitely take you up on it, especially now that Stella’s gone. One of the women who lives on my street has been staying with the kids when I have to work. She’s almost seventy, but since I just need her while they’re asleep, she works out perfectly.”

There was a loud roaring coming toward us, and we all looked at five bikes driving down the road, loud enough to be heard for miles.

They parked in front of the bar across the road, and a behemoth of a man got off one of the bikes. He turned, as if he knew we were looking at him. He had light blond hair, the curls falling over his face in a tousled mess. And he was staring at Nora, not once taking his eyes off her, even when one of the other guys was talking to him.

She stared back, wide-eyed but unafraid. I was looking from her to the biker and back again. The biker nodded at her, then turned and disappeared inside the bar.

“I think I need a cold shower,” Willa said, fanning herself. “Do you know him or something?”

“Kind of,” Nora replied, forcing a smile on her face. “I should go, or Luca and Lena will never be invited back for another playdate.” She turned to me, her open and friendly smile back in place. “Now remember, you can always call me.”

Willa pulled her in for a hug. “I’m happy to babysit as well. You have friends who you can count on. Never forget that.”

“Thank you, honey,” she replied and walked toward her car.

Willa watched her walk away. “If there’s anyone who has defied all odds, it’s Nora. She’s been dealt so many shitty cards in life I don’t know how she’s still smiling,” she said and took my hand, leading me down the road. “Still up for some baby shopping?” she asked, unable to contain the excitement in her voice.

“Sure. But let’s set a time limit. You get one hour. Then I’m going back to work.”

“Two hours. Nobody can accomplish greatness in an hour. Two is already pushing it.”

“Fine. Two. But not a minute more.”

“Yippee,” Willa yelled and pulled me behind her. Good thing I had done some carb loading at Sweet Dreams to get me through today. I’d need the sustenance.
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We were looking through tiny shoes when Willa’s phone rang.

“Hello, lover,” she answered.

I continued my perusal but moved on to another section. I definitely planned on finding out the sex because I suddenly couldn’t wait to get this baby the best outfits Humptulips had to offer. And I could start making things as well. Neutral colors to start with, and once I knew what I was having, I could move on to gender-specific things.

I was so lost in thoughts of patterns and babies that I jumped when Willa shrieked.

“He’s married? And she’s here? In Humptulips?”

I looked at her and mouthed, “Who?”

She mouthed back, “Landon,” and my eyes went wide. The eternal bachelor was married? No way.

“We’re on our way,” she said and nodded toward the exit.

I looked at all the things I was holding in my hand and back at Willa. I really didn’t want to come back and find all this stuff again. She rolled her eyes at me but changed course and went to the cash register instead.

“See you in five. Love you,” she said and hung up.

I placed everything on the counter, and the shopgirl rang me up. Willa was too impatient to wait for her to pack everything up, quickly shoving my purchases into the bag herself.

As soon as I had the receipt in my hand, she grabbed all our bags and speed-walked out the door.

“Slow down. I’m sure if we get there a few minutes later we’ll be fine,” I said.

“Landon is married. And the girl is at the garage, making a scene. You know how much I love a good scene. We cannot miss this,” Willa called back over her shoulder, then started sprinting toward Drake’s Garage.

I didn’t run, following at a much more sedate pace instead. I heard the shouting as soon as the garage came into view.

“You bastard! You said you took care of it,” a distinctly female voice yelled.

“Must have forgotten.”

“You forgot? Are you kidding me?”

I made it to the open bay that Willa and every single person working at Drake’s were standing in front of.

A gorgeous redhead was spitting fire at Landon. I stood next to Willa, who was staring at the pair with rapt attention, enjoying this way more than was healthy.

Jameson looked uncomfortable, and the rest of the guys weren’t even pretending to work but simply stared.

“It happens.”

“Well, now that I’m here to remind you, you need to sign these,” she said and held papers out to him

“I’m not signing them.” Landon turned back to the car he was working on.

“You won’t sign them? Why?” the now confused redhead yelled.

“I don’t believe in divorce.”

Someone put their arms around my waist and pulled me close. “What are we watching?” Oliver whispered in my ear.

I suppressed the shiver his nearness elicited and tilted my head back to look at him. “Looks like Landon is married. And what are you doing here?”

“Saw you walking past the office. Who’s Landon?”

“Guy getting yelled at by the redhead. The same guy you almost punched in my shop when he walked in on me.”

Oliver turned back to the scene in front of us, holding me close.

“I don’t care if you don’t believe in divorce. I’m getting married in six weeks. I need you to sign the divorce papers,” the redhead said, her tone frustrated.

