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        Allie Ross’s life is not going according to plan.

        Her law career crashed before it started.

        Her parents landed in prison for running a Ponzi scheme.

        And she just inherited her grandmother’s quirky B&B⁠—

        complete with a crew of extra-toed cats.

        Her love life? Don’t ask.

        Then Jack Carpenter shows up.

        The ex she never got over.

        The guy she once loved—and hated—in college.

        He’s older, steadier, and still sinfully sexy.

        Jack’s a single dad now, and determined to prove he’s not the deadbeat he once was.

        And Allie’s not the golden girl he remembers.

        But the spark between them? Still very much alive.

        As they reconnect, old feelings resurface.

        So do old secrets—along with some new ones that could wreck them both.

        Can Allie and Jack stop history from repeating itself?

        Or are they doomed to crash and burn all over again?
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            ALSO IN THE CAN’T HAVE HEARTS CLUB SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Some hearts have warning labels. Best friend’s ex. Brother’s girl. Forbidden flings and second chances. Welcome to The Can’t Have Hearts Club, five standalone, intertwined stories set in the scenic Pacific Northwest where the last person on Earth you should love might just be your soulmate. These five couples absolutely, positively, without a doubt shouldn’t fall for each other…but what happens when they do?
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      For my first couple decades of adult life, I stayed steadfastly convinced I didn’t want kids.

      Then I dated a single dad in my late thirties and it turned out he had the best freakin’ kids on the planet. As soon as he introduced me to his adorable five-year-old daughter and charming nine-year-old son, I rethought my plans for staying child-free by choice.

      Fourteen years later, it’s still one of the best decisions I’ve made.

      In 2017 when I wrote This Time Around, my stepdaughter was close to the age of the girl you’re about to meet in this book. A lot of my own kiddo’s funny, insightful personality shines through in this character, and some of the details—the cringey but hilarious convo in the barbershop and the daddy/daughter wine jokes—came straight from real life.

      I also wove bits of my own awkwardness into Allie’s experience. For someone who’s never been around kids, it’s terrifying to be suddenly tasked with tending one. As I revisited this book in 2025, I wanted to hug both Allie and my own younger self and say, “you’ve got this, mama—breathe.” In fact, one of the tidbits I added while re-editing this book is a quick cameo from a familiar character saying just that.

      Here’s what’s funny: Rereading this book with a kiddo who’s now a nineteen-year-old college student, it’s wild to realize she’s the same age as Allie and Jack at the start of their relationship. From first apartments to new-adult struggles, I’m watching my stepdaughter navigate the same milestones that my characters revisit in this story while taking their second shot at love. As I witness my kid and her sweetheart together, I find myself breathless with wonder how it’ll all turn out.

      Since This Time Around is a romance, I don’t think it’s a spoiler to tell you Jack and Allie’s story has a happy ending. May we all be so lucky!

      I hope you enjoy their journey as much as I loved writing it. Thanks for reading, friends!

      Hugs and kisses and awkward butt pats,

      Tawna
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        With my stepdaughter at our September 2014 wedding. She was my maid of honor.
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        College dropoff in September 2024.
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      “You go ahead. I’m saving room for those currant scones with Devonshire cream.” Allison Ross took a sip of her Earl Grey and used the tip of one French-manicured finger to nudge a plate of dainty tea sandwiches toward her mother.

      That’s how it went in her mind, anyway.

      In reality, the tea was a can of tepid Diet Coke, the plate was a pile of legal documents, and the cozy tearoom of her childhood memories was now the noisy visiting room of a federal prison.

      At least the French manicure was real.

      “It’s all right there, Allison,” her mother said, shoving the documents back across the table. “My attorney brought them yesterday when we were working on my appeal.”

      Allie looked down to see the papers hadn’t morphed into tea sandwiches or scones or anything else she’d fantasized about since she was a little girl. This was not the life she’d imagined with herself in a starring role as a grownup lady who sipped tea with her mother and red wine with her handsome husband and apple juice with their two adorable children.

      It had never occurred to her how many of her youthful fantasies revolved around beverages. It was also possible she was losing it.

      “Allison, are you paying attention?”

      She snapped her focus back to her mother, who was clad head to toe in prison khaki. “I don’t understand.” Allie blinked back tears as she met her mother’s cool blue stare. “I just had lunch with Grandma last week. She was totally fine! And she’s never said a word about—about—about this.” She gestured to the paperwork, unable to process it any more than she could process the thought that she’d never again see her grandma’s handwriting on a birthday card. She’d  never hear the story of her own father’s birth, which her grandma had promised to share “someday when you have your own baby, dear.”

      That hadn’t happened. And now it never would.

      Allie took a steadying breath. “I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

      Across the table, Priscilla sighed. “Your grandmother always did know how to make a dramatic exit.”

      “But why wouldn’t she have mentioned the B&B? She talked about how she wanted me to have her china and Aunt Gretchen’s wedding rings, but her house?”

      “Look, your grandmother was always a little flighty, Allison. And clearly she didn’t realize she was going to drop dead playing mah-jongg at the senior center.”

      Allie flinched at her mother’s words, but pressed her lips together to keep from saying anything she’d regret. Her visitation time at SeaTac Federal Detention Center was limited. There was no reason to spend any of it getting hung up on her mom’s insensitive remarks. Priscilla Ross was doing time for orchestrating a Ponzi scheme that had robbed dozens of families of their life savings. Ambivalence to people’s feelings was kind of a given.

      But her mother seemed to realize she’d overstepped, because she put her hand over Allie’s and softened her tone. “Look, your grandmother clearly appreciated all the time you spent having lunch with her every week and fixing her hair and running her around to appointments all the time. This was her way of rewarding you for that.”

      “But that’s not why I did it!” Allie looked down again, feeling her throat tighten at the sight of her mom’s prison-weathered hand covering her own. Of course, Priscilla’s knuckles were still smooth and dainty, and she somehow managed to maintain the perfect French manicure behind bars, so weathered was a relative term.

      “I didn’t spend time with Grandma so she’d leave me money or property or anything like that,” Allie continued, swallowing the thick lump in her throat. “I did it because I loved her.”

      “Then think of it as the icing on the cake, dear. You know, real estate in Portland’s West Hills is very valuable. If you like, I could have my attorney contact some investors about⁠—”

      “No.” Allie’s voice came out harsher than she intended, but no way was she letting her mom go down that path. She may not have loved the ostentatious bed and breakfast her grandma had owned in Portland’s elite, historic neighborhood, but she did love her grandma. It was clear from the paperwork she’d wanted Allie to have the Rosewood B&B.

      “It’s fine, I’ll deal with it,” Allie said. “I haven’t been there since she left those caretakers to run it. I’ll email them to see if I can stop by after work sometime to check things out.”

      “Work,” her mother repeated, drawing her hands back and folding them on the table. “Yes, how is that going?”

