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			Chapter One


			Elizabeth


			“We know what we are, but know not what we may be.”


			Hamlet


			Being friends with Chelsea Abbott had landed me in some outlandish predicaments. Tonight, though, she’d promised it would be just the two of us, enjoying the total freedom of a man-free Friday night together. No flirting. No cruising. Absolutely no shenanigans.


			I should have remembered Chelsea’s plans were like God’s: written in invisible ink.


			It’s not that I didn’t want to meet someone—eventually, but I wasn’t into shallow hookups, and from my experience, that was the only thing on tap on the terrace of Charlottesville's Skybar.


			After a couple of beers, I’d relaxed enough to pontificate freely about a book on Foucault I was editing. “…and that’s why discourse both wields power and undermines it.” Chelsea’s eyes closed, but I went on. “Rousseau wrote, ‘There are always four sides to a story: your side, their side, the truth, and what really happened.’”


			Her head rolled back—pointedly. Oh, my God.


			“Chelsea, are you awake?”


			“Just slipping into a coma, E.” Rude. “What? Not everyone’s as passionate as you about post-structuralism.” One eye popped open, and she reached for her beer, swallowing the remains in one toss. With a glance at a passing frat boy, she stood. “Come on. Let’s mingle.”


			Groan. “I don’t think so, Chelsea. I’ve told you. This isn’t the way I like to meet guys.” I was more content hiding in the safety of books.


			I crossed my arms, ready to whine about our girls’ night out, but she just shot me a smirk. “I challenge you to check something off the list.”


			Shit. Her list was a loaded weapon. “Are you serious right now?”


			She mussed her vixen shoulder-length black waves and flaunted her cleavage. “What? It’ll be fun.”


			This is how I ended up in such a mess.


			Chelsea had a checklist, and therefore, as her co-pilot, I had a checklist. It was her therapist’s idea to help her stop running away, drinking, banging randos, or whatever avoidance techniques she’d honed like bullet time in the Matrix. I am a good friend, so I’d gone all in to create actionable experiences, ranging from benign to full-on ridiculous, and, hoping to gamify the list, I’d made the fatal suggestion to award points for every checkmark.


			The prize at stake: more points, better vacation destinations.


			The punishment for failure: emotional blackmail. I held a scorching letter Chelsea wrote to her shit-heel of a deadbeat dad. She had a draft of my first novel and the email address of my dream agent. Refuse a challenge: those puppies would get sent.


			How was I to know she’d fuck around on my potential love life?


			Because she’s Chelsea, that’s why. My bad.


			The truth was, without her pushing me to get out of my shell, I’d probably never approach guys. I worked part time at a bar and watched guys operate right under my nose. Having seen their every move on other women—even with a wink to me as a complicit observer—I usually never went to a bar to pick up men. That was Chelsea’s domain.


			My own personal checklist comprised a single decree: stand up for yourself. I should've started right away by telling Chelsea to leave me out of her machinations.


			But she already had the list open on her phone, and before I could protest, she grinned mischievously. “I’ve got it. Here.”


			The text she pointed to read: Have a 100% bullshit conversation with a total stranger.


			“Oh, God.” Lying. To a real person. I knew her well enough to recognize a clumsy attempt to get me to break the ice with anyone at all. Still, my stomach curdled. “That’s impossible, Chelsea.”


			She grimaced. “Oh, like have a deep, authentic conversation with a total stranger is so easy.”


			I rolled my eyes. I’d added that one to the list, hoping she might open herself up to someone other than me—or her therapist. “It might be, if you didn’t wall yourself off from any vulnerability, pretending like you’re some heartless robot.”


			She held a hand over her heart. “Shots fired.”


			Chelsea could play innocent all she wanted, but unlike me, she was all in for both the hit and the quit, and she avoided romantic entanglements like I avoided STDs. And that gave me an idea to fuck with her right back. I emptied my beer for a little more liquid courage and tapped the line she’d just alluded to. “Okay, but then I am going to dare you to have a deep, authentic conversation with someone.”


			She looked around, like she was afraid she might see someone she’d already shagged. “You want me to bare my soul to one of these college kids?”


			“Doesn’t have to be a college kid.” A few tables over, I noticed an older guy and hoped maybe she’d agree to call the whole challenge null and void due to lack of opportunity. “What about that guy over there?”


			She pressed her full lips together, making me envious of her natural voluptuous beauty. “Not in a million years. He reminds me of my dad.” She shuddered but didn’t let it go. “No. If we’re both doing this, let’s do it together.”


			That’s when my eyes landed on more age-appropriate targets. How had I failed to see them before? “What about those two guys by the bar?”


			Chelsea spun in the direction I was facing with a wicked twist to her mouth. “Oh, they’ll do nicely.”


			As we crossed the rooftop, and I got a better look at the guys in question, I grabbed Chelsea’s arm. “Sweet Jesus. Let me have the blond.”


			The blond wasn’t any ordinary Friday night bar hopper. With Chelsea egging me on, I’d never been totally shy about talking to strangers, but this guy, his type hit me square in the bullseye. A gray T-shirt hung a little loose, half tucked in and half out of his blue jeans. Dark bookish glasses barely concealed a beautiful face—perfect nose, pretty lips, eyelashes for days. When he looked over in my direction, I caught a glimpse of his green eyes. Pretty, pretty boy. He made me think dirty, dirty thoughts.


			I glanced down at my own outfit. I’d only come out with Chelsea to blow off steam, not for a hookup, so I was dressed for a night at the library. Still my light sweater and jeans were no worse than what he had on.


			It didn’t matter anyway. My only goal was to pretend to be someone I wasn’t. I’d probably never see pretty boy again. He might only be in town for the football game or here on business. But there was that faint possibility he was a local, someone I might like to get to know organically. What if he was a grad student who hung out in the library stacks?


			I was playing with fate.


			But I’d never seen him before. Chances were, I never would again.


			Chelsea elbowed me. “You planning to wait until he leaves?”


			Squaring my shoulders, I slowly moved in, but the closer I got, the more the butterflies in my stomach took flight. “He’s too beautiful, Chelsea. It’s painful.”


			“He’s just an ordinary guy, E.” Her voice betrayed her own nerves, and that bolstered me a bit.


			I was a writer, so making up entire worlds about strangers came second nature. What could I presume about this heady mix of nerd-meets-stud?


