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      For Grandma.

      

      I miss you every single day and I wish you were still here with us. I’ll hold you in my heart and continue to live my life by the examples you set.
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      Falling in love was never on the agenda. Oops…

      

      Every family has an outcast, and in the Kindall family, it’s Lou. Avoiding them is her go-to move, but unfortunately, skipping her grandparent’s wedding anniversary celebration is not an option. Going alone, though? Total disaster. So, when her sexy neighbor volunteers to go with her, she agrees—quickly. Now, if only she could learn to ignore her very real attraction to her new fake boyfriend…

      

      Jace Davenport knows exactly how it feels to be an outcast. His childhood certainly taught him that. That’s why he refuses to let Lou face her judgmental family on her own. Besides, maybe if he does a really good job pretending to be her boyfriend, she’ll consider upgrading him to the real thing…

      

      A few hot kisses and stolen moments later, their fake romance starts to feel all too real. But is a happily ever after in the cards for this ex-soccer player and the girl of his dreams?

      

      Lou and Jace will soon find out…
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      This playlist is made up of songs that inspired this story and others that I was listening to during the drafting and/or editing phase. It cannot be found online at this time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Blank Space” by Taylor Swift

      

      

      
        
        “The Feels” by Maren Morris

      

      

      
        
        “Wine Country” by Andrew Jannakos

      

      

      
        
        “My Bad” by Teddy Swims

      

      

      
        
        “Quit” by Sophia Scott

      

      

      
        
        “Astronaut In The Ocean” by Masked Wolf

      

      

      
        
        “Fallin” by Inayah

      

      

      
        
        “Things I Can’t Say” by Spencer Crandall, Julia Cole

      

      

      
        
        “What’s Your Country Song” by Thomas Rhett

      

      

      
        
        “Bad Girl” by Daya

      

      

      
        
        “Don’t Call Me” by Bailey Bryan

      

      

      
        
        “On Me” by Thomas Rhett, Kane Brown,

        Ava Max

      

      

      
        
        “Ran into You” by Mitch Rossell,

        Trisha Yearwood
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            LOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Today was the Mondayest Friday in the history of Fridays, and I was so over it. I made sure my motorcycle jacket covered the front of my pants. During the last hour of my shift at the call center, I’d spilled coffee all over my jeans. My white jeans, mind you. I let out a long sigh as I pulled open the door to my apartment building. I was glad to be home. This Friday had been one for the books so far. My last phone call came in two minutes before my shift was over and went on for an hour after that. Once freed from phone prison, I’d left the office for the day. On the way home, I’d stopped at one of my favorite Thai restaurants for food and the grocery store to grab a six-pack of beer.

      I looked up to see the elevator about to close before a hand grabbed one of the doors. I hurried to step inside. My stomach immediately dipped when I saw who was on the elevator with me. Jace Davenport. The guy I’ve been crushing on since I moved into this building a little over a year ago. The first thing I noticed back then, when he held the door open for me, were his crystal-blue eyes. They’d appraised me with clear interest, but I’d ducked my head, heading to the mailbox while he took the stairs up to his floor.

      “Three?” Jace’s rumbly deep voice pulled me out of my memories, and I made eye contact with him.

      “Yeah.”

      I watched him push the button as the doors closed, and I swore the temperature of the elevator rose a few degrees. I bit down on my bottom lip as I shifted the bag of food onto my arm. I watched the numbers as they went up. I tried to think of something to say, but the elevator stopped on my floor.

      “Enjoy your dinner and beer,” Jace said as I stepped off.

      “You too,” I replied and groaned internally.

      The half-smile that pulled at one corner of his full lips had my cheeks warming even more as the doors slid closed again. I let out a sigh of relief. What did I say about this Friday? I didn’t know why the universe saw fit that I suffered today. I walked down the hall and let myself into my apartment. After changing into a pair of pajama shorts and camisole, I grabbed my laptop, setting it up on the table. Once I sat on the couch with my food, I called my sister on video chat. Her pretty face filled the screen when she answered. Happiness danced in her steel-gray eyes that matched my own.

      “Hey, girl,” I greeted.

      “Hey,” she chirped. “I have news. Chey wants to join our video chat, and so do Robyn and Kiley.”

      “What did I do to the powers at be? Did I curse them when I stubbed my toe or something? Fuck.”

      “You can say no,” Savannah stated.

      “And they’d know that I did since you’re a terrible liar.”

      “You say that like it’s a flaw when most would call it a strength.”

      “It’s a strength when it’s benefiting me,” I muttered. “Add them.”

      I twirled some noodles onto my fork, shoving them into my mouth. Savannah started adding our older sister, Cheyenne, and two of our cousins—Robyn and Kiley—to the video chat. It only took a moment, and I was munching on a piece of spicy beef when the others filled the screen.