      To an untrained ear, it might have seemed like a pleasant career inquiry. But Allie’s ears had been trained by years of her mom’s disappointment, so the subtext was clear.

      If you’d finished law school like your father and me, you’d have a distinguished-sounding job title and a fat bank account instead of an eighteen-year-old car and a job you’re stuck explaining to everyone.

      Or maybe that was all in Allie’s head, too. It was hard to tell sometimes.

      “Three minutes.”

      They looked up at a guard wearing a dark blue uniform and a bored expression. At a table next to them, a woman sniffled and wrapped her arms around an inmate with dandelion-fluff hair who had the same crinkle-edged green eyes as Allie’s grandmother.

      Allie took a shaky breath and swung her gaze back to her mother. “Daddy says to tell you hello.”

      Priscilla’s expression softened almost imperceptibly, and she twisted her fingers together on the table. “Tell him I’m sorry about the appeal.”

      “He’s planning to try again.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Her mother squared her shoulders. “Tell your father Frank’s hoping to get a court date next month and that he should make sure his next appeal doesn’t overlap with mine and that he should wear the gray Armani, not the blue one.” She bit her lip. “And also that I love him. And I’m sorry about his mother. Victoria was a lovely woman.”

      The sound of her grandmother’s name brought tears to Allie’s eyes, but she nodded and stood up with the paperwork clutched in one arm. “I will.” She wrapped her free arm around her mom’s slender shoulders. “Dad said his lawyer thinks he at least has a shot at a reduced sentence for all the time he’s spent helping other prisoners write appeal letters.”

      “Hmph.” Priscilla hugged back with surprising warmth, and Allie could have sworn she caught a whiff of Chanel N°5. It was probably Allie’s memory playing tricks again, though it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that Priscilla had found a way to smuggle perfume into a federal prison.

      “Writing appeal letters is not how I imagined your father and I using our law degrees,” her mom continued, “but we do the best with what we have.”

      “I love you, Mom,” Allie murmured into her mother’s hair. Her mom squeezed tighter, and Allie closed her eyes to breathe her in. “Stay strong.”

      Her mom sagged a little against her. “You, too, Allison.”

      Before Allie could say more, the guard was herding her out of the room. A familiar numbness sluiced through her veins as she shuffled through the well-worn ritual of frisking and pat-downs, then the dizzying ride to the airport where she got patted down some more.

      It was the most action Allie had seen in a long time.

      She stayed dazed for the forty-five-minute flight back to Portland, grateful for the last-minute fare sale that allowed her to fly this time instead of fighting traffic for four hours between Portland and Seattle. When she’d gotten the word that her grandma had passed, she’d jumped in the car in her pajamas to make the hour-and-a-half drive to visit her dad. Halfway there, she remembered visiting hours had ended at the penitentiary in Sheridan and she’d have to come back the next day. Preferably not wearing pink flannel pants.

      But seeing her mom was more complicated, since the lack of a women’s federal prison in Oregon meant Priscilla was doing her time in Washington. In the time her parents had been incarcerated, Allie had put more than a hundred thousand miles on her car.

      Taking a deep breath, she slung her small carry-on bag over one shoulder and pushed through the revolving doors that led into the cloud-washed afternoon outside Portland International Airport. She inhaled the comforting scent of mud puddles and cherry blossoms as she scanned the idling cars. Spotting a metallic-gold convertible, she did a mental eye roll, then fixed her expression into one of proper gratitude as she trotted over and opened the passenger door.

      “Thanks so much,” she said, as she lowered herself into the passenger seat and hugged her carry-on to her lap. “You don’t know how glad I am not to have to fight traffic today.”

      Her best friend, Wade, grinned at her from the driver’s seat, his mirrored sunglasses flashing dual images of Allie looking tired and drawn. She’d have to do something about that before dinner.

      “No problem,” Wade said. “The weather’s been nice, so this was a good excuse to get the Jag out and put the top down. And before you say anything about it being a compensation car, I should tell you last night’s date texted this morning to say I was the best she’s ever had.”

      “I’m going to assume you mean best attorney.” Allie slipped on her own sunglasses as Wade pulled away from the curb, though the thick, wooly cloud cover meant shades weren’t strictly necessary. “I don’t need to know about your sex life. Besides, I wasn’t going to say anything about the car. Or your junk.”

      “Because you have fond memories of the glory that is my massive meat pipe?”

      Allie snorted. “Ugh. No, but thanks for that visual.” She shook her head, but couldn’t help smiling. His silly dick jokes normally jostled her out of her post-prison blues, but not today.

      Today, she had other things on her mind.

      “No offense, but I barely remember your meat pipe,” she told Wade as she gazed out the window at the blur of cars moving past. “I’ve erased it from my memory.”

      “That must be hard for you. Speaking of hard⁠—”

      “Enough!” Allie barked, but she was laughing now. “Really, thanks, Wade. I’m grateful. For the ride. And for what you’re doing tonight. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to be my fake boyfriend.”

      Not for the first time, Allie wished she’d had some real romantic chemistry with Wade. Even when they’d dated, it felt like dipping her toes in a lukewarm Mr. Turtle Pool. Pleasant enough, but not the sort of bone-deep, bubbling heat she felt in a Jacuzzi or when she’d been with Jack.

      Jack. Allie’s stupid, traitorous heart clenched. Dammit to hell.

      “So remind me again how we’re playing this,” Wade said as he steered the car onto I-5. “Are we an affectionate, can’t-keep-our-hands-off-each-other kind of couple, or cool and aloof lovers?”

      “Can we play it by ear? Let’s see what Jack and his wife are like together and we’ll cue off them.”

      “Roger that.” Wade changed lanes to pass a slow-moving Prius following another slow-moving Prius. “Tell me the wife’s name again so I don’t forget.”

      “Paige,” Allie said. A fizzy ball knotted in her gut, the same one she’d felt every time she’d said or thought the name since she’d gotten Jack’s email a week ago.

      
        
        I’ll be in Portland next week for my college reunion. If you’re free Wednesday or Thursday, maybe we could have dinner and catch up. Would love for you to meet Paige and to hear what’s new in your life.

      

      

      Just like that, out of the blue. She’d heard he got married a few years after they split, but she never knew his wife’s name, or even that he’d gone back and finished college after dropping out their sophomore year. The last time she’d seen Jack Carpenter, he’d been sitting on a sagging futon with a video game controller in one hand and a can of beer in the other. He’d worn a paint-stained shirt and a dumbstruck expression that was as likely a reaction to something in the game as it was to Allie’s request that they throw in the towel on their engagement.

      “We want different things out of life,” she’d told him back then.

      “Not really,” he’d replied, shaking his head in disbelief. “We just have different ideas about how to get there.”

      “So what are we having for dinner?” Wade asked, jarring Allie back to the present.

      “Seafood en brodo with tarragon pesto,” she said. “And bourbon-roasted peach cheesecake for desert.”