			“Right. His name is something common like Chris or Daniel.” Chris Daniels dropped out of med school to sell pharmaceuticals. He had a ranch house in Waynesboro with a killer mortgage. At some point, he acquired a small dog named Snickerdoodle. He traveled too much to settle down, so he had a long-term girlfriend, but not a wife. He loved golf but hated pickles.


			And so I built this boring cardboard cutout as a survival mechanism. I could talk—or in this case lie—to an ordinary, unavailable guy.


			Chelsea nudged me. “Go on. I’m right behind you.”


			Why didn’t that reassure me?


			It was like standing in the open doorway of a plane at ten thousand feet, getting set to parachute. Not that I’d ever parachuted. Parachuting sounded risky as hell. I turned to Chelsea to bail, but she bit her lip and gave me that daring, shenanigans-leader grin. Fuck it. I was going to be someone else anyway, so it wasn’t me he was going to reject. “Okay, fine.”


			After all, Oscar Wilde once said, “Give a man a mask, and he will tell you the truth.” Perhaps it would make it easier to chat with this guy behind a facade.


			“Remember: nothing but utter bullshit.” Easy for Chelsea to say.


			At least we were in this together. I shot her a smug smile in return. “And you’re sworn to complete, authentic truth.”


			I turned my character sketch powers inward. After all, if I could invent an entire fiction out of thin air for a total stranger, how hard could it be to cast myself as the heroine of my own story? My life’s motto was pretend, pretend, pretend.


			I came up with an impromptu plan and pushed up to the bar right beside my target. As soon as I’d procured another round of drinks, I turned and casually scanned the crowd on the terrace. Fortunately, Chris Daniel’s eyes met mine, and it was go time.


			I let my features move from idle curiosity to astonishment. “Hey!”


			His expression shifted slightly with confusion mixed with a hint of interest. This could go south so fast.


			My theatrics gained momentum. “Oh, my gosh. How long has it been?”


			He squinted at me for a heartbeat, and I held my breath. Chelsea had moved to a stool at my elbow, and I prayed he’d at least have the courtesy to act like he remembered me, to nod politely, and go along while his brain tried to figure out how much of an asshole he’d be for not recognizing someone from his past.


			But instead, he just stared at me, and I suddenly panicked. What if he didn’t even speak English? What if he didn’t want to talk to me? My stomach lurched.


			I swallowed the paranoid thinking, replacing it with strategy. This situation required bait, but it had to be generic enough that I could be anybody, or he might shut me down, tell me I had the wrong guy.


			“It’s Elizabeth,” I said, forgetting to make up a name. Hoping Chelsea would let that go, I pressed on. “I was in your class with, uh—” If I prompted him to fill in the blanks, he could take a stab, and I could go from there.


			He sucked on his lower lip, and I squeezed my fists, hoping he’d fake his way through the lie to avoid looking rude. Then he double blinked, and his smile widened. “Lizzy? Lizzy Graham?”


			Oh, my fuck. I died a little inside. He wasn’t supposed to believe me. Was this how it felt when a parachute failed to open?


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Evan


			“What’s past is prologue.”


			The Tempest


			A name from the past swam out of the foggy recesses of my memory, and as I uttered it, I braced for her to correct me. It had been years since I’d thought of Lizzy Graham. Or was it Grant? I started to apologize, tell her I’d made a mistake, but she flashed the prettiest smile. “That’s right! I can’t believe you remember me.”


			It was a miracle I had. I’d blotted out most memories of high school, avoided reunions, and didn’t keep in touch with anybody. I had almost no reason to return since my parents sold our house in the neighboring county and moved away. Except here I was again, gravity pulling me back. Apparently, some people never left. In fact, Lizzy wasn’t the only ghost from my past I’d run into tonight. I was getting good at playing catch up.


			“Well, how could I forget? I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you right away.”


			She shot me a sassy smirk, promising an inside joke, and a memory sparked of a rail-thin blond on the bus with the middle school band, acting silly. I relaxed a little. She’d been nice to me once upon a time, unlike those fuckers who’d made my life a living hell.


			I could feel Bas at my side, curious. I’d promised him we were absolutely not on the prowl for a hookup. I’d come to town to interview for a job, and all I wanted to do tonight was revisit the Downtown Mall with all the coffee shops and bars and merrymakers, but surely Bas would understand if I wanted to reconnect with an old acquaintance. I drew Lizzy’s attention to him. “This is Basil Stavros. Bas, Lizzy and I were close friends in middle school. Small world, huh?”


			She shook her head, like she was as surprised as me. “It’s been a super long time. I’ve been—”


			Before she could finish her thought, a dark-haired woman at the bar swiveled around and poked her. “Lizzy, were you going to introduce me to your friend?” Without waiting, she said, “Hi. I’m Chelsea Abbott.”


			I hesitated, but stuck out my hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Evan Spurlock.”


			“Not the Evan Spurlock?” Chelsea said, like I was famous. I sort of was in rural Indiana, but not in my own hometown. “Oh, I probably shouldn’t tell you this.” She glanced at Lizzy as if asking permission. “But it has been a long time, right?”


			Lizzy froze, panic in her eyes, and I braced for the worst. But she shrugged as if there was no stopping this oncoming train. “Go ahead.”


			“Lizzy used to tell me about a guy named Evan Spurlock she had a major crush on in high school.” She tilted her head. “I can see why.”


			I stood stunned. That was the last thing I expected her to say. She must have meant middle school, because nobody liked me by high school. Did she really have a crush on me? I sighed. If only I’d known.


			Lizzy’s smile tightened, and as if to cut her mortification short, she turned away from me, gesturing to my best friend. “Chelsea, have you met Bas?”


			Bas smiled with false bravado, like he knew the gorgeous brunette was so far out of his league, he might as well go for broke. The bigger the challenge, the more relaxed he got, like he figured if he was destined to fail anyway, he should have fun trying. Rejection never seemed to faze him. I wished I could be so cavalier.


			Chelsea narrowed an eye, appraising him. “You look familiar. Have we met?”


			Bas leaned in with a smolder that was undermined by the unflattering Doctor Who shirt I’d made him wear out tonight. “I think I’d remember you.”