      I didn’t even pretend I was happy they’d decided to crash my and Savannah’s regular Friday-night chat.

      “Hi, ladies,” Cheyenne greeted.

      “How’s everyone?” Kiley asked.

      They all told each other, and I guess me too, how they were doing. All four of them looked at me when they were through greeting each other.

      “I’m fine,” I answered after I’d swallowed down some of my food with a sip of my beer.

      “Grandma has me running all over town. There's still a lot to do to get ready for the reunion and their anniversary party next week,” Savannah told us. “Roe’s happy to run errands, though.”

      “Where’s my baby, anyway?” I asked.

      I didn’t miss how Cheyenne’s face scrunched up, but I ignored it.

      “With Hunter. They went to get dinner. She’s in this phase where she wants to go with us whenever we leave the house,” Savannah answered.

      “And I’m sure Hunter put up no fight,” I stated with a laugh.

      “You know he didn’t. He’s such a sucker. I wish he’d say no sometimes so she gets it when I have to tell her no. She misses you, so you have to call back tomorrow.”

      “Of course, I will. I miss her too,” I said to Savannah. “I wish you two still lived here. Made the days not so long.”

      She gave me a sad smile. It wasn’t her fault that her baby daddy had come back into her life, wanting to reconcile, last October. He wanted to be with her and raise their daughter together. It took Hunter a while to gain her trust again. They just married a couple months ago. I missed having Savannah and Monroe close. I was the one in Monroe’s life for over a year and helped Savannah raise her until Hunter returned. It'd spurred a bond between the three of us that I hoped was never broken.

      “Sorry, girls,” Savannah apologized to the others. “We go off into our own stuff sometimes. What did you all want to talk about?”

      “Do you need help with Grandma?” Kiley asked. “I don’t want you doing everything. Luther and I are more than happy to come a little early. The kids have been asking every day when we’ll be in Rosa Oaks.”

      “I won’t turn down help, and you know Grandma would love for you to come early with the kids,” Savannah commented.

      “Me and the boys can come a little early too. Lewis won’t be able to make it until next Friday, though,” Cheyenne added.

      They talked logistics, and I tuned them out. I wouldn’t be able to go to Rosa Oaks earlier than I already had planned. I’d made sure to save up my vacation time so I could take off the entire week, but I couldn’t miss more time outside of that. My sisters and Kiley were stay-at-home moms while their husbands worked. Cheyenne and Kiley were able to adjust their trips. Robyn and I both worked, so we weren’t planning to go early.

      “So, Lou,” Robyn began, turning her sharp eyes onto me. “Are you bringing anyone special for our week back home?”

      It was hard being the only single female left in my family. All my cousins—even my lone male cousin—and sisters were married. And my family didn’t let me forget that I was alone with no prospects on the horizon. But this year I planned to go alone, and I would deal with whatever came my way with my family. I would stand strong for once. Or that was what I planned to do.

      Before I could say anything, Cheyenne spoke up, “Like Lou would have a date. Not unless we count the imaginary boyfriends she's had over the last few years to look less pathetic.”

      Her tone was taunting, and I never could resist taking the bait when it came to her.

      “I’m bringing someone,” I blurted before I could stop myself.

      Shit, shit, shit! I was supposed to be rising above this. At twenty-three, I needed to stop trying to prove myself to my family and be happy with where I was in my life right now. It wasn’t like I was in my forties and still single, even though if I were, that would be okay too.

      My older sister and cousins gave each other a look that made it clear how much they believed me. And from Cheyenne’s dismissive words, I knew I couldn’t use the excuse that my “boyfriend” backed out last minute. I’d used that one before. I had to bring someone to Rosa Oaks with me this time. The only problem: I didn’t have a freaking boyfriend.

      And just like that, my Friday got that much worse.
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      Call me.

      I stared at the text, dread pooling in my belly and making my mouth dry. The sounds of the coffee shop seemed to dim as I picked up my phone off the table. I’d been worrying about this happening when I’d asked my friend—and ex—to be my date for the party and reunion. Why in the hell did I ask Spencer of all people? Oh, right. Because he was my last option. I could hear my sisters and cousins asking about this mythical boyfriend who they thought I’d made up.

      I’d stalled as long as I could before finally calling him. Spencer answered on the second ring.

      “Hey,” he said.

      Bile rose in my throat. “Hi.”

      “I’m sorry to have to do this, Lou,” he started, and my shoulders drooped.

      “Seriously, Spence? Fuck.”

      “It turns out that Amie doesn’t have to go on her trip.”

      “And what does that have to do with you coming to Rosa Oaks with me?”