      “Pulling out all the stops.”

      Allie shrugged, not wanting to admit how much thought she’d given the menu. How she’d remembered their sophomore year in college when she and Jack dug change out of the overstuffed sofa to find enough gas money to drive to the coast. They’d rolled up their pant legs and walked barefoot in the sand, digging clams until they had enough to fill their small red bucket. Later, they’d nestled together in an ocean of pillows on their living room floor, licking butter from their fingers in the flicker of candlelight.

      “The meal is no big deal,” Allie said as she pulled out her phone to review the evening’s menu for the millionth time. “I just needed something I could make in advance. “The brodo, the pesto, the dessert—I did it all last night. All I have to do is heat it up, add the shellfish, and drizzle in the pesto.”

      “I grabbed a loaf of that bread you asked for. The crusty stuff.” Wade reached over to tousle her hair. “You’ll do fine, Albatross. Stop worrying.”

      Albatross. Wade had given her the nickname several years ago after Allie threw in the towel on yet another relationship that wasn’t going anywhere. Allie Ross the Albatross, the bird who’d rather fly alone.

      It wasn’t entirely true, but Allie had liked the way it made her sound strong and independent instead of like a loser whose romantic aspirations never turned out the way she thought they would.

      “Go get ready,” Wade said, and Allie looked up, startled to realize they’d arrived at her small, shoebox-shaped duplex already. “I’m sure you need to preen before your long-lost ex arrives, and I want to spend a couple minutes texting with Francesca.”

      “Who?”

      “My date from last night.”

      “I thought her name was Vanessa.”

      Wade waved a hand. “Something like that.”

      Allie hustled inside and threw her bag down on the bed, grateful to have a few minutes to herself before Jack and Paige showed up. She glanced at the antique clock on her wall, calculating the primp time required to craft an image that said, “My life’s fantastic! How about yours?”

      She only had an hour, so she’d settle for, “I’m fine, thanks. Pass the wine?”

      She wriggled into her Spanx, then zipped herself into a sheath dress in plum silk. The color brought out the green in her eyes, and the cut showed her Pilates-toned arms while assisting the Spanx in hiding her not-so-toned tummy.

      There was no hiding the laugh lines around her mouth and eyes, so she didn’t bother trying. Her hair still looked good, long and loose around her shoulders with caramel highlights she’d gotten at the nearby beauty college because it was cheaper than the fancy downtown salon she’d frequented in her other life.

      The life her wealthy parents had wanted her to have.

      Allie turned and surveyed herself in the mirror. Sucked in her stomach. Turned to the side. Not bad. Not fantastic, but not terrible. She’d aged pretty well in the sixteen years since she’d last seen Jack Carpenter, all things considered.

      Things, meaning her parents’ arrest and imprisonment, a career path that hadn’t gone according to plan, and a love life that never seemed to match the one she’d always imagined.

      Allie turned again in front of the mirror, swaying a little on heels she’d almost forgotten how to walk in. Back in college, she expected to strut into courtrooms on her Louboutin stilettos, then kick them off at home so her handsome husband could rub her feet by the fireplace.

      Her little house didn’t have a fireplace. And though she loved lobbying and planning and developing public health policy in her role as a Certified Association Executive for a state medical association, she knew the job title itself sounded made-up, and that heels were too impractical at her standup desk.

      Allie swept some bronzer over her cheeks, then stabbed herself in the eye with an eyeliner pencil. Started over. Her hands kept shaking, and she cursed herself for giving a damn what Jack Carpenter and his wife thought of her. In sixteen years, she’d never once Facebook stalked him. She hadn’t cared, or at least that’s what she thought before she got his stupid email about coming to town for his reunion.

      “Hey, Albatross,” Wade called from the other room. “A car just pulled in. I think it’s them.”

      Allie took a deep breath and stepped back from the mirror. Showtime.

      She turned and pushed open her bedroom door and strode down the hall, projecting a confidence she didn’t really feel. If nothing else, she knew how to fake it. That had always been her superpower, the skill that proved more useful than any law degree would have.

      Wade gave a low whistle as she marched into the living room. “Lookin’ good,” he said from his perch on her sofa. He shoved his phone in the pocket of his jacket and stood. “Want me to hover possessively beside you, or go fiddle around in the kitchen like a devoted fiancé?”

      “Just hang back,” Allie said as footfalls echoed up her front steps and she wished, not for the first time, that she had a peephole on her front door. She hated the clamminess in her palms as the footsteps got louder. “If I signal you by tugging my left ear, it means lay it on thick with the affection. If I signal you by tugging my right ear, play it cool.”

      “Should I write this down somewhere?”

      “Hush.”

      Allie took a shaky breath against her racing pulse, and glanced at the crystal vase of lilies she’d set out the night before. The doorbell chimed and she reached for the knob, then hesitated, not wanting to look too eager. She took a few more breaths as her heart thudded in her ears and she ordered herself to smile warmly, to greet Jack with a firm handshake and his wife with a friendly hug. Or maybe a double cheek kiss, European style?

      Her fingers felt sweaty as she gripped the doorknob and twisted right, then pulled open the door. Her gaze landed on the two people standing on her porch.

      She stumbled back, too stunned to form a polite greeting.

      “Oh,” she said, and clapped a hand over her mouth.
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      Jack took one look at Allie’s face gone pale as a soda cracker and wondered what he’d done this time to make her throw up.

      “Here, use this.” He set down the bottle of wine he’d brought and yanked the plastic off the bouquet he was holding, offering it to her as a makeshift barf bag. He’d made similar offerings in college when nerves or emotion got the best of his stoic fiancée and she turned this exact shade of white.

      But Allie just stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “I’m not going to throw up,” she said, waving the bag away. “I’m fine. I just—” She took a sharp breath, and her gaze darted to Paige.

      Paige.

      He felt a surge of pride seeing his ten-year-old daughter standing beside him looking cheerful and well-mannered in the blue dress she’d picked for the occasion. She’d French-braided her own hair in some complicated twist Jack could never figure out. Sensing his gaze on her, his kid gave him a grin so wide he saw the gap from the newly lost molar that he’d hidden in a silk pouch in his sock drawer.

      Emotion welled in his chest, so he looked back at Allie. She’d recovered some of her color, which probably had something to do with the possessive male hand resting on her shoulder.

      “Jack,” Allie began, licking her lips. “I’d like you to meet my fiancé, Wade.”

      The guy slid his palm from Allie’s shoulder and reached out to shake Jack’s hand. Jack returned the handshake, impressed with himself for not feeling any twinges of jealousy at the word fiancé. He was over her, obviously. Had been over her for years, long before he’d gotten married and had a kid.

      The reminder prompted Jack to offer his own introduction. “Pleasure to meet you, Wade,” he said. “This is my daughter, Paige.”

      Paige stuck out her hand, beaming like she always did when given the opportunity to socialize with grownups. Still looking dumbstruck, Allie grasped the small hand in hers and gave it an awkward shake.