			Speaking of familiar, I stole a glance at Lizzy, trying to reconcile my gauzy memory with the woman she’d become. I could picture her at fifteen dressed just like this, in jeans, very girl-next-door cute. I had this image of us running around the neighborhood or jumping off the dock into the lake.


			Was that her?


			I stepped closer. “So tell me about yourself. What have you been up to?”


			She puckered her lips, like she was unsure of the answer, landing on, “Hiking a lot.”


			“Outdoorsy, huh?” That sounded like the girl I recalled. Always climbing trees, running around the woods.


			“Definitely. You won’t catch me sitting inside curled up with a book before a roaring fire.” A cute smile curved her lips, like the very idea was ridiculous. “Libraries, am I right?” She shuddered.


			I laughed, though I actually loved to read, living vicariously through romantasy novels since I was gun shy about the real thing. But I let it go.


			In the awkward pause, I overheard Bas mention the food network. “Watching others cook is relaxing. You find it entertaining?”


			Chelsea said, “It’s my porn.”


			Bas leaned in. “And if I cooked for you in my kitchen?”


			Internally, I cringed at his obvious come-on, but Chelsea looked like she might drool, so I decided to play wingman. “You would die if you ever ate Basil’s cooking. He’s an artist.”


			She dragged her teeth across her lower lip, her interest fully piqued. “What would you make?”


			Bas dunked the alley-oop. “Anything you want. I’m a chef.”


			Chelsea grabbed the bar, like she might swoon. “Where do you work?”


			“Do you know the organic market on Main?”


			She snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “That’s where I know you! I practically live there.”


			“Then it’s for you I’ve been cooking all this time.” Oh, my God. The cheese. “Come find me next time you’re in. I’ll give you a sample.”


			Instead of jumping on the invitation, Chelsea just said, “You’re funny.”


			Bas had his work cut out.


			“Do you both live in Charlottesville?” I asked. It wasn’t uncommon for the kids I went to high school with to move closer in to town or, like me, go to college here.


			Chelsea said, “We live nearby. What about you?”


			“I’m only in town for tonight. I live in Indiana right now.”


			“Oh, wow.” Lizzy said. “And what do you do there?”


			“I’m a meteorologist for a newscast.”


			“You’re a weatherman?” She sounded skeptical. “Like on TV?” As if I’d make something like that up.


			Chelsea arched a brow. “Seriously?”


			Why would I lie? “I work at a news channel.” I frowned as I recalled I’d been terminated from my last place of employment. “Or did. What about you? Do you still play the tuba?”


			When Chelsea snorted, I thought I’d made another mistake, but to my relief, Lizzy said, “Yes,” with a sort of defiant confidence and a glare tossed at her friend. “I’m very active in the local symphony.”


			“That’s exciting,” I said, trying to work out why her friend would tease her about something like that. “Is that what you do for a living?”


			“Oh no,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “I earned my doctorate in zoolinguistics and travel the world giving papers on how to talk to animals.” Before I could parse that out, she added, “Of course, I had to learn several human languages as well.”


			I scratched my jaw. I couldn’t tell if she was yanking my chain, but I bit. “Like what?”


			She shrugged, tossing her head with an adorable nonchalance. “Oh, uh, Atlantian because of the dolphins. And of course pig Latin.”


			I burst out laughing. “Is that their native tongue?”


			She tried to keep a straight face, but a wry smile cracked when she added, “Pigs have a lot to say.”


			“I’d rather not know that.” I covered my mouth, hiding mock horror. “Makes me feel guilty for how delicious they are.”


			She winced. “Oh, yeah. Wait till you hear about their hopes and dreams.”


			That made me snort-laugh like the dork I kept locked up deep down. “No, don’t ruin bacon for me. I’ll stick to conversing with clouds.”


			“Clouds, huh?” She still sounded suspicious “So…weatherman? How does that happen?”


			Good question. When I was younger, I’d hidden my science nerd tendencies behind sports in a failed attempt to seem cool. “You should have seen the telescope in my bedroom.”


			She bit back a smile. “Oh, yeah?”


			Warmth crept up my neck. “I’ve just always loved studying the atmosphere—heat waves, electrical storms.”


			I sounded as cheesy as Bas, but thankfully her doe eyes softened, and she whispered, “The spark of lightning?”


			Was she flirting with me? My breath caught, and I realized I was playing with a firestorm. It all felt too easy, suspiciously so.


			And just like that, my walls went up. “It’s funny,” I said, testing the waters, watching her for any reaction. “I saw Kyan King earlier tonight.”


			Her nose scrunched slightly. “You’re friends with Kyan King?”


			Friends would be overstating it. Kyan had, aptly, been the king of the school, the center of every party. I’d entered his inner orbit briefly, but catastrophically. “He didn’t put you up to this, did he?”


			“Up to what?” she asked, innocently enough, her smile fading.


			Maybe it was just a coincidence I’d run into both of them tonight, but I wasn’t taking a chance. “He didn’t send you over here to mess with me?”


			Her mouth twisted. “Nobody put me up to this.”


			I could only imagine how insane I sounded, but I’d been the target of too many vicious pranks, and I really didn’t want to play the fool yet again.


			Her head tilted. “Did he put you up to this?”


			“Touché.” I had to laugh at my own paranoia. “No. I was never cool enough to be in on the joke.”


			“Well,” she said. “Me neither.”


			Hearing her say that felt like an antidote to the toxicity of my teen years.


			She let out a shaky breath and suddenly, a memory unlocked, clear as day, of one chilly November morning at the apple orchard up on Carter’s Mountain. The two of us sat atop a picnic table, eating cinnamon doughnuts and drinking hot cider, while we overlooked the expanse of the Blue Ridge Mountains spreading out before us. We must have been there for the band, or maybe our parents had taken us. A feeling hit me, like a long forgotten scent or the snippets of a song I once knew. I’d liked her, too. I’d never gotten up my nerve to tell her.


			And then I became a douchebag.


			I worked up the courage to confess it now, but before I could speak, Chelsea blurted out, “You might say I have commitment issues.”


			I couldn’t help but gawk. Bas was looking at her like a puzzle to be solved. “What’ve you got against relationships?”


			Chelsea shot a glance at Lizzy. “I had a mean dad.”


			Bas frowned. “That’s. Uh.”


			Chelsea barreled on. “One therapist told me I don’t feel like I’m worthy of love and won’t trust anyone who wants to be with me.”