“Nope,” Landon refused again, not looking up from what he was doing.

Done with Landon—and by the looks of it, life in general—the girl let out a loud angry screech and threw the papers at him. He didn’t so much as flinch, and the pages tumbled down on the dirty concrete.

“I’m staying at the Greensborough Bed and Breakfast. Once you decide to be an adult about this, come and see me,” she said and stormed off.

I watched her strut back to her car, her whole outfit screaming money. And I should know since I made it my business to sell pricey clothes.

“That was epic. Can we do it again?” Willa asked, walking toward Landon, who was watching the redhead go. His gaze remained on the door even after she had driven off.

Willa patted his shoulder. “Come on, Landon, let’s get a drink.”

“Good idea,” he said, looking a little lost.

“Ready to go?” Oliver asked, and I nodded.

“See you guys later.” I waved at everyone.

There were a lot of yelled goodbyes, and Willa sent me a kiss but turned back to Landon straightaway, too busy fussing over him to stop my departure. I grabbed my bags from where they were sitting on the floor, but Oliver took them out of my hands.

“I see you’ve been shopping,” he said, amusement lacing his voice.

“Just a little,” I admitted sheepishly. There was nothing little about the bags I had amassed at today’s shopping spree.

“How about we have a look online for some furniture for the nursery tonight?” he asked.

“I’d love that. Can we stop at Sweet Dreams on our way home?” I replied, so happy I could burst.

“Of course. What do you feel like?” he asked when we got to his car. I eyed him over my shoulder, and his mouth curved with tenderness. “So, one of everything?”

“You know me so well already,” I said and got in the car.

My phone beeped, signaling an incoming message. I pulled it out of my bag to check if it was from Stella. It wasn’t.

 

Landon: I need to cash in that favor you owe me.
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Four months later

 

“I don’t know if we should be here,” Willa whispered.

“Now you’re having second thoughts? Really? After we’re already inside the house?” Stella whispered back.

“I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

“She’s pregnant, not sick.”

“But what if she needs us?”

“Then she’ll use her phone and call. I can’t believe I let you talk me into breaking into her house.”

Unable to contain my laughter any longer, I switched the light on and snickered at the scene in front of me. Willa and Stella were crawling along the floor, dressed all in black.

“I can explain,” Stella yelled and jumped up.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Willa exclaimed at the same time, getting to her feet.

“What the hell are you guys doing?” I asked and sat down on the couch, too tired to keep standing up.

“Willa didn’t think you’d let us know when the baby was coming.”

“Of course I’d let you know. But I’m only eight months along. There’s still a few weeks to go.”

“You never know. You could be early.”

I chuckled and shook my head at my crazy friends. “The baby’s not engaged, and I’m not dilated yet. I have plenty of time left. And a lot of times first pregnancies go past the due date anyway.”

Stella glared at Willa. “I told you so.”

“How did you get past Jameson and Mason? No way would they have let you go on a trip to the Rocky Mountains by yourself,” I asked, genuinely curious.

Willa looked sheepishly at me. “They were a little drunk when we left. They were celebrating the garage being featured in Hot Rod magazine for the rebuild they did on the Cobra.”

“Well, since you’re here, you might as well spend the night. You know you could have just come during the day like any sane person, right?”

“Jameson wouldn’t let me. He said I was smothering you,” Willa reluctantly admitted. “But it’s not my fault you moved to the middle of nowhere to become one with the wild.”

“It’s only a two-hour drive, and we only moved last week.”

“Couldn’t you have just found your dream house in Humptulips? Or Oliver could have built you one. The guy has enough money to build a castle if he wanted to. At least then you would have been closer.”

I patted the space next to me on the couch. “I saw you three days ago. And I’ll be in Humptulips all the time anyway.”

And it was true. I would be driving to Humptulips about twice a week to check on the shop. I had nothing to worry about though, because Chloe managed the place, and she did an amazing job. It gave me time to concentrate on what I really loved, and that was designing and making dresses. I now had ten seamstresses working for me, and my online shop had grown bigger than I could have imagined when I started four years ago.

Not only would I catch up with my friends every time I drove to Humptulips, but Oliver had also built a guesthouse for them. He even let Willa choose the furniture. Big mistake that was. But she was now his biggest supporter, so I guess his ploy worked out.

“Now that you’re here, how about we watch some quality TV and eat junk? For old times’ sake?”

Stella joined us on the couch and put her feet on the coffee table. I went to the kitchen to get the snacks, leaving Willa and Stella to bicker about what we would watch.