      “I’m Paige Carpenter,” his daughter announced, her dimples on full display as she looked from Allie to Wade and back again. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “Paige.” Allie gave her a nervous smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Such nice manners. How old are you?”

      “Ten. How old are you?”

      Allie laughed, breaking the spell that seemed to have held her for the last thirty seconds. Her face creased into familiar crinkles around her eyes and mouth, into laugh lines Jack couldn’t help noticing had grown deeper in the sixteen years since he saw her last.

      Laughter he hadn’t been part of. God, had it really been that long?

      “I’m thirty-six,” Allie said, answering Paige’s question at last. “Same as your dad. Please, come on in.”

      She stepped back, and Jack tried not to notice the way the wine-colored dress swept around her thighs and moved over her hips. Hips that still looked full and beautifully rounded. Hips he used to grip with both hands as she moved over him, her breasts bare and⁠—

      Jesus Christ, was he really doing this? With his kid standing beside him, and Allie’s fiancé, too, for crying out loud.

      Jack looked at the fiancé, reminding himself that Allie belonged to someone else now. The guy’s suit screamed lawyer, which made perfect sense. Allie had obviously gotten what she’d wanted out of life.

      So did you, his subconscious reminded him. That’s why you’re here, to rub her face in the fact that you turned out great without her.

      It was a shitty thing to think, but there it was. Jack squeezed his daughter’s shoulder as she stepped through the front door. He followed behind her, bringing him closer to Allie than he’d been since he was twenty years old. He stepped back quickly and turned to pick up the wine. Then he moved past the lawyer fiancé and into a living room that was well-decorated, but small. Smaller than he would have expected. Silky-looking throw pillows lined a leather sofa that looked vintage. There was a crystal vase of lilies on the coffee table, and an earthy-looking clay vessel on a nearby bookshelf. Jack remembered it from their college apartment. Her grandma had made it, and Allie used to keep it on her desk to hold dried flowers from the first bouquet he’d ever given her.

      It held something metallic now. Daisies? Stems of copper twisted up to meet petals made of iron and steel, an effect that was both artistic and tasteful. And expensive. Probably very expensive.

      “They’re Kyle Midland originals,” she said when she caught him staring at the fake flowers.

      “Who?”

      “A local metal artist. I—Never mind.” She twisted the ring on her hand like she always used to do when she was nervous. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “So am I.” He handed her the bouquet of sunflowers he’d brought. “Thank you for inviting us to your home.”

      Too late, he remembered he’d taken the bag off the flowers and they dripped water on her shoes. The Allie he used to know would have freaked out about ruining the leather, but this one didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe she had plenty of other pairs of fancy shoes in her closet. That seemed likely.

      Jack cleared his throat and held out the bottle of wine, feeling a little like an asshole for deliberately leaving the price tag on the edge of the label. “I brought this, too.”

      The fiancé took the wine and gave him a pleasant smile that looked genuine. “Very nice,” Wade said. “I had this one at a tasting event recently. Great stuff, huh?”

      Jack nodded and found himself liking the guy. “They do make a darn fine wine in that region.”

      “That they do.” The fiancé’s smile looked genuine as his thumb skimmed the label that said Sunridge Vineyards in fancy script. “This will be perfect with Allie’s seafood en brodo.”

      Jack glanced at Allie, who stood staring at Paige like she was some kind of exotic butterfly that had fluttered into her living room.

      Seeming to sense his eyes on her, Allie turned toward him with a sheepish look. “Sorry, I didn’t realize—I, um.” She licked her lips. “Does Paige eat seafood? If not, I’m sure I can throw together chicken fingers or peanut butter and jelly or⁠—”

      “I love seafood!” Paige looked up from the collection of photos she’d been studying on a bookshelf and grinned at Allie. “Especially salmon and shrimp.”

      Allie blinked. “That’s great. You have a very refined palate.”

      “Thank you,” Paige said automatically, even though Jack was pretty sure she didn’t know what palate meant. In that moment, he felt so damn proud of his kid he wanted to pick her up and squeeze her.

      “You’ll love the wine,” Paige continued solemnly. “It’s very itchy with notes of tulip stem and green Crayola.”

      The fiancé barked out a laugh that made Allie jump. Paige beamed, pleased with the reaction from her audience. Jack hustled to explain.

      “It’s our inside joke,” he said. “Paige and I try to see who can come up with the craziest descriptors for wine. Things like ‘old shoe leather from a 1978 Birkenstock’ or ‘mango Trident gum found under the third-row bleachers at Autzen Stadium.’ Stuff like that.”

      Jack had wanted Paige to know she didn’t need to aspire to be the sort of woman who sipped tea with her pinky up and spoke in condescending tones about the amuse-bouche.

      From what he could guess, Allie had grown up to be one of those people.

      “It’s great you’re such a fan of wine.” The fiancé was talking to Paige, not him, which made him like the guy and also made him resolve to use his name instead of branding him the fiancé like a character in a play. “I always love talking with a fellow connoisseur,” Wade continued, smiling at Paige. “Maybe you could give me some good pointers on wine.”

      “I don’t actually drink wine,” Paige said, pronouncing actually with an extra syllable the way her mother used to do, which was crazy. Paige barely remembered her mom, so there was no way for phonetics to have fixed themselves in his daughter’s memory.

      Focus on the present, Jack ordered himself as he felt a familiar tightening in his chest.

      “I like grape juice, though,” Paige was saying. “And seltzer. And root beer.”

      “I’m pretty sure we have at least one of those things in the fridge,” Wade said. “Would you like something to drink?”

      His daughter looked back over at him, a question in her eyes. Jack nodded once before glancing at Allie to see her exchange a questioning look of her own with Wade. Allie gave the guy a quick nod, and the next thing Jack knew, he was standing alone with her in her living room.

      Alone. For the first time in sixteen years. It felt awkward. And familiar. But mostly awkward.

      “So,” Allie said, resting her perfectly manicured hands on the back of the sofa. “It’s wonderful to finally meet your daughter. She’s adorable. Just like I pictured her.”

      Jack snort-laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Liar.”

      Allie frowned. “What?”

      He shook his head and took a step closer, lowering his voice so Paige wouldn’t hear. “Until five minutes ago, you had no idea I even had a daughter.”

      “That’s not true!” Allie tossed her hair. “She looks just like her mother. Very beautiful.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. She sounded so convincing, so sure of herself. If he hadn’t seen her face when he’d stood there on the doorstep, he might have even believed her.

      “Paige’s mother died when she was eighteen months old,” he said, making Allie’s face go pale again. “And you might still be the world’s best liar, but you can’t fool me. Admit it—you haven’t cyberstalked me once in the last sixteen years.”