			I averted my eyes, shocked at hearing someone so openly spill a secret that I understood too well. Maybe if I led with all my issues, I’d find someone who’d accept me for me. But I’d most likely just scare everyone away.


			Chelsea wasn’t done. “Another told me I’m rebelling against my mother’s life choices. But I think I’m possibly a sociopath, incapable of mixing sex with emotion.”


			Concern furrowed Basil’s dark eyebrows, and he gently said, “You’ve done a lot of work, huh? I find that admirable. Are you always so candid?”


			“Actually, no.” The warble of her voice made me hope she’d stop oversharing. That woman was a walking red flag. Sadly, Bas was a bull with no sense of self-preservation. The guy ran at love over and over, and every time he failed, he got back up, his faith in romance intact.


			“No?” Bas finally sounded fazed.


			Lizzy broke in. “Chelsea took a truth serum earlier tonight, and it hasn’t worn off yet.”


			The irreverent comment took me so off-guard, I gasped a laugh at the inappropriate comic relief. “You were always so funny, Lizzy.”


			She shot me a playful wince. “Yeah, class clown. That was me.”


			She had been. Funny and smart and low-key pretty. Looking at her now, it was clear she’d had a major league glow up. If I hadn’t chased after popularity in high school, ego-driven and shallow, how different would my life be now? Why had I thrown away good friendships to try to impress a bunch of vultures?


			I’d taken a wrong turn at Albuquerque, and here was my second chance. “If we’re being candid, I want to get something off my chest.”


			She bit her lower lip. “What?”


			I stepped a little closer, nervous, like we were those fifteen-year-old kids still, dangling our feet off the picnic tables, looking down on this very spot. “I had a crush on you, too. I’ve always regretted how we grew apart. It was my own fault. Can you ever forgive me?”


			She ran her tongue across her teeth, and I braced for it. This was where she’d tell me off, remind me that we could’ve been friends if I hadn’t blown her off. But she dipped her head, then looked back up, her eyes sparkling. “Aw, Evan. I’ve often thought about what might’ve been. But the years passed, and here we are. I figured you’d forgotten about me. You’re probably married now.”


			I breathed a sigh of relief and waggled my fingers to prove the absence of a ring. “Not even a girlfriend.”


			She twisted her mouth to one side. “Sure.”


			“It’s true.” I scratched my chin, feeling guilty all over again for betraying her friendship. “What about you? Are you seeing anyone?”


			She held up her ring-less hand, mimicking me, then shot a glance at Chelsea. “Just a girlfriend.”


			I huffed a laugh. “How serious are you two?”


			“Well, we’re verging on common law marriage.”


			She was cracking me up. I’d forgotten how easy she’d always been to talk to. We’d gotten so close, our hands holding our drinks nearly brushed, and I caught her pinkie in mine. I licked my lips, daring myself to take a risk. “I wish I was staying in town longer.”


			She coughed, like maybe we’d gotten way too serious too fast. That truth serum must’ve been airborne.


			The bar lights flickered, warning us of imminent closing time.


			“You’re leaving tomorrow, right?”


			I sighed. “Tomorrow afternoon, right.”


			This was where we would promise to follow each other on social media and call it a night. But I overheard Chelsea offering to drive Bas home, and Lizzy said, “But you’re here tonight.”


			What was she offering?


			It was crazy. We didn’t even know each other anymore. But there was something so genuine about her, and I knew if I missed this opportunity, it would never come around again.


			“I’m here tonight,” I echoed.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			Elizabeth


			“Many a true word hath been spoken in jest.” 


			King Lear


			Chelsea and I ducked into the restroom, immediately falling onto each other in laughter. 


			“I am going to murder you,” I said, as I checked off that black diamond challenge. “That was a total shit show.”


			“Did you manage to get through it without telling him a single truth?”


			“Just my name—which he changed to Lizzy something.” That had thrown me for a loop. “I told him I love hiking.” She cackled, and I shoved her. “You’re an archvillain, you know that?”


			I felt like I’d survived a head-on collision. I was still alive. Scarred but standing.


			“You never would’ve talked to him if I hadn’t dared you to.” She disappeared into the stall, calling, “And he’s super into you.”


			A guy that hot, it was a miracle he’d even looked at me. The power of the dare had given me borrowed courage. “Who knew faking a thwarted childhood romance could be such a great pick-up tactic?” Guilt ate at me. “No way he believed all that, right?”


			The toilet flushed, and she emerged. “Didn’t he say he was a TV weatherman from Indiana?” She dug out some burgundy lip gloss and leaned into the mirror to apply it.


			“Do you think he was lying?”


			She shrugged. “How many TV weathermen have you ever met? And why’s he here if he lives in Indiana? Yeah, I think he was using the situation to his own advantage.” She shot me a look in the mirror. “The way he smoldered at you.”


			Had he? “But what if he thinks I’m someone I’m not?”


			“Guess you’ll have to ask.”


			I growled at Chelsea for getting me into this web of lies, then took my turn in the stall, analyzing our every exchange. He’d asked me about my tuba for Christ’s sake. Then he’d looked at me with soft green eyes, and every angle of his body announced that he was interested in me. Here. Now. Not some forgotten schoolmate. Definitely smoldering.


			But what if he was playing me, too? Claiming to be from out of town added urgency to our encounter, the easier to score a commitment-free one-nighter with a lonely woman.


			I zipped my jeans and opened the stall. “You and Bas seemed to be getting on well.” Trapped in their flirtatious repartee, she’d gotten his attention. “And a chef? Was he tailor-made in a lab for you?”


			She blew out a breath. “I am in so much trouble. Why couldn’t he be from Indiana?”


			She’d find a way to keep Bas at arm’s length, like always. I wished she’d open up to someone for once, and not just for a dare. Everything she’d shared at the bar had been true. She really didn’t think she was good enough for anyone, which was bullshit because she was smart, fun, and loyal as fuck. A great best friend. A guy would be so lucky.


			I flipped on the faucet and ran my hands under the water, then squirted out the soap. “You think I didn’t notice how you tried to weaponize authenticity to scare him away?”


			She handed me a couple of paper towels. “I was being honest. It was either bare my wounds or tell him—authentically—how much I wanted to climb him like a tree.”