A big body fit itself to my back while I was in the pantry, reaching up for the popcorn.

“They okay?” Oliver’s sleepy voice asked into my neck while he rubbed his lips along my skin.

“Willa was worried about me.”

“She didn’t even last a week,” he said and chuckled. “Do you want me to set up the guesthouse?”

I turned in his arms and kissed his chest. “Yes, please. I doubt they’re driving back tonight.”

“Can I expect two angry brothers to show up on our doorstep tomorrow morning, then?”

“Most definitely. If they weren’t drunk, I’m sure they would be here already.”

Oliver chuckled, and I leaned my head back, silently asking for a kiss. He was all too happy to comply. “Love you, my beautiful girlfriend.”

“And I love you, my gorgeous boyfriend,” I replied.

 

The end for now. This series will continue with Landon’s story. Keep your eyes peeled for a release date.

 

If you want to find out how Maisie and Oliver met, then fear not, I’ll be releasing a novella about their awkward meeting soon. This will be exclusive to my newsletter subscribers, so make sure to sign up!

Sign up here
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I love the written word in all forms and shapes and if I’m not glued to a book, I’m attempting to write one. I’m a frequent blonde moment sufferer and still haven’t figured out how to adult. Lucky google always has an answer, so I don’t have to.

 

I live in Melbourne, Victoria, with my two kids, the holder of my heart and two fur babies. If you want to accompany me on my path to enlightenment, check out my publications or get in touch, I would love to hear from you!

 

 

You can find me on

 

Facebook @sarahpeisbooks

instagram @sarahpeis

www.sarahpeis.com

email: sarahpeisbooks@gmail.com

 

Sign up for my newsletter to receive bookish news and special offers
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Some Call it Love

 

A mistaken arrest, an unpaid debt and a trip to Vegas with my broody boss. What can possibly go wrong?

 

One thing I learned this week: Never choose an essay topic based on the movie Thor and Chris Hemsworth’s abs. Another—probably more important—thing I also learned: Drooling when staring at Jameson Drake is not a good look. I thought my week was as bad as it would get, until I find out my dad owes Jameson a lot of money. And I’m supposed to pay it off by working for him.

 

I end up with a new job, a huge debt to pay off and a hot boss who takes broody alpha to a new level. When I find myself on my way to Vegas to bail my dad out, Jameson insists on coming along. Things go from bad to worse, as they usually do when my family is involved, and Jameson turns into my savior.

 

Now I’m faced with a choice: Keep things professional or explore the chemistry between us. But honestly, who can resist a knight in shining armor?

 

If you like hilarious, heartwarming novels with a quirky heroine then you’ll love this laugh out loud romantic comedy. This is the first book in the Some Call It Series and can be read as a standalone.

 

This is the first book in the Some call it…. series and can be read as a standalone.

 

Find out more

 

 

Some Call It Temptation

 

When the one person I really want is the one I can’t have things tend to get complicated. Because I need my job. And he is my boss.

 

There once was a princess who lived in a gilded cage. One day she found a way out of her castle and escape.

 

I wish this was the point where I could say she lived happily ever after. But my story isn’t a fairy tale. I may have gotten away from my controlling family, but now I have to figure out how to make it on my own.

 

And since my skills never had to extend to more than matching my outfits, I was left with no place to live, a new job I wasn’t qualified for and an unhealthy obsession with Mason Drake.

 

But the one thing I couldn’t ever do was give in to the temptation that was Mason. Because I needed my job now more than ever. And he was my boss.

 

If you like enemies-to-lovers, feel good novels then you’ll love this laugh out loud romantic comedy. This is the second book in the Some Call It Series and can be read as a standalone.

 

Find out more
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Thank you for taking a chance on this book making it all the way to this part. I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I loved writing it.

 

These are just a few people who have helped me along the way and I’m forever grateful for everything they’ve done:

 

Natasha = you rock my socks off. Thank you for believing in me and my books. They wouldn’t be the same without you.

 

Ginna = writing buddy and sounding board. Thanks for always listening.

 

Robyn = #LYLT

 

Stacey = formatting and design genius. You rock.

 

Mandy, Andrea, Paula = beta readers extraordinaire. Love your feedback.

 

Kristin = sorry for all the comma splices. I’d like to say it will never happen again buuuuuut….. (seriously, thanks for all your work polishing my manuscript).

 

Sim = love of my life, kettle to my pot, holder of my heart. Couldn’t do this without you.

 

Sandy = kickass MIL. Thanks for still supporting me, even after reading my shitty first draft of my (even) shittier first book (shudder).
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