      Allie folded her arms over her chest and met him with a level gaze he remembered with something less than fondness. “So what? Are you accusing me of that like it’s a bad thing?” She frowned. “I meant the stalking, not the lying. And I’m sorry about your w—about Paige’s mother.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her expression softened again, something he hadn’t seen often when they were together. The Allie he remembered never backed down, never apologized. “I mean it,” she said. “I’m really sorry.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to say, “Me, too,” but he realized she wasn’t apologizing for anything sixteen years ago. She felt bad for bringing up the dead mother of his child. He appreciated that Allie didn’t ask for details, didn’t even press to find out if he’d actually been married or if Paige was the result of some drunken fling. It would be just like her to think the worst of him, even now.

      Jack volunteered nothing. He didn’t want to tell his sad story and see any trace of pity in Allie’s face. What he wanted to see was awe. Respect. Maybe embarrassed shock that he’d turned out successful, despite her predictions to the contrary. Jack Carpenter had made something of himself, dammit.

      Why the hell did he need her to know that?

      Jack cleared his throat. “I’m actually running my own company now,” he said. “Started out working on video games and sold one a few years ago for a pretty nice profit.”

      “Wow. That’s great.”

      He knew his words sounded like boastful assholery, and he ordered himself to shut the hell up.

      But his tongue didn’t obey. “After that, I founded Clearwater App Development,” he continued, somehow unable to stop the flow of stupid words. “I’m actually killing two birds with one stone coming out here for my reunion. Paige and I are making the move to Portland and I’m finalizing a deal to move our headquarters from Silicon Valley, too. The tech sector is really booming here.”

      He wanted to pick up those stupid metal flowers and stab himself right through the eyeball to skewer his brain. Why the hell was he giving her his fucking résumé?”

      Allie stood silent for a moment, looking pleasant and polite. Then, ever the gracious hostess, she gave him a warm smile. “That’s wonderful. Congratulations. It sounds like you’ve done very well for yourself.”

      He nodded, not trusting himself to open his mouth again for fear of what might come spewing out. Maybe he’d start talking about bank balances or how much he’d spent on his last car.

      He should probably ask her about her own career, since she’d posted surprisingly few details on social media over the years, leaving him pretty much empty-handed when he had tried to cyberstalk her. Or maybe he could talk about something benign like food, since that’s a subject she’d always loved. He was preparing himself to ask about good restaurants in the area when Paige burst into the room.

      “Daddy! Don’t forget to call your girlfriend at seven.”
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        * * *

      

      Allie kept her face frozen in a mask of practiced nonchalance. In a ten-minute span, she’d gone from thinking Jack Carpenter had a beautiful wife named Paige, to realizing he was a widowed father, to knowing he had a girlfriend serious enough to require a phone call in the middle of a dinner party.

      She held the most neutral expression she could, unwilling to let any of that rattle her. She felt secure with herself and her place in the world. She didn’t need a man or a million-dollar bank account or an adorable daughter with dimples that matched Jack Carpenter’s.

      She saw no trace of the dimples as Jack turned to her with the tiniest hint of sheepishness in his expression. Or maybe Allie was imagining it. He held her gaze for an uncomfortable instant, then looked back at his daughter. “I don’t have a girlfriend, sweetheart.”

      He was talking to Paige, but Allie sensed the comment was meant as much for her. She said nothing, though she was holding her breath, not wanting to miss a word of this conversation.

      “Dad,” Paige said with the exaggerated patience of a preteen girl. “Lacey. Lacey is your girlfriend and you said you’d call her at seven.”

      Jack shot another glance at Allie, and she concentrated on looking bored, like she didn’t care one way or another if Jack Carpenter had a girlfriend. Or if he had a million girlfriends. It made no difference to her.

      Not now, anyway.

      “She’s been on this kick lately,” he said to Allie. “Her best friend’s mom let them binge-watch a bunch of old Full House episodes and now she’s obsessed with boyfriends and girlfriends and wanting me to date someone and⁠—”

      “Hey, it’s none of my business.” Allie shrugged and glanced toward her kitchen. Wade stood there looking like he might explode with laughter, which meant he’d heard the whole conversation.

      For a lawyer, Wade had a surprisingly lousy poker face. She shot him a warning look and turned back to her guests.

      “No worries if you need to make a call,” she said. “I need to put the finishing touches on dinner, so you can phone from outside or step into the guest room. It’s the second door on the right down that hall.”

      Jack looked at her a moment, then nodded. “Thank you.”

      Paige gave a smile that made Allie’s ovaries ache just a little. “Do you need any help with dinner?”

      “I think I have it covered, but let me check.” Allie bit her lip, stupidly unsure of herself. Was it okay to let a ten-year-old slice bread or snip the stems of the sunflowers Jack had given her? She had no idea, but it was probably best not to hand her any sharp objects until she knew for sure. She hated how undone she felt at the sight of a kid. Allie had always assumed she’d have children of her own by now. That she’d instinctively know what sort of snacks they ate or what activities were age appropriate.

      But instead, she was thirty-six years old and completely clueless about kids. And Jack Carpenter wasn’t. How the hell did that happen?

      “You can help yourself to the tapenade,” Allie offered. “The um—the stuff right there on the table? It’s really good on those crackers.”

      Did kids eat tapenade? Paige looked dubious.

      “Thank you,” the girl said politely. She glanced at the fig and olive mixture Allie had stayed up late making the night before, then picked up a cracker.

      Allie let her gaze drift to the glass clutched in Paige’s other hand, and she grimaced at the words printed on the side. You can’t drink all day if you don’t start in the morning.

      She glared at Wade, who pretended not to notice. Feeling like the world’s worst hostess, she marched into the kitchen and began bustling around, trying to ignore the way her hands kept shaking. She snipped the ends off the sunflowers and stuck them in another crystal vase her parents had somehow managed to save when the Feds liquidated their estate.

      She set the flowers on the dining room table, then turned to start pulling things out of the fridge—clams, broth, the tarragon pesto sealed up tight in a glass container. She flipped on her gas stove, wondering if she should just stick her head in the oven and get it over with.

      When a hand touched her elbow, she jumped.

      “Easy there, Albatross,” Wade said. He stuck a glass of white wine in her hand and Allie wrapped her fingers around the stem.

      “Thanks.” She took a fortifying sip.

      “You okay?”

      Allie nodded, then darted a glance toward the living room.

      “Don’t worry,” Wade murmured. “She’s in the bathroom throwing up the tapenade, and he’s rifling through your underwear drawer.”

      “Wade—”

      “I’m kidding. He’s still on his phone in the guest room, and the kid is drinking apple juice and flipping through your Glamour magazine in the living room.”

      Allie frowned. “Where did you get apple juice?”

      “That big brown bottle in the fridge. Smelled like apple juice, anyway.”

      “Wade! That’s kombucha. Doesn’t kombucha have alcohol in it?”

      He took a step back and held up his hands in defense. “Like a tiny little fraction of a percent. Less than orange juice that’s been left out on the counter too long.”

      “I wouldn’t give her that to drink, either!”