			I snorted. “Do you want to go home with him?”


			“I probably shouldn’t.” She shook her head. “Nothing good can come from spending more time with Bas.”


			This was the most interest she’d shown in anyone in a while, so I said, “Look. I’ll ask Evan to walk me to my place, and then you can decide what to do about Bas. Take him to your place if you want.”


			She scoffed. “As if.”


			No guy ever breached her fortress, but still. “I’m just saying. I’ll play wingman and lure Evan away. Maybe Bas will invite you over.”


			She shot me a don’t bullshit the bullshitter look. “You can just admit you want to spend more time with Evan.”


			“He’s probably going to ditch me after I come clean.” I’d have to. Before this went any further, I needed to tell him my real name and start over with boring reality. This was why I hated meeting guys at bars. Even when we weren’t explicitly role playing as other people, bar romance was an illusion. 


			Still, Chelsea was right that Evan intrigued me, and what was the danger in taking a chance? Other than getting murder-holed or catching an STD, of course. In reality, I suspected the worst he could do was make me like him and then ghost me. Did he like me? Was he even attracted to me?


			Or was this all a game to him?


			I wadded up the paper towels and shot them into the trash for two points. “Let’s get this party started.”


			We exited the bar onto the Downtown Mall, Charlottesville’s outdoor pedestrian zone with bars, coffee shops, and music venues. It was practically deserted.


			Evan waited, hands in his pockets, looking about as anxious as I felt. I decided to cut through all the bullshit right away and announced, “My performance has come to an end,” bowing like an actress after a play.


			He stepped closer. “I’m sorry, what?”


			I winced, bracing for the fallout. “No, I’m sorry.”


			“Why are you sorry?” Ugh, he was going to make me spell it out.


			“Well, for lying to you before,” I confessed.


			“About?”


			Oh, my God, seriously? Was he just breaking my balls?


			“About being friends in high school.” I waved my hands to encompass the whole conversation. “And basically everything. I didn’t mean any harm by it.”


			His green eyes sparkled in the streetlight. “You have nothing to apologize for, Lizzy.”


			Shit, and I needed to clear that up, too. “And I actually go by Elizabeth.”


			“Elizabeth?” he said, like he was trying it out.


			“Elizabeth Wright,” I added.


			“Wright.” He chuckled. “Got it.”


			“I hope you aren’t mad.”


			“No. I mean, of course not.” He touched my wrist. “I really wish we had been friends, though.”


			I slid my arm along his, catching his hand in mine. “We could be now.”


			A tiny scar appeared like a dimple under his lower lip when he smiled, a minor flaw that only set the rest of his perfection in relief. “Can I walk you home so we can talk more?”


			I sighed. “I’d like that.”


			He leaned in close enough to kiss me, but Chelsea yelled, “Text me when you get home, Elizabeth.”


			“Yes, Mom,” I shot back before taking Evan’s elbow and leading him toward the pavilion.


			“You two don’t live together?” he asked.


			“We used to, but you know. I’m a bit of a clutter bomb, to be honest.” I decided not to mention how Chelsea protected her space, how I wouldn’t have been able to invite him to my house when I’d lived with her.


			“You’re messy?” He laughed, like it was somehow surprising, but he literally didn’t know the first thing about me.


			“Guilty.” We’d drifted a little apart as we walked, like we’d gone back to square one. Now that I was free to tell the truth, I felt a little exposed, a little awkward. It had been easier to interact behind a mask, but I wanted to set the record straight. “Just so you know, all that stuff I said…” I sighed. “I don’t like hiking, and I’m actually an avid reader.”


			He threw me a quizzical look. “I don’t get it. Why would you lie about that?”


			Fair question. “You probably won’t understand, but I find it hard to talk to people sometimes. It helps to pretend I’m someone I’m not.”


			“Actually, I understand that all too well.”


			“Really?”


			“Yeah.” He veered into me, our shoulders bumping. “Can I make a confession?”


			“Of course.” If he was about to repeat his professed crush on my alter-ego, I might swoon.


			“These glasses aren’t prescription.”


			I stopped dead to look at him square on. “What do you mean?”


			“I mean, they’re just for show.” He slipped them off, and I nearly swallowed my own tongue. He’d been nerdy hot with the smutty little glasses, but without them, I could believe he actually was a TV personality. If he’d looked like that earlier, I never would have had the nerve to approach him. “I dunno. I thought it might make it easier to hang out with Bas without, uh…”


			Without getting hit on? Oh. How ironic. “You thought you’d be less approachable in glasses?”


			“I thought I could hide behind them.” He grimaced. “Not so?”


			I shook my head, laughing. “Definitely not. I mean, I personally have a thing for the dirty librarian look, but has anyone ever told you you’re unfairly attractive?”


			He glanced away, and I would have bet money he was blushing. Hot and modest. I was in big trouble. His head tilted up, and I followed his gaze to the sign over the restaurant where I worked part time. “Is this where you ran into Kyan King?”


			It had thrown me when he’d mentioned my coworker earlier, paranoid Kyan had sent Evan to fuck with me. But that made no sense. I’d been the one to approach Evan.


			“Yeah. Bas and I made the rounds before we ended up at the Skybar. It was a trip seeing Kyan tending bar here.”


			Just in case he’d gotten confused by all the tangled narratives, I reminded him, “You know, I never actually knew Kyan in high school, right?” 


			“Right. I mean, to be fair, I didn’t either. We ran in the same circles, but he was football and I was lacrosse.”


			I liked getting these little details to fill in the mystery of Evan. “As it happens, I actually do know him now.” I considered explaining how, but Evan turned to walk on.


			“What’s he like these days?”


			What was Kyan like? Beautiful, flirtatious, infuriating. “Confident. Sure that the sun revolves around him. Friends with everyone.”


			Evan sniffed a laugh. “Mr. Popular.”


			“That he is.”


			“I felt a little bad to see him tending bar. You know?”


			I shot him a look, stung by the judgment. “Why do you say that?”


			He shrugged. “He had so much promise, and I guess you just hope to see your old classmates succeeding at a career by now. Right?”


			We veered off the mall, onto Avon Street, and I stoked a low-grade annoyance.