      “What do you expect me to do? Tell my current girlfriend I’ll be gone for a week while pretending to be my ex-girlfriend’s boyfriend? She made some plans for us next weekend, and I can’t cancel on her.”

      He’d had no trouble canceling on me every freaking chance he got when we were together. It was one of the reasons we broke up. I’d been stupid to ask him to fill the role of my boyfriend while in Rosa Oaks. He couldn’t even keep his word when he was my actual boyfriend and I asked him to go home with me last Christmas. But I’d called or texted every guy I knew and none of them could go with me. Either they had prior engagements or didn’t want to do it.

      It had been a last-ditch effort to ask Spencer, and now I was regretting my decision. What the fuck was I going to do now?

      “Lou. You understand, right? And you can’t be mad at me about this,” he added after I hadn’t spoken for a few moments.

      I hung up on him, dropping my head into my hands. My eyes prickled with unshed tears and that pissed me off more. When my phone started buzzing, I expected it to be Spencer calling back. It was worse.

      “What do you want, Cheyenne?”

      “I’m here too,” Savannah added. “We were talking, and Cheyenne insisted on calling you since Mama wanted to know⁠—”

      “Ma wants to know if you’re going to need an extra bedroom for your guest,” Cheyenne put in, cutting off our younger sister.

      I bit my tongue to stop myself from trying to defend Savannah. She needed to learn how to stand up to Cheyenne, and I was dealing with my own shit right now.

      “About that…” I started.

      Cheyenne’s cackling laugh made me pause. “I told you she wasn’t bringing anyone, and it was all a fucking lie like every other time. So damn pathetic and can’t even own up to your pitiful love life.”

      I clutched my phone tighter, my blood starting to boil. “Tell Ma I only need one room. My boyfriend will be staying with me.”

      For the second time in only five minutes, I hung up on someone, though I felt bad about hanging up on Savannah. I sent her a text apologizing and turned my phone on silent. The anger dissipated as fast as it'd sparked, and I felt drained. Those stupid tears were back, and I was trying hard not to cry in the middle of this busy coffee shop.

      “Lou?”

      I brought my eyes up to meet clear blue ones that held genuine concern. What the hell was he doing here?
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      The moment I stepped into the cafe I knew I’d see her. It was like my body was tuned into her presence. There was a different feeling when I was in the same space with her. My eyes sought her out, and I found her sitting at a table in the middle of the coffee shop. Her head was resting in the palm of her hands, her shoulders slumped, and she seemed utterly defeated. I made my way through the other tables until I was standing at the end of hers.

      “Lou?”

      She looked up at the sound of her name, and I hated how shiny her steel-gray eyes were. I’ve never seen her look so down; it was clear she was on the verge of tears. We’d never had a lengthy conversation in the year that I’d known her, but I’d seen her annoyed and pissed. I’d even seen her tired and amused. But I’d never seen her sad.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, of course,” she answered with what sounded like a hint of sarcasm.

      I took a seat across from her. We weren’t close, or even friends, but I didn’t want to leave her alone when it was obvious something was wrong. Her phone lit up on the table and she glanced at it. She scoffed as she read the message and responded. Whatever was on her phone only seemed to make her more upset.

      “Lou,” I said, and she brought her gaze up to mine. “What’s wrong?”

      She hesitated for a second before speaking. “I have to go home for my grandparents’ wedding anniversary and our family reunion this coming Sunday. I don't have a date. To make it worse, I made it seem like I had a boyfriend who was coming with me.”

      My brows furrowed a little as I processed what she’d just told me. That was interesting and a little weird. There had to be more to this story.

      “You were planning on taking someone as a stand-in boyfriend?”

      “Yep,” she answered on a loud sigh that had a few people glancing at us. “I let my stupid older sister get to me again and I lied and told them I was bringing someone. Lying about it once may make sense but to do it twice… now the person who was supposed to fill in as my fake boyfriend flaked on me. He was my last option, and I’m leaving on Sunday so it’s not like I can find a replacement in that time. I should’ve been honest. It’s just that everyone in my family is either married or they have children or both. Except me. My older sister, two of my cousins, and an aunt make sure it’s a topic of discussion when I go home. I want to go, see my parents and grandparents, and come back home unscathed.”

      She looked so defeated. I hated seeing her sad and dejected. I couldn’t do anything about her family but maybe I could help her out.

      “I can pretend to be your boyfriend and go home with you.”
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      I stared at Jace, completely taken by surprise by his offer. Was he serious? This was the longest conversation we’d had since I moved into the building. I was always so awkward around him, but today I was too miserable to care about that when he sat down. I’d wanted to get this off my chest, but I never expected him to offer to pretend to be my boyfriend and go to Rosa Oaks with me.
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