      “I’m sure it’s fine. I see kids drinking kombucha all the time.”

      She shook her head as guilt pooled in her belly. “And that issue of Glamour has a bunch of celebrities posing topless. Jack’s been here less than ten minutes and I’ve already gotten his kid drunk and showed her porn.”

      “Allie, relax.” Wade caught her elbows in his hands and gave her a squeeze. “You’re doing fine.”

      She closed her eyes, and her brain filled with that first glimpse of Paige. God, she’d had no idea. A kid? And a dead wife? Why hadn’t she done some homework the instant Jack reached out instead of assuming she knew how his life turned out?

      Jack used to chide her for doing exactly that back in college. “To assume is to make an ass out of u and me.” Had she learned nothing these last sixteen years?

      She opened her eyes to see Wade watching her. “Tell me honestly, did I look like a total idiot when I opened the door?”

      “You hardly batted an eyelash.”

      “You’re a good friend, Wade.”

      He grimaced. “Please remember that when I tell you I’m going to have to sneak out early to meet Vanessa.”

      “Wade!”

      “Shh! It’s just that she’s leaving town tomorrow for two weeks and this thing she does with her tongue⁠—”

      “You promised!”

      “I know! And I’ll stick around through dinner, honest. Maybe even dessert. But now that there’s a kid, maybe you won’t want to stay up late anyway.”

      Allie sighed. “Fine. Manwhore.”

      Wade grinned and squeezed her arms. He started to let go, but tightened his grip as Jack rounded the corner into the kitchen.

      “Oh, sorry—didn’t mean to interrupt anything.” Jack’s gaze darted to Allie’s and she inched closer to Wade, doing her best to look like a woman being pawed by her fiancé instead of a woman whose best friend was trying to keep her from losing her shit.

      Maybe it was the same look.

      It sure had been when she and Jack dated. They’d always loved the clichés about marrying your best friend, certain the fact that they’d been friends in high school before they started dating would be their ticket to happily ever after. Every sappy pop song, every Love Is comic strip convinced them they could ride that lustful camaraderie to a land of blissful togetherness.

      She’d wanted so badly to believe the fairy tale. God, she’d been dumb.

      “Dinner’s almost ready,” Allie told Jack as Wade planted an awkward kiss on her forehead. She hoped their total lack of chemistry didn’t show. Back when she and Wade had dated, it was one of a dozen reasons they realized they weren’t meant to be anything but friends. Her toes had never curled when Wade kissed her, but they’d damn near rolled into a spiral when Jack used to touch his lips to hers.

      She said a silent prayer Jack couldn’t read her mind.

      “Need me to help with anything?” he asked.

      “Thanks, but we’ve got it.” She handed Wade the loaf of bread he’d picked up earlier. “Can you slice this up, sweetie pie?”

      “Sure thing . . . uh, babycakes.”

      Jack laughed and leaned against the kitchen counter. “I see a few things have changed since college.”

      Allie blew a lock of hair off her forehead as she tumbled the clams into the simmering broth. “How so?”

      “It drove you nuts when couples called each other pet names,” Jack said. “You rolled your eyes anytime I tried it.”

      Allie smiled at the memory as she settled the clams to the bottom of the pot and used a wooden spoon to nudge them around. “That’s because your pet names were ridiculous.”

      Jack grinned and began piling Wade’s bread slices into the basket she’d set on the counter, the evil dimples making Allie’s gut clench. “My pet names were not ridiculous,” he insisted.

      “Lovey yummers?” she reminded him.

      “Well—”

      “Puddin’ knickers?”

      “You have to admit⁠—”

      “Canned peach half in heavy syrup?”

      Allie didn’t realize she’d started laughing until she caught sight of her own reflection in the copper-rimmed mirror next to her kitchen sink. She wiped a smear of pesto off her cheek and glanced at Wade, who was regarding her with an odd expression. Allie tried to shoot him a loving glance, but probably just looked like she had something in her eye.

      “So how did you two meet, anyway?” Jack asked.

      Allie started to answer, but Wade spoke first, leaving her to telepathically communicate the importance of being vague while sticking close to the truth.

      “We met at my office,” Wade said. “My law firm handled her parents’—”

      “Wills!” Allie finished, cutting him off before he could air too much dirty laundry.

      Wade said nothing, but Jack gave her the familiar eyebrow lift. “I know about your parents, Allie.”

      “Oh?” she stirred the broth, silently insisting her heated face was the result of standing over a gas burner and had nothing to do with the conversation. Maybe Jack didn’t know the whole story.

      “It was in the news,” Jack said. “I kept seeing headlines about the trial whenever I’d check the Oregonian online. Sounds like your mom was the Ponzi scheme mastermind and your dad⁠—”

      “Right.” She stopped stirring and put the lid on the pot, desperate for something to do with her hands.

      “How are your folks doing?” Jack asked.

      “Okay. Under the circumstances, I mean.”

      “I’m glad. It can’t be easy.”

      “It is what it is.”

      God, what an inane statement. What did that even mean? Jack stepped closer, and suddenly everything else fell away. Wade, the clams, the fact that Jack had a ten-year-old-daughter and a whole history she knew nothing about.

      “It’s fine, Allie,” he said. “We all have skeletons in the closet. Secrets, mistakes, things we don’t like to talk about.”

      She nodded, not sure she could find her words, but certain she shouldn’t speak the ones tumbling around in her brain.

      You don’t know the half of it, Jack Carpenter.
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      “Everything was delicious, Allie.” Jack reached over from his spot on the sofa to grab his coffee mug off the side table, wincing as Paige rolled over in her sleep and kicked him in the nuts.

      Allie gave him her serene smile and sat down on the adjacent loveseat, a good three feet of distance between them. Maybe more. Paige had dozed off a few minutes after dessert, with Allie’s fiancé making an exit a few minutes later. Something about an urgent oral presentation at work, though Jack had seen Allie roll her eyes when she thought he wasn’t looking.

      So it was just the two of them now, plus one unconscious child. As Jack shifted his daughter’s feet on his lap, Allie balanced a pale blue teacup on a saucer, stirring it with one of those dainty little teaspoons she always used to leave around their apartment. Jack breathed in the faint scent of Earl Grey, not sure what to say to the woman he’d once been ready to marry.

      “Is your coffee okay?” she asked.

      “It’s great, thanks.” He hadn’t taken a sip yet. “Actually, I should probably get going.” He set the mug on a coaster and tried to figure out how to move Paige without waking her.

      “You said you wanted coffee.”

      Allie’s tone was normal enough, but something accusatory rang in it. Or maybe that was Jack’s imagination. Too many years of veiled and not-so-veiled accusations about how he could never decide what he wanted. Never commit to a college major or a career or even what he wanted for dinner. Anything but Allie. Right up to the day she left, he’d always been sure about her.

      It hadn’t been enough. Not for her, anyway.