			What would he think if I told him I not only tended bar, but occasionally inn-sat at a bed and breakfast, all to subsidize a part-time editing gig at a scholarly journal, none of which were helping me achieve my increasingly outlandish dreams of becoming a full-time author? I’d never intended Charlottesville to be a permanent stop along my rocket-like trajectory to the New York Times bestseller list. Should I tell him about failing to get into the MFA program? Should I admit I was barely scraping by?


			Then he said, “Not that I’m in any position to judge. If Kyan’s happy at his job, who am I to feel sorry for him?”


			That was a little better, but his opinion had put a bit of a damper on things. We didn’t say another word until we got to my street. As the muffled night engulfed us and the growing silence between us became even more conspicuous, I had a decision to make, and with every step, we drew closer to a fork in the road. I didn’t care how cute he was, if he was going to be an elitist who looked down on my life or on others, I didn’t want to waste any more time on him.


			I slowed my pace in front of the shabby Cape Cod I was renting, and he sighed. “I shouldn’t have said any of that. I think I’m just jealous because he seemed content, and I haven’t been in a long time.”


			“Why’s that?” I stopped at the edge of the walkway to face him, wanting to hear him out before we had nowhere else to go.


			He ran his fingers through his hair, mussing it up adorably. Why’d he have to be so cute? “I worked so hard to get to where I’m at, and now I’m out of work.” He laughed, sort of bitterly, and shot a glance at me. “What a catch, huh?”


			“I don’t think people are defined by their occupation.”


			“No, of course not. But people like Kyan float through life, making it all look so effortless.”


			He wasn’t totally wrong about that. Kyan lived in the moment, making enough bartending to keep him in guitars and gas money. If he ever thought past his next tattoo or put anyone or anything above his immediate needs, he might’ve had boyfriend potential. Still, he’d had his own hardships. “Everyone struggles, Evan.”


			“You’re absolutely right.” He shook his head. “Sorry for the pity party. I guess I’m not as much fun as you thought. If you want to call it a night—”


			I fished out my keys. “This is me.”


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Evan


			“Hast thou not dropped from heaven?”


			The Tempest 


			I leaned against the post while Elizabeth slipped the key into the lock. Sporadic street lamps glowed hazily in the midnight gloom, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to turn right around and make the reverse trip in the dark alone. I’d been digging a hole for myself since we left the bar. One fun side effect of social anxiety was spouting opinions I hadn’t thought through, just to fill the silence.


			There’s a weather phenomenon known as sprites—essentially lightning in the upper atmosphere high above the storm clouds. The cold plasma discharge is nature’s way of balancing out the ground strike. It isn’t rare, but hard to capture due to atmospheric light, but when someone does, it looks like a big red jelly fish hanging out in space. I sometimes felt like sprites: fractured, propelling myself away from the tension of social interaction. My knee-jerk responses left a mess for myself.


			I hoped Elizabeth would understand, especially after what she’d said about nervous lying. I didn’t usually handle it well when people deceived me, but I couldn’t fault her for saying something weird out of awkwardness.


			She kicked the door open and said, “Come on in,” with a bright smile, and I sighed with relief. My social gaffe hadn’t cost me a chance to spend another hour catching up with her.


			The living room with its overstuffed sofa bedecked with pillows and throws felt very cozy. I tried to picture her house growing up, but I drew a blank. It had been nearly fifteen years since I’d known her, and I couldn’t even recall if I’d ever gone inside.


			I scanned the titles on the bookshelf closest to me. If there was a system to her library, it was lost on me. A piece of paper hung from a tack on the side, and I lifted it. The first half was typed, followed by some additional hand-written lines toward the bottom.


			Shakespeareisms:


			This above all: to thine own self be true. —Hamlet


			Self-love, my liege, is not so vile a sin, as self-neglecting. —Henry V


			Our doubts are traitors, And make us lose the good we oft might win, By fearing to attempt.—Measure for Measure


			“What’s this?”


			“It’s nothing.” She plopped down, so I joined her on the sofa. “Just searching for permission.”


			“Permission?”


			“Yeah, it’s dumb.” She shrugged. “I have a pathological fear of speaking up for myself. I started jotting down quotes that remind me it’s okay to dare.”


			“That’s…wow. Some people would grab a self-help book.”


			She shook her head. “I know it’s silly to take life advice from some old white Brit who lived hundreds of years ago. Assuming Shakespeare wrote those words.”


			“Do you think he stole them?”


			“I dunno. It doesn’t matter.” She held up a finger. “A rose by any other name, right?”


			I snorted a laugh. I wasn’t anywhere close to a Shakespearean scholar, but even I knew that line. “Still smells as sweet?”


			“That’s the one. Shakespeare was my gateway lit.” A gray-and-white blur darted out of the bedroom into the kitchen.


			“What the heck?”


			“The other reason Chelsea wanted her own space. My cat, Jacques.”


			“Jacques? Like the French? Or Jock like a sportsman?”


			“The French. His full name is Jacques Lacan, though I sometimes call him Jacques le Cat.” I arched an eyebrow, expectant, and she went on. “Blame it on a semester of grad school.”


			“You’re going to have to explain more than that.”


			She pulled one knee onto the sofa. “I read a lot of literary theory. Jacques Lacan was a psychoanalyst turned lit critic. And you can’t name a cat Jacques Derrida. That would just be mean. There’s no there there.” She tilted her head, like she was reconsidering, and finished with. “Then again, cats are natural-born deconstructionists.”


			She’d gone over my head again. “I’m afraid I missed the classes on literary criticism in school.” Relaxing into the conversation, I considered my college curriculum. “You don’t get too theoretical in Principals of Physics.”


			“Hmm,” she said, leaning a little closer. “Isn’t everything theoretical until you put it into practice?”


			Was that a come-on? Or had my atmospheric instruments warped from so much disuse? “I suppose. Reading weather is sort of a mix of theory and practice. And magic.”


			“How so?”


			“I mean, there truly is science behind everything, but interpretation is an art. Our tools are super advanced now, so it’s much less staring at the skies and holding a wet finger up into the wind. But still, forecasts can be wildly incorrect. Snow can fall when you least expect it.”


			“You make it sound like poetry.”


			I laughed. “Nobody has ever accused me of that before.”


			We sat quiet for a minute, and I started to wonder if I should leave when she dropped a hand on my knee. “So do you come back east often?”


			I stared at her hand, trying to grapple with the implications. Then I lifted my eyes to hers, hoping she’d read my lack of reaction as permission. “I visit my parents in Annapolis once or twice a year.”


			“How often do you visit Bas?” Her voice gave away some anxiety, and I didn’t know how to interpret that. Was she nervously working her way up to something more? Could we rekindle a decade-old flame I’d snuffed without even knowing?


			If I was being honest, I wanted to get to know her again. It wasn’t just because she was so pretty. She was still funny and easygoing. Not to mention smart, kind, and interesting. Plus we shared so much in common. We both loved books, which I hadn’t even known to look for in a partner. And we both understood shyness or anxiety. Whatever made this so very awkward.


			She prodded me. “I meant how often do you come back to Charlottesville,” and I understood her true question. Would this effectively be a one-night stand if I stayed tonight? 


			The truth was: my future was undetermined. There was a non-zero chance I might land a job here, but Charlottesville wasn’t my only option. Once I went back home, we could keep the lines of communication open, but sex would add a complexity that might be harder to navigate.


			Still, I stared at her mouth, wondering what it would feel like to kiss her, wondering why I hadn’t all those years ago.


			“Bas and I kept in touch after college, but we’ve been terrible at making the effort to see each other.” We were both chasing after careers, and whatever holidays we had were devoted to work or family.


			Her smile slipped, like she was doing the same logistical gymnastics as me. “What brought you here this time?”


			“I was pursuing a possible opportunity.”


			“Oh yeah?” Her hand slid a few inches up my thigh, and the promise of her desire sent a crackle of electricity straight to my cock. “Like you might be moving here?”


			I didn’t want to make promises I couldn’t keep, so I didn’t think it worth telling her about the job interview. And if I did come here, there was no guarantee she’d want anything more serious with me. 


			Tonight might be all we got.


			But if I allowed this to go on, my therapist would dissect it for months. After I’d spent the past year avoiding all offers of intimacy, Dr. Price would be right to wonder if the allure of Lizzy was the fact she represented what came before, like a wormhole to my innocent self.


			That was a part of the attraction, believing I could trust her to be who she claimed she was and not secretly married or worse.


			“Elizabeth,” I said, in a tone that sounded scolding even to my ears. 


			Hurt settled in her eyes, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment as she swallowed and pulled away. She let out a shaky breath. “God, I’m sorry. I misread—” She sat back, her hand settling back in her lap. “Does rejection ever stop being so mortifying.”


			Her comment hit like a dagger to my heart. Had I hurt her when we were kids? Before she could get up and kick me out, I took her hand. “I wasn’t rejecting you.” I didn’t know how to broach this topic, so I just took full responsibility. “I’m just ruled by my fears.”


			She cocked an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”


			I recalled Chelsea’s soul-baring confession earlier tonight, how Elizabeth had loyally stood by her, and hoped she’d be as understanding with my murky trust issues. “Believe it or not, I’ve been dealing with anxiety and low self-esteem most of my life, and it’s not an excuse, I know, but sometimes I act out of self-preservation.” I grinned weakly, trying to brave my way through this long overdue explanation. “Being back here, I’ve had to face down a few leftover demons. High school for me was pretty brutal, but obviously that has nothing to do with you.”


			She winced. “I guess I should apologize for dredging those feelings up for you. I never meant to appear like some ghost of your past.”


			Again, she was apologizing when she’d done nothing wrong.


			“No, I’m really glad you did.” I sighed. “I’m a bit of a mess, but I’m working on it. Lots of therapy.” What was that one Shakespeare quote she’d scribbled down, something about losing by fearing to attempt? I squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. Is it too late to ask for a do-over.”


			She breathed in, and I braced for her to tell me off.


			“Not to psychoanalyze you, but I’ve come to understand how much fear comes from visibility, from being exposed. It’s a proactive aversion to shame. Jacques Lacan says”—she waved toward the cat, now eying me warily from the other side of the coffee table—“the psychoanalyst, not the cat, and I’m going to massively paraphrase this, and probably get it wrong… Shame comes from seeing yourself being seen. Even if the person seeing you is purely imaginary.”


			I had to laugh that she’d taken this to another plane. “And that’s supposed to be a bad thing? Isn’t social shame a curb to”—I tried to think of the right word, but unlike Elizabeth, I didn’t have access to a brain dictionary—“shamelessness?”


			“Of course, but that doesn’t make it real, or even right. What I meant is, we’re all walking around with bullshit fears, carrying future or past judgment from people who don’t exist anywhere but in our minds.” She shrugged like she wasn’t one of those people, someone I’d unintentionally wronged in my past.


			“They exist.” I gestured toward her. “You exist.”


			She smiled. “This version of me exists, yes, but when you remember me tomorrow, your mental version of me will not. The people you used to know, they live here”—she touched my forehead—“and their voices are mostly an amplification of your own fear.”


			Jesus, was that true? Had I been carrying around ghosts this entire time? “Why have I been paying a therapist?”


			“Oh, please don’t take my words professionally. I just tend to get up in my own head, and I like to try to understand why I think the way I do.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s a very doctor, heal thyself situation. I’m the world’s biggest coward.”


			It made me feel better that she was speaking from personal experience. “Smart. I get up in my own head and then stay there.”


			“It’s better than avoidance. I’ve known plenty of guys who weren’t in touch with their feelings at all, and trust me, this is better.” She gave a half-shoulder shrug. “But maybe turn the volume down on the past and pay attention to what’s going on in the present?”


			Funny. That was on my long list of reminders from my therapist. Stay in the moment, be present, let go of the past. “I’m trying. I really am.”


			“By the way, you know what else Lacan said?”


			“Uh. What?”


			She waggled her eyebrows. “The only thing you can be guilty of is not following your desires.”


			“Did he now?” That sounded conveniently made up, but I licked my lips, enjoying this weird, nerdy flirtation.


			“Provided it really is your desire.”


			“As opposed to?”


			“What do you truly want, Evan?”


			What a question. I wished I could step out of time and see where all my paths led. I scratched my chin. “Would it be juvenile of me to say I want you to like me?”


			“I like you,” she said. Her bright gorgeous eyes sparkled with the same mischief from earlier, and I wondered if we’d managed to clear the air just like that. “For the record, you don’t want to kiss me, though. Correct?”