      Jack hesitated, then settled back against the sofa. What the hell, it had been sixteen years. A few more minutes of making small talk wouldn’t hurt. He cleared his throat. “Nice place you have here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Been here long?”

      “Oh, I guess about four years. Something like that.”

      She wasn’t offering much, but then again, he was asking pretty dumb questions. Conversation used to flow better than this between them. Had they changed that much, or were they just out of practice?

      He took a sip of coffee, then tried again. “Does Wade have to work late a lot?”

      Something flashed in those dark green eyes, and he tried to decide if he’d sounded judgmental on purpose. No, of course not. He was just making small talk.

      “Wade’s a prominent entertainment attorney,” she said. “He’s very busy.”

      “I thought you said he handled your parents’ case.” He shouldn’t contradict her, but at least her eyes didn’t flare with defensiveness like they used to.

      “His firm handled the case. It’s a very large law group.” Allie pressed her lips together. “Wade heads up a division devoted to the entertainment industry. He’s in a position to make partner, so it’s important to show everyone he’s committed.”

      “Of course,” Jack said. “Gotta climb the ladder.”

      Was he baiting her? He wasn’t sure, but certainly his words smacked of insults he’d hurled years ago. It’s all about the money, isn’t it, Al? That’s all that matters to you.

      He’d both hated and loved the way her eyes glittered with anger. Well, someone has to figure out how to keep a roof over our heads, and you’re too busy playing video games to contribute anything.

      He’d showed her. Not then, admittedly. Not when it mattered, not until years after they’d split, but still. He started to apologize—for his snark just now or for not pulling his weight sixteen years ago, he wasn’t sure. But before he could say anything, Allie spoke.

      “You remember that time we went camping?”

      The question startled him at first—an olive branch? He found himself smiling. “Yeah. It was your first time. Camping, I mean. I couldn’t believe you’d never slept outside.”

      “Please,” she said, lifting her mug for a sip of tea. “You met my family. Our idea of outdoorsy was using the crosswalk instead of the Skybridge to get around Pioneer Place mall.”

      Jack smiled. “You were a pretty good sport about it.”

      “Yeah, right up until the moment we were attacked by that giant swarm of mosquitoes and you realized you’d packed air freshener instead of bug spray.”

      “It did smell nice.” He picked up his coffee and took a small sip. “And all the bugs made for good fishing.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Which would have been better if I’d remembered to bring anything to cook with,” he mused. “Or matches.”

      “I wasn’t going to bring it up.” She smiled over the rim of her teacup, and Jack had a flash of memory. Allie looking calm and unsurprised in the midst of his  latest screw-up—forgetting to register for classes? Not budgeting enough to pay the water bill?

      After years of her nagging, it was her eventual calmness that had bothered him most. The moment she’d stopped looking disappointed by his failures and started looking like she expected them.

      “Well, it’s water under the bridge,” he murmured, not sure whether he was talking about the camping trip or the bigger picture.

      “Right. And hey, we got to figure out how to make fire without matches.”

      “I still can’t believe we pulled that off.”

      She laughed. “It took half the night, and a little bloodshed.”

      “Man make fire,” he said in a caveman voice that always used to get her laughing. “A good life skill for our résumés.”

      Still smiling, she took a dainty sip of tea. Silence stretched out between them and Jack wondered what she was thinking. He didn’t have to wait long to find out. “I was cleaning out my parents’ old storage unit the other day and found one of your boxes.”

      He didn’t have to ask what she meant by that. Back then, his idea of housekeeping involved shoving everything off counters and tables and piling it into a box. Junk mail, bills, half-empty packs of gum—all of it got stuffed in a box and lugged to the garage to be dealt with “later.”

      How the hell was he supposed to know there’d be no later for the two of them?

      “What was in the box?” he asked, almost afraid to hear.

      “Lots of things,” she said. “A pile of clues you made for me. Remember how you used to do those treasure hunts?”

      He nodded as something squeezed tight in his chest. “I remember.”

      “You’d leave them all over the house. Things like, ‘If you want some good lovin’, go look in the oven.’ And when I’d check there, I’d find another clue that said something like⁠—”

      “‘Our love isn’t creepy, so go look by the TP.’” He grinned. “That was my personal favorite.”

      “I remember they all led to where you’d hidden that bucket list thingy you made.”

      “The bucket board,” he said. “Patent pending.”

      She gave a small smile and Jack remembered how much bigger her smile had been when she’d found it. He’d fashioned the bucket board from a buddy’s cast-off corkboard and some leftover Christmas gift tags.

      “Every year on our anniversary, we’ll write down our bucket list goals as a couple,” he’d explained, “things like ‘have sex under a waterfall’ or ‘think up names for our kids.’”

      “Or, ‘start a savings account,’ she’d offered. “Maybe ‘pass the bar exam.’”

      “Sure, that’s fine.”

      As Jack snapped his attention back to the present, he noticed Allie wasn’t smiling anymore.

      “There were other things in the box,” she said, glancing down at her lap. “Tons of paperwork. I’m not sure how it ended up with my parents’ stuff, but there it was—unpaid power bills, an old credit card bill, a third late-payment notice for your student loans⁠—”

      “Right,” Jack grunted. “Keeping track of that stuff was never my forte.”

      She frowned. “There were a ton of collections notices. I never realized how many late fees you racked up and how many credit cards there were.”

      “Allie, come on.” He set his mug down hard on the end table, deliberately missing the coaster. “Maybe I could have done a better job paying my bills if you hadn’t insisted on that insanely expensive apartment with the heat blasting all the time and those ridiculously expensive HOA dues to cover the on-site fitness center and the trendy zip code and⁠—”

      Paige kicked him in the nuts again, and Jack shut up. His voice had risen along with his frustration, but his daughter slept on. He took a deep breath, then reached down and stroked her hair. His little girl smiled in her sleep, and Jack felt himself go calm again.

      When he looked up, Allie sat staring at him. “My apologies.” Her voice sounded tight. “Sorry if I happened to like having nice things.”

      Jack felt his blood pressure rising, but kept his voice low this time. “And I’m sorry if I didn’t mind the romance of learning how to be broke together. Ramen noodles, cheap beer, a crappy sofa scrounged out of the landfill instead of some fancy Pottery Barn number.”

      Allie glared. “I’m so sorry to have deprived you of that experience. Bedbugs and Bud Light sound like tremendous fun.”

      Jack gritted his teeth, annoyed with himself for falling back into this pattern with her. Annoyed with her for being who she was and with himself for being who he was, even though he felt pretty sure he wasn’t the same guy she remembered.

      But mostly he felt annoyed that he still gave a damn what she thought of him.

      He watched Allie tuck a strand of hair behind her ear and remembered the feel of those silky threads between his fingers. Her dark green eyes flickered with annoyance, and he watched her gaze drop to his hand. She stared for a long time, eyes fixed on his knuckles.