			I swallowed and lifted a hand to her cheek. “I do. I just—” 


			Her hand settled on my wrist, a coy smile curling the corner of her mouth. “So what do you fear?”


			“I’m leaving in the morning, and I don’t know when or if I’ll be back here again.”


			“That’s exactly why you should.”


			Damned if I did, damned if I didn’t. But she was an adult, and she could make her own decisions. And damned if I didn’t want to kiss her.


			I took a deep breath. Who knew what the future held? What if this chance never came around again? I slid my palm along her jaw, fingers tightening in the hair at the nape of her neck, and I pulled her toward me. She ceded easily, meeting me halfway.


			Our lips brushed, and she moaned almost soundlessly. I withdrew slightly, testing, giving her time to change her mind. I rested my forehead against hers, her chest rising and falling in time with my own racing heart.


			She said, “Stop thinking and kiss me, Evan.”


			I gazed into her eyes, and I could see all the desire there, like a crush she’d harbored for years. Then I gave in, letting go of the over-thinking, indulging in the feel of her mouth, the thrill of her ragged breathing. I pressed into her, coaxing her lips apart with my tongue. When I dragged the elastic from her ponytail so I could tangle my fingers in her hair, she drew back, eyes glazed over. It had been a long time since I’d had a woman in my arms, and I loved knowing she wanted me as much as I wanted her, no games, no deception.


			She stood and held out her hand. “Come with me.”


			I let her pull me up. She walked backward, tugging me toward her bedroom, looking so gorgeous, like a siren.


			And God help me, I followed, fallout be damned.


		


	

		

			Chapter Five


			Elizabeth


			“Love comforteth like sunshine after rain.”


			Venus and Adonis


			Evan waffled, and I thought he was about to reject me—again—but after he shared all his emotional vulnerability, I didn’t think it was because he didn’t want me.


			Before he started spilling raw secrets I’d assumed he was a player, lying about leaving town in the morning as an excuse to walk away with no lingering commitment, Chelsea-style. But then he’d opened up about his therapy, and it was strangely endearing.


			If anyone was behaving like a player, it was me. The more time I spent with Evan, the more I wanted to touch him, kiss him, undress him, and act on this growing attraction. The promise he’d be flying home in the morning compelled me to act now, rashly, with no regard for future regrets. Hell, I’d regret it more if I let him go without some action.


			But as I led him to my bedroom, my shyness redoubled. I only had a handful of condoms I’d picked up at the gay pride event last month. I hoped they weren’t novelty condoms, but the pink polka-dotted wrapping paper raised doubts.


			My nerves grew steadily. 


			How did I end up bringing home a total stranger with the express intent of a one-nighter? If he wasn’t leaving, would I have even considered doing this so fast? Should I tell him I changed my mind?


			What if he changed his mind? 


			As if sensing my hesitation, he leaned on my bedroom door frame—God, he had no right to look that gorgeous—and asked, “You sure about this?”


			Was I? I had a free pass right here, right now. I could tell him to leave, and I’d never see him again. It would speed up the inevitable. I knew what was behind door number one: so long and farewell. Would it end any differently if I asked him to stay?


			“Let’s make a deal.”


			He smiled and inched closer. “What kind of deal?”


			Calling back to our conversation about fear, I said, “For tonight, let’s just live in this moment.”


			He crossed into my space enough that I could feel his heat, his energy. Another foot and we’d be touching. “Leave the past in the past?”


			This was so unlike me. “And let tomorrow take care of tomorrow.”


			My brain echoed with Shakespeare. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. Let me have some fun tonight.


			He ducked his head a little, bringing his eyes even with mine, so fucking sexy. “If that’s what you want.”


			“Don’t you?” Were we both pretending to be adventurous?


			“Yes.” Evan inched forward, touching my wrist. “So.”


			The word was almost a question, like this was the final chance for either of us to opt for the safety of a goodnight, but parting would be such sweet sorrow.


			“So.” My echoing voice came out a rasp. I fought the urge to look at my feet, to avoid the invitation in his green eyes, the temptation of his lips curling in a gentle smile. Instead, I channeled my inner Chelsea and met his gaze, encouraging him to make the first move.


			There was no sudden switch, no moment where we fell off the precipice, tumbling irrevocably into turbulent passion. He just claimed my forearm and tugged me closer.


			I leaned into him, my heart beating faster, and when our lips brushed this time, he didn’t pull away. The light graze gave way to pressure, lips parting, a taste of his tongue. Every move was slow, deliberately tantalizing. His arm snaked around my back, pulling me into him, so he could seriously kiss me, and a thrill traveled straight down my core.


			Despite the bumpy lead up, Evan knew how to kiss, and I surrendered to him. Confident, sexy Evan gave me a bad case of the butterflies.


			I broke away long enough to sink onto the edge of the mattress, fizzing with the promise of intimacy with a man I barely knew. The warnings in my mind had yielded to curiosity, desire, the intoxicating power of seduction.


			He ran his thumb along my chin, and I drank in the sheer beauty of his features. His long eyelashes framed emerald eyes with specs of gold. The flush on his cheeks only highlighted his smooth clear skin. The golden scruff on his jaw threw his boyishness into stark relief. And that pouty mouth hid perfectly straight white made-for-TV teeth.


			His eyes had fallen on my lips as well. And then without any further discussion, he knocked me onto the bed and followed, hovering over me, kissing me again. My cerebral cortex shut down. I touched his neck, awed at the goosebumps I was causing. He hunched his shoulders in response, encouraging me to lift up and run my tongue along that skin for an encore performance.


			“Can I…?” With a tug at my sweater, he lifted it over my head. His fingers ran along the edge of my bra, snapping the front latch, then he trailed kisses down my chest, taking one of my nipples in his mouth, sucking gently and licking roughly. I groaned.


			I forced Evan to sit up so I could get his shirt off and stopped dead to take him in. Tight muscles—not showy, just right—etched his torso. I ran my fingers across his lightly dusted chest and down his smooth abs, enjoying how his skin rippled. “You’re ticklish.”


			“A little. But it’s nice. You feel amazing.”


			I did feel amazing, but part of my brain kept trying to derail the train flying brakeless down the tracks. I needed him now. But what about tomorrow?


			Where had I come up with the idea to let tomorrow take care of tomorrow? I was terrible at that.
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