      Or was she looking at Paige? At the small polka-dotted stockings cupped in his palm?

      Jack cleared his throat. “I should get going.”

      He shifted his daughter’s legs off his lap, and stood up. Paige grumbled in sleepy protest, but didn’t wake up. He leaned down and scooped her into his arms, deliberately avoiding Allie’s eyes. His little girl flopped like a rag doll, but didn’t wake up. How much longer would he be able to hold her like this? The thought that she wouldn’t always be this small made his chest ache.

      When he turned to face Allie again, she was standing, too. Something in her eyes made him stop. It looked a lot like longing, or maybe he was imagining things.

      “Thank you for having us over,” he said. “Dinner was excellent.”

      “My pleasure.” She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, then stopped. When she closed it again, Jack knew that was the end of the conversation.

      “It was good seeing you again,” she said at last.

      “Likewise.” He shifted Paige in his arms and started to turn toward the door. He looked at Allie again, saw her hands twisting in the  side seam of her dress, saw uncertainty flicker in those dark green eyes.

      “You’re still beautiful, Allie,” he murmured. “For what it’s worth. More beautiful than you were sixteen years ago. That’s saying a lot.”

      He wasn’t sure which of them felt more surprised by his words. Did her eyes look misty, or was it just a trick of light?

      She didn’t say anything for a long time, and Jack stood there with his sleeping daughter in his arms wondering if he should have waited to pick her up. He’d missed his chance to hug Allie goodbye, but it was probably for the best.

      “Thank you,” Allie said at last. “You look good, too. Congratulations.”

      “On?”

      “Your career. Your daughter. Your amazing, perfect life. Everything.”

      They were the words he’d wanted her to say, the reason he’d come here in the first place. But they didn’t make him feel smug.

      They made him feel hollow.

      She gave him a small smile, and the hollowness filled with something warm. “I’m glad you’re doing well,” she added.

      “You, too,” he said, though it occurred to him they’d hardly talked about her life at all. About what she was doing now. God, he was such a self-centered prick.

      “Hey, if nothing else, it was a good chance to remember why we’re lucky we didn’t end up together,” he offered.

      She gave a bark of laughter and tossed her hair. “That’s for damn sure.”

      Her answer stung a helluva lot more than he expected.
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        * * *

      

      The first things Allie noticed when she stood on the front porch of the Rosewood Bed and Breakfast were the heavy brocade drapes. Faded and dusty, they were the same ones her grandmother had ordered from Paris at least a dozen years ago.

      The second thing she noticed was the swath of tiny holes marring the cedar trim over the window. It looked like someone had jammed a kebab skewer into the wood over and over again. Allie squinted at the holes, wondering what the hell could do that sort of damage.

      She didn’t realize someone was staring back at her until she heard the squeak.

      “Aaah!” She jumped back, nearly knocking herself off the porch. She grabbed hold of the railing and peered through the window at a cat who peered right back with clear disdain.

      “Jesus,” Allie muttered. “I didn’t see you there. Who are you?”

      The cat didn’t answer, probably because it was a cat, and also because it had better things to do than converse with thirty-six-year-old single woman standing on the porch of a B&B that looked a lot rattier than Allie remembered. The cat looked ratty, too. Its fur was the color of an old gym sock and stuck out in all directions. Her grandmother had always had a cat or two around, but Allie didn’t remember this one.

      Bored by the human attention, the cat lifted one paw and began cleaning behind a ragged ear.

      “What’s wrong with your paw?” Allie stared at it, trying to remember if cats were supposed to have thumbs. This one had at least three extra digits on the left front paw, and on the back⁠—

      The door flew open and Allie tore her gaze off the cat to size up the woman standing in the doorway. “Hi.” Allie smoothed down the front of her navy sheath dress and tried to look presentable.

      “Hello,” the woman replied as she studied Allie with a curious expression.

      The long, dark hair she wore loose around her shoulders had a few cobalt-blue streaks running through it. Her feet were bare, and her flowy, tie-dyed dress looked like she’d been attacked with a paint sprayer. Her face bore no trace of makeup, and she had a porcelain complexion with a smattering of freckles. Allie couldn’t begin to guess if she was eighteen or forty-eight.

      The woman scrunched her brows a bit and regarded Allie with a curious expression. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Allie.” She stuck out her hand, and the woman took it with a firm shake. “Allison Ross. My grandmother is Victoria Ross.” She closed her eyes, and swallowed the wave of grief that threatened to grab her by the throat. “Was Victoria Ross.”

      A pair of warm arms enveloped her, and Allie opened her eyes to find herself wrapped in a patchouli-scented hug.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” the woman said. “Your grandmother was such an amazing woman. I just adored her. I can’t believe she’s gone. You must be so heartbroken.”

      “I—yes, thank you.” Allie tried to spit out the woman’s hair, not sure how to disentangle herself from the hug. She’d never loved physical affection from strangers, but there was something about this hug that felt familiar and warm, so Allie relaxed and let the woman hang on for a few extra beats. “I didn’t catch your name,” Allie said.

      “Oh, sorry.” The woman drew back and tucked the wild curls behind her ears. “It’s Skye. Skye Collins. I guess that didn’t show up in the email we exchanged?”

      “No, just the info@rosewood address and the signature lines at the bottom—all the stuff my grandma’s web guy must have plugged in years ago.”

      “Right,” Skye said. “Sorry, it’s been a little crazy around here.”

      “Were you not expecting me?” Allie glanced at her watch to see it was half past five, right on the dot. “We did say Thursday at five-thirty, right?”

      “Yes, of course, it’s my fault. I was studying for exams. I’m a student at the Aesthetics Institute. Hair, nails, facials, that sort of thing. I guess I lost track of time. You know how it is.”

      Allie wasn’t sure she did. Punctuality had always been her forte, and she kept track of her appointments in duplicate using both her iPhone and her Erin Condren LifePlanner.

      But Skye seemed warm and sweet, so Allie gave her a smile. “So you’re one of the caretakers?”

      Skye’s smile seemed to falter just a little. “Oh. Well, yes. But it’s just me. I’m the only one who lives here.”

      Allie frowned. “I thought my grandma said she hired a couple to look after the place.”

      “Yes. Um, she did. But Brody—that was my boyfriend—he moved out a few months ago.” Skye’s expression went a little bit shaky. “Things weren’t working out between us and—well, anyway. It’s just me.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “No, it’s fine, really. I mean, I’ve been doing my best with upkeep and everything, and Brody wasn’t much help anyway. I’m managing just fine on my own.”

      Allie nodded and wished there were a way to rewind and start this conversation over. She hadn’t meant to pry into the other woman’s love life so soon after meeting her. Eager for a subject change, she tilted her head toward the window. “What’s wrong with that cat’s feet?”

      Skye followed the direction of Allie’s gaze and laughed. “Felix? You mean the extra toes? He’s a polydactyl. They all are. Come on inside so you can meet them.”
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